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Chapter One

Cara
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The lights flashed in a dizzying blur. Noise surrounded me. The scent of disinfectant irritated my nose. The pinch of the IV drip in my right arm was a nagging ache. A tight pressure squeezed my left hand.

“Hang in there, baby. You can do this. I love you.” Terry, my heart, my soulmate.

Pain ripped me in two. I screamed with the agony of it. With the lessening of the pain, mental clarity returned. The baby. I was in labor. It was too early.

Doctors and hospital personnel tossed out medical jargon as they wheeled my gurney to the operating room. Bright light seared my retinas, and I closed my eyes against the glare. 

“Her BP is dropping!”

“She’s hemorrhaging!”

“I need blood, stat!”

“Sir, you can’t come back here!”

A plastic mask was slapped over my face, covering my nose and mouth. My eyes pinwheeled as panic fought with lethargy.  

“She’s flatlining!”

“God damn it! Where’s that blood?”

The beeps and alarms of multiple machines followed me into the darkness...

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

I moaned as awareness gradually returned. My body ached as though I’d been tumbled in a commercial dryer with large rocks. I was so cold, my teeth chattered. 

“I’m here, baby. Let me get you a blanket.” His voice moved further away as Terry spoke to someone else. “She’s cold. Her teeth are chattering.”

“Ms. Rodriguez, how do you feel?” a man asked.

“C-cold. Hurt.”

“It’s the anesthesia wearing off. I’ll give you something for the pain,” he said.

I sighed in relief as the weight of a warm blanket settled on me. There was something I was forgetting. Something important. The thought drifted away as the medicine took me under.

⬥⬥⬥⬥⬥

I stirred, shifting uncomfortably. My body felt strangely flat. Slowly, my eyes opened. I was in a hospital room. As I sleepily glanced around, my eyes fell on a dark head asleep on the mattress next to my hip. I ran my fingers through his curly hair. 

After a few seconds, Terry stirred and sat up with a yawn. “You’re awake.”

“What happened?” I asked, my memory hazy.

“I almost lost you and the baby. Don’t do that again,” Terry grumbled, his deep brown eyes as somber as I’d ever seen. There was no hint of my mischievous, devil-may-care, lover.  

He picked up my hand and kissed the honey-brown skin of my fingers over the knuckles. Then he cradled it between his own against his heart. Eyes narrowed and brows furrowed, he confessed, “I was so scared. They wouldn’t let me in there. They wouldn’t tell me what was happening. This wasn’t how this delivery was supposed to go down.”

We’d booked a birthing suite with a birthing pool in a nearby private delivery center. We had several sessions with the midwife, learning about water births. It cost more than the insurance covered, but Terry and I wanted to get as close to the home birth experience as possible.

Curly dark brown hair fell over a prominent forehead, highlighting dark brown eyes with dark circles beneath them. Terry’s golden complexion appeared wan. Even exhausted, his chiseled features were too handsome for his own good. Between his looks and charm, Terry could have any woman he wanted. Occasionally, it still amazed me that he’d chosen me. 

“How’s the baby?” I asked. My voice came out sounding hoarse, and my mouth felt like sandpaper.

“They have him in the NICU unit. He’s so small. There’s all of these monitors attached to his little body,” he said, his eyes glimmering with unshed tears.

All thoughts of water vanished as my heart clenched. My baby was in the neonatal intensive care unit. “Is he okay?”

Terry frowned even as he gave my hand a reassuring squeeze. “The nurse says his condition is to be expected, all things considered. They won’t let me hold him. They say his lungs haven’t fully developed.” 

Sighing, I placed my hand over my stomach in a protective gesture that had become a habit in the last seven months. Poor baby. I’d been so careful upon learning I was carrying. I’d eaten the right foods, exercised faithfully, and followed all of my doctor’s instructions to deliver a healthy baby boy. All of that caution and care had been ruined in a single moment by a drunk driver.

I glanced at the IV drip in my arm and the multitude of monitors attached to me. “Can you call the nurse? I need to use the bathroom.”

“I’ll go to the nurse’s station and let them know you’re awake. I need coffee. While they’re assisting you, I’ll run down to the cafeteria,” he said.

From the rumpled state of his clothes and the new growth on his face, Terry had been with me the entire time. “How long have I been out?”

He paused at the door. “Over twelve hours. They’ve kept you pretty well medicated.”

