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        Demon Fall

      

      

      

      Love isn’t blind; it’s devastating.

      

      June had her future all planned out, and it never involved hiding in a bunker with her long-term boyfriend during what felt like the end of the world.  In fact, surviving the zombie apocalypse never even entered the picture.  Yet, that’s exactly what fate gave her.

      A game of survival.  One horror after another.  But, at least she’s not alone.  At least she has Adam…until she doesn’t.

      Heartbroken, June wishes she could face the apocalypse on her own, but she’s seen what’s out there.  Infected that are smart enough to fake what they are, and the hellhounds are determined to kill every last human.  If she wants to survive, she’ll need help from the dark creatures who rescued her from the bunker.

      She’ll need a fey, and Tor is just the man for the job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To all of us who are just trying to survive…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            What has happened before…

          

        

      

    

    
      More than two months ago, earthquakes unleashed hellhounds on an unsuspecting mankind.  The bite of a hound changes humans, turning people into flesh-craving infected.

      The hellhounds weren’t the only things to emerge from the earthen caverns.  Demon men with grey skin and reptilian eyes have been trapped underground for thousands of years.  They alone can kill the hellhounds and help bring a stop to the plague.  They only ask for one thing in return: a chance to meet women who might be willing to love them as they are.
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      3 years before the quakes…

      
        
        The first time they meet.

      

      

      I tightened my grip on the books I juggled in my arms and tried not to drop my fresh latte as I power-walked toward Building C’s main door.  Other students crossed the commons in their rush to get to their next classes.  Or maybe, if they were anything like my roommates, they were escaping campus for a nap.

      “Hey, June!” a girl shouted with a wave.  “Great party last night.”

      I smiled in acknowledgement and caught the door with my foot as someone left the building.  My latte jostled.

      “Here, let me get that for you.”

      A hand reached around me and grabbed the door.  I looked up into the bluest pair of eyes I’d ever seen.  He was tall and broad-shouldered with short, sandy-blonde hair and an amazing smile.

      “Thanks,” I said after a stunned moment of silence on my part.

      His gaze swept over my face, and I knew what he was seeing—facial features passed down to me from my Taiwanese grandmother, a heart-shaped face with dark eyes highlighted by darker lashes, smooth skin, and long black hair.

      “Wow.  You’re so pretty.”

      His immediate blush stopped me from walking away because it showed his sincerity.

      “That’s nice of you to say so.  I’m smart, too.”

      A devastating grin lit his face.

      “Is there any chance you’d want to grab a coffee sometime?”

      “Maybe.  Write your number down for me.”

      He hurriedly dug in his backpack for a paper and pen.  I walked away with a note that had his number and his name.  Adam.

      My pulse skipped at the thought of calling him.  I probably wouldn’t.  I had a plan, a career to chase, a future laid out before me that didn’t involve a relationship just yet.  But I could dream.

      

      3 years before the quakes…

      
        
        The nudge of fate?

      

      

      This paper was going to be the death of me.  I’d thought taking Myth and Literature for my English credits would be fun because it was “fiction,” obviously.  But no, the professor was sucking all the joy out of what had once been my secret love.

      I considered my laptop screen and shifted uncomfortably in my chair.  Given the state of my room back at the house, I’d snuck away to the library for focus.  It was quieter and much cleaner than what I’d left behind.  However, my backside was far from cozy.

      Smothering another yawn, I tried to concentrate on the words I’d written even as my mind wandered to last night’s party my roommates had thrown.  If not for that and the poor night’s sleep, the paper would have already been done.

      I really needed to find new roommates.  A sigh escaped me.

      “You,” a voice said.

      Cringing with the belief I was about to be scolded for the noise I’d made, I looked up and met a familiar set of blue eyes.  My cringe disappeared, replaced by disbelief.

      “I thought I’d never see you again,” he said.  “I can’t tell you how many times I hung out by Building C’s door in the last two months.”

      “Sounds a little creepy.”

      He grabbed a chair on the opposite side of the table, spun it around, and sat on it, facing me.

      “Didn’t have much of a choice.  Someone never called me.”

      “Someone’s busy.”  I lifted my laptop a little to emphasize the point.

      “Fine.  Tell me your name, and I’ll go away.”

      “Still creepy.”

      “I’m going to have to get a lot creepier and start begging for your name at the top of my lungs in the middle of this library.”

      I looked around at the other mostly empty tables, met his gaze, and shrugged.  He grinned in response, not even a little put off.

      “You are a tough one.  It’s only going to make me more determined.”

      “Why?  You’re a good-looking guy.  I’m sure you could find someone more willing.”

      He leaned back, studying me for a moment.

      “Maybe,” he said finally.  “But I have a feeling, if I gave up now, I’d regret it for the rest of my life.”

      Oh, he was good.  So good that I gave him what he wanted.

      “My name’s June.”

      “June.   Will you meet me here again tomorrow night?  Same time?”

      “Maybe,” I said, repeating his phrase.

      

      3 years before the quakes…

      
        
        He’s all that

      

      

      Adam dropped back and threw a twenty-five-yard pass.  The crowd went wild when the receiver caught it and sprinted toward the end zone.  I jumped up and down in the stands, cheering so hard that I knew I wouldn’t be able to talk the next day.

      The scoreboard updated.  Thanks to Adam, we were decimating the other team.  With only thirty seconds left on the clock, the game was over.  Rather than waiting in the stands, I left my place and hurried toward our meet-up spot.

      It took almost an hour for him to appear.  When he did, the smile that lit his face was contagious.

      “There’s my beautiful lady.”  He picked me up and hugged me close as he spun us.  Laughing, I wrapped my arms around his neck and hung on until he stopped.

      “I like when you win,” I said when he finally put me down.

