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AUTHOR’S NOTE


This is a post-apocalyptic book, so you can expect the usual content one would find in the end of the world (violence, peril, disasters, stress). Rest assured, I don’t write about SA, but because this is an apocalyptic book, I acknowledge that it’s a thing that could happen. Characters might be threatened, but I will never write that happening to my characters. There is also a very slow-burning romance in this series, but it will be a sexy PG-13 (think Vampire Diaries, Grey's Anatomy, etc.)

*I love this series. One of my top 3 favorite books/series that I’ve written, and I hope you love it. I wrote this after losing my mom, much like Quinn, so I felt very much in her shoes with my emotions. I hope that despite the pain of losing my mother (and hers), this story resonates with you as it does me and brings you as much joy as I feel whenever I’m with Quinn, Anson, and Ava.


For My Mom

Like Quinn’s mom, you’re no longer here with me, but you were the greatest example of a loving mother a girl could ask for. Thank you for being the inspiration for Quinn’s mother.
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WE ARE NOT BLOOD RECAP


Anson, a 36-year-old sheriff with a troubled past, and Quinn, a 21-year-old college student on her way to her senior year of school, are stuck in traffic on the bridge into the city when it collapses. While running for their lives, Quinn finds a car with a 6-month-old baby girl in the back seat. Her mother is dead, but the baby is alive. Not for long, though, since the car is about to plummet into the toxic river. Quinn risks her life to save the baby, and seeing her bravery, Anson helps her, carrying the girls off the bridge to safety.

With a sixth sense born from trauma, Anson knows the attack isn’t over, so he guides the girls away from the highway. The water from the river escapes the riverbed as if by intelligent design, liquifying everyone it touches before triggering an earthquake that destroys the highway. Anson, Quinn, and the stranger’s baby, whom she names Ava, escape with the help of a good Samaritan couple. They come across a military convoy that takes them to Pine Hill, one of the only unaffected towns, and to keep suspicions down, the trio pretends they're a married couple with a daughter.

Anson agrees to help the Pine Hill Police in exchange for lodging at Mrs. Evans’ house, a single woman with a large home. She teaches Quinn about gardening and cooking on a wood stove, but when supplies run low, Anson leaves town to look for food. Quinn is upset by his indifference and his absence, especially when baby Ava gets sick, and there’s no medicine in town. She leaves Ava with Mrs. Evans while she searches for children’s Tylenol, but she gets attacked at the store by a man with a plant shoot growing from his ear. She escapes, but the entire town becomes chaos. She makes it home, only to find Mrs. Evans blocking the stairs so she can’t get to Ava. A tomato plant in the garden had cut Evans, and it infected her. Vines shoot out of her mouth, and her intestines split open her belly to attack. The plant mutated her to become both flesh and flora, and Quinn can’t get to the baby. She has to burn Evans to escape, and, taking Ava, she steals a car and drives south, as Anson told her to, but not before she carves a note on a road sign for Anson to find.

Ava’s cold gets worse, and Quinn eventually finds an abandoned trailer park. There is food in one home, and they sleep inside only to wake up to three bikers. The two men chase her, but Anson shows up in time. He’d had a sixth sense that she needed him while he was on his supply run, and he followed her signs. He shoots one man and threatens the other, rescuing Quinn and Ava, but since the men (who are evil) surrendered, he worries Quinn will hate him for shooting an unarmed surrendering.

Anson has medicine for Ava, and they camp at an abandoned auto shop. Anson makes it clear that he’ll help the girls only until they find somewhere safe to survive, so Quinn asks him to take her back to her parents. They will have to backtrack, but Anson ultimately agrees because he doesn’t want the responsibility.

While Anson sleeps, Quinn innocently goes for a walk. A lightning storm almost kills her, and after Anson has to help clean her up, they get trapped for days as the storm proves unsafe. They have a bonding moment despite Anson not wanting to get close to her. He’s afraid he’ll just get them killed, but he learns she bites her nails when stressed. He starts holding her hands to stop her.

After the miserable storm finally passes, the trio heads back north to find Quinn parents. They encounter trouble with people and the highway, but they finally make it back to the collapsed highway where it all began. The only way across the divide is to push cars into the collapse until it fills up to walk across. Quinn and Ava make is to the other side, but Anson falls and gets injured. He wants to stay and die because the wound is bad, but Quinn makes him climb out. She burns the wound closed and then drives him to a high school acquaintance’s house that’s nearby.

Anson’s wound gets infected, so Quinn has to go out on her own. She finds antibiotics and saves his life, and then they drive to her house. Her neighborhood shows signs of a nature attack, so Anson won’t let her go inside her home. He checks instead and finds her parents dead at their dining table. They died badly, so he covers their bodies so Quinn can’t see. She’s inconsolable, but eventually they scavenge her house and head south again, Quinn stealing her mom’s red dress and photo album.

Quinn is depressed that her parents are dead, and Anson still wants to get rid of her and Ava. They hear a broadcast for a safe compound with doctors, women, and children. Quinn wants to go. She thinks that’s the answer to their problem. They check it out, and it seems okay. There are beautiful women and children. Soldiers for protection, and a motherly older woman, Martha. It seems “perfect,” which bothers Anson, but Quinn wants to stay, and he’s too afraid to let her go south with him. So he leaves the girls without even saying goodbye.

As soon as he leaves, the soldiers take Ava away and lock Quinn upstairs, where she meets other girls. These girls are dirty, and she learns it was all a lie. The beautiful women and Martha are a trap to get women for the soldiers. Quinn fully accepts that she’s now Ava’s mother, and she’s determined to get her daughter back.

Anson feels guilty about leaving, but then he notices that he forgot to leave Quinn’s luggage with her. He should turn back, but before he can, he realizes that he didn’t see one man besides the soldiers at the compound, nor did he see anyone older or “ugly.” He then hears something and climbs the ridge to watch soldiers executing and burying men, the elderly, and the unattractive. He realizes that the compound isn’t the safe place Quinn thought it would be, so he turns around. He beats those murdering soldiers back to the compound, and he shoots up the place looking for Quinn. He finds her behind a locked door, and now he’s really mad. Quinn tries to get the other women to come with her, but they are brainwashed. They are more afraid of the bloody Anson than the “kind of cute” soldiers who just “want companionship,” but Quinn would rather the bloody sheriff. She takes his hand, and they find Ava. Quinn threatens to shoot Martha for taking her adopted daughter from her, but she can’t bring herself to do it. Anson does it for her, and then they escape together.

Anson tells Quinn that he’s reconsidered. He thinks they should stay together. He’s the only person who might actually be able to keep her and Ava safe, and Quinn is happy. She wants to remain with Anson. She likes him even though he thinks he’s a bad guy.

They head south, but then they come across another flooded highway. Only this one has acid for water, and there is no way across. They can’t go south, and Quinn is panicked until Anson reluctantly tells her he knows a place they can go. Quinn asks why he thinks this place will be safe, and, with dread, Anson tells her it was because it was built for this new world.


CHAPTER
ONE



The acid bubbled, spitting venom at their feet, and Anson grabbed Quinn’s waist and yanked her away from the raging river. Once a solid highway, a testament to mankind’s dominance, the four lanes surged before them in waves of poison, an acidic death stretching for as far as the eye could see. If there was an end, it was too far west for them to locate before the torturous winter shed her icy tears. They had to turn around, and as if to reinforce that directive, the river spat at their shoes again.

“Get in the truck.” Anson shoved the college student away from the flooded highway with gentle force. He hadn’t rescued her from the madness of men to sacrifice her to the water. The river knew they were there. She was licking her lips in anticipation, but Anson had every intention of leaving her hungry. Quinn and Ava were his. No violence of nature or cruelty of man was allowed to take them from him.

“What should we do?” Quinn asked as she climbed back into the truck, checking on the infant before buckling the seatbelt over her chest. “Head west and see if things are better in the more rural states?”

“No, we’ll turn around.”

“Won’t we cross paths with the soldiers whose base you just shot up?” Alarm colored her words. “And what about the snow? You’ve been saying south was our best chance at survival since we met, so isn’t heading north a bad idea?”

“Yes.” Anson started the truck. It was a bad idea, one he swore he’d die before acting on. But for Quinn? For the little girl babbling to herself in the backseat? He would go back there for them. He would make the worst decision possible for them.

“So why⁠—?”

“Because you’ll be safe there,” he cut her off. “I know a place that was built for this world. It’ll be cold. It’ll be rough, but you’ll be safe, and that’s what matters.” He eased the pickup onto the road. He wasn’t entirely sure where they were, and they couldn’t backtrack for risk of being caught by the soldiers they’d spent the past hours fleeing. He’d have to find a way around the army before they could head northwest, and he prayed the highways were clear. They were running out of time. He was all too familiar with the pain of an unprepared winter, and that was exactly what they were walking into.

“How do you know about this place?” Quinn asked. “And how do you know it’s safe? We don’t even know what’s happening.”

Anson glanced across the truck bench. She was so young. So lovely and innocent. He shouldn’t take her there. It was no place for a girl with a heart as pure as hers. It was where the devil had lived, and he wore the scars to prove it.

“I know what’s happening,” he said as he returned his gaze to the road.

“How?” Quinn asked. “That’s impossible. No one knows what’s going on.”

“I’ve had my suspicions since Pine Hill.”

“Then why didn’t you tell me?”

“I wasn’t convinced…” He felt her glare digging into his skull. “I didn’t want it to be true.”

“Want what to be true?” she asked. He didn’t like the anxious pitch of her voice.

“My father’s beliefs.” He said it, and now that he’d voiced it, that man once again controlled his life. “It’s why I know that place is safe. My father predicted this was coming, so he built a home to survive this apocalypse. I always prayed his fears were the ravings of a lunatic, but it seems fate, in all her cruelty, saw fit to warn him of all people.”

“I take it you two aren’t close?” Quinn asked, and Anson didn’t need to look at her to know her eyes had widened at the prospect of meeting his father. Smart girl.

“We weren’t.” He met her gaze, and she relaxed at his use of the past tense. “My father predicted that the earth would eventually turn on mankind and purge us like the parasites we are,” he continued. “With the rise of technology, AI, pollution, and the robbing of natural resources, scientists grew concerned about the Earth’s ability to sustain human life. We abused our home for too long, turning the rivers poisonous and the plants sick. We took and took and took, giving nothing back, and she began to shrivel and die. It was only a matter of time before Mother Nature exterminated us, and my dad believed the only way to survive her wrath was to return to a simpler existence when humans lived in harmony with the land. No technology, no excessive farming, no unnecessary hunting. We consume only what we need, and when we die, we return to the Earth so that she may take from us. My father died almost twenty years ago, and with each year, I drifted further from his fear. I started to trust that his beliefs were merely the delusions of an unstable man.”

“But he was right.” The waver returned to Quinn’s voice. “That’s why all the highways and cities were annihilated. Mother Nature is killing us… she’s getting revenge for all the ways we’ve ravaged her.”

“I believe so, yes.” Anson reached across the divide and grabbed her hand before she could capture her nails between her teeth. Her fingers were too pretty to mutilate with bloody cuticles, so he trapped them in his grip. “It’s why the attacks went for the cities and major infrastructures first. Eliminate the largest offenders and then pick off the stragglers. It’s what any army would do. Nature is following the same battle plans, only her violence is far more extravagant.”

“Your father knew vines would mutate humans on a cellular level?” Quinn tightened her grip on his hand, and he tried not to read into the contact.

“My dad assumed we’d all die from a plague or a virus. Maybe a fungal infection,” Anson said. “He feared something was coming, but no one could’ve predicted the horrors we’ve seen.”

“So if he was preparing for a pandemic, will his home even help us?”

“The death delivery is different, but the concept is the same. Nature is exacting her punishment on us, and our best chance of survival is falling below her radar. If we can slip through the cracks, we won’t be a threat. We keep our heads down. We live in my father’s old cabin, which is completely off the grid, and we become one with the land. We honor her, and hopefully she’ll ignore us. We’ll have to be careful, but as long as we don’t make waves, we should be safe.”

“Off-grid? Do you know how to live like that?”

“I grew up there,” he admitted. He hated admitting it.

“Oh… Then why did you want to go south instead of heading straight to the cabin?” she asked, and he could practically see the gears in her head spinning to make sense of his half-truths.

“Winter is cold when you live off-grid.” He gave her another partial truth. “The South has longer growing seasons and minimal freezing temperatures. It’s harder to survive in the north.”

“But we will survive at the cabin.” Her smaller hand tightened its hold on his, and he glanced down at their interlaced fingers for a long moment.

“I want to lie to you,” he finally said. “I never lie to people. I don’t care if the truth hurts, but I find I want to lie to you.” He released her hand and re-gripped the steering wheel. He’d promised to stay with the girls, but that didn’t mean he could let them in. It didn’t mean he could grow attached. It was better for everyone if they didn’t get close. He couldn’t hurt them if he didn’t love them.

“I don’t want you to lie to me,” she said. She was wise for her twenty-one years, but the end of the world tended to age a person. At thirty-six, premature grey stained his beard and hair, and he had no doubt that the past few months had doubled the already colorless strands.

“You can’t lie to me,” she continued. “It’ll get us killed.”

“Then no… I don’t know if we’ll survive. My father left his cabin to me, and I almost sold the place, but something warned me to hold on to it. So I did, and once a year, I drove out with canned goods. I replace the food that’s about to expire with the fresh supplies, so we won’t starve right away. But we’ve had very little time to plan, and if this winter is brutal—which I can guarantee it will be—those provisions won’t save us. We’ll have to work relentlessly if we want to last the cold, and it still might not be enough.”

“But we could walk outside and get hit by lightning or step in a puddle and become liquid,” Quinn said. “We could eat a garden vegetable and explode from the inside out. No matter what we do, we could die, and die horribly. At least the cabin offers us a shot that this truck—or that army base or any of the countless cities filled with mutated dead—can’t.”

“If we want to see next spring, the cabin is our best, if not only, option.”

“Okay… so we have a plan.”

“Okay,” he repeated.

“Okay.” Quinn leaned against the window. “Anson?”

“Yeah, kid?”

“I don’t want to lie to you either.”

“Okay?”

“I’m scared. I don’t want to die. Not in the cold. Not like Mrs. Evans or my parents, who I never got to say goodbye to. And especially not like those soldiers you shot. I’m afraid of your father’s cabin because I don’t know how to live off-grid.” She twisted to look at Ava in the back seat. “I don’t know how to be a mom off-grid. What if I kill her? What if I make a mistake, and she pays the price?”

“You might kill her,” Anson said, and he almost had to reach out to steady her neck at how fast she whirled on him. “Just like I might get you killed… for God’s sake, I left you at that base. Nothing is safe, and as time passes, it’ll only get worse. Right now, the Earth is focused on the big targets. The most dangerous enemies, but eventually, she’ll turn her eyes to the stragglers, to those who escaped her first wave of attacks. Mother Nature will come after us. All we can do is appease her with our lifestyle, but there’s a good chance none of us will make it through this year alive. You might very well get Ava killed, but you might also be the reason she sees adulthood. You’re already the only reason she’s still breathing.” He moved to take her hand, but then cemented his fist to the steering wheel. He needed to stop touching this girl. She felt too much like family when they touched, and family was a curse. Maybe not for her, but in his world, love meant death.

“You care about the baby, right?” he asked.

“Of course.” Her conviction made his mouth twitch in an attempted smile.

“Then she’s in the best hands she can be in,” Anson said. Returning to the cabin was a lesson in pain for him, but for Ava, it would be filled with love. Quinn’s love, and that would be a first for those four walls. “You can’t protect her from everything. No parent can, but you can love her. If you love her, she’ll have a better life than most even before the bridge.”

“I’m still scared.” Quinn glanced at his hand as if she longed for him to reach out and retake hers, but he shifted his gaze so he couldn’t see her eyes. It was the only way he’d survive this girl.

“Good, you should be,” he said, his voice cold. “Fear will keep you on your toes. It’ll keep you and Ava alive.”
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“Well, that’s going to be a problem.” Anson killed the engine as they studied the sight before them. Quinn couldn’t read a map even if her life had depended on it, but he’d mapped two alternative routes that avoided the army base. The first and obvious path was a highway that had proved untraversable, so they’d aimed their sights on the scenic route, and scenic it was. The only road connecting their current location to the one they needed was this Main Street, but she was a tangled, brutal mess. Vines similar to the ones that overtook Pine Hill covered every inch of space, rendering the pavement more vegetation than concrete, but unlike the vines that had so violently torn free of Mrs. Evans’ gut, veins wove through these… human veins. Blood pumped through their semi-translucent stems and leaves, and the entire town pulsed with every heartbeat trapped within the flora. Flesh and plant and blood. Quinn thought she might be sick.

“They’re alive,” she whispered as she averted her gaze. She couldn’t bear the sight of those green vines throbbing with human blood.

“Yeah…” Anson’s predictably unwavering voice offered her nothing. “Get out of the truck.”

“Why?”

“You’ll need to carry Ava and walk through.”

“What?” Quinn gawked at him. After all that he’d done to keep her alive, he was just going to sacrifice her to this infected town? “Are you insane?”

“Look at the cars.” He ignored her outburst as he gestured to the shattered vehicles woven through the foliage. “Every single one is split apart or crushed. Not overgrown. Not surrounded. Destroyed. These vines went after the cars, so if I drive through that street, their defense mechanism will kick in the second my wheels crush a leaf. There’s no way around, only through, but there’s a good chance this truck won’t survive a block. But there are some dead spots.” He pointed to sections of the road where the asphalt was still visible. “You could walk through. You’ll be fine.”

“Be fine?” Quinn shifted on the worn bench as if staring him head-on would convince him of his insanity. “You want me to carry Ava through the worst overgrowth we’ve seen, where a single cut could turn my body into a bleeding plant, and you think I’ll be fine?”

“You’ll have a higher chance of survival than if you stay in the car,” he answered in his frustratingly level tone. “I’ll try driving through after you make it down the street, but I’m worried about how these vines will retaliate. We need the truck and the supplies, but I have little hope I’ll complete the trip. I’ll probably have to bail, so it’s safer if you and Ava are already outside.”

“I can’t walk through that.” Quinn jabbed an angry finger at Main Street, Mrs. Evans’ disturbing death playing on repeat through her mind. Anson had hidden her parents’ bodies from her, but based on the neighbor’s horrific deaths, she knew how her family had left this world. She would rather put a bullet through her brain and end it quickly than let her guts fester until roots shoved free of her flesh.

“What choice do we have, kid?” Anson crossed his arms over his chest. “This is our only way forward unless you want to risk the base.”

“No.” The word was out of her mouth before she realized she’d spoken. “I’m not going back there. I’m not some toy that men can pass around for their entertainment.”

“Stop.” Anson’s stoic face paled. “Don’t.”

Quinn fell silent, the urge to burst into tears and hug the man overwhelmingly strong. She missed her parents. She missed being wrapped in loving arms and reminded that everything would be okay, and the way this dangerous man—who had no qualms about putting bullets between his enemy’s eyes—recoiled at the reminder of what those men planned for her pierced her heart. She wanted him to reassure her that everything would be all right, but he’d promised not to lie to her. He would never say that to her. No one ever would again.

“So we go through here,” he finally said. “It’s our only option.”

“But what if you don’t make it?” Her voice shook despite her order for it not to. Better the murderous sheriff than soldiers who took pieces of her that didn’t belong to them. “There’s not enough space for the truck. You’ll barely make it two feet before the vines attack.”

“It’s why I want you to walk through first,” he said. “Once you’re safe, I’ll floor it. Maybe if I’m fast, I can outrun them.”

“Okay.” She agreed only because she couldn’t bring herself to admit that this plan would undoubtedly kill them all.

“You’ll be fine,” he repeated, and she was unsure if he was reassuring her or himself. “Go slow and be careful. Watch where you step. Don’t talk. Don’t breathe too loud, and you should be fine.”

“Until Ava screams.” Quinn glanced back at the child. The girl was around nine months old now, her little personality shining through as she charged out of infancy. Her constant tantrums were giving way to smiles and giggles, but there was still no reasoning with a baby in an apocalypse, nor would there be for years to come.

“She ate not that long ago, and you changed her diaper,” Anson said. “Now is the happiest she’ll be. She likes it when you hold her, and she doesn’t understand what’s going on in the world. She might enjoy looking at all the plants… without context, they’re beautiful.”

“I guess?” Quinn didn’t bother hiding her grimace.

“Babies used to watch those sensory videos. The pulsing vines will probably have the same effect.”

“I hate this. Ava should be safe at home watching dancing colors bounce around a screen, not here with a college student, who has no clue what she’s doing, about to walk through the valley of death.”

“Come on.” Anson opened the truck door and hopped out, his capacity for sympathy clearly expired. She missed her dad, but Anson was all she had. The man who could shoot people in the face for her yet tensed when they touched. “We have plenty of daylight.” He dug through their supplies for her emergency pack. “You need to make it through before dark.”

Quinn followed his lead and hopped out into the brisk air, the thrumming Main Street capturing her attention now that a wall of glass didn’t separate them. She swore she could hear the unseen hearts beating, the wind faint with bastardized thuds. “What if I⁠—?”

“Don’t cry,” Anson cut her off, the suddenness of his words giving her emotional whiplash.

“Anson…”

“No.” He grabbed her face in his palms and brushed his thumbs over her damp cheeks, the caress almost affectionate if she ignored the harsh lines of his frown. “Tears blur your vision, and you need to focus. You can’t trip in there. I won’t be there to catch you.”

“I’m scared,” she whispered, failing to obey his order.

“Yeah…” He wiped her face dry before releasing her, and embarrassment flushed her cheeks at how she leaned forward to feel the warmth of his fingers for a fraction of a second longer. “Me too, kid. Me too. But scared is better than dead.” He reached into the back seat and grabbed the baby carrier, wrapping it around Quinn’s chest.

“I don’t want to be dead,” she whispered into his ear as he fastened the straps behind her, his hair tickling her lips as she confessed.

“Then be scared,” he whispered back, his words lingering against her skin. “Just don’t cry.” He retreated, releasing her from his gravity, and Quinn gasped for air at his departure. “You’ve done this before. Put one foot in front of the other and don’t touch the vines. Honestly, you might be fine even if you do touch them. I think it’s harming them that’ll trigger their responses.”

“But I’m not going to be the one who confirms that hypothesis.” Quinn slid her arms through her pack and then helped Anson settle Ava against her chest. “You are.”

“Yell when you reach the other side.” Anson ignored her comment and tugged on the carrier’s straps to confirm the baby was secure

“And if I can’t reach it?”

“Make sure you yell loudly enough for me to hear.” He climbed back into the truck without addressing her concerns. “And then get out of the way. I’ll be moving fast.”

Quinn studied the grey strands coloring his beard. They’d been separated for mere hours when he left them at the army base, but he’d changed in that absence. He was harsher since he’d claimed her and Ava. Distant. Demanding. The hints of friendship he’d offered when he planned to be rid of her had morphed into calculated leadership now that he’d bound his fate to theirs. She ached at the sudden change, but she understood. Before, she and Ava were strangers whose lives belonged to someone else. Now, their survival rested firmly on his shoulders. He’d accepted their futures as his, and fear came with such responsibility. If they died, it would be his fault, and he’d grown colder for it.

“Wish me luck?” she whispered, her feet unable to move without his encouragement.

“You don’t need it,” he said. “You have good instincts, and you’ve escaped vines like this before. Use your…” He paused as if finally understanding what she needed of him. “Good luck, kid. I’ll be right behind you.”

Quinn turned around, her eyes fixating on a shuddering vine, its movement shaking the entire stretch of woven flora, and she blinked rapidly to force back the tears. “I can’t do this.”

“You’re going for a walk. That’s it. It’s not hard.”

“I’m just going for a walk,” she repeated after him, hugging Ava tighter, and the little girl reached up and grabbed her face with a curious pinch in her brow. “We’re just going for a walk, right, sweetheart? Just the two of us. Mommy and me and the apocalypse.”

Ava pinched Quinn’s lips, and Quinn nibbled on her tiny fingertips, much to the girl’s amusement.

“That’s all.” She kissed the baby’s forehead. “Mommy and me… Mom… is it weird I like how that sounds?”

“I wouldn’t talk,” Anson interrupted, and she grimaced, the reprimand a reminder that he didn’t seem to want their relationship to venture into the personal. “Keep your noise to a minimum.”

“Okay…” She tightened her hold on the child and stepped toward the throbbing vines. “It’s just a walk. That’s all it is. A Mommy and me walk.”

And lying to herself, she lowered her head and slipped under the pulsing foliage.

Quinn froze as the swaying vegetation hovered inches above her hair, but when nature ignored her, she slid her foot forward. She could barely breathe, the hum of heartbeats vibrating the air in a faint threat, in a warning, in an invitation to join them in their evolution. This is what the earth wanted—to transform mankind so that humans understood the devastation of a polluted planet—but Quinn lowered her gaze to Ava’s face and took another calculated step. Just as Anson predicted, the little girl watched the unnatural plants with rapt attention. The greens, the red, the flickering sunlight. It was a testament to how awe-inspiring nature could be, and Quinn was jealous of her adopted daughter. Ava didn’t realize that this new world wasn’t normal. All she saw was magnificence. Quinn was envious. She wished she saw unique beauty and not the mutilation of hundreds of human beings.

Yet despite the truth of what surrounded them, she kept walking. One carefully silent step after another. Heel, toe. Heel, toe. Heel, toe. Quiet and slow and gentle. Heal, toe. Heel, toe. Heel, toe. Don’t breathe, don’t speak, don’t think. Heel, toe. This was just a walk. A Mommy and me walk.

“No…” Quinn cursed under her breath, her hushed voice swaying the vines above her. She was so close. The tangled mass of Main Street extended for only a few more feet before the thickness gave way to elegantly draped vines hanging sparsely from the buildings, but it didn’t matter that freedom hovered in sight. She was trapped, the branches woven too thick for her to slip through. The space between the green wasn’t even wide enough for Ava, and Quinn burst into tears despite Anson’s orders.

“No… no, no, no, no, no.” She repeated the word like a prayer, her breathing intensifying with each syllable. The greenery started to spin, and suddenly, Mrs. Evans stood before her, her mouth gaping and gut bleeding. Quinn cursed again. She needed to get out of there. So much death. So many lives stolen to create this jungle. She needed to get out of there.

Quinn turned on her heels, brain screaming at her to flee the way she came, but the movement jerked little Ava’s head. The baby loosed her earsplitting distress, and Quinn flinched as the vines woke. They hummed with life. Or maybe it was malice, but with calculated precision, they surged around her, their lengths thickening as they boxed her in.

“Anson?” Her voice barely croaked above a whisper. “Anson!”

“Are you through?” His distant response sounded.

“We’re trapped!” she shouted. “We’re trapped, and the vines are moving.”

“Breathe, kid.”

“They’re boxing us in. I’m stuck!”

“Have they touched you?”

“No!”

“Have you hurt them?”

“Anson, they’re growing!” She spun back toward the disappearing Main Street.

“Have you caused any damage?” he repeated.

“You need to come get me.” The tighter the vines grew around her, the harder it was for her to breathe.

“Quinn, did you harm anything in there?” Anson’s deep voice turned dark, the coldness shocking her out of her panic.

“No, I didn’t touch anything.”

“Then you aren’t a threat.” His voice retreated as if he were running away. “That’s the theory, at least. Earth is ignoring us while it deals with its biggest threats… so I’m going to give it one.”

“You’re going to what?” A whole different brand of fear washed over her.

“You’re nothing. A benign tumor the body ignores when faced with a life-threatening disease.”

“Anson, what are you saying?” Quinn choked on her question.

“I’m going to make the vines focus on me,” he shouted. “Don’t hurt anything, and you’ll be fine.”

“Anson, don’t!”

“Just lift the vines and slip through. They’ll ignore you.”

“No, stop!” She felt sick. She didn’t want to witness Anson being torn apart. He was the only family she had left in this world.

“You’ll be okay, kid. Just be ready to run.”
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Anson grabbed the spare gasoline can out of the truck bed and poured more than they could afford to lose onto the vines. That should get the plant’s attention. His life for the girls. A worthwhile trade, even if it terrified him. Not because he was afraid of death. Death was easier than living. It was the end of pain. It was nothing, a welcome relief from this life of suffering, yet he didn’t want relief. He wanted the agony now that he had something worth living for. He wasn’t afraid of dying. He was afraid of leaving the most beautiful things in his life unprotected.

“Quinn?” He returned the can to the truck and fished out the matches he’d scavenged at the gas station on their drive here.

“Don’t do it, Anson!” her terror screamed at him. “Whatever you’re thinking, don’t do it. I’ll walk back to you, and we’ll find another way. You can’t die on me.”

“Remember, don’t hurt the vines,” he called as he lit a match and then set the entire small pack on fire. “Just ease past them.”

“Anson, stop!”

“You’ll be fine, kid.” He took a fortifying breath. “Now run!”
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The vines lurched, the blood flowing through their veins pulsing with tortured rage until they bulged against the plant’s surface. The acrid scent of smoke drifted through the leaves as the infection aimed her vengeance at the source of her pain, and Quinn hugged Ava tighter. It was working. The vines had forgotten about her as they targeted their attacker, and as angry as she was at Anson for sacrificing himself, she wouldn’t waste his death. Ava wouldn’t die here. Not like this. Not in horror and agony.

“We’ll be fine,” she whispered to the baby as she stepped toward the tangled web blocking their final steps. “They don’t want us. We’re nothing. We’re just on a walk.” Quinn gagged on her fear as she extended a shaking hand, her tears so uncontrollable that the green before her blurred into shapeless colors. “The vines don’t want us. We’re not a threat.” Her fingers glided against the plant, an involuntary gag slipping from her lips as she pushed it aside. The foliage slid against her skin, the texture wrong and disconcerting, but nothing happened as she widened the gap. Nothing sliced through her flesh. Nothing stung, nothing burned. It was a plant with leaves and stems and blood, and it slipped out of her way as if it didn’t even realize she was there. The smoke thickened. The vines tumbled over each other in their hunt, and with a strangled cry, Quinn broke through the opening.

“Oh god.” She stumbled forward, the smoke stinging her eyes, and she barely leaned over the pavement before she vomited onto the asphalt. Bile burned her throat as she spat, and then she scanned her hand, praying to a god she wasn’t sure existed that she wasn’t infected. But her skin was clear. She was fine. Anson was right. The vines didn’t care about her. She wasn’t the threat. He was, and they would kill him for it.

“He’ll be okay.” She wrapped her arms back around Ava and carried the crying baby away from the tangled mess of Main Street. Flames licked at the sky, but they didn’t seem to slow the vines’ growth. They ensnared the blaze, sacrificing some of their limbs to smother the fire so the rest might live, but even as she fled, Quinn couldn’t bring herself to escape the chaos. Anson was still alive. He had to be. He was too tough to die like this. Too stubborn and aggressive to let plants rip him to shreds. He wasn’t dead. He couldn’t be. He was meaner than any act of nature, and he would survive. He had to.

But as the fire raged and night fell, Quinn’s retreat was forced back block by block. Both the flames and the vines swallowed the town whole as they fought an unwinnable battle. There would be nothing left before long, and Quinn couldn’t help but wonder if Anson was ash or plant.

[image: ]



Anson flung the door open and jumped out of the truck, slapping his jacket until the flames eating at his sleeve died. He cursed, the vulgar word turning into a coughing fit as he choked on the smoke coating his throat, but he was alive. How? He wasn’t entirely sure. His limbs ached with such intensity that he wasn’t sure how he was still standing. He’d remember what Quinn said about Pine Hill. She’d burned Mrs. Evans’ mutation to death, so it stood to reason that he could rid this town of its infection with fire, but nature had mutated… again. It fought back this time, and he’d spent hours fighting to survive just a few more seconds. His lungs stung from the smoke inhalation, but somehow, he’d scorched a path through the vegetation. He’d survived Main Street, but in the darkness, he’d lost the girls. They were gone, thankfully, but their survival didn’t offer the knot in his gut any relief.

“Oh my god!” A shriek collided with his ears a second before a blur of speed bolted for him. Before he could raise his arms in defense, a body slammed into his chest, choking limbs wrapping around his neck and waist until he could barely breathe.

“I knew you weren’t dead,” the attacker sobbed. “You’re too stubborn to die.”

“Quinn?” He grabbed her hips and tried to pull her off him, but she’d dug in.

“Don’t ever make me do that again.” She reeled back, and, shocking both of them, she slapped him; the blow so gentle, he felt the affection in the soft sting. “I have no family. I have no friends. You’re it, and we know what happens when you leave us.” She tried to slap him again, but he caught her wrist. “I’d rather put a bullet in my brain than be left alone for other men to find,” she growled. “You swore we’d stick together, so don’t you dare make me do that again.”

“It was for your own survival,” he said, her reaction giving him whiplash. Her features were livid, and her hand was poised for punishment, but she still clung to him, her legs around his waist so tight that they were cemented chest to chest.

“Where’s the baby?” he asked, opting to ignore her behavior in favor of something he understood.

“Sleeping.” Quinn forgot her rage as she nodded toward an open door, and Anson finally pried her off him and lowered her to the pavement. “I couldn’t leave without you, and when the sun started to set, I found a store that is somehow completely untouched.”

“A video rental store,” he read the sign above the entrance. “That’s ancient.”

“Probably why it was uninfected,” Quinn said. “No one watches physical movies like that anymore… no one will watch movies ever again, so the store was probably empty when the outbreak began. It’s too cold to sleep outside, so I figured that shop was the safest option.”

“Smart girl.” Anson gawked at his hand as she grabbed it and tugged him toward the door. “I should move the truck first,” he said. “It was part of my survival. The vines might remember. I’ll drive it out of town and then walk back to the store.”

“I’ll come with you.” She started to follow him, but he stopped her.

“No.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but he released her and hopped into the driver’s seat without a backward glance.

“Stay with Ava. I’ll be quick.” He slammed the door and drove off before she could talk him out of it. He was coming back. He had to. He just needed a moment to forget the feel of her body wrapped around his.
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“Hey.” Anson reached across the truck bench and rubbed a palm against Quinn’s hunched shoulders. He didn’t need to wake her. He knew these woods well. There was no reason to disrupt her nap, but he couldn’t face this alone. He needed her by his side to remind him why he was willingly surrendering his life to this cursed stretch of land.

“What’s wrong?” She blinked at the sunlight flooding her eyes. They’d spent a chilly night in the video store, and when the infection let them survive to see daylight, the trio hiked to the hidden truck and continued on their way. Their progress was slow, but thankfully not dangerous, and they made decent time. A fact that Anson was both thankful and terrified of.

“Is Ava okay?” Quinn twisted to peek at the baby in the car seat.

“She’s fine. She was napping with you,” he said, realizing that his palm still rested against her shoulder. “We’re almost there.”

“Oh, nice.” Quinn rubbed the sleep from her face. “I’m about to see where Anson grew up.” She studied his profile, and he finally peeled his hand off of her, forcing it back to the steering wheel. “I can’t picture you as a kid.” She reached out and brushed her fingers over the salt-and-pepper hair staining his temples. “I feel like you arrived on this earth as an adult.”

“I wasn’t a kid like you,” he said, keeping his answer vague as every cell in his body fixated on the electricity of her fingertips against his scalp. “Or Ava, if I have any say in the matter.”

“What do you mean?” Quinn tucked his hair behind his ear, and his heart rate spiked at the warmth of her skin. “She’ll grow up here in your dad’s cabin completely off the grid. She’ll be more like you than me.”

“No, she won’t.” Anson grabbed her wrist and pulled it away from his head. He didn’t know how to be touched. Not how she caressed him, with such selfless care, and if she didn’t stop, he’d drive the truck off the road. “She’ll be like you. You’re a better role model. More fun too,” he added before she asked any more questions.

“That I am,” she smiled at him. This was why he woke her. He needed her light to face the devil, even if he was dead.

“The cabin is stocked, but only for one person,” he said, changing the subject to a safer topic. “Once you two get settled, I’ll leave to find more supplies.”

“Won’t it be faster if I come with you?” she asked.

“No.” He spoke too quickly, and he ground his teeth. He needed to stop letting his emotions slip out. Quinn had grown up in an emotionally healthy family, and this new world had forced her to mature. He’d always been able to hide his reactions from the people hovering on the outskirts of his life, but he couldn’t from this girl. She picked up on more than he willingly gave, and he could tell by the way she watched him drive up the bumpy dirt road that she saw the attachment he fought so hard to keep from taking root.

“Anson?”

“No,” he cut her off. “It’s better if I go alone.”

“No, Anson.” She tugged on his arm and then pointed out of the front windshield. “There… I don’t think we’re alone.”

Anson slammed on the brakes with a curse. The girl was right. Smoke curled out of the cabin’s chimney. Smoke that shouldn’t be there.

“I thought you said no one knew about this place?” she asked.

“They don’t.” He parked and grabbed his gun. “Stay in the truck. I’ll check it out.”

“Anson…” Quinn seized his forearm, and he opened his mouth to repeat his order, but her wide eyes silenced him. “Be careful,” she whispered, and with all his grace and intelligence, he grunted at her before slamming the door shut.

Anson assumed a protective stance before the pickup and scanned the trees burned into his nightmares. He’d memorized every inch of dirt, every expanse of bark and twisted root. He recognized this cursed stretch of land better than his own features, which was why he knew this cabin wasn’t easily found. His father had made sure of that, yet smoke drifted from the chimney. Their truck was the only vehicle in the clearing, so as he raised his weapon and slipped silently through the trees, he prayed their intruder was a lost hiker seeking refuge from the oncoming freeze. In all his years here, no hikers had ever crossed this cabin’s path, but with the cities promising certain death, it stood to reason he wasn’t the only person fleeing civilization.

Anson slipped around the cabin and peeked through the rear window. The single-room home stood empty, the familiar furniture exactly where it should be. The woodstove burned. Signs of life littered the tables and floor, and the mess inexplicably aggravated him. He didn’t want to be here, yet seeing the place where his life began so disregarded gutted him. It also dragged him back thirty years to a fear he knew too well. He hadn’t made this mess, yet instinct warned him to prepare for the punishment. Messes were never tolerated.

Anson instinctively glanced over his shoulder, half expecting to find his father’s ghost haunting him from the shadows. He couldn’t bring Quinn and Ava inside these walls. He understood the need for survival, and he could forgive a stranger seeking refuge in his cabin, but an intruder who didn’t respect the shelter protecting him wasn’t someone he wanted anywhere near the girls. He’d have to hide them and the truck while he waited for the squatter to return and then relocate them. Whether into the ground or another home was entirely up to the stranger.

Anson scanned the cabin’s interior one last time and then slipped back the way he came. The dead leaves crunched beneath his boots. The winter breeze brushed against his cheeks. The sunlight peeked through the bare branches far over his head, and he knew. It was his sixth sense, the one the fear of his father instilled in him. His premonitions had been born to save him from his father’s wrath, and he always sensed when evil was about to knock on his door. It had saved him and those precious girls on that bridge, and as he rounded the cabin, nausea punched him in the stomach. Something was very wrong in these woods.

Anson raised his gun, readying to fight, readying for the kill, but as he stepped out into the open, his knees almost gave out at the sight that greeted him. He faltered, lowering the gun until he was vulnerable. It was a stupid move. He realized that, but he couldn’t aim at Quinn. He couldn’t put her in a second line of fire. She already had a gun muzzle pressed to her temple, for a brute of a man loomed in the clearing to block his path to the truck, pinning her smaller body against his chest.


CHAPTER
TWO



“Anson!” Quinn gasped before the man’s fist choked her biceps, his threat clear. Silence or a bullet through the brain. These strangers had appeared out of nowhere, dragging her out of the truck with the cold metal of a barrel pressed against her skin, and her only consolation was that they were still oblivious to the fact that Ava slept in the backseat.

“Was this yours?” the man behind her shouted at Anson as he shoved the gun against her temple. Was. Past tense. Quinn felt sick. There were too many of them. Anson was a monster, but he was outnumbered, and the stranger’s grip on her body warned of what was coming for her.

“Let her go,” Anson said, his voice too controlled for the situation. He was painfully cold and rigid, more terrifying than the predators holding her prisoner, and if she hadn’t lived beside him for these past months, she would’ve trusted her fate to the men at her back rather than the one before her. She knew what her captors wanted, and she would die before letting them take it, but Anson? The fear he struck in her heart was paralyzing. Yes, he was the monster those women at the army base warned about.

“No, I don’t think so,” the man said. “She’s pretty… really pretty, and as you can see, we don’t have any women.” He brushed a finger over her cheek, and Quinn recoiled, but the rage in Anson’s eyes froze her in place.

“Take your hands off her,” Anson said, his voice calm. Too calm.

“Don’t be selfish, man,” her captor said. “You’re just one guy, and you’ve had this all to yourself. It’s time to share. Besides, we’re the ones with the shelter. We found this stocked cabin, and we’re lonely. We can keep her warm this winter.” The man crudely yanked her against his chest, and Quinn shut her eyes to stop the tears. She didn’t want to watch these men kill the only friend she had left in this world. She didn’t want to endure the future they had planned for her. She’d rather this brute pull the trigger and end it here and now than let them ruin her.

“This is my cabin, and that’s my wife,” Anson half-lied. “Leave now, and I won’t put a bullet between your eyes.”

“Your husband seems to have lost his mind.” The man tightened his grip on her arm as his friends spread out to flank the sheriff. “He’s outnumbered, but maybe he wants to die. This world too much for him, huh? Well, we like it just fine. So much left for the taking, so we’re going to take this cabin and your wife.” He dragged the gun’s barrel down Quinn’s cheek, and tears flooded her eyes at the contact. Maybe Anson would be merciful and shoot her before he died.

“I will say it one last time,” Anson growled, and the pitch of his tone had her eyes snapping open. He spoke to her captor, but his gaze belonged solely to her. “Take your hands off her.”

“I’m tired of this conversation⁠—”

“Quinn,” Anson cut the man off, and with a whisper of movement, he lowered his head. One word and a hint of a nod, yet to her, it was the loudest of screams.

Quinn released every muscle in her body, falling limp in her captor’s arms as she plummeted. The man fumbled as he tried to regain his human shield, but he was too slow. A gunshot ripped through the air, tearing through his skull a second later. He collapsed to the earth, his blood slapping the back of her head, and she stumbled away from the corpse as a second shot obliterated the forest’s peace.

“Driver’s seat now!” Anson screamed at her as he lunged behind a tree. “Now, Quinn!” His command electrocuted her paralysis, and she bolted for the truck, throwing herself onto the bench before turning the key in the ignition. Gunshots decorated the silence, but through the chorus of death, she heard his voice roaring for her to drive. To leave him, and if Ava weren’t screaming, she would’ve ignored his demands. She would’ve sat there frozen until he or death came for her, but her baby wailed in fear, and she had to escape for Ava’s sake. Those men couldn’t have her child.

So she threw the car into reverse, backed up, and awkwardly turned around. The wheels teetered on the uneven ground, but before she could accelerate, a body crashed into the passenger side door.

“Unlock it!” Anson shouted over the screams, and her foot instinctively slammed on the gas, the truck jerking forward before she registered who needed help. She hit the brakes, her head almost bouncing off the steering wheel as she tapped the unlock button, and then Anson was in the truck’s cab, firing his weapon with calculated aim.

“Drive, kid!” he ordered over the chaos, but all Quinn could focus on was the crimson dripping down his face. He’d been shot. He was dying. She was going to be sick.

“Quinn! Drive!”

Her foot obeyed his panic, and she pushed the truck over the nonexistent dirt path so forcefully that the entire world ceased to exist.

“Quinn?” a voice pierced her daze. “Quinn…? Quinn, stop!” A hand grabbed her wrist, and she jerked so hard that her head bounced off the window. “Quinn, you need to stop. It’s okay to stop.”

Quinn stared at Anson as if she’d just woken up. She hadn’t realized she was still driving. She didn’t even know where they were. Long gone was the uneven ground. Smooth pavement of an unfamiliar road now glided below their tires, and she flung a panicked look at Anson.

“I…” Her voice clogged her throat at the sight of the blood on his face. Of the blood coating her hair and shoulders and chest. It was sticky and dry. It was the blood of a man Anson had killed because he’d threatened to violate her. Death begot death begot death. It was all that was left in this world. Those people on the bridge. The entire town of Pine Hill. Her friends. Her family. Ava’s real mother.

“My parents…” she choked on the words, her foot slamming on the brakes. “Oh god, my parents. My mom is dead.” She shoved open the car door, unable to breathe in the suffocating cab, and she stumbled onto the pavement like a drunk.

“Quinn…” Anson lunged across the bench and threw the truck into park before it rolled off the road.

“My mom.” She started to hyperventilate as she stared at the red coating her fingers. “My dad. They’re gone. Oh god… I’m gonna be sick.” She bent over and dry-heaved, the scent of the decaying blood thick and sweetly rancid in her nostrils. “I can’t… I can’t do this. Someone make it stop. Please make it stop.” She stumbled across the asphalt, but her legs didn’t work. They crumbled beneath her, and she collapsed to the earth in the fetal position. She was too numb to cry, to scream, to feel. She just lay there with a monster’s blood caked in her hair, resolved never to stand up.
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Anson watched Quinn fall to the dirt and curl into a ball, and he unconsciously rubbed his chest to ease the pain her grief inflicted. The sight of that gun pressed against her skull. The promise of what those men would do to her. The blood dripping down her beautiful hair. The past hours were a blur of fear, and he wasn’t entirely sure how he’d escaped with only a cut from a splintering tree on his forehead. His plan had been a desperate act, one that he hadn’t expected to work. He’d planned to shoot Quinn if he couldn’t get them out of those woods, but she was a brilliant girl. He could speak to her without words, and she’d been perfect. She’d ducked just when he needed her to, and while they were outnumbered, he was always the better shot. He was always the most dangerous man in the room. They stood no chance of retaking his cabin, but he’d saved her, and that’s what mattered. At least he assumed he’d saved her, but then she kept driving. She was blind to everything. Deaf to his shouts. He’d called her name at least a dozen times over the past hours, but it had taken half the day for her to break free of her trance. They were almost out of gas in a town he didn’t recognize, and as the winter sun drifted toward her death, Quinn broke his heart as she fell apart on the pavement. She’d been holding it together since they found her parents, but he understood why her grief consumed her now. First, the army base, and then his father’s cabin. Hope. Both had offered hope, and now they had nothing. Just a truck in a world determined to annihilate them.

Anson jumped out of the cab when he realized she wouldn’t return to the truck on her own and strode across the road. With reverence he’d never offered another living soul, he slipped his arms below her body and hoisted her against his chest. Just as she cradled Ava in her arms, he cradled Quinn as he carried her back to the vehicle and tucked her into the passenger seat. He’d find a way to shower the blood from her body. He’d find her a safe place to sleep. He didn’t know how, but he would find her a home where neither cold nor men could harm her. And he would keep his hands to himself. He would never touch her the way those men did. He would never take what those men wanted. Quinn and Ava would be safe with him. They would be what he never was. Protected.
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Anson eased off the road and parked in front of the self-service car wash before hopping out of the truck. Quinn hadn’t moved since he’d placed her back in the cab, and if he hadn’t been actively watching her chest move, he would’ve assumed she’d stopped breathing. He needed to clean the blood off her if he stood any chance of waking her from this paralysis, and this lonely carwash stood void of any threats: human or organic. The cold water would be brutal in this frigid air. It was not a torture he wished to subject the girl to, but he couldn’t leave her like this, nor did he wish to risk the dangers of civilization to find a private shower. There was no infection here, and he could see danger coming from all directions. She’d have to endure.

“Kid?” He opened the passenger-side door and extended a palm to keep her from tumbling out. “We need to clean you up.” When she didn’t acknowledge him, he scooped her up and set her down below the concrete covering. “It’ll be cold, but we’ll move fast. The truck has heat, and you weren’t wearing your mom’s coat, so we’ll warm you up after, okay?”

She remained silent as if she didn’t realize he was there.

“We need to dispose of your bloody clothes,” he continued. “I parked so no one can see you if they pass by, and I’ll stand on the opposite side holding a blanket. This is one of those ancient car washes that uses coins. I’ll break open one of the other machines to get some, and you can use this to shower.”

Quinn didn’t look at him. He wasn’t even sure she’d heard him. The hollowness in her eyes reminded him of another woman he’d loved long ago. He couldn’t bear to see Quinn fade into nothing like that woman.

“I’ll be right back.” He crossed to the next stall, and using his hunting knife, he pried the machine apart until the coins spilled out. He captured a handful and returned to Quinn, who hadn’t moved so much as a muscle.

“Kid…” He shoved a coin against her palm, but when he released her, the metal clanged to the asphalt. “Um…” Anson ran an awkward hand through his hair. She’d bathed him in freezing water once before. Seemed he owed her a return favor.

“Okay, arms out,” he said as he gripped the hem of her ruined sweater and positioned her behind the truck in case anyone drove past. He tugged the fabric over her head, his heart sinking when he saw the blood had seeped into her bra. Her pants were fine, but the water would soak them. She needed to strip down, but he couldn’t bring himself to continue. He’d sworn never to touch her, but it was as if she didn’t even know he was beside her. She’d checked out. She needed him just like he’d needed her in that tub all those weeks ago.

“I, um...” he stuttered. “I’m going to take the rest of your clothes off, okay? I’ll be fast.”

She said nothing, so he reached behind her and unsnapped her bra’s hooks. He tossed the ruined fabric atop the bloody sweater and then moved for her pants. She didn’t protest, but she lifted her legs when he needed her to as if she were a machine. Anson did his best not to focus on her nakedness. A body was a body. Flesh and muscles and blood and bones. She was just skin, and her skin sickened him. He’d killed a man practically on top of her, and it was his fault she stood naked and stained in the cold.

Slipping the coins into the machine, Anson uncoiled the hose and tested it against his hand to gauge the pressure before he aimed it at her hair. Its chill hurt his fingers, but she didn’t so much as flinch as he massaged the blood from her scalp. When the runoff ran clear, he moved to her torso, careful of where his hands scrubbed against her skin, but she still didn’t seem to notice his touch. The only sign that she stood naked below the spray was the chatter of her lips. She shook with increasing violence, and, unable to bear her pain any longer, Anson tossed the hose aside. She was clean enough. He didn’t want to make her sick. He didn’t want to watch her suffer, so he leaned into the truck and grabbed the blanket she’d been napping with that morning. He threw it around her bareness and pulled her close, scooping her up as he climbed into the cab. The blasting heat felt glorious against his frozen fingers, and he shifted to set her down on the bench when her teeth snapped together in a loud chatter. Anson glanced down at her cradled in his arms. She seemed so small wrapped in the blanket. So fragile and helpless and beautiful. His heart ached at her suffering. He wanted to protect her, yet he failed at every turn, so he settled back in his seat and hoisted her against his chest. He aimed the heater’s blowers at her, and then he folded her tight in his embrace. For long minutes, he let himself forget who he was, forget his decision to stay away from her, forget that he’d never been held like this. He held Quinn as if he were someone else. Someone who could love another human being without fearing he’d destroy them. Someone worthy of holding such precious trust. Someone who deserved to have her fists clenching the front of his shirt.
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“Without the cabin, we can’t afford to think long term,” Anson finally broke the silence. He hadn’t spoken since he’d stripped her naked and scrubbed her clean in a car wash, but neither had she. Not when Ava cried. Not when they were forced to sleep together in the sleeping bags in the truck to keep warm. Not when morning broke, and Anson siphoned gas so they could continue on their destination-less journey. They wandered aimlessly among the dead and mutated, but at least the truck had heat, and after yesterday’s shower, that was all Quinn could bring herself to care about.

“Our best course of action is to find shelter fast to ride out the winter in,” he continued. “Maybe a house with a basement. Below ground will be warmer and easier to defend, and while it’s not ideal, we’re out of time. We should search for small neighborhoods away from civilization and stock up before it snows. With how brutal I predict the weather will get, we’ll be trapped inside once the snow comes.”

Quinn adjusted her position and leaned her head against the window. What did it matter where they survived? Nowhere was safe. It was all ugliness and destruction.

“We’ll be okay.” Anson squeezed her shoulder in a gesture that was supposed to be comforting, but it was delivered with slightly too much pressure. “I’ll keep you girls safe.”

“But a permanent shelter would be better than a temporary one, right?” She finally spoke, her entire body suddenly alert, and Anson flinched at the unexpected sound of her voice.

“Of course, but we don’t have the luxury of time,” he said. “Come spring, we can make long-term plans, but right now we just need someplace warm.”

“But if we found something permanent, we should choose that instead?” she asked, sitting up to get a better look. She’d thought she’d been driving blind when they’d escaped the men at the cabin, but unless her eyes were tricking her, she’d known where she was going. Had she unconsciously aimed them here?

“Of course,” he answered her question.

“So what about a zoo?”

“A zoo?” He stared at her with a pinched brow.

“Yeah.” She finally met his gaze. “Annover Zoological Park.”

“I don’t know. The animals might make that difficult, especially the exotic ones.”

“There are no animals. It’s been abandoned for years. My dad used to take me there as a kid,” she explained. “It was a privately owned zoo, and there was nothing modern about it. It had the bare minimum of animals, and the train and merry-go-round were vintage wooden rides. It was the oldest and saddest park you’ve ever seen, but I loved it because it was something Dad and I did together. The owner was ancient, and he kept everything old-school, so there was almost no tech on-site. Just cages and enclosures and lethargic animals. My father loved Annover because it was where his dad used to take him, and it didn’t matter that it was rundown and pathetic. I treasured every second of our visits.” Quinn paused to fight the tears back into her eyes, and she leaned over the seat to pull Ava into her lap before continuing. Being an adopted mother at only twenty-one in the apocalypse felt impossible, but the forever cuddle-buddy made up for the stress. “Dad and I stopped going once I got older, but a few years ago, he called me while on a business trip. He had to drive past Annover, so he’d dropped by for nostalgia’s sake. To his dismay, it was chained up, and judging by the overgrowth, it had been abandoned for a while. Turns out the owner had passed away, and his family didn’t want the animals or his mountain of debt. No buyers wanted the zoo either because of the multiple violations and needed repairs, not to mention that everything was decades out of date. Bringing the park up to code would cost millions more than it was worth. It was far from major cities, and with the dozens of already popular state-of-the-art zoos entertaining the country, Annover wasn’t even worth the money to demolish it. So they let nature have her.” Quinn kissed Ava and then twisted in her seat to deliver her final argument.

