
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Laila Blake & L.C. Spoering
 
   After Life Lessons
 
    [image: minidash] 
 
   Book One
 
   a novel
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   



  
 



 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.
 
    
 
   AFTER LIFE LESSONS
 
    
 
   Copyright © 2014 Lilt Literary
 
   Cover image © lofilolo | Canstockphoto.com
 
   Cover Design by Laila Blake
 
   Published by Lilt Literary
 
    
 
   ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. Any unauthorized reproduction or use of this material is prohibited. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, without the express written permission of the authors.
 
    
 
   First Printing: April, 2014.
 
   ISBN-10: 0-9960054-0-4
 
   ISBN-13: 978-0-9960054-0-1
 
    
 
   First Edition: April, 2014
 
    
 
   www.liltliterary.com
 
    
 
   


  
 

Table of Contents
 
   Acknowledgements
 
   Chapter One
 
   Letters From Abandoned Places
 
   Chapter Two
 
   Chapter Three
 
   Chapter Four
 
   Chapter Five
 
   Chapter Six
 
   Chapter Seven
 
   Chapter Eight
 
   Chapter Nine
 
   Letters From Abandoned Places
 
   Chapter Ten
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
   Letters From Abandoned Places
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
   Chapter Twenty-Four
 
   Letters From Abandoned Places
 
   Chapter Twenty-Five
 
   A Letter from the Authors
 
   About the Authors
 
   More Books by the Authors
 
   Preview: By The Light of the Moon, by Laila Blake
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: Acknowledgements]Acknowledgements
 
   After Life Lessons is a book that went through many drafts and phases. At various stages, we had brave and kind beta readers who came in, and offered aid, advice or just another set of eyes to check if we were heading in the right direction. We are indebted therefore to Hayley, Lana and Siobhan who took the time to read an early draft and to give us vital feedback for the editing process. Further, we are immensely grateful to Deborah O'Neill Cordes and Jeanne Hill who read through the last draft.
 
   We also owe a debt to the self-publishers and micro-publishers who have come before us, who started to even the path we are treading and who earned the respect of readers and reviewers alike. Without their shoulders to stand on, we could not have come this far. One person in particular has been of huge help to us. Harper Bliss taught us a lot about starting out in the publishing world and we are grateful for her words of wisdom.
 
   Lorrie would like to thank her parents, Allen and Jeannie, for forever supporting her, from a notebook-toting 8 year old right on up through college and beyond. She also extends her appreciation to her kids, Kate and Milo, for understanding why Mommy is always at the computer. Lastly, she would like to thank her husband, Andy, for being patient and kind and supportive, all while never quite understanding the process or the technicalities, but believing in her all the same. Thank you, thank you.
 
   Laila also thanks her brother Robert for his constant support in all her writing endeavors and his timely rescue whenever she gets lost in web or cover-design. She would further like to thank her father, Lorenz, for reading the first draft of her German translation and for his brutal honesty that made her look at a few issues in a new way. Thank you all for the constant support.
 
    [image: minidash] 
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: Chapter1]Chapter One
 
    [image: dash] 
 
    
 
   Something was dying in the flurries of snow.
 
   Emily couldn’t see five feet of road in front of her, but the desperate howl pierced the wind. A dog maybe, or something altogether wilder. It seemed to harden every muscle along her spine, forcing her body into a more awkward pace, one hand firmly around Song’s, dragging the boy along. The wind piled snow into drifts, threw it into icy funnels that danced between the trees. Piece by piece, they had let go of their possessions, offered them like sacrifices to the snow, to earth’s gravity and fatigue. Song had long stopped complaining; he’d even stopped coughing, just hung on to her, placing a shaking foot in front of the other.
 
   The dog howled again, and Emily forced her legs to quicken the pace. Song whined, and after a few steps, his hand slipped out of hers, and he sunk onto a pile of snow. 
 
   She was aware they were going to die; that was as clear as the icicles that hung from the hard guitar-case she still carried strapped to her backpack. She could barely walk on her own skinny legs and they wouldn’t get far, but she pulled him up anyway, hefted him onto her hip. His frozen cheek came to rest against hers. He coughed, tried to lock his ankles around her waist, but his boots were too slippery, and he soon lost the strength to try again.
 
   Emily was not far behind. With each step along the icy road, her knees shook, and even in the split second in which she slipped, she found herself utterly unsurprised, almost unmoved. 
 
   They were going to die.
 
   Blinding pain blasted through her wrist, up along her arm when she landed—hard on her left side, protecting Song from the brunt of it—and, still, she was left impassive. The pain drove tears to her eyes, and the wind froze them on her cheek, but she hardly noticed. She struggled back to her feet, sucked in stinging breath after stinging breath, and pressed forward.
 
   There had to be something out there, something other than the snow, the trees that formed an aisle on either side of them. Hope felt foolish—but this was logic. They were not out in the wilderness; there had to be something.
 
   “Song, please, please…” she begged, when he slipped down her thigh again, clinging to her neck like a monkey. She hefted him back up, swallowed the pain that shot through her arm, and tried to squint through the snow. Another howl filled the stillness, closer this time. 
 
   In her head, in her legs, it felt like she was running. The truth came closer to padding along on heavy feet, but it was the idea that mattered, the breath that burned in her lungs. She envisioned herself bursting through the trees to some large, well-appointed house, with food and a bathtub big enough to float in, to make it all worth it.
 
   What she found—in the end—was a decrepit gas station, but she reminded herself, sing-song voice in her head and all, beggars can’t be choosers.
 
   They made an inelegant entrance, crashing through the door that hung on its hinges, into a convenience store that had been ransacked long before, the toppled shelves mostly emptied, covered in dust and a fine layer of ice. Emily hauled the both of them through the tangle of wood and wire, past the cash register that lay, gaping open like a wound, on the floor by the counter. The wind whistled through the broken windows, and had it not been for the storeroom just behind the cigarette display, there would have been no point to the gas station at all, not for them.
 
   The storeroom had only one small window and a rotting desk—no food in sight. It was cold, still, but temperature was relative—they were out of the snow, out of the wind, and she could finally set her boy on the floor, and collapse herself.
 
   Every motion sent pain crashing up her arm, and somewhere in the back of her mind that scared her almost as much as Song’s cough and the way his cheeks were burning up the moment he was out of the wind. Biting down, she pilfered through her pack, throwing onto him whatever they had left: a few clothes, a blanket. Where was the towel she’d always used to rub him dry?
 
   “I’m getting some snow to melt, okay? Don’t move.”
 
   Song didn’t answer; Emily grabbed the empty bottle and struggled to her feet. She thought of fires, of tea and food, as she stumbled through the storeroom, cradling her arm and ducking her chin into her scarf to protect her face from the wind. Kicking the door open again with her boot, she squatted down, and pushed snow into the bottle until her gloves were caked in the stuff. She was back on her feet, shivering, when something broke through her pain-addled senses.
 
   The dog barked, once, then again—vicious, aggressive and scared. A shadow hushed through the snow somewhere far ahead. Emily stood, frozen on the spot until, in the distance, hulking shadows emerged—a soft grey against the chaotic white of the blizzard. Forcing down a shriek, she commanded herself to move, pushed the door closed as quietly as she could, and threw her head around looking for something to barricade it with. She gave up when she saw the broken shop-windows, the pointlessness of any attempt to secure the building. Out of breath, she slipped back into the storeroom.
 
   Song stirred. 
 
   “Water?” He sounded more pitiful than she could remember, and Emily swiped ineffectually at her eyes with her frozen hand as she pushed the bottle under her clothes to hurry it along. There was a chair that fit under the door handle, but it looked flimsy, it looked like death.
 
   “Not yet. Soon,” she whispered, forcing her voice to stay calm. “Are you cold?”
 
   Song shrugged; he coughed, and she scooted to his side, pulled him closer. The bottle of snow lay heavy against her stomach, insulated by nothing but a thin layer of fabric to protect her naked skin. The cold wandered up her chest, and down her legs, and she bit down hard to stop her teeth from chattering.
 
   “When's Daddy coming?”
 
   “He... I don't know, Duck.” She drew a sharp, wet breath in through her nose. His question burned in her gut and behind her eyes, the guilt of a dozen half-truths and avoidance tactics.
 
   “He needs to hurry up,” Song sniffled. “We're supposta be together. And I miss him.”
 
   He buried his head against her neck and shoulder. Just like when he was a little kid, his cheek rested on her clavicle, so close to the colorful bird tattoo that his nose touched the little tail feather and he had just enough room to wriggle his fingers under her scarf and draw them along the outlines of the bird's wings. He’d always done that when he was upset or afraid—an exercise in peace. Emily squeezed him tight.
 
    “I know,” she whispered, rubbing her nose over his temple and trying not to show how afraid she was, how hard she was listening for any sound. “Hey, um… why don’t you try to sleep for a bit, hmm?”
 
   “But I’m thirsty,” he croaked, and the few simple words triggered a new fit of coughs that rocked his body so hard, Emily pinned him against her chest until he came up for air, eyes red, puffy and hopeless. Sighing, she pulled the bottle from under her many layers and inspected it. When she turned it around, a few drops of melt water ran into the lid. It was still too cold, but she relented, let him have that one sip to drink. He shivered when it went down his throat and she took the bottle back.
 
   “Hush, Duck,” she breathed, tears burning behind her eyes. “I’ll try to get a fire started later, okay? I promise?” Just as soon as there were no more dogs and no more hulking figures around.
 
   How he continued to believe her, she would never know, but Song nodded, and clung to her. She remembered endless nights a long time ago, a fever pulsing through his tiny body, and how those hours of holding him under the blanket in their well-heated apartment were like a special kind of hell—now she felt guilty for how warm he was against her frozen and brittle body.
 
   Drifting off was easy, frighteningly so, even sitting up, even supporting his dead weight when Song sunk under in slumber. Time passed like water flowing, and she was floating in some groggy world between waking and sleeping, when she became aware that they weren’t alone anymore.
 
   It was more instinct than knowledge, and she froze, arms protectively tight around Song’s sleeping body. Holding her breath, she turned her head to check on the door. The chair was still in place, and she couldn’t hear anything. For a moment, she almost convinced herself that it was a dream, pain, anything but real, imminent danger—until the explosion of sound outside. Her head snapped around to the window, and there they were.
 
   Five. Five of them, as far as she could see. Something was dying out there and so they came, like vultures.
 
   Years ago she had believed that fear could be overcome by repetition, but now she knew that wasn’t true. Her chest seized up, still grew hard and clammy every time she saw them. There was hatred, too, and the harrowing images that followed her into her nightmares.
 
   She didn’t dare move or make a sound. They were known to get into spaces, to break glass. But with the dog out there maybe, just maybe, they hadn’t noticed her and Song. After all: they were mindless, weren’t they? They followed the scent of blood and death, voices, screams, sudden movement. They were dead, not sharks, circling a blissfully ignorant swimmer.
 
   There was scrambling and animal sounds of terror and pain. Emily pushed her hands over Song’s ears to try and spare him the sound of breaking bones and tearing limbs, of the choked death howl that burned in her gut. She could feel the bile rise up in her throat. Sullivan flashed through her mind: Sullivan on the ground trying to fight off two. 
 
   She checked if Song was still asleep before she allowed the tears to fall. She had long learned to cry in total silence.
 
   The dog went fast, even if it didn’t feel that way, her muscles wound tight and aching; she knew this logically. The dead didn’t play with their prey; still, she watched them—she had to. She had to make sure they didn’t grow aware of the two living bodies inside the gas station, that their breaths stayed as quiet as possible, that the creatures would move on once they had butchered the dog.
 
   Time passed—not hours, though it could have been years for all that it mattered—and her eyes parched staring out the window into the blinding expanse of white. The snow continued to fall and Emily was grateful for the moments in which it came down so hard, all she could see was shadows, moving behind a screen of chaotic flurries. She clamped down on her teeth until pain pulsed up her temples and behind her eyes. With nothing to wash out her mouth, the bile continued to burn in her throat. Song slept on, though, and she had a flash of jealousy, of irrational irritation, that she was all alone with that terror in her bones.
 
   Emily only dared loosen her rigid stance when the hulking figures had passed from view, but she still forced down sobs and coughs, and the desperate need to move her leg, which was prickling with the lack of blood flow. 
 
   She stared out of the window and at the remains of the dog, the blood-soaked snow. If Song didn’t know it had once been a dog, would he eat it? She wanted to throw up again—but it was meat, and there was still some left. They were messy eaters, the dead, always leaving so much behind. But Emily didn’t move to try the subterfuge. The virus scared her more than their hunger, more than a clean death, more even than Song's cough. And still, she couldn’t stop looking, couldn’t stop staring at the carnage until it was burned into her retinas, until the snow slowly, so slowly pulled its blanket over the corpse.
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   Winter 2016, February, I think
 
   Somewhere between Cleveland and Youngstown, Ohio.
 
   Dear Sullivan,
 
   The road has always been yours. Your territory, your freedom and your bondage, all at once. Now it's mine.
 
   It feels like we have been on it forever, have walked for miles, for leagues on end. “This is nothing,” you once said, “we can get that far, easy.”
 
   Did you believe it when you said it? Because you were used to crossing distances, because you were always on the road, because it was your home more than our apartment ever was? 
 
   It is a thought that enters my mind in every town we pass, every road we walk down: Did you play a show here once? Have you walked the same way? Have your wandering feet ever stood right here where I am standing?
 
   The world is so unreal, I don’t know what happened, but we used to see some survivors here or there, or zombies, but now we go whole days without seeing anything. I forget sometimes what a blessing that can be. 
 
   It feels like a world in between, a wild and cold and empty limbo that retained some superficial characteristics of earth to ease the passing. And in this world it would feel perfectly natural to walk from one time into another, if I could only find a patch of earth to stand on that you’ve stood on before. 
 
   I could come up to you and smile. “You don’t know me yet…” I would say, “But you will. Don’t try to figure it out… and you can think I’m crazy, that's okay. Just make sure that you don’t spend the summer of 2015 in New York City.
 
   “That’s all, and if you do, you and the people who love you most—and by that time you’ll know why I tried to warn you off it, just convince them to spend the night in the sewers—or better yet, to just keep walking until you’re out of the city.”
 
   I haven’t watched enough science fiction to properly figure this out, but I’m pretty sure one of three things would happen:
 
   Either a) Song and I fade into nothing and you lead your life until you meet us. And this time, we don't lose you and life will make sense again, 
 
   b) it causes a new bubble in the ocean of the multi-verse and in this new parallel world, we stay together but Song and I in this world will never know,
 
   or c) the paradox we created causes a rift in the space-time-continuum and it devours the entire planet.
 
   Sometimes, just… sometimes I think I’m going crazy, but c) doesn’t sound so bad at all. It sounds clean. All this would end, but I wouldn't have broken my word, I wouldn't have given up.
 
   I miss Lake Ontario, its coldness and its depth and the way it looked like a portal out of this world the longer I stared at it. I miss the memory of your finger, brushing over the small expanse of blue on the map, too, and the way you would talk about this journey as though it was an adventure and not a life-or-death necessity. I shouldn’t have walked us all the way up here in the first place—but that was the plan. Avoid major cities, get to the lake and then south. Maybe I was just slower than we anticipated. 
 
   I screwed up, love. It's my fault. I thought it was done snowing; I thought it safe to move south, to leave the towns at the lake shore. It was getting so hard to find food, and you'd always said to go south. I screwed up, I made the wrong call. And now here we are, in the middle of nowhere, and we're dying.
 
   There is so much I regret, Sullivan. I should have been with you; I shouldn’t have let you go. You shouldn’t have been alone. Nobody should be alone when they die, and I let you go. And now every night when I can't sleep because of the bloody cold, I find myself imagining how you ended it, and that I should have been there. I should have held your hand. It wasn't worth surviving for this.
 
   I still can’t believe in God—less than ever, really. Did you believe, all the way to the end? I should have asked you that. And I should have asked what to tell Song.
 
   I haven’t told him anything, really. I’m a coward. Because he believes you’re just… late. He's so used to you disappearing over night and coming back weeks later, with adventure stories and a little present, it seems almost natural. Deep down, I think, the real reason I don’t correct him is because the more he talks about it, the more it feels like a possibility. In a different world. Because I'm used to it, too: that you always come back. In the end.
 
   It’s what I imagine when I can’t sleep at night. A hundred different scenarios—but you come back to me. Sometimes, just sometimes, I can hear your voice and what you would say, and I try to remember the way you used to hold me and how your kisses tasted and how you smelled. It’s the first thing that went: smells. And more has gone, I know.
 
   Did you know I took your letters with me when we left? You said essentials. But you took the guitar and I took my pencils, and so your letters found their way into my art supplies and I never told you. You sent them from so many places, all those towns with strange names, splattered all across the map. Song and I would stand in front of the one we pinned up in his room, I would lift him on my hip and we’d trace the route of your tour bus with little markers.
 
   I have lost my way, Sullivan. I don't know where our last marker will go. A gas station in the middle of nowhere, if the snow doesn't let up.
 
   I want you to know, that I haven't given in. Not yet. And that I kept my word. 
 
   And that I love you. That’s all.
 
    
 
   Always.
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   The storm blew itself out sometime in the night and the fetid little room was white like a bare bulb when Emily opened her eyes. She’d slept, then—it had been dark the last time she’d closed her eyes. Had it not been for the dig of Song’s shoulder into her ribs, the sour taste at the back of her throat, she might have thought they’d gone ahead and died, white light at the end of the tunnel and all.
 
   As gently as she could manage, Emily lowered Song to the floor. He was still wrapped in the blanket and his coat, and curled there like a mouse, nose chapped and running. Emily ignored the pounding in her head, the way everything seemed to be swimming in and out of focus, to admire him for a moment, the curve of his cheek and the amazing ability he had to just sleep, sleep for hours.
 
   Grasping the edge of the crumbling desk with her good hand, she hauled herself to her feet. The room wavered again, and a crackling noise filled her head, like the white noise on a stuck channel of an old television. It grew in volume, and it was only when she shook her head once, twice, that she realized it wasn’t the rattling of her own brain, but tires crunching over ice and gravel.
 
   Forgetting about her arm, she flung herself to the ground next to Song. Something large parked right outside: she could see it through the crack in the door, out over the ruined shop floor and through the gaping glass that faced out on the driveway. 
 
   The chair was still shoved in place, but it offered little comfort. Chin pressed to the cement floor, her fingers crept in the direction of her deflated backpack, seeking out the slickness of the zipper pull. Gritting her teeth, she tugged at it, inching it open just enough to push her hand in, and locate the gun. 
 
   The chamber was empty: it had been for weeks, her last bullet wasted on a shadow that turned out to be nothing more than a rotted tree stump. Still, there was comfort in the cold metal, the heft of the thing, that she wouldn’t have believed in her life before.
 
   The crunch of footsteps traveled around the side of the building, drifted away, came back into sudden and amplified sound. They were careful, she noted, checking the vicinity, something she’d not had the wherewithal to do when she found the place. The sound moved closer, and she pulled up her shoulders, sank down along the wall and held her breath. There was the sound of a door creaking, then the crunch of boots on broken glass. For a heartbeat, then another, she allowed herself to hope they would go unnoticed, that whoever it was would see the ransacked place and move on. But then the handle moved, and the door shook under the impact of force.
 
   “Don’t come in here!” Her voice was raw, high-pitched, nasal, but her clipped British accent and the sheer lack of anything to lose gave her a more threatening quality than she could have hoped for. “I’m armed.”
 
   A second ticked by in silence, then another.
 
   She actually jumped when a voice called out: “I’m sure you are.”
 
   The gun shook in her hand. Swallowing the bile creeping up her throat again, she leaned closer to the door to look out the crack, at the dark patch the person made on the other side.
 
   “I am too,” the voice announced; it was male, and there was some accent she couldn’t place, though her brain spun up and then clung to it, stupidly obsessive, trying to place it.
 
   “I don’t want to shoot anyone,” he went on, inexplicably. “I’m guessing you don’t want to, either. I’m not here to hurt you.”
 
   He tried the handle again, the chair held and Emily wheezed a sigh of relief, until a movement caught her eye. It was tilting further, slipped out from under the handle and then landed with a clatter on the concrete floor. Song stirred beside her; she clutched the gun harder, tried to hold it steady, but her eyes were blurring.
 
   “Drop your gun.” She sounded silly, like a girl dressed in period clothes auditioning for a cop show, and, truly, the words were something she remembered from a movie, sometime, somewhere. “Or I’ll shoot.”
 
   The door didn’t open, and she heard something click against the floor outside; she didn’t dare inch closer to the door again to look. 
 
   “Hands up,” she said, then, unblinking, eyes burning. She felt wild and delirious, suddenly powerful. “Say you have your hands up.”
 
   She could hear a cough, but then he replied: “I got my hands up.”
 
   Shifting onto her knees, she scuttled close to the door and reached for the knob. There was that sense again, the one that said they were about to die, but this one felt much more comfortable, more acceptable, than freezing to death. Was this really the person she’d become?
 
   “Step away from the door, away from the gun.”
 
   She heard the sound of boots again, heavy and slow, then closed her eyes, sent a silent thought back to Song, to Sullivan, and pushed the door open. 
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   Aaron hadn’t expected much, and was not surprised: the girl standing in the open door, handgun clutched in skinny fingers, was about half his size and thin as the door itself. She pointed the weapon at him with an unsteady grip, and he found himself sighing inwardly, in guilt, in sympathy.
 
   “I was just stopping at the pumps,” he told her, hands still in the air; if he could tell her gun was unloaded, he didn’t mention it. She didn’t look like she could squeeze off a shot, anyway, even in the best of circumstances.
 
   “The pumps?” she asked, swaying on the spot. She wasn’t too steady on her feet, was already tilting sideways as though instinctively searching for something to lean against.
 
   “There’s always a pump switch.” He watched her and, after another beat, lowered his hands, down to his sides, a slow maneuver, his eyes never leaving hers. “Behind the counter. Lot of places still have gas in the underground tank.”
 
   “You have a car?” she asked, and her shoulder finally found support in the doorframe, though she kept her gun more or less level.
 
   “Van,” he provided. “Outside. So, you know...” He chanced a smile. “Gas.”
 
   She swallowed, blinked, and Aaron noticed that she was holding her free arm strangely against her stomach. The wrist looked swollen to him, and he sighed, scratched his head.
 
   “Er…You been stayin’ here?”
 
   “Yes. No. Yes,” she decided, finally, and shrugged, falling silent. 
 
   “Okay.” He’d rested his shotgun against the counter, and knew he didn’t need it, not against the slip of a girl standing in front of him. “You don’t look so good.”
 
   Her face changed; he imagined a hiss, like a cat pushed into a corner, but it was just her eyes, narrowing and glinting, promising that she was ready to defend herself no matter what she looked like. It made him want to smile again.
 
   “I can help you…” he tried again, slower this time, raising his brows as well as his hands. “I’m a medic. United States Army. Name’s Aaron.”
 
   She sagged, a little, enough to make him want to reach for her, but he kept himself in check. The hand holding the gun finally dropped to her side, her fingers slack enough to almost lose their purchase on it outright, but it hung on by the tips. 
 
   “Can you get us out of here?” The words popped out of her mouth with the force of a pierced balloon and, this time, he was surprised—she looked it, too, lips rounded in a silent Oh.
 
   “Us?” he couldn’t help but echo.
 
   “Us,” she answered, then nodded at a pile of blankets in the corner, the pink face of a child, wide-eyed and silent. “My boy and me.”
 
   Aaron’s stomach clenched, and then unraveled. He waved at the kid, just a flutter of his fingers, before looking back at her. 
 
   “I can...” He paused; what was the danger in helping two starved little rats like that? He’d encountered much worse, and, once the gun was down, he didn’t think the girl could or would do much more than glare.
 
   “I can take you up where I’ve been stayin’,” he said, finally, rubbing the back of his cold neck. “If that’s what you want.”
 
   She stayed silent; her nose scrunched up in thought. Aaron watched her weigh her options as though they were physical, tangible objects in the air between them. Finally, she expelled a breath, bit her bottom lip.
 
   “You don’t… have to. I… I just need to get to the nearest town or something. We lost most of our stuff, I need to replace it, a base from where I can start searching for food. Somewhere I can keep him warm. That’s… that’s all.”
 
   Aaron’s tongue skimmed his lips. “Ain’t nothing real near,” he said, after a moment. “I...” He breathed out his nose, and wondered how much he was going to live to regret what came out of him next: “I got some stuff you can have.”
 
   “I… have nothing to trade,” she wheezed, looked at her gun and sighed. It took her awhile until she lifted her gaze again. “Song’s sick. I mean he not... infected, just sick. That’s… I wouldn’t ask otherwise.” 
 
   She looked like she was about to say something else, but then closed her mouth and stuck the gun into the waistband of her jeans. His training made him want to tell her how dangerous that was, but he figured it wasn’t loaded anyway.
 
   “I can...” Hands up again, he took one step closer. “I can check? On your boy.”
 
   She hesitated only a moment and Aaron saw her eyes sparkle as they glazed over with tears. She nodded then, took a few uncertain steps backwards and knelt down by the child, gently running her fingers over his hair.
 
   “He’s a medic, Duck. Like… like a doctor,” she whispered as Aaron followed, his chest contracting painfully at the sight of the boy, flinching away from him.
 
   “I’m better than that,” he said, aware of how his frame filled the doorway, how the room went that much darker with his shoulders blocking the reflection off the snow. “I don’t come with needles.”
 
   The girl came up with a ghost of a smile, the boy did not. He just pressed himself against her side until she wrapped her own skinny arm around him.
 
   “He’s burning up,” she whispered, in that broken little voice that Aaron recognized from so long ago, the voice of women holding back pain and tears, more than just sadness. “And he’s got a cough.”
 
   Crouching, Aaron came closer to level with the girl, and held his hands out, palms up to the both of them.
 
   “Okay if I touch your head...?” He glanced at her, already having forgotten the kid’s name.
 
   “Song,” she said, softly, voice melodic for just the length of the word.
 
   “Song,” he repeated. “Okay if I touch your head?”
 
   He nodded, only once, and Aaron reached over, touched his forehead and his cheeks. There was a fever burning through the boy and even from where he crouched, Aaron could hear his rattled little breaths. 
 
   “I got some antibiotics,” he said, finally. “But I think what he needs, what you both need,” he added, raising his eyebrows at her. “Is water and food and rest. That work?”
 
   “Th... thank you,” she whispered and swallowed down a hard lump in her throat. She pressed her lips against Song’s sweaty temple and then eyed Aaron with wide, almost pleading eyes. “I tried... I tried making tea but we ran out of food days ago, and we got stuck out in the snow. I… I tried to make fire, but…” 
 
   Aaron lifted his hand, it jerked a few inches towards her in the instinct to touch, to console the woman who seemed so distraught, but he stopped himself when she flinched, and smiled at her instead. 
 
   “You did right,” he informed her. “You did what you could. It’s… warm in the car. I got to try the pumps, it’ll take a while if I have to get it out by hand. You’d be warmer waiting in there.”
 
   She opened her mouth to protest, but ended up nodding instead. Aaron got back to his feet, to his full height, a tree above her, and offered her his hand. She hesitated only a moment before she took it; she had fresh run out of choices.
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   “I… I’m Emily.”
 
   Aaron’s head jerked up. He was squatting by the nest of blankets he’d improvised, checking on the boy’s heartbeat. He’d made them tea, given them both antibiotics to swallow and the boy had fallen asleep again almost immediately after the warmth had started seeping into his system. Now the slip of a girl was sitting on the floor of his storage cabin next to the bed, her good arm wrapped around her legs, watching him; her eyes looked huge and spooky in her emaciated features.
 
   “I didn’t… I forgot to say before. My name’s Emily.”
 
   “Emily and Song,” he repeated, poking at his forehead as if wearing a hat, tipping it in her direction. His smile was lopsided. “Nice to meet you.”
 
   She snorted, but not unkindly; the corners of her lips quivered, then stilled. Silence stretched, and Aaron took her in—that matted dark hair, the small, strong nose, her intense brown eyes.
 
   “You’re not from here,” he noted, easily. Aaron had that way about him, that sort of ease in conversation, that made talking even to a brick wall mostly painless. It took Emily more effort, and he didn’t mind filling in the blanks.
 
   “Your accent,” he provided, then, with her stare.
 
   “Oh,” she breathed, rubbed at her chin. “Sorry. Yeah, I’m from Brighton. England. A long time ago.”
 
   “And more recently?” He smiled and righted the box from which he’d pulled the medications, pushed it back with the small pile near the door.
 
   “New York,” she breathed. And the way she said it, Aaron thought, it didn’t sound like the city at all, but a more exotic, faraway version. This time, she bit her lip, and he waited as her glance slid over the sleeping form of the boy, and she pieced together how to uphold her part of the conversation. “You?”
 
   “It ain’t obvious?” He would have winked if he didn’t think that would make her startle like a deer. “Georgia.”
 
   She tried to smile, he could tell. It was an empty, ghostly thing, startling in its effect.
 
   “I thought it might be… somewhere thereabouts.” She cleared her throat; it rattled loud in the quiet room.
 
   “Really? I was just about sure I had lost it by now.” His hands went back to the boxes, the only nervous habit that leaked out into his behavior. There weren’t many, just a small cluster, leaving the tract house feeling strange and empty, like a cave. The girl stared at him, as though unable to come up with anything else to say and eventually, Aaron got to his feet. He dusted off his jeans, if just to give his hands something to do, and threw her a smile.
 
   “I’m gonna get more snow. Check the perimeter.”
 
   She coughed, and nodded, edging closer to the little boy. They were clearly half-starved, at the end of their strength, and he wondered how long they’d been wandering in the snow—New York was far away.
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   Once the door closed behind him, Emily stretched, reached for a box to prop herself up on and struggled to her feet. The motion made her dizzy and then nauseated, when it forced her to give up protecting her arm, and the pain shot back through it. She swayed on the spot, but knew she couldn’t rest yet.
 
   Aaron, if that was his real name, was a kind, helpful man and it hurt somewhere in the place where she still remembered a normal life, that she couldn’t trust that anymore. That his very friendliness set her on edge, made her fear for their life.
 
   She didn’t know what she was looking for, but she hobbled from box to box, prying them open to peek inside. The first few contained medical supplies, bandages mostly, nothing too exciting—it was when she found the ones full to the brim with canned goods, that she let out an involuntary whimper. She hadn’t seen that much food in one place since the first riots had made going for groceries impossible.
 
   She ran her fingers over the labels: beans, meat, corn, fruit, soups and stews. Her stomach growled, and she forced herself to move on. He kept a ledger that lay by his field bed, but she couldn’t read his handwriting and it just looked like long lists of items, anyway. He cooked on a small camping stove. A last canister of melt water stood next to it, waiting to be used.
 
   He was clearly well-equipped, but Emily couldn’t shake the impression that the room looked empty, that the haphazardly placed boxes were all but remnants of something she couldn’t quite picture. 
 
   She gave up on finding something incriminating when her bladder started to ache. It reminded her that there was a whole house to explore, that there might be a basement full of young mothers and their children getting ready to be cooked and canned.
 
   There was no basement, but she did find a bathroom.
 
   The toilet had a jug next to it, and she numbly recalled a weekend when the plumbing in their apartment had busted and they poured water into the bowl to make it flush. The seat itself was frigid, but she squatted anyway, having faced much worse indignities already.
 
   Where the main room had been comparatively warm, here, she could feel the cold creep up from the floor and through her socks into her body. Once situated and her bottoms pulled down, she leaned back and closed her eyes, allowing that sense of light-headedness to circle in on her while she relieved the pressure. There was no toilet paper and for a long moment, she gnawed at her bottom lip before she pulled her panties back up. It wasn’t the first time these days. She used the jug sparingly and finally leaned onto the sink, inspecting her reflection in the mirror.
 
   She looked like a ghost; her papery thin skin stretched over her bones. Her hair was messy and stuck out in all directions. Fumbling in the nest of knots, she found an old elastic and, without a brush at hand, she tried to comb her fingers through it as best she could, before she tied them back into a bun at the nape of her neck. She felt the desire to be clean, to rub soap all over her skin and her hair, to wear clean clothes, drink clean water. 
 
   Shivering, she rubbed her face; it seemed to belong to a stranger, not the girl she remembered. That girl had been happy, once upon a time.
 
   Emily edged away from the mirror, unwilling to look at herself, or to leave Song for long. Keeping herself upright with her palm to the wall, she staggered back down the narrow hall and into the main room, back to the strange silence that was broken only by Song’s rasping breaths.
 
   She eased herself onto a chair and watched him. Hours could pass that way, easily, convincing herself that he was alive. When the door opened, though, she looked up. A gust of wind blew into her face and the stranger gave her an apologetic kind of smile. Emily still had trouble returning those. Like small-talk, like jobs and a home across the sea, she just wasn’t used to them anymore.
 
   “I check a lot,” he explained, in that lolling accent that she might have mocked once upon a time. There were so many things to feel guilty for.
 
   “I don’t blame you.” Her eyes went, almost without her realizing, to the boxes she’d snooped through. So much for secrecy.
 
   His gaze followed hers and he stomped snow from his boots. “Ain’t got a lot left.”
 
   “Well it’s… it’s been a while now,” she whispered, trying to figure out exactly how many months. A year at least, a year and a half?
 
   “It has.” His boots free of snow, he took off his coat next, and the hat that appeared lined in fur. Thus undressed, in jeans and a sweater, he wasn’t quite as formidable, but was still broad across the shoulders, and shockingly tall.
 
   “You want some more tea? I’m gonna kick up the hotplate again for supper.”
 
   The mere word made her lean forward, aching and needy and trying to hide it. Supper. It was another word that had lost its meaning long ago. They ate when they found something, or when they couldn’t stop themselves, when the hunger hurt too much.
 
   She nodded, though, trying for a smile again.
 
   “Thank you. I…” She swallowed, then looked away. A debt was starting to stack up, much higher than she knew how to repay.
 
   He waved in her direction, turning the knob on the propane tank and setting a tarnished and dented kettle on the plate. “Just got some canned stuff from the PX. It does the job.”
 
   “PX?” she echoed, watching the flame jump into life like magic.
 
   “Post exchange, sorry. Was on post—Army base—when everything went down. I collected the remains.” He shot her a smile like he had to apologize for that, for being forward-thinking.
 
   “Oh,” she whispered again. “Lucky. I mean…” Shaking her head, she rubbed her eyes. It was the wrong word but she was too tired, too hungry and in too much pain to find better one.
 
   “Lucky,” he echoed, and she glanced away with the expression that flickered over his face: she knew she should ask, but she just didn’t have it in her.
 
   “Sorry,” she mumbled instead, cradling her arm and glancing over at Song, anything familiar to focus on. Sullivan’s guitar case leaned against the wall by the makeshift bed. Her backpack on the floor kept it steady, and the hard, cold panic took seed again, down at the bottom of her stomach, when she noticed how thin it had gotten, how much they’d had to leave behind.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” He had straightened up again, and she could feel his eyes on the arm she had clutched to her chest like a physical sensation that stirred the tiny little fluff on her skin.
 
   “What happened?” He didn’t make pretense, and she reminded herself that he was a medic, when the stiffness hit her spine and made her freeze for a moment, unsure of what to do with his attention anymore.
 
   “I fell. Slipped,” she amended, looking down at it. The purple color, the swelling, both made it hard to keep her gaze there. “There was a dog. Dying, loud. I tried to hurry… Song kept slipping off my hip.” She shook her head, squeezed her eyes shut and did her best to sound confident when she added squeakily: “It’s no big.” 
 
   He moved closer to her, though, and she opened her eyes to find him crouching beside her chair. “Let me take a look.”
 
   She didn’t argue, relinquished her arm and looked away. It was the same instinct that used to have her turn her head when it came to blood tests or jabs; it felt childish, but she didn’t want him to see the tears of panic pooling in her eyes even before he touched her, even before he could tell her what was wrong.
 
   His touch was gentle, more than she’d expected, his palms warm. She breathed out a whistle through her nose, the pain less than she’d prepared for.
 
   “Looks like it’s just a sprain,” he told her, fingers encircling her skinny wrist. “So that’s good. I can wrap it up, we got plenty of ice,” he added, and even with her head turned, she could hear the smile in his voice. That hurt, too, in a different way.
 
   “Really?” she asked, finally allowing herself to look at his fingers where they supported her arm. “I thought… I thought it’d be… you know, screwed.” She tried to laugh, hollow and short, and she stopped immediately. “Bit of a wuss, I guess.”
 
   “Sprains can hurt just as bad.” He set her arm in her lap and shifted onto his knees to reach for one of the boxes, the one with the bandages, to pull out a roll, almost virginal white.
 
   “I got some Tylenol, too. That’ll help the pain.”
 
   “It’s… okay. Don’t worry about it. It’s better already.” She looked up, then avoided his gaze that seemed to try and catch her in the lie. It wasn’t as far as Emily was concerned—the worst had been the fear of a serious break, that she could do more damage with each movement, that she didn't know when—or if it would heal. She could live with a little pain.
 
   “So um, you’ve been living here? Sitting it out?” The place didn’t look like it to her, but then he was in the army and she’d seen movies about their Spartan, tidy living.
 
   “Kinda,” he said, lifting her arm to tuck the end of a bandage under it, keeping the fabric in place with his thumb, still gentle. “Back and forth. Takin’ stuff I collected from post and thereabouts.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered again. His fingers looked massive on her arm, like they might wrap around her wrist twice, and she looked away from the boney, discolored piece of flesh that her body had become. “That’s what the gas is for? Getting more?”
 
   He shook his head: without his hat, his hair was thick and shaggy, a little like a dog’s. “Planning on heading out again,” he said, more to her wrist than her. “This is all I got left,” he added, lifting an elbow in the direction of the boxes.
 
   Nodding, Emily followed his gaze. It still looked like a massive treasure to her, but she didn’t say that. If this really was winter’s last blow-out, the season for gathering was finally coming and nobody would make it through another year on these reserves.
 
   “We won’t… you know, have to rely on your generosity for long. I promise.”
 
   He looked at her then, eyebrows drawn together. “I wouldn’t worry about that,” he said, though his voice had gone softer. Before she could react, he patted her arm and pushed it back towards her, getting to his feet as the kettle on the stove emitted a spray of steam. “Tea’s ready.”
 
   Emily’s gaze slipped to Song first. He was still sleeping soundly, though, and she didn’t have the heart to wake him, just to make him drink more tea. She watched Aaron then, how he puttered around in his tiny makeshift kitchen, rolling thoughts in her head and trying to square her stacking debt against another request that had started to take shape in her mind.
 
   He brought over a cup, and a bowl of something that looked and smelled like oatmeal, with a scoop of fruit cocktail atop it. She felt her head swim for a moment, aridity rolling off her tongue in a way she almost didn’t recognize—salivary glands waking up suddenly. She tried to attribute the sudden rush of tears to some internal connection, but still looked away for a moment, gathering herself while her little silver engagement ring clicked against the bowl.
 
   “Thank… thank you.” She was beginning to feel like a stuck record, shaking her head at herself and inhaling the smell, spoon shaking in her hand.
 
   “Sure. Eat slow,” he added, that same sweet smile on his face, too kind to look at. The dizziness almost hurt, like a physical manifestation of relief. And now she had no idea anymore how she could possibly ask him for one other thing—the lift into the next town. She could think about it later.
 
   Sticking the spoon into the thick, glutinous mixture made her quiver. The last time she’d eaten anything hot felt like weeks ago, before the snow, when they’d found safe, pretty houses by the lakes, houses with beautiful open fireplaces and ready kindling.
 
   “Maybe I should wake Song…” she stuttered before she could bring it to her mouth, the intense need for that morsel of sweet mush suddenly made her feel guilty.
 
   “Let him sleep it off,” Aaron advised, sitting beside her on the floor; she noticed he’d not served himself a bowl, even as he held a cup of hot tea between his hands. “He’ll be plenty hungry when he wakes up.”
 
   “I’m not used to… not sharing with him anymore,” she admitted, more to herself as she stared down at the spoon. She felt watched, even though she was the one keeping up the senseless conversation and invited his gaze.
 
   His smile crept up on one side. “There’s enough for both of you.”
 
   Emily breathed in deep and then, in a hasty gesture as though afraid he might change his mind, she stuck the spoon into her mouth. The mash melted on her tongue, tasted heavy and good—hot. A tiny moan crept up her throat and she closed her eyes as she swallowed. Maybe it was her imagination, but her stomach immediately felt less achy, less shriveled and dead.
 
   Aaron made a huffing noise, and got back to his feet. Though he’d only had a sip or two of the tea, he moved to the window, to look out at the waning light, reaching, almost absently, for his coat.
 
   “I…” Emily said, before he could reach for the door again. “You’re kind.” She paused at the awkward non-sequitur, the explosion of little words. “I am not used to that either. I just… thank you.”
 
   The smile on his face grew, just a little, making his ears shift under his lank hair. “Just try to do what’s right,” he told her, pulling the sleeves onto his arms, shrugging the bulky coat onto his shoulders.
 
   “Aaron?” she tried again, forcing the tall man to turn around to her once more. “I really wouldn’t ask, and if it’s not convenient or there’s no room… you can say no. But… if… if you were getting ready to head out anyway? Do you think… maybe you could give us another lift? Anywhere really. I’m not picky.”
 
   That seemed to bring him up short, but he didn’t look appalled or annoyed the way she might have feared. He stood in front of the door for a few seconds, before he gave a short nod.
 
   “I was gonna head out tomorrow,” he told her, hands going to his pockets. “I got a few places I know where I’m going, people to take these supplies to. That work?”
 
   Emily blinked. Her mouth opened, then closed and she cleared her throat.
 
   “You’re bringing people stuff?” she asked, sounding hoarse and high pitched.
 
   He nodded. “This is too much for me. Would be a crime if I went and horded it all.” He almost winked: she recognized the expression, and the way he just stopped short of doing so. It did something to her stomach, like lancing an infection, loneliness, maybe.
 
   “That would… yeah, that would be great. Thank you, Aaron.”
 
   “Of course. What else would I do?” He picked up his gun and pushed the door open again, the blast of cold not quite so shocking with the bowl cradled in her hand. She held her breath until he was outside again, until the door was closed, and then she let it out, shaking, wet and short.
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   If trudging through snow had been exhausting—both physically and emotionally—driving through it was mind-numbing. It was something Emily had not expected: she’d lived in cities for so long, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in a car for more than thirty minutes. Time and distance, both passed slowly. The snow had drifted across the road, piling so high in places that Aaron couldn’t let his focus waver for a second, rendering him mostly unresponsive. For Emily, it was a little like sitting in traffic—except everything was white and soft, no blaring horns or raging drivers. With nothing on which to focus her eyes, they had started to feel heavy, and she yawned and stretched at every turn.
 
   Song, in the nest of blankets she had built him on the backseat, had drifted back off to sleep again shortly after they’d left the cabin, his shyness around Aaron still outweighed by the fever that rendered his body weak and malleable. In regular intervals, coughs would roll through his chest. Emily craned her neck back every time, but he never really woke. She knew he needed sleep but, at the same time, it made her feel lonely, eyes gone somewhat blind, staring at the bright expanse of snow.
 
   The silence wasn’t entirely comfortable enough to try and get out a book or her sketches, and she remembered getting violently carsick from that anyway. She sighed heavily; it surprised her how slowly the time trickled by when nobody spoke. Unbidden came the memory that with Sullivan, they had been able to sit together in silence for hours on end, each following their own thoughts, leaning against each other, the mere proximity providing comfort. But there would have been no reason to stay that way, and eventually Sullivan would have launched into some kind of tangent, that storyteller voice of his weaving in and out of words like he was born to swim in them. 
 
   Aaron glanced in her direction. “Everything okay?”
 
   She twisted her mouth in thought and then shrugged with a guilty kind of smile.
 
   “How do you know where to go?” she asked, selfishly trying to stop him from sinking back into his silent concentration. His eyes were back on the road. 
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, after a moment. “When I cleared out the supplies at first, I had no real place to take ‘em. M’not from around these parts, remember.”
 
   Emily nodded. “Georgia,” she said, some proof she’d been listening.
 
   “That’s right. Just stationed here between tours.”
 
   She scratched at her shin, drawing her knees up against her chest. 
 
   “You were in Iraq.”
 
   “Yeah. Reupped and was waiting to be shipped back out.” He gave a small chuckle of disbelief but didn’t continue. Emily looked at his profile, considered the chuckle. She remembered demonstrations she had gone to, carrying a banner: No Blood for Oil. Song, tiny baby Song, had sat on Sullivan’s shoulders, excited, not completely sure why everybody was shouting and waving posters.
 
   “Was it horrible?” she asked very, very quietly.
 
   Again, Aaron didn’t answer right away, but she couldn’t tell if it was because he was focusing on the road, was annoyed or just done with the conversation.
 
   Finally: “That’s not really a question to answer.” He lifted a hand from the wheel for the first time in what seemed like an hour, knuckles creaking, hand damp. “There was a lot that was bad, but also a lot that was good.”
 
   Emily watched him again and then rubbed her face.
 
   “I guess it’s a weird question now, anyway,” she admitted. 
 
   How much worse could it have been than the dark terror every last survivor now carried deep inside them? 
 
   “Why’d you go there? I mean, why’d you become an army medic?”
 
   He shrugged. “My dad was in the army, he died when I was a kid. Wanted to do something he’d be proud of, I guess.” He gave her a ghost of a smile, seeming a million miles away. “Mom was none too pleased, I guess, but I had to do what I had to do.”
 
   Nodding, Emily looked out of the window again, thinking of her parents; once upon a time she couldn’t have gotten away from them fast enough. Now they were like ghosts or characters in a book she once read, long ago, alive or dead and a world away.
 
   “Sorry...” she whispered, not sure what else to say. Her eyes wandered to Song, another boy who’d lost his father far too early.
 
   “It’s been a long time.” He licked his lips and considered for another moment. “I mean... I miss him, but, you know, I was eight. So what I got is an eight-year-old’s idea of what his dad was like.”
 
   “You’re a good person. He’d be proud,” she stated finally, not looking at him, hugging her knees tighter.
 
   Again, he moved his eyes from the road to look at her. She didn’t turn her gaze from the road ahead.
 
   “Am I?”
 
   “Of course,” she said quietly, but then felt guilty again. Had she said it because it had surprised her from a soldier? She didn’t know, and didn't want to examine her subconscious, her prejudices, too closely.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, honestly, smile quirking up in the corner of his lips. “I… thanks.”
 
    “You miss England?” he asked, after a moment, attention drawn to her tiny feet, clad in thick socks, propped on the dash, before he made himself look back at the road again.
 
   Emily considered this. “We were there the Christmas before... you know, everything went to hell. It’s pretty. There was snow, but not like here. Just a few flakes blowing about on the shore, nothing that stays. But...” she shrugged, eyeing Song. “It’s like… that was then. It's my parent’s country and all I could see there were people talking like my parents and wanting what they want. And when I was here... in New York, anyway, it seemed like everybody was like me, wanted what I wanted.” 
 
   She fell silent, trying to remember the last time she’d said so many words in a row, like a real conversation.
 
   “What did you want?” On the surface, the question sounded casual enough, but Emily thought she heard something else, too, something she recognized: the sudden need for an exchange beyond the necessities of staying alive, of threats or assurances, and idle, awkward small talk.
 
   She studied his profile, hesitated. 
 
   “I wanted... to be myself? That sounds sappy. I liked art and they didn’t really get that. They are nice people, really, just... not me. And I wanted to find out what’s out there you know? Where the people were who read, I dunno, Kant and Whitman, and who listened to something other than charts or oldies. People who didn’t scoff at the government funding art and theater.”
 
   His hand left the wheel again and scratched the back of his neck where his hair had grown too long. 
 
   “I get it.” He squinted again, though the landscape hadn’t really changed. “Kinda the same for me, I guess. Step-dad wasn’t military, and, you know, was never really my dad. Never tried to be, didn’t want him to be.” He paused, stared hard into the distance before continuing. “Not a bad guy, really, but I was ten when my mom married him. Northerner,” he added, glancing at her with another small smile.
 
   “A Yankee?” she asked, lips curling into an almost cheeky grin.
 
   “Indeed.” He shook his head. “From Minnesota of all places. It was like having an alien for a dad. My brother and sisters all got the strangest accents.”
 
   She couldn’t help but chuckle. “Mine has to be stranger.”
 
   “You sound English,” he said, shaking his head. “Served with some British soldiers once, couple of them from London. You sound like 'em.”
 
   She snorted, “God, I hope not. I really must have a bad cold if my voice got that deep.”
 
   It was the first time he’d heard her make a joke and, with that, a real, full smile broke over his face. 
 
   “I think you sound plenty like a girl,” he said, eyes crinkling at the corners with his grin.
 
   “Why thank you, kind sir, I appreciate that.” Emily, too, was smiling—for a heartbeat and then she licked her lips and felt a stab of guilt somewhere in the region of her stomach.
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   The static in the air returned, and Aaron looked back at the road, a little confused. There was something about Emily that was like walking near a shelf full of glass, never quite sure of his next move, and he didn’t know, exactly, what to do about it, or what it meant.
 
   “If the sun keeps up, the roads’ll be clearer tomorrow,” he said, finally, an option for something other than anything personal, eyes trained on the road with a sort of fierceness that was hard to ignore.
 
