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Callie changed ships twice, once to a rinky-dink sailboat, and once to a
speedboat, but by dusk the next night she’d found her private island off the North
Carolina coast and stumbled ashore, exhausted, hungry and shaking with a mix of
emotions, grief high among the list.
Roman was gone. Levi was out of reach. All the little things she’d begun to hope
in had been snatched from her and smashed to bits. Again, again, she’d let in the
monster that had killed the people she loved.
Roman. She loved Roman, and she’d killed him.
Callie moored the boat and forced herself to stand tall and walk into her home,
not run like a child and flop onto the king-sized bed in the master bedroom. Instead,
she went to the messy kitchen first and drank an entire bottle of water in one go,
then palmed another to sip as she toured the house checking for signs of human
invasion. But everything was locked up the way she preferred.
All her personal things were lined up on the dresser. Her dirty clothes were still
rumpled on the floor. Most importantly, her bottled water and canned food storage

was untouched. No one had stumbled by and helped themselves to all she’d so
carefully gathered and protected.
For some reason, fingering her little treasures only made her depressed. It was
meaningless without someone to share it with.
Sniffing back silly, stupid, useless tears, Callie fixed herself a meal from her
storehouse and curled up on the overstuffed sofa in the living room, listening to the
sound of crashing waves out her windows and wishing the world was a different
place.
She didn’t want to leave her island for a while, and maybe she wouldn’t. What
was the use? Levi didn’t need her anymore. If he was even still alive, he was all the
way up in DC, a world away. And abandoning her island had only brought her
misery whether it was running into awful survivors, rabid zombies, or tall, nerdy
boys with kind hearts.
Callie woke the next morning on the same couch, stiff and sore from falling
asleep like a cat where she laid. She woke up missing Roman.
As she padded around her house, watching the ocean, walking in the surf, and
laying out on a beach chair in the sun, she missed Roman. She pictured him in a
hospital bed—in pain and scared. She pictured him on a metal table—dead and pale.
She pictured him on the road—searching for her. The more she thought of him, the
more she missed him. Where was he sleeping at night?
On the third day, the day she usually left the island to tend to Levi, Callie woke
restless. Her home didn’t give her peace of mind the way it once had. Roman had

told her such wonderful things about DC, she was beginning to miss the small part of
it she’d seen.
Maybe he was right. People weren’t meant to be alone. She was meant to be a
part of a community, maybe even a family, again.
But contemplations like those only made her remember the warm, slick feeling
of Roman’s blood on her hands. She’d done that. It had been her fault. If she hadn’t
been so determined to save a zombie, Roman would be safe and whole.
She was better off alone.
And yet Roman’s words of home, community, and security haunted her the rest
of the day. That night she dreamed of him.
#
Roman’s nightmare wouldn’t end. The beach. The forest. Levi’s gaping jaws. And
Callie missing. Always, missing.
“Callie?” he called. His voice, though, was weak as a kitten’s.
He struggled to wake up, to move, to make some kind of difference.
Hands pushed back, pressing him flat into the ground. “Lie still,” said a soft
feminine voice. “You’ll hurt yourself.”
He cranked open his eyes with effort. “Callie?”
“Sorry,” the voice said. “She’s not here, but you need to rest.”
Roman blinked, and a hospital room came into focus, complete with beeping
machines and a sweet-faced nurse in blue scrubs.
“Callie,” he ventured.

“I’m Sasha,” she greeted. “You’re safe. You just got out of surgery. You need to
sleep for a while.”
“Where’s Callie?” He had to find her. She wasn’t safe.
“Easy.” She was stronger than she looked, pushing on his chest.
He collapsed, too exhausted and in too much pain to fight her. “I need Callie,” he
panted.
“Sorry, pal.” The nurse checked his bandages and laid a cool cloth against his
brow. “She’s gone.”
#
Four weeks later
Callie packed bags full of clothes, food, water, and survival gear. She piled them
in the sand and checked the fuel in her new speedboat. She could travel pretty far on
half a tank. Plus, she’d stashed a sailboat up the coast in Virginia on her run out of
DC. She’d make it just fine, never once having to set foot on dry land until she
docked along the Potomac.
Callie was re-checking the engine when a dot on the horizon caught her
attention. Normally, she wouldn’t worry about other ships, but she was especially
jumpy and the dot was growing larger. She double-checked that everything on her
boat was ready for a long voyage and then went into the house and retrieved her
slingshot, slipping it and a handful of marbles into her back pocket.
She sat on the front patio and watched through a set of binoculars. It was
definitely a ship with a tall mast and a white sail. Callie poured herself a drink of