“We need shelter that’s easily defendable, away from civilization and the poisons of modern life. Annover Park has a fence around the property, enclosures for future livestock, no technology beyond the out-of-date, broken setups used for the rides, a house because the owner lived on site, and, probably the best of all, nature has already reclaimed it. Annover isn’t a threat. Humans haven’t touched her soil in years, so the earth has no reason to attack. We’d be safe with all the fences and cages. We’d have an entire zoo to turn into a farm, and while I don’t know the first thing about farming, there are fields and water and a long winding road running through it all. One way in, and one way out, so it’s easily defensible. Maybe the earth wants to annihilate everyone, no matter where they live, but if your father’s prediction is true, it’ll ignore people who practice harmony with the land… like those fish that clean the sharks so the sharks protect them.”

“Symbiosis,” Anson offered.

“Exactly.” She scooted closer to him, daring to hope just one more time. “It could work, right?”

“Yeah…” Anson’s face hardened as he considered her proposition. “That’s actually a smart idea. It’s not something most people would consider, so it might give us an advantage. It’s worth checking out at least. What made you think of it?”

“That.” She pointed to the highway sign with the exit information, and printed in faded white across the green were the words:

Annover Zoological Park: 5 Miles.


CHAPTER
THREE



“You okay?” Anson asked when Quinn remained frozen by the truck.

“I knew Annover was abandoned, but in my mind, it was still the zoo Dad and I loved.” She glared at the overgrown fence. Anson had taken the zoo’s exit ramp, and Quinn’s memory helped guide him to the town that rested at the base of the small mountain housing the park. The deserted buildings displayed surprisingly minimal damage, so they’d found a hardware store with ease. Anson gathered the most urgent supplies, bolt cutters included, and then, at her insistence, they’d stopped at the mini-mart. The fully stocked shelves were untouched, dust painting the non-perishables in a testament to time, and Anson practically had to throw her over his shoulder, promising to return tomorrow for the food, to convince her to leave.

“Coming here seemed like a good idea,” she continued.

“It is a good idea,” Anson said.

“A safe place… one where my dad can live on forever with me, but this…” She gestured to the chained gate, the cracked asphalt, the tall grass. “I can’t go in there. I can’t destroy all of my happy memories. I want to remember Annover as it was, with the animals, the rickety train, and the giant bags of peanuts. You wouldn’t let me see my parents’ bodies so I can remember them as they were, so I don’t want to go inside because this is already replacing my memories of Dad.”

“Kid,” Anson sighed, and she could tell he was struggling to find an emotional response to her pain when the practical one was all he understood. “You said you loved it here because it was special for you and your dad.”

“It was.” She swiped at her tears. “It’s why I grabbed the peanuts at the mini-mart. We always ate them on our visits… the ones in the shells.”

“Between the stores and houses in the surrounding towns, we should be able to scavenge enough supplies for the winter. We need this zoo.”

“I know. It’s just…” she trailed off. How did she make him understand the fear stepping inside this long-abandoned place inspired? The fear that these ugly memories would replace her beautiful ones.

“Instead of looking at the ruins and letting them sour your memories, remember that your time here with your father paved the way for your survival.” Anson shifted the bolt cutters so he could extend his hand in invitation. “All the fun from your past is what’s giving Ava a chance to grow up. Don’t think of this as erasing the good, but adding to it. Your dad is giving you a chance to survive, and unlike my father’s cabin, this is a place you loved.”

“Out of all the zoos he could’ve taken me to, this is probably the only one nature didn’t attack.” Quinn accepted his invitation and slid her palm against his.

“I would bet money on it… if money were still a thing.” Anson’s fist closed around her fingers. “If this zoo is what you believe it is, we need it. Think of it as a gift from your dad.”

“Okay.” She nodded. She liked that idea.

“All right.” Anson positioned the bolt cutters around the chain’s lock. “Come on, Quinn’s dad. Give us something good.”

Quinn crossed her fingers in the useless expression of luck, flinching as the lock’s metal snapped with a resounding echo. Anson undid the rusted chain, and with a groan, both his and the hinges, he forced the gates open.

“I can’t…” She lost her breath as a wilderness that had once been the welcome center greeted them, grass and bushes and vines obscuring the yellowed information signs that once stood vibrant and happy. The massive welcome sign hanging over their heads was missing letters like a mouth deformed by broken teeth. Nature had forced its way through the cracks in the pavement, reminiscent of the hundreds of infected cities plaguing the country, but with one glaring difference. Time, and not vengeance, had inflicted this decay.

“It’s worse than I expected,” Anson said, his toes nudging the long-forgotten debris. “Still better than the cabin, though. We’re alone.” He gestured for her to join him.

“It’s a gift from Dad,” Quinn reminded herself through her tears. This welcome center. She used to jump through this entrance, begging for a ride on the merry-go-round. She and her father would debate which animals they would see first and which snacks to buy. They changed their minds every visit, but peanuts were always at the top of the list. Shells and salt and dusty fingers. It was their ritual, and even though she had a jar of roasted peanuts in the truck, it wasn’t the same. It would never be the same.

“A chained gate and a depressing welcome center,” Anson broke the silence. “A helpful first line of defense. We’ll lock the gate from the inside, but I’ll install a false chain on the outside so the place still looks abandoned. Come on. Let’s find the caretaker’s cabin before it gets dark. It’ll be nice to sleep in an actual house.”

“Yeah.” Quinn swiped the tears off her cheek. “It’s a gift from Dad,” she whispered as she followed Anson back to the truck, where Ava still napped in her bundled car seat.

“Do you remember where the house was?” he asked after he pulled through the zoo’s entrance and closed the gate.

“Um… I remember where the lions were.”

“But you saw the house?”

“Somewhere, yeah. But I was young. I was more worried about the ice cream stands and the elephants.”

“It’s okay; we’ll wander until we find it.” He eased the truck onto the cracked pavement.

“Go left.” Quinn pointed. “The lions were that way. We always started with them.”

Anson obeyed her request, and the trio drove in silence for long minutes, the eerie stillness in a park meant for laughter unnerving.

“I don’t like it here,” Quinn finally spoke. “It’s… I feel like I’m in a nightmare.”

“It’s the least terrifying place we’ve been since the bridge,” Anson said.

“It feels worse.” She fixated on an enclosure that must’ve been destroyed in a storm.

“Only because you remember a time when these cages held animals, not damage, but this is just nature. Very normal and non-threatening nature.”

“Still… wait, that access road.” Quinn leaned across the seat to point at a stretch of pavement disappearing below the overgrowth. “I remember that. The house was back that way.”

Anson stepped on the gas, and the truck lurched forward, crawling easily over the obstructions. The abandoned and reclaimed cages had dug a wariness into her gut, but as they rolled toward the caretaker’s cabin, Quinn’s hope returned. The forgotten enclosures were images conjured from nightmares, but they were almost to their new home. They were almost safe. It was truly a gift from her father.

“No!” Quinn jerked to attention. “No… no, that can’t be.” She shoved the door open without waiting for the truck to stop rolling and flung herself outside. This wasn’t happening. Not again. She couldn’t lose hope again.

Anson’s muttered curse sounded behind her. “That’s unfortunate.”

“I can’t keep doing this.” She burst into tears. She couldn’t take any more disappointments. Anymore unspeakable tragedies. Anson should’ve let her and Ava die on that bridge because she couldn’t survive the constant stream of dashed hopes.

“There is no salvaging that.” He settled beside her and folded his arms over his muscled chest as the pair surveyed the caretaker’s cabin… or at least what was left of it. A massive tree had fallen on the building’s roof, and all that remained of the home they’d bet their future on was collapsed walls and splintered rubble.

“I can’t…” Quinn’s voice faltered. Why hadn’t nature attacked twelve hours sooner? Why hadn’t she unleashed her vengeance when Quinn had been fast asleep with her family? She could’ve died in bed with her mother. Luck hadn’t ensured her survival on that bridge. It was a punishment. An endless torture as they searched for safety, only never to find it. “I can’t do this. I can’t keep finding hope only for it to be ripped away.”

“This house is unfortunate,” Anson said in his agonizingly even tone, and she wanted to shake emotions into him so that she didn’t have to exist in this pain and fear alone.

“Unfortunate?” She gawked at him. “It’s another dead end in the face of winter.”

“Not exactly.” He climbed back into the truck, leaving her dumbfounded in his wake. “Come on.” He beckoned, and the icy wind was the only reason she obeyed. “This zoo is still a smart choice, especially since the fence is intact. Resources are still abundant, but it’s only a matter of time before supplies run dry, and when that happens, people like those soldiers or the men at my dad’s cabin will crawl out of the woodwork. The fence will serve us well.”

“Until we freeze to death,” she muttered, her sour mood unwilling to see the bright side of things.

“We’re not going to freeze.” He sounded so sure of himself that she had the sudden urge to feel his forehead and test for a fever. “These enclosures kept living animals warm and alive… like that one. That one’s in great shape. What lived there?”

“Um…” Quinn scanned the overgrown enclosure without a single thread of recollection. Nature strangled this enormous building, but its bones were younger than the rest of the zoo. A massive construction meant to house its mammals at night sat behind a spacious fenced-in yard where visitors would’ve viewed the inhabitants. Bigger than the caretaker’s home, with thick walls, tall ceilings, and multiple windows for light, Quinn couldn’t fathom what creatures had been destined for such an impressive habitat, but it was obviously designed for an animal who needed to be shielded from the cold… like human beings. “I don’t remember animals here,” she said. “I don’t remember this at all. It must’ve been built after we stopped coming.”

“It’s in great condition.” Anson parked the truck before its entrance and hopped out. “Newer too, which means better construction and insulation. It’s perfect.”

“Wait…?” Quinn scrambled after him. “You don’t mean…”

“We live here?” He turned on his flashlight. “That’s exactly what I mean. Grab Ava, and we’ll take a look.”

“You want us to live in an animal enclosure?” She was imagining things. She had to be.

“Ava.” Anson nodded at the truck’s backseat, and Quinn pulled her adopted daughter out of her car seat before glaring at the sheriff.

“It’s a cage,” she said when she caught up with him.

“You’re thinking with a civilization mind.” He broke open the lock to the caretaker’s entrance and scanned the interior. “Living in an animal enclosure in a zoo with a toddler in modern society would ensure child protective services’ wrath, but what once would have gotten you arrested will now be the reason you’re named mom of the year. Think about it, kid.” Anson aimed his flashlight into the habitat, but it was unnecessary. The building’s windows allowed in enough sunlight for them to see the barely—if ever—used cages. “These enclosures were built to keep animals alive, which means they have enough insulation to keep them warm in the winter and cool in the summer. The fences outside are a glorified white picket fence, and with some plywood, the interior pens where the animals slept can be turned into bedrooms.” He pointed to the roomy cages at the rear of the building, and Quinn had to admit that while this was anything but homey, it was significantly warmer than the freezing outdoors.

“We’ll have to rough it this winter, but with work and a little creativity, this will be comfortable.” Anson crossed the floor to the window overlooking the outdoor living space. “They built this for something big, so the caged lawn will make the perfect play area for Ava. Like a fenced-in yard, it’ll keep her safe and contained. The larger cages at the back can serve as our rooms, and the open area can be converted into a living room and kitchen. Some plywood. Some beds and tables. A wood-burning stove. It’s unconventional and awkward, but it’s perfect. We won’t freeze. We can defend ourselves, and the mutations have left this zoo alone. I haven’t seen any anomalies since we got here.”

“An animal cage?” Quinn couldn’t believe what he was proposing. He wanted them to live like zoo animals?

“No.” He awkwardly thumped her back. “A gift from your father. It’s not what you had in mind, but it has everything you need for survival. It’s dry, it’s safe, and it’s warm. Not to mention a lot of land and other enclosures. Grocery store shelves will eventually grow bare, but if we turn this into a farm, we could become self-sustainable by the time that happens.”

“An animal cage?” she repeated, still hung up on the fact that he wanted her to live in the same buildings that she used to stand and point at with her salty peanut fingers.

“It’s a smart idea. You did well, kid.”

“You really think so?”

“Nature has been exceptionally cruel, so we could walk outside to unpack the car and get swallowed whole.”

“Anson.” She glared at him. She preferred the truth, but after all the heartache she’d endured, now was not the time for his brutal honesty.

“Yes, this enclosure offers a decent chance of survival,” he said. “We won’t find anything better before the weather turns.”

“Okay.” Quinn turned on her heels and strode for the exit.

“Where are you going?”

“To get the peanuts. Dad and I always ate them when we visited, so if we’re going to live here, we should uphold the tradition.”

“Okay, peanuts.” Anson jogged after her. “And then fire. With how cold winter gets, not even this enclosure’s insulation will save us.”

[image: ]


A jarring clang of metal obliterated the silence, and Quinn jerked awake so forcefully that both she and Ava emitted identical screeches.

“Sorry.” Anson’s voice emerged from the soft morning light, and Quinn scooped the baby into her arms as she scanned the fallen supplies piled at his feet. “I figured I’d let you sleep while I looked around the zoo. You weren’t kidding when you said the caretaker liked his tech old-school… half the things I saw out there aren’t vintage. They’re historic.”

“Probably why the train shook when I rode it as a kid.” Quinn dug through her pack and pulled out the toddler rice wafers she’d found at the convenience store the day before and offered one to the irate Ava as a peace offering.

“I’m surprised you didn’t go flying off the rails riding that thing,” Anson said. “I’m even more surprised your father let you ride it.”

“It was fun.” She shrugged. “Do the train and merry-go-round still work?”

“I doubt it,” he said. “And even if they did, I wouldn’t let you or Ava near them. I’ve had a hard enough time keeping you two alive. I won’t add prehistoric children’s rides to the list.”

“Prehistoric?” Quinn laughed, the sound strange on her tongue. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed, but maybe the hours of sleep in the safe warmth had patched some of the cracks inside her. Anson had found an old feeding pail, and the overwhelming debris made perfect firewood. The floor was hard, but they’d eaten the canned food stolen from the mini-mart around the pail fire and then slept in their sleeping bags, deliciously warm for the first time in days.

“The rides weren’t that bad,” she said. “I loved them, and Ava would too.”

“Well, I’ll clean off the horses on the merry-go-round for her to climb on, but that’s as close as she’ll get to riding that death trap. It got me thinking, though.” He gestured to the pile of materials on the floor. “You said your father came here as a kid, but based on the design styles and engineering, this zoo is older than that. Annover was probably founded generations ago and passed down through the family, defying the survival odds thanks to nostalgic patrons like your dad.”

“And like me when I had kids.” Quinn smirked. “Literally.” She kissed Ava’s sticky wafer cheek.

“This zoo’s final visitors.” Anson brushed his fingers over the baby’s hair. “But as I was saying, Annover is old, which made me wonder what was inside the caretaker’s house, so I took a look.”

“But the roof collapsed.”

“It’s why I did it while you slept. You’re never going in there.”

“I wasn’t planning on it.” Quinn shifted Ava to the other hip. “What were you looking for, though? Wasn’t everything destroyed?”

“Come on.” He gestured for her to follow him, and they walked out into the frosty morning. “I was looking for that.” Anson pointed to the wood-burning stove in the back of the truck. “With the lack of tech here, I suspected the house would be no different, and I was right. It’s in decent repair, so they clearly used it until the park was abandoned. The tree didn’t damage it, so it should still work. It was brutally heavy, so I had to take some of it apart, hence the crash that woke you, but I wrestled it out of the collapse. It’ll take work and creativity to outfit it for this enclosure, but this zoo was a great idea, kid.” He offered her his signature smile, quick and small, but Quinn’s heart swelled at the compliment.

“This will provide heat and cook our food, so we won’t freeze or starve.” He ushered her back inside, where the warmth from the restocked pail fire thawed their skin. “Some of the other enclosures are beyond repair, but some are in decent condition. Thinking long-term, we can house farm animals in those. The rear of the property between the fence and the caretaker’s home is perfect for planting fields, and the space behind this enclosure is large enough for a garden. We drove over a small bridge yesterday, so I doubled back in the light. It was probably a scenic stream since there are bench remains lining it in places, but it’s moving water, so it’ll be cleaner to drink. And it passes fairly close to this habitat. We’ll still have to boil and filter it, but seeing this zoo after a full night’s sleep is encouraging… even if my back is too old to sleep on the floor.”

“I’m only twenty-one, and my back aches,” Quinn said, his appreciation for Annover Park seeping into her emotions. Yesterday, this abandoned, overgrown zoo was something conjured from a nightmare, but listening to its attributes from Anson’s point of view sparked a flicker of hope in her chest. Perhaps this truly was a gift from her father. Maybe the woodstove, the cages, and the not stagnant water wrapped inside a still-standing fence could become a home. It was a place she’d once loved. Maybe she could love it again despite its flaws.

“The beds in the caretaker’s house are ruined,” Anson said. “We’re on a small mountain, which is good for defense, but thankfully, the closest town isn’t far. The sky is clear today. We should head there and start stocking up on supplies. We’ll make a list of items in order of urgency and then move down it with each run.”

“I hope a bed is high on that list?”

“With all the construction and manual labor in our future, you’d best believe it is. We need my back if we’re going to survive, but I think we should track down two twin mattresses. We can stack them, so they’ll take up less space in the truck, and Ava can sleep with you for now.”

“On a twin mattress?” Quinn placed the messy baby on the sleeping bag and handed her a second rice wafer to suck on.

“We can get a crib if we have time, but it’s not urgent,” Anson said matter-of-factly. “You said she’s like your daughter. You can share.”

“While you get a bed all to yourself.”

“Have you seen the size of me?” Anson crossed the floor until he hovered over her, illustrating just how massive he was compared to her. “Now picture me on a twin-size mattress.”

Quinn laughed again, and while he didn’t join her, his features brightened. “You’re right,” she conceded. “I’ll have more room even with Ava.”

“And this is temporary, kid. Surviving the winter is our only goal right now. We’ll have to forgo most luxuries for the sake of practicality, but come spring, we can make adjustments.”

“Okay…”

“A twin mattress is much nicer than the floor or the truck bed, though.” Anson threw more debris from the collapsed house into the pail fire and then strode for the exit. “Come help me get this stove inside so we can head to town.”

“But Ava…” Quinn glanced down to where the baby had resorted to smashing the mushy food between her fingers. “I can’t leave her with an open flame.”

“Put her in a pen.”

“The pens?” Quinn blinked at him. “I’m not putting a baby in a cage.”

“It’s basically a giant playpen.” He shrugged. “Life isn’t normal. It’ll never be normal, and neither will we. Open flames will be a part of our existence for the rest of our lives. Better a cage with plenty of space and blankets than burning alive.”

“Okay, okay.” She shuddered as if the movement would shake off that mental image. “I’m a terrible mother.” She scooped Ava up along with the sleeping bag and closed her inside the spacious cage at the rear of the building.

“No, you’re not,” Anson said. “You’re honestly the best mother I’ve ever interacted with.”

“You clearly never met great mothers like my mom.” Quinn followed him outside, guilt eating her alive at locking her adopted daughter up like a pet.

“I didn’t.”

“So the bar is low, and I’m barely clearing it.”

“Ava seemed pleased with the mess she was making with that wafer.” Anson jumped onto the truck bed and motioned for her to move into position.

“Okay?” She glared at his back. Ever unemotional, the grump of a sheriff had graduated to nonsense.

“The sign of a good mother is the happiness of her children—stand there, I just need you to steady it as I push. You ready?”

Quinn nodded.

“Ava doesn’t understand cages or disasters or technology or even normal housing. What she does understand is love and safety. You’ve brought her both. Stop thinking about yourself and our life in terms of what came before. We are judged by a different set of rules now.”

“So caging my kid in a zoo makes me mom of the year.”

“Caring makes you a mother. Trust me. Nothing replaces that—this is heavy, so let’s try to get this inside without dropping it. I don’t know where we’d find another wood-burning stove.”

Quinn fell silent, unsure if Anson’s harsh pep talk made her feel better or worse, but by the time the sweating and heaving duo had wrangled the stove inside, Ava had fallen fast asleep. She’d curled up on her stomach with her bum in the air, and Quinn forced herself to see the little girl from Anson’s perspective. A nine- or ten-month-old baby locked in a zoo cage would’ve gotten her arrested in her former life, but in this one? Ava was dressed and fed, warm and dry. She’d played so hard that she’d fallen asleep with the sticky rice wafer still stuck between her fingers. She hadn’t cried. She hadn’t screamed. She’d simply enjoyed playing with her snack until the nap won the battle for her time, and it struck Quinn that this was the first time since she’d met the child that Ava had been free to play. This was the first time the little girl had been safe enough to explore. In Mrs. Evans’ house after the bridge, she’d been too traumatized and then too sick to come out of her shell, and after the attack at Pine Hill, their lives had been lived on the run. This was one of Ava’s first naps not trapped in a car seat. They’d been merely existing during their months on the road, but staring at the baby in her absurd sleeping pose, reality punched Quinn like a truck to the chest. She was a mom. No more running. No more uncertainty. If they stayed here, there would be no escaping the truth. She was Ava’s mother.

“A gift from Dad,” she whispered as she grabbed the gallon water bottle and took a sip. She’d loved this place with her father, who’d loved it with his. Now she’d love it with her daughter. She wished her dad were alive to witness his legacy come full circle.

“Get something to eat,” Anson interrupted her reverie. “We should head into town while it’s still light. I want to try to strip it bare before it snows. Who knows? We might get lucky.”

Quinn glared at him for being naïve and for tempting fate in the same breath.

“We got lucky with this zoo.” He shrugged. “So eat fast.”

Handfuls of roasted peanuts and a diaper change later, they were back in the truck. Their tires glided over the long-forgotten cracked asphalt, weeds pushing through what was once solid as if to foreshadow nature’s violence, but the calm held until the rubber rolled onto the first suburban street. Small houses in a small neighborhood, yet the emptiness was vast and all-consuming. Silence had never been so loud.

“We’ll start here,” Anson said in a tone too soft for his gruffness, as if he were afraid to disrupt the stillness.

“Why here?” Quinn studied the lackluster home he’d parked before. Of all the places to scavenge, this house seemed the worst option.

“The bikes.” He pointed to the children’s toys strewn across the front lawn. “There are two of them, and based on the family’s income, my guess is they had twin-size mattresses for their sons, not queens.”

Quinn’s focus landed on the bicycles, the frames small and decidedly boyish. More dead children to rob. She wanted Ava to survive, but was the cost worth it? Was one life worth so many?

“I’ll load the bedding, and you search for any supplies left in the house. Canned food, first aid, soap… warm kid’s clothes while you’re at… what?” Anson froze halfway out of the truck.

“Do we have to steal from kids?” she whispered.

“Yes.” One word. It was all he spoke before he shoved his Glock in its holster and opened the back door. He pulled Ava from her car seat and unceremoniously dumped her in Quinn’s arms. Anson had no qualms about robbing the innocent dead. She wished she were more like him. She never wanted to become him.

“Move fast.” He ignored her revulsion as he moved toward the house and broke open the locked front door. “I want to fill as much of this truck as we can before our luck changes.” And then he strode inside without a backward glance, fully expecting her to violate this tomb of a home without hesitation.

“I’m glad you’re too little to understand.” Quinn kissed Ava’s forehead as she finished strapping her into the baby carrier. “I don’t want you to grow up. I never want you to learn what it takes for us to survive.” And with a churning in her gut, she strode after their nearly heartless sheriff.

A grunt of triumph from the upper-level signaled Anson’s search had been a success, but the kitchen offered Quinn no such victory. The refrigerator overflowed with rot, and roaches and ants overran the pantry. Seemed nature had reclaimed this home without the violence, and Quinn searched for the bathroom to raid the medicine cabinet when she saw it pleading with her from the secluded den at the home’s rear. The unblinking eyes. The pulsing mass. The putrid, undulating monstrosity. It was unlike anything she’d ever seen. It was a new and unforgiving horror, and she understood the silence. This neighborhood wasn’t abandoned. It was still very much lived in. Only the families here could no longer scream. They could only watch eternally.

And with that, Quinn vanished into the backyard without a word, not even realizing her feet were moving until she’d fled far from Anson’s protective presence.


CHAPTER
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“Quinn?” Anson knew she wouldn’t answer him. The stillness was absolute, and emptiness was an unwelcome companion he was well acquainted with. Yet he still called her name as he jogged down the stairs. He’d found mattresses, but the state of this home was depressing even when faced with the apocalypse. He couldn’t bear the thought of Quinn sleeping on something so unloved. She had such pretty hair and soft skin. It seemed cruel to subject them to filth.

“Quinn? Ava?” He entered the kitchen only to throw his steps in reverse when a cockroach darted below his boot. “Where are you?” he called into the abandonment. She knew better than to vanish without a word, and the increasing wariness at her disappearance surged into a flood as he stepped into the living room.

“What the—?” Anson cursed as he stumbled backward, his spine slapping the wall to stop his fall. Four pairs of desperate eyes stared back at him, and for an eternally terrifying moment, his emotions screamed at her loss. He’d forced her into this house, and now Quinn and Ava were nothing but eyes trapped in a mess of secreting green. Anson didn’t recognize the plant growing before him, its roots clinging to the wallpaper as it overtook the rear of the home. It was green and oozing as if aloe and pus had mixed with the vibrant vines, the organic material pulsing and dripping as it shed its mucus. The plant was sick… or perhaps the humans who’d mutated had been. The sickly web’s discharge was reminiscent of the common cold, but it was the very human eyes staring at him with both understanding and desperation that informed his guess. This pulsating green was once the family that lived here, their illness confining them to the couch where they would spend eternity in pain as their eyeballs witnessed the world decay.

And that’s when Anson realized he didn’t recognize the eyes begging him for release. Quinn’s were dark blue like the night sky, like endless peace that promised to swallow him whole. She wasn’t here. She hadn’t been consumed. The four pairs of bald eyeballs were strangers, yet even without mouths, without eyelids, without eyebrows, they still spoke to him. They begged and pleaded. They longed for an end to this eternal illness.

But Anson ignored their pleas.

“Quinn?” He jogged outside, fully expecting to find the appalled college student hiding in the truck, but when an empty cab greeted him, panic gripped him anew. “Quinn?” he shouted, his deep voice echoing throughout the deserted street. “Quinn, answer me!”

But she didn’t answer him.

Anson took off down the sidewalk, jogging past the lifeless homes, but the girls were gone. Quinn was smarter than this. She had to be if he wasn’t going to lose her, and just when the crushing panic weighed enough to make him black out, a swing set behind one of the nicer houses caught his attention. Praying she’d removed Ava from the insect-infested house to play, he jogged into the backyard. They weren’t swinging from the chains as he’d hoped, but when he noticed the back door was open, he knew.

“Quinn?” He stepped inside the well-furnished home and instantly felt the warmth. Someone living dwelled within these walls. “Where are you?” He searched the first floor, but when the rooms proved empty, he took the stairs two at a time. Behind the creak of wood below his boots, he heard the babble of a child, and relief wrecked his chest.

“Quinn!” Anson surged into the bedroom, readying to verbally flay the girl for her stupidity, but he stopped short when her image filled his view. It was a child’s room decorated with pink and bows and bears. Quinn sat unhearing and immobile on the carpet with Ava, a baby doll contentedly clenched in her infant fists. Toys littered the floor, forming a barrier around her so she couldn’t escape, and Quinn watched her play without seeing. Her silence trapped him, and for uninterrupted minutes, he watched them exist. If he emptied his mind, he could almost pretend life was normal. That this was his house. That this was his family. That this was a scene he came home to every day —his wife and daughter content and cared for in the safety he provided —but the cold swirling through the room and the lifelessness of Quinn’s form reminded him that would never be his reality. This wasn’t his family. This was a girl tortured by the loss of her parents, by the death and destruction of the future she’d only just begun to dream of. This was a baby who stood little chance of reaching adulthood. They were just another mother and child that he’d get killed.

“We have to go.” Anson stepped forward and plucked Ava off the floor, her voice filling his ear with resentment as she dropped her toy. “We’re running out of daylight.”

But Quinn didn’t move.

“Get up.” He tapped her back to remind her she was still alive. “Come on, Quinn, you need to get up. You shouldn’t even be here. You know better than to wander off.” He wanted to be the man from his imagination. The one who belonged to this girl and her baby and this bubbly pink room, but he wasn’t. He was the man with blood on his hands because that’s who this Quinn needed. The old version deserved a man who’d buy her a home like this. But in this life, all he could give her was a cage in a zoo and a shot at survival where men didn’t strip her of her dignity one violation at a time. That he could give her. It was all he could give her.

“Quinn, now.” He tapped her with more urgency, and she finally stood up, but not before reaching for the toys. “No.” He grabbed her wrist to stop her. “We can’t waste space. Essentials only.”

“But…” She stared longingly at the doll Ava had dropped.

“No.” He dragged her from the room, hating himself for being so much like his father. He hated himself as he watched her pick the home clean of supplies. He hated himself as they loaded item after item into the truck. He hated himself so vehemently that as they drove away from the house, he shifted the car into reverse, parked before the front door, and charged up the stairs to that girlish room. He hated himself less when he returned and shoved the baby doll onto Quinn’s lap. He hated himself only a little when her eyes lit up infinitesimally when she showed Ava her new toy.
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Crying. Ava was always crying. Quinn’s muscles ached. Her fingers were cold. Exhaustion ate at her bones, and she smelled. Lord, how she smelled, and her clothes needed to be washed. She hadn’t shaved. Her hair was greasy, and Ava wouldn’t stop crying.

“Okay, okay.” Quinn crawled across the floor from where she’d been trying to organize their gathered supplies into some semblance of livable order and scooped the baby into her arms. “I know,” she soothed as she ran her fingers over Ava’s lips until she felt her gums, and tiny protrusions met her skin. Teething was in full swing.

“Ow!” Quinn recoiled as Ava bit down on her fingertip, and the suddenness of her voice dragged a shriek from the baby. She dissolved into another fit, and Quinn was two seconds away from joining her. “Please stop.” She rocked the girl as tears welled in her own eyes. “Please stop crying. I can’t… I can’t do this. I need my mom.”

But Ava didn’t stop screaming. She only belted out her distress louder, which made Quinn cry harder, and together they violated the loneliness with despair.

During their first week at Annover, the trio scavenged the neighboring towns and residences together, but by the beginning of the second week in their new home, the clutter had grown uncontrollable, and Ava had grown inconsolable. Anson had suggested that the girls stay behind while he continued with the task at hand, claiming the baby was slowing them down and that the enclosure was a disaster. He thought it would be more efficient if they started the cleaning and organizing process, but Quinn saw through his argument. Yes, the habitat needed more work than she could handle on her own, but her body wasn’t built for hard labor. Not yet, at least. She’d been slowing Anson down, and combined with her ever-building depression at losing her parents, she wasn’t the partner the sheriff needed. So, he’d left her behind while he stocked the zoo with enough supplies to survive the winter. Day after day, he left her alone, and the loneliness and teething baby were worse than the physical labor. No showers, no basic comforts, no friend to live life with. Just clutter, filth, cold, and a distressed child she hadn’t birthed.

“Okay, it’s probably frozen.” Quinn swiped at her eyes and shifted Ava to her hip so she could unlock the entrance. The weather was miserable without modern heating since Anson hadn’t yet outfitted the enclosure for long-term living, but it had one perk. Quinn had found teething rings at a drugstore during a medical run, and she’d been leaving them in a clean box outside to freeze so Ava—and herself—could experience moments of relief.

“Where have you been?” She flinched at the accusation in her tone, but Anson’s sudden appearance outside both startled and angered her. How long had he been home? How long had he been out there listening to Ava dissolve in misery? He wasn’t a husband who owed her an explanation. He wasn’t her father who owed her care. He was barely even her friend. His companionship had changed since they’d agreed to stay together. They existed in the same space, yet they’d grown worlds apart, as if he no longer felt safe around her. It was easier for him to care when their relationship had an expiration date, when his obligations to her had an end in sight, but his walls had returned. In the two weeks they’d lived at Annover Park, he’d hardly looked at her or Ava, leaving Quinn to mourn and suffer on her own. Perhaps he was preparing himself to lose her. She wasn’t built for this harsh life, and it would hurt less when he buried her if they weren’t friends.

“Ava’s teething, so she won’t stop crying. I’ve barely slept,” she couldn’t stop the bitter words from falling from her lips. “It’s cold inside, and I reek, and where have you been?”

Anson hung out of the truck’s cab, his boots still inches above the ground since she hadn’t waited for him to emerge before she started ranting like an abandoned wife. He hovered in his indecision, weighing the consequences of staying or leaving, but then he stepped down and grabbed Ava for the first time since they’d begun stocking the enclosure. Quinn wiped the relieved tears off her face. She understood postpartum mothers. She understood the intense relief of handing her child over to its father upon his return from his endless hours at the office. Anson hadn’t accepted the role of Ava’s dad, and Quinn suspected he never would, but the freedom of reclaiming her arms for herself, if even for a moment, was a joy shared by all frazzled and overstimulated moms.

“I didn’t mean to be gone overnight,” Anson finally spoke in his frustratingly even tone. “But the weather has shifted. Snow is here, and they wouldn’t survive a storm.”

“They?” Quinn scanned the truck in search of the people he’d rescued. Had the eternal grump found human beings he deemed worthy of spending more than two minutes with?

“I’m surprised they’re still alive, which is why it took me so long to come home,” he continued as he shifted toward the covered truck bed. “I needed to find a pet store with crates before moving them.” Anson transferred Ava to his left arm and undid the straps before yanking the quilts off the towering supplies… only they weren’t supplies.

“Chickens?” Quinn lunged forward, coming face-to-face with an irate bird.

“We’ll need the eggs and the meat,” Anson said.

“Meat?” Quinn and the angry chicken squawked in unison.

“Where do you think grocery stores got their chicken breasts?”

“I know where meat comes from.” She and the birds glared at him. “But I’m not a butcher, nor do I intend to become one. You can’t bring animals here for us to care for and then expect me to eat them.”

“It’s how we survive, kid.”

“Maybe how you do, but not me.” She turned on her heels and charged for the enclosure door, but Anson was faster.

“I’ve seen you eat meat.” He caught her wrist, whirling her to face him. “So this is how we survive. Hunting isn’t always reliable, and if it helps, raising chickens ourselves will be kinder than most poultry farms.”

“It doesn’t.” Quinn fixated on his fingers locked around her skin. It was the first time he’d touched her since they’d broken into that little girl’s room in that creepy neighborhood.

“Quinn.”

“Anson.” Her will rose to defy his, and for a chilled moment, neither surrendered.

“Fine.” Anson released her wrist in retreat. “Eggs. Can you do eggs?”

“I can do eggs.”

“Then we’ll start there.” He returned Ava to her mother. “But we won’t have those if I don’t settle these birds into an enclosure. Don’t wait up. I may need to make another run down the mountain.”

“You’re leaving again?” Quinn hated the way her stomach fell from her body. More loneliness. More tears. More chilly nights and overwhelming responsibility.

“I didn’t bring the chickens here to freeze to death.”

“I…” She wanted to beg, but what words could convince him to stay with her? Eggs were more important than her misery.

“You what?” He either couldn’t see her pain or was choosing to ignore it.

“Nothing.” She retreated, her steps crossing the threshold as she buried her emotions where he couldn’t find them.

“We need these eggs,” Anson said, offering her the only apology he was capable of. “Hens can lay an average of one egg a day. I have over a dozen chickens caged in this truck. That’s the equivalent of a carton a day, kid. That’s protein without animal slaughter like you wanted, but only if they live.”

“Yeah, I know.” She didn’t realize she was lifting her chipped fingernails to her teeth until he caught her wrist.

“Death is easy, kid.” He pulled her hand away from her mouth until her fingers rested against the front of his coat. “It’s living that’s hard. Perhaps this makes me cruel, but I don’t want you or the baby to die. So you’re going to live, and it’ll hurt. This winter will hurt. It’s all I can give you.”

But she wanted more. A cold man with walls impossible to breach. It was foolish to crave more, yet she longed for it all the same. She wasn’t afraid of the killer before her. She wanted his friendship. She wanted more than he could give her. She wanted her mother.
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“Do you see the birdies?” Quinn pointed to the chickens clucking about their renovated enclosure. “Do you like them? Aren’t your new friends so cute?”

Ava grabbed her pointer finger, more interested in chewing on her adopted mother’s flesh than watching the birds explore their home, and Quinn gave up trying to entertain the child. Anson had been a ghost in their lives this past week, a shadow she shared only the darkest hours with. His absence bore fruit, though. The chickens were nestled safe and warm in the small enclosure next to theirs, but it was as if she and Ava inhabited this zoo alone. Only the girls and the teething pain existed in the winter cold, and Quinn had hoped that the hens would improve her daughter’s mood. Ava’s short life had been devoid of animals, but at the moment, her interest was absent. It was as if she knew her mom was at the end of her rope, her tiny behavior pushing and pushing and pushing until that brittle rope frayed into threads.

“Ow!” Quinn yanked her finger out of Ava’s bite. “Come on, kiddo. Can you give me one day… hell, even one afternoon of peace? Just look at the birdies. They are so cute. Don’t you want to be their friend?”

Ava coughed.

“Okay… guess not.” Quinn flipped her baby around and hugged her close to her chest. “We’ll leave the birds alone then. You need a nap anyway. What do you think? Can you take a nap without throwing a tantrum today?” She rubbed her nose against the child’s until the little girl smiled, the expression warming Quinn’s icy skin. Love. It was a funny thing. She hadn’t given birth to this child. She hadn’t fed her from her breast. Their bond had not been born of flesh, yet Quinn loved Ava. No matter the screams and tears. No matter the tantrums and sleepless nights. Quinn loved this stranger’s baby. Only now she was no longer a stranger’s child. She was her daughter, and even though these past weeks had driven her to uncontrollable tears, a single smile from Ava was all her heart needed to swell impossibly large.

“You’re so pretty, my princess.” Quinn attacked Ava’s chilly cheeks with hundreds of kisses until the girl shrieked with laughter, which angered the chickens. They screeched in outrage, mutating Ava’s laughter into sobs of fear, and Quinn glared at the animals. This was the first afternoon in days that Ava hadn’t unleashed hell in the form of tiny lungs, but it seemed the universe refused Quinn any peace. Maybe Anson should cook these birds after all.

“Oh my god.” She stopped short when they re-entered their enclosure. “Oh my god, it’s so warm in here.”

“Yeah, I finally got the woodstove set up so that the smoke won’t kill us.” Anson wiped his stained hands on a rag. “I finished the vent, and I built a fence around the stove. That way, Ava can’t crawl close enough to burn herself.”

“Right… Parents used to buy outlet covers and cabinet locks to protect their kids… and we have to worry about her burning her palms off.”

“To be fair, every parent since their invention has worried about stoves.”

“I guess.” Quinn placed Ava down in her play area, and thankfully, the child chose to grab the baby doll rather than unleash her fury.

“Now that the stove is done, I’ve started mapping out construction plans. Snow will fall any second now, so it’s no longer safe to leave the zoo for more than a few hours. I think we’re okay for now, though. As long as we’re careful, we should have enough supplies, and I can use the time to rework this building, starting with erecting walls around the pens’ metal bars to create bedrooms… or at least as close to bedrooms as we can make cages.”

“Do we really have enough food?” Quinn surveyed the stacked boxes cluttering every spare inch of space.

“For the whole winter?” He crossed his arms over his chest, and she tried to ignore how his muscles curled and flexed with the movement. He wore only a stained tank top, soot and sweat marking both the fabric and his skin from his exertion, and as isolated as the man’s emotions were, he was glorious to look at.

“No, we don’t have enough for the whole winter,” he continued, oblivious to her momentary lapse of self-control. “But it won’t snow forever. Well… it might. Who knows what winter means now, but I hope the weather will behave as it has been. When it’s bad, it’s deadly, but when the stillness holds, we’ll be safe enough. Plus, if we can keep the chickens alive, we’ll be okay.”

“Ava hated the chickens.” Quinn wasn’t sure why she said it. Every conversation they’d had since settling at the zoo revolved around survival. If it wasn’t a productive discussion, Anson didn’t deem it worth his breath, but Quinn craved communication. She craved the intimacy of friendship. She craved just two non-essential words strung together simply for the joy of meaningless speech.

“She won’t when eggs are the only reason she isn’t starving.”

Quinn glared at the always serious man… the ungodly handsome, serious man. He should put on a more conservative shirt before she punched him. Why did so much beauty have to be wasted on someone so cold?

“What?” He looked genuinely confused at her expression.

“Nothing.” She peeled her coat off and joined Ava on the floor. The baby might spend most of her days wailing, but at least she thrived on their connection.
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“Hey.” Anson’s stoic voice greeted, and Quinn wondered if the man had eyes in the back of his head. How had he known she was awake with his back turned to her?

“I fell asleep,” she whispered, “on the floor… oh my goodness, Ava.” She smiled at the tiny ball of human limbs curled next to her. It seemed they’d both fallen asleep. Quinn had erected a play area for the baby, if a quilt, some pillows, and a single doll could be considered one. She’d wanted to search for a children’s store to stock up on the basics of a playpen, crib, and highchair, but Anson had deemed those luxuries, so the girls spent their nights sharing a mattress on the floor. Apparently, they spent their afternoon naps on the floor as well.

“I can’t believe how well she’s sleeping.” Quinn rubbed Ava’s back, but the child didn’t so much as twitch. “And how well I slept. How long was I out?”

“Less than an hour,” he answered from where he worked with the water pipes running through the building. “It’s finally warm in here. That’s why you both slept well.”

“Thank god. I can’t take any more tantrums. I’m so tired… oh!” She flinched as her back tweaked. “I’m too old to sleep on the floor.” She hunched forward to appease her temperamental spine, so she missed the pinched glare Anson threw her. She didn’t miss his grunt, though. “Fine.” She smirked at him. “I’m too pretty to sleep on the floor. Better?” Oh, the miracle of sleep. She remembered what humor was.

Anson grunted again, but she heard the smirk in his scoff. He was fifteen years older than her, a mere thirty-six, but his premature greys were bolder in the absence of a razor. His dark hair and beard were longer than they’d been when they’d met, allowing the white to capture more attention, but the subtle beginnings of the salt-and-pepper suited him. She liked it… a little too much, and she wondered if his distance would be easier to bear if he weren’t so captivatingly handsome.

“What are you doing?” She rubbed her pinched spine as she joined him in the shadows at the rear of the building. It was still light outside, but the severely overcast weather left the habitat gloomy. Anson had stockpiled candles, lanterns, flashlights, and batteries, but losing electricity was a scathing reality check, at least for Quinn. Anson didn’t seem to notice the lack of artificial lighting, but then again, the man didn’t seem to register any of the inconveniences she suffered. He was too at home in this new world, too comfortable with the harsher side of life, and Quinn spent far too many hours wondering what had happened to turn him from flesh to machine.

“Running water.” He tapped the pipes. “This enclosure was clearly built right before the zoo closed its gates. It’s in remarkable shape.”

“It’s been closed since I was a teenager, so not that long.”

“There’s a water tank out back that leads to these pipes, and thankfully, they’re rust-free. So, running water. Provided the rain that refills the tank is safe. It won’t be warm. We’ll have to boil it on the stove for hot baths, but running water will make life a lot easier.

“Won’t the pipes freeze?” Quinn didn’t know as much as he did, but she knew that.

“Annover Park’s creators were smart,” Anson said. “I’ve been exploring, and they didn’t believe in technology here. Not the modern advances, at least, which is probably why it appears infection-free. They respected the earth, so she’s left this stretch of land alone.”

“Great… what does that have to do with freezing pipes?”

“The tank is underground,” Anson said. “The rain collection system is above ground, but it funnels the water into a subterranean tank. There’s a maintenance hatch I can access it through, but it’s insulated down there. It shouldn’t freeze.”

“Unless Mother Nature decides to make this winter the next Ice Age.”

“One problem at a time.” He tapped the pipes. “I’ve been moving them all week so that they pass by the stove. The insulation from the ground combined with the fire’s warmth should keep things from freezing.”

“So, no running outside for water anymore?”

“As soon as I finish, nope. Unless we have severe droughts, which we should plan for.”

“Winter only just started; let’s save the heat panic for later… Can you build a bathroom while you’re at it?”

“I already did. I found that composting toilet, and⁠—”

“Never mind.”

Anson turned back to his work. “It’s better than a hole in the dirt, and in the spring, we can use the waste to fertilize⁠—”

“Okay.” Quinn left his side. This sheriff had no shame, seemingly not caring that they discussed periods, toilets, and the lack of razors, but her twenty-one-year-old dignity couldn’t bear the insults. She’d never even talked about menstruation with her father, and now, here she was discussing every bodily function with a gorgeous man who was still very much a stranger.

“I’m just saying,” he said. “I’ve used outhouses that were ditches dug in the ground. The composting toilet is a five-star hotel bathroom compared to that. Plus, you went in the grass when we were stuck on that highway.”

“Oh my god, okay!” Her face flushed bright pink, and she hated that this was the moment that distant Anson decided to crack a smile.

“Don’t be embarrassed. I honestly don’t care. It would bother me more if you didn’t have regular⁠—”

“Please don’t say it.”

“Would you rather a diaper like Ava?”

“Anson!” She stormed to his side and teasingly slapped his arm.

“Oh, come on.” He laughed. The silent and closed-off man laughed, and Quinn almost forgave the awkward conversation. For the first time, she didn’t feel alone.

“You shouldn’t be embarrassed.” He caught her wrist before she could hit him again, but instead of shoving her away, he held her hand against his chest, and Quinn wondered if he knew he was doing it. “We have to live here together. The world is never going back to the way it was. This is our life now, but there’s nothing to be ashamed of. Human is human, male and female alike. Better you maintain a healthy biology.”

“Who hurt you as a kid?” she laughed, meaning the tease as a joke, but Anson’s demeanor fell. He released her wrist, practically throwing her palm away from his skin, and Quinn hated herself. He’d been a stone wall of a man, an impenetrable fortress determined to keep her out, and she’d ruined the first thaw in his icy exterior since the compound. When she accepted his bloody hand when he saved her from those soldiers, she thought she’d found a home, a ghost of a family to replace the loving one she lost, but she proved he couldn’t trust his friendship with her.

“I’ve got to finish this before it gets dark.” He turned his back on her. How many times would he turn his back on her?

“Yeah.” Quinn rubbed her head, her greasy hair doubling her urge to cry. “I should take advantage of her nap and clean this place up.”

“Hmm,” Anson grunted, the final nail in their conversation’s coffin, and as if controlled by a soul of its own, her hand reached across the divide. Her fingers ached to brush his shoulder, to feel human contact in its purest form.

“Anson?” Her voice was small.

“What?” His wasn’t.

“Nothing.”

He kept his back turned.

So she turned hers on him and cleaned.

It was an endless task. Every time she repacked a box to group similar supplies together, she made ten different messes. The more she organized, the worse the clutter got. In the end, they’d be thankful that the canned beans were separate from the cleaners, but much like her connection to the only people left in her life, the harder she tried, the worse it grew until she dropped a jar of olives. The glass shattered, miraculously not waking the exhausted Ava, but Quinn burst into tears—the pickled smell staining the dirty floor. The rolling green orbs gathering dust as they escaped. The splintered glass threatening to slice through bare toes.

But worst of all, Anson failed to acknowledge the disaster. He sat with his back turned and his fingers wrapped around a pipe. Insufferable man. He shouldn’t have saved her on the bridge.

But these were just olives. If anything was to be lost, the low-calorie, salty snack was better than the canned beans and soup. And dirt was nothing she couldn’t wash away, so were they truly ruined? She despised having to be so rationally mature, but Anson’s words stuck with her so fiercely that they’d been stitched into her very being. She was a mother. She was all Ava had, and weakness was an enemy Ava wouldn’t survive. Quinn’s resolve was all that stood between the child and annihilation, so she slipped on her coat and boots and stormed out into the cold.

She seized the bucket and curled in on herself to shield her face from the wind. She should’ve embraced the bitter chill, though. She should’ve faced it with square shoulders and defiance. If she had, she would’ve noticed the sky. She would’ve seen the abnormal tint to the snow clouds. The hints of angry red vibrating behind the grey, the pulsing rage hovering just out of sight. She would’ve noticed the unnatural bloom of the bulging clouds. But she didn’t look up. She remained hunched and closed off, her eyes downcast as she trudged across the frost-bitten earth.

Quinn knelt by the water’s edge and dipped the bucket below the surface. Ice crystals instantly formed around the metal, finger-like protrusions growing from the pond to grip her hands, and she lurched backward so hard that her tailbone smashed into the solid ground.

“What the—” She gawked at her skin and then the water. Nothing. It was as if the ice had been a figment of her imagination; only her flesh wore the memory of the cold. For a long minute, she argued with herself as she studied the unharmed bucket. Had she imagined it, or had ice reached out to take her hand?

Grabbing a twig from the ground, she poked the pond’s surface.

Nothing.

She poked it again.

Nothing.

Quinn released the twig and flattened her palm, holding it over the surface until her reflection stared back at her.

Nothing.

“Stop being a hypochondriac,” she whispered to herself, but the instant the words left her lips, the water moved. An icy hand shot out and seized her fingers, yanking them down until her wrist was submerged. Quinn shrieked as the pain sliced through her flesh, the ice like a thousand razors digging into her skin, and she flung herself backward. The water released its hold, and she fell flat on her back with an ugly sob. What was wrong with her? Why was she so stupid? Was she trying to punish Anson for his silence? He only seemed to care when she was in danger. Was she so foolish as to tempt nature just to incite a reaction?

“Ow,” she sobbed as she slowly rose to a seat to examine her hands. Pinpricks of blood colored her fist, but it was nothing serious. Nothing a little water couldn’t wash away… water that she’d get from Anson’s pipes when he was done, not this vengeful pond. They’d gathered water here every day since their arrival, but this was the first time that nature’s violence had entered this long-forgotten slice of history. Had their presence brought Mother Nature’s wrath to this previously spared haven, or was this merely the reality of their world? Everything was normal until it wasn’t.

“Ow!” Quinn slapped her neck in alarm. Her skin stung as if a hot poker had been shoved against it, but the water hadn’t splashed there, had it? Her hand hurt, but the tiny bleeds were a dull pain compared to the agony ravaging her throat.

“Ow!” she screamed as the same burning violence lanced her forehead, and then, as if to answer her confusion, an explanation drifted past her eyes.

Snow. It was snowing.

Quinn’s gaze shot heavenward, and she finally registered the crimson sky. Subtly red, as if the heavens were bleeding, the clouds unleashed their rage, and a steady curtain of snow fell from the sky. Perfect white crystals danced on the wind, divinely beautiful in their whimsy until the flakes dusted her nose with feather-light kisses.

Quinn screamed like she’d never screamed before, her skin fire, not ice, and she bolted to her feet. “Anson!” she roared as the snowfall increased, burning her scalp, her hands, her face. It ate through her clothes and devoured her skin, and, like an electrical shock to her brain, she realized she wasn’t going to make it. “Anson!” she called for him, knowing he couldn’t help. Someone needed to stay inside to ensure Ava’s survival. He couldn’t save her. He shouldn’t save her. But she didn’t want to be alone when she died.

“Anson!” Her voice wavered as she ordered herself to be brave. “Don’t come out!”


CHAPTER
FIVE



He should apologize. She’d been joking. Her words were a tease. How could she have known the devil himself raised him? How could she have known her playful banter would cut him so deep that he feared he might bleed out? He’d never shared his history with her, and he swore he never would. She was too pure for such pain, so how could she have known that her teasing would flay him open? He should apologize. He should get on his knees and beg her forgiveness. She was just a girl. A beautiful young girl who had nothing in life save him and a baby who shouldn’t belong to her. They were sorry companions for someone so lovely, inside and out. He should apologize. He’d heard the hurt in her voice. He was a monster for putting it there.

“Kid, I’m…” Anson scanned the enclosure, but she was gone. The boxes were a chaotic mess, and a jar of what smelled like olives lay fractured on the floor, but the girl had disappeared. “Quinn?” He jerked to his feet. This was the part he hated. The fear. The panic. Losing her filled him with such bitter sickness. He’d done his best to keep her at arm’s length and pretend he didn’t care. He didn’t want to grow close to her. It would only gut him when she died, but despite his efforts, she’d embedded herself under his skin. She was a constant pain, a tug on his heart threatening to rip him open. She and Ava were the only things he cared about, and his chest tore apart every time she vanished from his life.

“Quinn?” He moved to the window. He hadn’t heard her leave, but he’d been so obsessed with his own pity that he’d ignored her movements. Had she gone to check on the chickens again? They were probably better companions than he was, but⁠—

Anson’s stomach clenched. Red tinted the sky, the clouds more rage than nature. He’d never seen such blood-tinged clouds, and he knew. It was happening again. Death was coming.

“Anson!” Quinn shrieked, and with all the power in his legs, he bolted for the front door.

“Anson!” The fear on her voice felt like lightning to his chest. Why did he have to care? Why did he have to like her so much? She was going to die. They always did. But this woman? She’d be the most painful to lose.

Anson flung open the door and lifted his booted foot to run when his eyes locked with Quinn’s.