   “I kind of half promised Song we might be out of the snow by the end of the day,” she said with a sheepish, smaller smile and bit her lip. “I can count myself lucky if he still believes anything I say...”
 
   “He believes everything you say.” Aaron looked over at her again with a steady gaze that he only broke to make sure they were still safe on the road. “Moms do that.”
 
   “Tell a lot of lies?” she asked back, leaning her cheek against the back of the seat. The fabric looked rough against her paper skin and she hugged herself tighter.
 
   “Plenty of people lie. Sometimes you gotta.” His voice was quieter than it had been a moment before. The silence moved in again, and it was several minutes before he spoke.
 
   “I was only a little older than him when I lost my dad,” he pointed out, not looking at her. “My mom didn't have a job before he died—car accident, happened outta nowhere—and we didn’t really have anything. She never let me know, though, not when I was little. Was only a few years ago that I found out how bad off we were for a while.”
 
   Emily was watching him, he could tell. She also was breathing funny, and he had the distinct impression that she was trying not to cry.
 
   “I don’t want him to grow up sad...” she whispered, a choked little sound that made his insides contract painfully.
 
   “You can’t control that for sure,” he said, evenly, even as his throat felt a little sticky. “But you can do your best. I think you are, for what it’s worth. You’re a good mom.”
 
   She looked down at her feet, wriggled her toes and pulled up her shoulders protectively. 
 
   “He already lost one, a mom I mean... and a dad.” Aaron looked up, surprised out of his intense focus on the road, but Emily didn’t return his gaze. The snow seemed to hold her transfixed. “He’s my boyfriend’s son. Um, he died. I’m just… anyway, feels like the least I can do. It’s why I can’t be strict with him. His mom left him and then… I just can’t.”
 
   “What happened to his mom?” He wasn’t sure he was allowed to press, but it was a curious thing, he thought, someone abandoning their child.
 
   Emily shrugged. “She wasn’t really... I don’t know. I don't really talk about her because I can’t do it without getting angry and...” She shook her head, tried to smile. “I guess she knew that he had a good home with us or a better one at least, so she didn’t leave him with nothing.”
 
   “How old was he?”
 
   “Two.”
 
   Aaron flinched, but let her continue.
 
    Emily scratched her head. “For a while it was like a shared custody thing and then, one day she just didn’t come back.” She looked away, and very, very quietly added: “Part of me was glad. I felt like a terrible person.”
 
   “I don’t know that that’s terrible. I... I’d wager a guess that it’s better to have someone love you all the time than just when it's convenient.”
 
   Emily’s mouth fell open with a tiny pop. Then she licked her lips and nodded, her breath suddenly loud and wet.
 
   “Can we... stop in a bit? I need the loo...”
 
   “No,” Aaron said, without turning his head. He was focused on the movement he'd spied in the rear-view mirror, and before Emily could protest, he shook his head, inclining his chin towards the window.
 
   “You haven’t been watching.” 
 
   He’d not brought it up, not with the first zombie, and not the second, but there was a third and fourth, and now it was difficult to concentrate on anything else.
 
   Emily stared first at him, then at the side-view mirror. 
 
   “They are fast...” she exhaled.
 
   Rolling down the highway, Aaron was trying to avoid broken down cars and fallen trees, snow-choked drifts and holes in the road. They were slow, too slow, and the creatures had little trouble keeping up. There was no question of stopping, of course, but he couldn't accelerate, either.
 
   “It's like they're hunting...” he muttered, focus completely on the road. They were nowhere near an established town, not really, so there shouldn't have been as many as there were. He'd counted five, now, in the last mile, and that meant, logically, there were more he wasn't seeing. There were always more, always unpredictable. Underestimate them once and you were dead meat.
 
   Emily clenched her hand around her thigh and glanced at Song still sleeping on the backseat.
 
   “Maybe it’s because we’re moving or... or making sounds,” she whispered. Aaron couldn't tell if she was worried about waking her boy, or whether the soft hush was her way of keeping her voice from cracking with fear, but he shook his head, distractedly.
 
   He had to come up with a strategy, some way out of this, but it was high stakes situations like these when his army training broke through and he felt paralyzed, waiting for an order, for someone else to take over and tell him what to do. There was a sense of shame in that, and one he wasn’t eager for the girl to notice.
 
   “Oh—hell, no.” Aaron jumped and stepped on the brake pedal. Around a bend, they'd come to a downed tree, large and crushed down by the snow, and the van rolled to a stop in front of it. It had to have fallen sometime during the last storm, as the roots were still caked in soil and snow had frozen in a thick sheet of ice over the trunk.
 
   A dizzying sensation of panic sunk through Emily’s body; she took a rattling breath. 
 
   “There's no way we can move that,” she said still in that small voice, thin but steely.
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   Aaron was in shock, to be sure: months of driving this same road and he'd never come across anything blocking it so fully. Usually he could hop out and move whatever had tumbled into the road himself, but this enormous tree, glazed like a cake, wouldn't budge, not with ten of him to try and drag it out of the way—and apparently they were being hunted. It was a dizzying array of facts to keep combing over.
 
   “Shit.” His voice was barely audible, mostly just a breath, and he immediately looked over to the passenger side mirror. “They're coming up from behind.” 
 
   The van could take some damage, obviously; hitting a few of them would only dent the panels, but many more than a few and it would just moor them down in gore.
 
   “No chance of getting around it?” she asked, and just because it was some kind of outside suggestion, he considered it again even though he'd instinctively eliminated that option almost immediately.
 
    There were at least ten of them, more maybe, behind the drifts, and Aaron's mind zipped along, sorting madly through their options. He had no way of assessing what lay under the snow to either side; there were more trees and underbrush and one wrong move and they'd be hopelessly stuck in a ditch by the side of the road. It was a process of elimination: they couldn't leave the car, they couldn't risk getting off the road, and the way back was growing thicker with zombies every second he hesitated. 
 
   “Okay,” he said, after a minute. “You need to get in the back and cover up Song. And pull up the black case from behind the seat. Alright?”
 
   Emily nodded, immediately jumping into action. Awkwardly but efficiently, she climbed into the back, first reaching for the black case and handing it to him before she unclipped Song’s seatbelt and shook him gently.
 
   “Duck?” she asked. “I need you to sit on the floor for a bit okay? And cover your ears as hard as you can?”
 
   Song blinked up at her sleepily and she gathered him up in her good arm and put him on the floor between the seats. Even in that state, he threw a nervous glance at Aaron's face in the rear-view mirror, and Aaron tried for a tight, nervous smile before the boy hid his face in the crook of Emily's arm again.
 
   “As hard as you can,” she reminded him, moving his hands to his ears before she pushed him back, gently but firmly, and covered him in a thin blanket. Then she pushed herself over and onto the front seat again. 
 
   “Give me one,” she demanded, nodding at the black case he'd just opened to find what he had leftover in weapons. He was short on ammo, as always, and he'd seen her handle that gun of hers—with shaking hands and no expertise. The recoil, too, would be hell on her sprain, but she had that look on her face—hard and determined—and he couldn't deny her the chance to defend her son.
 
   He checked the gun for shells and passed it over. It was a small piece, one he kept around to stick in his pocket. For himself, he kept a gun in the glove compartment and took another from the case. There was the shotgun in the back as well, but they were in close quarters and had the van to take the brunt of the attack. 
 
   “We'll crack the windows,” he decided; they'd get better shots out the back doors, but that would leave them vulnerable. “Aim as well as you can. Just—hit them.”
 
   Nodding once, she rolled down her window; the cold breeze made her feel less dizzy, and when the first zombie came around her side, only the smallest squeal escaped her throat. She released a shot, then another. Both bullets found a target in the shambling body, but the creature kept coming at her. It was almost upon her when she hit its head. Her hand was shaking by then, but she had no time to check what Aaron was doing, all she could think of was Song and trying to aim better with the next one.
 
   Aaron was a good shot—excellent, really, and had a couple marksmanship badges because of it. He knocked the first zombie off its feet with one shot, though the next took two. He didn’t look over at Emily while he worked through his chamber but then he rolled both of their windows up.
 
   “Reload,” he instructed her, handing her a box of bullets from his rapidly-depleting stash. “We just gotta down enough to back up.”
 
   Another wordless nod. Emily was white as the snow outside, and her hands shook when she reloaded. She was watching Song in the rear-view mirror; the boy had pulled the blanket off his face and she tried to flash a smile at him. When she was done stuffing bullets in the chamber, she gave Aaron a nod and they both rolled down the windows once more. She felled two more zombies until she ran out of bullets and quickly rolled up the window again. The creatures were beginning to circle the car now, creating an opening in the back and beating against the thin walls—dull metallic sounds, pressing in on their eardrums. Song squealed Emily's name, and her eyes darted to Aaron. 
 
   “Try it...” she breathed; they had to get out of there. “Now!”
 
   The zombies on the ground were still alive—if that's what you could call it—but not able to get up, and so he reloaded the gun, set it inside the center console and started the van again. The roar of the engine did seem to give the creatures pause, and he looked into the mirror once before shifting into reverse and slamming on the gas. They hit something with a nasty thump, but it gave, and he was able to turn the van to a degree. 
 
   Now facing the side of the road, he cracked his window again and blew away the first zombie coming up around the side, then another that approached from the front. He hated wasting bullets on the ones just looking for a snack, when they needed to use them on the ones at the back, but he knew he had few other choices at hand.
 
   Emily was at the far side of the action as he swerved and while she reloaded, she didn't shoot or roll down the window. She could smell them, though, and each time the distinct odor coated her nostrils, it was like she was back that evening in New York again, just outside the sewers, where she'd been too slow getting out of that door. They'd been all over Sullivan and she'd been too late.
 
   Distracted and angry, she wiped a tear from her cheek.
 
   Another blast, and Aaron cast his gun back into the console and turned the van further. They were facing the other direction now, and though there were a couple zombies advancing, he knew the hood of the van could take it. 
 
   “Duck,” he suggested, just in case the wind-shield wouldn't hold, and then he floored the gas pedal.
 
   They managed. Just about.
 
   The zombies he hit rolled off the hood, and then the road was clear and they sped away. He was mindful of the ice on the asphalt, but, all he had to do was follow their own tire track on the road, back in the direction they'd just traveled. It was a waste of gas and time, but at least he knew the terrain and could be certain there were no obstacles hiding under the snow. 
 
   Emily hardly moved. Her gun lay on the floor at her feet, and her eyes were fixed on the side mirror, her hands tucked between her thighs to stop them trembling. 
 
   They were a good several miles away when he slowed down, looking into the rear-view mirror to check on Song. “You okay back there, buddy?”
 
   Like before, he didn't answer—not Aaron, just stared at him with huge eyes.
 
   “Emmy...” he whined with some urgency, and that finally shook her out of her stupor. Shoving the gun further away with her foot, she turned to climb over the seat once more. This time, both her arms ached and even her good hand was useless as she landed hard on her knee.
 
   “Heeeey,” she cooed and drew him into her arms. “It’s okay, they’re all gone. It’s all okay.”
 
   Song curled against her chest with his little rattling breaths. Aaron cast a glance into the mirror at them, both white as sheets and clinging to one another. It only took him a moment to come up with his next plan.
 
   “We’re finding a place to stop,” he said, with a hint of a smile; his hands were shaking on the wheel.
 
   “Are you sure they can’t follow us?” she asked, swallowing hard. She was still petting Song, stroking his hair and holding onto him.
 
   Aaron shook his head; he couldn’t be sure, and he also couldn’t tell her that. “I think, you know, if we get somewhere, we’ll be okay.” He pushed his smile further on his lips, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Right, buddy?”
 
   Song eyed him over Emily's shoulder, and gave him the tiniest hint of a nod.
 
   “Okay,” she exhaled. “Okay. Come on, I’ll... I’ll help you get back up.”
 
   Song could mostly get himself up, but held onto her anyway. They both flopped onto the seat, and Aaron didn’t expect Emily to return to the front, despite the tight quarters of the van. He just narrowed his eyes against the deceptively bright and sunny day, and swept his gaze along the sides of the road, looking for shelter as he drove.
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   The propane camping stove made a low hissing sound even with the flame lit. It was something Aaron had gotten used to ignoring over the past year, but it seemed to slice through the silence that evening with an unusual sting. The three of them seemed frozen, both physically and in spirit, and Aaron had some silly idea that a cup of tea might cure that—or, at least, the heat would remind them they were all still alive.
 
   They had come too far to go back; Aaron was almost hopelessly lost by the time they found shelter. It was nothing like the comfortable cabin he'd used for storage before, but after the day's events, it occurred to neither him nor Emily to let it pass in the hopes of finding something better. This house was smaller, and it clearly hadn’t been occupied in some time, the roof sagging and the boards making up the walls chinked and shabby. Still, it was standing, and was shelter from the cold, and from anything that might be out there.
 
   “They didn’t get us,” Emily said under her breath. “They won’t get us. I promise.” She was talking to her son, had been for a while, in a quiet hush against his small, cold ears so that it stirred the matted hair that hung down to his chin. It was a voice that didn’t include Aaron, but the silence carried it across to the stove and he rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand, trying not to give into the sense of hopelessness that was always at the edge of his consciousness.
 
   Carefully he filled the smallest of the cups they had with water, added a wilted tea bag, and passed it in her direction. “You did a great job,” he said, and, for a second, he saw Emily glance up at him, but he focused on Song.
 
   The boy didn’t speak, but his eyebrows inched up under his shaggy hair.
 
   “You did just what your mom said. That’s good. We needed your help.” Aaron gave him a small smile, watched him take the cup from Emily with fingers almost blue at the tips.
 
   “I hid.” It was the first time Song had said anything to him, directly to him, and that made Aaron’s smile spread, just a little.
 
   “You stayed safe,” Emily corrected, throwing a small grateful half-smile his way, before she handed the tea on to her son and kissed his forehead. “You made it possible for me and Aaron to concentrate on getting us out of there. You were very brave… right, Aaron?”
 
   “Incredibly.” His voice was sincere, and so was he: Aaron’s heart still hadn’t quite calmed down from the afternoon—he couldn’t imagine being a very small boy and facing the same thing. They both watched how first a skeptical expression, and then a small smile, appeared on the boy’s face. It seemed to relax something in Emily’s stance, the very consistency of her bones.
 
   “Drink,” she reminded him, nodding at the cup. “You still have to get healthy again.”
 
   He obeyed, but only for a sip. Resting the cup against his chin, he peered up at Aaron. “You shoot good.”
 
   Aaron chuckled, pouring a second cup to hand to Emily. “I was in the army a long time. I better be good at it.”
 
   Nodding her thanks, Emily sat up straighter, disentangled herself from her son in order to receive it, then blew carefully onto the surface of the liquid. Aaron gave her a distracted smile before he served himself.
 
   “You do. Shoot well,” she said; and he caught her carefully stretching her hand on her leg, trying to work out the shiver, the hardened tension of the recoil.
 
   “Can you teach me?” Song’s voice sounded high and thin, and so like a little boy’s, that Aaron’s chest hurt for a moment.
 
   “Not yet. I can teach you some other things, though,” he suggested, quickly, before Song’s face could fall. “Like how to build a fire and, uh, dig a latrine.”
 
   “What’s... what’s a latrine?” the boy asked, the word stumbling on his tongue.
 
   Aaron held his expression for only another beat. “A toilet.”
 
   Emily swallowed a choked little sound of amusement, that made both Aaron and Song look at her. She waved them off, smiled carefully.
 
   “Little less glamorous, that.” 
 
   “I wanna build a fire,” Song decided, sitting up straighter.
 
   “Soon enough, okay? Why don’t we try dinner and maybe making up a bed first.” Aaron couldn’t help it: he winked at Emily.
 
   “I can make a fire,” she grumbled grinning, and then shook her head at the two. She offered to help with their meal, but Aaron declined, nodding at her injured arm. He’d be quicker about it. She squirmed and wrinkled her forehead in silent protest, but Aaron ignored it as he set to heating some beans and beef jerky.
 
   Aaron ate, a little, but was too jittery to take in much anyway. His eyes kept straying towards the window, half-covered with peeling cardboard, and his gun that was just within reach. The three of them crowded together to conserve body heat, and if there wasn’t that lingering fear in him, that paranoia, Aaron might have felt awkward to be pressed that close to Emily, to a woman he barely knew—so close their knees were touching, and he could feel her breath on his neck.
 
   Song fell asleep the moment his belly was full, curling away from them, snoring like a little tomcat from time to time. It was a calming sound; it belonged to a different world, and Aaron leaned his head against the wall of boxes behind them, trying to calm his breathing. Beside him, Emily yawned, stretched herself, tried to sleep and would jerk awake again a few minutes later. She shivered and instinctively her body sought out the larger, more solid source of heat in Aaron. 
 
   Carefully, he touched her arm.
 
   “You doin’ okay?” His accent went deeper when he was speaking quietly, into the silence, when he was feeling wasted and wired at once.
 
   She nodded, but her hand was still shaking and he couldn’t quite believe her.
 
   “You?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he said, honestly, and, after a beat, looked down at her with a faint smile. It was a strange feeling, maybe, after all he'd seen over his tours, over the past year, but it had been a long time since he felt charged with anyone’s well-being and, as it was, he wasn’t sure he was doing that good of a job at it.
 
   He moved his hand out from under the blankets and rubbed at his face; where he’d been darkly amused with the notion of reupping, that he'd signed on again, and only landed in this, it seemed more surreal with every passing day. At least in the desert, the unexpected was also very much the expected. Every damn day in the deserted wasteland that used to be his country, he was stepping alone into the unknown.
 
   He looked over at Song, turned away from them, but still pressed tightly against Emily. They’d given him most of the blankets; his arm was, quite out of habit, around Emily’s back so she was tucked against him. It was comforting, but he didn’t know what to do with it, the bodily memory without a corresponding mental one.
 
   “You can talk to me, you know?” she offered, her voice tiny. She bit her lip and looked up at his profile, attempting a smile. “I’m not half as judgmental as I used to be.”
 
    Aaron’s smile was weary as he looked back down at her, and, for just a second, he did wonder if she would have so much as spoken to him, had they met in the before, with her piercings and her tattoos and her binder full of little drawings.
 
   “I’m gettin’ tired of this,” he admitted, pushing his hand back under the blankets—even the time to scratch his nose left it freezing. “Not really knowin’ what’s next. Nowhere to go, be. All that.”
 
   She nodded, offering a wry and tired smile of her own.
 
   “Why aren’t you somewhere?” she asked, and then frowned, swaying her head with a sheepish air. “I mean, you could, couldn’t you? You know where people are.”
 
   He shrugged, the blankets shifting under the motion, and he reached out again to pull the corner of one back up over her shoulder.
 
   “I dunno. I guess, ya know, I gave myself this mission after I lost my unit? And so there’s that, something to make me feel... useful?” He made a face and shook his head. “I don’t know what I’ll do once I give all this stuff away. Ain’t got nowhere to go.”
 
   Her eyes were wide as she looked at him; it wasn't just the angle of her face. She looked like a kid that way, like a street urchin from a Dickens novel.
 
   “You are really selfless,” she said in a quiet, thoughtful whisper that didn't make it sound entirely like a compliment. “You could trade it? For... I dunno, a chicken or, something. And a place to stay. Seeds?”
 
   She didn’t blush but grinned awkwardly. “I sound like a capitalist. At the end of the bleedin’ world and I’ve turned into one of those.”
 
   “People are nice enough. Always given a place to stay and what food they got to spare. Suppose it’s more like the olden days in that way.” He tipped his head back against where they’d set the boxes of food from the van, blocking out the wind.
 
   “You said y’all was looking for a place to... farm?” His voice was still soft, and he didn’t quite look at her. “I know just about as much as you when it comes to that. No idea what I’d do with a chicken or seeds.”
 
   “I don’t know, cuddle it? Ask it nicely to lay some eggs? Eat the eggs? Make pancakes?” she tried to smile but it got stuck somewhere half-way and she was rather acutely aware of his body so close. She could smell him now, too, that man-smell, a musk that was wholly alive. Sullivan had smelled like that, too, every time he'd returned from another trip into the city, foraging for food, for water and sources of heat. Her stomach flipped then, hurt with the memory of another shoulder she'd leaned against. 
 
   “It was Sullivan’s plan, not mine. He…” she took a heavy, wet breath. “He was the kind of person who seemed to be capable of anything, you know? It was infectious. Now I have no clue. None at all. Just south, away from the snow. Then we’ll see. But, you’re strong... I’m sure people would tell you how to farm and let you help.”
 
   “It’s silly I feel like I’d be imposin’, isn’t it?” He shrugged, and sank down a little further under the blankets. It wasn’t the most comfortable position but, really, with his long legs, keeping the whole of his body warm meant he was folded and crammed under the layers.
 
   “Ya know, I reupped for the same reason.” He rubbed his chin against his hand, still tucked under the fleece. “Didn't have any reason to stick around. My sisters and brother, they’re all married. My mom’s got my step-dad. Friends from high school, they’re married too. Felt like the least I could do was go do my job.”
 
   Emily looked down, struck by the unexpected sadness. She was not one for duty or country; and it was the first time she found herself confronted with someone who was. It wasn't quite as alien as she might have thought once upon a time.
 
   “Because of your dad?” she asked, very quietly.
 
   Aaron didn’t answer immediately. “Mostly, I guess. My dad served in Grenada. Him and my mom got married when he came back, they’d been high school sweethearts. I was born a few years later.” He exhaled a long breath; for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out why he was babbling now, just that he was jittery and still scared after that afternoon, and there was a need for comfort in all that, with nowhere to throw it.
 
   “Wanted out, too, I guess. The way people do, you know.” At that, she smiled, if a little wanly: of course she knew. 
 
   “Why’d you want out?” she ventured, finally.
 
   “Teen angst?” He shook his head almost in the middle of the words, as though in disagreement with himself before he could even finish. “I dunno. It’s like… like you figure something out and you have to go after it as soon as possible or… get away from it? I’m not really sure. I’m not making much sense, am I?”
 
   “It’s late,” Emily told him, dragging up the corners of her mouth. “I figure that’s the time for conversations that only make half sense.” She paused, tongue running over her bottom lip. “But you came back eventually?”
 
   He shook his head. “Never lived in Georgia again. Went to boot camp in Kentucky, then stationed in Carlisle—that’s in Pennsylvania—between tours. Had a girlfriend there.”
 
   A silence fell over them, tense as Emily sought his face for any sign of her fate; he shook his head, though, not noticing that he was beginning to read her. “She didn’t—It didn’t work out in the long run.”
 
   “You broke up.” It wasn’t a question, but he nodded. “It’s not easy... waiting,” she offered quietly but then stopped. What did she know? Sullivan had never gone to war—just on tour. 
 
   “I know. I didn’t really expect her to.” Aaron turned his head to look down at her again; she really was tiny, and compact, and nearly disappeared under the blankets and his arm.
 
   “Kinda hoped, I guess. We were gonna have a baby at one point, but she lost it. I think that’s when she decided she couldn’t do it anymore, the waiting.” Again, he surprised himself, and he looked away almost as soon as the words were out of his mouth.
 
   “God, I’m sorry,” she exhaled, shaking her head; her chest felt tight and her words came out pressed and hard.
 
   “I wanted to have... another baby. But, Sullivan didn’t. Not yet, anyway and now...” she whispered. “He was right, it wasn’t a good time and I was too young. Am too young. I know that. Just...” She shrugged and didn’t look at Aaron either.
 
   He tightened his arm around her back, squeezing her very gently in a half-hug. “Don’t know about too young, if you love somebody. Always thought if you keep waiting, then you end up old and without what you always wanted.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-nine. I... if it’s March. Birthday’s March seventh.”
 
   “That’s not old.”
 
   “I know. But, also, thought I might be a little closer to what it was I’d planned by thirty, or by now, even. Life’s good at throwin' you for loops, huh?” He laughed; it was easy enough to sink into the grey and mire anymore.
 
   “I dunno,” she offered darkly, “maybe it’s a blessing. Less to lose.”
 
   He flinched.
 
   “Guess so.” He rubbed his chin again, looked back at the window once more.
 
   “I’m sorry... really. That wasn’t fair.” Emily took a deep breath and looked up at his profile. Under the blankets, her hand sought his arm.
 
   Aaron shook his head. “Probably right, though. Ain’t really got much to leave behind. Kind of figured that out in the trenches.” The entire damn world was the trenches now, but he could remember, quite acutely, the guys in his unit with their girlfriends’ and wives’ photos, their kids, the lives they had back home and Aaron always felt strangely stunted, like he’d missed the step they all hadn’t, that his father hadn’t missed, either.
 
   “I’m sorry...” she said again, voice hardly above a whisper. She could feel sadness wafting over from him like a physical sensation and after some hesitation, she nudged his shoulder with her chin.
 
   “It’ll be okay. That’s what I say, all the time, I don’t think it means much but... it’ll be okay. You’ll be okay.”
 
   “Hope so.” Was there even a future left? In his bleaker moments, Aaron thought, if he died, there wouldn’t be much of a reason for anyone to remember he even existed.
 
   Her hand was still on his arm. He patted it with an almost apologetic smile. “You two’ll be okay. I’ll get you down south, somewhere with sunshine, alright? Somewhere so you can help him grow up.”
 
   Emily nodded. Her grip on his arm tightened as she held her eyes wide open, making a futile effort not to cry. He was doing too much for them, it was even clearer now—he had his own future to find and yet was here with them, saving their lives. She leaned her cheek on his shoulder and closed her eyes. Her hair fell down over his chest.
 
   “Hey, don’t listen to me gettin’ melancholy, alright?” He didn’t think, just touched her chin with his finger, still covered with the blanket he’d been holding. “You're gonna be okay. And Song, too. Today was just... bad, but it’s not always bad. He’s feelin’ better, and I got an idea how to get going again tomorrow.”
 
   Again she nodded against his finger. She swallowed hard.
 
   “I want to do something for you,” she whispered. 
 
   He gave her one of his baffled little smiles. “You don’t need to do anything. I don’t mind.”
 
   “I know. I still want to.”
 
   “Like what?” he relented, though he couldn’t imagine letting her take on anything else—she was better, sure, but as bad off as she’d been, still half-starved and her arm healing slowly because of it, he could barely allow himself to let her walk herself, let alone anything else.
 
   She shrugged, giving him a look that said: If I knew that I would have done it already.
 
   His smile turned knowing.
 
   “Well, you could help me cut my hair,” he suggested, rolling his eyes up to see the shaggy fringe that nearly touched his eyelashes. “Used to be buzzed, then, just... I’m very hairy,” he said, tone faintly joking.
 
   Emily smiled and nodded. “I can do that! I used to... well, I always cut Song’s hair.”
 
   “When it starts itching, I just kinda hack at it, but can't do much more.” He smiled at her again, crooked. “So that’s something you can do. See?”
 
   “It doesn’t quite compare, but it’s a start,” she agreed. She wasn’t as cold now, thanks to his body heat, but it was comfortable and she was afraid to move and freeze again.
 
   “I’ll turn you into a piece of art. I used to love doing collages. Cutting and pasting, in layers and layers.” She sighed. So many layers, they became sculptures, landscapes with hills and plate tectonics. “I almost had an exhibition once... but then everything went to shite so...” She bit her lips.
 
   “What kind of art did you do?” He knew about nothing when it came to art, but, then, he’d not been around a lot of artists. She had sketchbooks that she had out every morning and, to an untrained eye, they were beautiful. It had only served to make her seem more otherworldly—alien eyes and all.
 
   “I wanted to try everything,” she admitted with a hollow chuckle but then her voice went soft, almost like a caress: “but uh... sculptures. I love drawing, but my drawings aren’t art. Just depiction. In sculptures I just... something clicks, and my hands move over the material, find the curves and the eddies. It's tactile, you know, you get lost in it, like your brain goes to a different place and it’s just you and this block of clay or wood or whatever. It kind of consumes your whole body, sculpting. You sweat and your hands become tired and involved but it feels so good.” Her eyes glazed over with a layer of water and her voice gave out.
 
   Her accent came and went in waves as she spoke, and he was a little hypnotized by her description; Aaron had never really taken art classes, not even in high school, and wasn’t big on museums. He could appreciate a pretty picture, but had never put much thought into the process, or the connection between the artist and the piece. He had to wonder if that was part of the whole, of that strangeness he always felt in his bones, why he never quite fit—anywhere.
 
   “So, that’s why you left home? So you could do art?”
 
   “Partly,” she said with a shrug, “more to be... around artists. Just... it felt I couldn’t breathe there. So I left. Kind of lived on a lot of couches for a while, and then came to the States.”
 
   “It was better here?” He’d been to England, just the airport, really, but he’d been to Europe on leave, was stationed in Germany for a month, knew some soldiers from the country. 
 
   “Kind of, yeah. I loved... loved New York. And then met Sullivan almost straight away. Maybe two months in. He was playing a show in a tiny venue. You know, where the band just comes down after, and they have a beer at the bar.” She bit her lip again and sucked in a deep, wet breath. “We were such a trainwreck at first but… I don’t know, sometimes you don’t choose who you fall in love with. It chooses you, and it takes you a while to understand it was the best thing ever.”
 
   “What was he like?”
 
   Emily looked up, surprised; Aaron had asked it quietly as though unsure whether he was allowed to or not. She lifted her hands, still under the blanket, admiring the way they formed hills and valleys when she moved them.
 
   “Charming,” she said with a wan little smile. “He came up to me, said I owed him a beer. I asked why and he said it was because he’d seen my pretty eyes from across the room in the very beginning of the set, and then played it all for me.”
 
   She chuckled sadly and shook her head. “It was such a stupid pick-up line, but he had that way about him, you know, some people do—you just look at them and you know they’re special, like they can do anything, say anything.”
 
   Pausing for a long moment, Emily drew a few sharp breaths, then leaned her cheek against Aaron’s shoulder once more. Her eyes swam with moisture but she didn’t let it take over. 
 
   “We got drunk together, compared tattoos and stories, as you do. I didn’t really have a place back then, I just squatted with some people, moved from place to place. Neither did he—he just toured all the time. It was winter then too, snow falling everywhere, cold and romantic. He took me with him in the bus for a while—it was never supposed to last, but… we needed each other. And time without him was like… being under water without an oxygen tank. I’d never felt that way before, and so we made it work. And then just a few months later, his ex showed up with that beautiful little toddler and we got a proper place and paid taxes and stuff…”
 
   She shrugged; Aaron nudged his shoulder gently against her cheek.
 
   “That sounds good.” He did sound as though he believed that, even as his spine curled a little and he sunk even further under the blankets so that their faces were almost level, so he was almost lying on the floor.
 
   “That you got that,” he added, after a beat. Emily nodded silently. His motion had disturbed the blankets around her shoulder and her hand started to feel awkward on his arm. She smiled a little sheepishly, and reached across him in an effort to pull the covers back up. Grasping the corner, her fingers brushed over his jeans, over a hardness and bulge, warm to the touch.
 
   Her mouth opened once and then she quickly pulled the blanket back up.
 
   It was reaction to heat, he’d argue in his head, and Aaron very quickly bit back any response, tipping his head back as though checking to make sure the boxes weren’t about to teeter and fall on top of them. He didn't look at her, the awkwardness of the situation plenty without him acting like an idiot while waiting for his confused body to get its shit back together.
 
   “It’s okay,” she whispered.
 
   “Sorry,” he breathed, anyway. He remembered being young, younger than he was now, the old advice to think of baseball scores and math equations, your old aunt in a bathing suit, and maybe that worked when you were trying to stop thinking of someone, of touch, of sex, but it was less about thought and more about proximity, loneliness, and very much fear that brought it on, so even batting averages weren’t working.
 
   “I told you, you don’t have to apologize.” She shook her head and leaned forward just a little, trying to catch his eye.
 
   “I could... help you with that.” She did blush and there was an aching quality to her voice, like loneliness or mourning. “I mean, you know, I could.”
 
   He tucked his chin to look at her again, in the gloom that was only faintly illuminated by the candle they’d dared to light.
 
   “I—” He had no idea how to respond to that; he blinked with a long stare, and was patently aware his erection was not waning in the least.
 
   Emily raised her brows, gently, sweetly and her face looked tragically young, caring in a way it hadn’t before—not when she’d looked at him. Her fingers landed on his stomach and carefully, biting down hard on her bottom lip, she moved them lower.
 
   “It’s—” He swallowed, with a little trouble; again, bodily memory was more acute than that of his brain and, just at her touch, his stomach rounded in. “It’s not... you don’t have to.”
 
   “I want to,” she whispered. I want to do something for you, echoed in her mind as she unzipped his pants and rubbed the palm of her hand over the hardness under his boxers. She gulped down the thickness in her throat, then unwrapped him blindly, under the covers as though that made it secret, made it hardly reality at all.
 
   He closed his eyes, swallowing again at any sound that might rise in his throat. There was some immediate shame coupled with the gratification of a touch that wasn’t his own, the first in God knew how long. The situation felt stilted and fucked up and sad, but his body remembered. 
 
   Emily’s hand was small. It didn’t fit around him completely; she couldn’t make her fingers meet but she started to pump anyway. Not looking at him anymore, her cheek pressed against his shoulder, she stared at the movement under the blankets. Her thumb rubbed a wet drop of precum over his head, massaging and pumping again. There wasn't much she could contribute to their journey, but shelter, transportation and food were not a person's only needs.
 
   The better part of him wanted to tell her to stop, that she had no obligation to him, but the rest of him felt some stifling sense of need, like he’d not known he had behind all the sorting and packing and assigning. His brain was outvoted, and though his hand drifted in the direction of hers, it didn’t make contact to stop, and he didn’t open his eyes to look at her.
 
   It also didn’t take long, not with months and maybe years without the touch of another person. He only gave a low, choked groan and came sticky on her hand, the rush of relief followed immediately by a larger one of sheer and complete embarrassment.
 
   He struggled to catch his breath, grateful his eyes were already closed. Suddenly, batting averages came to mind easily, and he could feel every aching muscle in his body.
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   Aaron was gone when Emily woke the next morning. Early spring sun was filtering through the cracks in the boarded-up windows, causing a myriad of artificial stars to move in and out of focus as she blinked the sleep out of her eyes. She leaned back against the boxes, closed her eyes, listened to the regular breathing next to her. It was one of her favorite things in the world, Song’s sleepy inhales and exhales. 
 
   In his sleep, all those aching similarities to his father disappeared. Sleeping, he was nothing like Sullivan, who could never truly relax, breathing always irregular, always tense as though he was ready to jump and run. He had never slept much, usually spending his nights writing songs or thinking, smoking outside on the fire escape. In a way, she had never fully accepted that, the knowledge that her sleeping arms around him weren’t enough to soothe whatever kept him awake like that. Once, she’d mentioned his erratic sleeping to him—and he had looked at her, so suspicious and hurt, as though watching him sleep had violated some dark, intimate core deep inside of him. The moment had passed, he’d pulled her back into bed and they had fucked, long and hard. And she had never mentioned it again.
 
   She yawned, stifling the sound and opened her eyes again in the well-rehearsed motion that would dislodge thoughts of Sullivan from the painful forefront of her mind. When she pulled up her hands to swivel out of the blankets, one was coated in something that cracked under pressure. Emily took a deep breath, ignored it and hoisted herself to her feet. Aaron was nowhere to be seen but had left a pot with snow to melt for tea and breakfast. 
 
   It was definitely the wrong place to wash her hand. For a few moments, she stumbled around the small, dark room. For no apparent reason, her clothes felt tighter than the night before. She looked at her feet, then cracked open the door and found a patch of snow close enough to avoid getting her socks wet. Rubbing the snow over her fingers, she cleaned them slowly, awkwardly while cradling her sprain against her stomach; and the evidence, the remaining hardened crust re-liquefied, washed away.
 
   Aaron approached from the left, and Emily raised her hand. He opened his mouth, then waved back instead. Her small hand was pink from the cold and they didn't quite meet each other's eyes. Finally, she mimed being chilled, shivering and hugging herself, and vanished back in the house. There, she breathed, blushed and found the thermos with yesterday’s tea to wash out her mouth, wishing she'd stayed outside long enough to rub some snow over her sleepy face. But she didn’t go back out.
 
   Instead, she pilfered through the empty cabinets, the old bathroom. It was a habit, the desire to make sure that no house, be it ever so decrepit, would be left unsearched. It was also distraction; she had long learned that it wasn't a good idea to leave her mind unattended and to wander free anymore. Even before it had become a necessity of survival, Emily had lived this way—scavenging through other people's trash for art supplies and furniture, clothes and food. Finding usable items for free had once filled her with pride, had fueled her convictions of living outside of the consumer society she despised. 
 
   “Mmpf.” Song rolled over in his little cocoon behind her, wiggling in order to bring his hands out to rub his eyes. 
 
   “Breakfast?” he croaked; that was more like Song than he’d been in weeks, months. Emily could remember when he was tiny, before he was even any good at talking, waking up painfully early and whining for juice and cereal.
 
   “Soon,” she promised and came back to the sofa. She handed him the thermos where she had left enough tea for him to quell that first desire for a taste to wash away the night's phlegm. She kissed his hair and ruffled it a little. “It’s still early.”
 
   “Mmm... pancakes,” Song sighed, flopping against her once he’d swallowed his tea. He was slow to wake up, but not feverish, not coughing, and that was good.
 
    The door swung open with a burst of cold, but Aaron shut it as quickly as he could manage. His boots were coated with ice, but the rest of him was dry. The sky outside was clear and sunny.
 
   He flashed them a smile, and went to the supplies, sorting through them, face weary. There was no hot coffee or tea that morning; they needed to conserve the fuel left for nights. They’d eat something cold and move on their way, and, maybe, that night there would be space for a fire, for beds, or something close to it.
 
   “Morning,” Emily said with a bracing smile, fidgeting with the hem of her shirt. All morning she'd tried to bury the memory of Sullivan's face, staring at her in her dream, accusation, pain, longing all wrapped up in his dead eyes. She didn't know what to say to Aaron now, looking at his back was like staring at a wall anyway, and she quickly turned her attention back to Song.
 
   “How about it, Ducky? A quick start this morning? I-Spy in the car?”
 
   He sighed, but nodded, reaching up to hug her a bit more fully before she helped him stand up. They still didn’t have much in the way of clothes—they’d lost a lot of what she'd gathered for him, and he’d grown, a little, in spite of their lack of food. Still, she helped him put on the grey sweater they hadn't been able to leave behind because it looked exactly like one Sullivan used to wear, and his boots. Aaron brought more applesauce and canned peaches, and that was enough to satisfy Song before Aaron headed back out into the cold to load the van.
 
   It was up to Emily and Song to pack the rest of their sleeping things and Emily carried them outside, bracing her teeth against the pressure on her sprain. She took a deep breath as she passed Aaron; he didn't look at her and she was glad when Song trotted out behind her, still unsteady on his feet and looking sleepy and sweet with his ruffled hair. Even Aaron smiled at him, then picked him up and carried him over the snow where it was deep enough to reach over the boy's boots. They, at least, had found a way to bridge the distance of strangers the night before, and Emily watched them with a mixture of envy and relief.
 
   “Everyone ready?” Aaron asked once they were all settled in, but was looking over his shoulder at Song.
 
   “Ready,” Song said with an almost wearying smile as though he was already tired of traveling, a wise and jaded little boy who made Emily hide a smile. 
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   They played car games for a while, I-Spy, memory games, making up words and stories. Song was bright and fast, and focusing on him was easy. Emily could also feel she was doing him some kind of schooling service, even, as they worked their way through the alphabet on the Picnic Game, and she only had to encourage him on a couple letters.
 
   “When are we going to stop?” he asked, hanging over the back of the front seat to peer out the windshield; the ice was melting off the road, and they rolled down the street at a higher speed than the last day had allowed.
 
   “When do you think?” Aaron had suggested the Question Game, one he remembered from childhood, and, as a constantly probing seven year old, Song had taken to it like a duck to water.
 
   “Whenever a house shows up?” They’d bent the rules a little—Song could turn anything into a question, even if it wasn't technically one.
 
   Emily shook her head. “Have you seen any houses?”
 
   “Did you see a road?” Aaron countered; he’d looked over at Emily, only incidentally, for some time, and it made her feel strangely rebuked, which in turn spiraled her into long silent contemplations of why that would bother her in the first place. Everything he said was directed at Song, through Song, and it made the little boy a bit giddy to be the center of attention now that he'd overcome his initial shyness.
 
   “Do we even need a road?” Song replied, immediately, and Aaron snorted, and then laughed, and lost the round. 
 
   The morning was uneventful in all the ways the previous day hadn't been. They ate more snacks and refilled their water bottles from the jugs kept at the back. Eventually, Song drifted off again, head pillowed by his mass of blankets. 
 
   They had both hoped Song would make it longer. The kid was going longer stretches between naps, and that was great, showed he was gaining strength again, but, selfishly, Aaron wanted him awake as a distraction. Now he and Emily sat stiffly, staring out the windshield at the warming road, with absolutely nothing to say to one another. 
 
   “Another round?” she asked finally, her tongue sneaking out to moisten her bottom lip. It was a nervous habit she usually regretted when, after particularly nerve-wracking days, they were bright red and inflamed.
 
   “Throat’s getting a little dry,” he said, after a beat, flexing his fingers against the wheel; he didn't lift them to scratch his chin, one of his own nervous habits, despite a major desire to do so. Without a word, she handed him the bottle with water they had boiled for drinking back at the house the night before. Then she looked out at the road again, and gnawed at her bottom lip.
 
   “Do you want me to apologize to you?” she asked quietly, gritting her teeth with humiliation.
 
   “Excuse me?” He finally did look at her, for a second, confusion etched all over his face.
 
   She raised her brows, unimpressed.
 
   “I didn’t do anything wrong...”
 
   “I didn’t say you did.”
 
   She coughed out a breath and shook her head, then looked away from him, out of the far window. 
 
   “Right. Of course.” She swallowed hard, hated how weak her voice sounded when she got emotional.
 
   He looked out the windshield again, blinking against the sun's bright reflection off the melted snow. The silence in the van almost had a texture to it, enough to make his head hurt and tongue feel swollen. 
 
   “I should apologize.” He spoke to the road in front of him, still not looking at her. “You have nothing to apologize for. Just... Sorry. I didn’t...” He sucked in a breath, let it out. “Sorry.” 
 
   Emily sighed and turned back around. Her cheeks were pink and her eyes glinted, like the snow.
 
   “It was just a hand job...” she whispered, eying Song in the rearview mirror for a moment. “You don't have to apologize either. It’s... you didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   Aaron flexed his fingers against the wheel again. 
 
   “I’d say something’s wrong, now,” he said, after a moment, glancing at her, then away. They’d actually talked the night before, a conversation that wasn’t halting and surface and pointless, spoken into the air just to fill up the time and space, and that, oddly enough, was what had been more gratifying, and maybe enticing, than anything else.
 
   “I thought you were angry at me,” she admitted, shrugging.
 
   “Why would I be angry at you?”
 
   “I don’t know... lots of possibilities?” she asked, trying to crack a smile, “you could be very religious and I led you into temptation of whatever, or... maybe I did it badly.” She raised her brows, all but begging him to laugh or smile at least.
 
   “I... that’s a lot of assumptions.” His mouth twitched. 
 
   “Possibilities,” she corrected with a sheepish, pained smile. 
 
   Then she leaned back; she was hurting, everything seemed to hurt. She missed the ease of conversation with Sullivan. She missed his smiles and his voice and his cock, and holding another man's had just multiplied that longing in a way she hadn’t quite expected it to. It had breathed life into her grief, into memories she'd long tried to shove somewhere into a small, safe box at the bottom of her subconscious, so that she had room to stay alive, to keep Song safe. Now, her chest felt heavy with the weight. She sighed, and glanced back at Aaron's stony profile.
 
   “I just, if it made you uncomfortable or anything, I’m sorry. I... I just wanted to, I don’t know. I thought it would be a good thing, that's all.”
 
   He shook his head, automatically.
 
   “I just...” Aaron focused on the road again. “Don’t want you to feel obligated. To anything.”
 
   “You feel obligated,” she whispered, raising her brows. She looked young that way, and sad. “To us. I didn't do it because I felt obligated. I mean...” She shrugged, ears pinking, “I don’t know, we were talking and, and I wanted to. I wanted to make you feel good, that’s all.”
 
   He looked down at his hands on the wheel, the dash, back at the road, her for a beat, and then the road again.
 
   “I don’t feel obligated,” he said, finally, biting at his bottom lip. “I... like you, both of you. And I ain’t gonna leave you somewhere and wish you the best. What kind of person would that make me?” 
 
   “I know. I know, Aaron, I didn’t mean it like that.” She sighed, raked her hand through her hair and looked at him, wide-eyed. “I know I’m likely all fucked up and weird, that’s... not even really new. But it felt good, okay? It’s not obligation.”
 
   “You’re not fucked up and weird.” She’d barely had a chance to finish speaking before that was out of his mouth. “Why would you say that?” There was more, but that hit him hard enough that whatever manners he still clung to were forgotten for the moment.
 
   Again she looked at him as though he had to know. Couldn’t he see it wafting out of her like a dark cloud? Couldn't he feel that even now, speaking to him, his face blurred into that of a dead man and she had to blink hard to dispel it?
 
   Her eyes caught Song sleeping on the backseat and her throat closed up more.
 
   “Some other time... okay?” she croaked, taking deep breaths to keep herself from crying.
 
   “Okay.” What else could he do but agree? They couldn’t pull over, and Song was right there, liable to wake up at any moment. What had happened was a fluke, and, ultimately, unimportant. They were safe, the road was clear, and they’d come up on the McKelly farm in the next day. Aaron could, would, focus on that.
 
   Emily sniffed once, and stared out of the window, and Aaron let silence fall over the car again. Finally, he shrugged a shoulder, and lifted it high enough to rub his ear against it, that compulsion to keep his hands on the wheel still strong. “You don’t have to tell me anything.”
 
   “I just… I miss him, I really miss him, and I am not quite so far gone not to know that this probably isn’t what you're supposed to say to the man you’re just trying to convince that a hand job is just... that, and that he shouldn’t worry and...” The words all tumbled out too quickly, Emily leaping from consonant to consonant, almost tripping over her own accent and then she fell silent, breathing deeply.
 
   Aaron didn’t reply for a minute, two, maybe, a little surprised by the torrent of words, the garbled confession, and also already trying to figure out how to respond.
 
   Finally: “Last woman I slept with was my ex about... three years ago? I don’t know. On my last leave, before my tour was over. Home for five days. That’s when she got pregnant, you know, of course. She lost it when I was back in the desert. When I got home, she broke up with me, and I—I didn’t really care. Not about losing her. I mean—” He huffed out a breath, realizing exactly how bad that all sounded.
 
   “I loved her. But I think I loved the idea of her more than the reality. We were never together long enough for me to know her.”
 
   Emily nodded, accepted his story as a kind of emotional trade. 
 
   “Sullivan was away a lot, too. He was a touring musician—not the famous kind, although he was getting there, but the kind that just has to work all the time to create some momentum. It wasn’t easy, but at least we could phone and... and he sent me letters.”
 
    “We emailed, talked a couple times a week if the satellite connection was good,” Aaron said, voice steady, though quiet. “I know you lose a lot in distance, and it was something pretty common—there were guys cheating on their wives, even, and I could sort of understand, even if I didn’t like it.” 
 
   He glanced at her again, with just a hint of a wounded expression. “You said maybe it’s better to have nothing to lose. I’m not really sure that's true.”
 
   “Neither am I,” she admitted with a hint of contrition. “But it hurts.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Emily pulled her hands around her body, hugging herself; she looked up at his profile. 
 
   “I enjoyed it. It makes me feel guilty but there it is.”
 
   His eyebrows drew together, and he focused on the road once more. 
 
   “What did?” He didn’t want to be presumptuous, even if his stomach ached.
 
   Emily looked at him, her brows rose a fraction of an inch as though that would spare her the need to answer. “You know, still… still feels like cheating. Like getting something good out of… I dunno, out of him being away.”
 
   Aaron nodded, swallowing, the tightness in his stomach only doubling, like a knot pulled harder. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, after a moment. 
 
   This time, she smiled, if only just.
 
   “I can do that, too, you now. Why in the world would you be sorry? You didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   He shrugged, squinting at the road; his eyes straight up hurt now. “Seems like the time to apologize,” he said, quiet, accent as thick as the snow outside.
 
   “Hey...” she whispered, the hurt on his face tearing through her unexpectedly. She placed her hand on his arm, squeezed it once and moved a little close. “How about… how about maybe we just say, it was something we did, and it wasn’t a bad thing and you didn’t do anything wrong.” She took a deep breath, looking worried and her forehead in knots. “I mean, I did it—I hardly even asked you.”
 
   “I’m capable of saying no, Emily,” he replied, with a weariness that made him want to put his head down, and maybe smack it against something hard for a few minutes. “If we’re gonna start trading faults or whatever, I get half of it.”
 
   He finally did lift his hand from the wheel to rub at his forehead, over his aching, dry eyes, his chin that desperately needed a shave. “I guess that’s what we do,” he agreed, after another moment to think. “Just... pretend it didn’t happen.”
 