homemade sweetened sun tea and moved into the living room. The ship was close
enough now to observe through the big picture window.
By the time she was finished enjoying her drink, the sailing ship, a massive fiftyfoot yacht riding the waves as smooth as a luxury car handled the highway, dropped
anchor off the beach. Two men loaded onto a skiff and lowered it into the shallow
water.
Callie stepped into the doorway, shielding her eyes from the sun and trying to
determine whether her visitors were friend or foe. She recognized a certain style of
military fatigue on one of the men, and she scampered across the beach to greet her
guests in the surf.
Her heart wedged high in her throat, Callie helped pull the boat up out of the
water and then turned to face Roman, her pants wet to the waist and she didn’t even
care.
“Roman?” How was this possible?
But he didn’t look particularly happy to see her. His walls were up when he
briefly caught her eye.
She didn’t care. Words bubbled up. “I thought you were dead.” As if they had a
mind of their own, her fingers plucked open the buttons on his fatigues. All she
knew was she had to inspect his belly. She had to know he was okay. “I saw you on
the operating table.” She spread the edges of the fatigue top, revealing a soft green
tee. She slipped it free of his waistband, and the pads of her fingers explored the taut
ridges of his abdomen. “You scared me so bad.” Finally, she found it. A raised, pink
scar above his belly button, proof Levi had nearly killed him.

“I’m fine.” His warm, rough hands covered hers, pulling them in even closer to
his chest. “The doctor got to me in time.”
“But—” Her voice trembled. She’d been so afraid she’d never see him again, so
afraid she’d lost him.
“I’m right here.” He gazed down at her. “I’m fine.” He glanced at her pile of
luggage, and back again. “You going somewhere?”
“DC,” she said, suddenly breathless. Roman was alive and well and on her island.
She wanted to grab him and hold him so tight…
“Good idea,” he said, ducking his head. “You missed Levi.”
“No.” Hardly. Levi was the furthest thing from her mind. All her thoughts were
haunted by another man’s face.
“It’s safer for you in a community,” Roman said, as if he had her all figured out.
“No.” She took a step nearer, and he raised his head. Callie reached for him. “I
was coming for—”
“Callie.” A loud, hacking laugh. “God damn, girl, give me some sugar.”
Levi hopped out of the skiff and splashed into the surf. He came at her, startling
her out of her staring contest with Roman and snatched her into a bruising hug,
lifting her off her feet.
“This guy here,” Levi said, dropping her into knee-high water and smacking
Roman on the shoulder. “He’s a beast, am I right?” But he said it like a joke, like
Roman was the opposite.
Roman, his eyes locked on Callie, flinched, but didn’t look away.

“Levi?” She took a moment to study the young man she’d saved from the
apocalypse. He looked the same as he had a year earlier except his brown eyes were
a deep, permanent red.
Cold seawater hit her above the knees. “Come here, girl.” Levi wrapped a strong
arm around her midsection and lifted her in the air a second time, swinging her in
an arc away from Roman. “I missed you.”
Callie gritted her teeth and closed her eyes. It wasn’t Levi’s fault. He didn’t
understand all the days she’d spent with Roman, getting to know him, learning to
care for him. For all she knew, Levi assumed he and Callie were in the same
relationship they’d been in before the Red Plague.
But they weren’t.
Callie’s heart had softened for another—a tall, sweet, adorkable man.
Levi set her down, and she sensed he wanted a kiss, like in the old days. She
dodged him and moved nearer the house.
“I’m glad you’re okay,” she said to cover the awkward maneuver. “I’m glad the
cure worked.”
He scowled, and then said loudly, “You got anything to eat in this place? I’m
starving. We ran out of food yesterday. I wanted to turn back, but he,” Levi nodded
at Roman, “wouldn’t stop looking for you. He’s like a dog with a bone.”
Callie glanced at Roman, at his downcast eyes. His walls were back up—huge,
impenetrable, I’ve-been-abandoned-my-whole-life sort of walls. He wasn’t ready to
talk.
“When—” she began, frowning.

