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            I Killed the Car

          

        

      

    

    
      A brand new, bullet-spattered brown-and-white RV rollicked down the unplowed, snow-choked freeway, swaying dangerously as it slalomed past abandoned cars clotted near exits and onramps. A black 4x4 and a white-and-red Chevy truck followed in its wake, anxious herd dogs hanging back only because cutting in to slow their charge might founder it. Melting slush splashed from miraculously unharmed tires, and after a good fifteen miles of wild motion, the RV’s brake lights came on and stayed lit, ruby eyes in the glare of an early winter afternoon. Smoke and steam boiled from its front end, streaming along its brown-striped sides.

      That much momentum was difficult to halt, but the RV was barely going at an idle when it kissed the shattered edge of a jackknifed semi reclining across a heavy concrete divider. It jolted to a stop, and the hazard lights began to stutter. The sun slid behind a scrim of grey cloud and the other two vehicles came to a cautious halt as well, both with plenty of room in front, their noses pointed unerringly for the clear lane heading east and slightly north.

      “God damn it.” Broad-shouldered, dark-skinned Juju Thurgood slammed the black 4x4’s door, all but vibrating with fury inside his fatigue jacket. Underneath, yellow stripes on his black sweater glowed. “Look at this! Just look at this bullshit!” The four-by’s spare, held on its metal arm, was Swiss-cheese riddled. Juju flung his arms out, his pink-palmed hands knotted. “Fucking crackers!”

      “You hit?” Lee Quartine barked, his window all the way down and a high blush on his stubbled cheeks from cold or adrenaline—or both. He jammed the truck’s gear-lever into park and stamped on the emergency brake, barely pausing before wrestling his door open and unfolding all six-feet-odd of his lanky frame out into the cold. “Juju, you fuckin hit?”

      That settled Thurgood something wonderful. “No. Ain’t hit.” He glared, hazel eyes wide and wild but full of sense, and the pompom on his blue knit cap bobbed as he shook his head. “You?”

      “Watch the road.” Being under fire again felt almost normal. Lee glanced back into the Chevy’s cab, and the bruised blond man huddled in the passenger seat glared at him, too. Idiot. Big bear-shouldered Brandon French was worse than useless, but Lee had other concerns at the moment. “French, grab that first-aid kit under the seat.” He set off for the RV, steam and smoke boiling from its front end. Ginny had kept it floored for a good bit, slewing around abandoned cars whenever they appeared, showing a fair bit of fancy driving. She was probably in a state, and Lee’s shoulders were about to crawl up near his ears. He wasn’t breathing quite right, and he’d been swearing under his breath for at least five miles. That was probably why he felt like he couldn’t get a good lungful in. Probably why he was sweating, too, under every layer meant to conserve body heat.

      What had tipped Ginny off and made her hit the gas away from the trap? Probably the still-smoking wreck blocking the rest stop exit. The murderous assholes had put it too far up the curve, it was plainly visible if you were in anything higher than a sedan. Lee hadn’t been sure she’d make it once they started shootin’; Brandon French was fucking useless, whimper-yelling in the passenger seat without even the sense to return fire even if he’d had his damn empty carbine.

      Miraculously, none of the tires on the assorted vehicles had blown. They were goddamn luckier than they had any right to be, every single mother’s child of them, especially if no bullets had tumbled into flesh instead of engine or car-body.

      Lee skipped the regular door halfway down the RV’s long, bullet-dotted side, stalking for the front. Passenger windows were broken into glittering chunks, some of the screens on the back ones punched by flying lead, and his guts seized up.

      A bluetick coonhound was barking furiously. Lee grabbed for the passenger door’s handle. It was locked, and the slumped form in the seat was Steph Meacham, her fine dark-to-blonde changecolor hair free of its usual scrunchie and blowing every-which-way. “Steph.” He didn’t even sound like himself, it was a dry croak. “Stephanie Meacham, you sit on up and unlock this, now.”

      It just proved he was a real bastard, he knew. Because what Lee was thinking was, fine, let one of the kids get hit. Just not Ginny. Just let her be all right.

      Steph twitched. She uncurled, slowly, and her big, haunted blue eyes peered over the windowsill at Lee. Strands of her hair moved on the cold breeze. “Mr Quartine?” she whispered, a smattering of freckles glaring across her nose since she was transparent-pale. “Is it…is it over?”

      “Seems to be.” They could be comin after us in that big old truck. If so, we’ve got a few minutes, but I don’t like our chances. Still, it was one thing to trap the unwary, and another thing to go after forewarned and possibly armed prey. Juju’s swearing drifted past, borne on a cold wind. The man was probably all but kicking his tires. “But we’ve got to move. You hit? Anyone in there hit?” Please, God. I don’t care what you have to do.

      Just let her be all right.

      “M-M-Miz G-Ginny…” Steph straightened further, turning in the seat, and Lee’s heart hit the bottom of his guts with a splash.

      Christ. No. Please, no.

      “I’m all right,” he heard, from deeper in the RV. Hoarse, husky, and sweeter than all the angels singing to God whenever the Big Fellow had a desire for some music. “Mark? Mark, say something?”

      There was another mutter from inside—Mark Kasprak, proving he was still among the living. Lee hopped up on the running board, peering into the now-mangled RV. Driven off the lot less than three days ago, dammit.

      Ginny Mills, deathly pale, still clutched at the steering wheel. She stared at Lee like she didn’t recognize him, her pupils wide and black, chestnut curls escaping her French braid. Her lips, slightly parted, were bloodless, and her black jacket almost swallowed her whole. Her chin trembled a little before she gulped in a shallow breath and her gaze snapped forward, and he realized she was practically standing on the brake and probably the emergency as well. The engine bumped and thumped, and more steam boiled free.

      Big blond useless Brandon banged on the door midway down the RV. Steph jumped, her pupils swelling, eating at her irises. Lee almost swore, swallowed it, and reached in to get the door unlocked. Traveller, yelping and yowling, was careening all over the inside.

      Dogs didn’t take to upsets in their routine well. It had been nothing but upset for a while, despite Ginny’s insistence on regular bathroom stops and mealtimes.

      “Steph.” Gently, firmly, Lee pitched the words low and soothing. “Let’s get this door open and that seatbelt off. Come on, now.”

      Bad enough they had to deal with the chewing, once-human critters. Now they had to be wary of other survivors, too. The only wonder was that it’d taken people this long to start being assholes again—or that it had taken Lee and his group this long to come across said assholes.

      “O-Okay.” Steph fumbled at her belt catch; Mark Kasprak peered around her, his eyes huge and the rest of him cheese-pale, his dark hair standing up like it wanted to make its own break for freedom.

      “What happened?” The boy’s Adam’s apple bobbed. He looked scared enough to pass out or piss himself, and Lee hoped he wouldn’t do either.

      We can chowder-to-cashew it later, kid. Lee settled on the most pressing question. “You hit?”

      “I…I don’t think so.” Mark swallowed hard, again, and swayed, almost falling onto the center console. “No, I don’t…What was that?”

      “Someone who didn’t want to play nice.” Lee hopped down and wrenched the door open. Steph spilled out, clearly in one piece, and Traveller scrabbled right after her, hit the ankle-deep slush, and began prance-dancing in a circle, yip-barking. “Shit.”

      “Language,” Steph said faintly, and swayed. Lee propped her against the vehicle-side and was about to climb back in, but next came Mark, his hands trembling. Lee grabbed his elbow and helped him down. Back up on the running board again, almost cracking his head a good one on the top of the doorway, he pitched forward and got his feet in. The dog was running loose, but right now Lee Quartine didn’t give a single damn about anything other than the woman in the driver’s seat.

      “Ginny. Ginny.”

      Slowly, dreamily, Ginny put the RV in park, eased of the emergency brake. Twisted the key, and the engine died with a thankful wheeze. Then, she stilled, staring out through the cracked windshield. It was a wonder the vehicle had kept going as long as it did, there were bullet holes stitched along the side. More than likely at least one had found its way into the engine, and that was enough to make Lee sweat.

      Lucky, again. Goddamn lucky. Unless she was hit, and just didn’t know it. “Ginny.” He grabbed her shoulder. “Darlin, come on. We’ve got to move.”

      That got her attention. “Move?” Her lips were downright chalky, and she didn’t even shiver at the chill coming through her own rolled-down window. Both were bad signs. “Oh. I…sorry, the car won’t…it’s not running well.”

      No shit. “You did real good, darlin. But they may be comin up the road. Grab your bag, let’s go.”

      “Okay.” She nodded. Blue veins stood out against her paleness. She was almost transparent, like Steph. “Okay.” She didn’t move. Her hands clutched the steering wheel, her arms tense. Soft grey sunlight fell across her wrists, sparkling on those thin gold bangles caught below the cuff of her jacket. Tiny gold hoops in her ears, too.

      Even in the middle of all this, she was so damn city. Soft and classy and civilized, and whatever the bastards with their big truck and sealed-up RV at the rest stop wanted, it wasn’t anything nice at all if they were gonna shoot to get it. A hot complex burst of something too sharp to be relief and too crooked to be clean fury filled Lee’s chest, and he had to exhale sharply to shove it back down and clap a lid on. “Ginny.” He jostled her shoulder again, as gently as possible. “Come on. We’ve got to move.”

      “All right.” Still, she didn’t let go of the wheel; she probably thought she was moving already. Shock. If she hadn’t headed for the rest stop exit, God alone knows what would have happened. There were no casualties only because she was smart, and had made the right decision under pressure.

      Now ain’t the time for that, Lee. “Ginny.” It had to be right tone—firm, but not commanding. Gentle enough not to spook her, but sharp enough to get her attention. “Undo your seatbelt.”

      When she still didn’t move, he hit the catch. It unrolled over her chest, and that made her look up at him.

      Those big dark eyes, pupils too far dilated, were now swimming with hot water. Which made him feel twice as unsteady, his head full of colorless fumes. Just looking for a spark.

      Christ. “Come on.” He had to work her fingers free of the wheel. “You got anything in here you can’t leave?” Most of their luggage was in the back of the truck, but she needed something to focus on.

      “J-just my purse.” She blinked at him, and a single tear tracked down her left cheek. Slushmelt, dripping from every surface, made a thin staticky noise while she paused. “I’m sorry. I…I think I killed the car.”

      “You did good, darlin.” More than good, she’d done fantastic, especially for a civilian. He found her leather purse, its contents thankfully not scattered hither and yon, and scooped it up. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
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      “Why would they do that?” Skinny Steph Meacham hugged herself, pushing back into her seat with her legs like she thought she was driving and wanted to slow down. At least she was behind the front passenger seat and not Juju’s. “Why?”

      “Some people are assholes.” Mark, his arm over her shoulders, glanced guiltily at Juju. It was pretty lucky a bullet hadn’t made it into the four-by’s engine; they’d been shooting mostly at the RV to bottle up their victims. It was a plain miracle Miz Ginny had been able to ram past the wreck blocking the exit, too.

      For a librarian, that was some damn fine driving.

      “That they are.” Juju didn’t quite have the shakes, but it was close. Nobody ever liked getting shot at, but it was worse when you were almost helpless, crouching in the driver’s seat and praying nothing would give out while training fought with the body’s idiot responses, adrenaline soaking every tissue it could reach and your balls crawling northward to find a more congenial home. Worst was trying to look everywhere at once, because tunnel vision snuck up on you. “But it don’t matter why they shot at us, kids. What matters is we got away.”

      “Yeah.” Mark, his skinny shoulders hunched, squeezed Steph again. The boy was plain gone over young Miss Meacham, and his awkward attempts at comfort probably did more to help his ownself than her. Still, it was kind of nice to see. “Everyone’s okay. Lee said Miss Ginny was fine.”

      Traveller hunched on Steph’s other side, his slobbery wet nose pressed to the back window Juju refused to have rolled down for him. The last thing they needed was the idiot hound deciding to take a header onto the highway. The dog didn’t like being separated from Ginny, but he put up with it. And Juju was damn glad that French fellow wasn’t in his four-by too. The blond college boy would not shut up, he needed Maalox for the mouth. I don’t want him in with the kids, Lee had said, glowering, and that gave Juju a whole lot to think about.

      All of it was unpleasant.

      To cap it all, the season was just beginning. This melt, forgiving and sloppy as it was, wouldn’t last forever, and they were heading northeast. Right through mountains, and toward winter’s icy heart. Lee kept poring over atlases when they stopped, the old worry-line between his eyebrows and his expression the same as it had been in the jungle once or twice, when he was chewing on how to get his team out of yet another blood-drenched manure pile the brass had landed them in. You didn’t have to worry too much when you were one of Little Lee’s folk, long as you kept your head down and did your damn job.

      But the man was not thinking straight, taking them towards the North Pole in winter during the gat-damn Pocalypse. That library gal had him all turned around. And even if she had done Juju a good turn or two, he was about wishing Lee had never laid eyes on her.

      Tires shushed through slush; Lee’s taillights ahead glowing as the truck sped up a little. In a half-hour they’d have another check-in with the walkie talkies. This stretch of freeway was deserted, and it was a nice change. Juju forced his fingers to stop clutching the wheel. His knuckles creaked but his legs were steady enough, especially since he was sitting down. Steph sniffled a little, and Mark said something in her ear, soft and soothing. The two of them were a pair of turtledoves, all right.

      Christ, he wished Billy Tipton was here. He’d have a thing or two to say about Brandon French. The two of them could even suss out how to solve the damn problem for Lee. What the Lieutenant didn’t know wouldn’t hurt, right? You did for your own, and if he and Billy Tipton had any “own” to speak of, it was Lee Quartine.

      Except Tip was dead, his head beaten in with his own flea-market lamp, and the fact that he’d been trying to chew his good buddy Juju’s throat out at the time didn’t change the fact of murder.

      Just like nothing would change the fact that the survivors of the goddamn Pocalypse were just as likely to bite you as the walking dead. Shit was deep and getting deeper, with no shovel in sight.

      The sky was getting uglier and uglier. The walkie-talkie on the dashboard crackled with formless static. French was no doubt filling up the Chevy’s cab with noise, and Lee was probably wearing that faint grimace he got when brass dogs was barkin’ and the shit was rollin’ downhill. Traveller whined a little, and Steph patted the dog’s head, smoothing behind his left ear. Mark closed his eyes, his Adam’s-apple bobbing as he swallowed, over and over again.

      There was nothing that would make this pill any easier going down.

      “Mr Thurgood?” Steph’s voice was a pale copy of its usual self. “Sir?”

      “Huh?” A few spatters hit the windshield. It wasn’t quite sleet or snow, a sloppy in-between mix. The Chevy slowed, brake lights brightening, and a green sign proclaiming they were ten miles from Evansboro hunched against the cold. At least they’d made it over Ole Miss.

      “I got a question.” Soft, and tentative.

      Well, obviously. Juju swallowed a sudden hot bite of irritation. Post-combat jitters made a soldier likely to bark, if not bite, but neither of the kids deserved a toothing. “Uh-huh?”

      Steph cleared her throat, nervously, then jumped right in. “You think anyone else we come across is gonna shoot at us?”

      Christ, you mean you think there’s a chance they won’t? “I ain’t sure,” he hedged. Scaring the young ’uns wasn’t any use, either. “But if they do, we gotta be ready.”

      “It’s like in the movies.” Mark squeezed Steph tighter, and Juju forced himself to look away from the rearview and at the road in front of them. “First people die, then the survivors go crazy.”

      The freeway dipped and rose gently as the slush receded from bare patches that would be ice come morning, and there was a four-car smashup looming on the horizon. Looked like it had been one of those damn checkpoints. Wouldn’t that have been a shit duty, waving cars past or checking them for sick ’uns?  “I ain’t fixin to go crazy anytime soon, kid.” Juju watched as Lee’s truck swung wide, creeping around bleached bones of twisted metal.

      Snow still lingered in the hollows and shadows, turning the wrecks—looked like one car had rammed another, then both had piled into a third, and the fourth who knew, maybe it had happened along later—into one of those farfetched modern art pieces. The checkpoint shack looked like something had beaten it with a hammer, frozen canvas flopping stiffly as the breeze rose. Its supports were all twisted, and he decided not to look too closely at the shapes inside.

      At least those shapes weren’t moving.

      “Well, I mean, nobody ever wants to go crazy.” Kasprak said it like he’d thought the matter over some.

      A half-snort of laughter caught in the back of Juju’s throat. He coughed, and almost spat on the windshield. “Wellnow, Mark, let me tell you somethin. Most people were plumbdamn insane before this Pocalypse. This just lets ’em all the way loose, steada worrying about what the neighbors gonna think.”

      Neither of them had anything to say to that, and it was just as well. Juju had some hard thinkin’ to do and wanted some quiet to get through it. He squinted at the sky again, and turned the wipers on.

      Looked like it was deciding to snow instead of sleet.
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      Evansboro was a good-sized town, clinging to the edges of “city.” Its building-bones hunched dark and dispirited under a pall of falling snow, just like Ginny huddled in the middle of the Chevy’s bench seat. Her hands hurt, because they kept balling up, trying to drive her fingernails into her palms. Her head hurt, too. Her shoulders, her teeth, her legs, all aching. Why? She’d only driven through a hail of bullets and several miles down a freeway before running a new RV into a jacknifed semi hunching over a concrete divider, the truck’s other half squatting on a red Dodge SUV that stood with all its doors open at the tail end of a clot of smashed glass and twisted metal from the opposite direction.

      It had felt like she was going fifty, but the airbags hadn’t even deployed. She hadn’t been going very fast at all.

      Lee made a soft sound, not quite a whistle, one of his driving-noises. The wipers went, back and forth, clumping up wet snow along the edges of the windshield. Brandon, big, blond, and bulky on her other side, stared out the window. A faint ghost of cologne still clung to his jacket. It wasn’t like Lee’s peppery aftershave; Brandon’s held an edge of sweat and expensive chemicals. Both of them had five o’clock shadows, though.

      At least they had something in common.

      She suspected it wasn’t enough to get them to work together, and she couldn’t figure out how to make them. A great exhaustion at the pointlessness settled over her whenever she thought about trying, too. It wasn’t worth it. Was anything?

      That made twice in the recent past she’d been shot at. First by the Army in Cotton Crossing as they chased one of the…the things, the shuffling, chewing infected.

      The zombies.

      Then, shot at again…God, why? Why would anyone who survived the past few weeks want to shoot anyone else? At least, anyone presumably healthy enough to drive?

      Trying to guess why people acted the way they did was useless too, at least at this juncture. Ginny shut her eyes. Every time she did, though, she heard the little popping noises of bullets hitting thin metal and fiberglass, and felt the RV jerk under her hands. Her eyelids flew open again, and she shuddered, her shoulder bumping Brandon’s.

      “Hey.” Brandon’s large gloved mitts swallowed her right hand. The bruised left side of his face looked like it hurt. “Loosen up a little, huh?”

      I can’t. “Sorry,” she managed. Her throat was raw-dry. Tea sounded good. Water sounded better. A hot bath and crawling into a bed, any bed, as long as the room was dark and quiet, sounded best of all. God, what she wouldn’t give to be in her own house right now.

      Except the power was out all over Cotton Crossing, and on the other side of the wall separating her half of the duplex from her neighbors’, there were the bodies. An entire family, gone. An entire town gone. Coast to coast, the man on public television had said.

      The mind boggled. Except her problem was it didn’t boggle, she could imagine it all too vividly. “Sorry,” she mumbled again, forgetting she’d already apologized. The truck bumped over ridges of snow melted, compacted, refrozen, and melted again. Chains bit deep and Lee exhaled again, concentrating on keeping them on the road.

      “Don’t be.” Brandon considered her hand for a second, then stripped his right glove off, pulling on the fingertips with his teeth. With that done, he got her glove off as well, which meant she had to spread her fingers. They kept wanting to curl back up, but he patiently undid them each time. After a little while he got her left glove off too, and his own. His skin was warm, and he stretched her fingers out, rubbed between them. “My mom had arthritis,” he said, finally, blue eyes half-lidded. “I used to help her, massage her fingers and stuff. We weren’t supposed to, but she said it felt good.” His head dropped forward. With his chin down and the longer top of his blond hair falling across his forehead, he looked very young. The puffing and bruising from Lee’s punch would take a while to go down. “Dad said she just wanted a young man to hold her hand.”

      A faint, ghostly smile touched Ginny’s lips. “They sound nice.” Unlike the twisted, jumbled car wrecks Lee was piloting them through. They were everywhere.

      “Yeah.” Brandon spread her left-hand fingers, gently manipulated her thumb. “They were. Until…”

      “Until.” Another shudder went through her, less intense. Her teeth didn’t hurt quite so much—she hadn’t even realized how hard she was clenching her jaw. Dental care was likely to be nonexistent for the foreseeable future. “My mom called. Before all this. I couldn’t get to the phone.” She swallowed, heard a dry click from her own throat. “I wish I had.”

      “Where exactly are your parents?” For once, Brandon’s tone was quiet, without any bluster. He didn’t look at her, gazing at her fingers as if they were the most interesting thing in the world. “I mean, I know you said New York, but what part of the city?”

      “Oh.” She shut her eyes again, and this time the pock-pock of bullets and the metallic taste of terror didn’t replay in her head. Instead, she felt him working on her hands, rubbing gently, stretching her fingers with careful pressure. The darkness behind her lids was calmer, now. “No, they’re upstate. Near Saratoga Springs.”

      “Oh. I thought you meant the city itself.” A short pause. He rubbed at the pad under her thumb. Maybe his hands weren’t scorching, maybe it was that she was cold all over. “That’s a long way from here.”

      “I would have gone by myself, but Lee said no.” She darted a quick glance at Lee. He leaned forward a little, hazel eyes a few shades paler than usual, peering through the windshield; his own capable hands gentle on the wheel. He might as well have been alone in here, for all the attention he was paying to either of them. His profile was set, and he wasn’t pale or upset-looking at all. It was like getting shot at was normal, for him.

      She was grateful for his calm, but at the same time…it was disturbing.

      Everything about this was disturbing. She’d thought she was holding up well, but now…

      “Well, of course he did.” Brandon didn’t bother looking at Lee. Instead, he kept watching Ginny’s hands. His fingers had cooled down, or hers had warmed up. “A gentleman doesn’t let a lady go off through a zombie-infested wilderness all on her own.”

      Her face felt strange. Funny and tight, her cheeks bunching up a little. She realized she was trying to smile, but it didn’t feel like her expression at all, wooden and false. “Is that Southern charm?”

      “Nah. It’s just good breeding.” A crooked smile, and Brandon glanced at her. Outside his window, the light was failing, dusk creeping between wrecks and rising buildings. “Better?”

      She nodded, stretching her fingers. They didn’t want to immediately curl up again. It was a relief, and her shoulders were not quite as tense. “Thanks. I just…”

      “You saved everyone’s life.” It was a little awkward, him holding her wrist like that while he shook out her glove. He pulled it back on for her, snugging between the fingers with a quick combing motion. “That was some real stunt driving.”

      “It was accidental.” There. It was out. It was said. If anyone complimented her on saving them, she would have to start screaming. “I couldn’t think of what else to do. We’re lucky the RV could get over on the shoulder. If it couldn’t—”

      “You did right,” Lee said, a little too loudly. His eyes had lightened again, a yellowish glare. Maybe he wasn’t as calm as he looked. “No good to second-guess it.”

      Ginny nodded. But oh, she didn’t believe it. A few tendrils of her hair had escaped the morning’s braid, falling into her face, and she fought the urge to bend over, rest her head on the dashboard, and cover her ears. Shutting the rest of the world out sounded wonderfully enticing.

      Brandon got her other glove on. “He’s right.” He patted her hand, a quick one-two tap. “There you go. Better, right?”

      “Yeah.” Her shoulders relaxed a little, then a little more. “Thanks, Brandon.”

      “Anytime, Ginny.” His grin was lopsided, probably because one side of his face hurt. His left eye was almost puffed shut, and the bruise was glaring. Lee certainly hadn’t held back.

      Lee hit the turn signal, and they drifted slowly into the sloppy, icy wasteland of a Marriott parking lot. The hotel, a large white bulk, towered over them, its ranks of windows gazing blankly out at a world that had spun all the way off its axis. “Miss Virginia.” Harshly. “You gonna stay in the truck while we sweep the place?”

      Was he angry at her? Or just worried? Here she was, all shaky, while he had to drive and find them a place for the night. Jeez. “Of course.”

      “Good,” he said, and the silence inside the cab thickened like the snow.
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      “Mr Thurgood?” Steph, her arms full, peered over the top of a brown paper bag. Wispy, neatly pinned braids crossed the back of her head in imitation of Ginny’s—they were too short to make a crown—and it suited her. The pink in her cheeks from up and down staircases did too. “Where you want this?”

      Juju pointed at the room he and Lee would be sleeping in, its door propped open. A lantern glowed, set carefully on the pink and green carpet, lighting up the brass numbers on every door. “Right over there. Thanks.” He glanced down the hall, and irritation rasped down his back. “What in God’s name is that idjit doin?”

      Brandon French stood near the stairs, his big shoulders set and his thumbs in his jean pockets, studying the wall like there was art hung on it or something. The door bumped, and Steph swung her flashlight on her hurried way back to push it wide for Mark, laden with a box of ammo French should have been helping to carry. The boy tripped on his way through, another lantern set on the landing below casting crazy shadows on the ceiling as he teetered on the edge of collapse. Steph grabbed at the other side of the box, trying to hold the stairwell door with one hip at the same time, and Juju strode down the hall, his boots mashing carpet thicker than the stuff in his living room at home.

      If he still had a home. Tip’s body was upstairs in a bedroom over the state line, and Juju was left to deal with this pile of shit. No reason to stay in the Crossing with Tip gone and Lee haring off, but he hadn’t signed up for this.

      Well, there was what you signed up for, and what you got, and Juju’s sainted grandmother had known the difference. What was more, she taught it to her Jujube-boy, and Christ knew she was the only one who’d cared enough when he was below six feet tall.

      Son of a bitch. He got his hands under the edge of the box, and Mark let out a whooshing breath. The boy looked about ready to faint, bright crimson dotting his cheeks. His acne was clearing up wonderfully, though. The end of the world agreed with him. “Careful,” Mark gasped. “It’s heavy.”

      “It sure is.” Steph flattened herself against the wall, trying to get out of the way and hold the heavy fire door at the same time. “Why we gotta carry this up every night anyway?”

      “So we have it if the critters come walkin on up to our bedrooms,” Juju said, shortly, and heavy cardboard dug into his forearms. Mark’s feet tangled again—the kid couldn’t see where he was going, plus the door kept trying to close on him and Steph, scooting both of them into the hall—and Juju stepped sideways as the box shifted, trying to get under it.

      “Makes sen—oops!” Steph’s hip banged the door again, and the box tipped dangerously. One corner poked Juju hard in the shoulder, and he pitched back and to the side, trying to get under the damn weight again. If you could just get the right angle, all sorts of things could be carried.

      Unfortunately, though, the movement dumped him right into Brandon French’s back. Later, Juju would think maybe he hadn’t quite tried to stop himself, and maybe it was satisfying to hear the man hit the wall.

      “Sonofabitch!” Juju barked. Bad language in front of the kids; his conscience pinched, there was no help for it. They probably heard worse at school anyway.

      No more school for them. Well, unless you counted God’s own academy of Real Life. Juju figured they were all in college now, and the grading was a regular old bitchkitty.

      Mark bolstered the other side of the damn box, and between the two of them they got the sagging cardboard wrestled into the room and onto the closest bed’s rose-colored duvet. The heavy corrugated fiber was damp, and the entire thing needed repacking in something sturdier if they could find it.

      Now wasn’t that a metaphor for current events.

      Steph trailed in their wake, stray wisps of hair working free of her braids, all but wringing her small, fine-boned hands. Juju shook his head while he straightened, rubbing at his lower back like an old woman, and turned to find Brandon French filling up the door, shoulders wide and the same sullen look on his bruised face Juju had seen on a thousand other crackers.

      “What the fuck did you say to me?” Brandon barked. The last of the dying winter evening sent a few faint gleams through the room’s French door, and yet another Coleman on the nightstand glowed comfortingly.

      “I didn’t say nothin.” Juju shook out his hands, loose and ready, tiny hairs on his nape tingling as they tried to rise. “What you doin just standin around? Even the kids is workin.” He didn’t add you asshole to the end of the last sentence only through sheer force of will. Sweat collected on the curve of his lower back and the first jolt of the day’s adrenaline was coming back, sour metal filling his mouth and his heart settling into a gallop.

      Mark, bent over trying to catch his breath with his hands on the box, looked very young, peering at Brandon and hunching his skinny shoulders even further. No help there, and Steph, bless her heart, wasn’t any either. Juju braced himself.

      “I was thinking,” Brandon retorted. “Someone around here has to.” A ratlike gleam filled his good blue eye, and the one puffed shut held a matching spark. “You help them, boy.”

      There it was, that hateful little syllable. Boy. Juju’s hands ached, and the thought—got me a rifle, and this motherfucker needs a lesson—was quite natural. His hand dropped to his sidearm instead, and Steph gasped.

      “You gonna shoot me?” Brandon’s smile wasn’t nice at all, shadows filling the dips and hollows of his sneer. “You gonna, huh, Juju?” Drawing out each syllable. Juuuuuujuuuuuu. “That what you gonna do, boy?”