      “Not only win but win while a scout was watching.  That’s why I was late.  He stopped me to talk.  They’re watching me, June.  Two more years, and you’ll be marketing me to all the major teams.”

      “I don’t think you’ll need any marketing.  Now, the underwear you endorse, maybe.”

      He lightly kissed the tip of my nose and threaded his fingers through mine.  My heart raced, and I hurried to follow him to his truck.

      We were in his dorm room fifteen minutes later.  Dropping his duffle by the door, he pulled my shirt off and kissed my collarbone with passion.  This was the best part of a winning game night.  Adam liked to ride the high of his wins with some of the best sex ever.

      He walked me back to his bunk, already tearing at his pants.  I laughed and fell onto the mattress, shimmying out of my clothes.  He sidetracked for a second to grab a condom from the drawer beside his bed.

      “We need to go shopping,” he said.  “I’ll use up the two that are left before the night’s over.”

      Any response to that evaporated when he kissed me hard and slid home.  The first round was fast for him, but he changed condoms and started again.  The second time was always for me.  The third was just because he could.

      Forty-five minutes later, we lay in a tangled, sweaty heap.  The sound of our rapid breathing filled the room for a while, neither of us capable of speaking yet.  Sex with Adam was amazing.  My other two partners had been one and done types.  Maybe it was the newness of this part of our relationship, but I sincerely hoped not.

      “Hey, do you want to go fishing tomorrow or hiking?”

      I shook my head and looked up at him.

      “Why do you even ask when we both know you’re going to talk me into both?”

      He chuckled and kissed my forehead again.

      “That’s my girl.”

      

      1 year before the quakes…

      
        
        Meet the parents

      

      

      He rocked into me rhythmically, hitting my sweet spot again and again.  I could feel myself climbing toward what I was sure would be the most mind-blowing orgasm to end all orgasms.

      He paused.

      “Hold on.  Cramp.”

      The feeling started to fade no matter how much I tried to stay focused on where I’d been.  By the time he’d stretched out his calf and started rocking once more, it was like starting over.  For me, not for him.  He twitched inside of me, and I knew he was getting close.

      “You with me, babe?”

      “I’m with you,” I lied.  If I didn’t, he would try to keep going, probably get another leg cramp just as I was getting close again, and we’d both get frustrated.  Then neither of us would be satisfied.  This was the better option once he started cramping.

      He finished with a few shallow thrusts while I kissed his shoulder.  He groaned and lifted his head to look down at me.

      “You didn’t finish.  It was the leg cramp, wasn’t it?”

      I grinned at him, and he playfully shook his head and started kissing his way down my neck like I’d known he would do once he realized I hadn’t finished too.

      “I knew I should have stretched first.  You were too tempting lying there sleeping like that, though.”

      My smile widened when he reached my hips and gave me a little kiss.

      “I’m glad you didn’t resist.  Your mouth on me is my favorite way to wake up.”  Sometimes though, like this morning, he left far too much spit behind.  As if I didn’t know what he was doing.  But that extra lubrication so he could fast track to getting inside of me made me feel like a dog’s chew toy.  Not that I was complaining.  Even a little bit of oral was worth it.

      He chuckled and set his mouth on me again.  In minutes, I was gasping and back to the place I’d been when he was inside of me.

      “Almost there, babe?” he mumbled as he worked, knowing better than to remove his tongue.

      “So close.”

      I shattered a minute later.  He retreated from his spot between my legs and stood with a stretch.

      “Almost had a tongue cramp, too.  I better up my magnesium.”

      My bones were liquid and my brain too mellow to care what he was saying.

      “Hey, what do you think about going out of town this weekend?  I’m going home for a few days.”

      That caught my attention.  In the two-and-a-half years we’d been together, I’d never met his parents in person.  Sure, I’d said hi in the background when his mom called.  Or managed to wave if they did a video call.  But I hadn’t been introduced, officially, in person.

      “For real?” I asked, sitting up and looking at him.

      “Yeah.  It’s about time, don’t you think?”  He grinned at me, his boyish smile melting my heart even as it raced.

      “Yes.  It is about time, and yes, I’d love to meet your parents.”

      We’d been living together since last May.  Now, two weeks before our final year, I was finally going home with him.  Excitement and anticipation filled me because I knew what meeting his parents meant.  And I couldn’t wait.

      A few days later, I not only met his parents but also his aunts, uncles, cousins, and brother at a backyard cookout in Missouri.

      I lost count of how many people hugged me and said, “Welcome to the family.”  My mind was already racing with when and how Adam would propose.  He liked attention, so I fully expected it to happen at any moment as the evening wore on.  But then, the first person left.  And after that, the number of people slowly dwindled.  Maybe Adam meant the moment to be private.  The idea warmed me as I helped his mom with the clean-up.

      When it was just his parents and us, he kissed my forehead, took my hand, and led me to the room we’d share.  My heart was racing.

      “They loved you.  Uncle Jack even gave us an open invitation to come down and see his farm.  I know that probably doesn’t seem like a big deal, but trust me, it is.”

      “Everything about today was a big deal for me.  Thank you for this.”

      “Just wait until tomorrow.”

      It took forever for me to fall asleep, but all those nerves were for nothing when the next day turned out to be a day hunting with his dad.  I managed to keep my disappointment to myself through the remainder of the evening and the following morning when we packed up.

      “You’ve been pretty quiet,” Adam commented, thirty minutes into the drive back to the university.  “Did something happen?”

      “No.  Nothing happened.  But I thought something was going to.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I thought you had another reason for taking me home this weekend.”

      “Something other than meeting my family, the thing you’ve been after me to do over a year now?”  He glanced at me, his expression going from confused to “lightbulb.”