But Levi babbled on. “I could eat a horse. You don’t have a horse, do you?”
“No horse,” Callie said, unable to drag her eyes away from Roman’s bowed head,
“but I have plenty of soup.”
“Well,” Levi said, chasing her up the beach and giving her rump a playful smack,
“start cooking, girl.”
“I’ll take these for you.” Roman gathered her bags and boxes.
Dinner wasn’t fancy. In fact, it was uncomfortable and piecemeal. While the
boys unpacked and washed up, she poured room temperature chicken noodle soup
from cans into three oversized coffee cups and set them around the dining room
table.
Before the plague hit, someone had arranged creamy white placemats and a
delicate silver bowl upon the glossy wood surface. The cups of soup appeared
ridiculously out of place among the barely used finery, but so did the three survivors
in padded chairs. Callie took the head seat while Roman sat at her left and Levi
across from him.
“Yum.” Levi tilted his chin back and slurped the cup of soup dry, then let the soft
noodles and chunks of chicken slide down his throat. He slammed the empty cup
down and wiped his mouth with his sleeve.
“Glad you liked it,” Callie said with sarcasm. She ate more daintily, using a spoon
and dipping stale crackers into the salty broth.
She couldn’t help sneaking glimpses of Roman. He slowly spooned soup into his
mouth, his actions mechanical. He wasn’t happy, and she wanted to know why.

“How did you find me?” she asked in bewilderment. Roman had never been
there before, only heard her talk about it.
“I remembered where we found you.” He flushed. “I knew it couldn’t be that far
from the ferry port. You told me it was directly east from Temple Street, a mile out
to sea.”
Callie opened her mouth to say something when Levi cut in. “This is a sweet
setup you have here.” He leaned back, hands clasped over his belly. “No
roommates?”
Roman had been the only roommate she’d ever known, though he’d never
stepped foot on her island before. “No.”
“Why don’t you live in DC with everyone else?” he asked, and then quickly
added, “It’s nice.”
“I…” There was no easy way to say that she’d wanted to, but when Levi
murdered a guard and tried to kill Roman, Callie had run like a frightened animal.
She’d run and hid.
Roman set down his spoon and looked her in the eye. “But you’re coming back,
aren’t you? That’s why you’re packed.”
“I was,” she said, suddenly breathless under the power of his full stare. “I never
should have left.”
“Why did you?” Roman asked, betrayal oozing from his pores. “You could have
stayed.”
“I thought—”

“Dude,” Levi loudly cut in. “Quit making eyes at my girl.” He barked a laugh. “Not
that she’d look twice at a goofball like you.”
Callie sprang to her feet, the chair scraping the floor behind her. “Don’t talk to
him like that,” she warned, fully observing his red eyes for the first time. How much
of the zombie remained behind those bone-chilling eyes? “He carried you. Roman
carried you across Virginia on his back. So, don’t talk to him like he’s anything but a
hero.”
“Hero,” Levi scoffed, though he didn’t add any further insults. He simply glanced
from Callie to Roman and back again.
Callie collected her half eaten dinner and carried it into the kitchen. Her hands
were trembling when she set the dishes beside the sink. She’d never been shaken by
a fight before. Something, though, about Levi’s attitude and Roman’s slumped
shoulders made her so scared and furious all at the same time she couldn’t settle
down.
Maybe things would be different in the morning.
“I’m going to bed,” she called out.
She careened into the hallway, and Roman was there poking his head into the
guest room.
“Hey,” she said, keeping her distance. She didn’t trust herself to get any closer.
“Hi.” He crossed his arms over his chest, concealing the scar under his fatigues.
“He’s cured,” she blurted out.
“Yeah.”