      Oh, I’d sure like to. “Ain’t worth the bullet, Brandon.”

      Steph’s hands flew to her mouth, two tiny birds looking for shelter. Mark, his cheeks now ugly brick-red instead of crimson with effort, stared at the box on the double bed, its corners mashed and its bulk making the mattress sag. They weren’t gonna be any damn help, but Juju was past the point of caring.

      Or so he told himself.

      “You better ’pologize.” Brandon’s face suffused with plum-colored hate. “For runnin into me.”

      Oh, hell no. “Soon’s you ’pologize to the kids for leavin them to hassle everything up alone.” A little voice that bore a suspicious likeness to his grandmother’s was trying to tell Juju to calm down, to drop his gaze, to get along.

      Well, the world wasn’t what it had been, and Juju was sick of gettin along.

      “I’m sorry,” Steph Meacham squeaked, through shaking fingers. Her blue eyes were the size of saucers, and her slim hands worked at each other, an unconscious washing motion. “I bumped him into you, Mr French.”

      A ringing silence fell, the quiet after a stinging slap. Mark Kasprak stiffened, visible in Juju’s peripheral vision, and he wondered which way the boy was gonna jump. It was all Juju could do not to clear leather and solve the fucking problem of this shitheel once and for all.

      Brandon measured Juju one last time. He raised his right hand, stiffly, and pointed—a jabbing, accusatory little motion. “Imma get you, boy.”

      “When you think you man enough, cracker.” It wasn’t the wisest thing in the world, and if the world hadn’t gone to shit in a shuttle Juju probably wouldn’t have said it.

      But here they were. Home was behind them, and without backup, the Kentucky college boy maybe wasn’t as powerful as he thought he was. Maybe Lee would come down on the bastard so Juju didn’t have to, and if he didn’t, probably all Juju had to do was mention Miz Ginny.

      It wasn’t right to play dirty, and it wasn’t fair, but when you were dealing with the massive bloat of a white-man ego, you did your belt and your suspenders, too. Lee was good folk, but you could never be sure a paleface would do what he ought.

      Even if you called him your brother.

      Brandon pitched forward, like he was going to come on into the room, getting ready for a tango. Then he glanced at Steph, and Kasprak. Whatever he saw there didn’t make him brave enough, Juju guessed, because the idiot turned on his heel and strode away down the darkened hall, smacking the wall once or twice for good measure. Brandon’s blundering passage was that of every balked bigot since time began, and Juju let out a long breath, his hands still itching. It wouldn’t take much to step out into the hall and draw a bead.

      Not much at all.

      “You shouldn’t have said that,” Kasprak said, heavily, finally straightening. The brick-color was draining from his cheeks leaving them cottage-cheesy. He rubbed his hands over his hair, ruffling it up like a cartoon halo. “Oh, man.”

      “Shut up, Mark.” Steph Meacham rounded on him, har arms swinging angrily. “How could you just stand there with him talkin to Mr Thurgood like that?”

      The kid blinked owlishly, his jaw dropping a little. He yanked on the cuffs of his expensive new coat, pulling the sleeves down. “What?”

      “Never mind. Mr Thurgood?” Anxious, wide-eyed, the girl took two nervous steps and ended up next to Juju. “You okay? He’s awful mean. Imma tell Miz Mills.”

      Go runnin to the teacher. Juju shook his head. You couldn’t tell which way a damnyankee librul would jump when the chips hit the fan, either. “Ain’t gonna do a bit of good. Just be careful.” Might as well give all the warnings, now. “Don’t you be alone around that man, Steph. You hear me?”

      “Hey.” Mark, a faint objection. “That’s…what d’ya mean, don’t be alone around him?”

      “You either, Kasprak.” Juju headed for the door, shaking his head. And I sure as hell won’t be alone with that bastard unless I have a full clip and one in the chamber. “Let’s finish the haulin.”
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      Dinner was a sober affair. Even Kasprak didn’t laugh, too busy hunching his broadening shoulders and casting worried looks at Steph. The girl was quiet, her blue eyes moon-huge, and Juju had retreated into familiar post-combat taciturnity. Even Brandon was morose, though he made a show of collecting the paper bowls for the garbage bag after everyone was done.

      At least the college boy had helped Ginny feel a little better, even if Lee could have cheerfully chopped both his big manicured hands right off. Taking off a woman’s gloves—did he learn that at school, or was it one of the secret things rich boys were told? It seemed indecent, but maybe that was only because Lee wouldn’t have thought of it and besides, needed both his own paws for driving.

      If only he’d thought of it, though. Lee had been too damn busy sitting there in a cold sweat thinking of what could have happened to her instead of figuring out she’d need a bit of…comfort. Something. Anything other than to sit there ignored until the rich boy took it into his head to touch between her pretty fingers and tell stories about his mama.

      The hotel was cavernous and silent, one half of the glass front door shattered and the check-in desk a bullet-riddled ruin. There wasn’t anyone in the place; near as Lee could figure, someone looking for loot had come through. Why they chose a hotel rather than stores or gas stations in whatever place the rich of this town settled was beyond him, but it took all types to make the world go round, as his sainted Nonna said more than once with varying degrees of disapproval each time.

      Nobody asked why he didn’t have them staying in houses instead of looking for hotels or grocery stores. Juju would know, of course, but the rest of them probably didn’t think about it, just followed his lead. Maybe Ginny would figure out it was to cut down on potential contact with the critters, she was smart enough.

      It wasn’t anything he wanted her thinking on. People tended to crawl home to die; there was less chance of them hanging out in a hotel. The last thing Lee’s squad needed was the surprise appearance of a shambling almost-corpse, chewing and making that awful grinding noise.

      Ginny didn’t eat much. Her pretty face looked downright haunted, and she didn’t make any sort of trouble over staying in the truck while Lee and Juju swept the hotel. Nor did she try to draw Steph out, or comfort Mark. She barely patted Traveller’s head, but the dog was just fine with that as long as he could lean against her shin and beg for a treat or two. He ate more of her preservative-laced cold cuts and cheese than she did, and that was worrisome.

      No power was worrisome too, but they had the Colemans, and there was no shortage of fuel. Yet. After a while, he was going to have to start thinking about fire just like a caveman.

      Food, fire, protection. At least they weren’t fighting off the critters in the dark with sticks.

      Yet.

      Lee decided the third floor was best for all of them, and after dinner everyone set to carrying up the rest of the baggage and supplies for the night while Juju muttered about barricading the shattered front door or the stairwell exits. The kids skipped the usual malarkey, and Brandon did his fair share for once. Which was great, it was wonderful, it was fantastic—but Lee was not happy. At all.

      He finally got a chance, though, when Ginny took Traveller out near the hotel pool. The chain link fence surrounding it wouldn’t be a problem to a bored or halfway determined hound, but with the snow coming down and Ginny standing in the doorway, he didn’t think it too likely Trav would wriggle out even if his nose did catch a hint of something fine. The day’s excitement had tired everyone out, even the dog.

      Lee stood just behind Ginny, looking down at the top of her head wrapped in a pair of braids she’d done before dinner, hands moving quick and deft. A pretty crown for a pretty girl. Her shoulders slumped, and she leaned against the side of the door like it was too much trouble to stay upright.

      Shit. He glanced at the pool. Nobody was going to swim in there for a while. Already the chlorinated water was frozen, since the pump and heaters were out of commission. Traveller watered the side of a stack of white plastic deckchairs. Might as well have been a tree, for all the dog cared.

      Lee’s hands itched. Finally, he lifted the left one, and closed it around Ginny’s shoulder. Gently. There was a trembling going through her, humming high voltage.

      Was she crying? Oh, hell. Lee made sure his rifle was well out of the way and tugged on her shoulder. She turned, willingly, and he didn’t have to do anything. She buried her face in his chest, and she wasn’t crying, really. Just…shaking. Her faint sniffle could be from the weather, the temperature was dropping right quick now that darkness had crawled out of its hole.

      “It’s all right,” he said, keeping an eye on the dog’s tail, wagging businesslike as Traveller stuck his nose under a blue plastic cover shrouding another stack of deckchairs. “It’s all right, Ginny.”

      “It’s not.” Plaintive, muffled against his coat and his rifle strap. “It’s not. Someone could die, Lee.”

      So she’d finally realized as much. He’d been waiting for that particular point to hit home, really home, for her. Now that it had, he wasn’t sure he liked the result. The unsteady looking-for-a-spark feeling inside his chest and skull meant he wasn’t quite calm, and she needed him steady.

      They all did, but Ginny especially. Or maybe he just wanted to be that way, for her. What would be the most soothing? He settled for bare fact. “I ain’t gonna let that happen.” Well, unless it’s Mr French. Motherfucker can vanish, that would suit me fine. That would be the wrong thing to say, though.

      Ginny shook her head, slightly. “You might not be able to do anything about it.” Her trembling paused, resumed, a little less intense. Her chin was against his rifle strap, and he hoped the tough webbing wasn’t rasping at her skin.

      Been doing all right so far. That wasn’t the point, though. “Well, guess I’ll just do what I can.” He hunched a little, and rested his chin lightly on her braided hair. “You did a good job today, Ginny. Now listen. You listenin to me?”

      “Y-yes.” One pale, sighing little word.

      “Right this second, there ain’t nothin to worry about. We’re safe, we have food, and even the dog is fine.” He paused, glancing at the whirling snow, the dog’s businesslike tail-wagging. “And look at that, another safe second.” Another pause. “Another one there, too.”

      “Is that what you do?” Thankfully, the words didn’t break or tremble. She was calming down. Maybe he was doing all right. “Just…second by second?”

      “It gets easier with practice.” His stubble scraped at the edge of her braid. Soft, silken hair, even unwashed. If she relaxed a little, he could. Or at least, the fumes in his head could settle a bit. He didn’t much like the idea that he could explode if even a hint of heat hit. “Getting shot at shakes you up, takes a while to come down.”

      “I feel like a coward,” she whispered, like it was a secret.

      Do you now? “Darlin, that is the last thing I’d call you.”

      That seemed to be the right thing to say, because she relaxed all at once, leaning into him. “What’s the first?”

      “I’ll tell you later.” Lee shifted a little, leaning back on his heels. Not because he wanted to pull away, but because a few parts of him were very aware of both an adrenaline hangover and a soft, slim, very pretty woman right up close. She still smelled clean, though none of them were particularly fresh. Just the slightly spicy odor of a healthy female, one he wanted to curl up around and simply breathe in for a good long while. “Right now, look. Another safe second.”

      Her shoulders dropped. “And another one.” A little more confident. “That helps.”

      “Soon enough you’ll be able to get whole minutes going.” You never get the hang of weeks, though. Leastways, I never have. Maybe she would, if he could keep steady enough.

      Her sigh took them both by surprise, a deep, hitching exhale. “Sounds like a useful skill.”

      He expected a betraying little movement to tell him she was done being held, but none came. She shifted to rest her cheek against his rifle strap, and her breathing evened out. The wonderful simmering scent of her hair brushed his face, loosening every string inside him. Traveller shook slush out of his coat and trotted for them, yip-yowling his commentary on the damp, his dinner, and everything else in the blessed world.

      Lee couldn’t help himself. He pressed his lips onto the top of her head, gently. Maybe she’d think it was still his chin. His arms tightened, and he hugged her the way he’d wanted to for long, long time. Ginny’s arms slipped around him, and, wonder of wonders, she hugged back.

      They stood like that, in the door of a darkened hotel, until Traveller shouldered past them to get inside and shook, ridding himself of slushwater. That meant Lee had to close things up, and Ginny busied herself drying Traveller off with harsh white hotel towels, scrubbing at the hound’s undercarriage and murmuring who’s a good boy. Her cheeks were flushed, and when she glanced up at Lee, she smiled, tentatively.

      His face felt strange, because he was grinning like a fool, too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Decent Thing

          

        

      

    

    
      “It ain’t right.” Steph’s chin set, her sharp-pretty face pale as milk as she stood in the doorway. “He threatened Mr Thurgood, and Mark just stood there.” It was hard to tell which disturbed her the most. She clasped her hands; her knuckles turned white and you could almost hear the joints creak. Faint pink nail polish, carefully applied but now chipped and cracked, gleamed a little.

      Current events were hard on the manicure.

      “Threatened him?” Ginny pushed a stray curl away, tucking it behind her ear as she patted at her cheeks with a towel. A tealight candle on the bathroom counter gave enough golden glow to see by, falling into the mirror and multiplying. It smelled of bleach and dampness in here, the first from the stacked towels and the second from the hotel standing empty. It was amazing, how soon rooms became stale without someone breathing in them.

      At least this place had been nice before the disaster. The maroon carpet was thick enough to lose a dime or two in, the beds were likely to be comfortable, and if she couldn’t sleep alone at least she’d be warm. She’d almost gotten used to Steph’s slightly whistling breath at night.

      “Said he was gonna get him.” Steph’s expression hovered between worry and relief, switching back and forth as thoughts raced through. It was amazing, Ginny thought, how open someone’s face could be, especially a young someone. “And he wasn’t talkin about no Christmas present.”

      At least the pipes weren’t frozen here; Ginny set the towel aside, twisted the faucet off, and wrung out the washcloth halfway, again. Traveller’s ears perked; two sharp raps on the room door made Steph jump.

      It was only Lee, his hair ruffled and his hands washed, on his usual nightly visit to “get them settled.” Ginny drew him into the room, the sopping washcloth in her hand and her headache intensifying. It was probably normal to stress-cry after a day that included being shot at, but at least Steph hadn’t noticed one of the adult losing their cool; a cold cloth to the face worked wonders when a girl needed to camouflage.

      He didn’t need a neon sign to tell something had happened. Lee took a long look at her, hazel eyes back to dark but piercing, and his hair was beginning to fall stubbornly over his forehead. “Ginny? Somethin wrong?”

      “You mean, something else?” She tried for a smile, but her face simply wouldn’t cooperate. The urge to lean forward, rest her forehead on his shoulder, and close her eyes once more was almost overwhelming. A girl could get used to that faint, slightly lemony smell on a man. “Tell him,” she said, and retreated to the bathroom again, smoothing icy-wet terrycloth over her face. It felt good, and she listened as Steph haltingly described Brandon’s latest bad behavior.

      Christ. Getting shot at in the morning and having to deal with this bullshit at night. Why did things have to be so goddamn difficult?

      Then she felt like an idiot for even thinking such a thing in the middle of a disaster zone full of the walking dead. Were there places the…the sickness hadn’t reached? Enclaves that hadn’t been infected?

      Her head ached too badly to pursue that line of thought. They didn’t say coast to coast on public television for a few scattered sniffles. Was the entire continent…but she didn’t want to think about that, either. She had to leave the bathroom’s safety, Steph was finishing her story.

      Lee listened quietly, his arms folded and his head cocked, and his eyes had lightened once more. “Pointed at him,” he repeated, slowly and distinctly. Almost like a lawyer, repeating what he already knew, giving his interlocutor time to think of more. Seen in profile, with his hair mussed and his cheeks scuffy, he was no longer the slightly oddball library patron. Instead…well, he was something else. “And said Imma get you.”

      “Yeah.” Steph hugged herself. She’d taken her pins and rubber bands out; her changecolor hair was now full of soft waves. If I’d’a known it was so simple I’d’a worn it like this all the time, she’d said when Ginny showed her how to pin the braids across the back of her head. “Mr Thurgood said it wouldn’t do any good to tell, but…I’m worried, Mr Quartine. Real worried.” Did the girl know, could she guess, how obvious it was she was braced for an adult not to believe her?

      God, Ginny remembered that feeling from her own teenage years. She also remembered Brandon’s warm fingers on hers, working out tension, soothing. How could he do that, then turn around and threaten Juju afterward?

      Bigots could be nice, they could even be kind. It didn’t change the ugly parts. Brandon didn’t pull his weight, that much was obvious too. To be absolutely, strictly honest, Ginny didn’t like him. He was a blowhard and yes, a racist. And just what had he been doing, testing doorknobs in the middle of the night while the zombies roamed outside? It had to have been him rattling at the door.

      There was being fair to someone you didn’t particularly get along with, and then there was this. Juju would call it a bad apple, and Ginny agreed. Maybe that morning she would have tried to gloss over this, make it all right, convene a meeting to talk it out. Bend over backward to be fair.

      Not now. “You did the right thing,” Ginny heard herself say. “This is something we needed to know about.”

      Perhaps she sounded strange, because they both looked at her. Steph’s hands halted their scrubbing at each other, and her shoulders relaxed a little, then a little more. Her bare toes, painted pink like her fingernails, looked cold.

      Lee, on the other hand, hunched slightly, new weight resting on him. “Ayuh,” he said, finally. “It is.”

      “Mr Thurgood told both of us not to be alone around him,” Steph added. A good little student, reciting for extra credit.

      “Did he now.” Lee nodded thoughtfully. Gold gleamed along his stubble. His jacket, unzipped, showed a blue sweater, the kind with leather patches at the elbows and two buttons at the neck. He was probably wearing that old, worn leather vest underneath it. No rifle, but a handgun, right on his belt. “That’s good advice. Go on and get ready for bed, Steph. Ginny, you mind steppin outside with me?”

      Gee, I’ll have to ask my chaperone. “There’s no need for discussion; I think Mr French should go his own way.” That, Ginny decided, was putting it mildly. Maybe that was all she’d have to say and by morning the problem would be solved.

      Was it just the tiniest bit lazy or cowardly of her to hope so? Frankly, with the headache, she didn’t care. She didn’t even care about Lee’s gun in plain sight, and that was a new, worrisome development. So many troubling things were getting to be usual.

      “No stickin together?” Lee ducked his head a little, maybe surprised she didn’t want to discuss the damn issue.

      “Not if he’s going to threaten one of us.” Another funny thing, how she could delineate one of us from not one of us, and who was on which side of the line. One of those things you learned in a disaster, maybe.

      Or maybe she was simply tired of all the bullshit.

      It was downright disconcerting when Lee’s eyes lightened up and he looked so intensely at something. That gaze could burn holes in concrete, especially when his eyebrows came together a little and his jaw hardened. “I thought you’d need convincin.”

      Steph closed the bathroom door, which meant the only light was from the pair of emergency candles in heavy glass holders on the room’s flimsy table, pulled away from the window and its long, buff-colored drapes.

      Ginny restrained the urge to pinch at the bridge of her nose or start swearing. Or possibly both. The very idea was wonderfully therapeutic. “I’m not stupid, Lee.”

      “Indeed you are not.” He rubbed a his cheek, fingertips scraping on that six o’clock shadow, before recrossing his arms firmly. He looked deceptively lean, but standing this close she was very aware of his wide shoulders and the amount of leashed strength in that rangy frame. “But I was gonna ask about movin him on his way tonight or in the morning.”

      “Oh.” God, wouldn’t today ever end? All she wanted was to crawl into the tightly made bed, close her eyes, and pretend that something, anything about this was okay. Or normal. Or sane.

      “At night’s when the critters seem more active,” Lee continued. “Maybe lettin him go in the morning and gettin some distance would be best.”

      “You’re right.” Still…what if Brandon tried something tonight? Her headache intensified, something she hadn’t thought possible until that very moment. Even her hair hurt. “Maybe you lock your door too, and don’t go downstairs to, you know, keep watch? If you do, someone’s alone. That’s not good.” Besides, the stairwell doors were blocked, in defiance of the fire codes.

      Not that there would be an inspector around anytime soon.

      “Don’t like it either way.” His eyes narrowed, and it occurred to her that he probably had his own headache. Nobody asked him how he was doing, or visibly worried over his state of mind. They piled decisions on him, all day, and he didn’t seem to mind much…but still.

      Ginny touched the back of his left wrist, damp fingertips on his warm skin. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?” Honestly baffled, he peered at her. Traveller sat down and leaned against his leg, gazing at her too; Lee didn’t push the dog away. Instead, he shifted his weight slightly, answering the pressure, letting Traveller know he was welcome.

      Such a little thing, to tell you everything you needed to know about Lee Quartine. Just like this latest incident told you everything you needed to know about Brandon. Ginny balled up the washcloth. It would be satisfying to pitch it across the room, but not very mature. “If I hadn’t invited him along, none of this would have happened.”

      “You did the decent thing, Ginny.” Quiet and level, meaning every word.

      Of course, Lee Quartine didn’t say things he didn’t mean. One more thing to like about him, when you could get him to talk.

      “Maybe I shouldn’t have.” Good Lord. Had that really come out of her mouth? A zombie apocalypse was really bad for your ethics.

      “Nah. That bit’s my job, darlin. Get some rest.” He paused at the door. “Make sure you use the deadbolt, now.”

      “Yes, sir.” She didn’t salute, but it was close, and his brief, tight smile was a reward. She did lock the deadbolt, and wondered if he waited outside the door to make sure.

      Probably. He was like that.

      Steph peered out of the bathroom, a gleam of suppressed cheer in her blue eyes. “He really likes you, Miss Ginny.”

      “Maybe he’s just a gentleman.” Good breeding, Brandon had said. The English teacher would probably be a lot happier on his own, or he’d find other survivors. People like him always landed on their feet, right? “I don’t think we’ll be traveling with Mr French for much longer.”

      The girl let out a long, soft breath. “Ain’t that a relief.” She shook out her small, fine hands, every trace of anxiety washed away.

      It must be nice to be able to turn off the worry-tap like that. “Yes.” Ginny’s head hurt too badly to feel anything but the deep desire to crawl into bed. “Brush your teeth, sweetie.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Ginny thought she’d have no trouble passing out. Instead, she lay in the dark, watching the shadows from the candle in the bathroom and listening to Steph’s deep breathing from the other bed. Traveller twitched as he dreamed his doggie dreams near her knees, sprawled with supreme unconcern. Shadows danced, the eerie silence closing around their tiny island of sanity was large, and for the first time in a very long time, Ginny Mills felt very, very small.
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      The previous night’s snow and spatters of sleet hadn’t amounted to much; the clouds had decided to warm up a little instead of dumping their cargos, so morning was full of the slithering of melt and larger patches of wet but clear concrete in the parking lot. Good traveling weather, though he didn’t like the way the wind tasted when it veered northward. At least Lee got a cup of coffee and a reasonable breakfast before the disagreeableness started in the hotel’s busted foyer.

      “I don’t believe this.” Brandon puffed up in front of the elevators, the bruise up his face garish-colored and his blue eyes blazing, and for a moment Lee thought the college boy was going to cause even more problems. “You can’t make me leave.” It didn’t look like French had slept much, between the tangle of his unwashed hair to the bags under his unwounded eye. His coat still showed marks from his ridiculous backpack, and the scruffy-unshaven made him look a little older than he was.

      Older. Not more mature. It was a damn good thing he’d told the college boy to bunk alone last night, even if Juju’s baked beans had been doing their work with a vengeance.

      “Ain’t no need for fuss, Mr French.” Lee stood, loose and easy, his right hand close to his hip just in case. “You can find yourself a car and be on your way.” There wasn’t any shortage of vehicles lying around, that was for damn sure.

      “But why?” Injured innocence shone from the man’s swell-distorted face. He glanced past Lee—the others, in a tight knot around a Coleman lantern in the cavernous dark foyer and occupied with their own breakfasts, were uneasily quiet except for Traveller, who was begging hard for the remains of whatever Juju had in his bowl. Mark kept glancing over, perplexity written across his beaky face. Steph huddled on the other side of Ginny, finishing the steady consumption of a whole box of strawberry-frosted toaster pastries. Girl had a sweet tooth. “What’s going on?”

      For Christ’s sake. How much clearer did Lee have to be? “You’re not travelin with us anymore. That’s all.”

      “Well, where the hell do you expect me to go?” The English teacher—if that’s what he really was—started getting loud, maybe thinking volume would change Lee’s mind or somehow overwhelm him.

      Lee forced himself not to shrug. He’d been yelled at by the best, and this chickenshit was nowhere in that league. “Ain’t my problem.”

      Brandon glanced past him again, and it became obvious why a few moments later. Ginny, twin braids hanging down her back and her coat unzipped, halted next to Lee, her hands wrapped around her travel mug. A paper slip fluttered—the teabag-tag, a fancy heavy one, hanging outside the screw-on top. Earl Grey. Smelled like perfume, but she seemed to like it. Maybe it was a girl thing? They liked frilly stuff, strange smells, different tastes.

      Mysteries, every damn one of them. At least this jumped-up jackass was something Lee knew how to handle.

      “Ginny?” Brandon turned the charm on, smiling like a man whose credit card was no longer working. Spreading his hands a little, tilting his head. “He’s saying I can’t travel with you anymore. What’s going on?”

      Her eyebrows rose. “Do you really not know?” Dead level, her mouth set, she might have been back in the library, dealing with someone who had Ideas, as Lee’s Nonna would have said. She lifted her mug, took a decorous sip.

      Lee was glad she’d never unleashed that look on him. Very little stung like a woman measuring you and visibly finding you short.

      “You’re a liability.” Lee stepped forward—not much, just a bit, to keep himself on the front line.  “There ain’t no need for anything other than goin your way.”

      “I don’t believe this,” the man repeated. His face probably hurt, the way he was working it. Like a rubber mask, trying to squinch itself into the right expression. “For what? Seriously, what is wrong with you people?”

      “Please.” Ginny, soft but inflexible. “Just go, Brandon. We’re done.”

      “Ginny. Come on. Please. What did I do?” French looked honestly perplexed. Still, Lee would bet cash he at least suspected, and was hoping to gut his way out of it.

      If Ginny was traveling alone, how much would she have put up with from this fellow? He didn’t want to think about that.

      “Do you really think you could threaten one of us and still ride with us all day?” Ginny’s mouth turned down at the corners. “Really?”

      “Threaten? Threaten who?” But the man’s expression changed by a critical few degrees.

      Lee wished Ginny wasn’t standing so close, and further wished she’d just let him handle this. There was no use talking about it. The longer French had to work himself up, the worse he’d get.

      “You’ve been nasty and dismissive to Mr Thurgood all along.” Soft but relentless, Ginny’s look hadn’t changed at all. “And yesterday, you threatened him. That’s unacceptable, Brandon.”

      “What? No way.” Hands up now, lines of grime under his fingernails. It was hard to keep clean in the apocalypse, but it didn’t look like he was trying too hard, either. Brandon shook his head, his hair flopping. “He threatened me, Ginny. He called me a cracker.”

      Hard to tell which upset him more. “And called the sky blue, too.” Lee’s fingertips touched the butt of his sidearm. If Ginny would step back a bit, he’d feel a lot better. “It’s settled. You ain’t comin with us. Best bet would probably be to stay here a couple nights until you get yourself a car, and move on.” Since you already know it’s safe here.

      Brandon straightened, dropping his hands. Behind him, the dead elevators gleamed, their blank faces watching without much interest. “Like hell.” Now it was beginning to sink in, apparently. “Ginny, you’re not gonna let him do this, right? You can see what’s happening, can’t you?”

      “Oh, yes.” Ginny lifted her mug and took another dainty sip. Her gaze never left his. “Very clearly.”

      Whatever Brandon was expecting, it clearly wasn’t that. His mouth actually fell open slightly, and as much as Lee disliked the man, he could relate. Lord, how on earth did she sound so…Lee searched for a word. Like she wouldn’t spit on him to put him out, but polite at the same time. They probably taught her that at college, or her mama passed it down. Lord, Ginny’s mama must be a firecracker.

      Brandon recovered quickly, though. He shifted to back to injured, righteous pride like putting on an old pair of socks. “He’s gonna do this to you, too, Ginny. I told you.”

      “I’ll take my chances.” Then, deliberately, Ginny turned her slim, pretty back, and walked away. Lee had to force himself not to turn and look.

      That deflated Mr French. His shoulders sagged, and for a moment Lee almost felt sorry for the fucker.

      But not quite. “Juju? We about packed up?”

      “Yessir,” Juju called from the breakfast circle. Ginny rejoined them, and both the kids, probably reading something on her face, hurried into motion. The garbage bag was tied off—don’t leave a campsite dirty was a good rule. It wouldn’t take long to get moving.

      Especially since they were cutting deadweight loose. Lee backed up a step, two, and kept “Mark, you and Steph get loaded. Ginny, you wanta ride with me?” Oh, it probably wasn’t kind of him to rub it in, but Lee didn’t care at the moment. Now he was the one holding Brandon French’s gaze.

      A deadly ratlike gleam lit itself far back in those blue eyes, and all of a sudden Lee felt strangely comfortable again. Women were a mystery, but a bastard too big for his educated britches was something any Quartine could handle.

      “Sure. Come on, Traveller.” Ginny clicked her tongue and the dog scurried after her, nails clicking on hard flooring.  The kids followed her out the door. Juju lingered, picking up the Coleman lantern, waiting.

      Watchful.

      Ginny’s shadow danced in the doorway. She paused, making sure the parking lot was clear, and beckoned the kids out.

      Which freed Lee up to deal with this in his own way, if it was necessary.

      “That’s how it is?” Brandon had turned the volume down. Now would come the nasty. “Just toss me out, on his say-so?” He had more to say, Lee could see it boiling behind bloodshot blue eyes and a prettyboy mouth. Before the world went to hell, he probably got everything he wanted. Must be quite a shock, to have something not go his way. “On the say-so of a goddamn ni—”

      “Shut up.” It felt good to say, Lee decided, and even better to have the bark cut right through Brandon’s nastiness. That was one thing about the Army, it taught you how to stop a jackass—if he was wearing a lower stripe-count, that was. “Nobody here wants to hear a damn word you have to say.”

