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      The twenty-two years I’d been alive had felt as though they had lasted longer than they should have.  Over those years, I hadn’t made many choices for myself.  Life always had control over me, and for some reason, I just sat back and let it all happen.

      Sam noisily tossed her suitcase into the back of my rented SUV.  “This is going to be so epic.”

      I held her sparkling blue-eyed gaze, blinking as I tried to figure out what she thought was going to be so great.  It seemed as though she’d completely forgotten the reason I was going to Wisconsin.

      “Well, except for the cleaning the house part,” Sam said, shrugging.  “Forgive me for being a little excited about our vacation.”

      “It’s not a vacation.”

      “For me, it is,” Sam said, looking away.  “Let me remind you that I’ve never been outside of the state.”

      “I can’t believe you are both deserting me like this,” Olivia whined as she puffed out her lower lip.  “I wish I could join you, Mel.  I know you need the help, but I can’t leave with exams coming up.”

      “I completely understand,” I said, giving her a smile.  “It’s really not going to be fun.  There is a lot to do before I can even think about selling the property.”

      Olivia forced a thin-lipped smile.  “I’m sorry you had to take a break from school to deal with all this.”

      “I’ll figure it out,” I said, flashing her a warm smile.

      Olivia chewed on a nail.  “It’s so not fair this happened to you.  I can’t even imagine life without my mom.  Hell, I wouldn’t survive it.  We’re practically glued at the hip.”  Olivia cleared her throat.  “You’re just so strong.”

      “Um, yeah, thanks,” I said.

      I’d been close to my mother, but not in the same way others were close to their parents.  I moved out the second I turned eighteen, and I didn’t look back.  It wasn’t so much my mom as it was that I didn’t much enjoy small-town life.

      There were too many nosy neighbors and busybodies.  Growing up with everyone knowing your business was rather unpleasant.

      My mom had unexpectedly passed away six weeks ago, and to say I lost my shit would be an understatement.  But I didn’t have the choice to let it keep me down for long.

      Since my father died when I was six and my brother acted as though we didn’t exist, I was left to take care of everything.  Not that there was much besides the house to take care of.

      “Do you have your medicine?” Sam asked.

      “Yes.  I put them in the glove compartment,” I said, stopping to chew my lip.  My pulse quickened as I mentally retraced my steps, trying to recall if I had actually put them in there.  “I’ll double-check.”

      “Good idea.  We wouldn’t want to forget that.”  Sam smiled.  “Not that I think it’s possible for you to actually forget them.”

      Olivia whimpered as she followed me to the passenger door of the SUV.  “I’m going to miss you both so much.  I’m sorry about what I said a few seconds ago about my mom.  That was probably really insensitive, but I don’t do well with any of this death and grieving stuff.  No one in my family has ever passed away.  My great grandmother is still alive for Pete’s sake.”

      “It’s okay, Liv,” I said as I opened the car door.

      I pressed the button and pulled down the glove compartment door.  The plastic amber bottle was nestled to the left of all the manuals and paperwork that came with the SUV.

      I sifted through the papers.  “Hey, Sam?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Where did you put the map?”

      It wasn’t like I really need a map.  I knew how to get home, but having one always made me feel a bit more at ease.

      Sam giggled.  “We don’t need a map, silly.  We have phones.”

      “Right,” I said, closing the glove compartment.

      She didn’t need to know I’d pick one up when we stopped for gas.  I mean, of course, she was right, but I’d feel better having one even if she thought it was silly.

      I closed the passenger door and reached into my pocket.  My fingers squeezed around the keys even though I knew they were there.

      “Oh my God.”  Olivia pressed her palms together, finger pointed to the sky.  “Who am I going to talk to?”

      “It’s only for a few weeks,” I said, giving her a quick hug.  “You’ll study for your exams, and we’ll be back before you know it.”

      Sam was staring at her phone.  “You know, the three of us text more than we see each other the way it is.  You two are always so busy.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Olivia asked.  “You are the one that is always gone.”

      “Sorry, I take good care of my daughter,” Sam said, tilting her head to the side.  “One day, you’ll see what it’s like.”

      “Not for a long time yet, I hope,” Olivia said with wide eyes.

      Sam blinked several times.  “Yeah, sometimes things don’t always go according to plan.”

      “Anyway, I just like knowing I have the option to see you.  If I needed either of you, you’d be there in a heartbeat, and that’s not going to be the case.”  Olivia sniffed.

      “Poor Livie,” Sam said.  “You won’t even miss us.  If you text me, I’ll pretend I’m at home.”

      “I’ll know Mel isn’t there.  Her apartment right down the hall will be so quiet,” Olivia said.  “What if I need to borrow sugar?”

      “Liv!  We’ve been neighbors for like three years, and you never once asked to borrow any sugar,” I said with my hands on my hips.

      “Which means I must be really low on sugar, and I’m going to need some really soon,” Olivia said, biting back a small smile.

      Sam raised a brow.  “Oh yeah, you definitely need sugar.  And I need sugar.  Even Mel, after that ordeal with Elijah, needs sugar.”

      “Let’s not talk about him,” I said, shifting my eyes to a random person crossing the road down the block.

      Elijah was someone I still thought I saw everywhere.  Getting away, even though it was to work, had its benefits.

      “Okay,” Olivia said, scrunching up her nose.  “Wine, then.  Who will I borrow wine from?”

      “You’re the one that always supplied the wine,” I said, raising a brow.

      “You’re right.  You guys need me!” Olivia said, hugging us both simultaneously.

      Sam rolled her eyes but smiled at the same time.  “You’ll be fine.  I promise we’ll talk soon.  All right, Mel, you ready?”

      “I guess so,” I said, opening the back of the SUV again.  I checked my bags to make sure I’d put them all in the back.  “Maybe I should take another quick look around the apartment.”

      “You already did that twice,” Sam said.

      “I’ll go in and check everything is turned off and unplugged,” Olivia said.

      I exhaled slowly and closed the back of the SUV.  “Okay.  Thanks.  Oh, and take care of my plant.”

      “You have a plant?” Sam asked, narrowing her eyes.

      “Yeah, that succulent by the window,” I said, biting my lip.

      Sam laughed.

      “I will check on it every day,” Olivia called from the sidewalk, waving with both hands.  “Drive safely.  Call when you get there.  Actually, call before you get there!”

      Our plan was to drive straight through, only stopping for gas and food.  It was going to be a long trip by car, but I needed to drive in case there was anything I’d want to bring back home.

      I sat down in the firm driver’s seat.  The SUV had a clean pine scent and only a few thousand miles on it.  At least the long drive would hopefully be a comfortable one.

      I placed my hands on the steering wheel and put the keys into the ignition.  I stared at the road ahead.  Was I ready?

      “You have to turn the key,” Sam said.

      “It’s been a while since I drove, but not that long,” I said.

      “Having second thoughts?” Sam asked.  “I’m sure you could force your brother to deal with it somehow.”

      I shook my head.  “He didn’t even come to the funeral.  He’ll let the house rot before going to deal with anything.  I need the money, if there is any, more than he does, and he knows it.”

      “Want me to drive first?” Sam asked.

      “I got it, thanks,” I said as I turned the key.  The engine rumbled to a soft start.

      We both waved to Olivia as I pulled away from the curb and drove down the street.

      When I’d been home for the funeral, I’d seen the house.  It had been in complete shambles.  Sam had volunteered to come to help me, but I don’t think she grasped the gravity of the situation.

      My mom was a moderate hoarder.  I wasn’t even sure if three weeks would be enough time to clean everything to get it ready for sale.  If anyone would even buy the place.

      “Well,” Sam said, clapping her hands.  “I, for one, am glad to be leaving.  Good bye, Massachusetts!  Hello… what’s the place called again?”

      “Door County,” I said.

      “Hello, Door County!” Sam said as she rolled down the window and squealed.

      I told her once that it was roughly an eighteen-hour drive, but I didn’t feel it was necessary to remind her.  We’d be there before we knew it, and then I’d have to get to work.

      We hadn’t been on the road more than a couple hours when Sam begged me to stop at a gas station.  Apparently, snacks were needed ASAP.

      “If you need to stretch your legs already, this isn’t going to go well,” I said.

      “I don’t need to,” Sam said.  “I just want to.  Besides, isn’t it a requirement to snack while on a road trip?”

      I pulled into the gas station, stopping at the nearest pump.  “Going to fill it up while we’re here, I guess.”

      “Need anything?” Sam asked.

      “Water, if you don’t mind.”

      “It would be my honor,” Sam said with a flourish.

      The sun beat down.  I was anxious to get back into the air-conditioned SUV.

      A crackly pop song ended in the speakers above my head.  The radio DJ’s voice cut was overly bouncy and bubbly.

      He recited the artist before his tone switched to something a bit more serious.  “We have breaking news to share on this scorching summer day.”
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      Sam came out of the gas station wearing a big smile as she proudly waved a large bottle of water in the air.  The loose curls of her fiery orange hair bouncing from side to side as she strutted closer.

      The car’s engine at the next pump rumbled to a loud start, blocking out nearly half of everything the radio host said.

      “Scientist monitoring the sun… several hours ago… updating the public… precautions… expected sometime during the night,” the DJ said.  The car drove off, and the DJ’s cheerfulness returned.  “It’s a steamy 86 today with clear skies, making your day even brighter.  Put on that sunscreen and enjoy the heat while listening to your favorite radio station, WKIS 108.1 FM.”

      Sam handed me the bottle of water before opening the passenger down.  She set down her bag of goodies on the seat and leaned back against the side of the SUV.

      “Is it going to be this hot in Wisconsin?” she asked, pulling her sunglasses down from the top of her head.

      “Maybe.  Cooler near the lake, though,” I said, squinting at her.  “Did you hear what the breaking news was all about?”

      Sam waved her hand, dismissing my question.  “Some kind of storm, I think.  Not going to matter because we’ll be long gone.”

      “Got everything you need?” I asked, reaching into my pocket to pull out my keys.

      “Oh, yeah, and then some,” Sam said.  “Everyone knows calories don’t count when you're on vacation.”

      I chuckled as I walked around the SUV and climbed into the driver’s seat.  “I don’t think my body got the memo.  Think I gained five pounds just looking at your bag of abundant snacks.”

      “I don’t even want to hear you complain,” Sam said, holding up her palm as she settled into her seat.  “You’re absolutely perfect.  I’d kill for a slender body like yours again.  I tell ya, having a kid put my body through the wringer.”

      “Well, that’s something I won’t have to worry about, I guess,” I said, pressing my lips together as I pulled back onto the highway.

      “You say that now, but things change, and in my case, happy surprises happen,” Sam said, digging into her bag.  She handed me something wrapped in plastic.  “Sandwich?”

      I shook my head.

      “Aw, come on,” Sam said, chomping down in the flat triangle she was holding in her other hand.  “It’s a long drive.  You’re going to need the energy.”

      “Oh, fine,” I said, grabbing it from her.  “What kind is it?”

      “Chicken salad.”

      “You’re just trying to get me sick,” I said with a smile.

      Sam groaned.  “Why would I want that?”

      “I know you want to stop at a hotel,” I said, looking over at her for a split second.  “Liv told me all about your ideas for a room with a hot tub.”

      “On the way back,” Sam said.  “Definitely not now.  I know we’re going to be busy bees.”

      The song on the radio ended, and Sam turned the station to a different tune.  She started dancing in her seat.

      “Save your energy,” I muttered.

      Sam ignored me and sang the lyrics as she leaned closer.  Her vacation started the second we left town.  Sam almost always had her daughter with her.  Dott might have been an oopsy baby, but Sam loved her with all her heart.

      The six-year-old was her mini.  If she were in the car, she’d be singing random words at the top of her lungs.

      “Dott is with Jameson?” I shouted over the music.

      “Yeah,” Sam yelled back.  “He’s really looking forward to bonding with her.  This is the first time I’m going to be away from her.  I hope she doesn’t forget who I am.”

      “You didn’t have to come,” I said with a frown.

      Sam reached over and touched my arm.  “No, no!  I wanted to help out.  This will be good for all of us.  Besides, Jameson is going to set up a video call for her every night.  I’ll still get to tell her I love her.”

      My phone rattled inside the cup holder where I’d set it.  “Hey, can you see who that’s from?”

      Sam took my phone and unlocked it.  She’d cracked the code the second day after I’d gotten it, and I’d been too lazy to change it.  It wasn’t like Sam would do anything sinister on my phone, except maybe trying to find me a new guy.

      After Elijah, though, I was pretty sure I never wanted to date ever again.  Unless it was someone I could be sure wasn’t crazy, but after my experiences, I was pretty sure that didn’t exist.  Everyone on some level seemed a little crazy.

      And I sure as hell wasn’t any better.  I had my issues too.  Who didn’t have baggage?

      “Um, it’s someone claiming to be your sister.”  Sam’s nose wrinkled.  “Must be spam.  Wait.  Now, she’s asking why you haven’t sent her any money?”

      “You can delete that,” I said, keeping my eyes focused on the road.

      “Mel?”

      “Yeah?”

      Sam cleared her throat as she set down my phone.  “Do you have a sister?”

      “We’re not on speaking terms,” I said.

      “Why haven’t you ever mentioned you have a sister?  You told us about your awful brother… why on earth would you keep your sister a secret?” I could feel Sam’s eyes on me.

      I released a heavy sigh.  “She’s quite a bit older than me.  She left when I was a kid.  Drugs were more important to her than any of us were, including mom.”

      “Oh, that’s sad.”

      “I wouldn’t even know what she looked like if I hadn’t seen her on social media,” I grumbled.

      The phone buzzed again.

      “Want me to check it?” Sam asked.

      “No,” I said.  “Thanks, though.”

      “She sure wants her cut pretty badly,” Sam said.

      My stomach twisted.  “My mom didn’t put her in the will.”

      Sam sucked in a breath.  “So, she doesn’t know she’s not getting money for her drugs?”

      “Nope.  I think I should send her something when the house sells,” I said, chewing my lip.

      “You can’t do that,” Sam said.  “It’s not what your mom wanted.  Not to mention it sounds like she’d probably just throw it away on drugs.”

      “She one hundred percent would,” I said, turning the radio up a few notches.  “Let’s talk about something else.”

      Sam leaned her chair back and put her feet up on the dash.  She watched the country scenery as it zipped by.

      I was perfectly fine with not talking too.  Sam and I were going to have a lot of time to talk.

      I still wasn’t entirely sure how I felt about having Sam in my mom’s house.  She’d been prepared about what to expect, but I don’t think anyone really understood what a moderate hoarder’s house looked like until they stepped inside.

      Ever since I was young, I was embarrassed about the house.  I never had friends over, and after I moved out, things got worse.

      I didn’t blame my mom, though.  Her life hadn’t been easy.  It was like she was always trying to hold on to something.

      We didn’t stop for dinner.  Sam had bought more than enough food that we wouldn’t need to stop again until tomorrow.  Unless, of course, I needed gas before then.

      After the sun had gone down, Sam fell asleep.  Her heavy breathing was hypnotic.

      Each blink made my eyelids feel heavy.  I yawned so big my eyes stayed closed for half a second too long, and the tires touched the gravel at the side of the road.

      “Whoa,” I said, swerving slightly to get back in my lane.

      “What?  What happened?” Sam asked, popping up in her seat.

      I yawned again.  “Can you drive?”

      “I don’t think I should,” Sam said, mirroring a yawn.

      “Okay, keep your eyes peeled for a sign for a hotel.”

      Ten minutes passed before Sam yawned and pointed at a sign.  “Two more miles.”

      It was a long two miles before I slowed and left the highway.  At the stoplight at the end of the intersection, a blue truck approached.  The bed of the truck was weighed down with so many items the vehicle sat at least six inches lower.

      “What do you think they have under that tarp?” Sam asked as the truck continued down the road away from the small town.

      I shook my head.  “Their entire lives.”
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      The bird’s shrill chirps outside the window woke me early.  We each took a quick shower and left without even bothering to turn on the TV before we got back on the road.

      Sam insisted on driving first.  She stopped at the nearest drive-through and ordered us breakfast before getting back on the highway.

      “Do you always drive this fast?” I asked, clutching onto the armrests.

      “This can’t be the first time you’ve ridden with me,” Sam said, glancing over at me.  “I could go faster.  We need to make up for lost time.”

      My eyes were wide.  I felt like I could see each tiny pebble that made up the concrete road.

      “This is plenty fast,” I said.

      The hours dragged.  It was around seven in the evening when things started to look familiar.  We still had another four hours before we’d reach my mom’s house.

      “I’m hungry,” Sam said, puffing out her bottom lip.  “Can we make a quick stop?  Fill our bellies, stretch our legs.”

      I wanted to press on, but my stomach betrayed me and rumbled loud enough to make Sam laugh.  She turned to me with a big smile on her face.

      “Ha!  Burgers?” she asked.

      My stomach rumbled again as though it thought Sam was talking directly to it.

      “I guess so,” I groaned.

      “How about that place,” Sam said, pointing at a blue sign with a white cursive font.  “They have cheese curds!”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Sam rubbed her palms together.  “I’ve never had Wisconsin cheese curds.”

      “Your whole world is about to change,” I said with a laugh.  “You’re never going to want to go back to Massachusetts.”

      “Well, I have to, but if they are as great as you say, Dott and I will move here in a heartbeat,” Sam said as we climbed out of the SUV.

      The sounds of an old truck rattling down the road caught my attention.  It was another truck with the bed packed to the brim.

      “That’s weird,” I said.

      “It can’t be the same one we saw yesterday, can it?” Sam asked.

      I shook my head.  “It’s not.  That one was a completely different color.”

      The restaurant was empty except for another older couple huddled in a booth near the soda machine.  They looked up at us for a long moment before turning back to their food.

      Sam ordered us each a double cheeseburger and a side of cheese curds.  I handed her cash, but she shook her head.

      “It’s on me,” she said.

      “I have money.”

      “You can pay me back when the house sells.”  Sam bumped her shoulder into mine.

      There was some kind of commotion in the kitchen.  I couldn’t see anyone, but I could hear them.

      “I’m leaving,” a woman’s voice said.  “You can’t make me stay.”

      “We’re already short-staffed!” a short man said as he wobbled after the woman.

      She tore off her apron and threw it on the ground.  “You’re an idiot.”  She pointed at everyone, including Sam and me.  “You’re all idiots.”

      The woman shoved the door opened and ran across the parking lot.  She was in her car in less than thirty seconds.  Her headlights popped on as she sped onto the road away from the restaurant.

      “Is everything okay?” Sam asked, placing her hands on the counter and leaning forward.  Her head moved from side to side.

      The man chuckled nervously.  “Everything is fine.  Your food will be up shortly.  I’ll throw in two free frozen custards for the wait.”

      “Oh, we weren’t here long,” I said, holding up my palm.

      “It’s quite all right,” he said, grabbing two plastic cups from under the counter.  He turned to the ice cream machine, and another employee ran to the door.

      The man turned at the sound and cursed under his breath.  His smile was shaky as he placed our food into a bag and put lids on the custard.

      “You should take it to go.  Seems I’m going to need to close early,” he said, wiping sweat beads away from his temples with the back of his hand.  “Have a good night.”

      I grabbed the bag of food, and Sam took the cups of custard.  My eyes stayed on the man as he walked over to the table where the older couple sat.  His hand rubbed the back of his neck as he talked to them.  The outside lights turned off before we were even outside the door.

      “Well, that was weird, right?” Sam asked over her shoulder.

      I couldn’t respond because it felt as though my throat was closing.  Several parking spots away from the our SUV there was a black truck that reminded me of my ex’s truck.  It wasn’t just the truck that made me nervous, it was the face looking out at us.

      “Sam?” I said as the truck’s lights popped on and the face disappeared into the shadows inside the truck.  “Is that Elijah?”

      She looked over, but the truck pulled out of its spot, squealing its tires as it turned out onto the road.  “Of course, it’s not.  We’re miles from home.  Lots of people have that same black truck.”

      “I know,” I said.  “It just looked so much like him, and I swear he was watching us.”

      “I’m sure it was someone that was going to get food until the lights turned off,” Sam said, pressing her lips together.  “He’s really messed with your head.  Your paranoia is so much worse.”

      “That implies it wasn’t great before Elijah,” I said, walking around to the driver’s side door.

      I sat down and closed the door before handing Sam the bag of food.  I was tempted to lock the doors, but Elijah’s doppelganger was long gone.

      “No comment,” Sam said, smirking.  “You’ll feel better once we’re at your mom’s.  Secluded.  Safe.  Far, far away from civilization.”

      “You make it sound kind of scary,” I mumbled.

      Sam laughed as she reached into the bag and pulled out her order of cheese curds.  She popped one into her mouth and moaned as she slowly chewed.

      “Yep.  That’s one delicious greasy blob of heaven,” she said.

      “Wonder why they didn’t name them that.  That’s a much better name than cheese curds,” I said with a quick laugh.

      Sam handed me my food from the bag.  I didn’t mind eating while driving.  It took all my attention to focus on the two tasks, so I didn’t think about Elijah and what a shitty person he was.  I’d never be the same because of the man I spent only six months of my life with.

      At first, he seemed normal.  Everyone noticed what a creep he was before I did.

      He’d follow me around town.  He’d show up at school.  Elijah had texted constantly and then didn’t believe I was where I said I was.  He’d become obsessed, and I’d felt trapped.

      Breaking up with him had been a nightmare.  He didn’t understand and thought if he showed up everywhere with flowers and a smile, I’d take him back.

      I couldn’t ever be with someone that didn’t trust me and thought I was lying.  One time I’d been out with Sam and Olivia, I’d had him on speakerphone.  They both heard him say that if I was lying to him about who I was with, he’d kill me, and he’d kill the bastard that was trying to steal his girl.

      Elijah was psychotic.  It took a restraining order for him to understand I was serious, and even after that, I caught him driving by on occasion.

      Truthfully, I didn’t think he gave a crap about the restraining order.  I believed he just got better at hiding in the shadows.

      I’d probably never feel completely free of him.  I’d always feel like he was lurking somewhere.

      Elijah had no idea I was even leaving town.  I shouldn’t have to be miles away and still feel the need to look over my shoulder for him.  If anything, I should finally feel safe.

      The rest of our drive was relatively quick.  We were one of the few cars on the road.

      “I’m going to fill up the tank and get a few things from inside,” I said as I pulled into a gas station.

      “How much further is it?” Sam asked with a yawn.

      “Not much,” I said, rubbing my neck.  “Thirty minutes, give or take.”

      Sam stepped out of the SUV and stood next to me as I filled the tank.  She hugged herself, rubbing her hands up and down her arms.

      “It’s cold,” Sam said.

      “Welcome to Wisconsin,” I said with wide eyes.

      After the tank was full, I reached into my pocket and touched the keys, squeezing them slightly.  I pulled the handle to make sure the SUV doors were locked.

      Sam eyed me with a raised eyebrow.  “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah.”  I smiled.  “I’m working on it.”

      “It’s better than it used to be,” I said with a shrug.

      “Definitely,” Sam said, hugging herself tighter.  “I’m surprised you haven’t called Olivia to go make sure your oven is off.”

      I shot her a look.

      “You checked it six times, didn’t you?” Sam asked.

      “I said I’m working on it,” I replied firmly.  “It’s not like it’s hurting anyone.”

      “I just don’t want to see you fall back into that place,” Sam said.

      I sighed.  “Okay.  Thanks for your concern.”

      Sam didn’t even know the half of it.  I’d always struggled with certain things, but after Elijah it had all gotten so much worse.  I didn’t like to think about it or talk about it.

      I pushed open the gas station door, and a bell over my head jingled.  The man behind the counter perked up and smiled.

      “Evening,” he said, muting the TV.

      I gave him a nod and turned toward the coolers.   I needed caffeine.

      Sam hesitated by the bottles of booze.  “Should we get some wine?”

      “It’s after nine,” the man called.  “I can’t sell it.”

      “Aw, bummer,” Sam said.  She walked over to me and leaned toward me.  “No need to worry.  I packed some.”

      “Of course, you did.”  I grinned as I pulled out a cold can of iced coffee.

      We filled our arms with food and drinks and set them down on the counter.  The cashier, whose name was Dorian, scanned our items.

      “This isn’t going to be anywhere near enough stuff,” he said, looking up at us.

      “I think it’ll be fine,” I said, narrowing my eyes.  I didn’t appreciate it when people commented on my purchases, and I wanted to tell him to mind his own business.

      “Are you guys from around here?” he asked.

      Sam rested her arms on the counter and leaned forward.  His cheeks turned red.  Sam had a way with men.  They were fascinated and intimidated by her, and she knew it.

      “We’re not,” Sam said, blinking several times.

      Dorian cleared his throat.  “Oh, then maybe you haven’t heard the news?  Although I’m not sure how that’s possible when it seems to be all they’ve been talking about for the last day.”

      “What news?” I asked, glancing at the TV.  The marquee at the bottom was spitting information, and the words ‘breaking news’ were in big, bold letters at the top left-hand corner.

      The cashier glanced at the register.  “There’s some kind of solar storm due to hit in a few hours.”  He chuckled.  “We’re all doomed.”
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      Dorian, the cashier, scratched the back of his neck and his smile faded.  “Yeah, I guess they miscalculated or something.”

      “You’re not joking?” Sam asked, turning toward the TV.

      “No,” he said, grabbing the remote.  He unmuted the TV, and the newscaster started speaking in an extremely serious tone.

      “… should hit Earth in the next few hours.  Crews will be out all over the United States, ready to combat the after-effects of the solar storm.  Authorities are highly recommending everyone stay indoors until they are able to give out the all-clear.”

      Sam slapped the table.  “That’s nuts.”

      “I think we should get going,” I said, twisting my fingers together.  “How much do I owe you?”

      “You got gas too?” Dorian asked.

      “Pump four.”

      Dorian tapped a few keys on his register.  “Forty-six dollars and two cents, please.”

      I placed the cash on the counter, but Dorian didn’t take the money.  He stared at me for a long moment.

      “You’re not from around here?” he asked.

      “No,” I replied.

      “Where you headed?”

      “My mom’s house,” I said.

      Sam slapped her hand on the money and slid it closer.  “You don’t have to answer his questions.  Don’t be a creep.”

      “I wasn’t trying to be a creep,” Dorian said, his voice shaking.  “I… I just… she seems familiar.”

      “I lived in the area a long time ago,” I said.

      Dorian took the money and gave me a receipt.  “I wasn’t trying to pry.  Just curious.  Jeez.”

      “It’s fine,” I mumbled as Sam pulled me out of the gas station.  She muttered something as she shot him a look over her shoulder.  “People are nosier around here.  He didn’t mean anything.”

      “Yeah, right.  You, of all people, need to be more careful,” Sam said.

      “Me of all people?” I snapped.

      She sighed.  “Must I remind you of the whole Elijah situation?  We don’t want a repeat of that.”

      “This wasn’t that,” I groaned as I pulled my keys out of my pocket.  “Let’s just get out of here, okay?”

      “Yeah,” Sam said, placing her hand on my shoulder.  “It’s going to be fine.”

      I hadn’t realized my hands were shaking until I heard the ringing of the key clanking together.  My lips parted as I slowly exhaled a breath.

      “I don’t like being outside in any storm.”  I looked up at the sky.  It looked the same as any other night.  “Is this even real?  What the hell is a solar storm?”

      “I’m sure it’s nothing, and the news just wants viewers.  Blowing things out of proportion because there isn’t anything else to talk about,” Sam said.  “We’ll just get to your mom’s house and wait it out.  That’s what they said, right?  Stay inside and wait for the all-clear.”

      “We should already be inside,” I said, biting my lip.  “Not traveling.”

      She shook her head.  “Why is that guy still here?  Shouldn’t he be going home?”  Sam gasped.  “Is that why those people left the burger joint?  They seemed pretty worried.”

      I pressed the button on my key fob and heard the soft thud of the doors unlocking.  “Get in.”

      “Should I drive?” Sam asked.  “I don’t drive like an old lady.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.  “I know the way.  It’ll be faster than trying to give you direction.”

      I walked around the SUV and climbed into the driver’s seat.  Sam scanned the radio stations, trying to find more information as I sped down the road.

      My heart was pounding as I zipped down the familiar roads.  Everything was different from when I grew up in the area, but it was also the same.

      There wasn’t much information on the radio.  Much of it was repeated from what we’d heard at the gas station.

      Stay inside.

      Scientists made a mistake.

      The Coronal Mass Ejection will hit Earth.

      “I wish they would tell us what’s going to happen,” Sam said.

      “Maybe they don’t want people to panic,” I surmised.

      “Let’s hope you’re right, but you’d think they want us to be prepared,” Sam mumbled.

      The blinker clicked loudly as the orange glow from the lights flashed against the massive bush at the end of my mom’s driveway.  I thought I’d feel a wave of relief wash over me, but the dark house hidden in the trees seemed somehow different.

      “Is this it?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah,” I said, stopping the SUV in front of the garage.

      Sam glanced over at me.  “It’s really dark out here.”

      “This is what it’s like when you don’t have all the lights from a big city lighting everything up,” I said, cutting the engine but leaving the headlights on.  “Wait here.  I’ll go turn on the lights.”

      “Gladly,” Sam muttered as she hugged herself and slouched down in the seat.

      I turned on my phone’s flashlight and ran to the front door, squeezing my keys in my hand.  Just because it was the house I grew up in, didn’t mean I didn’t have an eerie feeling of being watched.

      The key slid into the lock and the doorknob opened with a familiar squeak.  The noisy door was one of the many reasons I always got caught sneaking in after curfew.  My mom’s house was old.  It squeaked, creaked, moaned, and groaned.

      I reached inside and turned on the entrance and outside lights before running back to Sam.  She opened the door and handed me my medication.

      “Maybe I should take one of these,” she grumbled.  “I wasn’t expecting to stay in a haunted house.”

      “I did warn you it wasn’t going to be pretty,” I said, opening the back of the SUV to get our things.

      “Yes, I remember the warning, however, you left out the part about it being haunted,” Sam said, glancing over her shoulder.  “If I have to run for my life, which is the best way to go?”

      I jerked my thumb to the left.  “West will get you to the bay.  That’s practically a dead-end unless you want to swim.”

      “So, I go east?” Sam asked as she reached in for her bag.

      “I guess, but if you go far enough in that direction, you’ll hit Lake Michigan,” I said, biting my lip.  I bumped my shoulder into hers.  “You’ll be fine.  I lived here for years and never was chased by anyone with a chainsaw.”

      Sam grimaced.  “Don’t give the creeps listening in any ideas.”

      “You’ll want to go south,” I said as I led her toward the house.  “Back to the gas station.”

      “That’s probably the guy who’ll come out here with a chainsaw.”

      I shook my head.  “You have quite the imagination.”

      I stepped inside the home and sighed.  The mess was overwhelming, and the spiderwebs gobbed up on the ceiling made me want to drive back home.

      “Okay,” Sam said, closing the door.  “Um, where should I put my things?”

      “Wherever you want.”

      The house wasn’t much different from when I stopped by after my mom’s funeral.  It was cold, damp, and empty.  The warmth from my mother was gone, making the place feel completely different from the home I’d grown up in.

      The living room couch piled with blankets on one end looked the same, but it didn’t seem like the same couch.  I sat down, resting my face on my closed fists.

      “Are you okay?” Sam asked.

      “It’s just weird, you know?”

      “Unfortunately, I don’t.” Sam frowned.  “Can I do anything to help?”

      I shook my head.  “It feels like I don’t belong here.  Like this place belongs to a stranger.”

      “Yeah, that creeper from the gas station has probably been squatting here, and when he gets back, he’s going to get his revenge for us poking around,” Sam said with a smile.

      She was trying to lighten the mood, but I didn’t have it in me to even force a smile.  I stood and cleaned the folded blankets and clothing off the couch.

      “You can sleep here,” I said.

      “By the door?” Sam asked, picking at her fingernails.

      “Fine, you can take my old bedroom,” I said.

      Sam smiled sweetly.  “Do you think the internet works out here?”

      “It should.  I didn’t cancel it,” I said.

      Sam crouched down and dug out her laptop from her bag.  “I need to video chat with Dott.”

      “Oh, sure.  No problem,” I said, looking around.  “I’m just going to check out the house and heat up some food.”

      “Make me something too?” Sam said, blinking her beautiful lashes.

      “That doesn’t work on me,” I said with a raised brow.  “But sure.  I can do that.”

      Sam gingerly sat down on the couch.  “Guess it does work on you, huh?”

      The living room was a large square room that blended into the dining room.  A wooden table was hidden under the boxes and piles of God-knows-what, but it hadn’t been used in years.  Only one of the chairs was empty… the one my mom would sit on when she had company.