“Stop!” She waved her arms… her bloody arms, and that’s when he realized it was snowing. Those blood-infused clouds had opened their wrath upon the earth, and the picturesque winter scene was anything but, for every time a flake landed on her body, she screamed in agony.

“Don’t come out!” She shoved her hands through the air as if they could force him back into the enclosure. “It’s acid! The snow is acid!” She tripped, her knee hitting the ground hard, and he knew that if he didn’t get her inside within the next few seconds, the snow would burn her to death.

“Hold on! I’m coming!” He grabbed his coat, but her terrified voice stopped him.

“No! Ava needs one of us to live.”

“And it’ll be you, dammit!”

“No!”

“Quinn.”

“Don’t let my baby die.”

“Quinn, run!” Anson scanned the room for a shield other than a coat. Hers had done little to protect her flesh. He needed something solid.

“Stay inside!” she screamed.

“Then you run!”

“I—” She stumbled, and Anson made up his mind. She wasn’t dying. Not this woman. The others had left him, but this one couldn’t. He wouldn’t let her.

“Run, kid!” he ordered. “Now!” He grabbed a box she’d emptied and thrust it over his head as he exploded out of the door. Her eyes widened at his disobedience, but he wouldn’t heed her pleas. He ran faster than the snow could eat away at the box and caught her waist before she took more than a few steps, throwing her unceremoniously over his shoulder. He ignored the acid stinging his knuckles and ran, his muscles barely registering her weight through his adrenaline.

She had to live.

This girl had to live.

It was all for nothing if Quinn didn’t live.

Anson burst inside as a gust of wind blew snow against the back of his neck. He roared at the sting, the pain electrifying his nervous system, and he crashed against the wall to regain his balance. Quinn moaned at the impact. Ava screamed as she woke from her peace, but Anson barreled across the floor to the pipes. He planned to install a tub and a privacy wall, but desperation ignored such luxuries. There was no time for modesty, so he threw Quinn to the ground and tore. He stripped her coat first and then her shirt, peeling the fabric from her wet skin layer by layer until nothing hid the girl’s wounds.

“Get under the faucet,” he ordered as he twisted the knob. Clean but freezing water spilled out as he shoved her below its rain, and Quinn sobbed as it splashed her burns. Anson couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t see. He didn’t feel the burns eating at his neck or the flesh blistering over his knuckles. All he knew was panic, and with rough hands, he washed away the acid. He scrubbed and scrubbed and scrubbed, her skin first pink with blood and then pink with cold. Yet still he scrubbed. He was blind to everything but the need for her to live, the need to stop her pain. He didn’t register the way his palms grated over her breasts, the way his calloused fingers gripped her belly. She wasn’t Quinn in that moment. She was fear. This was why he refused to get close. This was why he turned his back. He didn’t want her to die in his arms. He wouldn’t survive it if she died in his arms.

“Acid snow,” he grunted through grinding teeth. “From all the pollution we monsters pumped into the atmosphere with our ingenuity. The clouds are returning it to us.”

He could no longer feel his fingers. They were frozen from the icy water, yet still he scrubbed.

“It won’t rain acid forever. Eventually, the earth will cleanse itself, but you cannot go outside. Do you hear me?” He grabbed her waist and yanked her closer. “You cannot leave this building, do you understand? You cannot die.”

Quinn flinched, and he realized he was shouting in her face. God, why did she have to make him so afraid?

“They’re only surface burns,” he continued, forcing his voice to steady as his hands slid across her belly, his fingers tracing the outlines of the wounds for anything concerning. “You should heal without scars. I hope you heal without scars.” His palm came to rest on her chest, and he finally met her gaze. Her eyes were wide. Her set lips were narrow, and for the first time, he realized how naked she was. He’d stripped her bare, her pink skin not only on display but in his hands. He’d touched every part of her, and he dropped her waist as if she, too, were acid falling from the sky. He’d helped her bathe at the carwash after he’d shot the man manhandling her, but this was different. He’d kept his hands and eyes averted then. But now? He hadn’t thought. He’d just acted, and he was ashamed of how violently he’d responded. He’d done it to save her life, but he’d been too rough in his panic. She could’ve bathed herself. He didn’t need to humiliate her.

Without a word, he stood and grabbed a folded blanket from her mattress. He draped it over her shivering form, the pain in his neck expanding as the melted snow dripped down his back. He should apologize… again. This was why he hadn’t wanted to stay with her. Look at what he did. Look at how he behaved. He was an animal.

“You’re bleeding,” she whispered, her voice too kind for how rough his hands had been.

“It’s nothing.”

“Let me at least take a look.”

“No.”

She flinched again. Why did he always have to make her flinch? He didn’t know how to live with people, to live with kindness, so he did what he did best. He turned his back on her.
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The snow fell. And fell and fell and fell. It did not stop. The red sky loomed above them day and night. The world was acid. The world was pain. They lost three chickens to the snow’s vengeance, but that was the least of her worries. She was losing her mind.

The instant Anson had registered that his calloused palm had rested on the soft curve of her breast, Quinn knew she’d lost him. The shame in his eyes. The hatred of himself. She’d been shocked by the encounter, but not for the reasons he assumed. She’d thought she would die in that acid snow. She thought her body would bubble and ooze until her liquified fat and blood soaked into the earth, but once again, he’d rescued her. He risked his life to save hers, and his quick thinking had stopped the acid from eating through her flesh. He’d stripped her bare and shoved her under the water, the roughness of his hands against her body alarming proof of how afraid of losing her he’d been. No man had ever touched her like that, with such intimacy and fear. He was so indifferent, so isolated in his trauma, that she hadn’t realized just how much he cared, but the way his skin pressed against hers revealed his truth in terrifying clarity. And that’s what scared her. He cared. He truly cared, yet he turned his back on her when the danger left their side. His shame prevented him from seeing her, and she wanted to shake him. She didn’t care that he’d seen her naked or touched parts of her that most men had never even seen. She wanted him to care when she wasn’t in danger. She wanted him to touch her when terror didn’t fuel him. She wasn’t asking for much. If only he would pat her back from time to time. That would be enough, but he hated himself for the sins he assumed he’d committed, and he took his humiliation out on her. He became a ghost, a shell, a living shadow haunting her life, and her tease returned to plague her. Who raised this man that he despised himself with such utter pain and disgust?

She wanted to talk to him, but she didn’t know how to tear down his walls, so they existed in silence, her loneliness eating away at her sanity bit by bit, until the firewood ran low. They couldn’t go outside to gather more, and what little kindling they found close by was soaked with acid. The enclosure grew icy again, and the teething Ava grew fiendish. She was a devil in a tiny body, and then the fever came. The girl grew sicker by the day, the cold infecting her until snot flooded her nostrils. She couldn’t sleep. She didn’t eat. All she did was rage.

Ava let out an earsplitting screech, and Anson cursed from where he was working at the back of the enclosure. He dropped his tools at the child’s sudden shriek, which only made the baby holler with a sound so severe that the aggravatingly stoic man whirled on them.

“I almost took off my finger,” he snapped, and Quinn lost it. His weeks of silence. His weeks of irritation. His weeks of tuning them out. The world had gone to hell and taken her parents with it. Anson was all she had, and he’d let the demons of his past rob any decency he’d gained during their brief relationship.

“I can’t do this!” she screamed in response to his outburst. She didn’t care that he was fifteen years older and dozens of pounds heavier than her. Her rage was absolute, and while she couldn’t fight him, her words could flay him alive.

“I cannot exist like this!” She shoved an accusatory finger at him. “You wanted us to stick together, but I cannot survive in this world like you can. Everything hurts. Everything is cold, and I’m not adult enough to take care of a baby on my own in an apocalypse. I need you! I need your help, and not just your stupid building projects. I need support. I need you to open your damn mouth and talk to me. I need you to look me in the eye and have an actual conversation that isn’t about our survival. All Ava does is scream. I get it. She’s a baby who’s teething during the end of the world, but she screams and screams and screams, and I can’t do this. Stop treating me like you can’t stand to be in the same room as me. I know I’m younger than you, but am I that terrible? Am I so unworthy of being your friend?” She fell silent, waiting for him to respond, praying for him to respond, but he just stared at her with his hands hanging uselessly.

“Even now you won’t speak to me.” She started crying, her anger mimicked in Ava’s little screams, and she hated herself for being so weak. She was better than this, better than begging for scraps of attention, but isolation had turned her unrecognizable. “Why won’t you talk to me?” Her agitation was on the verge of hysteria. “I can’t do this. I’m not a mother. She isn’t even my kid!” Quinn didn’t know why she said that. Ava was her daughter. She knew it. The baby knew it. They were bonded by love, not flesh, but the screaming… Quinn didn’t know how she’d survive the screaming.

“I can’t do this alone!” The longer he remained silent, the louder she raged. She couldn’t shut up. The floodgate had opened, and like the endless acid snow, poison fell from her tongue. “You should’ve let us die on the bridge if this is how you intended to treat us. You may be able to survive this hateful world in silence, but I can’t sleep with her screaming. She’s sick again, and we’re cold. I never get a good night’s rest, and I haven’t spoken to another adult in days. Why can’t you get over yourself and whatever happened to you before you met me? Why can’t you like me just a little bit? I’m not asking for you to be my father or husband or my BFF, but can’t you at least look at me? Can’t you at least speak to me like I’m a human being? I need a friend. I need help with Ava, but you seem to want nothing to do with us. Why did you save us if you can’t stand us? Why did you come back for us at the compound if you’re just going to pretend that we don’t exist? Huh? Why? Why won’t you even answer me?” Her lips trembled as she waited for him to respond, for him to assure her he was her friend. “Why?” Her voice shook. “Why?”

But he just stood there, stone still and mute, the eternal opposite to her trembling emotions… which was answer enough. She’d survived the end of the world, but it would be no life. He’d warned her he wasn’t good for her. Seemed the silent man was telling the truth.

“Okay, princess. Okay.” Quinn swiped at the tears that wouldn’t stop falling and crawled onto the mattress with the feverish baby. “Mommy’s got you.” She curled her body around the little girls and, unable to hold back months’ worth of despair, cried herself to sleep.
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She knew before she even opened her eyes. The stillness was absolute; the air cold in its solitude. Anson was gone.

The sunrise peeked through the windows to dance on her eyelids, and Quinn dragged the blankets over her head. She wasn’t ready to wake up. She wasn’t ready to face the aftermath of her one-sided argument with⁠—

Sunlight.

Quinn bolted to a seat. The sun was shining, clear and bright and tinged with yellow. No crimson. No acid. No falling snow. The storm had finally passed, and wrapping herself in the quilt, she tiptoed across the frozen concrete floor to the window. Annover Park was an entirely different zoo below the powdery snow. Unlike the vengeance that had battered the earth for days, the blanket that had fallen overnight was fresh and clean and white. It was a true winter wonderland, untouched by man’s sins, and Quinn realized that she’d never seen snow this pure before. Like all children, she’d loved snowmen and sledding and making snow angels with her parents, but there was no such thing as a white Christmas. Not in her lifetime, at least. The snow had always fallen dirty; the filth made worse by the thousands of cars spewing their exhaust on the plowed banks. No, Quinn had never truly seen white snow until this moment, and she wondered if it was safe to venture outside. Anson had tended to the chickens by using a metal sheet from his construction supplies as an umbrella, but it had still left him burned and three birds dead. He’d probably gone to check on them, and Quinn cracked open the door. She tapped the powder with the tip of her finger, and when it didn’t burn, she pressed her palm against the white. The only sting was the cold against her skin, so she shoved her feet into her boots and stepped out into the blinding whiteness.

“Anson?” She slipped inside the chickens’ enclosure, but the only greeting she received was the squawk of angry birds. “Anson?” She didn’t know why she’d called his name. He wasn’t here, and there weren’t any footprints in the fresh snow save hers. If he’d left the zoo, it had been long before she woke, granting nature time to cover his tracks, and the realization nagged at her brain. Why had he left in the middle of the night, and where had he gone that he deemed it necessary to hide it from her?

Quinn scattered feed for the birds, then gathered the eggs into a pouch made from her blanket. The rationed firewood had all but run out, but now that it was safe to set foot outside, she could bring more in to dry. Fried eggs for breakfast. It was a mouthwatering dream, but for now, she and Ava would have to settle for yet another cold meal from a can.

Quinn returned to their enclosure and made breakfast for her daughter. She busied their day with cleaning and games, her mood temporarily lifted by the sunshine until darkness fell. Anson still wasn’t back. He’d vanished without an explanation, and while it took longer than it should’ve for her to realize its absence, the truck was gone. He’d stolen their only means of transportation, and as morning crested on the second day, Quinn knew. He’d left them. She’d driven him away with her meltdown. She’d been ungrateful for his help, and he’d abandoned them. It was the only explanation for his sudden disappearance. Why else would he flee without a word during an acid storm? Anson had left them to survive on their own, handing them their death sentence. Quinn knew nothing about survival. She couldn’t even chop more firewood to replace the dwindling pile outside. She and Ava wouldn’t last the winter without him. He knew that, yet like a coward, he’d fled in the dead of night so that he wouldn’t have to witness the fear in their eyes as he’d handed them over to death.


CHAPTER
SIX



Quinn’s body shot forward of its own accord, the waking adrenaline strong enough to churn her stomach, and Ava’s scream mimicked her own panic. The sound of metal crashing against concrete wasn’t an accident, and if someone were in their enclosure, they wouldn’t make it out alive.

“Sorry,” Anson hissed from behind her, and Quinn whirled around to find the grimacing man hovering with a small pine tree in one hand and a metal tree base in the other. “I was hoping to have this set up before you woke, but my fingers are frozen.” He shrugged as if he hadn’t just reappeared after a two-day absence.

“My best guess is it’s January, which means we missed Christmas, but that doesn’t mean we can’t still celebrate it.” He returned to the task at hand, obnoxiously oblivious to the shock splattered across her face.

“Once the acid snow stopped, I took the truck down the mountain,” he continued, his voice almost pleased with himself, and Quinn had the overwhelming urge to lock her fingers around his throat and squeeze. “It was slow going, even with that small snowplow I’d salvaged. We already have popcorn kernels, so we can pop them and use the sewing kit to string them on the tree. Or we can make it as a snack for ourselves, whichever you want. I found decorations in people’s houses, and I got a lot of canned food. You’ll be happy. I found pumpkin pie filling, so we can even bake a dessert.

“I also happened across ducks in the pond, which I know you won’t like to hear, but I shot one. Figured that we already lost three chickens. We shouldn’t lose another for a Christmas roast, but duck works the same. The upside of there being hardly any survivors is that spices were untouched at the local markets, so we have enough seasonings to last years.” He nodded at the crates in the corner. “It’ll make the duck feel like a proper holiday roast, and combined with the canned vegetables and pumpkin pie filling, we can have a real Christmas. Oh, and I found a bunch of toys for Ava. I didn’t bother with wrapping paper. It takes up unnecessary space. With the snow, it’s smarter to focus on food, and I doubt she’ll care if her presents are wrapped. It’s still baby’s first Christmas.

“Then, I chopped this tree down. I know it’s small, but a manageable tree is better than nothing.” He stood up, the pine firmly in its base, and smiled at her, and Quinn lost all control.

“What is wrong with you?” She charged across the floor and shoved him so hard that he bounced off the wall behind him.

“Quinn?”

“You left without a word!” She shoved him again, her voice escalating in her rage. “You vanished in the middle of the night without warning, and you’ve been gone for two days. Two days, Anson! I thought you’d abandoned us.”

“I told you we were going to stick together.” He looked genuinely confused from his huddled position against the wall. “Why would I abandon you?”

“Because you don’t even look at me!” she screamed, Ava joining her anger, and she tried to shove him again, but this time, Anson caught her wrists to stop the assault. “Ever since the compound, you barely talk to me. You want nothing to do with me, and then when I yell at you, you leave the first chance you get.”

“Because you were right.” His grip tightened around her wrists as she fought for freedom. “I didn’t grow up like you. You lived, but I survived. That’s what I do. Survive. But I wanted to do something nice. I’ve warned you repeatedly that I’m not good for you. I’m not good with people and families, but you were right. Living in an abandoned zoo long-term isn’t sustainable if there’s nothing to look forward to. I thought you’d be happy with a surprise Christmas.”

“How can I be happy when I thought you left us alone to die?”

“How could you think that? I would never leave you alone. I told you we were staying together.”

“Once, sure.” The tears blurred her vision, and she wasn’t sure if it was anger or relief or excitement that had opened her floodgates. “But you can’t just leave in the middle of the night without a word. You need to at least write me a note. You need to communicate. I’ve been sick with panic for two days thinking you left after I yelled at you.”

“I wouldn’t do that.”

“So then say it!” She tried shoving him despite his grip on her arms, and to her surprise, he released her wrists. The force sent her careening against his chest, and the moment his arms hesitantly wrapped around her shoulders, she burst into the most embarrassing fit of hysterical tears.

“Kid, I’ll never leave you girls alone,” he whispered into her hair. “I promised to protect you, and I meant it. You shouldn’t need me to repeat it. I do not break my oaths.”

“Yeah, well…” She wiped her eyes on his shirt. Served him right for inducing two days of panic. “You need to communicate better. I can’t wake up to find you gone without a trace.”

“Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry. He sounded confused. “I got you presents too.”

“You did?” She bounced off his chest so fast that he flinched in case she planned to shove him again.

“Yeah. That crate.” He nodded at the boxes by the door. One was overflowing with toys, but a blanket covered the second. Quinn tried to step toward it, but Anson yanked her back against him.

“That’s not how it works,” he reprimanded. “Ava might not understand gift wrapping, but you do. The blanket stays on the box until I get it under the tree.”

“Spoilsport… and sorry for hitting you. I was so scared,” she whispered, suddenly ashamed of her fit of violence. He’d done all this to be sweet, but her forty-eight hours of fear had needed an escape from her body. Hence the numerous attacks. She must be insane, shoving a man as dangerous as Anson, but by his expression when he bounced off the wall, he was more afraid of her than she’d ever been of him.

“I wouldn’t call that a hit,” he laughed. “You’re half my size. It was more like a nudge… I need to teach you how to throw a punch.”

“For the next time you leave without a word?” she teased.

“Sure, kid.” He shook his head. “Okay, your baby is losing her mind. Why don’t you get her settled while I feather and butcher the duck? Then we can decorate the tree, do presents, and have dinner… oh, and I found a hardware store with wood bundles for sale. I took them all. We have enough firewood to hold us over until I can dry out more.”

“Okay.” Quinn wrapped her arms tighter around his chest, not ready to let go. It had been too long since someone had hugged her.

“I’m not leaving, kid,” he repeated as he stood frozen in her embrace.

“I know.” She finally released him. “And thank you for this, but I didn’t get you anything.”

“I’ve never gotten anything for Christmas.” He spoke so nonchalantly that Quinn was certain he was joking.

“What do you mean?”

“We didn’t do Christmas growing up. I’ve never celebrated it.”

“No one’s ever gifted you anything?” Now she was crying for a whole different reason.

“No.”

Quinn studied his face for any hint of expression, but Anson’s features remained neutral. There was no sorrow, no pity, no emotion. Nothing graced his face at the admission that he’d spent thirty-six years forgotten, and she vowed to change that if they survived to see another Christmas together.

“You can share my gifts,” she said, hoping that he hadn’t gotten her makeup or something equally feminine.

“Sure, kid.” He nudged her toward the still very irate baby. “But let’s just start with breakfast. I’ve barely eaten in two days, and I’m starving.”
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“I can’t believe how much it smells like Christmas.” Quinn smiled at how perfect their first attempt at a pumpkin pie turned out on the wood stove. Anson had thought of everything, returning with a festive pie pan that he’d clearly stolen from a family’s home, but Quinn reminded herself that the dead were dead, and they weren’t. Ava deserved to live in a family that celebrated the holidays. For that matter, so did Anson.

“The duck should be almost done.” He crossed his arms over his broad chest as he admired their work with her. After eating the breakfast of fried eggs Quinn had been dreaming of, he’d chopped firewood to dry and tended to the chickens while she popped enough popcorn to string into garlands. They’d feed the stale kernels to the birds after they celebrated, and she made sure to save a bowl for them to share while opening presents. Anson had also brought back a folding table and a pretty patterned cloth along with some fancy dishes. Quinn had set up their dining room while he showered, and he’d emerged wearing new clothes and a much shorter beard. His neat hair had been wildly distracting while they cooked together. He let her do all the talking, but he’d heard her request. He looked at her when she spoke, which Quinn now regretted. In this domestic peace, he was unbearably handsome, and it was a rude fact she couldn’t ignore.

“We should wake Ava up from her nap,” he continued. “We should do presents before dinner. I don’t think she’ll make it long after she eats, and I want to see her play with her toys.”

Quinn didn’t say anything, but she didn’t need to. Her face said it all. She loved how excited he was to watch Ava with his gifts. She loved that this impromptu holiday had been his idea. She just wished he hadn’t given her a two-day heart attack to accomplish it.

“You wake her up,” she said. “I need to do something first.” Quinn disappeared behind the privacy sheet they’d hung until he could complete their rooms, and she dug through her pack for her mom’s red dress. She’d meant to wear it for her college graduation, and in a way, this was a graduation. She was leaving her old life behind and welcoming the mantle of motherhood. She’d graduated from child to adult, and if there was ever a time to wear her mother’s dress, it was her first Christmas with her daughter.

“What do you think?” She spun out into the open with balletic grace and dropped into an almost-perfect curtsey, her years of ballet boasting their skill. But Anson said nothing. He just stared at her as he clutched Ava to his chest.

“It was my mom’s.” Quinn smoothed her fingers over the fabric, suddenly self-conscious. She didn’t fill out the dress as well as she used to. The end of the world made sure she’d skipped too many meals, but she thought she looked nice. Seemed Anson disagreed.

“Popcorn?” Anson grabbed the bowl and shoved it at her as if it were a shield, but not before the baby seized a handful of the snack.

“No, no, princess.” Quinn lunged forward, dress forgotten. Ava was growing by leaps and bounds. Their best guess was that she was at least ten months old, but choking on white corn kernels would certainly ruin Christmas. Ava seemed to think that not having popcorn spilling from her tiny fists would ruin her Christmas, though, so she opened her mouth and roared.

“Okay, okay.” Quinn stole her from Anson and bounced her on her hip. “How about we open presents? Would you like that? Do you want to see the toys Anson got you? Look!” She pointed at the teddy bear peeking out from below the branches. “How fun!” She snatched the stuffed animal up and thrust it into her daughter’s hands. “It’s so cute, just like you. Don’t you love it?” She pitched her voice into Ava’s favorite tone, and, popcorn forgotten, the tiny girl wrapped her arms around the toy.

“Too bad we don’t have our phones,” Anson said. “I would love to video her reactions to the rest of the toys.” He brushed his fingers over Ava’s cheek, and Quinn couldn’t be sure if he’d done it on purpose, but he let his knuckles drag across her arm as he did it.

“Wait! Take her.” She pushed the baby into his arms and dug through her things until she found her mother’s special-occasions photo album and the Polaroid camera. “This is our first family holiday… well, weird family holiday,” she corrected because she had no idea who Anson was to her and her daughter, other than protector. Was he their friend or simply their defender? “We need to take a picture in front of the tree.”

“I’ll take it.” He grabbed the camera from her as he passed Ava back.

“No, you have to be in it,” Quinn insisted. Seemed she’d gotten her answer about his feelings toward them.

“I know,” he said, positioning her so that the star hovered over their heads. “I just have longer arms.” He settled beside her, and Quinn beamed up at him. She didn’t mean to. The smile simply overtook her face. He’d created Christmas for them. He wanted to be included in the photos. Whatever weird family they were, they were family all the same.

The photo clicked, and Quinn blinked in surprise. “I wasn’t looking,” she protested.

“I’m sure you look great.” He pulled the photo from the instant camera and shook it. “Let’s at least check before we waste film.”

Quinn put Ava down on the quilt they’d spread before the tree, and the tiny girl went straight for the building blocks. “If I look ugly, we have to take another.”

“You won’t look ugly.”

“I wasn’t ready. I probably look ridiculous.”

“You can’t look ugly. It’s physically impossible.”

Quinn did a double-take, but he refused to meet her gaze as he shook the photo, the image growing clearer and clearer until she saw what he meant. Anson’s likeness half smiled at the camera, his stoic appearance always too serious. Ava held her teddy bear with pride, but Quinn? She gazed up at Anson with a smile that could consume the world, and as embarrassed as she was by the obvious affection spilling from her every captured pore, he was right. She was beautiful in her mother’s red dress.

“See.” Anson brushed a soft finger over the image, his touch lingering on her face. “You can’t look ugly.” He handed her the photo as if he suddenly couldn’t wait to be free of it. “Put it in the album where it’ll be safe. I want to show you what I got you.”

Quinn obeyed, tucking the picture of her unconventional family into the next available spot. The photograph opposite it was the last one she’d taken with her parents. It had been the Fourth of July, and she posed with her mom and dad on their friend’s boat. They wore red and white bathing suits, beers in their hands, and smiles on their lips. They’d been so happy, so oblivious. How her life had changed in six months. Her parents were no longer alive, and she was living in a zoo with an infant she hadn’t birthed and a man fifteen years her senior.

And she was another year older.

“I just realized something,” she said through her tears as she blew the photo of her parents a kiss. “My birthday is in January. I think I’m twenty-two.”
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Anson was fighting for his life, and not because the earth had decided to unleash her fury and destroy their first Christmas together. No, he was in agony because Quinn had put on a red dress that he didn’t know she owned, ruining his night. He’d stolen clothes for them while he’d been gathering holiday supplies. Ava currently wore a pink monstrosity that was all lace and bows, making her quite possibly the most beautiful child he’d ever seen, but he’d picked out a nice pair of jeans and a pretty green sweater for Quinn. He still planned to gift her the outfit. Clean, warm clothing was always a necessity, but that red dress? That was not a necessity. That was pure luxury, and when she’d walked out and asked him what he thought, he’d almost dropped Ava. He’d said nothing, though, but what could he have said? That she was what dreams were made of? That she looked like he was about to make a string of really bad decisions. She was twenty-one… no, twenty-two. She was too young for him, and he hadn’t saved her just so he could have a young girl to keep his bed warm. If it were up to him, they’d never touch. She was too good for him, and her friendship was enough. He didn’t want more, but in that dress, with her calling them a family? In that dress, with her looking at him like that in the photo? She didn’t mean family in the sense that he was the father and the girls were his daughters. She meant as in a father, a mother, and their daughter, and for the briefest of moments, he let himself imagine a life where he got a family that didn’t end in nightmares.

“What’s wrong?” He shoved those dangerous thoughts away as Quinn rejoined them by the tree. The tears hadn’t been on her cheeks seconds ago.

“My parents… their photos in the album,” she said. “I’m keeping up our photograph tradition, but my family has changed. My mom will never bake me another birthday cake. My dad will never visit this zoo with me again. They’ll never meet their granddaughter.” She stroked Ava’s head, the baby having moved on from the blocks to the plastic animal figurines. “I named Ava after my mom, and she would have loved this little girl. She would’ve been so proud of me, I think. I hope.”

“She would’ve,” Anson said. His father never felt pride in his son, but he knew Quinn’s mother would be obsessed with her baby’s adopted baby.

“I wish Ava could’ve met her grandma. I really miss my mom.” Quinn broke down, her shoulders shaking with her sobs, and Anson awkwardly reached out and patted her back as if she were a strange dog. He couldn’t hug her. Not in that dress.

“She’d be proud of how far you’ve come, and how much you love Ava,” he said. “She’d want you to be happy.”

“I know.” Quinn wiped away her tears. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cry.”

“It’s okay. Ava already did. You might as well round it out.”

“I guess you’re next.” She smiled at him, and Anson ordered himself not to do it. He screamed at his hands to stay by his side.

They didn’t obey. They reached out and brushed the tears from her cheeks.

“Me cry?” He threw humor into his voice to hide how much this wonderful woman affected him.

“You’re right.” Quinn cackled. “Have you ever cried?”

“No,” he lied. He had once. He still had the scars from his punishment.

“Well, if you ever do, yell for me to get the camera. That’s something we should document.”

“You take a photo of me like that, and I’ll smash it.”

“No, you won’t.”

Anson grabbed a pillow and shoved it in front of the tree before gently guiding Quinn to a seat. “You’re right. I wouldn’t.” He sat across from her and pulled out the blanket-covered crate. “Merry Christmas, kid.”

“You should stop calling me that,” she teased. “I’m twenty-two now and a mother. I’m an old lady.”

“Okay, kid.” He winked. He liked the way the nickname sounded. It felt ancient Hollywood. Few of those movies still existed, but the heroes always called the beautiful love interest ‘kid'. He’d loved it. He didn’t know why. Maybe because it felt safe and innocent when his life had been anything but. Plus, calling Quinn 'kid' made him feel like he was about to mention looking at her. He also called her that to remind himself that no matter how gorgeous she was, she didn’t want an old, messed-up man like him. He was already going grey. It was early, sure, but it was a visual representation of their vast difference.

“Just open your gift.” He grabbed the fleeing Ava and set her back down in front of a toy with a lot of buttons that he’d made sure had plenty of batteries.

“Books?” Quinn met his gaze with awe as she ripped away the sheet hiding her presents. “All of these are for me?”

“I know you like to read.” He shrugged. “I don’t know what, though, but I found a small local library. We’ll take a trip there once the weather warms so you can pick for yourself, but for now, I grabbed options. Some romance, some classics, and some books just because they had fun covers.”

“And a medical textbook?” She hoisted the heavy publication from the box with a grimace.

“Some are practical, yeah. There are no doctors anymore, but you’re smart. I figured we could pick up manuals as we go and educate ourselves. I know how to live off the land, but I’m no farmer, so I grabbed a book on gardening.” He dug through her novels until he found it. “I think it’s smart if we use the cold months to teach ourselves about what’s coming.”

“Smart… but not fun for today.” She shoved the textbooks aside and continued digging through the fiction. “Oh, this is a pretty sweater.”

“I got it for you to wear today. I didn’t know you had a dress.”

“Yeah, my mom’s dress that you don’t like.”

“I never said that.”

“No, you said nothing. It’s okay. This is just really sentimental to me.”

“The dress looks nice.”

“Now you say it,” she teased. “And nice? Yikes.”

“What do you want me to do?” he asked. “Faint at the sight of you.”

“That’s the bare minimum of responses.”

“Oh god.” Anson feigned falling backwards.

“Better… Oh, I love this book.” She forgot about the dress in her excitement, and he heaved a sigh of relief. She didn’t want to hear what he actually thought of how that red fabric hugged her skin, yet left her shoulders delicately bare.

“I promised to share my gift with you,” she continued. “What if we read this together? There’s no TV anymore, but we can read out loud. Make it a tradition, so that when Ava gets older, she can join in.”

“Sure.” Anson shrugged. Quinn reading to him? He loved that idea… a little too much, and that made him sick. This was why he kept her at arm’s length. She and Ava were starting to feel too much like family, and he knew what happened to the people he called his. It didn’t end well for them. He’s survived the first women to abandon him to death, but these girls? He wouldn’t survive them. They’d been together for less than a year, yet he cared for them more than he’d ever cared for another human being. Losing them would kill him, and realistically, he would lose them. That’s what he did. He got the people he cared for killed.

“Oh, the duck!” Quinn popped up. “We don’t want it to burn. Let’s eat, and then we’ll read together while we wait to get hungry enough for pie.”

“I’m starving.” Anson was thankful for the distraction, but his relief was short-lived, for Quinn stood up and then flung her arms around his neck.

“Thank you for today.” She kissed his cheek. It was the second time since they’d met that she’d done that, and it was the second time in his life that he’d felt human.

“I love my gifts so much.” She collapsed against him, and he knew he shouldn’t return the hug, not in that red dress.

“You’re welcome, kid.” He rested his palm on the small of her back, savoring the way it felt to be trapped in someone’s arms. How long had it been since someone had held him? His mother? She’d eventually stopped, his father stealing her ability to care. And her? She’d hugged him, but those had all been lies. Everything she’d said had been a trap. Quinn was the first. She was the only. For the first time in his life, he felt safe, and he hated it. He didn’t want to bury her. He didn’t want to sacrifice this perfect creature to the misery that owned his life.

“There you go with the kid again,” she grunted into his neck, her lips tickling his skin.

“You’re welcome, Quinn.” He emptied his mind, and for one single moment, his past didn’t exist. His fears and failures didn’t exist. Only this girl did, and the reality that, even though she shouldn’t, she cared about him.


CHAPTER
SEVEN



TWO MONTHS LATER

“Happy birthday, dear Ava! Happy birthday to you!” Quinn flashed the camera a bright smile as she posed before Ava’s highchair with a box mix cake proudly displayed on a plate. “Say cheese!”

Anson snapped the Polaroid photo with a laugh. “Look at her.”

Quinn obeyed in time to catch her daughter shove her tiny fists into the cake with a possessed expression glazing her eyes. “Well, I guess she doesn’t care that it baked lopsided.”

“No, I don’t think she does.” Anson handed Quinn the photograph, the image forever capturing Quinn’s grin and Ava’s greed. They’d never know Ava’s real age or birthday, but if she’d been six months when they met, then March was their best guess. After the success of their family Christmas, Quinn vowed to turn this zoo into a home, and a home meant birthday parties. Ava was a year old, and that deserved a celebration, so Anson had raided a local store’s cake mix aisle, and Quinn had baked her first and very uneven birthday cake.

“I guess I shouldn’t bother trying to feed her with a fork.” Quinn settled at the table to watch Ava enjoy the simple vanilla dessert.

“We should cut some slices for us before she eats it all, though,” Anson said. “I was the one who ran through the rain to get the mix.”

“Like a girl her size could eat this entire cake.” Quinn watched her daughter shovel a fistful into her mouth. “And on second thought, you’re right.” She grabbed a knife and cut most of the cake free from the mangled baby mess. Once her hard work was saved, she sliced off two pieces and handed Anson his share.

The past two months had been almost uneventful. The occasional snowstorm made life miserable, but for the most part, Mother Nature held her breath. The trio knew this peace was only a reprieve and not the end of the madness. The snow froze the world, and nature with it, which had convinced Anson that their inability to make it south had actually been a godsend. The freeze slowed the earth’s wrath, and for two months, they lived inside that enclosure like a real family… or as real as he’d let them be. He talked to her. He sat at the table with her during meals. He listened to her read to them every night, but he never opened up. A wall still separated them, but after Christmas, Quinn decided his presence was enough. He would never care for her the way she craved. They’d never be close friends, but he wasn’t like those men at the compound. He demanded nothing of her save her survival, so she was determined to find happiness in their silent camaraderie. She wasn’t being forced to lie on her back and let soldiers steal pieces of her soul. Men in trailer parks weren’t tearing her apart. She lived with a man who rescued cake mix from the store during a rainstorm for her baby’s first birthday. She was probably the luckiest woman to survive this apocalypse… for now, at least. With the spring came not only Ava’s birthday but the thaw. Nature would start to grow again, and with it, her hatred for mankind. Quinn wanted to hope that the attacks were over, but she knew better. Anson had taught her well. Hell was coming. Which was why she insisted they celebrate every win. Who knew which morning would be their last?

“I was thinking,” she said once she’d finished her slice. Ava had graduated from eating the cake to playing with it, and she had somehow managed to squish a wad into her dark hair. “You’ve done a lot of construction on our enclosure, and you’re planning to increase security. We have the beginnings of bedrooms and running water. We have more chickens, and you found that ancient but adorable horse in a random backyard. You’ve put so much work into this place, yet it still feels like a zoo. We’re living in animal cages on concrete floors with metal bars and plywood for walls. This is the longest we’ve survived in one place since we met, and we’re both praying that Annover Park remains uninfected, but this…” she gestured to the storage crates and grey everything. “This is survival, not a home, and I want a home. I want couches and throw pillows, area rugs and curtains. I want art on the walls and dressers for our clothes.”

“I don’t know, kid.”

“Just think about it,” she cut him off as she plucked the disheveled Ava out of her highchair and carried her to the waterspout. “I know you worry that making runs for luxury items tempts fate, that if we leave the zoo’s fence, it should be only for survival purposes, but this is also a form of survival. Picture this: the summer breeze wafting through the lacy curtains, the sun shining patterns on the fuzzy rug while I read on the couch and Ava plays. Think about Ava growing from playing with blocks to baby dolls to one day doing homework. Think about me turning thirty, then forty, and then going grey. Where do you want that life to take place? In a concrete cage or a home filled with memories? And before you say that we probably won’t live long enough for me to go grey, I realize there’s a good chance we won’t even see the end of the year, but I want to live as if we will. I want to believe that we have a future, and it’s a happy one. It’s not the future I dreamed of, and this new world might ensure it’s miserable. But that can’t be an excuse. I will make our future as happy as I can, and that starts with a home a child wants to grow up in.”

Quinn set the clean but very wet Ava down on her floor blanket. “Doesn’t she deserve that? Doesn’t she deserve the kind of home I grew up in?”

“She does, but it’s not that simple.”

“But it can be,” she argued. “We don’t have to furnish the entire house in one sitting, but I want to start. I need beauty and⁠—”

“Quinn,” he cut her off.

“Anson, will you please just consider⁠—”

“No, Quinn!” He pointed at the floor as he grabbed the Polaroid camera and aimed for the shot.

“Oh my god!” Quinn clapped a hand over her mouth, tears flooding her eyes of their own accord. “Oh my god, Anson!” She gripped his wrist, practically jumping up and down at the sight. Ava had stood up, a feat that she’d perfected over the past few months, but she remembered her cake was still on the table, and realizing her mother wasn’t going to return her to the sugary treat, she’d taken it upon herself to close the distance.

“Her first steps!” Quinn squealed as Anson snapped a photo. “Oh my god, she’s walking!” She started to sob, her heart so full at the sight, and the pain of missing her mother flooded back. Grandma would be so proud of her little girl. Quinn would give anything to share this moment with her mom, to show off her daughter as if she were her own flesh and blood. “Did you get the picture?”

“Yeah.” Anson handed her the Polaroid. “Her first birthday and her first steps.”

“This is why we need to make our cages homey.” Quinn lowered her hands as Ava’s steps turned unsteady, and she caught the baby before she fell on her diapered tush. “My daughter is experiencing life for the first time, and I don’t want her growing up afraid. She’ll have to face hell one day. We all will, but I promised to give her a happy life, and that promise starts with a real home.”
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Quinn hung the last of the laundry up to dry. It had taken a week to convince Anson to make a décor run, but he’d finally agreed to take them to town after Ava’s afternoon nap. Quinn couldn’t wait. It was such a girly thing to be excited about, but she was going shopping… sort of. Anson didn’t want to risk leaving the zoo with Ava for longer than necessary, so they agreed that Quinn could pick anything she liked from the neighborhood at the base of the mountain. He felt robbing the nearby homes was safer than searching for a store, but the dead were dead, and they weren’t. So Quinn told herself they were simply going shopping and that she was excited. She also told herself that she wasn’t afraid to leave the zoo. Anson had left a few times since their arrival, but she hadn’t. She and Ava had been relatively safe inside Annover Park’s fence, but spring had come, and with it the threat of new and horrifying attacks. To leave was to tempt fate, and part of her wanted to hide in their cages. But if she hid, fear would control her life, and if she was going to raise her daughter well, she couldn’t be afraid.

“That’s it, take a step for me,” Anson’s voice drifted from the living room section of the enclosure, and Quinn tiptoed to the corner to spy on him. Ava had been napping, but she was currently standing on her play blanket before the crouched sheriff. His extended arms beckoned her to walk to him, and Quinn covered her mouth so her laugh wouldn’t escape. Anson rarely held the baby unless she asked for help. Occasionally, he’d touch her cheeks, but that was all the affection he awarded the child, so seeing him beg for a step choked Quinn’s heart with a visceral emotion. She didn’t know what had happened to that man to inflict such damage, but watching him beckon Ava closer healed something inside her. This was why they needed to make this massive cage a home. Not just for Ava’s childhood. But for Anson’s, the one that had been stripped from him.

“Oh, that’s such a good girl,” Anson praised as Ava stepped toward him, and Quinn wiped the tears from her eyes. When the world first ended, she’d mourned the loss of her phone. She barely thought about the device now, but this scene brought back her longing. She wished she could film this interaction and treasure it forever. Anson somehow looked younger with his arms outstretched and his face hopeful. He was beautiful, and not because of his features, but because of his soul. Because in this moment, he was a child too. He was innocent and happy and unburdened by this treacherous life.

“Oops, it’s okay.” Anson lunged for the falling toddler, but he was seconds too late. She tumbled to the blanket, but her backside barely rolled against the fabric before he snatched her up. “You’re fine.”

Ava didn’t share his concern, and she grabbed his beard… hard.

“Oh, good god!” He reared back, which pulled a laugh from the baby.

“She does that.” Quinn stepped out of hiding and helped free him from her daughter’s fist. “She loves to yank my hair.”

“I guess she’s telling me I need a shave.”

“I agree.” Quinn didn’t realize what she was doing until her palm was cupping his jaw. For a split second, she considered yanking her hand away, but she held her conviction and brushed her thumb over his gently greying beard. Just because he couldn’t extend human contact to her didn’t mean she couldn’t offer him that kindness. He didn’t have to tell her for her to understand that pain and loneliness had damaged him, and she meant nothing by this touch. She simply wanted to provide him with a moment of warmth.

“Two pretty girls tell you to shave, then you better do it,” he said, and she wasn’t sure, but Quinn thought she felt him lean into her palm. “But it’ll have to wait. I want to finish our run before nightfall.”
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Curtains, wall art, area rugs. Pointless. They were all pointless, and he was jeopardizing Quinn and Ava’s lives for what? Accent pillows? Anson tried to keep his agitation locked down while Quinn drifted through the small homes, gathering throw blankets and knick-knacks, but by the firm set of her jaw as they drove back to the zoo, he’d done a terrible job. It wasn’t that he didn’t want her to be happy. He’d walked through her childhood home. He understood the idyllic life she’d led, and if he had any power to control this volatile world, he would return her to a life of comfort, but he didn’t. Nature did. And only a few months ago, it had burned her skin with acid snow. Why were they risking something worse just for a quirky kitchen clock?

“Anson?”

“What?” There was too much bite in his voice, and he ground his teeth. He was sounding more and more like his father. But not because he hated her. Quite the opposite of his dear old devil. He wanted her to live so badly that he couldn’t breathe. The fear of letting her outside Annover Park’s fence was suffocating him from the inside out. He knew it wasn’t fair to her, but if it were up to him, she’d never leave the enclosure.

“I just—” The truck jerked sideways as it ran over something invisible, silencing her small words. “What was that?” She whirled backward to see what they’d run over.

“I don’t—” Anson started, but the two words were all the world let him speak. A vine burst through the floor, its power tearing the metal in half, and Anson’s fear ripped a hole in his gut. One foot to the right. One solitary and unimportant foot, and Quinn would’ve been skewered just like her mother. She would’ve been split in bloody halves, and Anson was moving before he realized he could.

“Get out!” he roared, leaning across her seat to shove open the passenger door. Another vine burst through the truck’s cab as he punched the button on her seatbelt, and he shoved Quinn, her small body flying out onto the road with his excessive force. She landed with a scream, but Anson didn’t care. That second vine had been aimed at her, but it speared him instead. Unlike the soft green that nature usually boasted, these vines were razor sharp and armored, more weapon than plant, and the tip had sliced through his biceps. He’d need stitches. He’d need a coffin if he didn’t get out of this truck.

“Quinn!” he shouted as he ripped his flesh free of the vine and dove for the car seat in the back. He forced himself to focus on his movements and not the third spear that lanced his back. He moved carefully despite the pain, pulling Ava from her seat as the door was torn off its hinges and the truck bed transporting Quinn’s precious décor caved in on itself. Choking the life out of the metal, dozens of vines circled the vehicle. They strangled the cab, crushing the engine into the ground, and Anson had one chance to escape this death trap before nature pulled him and the mangled car into the dirt.

“I got you!” he grunted as pain lanced his hip, and without a care for his own safety, he launched himself backward. His spine hit the road hard. Too hard. But Ava was safe against his chest. The truck wasn’t. It screamed its death cries as the metal bent and moaned and cracked, and then it was nothing but a mangled heap embedded deep into the torn asphalt.

“Anson!”

He finally registered that Quinn was screaming.

“Anson!” She burst into view and shoved her hands under his armpits, pulling him to his feet by sheer adrenaline. “You got her out!” She seized Ava from his bloody arms, her screams transforming into ugly sobs as she realized her daughter was unharmed. “Thank God, you got her out… oh my god.” Her voice froze as she registered the blood soaking his shirt. “Anson, you’re bleeding.”

“This is why I didn’t want to do this,” he spat. He was being cruel. He knew that, but he couldn’t stop his anger. He didn’t care that he was bleeding. He’d almost watched Quinn die in the most inhuman way a human could, her body exploding in bloody shreds, and that fear threatened to knock him unconscious. He’d already seen one woman’s body dead on the side of the road. He wouldn’t survive it this time. Not when Quinn meant so much more to him than the first mother. Not when her death would’ve been so much more violent.

“We cannot risk our lives for stupidity,” he shouted as he started limping up the incline. Thankfully, they were almost at the zoo, and they’d make it to the enclosure before sunset. “We lost our truck, and I almost lost you. Cheap wall art isn’t worth it.”

“I’m sorry,” Quinn sobbed behind him. “I didn’t know.”

“You always say that. You always apologize, but you never learn. You went outside alone and were almost killed by lightning. You went outside alone and were almost melted by acid snow. Stop apologizing and be smarter.”

“Anson, that isn’t fair!” Her voice hit the back of his head like a missile. She was right. It wasn’t fair, but anger was easier than vulnerability. How did he tell her he wanted to vomit in the grass at the thought of losing her? How did he tell her that if she died, he might kill himself because he wouldn’t be able to live with the unbearable grief? She was practically a kid. She was a pure soul. She deserved so much better than him, yet he wanted her all the same. He wanted to keep her safe, to make her happy, to prevent her from ending up dead on the road like the first mother. But how did he tell her that? How could he confess emotions he’d never been allowed to feel?

So he didn’t answer her. He simply stormed all the way back to the enclosure and then ripped off his blood-soaked shirt to clean the wounds. He didn’t know how he’d gotten so lucky. They’d need to be stitched closed, but the damage was superficial. It wouldn’t kill him… unless toxins had coated the spears.

“Anson!” Quinn burst through their front door and placed the fussy Ava on her play blanket. “You don’t get to blame me for Mother Nature being an ass. I didn’t do this, and I never wanted you to get hurt. But for the love of God, stop blaming me for the earth’s anger. I didn’t poison the world… okay, I might have driven a car and used technology, but I didn’t work at the companies that pumped toxic waste into the water supply or that built data centers that turned cities into deserts. I didn’t shoot rockets into the air. I was just a girl, and I still am. All I want is a life worth living because if we merely survive, there’s no reason to live. If we dread waking up every day, what’s the point? Why try?”

“So you dread waking up here with me?” he asked. He knew that wasn’t what she meant. He should shut up.

“That’s not what I mean, and you know it!” She jabbed a finger at him, calling his stupidity out. She’d spent way too much time with him. She’d transformed from a sweet college student to a woman who handed him his own ass. And what made him sick was that he loved it. He hated that he loved her fire, but he liked this girl all the same. She was the best friend he’d ever had. The only friend, really. She wouldn’t be for long if he kept this up, though.

“You and Ava are all the family I have,” she continued, her finger still reprimanding him. “We’re a screwed-up, weird family, but we’re one all the same. I don’t hate either of you… well, right now I kinda hate you, but I hate living here. This is a zoo… a cage meant for animals, and I am not an animal. My daughter is not an animal. Life is more than survival, and if you want us to live, then we need to live. Not in a cage. Not in fear. In a home. I need a home, Anson. Ava needs a home.” Her voice softened as she took the rag from him and started wiping the blood from his back. “But I think most of all, you need a home.”

Anson sagged forward, letting her clean the wounds he couldn’t reach. She was right. He’d never had a home, never felt safe or happy or loved. Not like she had. Not like Ava did with her. But unlike Quinn, he didn’t mind the zoo. It was warm. It was dry, and his father wasn’t unleashing his anger on the soft flesh of his back.
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“Anson!” Quinn raced after him in the early morning light, but the man didn’t hear her. That, or he chose to ignore her, which was the more likely scenario as he rode their only horse out of the zoo’s gates. Once again, he’d vanished without a word, only this time she was ninety-nine percent certain he’d return. She still flipped him off, though, before returning to Ava.

She tended the chickens and then made scrambled eggs for breakfast, offering her increasingly food-interested daughter bite-sized portions. She then did laundry, reminding herself to be thankful that they had running water and warm weather so she could hang the clothes outside instead of cluttering their living room. She didn’t have to take the wash to the creek and beat it against the rocks, but her cracked knuckles would never forgive the world for ruining washing machines.

Anson still hadn’t returned by Ava’s nap time, so she put the girl down, made a cup of tea, and read one of the gardening books she’d gotten for Christmas. With spring giving birth to new life, they planned to start with small garden plots and then slowly expand into the open fields. The few lessons she’d taken from Mrs. Evans in Pine Hill had barely made a dent in her education. The textbooks were helpful, but she still felt incredibly overwhelmed. How was an English major supposed to turn acres of abandoned zoo into a sustainable farm? At least all the grocery stores were still stocked with shelf-stable goods. She didn’t have to make her first attempt at a garden successful. She just prayed she had a green thumb and could transform the overgrowth into life support… and an herb garden as well. Tea was in overabundance right now, but nothing lasted forever. They’d have to give up coffee. She didn’t want to become a complete savage and give up tea as well.

Quinn’s brain hurt by the time Ava woke up. She’d missed her senior year of college, and she was out of the studying habit. Or perhaps it was the stakes that crippled her brain. In school, the worst that would happen was a failing grade. At the zoo, failure to learn meant starvation or an incorrectly treated illness. This was why she’d wanted to make the enclosure homey. Everything was life and death. Everything had daunting stakes. She was exhausted from living every day knowing that one wrong choice could result in a painful death, but if they created a home within these walls, they’d have one place where those risks didn’t glare in their faces. Of course, death could reach them inside here, but it was easier to forget that when the curtains were lacy and the pillows pink.

“What should we make for dinner?” She set Ava on her blanket and sat beside her to play before she had to cook. Not that she cooked much. Most of their meals were canned or dried goods. Another reason she wanted her future garden to prosper. She missed fresh fruits and vegetables. They had plenty of canned food, but she would give anything to bite into a non-mushy carrot.

“How does chicken parm sound?” she teased as she made Ava’s teddy bear dance. “Or a burger and fries… oh my god, nice crispy french fries. Maybe followed by chocolate ice cream. What do you think about those ideas?” She leaned forward and peppered her daughter’s face with kisses. Now that they were no longer on the run, Ava had blossomed, her little laughter growing more and more infectious. She played and hugged and smiled. She babbled and crawled like a tiny race car, and since she’d started walking, she’d become a menace to anything within her grasp. Quinn was obsessed with her. She loved being a mom more than she expected. She loved this stranger’s baby more than she thought possible. She just wished the child had a father, but she doubted Anson would ever accept that role. He’d be there for them in his own way, but he’d never be Ava’s dad.

“What about the canned potatoes?” Quinn asked. She needed to stop teasing herself, or she might cry at the thought of never eating pizza again. “We found plenty of oil, so maybe roasted for Mommy and mashed for you? And some green beans? What do you think, Princess? Green beans and potatoes?”

Ava babbled in her own language with enthusiasm, and Quinn took that as a yes for their solo dinner plans.

“One good thing about you being so little is that you’ll grow up eating like this,” Quinn said as she prepped their meal. “You’ll eat fresh eggs, vegetables, and meat.” She stuck out her tongue in an exaggerated gag. “Maybe we’ll find cows for milk and butter… not that I love the idea of milking them. You’ll eat homegrown corn and strawberries and hopefully apples, but you’ll never know what you’re missing. You’ll never have chocolate, or bananas, or even coconut. I mean, sure, there’s still chocolate and dried fruit left on the shelves, so I guess we could give you some when you’re older, but it might be smarter not to. Your version of desserts will be whatever fruit and honey concoction I bake… if we can find honey. How do you even find honey? You know, I can’t wait until you start talking. Then I can finally stop talking to myself⁠—”

“Hey,” Anson’s voice sounded behind her, and she almost dropped the spoon on the floor. How long had he been standing there? And how much of her monologue had he heard? And what happened to him? He was filthy.

“Hi.” She returned her attention to the potatoes, her relief at seeing him alive short-lived as annoyance crept back in. He yelled at her for simply walking outside, yet he could disappear for sometimes days on end? She was in no mood to entertain his company if he couldn’t figure out the importance of communication, but it seemed he didn’t care to talk beyond his hello. He strode past her, not noticing that Ava lit up as he walked by, and stripped off his stained clothes. He disappeared behind their privacy curtain to shower, but when he emerged, he didn’t bother with a shirt. He padded into their kitchen area in bare feet, his pants hanging low on his hips, and Quinn hated him. How dare he be so beautiful when she was so pissed off.

“What’s for dinner?” He leaned over her shoulder to peek at the frying potatoes and green beans.

“I’m Ava’s mother, not yours,” she spat, as salty as the canned veggies. He was standing so close that she felt his body heat kissing her back, and with muscles like his hovering inches away, she was forgetting why she was annoyed.

“I cook for her, not for men who think it’s okay to just disappear without a word,” she continued. “I’m not some housewife either, so you can make your own meals if you’re going to keep leaving me.”

“I went to get you a wagon.” He gawked at her reaction to his homecoming. “Cars are no longer safe to use, not that I expected them to work much longer. Gasoline doesn’t store well. But if my theory about nature wiping us out as retribution for the evils we’ve inflicted on her is correct, then gas-run vehicles are toxic to her existence. Mother Earth will lash out at anything that inflicts harm, but horses and a wagon are as nature-friendly as you can get. If I’m right, they should be safe to use to transport your home décor.”