   Heaving a sigh like bricks on her chest, she shook her head. “I’m not ashamed of it.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   Emily stared at him and then quickly whipped her head back to the road. 
 
   “Just... let it be. Best as one of those things we don’t talk about?” He tried for a smile, almost got there.
 
   She opened her mouth and then closed it again. She could feel something sticky rise in her throat that felt like bile and guilt and humiliation. She nodded, if just because a reply seemed necessary, took her hand off his arm and moved back, closer to the window, looking out at the passing landscape. Her heart ached with every breath.
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   Song plastered his face against the window, eyes rounded like an owl. 
 
   “That is a big house,” he announced.
 
   Indeed, the McKelly farmhouse was large, ramshackle as it was, surrounded by wide, flat swathes of land. Closer to the house was barbed wire, the only thing marring the otherwise postcard picture of the countryside.
 
   Aaron steered the van up the rough dirt driveway with a relieved, if small, smile on his face. The past day and a half had been somewhat excruciating, both he and Emily falling into a tense silence anytime Song drifted off in the backseat. Conversations were stilted without him involved, and Aaron had a host of things he wanted to tell her, and more than a few he wanted to take back, but had no idea where to start. Finally arriving at their first stop was a blessing in many ways.
 
   At the chained gate, he tapped the horn twice. 
 
   “Myra will come down to unlock the fence and let us in. They built this thing last year, and it’s pretty sturdy, but a pain in the ah—butt to get open.”
 
   Song snorted. “I know what you were about to say,” he sang. 
 
   Emily looked like she was about to laugh, but then stopped herself. “You are just used to bad, bad words,” she told Song with a smile, “speaks badly of your favorite Emmy, you know?”
 
   He twisted his face as he thought about that. 
 
   “You have interesting words,” he decided, and it was Aaron's turn to laugh, casting a glance in Emily’s direction. 
 
   “I’ll try to behave better, promise,” he swore, big eyes and all innocence.
 
    “Eh, it’s okay, I kind of like it.” She poked her tongue out at him just long enough to feel silly. Aaron stirred, and caught their attention as he waved towards the house. They saw a figure emerge onto the big wrap-around porch. She was old, at least seventy, and Emily raised her brows at Aaron. He hadn't said much about his mission, the different stops, and now wasn't the time either.
 
   Palming his handgun, he hopped out of the van to cast a quick look over the property before moving up to the fence just as Myra arrived. 
 
   “Afternoon, ma’am,” he greeted her, all good Southern boy, removing his baseball cap, his hair a mess from being pressed beneath it for days at a time as he drove.
 
   “Don’t ma’am me,” the woman scolded, sliding the key into the big padlock. “I wish we still had a way of calling, we were starting to worry.”
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   Emily watched the exchange, then looked back at Song. He was shy and she sometimes wondered if that was her fault: she was the one who felt apprehensive of strangers in a way Sullivan never had. It had gotten worse with the years, once her drifting days were over. But even then, she'd coasted on being small, and different and a girl, rather than an actually gregarious personality. Aaron hadn’t invited her to join him outside the car, and she’d had the distinct impression he was glad to get out and away from her, and so she didn’t follow; she just waved when the woman’s eyes fell on her, smiling a little shyly.
 
   Myra waved back, pushing the gate open. “You’ve got friends,” she remarked to Aaron.
 
   “Guess I do,” he said, shrugging and heading back to the van to climb behind the wheel, shifting it into drive and rolling through the open gate.
 
   “Myra and Bill have been married forever,” he told them, parking the van just inside the gate and reaching for the handle of his door. “It's kinda amazing they kept this place with everything. Come on,” he added, hopping out so he could help Myra push the gate closed again.
 
   Emily nodded and took a deep breath. Then she opened the passenger’s door and carefully climbed out, too, hands pressed to the sides of her jeans as she approached.
 
   “Hi,” she said and awkwardly held out her good hand. “I'm Emily and that’s my son, Song.” She nodded back towards the window where Song had immediately climbed onto the front seat and was watching them intently.
 
   “Nice to meet you.” Myra shook her hand, but her gaze was on the boy in the van. “Why don’t you kids pull the van up to the house and we’ll see if there’s something for your little boy? I’ve got coffee on the stove, and I bet there's cookies somewhere.”
 
   Aaron shook his head, but was smiling. 
 
   “I got it. You want a ride back up to the house?” he asked the old woman, but she swung the large key-ring at him. 
 
   “I can still walk,” she scolded, starting her way back up the driveway.
 
   Aaron smiled at Emily, forgetting, maybe, for the moment, how tense everything was between them. “They’re nice folks. You’ll like 'em.”
 
   “She likes you very much,” Emily said, quietly. It was the first nice exchange just between the two of them in a long time and she wanted it to stay that way, at least for a while. It was on the small ride over to the house, that she let his words echo in her ears and something cold seemed to trickle down into her stomach. If he was sick of them already, this would be as good a place as any to drop them off and fulfill his promise.
 
   At the house, Myra took them to the kitchen, old-fashioned in nearly every way but for a refrigerator in the corner that looked like it was from the mid-eighties, bright yellow and covered in magnets. 
 
   Emily stared at it. 
 
   “You... you have electricity?” she asked, unable to hide the hope and desire in her voice. 
 
   Myra followed her gaze to the fridge and smiled.
 
   “Went off the grid in what... was it? Some time after 9/11. Solar, mostly. And a heat pump.”
 
   Emily’s heart raced but she looked down, hiding her desire as she pressed Song’s hand and ushered him into the seat Myra had pulled out for him.
 
   “I bet a lot of people wish they’d had that foresight,” she all but whispered, unable to sit anywhere as of yet because Song was holding on to her with all his might.
 
   “Aaron’s back?” It was an older man’s voice, and Song jumped, head swiveling in the direction of a doorway, through which they couldn’t see much, the room darkened.
 
   “He’s outside, Bill. He brought a girl and her little boy. You should come say hi, at least.” She shook her head before leaning towards the two of them conspiratorially. “Bill’s not doing so hot, but he pretends.”
 
   Song looked up at Emily with wide eyes, squeezing her hand; he was clearly overwhelmed, and would clamber into her arms if given the chance. She knew the look, and leaned over to kiss his hair before she tried to keep drift of the conversation, still somewhat rusty. 
 
   “Is that why...” she started but then stopped herself. “I’m sorry to hear that. Can... can Aaron help him?” 
 
   “He already does,” Myra said, turning away to the stove as Bill entered; he was a big man, but clearly winnowed down, and walked with a cane. His glasses were thick, and he squinted through them at the newcomers. Song pressed his cheek to Emily's hip.
 
   “Hello there!” His voice was booming that close, and Myra shook her head and swatted at him with a wooden spoon, similar to how she’d scolded Aaron.
 
   “Bill, this is Emily and Song, Aaron’s friends.” She spoke of the soldier like he was her son.
 
   “Hi,” Emily repeated and with Song clinging to her left, she could only offer her injured hand. “It's nice to meet you, um, sir.” 
 
   He looked at the bandages and her fingertips, obviously not quite sure what to do with it, and then let her curl them over his index finger, shaking it rather gently for his size. 
 
   “Friend of Aaron’s is a friend of ours.” Over his shoulder, Emily could clearly see Myra rolling her eyes.
 
   At that moment, Aaron entered the kitchen with a stack of boxes in his arms and the woman rushed forward to take the one off the top. 
 
   “Hello there, sir,” he greeted the big man, smiling widely.
 
   Emily had hoped Aaron’s reappearance would relax Song at least a little but he was still clinging, and she gently brushed her fingers over his hair. They seemed like nice people, fighters to the last, but Emily couldn't help watching Aaron's profile for any sign of his intentions. It was an oddly painful idea, to be left behind here, like one of his boxes.
 
   Myra carried one of them to the refrigerator, and Aaron followed her, unpacking the smaller ones: the labels on the side read insulin. Bill watched the two of them appraisingly. “How much you find?”
 
   Aaron straightened up, lifting his hat again to brush his fingers over his hair before he stuck the brim in his pocket, hair sticking up over his ears and forehead. 
 
   “A few more months?” he said, shrugging apologetically. “Most of them didn’t keep. These were the only ones I could salvage, I’m sorry.” 
 
   “Oh hush yourself, we know you did all you could,” Myra chided him gently. Emily thought she could hear the worry, the age, the pain in her voice, somewhere buried deeply under her bracing cheer. She wanted to touch her arm but didn't quite dare. Instead, she tried to make sure she took up as little space as she could in the small, busy kitchen.
 
   Still, Aaron wore an apologetic smile on his face. “If I come across anymore...” 
 
   “I know, dear. Sit, coffee’s ready. Song, I do have some oatmeal cookies, would that do?” Myra asked, unstacking little matching cups from a holder on the counter.
 
   Song looked up at Emily; back before, they’d made an attempt to ration his sugar intake, but they’d also not seen a cookie in what felt like years. Their eyes met and just for a moment, she thought her heart would break from the look on his face. She brushed her fingertips over his cheek, tried not to wince from moving her splint, and smiled at Myra.
 
   “That would be wonderful, thank you so much. He loves cookies. Don’t you, Ducky?”
 
   He gave a serious nod, and when Myra produced the cookie, handed it over, he held it in both hands for a long moment before he managed to look up at the woman. “Thank you.”
 
    “Of course, honey.” She shoved at Aaron, who was still standing politely next to the counter. “Didn't I tell you to sit down? All of you. I can take care of this.”
 
   Aaron gestured to Emily, though. “I can help,” he protested, as Bill did sit down.
 
   Emily, too, wanted to offer, but she also didn’t want to abandon Song on his chair. She smiled sheepishly at Myra, then Aaron and finally sat down on the one next to Song’s.
 
   Myra poured the coffee, and pushed cookies on Emily and Aaron, making noises about Aaron’s weight, just like a mother. On the fridge, there were photos of small children, her grandchildren, Emily had to suppose, and she edged closer to Song.
 
   “We were starting to worry about you with those snowstorms,” Bill said, after a few minutes, clapping Aaron on the back.
 
   He smiled and shook his head. 
 
   “I stayed hunkered down for the most part. Found these two the first day I finally ventured back out, actually.” 
 
   “Half-starved and frozen,” Emily supplied and dared a smile at him, and he returned it, small with his gaze dropping almost immediately. She looked at her cookie, still not touching it even though she felt the saliva coating the underside of her tongue with the wet taste of longing. But then she pushed it at Song when he’d finished his.
 
   “You look like you’re doing better,” Myra said, winking at Song, who was much less cautious with his second cookie, cramming the majority of it in his mouth at once.
 
   “I like the company,” Aaron said, almost quietly, lifting his coffee to his lips.
 
   Emily fought against a sudden obstruction in her throat and nipped at her coffee even though she’d always preferred tea. Sullivan had been the coffee fiend, and it was his face that hovered in her mind as she inhaled the scent of the steam. Laughing, his cigarette hanging off the corner of his mouth, gesticulating as he explained and illustrated one of his stories. She shivered, closed her eyes tightly and tried to push the image away for some other time when she was alone.
 
   Myra continued feeding Song cookies, without much in the way of protest from the little boy who, apparently, could be bought with food. Eventually Aaron went out to get their things, Emily’s backpack and box, Song’s pile of blankets. There was an unspoken invitation to bed there, in one of the many empty rooms that had once contained children and grandchildren.
 
   It was when Aaron was away that, shy and stumbling, Emily asked to charge her mp3 player in her British way, offering three different explanations as to why Myra might and was utterly in her right to refuse, before the woman waved it off.
 
   “Is it for listening to music, dear?” Myra asked, eying the tiny and still rather shiny device, that Emily always kept at the bottom of her bag. Emily nodded, cradling it, her treasure.
 
   “I... my partner was a musician,” she whispered and that was all the explanation she had to give before Myra ushered her to the next outlet.
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   In the upstairs bedrooms, Aaron picked the one that had housed a boy for Song and Emily, with clouds on the walls and a box of dusty Matchbox cars on the desk, and dropped his duffle in the room he’d occupied the last time he visited the McKellys, a simple one with a narrow bed.
 
   He was quiet as he went downstairs, watching the four of them in the kitchen. He knew Myra and Bill would take to them; the turn of Emily’s shoulders was familiar, and he was surprised he noticed, that he could read her, and he rubbed his hair in thought before Bill noticed him again.
 
   “Song was telling me about a zombie attack?” he asked, keeping his voice cheerful, but he raised his eyebrows at Aaron.
 
   “We were lucky,” Emily supplied, “Aaron’s a really good shot.” 
 
   He could only see her profile, and, for a second, he was taken aback, and whatever emotions hit him at once were too much to process just then. He sat at the table with Bill, and Song, who, having been stuffed full of sugar, was happier to talk.
 
   “Emily helped. We just... knew we had to deal with it.”
 
   Emily cast a glance at her son, and then pulled him against her. 
 
   “And it was fine; so no need to worry, okay?” She nuzzled against his hair in a familiar gesture, then her eyes darted to the mp3 player in the corner of the room, then to Aaron, wordlessly begging him to wait with those discussions until the sugar that made Song so awake now, would make him all but keel over on the table within the next hour.
 
   Aaron nodded, and the look Bill gave him showed he understood as well: the McKellys had grandchildren, children, and Aaron knew they were decent people.
 
   “Song’s been good at helping us pack the van,” he said, instead. “He’s gettin’ awful strong.”
 
   This made Song beam with pride. 
 
   “I can carry a whole box all by myself!” he boasted and Emily looked away with a grin. 
 
   “It’s true,” Aaron agreed. “I'm gettin’ old, I need the help.”
 
   Of course, Myra swatted him with a dishtowel and he grinned. “I’m glad you got someone to keep you from going nuts out there. You know you could just stay here.”
 
   He shook his head. “I got all this stuff that people need. You know I appreciate it, though.”
 
   Emily’s head snapped up, maybe a hint too fast—too fast for Aaron to avoid her glance—full of questions about her unsure and shaky future. She made herself look away, breathed and gave Myra a smile as wide as she could make it.
 
   “Of course I’m terrifically little help,” she said, raising her bandaged arm with a sheepish expression. “He still keeps me around, though.”
 
   “You’re a pair,” Aaron said, completely without hesitation, lifting his coffee cup to his lips again.
 
   Song wiggled in his seat. “Do you have horses?”
 
   Bill shook his head. “Not anymore, we haven’t had ‘em in years. We do have chickens, though, you wanna see 'em?”
 
                 Song was a city boy through and through, and his eyes went wide as saucers just before he nodded, hard enough it looked as though his neck might snap. “Please, Emmy?” he asked, looking up at her with his pleading expression.
 
   “Of course, Ducky...” she whispered. “Do you wanna go with Bill, or do you want me to go with you, too?”
 
   “Go with me.” Song was still not quite able to let her very far out of his sight, and he seized her hand again and rubbed it against his cheek.
 
   “I wouldn’t mind going,” Aaron added, rubbing his hand over his hair again, over the back of his neck. “Don’t want to leave Myra with all the cleanin’ though.”
 
   The older woman shook her head. “You bring back any eggs they’ve dropped,” she said, instead.
 
   Emily smiled and pulled Song up with her, holding his hand tightly. Aaron guessed that she wouldn't have let him out of her sight anyway, not really, not for long.
 
   “I’d like to see chickens,” she smiled at Song, then at Bill. “Maybe we can learn something, huh, Duck?”
 
   “I just wanna see the chickens,” he chided her, hopping to his feet. Bill was slower to move, and Aaron waited for the lot of them to start heading out of the kitchen before he followed along.
 
   There was, indeed, a coop out back of the house, in the snow, but the chickens didn’t seem to mind it. They were pecking and clucking, and Song rushed ahead to stand at the wire mesh covering it, making soft noises at the animals. It made Emily’s heart feel a little heavy as though she had been keeping something from him. Maybe this was the kind of place where he should have been growing up—with quasi-grandparents to feed him cookies and where he could pet chickens and be a child. She rubbed her face and walked up behind him, resting her hands on his shoulders.
 
   “How do you get them to lay eggs?” she asked Bill. She was smiling at the man, a little sheepishly but not without warmth, and Bill was clearly flattered.
 
   “It’s not hard, you feed’em, keep’em warm in their coop, make sure no wild animals get’em. And they reward you with eggs.”
 
   “For pancakes!” Song shouted and the chickens went scattering away from him. He pouted and started his soft clucking noises again.
 
   Bill showed them the old barn, where, he reported, their kids used to swing from the rafters on an old rope, and the stable where the horses had lived, now occupied by a family of feral cats. The farm was old, and not much of a farm anymore, but it still had dormant garden beds near the coop, and a big cellar, he said, full of root vegetables and canned goods. They’d been pretty well stocked before everything fell apart.
 
   Aaron walked behind them, quiet, watching the back of Emily’s head as if he could discern her thoughts from the way her hair moved. She didn’t look at him, but she was being polite to Bill, and, back inside the house, dinner was made and served, and Song helped with the dishes, Myra praising him all along. It was the first calm whiff of normality any of them had had in a while. They soaked it up like little sponges until Song’s cheeks were red and his eyes sleepy, and until Emily and Aaron could almost forget the strangeness between them when everything around them was conversation and food and smiles.
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   The room was dark; pitch-black almost, except for the tiny blue LED display. Words scrolled across the small device cradled in Emily’s hands. She was sitting on the floor in a corner, huddled in her blanket, making herself as small as she possibly could. Song was sleeping in the bed, calm and with a full stomach, but Emily couldn’t. Not when she had her treasure. 
 
   Tears ran down her cheeks unchecked, but she tried not to make a sound—just listened. Sullivan’s voice, like a ghost—somewhere in a myriad of ones and zeroes, in infinitesimal little wires and soldering points, was still alive. It rose from behind his guitar in the familiar shades, wavering, warm and gentle. Hers were the demo versions, unpolished and without the band's noise distorting him. Just Sullivan and his songs; she could hear him breathing in between lyrics, could hear the squeaks of the guitar strings where his fingers changed chords, the beauty of imperfection that would be eradicated in the studio version. Her Sullivan, alive. Just in this tiny little rounded box, he was still breathing, still singing the songs he wrote for her, still believing in their strange and fucked up love story.
 
   She rubbed her face, pressed his ring against her lips and then hugged herself tighter. She, too, needed air in her lungs, but every breath wanted to be a sob, loud and tearing through the room, through the music as though Sullivan would come out and hold her, say everything would be okay. 
 
   But it wouldn’t be, couldn’t. The only one holding her would be Song with his warm little hands and then he would cry too, when he’d just been so happy and smiling. And so she held her breath, felt dizzy, fought for control, wondered how far from the house she'd have to walk until nobody would hear her if she screamed and screamed until she was hoarse and empty.
 
   The tap on the doorframe didn’t really help: she jumped and her gaze fixed on the bright strip of light that was the crack in the door and Aaron's face, shadowed against it, Aaron peeking in. Immediately, he raised his hands in apology. Emily shook her head, reigned all the feelings in—again, as always—and tugged out the ear-buds so she could hear him.
 
   “Just was—was checking on you.” Aaron’s eyebrows drew together, but he didn’t come in any further into the room. “Wanted to see if you were still awake.”
 
   She swallowed hard, but it didn't dispel the thickness in her throat, not even when she tried several times. Finally, she nodded.
 
   “Sorry...” she whispered as softly as she could without letting the broken sound enter her voice. She didn’t know how much he could see, but she quickly tried to wipe her eyes, tried to stem the flood, even if it was likely far too late for that.
 
   He shook his head. “I’m the one bothering you, right?” He stayed in the doorway, but nodded in her direction. “Just... thought I might take a look at your arm. Since we got time and all now. And good light.”
 
   Emily sniffed then looked down at her wrist. He was right; and she didn’t want Song to watch when they did it. She pressed the pause button, stuffed the mp3 player into her jeans pocket, and dragged herself off the ground.
 
   “You’re not bothering me,” she whispered, stepping out of the room.
 
   He didn’t reply, just gestured down the hall; the room he’d taken was right next to theirs, incidentally, but it looked like he’d hardly even sat in it, his duffle stashed in the corner and nothing removed.
 
   “Sit down?” The only place to sit, really, was the bed, and they ignored whatever implications that might have, avoiding each other’s gazes while Aaron went to rustle through his bag. 
 
   She didn’t sit, not immediately. The light was switched on, a real light-bulb with the tiny, tiny whirring sound she’d never really took that much notice of before. She stepped up to the window, turned mirror against the darkness outside and wiped the sleeve of her sweater over her face and under her eyes, over her neck and chin, all the heated and sticky wet places.
 
   “Sorry...” she mumbled again, as though stuck on a loop with nothing else to say, and finally she did sink where he had indicated, cradling her arm.
 
   “You okay?” he asked, holding some cotton gauze in his hand, retrieved from the bag. He squatted down in front of her and took her arm gently, undoing the bandages before disengaging the padding around her arm.
 
   She watched him, not sure how to answer. In the end she just shrugged. She told herself not to look, but ignorance was a luxury anymore and so she kept her eyes on his every move, learning, internalizing. She winced at the sight of her arm—the swelling had gone down but it was still discolored and when he touched it, a sharp pain shot through her bones. She sucked a whistling breath between her teeth and immediately, tears rose to her eyes again, like a stupid kid who couldn’t handle a little pain.
 
   He made a sympathetic noise as he examined her bare arm in the dim light.
 
   “How bad is it?” he asked, very carefully spreading her fingers over his palm.
 
   Her eyes were shut tight and she gritted her teeth, breathing and utterly aware of the smallest touch. It hurt, but his hand was warm, too.
 
   “Compared to what?” she pressed and her eyes opened again, focused on his.
 
   “Scale of one to ten,” he said, with a sudden and sweet smile.
 
   The tips of her fingers moved incrementally on his skin and she pulled up one shoulder, the healthy one.
 
   “I...” she shook her head. If ten was hearing Sullivan sing and she did it anyway, because the pain made her feel like she wasn’t dead inside, then what was zero? Was that the empty feeling? She gave him an apologetic smile. 
 
   “It’s okay... it’s been worse. You’ve done good.”
 
   “I’m not looking for a compliment,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “I want to know if you’re feeling okay.”
 
   Her eyes widened, still red and puffy, and new tears rolled down her cheeks, for no good reason she could fathom. She apologized, routine, sticky, wet words until all she could do was shake her head. Not okay.
 
   He nodded, and held her hand, not moving to put the bandages back over her wrist, not just yet. He had some inkling as to what was on the mp3 player, the one thing outside Song she seemed to treat with a sort of reverence, perpetually checking for it in her pocket, hovering over it while it charged in the kitchen.
 
   “Don’t suppose you wanna talk to me?” He didn’t think so: they’d barely spoken, not since whatever fight-like thing had happened in the van, and he felt enormously guilty, for all of it.
 
   Biting her lip, she regarded him for a long moment in a way that made him feel as though she was trying to x-ray him, look deep inside to check him for weapons he might launch at her this time. Her mouth opened, then closed.
 
   Finally, she croaked: “Could you... could you hold me? Just...”
 
   He blinked, but found himself nodding almost immediately. 
 
   “Let me...” Swiftly, but delicately, he rewrapped her arm, in a fresh bandage and gauze and padding, while she tried not to cringe or whimper. She watched him, strapping the bandage tight over the bone before he tossed the dirty supplies and sat down on the bed next to her. 
 
   Whatever distance the two of them had put between each other, he ignored, and easily wrapped his arm around her little form and hugged her against his chest.
 
   He was warm and solid, and Emily closed her eyes, breathing in his smell. Human, alive. Finally, she let a sob tear through her throat; it felt like the first one in months. And once unleashed, she didn’t know how to stop. Her good hand clung to his shirt, hard, while tears and snot soaked into the fabric. She cried and cried as though she had a lifetime to catch up on.
 
   Aaron didn’t speak, and simply held her as firmly as he thought she could stand. Time coalesced and congealed in the artificial light that had become a stranger in so short a time. But in the end, her sobs started to ebb away: slower, softer, until she was just rubbing her cheek against his chest. 
 
   They sat quietly for a long time, before Aaron cleared his throat. 
 
   “Feeling better?” It sounded stupid and stilted to his ears, and he would have cringed if it wouldn’t have shifted her there, as warm and heavy as she was, spent, against him. There was something about that weight, that kind of touch, that made him loathe to let go of her, even if he was just a means to an end. 
 
   She nodded against his sweater, but then felt ridiculous and started to pull away. 
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered again, eyes directed at his shirt. Her face looked raw and pink but the immediate desperation she’d held back with every smile, every word, every motion, had dissipated a little bit.
 
   “Hey, no, it’s okay. I mean... you have a right.” Without really thinking, he cupped her face, rubbed a thumb over her wet cheek, though it did little to brush the tears away. Her eyes fell closed, and she inhaled a shallow breath, face tilting ever so slightly against the warmth, that touch. 
 
   “The right to... soak your shirt?” she whispered, trying to smile, opening her eyes to look up at him again. Their gazes met, warm and dark.
 
   “Sure. My shirt needs a wash anyway.” He smiled again, quite unable to stop stroking her cheek with the pad of his thumb.
 
   Emily smiled, too, wet her lips and breathed in deeply. 
 
   “I don’t... I don’t want to go back to not talking...” she whispered then, blinking, only vaguely aware that her hand was still tightly wrapped up in his shirt.
 
   “Me neither.” His mouth lifted higher on one side. “I still don’t think you’re fucked up.”
 
   She laughed, a tiny sound that hardly moved her face or her chest, choked and wrapped in sticky, teary stuff, but still a laugh.
 
   “You’ve been on that all this time?” she asked, smiling back.
 
   “I don’t know that I’ve been ‘on that,’” he said, touching the tip of her nose with his thumb. “Just... for whatever I said, you know, it’s not because of you. Alright?”
 
   “I didn’t mean to hurt you or... I don’t know what I did. Make you feel bad? I never wanted any of that, I promise...”
 
   “Hey.” His hair was a mess over his forehead, nearly in his eyes, but they were warm and steady on hers. “You—you didn't do anything wrong. That’s what I’m saying, okay? If you’re fucked up, I’m fucked up. Plenty.” 
 
   “You’re not….” she whispered feeling soft and worn out, that vague and tired triumphant smile on her face as though this somehow proved something, “Normal reaction, I think.” But his closeness was welcome, more than she knew it should have been. She reached up, finding his tangled hair with her fingertips, smiling a little. It would need a wash before she could cut it, the way she promised.
 
   Like a puppy, he drove into that touch, just a little, forehead nudging against her hand, and, as if by pure accident, that was when he kissed her. Her lips tasted salty with her tears, and her eyes closed, eyelashes brushing against his cheek. She didn’t pull away, hesitated, then moved her lips against his.
 
   It wasn’t a deep kiss, nor all that long, and he rested his forehead against hers when it broke, neither of them really out of breath. Shivering a little, afraid to pull back, her hand slipped down from his head, to behind his ear and down his neck until it rested on his shoulder. Her heart beat rapidly and she tried, desperately tried, not to think of anything at all.
 
   Finally: “I... you okay?” He didn’t have anything else to come up with, and so it was back to the very first question, the one that seemed safest, and not at all.
 
   This time, she nodded, forehead rubbing against his.
 
   “Okay.” A pause. “Good.” He didn't move to kiss her again, just stayed there, and listened to them both breathe.
 
   His fingers went to her hair, smoothed it over her skull, and settled his hand, warm and heavy, at the back of her neck. She easily tucked back against him, his shoulder and chest, back at the dampness of his shirt, and his steady breathing under it. 
 
   Silence was simple, left room for the language of skin and hands. Her breath was calm against his chest and she suddenly felt the weight of all those days and weeks, pushing down on them like bricks. Felt tired and pliable against him. 
 
   “You feel good,” she whispered against his shirt.
 
   He smiled over the top of her head, suddenly very weary. 
 
   “Thanks.” Then: “You too.” And she did, but there was a sense of caution in saying that, in admitting anything. Words were strangers, and dangerous between them; they had both learned that. This time, they were more careful with them, afraid to cause another reason to jump apart. 
 
   They sat like that for a long time until they were both yawning, smiling at each other guiltily.
 
   “Can I... stay here?” she asked, more quietly than before. “For just… just... a little while?”
 
   “Sure.” It was out before he could think it and, truly, letting go of her was a strange proposition all of a sudden, that small bit of warmth, someone clinging to him, awakening a reaction that, while not unlike what had happened several nights before, was different, too. 
 
   They leaned back, in careful little movements, until they were lying on his narrow bed with her back pushed against his chest. She would have to get up early, be back with Song before he woke up, but just that one time, she allowed herself to let go, and fall asleep in safety.
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   Water dripped off the overhanging trees like rain under the bright, full sun. The streets cleared in the early spring warmth, and, for a stretch of time, it was like before: calm and sunny and with the promise brought about by the shift of the seasons.
 
   The spot left empty by the McKellys’ delivery was restocked with eggs in padded cartons, bread and jars of fruit, and a box of cookies for Song. As always, there had been a pull to give in, to stay, but Aaron had his list, and Emily and Song were his companions now. And so they'd loaded back up and headed out, with only a small sense of regret.
 
   Bill had also given Aaron a can of coffee, and another box of bullets, which Aaron stowed in the van’s console. He’d refilled the gas tank with one of his containers, but was on sharp look-out for another station with a hopeful reserve—it was the one factor he could never really account for, and, though he’d never say it out loud, it made him nervous.
 
   Song didn’t notice. He leaned against the front seats and demanded more games, and Emily was clearly wearying of coming up with them. She hadn’t slept much the night before, and some of her emotional exertions obviously still affected her. She looked to Aaron, as though she was too small and too sleepy a thing to be out in the real world, a butterfly in half metamorphosis, peeking out too early and trying her very hardest to pretend she could fly.
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   “Unfortunately,” Song drawled out, resting his chin on the seat just beside Emily’s head, “Aliens are going to take our underpants.”
 
   “Fortunately, I’m not wearing underpants,” Aaron shot back, and Song erupted in laughter, falling back in a heap to roll around in exaggerated mirth. His reaction made Emily’s snort bubble forth into a full-grown laugh and she shook her head. Boys. Her eyes twinkled and she raised her brows at the two of them.
 
   “Unfortunately,” she started, yawned and tried to shake the sleepiness out of her body before she rambled on: “if they can't get someone’s underpants they take... other things.” She tried to make her voice as ominous as she could, eyes wide as saucers as she grinned at Song on the backseat.
 
   “Emily!” Aaron gasped, in mock horror, and Song exploded again, rolling on his side to bury his face in his blankets, entire body shaking hard enough that Aaron, looking at him in the rearview, thought he might just wet himself. Emily giggled sleepily and gave Aaron a wicked little shrug while they waited for Song to regain his faculties and take his turn. 
 
   “F... fortunately...” Song started, but then had to giggle again, hands flailing and punching the seats with excitement at their story. “Fortunately Aaron can shoot aliens!”
 
   “Unfortunately, aliens eat bullets,” Aaron retorted, shaking his head in an almost tragic fashion. 
 
   “Fortunately, the bullets turn into candy, and they hate candy!” Song was endlessly creative, and surprisingly upbeat, considering, and Aaron grinned again.
 
   “Unfortunately, it’s all Bit O’ Honey,” he drawled, even more tragic than before.
 
   Emily watched the exchange, smiling weakly and guiltily glad. She pulled her knees up on the seat, yawned again, looked at her backpack with the loaded mp3 player she wasn’t listening to. Sullivan’s voice, which had grown vague and hazy in her memory over the past weeks, was now loud and clear in her head, singing over and over again the songs he wrote for her, calling her darling, sweet thing, baby doll. Never her name.
 
   Her mouth opened when her turn came, but the sentence, all neatly laid out in her mind, vanished when she chanced a glance out through the windshield at the road—wet with melt water and patches of scrappy snow. 
 
   It was only one zombie, and clearly decimated, lurching along the road. It looked as though it wouldn't even be capable of putting up a fight, missing a limb, flesh and muscle quivering like jelly. Unlike the ones that had chased them a few days before, this one was alone and it looked ancient. The muscle and flesh holding it together was tearing and cracking with each painful, crawling motion.
 
   Aaron’s gaze followed hers, and he sped up to pass it. It was easy to move around, and they left it behind then quickly. He found himself exhaling a breath he’d not been aware he was holding.
 
   Song hadn’t seen anything, he was just looking from one of the adults to the other, unhappy he was apparently being ignored. 
 
   “Whose turn is it?”
 
   “Yours...” Emily said quietly, but her face couldn’t quite arrange itself into the smile she was trying for. She swallowed, found her throat dry, and reached for the water bottle, feeling old and tired. It tasted stale, and when she put it down she watched Aaron’s profile for a moment or two.
 
   “Go back,” she whispered.
 
   He slowed the van, then stopped, but didn't turn around. 
 
   “Why did we stop?” Song asked, trying for a way back into the conversation, but Emily hardly heard him. She shivered.
 
   “Because...” She couldn't really explain it. She hated them, she hated every single one of them, but at the same time, she would never really know whether Sullivan ended up as one or not. Whenever she saw one up close enough, she looked for his features, his tall, gangly build. 
 
   “Because... it's cruel. It's inhumane...” she stammered. She wouldn't leave an animal that was so grossly maimed to drag itself around the country until it slowly succumbed either.
 
   Aaron remained silent, but nodded, and shifted the car into drive so he could turn it around and drive back the mile they’d just traversed. The zombie hadn’t gotten much further, and Aaron slowed again to a stop far enough away as not to attract its attention. 
 
   “Are you going to kill it?” He knew he should have been considering Song in that moment, who was staring at them both, but Aaron was watching the creature carefully in the rearview mirror, worrying .
 
   Emily licked her lips, then looked back at Song. Finally, she sat up on her seat and turned around to him.
 
   “Could you do me a favor, Ducky?”
 
   “Uh?” He didn’t sound convinced.
 
   “Could you sit down on the floor and read your book for a little while? Just a few minutes?” Her voice was shaking ever so slightly, but she made a brave face.
 
   Song frowned; since the illness had ebbed away, and safety was more assured and his stomach more regularly filled, he was slowly returning to the child he’d been before, and that child was his father’s: stubborn and obstinate, if charming, at every turn. He was, though, also Emily’s, and he finally gave her a grudging nod and wiggled his way to the van’s floor clutching the book that had lain ignored for most of the past couple days.
 
   Aaron studied Emily for a moment. 
 
   “Do you want me to do it?”
 
   She turned around again, looked at him for a long moment. His eyes were hazel with so much green in the bright, almost spring light. She could see fear in them, though she couldn’t quite read it. She shook her head and clasped the hand-axe stowed between their seats. It felt like her responsibility now, something she had to do because she had made him turn around for her already.
 
   “I... it’s okay,” she told him, and for a moment her fingers found his arm. Then she opened her door and slipped out of the van, stone-faced as she approached it. Aaron climbed out in turn, gun in his hand.
 
   The zombie started to zero in on her almost immediately, but it was slow, achingly so, and Emily backed away for a bit as she gathered her courage. It looked so pitiful, hungry and maimed, and once a human being. A girl, not much older than Emily was herself. Tears bubbled up in her eyes, but she lunged forward and chopped at her head. The flesh and bone gave way easily, and Emily, having overestimated the force she'd need, slammed the axe onto the asphalt underneath. She grunted out in pain, dropped the axe, and reached over with her bandaged arm to cradle her other wrist. She dry-heaved a few times and turned to Aaron, biting her lip hard and drawing in a shuddering breath. The creature had stopped moving. It smelled revolting.
 
   Aaron’s eyes met Emily’s over the stinking, rotting corpse. He put the safety back on, tucked the gun in his holster, and moved around the mess on the road to gather her up in his arms. For a moment, he almost thought she’d push him away again, but she softened and let him hold her, leaning her cheek against his chest.
 
   “It was a girl,” she breathed, in the voice Aaron had long come to recognize as her desperate attempt not to cry. “And she looked at me. She was just... hungry.”
 
   It was the eyes that she couldn’t get out of her head—milky white and glazed over and hardly fixed in their sockets at all. And despite all of that, they had managed to look so desperately alone and afraid.
 
   Aaron nodded, ducking his forehead against the top of her head. They had all been people, once, boys and girls, and mothers and small children, people who'd had lives and families and loves and interests, before a virus invaded their bodies and took them over, turned them into walking death. What was there to know about the hordes, and what was there to know about the one lone, shuffling creature with hair that had once, likely, been blonde and soft and flowing down over her shoulders?
 
   He wanted to tell her he should have done it. He should have spared her having to look it in the eyes, he should have refused to come back. And he knew all of those were the wrong answer, because she lived in the same world he did, and it was almost unfair, and stupid, to make an attempt to hide it from her.
 
   “I'm sorry.” His chin was tucked against his chest and he was talking to the top of her head, but as long as she held on, he'd hold onto her.
 
   She rubbed her forehead against his sweater, taking in his rhythm of his breathing and his heartbeat; he was warm and solid, and he was good. And so, slowly, her breath became more regular: inhaling his smell, counting to five, and exhaling, and then again and again.
 
   “I'm... I'm sorry,” she finally mumbled, muffled by his shirt, but she finally loosened her hold on him and laid her head into the back of her neck to look up at him with a little frown. 
 
   “Guess I'm not really as tough as I would like to be, huh?”
 
   “Tougher than you look.” He believed that, as thin and wispy as she was, with her tangled auburn hair and freckles. She was tougher than most people but didn't seem to realize it, and his smile was crooked even as she frowned. 
 
   “I don't think being happy when you kill something means you're a better person. Probably means you're missing something. You're not missing anything.”
 
   Emily looked down at her chest, for a moment unconvinced. To her, it seemed that she was missing many, many things these days. But she gave him a tiny smile anyway.
 
   “I just... had to, you know?” she asked, frowning, “I would want someone to do that for Sullivan if...” She shook her head quickly, her throat closing up almost immediately.
 
   He petted the back of her head, gently, but with a solid weight to it. “What happened to him?”
 
   Emily glanced back to the car; Song was nowhere in sight and she tried to breathe. Her mouth opened, then closed, and opened again, and she licked her lips once.
 
   “We got jumped, he pushed me and Song into some house. They got to him before I could help him.” The words came out hard and rough, as though her throat had steeled itself against their poisonous impact. “He was bit, badly. Got a fever... he left before, you know, the worst. When there was no doubt.”
 
   He nodded, tightening his arm around her waist. He’d seen people attacked, and had killed enough infected to know the signs, but he couldn’t imagine watching someone you loved start succumbing to the infection.
 
   “He saved your lives,” he said, after a long moment and Emily nodded, eyes wide and serious.
 
   “I didn’t want him to go alone but... Song, so... I promised.” She cleared her throat and then pressed the cool backs of her hands over her eyes, extra walls to stem the pressing flood.
 
   “And you saved Song’s life,” he replied calmly. “You did exactly what was right, and—and so did he. Okay?”
 
   Nodding, Emily tried to smile. Sullivan wouldn’t have wanted her to watch anyway. Sweet and vain as he was, he wouldn’t have wanted her to see him cry and be afraid. She shook her head at the thought.
 
   “And then you saved us,” she whispered back instead.
 
   “I did what I needed to do,” he corrected her, smile fading a little, but he nodded at the van rather than say anything else. “Better get back to Song before he’s afraid something happened.”
 
   Emily nodded. She stepped back without looking at the dead thing again. For a moment, the idea of a burial surged through her, but the ground was still frozen and they didn’t have the tools. Many things that had once seemed horrifying were now rather commonplace.
 
   “Thank you. For stopping and... you know.” She squeezed his hand and then walked ahead, working on her smile for Song.
 
   Aaron veered to the right to walk a pace off, both in surveillance and to piss behind a tree. There was no definite place to stay, not in that stretch, and he didn’t know exactly how to break that to Emily as he walked back, brushing his hands thoughtlessly over his jeans as he approached. 
 
   Emily was standing by the van, leaning against it, wiping her eyes lest she let Song see her tearstained yet again. She watched Aaron’s hands as he approached, and remembered how his cock had felt in her own. On this day of all days it stirred a particularly toxic mix of desire, guilt, disgust and tenderness. 
 
   “Are we going to drive through the night?” she asked, licking her lips once he was closer.
 
   His smile was at once sheepish and apologetic—they’d become a team, indeed, over the past couple weeks, and he shrugged. “We can. Or we can pull off and get a little shut-eye. Usually spend the night in the van this stage of the game.”
 
   “You know what I vote for...” she told him wryly. 
 
   “Building a pillow fort?” Aaron offered, raising his eyebrows innocently as he opened the door to look down at Song, who managed a smile.
 
   “I’d sleep in a pillow fort...” Emily replied, climbing into the van and pulling Song against her side until his head was resting on her hip. “Song is an excellent builder.”
 
   Aaron swung shut his door and started the van up again. “Maybe we’ll find a way to test those skills, huh, buddy?”
 
   Song smiled up at him, quiet now. Aaron reached over and mussed his hair before pulling the van back onto the deceptively clean and bright road.
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   Winter 2016, March
 
   Lancaster, Ohio
 
   Dear Sullivan,
 
   Once, only once—I did it, too.
 
   I never told you because I felt so ashamed. Not because I did it, but because of how pathetic it all was. I didn’t want to be that person and so I hid it somewhere in a sculpture and you never knew. But I did.
 
   You’d been touring for weeks and I missed you so much. Harry, do you remember that kid? Raven black curls and a button nose? I still don’t know why they fell out, but it was in that time when he and Song were inseparable and his mum asked if Song wanted to spend the night. I know I shouldn't have, because you never know with Song, but I looked it up on the website and you were playing in Norwalk up Long Island Sound and that was just like 2 hours away. 
 
   I took the train to New Haven, got off at South Norwalk and took a taxi to the venue. I was late by then and stood in the back, bought myself a glass of cider. The barkeep kept asking me why I was faking an English accent in his booming voice, and I tried to weasel myself closer to the stage. I wanted to surprise you, but I also wanted to let you play—I hadn’t heard you guys like that, live with an audience, in forever, and I kind of liked the secrecy. You already had a pretty good fanbase then, and there were these girls in front of the stage, beautiful… really hot indie girls with multi-colored hair and piercings, tattoos. You know, like me a few years ago. I felt small and mousy, then. I hadn’t even had time to put any special make-up on, hadn’t done anything crazy with my hair in months; I was wearing jeans and some t-shirt, I think it wasn’t even clean—I hoped it was clay marks but it might have been something Song coughed up. I had forgotten about going out—how sad is that?
 
   And then you guys came on stage and you stood there, like a god. Tall and your tattoos were bright and shiny in the spotlights, your hair just perfect—messy but glossy, and just the right consistency that made every single hand in the venue twitch to touch. You greeted the crowd like you owned them, like they were all your personal minions and they believed you. It was weird, I watched you and you were a stranger. You were theirs and it hurt.
 
   And you played your set and it was all those songs about being on the road and adventure and the great America. Manly songs, free songs, you know? None of the ones you wrote about me, or Song. You were singing for people who loved Kerouac and, fuck, I don’t know, who wanted you to be their god—not some guy with a girlfriend and a kid at home. 
 
   I got that, sort of. But I also wondered, if you were the one who needed that illusion even more, whether you secretly wished Song hadn’t ended up with us, and consequently you and I had been less, well, you know, committed. I didn't want to think about that, I still don’t—and that was still back before those softer, sweeter more stripped songs suddenly became so popular and you wrote more of them. 
 
   Anyway, towards the end, you played that cover of that song I hate, the one about that asshole all but begging some groupie to come to his motel room, because he doesn’t want to call his family that night, he just needs someone to save him. And all those girls were lapping it up, you know? You were telling them that you were available, and needy and wanted them and they wanted you… And I knew that you wouldn't have called that evening. Maybe a few days later I'd have gotten a letter, one of those where you admit to something or other. I could always read it between the lines even when you didn't come out and say it. You would pick one of these girls and that would be that. 
 
   I stood there and there was no place for me anymore. Does that make any sense? 
 
   I mean, two years before, that was me! There were no crowds and no gagging fans, but I listened to you and I looked hot in a mini skirt and high heels, and you found me at the bar and I bought you a drink and you touched the swallow tattoo on my clavicle—and then, I don’t know. 
 
   I wasn't that person anymore. And so I left, I couldn’t bear pushing my presence onto you. I felt like a party crasher, an uninvited stranger. I couldn’t have fathomed waiting at that curtain with those girls, trying to convince security that I was indeed your girlfriend and not some groupie trying to suck your cock.
 
   I sat at the train station crying, it was late and the next train wasn’t for an hour. It was cold and I felt like an idiot. Some guy stopped and offered me a lift, said he’d seen me at the gig, and he was heading back to New York, that he could let me out wherever. I thought: hey moron this is how you get raped, but I got in the car anyway. I cried some more and he didn’t ask, just offered me a tissue and some stale soda. He was nice. 
 
   He kissed me when we turned into the parking space in front of our flat. I climbed into his lap, he turned off all the lights and we fucked in the car. It was fast. I didn’t come. 
 
   I thanked him for the ride and went upstairs. Then I took a long bath and went into my studio. I didn’t sleep for a couple of days and when you finally called the next week, I dunno, it all felt digested and thrown up so many times, the only sense in telling you would have been to try and hurt you. But then I would have had to take the chance that it wouldn't have—and you know, I don’t think I could have survived that. So I kept it to myself. 
 
   I am writing it down now, because I am kind of a bad person. I feel bad about something I did, and so suddenly I remember those moments when I hated you, when you did things that hurt me. And fuck you, Sullivan, that makes me miss you even more. We were a train wreck you and I, but you were my family and I was yours and in that fucked up way you were mine, struggling like a fish, slippery and out of oxygen, but mine. And loving you, sometimes, that was so hard—it was work and it was real. It didn’t come easily, you know? 
 
   I kissed Aaron. And I want to kiss him again. He is warm and nice, and he makes me feel better. That probably makes me an even worse person, but as guilty as I feel, I honestly can’t imagine you’d judge me, you of all people. 
 
   I hate to live in a world in which you are not. I hate it so much, I can’t stand it but fuck, he makes it a little better. He has a nice smile and strong arms and he is so, so unlike you.
 
   There is an absence, a hole that you left behind. I wouldn’t be a good girlfriend to anyone. I try to be a good mom at least, I’m trying, okay? Just to put one foot in front of the other. That is no excuse and it doesn't relieve me of any responsibility, but it’s also true.
 
   I miss you. I love you.
 
   Always,
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   Emily jumped awake, blood pulsing hard in her temples. She blinked, trying to penetrate the darkness until she found the tiny lights behind the wheel to her left. She was covered in sweat, shaking, and she leaned back against the seat, sniffing once, then again. 
 
   Slowly, her eyes adjusted; she heard Song’s regular breathing behind her, but Aaron was nowhere in sight. She reached for the axe and opened the door, carefully, then slid out of the van into the night.
 
   “Aaron?” she asked in a loud whisper, creeping around the car.
 
   “Em?” He lifted his head in surprise, but didn’t make a sudden move—even in the dim light, he could see the axe in her hand. He straightened up from where he was sitting on the back bumper, resting the rifle against it and smiled at her, that same sort of half-grin of weary apology that was on his mouth so often. 
 
   “Everything okay?”
 
   “Are you?” she replied, lowering the axe, when she realized that her hand was shaking. She took a deep breath.
 
   “I... you were gone, I thought...” She shook her head and lowered herself onto the bumper next to him.
 
   “Sorry.” He understood better now, her reasoning, and shrugged again; it was cold in the night air, but it was still, just clear and icy without the biting wind.
 
   “Needed to wake myself up to keep drivin’,” he said, running his fingers through his hair, something that had become a near compulsion, the locks too long now. “I’m already better.”
 
   She leaned her head against the wall of the van to catch her breath, dispel the vivid images of yet another dream.
 
   “How long was I out?” she asked finally.
 
   “A couple hours?” He almost winked at her, but not quite. “Didn’t have the heart to wake ya. You looked like you needed the sleep.”
 
   She wrinkled her nose at him, then let her cheek rest on his shoulder. She shivered in the cold. 
 
   “I told you, if we start with that, you at least have to make me stay awake with you to poke you and babble at you.”
 
   “You know that won’t happen.” It was only a moment’s hesitation before he slipped his arm around her, but lightly. “You feel any more rested?”
 
   She nodded, then felt silly for lying.
 
   “Dreams,” she said with a shrug. She was used to them, and the graphic nature of their day had not made her hope for any better. “Rested enough to help you stay awake, though.”
 
   “What kinda dreams?”
 
   “You know, zombies, blood, destruction.” She shrugged: her paltry attempt at making light of things. Song had them too, if less often. She was grateful for that.
 
   “Yeah.” Aaron knew, and that might have been a large part of why he didn’t sleep much—grateful in a whole new way for his trained ability to stay awake for great lengths of time. “Sorry.”
 
   “It’s okay,” she answered quietly. “Better than the real thing.”
 
   “Usually is.” He tipped his head back for a moment, squinting up at the stars that were so much brighter and clearer than they’d been before the world ended. 
 
   “Back before, ya know, when guys would come back from the desert, they’d put us in counseling for a while,” he said, finally. “Wanted us to talk about what had happened over there, what we saw.”
 
   Emily smiled. “Are you suggesting something?”
 
   “If I was,” he said, looking back down at her with a faint smile, “I wouldn’t admit that I found the whole thing pointless. People who haven’t seen the same things don’t know what you’re feelin', you know?”
 