      “Oh.  Oh, man, June.  I’m sorry.  I didn’t know you were going to think that.  I mean, we’re still in school, you know?  And we don’t know where I’m going to end up and where your job is going to take you—”

      “Whoa.  Are you saying you don’t think we’re in a long-term relationship?”

      “Of course not.  We are.  We both know that.  I’m just saying I didn’t think marriage was going to be something we’d think about for another five to ten years.”

      I stared at him for a long moment.

      “Ten years?  I’m going to be thirty-two in ten years, Adam.  I thought we’d want to be married a few years before bringing kids into the equation.”

      “Kids?”  He glanced at me again.  “What if I sign with another team?  Are you going to want to uproot a family like that?”

      He knew me well enough to know living apart wouldn’t be an option for me.

      “Family is about the people in your life, not about the location.  Yes, we’d move to be with you.  You love football.  It’s who you are, and having kids won’t hold your career back.  Kids mean you’re giving me a little piece of yourself to love when you’re away.”

      He shook his head and smiled at me.

      “You are the best thing that has ever happened to me, June, and I’ll be honest.  I never saw myself with kids.  But, with you, I can.  One, though…maybe two if the first one’s a girl who looks like you.”

      I smiled at him and reached out to set my hand on his leg, a familiar driving routine for us.  I enjoyed touching, and he liked to be touched.

      He threaded his fingers through mine.

      “I’m sorry this weekend was a disappointment,” he said sincerely.  “I do want to marry you, June, and I promise not to make you wait ten years.  Can we wait until after I’m signed?”

      “I think I have enough patience for that.”

      “And a kid after a few years?”

      “Just so you don’t make me wait too long for the ring.”

      “You got it, babe.”

      

      The day of the quakes…

      
        
        For love of June

      

      

      “June, get up.  We have to go.  Pack the essentials.  We’re leaving in five whether you’re ready or not.”

      The rushed words and the panic in his voice penetrated my sleep-fogged brain.

      “What?”

      “Dad says we need to get home.  Now.”  The rustling noise of Adam grabbing clothes from his dresser drawers brought me fully awake.

      I flew out of bed and started grabbing things.

      “What happened?” I asked as I quickly dressed and pulled out a bag of my own.  “Is it your mom?”

      “No.  I’ll explain on the way.  Move.”

      His abruptness scared me, reminding me of the time we’d been hiking and a bear crossed our path.  I scrambled to put what I’d need into the bag for a trip to his parents without knowing why.

      “You won’t need that,” Adam said when he saw me grab my black dress.  “Think warm.  Jeans.  Layers.”

      I pulled out the dress shoes I’d already shoved into the bag and put my hiking boots inside.  We were out the door in five minutes.  He wasn’t kidding when he said that we needed to hurry.  He ran all the way to the truck and tossed our stuff inside.

      Then, he started up the truck and tore out of the parking lot.

      “I need you to get the handgun out, June.  Remember what I showed you?”

      I nodded and started to shake as I reached under the seat.  Warm clothes, and now he was talking about guns.

      “What’s going on, Adam?”

      “I’m not exactly sure.  Dad said there were weird reports from Europe before it went dark.  It was just after a quake they had.  A big quake was reported farther south in Texas.  Dad found out from one of his old friends who still serves.  The government was trying to keep it quiet, but Texas started going dark.  Dad says something’s coming our way.  He doesn’t know what, but we need to get to Uncle Gary’s farm.  They’re going to meet us there.”

      As he spoke, he drove like crazy, missing stop signs and taking corners fast enough that I shook even harder.

      “Adam, you’re going to kill us trying to get there,” I said.

      “Right.  Right.”  He slowed down a little more for the next corner.

      I trusted Adam, and he trusted his dad.  Whatever had them spooked, there had to be a good reason.  Yet, I doubted it warranted Adam’s current level of panic.

      “I know you said the government is keeping things quiet,” which I secretly found hard to believe, “but let’s turn on the radio anyway.”

      He nodded, not relaxing his white-knuckled grip on the wheel.  The local station I picked was playing music like I’d hoped, and we made it out of town in one piece just before ten p.m.  Thankfully, the longer we went without anything happening, the more Adam began to show signs of calming down.

      Until we passed a car driving at high speeds.  Then another.  Then another.

      Adam began tapping the wheel.

      “Turn the radio off, June,” he said softly.  “We need to listen.”

      I did as he asked, and we both remained quiet when we came across two cars, one in the ditch and another pulled over, likely to help.  There was no one around, though, when he slowed to flash a light at both vehicles.

      “Is the gun loaded?” he asked softly.

      “Yeah.”

      I thought he was going to ask for it.  Instead, he pulled away from the cars and kept going.

      “You don’t think we should check if someone needs help?” I asked, looking at the cars shrinking from view in my side mirror.

      “No, I don’t.  My priority is getting you to Gary’s where you’ll be safe.”

      I reached over and set my hand on his leg.

      “Everything will be okay.”

      He didn’t glance at me or agree, and that worried me more than the empty highway around us.  At the next exit, he got off the highway.

      “I think we should stick to back roads,” he said before I could ask.

      We drove in silence for an hour before we saw another car pass.  It flashed its lights at us rapidly and slowed.

      The man behind the wheel only rolled his window down two inches to shout at us.

      “Don’t stop for nothing, you hear?  Nothing!”

      Then he took off with a squeal of tires.

      Adam gunned it, too.

      “Call my dad.”

      I tried his dad, his mom, and his brother, but no one answered.

      The lights we saw ahead indicated a small town.

      “My gut is telling me this is a bad idea,” Adam said.

      “Should we turn around?”