“Yeah, well…” Quinn trailed off, the automatic instinct to argue dying on her tongue. What had he said?

“We won’t be able to get really heavy items unless we find some younger horses, but I located a decent-sized wagon. It was being used as a flower bed in someone’s yard, but it works well enough, and I could probably fix—what?”

“You got a wagon so that I can get décor supplies after what happened last time?” She pinched her eyebrows at him.

“Yeah.” He threw her a confused look, but she was too distracted by his bare chest. Good God, why was he so perfectly chiseled?

“So you left without a word so I could get curtains?”

“Are we doing that again?” He crossed his arms over his chest, the scars from where she administered her first stitches healing nicely, and Quinn ground her teeth at the way his muscles bulged. He had to be doing that on purpose.

“Talking about your lack of communication skills?” She spat, her anger masking her violent attraction to him.

“Come on, kid. I told you last time. I’ll always come back. You know I’ll never abandon you.”

“Unless you die out there.” Quinn rolled her eyes. For someone fifteen years her senior, he had a lot to learn. “And just because I should know you’re coming home doesn’t give you the right to vanish. I worry when you’re gone.”

“Why?” He looked genuinely baffled by her concern.

“Why?” She glared at him. “What do you mean, why? That’s what you do when you’re friends with someone. You worry about them, and when you don’t tell me where you’re going or for how long you’ll be gone, I spend the whole time afraid for your safety. It’s bad enough that I have to worry about nature attacking you, but combine it with not knowing where you are, and I end up biting my nails off.”

“Don’t bite your nails.” He unfolded his arms and captured her hand, stopping it from stirring the pot so he could examine her cuticles, and she lost her breath at the intimacy of the innocent touch… or maybe because of how badly her torn skin stung.

“Then tell me where you’re going.”

“Okay.” He released her fingers, and she hated him for it. “Sorry you’re stuck with someone who’s terrible at this family thing. I’m not used to someone accounting for my whereabouts. I figured you knew I’d be back, and I wanted to surprise you. You were right. We need a home, not a cage.”

Him shirtless was surprise enough, but she’d die before admitting that. “I made enough dinner for the three of us,” she said instead.

“Thanks. I’m starving.” He finally left her side and sat at the table… still shirtless. She was going to suffer.

“Another reason to communicate.” Quinn plucked Ava off the floor and settled her into her highchair. “I’ll know how much food to make.”

“I don’t expect you to cook for me,” he said. “I was just asking what you were making.”

“I know, and Anson?” She grabbed his hand, fairly certain his abs were encouraging her bravery. “I’m not sorry I’m stuck with you, and I’m not whoever you lived with before. I care about what happens to you. I want to know when you’re coming home.”

“Home,” he scoffed, his fingers closing around hers so she couldn’t let go. “We’re living in a zoo.” He started laughing, the sound something she hadn’t heard in weeks.

“Eh.” Quinn squeezed his hand back. “We’ll throw up some curtains, and you’ll never be able to tell.”
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“What do you think?” Quinn gestured to the shelves he’d built into the walls with the flourish of a magician showcasing their final trick, and Anson had to admit that the transformation this girl pulled off was magic. With the days growing warmer, he’d dedicated most of his time to prepping the garden, but before planting got underway, as well as the supply runs he’d make while the weather was warm enough to travel by horse, he’d promised to help Quinn raid the surrounding neighborhoods for household furnishings. He was amazed at what she’d done with an animal enclosure and stolen goods from dead families. The shelves were stocked with books, figurines, and pots and pans. Area rugs covered the concrete floors. Curtains billowed in the breeze floating through the open windows. There were children’s toys, a small sofa, a rocking chair, and a wooden table to replace their folding one. There were colorful throw pillows and knitted blankets. Art hung on the walls, and a quirky clock hung over the wood stove.

Real dishes lined the kitchen shelves, and the pantry items had been organized. He didn’t know how she’d managed so much in such a short amount of time, but a painful ache settled in his chest at the sight of her standing tall and exquisitely proud before her bookshelves. He’d lived in houses before, but this moment made him realize he’d never had a home. He’d never dwelled inside a space filled with safety and warmth. He’d heard the saying that if you gave a woman a house, she would give you a home, but he’d never experienced that before. He’d lived with two women in his lifetime. Four, counting Quinn and Ava, and it amazed him that it took a college student and a zoo to give him that peace.

“Looks good,” he grunted, barely able to get the words past his emotions.

“I feel so much better,” she beamed, ignoring his less-than-exuberant compliment. “I feel less like a caged animal and more like a human being. I was so depressed when I saw this place in ruins, but I finally agree with you. This zoo is a gift from my dad. He’s still looking out for me, and my feet are so happy not to have to walk on concrete.” She wiggled her bare toes on the shaggy rug, drawing Anson’s attention to how cute she looked standing there in shorts and her oversized tee shirt. He’d raided a drugstore of its razors, bags and bags of them; a gift Quinn had danced the living room over, and he could tell she’d already put them to use. She was clean and safe and unbearably cute, and he hated that the weather was no longer cold. Her shorts would be the death of him. He’d sworn to protect her at all costs, including from himself, but he wasn’t blind. Even if he were blind, he’d still be able to see her beauty. It was infectious, and it had spread throughout their new home.

“Speaking of feet, look what I found.” She rushed to him with a small pink offering cradled in her hands. “Ballet shoes! Did you know I used to dance?” She spun for emphasis, the joy highlighting her true age. When danger struck, the mother in her seemed much older, but watching her flit about the living room reminded Anson why he called her kid.

“When Ava’s older, I’m going to teach her ballet,” she continued, oblivious to his inner turmoil. “I’ll teach her to read and write, and obviously do math… blech!” She made a sour face at him, and he couldn’t help the smile that split his lips. “But I want to teach her to dance too. I want her to grow up thinking she’s normal, you know? A mom, a dad…” Quinn froze, her eyes horrified as she registered what she’d said, but when he didn’t respond, she pretended she hadn’t said it.

“A mom, school, pets, ballet classes,” she continued. “Ava will never know that living in a zoo is insane, right?”

“Sure, kid.” Anson kicked off his work boots and walked to the shower, putting an end to Quinn’s show and tell. He was filthy from the garden, and if he watched her dance about the carpet much longer, he’d do something he couldn’t take back. He might agree to be Ava’s father. He might admit how deeply Quinn had changed him, how the apocalypse was the best thing that had happened to because she treated him like family.

But he couldn’t be Ava’s father. After the first mother and child, he’d sworn never to take up the mantle of fatherhood again. But he would build a ballet studio for the girl. One of the smaller enclosures might work, and in time, he could scavenge enough mirrors to fill a wall. The way Quinn flitted across the living room. She was pure grace, even if her moves were unpracticed. So he’d give her a space to practice. If he wasn’t careful, he could be convinced to give her anything she wanted, which was why he’d stormed away from the conversation so abruptly. If she kept hinting that he was a father, he might wake up one day believing he was Ava’s dad, and that would be the day the girls died.


CHAPTER
EIGHT



“Ava?” Quinn shot up from where she’d been weeding the tomato plants, her heart racing. She couldn’t see her daughter. “Ava, Princess, where did you go?”

The little girl babbled, and Quinn vaulted over the plants toward the sound, snatched up her walking toddler, and raced from the garden, fear electrocuting her every step. Spring had given way to summer, and the garden had grown from an idea to a giant patch of cultivated green. Quinn’s winter reading had paid off, and the first fruits of their labor were blooming in vibrant colors… too vibrant, and the second Quinn saw the tomatoes ripening on the vine, her memory flashed back to Mrs. Evans. The woman had cut herself harvesting the last of the fall tomatoes, the laceration allowing an infection to spread through her intestines until it mutated her flesh into flora. It had happened in more towns than just Pine Hill, human beings becoming plants until muscles and vegetation became one bleeding, pulsing monster. Quinn had been almost too afraid to plant tomatoes, and the first of their harvest reminded her why. They were red, yet they weren’t. The color was wrong, and when she realized her daughter had vanished from sight, all she could picture was Ava’s one-year-old body bursting apart from the inside.

“Are you okay?” She hoisted the child over her head and flipped her back and forth, searching for a wound. Ava thought it was a game and giggled the entire time until Quinn set her down on their picnic blanket. Perhaps they shouldn’t play outside. Perhaps she should put on long sleeves before she returned to the garden. It was too hot for heavy clothing, but Quinn was regretting their decision to plant tomatoes. Sure, she missed fresh salad and marinara sauce, but she’d miss being human more.

“Why don’t we play here until naptime?” She kissed Ava’s chubby cheeks, and ever the adventurer, the baby took off waddling toward the garden. “I don’t think so, miss lady.” Quinn grabbed her daughter and hauled her back to the blanket. She needed eyes in the back of her head with this child, but every time she grew frustrated with the reality of raising children in an apocalypse, she reminded herself to be thankful that Ava didn’t seem to notice. Her first year had been fraught with death and disasters, yet she wandered around Annover Park as if the world hadn’t gone to hell and taken them with it.

“Get your teddy bear—what is that?” Quinn jerked to a stand as a massive animal trailer rolled through the park. “Ava!” She dove for the little girl. Anson had left on a supply run, leaving them defenseless against these intruders. “We have to hide.” She ducked behind the building and mentally mapped the best path between their home and one of the abandoned enclosures. It would be the last place these raiders looked.

“Quinn?” a gravel-rough voice called, and she froze before she could flee. She would recognize that deepness anywhere.

“Anson?” She popped out from her hiding spot as the sheriff climbed out of the truck’s driver’s seat. “Oh my God, way to give me a heart attack!” she yelled at him. “I thought raiders had found us. What the hell are you doing driving a vehicle? You told me that nature will attack anything that pollutes it.”

“Yeah, I know, but I have a theory.” He jogged to the back of the trailer, beckoning the girls to join him. “I think nature has avoided attacking Annover for the most part because this zoo never succumbed to progress. It’s spent years living in harmony with the Earth after its abandonment, and we abide by those same rules.”

“So you drive a massive trailer into our midst?” Quinn shoved a finger at the monstrosity before her tempting fate.

“Have you noticed that animals seem unaffected?” Anson grabbed the door handle. “They live as one with nature because they are nature. We’re the parasite.” He flung open the door, and a startled moo exited the shadows. “So I figured if I was transporting nature herself, the Earth might let me pass. I was right. Nothing happened during our trip.”

“Oh my god.” Quinn peered into the truck as Ava clapped her tiny hands at the sight. Cows, goats, sheep, chickens, horses. Anson had packed them in tight, an entire mini-farm resting in the back of the vehicle.

“I figured when I found our old horse⁠—”

“Jerry,” Quinn interrupted.

“Jerry? Why Jerry?”

“Because he’s old, and Jerry seems like an old man’s name.” Quinn shrugged.

“Okay, well, when I found Jerry in a backyard, I figured he must’ve escaped from a nearby farm or ranch.” Anson rolled his eyes. “I found it. The humans were gone, but the animals were still there, and I think one of the cows is pregnant. Do you know what that means? Milk and butter, and hopefully cheese and yogurt once we figure out that process. The same goes for the goats. And with the sheep, we’ll have wool.”

“Slow down, cowboy.” Quinn glared at him. “I only just figured out how to take care of a baby and a garden. Now you want me to read about all these animals and figure out their care?”

“They’ve been living on their own for almost a year,” Anson said. “There are tons of supplies still at the farmhouse that I need to bring back, but no humans. Based on the dust and overgrowth, no one has lived there in months. These animals survived the winter alone, so I think we’ll be okay.”

“Are they friendly?” she asked as one cow strained her neck to see the baby.

“They didn’t attack me.”

Quinn stepped into the trailer and ran a tentative hand over the cow’s forehead. “Oh, you’re pretty,” she crooned as it mooed her delight, and seeing that the animal was docile, she let Ava pet it. “English major to farm mother in one year…” Quinn shook her head. “Life is weird.”

“And my lunatic of a father was right about the end of the world,” Anson said. “You’re telling me.”

“Speaking of weird, you need to see this.” Quinn led him to the offending vegetable. “Mrs. Evans died because of a tomato plant, and that’s not a normal color.”

“I’ve noticed this in more than one plant.” Anson stepped into the garden and lifted the red sphere with a gentle finger.

“Don’t touch it!” She lunged for him, but he was beyond her reach.

“I know it seems impossible right now, but the canned and dried goods won’t last forever. We’ll either eat them all, or they’ll go rancid.” He plucked the tomato from its stem. “The goal is to make this zoo completely self-sustainable so that when food runs out, we’ll be unaffected. But that dream goes to hell if we can’t eat what we grow.” And with that, he popped the vegetable into his mouth.

“Anson Ford!” Quinn screamed. “Spit it out. Please spit it out.”

“Better you than me.”

“Don’t say that!” Tears flooded her eyes. “Stop saying things like that. In what world is losing you good for me?”

“Ava needs you more than me.”

“I need you!” Her anger launched her over the fence, her fear of the plants replaced by her fear for the dangerous man she couldn’t live without.

“You just think you need me, but I’ve seen you survive. You’d be fine.”

“Not for survival, you ass! I had to watch that tomato plant infect Mrs. Evans and then rip her open like an overripe fruit. Her intestines became vines, and I had to burn her alive to save Ava. I can’t do that to you. I won’t. Don’t force me to have to kill you like that.” She started hyperventilating; the fear of watching Anson’s chest split apart more than her grief-stricken brain could bear. She knew that was how her parents had died. She wouldn’t survive it if her only friend left in this world exploded from the inside out.

“I’m not going to die,” he said, his voice so even that she wanted to scream.

“You don’t know that!”

“I’m fine… see.” He gestured to his stomach.

“It took Mrs. Evans days to manifest the infection,” she sobbed. “I can’t watch you die. You’re my family now. I don’t want to miss you too.”

“Quinn, listen to me.” He called her by her name as he yanked her close. “I’m not going to die. My lot in life is to survive everything, even when I wish I were dead. I’m not lucky enough to die in the apocalypse and get off easy.”

“Stop making fun,” she mumbled into his chest.

“I’m not,” he said, his tone sobering. “I always survive, even when I shouldn’t. A tomato isn’t what takes me out.”

“If it does, I will kill you for being so stupid. Why couldn’t you have tested it on the animals first?”

“Because they aren’t the same. The Earth doesn’t want to murder them. Just us, but we’re only growing what we need, and we’re not dumping pesticides into the ground. We’ll take what we must and return the plants to the dirt in the fall. So let’s see if our garden respects our efforts enough to let me live.”

“I hate you,” Quinn muttered against his shirt.

“You’ll get over it.”

And she did, but not until a week had passed, and his guts stayed firmly inside his perfectly tanned skin.
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“I can live without cell phones. I can live without fast food restaurants and washing machines and cars that get you nothing but stuck in traffic, but I cannot live without AC.” Quinn collapsed on the couch beside the shirtless Anson, and he ordered himself to stare forward. She was wearing only a sports bra and the tiniest shorts known to mankind to combat the August heat, and if he wasn’t hot before, he was boiling now. Living in such close quarters with this woman was a lesson in torture, and he’d been physically tortured more than once in his lifetime. He’d endured the most brutal conditions, but this? This was so much worse. This was a god-awful agony, and he consoled himself with the knowledge that Quinn felt safe enough with him to wander their home practically naked. He was agonizingly aware of what most men would do if they found her alone. Women in disasters were never safe. They always suffered the most heinous of crimes, which was why he rarely took her on supply runs. He preferred her inside the zoo’s towering fence, where no one could find her or Ava. If she’d dressed like this around the soldiers at that compound or those men at the trailer park, they would’ve violated her in every unfathomable way a woman could be destroyed, but here with him? She flitted around with her legs on display because she knew every part of her was undeniably safe. And that made every second of his suffering worth it.

“I want to search for solar panels,” he said, making the mistake of glancing at her. The summer had been kind to them. No attacks. No people. No threats. The garden was growing well, albeit unnaturally. None of the plants grew normally; their colors and designs almost avant-garde, but so far, eating them hadn’t killed them, and the break from canned vegetables had been glorious. It had been long months of the most grueling work imaginable, but thanks to the sunshine, exercise, and fresh food, Quinn looked healthier than she did when they first met. Maybe it was the fading pollution. Or perhaps it was because, for the first time in his life, someone genuinely cared for him, and her kindness made her divine.

“Solar panels use the sun to create energy,” he continued, “so I don’t think the earth will attack us for using them.”

“Nothing has happened all summer,” Quinn said. “Maybe the attacks are over.”

“They aren’t over. We just figured out her secret earlier than most, thanks to my father. The Earth isn’t done exterminating us,” he said. “She’s just choosing to ignore us since we’re kind to this zoo.”

“Okay, so solar panels. Can they run an air conditioner?” She seized his arm in excitement.

“I was thinking a refrigerator.” Anson wanted to peel her fingers off his sweating biceps, but he pretended he didn’t notice her touch.

“Not even an itty-bitty AC unit?” she begged. “Or at least a fan. I’m melting.”

“A fridge would keep water cold,” he said. “I’m working on building a smoker for meat preservation, but it would be nice to be able to use a fridge… and lights.”

“Fine, I’ll take ice water. Oooo water.” She sat up and practically climbed into his lap as she knelt beside him, and he had to tilt his head backward so that her glorious skin didn’t consume his sight. “There’s a swimming lake just beyond the park’s back fence. It’s behind what’s left of the caretaker’s house, and it had a lifeguard post, a snack bar, and rental chairs and umbrellas. We should go. It’s so hot, and it would feel amazing to swim.”

“I don’t know.”

“Please!” She pressed her palms against his bare chest, and he flinched. Did she know what she was doing to him? Was she doing this on purpose to get her way, or was she just as affected by him as he was by her?

“Water historically hasn’t been the safest for us.”

“And neither have tomatoes, but you shoved one down your throat without thinking.”

“Are you still hung up on that?” He met her gaze, her eyes swallowing him whole, and he was acutely aware that her palms still rested against his skin.

“Yes! I could’ve lost you. I’ve never been so pissed at anyone in my entire life.”

“So why do you want to go swimming?”

“Because I might die in this heat.” She collapsed beside him with a dramatic flair. “And because this world could kill us simply for stepping outside. It killed my parents at their dinner table in the safety of our home. Nothing is safe anymore, but we have two choices. Die or live, and we three decided to live. So let’s go swimming. We won’t hurt the lake. I just want to sit in water before I burn alive.”

“Ever the English major with your drama,” he teased.

“Ever the grump,” she teased back. “How about a compromise? There isn’t much daylight left, so let’s just take a look. If it seems safe, we can stay in the shallow end and teach Ava to swim. Baby’s first swimming lesson.”

“I don’t know.”

“But think of the children!”

“I am. Keeping you two alive is all I think about.”

“You’re no fun.”

“You don’t keep me around because I’m fun.”

“No, but you could be fun.” She jumped off the couch and grabbed his hands. “Does the mighty Anson Ford not know how to swim? Is that why you won’t go?” She tugged on his arms, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet. “Are you afraid of the water?”

“We’ve seen water melt humans on a cellular level. So yes, kind of.”

“That was a river pumped full of toxic waste on a daily basis. It had a bone to pick with humanity, but this lake? It’s an all-natural swimming spot that kids used to splash in, me included. If water holds memory, she’ll remember happy days filled with laughter. She might even remember mine.”

“You’ll say just about anything to get me to agree, won’t you?”

“Yup.” She tugged him harder. “I’m really hot.”

Anson wasn’t touching that with a ten-foot pole. “We’ll take a look,” he caved. “But if I see anything even remotely concerning⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, we’ll come home.” Quinn released him and plucked Ava out of her playpen. “Grab some towels,” she called over her shoulder, and then she was racing out the front door.

“This kid will be the death of me,” he mumbled, but he obeyed and grabbed three from the bathing area before following her.

“Oh my god, it looks just how I remember it,” Quinn sighed when the decaying lifeguard stand came into view. “There used to be a little raft in the middle of the lake.” She pointed to the now-empty water. “I used to jump off of it and make Dad catch me. We would swim until we were pruney and then get ice cream from the snack shed.” She nodded at the small structure that had caved in on itself a long time ago. “I don’t know why Mom never came here with us. Maybe because ballet was our thing, so she let Dad have this.”

“Or if she saw this zoo, she’d forbid your father from ever bringing you again, so he made sure she never visited.” He stated the more reasonable explanation for her mother’s ignorance.

“It was pretty bad, wasn’t it?” Quinn giggled. “Thank god, otherwise we wouldn’t be standing here. Dad would be so proud to see me teach my daughter to swim here, though.”

She didn’t bother wiping the tears streaming down her face, and that was the final nail in the coffin that was Anson’s resistance.

“The plants look odd here, but that’s nothing new. We’ve been noticing mutations all summer. They haven’t harmed us yet,” he said.

“The seaweed.” Quinn hovered at the edge of the water. “Is that… purple?”

“It is.”

“If nature weren’t so dangerous, this would be the coolest thing that ever happened to the world,” she said. “Shining purple seaweed dancing under the surface. It’s like a fairytale.”

“The original fairytales were often incredibly dark, so you aren’t too far off, kid.”

“I mean the princess versions.” She glared at him. “So what do you think? Is that purple a death sentence, or is it nature mutating to outwardly display the happiness it once experienced here?”

“Only one way to find out.” Anson kicked off his shoes and stepped into the water. “Oh, that’s nice,” he sighed.

“And you didn’t melt.”

“I did not melt.” He extended a hand, and she joined him.

“Oh, this does feel amazing.”

“But just in case, stick to the shallows, okay.” Anson pointed to where the water stood only a foot deep. “No further than there.”

“Perfect for baby girl.” Quinn didn’t hesitate as she plopped down, her lower half disappearing below the surface. “How about it, pretty princess? Want to swim with Mommy?” She lowered Ava until she was standing in the ripples, and then she took her chubby little hands into hers. “I wish we’d brought a rubber duck.”

“Next time,” Anson sat beside her. “Let’s just make it through this outing alive before we get elaborate.”

“When my dad told me Annover Park closed, I felt so sad that I’d never see this zoo again,” Quinn helped Ava splash in the cool water. “Now we live here.” She leaned sideways until her head fell against his shoulder, and instead of fighting the moment, Anson let himself pretend. They were a young family teaching their daughter to swim under the fiery rays of the sunset. The world hadn’t ended. He wasn’t damaged goods. A vengeful earth hadn’t murdered Quinn’s parents. They were a happy couple with a healthy baby, and their little girl was all smiles as she experienced swimming for the first time.

“Thank you.” Quinn splashed him, but he didn’t retaliate. He simply rested his head against hers. “The water feels so good, and Ava loves it. She’s such a happy baby, everything considered, but I guess she doesn’t know any better.”

“No, she’s happy because of you,” Anson said. “You created a safe world for her.”

“Only because you made this zoo safe for us.”

“And I promise to keep⁠—”

“What was that?” Quinn jerked off his shoulder. “Did you hear that?”

“Out of the water.” Anson surged to his feet and dragged the girls to the shore.

“What is that?” She frantically scanned the lake. “Is it the water? Is the lake angry at us?”

“No, it’s…” Anson froze, and with dread ripping a hole in his chest, he burst into a run. “It’s coming from the enclosures!”

He didn’t bother waiting for Quinn. He wasn’t sure he wanted her and Ava anywhere near that electric sound, and when he exploded from the tree line, everything in him offered a prayer of thanks that the girls hadn’t been in front of him. That they hadn’t risked almost falling into the open field of dry grass like he had.

“What is⁠—?”

“Quinn, stop moving!” he ordered, flinging out his arms to catch her.

“Oh my god.” She barreled into him so hard that it took every muscle in his body to keep from toppling forward. “Are those…?”

“Electrical sparks in the grass,” he finished for her. “Yes.”

“It hasn’t rained in a while.” Fear coiled through her words, the same fear worming its way through his chest. “The grass will go up in flames… our house! Anson, we have to⁠—”

A surge of electricity cut her off, violent sparks igniting the field with a singed battle cry, and a wall of flames surged from the earth.

“The horses.” Quinn gripped his arm. “It’s aimed at the horses. It’ll burn them alive.”

Anson seized a fallen branch and flung it against the cracked road, and when it lay there unaffected, he grabbed the girls and launched them over the ground to land on the broken pavement.

“Stay on the path!” he ordered. “Don’t touch the grass.”

“But the⁠—”

“The road, Quinn. Stay on it! Get Ava inside.” He didn’t check to see if she’d obeyed as he leaped over the singed grass. The fire’s hunger devoured everything in this August heat, and he had to set the horses free before they burned in an excruciating death, but would it matter if he rescued them? The dry grass was still sparking, the electricity popping the air across the entire park. Another fire could ignite at any second. He shouldn’t have ordered the girls into the house. He should’ve warned them to flee the zoo.

“Dammit!” Anson recoiled, the door already too hot for his skin, and he wrapped his hand in a towel before yanking the scalding metal open. “Let’s go!” he shouted at the panicked animals. “Move! Let’s go!” He slapped Jerry’s rump, and the animal bolted from the consuming flames. “Go, go, go!” He slapped the other horses’ flanks, their voices shrieking their terror above the burn, but by some miracle, all of them escaped the enclosure before the fire swallowed it whole.

“It’s okay, Jerry!” a female voice shouted, and Anson surged out of the heat to find the still half-naked Quinn waving her arms at the horse. “It’s okay, buddy! Here! Come here.”

“Quinn, what are you doing?” He vaulted over the grass, no longer caring that his feet touched the sparking fields. “Quinn!”

“Helping save the horses!” she screamed as she grabbed a fistful of Jerry’s mane. Like Ava, the animals were drawn to her maternal instincts, and the beast calmed enough for her to drag him across the ground to the cows’ enclosure.

“I told you to get inside!”

“We can’t let them die!” She pulled Jerry harder. “Ava’s in her playpen. She can’t get out, and you need my help.”

“You need to stay with her in case you need to flee the zoo.” Anson herded the horses toward the door that Quinn held open.

“But you can’t stop this alone.”

Anson froze at her words. They had to stop the fire from spreading. The sparking grass still electrified the evening, but the intensity had waned. No new fires popped up, but that didn’t matter. The horses’ enclosure was drowning in flames, and it wouldn’t be long before it jumped buildings. In this heat, the spread would consume the entire park before the night’s end, their home included.

“What do we do?” Quinn asked, ushering the terrified animals to safety. “We don’t have hoses, and we can’t carry buckets fast enough to put that out. What do we do?”

“I don’t know.” Anson scanned their surroundings for a solution because she was right. They could never carry enough water to stop the vengeance eating at their zoo.

“Anson! What do we do?”

“I don’t…” He stilled. The horses’ enclosure was engulfed, but it hadn’t spread to the other buildings yet. “We let it burn.” He bolted for the supply shed.

“Let it burn?” she shrieked.

“We can’t put it out.” He dove inside and grabbed an axe and a shovel before racing back to Quinn. “So we stop it from spreading and let its lack of fuel extinguish it for us.”

“How do we stop it?” she asked as he thrust the shovel into her hands.

“We dig. The fire needs fuel to burn, so it’ll consume the enclosure and then move over the grass. The dry fields will deliver the flames everywhere, but without kindling, it’ll die out.” He raised the pickaxe over his head and plunged it into the ground, ripping up the grass, tangled roots and all. “Fire won’t burn dirt, so we cut a circle,” he continued. “We start here in the fire’s most likely path and then expand. We dig a line.”

“A line?” Quinn slammed the shovel down, her smaller frame barely burying the metal tip into the dirt. “I’ve never used a shovel before. How am I supposed to dig a line?”

“With the knowledge that if you don’t, everything we built this summer will be gone, and we won’t survive the winter.”
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Quinn stood beside Anson, blood dripping down her palms and soot clogging her pores. She’d lost track of how many hours she’d dug since her blisters popped. Everything was pain. Everything was agony. Her limbs no longer worked, and her lungs stung from the smoke. She wanted to lie down in the ash-soaked dirt and cease to exist. It would be a kinder fate than what her peeling palms offered her.

“I thought the attacks were over,” her voice shook in the dawn light. All night. They’d fought the fire all night, and as impossible as it was, Anson was somehow worse off than she was. He’d taken the worst risks, his skin burned and bloodied. His palms hadn’t bled, the years of labor hardening them to the pickaxe’s handle, but that was the only way he fared better than her. They both stood blackened and dejected. They both could barely keep their bodies upright, but the unending task had finally seen its finale. The fire had suffocated to embers, taking most of the horses’ enclosure with it, but only one building had been sacrificed. Their desperate efforts and Quinn’s endless tears had gifted them salvation. The line had worked, and there’d been no loss of life. Loss of skin, though, had been abundant.

“I don’t think the attacks will ever be over,” Anson whispered, his voice thin from smoke inhalation. “They started in the cities and then moved to the suburbs, attacking the biggest threats first. It allowed the loners to slip under the radar, but Mother Earth has no big prey to hunt anymore.”

“So she’s coming for us?” Quinn was too dehydrated to cry.

“I don’t know, kid.” He shrugged, his shoulders barely possessing the energy to move. “Maybe nature found us, and our number is up. Or maybe we just got unlucky. Even without a violent streak, nature will always be dangerous.”


CHAPTER
NINE



“Dammit, Quinn!” Anson snapped as he rubbed where the falling wood panel had made impact. “Pay attention.”

“I am!” she spat back.

“Then stop dropping things on my head.”

“It’s not like I’m trying to.” Her voice wavered as tears threatened her eyes. “But my blisters are bleeding again, and I can’t hold on.”

After the fire decimated the horses’ enclosure and all the supplies stored inside, the injured Anson and Quinn threw themselves into preparing another habitat. All the intact enclosures already housed animals, so they were attempting to repair one of the damaged ones before the weather turned. It required triple the work of the original enclosure since the damage was extensive, but neither of their injuries had healed, the manual labor wreaking havoc on Quinn’s unprepared body.

“It doesn’t matter if you’re in pain,” Anson said. “If we don’t fix this building, the horses will freeze to death. We have to finish this before it gets cold.”

“I don’t care what we have to do!” She flung her tools to the ground, and he finally met her gaze. “I don’t care what has to happen before the snow falls. I cannot do this!” She shoved her bloody palms into his face. “I wasn’t made for this world. I can’t spend days on end ignoring how badly I’m bleeding while my body aches from labor too intense for me. I’m sorry I can’t be the robot you need me to be to survive, but I can’t do this. I’m not you!”

“Good!” Anson roared so adamantly that she almost fell flat on her back. “It’s a good thing you aren’t like me. Do you think I enjoy living like this? Do you think I like this hell? I didn’t get good at living like this by accident, so trust me, kid, it’s a damn good thing you aren’t like me.”

Quinn released an involuntary squeak at his sudden aggression. The way he hovered over her. The way his already rough voice turned razor sharp. This was the man strangers saw. This was the sheriff outsiders feared, and she couldn’t stop the tears. Her hands were a cruel torture, the blisters dripping blood from her fingertips. Every fiber of her body screamed for relief, yet his anger somehow hurt worse.

“Quinn…” Anson jerked back, suddenly realizing how predatory his stance was, but she was in no mood for his apology. She wanted nothing to do with his rage, so with blurred vision, she bolted across the zoo’s empty fields. Ava was napping in her playpen. She was still too young to escape its mesh walls, so if she woke, she might scream, but she’d be safe. And Quinn just needed five minutes to herself. She needed to sit by the lake and wallow in her misery, to mourn the reality that no matter how long she lived with Anson, he’d never truly be her friend. He would never let down his walls and be the peace she’d been craving since she lost her mom.

“Quinn?” Anson’s voice sounded behind her, but she ignored him. “I’m sorry.” He settled beside her and grabbed her bleeding hands, bandages and antiseptic pooling in his lap as he began to clean the enraged flesh. “We’re both tired and frustrated, but that’s no reason for me to yell at you.”

“I’m not them, you know,” she whispered, still refusing to meet his gaze.

“Who?” he asked.

“The people before me,” she said. “It doesn’t take a genius to figure out that you grew up rough. You’re always so angry, and you never let me in. We’ve been together for a year, and I haven’t learned a single thing about you or your past. You hide everything from me, but I’m not them. I’m not the one who broke you.” She finally met his gaze. “And I’m not going to break you, but you have to stop treating me like I’m the enemy.”

“I don’t think of you as the enemy,” he said, smoothing antiseptic cream over her palms. “I’m the enemy. I’m the one who could hurt you.”

“That’s a lie you believe to protect yourself,” Quinn said. “You see me as the ones who came before, so you lie and claim you’re unsafe. You keep your distance for some misguided and cowardly honor, but you’re only making things worse. We cannot live together if there are walls between us. I’ve given you a year of silence, but we can’t keep doing this. I can’t always worry about how my actions might ignite a trauma response I didn’t know you had.”

“I am unsafe,” he argued. “Look what just happened. You ran in fear of me.”

“No... I ran in anger. I’m in pain, and you yelled at me because you’re trapped in the past. Stop it. Stop existing with whomever they were. Be here with Ava and me, with the people who care. Stop building walls. Let me in. I want you to let me in.”

“It’s not a story for you.” He wrapped her hands in gauze. “A girl as pure as you should never hear it.”

“Anson, I’ve seen thousands of people die this past year. Thousands in the most horrifying ways. I’ve stolen from dead babies, watched you shoot people between the eyes, and burned the mutated body of a woman who felt like a friend. There’s nothing you can say that will ruin me. The bridge took care of that.”

Anson studied her for a silent moment, and then he stood without a word. Quinn had never had her heart broken. She’d never loved anyone enough to grant them the power to hurt her so deeply, but somehow, Anson had made her care despite his walls. She should’ve built walls of her own. He would never change, and her heart cracked.

“We should go back.” He scooped her off the ground and set her on her feet. “We’re too far to hear Ava cry.”

“Yeah… right.” She bit her lip to keep from crying. When would she learn?

Quinn walked ahead of him the entire way, but when she reached the front door and saw that Ava was still sleeping, she realized Anson was no longer behind her. He’d collapsed before the small decorative pond that sat outside their home, his back hunched in resignation, and something urged her to join him.

“I told you that my dad owned that cabin we drove to last winter,” he said as she sank beside him. “He warned this apocalypse was coming, and I hate him every day for being right. He predicted that the earth wouldn’t suffer us forever, so he built that cabin in preparation. It’s why I took you there after the compound, but that isn’t the whole story. It’s not why I’m so good at surviving this world. It’s not why I don’t want you to be like me.” He ran a hand through his hair, and Quinn held her breath, afraid that if she made too much noise and reminded him that she was there, he’d shut down.

“My father was a Marine, and he served overseas for a few tours,” he continued, refusing to meet her gaze as he stared out over the water. “He never talked about his time in the service, but whatever happened sent him home with severe PTSD and the prophecy that Mother Earth wouldn’t tolerate our toxicity for much longer. He believed that if we didn’t abandon all technology and live in harmony with the land, she’d annihilate us. I thought he was insane.” Anson pierced the surface with his toes, sending ripples across the pond. “But he was right, and I hate him for it. At least my consolation prize is that he died before the world ended, so he left this life assuming he’d been wrong.” Anson fell silent, and sensing he wouldn’t be able to do this alone, Quinn slid her bandaged hand into his.

“He built that cabin after being discharged from the service and lived completely off the grid by the time he met my mother. He was young and handsome and charismatic, and she was a hug-a-tree type, so she fell for his charm. She believed in his cause, and before she realized who she’d married, she was living alone in the woods with a new baby. He waited until she was trapped, and then the devil reared his head,” Anson explained. “He turned violent, hitting my mom when she angered him, and his violence worsened when I was born. He wanted a son to carry on his legacy, yet he hated me. I don’t understand why, but I was never enough. He taught me to hunt, fight, and scavenge. I learned to track and live off the land and kill without remorse, yet the better I got, the more he despised me. I was never a worthy son. He found failures in everything I did, and the older I got, the worse the beatings grew. I know you’ve seen my scars. I tell people they’re from my job, but that’s a lie. They’re from years of him taking out his anger on my body.”

Quinn swallowed back her tears. She’d known this was coming. People like Anson weren’t born. They were forged by monsters. She knew that, yet hearing it was still a bullet to the chest.

“My mom tried at first.” Anson’s grip tightened on her hands, and even though her blisters stung, she suffered in silence, letting him pull all the strength he needed from her.

“She tried being a loving mother, but my father hated seeing her kindness directed at me. He was jealous. He’d lost her affection, so he punished us both for it. When I was young, my mother tried to escape while he was away on a hunt. She took me and fled, but neither of us knew where we were. My dad kept our location a secret. My mom got lost, and he eventually tracked us down. He threw me in a pit overnight to punish her, and she was never the same. She stopped talking to me. She stopped touching me. She left me alone with him long before she abandoned us. When I was a preteen, she made a second escape attempt. That time, she left me behind, and it worked. She got out, but I didn’t. Things got much worse after that. Every day was hell, and I used to wish I would die just so I could be free of him.”

Anson fell silent, and while Quinn knew that wasn’t the end of his tale, she wasn’t sure if he had the strength to continue. She didn’t know if she had the strength to continue. She shed silent tears so that he wouldn’t notice her anguish, yet she suffered it all the same. This man who’d become the most important person in her world save Ava… his pain was now her pain, and she longed to take it from him.

“I hit a growth spurt at sixteen,” Anson finally continued. “And because of my father’s training, I was massive by the time I turned seventeen. Then one day, when he came after me with a raised fist, I realized just how much bigger than him I’d grown. I decided I didn’t have to sit there and take his wrath, so I fought back. My self-defense shocked him, so he came at me harder. It was like he’d forgotten who’d raised him. I knew all his tricks. I’d endured all his training. He couldn’t hit me, and I didn’t mean to do it. I swear I didn’t. I was simply defending myself, but my father was blind with rage. He was so angry I’d fought back that he flew at me with a blow that would’ve killed me if I’d let it land. I didn’t, though, and I shoved him. He tripped at the force and fell backward. I wasn’t aiming for the chair. I didn’t even see it. I was just trying to stop him from jamming my nose up into my brain, but when he tripped, he hit the chair at just the right angle. It broke his neck instantly.”

“Oh my god.” Quinn hadn’t meant to speak, but she couldn’t fathom enduring what he’d been through. Here they were, living at the zoo that was the very representation of her father’s love for her, all the while he carried around the weight of his father’s death.

“I know it wasn’t my fault, yet it still feels like I murdered him,” Anson said. “He was the first man I killed. He wasn’t the last.”

“You didn’t kill him,” Quinn whispered. “It was an accident. He practically killed himself.”

“Accident or not, I was seventeen and watched my father’s neck snap. The sound… I’ll never forget that.” He paused, staring down at Quinn’s hands in his, and, as if finally realizing how tightly he gripped her, he loosened his hold. “I fled the cabin after that. I had no idea where I was going, but I didn’t stop. Hikers eventually found me, and they called the police. When the authorities arrived, it was obvious there’d been a struggle, but the sheriff took one look at my father’s broken neck, my bruised and scarred body, and our living conditions and labeled my dad’s death an accident. He fell, plain and simple. The chair just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. Or maybe it was the unmarked grave they found that pushed the officers to report I wasn’t even home at the time of his fall.”

“Unmarked grave?” Quinn whispered. She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want him to say it.

“My mother.” The words escaped Anson’s lips as if his life exited his body with them. “She hadn’t run away without me… or maybe she had, and my father caught her. Either way, the cause of death was obvious. Blunt force trauma. He caved her skull in.”

“Oh god.” Quinn involuntarily yanked her hands out of his grip and slammed them over her mouth to keep the terror from spilling out.

“I should’ve known he killed her, but part of me hoped that she’d escaped, that she’d gotten out. I hated her for leaving me with him, but at least if she was free, she wasn’t suffering anymore… I guess that was still true, just not in the way I’d hoped.

“Anyway, my mother had a much older brother, and they contacted him to ask if he’d take me in. I had no birth certificate, no ID. I was a ghost, but eventually my uncle got my identification and enrolled me in school. I couldn’t do it, though. I couldn’t live like the rest of the world. Grocery stores were the hardest reality to get used to, believe it or not. In the woods, if we didn’t hunt, we didn’t eat. I went hungry often as a kid when I didn’t have to. All that food was right there. All my father had to do was take it, but he’d rather see me sob with hunger pangs.

“The civilized world was too overwhelming, and even though my uncle tried to help me, I couldn’t do it. I left his house and worked odd jobs until I could afford a camper. I traveled the country, trying to find where I belonged, but when I turned nineteen, I got a call. My uncle had passed away, and since he was single without children, he’d left everything to me. The same sheriff who found me in the woods called me about his passing, and it felt like a sign. I moved into my uncle’s home and studied for my GED. Because that sheriff had kept my name out of my father’s death report, I didn’t have a record, so I joined the police academy, and when that sheriff finally retired, I was promoted. So, there you have it. My gory truth. This is why you don’t want to be like me. It’s good you aren’t. It’s also why I didn’t want you to stay with me. It’s only a matter of time before I become my father.”

“Hey!” Ignoring the water soaking her pants, Quinn crawled before the broken man and cupped his face in her bandaged palms. “Don’t say that. Don’t ever say that.”

“He’s all I know,” Anson whispered. “He’s the reason I’m meant for this world. He beat me into a survivor, but he’s the only father figure I’ve had. His way is all I know, and⁠—”

“Stop!” Quinn demanded. “Stop speaking that over your life. We’ve been together almost a year, and you’ve never once raised your hand against us. You’ve never once hurt us.”

“I just yelled at you,” he argued.

“Like I haven’t yelled at you,” she said.

“But you flinched. You were afraid.”

“Pissed? Annoyed? Angry? Fed up? Depressed? Emotional? You name it, and yes, that’s one hundred percent me right now with these bleeding hands, the return of the attacks after months of peace, and sleep deprivation, but I’m not afraid of you. I’ve never been afraid of you. Not when you dragged me away from the crowd at the bridge, not when you shot that man at the trailer park, not when you shot Martha for taking Ava from me. Startled? Sure. Afraid? How could I be? You are the best man I know.”

“I’m the only man you know.”

“Don’t get smart with me; I’m being serious.” She forced him to meet her gaze. “This fire sucked. Living in a zoo kinda sucks. Living through an apocalypse where people are dangerous, and the earth is bloodthirsty, really sucks, but you? Look at what you’ve done for us. You were the only one who helped me on the bridge. You came back for us at Pine Hill and the compound, and you gave us Christmas. You aren’t your father because you’re so much better. And I’m not him either. I’m your friend, Anson. Let me be your friend.”

“I just don’t want to get you killed,” he whispered. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

“So don’t,” she said. “It’s that simple.”

“But my father⁠—”

“Your father is dead. He holds no power here.” Quinn pulled Anson into a hug, and for perhaps the first time in their year together, he relaxed into her embrace. “He’s gone. He can’t hurt you anymore, and you’re not him. You’re Anson Ford, a good man, and you’re here with me. I’m not your mother. I’m not leaving you either.”

“I would like to see you try to leave and survive out there on your own,” Anson’s smirk echoed in his tone.

“Shut up.” She slapped his back. “That’s not the point.”

“I know.” He finally wrapped his arms around her, pulling her against him until not even air could separate them.

“We aren’t your parents. We’re our own people who make our own choices. So you’re not going to hurt us, and I’m never leaving you.”


CHAPTER
TEN



Anson dug through the attic’s boxes, amazed by the sheer volume of useless items collecting dust. Summer had exhaled her final death rattle, giving birth to both fall and a new calf. He’d salvaged as many textbooks as he could on his raids, and Quinn studied every husbandry book he brought home, but words paled compared to flesh and blood. She’d squealed throughout the entire birth, but bless her soul, she stood by his side, elbow deep in the gore as they pulled a beautiful new life into the world.

The baby cow wasn’t the only fruit of their labor, which was why he hadn’t been able to make a supply run until late into the cooling months. Their first harvest, albeit small, was a glorious success, if not highly unusual. The corn was sweet, the potatoes starchy, and the tomatoes bursting with flavor, but the colors were just wrong enough to be unnerving. Too red, the color almost moved as they cut and canned the tomatoes. Like a metallic shimmer, the tomato seeds slid over their knives, staining the cutting board, but the vegetable had yet to infect them as it had Mrs. Evans.

Anson grew up preserving food, so after they pulled the vegetables from the dirt, he’d taught Quinn how to smoke the meat and can the produce. If their harvest was all they had to survive the winter, they’d be dead within a month, but thankfully, stores had yet to run dry. The upside of being the only three people left alive for miles in any direction. They didn’t have to be self-sufficient yet, but the learning curve had been invaluable. They’d even set aside seeds for next spring, and even though their modest stores were nothing to boast about in the face of a future where grocery shelves would never be restocked, the fruit of their teamwork erased the exhausted Quinn and replaced her with an exuberant bubble of joy flitting around their home. She was so proud of herself for surviving her first year without modern technology, for raising a daughter who was beautifully happy despite the harsh conditions, and for helping birth a calf even though it grossed her out. She was a ray of sunshine in his dark world, and something had shifted between them now that she knew the truth. Their interactions were the same. He spent most of his time in silence, refusing to touch her or Ava if he could help it, but there was a peace between them, and her pride at their handiwork spilled over into his chest.

But pride wouldn’t feed them or keep them from freezing, and because of the harvest, it had been weeks since he’d left the zoo on a supply run, which was why he was currently digging through this garbage heap of an attic.

Growing up the way he did, he’d always questioned humanity’s overconsumption, but he occasionally indulged in it now because of the girls. If he were alone, he’d save only what he needed to survive, but he’d grown to enjoy surprising them with luxuries every time he returned from a raid. A novel for Quinn. A toy for Ava. Puzzles, games, clothes, or pretty teacups. For the most part, the gifts were still practical items. Quinn had taken to reading to them at night, and if they weren’t too tired, they assembled puzzles, played cards, or a board game together before bed. Everything he brought home served a purpose, even if only to make the girls smile, yet nothing in this attic was useful even in the most abstract ways. It was hoarding at its finest, and as Anson opened yet another cardboard box filled with junk, he understood this new, hostile Mother Nature. He wanted to burn the world after wasting his afternoon up here. Nothing packed inside these boxes was remotely entertaining. The best use he could find for them was kindling, and he hated that he would return to the zoo mostly empty-handed. He didn’t know how many more runs he’d manage before the snow fell, and if this winter was anything like their last, they needed the supplies. Once the storms began, they wouldn’t leave the zoo’s perimeter until spring.

“Well, that was a waste of⁠—”

The crack of floorboards bursting apart cut him off, and before his brain could register the threat, the attic floor split open and swallowed him whole.

Anson plummeted through the home’s three stories, the splintered debris carving into his legs as he fell. The pain bit a bloody vengeance into his flesh, blurring his ability to focus, but as the ground floor rushed past his eyes, instinct told him to grab anything he could to stop his fall, no matter the agony.

Anson shoved forward and slammed his body into the first story’s splintered floorboards. He jerked to an agonizing halt, the sharp wood burrowing into his chest and arms, but survival begged him to hold on. So with all the defiance and strength left within him, he hung from the fractured floor, focusing on the warm blood pulsing down his legs and not the reality that he was hanging from what should’ve been the ground level and not a pit of ravenous darkness gaping wide where the living room once stood.

For an eternal moment, he let fear pulse through him as he caught his breath, and then he made his first mistake. He looked down.

Anson cursed, clawing at the floorboards for a better hold. What had once been a basement had plummeted into the earth, endless darkness yawning wide to swallow him in nothingness until he reached the flames of hell. Seemed even nature agreed that this house filled with useless waste was of little worth. Served him right for climbing those attic stairs when the rest of the home had been fruitless. And thank God he’d left Quinn and Ava behind. If they’d been here, they’d either be dead or screaming at him for his stupidity. He preferred to avoid both options.

With a roar that was part determination and mostly pain, Anson dragged himself to solid ground. His entire body ached, but he’d inexplicably escaped irreparable damage. His fall had been more a lesson in fear than a lesson in mortality. Maybe next time, he’d reconsider entering a home that had so blatantly flaunted the poisonous overconsumption that ended the world.

“Well, this is going to be fun.” Anson crawled to safety before standing, the wounds stinging despite their shallowness. He’d have to find a way to clean up before he returned to Annover. He didn’t want to try to explain to Quinn that he’d almost died poking around in some hoarder’s attic. She might be younger than him, but she’d mastered the mom stare now that Ava was a year and a half and extremely mobile. He’d never seen his mother perfect that stare, but she hadn’t needed to. Not when his father’s rage kept him in line.

“How about we keep this a secret, okay, Darcy?” Anson limped to the beautiful black horse waiting for him outside the collapsed house. Quinn had taken to naming all their animals, and unlike Jerry, who was named for his age, Darcy was a literary character. All the animals were.

“Don’t tell Quinn how dumb I was, and I’ll give you an extra carrot.” He patted the animal before climbing onto the wagon. Maybe the snow would fall late this year like it had last, and he’d find another opportunity to make a run to a further, untouched neighborhood. Hopefully, he’d have one more chance not to return empty⁠—

“No way…” He’d made it halfway home when he saw them, their massive frames blocking his path.
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“Happy Thanksgiving!” Anson shouted as he entered the enclosure.

“Thanksgiving?” Quinn flinched at his sudden appearance. “Is it really Thanksgiving?”

“I don’t know.” He shrugged. “Close enough, though. And look what I got us.” He shoved his prize out before him. “Wild turkeys. They were just standing in the road, and I shot two before the rest ran off. We can eat one now, and smoke the other.”

“Oh my god.” Quinn shrieked at the sight and covered her eyes. “They look so alive. Take them outside!” She still wasn’t used to eating meat so fresh, but Anson was thrilled by the kills. He hadn’t come home empty-handed. He’d also managed to clean up before entering the zoo’s limits, and the very dead birds had captured all of Quinn’s horror. She hadn’t noticed his slight limp.

“Oh, come on, kid.” He smirked. “What do you say? A turkey I hunted and vegetables we grew. A real Thanksgiving to celebrate surviving an entire year.”

“A whole year?” Quinn picked up the rapidly growing Ava and inched closer to the plump birds. “No wonder I’m sick of you.”

“Next time you say that, try not smiling,” Anson said. “It’s less convincing when you grin.”

“Thanksgiving is a beautiful idea.” Quinn caught Ava’s greedy fingers to stop her from grabbing the turkeys’ feathers. “I wasn’t sure when you were coming back, so I have nothing planned for dinner. It’ll be late once we finish, though.”

“That’s okay. It’s not like we can shove them in the fridge for another day.”

“I’ll get started, but please butcher them far away from me. I know where meat comes from, but I still don’t like it.”

“One of these days, I’ll make you help so you learn how to do it.”

“But alas, that is not this day.” She whirled on her heels and stormed for the wood stove. She’d gone from college student to a mother who lived in a zoo without any modern appliances. She’d come a long way from the bridge. He’d give her some time before he tackled the art of the hunt… hopefully, he had time. If his afternoon at the collapsing house was an indicator, his future teetered on a cliff’s edge. Every moment could prove to be his last.

But to quote Quinn, that was not this day, so he took the birds outside and settled in for the tedious task of de-feathering them.
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“Dinner is so late that I had to feed Ava and put her to bed, but the bird is done!” Quinn set the golden turkey down on the table between the roasted vegetables, her mother’s red dress gracing her curves. That damned dress. He’d done well to portray indifference when she wore it for their impromptu Christmas almost a year ago, but he was struggling to get his expression to shut up this time around. An entire year of knowing this girl. Of her going from someone he saw as a helpless child to a ferocious mother and his friend… if he was capable of having friends. He cared for her, and she didn’t hate him. She’d noticed the attraction in his eyes and had graciously pretended they hadn’t betrayed him. Yes, after a year together, Anson had experienced a miracle. The world was death and destruction, but he’d finally found another human who was truly an unbreakable friend.

“It’s okay,” he shrugged. “She isn’t old enough to understand Thanksgiving. We’ll make sure she’s awake for Christmas.”

“Turkey, roasted vegetables, and mashed potatoes made with our own milk and butter,” Quinn beamed at the food they’d slaved over together. “Not a single item from a store… well, besides the spices and salt. Who am I?”

“A survivor,” Anson said.

“I was going for something along the lines of a magician, but sure.” Quinn took her seat across from him. “Before we begin, we should say what we’re thankful for. It’s something my family always did before Dad cut the turkey.”

“I never celebrated Thanksgiving, so whatever your traditions are, I’ll abide by them.”

“Never.” She gawked at him. “Not even after your dad?”

“No…” he trailed off as the first mother and child popped into his mind. He’d worked their first few holidays, and their final holidays had been too bitter to engage in. “It seemed pointless.”

“Takes the end of the world to civilize you.” Quinn shook her head and beckoned him to grab her hands. “Okay, it’s easy. Just say what you are thankful for.”

He was thankful he hadn’t died that afternoon.

“I’m thankful that we found this zoo,” he said instead. “I’m thankful that, while small, our harvest was beautiful, and I am thankful we haven’t died yet.”

“You could have left out the yet.” Quinn rolled her eyes. “But yes. That’s a lot to be thankful for.”

“What about you?” he asked, knowing her words would deliver more heart.

“I’m thankful for this zoo too because my dad is still here with me,” she said, fulfilling his wish. “I am thankful for Ava, the daughter who isn’t of my flesh, yet who’s so much a part of me we can never be parted. I am thankful that through her name, my mom lives on. I’m thankful for the beautiful home that we managed to make out of a glorified cage, but most of all, I’m thankful for you.” She squeezed his hand. “You saved my life on the bridge, but what’s more is you gave me a life. This isn’t the future I wanted. I hate that at any moment the earth might open and swallow us whole.”

Anson shifted uncomfortably. Did she know about that afternoon? Had she figured it out?