   “Can anyone... ever?” she asked, scrunching up her face. “I mean, every experience is different, isn't it? Maybe it’s not necessary to completely know what the other person is feeling if you want to help them.”
 
   “You think you could explain to someone who ain’t never seen a zombie how it feels to face one like you did back on the road?” he asked, though not pointedly. “What it feels like to kill something with your bare hands?”
 
   “Some people can...” she said quietly, a dark shiver running down her spine at his words, the hollow calm. “Some people can make music that explains it, some people make art that does. I’ve seen art like that. But... most people didn’t want to see.”
 
   He shrugged again, unwilling to argue, but also unwilling to concede a point. “You know any constellations?” he asked, finally, looking back up at the stars.
 
   “Just a few... like Cassiopeia,” she answered, easily led away from a painful subject. She pulled her head back. “Once I saw Orion... like all of the stars and it was like... yeah, I get it, I get what they saw. Do you?”
 
   Aaron shook his head. “Never could really figure them out, outside the Big and Lil’ Dipper. I don’t get how those are supposed to be bears, either.”
 
   “Some people call it a plow,” she said looking up at the figure in the sky. “I can see that.”
 
   “Yeah.” He fell quiet again, making an honest attempt, for a minute or two, to try and design pictures out of the spots of stars but Aaron never considered himself creative, and thus nothing came to mind.
 
   “You can talk if you want,” he said, eventually, though his face was still pointed at the sky. “I'm not bad at listening, even if I did just sound like a grade A asshole.”
 
   “You didn’t,” she told him quietly; just hearing him say that made her desperately and inexplicably sad. “You were just honest. Honest is good. Honest is hard.”
 
   “I never did well at those counseling sessions. They wanted me to say stuff I just didn’t feel.” He looked back at her, no trace of that usual, comforting smile on his face. “It seems real silly to try to make someone understand who ain’t seen what you did, hasn’t watched people you care about die. I know that.”
 
   Emily sniffed once, her eyes filled with tears, and she tried to breathe. It only took one word and she was swimming, sinking into an ocean with weights on her feet.
 
   “I... I always thought it’s... about the talking,” she whispered in a staccato sound, “the... expressing. Not what other people think.”
 
   “Always seemed to me that they wanted me to talk more than I did,” he said, pausing as soon as he said that to snort. “Ain't nothing wrong with it, I guess, but it was hard comin’ from over there to over here and trying to match how it felt to sittin’ in an air conditioned office with someone who'd never seen combat.” He lifted a hand and tucked an errant lock of her hair behind her ear before drawing back.
 
   “You didn’t have anyone you could talk to who did?” she asked, squinting. “One of the guys you, uh, served with?”
 
   His smile twitched. “In my unit? Naw. We… we didn’t talk much. About things.”
 
   “Maybe talking’s just not your thing,” Emily said gently, suddenly acutely aware of his discomfort. It was cowardly, but less painful. “Maybe it’s screaming or kicking things or... splattering paint against a wall or fucking, or I don’t know—any of a million things.”
 
   “Don’t know,” he said, though he had to smile. “Guess I never spent the time to figure it out. Never felt much worse for the wear.”
 
   “Not even now?” she found herself asking, jealous almost.
 
   He shrugged; it was starting to appear almost as a nervous tic. “No real time to figure it out now, either, is there? Either we survive or...”
 
   “Hm,” she hummed softly. She knew it wasn’t how she felt, always broken, every day. Maybe she was just better at pitying herself.
 
   “You’ve done well though, with the surviving I mean. It’s like surviving plus if you can help others with theirs.”
 
   “Better than surviving then,” he said, with a genuine smile at that. “Maybe that’s my coping mechanism,” he added, the quotes dipped in a good note of sarcasm. It was Emily’s turn to smile; she managed a chuckle and shook her head at him. 
 
    “I guess it feels like... if you’re a counselor, you chose to listen to people,” she said, expression gone serious and sad once more. “You’re trained for that, yeah? You have your own bloody coping mechanisms for that. But if you’re not... then it’s just cruel to put that on someone. Make them sad, too. Drag them through your own misery. I mean there’s a reason why people don’t want to see unfiltered art like that. It’s too much.”
 
   He frowned. “I don’t know that I’m following,” he said, cautiously, unsure if he was to be hurt, or chastised, or in some kind of agreement.
 
   “I ramble,” Emily said with a smile. “Sorry. I just meant that... you offered, you know, talking. But it doesn't feel fair to do that to you, that’s all.”
 
   “I don’t mind it,” he said, exhaling a little in relief. “I am good at it. Always been told I listen good, at least. And I like you,” he added, almost as though it were an afterthought.
 
   She managed a little smile. “Aahh...” she whispered, pushing her cheek harder onto his shoulder, “feels like that would be taking advantage.” There was something else in her voice, quoting or teasing, but mostly she just sounded tired and tender.
 
   “Not taking advantage when I offer, is it?”
 
   “True...” she agreed with a vague smile. “I just... He was my family. He and Song were. I never had that before, not with my own, not in that way. He was my family, he was... and now he’s gone.” Her voice quavered and she pressed her eyes closed, sniffing wetness up her nose.
 
   “That sucks,” he said, honestly, hand going back to her cheek, the side of her face, to cup it, holding her against his chest. She was tiny compared to him, and fit easily under his arm, warm and small and sad.
 
   “I dream of him dying over and over. Over and over they jump him and he disappears under their bodies for so long...” She opened her eyes, but stared ahead, wide eyed and holding her breath. “And I hate... I hate that he was alone at the end. I should have been there, I... I left him alone. He was all alone.”
 
    Aaron was quiet, and so she continued: “Song used to think he’d come later, you know, find us. I never had the heart to... to really say the word. I dunno. I guess I was jealous Song still had that hope. And every time I dream it, I want to be faster but... I’m never faster.”
 
   “You’re not gonna be, Em.” He’d not picked up that he’d shortened her name, but it came out that way all the same. “It’s happened, and it's horrible. And I can’t tell you the nightmares get better, but you can’t blame yourself, you know. That is never gonna help.”
 
   “He really likes you,” she whispered then, unable to continue talking about Sullivan without feeling like her chest was about to tear apart. “Song, I mean.”
 
   “I like him, too.” He smiled again, catching some of her tears with his thumb and wiping them down her cheek. “He's a good kid. You got lucky, huh?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she smiled, wet and tired, but she leaned into his touch. “He must have come out like this, all beautiful and smart and perfect.”
 
   “He’s lucky to have you, too, you know.” 
 
   She couldn’t agree with him, and wanted to wave away the compliment, but this time there was just a hint of a smile. “It’s good to have someone...” she whispered and without meaning to at first, her lips brushed over his wrist.
 
   His hand froze in place, but just for a beat. 
 
   “Yeah, I think so.” He breathed out, the exhalation warm on her face, close again, and the kiss that followed it was less of a surprise to them both, than the one just a couple nights before. It was wet and sticky with her tears, if less so than before, and they eased into each other faster, harder. Emily cradled his large face in her small hands; they had always been calloused and rough from her work with hard materials, and now they were cracked and dry. They could be tender though, girl’s hands still.
 
   It was likely the wrong time to be kissing, but there seemed no right time for anything, not anymore—and both of them were lonely and aching, and whatever small amount of connection a kiss afforded seemed like enough, in the cold clear of the night, hidden off the road.
 
   Aaron didn’t push further, but, at the natural break, didn’t pull away, top lip resting on her bottom one, eyelashes clotted with the moisture from her cheeks. Her fingertips brushed over his jaw, found the stubble of this beard. Her hands were shaking and she held on tighter.
 
   “I like you, too...” she whispered finally.
 
   “Yeah?” Her words and his dislodged their mouths just enough to reposition, to slide their lips back into place so that their tongues touched and then slipped together. “Good.”
 
   His hand was still at her cheek and jaw, fingers curled behind her ear, arm around her waist, anchoring her to the spot. Her fingers clutched at the planes of his face, the both of them unwilling to let go.
 
    “Emmy!” The first shout was muffled, but the next was not. Aaron jumped, a little, raising his head but Emily was already on her feet.
 
   “Emmy!” Drawn out wail, verging on panicked.
 
   She was there a moment later, pulling open the large door next to him.
 
   “Hey... hey it’s okay, I’m here,” she breathed, fighting the moment of dizziness as she pushed herself into the van and reached for Song. “We were just outside, catching some air. Shhh, everything’s okay.”
 
   Song all but leapt into her arms, burying his face against her shoulder. “You weren’t here,” he sobbed out, already wound up in the precious few moments it had taken Emily and Aaron to hear him as he awoke.
 
   “Ohh, baby, baby Duck, it’s okay. I’m sorry, I’m really sorry... shhh.” She pet his hair, held him close. It suited her right really, sitting under the stars, kissing men who weren’t his dad; what was she thinking?
 
   He nodded, sniffling, nuzzling his forehead hard against her collarbone. Aaron had followed Emily, but stood off to the side, rifle in his hand by his thigh. The roadside was quiet, and empty, but he cast his eyes down the way they’d come earlier that evening, outside the moment between mother and child. He got back into the driver's seat and Emily stayed in the back, and somewhere in the distance, dawn was waiting in grey-brushed steel.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: Chapter11]Chapter Eleven
 
    [image: dash] 
 
    
 
   The drive was still quiet almost a day after they’d left the most recent destination on Aaron’s tour. Even Song seemed affected, and Emily and Aaron looked at each other from time to time only to have the words die on their lips before they could make it out into the air.
 
   They had visited what had once been a small town, broken windows, ransacked houses, squalor. The ten or so survivors had blocked off a few houses in a bulwark of disintegration and waste. Emily had seen two children—two or three years old, dirty and hungry, and people who looked angry and dangerous. They had accepted Aaron’s help without offering anything in return, eyed the car instead with greed; Song had not once let go of her leg in the entire hour they had spent in their company. 
 
   In the end, they realized the leader had been holding them, distracting them while two others were trying to get at their gas and the rest of their provisions, and Aaron had been forced to hold them at gunpoint while he’d herded Emily and Song back into the car.
 
   Shaken and trying to hide it, he had later promised that things hadn’t been half as bad a few months ago and they had spent a lot of time staring at each other, afraid for the world.
 
   “Can we sleep in a house tonight?” Song finally asked, a hint of a pout in his voice. He had been looking at Pokemon cards, something he’d never been interested in previously, for the past hour, sorting and restacking them by creature type and ability. They had found them in a ransacked gas station that had yielded a few cans full of gas to their store.
 
   “We’ll see what we can find,” Aaron said, at long last, kneading the steering wheel with his fingertips, worrying his bottom lip between his teeth. There was debris on the road, more than he’d remembered seeing; houses and cars were starting to rot, and so were bodies, some stripped clean of their flesh and bones starting to appear as the snow melted. It was one of the reasons they had started to avoid I-spy that day and tried to keep Song’s attention focused on the inside of the van.
 
   “I don’t like sleeping in the car,” Song whined, “It’s smelly and I’m hungry.”
 
   Emily sighed once, allowing for a moment of gathering herself before she clicked the belt open and climbed onto her seat, knees on the cushion and leaning over the headrest to look at him. 
 
   “We’ll try our very best, okay, Duck? I mean, it’s not so bad here, right? Like, we aren’t getting wet when it rains and there are still some cookies left...”
 
   He heaved a sigh, and bent his head back over the cards, thumbs running over the brightly-colored images of each creature. Aaron felt guilty, of course, and, after another minute, he slowed so he could look over at Emily.
 
   “We can take a look,” he suggested. “It’s not so rural that we shouldn’t be able to at least check some places out, I don’t think.”
 
   Emily gave him an exhausted smile. She sometimes wondered whether real mothers felt the same way, that every frustrated and disappointed look of their child sent them into spirals of self-doubt. She watched him a moment longer and then flopped back around.
 
   “That would be nice... thank you. But... you know, only if it’s on our way, I wouldn’t want to—” She stopped, not exactly sure anymore what it was she didn’t want to do to him.
 
   “You know you don’t need to worry about that,” he said, and a hint of a smile appeared at the corners of his lips before he turned his attention back to the road, speeding up past a rotted-out car, with bodies included.
 
   It was only an hour before they found the house, tucked off the road, in a cul de sac. There were other homes, too, in varying states of disrepair, all ransacked, but the one at the North edge was mostly intact, and the area had that air of having been left a long time, filled only with ghosts of life before.
 
   Aaron did a round of the small neighborhood, poked his head into the houses. Finally: “I think we’re okay.” He opened Emily's door and offered her his hand to climb out. “Nothin’ fancy.” 
 
   “Ah and I was so hoping for gold-encrusted shower taps,” Emily told him with a wry smile and took his hand, hopping down out of the car next to him. The impact made her scrunch up her face as it travelled through her body and into her injured arm but it faded soon when Song clambered out.
 
   “Maybe there will be games!” he enthused, and Aaron and Emily exchanged a glance. There were moments when she envied his priorities.
 
   “I don’t know, it’s pretty picked clean.” He’d swung open every door and checked under the porch to make sure they were, indeed, really alone, and he’d not seen anything. Of course, he didn’t have a seven-year-old’s eyes.
 
   Song stayed close to them as they went inside; they had flashlights and lanterns, as electricity was almost impossible to find anywhere these days but, they found in the kitchen that the water was still running.
 
   “Hey, well, that’s a start. Maybe we’ll find Chutes and Ladders after all?” Aaron suggested to Song, ruffling his hair before going back out to the van, tucked against the side of the house, to empty the supplies.
 
   “Or we can wash some dirty explorers’ hair,” Emily suggested with a grin at both of them. Something about having seen the people at their last stop had reinforced a sense of cleanliness she had almost forgotten about.
 
   “Are you talking about me or Aaron?” Song asked, peering up at her suspiciously.
 
   “Maybe I’m talking about myself?” she replied cheekily and then pulled him to her side. “Or all of us.”
 
   “At the same time?” he asked, eyes positively owlish, while Emily shook her head at the way he already seemed to have picked up far too much of his father’s, and, she supposed, her own, sense of humor. 
 
   Aaron was in the doorway. “I think turns can be worked out,” he said, raising his eyebrows as he lowered the box of cans to the ground.
 
   “I would think so!” she asserted, ruffling Song’s filthy hair. “First one gets the cleanest water...”
 
   “I like being dirty,” the boy countered, as if he wasn’t the one to complain about the scent of the enclosed van.
 
   Aaron met Emily’s gaze over Song’s head before he spoke up. “Well, yeah, but we need to be clean if we're going to ride together, buddy. I don’t think I can put up with your stinky butt much longer.”
 
   Song glared at him, but it was with that trapped grin of glee. “You hafta!”
 
   “Nope. I’ll strap you to the top of the van so we don’t have to smell ya,” Aaron replied, immediately.
 
   Emily giggled. “My poor windswept Ducky, he’ll get so so cold...” She shook her head tragically, but her own grin chased it away.
 
   “It’s the price you pay when you start dodging baths,” Aaron said, with overt solemnity.
 
   “I wanna ride on the top of the car!” was Song’s next response, bouncing up and down with a triumphant smile, and Aaron caught him mid launch, lifting him up over his head, nearly to the ceiling.
 
   “Like this? Seems very dangerous and maybe scary.”
 
   “M’not scared of nothing!” Song crowed, kicking his feet in the air and it gave Emily a strangely painful pulling sensation in her chest. 
 
   “Except water and soap, apparently,” she deadpanned up at him, smiling and stretching herself a little.
 
   “He’s not afraid,” Aaron countered, flipping Song, easily, down over his shoulder so he could tickle his side. “He’s just protestin’ the existence, right? Fight the power?”
 
   “Fight the power!” Song yelled, and, as it was, Aaron had no idea that was something Emily and Sullivan had taught him to say when he was barely out of diapers. Emily raised her brows at Aaron, who of course, very much represented the elusive power of once upon a time, and shook her head at him, chuckling.
 
   “I’m the power now?” she asked with a spectacular pout of her own. “That can’t be true, I’ve been fighting the power straight out of the womb!”
 
   “You look it,” Aaron said, with a nod, before he heaved Song back to the ground. The boy flopped on the dirty carpet and beamed up at them.
 
   “No bath,” he said, panting through his giggles.
 
   “No bath, he says...” Emily sighed as though giving in and then stared at his head, miming shock. “Wait... sit veeery verrrry still. I think, oh bloody hell, there’s a DIRT MONSTER in your hair! Run, run from the smelly dirt monster boy!” And she did dash away up the stairs, inspecting the rooms there and giggling when Aaron followed on her heels—she more winded than he.
 
   “Emmy!” Song shrieked, and then was pounding his way up the stairs after them, crashing into the room right after them. “Ha! I'm the best at hide and go seek.”
 
   “That was hide and seek?” Aaron scoffed. “That was nothing. You try hiding, I’ll seek.” And unload the car, which they’d left half unpacked.
 
   “It was more like tag...” Emily said, clearly not too happy with the idea of more exertions, but when Song scuttled off to hide, she looked at Aaron with a grin. 
 
   “Fight the power, eh?”
 
   He shrugged. “I had rebellious years, too,” he said, nonchalantly. “You’re not the only one.”
 
   Grinning slightly, Emily shook her head at him and felt a momentary longing to be back in his arms. They’d barely touched since that heated kiss under the stars, and she quickly pushed the thought away.
 
   “I guess we have a dirty boy to find,” she said loud enough so that Song would probably hear. “We might try using his smell...”
 
   Aaron reached out and tweaked her nose before touching her cheek briefly with his fingertips. 
 
   “I suppose I’ll go look outside,” he added, low voice all but booming.
 
   There was something about the gesture that made Emily’s mouth open once and then she managed a grin. She was plenty experienced at seeking Song.
 
   It was only the first of many rounds—and she had to admit seeing Aaron trying to hide and look inconspicuous with his ridiculously long legs that seemed to poke out from everywhere was pretty funny. They made an attempt to wear out Song, but she felt like the worn-out one after an hour, flopping onto the dusty sofa, yawning and proclaiming that she was fighting the power, and they could continue if they wanted to. 
 
   They did, and she started a fire outside to heat some water. It felt nice against her palms too, and she still tried to figure out how she felt about the way Aaron and Song were getting chummy and cuddly. She wanted Song to have people, he deserved people who liked him and she didn't want him to think about his father every time a man was kind to him, the way she did. But it also seemed painful and dangerous. The more people you liked, the easier it was to mislay some of them, and Song had a bad track record of losing people. They both did.
 
   It wasn’t until after dark that Song decided he’d had enough of the game—more likely, he was getting scared in the dark alone—and Aaron carried him out of the house over his shoulder to drop him down next to Emily.
 
   Song’s hair was a mess and his cheeks flushed bright pink in the light of the fire. “I did find games,” he announced. “Way up in a closet, there are like a billion games. I saw ‘em. I did.”
 
   “A billion?” Emily asked rather impressed and pulled him against her. “We’ll have to play them all!”
 
   “You can’t do that, Emmy,” Song sighed, shaking his head but snuggling into her arms like the small child he was.
 
   Aaron chuckled, wiping the bit of sweat off his face that had accumulated there from running after Song, and only really succeeded in smearing dirt over his cheek. “We can give a go, though.”
 
   “We totally can, we have days and days and days... and some fresh room in the van.” She grinned at Aaron apologetically but she couldn’t help it.
 
   “It’s true,” Aaron agreed, pouring some of the water she’d heated into cups to brew tea and coffee. “Finally something other than the question game!” he added, winking.
 
   “I was mostly growing tired of spying trees and your sweaters,” Emily shot back, and stretched herself in the warm circle of light around the fire.
 
   “My sweaters are great to look at,” Aaron drawled with a mock glare, passing a cup to each of them, before digging out some jerky and cookies while they warmed some tinned soup in a pan.
 
   “They are always the same,” Song intoned gravely as though it was Aaron’s fault that I-spy was getting boring, and Emily turned away to giggle again.
 
   “Well, okay. I suppose I could use a make-over.” Aaron considered the brown sweater he’d been wearing for the last week and could concede that, indeed, it looked like the green one in the van, and the grey one, too. 
 
   “It always starts with a bath,” Emily told him—but mostly Song very seriously, trying not to grin, “and a new haircut. And then we can give Aaron a make-over, what do you say? We should be able to find something?”
 
   “Yes,” Song cried, hissing out the S-sound at the end of the word, in a manner he clearly found menacing, and Aaron made the appropriate face at. 
 
   “I know for a fact you don’t have make-up,” he protested, then, but was smiling at Emily anyway.
 
   “But we might have some ribbons,” she smiled back. It was getting easy to slip into banter and teasing. It had happened gradually and she hardly noticed it, but both Song and she were better, and not just physically. 
 
   “But... first things first. Dirty boys need cleaning,” she sang, wriggling her finger in front of Song’s face.
 
   “Dinner first?” he asked, making his eyes as round as possible and pouting his lip massively, turning his whole face into something like a cartoon, a bunny rabbit begging for its life. If there was a trick to resisting this expression, Emily had yet to discover it, and so she smiled and nodded.
 
   “It’s almost done anyway. We’ll take it inside in a bit.”
 
   Immediately, the pout vanished and back was the grinning little boy, rather triumphant. “Good.”
 
   Aaron shook his head and started ladling the soup into the tin bowls. “He’s got you wrapped around his finger,” he said, smirking, and Song examined his finger curiously. Emily chuckled and poked her tongue out at Aaron.
 
   “Like you do any better. Besides it’s a really pretty finger to be wrapped around.”
 
   Song snorted and took his bowl and spoon; it was simple chicken noodle soup from a can, but familiar, and he slurped it up happily once they were inside, along with the last of the cookies, and some campfire bread Aaron had made earlier in the week. 
 
   The house was still, and quiet. A little musty, but in rather good condition considering it had been tossed around by survivors at some point. Aaron did another tour of the perimeter, and the small neighborhood, while Song and Emily cleaned up dinner and prepared a bath for the boy.
 
   They used what facilities they had—the tub in the bathroom, a bucket to carry the water. They didn’t get a really hot bath together considering how much they had to dilute it, but at least it wasn’t freezing and Emily found some shampoo and soap, too: discolored and cracked from months of disuse, it was better than nothing.
 
   “Soooongy...” she sing-songed through the house when the water was ready. She found him curled up on the sofa, hiding under his blanket.
 
   “Nooooo bath!” he whined, flopping once she uncovered him. “I’m not dirty, I’m... I’m a boy!”
 
   “Awww, but boys bathe, baby!” Emily asserted, dropping to the floor next to him and gently lifting the blanket. “It's fun. And when you come right now, it’s even still warm...”
 
   He whined, but seemed to know better than to argue, letting her take his hand and lead him to the dark bathroom, lit with the emergency candles they carried. He continued to pout, however, as he got undressed and into the tub, splashing his hands against the tepid water. 
 
   “I wish I still had my ducks,” he said, suddenly, holding up both hands so water dripped off them.
 
   Emily squatted next to the tub, nodding. She took his hand, kissed it and placed the bar of soap onto his palm. 
 
   “I know,” she said quietly. They both had a long, long list—Sullivan topped it, but somehow every little item brought it back home that he was gone. So were the ducks and her studio.
 
   “I’ll wash your hair, okay? I promise, I’ll be super careful, no tears or anything.”
 
   “Okay,” he said, relatively gamely, tipping his head back so she could dump water over his hair.
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   Aaron barricaded the doors once he was back inside, and kept his handgun on him as he followed the sound of their voices up the stairs. He stopped in the doorway, the bathroom too narrow for him to enter, and chuckled at the set-up—candles always made things look weirdly romantic.
 
   Emily looked up at him, but then went back to concentrating on Song’s hair. The muck she was scrubbing out of it, and off his skin, was coloring the water grey. When he emerged though, and she wrapped him in a moderately fresh smelling towel, he was pink and soft and she hugged him tightly.
 
   “There’s my handsome Song,” she whispered.
 
   “You always say I’m handsome,” he replied, not catching any significance in the moment and wiggling out of her embrace. “Where are my clothes?”
 
   “Downstairs with our stuff,” Aaron said; where else would they be?
 
   “Take the jammies—I’ll try to wash your things later,” she told him, kissed his forehead and then let him run off, holding the towel around him like cape, fluttering.
 
   “He’s growing up...” Emily said quietly, a stuffy feeling in her nose before she made herself chuckle. “We might need to heat fresh water... I’m not sure this soup would clean anyone.”
 
   Shifting his body from the doorway, Aaron reached over to touch her shoulder, leaving his hand there as he moved to look down into the bathtub.
 
   “That does lend a little to the ‘what little boys are made of’ rhyme, don’t it?” he asked, snorting.
 
   She smiled up at him, staying there on the ground while his hand was on her shoulder. 
 
   “We have time... and enough water for once, it won’t be much trouble. I’ll get him to bed and we'll have a clean bath by the time he’s sleeping.”
 
   “We?” he asked, cocking his eyebrows, but still smiling in an utterly friendly way, finally offering his hands to her so she could get to her feet. Emily opened her mouth once and then found herself grateful Aaron just continued on.
 
   “He’s run around plenty, I think he’ll conk right out,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s been awhile since I’ve played with a kid like that.”
 
   “They wear you out,” she told him even if her big, proud smile seemed to proclaim the opposite.
 
   “I got two little sisters and a little brother, I remember.” He stepped back so she could head out the door first and ensure that Song had, indeed, put on his pajamas downstairs.
 
   When she found him, he was holding up a book and Emily chuckled, tucking him into the blankets they had spread for him on the sofa.
 
   “Again?” she asked, kissing his damp and fragrant hair.
 
   “I like when you read,” he said, and this time, it was without any note of buttering up, or effort to distract her. She took their old and dog-eared copy of A Wrinkle in Time and started to read again. From the beginning, even though the both knew almost all the words by heart.
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   The furnace didn’t work, of course; Aaron had checked the fuse when they arrived at the house, almost out of habit. Not one house he’d found had a functioning heating system, but there was something like dogged optimism—or stupidity, he couldn’t decide which—that kept him checking.
 
   The water was tepid at best when it came out of the tap. While Emily read to Song, he heated up a few more buckets of water by the dwindling fire and carried it upstairs, carefully, quietly, and added it to the tub to even out the temperature a little.
 
   He peeked into the living room, holding the empty bucket. “He asleep?” he asked, nodding at the heap leaning heavily against her.
 
   Emily nodded but didn’t dare speak just yet. Carefully, she disengaged herself from her son’s hold.
 
   “Is there another to carry?” she asked under her breath, nodding at the bucket.
 
   He shook his head. “The fire’s starting to peter out,” he added. “I can put on another if you need it.”
 
   She shook her head. “I’m small,” she shrugged and then followed him up the stairs again. The air was still fragrant with melted wax. She breathed it in deeply but then looked embarrassed and crossed her arms over her chest, before she moved to light a candle again.
 
   “I would argue that the cleaner one of us should be allowed first...” she grinned and then tilted her head, “on the other hand you do most of the work so you deserve clean water more. We could do rock-paper-scissors for it.”
 
   Naturally, he shook his head. 
 
   “Ladies first,” he said, winking, stepping back into the doorway to free up the bathroom for her.
 
   “That’s sexist,” she called after him in a loud, grinning whisper, but she didn’t exactly fight the decision either.
 
   She peeled off her shirt first, wondering if they might be able to spare some time the next day looking for more clothes. Theirs were few and very worn. She hadn’t had a fitting bra in ages and so undressing was quick and uncomplicated and she spent the longest on fiddling with her bandages. By the gentle, flattering light of the few candles, it looked better. She touched it gingerly, tried to move her wrist this way and that, and the pain didn't drive tears to her eyes anymore.
 
   The bath was nothing like her memory of those perfect Saturday afternoons in the tub. The water barely reached over her thighs and it was only lukewarm, but she grabbed the soap and a sponge and started to scrub—hard and thorough until she was pink and raw all over, and the friction almost made up for the lack of heat. Her hair was more difficult and she contorted herself like an eel in the tub, with a cup to pour water over her head over and over until she was reasonably sure that most shampoo was washed out.
 
   She was shivering, teeth chattering hard when she reached for a threadbare old towel. How she hated, hated winter. She had found a clean bed sheet earlier and wrapped it around her body, her hair in wet tangles around her face as she opened the door again. 
 
   “You’re up, soldier,” she teased when she saw him.
 
   “A little trouble in there?” he replied, getting to his feet; he’d stationed himself at the top of the stairs to listen for Song, and his knees popped a little as he stretched to his full height. 
 
   “Heard you splashin’ like a fish.”
 
   “The water level disagreed with the height of my head,” she explained, wrinkling her nose and holding the sheet up securely around her. “You should hurry, though, because I’ll be back to wash and cut your hair.”
 
   His eyebrows went up. 
 
   “Is that so?” He knew they’d made a deal, and, crossing his eyes, he could confirm that the need for a haircut had entered the arena of critical, but hadn’t quite been prepared for her to wash his hair, too.
 
   “Deal’s a deal. You said.” 
 
   “Deal’s a deal,” he agreed, focusing on her in the dim light of the hallway for a moment, wrapped in her sheet and dripping a little. Her arms were covered in goose bumps, and where there would have been guilt for making her stand there in that state, the thought that invaded his brain then followed a different path.
 
   “So,” he went on, snapping to, rubbing that long hair with his hand. “Come back in a minute?”
 
   “I’ll give you a tiny bit more scrubbing time,” she teased again and then flounced down the stairs.
 
   Aaron shook his head and went into the bathroom. He had no compunctions about reusing the water, even as it was a bit grey and soapy after her bath. He stripped and sat his ass in the water, knees bent at almost a grotesque angle with the lack of room. It was a state he was used to, though, and he scrubbed under his arms, and over his back and chest, which had grown sticky and uncomfortable with sweat over the afternoon.
 
   He was just rinsing off, standing naked in the dirty water when she knocked again, and he stepped out of the bath, sopping, into the middle of the room.
 
   “Come in,” he called, wrapping, somewhat ineffectually, a towel around his hips; as with anything, it was a bit too short, but there wasn’t much to be done.
 
   Emily stuck her head through the door and grinned. He was wet and almost naked, and it stirred places that had been left unstirred for a long time. When she came in, she had a woolen blanket trailing on the ground around her feet, like a parody of a girl playing princess dress-up. Her hair had wet her shirt around the neckline.
 
   “So now you’re gonna cut my hair?” He spoke in a much more teasing manner, aided by bare skin and the strangeness of the situation, thumbs hooked at the fold of the towel at his waist. 
 
   “That’s the plan,” she agreed, looking for something he could sit on. In the end, she dragged a chair in from another room and leaned it against the sink. She waved him onto it with a rather exaggerated gesture.
 
   “You know I actually worked in a hair salon for like... 3 weeks or so? Just as a washer though, hence why this has to be part of it. It’s the only thing I know how to do well.”
 
   “Then I should be worried about the part when you cut it?” He grinned at her as he sat; he’d had his head shaved just about to the scalp by the barbers at boot camp, so he was hardly afraid, but she looked cute and authoritative with scissors and her strange blanket contraption around her.
 
   “Possibly,” she admitted in a deadpan, and then started to scoop up water from the tub. “You've never seen my sculptures... I like to experiment with my materials.”
 
   Her grin was obvious by then; his face was handsome in the candlelight and she made him lean back over the sink before she poured the first cup of water. She was careful and gentle and avoided his face, just wetting his hair.
 
   “You’re excellent at making it wet,” he told her, in an excess amount of polite tone with wide eyes, biting back his smile.
 
   “I have many talents,” she shot back, just sleepy enough and worked up enough to let herself be lulled in by the candlelight and the smell and the closeness of his naked body, when she brushed against his shoulders. Finally, she reached for the shampoo, spread it over her hand and then started to soap him up, fingers rubbing his scalp.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve had a shampoo in... years,” he said, after a long silence, where her fingers worked against the roots of his hair. “You know, in a salon. Might have been for my sister’s wedding.”
 
   “It was my favorite thing about getting my hair cut,” she admitted, fingers still gliding, massaging. She found the task satisfying and warming and even though she knew that long exposure to the soap wouldn’t be good for his hair, she loathed finishing.
 
   “Crewcuts don’t really involve a wash beforehand,” he drawled, cracking his eyes open so that she was in murky view above him. “I haven’t had my hair this long since high school.”
 
   “I can’t imagine you with a crew cut at all...” she admitted, then bit her lip, unsure if that was somehow offensive. 
 
   “I was going to go for something a little longer—but I could try one of those if you want.”
 
   He chuckled. “Surprise me?” 
 
   “I’ll do my best,” she promised, looking down at him, pouring cups of water over his hair and ridding it of soap. It was tactile and nice, and when she was done, she made him get up so that she could move the chair and stand behind him.
 
   His hair hung down nearly to his nose when wet, and he smiled sheepishly at her as she circled behind him. “I must look like a drowned animal.”
 
   “Very much drowned man,” she informed him and then made a face at herself behind his back. She combed his hair and leaned over him, always close.
 
   The first sound of the scissors closing over his hair was a bit startling, and he jumped, laughing at himself almost immediately. 
 
   “There are sounds you forget about,” he said, after another moment, lifting a hand to rub at his chin. “Like, that were there before. You know what I mean?”
 
   “Yeah,” she admitted easily. “The first day in your car was like that.” She didn’t say that just his voice had been like something from an earlier time.
 
   “We had a percolator when I was a kid. My mom did, up through me movin’ out and all. It’s like... background noise, and I can't remember it now. I know how it sounded, but I can’t get the sound in my head.” He paused. “Sorry, just ramblin’. Scissors did the same thing. Sound I didn’t know I remembered.”
 
   “You... you don’t have to apologize,” Emily said quietly, stopping the motion of the scissors for a long moment. “I like it. You know, random things. Talk.”
 
   He glanced over at her, slightly behind him, to his right. “I don’t want to upset you.”
 
   “I...” she stopped and then tried to concentrate on his hair again until she went on, “I must seem terribly volatile, I'm sorry I keep putting that on you.”
 
   “You don’t,” he said, quickly, but then continued: “I think it’s more... I don’t want to add anything where you don’t need it. So...” He shrugged, careful not to nudge her hand with the blades. “I just try to be nice. It’s silly.”
 
   “No it’s not... you are nice.” She took a deep breath and then cut at some more strands. She didn’t feel like teasing anymore, but it was still just as hard not to let her fingers stray.
 
   “I try,” he confirmed, shifting in the chair to find a more comfortable position. 
 
   “Thanks for cutting my hair,” he added, after another silence where the only sound was the drizzling drain of water down old pipes and the snip of the scissors. It was falling off his head like wet feathers, caressing his back and shoulders as it drifted down towards the floor. Emily kept brushing it away, and he remembered now that there was a reason people wore capes for this. He found, though, that he liked the brushing.
 
   “It’s not a big thing,” she offered, “It’s nice. You know, something normal in all this craziness.”
 
   He wasn’t sure if this was normal, but it was better than most things, and the brush of her fingertips over his shoulders, in contrast with the tickle-itch of the hair, gave him goose bumps down over his arms and a warm feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   “How’mi lookin’?” he asked, raising his eyebrows towards the fringe of hair that had been freed up over his forehead.
 
   “Very handsome,” Emily answered, not without a hint of mirth. She reached for a comb that was missing half its teeth and combed his hair around, and again and then chopped off a bit more here and there.
 
   He watched her, that look of concentration that came over her features, as though she was doing something terribly important rather than just cutting his hair, and, when she stepped back, he caught her wrist, gently, fingers completely encircling the skinny bone.
 
   “Hey.” His voice was soft and non-threatening, and he looked at her in the waning candlelight.
 
   “Hey,” she echoed arm slack in his grasp, her body leaning closer.
 
   She was still holding the scissors in her good hand, and he carefully removed them, and the comb. He didn’t know, really, if she was done with his hair, but he was, and, once she was divested of the instruments, he pulled her down into his lap, absolutely without mind that he was only, in the barest sense, dressed at all, the towel a flimsy divide between them. 
 
   “You cut my hair,” he remarked, curling a damp lock of her own hair over his own fingers. 
 
    “I did,” she smiled, touching his cheek. “You still have hair everywhere.” Leaning over him she pursed her lips to blow the feather fluff off his neck and shoulders.
 
   The remaining strands stirred and mostly scattered, but his fingers in her hair caught her chin and realigned her mouth onto his. It was a simple, easy gesture, even with her somewhat precarious perch on his lap. The dim candles provided only a hint of light, throwing soft shadows over their features and their visions darkened so close together. There was little urgency now: they were relatively warm and safe, and their tongues met to explore each other’s mouth with a slower intensity than before, when the act itself had seemed so daring it had pushed all other concerns away.
 
   The blanket around Emily’s hips dislodged more with each motion; her palms rested, one on his face and one on his chest.
 
   “Do I cut your hair next?” he asked, voice barely audible with their mouths almost refusing to leave one another’s, his hand holding her secure against his legs.
 
   “Hmmm.” She looked sheepish and warm and raised her brows, “Maybe. If you prove yourself trustworthy with a pair of scissors?”
 
   Aaron snorted, his fingers curled behind her ear, a motion so delicate, it raised all the tiny hairs on the back of her neck and down her arms. “How ‘bout just brush it, then? You can trust me with that, can’t ya?”
 
   She nodded but he couldn’t find a brush just then, Emily had taken it downstairs with her. Instead, he let his fingers play with it in the back of her neck, raked them through her still wet hair. She had her eyes closed and he could watch her face, the congregation of freckles around her button nose, the moment of abandon when a wisp of a sigh floated up against the ceiling. 
 
    “That’s all you want to do to me?” she whispered, bearing down on his thigh, eyes open and on his.
 
   “Not really,” he said, lips brushing hers, almost obscenely.
 
   “Do you...” she started, eyes widening, lips snapping at his chin, a soft, toothless bite as much as a kiss, “do you want to touch me?”
 
   Aaron breathed out. “Aren’t I already?” he asked, a faint uplift of the corners of his lips forming something like a smile despite still being against hers.
 
   She raised her brows at him, sweet and knowing, terrifyingly precocious, as though they were in a game and he made her raise the stakes.
 
   “Do you want to fuck me?” 
 
   The question made his breath catch for just a moment, and then he lifted his mouth from hers. His expression was difficult to read and she saw something like confusion inside it, and something like fear, on top of that heat that had her own stomach smoldering like the fire they’d built outside.
 
   “What do you think?” he asked, finally, eyes dark from the faded light of the room, but unwaveringly on hers.
 
   “I think you do,” she whispered, then raised her fingers to his mouth and finally smiled more intimately, softly. She stroked his bottom lip. “I want you to.”
 
   Aaron shivered at the touch, and the ache low in his belly doubled. For some reason, the whole thing suddenly struck him as incredibly sad, and he smiled a little against her fingers.
 
   “I don’t know that we should,” he said, even as he felt incredibly stupid for saying it.
 
   “Probably not.” she whispered back, face falling a little but her tone of voice was still warm, flirting, wanting. “But then we also shouldn't be kissing... or touching.”
 
   “I know.” The insight didn't deplete the heat of the moment, though, the softness of her body draped over his legs, the way her skin felt under his fingers. “We should stop, then.”
 
   “But it feels good,” she whispered, shaking her head once. “And stopping feels bad.” And in saying it, somehow it seemed like a tremendous epiphany. So simple and yet so compelling—she didn’t want to do any of those things that made her feel bad anymore. She wanted to find old wine, and get drunk and fall into bed with Aaron and forget the drudgery of their life, if just for a moment.
 
   “Yeah.” His hand was still there at her waist, where the blanket was all but a memory, nearly pooled on the floor, and her thigh was pressed close to his cock, covered by the threadbare towel.
 
   “But how’s that gonna end up?” he had to ask.
 
   Emily looked at him for a long moment, realizing how this was a reasonable question. It was one she would have asked herself, and once again she was more aware of the absence inside of her. The darkness.
 
   She shrugged. “There is no future, is there? We could die tomorrow, or we’ll live on and you get us somewhere. And then we starve some other winter. Or we get infected or we kill ourselves. There is no future. Only now. One moment and the next... is there?”
 
   “Hell of a way to look at it.” There wasn’t much difference between them, not anymore, when, a couple years back, there would have been a stark one. War was everything now, not just something vague and far away and captured in the memories of a select few.
 
   Again, she shrugged only vaguely aware that she was trying to hurt him back, trying to take something from him like he was taking this from her, this one moment of not feeling dead inside. She leaned against his chest, rested her face against the crook of his neck.
 
   “I’m sorry...” she whispered.
 
   “Don’t apologize,” he replied, petting the spot behind her ear again with his fingertips. “It is what it is. I can’t really argue that point.”
 
   “Sometimes... I feel like I’m poisonous,” she whispered, shaking her head. “You will say no but... you were smiling before. There is no future with me. And you will leave us somewhere and keep on helping people because you are a person who still has one.”
 
   Aaron licked his lips, considered, fell silent again. “You make a lot of assumptions about me, don’t you?” he asked, finally.
 
   “Doesn’t everybody?” she asked, raising her brows. His cock was still close, so achingly close but it seemed to have lost the power to override everything else. “Tell me where I’m wrong?”
 
   “Two seconds ago you proclaimed no future, but now we’re down to just you with no future. How’s that work? Where do I have one and you don't?”
 
   She opened her eyes and pulled away to look at him. For a moment her face was utterly pure, as though astonished that he didn’t know.
 
   “Because... because you are asking for one. Because you are gonna build one.”
 
   “So are you. What else are you doing all of this for, so Song has something to live for, to grow up in? You don’t think that’s a future?”
 
   Emily’s face grew tired and sad and she cupped Aaron’s cheeks in her hands. She leaned in and kissed him, not deeply, just her lips on his with an aching sense of tenderness. She didn't want him to understand the difference, and she loved that he got angry on her behalf, but he didn’t understand, couldn’t understand. And wasn’t that exactly what he believed about talking about one’s problems?
 
   “Emily,” he sighed, fingers tightening behind her ear but not aggressively increasing his hold on her. 
 
   She was small and soft and sad, and there were times she seemed just as distant and remote as she had that first day in the store room at that gas station, pointing an empty, shaking gun at him.
 
   Her fingers brushed against his cheek but she didn’t utter the apology on her lips. 
 
   “You don’t know everything,” he said, in the absence of her voice, in the void of the drip-drop of the water still leaking from the disused tap. “And certainly not everything about me.”
 
   “Tell me then,” she commanded, though softly, pressing her finger to the point of his chin, the skin going white under the slight pressure.
 
   He breathed out. “You think I’m untouched, don’t you?” When her expression registered confusion, he continued: “You got all that mess inside ya, and you think that I don’t. That you’re making me rotten in some way by being near me. You think I’m, like, I dunno, pure.”
 
   Emily opened her mouth to protest, and found she couldn’t. She closed it, lips pursing, a clear surrender.
 
   Aaron nodded. “You think I’m a soldier, you think I’m married to duty and honor. You think I got nothing in me but Southern manners and an army heart.” He gave her a mostly-humorless smile before she could even formulate a response. “I ain’t perfect, Emily.”
 
   “It’s not about being perfect or not perfect, or pure or not pure, Aaron.” The words slipped through her lips without conviction, without a way to explain the difference; maybe he was right after all. “Tell me how I’m wrong,” she demanded, softly, a breath, jaw clicking into place.
 
   “Don’t think I’m totally unlike you,” he said, raising his eyebrows. “I left home too. You think you’re the only one who thinks she doesn’t fit?”
 
   She touched his teacup ear, the still wet hair brushing along the top. “Why didn’t you fit?”
 
   Direct was simple, and it was not. His smile was small and a little pained. “Told you I was runnin’ away.”
 
   “Did you kill someone?” It was teasing, mostly, and she finally sank back against him, sure he’d talk in circles, never answer her. She thought she might tell him everything, all of it, but he couldn’t manage the same.
 
   “Naw,” he said, and she could feel more than hear his voice rumble in his chest. “Liked someone. A lot. And it didn’t work, wouldn’t work, couldn’t work. Like at all. And I was afraid. So I left.”
 
   She listened, and she didn’t stir, almost lulled by his words. “That’s when you joined the army.”
 
   “Kind of. Helped. Gave me an out.” He touched her cheek. 
 
   “What was her name?” she asked, after another moment, sleepy and lulled, warm and willing.
 
   Aaron didn’t respond for a long moment. “Ain’t important.”
 
   That made her twist and lift her head to look up at him. “Lost my virginity to a guy named Eckhardt,” she said, raising her eyebrows.
 
   He chuckled, taken aback. “Um, lost mine to a girl named Annabeth?”
 
   She pressed her hand to his chest. “But that’s not the one you couldn’t be with?”
 
   In the candlelight, he looked pained, bright red, tense on a level she’d not seen before. She was about to take it back, with everything else, when he finally spoke again.
 
   “It was a guy.”
 
   She nodded, and for a moment found herself oddly unsurprised. She touched his cheek and sighed, feeling the weight of that secret in the tone of his voice, the darkness behind his eyes.
 
   His smile was tight. “I left and I ain’t been back. People run, Emily. People hide out. You think you’re broken. Everyone else thinks they are, too.”
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   “Are we there yet?” 
 
   It was a question that Aaron had been dreading, yet expecting, for some hundred miles now. The little boy was generally pretty good-natured about the travelling, but it was beginning to wear on him, all of them, and he was just young enough to be honest about it.
 
   “Not really,” Aaron replied, after a moment to let himself breathe; he was not the type to lose his temper, particularly with children, and particularly with the children of the girl with whom he had some kind of nebulous relationship. Still, it was hard to stay patient in the confines of the van, day after day, and with absolutely no answer to the common childhood question.
 
   “When will we get there?” Song asked, hanging over the front seat to look between the two adults. 
 
   “When we do,” Aaron said, finally, cringing at his own vagueness.
 
   Song groaned. “I bet you don’t even know where we’re going,” he proclaimed, flopping back onto his seat with a thump, feet propped by the window.
 
   “Song!” Emily snapped and immediately regretted it.
 
   She looked over at Aaron with her eyebrows raised. She mouthed something that looked like “I’m sorry,” but Aaron could tell that she was curious, too, that she was just a few years too old to ask herself. He didn’t have the answer anyway—just south. South would be a safer place, he reasoned, better weather and more food for Emily and Song.
 
   After a moment, Emily raised herself up on her knees and looked over the seat at Song. “Do you want to play a game?”
 
   “No.” He was glaring at the ceiling, tangled in blankets.
 
   “Sing a song?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Aaron chuckled without a lot of humor. 
 
   “We’re getting near a city,” he remarked; it was more observation than real knowledge—most signs had come down in the first winter, but the closer one drove to a city, the more congested the roads became with debris and rot, the more sagging buildings began appearing and, of course, the more zombies started lurching out of the woodwork. He’d counted four in the last hour, but they were all slow-moving and far enough off he had not mentioned them.
 
   Emily licked her lips as she sat down. “You think...” She paused, voice terribly polite and British in a way it wasn’t when she was comfortable. She was toying with the hem of her shirt; it was fraying badly. “We could maybe look for some clothes? If it’s safe enough.”
 
   “Of course,” he replied, quite automatically, maybe too quickly.
 
   “It’s just a matter of keepin’ an eye out, that’s all.” She smiled and so did he, and, after another moment, she reached over and squeezed his arm with one small hand before pulling it back to her lap.
 
   Emily felt on edge—Song was loud and while she could bear it, when he behaved this way to her, it cut right through her when he treated Aaron badly: Aaron who had saved their lives, still was saving them. And then there were the creatures outside and the whiff of their smell every once in awhile. She rubbed her face and tried to avoid looking out the window.
 
   “You know Aaron’s not doing this to us to be mean, right?” she asked him a little pointedly. “He’s helping us... otherwise we’d still be walking all day. Remember how that sucked?”
 
   “It’s okay,” Aaron interjected softly, but Song was sitting up and curling into a ball against the window to look outside with just as much pointed enthusiasm.
 
   There were rotted car parts littering the sides of the highway as it opened up on some suburbs, and steering was a bit more difficult, a bit more treacherous, even in the face of a sulking little boy. They came upon a strip mall in a rather short amount of time; urban sprawl, Aaron figured. The lot was mostly empty but for trash and cars that had never made it home, and he steered close to some of the busted-out windows and doors of the shops that had resided there. 
 
   “That kinda place work?” he asked, pointing out a standard mall anchor, what was a big box store back in the day.
 
   “You think there’s still anything in there?” she asked somewhat pointlessly. It was always a matter of going to see but, ever since leaving New York, Emily had tried to stay as far away from actual cities as possible. Neither Sullivan nor she had ever been mall frequenters, but after having Song, it had become necessary from time to time. Now, it was not so much a temple of consumerism but just a place with far too many doors and hidden corners.
 
   “I can do a sweep and see,” he suggested, flashing her a smile; there was a sort of smug satisfaction that was already rooting in his demeanor at the thought of having achieved a request so soon, and he parked up against the walk, sliding his handgun into his holster and hopping out of the van to survey the parking lot.
 
   Emily never stopped him when he did this, but she also never got used to it. Getting separated brought to mind Sullivan, losing people and zombies crowding in on a fallen body. She took a deep breath, fingering the hand-axe between their seats and watched him walk towards the abandoned building. 
 
   There was no evidence of anything, really, and Aaron waved at her before creeping into the store. He was careful, and quiet—it wasn’t really his forte, that hadn’t been what he did on duty, but he was trained, and smart, and kept to the walls and behind displays before he confirmed the store was empty, and still contained undamaged goods.
 