      “Sonofabitch—” And then, as expected, Brandon took a swing.

      Lee leaned aside, barely having to move his feet. The boy was no brawler, despite his size. Lee dropped his hip, got a fist going, and socked French one in the gut about half-strength; that dumped the younger man onto the hard, cold fake stone. No carpet in front of the elevators, no sir, the entire lobby was floored with something that was supposed to be marble but didn’t quite have the heft or look of real quality.

      “Lee?” Juju, taut and ready, hurrying forward. Lee held up a hand, and considered kicking the collapsed, moaning mess of said-he-was-a-teacher.

      Looked like he’d learned a lesson, all right.

      “…get you,” Brandon wheezed, curled up like a worm with a hook in its belly.

      Yeah, Lee wanted to say. Sure you will. You killed a rattler when you could, and with things the way they were now, well, what was to stop him from solving a problem permanent-like?

      In the end, though, he simply stepped back, turned on his heel, and left the man there.

      Later, he wondered. But all he felt at that particular moment was relief.
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      Lunch was at another rest area, a bowl of dense pines surrounded by ugly clearcut slopes fading under a white blanket. Ginny, pale but composed, flinched when Juju slammed the driver’s door; it was a miracle none of the four-by’s windows were broken. The spare tire was a goner until they could find another one to hook on there, but auto dealerships weren’t marked in the atlas. It was extremely lucky neither of their remaining vehicles were leaking anything vital, either.

      They could stop for another RV, but Lee hadn’t suggested it. It would probably take some convincing to get Ginny behind the wheel again.

      Without Brandon, the stop took less than twenty minutes, and plenty of that was leg-stretching time with Traveller amid a snow flurry, thick white feathers melting almost in midair before the temperature plunged. The sky turned depthless later that afternoon, and it began snowing in earnest as they bumped along unplowed and melt-freed roads. At first the flakes vanished when they touched bare concrete, but soon enough they spread tiny lacework over every surface, clotting quickly. By four o’clock it was already dusky, daylight struggling through iron-colored clouds and snow turning to harder, ice-ridged pellets.

      Finally, during a check-in at the edge of a small town—the sign said Simonson, pop 7498, and it looked like an even smaller dead end than Cotton Crossing—Juju suggested waiting out whatever this was. There was a brand new blue-and-yellow Bargain Zone box store on the outskirts, with acres of parking lot, but Lee was uneasy seeing the number of cars in the parking lot. Plenty of them were drawn into a circle in defiance of neatly painted lines, all blurring under fresh snow.

      “Are you sure…” Ginny didn’t finish the sentence. He glanced at her over Traveller’s perked ears. The dog sat between them, staring out the windshield like the snow had a message for him.

      Maybe it did.

      “Juju and me’ll check it first.” He gave the lot another going-over. No footprints, but with the melt, there wouldn’t be a bunch of tracks. The cars had to have been in place before it first snowed. “Don’t worry. We’re old hands.”

      “I know.” Still, her hands clutched at each other again, those pretty grey gloves developing a hole near her left thumb. “I just…”

      He waited, but she simply shook her head. She hadn’t put her braids up, and though he liked her dark curls coming free, it was a little…disturbing…to see her disheveled. Welcome, yes, and powerfully attractive, but at the same time, almost uncomfortable. Especially when added to her uncharacteristic quiet. She wasn’t a talker like Brandon, by any means, but he missed her occasional observations.

      Should he reach over the dog and take her hand? It was uncomfortably close to French’s talking her out of the shakes. And there was getting them all inside, out of the weather, to consider.

      But he couldn’t get out of the truck and leave her like this. He set the parking brake, and the walkie-talkie crackled.

      “What’s the plan?” Juju’s voice came through loud and clear. He hadn’t said a word about French threatening him, or about leaving the motherfucker behind.

      There was, really, nothing to say. Lee reached for the talkie. “On the ground in five. Gear up.”

      “Ten-four.”

      Lee slid his sidearm free, checked it. Familiar, habitual movements he could perform in his sleep. He pushed the gun back home, lifting his hip off the seat, and glanced at her. “Don’t worry,” he said, again.

      “I’ll try.” Two pale, faint little words. Traveller, quivering in place like the good hound he was, shifted a little to settle his hind end more firmly against Ginny’s hip. Scooching over to get as close to her as he could.

      Lee could relate. “Safe seconds, remember? Just keep counting them off while I’m gone.”

      “I…I don’t feel safe at all,” she whispered, staring at the front of the store. She was too pale. “Can I go with you?”

      I’d like that, really I would. But she was safer in here, so Lee shook his head slightly. “Trav needs someone to keep him company.”

      “Blame it on the dog.”

      “Big Q always said that was the secret to a good marriage.” That, and letting a woman have whatever she needs. His grandfather never said the latter when Nonna was around, but it rubbed through in little ways. The man had been done gone over his wife, and Lee supposed his own daddy had been the same over Lee’s mama.

      That was an unpleasant thought, though, one he shelved with a mental effort so reflexive he barely remembered when it had started. Enough that it went quietly.

      Ginny tried to smile. “You ever been married?”

      “No ma’am.” It almost hurt him to see the effort she was making. Trying to put him at ease? It was just like her.

      “Me either.” She settled herself, turning back to the windshield, chin rising a little, defiant. “Okay, go on. I’m hungry.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      No sign of critters, and the windowless employee breakroom was neat as a pin. There was enough room in there, if they pushed an ancient couch up against the wall, for everyone to spread out their foam pads and sleeping bags. Steph and Mark went off in search of something for dessert, Ginny to look for first-aid supplies—you could never have too much, in her opinion, and she was the one with medical training—and Juju was on a mission for a certain beloved kind of baked beans again.

      Maybe, Lee thought, he should let Juju bunk somewhere else for the night.

      Lee, flashlight beam bobbing, moved aimlessly through the store, looking at the shelves and thinking. One problem was solved, but a few others were raising their ugly heads. They’d been almost unbelievably lucky so far, and you couldn’t count on that. It was vanishingly unlikely that Ginny’s parents were still alive, and his little group weren’t making good time through the slippery roads, especially with the weather deciding to turn all at once. Going north into snowstorms was a fool’s move.

      He was racking his brains to think of a better destination that wasn’t in Grandon’s letter when the fine hairs all over him stood up and he froze between one step and the next, listening intently. What had he heard? Something familiar, but out of place.

      Thunk. The sound of a swinging door sealing itself, to his left. But nobody was over there—or at least, nobody from his group.

      “Lee?” Ginny, from the end of an aisle behind him. Maybe she’d found all she needed. “Is that—”

      “Shhh.” His hand blurred for his gun just as the girl came around the corner and dropped her own weatherproof flashlight. The beam swung crazily, narrowly avoiding blinding him, and she dug frantically at her belt.

      Sixteen tops, with a fine-carved face and dark eyes, the black girl peered wildly from under a hunter-orange knit cap. Her blue coat was a little too big for her but she had a well-worn .45, and she finished lifting it as Ginny appeared from behind the aisle-end and a glossy stack of plastic sacks on display.

      Lee eyed the girl, she eyed him right back, and Ginny outright gasped.

      “Who the hell are you?” the girl demanded, quickest off the mark.

      Oh, good Lord. The business end of a pistol always looked very big, and very dark, when it was pointed at you. “Easy there, miss.” Lee took his hand away from his own gun, and spread his arms a little. “Ginny, stay back.”

      The girl, thin braids holding small blue beads doing their best to escape her hat, narrowed those velvety dark eyes. She had a fine stance; someone had taught her how to shoot. “Who the hell are you?”

      “Oh, my God.” Ginny peered the rest of the way around an endcap stacked high with chips—potato and corn, and glass bottles of salsa or queso dip. “Oh. Hello.” The words shook a little. “You’re alive.”

      The girl’s gaze flicked past Lee to Ginny. If she was relieved at seeing a woman, it didn’t show. “What?” At least she had some trigger discipline.

      “Please.” Lee cleared his throat. “Put the gun down, miss.”

      “Like hell.” The young lady didn’t think much of this notion. “Who the hell are you?”

      “He’s Lee,” Ginny said, helpfully. “I’m Ginny, Ginny Mills. We don’t mean you any harm.”

      “Yeah, well…” The girl studied them both, and Lee waited for her to make up her mind. No need to shoot, but accidents happened. And he didn’t want to be in the path of one, or God forbid, have a stray shot hit Ginny. Calm and easy was called for here.

      Another small sound—thunk-chock. It was an employee door, Lee realized, swinging wide and closing—he and Juju had gotten in through the employee entrance on the west side, sheltered from the wind, but any grocery store had holes in the back, as well. Quick footsteps followed, squeaking slightly. Another female voice, very young. “Mandy! Mandy, there’s people—oh.” Another teenage girl, a redhead with milky skin and sleepy pale eyes, halted behind the dark-haired one. “Hi.” A red jacket to match that carrot-top, and her jeans were almost wet to the knee.

      “Hi.” Ginny stepped out, slowly, her hands held high. “I’m Ginny. You are?”

      “I’m Carline. That’s Mandy.” The redhead stepped close and jostled the other girl, and Lee’s back prickled with sweat. You didn’t bump someone who had a bead, for Chrissake. “She’s, uh, a little wired.”

      Lee decided to keep his mouth shut. Ginny was going to be way more soothing than him, and he had to focus on breathing. If that girl put her finger on the trigger, things were going to get unhappy right quick.

      “We all are,” Ginny soothed. “We’ve been shot at, and then there’s the…” She took a deep breath. “The zombies.”

      “Any of y’all sick?” Mandy demanded. The gun shook a little; her boots were damp and very new. “At all?”

      “No. No fever, no convulsions, not even a sniffle.” Ginny spread her hands a little more, and sonny Jesus save him from a heart attack, stepped in front of Lee. She moved towards the girls, hands still up, her braids dangling down her back. “We’re all healthy. We’re just here for food, and we’ll leave if you want us to.”

      That was music to the dark-haired girl’s ears, apparently. “Promise?”

      “Mandy. Stop it.” The redhead elbowed her again. Christ, if that gun went off—

      “Jesus.” Mandy lowered the .45. Her dark eyes were huge, and Lee thought it pretty likely she was the decision-maker in this little couple. “Okay, just…you know, a guy shows up, and we’re alone, and…”

      The redhead—Carline—snorted a half-giggle. “Don’t tell them that, idiot!”

      “Lee?” Juju called. “Lee?”

      “It’s all right,” Ginny called back. “Stay where you are, please.” Her tone dropped, became businesslike. “That’s Mr Thurgood, he travels with us. There’s Mark and Steph too, they’re about your age.”

      Carline brightened. “Oh. Y’all travelin? Where you goin?”

      “New York.”

      “What’s there?” Mandy holstered the shootin’ iron, very slowly. She didn’t have to look to do it. A very capable little miss, right here.

      “My parents.” Ginny relaxed a little, lowering her hands. Was she smiling? It sounded like it. Lee’s palms were damp, and he was pretty sure his balls had crawled northward to escape carpetbaggers.

      Lucky again. But he was gonna have to have a talk with her about stepping in front of guns.

      The girls stared at Ginny like they couldn’t quite believe what they’d heard. Lee let out a long, soft breath. “Ginny,” he managed, through a throat gone dusty-dry. “Maybe we should, uh, let these ladies get back to whatever they was doin.”

      “Huh.” Carline studied him. “We’ll let you stay here. For a bit, at least.”

      “Unless you’re a rapist,” Mandy chimed in, bending for her flashlight. It was a good thing it had a heavy rubberized cover, or the damn thing would have cracked. “Then I’ll shoot you.”

      “Yes, well, if he was I’d shoot him myself,” Ginny said, calmly. “But for right now, maybe we could try to get along without guns?”

      At that, both girls began to laugh. It was a screechy, not-quite-sane sound, but nice and comforting nonetheless.

      That was how they met Mandy and Carline.
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      Sterno cans sizzled busily under rickety grillwork. Hot dogs, frozen solid in the depths of the grocery store’s coolers a short while ago, were now sweating grease and charring a little. The buns hadn’t gone bad—preservative-laced bread was doing better than the organics, that was for sure. Ginny longed for some Thai food, or Chinese. Egg flower soup would have gone down really easily. With a salad. A big, deep-green salad with bright red tomatoes. Bagged kale was probably still good, but the tomatoes in the produce section were all liquified by now.

      She poked at the hot dogs and suppressed a sigh.

      “Carline’s mama worked here.” Mandy accepted hot cocoa from Steph with a smile, obviously much easier now that she saw someone her own age in this new group.

      “Night manager,” Carline chimed in. “So she had keys. When everyone got sick and started zombifying, we figured it was safer here.”

      Mark was eyeing these new arrivals with no little trepidation. “What about your parents?”

      The black girl turned somber and stared into her cup, her chiseled lips pursing. “Well, once they get sick, they don’t seem to care ’bout no family ties.”

      “We had to beat her mama off with a two-by-four.” Carline shuddered, only a little theatrically.

      “Wasn’t much of a change,” Mandy muttered, and took a large gulp of cocoa. It was probably too hot, but she didn’t grimace.

      Steph nodded, pouring hot water into another mug with Swiss Miss mix. A high pretty flush stood out on her cheeks. “We had to run over my daddy. Well, Mark did. And my mama…well.”

      “Gruesome.” Carline was a little ray of sunshine. It was both disturbing and heartening to see the girls feeling each other out, subtle social cues flashing between them lightning-quick. “I had to use a lacrosse stick on mine. She was always on me to practice.”

      Mandy swallowed, her shoulders hunched. There was more to that story, anyone could tell just by looking.

      “Maybe exchanging the details could wait until after dinner, ladies.” Ginny glanced at Mark. “Hand me the platter, will you?”

      Lee and Juju hurried in through the unlocked front door, stamping fresh snow loose. They were getting really good at finding employee doors and getting glass ones open without making them unusable afterward. Finding a place to shelter the vehicles was going to be a problem, since the power was out and that meant no engine-block heaters. Or so it appeared to Ginny.

      That wasn’t something she could solve. It was a relief to find something she didn’t feel responsible for, frankly.

      “Nothin movin outside.” Lee set his rifle down, carefully, and stretched his hands over the grill. Juju got the door closed and locked, peering out into a wind-whirling white dusk. Dim light from the blue flames and the Coleman lamps reflected off the end of a few checkstands; there was an entire display of charcoal in paper bags. There was a propane refill station here too; Ginny had, after much thought, opted for the cans of alcohol gel. The risk of carbon monoxide poisoning precluded any large barbecue plans, but Ginny was just tired enough to find the idea funny.

      The grilling, that was. Not the poisoning. It was the end of the world, and here they were with a cookout.

      Mark’s head swiveled, trying to keep track of the new arrivals as he held a red plastic platter. It tipped dangerously as Ginny loaded it with hot dogs, each nestled in a toasted bun. “Careful, kiddo.”

      “Oh, yeah.” He righted the plate, but his gaze wandered again. Impossible to tell which new girl he was more fascinated with. Lee might have been about to bark at him, but Ginny shook her head a little. Let the kids the kids.

      Just as she thought it, Carline hopped to her feet and shouldered Mark aside. “You gotta hold it straight. Jeez.” She made a little motion with her head, either tossing her hair or dismissing him, it was hard to tell which.

      “I’m surprised y’all ain’t goin to Georgia.” Mandy finished her cocoa with another gulp, put her elbows on her knees. Her cornrow braids, each a neat ridge, ended with blue beads that made tiny cheerful noises whenever her hair swing. Her hunter-orange hat lay neatly in her lap. At least she’d laid the gun aside. It looked like a real cannon, but Lee didn’t seem concerned about her carrying it. Not like Brandon’s carbine.

      She didn’t want to think about Brandon. At least they were miles away, and he was presumably an adult. He could shift for himself.

      “Why?” Ginny loaded another batch of hot dogs onto the grill. Still half-frozen, they were easier to handle with tongs but she was going to err on the side of burning them, just to make sure. The last thing they needed was food poisoning. “Juju, come eat while it’s warm. Steph, sweetie, we need something other than chips, really. Something with fiber.”

      “Fiiiiiber.” Steph giggled, and the other two girls did too. Ginny couldn’t help but smile.

      Mandy sobered first. “The last thing we heard on the radio was the gov’mint tellin everyone to go there. Atlanta, the CDC.” She pushed herself upright, stuffing her hat in her jacket pocket. “We were talkin about goin out that way, maybe.”

      “Said they was working on a cure.” Carline made a slight tsking noise. Her cheeks were downright rosy. “I’ll take this, you pass out the plates.”

      Mark hurried to obey, his Adam’s apple moving as he swallowed nervously. Lee pulled his hands back like they’d been singed, and straightened. “Atlanta, huh?” His gaze rested on Ginny, thoughtful and distant.

      Go ahead, if you want to. She busied herself with laying some more buns down to toast, too. Sterno was nontoxic, right? The flames were small enough dioxide poisoning wasn’t a huge risk. She’d carefully thought that out before approaching the problem of cooking tonight. Her fingers were numb; her headache had retreated but her neck was still tense.

      “That’s what they said.” Mandy did a smart about-face, unearthing her big rubberized flashlight from inside her coat. “Imma go find something healthy, Miz Mills.”

      “It’s Ginny. And you don’t have to—”

      “Take someone with you,” Lee piped up. “Safer.”

      “Ain’t nothin in here, sir.” She slipped between two checkstands and was gone in a wink, flicking her flashlight into life.

      “Stubborn,” Carline called after her, then dropped her tone. “But she’s used to going off alone. ’Nough to drive you crazy.”

      Lee looked about ready to pick up his rifle and follow the girl, but Ginny shook her head again. “Don’t.” Softly, so it wouldn’t carry. “Better for me to go, or Steph. Or just let her be.”

      Puzzlement wrinkled his forehead, but smoothed as soon as it dawned on him. Ginny waited for him to get angry, but his expression settled between remote and rueful. “Aight.” He scratched at his cheek, stubbling up fast. “Glad we cut that feller loose.” It was obvious who he meant.

      “Me too.” She didn’t ask what had happened once she and the kids had left the foyer that morning. There was no point—she couldn’t see Brandon agreeing gracefully, or Lee caring at that point. “This’ll be done in a little bit.”

      Civilization was a thin veneer indeed. How long before it cracked like an egg?

      “Just let ’er go, I guess.” Lee tucked his gloves in a pocket. “Tomorrow’s early enough for rules.” If they’re coming along, was the unspoken corollary. He reached for the tongs, but she whisked them away. “Why don’t you go sit down? Have Steph bring you some cocoa. You look peaked.”

      “I’m fine.” She watched Steph load a plate for Juju, who settled on an upended milk crate, sideways so he could keep an eye on the door. “This batch is all yours.”

      “What about you?”

      “Cook eats last. You know that.” She was turning into her mother. Cook sits down last, Mom would say, with the unspoken corollary that she got up at least fifteen times during the meal to fetch things, fuss at something, or refill a glass hung over every bite.

      Lee’s smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Next time I’m on KP.”

      “No thanks.”

      “You don’t think I can?”

      She glanced up, hurriedly, to check his expression. The smile remained, and she almost sighed with relief. Then she felt like an idiot, but that quick jab of social discomfort was damn near instantaneous. “I want to feel useful.”

      “You’re right useful.”

      Somehow I don’t think my skillset is particularly applicable. “Maybe you guys should go to Atlanta. If they—”

      “No.” He didn’t even let her finish.

      “Lee.” She poked at a charring hot dog, turning it over.

      “I told you, I ain’t havin you hurt.”

      She kept fiddling with the grill. The buns looked toasted enough, so she pulled them off, and he held another platter for them. “It’s just a suggestion, Lee.”

      “Ma’am?” Carline was at her elbow. “You need some help?”

      A salad and a long vacation is what I need. Some white wine would go down really easily, too. Or maybe a shot of something stronger. “I’m all right. What have you guys been eating?”

      “Oh, whatever we’ve a mind to.” Carline’s teeth gleamed. Some people were jsut natural optimists, and she looked like one. “Be good to have something regular-like, though. I thought I’d never get sick of Pringles, but there’s only so much a body can eat.”

      “I’ll bet.” Ginny found herself smiling, again. Pringles sounded good, too. No fiber in those, though.

      Lee regarded her steadily, and got quiet.

      Again.
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      One moment he was off watch, rolling into his sleeping bag in the manager’s office. The next, Lee was awake, his heart in his throat, Mark Kasprak’s fingers sinking into his shoulder with hysterical strength. “Lee,” the kid whisper-yelled, his breath touching Lee’s cheek. “Mistah Lee, wake up.”

      Lee’s fingers loosened on the knife’s hilt; he slid it back into the sheath under his pillow and sat up, nearly cracking foreheads with Kasprak. Cold air touched his bare arms—sleeping in his jeans and a T-shirt wasn’t the most uncomfortable thing in the world, but it wasn’t quite pillows and bacon, either. “What?” he barked, and the sudden change in Juju’s breathing was as loud as a shout.

      “They’re at the door.” The words whistled, probably because Mark’s throat was constricted with terror. “They’re pushing.”

      Jesus Christ. Lee thrashed free of the sleeping bag, and his boots were right where they should be. He got his sock feet jammed in and everything tied in a trice, snagged his sidearm, and was on his feet heading for the office door while Juju cussed in an undertone. “How many? How many, Mark?”

      “I…I dunno, a lot—”

      Lee grabbed the kid’s arm. “Get to the girls.” The ladies were all in the breakroom, new additions to the group meaning there was no longer space for everyone in there. “Bang on that door, you wake em up, and you get inside and lock it again, you hear me? Juju, incoming!”

      “On it, Loot.” Thank God, the man was steady.

      “Go.” Iron in his mouth, Lee pushed Mark out the door and to the left. The employee breakroom here wasn’t nearly as comfortable as the last place, but they could brace the door and hold out for a while, depending on the situation. Lee turned hard right, and the darkness was a wet bandage against his eyes. No flashlight, but he’d counted the ancient, linoleum-slick stairs after dinner and on his way back from watch, a habit burned into him from night-time drills. Another hard right at the bottom, another door that could be braced if shit went even further sideways, and he pounded down a short hall past the two customer restrooms. Smacking his shoulder against the wall at the end of the hall, sweeping what he could see with night vision and his sidearm—should have grabbed his own goddamn rifle, but Juju would bring it.

      This was better for close work, anyway. Muzzle flash and the noise were a factor here.

      Juju clattered up. “Behind you,” he said, clear but low, and from there it was old work, clear and move, clear and move, pounding heart and adrenaline a coppery slick on the back of his tongue, skin tight with cold and danger.

      It felt familiar, if not comfortable. Like this was where he belonged.

      They were at the front door, a clot of shambling critters pressing against the glass. Stiffened, sausage-clumsy fingers worked wormlike across the clear surface, and Lee was faintly glad it was dark because fuck if he had to see that wall of rancid flesh in daylight…well, it was enough to unsettle a man’s stomach. A faint scratching and waxy squeak-noises from their bloated fingertips on the dry slick glass echoed in eerie snowbound silence—it was still coming down out there, big fluffy flakes whirling and reflecting what little light there was.

      Automatic doors could be opened from inside, it was in the fire codes. The critters were working against the hinges and their uncoordinated surging added to slipping feet meant it wasn’t time to worry just yet.

      Just as he decided that, though, two of the critters leaned at the same time, and their weight wrung a slight groan from the metal frame. It was like those sales after Thanksgiving, everyone crowded at a box store entrance, not caring what the discount was as long as there was one.

      The noise maddened the creatures. They heaved forward as one, straining, and the metal frame made another groan. How many were there? Ten? A dozen? More?

      “Oh, shit,” Juju whispered, hunching for cover; neither of them had ever sheltered behind a cash register before. First time for everything.

      “How long you think that door’ll last?” Lee whispered back.

      “Not long enough.” Juju raised his rifle, slowly, a man caught in a bad dream.

      He was right. Once the frame gave the glass was a goner, then there’d be hungry critters inside the store. However many there were, it wasn’t likely to be a good time. There wasn’t much around to brace the front doors with; he should have thought of that. But the things had never acted like this before.

      They heaved again. Juju socked the rifle to his shoulder. “Lee?”

      “No.” Lee decided. His brain was working fast enough, or so he hoped. “Not yet.”

      Juju hoped so, too, but was apparently not quite convinced. His eyes gleamed in the faint snowlight. “We just gonna wait?”

      “Bottle ’em there.” He holstered his sidearm and took his own rifle. “Go get a bat or two. We can choke ’em in the door.”

      “What if they’s more behind ’em?”

      That was the last thing he wanted Juju worrying about. God and sonny Jesus knew Lee was worried enough about it for both of them. “I got ammo, I’ll be just fine. Go on, now.” Lee lifted his own rifle, his breathing settling.

      Juju’s boots squeaked as he took off. The door’s metal frame groaned again, and a long silvery crack grew up the middle of the left-hand glass panel, blooming into tree-branches at the top. Looked like either they’d figured out how to heave together—probably quicker than healthy people could—or any noise made them frantic and they scrabbled for the source. What fixed their attention on the door? He had questions for Kasprak.

      Just as soon as he survived this.

      Now they began that grinding, growling noise, and he realized they’d been silent before. More cracks bloomed on the big sheet-panes. Didn’t look like safety glass. A lawsuit waiting to happen if someone walked through, but really, who could have expected shambling not-quite-dead critters? Were they still alive? Ginny’s voice floated through his head—metabolically expensive.

      Thank God she was behind a locked door.

      Except she wasn’t, because he heard voices behind him, just as the glass decided its duty was done and shivered into long shards.

      Female voices. Looked like nobody had enough sense to stay put while he and Juju dealt with this.

      “Batter up!” one of the girls yelled, and Lee swore.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Carline’s cheerleader yodel got the critter’s attention, and the redhead in a too-big blue Gap sweatshirt laid about her with more enthusiasm than skill. Mandy, in a tank top, flannel overshirt, and a pair of brand new but untied Nikes, moved in with a Louisville slugger, swinging from the hip and splattering spongy skulls with long efficient swipes. Mark lost his dinner next to a checkstand and waded back into the fray, grimly determined, and Steph’s night-time braids bounced as she darted in and out, smacking heads. Ginny, deathly pale in sock feet, her hair a wild cloud of curls, clutched at a bat, looking for an opportunity that never came.

      The kids had this handled. It was, Lee thought, pretty goddamn terrifying. He couldn’t get a clear shot with the young ’uns clustering the door. Juju had a big old Fenix lantern picked up somewhere, and he’d thought to grab it so the kids could see what they were hitting. Or maybe he’d brought it down thinking to headlight the critters. Either way, its dancing glare splashed over writhing limbs and flickering bats. The broken door kept the things coming through one at a time, working slowly through the mass of others trying to widen the breach, and Lee cast around for something to block the hole. All Lee could see that might possibly serve was the display of charcoal and firewood, so he kept looking. Bargain Zone had a hardware section, but no lumber.

      “Get it!” Carline yelled, but Mandy was ahead of her, crushing the last one’s head. The smell might have been bad except for the refrigerator cold. Grey matter and blackish blood flew; Steph let out a short disgusted sound as splatter painted the large, wafer-thin, rubbery mat meant to catch slush and pebbles before they could be tracked in. The bone chips weren’t ivory, or maybe it was the light.

      The corpses looked wrong.

      “Thirteen,” Mark said, in a high unsteady voice. “Baker’s dozen.” He whacked a questing, skeletal, rotting hand away from Steph’s ankle with a short, popping strike.

      “Don’t get it on you!” Ginny wasn’t hysterical, but it sounded a near thing. “It could be communicable—”

      “Mothafuckas.” Carline didn’t care about hygiene at the moment. The redhead had a mouth on her, that was for damn sure. “Not in my house!”

      “Swing-batta-batta,” Mandy chanted, stepping back and surveying their work. Her beaded braids clicked against each other. Calm, efficient, methodical, and barely sixteen, she smacked heads with a minimum of fuss and a maximum of force. Lee got the idea this wasn’t her first time.

      He could almost hear his grandfather’s snort and almost-constant refrain of Kids these days. Lee let out a breath he hadn’t even been aware of holding. “That it?”

      “Looks like.” Carline peered at the hole in the door, now almost fully plugged by critter bodies, and swung her dripping bat with a pro’s thoughtless, testing motion. “I knew they’d eventually figure out a door. Didn’t I tell ya?”

      “Mh.” Mandy agreed with a short sound, all her attention on the pile of carcasses, watching for motion.

      Mark retched again, his head hanging, the drenched business end of his bat smearing linoleum, and scrubbed the back of his free hand across his slack mouth.

      “Water.” Ginny held her own weapon gingerly. She hadn’t even had a chance to use it, and from the awkward way she kept it at arm’s length, it was a good thing. “Soap. And hand sanitizer.”

      “Jesus, kids.” Juju shook his head. He’d only gotten a couple taps in, when one looked likely to slip-scramble to the left over the mound of spongy flesh. “I think they’re dead.”

      “Make sure they know it.” Carline brought her bat down smartly on a female in a flopping red and blue muumuu, its chest still vibrating with a final growl. “Hey, shine the light. Mandy?”

      “Can’t see.” Mandy now peered through the jagged hole in the door. The dead were stacked like cordwood, caught trying to wriggle over each other to get in. They could rig something around the bodies to block the hole, keep the worst of the cold out too.