She studied him, not liking the pained look still hovering around his edges. “I’m
glad you’re here. Really. I swear.”
“Levi wanted to see you again,” Roman said in a hushed voice.
The young man in question was moving around the front room.
Callie lowered her voice. “How are you standing here?” She pointed at the spot
he’d been stabbed.
“The doctor got to me in time,” he said. “She’s good. She stitched me up, inside
and out. A couple blood transfusions later, and I woke up in a hospital bed. Alone,”
he stressed.
“I was scared,” she hissed. “I thought he’d killed you. And it was my fault. I let
him in. Remember? I let him in.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” he whispered, taking a step nearer. Near enough to reach
out and grab. “I knew what he could do.”
“But you didn’t deserve it,” she countered, wishing he’d hate her. It would make
her feel better. “And then I left you.” Bleeding and scared, she’d abandoned him. The
way everyone else had.
“I’m sorry for hurting you.”
Levi snuck up on her. One second she was lost in Roman’s stormy blue eyes and
the next her ex-boyfriend was in her personal space, catching her wrist.
“Baby, let’s go to bed.”
“No.” She wrenched her hand away. “You sleep in the guest room.”
“Don’t be crazy.” Levi stared at Roman, and then at Callie. “What’s going on
here?”

She knew he meant more than just sleeping arrangements.
“Is something happening with you two?” Levi asked Roman. “Are you trying to
take my girl?”
Before either could say another word, Callie stepped between them. “I’m not
your girl, Levi,” she said firmly. The Callie she’d been before the apocalypse was
another girl, and Levi wasn’t the same either. More than his eyes had changed.
“What are you talking about?” Levi demanded. “You saved me. That’s what
everyone said. You saved me because you loved me.” He looked uncertain for the
first time all evening. “You love me. I remember.”
“I used to,” she agreed.
There was a painful moment of silence, and then Levi’s expression changed
from bewilderment to total disregard.
“Whatever,” he said, waving them both off. “Doesn’t matter. I’m sleeping on the
boat.” He sauntered down the hall and disappeared.
Callie blinked up at Roman.
“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.”
She wanted to say something else, but he was gone, and she lost her chance.
#
Callie couldn’t sleep. The house was as quiet as any other night. The surf
sounded the same. The birds came and went like they always did. But having two
boys under her roof changed the atmosphere itself.
She rolled to her right, and then flopped onto her back. But that wasn’t any
better. She twisted onto her left side and hugged a down pillow.

Finally, she gave up and slid from the bed, landing with a soft thud onto the
carpet. She dug a box full of rattling equipment from her luggage and headed out.
The door was six quick steps away, the hall only two steps wide, and then she was
pushing open the door to the guest bedroom. Moonlight through an open window
illuminated the space in silver light.
Roman sat on the floor against the dresser, his knees to his chest, when she
slipped inside his room.
“Hey,” Roman greeted softly as if he were expecting her. “Couldn’t sleep?”
She closed the door and approached as Roman unfolded to his full height. “I
brought you something.”
He leaned forward to get a better look at the package in her hands. “Really?”
“I wanted to give these to you.” She pried open the flaps and showed him the
contents.
His eyes lit up as he realized the box was full of electronic components with
short wires, green boards, and rectangular hard drives. “Wow.” He pulled out a piece
she’d found in her Blu-ray player, and then chose a ball of wires she’d cut from
inside a floor fan.
“Do you like it?” she asked, suddenly shy. She’d spent a lot of time gathering
different pieces. If he didn’t appreciate her gift, it would mean she’d misjudged their
relationship and wasted her time.
Though, she had to admit, she’d enjoyed spending the last month lost in
thoughts of Roman.

“These are amazing.” He set the box on the unused bed and rummaged through
the contents.
“I’m sorry.” For everything.
His hands stilled. “You just left.”
“I know, but—”
“You left,” he repeated in a low growl, and this time the hurt she’d caused was
evident in his eyes. “Like everyone else I’ve ever known. Even after I told you what it
feels like for me to lose people.”
“I’m sorry,” was all she could say.
The box rattled as he pushed it toward the center of the bed. “When I woke up, I
called for you and called for you. I was so scared.”
She covered her mouth, terrified of what he’d say next.
“The weird thing was,” he continued, “after they told me you left, it made me
even more scared.”
A silly, stupid tear fell over her cheek. “I was scared, too. I thought you’d blame
me for screwing up again. I thought I’d let another zombie in to kill the people I
love.”
He stared at her, his eyes calculating.
“I didn’t want to leave,” she pressed. “I couldn’t show my face after letting Levi
in, but I haven’t stopped worrying about you since I left. It’s why I packed everything
up so I could come back and find you.” She smiled tremulously. “And here you are.”
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