      Behind the table was the sliding glass door that led to the patio.  I walked over and checked to make sure it was locked.  The backyard was completely dark except for a pale glow from the fingernail-sized moon.

      I let the curtains fall back into place as I walked down the hall and turned on the bathroom light.  Sam’s excited voice filled the air, which helped give the empty home a bit of life.  The feeling that something was going to jump out at me faded… slightly.

      The bathroom was the least cluttered room, but even the counters had empty toilet paper rolls and boxes of tissues stacked a foot or two high.  There was makeup on the counter that my mom probably hadn’t touched in at least fifteen years.

      “Baby girl, I miss you soooo much,” Sam said as I stepped out into the hallway.  “I’m sorry, daddy had to wake you, but I just had to see you.”

      “It’s okay, Momma,” Dott’s sleepy voice said sweetly.

      “I should put her back to bed, Sammie,” Jameson said.  “Glad you got there okay.  We’ll talk tomorrow, okay?”

      I didn’t have to look at Sam to know she was frowning.

      The door to the spare bedroom opened halfway.  I flicked on the light and backed out when I saw the room completely filled with junk.

      At the end of the hallway, the last two rooms were my bedroom on the right and my mom’s on the left.  Both doors were open.  My hand felt cold and tingly as I brought it up to flick on the lights to my mom’s room.

      The bed was made, and there wasn’t anything on it.  There was a path through the junk that led to the bed, but the rest of the floor space was filled with containers and clothing, and toys from when I was a child.

      My room wasn’t too bad.  There were random items piled against the walls, but there was more walking space.  It was like she’d only just started filling my room with items before she passed.

      I left the light on and walked down the hall.  Sam was staring at her computer screen.

      “How’s Dott?” I asked.

      “The cutest,” Sam said.  “Just checking on some work things quick.”

      “No problem.  My room is the last door on the right.  No rush, just letting you know,” I said, picking up my plastic bag of items from the gas station.  “If you want, I can attempt to change the sheets on the bed.”

      Sam’s eyes widened.  “I don’t think that will make any difference.”

      I emptied the bag of items onto the counter and opened the microwave door.  It squealed on its old rusty hinges.  The microwave had been the same one that had been in the house all my life.  I wasn’t even sure if it was safe to use it.

      I tossed the food in and set it for two minutes.  A yawn stretched my mouth wide.  I hadn’t even realized how tired I was.  Driving for so long had been exhausting.

      There was a loud thud that felt as though it shook the house.  The lights and the microwave shut off instantly.

      “Ouch!” Sam howled as something crashed to the floor in the darkness.

      Crackles and pops came from the outlet where the microwave was plugged in.  Sparks burst out and caught nearby papers on fire.

      Flames rapidly multiplied.  It wouldn’t take long for the house to burn to the ground.  And maybe that would be for the best.

      Sam shook my arm.  “Mel!  Do something!”
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      I reached down under the sink, grabbing the fire extinguisher, which thankfully was still there.  It was a gift from my brother after he’d moved out.

      I pulled the pin and squeezed the handle.  The white powder put out the fire almost instantly.

      “I’ve never had to do that before,” I mumbled, staring into the darkness.  I couldn’t see anything except for the distracting orbs of light that moved with my eyes.

      The room was pitch black.

      “What the hell was that?” Sam asked.

      “A fire.”

      She groaned loudly.  “I know that, but why?  My laptop zapped me.  I threw it on the floor.”

      “Guess something short-circuited or something?”

      “So, what do we do now?” Sam asked.  “Hotel?”

      My heart was pounding.  I exhaled slowly, trying to calm myself.

      “I’m not sure that’s a good idea with this solar storm or whatever it is that’s supposed to hit tonight,” I said, setting down the extinguisher.

      “We can’t stay here,” Sam said, dramatically coughing.  “Too much smoke.”

      The darkness hid my rolling eyes.  Any smoke from the small fire had already found its way out of the poorly insulated home.

      “I can’t think,” I said, stepping past her.

      I needed my medication before I started to hyperventilate.  Panic was on the verge of exploding, and I needed to contain it.

      “Where are you going?” Sam squeaked.  “Don’t leave me in here alone!”

      I turned around, grabbed her hand, and pulled her with me out of the house.  My feet stopped after three steps onto the yard.

      I gasped at the sky.  Bright blues, greens, and reds danced and swirled far over our heads.

      “What is that?” Sam asked.  “Aurora Borealis?”

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so,” I said, tempted to pivot and go right back inside.  We could find a closet to hide in and wait safely until morning.  “Maybe it’s from the solar storm.”

      “That doesn’t look like anything we need to take shelter from,” Sam said with a shrug.  “If you ask me, it’s kind of pretty.”

      There was a faint but sharp whistling sound in the distance.  I turned toward the sound, but I couldn’t see anything.

      “Do you hear that?” I asked as the sound grew louder and harsher.

      “How could I not?” Sam asked, tugging on my arm.  “We should go back inside.”

      The sound was so loud I covered my ears and crouched.  It felt like the earth was shaking, and the trees around us were going to get ripped right out of the ground.

      The thunderous sound began to fade before we could even get inside.  It hadn’t taken long to pass overhead.

      “Was that a plane?” I asked.

      “Couldn’t be,” Sam said, still holding my arm.  “It would be too low.”

      The boom of whatever it was smashing into the lake nearly knocked me off my feet.  I held out my arms to steady myself.

      “I think that was a plane,” I said slowly.

      Sam and I exchanged a long, horrified look in silence.  My breathing slowed, but my heart was still racing.

      “I need to get my medicine,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Sam said.  “Are you sure we shouldn’t just get our things and find a hotel?  We can come back first thing in the morning.”

      “Fine,” I said.

      I was afraid to leave, but I was also scared to stay.  The sky freaked me out, and a plane had just crashed into the bay.  There was a feeling in the air I didn’t like… the creepy, spine-tingling feeling right before a really bad thunderstorm.  Although this was different.  We didn’t know what was going to happen.

      Sam reappeared with both of our bags.  “Let’s go.”

      We walked side by side to the car.  Sam opened the passenger’s side door and tossed the bags into the backseat before sitting down.  She shut the door and curled her knees to her chest, hugging herself into a tight ball.

      I put the keys into the car and turned them, but nothing happened.  The dashboard lights didn’t even come on.

      “What are you waiting for?” Sam asked, shaking her foot.  “Oh,” she said, letting her legs drop to the floor.  “Your medicine.”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.  “Well, yes, but that isn’t the problem.”

      “Problem?”

      I tried the keys again.  Nothing.

      “The battery must have died,” I said, resting my forehead on the steering wheel.

      “Is that even possible?”  Sam held out her palm.  “Let me try.”

      “Sam,” I groaned.  “I know how to start a car.”

      “Humor me,” Sam said.

      I gave her the keys, and she leaned over.  As I expected, nothing happened.

      “Huh,” she said.  “Well, I guess we’re stuck here then.”

      “I’m not sure what we should do,” I said, leaning back my head back.  “It’s too dark in the house.”

      Sam blew out a breath.  “Do you have your phone?  Is there someone we can call?”

      “Umm… like a mechanic?” I said, reaching into the back to retrieve my phone from my backpack.  “They probably won’t come out until morning anyway.”

      “I guess,” Sam said.  “I just hate this feeling.”

      “Me too,” I said, tapping the button at the side of my phone.  “That’s weird.”

      Sam’s wide eyes turned to me.  “Now what?”

      “My phone won’t turn on,” I said, repeatedly pressing the button.

      “Out of battery?”

      “No, I was charging it as we drove,” I said, holding up the white cord.  “Do you have your phone?”

      Sam dug into her back pocket and pressed the button.  “Mine isn’t working either.”  She looked into my eyes.  “I’m starting to get a little freaked out.”

      “Starting?” I asked, gesturing toward the glove compartment.  “Would you mind passing me my medicine?”

      “Only if I can have one,” Sam said with a frown as she passed me the bottle.  “Kidding, of course.”

      “I know,” I said.

      Sam sat back in her seat.  “Did your mom have a phone?”

      “I canceled it.”

      She rubbed her hands together and sighed.  “Guess we’re camping then?”

      “Guess so,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck as I looked up at the sky.  “House or car?”

      “Car,” Sam said, reclining the seat.  “Definitely car.”

      Sam reached forward and pressed the button to lock the doors.  She sighed heavily as she laid back down, curling into a tight ball.

      “I hate camping,” Sam mumbled.

      “Have you ever gone camping?” I asked.

      “No, because I hate it,” she snapped.

      I unscrewed the lid and popped one of the pills into my mouth.  My lips curled around the nearly empty bottle of water I had in the cupholder.  The warm water didn’t make it easy to swallow the medicine.

      “Think your mom has a flashlight in there somewhere,” Sam asked.

      “Probably,” I said, watching the colors swirl in the sky.  “The batteries are probably dead, though.”

      “Do you think she has spare batteries somewhere in there?” Sam asked.

      I blew out my cheeks.  “Probably.  Why?  It’s not like we can hunt around in the dark.”

      “I know.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said, resting my hand on her shoulder.  “We’ll get this all figured out in the morning.”

      Sam’s eyes glowed in the darkness.  “Of course, we will, but what if I have to pee?”

      “Try not to think about it,” I said.  “You could always squat.”

      “Oh, dear God.  I’ll try not to think about it.”

      We both relaxed as best as we could into our seats.  My eyes would close, but they never stayed closed for long.

      I was exhausted from the trip, but my heart was still racing, and my mind was buzzing.

      Pins and needles started to crawl up my leg.  When I shifted my weight around, I noticed Sam’s mouth hanging open.  She had somehow managed to fall asleep.

      I yawned and looked up at the sky, hoping the swirling colors would put me out.  A shiver ran through me as I quietly tried to find a comfortable position.

      My spine straightened when a light flickered in my side mirror.  I tightened my fists as I ducked down as low as I could.

      The light bobbed as it moved across the yard.  A pale-yellow beam flashed into the back window.

      There was no doubt about it.  Someone was coming.
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      I lightly shook Sam and covered her mouth.  She grumbled and swatted at my hand.

      “Stop,” she said.

      “Sam!  You need to wake up,” I whispered.  “Someone’s coming.”

      She blinked several times as she looked into my eyes, trying to determine how serious I was.  Her eyes narrowed as if she were angry, but then widened when she saw the light hit one of the shrubs near the front of the house.

      “Holy shit!” Sam gasped before covering her mouth.  “I was mostly joking about that creep from the gas station.  Do you think he followed us?”

      “I don’t know,” I said as a shadow moved past the window.

      A bearded man with floppy hair walked up to the door.  He looked around before knocking.

      “Did you tell someone we’d be here?” Sam asked.

      I shook my head.  “I have no idea who that is.”

      “Doesn’t look like the gas station guy,” Sam said.

      The man stepped over to the window at the front of the house and peered in between the curtains.  He knocked again before running his hands through his hair.

      “We’re so dead,” Sam mumbled as she tried to sink down even further.  “Tell Dott how much I love her, okay?”

      “What makes you think I’m going to survive this?”

      “Brunettes always live,” Sam said.  “Redheads never make it.”

      I tapped my index finger to my lips only seconds before the light turned toward the SUV.  Sam’s eyes searched the interior.  She picked up my empty bottle of water and clutched it in her shaking hand.

      The bottle of water wasn’t going to help, but maybe the keys would.  I gripped them tightly between my fingers.  If I had to claw the stranger to fight for my life, I would.  At least, I hoped I would.

      I wasn’t a violent person.  I didn’t even like squishing bugs.

      The man knocked on the window, and we both screamed.  Shock stretched his face as he took a quick step back.

      “Go away!” Sam shouted.  “We’re armed.”

      “Whoa!  I’m just here to check on Wanda Carter,” he said, keeping his distance.  He slowly raised his hands.  “I wanted to make sure she’s okay.”

      Sam’s eyes flicked to meet mine.  “This guy knew your mom?”

      “Um,” I cleared my throat.  “She recently passed away.”

      His jaw stiffened.  “I don’t know what the two of you are up to, but if you hurt her—”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head, “she was my mom.  She had a heart attack.”

      “Oh.”  His eyebrows dropped, and the muscles in his neck softened.  “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      He scratched the back of his neck.  “She was a nice woman.”

      “Again, thanks,” I said.

      He looked to the left and then to the right before setting his eyes back on the SUV.  “Are you two okay?”

      “Why wouldn’t we be?” Sam snapped.

      The man’s lips curled on one side.  “I don’t know.  You’re hiding in an SUV for starters.”

      “We’re fine,” Sam said.

      “Do either of you need anything?” he asked, raising a brow.

      Sam turned to me.  “What is this guy’s deal?  Can’t he take a hint?”

      “Relax, Sam,” I said, studying the man outside the window.  He seemed normal enough, but after what I’d gone through with Elijah, I knew what someone looked like didn’t mean a damn thing.  “Well, the SUV won’t start.”

      “Yeah.”  The man’s head bobbed up and down.  “And it’s not going to.”

      “He did something to the car!” Sam hissed as she grabbed my hand and shook it.

      The man took a step closer.  “It would be easier to talk to you if I didn’t have to shout through the window.”

      I reached for the handle, but before I could open the door, Sam launched herself across the counsel and grabbed my hand.  Her perfect nails dug into my wrist.

      “Are you nuts?” Sam asked.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m not armed,” the guy said, clearly seeing Sam’s reaction.  “Look, I’m just here to help, and if you don’t need it after what happened, that’s perfectly fine with me.  I’ll just be on my way.  Have a good night.”

      I peeled Sam’s hands from me and opened the door.  She pulled on my shirt, but I managed to get free without the fabric tearing.

      “Hey, sorry about that.  What do you mean after what happened?” I asked.

      “The CME.  It’s like a EMP ,” the man said, pointing to the sky.  “That’s why your SUV won’t start.  Nothing is going to start.  The whole area seems to be without power.”

      “My microwave nearly burned the house down,” I muttered.

      Sam stepped out and stood next to me, crossing her arms like she was some kind of bodyguard.  “My laptop shocked me.”

      “Yeah, you can thank the solar storm for that,” the man said, reaching his hand toward me.  “Erik Price.  I live down the road a bit.  Mowed your mom’s lawn whenever I was in town.”

      “Melaney Carter,” I said, taking his rough hand in mine.

      He gave my hand a firm squeeze and turned to Sam.  “Erik Price.”

      “I heard you.  I’m standing right here,” Sam said, her brows skeptically squeezing together.  She sighed and took his hand.  “Sam.”

      “Like Madonna?”

      “Excuse me?” Sam said, unamused.

      “No last name.  Never mind.”  Erik turned back to me.  “If you want, you two can come to stay with me until this all gets figured out.”

      Sam shifted her weight.  “Thanks, but no thanks.”

      “Suit yourself,” Erik chuckled.

      “Do you know when power might be restored?” I asked.

      Erik inhaled deeply.  “Wish I knew.  Could be days, maybe even weeks.”

      “Weeks?” Sam squealed.  Her mouth dropped open as she turned to me.  “Mel!  I don’t have weeks.  I need to get back to Dott.”

      “Where are you two from?” Erik asked.

      “Why are you so nosy?”

      “All right,” Erik said, walking backward.  His eyes were locked onto mine.  “If you need anything, I’m just a quarter of a mile down the road.  Blue house.  Can’t miss it.”

      I nodded, and Erik turned around.  Sam’s hands were balled up into fists as she glared at his back.

      “Oh!  Erik!  One more thing,” I called, jogging to catch up with him.  Sam released a loud sigh.  “Is this solar storm thing over?”

      “Yeah.  Well, I don’t know what’s going to happen, but if you’re worried about the sky falling, that isn’t going to happen tonight,” Erik said, the pupils of his blue eyes reflecting the colors in the sky.

      “So, it was just this CME thing?”

      Erik rubbed the stubble on his chin.  “I think that’s going to be more than enough.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “I don’t know.  I really don’t.  But I think this isn’t something that just happened here,” Erik said, looking down at the ground.  “If the electrical grid is destroyed, life isn’t going to be the same.  It’ll be like being thrust back into the 1800s.”

      Sam grabbed my hand and pulled me back.  “Good night, mister doom and gloom.  We’ll call for a mechanic in the morning.”

      “Good luck with that,” Erik said, saluting her.  “Evening, ladies.”

      Sam pulled me back to the SUV.  I sat down and looked out the back window, but Erik Price was gone.

      Even though I was with Sam, I felt very alone.  And scared.
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      I’d slept for maybe an hour before the sun came up.  The sun was rising, erasing away the bright colors from the sky and giving everything a pale orange glow.

      Sam was still sleeping, and I didn’t want my growling stomach to wake her.  She needed the sleep after the hectic night.  Then again, so did I, but there was absolutely no way I’d fall back asleep.

      I silently opened the car door and stepped out into the chilly morning air.  I reached back into the SUV and took a pill from the bottle of medicine sitting in the cupholder.

      I’d wanted to blame Elijah for the increase in anxiety, but the truth was, it was something I dealt with long before I met him.   After meeting him, it had gotten worse.  I hated taking medicine, but I wasn’t sure I’d be able to function without it.

      Anxiety.  Depression because of the anxiety.  Sometimes it seemed like an endless cycle.  If it weren’t for my medicine, I’d be curled up on the floor of the closet, and that was before the solar storm and before Elijah.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Sam.  Her eyes bolted from side to side under her eyelids.

      Silently, I closed the door without clicking it into place.  My hands slid rapidly up and down my arms to keep me warm as I walked down the dirt path toward the bay.

      I could hear the water sloshing up against the rocks.  There was a sound that didn’t sound familiar.

      As I drew closer, I saw a hunk of metal scratching against the rocks as the water attempted to push it ashore.  Scattered along the rocks and in the water were other types of debris.  It wasn’t until I saw a suitcase floating on the gentle waves that I realized what I was looking at.

      A plane had crashed into the bay.  By the looks of all the pieces floating around, no one would have survived.

      Down the shore to the south, a man was standing on a short dock, loading items into a small motorboat.  His ball cap hid his face, but he acted as if it were just any other day.

      Perhaps things had already been fixed.  I should have tried my phone instead of wasting time watching the sunrise.

      He looked at me over his shoulder and waved.  I wasn’t sure, but it looked like the man who’d checked on us last night.

      I waved back but spun on my heel to go back to the SUV.  The motor started, and the rumbling sound faded.

      “Jesus, Mel,” Sam said, climbing out of the SUV.  “You just leave me in the middle of nowhere?”

      “You had your weapon,” I said, gesturing at the water bottle.

      “You’re so funny,” Sam said, holding up her phone.  “It’s still dead.  SUV won’t start either.  How are we going to get someone out here to help us?”

      My eyes shifted to the house.  “I still have to clean this place.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Sam asked, placing a hand on her hip.  “You can’t expect me to sit out here unable to speak with my daughter.”

      “No, I guess not,” I said, pressing a finger to my temple.  “I’m just not entirely sure what to do.  No phones.  No car.  Nothing.”

      “Exactly,” Sam said.  “I’m not entirely sure why you’re not freaking out a little more.”

      My eyes narrowed.  “That’s what you want?  Me to freak out?  Honestly, I’m trying to hold it together because if I lose it, I’m not sure what will happen.”

      “That medicine must be magical,” Sam said, looking away.

      I pressed my lips together, not sure what to say.  I turned on my heel and headed toward the house.  Maybe it was better if we didn’t talk at all.

      “Where are you going?” Sam whined.

      I ignored her and walked into the house.  The lingering smoke from the small fire assaulted my lungs, forcing me to gag out several deep coughs.

      I grabbed a bag of chips from the counter and tore it open, popping two or three of them into my mouth at the same time.  My stomach was swirling from hunger and nerves.  I prayed I’d be able to keep the food down.

      “Okay,” Sam said softly, stepping up behind me.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just that I’m scared, and I miss Dott.”

      “It’s fine.  I’m scared too,” I said, meeting her gaze.  “I don’t have any idea what to do.  We probably should have accepted help from the guy down the road.”

      “We don’t know anything about him,” Sam said.  She sighed and buried her face in her hands.  “You’re probably right.  I don’t know why I’m so paranoid.  I’m not used to strangers just striking up conversations with me.

      I opened my mouth, but she held up her hand.  She tilted her head to the side.

      “I know, I know.  Welcome to Wisconsin,” Sam said.

      I reached over on the counter and grabbed a second bag of chips.  “Hungry?”

      “Please,” Sam said.

      I tossed her the bag, and she ate just as ravenously as I had.  She sat down on the only empty chair and looked over at me.

      “Seriously though, what are we going to do?” Sam asked.

      “I think we need to figure out what’s going on first,” I said.

      “And how do we do that?”

      I tossed my empty bag of chips in the already full trash.  “We’re going to have to talk to people.”

      “Like that guy from last night?” Sam cocked her head to the side. “You really don’t think that was odd he came snooping around here in the middle of the night?”

      “Yeah, him.  He’s the closest neighbor.”

      “If he’s even your neighbor.”

      Exasperation dropped my shoulders.

      “Can you blame me for being cautious?” Sam asked.  “You’re not the best judge of character.”

      “You’re never going to let it go, are you?” I asked.  “Elijah was perfectly normal when we met.”

      Sam groaned.  “Okay, you’re right.  We’ll talk to the guy, but I doubt he’s going to have any new information.”

      “We’re going to have to wait to talk to him,” I said.

      “Why?”

      “I think I saw him head out to go fishing,” I said, scrunching up my nose.  “Fishing?  Like you don’t think that’s weird?”

      I shrugged.  “Lots of people come here to fish.”

      “No, I mean, if there was this CME thing that took out the electrical grid, he’s just going about life like nothing happened?” Sam asked, cocking a brow.

      “Maybe he’s hungry?”

      “Or maybe he was just messing with us, and there isn’t anything wrong,” Sam said.  “How far is that gas station?”

      I chewed my cheek.  “Four miles?  There is another town to the north.”

      “Is that one closer?”

      “Not really,” I said.

      “Well, we can walk four miles!” Sam said, clapping her hands together.  Her grin quickly turned into a frown.  “Although, I’d much rather do it on a full stomach.  You think your mom has anything we can eat?”

      I shook my head.  “Cleaned the fridge.  Anything that would have been in there would probably be spoiled by now anyway.”

      Sam reached up to open the cabinet closest to her.  A stack of papers rained down on her head.

      She placed her hands on her hips as she kicked her feet out of the mound of papers.  “Where is the pantry?”

      I jerked my thumb to a small closet next to the fridge.

      “Is anything going to jump out at me?” she asked with her hand on the knob.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” I said.

      We both froze at the sound of someone knocking on the door.

      “Hello?” the male’s voice called.

      Sam and I exchanged a quick look.  I wasn’t sure, but it sounded like Erik.

      “You look for food,” I said as I walked toward the door.  “I’ll handle this.”

      Sam muttered something, but I ignored her and put a smile on my face.  I opened the door just a few inches, a habit from when I lived with my mother and didn’t want anyone to see inside the house.

      Erik was holding a bucket and grinning.  “Morning.  I just wanted to stop by and check on you.”

      “Oh, thanks.  We’re fine.  Nothing is working yet, though.”

      “Yeah, I don’t think it’s going to come back on anytime soon,” Erik said.  “I talked to a buddy of mine in town, and everything is shut down.  He heard from someone with a radio that it’s out all over the United States.”

      “They must be working on getting it all fixed, though, right?” I asked, clasping my hands together to stop them from shaking.

      Erik studied me for a long moment.  “Yeah, I have no idea.  The tourists were still bumming around, but there wasn’t much they could do in town.  They couldn’t even spend their money without power to run the credit card machines.  There were a few fires and minor gas explosions.  It’s a bit chaotic.”

      “Okay, so what are we supposed to do?” I asked, swallowed down a sour lump at the back of my throat.  “Surely the government is going to do something to help people out.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Erik said, holding up his bucket of fish.  “Hey, so my offer stands.  If we’re in this for the long haul, it might be easier for us all if we stick together.”

      “Yeah, I think we’re going to stay here,” I said.  “We might walk to town and see if we can find someone to help us.”

      Erik placed his hand on the back of his neck and turned toward the bay.  He squinted his eyes.

      “I could give you a ride in my boat,” Erik said, turning back to meet my gaze.  His blue eyes glimmered in the sunlight.  “It’s much quicker than walking.  You’ll be wasting your time, though.  You’re not going to find anything.”

      Sam stepped up behind me.  I could feel her frustration like a blast of heat radiating out from her.

      “I don’t think you understand.  I have a daughter back in Massachusetts who needs me to get back to her,” Sam said, clicking her tongue.  “I have to get back to her.  If I have to walk, I will.”

      Erik took a step back.  “Like I said, I can give you a ride to town, but there isn’t anything that will help you.  People are on the verge of panic.  They’re all trying to make sense of this all.”

      “Meanwhile, I guess you’ll just happily fish the day away,” Sam snapped, tapping her foot.

      “Sam!”

      Erik laughed.  “It’s fine.  I didn’t know what else to do.  I could sit around staring at the walls, or I could find dinner.  Man’s still gotta eat, you know?”

      “Help is coming,” Sam said.

      “Maybe, eventually,” Erik said, leaning toward Sam.  “You do realize I’m just as trapped as you are.”

      “How so?” Sam asked sharply.

      “I drive up from Illinois a few times during the summer to get away from city life,” Erik said, with a heavy sigh.  “Well, and to get away from work.  I’m not as prepared as I would have liked to have been, but when I heard the news, I considered my options.”

      Sam narrowed her eyes.  “You had a lot of options?”

      “I could have gone back to the city or take my chances out here.  I decided to take my chances,” Erik said.  “I can fish, get water, whatever I need, I’ll be able to figure it out, but back home, things are likely to deteriorate quickly.  Riots, looting… absolute chaos.  Why didn’t you two turn back?”

      “We hadn’t heard until we were almost here,” I said, feeling heat filling my cheeks.

      “How is that possible?”

      I pressed my lips together.  “With everything that was going on, I didn’t bother listening to the news.”  I shifted my weight.  “Are you going to take us, or are we going to sit here chit-chatting all day?”

      Sam groaned.

      Erik beamed.  “Let’s go.”
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      We followed Erik to his small motorboat.  It was a bit rusty and looked as though it could fall apart if it hit a particularly big wave.

      Other than the floating debris, the water was a crystal blue, and the sun sparkled on the tips of the waves like diamonds.  I tried not to think about Olivia back in the city.  She was probably freaking out and worried sick about Sam and me.

      Maybe there was a chance that the solar storm wasn’t as widespread as Erik had suspected.  Perhaps Olivia’s day was just like any other except for the fact that she’d be glued to the news trying to find out what happened to us.

      I tried not to think about her because it made my heart pound and my brain spin.  After everything that I’d gone through with Elijah, I knew I had to somehow manage to keep it together.  There was no choice.  I wouldn’t be able to get any kind of care or treatment if I had a meltdown.

      “Could your boat stink any more than it does?” Sam asked as she expertly lowered herself into the bobbing boat.

      “Gee, I sprayed it with air freshener too.  I just can’t seem to get rid of that fishy smell in my fishing boat,” Erik said, scrunching up his nose.

      He offered me his hand to help me down into the boat.  I hesitated.  My body felt like it was swaying side to side.

      “Are you having second thoughts?” Erik asked.

      “I’m fine,” I said, forcing a thin-lipped smile.  I took his hand, and the warmth of his touch jolted through my body like a double shot of espresso.  “I’m not a big fan of boats.”

      Sam groaned.  “To be fair, though, she’s not a big fan of anything.”

      “You’re just mad at everyone, aren’t you?” I asked sharply.

      “I’m sorry,” Sam said, clasping her hands together.  “It’s just that I’m so worried about Dott.  I guess when I’m worried, I lash out.”

      Erik snorted.  “You guess?”

      “You don’t know me,” Sam said.

      “And still…,” Erik let his retort fade away.

      “It is a bit much,” I said, placing my hand on top of Sam’s as I sat down next to her.  “I know you have Dott to worry about, but we need each other right now.”

      Sam sighed.  “I know.  I’m sorry.”

      Erik started the engine.  The boat zipped away from the dock, and I grabbed the edge as we bobbed aggressively over the waves.

      My hair whipped around my face as we sped through the water.  It didn’t take long for the small town to come into view.

      The town hadn’t changed much since I’d last been there years ago.  Erik pulled up to the dock and hopped out of the boat.  He expertly tied it up before reaching out to help Sam and me onto the wobbly, creaky, wooden dock.

      Not far off, a group of older folks were sitting on a bench near the waterfront hotel.  The women were clutching their purses, and the men’s eyes darted around.  Someone in a suit came out of the hotel, flailing their hands as they talked.

      The further we walked into town, the more people there were wandering around aimlessly.  Confusion contorted their faces, likely the same way mine had been.

      “I hate to say it, but told you so,” Erik said, keeping his voice down.  “All the tourists stranded here.  Hotel rooms they can’t cool.  Nothing to do and no way to get home.  Even the locals are freaking out, they’re just doing privately in their homes.”

      “Thanks for weighing in,” I muttered.

      A door to the building to our right crashed against the side of the building as a woman thrust it open.  She stepped onto the sidewalk, clenched her hands together, and screamed.

      “Please!  Help me!” she howled, running across the street, grabbing the nearest person.

      The terrified old man looked as though he was about to fall over from her vigorous shaking.  Erik bolted over to them and peeled the woman’s hands off the man.

      People crowded around, looking at Erik as if he’d done something wrong.  Several people turned and walked away as if they were afraid of what might unfold.

      “What’s going on?” Erik asked the woman keeping his voice clear and steady as he stared into the woman’s eyes.

      “My husband needs a doctor,” she cried.  “Are you a doctor?”

      Erik shook his head, and the woman squealed in his face as if she were a cat whose tail had been stepped on.  He took a quick step back.

      “You’re not a doctor!” she screeched before turning to run down the road.

      She ran one way and stopped.  The woman turned in a full circle before running in another direction.  She had no idea where to go to find a doctor.

      A woman stepped between Erik and me and placed her palm on his shoulder.  “Stay calm, my friends.  Help is on the way.  We do not need to panic.”

      The cross hanging around her neck glimmered in the sunlight.  Erik smiled at the woman.

      “Thanks,” he said with a nod.

      He didn’t want to tell the woman what he’d told us.  It didn’t seem as though she would have believed him anyway.

      Erik ushered Sam and me back toward the bay.  He kept his voice feather-soft.  “We need to get out of here.”

      Two men walking in the opposite direction were talking about the plane that had crashed into the bay.  One of them said it had brushed against the treetops.  The other said he’d seen a dead body floating in the water.

      There were so many people… and while that was typical of the tourist town in summer, the way they were acting was not normal.  So many worried voices.  It felt as though I was being swarmed, even though there wasn’t anyone that close to me.

      My feet stopped moving, and my vision narrowed, tunneling to a specific location in the distance.  The only thing I could see was Erik’s boat, while it felt as though I’d heard every voice in the town.

      “Mel?  Mel!”

      Sam’s face was blurry.  I tried to focus on her, but I couldn’t, and her voice echoed in my mind like a ringing church bell.

      “What’s wrong?” Erik asked.

      “She’s fine,” Sam said defensively.  “Right, Mel?  You’re fine.  A few more steps, and we’re out of here.  Ready to walk?”

      She grabbed my arm and pulled me while staying in front of me.  A calm smile curled onto her lips.

      I sucked in a breath as the tunnel widened, and the town became visible again.  I was able to move my feet again.

      “We’re almost there,” Sam said gently, as if she were talking to her daughter.

      Shouting erupted from my left, and a man stumbled backward, falling on the ground several feet away from Sam and me.  A second man wobbled out of the building and picked the guy up off the ground.

      “You’re dead, you fucking asshole,” the man shouted as he launched his fist into the man’s face.

      Several other men appeared, attempting to pull the bigger, aggressive man off the guy who seemed as though he’d lost consciousness.  Sam and Erik both pulled me away.

      People crowded around them, swearing and cursing.  Fists were thrown left and right as the men from the bar brawled on the concrete.

      “Shit,” Erik muttered.  “This is only going to get worse.”

      We were close to the dock when someone ran up behind us.  My whole body shook at the touch of a finger poking into my back.

      “Hey, you!” a cheery voice rang out.

      I spun on my heel.  My hands would have clawed at the man’s face if Erik and Sam hadn’t been holding my arms.

      “Funny running into you both here,” he said, rubbing his hands together.

      Sam groaned.  “Are you kidding me?”
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      The gas station clerk from the other night stood in front of us, grinning from ear to ear.  He ignored the men fighting behind him, even with one of them loudly yelling that they were in charge.