      Lee shook his head. He’d seen carnage before, but this was…something else. The critters just kept coming, even though the ones in front got their heads bashed in and fell, blocking the aperture. They came right on over their compadres, mindless and chewing. “Mark? Mark, you with me?”

      The boy shook his spiky dark head, staring at the floor. “Thirteen,” he muttered. “Lucky number. Baker’s dozen.”

      “Kasprak.” Lee approached him cautiously. The girls ringed the dead bodies, their bats ready, and Carline let out a harsh little giggle.

      “Huh?” Mark looked up. His eyes were wide and haunted, his mouth loose. “Mr Lee?”

      For some reason, that made Carline laugh even harder, and Mandy too. Steph caught on a second after they did, and it was goddamn chilling all the way around to hear young women laughing like that. A chorus of sweet high voices, spilling out into the deadening snowfall.

      Lee had a question he needed answered. “What set them off?”

      “I dunno. I did a circuit of the store like Mr Thurgood tole me. On the hour.” Mark shook his head, like whipping away water or a bad thought. His mouth worked a little, turning loose, but he swallowed, buttoned up, and went on. “One round, nothin there but snow. Next time, they were all standing under the roof there, in the dry bit. All in a group, standing there and sorta swaying-like. Then they started movin, and one of em—that one, I think—sort of like he was drunk, kind of bounced off the door.”

      “Herd behavior,” Ginny muttered. “I’ll go find some soap.”

      “I’ll go with,” Steph piped up.

      “Then they all started pushing…” Mark shook his head again, a galvanic shudder running all the way down his bony body. His boots moved uneasily. He almost retched again, his Adam’s-apple bobbing, and his chin lifted. He glared at Lee, and it was official, the boy was growing up the way a green grunt did all at once if he survived his first kill.

      “You didn’t catch their attention?” Lee ached for the kid, really. Could he even remember the moments after his first? It would take some doing, digging in that mental vault. He only remembered the prickling relief when he went numb. “Bang on the door? Anything?”

      “Nosir.” Mark blinked, sense coming back home to roost behind his dark gaze. “You think I would?”

      Lee exhaled, rubbing at his forehead. “Just wonderin why they suddenly wanted in.”

      “Maybe it’s the weather.” Juju stared at the bodies. He wasn’t wild-eyed, but it was close, and his hair, getting longer, was a short-curled halo. The lantern bobbed, casting crazy shadows over the tangled bodies, dappling the snow and pavement outside. Lee was feeling pretty goddamn wild-eyed himself.

      “I know I’d want to get inside.” Carline swung her bat, a tiny twitching movement. Critter-blood splattered. “It’s cold.”

      “You’re in your sock feet,” Mandy pointed out, helpfully. “Get some shoes on. There’s plywood in the back.”

      Good time to let me know. Lee’s relief was hot, sharp, and entirely out of proportion. Nobody was dead, nobody was bitten. Well, except the assholes stacked in the door. “Is there?”

      “Yeah, they had it for when the parking lot iced over and stuff.” Mandy let out a long, shaky breath, the first sign of nerves she’d shown.

      “I’m not stupid,” Mark said suddenly. The cuff of his new flannel shirt flapped a little, probably splattered with gore now. “I wouldn’t do anything like that.”

      Juju glanced at the kid. “I know.” It was his job to smooth out troubled nerves, while Lee made the decisions. Habit was a bastard, it kept grinding its way in even when you set it down and left it alone for years. Had he or Juju really left the Army behind?

      It sure as shit didn’t feel like it nowadays.

      “I know too, Mark.” The words were heavy on Lee’s tongue. He hoped he sounded something other than exhausted and jangled. “Miss Mandy, you wanna show me the plywood? Best we close this up soon.”

      That brought up another problem, and Juju arrived there first. “I ain’t touchin those, Lee. Sorry, but I ain’t.”

      “It’s all right.” Lee tried not to sigh. “We’ll brace the door. They plugging it up anyway.” And tomorrow we can get the hell out of here. If the snow ain’t too deep.

      He was beginning to think maybe they’d survived when one of the bodies twitched. Carline jumped, let out a soft, ugly little cry, and brought her bat down again. A sponge-boned skull spattered into pieces.

      Kids these days, Lee thought grimly. Anyone left alive was gonna grow up right quick. Or die.

      With that cheerful thought to keep him company, Lee turned to the next problem in front of him.
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      Up in the employee breakroom, with an electric lantern glowing in the corner, the two girls got their beds re-settled.

      “What do you think?” Carline Goldisch bit her soft bottom lip, worrying. Her front two teeth were slightly crooked, and she had a habit of running her tongue over them when concentrating. It was the first thing Mandy had noticed about her, the first thing that made her neck go hot and her hands not know what to do with themselves. “Should we go with ’em?”

      “They seem okay,” Mandy Hopper said, slowly. She settled her sleeping bag—the foam pads were a good idea, and the Travellers had extra. It was good they didn’t mind sharing. “But New York? We should go to Atlanta, if we’re gonna go anywhere.”

      “Maybe. But what if…” Carline scooted her own bag closer, pushing the pad snugly into the corner. She liked sleeping sandwiched between the wall and Mandy. It made her feel safer, she said. Her hair lay on her shoulders, its coppery gleam dulled a little but the texture a whole lot easier to work with since she’d tried the cornstarch method Mandy used on her own head. “We can’t stay here. Not all winter.”

      “Oh, we could.” Mandy smoothed her pillow. The teacher lady had told them to wash up first, and was putting the rest of them through a cold-water scrubbing downstairs. We don’t know how contagious this is, she’d said, which made for some bad thoughts. “But what about after? That worries me.”

      “If we go with, you think they’ll be mean?” Carline hopped onto the foam pad, punched her pillow twice, and wormed into her bag. “About us?”

      That was one thing the End Times had saved them from—whispers at school, the shoves and nasty comments in the lunchroom, and Carline’s fundamentalist mama with her suspicious glares, hornrim glasses, and double-scrubbing every dish Mandy touched in their trailer. As if she was better than Mandy’s mama and daddy, who even if they yelled and made her cut the yard had their own house on Sellwyn Avenue, neat and trim and tidy.

      Or they had, until the bad stuff started happening. Now there were no parents, no school, no mean kids to pull on your braids or ask you what rhymed with lesbo. And, best of all, no church on Sundays, where people shouted and jumped like they was having a good time, then went home and did awful things once the front door closed behind them.

      Still, if this was indeed Revelations, Mandy had no problem with it so far, except for the lack of curly fries. “Dunno. Maybe the Rapture missed ’em like it missed us.”

      “Rapture says the godly vanish.” Carline moved her hips, turned this way and that. It took her a while to settle, just like a dog.

      “Can’t think of anyone in town good enough to sit with Jesus, Car.” Mandy preferred to wait until Carline was done before stretching out herself, so she didn’t get a stray elbow in the ribs. “Not even on the doorstep.”

      “Yeah, well.” Carline finally stretched and yawned, pink mouth and little white teeth like a kitten. “Come on, lay down. I’m cold.”

      “Shoulda put yo’ shoes on.” Mandy set their bats—rinsed in the meat department’s giant sinks, their wooden grain darkened now—down in their accustomed places. Gonna be up early, Mr Quartine had said. You’re welcome to come along. He was in for a surprise if he expected to be able to move with it snowing like it was. Still, he might have a trick or two up his sleeve, and he treated that Mr Thurgood and Mandy herself just like the rest of them. That was a good sign.

      Any adult with a low bullshit factor was a treasure, in Mandy’s humble opinion, and that cracker looked about as low-bullshit as they came despite his gym-teacher hair and military bark-and-bite. She kept expecting him to tell someone to take a couple laps ’round the gym or drop and give him ten, like nasty bullet-headed Mr Connors who always wore grey sweats.

      That asshole was probably dead, and the thought pleased Mandy immensely.

      She unlaced her sneakers a little more, slid them off, and wriggled into her own plaid sleeping bag from the camping department of this very same store. Spent a few moments arranging herself suitably. Carline nestled close, and Mandy shut her eyes, breathing deeply. Beads dug into the back of her head until she moved with a quick habitual shake, and Carline waited for a few moments before pressing her lips to Mandy’s cheek.

      “They’ll be up soon,” Carline whispered, a hot breath against her ear. “You think we have time…?”

      “Girl, you’re insane.” But Mandy couldn’t help but grin, her eyes closed tight. “We should zip our bags together if we go with ’em. Then we could whenever we wanted.”

      “Just have to be quiet.” Carline sounded like she liked the idea.

      Heat bloomed in Mandy’s belly, spread up to touch her heart. “Like at home.”

      “You ever glad this happened?”

      No point in lying. “Kind of.”

      “Me too.” Carline’s tongue flicked along the curve of Mandy’s earlobe. “You think we’re goin to hell?”

      A zing went down Mandy’s spine. “Course not.” Didn’t the girl know? We’re already there. “Close your eyes, sweetheart.”

      “I like the way you say that.” Carline kissed her braids. “Honeypot.”

      “Sugar britches.”

      That cracked them up good, and by the time Steph came up the stairs with her flashlight bobbing, the teacher lady right behind her, they were both fast asleep, unconcerned, Carline breathing into Mandy’s nape.
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      “That’s not what I’m saying,” Ginny repeated, pulling her jacket lapels closer and searching for the zipper. “It’s all the same.”

      “It ain’t.” Lee rubbed at his forehead as if he was developing a headache to match hers. He was in a thicker coat today, too, and even Juju had swapped out his fatigue jacket for something more substantial. “Help me out here, Ginny.”

      I wish I could. “I don’t want to drive another RV. But that’s not what I’m saying, Lee.” At least a foot and a half of snow lapped at the walls, drifting over the roads. The melt might as well not have happened. At the same time, staying in this place another night, with all the dead bodies stacked in the door, possibly frozen together—dear God, but no.

      Worst of all was the fact that sometime during Juju’s watch near dawn, most of the flesh from the back ends of the dead zombies had been stripped away. There were even gnaw marks on the discolored, queerly spongy bones.

      It reminded her of cadaver classes in med school. Some profs let you cover the faces, but most didn’t. You had to get used to it. The thought that all that muscle mass—glutes, hamstrings, quadriceps, gastrocnemius and soleus, lo and behold she remembered her A & P—was probably very attractive to wandering cannibal zombies wasn’t helping her retain her cool, as Steph might say.

      Speaking of Steph, the girl had given Mark the cold shoulder all morning, and watching him follow her around like a spike-haired puppy was slightly funny and disconcerting at the same time. From his expression, the kid had no idea what was wrong. Neither did Ginny, but she suspected he wasn’t going to win any points by trying to horn in on a developing female troika. Carline and Mandy were a tight unit, but they graciously folded their collective social wings over Steph while observing just enough distance to make it clear she was on probation.

      High school really never ended, even now.

      Lee kept going, obviously in problem-solving mode. Just like a man, not listening. “We can make it to the freeway. We’ll get to Louisville, bound to be supplies and a place to hole up there if it gets worse—”

      “Lee. Really.” She folded her arms. “How much worse can it get?”

      “Ginny…” He stopped, probably having run out of solutions. He’d come up with a few more if she let him get started again.

      Maybe she could get through to him during the pause. “It’ll take days to get to my parents at this rate,” she continued. “Normally, it takes about eighteen hours nonstop, if you’ve got enough caffeine and know the roads. I should have left before the snow, I should have left when Mom called me, I should have—”

      “Ain’t no use in shouldas, Ginny.” He was going to get started on solutions again, she could just tell. “What we got in front of us is more than enough.”

      Well, she couldn’t argue with that. Her temples ached, and she fought the urge to massage them. “Look, all I’m saying is, if there’s even a chance there’s some kind of government presence in Atlanta, you should take the kids there.”

      “I ain’t leavin you.” He said it very quietly, but he leaned forward a bit, shoulders swelling and his dark eyebrows drawing together. “I thought that was clear enough for even your stubborn Yankee head.”

      It didn’t help her temper that he said Yankee like it was a dirty word. Ginny zipped her coat up and tried again, searching for a tone much calmer than she felt. “There are bigger issues here, Lee. Look at them, They’re kids. And the only reason Juju’s along is because of you. You have a responsibility to them that you don’t have to me.”

      “The hell I don’t. What part of this do you not understand? I’m a-goin with you, to see to your folk. They probably ain’t even alive, Ginny, unless they’re fast and lucky.”

      For a moment, she couldn’t believe he’d actually said it. From the look on his lean, freshly shaven face, he couldn’t either.

      Ginny was abruptly conscious that the kids were staring. Juju wasn’t only because he’d taken Traveller out after breakfast. The tea she’d managed to sip this morning sloshed uneasily in her gurgling stomach. “They may not be,” she agreed, quietly. “I’ve thought of that.” Except it was different, hearing someone say it out loud. “And I have to make sure. I’m asking you to help me find a vehicle that can get me there, that’s all.” Then she’d be out of his hair, and on her own.

      “Why are you alla sudden like this?” At least he quit looming over her, his shoulders slumping instead of tense under the navy Thinsulate coat. It was a relief.

      Maybe because last night showed me something. “Because it has to be said, Lee. I can’t risk the kids’ lives, and yours, and Juju’s. I have to get to my parents, and Flo, even if…” Her throat refused to work for a moment. “Even if something’s happened to them. I am not asking anyone else to come along. In fact, I’d actively discourage it, because—”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” Lee’s eyes had done their funny thing again, turning yellowish and intense. She’d heard of people whose irises changed colors under stress. There was a medical term for it, surely. Good luck remembering it now.

      “I’m talking about my conscience.” And the sound of baseball bats hitting skulls, and washing the splatter in freezing water with not enough soap. They were here because Ginny was fixated on getting home. Well, Carline and Mandy weren’t here because of it, but if Ginny’s group hadn’t shown up, would the zombies have attacked the way they did? Somehow, the creatures could tell where food was, it was the only thing that made sense. “It wasn’t right of me to allow you to come along—”

      “Allow me?” Now he was dangerously quiet, both eyebrows lifting. Ginny could see, now, how someone might find him…imposing.

      “Yes, Lee. I do have a say in who I travel with.” God. She’d been mentally practicing this interaction ever since she laid down early this morning to try to sleep again, and it was not going in any direction she’d prepared for. Her eyes were grainy, the tea she could choke down was not helping her sore throat, her headache was back and mounting. “I am an adult. Just because it’s the goddamn Apocalypse doesn’t mean you can order me around, or control where I go or what I do.”

      “Likewise.”

      What was that supposed to mean? She wasn’t telling him what to do, really. “You have a responsibility, Lee.”

      “Who nominated me, huh?” His hands moved a little, like he wanted to fold his arms, but he put them back down. “You? You won’t last a day out there, Ginny.”

      “Thank you for your confidence.” She tried not to sound sarcastic, and failed utterly. It didn’t help that he was probably right, but if she was careful she could avoid the zombies, right? She could sleep in whatever car she…stole, that was the only word for it. And pee in a bottle or something.

      I can’t believe I’m even considering this. Ginny took a deep breath, bracing herself to try again.

      Help—or at least, a distraction—arrived from an unexpected quarter. “What the hell’s going on?” Juju stopped between them and the kids, hands on his lean hips and the pompom on his blue hat nodding slightly. His cheeks were raw with the cold, and Traveller, silent for once, trotted worriedly behind him, tail sinking as the dog got closer and scented tension. The kids were in a tight knot, Carline’s arm over Mandy’s shoulders, Steph hugging herself, Mark’s big-knuckled hands—he hadn’t grown into them yet, though his shoulders were acquiring a respectable size—working at each other as if he still had zombie blood on them. “You two havin a fight?”

      “Not a fight,” Ginny hurried to explain. Her scalp itched; whoever had said the body would clean itself without modern detergents was a liar. God, what she wouldn’t give for a hot shower. “I’m telling him he should go to Atlanta with you and the kids, Juju. He’s being stubborn.”

      “And what would you be doin if we go Atlanta way, Ginny?” Juju shook his head. “He ain’t the stubborn one here. It ain’t certain there’s anything in Georgia worth goin for, and I’d like as not go North. South ain’t never been good for me.”

      Well, that was one way to put it. Ginny paused, absorbing this. “If there’s even a chance that the CDC there has a facility—look, we might be immune.” At least Juju would listen to reason, instead of running over the top of her with suggestions and pronouncements and this is what we’re gonna do. “And if so, they’ll need us to help engineer some kind of cure.”

      “Oh, hell no,” Juju said. “Heard that shit before, ma’am. Ever hear of Tuskegee? Fuck that noise, and I ain’t apologizin for my language, ma’am. I ain’t goin to no Atlanta, and I’ll thank you not to bring it up.”

      “Oh.” Ginny blinked. Her arms loosened, her hands falling to her sides. “I didn’t know you felt that way, Juju. I’m so sorry.” God, now she felt like an ass. She hadn’t even considered that side of it.

      “Yeah, well.” He nodded, briskly, and Traveller reached her side, stropping against her left shin, circling worriedly. “Don’t pay it no more mind. Wanna help me pack up beds? Like to get goin soon.”

      “Yes, of course.” She glanced nervously at Lee, who said nothing, just glowered at her, at Juju, and the whole world. Now she’d pissed him off. “I guess I’m wrong. I’m sorry.”

      Lee shrugged, turned on his heel, and stalked off for the cereal aisle. Maybe he needed some time to cool down.

      Great. Ginny rubbed at her temples and hurried after Juju. Traveller, sensing the tension had blown over, began to yip-yowl his usual excited commentary when he knew his pack was Getting Ready to Go.
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      “You mad at me?” Mark hefted the box of canned food onto the tailgate and scratched under the brim of his knit cap, rubbing hard enough to reach brains—if he’d had any.

      Steph shook her head, settling the box where it should be. Like playing that old game on the school library’s ancient computers, where you had to fit funny falling shapes into each other until they vanished. Even as short as she was, there was a real danger of forgetting she was under a canopy and giving herself a concussion. “Nah.” Mad wasn’t really the word, so it wasn’t really a lie, was it?

      They’d shoveled paths to the truck and the 4x4, and white undulating hoods stretched in every direction. Zombie tracks circled the entire building, but they’d stopped coming around to the side entrance before the snow ceased, so those furrows were mercifully blurred.

      She couldn’t decide which was worse—zombie tracks, or the vast swathes of unbroken white. No tire tracks, no footsteps, nothing. Like the whole earth had closed up for the winter.

      “Then what is it?” He was persistent, she’d give him that. “You been avoidin me.”

      “I can’t avoid you, Mark. There ain’t enough space.” She settled another box, made sure it was fastened, and crouched on the tailgate, leaning back to get her rear down and her legs off the shelf, so to speak. Hopping down was a jolt each time, but when Mark moved to help she pushed off before she was ready, hit hard, and almost went sprawling.

      “You could let me help.” He reached for her arm again. “What the fuck, Steph?”

      She leaned away and almost snapped watch your mouth, like she was an adult and he wasn’t. But Lord, didn’t she feel like it, sometimes.

      The front of the Bargain Zone was all blue and yellow, but the side was just plain concrete and anonymous metal doors. Mr Lee and Miz Ginny were deep in conversation again near Mr Juju’s black four-by-four, Lee leaning in and looming over the library lady, Miz Ginny’s arms folded and her expression plainly shouting she didn’t like it. She was patient, and Mr Lee wasn’t mean. Still, Steph found herself copying the older woman’s body language when Mark stepped close—folded arms, chin up, don’t touch me closing around her like old-timey knight’s armor. “Don’t talk that way to me,” she managed. “It ain’t proper.”

      “Oh, proper.” Mark nodded. His dark eyes managed to look both velvety and burning at the same time, like briquettes before they grew a coat of white and Daddy said you could lay the steaks down. “Okay. You got yourself new friends now, and don’t need trailer trash like me around?”

      Oh, for God’s sake. Now his pride was involved. “Why would you say somethin like that?” Steph cast a quick look around. Thin, cloud-filtered sunlight bounced off the snow; you needed to wade through it, and driving was likely to be a piece. Still, she didn’t like the idea of staying here either, and if Mr Lee thought they could make it to a better location, she was all for it. “Fine. We might as well talk about it now.”

      “I’m all ears.”

      She refrained from pointing out he was all nose instead. That was, in her mama’s words, not helpful at all. “Why didn’t you say nothin when that man was mean to Mr Thurgood, huh?”

      “What?” Baffled, he stared at her. His red-rimmed nostrils flared a little whenever he was mad, but when he was puzzled his mouth loosened a little and his forehead wrinkled.

      Steph set herself to try to explain, nice and calm, like how Miz Ginny would. “You just stood there.”

      “Is that…what?” He studied her face. The cold pinkened him in some spots, reddened him in others, and curled his shoulders up. He was bulking out a little. Traveling agreed with him.

      Or maybe being in a car all day and eating crap was making everyone rounder.

      The words she’d been sitting on tumbled out, jostling each other. “Why didn’t you say nothin? Why didn’t you, I don’t know, stand up to him? You can’t just…he was so mean to Mr Thurgood. You heard it, you were right there.”

      “Mr Juju can handle himself.” Mark dropped his gloved hands and stepped back a little, cocking his head like the dog when he wasn’t quite sure what he’d heard.

      Oh, for God’s sake. It was like talking to a wall. “That ain’t the point.”

      “What, I should’ve punched him? Like Carty?”

      “No.” Yes. Maybe. “But you didn’t do nothin, Mark.”

      “What was I s’posed to do?”

      Something. Anything. “Nothin, I guess.” She backed up two steps, and turned on her heel. These boots were killer; Mama would never have bought her a pair this good. The Meachams didn’t go camping enough, and shoes were expensive. You could tell these were quality from the way they cradled her feet and gripped through packed-down snow.

      All sorts of stuff was standing on shelves now, waiting for someone to come along and pick it up. There weren’t any shortages, and nobody needed money anymore. Unless there were places the sickness didn’t reach? It was enough to make a body wonder. How long would the supplies last? How many survivors were there? There had to be some math that would tell her, right? Maybe Miss Ginny would know. A percentage, maybe.

      Steph had a suspicion that percentage wasn’t likely to be high, or even medium.

      “Steph.” Mark grabbed her shoulder, his fingers sinking in through her coat. It didn’t quite hurt, but it wasn’t gentle, either. “Dammit, come on. I’m sorry, okay? Next time I’ll—”

      “Ain’t gonna be a next time, Mark.” Because she wasn’t gonna sit around waitin, that was for damn sure. If Carline and Mandy could survive on their own just fine, and bash in zombie skulls, what was there to stop Steph from takin’ matters into her own hands? And Miz Ginny, too, standing up to Mr Lee like it was no big thing. Steph suspected Miss Ginny could have handled even Daddy in one of his his bull-roarin rip-snorts, too.

      “What the hell you talkin about?” Mark’s voice bounced off the concrete wall but fell dead into the snow.

      Carline appeared with an armful of rolled-up sleeping bags, the employee door swinging almost-closed behind her, hitting the wedge they put to keep it from latching. The redheaded girl glanced up, and almost dropped the bags in their bulky waterproof sleeves. “Steph?” She had a high, light, pretty voice, and her hair was coppery in the morning light. “You okay?”

      There were a lot of things that could mean, from is he hassling you to do you need rescuin?

      “Fine.” Steph waved, to make it official, and pasted a smile on. Carline didn’t smile back, just stood there with her arms full, watchful, a slight blush on her smooth porcelain cheeks. Even her eyebrows glittered a little, and the same old familiar popped-balloon feeling filled Steph’s chest. It wasn’t nice or right or proper to feel bad now that there was a prettier girl around, but there it was. “We’re just talkin.”

      “No, you’re just tellin me I ain’t good enough to shine your shoes.” The fringe of dark hair across Mark’s forehead, pushed down by his hat, almost hid his eyes. Especially since he dropped his chin and stared at the ground. “I thought you was different, Steph.”

      Good Lord and Sonny Jesus, as Mama would say when exasperated. “If that’s what you wanna turn this into, fine. Go ahead.” She pushed past him, her shoulder striking his since he didn’t move, and her eyes blurred a little. Stupid of him to get all boy, when all she was doing was trying to talk to him. He’d started it, anyway, acting like she should be all grateful or something, and for what? Just because he’d punched Carty didn’t mean his shit didn’t stink.

      Carline let her take two of the sleeping bags. “Thanks,” the redhead said, gazing past Steph, steadily. Her blue eyes, lighter than Steph’s and fringed with thick coppery lashes, were prettier, too. “You sure you okay?”

      “Fine. He just gets that way sometimes.” Chip on his shoulder, Mama would call it.

      It was Mark who had banged Mama on the head with the cast-iron, too. And held Steph in her bed afterward, not trying anything mean or crazy. Just…held her.

      Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything. But it bothered her. How could he be so good some ways, and then just stand there when Mr French…said what he said, did what he did?

      “Boys do.” Carline made a little motion, like tossing her hair over her shoulder. “Where do these go?”

      There was work to do. She could worry about Mark later. “In the truck. I’ll show you.”
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      Gettin’ through the snow wasn’t the problem. The four-by was a little lower than the truck, which meant Lee plowed ahead and they stopped to clear the grilles every so often, but that was to be expected. The freeway was even relatively clear, and the snow was wet and clumping, falling in on itself as the temperature crept above freezing in the afternoon. They made it to the outskirts of Louisville just as clouds began threatening from the north—if the weather would make up its mind, Lee could settle his own.

      No, the problem was completely different, and it wasn’t one he had any goddamn answer for.

      With Ginny in the four-by with Juju and the girls, Lee was left with Mark and Traveller. Neither were ideal companions, between the boy’s morose silence and the dog’s slobber. At least with Ginny in the car Lee could have tried to undo some of the damage. He hadn’t meant to snap at her, but dear Lord, what was the woman thinking?

      You have a responsibility, she kept sayin’. Well, he was out of the Army, and his responsibility was what he damn well wanted it to be. That was what mustering out meant, and he’d been looking forward to it all his life. Now that he had it, she just wanted to what? Send him off with a pat on the head? While she took herself off through hostile territory infested with God-knew-what, into the teeth of winter?

      “Women,” Lee muttered, squinting at the melting snow. It was getting easier to goose the truck through, though this long shallow curve heading into the city had just enough of a slope to be troublesome.

      Amazingly, that broke Mark’s silence. “Amen.”

      Now just what do you know about ’em, son? That was probably the wrong thing to say. Lee hadn’t missed Steph sidling away from the boy. Well, girls got clannish, and she was probably liking talkin’ to her own kind after so long without. “Somethin on your mind, Mark?”

      “Nosir.” It only took another thirty seconds before it burst out, since Mark had been sitting and stewing all damn morning. “How do you deal with ’em, sir?”

      “Deal with who now?” Lee had a sinking sensation he knew. He turned the defroster up a notch, even though the windshield was perfectly clear.

      “Women, sir.” Mark cracked his left knuckles, a nervous movement and one Lee hoped wasn’t going to be a habit. That noise was annoying as fuck. “Girls.”

      “Never had much luck, myself. They a different species.” A pretty one, though. One that could make even a closed-up oyster feel like singing.

      Or drive Job himself mad with the galloping conundrums.

      “Aliens.” Mark pulled his cap off, running his fingers through dark hair. It stood up like it was full of shortening. Now that he’d said something about the burr in his saddle, he couldn’t sit still. “You think they like you, then alla sudden wham they turn round and you ain’t even good enough to shine their shoes. Daddy was right about ’em. He said they’re all…well, you know.”

      “Hold up now.” I don’t think I’d trust anything Kasprak Senior said about anythin other than beer, kid. “No call for that kind of talk, young ’un.”

      “Yessir.” Mark shot him an uncertain glance. “But Miz Ginny this mornin—”

      Trust a kid to put an elbow right into a sensitive spot. “She wasn’t tellin me I ain’t fit. She got an idear in her head, that’s all.” Lee found out he believed it as soon as it left his mouth. “Thing about women is, they get those idears, and a man goes along if he knows what’s good for him.” Well, that wasn’t the whole truth. Lee eased off the accelerator, and the hill leveled out a little bit. The chains bit packed snow, and he steered into the slide that wanted to happen. It straightened out right quick, and at least he could do that without screwing up. “Unless he can’t. Then there’s some sparks.”

      Sparks could start a forest fire, if you let ’em. Best just to not give ’em any fuel, that was all.

      Mark ket chewin’ at the rough spot, just like a hound. “You ever been married, Mr Lee?”

      That made two people asking him about it lately. “You know I ain’t, kid.” Once or twice, he’d thought maybe he might want to…but it never seemed like there was any prospect. He was used to being invisible, and sometimes it was easier to buy what you needed rather than get foolish.

      Especially because of Lee Senior. No reason to risk bad blood coming out, even if Big Q and Nonna both told him he wasn’t like his daddy. Lee’s daddy was held to have a certain mean streak, all the more potent because it was kept bottled until that one rainy night.

      Don’t you talk to me about that boy, Big Q had said once, when Nonna mentioned taking Lee to visit his daddy. He done turned mean.

      That was one way of puttin’ it.

      “Well, you was in the Army. Figured sometimes guys get married, you know, in other ports. And stuff.” Was Mark blushing? It certainly sounded like it.

      “That’s the Navy.” Lord, how did he get into this conversation? More importantly, how did he get out?