“I hate that my parents are dead, but Anson, not only did you save us, but you’re also safe. You created a home for us, and I am so thankful for you.”

“I found a building,” he argued. “You made it a home. You were the one who made it happy.”

“Only because you made my life safe enough to do so. You aren’t a threat. You aren’t your father. You’re a good man, Anson, and this is probably just the hunger talking, but I’m almost glad the world ended. If it hadn’t, we would’ve never met, and I am better for having met you.”

“No, you’re⁠—”

“Uh uh…. Nope. We aren’t doing that,” she cut him off. “I am better for having you in my life. End of story, and I know for a fact, you’re better because of me. I mean, look.” She released his hands and gestured at the turkey. “Your first real Thanksgiving. Maybe we should wake Ava up. You can both have your first… speaking of Ava, I know she’s thankful for you too. She loves you. She lights up whenever you come home, and while she’s finally learned to say mommy, Anson is tough for her.”

“It’s okay.”

“So I was thinking.” Quinn turned bright red, and Anson pinched his eyebrows. Was she ill? He started to stand in case she passed out, but instead she opened her mouth and blurted a word he’d sworn never to return to.

“What about Daddy?” she asked. “Because you kinda are her father already. I don’t mean in the traditional sense of us being Mom and Dad. More like co-parenting, but Ava needs a dad. She needs someone to look up to, who can protect her and teach her the things I can’t. She loves you so much. You can see it in the way she stares at you, so instead of teaching her to say Anson, maybe we should try Daddy or Dada?”

Anson froze, his entire body shutting down. No. No. No. No. No. No. Not that word. Never that word. He’d promised himself that he would never wear that mantle, that he would never hold that power over an innocent child, and, fearing he might be sick, he burst from the table and fled the house. Quinn meant it as a sweet gesture, and he knew Ava liked him. Why? He didn’t understand, but she followed him around with her baby talk and busy hands. She loved Quinn the most… and probably the horses next, but she loved him too…

No, he couldn’t do it. He wouldn’t. He’d promised himself. He’d taken an oath.
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Quinn groaned as her palms caught her falling face. Why? Why did she always have to push? Anson wasn’t like most human beings. He didn’t crave love or connection, and he certainly didn’t crave parental responsibility. He’d spent the first few months of their acquaintance trying to get rid of them. Why did she always have to open her mouth? She should be thankful for the limited friendship he offered. It was better than the brutality of other men, but she couldn’t help herself. She liked the torture.

Rubbing the frustration from her eyes, Quinn leaned back in her chair and surveyed the Thanksgiving feast growing cold. Should she eat without him, or was he coming back? She didn’t want to eat alone, but she wasn’t about to let hours of effort spoil. She’d helped her mother cook for the holidays as a teenager, but nothing had prepared her for the intensity of a holiday meal on a wood stove. These dishes were better enjoyed hot, but just as she grabbed the spoon to scoop the mashed potatoes onto her plate, Anson stormed inside. He refused to look at her as he crossed the living quarters and disappeared into the still-unfinished bedrooms. It seemed she had her answer. She was eating alone.

Quinn speared a carrot so hard that the plate rattled, but before she could shove the bite into her mouth, he returned, only he wasn’t alone. He held a sleepy Ava in his arms, and without a word, he settled into his chair with a confused baby leaning against his chest.

“Do you mind helping me?” He offered Quinn his empty plate, and she ordered herself not to cry. She would not bawl and ruin this moment for him, so she grabbed the dish and filled it high with food, complete with the poorly carved turkey. That had been her dad’s job growing up. The best she could do was a mangled leg and chunks of white meat, but Anson didn’t seem to notice her hack job. Ava consumed his focus, and he held her tight as if he were afraid she’d vanish if he let her go. Quinn understood that fear. It was an emotion that plagued every parent.

“Happy Thanksgiving.” She smiled as she lifted the brutally speared carrot to her lips.

“Happy Thanksgiving, kid.”

They fell silent as they ate, the meal so comfortingly familiar in its festive tradition that words were pointless. Quinn’s heart swelled as she watched Anson try, and fail, to keep Ava out of his plate, her little grubby hands snatching every slice they could, even though she’d already eaten her dinner. Half of the bites ended up in her lap, but he didn’t stop her mess. He simply held her close as they devoured his food.

“I've got a surprise for you,” he broke the silence when Quinn finally put her fork down, her stomach aching slightly at how big her eyes had been. “I was saving it for Christmas, but I want to use it now.”

“You want to use my gift?” Quinn raised her eyebrows as she cleared the table.

“Yeah.” Her sarcasm flew right over his head. “I’ll be right back.” He placed the food-caked baby in her highchair and disappeared into his room, re-emerging minutes later with a record player.

“Music?” Quinn gawked at the vintage machine, the dirty dishes in her hands suspended in midair by her disbelief. “I haven’t heard music since Pine Hill.” The plates clattered in the sink, her fingers loosening their hold of their own free will. Music. It had been such an integral part of her life as a ballerina, as a college student who was majoring in the arts, as a human being, and she hadn’t realized just how silent the world had grown until the sheriff set the needle against the record.

“I found a collector’s house,” Anson said as he tuned the cranks. “Instruments covered every inch of his home, and it felt like a sin to leave them, but I can’t play anything.”

“Me neither.”

“But he did have a few record players, and this one…” He smiled at her as the first notes to grace the world in a year slipped into the air. “This one is so vintage, I didn’t think they existed anymore, but it operates by crank, not with electricity. And the records. Quinn, you should’ve seen how many records he had. I’ve been bringing a few back every run. Music to last us a lifetime.”

Quinn sank to a seat at the half-cleared table, trapping her emotions inside her mouth with the tips of her fingers as the melody crested. It made her want to dance. It made her want to sing and shout and sob. Music had returned to the world. Even amidst the death, art found a way to survive.

“Do you like it?” Anson plucked Ava out of her highchair and rocked her around their living area, careful that their dance didn’t jostle her full belly.

“I hadn’t realized just how much I missed the sound.” Tears rolled down Quinn’s face to fall against her chest. “All the books you steal help me forget we lost the arts, but my god.” She let the tears flow as she watched Anson and Ava dance in their home.

Home.

That’s what she’d promised to give Ava when she accepted motherhood, when she promised that little girl that she’d never allow them to be parted. She’d vowed to give her adopted daughter a childhood worthy of the one she’d been raised within, one filled with art and love and happiness. One where her mother adored her and protected her with her life. Where a dad danced in the living room with her. Home. This is what she’d promised Ava, and with tears, Quinn silently gave thanks for one more thing. She’d done it. Look at this bizarrely beautiful life they’d created. Tomorrow might open up the heavens and pour acid from her clouds until no human was left alive. It might end life in fire. It might end life in a flood. But today? Today was perfect. Ava was perfect.

And then Ava started screaming.

“My dancing that bad?” Anson asked.

“She’s overtired.” Quinn wiped her eyes, parenthood calling. “And the turkey is probably kicking in. Here.” She stood and extended her arms. “I’ll clean her up and put her back to bed… unless you want to give it a try.”

“No.” He shoved the irate child at her mother. “I’m not the bedtime routine sort.”

Quinn snorted at the comment. “I would pay money to see that.”

“You don’t have any.” Anson patted Ava’s little head.

“Clean the kitchen.” Quinn rolled her eyes, bumping the man with her hip before retreating to the bath to scrub the caked food from her daughter’s skin.

When she returned twenty minutes and multiple toddler arguments later, Anson had scrubbed the kitchen clean and stored the leftovers. He hadn’t had the time to search for solar panels, a project he’d hopefully tackle next summer if they survived that long, so he’d submerged a watertight box into the small pond in front of their enclosure. The water kept food cool enough, especially with autumn’s chill dragging them toward the dark months of snow.

“That sounded like you could use a glass.” Anson gestured to the bottle of wine on the table.

“She was angry about having to go back to bed.” Quinn walked to the record player instead of the wine.

“Sorry for waking her up.”

“It’s okay.” She shrugged as she restarted the music. “It was better that she participated in our first Thanksgiving as whatever kind of family this has become.”

“Quinn.” Anson’s voice was suddenly too serious, and she opened her mouth to ask what was wrong, but her words suffocated in her throat when she saw him staring at her with an expression she’d never seen him wear before. “Would you like to dance?” He extended a hand, and for a second, she was certain she’d fallen asleep with Ava and was dreaming this.

“Yes.” She accepted his invitation, and he pulled her into a gentle sway.

“You.” He whispered into her hair.

“Excuse me?”

“I’m thankful for you, too,” he said. “You and Ava. For the first time in my life, I feel like I belong to the human race.”

Quinn leaned forward and rested her head against his chest. One year with this man. One year with her daughter. She loved them both so much. They were the strangest family to walk the face of this mutated earth. They weren’t blood, but they were family all the same.

“I know I’m not the ideal friend, but I’m glad we stuck together, and I’m glad we didn’t go south. The freezing temperatures slow the attacks, making it safer, until the snow tries to kill… see. Not the most fun, but I’m still thankful I grabbed the back of your jeans last year to stop you from falling into the river.”

“Me too.” Quinn shut her eyes and listened to his heart thudding a powerful rhythm in time with the record. Friend. He would never see her as anything more. He still saw her as a kid, but perhaps his friendship was enough. He’d come back for them. He always came back to them, and she could live with that. She could be happy here in this zoo with her daughter and the sheriff who’d saved them. It didn’t matter that he’d probably never love her the way she’d hoped he would because she would care enough for the both of them. She knew she was young, but as Anson danced with her in their living room while she wore her mother’s red dress, Quinn suspected she would love this tortured man for the rest of her life.
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CHAPTER
ELEVEN



ONE & A HALF YEARS LATER

Anson locked the door to his secret project and walked along the pathway back to their enclosure. Much had changed in their almost two and a half years at Annover Zoological Park. The garden was no longer a square in the dirt but a full-fledged farm. The animals had swelled in number, and solar panels brought much-needed power to their home. The Earth had changed as well. She was as violent as ever, their survival only because they moved through her creations with reverent care, but her beauty was also unmatched. Their first summer at the zoo hinted at the mutations to come, but now, as their third summer dawned, nature was unrecognizable. The vibrant colors and unnatural plants. The shimmers, unusual growth patterns, and downright uncomfortable transformations. The zoo was a masterpiece of color and shapes that never should’ve existed, and Anson firmly believed that the only reason the Earth allowed them to witness her reborn majesty was because the trio lived and suffered by her rules.

And they had suffered. They’d survived. They were healthy and mostly happy, but Mother Nature liked to remind them who was in charge, and when she did, hell descended.

But perhaps the greatest change was the fact that Ava was speaking in complete sentences. Anson didn’t understand how the infant he’d rescued on that bridge could now string together entire thoughts. She’d just turned three, and Quinn was twenty-four going on thirty-five. Her maturity as a mother in the apocalypse had transformed her from a student to a woman he often felt was smarter than him. It amazed him how much she’d changed, how much she’d accepted the role of mother and survivor, morphing into a force to be reckoned with. Yet, it was still Ava and her full-blown sentences that frightened him most. And when had the tiny girl become a menace to the chickens every time her short legs chased them?

“Piqué, piqué, arabesque, lunge, plié, and pirouette… oh god!”

Anson stopped in their home’s doorway to watch Quinn fall out of the spin. She’d taken ballet classes as a kid, and she wanted to pass the art form on to Ava. They’d found a movement dictionary at a library, and she was currently trying to refresh her memory. Based on the way she was mumbling, it wasn’t going well.

Anson crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against the doorframe to watch. He knew nothing about the art. Quinn looked lovely to him, her athletic body twisting and floating across their tiny living room, but she always looked lovely. A fact he was finding increasingly hard to ignore. He hid it well, though. He was thirty-nine now, his premature grey slowly spreading throughout his hair. He didn’t mind it, and if Quinn’s eyes were to be believed, she didn’t either, but it was a reminder of the years that separated them. He’d saved her for selfish reasons, but not like that. He’d saved her and Ava because he’d failed the first mother and child. These girls were his redemption, his forgiveness. They were the reason he’d survived his father when there had been so many nights when he’d prayed for death. The universe knew that one day, a girl worth saving would dive into a doomed car to rescue a baby, and the action would kill her. The universe put him on the bridge so that it hadn’t.

Quinn grunted as she fell out of yet another spin. She hadn’t noticed him hovering in the doorway, so he let his guard down to bask in the light that was her sunshine. Even as she cursed under her breath, her spirit was uplifting. Ava was a lucky girl despite the world’s insistence on killing them. She had a mother who lit up the room when she walked in, a mother who was always ready with a hug and words of encouragement. How different would his life have been if his mom hadn’t stopped hugging him?

But just because he stood in awe of the woman who’d defied the odds, he’d spent enough time with her to read her expressions. She was annoyed with her performance.

Ava, on the other hand, was thrilled with hers. They’d found her a sparkly pink tutu in an abandoned dance studio, and by the way she spun around Quinn’s legs, constantly tripping over the farm kittens, she thought herself a prima ballerina.

“Daddy!” Ava spotted him first, flitting and prancing across the floor to join him at the door. Quinn tripped at her exclamation, her cheeks pink at having been caught, but her embarrassment soured to a frown when she noticed he wouldn’t touch his daughter. She’d been noticing it a lot lately, her frowns deepening every time Ava begged for attention. He loved the child. More than he believed himself capable, but her third birthday punched a fear so crippling into his chest that he’d started to pull away.

“Daddy, look what I learned!” Unlike her mother, Ava hadn’t noticed the sudden distance. She’d gotten a tutu and ballet shoes for her birthday, and the farm cat that had randomly shown up one day had just birthed the kittens currently lounging on their floor. Ava thought they were her presents as well, so she had more than enough to occupy her little brain.

“What did you learn?” he asked, and his daughter took off like a dust storm, whirling dangerously around the room until Quinn caught her seconds before she landed on the grey kitten.

“Your mom teach you that?” he asked.

“She did not.” Quinn hoisted the wild Ava onto her hip. “We are learning poise and grace… the aggression she must get from you.”

“No, that’s from you too.” Anson opened the refrigerator and grabbed the pitcher of cold water. He’d been right. The Earth hadn’t retaliated for their use of solar panels. It had let him install enough to run a fridge, some fans in the extreme heat, and the occasional light. The power was limited, though, so they mainly used it for food preservation.

Quinn glared at him, and before he could lift the cup to his mouth, she snatched it from his grip and drank half of it down before handing it back with a smirk.

“With the planting done, I want to go out for another supply run.” Anson refilled the cup before sitting at the table. He could never be truly free with this woman. He could never let her all the way in, but it brought him deep satisfaction that he’d gifted these girls a life so protected that she trusted him enough to steal his water right from his hands. Their first months together were controlled by the need to survive and her parents’ deaths, and he realized he hadn’t met the real Quinn. But after three years together, and over two within the safety of the zoo, he’d finally discovered the absolute menace that was a woman confident in herself. He loved it. Every day, she reminded him he wasn’t his father, that he wasn’t crushing her soul like that man had crushed his mother’s. He may never be normal, but because of him, she was… sort of.

“I want to come with you.” Quinn pulled the tutu off Ava and set her down on the floor.

“I want to wear it!” the little girl argued.

“This is only for ballet class,” Quinn reminded her.

“I want to wear it!” Ava stomped her foot.

“Ava, listen to Mom,” Anson’s deep voice warned, but the girl just glared at him. He was outnumbered by headstrong females. He would never know peace again.

“Go play with the kittens,” Quinn ordered. “Gently, please.”

“I—”

“Ava, don’t make me say it again.” Quinn put her hands on her hips, and both Ava and Anson straightened to attention. “The tutu is for ballet class only. You can wear it next time.”

“Okay.” Ava decided it was in her best interest not to defy her mother, and she collapsed to the rug with her toys.

“No,” Anson said as Quinn joined him at the table.

“What do you mean, no?” she asked.

“The surrounding neighborhoods have been picked clean. I need to travel further from the farm to find supplies, and we don’t know what’s out there. It’s too dangerous for you and Ava to come with me.”

“Oh, so nothing like the acid snow that fell again this winter when you needed my help to save the animals. Those burns took forever to heal.”

“Quinn…” He’d stopped calling her kid. He hadn’t realized he’d done it, but it felt wrong to refer to this mother and his partner on this farm as a child. She wasn’t one. Not anymore.

“Or last harvest, when the tomatoes grew that infectious mold, and we had to burn half the crop because of what it did to your skin.” She reached across the table and grabbed his hand, flipping it over so they could both see his scarred forearms. The mold had attached itself to his skin, and in a desperate attempt to save himself, he cut the top layer off. He’d healed, but the sight wasn’t pretty. “You needed my help, so I put on gloves and burned the plants with you. There is no such thing as safe anymore.”

“But the zoo is safer, and you know that. We’ve been attacked, but not like the towns. Those homes were obliterated. Here at the farm, nature simply likes to remind us she’s in charge. Plus, there might be people.”

“Have you ever met any?” she challenged.

“Once.”

“Once since the compound. It’s been over two years since then—two years since I saw anyone other than you or Ava. I think we’ll be fine. Besides, I always go with you to the apple orchard.”

“That’s different,” Anson said. Last year, they’d found a small orchard and had driven their wagon down to it to harvest the crop. They’d spent weeks canning and drying apples, and had brought some of the younger trees back to plant in their farm. It would be a while before they bore fruit, though, so in the meantime, they would return to the orchard each autumn for the harvest.

“Because you needed me to help pick all those trees.”

“No, because it’s close.”

“You can’t keep me locked up here,” Quinn said. “I’m not a prisoner.”

“I know, I just⁠—”

“Want to keep me safe. I know, and we love you for it, but I haven’t left this fence since last harvest. I don’t want to go on every raid, but I need to see outside these gates. We don’t have to go far since the animals can’t be alone indefinitely, but every time you leave, you decide what comes home. I would like a chance to pick my own clothes for a change.”

“You don’t like what I bring you?” He scanned their living room. The two and a half years in this enclosure made it almost impossible to remember that these had been cages. They’d done so much work that it was fully a home now, and he’d learned quickly what the lady of the house did and didn’t like. “I always ask what you want.”

“And you do wonderfully for someone who doesn’t understand the different shades of white.” She stood and cupped his face. “But let me have one trip. Just one. I want to walk around the library myself and pick my own set of new clothes and perhaps wander a drugstore for my own choice in lip balm.”

“I don’t know, Quinn.”

“I’m not asking, Anson,” she fired back. “You are Ava’s father, not mine. As my friend, I respect your opinion, but you don’t get a say in this.”

“Fine.” He spat the word.

“Wonderful.” She patted his cheek placatingly. “I’ll be in the garden picking stuff for dinner.” She grabbed her basket. “Oh, what were you doing outside earlier? You just up and disappeared. I couldn’t find you.”

“Nothing,” he lied.

Quinn studied him, but when he didn’t back down, she shrugged and left the house.

“Daddy, fix it.” Ava appeared out of nowhere, shoving her doll in his face. She’d been trying to change its outfit, but since she didn’t understand buttons, she’d only succeeded in getting the doll’s head stuck.

“Here you go.” He handed the unbuttoned toy back to her, and she ripped the dress from the plastic body.

“Daddy, play with me,” she demanded as she returned to the floor with her kittens. Quinn and her mini-me. After his father died, he’d sworn that no one would ever control him again. He shouldn’t have made that promise because now a twenty-four-year-old and a toddler ran his life.

“I have work to do,” he said, but Ava dumped a plastic dinosaur in his lap, deaf to his excuses.

“You be T-Rex.”

“Fine,” he growled, pulling an excited shriek from her as she fled. Chasing her around didn’t trigger his fear as violently as sitting on the floor and looking at her did. He could manage that.
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“Ava, shut it,” Anson said through gritted teeth.

“Anson!” Quinn hissed, the mother rearing her head within her chest.

“She’s being too loud,” he whispered as they crept single file through the abandoned office building. The attacks on this town had been extensive, and the only way they could reach the wholesale club was by cutting through the damaged professional buildings.

“I know that she’s being loud, but she’s three,” Quinn said. “She doesn’t get it, and she certainly won’t understand if you keep yelling at her.” Something had changed with the sheriff over the past few months. No matter how hard she racked her brain, she couldn’t figure out why the normally stoic man had grown harsh. He wasn’t one to sugarcoat things, but he also wasn’t one to snap at them. Especially not at Ava, but ever since the winter snows had given way to new life, his patience had grown nonexistent. Quinn refused to believe it. It wasn’t true, but in the very deepest and darkest parts of her being, where all the evil she held inside her hid in the shadows, she wondered if Anson’s self-proclaimed prophecy was coming true. Was he becoming his father?

“This is why I didn’t want you two leaving the zoo,” he said as they backtracked to find a way around a collapsed wall.

“We’re fine,” Quinn said. “She’s fine. We survived months on the run with her as an infant. Those screams were significantly louder than the conversation she’s having with herself.”

“That was different. People were still clinging to the hope that civilization might return. Anyone we come across now⁠—”

“Okay, okay.” Quinn rolled her eyes. “Ava, baby, come here.” She beckoned her daughter closer and then hoisted her onto her back. “We’re going to play the quiet game. You remember that, right?”

“No talking so plants can’t find me.” She answered.

Quinn had tried to turn their need for silence into a game the minute Ava learned to speak. The longer they survived in this constantly mutating world, the stranger and more sensitive nature grew. Mother Earth had yet to annihilate the zoo, but she demanded respect. They moved through the world with care and purpose, even their steps an act of worship as they strove to honor the hostile mother who’d somehow allowed them to keep their lives. Sometimes silence was the only way to survive her wrath, so Quinn turned it into a game, calling it hide-and-seek with the plants. As long as Ava didn’t speak, the green would never find her.

“No talking. Good job,” Quinn praised. “We’re going to play that. You just hold on to me.”

Ava obeyed, tightening her little arms around Quinn’s neck. The child was innocent and full of hope, but she’d seen enough violence to heed her mother’s warning. Try as they might to shield her from death, it was impossible when it knocked on their door, when her mother and father answered its call, only to return burned and bloody from the snow. She might not understand what was happening, but even at three years old, she was smart enough to play by nature’s rules… for the most part.

The trio fell silent as they pushed deeper into the office, collapsed walls and caved-in stairwells slowing their journey, and Quinn worried that even if they made it through the building in one piece, they’d never be able to transport the supplies. The wagons couldn’t make this trip, and while they hoped that maybe once they’d broken through, they could find an easier return route, with every backtracked step, she was beginning to doubt that hope. Plus, Ava was growing increasingly heavy. How was she supposed to carry supplies and her child?

“I see light.” Quinn put Ava down, taking her hand as she pointed ahead of them. “I think that might be a way out.”

Anson jogged toward the sunshine, and as they closed in, Quinn realized it was a gaping hole in the building’s side. An explosion had ripped through the wall, and she wondered if the military had been in town when the attacks started. Had they tried to bomb their way to salvation? If she knew one thing about this new earth, it was that force only made it worse. Perhaps that’s why they’d suffered so much acid snow. Not only was the sky purging her toxins, but the warfare inflicted on this neighboring town as well.

“Quinn,” Anson’s voice was careful. Too careful, and her chest strangled her heart until she couldn’t breathe.

“Ava, baby, sit in this chair and don’t move, okay?” She handed the child a travel toy. “Mommy will be right back.”

“I don’t want to play the quiet game anymore,” Ava said.

“Just a few more minutes.” Quinn kissed her head and then joined Anson at the building’s wound. “Oh my god.” She grabbed his hand to keep herself from falling to the grotesque street below.

“We’re never getting across that,” he said. “That wholesale club probably has a treasure trove of supplies, but we can’t risk this.”

“Oh my god,” Quinn repeated, her free hand flying to her heart as if it needed to feel that it was still beating, for she’d been right. The military had fought here.

And died here.

Badly.

Sprouting from the blast radius below the damaged wall, green vines had exploded to cover every square inch of the street, but unlike Pine Hill, these vines weren’t mutated humans. They weren’t flesh and flora transformed into a new species. This greenery was a vibrant plant, pure in its genome, but the death toll it inflicted had been catastrophic.

“It didn’t mutate the soldiers,” Quinn whispered. “It attacked them, but it didn’t alter them.”

“It tortured them,” Anson said, and Quinn shut her eyes and prayed she wouldn’t throw up. They’d never know what truly happened in this town, but the throbbing in her chest promised Anson was right. These vines hadn’t mutated mankind, nor had they just killed them. They’d tortured the people here, for stretched out in intricate patterns were human skeletons bound in greenery. By intelligent design, the vines had captured soldiers and civilians alike, then pinned them to the streets and walls in symmetrical shapes that extended uniformly in circular waves, originating from the blast site. If it had been anything but bones, Quinn would’ve marveled at the incredible impossibility of plants forming geometric designs, but the screaming skulls stared up at them in agony, their mouths gaping and deformed. These vines had captured their prey, but instead of slaughtering them, they trapped them against the ground as if they were works of morbid art and then let them suffer until they died.

“It’s like the plants can think,” Quinn gagged on the words. “That design. It’s perfectly symmetrical. It’s too intricate to be a mistake. These vines moved with purpose and cruelty.”

“I think that’s why.” Anson pointed to the blast site, and she could just make out the white of a skull at the epicenter. “The plant grew out of that brain. I think when the military blasted their way through here, the vines pushed through a casualty’s skull to attack the soldiers. They were probably an artist, and the plant adopted his creativity.”

“It’s like beadwork, only humans are the adornments.” She tightened her grip on his hand. “I think you’re right about the zoo. The attacks we face are to remind us who’s in control because this? This wasn’t extermination. This was pleasure.”

“We need to turn back,” Anson said. “This town is lost. I’d burn it if I weren’t worried the vines would mark us for retaliation.”

“We’ll find something else,” Quinn agreed.

“Mommy, what are you looking at?” a tiny voice sounded behind them, and both parents jumped.

“Ava!” Anson roared. “Get away from⁠—”

But Ava screamed at his sudden anger, and before Quinn could move, her baby tripped and toppled over the wall.


CHAPTER
TWELVE



“Ava!” Quinn screamed, and before she realized she was moving, she launched herself over the wall after her daughter. Ava’s body hit the vines climbing the building, their cushion stopping her skull from cracking open, and a second later, Quinn slammed into their leaves. Her heavier body plummeted at double the speed, and she caught Ava in her arms, flipping midair just in time to strike the earth. The vines absorbed most of the impact, but pain radiated throughout her body as Ava’s weight crashed into her ribs. Her spine threatened she might never walk again, but she bore the agony so her daughter would survive.

“Mommy?” Ava sobbed, and Quinn slammed a palm over her child’s mouth.

“Shhh!” she ordered. “We have to be quiet. So, so quiet.”

“Mommy,” the girl’s tiny voice begged, and Quinn pulled her close as she shifted half an inch. When the vines didn’t stab her, she moved again, fear forcing her bruised body to sit up.

She wished she hadn’t.

She was sitting atop the vine’s origin, the cracked-open skull of victim zero inches from her hip.

“Quinn!” Anson’s voice finally found her ears. “Move!” His roar was a panic she rarely heard from his formidable control. “Stand up, Quinn! Stand up.”

She wrapped the shaking Ava in her arms, the little girl fighting her fear to keep from crying, and shifted her legs despite the pain when she realized Anson wasn’t watching her. He hung out of the blast’s wound above her head to stare at whatever was across the street, and Quinn told herself not to look. She ordered herself not to obey her curiosity, but, like a dead cat, she turned.

“Quinn! Feet, now!” Anson ordered, and she gagged on her panic. The vines’ tips were moving, their speared heads slithering back to their point of origin. To her.

“It’s okay, baby,” Quinn murmured in Ava’s ear as she slowly rose to her feet. She could not show weakness. Not when her daughter needed her most. “Don’t look, okay? Keep your head down.”

“Mommy.”

“Remember, we’re being quiet.” Quinn shook as she took a step backward, and as if controlled by sight, the vines snapped to attention, their endless threads of death staring her down.

“Move, Quinn. Nice and slow.” Anson’s deep voice echoed off the buildings, and her subconscious latched on to the familiarity.

“We’re okay.” She peeled her foot off the plant’s thick shoots and set it down behind her with the perfected toe-heel of a ballerina. The vines swayed with her movement; for every inch she retreated, they inched forward. A choreographed dance. The hunter and the hunted.

“Behind you, to your left! The door. Get to it!” Anson shouted, and at his voice, a vine aimed its sightless flesh at the office building, the entire plant now aware of his location.

“Mommy, I’m scared.” Ava squirmed, and tears blurred Quinn’s vision. But she kept moving. Toe, heel. Toe, heel. One inch backward for her. One foot forward for them.

“It’s okay,” she whispered into her daughter’s hair, forcing herself to believe her own promise. She wasn’t a threat. She was one with the earth. She was its friend, its companion, its caretaker. “It’s okay, baby. We’re being quiet, remember. We’re playing hide and seek with the plants.”

“I don’t like this game anymore! I don’t want to play.”

“It’s okay. We’re okay.” She buried Ava’s face in her neck. They weren’t okay. More vines had noticed her, and they’d picked up speed as they writhed over the bleached skeletons.

“We aren’t here to hurt you,” she whispered to her stalkers, her voice soft as her body shook uncontrollably. “Please.” Her eyes flashed heavenward, but Anson was gone. He’d left them alone out here to die.

“Please,” she begged the plants. “Not my daughter. You can’t take my daughter.”

“Mommy, I don’t like this.”

“Please.” Her tears fell from her cheeks onto the vines, and they collectively shuddered beneath her feet. “Don’t take my daughter.”

But the plant did not heed her wish. The dozens of vines lashed out, racing across the intricate designs. Quinn threw caution to the wind and bolted for the door, a familiar hand suddenly thrusting out of its opening.

“Run, dammit!” Anson ordered as he hovered over the infestation. “Don’t you dare let it reach you! Get to me.”

“Anson!” She tripped over a root, almost throwing Ava onto the overgrown sidewalk.

“Get to me!” He leaned forward, his eyes flicking over her shoulder, and she knew. The vines had closed the distance.

“Anson!” She regained her hold on her daughter and launched herself at him, flying headfirst over the last few feet, and his adrenaline caught her, yanking her over the threshold and into the office building. The trio catapulted over the floor, rolling to a painful stop, but before Quinn could take stock of her pain, Anson hauled her off the industrial carpet.

“Run!” He shoved her forward, pushing her aching body so hard until all she knew was fire. Her joints, her skin, her lungs. They burned relentlessly.

“Anson!” she screamed as a hole in the floor yawned wide, but he merely sidestepped her and jumped to the level below.

“Now!” He extended his arms, and Quinn dropped Ava into them before scrambling down not a moment too soon. The landing sent a white-hot jolt up her bones, but Anson grabbed her arm and yanked her forward. She screamed at the pain, her voice flooding the world in endless waves. Everything hurt. Everything suffered, and then he was shoving her through a stairwell.

“Climb.” He shifted Ava to his back and forced Quinn up the stairs after he slammed the door shut behind them.

“I can’t.”

“Climb, Quinn.”

She tried. Ava’s screams demanded she try, but the pain sent her crashing to her knees.

“You don’t die here.” Anson seized her arm, his voice almost mean as he yanked her to her feet. “You don’t get to die on me.”

“Mommy!” Ava sobbed. “Mommy, why are you hurt?”

“I’m okay.” She lied as she stumbled up the stairs. “Mommy’s okay.” She willed it to be true, the need to live for her daughter greater than her pain, so she climbed. She cried and screamed, but she climbed, and suddenly, they were on an empty yet almost intact floor, the vines nowhere to be seen. Anson hauled her through the long-abandoned workstations until he found an executive office with a couch. He deposited the girls on the dusty cushions before locking them inside and lowering the privacy shades over the windows so the vines couldn’t find them.

“Ava, what is wrong with you?” he shouted the instant they were secure. “Your mom told you to stay on that chair. You disobeyed, and you almost got your mom killed.”

Ava burst into even more hysterical tears, and Quinn forgot how much pain she was in, her rage taking control of her body.

“You were the one who scared her.” She jabbed her finger into his chest. “Sure, she disobeyed, but she’s three. She’s still a baby, and you terrified her. You caused her to trip. If you’d been calm, none of this would’ve happened.”

“If you had stayed home like you’re supposed to, none of this would have happened.”

“Screw you!” she spat, gathering Ava into her arms and settling on the couch. “I don’t know what’s wrong with you lately, but if you’re going to be an ass about it, screw you.”

“Quinn.”

“Don’t talk to me unless it’s to explain why you keep snapping. If you can’t get a grip, you can’t be near us. I won’t have cruelty like your father around my daughter. She made an innocent mistake. It was your anger that caused this.”

She shouldn’t have said it. She knew the second the venom left her lips that it was a mistake, but she couldn’t rewind time and reclaim it. She was just so angry. She’d forgotten how terrifying the attacks outside the zoo’s walls were, and while she’d been concerned for Ava when the world first ended, it hadn’t been like this. The fear was different now that she’d been a mother for over two years. It was all-consuming. If Ava died, she would die alongside her. She was a mother. Not by flesh and blood, but by love and sacrifice and determination. This girl was her daughter, her child, and she would not lose her. She also wouldn’t let Anson speak to either of them that way. He’d gotten out of control, and for the first time since he’d grabbed her pants on the bridge to save her, she was worried about what staying with him might mean.
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“Hey.”

Anson looked up from his whiskey glass to find Quinn standing in the shadows, her bare legs sticking out of her oversized nightshirt, and for a second, he thought he’d imagined her singular greeting. They hadn’t talked since that night in the executive office. The following morning, they returned to where they’d hidden their horses and backtracked until they found another store. It was smaller and significantly less diverse than a wholesale club, but at least they hadn’t returned to the zoo empty-handed. They had arrived in silence, though, and it was eating him alive, which was why he was sitting in the dark nursing a drink instead of sleeping.

“We need to talk.” She hovered out of reach, and he hated himself for it. “You have to be honest with me,” she continued. “You need to let me in because if you don’t, I’ll assume your sudden anger with Ava is because you’re becoming your father.”

He flinched at the mention of him, and Quinn stepped another foot closer to him.

“Don’t make me do that,” she whispered. “Don’t make me think of you as him. Don’t become him. Let me in.”

Anson stared at his whiskey. It hurt too much. He couldn’t.

“Please,” she begged, racing across the floor to crouch before him. “I don’t want to lose you. Not to the land, but especially not to him.” She cupped his hands in hers. “Anson, please. What’s wrong? What changed? Did something happen because I can’t fathom what would make you suddenly so angry at Ava? She’s three. She’s just a baby, and she doesn’t know any better. You have to forgive her sins.”

“It’s because she’s three,” he spoke without permission, the part of his soul that was starving for her loosening his tongue.

“Why?” Quinn furrowed her eyebrows. “What’s wrong with being three?”

He didn’t want to tell her. He’d sworn he never would. This was his pain, his grief, his failure. Those were weaknesses, ones his father had tried to beat out of him. If he confessed them now, he’d be proving the devil right. He was a mistake and an embarrassment. He’d be better off dead.

“Why, Anson?” She tightened her grip on his hands. “Why three?”

He wouldn’t tell her. It hurt too much to relive. He couldn’t repeat that night.

But her fingers around his fist and her eyes peering into his soul opened his mouth.

“Because he was three…” He lost control of his voice for long seconds. “He was three when he died.”

“Oh god.” Her whisper embodied his pain. “Who?” She shifted closer until her elbows rested on his knees. “Your brother?”

“No,” he choked on the bile of that admission, and his entire body shook. He couldn’t do this. He wouldn’t. He’d left that day in the past, yet it still haunted him. It was why he’d saved Quinn and Ava on the bridge. They were his second chance, so he told her.

“My son.”


CHAPTER
THIRTEEN



“Your son?” Quinn reared back as if she’d been slapped. How had she lived with this man for years and never realized he’d had a family before her? How had he survived all this time without confessing that his child was dead? Quinn felt sick. She would die if she lost Ava. “What happened?” she asked, a new horror popping into her head. “Was it on the bridge?”

“No.” The life had exited his body, and he collapsed in on himself as he answered. “It happened in my late twenties.”

“Oh, Anson.” What could she say? There were no words for such loss, for such grief. “I’m so sorry.”

“He was only three.” Anson pulled his hands from her grip and leaned back, putting distance between them, and Quinn finally understood.

“And you’re afraid of losing Ava now, so you’re distancing yourself so it doesn’t hurt.” She lunged forward and captured his face, forcing him to meet her gaze. She wouldn’t allow him to retreat. She wasn’t like his mother, who’d abandoned him to his suffering. She would fight for his soul. “Listen to me. My daughter—our daughter—is not dying at three years old. She isn’t. She is strong and beautiful and healthy. I will not let her die. I won’t, so you’d better get that through your thick skull. Your daughter isn’t dying, so stop pushing her away. She needs you.” Quinn started crying at the idea of losing her girl, at the realization that Anson’s anger had been his way of preparing to bury her. “Ava is fine. Do you hear me? She’s fine. Neither of us is dying.”

“Everyone I touch dies.” No life remained in his voice.

“Not me. Not Ava. Because you won’t let that happen, right?”

“I don’t want you to die.” He stared at her without his walls separating them for the first time since they’d met, and Quinn finally saw the truth. He loved her. He loved both of them. “Out of every death, yours would hurt the most. I survived the others. I wouldn’t survive you or Ava.”

“I wouldn’t survive losing you either.” Quinn stood and wrapped him in her arms, letting his head rest against her abdomen until he eventually broke their connection. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked as she settled on the couch beside him, curling her bare legs below her shirt’s hem.

“No.”

“I think you should.” She pulled the whiskey from his fist and set it on the coffee table before grabbing his hands. “Bottling this up has turned you into a stranger, and we can’t have that person around Ava. Let me help carry this burden with you.”

“This isn’t your sin to bear.”

“Anson, we’re in this life together,” she said. “You and I are all that stand between Ava and death. You were there for me when my parents died.”

“No, I wasn’t. I left you to mourn alone because I didn’t know how to help you.”

“You were there in your own way, so let me be here for you now because you’re a father. You owe it to Ava to be your best self, and this is preventing you from healing.”

Anson stared at her for a long moment, his refusal fighting a losing battle within him. “I met Laura when I was still a deputy,” he caved, collapsing against the back of the couch, and the utter defeat in his features warned Quinn to brace for impact.

“I didn’t understand women,” he continued. “I’d never dated, but in my twenties, I was trying to fit in with the world, trying to be normal and not the guy whose lunatic father imprisoned him in the woods. When I wouldn’t make the first move, she was bold and asked me out. She seemed obsessed with me right from the start. I was young and inexperienced, but Laura didn’t seem to care. I fell hard for her, and we rapidly grew inseparable.

“And that’s when real life hit. She got pregnant, and she had conservative parents. She was terrified of how her father would react if she had a kid out of wedlock, and it didn’t take long for me to arrive at the solution. We’d get married.

“She was quick to agree, and we eloped, keeping celebrations to a minimum so we could prepare my apartment for the baby. I met her family, and when they learned that their new son-in-law would be a future sheriff, they forgave the elopement. Life was good during her pregnancy, and I pretended I was normal, that I deserved this happy ending.

“But then Sean came early, all his mother and none of me, but I loved him in my own way. You think I have walls now. I was a fortress then. You wouldn’t recognize the man I was. You wouldn’t like him either. That should’ve been my first warning. No woman would fall obsessively in love with a guy like me, and it was the truth. She didn’t love me. The minute our son was born, she turned on me. She was so full of hate that within a year, we no longer slept in the same rooms. We avoided each other at all costs, and I threw myself into work. I became the youngest sheriff in my district, and I worked longer hours than I needed to. I couldn’t bear being around her. She reminded me too much of my mother, a woman I believed loved me, come to despise me, but I tried with Sean. Or at least I thought I did. I wanted to be a good father. I cared about him as deeply as I could, and he loved me. I know he did, and I could survive Laura’s hatred if he loved me.

“But when Sean was three, I came home from work early one night. I don’t know why. I always worked late, but something warned me to go home. When I got there, I found Laura loading suitcases into her car. She was leaving me.

“I ran into the house and grabbed Sean. She hated me. I always suspected it was a matter of time before she left, but I’d be damned if I let her take my son. Laura hadn’t worked our entire marriage, and I was the sheriff. I was confident in my custody claim until she screamed the words that ruined my life. I’d endured seventeen years of torture at my father’s hands, yet nothing he inflicted hurt as severely as her confession. I’ll never forget the way she looked as she stood in the doorway and told me that Sean wasn’t my son.”

Quinn didn’t mean to gasp. The sound escaped her involuntarily because, out of all the ways this story could’ve ended, that was the last twist she’d expected.

“Laura had the paternity test in her hand,” Anson continued. “She knew I’d fight for custody, so she’d sent samples to the lab to ensure she had proof when she left. Sean wasn’t mine, and he hadn’t been premature. Laura’s boyfriend had been serving time when she learned she was pregnant, and her conservative family would disown her for giving birth to a convict’s son out of wedlock. That’s why she chose me. She didn’t love me. She needed a sucker to marry her fast enough to believe the kid was his, and that was me. I was stupid enough to fall for her manipulation, and she knew that once Sean was born, she wouldn’t need to fake her affection. I’d stay out of obligation, and she was right. I would’ve stayed with her venom for the boy’s sake. I’d survived worse than her, but she’d gotten her wish. Sean’s biological father had been released, and she was still in love with him. I’d served my purpose, and she was going back to him.

“I wanted to fight her, but what could I do? She didn’t love me, and Sean wasn’t mine. I had to let them leave.”

“I’m so sorry.” Quinn cupped his jaw, praying that’s what he’d meant when he told her his son died, that it was a figurative ending of his fatherhood.

“Laura left in the middle of a storm, driving out of my life forever.” Anson pulled away until her hand fell from his face. “Hours later, I received a call from the station about an accident. A driver lost control of their vehicle in the rain and flipped the car. I was told I was needed at the scene since there was a fatality.”

“No.” Quinn shook her head. She didn’t want him to finish. She didn’t want to hear how this story ended.

“It was Laura’s car,” he said, obliterating her heart. “She’d been driving upset after our fight, and based on the skid marks, she’d been speeding and took the curve too fast. The car flipped multiple times, killing both the driver and passenger instantly.”

Anson fell silent, lost in the pain of the past, and Quinn didn’t have the words to fill the silence. This man had suffered more than any human deserved to suffer in one lifetime. His father, his mother, his wife, his son. Their last three years together made sudden and excruciating sense. No wonder he’d left them at that compound. No wonder he refused to open up. He didn’t have room in his soul for another tragedy.

“So, he wasn’t my son. Not really,” Anson’s low gravel finally interrupted the stillness. “But my love didn’t understand that. It felt every horrifying second of finding him on that road.”

“Oh, Anson.” Quinn didn’t know what to do with her hands, with her emotions, with her love for this ruined man.

“It’s why I saved you.” He finally met her gaze. “I couldn’t save the first mother and child, but I could save you and yours. I didn’t want you to stay with me. I’ve gotten everyone I loved killed, but you were my redemption. You and Ava surviving has been my salvation, and I can’t lose either of you now. I survived the other deaths, but I wouldn’t survive yours. Losing you would kill me.”

“You aren’t going to lose us,” Quinn promised.

“No one has survived me. What makes you think you’re different?”

“Because we love you.” She cupped his face, rising onto her knees so they were equal. “Your father was cruel, your mother indifferent, and I am not your wife. I will not leave you because I care too much to live without you, and Ava isn’t your son. She might not be your flesh and blood, but she is your family. We are your family, and we want you in our lives. We need you, but not because you keep us alive. We need you because we love you.”

“Don’t say that.” A solitary tear ran down Anson’s cheek.

“But it’s true.” She brushed her thumb over his skin, catching his tear.

“It never is.”

“I love you, Anson Ford.” How long had she held those three words in? “I love you, and I’m not going anywhere. I want to be here with you.”

Anson slipped a hand around her waist to gather a fistful of her shirt. For a moment, he stared at her, strangling the fabric in his death grip, and then he yanked her against him. The dam in Quinn’s chest broke free, and tears streamed down her face as she wrapped her arms around him. She choked his neck. He choked her waist, and three years of unspoken emotions flowed between them. It was as if his walls were collapsing with his every breath, his heaving chest cracking the barriers that had separated them, that had lied and claimed him unworthy.

“You can’t leave me,” he whispered into her hair, his fists wrapping her shirt tighter around his knuckles. “You girls can’t leave me.” The fear in his voice broke her heart.

“I won’t.” She kissed his cheek. “I can’t.” It was the truth. Despite his walls, something deep inside this man spoke to something deep within her, and she’d been in love with him ever since their first Thanksgiving together when he’d asked her to dance. She suspected she’d loved him since the moment they met when he risked his life to carry her off that damned bridge.

She kissed his cheek again, and in the darkness, Anson twisted in her arms. Her lips brushed the corner of his mouth, and the world disappeared. Pain and fear and the vengeful earth vanished. All that existed was a girl and the man she should’ve never met, yet couldn’t live without.

“Quinn…” he whispered against her mouth, and she closed the distance, sliding her lips against his in a tentative kiss. She moved slowly, savoring the feel of the man who’d embedded himself so deeply inside herself that she’d never be free of him, letting him feel the truth of her words in her kiss. She was never leaving. She couldn’t. Grumpy and dangerous as he was, she belonged to him. She had ever since he’d lied and called her his wife that first day at Pine Hill.

Anson inhaled against her mouth, his body shaking as she moved closer, and his final thread of self-control snapped. He yanked her onto his lap, his hands sliding from her shirt to her bare thighs as he deepened the kiss. His movements were primal and raw, his emotions digging into her where he gripped her legs. Quinn couldn’t stop her moan from slipping into his mouth, and fueled by her longing, his hand slipped up her back to burrow into her hair. He rocked her against him, his need desperate and out of control, and then she was suddenly alone on the couch, forgotten and cold as he launched to his feet.

“I’m sorry,” he heaved. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Why are you sorry?” Her head spun from his sudden absence.

“I care about you, kid.” He hadn’t called her kid in a long time, and her heart sank at the term. He was putting her back in her box, resurrecting the walls their honesty had finally torn down.

“I know.”

“I didn’t mean to do that. You don’t owe me that.”

“What?” She was confused. She knew she didn’t owe him, but that wasn’t what this was about. She loved him. Perhaps for the first time in her life, she was in love, and not the puppy love of a girl with a crush. The love of a woman who’d walked through hell with her partner.

“You’re too young.” He wouldn’t look at her. “I’m practically your dad. It’s wrong. It won’t happen again.”

And with that crushing blow, Anson abandoned her to the darkness.
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Anson stared at his bedroom ceiling. He couldn’t sleep. Every time he shut his eyes, the feel of her skin brushed against his fingertips, and the sweet sound of her moans looped through his memory. The animal in him longed to screw decency and accept what she offered. She was beautiful, and not just in body. He’d never met someone as pure and uplifting as Quinn. She stood up to his stupidity, and she loved him despite his ocean of flaws. She was brave and strong and resilient. She was a mother unmatched, at least in his book. But her perfection didn’t change the fact that he was going grey, and she’d barely begun her life. He’d sworn long ago never to touch her, plus he was the only man she’d seen in two years. There were no other relationship options. There was him, or there was loneliness, and if he were a lesser man, he’d take advantage of her celibacy. But he wasn’t. In that respect, he held his honor, and he wouldn’t relent just because her hormones had no one else to experiment with.

“Okay, listen.” His bedroom door flew open, and he barely had time to yank the sheet over his bare chest before Quinn barged in and slammed the lantern on the bedside table. “You aren’t my dad. You’re Ava’s father, not mine. I had a dad, a great dad, and I’m not looking for a replacement. Especially not in you.”

“Quinn.” He sat up, not liking how it felt to be yelled at flat on his back.

“No, don’t ‘Quinn’ me and especially don’t ‘kid’ me,” she cut him off. “I was a kid when we met. I was young and helpless and immature, but you know what ages you real quick? Motherhood in the apocalypse. I am not a child. I haven’t been one for a long time. For God’s sake, we’re raising a daughter together, and I realize we’re an odd family, but, Anson, I want this. I want us.” She sat on the edge of the bed and grabbed his hand. “Tonight was difficult for you, and it’s probably not the right time for this conversation. You need time to heal, but you also need to know I want this relationship. If you don’t love me the way I love you, that’s different, but if your objection is that I’m too young, get a grip. It’s the end of the world. My body is twenty-four, but my brain feels fifty with everything we’ve endured. Plus, we aren’t strangers anymore. We’ve lived together for almost three years. I know you. I really know you, and you know me. This isn’t you taking advantage of some naïve and lonely woman, and this isn’t me trying to leverage affection to ensure you protect me. This is honest and real. I love you, Anson. Don’t belittle me by calling me young. I’ve stood by your side in every disaster. I’ve given our daughter a beautiful home. Don’t use my age as a weapon against me. Age doesn’t matter. Not when the world has ended.”

“Quinn.” Anson wanted to shove his own thoughts aside and pull her below the sheets. He longed to hold her as she slept, to wake up beside the only person he’d ever truly loved, but her age was the easy excuse. The real reason held more pain.

“I can’t,” he said. “We can’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’m the only man you know,” he whispered. “I’m your only option.”

“What are you talking about?”

“In the real world, you would’ve never looked at me twice. I’m too old, too damaged,” he said, knowing that he’d notice her no matter how fate had brought them together. “I’m willing to bet that if we’d found other survivors and lived in a community, I’d still be the furthest thing from your first choice. You’re so young and beautiful and undamaged. Men would fall at your feet, and you wouldn’t notice me. So, I can’t do this. I can’t be your consolation prize, the man you’re with because he’s the only option you have.”

“You think I love you because I don’t have options?” The disgust in her voice was so palpable it slapped him in the face. “You think I’m horny and lonely, so I’ve decided to hit you up?”

“I didn’t say that.” He collapsed forward to cradle his head in his hands. “I only meant that I’m all you have. You don’t have anyone to choose from, and I can’t be the man you end up with because I’m literally all that’s left.”

“Is that really what you think of me?” She stood and backed up toward the door. “Do you really think my love is so shallow?”

“I know you love me, Quinn.” His heart broke with every step she took. “I just can’t be with you. It isn’t fair to either of us. You only care about me because there’s no one else. You have no choice. It’s me or loneliness, and I can’t.”

“Have you ever stopped to consider that even in a room full of one hundred men I’d still choose you?” she spat.

“But you wouldn’t. I’m not the man women choose. I’m not the one they want.”

“Then you don’t know me at all.” Tears ran down her face, and Anson wanted to carve his heart out and be done with this pain. He couldn’t bear her tears. “You think so lowly of yourself because of your flaws, but we all have them. No one is perfect, especially not me, but you are worthy of love despite them. And I love you. I don’t care that you’re older. I don’t care that you’re the only man I know. I dated guys before you, and none of them made me feel the way you do. You see me. You’ve never made me feel small except for right now. I wasn’t just some pretty thing to you. I was a whole woman, and that’s why I love you. You treat me like an equal, like a fully formed human, and not a pair of lips and breasts. For God’s sake, you look me straight in the eyes when you talk about my bodily functions. Most wouldn’t be caught dead talking about periods with women, yet you care more about my health than social expectations. You prioritize me as a human being, so I don’t need to meet other men to know I don’t want someone else. I want the man who makes me feel safe. The man who sees me, who learned that I loved to read, and who has come home with books ever since. He’s who I want.” She swiped at her eyes, her movements angry. “Whatever. I’m always going to be a kid to you. I just wish you would stop seeing me as someone from your past who is bound to hurt you, because your attitude will become a self-fulfilling prophecy. You keep pushing me away, and I can’t stand the constant heartache. I want to love you, but I can’t make you let me.”

“Quinn…” How did he make her understand? How did he make her see that fearing she loved him because he was her only choice hurt worse than rejection?

“I’m tired.” She rubbed her face, and he knew. He’d lost her.

“Goodnight, Anson.”
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“Where are you going?” Quinn asked as Anson strode for the front door without so much as a glance at her or Ava.

“Hunting.”

Quinn slid Ava into her seat and placed the cooled grits she’d made from scratch on the table before chasing the man out into the spring morning. Not stopping for breakfast and threatening to be gone for days? It didn’t take a genius to figure out he was avoiding her after last night’s argument.

“How long will you be gone?” she asked, following him to the horses’ enclosure.

“Not sure.”

Quinn ground her teeth. Their farm wasn’t so large that she couldn’t handle it herself, but it was slowly approaching impossibility. Once Ava was old enough to help, the solo care wouldn’t be a challenge, but they didn’t need meat at the moment. He was doing this to escape her and, therefore, saddle her with extra work.

“Anson, can we just forget last night ever happened?” The fight left her body with the question, but she no longer had the energy to nurture a relationship he didn’t care to foster. “I don’t want to ruin our friendship, so go on your hunt, and when you come home, can we go back to the way things were?”

“I’ll try not to be gone long,” he said as he led Darcy out of his stall, and Quinn had her answer. One step forward and a million backward with this man. How long would their relationship take to recover after this? Could it recover? What’s more, did she want it to? Did she want to love a man who thought she wanted him simply because he was male and available?

“Okay.” She couldn’t argue anymore. She was tired of praying that he’d love her the way she deserved. She’d given him an out last night. She’d given him the opportunity to confess that he didn’t love her. She could respect his rejection if he didn’t care for her beyond the platonic, but she’d never been kissed like that before. For those few seconds before his fear took over, Anson had devoured her like he was starving. That wasn’t the kiss of a disinterested man. That was the touch of a man so obsessed that he couldn’t control himself, which is why she couldn’t hope anymore. It hurt too much to know that his mental blocks were the only thing preventing their happiness.

“Be safe,” she said when he remained silent, and then she went back inside to eat breakfast with the little human who wasn’t afraid to enjoy her presence.
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Anson’s reflection stared up at him as he leaned over the creek to wash the fish guts from his hands, and an overwhelming self-hatred flooded his chest at the sight of his face.