      He pointed a shaking finger at me as his cheesy smile grew.  “After you left, I remembered why you looked so familiar.”

      “We need to be on our way,” Erik said, his deep voice firm.

      “It’s me, Dorian.  From the gas station.  And you’re Melaney Carter!” he said, crossing his arms over his thin chest, wearing a satisfied expression.  “Only took me two minutes to place you after you left.”

      My hands were shaking.  I’d been on the verge of a panic attack, and Sam had only managed to barely pull me back.

      “You must have me confused with someone else,” I mumbled.

      “So, you’re not Melaney Carter?” Dorian asked, his brow wrinkling.

      “We really just want to get out of here,” Erik said, taking a step between Dorian and me.

      “It’s not like I don’t know where she lives,” Dorian said with a half-shrug.

      Sam’s cheeks turned cherry red from anger.  “I knew it!  You are some kind of stalker creep!”

      “I know her from school!” Dorian said, holding up his hands.  “I was a junior when she was a freshman.  We had classes together.”

      “Oh, okay,” I said awkwardly.

      “Hey, so would you guys mind if I catch a ride with you?” Dorian asked, ignoring Sam as he jerked a thumb over his shoulder.

      Sam grabbed Dorian’s shirt and jerked him closer.  “Can’t you take a hint, jerk?”

      “Sam,” I said, lightly touching her shoulder.  “Let him go.”

      “You knew him like four years ago.  People change.”  Sam cocked her head to the side.  “Maybe he was always a stalker creep.”

      “Aw, come on,” Dorian said, throwing his hands in the air.  “I just want to get out of town.”

      Sam pushed both palms hard against Dorian’s chest.  “Back off!”

      “Jeez!  I’m sorry!” Dorian squeaked.

      “Sam, please,” I said as my eyes shifted and landed on a vehicle parked in the lot for the hotel.

      A big black truck I hadn’t noticed before.  Familiar.  Or maybe just similar.  It was identical to the truck Elijah owned.

      Why was his truck everywhere?

      “Let’s go, please,” I said, locking eyes with Erik.  I felt lightheaded.  Even though it was a boat that would rock on the waves, I wanted to sit down.

      “So, how about that ride?” Dorian asked as Erik helped me into the boat.

      “I don’t think so,” Erik said.

      Dorian frowned, and his brows dropped.  “Please,” he begged.  “That big man there.  That’s my dad.  He gave me a gun and a lesson this morning.”

      “So?” Sam said.

      “Well, I know him, so I’m pretty freaked out,” Dorian said, his cheerfulness had faded.  “I need a place to hide.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, squeezing my hands together so hard my fingertips were numb.

      Sam groaned and rolled her eyes.  “For the love of God.”

      “Are you sure?” Erik asked softly.

      “Yeah, let’s just get out of here,” I said as Dorian climbed into the boat, splashing water over the edge.

      Sam sat down next to me and wrapped her arm around my shoulder.  She squeezed me while shooting a dirty look at Dorian.

      “Hey!” the big man shouted.  Sweat dripped down the sides of his face as he slowly jogged toward the dark.  “Get out of that damn boat, you stupid kid.”

      “Twenty-four fucking years old, and he’s still calling me a kid,” Dorian muttered.

      “You could try to stop acting like one,” Sam muttered.

      Erik started the motor, and we pulled out of the dock before the big man reached the end of the short pier.  He reached up his fist, shaking it in the air.

      “You’re dead, kid.  Dead,” the man roared.

      He kept shouting, but I couldn’t hear him.  It likely wasn’t anything Dorian would want to hear anyway.

      Erik expertly drove his boat to the dock and tied it up.  It looked like it was something he’d done a thousand times.

      We walked silently down the dirt path that took us back to the main road.  I didn’t turn when Dorian cleared his throat several times.

      “So,” he said, dragging the word as he clapped his hands together.  “The three of you are all staying together then?”

      “No,” Erik answered quickly.  “I live down the road.”

      Dorian tapped me on the shoulder.  “You probably don’t remember, but I was at your place one summer.  I was in the car that dropped you off after a party.”

      “You’re not staying with us,” Sam said.

      “Aw, come on, you saw my dad.  I can’t go back there,” Dorian said.

      “Not our problem,” Sam said.

      “You can stay with me for the time being,” Erik said.  “I have more than enough space.”

      Sam’s eyes widened.  “He’ll probably rob you.  Yeah!”  She started wagging her finger at Dorian.  “That’s your scam, isn’t it?  Rob innocent people and keep the stuff for yourself.  Sell it to the tourists!”

      “No one is going to buy random stuff when all they want is to get home,” Dorian said, shoving his hands in his pockets.  “I’m not a bad guy, and I’m not even sure what I did to give you that impression.”

      Sam snorted and crossed her arms.  “It’s just that Mel and I know guys like you.”

      “Guys like me?” Dorian said with a frustrated laugh.  “You don’t know me.”

      “You know,” Erik said, his voice booming over Dorian’s.  “I was thinking that maybe we should all stay together.  Things seem to be getting worse in town.

      “We’re fine,” Sam said.  “Thanks for the ride.  We have work to do.  Let’s go, Mel.”

      Erik waved, but Dorian looked as though his head was about to pop off his thin neck.

      “If you change your mind, feel free to stop by,” Erik said as Sam pulled me away.

      “Thanks!” I called back, still feeling dazed from the adventure to town.

      Sam took everything from the SUV and brought it into my mom’s house.  She walked over to each door and tested the lock.

      “We’ll need to check all the windows, too,” she said with her hands on her hips.  “No more staying in the SUV at night.  We’re sitting ducks out there.”

      “Sam,” I said calmly.  “I’m really not worried about that guy, but you’re not going to believe this.”

      “What?” she asked, turning sharply.  Her eyes glued to mine as if she were trying to pull the words out of my brain.

      I released a slow breath as I sat down on the sofa.  My hands slid up and down my thighs.

      “I’m pretty sure I saw Elijah’s truck in town,” I blurted out.

      Sam’s shoulder dropped, and she sat down next to me.  “Oh, honey.”

      “Same rims, same make, model, year—everything,” I said.

      “Do you know how many people probably have that same truck,” Sam said.

      “It was like I could feel him,” I said.

      Sam squeezed my hands.  “I know the terrible things he did to you and how awful that must have been, but it’s over.  You’re safe.”

      “Am I?  I’m not sure any of us are safe right now.  If something goes wrong, we can’t call for help.  There isn’t anything we can do,” I said, pressing my fingertips into my skull as I dragged them through my hair.  I released a long, heavy sigh between my pursed lips.  “I know it’s not him, but I just don’t know how I’ll ever shake it.  You and Olivia don’t even know the half of it.”

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Sam asked.

      I placed my hands in my lap and shook my head.  “I’m not sure it would do any good.”

      “If it doesn’t, then you’re no worse off than you are now,” Sam said, sounding more like herself.

      “Fine,” I said, rubbing my palms up and down my thighs.  “Let’s see, you know the awful names he called me, slut, cheater, and you know it was the last straw when he hit me, but what you didn’t know was what he did to try to keep me with him.”

      Sam pressed her lips together.  She took my hand in hers and squeezed.

      “He locked me in his basement,” I said as I shivered.  “It was so damp, dark, and cold.  I’m pretty sure it wasn’t the first time he’d put someone down there.”

      “What makes you think that?” Sam asked.

      I swallowed hard.  “There were metal bars, like a prison cell.”

      “Jesus, Mel.”

      “He locked me in there after I said I was done with him,” I said, feeling as though I’d been transported back to Elijah’s basement cell.

      My heart was pounding.  Tears welled up in my eyes and slowly rolled down my cheeks.

      Sam quickly wiped them away with her thumbs.  “How did you get out?”

      “Luck,” I said with a snort.  “He’d grabbed me through the bars, yanking me toward him… the keys fell to the ground without him noticing.  When he left, I escaped.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us?  Or the police?” Sam asked with her mouth hanging open.

      “Stupid.  Scared.  Embarrassed?”  I looked down at my feet.  “For all I know, I could have saved another woman.  There could be someone trapped down there right now.”

      Sam stood and paced.  “No, this isn’t your fault.  He’s the one that’s at fault.  You can’t blame yourself.”

      I felt guilty ever since that day.  I should have told someone.  I was just as bad of a person as Elijah was.

      “Well,” Sam said.  “If it makes you feel any better, he probably didn’t get anyone else down there since he was still stalking you practically until we left.”

      “Maybe,” I said.

      Sam sat back down.  “I can tell you’re blaming yourself.  You need to stop.”

      “I shouldn’t have talked about it,” I said.  “This was a mistake.”

      “No, it wasn’t.  I wish you would have told me sooner,” Sam said, scootching closer.  “You know, my cousin knows someone that knows someone that could have taken care of him.”

      “Yeah, because that would have made me feel better,” I said, sarcasm dripping from each word.

      Sam shrugged.  “Would have made me feel better.”

      “Can we not talk about it?” I asked.  “The whole thing still gives me nightmares.”

      “Of course,” Sam said, standing again.  “You did the right thing leaving him.  It’s just too bad you hadn’t done it sooner.”

      I clasped my hands together tightly and stared at her.  Sam zipped her lips shut, locked them, and threw the pretend key across the room.

      “Let’s find something to eat,” Sam said.

      “Well, that zipper and key didn’t work very well, did it?” I teased.

      After we ate cold soup, rain started to fall.  The light coming through the windows slowly started to dissipate.

      Sam looked around, noticing the change in lighting.  “Think your mom has candles somewhere?”
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      Inside the lower kitchen cabinets, we’d found a box of candles.  There had been a quarter-inch of dust covering them, but there were so many we wouldn’t need candles any time soon.

      My mom had apparently collected them, but there were a lot of things she’d collected.  Luckily the candles that were all different shapes, sizes, and scents would come in handy.

      “Pine or rose?” Sam asked.

      “Rose,” I said as rain tapped the windows.  “Just hurry and light them before it gets too dark that you can’t see what you’re doing.”

      “Happy to oblige,” Sam said, tilting her head.  “I just need one thing.”

      My eyes narrowed.  “What’s that?”

      “A lighter?  Matches?”

      My mom had kept a stack of matches in an unused ashtray for as long as I could remember.  She could have gotten rid of it in recent years, but something told me it would be in the same exact spot.

      I dug through a tall stack of old, yellowed newspaper, and at the bottom was the ashtray.  I grabbed a pack of matches and tossed it to her.

      Sam lit two pink candles from the box.  She placed one on the edge of the kitchen table, as far away from the stacked items as she could and the other on the coffee table in the living room.

      I started to clean items off the kitchen table while Sam poked around at her broken laptop.  It wasn’t long before I gave up.  It felt like I was just moving items from one location to another when there was nowhere to properly dispose of items.

      If the solar storm hadn’t happened, a dumpster would have been delivered.  Without it, cleaning the house would be difficult.

      “How am I going to get back to her, Mel?” Sam asked, staring at her laptop’s dead screen.

      Lightning cracked, and the entire house shook.  Sam’s eyes darted up to the ceiling, watching as if she were afraid it was going to collapse.

      “I wish I knew,” I said, sitting down next to her.

      “She’s probably so scared,” Sam said, resting her head on my shoulder.

      “I’m sure Jameson is taking good care of her.  He’s a good dad.”

      Lightning flickered, and thunder rumbled the earth.  Sam sniffed hard.

      “He is, but I still need to get back to her.  She needs me just as much as I need her,” Sam said.

      “I know.  We’ll figure something out.”  My eyes shifted toward the window.  “Maybe that woman in town was right.  Maybe help will come.”

      Sam turned and slowly shook her head.  “I don’t think anyone is coming, and even if they do, getting me back to Massachusetts isn’t going to be their priority.  They are going to need to help all these people with food and water and shelter, and God knows what else.”

      “Medical care.”

      Sam buried her face in her hands.  “We’re going to have to figure something out.  I wasn’t lying when I said I’d walk if I had to.  Nothing will stop me.”

      “I know,” I said, biting down on my cheek, stopping when the metallic taste of blood touched my tongue.  “And I’ll be right at your side.”

      We sat there listening to the storm for a long time.  I couldn’t even guess what time of day it was, thanks to the encapsulating darkness.

      Sam was probably trying to come up with ways to get home.  Or thinking about her daughter.  Sam had planned to video chat with her daughter at least once a day, but now she wouldn’t be able to.  She was mostly holding it together, but when we reached the point when we should be heading back home, I worried it was going to get even harder for her.

      “What does your mom have in the way of medications?” Sam asked.

      “Why do you ask?”

      Tears shimmered in her eyes.  “I’m tired.”

      “I’ll check, but I’m sure everything she has is expired,” I said, taking the candle from the table as I walked into the kitchen.

      The cabinet nearest the sink was where she’d kept all the prescriptions and over-the-counter drugs she’d gotten over the years.  She’d also kept all the papers and receipts that came with them.  Perhaps if Sam was curious, I’d be able to look up the side effects for anything I found.

      I took out the bottles one by one, holding the label up to the flickering flame.  It wasn’t long before I found a strong pain reliever.

      “How about this one,” I said, tossing her the bottle with five remaining pills.  “It’s from six years ago.  I think it was probably from when I sprained my ankle.”

      “This is perfect,” Sam said, tapping the top of the bottle.  “Could you get me some water?”

      “Sure,” I said, offering her a comforting smile.

      I grabbed a glass and blew into it, even though it had been placed upside down on the shelf.  I turned on the water, watching as the stream of water came out at half of what it should.

      “Oh, crap,” I whispered.

      “Did you say something?” Sam asked from the other room.

      “No,” I lied.

      She didn’t need to worry about the water right now.  I wasn’t even entirely sure what was happening.

      It would be okay, though.  We’d be able to boil water from the bay, and my mom likely had tons of containers we could store it in.  It just wasn’t something I wanted Sam to concern herself with during the thunderstorm.

      I filled the glass halfway and brought it to her.  She popped two pills into her mouth and swallowed them down with one big gulp.

      “Are you going to want to sleep out here or the bedroom?” I asked.

      “I really think I need a bed,” Sam said, stretching her arms over her head.  “My mind and body need proper sleep so I can think clearly.”

      “Need help getting set up?” I asked.

      Sam shook her head and gave me a quick hug before taking the candle.  She looked around the room and met my eyes.

      “You’ll be okay?” she asked.

      “Of course.  I grew up here.  In a way, it feels like home.”

      It was true, except even when I lived here, the place felt more like a home to the junk than to me.  Still, it was the place I felt the safest when I was young.

      “Good night,” Sam called over her shoulder as she walked down the hallway.

      She didn’t even make it to the bedroom before she let out an ear-piercing scream.
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      Sam was hopping from foot to foot back down the hallway.  Her eyes were glowing orbs reflecting the candlelight.

      “What happened?” I asked as she bolted past me and stood on the kitchen chair.

      “There was something on the ground,” she said.  “It was moving!”

      “Oh,” I said, biting my lip.  I never liked them, but I knew what happened.  “They sometimes find a way in when it’s raining or in winter.”

      Sam’s eyes burned with anger.  “They?”

      “It was probably just a mouse.”

      “Oh.  Just a mouse.”  Sam balled her hands into tight fists.  “Mice is something you should have warned me about.”

      I laughed.  “Are you kidding me?  You were the one that wanted to come.  I warned you about a lot of things.”

      “But not rodents.  You didn’t once warn me about rodents.”

      “I forgot.  It’s not like it’s a common occurrence,” I said.  “We can find the traps in the morning.”

      Sam’s nose crinkled.  “I might sleep in the SUV after all.  Where are the keys?”

      “They don’t jump up onto beds,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “Fine,” Sam said, covering her yawn.  “If I wasn’t so tired and didn’t want to get soaked, I’d go out there, though.”  She fluttered her eyelids.  “Come with me to the bedroom?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Sam wouldn’t let me leave the room until she was on the bed.  I wasn’t sure what she expected me to do if we saw the little mouse again, assuming that’s what it even was.

      There was little doubt that Sam’s scream had sufficiently scared the poor thing off.  It was probably hiding in a corner, waiting until she was gone.

      I never liked seeing them in the house either, but I was used to it.  There were things that were far more scary to me than mice, such as bad people.  Getting locked up.  Fearing for your life.

      I laid down on the couch, pulling one of the old afghans over me.  My head rested on a flattened square pillow with a faded floral pattern.

      I watched the flashes of light until I couldn’t keep my eyes open.

      When morning came, I sat for a long time staring at the floor.  Every five minutes or so, Sam would snore and rustle for a bit.

      I wasn’t mad that she wasn’t getting up… I was mad that I wasn’t sleeping too.  The pale light coming through the window made the room too bright, even though I could tell it was a cloudy day.

      The storms had ended at some point, but it had left a dreary day behind it.  I got up and started working on clearing the table.

      The garage was stacked with junk, but I’d take what I could out back and burn it.  It wasn’t like I would get in trouble.

      As I worked, our situation started to sink in.  What if we were trapped on the peninsula for the unforeseeable future?  What if help didn’t come?

      My mom had cans and boxes of food, but I couldn’t even guess how long it would last.  We had shelter, but there were bugs and mice.  And, of course, there was the whole problem that Sam needed to get to her daughter.

      Things in the middle of nowhere were probably better than they were in the city.  Were people looting?  Rioting?  Fighting each other for supplies?

      I laughed at the thought.  That kind of thing was for movies and television shows.

      Then again, what would Sam and I do to get more food?  There were edible things in the surrounding forests, but it wouldn’t be enough.  Maybe Erik would have to teach us how to fish.

      I’d managed to clean the entire kitchen table off by the time Sam got out of bed.  Her flaming red hair was a messy pile on the top of her head.

      “Wow,” she said, combing her fingers through the snarled mess.  “Where did you put everything?”

      “Out back,” I said, as the wind blew through the screen, pushing the curtain against one of the chairs.

      “What are you going to do with it?”

      I lifted my brows.  “I’m going to set it all on fire.”

      “You still have that fire extinguisher, right?” Sam asked, seriousness dripping from her words.

      I rolled my eyes but held it up.  “Maybe we should have a fire tonight and crack into one of the bottles of wine you brought.”

      “Sounds good,” Sam said.

      “I should tell you something, though.”

      “Oh, oh,” Sam said as her eyebrows lifted.

      I placed my hands on my hips and exhaled.  “We’re going to need to find containers and boil water from the bay.”

      “There are probably parasites in that water!”

      “That’s why you boil it,” I said, chewing on my bottom lip.

      “What is wrong with the faucet?” Sam asked.

      I shook my head.  “Guess electricity is needed for that too?  I noticed last night there was like no water pressure.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You were tired.”

      “You’re going to need to tell me stuff, Mel,” Sam said, glaring at me.  “We’re in this together, right?”

      My head bobbed.

      “Then don’t keep me in the dark.  There is already enough darkness now, don’t you think?” Sam snapped.

      “Yes, I’m sorry,” I said, looking away as I twisted my fingers together.

      Sam exhaled.  “All right then.”

      We searched the house and garage for anything we could use to store water.  There were several options, including two large five-gallon jugs that still had water inside.

      I started to dig a pit in the backyard far from the house.  Sam helped by lining it with rocks.

      We filled it with wood and newspapers from the house.  The fire started easily.

      Sam placed down a metal grate we’d found in the garage.  She placed her hands on her hips.

      “Benefits to getting stranded here, I guess.”

      “Lots of random items,” I said, clapping my hands and rubbing them together.  “We need to clean these jugs out with boiled water before storing anything in them.”

      “Agreed.”

      I looked back toward the house.  “We’ll use a pot, boil the water, clean out the jugs, dump it, and start again.”

      “That sounds like a lot of work.”

      “Do you have a better idea?” I asked with a raised brow.

      “Wish I did, but I don’t,” Sam said, slapping her thighs.  “Let’s get started.”

      Keeping busy helped us to pass the time without stressing out about our situation.  It was too bad that Dott wasn’t with us because that would have solved a lot of our problems.

      Walking back and forth from the bay was exhausting.  We only cleaned about half of the containers we’d found before we needed to stop for the day.  The surrounding trees blocked a lot of the sunlight, making night fall quicker.

      I cooked two cans of cream of mushroom soup in our water pot while Sam sat on an old plastic outdoor chair.  She stared at the dancing flame with her arms crossed over her chest.  I ladled the thick soup into paper bowls and handed her one.

      “Thanks,” Sam said, swirling the white plastic spoon around in the bowl.  “Mel?”

      “Yeah?”

      “This is serious, isn’t it?”

      I looked down at my soup.  “I think so.”

      “I’m not ever going to see Dott again, am I?”

      “Oh, Sam!” I said, setting down my soup.  I knelt down next to her, placing my hand on her knee as her tears fell into her soup.  “Of course, you will see her again.”

      Sam looked to the sky, bouncing her leg.  “Be real with me.  It’s just not realistic to get to her.  There are no planes or cars, and walking there would take the rest of my life.”

      “I don’t care if it’s realistic or not,” I said.  “We’ll find a way.  There has to be a way.”

      “I wonder what Jameson will tell her about me,” Sam said.

      My hand slid back and forth over her knee as I searched for the right words.  Something that would help her feel better.

      The words wouldn’t come to me.  Not because I wasn’t thinking hard enough, but because there weren’t any.  There wasn’t anything I could say that would help Sam miss her daughter any less.

      “We’re going to run out of food,” Sam said, her eyes blazing with fear.

      I opened my mouth but snapped it shut when her eyes widened, and her jaw clenched.

      “We can’t live on fish alone.  We need fruits and vegetables.  Vitamins,” Sam said, throwing her arm out at her side.  “There aren’t any fruits or vegetables here.”

      I didn’t want to say it, at least not at the moment, but there was a good chance there were packets of seeds in the garage.  Hell, probably inside the house too.

      That wasn’t Sam’s point.  If we were going to try to get to Dott, it didn’t matter how many fruits or vegetables were growing.

      “I won’t blame you if you don’t want to go back with me,” Sam said, swirling her spoon in her soup again.  “It won’t be easy, and there isn’t any reason for you to go back.”

      “Olivia is a reason.  And I love Dott too,” I said, looking into her eyes.  “Let’s also not forget you’re my best friend.  You helped save me from Elijah, and I want to help you too.  That’s what friends do.”

      Sam pressed her lips together as her shoulders dropped.  “Friends want to keep each other safe.  That’s why you’ll need to stay here.  You saw what it was like in that little town.  Can you even imagine the chaos that must be happening back home?”

      “I try not to,” I said.

      “It’s just really starting to sink in, and I’m not sure I can handle it,” Sam said.

      “We have no idea how big this whole thing is,” I said.  “For now, we just need to take it one day at a time.”

      Sam snorted.  “Right.  Anyway, I should try to get some sleep.  Even with those pills, getting restful sleep was challenging.”

      “Yeah, I didn’t do great either,” I said.  “Go on in.  I’ll clean up.”

      Sam took her bowl and dragged her feet as she headed back to the house.  I couldn’t see her, but I could see the flickering of the candle she lit.  It disappeared from the kitchen and reappeared at the far end of the house in my old bedroom.

      I tossed dirt on the fire and finished my soup while I waited to make sure it was out.  It was cold and nearly pitch black by the time I made my way back into the house.

      I managed to light a candle with the limited amount of light coming in through the patio door.

      After sitting on the sofa for a few minutes, I worried if it had been a mistake to leave our water containers outside.  It wasn’t like where my mom’s house was located got a lot of foot traffic, but things had changed.

      I got up off the couch and walked toward the back door.  It wouldn’t take long to carry everything into the dining room, and there was enough light from the moon that I could see the way without too much trouble.

      I wasn’t more than five feet from the back door when I saw something move past the kitchen window.  Instinctually, I ducked down behind the counter and looked out the patio door, wishing I would have closed the curtain the entire way.

      My heart was pounding even though I wasn’t sure what I’d seen.  I sucked in a silent breath as the shadow of a man darted past the patio door.
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      I was frozen in place.  My eyes darted from window to window, waiting for another shadow to pass.

      Had it been an animal?  It wasn’t impossible for bears or wolves to make their way to the area.

      The shadow had seemed taller than a wolf and far more human than a bear.  It hadn’t been crawling around on the ground, searching for food.  It was more like a person jogging past the window, hoping to go unnoticed.

      I listened carefully… waiting for the sounds of glass breaking, but there wasn’t anything but absolute silence.  Every so often, I could hear Sam’s gentle snores, even the slight whistling sound through her nostrils as she pulled in another slow breath.

      Still, I wanted a weapon.

      My brother had kept an aluminum baseball bat he’d only used a few times in the front coat closet.  There was a really good chance it was still there.

      I crawled on all fours around the kitchen table.  I didn’t stand until I was hidden by the curtains.

      My lungs filled with air as I pulled them closed.  Silently I reached over and checked to make sure the back door was locked, even though I knew I’d already checked it three times after I’d initially locked it.

      Soundlessly, I tip-toed to the front closet.  The door opened with a squeak.

      There was just enough light from the candle I could see shapes.  I dug around, searching for the bat.

      A stack of boxes slid out of place as toppled down to the floor.  I froze as I waited… waited… waited for a sound outside that would let me know that whoever was out there had heard the noise.

      Sam kept snoring, and I didn’t hear movement.  I was beginning to think that I’d imagined the shadow.  My imagination was going crazy because I was exhausted and frightened.

      I didn’t tell Sam because it would have only made things worse, but I was terrified about what had happened.  And what the solar storm would eventually mean for us.

      Of course, it also wouldn’t be the first time I’d imagined someone creeping around outside.  For weeks after I broke up with Elijah, I’d see his shadow everywhere.

      The dark was not my friend.  I’d never liked it as a child, and now I hated it.

      That was all part of the reason I was on medication.  Although, I couldn’t entirely blame Elijah for my problems.

      I found the bat at the same time I realized I’d missed a dose.  Hell, it was hard to keep track of time.  I’d maybe even missed two doses.

      My fingers tightened around the grip as I sat down on the couch.  I pinched the bottle between my knees and twisted off the cap, wincing as I swallowed down a pill without water.

      I sat there moving the bat from hand to hand for a long time before a yawn stretched my mouth until my eyes watered.  There hadn’t been any more shadows or sounds.  It was just me sitting alone in the darkness while the rest of the world slept.

      I used the bathroom and brushed my teeth without using any water.  I laid down on my back and stared at the ceiling while tucking the bat in at my side like it was a stuffed animal.

      It was hard to believe my body would relax enough to fall asleep, but eventually, I did.  That was something the medicine helped with.

      Sam’s footsteps woke me.  It felt as though I’d only just closed my eyes.

      She was chugging a meal replacement drink as she walked over to the patio door.

      “Morning,” I said, stretching my arms over my head.

      The bat clanked to the floor.  Sam spun on her heel and placed her hand on her chest.

      “Holy shit, Mel!  You scared the hell out of me!” Sam squawked as her brow wrinkled.  “Why do you have a baseball bat?”

      “Well, since you want me to tell you every—”

      “Yes, I do.”

      I exhaled.  “I thought I saw someone walking past the patio door last night.”

      I pressed my feet down onto the worn-down carpet and twisted side to side.  My back cracked down my spine, loosening my joints.

      Sam shook her head.  “Who would be out here in the middle of the night?  Mel,” she said, pressing her palms together, “he’s not in Wisconsin.  You are safe.”

      “There’s that word safe again,” I said, pressing my lips together.

      “Well, safe from him.”  Her eyes widened, and she held up a finger.  “Wait!  You know who it probably was, though, right?  That creep who’s staying with that Erik guy.  He was probably snooping around here!”

      “Yeah, because all guys want to stalk me,” I mumbled.

      Sam cocked her head to the side.  “I’m not going to leave you alone anymore, that’s for sure.”

      “What about when we sleep?” I asked, jerking my thumb over my shoulder.  “There isn’t enough room on the couch for both of us.”

      “We’ll bring the couch into the bedroom,” Sam said, with a half-shrug.

      “It wasn’t Dorian,” I groaned as I pushed myself to my feet.  My legs were sore, either from crawling around or from hauling the water from the bay.  Maybe both.  “It was probably just an animal or something.”

      “How are you doing with your medicine?” Sam asked, shifting her eyes to the bottle on the coffee table.

      I picked up the bottle and screwed off the child-proof top.  “Thirty days left, give or take.”

      Sam looked at me with concern.  She didn’t say anything, but I could tell she was thinking about what would happen when the medicine ran out.

      “There is a town to our north,” I said.  “They have a pharmacy.”

      “What are you suggesting?” Sam asked.

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t think they’ll be open,” I said, staring at the bottle.

      A knock at the front door caused us both to jump.  I started toward the door but hesitated.  I bent down, picking up the bat… just in case.

      “Hey,” Erik said, his smile fading as his eyes landed on the bat.  “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, of course,” I said, flashing him a smile.

      “You’re holding a weapon,” Erik said, holding out a covered plastic container.  “Brought you some leftovers.”

      Sam stepped up beside me and took the container.  She popped it open, and her nose wrinkled at the overpowering smell of cooked fish.

      “How thoughtful.  You should really tell your new roommate to stay off our property, though.  Let him know that he isn’t welcome here.”

      “What are you talking about?” Erik asked.

      “Someone was snooping around out back last night,” Sam said with a hand on her hip.  “I know it was that creepy guy you let into your home.”

      He shook his head.  “That’s impossible.  We were up all night patching up the roof and ceiling.  I found a lot of problems during the storm that needed repair.”

      Sam’s eyes flicked away.  “You couldn’t have been with him every minute.”

      “If there was even a small chance it could be him, I’d tell you,” Erik said, looking into my eyes.  “But the truth is, there is absolutely no way Dorian was here last night.”

      “I was probably just seeing things,” I said.  “It was dark, and I was totally drained.”

      “What exactly did you see?” Erik asked.

      I chewed on my cheek as I turned toward the wall.  “It just seemed like someone ran past the patio door.  It happened so fast.”

      “Mind if I have a look outside?” Erik asked.

      “Not at all,” I said, pulling the door open wider as I gestured toward the back door.

      It wasn’t until he stepped inside the house that I remembered the mess he was stepping into.  I’d never let anyone into the house in all my years living there, and now both Sam and Erik had seen the way my mom had lived.

      It was strange, though, as it hadn’t bothered me to let Sam inside, but letting Erik in was different.  The embarrassment reddened my cheeks.

      I wanted to make an excuse or somehow explain why the house was a disaster, but there wasn’t anything I could say.  There was no excuse for the mess other than it wasn’t mine.

      I was relieved when Erik unlocked the back door and stepped outside.  At least I hadn’t seen his judging eyes as he walked through the house.

      “What’s all that about?” Erik asked, pointing to the pile of jugs, bottles, and containers.

      “We’re working on a project,” Sam said, crossing her arms.

      “Looks like fun,” Erik said as he turned his attention to the ground.  “You might not want to store your project outside.”

      I followed him as he walked around the house.  My eyes scanned the ground, but I didn’t see anything out of the ordinary.

      The ground near the house was still soft from the rain, but the grass was overgrown and would have hidden any print from an animal or a human.

      “I have a push mower,” Erik said.  “I should come back and trim this for you.”

      “That isn’t necessary,” I said, waving my hand.

      “Could attract insects or other pests,” Erik said.

      Sam snorted.  “Indeed, it could.”

      “I have a better idea, though,” Erik said, rubbing his palms together as a smile curled the ends of his lips.

      “Better than cutting the grass?” Sam asked, cocking her head.  “Is there anything better than that?”

      Erik raised a brow.  “How about the both of you come over for dinner tonight?”

      “That would be nice, thanks,” I said, grinning.  The idea of being with more than just Sam eased my mind.

      I never liked being with people I didn’t know well, but a lot had changed in a small amount of time.  If there had been someone sneaking around the house, what could Sam and I have done to protect ourselves?  The more of us there were, the better.  At least, that’s what I told myself.

      Sam placed her hand over her mouth and laughed.  “Oh, hell no.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was starting to fall as Sam and I walked down the street, both of us with a bottle of wine in hand.  Sam’s feet noisily scratched as they dragged on the bumpy road.

      “I can’t believe you talked me into this,” Sam grumbled.

      “It’s like a role reversal.  You and Olivia were always the ones trying to get me to do more things,” I said, nearly laughing.

      Sam sighed.  “You’re only doing this because you’re scared, and you think the two men will be able to keep us safe.”

      “Yeah, that sounds like me,” I said, rolling my eyes.  “When have I ever had good luck with men?  Remind me again the last time one of them kept me safe.”