Terry waited for me to say something else. When I kept silent, he left the hospital room.

Instead of the maternity ward, where each bed was sectioned off by partitions and curtains, I’d been placed in a private room. Government-subsidized health insurance only went so far. Individuals who could afford premium health insurance receive the same level of care as everyone else but in more luxurious surroundings. My job as a teacher afforded me a decent level of coverage but nothing of this nature. 

The nurse who entered the room was a plus-sized female with short blonde hair. Her facial features were naturally wholesome and very pretty. Although her expression was pleasant, her eyes were guarded and reserved. “Your husband said you want to use the bathroom?”

Terry was my fiancé, but I didn’t correct her assumption. “Yes, please.”

“That should be okay. We needed to get you up and moving soon. Let me disconnect some of this equipment. How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Tired,” I answered.

“That’s to be expected. You went through an ordeal. It’s going to take your body time to recover.” She removed monitors from my chest and temples and unhooked the clip on my finger.

As she helped me to stand, I asked, “When can I see my baby?”

“After we get you back into bed, I’ll turn on the monitor,” she promised.

“Thank you.”

With the nurse walking beside me and leaning heavily on the IV pole, I eventually made my way into the bathroom and onto the toilet. Emptying my bladder was a relief. Not having the strength to stand on my own, I had to call the nurse to assist me. Embarrassed warmth heated my cheeks as I washed my hands. Exhaustion washed over me in a wave as I climbed into bed. 

The nurse plumped my pillow and smoothed the covers over me, making sure I was comfortable. “You want to sit up?” she asked.

“Please.” The incision on my stomach twinged as my body changed position.  

“I’ll have breakfast brought in. You’ve only had the intravenous drip for hydration. I imagine you must be getting hungry. You haven’t eaten in over twenty-four hours,” she said.

Twenty-four hours. A full day had passed since I entered the hospital. I set the disturbing thought aside to deal with later. “I’m thirsty. If you have it, I’d love a glass of apple juice.” The thought of food made nausea rise. Absently, I rubbed the dull ache of my chest.

Noting the gesture, the nurse asked, “Are you in pain?”

I thought about it and nodded. “Honestly, my body is one big ache.”

“On a scale of one to ten, how severe would you rate the pain?” she asked.

I took inventory. “Three, maybe four. Enough to know it hurts but not enough to scream for meds, if you know what I mean.”

The nurse nodded, her gaze sympathetic. “That’s the damage you sustained during the car accident. Between the accident and the C-section, you’re going to be feeling its effects for some time. I’ll request food and something light for your stomach. Eat even if you don’t feel like it. You need to regain your strength.”

I nodded, thinking of my baby. “Will the pain medication hurt the baby when my milk comes in?”

“Let’s focus on getting you better before worrying about anything else, okay?” She smiled, but once again, it didn’t reach her eyes. Her behavior worried me, but then she did something with the television remote. My beautiful baby boy appeared on the screen. 

“Be back in a few,” she said, but I barely heard her.

My baby was so tiny my heart squeezed. Tabs were attached to his small chest and a breathing tube was in his nose. A pink and blue striped cap covered his little head and a too-large diaper swamped his lower body. His body was dark pink and wrinkled. He was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. My arms ached to hold him.

Terry arrived with a large cup of coffee, just ahead of the hospital staff with my breakfast. He motioned to the screen, a big proud grin on his face. “There’s my son, Terencio.”

My laugh came out breathy as my bruised ribs protested. “We are not naming our son after you. It would be too confusing.”

The hospital worker set the covered dish on top of the lap tray and rolled it into position across my legs. A carton of apple juice with an attached straw was set next to it. Alongside it was a bottle of water. 

“Every male in my family has had some form of the name, going back to my great-grandfather. You wouldn’t want to break tradition, would you?” The teasing glint in his eyes made me smile.

The hospital worker set a piece of paper and one of those half pencils with no eraser next to the food dish. “These are your dinner selections. Mark them off and I’ll collect the form when I collect your dishes.” She flicked a graceful white hand in the direction of the side table. “The jug is filled with ice chips. If you need anything else, press the call button.”

“Thank you,” I said to her retreating back as she hustled out of the door. The purple material of her scrubs made a slight swishing sound as she walked. 

I sipped on my juice and forced down a container of yogurt as we argued good-naturedly over what to name our son. It was a discussion we’d had many times over the last few months, ever since learning it was a boy. 