   He swept up some sweaters, and jeans that looked tiny and, thus, small enough for her, and threw them over his shoulder to take back to the van. Pushing the big door open, he dumped them next to Song, who had quickly forgotten his pouting and leaned over to look at them.
 
   “You can look through those, I saw some jackets I want to grab,” Aaron said.
 
   She scrambled over the seat into the back, careful not to hurt herself with the axe she was still clinging to. She opened her mouth, momentarily wishing she could go and he’d stay with Song but then she knew he’d never let her and she scooted down to look at the clothes, smiling at him—a few weeks ago she might have argued, but after their last encounter, she was unsure of herself around him, or what right she had to speak up. The clothes looked new. They didn’t smell it but they looked it, and that was pretty damn good.
 
   “Is there stuff for kids?” she asked, and then licked her lips, “and underwear? You know I should go in right?” It was uttered carefully, teasingly. But she was not that good an actress.
 
   His smile was nonchalant. “Just tell me your size,” he suggested, rocking back on his heels.
 
   Emily chuckled, and poked out her tongue. She looked down at her chest and sighed. “I used to be a B-cup, but bloody hell...” She shook her head tragically and had to giggle apologetically at Song who was making a face. 
 
   “Just new knickers would be awesome. And leggings and sports bras... comfortable stuff?”
 
   He saluted her. “Will do,” he said, shoving the dangling arms of the sweaters up onto the floor of the van. Emily was still smiling; he looked so pleased with himself when he could do something for them that her heart went out to him. She smiled at his big ears, just peeking out from under his handsome new haircut, but just as she bent down to have a closer look at the sizes, something caught her eye. And it was moving.
 
   “Aaron! Behind you!” she called, panic reverberating in her voice, hands wildly fumbling for her axe as she shoved Song behind her.
 
   “Shit!” Aaron threw himself on the ground just out of the creature’s reach and scrambled several feet before rolling to his back to grapple with his gun. He managed to fire off one shot, slowing the zombie, just enough for him to jump to his feet and throw the big van door closed with Emily and Song inside, just as she had been about to jump out.
 
   “No, NO!” Emily shouted, her whole body rigid. She heard another shot but she couldn’t risk waiting. She pulled the door open again—and screamed. The rotting, vile face was a mere few feet from her face. She couldn’t see Aaron but the zombie seemed momentarily confused, staring at her for a fraction of a second before it turned on her. She raised the axe by pure instinct and the hatred that welled up inside her. It was stretching its arms out and she hacked at the hands, then at the neck until she felt it sever from the rest of its body.
 
   Everything exploded in a vile smell and finally, she saw Aaron. He had jumped up from the ground to the right. They stared at each other; Emily wanted to throw up but when she raised the back of her hand to her mouth, she saw that it, too, was bespeckled with brown slime.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked quickly and when it seemed that he was, she added, more loudly: “Why did you do that?!”
 
   He gave her a shaky smile, and it took him another moment to tuck his gun back in and answer her. 
 
   “Just... to keep you safe?” He didn’t quite look at her, now scanning the length of the strip mall, edging closer to the van to reach for the rifle, hands trembling a little.
 
   “You could have died,” she pressed. She, too, was shaking, her fingers were clenched so tightly around her axe it didn’t seem she would be able to let go, not ever. Finally her eyes started to water and she grew more aware of her body and her surroundings. 
 
   “Are you okay, Duck?” she breathed, turning around to Song who was staring at her wide-eyed. He nodded, and, after a moment, reached up for her, just as he had as a baby, as he still did when scared.
 
   “Wait, Ducky, I’m full of stuff,” Emily cautioned Song and then after a moment’s hesitation, simply swiped her sweater off her head and used it to rub any remaining specks off her hands and face. In her light tee, she pulled Song to her chest and finally turned around again.
 
   Aaron had the rifle in his hands and was staring down the line of broken shops intensely. It didn’t feel right to assume only one zombie, but nothing else was rattling out, and the body as his feet was stinking and oozing onto his boots.
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked again. She had expected him to return to the front seat, that they would leave as soon as possible, but he was still standing there. In a flash, she saw Sullivan again, him and his insistence that they had to go on without him. 
 
   “Aaron?” This time her voice was trembling, barely forming words.
 
   “I’m okay.” He finally looked back at her, and then down at his shoes, shaking off the gore as best he could. “I... yeah, I’m okay.” He licked at his lips and locked the safety on the rifle once more before shoving it back into the van and going to close the door. He paused, though, hand on the handle.
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   Song had his face buried against her shoulder, and she was about the same height as him, standing in the doorway of the van. 
 
   “You... yeah.”
 
   Emily stared at him, and just shook her head. She reached out for him with her bandaged arm but then dropped it again and took a deep breath. There was a feeling of strength that flooded her: she was a mother and a protector, and she hugged Song closer, her cheeks red and her eyes sparkling as fear started to wane in favor of an enormous adrenaline rush.
 
   “What now?” she whispered.
 
   “You want me to go back in?” he asked, voice as even as he could make it; truly, there was fear all around the edges, but she knew he would if she asked. She shook her head almost before he could finish, but she still hesitated. 
 
   “I...” she started, tried to find a way to actually word her sudden and crazy desire to go herself, and then stopped when Song buried his face in the crook of her neck. She couldn’t go.
 
   Aaron nodded, but just as Emily turned, expecting him to return to the front, he touched his fingers to his forehead.
 
   “I’ll be right back.” His smile was bracing, and he waited for her to step back—hesitantly, and with a strange, confused look on her face—so he could shove the door closed again and return to the ruins of the store.
 
   He moved faster this time, and, with a suitcase found atop a pile of junk, he shoved handfuls of clothes inside, not being particularly choosy or observant. There were shoes and socks and underwear, some brightly colored shirts, even a raincoat. Once the bag was bulging, he balanced it on his shoulder and brought it back to the van and pushed it in through the back before getting into the driver’s seat, shutting the door, and letting out a breath that he’d been holding, somehow, the entire time.
 
   Emily was still in the back and the tears finally spilled over at the sight of him. She sat Song down and came close to Aaron’s seat and, just for a moment, she leaned her face against his hair and breathed him in. 
 
   “You didn’t have to do that, I didn't mean... you didn’t... damn, I’m sorry.” 
 
   He sucked in another breath, dizzy. “It’s okay. You, um, need clothes.” He had no idea if he’d gotten anything worthwhile, of course, and that, for whatever reason, seemed even more offensive in his mind.
 
   “Not... not in exchange for you,” she breathed but even as her heart was slamming against her chest, she was aware of having to downplay the situation for Song’s sake. She was already working on turning her face into a smile.
 
   He glanced up at her, blinked and then nodded. He didn’t reach for her, and certainly he didn’t know what right he had to any real comfort just then.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” he suggested, instead, starting the van once more, when Emily nodded. She didn’t linger but sat down with Song again and pulled him on her lap. She didn’t feel the cold on her arms, just held him until he started to babble and she knew he was okay. 
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   Emily stood over the old, saggy sofa bearing Song’s sleeping form. She had wrapped him in so many blankets, his face was flushed and warm. Almost comfortable, sleeping almost like he used to, except for the axe he was cradling in his tiny hands. Emily sighed. He had allowed her to clean it, but then he’d wanted it back. He had taken to carrying it around and lifting it into the air like a trophy, babbling about killing zombies and heroics, as though in his mind everything had turned into a movie already. Emily had a feeling that this was a good thing, but she kept catching him in her arms and trying to get him to stop running around with a weapon. 
 
   He was deep enough asleep now and, not quite as gently as she could have, she loosened his fingers from the wood and edged it out from under his blankets. It wasn’t a movie for her, and after the feeling of heroic adrenaline had faded, she’d had to force a smile every time Song retold the story of how she had cut a zombie’s head off.
 
   She pushed herself off the ground and quietly placed the axe on a table by the door. Stretching, she reached for the water bottle and took a few deep drags until her hair fell into her eyes and Aaron entered the house again from his usual patrols. She gave him a dry smile.
 
   “Long day, huh?”
 
   “You could say that,” he drawled, only giving her the barest hint of a smile in return. His face was drawn and weary, and he’d rubbed his hair into a mess atop his head, despite the cut she’d given it. 
 
   They were safe—as safe as things got, at least. The house was set back from the road and he saw no evidence of anything living or semi-living, whatever the case may be, in a long time. The building, itself, smelled a bit, rotting around the eaves, but it was sturdy, and dry, and they all needed a break where there was an illusion of some kind of calm, of peace.
 
   “I’m gettin’ tired of surprises,” he went on, setting his gun down so he could take off his jacket; it was warm by the fire.
 
    “Just the kind that’s trying to eat us or shoot us or steal our stuff...” she replied and shrugged a little apologetically. She was exhausted, but more emotionally than physically, pent up and tense.
 
   He squeezed her shoulder, just briefly, and moved to poke at the burning embers in the fireplace. Emily felt the absence again starkly as she watched him. 
 
   A fire in the house, smoke billowing from the chimney, wasn’t the safest decision, but they needed the heat, and he was willing to make them obvious over freezing through the night. They’d been through too much recently.
 
   “It’ll get better,” he said, trying to muster a good amount of conviction into his voice. They had said the same sentence or one to the same effect so many times, it had stopped having a real meaning. They were just words, uttered in a comforting tone, and Emily nodded.
 
   She flopped onto a chair and pulled the bag with their provisions onto her lap. Except for the boxes of cans in the van that were technically not for them, their supplies were growing sparse.
 
   “At least Song seems okay,” she said finally, groping for anything to say. The silence was heavier between them than it usually was.
 
   “Kids bounce back quick,” he said, this time with a genuine smile, gaze going to the sleeping boy for a moment. There was a tenderness there that Aaron didn’t outright display all that often, and it vanished once he turned back to Emily.
 
   “The sleepin’ with the axe was a bit much,” he added, shrugging and finally sinking to sit on the floor.
 
   Emily shrugged, too, still watching him, then ran her fingers through her hair and wrapped her skinny arms around herself. All too many times that day, she’d felt herself pulled back into that dark room, grappling through the blackness for the doorknob, Sullivan outside.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked finally.
 
   “I’ve been better,” he admitted, rubbing his hand over his hair again, not noticing how it stuck out in all directions over his ears. “But I’ll be okay in the mornin’. Gotta keep moving.” He was exhausted, and it showed, but he stayed upright, jaw set. 
 
   Emily watched him. She felt a certain tenderness towards the messy hair and that face, that tired, tense face. But giving into that feeling and following its course had become a sore point in her pride and so she stayed away, breathing deeply. She wanted to get her things out and draw or write something, but she didn’t feel quite awake enough, nor quite in private enough.
 
   “You wanna talk?” she finally asked instead.
 
   “Bout what?” He didn’t sound surprised, but he also didn’t sound entirely willing; in fact, he didn’t sound like much of anything, but distant, somewhere in his head, somewhere nowhere near that room.
 
   Emily didn’t snort but it was a close call. Instead she just raised her brows and shrugged. Her nostrils flared.
 
   “You’re gettin’ good with an axe.” He sounded doubtful, and his shoulders raised almost to his ears.
 
   “That’s not...” she started and found herself shivering with a sudden flash of anger. And while she couldn't quite pinpoint where the rush of emotion came from, it wasn’t entirely new. 
 
   “I...” she exhaled a hard breath, then set her jaw and looked at her sleeping son as though his sweet sleeping face could stem the anger, could stop the sudden need to kick or tear something or to scream.
 
   “Yeah?” His eyes went to Song, too.
 
   On some level, she knew she wasn’t really angry at Aaron but he was there, with his accent and his ears and his stupid sweet voice at night.
 
   “Why did you close the door on me?” she asked finally, her voice dangerously level.
 
   He frowned, and blinked. 
 
   “So you wouldn’t get hurt.” It was so simple, and he was completely baffled by the question—a zombie charged, he tried to protect her and Song. It seemed cut and dry to Aaron.
 
   “But I had an axe,” she said in the same tone, her brows drawing closer together. “And that left you all alone.”
 
   “I had a gun.” His voice was even, almost reasoned. “And better one person than three in danger, don't ya think?”
 
   Her jaw fell open and her eyes glinted. 
 
   “No. No, I don’t think that,” she spat and got up from her chair, suddenly only able to breathe while moving. “No. Because it’s better two against one than one against one. What... what would have happened if the door was stuck or... or if that thing had been faster? We would have lost you, I—I would have lost you, Aaron!”
 
    “You would have been okay,” he began, but it was almost immediately a losing battle. Emily stopped and stared at him, her eyes filled with tears.
 
   “Fuck you,” she exhaled, shaking her head.
 
   “What?” Though there was confusion in his tone, his expression was a mix of anger and hurt, and he rose to his feet as well, hands going behind his back, shoulders stiff and squared.
 
   “That’s making it really fucking easy, don’t you think?” She hissed, clearly dying to yell. “We’d be okay? Just so you can be hero? I wouldn’t be. Okay? I wouldn't be fucking okay.” 
 
   “I was just trying to help!” Aaron rarely snapped, before the end, in the end, now—he rarely raised his voice, but he, too, was struggling with the volume of his words, eyes locked on hers and burning.
 
   Emily flinched. Aaron was tall and strong, and in that moment, suddenly intimidating in a way he never had been before. But her anger reinstated itself almost immediately, and she raised her hands in frustration before she pointed at the next room.
 
   He was almost angry enough to refuse, but his gaze flicked to Song, and he did as she indicated, hands still held tightly behind his back and head ducked as he walked the few paces out of the living room. What had been the dining room was lit with the light of the half-moon, and colder, but certainly out of earshot of the sleeping boy.
 
   Emily shivered and her skinny arms went across her chest, staring up at Aaron, defiant and hurting. The moment had taken some of her fire and for a second, she just wanted to collapse against him and satisfy herself with the knowledge that he, at least, wasn’t dead.
 
   “You can’t do that again,” she finally said, her voice was weaker now, and not exactly loud enough to have required the move.
 
   “I only did what I thought was right,” he said, tersely, but his own anger had mostly leached out of his voice. His hands stayed behind his back, but not clenched in some kind of stance of anger, but one more of helplessness, and the very real desire to put his arms around her and not let her go.
 
   “Well, it wasn’t and you won’t do it again. He... he died okay?” she pressed and immediately her eyes filled with tears again. “He shut me in a dark room and by the time I could help him he was bit. I could have... I could have helped him. I...” she sniffed, then fell silent and pressed her hands over her eyes.
 
   “Hey,” Aaron interrupted her, and he reached for her then, hands easily encircling her wrists. “I... I know. It's... I didn’t mean...” He couldn’t find a way to complete his thoughts, to assure her with any words: they all seemed clumsy and stupid in light of that, in light of himself, and so he just pried her hands from her eyes.
 
   “I’m okay. We’re okay, we’re all okay.” 
 
   It was just dark enough to feel hidden, as though anything that might happen there was secret and safe and Emily sniffed once, trying to catch her breath.
 
   “Just... I wouldn’t be okay, okay?” she breathed into the warmth of his fingers against the back of her hands.
 
   “You’d be okay.” It wasn’t what she wanted to hear, but Aaron needed to say it, and he believed it, nonetheless. “You would. You’d have to be, alright?”
 
   “That’s not... what I mean,” she breathed, her voice hoarse and high pitched. “I just... people have to stop dying and... and you can’t take risks like that anymore. Please?”
 
   “What else am I supposed to do, Em?” His thumb was pressed to the hollows of her good wrist, and their pulses matched, beat for beat. “I can't let you get yourself hurt.”
 
   “I can help, I’m strong...” she insisted even if just then she didn’t feel it at all.
 
   “I know you are, of course you are.” His voice was quiet, and he finally released her wrists only to cup his hands at the sides of her face, instinctively. “I just... I am who I am, Emily. I can’t help it.”
 
   Her eyes closed momentarily and she exhaled an aching, frustrated breath. After a moment, one long, warm moment, she forced her eyes open again and pushed her fists against his chest—if she’d tried to hurt him, or to prove her strength, she didn’t do a good job.
 
   “Just... don’t be stupid. Not like this, please?”
 
   His mouth went up a little on one side. “‘Fraid I’m not able to be non-stupid,” he said, thumbs finding the curve of her cheekbones, freckles black in the silver light. “Sorry.”
 
   “You are trying to pacify me with your hands...” she pouted, but it was obviously working as she sighed and leaned against his touch, aching and hungry. 
 
   “Tryin’ nothin’ of the sort.” And he didn’t stop, not when they were that close, and they were both leaning into it, her chin tipped up so that their faces, in the hush, were barely inches apart.
 
   “You always disagree with me,” she noted, quietly, shaking her head. She bit her lip and released it again; it quivered for a moment as she rose to her toes.
 
   Their mouths came together again, but, in another beat of the blood in their veins, the kiss turned different from the ones before it, the fear of the afternoon, the anger that had risen quickly, the need for something good and warm and base pushing it up, harder, almost immediately. His hands moved from her face to her shoulders, down to her waist; they walked backwards in unison until Emily bumped against something hard, a desk. She carelessly reached back to push dust and papers on the floor and almost instantly, Aaron lifted her up on its empty surface. 
 
   With the motion, the kiss broke, but only for an instant—a breath in, and his mouth landed on hers again, hands at her thighs so they were spread on either side of his, pinned without pressure.
 
   Hands clenched in his shirt, Emily pulled him closer, breathing hard already. He was hot and solid and so wonderfully alive, her legs crossed behind him hard until she could feel him pressing against her through all those layers of clothing. His hands clenched at her legs, and then released them, moving under the hem of her shirt to the curve of her waist, the bare, untouched skin there.
 
   She didn’t say anything, talking always ruined it. She just kissed him; needed to keep kissing him, letting him set the pace this time. Their tongues tangled, and his fingers found her ribs, utterly too prominent, and the undersides of her breasts. His mouth jarred away from hers, and their gazes swam back together but he, too, didn't speak. Aaron’s fingers caught the frayed bottom of her shirt and pulled it up over her head. Her hair crackled with electricity and gooseflesh rose over her arms and breasts as she looked up at him, needy, all too afraid he’d put a stop to it again.
 
   His hands, though, went back to her waist, her chest, and his lips to hers, her cheek, brushing along her jaw and to her throat. For a few moments, she was almost too distracted by wondering if this was actually going to happen to actually feel anything. And when she did, it hurt—it hurt like frozen fingers in warm water. Her eyes teared up again and she buried her face in the crook of his neck, kissing, licking, sucking at his throat.
 
   Aaron paused, but could only groan, fingers finding the waist of her jeans, loose around her hips, button easy to pop. He was working on instinct, need, some amount of fear, want that refused to be tamped down any longer. At his first tug, Emily wriggled until he could pull her jeans off, finally loosening her hold on his hips. Insistent, she pushed her fingers under his sweater, finding taut muscle and hot skin.
 
   He moved just to pull his shirt off, dropped on the floor without thought, and his fingers reaching for her panties. They hooked in the waistband, and he tugged them down off her hips, lifted her ass and dragged them down off her legs, and the tips of her toes.
 
   Their eyes met in the dark and Emily wet her lips. There seemed to exist a momentary balance in which neither of them was sure they’d actually go through with this, but then her legs closed behind him again and her lips found his chest, kissing and biting, while her hands tried to unpop the button of his jeans.
 
   Her fingers were strong and deft, and he exhaled, low, against her ear, when his jeans loosened around him. He pushed her hand up to his shoulder, letting her wrap it around his neck so he could free his cock himself. He slipped his hands under her ass to tug her to the edge of the table, to tip her back almost precariously, and pushed inside her. Her eyes widened and she held her breath until he bottomed out, then let it all go in one sharp moan, fingernails digging into the back of his neck.
 
   Despite being far from Song’s hearing, they were quiet, breaths coming out in muffled gasps, his hands planted to the table to keep it from squeaking or hitting the wall. It felt illicit, and not, like something completely necessary, lest they both wither and die. It was also fast: after denying themselves too many times, it didn’t take long until they were pressed together, sweaty foreheads in the crook of each other’s necks, catching their breath—afraid to pull back and see the world was still there.
 
   The table was gritty under Aaron’s palm, and still breathing hard, he finally lifted it to find Emily’s bare back, the curve of her spine, and held her there. He could hear her heart drumming in her chest, feel it on his skin, in sharp contrast to the chill of the room behind him. He kissed her neck, the salt there. Still, the silence hung, both of them well aware what talking seemed to do. 
 
   It was getting cold, but as long as they clung together, Emily hardly felt it. She leaned her head against his, soft and gelatinous.
 
   “Thank you,” she finally whispered and kissed his shoulder.
 
   “For what?” His tongue felt swollen and slow, voice almost rasping.
 
   She inhaled but then didn’t answer, she just pulled back and smiled at him. For the first time that evening, the corners of her mouth moved up all by themselves. He found himself struck by just how beautiful she was, as though he’d not quite noticed it until that moment, until she smiled at him with a tiredness that came from something other than another day in the van, with a smile brought on by something other than obligation.
 
   “I guess you’re welcome, then,” he said, smiling a little, then more, touching her chin with his fingers. She reached for them and moved them up to her lips, kissing each of them, one by one, and her eyes fell closed again.
 
   


  
 

[bookmark: Chapter15]Chapter Fifteen
 
    [image: dash] 
 
    
 
   Aaron slept, and he rarely did, so that when he woke in the morning, it was with a start, sitting up swiftly with his hand already outstretched for his gun. He felt stupid almost immediately, but looked around the room with a certain amount of confusion.
 
   It was flooded with light in a way that didn’t make sense—could it really be that late in the morning already? Guilt shot through him, the sense that he might have been derelict in his duty by his charges somehow. Slowly, quietly, he shook off his blankets and got to his feet in the freezing room. A glance at the window explained the light easily, as he looked out over fresh and glittering landscape.
 
   Snow. A storm had hit overnight, and quietly covered the property by several inches, thick and white. He rubbed his eyes and shook his head, grateful they’d stopped the night before and wondering how long it would be until it would be safe to drive again. Moving away from the window, he looked back over at the piles of blankets and sleeping bags, the old sagging couch. Song was snoring, arms thrown over his head, curls disheveled, hand dangling near Emily’s face. Her expression was serene, for once, hands tucked under her cheek, that loose ring pressed into her skin, and hair spread on the blanket under her head. He found himself watching her, the near-silent breaths she took, the pink flush over her cheeks, the colorful bird tattooed on her clavicle, the freckles on the tip of her nose—had he ever taken the time to notice all those little things?
 
   And had the night before actually happened? Aaron still felt heavy with sleep, and, for a few minutes, he was almost unsure. He wasn’t scared anymore, that low-lying sort of fear that tended to follow a brush with death, and his mouth felt a little stung, fingers straying to his bottom lip. He wasn't stupid or wishful enough for such lucid dreams, and, so, they'd had sex, just in the next room, quiet and desperate and so fulfilling, his pelvis ached again, suddenly, just at the thought of it.
 
   He let them sleep; there was no point in waking the two, not when they were warm and comfortable. He restoked the fire and got it going, put water on to boil, then slipped outside into the freezing air to see the unmarred snow, the land untouched for miles. They were safe.
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   Emily, waking, noticed the different quality of the light too, groaned in recognition and let herself fall back onto her blanket. She didn’t want to be awake yet, didn't want to think yet. 
 
   Song flailed in his sleep, and his hand hit her on the nose. She grunted, rubbed it and gave up. Dragging herself into a sitting position, she looked around the room. The fire was starting to crackle, though and she finally wormed herself out of her sleeping bag, yawned and padded closer to the heat.
 
   She could start thinking after a cup of tea, after just a little more time had passed.
 
   As there wasn’t much to look at outside—clearly they were the only ones who had been through there in some time—Aaron came back in after a few minutes, kicking the snow off his boots onto the front porch. His smile was small, but pleased, as he took in Emily, barefoot and blinking in the strange white light of sun on snow.
 
   “Thought you might sleep in,” he said, shrugging apologetically and going to fetch the cups they used for tea and coffee. “Shoulda known better?”
 
   “I think I forgot how,” she admitted watching his back as he bent over their pack. She remembered all too vividly clinging to that back the night before. 
 
   “How bad is it? The snow I mean?”
 
   “Not bad. It’ll be clear by tomorrow, it’s so warm. It’s just soggy and wet out there, don’t want to risk gettin’ the van stuck.” He straightened up and held her cup out to her. “Shouldn’t be a problem after, though.”
 
   “Song will be excited,” she replied, taking the cup from him and swishing through it once with her sleeve. In a way, she was too: a day just standing still. She looked up at Aaron, but just when their eyes met, something in them made her look away again, poking at the fire as though she could make it heat the water faster.
 
   “It’s not so bad here,” Aaron agreed, digging out the precious few last teabags and the little bit of freeze dried coffee they had in a box. 
 
   “Place is sturdy enough and we got a fire. Might let him play in the snow if we can get his feet in those boots.” He was just rambling, and as she wasn’t looking at him just then, he could watch her little gestures without being caught. Her fingers curled in the cuffs of her sweater, and her hair swished slowly along the curve of her neck. She shook herself a tiny bit every time a shiver went down her spine and finally, smiling at him, went to find her socks, two pair, one tight and thin, the other huge, fluffy and multi-colored. Sitting down on the floor to put them on, she stretched her leg out in front of her, pulling and tugging at the fabric until she grew aware of Aaron’s gaze.
 
   She swallowed, gave him a small smile and got back up.
 
   “It’ll be good for him to run around a bit...” she said, a little hoarsely. She still felt good, soft and pliable and aware of her body as she hadn't been in months, and she didn’t want to spoil it just yet.
 
   “Kids need that,” he agreed, easily, lifting the pot from the fire and nodding at her to hold her cup out, carefully pouring the water over the tea there, careful not to spill any on her fingers.
 
   “I can make oatmeal if you want,” he offered, not pouring water in his coffee just yet, looking up at her.
 
   “That sounds good, really good actually.” She felt her stomach rumbling in that pleasantly needy way it only could after sex and she poked it gingerly with her index finger, a crooked smile on her face.
 
   “I... I can help? I mean, if you need any.”
 
   “No, really, I’ve been up and around already. We can relax for one day,” he added, digging out the container of oatmeal, and then a jar of preserves he rolled between his hands before setting on the floor. “Kinda nice to not have to plan anything, ain’t it?”
 
   “Yeah,” she admitted, yawned and settled herself on the floor next to the fire against the warm wall. She wriggled her toes and held the cup close, cradling it between her hands. “I don’t know how you do it, really, all this traveling all the time. I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’m incredibly glad and grateful that you took us with you, but I’ll be even happier with a place to stay.”
 
   His smile was a little wistful, but less so than the weeks before. 
 
   “I like to feel useful,” he said, simply, adding more water from a jug to the pan and putting it back on the fire. 
 
   She nodded again, nipping at her tea even though it hadn’t soaked through yet and tasted watery. It didn’t really matter.
 
   “Do you have anything in mind? I mean... where we might be going?” Emily was careful but curious, had been for a while.
 
   Aaron was quiet for a moment, considering the water that was just starting to simmer. “There’s some farms,” he said, finally. “Down near Kentucky, if I’m remembering right. It’s mostly news passed on from one person to another,” he added, apologetically. “Can’t really say if it’s true or, if it is, those people are still there.”
 
   “Sure,” she said quickly. She gently pushed her foot against his, looking up at him from where she was sitting on the floor.
 
   His gaze lifted from the pan and over to her. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, but stopped, trying to read her face but coming back with little but the same ache as before, sweeter. “Um... last night?”
 
   Emily bit her bottom lip far to the side so that it gathered in a pink fold for a moment before her smile ironed it out.
 
   “Yeah,” she agreed and pulled up her shoulders, keeping them there.
 
   She was even smaller when she did that, delicate and impenetrable at the same time, and, really, all it did was make him want to gather her up in his arms all over again, but he stayed put.
 
   “Just...” He shrugged, let her have her bit of protection, privacy, and reached for the oatmeal though the water wasn’t quite ready. “I didn’t want things to get awkward. Like they were before.”
 
   Stretching her leg out even more she managed to place the entirety of her sole against his ankle, warm and solid.
 
   “Neither do I,” she said softly, quietly. Her forehead knotted and she looked down at her cup; she remembered once upon a time watching Darjeeling slowly color the water brown in swirls. When you added cream it looked like beige clouds. Her head felt like that, clouded and churning. 
 
   She was still difficult to read, but Aaron didn’t mind it. He nudged her foot back with his own. 
 
   “It’s not then, right?” He wanted to tell her it was good, that they were good, that he thought she was beautiful and felt incredible, but she looked shuttered again, and Song was stirring, and that was just fine.
 
   Emily managed a little smile and a nod and then Song’s eyes blinked open. He looked around sleepily and yawned, stretching his hands and lanky arms far from him. Then he pouted at them from between his sheets, huffed and pulled his pillow over his head.
 
   “I’m thirsty,” sounded his muffled voice.
 
   “Got some water here, buddy,” Aaron said, cheerfully, filling up the little tin cup they kept for Song with cold water from the jug and handing it over to Emily. In spite of the proclaimed thirst, though, Song was not happy to come out from under his warm bedclothes, and stayed put.
 
   “Snugglyduck...” Emily sing-songed, touching his arm and puckering her lips. “We have a surpriiise. Do you wanna know the surprise?”
 
   “No.” A pause and he lifted the blanket and pillow slightly to look out at her. “Yes. Maybe. What?”
 
   “No car today,” she smiled, wide and happy as though she could carry the message with her enthusiasm and make it better, brighter than it really was.
 
   “Why?” Song was instantly suspicious and, really, Aaron couldn’t blame him. He dumped the oatmeal into the water, moved the pan to the side to cook, and grinned in the boy’s direction.
 
   “Maybe you should look outside,” he suggested.
 
   Song eyed them both before he struggled out from under his pile of blankets to land his small feet on the cold floor. He winced, but padded over the uneven floorboards, his eyes lighting up at the sight of the snow—clearly he did not harbor the same negative feelings about this particular weather phenomenon Emily did.
 
   “Can I build a snowman?” he asked, bouncing up onto his toes, and Aaron chuckled, glancing at Emily. Who worried about zombies when there was fun in the snow to be had?
 
   “Maybe after breakfast,” he suggested, winking at her.
 
   “And if you get all snug and warm, sure,” she smiled and followed him. He was only a few feet away and she got there on her knees, still wrapped in blankets. She opened her arms like wings of warm fabric and enveloped him with a smile. 
 
   “Come on, it’s gonna be great—we play games and read stuff and lie around...?”
 
   “Like back in New York,” he piped up; there had, indeed, been some snowstorms when he was little that had shut down his preschool, and all three of them would stay home then, in pajamas with hot cocoa and Disney movies and his train set.
 
   “Yeah,” she whispered, kissing his cheek and trying not to get too lost in those memories. “Like in New York. With food and books and cuddling—like a holiday. Snow day.”
 
   “With zombies,” Song pointed out: so he hadn’t forgotten about them. But his expression was much more cheerful than either Emily or Aaron's, and he wiggled out of her grasp to go over and peer into the pot.
 
   “Oatmeal?” he asked, on the verge of complaining.
 
   “I got out preserves, Lil’ Whiner,” Aaron interrupted, holding up the jar. “But you gotta help clean up a little first. And brush your teeth, you smell like you ate yourself a warthog.”
 
   Song cackled but did as he was told, kicking together the blankets and searching for his toothbrush. While Emily was helping, she gave Aaron a little grin.
 
   “Smelled many warthogs in your time, have you?” she asked, bit her bottom lip and then, when Song tugged at her hand, she helped him build a pillow camp for them to be snuggly in.
 
   “The things I’ve seen,” Aaron sighed, stirring the oatmeal. When it was cooked through, he served it up for each of them, adding an extra scoop of the jam to Song’s who, despite his earlier protests, scarfed his bowl quite easily before scrabbling for Emily’s backpack to root through the contents within.
 
   Emily was distracted enough by her own food and by her train of thought not to notice, still more engrossed in the night before than she had expected to be. Conducting long internal debates with herself on how she had a right to this and didn’t have to feel guilty—or not too guilty, anyway—kept her occupied. But then she heard the rustle of paper and looked over at Song.
 
   “Looking for anything, Duck?” she asked, somewhat afraid for some of those papers to get torn or crinkled.
 
   “Hey,” came his response, holding up a handful that had spilled from an envelope. “These are from Daddy. Can I read 'em?”
 
   Emily caught her jaw before it could fall, but she had sudden dizzying sensation of having done something wrong. She swallowed, then licked her lips.
 
   “Um,” she started, staring at the letters and forcing herself not to snatch them away. He was being polite and nice but Emily tightened her jaw.
 
   “Yeah, um, sure. Lemme check, okay? Some are... well more for grown-ups?” Again she licked her lips and for a moment didn’t care how it sounded. Sullivan had had a tendency to be brutally honest in his well-crafted, beautiful letters—and there were certain truths about his father that she didn’t think Song needed to know.
 
   He frowned, but handed them over, squinting at the squiggly handwriting as he did so to spot anything on the pages. He couldn’t read all that well, though, and for once, Emily considered it a blessing. After sifting out one that was all too explicit on his touring adventures with other women, she found three for Song that actually mentioned the boy and how much he missed them and handed them back.
 
   “Here you go, Duck—do you need help reading his handwriting?”
 
   “No.” A pause, again, and then: “Maybe.” He tucked both feet under him and smoothed one letter out on the floor: it had been folded and refolded so many times, there were all kinds of crinkles and creases.
 
   “Dear Em,” he read out, the top line easy and short. “We made it to... to...” He huffed a breath through his nose. “What’s that word?” he asked, pointing to his father's loping script, spelling out Louisiana. Emily provided the word and in an almost deadened voice showed him the letters, which one was which and where they ended. Her face was ashen though, and she tried to hide it. Listening to Sullivan’s words from Song’s mouth was a harder challenge than she had imagined, shooting through her with the intensity of a punch to the gut.
 
   Aaron remained quiet, watching them as he cleaned up the dishes, trying not to overhear out of some kind of politeness, but unable to do anything else. What Song read was rambling, and a little difficult to decipher in his child’s voice, but Aaron understood the descriptions of the South, of the road and sky and cities, and, certainly, the end where he talked about showing Song the strange streets of New Orleans, the sinking city, dreams and devastation. 
 
   The letter ended with “Love you, Sully” and Song paused, flipping the paper over, then back again, before looking up at Emily.
 
   “We never went there,” he noted, tone a bit perplexed. “Did we pin it on the map?”
 
   Emily blinked, she had that wet feeling in her nose and throat and had to cough hard before she could force an answer.
 
   “It’s... pretty far from New York, but... yeah, we pinned it,” she sniffed with that all too bright smile.
 
   Song bent over the letter again. “He went lots of places,” he mused, squinting at the words again; some had been difficult for him to pronounce, and Sullivan packed a lot of them onto a tiny piece of paper.
 
   “Yeah, he did,” Emily answered, managing simple responses more easily. “It’s in the job—when you’re a touring musician you travel a lot.”
 
   “When’s he gonna come back?” He looked up at her then, and Aaron found himself holding his breath, without thinking. 
 
   Song had his father’s eyes, and his gaze, unflinching without meaning it to be. He had the same soft curve of his lip, too, and messy hair, but it was all offset, unlike Sullivan, by full chipmunk cheeks and little buck-teeth, too, a button nose and incredibly long eyelashes.
 
   “He’s not, huh?” he provided, not waiting for Emily to find the words to answer him. Even then she could only shake her head at first. She kept his gaze though, and reached to cup his cheek, and then leaned over and buried her nose in his full head of hair.
 
   “No...” she finally whispered. “No, he’s not...”
 
   Song let her cling to him. 
 
   “The zombies did get him, didn’t they?” There were times when he sounded entirely too old, and this was one of them. He patted her arm. “So no more letters?” She nodded and then pulled away to look at him, almost scared of how ancient his eyes glimmered.
 
   “No more letters...” she said quietly, then swallowed hard and exhaled a breath. “He was a hero, you know? He didn't want us to get hurt, he saved our lives. Your dad.”
 
   Song nodded as though he understood. To Aaron, he still looked thoughtful, and some part of him remembered how his father dying didn’t seem real for a very long time, not until his mother started packing the boxes to move. Song hadn’t had much in the way of transition, or any space to just sit and think about it.
 
   “He loved you. He loved you so much,” she whispered, kissed Song’s temple and then, because she couldn't not, she pulled out the mp3 player and handed it to Song. It was his father's voice, the only legacy Sullivan had left to pass on to his son; he had more right to it than she did.
 
   “Um... his songs are on there. There’s still about half the battery.”
 
   Song looked at the little player in his hand, and back at the papers. 
 
   “Maybe we can listen later,” he suggested, and Aaron couldn’t blame him: the idea of hearing your dead dad's voice was a bit of a mind-warp.
 
   “Yeah, anytime Duck,” she whispered and closed her eyes for a moment, then took the player back from his offering hands and leaned against the sofa. She had never felt quite this helpless in her life, quite so overwhelmed with the challenge of parenting.
 
   “Um...” she finally pressed out again. “Do you... want to talk about him?”
 
   A silence hung in the air, and even Aaron stilled, so that he wouldn’t be the one breaking it. After a moment, Song sat on his rump. “Do you miss him?”
 
   Aaron exhaled and stacked the dishes, carefully, trying to decide how bad it would look to do a round of the obviously empty property just then.
 
   Emily blinked, she managed to look up at Aaron’s arm but no higher and then focused on Song again. 
 
   “Yeah, of course I do, baby. How about you—how bad is it?”
 
   The little boy tipped his head back and forth. 
 
   “I dunno,” he said, finally, voice rising at the end almost in a question, as if he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to feel. 
 
   Aaron rolled his lips over his teeth and willed himself quiet, restacking the bowls again, and then the spoons, unable to keep his hands still. It was beginning to get to Emily: the movement, the clatter, the listener in the room who’d never met Sullivan. 
 
   “That’s okay,” she whispered, trying to smile. “Anything you feel is okay.”
 
   He nodded with a little hum, opened his mouth, closed it, and then opened it again. “Do you think he was scared when he died?”
 
   For a long moment, Emily looked back at him. All effort to will her eyes to stay dry failed, but she managed a small smile through the sheen of water.
 
   “I... I don’t know, Duck. I think most people are—but your dad was very special and...” She swallowed, sniffed and took Song's hand. “I... I want to think he thought of you and how much he loved you, and I think he did.”
 
   He looked down at their hands, squeezed hers. 
 
   “Okay.” It was a tone Aaron recognized and, with his chest tight, he straightened up, stretched, and gave them both a small smile.
 
   “Just gonna’ do a round outside, no big.” He was still wearing his boots, and he pulled his coat back on; now it was his turn to avoid Emily's eyes as she avoided his and nodded.
 
   Emily felt a flash of guilt at the relief that flooded her, not having to worry about what Aaron thought of her failing parenting. Taking several deep breaths, she wiped at her eyes, then resettled herself on the sofa and gave Song her best loving smile.
 
   “I’m sorry about the crying—it’s not a bad thing. It just, it just happens sometimes. Okay? It's not your fault...?”
 
   Song shrugged. 
 
   “It’s sad.” He still looked confused, and a little bored, and his little fingers picked at the blanket under him. “I just... I kinda never thought he was coming. Just, you know. He left and it wasn’t like before.”
 
   “Yeah,” she agreed with a slow nod, breathing in through her nose. Her nostrils quivered like butterfly wings. “But we still have each other? I still have you—and I know he would be happy knowing that we are okay. Hm? Do you want to go to the car and get his guitar or... do you want to play a game?”
 
   He twisted his mouth and nodded. 
 
   “Can I play his guitar? I... you promised,” he added, quickly, in an obvious attempt to make sure she couldn’t take it back.
 
   “I did,” she said and nodded. “Yeah, sure you can play. Maybe, maybe we can start looking around for a book to learn more from. I think you remember more chords than I do now.”
 
   His smile was proud and he straightened up, eyes going to the window, then to her, still not dressed for outside; his shoulders sagged. 
 
   “Now?” he asked, though he clearly doubted her answer.
 
   “Yeah, sure,” she smiled if a little hesitantly. She didn’t have the heart to say no to him—maybe not ever again. Pushing herself off the sofa, she yawned and stepped into a pair of boots, a blanket still around her shoulders.
 
   “I’ll be right back okay?”
 
   Picking up the key where Aaron had left it, she made her way outside. It was cold and she shivered, wrapping the blanket closer around her. She saw his footsteps in the snow, curving away from the house but not Aaron. For one of two steps, she could walk in his, then her path meandered off towards the car.
 
   The guitar was cold and likely terribly out of tune but she’d deal with that later. She brushed the snow off her boots and hurried back inside, shivering and huddling down by the fire before she handed the case over to Song.
 
   He didn’t open it right away; the case was smooth and black, and free of stickers—Sullivan had never been the type—but had that same handwriting curving over the side, under the handle with his name, and a sloppy smiley face drawn by Song years ago.
 
   “What’s your favorite song?” he asked, after a moment, fingers toying with the latches. 
 
   “You,” she grinned—it was an old joke and it felt hollow and misplaced until she sat down next to him, shrugging. He scowled: there were times when he could turn almost alarmingly serious and, again, it reminded Emily of Sullivan, who had been just the same way.
 
   “I mean on guitar,” he said, voice almost husky, obviously a struggle to keep himself from whining.
 
   “Do you mean of all the songs or your dad’s songs?” she asked then taking him more seriously.
 
   That gave him pause, and he fiddled with the latches again. 
 
   “All of them.” He knew that Sullivan had played her Beatles songs when they first met, it was a story they’d both told him numerous times, and that she liked some bands from England that she had to special order and squealed over when they came in the mail, old-fashioned, on vinyl, but he didn’t know the names of a lot of them.
 
   “Hm...” she said and pulled Song a little closer. “Your dad, he wrote this song about when we met and...” she swallowed and shrugged, “it’s almost sad, like he doesn’t know how to make things into a happy ending but that’s my favorite song, I think.” 
 
   Of course it was just as true to say that she hardly remembered any other music from the insane collection they had assembled together, that they seemed to be part of a different world, painful to recall.
 
   “The one with snow,” Song said, promptly; it was strange sometimes to remember he was only seven, but Song had always had a memory that extended much further back than she realized.
 
   She nodded and gave him a careful, pained smile. It was almost possible to distance herself from her own feelings of loss and longing in order to talk to Song about his father, but she was already feeling exhausted with the effort it took.
 
   “What’s your favorite song?”
 
   He thought for a moment, but only a moment. “Hey, Jude.”
 
   That was not surprising: Sullivan had sung it to him when he was a baby, changing nearly all the lyrics, and affecting a British accent. Song could pick out a few of the opening notes of the song on the piano, even. Emily smiled sadly, memories rushing back as she nodded. Sullivan’s versions, sung in his voice, had almost banished the original ones from her mind and there it was again, that keening pain that made her want to scream and kick. As she could do neither, she stayed where she was, smiling that strange smile.
 
   “I like that, too.”
 
   “Can that go on the guitar?” he asked then, finally flicking the latches into their open position. “Like, can you play something from piano on a guitar?”
 
   “Oh yeah,” she answered, watching his fingers. “It might sound a bit different, a different style but the melody, the notes are the same. But... I'm not that good.” It hurt that she couldn’t help him with this. “Sullivan told me once how he'd learned—he’d just played, and heard the notes and put it together... but we can try to find a book, too.”
 
   Song opened the case finally, revealing the guitar that had belonged to his father since he was a teenager. Sullivan had others, in the end, but that was the one that he loved, and carried everywhere, and now that was the one they carried, too.
 
   “I bet I can do it like him,” Song said, chin jutting out in that characteristic, determined expression.
 
   “I think so, it just takes time and wanting it.” She swallowed and then gently lifted the guitar out for him. “And we have lots and lots of time, huh?”
 
   “I guess so.” Again, he sounded old, but his eyes lit up like the child he was, once he had the instrument in his hands. It did need tuning, but she had taken good care of it, in spite of everything. 
 
   The guitar dwarfed Song, yet still looked natural settled in his lap. He couldn’t quite wrap his fingers around the neck, but he held it confidently and smiled at her. It was beautiful and painful and she nodded at him, smiling back, encouraging him to just try, just try and they'd figure it out later.
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   Winter 2016, March
 
   Waverly, Ohio
 
   Dear Sullivan,
 
   It was your fault. 
 
   You died because you had to be a hero. But because you saved us, I’m not allowed to say that, especially not out loud. I have to be grateful and live the life you gave us. Our surviving means that you were right, it means, somehow, that fate justified what you did, because you saved your child and your girl and you died a manly death, a hero’s death, the kind of death old men apparently dream about, when they lie in their beds pissing themselves.
 
   And you know what? That’s sexist bullshit, Sully. Because I could have helped you, but you wouldn’t let me. You chose to waste those valuable seconds in which we both could have reached for weapons to push me out of sight. Not even to tell me to get Song into safety—you didn’t even trust me to do that. Not even that.
 
   I keep going over this and over this, not just in those endless hours in the car, but almost every night in my dreams, as well. And I blamed myself because I wasn’t fast enough—but that’s not what the problem was.
 
   We were in the sewers, everybody cranky and on edge and feeling like that year-old shit had soaked us to the bone. Song was crying and we were running out of ways to keep him quiet. We just needed a break. And so we climbed out of that man-hole cover. The air was rotten like everything, but I remember how fresh and perfect it felt to me. We hugged and for a moment, it seemed we’d be okay. We’d make it out of the city, all three of us. And then you froze and suddenly ushered us away and then a door slammed and it was dark.
 
   I thought you were in there with us. Why weren’t you with us? I called out for Song and reached for him—but when I called you, you weren’t there. Do you have any idea how hard it was to find that door again? So much time passed for nothing!
 
   And by the time I got to you… you were on the ground. I’d found some piece of wood and pushed one off you; you finally loosened a shot at the other and I grabbed the axe in your backpack. They were three and we were two but we killed them all. Only, it was too late by then.
 
   It was your fault.
 
   And I know, it’s not what a nice person would say, because you are dead and I love you. But I’m just so angry at you and I can't stop. I’m angry at you, and I’m angry at Aaron because you are so different and you’re still so the same! With that stupid idea that it’s better to die for someone than to let them help you. What was wrong with you?
 
   And you know—I know that it was my fault, too—because I let you. All that time, I let you be the strong one because it was just easier and because I don't know, maybe because all those years with you, I kind of hoped, dreamed you’d become that person. The one who’d finally just be there. And maybe I never gave you reason to think I could have been of help but… do you think maybe you just didn’t look for it? Because you wanted me to be your baby doll, the one in your songs. I’m not and I never was, Sullivan.
 
   I hate being so angry at you. And so I feel like I just fling it around. But you—I’m even angry that I know you went to your death thinking that you did right by your family. But you didn’t! Do you hear me? You didn’t! And now I feel like I felt so many times before, when you were on tour and always forgot to charge your phone after another letter arrived. You know, the ones that you sent because you didn’t want to tell me in person? More girls, more gigs, more drinking and drugs, always more girls. And then somehow, conveniently, you always called again when I had fought down all my anger, and you always evaded it. And even then, I hated being angry because it made me forget how much I love you. It makes me forget, Sullivan, and I don’t want to forget. And I don’t want to carry this anger around with me anymore. It’s exhausting, okay?
 
   So this is what I’m trying here. Not to swallow it down again and to carry it with me everywhere. I am angry at you, today, Sullivan. That’s all. Because you didn't have to die. And I don’t know what do or what to feel anymore, and you took the one person from me who I could always talk to, my best friend, the one who always understood me.
 
   Love,
 
    [image: emily] 
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   Shrieks sounded from outside and Emily flinched with each one. She sat perfectly still waiting for the laughter to follow instead of panic and running. She huddled on the floor, a large book on her knees that served as drawing board onto which she had stuck a white sheet with carefully placed strips of sticky tape. After nights and nights dreaming of atrophied hands and broken sculptures, or blocks of clay and wood she couldn't shape into anything, there was a certain relief in the mere sensation of seeing her hand move across the paper. She couldn’t draw in the car without becoming violently sick—and the movement of the car prevented it in any case—and nights rarely provided the light, nor was she ever alone.
 
   When Song had insisted on playing outside in the snow however, Aaron had immediately offered to go with him. He seemed to have an innate sense that she desperately needed a little time to herself, and Emily was more grateful than he could know.
 
   She hadn’t cried anymore. She had a pencil and a piece of paper and that felt like momentary relief enough—providing a similar outlet to the desperate pressure of her chest that tears tended to give. She let her fingers glide across the page: an eye, warm and deep, the line of a nose she knew all too well, full lips she'd kissed a million times. She stared at it, then almost violently shaded the other side in darkness, one line deftly underneath the other. Putting the pencil away, she touched Sullivan’s nose, his dimpled chin, then finally his lips. But all she felt was cold paper and she flung the book, taped-on drawing and all, under a pile of clothes. She got up, pacing the house under the vague pretense of trying to find anything they might need later and she found herself in the small room of the night before.
 
   The table was still ever so slightly out of place, and Emily brushed a finger over the wood, then returned it to its exact position against the wall. She cried—not for long, just until she could get a hold of herself and became aware that the shrieking had stopped. A moment later there was the sound of an opening door and she took a deep, quick breath. She didn’t want to come out yet, but neither did she want to be found in this of all places and so wiped at her eyes and put on a big smile.
 