      “Fine,” Sam muttered.  “I just don’t get it.  We don’t know these guys at all.  For all we know, they were both sneaking around the house!”

      “You sound paranoid,” I said, pointing at her with the bottle of wine.  “You need to unwind.”

      Sam cackled like a witch.  “That’s rich.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.  “Really, though, maybe a night not stressing about everything will help.  Maybe it’ll help us come up with a plan.”

      Sam’s shoulders dropped with defeat.  “I’ll admit, I’m looking forward to the wine.”

      “When has that not been true?” I teased.

      “Touché!” Sam said, slightly raising the bottle as if making a toast.  “Did you lock up?”

      “Of course,” I said, reaching into my pocket to touch the keys.

      It wasn’t a long walk to Erik’s house.  The blue from his siding peeked out from behind the surrounding pines and evergreens.

      Erik and Dorian were sitting on the front porch sipping brown liquid as we walked down the gravel driveway.  They both wore silly smiles, and their eyes were glassy.

      “You two just sit around drinking all day?” Sam asked.

      Erik jerked his thumb at a pail sitting next to his grill.  “I find food.”

      “And I chopped wood,” Dorian said, nodding to a pile of wood stacked at the side of the house.

      “Sounds like you have everything all figured out,” Sam said with a laugh.

      “How is your project coming along?” Erik asked.

      I stepped onto the porch and leaned back against the railing.  “We finished it up a short while ago.  You two aren’t the only ones getting stuff taken care of.”

      “What is your project?” Dorian asked.

      “It’s top-secret,” Sam said, tapping her finger to her lips.

      “They’re collecting and boiling water,” Erik said, smirking.  “Pretty smart, actually.”

      Sam looked at them with satisfaction.  “We’re smart women.”

      “Catching your own food is pretty smart too,” I said, scrunching up my nose.  “There is only so much condensed soup a person can eat.”

      “Turns out that amount is a lot, though,” Sam said, pointing to her bottle of wine.  “Corkscrew?”

      Erik slapped the armrests of his chair and pushed himself to his feet.  “Sure thing.  Hey, Dorian?”

      “Yeah?” he said, turning to him.

      “Get the grill going?” Erik asked.

      “What’s on the menu?” I asked.

      They both looked at me.  Their mouths moved at the same time.  “Fish.”

      “Oh, but I make up some mean mashed potatoes,” Erik said.

      “Sounds good,” I said, smiling.  Anything would be better than more soup and beans.

      Sam followed Erik into the house.  I heard her gasp and compliment his home as the door closed behind them.

      “Help me?” Dorian asked.

      “I don’t know my way around a grill, but sure,” I said, crossing my arms.

      “That’s okay.  I just wanted the company.  Unless, of course, you’re afraid I might be some kind of weirdo like your friend seems to think,” Dorian said, pressing his lips together.

      I exhaled softly.  “I don’t think you’re a weirdo or a creep or anything.  Sam’s just being protective.”

      “Wish I would have had a friend like her when I was growing up to keep my dad away.  Now, he’s the kind of guy you need to worry about,” Dorian said, lighting the grill.  The flame shot up but quickly died back down.

      “Are you worried he’s going to come looking for you?” I asked.

      Dorian looked into my eyes.  “Truth?”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Terrified he will, but lucky for me, he’s a lazy son of a bitch,” Dorian said, taking a long drink.  “He’d much rather sit around and talk about what he’ll do once he finds me than actually doing it.”

      Sam and Erik erupted from the house, giggling.  She had a glass of wine in each hand.

      “There not both for me,” she said as she handed me one.

      I smiled and clinked her glass before taking a sip.  The liquid slid down my throat, warming me as it made its way into my stomach.  The first drink was always my favorite because I was convinced I could feel it moving through me.

      “Melaney Jean Carter, you are not going to believe what Erik’s house looks like on the inside,” Sam said, wagging her brows.  “This old siding, grill, and rickety front porch are so deceiving.”

      “Ah, it’s nothing,” Erik said, flicking me a look.  “I’d be happy to give you a tour if you’d like.”

      “Um,” I said, looking back and forth between Sam and Dorian.

      Sam blew out her cheeks.  “Oh, it’s fine.  We aren’t going to kill each other.”

      “I’m not ever going to kill anyone,” Dorian said, his face contorting.  “I bring bugs outside.”

      “Well, that’s just silly,” Sam said.  “They’ll just find their way back in.”

      “You’re sure it’s okay?” I asked.

      Sam nodded.  “I’ll teach him how to grill fish properly.”

      “You don’t know how to grill fish properly,” I said, shaking my head.

      “I watched a video tutorial one time,” Sam said with a snort.  “Pretty sure that makes me an expert.”

      “Okay,” I said, glancing over my shoulder as I followed Erik into the house.

      Erik placed his hand on my back and guided me inside.  He brought his ears to my lips as he kicked the screen door closed behind him.  “She chugged a glass of wine before we went out.”

      “I see,” I said, taking another sip.  “That’ll help.  Although, she can be a mean drunk.”

      “Can’t imagine,” Erik said, smirking slightly.  He threw out an arm to his side.  “This is my home.”

      My eyes moved over the open floor plan.  I could see every room from where I stood.  The entire place was expertly decorated with the finest items and immaculate.

      “This is amazing,” I said, sucking down a bigger drink.  The embarrassment over letting him into my mother’s house had resurfaced.  “You did all this?”

      Erik laughed.  “Oh, of course not.  I hired a professional.”

      “I guess that’s why it looks like it’s straight out of a magazine.”

      The wooden end tables and coffee tables in the living room were made of real wood.  Each lamp matched, unlike how each lamp my mom had owned came from a different time period.

      Erik had a tall white candle placed on nearly every surface, but none of them had been lit.  There was more than enough sunlight making its way into the home.

      In the dining room, there was a large wooden table that was so polished I could see my reflection.  There were six chairs, all perfectly set in place.

      “Do you even live here?” I asked.

      The kitchen had all stainless-steel appliances.  None of which had looked as though they’d ever been used.

      “Not much,” Erik admitted.  “This is my vacation home, and I didn’t get to use it as much as I would have liked.  I had hoped to retire early and move here.”

      We turned back through the dining room and headed down the hall.  There was a massive bathroom and two bedrooms.

      “There are two bedrooms and another bathroom upstairs.  Downstairs is where I keep the mess,” Erik said.

      The main floor of the house wasn’t that much bigger than my mom’s house, but it felt huge.  My mom’s home had a basement, but it was full of more junk.

      “It smells like flowers in here,” I commented.

      “What were you expecting?  Fish?  Give me some credit.  I knew I was having guests,” Erik said, bumping me lightly with his elbow.  “Want to see the basement.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Erik lightly held my arm as we walked down the stairs.  “They’re a bit steep.”

      And they really were.  If I would have any more than two glasses of wine, I’d be tumbling down them.  I’d be doing it while giggling, but still, I’d fall.

      “Wow!” I said as we stepped down into the wide-open basement.  There was a pool table, darts, several TV screens, a bar… it was truly every man’s dream.

      “The man cave,” Erik said.

      “What did you do for a living?” I asked.

      Erik laughed.  “Nothing you’d find even the least bit interesting.”

      He walked over behind the bar and opened two big doors, and revealed a walk-in pantry stuffed with food, snacks, and of course, alcohol.

      “You’re set then, huh?” I asked.

      “I wouldn’t say it’s the most nutritional, but it’s better than nothing.”

      “It’s better than soup and beans,” I said.

      Erik met my gaze.  “You’re more than welcome to stay here.”

      “Sam won’t.”

      “She doesn’t trust Dorian.”

      I nodded.  “She kind of doesn’t trust a lot of guys.”

      “You don’t say?” Erik said, raising a brow.

      “She’s a really good friend,” I said, snapping my mouth shut at the sounds of giggling coming from the stairs.

      Erik gestured to the door, and I stepped out.  He closed them as Sam and Dorian erupted from the stairwell.

      “There you two are all hiding and sneaky,” Sam said.

      “How much wine have you had?” I asked, both curious and finding Sam’s red cheeks and lack of balance amusing.

      “Let’s just say I opened the second bottle,” Sam said with wide eyes as she tapped her finger to her lips.

      Dorian cleared his throat and straightened his spine.  His cheeks were just as rosy as Sam’s and his eyes even glassier.

      “Fish is done,” Dorian announced.  “No thanks to either of you.”

      We started up the stairs, but I suddenly stopped.  “Wait.  Why do you have lights down here?”

      “Are they restoring power?” Sam asked, suddenly sobering.

      “I wish I could say that they were.  I have a generator,” Erik said, letting out a heavy exhale.  “And not a lot of gas, so I need to conserve what I do have.”

      “Aw, bummer,” Sam said.

      Dorian turned toward us when he reached the top of the stairs.  “I didn’t even know he had it until today.”

      We ate our meal outside, talking and laughing about stories from before.  After Sam finished all the wine, she started in on some of Erik’s fancy beverages from the shelf in the basement.

      Erik had placed several candles on the bar.  The dim lighting gave the feel of being in a real bar.  The only thing missing was music so loud I wouldn’t be able to hear anything.

      Dorian was outside throwing up, unable to keep up with Sam.  Erik had nursed the same drink since we’d arrived.

      He leaned forward across the counter and smiled.  “I think you two should probably stay the night.”
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      “No thanksss!” Sam said, dancing to music only she could hear.

      “I could walk you back, but I’d feel better if you both just stayed here.  You know, just in case what you saw the other night was something,” Erik said.

      My stomach twisted.  I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

      “I’ve got plenty of room.  The doors all lock,” Erik said.

      “What if you have a key and sneak into our room when we’re sleeping?” Sam asked.

      Erik’s jaw muscles tensed.  “I know you don’t know me well, but that’s not something I’m going to do.”

      “What about creeper?” Sam asked.

      “Sam,” I said, frowning.  “Don’t call him that.”

      “Shh!” Sam said, sloppily pressing her finger to her lips.

      Erik sighed.  “He’s not going to do anything either, and he doesn’t have a key.”

      “Wish we would have brought your bat with us, Mel,” Sam said, holding up both hands.  “Whatever.  We’re probably all going to die anyway.”

      I groaned.  “We’re not going to die.  People survived with electricity.”

      “Yeah, but they weren’t used to it like we were.  Everything in our world depends on it.”  Sam set down her drink and crossed her arms.  “Grocery stores will shut down.  Where are we going to get food?  Medical care.  I mean, like, seriously.  I didn’t want to scare you before, but this shit is serious.”

      “Which is why you two should consider staying,” Erik said.  “We call all watch each other’s backs.”

      Sam pointed at him.  “I’ll stay the night, but that’s the best you’ll get out of me for now.  I’m still going to find a way to get back to my daughter.”

      The door upstairs opened, and Erik placed his hand on the back of his waistband.  “I’ll be right back.”

      “Are you sure this is a good idea?” Sam asked when he was halfway up the stairs.

      “I think it’ll be fine,” I said.

      “I’m still not sure that Dorian guy is okay.”

      My eyes flicked toward the ceiling.  “You seemed to have fun talking with him right up until he turned green and almost threw up on you.”

      “I’m trying to learn everything about him,” Sam said, glancing toward the stairs.  “But what if I’ve been worried about the wrong guy?  Erik is kind of pushy about us staying, don’t you think?”

      “Not really,” I said, biting my lip.  “He’s just being smart.  Safety in numbers.”

      “You know how I am about keeping you safe from monsters,” Sam said, bopping me on the nose.

      I smiled, giving her a half hug.  “And I appreciate it, but I can take care of myself too.”

      Before Sam could say anything, Erik came back down the stairs.  “It was just Dorian.  We’re all locked up, but if you’d like me to escort you back home, I can do that.”

      “We’ll stay,” I said.

      “Sounds good,” Erik said.  “Dorian and I sleep on the first floor.  The second floor is all yours.”

      Sam yawned.  “I think I’m going to head up.  You going to join me, Mel?”

      “I’ll be up after I finish my drink.”

      “Don’t be too long.”  Sam leaned close.  She attempted to whisper, but her words came out louder than her normal speaking voice.  “Did you bring your medicine?”

      I exhaled slowly as Erik wiped up an invisible spill on the bar.  “Don’t worry about it.  Good night.”

      “Good night,” Sam sang, waving her pinky.  “Don’t do anything I would do.”

      “I never do,” I said, biting back a laugh.

      Erik chuckled as Sam wobbled to the stairs.  He tapped the top of my hand with his finger.

      “Should I help her?” Erik asked.

      “She’ll manage,” I said, exhaling.  “Sam isn’t afraid to demand help if she needs it.”

      “I’m glad you decided to stay,” Erik said.

      I sat down on a stool and leaned on the bar.  “So, you believe me then.”

      “Yeah, I believe you saw something and that it could definitely be a person,” Erik said, wiping the bar again.  “I’m worried people are going to start snooping around when they can’t get what they want in town.”

      “You haven’t heard anything more about what’s going on, have you?”

      Erik shook his head.  “Not really.  I do think it’s bad out there, and it’s only going to get worse.  That’s why I plan to just wait it out here as long as I can.”

      “Sam needs to get back to her daughter,” I said, gliding my finger along the rim of my glass.  “I’m going to go with her.”

      “Walking?”

      “Unless we can figure something else out,” I said.

      Erik scratched the back of his neck.  “Maybe if you can find an old truck.  Something that wouldn’t be all computer chips.”

      “That would work?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I think so.”  Erik hesitated as he took the final sip of his drink.  “The problem is going to be finding something, and if you do, acquiring it.”

      “Money?”

      Erik shook his head.  “Money isn’t going to be good anymore.”

      “Are you suggesting we steal something?” I asked with a raised brow.

      “I’m not suggesting anything,” Erik said with a quick laugh.  “If I did suggest something, it would probably be to stay put, but I don’t have kids.”

      “Sam is an amazing mom.  Her daughter is the most important thing in her life,” I said, looking into my empty glass.

      Erik crossed his arms.  “Then why did she leave her to come here?”

      “She wanted to help me with my mom’s place,” I said without looking up.  “You saw it.  That place would have needed a lot of work to get it into any kind of condition where I could actually sell it.”

      The flames from the candles flickered on the walls.  It was so quiet I could hear Erik breathing.

      “Anyway, I guess none of that matters now,” I said, sliding off the chair.  My legs felt weak, and I giggled.

      “You okay?” Erik asked.

      “Yes,” I said, biting my lip.  “I’m a lightweight, unlike Sam.”

      A smile danced on Erik’s lips.  “Me too.”  Seriousness washed over his face.  “Can I ask you a question?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Why is she so worried about men?  Like we’re not all bad.  Did something happen?” Erik asked, holding my gaze.  His eyes shifted away as he walked around the bar and stood next to me.  “I shouldn’t ask that.  It’s none of my business.”

      I exhaled slowly.  “It’s not about anything that happened to her.  Something happened to me somewhat recently, so she’s just overprotective.  Or maybe it’s just she’s the right amount of protection.  I don’t even know.”

      “What happened?” Erik asked.

      “A crazy ex-boyfriend,” I said, as if that should explain everything.  “He stalked me basically, even when we were together.  He didn’t trust me, and it ended with me getting locked in a cage in his basement.”

      “Seriously?” Erik asked, swallowing hard.

      My head bobbed.  “One hundred percent.  I’d tell you to look it up on the internet, but I guess that’s not an option anymore.  You’ll just have to take my word for it.”

      “Is the guy in jail?” Erik asked.

      “Nope.  There was a chance, but he was out on bail and ordered to stay away from me,” I said, picking at my fingernails.  “I was more than happy to get out of the city, to be honest.”

      “Guess that explains a lot,” Erik said.  “I barely know you and feel like protecting you too.”

      I smiled as I hugged myself.  “Yeah, everyone wants to protect me because I can’t protect myself.”

      “I didn’t mean that—”

      “I know,” I said softly.  “And the truth is, I kind of can’t.  I’ve always just let life happen to me.  Anyway, I don’t really want to talk about my ex or my life.”

      Erik reached over and took my hand in his.  “But should you want to, I’ll listen.”

      “Thanks,” I said, shaking my head.  “But I’ve talked the shit out of all of this more than once.  Talking isn’t going to change anything.”

      “I’m glad you stayed,” Erik said, still holding my hand.  “In fact, I think you and Sam should really give serious thought to staying here until you decide to leave for Massachusetts.”

      A tingle ran through my arm, and I became very aware of how close Erik was standing by me.  He was so good-looking, and I was so not wanting to see him that way.  There was too much going on to let myself feel anything for anyone.

      “I’ll talk with her about it, but I’d really hate to be a burden,” I said.  “We don’t really have much to contribute.”

      “You wouldn’t need to do anything except be here,” Erik said, letting go of my hand and holding up his palms.  “I have no expectations.”

      I took a step back, where the air felt slightly cooler.  “I appreciate the offer.”

      “I’m just going to keep asking until you accept,” Erik said.

      “Sam would consider that stalker-like behavior,” I said, raising a brow.

      Erik laughed.  “I’m just trying to be a good person.”

      “I know,” I said.  My shoulders dropped as tiredness washed over me.  “Thanks so much for everything tonight.”

      “Of course,” Erik said, taking a small step in my direction.

      I yawned and slowly headed toward the stairs.  “I’m going to turn in for the night.”

      “Let me blow out the candles, and I’ll follow you up,” Erik said.

      It only took a few seconds for him to extinguish all but one of the candles.  He carried it as we carefully ascended the stairs.

      “Looks like Dorian or Sam lit a candle,” Erik said, gesturing toward the next set of stairs.  “If you’d like, I can—”

      “It’s okay,” I said with a thin-lipped smile.  “Thanks, but I’m sure I can manage.”

      “See you in the morning then,” Erik said, his eyes following me.

      The way he looked at me heated my entire body.  I wanted to slap myself across the face and remind myself that the last thing I wanted was any kind of relationship.  Me and relationships didn’t work.

      A night of fun, on the other hand, sounded nice.  No strings attached.  I could do that.  In fact, that was probably all I’d ever want.  It would be easier.

      The door to the second bedroom was wide open, and there was a candle on the dresser.  I looked around the room before closing the door.

      I dropped down onto the soft bed and hugged a fluffy blanket to my chest.  The bed cradled me, and I almost instantly fell asleep.

      In the morning, I woke from a dream that had felt far too real.  Erik had been kissing down the side of my neck.  It was almost as if I could still feel his lips on my skin.

      In fact, I could still feel it.  I opened my eyes, screaming as I pushed myself back against the headboard.
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      Sam pushed open the door and abruptly stopped several feet from the bed.  Her raised fists dropped to her side, and she sighed.

      “I see you’ve met Mister Cat,” Sam said, lowering herself down to her knees.  She placed her hand on her chest, slowly breathing in and out through her nose.  “It’s a cat.”

      The cat stared into my eyes without removing itself from my lap.  His expression didn’t show it, but I could tell the cat was amused.

      “It licked me,” I said.

      “He’s a friendly little guy,” Sam said as Erik and Dorian both appeared in the hallway.  Sam got to her feet.  “She’s fine.  She met Mister Cat.”

      I swallowed hard as I looked back and forth from Erik to Dorian.  “He licked me.”

      “I guess he likes you,” Erik said, attempting to suppress his emerging smile.

      “He hates me and still licks me all the time,” Dorian said.

      “Why does he hate you?” Sam asked over her shoulder.

      There was a bounce to her tone that Dorian noticed.  Sam had cooled it slightly on how hard she was being on him, and he looked relieved.

      “He thinks I’m eating his dinner,” Dorian said, tapping his foot on the floor.

      “To be fair, you are,” Erik said.  “I always gave Mister Cat my leftover fish.”

      “You named this beast Mister Cat?” I asked, gingerly picking him up and dropping him to the floor.

      Erik raked his fingers through his hair.  “I’m not good at naming stuff.  Besides, he’s not really mine.”

      “Whose cat is he?” I asked.

      “No idea,” Erik said.  “An outdoor cat that spends a lot of time here.”

      “Because you feed him,” I muttered.

      Erik picked up Mister Cat and held him against his chest.  He nuzzled him before setting him down in the hallway.

      “I should have warned you that he likes to hang out in here sometimes,” Erik said.

      “That would have been nice,” I said, placing my fingers on my neck where the cat had been licking me.

      “Oh!  Mel!” Sam said, clapping her hands together.  “We should borrow him so he can take care of that little mouse problem.”

      My shoulders dropped with my exhale.  “Yep.  That’s not embarrassing to tell them about the mice that live in my house.”

      “It isn’t your house,” Sam said, shifting her weight.

      “A mouse or two has been known to sneak in here,” Erik said.  “It comes with living in the woods.  I might have some traps in the garage.”

      “Thanks,” I said, getting to my feet.  I swallowed down a yawn as I pressed my shoulders back.  “I think we should get going.”

      “You don’t want to stay for lunch?” Dorian asked.

      My eyes narrowed.  “What happened to breakfast?”

      “You slept through it,” Sam said with a gentle smile.

      “Oh,” I said, not bothering to mention that I still felt tired.  I would have slept longer had I not been woken by the dream… or the cat.  “We have a lot of work to do.”

      “We could help?” Erik offered.

      I shook my head.  “No, that’s really not necessary.”

      “Okay, well, if I find the traps, I’ll drop them off later, if that okay with you,” Erik said.

      “Yeah, sure.”  I walked past Mister Cat and weaved between Erik and Sam.  I could feel all their eyes on me.  “Thanks again for everything.”

      “Thank you,” Sam echoed.  “It was fun, which sounds absolutely crazy.”

      Erik followed us down the stairs.  “Maybe we could do it again sometime.”

      “I’m out of wine,” Sam said.

      “There is plenty to drink,” Erik said with a laugh.

      “Yeah, maybe,” I said, wanting to get out of the house.

      Anxiety was creeping up my spine, and I wanted to get back to familiar territory.  I wanted fresh air.  I wanted to breathe.

      I didn’t want their questioning eyes on me.  I didn’t want to feel their worry.

      Waking up abruptly had put me into a strange state.  It felt like I needed to get away from something, although I was safe in Erik’s house.

      The worst part of my condition was feeling like I needed to get away but couldn’t.  That was almost always the source of my panic attacks… not being able to get away.

      It was bad enough Erik and Dorian had seen me start to lose it back in the town.  Neither of them needed to see me get swallowed by fear and panic when there was no reason to be.  I didn’t want them to see how bad things could be for me.

      I never wanted anyone to know.  If I could have kept it a secret for the rest of my life, I would have.

      Ever since Sam and Olivia found out, they treated me differently.  I didn’t blame them.  And after everything with Elijah, I was different.

      When we got back to the house, I went straight for the coffee table to get my medicine.  I twisted and turned.  Dropped to my knees, swiping my hand all over the floor and under the couch.

      “Sam?” I said.

      “Hmm?” She locked the door and walked over to me.

      I stared at her shoes for a long moment, trying to remember the last time I’d seen my medicine.   As far as I could remember, I’d set them down on the coffee table.

      “Where is my medicine?” I asked, sitting on my knees.

      “Um?” Sam said, looking at the kitchen table, then into the kitchen.  “Did you bring them with you?”

      I shook my head.

      “Bathroom?” she asked.

      “I always kept them here,” I said, tapping the corner of the coffee table with my fingers.  “How can they just be gone?”

      “We’ll find them,” Sam said, giving me a smile.  “They couldn’t have gone far.  I’m sure you just misplaced them.”

      I knew that I hadn’t, but that didn’t stop me from looking everywhere.  We checked every possible place multiple times.

      “Maybe the mouse took them?” Sam joked.

      “I guess maybe it did,” I said with my hands on my hips.  “We should move the couch.”

      “Are you serious?” Sam asked, wiping sweat from her brow.

      My eyebrows squished together, and my eyes were wide.  “Kind of.”

      “Fine,” Sam said, walking around to the other side of the couch.  “Where should we put this stuff?”

      “Our fire pit?”

      “Even the blankets?”

      I shook my head.  “Not the blankets.”

      I wanted to keep them because I didn’t know how long we’d be at my mom’s house.  Sure, it was warm now, but it wouldn’t stay that way.  Winter would come, and I didn’t know if power would be restored by then.

      Of course, I wasn’t going to tell Sam why I wanted to keep them.  She probably thought they had some sentimental value, but I didn’t even know where they’d come from.

      We moved the coffee table and then wiggled the couch away from the wall.  There was a lot of junk and dust under the couch that had likely been there since the beginning of time, but my pills weren’t there.

      “Shit,” I said, flopping down on the couch after we moved it back into place.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and tried to remember exactly what I’d done with my medicine.  There was no doubt in my mind I’d set them on the coffee table.

      “Let’s take a trip,” Sam said.

      “Yeah?”

      “We’ll check out the pharmacy you mentioned,” Sam said, pulling her shoulders back.  “You’ll bring your bat.  What’s the worst that could happen?”

      My brow wrinkled.  “You just had to ask that.”

      “It’ll be quick.  We’ll get what we need and leave.  In and out.”  Sam’s eyes scanned the area.  “Think your brother had two bats?  Or maybe he played golf for a while?”

      “I’m sure we could find something,” I said, chewing my cheek.

      Sam’s head bobbed, and her lips curled into a mischievous grin.  “Then let’s go.”
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      Sam took a dull steak knife from the kitchen, and I took the bat.  During the entire walk, I wondered if I’d actually be able to use it if it came down to it.

      If I would have had a bat when Elijah locked me up, I would have definitely tried to use it.  But that was different.

      We were the ones going to the pharmacy to steal.  This time, I was the bad guy.

      “I don’t know if this is a good idea,” I said, remembering how things had gone when we went with Erik to the other town.

      “You need your medicine,” Sam said.  “Things have probably settled down now.  It’s not like you can go without your medicine.”

      My shoulders dropped.  “I’ll be fine as long as nothing happens.”

      “We can’t stay in the house forever.  At least I’m not going to,” Sam said, keeping her eyes forward.  Her mind was on the day we left to make our trip back to Massachusetts.

      “No, I guess we can’t,” I said, coughing.  “That reminds me, Erik told me how we can get back to Dott.”

      “Oh?” Sam asked, her eyes glimmering in the sunlight.

      I let out a long breath.  “It probably won’t work, but he said older vehicles might still work.  If we could find something without a computer.”

      “How do we do that?” Sam asked.

      “I haven’t figured that part out yet,” I said, my face stretching as it contorted.  “But I’m sure someone must have an old truck in the area.”

      “That’s not a bad idea if it works,” Sam said, looking at the knife in her hand.  “How would we get gas?”

      I pressed my lips together.  “There are kinks to figure out.”

      “Even if we could ride part of the way, that would help tremendously,” Sam said, bumping her elbow into me.  “Tell Erik thanks.”

      “You could tell him,” I said with a shrug.

      “He likes you better,” Sam said, raising her brows up and down.

      I rolled my eyes.  “Even if that were true, it doesn’t really matter.”

      “He’d probably come with us if you asked,” Sam said.

      “That is not something I will do!” I said, my eyes bugging out of my head.

      “Wouldn’t it be nice for all of us to be out there watching each other’s backs?  Is that what he wants?”

      I shook my head.  “No way.  What Erik wants is to stay safe in his home for as long as he can.”

      “Did he tell you that?”

      “Essentially, yes.”  I clenched my hands into tight fists.  “I wouldn’t ever ask either of them to do something so foolish.”

      Sam frowned.  “So, you think going to get my daughter is foolish?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t do it.”

      “You should just stay here with Erik and Dorian where it’s safe,” Sam said.  She walked faster, staying ten feet in front of me at all times.

      If I picked up my pace, she walked faster.

      “Come on, Sam,” I groaned.  “It’s not like I’ll let you go….”

      My words faded as we approached the town.  The swirling in my stomach sent acid racing up to the back of my throat.

      Most of the buildings had been burned to the ground.  What remained of the streets were empty.  It was a ghost town.

      “What happened here?” Sam asked, her voice a scratchy whisper.

      “I have no idea,” I said, swallowing hard.  “It looks like fires spread through town.”

      Sam shook her head.  “No one could stop it.  No fire trucks.  Maybe something like what happened with your microwave.”

      “Could be.”

      “Which building would have been the pharmacy?” Sam asked.  “Maybe we can find what we need in the rubble.”

      “We’ll have to take that street for a bit,” I said, leading Sam around a mound of smoking debris that was likely once a house.  “Then take a right on the highway.”

      Sam rubbed her lower back.  “Is it far?”

      “Another mile, give or take.”

      “I hope it’s take.”  Sam grimaced.  “Why did your mom live so far from civilization?”

      I pressed my lips together to stop them from quivering.  It felt like I was going to burst into tears, but I suffocated the sadness, replacing it with anger.

      “If she hadn’t, maybe she’d still be alive,” I said.

      “Oh, Mel!” Sam said, squeezing me.

      “It’s fine.  I just shouldn’t have left her,” I said, sniffing as I looked away.  “I shouldn’t have gone to the furthest college that would take me.”

      Sam squeezed me harder.  “It’s not your fault.”

      “My sister left.  My brother left.  And then, I had to rub salt in the wound and leave too,” I said, biting down on my cheek so I wouldn’t cry.  “I took my hatred of the house out on my mom.  I could have lived closer.”

      “You can’t blame yourself.  Moving away is normal,” Sam said.

      “Yeah, but this is different,” I said with a sigh.

      Sam shook her head.  “Not really.  You didn’t know this would happen.  Your mom wasn’t even sick.  Heart stuff happens sometimes, even to young people.”

      “I could have gotten her to the doctor earlier or called 911,” I said.  “My mom didn’t have anyone except for Erik, apparently.  She never even mentioned anyone coming by to mow her lawn.”

      “That was nice of him,” Sam said, scrunching up her nose.  “What is that smell?”

      “I’m not sure?” I said, covering my nose with the back of my hand.

      We didn’t take more than five steps when I spotted the source of the stench.  My fingers dug into my clenching stomach.

      “Oh, my God,” I said before turning to the side and dry heaving.

      “Holy shit!” Sam said, grabbing my arm as she hopped backward.

      Three dead bodies were on the ground, side by side, as if someone had put them there.  Their faces all turned to the right.

      “Let’s move,” Sam said.

      “How long do you think they were lying there like that?” I asked, tempted to look back.  It was like a car accident—I couldn’t look away.

      Sam covered her mouth.  “I don’t know, and I don’t care.  Let’s just get the medicine and get out of this hell hole.”

      It was hard to believe that people would flock to the town every summer to fish, shop, eat, and drink.  Before the solar storm, people would have been in the town.  Where were they all now?

      “The smell is just getting worse,” Sam said.

      I sucked in a breath and pointed.  The front lawn of another nearby home was decorated with two people, face down on the ground.

      “I don’t like this,” I said.

      There was movement in the corner of my eyes.  I twisted my neck so sharply a stinging pain shot down my right arm.

      The men's and women’s brown and tan camouflage blended in with the burned wood.  I grabbed Sam’s arm and pulled her back.

      A short, beefy woman holding a shotgun raised it up.  Her lip curled as she aimed it at my head.

      The man next to her rubbed his palms together and chuckled.

      Her head turned slowly, and she flicked him a look that showed her utter annoyance.  “This area has been claimed.  I reckon you should turn back.”
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      We didn’t need to be told twice.  I pulled on Sam’s arm, taking ten steps backward before bolting back on the same path.

      Our knife and gun wouldn’t have done us any good.  I glanced back several times to make sure we weren’t being followed.

      My vision started to close around me as my breaths quickened.  I couldn’t get enough oxygen.

      “Sam,” I said in a gasp.

      “No, Mel.  You can’t,” Sam said, her words begging me to hold on to whatever I could just to make it into the trees and out of sight.  “You can do it, okay?  I know you can.”

      My breath pinched my lungs.  “Sam.  I.  Can’t.”

      “You can.  It’s not much further,” Sam encouraged.

      She slowed her pace slightly to run beside me.  Sam had always been faster.  A faster walker, a faster runner, a faster typer, everything was faster with Sam.

      “We’ll get back, and we’ll go to Erik’s.  He’ll know what to do,” Sam said.  “We’re almost there.  Just keep going a little more.”

      I glanced back again.  The top of my head was completely numb from the lack of oxygen I was taking in.  Panic was trying to encapsulate me.

      They weren’t chasing after us.  The group was small dots as we sprinted to put distance between us.

      It was foolish.  The peninsula wasn’t large.  If the group wanted to find us, it likely wouldn’t take them long.

      “Okay,” Sam said, slowing her pace to a jog.  “I think we’re okay for now.”  She turned to me and studied me.  “Are you okay?”

      I nodded, but my breaths were still too fast.  The numbness was spreading down my neck.  If it went any further, I’d collapse.