“What’s wrong with you?” he asked the idiot in the ripples. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

Anson plunged his hands into the water to avoid looking at himself and then collapsed to the grass. What was wrong with him? Quinn loved him. She wanted him. And what did he do? Avoid her. He’d spent the first few months of their relationship trying to get rid of her and Ava, to dump the responsibility of their safety on someone else. And he hadn’t changed. They lived together, yet he was still emotionally trying to get rid of her. He’d employed every excuse in the book, yet each one proved more insincere than the last. Quinn deserved better than him. He knew that. But was there better than him? Would another man die in a heartbeat if it meant her survival?

Because Anson would put a bullet through his own brain before he let anything happen to his family. He would die protecting them, but what’s more, he was willing to die to feed them, to bring them something that served no purpose other than joy. He’d had more than his fair share of close calls rescuing toys and books from infected houses. Why? Because Quinn and Ava lit up when he came home with gifts. Would another man risk so much for so little? Would a younger, more handsome guy always put Quinn first? Because he would. Was that what Quinn meant when she promised she’d still choose him even if she had options? The bond that braided this trio together was a once in a lifetime connection. Pure and unselfish love didn’t survive the apocalypse, yet somehow that’s what grew between him and his girls… and he was suffocating it.

“Go home, you idiot.” He groaned, rubbing his face. “Go home and fix this before you ruin the only good thing that’s ever happened to you.”

Anson stared at the fish he’d caught and the rapidly setting sun. The hunt had turned into a fishing trip, his catch impressive. At least he wasn’t returning empty-handed. The fish would be a welcome change of pace, and hopefully, he could use the treat to bribe her into forgiving him.

He cooked one over the fire for his supper, and then, after cleaning off in the stream, he fell asleep. The early night ensured he woke with the sun, and determined to turn the page in his life and stop being so stupid, he aimed Darcy toward the zoo.

They made quick time, and he’d never been so relieved yet so anxious to see Annover Park. Hopefully, Quinn had one more forgiveness in her, and his entire body heaved a sigh of relief when he spotted her in the garden.

Urging the horse forward, Anson dismounted when they pulled up beside the extensive plots of fruits and vegetables, and she yelped at his sudden appearance.

“Oh goodness, I didn’t see you,” she said, weeds still clutched in her fists. “What are you doing home so soon? Did you even hunt?”

“I fished,” he said.

“We haven’t had fish in a while. It’ll be a nice change of pace.”

“I thought so… are you almost done weeding?”

“I just started.” She cocked her head at him. “Why?”

“I want to talk to you.”

“Okay. Well, this can wait.” She lifted her foot to step toward him, but something below her bare toes caught his attention. Anson’s eyes flicked down, his brain trying to understand what he was seeing in the shadows below the tomatoes.

“Quinn…” he started, but that was all the warning he could speak before a thick green tendril shot out from the plants and seized her ankle.
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“What the—ow!” Quinn shrieked as the tomato vine constricted around her ankle, blood spraying the dirt below her toes as it bit into her. “Oh god!” Her features contorted as she yanked her foot hard, and Anson watched with a rock in his gut as the vine burrowed deeper, carving her flesh open as if it were a garrote.

“Oh my god!” Quinn thrashed harder, screaming as she fell, but with her every move, the plant only dug deeper into her leg.

“Stop moving!” Anson vaulted over the garden fence, but she was deaf to his warning. Panic controlled her as she fought a hopeless battle, her struggle inching her closer and closer to losing the limb.

“Mommy?” Ava stood up from where she was playing with the farm cats.

“Ava, stay there!” Anson roared as he dove for Quinn. “Don’t you move.”

“What’s wrong with Mommy?” she cried.

“Get it off!” Quinn screamed, blood spewing from her calf to coat her arms as she tried and failed to free herself. “Get it off me!”

“Quinn, stop fighting it!” Anson dropped to his knees, and, as if sensing his presence, the vine uncurled. He exhaled his relief, but he was a fool. He should’ve known this wasn’t Quinn’s salvation, and before he could pull her to safety, the vine dove into her calf, its speared tip burrowing into her flesh like a monstrous needle and thread. Quinn fell backwards, convulsing in the dirt, and with bile burning his throat, Anson realized he was about to watch her die. She was infected. The plant was inside her, slipping further through her muscles with every passing second, and whether it would pin her to the ground to suffer like those soldiers or split her mouth open like her mother, this was the end. This was how she died, and he’d been too much of a coward to admit how he felt when he had the chance.

“Mommy!” Ava shrieked, and the utter alarm in her small voice shocked Anson’s system. With a manic idea and wild hands, he snatched his hunting knife off his belt and plunged it into Quinn’s leg. He sliced her open like a crazed surgeon, cutting until he reached the vine, and then gripping the plant, he yanked. The flora slipped in her blood and disconnected from her flesh with a wet pop, and Anson scooped her into his arms and ran faster than he’d ever moved in his life. He’d ripped the plant from her leg. He’d gotten it out, but at what cost? He’d just carved her up like a butcher, and he was no doctor. Had he condemned her to bleed to death?

Anson burst through the front door and shoved Ava’s toys off the table before laying Quinn atop it. He then retrieved the medical kit from the bathroom and raced back to the kitchen so fast that his hip slammed into the table’s corner as he slipped on her dripping blood.

“What’s wrong with Mommy?” Ava screamed at him, but he didn’t have time to comfort his daughter. Quinn was bleeding faster than she should, her leg pumping blood onto the table to pool in ever-widening puddles on the floor.

“Mommy!”

“It’s okay, Ava!” he shouted over his shoulder as he flung open the kit and dug for supplies. Along with the multiple gardening and farming how-to books they’d scavenged over the years, they’d tracked down medical texts and medicinal herb guides from the local colleges and libraries. Without televisions, friends, or any form of nightlife, he and Quinn had spent two years entertaining themselves with puzzles, board games, and books. Hundreds and hundreds of books. They read together almost every night, alternating between fiction and educational, so they’d learned the basics of how to handle most emergencies, but this? This might be beyond his capabilities.

Anson poured disinfectant on the wound, Quinn’s body convulsing at the contact, and Ava’s sobs morphed into uncontrollable screams as she watched her mother thrash.

“No, no, no, Quinn. Come on.” He snatched the kitchen towel off its hook and shoved it against the damage to staunch the bleeding while he prepared the surgical thread he’d scavenged from a doctor’s office. “Come on.” He grabbed her head to keep her from slamming it as she shook, and it wasn’t until something wet splashed against her face that he realized he was crying. He couldn’t lose her. Not like this. Not in front of their daughter.

“Stop it!” Ava screamed, and Anson beckoned her closer with bloody fingers. Quinn was the nurturing parent. All he knew, he’d learned from his father. His dad had dropped him into the deep end, and it was the only way he could think of to help their daughter now. Yes, she was three. She was too young for this, but she was also too young to lose her mother.

“Ava, Mom needs your help, okay? Can you help her? Can you grab her head so she doesn’t hurt herself?” He shoved a chair closer so the little girl could climb atop it, and to his utter shock, Ava obeyed, scrambling up to hug Quinn’s head.

“Good job,” Anson praised. “I need to save Mom, so you hold her for me, okay? Don’t watch Dad. Just look at Mom. Tell her she’s going to be okay. Can you do that?”

Ava nodded, then lowered her face to her mother’s. “You okay, Mommy?” She asked, taking her task seriously. “Daddy fix it. He said that.”

“Good girl, kiddo.” Anson started cleaning Quinn’s leg, and then, with a prayer to anyone who might be listening, he dug the needle through her flesh.

“Come on,” he begged as her thrashing slowed. He wanted to believe it was from his healing touch. He knew it was from the blood loss. “Don’t you die on me. Don’t you dare die on me.” His bloody hands shook. She’d have a mangled leg if she survived this, but first she had to survive.

It was the longest hour of his life, his blood-soaked hand tugging at her flesh, forcing it to close, and Ava sobbed uncontrollably as she held her mother’s now still head. Quinn finally stopped thrashing, but he knew better than to hope. Yet he did anyway as he cleaned her stitches, and he did as he changed her clothes, and he did as he laid her to rest on her bed. “Please, Quinn.” He folded her hands in his as he hovered over her unconscious body. “I need you. Come back to me. Please come back to me.” Anson forgot himself. He forgot his walls and his reasons for refusing her. He needed her to be okay. He needed her to wake up, and suddenly she wasn’t the kid that he tried so hard to pretend he didn’t love. She was Quinn, the woman he’d trade places with in a heartbeat if it meant this wound would spare her and kill him instead.
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Quinn wasn’t waking up, and Anson couldn’t sleep. He was terrified that if he shut his eyes, she’d stop breathing, so he refused to leave her side. The animals didn’t need him. Every one of them had survived for months on their own before he’d brought them to Annover Park. He and Quinn had fostered their independence so that when they needed to leave on raids, they would survive the immediate future without him. Quinn and Ava couldn’t, so he remained at their sides. The first night after the attack, he tried to make Ava dinner, but she vomited all over him. She’d barely eaten since, but at least the throwing up had subsided. She also refused to sleep in her own bed, which was why she lay across his lap as the first rays of light introduced themselves to the world.

“Please wake up,” he begged, praying Quinn would rise with the sun.

But she didn’t so much as twitch.

“You can’t die on me,” he whispered. “Come back to me. Please come back to me.”

Ava groaned in her sleep, and Anson rose from the chair and laid his daughter on the mattress beside her mother. He’d gladly die in Quinn’s stead, but since fate always took those he loved, he had no choice but to pray that she was strong enough to find her way home.

“Be strong for me.” He leaned over Quinn and pressed a soft kiss to her forehead. “Fight your way back to us. We need you.” He kissed her head again, and then he peeled back the blankets to reveal the bandage.

One look at the oozing gauze told him all he needed to know about Quinn’s condition. Her wound was infected, and to add a death sentence to their already excruciating truth, their medical kit was down to its last antibiotic. Anson would have to dig her a grave unless he found more, but that would require him to take an unconscious woman and a toddler outside Annover Park’s walls. Ava was too young to stay behind by herself, so he had to choose. Let the infection kill the only woman he’d ever truly cared about, or risk his daughter’s life out in the violent world. Both were impossible choices.

“Tell me what to do,” he begged Quinn. “Please tell me what to do.”

But she couldn’t answer him through her fever dreams. He alone had to decide which unthinkable path to travel.

“Mommy?” Ava chose that moment to wake up, her little hands finding Quinn’s burning cheeks. “Mommy, wake up.” When her mother didn’t budge, Ava glared up at him. “Daddy, make Mommy wake up.”

“I can’t.” Tears ran down his face. He never cried, but for Quinn? He’d give anything to hear her voice again.

“Yes, Daddy, do it!” Ava screamed, and with a jolt of purpose coursing through him, he realized he didn’t need to decide which path to take. His daughter had done that for him.

“Come on, kiddo.” He scooped her out of bed and raced to her room, frantically replacing her pajamas with travel-worthy clothes. “We’re going to take a trip, okay? You, me, and Mommy. We’re going to wake her up.”
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Anson eased Darcy and Gatsby into the double garage. There was a reason they’d run out of antibiotics. Hospitals were like beacons in the night, beckoning travelers to her doorsteps. Mankind could hunt. They could farm and fish and build. They could live off the land. But they could no longer manufacture medicine. Hospitals bred war zones, and he couldn’t risk not coming home from a supply run. So he’d raided homes and smaller doctors’ offices, but with Quinn’s life on the line, he had no choice but to risk entering their walls. He realized the building had probably been stripped bare by now, but he hoped something had been overlooked. That a few bottles had been left behind. The alternative was a hole in the dirt and a wooden cross.

“We have to walk from here, okay, kiddo?” He lifted Ava from where she’d been keeping her mother company during the ride. He’d hitched both Darcy and Gatsby to their smallest wagon, the two males pulling the light cart with accelerated speed, but they’d stopped in a neighborhood a few blocks away from the hospital so he could use a garage as a stable. He didn’t want to bring their escape to danger’s doorstep and risk losing the animals or their element of surprise. Three people were easier to hide than two powerful horses and a wagon.

“You know the quiet game you play with Mom?” Anson strapped a small backpack to his daughter’s back. “We have to play that now.”

“So the plants don’t find us?” she asked.

“So the plants don’t find us,” he lied. He wasn’t worried about nature on this trip. The enemy he feared was so much worse. “Are you ready?”

The little girl nodded, and he was thankful that Quinn had raised such a feral child. Without the restrictions of modern life’s rigid environments and controlled schedules, Ava had been taught to both respect and love the earth. She’d also been raised with farm animals as siblings, and terrorizing the chickens was a daily occurrence. Even at three years old, she’d learned to help her mother carry vegetables in from the garden, a task she’d probably refuse to assist with ever again after watching the tomatoes try to murder Quinn. But her life at the zoo made her strong and brave. Witnessing nature attack made her cautious. He shouldn’t worry about her keeping up with him on the short trip to the hospital.

But he worried anyway.

“I have to carry Mom.” Anson scooped Quinn out of the wagon. “So stay close.”

“Okay.” Her scared little voice echoed off the garage walls. Their last outing beyond the zoo’s fence had almost killed both girls, but like her mother, she was brave. She shouldn’t have to be. No three-year-old should be so intimately acquainted with crippling fear. The vine attack at that battle-torn office building wasn’t the first time Ava had faced death. She didn’t remember the bridge or Pine Hill or the compound, but she remembered the bad snow, as she’d taken to calling it. She remembered the mold that had eaten through his skin so severely that he’d needed to cut the top layer off. She’d seen chickens die and her parents bleed. Ava knew too much for a girl so small, yet he’d never met a happier child. Not even Sean had been this vibrant. This was why he was willing to risk it all to save Quinn—the woman raised by loving parents; the woman determined to give her own daughter that childhood. Quinn was the only reason Ava wasn’t dead or emotionally broken.

She was the only reason he wasn’t dead and broken.

“Say goodbye to Darcy and Gatsby,” Anson said as they left the garage.

“Bye, horsies.” She waved, and then he sealed the animals inside.

“Okay, remember. No talking until we get back.” He shifted Quinn to a better position in his arms as he beckoned his daughter to follow him. She fell silently into step, and he hated her obedience. He hated that someone so small had mastered such discipline. In these moments, she reminded him too much of himself. She didn’t make the mistakes most children would. He hadn’t either.

But her mother kissed her every night before bed, and his mother refused to look at him. That was where they differed. That’s where they would always differ.

It took longer than he expected to reach the hospital, but Quinn’s unconscious form slowed him down, and despite her determination to keep up, Ava was only so tall. She seemed even more determined than he was to save her mom, but no amount of spirit could make her legs longer.

“How you doing, kiddo?” Anson whispered before he stepped through the hospital’s shattered glass doors.

“I’m hungry.”

“I know. We’ll eat after we help Mom.” In his haste, he’d forgotten to feed the child, a sin Quinn would’ve never committed. “Can you wait?”

Ava nodded.

“Stay behind me.” He gestured for her to step into his shadow. “And no wandering off. You need to stay with me.”

“Okay.”

Anson hoisted Quinn closer, silently begging her to hold on. Thankfully, it wasn’t a large facility, and as a sheriff, he’d spent enough time in hospitals with both his suspects and victims to have an idea where medication was stored. The obvious locations would’ve undoubtedly been stripped bare, but there were other hiding spots the general public might not think to search. He prayed that anyone with his knowledge hadn’t survived this long because he couldn’t fail her.

With silent steps, they moved like ghosts through the ravaged halls. The first two places he checked were empty, but the third held promise. A few bottles remained, their white plastic yellow with dust and age.

“Daddy.” Ava tugged on his pants.

“Quiet game, remember?”

“Daddy?”

“Shhh.”

“But who’s that?” She tugged again, and Anson froze. Who? What did she mean 'who'?

Anson turned around, using his legs to herd Ava behind him, and fear wound through his gut like a venomous vine. How had he not heard the footsteps? How had he not felt the sudden presence? He was better than this. His father had beaten that into him.

“We don’t want any trouble,” he said as he counted off the number of barefoot men who’d somehow snuck up to surround them. Dirty and unkempt, Anson knew exactly what kind of survivors these were.

“I’m just here for antibiotics for my wife.” He reverted to their original lie, hoping without faith that reasoning with the animals before him would get them out of this situation unscathed. “I don’t want anything else from you. I don’t want the hospital. I just need enough pills to treat her infection.”

The group’s leader stepped forward, his once white tank top stained as yellow as his filthy skin. “We’ll let you have some.” He smiled, the movement revealing rotting teeth. Always the mother, Quinn had the foresight to raid every single home and drugstore of their toothpaste. He often teased her about the mountain of boxes they kept in a separate storage enclosure dedicated just to personal hygiene, but now he understood why.

“For a price,” the man continued.

“What do you want?” Anson asked. He’d give almost anything to get them out of this situation alive. “I can get you food. Supplies. What do you need?”

“Her.” The man spoke a single word, but it might as well have been a bullet to the gut.

“You can’t have my wife.” Anson pulled Quinn closer.

“Not the old one.” The man sneered as his eyes drifted to Ava. “The little one.”

Anson’s body went impossibly still. They wanted Ava? His daughter. His tiny, precious girl.

For the first time in his life, he was thankful his father had raised a monster. The man had taught him to fight, but unlike most coaches, his father didn’t pull his punches. When they sparred, his dad genuinely tried to kill him. Anson was trained to endure nearly fatal blows, to get back up despite the blood and broken bones, despite the concussions. He fought through the pain because pain meant you were still alive. The minute you gave in to it was the moment you died, but Anson was the killer. His first life stolen had been his father’s. It hadn’t been the last, and he was about to add more notches to his blood-soaked belt.

“Kiddo.” He was careful not to speak his daughter’s name. “Close your eyes and hug Mom. No matter what happens, you keep your eyes shut. Do it now!”

Anson threw Quinn down, knowing that she’d forgive the violence, and lunged without checking that Ava had obeyed him. These men were armed, but he was the only man in the room with a gun. Even if he weren’t, it would still be an unfair fight. He was a father. A real father. Quinn had made sure of that, and no one touched his family.

With grace and brutality, he drew his weapon and shot three men in rapid succession; the leader being the first to take a bullet between the eyes. Recovering from their shock, the others burst into action. Anson shot a fourth before the men reached him. They clawed at his body, more rabid animals than humans, and he ducked below their blows, drawing his hunting knife. He dragged the wicked blade through one man’s gut and another’s calves before shooting a fifth in the stomach. He was vaguely aware of Ava screaming as he plunged the blade into another’s neck before shooting the man whose calves he severed.

A brute of a man barreled for him, pinning him against the wall by the throat, but this wasn’t the first time Anson had been choked. He’d been afraid when his father first tried it. He wasn’t now.

Anson didn’t fight the breathlessness. He didn’t claw at his attacker’s hands for freedom. The impact had forced both the knife and the gun from his grip, but what kind of fighter would he be if he revealed all his tricks at once? Slipping his pocket knife free, he extended the blade and stabbed the man in the side. It wasn’t deep enough to be fatal, but he didn’t need it to be. He just needed the man’s attention, and when the animal flinched at the pain, Anson seized his opening and stabbed him in the neck. That blow was fatal.

The man stumbled back, blood spurting from his flesh to baptize Anson, but he merely bent, picked up his gun, and strode calmly out into the hall—one left. The coward was fleeing. Anson couldn’t allow that. So, he raised his weapon and fired.

Dead center. The man went down hard. No survivors.

Or at least that was what he thought until he heard a commotion upstairs. Reinforcements. How many? And did they have guns? It would be wise if he didn’t find out.

“Kiddo!” Anson raced back into the room and scooped his hunting knife off the floor, wiping it on his pants before shoving it and the gun into their holsters. Ava had obeyed him, her face buried in Quinn’s breast, but she’d heard every death. Her little lungs screamed, but Anson couldn’t worry about her fear. He had to worry about her life.

“Get up, kiddo.” He ordered, but her hysterics were impenetrable. His voice couldn’t reach her.

Anson cursed, but he was inhuman in his rage, in his adrenaline-fueled terror, so he shoved Ava off her mother and tossed Quinn over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. He then grabbed his daughter and tucked her under his arm before he burst out into the hallway. He was a large man, battle-forged and powerful, but his strength was supernatural as he ran. He didn’t notice Quinn’s weight banging against his back. He didn’t feel the burn of Ava’s pounds weighing down his arms. All he knew was to run. Two and a half years ago, he’d found this pair seconds from death, and he’d carried them both off the bridge. This trip was longer. The girls were heavier now, Ava with her size and Quinn with muscle, but he carried them anyway. He would carry them until his legs gave out. He would carry them until his heart exploded. They were his girls. His family.

Family.

Anson finally had a family. A real one. One who loved and cherished him. And he’d almost gotten them killed.

“Hug Mom!” Anson ordered as he unceremoniously dumped his girls into the wagon and jumped onto the driver’s seat. He’d left the horses hitched with the hope that their trip would be short, and he was thankful for the foresight. Darcy and Gatsby surged out of the garage, their power sensing his urgency, and they ran, carrying the trio far from harm’s reach.
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Bile raced up Anson’s throat, and he barely stopped Darcy and Gatsby in time to throw himself off the wagon and vomit on the asphalt. He didn’t know how long they’d been running. The world was a haze; the only thing his brain could focus on was the need to keep going. He wasn’t even sure what direction they’d headed.

Anson stood up, his stomach empty and cramping, and he lifted his hand to wipe his mouth when the blood made him pause. Crimson soaked his body, and he watched his fingers tremble as they hovered before his face. It had been a long time since he’d killed someone. The last time he’d put a bullet through a human brain had been at his father’s cabin when those men tried to take Quinn. Before that had been at the compound and the trailer park where, again, men had tried to hurt his girls. Was this how it would always be? Would his family ever be safe? Would his hands ever be free of blood?

“Kiddo?” He realized he no longer heard Ava crying, and suddenly panicked that those men had somehow plucked her from the wagon while they fled, he raced back to the horses. “Ava?” He exhaled when he found her curled up on top of Quinn. She was despondent, her little eyes open yet seeing nothing, but her mental state was a problem for another day. Her safety was his only concern: that and the fading life of her mother.

“I hope I haven’t killed you.” He brushed Quinn’s hair off her face. He should check her wound, but he was too afraid to see the infection. This had been his only chance at saving her, and he couldn’t let her die in the back of a wagon. He needed to get her home so she could pass in peace.

“Tell me what to do.” He grabbed her hand as he begged. “I don’t want to give up. I don’t want to say goodbye. I need you, Quinn. I need you, so tell me what to do.”

But she couldn’t because she was dying.

Anson released her and walked out into the middle of the street. It was getting late. He needed to figure out where they were and⁠—

“Oh my god.” His spine straightened when he saw it. Quinn had answered his prayers.

Anson grabbed Darcy’s reins and dragged the exhausted horses forward until they reached the veterinarian’s parking lot before he scooped Quinn out of the wagon bed. Vets carried antibiotics, and under normal circumstances, doctors warned against taking your pet’s medication, but medicine was medicine. Hospitals were obvious choices, but vets? Anson prayed people had passed her by. Of all the places to get sick. His nausea had been divine intervention.

“Come on, Ava.” He beckoned the child to get out of the wagon, but she simply lay there without acknowledging him. “Come on, kiddo. Get up. I can’t leave you outside.”

But she didn’t so much as look at him.

Anson cursed under his breath and ran into the vet, laying Quinn down on the reception desk before returning to grab Ava. He carried the toddler inside, and, hoping Quinn would be safe for the foreseeable future, he lugged his daughter into the back rooms.

“Oh my god.” Tears filled his eyes when he finally kicked down the pharmacy door. It had been locked, which had been his first sign to hope, and his spirit swelled when the light filtered in through the broken doorway to reveal rows and rows of pills.

Anson put Ava down and raced for the shelves, reading off one complicated name after the next until his eyes snagged on a word he was well acquainted with.

Amoxicillin.

Anson seized the broad-spectrum antibiotic off the shelf. Quinn couldn’t swallow pills in her unconsciousness, so he used the water he’d packed to wash off his hands and knife as best he could and then used the blade’s hilt to crush the tablets into powder. Sprinkling the medication into a bottle, he shook it until the antibiotic dissolved and then pinched Quinn’s mouth open. He dripped the water past her lips until her reflexes swallowed, and he almost cried when her throat bobbed. The act required patience, but he eventually forced most of the laced water down her throat. It wasn’t much, but it was a start.

“You’re going to be okay,” he swore as he brushed her hair off her sweating brow, and, unable to fight his emotions, he pressed a kiss to her forehead. “I messed everything up without you. We need you. Please don’t leave us.”

He scooped her off the reception desk and carried her into the back room, where Ava still lay motionless on the floor. “Here’s Mom,” he whispered as he lowered Quinn. It was too late to continue their journey. They’d have to camp out here, and while the tile floor wasn’t a welcoming bed, they were safe and together within these walls.

“We got Mom her medicine.” He tried to take Ava’s hand, but the blood coating his skin made him reconsider. “She’s going to be okay. She’ll wake up now.” He spoke the words as if they were true. Quinn might very well never wake up, but he chose to manifest that she would. “Do you want to hug Mom while I take care of Darcy and Gatsby?”

No answer. He needed Quinn. She would know how to fix his mistakes. She would know how to pull Ava out of the darkness. But all their child had was her blood-soaked father.

So he left her with her unconscious mother and guided the animals out back to the overgrown kennels. A fenced-in play area for its boarders sat beside the building, so he locked the horses inside for the night. There was no water, but the tall grass would help them hydrate. It would have to do until the sunlight returned.

“Are you hungry?” Anson asked when he found his girls in the same position he’d left them in. He hadn’t expected to be gone long, so he’d packed light. Thankfully, it was impossible to raise Ava on chicken nuggets and mac and cheese, so she ate what her parents did. He’d packed dried walnuts and apples. Black walnuts were native to the forests of the northeast, and they were a staple he’d grown up eating. He was well versed in their preparation, and he’d wandered the woods surrounding the zoo until he located the wild trees. It was a process, but the nuts were high in protein, plus they didn’t require farming.

“Come on, you like apples.” He shoved the dehydrated slice at his daughter. In a world where candy rarely made their supply list, Ava viewed fruit as the ultimate sweet, but she refused to even look at it.

“You need to eat, kiddo.” He heard his father in his voice. The demand. The force. His little girl was suffering. She’d seen too much in her three years, but the bloody slaughter of those heinous men was the worst thing he’d subjected her to. She knew plants could be scary, but she’d never witnessed her father become a monster.

“I’m sorry, Ava.” She needed to eat, but he couldn’t be his father. He needed to be like her mother. He needed to ask himself what Quinn would do.

“I know you are scared about what happened, but those were bad men.” He scooped Ava up into his arms just like Quinn did every time she fell and skinned her knees. “Very bad men. They wanted to hurt you and Mom, but Dad stopped them. I’m sorry you saw that, but Dad just wanted to keep you safe.”

Ava said nothing, but at least she didn’t shove him away.

“Dad loves you,” he whispered as he gathered Quinn in his arms, propping both girls up against his still-stained chest. “Dad loves you so much.” He rarely said those words. His mother had stopped speaking them to him far too young, and Laura’s love had been a lie. The first time someone spoke those three words and meant it was when this woman he was losing held his face in his hands. And he’d rejected her.

He hated himself for that because now she might never wake up.

Ava was still alive, though, and she needed to hear that he loved her. If she was going to lose her mother, Anson had to be a better parent. He had to selflessly love her like Quinn did. He had to completely bury his father.
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Anson’s sixth sense woke him, and he blinked the exhaustion from his eyes. He didn’t remember falling asleep, and his joints were punishing him for it. Quinn and Ava were still sleeping against his chest, his body protecting them from the tile floor, but his thirty-nine-year-old spine felt like it might snap in half. Yet the pain wasn’t what woke him.

It had been a long night, Ava’s nightmares tormenting them all, but her screams hadn’t woken him, nor had his internal alarm clock for Quinn’s next dose. He’d given her more antibiotic-laced water not long ago and then filled his and Ava’s packs with as many antibiotics as would fit. If Quinn survived this, he’d return to strip the place bare, but nothing obvious had woken him.

But he knew never to ignore the nagging in his gut, so he eased the girls off him and stood. It took minutes for his nerves to stop electrocuting his body, but when he could finally stand straight, he ventured out into the lobby. Had the people from the hospital found them?

A quick scan of the street in the pre-dawn greyness told him that wasn’t the reason he was wide awake with a fist tightening around his chest either. This fear… he’d felt it at the bridge.

Anson straightened.

Nature. She was coming for them.

“Ava! Wake up!” But that was all the warning he was allowed. The cracked asphalt of the older parking lot split apart, the earth below pushing up to force jagged slabs into the air. The dirt heaved and pulsed like waves on land, the particles vibrating as if they were a special effect in a sci-fi movie.

“Kiddo! We’ve got to go!” Anson started for the backroom, but the dirt begged him to stay. She wanted a witness, and the crack of wood froze him where he stood—the wagon. The asphalt punched through it, splintering it apart as if it were constructed of toothpicks, and Anson cursed. It would be difficult to transport the unconscious Quinn without it, but at least⁠—

The pulsating dirt shoved a monstrous slab into the air and slammed it into the fence containing the horses. Both Darcy and Gatsby reared at the cacophony, and before Anson could react, the animals bolted over the crushed metal and fled.

“No!” He sprinted outside, the panic of being stranded blinding him to the still-volatile parking lot. As far as attacks went, the dirt was of a mild breed, her defiance of nature’s laws more a desire to free itself from the oppression of pavement than to murder the family hiding in the vet, so Anson ignored the threat and leaped across the dancing ground. They needed those horses. He couldn’t carry both girls home by himself.

“Darcy!” He roared at the animal’s fleeing shape. “Gatsby, come back!” But neither horse stopped. Manic in their fear, the animals raced down the street, and then they were gone.

Anson cursed again, the asphalt slowing to a melodic drift below his boots as he jumped from slab to slab. They couldn’t stay here. Men like those at the hospital would demand blood to answer for the blood he’s spilled. Their only hope was to disappear before those chasing them figured out which direction they were headed. This attack of nature had been mild, but he had no intention of waiting around to see if she turned fatal. This veterinarian was no longer a viable option, but leaving offered little hope. He would carry both his girls. He would carry them until his feet bled, and he died of exhaustion, but it wouldn’t be fast enough. The hospital dwellers would catch up, and if that happened, he’d put a bullet in both girls’ heads before he let those animals take them. Then he’d put a bullet in his because he wouldn’t live without them.


CHAPTER
FIFTEEN



“Ow,” Quinn groaned. Every electron in her body vibrated with pain. She felt more dead than alive, and she’d always thought she was headed for heaven, but it seemed she’d been delivered to hell.

“Quinn?” Anson’s voice sounded above her, her name on his tongue so full of hope that warning bells rang in her sluggish brain. Why did he sound so concerned? “Quinn, are you awake?”

“Unfortunately,” she croaked through a dry throat. “Why do I feel like this?” she paused, suddenly registering why his voice was so close. “Why are you carrying me?”

“Oh thank god.” Anson dropped his forehead to hers. Now she was really confused.

“What’s going on?”

“I lost the horses,” he said, hoisting her into a better position as he straightened. “I have to carry you home now.”

“We’re outside the zoo?” That woke her up completely, despite the agony protesting her consciousness.

“We are, but I’m not one hundred percent sure where yet.”

“Ava?” Quinn forgot her pain. They were outside the zoo, and she didn’t know where her daughter was. She didn’t know why they’d left home or why her flesh felt like it was being flayed from her bones, but she didn’t care. None of it mattered without her child.

Anson nodded behind him, and she twisted in his arms to see a red plastic snow sled tied to his waist, the cargo it carried as it slid over the ground both precious and fast asleep.

“Is she okay?” Quinn asked. “Why does she look like that? What happened?” She knew her daughter. They’d shared a bed until last year when Anson finally constructed Ava her own room in the enclosure. She knew what her daughter looked like when she slept, and this despondent child on the red sled bound in a quilt wasn’t her Ava.

“We should sit for this,” Anson said, and Quinn instinctively fisted the front of his shirt to steady herself for the onslaught.

“How bad is my leg?” she asked when he finally finished recounting the last few days. He’d given her more antibiotics before he began, and the two of them sat side by side on a fallen log while Ava continued to nap on the sled.

“I was more concerned with stopping the plant from splitting you in half,” Anson said. “I had to act fast to rip that vine out, and I had to dig deep to remove the roots. I’m praying you’ll still be able to walk once it heals.”

“You’re worried I won’t be able to walk?” Quinn felt like she might pass out. The only reason she was focusing on her injury was because the horror of learning that Anson had dug a blade through her flesh to rip out a plant trying to take root was less crippling than the reason why her daughter wasn’t moving.

“I’m sorry I butchered you, but you’re alive. I need you alive. She needs you alive.” Anson’s gaze drifted to their shared daughter, and Quinn had never seen such sorrow in the man’s eyes before. Not when he spoke of his dead mother. Not when he remembered Sean. They held a new pain. One reserved for her and Ava. One that had delivered him to hell the moment that tomato plant speared her calf.

“Thanks for getting me antibiotics,” she whispered because, as distraught as she was over the possibility of never walking again, this man deserved all her gratitude. He still wore the blood of the men he’d slaughtered to save Ava, and his shirt was stained with the sweat he’d shed to carry her home.

“I messed that up too, though,” he said, his body deflating with every word. “I failed our daughter, and she’ll never be the same. Not after what she witnessed.”

“She witnessed her dad save her and her mom,” Quinn whispered after a long silence. How different her reaction would’ve been three years ago. Old Quinn would’ve been horrified at her co-parent’s violence, but today she thanked God Anson’s rage was unmatched. The devil they knew was far kinder than the devils in this world they didn’t. “I’ve seen you kill before, and while it changed me, it didn’t ruin me,” she continued. “You kill so that I don’t have to. You kill so that we live.”

“But you’re an adult, and she’s three. I was young when my father first subjected me to hell. It changes you for the worse.”

“You saved me.” She cupped his jaw, hating the self-loathing disfiguring his features. She’d been unconscious, but she’d witnessed Anson murder men on three other occasions for her. And yes, it had changed her. Death always infected the soul. But when she looked at Anson, she didn’t see a monster. She saw the man who walked through fire so she didn’t have to. She saw the man she loved and the father of her adopted child.

“And because you saved me, Ava won’t grow up without a mom,” she continued. “That’s important for a little girl, and we’ll work with her. We won’t sweep this under the rug. We’ll handle it as a family, and she’ll heal. She might change, and she’ll never forget what happened, but she’d heal because she has a dad who loves her enough to kill for her and her mother.”

“You’re always so full of hope.” He reached across and grabbed her shirt, gathering the fabric in his fist as if that was all the contact he trusted himself with. “How?”

“You.” She kissed his cheek. “And the alternative is pretty bleak. Plus, I’m trying not to panic about my leg and Ava. I’m freaking out that I may never walk again, so hope… I’m trying to have hope.”

“Don’t stop,” he whispered. “Cause I can’t hope. You live, you suffer, you die. That’s what I know. I need you to hope for me too.”

“I’ll try…” She inhaled a fortifying breath. “If I don’t look at my leg now, I never will. Help me?”

Anson grabbed her pants and rolled the fabric before peeling the gauze away from the healing wound. “Please remember that I was trying to save your life.”

“Put the bandage back on, please.” Tears streamed down Quinn’s face, and she averted her gaze so she wouldn’t have to watch him redress the stitches. It was worse than she’d expected. Anson had butchered her flesh, the wound so ugly that her stomach roiled at the sight. He’d saved her, but at what cost? She was a mangled mess of infected scarring, and for the rest of her life, she’d have to look at that disfigurement and be reminded of the fact that he had been so afraid to lose her he’d taken a knife to her like a madman. He was so worried about Ava’s emotions, but what about his? What unholy terror must he have endured to inflict this on her?

“I just hope you don’t turn septic.” Anson pulled her pant leg over the wound to hide the dressing. “We have to stay on top of the antibiotics.”

“I hadn’t even thought of that. Thanks for that horrifying⁠—”

“Mommy?” A tiny voice cut her off, and suddenly a blur of limbs and hair was climbing into her lap. “Mommy, you woke up.” The minute Quinn’s arms closed around her daughter, the little girl burst into hysterics, her sobs violent as she convulsed against her mother’s chest.

“Maybe she isn’t as distressed about you killing those men as you think.” Quinn ignored the shooting pains electrifying her body and squeezed Ava close. “I’m sure she’s traumatized, but maybe I’m the problem.”

Anson just gawked at the little girl. “How can something so small scream like that?”

“I don’t know, but I’d make the same sound if I could see my mother again.”

Anson stood up, clearly checking out of this overly emotional conversation. “We need to get off the road and find shelter before someone hears,” he said. “Without the horses, I have to carry you home. That’s too much time out in the open. We shouldn’t stay outside more than necessary.”

“Okay.” Quinn hugged Ava tighter as she reached for Anson’s hand. She knew him better than he knew himself sometimes, and while he wasn’t wailing in her arms at her resurrection, his eyes were screaming for her. He’d been just as afraid of losing her as her daughter had been. So she held his hand to reassure him he’d saved her. He’d endured hell to do it, and she loved him for it. Sometimes, she was almost thankful for the end of the world. It gave her Anson Ford, and the thought of a life without him made her sick.
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Panic. It was a knee-jerk reaction to waking up in bed alone. Quinn and Ava had been beside him in the dusty sheets when he’d finally fallen asleep. It had been a long night in this relatively untouched house. No food remained in its bare cupboards, only years of layered dust, but the abandoned neighborhood seemed safe enough. He’d beaten the bedding as clean as he could, and then, after giving Quinn more antibiotics and pain meds, he fed the girls the remaining black walnuts and dried apples while he ate the fish jerky. He’d dried it after returning from his hunt to find the tomatoes trying to murder Quinn. Instinct had urged him to abandon all but her, but his father’s memories reminded him that wasted food could be a death sentence, so he’d pried himself from her bedside to put the fish in the smokehouse. He was thankful he’d thought of it too, since fresh fish was something the girls enjoyed, but the dehydrated flesh’s smell made Quinn gag. He’d grown up eating it, so he’d let his family take the vegetarian option. Not that Ava ate. She refused to let go of her mom, who let her cling to her chest despite her pain, but when the trio settled in to share a bed for the first time since they’d arrived at Annover Park, Ava made sure no one slept. Her night terrors thrashed her body about the mattress until she screamed with such raw terror that Quinn spent most of the night in tears.

Anson tried to take Ava out of the room so Quinn could sleep. She needed her rest if she was going to heal, but it only made Ava’s tantrums worse. She wailed until he feared she’d pass out from lack of oxygen to the brain, so he returned her to her panicked mother and resolved to hold the pair against his chest to shield them from the darkness.

Which was why panic tightened her cruel fist around his heart when he woke up with empty arms. “Quinn?” He jumped out of bed. Had those men come? Had they found them and taken his girls? “Quinn?” He fled the bedroom and, as he stepped into the hallway, he heard faint feminine voices whispering to each other.

Grabbing his chest, he fell against the wall to catch his breath. For a man who’d tried so hard to rid himself of them in the beginning, he couldn’t even handle waking to find them in another room now.

“Do you know why Daddy hurt those bad men?” Quinn’s gentle voice reached his ears, and letting the sound slow his heart rate, he followed her siren call to the living room. It was a single-story house, so thankfully, she hadn’t hobbled down the stairs on her injured leg, and he peeked around the corner to find the duo sprawled out on the carpet on their bellies. They’d found a coloring book filled with complex geometric shapes that adults enjoyed as well as colored pencils, and Quinn didn’t seem to mind that while she stayed perfectly in the lines, Ava scribbled with chaos.

“Because Mommy not wake up.” Ava threw her blue pencil down and grabbed a red one so she could scribble next to Quinn’s red design.

“Daddy needed to get Mommy medicine,” Quinn said, her voice gentle as she coached their daughter through her emotions, and Anson slid silently to the floor to watch without disrupting. “Mommy is better now, but Daddy hurt those bad men because they wanted to hurt us.” She rubbed Ava’s back as she spoke of the violence. “He didn’t want to scare you. Daddy loves you very much, so he won’t ever let anyone hurt you or Mommy.”

“Why didn’t you wake up?” Ava asked, skipping right over Quinn’s attempt to discuss the killings.

“Mommy got sick, but don’t worry. You won’t get sick like that.” Quinn kissed her head.

“I don’t like Mommy get sick,” Ava said, and Anson wondered if Quinn had been right. The little girl seemed more traumatized by her mother almost dying than by him slaughtering those men.

“I don’t like it either, but Daddy made me all better. Daddy takes good care of us.”

“Are you going to go to sleep again?” Ava watched her mom pick up a yellow pencil, so she dropped her red one to find a similar color.

“At bedtime, yes,” Quinn said, “but I’ll wake up in the morning.”

“'Cause Daddy made you better?”

“Yes.”

“Will I wake up in the morning?” Her little voice turned serious, and Anson wanted to sob at the sound.

“Yes, you will. You aren’t sick.”

“If I’m sick, will Daddy make me better?”

“Always, kiddo,” Anson whispered to himself.

“Always, my love,” Quinn answered for him as she drew their daughter into a hug. “Always. And Mommy too. We won’t let anything bad happen ever.”

“I don’t want you to go to sleep.” Ava wrapped her mom in her arms and started crying.

“I know, but we’ll be okay,” Quinn answered. “I promise everything will be okay.”

Anson stood up and walked down the hall to the back door and left the house. This was their moment, and he couldn’t interrupt. What’s more, he couldn’t watch Quinn handle his mistakes with such grace and maturity. He couldn’t be with someone so young, but speaking like that reminded him just how much this apocalypse had forced her to grow. She wasn’t a child. She wasn’t even a college student anymore. She was a mother, a survivor, and a beacon of hope in his dark world. This twenty-four-year-old had accomplished what no woman had ever managed. She made him feel human. She made him feel valued and loved and important. She was the first person who didn’t see him as a mistake, and he longed to cave under the pressure of her adoration. He wanted to love her. To love them both, but he wasn’t capable of that level of intimacy.

At least that’s what he told himself, so he left the house so that he couldn’t fall deeper in love with the mother of his child.
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“Where’d you go?” Quinn asked when he returned an hour later.

“Breakfast.” Anson dropped the knotted blanket on the floor and undid the ties to reveal the spoils.

“Sardines… what is with you and the fish?” she laughed as she shoved those cans away.

“I’ll eat those.”

“You eat everything.”

“Live on bugs long enough, and you would too.”

Quinn froze, a can of plain black beans in her grip. “You did that?”

“My dad made me.”

Quinn put down the food and tried to stand up.

“Where are you going?” He lunged forward to grab her before she fell.

“To hug you,” she whispered as she wrapped him in her arms, and he didn’t realize how badly he needed her warmth until he was fighting back the tears at her unexpected touch.

“I’m fine,” he grunted to shove the emotions down. “Just means I’m not a picky eater.”

“That isn’t fine.” Quinn cupped his jaw and stared so deeply into his eyes that he felt her in his soul. So, like the mature adult he was, he pulled her hands off him. “You can eat the beans,” she offered. “I’ll survive the sardines.”

“No.” He helped her sit. “I genuinely don’t care. Most real food tastes good to me. Eat your beans.” He handed her another can. “Pears with syrup.” He smiled. “The houses here were picked clean, but I noticed a hole in the back wall of one pantry. The shelves looked like they’d been damaged in a fight. I was going to leave when something told me to look behind the damage. That’s where I found all of this hiding, and the pears for you.”

“We can share.” She grabbed the can, her entire body lighting up at the sight.

“It’s for you.”

“And we can share,” she insisted.

“Fine.” He used his cleaned hunting knife to open the cans. He’d share with them as long as it meant she and Ava ate most of the fruit.

“Peas, tomato paste… very funny. I should eat this to get my revenge for my leg, although I don’t love the idea of plain paste.” She accepted the black beans from him and sipped the salty food straight from the can. “Spam, more peas, more beans, ooohhh those spaghetti circles. Here, open this for Ava.” She shoved the pasta at him, and after he pried it open, Quinn grabbed it like a schoolgirl and handed it to her daughter. “Ava, baby, stop coloring and try this.”

“I don’t want to.”

“But this is special for being such a good girl helping Mommy get better.” She took the coloring book away and replaced it with the saucy pasta. Ava examined the can and, not recognizing the O-shaped food, jabbed a finger through a hole and shoved it into her mouth. Her entire face lit up at the taste, and for the next few minutes, it was silence and sauce… everywhere.

“I fixed you a makeshift crutch,” Anson said after they’d finished the pears.

“Did you happen to find Ava a change of clothes too?” Quinn laughed at the red child.

“I’m sure we can locate something.” Anson retrieved the walking stick bound with towels. “I can’t carry you the whole way home, and without Darcy and Gatsby, we’ll have to move on foot.”

“I still can’t believe we lost the horses. I loved them.”

“I’m sorry. It was a freak accident. Trust me, they were our best workhorses. The farm will be harder to manage without them.” He paused when he saw Quinn’s disapproval. “And yes, I am sad we lost our friends.”

Her frown curved into a smile.

“But we should get going while we have daylight. The weather is nice, and we have some food. We should leave before we run out because I didn’t pack enough.”

“Leave?” Ava’s head popped up from where she’d been trying to reach the last bits of sauce at the bottom of her pasta can. “I don’t want to.”

“Kiddo, we’ve got to go home.”

“No!” Ava threw herself to the ground, the volatile tantrum from last night making a spectacular comeback.

“We need to,” Anson insisted, but he couldn’t hear himself over the child’s screams.

“Maybe one more day?” Quinn looked on the verge of tears as their daughter flailed on the floor. “We have enough food now. Let’s stay here in an actual bed in a real house. Let’s let her cuddle and rest. Please. We both need it.”

“I don’t feel safe out in the open,” he said.

“I know, but…” Quinn stared at the toddler, the stress on her face like a rusted knife through his gut.

“I just want you two to be safe.” Anson crouched beside her.

“But sometimes we need more than safe.” Quinn tried to pick Ava off the floor, but her pain made it impossible. “She never screams like this. She needs more than survival right now. I need more than survival.”

“One day?” Anson plucked the storm of a child off the ground and handed her to her mother.

“Just one day.” She pulled Ava to her breast. “Let us have today to color and sleep and be a family.”

Anson stared down at the girls, at his family. He wanted them home at the zoo, locked away behind the fences, but she was right. Coloring with her mom and smearing sauce all over her body was the first time the child had seen peace in days.

“Okay.”

“Did you hear that?” Quinn gently bounced Ava to get her attention. “We’re going to stay here, and we’ll color all day. Do you like that?”

Like a thrown switch, Ava’s wailing silenced. “I don’t want to go.”

“We won’t.” Quinn dried her tears. “We’ll go home tomorrow, okay? We have to go back to your kitties and Jerry and all your chickens. Don’t you miss your kitties?”

Ava nodded.

“Okay, then we’ll see your friends tomorrow, but today we’ll stay here. And guess what? When we go home, we’ll take the coloring books.”

“Mommy color with me now?” Ava pointed at the stack piled on the coffee table.

“Sure.” Quinn nodded, but Anson didn’t miss the exhaustion in her voice.

“How about Dad colors instead?” he asked.

“No, Mommy color,” Ava insisted.

“It’s okay,” Quinn soothed. “She’s going to have a lot of separation anxiety, but I’m okay. The food just made me sleepy. Can you find her something clean? And me too. Spaghetti is fun to eat. Not fun to wear.”

“Are you sure?” He didn’t like the idea of leaving her again. Not when she looked like she might keel over at any moment.

She gripped his forearm. “I’m sure.”

Anson reached down and brushed a hand over her hair, but realizing that was exactly how she petted the farm cats, he lifted his palm and strode down the hall. He dug through the dusty dressers, the clothes inside still in one piece thanks to mankind’s love of synthetic fabrics. They smelled musty, but there weren’t any holes. There weren’t any children’s clothes either. It seemed the couple who’d owned this modest house didn’t have kids, but the wife was petite. Her shirts would work as dresses for Ava, and he could just cut the sleeves to fit her arms. Quinn was larger than the wife, but between the stretchy leggings and the husband’s shirts, she’d have a sauceless outfit to wear. The husband’s clothes were too small for him, but the same principle applied. Sweatpants and T-shirts stretched.

Finally dressed in clothes that weren’t stained with the blood of the men he’d butchered in front of his daughter, Anson brought the fresh outfits back to the living room to find Ava wearing only her undergarments and passed out against Quinn’s chest.

“I was trying to clean her up before we changed her, but I guess that was too much effort,” Quinn whispered, shifting awkwardly below the child’s weight.

“You okay?” He set the folded clothes on the coffee table.

“I don’t want to wake her after how badly she slept last night, but I’m in pain. Is it time for more pills?”

“Not yet. What hurts? Your leg?”

“Yeah… and my back from sitting without support. I never realized how heavy Ava’s become. I guess she doesn’t sleep on me like she used to.” Quinn brushed the girl’s hair off her forehead. “I missed this. Life was harder when she was smaller, but I miss the baby snuggles.”

“So, I take it you don’t want me to move her to the couch?”

“Not yet.” She kissed Ava’s head and wrapped her arms tighter around her. “She needs this anyway.” Quinn grimaced as she tried to adjust her position, and choosing to be the man his father would’ve called weak, Anson slid to the floor behind the girls.

“Lean on me.” He grabbed her shoulders and pulled her flush against him. She sagged into his embrace, gifting him their full weight, and just like she’d wrapped their daughter tight in her arms, he captured his entire family and hugged them close. They were both still alive. They were both still with him, so he allowed himself a moment of weakness and buried his face in Quinn’s neck. The family he loved and who loved him back. The family that wouldn’t die like the first.

Anson inhaled Quinn’s skin. She was sweaty and unshowered, but he still liked the scent of her. He liked the feel of her against his chest, the weight of her in his arms. He loved the rise and fall of her breath, and he loved how she lifted her hand behind her to brush her fingers through his hair. It would be so easy to kiss her, to twist her face and press his lips to hers, but he didn’t. Call it self-control or cowardice, but he didn’t cross that line.

But neither did Quinn. She just held her baby in one arm and ran her fingers through his salt-and-pepper hair with the other.
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Anson surged awake and seized the hands gripping his chest, readying to snap the wrists of whoever dared threaten him in his sleep, when he recognized the shape of the arms and the sound of the voice above him.

“Anson!” Quinn hissed as she shook him, and he relaxed his defensive hold on her. “Men,” she whispered. “Outside. They’re going house to house.”

Anson shoved off his back and moved Quinn to the mattress beside him. “Which side of the house?” he asked. “And how many?”

“Front street, both sides,” she answered. “They…” Fear flickered in her eyes. “They don’t look like the type to let us leave here alive.”

Anson cursed. They should’ve left yesterday. He knew it was too risky to stay in this home, yet he’d caved to a child’s screams. That decision might have cost them their lives.

“How did you see them?” he asked. “And did they see you?”

“No, which is why they’re going door to door, but they’ll find us soon. I spotted them through the slit in the curtains when I used the bathroom.”

Anson had drawn the curtains last night out of habit, and he was thankful he’d at least obeyed that instinct. Crouching low, he moved along the hall and hid behind the fabric to peek outside. He cursed louder this time when he saw them. He recognized their unkempt appearance and rotten teeth. He recognized their bloodthirst. The men from the hospital had found them.


CHAPTER
SIXTEEN



“We’ll go out the back.” Anson hooked an arm around Quinn’s waist and dragged her to the bedroom. “I have to carry Ava, so you’ll have to run using your crutches.”

Quinn nodded, even though they both knew she wouldn’t make it. She could barely walk. How was she supposed to flee dozens of revenge-fueled predators?

“Here.” He shoved Ava’s medicine-stuffed backpack at her as he shouldered his own pack before scooping the sleeping girl off the mattress. “We’ll hug the back of the houses until we lose them,” he said as he cracked the back door.

Bang!

A gunshot pierced the morning air, and a bullet blasted past his ear. Anson cursed as he slammed it shut, another spray of gunfire punching through the door as he caught Quinn and forced her to the floor.

“They have us surrounded,” he whispered from where he shielded her and Ava with his body.

“Mommy?” Ava screeched, and Quinn slapped a hand over her daughter’s mouth.

“Shhh, baby. You need to be quiet,” she hissed.

“We’ll have to fight our way out.” Anson grabbed the girls and dragged them along the carpet toward the bathroom.

“How? We’re outnumbered.”

“We have cover,” he said as he crawled to the tub to lay Ava inside. “Don’t move until I come back,” he instructed his daughter before returning to Quinn and shoving his rifle into her hands. He’d taught her to shoot during their time at Annover Park, and she’d accompanied him, albeit unwillingly, on hunts where she’d taken down a fair share of their meals, but a human? She’d never pulled the trigger when a person was the target. She’d never killed a human being before.

“They want Ava,” Anson said, clearly reading the panic in her eyes. “A child. Those filthy men want your child. Think about that when you pull the trigger.” He placed a hand on her biceps, and the hesitation fled from her muscles. Anson knew her well. Those vile words were all she needed to remove her guilt over killing people. Those men were never putting their hands on her daughter. She would kill Ava and then herself if it came down to it, but for now, she’d settle for punching holes in their skulls.

“Stay low.” Anson slid his hand up her arm to cup her jaw, the affection warning her he didn’t expect to make it through the day, that he was prepared to sacrifice himself if the outcome called for it. “One bullet, one kill. And if you find an opening, you take Ava, and you run.”

She nodded, and the duo split, Quinn for the front of the house and Anson for the back. She dragged her aching leg across the carpet until she wedged herself against the couch for support, and then she parted the curtain enough to aim. Men were already at their door. These kills would be up close and personal. She’d have to witness every excruciating detail of their deaths. Good thing she’d seen people die before. Watching these monsters bleed out wouldn’t be anything new.