   Song was covered in snow, peeling himself out of his wet jacket with gleaming eyes.
 
   “I built a snowman, Emmy!” he called the moment she entered the room in her overlong sweater. “He was soooooo big! Bigger'n Aaron, right Aaron? Bigger than you! A giant giant snow man.”
 
   Emily rubbed his wet hair, praised him and felt Aaron’s eyes heavily upon her. The room had gotten much smaller all of a sudden.
 
   “Definitely bigger than me,” he agreed, finally looking away, down at the pile of blankets that Song was about to launch himself onto. If the house hadn’t been in such a state of disrepair, the living room would have appeared normal, cozy and filled with piles of books and blankets, the guitar propped to the side and Song’s stuffed bunny taking up residence on the couch.
 
   “You can see it from the window,” Aaron told her, looking down at his boots as he kicked off the snow; he didn’t take them off like Song did. “It’s like a giant protectin’ the house.”
 
   Emily eased past them to see, a smile crossing her cheeks, still red and heated from crying and guilt.
 
   “I wouldn’t want to go up against that,” she admitted with an impressed tone, and then handed Song his dry pajama pants. It was already growing darker outside and even without a clock, she was sure that dinner and bedtime were not far away.
 
   “I know,” Song replied, proudly, beaming up at her from the floor. His cheeks were as flushed as hers, but from cold and wind and happiness, instead.
 
   “Ain’t nothin’ out there,” Aaron said, almost as an afterthought, looking at the jugs of water before pouring one into the pan to heat it. “No tracks. We’re all alone.”
 
   Their eyes met for a long moment, but soon they slipped into the comfortable camaraderie of preparing dinner and more tea, of reading a story and getting comfortable by the fire. However heavy Emily’s mind still hung, she could put on an act. She had done so for years, and she loved Song's smile and his genuine exhaustion that came from running around rather than sitting in a car all day. It made her all too conscious of the fact that he needed a childhood, a real one, and he was missing out.
 
   He did look like a child, for once, not a tiny old man with ancient eyes, when he drifted off, his head warm and solid on her shoulder.
 
   She pressed a kiss to his forehead, but let Aaron lift him up onto the couch so he could sleep through the night. He barely stirred as the man did so, rolling his face towards the worn cushions and even snoring a bit. Aaron rubbed his hand over the little boy’s head with a small smile before straightening up, stretching, looking over at the fire.
 
   “Thank you...” Emily said quietly, looking at the back of his head. With the new haircut, she could see his ears sticking out all the better and she almost smiled. “You made him really happy today.”
 
   His expression was somewhat startled when he looked at her; clearly he’d been in some form of thought, either about Song, the trip, or even stoking the fire. It was often difficult to read him.
 
   “It was fun,” he said, shrugging, running his fingers through his hair, hooking on an ear. “He's a good kid.”
 
   Nodding, Emily got up from the sofa. She checked on the tea and then poured herself the last cup with an apologetic smile.
 
   “I’ll make a new batch...” Licking her bottom lip she exhaled a sigh, feeling out of place again. “He really needed a good day.”
 
   “Glad I could help,” Aaron answered, honestly. He was a great deal taller than she was, and, even as carefully as he held himself, he towered over her then, hazel eyes on hers for a long second before he was looking over at the fire again.
 
   “He’ll be okay. We’ll get to a place where gettin’ to play even gets boring,” he added, reaching for another gnarled piece of wood.
 
   “I hope so,” Emily replied, her confidence in him apparent. Her eyes flit over to Song, then her drawing peeking out from her clothes. She wanted to shake herself, wanted to run but didn’t.
 
   “Where abouts are we now?” she asked, moving a little closer almost in spite of herself. Squatting, he made room for her, though he didn’t really edge away.
 
   “Southern Ohio, I think. Not that far to the state line if I got my directions right. Should start seein’ trees bloomin’ soon.” He gave her a small smile, the light of the fire reflected on his face; it was a little wind-burned, darker red on his forehead and nose.
 
   “Last snow we’ll probably get, in fact,” he added.
 
   “That would be nice,” she admitted, recalling a map of the states in her mind’s eye. It was easy: both Song and she had spent all too much time staring at maps.
 
   He watched her, quiet for a moment, before licking his lip. “Getting’ closer to where I’m from.”
 
   “Georgia?” she asked, frowning a little as she tried to imagine a map of the states again, but as always, her memory grew hazier the further south she tried to remember.
 
   “Yeah.” He didn’t elaborate, and looked back at the fire, rubbing the back of his neck once more. Emily watched him, his strong shoulders, the sweeping line from his the back of his neck down to his legs, remembered where her hands had held onto the night before. Sullivan hadn’t looked much different from behind—a little skinnier, but just as tall, projecting that same worried darkness all too often. 
 
   “You know... I don’t think it makes you broken, or anything bad,” she whispered, picking up a strand of conversation long lost, like reaching for a fluttering piece of ribbon.
 
   “What part?” There was actually a question in that, as tense as his shoulders got, as curt as his voice went.
 
   “The part where you like guys, too?” she asked, suddenly not entirely sure that was what he meant at all.
 
   He gave a little laugh and finally looked over at her. “Neither do I, actually.”
 
   “Good... just checking,” she managed a sheepish smile even though her chest felt tight and painful. 
 
   Aaron sat up and stretched his back before reaching for a stick to poke at the fire. 
 
   “That’s not what I meant, Em,” he said, after a long moment. “That’s not the broken part, I don’t think. Ain’t thought that since I was really young, fifteen years, maybe. It’s the running away, maybe, the part where you think you’re a chickenshit.”
 
   “I ran away,” she shrugged, “sometimes it’s brave, sometimes it’s survival, sometimes it’s just what you have to do. It’s only cowardly if you make it so.”
 
   “When’s it turn cowardly then?” He finally sat where he wasn’t looking over his shoulder at her, but his expression remained mostly impassive.
 
   “I suppose...” She thought about for a moment or two and then gave him a wan little smile. “Do you feel like there was unfinished stuff?”
 
   “‘Course I do. Otherwise it wouldn’t be something that fucks you up for years, would it?” He wasn’t angry, and didn’t sound it, but a sort of sadness settled over the both of them, a silence only broken up by the crackle of the fire.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   He shrugged, that gesture she’d discovered said almost more than his words ever did. “Nothin’ really.” His smile was a bit crooked, small. “Not like I got my heart broke or... whatever. Just... I’m from Georgia,” he finished, with a little wink.
 
   Emily shook her head softly, sometimes despairing of ever truly figuring out what was going on inside that head of his. She moved closer, leaned against his shoulder.
 
   “Right. Sounds very unfinished.” There was a weak teasing glint to her eyes when she looked up at his profile, fingers on his chest.
 
   “Suppose not.” He bit at his bottom lip for a second before speaking. “I’m from Georgia. Augusta’s not a bad town, just... I didn’t know what to do with it. Still don’t, though I guess it don’t really matter at this point. But I was eighteen, you know? I couldn’t stay there, and then I didn’t feel like it’d ever be okay to go back.”
 
   “Do you miss it?” she asked after a beat, herself not sure whether she meant Augusta, or men.
 
   “Home?” He seemed unsure of her question, too. “Yeah. My whole family stayed down there, not a one moved. I’d go back for Christmas, Thanksgiving, when I wasn’t over in the desert. Always felt like a visitor, though.”
 
   “Yeah, me too when I went back. I dunno if that’s a bad thing, though. I mean... where we’re born is just... you know, a place. And then we choose where we want to live, don’t we? Or... did, I guess.”
 
   “New York City,” he said, accent gone thick and slow, a recitation of a long-lost commercial, before cracking another smile.
 
   “New York City...” she echoed, softly, then puckered her nose and gently nudged his stomach: “Yes, I’m a cliché, Mr. Army boy.”
 
   “You ain’t a cliché,” he corrected her. “I don’t think you could be if you tried.”
 
   That gave her pause for a long moment as she drew in a crackling breath, not sure why her eyes filled with tears all of a sudden. Her fingers found his lips, carefully touching his cupid’s bow, then his chin. It was almost too easy to get lulled back into his voice and his closeness and their lips met mostly of their own accord, it seemed, with nothing much else to say or do in that moment. It was easy to quell concerns or guilt a second time, repetition had that effect. And this time, Emily knew exactly how much it could chase the pain away at least for a while.
 
   Their lips locked harder and soon, Aaron carried her out of the room, back to where they had been the night before. She didn’t ask him to, and he didn’t seem to need any other confirmation outside her arms clinging to his neck, sweeping a blanket up and sending her book clattering to the floor.
 
   The table was in place where she’d left it, but Aaron laid her on the old carpet instead, the blanket bunched under them, kisses returning hungry and needy the instant their faces realigned. There was enough light from the moon through the cracked window above them to illuminate them both, their eyes and hands, and where Aaron pressed both of hers above her head as he entered her.
 
   This time, they ended up in a tangled heap on the floor, sweaty and dizzy. They lay there and just like that, the world was peaceful, just for as long as it took their heart rates to slow down. Aaron was heavy on her, even with most of his weight feathered off, and it felt perfect to Emily. For Aaron, too, that continued connection made his mind wander less, and certainly far from the cold and blankness of the world, the jittery feeling of the day that had driven him out into the drifts for hours despite the stinging wind and numbness in his fingers.
 
   He kissed her neck, and breathed her in, and that was almost painful, but sweetly so. She was breathing, steady and warm, and when he finally lifted himself fully off of her, he pulled the blanket up and around her shoulders, gathering her close to his chest.
 
   Emily could have fallen asleep like that, easily, but their sleeping bags were in the other room and the more time passed the more thoughts slipped back into her mind.
 
   “That was... that was good,” she told him, more awkwardly than she had intended.
 
   “Yeah?” The implication of questioning almost added itself in, and where his fingers were on her hair stopped there, as if unsure of where to go now.
 
   “Yeah,” she echoed, more assuredly. She resisted thanking him again, but she didn’t quite know what else to do, when the better she felt, the more fantastically he fucked her pain away, the worse she felt in the aftermath. In the end she mimed a shiver, bit her lip and reached for her sweater.
 
   Aaron lay where he was, now much colder and unsettled, a sudden and drastic change from just moments before. He watched her pull her sweater on, and then root for her underwear, and found his mind completely unable to locate anything to say. 
 
   Emily slipped into underwear and leggings, and squeezed his hand once before she handed him his shirt as well.
 
   “Wanna... go back to the fire?”
 
   He nodded without saying anything, finally sitting up to pull his shirt over his head; Emily stood and gathered the blanket while he pulled on his boxers and jeans, staring down at his bare toes with a strange feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
    [image: minidash] 
 
   Song was asleep, curled like a mouse on his makeshift bed, and though the fire had waned slightly, with the addition of another log, it crackled back to life, warming the room almost to the edges, against the cold of the night. Emily curled herself beside it, wriggling her toes against its heat with an over-enthusiastic sense of enjoyment. Something was off—everything was off.
 
   “So,” she said, as though simply picking up a strand of conversation. “Just a few more days to those farms?”
 
   “Should be,” he said, pouring water into the pan, putting it on the fire, both needing something to drink, to settle him, and something to do with his hands, itchy all of a sudden.
 
   “Shouldn’t hit any more snow between here and there. Warmer climate.”
 
   Nodding, Emily watched his large hands on the pan, then looked away. She had the distinct need to go for a walk but she knew that would neither be safe nor appropriate in the situation.
 
   “So... that’s good. What... will you do? I mean, if we find the farms and everything... works out?”
 
   He didn’t answer immediately: there was something in that question that made it quite hard to answer, when, maybe, it wouldn’t have been just a few days before.
 
   “Don’t know,” he said, finally, rolling his lips over his teeth and watching over the water with entirely too much concentration. “Depends, I guess.”
 
   Emily nodded as though that made sense. She even hummed assent, then ran her fingers through her hair until she dared: “On what?”
 
   His gaze flicked to hers for only a moment: she was drawn in on herself, the blanket wrapped around her shoulders, and he could still taste her on his mouth.
 
   He looked back at the water, wishing it would finally boil. 
 
   “If I’m needed. If I’m not.”
 
   “Right.” Again she nodded, then drummed her fingers on her knees and she suddenly wished she hadn’t asked, had kept the future in that nebulous cloud of ignorance, of disbelief, that it had been in all along.
 
   “Right,” he echoed, lifting the pan off the fire and pouring it into the cups they’d left near it on the floor. He could see the drawing clearer now, illuminated by the fire, suddenly quite easily visible with how his chin was tilted and he swallowed the sigh that came with recognition.
 
   Aaron edged her cup closer to her. “Don’t have to get out too early,” he said, voice gone soft again, but certainly weary. “Let the sun warm up the roads a bit.”
 
   “Thanks,” she mouthed, taking the cup. Her tongue sneaked out over bottom lip and she stared at the barely colored water in her cup. If I’m needed, if I’m not echoed in her mind like a lighthouse searchlight, round and round hitting her in the face on each turn. Finally, she picked up her tea, nipped at it and curled in on herself.
 
   Aaron breathed in and out, audibly, shifting on his haunches until his knees creaked painfully. “Hopefully we don’t have to sleep in the van,” he attempted, finally, voice almost lost under the crackle of the fire, as quiet as it was. Emily nodded though, and he took it to mean that she had understood him anyway.
 
   “I s’pose it’s not like we haven’t done it before,” she shrugged, not looking him in the eyes. She could still feel him inside her, like a physical absence—the way you’d feel a knife long after it had left the wound. She breathed into her lower belly and found there that odd pressure valve to her tear ducts. She left it untouched, though, however tempting it felt. “So... I s’pose I’d suggest some kind of supply run before we get there, but we haven’t had much luck with those.” Shrugging, she swished the tea in her cup.
 
   “Yeah.” There wasn’t much else he could say to that: both things were true.
 
   He cleared his throat. “Can’t hurt though, right?”
 
   Emily raised her brows with enough sarcasm to drench the room but then shrugged, not quite ready to get into an argument about it, or even bring the subject of zombie attacks up again. Aaron looked away, though there was really nothing to look at; the fire reflected off the glass of the intact window, and so there was no darkness beyond. Maybe that’s why he stood, stretched, reached for his gun. Or maybe not. 
 
   “Sweep the perimeter,” he said, though, naturally, it was unnecessary. 
 
   Not for the first time that day, Emily felt that deep sense of loathing and guilt at the way his disappearance out the door made it easier to breathe.
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   Aaron started with snow, dumping handfuls over the engine, and steam rose in the air over the hood, past the top of the van, vaporizing into the sharp blue air.
 
   Changing the oil and filling the reservoirs on the damned thing had been the least of his worries, and, thus, overheating was inevitable. It was something he should have thought of, he knew now.
 
   Emily stood shivering at the side of the road: it wasn’t really that cold out, but it seemed like an almost necessary action, watching Aaron lean over the big, ticking engine. There was sweat forming along his brow and a string of curse words suddenly exploded from his mouth in a way she absolutely didn't expect, and never would have predicted. Even as a long time appreciator of curse words, there was something about them coming from him that made her keep her distance and flinch a little before she turned to Song. 
 
   “Are you warm enough? Or do you want to wait in the car?”
 
   “I’m bored.” Song kicked at the gravel with shoes that were starting to wear, startlingly, at the toes. There was no novelty left in stopping on the side of the road, and he’d barely moved from his seat to the door, planting himself there and sighing, heavily, every few seconds. It took everything inside her not to join the sighing and the pouting, and she forced herself to smile at him instead.
 
   “I know, Duck,” she said, trying for the gentle tack, although she had a feeling it wouldn’t work. “Do you wanna draw something? I mean, the car isn’t moving... so?”
 
   “No,” Song drew out, using every bit of breath on the word, as if she wasn’t already patently aware he was bored and annoyed, and it was all her fault. “Can’t we go?”
 
   “Go?” she asked maybe a hint too sarcastically, which she’d found discouraged in pretty much any parenting book she'd ever picked up. 
 
   “Aaron’s trying to fix the car first.” And of course, as a Brit who’d left her home country at 17 to live in New York, Emily had never driven a car in her life. It was yet another situation where she was useless, and Aaron was on his own, taking care of all of them. 
 
   “What’s wrong with it?” Song didn’t sound interested in anything but hearing the sound of his own voice just then, so she didn’t even bother to reply.
 
   “Are we ever gonna get anywhere?” he asked, confirming her suspicions, kicking a rock hard enough that it bounced off the asphalt and nicked her shin.
 
   Emily flinched hard and sucked a sharp breath through her teeth. It wasn’t the pain, really, it was everything. It was every little thing, and she turned around and walked to the other side of the car to take a few deep breath. There had always been times when she’d lost her temper at Song but not here, not on top of everything else.
 
   “I don’t know, Song,” she said when she came back, the suspicious use of his real first name not lost on the boy. “I think he said something about the oil.”
 
   “Then put some more in,” he said, rolling his eyes hard enough that she was tempted to smack them back into place—but only for a second.
 
   “Working on it,” came the tight, annoyed announcement from under the hood.
 
   “Song,” Emily warned, voice dangerously quiet as she tried one more time. “How about we leave Aaron in peace and go over there and play hopscotch?”
 
   “I don’t wanna.” The whine crept back into his voice, so that the last part was shrill enough to break glass; Aaron grunted but didn't raise his head. Emily, however, felt the noise go through her body like a chainsaw and she grabbed Song by the arm and pulled him away from the steaming hood of the car.
 
   “I know you’re bored, okay? I know you’re fed up and that’s okay, but we are all bloody fed up... so...” She caught herself and breathed again. “Let’s just read a book and let Aaron do his thing, and we'll be back on the road in no time, okay?”
 
   “Emmy!” His voice rang in her ears and he shook his arm in an attempt to get away, but, at times, Emmy was strong, and this was one of them.
 
   “You’re hurting me!” he spat out, struggling, leaning back from her as far as he could manage, the toes of his sneakers rising up off the pavement, rocking back on his heels.
 
   “I’m not bloody hurtin’ you!” she hissed, far more conscious of Aaron’s presence than she should have been at this stage. “I would be if I let go now—Song!”
 
   “I wanna go home!” he shouted in her face, still straining against her hold. “Right now, right now, right now!”
 
   With a little more vigor than before, she yanked him back upright so that she could let go off him without making him land on his bottom. It was a tight fit though; all her energy seemed to have evaporated into nothing and even as she was trying, trying to come up with some kind of answer, Song made use of his sudden freedom to run back around the car towards Aaron.
 
   The boy was sprinting blindly, but Aaron caught sight of him just before he could go careening into the ditch. He caught Song, and lifted him up under his arm like a dog, smacking the hood closed.
 
   “Lose something?” he asked Emily, though his gaze went somewhere over her head, past her, back down the road; it wasn’t a searching look, just blank.
 
   “Sorry...” Emily stuttered, narrowing her eyes dangerously at Song. “Sorry. I’m... wait was that it?”
 
   “What?” Aaron lowered Song to the ground more gently than perhaps was warranted, and kept his hand on top of the boy’s head for a moment, as if steadying him on the pavement.
 
   “Uh, the car,” she elaborated before her eyes went back to Song who was staring mutinously back at her.
 
   “No, but there ain’t much else I can do,” he replied, curt, rubbing a hand through his hair before lifting the other from Song's head. “I gotta go—you know, be right back.” Before she could answer, he headed towards the trees off the side of the road, crunching through the last of the snow.
 
   Song huffed, scuffling his feet on the ground with arms folded over his chest. “The van’s not gonna work,” he decided to inform her, jaw set and eyes made small and beady.
 
   “Right, of course, is it your vast knowledge of mechanics or...” Emily stopped again and banged the back of her head against the car. “Sorry, but... baby, Aaron knows what he’s doing okay? Just... just let him give it a few more minutes.”
 
   He shrugged. “He’s mad.”
 
   “Boy, you can sure see it in him, can't you?” she huffed and this time she at least managed not to bang her head. 
 
   “Why are you so mean to him?” He was glaring at her then, full-on, his expression so similar to Sullivan’s when he was angry, she didn't know whether to laugh or scream.
 
   “I’m not,” she said quietly, and far too late.
 
   “Yes, you are,” he countered, digging in easily. “You’re mean to everybody.”
 
   “Song.” It was both dangerous and pleading in a way that made her feel wholly inadequate. She could feel that sense of vertigo run through her body, the heady sensation of finally facing up to some undying truth—until she managed to catch herself and steel her jaw.
 
   “You are!” He had locked into it, and though Song rarely poked at Emily’s soft spots, he was capable, and clearly he'd been watching more closely than she’d given him credit for. “You make him quiet and not want to play and you do that! Don’t you like him?”
 
   There was that internal chant of don’t cry, don’t cry and, at least where Song was concerned, Emily was usually rather good at following through. But this time, she could feel her eyes swimming almost immediately.
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about, Song,” she said in quiet, deliberate syllables. “He’s an adult, he doesn’t always want to play, okay?”
 
   “Because of you!” He seemed entirely too satisfied having gotten her teary-eyed. “You’re gonna make him leave!”
 
   “He was always gonna leave, Duck...” Emily shook her head, her inhale sounded wet.
 
   “Why? Why is he leaving?” His eyebrows were drawn together and jaw set hard; it was easy to forget he was a little boy sometimes, and even easier to forget he was capable of tantrums that would put the angriest three year old to shame. “What did you tell him?”
 
   “I...” This time her eyes narrowed. “Baby, it’s enough now. Get in the car.”
 
   “But I like him, you like him, and he likes us, so why is he gonna leave?” He sucked in a breath, two, working up to a rage in the way only he could. “That’s not fair, everybody leaves and I want him to stay!”
 
   Emily cast a worried glance towards the trees where Aaron had vanished and finally she dropped to her knees on the asphalt and held her hands out to Song.
 
   “I do want him to stay,” she whispered. “But it’s complicated, okay? It’s stupid grown-up stuff but it’s complicated and Aaron’s gonna do what he has to do.”
 
   “You hafta tell him to stay.” He was panicked, flushed, and struggled against her. “I’ll never stop being mad if you make him leave. You make everyone leave.” 
 
   The tears in his eyes spilled over and, despite the angry words he’d just spat out, he was clinging to her again, sobbing into her shirt. All Emily could do was to hold him and to try her hardest not to join in. It wasn’t a time to try and reason with him, not a time for logical arguments, and she couldn’t have found one with a bloodhound and a searchlight anyway. She just held him and then carried him back into the car as best she could.
 
   “Everybody leaves,” he sobbed, gathering her shirt into his fists and pulling at the fabric. “Everybody leaves and I don’t want people to leave anymore.”
 
   He dragged in a ragged breath. “You’re supposed to not let him leave.”
 
   “Shhh, I know...” she crooned, running her fingers over his hair, already sweaty with exhaustion just when he was a toddler. “I know...”
 
   Song nodded with another strangled sob, but his body relaxed, a little, bit by bit. It seemed like hours had passed, but the outburst had to only have been a few minutes, as Aaron returned, rubbing his hands absently on his jeans while Song clung to Emily, spent and heavy in her arms.
 
   She met his eyes through the window just for a second before she looked away and kissed Song’s head, humming to him until he went limp and peaceful.
 
   “You ready?” Aaron stood at the hood, hand spread over the metal, testing the temperature, though there was little he could do. Either the van would keep running, or they were fucked. More fucked. Further fucked? Who knew?
 
   Emily nodded wordlessly, patting Song. 
 
   “Thank you,” she managed with a watery smile for her son’s sake, taking a deep breath. “So... are we going look for oil? Is there anything I can do?”
 
   He shook his head. “Next gas station.” His voice was strained, and he did nothing to hide it. “Guess we just hope, huh?
 
   “We can’t get anything out of some abandoned cars?”
 
   “It’d be just as dirty.” Aaron scratched his chin, sucked in a breath through his nose and let it out slowly. “And we need coolant, and probably a new head gasket.” He would have continued, but Song was still there, holding onto Emily, face buried against her shoulder. As far as both of them were concerned he could have said they needed a new fliberty-widget, or needed to fill up on little elves to run the motor, but Emily nodded anyway. Both them were pale and worried and trying to hide it as he started the engine again.
 
   It started. The van ran, but the dials on the dash all jumped forward. Aaron rolled his eyes towards the sky in a silent prayer as Emily helped Song back into his seat. The road ahead stretched past the horizon, with no clear end, and the silence was filled by the sick roar of the engine as they rolled on again.
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   Undressed to shorts and a tee, Emily was still sitting next to Song when Aaron stopped the car for about the 5th time that day. He cast a glance at them in the rearview mirror, the sleeping boy and his mother, both with sweat-matted hair from the cranked up heating, and then jumped out the car to stretch and sent a pebble careening down the road with a hard kick.
 
   Emily watched him with a growing frown on her face, dark gashes between her brows. They’d stopped every few miles to let the car cool down, however hard he’d blasted the heater, and where at first, she’d gotten out to catch some fresh air, too, the atmosphere had grown far too stifling since Song had finally nodded off after the 3rd stop. She wanted to reach for her things, letters, drawing paper, but as much as she loved him, she couldn’t bear listening to Song’s soft little breathing, just then. His sleeping afforded her the first opportunity to really think about his words, and the longer she sat there, recalling them over and over, the more she felt run over by something hard and heavy.
 
   Aaron was still standing the side of the road, hands folded at the back of his neck. He couldn’t keep them quite still, slipping and sliding on his sweaty skin. Emily saw deep breaths move his chest up and down, up and down, and found herself in fantasies of landing a fist in the soft stomach below.
 
   When a bead of sweat finally ran down her forehead only to disappear in her brows, she got up, grabbed her coat and her axe and quietly jumped out after him. She wanted to move away into the other direction, just to walk over the grass, to lie down there, even in the wet patches of snow, and cry and calm down. Wine would have done her a world of good, too. But instead, she had a scowling Southerner a few feet ahead down the road, and a raging anger that’d had a few hours to simmer down into the toxic soup it was now.
 
   Stalking closer, she could feel the chill of the evening air as a harsh but wanted contrast against her overheated body, brushing against her sweaty legs and arms.
 
   “Need anything?” he asked, trying not to sound annoyed, or sad, but only really succeeded in flattening his accent wearily.
 
   Emily glanced up, unable to keep the scowl off her face. “No,” she said quietly.
 
   He nodded, curt, and motioned at the car. “He asleep?”
 
   “Yeah.” Another monosyllabic answer, answering scowl.
 
   “Okay.” He looked back down the road, vanishing black in the darkness. They had a map, and yet he had no idea where they were.
 
   Finally: “You okay?” It seemed like something he should ask, at least. Almost for that, Emily didn’t want to tell him, wanted to shove him at least or kick him somewhere painful but she took a deep, rib-cracking breath instead.
 
   “Oh... screw you,” she finally whispered, her voice almost neutral.
 
   “Come again?” His tone was polite as he could manage, at that time of night, at the end of that kind of day.
 
   “Come again?” she imitated in a silly kind of voice and accent that almost shifted her anger at herself. “Let’s have it then—I know you’ve been dying to. You get one in for free—a free punch, anything you wanna throw at me, whatever you think I fucking did to you. Out with it.”
 
   He could only blink at the onslaught, but his jaw clicked into place, and it wasn’t that difficult to tell that he was angry all at once, but too polite to show it.
 
   “What do you want, Emily?” he asked, finally, shoulders pulling up in the direction of his ears as though she would be the one to punch him.
 
   “I want you to fucking say something. Say something!” She shook her head and scowled. “You’ve been giving me the stink eye for days now so just... out with it. Just say it already, today’s the day for it.”
 
   He flinched, but stayed planted where he was standing, on the slightest downslope of the road. A tense, electric sort of silence hung in the air and, for a moment, Emily actually wondered if he would hit her—and almost welcomed the idea—but, after another beat, doubted he would say anything at all.
 
   Finally: “Whatever you think.”
 
   “Fuck you,” she burst forth. Now she wanted to hit him but she didn’t quite dare. “Fuck you, Aaron.”
 
   “I don’t know what you want from me, Emily,” he finally snapped, raising both hands, but up to his head, to push his fingers through his hair. “So, you know, whatever you think. Say it. I’m not gonna fight you, I’m not gonna disagree.”
 
   She stared at him—and despite the fact that he hadn’t complied when she’d asked him more or less the same, she couldn’t quite let that opportunity pass the way he had. She didn’t have the same amount of self-control.
 
   “I didn’t force you to fuck me, you know? You did that—and... and I’m so sick of you acting like a child about it, and getting yourself into danger over it and... and making my son fucking love you and then leave us... him...” She shook her head. She had, quite suddenly, run utterly out of steam, standing there with her head bowed, and breath shallow and fast.
 
   Aaron froze, shoulders stiffening to the point of painful.
 
   “I... I didn’t mean to,” he said, shuddering a little, at the cool of the night, over his own stupidity. “I... Song’s...”
 
   Emily shook her head, then rubbed her face—it was raw and painful.
 
   “And what is that stupid male thing you both do,” she hissed, but this time through tears rather than malice, “where all of it is my fault?”
 
   “Emily.” He rubbed the back of his neck, staring past her at the van, hulking and grey in the dim light of the moon.
 
   “Emily,” he tried again, finally focusing on her, but just barely. “It’s not... not you. I just—I just can’t do it, okay? Not like this.”
 
   “Like what?” she asked, almost embarrassed by the hope that coursed through her.
 
   He rubbed his neck, again, harshly, focusing on that pain from his rough palms against the overheated skin there. “Like this,” he repeated, and his voice had gone hollow, eyes on the ground. “I’d think I was made of stronger shit, but I guess I’m not.”
 
   Emily opened her mouth and then closed it again.
 
   “But you can find us some safe place and then if you’re not needed just leave again to get killed?”
 
   “People do stupid things,” he said, and a smile almost appeared on his lips. “Guess I can’t help it, it’s what I’m good at.”
 
   Emily snorted sadly, then shook her head. “It’s... selfish. It’s a waste. We already have no supplies left, you don’t know where gas is. You... you don’t have to play stupid independent maverick man, just because you hate me now.”
 
   “I don’t hate you,” he said, blinking, fingers digging into the back of his neck, hand stuck in place. “I’ve never hated you. I—” It was his turn to shake his head, go back to rubbing his neck, almost compulsively.
 
   “Out with it...” but she could only whisper anymore, half dreading, half tender.
 
   Aaron raked his teeth over his lips, but he leveled his gaze on her. He might have been selfish, or stupid, but he wasn’t weak, and he wasn’t a coward.
 
   “I don’t hate you. And you didn’t do anything wrong.” He breathed out, rubbed again, the rough tips of his nails scraping harshly over the raw skin while Emily took a step closer and then changed her mind. The silence hung in the air, coagulating with the black smoke that was still seeping out from under the hood. 
 
   “I... I’m sorry,” she whispered, then shook her head and propped her hands onto her bony hips. “I’m sorry I’ve made it all kind of complicated, I am. But do you have any idea how many people he’s lost already?”
 
   A hollow almost-smile appeared on Aaron’s face. “I know. I do.” His fingers remained in place, as though that was the only way his head would stay attached to his body, or go broken and flopping in the absence. 
 
   Looking at the ground, Emily ran her hands over her arms. She couldn’t say anything, not for a long time, not trusting her voice—even when she finally did, it still shook.
 
   “I’m selfish, I know that. I don’t want him to hate me for driving you away—but he’d stop hating me, I’m his mom. But he won’t stop missing you. He loves you. He does. And, you know, you did that, too, you were sweet to him because you wanted him to like you. Admit it.”
 
   Aaron flinched, and looked past her again, back at the van and didn’t see the way her eyes filled with ever more liquid. 
 
   “Doesn’t everyone? Want to be liked?” It was a mostly-rhetorical question, and in the silence that followed, he dropped his gaze again—not to her, still not quite able to meet her eyes. “Just thought he deserved, I dunno, to still be a kid.”
 
   Emily was hugging herself, kicking at the little pebbles in the road. The cold was seeping in again, under her t-shirt and into her shorts now that they were outside.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she croaked, it felt like a record stuck on a loop. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that—I’m just... letting it out on you.” She rubbed her face and raked her fingers through her hair and finally, she managed to look up at him, catching his eyes before he could look away.
 
   “I wanted you to like me, too, but I’m always making a mess of things, aren’t I?” She shrugged, then scratched her face. “But even if I was just this selfish—I still wouldn’t want you out there getting yourself killed. We have to stop letting people die, okay?”
 
   He shrugged, but it was softened by the nod his head seemed unable to deny her, in an instinct to agree. “You guys deserve to get somewhere safe,” he added, after a beat, twisting his mouth into something resembling a sad smile. “You been through enough already.”
 
   “And you haven’t?” she asked, weakly, tipping her fingers against his arm. “I can try... try to be less... toxic, you know?”
 
   “You’re not toxic, Emily,” he said, voice clearly exhausted, but he didn’t move from her touch, even when she snorted sadly.
 
   “Of course I am, look at you.” She swallowed hard and leaned her temple against his shoulder, selfishly needing the warmth and the support and finally, she slipped her hand into his. “I told you. And now you’re hurting and... you made us feel better, you know? It doesn’t mean much, I know, but... you made him feel better.” Her voice broke again: “And me too. All the time.”
 
   He turned to look down at her and, impulsively, kissed the top of her head. For a moment, he rested his chin there, smiling wearily against her hair.
 
   “You didn’t do anything toxic,” he said, straightening back up, moving his gaze up to the sky, breathing in the sharp evening air. “You’re not toxic. I—things suck,” he decided, finally. “Don’t mean that you were wrong, or bad. Me neither, I guess.”
 
   She let that hang in air for several seconds before she squeezed his hand.
 
   “Don’t go. Please?”
 
   “How could I?” he asked, chuckling at himself, at how utterly pathetic he was. He had had no real plan to leave, where he would go, what he would do: he’d given up all his supplies, and had nothing but a half-charged iPod, a broken down van, and two pairs of jeans to his name. If he left them behind, the bullets would run out soon, and what would he do then?
 
   “Stay with us?”
 
   He tried to envision anything outside the van, them, the three of them together, but had already known that his entire focus, desire, concentration, would remain wherever they stayed. The thought of leaving them, either of them, the kid and the girl, had hurt, but staying seemed like a whole different brand of the same torture.
 
   “I’ll stay,” he found himself saying, amazed, again, again, all over again, at how stupid one person could be.
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   Five miles north of Grayson, Kentucky, set just out of the view of Route One by a stand of coffeetrees, the ragged porch that wrapped around the equally-ragged house sighed under Annika’s weight. As she did every morning, she made a face, looking down at the rotting boards as though they’d made some sort of remark on her bulk, a condition of the mind that persisted despite some degree of famine—the feel of thin.
 
   The air was chill against her bare arms as she moved to rub them with her palms, resting the old shotgun against her thigh. The night before had brought a spring storm, and the driveway that curved down towards the blacktop was still dotted with the shine of wet young leaves sent crashing down to the ground, buds barely unfurled before they were knocked from the trees. Annika remembered, again, the stories of pioneers roasting the seeds from the big trees as a substitute for coffee and, not for the first time, contemplated it, however fleetingly. Of all the things to miss, coffee had been near the top for some time. 
 
   Giving up on warming herself, Annika picked up the gun again and shuffled out from under the cover of the porch, head cocked to listen. Winter had rolled right over into a volatile spring. It had been a quiet few weeks, really, but she never trusted storms: that which flushed out wildlife could just as surely flush out the deadlife, and weeks without a zombie sighting were actually as worrisome as daily scares. 
 
   She walked the perimeter of the house in bare feet; the curtains were drawn on the windows, but she glanced at each passing one anyway. Annika, patrolling, had to remind herself to breathe, lest she pass out and make herself an easy dinner. She was not made for this kind of stuff, she thought, always thought; she was not a hunter, or a fighter. The woods were never her home.
 
   It was, as it had been the day before and the day before that, quiet. The house was removed from the town; though it had grown since her husband’s grandfather had built the place, Grayson had never really managed to stretch its arms this far. It had been charming, once: rustic and quaint, cozy, with chinks in the siding and a nest of squirrels scampering in the attic. It was easy for a weekend, a summer retreat from the city. It hadn’t been a home, a genuine one, for some time. Not until they arrived.
 
   Coming up on the side of the house, she could see the broken back window, the one she’d mostly covered with plastic bags, with duct tape holding it in place. A builder, she was not. She would have sighed at her own handiwork—or lack thereof—but the familiar sound, awkward, now, to her ears, of some car on its last legs interrupted the derision.
 
   Under the shade of the biggest coffeetree, she shouldered the rifle, gaze focused down the barrel. Annika was not a trained shot, but her hand was steady, and she followed the path of the van as it bumped up the driveway, smoke seeping out from under the hood.
 
   When it came to a halt, a young woman all but tumbled out at one side, coughing and pulling along an axe and child after her before she even looked around. They were both scrawny little things, smoked-out rats. They hadn’t seen Annika yet, but the tall man did immediately when he exited at the driver's side. He said something, and girl and child ducked for cover while the man raised his arms. Annika took a deep breath and then lowered the shotgun a fraction.
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   “Car’s ‘bout to break down.” Aaron shouted the words, making only a minimal attempt to sound unthreatening, but the amount of smoke from the engine made it all but impossible. 
 
   Annika didn’t uncock the gun, but she smiled crookedly. 
 
   “I can see that.” She approached, slowly, not looking back at the house, not casting a glance in any direction, watching him carefully.
 
   “You lost?” It was almost a joke, and it sounded it, making Aaron crack the barest of smiles after a beat.
 
   “You could say that.” He jerked his head in the direction of the van. “We kinda are.”
 
   Emily coughed and emerged from behind the car, armed with her axe, but not with her son. 
 
   “Hi,” she said, trying for a smile even as her voice sounded about as husky as an 80-year-old chain-smoker. For a second, the corners of the girl’s mouth twitched as though she wanted to laugh at the sound despite the seriousness of the situation, but, instead, she looked over at the tall man and stopped.
 
   “I’m Emily,” she said , “my son Song is—behind the car,” she managed an embarrassed smile. Up close, Annika did not look threatening.
 
   A smile split the woman’s face and she finally uncocked the gun and lowered it to her side. She looked smaller instantly, and Emily was close enough to see her cheeks were dotted with freckles, too.
 
   “Didn’t mean to scare you,” she said, raising her free hand in a wave. “You know how it is.”
 
   Looking down at her axe, Emily nodded and she, too, seemed relieved. “Duck, it’s okay, you can come out,” she called and then almost without stopping, continued: “We didn’t know the house was occupied, it just... we hoped for shelter.”
 
   Annika shook her head. “Not supposed to look occupied. Or, you know, bonus. I just stopped with trying to mow the lawn.” Her grin somehow grew, and her eyes twinkled. “I had no idea I had an excellent defense going for me.”
 
   Emily chuckled and then looked up at Aaron who had also cracked a smile but seemed content, for the moment, to allow her to take the helm.
 
   “I really hate to ask, but do you think we can crash here for a day or two, you know, to make repairs? We have things to trade—bandages and, um, some preserves?”
 
   Annika shrugged. “I don’t see why not.” In truth, there was nothing for miles, and she knew it well—they wouldn’t find anything else, not unless they went into town, which she hadn’t even remotely considered.
 
   Aaron cleared his throat. “You wouldn’t happen to have coolant, would ya, ma’am?”
 
   “Annika,” she corrected him, eying the tall man shrewdly.
 
   “His name’s Aaron,” Emily cut in with a teasing smile, gently elbowing him. “And he’s really nice.” 
 
    “I bet he is,” she said, waving her hand towards the house. “I haven't been up long, you must have been on the road all night. Come in, I was going to make some breakfast once my little girl got up.”
 
   Emily, who had been slightly distracted looking up at Aaron as though to make sure he wasn’t mad at her or upset, immediately refocused on Annika when she heard the last few words.
 
   “You... you have a kid?” she asked, a little catch in her throat just as Song snuck out from behind the car and slipped his hand into hers, pressing himself against her leg.
 
   Her smile settling on Song, Annika nodded. “Lani’s just turned six this last winter. How old are you?”
 
   “Seven.” He had enormous eyes, and his floppy hair scattered over his forehead and nearly down to his chin on the sides.
 
   “She’ll be thrilled,” Annika said, shaking her head knowingly before looking back up at Emily. “We’ve been out here for a year now. I’m really bad at Candyland.”
 
   Song’s eyes went wider at the idea of the beloved old game, but Emily could tell that the idea of someone else his age was making him antsy, too, less mortally shy.
 
   “We’ve been playing a lot of I-spy and cards,” Emily smiled, touching Song’s hair. “But Aaron and I aren’t very good.”
 
   “I-Spy is a tough one here. ‘I spy a tree! I spy... a tree!’” Another shake of her head stirred her short dark hair over her ears. “We’ve got some other games, too,” she added, all but winking at the boy.
 
   “We have games!” Song said quickly, his desire to brag overtaking his shyness. Then he retreated a step, pushing against Emily from a different angle that made her have to steady herself.
 
   “Collected them around different houses,” she explained with a wry smile.
 
   “First thing we packed,” Annika shot back, and the mothers exchanged a knowing look before Aaron, feeling a bit like a broken record, cleared his throat again.
 
   “You mind if I move the van up under the trees, ma’am?” The way he spoke reminded Emily of those first few weeks, of the polite distance in which he ensconced himself, the thickening accent, the awkward stance.
 
   “So long as you stop calling me ma’am.” Annika’s grin was large. “I married a Southern guy, I know how this goes.”
 
   “Is there anything we can contribute to breakfast?” Emily asked Aaron, thinking herself. “We still have some tea and applesauce, I think?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it.” Lifting her gun, she gestured to move them towards the house. “I was just making biscuits, and some gravy, if you’re interested.”
 
   It was easier for Emily to disguise her desire than for Song, but only just, and Annika laughed.
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes,” she grinned, making Emily blush. But something happened between the two women that was difficult to put into words. Emily knew that she could trust her: it was a gut thing, and utterly without question.
 
   Aaron stepped back so they could follow Annika up to the little house. It had been hard to see from the road, and it was in better shape up close, though not by much. However, what drew Song’s attention was the sudden, easy-to-hear, sounds of animals: chickens, and the bleating of a goat.
 
   “Do you have cows?” he blurted, all at once, and Annika glanced over at him, bemused.
 
   “Naw, they’re impossible to keep anymore. Have chickens, though, always have. Brought a couple with us from the city, even. Weird, huh?”
 
   Song obviously disagreed because his face was shining.
 
   “I like chickens,” he said quietly.
 
   “Why can’t you keep cows?” Song went on ask when nobody else spoke.
 
   “They eat a lot,” Annika said, simply, shouldering the gun and opening the door for them once they had reached the porch. “And, you know, it's more important right now to take care of ourselves than some grumpy old cows who can’t give milk.”
 
   “I don’t like milk,” Song agreed as though, at least in part, that settled the issue, and Emily chuckled, ushering him into the house ahead of her. 
 
   “Zombies prob’ly ate ‘em all,” Song mused then, somewhat belatedly before he came to a sudden halt at the sight of the girl sitting at the table in the kitchen, her long, almost-black hair falling over either side her serious, chubby face.
 
   “Maybe,” Annika agreed, mildly, with a sort ease that struck Emily with a little jealousy. She set the gun aside and moved around the table to drop a kiss on the girl’s head before resting her hands on her shoulders to direct her attention away from her book.
 
   “We’ve got visitors, Lani. This is Song and his mom, Emily.”
 
   Lani’s eyes were dark, and her expression shy. 
 
   “Hi,” she said, after a moment, biting at her bottom lip before she was able to smile. “How old are you?”
 
   “Seven.” Song blinked and then pointed at her. “You’re six.”
 
   “Well,” Annika said, smirking at Emily. “That was easy.”
 
   Emily held back little squeaking sounds and instead smiled at Lani broadly. She was a beautiful girl, sweet like Song, the kind of kid he might have liked even in the before, when there was choice. 
 
   “Your mum was nice enough to let us have breakfast with you, is that okay?” she asked.
 
   “Sure,” she said, quietly, getting up from the table to pad towards Song; she wore a nightgown that came down around her shins, the sleeves too short, clearly something she was in the process of outgrowing.
 
   “You wanna see my toys?” she suggested, holding out her hand.
 
   Song looked at it, seemingly unsure what to make of it, but took it after a moment. “Yeah.”
 
   When they left the room, tears were swimming in Emily’s eyes and she sniffed a little embarrassed, then cleared her throat.
 
   “I... it’s been awhile since I’ve seen him with other kids,” she whispered in obvious explanation.
 
   “Lani’s...” Annika shrugged, and went to the stove to start the kettle; it was something like a relic, huge and iron and stocked with firewood. “She was five when we left. I thought she might not remember how to be a kid after awhile.”
 
   Nodding, Emily sat down on a chair. It struck her immediately that she had not been invited to but she didn’t jump up again. She just mouthed an apology and rubbed her face.
 
   “It’s... it’s good to see,” she admitted quietly, then smiled: “Toys.”
 
   “Half the truck was filled with her stuff,” Annika said, stooping to blow on the fire sparking in the stove. “I might have gotten carried away? But I couldn’t really deal with the idea that the world was really ending and she didn’t have her teddy bear collection.”
 
   “We didn’t have a car,” Emily said quietly, fighting against a knot in her throat. “That was before, before Aaron. We were getting out of New York and... a car wouldn’t have gotten us far.”
 
   The wood caught and crackled, and Annika shoved the iron door shut so she could straighten up. “We came out of Cincinnati,” she said, and hesitated before continuing: “I’m from Brooklyn. It... it was bad?”
 
   Emily clammed up. She didn’t want to say, not to someone who would care, but her eyes said more than enough when she finally nodded. “We lived in the East Village so, I technically don't know...”
 
   She waved her off, moving to the big metal containers on the counter. “I figured. Ohio was pretty nasty, too.”
 
   Emily nodded and stayed quiet just for a little bit, wondering where Aaron was and whether he needed help. It was a strange feeling to suddenly be sitting in a kitchen without either Song or Aaron there.
 
   “So, you’re farming and stuff? It’s what we thought we’d try but... I think we’ve realized it’s harder than some city girl thinks it is.”
 
   “Depends on your definition of farming,” Annika replied, shifting gears, opening a big ice box that was only technically marginally cool. “I kept chickens back home, urban homesteading, kind of. We found a couple goats. We did have a cow at first, but realized it was a pain to deal with and butchered it.” She didn’t sound remorseful, and wasn’t.
 
   Emily nodded, wondering for a moment what would have happened if they hadn’t hunkered down in New York for as long as they had, if Sullivan had made it out with them, and if they had found some goats of their own. Strangely though, the thought made her feel guilty and she craned her neck for Aaron again.
 
   “That’s pretty wicked,” she said quietly, then raised her brows: “must be a lot of work though, right?”
 
   “It is, but, you know, what else do we have but time now?” With a grunt, Annika dumped a cloth-covered hunk of butter onto a cutting board. “I don't mind it much. But, hey, city girl, too. Gets too quiet, and then there’s a whole new reason for quiet...”
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   Aaron paused in the doorway; but if it hadn't been for the fact that Emily was waiting for him, she would have missed his entrance, as quietly as he walked.
 
   “Just wanted the van outta view.” He stood at ease, back to the soldier, and Emily wondered exactly how shy he actually was, something she’d not even thought about before. She had the sudden impulse to take his hand and lead him to the table, but shook that off, smiling up at him.
 
   “It would be kind of funny if someone tried to steal it, though,” she said, in that sweet teasing voice she usually reserved for Song. “I mean, they’d just get smoked.”
 
   “Still got some worth to it,” he replied, gruffly, but he couldn’t entirely keep the smile from sneaking onto his face.
 
   Annika waved the wooden spoon she’d picked up in his direction. “Sit. I’m making breakfast. There'll be tea. Ran out of coffee in something like the first three days. It was a bad scene.”
 
   “Tea’s prefect,” Emily smiled. When Aaron sat down, she moved her hand onto his thigh, but quickly pulled it away when she felt him stiffen. She touched his arm instead, making herself smile all too broadly.
 
   “I’ve pretty much never gotten used to coffee, but...” she stopped, realizing she’d been about to launch into a Sullivan story when she cut it off. “Still British at heart, I guess.”
 
   “And I’m guessing you’re too polite to even protest,” Annika said, raising her eyebrows at Aaron, who shrugged sheepishly.
 
   “Probably am, ma- Annika.” He caught himself, shook his head. “Sorry.”
 
   Song and Lani came back only when the calls grew loud, both of them smiling and red-faced. Emily nudged Aaron under the table, having to share her joy in some way, and they all found room around the table. 
 
   It was Emily who knew it first: they would stay, if Annika let them. And it wasn’t the car, nor the fact that Annika seemed like she could actually do with some help all alone out there, but simply the look on Song’s face and the knowledge that she wouldn’t be able to drag him from here, not with three cars and three men as strong as Aaron.
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   Moving into the large farmhouse was a process not unlike a slow, hesitant love affair: first a toothbrush, then a few socks and a piercing cleanser set. Annika and her house were like a calm port in a storm, and Emily wanted to fall into her arms, to sleep in the slow smile she gave Song and Lani when they raced through the kitchen, whooping with capes flapping behind them.
 