“We need to push up the wedding,” Terry said. “I know you wanted something grand and formal, but we can do it later. Right now, it’s more important to make sure you and the baby are covered under my insurance.” 

Terry had been pushing for a quick civil ceremony from the time I agreed to marry him. I’d been holding out for my dream wedding. It didn’t have to be large, but I was determined to wear a white gown. Every bride deserved to feel like a princess on her day. I’d been slowly saving up the money to purchase the dress I’d fallen in love with.

“Between your injuries and the baby’s care, the bills are bound to be astronomical,” he continued as if I needed the reminder.

“Were you hurt in the car crash?” Other than appearing like he needed a good night’s sleep and moving a little slowly, he seemed to be okay.

“Banged and bruised. You and the baby got the brunt of it,” he assured me.

“We can move—” I broke off as a brief knock sounded on the door before it was pushed open. Two men in white lab coats walked in. The first was tall and slender while the second one was shorter and stockier. Entering behind them was an olive-toned woman with straight black hair and another dark-skinned man with closely cropped black hair, both dressed in business suits that screamed lawyer. They all wore grim expressions. With all of the medical equipment, the small hospital room immediately became crowded.

What the hell? I exchanged a glance with Terry.

“Ms. Rodriguez, my name is Dr. Adams. I’m the head of Obstetrics. This is my colleague, Dr. Phillips. He’s the neonatologist assigned to your son. How are you feeling? You gave us quite the scare,” Dr. Adams said.

I set my fork down and pushed the tray to the side. Terry had stood when the door opened and now stepped closer to the bed to lay a hand on my shoulder. 

“I’m told I’ll live, thanks to the quick response of the EMTs and the actions of this hospital. Thank you,” I told them, despite the butterflies fluttering in my stomach. My gaze bounced from person to person. 

At my words, some of the tension left the room. Their expressions were still grim, but they no longer held themselves so stiffly, as though expecting Terry and I to attack. 

“The trauma you suffered during the accident forced us to act quickly to save you and your son. Unfortunately, mistakes were made,” Dr. Adams said.

My breath caught. Did something happen to the baby? Is that what this is about? I’d yet to see my son in person. Now that I thought about it, no one had offered to wheel me to the NICU to see him. I glanced at the monitor again, this time searching for injuries. So many scenarios ran through my mind, it strangled my vocal chords. 

“Mistakes? What kind of mistakes?” Terry asked in a hard voice. The hand resting on my shoulder tightened to a point just short of pain. Fortunately, he stood on my uninjured side, close to the window. 

Dr. Adams stepped forward, as though accepting responsibility. “The wrong blood was administered. We recognized the error almost immediately and were able to take preventative measures. However...”

“However? Doctor, what are you saying?” I asked, my voice trembling.

“It wasn’t in time to save your son. He’s one of the infected,” Dr. Adam’s said.

“That’s actually a good thing,” Dr. Phillips said.

“How can my son being one of the infected be a good thing?” Terry snarled. He was so angry, his face and neck turned a dull red. 

“The virus strengthened his immune system and gave him a boost that made the difference between life and death. If your wife hadn’t accidentally been given the wrong blood, I’m not sure your son would have made it,” Dr. Phillips said, glancing at me as though ensuring I understood the ramifications of his statement. 

“Am I also infected?” I asked, my voice quiet. It didn’t really matter to me if I was. I clearly remembered voices shouting that they were losing me. They’d saved our lives with their quick actions. 

“No, we got you vaccinated before the virus could take hold,” Dr. Adams assured me.

I glanced at Terry, who’d removed his hand from my shoulder when I asked the question. He appeared only slightly mollified. 

“Can you vaccinate my son?” Terry asked.

The two doctors exchanged looks. 

“Your son isn’t out of danger yet. Doing so might tip the scales against him,” Dr. Phillips said.

“But it can be done,” Terry said at the same time that I asked, “You mean he might die?” 

“There is a distinct possibility,” Dr. Phillips admitted.

“Do it,” Terry ordered.

“No! Are you crazy? Didn’t you hear him? It might kill the baby,” I shrieked, whirling on my fiancé. The move caused pain to streak through my body, but I was too shocked to pay much attention.

“Our son is a freak,” Terry shouted, fists clenched by his side. “They did it. They need to fix this.”

“Even if it means his life?” I asked, unable to believe what I was hearing.