“You can’t have my daughter,” Quinn whispered, and then she pulled the trigger. The window exploded as her bullet found its mark, and with well-practiced efficiency, she grabbed the bolt handle and loaded another cartridge, firing a second time before the men realized where the shots were coming from.

They opened fire, but she had already rolled across the floor to a different window, suddenly understanding why Anson had taught her to shoot on obstacle courses and not in a makeshift range. It had been his father’s technique, so she figured it was the only way he knew how to teach—minus the beatings if she missed a target—, but now she understood. The roll had been habit, and it had saved her from a bullet through the lungs.

“Quinn?” Anson shouted between his own gunshots.

“Alive!” She aimed out the second window and fired two more shots before moving her position. “But I don’t know for how long!” she screamed over the returned fire. There were too many men converging on the house.

“Don’t…!” Gunshots drowned out the last half of his words.

Quinn shrieked as a bullet burned too close for comfort. She always expected her end to come at nature’s hands. Death at mankind’s was so much more terrifying… but the hole in the wall offered her a different view of the neighborhood. Horses. These men had horses… not that she could reach them even if⁠—

No…it couldn’t be that easy, could it? And would it even work?

Quinn aimed out of the new hole, forcing herself to focus as the house rained death all around her, and pulled the trigger. She missed, and with a curse that was more emotion than words, she reloaded the rifle. She was running out of bullets. This shot had to count. One bullet, one kill, or in this case, one bullet and an inescapable death. One that she might not survive, but better death by nature than a life tortured by human monsters.

Quinn forced her breathing to slow, and this time, her aim rang true. The bullet punched into the vine wrapped around the neighbor’s front porch. She hadn’t noticed it before, but from her terrified sprawl on the carpet, it was all she could see. And it wasn’t a normal vine. It was thick and fleshy. It was a plant that had tasted human blood, and if she could wake it up, if she could make it angry, it might remember how hungry it was for human death.

“Come on,” she whispered as the front door pushed open. She twisted onto her stomach and shot. She missed, but the intruder slammed the door shut.

“Come on!” she screamed, taking aim. “Please.” She had three bullets left. Unless Anson had more, she was dead in three shots.

“Wake up!” She shot the vine again. Two more bullets.

But she didn’t need them.

The vine exploded from the front porch, snapping the support beams as it surged for its prey. Its tip punched a gaping hole in a man’s chest and decapitated another before their attackers realized what was happening. Their gunshots turned from the house to the plant, but it wouldn’t help. Those men were dead. They just didn’t know it yet. And so was her family if they didn’t move.

“Anson!” Quinn grabbed the crutches and hobbled toward the bathroom. “Anson, we have to⁠—”

“Did you do that?” He beat her there and scooped the screaming Ava out of the tub’s safe nest.

“Yeah, but we’re in trouble too.”

“That was—” A man’s death scream cut him off. “That was smart,” he finished.

“Mommy!” Ava clawed for Quinn, but Anson pinned her against his chest. “You can hug Mom later.” He grabbed Quinn’s hand and cemented it to his shoulder. “Hold on!”

“No!” She dug in her heels and yanked him to a stop. “The front door. The men have horses outside. I counted four of them.”

“I don’t know if we can slip through the mess out front,” he argued. “The vines will be thickest on the streets.”

“We’ll be careful.” She tugged him. “Just like Ava says. Quiet, so the plants don’t find us. Right, baby?” She brushed her fingers over her daughter’s sweaty head.

“With your leg, we really need horses.” Anson shifted his weight and pushed Quinn out in front of him. “Take my Glock. I have more rounds. You’ll have to cover me.” He transferred the little girl to one arm so that he could grab Quinn’s pants to help her stand. “You ready?”

“No.” Quinn strode through the living room before her family, limping in agony with every step, and then the trio slipped outside.

The street was carnage. Blood and entrails and brains. Leaves and roots and petals that looked alarmingly like human skin. Anson buried Ava’s face in his shirt, and Quinn strangled the instinct to run. She used the crutches to step over a vine. Heel, toe, crutch. Heel, toe, crutch. Heel, toe, crutch. Quiet. So the plants couldn’t find them. Over one branch. Below another. Men died all around them, but nature ignored the trio. Heel, toe, crutch. Heel, toe, crutch. Heel, toe, crutch. Silent. So the plants couldn’t find them.

“Oh my god,” Quinn whispered when they finally reached the yard where the horses were tied up.

“What’s wrong?” Anson asked, but there was nothing wrong. Nothing wrong at all.

“Darcy!” she screamed above the dying. “Gatsby!”

Both horses’ heads snapped to attention, and spotting the mother and child they adored, they snorted and pawed the ground until their reins came loose from the porch.

“Oh my god!” Anson laughed as the gorgeous black animals shoved their snouts against their chests. “Hi, boys.”

“Ava, it’s Darcy and Gatsby!” Quinn rubbed her daughter’s back. She’d passed her fondness for animals on to her, and without human siblings, the livestock were her only brothers and sisters.

“Gatbee!” Ava squealed as the horse nudged her nose with his, and Quinn burst into tears. Fate. It had to be. It had returned their family members to them, and their gentle friends were precisely what the traumatized toddler needed.

“We can celebrate later,” Anson interrupted the reunion with his ever-present rationality. “Get on Darcy.” He leaned down so she could use him to climb onto her horse, and he shoved Ava at her once she was settled. “Go!” He slapped the horse’s rear.

“What about you?” she shouted over her shoulder as Darcy took off, his animal purity making him and his riders invisible to the vines.

“Getting our two new horses!” Anson called, and Quinn twisted to see him and Gatsby aim for the two strange and severely malnourished animals before Darcy carried her and Ava out of the neighborhood and toward home.
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“Quinn?” Anson’s fear cut through the air with the severity of a knife. “Quinn!”

She jerked awake, a mouthful of water trying to drown her as she flailed, and sputtering like someone who’d never taken a bath before, she glanced over the side of the tub in time to watch Anson charge across the living room to fly through the bathroom door she’d forgotten to shut in her exhaustion.

“What’s wrong?” She spat the soapy water out, and he skidded to a stop with a curse.

“I called your name, but you were just lying there, and I…” he trailed off, but she saw the rest of the sentence in his eyes. He’d thought she was dead. They’d arrived home late that afternoon, the vines in that distant neighborhood ensuring they weren’t followed except by the two new horses. Anson had seized the final daylight hours to check the farm. Most of their animals had survived months, if not longer, on their own, so they’d fostered their independence, but they’d still been gone longer than expected. Which meant he’d been outside longer than she’d expected, which led to her unwise nap location.

“The antibiotics worked,” she assured him, waggling her toes where she’d propped her injury out of the water. “I’m okay. I just fell asleep,” she laughed. “I gave Ava a bath and fed her while you were checking on the animals, and after I put her to bed, the idea of a bath sounded so good after days on the road that I splurged and used some of my birthday gift.” She flicked the suds at him. For her twenty-fourth, he’d come home from a drugstore raid with an entire wagon filled with soaps, shampoos, lotions, and bubble bath liquid. They were slowly mastering the art of making their own goat’s milk soap with wood ash lye and animal fat, but Quinn desperately missed the fruity, tropical scents, so he’d gifted her a massive supply. She didn’t use them often, but almost dying multiple times in one week called for lilac-scented bubbles.

“I guess I fell asleep, but you almost made me drown, yelling like that.” She flicked more suds at him, and he sagged against the doorframe only to realize at that exact moment that she was naked in the tub.

“Oh, um…” He turned around. “Sorry… I didn’t mean… I just freaked out when…”

“Anson, there’s a foot of bubbles covering me. You don’t have to leave,” she laughed.

“It’s inappropriate,” he grunted.

“Anson, I have bathed you. You’ve bathed me. We’ve slept in the same bed, and we’ve held each other’s blood in our hands. We live together, and we’ve almost died together more times than I can count. We are so far past you being embarrassed at finding me covered in soapsuds.”

“I just didn’t mean to barge in on you bathing, that’s all.”

“It’s fine. Probably good that you woke me up so I didn’t accidentally drown. The bath is cooling off anyway.” Quinn wished she’d never kissed him. Not because she didn’t love him. She loved this man with her entire being, but she hated the sudden awkwardness blooming between them.

“Do you need help getting out?” Anson turned back around, but he kept his eyes glued to the top of her head.

“Maybe. I’m going to need a lot of help for the foreseeable future.”

“I’m sorry I butchered your leg.” He grabbed a towel, and Quinn reached out for him with soapy fingers.

“It’s—”

A bloodcurdling scream cut her off.

“Mommy!” Ava’s little voice wailed, the sound so filled with terror that Quinn slipped below the surface in her haste to stand on a damaged calf.

“I got you.” Anson hauled her, bubbles and all, out of the tub and wrapped her in the towel.

“Mommy!” Ava’s screams grew more violent, and Quinn forgot about the pain in her leg as she hobbled, dripping wet, to her daughter.

[image: ]



Anson busied himself making dinner because if he didn’t keep moving, he’d fall to pieces. He’d done that to his daughter. He’d taken her outside this zoo. He’d subjected his tiny princess to mass casualties not once, but twice, and he’d turned Quinn into a killer. This was his fault. Ava would be forever traumatized because of his failures, and Quinn had blood on her hands. How long before she woke up screaming because of the lives his actions had forced her to take?

“She’s finally asleep.” Quinn limped into the kitchen on her makeshift crutch, no longer wearing the soapy towel. “Why are you working in the dark?”

He didn’t answer her.

“Anson?” She hobbled toward the solar-powered lamp and flipped it on. He’d been cooking by a single flame-lit lantern, and while his official answer was that he’d been raised solely by this light source, the truth was he didn’t want to catch his reflection in any of the surfaces.

“Anson, are you okay?” She limped to him and ran a hand up his back.

He flinched at the contact.

“Don’t shut me out,” she whispered.

“This is what I do,” he finally said. “I ruin people, then I get them killed.”

“Ava will get better.” Quinn wrapped her arms around his waist until her head rested on his back. “We’ll make sure of it. She has parents who love her, and I’ll do everything I can to help her work through this. Let’s try to find child psychology textbooks somewhere so I can research what to do.”

“What if you can’t fix her? What if you can’t fix yourself?” He wished she wouldn’t touch him. He didn’t deserve her sympathy.

“I’ve seen you kill a lot of people, Anson, but I’ve always agreed with why you did it. Better to watch those men die than to live with what they threatened. The killings have given me nightmares, but I’m okay. You made sure of that, and if I can recover, so can Ava. Your dedication to our lives has more healing power than you realize.”

“I didn’t mean that,” Anson spat. “I turned you into a killer.”

“No.” Quinn let go of him. “Those men turned me into a killer. They wanted to take my daughter. To hurt her in ways I can’t even think about. I’m glad I killed every last one of them. If it had been anyone else, I’d feel remorse. I’d struggle with my humanity, but not over them. Never for them. My daughter comes first, and if all I had were my bare hands, I still would’ve killed them. No one touches Ava… ever.”

Anson stared at the mother bear seething in their kitchen, and he realized he’d never loved anyone like he loved this woman. She was everything a parent should be. Soft yet strict and feral beyond measure. How differently would his life have turned out if his mom had been half the protector Quinn was? Or was Quinn only this ferocious because he hadn’t choked the life out of her? If he’d become his father, would she have withered into a shell like his mother?

“Do you hear me?” She jabbed a threatening finger at him, clearly mistaking his silent adoration for doubt of her mental health. “I have no shame or guilt over what I did. No, I didn’t want to take a human life, but those men weren’t human. They were animals, and I mean it. I will die before anyone touches my child.”

No… Quinn wouldn’t cave under the oppression if he’d become his father. She’d probably slit his throat in his sleep and use him as fertilizer. She wasn’t his mother. She was her mother—a true parent despite her youth.

“And I’ll die before I let anyone harm either of you,” he said, even though she already knew the strength of his devotion.

“Ava is understandably upset.” Quinn cupped his jaw, his admission easing her indignation. “Helping her won’t be easy. I’m nervous because I’m not a counselor. I don’t know how to help her. All I know is that I will. I also understand that my injury put you in an impossible situation, but we’re alive, and our zoo is still standing. Besides, seeing the tomatoes mutilate me would’ve been worse for her, I think. Having to live here with my mutated body growing in the garden for the rest of her life. That would never leave her. Seeing me become the earth, knowing that the only way to be rid of my death would be to chop me down and burn me. That would ruin Ava. You did the right thing. You saved us both, and I am really, really thankful that you didn’t let me become a plant.”

“It’s why I didn’t let you see your mom,” he whispered. “I know if you’d seen that, you would never have gotten over it.”

“That was smart. When I think of my parents, I remember how beautiful they were. Thank you for not letting me see them in the end. And thank you for preventing Ava from having to witness that happen to me.”

“I still can’t help but blame myself.”

“We live in a world where sometimes there are no good options.” Quinn pulled him into her arms, and Anson let himself sink into her comfort.

“Sometimes every outcome is bad, or every outcome comes with a heavy price. You can’t blame yourself. No matter which option you chose, the outcome was violence. But you chose the one where I lived, and Ava will thank you for that in the end. I know I could survive any number of horrors if it meant my mom got to live. I would do anything to see her again. One day, Ava will be old enough to understand that she, too, would sacrifice anything to keep her mother alive… I hope. I hope I don’t mess up my daughter and make her hate me.”

“That’s impossible.” Anson twisted in their embrace. She smelled of flowers from her bubble bath, and he couldn’t stop himself from burying his face in her throat. “You’re a great mom. She’ll always love you. It’s impossible to hate you.”

“I hope you’re right.” Quinn’s breathing changed, and a bolt of electricity ran through him at the sound and the way her body slid against his.

“I am.” He shifted, running his nose up her throat. She smelled like home, like his own personal heaven, and yet his hell. It was torture being so close to her, yet it was the only place he craved being. He dragged his nose further along her skin, brushing her jaw and then her cheek and then⁠—

“Ow!” Quinn yelped in his ear and collapsed so suddenly that he almost didn’t catch her in time to stop her from slapping the floor.

“What’s wrong?” The intimate moment forgotten as fear took its place. 

“I twisted my ankle funny.” She started sobbing uncontrollably, so he lifted her onto the kitchen table chair. “Oh my god, it hurts. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean⁠—”

“Don’t be sorry.” Anson dropped to his knees to examine her leg. “You’re doing too much. You need to rest.”

“I know,” she cried, wiping her tears on her shirt. “Now that we’re home, I can rest, but ow… don’t touch it.”

“I’ll get you more pain meds with your dinner.” He jumped up and dug through their still-packed bags until he found the medication. “You should eat before you go to bed, though. You need to keep up your energy.”

“Okay.” She sniffled as she swallowed the pill, and Anson berated himself. He shouldn’t have pushed her. He should’ve been paying attention.

“Sorry,” she apologized again as he plated the egg and vegetable scramble. He’d decided on breakfast for dinner since the chickens had laid dozens of eggs in their absence, and he didn’t want them to go to waste.

“Stop apologizing.” He was a little too harsh with her, and, seeing the disappointment in her expression, he pulled his chair closer to hers.

“Will I ever be able to walk normally?” She put her head on his shoulder as she took a bite.

“Of course,” he lied. He’d cut deep, and he wasn’t a surgeon. There was a very good chance he’d crippled her.


CHAPTER
SEVENTEEN



“I can’t do this. I can’t,” Quinn hyperventilated, and she was thankful Ava was napping so that she wouldn’t witness her mother having a full-blown panic attack. “I can’t…”

“Hey.” Anson grabbed her shoulders as he stepped in front of her to block the view of the garden. “Yes, you can.”

“No, I can’t.” Ugly tears streamed from her eyes as she sputtered, but she couldn’t breathe. God, she couldn’t breathe, and she ripped free of Anson’s grip to claw at her shirt, ripping it off to stop it from strangling her.

“Quinn.” Anson’s even tone broke through her hysterics. “It’s only a garden. You can do this.”

“Stop it!” she spat. “Just shut up!” She shouldn’t be mean. He wasn’t the enemy, but right now he might as well be.

“Breathe, Quinn.” He pressed his palm to her chest, careful to touch above her bra. “In and out. In and out. Just focus on making my hand move.”

“I can’t!”

“In and out,” he repeated. It had been a week since they’d returned to Annover Park. The animal antibiotics had done their job, and Quinn was on the mend. She still couldn’t walk without the crutches, but normalcy was seeping back into their family. Ava was still waking up with screams so violent that both her parents had grown afraid to sleep, but during the day, she was slowly coming out of her shell. She had her chickens and her kittens and her Darcy, Gatsby, and Jerry. And now she had Dorothy and Toto, the two rescued horses who were thriving in their new home. The safety of the zoo’s fences helped remind Ava of the happy girl she was, and Quinn thought life was finally returning to normal… until she came face to face with the reality that she needed to venture back into that garden.

Now it was her turn to throw an absolute tantrum.

“Stop touching me.” She grabbed Anson’s hand and tried to shove it off her, but he remained steadfast in his comfort.

“Feel my palm,” he soothed. “In and out. Up and down. That’s all you need to do. Just move it up and down.”

“I’m scared,” she sobbed.

“I know.” He lowered his forehead to hers. “So am I, but I’ll be by your side the entire time. So, breathe, Quinn. You’re strong. You can do this.”

Quinn glanced down at his broad hand and focused on how much of her chest it swallowed in its touch. The scars on his knuckles. The dirt under his fingernails. The warmth of his palm catching her heartbeat. She inhaled, focusing on how each swell of her breath moved his hand in an unheard rhythm, and finally she wasn’t crying anymore.

“Now all you have to do is keep breathing,” he said as he peeled his forehead from hers. “You don’t have to do any work. Just prove that the Earth didn’t win.”

She nodded, lifting her fingers to her teeth, but Anson caught them and pulled her already chewed nails away from her mouth.

“Pick a few herbs for dinner. That’s all you have to do.”

“I can’t.”

“You swore to do everything in your power to help Ava,” he said. “Well, this is me helping you. If you don’t face your fears, you have no right telling her to face hers.”

Quinn growled at him. How dare he.

“Make you mad?” He raised his eyebrows at her. “Good. Now go.”

“Walk with me?”

“Every step of the way.”

“Okay.” She inhaled, her hands shaking as she picked up her basket.

“Just stay calm and be gentle,” he said as her toes hovered before the garden’s border. “When the tomato plant grabbed you, it didn’t attack until you freaked out. You fought back. You challenged it, and I think that made it angry. So go slow and don’t fight. Be at peace.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“I know. It doesn’t change the fact that you know I’m right. Don’t be a threat.”

“Don’t be a threat,” Quinn repeated, and then she stepped into the rows of blooming vegetable plants. The dirt was cool between her toes. The breeze rustled her hair, and the sun was warm on her skin. She focused on the peace, on the beauty, and then she was at the tomato plant that almost took her life.

“It’s not going to hurt you,” Anson said from behind her.

“It looks weird.” She bent and slipped a finger below the branches. “It looks…” She swallowed as the horror set in. “It mutated. My blood—this plant is part human now, isn’t it? That’s why it looks almost flesh-like.”

“It looks like only this plant was affected.” Anson crouched beside her. “The others look normal… or what counts as normal now.” He fingered the neighboring leaves to highlight the natural mutations that changed their garden’s design every year. “But we shouldn’t eat from this one. I think you’re right. This is what happened at Pine Hill. Flesh became flora became flesh.”

“We should cut it out.” Quinn stood, but before she could retrieve a shovel, Anson stopped her.

“No, don’t make it angry. Let it live in peace. We aren’t the enemy, so show the Earth that.”

“You want me to let that live?” she hissed. “A tomato plant that’s now part human?”

“That’s now part you.” He lifted her jaw with his knuckles. “We let it live. The only way we survive is if Mother Nature sees our harmony.”

“I can’t.” Quinn’s hands started to shake again. “I can’t come out here every day and see this. It tried to kill me, and it stole my blood. It’s unnatural, and I can’t see part of me mutated in this garden. We need to rip it out.”

“You want Ava to be brave, so be brave yourself. This mutation is proof that you’re probably the only person in this world to have survived an attack. The plants usually mutate the human body, but you altered these tomatoes while escaping unchanged. You won this round, but unlike humans who die after mutation, this plant has thrived after changing. You’re now a part of the earth. Your DNA has become nature. If anyone has proved to our great Mother that they’re worthy of surviving, it’s you. Don’t prove her wrong by ripping these tomatoes out.”

“I hate you,” she spat.

“You hate when I’m right.”

“No, right now I hate you.”

Anson smiled, and it pissed her off that he could smile at her declaration of hate but couldn’t accept her admission of love.

“Come on. Be brave, like you encourage your daughter to be, and finish what you started.” He beckoned her to take his hand and continue through the rows.

“Fine. I’ll let it live, but only because it’ll die come winter.” Quinn limped past it, trying and failing not to cry as she stepped over its unnatural leaves, but she walked by it all the same, and this time, it didn’t attack.
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Anson set the basket of vegetables down just in time to avoid having them knocked out of his hands by a banshee in a tutu. Ava blew past him without a backward glance or a concern for his wellbeing as she shrieked after the cats. No longer tiny kittens, they gave his daughter a run for her money, and it seemed they were on a mission together. A mission to do what? He couldn’t say beyond the fact that it involved a lot of screaming. Nights were still a challenge, but her days were improving as the summer grew unbearably warm. He’d doubted at first, but Quinn had been right. It would take deliberate and careful work, but Ava would get better.

Quinn, on the other hand? She was getting worse. Her initial thankfulness at surviving had withered in the heat, and a deep depression had settled in. She hid it for Ava’s sake, determined to help the girl heal, but the cost was her own happiness. Anson barely recognized the woman limping around the zoo. It was why he’d gathered the ripe vegetables from the garden. She was still too scared to set foot on its dirt, and her leg was struggling to heal. She existed in pain and odd angles, hobbling about the enclosure with barely veiled tears in her eyes, and each day, she looked at him less and less. He didn’t blame her. He’d carved her apart. He’d done this. She might never walk pain-free again, and it was his fault.

Anson paused in the doorway, his daughter more wild animal than human being as she aimed her exuberance at the chickens, and her shrieks hid his footsteps from Quinn. Her back was turned, but he could still see what she held in her hands. Her ballet slippers. Her fingers brushed the fabric as her shoulders heaved, and though she was silent, he could tell she was crying. That’s what hurt him the most. The mourning. She collapsed under her grief when she thought she was alone, but what she didn’t know was that she was seldom alone in her pain. Anson often caught her moments of weakness. He always hovered on the outskirts, letting her exist in aching solitude, but how much longer could he stand by and let her crumble under the weight of her despair? How much longer could he pretend that she’d been successful in hiding her suffering? She mourned in secret, or so she assumed. Would she hate him for admitting that he’d witnessed every private breakdown she’d endured since returning to the zoo all those weeks ago?

“Hey.” He placed a hand on her back, and she almost fell off her chair at his sudden appearance. “I have something I want to show you.” He grabbed the ballet shoes from her hands and slid an arm around her waist. He didn’t wait for her to protest. He simply hauled her, tears and all, off the chair until she was cradled against his chest.

“Ava?” he called as he exited their house. “Ava, where are—Ava, put that chicken down.”

“Why?”

So they’d come to the dreaded ‘why’ phase of every childhood.

“Because I said so,” he answered. God, he sounded like such a cliché.

“Why?” she countered. If Anson didn’t know any better, he’d believe this child was Quinn’s own flesh and blood. Quinn constantly challenged him. Seemed his daughter was about to start too. If only Quinn would challenge him now. He missed the way she fired back when he annoyed her, the way she refused to put up with his crap, or let him blame his childhood for actions he was adult enough to overcome. He wanted Quinn back. His Quinn. Not this shell who lay in his arms as he carried her along the zoo’s walkways.

“Why? Because you need to be nice to the chickens. They are our friends, and you’re not being nice,” he said. “Put the chicken down, or I’ll put you in time-out.”

“Why?”

“Ava.” He pulled out the dad voice, and the little girl dropped the bird. Her defiance had gotten worse since they’d returned to the zoo, an obvious reaction to the trauma she’d endured, but she wasn’t stupid. She understood the difference in her parents’ tones, and the dad voice had her flying to his side.

“Thank you,” he said as she joined him. “Now come with me. I have a surprise for you and Mom.”

“A surprise?” she asked.

“A present.”

“Yay! Is it Christmas?”

“No, Dad just wanted to give you and Mom something nice.”

“What is it?”

“Can you wait two seconds?” he laughed at his daughter. “I’m going to show you.” He carried the uncharacteristically silent Quinn to his secret enclosure and set her down outside its locked doors. “Are you ready?” he asked as Ava bounced on her toes, nodding her head in time with her tutu’s bobs. “Surprise!” He opened the door, and Ava raced inside, only to give him a confused glare.

“Where is it?” she asked.

“It’s a ballet studio,” Quinn finally spoke, her eyes lighting up at the recognition, and hope flickered to life in his chest. “You built us a ballet studio?” She stared at him with tears welling in her eyes, and he stepped to the windows and opened the shades he’d hung to keep her from peeking inside and ruining her surprise.

“I did.” He smiled at her. Of all the things he’d built on this farm, this gift was his masterpiece. He’d installed a dance floor that he’d ripped up and ballet barres stolen from the same studio. He’d then hung every mirror he’d salvaged on one wall. It was a Picasso of mirrors, mismatched and uneven, the images fractured and haphazard, but they covered the entire room. There was not a single section of the studio where Ava and Quinn couldn’t watch themselves dance.

“The living room is no place for ballet lessons, so I’ve been working on this in my spare time,” he said.

“It’s beautiful.” Quinn temporarily forgot her depression as she gawked at her new space. Ava had already taken to testing out the floor with absolutely wild and incorrect spins, yet she was perfect to watch. Quinn had been right about their daughter. She’d be okay. Maybe not today, but she would be okay. She had two parents who loved her.

“Daddy, dance with me!” she demanded as she grabbed the barre and mimicked her mother’s warm-ups.

“No, that’s okay. This is for you to…” he trailed off when he saw the depression slip back into Quinn’s eyes; her momentary excitement gone as she realized she couldn’t enjoy the barre. So Anson did something he never did. He made a fool of himself.

“Okay, show me what to do.” He kicked off his work boots and joined his daughter. Ava started rattling off the instructions she’d heard her mother repeat dozens of times, and then the two of them were moving, both equally atrocious in their grace.

But then Quinn laughed.

So Anson did it again.

Quinn laughed harder, and it wasn’t long before all three of them were cackling at his horrendous moves.

“Mommy, dance with us!” Ava shouted, and before the request stole Quinn’s joy, Anson scooped her into his arms and spun her about the room, his legs dancing for her. She laughed at the spin, and to complete the family moment, he bent down and made Ava climb onto his back. He whirled both of his girls around the floor, Ava shrieking as her little arms choked his neck, and when Quinn collapsed against him from laughing too hard, he buried his nose in her hair.

“Ava’s going to be okay,” he whispered into her ear as he crouched to let his daughter scramble down to pirouette on her own. “And so are you. I’ll be here every step of the way, and you’ll dance again. I promise.”

“I don’t think I will,” her voice sobered as the girl who wasn’t his Quinn took back over her body. “I’m too messed up.”

“Hey.” He nudged her with his nose until she looked at him. “You wouldn’t let Ava give up, so I won’t let you. You’re going to dance again.”

“Doesn’t matter how many times you say that, it won’t happen.”

“It will.”

“Stop saying that.”

“It will.”

“It doesn’t matter how positive you try to be; my leg is never getting better,” she spat, her beautiful face turning ugly. “So shut up.”

“Nope.” He dipped her and then whirled her around.

“Put me down.”

“Nope.”

“Anson!”

“Quinn.” He stared at her, his dad voice booming out of his chest.

“I don’t want to do this anymore.”

“Too bad.”

“Anson!” She shoved him with so much hate that if he’d been anyone else, he’d be wounded, but he’d grown up with real hate. This was just a scared girl throwing a tantrum.

“You love to call me out on my crap.” He jerked her close, forcing her to look into his eyes. “God, do you love to yell at me. How about I return the favor? I don’t care how long it takes. You’re going to get better, and you’re going to dance again.”

“I hate you,” she hissed under her breath so the oblivious Ava couldn’t hear.

“If only that were true. You forget who you’re talking to, kid,” he reverted to his old nickname to rile her up. “I know real hate, and you don’t have an ounce in you.”

“I am not a kid.” She shoved him again.

“Then stop acting like one.”

“Screw you!”

“That’s it. Get mad. Fight me. Insult me. Just don’t shut down because if you do, you’ll never dance again, and I really want to pass by these windows while I work and catch glimpses of how beautifully you move.”

“You’re annoying.” She sagged in his arms.

“I know. I wonder who made me that way?” He smirked at her as he tried to wipe the sweat from his brow mid-spin. “Before you, I didn’t care, so it’s your fault. So how about it, kid?” He winked. “Dance with me in this studio until you can dance by yourself?”

“No.”

“Great, it’s a deal.” Anson hadn’t realized how deeply he needed her until he started losing her, how important and integral to his life she’d become until she shut down. The old Anson would’ve walled himself off and prepared to lose her, but this twenty-four-year-old was worse than the vines. She’d grown inside him, altering him on a cellular level until he didn’t recognize himself. He couldn’t let walls separate them this time. He was going to pull her out of the darkness like she’d done three years ago for him when he first saw her climb onto that car to save Ava. She was the reason he’d survived his father. She was why he’d survived the bridge. Quinn was his second chance. His last chance. He was going to change for her, even if it killed him, because letting her disappear into her pain was worse than death.

“Quinn.” He stopped with the teasing and lowered his lips to her ear. “You will dance again.” He hoped she heard the truth in his voice, and not just his prophecy about her healing. The other truth. The one he couldn’t say, even though it consumed his life. “And it’s going to be beautiful.”
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Quinn glared at the ballet shoes in her hands. She wanted to burn the damn things, but Anson would just leave the zoo and return with another scavenged pair. True to his word, he’d refused to let her give up. Together they fought to bring Ava back from the brink, and then, when Quinn’s darkness crept in, he descended into the blackness and waged war beside her. She was surprised he’d lasted so long. Weeks had gone by, and she’d been nothing but a devil. She cursed him out and called him all kinds of insulting names as he forced her to strengthen her disfigured leg, but he’d just laughed and told her to try harder. He’d been called so much worse, so he was disappointed in her creativity. Which only made her angrier. She recognized that her behavior was irrational. He’d had no choice. It was cut her apart or let the garden claim her. She was thankful she was alive. Truly, she was, but how positive could a girl be? The things they’d survived. The things she’d had to do to survive. It was a history of endless nightmares, and losing her leg’s strength was the straw that broke her back. She couldn’t be brave anymore. She couldn’t be strong. This family looked to her for love, but no one fed into her the way she needed, and she couldn’t do it anymore. Not when she was a mangled and deformed monster. She avoided looking at her calf. It was a grotesque mess, and each time she caught sight of its hideousness, she hated Anson a little more.

“Screw it.” Quinn slipped on the ballet slippers and limped to the back corner of the studio. Anson had been helping her with physical therapy for weeks now, and despite her violence toward him, her leg was growing stronger. Each day, she could put more weight on her foot, so when he’d left to check the traps and Ava lay down for an afternoon nap, she’d grabbed her shoes and rushed here. She wanted to try a simple combo without him hovering because she’d be damned if she let him see her triumph. Every time he yelled at her to take another step, to complete another exercise, she hated him more. She’d never wanted to hit someone so badly in her entire life.

Or maybe she didn’t want to slap him. Maybe the way he touched her during therapy reminded her she’d loved him for three years, but he refused to love her back. Maybe she didn’t hate him. Perhaps she was merely tired of the loneliness. She poured all her love into her family, but Ava was too young to refill her cup. Quinn was empty. No one loved her in return, and she missed her mother. She missed how loved she felt when her mom was alive, how important she was in her mom’s eyes.

Clearing her throat, Quinn extended pointed toes and began. She teetered across the room, all left feet and no grace, and halfway through the simple routine, she tripped, stumbling forward until she smacked into the wall. She cursed at the impact, and pausing to catch her breath, she returned to the back of the studio to try again.

And she failed again, this time slipping out of the pirouette so spectacularly that she gave herself a panic attack.

So she reset.

And reset.

And reset.

Time after time, she stumbled and tripped and flailed. Each attempt grew worse, her coordination a seething mess by the last try, and with a bolt of pain ripping through her leg, she crashed to the floor.

Deep and soul-crushing sobs ripped through her as she curled into the fetal position. She couldn’t do this. It hurt too badly. She’d never dance again. Anson and his butcher’s knife had stolen that from her.

“Get up,” a commanding rumble interrupted her self-pity, and Quinn jerked up to find Anson leaning in the doorway. How long had he been standing there watching her fail?

“You can do it,” he said, his voice always so damn even and unemotional.

“No, I can’t!” Her voice wobbled as snot dripped from her nose. “I can’t do this.”

“Yes, you can. You’ve been strengthening your leg for weeks. You can do it.”

“Shut up!” she spat. “Just shut up! I can’t be brave and strong all the time. I’m tired. I’m so damn tired, and I want my mom.” She curled into a ball and let the ugliness wrack her body. “I feel so empty. I’m always taking care of everyone else, and I can’t do this. So leave me alone.”

“I won’t leave you alone,” he whispered.

“Why? You always do.”

“I know,” his voice faltered. “And I’m sorry I couldn’t be there for you like your mom, like how you needed. But I was always there for you. I still am. So please get up and try again. You can do this.”

“Why do you want me to do this so badly?” She glared at him. “Why do you care if I dance?”

“Because it brings you joy, and you taught me there’s more to life than just surviving.”

“That’s low, using my line against me.” She smiled through her tears.

“I know.” He shrugged. “Did it work?”

“Maybe.” She pushed herself to her feet. “I don’t know why I feel like this, why I’m angry all the time, and I want to give up. I’m breaking apart, and I can’t manage my own brain. I know you saved my life, but I hate you for it.”

“Because I ruined your leg?” he asked, and she nodded. “That’s the first time you’ve admitted that,” he continued. “I knew you were upset about the scars. I see it on your face, but you held it in. You pretended everything was fine. To use your words against you again, you have to let me in.”

“Rich, coming from you,” she scoffed.

“I know.” He sagged in humiliation, and Quinn realized he was right. She was so used to the wall that she’d hidden the truest parts of herself from him, and resentment had taken root.

“Well, I hate you for what you did to my leg.” She wiped her tears from her eyes, but it did little good. They wouldn’t stop falling. “And I miss my mom. I miss her guidance, but most of all, I miss her hugs. I think sometimes I hate you for not being her.”

Anson cocked his head.

“Not like that,” she choked on a laugh. “I meant, the morning before the bridge, I was in my bed with her. She slept with me that night, and when I left for school, she told me how much she loved me. She kissed me too many times, and I was the most loved girl in the world. But when I went to sleep that night at Pine Hill, no one loved me. Ava loves me now, but she’s my daughter. It’s my job to love her the way my mom loved me, but there’s this emptiness in my life that no one has come close to filling. I guess I was hoping you would fill it, but that isn’t fair to expect of you. Like you said, you can’t be with me just because we’re the last decent people left.”

Anson’s usually stoic face shifted, his expression unreadable in its oddity, so Quinn ignored it.

“I filled the void Mom left with our life,” she continued. “With books and Ava and dance and the animals. But in saving me, you ruined my ability to dance, and with it my distraction. I’ve been hanging on by a thread for three years now, and I know it’s not fair to you, but saving me stole one of the few things masking my loneliness. So I don’t hate you. I just hate that I don’t have the love that was always there.”

Anson didn’t answer, but the shame on his features spoke volumes. He couldn’t love her the way she needed him to. Or he wouldn’t love her. Either way, guilt ate at him for her suffering, but she somehow felt better. He was right. She needed to let him in. She needed to tell him the truth. Only then could she finally release her resentment.

“I’m sorry, Anson,” she whispered. “I know it isn’t fair to expect so much yet never actually tell you. I think I was just afraid that if I confessed how I felt, you would shut me out.”

“I tend to do that,” he admitted. “I’m not good at this family stuff. I’m trying, though.”

“I’m trying too.”

“Do you feel better now?” he asked.

“Maybe?” She shrugged. She felt better about admitting why her anger had boiled over, but a new brand of disappointment settled in her chest at the realization that while she loved her family, a piece would always be missing. That part of her would always be empty because she’d fallen for a man who was too broken to give her what he couldn’t even give himself.

“So try again,” he said.

“Seriously?” She glared at him. “We’re back at that?”

“I told you that you would dance again. Just give it one more shot.”

“Fine.” Quinn stormed to the back of the studio. “But only because I need you to shut up.”

“Whatever works.” He shrugged as he leaned against the door and crossed his arms to watch, and just to spite him, she extended her pointed toes. She’d complete the combo even if it killed her.

Ticking off counts of eight in her head, she flowed into a pirouette, moving step by step through the shapes and positions, her leg screaming the entire time. Her body shook as she fought for balance, for control, for grace. She achieved none of them, but she didn’t fall. She strained and extended and fumbled. She floated and spun and heaved ugly breaths. But she did not fall, and with one final push for the grand finale, she roared through the pain to strike the ending pose.

“I did it!” she coughed, her lungs screaming at the exertion, but she couldn’t stop the smile. She’d done it. Poorly, but she’d completed the combo. Anson had kept his promise. She’d danced. “I did it,” she repeated, her chest heaving as she struggled to catch her breath, but Anson didn’t answer her. He simply stared at her with his unwavering stoicism and unreadable expression. The connection they’d shared moments before had vanished, the unyielding man back in charge, but before Quinn could spiral back down depression’s ladder, he shoved off the wall and charged for her.

“To hell with fighting this,” he groaned through gritted teeth, and then his hand slipped through her hair. His fist closed around the tendrils, the urgency dragging her across the last few inches dividing them, and then his lips crashed against hers.
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CHAPTER
EIGHTEEN



Quinn moved despite the pain, despite the heartache, and something about the way her arms wove patterns in the air as she battled to reach the end of the combination cracked Anson’s chest wide open. Her resilience, her beauty, her raw need for him to stop being so selfish, split a gaping hole in the crumbling wall he fought so hard to keep building. So he let it crumble. He let the bricks fall, her every pointed toe and labored breath ripping yet another stack down until she was within his borders.

“I did it!” she coughed, her chest heaving as she struggled to recover. Pride spread across her features. Pride and joy and a love she could no longer hide. She tried. He’d seen her bury it time and again, but she shouldn’t have to bury something so beautiful. His father had dug a hole so deep that his love could never claw its way out of the grave, but that wasn’t the future Quinn deserved. Her love was pure and beautiful, and it made the world a better place when it flowed freely. He was the one stifling her. He was the one breaking her.

And he was the one ruining himself.

“To hell with fighting this,” he groaned through gritted teeth, her features pinching as he stormed for her. Confusion and alarm tensed her muscles, but then his fingers were in her hair, fisting the strands until it was impossible to tell where he ended and she began. For a split second, she resisted his pull, but then his lips crashed against hers. His free arm found her waist until they were one body, not two, and understanding what his wordless declaration meant, Quinn wrapped her arms around his neck. He loved that about her. Perhaps they’d been together too long, but she understood him without words, and she answered his love with a declaration of her own. Her fingers slipped through his salt-and-pepper hair, her lips kissing him in a way he’d never been touched before, and he thought he might pass out. He’d kissed other women in his lifetime. Never one who truly loved him, though, and this kiss was a religious experience. She was heaven, and he was hell, and together they were complete.

Anson stumbled at the intensity, but instead of letting her go, he slipped to the floor, taking her with him as he collapsed under the weight of his emotions. He couldn’t breathe, but he didn’t want to. He wanted her. Inside him, surrounding him, so much a part of him that, like the vines, she would alter him from the inside out.

And then Quinn moaned.

The sound electrocuted his brain, and Anson felt more animal than human as he deepened the kiss. He couldn’t think. He couldn’t reason. His body existed in a haze that was controlled by the woman in his arms, and he didn’t realize his hands were under her shirt until she gasped a heady cry in his ear.

“Sorry.” He cursed as he jerked back, realizing he’d been seconds away from taking her on the ballet studio’s floor, but Quinn caught his face before he could retreat.

“Stop it.” Her breathless voice mixed arousal and heartache through the demand. “Stop always trying to shut me out.”

“I’m not,” he choked out the words. The pressure of her in his lap was too intense to allow for speech. “It’s just…” He gestured to the mirrors watching them, and with an expression that might kill him, Quinn reached over his head and grabbed his shirt. She gave a soft tug, unleashing the caged beast, and Anson fully surrendered to her. She’d claimed to have loved him since the bridge. He suspected he’d been born loving her. He just hadn’t known it yet.

“Are you sure?” he groaned against her mouth as she ripped off his shirt.

“Do you love me?” Hope and fear shook her body at those four words.

“I…” he couldn’t get the answer out. Those weren’t words he ever confessed.

“Yes or no,” she whispered. “It’s that easy. Do you love me?”

He pulled her close until he buried his face in her throat. He couldn’t look at her when he spoke. He wasn’t brave enough. “I think you’re the only person I’ve ever loved.”

Tears splashed onto his skin as Quinn wrapped him tighter in her embrace. To be hugged like this. He’d never experienced it. The raw power of another human’s emotions. The pull of another’s arms, of their need spilling from their chest into his. No one had ever held him this tightly, this protectively. He’d kept her safe these past three years, yet she was the one who protected him.

“Then yes, I’m sure,” she whispered into his hair. “Because you already know how much I love you.”

Her words were permission, were a healing balm his fractured heart had been dying for, and he finally gave himself to the stranger he’d pulled off of a car, who became his entire world. He peeled her clothes off, worship in his every touch, and then he laid her down on the floor, catching a glimpse of their movement in the mirrors. He’d seen her body before, but never like this. Never like the salvation that she was, and he parted her legs, his touch a holy sacrament. There was no going back after this. No undoing his heart from hers. This moment. It was a marriage. She was within his walls now. He would rebuild the fortress around them both. It didn’t matter if she grew tired of him in his old age. It didn’t matter if she stopped loving him. From this moment on, he would love her until she buried his bones in the dirt.

As if hearing his torrent of thoughts spilling from his mind, Quinn captured his face in her hands and held his gaze as he entered her. It was slow and awkward, and despite his care, it hurt her. Three years was a long time to be celibate, and he knew this moment wouldn’t be like the movies. It would be messy and weird as they learned from each other, but it would be no less magical. True and untainted love was always magic.

They didn’t speak as they ceased to be two separate souls on that dance floor. With the mirrors as their witness, they moved and moaned and mis-stepped. It was clumsy. It was beautiful, and as his breathing quickened, Anson grabbed her face and twisted it to their reflection. He kissed her cheek, holding her tight against his chest, and he held her reflection’s gaze in the mirror. She blushed at the sight of them, biting her lip as she tried to turn away, but he held her still as he deepened his movements.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered in her ear. “And not just this.” He ran a hand down her cheek until it rested over her heart. “You made me human again. I don’t think we stuck together because you needed me. We stayed together because I needed you. I’m just sorry it took me so long to figure that out.”

“I’m not.” Quinn grabbed his hand over her heart, and with pride, he could tell she was close. “I’ll never be sorry for the years where you selflessly proved you’re the man I always suspected you to be.”

Anson cursed, losing all control at the love in her voice, and he forced himself to wait until she was screaming in pleasure before he tore himself away from her.

“Are you okay?” Quinn gawked at the sudden absence of his warmth and then giggled, falling back to the floor as he spilled onto her thighs. “My God, it’s been so long since I dated anyone that I almost forgot where kids come from.” She reached for him and pulled his shaking body on top of hers. “We already have one child that we got without ever even sleeping together. Our luck would be to get a second our first time after years of celibacy.”

“We’ll need to be careful.” He kissed her slowly, savoring the way her skin felt against his. He’d spent so long trying never to imagine this moment that his head might explode at the reality of her. “Maybe there’s stuff at the drugstores that still works.”

“So we’re doing this?” She pulled away to stare into his eyes, and he, once again, marveled at the fact that she was younger than he was. Her emotional maturity put him to shame, and not one to avoid life’s complexity, she wasted no time getting to this conversation. “Because you accused me of kissing you because I was lonely. I love you. I want this family with you. But I can’t go back to the way things were. I can’t guess what you’re thinking or feeling. Are we a real family now? Mom, dad, and daughter… in the traditional sense. Are you in this with me?”

“You don’t throw your punches.” He smirked as he kissed her chest.

“Because if you take this from me, it’ll break my heart. I don’t think I would ever recover if you erected that wall between us again. I need to know that you won’t hurt me.”

“The wall is back up.” He gripped her chin and forced her to look at him. “You’re just inside it with me now.”

Quinn smiled, and if her smile were the last thing he saw before he died, he’d leave this life peacefully. “I love you,” she whispered. “As horrible as this sounds, I am glad the world ended. It gave me you and Ava, and I can’t survive without either of you. You both are the only family I ever want.”

“Good thing you’re stuck with us.” Anson peeled her off the floor and settled her in his lap. “And I’m as sick in the head as you are because I thank God we three were on that bridge together. You healed parts of me I thought were dead. It’s why it took so long for me to accept that I loved someone so much younger. I didn’t want to poison you. I also didn’t want to take advantage. This isn’t why I saved you.”

“Trust me, I know.” Quinn rolled her eyes. “You made me wait three years. Three years!” She kissed him with a giggle. “Only a monster would make a girl wait for three years.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he moaned against her mouth.

“In all seriousness, though. It’s one reason I love you. You were my friend first.” She grabbed his face. “Don’t go backwards, okay? I’m not Laura or your mother. I’m not leaving you, and I don’t secretly hate you. You’re my best friend and the father of my child. Let’s move forward together as a family.”

“I can’t promise I’ll be good at this,” he said.

“I don’t care if you’re good at first. I care that you try. You need to try, because I can’t go back to how things were.”

“I promise.” He wrapped her in an inescapable hug. “I won’t ruin this. It took me a long time to come to terms with being loved, but I’m done fighting this.”
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“Quinn.” Anson tapped her shoulder and nodded at his chest. “She’s asleep.”

Quinn closed the book and ran a hand down her daughter’s back. Reading before bed had become a tradition, but this was the first night they felt like a true family, the trio crammed onto Ava’s twin mattress in the tiny room that was unrecognizable as the cage it once was. Quinn had transformed it into a pink wonderland, and Anson had installed a rechargeable nightlight for her since she still wasn’t sleeping well.

“Goodnight, princess. Mommy loves you.” Quinn kissed her daughter’s head and then helped Anson slip out from under the little girl so that he didn’t wake her. It was as if even Ava sensed Anson’s surrender to this family, and she’d chosen to cuddle him for story time instead of her mother.

“Goodnight, kiddo.” Anson ran a hand down her arm, his fingers coming to rest on the strawberry-shaped birthmark on her forearm. It had gotten bigger over the years, but he’d simply planted strawberries in the garden, telling Ava that they’d magically started growing because of her. Quinn loved that Ava believed him. The world might have ended, but there was still magic to be found.

“You joked earlier about how we got a kid without sleeping together,” he said. “Have you ever realized just how much you two look alike, though? Sometimes I forget you aren’t her biological mother.”

“It’s the hair color and the facial expressions,” Quinn whispered as they retreated to the doorway to watch their baby sleep.

“She does make the same faces as you, come to think of it. Sometimes when she’s talking to me, I feel like I’m looking at you. I don’t think she picked up anything from me, though.”

“When she doesn’t want to listen, she crosses her arms… like so.” Quinn swatted his arms, which were folded over his chest.

“No, that stubborn streak is all you,” he teased.

“Yeah, yeah, blame it all on me.” She rolled her eyes as she closed the bedroom door. She didn’t mean her annoyance, though. She loved seeing herself in another human being, and for the first time since they’d moved into Annover Park, she let herself imagine what a child born of her womb would look like.

“Don’t be too hard on yourself.” He rubbed her back in mock sympathy. “No parent is perfect.”

Quinn shoved him, but he caught her wrists and started to pull her into his room when he froze.

“Yeah.” He dropped her arms as if she were constructed of acid snow. “So… goodnight?” It came out as a question.

“I don’t think so.” She pushed him inside, closing the door behind them before guiding him backwards to his bed. For three years, they’d been nothing but friends. She had no interest in taking it slow now, and by the way he yanked his shirt off, neither did he. She understood his hesitation. In the world before, their age gap would’ve been met with doubts and judgment, but Quinn was raising a toddler and animals in an apocalypse where everything from tomatoes to men tried to kill her. She wasn’t a child anymore. This world had aged her, and better a good and honorable man than one her own age.

Finished with his clothes, Anson helped relieve her of hers, and the minute nothing separated them, she pushed him to the mattress and climbed on top of him. She ignored the soreness and surrendered to the pleasure, to the love, to the safety of being in the arms of the most dangerous man she’d ever met. Anson had to press his palm over her mouth to stop her from waking Ava, but by the fire in his eyes, he loved every second of his restraint. He loved the way she watched him, the way she moved atop him, the way she proved her devotion until she was sprawled across his chest, heaving for breath.

“Are you going to sleep here?” he asked after he cleaned them up, but Quinn couldn’t tell by his expression if that was hope or annoyance in his question.

“We’ve slept in the same bed dozens of times,” she said, hoping it would encourage him to voice his feelings.

“Not like this.” He gestured to her naked body gracing his sheets.

“What do you want?” she challenged. She wasn’t going to answer this for him.

Anson said nothing, and disappointment tried to set in, but he climbed into the bed beside her before it could take root and hauled her onto his chest. His arms closed around her, the power in his hold warning that she wouldn’t be able to leave even if she wanted to.

“I called you kid in the beginning because if I reminded myself how young you were, I wouldn’t consider falling for you,” he finally said, their silence so long that she’d almost fallen asleep inside his safety. “It was easier to think of you as a daughter or just a friend because I’ve lost everyone I’ve ever cared about, but the longer we survived together, the more I realized you weren’t just some kid. You’re smart and brave and mature. You were wholly unprepared for motherhood, yet you protected Ava with a fierceness my own mother never possessed. I can’t tell you how many times over these past years I’ve watched you with Ava and wondered how different my life would’ve been if I had a mother so devoted to me.”

“You can’t compare me to her, though,” Quinn whispered, her heart breaking for the child Anson couldn’t leave behind. His upbringing was the reason for their survival. If he hadn’t lived so many tortured years, all three of them would be long dead, but it still ripped her open every time she imagined the pain he’d endured.

“Your father wasn’t safe. He crippled her,” she continued. “I would be different if you hadn’t broken the cycle. If you were like him, I might collapse in on myself too.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” he said, the insistence in his voice strong. “I saw you at that compound. You would’ve killed every last one of those soldiers.”

“Yet I couldn’t even pull the trigger on Martha. You had to do it for me.”

“You didn’t pull the trigger because I was there,” he said. “I may not be perfect, but you’ve known from the beginning that I’ll always protect you. If you’d been there alone, you wouldn’t have hesitated. And don’t forget you were the one who saved us from those hospital men.”

“I like the way you talk about me,” she whispered into his warm skin. “But you make me sound perfect, and I’m not.”

“To me, you are,” he said. “It’s why I couldn’t open up. I love you too much, but I’m a curse. If I lose you⁠—”

“Stop.” Quinn shoved off his chest to stare into his eyes. “Would you just stop, please. You say the same things over and over, but by speaking them out into the universe, you’re putting that curse on us. You aren’t losing us. And loving you isn’t me settling because there’s no one else. I know you worry that if there were options, my love might not be enough. That if younger men were available, I might choose differently. But get this through your thick skull.” She tapped his head, internally smirking at how the movement made him glance down at her bare chest for a second before he refocused on her face. “Even if the world returned to normal, I would love you. I would choose you. You’re a good man, besides….” She sat up, giving him a full view of what had been so distracting. “Have you seen yourself? We have a lot of mirrors in the dance studio. Go look at yourself one day. You are disgustingly handsome.”

“Disgustingly?” he laughed as his hands wandered over her skin.

“I know. I’m showing my age.” She watched his fingers explore her body. “But let me be girly about this for one second. I’m not a mom or a survivor or a farmer right now. I’m a girl in love, and you are beautiful.”

“Not like you.”

“Better.” She lay back down just in time to feel his ribs vibrate with absolute disgust at her comment.

“You’re ridiculous,” he laughed below her, and she kissed his chest, his hand’s exploration waking up her entire body.

“No, I’m happy.”

“Are you?” His voice sobered.

“We have our terrible days, and on those days, I hate life, but for the most part, I’m happy with you and Ava in our zoo. It’s a good life; one I would’ve thrown a fit about in high school if you’d told me this is how I’d end up, but I’m happy. Really happy now that you’ve finally realized you’re in love with me.”

“I was thinking,” he said as his hands resumed their torturous study of her body. “We should be careful with our affection around Ava until we see how this goes between us.”

“Nice try,” Quinn choked on her laugh. She was naked in his bed listening to him confess how much he loved her, yet he was still fighting it. “We’ve lived together for three years. We already know everything about each other, and we love each other despite our flaws. We’ve survived hell and each other’s worst. Adding romance won’t change anything. We’re a family. A mom and dad. A husband and wife. Nothing will break that. Besides, Ava needs to see a healthy relationship in action. I have my parents’ example to live by, and every time we add a photo to my mom’s album, it’s an ode to her and the precedent she and my father set. Ava needs to see real love play out before her. Happy, loving, and respectful parents, because, as foolish as it is, I’m holding out hope that, one day, the world returns to some semblance of normal. I’m praying that Ava won’t grow up in a world without people. I pray that we’ll find families like ours, so that she won’t die alone. Right now, we’ve been focused on survival, but I can’t help but think about Ava’s future, and I need to believe that she won’t be lonely once we’re gone. But her success starts here. We have to lead by example.”