      “Take a deep breath,” Sam said, noticing my frantic breaths.  “In and out as slow as you can.  It’s okay.  Nothing happened.  They just wanted to scare us.”

      “They.  Did.  A.  Really.  Good…,” I said, my exhale slowing, “job.”

      “I wonder if they killed all those people,” Sam said.  “And if they did, why did they let us go?”

      I pulled in a slow breath as my vision widened.  My shoulders tingled as the numbing in my head subsided.

      Sam gasped.  “Maybe they were the ones snooping around that night.”  Her eyes popped out.  “Maybe they took your medicine!”

      “Why would they take only my medicine?” I asked rhetorically.  “They’d leave the water and food but take the medicine and lock up after they left?”

      “Perhaps they were just messing with us,” Sam said with a shrug.

      “I guess it’s possible, but they didn’t really seem like they were the type to just go around messing with people.”  I pressed my hand hard against my forehead in an attempt to push what had happened further away.  “Did you see how they were all dressed?  Like a uniform.”

      Sam nodded.  “And with guns.  Like, do you think that’s necessary?”

      “I don’t know.  What if they know something we don’t?  What if things are even worse than we know?”

      “Maybe Erik will know,” Sam said.

      “I’m sure he told us everything he knows,” I said, gripping the bat tighter.

      “And maybe he didn’t,” Sam said.

      We walked together in silence for a long time, taking turns looking over our shoulders.  It felt like our trip back home was taking twice as long as the trip to the town had taken.

      “What if someone really did get in the house and take the medicine?” Sam said, her brow wrinkling.  “Is that even possible?  We locked up.”

      “Are you trying to freak me out?” I asked.

      “No, I was just thinking that maybe we should put finding a vehicle that works higher on our to-do list,” Sam said, flashing me a quick look as if she were trying to read my mind.

      “Maybe.  But to be honest, if the world was falling apart, and you had a vehicle that still worked, how well would you protect that vehicle?”

      Sam frowned.  She quickly wiped a tear that leaked out of the corner of her eye.

      “How am I going to get back to her?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Do you think he’s keeping her safe?” Sam asked, clasping her shaking hands together.

      I looked into her eyes.  “I do.  He’d do anything for her.  You know that.”

      “I should be with her,” Sam said, turning away from me.  “This was a mistake.  I shouldn’t have left her.  It was selfish.  Stupid.  Careless.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      She didn’t intend to make me feel bad, but still, it was my fault she was here.  I could have done more to discourage her from coming with me to help clean my mom’s house.  But I was the one that had been selfish, stupid, and careless.

      “I’ll figure something out,” I said, knowing that I had to make it up to her.

      I had to fix the problem to get her back to her daughter.  If it hadn’t been for me, they would be together and probably far more safe than Sam, and I were.

      I didn’t feel any relief when I could see my mom’s house through the trees.  The deteriorating siding blended in with the trees, but not enough that the house would be invisible to those in the area.  Not to mention the simple fact that anyone could see it from the road.

      We didn’t stop at the house, even though I was thirsty.  I also wanted to take another look for my medicine in case I’d just somehow overlooked it.  Of course, I knew that wasn’t possible.

      When we got to Erik’s house, Sam banged the side of her hand against the door.  Erik would have sensed the urgency.

      The clouds in the sky had increased, blocking out the sun.  A slight chill in the air from the breeze coming off the bay made me shiver.

      “What’s taking him so long?” Sam mumbled as she pounded again.  “Hey!” she shouted.  “Anyone home?”

      I walked up to the window and peeked inside.  Mister Cat was prancing across the floor.  He didn’t look my way, but it almost seemed as though he knew I was watching him.

      “I don’t think they’re home,” I said.

      “Great,” Sam said.

      “Guess we should have checked for the boat before walking here,” I said, tightening my arms around my body and rubbing my palms up and down my arms.

      Sam dropped down in a chair and rested her chin on his fists.  “They could be gone for hours.”

      “They won’t mind if we stay here,” I said, looking down the road, hoping to see them walking toward us.  “At least I don’t think they would.”

      “Just wish we could wait inside,” Sam said, pulling her legs to her chest.  “It feels like we’re being watched.”

      I leaned back against the house.  “I know what you mean.”

      Sam rocked her foot, shaking not just her chair but the entire patio.  I placed my hands on my stomach, feeling a little sick from the motion.

      “You okay?” Sam asked.

      “Yeah.”  I forced a smile.  “Nerves or hunger… I’m not even sure.”

      “Tell me if you need anything.  I’m here for you.  Always,” Sam said, popping to her feet.  She ducked and bobbed to the side as she squinted at two figures coming toward us.  “Looks like they’re back.”

      I held still, watching the two blurry figures as they came into focus.  It was the first time feeling any amount of relief since what happened in the town to the north.  It wasn’t enough, though.

      “Hey, hey!” Dorian said with a big smile.  He held up the bucket he was carrying.  “Back for more?”

      “We need to talk to you,” Sam said as she walked toward them, swinging her arms.

      “Did I do something wrong?” Erik asked, his eyes darting to mine.

      I shook my head.  “No, no.  Nothing like that.”

      Everything that had happened burst from Sam’s mouth like a pipe bursting.  Erik’s expression didn’t change, but Dorian’s mouth dropped open.

      “This just keeps getting worse,” Dorian said, shaking his head.  “You think you know people.  Were they locals?”

      “How would I know that?” Sam snapped.

      “We wouldn’t know,” I said, my voice pillow-soft.

      Dorian set down the bucket and started pacing.  “You’re right.  Yeah.  Sorry.”

      Erik’s eyes scanned the area.  He looked nervous.  “I think we should get inside.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Erik walked around, lighting candles.  Sam and I sat side by side on the couch, watching him move around the room.

      Dorian moved from window to window.  He stopped, turned to us, and laughed.

      “At least it’s not something spearheaded by my dad.”  The laughing faded.  “None of them were my dad, right?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said, barely remembering what Dorian’s angry dad looked like.

      I wouldn’t have been able to pick anyone from the town to the north from a lineup either.  We made it out of there with our lives, and that was really all that mattered to me.

      Although we did have to worry about them coming for us.  We were outnumbered, and they were armed… they could get anything they wanted.

      My fingertips glided side to side on the plush couch cushions.  The soft texture reminded me of the stuffed bunny Dott always carried with her wherever she went.

      Erik sat down in a chair and gripped the armrests.  He focused on a spot on the floor before he cleared his throat.

      “I really think you both should stay here,” Erik said, sucking in a quick breath.  Sam opened her mouth, but he held up a finger.  “It’s safer here.  I have deadbolts, the windows are new with thick glass panes.  I paid a good amount of money to keep this place secure when I was away.”

      He reached behind him and pulled out a gun.  Erik set it down on the coffee table and looked over at Sam and then me.

      “And I can keep us all safe,” Erik said.

      Sam placed her hand on my knee.  “I’ll stay if Mel will.”

      “Yeah, at least for the time being,” I said, picking at a fingernail.  “We should bring over the water, though.”

      “I’m sick of soup, but maybe we should bring over the food too,” Sam said.  “Don’t want to give anyone a reason to break in and nose around Mel’s mom’s things.”

      Erik steepled his fingers.  “We can go tomorrow and gather anything you guys want or need.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “I don’t think either of you should leave without Dorian or me,” Erik said.

      Sam groaned, slapping her knife down next to Erik’s gun.  “We need the big, strong men to take care of us now?”

      “It’s just smarter to stick together,” Erik said.

      “Well, Mel and I can take care of ourselves,” Sam said, stiffening her spine.

      “That’s why you came right here?” Erik asked, his lip twitching.

      I bit my lip to stop a smile.

      “We just thought you would both like to know,” Sam said, turning her head to the side.

      “I think it’s probably a good idea to stay together,” I said, and Sam groaned, clearly not thrilled I wasn’t aggressively taking her side.

      “I was wondering something, though,” Erik said, looking back and forth between Sam and me.

      Sam’s eyes narrowed.  “What’s that?”

      “Why did you go there?” Erik said.  “You saw what it was like.  People are losing their shit right now, and maybe rightfully so.”

      “Why didn’t you tell us how bad things really were?” I asked, my jaw clenching.

      “I tried to talk you out of it,” Erik said, scratching his eyebrow.  “But you two are very determined.  I don’t know what’s going on, but I know shit has really hit the fan, and it sounds like it’s just getting worse.”

      I placed my hands in my lap.  I pulled in a breath, filling my lungs.  We were safe, but still, my body was struggling to calm.

      “You didn’t answer,” Erik said.  “What were you doing?”

      Sam opened her mouth.  I held up my palm to stop her before she could make something up.

      “I lost my medicine, so I wanted to replace it,” I said, exhaling as I looked down at my hands.  “Anxiety medicine.  Something I need.”

      “I see,” Erik said.  “Maybe we can figure something out.”

      “If I haven’t heard that a thousand times,” Sam grumbled.

      My forehead puckered.  “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “That’s what you keep saying about getting back to Dott,” Sam said, pushing herself to her feet.  “How about some honesty?  We’re all screwed.”

      Sam stormed off.  She grabbed a candle and stomped up the stairs.

      Dorian’s eyes were glued to the stairs.  He looked bewildered.

      “What just happened?” he asked.

      “Long story,” I said.  I stood and rubbed my hands together.  “Sorry about everything.  Thank you for everything.  I think I just need to go rest for a bit.  Today was exhausting.”

      “Wouldn’t you like something to eat?” Dorian asked.  “It won’t take long.”

      A breath leaked out between my lips.  “Thanks for that too, but I don’t think I could keep anything down right now.  Sorry.”

      “It’s okay,” Dorian muttered after me.

      I climbed the stairs, making a conscious effort to keep my steps quiet.  It wasn’t until after I tossed Mister Cat out of the bedroom and sat down that I realized I hadn’t eaten much all day.  My body and mind were too tired to care.

      The second my head hit the pillow, I fell asleep.  It was completely dark when my rumbling stomach woke me what I assumed was hours later.

      The bedroom was dark except for the pale blue light of the moon filtering in through the window.  Crickets chirped from outside the window.

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed and rubbed my eyes with my knuckle.  My spine zipped at the distant sound of what sounded like a woman screaming.

      The crickets stopped their noises.  I tip-toed to the window and peered out, but there wasn’t anything to see.  The trees were still, and it was only a few seconds before the crickets started up their strange song again.

      I combed my fingers through the back of my hair as I walked toward the bedroom door.  Erik had likely left candles glowing to light the way.  Hopefully, I’d be able to find something to eat in the kitchen because if I didn’t feed the grumbling beast, it wasn’t going to let me get back to sleep.

      The stairs barely creaked as I slowly descended.  There was a candle on the coffee table and one in the dining room, providing me with more than enough light to see my way.

      Erik or Dorian had closed all the curtains, which should have eased my mind, but instead, I imagined people creeping around outside the house.  My mind liked to play tricks on me.  The idea of them out there and me not being able to see them sent a shiver down my spine.

      I turned the corner.  My chest tightened, and my eyes glazed over.

      Someone was there.
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      I sucked in a breath.  It felt like I was choking… unable to breathe.

      My arms flailed as I reached out to grab onto something.  Dorian’s face became clear as he took several steps closer, catching me before falling to the ground.

      “Sorry!” Dorian said, holding most of my weight.  His eyes were wide with concern.  “I didn’t hear you coming.  You’re quieter than Mister Cat.”

      He helped me over to a chair.  I gripped the edges of the table, struggling to take in each breath.

      It was getting worse.  As much as I hated to admit it, I needed my medication.

      “I’ll get you some water,” Dorian said.

      He came back with a tall glass and set it down in front of me.  My hand shook vigorously as I brought it to my lips.

      “I’m really sorry about that,” Dorian said, staring at my hand.  “You were just so quiet.”

      “It’s fine,” I said before taking another long drink.  The vibrating in my body began to slow.  “What are you still doing up this late?”

      Dorian’s eyes shifted toward the window.  “I thought I heard something, then decided I was still hungry.  You must be starving.  Can I get you something?  We saved you some—”

      “Yes, please,” I said, pushing my chair back.  “I can get it myself, though.”

      “I don’t mind,” Dorian said.  “It’s just fish and potatoes again.  Nothing fancy.”

      “That’s perfect.  I’m so hungry I could eat the crickets outside,” I said, grimacing.  Dorian grinned as he rubbed the short hair at the back of his head.  “Okay, maybe not that hungry yet.”

      “Good.  I have no idea how to prepare insects.  I’ll be right back,” Dorian called over his shoulder.  “It’s downstairs in the mini-fridge.”

      I clicked my tongue.  “He’s going to use up all his gas running that generator.”

      “That’s what I told him,” Dorian said before heading downstairs.

      I rubbed the back of my neck and stretched my arms over my head.  It didn’t take long for Dorian to return.

      “Sorry, it’s cold,” he said, setting down a foil packet and a fork on the table.  “Not going out there alone to heat it up.”

      “It’s fine.  I wouldn’t want you to,” I said, scooping up a mound of potatoes.  I covered my mouth and swallowed.  “What did you hear?”

      He shook his head.

      “You said you were up because you heard something.”

      “Oh,” Dorian said, bobbing his head.  “Well, I don’t want to freak you out.”

      I stared at him for a long moment before allowing a smile to curl my lips.  “We’re past that.  Also, you could just assume that I’m in a constant state of freaked out with everything that’s going on.”

      “I know,” Dorian said.  “None of this feels real.  But it is nice to have finally separated from my insane father.”

      I took another big bite.  The fish and potatoes were scrumptious.  Either it was because I was starving or because they were slathered in oil and sprinkled with salt and dill.

      “So, what did you hear?” I asked, feeling like he was dodging the question.

      “Um,” he said, rubbing his brow.  Dorian cleared his throat.  “It sounded like a woman screaming, I guess.”

      I exhaled and set down the fork.

      “I shouldn’t have said anything,” Dorian said, waving his hand as he leaned back in the chair.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.  “It’s not that.  I think I heard it too.”

      “It was probably just a wolf or something,” Dorian said.  “Maybe a hyena.”

      I laughed.  “Lots of hyenas in the area?”

      “You never know what kind of animals people get for pets these days,” Dorian said with a half-smile.  “I haven’t heard it again, so I thought maybe I had just imagined it.”

      “But we probably both didn’t imagine it.”

      “Right,” Dorian said.  “Which is why I think it was probably an animal.”

      I took several bites.  “Or maybe it was a woman screaming somewhere.”

      “I guess that is a possibility,” Dorian said, looking down at his hands.  “At least it sounded far away.”

      “Not far enough,” I said.  “And after what Sam and I saw in that town, I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t petrified.  Those people lying on the ground.”

      I shook away the thought.  I needed to finish my food.  My pants were feeling loose, and I felt weaker with each passing day.  I couldn’t let my fear stop me from eating.

      After I finished, I crinkled up the foil into a small ball.  Dorian reached over, snatching it away before I could stand up.  He tossed it into the trash and took the fork out of my hand.

      “I can clean up after myself,” I said, frowning.

      Dorian splashed water onto the fork and wiped it clean.  He looked at me as he placed it in the drawer.

      “Of course, you can, but I don’t mind.  Doing stuff helps keep my mind off the other things,” Dorian said.

      “Isn’t that true for everyone?” I asked.

      “I suppose you could be right.”  Dorian grinned.  “Are you going to go back to bed?”

      The thought of more sleep brought a yawn to my lips.  “Yeah, I’ve probably only been getting a couple hours of sleep a night.”

      “Same,” Dorian said, jerking his thumb toward the stairs.  “Want me to walk you up?”

      “No, that’s okay,” I said.

      “Yeah, don’t want to upset Sam since she thinks I’m some weirdo stalker guy,” Dorian said, rolling his eyes.

      I patted his shoulder.  “Don’t take it personally.  She thinks every guy who looks in my direction is a creepy stalker weirdo.  In her defense, I do attract weirdos.”

      “I don’t know what to say to that,” Dorian said.

      I laughed.  “See you in the morning.”

      “Hey, Mel?”

      “Yeah?”

      Dorian squinted at me as he scratched the back of my neck.  “Why were those people lying on the ground?”

      “I wish I knew,” I said with a heavy sigh.  “I don’t want to end up on the lawn.”

      “Me either,” Dorian said.  “I mean, we won’t.  That won’t happen.”

      “Good night,” I said.

      He nodded.  I could feel his eyes on me as I walked back up the stairs.  It wasn’t that he was being creepy, he was just making sure I made it up to bed okay.  I would have done the same in his shoes.

      It was strange how quickly we became friends.  At least, that’s what I considered us all to be.  I never thought that if there were some kind of disaster, I’d find new people to care about… to worry about.

      I pulled a chair next to the window and sat down.  I stared into the night, waiting for my food to settle and listening.  There were no more screams, just the crickets.

      After breakfast, the four of us walked back to the house to gather the water and anything else we wanted to keep at Erik’s house.  Erik had seen the mess, but Dorian hadn’t, which meant I needed to avoid looking at him.

      It was easy not to look at him because when I entered the house, I froze.  The living room had been cleaned, and there was smoke coming from the fire pit in the backyard.

      “Oh shit,” Sam said.

      It was the last thing I heard before my surroundings spun, and I was sucked into blackness.

      My eyes opened, and I was staring at the familiar ceiling.  I knew exactly where I was without looking.  I’d laid on the couch and stared at the ceiling many times when I was growing up, and it was no different.

      “Are you okay?” Erik asked, taking a wet cloth off my forehead.

      I popped up!  “We have to get out of here!  Someone’s been here!”
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      Erik grabbed my hand, stroking the back with his thumb.  “We checked everything.  There isn’t anyone here.”

      “Someone sure as hell was here,” I squeaked, throwing my hand into the air.  “It must have been those people.  They must have followed us back.”

      “Why would they come in here and clean up?” Sam asked, staring toward the still-smoking fire pit.  “They didn’t really seem like the type to just tidy up, take nothing, and leave.”

      “They didn’t take anything?” I asked.

      Sam shook her head.  “As far as I can tell, nothing is gone.  They could have taken some old clothes or a shirt, but as for our food and water, it’s all still here.  Even my bags are still here.”

      “Where are my things?” I asked, my eyes darting from side to side.

      “Um,” Sam said, dragging out the sound as her eyes scanned the floor.

      “What are we looking for exactly?” Erik asked.

      My eyes landed on the gun in his hand.  I scooted away, pulling my hand from his.

      “If you checked the place, why are you holding that?”

      “My gun?” Erik asked.

      “Yes,” I said firmly.

      He gave me a half-shrug.  “Just in case.”

      “Right.  Sorry.  They just make me uncomfortable after… after…,” I said, letting my voice fade into nothing.

      “After what?” Dorian asked.

      I ignored his question.  The last thing I felt like talking about was Elijah.

      “I had a black backpack with lots of pockets and a navy suitcase,” I said, getting to my feet.  I pointed to the floor.  “They were right here when we left.  Unless we moved them when we were looking for the medicine.”

      “We didn’t move them,” Sam said, opening the closet.

      I groaned.  “We didn’t put them in there.”

      “Well, I don’t know where to look?” Sam said, closing the door.

      “Did they burn my stuff?”  I walked over to the window and pressed my hand to the glass.  “Why would they do that?”

      Dorian stepped up next to me.  “I don’t think they burned your suitcase.  It would be a melted lump of goo, probably giving off black smoke.”

      “So, then they took it,” I said.  “My clothes.  They took my clothes.”

      “You can borrow anything you need,” Sam said.

      “Thanks, but don’t you think it’s weird that they didn't take your stuff?  Just my personal belongings?” I said, pressing my fingers to my temples.

      Erik walked over with his arms crossed, the gun peeking out from under his bicep.  “I think it’s super weird.  We should get what we need and get back to my place.”

      “Lead them there?” Sam asked.

      “If they’ve been on the road at all, they know my house exists,” Erik said.  “Let’s just take what we can for now, and Dorian and I will come back for the water.”

      “It’ll go faster if we help,” Sam said.

      Erik turned away.  “Let’s not argue about it.”

      “You’re not any safer with that stupid gun,” Sam said, her voice rising.  “They were all armed.”

      “We don’t know who was here,” Erik said.  “Can’t we agree to get moving?”

      Sam glanced at me.  “Fine.”

      My stomach was swirling as memories of being locked up returned.  I hadn’t been in the cell long, but it had been long enough to do damage.  For some reason, it was like being with him all over again.

      It was like that itchy, tickling feeling of an insect crawling on your skin.  Or the tingling chill at the back of your neck when you were being followed.  It was back.  All the feelings of being stalked were back.  It was hitting me in the stomach so hard I ran to the bathroom.

      I crouched over the toilet, breathing in and out.  Nothing came out because there was nothing in my stomach.

      “It’s not possible,” Sam said.  “You know it’s not.”

      “My things.  My things were taken,” I said.  “This has happened before.”

      Sam came into the bathroom and rubbed my back.  “Erik is right, though.  We should get out of here.”

      “My medicine is wearing off,” I said, holding up my hand.  “I feel sick and shaky.  Lightheaded… dizzy.  Weak.”

      “You’ll be okay.”  Sam helped me to my feet.  “I’ll take care of you.  You just need something to eat and drink.  Maybe more rest.”

      “I slept just fine last night,” I said, letting her help me out of the bathroom.

      “One night of sleep isn’t going to make up for everything we’ve gone through,” Sam said, offering me a sympathetic smile.  “I’ve had twice as much rest as you have, and I’m still exhausted.  This is mentally and physically draining.”

      Even though we hadn’t done much, she wasn’t wrong.  And even though Erik’s home wasn’t mine, I felt safer locked in the upstairs bedroom.  I could look down on the world.  From the bedroom window, it didn’t seem like much had changed.

      I wasn’t entirely sure what to pack up since my things were gone.  I checked my old bedroom to see if there was anything I’d left behind that would still fit.

      There wasn’t much.  I packed some t-shirts, underwear, and an old jacket into a paper bag.  In a second bag, I packed up the canned goods, but Erik stopped me.

      “We can get that later,” he said.  “I have more than enough.  There is no rush to take this.”

      “I’d rather we have it than whoever is sneaking around my mom’s house,” I said firmly.

      Erik nodded and helped me pack a few more cans.  He picked up the bag and carried it, knowing I’d put too much inside.

      I showed him the water and the rest of the food in the cabinets before we left.  Erik peeked out of the door, making sure he didn’t see anyone waiting outside to ambush us.

      A bunny dashed across the driveway, and he pulled the gun.  Sam snickered loudly.

      Erik walked at my side back to his house.  “When things calm down a bit, we can check the town again.  Maybe we can find some clothes for you.”

      “There are probably lots of I heart Door County shirts in every shop,” I said with a smile.  “Oh!  Maybe we can stop and get some fudge too.”

      “It’s probably still good,” Erik said.  “Unlike the fresh squeaky cheese.”

      “Oh, yeah!” I said.  “That would be really good right now.”

      Erik grinned.  “We’ll need to find a cow to get started.”

      “I think we could find a cow pretty easily,” I said.

      “Bring it back to the house on a leash?” Erik said, shaking his head.  “How are we going to feed a cow?”

      I frowned.  “You make it sound like cows will go extinct.”

      Erik’s face turned serious.  “I guess that probably won’t happen, but I bet a lot of them will starve.”

      “Everything is going to change,” Dorian added as he stepped between us.

      “It already has,” Sam muttered from behind.

      “That’s why we need to make sure we have ourselves taken care of,” Erik said.

      Sam’s voice was soft, but I didn’t have trouble hearing her.  “You’ll have even more stuff once I’m gone.”

      “Gone?” Dorian asked.

      “I have to get back to my daughter,” she said exasperatedly.

      “Where is she?” Dorian asked.

      “Massachusetts,” Sam said.

      Dorian didn’t say anything.  None of us did.

      We carried everything into the house.  Dorian and Erik took a wheelbarrow from the garage back down the street to collect the rest of the supplies.

      Sam and I waited in the quiet house for them to return.  I went to the front window a hundred times, watching for them to return.

      “Shouldn’t they be back by now?” I asked.

      Sam was curled up on one end of the couch, reading a book.  “It’s been like ten minutes.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hmm,” I said, biting a nail.  “It feels like it’s been a lot more.”

      Sam set the book down and popped up.  “We should get something to eat.”

      “Maybe we should wait until they get back,” I mumbled.

      “Let’s prepared something for them,” Sam said.  “They are always making our food.”

      “They wouldn’t like us going outside to grill without one of them here,” I said.

      Sam’s eyes flicked toward the ceiling briefly.  “Too bad.  I never agreed to their terms.  We’ll see someone coming and just run inside.”

      “I don’t know,” I grumbled.

      “Come on, Mel,” Sam said, pulling on my arm.  “It’ll help take our minds off everything.  I read the same page thirty times because all I can think about is Dott.”

      “Fine,” I said, letting her drag me away from the window.  “But if Erik’s mad about it, you’re taking all the blame.”

      “Deal,” Sam said.  “I’m not afraid of Erik.”

      We grabbed items from the basement, but by the time we got upstairs, Erik and Dorian were back.  Dorian was at the window peering out, and Erik’s back was against the door.  His shoulders were rising and falling with his quick breaths.

      “What’s going on?” Sam said, setting an armful of food on the table.

      Erik looked up, placing his finger over his lips.  His voice was soft.  “Someone’s coming.”
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      Dorian looked over at Erik.  His eyes were bulging out of their sockets.

      “What are we going to do?” Dorian asked.

      “Do we hide?” Sam whispered.

      Erik’s head moved side to side.  “They saw us.  They know we’re here.”

      “Did you recognize them?” I asked.

      Erik shook his head.

      “I don’t think so,” Dorian said.  “But I don’t know everyone.”

      “How many of them are there?” I asked, looking at the gun in Erik’s hand.

      “Four,” Dorian said, seemingly looking at them through the crack in the curtains.  “They’re definitely coming this way.”

      Erik sucked in a sharp breath.  “I have a shotgun in the basement.”

      “Where?” Sam asked.

      “Under the bar,” Erik said.

      “On it,” Sam said, darting toward the basement.

      Erik looked at me.  “Does she know how to use a gun?”

      “I don’t think so,” I said.

      “I don’t,” Dorian said.

      “Me either,” I said, swallowing hard.  “I did use a pellet gun once.  Why do you think we need guns at all?”

      “Because they have them,” Erik said.

      My hands started to shake.  “Are they all dressed the same?  Is it the people Sam and I saw?”

      “They’re not dressed the same, but it could still be them,” Erik said.

      “Oh, wait!” Dorian said.  “I do know one of them.  It’s Bobby Bennett.  I went to school with him.  Remember him, Mel?”

      I shook my head.  “Doesn’t sound familiar.”

      “They’re probably all locals,” Dorian said.

      “Is that a good thing or a bad thing,” Sam asked, walking past me with the gun in hand.

      She glanced at me over her shoulder.  “Pretty badass, right?”

      I couldn’t help but smile, even though I was worried.  Sam was good at making me smile.

      “Do you know how to use that?” I asked.

      “How hard can it be?” she asked.  “I’ve seen movies.”

      “Just hold it,” Erik said.

      Sam scrunched up her nose.  “What else did you think I was going to do with it?”

      “Accidentally shoot yourself in the foot,” Erik said.

      “Is this thing loaded?” Sam asked.  Her lip curled at the end.  “I wish I had my sunglasses.”

      “It’s not loaded,” Erik said.  “And this isn’t a costume party.”

      Dorian slowly backed away from the window.  “They’re almost here.”

      “Stay back… out of sight,” Erik said.  “I’ll do the talking.”

      I shuddered at the knock at the door.  Dorian stood next to me, and Sam stepped in front of us.

      “Who is it?” Erik called out with his hand on the doorknob.

      “Your neighbors from down the road,” one of the voices replied.

      “Got a name, neighbor?” Erik asked.  As if giving a name would somehow help our situation.

      “Sure thing,” he said.  “Mark Bennett.  It’s easier to talk face to face.”

      Erik exhaled and opened the door, keeping his foot placed firmly behind it, lodging it in place.  “What can I do for you, Mr. Bennett?”

      “Call me Mark,” he said.

      “You got it, Mark,” Erik said.  “How can I help you?”

      “We’re just going door to door to make sure everyone is doing okay.  There have been some rumors that we have some trouble to the north, and we’re just checking on everyone.”

      “All is well here,” Erik said.

      “You wouldn’t be out there causing any trouble now, would you?” Mark Bennett asked.  “Can’t say I recognize you.  Is this your home?”

      I couldn’t see Erik’s expression, but I could see his knuckles whiten around the grip of his gun.  “This is my home.  Come several times a year to fish.”

      “We know everyone in the area,” Mark Bennett said.  “Saw you weren’t alone.  Is your friend with you?”

      “Dorian!” Erik called.

      “Shit,” Dorian muttered before stepping around Sam.

      He looked at the gun for a split second before bouncing up beside Erik.  Dorian clasped his hands behind his back.

      “What’s up?” Dorian asked cheerfully.  “Hey, Bobby.  How you doing?”

      “Aren’t you Frank Bell’s kid?” Mark Bennett asked.

      “That’s right,” Dorian said.  “Your son, Bobby, and I went to school together.”

      Mark Bennett didn’t care to talk about it.  If Bobby had said anything, I hadn’t heard him.

      “So, it’s just the two of you here?” Mark Bennett asked.  I took a step further back, afraid they were trying to look inside.

      “Just us,” Erik replied.

      “Interesting,” Mark Bennett said.  “And how do you two know each other?”

      Dorian scratched the back of his neck.  “We go fishing together.”

      “Weird,” Mark Bennett said.

      “How so?” Erik asked.

      One of them laughed.  “It’s like that one movie.”

      “Never seen you before, yet you have a fishing buddy,” Mark Bennett said.  “I’ll see your dad around, I’m sure.”

      “Tell him I said hi,” Dorian said.

      “Will do.”  Mark Bennett shifted to the side slightly.  I couldn’t see more than his shoulder.  “Well, if you need anything, a group of us have banded together to survive this shit.  We help those we can.  Us locals have to stick together.”

      Erik’s head bobbed.  “Thanks.  You don’t happen to know what’s going on exactly, do you?”

      The group chuckled in unison.

      “Shit has hit the fan, man,” Mark Bennett said.  “Ain’t no one coming to help us anytime soon.  According to my radio, this shit is worldwide.  We’ve been sent back in time.”

      Sam lowered the gun slightly.  I knew she was thinking about Dott.

      “How sure are you?” Erik asked.

      “Very,” Mark Bennett replied.  “Anyway, we’re going to hit the last house before heading back.  You sure you’re good?  My buddy Don here, is a prepper.  Got all that shit.  Freeze-dried food, jugs of water, vitamins, even an underground shelter.  He’s set for life.”

      “Shut up, Mark,” the man I assumed was Don said.  “You don’t tell people that.”

      Erik drummed his fingers on the wall.  “We don’t want your stuff.”

      “You say that now,” Don said.

      “Anyway, you two have a good day now, and don’t be strangers, okay?” Mark Bennett said.

      “Okay,” Erik said.  He almost had the door closed when he hesitated.  “Just one question.”

      “What’s that?” Mark Bennett asked.

      Erik hesitated for a moment.  “You know that Wanda Carter passed away, right?”

      “Yeah,” Mark Bennett said.  “We were at her funeral.”

      “Then why are you going to her house?” Erik asked.

      “Just check it out.  Word is someone was there,” Mark Bennett said.  “Like I said, we’re going to keep our neighborhood safe.”

      Erik nodded and closed the door.  He tucked the gun into his waistband and placed his palms on the door frame.

      I watched as his hands slid down, and he turned toward us.  “Well, that was awkward.  How well do you know those guys?”

      “Not well,” Dorian said.  “His kid didn’t hang in the same groups as I did.  He was more into sports.”

      “What were you into?” Sam asked.

      “Waiting for school to end so I could get home and hide in my room,” Dorian said, his hands dropping heavily to his sides.  “Oh, shit.”

      Erik turned to him.  “What?”

      “They’re going to tell my dad I’m here,” Dorian said.  “This isn’t good.”

      “Maybe he won’t care,” Sam said.

      “You heard him.  He’ll find me so he can kill me.  He’s probably dreamed of this moment his entire life.  He hates me.  I was never good enough,” Dorian said.  “He’ll come to kill me and get away with it.  Can I stay at your place, Mel?”

      I shrugged.  “Yeah, I guess so, but wouldn’t you feel safer staying here?  I mean, someone was clearly in my mom’s house.”

      “I don’t know what to do,” Dorian said, dragging his fingertips through his hair, turning it into a wild bird’s nest on top of his head.