      He tapped the steering wheel more rapidly, and the truck gained speed.  I kept quiet as we hit the 25 miles per hour zone at 40.  The streets were quiet but many of the houses were lit.  I saw a curtain flutter out of one broken window.  Adam did, too, because he didn’t bother slowing for a stop sign.

      Something big and black came running at us from the darkness.  As the creature landed on the hood, its claws screeched over the metal surface, and our forward momentum caused it to crash into our windshield.  The glass instantly shattered and bowed inward.  Adam slammed on the brakes hard.  The thing rolled off even as Adam jammed down on the gas.

      In my near frozen state of shock, I registered two things beyond my racing heart and rapid breathing.  The thing Adam just ran over had red eyes.  Not just red, but glowing, as in illuminated from within.  The second thing was that someone had screamed before we took off down the road.

      My gaze slid to the side mirror, and I saw the thing get to its feet and bolt off in the direction it had been headed before we hit it.  Or it hit us.

      “What was that?” I rasped shakily.

      “I don’t know, babe.  Our windshield can’t take another hit like that, though.”

      I glanced at Adam, who was leaning toward the outside of the truck to see through the bits that had fewer cracks in them.

      “I don’t want to change vehicles if we don’t have to,” he continued.  “This one can take us through the fields if it comes down to that.  Keep the handgun ready.  Next time, we might need to use it.”

      Not far out of town, a station wagon idled in the middle of the road.  Adam slowed down to take the shoulder on the opposite lane.  As we passed, I glanced at the car.  My breath caught as the little girl strapped into her car seat in the back turned her head to look at us with her milky white eyes.

      “Babe, talk to me.  What’s wrong?”

      It wasn’t until he spoke that I realized I was making gasping noises.

      “There’s a little girl—”

      Ahead, a woman appeared in our lights.  She stood in the middle of the road, her back to us.

      Adam slowed further.

      The woman turned, and I started making more noises at the sight of her pink insides trailing from her eviscerated middle.  Like the girl in the car, the woman had white eyes.  Unlike the girl, the woman started moving, shuffling toward our truck.

      “Nope.”

      Adam gunned the truck and clipped the woman.  After that, he didn’t slow down for anything.

      It took fifteen minutes of his calmly delivered, “I swear I’ll keep you safe, June,” and the steady presence of his hand on my leg for my breathing to return to normal.

      “This isn’t real,” I finally said.  “Right?”

      “Real or unreal, it doesn’t matter.  Okay?  All that matters is that we’re together, and I won’t let anything happen to you.  Do you understand?  Focus on that, June.  I’ll keep you safe.”

      I nodded and watched the road for signs of trouble.

      We made it to his uncle’s farm in the middle of nowhere and stopped in a spray of gravel in the driveway.  Adam cut the engine and grabbed the gun from my lap.

      “Get the rifle, June.  Make sure it’s loaded and ready.  Safety off.”

      I hated the rifle.  I hated the handgun.  But I was far more terrified of why we needed either of them.

      “We’re going to leave the truck together.  Quietly.  Stay close and shoot anything that moves.  Got it?”

      I nodded and reached for the door when he did.  Leaving the protection of the truck was the most terrifying thing I’d done in my life.  The next most terrifying thing came a second later when Uncle Gary rounded the house.

      Like the woman on the road, it looked like something had chewed him up, and his eyes had gone white.

      I shivered as he shuffled toward us and jumped at the sharp report of Adam’s gun.  A red dot bloomed on his uncle’s forehead before the man fell.

      Nothing else moved.  From the barn, I heard a faint mooing.  Adam motioned toward the big building then pointed at me.  The urge to throw up was strong.  Swallowing hard, I started for the barn.  The gravel crunched under my feet, sounding loud in the otherwise still night.  I kept the rifle up and ready even though I knew my shaking would ensure I’d miss anything I aimed at.

      Inside the barn, at least thirty cows milled about in their pen.

      A few made noise when they saw us.  Adam didn’t stop to look at them.  We moved farther into the building, and when we reached the end of the aisle, he led us left, through a narrow hall, and down a ramp.

      “Watch our backs,” he whispered.

      I turned, walking sideways so I could see him as well as the hall behind us.  A faint beep distracted me.  I glanced at Adam as he opened a door that looked like it belonged to a bank vault.  He motioned me into the lit hall beyond, and I hurried to comply.

      The door closed with a rasp of air, and Adam turned to me.

      “I’m so sorry, Adam.”

      He shook his head.

      “That wasn’t my uncle.  My real uncle would have wanted me to do what I did.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “If they're alive, they’ll show up.  Come on.  I’ll take you on a tour.  Dad and Gary worked on this place together.”

      I turned around and looked down the long concrete hallway of the underground bunker.

      “Welcome home, June,” Adam said.

      

      Two weeks after the quakes…

      
        
        Fun time’s over

      

      

      The never-ending sound of static crawled under my skin even in my sleep.  The white noise bounced off the cement brick walls, echoing down the hall.  There was no escaping it inside the compact bunker Adam’s family had built.

      Shifting on the narrow, lower bunk I’d claimed as my own, I forced my gaze to sweep the empty beds that Adam’s parents, brother, and uncle were meant to occupy.  The perfectly tucked in blankets and untouched, pristine white pillows were a reminder of why Adam still listened to the radio.

      Even after all this time, he was hoping to hear something from his family.  I held that same hope.   But it was dying the longer we went without hearing from anyone.

      When we’d first turned on the radio, it had filled the bunker with chatter, not the white noise of static.  The voices we heard were from the other people holed up like us.  When we’d been clueless, they’d been the ones who helped piece together what was happening.

      Adam and I had listened to them talk about the hellhounds and the spreading zombie infection.  It had been hard to believe it at first, despite seeing the woman on the road and Adam’s uncle.  The infection spread with a bite, killing and reanimating a person within minutes.