      “Oh.” Mark sat on it for another half-mile, absently petting Traveller’s head. The dog sprawled between them snoring peacefully, drool bubbling at the corners of his lips. “Steph’s mad at me because I didn’t punch Mr French. When he was mean to Mr Thurgood.”

      Now that was interesting. Lee filed it away for further thought. “I’ll bet Ginny’d be mad if she knew I did.”

      “You did?” Damn the kid, he didn’t have to sound so impressed.

      Lee squinted against the snow-glare even behind his sunglasses. “He was fixin to hit me.”

      “But you punched him?” Mark’s voice cracked on the last word.

      “I did.” I’d be lyin if I said it didn’t feel good, too. The only thing that would’ve felt better was hitting the yellow-ass sonofabitch twice.

      “Oh.”

      Good Lord, now he was a role model, and had to say something wise. “Don’t you get the idea punchin’s the way to go, son. It ain’t.” Made more problems than it solved, sometimes.

      “But Steph said—”

      “I ain’t sayin don’t fight. Man’s got to, one way or another.” Given current events, there was a lot more coming sooner, Lee figured. He feathered the accelerator, chains digging in to get them over a slight hump. “What I’m sayin is, don’t start one. Finish it if you gotta, but don’t start nothin.”

      “Okay.” Mark nodded thoughtfully, mashing his hat back on, crushing his hair. “So Steph don’t like that I didn’t punch him, and Miss Ginny wouldn’t like that you did.”

      “I ain’t sayin it makes sense.” Because women don’t, my granddaddy told me often enough. “It’s just the way it is.”

      “But how do you talk to them?”

      Wasn’t that an age-old question. “Same way you do to anyone else.” With a heavy helping of shutting up when you could, and keepin’ it short when you couldn’t.

      “Aliens,” the kid muttered darkly, staring out the windshield like there might be an answer somewhere on the snowbound highway. “What am I gonna do?”

      Lee might have offered a suggestion or two, despite the inherent risk of such things where women were involved, but he was saved from an unlikely quarter. A sudden, roiling, ugly stench filled his nostrils and made his eyes water. “Good God,” he blurted, and his hand darted to roll down his window.

      “Jesus!” Mark said at almost exactly the same moment, and reached for his.

      Traveller, supremely unbothered by either their conversation or its subject, snored, shifted his hindquarters a little, and farted again.
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* * *

      “Forty years,” Juju answered darkly, squinting. The four-by crept in the truck’s wake, and the glare off melting snow was dazzling even with sunglasses on. “That’s how long.”

      “What’s syphilis?” Carline wanted to know, leaning forward and peering out at the windshield. She wore a faint powdery perfume, pleasant despite the close quarters.

      “A sexually transmitted disease.” Ginny’s of-course-your-request-is-normal librarian voice was coming in handy all the time, now. The Merck Manual’s thin pages fluttered a little in her lap, heat coming through the vents since one or two bullets had punched all the way through the car’s hard shell. A cold draft every once in a while was a reminder she did not need of how far off-course the planet was veering.

      “Ain’t just any disease, it’s the mother of ’em all.” Juju shook his head, the pompom on his cap bouncing. “Makes you insane, makes parts of you fall off—”

      “Which parts?” This was the most interesting discussion Steph had been party to in a while, and it was obvious by the way she leaned forward too, almost breathing in Ginny’s hair.

      I can’t believe I’m having this conversation. “Your nose, for one. There can be lesions on your, ah, your genitals.” Ginny kept her tone level. “It can also be passed to babies when the mother gives birth. Congenital, that’s the word. It’s very nasty.”

      “And they didn’t treat it?” Mandy’s disbelief spiraled up into almost-supersonic from the window seat behind Juju. “For forty years?”

      “Oh, maybe they treated some.” Juju’s knuckles stood up as he gripped the wheel, the burn scar on his left hand shining. He’d taken his gloves off, to feel the road, he said. “But mostly they wanted to know what happened if you didn’t. Since it was only black men.”

      A short, breathless, pained silence filled the four-by-four’s cabin, broken only by soft static from the radio as it scanned endlessly, searching for a signal, and the faint whistling of cold air from somewhere.

      “That’s fu—uh, that’s effed up.” Carline leaned back, sandwiched between Mandy and Steph. Her left hand, caught in Mandy’s right, tensed. “They just let it happen?”

      “Ain’t the first time.” Mandy stared out her window, her snub-nosed profile thoughtful and oddly serene. “Been experimenting on brown people since they met ’em, really.”

      Ginny’s head throbbed, and her throat ached. The Merck manual on her lap had started this whole thing, really. Trying to find a disease that fit what they’d seen, however loosely, was difficult. The current subject wasn’t helping her concentration, either. She hadn’t gone after an education degree, but it looked like she was about to have a teacher’s duties thrust upon her anyway.

      “You got that right.” Juju’s frown deepened, if that were possible. “What you want to bet this whole thing ain’t some gummint crap that escaped the test tube, huh?”

      Ginny nodded, slowly. “It would make sense.” But that doesn’t help me treat it. Were there any doctors left capable of figuring this out? What would happen when the current stock of antibiotics behind pharmacy counters or tucked away in hospitals ran out? Was there an antibiotic that worked against this thing? If there was, why hadn’t anyone hit on it—or had they by now, and lacked the means to deploy it? How many medical professionals were left, after all? Once she got started on that mental merry-go-round, it was goodbye to her calm, and hello to steadily mounting anxiety. “I just wish I could figure out what this illness might have mutated from, or where it started.”

      “Why?” Carline wanted to know.

      It’s certainly not for my own amusement. “That would give me some idea of how to treat it, the forms it’s likely to take, how to deal with the sufferers.”

      Mandy snorted, a very teenage sound. “Sufferers? They’re zombies.”

      “That’s what we call them, yes.” Be patient, she reminded herself, and took a deep breath. “A lot of times though, with diseases, if you catch it early you can treat it. In this case, once the seizures start…” She almost lost her train of thought, staring down at the page.

      “Yeah, my daddy threw himself all over the room when the shakes hit him.” Mandy shuddered. “Mama thought he was possessed.”

      It was Carline’s turn to laugh. “Your mama thought everything was possessed.”

      “So did yours.” Both girls cracked up.

      Steph smiled uncertainly, a stranger to their in-jokes. “My mama made my daddy go and get a flu shot with her. Funny, they got ’em and…and died anyway.”

      “My daddy said flu shots were just a way to make money off’n you.” Mandy sobered. “He said that about a lot of things.”

      “Insurance?” Carline piped up. “I remember him talking about that.”

      “Yeah, and magazines.” Mandy’s tone was thoughtful.

      Steph had to know more about this. “Magazines?”

      “Subscriptions, you know. Pay good money for something you end up wiping with.”

      Steph, of course, took it one logical step further. “Did he think toilet paper was a scam?”

      All three girls laughed, like bright birds. The sound was a tonic, but it also made Ginny’s head hurt more.

      “You okay?” Juju glanced at her, his eyebrows almost meeting over the top edges of his cat’s-eye sunglasses. They had heavy tortoiseshell rims, and suited him immensely. “You lookin a little peaked.”

      “I didn’t sleep well.” That was the understatement of the year. “And this morning wasn’t…pleasant.” It was, in fact, a downright mess. Lee was probably furious at her, especially after the second round of not-quite-argument outside.

      It was hard to tell, he was so quiet. If he’d simply get mad she could deal with it, but his silence was…uncomfortable.

      “Yeah, well.” Juju’s right hand twitched, like he wanted to reach across the intervening space. He didn’t, but the gesture warmed her. “Lot of that goin around.”

      Carline began telling a long involved joke about toilet paper, two grandmothers, and a traveling salesman. Ginny did her best to concentrate, paging through arcane diseases and contraindications. The vehicle bumped, her head throbbed, and she wished, suddenly and with uncharacteristic viciousness, that she hadn’t stopped for coffee on her way out of Cotton Crossing.
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      “It’s okay.” Brandon French kept his hands up and tried a nice, easy smile. He hadn’t shaved—what was the point? Except now he wished he had, looking good was the secret to success. “I’m human, all right? Human.”

      “You been bit?” The grey-haired woman—she was clearly in control here, from the way she stood in front of her group bunched in the dark hotel foyer and held the shotgun in her capable little paws—eyed him mistrustfully behind her steel-rimmed glasses. “Answer me!”

      “No ma’am.” Oh, he knew what was necessary now, in this brave new world. More of the smiling and scraping he hated in the old one. “No bites, no sniffles, no fever.”

      Why had he stayed at the hotel? Well, it was at least familiar, and he had the pleasure of pissing in the bed that hick motherfucker had slept in. That particular room was was looking a little worse for wear, but Brandon could use a different one each night. There was no shortage.

      There was no shortage of anything, really. Except women. He’d had a chance with Ginny, but she apparently liked hicks, inbreds, and affirmative action better. Who needed a cougar when there was fresh meat around, anyway? This group—not all white, but all female, mostly under twenty and only two of them fat—was much better.

      The grey-haired one with the shotgun was round, and her wire-rim glasses glinted. So did the bluing on her shotgun’s barrel. Pale, glinting eyes peered from under a shock of silvery hair, and her chin was too soft to give him any real concern. She looked like his mother, actually—though Sylvia French would never have dreamed of holding a shotgun, especially with unmanicured, nail-bitten hands.

      “Shura?” One of the girls—they looked like they were on a private school field trip, every social clique represented from the thick glasses and frizzy hair to two polished mannequins—moved behind the woman, uncertainly. “Is he okay?”

      “Don’t know yet.” Grey Hair examined Brandon for a few more moments, then lowered her gun. “Provisionally, I suppose. Harper, Cora, you two find us some rooms, top floor. Juana, Maria, get started on dinner. Minnie, Shanice, you’re weapons detail tonight. Allison, you’ll come with me for reconnaissance.”

      She must have been a fellow teacher. Maybe even a gym teacher, though she wasn’t the rangy dyke type. Maybe a fellow humanities educator? The girls scattered, and Grey Hair made a tiny clicking noise with her tongue as Brandon lowered his hands. “You. How long have  you been here?”

      “A few days.” He decided some groundwork needed to be laid, just in case. “I was traveling with another group, but they were…well, we didn’t get along.”

      Instant suspicion. “Why?”

      He indicated his face. The bruising was going down, but it was still mottled. Hopefully she could see it in the uncertain light.

      The hotel was no longer quiet. Soft, birdlike voices and the sounds of light, stealthy movement echoed. “I don’t like bullies.” His stomach hurt too, that hick fuck had sucker-punched him. It was unlikely he’d ever see them again, but if he did, Brandon French was going to get him back.

      He already had a few satisfying ideas.

      “Huh.” The shotgun lowered still further. “I’m Miz Halloran. My girls and I are going to Atlanta.”

      Miz, she said, not offering a first name. She was a bitch, Brandon decided, but that wouldn’t stop him from trying to be nice enough to tag along. One of the girls was a hot little number with long dark hair and sloe eyes, reminding him of that sophomore before she turned all bitchy on him, too.

      The zombie apocalypse had saved him from that, at least.

      It was an unpleasant thought, so Brandon pushed it away and kept his hands where Grey Hair could see them. “Yeah? What’s in Atlanta?”

      “The Center for Disease Control was telling everyone to go that way, before everything stopped working.” Halloran freed one plump hand long enough to push her glasses up on her nose, a thoughtful, entirely habitual motion. “You didn’t hear?”

      “No, I was taking care of my parents. They got sick.” Just the right tone, he hoped—sincere, grieving, reticent to discuss the gory details. “I, uh…is there something I can do to help you? Anything at all? You need something carried, something put together?” Of course they needed some muscle. Girls always did.

      The frizz-haired girl with her Coke-bottom glasses peered at him, trying to hide behind the little round woman. Maybe she was subnormal. Maybe both of them were, but he wasn’t about to pass this chance up. Hell, if he cozied up to this Halloran he could be in clover.

      “That’s nice of you.” Halloran smiled, but something about those bluish eyes peering through her own metal-rimmed spectacles made him a little uneasy. Kind of like the other English teacher at Lourde Bend High, the bitch the sophomore had gone trotting to. “I think we’ve got it handled. We’ll be out of your way tomorrow.”

      “Sure,” Brandon said, easily. He knew the hotel layout better than they did, and a lot could happen between now and morning.

      “Come on, Allison.” Halloran edged away, towards the check-in desk. “Let’s look around, huh?”

      “Okay.” The frizzed girl, her broad poreless face escaping attractiveness by a mile but still glowing with youth, gave Brandon another long, fearful look, but trotted behind the older woman obediently enough.

      Yes, Brandon told himself, a lot could happen in a single night. His big mistake had been not realizing that sooner.

      Things were looking up.
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* * *

      “I know him,” Allison said, her dark eyebrows drawing together. Her hair was a halo of tight curls starred with tiny blue barrettes over her temples; she’d stopped trying to straighten it and quit pulling it out. Maybe travel agreed with her. She aimed her flashlight beam at the computer in the manager’s office, glancing at the dead eye of its monitor longingly. Without electricity, it was just a paperweight. “I know I know him.”

      Shura Halloran, part-time janitor at Maryhill High School before the world ended, examined the rest of the office. Whoever this fellow had been staying with was smart enough to jimmy a side employee door like Shura and her new brood. That kind of went against the man’s explanations, but there were three rooms trashed which sort of bore out his story of looters and bullies. The front glass door was smashed and the reception desk rifled, but someone had made an attempt to put some order into things.

      It was a puzzle, and one Shura didn’t like. “Maybe he’s just got one of those faces,” she said, diplomatically enough.

      Each of the girls was handling this better than Shura had ever thought possible. Even Harper, rich little white girl that she was, seemed happier in the ruins of civilization than she ever had in the hallowed hallways of Maryhill. Given that Harper’s parents were dyed in the wool sonofabitches—even her mother, the lacquered Mrs Faye Feuillette, what a name to marry into—it made a certain amount of sense.

      A whole lot more was making sense these days. Things had become very…well, basic, ever since she’d come across Allison cornered in the Stockton Bargain Zone’s dairy department by three men, none of them the walking dead.

      The zombies were easy to deal with. It was the humans—or, the ones that called themselves humans—she didn’t really like. Except her girls.

      “No, I know him.” Allison frowned at the check-in desk, her lazy eye rolling slightly behind her own glasses. “I’ll think of it…” She stopped, her mouth open a little, and stared into space.

      Shura waited, patiently. If you let them finish thinking, teenagers came up with the damndest things. Why, just this morning Juana was telling them all about physics during class time, and how space was full of dimples. Shanice hadn’t believed her until Juana pulled out a textbook, and there it was in black and white.

      Dimples, in space. It boggled the mind.

      “French,” Allison mumbled. “Mr French.”

      “Whatnow?” Shura pushed open the office door and played her own flashlight across the front desk, eyeing the damage. Someone had made an attempt to clean up in here, too, which wasn’t like any looters she’d ever heard of. It also wasn’t like a man that looked that way—big, blond, expensive watch, an ingratiating smile—to tidy anything up after his royal self.

      “Brandon French, 34, of Currie Lourd Kansas. English teacher, Lourd Bend High School. It was in the free paper with the coupons. Second page.” Allison trailed behind her, eager to help as always. The girl’s memory was a steel trap, once you found the right way to plug it in. “Allegations, it said.”

      “Allegations of what?”

      “I knew I knew him.” Allison’s pleasure at dredging up helpful information was all but incandescent. “Allegations. Yeah.”

      Shura turned, careful not to spook the girl. “Hm. Did it say anything else?” If Allison thought she was being laughed at—or, worse, if she thought she’d displeased someone she was anxious to be nice to—she’d clam up for a long while, with that peculiar dead-eyed stare.

      “Allegations,” the girl said, softly. “Sophomore, it said. Name withheld.”

      “Interesting.” Well, that answered that. Shura smiled. A few of the girls—certainly Minnie, and maybe Cora—would know that soft, unpleasant expression of hers already, and have a bright-penny grin in return. They were good girls, and each of them knew what Shura knew too, about men.

      Namely, you couldn’t trust a single one of them. Allison hadn’t even covered her eyes when Shura shot the three men who had finally caught her after a chase through Bargain Zone’s aisles.

      Here at the end of the world, there were things that needed to be done, and Shura had found out she didn’t mind doing them one bit. Not if it kept her girls safe. “Allison,” she said, softly, “go tell the girls we have some business to handle tonight.”

      Allison nodded. Happy to oblige, she loped off, her flashlight bobbing. Shura’s hand dropped, and she rubbed the knifehilt at her right hip with her fingertips, a loving little gesture.
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      Some of the lights were on in Louisville, twinkling as shadows gathered. Whole sections of the city were starred with streetlamps flicking on in the early dusk, and Lee was faced with a choice. On the one hand, it would be mighty nice to have power. On the other, other survivors would be thinking the same thing. Just because they’d struck out twice didn’t mean every other survivor was going to be troublesome, but it wasn’t like playing cards. Each draw from the deck wasn’t going to narrow their chances of coming across an asshole or two.

      Or more, and worse.

      Still, electricity was attractive, and there was a Hyatt downtown with its lights on and a restaurant attached. That meant a working kitchen, and maybe Steph and Ginny could scare up something good.

      Which was how Lee ended up looking into the barrel of a shotgun, his hands spread wide and harmless, and his shoulders tighter than bridge cables. “Friendly,” he said, again. “We’re friendly, ma’am. None of us bitten, none of us wantin any trouble.”

      “Well, that’s good news,” the slim, velvet-eyed black woman said, lowering the shotgun a little—but not all the way. Blue cotton peeked out from under her unzipped parka and hand-knitted yellow cardigan. Looked like a scrubs top, and her shoes were comfortable thick-soled cream-colored numbers that all but shouted nurse. The rest of her followed it up with no nonsense, thank you, and the shotgun put a period on the whole damn paragraph. “How many of y’all?”

      The Hyatt’s foyer was cavernous despite being brightly lit, a wilderness of pseudo-marble flooring, thin red carpet, and bright brass. Behind Lee, Juju let out a sharp breath. He hadn’t cleared leather, but it was probably close.

      “Half a dozen.” Lee didn’t move. He was too busy being relieved Ginny and the kids were safely tucked away, and bracing himself for whatever would happen next. This group must’ve parked in the underground garage, which was what Lee had been aiming to do once he and Juju checked the place. “We can move on, if you’d like.”

      “We’re a half-dozen too. There’s plenty of room here, as long as you’re not assholes.” A small gold cross winked at the nurse’s throat.

      “Try not to be.” Which was, Lee thought, about all a man could lay claim to. His lower back was unhappy with sitting in the truck all day, and he wanted a bathroom like nobody’s business.

      “Maybe.” But her expression eased a little, the line between her eyebrows easing a little. “I’m Frank. Kasie Frank.”

      “Lee Quartine, ma’am. This is Mr Thurgood, friend of mine.”

      Miz Frank gave Juju a thorough visual going-over, and maybe that decided her. “Y’all got any booze?”

      “No ma’am.” Though I wouldn’t say no to some of Horace’s Wild Turkey again.

      “Good.” The slim woman had good trigger discipline, and thin golden hoop earrings that reminded him of Ginny’s. Even the way she held her chin reminded him; he was probably about doomed to measure every woman in the world by a librarian now. “Give me ten minutes or so to let the rest know we’ve got company. I’d hate for anyone to get itchy.”

      “Likewise,” Juju muttered.

      Kasie Frank smiled, a thin, unamused expression, and Lee backed carefully away. It never did to mess with a woman who knew how to handle a shotgun.
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* * *

      Miz Frank was indeed a nurse. Her little group had obviously nominated its leader for capability, and you could tell she measured up handsome by the way they all glanced at her whenever a question came up. Two men and four women; the fellows were Jorge, a cop, and Mike, a weedy-looking dental technician who wore a magenta scrub top under his flannel shirt, too. Besides Miz Frank, there was Holly, another nurse, and Colleen and Chantal, the former a hostess at some place called Bardi’s. Between her, Steph, Mark, and Ginny, the kitchen was humming, and once they’d pushed a few tables together there was plenty of room in the middle of the Hyatt’s attached restaurant—red carpet more plush than in the foyer, reddish drapes, and a snap-freezing night outside the smoked-glass windows—for everyone to take a seat and help themselves.

      It wasn’t the kind of place Lee would’ve chosen to eat in, but right now it was welcome.

      Chantal, a sleek-haired ebon lady of about forty-five, owned a salon. She picked nervously at hot, crispy French fries produced by the cavernous, eerily clean kitchen. “Had one of them run right through our plate glass window. Bit Leanne. She was one of my best nail girls.” Her fingertips were crimson, the polish a bit ragged and two of her nails ripped down to the quick. “Poor thing.”

      “I worked at Evansville General, about a hundred miles north.”  Kasie Frank, her smooth brown cheeks blanching a bit, accepted a refill of hot cocoa from Carline, who handled the thermal pitcher like a girl used to pouring sweet tea. “One day we had a lot of flu cases, the next we had people coding and going berserk. It was like hell opened up and tossed out everyone behind on their rent.”

      Traveller was having a fine time of it, cleaning up dropped French fries under the table, nosing at knees, sniffing shoes, and generally making a nuisance of himself. Jorge didn’t like dogs, but he put up with it, and each time Traveller passed Miz Frank she put down a hand to scrub at his ears.

      That made Lee feel a whole lot better about everything, really.

      Juju settled, after loading his plate. His jacket hung on the back of his chair, and though he’d left the rifle in his room, his shoulder holster was full and ready, like Jorge’s. “Lee saw the Army shoot up the street in our town, chasing some of the critters.”

      “Zombies,” Mark muttered, but not very loudly, from his seat right next to Steph. The girl didn’t scoot away, and Lee thought it likely Mark was very conscious of the fact, by the way his cheeks kept reddening and paling in quick succession.

      Skinny redheaded Mike the dental tech—his last name was Mock, the poor fella—lifted his enamel mug of strong coffee in a salute. “Thank you. I been calling ’em that for ages now, but these guys don’t like it.” His battered Timex, probably handed down from a family member, was turned around on his wrist like Lee’s own watch.

      He was betting Mike had some military in his past, too.

      “It’s a loaded word.” Colleen the hostess busied herself with handing out napkins, black hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. Her earrings—much larger gold hoops—glittered as they swung, and of all the women, she was the only one wearing perfume, grimly determined not to let the end of the world interrupt her style. “There’s gotta be a reasonable explanation. Got to be.”

      God bless women. When it came time to rebuild, they were gonna make it worthwhile. Not the skyscrapers or the big machines, no sir. Women were the ones with all those little things that made you realize life wasn’t just surviving.

      “Ginny was in med school,” Juju said, stabbing at a steak that had been frozen a little while ago but was now mouthwatering, and perfectly seared. It looked damn good. “She’s been trying to figure it out.”

      That perked Kasie right up. “Really? Where?” She and Mike both straightened, interest bright in their gazes.

      Ginny looked up, dragged out of whatever worry was running around behind her pretty eyes now. “Stanford, but I washed out.” She was pale, and tendrils of her dark hair stuck to her forehead. She all but glowed under the electric lights, a faint dewy sheen on her forehead and cheeks. “I ended up a librarian.”

      “Kind of the same as nursing, only with less bedpans.” Kasie grinned, used to putting people at their ease, and it was nice to see Ginny tentatively smile back. Looked like she was about to make a remark, too, but didn’t get the chance.

      “We didn’t have Army shooting up the streets in Columbus,” Jorge cut in, as if about to burst. Looked like the law in his part of the world carried Glocks, and he sat with his knees spread like his balls needed to dry off or somethin’. “But we had a lotta domestics, and those damn checkpoints. Half the force had a bad cold, and then whammo, everyone’s sick and Dispatch overloaded.”

      “Everyone at church had a cold the week before,” Steph piped up, handing the fried chicken platter to Holly. Miss Meacham had moved to Jell-O salad already, her sweet tooth probably doing jumping jacks for joy. “They say that’s how it starts.”

      “Fever, flu symptoms, then the convulsions.” Ginny shuddered, her shoulder hitting Lee’s. Close quarters were nice as far as he was concerned, it might remind her she didn’t have to worry alone. It probably helped everyone to Monday-morning quarterback the end of the world, but it seemed fair to put her off her feed, by the way she kept pushing her food around her plate. Very little of it made its way down the hatch.

      Lee didn’t like that at all.

      “Nothin about it on the radio.” Juju laid his fork and knife down, reached for his own coffee mug. The way he and that Mock fella were drinking it, they’d be up all night unless they planned on going round the curve and using it as a soporific. “If I’d’a known—”

      “There was no way of knowing.” Ms Frank jumped in before anyone else could. “I had me some damn fine doctors trying to figure it out, but they got bit by patients.” She glanced across the table at Lee. “How about you, Mr Quartine?”

      Huh? Lee blinked. “Don’t know many doctors.”

      “No, what happened to you and your girlfriend?”

      “I’m not his—” Ginny began, at the same time Lee started with, “Well, they shot up a diner…”

      Steph laughed, elbowing Mandy, who joined in merrily. Mark looked baffled for a moment, but then a grin spread over his beaky face, and he bent over his chow as if to hide it.

      Juju snorted, almost choking on his coffee. “Lord, you two.”

      The cop—Jorge—stared down at his plate. “My wife took my daughter to the hospital.” He shook his head, slowly. “Went there to try an find ’em, and that’s how I met Kasie.”

      “I was glad to see someone who wasn’t growlin and chewin air.” Miz Frank stretched her legs under the table and rounded her shoulders to stretch, catlike, carefully in case the dog was in the way. Cords stood out in her slim neck, warm and carved. “We came across Chantal and Holly a couple days later, they’d teamed up to get out of Hadsburg.”

      “My husband came after me,” Holly said, softly. “For the last time,” she added.

      “My boyfriend just vanished.” Chantal sighed. “Don’t know if he got sick or what.”

      “My partner got bit,” Juju said. “I had to beat his head in with a lamp.”

      Good God, was everyone gonna talk about it? Lee fought the urge to hunch his shoulders. Let them jabber, if it helped. He was content with holding his peace, and watching Ginny push her food around.

      “Yeah.” Mike rubbed at his cheek, fingertips rasping on thin stubble. “Mine came home sick from work. I made him chicken soup. That night he got the shakes, then tried to bite me.”

      Juju opened his mouth, closed it with a snap. Lee’s eyebrows wanted to rise, but he busied himself with his plate. No business of his, especially when nobody else seemed to blink an eye. And sometimes, he’d wondered about Juju’s…feelings, maybe, for Tip. Still, Juju had gone on rec with the rest of them, right?

      Who cared? Not Lee Quartine, he decided. There were too many other fish needing to go in the pan.

      “It was my daughter.” Colleen smoothed her hair back with her fingertips, touched one earring. “Everyone was sick at the restaurant, they had to close down. I went home, and Erica was in the hallway. Just standing there, chewing.” She shuddered, and reached for her bottle of grape soda like she wished it was something stronger.

      “My mama tried to kill me.” Steph sank back in her chair, her gaze fixed over Chantal’s head across from her.  “Mark had to hit her with a fryin pan.”

      “It weren’t no big deal,” Kasprak mumbled, dropping his chin.

      “It was,” she insisted. “I’d’ve died.”

      An uncomfortable silence fell, but Ginny roused herself. “Immunity,” she said. “We should compare notes, and figure out if we have commonalities. To see why we didn’t end up catching it.”

      “Handwashing, probably.” Mike applied himself to Steph’s fried chicken. “Hey, this is good.”

      Kasie pushed her chair back, half-rising to reach for one of the unopened Evian bottles in the center of the table. “That’s why we’re going to Atlanta.”

      “You too?” Mandy’s braids swung, the blue beads clicking. “You heard about the CDC there?”

      “Yeah. If anyone can find an immunity factor, it’s them.” The nurse sounded very certain, and Lee sensed Ginny’s stiffening next to him. “Y’all are goin there too?”

      “We’re heading New York way,” Lee said, steadily. Traveller pushed his head between Lee’s knees and peered up at him past the edge of the tablecloth. “Leastways, I am, with Ginny. Juju too, far as I know.”

      “Amen to that.” Juju lifted his coffee cup. “I ain’t goin south unless I have to.”

      “Don’t blame you.” Kasie’s mouth drew down at the corners as she settled, but whether it was distaste for going south or a pucker from her almost-finished lemonade was unclear. “What’s in New York?”

      “Excuse me.” Ginny rose, carefully. Traveller tensed, his tail thwomping under the table.

      “Ginny—” Lee began. Oh, darlin. Don’t.

      “I need the restroom,” she said, in a low, unsteady voice. “And no, Lee, nobody needs to go with me. It’s fine.” She pushed her chair all the way back, turned so quickly her single French braid bounced, and set off for the front of the Hyatt’s in-house restaurant where the ladies’ room—probably full of taupe and powder—was. Probably even had dishes of mints on the counters. The entire place was class.

      “I guess that’s a sore subject,” Colleen said softly. “Is she okay?”

      Lee held Traveller’s collar, keeping the dog from trotting after her. “Ain’t been sleepin well, I guess.” A chill ran down his back, cold fingers tracing little signs on his skin. It wasn’t just that, though. She was sitting on something, and he had to get her to spill it so that awful weight would slide off her shoulders and onto his. “She’s got people in New York. Worried about ’em.”