   Nobody had spoken about leaving again since that very first breakfast, even though there was also no overt mention of staying. The days passed, first one and then another, and Emily was loathe to ask, chest tightening with every bit of food that Annika had picked or canned, mixed or slaughtered, there on the plates before them, took pains to help, to learn.
 
   It was Aaron who took charge, and Emily was both grateful and a little embarrassed for her lack of initiative, her willingness to let him lead. It seemed to come more easily to him, he knew how to spot little things that needed fixing, while she sat in the kitchen, getting to know Annika and Lani. She waited for opportunities to prove herself helpful, rather than finding them herself, and she didn't know how to approach any other way.
 
   As it went, plans were made and help was offered, and, when Emily directed her gaze now, outside the shabby farmhouse, she could see Aaron at the side, fixing the gutters. A little smile crept into her features and she unstuck herself from the porch and shuffled over to where he’d placed the ladder.
 
   “Do you need anything? “ she called up, shielding her eyes against the sun.
 
   “Naw, just comin’ down.” His face was smeared with dust and grit that turned muddy with sweat on his brow; despite his state, his smile was relaxed in a way Emily was acutely aware she’d never seen on his face.
 
   He lowered himself down the ladder and hopped the last couple rungs to the uneven ground. Though he wore a hat, the back of his neck and the jut of his chin were bright red from the sun. 
 
   “You bringin’ things in?” he asked, nodding at the van.
 
   “I got distracted,” she admitted with a chuckle and then walked around him, rolled onto her toes and chuckled. “You're going to become a real redneck if you’re not careful,” she grinned up at him. There was a simple, instinctual desire to touch, but she held herself back.
 
   “You know that ain’t much of an insult the further south you get?” he replied, looking over his shoulder at her. “Might even be a point of pride, depending on who you ask.”
 
   “What makes you think I was trying to insult you?” she shot back, scratching her own matted hair, “Was it the dulcet tones of my voice?”
 
   “You English,” he replied, shaking his head, own hand wandering to the back of his neck as he looked up at the gutter. “Shouldn't take too much more work, but the roof needs patching. House maintenance is a full-time job.”
 
   “I was going to help Annika put some seedlings into the ground later. She said it’s better when the sun’s going down,” Emily opened both her palms and raised her brows in a who knew? expression, smiled again, and shrugged. 
 
   “Did you need anything from the van?” she asked, still up on her toes.
 
   He pulled his lips over his teeth and shrugged. They were not sharing a room—Emily and Song took up the larger one next to Lani’s, and Aaron was sleeping in the smallest just off the stairs. He found himself strangely unsettled, spending the nights alone for the first time in months.
 
   “Ain’t got much left,” he said, finally. “Maybe stash my tools, I guess. See what we do and don’t have in the end.”
 
   Nodding, Emily stuffed her hands into her pockets to have something for them to do and looked into the direction of their old faithful vehicle. From the house it was easy to spot even though Aaron had hidden it quite effectively from the road.
 
   “It’s nice here,” she said softly and after a long pause. “I mean, you know, it’s nice.”
 
   “I know.” His hand rubbed at the back of his neck again, that compulsive gesture. “Reminds me of my granddad's place, outside of Pavo.” He glanced down at her with an almost apologetic smile. “Southern Georgia. Almost in Florida.”
 
   Moistening her lips, Emily smiled. She drew her shoulders up slowly, almost to her ears, and then dropped them again. She had only ever lived in cities, and there was something idyllic about the creaking shingles and the rotten shed, the trees and the garden.
 
   “Maybe we can find some seeds for peaches...” she said, almost with a hint of embarrassment and quickly looked away.
 
   “Maybe. Don’t know how many trees grow up here.” He didn’t sound sad, and his smile stayed, but he didn’t sound very happy, either, not entirely.
 
   “Annika said these are coffee trees,” she said and then frowned and chuckled a little bit embarrassed, “sorry, in my mind there are exactly two climate zones: the ones that are like Britain, where you can’t grow coffee or peaches, and the ones that are hot and where you can.”
 
   “Ain’t the kind of coffee tree you think it is,” he said, but his voice was instantly gentler, without a note of condescension.
 
   “What other kind is there?” she asked, more hesitantly as though his comment made sense of Annika’s dejected look when she'd mentioned them.
 
   “The ones you make coffee from are, uh, coffee trees?” He let out a small laugh. “These are Kentucky coffeetrees. The seeds in the pods look like coffee beans, and you can roast ‘em if you got no other choice. It’s more for the wood, though, it’s real strong.”
 
   “Oh,” Emily sounded and scratched her head. She was given to intense moments of shame when she felt ignorant, always relating it back to the fact that she’d left high school without a diploma, but even she had to admit that she would have been hard-pressed to learn about Kentucky coffeetrees in her A Levels. 
 
   “That blows,” she all but whispered, fingers encircling the ladder. “I guess I’ll have to do a lot more listening about this gardening thing. Annika said she had some books.”
 
   Aaron smiled, dropping his hand to his side. “This is just like where I’m from. Spent a lot of time climbin’ trees and being reminded not to eat this or that or not to touch one thing or another. Boy Scout, too, you know,” he added, unable to keep himself from winking.
 
   Grinning wide, Emily raised her brows high. “Making fires and whittling and one good deed a day?” 
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said, in an exaggerated tone, tipping his hat slightly with his thumb and forefinger until Emily giggled, swayed and leaned against him for a moment. He smelled of sweat and sun. 
 
   “I always wanted to be Boy Scout,” she admitted, grinning up at him with her chin on his chest. “Not Girl Scouts, with cookies and skirts and stuff. Boy Scout, like in the movies.”
 
   For a split second, there was a glimmer of something Emily could only read as heat in Aaron’s eyes, and then it was gone. His smile remained, though, and he tapped her nose, once, with his finger.
 
   “I’ll teach ya, how’s that sound?”
 
   “Sound pretty good...” she drawled in all too accurate mimicry of his accent and then laughed as she struggled towards the end. “What do you call guys, if you say ma’am to women?”
 
   “Well, depends,” he said, drawing out the words just as she had, scratching his chin with his thumb and forefinger.
 
   “On what?” she asked predictably, and carefully retreated again into her own space, missing the warmth of his body.
 
   “Whether they’re worth it or not, bein’ treated polite.” He shrugged, the corners of his mouth, upturned, making him looking boyish and sweet.
 
   “Let’s say that they are,” she chuckled, “you know, for the sake of education.” Her elbow rested against the ladder and she found her fingers playing her hair.
 
   “Sir,” he said, calmly even as Emily was already snorting with delighted derision. “Just like you call a lady miss or ma'am. Sir’s a sign-a respect.”
 
   “That’s just kinky,” she proclaimed easily, “you know, unless you’re like... a professor or 60 or something.”
 
   “Just the way I was raised,” he said, with a nonchalance so startling, she raised her eyebrows again. 
 
   He waved at the van. “Still lookin’ to unpack, ma’am?”
 
   “Yes, sir!” She giggled again and made a vague military gesture. “You coming? I hear Boy Scouts help with carrying things and such.”
 
   “That they do.” He gestured her forward. “After you,” he added, flattening his voice as much as he could manage, sounding as though he were speaking with an accent somewhere between middle-American and garbled Welsh.
 
   Emily wasn’t quite aware of it yet, but laughter required a certain sense of freedom. It was a new addition to their lives, here where the constant worry about gas and food and destinations was less pronounced. It was difficult then, not to reach out and take his hand while they walked through the high grass towards the van. 
 
   “Maybe we can do something nice for Annika,” Emily said thoughtfully when they reached it. Her own voice flowed back to her native accent. “I don't know, find some seeds or help some other way.”
 
   He nodded, finally lifting his cap from his head so that his sweaty hair fell lank over his ears and forehead. “Imma start workin’ on the roof next week, I think,” he said, rubbing his thumb over his part. “Summer’s a good time for that, and windows. Before it gets cold again.”
 
   Emily smiled at him. The days were deceptively warm for a British girl who'd only ever lived in Northern climates. But real summer was still months away, and he had no intention of leaving. Like he promised. She gently cuffed his side though, grinning up at his profile.
 
   “You’re just trying to be more popular... and you’re winning!”
 
   “Naw.” The skin that wasn’t red before, flushed now and he slapped his cap back down on his head. “Just tryin’ to help out. Nice of her to take us in.”
 
   Emily nodded, then she bit her lip. “You know I’m just... teasing right. I do that. Call it a British thing.”
 
   “I know. I... know.” He wrenched the back door open and peered inside the dark van, blinking in an attempt to adjust his eyes to the sudden change.
 
   Watching him, Emily shook her head. Aaron handed her the small box of their belongings. The Monsters Inc DVD glinted at the top and Emily gently rolled her eyes at the idea that Song still took it out all the time, just to look at the picture, as though contained in it was the key to unlocking the movie in his head.
 
   “Thanks,” she said and bit her lip before she could add another teasing Sir.
 
   His smile was sweet. “A’course,” he said, with another wink to stand in place of ma’am.
 
   There was a moment of shared enjoyment, the pleasure of a joke that had gone so far as to not even require being spoken, and then the edges of the carton started to cut into her hand. Emily smiled, turned around and walked the rest of their belongings up to the house. They were both trying so hard, and Emily finally thought they were working through the constant awkwardness.
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   Annika met her in the doorway and smirked when she took a glance into the dilapidated box. 
 
   “Treasure?” she asked.
 
   “Even better,” Emily returned and added their textbooks to the small pile on the table. Between the two of them, they had the sciences covered well: math, biology, chemistry. Emily raised her brows at the introduction to anatomy.
 
   “That definitely wasn’t on my school curriculum,” she chuckled, picking up the heavy book.
 
   “And it should have been,” Annika quipped, shaking her head. She wasn’t significantly taller than Emily, but sometimes seemed it, with her easy, confident voice and stance.
 
   “It’s not nearly as hard to learn the basics as a kid,” she went on, opening the book and smoothing her fingertips over the slick pages. “It’s all building blocks.”
 
   “Legos for people with scalpels?” Emily grinned and let her eyes roam over the hyper realistic drawings of muscles and bones.
 
   “Legos for the entirety of the human race.” Though she was smiling, there was a seriousness about Annika, and she rested her hands on her hips as Emily looked down at the book.
 
   “I was a pathologist,” she reminded her; it had been mentioned, in those first few days, but Emily still wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, or what it was that Annika had done in her former life. “I’m a little strict.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll have to sit in class alongside Lani and Song,” she returned. Fingers on the pages, she pulled her shoulders up a bit higher.
 
   “You can,” Annika said, and she had to glance up at her to ensure she was serious. “It helps, you know. Zombies were human once, too.”
 
    “Blast them or axe ‘em,” she whispered, voice a little rough before she recovered her cool. “Or burn them, I suppose.”
 
   “Should always burn them,” Annika said, bluntly; she didn’t go husky or even weary, just matter-of-fact. “Don’t know if the virus can survive, and, if it can, for how long. Burning’s usually the only permanent solution.”
 
   Emily made a face. “I... I guess I always tried not to touch them after,” she admitted, but her attention was intensely focused on the woman.
 
   Annika shrugged, fingers kneading her waist where her hands were still stationed. “Fair enough. At this point, the scattered pockets don’t make it as worthwhile. There's a sense, though, you know, if there’d been more of that in the beginning...” She paused, chuckled, and didn’t even sound totally humorless. “Sorry, I’m all theory, all ‘what we should have done.’” 
 
    “Knowing a way it could have been prevented…” It made her what-ifs about Sullivan seem hollow and tiny. “It must be hard.”
 
   “I didn’t say know,” Annika replied, smiling, if a little bit painfully. “But I’ve got ideas. More than are likely plausible, my husband liked to point out.”
 
    “He didn’t make it?” Emily asked after what felt like a long time, almost shyly, still unsure of herself with Annika, this stranger who had opened her doors to them.
 
   “Few months back. Saved us, so I saved him.” Annika’s words were so simple, they actually almost went right past Emily. 
 
   “You…?” Her shoulders went up with the unfinished question.
 
   “Shot him, burned him.” Annika breathed out, and Emily saw how tense her smile was, how much she was still shaken, even as she kept her spine straight and her breaths moving. “He was pretty far gone. Gored to the bone. I… didn’t have much choice in the end.”
 
   Emily’s fingers moved to touch Annika’s arm, but only for a moment, in some mix of guilt and fear and awe.
 
   “We were already out here, so...” Annika’s fingers tensed against her shirt, relaxed. “I wanted to wait. I wanted… to try something, but…” She breathed in and out, and the shine of tears came and went almost without a beat in between.
 
   “Can’t really go back on it now.”
 
   Emily sucked in a deep breath but her face stayed hardened and calm. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be. He did what he had to do, and so did I.” Truly, there had to have been hard nights, it was all over her face, but Emily had nothing to say, and neither did Annika.
 
   It was bad timing when Aaron walked in, both of them stirred up in their own memories. He looked between them for a moment, arranged himself in that stance she’d come to recognize as at ease, and gave them both his politest smile—a world of a difference between the ones they’d shared outside. It occurred to Emily, that she'd never seen that side of him before. There had been tension of course: in these days it was harder to relax around people than it once had been, but it hadn't been like this. Emily could read Aaron now, in a way: she had been his charge, his to rescue in the end, but here he was the stranger, trying to prove his worth.
 
   “Don’t mean to trouble you, but I’d like to get in the attic if you don’t mind. I think you got a leak in there that’s gonna bring down the whole ceiling upstairs soon.”
 
   Annika sucked in a breath, her lips going thin. “I think I would have noticed a leak.”
 
   He looked puzzled, but just for a moment. “Probably wouldn’t. With the spring storms, it’s real hard to tell. This house ain’t what it used to be.”
 
   Emily felt her shoulders tense, though, for a long moment, she wasn’t sure why. It seemed logical enough to her, and she knew she sure as hell couldn’t tell a leak until it was a waterfall, but Annika’s face went stony, and she felt the need to step between them, act as some kind of interpreter, a bomb expert to diffuse the moment.
 
   “I’ve been doing fine taking care of the place this long.” The other woman’s voice was careful, calm, and was suddenly so formal, Emily could almost see her in a power suit and heels, hair slicked severely from her face.
 
   “You have, ma’am.” 
 
   Emily drew her brows together and bared the bottom row of her teeth at the word. She felt her shoulders round further and reached out to touch his hand but, with the way he stood, she missed it.
 
   “But a place like this needs some constant care.” His accent crept into his voice, coloring each word more deeply, something like the way he’d spoken to Emily outside, but there was none of the same teasing in his tone. “I’m pretty good at that kind of thing.”
 
   “I don’t doubt it,” Annika drawled, and both Emily and Aaron flinched, she more than he.
 
   “Don’t mean to overstep, ma’am.” Emily watched his Adam’s apple bob along his throat with the nervous swallow. “Just... just offering.”
 
   “I know.” Annika was cool, and remote, and Emily stared at her hands as Aaron edged back, muttering to himself.
 
   The rush of emotions was intense and, after a moment, she looked up at Annika, her eyes small.
 
   “He’s not a bad guy,” she found herself saying. “He’s just…”
 
   Annika breathed out her nose, and her hand went to her hair, smoothing the spiky locks against her skull. “I know the type,” she said, shrugging.
 
   What could she say to that, really? Annika wasn’t totally wrong, but Emily's chest twisted up and, finally, she had to clear her throat.
 
   “He saved us,” she said, softly, fingers going to the base of her throat, the hollow there, where she could feel her pulse. “We were going to die and he picked us up and put us in his van, took us to his shelter and gave us medicine and water and food. He’s…” She shrugged, a little helplessly. “I think he… he just needs to feel useful, or he thinks he’s imposing and so he forgets. He wants to take care of everything right away.”
 
   Annika’s breath huffed out her nose, and she crossed her arms over her waist. She didn’t seem convinced but, in Emily’s eyes, wasn't quite as annoyed now, either. It was, at least, a start.
 
   “He’s trying to show how grateful he is… we both are.” She looked down but then forced herself to look up at Annika again, to smile at her. “You’ve already done so much—he’s just trying to do something for you, and he’s really bad at communicating this, but I’ll talk to him…”
 
   Annika raised her eyebrows, Emily thought she saw a hint of humor.
 
   “He’ll listen,” she added, with a small smile. “Promise.”
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   Aaron was no expert in construction, but he had an idea of what was and wasn’t working in a building and, for the most part, the house Annika’s husband had inherited from his grandparents was in relatively good shape.
 
   The roof needed work, shedding shingles on the lawn, and the porch was sagging, but, outside the mold that had grown in the unused toilets and some cracks in the plaster of the walls, his appraisal found the place safe and solid, and well-maintained long before anyone had gotten back to it the year before.
 
   The bedrooms were arranged along the upstairs hallway so that no one was ever really that far from one another. With Lani’s help, they painted the room on the end blue, from a gallon left over from years before. It was to be Song’s room, and Emily’s, and the old window looked over the yard towards the chicken coop, and the stream beyond it.
 
   Emily painted clouds over the blue, and a sun, and then climbed up on a rickety ladder with dark blue paint she’d mixed, and yellow and white, and produced the evening sky spilling down from a corner. She worked somewhat obsessively, slavishly, and Aaron caught himself watching her, finding excuses to be in the hallway to peek in on her, more than he could admit out loud.
 
   She wore her hair in a ponytail, cut-offs and a t-shirt, her feet bare, and her brown freckles were joined by blue and yellow ones. She’d not overtly selected a bedroom but she had shared Song’s for the first few nights and it had stayed that way, neither Aaron nor Emily willing to risk any budding friendliness and sweetness all over again.
 
   He brought her tea, covered in a layer of dust and muck himself, though he’d wiped his hands clean. It was approaching late afternoon, and clouds were rolling in, but Emily had been lost to her painting for hours, and, for a moment, he was loathe to interrupt her.
 
   “Don’t fall,” he warned her, wrapping a hand around one of the ladder legs to keep it steady, looking up at her. “You got your head in the clouds,” he added, smiling at his own dumb joke.
 
   Emily couldn’t help it, she beamed down at him—even all that way on the ladder, she was hardly more than a head taller than he.
 
   “I’m painting,” she whispered as though that explained everything—it did to her. Their lives had been so sparse and gray for so long, she had forgotten the feeling of paint and materials, of creating something, and she could hardly believe how she had lived without it for so long. She knew she was overdoing it, too, but there had been a mural in Song’s room in New York and she wanted nothing less for him here. 
 
   Catching sight of the tea in Aaron’s other hand, her smile turned sheepish. He had done that a lot lately, she realized, taken care of her, when she had her head in the clouds.
 
   She carefully stepped down the ladder and with him holding onto it, found herself all too close when her feet touched the floor, like she’d stepped into a cloud of his scent: moist and musky in the warmth of the day. She breathed it in once and then accepted the tea as he stepped away.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, voice at a low and quiet pitch.
 
   “Welcome.” He tipped his head back to look at the progress of her painting, at the details she was adding in, like layers.
 
   “You’re amazing,” he said, honestly, without any reason to cap his commentary: he wondered about that, art, the ability to do something like that, when he frequently joked he couldn’t even draw a line across a paper without fucking it up. She was almost supernatural to him, with her drawings that nearly spilled out of her pencils, the paint that went from viscous liquid into something grand, amazing, as much as the universe.
 
   “I’m wasting too much paint,” she answered with a shake of her head. It was quite obvious to Aaron, though, who knew her all too well by now, that she didn’t truly believe it a waste, that it was just her British sense of self-deprecation. 
 
   “I just... I always wanted to him have everything. And I don’t know what that is now, but—I want him to have a beautiful place all his own.”
 
   “I think you’re managing that,” he replied, glancing down at her. “Don’t know that I ever had a room with anything other than white walls.”
 
   “I think Annika will hide any other paint from me...” she said with a winsome little grin, “but—I am very easily convinced and commissioned, just so you know. Lani’s already hinting pretty strongly that she wants a lot of birds on her walls.”
 
    “Don’t know what I’d put on one,” he said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I guess I’ve never much thought about it? Haven’t had my own room in years, ya know?”
 
   “Camouflage?” she teased, chuckling while at the same time looking sweetly apologetic. 
 
   “Then I might get lost trying to find the bed,” he replied, without missing a beat, his smile real and wide and eyes twinkling. He was beautiful like that, she thought, and looked away for a moment before her mouth might run away with her and cause her to suggest she could always help him find it.
 
   “Maybe something from Georgia,” she said more gently.
 
   His smile tightened, but then dissolved into something tender, that acknowledgement that she was allowed to move into that space, as sore as it always was. 
 
   “You’re the artist, not me.”
 
   “Peach blossoms?” she smiled and then frowned a little shyly, “that’s Georgia, right? Peaches?”
 
   His smile made his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Peaches, yeah. On the license plate and everything.” He poked her in the shoulder. “You’ve been paying attention to geography.”
 
   “You mentioned it...” she admitted quietly. “We’d need to find more colors of course, reds and more blue. Yellow, green.” Before she knew it, of course, she had an image of a bedroom that made her think of an orchard.
 
   “It can’t be that hard, can it? It’s not like people go bulk-buy paints when an apocalypse strikes...”
 
   “Bet we can look in the cellar?” he suggested, nodding in the vague direction of the stairs, and the set that continued down into the dankness below.
 
   “You haven’t been down there?”
 
   “Not really,” he said, raising a hand to the back of his neck, still sunburned, and rubbing there sheepishly. “I... I'm not too fond of cellars, basements. Enclosed, dark. It’s silly,” he added, quickly, but a flush had already hit his ears, turning them red.
 
   Emily grinned, then held up her little brush, still light yellow from the stars she had been painting—realistic ones, not with five points.
 
   “I’ll chop the head off any zombie who might hide there and try to bite you,” she grinned and, before he could defend himself, she'd pushed the brush gently to his nose, leaving a yellow dot.
 
   He went cross-eyed for a moment to inspect the mark. 
 
   “Now I look like a very sad sort of wild animal,” he remarked, focusing on her again, though his vision swam for a second, making her into a blur of white and brown, blue and yellow and pink.
 
   “Not quite yet,” she smiled shaking her head, “More like Aaron who stuck his nose too deep into a dandelion blossom.”
 
   “What’s the one? Where you hold a daffodil under your chin to see if you like butter?” He snatched the brush away and deftly swiped it over the curve of her chin, coloring it bright yellow.
 
   Emily squeaked, though more in surprise than protest. Her eyes dilated and her breath came in shorter, hoarser gasps. She sucked the pink flesh of her bottom lip into her mouth and slowly dragged her teeth over it as she let it slip back out, aware that Aaron was watching her.
 
   “Everybody likes butter…” she breathed far too softly, mouth on auto-pilot.
 
   The moment hung in the air, and then he tapped her on the end of the nose with the paintbrush, coloring that yellow, too. “Now we match,” he said, though his voice was lower than it had been before.
 
   “Not yet...” she whispered and slowly this time, brought her finger to the brush, colored it and reached up to his chin. He could have stopped her at any moment but Aaron let her brush the wet paint over his stubble, his eyes never leaving hers.
 
   He was still holding the brush when he kissed her, and when she reached to wrap her arms around his neck, he let go of it, splattering dots of yellow on both of their shirts and not noticing at all. The kiss smelled like paint as the liquid warmed and smeared from their noses and chins to their cheeks and into their hair. Emily pulled him backwards against the one wall she knew to be dry and he trapped her between his warm, tall body and the painted surface, one palm flat against it just next to her face.
 
   They’d not kissed since the night at the decrepit house, had barely touched since she held his hand the night on the road. It felt like it had been longer, and much more recent at once.
 
   There was a far-off roll of thunder, the herald of another spring storm, and Aaron’s fingers found the skin under Emily’s shirt, exposed by her lifted arms, warm against his hand.
 
   She whimpered the moment his fingers made contact—this was another thing she couldn’t help but long for: art and sex and laughter, however much everything was suffused in guilt. Her hand caught hold of his shirt, trying to pull it free from his jeans almost a little too hastily. He let her wrest it away, his hands pushing further under hers, where the outlines of her ribs were finally starting to diminish in their stark appearance against her skin.
 
   The kiss broke, and neither of them spoke, nor moved, for a beat, for a fraction of a second, and then, in some silent agreement, both pulled their shirts away and over their heads before their mouths crashed together once more.
 
   Emily could feel her nipples harden as they brushed against the fine, wiry hair on his chest. She leaned back and, too starved not to, rolled her back to create a space in which her hands could find his belt, his stomach caving in tandem so her fingers could grasp at the button. It popped open with no resistance, loosening around his hips, allowing her to work the zipper down even as he kissed along over the line of her throat. She could still feel the paint, his nose drawing yellow lines down her neck and she shivered, whimpered and slipped her fingers into his boxers.
 
   Aaron let out a low noise of his own, hips jumping forward at her touch, mouth pressing hard at the junction of her neck and shoulder. He stayed stock still as her hand closed around him and, then, abruptly, pulled away. 
 
   Emily’s mouth fell open; she had a distinctly heavier bottom lip that seemed to fall open in a pout all by itself. 
 
   “I...” she whispered, her heart still thrumming in her chest.
 
   Aaron’s chest rose and fell with his ragged breaths. 
 
   “I can’t do this,” he said, after a moment filled with only the sound of their breaths and the rain that was starting to patter on the open window sill.
 
   She opened her mouth, then instinctively crossed her arms in front of her chest; she shivered and couldn’t quite look at him, biting down hard on the inside of her mouth.
 
   “S... sorry,” she muttered finally, fighting the onset of tears so hard, her ears felt like they were about to pop.
 
   He shook his head and threaded his fingers through his hair, his other hand holding his jeans up around his hips, even as the front was punctuated by the bulge of his unwaning erection.
 
   “Don’t be,” he said, finally, eyes going to the window, the black clouds that were settling in as the rain started to come down harder. Emily reached down for her shirt and pulled it back over her head, sniffing only once. 
 
   He sucked in a breath and got his jeans buttoned again, only looking back to her once her shirt was on again. She seemed smaller now, shoulders curled, and he folded his arms over his bare chest to resist the urge to hug her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, this time, dropping his gaze to her knobby knees, which shouldn’t have been cute, or alluring, but were both, all the same.
 
   “Nn...” She clenched her teeth and then didn’t finish the word. The angry, hurting part of her refused to be that big a person. She wanted him to be sorry, and she quickly looked away as though he’d be able to read her thoughts through her always too-expressive eyes.
 
   “I just can’t,” he tried to explain, but it was futile in every way. Whatever he said made no difference, not when he still couldn't catch his breath, even staring at her feet, not when his entire pelvis ached just to be near her.
 
   “Right, yeah,” she stuttered, voice growing colder. “I understand.”
 
   “Emily.” Aaron sucked in another breath and closed his eyes to pass a hand over his face; his palm came away yellow.
 
   “This isn’t who I am,” he said, finally, voice dropped with his eyes, back to focusing on the floor, her paint-stained toes.
 
   “I said I understand.”
 
   “And you hate me for it.” He’d told her he didn’t hate her, but he wasn’t sure that the reverse wasn’t true. This time, Emily shook her head quickly and forced herself to look up at him again.
 
   “No.” Short. She didn’t think she was capable of anything else.
 
   An utterly unhappy smile flittered over his mouth. 
 
   “Sure.” He finally reached near her to snag his shirt with just the tips of his fingers, standing up quickly enough to cause a breeze to stir her hair. It sent a cold shiver down her spine and she hugged herself, turning away from him.
 
   Pulling the shirt over his head left a yellow streak and, for a moment, he felt dizzy: weren’t they having fun a scant few minutes before? After weeks of awkwardness, they’d found some way to talk, and hang out, and even laugh with each other, and now they could have been standing on opposite cliffs over a miles-wide canyon.
 
   “Should go check on the tarps,” he muttered, an excuse as much as anything else, a way to get out of the room, tossed out without thought as he turned for the door.
 
   She watched him, his strong back, the way his muscle and sinew moved under the threadbare shirt, then quickly looked away. Just a few more steps and she’d be able to let go, and then the pressure headache between her eyes might stop.
 
   When he did reach the door though, actually opened it and left, something clicked inside of her. Gall rose to her throat and she dashed after him, down the stairs, not thinking of the kids, of Annika, of anything else.
 
   “So that’s it?” she called angrily, standing in the doorway, one foot on the porch and not quite stepping out into the rain. “Now you’ll go back to ignoring me?”
 
   He stopped, stood there, before he even looked over his shoulder. “Those the only options?” he asked, voice weary but gaze sharp.
 
   “Well it’s your M.O. isn’t it?” she spat, her nose feeling sticky and wet.
 
   He faced her fully. “What is?” His jaw pulsed slightly, and his hair was getting wet, but he didn’t move, closer or further away.
 
   “You—” she started but whatever had caused her to stop wasn’t strong enough when her anger rose out of nowhere. “You know—fucking and ignoring... like I’m the big bad she-devil thing with the temptation and you just can’t help yourself, you poor, poor man, so it's okay to treat me like crap!”
 
   Whatever had been keeping Aaron in check for weeks snapped. Over his face registered something like hurt, and then pure and complete anger that had been shoved down for too long.
 
   “How the hell is this all my fault?” he asked, finding his voice much louder than he’d expected, but he didn't bother to lower it, once he heard it come out of his mouth. “I stopped. I stopped myself, because I can’t do things like this. I’m not blaming a God-damned thing on you, but I get to take it anyway?”
 
   “You think just because you don’t say it, you don’t blame me?” she growled, her face contorted in something like hatred, except that she was already crying. It was hard to hear her over the splatter of rain that was dousing his shirt, diluting the yellow paint as it dropped from his face into the fabric, but he didn’t step closer as though her very atmosphere would halt any attempt. “You are blaming me with every glance, or the way you look away, you blame me because you’re hurting. Fuck you, Aaron, I’m hurting too!”
 
   “I love you!” It was out of his mouth and crashing against the rain and the thunder that rumbled, somewhat ceaselessly, over their heads. “You think this is easy? You think I want to feel like this? Every fucking day—” Aaron rarely cursed, and particularly not in front of her, and he swallowed roughly.
 
   “Every day I spend all day with you, and it’s absolutely the best and worst way to feel, to be near you and have to be near you at the same time.”
 
   There was a pause, a short one where they stared at each other, but then Emily’s face darkened in spite of herself, in spite of the bubbling, blossoming need in her chest. Tears were now running down her cheeks, unchecked, like the rain. 
 
   “You think you are the only one who's ever been in love and it wasn’t just bloody rainbows and kittens? You think this is hard? You really fucking think this is hard?”
 
   “I’ve done everything for you,” he countered. “I’d give up my fucking right arm for you, I’d get shot for you. I’m not asking you to suffer, or love me back, but I'm not—” He stopped himself, shoved his fingers into his wet hair and pushed it back from his face, clutching at the strands so the pain might anchor him in place.
 
   “Don’t you get it?” she sobbed, shaking her head. “I don’t need you to get shot, I don’t need your stupid arm! What the fuck does that even mean—you say that word love like... like...” She shook her head, sniffing and choking on the feeling of something in her chest roaring and clawing at her insides, ready to tear her to pieces.
 
   “Like it means something?” He was breathing heavily, as though he’d just run a mile, and, maybe, in some sense, he had. “Like it means someone lives for you and just you? Like I’m going to go tie down some stupid tarps so the fucking roof doesn’t leak, because I’m tryin’ to fix up a house for you so you don’t have to feel lost anymore? Is that what you think love sounds like when I say it? Because that's what I mean, Emily.”
 
   She stared, face red with anger and humiliation and need. She found herself trembling and just for a moment she had the wild notion of throwing herself into his arms—and then to pummel and kick him, and it was indecision that kept her standing still.
 
   “Maybe like you... trust someone,” she growled, “or see them… really see them or… or give someone some fucking time to...” A wave of vertigo surged up inside her, a dizziness borne of saying too much, of feeling too much, and she stared poison at him before she slammed the door and curled up on the floor against it, shaking.
 
   Even with the rain, even with the heavy door between them, she heard him scream—hard and loud and filled with fear.
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   It was the rain, the thunder, that had distracted his senses but, when it came down to it, Aaron hadn’t noticed the zombies shambling up from the nearby stream purely because he was so wholly focused on Emily, on the torrent of emotions trapped in his chest. He'd been caught entirely unaware and it was all his own fault.
 
   He was sprawled on the ground before he even had the sense to reach for his gun. He struck his head hard, and his vision swam for a moment, rain falling directly into his eyes, and it was several blinks before the three walkers came into focus above him, dark and more sinister than the roiling clouds above them.
 
   Grunting, he kicked, scrambling backwards on his ass and arms, finding no traction in the mud. Mercifully, his fingers curled around a board, there at the edge of the porch, and he was able to swing it wildly in front of him, knocking one of the creatures aside and keeping the other two at bay for another second, two.
 
   He hit the stairs, and tore his shirt, but the slope and the solidity gave him something to press to his feet against. They slipped even then. He didn’t know if he was breathing, heart slamming in his ears, the rain making it impossible to see or hear, making it impossible to grasp his gun at his hip.
 
   They advanced on him, predators on prey, undeterred by the cold, the wet, and it was one wild, panicked glance to the shut front door that made him tilt, opened him up, and the first one laid into his outstretched arm, the other knocking him off his feet.
 
   Aaron screamed, more out of some kind of fearful rage than pain, even as he could feel blood pouring over his elbow, a river down to his wrist and hand. He locked into survival mode, flailing and kicking and punching with no idea what he might connect with, flesh giving like pudding, warm and sticky in the rain.
 
   Inside, Emily lurched upright and yanked the door open, momentarily flung back in time. Already there was blood, and she could only glimpse a shock of Aaron’s dark hair at the bottom of the steps. The zombies filled her vision, her entire consciousness, and, somehow, into her hands came her axe that she'd stored in the entrance hall and she was screaming back at them, hacking as best she could from above.
 
   She split one zombie’s head down right in the middle, then lost her balance and stumbled down the porch after Aaron. Her knees connected hard with the wood, but her hands were still clutching her weapon. She lunged at the next one’s side, then jumped at the crack of gun that went off right next to her ear. It blew the creature’s head off just as it was reaching for her. She whirled around to see Aaron, kneeling in the mud, shaking as their eyes met and he turned his gun on the last one. It exploded rotting slime all over the both of them.
 
   There was a commotion in the house. Emily gagged but didn’t throw up; her eyes were still on Aaron.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked, then quickly dropped the axe as it made her shaking hands all too obvious. “Aaron, are you okay?”
 
   “I’m okay.” The words were out of his mouth almost without thinking, and they were a lie. His head felt pained and light at once, and he had to exert effort to push the corners of his mouth up in something like a smile, to bring his breath in and out. Emily knew better: she had done this before.
 
   The mud, the rain, the new face—the differences didn’t matter. Suddenly she was back in that dim ramshackle room, trying—trying to say something meaningful to the man she loved before he turned into a monster. Her heart was beating violently, and she kept shaking her head.
 
   “They didn’t get you, they can’t have...” she whispered, shaking her head over and over. “Please?”
 
   They both looked at his arm, both of their stomachs not just sinking, but plummeting, landing with a wet thump on the ground. Emily could only raise her head dully as the door swung open, Annika standing there in her jeans and t-shirt, face just as white as Aaron’s.
 
   “Please go in.” Aaron’s voice was thick and wet, and his shoulder nudged at Emily’s.
 
   “What?” She blinked, looked between him and Annika, and then back at him, her expression a cross between terrified and furious.
 
   “Please, Em,” he got out, but she was shaking her head furiously. She was soaked and muddy, same as him, but she looked tiny like that, covered in gooseflesh with giant blue eyes.
 
   “No,” she said again and then knocked her axe aside to get closer to his wounded arm, even as Aaron tried to pull it out of her reach.
 
   “No, no don’t lift it. Just... stay still.” She wrapped her fingers around his wrist and peered close to the gash, blinking against tears and rain. 
 
   “It... it can’t move that fast, right?” She looked up at Annika, all but begging. “There has to be a way to stop it.”
 
   Annika had trouble responding. “I... it’s an infection, it has an incubation time.”
 
   “So there has to be a way to kill it before it sets in.” Emily’s hand tightened on Aaron’s arm, almost to the point of pain.
 
   “Emily,” he got out, through clenched teeth; he was trembling, freezing cold, even as the rain had started to slack. “There's nothin’ we can do. Annika—she doesn’t have a cure, you know that.”
 
   “No, I don’t, and neither do you... just shut up! Just...” Her gaze was open and wild and intense on Annika, even as she held onto Aaron.
 
   “Please, please just try something. You said—you said there was something you wanted to try but couldn’t, please! Please, Annika!”
 
   The zombie carcasses were oozing under the weight of the rain. Annika hung onto the doorframe as though she might collapse if she didn’t; it could have been an hour, but was likely only a minute, less, before she nodded in the end, a heavy motion.
 
   In some fit of superhuman strength, Emily helped Aaron up. He could walk, but had clearly lost a lot of blood, and his head wavered on his neck as they made their way up the short set of stairs, through the front door and into the kitchen.
 
   Annika had hidden the children, but they could hear them whispering at the top of the stairs. Aaron sat down heavily in a chair, holding his arm against his chest.
 
   “You said... you said it might stop,” Emily stuttered. The faster she spoke the sharper her accent became, but her eyes were wide and pleading.
 
   Annika blinked, and leaned close to look at the bite, the flesh torn away from the muscle and bone, sticky from the zombie’s grasp. She didn’t answer for a long moment, chewing hard at her lip; she was silent for so long, Emily was about to start screaming.
 
   “Stoke the fire and get that dirty shirt off him. There’s rubbing alcohol in the cupboard, wash the area around the wound,” Annika said, finally, voice soft, shaking just a little. “I... I’ll get some stuff from upstairs.”
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   Annika hurried away, and Emily frantically threw more wood into the stove, not paying much attention to how it was arranged. Shutting the heavy iron door, she tried her best to clean and dry her arms and dashed to the cupboard, digging until she found the clear bottle and a clean towel. Then she sank to her knees beside Aaron’s chair, sliding her hands up his soaked jeans to find his hand.
 
   “I told you,” she whispered, even though she still wasn’t sure, “you’ll be okay.”
 
   “Told you I’d give you my right arm,” he retorted, voice rough, and since he felt too weary to move, just wrinkled his nose at her and she almost laughed. It was a choked little sound.
 
   “You just had to say that, didn’t you?” she breathed, and pushed her forehead against his knee for a long, steadying moment.
 
   When she sat up again, Emily gently cut him out of his shirt, then toweled him dry. Aaron hissed in pain even as he grit his teeth and smiled at her apologetically. 
 
   “You can’t die, Aaron,” she breathed, looking up at his white face beseechingly, carefully applying alcohol to his arm. “Please... please don’t die...”
 
   “Tryin’ my best.” His hand squeezed at hers, tighter than he meant to, but she didn’t make a sound or pull away.
 
   When Annika came back, she was holding a book, a small leather satchel, and a metal cup. “I don’t know if this will work,” she announced, voice steadier than it had been before, but face still white. “It’s just... just theory.”
 
   In that moment, she could have been a goddess incarnate and Emily wouldn’t doubt her in any way. She just pleaded, prayed at her altar, for a miracle.
 
   “Do it...” she whispered, “I—I can help.”
 
   “We’ve figured out,” Annika started, breathing carefully, studying the bite even as she spoke. “That the only way to actually kill a zombie is to destroy the brain—shooting, beheading, emolliate the body. Burning it,” she added, shrugging, turning the cup in her hands.
 
   “A century ago, burning was used to stop bleeding, the spread of infection. Modern times, cauterization. So, I’m thinking...” She held up the cup. “Burn away the infected flesh. That should kill the virus before it spreads to the rest of the organs, and the brain. And as he’s still bleeding we have a shot that it hasn’t gotten far inside his body yet.”
 
   Emily stared, suddenly wavering just for a moment as her tightened on Aaron’s thigh.
 
   “B... burn?” she whispered.
 
   Annika nodded. “Kills the flesh it’s reached, and should halt the spread. Isn’t all that elegant,” she added, almost to herself. “The cup’s the only thing we’ve got besides, like, spoons.” She set the cup on the burner, which glowed around the edges from the heat of the fire.
 
   “I’ll be here, I’m sorry. I’m not leaving you, okay?” Emily said, then, bringing her gaze back to his.
 
   Aaron nodded weakly, and Annika looked him over, back to biting her lip. 
 
   “Aaron, you’re gonna have to sit still,” she said leaning close to inspect the wound.
 
   “I can do it,” he breathed out, tipping his head back to try to focus on the ceiling above him. Somewhere in the back of his head, he recalled the guys he’d patched in the desert, limbs blown off by IED’s, bones shattered by bullets and grenades. He’d gotten off lucky back then: it was his turn now. 
 
   Annika was still bent over the wound, inspecting carefully with a thin probe. Aaron grunted every time she touched the raw flesh but his expression stayed stoic, solid, steely.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” Annika began, and immediately had both their eyes on her, “I need to cut some of this away first. I need to make sure I’m not just trapping the virus in a deeper layer of tissue.”
 
   Emily swallowed heavily, her stomach flipping, but she didn’t move, gently cradling his head between her hands. She looked down at him with enormous eyes; the blue had turned grey like the stormy sky. She kissed his forehead, breathed in the smell of sweat and mud, before she straightened up again. Their eyes met for the longest time, waiting.
 
   Annika fished a scalpel out of the thin leather satchel and swabbed it down with what little clear alcohol she had left. Aaron grasped at the chair, trying to keep a calm breathing rhythm, trying not to make his blood run even faster.
 
   Holding her breath, Annika brought the instrument to his arm. In the movies, Emily thought, she would have a quip or a story to distract him but Annika was silent, studious, as she inspected the flesh and the muscle. She couldn’t afford to cut a major artery, not when, as it was, the gash wasn't bleeding too terribly. 
 
   “It’s okay,” Aaron breathed out. “Just do it. Done it before... in the field.” 
 
   He didn’t sound like he believed himself, even, but Annika gave him a distracted smile all the same.
 
   “Look away,” she advised, “Look at the pretty girl.”
 
   She waited until his eyes moved away from the wound and onto Emily, who was still dripping and muddy but looked more determined than ever. His focus shifted, breath calming, Annika lowered the scalpel to his flesh. The tissue gave way far too easily, and she knew she had to take a wider berth. She tried again at a distance of a thumb’s breadth around the wound and this time, Aaron shuddered, groaning with his mouth clamped shut and muscles of his jaw flaring and flexing under skin gone clammy and wet. The chair was creaking under the pressure of his good arm, but he stayed as still as she could reasonably ask him to.
 
   Adrenaline pulled her through, cutting fast and sure but when she stared at the new wound, huge and red, she had to lean against the table to keep upright.
 
   “That... it worked,” she reported, but quickly nodded to the cup when she saw a glimmer of hope in Emily’s ashen face. “Now for the hard part.”
 
   She lifted the cup from the burner with a ragged old oven mitt, lowering herself to her knees on the other side of his body from Emily. The cup looked strange, black and scorched silver, and her hands trembled again.
 
   Emily had always heard that people passed out when the pain got too much. But Aaron hadn’t. He was still sitting there, slippery with mud and rain and sweat, his eyes feverish with pain. But he nodded.
 
   This time, Annika had to force her hand to stay still when she lowered the red-hot cup to his arm. There was a split second between the contact, and Aaron’s body going rigid; the muscles of his face contracted, demonic and alien. A noise that started low in his chest moved up his throat until it was something high and horrible behind his clenched teeth, his eyes squeezed shut and face contorted with pain.
 
   Emily didn’t know that she was screaming, too, until she ran out of air. She couldn’t look at his arm and kept her eyes utterly trained on his face—but that did nothing to evade the smell of suddenly charred flesh that hit her nose. She retched, but kept it down, trembling fingers still cupping Aaron’s cheeks.
 
   Annika was sweating, and she trembled as she removed the cup. The room smelled horribly of burned meat, and the flesh was blackened, bubbled and crisp.
 
   “Just a little more,” she said, sounding terribly guilty, setting the cup back on the burner. 
 
   It was the most horrible sentence Emily had ever heard in her life. All three of them were ghastly white, tears in their eyes. Before Emily knew what she was doing, she had doubled over Aaron and was kissing him: lips resting on his so softly as her hair fanned around them as though it was their own private world.
 
   “I’m so... so sorry...” she whispered, lips brushing against lips.
 
   “It’s okay,” he breathed, tipping his chin up even as his muscles were still strung so tight, the motion hurt—it was tiny compared to the smoldering of his arm, the way the fire felt like it was still licking at his flesh. “Gotta try somethin’, right?”
 
   She tried to nod, tried to hold onto him despite the fact that already, she could hear Annika moving again and as grateful as she was, she had absolutely no way to show it just then.
 
   He might have thought the second pass wouldn’t be as bad, but it was worse, and the third, and, reeling, he actually did puke, just off to the left, narrowly missing his leg, and Emily. The room stank of burning, of flesh and hair, and the wound site was gruesome, spongy and blackened, leaking blood and something clear.
 
   “We can’t do much,” Annika informed them in a hollow voice; she didn’t look either of them in the eye. “No... no meds. Just... have to hope that killed the virus.”
 
   Emily was crying, blubbering, ugly tears and not even realizing it, she nodded. She was swaying on her feet, trying to soak up the puke with a towel but was so unfocused, she just smeared it around. Aaron seemed to have finally passed out, utterly exhausted by the ordeal and Emily was close to the same. She did manage to look at Annika and, even with tear-stained eyes, she whispered a word of gratitude.
 
   The woman nodded, wiping her hands on her jeans. The room was silent but for the crackling fire, the labored breaths of everyone in it, until Annika cleared her throat.
 
   “We can’t keep him in the house,” she said, softly, not quite looking at Emily. “It’s too big a risk if this didn’t work.”
 
   Emily started, but nodded after a beat: she wasn’t stupid, she knew the danger. It hurt, more the idea of leaving him alone, than anything else, but Aaron would sooner die than put Song and Lani in danger, Emily knew that.
 
   “The shed has a lock,” Annika said, hollowly. She’d set the cup off to the side to cool, and couldn't stop touching the warmed edge.
 
   “We should know in the next day or so. That—that’s why no pain killers. It can’t mask the symptoms of spreading infection. We have to watch for it.”
 
   “I... I know what it looks like,” Emily whispered, clearing her throat and gently petted Aaron’s hair. “But water... and something to eat, he needs stuff to help him get his strength back.”
 
   “This may have killed him,” Annika interjected, looking up at her with a gaze that had gone steely, even as she wavered a bit, standing there. “Too much blood might have been lost, and once the shock wears off—his heart might not be able to handle it. I don’t know.” She lifted her hands, dropped them. “It was only a theory,” she added, softly.
 
    “No. He wouldn’t.” Emily shook her head, determined more than hopeful. “He’s strong, he wouldn’t die from this...” As though it was his choice. She cleared her throat, sniffed and straightened up on unsteady feet.
 
   Annika nodded; her expression didn’t change. She covered Aaron’s arm with bandages from the very box he had carried into the house only a few days before, and the two women hefted him up, grunting under his weight. The shed was down under the shade of the coffeetrees, and though the reddish evening sun had broken through the clouds once more, neither of them noticed. 
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   Emily glimpsed Song through the slit in the door as she climbed up the stairs to fetch Aaron’s old military-issue sleeping bag. She was drenched, smelled and looked dreadful, but she put on a smile, shaky and green as it was. 
 
   “Hey baby...” she whispered but then held out her hand and he stopped in his motion. “I have to clean up, I don't want this stuff on you, okay?”
 
   Song’s bottom lip quivered. 
 
   “I promise, I’ll be right back, and then... I’ll tell you everything?”
 
   She dashed into Aaron’s small room before Song could start to cry again. Her legs wobbled but she got hold of the sleeping bag, a pillow, a new shirt and a book, and almost tumbled down the stairs when she hurried outside. It seemed cold in the shed after the afternoon's rain. The roof had leaked in places, but they had propped Aaron up against a dry hay bale. Annika was looking him over, her forehead a landscape of worry-lines.
 
   “Did he wake up?” Emily asked when she entered; Annika shook her head. He’d tried his best to use his own legs when they'd dragged him to the barn, but the moment they’d set him down, his strength had given in. Emily shuddered at the sight. He was so white he might as well have been dead already. 
 
   Trying to push the thought away, she squatted down beside him but found herself halted by the conundrum of how to put the shirt on him without inflicting more pain.
 
   “We have to keep him warm, though, right?” she asked, looking up at Annika.
 
   Numb, the other woman could only move her head in agreement. The shed wasn’t insulated, and the nights were still cold; Aaron’s jeans were caked in mud, and his chest and arms were bare. If he stirred, the sleeping bag wouldn’t be enough.
 
   Emily brushed the back of her hand over her eyes. She wanted to lie down right there with him, wanted to pull her arms around him and keep him warm. Instead, she picked up his shirt and scrunched it up until she could stretch just the neck-hole and pull it over Aaron’s head. Momentarily, the motion reminded her of Song when he was a baby, and she fought against the wet feeling in her nose. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered under her breath, then. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” She lifted his good arm first but he still groaned without waking up as she threaded it into the sleeve. She capitulated with the injured one and just pulled the shirt down his torso, letting the sleeve flap there as though Aaron was some veteran with his arm shot off. The image made her swallow hard and look away.
 