“Husband and wife?” Anson playfully pinched her hip until she squirmed. “How can we be married? I haven’t even proposed.”

“We’re living through an apocalypse and raising a child together. It’s the end of the world, yet we still found someone worth loving. Is there any more married than that?”

“I guess not.”

“What?” Quinn traced teasing lines down his abdomen. “You don’t like the idea of being married to me?”

Anson froze under her, and even though she’d been mostly joking, his hesitation twisted her stomach.

“Forget I said anything.” She tried to pull away from him, but he halted her escape.

“I was just thinking. Calm down,” he said, his expression once again unreadable. “I don’t miss the world before. This one has been happier for me, but I was picturing you in a wedding dress. That is something I would’ve liked to see.”

“Yeah,” she relaxed in his embrace. “It sucks I’ll never get to wear one or have my dad walk me down the aisle.”

“He wouldn’t have walked you down if I’d been waiting for you anyway.”

“What do you mean?” She pinched his waist with just enough pressure to make him flinch. “He led us to this zoo. It’s kept us safe and mostly happy. He definitely would’ve walked me down the aisle.”

“Okay.” He nodded, playing along, but she didn’t need him to believe her to know. If her father could see her now, she knew he would love Anson despite his age and flaws for giving his little girl a future that wasn’t riddled with pain, a future where hope had taken root just as deeply as that vengeful tomato plant.
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Anson watched Quinn’s back rise and fall in the darkness. She’d fallen asleep hugging him, but had eventually rolled over to sprawl out on her stomach in the heat. She was so beautiful, and not because she was sleeping gracefully. She was anything but angelic in her slumber, her body hogging half the bed with her mouth open as her limbs bent at awkward angles. Only someone truly dead to the world would be caught sleeping like that, and that’s why she was so lovely. There was no fear stressing her muscles. She was safe in his presence, free to rest, to be herself, even if it left him with barely any mattress space. He’d broken the cycle. He wasn’t his father.

It didn’t mean he was free of the man, though.

And that’s why he couldn’t sleep, why he’d lain here for the last hour watching Quinn’s oblivion. He knew she loved him. Of that, he had no doubt. They were partners in this apocalypse, warriors that stood between Ava and certain death. They were friends. Why? He wasn’t sure. He wasn’t a friendly person, yet somehow, Quinn understood him. She was brave enough to call him out and strong enough to tear down his walls. She was also soft enough to gift him peace for the first time in his life. It wasn’t lost on him that he could step outside and be torn apart by a mutating blade of grass, yet this was the most peaceful he’d ever felt. A twenty-four-year-old and a three-year-old had done that. They were his second chance in every way that mattered, and he loved them for it. He would love them forever. Quinn and Ava. There would be no one else for him.

But try as he might, he couldn’t shake the question of whether he was it for Quinn. She loved him deeply, but would she consider herself his wife if there were other options? Would she have chosen a man already going grey at thirty-nine if there had been younger men available? If she’d had options, would she have loved him like a father or older brother instead of a husband? He hated his mind for even entertaining these questions. He wanted to believe her when she promised she’d love him even in the world before, but he wasn’t stupid. Fifteen years and premature grey hair weren’t something young women chose when given the choice.

And even if she picked him, he couldn’t help but feel it wasn’t fair to her. He’d had a life before her. He’d had women and a marriage. He’d seen what was out there. He’d had a chance to decide for himself. He didn’t need the last woman alive to tempt him into a relationship. Only Quinn could’ve done that.

But she hadn’t lived. She hadn’t loved, and now she was stuck with a man whose dark hair grew whiter with every year. It wasn’t fair to her.

Or maybe he was looking for another reason to rebuild his wall because now that he’d finally let her in, losing her would kill him. And he would lose her. He always lost the people he loved.
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“That smells good.” Anson kissed her cheek as he peeked over her shoulder.

“Well, hands off; it’s not for dinner.” Quinn slapped his knuckles. “I made stew with the last of the venison before it spoiled, and I’m canning it.” During their second summer at the zoo, Anson had found a pressure canner and a canning cookbook at a retail store. This new skill had saved them on more than one occasion, so she was getting a head start on prepping for winter.

“How was the supply run?” she asked. Summer had faded, giving way to fall, and even though he’d only been gone a few days, this was their first time apart since their relationship turned romantic, and Quinn hated every second of missing him.

“I returned to that vet and raided all the medication,” he said. “I also found you some more canning jars like you asked.”

“Oh, perfect. I never thought we would eat our way through the canned goods from the grocery stores, but we’re starting to run out. It’s amazing how much three people can eat.”

“Because we need more calories now than we did before the bridge.”

“All that slave labor you make me do.” She winked at him, and he retaliated by grabbing a spoon and digging it into the stew.

“Hey! I will make you dinner when I’m done.”

“Oh, that’s good.”

“Not too gamey?”

“I grew up on venison. I’m the wrong person to ask.”

“Ava will too, but not me.” She made a face. She’d become a lot more adventurous in her eating over the past three years, but she still protested half the meals.

“I think it’s good. I’m starving. You sure I can’t have just a small bowl?”

“Your patience is worse than Ava’s.” But she grabbed a bowl and gave it to him anyway. At the rate she was going, dinner was hours away.

“Where’s the peanut?” he asked as he dug into his hard-won victory.

“She woke up this morning in a mood, so I made her weed the garden with me. It wore her out. She fell asleep on her lunch, so I cleaned her up and put her down for a nap. You can wake her if you like. I don’t want her to sleep too long. She’ll never go to bed.”

“I’ll wake her after I eat,” he said. “I looked into that other thing you wanted.”

“Oh, yeah?” That got her attention.

“Did you know most of it expires after two years?”

“No, but then again, I didn’t have much need for birth control in college.”

“Good,” Anson muttered under his breath. “But regardless of whether it’s a pill or a physical item, most are expired or will be soon, so we’re back in the dark ages when it comes to pregnancy prevention.”

“I’ve been thinking.” Quinn sat in the chair beside him and took his hand, this new development feeling like a sign. “We were both only children, and while I was happy, I sometimes think I would’ve liked a sibling. Well… maybe not now that I know the world ends because they’d be one more person to mourn, but still. I would’ve loved a sister, and as morbid as it sounds, I’m worried about what happens when we die. I hope it’s when we’re old and grey, but Ava will eventually lose us. It’s been bothering me more and more since you and I got together. We’re happy in our love, and Ava is happy now, but one day, she’ll be alone. I can’t bear that thought. I still pray that we’ll find other decent families with kids so that Ava won’t be alone, but what if that never happens? What if it’s just us for the rest of our lives?”

“What are you saying?” Anson looked like his food had been poisoned.

“Siblings aren’t the same as a husband or friends, but they’re still companionship,” Quinn said, suddenly worried that this conversation wouldn’t end the way she’d expected it to. “When we’re gone, siblings would mean that Ava wouldn’t be alone. She would have someone to watch her back, someone to love her so she doesn’t die in solitude. Besides, I’ve always wanted to be a mother. I became one much earlier than expected, but I love Ava with my entire being. It doesn’t matter that she’s not of my flesh. She might as well be my blood with how much I love her. Being her mom is the greatest thing that has ever happened to me, and I want more kids.” She cupped his jaw. “I want your kids. I want to create a life that is part of both of us. Ava would love a sibling, and I love you. Let’s fill this zoo with mini-Ansons and⁠—”

“No.” His answer came so fast that it slapped Quinn in the face.

“What?” She gawked at him as he peeled her hands off his cheeks.

“No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

“We aren’t having kids.” He stood up and dumped his bowl in the sink.

“Why not?” She jumped up and raced after him. “Is this about your father? Are you afraid that if you have biological kids, you’ll pass down his⁠—”

“No, this is about you,” he cut her off, and her stomach fell through her body to pin her feet to the floor.

“Why don’t you want children with me?” Her voice shook without her permission.

“Because pregnancy is the largest cause of fatalities in women,” he said. “Even with doctors and hospitals, pregnancy is dangerous, but in this world? The survival rate plummeted with that bridge. The chances of you surviving childbirth are dangerously low, and I’m not losing you.”

“Anson…” She stepped forward, but he caught her wrists before she could touch him.

“No, Quinn.” He stared at her with such resolve that she could almost taste his fear polluting the air between them. “You made me love you. I tried not to. I tried to stay away, but you’re now the only reason I keep breathing. You and Ava are my purpose in this world, and if you die, it’ll kill me. I can’t lose you. I won’t do it.”

“Anson.”

“I will not do it,” he growled. “I’m not letting you die.”

“Okay.” She cupped his face, her hands shaking with him.

“You don’t understand.” He cupped her face in return, pressing his forehead to hers. “You’re the first person who’s ever loved me, and childbirth is deadly. We already have one beautiful child. I won’t risk you for another. I won’t watch you die. Not after what happened with your leg.”

“Okay, okay.” Quinn folded him into her arms, his body vibrating as he pulled her impossibly close. “No kids. Not now at least.”

“Not ever,” he mumbled into her neck.

“Okay.” She smoothed his hair as she held him tight. This broken man. He seemed so invincible, but she’d given him a weakness, something to fear more than he feared his father. Only in this fear, she understood him. Losing Anson would ruin her life.

“Okay,” she repeated, kissing his temple. She was only twenty-four. She had plenty of childbearing years left, and one day, Anson would finally understand that she wasn’t leaving him. Ava wouldn’t be their only child. She could feel it, but for now, she would treasure the family she had. She would love her daughter and her sheriff. She would love their zoo. And who knew what the future held? There was no more birth control. She would never betray Anson’s trust or purposely undermine his wishes, but accidents happened. Maybe by the time they experienced one together, he’d stop fearing for her life and celebrate the birth of a new one.


CHAPTER
NINETEEN



TWO YEARS LATER

Quinn slid her bare toes through the dirt, her steps soft and quiet. Much had changed in the past two years. With no new cities and towns left to attack, Mother Nature had turned her eyes on smaller encampments. She’d grown unrecognizable, plants and vegetation no longer resembling the species they’d existed as for thousands of years. The earth bloomed with stunning colors without mankind to pollute her with their annihilistic need for progress. She was glorious to behold, a work of pure art, but with every vibrant color revealed, the dangers increased. Life at the zoo was still safe, or at least safer than the rest of the world, but only because the trio obeyed the land. They moved through their home with respect, and the great mother had left them relatively untouched. They’d had their attacks and their close calls, but they were alive and happy… and still only a family of three. There had been no happy accidents, and Anson hadn’t changed his mind. Seemed Ava was destined to be an only child.

Quinn shifted the basket to the crook of her elbow and brushed her fingers over the strawberries. At five years old, Ava still believed these magically sprouted from the birthmark on her forearm, and if Quinn hadn’t heard Anson create that lie, she might believe it too. Nature no longer obeyed any rules, and they’d encountered more than their fair share of shocking discoveries. Deadly in its beauty, there was a chance that this plant had, in fact, sprouted from her daughter’s arm.

“Thank you,” Quinn whispered as she plucked fresh strawberries from the plant for their breakfast before moving down the row. Fall was fast approaching. The harvest would be here soon. She only hoped Anson would return with⁠—

Pressure slammed into her ankle, the same one that had never fully healed, and Quinn froze as a familiar sensation wrapped around her leg with bruising force. She didn’t need to look to know what had captured her in its iron fist. The mutated tomato plant—the one that had drunk her blood and become both flesh and flora—hadn’t died with the winter winds as they’d predicted. It grew despite the cold, despite the frost and ice and acid snow. The factories that had once pumped pollution into the air had long since been destroyed, yet the acid still fell every winter, burning all who were caught without cover, but this tomato plant survived. No matter what ills befell their garden, this plant survived, and it had her in its vengeful grasp.

Quinn slapped her hand over her mouth to catch her fear from spilling off her tongue. Tears pricked her eyes, and she struggled to keep her breath even. Two years ago, this plant had attacked her, mutilating her leg with scars that healed in grotesque shapes. The only reason she’d survived was because Anson had cut the roots from her flesh, but he wasn’t here. He hadn’t been here in weeks. He’d been gone too long, his absence extending beyond their agreed-upon timeframe. Every morning, she woke up praying that would be the day he returned, but as summer disappeared and autumn woke from her slumber, Anson’s absence transformed from a concern to a fact. He wasn’t coming home. He would never stay out on a raid longer than promised, and he wasn’t late by a few days. He was late by weeks. She refused to admit it, but he was dead. That was the only reason he hadn’t come home, and he was the only reason she’d survived the garden’s first attack. But he was probably long dead, and Quinn was about to die in the garden, her body mutilated for her daughter to find when she woke up.

Quinn shook as she ordered herself not to move, her hand catching her hyperventilating breaths. Calm. That was why she’d been brutalized last time. She hadn’t stayed calm. So she kept still despite the tears, despite the nauseating panic. She didn’t want to die. Not like this. Not where Ava would see her infection spread through the garden. Ava was five. Only five. She would die here without a parent to care for her, and a terrified sob escaped Quinn’s fingers. Calm. She needed to stay calm. She wasn’t a threat. She wasn’t the enemy. They lived as one with the earth, giving as much as they took. This garden had no motive to kill her.

Except it seemed this plant wanted to.

The tomato vine tightened around her ankle, and she gagged on her panic. She didn’t want to die. Not like this. Not like Mrs. Evans had five years ago in Pine Hill. She would not let her internal organs burst from her abdomen to pollute this zoo with infection.

Breathing erratic, Quinn crouched in the dirt and slipped an exploratory finger along her attacker’s leaves. She wasn’t a threat. This was her home as much as this plant’s. They shared the same DNA. They were more family than she was with her daughter, both of them of the earth and each other. This couldn’t be how she died.

When the tomato plant didn’t attack at her touch, she slid her finger between its bruising grip and her leg and tugged. She moved slowly despite her panic ordering her to run, to fight back, to escape this monster. She ignored instinct and held the enemy in her hand, guiding it away from her. For a moment, it resisted, increasing the pressure on her ankle until her skin started to turn purple with instant bruises, but as suddenly as it seized her, it relaxed its hold, obeying her request. The vines released her, recoiling back to the comfort of the cool dirt, and, throwing caution to the wind, Quinn burst into a run. It was reckless, the sudden movement and her pounding feet a beacon for nature’s vengeance, but she miraculously made it to the enclosure unscathed besides the aching bruise.

With an ugly sob violating the morning air, she lunged through their front door and slammed it shut. She’d left the calm in the garden, her body wracked with hysterical sobs as she collapsed against the door as if her weight might stop an attack. She couldn’t let Ava see her like this, so she clamped her hand over her mouth and screamed silent fear into her palm. Her muscles shook, the door vibrating behind her as her lungs gasped for breath, and she let herself cry. Tears streamed down her face in unhealthy waves. Anson had been gone for too long. He was weeks past his return deadline. He was dead, and that damn tomato plant had once again tried to destroy her. But she hadn’t fought, and it let her go. Blood of her blood, it had let her go.

She wanted to dig it out by its roots and burn it.

“Mommy?” Ava’s little voice pierced through her sobs, and Quinn bolted off the door, wiping her face on her sleeves so that her daughter wouldn’t witness her panic.

“Yes, baby?” She shoved her emotions down into their box, praying that her unsteady voice didn’t alarm her child. “I’m in the kitchen.” She rushed to the counter and dumped the strawberries on the cutting board, the position hiding her blotchy cheeks from the bedrooms so Ava wouldn’t see her struggle to contain the unadulterated terror coursing through her.

“I picked you strawberries,” she said as she rinsed the berries in the sink. “I can make jam to spread on your corn cakes. Or would you prefer them fresh… Ava?”

Her daughter didn’t answer, but before she could go search for the child, little arms wrapped around her thighs.

“Hi, baby.” She reached behind her and ran a hand over the girl’s head. She’d stayed calm. She hadn’t panicked, and the plant spared her. Ava wasn’t an orphan. “You sleep good?” she asked through fresh tears.

“Yeah,” Ava said, her mouth tickling her leg with the word.

“Are you hungry?”

“Okay.” The five-year-old climbed onto her chair, and Quinn set down a plate of strawberries for her to snack on while she mixed the corncake batter.

“After breakfast, you can help me take care of the chickens, and then we’ll do our lessons,” she said.

“Okay,” Ava answered, her responses uncharacteristically short for the normally chatty child, but Quinn barely noticed over the thunder of her own heart. It was all she could do to keep standing, to stop herself from crumbling in front of her daughter.

“Mommy?” Ava finally broke the silence.

“Yes, baby?” Quinn spooned the batter into the pan.

“Is Daddy dead?”

“What?” She whirled around, her brain snapping out of its haze. “Why would you ask that?”

“Because you are sad.” Ava shrugged, her movements too innocent for her words. “And because Daddy stopped coming home. I think that means he is dead.”

“Ava.” Quinn’s chest cracked open as she shoved the pan off the heat and rushed for her daughter. “Your father is not dead.” She knelt beside the girl’s chair and cupped her cheeks.

“Then why are you sad?” Ava asked, touching her mother’s face in return.

“Because I miss him. I miss him so much, and I want him home with us.”

“Then why is he not coming home?” Ava asked. They’d been learning numbers and letters in their lessons, and the downside of her ability to count was that she understood when Anson failed to return when promised.

“I don’t know.”

“I think it is because he is dead.”

“Listen to me!” Quinn’s voice sharpened. “Your father is not dead; do you hear me? He isn’t.” Just ten minutes ago, she’d been stressing over how to help her daughter come to terms with Anson’s disappearance, but now that those ugly words spilled from her child’s mouth, her conviction rallied behind her lies. Anson wasn’t dead. It didn’t matter that he was weeks late. It didn’t matter that her hope had started to falter. He couldn’t be dead.

“How do you know?” Ava pressed, the concern in her touch enough to break Quinn’s heart.

“Because I feel him here.” Quinn grabbed her little hand off her face and moved it to her heart. “I would feel it here if he died, but I don’t.” She lifted Ava’s palm to her lips and kissed it before placing it back over her heart. “I still feel him. He’s still here with me.”

“I don’t feel him with me,” Ava said, her features falling as she stared at her hand against her mother’s chest.

“It’s okay.” Quinn kissed her cheek. “I feel him for both of us.”

“Then why is he not home?”

“I don’t know.” Quinn sagged to the floor. Her panic at his disappearance had convinced her, much like her daughter, that Anson was long dead, but the moment Ava asked that question, she knew. She would’ve felt his death. She would know if her partner in this life was gone. Whispers of him still weaved through her soul, and whether it was their connection tying their fates together or the delusional need to give their daughter hope, she felt it deep within her that she wasn’t a widow.

“I don’t know where he is,” she repeated as she gathered Ava in her arms. “But your father is not dead. Do you hear me? He’s alive, and he’s coming home because he loves you too much to leave you. He promised to come home, and he always keeps his promises.”

“I miss him,” Ava cried into her chest. “I want him to come home.”

“Me too, baby. Me too.” Quinn smoothed her girl’s hair and, kissing her, set her back in her chair to finish her strawberries. “I miss him so much, but Daddy’s coming home. Okay?”

“Okay.” Ava nodded.

“So don’t you worry.” Quinn kissed her one more time for good measure before returning to the stove. “Daddy’s fine.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.” She returned the pan to the heat and stared out the window at the deadly beauty that had become this zoo. “Please,” she whispered, her back turned to her daughter so she couldn’t watch her plead with a phantom. “Don’t make me a liar. Please be alive.”
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“Ava, put that poor chicken down,” Quinn called from where she sat before their enclosure bathed in the fire of the setting sun. Anson had still yet to return, and with the harvest fast approaching, she devoted every second to preserving food for the winter. As feral as this unrecognizable Mother Earth, Ava chased the cats and the chickens around the enclosures they called home, her bare feet slapping the dirt without fear. She understood the dangers nature posed, yet she was as free and wild as the vibrant colors taking over the land. Quinn sometimes wondered if the earth spared Ava its violence since she was innocent of all crimes against it. She’d been six months old when the world ended. She hadn’t contributed to the pollution. She hadn’t enjoyed technology that destroyed the planet. She was free of sin, and while they’d experienced their fair share of attacks in the zoo, Ava was always spared. Quinn and Anson had suffered, but the wild beauty terrorizing the birds in the dying sunlight was as much a part of the earth as that damned tomato plant. But just because she loved that her daughter’s childhood was carefree and joyful didn’t mean that Quinn would let her manhandle the poor animals.

Ava unceremoniously dumped the chicken on the ground before wandering off to chase her next target, and Quinn went back to shucking the corn so she could braid the husks together and dry the kernels for winter. Ava deserved a human sibling to chase. She deserved friends who didn’t cluck their responses to her conversations, but in their two years as a couple, Quinn had failed to convince Anson to try for a baby. Every time she approached the topic, he shut down, his fear of losing her in childbirth too great. Now she might be losing him.

But she was a mother, and worry for the man she loved had to be shoved into a locked box because if she didn’t manage the impossible task of the harvest alone, the entire zoo would starve. Drying and canning and smoking. It was almost too overwhelming for her and Anson together. She didn’t know how she’d manage with only a five-year-old’s help. Their transplant apple trees were too young to bear fruit, so if she wanted to ensure they had fruit for the winter, she’d have to venture outside these walls alone to the orchard and clean the trees herself. It was a daunting plan, but they relied on those apples to feed both themselves and the animals. When the acid snow fell, the dried slices and canned applesauce were often the only fruit they had for months. If Anson didn’t return, the oncoming winter held only suffering.

“The sun is setting.” Quinn shoved the dismal future into another locked box. “Time to clean up and go to bed.”

“Ten more minutes?” Ava asked from where she lay in the dirt doing… who knew what she was doing.

“No, not now.”

“Five more minutes?”

Quinn rolled her eyes, but she had one more braid to complete before she finished with this basket of corn. “Fine, five more minutes,” she called. “But then straight to the bath and no complaining.”

“Okay!” Ava scrambled off the ground and chased the cats toward the garden. Quinn bit her bottom lip to keep from shouting at the girl to stop. Ava knew to respect the tomato plant that grew from her mother’s blood, but the garden was the key to their survival. She wouldn’t instill fear of their food source into her daughter beyond the healthy concern, but every time Ava wandered too close to the plant that almost murdered her, Quinn’s heart beat a wild rage against her ribs.

“Mommy?” the little girl called; her dirty fingers wrapped around the cherry tomatoes hanging ripe from a branch.

“Go ahead.” Quinn placed the last of the braided corn in the basket. She’d hang it to dry after bedtime.

Ava yanked the tomatoes off their stems, their red skin unnaturally golden in their ripeness, and shoved them into her mouth, the bite spraying seeds all over her shirt. This child. If there was ever proof that Anson had broken the mold and given his daughter a safe and happy home, it was this messy moment.

“Please come back to us,” Quinn whispered to the setting sun as she cleaned up her mess. “I don’t want to do this without you.” She paused, listening to the evening as if he might answer her. Since their separation at Pine Hill almost five years ago, this was the longest they’d been apart, and it felt like her organs had been ripped in half and yanked out through her mouth. She’d grown to hate the nights and found herself letting Ava sleep in her bed more times than she should to drown out the loneliness. How would she survive if he never returned? She loved him too much to face the future without him by her side.

“Mommy?” Ava’s voice sounded behind her, and she turned to find her filthy child extending her sticky hands. “I want my bath now.”

“I bet you do.” Quinn laughed at the sight of her dirt-streaked daughter. “Come on.” She smothered Ava’s sticky face with kisses and then helped her inside. A bath, a cup of tea, and a story later, and Ava was fast asleep, leaving Quinn alone with her worry and an insurmountable mountain of work. She’d never be ready for winter. It didn’t matter how late into the night she worked, for every task she completed, another two sprouted like the Hydra to take its place. She’d never have the zoo prepped in time for⁠—

Quinn jerked awake; the world pitch black in its slumber. The utter darkness of a life without electricity had been difficult to grow accustomed to, and the candle she’d been mending Ava’s clothes by had long burned out, but the blackness wasn’t what woke her. An unfamiliar sound had ripped her from her accidental nap, and thankful that the candle had died to hide her, Quinn bolted to a seat.

Someone was in their house.


CHAPTER
TWENTY



Quinn grabbed the gun from the bedside table and tiptoed to the door. She was intimately acquainted with every sound her daughter made, and the noise that had woken her wasn’t Ava fumbling around the kitchen for a drink. Someone had found their zoo.

Quinn eased her door open a crack, but she couldn’t see anyone through the blackness. She heard them, though, their breath foreign in the stillness, and she slipped out into the hall, weapon raised. No one was getting past her to find her daughter. No one.

One with the night, she moved on silent feet and aimed at the shadow lurking in the living room. She inhaled, her finger finding the trigger.

And then the shadow tripped.

“Good god, Ava,” the intruder muttered as he stumbled over the discarded toys Ava never picked up, and an undignified shriek exploded from Quinn’s lips.

“Anson?” She charged into the dark living room, flipping on the solar-powered lamp a second before she shoved the man halfway across the room. “I almost shot you!” she shouted in a whisper so her daughter wouldn’t hear that she’d nearly killed her father. “What is wrong with you sneaking in this late? You’re smarter than that. I was seconds away from pulling the trigger!”

“I’m sorry, baby,” he grimaced, and Quinn’s heart rate exploded at what she’d almost done.

“Don’t you ‘sorry, baby’ me!” She put the gun on the table and shoved him again. “I could’ve killed you. I wouldn’t have survived that, so what is wrong with you?”

“I know, I know.” He raised his hands in surrender, inching for her as if she were a wild animal. “I’m sorry; I was just so close to home when the sun set, and I couldn’t wait one more night.” He surged forward and caught her waist. “I needed to be home. I needed you.”

“I thought you were dead.” Tears streamed down her face as she launched herself at him, her anger vanishing the minute he enveloped her in his embrace. She’d rage at him later for the hell he’d put her through, but tonight, she would sink into the relief of holding him alive and safe in her arms.

“God, I missed you,” Anson whispered into her hair, but she silenced him with a kiss. If he spoke, it would only remind her how pissed off she was, so she slid her lips against his, pulling his body close until not even clothes separated them. Anson collapsed onto the couch, dragging her with him, and she didn’t care that he smelled faintly of sweat. She moved on top of him, breath heavy and heart pounding. He was her home. He was her life, her husband, her soulmate, and he was alive. He’d returned to her, and she deepened their kiss as her pace increased. Fire burned in her chest, her moans growing louder as her need swelled, and Anson lost control at the sound of her. He flipped her onto her back, a man possessed by his love, and he kissed her to capture her screams until she sagged weightless and blissful into the cushions.

“You are so beautiful,” he heaved into her neck, kissing the sweat from her skin. “I forgot how good you smell.”

“You smell awful.” She kissed him anyway, the haze clearing as her anger returned. “But seriously, I almost shot you.” She pushed him off her.

“Sorry.” He grabbed her wrist and yanked her against his chest as he fell against the couch. It was obvious she was pissed off, yet he seemed to want her anger as close as possible after their long absence. “Gatsby and Darcy know these roads well, and I couldn’t bear the thought of camping so close to home. I needed to get back to you.”

“That’s why we agree on trip lengths before you leave.” She jabbed a finger into his chest, the waning arousal returning her rage tenfold. “We agree on a time so I don’t spend weeks believing you died. Do you know what your daughter asked the other day? She asked me if you were dead. Our five-year-old asked if you had died. This is why we have rules, so that I don’t have to tell our daughter you might never come home.”

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

“Sorry isn’t good enough, Anson. You put me through hell this summer.” She’d never wanted to hit someone as much as she wanted to slap this beautiful man holding her close despite her anger. “You always say you can’t lose me, but what about me? Huh? What about me, because I can’t lose you? I can’t run our farm alone, and what’s more, I don’t want to. I don’t want to live in a world you aren’t in. You scared the hell out of me.” She started sobbing, the dam bursting now that she no longer had to be strong for her daughter. “I was so scared. I’ve been scared for weeks, and all you have to say is ‘I’m sorry’?”

“I didn’t want to come home empty-handed.” Anson’s voice softened as he cemented her against his chest.

“Better empty-handed than not at all.” She shook against him. She hadn’t realized just how terrified she’d been until she found him stumbling in their living room. This man she’d lived alongside for five years. She would rather die than lose him.

“I knew you would be okay,” he whispered. “And I was always going to come home before the harvest, but I couldn’t return with nothing.”

“Yes, you could!” Her fist beat his chest.

“Our farm is almost self-sufficient, but we cannot build or grow everything. The supplies from the world before are rapidly dwindling.” He ran a comforting hand through her hair as he spoke. “We need to stock up while we can. One day, we’ll wake up to find that they’re all gone. One day, the common cold will return to the fatality it once was, but I cannot allow that to happen on my watch.”

“I was so afraid.”

“I know, but I knew you would manage until I came back.”

“I hate you for this. I hate you for doing this to me.” Quinn sat up and scanned the floor for her clothes. Her anger needed a barrier between them. “We have rules for a reason. I can’t do this. I can’t spend weeks waiting for you to come home, knowing that being late means you’re probably dead.”

“Quinn…”

“I’m glad you’re home.” She tugged her shirt on, her emotions so out of control that she thought her knees might give out.

“I did this for us.” Anson shot to his feet, not bothering with clothes as he grabbed her, refusing to let her leave him. “I did this to take care of our family. The world isn’t like it was five years ago. Essentials are scarce, and I’ll be damned if I let others find items that might save your or Ava’s lives because I was too lazy to keep searching.” He pulled her into his arms despite her protests. “I told you back when I left to get our first Christmas tree, and you thought I disappeared. I always come home.”

“Please tell me it was worth it, then.” As much as she wanted to hate him, she missed him too much to stop her arms from encircling his waist. “Please tell me you didn’t put me through this for nothing.”

“Oh, baby.” He laughed, pulling her away from his chest to look her in the eyes. “It was more than worth it.”
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Anson pulled on his pants and grabbed Quinn’s hand, guiding her through the night to the stable enclosure, the solitary lantern their only relief from the darkness. “When it came time to return, I’d found nothing of value, so I had to make a choice. Come home empty-handed or keep going.”

“Come home,” Quinn insisted. “Always come home.”

“I missed you so much, but you haven’t seen it out there.” Anson set the lantern down and cupped her face. “We’ve picked most of the local uninfected neighborhoods and cities dry, and things are different than they are at the zoo. Believe it or not, nature is kind to us here. We honor her, and she gifts us with her beautiful mutations, but Quinn, baby. Anything that resembles civilization is an ugly and violent mess. It won’t be long before nothing’s left, so I had to keep moving. Who knows how many more scavenging trips I have before the earth swallows everything we once took for granted. And I know you. You’re strong. You were fine until I returned.”

“But what if I weren’t fine? What if something had happened to me? Ava is too young to survive on her own.”

Anson paused at her words and studied her face. She wasn’t asking a hypothetical. “What happened?”

“Nothing.” Quinn tried to escape his hold.

“What happened?”

“The tomato plant,” she caved. “It grabbed me again. I didn’t fight this time, so it eventually let go, but it left a nasty bruise. There was a good minute, though, where I thought I wasn’t making it out of the garden alive. It took so long to help Ava heal after what she saw at the hospital, and I panicked about how she would survive without you if she woke to find me mutated. We need you here with us more than we need canned goods and Advil.”

“But I found so much more than that.” Anson released her face and grabbed her scarred leg, hiking it up so he could examine the mess he’d created. She’d regained most of her motor functions, but the mangled flesh still filled him with guilt even two years later. “Did it grab the same ankle?”

She nodded.

“How hostile was it?”

“Enough to leave me purple for days.”

Anson cursed as he released her leg. “I’m sorry I wasn’t here to help you.”

“But you should have been,” she argued. “If you’d come home when we agreed, you would’ve been here.”

“I know.” He pressed his forehead to hers to calm his stomach. The thought of that vine ripping into her again without him there to cut it out sickened him.

“Then why didn’t you come home?” she challenged.

“For that.” He gestured to not one, but two overflowing wagons.

“You left with one wagon.” Quinn’s anger faded at the sight, and Anson crossed metaphorical fingers that it meant he was forgiven.

“A couple of weeks ago, I found an infected town.” He leaned against the wagon to watch Quinn marvel at the sheer volume of supplies he’d rescued. “I almost moved on, but I had the insane idea that if a town was that overgrown, then it probably had been overrun in the beginning, trapping everything exactly as it was five years ago. I figured any sane person would avoid venturing into the infection⁠—”

“Which I hope you did.” Quinn pinned him with the glare that every mother across time had perfected.

“You already know I didn’t.” He brushed his fingers over her cheek. “And I was right. It was like a time capsule. Every house, every store. All untouched. There was so much left behind that not only did I need to find a second wagon, but I also had to prioritize what to pack and what to save for another run. That town is a treasure trove.”

“Or a death trap,” Quinn scolded. “What’s wrong with you, going into an infection?”

“I moved slowly.” Anson shrugged as if those weeks inside that overgrowth hadn’t been the most terrifying days he’d endured over the past few years, but he was too excited about the grand finale to care about what was now only a memory. “We’ve done it before. Moved through infections undetected.”

“Because it was our only choice.”

“In a way, this was my only choice.” Anson undid a box’s lid to reveal a clutter of pill bottles. “There was an untouched pharmacy, baby. Every medication possible. Too much for me to bring home, so I packed the most important ones for now. When I go back, I’ll clean the rest out.”

“You aren’t going back,” Quinn argued.

“I found lightbulbs, solar panels, food, books, tools, you name it,” Anson said. “Of course, I’m going back. I’ll wait until after the harvest, and if the weather holds, I’ll make a second trip. This could be our last decent find.”

“Yeah, because that town could kill you.”

“And having no antibiotics could kill us.” Anson captured her face in his hands and dragged her body against his.

“But you brought back all the antibiotics.” Quinn grabbed his wrists, her grip more of a plea than her words. “Don’t leave me again. I hate when you leave.”

“I hate it too, but this time I won’t be gone as long since I’ve mapped where I’m going. Besides…” He pressed his lips against hers as he finally arrived at the moment he’d been waiting for. “I got you a present.”

“Gifts won’t make me forgive you for leaving me. Your daughter asked me if you had died. Died, Anson. Our five-year-old was preparing for your death. What gift could possibly make up for spending weeks terrified that you weren’t coming home?”

“This.” He kissed her again, unable to resist her pull after so many nights apart, and then he spun her around and aimed her at the second wagon. No one had ever been concerned about whether he lived or died. No one had ever missed him. His entire life had been about survival. Surviving his dad, the loss of Laura and Sean, the bridge, the infections, the end of the world. But a college student and a baby had hijacked the trajectory of his future, and finding gifts out in the wild for his girls had become almost as important as finding food and medicine.

“What am I…?” Quinn froze before lunging into the wagon and grabbing the one-pound bag sitting on top of the stacked boxes for her to find. “Coffee?” she shrieked as she whirled on him, her eyes so wide he had the urge to hold out his hands to catch them in case they popped out of her skull. “You found coffee?”

“I didn’t just find coffee.” Anson smiled at her excitement, the glee in her eyes erasing the mother in her, reminding him how young she was. She was twenty-six now, and most days he forgot their age difference, especially when she whipped out the mom glare, but in moments like this, he glimpsed the girl she might have been if the world hadn’t stolen her future.

“Please say you found chocolate,” she begged.

“I did, and I brought it home, but that isn’t what I meant,” he said as he grabbed the tarp and ripped it off.

“Oh my god!” Quinn shoved the solitary coffee bag against his chest and practically climbed into the wagon. “Hazelnut, French vanilla, mocha, dark roast, Sumatran, decaf… why did you bring back the decaf?” She gawked at him with stars in her eyes.

“Coffee is coffee,” he shrugged.

“You’re right!” She flung herself into his arms, her hold so tight, he almost choked from the pressure on his throat. “Oh my god, there’s so much here. If we ration and brew it weak, we’ll have enough for⁠—”

“Years.” He hugged her waist, a wave of peace washing over him as he buried his nose in her neck. “I brought every single bag I found back with me.”

“We haven’t had coffee in a year and a half.” Quinn finally pulled away to look into his eyes, the anger gone, replaced by wonder. “My god, have I missed coffee. And chocolate.”

“Plus, I got tampons.”

“I love you.” She pressed an endless kiss against his lips. The poor girl had run out of drugstore sanitary supplies a long time ago and had resorted to alternating between menstrual cups and homemade cloth pads. Thankfully, Ava had been potty-trained before they needed to resort to cloth diapers, but eventually, she would join Quinn in her need for reusable feminine products.

“I knew you would like these,” he said. “So, what do you say? Am I forgiven?”

“No.” Quinn hugged him tighter. “Okay, a little. We should wake Ava and tell her you’re home. She’s never really had chocolate. We can let her try some.”

“In the morning.” Anson shifted her until her still bare legs wrapped around his waist. “She’ll be awake before we know it, and I want one night with her mother all to myself.”
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Anson watched Quinn take her first sip of coffee, savoring the way her eyes closed at the scent and how her voice moaned at the taste. Watching her had become his favorite pastime over the past five years. She and Ava were all he needed in this life. His girls. They’d brought him happiness that he’d never dared to hope for, that he was convinced he didn’t deserve, and he would die in peace because of them. But as he watched the love of his life enjoy the coffee with a smile curving her lips, he worried he wasn’t enough for them. He should mention it. He should tell them what else he found.

“This is so good.” Quinn crossed the kitchen floor and settled into his lap. She wore slumber in her eyes and only his shirt on her body, their blissful lack of sleep evident in her satisfied smile. “I love you.”

Anson ran a hand up her thigh, her body holding more appeal than the steaming coffee before him. He wouldn’t tell her. It was hopeless anyway. There was no point in telling her something he’d never follow up on.

“I guess you can go back and clean out the rest of that town.” Quinn leaned her head on his chest as she raised the mug to her lips.

“Oh, I can, can I?”

“I’ve thought about it, and I am okay with it.”

“You thought about it? Or is it your sleep deprivation from how many times you climbed on top of me last night talking?”

“Either, both,” she laughed. “Take it while I’m in a good mood. This coffee is exactly what I needed. It feels so… normal. When I was a kid, my parents used to wake up early and share a pot. I often came downstairs to find them just like this.” She smiled, the grief of losing them bittersweet after all this time. “They loved each other so much, but I thought it was gross. Now I love them for it. I love them for teaching me how to be a good parent. How to have a healthy relationship. How to drink coffee in the morning, sitting in the lap of the man I love so I can embarrass my own child. We have the strangest life, yet right now, we’re so ordinary. We’re just parents enjoying the calm before our little hurricane graces us with her presence.”

Anson wrapped his arms around her waist and buried his face in her neck. He had to tell her. She deserved to know. He’d decided on his trip home never to speak of what he found outside their zoo, but as she reminisced about her parents, her voice filled with longing for an ordinary life, his resolve to keep his mouth shut faltered.

“I—”

“Daddy!” Ava shrieked as she finally entered the kitchen, and, throwing her teddy bear onto the table, she raced across the floor for her father. Quinn barely escaped his lap before their daughter launched herself into his arms, and Anson struggled to keep the tears from falling at the way she screamed against his neck. “Daddy, you’re home! Mommy thought you were dead.”

“See.” Quinn glared at him over the little girl’s head. “This is why you stick to the timeline.”

“The coffee high gone?” he asked.

“No, you can still go back, but timeline.” She playfully swatted him. “Stick to it.”

“Daddy, I am so glad you aren’t dead.” Ava squirmed in his arms until she was sitting on his lap, her mother dethroned.

“Me too, kiddo.” Anson kissed her head. “But I promised your mom a long time ago that no matter what, I always come back. That hasn’t changed, okay?”

“Okay.” Ava grabbed his hand and started playing with his calloused fingers.

“Were you good for your mom while I was gone?” he asked.

“Yes, but Mommy was sad.”

“She was?” Anson glanced at Quinn. These girls and their guilt. If they kept this up, he’d never leave the house again.

“She was very sad. She cried sometimes.”

“Okay,” Quinn cut her daughter off. “How about breakfast? Daddy brought home special treats. Do you want some?”

“Yes, please!” Ava squealed.

“What about you, kiddo?” Anson asked as Quinn poured a small handful of chocolate chips into the pancake batter. He’d brought home boxed mixes so that they could have real pancakes instead of corncakes, and thankfully, only one box had gone moldy.

“Did you miss Dad?” he asked.

“Yes, don’t go away anymore, okay? I like when Mommy and Daddy are home.”

“Me too,” Quinn said.

“All right, point taken,” he laughed. “But that means no more chocolate chip pancakes.”

“What are choco-lat chips?” Ava asked.

“Oh, baby.” Quinn knelt before her daughter and cupped her face. “Your daddy brought you something so special. You’re going to love it. Chocolate chips are a sweet. Better even than strawberries, or at least Mommy thinks so.”

“Better than strawberries?” Ava’s eyes went wide.

“So much better.”

“Okay.” Ava peered into her father’s coffee cup as if it might hold another secret treat. “I want to try it now.”

“Okay, sweetheart.” Quinn kissed her head and then pressed her lips to Anson’s cheek, and he stood by his conviction. They might need more from life, but he didn’t. He would be happy at this zoo with them forever.
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“Another coffee?” Anson asked as Quinn tiptoed across the living room floor and handed him the mug.

“We’ll start rationing tomorrow. Today we celebrate.” She lowered herself onto the rug and curled her body into their huddle. They’d abandoned all work save for the care of the animals and spent the day together as a family, but Ava had crashed after her sugar rush and had fallen asleep against her dad mid-playtime.

“Her face when she tried the chocolate.” Anson ran a hand through his daughter’s hair before reaching over to pull her mother closer. “I’ll never get over that face.”

“I’m so glad that I thought to take a picture,” Quinn said.

“That was smart.”

“She’s so pretty.” Quinn kissed her daughter and then leaned over the divide to rest her head on his shoulder. “Happy too. I don’t know how we did it, but we managed to raise a healthy kid despite the things she’s seen. I love her so much. Sometimes I just watch her sleep and feel like my heart is going to explode.”

“I know the feeling.” Anson looked down at Quinn. How many times in the past two years had he watched her sleep beside him, his chest in pain because he didn’t know how to handle the emotions that accompanied loving her?

“She’s lucky in a way,” Quinn continued. “We introduced her to chocolate, which was probably cruel in the long run, but she doesn’t know what she’s missing. She isn’t old enough to remember before, so she can’t compare things. She’s happy because this is all the life she’s ever known. I sometimes wonder if it’s better not to remember the old world. You can’t miss stuff. Because, Lord, how I missed cell phones these past few weeks. It’s been so long since I even held one that I forgot they existed, but when you didn’t come home, they were all I thought about. One night, I even rolled over and tried to grab my phone off the nightstand before I realized I’d left mine in my car on that bridge five years ago.”

“I’m sorry I put you through that.” Anson kissed her head. “One store I found had an old-school landline still sitting on the shelves. Every time I looked at it, I wished I could call you and tell you not to worry.”

“Now that I’m not as mad, I understand why you kept going,” she said.

“Careful, or I’ll worry that you love coffee more than me.”

“Oh, right now I do.” She took a sip to prove her point.

“I’m glad I could bring your true love home with me.”

“Thanks for that.” She twisted against him to kiss his shoulder. “But that’s what I mean. Ava is lucky in a sense. She doesn’t know that she’s missing anything. She doesn’t miss movies or cars or Disney World. She doesn’t miss candy, restaurants, or even school. She’ll never sit on the bus with her friends or play during recess. She won’t miss going on dates or getting manicures. I used to feel sorry for her, that this was the world she’d grow up in, but now I think she’s blessed for it. She doesn’t know any better. This is normal life in her eyes. Lonely sometimes, but normal.”

“What if it didn’t have to be that way?” Anson asked, his stomach clenching at the question, but if five years with Quinn had taught him anything, it was that his walls would ruin them.

“What do you mean?”

He groaned, the resolve fleeing with the sound. “I wasn’t going to tell you,” he caved. “I’d planned to forget it happened and just come home, but you deserve to know. You deserve a say in what we do, especially if there’s a chance Ava doesn’t have to grow up missing out on everything.”

“What are you talking about?” Quinn sat up and positioned herself before him on the pillows strewn over the carpet.

“Coffee isn’t the only thing I found.” Anson stared at the love of his life. He’d almost lost her to something like this once before, yet here he was about to repeat the past.

“You’re freaking me out.”

“Healthy fear is probably smart,” he said.

“Why?” She set her mug down so she could focus. “What did you find out there?”

“People.” There was no taking it back now. “I found people.”

“People? We haven’t seen other humans since…”

“The hospital,” he finished for her.

“They didn’t see you, did they?” Quinn’s eyes flicked to their daughter. “Is there a chance they followed you here?”

“They didn’t follow me.”

“Oh, thank god.” She sagged in on herself.

“But they saw me. They’d actually been following me for days, which is concerning that someone could trail me without me noticing.”

“You think?” Quinn surged forward, her temporary relief flying out the window. “Why didn’t you start with that? Anson, if people were following you without your knowledge, they could’ve followed you home. They could be outside right now.”

“Baby.” Anson grabbed her hands and pulled her back to a seat. “They aren’t here.”

“How do you know? You just said you didn’t realize they were following you.” She tried to pull free of his grip, but he tugged her closer so they could speak without waking their daughter.

“Because they weren’t trying to kill me,” he explained. “They were trying to recruit me.”

“Recruit you? That doesn’t sound much better. Recruit you for what?”

“Their community. According to the people I met, they’re scouts who travel the surrounding areas in search of survivors who’ve kept their humanity. They have a growing community with doctors, families, schools, and trade that they’re hoping to expand. They want to restart human civilization.”

“We’ve heard that before,” Quinn said.

“I know.” Anson leaned against the couch, Ava’s head against his chest, making his back ache from sitting at this angle on the floor. “Trust me, I know. That’s why I wasn’t going to bring it up. These promises? They never end well.”

“Then why are you mentioning it? I know you. You don’t trust anyone.”

“Because I always have a sixth sense hovering below my surface to warn me when hell is about to unleash. Living under my father gave me an uncanny ability to sense oncoming danger. It served me well on the bridge, but I paid the price for ignoring it at that compound. I let Martha’s lies and your need for community mix with my fear of responsibility, and I almost lost you because of it.”

“And these people you met?” Quinn asked.

“I felt nothing. Doesn’t mean they’re safe, but there were no warning bells.”

“You didn’t hear alarms when you saw those mothers playing with their children outside the compound either,” Quinn challenged, and it wasn’t lost on him how much she’d transformed into his likeness since their first meeting. She’d been the one to beg him to visit the compound almost five years ago. Now, she wouldn’t even let him finish his story.

“I know. Predators set traps. They send out their most trustworthy, showing their true nature only once it’s too late. My father was my first lesson in that reality. Laura was my second. I have no desire to add a third. You and Ava are all I need to be happy, but you’ve made it very clear over the past few years that you’re afraid for Ava’s future. Humans have been nothing but a disappointment to me, but to you? To her? I wanted to ignore these people because humans mean risks, but then you started talking about how Ava will never experience school or friends. But what if she could?”

“You refuse to have children with me, yet you’re suddenly worried about Ava finding companionship? Trust me, I worry constantly about what happens to her when we’re gone, but you won’t even talk babies with me.”

“Pregnancy could kill you.”

“So could these people.”

Anson released his grip on her and ran a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. He should’ve obeyed his instincts and kept his mouth shut.

“Why the sudden change of heart?” Quinn asked. “You hate most people, so what about this group changed your mind?”

“You,” he said. “I spent thirty-six years fighting for my survival. I was selfish in that respect. I couldn’t care about anything else because I was so broken, but you and Ava changed my life. Now, you two are all I worry about. I want to make you both happy. I want to see you flourish if that’s at all possible in this world, and the older Ava gets, the more the image of you two burying me haunts my nightmares.”

“We aren’t going to bury you.” Quinn looked like she might slap him for that.

“You will. I hope not for a very long time, but I’m fifteen years older than you, baby. I will go first. Then you’ll die, and she’ll have to bury you alone. No one will be here to hold her hand while she mourns her parents. I did a crap job of helping you mourn your family. I didn’t know how to help you, but you weren’t alone. I was here. Ava was here. You may have felt abandoned, but you weren’t. Ava will be, though. She’ll stand over two graves utterly and resoundingly alone.”

“Stop.” Quinn started crying. “Please stop.”

“But it might not have to be that way. This community might be the answer. Or it may be yet another thing that tries to kill us. I don’t know, but you’re my partner in this life. I shouldn’t be the only one making decisions.”

“Okay.” Quinn wiped her eyes. “So, what was their pitch? You come get me and join them at their compound?”

“No, which is why I didn’t kill them where they stood. The way their community works is that they follow people to judge if they’re decent human beings first. People who’d be safe to invite in.”

“And they saw you and thought you looked safe?”

“Right?” He chuckled at that absurd notion. “But it wasn’t me that gave them hope. It was Darcy and Gatsby.”

“The horses?”

“Yeah. They figured a man like me would never name a horse after the most romantic male love interest in the history of literature, so they guessed that meant a girl named Darcy. And if a girl named the horse Darcy, she was probably a woman safe and loved enough to even contemplate giving animals fun names. And because I treated both horses well, they theorized I must love the woman who named the horses after book boyfriends.”

“I never considered…” Quinn paused. “That makes sense. I guess next time we should name our horses something tough.”

“Probably.” Anson grabbed her legs and tugged her closer so that she could lean against him as they spoke. He wanted both of his girls close. “But their reasoning about the horses told me they might be good people themselves. Evil people don’t think that way. They don’t judge a man based on an animal’s name. When they explained their theory, I was impressed, so I let them pitch their community. The scouts were also ordinary people. Unlike the compound where there were only young, beautiful women, this group ranged in age, gender, and appearance.”

“That could still be part of the act. Martha was an older, motherly figure during the recruitment.”

“I am well aware,” Anson said. “But it was also how they brought up their community. They didn’t invite me to it, so I have no idea where it is. They invited me to a meeting instead. Throughout the year, scouts search for survivors, and those they deem safe are invited to a council of sorts. Held every few months, this council allows survivors to meet the community leaders at a predetermined place and time on neutral ground. After the meeting, the leaders decide if they feel comfortable sharing their home’s location. In turn, those invited are free to make the trip themselves or decline. There’s no force. They do it this way so the community and the survivor’s homes remain confidential, therefore placing neither party at risk. It’s a smart system. One that I would employ if I were vetting people for Annover Park.”

“And because of that, you think they’re safe?”

“I don’t think anything is safe for my family except me, but my brain isn’t screaming alarms yet. They might just be smart and understand how to manipulate people who’ve survived long enough to be wary, but if they’re dangerous, why approach me? I’ve killed men with my bare hands, and I have no qualms about butchering people. And I’m not some gentle giant. I look exactly like the killer I am. Plus, I never mentioned you. So while they suspected there might be a girl because of Darcy, I didn’t confirm it. They were knowingly only inviting me.”

“They might want to recruit you because of your skills. You would do a lot of damage playing for the wrong side.”

“I’m too unpredictable and headstrong,” Anson said. “People like that look for men who are strong in body but weak in spirit. Men who are easily controlled. I can’t be controlled. I’m too dangerous for groups like that. They wouldn’t recruit me. They’d want me dead. I’m not exactly an easy target.”

“I’ll say. Took me three years to convince you to kiss me.” She twisted to steal a kiss.

“And you’re the only one who will ever get that out of me.” He grabbed her neck and kissed her back, taking his time until he remembered who slept against his chest.

“Yeah, so…” Quinn gazed at him with a dreamy expression, and he wished he could freeze this moment. He didn’t want other people infiltrating their lives. He didn’t want young men flaunting their biceps to remind Quinn just how old he was. He wanted her to look at him like this forever, but love had ruined him. He wanted what was best for the girls in his arms, and if a community fighting to return humanity from the brink of extinction existed, it was the best gift he could give his family.

“Yeah,” he finished for her. “Predators wouldn’t welcome me to their community if they were taking advantage of people. When their scouts first approached, I taught a few of them a lesson for following me before I realized they came in peace.”

“And they still invited you?” she asked. He didn’t need to elaborate. He could see in her raised eyebrows that she knew exactly how he’d punished those unfortunate scouts.

“They’re either stupid or as honorable as they claim to be.”

“Do you think you’d get a better read on them if you went to the meeting?”

“Maybe. They promised their leaders will be there.”

“Will you go?” she asked.

“I don’t know. What does your gut tell you?”

“That you aren’t going alone.”

“Baby, there’s no way in hell I’m taking you with me. If they’re dangerous, they’ll change their tune the minute they see you. I don’t want them to know how many women I have with me.”

“Oh, they won’t see me,” Quinn said. “Because I’ll be watching through a scope. You turned me into a damn good shot. One signal from you, and none of them would be left standing.”

“God, I love it when you talk dirty,” he moaned.

“I’m serious. If you go, I’m coming with you, and I’ll pull the trigger the second you need me. We made a mistake when we visited the compound. We won’t make the same mistake again.”

“I love you; you know that?”

“Why? Because I plan to shoot a bunch of people for you.”

“Yes,” he groaned.

“Good, because I love you too, and you would be wise to remember that. If you meet them, we do it right. I’ll go with you to watch your back.”

“So what are you saying?” Anson shifted her so he could read the truth in her eyes.

“I’m saying…” Quinn glanced down at Ava as if she needed a reason to strengthen her resolve. “For our daughter’s sake, we owe it to ourselves to meet these people.”
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Thank you for reading Not Of My Flesh. Anson, Quinn, & Ava will return in Bone Of Our Bones. if you enjoyed this book and feel comfortable leaving a review, I would greatly appreciate it. Reviews go a long way in helping authors like me.
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Signup for for my monthly newsletter to receive writing updates and my novellas 'Of Moms, Mutts, & Murder: the Museum & The holiday Train’ & ‘The Lepre-con’.
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