      “Lord, I’m glad I haven’t heard from my in-laws,” Jorge muttered, and a laugh ran around the table on heavy, unsteady feet.
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      It was the first time Ginny was truly alone in ages, and she wasn’t enjoying it much. She even missed the dog’s constant neediness. She caught herself looking down, quick glances to check on the adorable little furry roadblock; each time, she shook her head and told herself it was a good thing he hadn’t followed her upstairs. She turned the deadbolt and leaned against the door for a moment, resting her forehead against its wonderful coolness. Carting her luggage and a few bottles of water in while everyone else was at dinner might be impolite, but good God, she was done. Her bra was chafing, her headache was monumental, and now that she had access to a hot shower, all other considerations became secondary.

      Not that it would matter, soon, if what she suspected was true. Ginny laid out her supplies neatly—alcohol wipes, a digital thermometer and an analog one, the stethoscope and blood pressure cuff filched from the pharmacy of the Bargain Zone where they’d met Carline and Mandy. Soap, shampoo, razor. There weren’t going to be any more Gillettes made, not if this thing was worldwide.

      The more she tried to think through the implications, the harder her brain resisted. The headache probably bore some responsibility for that, but the rest of it was…well, it was just so big. You couldn’t stare something huge in the face for long before it took a toll.

      It was fine for the abyss to look back into you. What she couldn’t take was seeing the implications at the bottom of the void anymore. Instead, Ginny took her vitals, including her temperature twice with each thermometer, logged the numbers in her notebook. Laid her pen down and struggled out of her sweater, unbuttoning the flannel shirt underneath.

      Her skin crawled while she stripped down, and the first blast of warm water felt so good she exhaled sharply, almost moaning. Finally washing her hair again was an almost religious experience. Sponge baths just didn’t do it, and hair-washing with cold water might be great for the cuticles, but it meant the rest of her froze.

      Another thing that would soon be academic, she suspected. The only thing disturbing her enjoyment was the headache, and her nose filling up again. She’d been sniffing all day, the back of her throat raw with postnasal drip. Nobody noticed because the cold made everyone’s nose stuffy. It wasn’t really bad until the warmth of the hotel freed up all the mucus. Still, she took her time enjoying the shower. Her favorite almond-drop bodywash was just as creamy and fragrant as ever, and shaving again was pure heaven. Good grooming was a way to help yourself feel better, it was an article of faith for a Mills girl.

      She could have stayed under the warm stream forever, if she hadn’t started coughing. Deep, chesty coughs, full and productive.

      Ew. It helped to regard the symptoms clinically, but still, gross. There was no shortage of towels. At least she’d be…comfortable? Was that the word?

      It could just be a cold, Ginny told herself. Stress taking its toll on the immune system.

      She took her vitals again afterward. Her temp had risen by less than a half-degree, hovering at 101.7F. Pulse slightly elevated, blood pressure a little high, too. At lunch, her temperature had been 99F. She noted it all again, and doubled over as another wave of coughing struck. Finally, gasping for breath and hanging onto the counter, she peered at her indistinct ghost in the condensation-clouded mirror.

      What would she look like after the…

      “Oh, God,” she whispered. “It could be a cold. It could.”

      Could she take the chance? Of course not. Ridiculous, and downright cowardly, to even think about it.

      Her most comfortable boxers, covered in penguins and with the waistband of popped and snarled elastic, were like freedom itself. Her old Moss Bridges T-shirt, soft and wide-necked, stuck to the dampness on her lower back. Ginny turned the fan timer on, carried the med supplies into the bedroom, and laid them out on the nightstand.

      With that done, she eyed all the furniture in the room again, and set to work. A half-hour of tugging, swearing, and coughing, and her room door was well-blocked. Finally, nursing a bruised knee from the dresser—it was admirably heavy, real quality or maybe just weighted down—she stood for a moment contemplating the drapes. Sick people always wanted them closed, but she wanted light in the morning. Besides, who would be peeping now? The “balcony” was six inches of space with welded iron grill masquerading as a balustrade,  probably full of cigarette butts, and the only thing below was the parking lot. Five stories below, to be precise.

      Ginny turned the bed down. Who cared what was on the sheets at this point? She crawled gratefully into linens that appeared clean, settling on pillows that had cradled many a head before hers. Her phone, plugged in and charging on the nightstand, had no service, but it was a prosaic comfort nonetheless.

      She longed to call home. Even a half-hour of Mom’s vapors would be welcome. Maybe Flo was rethinking blaming Ginny, that would be nice too. So nice.

      It could simply be a cold. Or even, laughably, the flu. If it wasn’t the zombie sickness, hydration and rest would help. Also, if everyone left and she pulled through, she could easily find a car and be on her way. Dad would be so happy to see her.

      If the fever, headache, chills, and coughing were what she suspected, she wouldn’t be able to get out and hurt anyone else. She’d blocked the door as well as she was able, and if she made it out to the balcony five stories up had a comfortably non-survivable percentage, at least from what she could recall.

      Ginny turned the terrible attempt at blown-glass lamp off. The faint edge of reflected glow from the snowbound lot under sodium lights was comforting. If she kept her eyes mostly closed, she could pretend everything was fine, that she was on a road trip to see her parents, that the hideous growling, chewing things were simply a nightmare from an unfamiliar bed and bad food.

      Lying to herself was a bad habit to start, but Ginny, damp all over with fever-sweat and the remains of her shower, didn’t care, and fell into a restless doze.
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      They didn’t set a watch, and though it bothered both Lee and Juju, a solid night’s sleep made a world of difference. Lee was out as soon as his head touched the pillow, Traveller making himself at home on the damn bed as well, and not a single bad dream troubled either of them. Later, he’d kick himself up and down for it, but at the time he assumed Ginny was already asleep when he knocked on her door. Missing the usual nightly chat bothered him, and so did finding the Do Not Disturb tag still hung neatly on her door the next morning, and her nowhere in sight.

      Well, maybe she was sleeping in. God knew she needed it, he hadn’t missed the circles under her eyes. If she was getting some rest, he shouldn’t disturb it.

      “If you want to,” he repeated, “go ahead.”

      “Well, I dunno.” Mandy rubbed at the back of her neck with one slim hand, her beaded hair clicking gently. Her wide dark eyes were troubled. “We don’t know ’em, though that lady in charge looks like good people. And they’re goin Atlanta way.”

      Cool air filtered into this service hall from the propped-open door to the concrete well of underground parking. “Maybe they should take all the kids,” Juju commented. He’d buzzed his hair back down, and looked far more comfortable now that he was back in order.

      “I ain’t no kid.” Mark Kasprak balanced on both feet, his hat shoved back and his dark hair—clean now—finally behaving, falling over his eyes in a dark swoop. A beaky little rooster, spurs ready. “Neither is Steph.”

      Juju’s wry grin made him look like a teenager himself. “Y’all are what, sixteen?”

      “Eighteen,” Mark fired back, and he looked every inch. “And we ain’t kids after all this, Mr Thurgood.”

      Lee could have taken issue with that, but it would push the conversation off-track. Miz Frank’s group was almost ready to leave, and offered to take anyone who wanted along to Atlanta. It was the best choice, really, and his conscience—such as it was—had taken to pinching him hard whenever he heard the city’s name.

      God damn Grandon. If the syringes were what Lee thought they were…

      Lee surfaced from that particular unpleasant thought, aware of several gazes on him. Juju’s eyebrows were up, Mark’s cheeks were freshly shaved even though he had very little to clearcut on those hills, and Steph’s sharp kittenish face was bright as a new penny. She stood close to Mark again, maybe because the boy made a point to defer to Juju. Traveller trotted between their group and the other one, nosing at everything, tail held high and excited, ears perked.

      Carline was slightly behind Mandy, pale under her brightly colored cap and glancing at the staging area for the Frank group every once in a while like she thought they were gonna leave without her. It was obvious what she wanted.

      The way Mandy examined Lee was almost uncomfortable. She looked like she expected him to start yelling, maybe, and he didn’t miss the way she was carefully out of arm’s reach with her new snowboots poised to carry her back if necessary.

      “Ain’t gonna force any of you,” he said, finally. Didn’t they know that by now? “If y’all wanna to to Atlanta, they’s a good group to go with. Miz Frank knows what she’s doin, she’ll keep you safe.”

      “You sure?” Mandy glanced at Steph, not waiting for Lee’s answer. “You wanna come?”

      It was democracy in action, Lee mused. Everyone gettin a vote, if they could just make up their damn minds. He kept his thumbs in his pockets, enjoying the luxury of not having to stand to attention—and making himself smaller, as much as he could.

      “We’re all from the same town,” Steph said, slowly. She leaned toward Mark and he replicated the motion, two plants each thinking the other was the sun. “And Miz Ginny doesn’t have anyone else to go with her, you know?”

      “Well, we’ll save you some room down there.” Apparently that was that, Mandy swung around and headed for their gear, stacked neatly at the edge of the Frank group’s. The nurse waved, and Chantal dropped a cheeky wink; Mike Mock lifted a case of bottled water with a grunt and Jorge, his broad back alive with muscle, shouldered the door wide on his way out carrying another two cases. The underground garage looked clear, but Holly and Colleen were on shuttle duty with shotguns.

      It paid to be careful. Lee whistled for Traveller, who tore himself away from examining a pile of waterproof-bagged sleeping bags and trotted for him, reluctant but obeying. Carline picked up their backpacks, Mandy their two sleeping bags and rolled foam, and the girls joined the other group. Miz Frank nodded, and set them to work right away.

      “Is Miz Ginny up?” Steph stuck her hands in her pockets, pulling her gloves out and folding them neatly.

      “Ain’t seen her.” Juju shook his head. Even buzzed, his hair was springing up right cheerful, and there was a gleam in his gaze Lee hadn’t seen for a while.

      A shadow crossed the girl’s sharp face. She put her folded gloves away and rubbed at her hair, probably wishing Ginny was up to help her braid it. “Ain’t like her to sleep in.”

      “We all need the rest.” Lee sighed, bending to smooth Traveller’s head and scratch behind the hound’s ears. “Steph, you wanta go up and see if she answers her door?”

      “Yessir.” The girl grabbed Mark’s hand and tugged him away, both of them breaking into a run before they reached the staff elevator. If the power went out while they were in there it was going to be a pickle, but Lee didn’t have the heart to yell. He snagged the hound’s collar before he could take off after them, though. Getting a canine out of a dangling tin box sounded like even more of a pickle.

      “Shoulda told them they had to go,” Juju muttered. He waved his hat once, twice, the pompom bobbing punctuation. “Damn kids.”

      “Think they’d listen?” Lee clipped the leash on, and Traveller, betrayed, stared at him mournfully despite Lee’s skritch behind the hound’s ear before straightening.

      “If you said it? Maybe.” The younger man patted at his breast pocket, a holdover from Army life. “Makes me wish I still smoked.”

      “Me too.” Cigarettes would probably become currency after a while, just like in any war zone. Lee had a couple other suspicions about what would be tradable after a while, too. “You sure you don’t wanna go to Atlanta, Juju?”

      “I’m stickin with you, Loot.”

      It should have made him feel better, but Lee’s conscience pinched again. Hard. Each day they spent moving was a spin of a wheel Juju hadn’t signed up for.

      There was no help for it if the man was determined. “Maybe after Ginny looks in on her folks we’ll go thataway.” Lee had a healthy respect for Thurgood’s stubbornness, having a good share of that particular quality himself.

      “Might be better to head Canada way.” Juju rolled up his hat, the pompom waving its tentacles. ”I hear they’re more civilized up there.”

      “Maybe so.” Lee suppressed another sigh, and handed Juju the leash. “Keep this fool inside, willya?” It was no use, he might as well go up and see if Ginny would open her door. It was selfish, she needed the rest…but something bothered him. And if she was gonna change her mind bout New York, now would be the best time to find out.
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* * *

      He knew something was wrong as soon as he cleared the door to the fifth floor. Stairs would keep him in shape, but god damn he was missing elevators. There never seemed to be enough air inside the contraptions, but Lord, now he appreciated the convenience.

      There were a whole lot of conveniences he would have liked to have back.

      Steph, paper-pale, stood on navy carpet outside Ginny’s door, sandwiched between the room the teenage girls had shared last night and Lee’s own. She turned, her blue eyes huge, and Mark leaned close to the door, finishing up a very loud sentence. “…go get Mr Lee.”

      “I’m here,” Lee said, and the relief crossing their transparent faces gave him a hell of a bad feeling, way down low. “What’s all this?”

      “She…she…” Steph’s eyes welled with trembling tears; her pupils were wide and black. “She says she’s…Mr Lee, she says she’s…”

      “She says she’s got it,” Mark cut in. His hands worked at each other, scrubbing hard, and the cuffs of his jacket whispered while he did. “She says she got the zombie flu.”

      The bottom dropped out of Lee’s brain and stomach at the same time. “Slow down. She says what now?” He might have blinked across the intervening space, because all of a sudden he was shouldering Kasprak aside and reaching for the prissy silver bar of the doorknob. It rattled, locked.

      Of course.

      “Go away.” Ginny’s voice came, muffled and sweet, through the door. She never sounded this sharp, not even when she was angry. “Just go away.” The words trailed off in a barrage of deep, crouplike coughing, and when it faded, he heard something shifting on the other side.

      “Can’t do that, darlin.” He sounded numb, even to himself. Tell me the damn kids misunderstood. Tell me you’re  havin allergies or some such. “Ginny? Talk to me. What’s goin on in there?”

      “High fever,” she gasped. “Flulike…symptoms. Blood pressure elevated, heart rate…”

      God damn it. Lee’s hands ached. One of them, gripping the doorknob, creaked white-knuckle, the other was a fist, fingernails digging into his palm. “Ginny.” Very calmly. “Ginny, darlin, unlock this door, and we’ll see about this.”

      “No.” A short, sharp, tortured breath. Sounded like she was breathing through wet cotton, and his own lungs were starved just hearing it. “I’ve blocked…blocked it. If it’s the…the zombie flu, I won’t…won’t hurt anyone.” Another barrage of coughing, and Steph made a small sound behind Lee, a half-moan. “Go away.”

      There was a terrible finality to the last two words, soft though they were. Virginia Mills had made up her mind about something.

      “Ginny. Ginny.” He shouted, and rattled the doorknob. No use. He considered putting his shoulder to the work, but if she’d blocked it…

      Oh hell no. No, no, no. Fuck no.

      Lee heard his own voice from a great distance away, calm and cold. “Get down to Juju and y’all pack up. If I ain’t down in an hour, y’all get the hell out of here. Go on, now.” Receding footsteps—the kids knew when to shut their mouths and get moving, thank Jesus. Lee found himself at the door to his own room, the card-key slipping a little against sweating fingertips.

      Now just what are you doin, son? He could almost smell Big Q’s aftershave patted on greying cheeks, and feel the paralyzing weight of his grandfather’s Quartine-brand yaller-stare when the old man suspected Lee of some hijinks.

      “What I gotta,” he mumbled, and took a good look at the wall separating his room from Ginny’s. No connecting door, of course. It couldn’t be that easy.

      Only what I gotta, Poppa. Like usual.
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      Later, he figured he just could have gone through the drywall, except if there was something load-bearing in the way. Finding that out would have been un-fuckin’-comfortable indeed.

      Instead, Lee strode to the bed, where his baggage waited in a neat pile. A few moments of digging in his go-backpack unearthed what he wanted—he wrenched the hardpac open, and the three capped glass syringes nestled in foam looked way too small to carry any salvation. He stuck one in his mouth and ran for the sliding glass door to the balcony, ripping the curtains aside so hard material tore and something in the metal track above pinged as it broke.

      Freezing weather was no match for the ice inside him, a sword from his belly all the way up his spine, filling his head with what needed to happen and how to do it. Getting over the cheap metal railing wasn’t hard; the real problem was an outcropping of concrete between his balcony and Ginny’s. It was probably designed to stop what he was doing right now, but Lee took a deep breath, clinging to an ice-slick rail with his right hand, and put his foot out. His arms straightened, and the consciousness of hanging off the side of a building with something hard, and chilly, and glass clutched in his teeth hit him.

      He didn’t have time to think about it. Lurching sideways, letting go of his railing, he hung in space for a long moment before his toes caught on the closest baluster of the railing next door—Ginny’s room. His stomach cramped like he was doing the mother of all crunches or was back in basic, dropping and giving a hundred sit-ups under a sadistic drill sergeant. Lee curled around the concrete, almost tearing two fingernails on his right hand as his fingers skittered across the bulge, looking for purchase, looking for something, anything that would push him over to where he needed to be.

      His left hand banged on spindly iron, there was a screech of bolts loosening in concrete, and for a sickening moment everything lurched and he knew he was going to fall when the cheapass sonuvabitch rail pulled loose of its moorings.

      Then physics was, for once, kind to him, and Ginny’s balcony railing stopped rocking, the bolts almost—but not quite—torn free. Lee clambered carefully over it, not quite sure how he’d turned the corner and not caring, either. He almost went right through the French door too, deciding at the last moment he didn’t need broken glass to add to the shitshow. So he set his boots, curled his bruised left hand and bloody right around the handle, and reminded himself not to clench his teeth and get a mouthful of shards and the vile green liquid inside the tube.

      Of course, conscientious soul that she was, Ginny had locked the glass balcony door, too. The curtains were open, and Lee caught a blur of paleness on the rosy carpet. Ginny, tossed like a broken doll on the floor, probably about to start convulsing.

      God, if you’re there…

      But God never had been. It was up to him.

      Lee’s back arched, his feet dug into icy concrete, and he heaved again. And again. His mouth was full, so he couldn’t say her name, but it echoed all the way down inside him, a flare dropping into a dark well.
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      The convulsions were going to start again, she could feel them hovering, trembling in every muscle group. Cold, she was so, so cold. A gush of icy fluid crawled over her, skittering insect feet pinch-pricking her skin. The fever had mounted all through the night, she could barely see to scrawl her symptoms, but at least she’d made everyone else safe. Someone pounding at the door, and she heard herself, precise and sharp, telling them she was sick. Just go away, she heard herself say. I’ve blocked it.

      With that task finished, she retreated from the jumble of furniture near the door. Her legs gave out, and all she could think was that it was a shame she hadn’t figured out more about the illness. At least someone would be proud of her for not putting others in harm’s way.

      Who, though? She couldn’t quite remember. Her father? Yes, that was it, he’d be proud of her for…

      The world spun away, came back. There was a banging, a clattering, and a fresh, frigid breeze touched her sweat-slick skin. Jolting, jittering, muscles locking, her right wrist trapped and the rest of her body trying to curl up around it, an iron bar across her chest. Something around her right biceps, cruelly tight, a stinging slap inside her right elbow.

      An icy spike shoved its way into the crook of her arm, and Ginny moaned weakly.

      “Don’t you give up on me now.” Male, rough and low. “Ginny, sweetheart, darlin, don’t you dare give up on me.”

      Who was it? For a moment she had the name, it trembled on tongue- and brain-tip before vanishing under another gathering convulsion, tired muscles locking.

      Get away from me. Was she hallucinating? The fever could be cooking her brain right now. Get away.

      He kept talking. “Don’t you dare, don’t you fucking dare, sweetheart, I will get you to New York, I will carry you there on my goddamn back if I have to, don’t you dare give up on me.”

      The spike jammed into her arm reached her shoulder. Ginny screamed, hoarsely. It was an involuntary noise, her diaphragm and core muscles locking down and her vocal folds slamming shut. Dimly, she heard…barking? The dog, where was the dog? She hadn’t locked him in here with her, had she?

      Oh God please, please. She only wanted it to be over. It hurt.

      “Goddammit, stop!” her hallucination yelled. She remembered his name right before she lost it under a wave of sticky, gelatinous agony. “There’s shit in front of it, just calm down!”

      Ginny choked. Hot, rancid liquid filled her throat. She couldn’t breathe, was this what it felt like to die? Choking on her own vomit—well, she hadn’t had much of an appetite, it would only be thin scorching bile and…

      The world blinked away again, came back at high speed, ran over her. A wheel spun, light and dark pie-slices alternating. More yelling.

      If this was death, it was noisy.

      A wintry fist reached through her ribs and squeezed everything caught inside that bony cage, her heart stuttered, and Ginny Mills knew no more.
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      “It ain’t that. Look, she ain’t got no fever.”

      “I ain’t convinced, Lee. What in hell are you doin?”

      “What I gotta, Juju. As fucking usual.”

      “So she stacked all that in front of the door, and…dear Lord and sonny Jesus, look at this. Wrote down her temperature.”

      “Stay outta that. It’s her diary.”

      “Sure you don’t want a peek?”

      “Juju, for God’s sake.”

      “When’s the weddin? Rough findin a preacher round here. Course, if she starts chewin—”

      “She ain’t gonna. No fever, and she’s restin quiet. You want to do something useful, or you gonna keep bein a shithead?”

      “Stickin with what I know. You broke the door. How in hell did you…Good Lord. You crazy sumbitch.”

      “That a compliment?”

      “Partly.” Metal ground against metal, a French door sliding inside a warped track. “We stayin here for a while, then?”

      “You could catch up with ’em, if you left now.”

      “Not what I asked, Lee.”

      A long pause. “We’ll see when she wakes up.”

      “Aight then. I’ll get the kids settled.”

      “Juju?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re a good man.”

      “Yeah. Right.” Footsteps receding. “’M I s’posed to shoot you if you get sick?”

      “Take care of myself, thank you.”

      “Yeah.” Wood crunched, a boot aimed viciously at a chair leg. “Right.”

      Hinges groaned. Excited barking, and a babble of questions. Cloth moved. “All right, darlin,” Lee Quartine said, softly. “Let’s get you in a room that ain’t busted.”
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      It was a long, grey, cold afternoon, and it didn’t get any better when they stopped at a Marathon off the freeway. Traveling, Carline Goldisch had decided, was for the birds. Especially when you were having what Mom termed monthlies or what the girls at school called, with pitiless amusement, the rag.

      She was getting tired of looking out a window onto snow, more snow, and busted-up cars, too. Stopping wasn’t much better, because then she had to move around and hope nothing escaped around the plug, so to speak. “You got any aspirin?”

      “What hurts?” Miz Frank wasn’t nearly as interesting as Miz Mills, but she was okay. The lean black lady leaned against the side of her shiny, red, definitely new Toyota SUV. It even had that new-car smell, which Mandy said was mostly chemicals. It made Carline’s nose tingle and her head ache, even with the window down a bit, and even with her tampon worries she was glad they stopped every couple hours.

      Women traveled different than men, that was for sure. Mr Quartine didn’t want to stop for nothin, it took Miz Ginny putting her foot down to get them a bathroom break. He crushed on her so hard it was a wonder the snow didn’t melt around him, too.

      They were nice, but going to Atlanta was the better bet. At least, Mandy said so, and she was the one with the brains. Why she hung around with a dumbass white girl was anyone’s guess, and sometimes Carline was pretty sure it was because there weren’t many other options in town.

      Options out of town didn’t seem too plentiful either, right now. Carline sucked in a small breath. “Got cramps.” They weren’t bad as Mandy’s. Nothing in Carline’s life was as bad as Mandy’s, and sometimes she didn’t know how to feel about that. Even though Mandy’s parents had a nice house, and they churched regular and sent Mandy to a good school, there were still…problems. Carline’s mama wasn’t the only one who scrubbed every dish twice, so to speak.

      “Oh, Lord, honey. I’ve got some Midol.” Miz Frank bustled for the back of the Toyota. The glass door of the Marathon station—what Dad would’ve called a “stop-n-rob”—reflected the side of the red car and the blue-and-white pumps, snow-packed pavement and the hind end of Chantal’s pink Cadillac. I didn’t sell no Mary Kay to get that, Chantal said, smiling in her peculiar way, and Carline got the idea you didn’t want to ask any questions.

      Mandy put an arm over her shoulders, the shell of her brand new, thickly insulated coat rasping against Carline’s. “Is it bad?” The tips of her beaded braids made soft sweet music as they moved.

      They didn’t really have to worry about people seeing them now, but each time they touched in public the thump at the bottom of Carline’s stomach hit and she had to work not to glance around like she was guilty.

      Which she was. The sinners were the only ones left, and she might have had fun guessing everyone else’s secret crimes if her lady bits didn’t feel like they were trying to escape by doing the Jackalemon Twist and sending bad thoughts all through her lower back as well.

      “I hate it.” She hoped she didn’t sound whiny.

      Mandy nodded, glancing at the road. She wasn’t very relaxed, but then, being out in the open was dangerous. “You could take the pill straight through.”

      “Didn’t know I’d need it.” That was something good about sinning girl-like—there wasn’t any chance of getting knocked up and having to drive over the state line or figure out how to scrape together cash. Some places had that morning-after pill, but you needed your parents’ say-so to get it, and while Carline was secretly of the opinion hell wasn’t gonna be that bad, asking your mama and daddy for that particular signature was uncomfortable to contemplate.

      You could fake it, like you did with absence-or-tardy notes. But the risk of the pharmacist calling…Well, nobody was gonna be calling Mama and Daddy to confirm anything now.

      And that was how Carline knew she was a sinner in truth, because she was secretly but undeniably glad.

      Oh, she missed Mom, to be sure. She’d about cried her eyes out, and the nightmares showed up like clockwork. Hell would probably be those nightmares all the time and never waking up.

      But she didn’t miss her daddy’s first-of-the-month whiskey tots, or Mom’s midnight prayin’, or the yellin’ near the end of the month when Dad’s disability check ran thin, or—really, the list was pretty long.

      She laid her head on Mandy’s shoulder. “How you doin, sweetpants?”

      “Better than you, looks like.” Mandy’s smile, sensed more than seen, was all the sunshine the day needed. “I wonder—”

      She didn’t get a chance to say what she wondered, because a gunshot cracked close by and Mandy dragged her down, Carline’s knees banging on concrete and her shoulder hitting the side of the Toyota. “Ow!” she yelled, and immediately felt like a fool. Shouting bounced off the pavement, fell dead in the snow. Two more shots, close together, sounded like they were coming from behind the Marathon.

      Where the bathrooms were, and the employee entrance they’d worked open to get inside.

      “Into the car,” Mandy gasped. “Girl, get your ass in the car!”

      Miz Frank slammed the back of the Toyota shut and came around the end, her shotgun in both hands and her face set and grim. “Get in!” she yelled, and lifted the gun, slow, slow, like she was working through syrup. Carline snapped a glance at the side of the gas station while she floundered on her knees, grabbing for the door-handle.

      The zombie staggered into view, wearing a blue polyester vest that flapped over its chewed-up ribs. It was once a skinny teenage kid, and for a weird, dreamlike moment she thought it was Mark Kasprak, somehow come along and dressed up to play a prank on them because he was a boy and they did things like that.

      “Get up!” Mandy screamed, and Carline’s fingers found what they were looking for. She ripped a fingernail as she surged upwards, hauling on the handle, and almost clocked herself in the face with the door too.

      “Shitfuck!” Carline yelled, and that would have been funny if the zombie hadn’t seen them and dropped to all fours, its growl a thin nasty buzz. Snow made a weird squeaky sound under its palms and filth-crusted wingtips; Carline grabbed Mandy’s shoulder and the back of her jeans too, all but lifting her bodily into the backseat. She piled in afterward and lunged desperately for the door, dragging it shut and yelling because her foot was caught. Metal banged off her ankle, and she let out a roar that would have surprised exactly nobody who had ever seen her at cheerleading practice.

      Carline didn’t believe in doing anything halfway, ever. Which was partly why she’d asked Mandy out, her heart in her throat and her entire body aflame with almost-shame. Mandy hadn’t laughed at her, or told any of her friends.

      Sometimes, late at night, Carline thought of the bubbling happiness that filled her when Mandy smiled and said sure, sugar, and thought maybe that was why the zombies had come. Anything that hot-sweet-good had a bite at the end.

      Miz Frank had the shotgun settled. “Come on, you sonofabitch,” she yelled, and Carline yanked her foot in. The door slammed, and a variety of quiet fell, broken only by heaving breathing, thudding pulses, and Mandy’s muttered oh shit oh shit, her own particular chorus of disaster.

      The shotgun barked. Once, twice. Carline lay, half on Mandy, her ankle throbbing and her hand, too. Jesus, she was just all sorts of messed up today.

      “Ohshit,” Mandy whispered. “Ohshit mama, shoot him again, shoot him…good Lord.”

      Carline’s middle hurt, but she still managed to curl up enough to peer out the window.

      Miz Frank, the shotgun reversed, clubbed the zombie right in the head. Brains and spongy, discolored skullbone spattered. Carline, her jaw dropping, choked on a warning scream.

      More zombies boiled around the corner of the building, dropping to all fours and scrambling for the Toyota. Where were they coming from? Glass shattered, and Jorge stepped through the shivering ruins of the Marathon’s front door, firing his pistol at the mass. “Go!” he yelled, and behind him, Chantal and Holly half-carried Colleen, whose head hung. Colleen’s hair swung heavily, splattering drops of bright red. Skinny, nervous Mike Mock followed at high speed, paper-white, a hand clapped to his shoulder where a bright crimson rosette bloomed through his flapping flannel shirt. He’d hadn’t worn his coat inside, because Jorge kept the heat blasting in his truck. Mike’s red hair stuck up, coppery in the snowy light.

      Miz Frank almost ran into the Toyota’s side, blundered along it, and finally ripped the driver’s door open. She piled in, the shotgun shoved barrel-down into the passenger footwell, and had to jab twice at the door locks to get them to closed with that sweet chucking sound of safety.