Terry lifted my hand and gripped it in his as he appealed to me. “Cara, what kind of life will he have? The infected are little more than animals.”

I snatched my hand free of his, hissing. “This is our son you’re talking about.”

“I know.” His words were grim. Terry’s expression displayed no remorse. The bastard meant every word he’d spoken. 

This couldn’t be happening to me. To us. I turned to the doctors. “Can he be vaccinated later, when he’s stronger?”

Dr. Phillips was already shaking his head. “The virus has already spread throughout his body, affecting all of his internal organs. Even if we administered the vaccination right at this moment, there’s only the slimmest chance it would work. More likely, the attempt would place unnecessary strain on his heart.”

“I’m willing to risk it,” Terry said. 

“I’m not,” I said fiercely. I knew Terry had issues with the infected, but I had no idea his bigotry was this ingrained. 

Dr. Phillips glanced at the hospital’s lawyers, who nodded and sighed. “We will abide by whatever decision you two make.”

I crossed my arms over my chest and gave Terry a hard stare. “My son. My decision. We’re not married, and the birth certificate hasn’t been signed.” Which meant currently, Terry had no legal rights. Thank God for small mercies. 

Terry retreated a step, putting space between us. “If you do this, the wedding is off. Cara, be reasonable. We’re both young and healthy. We can have more children.”

His words slashed like knives against my already battered heart. My breathing became so short, I was in danger of hyperventilating. Reaching for my left hand, I took off my engagement ring and held it out to him. 

Terry took it with obvious reluctance and slid it into his pocket. His eyes begged me to reconsider. “If you change your mind, you know where I’ll be.” 

Ignoring the tears sliding down my cheeks, I told him in as firm a voice as I could manage, “I won’t.”

The love of my life nodded and walked out of the hospital room without a backward glance. 
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Chapter Two

Cara
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“That’s it for today, class. Enjoy your weekend and stay out of trouble,” I told the twenty faces staring at me through the dual video monitors.

“Bye, Ms. Rodriguez,” they chimed as a group. One by one, their little faces winked out. 

I ended the session and glanced down at the massive lump of brindle colored fur under my feet. “Let me check my email, and then we can go for a walk.”

At the “w” word, Cujo’s ears perked up. The thickly muscled Bullmastiff rolled onto his stomach, his expression alert. 

I logged into my email. There was a new notification from the legal firm representing my financial interests. I quickly opened it, cautioning myself not to get my hopes up. 

Dear Ms. Rodriguez,

We regret to inform you...

I closed my eyes. Damn it! What was wrong with these people? Why was it so hard to get one of them to help? I quickly skimmed the clan’s response–the same blah, blah, blah as the others– and jumped to the bottom of the email.

As stated in our previous correspondence, this was the last infected clan in the eastern territory. We can continue our search in the western territory. However, it’s not an option we advise. Based upon the information we’ve gathered, the clans out west are lawless, and we’ve heard substantiated rumors of female abuse and subjugation. 

If you are determined to continue this path, we strongly encourage you to consider the Mate Match Agency. Once again, we’ve added their website and contact information in the correspondence.

Respectfully yours,

T. S. Sanders Law Group

Before I could type a response, Jock came barreling into the room. “Momma, I done. We go outside now?” 

Cujo came out from under my desk and treated Jock to a face full of love licks, which caused my son to giggle like a loon. 

“Did you power down the tablet and store it in its cubby?” I asked, watching the two play.

“Yes,” he said with a roll of his eyes. No four-year-old should be able to look that annoyed.

I withheld a smile. No sense encouraging him. He was precocious enough. “Fine. Let me power down the computer and put on my shoes.”

He bounced in place with impatience for the three minutes it took me to do so. Cujo ran in circles around him, barking. Then Cujo ran to the door, came back and barked at me as though saying, “Hurry up.” It was clear they’d both been cooped up inside for too long, despite our morning walk. 

As I stomped my foot into the second athletic shoe, Jock and Cujo ran to the door. The noise the two made while waiting for me to remove the large, wood drop bar and the reinforced locks made me cringe. As soon as the door was open, Jock charged outside. The dog raced by his side. Joaquin lived for the outdoors. It was getting harder and harder to keep him contained inside of the motorhome. 