      “You’ll be safe here,” Erik said.  “If your dad comes poking around, we won’t let him in.”

      Dorian covered a nervous laugh.  “He’ll just knock the door down laughing the whole time.”

      “Then he can meet the end of my shotgun,” Sam said.

      “Who are you?” Dorian said, turning to her.

      “Maybe I should show you guys how to actually use that,” Erik said.

      I crossed my arms.  “Knowing how to use it and using it on a person are two different things.”

      “If you need to, you will,” Erik said.

      Sam cleared her throat.  “Bet you wish you would have had one when Elijah—”

      “Do we need to bring up Elijah every two hours?” I asked sharply.  “Like I just want to forget all about him and forget that people like him even exist.”

      “My dad locked me in a closet when I was ten,” Dorian blurted out.

      Sam cocked her head to the side.  “You wanna talk about it?”

      “I guess not,” Dorian said, his forehead wrinkling.  “I did steal ten bucks from him.”

      I cleared my throat.  “So, do you think we need to worry about these guys?”

      “Maybe,” Dorian said.

      “We need to worry about everyone,” Erik replied at the same time.

      I slumped down on the couch, flopping my head back against the cushion.  “When do we get a break?”

      Sam sat down next to me.  “It’s probably going to be even worse on the road.”

      I nodded.  If there was one thing I knew for sure, it was that I wouldn’t make it on the road.

      “You plan to leave soon?” Erik asked, mostly looking at me.

      Sam rubbed her hands together.  “Soon.  We’ll have to pack up and try to find a vehicle, but yeah, we can’t just sit here forever waiting for help that isn’t coming.”

      “I really think the both of you should stay as long as possible,” Erik said.  “Safer for all involved.”

      Sam stood, placing her hands on her hips.  I couldn’t see her scowl, but I knew it was there.

      “You clearly don’t have children.  Or even someone you love,” Sam threw her hands in the air and charged up the stairs, shaking her head.

      Erik pressed his palm over his mouth and rubbed the stubble that had grown over the last day.  “I never say the right thing with her.”

      “She misses her daughter,” I said, unable to stop frowning.

      “Yeah, but she isn’t going to do her daughter any good if she’s dead.”  Erik looked at the coffee table where the knife Sam had taken from my house still rested.  “I can’t give you my guns.”

      I waved my hands.  “Oh, no!  Never!  We wouldn’t have ever asked for such a favor.”

      Erik grimaced.  “I know.  But I don’t know how I can let either of you leave with a knife and a bat.”

      “Maybe you should tell her what you said.”  I crossed my arms.

      Erik’s eyes narrowed.

      Dorian walked over to the window and looked out between the curtains.  He didn’t want to have any part of the conversation.

      “Tell her what you think about us not surviving the trip.  Because you’re absolutely right.  I won’t make it without my medicine, and Sam is everything to Dott.”  I sniffed so hard my brain hurt.

      My shoulders started shaking.  I covered my face to hide the tears I couldn’t stop from falling out of the corners of my eyes.

      I was exhausted.  Frustrated.  Overwhelmed.

      “Dorian?” Erik said.

      “Yeah?” Dorian didn’t look away from the window.

      Erik slicked his hair back.  The long pieces messily flopped back to the front.

      He looked into my eyes.  “Could you give Mel and me a minute?  I need to talk to her.”
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      Dorian left the room.  I could hear his feet pounding against the stairs as he descended into the basement.

      Erik gestured to the couch.  “Let’s sit.”

      “Am I in trouble?” I asked with an awkward smile.  I wanted to lighten the seemingly tense mood.

      “No,” he said, squinting his eyes at me.  He was clearly missing the humor.  “I know we don’t know each other well—”

      “Or kind of at all, really,” I said.

      Erik's jaw dropped slightly, as if my words stung.  I held up my hands, shaking them as though I were casting a spell that would erase my words.

      “That came out wrong,” I said.

      “Yeah, ouch,” Erik said, offering me a half-smile.  “It’s just that, while we don’t know each other, I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”  He hesitated a moment.  “Or Sam.”

      I met his eyes, and my pulse started to quicken.  Why did the air suddenly feel so thick?

      “Which is why if you leave, I think I have to go with you,” Erik said.

      “Well, what about Dorian?”

      Erik’s face contorted.  “Dorian can do whatever he likes.”

      “Erik,” I said, placing my hand on his knee.  A jolt of electricity shot through my body, and I pulled it back.  “You can’t come with us.”

      “I can,” he said.  “And I think I know where I can find a vehicle.”

      “Okay, tell me where.”

      Erik laughed.  “I’ll do that when we go get it to leave for Massachusetts.  You know, I hear it’s lovely this time of year.”

      It was my turn to look at him as if he had two heads.

      “Only you can try to be funny, huh?”

      “Keyword is try, right?”

      Erik smirked.  “For both of us.”

      He exhaled before getting up.  He quickly moved around the room, lighting all the candles.

      If the world outside wouldn’t have been falling apart, it would have been nice.  I needed to spend more time with him, but Erik seemed like a really good guy.  The kind I could spend a few months with.  The kind that wouldn’t torture me and make my life a living hell.

      Then again, looks were deceiving.  Elijah was extremely good-looking.  He could have been a model or an actor, but instead, he chose to be a psycho.

      Erik sat back down.  “Somehow, the day always gets away from us, doesn’t it?”

      “It does,” I replied.

      “Well, I supposed I should bring the water inside,” Erik said, slapping his thighs.  “Had to shove everything in the garage with those guys coming.”

      I stood.  “Let me help.”

      “That’s not necessary,” Erik said, his eyes darting to the table.  “Go eat something.  Looks like you and Sam were going to concoct some kind of meal.”

      “It was Sam’s idea.”

      “Figured as much.”  Erik raised a brow.  “Hope you weren’t going to go outside to heat something up alone.”

      I bit my lip.  “Oh, no.  Of course, not.”

      “Right,” he said, rolling his eyes.  “I probably shouldn’t take my eyes off you even for a second.”

      “Sam wouldn’t like that kind of talk,” I said with a smile.  “She’d call that weirdo stalker talk or something.”

      Erik looked down and laughed.

      “Let me help you,” I said, almost begged.  “Keeping busy helps.”

      “Tell me about it,” Erik said with a snort.  “That’s what I’ve done all my life.  Kept busy.”

      “Do you have family?” I asked.

      Erik shrugged.  “It’s been just me for a while.  I work too much for relationships.”

      “Worked.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Past tense.  Worked.  You don’t have that job anymore,” I said, my eyebrows squeezing together sympathetically.

      He stood.  “I guess you’re right.”

      I got to my feet.  We were only inches apart.

      Erik’s breathing slowed as he looked into my eyes.  “I have all this stuff, though.  Look at what good it’s done for me.”

      “I inherited a lot of stuff,” I said, trying to cut the tension.  “If stuff helped anything, I wouldn’t need medication or anything.  No one has more stuff than me.”

      “Fine,” Erik said.  “You can help.”

      He turned and headed toward the door.  I was thankful I could breathe again.

      I hated feeling anything toward a guy.  After what I’d been through, it felt wrong.

      Scary.

      It wasn’t like anything would happen between us, but maybe a little fun wouldn’t be so bad.  I didn’t hate men.  Erik wasn’t Elijah.  No one was Elijah.

      Of course, it was foolish of me to even think that Erik was interested in anything at all.  He was just being neighborly.

      We brought the water into the basement.  It didn’t take long before we had everything stored in his giant storage closet with all the bottles of booze.

      He used the microwave to warm up some packaged dinners.  He brought them upstairs to the dining room table.

      Rain tapped the window as we ate by candlelight and sipped our Riesling.  It would have been extremely romantic any other time, but knowing why we were eating at candlelight made it quite different.

      Every so often, I could hear a dart smacking into the board through the basement door.  Playing games was one of Dorian’s ways of keeping busy.

      “What will we really do if his dad comes looking for him?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Erik said.  “I wouldn’t let that gorilla in my house even if Dorian wasn’t here.”

      I smiled, barely remembering anything about Dorian’s dad, but the description seemed fitting from what I did remember.

      “I’m just hoping he’ll just let it go.”  Erik hesitated, waiting for the darts to hit the board again.  At the first thud, he continued.  “It seems like the ape should be thrilled to have what he considers a thorn out of his side.”

      “It was really nice of you to take him in,” I said.

      “What was I going to do?” Erik asked, looking down at his food.  “I guess that’s just the kind of guy I am.”

      His eyes shifted up and landed on mine.  The candlelight glimmered in his glossy eyes.  His lips curled into a warm smile as he held my gaze.

      “Sorry, I didn’t have anything better to serve you,” Erik said, looking down at the food again.  “I normally would do a much better job when I cook for a woman.”

      “Did you cook for a lot of women?”

      Erik huffed.  “I wish.  I was far too busy.  The last date I had was at least a year ago.”

      “Are you calling this a date?” I asked.

      “Are you?” Erik raised a brow.

      “I hadn’t really classified it beyond having a meal,” I said, ignoring the heat filling my cheeks.  I shoved my hands under the table and cleared my throat.  “It seems like it’s raining more often since the solar storm, don’t you think?”

      Erik turned to the window.  “Maybe.  Doesn’t seem like more rain than usual to me for this time of year.”

      “Let me clean up,” I said, noticing he was finished.

      “I got it,” Erik said, tipping his head toward the living room.  “You can go relax.  It’s been a busy day.”

      “Please let me do something to feel useful,” I said, pressing my palms together.  “You’re already feeding us and giving us a roof.”

      Erik grinned.  “You’ve provided us lots of water.”

      “I’ll clean up,” I said firmly as I walked to his side of the table and picked up the empty plastic container.

      He stood, our bodies nearly touching.  “Let’s do it together.”

      My breaths came quicker.  I stared up into his eyes as the temperature around us rose ten degrees.

      The intensity of the way he looked at me prickled my skin.  I was even sure he knew what he was doing to me.

      “Okay,” I said, taking a step back.  “I’ll clean up my own mess.”

      “You’ve got yourself a deal,” Erik said.

      He followed me, dropping his plastic container into the trash a second after I did.  I could feel the warmth radiating from his body as he stood inches behind me, waiting to rinse off his fork.

      I turned and slid away, keeping my eyes down.  If I had to endure one more look, I didn’t know if I’d be able to stop myself.

      Instead of sitting on the couch, I forced out an awkward yawn.  “I’m exhausted.  I think I’m going to turn in.”

      Halfway up the stairs, I reconsidered but stopped myself when I realized it was the wine talking.  Erik was being a good host… it would be so incredibly appropriate to do something I couldn’t take back.

      I liked staying with him.  For the most part, I felt safer, and that was the deciding factor.

      “It’s still early,” Erik called, but I was already at the top of the stairs.

      I pulled in a shaky breath.  “See you in the morning.  Good night.”

      I closed my door and thudded my head back.  I was an idiot.
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      Erik and Dorian were working on sorting through supplies in the basement.  The rain that had passed through brought heat with it, warming the house.

      I fanned myself at the kitchen table while Sam crunched into trail mix.  She held up the bag, but I shook my head.  The heat had killed my appetite.

      “Erik said he knows where we can find a vehicle,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      “That’s great news,” Sam said, smacking the table with her hand.  “Where?  How?  When?”

      I exhaled.  “There’s a catch.”

      “What kind of catch?”

      “He’ll tell us when he brings us to it.”

      Sam’s eyes narrowed.  “What does that mean?”

      “He won’t tell us unless he can come with us.”

      Sam chuckled for at least twenty seconds too long.  “Yeah, that can’t happen.”

      “Why not?” I asked leaning toward her, with my palms pressed against the table.  My voice was hushed.  “He’s armed.”

      “Because if something happened,” Sam said.  “You know this is a huge risk.”

      “I know that but I didn’t realize you knew it,” I mumbled, sliding back into my chair.  “You know,” I said, crossing my arms, “you won’t be any good to Dott if something happens to you.”

      Sam cocked her head to the side.  “I know that, but what kind of mom would I be if I just sat here and did nothing?”

      “I’m honestly not sure.”

      “If you had a daughter, you’d go to her,” Sam said.  “You wouldn’t feel like you had a choice.  She’s only six.  She doesn’t understand why I’m not there.”

      “Jameson will explain it,” I said.

      Sam shook her head.  “It won’t matter.  All she will know is that when things got bad, mommy wasn’t there.”

      “I don’t know,” I said with a quick, heavy sigh.  “You’re probably right.”

      “Right about what?” Dorian asked as he crouched down and grabbed something from under the sink.  He popped back up with some kind of cleaner, looking back and forth between Sam and me.  He frowned slightly.  “What’s going on?  I can tell when something is going on.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said, waving my hand.

      Sam’s chair squeaked as she pushed herself from the table and stood.  “Erik wants to come with us to get my daughter.”

      “That’s… that’s ridiculous.  That’s like so… dangerous,” Dorian stammered.  “I mean, like, no whatever.  It is.”

      “That’s what I was trying to explain to Mel,” Sam said, throwing her hands into the air.

      “So, like you were all just going to leave me here without saying anything?” Dorian asked.  “That’s not cool either.”

      “No one is coming with me,” Sam said, brushing a strand of fiery red hair from her face.

      My nose wrinkled.  “You’re not going alone.”

      “I really think my odds of making it there are better if I go alone,” Sam said, looking at her nails.  “I’ll just drive straight through.”

      “Gas?”

      “I’ll figure it out,” Sam said.

      Dorian held up a hand.  “You’re all nuts.”

      The stairs thudded with Erik’s footfalls.  He froze at the top, obviously noticing the tension in the room.

      “What’s going on?  Did something happen?” Erik asked.

      “You’re not coming to Massachusetts,” Sam said, enunciating word.

      Erik’s eyes landed on mine, and I quickly shifted them away.  Erik shrugged.

      “Good luck finding a ride then,” he muttered as he opened a drawer and pulled out a rag.  “I can’t stop you from going, obviously, but that doesn’t mean I have to help you either.”

      “I never asked for your help,” Sam said.

      “No, you didn’t,” Erik said.  “I’m just not going to be party to something that will lead to you getting hurt or killed.  Don’t need something like that on my conscience.”

      Sam sighed.  “There are probably tons of people out there willing to help.  We’re just in like some redneck territory here where everyone thinks it’s every man for himself.”

      Erik laughed but didn’t say anything.  Sam’s cheeks burned with anger.

      “What?” she demanded.

      “It’s going to be worse in any big city,” Erik said.  “You’re going to need supplies, a vehicle, fuel, and protection.  I’ve got all but one of those items.”

      “I can get them too,” Sam said, but her shoulder softened.  She looked down.  “I know you all think I’m stupid, but she’s my daughter.  One day, you’ll understand.”

      Dorian cleared his throat.  “I still can’t believe you were all just going to leave without telling me.”

      “Shut up, Dorian,” Sam and Erik both said at the same time.

      “Fine,” Sam said.

      I wasn’t exactly sure what changed her mind.  Maybe it was that she knew she wouldn’t be able to make it far on her own.

      “We’ll all go, or rather, anyone that wants to join me, is welcome to, but it’s not going to be easy,” Sam said.

      Erik nodded.  They agreed on something finally.

      “It’s going to be hell, but we’ll stay off the main roads, and if we’re careful and smart, maybe we can get to her,” Erik said.

      “Isn’t it like really foolish to leave all this behind?” Dorian asked.  He quickly held up his hand.  “I know, shut up, Dorian.”

      “You’re not wrong,” I said.

      Erik’s head bobbed.  “What I have isn’t going to last forever either.  We eventually would have to restock.”

      “Not for a while, though,” Dorian said, scratching the back of his neck.

      “We’ll take as much as we can,” Erik said.  “Might just have to leave behind the booze.”

      Dorian winced.  “Yikes, man.  That’s my medicine.”  He turned to me.  “No offense.”

      “None taken,” I said.  “It helps.  Sort of.”

      Erik clapped his hands together.  “All right, it’s settled then.”

      “Fine.” Sam crossed her arms.  “When do we go?”

      “Whenever we’re ready,” Erik said.

      “How long will that take?” Sam asked.

      Dorian and I looked like we were watching a tennis match.  Our heads nauseatingly shifting back and forth and back of forth.

      “A week if we push it.”

      “A week?” Sam’s brow wrinkled.

      Erik cocked his head.  “Would have taken longer on your own, guaranteed.”

      “Okay, fine.  Let’s get started then,” Sam said.

      “Sounds good,” Erik said.  He hesitated briefly, but turned and went back downstairs.

      Sam chewed her lip.  “I’m not sure what just happened.”

      “I guess we pack,” I said.

      “Where do we start?” Sam frowned.  “Like, am I supposed to just go down there and start boxing up food?  I don’t know what kind of vehicle he has in mind.  How much to take.”

      “Guess we need his help,” Dorian said.

      Sam rolled her eyes, but I could tell she knew she was in over her head.  “Guess so.”

      “Maybe we should start with lunch,” Dorian said.  “I’m famished.”

      My stomach rumbled.  “Me too.”

      “We all are,” Sam said under her breath.

      “Erik and I were going to go fishing, but I’m actually kind of afraid to ask him if that’s still on the agenda.  Also, I don’t feel like waiting,” Dorian said.  “He’s got this expensive mix I can form into some kind of veggie patty and grill it.”

      “Sounds great,” I said, but he could have given me a can of corn, and that would have sounded delicious.  “Let me help.”

      Dorian grinned as he shoved his hands into his pockets.  “Awesome.  That’s great.”

      “I’ll pick out the wine,” Sam said.  “I feel like drinking an entire bottle.”

      I almost asked what was new, but decided against the comment based on her mood.  She wasn’t in the mood for my humor.  Or anyone’s humor.

      The three of us sat outside on Erik’s lawn chairs, circled around the grill.  It felt like there were eyes on me, but when I turned back toward the house, there wasn’t anyone in the window.

      I’d thought that maybe Erik had wanted to keep an eye on us while we were outside.  Apparently, it was just my imagination acting up.

      Sam was already half done with the bottle and blabbing to Dorian about Elijah.  He’d frequently turn with his mouth hanging open and ask if it was true to everything she told him.  My neck was starting to feel sore from all the movement.

      The leaves in the trees rustled in the gentle breeze.  It was still cloudy, giving everything a dreary gray tone.

      “It’s disgusting out here,” Sam said between stories.  “Why is it so hot when there is no sun?”

      “This summer has been hotter, don’t you think?” Dorian asked, flipping over the patties with perfect grill marks.  He curled his fingers toward the bottle of wine.  “Could I get a swig of that?”

      “We don’t swig wine,” Sam said, straightening her shoulders.  “We sip it.”

      Dorian laughed.  “Right, if you sipped, that bottle wouldn’t be more than half gone.  I call that more of a guzzle.”

      Sam blinked several times but handed him the bottle.  “I saw lots more in the basement, so I guess I could share.”

      “More than we’ll drink before we leave,” Dorian said.

      “Drinking on the adventure probably isn’t going to be a good idea.”  Sam clapped her hands together and turned to me.  “Mel!  We will find you new medicine along the way!”

      “Okay,” I said.

      Sam patted the back of my hand.  “It’ll help calm you.  You’ve been so tense.  Stressed.  Being stressed is really bad for you, but you already know that.”

      “Yeah,” I said, turning quickly at the sound of leaves crunching.

      The back door opened, and I noticed a man walking through the trees.  Erik stepped over to us as the waving man approached.

      “Good afternoon!” the man chirped.  “I come in peace.”

      Erik hid a hand behind his back.  Even though I couldn’t see it, I knew his fingers were wrapped around the handle of his gun.
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      “Stay where you are,” Erik said sharply.

      The man’s enormous smile faded only slightly.  “I don’t want any trouble.”

      He held up both hands to show he wasn’t armed.  The only things he appeared to have were a backpack and a heart-melting smile.

      “You know who that is, right?” Dorian said, looking at me over his shoulder.

      My eyes narrowed, and it hit me like a fist to the gut.  The acid in my stomach swirled, and it was like I was a freshman in high school all over again.

      It wasn’t just me that had a crush on Archer Ellis… it was every girl in the school.  Dorian rolled his eyes at me.  The swooning must have somehow made its way to my face.

      “Yeah, you know,” Dorian said.

      I drew in a breath and bit back my sigh.  He had barely changed, but Archer wasn’t that slick, sporty thin kid.  He was a grown man with muscles that bulged against his tight-fitted shirt.

      “Who is it?” Erik asked quietly without taking his eyes off the man.

      “A guy we went to high school with,” Dorian said.

      “What’s he doing out here?” Erik grumbled.

      Dorian snorted.  “How the hell would I know that?”

      “Seems a couple of my friends know you,” Erik said.  “What are you doing out here?”

      “They do?” Archer squinted his eyes.  “Just passing through.  Saw the smoke.  Mind if I come a little closer just to say hi?”

      Erik stepped back, gesturing toward the group.  He didn’t relax his hand at the back of his waistband.

      Archer approached and looked us over one at a time.  “Hey.”

      “You probably don’t remember me,” Dorian said.

      “Or me,” I added.

      “You definitely don’t know me,” Sam said, getting to her feet.  She carried the bottle with her as she walked over to him and stuck out her hand.  “Samantha Dodds.”

      He shook her hand and smiled at her.  A smile Archer had given every girl in school but me.

      “Dori—”

      “Yeah, I remember you,” Archer said, shifting his eyes to me.  “Should I remember you?”

      I wanted to stop the smile, but I couldn’t.  “Oh, probably not.  I was a freshman when you were a senior.”

      A smile grew on Archer’s face.  “Seems you remember me.”

      “Everyone knew who you were,” I said, nervously wiping my palms on the back of my pants.  I cleared my throat.  “I’m Mel Carter.”

      “I wish that rang a bell,” Archer said, holding my gaze for a few seconds before turning to Erik.  He thrust out his hand toward him.  “Archer Ellis.  Are you from around here too?”

      Erik reluctantly shook his hand.  “Not exactly.  Erik Price.”

      “This is your place?” he asked with a laugh.  He pointed to Dorian.  “I know it’s not yours.”

      “Yes,” Erik replied quickly.  “So, what are you doing snooping around my yard?”

      “Oh, hey, that’s not what this is,” Archer said, holding up his hands.  “I was seriously just passing through, hoping to make it up to Washington Island.”

      Dorian mumbled something as he turned back to the grill.  Archer narrowed his eyes at him for a moment, but brought his attention back to Erik.

      “You’re so tall,” Sam said, lightly touching his bicep.

      Archer looked at the bottle and her glass.  His lips curled at the ends with interest.

      “Thanks,” Archer said, staring into her eyes.

      Sam giggled as she poured more wine into her half-full glass.  Erik slowly exhaled.

      “What’s at Washington Island?” Erik asked.

      “Nothing as far as I know,” Archer said, turning his attention back to Erik.  “I’m just trying to get away from all the crazy.”

      “What have you seen?” I asked.

      Archer shrugged.  “People fighting over food, fighting over where to go, who to listen to.  Stealing, vandalism, killing.”  He ran his finger through his short, wavy hair.  “I think you are the first people I ran into that aren’t fighting about something.”

      “How do you plan to survive on the island?” I asked, pointing at his oversized backpack.

      “Camping, hunting, fishing, foraging,” Archer said, with a half-shrug.  “It’s like it’s kill or be killed, and instead of either of those options, I’m going to choose to hide.  If that makes me a coward, then so be it.  I’ll be an alive coward instead of a dead fool.”

      Sam sighed as she leaned toward him.  “Maybe you should stay with us.  We don’t want to be around the crazy either.”

      “Except you’re going to walk right into it,” Erik said.

      “I don’t know what that means, but I’d love to stay the night.  I’ve been only walking for a day, and my legs are killing me,” Archer said.  “It would be nice to catch up with some old classmates and rest my legs.  I won’t be any trouble.”

      “Yeah, you should totally stay,” Sam said, bumping into him.  “It’s okay, right, Erik?”

      The muscles in his neck jutted out.  “I suppose it’s fine.”

      “Awesome,” Archer said, setting down his backpack.  “How do I get hooked up with some of that wine?”

      “I’ll get you a glass,” Sam said, stumbling as she walked backward toward the house.  “Don’t disappear now.”

      Archer laughed as the door to the house closed.  “She’s well on her way, huh?”

      “Indeed,” I said, glancing toward the house over my shoulder.

      “You know,” Archer said, eyeing me.  “You do look familiar.  What’s your last name again?”

      “Carter,” I replied.

      He repeated the name several times.  “You’re not Ezra Carter’s little sister, are you?”

      “That would be me,” I said.

      “Oh, hilarious.  You sure have grown,” Archer said, looking me over.

      Erik walked over to Dorian.  They both had their backs to us while they busied themselves with the grill.

      “Thanks, I think,” I said, hoping he didn’t see the heat that was undoubtedly coloring my cheeks.  “How did you know my brother?”

      “He’d buy us cigarettes and beer.”  Archer laughed.  “The bastard would buy the cheapest and keep the change.  The joke was on him though, we didn’t care.”

      “That sounds like Ezra.”

      Archer ran his fingers slowly through his hair, glancing over at Sam as she sauntered toward us.  “What’s old Ezra up to these days?”

      “He moved to Florida years ago.  Works in advertising, I think, or maybe he’s retired now.  We don’t really keep in touch,” I said.

      “You don’t seem too broken up about that,” Archer said.

      I looked away, twisting my fingers into my hair.  “He has his own life and family now.”

      “Hey, I get it,” Archer said, taking my hand in his.  He slowly lowered it away from my face.  “My sister and I haven’t talked in years.”

      “I’m back!” Sam sang loudly as she handed Archer a glass.  “Wait until you see Erik’s basement.”

      It sounded like Erik groaned, but if anyone else had noticed, they ignored it.

      “It’s a complete bar, and Erik makes the absolute best cocktails, right Mel?” Sam said, jabbing me with her elbow.

      “Ow!  Yes, yes, he does.”

      “If you think Erik’s cocktails are great, just wait until you taste these veggie patties,” Dorian called over his shoulder.

      I smiled.

      “Veggie patties, huh?” Archer asked.

      “That’s right.  It’s amazing what they can do with that grill,” I said, pressing my lips together.

      “Anything would be better than the protein bars in my backpack,” Archer said.  “I think that’s all I’ve eaten in the last four days.  And a few blackberries I found today.”

      I clapped my hand together.  “Oh my God!  I forgot about the wild blackberries.  So good.”

      “I want some,” Sam said, puffing out her lower lip.  “Let’s go get some.”

      “No,” Erik said, turning sharply.  “We stay here.  We stay together.”

      “It’s not far,” Archer said.  “I can keep an eye on them.”

      Erik turned.  “If you want to stay here, then you follow my rules.”

      “Okay,” Archer said, holding up both hands.  “Maybe another time.”

      “Boo!” Sam said, sticking out her tongue.  “You’re such a dad sometimes, Erik.”

      He ignored her.  Erik was doing what he believed was right.  I was thankful for everything he’d done so far.

      It was weird, but I trusted Erik with my life even though I didn’t know him very well.  There was just something—gut instinct, maybe—that told me he was going to keep us safe.

      After we finished eating and the sun went down, we all gathered in the basement.  Archer was impressed with Erik’s house and especially the bar.  I could tell that Erik wasn’t even the slightest bit impressed with anything Archer did or said.

      Sam passed out not long after dinner.  Dorian and Erik carried her up to her room, leaving Archer and me alone in the basement.

      Erik came back down, cleaned up, but retreated up the stairs shortly after.  The house was warm from the heat, and my body was hot from all the wine.

      I couldn’t stop staring at the man I had a crush on for an entire year of my life.  He was the guy I’d look down the hallway, hoping to see.  The guy I’d stare at during lunch.  He was the reason every girl attended every basketball and football game.

      Everyone wanted to be noticed by Archer.  He’d probably worked his way through half the school twice.

      I wasn’t someone he had ever noticed, so to be sitting there with him felt very… very… nice.  He’d look into my eyes when I talked and laugh if I said anything mildly funny.

      Archer finally noticed me.

      “So, what did you do after high school?” I asked, pulling my legs up onto the large, fluffy couch.

      “Visited Germany for a few months, and then backpacked through Ireland,” Archer said.  “When I got back, my dad made me the manager of his hardware store.”

      “That’s right,” I said.  “I forgot your family owned that place.”

      Archer shook his head.  “Not much of it left anymore.  It’s been looted.”

      “Your dad must be pissed,” I said.

      “He would have been, but he passed away last year,” Archer said.  “Snowmobile accident.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Thanks,” Archer said, scooting closer.  “How have you lived here, and our paths haven’t crossed until now?”

      His eyes lowered, landing on my lips.  He reached over and slid a finger across the back of my hand.

      “I don’t live here,” I said, my voice fading as my pulse quickened.  “I came to clean my mom’s house.”

      “Oh,” Archer said.  “Where did you come from?”

      “Massachusetts.  Sam wants to go back,” I said awkwardly.

      Being close to him was making it hard for my brain to work properly.  It was hard to believe that he was actually this close to me.  That what was happening was real.

      I wanted to call up everyone I’d ever talked to in high school and tell them I was with Archer.  Everyone needed to know.

      “Too bad you’re stuck here,” Archer said, reaching over to tuck a stray strand of hair behind my ear.  He smiled, and my body slumped closer to him.  “I can’t believe we never hung out in high school.”

      “You’re were busy,” I said.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful,” Archer said, gliding his thumb down my cheek.  “I’m kicking myself right now.”

      I swallowed hard.  My breaths were hitting me so fast.  “Well, we’re here now.”
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      Archer’s hand slid around my neck, sending a shiver up my spine.  He inched closer and closer—the electricity between us vibrated through my entire body.

      He looked into my eyes, and I was suddenly jolted back to being a freshman in high school.  The longing I felt toward him was overwhelming.

      I was sweating.  Shaking.  And I felt incredibly awkward.

      All I could think about was how badly I wanted him to kiss me.  How amazing it would be to feel his lips on mine.

      It was like he could read my mind.  Archer’s mouth curled into a mischievous grin as he glued his eyes to my lips.

      “You are so right.  We’re here now,” Archer whispered.  “We really need to make up for lost time, don’t we?”

      I felt as though I was about to burst into a million little pieces.  The wine had gotten to me.  I really shouldn’t have drunk so much wine, but if I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have ended up on the couch with my first real-life crush.

      Sure, there had been actors and other completely unattainable hot guys I’d dreamed about, but Archer had been different.  It wasn’t just me that wanted him, it was every girl who ever laid eyes on him.

      A haze surrounded me as he brought his lips toward mine.  It felt as though I’d been whisked into a dream.  I didn’t know what to do… how to act… what to say as I tingled with anticipation.

      My muscles relaxed as he pressed his lips to mine.  His tongue lazily brushed against mine, savoring me as if I were a delicate dessert.

      The skin on my neck sizzled as he slid his fingertips below my ear and into my hair.   My head dropped back at the unbelievable pleasure that ripped through my body as his other hand slid up my thigh.

      It all felt wrong.  I didn’t know Archer.  I only knew the person he was in my head.  But at the same time, it felt so incredibly right.

      No one ended up in a moment like this with their crush, and yet, here I was with mine.  I couldn’t deny myself the one thing I’d wanted so deeply at one point in my life.

      My heart fluttered.  Every inch of my body ached for more.

      “You taste so sweet,” Archer said, as his lips moved down my neck.

      “It’s just the wine,” I whispered, slipping my hands around his neck.  I curled my fingers into his soft hair, still finding it impossible that what was happening was real.

      I deserved my moment with Archer.  I owed it not only to myself but to every girl in the world who’d been ignored by the guy they wanted so badly it hurt.

      Archer leaned into me, pressing himself against my thigh.  I could feel he wanted me just as much as I wanted him.

      I fumbled for the hem of his shirt and clumsily yanked it over his head.  His skin was silky and perfect.  Archer’s muscles were even more pronounced than I remembered.

      Every girl, and probably some guys too, had sighed after the basketball games when he ripped off his shirt after high-fiving the other team before the showers.  If only they could all see him now.

      “You like what you see?” Archer asked, smirking.

      “I do,” I said breathlessly.  I couldn’t have lied about it even if I had wanted to.

      Of course, there was no reason to lie about it.  Archer was so freaking gorgeous, and it was nice to think about something other than the world falling apart around us.

      “What about you?” he asked.

      I nodded, and his hands slid down over my breast to the bottom of my shirt.  My whole body tensed as he slowly dragged the fabric over my chest.

      “Shit,” he said, still smiling.

      I helped him get the shirt over my head, but he didn’t wait.  His hands cupped my breasts as I tossed the shirt to the floor.