      Jorge kept firing until there was nothing but dry clicks, backing up and damn near running into Mike. Chantal and Holly almost had Colleen to the Cadillac, and Mike staggered for Jorge’s big old Ford monster truck with its La Vida Loca decal on the canopy’s back window and the funny little plastic statue of Mother Mary glued to the dash. Jorge dropped the old clip out and slammed new ammo in, quick habitual movements. He kept backing up, now taking his time and choosing his shots. The zombies couldn’t decide whether to go after Holly, Chantal, and Colleen or him, and a couple had reached the Toyota and started slapping at the windows, their bloated, discolored, or skinny hands leaving wet prints as they smacked.

      “Ohgod,” Carline choked. “Ohgodohgod get us out of here, get us out of here!”

      Mandy started moving. “Ma’am!” She poked at Miz Frank’s shoulder, and the older woman, as if in a dream, fumbled the key towards the ignition. She’d been occupied in fishing it out of her jacket pocket. The shotgun’s stock, splattered with oddly dark zombie blood, slid sideways to tap at the passenger door. Better put your seatbelt on, Carline’s mother said dimly in the recesses of her memory, and the Toyota purred into life. “Put your belts on, kids,” Miz Frank said, softly, and Carline flinched. Her ankle sent up a red-hot distress signal, and she sobbed out a breath.

      “Oh no,” Mandy moaned. “Oh, God, no.”

      Mike had made it to Jorge’s truck, but he was having trouble getting in. Jorge was holding the zombies off, Colleen was loaded into the Cadillac. The things growled, milling around, indecisive.

      Miz Frank glanced at the rearview. Someone was home behind her eyes again, and that someone had a steely glare Carline had never seen on a mom-aged woman before. “Put your belts on!” she snapped, and dropped the SUV into reverse. She paused, then, deliberately, laid on the horn.

      Each zombie stopped and turned unerringly for the source of the sound, their heads cocked at strange doglike angles. Kasie Frank hit the gas, soft thudding sounds at the back of the car accompanied by shudders as it plowed through a knot of zombies, and twisted the wheel. Dropped it into drive, and hit the horn again. “Come on, you cheapshot motherfuckers!” she yelled, as Jorge boosted Mike into the passenger side of the truck and clambered up behind him. The pink Cadillac’s brake lights flashed, and Miz Frank let out a sobbing breath of relief. “Thank you, God. Come on, Jorge. Come on.”

      The Ford’s door closed—Jorge and Mike were loaded. Miz Frank stamped the gas, chained tires bit packed snow, and Carline was shoved back into Mandy’s lap by the acceleration. She didn’t mind so much, because Mandy folded over her, and for a few moments, in the darkness behind Carline’s eyelids, her breathing muffled by Mandy’s coat, things were safe and they had survived.

      Again.
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      Step. A pause. Another soft footfall. Whoever it was, they were trying to move quietly, and that brought Lee out of his bag in a thrashing hurry, yanking the knife under his pillow free and ending up in a fighting crouch, ready for anything.

      Anything, that was, except Ginny, her T-shirt torn half off and glaring bruises down her soft shoulders, braceleting her pretty wrist. The wrist was his fault, he’d had to put his boot there while she thrashed and he tried to get the bandanna around her upper arm tourniquet-like to jab her with the needle. There was a rough abrasion where he’d yanked the bandanna tight, and vivid red-black bruising marched down both her long, pretty, pale legs under the penguin-starred boxer shorts. She’d probably been throwing herself around the room for a bit, banging against things. Or maybe he’d hurt her that badly, trying to get the needle in.

      Jesus.

      Ginny stopped, her pupils huge in the dimness. The drapes were closed, but the bathroom light was on and the door ajar. She stared down at him, her hair a soft, wild cloud, and Lee exhaled hard, lowering the knife. “Uh,” he managed, and had to clear his throat. She’d almost stepped on him, his sleeping bag barring the way to the hall door just in case. If anyone came in, he’d give them a bad time—and he’d wanted to wake up if she moved.

      Well, he had, thank Jesus. His heart thundered northwards, attempting to lodge in his throat; he tried to force it down. “Ginny.” Raspy as a smoker’s morning growl. His voice didn’t want to work. “It’s all right.”

      Was she sleepwalking? She just looked at him, and Lee was suddenly very aware that he was barefoot in his thermals and she was barely even half dressed. Lord, even after all that, she was…

      Well, she was just plain beautiful. That glory of hair, and the bruising only underlined how fine her skin was. The beautiful bow-curves of her hips, the softness of a woman’s belly, one of her breasts rising like a moon behind a scrap of cotton T-shirt—he could stare for hours, every circuit in his fool head fusing.

      Her fingers twitched, and she peered at him. “Lee?” Like she didn’t recognize him. “Am I…”

      He straightened, keeping the knife well back. Had she noticed it? “You’re all right, sweetheart. Get some rest.”

      “I just…I need the bathroom.” She took a swaying sideways step. “I hurt all over.”

      Lee winced. “Well, yeah. It got…I’m sorry. I just…” God damn it. Couldn’t he keep his damn mouth shut?

      She headed for the bathroom and closed the door, leaving him in welcome darkness. Lee got the knife stowed and rubbed at his face, trying to wake the fuck up and get himself together. She was bound to have questions.

      Water ran. Thank God the pipes weren’t frozen. He made his way over to the bed and worked at the pillows, getting them straight, the covers too. She’d probably appreciate that, though she’d barely disturbed them once he’d laid her down.

      She turned the light off with a quick habitual flick when she left the bathroom, and stumbled in the dark. His eyes were better adapted; he made it across a few feet of scratchy carpet, guided her around his sleeping bag, and got her to the bed. “There you are. Just lie down. It’s all right.” Don’t let her ask what I did. Now’s not the time. She was sleep-warm, but not feverish. Her skin didn’t feel stove-hot anymore, no damp dewy breath of clinging fever.

      When she put a few things together, he’d have to explain Grandon and the syringes. He’d managed to get the empty one hidden before dragging hotel furniture away from her door—how a bitty thing like her had managed that, he didn’t want to think about. When she got determined, it stuck.

      Lee liked that about her, even though it was fair to driving him up the wall. He was beginning to believe she was still alive.

      “Lee?” She settled on the edge of the bed, tipping her chin up and squinting, trying to get her night vision working. “I was sick. I had a fever.”

      “You’re all right now,” he said, numbly. He couldn’t bring himself to step away, everything about her was goddamn distracting. That faint perfume of hers was tantalizing, even with the coppery musk of sweat and fear underneath. “No fever, no nothin.”

      “Oh.” She swayed again, and he touched her shoulder gently. She eased down, and he got her settled, pulling the covers up, tucking her in. He was about to leave her there, too, by God he truly was, but she reached out, her slim fingers catching his wrist. The touch was warm, and soft, and likely to drive him out of what little remained of his mind. “Lee? Don’t go.”

      Oh, my dear Lord. How many times had he wanted to hear that? “Uh,” he managed. “I’ll be right there. On the floor.”

      “If you want.” The words caught, and her fingers tensed. “I just…I was going to die. I knew it.”

      “Nah. You were sick, is all. Not eatin, and the stress.” The lie rolled off his tongue, smooth and natural, like he’d practiced it a million times. “Just a touch of somethin. You got worked up, but it’s all right now.”

      “Please,” Ginny persisted. “Please don’t go.”

      What was the word for a reward a man didn’t deserve but got anyway? Lee racked his brain, trying to come up with it. “Uh,” was all he could produce. Again. He was a gatdamn idiot.

      He was the idiot who had kept her alive, though. Surely that was worth something.

      Lee tried to stretch out on top of the covers, but she moved over and pulled on him with surprising strength. Once he got under the sheets, she cuddled against him just like in his nicer dreams, and dear Jesus in heaven she fit right-perfect. Her head settled on his shoulder, her arm over his chest, and the slim sweet soft length of her all along his side threatened to short-circuit anything approaching rational thought.

      “I’m probably dead,” Ginny whispered. “This is a lot quieter.”

      “You ain’t dead,” he managed. I’m not gonna let that happen.

      “Okay.” Her breathing deepened, and she dropped into sleep. Must’ve been tuckered right out. Probably wouldn’t remember asking him to lie down in the morning, but Lee couldn’t make himself move. Her breath made a soft warm spot through his thermal top, and her hair tickled his chin. His free hand lifted, worked its way out from under blankets and sheets, and touched a soft springing curl, another. Traced the line of her forehead, skated across her cheek. His fingertips found her cracked lips; she’d need some ChapStick. Or whatever girls used now.

      How the hell was he gonna explain this? Juju hadn’t asked many questions, but he was going to. And Ginny was too goddamn smart for her own good. Lee needed a reasonable story, and he couldn’t figure one out with her snuggled up against him as if…

      “You just got yourself tangled up,” he whispered, smoothing her hair. “Combat nerves.” Juju would believe that. They’d both seen what unremitting tension could do to the trained and untrained alike. The quiet ones, when they snapped, snapped hard.

      But what if she asks about…

      No. What mattered, Lee decided, was that it had worked. She was alive, Juju and the kids and the damn dog were fine, and if Grandon hadn’t been looking to rope Lee into whatever had gone screaming sideways and pulled them all into this shit, it could have turned out very differently. But it hadn’t, and it didn’t matter if it was luck or Lee finally getting a few good breaks to make up for the bad ones. He had a handle on this, and it would stay handled, God willing. Whatever story he told would have to work, because Lee wasn’t having it any other way.

      The vile-looking crap in the syringe had done its job. He’d figure out the rest after Ginny saw to her folks. Maybe then she’d listen to reason. Certainly wasn’t the best plan he’d ever come up with, but Lee was tired too. And, amazingly, even as his arm started to go numb from being trapped under Ginny’s head, he smiled, and fell into night’s embrace.
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      Her Moleskine journal was a bit battered. Hell, Ginny herself was a bit battered. She was bruised all over, and every muscle ached savagely. It took a few liters of bottled water before her head stopped pounding, and she longed for nothing more than some strong tea, some of Mom’s chicken soup, and a stack of latkes a mile high. With extra garlic. So much garlic her breath could kill a cactus at fifty paces.

      Instead, she had percolator coffee and protein bars, and everyone looking at her like she was crazy. Steph almost burst into tears, hugging her just short of ribcracking before bounding away to fetch more coffee. Mark, his thumbs in his belt in a completely unconscious imitation of the older men, looked from Ginny to Lee several times, hunching his broadening shoulders like he expected an explosion.

      Not from her end, though. She was too damn tired. Getting cleaned up and dressed had absorbed all her limited energy, and her lips were so cracked and chapped she tasted blood when she licked them.

      Finally, the kids took Traveller down to the parking garage for his afternoon piddle, which left her with Juju. And Lee’s thick, not-quite-cold silence.

      She flicked through her journal pages, her eyebrows drawing together. “I had a fever, though. I logged it.” Several times, as a matter of fact. In increasingly shaky handwriting, along with rising blood pressure and approximations of her pulse. “It rose, and rose, and then…God.”

      Lee stood by the French door, late-afternoon sun catching highlights in his dark hair. Gold threads and a few honey streaks, and it was beginning to develop a bit of a curl, which suited him even more. Long nose, strong jaw, his mouth a straight line, he said nothing. At least he wasn’t wearing that disconcerting, light, intense stare. His gaze was dark, and wholly shuttered.

      Juju glanced at him, then at her. “I knew this guy when I was in Iraq.” He leaned forward in the bedside chair, elbows braced on his knees. His sleeves were rolled up to show his forearms, fuzzed with dark hair. The pink-cushioned hotel chair squeaked a little. “It got to him. He started sweating, and said there were worms everywhere. Even under his skin. Had to send him out to get his head back together, but get this. He kept yelling about it, and you could see his skin move. Like there was worms underneath.” The black man took a deep breath. “We’ve all been through some shi—ah, stuff. Heavy-duty stuff. And if your nose starts runnin, and you start feelin peaked—you see what I mean? You can get a little weird, especially if you bottle it up.”

      “Yeah.” Ginny’s shoulders slumped. A little weird was putting it kindly. “How embarrassing.”

      Because it was. They were not pointing out that she’d gone completely bananas and slowed down their travel, but they were certainly thinking it.

      “Nah. You tell a lot about someone by how they go crazy.” Juju glanced at Lee again, obviously hoping for some kind of help. He rubbed at the burn scar on his left hand, a thoughtful motion, and his velvety eyes were kind. “I mean, if you really had it, blocking off your door like that? Shows some real grit, ma’am. You was lookin out for us, wasn’t you. An’ anyone else who happened along.”

      Of course. “Well, yes. I thought I wouldn’t be able to get out the door, and the drop to the parking lot…” She hunched even further. “I’m sorry. For making you worry.”

      “Why? You did the best you could.” Juju pushed himself upright. “You’ll bounce back. Promise.” He held out his hand and she took it, slightly baffled. But he simply shook, carefully, no bone-grinding pressure. “One smart cookie, Miz Ginny.”

      “Thanks.” Her unwilling smile made her lips crack even more, and she stared down at the journal pages. At least she hadn’t written anything…oh, God, there was a whole page with Lee’s name written, again and again. With curlicues. And hearts.

      Great. Hopefully he hadn’t seen that. Hopefully none of them had seen it.

      Lee simply stood there, arms crossed, while Juju shut the door gently as if on an invalid. Well, technically, she was one. Her legs had a little starch to them, but not much. She braced herself, but Lee still said nothing.

      It was probably best to plunge right in. So she did. “You’re mad at me.”

      That made him move a little, restlessly. The hem of his leather vest peeked out from beneath his blue sweater, vanished.

      “Go ahead and yell,” she continued. “I can tell you want to.”

      “I ain’t.” He stepped out of the sunshine and stalked across the room to the bedside and halted, looking down at her. The gun riding his belt sat quietly, and his boots were scraped conscientiously clean. “You ain’t never gonna see me mad at you. But you listen to me, Ginny. You have got to start tellin me what’s in that pretty head of yours. Christ, you coulda thought you could fly or some foolishness, and stepped off that balcony.”

      Startled, she studied his set chin, his dark eyes. He still wasn’t wearing that yellow-eyed stare, which was good. “Lee…” Her breath failed her. She waited for the coughing, but none came.

      Which was bizarre. The postnasal drip, the deep productive coughing, the fever…Had it all been psychosomatic? Surely it couldn’t be, even in heightened circumstances.

      But she had bruises all over, and dried sweat thick enough to crackle when she’d leaned against the shower wall an hour ago. Her hair had been positively stiff; it took two rounds of shampoo before all of it washed out.

      “You got to, Ginny.” His hands tensed, not quite fists but definitely not relaxed. A thin scar along the bottom of his jaw flushed. What was the story behind that one, she wondered? It looked like a childhood injury. “So’s I can do what you need me to.”

      Well, he was already upset, she might as well ask. “Why do you say things like that? I mean, you barely even know me, and—”

      “I can spend however long you like gettin to know you, Ginny. Be right happy to.” He made another restless movement, and she was suddenly extremely aware of her own weakness. Bruised all over, barely able to walk across a room without heavy breathing that would make a horror movie proud, and alone in here.

      With him.

      Oh, God. She gathered what little intelligence had managed to ride some caffeine into her bloodstream, and folded her hands primly. “What I mean is, this is a…an extreme situation, and it can make you think you feel things you don’t.” There. It was out, it was said, and she was an idiot for even trying to broach this subject now.

      There was never a good time to tell a guy that what he was feeling, although probably intense, might not be…real.

      “Like I’m havin a heart attack each time I see you?” Lee’s mouth turned up at the corners, and some of the tension left his shoulders. “I got news for you, darlin, that happened the first time I laid eyes on you, and hasn’t stopped since.”

      “Oh.”Any shred of caffeinated brainpower drained away.

      Because, damn the man, he looked…serious. Well, to be honest, he rarely looked anything but solemn, you had to watch closely to get the shadow of amusement or perplexity crossing his face, like cloud-shadows on the Great Plains. Ginny’s back seized up as she shifted, and the pillows behind her weren’t helping.

      He kept going, spacing the words evenly, taking his time. “I know I’m just a backwoods redneck without fancy manners or a divin watch, but I can get you through this, if you let me. You gotta start tellin me what’s goin on, so I can do what I gotta.”

      A diving watch? What? “And what is it, precisely, that you’ve got to do?” Taking refuge in politeness was pretty much all she could muster.

      “Keep you alive, Miss Virginia.” He relaxed even further, and that smile widened. He looked flat-out happy, now, the corners of his eyes crinkling. Like he’d just figured something out. If he had, she wished he’d share. “You got some sort of problem with that?”

      “No. I don’t. Thank you.” She sounded unhelpful, even to herself. It was a reflex, deployed over and over ever since she’d broken up with Alec in med school.

      After that party. That stupid, awful, frat-boy party. Sometimes she wished she hadn’t gone, but then, she would have found out about him later rather than sooner. He’d begun to make hints about marriage, as soon as he finished his residency.

      Wouldn’t that have been a nightmare.

      “Ginny.” Lee half-turned and settled on the edge of the bed, and she was very conscious that the pillow next to her own when she woke up had most definitely been used. He considered her journal, lying closed on her lap, but it was her left hand he picked up, gently, rubbing his thumb over her knuckles, smoothing, comforting. “You got to help me out here. Start tellin me those worries before you end up doin somethin I can’t fix.”

      It was ridiculous, but her mouth opened and what she was thinking fell right out. “There’s nothing you can’t fix, Lee.”

      “God, I hope you’re right.” His smile turned into a downright grin. He held her hand like it was fragile, turned it over, touched her palm. There was a red stripe of abrasion there, probably from moving the dresser.

      And there was the little matter of the bruise on the inside of her right arm. It looked, for all the world, like a needle had gone in, almost missing a vein.

      There had to be another explanation, she told herself firmly.

      Ginny let Lee pull her forward. He slid his arms around her, and she rested her forehead against his shoulder, the hard edges of her journal digging into her ribs. It hurt a little, but so did the rest of her.

      Her nose wasn’t stuffy at all.

      That night, the power in Louisville—which meant the hotel—went out, and a cold, heavy sleet rattled on every wall and window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Entirely Decided

          

        

      

    

    
      Lee grabbed for it, but Ginny backed up and he had to stop for fear of toppling her.

      “I’ll be fine.” She hefted the heavy plastic tub, RIDGID stenciled on its side in glaring yellow. Traveller wove underfoot, and she almost staggered when he stropped her leg. “I promise. Just don’t give me two at a time.”

      “No ma’am.” Steph grinned, thin twin braids crossed at the back of her head again. She was even trying to copy Ginny’s posture, head up and shoulders back. “I ain’t gonna take two either.” She hefted her own tub, its yellow highlights cheerful spots of color in the dim, echoing stairwell. It was full of ammunition, and there were two final ones stacked neat and prim on the landing. Mark had a good head on him, suggesting these tool-haulers rather than the cardboard boxes.

      Lee suppressed the urge to follow Ginny and snatch the heavy box from her trembling hands. “You two get on, then. We’ll finish the haulin.”

      “Nothin but those left to drag out.” Mark stretched, leaning from side to side, his arms overhead. He was bulking up, no longer swimming in his new coat. Which wasn’t as new as it had been, seeing hard use lifting and carrying. Either he’d shot up a few inches, or he was holding himself taller now. Growing into adulthood all at once, the way some grunts did over the course of basic. “You sure Miz Ginny’s okay, Lee?” Even his nose looked different, the rest of his face finally rising to meet it.

      She’d better be. He contented himself with a nod. “Just needs some rest.”

      Juju was in the parking garage with his rifle, one foot bracing the door and his gaze roving. It was dark as sin down there, even with both vehicles running and their headlights on.

      “Well, we’ll be sittin all day.” Mark bent, and grabbed the last two ammo tubs. “I swear, I thought she was a goner. She kept coughin.”

      Lee grunted. No use in giving the kid anything to feed the hamster inside his head with. He glanced around one final time to make sure everything was dealt with, picked up the lantern, and shouldered through the door, nodding at Juju. Traveller, excited to be on the move again, pranced and yipped. Ginny, determined, muscled her burden onto the tailgate and leaned against the truck, her ribs heaving and her cheeks blanched.

      Dammit.

      Steph had clambered inside, and snagged the box. “Go sit down,” she told Ginny. “For God’s sake. You’re white as a sheet.”

      “I think I will.” Ginny turned, her hip bumping the tailgate as Mark’s elbow almost hit her arm. “Whoops, sorry.”

      “Heavy,” Mark said, and heaved his double up. The truck groaned a little, accepting the weight with only token protest. “You go get on in the Jeep, Steph. I got this.”

      “Ain’t gonna argue.” She hopped down lithely into his waiting arms, and Lee thought the boy was smart if he used that moment to attempt a kiss on her cheek. Her laughter was a bright ribbon, and the stairwell door banged shut. Traveller scrambled for Ginny, his nails clicking and scraping, and his yipping shifted as Juju yelled.

      “Incoming!”

      Shadows milled at the edge of headlight glare. One, two, darting across the cone of light. Lee’s entire body turned cold. He pushed Kasprak and Steph to the left, for Juju’s four-by. “Go on now. Go.”

      “Traveller!” Ginny bent, scooped up the dog, and almost went over sideways as the animal wriggled in a dual ecstasy of attention and discomfort.

      Lee shoved the ammo boxes further in and slammed the tailgate; buckling them down could wait for the next stop. The sound cracked, echoing among an empty forest of concrete pillars, and maybe it was the bouncing, careening reverberations that made the things halt and crane their dripping heads. Sleet-lashed, following some blind instinct to burrow and confused for a few crucial seconds by the advent of loud, mouthwatering prey, they froze in listening attitudes, eerily, inhumanly still.

      It wouldn’t last long. The two biggest—one with a big ol’ yellow hard hat, of all things, clamped to his noggin by a too-tight throatlatch—dropped to hands and knees with a wet slapping sound. “Juju! Load up!”

      Juju was already moving for the four-by’s driver-side, maybe a little bit quicker than he should have while armed. Ginny, clasping a good seventy pounds of wriggling hound, lurched drunkenly for the truck, and Traveller, protesting afresh, began to growl. Not at her, no—the hound’s nose had alerted him to the presence of danger.

      Lee slammed the top canopy door and brought his rifle up, tracking the motherfucker with the hard hat. The critter zeroed in on Ginny and crept forward, palms slapping smooth concrete. The cold was all through Lee again, steadying ice. “Get in!” he called, and squeezed off a shot.

      The round took Hard-Hat in the chest. Lee didn’t want a ricochet, dammit, off the damn hat or any of the pillars. The big critter went down hard, and a low grinding rose, a buzz thrum-bouncing around concrete pillars and empty painted lines.

      Shit. Tiny eyegleams lit in the darkness, ringing both vehicles. “Get the fuck in!” he yelled, and shot another one.

      How long had they been creeping in the dark?

      “Clear!” Juju yelled, and his door slammed. Ginny was having trouble with the passenger door on the truck. Traveller almost wriggled free, the dog’s growl deepening into an I mean business sound.

      He wanted to yell at her to get the fuck in, but she was doing the best she could. Lee moved up behind her, teeth clenched so he didn’t goddamn swear again, his heart pounding along. A smaller critter—female, half her face mottled and dark and one of her feet bare, the other in a thick brogan with red laces—darted forward, and the rifle spoke again.

      They were going to break for him really damn soon.

      He reached past Ginny, got the door, and she elbowed it open, letting out a miserably strained little cry. Lee moved out of her way, wishing he had eyes in the back of his head. Lee swept the rifle in a smooth tracking arc, Ginny clambered up behind him. He crowded close, got his back against hers, and pushed. Traveller yelped, Ginny did too, then Lee inhaled, squeezed off another shot because their weird immobility had broken and they surged forward, lolloping sideways. Juju laid on the four-by’s horn and their charge scattered, the critters shaking their heads, maybe freshly blinded by the echoes.

      His legs wouldn’t move fast enough. The Jeep’s engine coughed into life and the horn blare was distracting, so he simply shut both noises out. He never remembered afterward how he got all the way in, slamming the door twice because the first time a critter’s fingers shot forward and tried to wrench it open.

      “Go!” he barked, but Ginny was ahead of him. She’d scooted across the bench seat and had the key in the ignition, twisted it, and thank God she didn’t grind the starter. Lee banged the lock down on his side, and almost fell into the footwell when the truck jerked. “Shit!”

      “Sorry!” Ginny yelped. The Jeep leapt forward; she got the truck into drive. She revved the engine like she’d been born driving stock cars and popped the emergency brake almost as an afterthought. Lee tipped his head back, only dimly realizing he was laying on the damn dog and half in her lap to boot, and stared up at her.

      “Oh God oh God,” she kept whispering, her cheeks dead pale and her eyes narrowed. Lee got his arms and legs sorted out as the truck lurched, slewing wildly around a corner. “Sorry, oh, sorry, ouch—”

      It was a good thing the parking garage was deserted. Skidding, sliding from side to side, the passenger mirror ripped and dangling as they plowed through a living wall of critters and brushed against the curved wall of the exit. Downhill, bumping and screeching, the paint job was never gonna be the same. She kept right on Juju’s bumper, it was damn miraculous she didn’t run him over when he went right through the little arm meant to keep you where the pay booth attendant wanted you while you counted out your dollars or showed your room slip.

      “Sorry!” Ginny almost yelled. “Oh, God, I’m sorry!”

      It was unbelievable, there was nothing to be done, his fate was entirely decided. So Lee Quartine, as usual when shit was sideways and there was nothing for it but to hold on and hope, began to laugh. He got his feet down where they belonged and held onto the dog as they smoked into a chain-biting, slop-melt hard right turn at the entrance, the truck’s front bumper less than two feet from the tattered leather cover of Juju’s useless spare tire, and hoped they’d at least make it a few blocks.
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      When they stopped, it was at another gas station about fifteen minutes east of the last, this one already plundered but thankfully—as far as they could tell—zombie-free. The wound was a ragged mess, blood welling from tooth-torn tissues. Mandy peered over Miz Frank’s shoulder, trying to hold the flashlight steady and not retch at the same time. Mike, carroty hair plastered to his sweat-drenched forehead, sagged against a display of cheap American flags and red-white-blue pinwheels, bald eagle keychains and I HEART USA mugs. He gasped when the nurse probed at his shoulder with latex-gloved fingers.

      “Shit,” Miz Frank breathed. “Mike…”

      “It’s bad, isn’t it.” He swallowed, hard. “I’m bit. I’m fucking bit.”

      “God damn it.” Jorge, holding another flashlight, leaned in. “It’s my fault. I didn’t see the fucker.”

      “He was quiet. Until he got close.” Mike’s apologetic grin was more of a rictus. Mandy’s stomach kept turning over, a dog not certain of its resting place. Carline was getting her ankle wrapped over by the wreckage of the checkout counter. The bandage around Colleen’s head glared white—she’d been clocked a good one by a flying wire shelf holding Doritos as the zombies blundered through the Marathon station looking for their next meal.

      “Compress,” Miz Frank muttered, and ripped open a steri-pak of gauze. “Stop the bleeding, and then—”

      “Why bother?” Mike shook his head. “I’m bit, I’m fucking bit. Leave me a gun and keep going. Jesus.”

      “You’re not dead yet.” Miz Frank clapped the gauze on and began making a compression bandage. “Holly? What you got over there?”

      “Head wounds are messy,” Holly answered. Chantal hugged Colleen, patting her back and rubbing in little circles, her earrings glittering. “No concussion, though. Bandaged up, and I’m wrapping Carline’s ankle.”

      “Good deal.” Kasie Frank peered at Mike’s face, her lower lip trembling for a moment before it firmed. “It’s not far to Atlanta.”

      “In this weather? With all that crap on the road?” Mr Mock shook his head. Sweat stood out in big clear beads on his forehead, soaked into the collar of his Superman T-shirt. “No, ma’am. Just leave me a gun and a couple cans of beans. I’ll get a car and meet you there.”

      Miz Frank didn’t think much of that notion. “Mike…”

      “He’s right,” Holly weighed in, ruthless and practical. “See how that feels, honey.”

      Carline gingerly worked her foot into her lace-loosened boot, and put both boots flat on the floor. She swayed when she stood up, and her gaze swam to Mandy’s. Carline’s pupils were so big her eyes looked dark as Mandy’s own, and little threads of sweat-curled gingery hair stuck to her forehead. “It’s okay,” she said. “We ain’t gonna leave him here, are we?”

      “I’m bit,” Mike repeated. “It’s fast. We know that. Like Hannah.”

      Hannah? Mandy realized this had happened before to these people, and the sudden knowledge almost wrung her stomach inside out. She held on, grimly, but a whooshing sound started in her ears.

      That was bad news. If the noise got any louder she’d probably throw up. So she began to count inside her head, up to five and back down, trying to slow her breathing too. Mama called it meditation, but Mandy thought it was a simple way of chopping the world up into manageable chunks. You couldn’t say as much, though. People wouldn’t pay for it unless you dressed it up a bit.

      “Hannah hid her bite.” Miz Frank finished tying the bandage on with quick, efficient jerks, her dusky hands sure and deft. But her face contorted, like she tasted something super-bitter. “We don’t know how long—”

      “Kasie.” The redheaded man pulled away, yanking shreds of blood-caked blue flannel up over the bandage. “It’s my own damn fault. I should have been wearing my coat.”