      Then our radio friends started describing the other things running loose out there.  Hearing about grey-skinned creatures that walked on two legs, hid from the light, and could rip the head off of a man in two seconds had terrified me.  It still did.  Hell, so did the hounds with glowing red eyes and the idea that Adam and I were in a bunker riding out the apocalypse.  None of it seemed real.  But we’d both come to terms with just how real it was when the ground had shaken with the detonation of bombs in the nearest cities.  The chatter said it was to stop the spread of the infection, but there’d also been speculation that it was meant to stop the grey creatures.

      After the bombs, though, things didn’t get better.  They got far worse.

      We’d all been unsure of what would be left after the dust settled, but hearing the voices had reassured Adam and me that we still weren’t alone.  Then “Chatty Kathy” had gone quiet.  “Bitter man” had told the rest of us he was going to check on her since they’d known each other prior to the world going dark.  He’d never reported back.

      “Big Jonah” said he’d check on “Bitter man.”  A few hours later, we learned it wasn’t a new threat but an old one.

      The sound of the old man’s tear-choked voice still haunted my dreams.

      “The world isn’t full of good people anymore.  If it ever was.  Don’t tell anyone where you are.  And if you leave, cover your tracks.  Your shelter and your supplies are today’s currency, and those who have are always damned by those who haven’t.  They killed Becky and Katie and took everything.  I’m done, folks.  I’m going to go bury my dogs and sit on my porch for a spell.”

      That was the last we’d heard from him.

      After that, the radio had been silent except for the occasional emergency broadcast that talked about evacuee camps.  Adam clung to the hope that his family had gone to one of them instead of heading here.  I wanted to believe that New York was completely unscathed and that my parents were waiting for me there.  But, all of the surrounding cities had been bombed.  I doubted a place as big as New York had been spared.  If it had been, that would have meant there was somewhere safe to go, and they would have come looking for survivors by now.  But there’d been no broadcast, no sounds of vehicles or planes overhead, no sign of rescue.

      Part of me was starting to wonder if Adam and I were all that remained of humanity.  The fear that we were made it difficult every time Adam and I had to leave the safety of the bunker to clear away the dead, or rather, the undead, from the barn.

      As soon as I had that thought, I started to panic, and I threw back my blankets.  What if Adam had gone outside without me?

      A brief moment of silence filled the bunker as Adam switched channels.

      Breathing easier, I checked the time on my watch and saw it was past two in the morning.  I shivered at the chill of the concrete and put on my slippers before leaving the bunk room.

      Down the hall, the utilitarian bathroom with two toilet stalls, a urinal, two showers, and a sink was just another reminder of how many people were meant to be here.  I gently knocked on the holding tank for the wash water and marked a new line to indicate the level.

      In addition to the bathroom, the bunker housed an aquaponics room, an exercise room, a supply room, a kitchen, and finally the control room with the monitors.  That was where I headed when I finished using the bathroom.

      Adam sat in the chair before the monitors, keeping an eye on the livestock, which had somehow managed to escape the notice of the infected that roamed in occasionally.  Well, escaping their notice wasn’t quite accurate.  The infected would look at the cows, seemingly understand that they were the source of the sounds that drew them in, then shamble around uninterested in them.

      Adam figured, since the cows weren’t human, the infected didn’t care.  It scared me to think he was right, since it showed the infected had some level of intelligence.  I would prefer it if they were brainless zombies.

      “Everything quiet?” I asked softly.

      “Yeah.  For now.”

      “Why don’t you go to bed?  I can watch for a while.”

      He nodded and stood.  The weary set of his shoulders broke my heart, and I wrapped my arms around his waist to comfort him.

      “I love you, Adam,” I breathed against his chest.  Considering everything we’d endured the past few weeks and our separate beds, sex had been the last thing on either of our minds.  But maybe it was what we both needed.

      I let my hand wander down to his butt.

      He hugged me tightly, then lifted me and started walking.  I grinned and looked up at him.

      “I think the monitors will be fine without a few minutes of watching,” he murmured before kissing me hard.

      His lips didn’t leave mine as we stripped in the bunk room.  Things got a little awkward when we wedged ourselves on my bed, but we made it work.  The feel of his hands on my skin helped make everything else seem unimportant.  I touched him in return, greedy for the contact.

      “Hold on.”  He pulled away, turned, then stopped.  My chest ached again as I understood what had just happened.  For a moment, he’d forgotten where we were and had been about to reach for a condom from his nightstand supply.

      But there was no nightstand in the bunker.

      “How’s your birth control supply?” he asked.

      I made a face.  “I took my last one a few days ago.”

      He gave me a sad smile and leaned down to kiss me tenderly.

      “I love you, June.  So much that I know we can’t do this without protection.  I won’t risk you like that.”

      “Risk?”

      “We’ve cleaned out a dozen of the infected from the barn already in only a couple of weeks.  We have to haul manure, feed, and do a million other things that jeopardize our well-being because of the state of the world.  I won’t add an accidental pregnancy to that list, babe.  It’s just you and me, and I’m no doctor.  It’s too dangerous.”

      I nodded, understanding.  The world was in chaos.

      “Then no sex.  We can still hold each other.”

      We did a little more than holding, and I smiled at him after he groaned my name.

      “Get some sleep,” I said, standing.  “I’ll watch the monitors until you wake up.”

      “I love you, June.  We’re going to survive this.  I promise I’ll keep you safe.”

      I lightly kissed his cheek and left him to sleep in my bed.
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      Present Day…

      A vast expanse of nothingness loomed above me.  I waited for my eyes to adjust and for the twinkling lights of the stars to pop into existence, but they didn’t.

      Even after all these weeks, or maybe it was months now, I still dreamt of the life Adam and I used to have.  I missed fresh air and the stars.  I missed my relationship with Adam.