      I jolted as his thumbs rolled and flicked.  My skin prickled as I bit down on my lip.

      His hands felt so good on my body.  It was like he was erasing everything away.  I felt normal.  I felt powerful.

      It was like I was in charge for the first time in my life.  I bit back a moan as he slid my bra strap down my shoulder and kissed down my breast.

      “Mmm,” I moaned as I melted into him.

      “You feel so good,” Archer said.

      I reached for the button on his pants.  That was the green light he was waiting for.  He wiggled out of his pants before frantically helping me out of mine.

      Archer grabbed my legs and jerked my body.  My back bounced as it slammed against the soft cushions.

      His lips found mine.  I gasped as he pushed himself into me.

      My fingertips dug into his back.  I held on to him as he crashed into me.  The heat in the room caused our bodies to slide together.

      I pulled down on his hips, bringing him down harder.  He brushed the hair from my face and glided his hand around my neck.

      Archer brushed his lips against mine as he quickened his pace.  Our breaths were quick.  The back of my head started to tingle.

      I could feel fire pooling low in my abdomen as he rolled his hips.  For a moment, time slowed, and it felt like I was falling.

      My body dropped quicker and quicker until I couldn’t take it any longer.  I dug my fingernails into his shoulder and pressed my lips together.

      The explosion that ripped through me was like a bolt of lightning crashing into the earth.  It was bright, shocking, and the whole room shook.

      Archer groaned as his body dropped heavily onto mine.  He took in several deep breaths before rolling to the side, keeping his arm draped over my stomach.

      “Dammit, that was—”

      “Yeah,” I said.

      “Terrible,” Archer said, unable to hold in his laugh.  “I was going to say terrible, and now I know you agree.”

      I smacked him with the back of my hand.  “Super funny.  I can’t believe you 're single.”

      “Who said I was single,” he said, chuckling.  “Kidding!  Kidding.  In all seriousness, that was incredible.”

      “Incredibly terrible,” I said.

      He laughed as he looked into my eyes, stroking my cheek with his thumb.  Archer placed a sweet kiss on my lips, holding it for several seconds before turning his head.

      He popped up and started pulling on his pants.  I heard the floor creaking above us.  It was like we were about to get busted by our parents.

      We got into our clothes and sat back down on the couch.  There was a good foot between us.

      I looked over at him, and he smiled.  He slid his hand across the cushion and took my hand in his.

      No one came downstairs.  It wasn’t long before whoever was up stopped walking around.

      “Close one,” Archer said, pulling my hand to his lips.  He kissed the back of my hand, keeping his eyes on mine.  “I’m not going to be able to leave you now, you know that, right?”

      “You should definitely stay,” I said.

      “That Erik guy doesn’t like me too much,” Archer said.

      I chewed my cheek.  I’d gotten the same feeling, but Archer didn’t need to know I agreed.

      “He’s just apprehensive,” I said.

      “If that’s what you want to call it.”

      “You both have something in common,” I said, swallowing down the yawn that was trying to fight its way out of my mouth.  I failed to hold it in.

      Archer cocked his head to the side.  “What’s that?”

      “You both want to avoid the crazy people,” I said.

      “It’s really bad out there,” Archer said, looking down at his hands.

      “I know,” I said.  “Sam and I went north, and the entire town was destroyed.  There were dead bodies.”

      I grimaced, remembering the smell.  Archer slid closer and wrapped his arm around my shoulder.

      “Glad I came this way then,” he said.  “I’ve seen enough dead bodies to last me a lifetime.”

      “It was pretty bad,” I said.

      “What were they doing?  Fighting?” Archer asked.

      I shrugged.  “We were forced out of town at gunpoint.  I think we’re lucky they didn’t kill us too.”

      “Maybe you’re alive because you didn’t take anything from them,” Archer said.  “People are getting greedy.  Hoarding anything they can get their hands on.”

      “Do you think help will come?” I asked.

      “You want the truth?”

      My head bobbed slowly.

      “I don’t think there will be any help, but I do think that some groups will figure out a way to live again,” Archer said.  “One day, maybe not even in our lifetime, things will be kind of normal again.  For a long time, though, we’re going to be living off the land, fighting for survival.”

      “Why can’t people just work together?” I asked.

      Archer sighed.  “There isn’t enough for everyone.  Just think of how many people already must have died.  People in hospitals.  People that require medicine.  I don’t think most people realize how much we depended on electricity, computers, communication, and transportation.”

      “Well, they realize now,” I said, yawning again.

      “Why don’t you get some sleep,” Archer said.  “All this talk is going to give you nightmares.”

      “I really should get some sleep,” I said.  “The wine has made me extra tired.”

      Archer raised a brow.  “Just the wine, huh?”

      “Not just the wine,” I said, biting my lip.  “Are you going to run off, or will I see you in the morning?”

      Archer smirked.  “I can’t give away spoilers.”

      “Good night,” I said, backing away toward the stairs.

      He leaned back, resting his head on the armrest.  “Good night, Mel Carter.”
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      I used a brush in the bathroom to comb through my messy hair.  There was probably a fifty-fifty chance that Archer had actually stayed.

      After changing my shirt, I went downstairs where everyone was gathered around the table.  Heat filled my cheeks when I saw Archer.

      “Hey, look who finally woke up,” Archer said.

      “Morning,” I said, crossing my arms.  “What are we all doing?”

      Sam pressed her palms together.  She turned to me, wearing a big smile.

      “Guess who’s staying with us?” Sam asked, wagging her brows.

      “That’s great,” I said, noticing the indifferent look on Erik’s face.

      I stepped closer, noticing the four guns on the table—Erik’s handgun, the shotgun, and two guns I hadn’t seen before.  They weren’t eating breakfast like I’d initially thought.

      “Where did these come from?” I asked.

      “The basement,” Erik replied.

      “You never mentioned having all this,” I said.

      Erik leaned back in his chair.  “There was no need to mention it.”

      “And now there is?” I asked.

      “We need to protect ourselves,” Erik said.

      “I get that, but it just seems like a bad idea when none of us know how to use a gun,” I said.

      Erik looked up at me and blinked several times.  “I think it’s time we learn.  Especially if we’re going to go on the road.”

      “On the road?” Archer asked, squinting.

      “We’re leaving for Massachusetts soon,” Sam said, shifting her weight.  “I’m sure I mentioned that last night.”

      Archer shook his head.  “You most certainly did not.  I’m fine staying here, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to travel right now.”

      “That’s what I’ve been saying,” Erik said.

      “What’s so important in Massachusetts?” Archer asked, shifting his eyes to me.  It was like he thought it was my idea to leave.

      Sam stood, placing her fingertips on the table.  “I have a daughter back home, and I need to get to her.”

      “All right then,” Archer said.  “When you guys leave, I’ll be heading to Washington Island if anyone wants to join me.”

      I looked at my feet, so I didn’t have to know the comment was directed toward me.  It wasn’t like I could just not go with Sam.  After all, she wouldn’t even be in Wisconsin if it hadn’t been for me.

      The chair squeaked against the floor as Erik stood.  He jerked his chin toward a white box on the counter.

      “Grab a donut, Mel.  Then we’ll get started on the lesson,” Erik said.

      “Um, okay,” I said, feeling uneasy.

      “I can help,” Archer said, pushing his chair back.  “I’ve known how to use one since I was thirteen.  My dad was big on deer hunting and insisted on taking me up north every year.”

      Erik shrugged.  “If you want.  We’re not going to actually shoot, though.  I need to ration the ammo I have, not to mention it might not be a good idea to make a lot of noise.”

      “Good thinking,” Archer said.  “But I know where you can get some ammo.”

      “Yeah, it’s probably already gone,” Erik said.

      Archer’s head bobbed.  “You’re probably right, but you could check the gun club on your way out of town.”  He turned to Erik, his brow furrowing.  “How are you going to find a working car?  Everything is dead.  Trust me, I know.”

      “Well, you couldn’t know they were all dead,” Sam said, pushing back her shoulders.

      “I tried a lot of cars,” Archer said.  “None of them worked.”

      “Something older without electronics should start,” Erik said.  “At least that’s what I’m hoping.”

      Archer stroked his chin.  “You might be right.  Even if you find something, you’re going to have to worry about gas and all the people along the way.”

      “No one else will have a car,” Dorian said with a half-smile.  “Should be easy enough to outrun everyone, right?”

      “Yeah,” Archer said.  “Maybe.  It might not be a terrible idea if you can find something that works.”

      “So, you should come with us!” Sam said, her eyes wide and filled with hope.

      She seemed more excited by the idea of having Archer with us than I did, which was ridiculous after what happened between us.  Maybe I shouldn’t have been so quick to jump at the chance to be with Archer.  Although, Sam rarely stuck with a guy for more than a week or two.

      “Or I could just stay here and take care of Erik’s house while he’s gone,” Archer said, raising a hopeful brow.  “I can’t even imagine how bad things could be in the city when the little towns here are a disaster.”

      “But you know how to use a gun,” Sam said, practically begging.  “It would be so much safer for all of us to have someone like you along.”

      Erik turned away and rolled his eyes.  He’d been watching over us practically since everything started, and Sam didn’t know the first thing about Archer.

      I bit back my smile as Erik picked up the guns.  He grunted as he walked toward the back door.

      “It will be best for all of us if we learn how to use what we have,” Erik said.  “Let’s get started, then we can worry about who’s coming and what we need to pack for the trip.”

      I grabbed a donut and followed everyone outside.  Dorian walked by my side, clicking his tongue.

      “Does it make me a bad person that I’m still hoping she’ll change her mind?” he asked.

      “It doesn’t, but she’s not going to change her mind,” I said.

      “Maybe I should stay here with Archer,” Dorian said.

      I looked into his eyes.  “You know, we probably aren’t going to come back.”

      “What makes you say that?” Dorian asked.

      “You’re assuming we’re going to make it there,” I said, taking a bite of my donut.  Powder rained down to the ground.  “You should stay here.  It would be the smart thing to do.”

      Dorian slowed his pace.  His shoulders dropped.  I understood how he felt because it was the same thing I felt.  He didn’t want to go, but he didn’t want to be left behind either.

      Our gun lesson took the entire day.  I was comfortable holding the gun, and I was pretty sure I could shoot if I wanted to, but I couldn’t imagine that would ever happen.

      The only time I had needed to shoot another person was when Elijah had locked me away.  He wouldn’t have done that if I would have been armed.

      I helped Dorian prepare dinner while Sam, Archer, and Erik discussed the items we’d want to take.  Erik was certain we’d be able to find things along the way, but the less we had to stop, the safer it would be for all of us.

      “What if you get to the city but then can’t get to your daughter,” Archer asked Sam.

      “There isn’t anything that will stop me,” Sam said.

      Dorian and I exchanged a look.  The group to the north had stopped us from getting to the pharmacy with no trouble.  There were a lot of things that could stop us from getting to Jameson’s apartment.

      “Okay,” Erik said, getting to his feet.  “So, tomorrow, Archer and I will go into town and fill up as many gas cans as we can find.”

      Archer had his legs crossed wide and his fingers steepled.  His head shook from side to side.

      “This is never going to work,” he said.  “The pumps aren’t going to work.  How are we going to get to the gas?”

      “We’re going to siphon it from abandoned cars,” Erik said.

      “My SUV was nearly full,” I said over my shoulder.  “There are probably even gas cans in the garage.”

      Erik nodded.  “I’ve got a few.”

      “It would be a hell of a walk, but there were some at the gas station where I worked too,” Dorian said, keeping his eyes on the grill.

      There were baked beans in a pot and veggie patties on the side.  If Erik would have allowed it, I’d have gone out into the woods to look for blackberries and wild asparagus.

      “I just have to say this one last time,” Erik said, looking into Sam’s eyes.  “If there is any way I can talk you out of this, let me know.  She’s not going to understand if something happens to you.  She’ll never know the trouble you went to just to get back to her.”

      Sam crossed her arms and narrowed her eyes.  “There isn’t anything you can say to stop me.  I’ll walk back to her if I have to.”

      “Maybe you should listen to Erik,” I said.

      “Are you fucking kidding me right now, Mel?” Sam said

      “Hey!  Whoa!” Archer said.

      Erik’s jaw stiffened.

      “No!  I’m sick of this,” Sam said, holding up her hand.  “Mel, Mel, Mel.  Everything is always about Mel.  Her crazy family.  Her panic attacks.  Her medicine.  I’m always walking on eggshells, and I’m tired of it.  For once, something can be about me.  I’m sorry Elijah was a monster, but it’s time to get over it and think of someone else for once.”

      My mouth dropped open.  I couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

      It felt like I’d been punched in the gut.  My hands clenched into fists, and instead of telling her where she could go, I walked toward the house.
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      I didn’t go up to my room because if someone wanted to find me, that was the first place they’d look.  And I didn’t want to be found.  I wanted to be alone.  I went into the dark basement and hid behind a stack of boxes in the pantry behind the bar.

      Maybe I was selfish.  Maybe I was the problem.  After Elijah, I’d been so messed up, I’d never been able to find my way back to myself.  And to be completely honest, I’d never been who I wanted to be.

      Growing up with my mom in that messy house had given me anxiety.  Everyone in my family was screwed up in some way.  It all probably started when my mom tragically lost my dad.

      I’d been young when the car accident had taken his life.  The only thing I remember was what it had done to my mom.

      The hoarding probably started after that.  Gina turned to drugs and ran away.  Ezra left probably because he didn’t want to get stuck taking care of mom and me.

      And here I was… sitting in the basement thinking of myself.  I reached over and took a long swing from the bottle of vodka I’d taken from under the bar.

      “There you are,” Erik said, cautiously peeking his head around the boxes.

      “Here I am,” I said without looking up.

      “You okay?” Erik asked.

      I sighed.  “I’m fine.  Just sitting down here selfishly drowning my sorrows.”

      “She didn’t mean any of it,” Erik said.

      I met his eyes.  “She definitely, one hundred percent, meant all of it.”

      “Okay,” Erik said, sitting next to me.  He grabbed the bottle from me and took a drink.  “That doesn’t mean she’s right.”

      “I think she’s right,” I said.  “We’re all probably being selfish trying to talk her out of going to get her daughter.”

      Erik exhaled.  “It’s not selfish to want to do the smart thing.  We have good reasons.  You aren’t the only one that tried to talk her out of it.”

      “Yeah, but she doesn’t have any problem freaking out at me,” I said, taking another drink.  “And in front of everyone.”

      “Don’t let it get to you,” Erik said.

      “I won’t,” I said, holding up the bottle.

      Erik smiled and took the bottle from me.  He took another quick drink before setting it on his other side.

      “You don’t need that,” Erik said.

      “Are you sure?  It seems to be helping,” I said.

      “I’m sure,” Erik said, getting to his feet.  He stretched out his hand.  “Food is ready.”

      I sighed, letting my chin drop.  “I’m not hungry.”

      It was a lie.  My stomach had been rumbling the entire day.  The powdery donut hadn’t been very filling.

      “I’ll go get our food then,” Erik said.  “We can eat down here in the dark basement together.”

      “Fine,” I groaned as I took his hand.

      He yanked me to my feet, and I bounced into him.  My chest was pressed against his.

      He looked down into my eyes, and my head started to spin.  I placed my hand on his stomach to steady myself, and it felt as though I’d touched a light socket.

      I jerked my hand away and took a step back.  He cleared his throat as he gestured toward the exit.

      “So, what’s the plan?” I asked, trying to cut through the thick air that surrounded us.

      I wanted to think about anything other than why it felt so weird being close to Erik.  Erik shouldn’t have been in my head at all, especially after my night with Archer.

      Archer was staying, and it was most likely due to the house and supplies, but maybe I was part of the reason too.

      “We’re going to put everything we want to take with us into the garage,” Erik said.  “Then when we get the vehicle, it should be quick to transfer our supplies over.”

      “That’s smart.”

      “And then we figure a day for Archer and me to get the gas,” Erik said.  “Sam wants to leave as soon as possible.”

      I squeezed my hands into fists.  “Of course.”

      “She also wants to have a big party tonight,” Erik said.

      “That sounds like Sam,” I said.

      “I think she’s got eyes for the new guy,” Erik said.

      I swallowed hard.  “Oh?”

      “I don’t know for sure.  Just a feeling.”  Erik chuckled.  “You should probably just forget I said that.  If I knew anything about women, I probably wouldn’t have been single most of my adult life.”

      “I thought you were just too busy.”

      “It’s both.”

      Sam wasn’t at the table.  She was still mad.

      Fine.  Whatever.

      I was still mad.  If Sam had issues with me, she could have taken them up with me privately.

      I didn’t feel the need to go to her little party.  There was no reason to have a party.

      Hell, I probably wasn’t even invited.  Erik was probably right about her interest in Archer.

      I grabbed my plate off the counter and sat down at the table.  Archer hooked his foot around the rung of my chair and yanked me closer.

      Both Erik and Dorian looked toward the sound.  Archer held up his hands and laughed.

      “Sorry,” he said.  He leaned closer, his voice softening.  “They don’t want me to be close to you?”

      I blushed.  “I think the noise just surprised them.”

      Erik’s plate clanked as he plopped it down on the table.  He pulled the chair closer and sat down.  It felt like his eyes were on me, but I didn’t want to look up and see that I was right.

      “Seems like it might storm again,” Archer said, tilting his head toward the window.

      Erik’s fork clanked loudly against the plate.  He shoveled some of the beans into his mouth and chewed slowly.

      “It’s rained a lot since the solar storm, don’t you think?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I think so,” Archer said, leaning closer.  “I don’t mind the rain, though, do you?”

      “It can be relaxing,” I said.

      Archer placed his arm around the back of my chair.  “Is there anything more romantic than snuggling up under a blanket during a thunderstorm?”

      “I could think of a few things,” Dorian said.

      Erik exhaled loudly.  He got up from the table and wiped his plate clean with a paper towel.

      “That was good.  Thanks for warming that up, Dorian,” Erik said.

      “Yeah, no problem.”  Dorian smiled.  “It’s the least I could do for you taking me in when the world was collapsing around us.”

      I couldn’t help but feel like they were making fun of Archer for talking about romantic thunderstorms when we had bigger things to worry about.  Of course, they didn’t make fun of Sam for wanting to sit at the bar and drink the night away.

      “Let me know if there is anything I can do to help out more,” Archer said.  “I’m pretty handy if I do say so myself.”

      “Handsy?” Dorian asked.

      Archer’s smile fell from his face.  “Handy.”

      “Oh, sorry.”  He pointed to his ear.  “I have a bad ear.  My dad liked to smack me upside the head because I sucked at sports.”

      Archer stared at him as if he were trying to decide if he was serious.  Sadly, he probably was.

      The stairs creaked, and I got to my feet.  “If you’ll excuse me.”

      “Don’t be long,” Archer said, grabbing my hand.  He squeezed it, holding on until our fingers slipped apart.

      “I won’t,” I said, keeping my head down as I zipped past Sam.

      “Hey, Mel?”  Sam’s voice was soft enough that I felt comfortable pretending I hadn’t heard it.  I jogged up the stairs and closed the bedroom door.

      “Let’s get to some packing,” Sam said.  “Few hours of light left.”

      I didn’t hear anyone respond, but I did hear the front door open and close.  I should have been helping, but I wasn’t ready to be around Sam.

      The bed squeaked under my weight.  I flopped back and stared at the ceiling.

      When my eyes opened again, it was dark.  Mister Cat was perched on top of me—his purrs vibrating through my chest.

      “This is my room now, cat,” I said, sitting up more and more until he hopped off onto the mattress.

      He kept his eyes on me as he spun in two complete circles.  Mister Cat slowly blinked once as he settled into place.

      “Fine,” I said.  “You can stay in here for now.”

      I groaned and stretched my hands over my head.  A yawn pulled the muscles in my neck tight.  I could have probably gone back to sleep.

      Instead, I got to my feet and walked down to the basement.

      Erik was behind the bar, leaning across, talking to Dorian.  Sam was behind Archer, pressing her chest into his back as she massaged his shoulders.

      “There she is!” Archer said, spinning in his chair.  “What took you so long?”

      “I fell asleep,” I said, pressing my fingertips to my throat as I swallowed.

      I wasn’t sure if my mouth was dry because I was thirsty or if it was because I was having trouble swallowing from seeing Sam all over Archer.  Either way, it made me want to go back upstairs.  Archer had seemed truly happy to see me, but he also hadn’t seemed to mind Sam groping him.

      It wasn’t like I had any claim to him.  In fact, I hadn’t wanted any.  Last night was a silly mistake, and it was out of my system.

      “I need to get something to drink,” I said back away.

      “Then you’ve come to the right place,” Archer said, getting off his stool.

      Erik’s eyes were on me.  His eyes narrowed with confusion.  I forced a smile that felt like it wasn’t mine.

      “I’ll be right back,” I said, turning.

      I practically ran up the stairs to get away from them.  It felt like the walls were closing in around me.

      I sat down at the kitchen table.  My knuckles were white from gripping the edges so tightly.

      The sound of someone knocking on the window startled me out of my seat.  I moved back abruptly knocking over the chair.  It crashed to the ground with a rattling thud that echoed throughout the room.

      I dropped out of sight from whoever was at the window, crawling on the ground until I was hidden by the lower kitchen cabinets.  My heart was pounding and my chest was tight.  I couldn’t breathe.

      The knocking turned into pounding.  Each thud rattled through my body, shaking my bones.

      I reached up and opened the drawer.  My fingers fumbled through the utensils.

      Stinging pain shot down my forearm as I sliced my finger on the edge of a knife.  My hand shook as I grabbed it and held it out in front of me.

      Glass shattered, and out of the corner of my eyes, I saw something roll harshly over the floor.  My mouth opened, and I screamed.
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      The thundering sounds of feet against the stairs echoed through the house.  It felt like they were miles away.

      “Mel!” Sam said, sliding on the tiled floor.  She dropped to her knees and wrapped an arm around me.  “Are you hurt?”

      My hand with the knife was still shaking.  Each breath painfully squeezed my chest.  The tears rolling down my cheeks scalded my skin.

      “Help her!” Sam shouted over her shoulder.

      Archer and Dorian rushed to me.  Archer pried the knife from my fingers.  Erik was in the middle of the living room, his gun in hand.

      “Get her to the couch,” Sam ordered.

      Erik’s eyes darted around the room.  Dorian appeared in front of me, holding a glass of water.

      “Mel,” Sam said, crouching to meet my eyes.  “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.  “There was knocking on the window.”

      Sam’s eyes focused on my hand.  “You’re bleeding.”

      “It’s nothing,” I said so quietly I wasn’t even sure if the words left my mouth.

      “Knocking?” Erik asked.  “It’s completely broken.”

      Dorian held something in his hands.  “Might have something to do with this.”

      It was a massive rock.  He held it with both hands.

      “Why would someone throw a rock at the window?” Dorian asked.

      “They were knocking first,” I said.

      “I don’t have any rocks like that outside,” Erik said.  “Someone brought that here with the intention of throwing it through the window.”

      Sam ripped off a piece of paper towel and wrapped it around my finger.  “It was probably those people from that town.  Maybe they didn’t think anyone was here.”

      “Candles don’t light themselves,” Erik mumbled as he pressed his hand to the back of his head.  “I paid a shitload of money for these windows.”

      “Man, if someone wants to get in, I guess they’ll find a way,” Archer said, rubbing my shoulder.

      “I can board it up in the morning,” Erik said.  “For the rest of the night, we’re going to take turns keeping watch.  I’ll go first.”

      Archer stood, stretching his hand out to me.  “Let’s get you up to bed.”

      I was still shaking, even though my breathing had returned to normal.  Sam followed us to the stairs.

      “Mel?”

      I turned.  “Yeah?”

      “Is there anything I can do?  Can I get you anything?” Sam asked.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Let me know if there is anything I can do,” Sam said, her eyebrows squeezed so tightly they nearly touched.  “Oh, and I’m really sorry about what I said earlier.  You know I didn’t mean it.”

      I turned away.  She definitely had meant every word.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said.

      The truth was, I didn’t care.  I didn’t feel safe in Erik’s house, and that was all I could think about.

      Someone had been outside the window.  They’d probably been peering inside… watching me.

      What had they been looking for?  If they saw me, why hadn’t they left?

      Archer laid down on the bed with me, stroking my hair away from my forehead.  At some point, I’d fallen asleep.

      When I woke, it was to the harsh sounds of banging.  I didn’t feel rested.  It was like I hadn’t slept at all.

      I opened the bedroom door and hesitated at the sound of voices.

      “We should leave here as soon as possible,” Sam said.  “You might have enough supplies, but it’s not safe here.”

      “It’s safer here than it will be on the road,” Erik said.

      “I can’t let anything happen to Mel after everything she’s been through,” Sam said.  “You can see what all this is doing to her.”

      Erik groaned loudly.  “Give her some credit.  She can take care of herself.”

      “You don’t know her,” Sam said.

      “I know she got that knife.  I know she managed to keep it together,” Erik said.

      “You didn’t see her,” Sam said.  “You were too worried about your broken window.”

      Something crashed to the floor.  “That is absolutely not true.  Maybe you should go pack your things and let me worry about fixing the window.”

      “Fine,” Sam said.

      I backed up into the bedroom at the sounds of her feet thudding against the stairs.  Maybe leaving wasn’t a terrible idea.  We’d keep moving… never being in the same place.  That had to be safer than people sneaking around trying to break into homes.

      First, someone had broken into my mom’s house, and now they were trying to get into Erik’s house.

      After Sam’s bedroom door closed, I wrapped my arms around myself and went down the stairs.  Erik turned, but turned his attention back to the window.

      “Morning,” he said.

      “Morning,” I replied, staring at all the glass sprinkled on the floor.  “Sorry about your window.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Erik said, looking at me over his shoulder.  “These things were supposed to be strong.”

      I frowned.  “It was a really big rock.”

      “I’m considering boarding up all the windows.”  Erik turned with his hands on his hips.  “Although, Sam wants us to leave, so I’m not sure it’s worth the trouble.”

      “Are we ready for this?” I asked.

      “It’s going to be a challenge to get the vehicle, but if that works out, then there won’t be anything stopping us,” Erik said.  “Archer and I are going to head out for some gas as soon as I finish up here.”

      I looked around.  “Where is he?”

      “Getting some rest,” Erik said.  “He was up half of the night sitting by the window.”

      “You trusted him enough to take a shift?” I asked, biting back my smile.

      “I don’t have a lot of choices,” Erik said.  “If someone came poking around when Dorian was on watch, he’d probably just end up shooting himself.”

      “Hey!” Dorian said from the kitchen.  “I heard that.”

      Erik met my eyes and smiled.  “I knew he would.”

      “You’re not wrong, though,” Dorian added.

      “How long do you think you’ll be gone for?” I asked.

      Erik’s house might have felt less safe, but I felt a bit safer with him around.  He knew how to use his gun, and he would use it.  At least, it seemed that way.

      “Not sure,” Erik said.  “We’ll go as quick as we can.”

      “And then tomorrow we get the vehicle?” I asked.

      “Guess so,” Erik said.

      I sighed, hugging myself tighter.  “I hope this is the right thing to do.”

      “Me too,” Erik said.  “Who knows, maybe we’ll find help while we’re out.  We’re pretty secluded up here that maybe we’ve kind of just been forgotten about.”

      “Is that possible?” I asked.

      Erik shrugged.  “I’m sure it’s possible, but I think it’s unlikely.”

      “Hey, check this out,” Dorian said, coming into the room with a mug in each hand.

      He gave one to me and the other to Erik.  I looked down into the dark liquid.

      “Coffee?” I asked.

      “Took forever to make it,” Dorian said, beaming at the mugs.  He flapped his hand.  “Try it.”

      I took a sip, expecting it to be hot, but it was only just warm.  The flavor was rich and bitter and eye-opening perfect.

      “Not bad,” I said.

      “I think it was pretty good,” Dorian said.

      “I have a French press in one of the cabinets,” Erik said.

      Dorian frowned.  “That’s the first thing you should have told me when we stepped foot in this house.”

      Erik chuckled and chugged the rest of his coffee.  He handed the mug back to Dorian.

      “Well,” Dorian turned to me, “I hope you appreciate my hard work.”

      “I do.  Thank you,” I said.  “Is there more?”

      Dorian shook his head.  “Took forever to brew that much.  Although, now that I know about the French press, I suppose I could make more.”

      “I’d take more,” Erik said.  “It’s going to be a long day.”

      “Okay, for you, I’ll make more,” Dorian said.

      “And make more for me,” I said.  “Oh, and I bet Archer will want some.”

      “Some what?” Sam asked, coming down the stairs.  Her hair was wrapped in a towel.

      I narrowed my eyes at her.  “Did you shower?”

      “Just washed my hair,” Sam said.  “What are we all wanting some of?”

      “Dorian brewed coffee,” I said, raising my mug.

      “Oh!  Yes, please,” Sam said.

      Dorian pivoted and walked back toward the kitchen.  “From a gas station clerk to a barista.  Guess which paid better?”

      Archer came up from the basement wearing only a pair of boxer shorts.  It didn’t take long for him to get comfortable around people he barely knew.

      “Good morning, Archer,” Sam said, her eyes moving down his body.

      He smiled at her.  “Morning.”

      “Hot in here today, isn’t it?” Sam fanned herself as she sat down on the couch.

      Archer walked over to me and kissed my forehead.  His voice was soft and filled with concern.  “How are you doing?”

      “Fine, thanks,” I said.

      “Erik and I are going to head out and get the gas for the trip today,” Archer said.

      “I heard,” I responded, looking into his eyes.  “Does this mean you’re going to join us?”

      He stroked my cheek with his thumb.  “Someone’s gotta look out for you.”

      It sounded like Erik had started to groan, but managed to turn it into an awkward cough.

      “What can we do while you’re gone?” Sam asked.  “I want to be ready to leave as soon as we get that vehicle.”

      “Absolutely nothing,” Erik said.  “Stay inside.  If you want to go through the pantry again for anything we might have missed, feel free, but don’t bring it to the garage.”

      “You’ll be leaving us the shotgun, right?” Sam asked.

      Erik ran his hand through his hair.  “Yes, but I’d prefer no one had to use it.”

      “Fine,” Sam said, holding up her hand.  “We’ll just sit around being lazy, I guess.”

      “Perfect,” Erik said.

      “You almost done there, Erik?” Archer asked, walking toward the window with his bare feet.

      Sam reached up and grabbed his shoulders.  Her hands slid down his arms.

      “Careful!  There is glass everywhere,” she said.

      Erik had been right.  Sam was completely interested in Archer.

      “Go get dressed.  I’m done,” Erik said, turning to Sam.  “I still think this is a bad idea.”

      Sam rolled her eyes.  “I think staying here is a bad idea.  Look at your window.”

      Erik closed his eyes and exhaled.  He turned to Archer and jerked his head toward the door.  “Meet me outside.”

      Archer squeezed my shoulder and vanished to the basement.  He was back up and fully dressed before Dorian had even returned with the next batch of coffee.

      Erik opened the door and froze.  He quickly closed it and pressed his palms to the back of his head.

      “What is it?” Sam asked, her brow wrinkled.

      Erik locked the door and stepped over to the unbroken window.  “There’s a man out there.”
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      Erik waved at us to back away.  His eyes moved as they followed whoever was outside.

      “What are they doing?” Sam asked.

      “They ran off when they saw me looking at them,” Erik said.  “Looked like he was carrying a fishing pole.”

      “You were scared of someone that was just passing by to go fishing?” Archer asked with a teasing smirk.

      Erik glared at him.  “After what happened to Mel last night, I guess I’m a little jumpy too.  Especially when a dude dressed all in black is lurking outside behind the trees.”

      “I guess a lot of people have the same idea to go fishing,” Dorian said.

      “Yeah,” Erik said.  “We’re lucky to be close to a plentiful food source.”

      Erik was telling Sam in his own way that leaving was a bad idea.  It wasn’t going to work, though.  Sam wasn’t going to just sit in Erik’s house waiting for however long it took to fix things.  If things ever got fixed.

      “He’s gone,” Erik said.

      “Maybe it was Bobby Bennett,” Dorian said, handing me a mug.  “He likes fishing, and they aren’t too far off.”

      “Could have been,” Erik said.  “But I don’t think I’d be able to pick him out of a lineup.”

      Dorian squinted at Erik.  “They were just here.”

      “I didn’t pay much attention to him,” Erik said.  “It was his dad that was the leader of their little group.”

      “Who’s the leader of our little group?” Dorian asked, raising his brows.

      Archer laughed.  “It’s Sam, right?”

      “Archer!” Sam squealed, placing her hands on her hips.  “We don’t have a leader.  We’re all in this together.  Right, guys?”