I gave a wary nod to a few neighbors sitting outside, enjoying the weather before the snow and ice set in. The smell of smoking meat filled the air. Bruno must have gone hunting and was prepping the meat for storage. As usual, whenever I was present, the men stared. The few women there ignored me. My father, God rest his soul, had served with these men while on the police force and considered them good friends. I tried to think of them as honorary uncles, but the truth was they made me uneasy. 

Fortunately, both the dog and boy stayed close. Cujo, as our protector, and Jock because he’d learned the hard way that not all adults were nice. As one of the infected, his survival instincts were finely honed. Because of his young age, he couldn’t articulate why a person gave him bad vibes. He simply called them “bad” people. Unfortunately, our small settlement was full of people he considered bad. One of the many reasons I had the law firm searching for a place we could call home. 

I propped the rifle against the side of the motorhome as I engaged all of the locks and set the alarm. We wouldn’t go far, but my father had drilled safety precautions into me. I picked up the weapon and gave my son a nod. Jock ran straight for the rope playground my father and a couple of the men had built. He climbed and swung from one platform to the other like a modern day Tarzan while I stood sentry and watched over him. 

The dog sniffed around the various plants before choosing one to lift his leg and water. Mission accomplished, he continued his investigation of the area. Every so often, he’d trot over to check on Jock. The minute Cujo saw Bruno heading in my direction, he stopped what he was doing and came to stand protectively by my side.  

Bruno gave the dog a wary look and stopped close enough for the others not to overhear our conversation, but not so close as to trigger Cujo’s warning growl. “Any luck?”

I shook my head, not in a mood to discuss it. Despite the chilly fall air, the sun beamed like a heat lamp, warming all who stood beneath its rays. I lifted my face and let the warmth soothed my wind chilled face.  

Bruno edged a little closer, causing Cujo to let out a low rumble. “A pretty young thing like you should have a man in her life. Being alone like this isn’t what your father wanted for you.” 

The compliment made me uneasy. It wasn’t the words, but...I don’t know. Something in the delivery, maybe? Bruno put me in mind of an aged grizzly bear: tall, packed with fat and muscle, with a face full of wiry salt and pepper hair. He and my father had been extremely close. Since his death, Bruno had appointed himself my protector, warning off the other men in the camp. 

I shook off my unease and sighed, admitting, “This clan’s response was the same as the others.” 

A few clans offered to take my son and raise him. Said they’d give him to one of their couples who’d lost a child. Some wanted me but not Jock, stating they had more than enough men but needed women. None of the clans were willing to take both of us unless I was willing to mate with one of their many single men. 

Honestly, after my experience with Terry, a husband was the last thing I wanted. My son’s own biological father had rejected him. The last thing I wanted to do was to tie myself to another man who felt the same. I didn’t say any of this to Bruno. 

Almost as though he’d read my mind, Bruno said, “Not every man has a problem with your boy being the way he is. Quite a few of us are willing to overlook it and consider him as part of the package. I told your father that it was hard for a man alone to keep his womenfolk safe, no matter how skilled he is. He needed help. He didn’t listen, and now he’s dead.”

I gave a slow blink as my brain processed what he said. Us, himself included. Had Bruno...? Then the rest of what he said caught up, and I felt my face blanche. Was he implying my father’s death hadn’t been an accident?

Bruno reached out a hand and caught one of my golden corkscrew curls, swirling in the breeze. He ignored the way I flinched, and Cujo’s low growl.  “I’d be a good protector, and I wouldn’t make the mistake Caesar did. The boy would have a father and in addition to safety, you’d have a man to keep you warm at night. Think about it.” He gave the curl a final stroke and a light tug before walking off. 

My son came running over. “What’s wrong, mommy?”

Cujo stood in attack mode. His mouth was open, baring fangs, and his head lowered as though he might charge at any moment. I rested a hand on his head to calm him. “It’s okay. It’s all right,” I crooned to the dog. 

I glanced at the other men in the encampment, seeing the way they looked at me in a new light. Maybe staying here after my father died hadn’t been such a great idea. My need to find us a new home just became critical. 

“Nothing, baby. Let’s walk down to the river,” I told Jock, giving him a one-armed hug. We both needed to stretch our legs. 

Jock’s face lit up. “Can I run?”

“Yes. Take Cujo with you,” I said.

“Come on, Cujo,” Jock said, and the two took off running down the worn path through the trees.