      “Shit,” Jorge muttered, and turned away. His flashlight beam swung crazily, merged with the thin grey afternoon light coming through the cockeyed but unbroken glass door. “Oh, shit, man.”

      The redheaded man winced, touching the bandage with bloodstained, blunt-nailed fingers. “Pack up and get out of here before it gets worse, okay? Please, Kasie.”

      Carline limped across ancient, worn linoleum, shuffling through little bags of potato chips, scattered Slim Jims, and a drift of cigarette lighters tossed higgledy-piggledy. Most of the Hostess stuff was gone, and plenty of the cigarettes. That had probably been the first round of looting, Mandy bet. One, two, three. She lost count, had to start over again.

      “Mandy?” Carline reached her. “You okay?”

      “Get the kids out of here,” Mike said. “I just want my suitcase. And a gun, okay?”

      Jorge snorted. “Gonna fight ’em off by your lonesome?”

      “I only need one bullet, motherfucker.” Mike shifted, and the pinwheels above him glittered. One of them caressed his hair with a blunt plastic blade. “Get loaded up and go.” Before I lose my nerve, his face said, before he gulped, his Adam’s apple bobbing, and his chin firmed.

      Miz Frank glanced at Mandy. She looked ashy, and for a moment, Mandy saw an expression that had crossed her own mama’s face more than once. Unwillingness, and a dull hatred of the burdens the world kept piling on you. Girls learned that weight early, and black girls even earlier.

      “Okay.” Carline took the flashlight, and tugged at Mandy’s arm. Occupied with counting, Mandy didn’t protest. “We’re gonna wait outside.”

      “Yeah, you do that. Keep a sharp lookout.” Miz Frank accepted the flashlight, and turned it off with a click. Jorge hung his head, and his shoulders were bowed. It was weird to see a big old dude with a cop haircut stand like he felt the weight, too. Generally, those motherfuckers just shoved it off onto whatever uterus-carrier was standing nearby. “Go on, now. Jorge—”

      “I’ll stay with him,” Jorge said, almost unwillingly.

      “No, you won’t.” Mike sighed, his bloody hand gripping at the clean white bandage.

      Holly, brisk and decisive, made a shooing movement at the girls with both arms. “Come on, ladies. I’ll go with them.”

      “Oh, God.” Chantal shook her head, her earrings swinging. “Mike…”

      “It’s all right.” Mr Mock shifted against the display. A mug fell, the jolt of its shattering breaking the numbers inside Mandy’s skull.  “Go on, now.”

      Outside, the sky had closed over, and more snow whirled down. Mandy braced Carline, who grimaced each time her injured foot came down. They ended up near the Toyota; Carline sighed when they stopped moving.

      When Miz Frank came out of the gas station, neither of the men followed her.

      “Kasie?” Holly opened her arms, and Miz Frank stepped into them. Chantal hugged them both and Colleen too, everyone blinking as pellets too thin and hard to be called snow began to fall with tiny rattles.

      Mandy turned her face into Carline’s neck and stayed there. Her eyes squeezed shut, and she supposed she wasn’t right in the head, because she only felt a distant, hollow sense of relief.

      They were gonna get on the road again right soon, she reckoned.
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      The mom-and-pop Kwik-Stop, gas station and sundries, was set in the opposite corner of a parking lot from a strip mall, brick buildings hunch-shivering under a swiftly darkening sky. A deserted Laundromat with soaped harvest decorations on its windows, a tobacco shop that probably did all sorts of business before the world ended, an empty storefront with a FOR RENT sign blaring a telephone number that was no doubt dead, and at the very end, blacked-out windows with neon XXX and ADULTS ONLY signs, also dead and dark now.

      You could wash your clothes, grab some smokes, get some porn, and fill your gas tank all at the same time. America in a nutshell, only without a gun store. Lee didn’t like stopping here, but Ginny had broken her long silence to ask for a bathroom break ten miles ago. The truck bumped up into the parking lot through the closest approximation of a driveway, the mangled mirror on the passenger side tapping as it swung.

      Should get some duct tape and fix that fucker. At least she’d stopped apologizing for scratching up his truck.

      Pale and composed, looking out the window with her hands folded just-so, she was a magazine illustration of a woman lost in the scenery. Except there was nothing nice out there, just mangy patches of cracked concrete surfacing through ridged, re-freezing melt and the ribbon of a two-lane highway, a dilapidated garage on the other side of the road. Not even a one-horse town; not even a stoplight.

      He opened his mouth to make some sort of remark—maybe ask Ginny if she wanted anything special likely to be in a stop-n-rob gas station, maybe tell her they weren’t gonna halt here for the night since it was only a little while longer to Carrolton—when his peripheral vision caught motion and he swung the truck aside, chains biting the freezing, ridged crust of slopmelt. Someone had been in and out of here since the snow. Several someones, and all driving.

      He might have been heartened, except the motion was a staggering figure clutching at his belly. It was a middle-aged man in a hunting vest, and he wasn’t moving like a critter. One begging, blood-spattered hand outstretched, he tacked drunkenly for the truck, drawn by headlights in the gloom-grey afternoon.

      Traveller, awakened by the bumping and the change in speed, scrabbled to sit upright. Ginny’s soft, indrawn gasp was lost in the crackling of static from the walkie-talkie on the dash.

      “Incoming!” Juju barked through it. “Ten o’clock!”

      The critters had dropped to all fours, hunch-galloping after the tubby fortysomething man whose yellow-laced Timberland boots had seen some hard working wear. Their prey’s balding head glowed, steam rising from tight-drawn skin. He looked a little like ol’ foulmouthed Cyrus Patchman, and why Lee was thinking about an old logistics officer he’d never done more than say hello Captain to once or twice was a mystery.

      The mind did funny things when adrenaline started flowing.

      “Help!” The man waved his free arm wildly, words thin and tinny through the rolled-up windows. “Help me!”

      “Oh, God,” Ginny whispered. “They’re going to…oh, God, Lee…”

      He was already reaching for the talkie. “Back on the road, get back on the road, copy.”

      “Copy that.” Juju didn’t sound fazed in the slightest. The Jeep curved, bumping over heaving pavement full of ridged ice, heading for the second driveway. The chains rasped as Lee turned the wheel, intending to fall in line. Juju could take point for a while.

      “Lee…” Ginny, breathlessly. “They’re going to get him.”

      “We can’t help him.” Was he telling her, or himself? The man’s gut was bleeding badly, a line of crimson spatters charting his weaving course from the jimmied-open door of the Kwik-Stop. “We just can’t.”

      The man put on a burst of incredible, unbelievable speed, and cut right across the truck’s arc. The critters sped up too, maybe sensing their target was about to escape. Had the fellow been hiding inside the store, waiting for someone to come along? Hoping against hope?

      More critters boiled from the Kwik-Stop’s door. Who knew what desperate battle this fellow had been waging inside? Lee’s conscience pinched, but faintly. Even if they could stop, picking up this fellow and trying to stop the bleeding…well, it didn’t look good.

      Nothing about this looked good except the chances of getting one of his own people bit.

      The critters began leaping for the truck and the man skidded to a stop, one arm folded over his gushing midriff and the other outflung. “Please!” he yelled. “Please!”

      Right in their way. Right in front of the truck.

      God damn it, what was he hoping for? Lee swore, and the truck kept going, gaining speed as it came out of the curve. “Motherfucker,” Lee muttered, losing the swear-battle with himself, and Ginny’s legs were stiff, pushing her back into the seat like she thought she was standing on the brake.

      Thud. Thudthud. Impacts against the sides of the Chevy, the critters throwing themselves at the metal beast. A wet, livid hand splatted against Ginny’s window; she cried out and Traveller was in her lap, barking furiously.

      When shit went bad, it never stopped to brace itself before the plunge, and it got loud. Lee pushed the accelerator, the chains ground down to the paving, and the truck lurched as something soft got caught under the back left wheel. The grill plowed right into the wounded man, who went down with an approximation of a grateful moan—or a horrified one, and Lee knew, miserably, that he was going to have nightmares about this. They were lining up at the door already, just waiting for him to close his eyes.

      Heavy American metal on practically new, chained-up tires barely paused, jolting over flesh, bone, and slippery spraying blood.

      Traveller’s nose was against the window, his barking reaching a furious pitch. He scrabbled in Ginny’s arms, tearing at her coat-sleeves with blunt doggy claws.

      Lee twisted the wheel again to get them out of the parking lot and onto the highway once more. The walkie-talkie lit up, Juju needing a status update, and Lee reached for it with a dry mouth, sweat all down his back and his skin too tight all over him. He heard himself, calmly, giving the a-ok and telling Juju to look out for a better bathroom stop, since he was in front now.

      Ginny hitched in a sobbing breath. There was a dragging under the truck, and he had to give the engine more fuel to shake it free. Was it the man or one of the critters? In any case, it fell off a few moments later, the back wheels lifting and dropping like they’d put a speed bump on the highway, and Ginny, milk-pale, made another small sound, a hitching moan.

      Traveller finally calmed, Ginny smoothing his fur and crooning to him, a wordless tranquilizing hum probably doing double duty to soothe herself as well. Lee turned the wipers on, pressed the button for the washer fluid. Nothing was on the windshield, he just…needed to clean it, that was all. He was pretty sure that when they stopped, Ginny wouldn’t want to be in the truck with him no more.

      But dear God and sonny Jesus in heaven, what else could he have done?
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      Cars clustered nose-to-tail both ways on I-71 over the Ohio River, but Juju and Lee had anticipated as much and the Roebling was far less choked. Edging past the checkpoints at either end of the big suspension bridge was par for the course now, but midway across something very much like panic gripped every inch of Ginny’s body, and she went rigid.

      Traveller whined a little, but Lee said nothing, and when the fear passed, she ached all over worse than she had after the flu.

      A thin misting drizzle turned into steel-colored rain on the other side of Cincinnati, and Ginny suspected everyone else was as glad to be over the state line as she was. It wasn’t Kentucky’s fault, really. No state of the Union asked to be full of walking dead. Or mostly dead. Or whatever they were. The more Ginny thought about it, the more she wished she hadn’t been a rationalist by both birth and education. Some brain-numbing religion to crawl into would be awful comforting right now.

      Though whispering Jesus please occasionally as the afternoon wore on didn’t seem to be helping Lee any. And every bump in the road made Ginny flinch again.

      Their halt that evening was office building—the sign blared Kenwood Parke, a big block of concrete with awnings and tattered landscaping attempting to dress up its edges. The brick structure stared with dark windows across a maze of similar buildings. Juju avoided the residential areas—he was right to, nobody would come to this honeycomb of mid-grade offices to loot, and most of the professionals here while the world crumbled probably had the luxury of calling in sick.

      There was a suite shared by a psychiatrist and several therapists on the second floor, and when Ginny pointed out they were likely to have snacks and couches, it was settled. Again, Lee said nothing, just nodded, hung his rifle on his shoulder, and began carrying luggage inside after the usual check to make sure it was deserted. The kids chattered nervously, stealing little glances at him every once in a while as they worked, and Juju, standing at the side door they’d managed to pry open, shook his head and told Ginny to stay in sight with the dog, ma’am.

      The quiet wore on her nerves. God, if only Lee would say something. Yell, even. Instead, he’d barely even spoken into the walkie-talkie. The soft pleas for Jesus to do something nameless didn’t really count, either.

      Traveller slunk around her ankles, trotting away to do his business near a bank of thorny evergreen bushes that must have been trimmed before everyone got sick. He didn’t pull at the leash to get one more delicious smell stuffed in his nose, either, but came right back to her, his tail at half-mast and his big brown eyes saddened.

      “I know it’s almost supper time,” she told him. “You really don’t have to remind me.”

      He perked up, tail lifting, and she wished it was as easy to cheer up a human.

      A human being who had to drive over a wounded man and several…zombies. We can’t help him. And Lee’s ashen face. How did you talk about something like that? How on God’s earth could you reassure someone in the face of that happy horseshit, as her neighbor Harry McCoy used to bellow in his living room when some kind of football game had gone awry on their flatscreen? You could hear him on spring evenings when the windows were open, before summer heat closed everyone in their own little air-conditioned cells.

      How often had Ginny wished he would just be quiet? Quiet forever, now. She shuddered, and Traveller trotted obediently at her side, back into the shelter of a deserted building.

      Six offices, two with at least a loveseat, three with full-size couches. There was even a tiny kitchenette, and of course the therapists wouldn’t have discussed their cases with identifying details, but had any of them sitting at the small lunch table with its two spindly chairs wondered why everyone had come down with the flu? Had someone locked up the deserted office and gone home to find a fever-stricken loved one, or a roommate making that awful grinding noise?

      Ginny stood in the kitchenette doorway, imagining, and jumped when Lee bumped into her. Her MagLite clattered on linoleum. She ducked for it, he did too, and Ginny braced herself.

      Instead of grabbing the fallen light, she caught his hand.

      Lee’s skin was cold, for once. Callused, work-roughened, and tense, his fingers trembling. It hadn’t stopped him from piloting the truck smoothly, or checking the building with Juju while she and the kids waited. He’d just…what? Compartmentalized? Put everything else aside?

      Did he ever rest?

      He balanced on his haunches and went still, except for that almost imperceptible tremor.

      Ginny’s throat dried up. “Lee,” she whispered. Juju said something in one of the other rooms, and Mark laughed. Quietly, hushed as if this were a doctor’s office.

      In a way, it was.

      “Say something,” she persisted, softly. “Anything. Just to me. Please.” Her knees ached, and her back too. She kept hearing the soft thud-thud and feeling the jolt as the truck mowed down flesh and bone in its way.

      The horrible thought—that running over the man had been a kindness, given what was chasing him—just wouldn’t go away.

      Lee shook his head. The beam from his flashlight sliced to the side, catching pasteboard cabinets and the shiny edge of a refrigerator, probably growing a culture or two of penicillin inside. They’d joked, at work in the county library, about leftover lunches achieving sentience inside a fridge or two.

      Wouldn’t it be funny if all of this was, at bottom, just some microwaved something left too long in a Frigidaire?

      Yeah. Hysterical. Ginny held on with her free hand too, cupping his and threading her fingers through. Her knees hit the floor, which was all right, because she suspected they’d gone a little jelly-like anyway. She tugged, and he didn’t fight her, leaning forward until his balance shifted and his own knees smacked the linoleum. If it hurt, he made no sign. Not even a sharp breath.

      Shadows danced. Ginny pulled, a little more sharply. Why am I doing this?

      It didn’t matter. For once, she didn’t think about how silly it would look if anyone came down the short internal hallway to the kitchenette. They were unpacking, and Traveller was making low yipping sounds as Steph talked to him. It was a comfort to hear quiet human voices, not close but not too far away.

      It was another comfort when she awkwardly shuffled her knees across industrial linoleum and got her arms around Lee. His shaking intensified.

      “It’s all right,” she whispered. He sagged against her, his flashlight trapped between them now and the darkness returning except for the forlorn gleam of her dropped MagLite, pointed into a corner. “There was nothing you could do. Nothing at all.”

      Maybe he believed her. In any case, he went limp, and the shaking all through him jarred her teeth, her shoulders, her knees. She cradled him as best she could, and pressed her lips to his damp temple, her nose buried in his lengthening hair. A breath of leather, a tang of lemon, and a dark, golden scent that was purely male wrapped around her, and she found herself rocking slightly, thankful he’d set his rifle aside and doubly thankful he wasn’t wearing a baseball cap. That would have been uncomfortable indeed.

      “It’s all right,” she kept whispering. “Shhh, Lee. It’s all right. There was nothing we could do.” Her lips pressed against his skin, and his shoulders shook. His arms slithered around her, and held tight. “Shhh, Lee. It’s okay. Everything’s all right.”

      God, I hope he believes me.
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* * *

      “If you do, use protection.” Ginny splashed her face with cold water, patted dry with paper towels. At least the restrooms on this floor were well-stocked, and there was the luxury of three pillar candles to fill the ladies’ half with a tolerably romantic glow. “Do you need condoms?”

      Steph turned pink and choked, her toothbrush hanging from her mouth. “Mrphle Mlls!” she squeaked, perilously close to spraying Crest foam on the mirror.

      “What?” It was kind of amusing to shock a teenager. “I remember what hormones were like. The last thing you need is to be knocked up in the middle of all this, right?”

      Steph spat and rinsed her mouth. “I, uh. Yeah, I guess.” She kept running the water, splashing, making sure all the toothpaste went down on its frigid, rippling back. “But…can’t you count days since your last period, or something? And if the guy doesn’t, you know, if he doesn’t, do the you know, in your hoo-haw…”

      Dear God, I’m about to give a crash course in sex ed. “Good Lord.” Ginny eyed her in the mirror. “What did they tell you in school, sweetie?”

      It turned out to be the usual hodgepodge of ancient pseudoscience and emphasis on abstinence the evangelical troglodytes had inflicted on any school that needed federal funding, and quite a few of the rest besides. Fifteen minutes later, much better informed, Steph accepted three foil-wrapped squares Ginny dug out of her purse.

      “Don’t keep them in a pocket, body heat degrades them.” Ginny held the girl’s gaze, steadily. Her scalp tingled from brushing her hair. Who knew when the next warm shower would be? “And remember, even if you don’t catch pregnant you can get a disease, so use them. If Mark doesn’t want to, then not even a kiss for him. Promise me.”

      “Yes ma’am.” Steph’s blue eyes were huge. “Miz Ginny, ma’am?” She crumpled the condom packets in her palm, and Ginny was hard-pressed not to smile. “Does it hurt? I heard it hurts like fire the first time.”

      “Did it hurt the first time you rode a bicycle?” Or fell off one?

      Puzzled, the girl bit her lower lip. A glimmer of the beauty she’d have as an adult worked through when she was thoughtful like this. “Huh?”

      “It’s a skill. You learn how to do it, and it gets better.” I can’t believe I’m having this conversation.

      “So you’re sleepin’ in Mr Lee’s room tonight?”

      Well, of course it was obvious. “I am.”

      “Oh, wow.” A slow, scandalized grin worked its way across Steph’s kittenish face. Candle-glow kissed her cheeks and glimmered in her blue eyes. “Hope you kept yourself some of these.”

      Oh, for God’s sake. “I’m a responsible adult, Steph. You’re getting to be one. Remember, not even a kiss if he doesn’t want to wear a hat. You’ve got to look out for yourself, now more than ever.”

      “Yes ma’am. Miss Ginny?”

      “What?” Please don’t let her ask about porn.

      “Thanks. Maybe my mama would have told me this, but…well, anyway. Thanks.”

      Ginny nodded, hugged the girl, and got out of of the bathroom while she could still keep a straight face. It was short work to haul her sleeping bag and foam pad into the office Lee had put his own luggage in, and even shorter work to settle her suitcase in the corner near his. When Traveller appeared, cold night caught in his fur, Lee couldn’t be far behind, since he’d taken the dog out.

      Juju came through the door first, though. “—like it,” he was saying. “But that ain’t no difference.” He saw Ginny and halted, tipping forward as Lee crowded behind him. Lee made a short sound, not quite a word, expressing mild frustration. Then he peered over Juju’s shoulder, and in the dimness, she couldn’t tell if his expression was welcoming or shocked.

      Traveller nosed at her hands, examining her pillow. His paws were damp, and she scrubbed behind his ears, dropping her gaze to his. “Did you have a good time?” God, she sounded like one of the old ladies from the Cotton Crossing branch, cooing to their tiny handbag dogs. “Yes, we’re sleeping in here, but you are not putting your feet on my pillow. Nuh-uh. Nope. Come over here and settle down.”

      “Uh.” Juju stepped aside, clearing the doorway. “Yeah. So, uh, I’m thinkin that’s best, Lee.” He tried to look anywhere except at Ginny, and if this was a movie, Ginny might have laughed at the screen.

      Lee cleared his throat. Now she could see his expression, and it was, in a word, dumbfounded. The urge to smile rose, but she killed it. Normalcy was called for here.

      Well, it was in short supply everywhere, but she could try.

      Juju apparently took that as agreement, because he motioned Lee inside. “All right, then. Imma turn in.” He all but shoved past the motionless man, the pompom on his hat bouncing, and Ginny could swear he was grinning. “Uh, see ya in the mornin.”

      Ginny gathered herself. “No watch tonight?”

      Lee finally moved, slow as a man in a dream. “Uh.” He cleared his throat. “Uh, nah. We hid the, uh, the cars.”

      “Good. You need the rest. I’m in here tonight.” Why was he just standing there? It was going to be embarrassing if she had to pick another office to overnight in. Rejection wouldn’t kill you, certainly, but it was uncomfortable. “Just sleeping,” she added, hastily. “Nothing else.”

      “Ginny…” He sounded breathless.

      “I need to feel safe.” So do you. Was that a good enough explanation? “If you don’t like it, I can choose another room and—”

      “No.” Lee made it through the door, half-turned, swung it closed. It latched, gently, quietly. He stepped to the side, then again, and turned, and she realized he was deliberately not putting his back to the door or locking it. Whether it was to make sure she didn’t feel trapped, or for some other reason, didn’t matter. Cold blushed his stubbled cheeks, and his hands were raw with the chill.

      Ginny’s heart beat high and thready in her wrists, her ankles, her throat. Traveller nosed at her fingers. She patted the end of her sleeping bag, and the hound hopped onto it, turning around and around like he always did before settling. She’d have to shove her feet underneath him and listen to his groaning before he finally cuddled next to her stomach; this was all part of the nightly ritual. “Good boy,” she told him, and tried not to look at Lee. Her cheeks were afire. “Did you brush your teeth?”

      There was a long pause. “You askin me, or him?” Lee’s voice was rusty. Of course, he hadn’t used it for hours.

      You’re a funny guy, Lee Quartine. Add that to the list of things she liked about him. “You.”

      “Yes ma’am.” He coughed, slightly.

      “Good. Get some rest.” She slid her unlaced boots off and snuggled into her sleeping bag. True to form, Traveller protested, but when she clicked off the LED reading light she used as a nightlamp, he snuggled in his accustomed spot near her right hip.

      Lee moved around with his flashlight, putting things away, finally unrolling his own foam mat and sleeping bag. Once he was settled, she turned on her right side and regarded him, steadily. He lay on his back, his flashlight pointed straight at the ceiling, and his profile was chipped out of some ancient, steady rock, polished just enough to show its bones.

      The flashlight clicked off, and he set it aside with a precise little sound. Traveller sighed, and spread out on his side. Ginny closed her eyes.

      “Goodnight,” she whispered.

      “Night.” Lee cleared his throat again, softly. “Goodnight, darlin.”

      A smile spread through every part of Ginny, blooming like a rose. Outside, the cold rain intensified, the river swelled, and stealthy movement slunk between buildings in the winter dusk.
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        Stay tuned for Atlanta Bound, the fourth and final season of Roadtrip Z!
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* * *

      Before the world ended, it generally took four to six hours between Cincinnati and Cleveland, depending on traffic. Now it took two days, even though Lake Erie hadn’t frozen yet and the snow cleared enough they had to take the chains off. Empty cars were everywhere—everyone had tried to get out of town, and road-clearing had fallen further and further down the emergency services priority list.

      On the first afternoon out of Cincinnati, raw grey chill roughened the iron pan of the sky, billows heavy with anticipation but refusing to drop just yet. Crashes clogged the road-arteries, and just outside Columbus was a snarl of deserted checkpoints, most with bullet holes chewed through thin plywood walls—holes they added to when they stopped.

      “That’s right,” Lee Quartine murmured. Nice and easy was the way to handle this. “Now breathe out, and in the middle, squeeze. Don’t pull.”

      Ginny Mills did her best. The gun barked, the recoil went all the way up her shaking arms and if he hadn’t been bracing her, it probably would have flown backward and clocked her a good one.

      Well, maybe not, but in any case, she couldn’t help but squeeze her eyes shut each time she got off a shot. As a result, they went wide.

      Real wide. And each time, she lowered the gun instead of tracking.

      Traveller, in the truck with both windows rolled a third of the way down, yip-howled unhappily. The bluetick coonhound plain hated being put inside and told to stay, but Lee didn’t want him pulling on a leash while someone was aiming. Or, God forbid, goin’ downrange.

      Steph Meacham took a bead next, concentrating so hard her feathery eyebrows almost met in the middle. She had a good stance, nice and braced, and hit what she was aiming at more often than not. Once, twice, thrice, a neat little grouping of holes exploded in the side of a plywood shack set in the left lane ahead of them.

      Each time a gun went off, Ginny flinched. There was just no way around it. Cold wind riffled a stray chestnut curl escaping from her knit cap. Lee stood behind her, his arms on either side of hers, walking her through the motions of checking the gun. “How many shots you got left?”

      “Th-thirteen.” Ginny’s teeth all but chattered. Lean dark Juju Thurgood was coaching Steph, beak-nosed Mark Kasprak leaning in to listen with his gloved hands dangling. Next time they stopped, it would be Mark shooting and Steph observing. They were both coming along right well.

      Ginny was a different story.

      “You get used to it,” Lee said. If there hadn’t been firearms involved, he would have downright enjoyed being so close. Bracing her and teaching her to deal with the recoil had its pleasant parts. “Don’t worry.”

      “I am worried.” She lowered the pistol even further, finger locked conscientiously outside the trigger guard. “I’ve got to get this down.”

      “Well, you’re doin all right far as I can tell.” And she was. She took every safety measure to heart, and didn’t do a damn thing he didn’t tell her specifically to. If only more of the asshole kids coming through basic had been half as careful.

      “You see that?” Mark crowed, hopping in place. “Damn, girl!”

      “Mama always said girls were good shots. Said it was hand-eye coordination.” Steph blinked owlishly, her face smoothing out. “Your turn, Miz Ginny.”

      “I’d rather not.” But she gamely lifted the piece again, and Lee stepped back to give her room this time.

      “Keep yo arm straight,” Juju said.

      “I don’t like guns,” Ginny said through gritted teeth for the fiftieth time, and blam, muzzle flash. This time she actually hit the checkpoint, about shoulder-height on the plywood. “Oh.”

      “Yeah!” Mark cheered. “Now that’s what I’m talkin about!”

      “You’re such a dork,” Steph said, but gently. She wasn’t keeping her distance from the boy anymore, but something had sure enough changed between them.

      “I’m bein supportive,” he popped back at her, with a grin.

      “Check yo clip, Steph.” Juju squinted, glancing back down the freeway. They could get past on the shoulder here, but a crash near the checkpoint had involved fire. Twisted metal corpses stood silent sentinel, charred and dripping with melt. “Comin up on fifteen, Lee.”

      It wasn’t a good idea to stay in one place for a while after making a lot of noise. “Yeah.” Lee checked his half of their surroundings—a modesty screen of wind-torn bushes, a yellow-grass embankment crowned with a high fence and the back end of mini-mall. “Ginny, check and clear, now.”

      “Okay.” Her fingers trembled visibly. Still, she popped the clip out and checked the chamber, carefully pointing the business end away from Juju and the kids. “Like that?”

      “Just like that.” He didn’t miss her sigh of relief when she surrendered the gun, or her almost-flinch when he clipped it again and holstered it. “You’re doin all right, Ginny. Learnin just fine.”

      “Great.” She bit at her lower lip, and he was powerfully aware that she’d moved her sleeping bag closer to his last night. He kept meaning to lay awake and listen to her breathing, but as soon as the light was off, he was too, just like the damn dog. It was the best sleep of his life, nevermind the cold office floors. If she curled up next to him again he’d probably snore until spring.

      At least she’d stopped saying sorry each time she shot. Progress was being made.

      “Uh…” Steph said, and pointed ahead, past the abandoned checkpoint, the wrecks, and another thin dribble of abandoned cars. “Mr Thurgood?”

      Juju glanced the way she was looking, and his face hardened, full lips compressing. “Get on in the four-by, kids. Lee?”

      He saw it, too. Shuffling down the middle of the highway, blundering between wrecked cars, its head cocked at that queer angle and its eyes filmy-grey, a walking corpse in tattered desert camouflage dragged its boots along. So far, there was just the one.

      That was why the practice stops were only fifteen minutes long. The noise drew the shuffling, chewing, dead-eyed critters.

      “Pack it up,” Lee said. “Next stop’s t’other side of the city, we’ll find food. And more ammo.”

      “I’m not that bad a shot.” Ginny edged for the truck. Her dark eyes were wide, and Traveller’s yodeling took on a sharper edge.

      Lee caught another flicker of motion near the back of the mini-mall, behind a sagging chainlink fence. “Rather have it and not need it, darlin.”

      “Darlin,” Mark mouthed, and Steph giggled, elbowing him as she lengthened her coltish stride.

      Inside the truck, Ginny held Traveller’s collar and soothed him, petting behind his ears while Lee twisted the key. Juju had scouted a way around this checkpoint and took it, the four-by’s tires crunching on the wet-gravel shoulder, sinking a bit in freezing mud before hauling itself along.

      All told, it wasn’t a bad morning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Lilith Saintcrow lives in Vancouver, Washington, and cannot stop writing.

      
        
        www.lilithsaintcrow.com

      

      

      
        [image: Twitter] Twitter

        [image: Instagram] Instagram

        [image: Amazon] Amazon

        [image: BookBub] BookBub

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
LILITH
SAINTCROW





images/00002.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg
)
L
r4

INTCROW

A