      There was a brief second of silence before everyone mumbled their agreement.  Sam’s lip quivered, but she quickly bit down on it.

      “Of course, we’re all in this together,” I said.  “What a silly question.”

      “I was just teasing,” Dorian said.  “Sorry, Sam.  I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      She forced a big smile and bounced slightly.  Sam didn’t want anyone to see that everyone’s reaction had bothered her.  “I know.  Maybe it would be better for everyone if you all just stayed here.”

      “You know I’m not letting you go alone,” I said.

      “Ready, Archer?” Erik asked.

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Archer said, rubbing his palms together.

      Erik held my gaze for a long moment.  “Stay inside.”

      “Yeah, of course,” I said.

      “Are you kidding?” Dorian asked.  “What if I want to heat up some food?”

      Erik shook his head.  “Eat cold food.”

      “You’re going to leave the shotgun, aren’t you?” Sam asked.

      “Yes,” Erik said.

      “There are three of us,” Sam said.

      Erik sighed.  “Do you want us to collect the gas or not?”

      “Ugh!  Fine,” Sam said.  “So much for we’re all working together, huh?”

      “We’ll be back as soon as we can,” Erik said.

      “Be safe,” I said, my eyes shifting from Archer to Erik and back and again.

      My stomach swirled vigorously.  If there had been anything inside, it would have been hard to keep it down.

      I followed them to the door, nearly walking out with them.  I should have begged them to stay.

      If they didn’t come back, I wouldn’t be able to handle it.  My mouth opened, but the door closed inches from my face.

      I pressed my palms against the door and looked down.  My eyes burned, and the back of my throat stung.

      “Are you worried about them?” Sam asked, stepping up behind me.

      “Yeah.  I am,” I said without looking up.

      She rubbed my back for a second.  “They’ll be fine.  Two strong, armed men.  Trust me, you don’t need to worry about either of them.”

      “A bullet can take out a strong man,” I muttered.

      “They’re smart too,” Sam said.  “Archer knows where to go.  He’s familiar with the area.”

      I drew in a deep breath and pushed myself away from the door.  “Eat something.  Take a nap.  We’re going to need our strength on the road.”

      “You remember how long it took us to get here, right?”

      “Yeah,” Sam said.  “With all of us, we’ll just drive straight through.”

      “You’re assuming we’ll have enough gas to do that.”

      Sam placed her hands on my shoulders and physically turned me toward the kitchen.  “Stop worrying!”

      “It’s what I do best,” I groaned as my head fell back.

      “Tell me about it,” Sam said.  “Seriously, though.  Relax before you give yourself a heart attack.”

      My shoulders dropped heavily.  It was my mom’s bad heart that had killed her.  Was I doing the same thing to myself that she’d done?

      I did need to be careful.  There weren’t doctors, hospitals, or machines that could diagnose me.  No medical care to help me get healthy again.

      “Oh!” Sam said.  “Let’s do some yoga.  Then we can meditate.”

      “I’ll catch up with you two later,” Dorian said.  “I’m going to take a nap.”

      “You don’t want to do yoga with us?” I asked.

      Dorian laughed.  “I’m going to pass.  Thanks, though.  I do like that I was included for once.”

      Sam rolled her eyes.

      It felt as though the day dragged on.  I found myself looking out the window far too often to see if Archer and Erik were on their way back home.

      “A watched pot never boils,” Sam said from the couch.  “Or something like that.”

      “Are you painting your nails?” I asked, looking at her over my shoulder.

      She gently blew on her bright pink fingertips.  “Maybe.”

      I crossed my arms.

      “We all pass the time in different ways,” Sam said, getting to her feet.  “You like to stare out the window, and I like to keep busy.  Don’t judge me.”

      “I’m not,” I said.  “I just thought they’d be back by now.”

      I wasn’t entirely sure what time of day it was, but based on the sun, it was well after noon.  At the very least, they needed to be back before dark.

      “We’ll go make dinner soon, and they’ll probably be back before we even finish,” Sam said.

      “Maybe we should just have canned food,” I said.  “Erik didn’t want us to leave.”

      “We’re not going to leave,” Sam said.  “The grill is like five feet away.  It’ll be fine.  I’m sure they’ll both be happy to have hot food when they return.”

      Dorian came into the room, rubbing his eyes.  “You guys talking about dinner?”

      “Yeah,” Sam said.  “What should we make?”

      “We?” Dorian raised a brow.

      “Sure,” Sam said.  “We’ll be out there with you.”

      Dorian yawned.  “They aren’t back yet?”

      “No,” I said, pacing in front of the window.

      “Huh,” he said, combing his fingers through his hair.  “I thought they’d be back by now.”

      “That’s what I was just saying to Sam,” I said, throwing my hands into the air.

      Dorian patted his stomach.  “How about canned meat, corn, and mashed potatoes?”

      “I’d much rather have a cheeseburger and fries,” Sam said.

      “Don’t we all,” Dorian said.  “But alas, we must utilize what we have.”

      “Let’s go make dinner,” Sam said.  “I call holding the shotgun.”

      My nose wrinkled.  “You sound far too excited for that.”

      “Maybe we should just wait for them to get back,” I said.

      “Oh, come on, Mel,” Sam said, her mouth twisting.  “We can take care of ourselves.  If we see anything suspicious, we’ll just come back inside.”

      My eyes narrowed.  “It’s like you completely forgot that someone threw a rock through the window.”

      “They didn’t come in,” Sam said.  “It was probably just that guy with his dad trying to scare us away.  Besides, I doubt they’ll do that during the day.”

      “If we don’t get started, it won’t be day anymore,” Dorian said.

      “Fine,” I said, letting my suddenly heavy shoulder drop.

      Dorian clapped his hands together.  “Okay, you two get the food, and I’ll get the grill going.  Meet me outside.”

      “Erik is going to be so mad,” I muttered.

      Sam ignored me and walked downstairs.  I reluctantly followed her without bothering to hold in my heavy sigh.

      She gathered up the food while I stood there, twisting my fingers together.  I wanted to tell her we should just start the generator and use the microwave, but she wouldn’t have listened.

      It was like Sam had something she wanted to prove to Erik.

      “What do you think about Archer?” she asked with her back to me.

      “He’s nice,” I said.  “I really don’t know him well.”

      Sam turned, her eyes sparkling.  “Hot, right?”

      I nodded.

      “Are you going to help me?” she asked.

      “Oh, sure,” I said, scooping up some of the food.

      “I think he might be interested in me,” Sam said, meeting my gaze.

      I swallowed hard.  “Yeah?”

      “It’s not like I want anything serious,” Sam said, her eyes widening.  “Like, look around.  That’s not even an option, right?”

      “Right,” I replied instantly.

      “It would be cool with you, right?” Sam asked.

      “Hey!” Dorian called from the top of the stairs.  “What’s taking you two so long?  Fire’s roaring.”

      Sam’s brows snapped together.  “He’s so impatient,” she whispered.  “We’re coming!  Keep your pants on.”

      “So, I should put them back on?” Dorian shouted.

      “He’s also not even a little funny,” Sam said.

      I bit my lip.  “I think he’s a little funny.”

      “Maybe.  But do not tell him that,” Sam said with a laugh.

      “I wouldn’t think of it,” I said.

      We laughed as we walked up the stairs.  It was like we were back to normal.

      Sam wasn’t someone that I could ever stay mad at.  She never stayed mad at me for long either.  Sam was more like a sister than my actual sister was.

      Dorian was at the grill waving us over.  “Let’s go!  Let’s go!  Looks like it might rain again.”

      The sky was covered with gray clouds.  I chewed my cheek as I scanned the area, hoping to spot Erik and Archer.

      “I forgot something to drink,” Sam said, puffing out her lip.

      “I need to get a clean plate,” Dorian said.  “Want me to grab something for you?”

      “That would be perfect,” Sam said, looking around.  “Forgot the shotgun on the table.”

      Dorian raised a brow and pointed at one of the lawn chairs.  “I remembered.”

      “Wow,” Sam said, raising her brows.

      “I know, right?  Who’s the man?” Dorian said, pounding a fist against his chest.

      “Get the plate,” Sam said with a chuckle.

      Dorian jogged to the house, taking several glances back over his shoulder.  Sam scowled at the rectangles of pink meat.

      “Am I supposed to flip these?” she asked.  “What is this anyway?  Pork?”

      I shook my head, hugging myself as the wind picked up.  The leaves overhead rustled, sounding like a distant crowd clapping their hands.

      “Chilly,” Sam said.

      “Yeah,” I said, turning at the sound of leaves crunching from behind.

      I gasped as a man dressed in black sprinted toward us.  He moved past me and grabbed the back of Sam’s head.

      In one quick movement, he brought her to the ground and smashed her head against the ground.
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      After bashing Sam’s head two more times, the man pulled back his hoodie and grinned.  “Hello, Mel.  Long time no see.”

      It hadn’t been my imagination—the truck at the restaurant… in the town—he’d been there.

      Elijah had followed us.

      My vision swirled, and my body swayed.  It felt like I was on a boat in the lake, and the waves had complete control.

      “No,” I said.

      “So, how have you been?” Elijah said, glancing toward the house.  “I don’t think we have much time.”

      My eyes shot down to Sam.  Her hair was splashed all over the ground.  I wasn’t sure where her hair ended, and the blood started.

      “What have you done to her?” I asked, sucking in a panic-filled breath.

      “She’ll probably be fine,” Elijah said, his eyes popping out of his head.  “Sam is resilient!”

      I took a step toward the shotgun on the chair, but Elijah had anticipated the move and blocked me.  My hands clenched.

      “What do you want?” I screamed.

      Elijah’s eyes filled with red rage.  He slapped his hand over my mouth and twisted my shirted until it was tight around my neck.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” he whispered into my ear as he picked up the shotgun off the chair.

      I tried to call for Dorian, but my voice was muffled.  He wouldn’t have heard me, and even if he had, Elijah would have used the shotgun.

      My feet scraped across the ground as he dragged me away from Erik’s house.  He moved quickly, crossing the road and into the trees where the thick foliage hid us from view.

      Elijah had planned the route.  He’d known exactly what he’d do if he ever got a chance to take me.

      “You thought you’d leave town without telling me, huh?” Elijah said.  “I told you it wasn’t over, and it’s not.  This isn’t over until I say it is.”

      I bit down on his hand as hard as I could.  He jerked his hand back and shook it wildly.

      “Let me go, you stupid fuck!” I shouted.

      “Is that any way to talk to me?” Elijah said.  “What happened to all that talk of marriage and kids?”

      “That was before I realized you were a lunatic,” I said.

      “Takes one to know one,” Elijah said mockingly.

      He pressed his hand back down over my mouth harder.  His head darted back toward Erik’s house before he walked faster.

      The leaves whistled above us with an angry breeze.  In the distance, I was almost certain I’d heard the sound of a boat.

      Had Erik and Archer taken the boat to town?  Would they see me from the road?

      I tried to open my mouth to bite Elijah again, but he pushed down hard.  So hard, it felt like my jaw was going to snap.

      We’d walked for a long time before he threw me to the ground.  I rolled to a stop with the end of the shotgun half an inch from my nose.

      “Don’t make a sound,” Elijah said.  “I don’t want to have to blow your pretty little head off.”

      “Where are you taking me?” I asked.

      “Home,” Elijah said, pushing the barrel against my nose.  “But it’s going to take forever if I have to drag you there.”  He jerked his chin.  “Get up.  Keep your mouth shut, or I will shoot you.”

      I shook my head.  “Shoot me then.”

      He pressed the barrel harder into the side of my nose.  The pain was so unbearable my eye started to water.

      “Okay, okay,” I said.

      “See,” Elijah said, grinning widely.  “Everything is going to be fine.”

      I led the way.  My feet moved slowly as I prayed to God Erik and Archer would see me.

      “Did you follow us the whole way?” I asked, breaking the silence.

      Maybe our voices would carry on the wind, and someone would hear my voice.  Perhaps that was just wishful thinking.

      “Suppose there is no harm in telling you now.  I’ve been tracking you for months,” Elijah said proudly.  “There is so much cool gear out there you wouldn’t believe it.”

      “But why?  Why follow me to my mom’s house,” I asked.

      “I knew if I could get you alone and explain, you’d understand,” Elijah said.  “That’s all I want.  For you to realize I still love you.  Nothing will ever change that.  But your stupid friends were always in your ear telling you I wasn’t good enough.”

      I shook my head.  “The decision to break up was mine.”

      “That’s what you think,” Elijah said.  “Sam isn’t happy unless you’re doing what she wants.  She’s a selfish little bitch, and you know it.”

      “She’s one of the best friends I ever had,” I said, looking into his disgusting, evil eyes.  “I’d do anything for her, and she’d do anything for me.”

      Elijah grabbed my hair and jerked me backward.  “I’ll do anything for you.  You never appreciated me like you should have.  I started to help clean your mom’s house.  That was me.”

      “You stole my stuff?” I asked.

      “I just moved it,” Elijah said.

      “Where?” I said, ignoring the pain from my nails digging into my palms.

      He tipped his head forward.  “Walk faster.”

      “I’m going as fast as I can with a gun pointed at me,” I said.  “You know how I am.”

      “That I do.”

      “Where is my stuff, Elijah?”

      He sighed.  “It’s safe.”

      “Safe where?”

      “Where I’ve been staying.  Once we figure out where we’re going to go, I’ll retrieve it,” Elijah said, quickly shifting his eyes at a squirrel bouncing through the grasses.  “First, I need to figure out what to do about your new pals.”

      My throat dried.  “We don’t need to do anything about them.  We can just go.  Leave them alone.  They’re going to leave anyway.”

      “Where are they going?” Elijah asked, cocking his head.

      “Back to Massachusetts.  You won’t need to worry about them,” I said.

      “You’re probably lying,” Elijah said.

      I shook my head vigorously.  “No!  I’m not.  It’s the truth.”

      “All you’ve ever done is lie to me,” Elijah said.  “You lied about where you were, who you were with.  You even lied about loving me.”

      “I’m not lying about this.  You know Sam has a daughter,” I said, with wide eyes.  “She’s going back for her.  You can just let them leave.”

      If Sam was even still alive.  There had been a lot of blood splattered around her when Elijah dragged me away.

      I fought off the tears.  I couldn’t think about it.  I couldn’t let myself fall away from what was happening.  If there was ever a time to hold it together, it was now.  In fact, my life depended on it… and maybe not even just my life.  If panic overtook me, Elijah might go back and finish what he started.

      “Nah,” Elijah said.  “They won’t leave without you.”

      My heart sank into my acidic stomach.  It felt like my insides were being eaten away.

      “What do you want, Elijah?” I asked.

      “Everything to go back to how it was before your friends turned you against me,” he said, touching my shoulder.  “I want that future you planned for us.”

      I’d never planned to be locked in a basement, and if I didn’t get away, it would happen again.  Elijah not only had a temper, but he was also insane.

      I couldn’t survive him again, and I couldn’t let him do anything to the others.  If I didn’t get away, we were all in trouble.

      “Can’t you walk faster?” Elijah asked, looking around nervously.

      My eyes darted, desperately trying to find a way to escape.  I couldn’t think.  There was only one thing that kept repeating over and over and over again in my head.

      Run.
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      I could see my mom’s house in the distance.  If I could get away from Elijah without getting shot in the back, maybe I could get inside.  Lock myself away until I figured out a way to escape and get back to the others.

      I knew the area better than Elijah did.  I knew where every rock was, where every large branch rested, and where there were holes in the ground.

      My hands were free.  The only thing stopping me was the gun pointed at me.

      Everything around was colored in dreary grays and browns.  The dark clouds overhead muted the tones, blending the trees and foliage together.  A thin mist from the humidity floated a few feet above the ground.  The night would be here soon, and I would be out of time.

      A smile Elijah couldn’t see curled my lips.  An idea hit me.

      It probably wasn’t a good idea, but it was the only idea I had.  I sucked in a breath and stopped walking.

      “What was that?” I whispered, grabbing onto Elijah’s shoulder.

      He shifted the gun away from me and turned in the direction I was facing.  “What was what?”

      “I saw something,” I said.  “Was it an animal?”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Elijah said, narrowing his eyes.

      “Over there,” I said, holding up a shaking finger over his left shoulder.

      Elijah turned, and I curled my fingers into a fist.  I launched my hand at the side of his face as hard as I could.

      He barely moved, but he hadn’t expected to get socked in the face.  His fingers slipped off the handle of the gun.

      I could have tried to yank it from him, but I didn’t.  I ran as fast as I could, weaving between the trees.

      “You stupid bitch!” he yelled.

      The twigs under his feet snapped and cracked as he ran after me.  I didn’t look back, but based on sound, he was close.

      I would have to unlock the door and get inside before Elijah caught up to me.  I felt a strong urge to reach into my pocket and feel the keys, but I forced myself to ignore the feeling.  It would only slow me down, and I didn’t need to touch them… I knew they were there.

      Of course, I knew that I wouldn’t have forever.  Elijah had been in the house before, and he’d find a way in again, but I had to do something to buy myself some time.

      I jumped over a long, thick branch that had fallen during a storm when I was a twelve.  I’d been so afraid during the storm that I’d crawled into bed with my mom.

      There was a hole just underneath I had dug when I’d tried to build myself a hideaway cave.  I’d wanted a place that I could hide from the clutter in the house.

      Elijah wouldn’t know it was there.  If I was really lucky, he’d break his ankle.

      It was only a few seconds later I heard a thud followed by a stream of curses.  I forced my feet to move faster.

      Three feet from the door, I pulled out my keys.  My hands were shaking, but I managed to expertly put the key into the lock and open the door.

      I stepped into the house and slammed the door only seconds before Elijah’s body crashed into the wood.

      The wall shook from the force.  He pounded his fists over and over again.

      “Open the fucking door, Melaney!” Elijah shouted.

      I backed away, keeping my eyes on the shaking door.  Then… it went quiet.  The only sound was the racing beating of my heart.

      I looked around, trying to find something I could use to protect myself.  There wasn’t anything that would stop a bullet from the shotgun.

      But he hadn’t pulled the trigger.  He could have tried to shoot me, but he hadn’t.

      Elijah didn’t want me dead.  Of course, if it came down to it, there was no doubt in my mind he’d kill me, but he was trying to avoid that.

      Before I could get to the kitchen, Elijah kicked the door open.  The door boomed against the wall and vibrated in unison with Elijah’s laughter.

      “Stupid girl,” Elijah said.

      I darted into the kitchen.  Instead of grabbing a knife, I yanked open the basement door and pinned myself between the wall and the door.

      Something my mom had stored on the basement stairs shifted and bounced down the stairs.  It sounded as if I’d run down them.

      Elijah laughed.  “What were you thinking?”

      The floor creaked with each step he took closer to the basement.  I knew exactly where he was.  Each squeak and creak made a familiar sound.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Elijah sang.  “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      Daylight was vanishing quickly.  There was little light left, and Elijah’s steps slowed.  He was hesitant to go into the basement, but I needed him to take two more steps.

      Whatever had rolled down the stairs had stopped making sounds.  Elijah took one more step.

      We were too close.  The only thing that separated us was the thin basement door.

      My heart was so loud I was almost sure he could hear it beating.  His weight shifted, and I knew he’d taken a step back.

      Lightning flashed in the window, lighting the entire kitchen.  Thunder rolled, and Elijah laughed.

      “Aw,” he said, taking two steps closer.  He reached over and curled his fingers on the side of the door.  “All alone during a thunderstorm in that big, scary basement?  You’re not going to like that, are you?”

      He started to close the door.  Lightning flashed again, brightening the room.  I stepped out from behind the door, and with all my strength, I pushed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32

          

        

      

    

    
      I couldn’t see him falling down the stairs into the dark basement, but I could hear it.  The bangs and booms were like thunder, but the crack wasn’t like lightning.  I cringed at what sounded like a bone snapping in two.

      “Yeah,” I said, slamming the door closed.  “I’d hate that.”

      “Melaney!” Elijah howled.  “Help me!  I think my arm’s broken.”

      “Bummer!” I shouted through the door.

      It took me by surprise when I heard his foot against the bottom step.  He cried out in pain as he took another step.

      “Dammit, Mel!” he bellowed.

      Why hadn’t he broken a leg?  I bolted to the dining room and grabbed a chair, banging it against the cabinets as I brought it to the door, wedging it under the doorknob.

      I didn’t wait to see if the chair would stay in place.  I took off.

      I wasn’t even at the end of the driveway when I heard the shotgun.  The sound was muffled by the house, but that didn’t stop me from ducking behind a tree.

      I sucked in two quick breaths before moving my feet.  Even though it would have been faster, I stayed off the main road.

      I couldn’t let him catch me again.  It was a miracle that panic hadn’t taken over me and that somehow, I’d gotten away.

      If he caught me again, I wouldn’t have it in me to fight anymore.  Surely my luck of evading Elijah was running out.

      I was out of breath by the time I saw Erik’s house.  The shadows had hidden the house, but a crack of lightning piercing the sky above me illuminated the building.

      Rain poured out of the sky, cooling me and creating a cacophony of sounds.  It was like being followed by a group of drummers, all pounding their own beat.

      My legs were numb and my vision grainy as I walked up to the front door.  I was afraid to make any noise, but if Elijah was after me, he already knew where I’d go.

      “Hey!” I shouted as I knocked on the door.  “It’s me!  Please let me in!”

      The door opened, and Erik pulled me inside.  He stood in front of me and stared at the door with his gun drawn.

      “What happened?” Erik asked, his stance wide.

      I took in two deep breaths and opened my mouth.  There was so much to tell them, but nothing came out.

      Dorian was staring at me.  Sam was lying on the couch with her eyes closed, blood crusted in her hair.

      “Holy shit, Mel,” Archer said as he walked toward me with his arms open.

      The room started to spin as my vision narrowed.

      “Catch her!” Erik said.

      Blackness sucked me in.  Shit.

      The storm was raging when I woke up in my bedroom upstairs.  Candlelight danced on the walls and on Archer’s face.

      He was holding my hand, stroking the back of it with his thumb.

      “Hey!” Archer smiled.  “You’re back.”

      “Was it a dream?” I asked, even though I knew full well it wasn’t.  But with every inch of my being, I wanted it to be.

      “We don’t even know what happened,” Archer said, tilting his head toward Erik, who was standing in the door.  “When we got back, Dorian had Sam on the couch.  He didn’t even know what happened to you.”

      I shook my head.  “Sam doesn’t remember?”

      “Sam hasn’t woken up yet,” Archer said.

      “It was Elijah,” I said, placing my hand over my mouth.  I pressed my lips together to stop myself from bursting into tears.

      Archer shook his head.   “I’m not following.”

      Erik came into the room and stood at the window.  The distant flashes of lightning flickered in his eyes.

      “My ex followed us here.  He’s crazy,” I said.  “He did that to her and dragged me away.”

      “Tell us everything,” Erik said without looking at me.

      And I did.  I told them every detail.

      “Maybe he shot himself,” Archer said.

      “If he didn’t, I will,” Erik said, cracking his knuckles.  He jerked his chin at Archer.  “Let’s go over there.  Pay him a visit.”

      “Let’s go,” Archer said, getting to his feet.

      I sat up and caught his hand.  “No, please.  He’s dangerous.  He’s armed.”

      “None of us are safe with him alive,” Erik said.

      “We’re not killers,” I said.

      “There isn’t anyone else that will handle this,” Erik said.  “We have enough to worry about.”

      Feet pounded against the stairs.  We all turned toward the door as Dorian poked his head inside my room.

      “Sam’s awake!” Dorian said before turning and running back down the stairs.

      Archer helped me out of bed and wrapped his arm around me as we walked toward the door.  Erik stepped in front of me and looked into my eyes.

      “We’re going to finish this,” Erik said.

      “I think it’s better if we just leave,” I said, my brow wrinkling.  “Let him rot down there.”

      When we got downstairs, Sam was crying.  Dorian was holding her hand and scratching the side of his head nervously.

      “Sam!” I said, dropping to my knees beside her.  My eyebrows felt heavy on my face.  “Oh, Sam, I’m so sorry.”

      “Mel,” she said with tears leaking out of the corners of her eyes.  “It was him, wasn’t it?”

      I nodded.  “It’s all my fault.”

      “I had horrible dreams,” Sam said, wincing.  “My head hurts.”

      “Do you have pain relievers?” Dorian asked, looking up at Erik.

      Erik grunted and left the room.  Sam whimpered as she brought her hand to her face.  She closed one eye and then the other.

      “I can’t see,” Sam said.

      I scooted closer and looked into her eyes.  “What do you mean?  You’re looking right at me.”

      “My left eye,” Sam said.  “Everything is blurry.”

      Her face was black and blue, but her eyes appeared normal.  Sam’s shoulders shook as she sobbed.

      “I can’t see,” she said, squeezing her eyes shut.  She popped them open as if that would fix them.  “Oh, God, why?”

      “I’m so sorry, Sam,” I said, rubbing her shoulder.

      “I’m going to kill him,” Erik said.

      Sam winced as she tried to sit up.  “What do you mean?  He’s still out there?”

      “Mel locked him in her mom’s basement,” Erik said.

      “I heard a shot.  He might have taken his life when he couldn’t get out,” I said.

      Sam snorted.  “No way.  That piece of shit wouldn’t take his own life.”  Dorian helped Sam settle into her spot.  She pressed her palm to her forehead.

      “Let me do it,” Sam said.  “I want to kill him.”

      “No one is going back there to kill him,” I said.  “It’s the middle of the night.  It’s storming.  And Sam, you probably have a concussion.  I’m fairly certain he broke his arm.  Let him suffer until morning.”

      “Then you’ll let me strangle him?” Sam asked.

      I exhaled slowly.  “He’s armed.  It’s not going to be that easy to walk up to him and strangle him.  He stole our shotgun.”

      “Erik and Archer will help, right guys?” Sam asked.

      “Yes,” Erik replied instantly.

      “After what he did?  I’ll definitely help,” Archer said.

      Dorian grimaced.  “So, we’re killers now?  Why not leave him down there?  It’s not like he’ll survive, and we’ll be long gone.”

      “Because he’s evil,” Sam said.  “And he messed up my eye.”

      “The rules of the world have changed,” Erik said, smacking his hand into his chest.  “Things are different, and we’re all going to need to be different.  We’re going to have to do things we don’t want to do.  Things that are hard… that are painful.  Things that change us.  This is non-negotiable.”

      Sam nodded with every word.  “Elijah deserved the chair before everything changed.  If we don’t get him, there is a chance he’ll pick each of us off one by one.  He’s a sneaky bastard.  He followed us all the way out here.  That could give you some indication as to what kind of evil he is.”

      I couldn’t argue with her.  “And for that reason alone, we should wait until daylight.”

      “Fine,” Erik said.  “We can wait, but it’s happening.  Archer and I will go over in the morning.”

      “And me,” Sam said, pointing at her eye.  “I’m pulling the trigger.”

      “For now, let’s all just get some rest,” Erik said.

      Archer placed his hand on my lower back.  “Want me to go up with you?”

      “Please,” I said, not wanting to be alone.  My body was still trembling, and I couldn’t shake the eerie feeling that someone was watching me.

      It wasn’t possible, though.  Elijah was trapped in the basement, just like he’d trapped me.  He was getting a taste of his own medicine, and I really hoped he was hating every minute of it.

      “Did you guys find some gas?” I asked as we walked up the stairs.

      “Some,” Archer said.  “Not as much as we would have liked.”

      “It took you a long time.”

      Archer nodded.  “We stayed out of town and checked along the shore for abandoned vehicles.”

      No one had said anything, but I was almost certain we wouldn’t be heading out on the road for a while.  Sam was in rough shape, and she would need to heal.  She would need to regain her strength, and after my confrontation with Elijah, I needed to regain mine too.

      Morning came far too quickly.  Archer was standing at the window when I opened my eyes.

      “Erik’s ready to go,” he said, concern wrinkling his brow.  “I think you should stay here with Dorian.”

      “Oh, no,” I said, shaking my head.  “Not that I don’t trust Dorian, I think we should all stick together.  Elijah would want us to separate.”

      “I thought you’d say something like that,” Archer said.  “I want to talk you out of it, but I don’t want you out of my sight.”

      I swung my legs over the side of the bed and got to my feet.  Archer wrapped his arms around me and squeezed.

      “Ow!” I said, wincing.

      Elijah had been rough dragging me through the woods, and until that moment, I hadn’t realized exactly how rough he’d been.

      “Sorry.”  Archer’s brow wrinkled.  It was like he was angry all over again about what happened to me.  “Let’s go get this asshole, huh?”

      I nodded, but I wasn’t exactly thrilled by what we’d have to do.  Seeing him dead, on the other hand, might be a relief.  Elijah had tortured me for far too long, and it needed to be over.

      We walked close together.  Archer and Erik at the sides of the group, each holding a gun.

      Everything was calm and peaceful.  The sun brightened our surroundings, and the birds were singing their sweet morning songs.  They’d probably change their tune if they knew what we were going to do.

      I slowed slightly when I saw the house.  Being close to where Elijah was sent shivers up and down my spine.

      “It’s okay,” Archer whispered.  “We’re not going to let anything happen to you.”

      “That’s right,” Sam said.  “He’s going to pay for what he did to you and to my eye.”  Sam looked at Erik’s hand.  “Shouldn’t I have the gun?”

      Erik ignored her and pushed open the cracked front door.  He glanced at me over his shoulder.

      “You left this open?” Erik asked.

      “I… I don’t remember,” I stammered.  “I must have.”

      Erik led the way into the house, and we all followed him single file.  He stopped walking and rested his hand on the top of his head.

      His eyes were focused on the wall.  My hands started to shake.

      “No, no, no!” Sam shouted, pounding her fist into her thigh.

      There was a message written in blood.  Three short words meant for me.

      This isn’t over.

      I covered my mouth with both hands as the room started to spin.  Erik stepped to the side and looked toward the kitchen.

      “Fuck!” he said, punching the air.

      I dashed toward him, needing to see.  The chair was on the kitchen floor in two pieces.  There was a bullet hole through the door near the knob.

      “We need to get out of here,” Erik said, grabbing my arm.  He pulled me along as we all rushed out of the house.

      Our feet moved fast.  I kept looking back as if I expected the house to blow up, which, of course, didn’t happen.  Elijah was good, but he wasn’t that good.

      At least I hoped he wasn’t.

      We jogged back to Erik’s house and locked ourselves inside.  Erik and Archer swept the house to make sure Elijah hadn’t sneaked inside.

      “What the hell are we going to do,” Sam asked, lying down on the couch.

      Her chest was rising and falling with her labored breaths.  I could tell each inhale caused her an intense amount of pain.

      “We’ll just leave,” Dorian said.  “We got the gas.  Once we’re in the car, he won’t catch us.”

      Erik nodded.

      “It’s just too bad he gets to live,” Sam said.

      “We’ll rest for three days,” Erik said.  “No one goes outside.  Someone keeps watch at all times.”

      “He’s hurt,” I said.  “He’ll need to rest too.  With a broken bone, he likely won’t try anything.  Elijah isn’t stupid.  He won’t come for me unless the odds are in his favor.”

      Sam nodded.  “Mel’s right.  We’ll just be smart and careful.”

      “Think you’ll be okay to travel in three days?” I asked, kneeling on the floor next to Sam.

      “Oh, yeah.  Definitely,” Sam said.  “I could go now if I had to.”

      I smiled at her.  “Well, I’m pretty sore.  I could use the rest.”

      “We all need to be ready,” Erik said.  “It’s going to be a long trip.  I don’t think we’ll have enough gas to make it without stopping, but we should make it a good distance.”

      “Where is this car anyway?” Archer asked.  “What makes you guys think it’s going to run?”

      Erik ran his fingers through his hair.  “It’s old.  No electronics.  It should run.”

      I couldn’t wait to leave.  The further away from Elijah we all were, the better.

      There wasn’t anything worse than being stuck anywhere near where Elijah was.

      I’d thought Sam was being selfish and careless about leaving, but I was glad she’d pushed it so hard.  We had a plan, and we would get away from the dangerous creep.

      In three days, we’d be gone.  In three days, I could breathe again.

      I made it without my medicine.  Perhaps I was capable of more than I thought.  If we could survive the wrath of Elijah, we could survive a road trip.

      As long as we were together, we would be okay.  I would be okay.
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      Thank you so much for reading Absolute Darkness.  If you enjoyed the book, please consider leaving a review on Amazon.

      While I’m hard at work on the next book, sign up for my mailing list so you can be one of the first to know when it’s released!
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