“Watch out for snakes,” I called after them. I gave the same warning every day, unable to help myself. Even knowing that with his animalistic instincts and speed, it was doubtful he’d come to harm even if he did stumble across one. Besides, the two of them made so much noise the cautious creatures would feel them coming long before they got near and slithered away. 

I thought over my conversation with Bruno as I trailed behind. Was he trying to scare me, pointing out my vulnerability as a woman alone? Or was he hinting that my father’s hunting accident hadn’t been an accident at all? Bruno had been the one to find my father’s body and bring him home. I’d never questioned his version of events. Even now, I found it difficult to believe someone would kill my father just to get to me. 

After Joaquin’s birth, my life had upended. The infected couldn’t live within the city limits. It was too stressful for them. Fortunately, the hospital had paid millions for my silence about their screw-up. They couldn’t have word leaking that they’d accidentally infected a child. It would ruin their reputation and cost the hospitals billions in revenue. 

I’d called my father after Terry had walked out. I didn’t have anyone else, and the hospital wouldn’t release me unless I had someone to care for me. He’d dropped everything and driven overnight to be by my side. He’d handled the lawyers, making sure I received fair compensation. He’d purchased the motorhome for me and found the campsite. He told me my job was to focus on being a mother. He’d handle everything else.

For over four years, my father had treated me like the princess he called me. He’d been my rock, my support system, my protector. Then suddenly he was dead, making me an orphan. That had been six months ago, and I still deeply felt his loss every day.  

His death had started me thinking about the future. What would happen to Joaquin if I died? I had no other family, and sending him to Terry was not an option. The few people I still called friends lived within the city proper. They’d try their best to care for him if there was no other option, but as one of the infected, Joquain’s senses were so enhanced that living in a crowded city would be pure torture. It had suddenly became clear that I needed to become part of the infected community. They cared for their own. 

The problem was, Joaquin was infected. I wasn’t. Nor could I become infected. The rapid succession of infected blood and vaccination did something to me the doctors were still trying to figure out. If I could, I would have infected myself using Joaquin’s blood and moved to clan territory after my father’s death. I had the resources to support myself, and my money would be an asset to any clan, most of whom struggled to survive. 

I reached my son, who'd stopped and crouched at the river’s edge. “The tadpoles are bigger.”

I knelt beside him to see. “Sure are.”

“Can I swim?” he asked.

I looked at the water and the position of the sun. “Not today. There’s no school tomorrow. We’ll come back in the afternoon, and you and Cujo can get in.”

Jock and the dog splashed along the banks, getting wet and streaked with mud. Once again, I played sentry, watching out for aggressive wildlife. In addition to my rifle, I had my knife strapped to my waist. My father had ensured I was well-trained with both weapons. 

In the aftermath of the pandemic, the infected had taken over the rural areas, leaving the urban centers to the uninfected. My father and I had moved our recreational motor home into a RV camp just outside New Town city limits that had the necessary sanitation set up. Populated with war veterans and retired law enforcement like Bruno, these men were too rough to feel comfortable living in urban centers. They preferred living off the grid and away from government interference.

This deep in no man’s land, I never left home without my weapons. Those who lived within the city limits worried about two-legged predators. Out in the rural areas, we had to worry about four-legged and two-legged predators. 

“Look at me, momma,” Joaquin said.

I glanced up to see Jock hanging upside down from a tree, mere feet from where I stood. Dots of mud streaked his face and hair and splattered his clothes. Deep in thought, I hadn’t seen Jock move from the water. Some sentry I was, I thought with disgust at myself. As soon as he knew he had my attention, he began making monkey noises. 

Cujo barked and raced around the tree as though trying to find a way to get up there and join the fun. Every so often, he’d brace his forepaws against the trunk. 

“Nice. What type of monkey are you?” I asked over the noise Cujo made. 

“A howler monkey. Listen to this.” He screamed so loudly I winced, and it sent Cujo into a frenzy. 

“Good job. Did you learn that on television?” I asked.

“Uh-huh. I like animals,” Jock said.

That was the understatement of the century. If I wanted to keep Joaquin occupied, all I had to do was put on a nature show. 

Knowing what I had to do but not knowing how my son would react, I suddenly asked, “Jock, how would you like to have a daddy and other children to play with?” 

“A daddy like Pa-pop?” In his typical little boy way, he asked the question while busily scrambling from limb to limb, seemingly paying me little attention. 