      Rolling to my side, I tried to make out his bunk in the darkness.  It was unlikely he was in it since I was in mine.  But just in case, I whispered his name softly.

      “You awake, babe?” he called from somewhere else in the bunker.

      “Yeah.”

      “We’re low on juice.  I had to turn off the non-essentials until sunrise.”

      “Okay.”  Knowing what that meant, I carefully got out of bed and felt my way to the shelves that held my clothes.

      The battery bank handled the load we put on it reasonably well, thanks to the small wind turbine behind the barn and the solar panels on the house.  But the recent winter storm had hit us with a mix of snow and ice, and based on the depletion of power, the panels and turbine blades were still covered. We’d hoped the mess would’ve melted by now since I wasn’t a fan of heights and Adam wasn’t a fan of leaving me on the ground out in the open.

      I dressed and felt my way down the hall to the bathroom. The complete silence inside the bunker registered as I reached my destination, and I realized Adam had not only turned off the lights but the aquaponics and the radio as well.  Blind, yet familiar with the space after living here for so long, I used the bathroom then headed for the control room.

      Adam had one monitor displaying four of the cameras his uncle had set up.  My stomach twisted with worry.

      “How much longer until sunrise?”

      “Another forty minutes.”

      “Can we wait that long?”

      “We’re not going up there in the dark.”  He stood, kissed my forehead, and steered me into the chair.  “I’m going to gear up.  We’ll be ready for first light.  Let me know if the screen goes out.”

      I nodded, understanding what he wasn’t saying.  We were dangerously low on power.

      As soon as I was seated, he left to prep our gear, and I focused on the monitor’s split video images of the main barn door, side door, cattle pen, and the hall leading to the bunker.  Had I not been staring, I would have missed the fingers that wrapped around the edge of the side door.

      “We have a dead one on screen,” I said.

      Adam swore, and I heard him coming down the hall before the beam of his flashlight flooded the control room.  I pointed at the screen.

      “It hasn’t moved yet.”

      When it finally did move, I shivered at the creepy way it leaned in and peeked around the door.  The woman’s scalp was missing clumps of hair, and a bit of her chin was missing.  Yet she moved fluidly, like she was alive.

      “It’s a runner,” Adam said.  “I don’t like this, June.”

      “I don’t either.  But we both know we can’t wait another day.  Maybe we’ll get lucky and it’s just one scouting.”

      “Maybe.”  He squeezed my shoulder.  “Keep watching.”

      He left the room, and I watched the dead woman peek into the barn twice more before its hand disappeared.  The woman’s hand reappeared several minutes later on the main door where she repeated her peeking move.

      I switched the camera over from night to day as the sky lightened.

      “She’s a little less creepy in daylight,” I called to Adam.

      He chuckled.  “Unless the patches filled in and she grew a new chin, I doubt that.  You ready?”

      I checked the hall camera one last time.

      “Ready.”

      He had my boots and jacket waiting for me by the door.  I quickly put both on and took the rifle from him.

      “Run to the bunker if anything goes south,” he said just before he released the latch.

      The hiss of air was barely audible.  We didn’t hesitate, though, to see if the infected heard.  Together, we moved forward, our steps quiet.

      How many times had we done this?  Hundreds of times because we needed to feed and water the livestock daily.  We knew the hiding places.  We knew the difference between normal cattle sounds and distressed sounds.  And having a dead human in the barn definitely distressed them.

      Thankfully, there were no distressed calls from the pen.

      Slipping into the main area, we progressed down the aisle, and the heifers called out to us as we passed them.  Adam paused at the exit door near the silo, the last place we’d seen the infected, and exchanged his gun for his hunting knife.  I hated that we couldn’t kill the runners at a safe distance but understood the need for silence.

      When he opened the door, I was right behind him.  The runner, who was still in the yard, charged at us.  Trusting Adam’s ability to deal with her, I scanned the area for additional threats.  Only one set of tracks marred the thin layer of snow on the ground, though, and nothing else moved in the trees beyond.

      The scuffle noises grew in volume before silencing.  I glanced at him as he picked the body up.  I hated this part.  Not only did we need to move farther away from the safety of the bunker, but we were about to make some noise.  It didn’t matter that it was decoy noise to cover the sounds I’d make while clearing the panel.  It was still noise.

      My gaze didn’t stop moving as we circled to the back of the house.  Adam took over watching the area as I carefully removed the drop pit’s cover.  Silently, he tossed the woman inside then helped me lean the sheets of wood against the house.

      There was a pattern to everything we did.  Move, listen, watch, and repeat.  That pattern ended the moment he untied the wind chime over the pit.

      We hurried toward the front of the house.  Together, we slid the hidden ladder out from under the porch and got it into position.

      He leaned in close.  “Don’t look down.  Don’t make a sound.  You’ll be fine.”

      Easy for him to say when he was the one on the ground.

      With my rifle slung across my body, I grabbed the ladder and silently ascended.  The black roof shingles were clear enough that the bottom of my boots scraped against them as I moved, and the sound carried through the air more than I would have liked.  Focused on the task, I crossed to the solar panels and started brushing away the ice-covered snow as quietly as possible.

      I did a rush job, knowing what little snow remained on the dark panels would finish melting, thanks to the clear skies.  Walking carefully, I returned to the ladder.  Trying to find that first rung without looking down was a death-defying bitch.  I managed, though, and clinging to the rungs, I carefully descended.

      With the wind chimes tinkling gently behind the house, we hid the ladder and crossed the yard to the open pasture beyond.

      In the beginning, sound had attracted the infected.  Then, at night, they’d been drawn in by light.  Now, they were more advanced.  Adam and I out in the open would be enough to attract them even if he and I were as quiet as church mice.

      The movement of the windswept, long grass exposed by the melting snow made me twitchy.  My gaze never stopped scanning for hidden infected.  By the time we reached the old windmill base, I was wound so tight I wondered how I’d ever make it up those rungs.

      Adam tapped my shoulder to gain my attention.  When I glanced at him, he made a heart with his hands.  I knew he was asking for my love and trust.  He had both.  It was the infected I didn’t love or trust.

      Still, I nodded and took a calming breath.  His lips tilted in the same boyish grin that I’d fallen in love with the first day we’d met.  In my mind, I could hear him say, “There’s my girl,” before he returned his attention to the trees lining the field.

      Grabbing the lowest rung of the built-in ladder, I glanced down to place my foot.  Something else caught my gaze, though.

      Blood dotted some of the long brown grass poking through the snow within the base support.  I looked up and saw something wedged between the rotor, turbine housing, and tower.

      Trap.

      My heart pounded, but I didn’t let panic set in.  Instead, I scrambled up the ladder because there was no “right” choice anymore.  We needed the power.  If Adam saw the blood, he’d rush us back to the barn.

      So I climbed fast, and when I saw the arm haphazardly tied to the turbine housing with a shirt, I didn’t even hesitate to grab the material.  Within seconds, I knocked the arm free and was monkeying back down.  The frozen limb landed with a thud below, and I heard Adam softly swear.

      In my head, I pictured infected pouring from the trees.  I was so terrified that I didn’t even stop to think of the height when I dropped the last few feet.

      Adam grabbed my arm and started running.  We made it to the side door and hauled ass to the bunker.  The door barely closed behind us when he grabbed me by the arms.

      “What were you thinking?  An arm doesn’t accidentally fall into a turbine.”

      “But we both know I did what had to be done.  We need the power for the lights and to watch all the cameras.  How many infected do you think there were?”

      He gave me a long look.

      “None that I saw.  Don’t take risks like that again, June.  It’s not worth it.”

      I gave him a sad smile, understanding what he was implying.  He couldn’t live without me.

      “I love you too, Adam.”

      Since Adam was covered in the woman’s blood, I went to the control room to check the monitors.

      “Everything’s still clear.  Go shower.  We can feed the cattle when you’re done then reset the wind chimes.”

      He shook his head, his expression troubled.  “It doesn’t make sense.  That arm was a trap.  Where are they?”

      “The turbine’s been out since the storm.  Maybe they got bored waiting and moved away.”

      “Maybe.  Turn on the radio when the bank’s at five percent.”

      I never got a chance.  Adam returned from his shower just before it reached the mark.

      “Everything still clear?”

      “Yep.  Nothing’s moving.”

      “I think we should wait to feed,” he said, watching the empty screens.

      We didn’t feed on a set schedule since we weren’t sure if the infected were smart enough to notice that kind of pattern.  And the whole excursion to clear the solar panels and turbine hadn’t taken more than twenty minutes, so it was still early.  Yet, I hesitated to wait any longer with the wind chimes still down.  They didn’t make more sound than the cattle, but it was a human-type noise that seemed to draw in any nearby infected.   We used them whenever we had to do anything topside to help cover our noise.

      “Let’s get the feeding done.  It’s earlier than usual, which is a good thing.  Afterward, we can have a relaxing day with nothing else to worry about.”

      He gave me a considering look.

      “I’d feel better if we waited.  That arm…”  He shook his head.

      I walked to him and hugged him close.

      “Adam, you know we don’t have the luxury of hiding down here.  This is our world.  Risks and all.”

      He pulled me closer and kissed the top of my head.

      “Run if I say run.”

      “Always.”

      It took longer to make sure the yard was clear than it did to feed the livestock and barn cats.  We worked in silence then reset the wind chimes and hurried back to the bunker.  While Adam went to the control room, I cleaned up and started breakfast.

      A crackle of static filled the bunker.  I sighed at the familiar sound and started the kettle.  The water came to a boil just before a pause in the static.  Adam always gave each channel a few minutes before moving to the next.

      While he scanned the frequencies for any sign of life beyond our bunker, I added the water to the dehydrated potatoes and opened a can of spam.  We had plenty of both, thanks to his family.  Not a lot of variety, though.

      The supply room was filled with those little cartons of dehydrated potatoes, bags of rice, cans of spam, cans of peas, and more cans of green beans.  We also had several big totes filled with bags of flour and sugar and a smaller one of baking soda and powder.  The powdered eggs made it possible to whip up pancakes for something different, too.  Rows of jarred maple syrup, something his uncle made every spring, lined a shelf along the ceiling.

      According to the portion charts Gary had made, there was enough to feed eight people for six months.  With two of us, it would last much longer.  But after that, things would get iffy.

      Hunting obviously wasn’t an option.  Not only would the gunfire draw infected, but according to the other preppers who’d gone silent weeks ago, there also wasn’t any game to be found out there.  What hadn’t gotten killed by the hellhounds had run off.

      That was why Adam and I took care of the livestock even though there was a risk every time we left the bunker.  If we wanted meat when the canned goods ran out, we needed every animal on the farm.

      I plated our portions and went to the control room.  Adam stood as soon as I entered.

      “The cattle are acting up, but there’s nothing on screen yet.”

      I watched the screens while Adam geared up and got our weapons ready.  The cattle seemed more agitated than usual, shuffling into a tight bunch in the corner, which worried me.  Typically, they only acted up when something was in the barn.

      “Still nothing on any of the monitors,” I called.

      “Check the turbine power.  Maybe the infected are messing with that again.”

      “No, the numbers are still climbing.  I don’t think that’s it.”

      “I’m ready.  Let’s go find out.”