“Yes.” If I were lucky enough to find a man like my father. My daddy was one of a kind. After God made him, He broke the mold. 

He stared at me, and in his eyes, I got a glimpse of the man my son would one day be. Once again, I felt that sense of inadequacy. What did I know about raising a boy to become a man? A good man with values and strength of character. A pang of loss hit my heart. I missed my father so much. I blinked rapidly to keep tears from falling.

Sensing my mood change, Cujo stopped playing and came to lean against my side. I patted his head in thanks. 

“Okay,” he agreed. He dropped from the tree, flipping midair to land on his feet. My heart almost burst out of my chest. “Race you.”

Jock took off running, Cujo by his side. I raced behind, cursing under my breath. 
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Chapter Three

Cara
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When we reached the motorhome, I had Jock strip down to his skin and used the water hose on him and the dog to wash off the worst of the mud and dirt. They thought it a fun game, both loving water so much. I believed Jock deliberately got muddy, seeing this as his reward. 

Dinner was sausages made from deer meat my father had hunted and cured and a salad of simple greens I grew in my small greenhouse. Jock loved meat and fruit. Everything else was a struggle to get him to eat.

I let him jump on the bed and run around until he finally tired himself enough to fall asleep. Jock was growing fast, and his energy levels were off the charts. Yet another reason I needed to find us a larger, more permanent home. 

The motorhome had been fine when he was a baby and less mobile. The three of us had been quite comfortable, despite only having three hundred and twenty feet of living space and one bedroom. My father had insisted we take the bedroom. He slept in the living room where the two couches opened to form one large sleeping surface. 

I’d worried it wouldn’t be comfortable enough, but he’d said, “I have a television, access to the fridge and the bathroom, and I get to protect the two most precious people in my life. What more do I need?”

Now the role of protector was my job. I slept on the sofa bed that still carried the scent of my father, rifle within easy reach. 

A knock sounded at the door, causing Cujo to come tearing out of the room, barking his head off. I glanced at the small vid screen mounted on the wall near the door. Hannah, one of the encampment’s residents, stood alone on the other side, holding a cloth-covered basket with both hands. 

“Hush, Cujo,” I ordered as I unlatched the heavy bar before undoing the locks. “Hannah,” I greeted simply.

“Cara. The boys went hunting. I brought you some bear meat to exchange for some of your veggies. I’ve a hankering for stew,” she said, holding out the basket. 

Hannah was a short, plumpish woman with large breasts, wide hips, and a small waist. The thin lips in her round leathery face rarely smiled. She had small hazel eyes, lined from years squinting in the sun, and liberally gray-streaked black hair that fell to her waist in a thick braid. She’d once been very beautiful, but life had hardened any trace of softness from her features. 

I held the door open, inviting her inside. 

She glanced at Cujo who’d quieted but still bristled with menace at my side. “Just take the basket. You can return it later.”

My gaze followed hers. I didn’t reassure her that Cujo wouldn’t bite. Nor did I tell the dog to stand down. Cujo was a trained guard dog, and my father had drilled into me the necessity of not turning him into a pet. Cujo’s wariness of the neighbors was for my safety and protection. I wouldn’t undermine all of the hard work my father had put into training him by letting him get cozy with Hannah.

I took the proffered basket. “Give me a sec.”

Taking it into the kitchen, I removed the paper-wrapped meat and set it on the counter. I opened each package, confirmed the meat was fresh, and then stored them in the freezer. Leaving one bear steak out to cook tomorrow, I cut off a small piece as a reward for Cujo. While he devoured his treat, I walked to the bedroom and stuck my head inside. 

Jock lay on the bed watching his beloved animal show. That explained why he hadn’t followed Cujo to see who was at the door.

“Jock, I’m going with Ms. Hannah to the greenhouse.”

My son grunted his acknowledgment, a habit he’d picked up from my father. Again, I felt that now familiar pang. Joaquin may favor his father in his looks, but his mannerisms and the way he articulated himself was all my dad.

Returning to the front of the camper, I took the basket, grabbed my keys and a gun, and exited the home with Cujo on my heels. I locked the vehicle before walking to where Hannah waited by the entrance to the greenhouse. 

“Thank you for the meat,” I said.

Hannah inclined her head. “You’re welcome. Your daddy, God rest his soul, would have wanted us to take care of you.”

I nodded, unlocked the door, and ushered her inside. “I have carrots, peppers, onions, and potatoes ready to pick. You may also be able to pull a few leaves of spinach. I love salads, so the pickings there are slim. In a few more weeks, the eggplant will be ready.”

“That will be fine,” Hannah said.

The greenhouse was ten feet by twelve feet, made of reclaimed plastic, glass, pvc pipes, and lumber, constructed by my father and his cronies. The mostly glass roof allowed plenty of natural light. It looked like a good, strong wind would blow it over but had withstood several winter snowstorms.

“I knew your father, back in the day when your mother was alive,” Hannah said out of the blue. 

In the midst of uprooting a carrot, I froze and glanced at her. “You did?”

Hannah nodded. “Knew Bruno, too. My man served with them both. Us women hung together. Safety in numbers, you know? Life was a constant turmoil and one never knew what the day would bring. Men who went to work didn’t always return home. It was stressful for them. Stressful for us. That kind of life-and-death struggle brings out the ugly in some people. Bruno’s one of them. He treated his wife like a punching bag.”

The knowledge Hannah had known my mother had my mouth hanging open. The mention of Bruno had me closing it with a snap. “What happened to her?” I asked, fearing the worst. There was no Mrs. Bruno in the picture now and hadn’t been for as long as I’d known him.

“We got the first one out. The second one wasn’t so lucky. He’s had a few women since then, but they were smarter than the others. They paid attention to the warning in their guts. Those that didn’t? Well, I might have warned a few of them off,” Hannah said with a knowing look at me. 

“I’m not...we’re not...” I spluttered before finally forcing out, “He gives me the creeps.”

After examining me closely, Hannah nodded slowly. “Your daddy taught you well. You should know Bruno’s made a claim on you. If I were you, I’d pack up that boy and go somewhere safe. A woman on her own can’t be too careful. Think of the boy.”

“I have been,” I said, my tone defensive. “I’ve been trying to find a clan to take us in. So far, none have been willing.”

“I don’t believe that,” Hannah scoffed. “Them men are hurtin’ for women. If you haven’t gotten the answer you want, you ain’t asking the right questions.”

I sighed deeply. “They want mates, Hannah. The last time I gave my heart to a man, he stomped on it before ripping it to shreds.”

Hannah looked at me as though I were stupid. “I ain’t say nothing about love. This is survival, and the truth is, you need a man in this world if you want to survive. You think I love them two I’m with? No. I’m fond of them, but they got something I need and I have something they want. It’s an arrangement. Each party knows that for this arrangement to continue working, we got to keep bringing what the other needs to the table. Get them rose-colored glasses off your face. Your daddy should have taught you better than that.”

Highly offended at the insult to my father, I gruffly admitted, “He did.” 

I’d still stubbornly tried to do things my way, as though I could bend this new world I found myself in to my will. 

I pondered her words as I slowly filled her basket with produce. “Finding a good man to form an arrangement with is easier said than done. How do I know he won’t be like my ex-fiancé, or worse, like Bruno? As you said, I have to think about Jock.” 

My only romantic experience had been with Terry. A man who, initially, had reminded me strongly of my father with his tenderness and caring. 

Hannah scowled. “Didn’t that fancy law firm tell you about agencies that match noninfected women with infected men? They’ve already done the research for you. How do you think we got Rachel away from Bruno? That man, once he stakes a claim on something, he don’t let go. He would have hunted Rachel to the end of the earth if we hadn’t found her a home with the infected. Once he learned she’d been “contaminated,” he left her alone.”

Her words made my blood chill. Like most children born after the worst of the pandemic and the urban wars they sparked, I’d led a very sheltered life. Intellectually, I knew about violence and discrimination, but until Jock, it had never touched me. 

I stared at Hannah with dismay and a touch of fear. “You really think he’d come after me if I left? We’re not involved. Today’s the first time he’s even hinted at being interested in me as a woman.”

Hannah ran her fingers through the soil of one of the pots. “You’re young, attractive, and you have a shitload of money.” Her gaze lifted from the dirt to pierce me with its directness. “Yeah, I think he’d chase after you and bring you back, willing or not.”

My whole life had been lived inside of city limits among the noninfected. After my mother’s death, my father had turned our home into a fortress. I'd rarely left the house unless he was with me. School had been virtually attended. He hired a woman to stay with me when work called him away. 

A typical teenager with more brains than sense, I’d
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