      I hated leaving the bunker blindly but vacated the chair and got ready to go topside again.

      The barn was far from quiet this time.  The cattle were making enough noise to cover the sound of our feet on the concrete as we checked around then peeked outside.  We could hear the infected’s moans coming from the other side of the house.  A fair number of them.  More than we could hope to face on our own.

      We both withdrew to the barn again and hurried back to the bunker.

      “They’ll get bored and wander away.  They always do.  We’ll be fine.”  He pulled me into his arms and hugged me close.

      I wasn’t comforted.

      If the dead didn’t wander away and, instead, entered the barn, we’d need to clear them out.  So far, we’d been lucky only having to deal with one or two at a time since they didn’t seem to travel in packs.  In my gut, I knew the number outside the house wasn’t something that we’d survive.  And I was pretty sure Adam knew it, too, based on the way he was holding me.

      “It’ll be okay, June.  You’ll see.”

      I nodded, and he released me.  Together, we watched the cameras for the next several minutes.

      A dead one finally found its way into the barn.  Based on its shuffling movements, it wasn’t a runner, which I thought odd given the state of his tattered blue jacket.  Usually, the ones that showed signs of being dead longer were faster.

      Adam said nothing about going to clear the barn out, which confirmed my suspicion that he knew we couldn’t handle the number of dead people out there.  Thankfully, it wandered out again without going after any of the livestock.

      Adam turned to me with a grin.

      “See?  Nothing to it.  Why don’t you go relax for a bit?”

      Behind him, the same blue-jacketed dead man reentered the barn.  He didn’t shamble this time.  He moved fluidly as did the woman at his side.

      Something must have shown in my expression because Adam swiveled back to the screen.  When he swore softly under his breath, I knew he’d realized the same thing I just had.  These infected were now smart enough to pretend not to be smart.

      The pair considered the cattle then moved to the doorway by the silo.  One of the new barn kittens dashed out from the enclosure, and the woman’s head cocked as she stared after it.

      “Look at her eyes,” Adam said.

      I did and felt like throwing up.  They weren’t cloudy white.  At least, not entirely.  They looked dingier, almost a red-brown.

      “I don’t like this,” I murmured.

      Adam held out his hand, not taking his gaze from the monitors for even a second.  I grabbed hold of the lifeline he offered, and we watched as the pair finished their inspection of the barn and left.

      It took another thirty minutes for the cattle to settle down and for Adam and me to breathe easier.

      “Maybe the sound of the chimes brought them here,” Adam said finally.  “We won’t use them when we feed tonight.”

      That didn’t help me feel any better about the situation, but there wasn’t much either of us could do about what was happening outside the bunker.  Yes, I feared the infected.  But slower or faster, smarter or lacking any shred of sense, none of that changed the fact that Adam and I still needed to eat, rest, and care for the livestock.  The endless cycle didn’t stop for weird infected behavior.  And I couldn’t let my fears rule my thoughts and actions.  It didn’t matter if there were now more undead roaming the surface than living people.  It didn’t even matter if the infected were evolving into something the living would have no chance of surviving.

      What mattered was what I could control.  What mattered was that Adam and I were doing the best we could to survive.  Whatever it took, we would survive.  So, I left the control room and focused on my routine.

      When I finished loading the washer, I took another turn in the monitor seat so Adam could sharpen his knife.  Mostly, it allowed his eyes a break.  I didn’t mind watching the cattle.  The way they wandered around their pen was almost as soothing as watching the tilapia swim in the aquaponics tanks.  I did feel bad for them sometimes, though, and wondered if they missed roaming the pasture as much as I missed the sun.  Probably.  But we were all safer this way.

      That thought fled between one breath and the next as two men strode into the barn.  The tan leather pants they wore looked like nothing I’d seen before.  Yet, a normal black t-shirt stretched across the broad chest of the first man, and a large jacket covered the other.  The men themselves were far from normal, though.  I frowned at the exposed arms then looked at their faces.

      Grey skin.

      Pointed ears.

      These weren’t men but the things we’d heard about from other survivors.  The things that killed people with simple ease.

      My blood ran cold as I noted how much bigger they were than Adam.  How would he and I stand a chance against them?  First, the arm in the turbine, then the “smart” dead nosing around, and now these guys?  Fate had to have taken my thoughts about surviving as a challenge.

      I watched the pair enter the pen.  The one wearing the jacket patted a heifer then hooked his arms under it and lifted.  My eyes almost popped out of my head when I saw the animal come off the ground.  He set it down again and shrugged at the other one.

      “Adam,” I called, finding my voice.  “We have a problem.”

      He hurried into the control room.  When he saw what I was watching, he swore.

      We watched the grey men survey the barn.  One pointed to the hay we’d just forked down, and the other ran his hand over the cow he’d picked up.  The speculation on the pair’s faces was unmistakable.

      The infected never wondered how the livestock were still alive.  They just ignored them and moved on, usually.  Except for the two this morning.

      The grey man in the black shirt saw the camera hidden on top of a barn beam and stared directly at it.  At us.  There was something very weird about his eyes, and I leaned closer to the screen in an attempt to pinpoint what.

      He spoke to his companion, who also looked at the camera.

      “They know we’re here,” Adam said.  His hand immediately settled on one of my shoulders.  “It doesn’t matter.  They can’t get to us in here.  We’ll be fine, June.”

      He wasn’t saying it to reassure himself.  He was reassuring me.  Just like he had since the moment we packed our bags.  I reached up, set my hand over his, and gave his fingers a squeeze.

      The kitten that had run from the infected strolled up to these creatures and rubbed against the jacketed one’s leg.  They both looked down at it.  Then the other one smiled broadly.

      “Do you see his teeth?” I breathed.  The sight
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