   Annika helped her to her feet. In her hand, she had the keys to the lock that secured the shed—there wasn’t much to protect, normally, but for tools and Lani’s bike they'd brought all the way from Ohio. And now Aaron.
 
   Emily looked down at him, the prisoner, the treasure they’d lock away. She did her best to stuff the sleeping bag around him like a blanket, the zip pulled all the way open but he still looked cold and lonely. 
 
   “I have to go... Song,” she whispered in explanation even though Annika required none and Aaron didn’t look like he was taking anything in.
 
   “I know.” Lani would need her own mother, and Annika moved woodenly as they shut the shed solidly, pushing the lock into place and securing it. For a moment, they both hesitated, staring at the old door, before they headed for the house. They didn't speak, it was too much, but they walked up the stairs together and Emily gave Song an exhausted smile when she found him waiting for her at the top.
 
   “Come on,” she whispered and walked with him to the bathroom.
 
   He was silent as she kicked off her shoes, turned on the tap in the bathtub. The water came in grey at first, as it always did, and he poked his finger in the stream for a moment.
 
   “Is Aaron dead?” he asked, finally.
 
   Emily shook her head, fighting against the lump in her throat. She pushed down her shorts but not her panties and she did the same to her shirt, turning away from Song. “He... he’s just... he's fighting.”
 
   With her arm across her chest, she heaved a sigh and looked at her son. “He’s not dead.”
 
   “Is he gonna die?” Song sounded old, too old, eons old, and he looked it as he sat on the closed toilet, eyes weary. Emily couldn’t blame him. He, too, had done this before.
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted, and ran her free hand over his curls, gently parting them at the place where she always thought they should, and pulled away. The water was cold but she stepped into it anyway, wanting to hurry as she reached for the soap. 
 
   “I think...” she started at seeing Song so dejected, but it was hard to say, “I believe he'll make it, baby. I have to think he’ll make it.”
 
   “I don’t want him to die.” For a beat, he sounded more philosophical than scared, and it made it impossible to look at him, as though she'd done him a disservice, to give him another person to adore and let go, turned it into an expected experience rather than a trauma.
 
   “Neither do I,” she said quietly, numbly. 
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   Washing was a quick job. She didn’t have the physical or mental fortitude just then to withstand much of the cold and she scrubbed her legs and arms and chest with soap, then quickly rinsed off. She got out and wrapped her still stick-like body into a towel, then washed her hair over the sink. When she looked at Song again, he was still sitting there in the same position. She took hold of her clothes, pinching them with the tips of her fingers to dump them into the soapy water at the bottom of the tub and then finally, sank to her knees in front of Song.
 
   “Hey...” she whispered.
 
   “What’s gonna happen now?” he asked. He still sounded weary to her ears, resigned rather than afraid, and she was torn between a desire to hug him, or shake him, equally as hard.
 
   “We’re gonna... make some food,” she whispered, not sure she could dredge real sounds from the heavy, aching thing that her chest had become. “And wait. The zombies got him, but... but we think we stopped it. But we won’t know until tomorrow so, so we have to wait.”
 
   Though Song had never been a patient child in the before, he nodded then, letting her smooth his hair with her clean hands for a moment before she straightened up again.
 
   “He likes you,” he told her, the silence in the room broken suddenly by his tired little voice. Emily focused on him again, her eyelids flickering for just a second.
 
   “I know. He likes you, too.”
 
   “He likes you,” Song repeated, as though she just didn’t understand the words. “Aaron likes you. He—he looks at you like Daddy looked at you.”
 
   Emily closed her eyes while she breathed against the pain in her gut. Like Daddy. And like Daddy, he might die that night, except she had locked him in a shed and she would have to kill him. She managed not to cry when she looked back at Song, but there was a similarly numb age in her own eyes.
 
   “How I do look at him?” she asked the boy before she could stop herself.
 
   He seemed to consider the question, and their eyes locked after a moment. “Like you don’t remember. What it’s like.”
 
   It was too much and Emily looked away. She counted the breaths she managed to squeeze into her tight lungs; her hands contracted into fists and released again.
 
   “Come on, you need some food and I need some clothes,” she finally managed. Their things had been stored in a different room while Emily was painting—the house seemed to have an abundance of them, made for a far larger family. This one was further off the other rooms, and not quite as well-maintained as the rest of the house. Their things were in boxes and Emily picked out a pair of tights and a long shirt, wrapping her arms around herself even when she was covered again.
 
   Song followed like a duckling, and when they went downstairs, Lani and Annika were at the now-clean table with tea and the thick, buttery biscuits that Annika had baked that morning and warmed again on the stove. None of them said much, and they all munched at their biscuits with small bites, savoring little mouthfuls, even the adults, and watched the flickering candle in the middle of the table. They all burned down so fast, yet it seemed slow that evening. 
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   “I... I should go check on Aaron,” Emily finally said when the silence became too pressing. “If he's awake he should at least drink something.” 
 
   There was the hint of a question mark on her face, as though all of it would be easier to do with Annika’s blessing. The woman nodded before standing. She gathered up another biscuit in a cloth, and readied a bottle of water.
 
   “Thank you,” Emily said quietly, with a little more emphasis than she usually would have. She leaned over Song, kissed his curly hair and promised him she’d be right back. He looked like he wanted to come along but he didn’t ask, and Emily didn’t wait until he could gather his courage.
 
   She grabbed the axe that was leaning in the entrance and one of the LED flashlights that were still working. Down at the bottom of the porch, three rotting corpses still lay in the mud, and Emily climbed over the side railing to avoid them in the darkness, holding her breath as long as she could.
 
   “Aaron?” she asked in a careful whisper, knocking against the shed door, fumbling for the key.
 
   There was no sound while she worked the lock open, but he blinked against the light she carried when the door swung in. He hadn’t moved since they placed him on the ground, and, to her eyes, he looked even paler than before, shivering a little under the sleeping bag.
 
   “Hey...” she breathed, fingers tightening around her axe in spite of herself. “I brought you something to eat and drink... how are you?” Standing there, in the little pool of light her flashlight created, she remembered his fear of the cellar, his fear of the dark, and felt somehow more guilty.
 
   “Okay.” The word had lost meaning for the most part, and he even chuckled, a little, lurchingly, at that. “I... I'm okay. You okay?”
 
   She leaned her axe against a hay bale and knelt down on the ground by his side.
 
   “Yeah,” she managed, gently pressing the back of her hand against his forehead to feel for fever. It made little sense: he was hot and she had no idea how warm he was supposed to be. In the end, she just cupped his cheek and held up the bottle while he drank.
 
   “Worried... I guess.”
 
   He panted a little with his breaths, and it concerned her for a moment, before she realized he was trying, with very little success and a lot of effort, to shift upright. With his wounded arm and the cramped quarters, she didn’t know how to help him, but neither did she want to urge him to give up.
 
   Aaron managed a few inches, face slick with sweat. “Everyone else okay?”
 
   “Yeah.” She hesitated for a long moment and then pushed the concave of her nose against the curve of his cheek and breathed in the cold and clammy smell. “Are you terribly uncomfortable? Is there anything... anything you need?”
 
   His only response was to turn his head to chase the sensation of her touching him. She could feel him suck in another breath over her chin and mouth, and then the slight upturn of the muscles of his face. He was smiling.
 
   “Song’s worried about you, too. We all are,” she whispered not letting go, kissing his cheek. It didn't occur to her there might be danger in that too, not when it was the only comfort she knew how to give.
 
   “I’m sorry.” He had nothing else he could say, but brimmed with apologies, with guilt.
 
   “Shut your face,” Emily crooned, fingers in his hair. “Are you sure you don’t need anything?”
 
   He sucked in another breath, but shook his head—not much of a shake, to be sure, but a movement, small, his sweaty hair catching on her fingers.
 
   “Thanks,” he said, finally, voice hoarse, throat raw.
 
   Even as he said it, Emily wanted to ask again and again until he would relent and let her do something, but each time he moved or managed to talk, it seemed to take so much out of him, she finally stilled, pulling away just enough to look at him: just look and fill her eyes on him while he was still alive.
 
   “You should go,” he said, finally, even as his weight leaned heavily against her and he seemed to be in no shape to be telling anyone what to do.
 
   “Are you sure? I... I could...” she stopped herself, thinking of Song. Leaning in to kiss Aaron’s temple, she tried to gauge his temperature again but all it did was alarm her more. “I’ll leave you the flashlight.”
 
   “Don’t know that I need it,” he said, but he gave her another small smile. “But thanks.”
 
   “Just. You know, if you need anything. You could flash Morse code or something. Army boys can do that right?”
 
   “Ain’t used in awhile,” he replied, with a weak laugh, flinching at the pain it brought on. “I’ll try n’ remember.”
 
   It was an odd moment to think how handsome he was, but it occurred to Emily then, the way his profile looked in the stark shadows cast by the flashlight— even weak as he was, he had that smile. 
 
   She didn’t want to go, but she finally pushed herself up when he told her a second time, reminded her of Song, all the things she knew, too. Once on her feet, she weighed the key in her hand and looked back at him.
 
   “You know... what you said? Earlier? That you’d die for me?” She was blushing but the darkness hid it well. “Don’t? Please don’t.”
 
   Aaron was able to tilt his head back and squint at her against the dim light. “Do my best. Promise.”
 
   “Just... live.” She looked down, then quickly shook her head as though she’d said something stupid and retreated, locked the door and followed the dimly lit windows back to the house.
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   No one slept much. That was a given. Emily lay in bed with Song pressed up against her, the way he’d always slept as a baby and then again over the past cold year. Though he’d been fine alone for weeks, he now needed her arm draped around him, and her kiss atop his head whenever he stirred.
 
   For the first time, though, Emily did not want to be there. She lay in bed and looked out the window; she couldn’t see the shed from where she was, but could imagine it—the creaking wood of the structure, the cold that filtered in through the chinks. She wondered if more zombies would come, wondered if they had a new one trapped in their shed.
 
   By morning, her teeth had worried her bottom lip bloody. Her eyes were parched. She managed to wiggle away from Song in the murky light before dawn, pull on a big coat and pick up her axe to pad outside and over the cool, damp grass. The rain had mostly washed away the muck around the corpses, but she barely noticed them as it was. Her focus was keen, and though she’d not brought the keys to unlock the shed, she climbed up the firewood stacked there, carefully, like a goat, to peer in the small, dirty window.
 
   Aaron was still there, on the ground. She wasn’t sure if zombies slept; he seemed still and quiet, but breathing, his fingers curled loosely over the sleeping bag that had slipped down around his waist. He looked younger and older at once, and Emily held her breath, thought of every night she'd not known what he looked like sleeping, not bothered to notice, and worried about his expression, the clench of his jaw and the circles under his eyes.
 
    
 
   Annika resumed her patrol of the property with the old gun once more. She looked far more afraid than she had the day Emily, Aaron and Song arrived, and Emily tried to feel guilty, but couldn’t. She opened up the spelling books they had collected for the kids, and sipped listlessly at her tea. Song made a fair attempt on his worksheets. Lani was distracted, agitated, and simply sat, fingers twitching on her pencil, until her mother was back in the house.
 
   Even then, there was no overt opposition from either Song or Lani but no participation, either. They were quiet and unfocused, staring into space or failing at the simplest exercises. In the end they all silently decided to call it a day and let Song and Lani scamper off—only in the house though, but the two didn’t protest in the least.
 
   “I want to clean the porch,” Emily said quietly but determined. “Before it gets too warm again.”
 
   She didn’t ask for Annika’s help but both women needed something to do, and it was harder to fix their minds on something like food or storage or sustenance. All of it had to do with the future. Cleaning was easy, mindless and numbing. They put on plastic gloves, smelly old things that looked like they might have a half-life of a couple of centuries at least. Then they dragged what remained of the corpses onto an old door they’d found in a heap of garbage behind the house. It, too, was half rotted through but it held their weight as they dragged the vile cargo out and away from the house and towards the road. It would dry eventually and they’d be able to burn what was left.
 
   They didn’t speak much but working together didn’t necessitate many words. It was decided, more or less silently, to just keep going. They scrubbed the stairs, sanded down rough spots, got rid of cobwebs and raked through the gravel path until long past noon, as though sweating in the midday sun was the best way to get any remaining death out of their skin and their pores.
 
   Every so often, Emily would go check on Aaron, but he spent most of the day drifting in and out of consciousness. She helped him drink down some water, freed him from the sleeping bag when it got too warm; sometimes she just watched him sleep for a while—fitful and restless.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emily finally said to Annika’s back while the other woman was preparing some fritters from the potato harvest the year before.
 
   “Don’t.” Annika’s response was automatic, and she rolled her lips over her teeth before she looked up from the cutting board to Emily. “You don’t need to be.”
 
   “But I am,” she breathed, “I really am, Annika. I’m sorry I made you do that and I’m sorry you have to go through all this again. And if he doesn’t...” She couldn't finish that sentence, though, and looked away, trying to fill her lungs with air but they were resistant.
 
   “It is what it is.” Even as Annika’s complexion was ashen, hadn’t changed since the day before, her voice was steady. “And no two... events are the same. Apologizing for this is like apologizing for rain or something, when you’re getting married. Don’t make me go Alanis Morrisette on you,” she added, with a faint smile.
 
   It took Emily a moment to understand the reference, mind getting stuck halfway through her reply.
 
   “I was going to get married once—well, I don’t know, we talked about it, he asked me but...” she shook her head, touching Sullivan's ring, making it go round and round on her finger.
 
   “The one who died?” Annika provided, and Emily nodded, feeling less guilty and sad about that than she had for the past months.
 
   “Why didn’t you marry him?” Back to chopping the potatoes, Annika let the question hang in the air, clearly allowing Emily to decide if she wanted to answer or not.
 
   “I don’t know, I suppose...” she stopped, then sucked in a deep breath, “Maybe I never really believed he would, in the end. Or if he had, then... for the wrong reasons but, I don’t know. Then everything went down and it didn’t really matter anymore.”
 
   Annika nodded, silent for a moment. “I only got married because I got pregnant,” she said, finally, looking up with a slight curl of her lips, a more genuine smile. “Not the marrying type, I always said. But then, hey, health insurance was cheaper.”
 
   “Yeah, not the marrying type,” Emily whispered and came up beside Annika, looking at the chopped potatoes. “But you were happy? Even though... you weren't sure?”
 
   “Of course.” She scraped the potato peels away into a pile to take to the compost, and reached for the grater. “We'd been together for years already, I just didn’t see the point. I loved him. Still do.”
 
   Emily nodded. She couldn’t stop touching her ring, the little heart, held in two hands. 
 
   “He was my family, he and Song.” She exhaled a shaky sigh and sat down again. “Are they still playing? They are so quiet together...”
 
   Annika listened for a moment. “They’re fine. I know exactly what the door sounds like.” Her fingers were wet with the juice from the potatoes and, absently, she wiped them on her jeans.
 
   “Have you checked on him?” Annika was obviously afraid to say his name, already distancing herself. Emily, for the most part, couldn’t blame her.
 
   “A few times. He drifts in and out.” Emily swallowed down a wet lump and tilted her head back, holding her eyes wide open to dry any hint of moisture. “He’s still alive. I try to... Sullivan said he knew he was going after a few hours so, I... I keep hoping it’s just, just the wound and exhaustion and pain, I...” She stopped then looked at the back of Annika’s neck. “Be honest, is that a good sign?”
 
   “I don’t really know,” she replied, slowly, fingers toying with the top of the grater. “The cloudiness comes on early, but he lost a lot of blood, and the trauma was pretty intense. He might not be able to feel it, you know?”
 
   Emily nodded again. She felt the need to look after Song but knew she’d just get in the way, remind him of everything again. She rubbed her face and took a drink of water.
 
   “He said he loved me,” she finally said, so quietly Annika hardly heard her over the sound of the grater.
 
   There was no clarification needed, though. Annika nodded. “And?”
 
   “I didn’t say it back, I… I didn’t...” Like a dam breaking, she found the ring slipping off her finger, lying in her hand. She still didn’t cry. “He’s such an idiot.”
 
   Song and Lani trotted into the kitchen before either of them could expand on that idea, and Emily pulled Song against her, hugging him tightly.
 
   “Emmy,” he complained much too quietly and much too late and she let go, kissing his temple. Nobody asked if they’d had fun that day while the potatoes were sizzling in the pan. He fussed when she put him bed after dinner, it was early and they both knew it. She read him a story and then another one and Emily grew more and more anxious. 
 
   “You wanna go see Aaron, don’t you?” Song finally asked and Emily wanted to close his eerily ancient eyes and pretend she hadn't heard. “See if he’s dead?”
 
   “He isn’t dead,” she replied instantly, far too fast.
 
   He nodded as if he believed her. “Okay,” he said, gamely. “But you don't wanna be here.”
 
   “Has anyone ever told you that you’re growing up too fast?” Emily asked, trying to smile. She ran her fingers over his hair, the cupped his cheek. “I want to be in both places.”
 
   “I know.” His head rested heavily on his pillow and though his eyes were hooded, he was clearly not all that sleepy. “I'll wait.”
 
   “Do you want me to check if you can sleep in Lani’s room? Just while you wait? I don’t want you to be alone.”
 
   He shook his head. “I’m not gonna sleep,” he decided, lifting his chin at her. “I’ll wait, I said.”
 
   Emily watched him, the changes in his little face, the stubbornness—she saw herself in him so rarely that it was always a surprising thing to discover.
 
   “If you get scared, you can run over to the bathroom, open the window and call me from there, okay? I’ll hear it.”
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   The night outside, indeed, was quiet, and though she carried a flashlight with her axe, it still felt too dark beyond the edge of the property, where the trees thickened nearer the stream. Emily shivered, just a little, fumbling with the padlock key before managing to make them meet, the lock clicking in her hand so that she stood in front of the closed doors.
 
   Sucking in a breath, she eased it open. She realized, too late, she should have lead with her axe, but, as it was, Aaron hadn’t really moved. The smell of the shed made her fight against her gag reflex—blood and burned skin, something else she didn’t really want to dwell on—but Aaron looked, mostly, the same.
 
   His fingers stirred against his chest, in the smallest approximation of a wave, mouth forming a very small smile. “M’not dead yet, see?”
 
   Just like that, the tears she’d been holding onto all day blubbered forth and she knelt down by his side.
 
   “Sorry I didn’t come sooner,” she managed, gingerly touching his face.
 
   He shook his head, and his hair stuck to the hay behind him, making him look a little rumpled, almost cute. “S’okay. You don’t have to keep tracka me. Ain’t goin’ nowhere.”
 
   “How are you?” she asked, ignoring his answer. The shed floor dug into her knees, but her nose was almost getting used to the smell.
 
   “Here,” he said, with a little chuckle. It might have been a condition of having been in the military so long, but Aaron was able to make light of anything, even if he could hardly keep his head upright with the pain that radiated from his arm and all the way through his body.
 
   Emily tried to smile, too, tried so very valiantly but, in the end, she sat down next to him, gently leaning her head against his healthy shoulder, and reached for his hand.
 
   “You okay?” he asked; it was instinctive to try to regard her through the pounding in his head, even as all he could really do was raise his shoulder to nudge at her cheek. Emily snorted though, rubbing her cheek back against his it.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry,” she managed, squeezing his hand.
 
   “Hey, no.” He couldn’t lift his hand, not even the one attached to his good arm, but he leaned closer to her, a little, just enough that he wouldn't topple into her lap.
 
   “You have no reason to be sorry.”
 
   “I shouted at you, I just went... off on you like a madwoman.”
 
   His smile turned deeper, even in his shattered weariness. “I dunno. I might’ve deserved it.” 
 
   “Well, that’s beside the point, isn’t it?” she asked, trying to meet his smile and shaking her head at him. “Zombie apocalypse 101: don’t shout around outside?”
 
   “We could write a book about it?” he suggested, clearing his throat. “Practical suggestions for livin' in the afterworld?”
 
   Emily chuckled wearily and then kissed his shoulder, rubbing her nose against it.
 
   “Get your emotions in a row before going into unprotected areas?”
 
   “Don’t turn your back in an open area just ‘cause you can’t stop lookin’ at a girl?”
 
   Her vision started to swim again and her throat thickened. Trying to keep her eyes closed, she did her best to breathe deeply in and out. It was harder than she thought.
 
   “I guess I can be a bit selfish, huh?” she breathed, and then quickly, before he could respond added: “’Cause... you have to stay alive for me, okay?”
 
   “You’re not selfish,” he countered, almost instinct, like breathing. “You were right. I’m sorry.”
 
   “I... didn’t even say anything,” she countered as though even now, she couldn’t stop fighting albeit in softer voices and with her hands shaking. “I was just feeling humiliated and... I dunno, afraid, I guess.”
 
   “I was an asshole.” He pulled in another breath when he shrugged out of habit, and everything in his body hurt in response. “I shouldn’t have made you the bad guy. It wasn’t fair.”
 
   Emily shook her head again, this time more insistently. Her mouth stayed shut though even as she drew little circles on his wrist with her thumb.
 
   Finally: “I just thought you knew.”
 
   “Knew what?”
 
   She shook her head at first but then changed her mind and pulled away enough to look at him.
 
   “That it’s not... not like that, at all. At all, Aaron, I promise.” Again she shook her head, clenching her jaw and then her fist, as though getting ready for an attack. There was still hardly any light in the shed and even with the strategically placed flashlight, she could only see the outline of his face—that warm, kind face, the bulbous nose. Instinctively, she reached to touch the ring on her finger, and then realized that she’d left it in the kitchen.
 
   He clearly didn’t understand, and just tipped his head to knock against hers lightly, some kind of crippled version of a hug. 
 
   “It’s okay,” he said, gently, voice still hoarse, and weary. “If you ain’t mad at me, that’s all I want.”
 
   “Promise?” she asked, voice quivering like it hadn’t before. “Is it really?”
 
   “Yeah.” He shook his head then, looking somewhat chagrined. “I dunno. But that’s what I want now, ‘kay?”
 
   “Okay.” She tried to smile again and kissed his shoulder. In the darkness it didn’t seem to matter that she let her tears flow as long as she tried to keep her breathing as regular as possible.
 
   “We did pretty good, you know?” he said, after long minutes where his breath rattled entirely too much in his chest. “Got all the way here. Most people didn’t make it a few months, and we made more than a year, thousand miles. You kept Song alive, kept moving. You found him a place to grow up. That’s not a little thing.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that,” she finally chided. Deep breaths made talking—if not much easier, at least possible. “You are not dying. If you make it through the night, I’ll talk Annika into letting me use the last antibiotics we brought on you and give you painkillers and you’ll be just fine. We’ll do this together.”
 
   “I know.” He looked tired, so drawn, Emily found it hard to look at him.
 
   “Hey,” he said, after that long moment, where he could hear himself breathing all too clearly again. “You said you'd paint peaches on the wall for me. You still gonna do that?”
 
   “You’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you? And we’ll have to fix the car and go find more paints and seeds and stuff.”
 
   She took a deep breath, shaking her head. 
 
   “You know, I should be better at this.”
 
   “Better at comforting a dying guy?” he said, and though there was a note of teasing in his voice, he choked a little on the words, finally raising his hand to rub at his sweaty forehead.
 
   “You’re not dying. I won’t let you, okay? Not this time.”
 
   “I don’t wanna die, Em,” he said—finally sounding as scared as he was under the heavy layers of weariness and pain. “I really don’t.”
 
   “Hey... hey,” she whispered, pushing her nose against his cheek again. “You’re doing well. It’s more than 24 hours now, you’re doing well. You’re just hurt and exhausted, but I'll stay with you, okay? I’ll stay here and you won’t die?”
 
   The skin of his chin wrinkled, belying the set of his jaw, throat bobbing with a swallow, all the tell-tale signs of the tears he was afraid to shed, since his eyes were already watery and red.
 
   With effort, he swallowed again, harder than before, the obstruction seeming to have grown in those few seconds. 
 
   “I was never scared of it before,” he said, voice low and rough and thick. “Out in the desert, plenty of guys are, and there ain't no shame in that. But I never was, just thought if it happened it happened, you know?”
 
   “What changed?” she asked, sneaking her arm around his back and curling against him even as he smelled sticky and hurt.
 
   He made a small noise. “You.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she breathed, managing a smile as she rubbed her nose against his shoulder. “I wanted to avoid that, you know? I didn’t want...”
 
   “I told ya before, remember? Rather that than not.” He coughed, blinked back tears that he blamed on that, on the pain. “I... I'm sorry, Em.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   The effort to lift his hand was clear on his face, but he managed to move it to hers, slide his thumb clumsily over her cheek. 
 
   “I can’t promise I’m gonna survive, Em. I can’t. Because, if I don’t, then I lied to you at the end, you know? I’m trying not to die, promise, I don’t wanna, but I ain't gonna say that I’m not going to. Not to you.”
 
   She kissed his fingers, clung to his hand and shook her head. Not to him, either. It coursed through her then, fast and hard: Lies.
 
   “You were wrong, you know, in the rain? I... you were wrong. Just, it’s not like that at all.”
 
   “What?” As tired as he was, scared, sick, he still marveled at her appearance, all tear-stained and flushed.
 
   “Of course I love you, Aaron. Of course I do. I just... I was stupid, and I thought we could just be happy and I didn’t have to... I dunno, say it or betray him or let him go. But I do. I did. Of course I love you.”
 
   There was a smile, as small and faint as it was: a real, honest smile. 
 
   “I love you, Em.” He licked his lips, which felt fiery and cracked. “I... I don’t know, maybe it’s not all that big, or impressive. I-I can’t write you songs, or poems, or paint you pictures or anything, but I thought I could sometimes. ‘Cause you’re worth it, you know.”
 
   She buried her face against his chest, wetting his shirt and trying to breathe, as though if she just held on hard enough, tightly enough then he couldn’t vanish into that dark place where she couldn’t follow.
 
   “I love you.”
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   Spring 2016, May
 
   Grayson, Kentucky
 
   Dear Sullivan,
 
   You would have known by now if it had turned out any differently, I suppose, in that imaginary place where you receive my letters. And I want to think that you’d have grieved with me. But Aaron didn’t die, and I didn’t lose another man I love.
 
   I read those last letters I penned to you, and I wince at the bile and the hopelessness. How angry I was at the world, at you, at Aaron—most of all at myself, I suppose. I want to tell you that I’m sorry. I don’t think of you that way anymore.
 
   We both know that it wasn’t always easy; I remember us sitting on that old rug with a bottle of wine toasting to it, proud of it, almost: that our love was work. That it didn’t come easily, that we fought for it every day. I know it wasn't easy for you, either. But I loved you and you loved me, and that is something that will always stay with me, and that’s what I will tell Song anytime he asks about you. I have no regrets about that. None of it.
 
   I am writing this sitting next to my bed. Aaron is resting in it. He still sleeps more than he is awake. His body is still wrestling with fevers and pains, and he only has a few conscious hours every day. But he spends them with me and with Song; he promises tree houses and hunting—those are Song’s promises. 
 
   Mine are different. I stay with him as much as I can, draw him sometimes, because it makes him so happy and I love learning the structure of his face.
 
   He is not very much like you, even though I accused you both of that once. He doesn’t talk half as much as you did, and he doesn’t lull me to sleep with stories and songs. He just holds me tightly with his good arm, and then he sleeps, so calmly. He smiles a lot now, even when he's hurting and he tells me he loves me, tells me that all his life he’s never thought he’d find someone like me.
 
   I can hardly write it down without blushing, how silly is that? I always considered myself strong, you know? I left home, I fought my way through life on couches and in burger joints. And when I found you, for a while at least, I thought I could stop fighting all the time. I could rest for awhile, with you and with Song, that we could be happy and I would have a place where I feel safe—not a physical one, a place with you, with someone who would take me as I am, who I am, no questions asked.
 
   And I couldn’t know that that was the opposite of you wanted. I always thought you needed it, too, deep down, but it wasn’t what you wanted. And the more I settled and calmed, the less you did. It has taken me a long time to admit this, but I don't think we would have gotten married—and if we had, we wouldn’t have been happy. That is not an insult to your memory—it’s the truth, and I can say that now without resentment or pain.
 
   Aaron is different; he was looking for that place, too. And all this time he was hurting because I wasn’t, because I was staring into a dark abyss, yearning only to fall. But that’s not true anymore. Not anymore. I'm done staring down into that place, I think.
 
   I didn’t expect to fall in love with him, you know? I couldn’t have guessed that he would be the person who could make me feel so calm, so safe. He’s my family, and he makes me very happy—even now, even when he’s still in so much pain. We make a lot of plans, and Song is the one who gets to approve them. For now, I moved into his room—as Song put it: a room with painted stars on it is no place for a grown-up. So he has his own room again, and you know how much that has always meant to him. I told him I’d try to find him new maps but he didn’t seem all that interested.
 
   He’s suddenly reading, you know? I should have guessed it would take a pretty girl to make him see the value in it; he’s your son after all. Lani is beautiful, soft and quiet and smart as a whip. She’s seen too much in her short life, too, and when they play together, gently and quietly, I always feel like I’m intruding upon something sacred: a place where two children try to heal each other. I wish you could see that, I think it would have made you happy, too. 
 
   Aaron won’t try to replace you, I know that. He loves it when Song plays your guitar for him and, of late, he’s listened to him when Song wanted to talk about you, and then he tells him of his father, who died when Aaron was little, and they bond and nod like serious old men. I was jealous at first, just a little, but I think it’s a good thing. With me, Song always worries I might cry, but he can tell Aaron all about your tours and your presents, and the adventures the two of you had when he was off preschool. He won’t forget you, and neither will I. But I won't insult your memory either, and make you the reason why we won’t be happy.
 
   And I am. I am happy. I never thought I could be—not after everything broke down, certainly not after you died. But it’s nice here; we work hard but it feels good when my arms hurt and my back, after a long day of planting or harvesting, of watering and feeding the chickens. And every day, Aaron gets stronger and I curl up next to him during the night. He holds me, and we make plans and he tells me that he loves me.
 
   He thinks he’s won the jackpot, has found the perfect person, but you know—it’s me who has. I feel so natural and at ease around him, so snug and content. I'm home, I’m finally home.
 
   I am letting you go, Sully, the ghost that I dragged around, for both our sakes.
 
   Be at peace.
 
   Yours,
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   The van rattled along the country road quite smoothly, but Emily jumped each time a pothole made it shake. Aaron had long stopped giving it credence. He was sitting on the passenger’s seat watching her small, long-fingered artist’s hands on the wheel and on the gear-shift, operating the heavy machine with far greater skill than her panicked face suggested.
 
   “This is it,” she mumbled, distracted. “You survived the zombies but I’m gonna kill you in a flaming car wreck, I just know it.”
 
   “Suppose that’s technically not as interestin’?” He sounded far more amused than she did, and more relaxed, too, leaning back in the seat with his eyes only half on the road. After all, who were they looking out for?
 
   “Yup, that’s the plan—kill you in the least heroic way possible. No newsworthy mass accident, either, just you and me, wrapped around one of these bloody coffeetrees. Am I doing this right?”
 
   He chuckled and, after shifting just a little to account for his still-bandaged arm, reached over to sweep his fingers over her cheek, resting his hand on her shoulder for a beat. “You’re doin' fine. You’re yellin’ more than anything. Look, we’re still on the road.”
 
   It was his touch of course, the warmth of his fingers that made her turn her head and look at him, smiling for a fraction of a second before she yelped and flung her head back to look at the road. They were still right in the center of it, but her heart was hammering in her chest. It was only their second driving lesson—after many hours of dry practice, most of it late at night in bed. With Aaron's arm still as it was, there was little he could do and the roles on the farm had been quietly and efficiently moved accordingly. While Emily and Annika harvested, planted and fixed up the necessary repairs, Aaron cleaned vegetables, spent time preserving them and instructing the women in anything they might know less of than he did. Among those were the hours Emily had spent bent over the open bonnet of the car or stretched out under it, shouting instructions and questions at each other.
 
   Learning to drive was the last step, but Emily hid her excitement reasonably well.
 
   “Don’t distract me,” she grinned, this time it was only her eyes that shifted sideways for a moment or two. “I’m the driver now.”
 
   “Distracting you is one of my favorite activities,” he retorted, winking once her gaze locked on his and then they were both snort-laughing, like teenagers, like children, and her protests came far too late to be believed.
 
   “You are so lucky we’re the only ones on the road,” she pointed out, watching it slowly unravel before them. She wasn't driving fast, but it felt that way to her. 
 
   “I say we go exploring.”
 
   It was such a difference from the months before, that Aaron occasionally felt like pinching himself. Maybe it was just the addition of sun that did it, and green on the trees, flowers on stems, but the world did not feel as hopeless anymore. Even with his damaged arm, even with the occasional zombie still shambling into view.
 
   “What we gonna look for?” The road did a slow bend in front of them, and she followed it easily. “New car?”
 
   “Hey!” she protested, gently petting the wheel, “I spent hours slaving over this one with you shouting smug instructions at me. I'm not abandoning this baby.” 
 
   “Smug?” He sounded utterly offended. “I was impartin' my knowledge, thank you very much.”
 
   “See? Already: smug smug smug.”
 
   “Kind of what made you fall in love with me,” he said, shrugging with a sort of pitying expression. “You do like a bit of condescension, don’t ya?”
 
   This time, she reached over to smack his shoulder, but when she moved lower to tweak at his side, his hand closed around her wrist. “No wrestlin’ while drivin’,” he reminded her, smirking more than a little. 
 
   “There are so many rules!” she complained with exasperation and took her foot off the gas pedal, letting the car slow down to a trickle until it came to a halt. “Now?”
 
   “You have to put it into neutral and then pull the parkin’ brake,” he said, patiently, but the smile couldn't quite be tamped down. “Then, yeah, wrestlin’ is allowed.”
 
   Smirking, Emily let her fingers encircle the gear-shift, wriggling her eyebrows: “Something like this?”
 
   “I’m gonna prolly kick myself for sayin’—that’s a bit too gentle?” They were both laughing before he finished speaking, though, and he reached over to push the lever into neutral so she could pull the brake.
 
   “So we made it half a mile from the house before I want to jump you again,” she sighed dramatically, shaking her head.
 
   “The magic of me?” He flipped the keys in the ignition so the van rumbled into silence. “Is that the kind of explorin' you were suggesting?”
 
   “Well, I’ve never had sex in a van,” she teased, torso turned almost all the way towards him and letting her fingers find his chest. “Although, I suppose I really want to find something nice for Annika... the sacrifices we make.”
 
   “Wait, I was hung up on the ‘sex in a van’ part.” He shifted his bad arm out of her way, a clear encouragement to crawl into his lap, which she did without hesitation. They had found ways around his injury almost from the first, and it hardly felt like a bother anymore when she straddled him, smiling at the sudden shift in height difference. His eyes were warm and hazel in the sun and Emily leaned in to touch his stubbly jaw.
 
   “Of course you are.”
 
   “I’m just a very self-centered person,” he sighed, but the grin, still, did not wane. It rarely did, that open smile that had settled on his face when he finally came out of the shock and fever after long nights locked in the shed. He wasn’t fully better, not by a long shot, but it mattered very little to him.
 
   “I’d disagree,” she whispered, little kisses landing on his neck, and under his ear. He smelled like that terrible excuse for coffee they had all started to drink, and like sunshine, and like Aaron, undiluted by sadness or fear. “You never leave me wanting, after all.” Smirking, she poked her finger against his stomach, sought the hollow he was making immediately to trace it downward.
 
   “You flatter me.” His eyes didn’t stray from her face; the van was locked, and was solid as ever, and though they were out in the open, he was quite aware they were still in the middle of nowhere. There was no need to be vigilant.
 
   “You know that there are ways to tell, don’t you?” she teased, then scooted back just enough to reach for his fly.
 
   “Oh, I’m aware. I like your ways to show me.” It wasn’t easy, in that position, to work his fly open, but he didn’t offer any help. “You can keep tellin' me, though.”
 
   “There’s that self-centeredness I apparently fell in love with,” she giggled, her face contorting slightly with the effort of popping the button and pulling down the fly until she could peel him out of his clothes, and wrap her fingers around him.
 
   “And yet you’re the one just helpin’ yourself,” he chided her, reaching up with his uninjured arm so his hand cupped the back of her neck. “How’s that for self-centered?”
 
   “Well, technically...” she whispered, teeth grazing over his cheek, “my hand is centered around your cock.”
 
   “Is that what’s happening? Got all lost in the conversation.” He turned his head and caught her mouth with his, unable to keep himself from smiling into the kiss, even with the groan that followed the first motion of her hand.
 
   “My poor Southern boy,” she breathed when their lips parted, “how’d you catch such a terribly wanton English girl?”
 
   “Skill? Luck? Keep going.”
 
   A visible shiver ran down her spine, her eyes widened just for a moment as she licked her lips, then her hand tightened around him. With his hands cradling the back of her neck, he crushed her lips against his again, moaning against her tongue. 
 
   It felt like a lifetime since he’d first come over her small, strong hand, but when he did this time, he smiled at her, lazy and happy, and kissed her nose. 
 
   “Mmmm,” she whispered, caught his bottom lip between her teeth for a moment. “How was that for just helping myself?”
 
   “Selfish girl,” he muttered, leaning his head back so that his lip snapped back into place, warm and aching. “What am I gonna do with you?”
 
   Smiling, bearing her crotch down against his thigh she lifted her hand between them, examining the milky fluid.
 
   “Hm. I don’t know. What can you do?”
 
   Aaron shook his head. “We’ll never get anything done.” He squeezed the back of her neck once more, fingertips rippling along the tendons. “Maybe you should clean up and I’ll let you know later.”
 
   “If that’s what you want,” she smiled, a little wanly, but then leaned in to kiss him again. “I won’t let you forget, you know?” 
 
   There was an oil-rag in the glove compartment, and when her hand wasn’t dripping anymore, Emily climbed back into the driver’s seat, rather more giddy and wriggly than before.
 
   “Back to your lessons?” he asked, once she was buckled back in. Even as he’d been relaxed before, post-orgasm, he was like a cat lolling in a patch of sun, and likely would have happily napped had they not been in the van.
 
   “Right. Learning, being a good girl, totally there,” she beamed, poking his thigh. She turned the ignition, changed the gear and pushed the gas and slowly got the van running again. “Ha-ha!” she pronounced triumphantly.
 
   “That’s my girl.” His hand lay, warm and lazy, on her thigh. “Now, what was it you wanted to do?”
 
   She gave him just one more suggestive look before she concentrated on the road again. “Well, I mean, there’s bound to be other farms around here. We could go explore, see if we can’t find anything useful?”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” He didn’t move his hand even as he arranged his injured arm over his chest again to brace for the bumps in the road.
 
   The dirt paths wound through overgrown fields, over small hills and through thick stands of trees. Only once did Emily have to try her hand at turning the van around in a confined space when they came upon downed trunks, and, eventually, they did happen upon another large property, seemingly washed out from a flood sometime before, but the house still standing, white in the sun.
 
   Emily’s hand curled around the handle of her axe. Aaron had tried to get her used a gun, but she wouldn’t budge—the axe made her feel safe. She smiled at him and then opened the door. It was warm, spring starting to move almost seamlessly into summer, and it wasn’t a good time for zombies to be out and about. They hadn’t seen many since the thunderstorm that had cost Aaron a good deal of his arm. Still, they tread carefully, even as the birds sang in the trees.
 
   That was actually what stopped Aaron, abruptly enough that Emily looked around in a quick panic, until she realized he was listening, expression calm.
 
   “You hear that?”
 
   “You made me jump out of my skin to listen to birds?” she asked, but curled against his side anyway.
 
   “Sorry, baby girl.” He kissed the top of her head before lifting his chin again. “But that, you hear that? The little chirps followed by that little buzzing sound? That’s a Savannah Sparrow.”
 
   She closed her eyes and listened, a smile growing on her face. He had wrapped his good arm around her and they stood there for a while, listening, feeling the sun on their faces.
 
   “You know, there are moments, just moments where it’s almost like nothing ever happened. Like the world never changed. There are always more of them with you.”
 
   “Hey.” He looked down at her, and, for the first time in awhile, certainly since long before he was attacked, Emily could see his ears burning bright red.
 
   “Hey,” she grinned up at him, rubbing her nose against his shoulder. “Come on, let’s play.”
 
   Aaron heaved a sigh, but it was one of those sounds she understood now, one of those sounds that made her smile even wider, lacing her fingers in his to start walking towards the big empty house. It smelled musty but not dead, and the scent was far less offensive than it might have been once upon a time.
 
   “It doesn’t look terribly searched,” she remarked quietly, keeping her eyes, ears and nose intensely trained on any changes.
 
   “This sort of place woulda been off anyone’s radar,” Aaron predicted, squeezing her hand. “Just like Annika’s folks’ place. S’how people in these parts liked it.”
 
   Neither of them wondered out loud what had happened to the inhabitants but it was on their minds as they went through the rooms. Most of the downstairs furniture had water damage and the basement was still flooded, smelling terrible when Aaron opened the door. They found some preserves in a kitchen cupboard, nothing to get excited about, but nothing was wasted anymore, even when the flood had taken most of the labels away and they had no idea what the mystery cans might yield when they opened them at home.
 
   “You wanna check the stairs?” Aaron asked, as they both looked up at the water-marked ceiling, the old chandelier still in place.
 
   “Sure,” she smiled, patting his chest when they had put anything usable into a box. “We might have more luck out in the barn, but I'll check.” 
 
   As expected, there wasn’t much. Some clothes far too large for Emmy and trousers too short for Aaron but they packed linens and a few blankets that didn’t seem too damaged. In the bathrooms they found a fair store of laundry detergent and other soaps and shampoos, towels and scent. Aaron followed Emily downstairs; he carried just the blankets, while she hauled the larger stuff. They’d moved into that, more easily than they could have imagined—of course it was hastened by his injured arm, this concession to chivalry, but Emily was privately proud of him, and even prouder of herself for not bringing it up.
 
   They loaded the van with their findings, as efficient as ever, more so. Then they rounded the house once more, and stopped to look down over the flattened field, green-gold in the sun. “Things’ll get better,” Aaron said, eventually. “I mean, they’re already headed that way, don’t ya think?”
 
   “I do,” she agreed, lacing her fingers with his. “We’ve already harvested so much, oh… I meant to show you, look!” She pulled up her shirt and proudly pointed to her hipbones. “You can hardly see them at all anymore.”
 
   “I noticed.” He was only able to sound a little smug then, as his expression was soft and pleased, smile warm when he traced the barely-there line of the bone with his thumb.
 
   “Oh, that’s what you noticed?” she asked with a smirk, shaking her head at him but cuddling against him all the same. “You just like the boobs that are coming back.”
 
   “That’s not true,” he chided her gently, squeezing her waist with one hand. “You look good. Really good. You’ve always been beautiful, but...” He shrugged. “You look better happy.”
 
   “So do you,” she whispered, and reached up to pet the side of his face. He was smiling so much now, no more brooding brows.
 
   “We kinda match, ya know.” He kissed her palm when it came close. “I saved you and took care of you, and then you saved and took care of me.”
 
   “I’ll keep taking care of you,” she smiled, her palm on his cheek, running her thumb over his lips. “You’re mine now; I take care of my own.”
 
   “See? Selfish.” But they were both smiling at each other.
 
   “Yeah. That’s me.”
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   The End.
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   Chapter One
 
   
It was too late to hide. She could hear them coming: horns and shouts in the distance, the hard drumming of iron-clad hoofs tearing into the damp morning earth. A robin, perched on a piece of driftwood, interrupted its song and fluttered off towards the castle orchards. Fog rose from the lake, fresh and white, and only just reaching the shore. It wafted over the shiny gravel to the first tufts of grass and reed, where dew had turned spider webs into intricate gossamer jewelry.
 
   Moira stood at the water's edge and looked down at the waves lapping at her naked feet. Her hands shivered, but she turned them outward in an open, embracing gesture. Then she closed her eyes, pushed the approaching hoof-beats out of her mind and breathed the pre-dawn air deep into her lungs. Damp and crisp, it had left infinitesimal drops of water in her messy red hair and she could imagine herself soaking it up, drawing it inside of her -- air, water, mist and the lake itself -- as though she could store freedom, like others stored food or drink or knowledge.
 
   She did not move, not a muscle, as the horses drew closer. Sounds were jarring in this early hour, invaders from the daylight world, too substantial for the ephemeral sense of morning silence. Moira listened to it shatter around her, like glass, like a thin sheet of ice over the lake. A shiver ran up her spine, pulsed uncomfortably in the back of her head.
 
   The shouting ceased when the horses came to steep halt behind her; their hoofs flung flecks of dirt through the air. They formed a vague crescent shape, arranging themselves in formation.
 
   Moira lifted her hand to her cheek to wipe the mud away. One last time, she looked out over the lake. At this end, far away from the harbor and the fishing boats, it was eerily still - a silence that possessed power and gravity, that had worked its pull on her for as long as she could remember.
 
   Only when the last horse stilled, did she turn around. She focused on the captain of the guard as he swung himself off the saddle. Gravel crunched under his boots.
 
   "Milady," he uttered, and bowed as low as his stiff, aging back allowed. He took in the sight of her white nightgown, its hem stained with dirt and dew, her dirty pink toes peeking out from under the ruined fabric. There was a totemic presence about her that morning, a streak of mud on her face and the mist in her back, curling around her like a caress from a different world. 
 
   "I don't remember inviting you to my morning walk, Sir Clifton." Moira was calm, unsurprised, as she gestured the man to stand up straight. Then she wrapped her white arms around her chest in an effort to establish a hint of decorum. The autumn crisp cut through the air, now that it was laced with voices, the smell of horses, the sight of men in coats; even her feet finally felt cold. A night alone, completely alone, in the tame wilderness outside the castle had grounded her, but the crawling feeling under her skin, the desire to run reclaimed her body with every passing moment, every glance, every sound. 
 
   "Milady was not in her chambers when my Lord Rochmond noticed her absence," the captain explained, his voice involuntarily rougher to fight the onset of embarrassment. She was hardly dressed to receive a gentleman, much less to be standing surrounded by six rough-and-tumble men of his guard.
 
   "And he sent you to slap me in irons?" she asked, the corner of her mouth twitching slightly.
 
   The captain could not hold her gaze. It would have been shockingly impertinent, especially in her state of undress. But more so, she had the dark innocence of a hurt child that shone through any bitter and condescending superiority she might throw between the strong man and her feeble woman's body. It was disconcerting and in the rising mist, between bird-song and the murmuring waves, she held an eerie quality that wasn't quite as noticeable when hair was braided and coiled, when she was dressed in heavy, embroidered fabrics, walking the warren of passages and hallways of her father's castle. 
 
   If a woman was to talk back, the captain pictured haggling fishermen's wives and shrieking old hags. The collected and quiet irony of the girl in front of him touched him like a cold hand in the back of his neck, with her witch's hair and piercingly calm eyes that contrasted so strangely with her shaking hands. She tried to hide it, but Frederick Clifton had seen it many times. He was no stranger to her ways.
 
   "His lordship was worried for milady's safety," he finally said. Stiffly, he tore open the fastings of his coat, slipped it off and held it out to her. When she took it, it was more for the sake of his discomfort than her own and she swung it over her shoulder with a carefully trained careless gesture. It hung down over her knees; the grotesque image made her look even more like a child; a wrong child, somehow, before the backdrop of a lake littered with bones.
 
   It was a game to her, he thought, a game in which she held no stake but that might leave him whipped or expelled from his Lord's service. A child still, precious and indulged, proof of a theory long held by men: that a woman needed to be married young, for her own sake as much as anyone else's. 
 
   "Lenner, ready your horse for Lady Rochmond." 
 
   As if on cue, the youngest member of the guard led his brown stallion into the semicircle and unfastened his saddle. The men were pointedly not staring at the girl, who looked so little like their lady with the muddy green algae that squished out between her toes in the morning's first light, that the deep trench between their classes blurred uncomfortably. The horse, picking up on the tension, perked up its ears, trying to move until a second member of the guard closed a strong hand around its reins. 
 
   Sir Clifton cleared his throat, and the young woman looked up again. She didn't fight them, nor did she deign them with another comment until the sidesaddle they had carried along was in place. 
 
   She uttered a careless "Thank you," to the boy who offered her his interlocked palms as a mounting block. He would have to walk home along the lake shore and up the serpentine path of Bramble Hill.
 
   She hoisted herself up onto the horse, leaving a dark smudge of mud on the boy's hands and didn't look at him again. Her eyes might have betrayed how much she longed to trade places with him, but she had been found. Walking back in peace was no longer an option, and it all felt too familiar, like a play staged too many times by the same troupe of actors, to relish being told what to do by an aging soldier when she resisted. She had endured enough humiliation for one morning. 
 
   Clicking her tongue, she fastened her hold on the reins, turned the horse and then rode ahead of the men back toward the castle. The hoofs were still much too noisy in the misty morning air and she could feel her chest aching again already. 
 
   ***
 
   "You promised, Moira." 
 
   Lord Rochmond stood in the drafty entrance hall of the castle. While his short salt-and-pepper hair still showed signs of sleep, his eyes were alert and angry. He had folded his arms across his chest as he took her in; her muddy nightgown, the rough coat that certainly didn't belong to her, the dirty feet and the way she stepped from one to another on the cold stone floor. She smelled of earth and horse, like a peasant.
 
   "Thank you, Sir Clifton. That will be all." 
 
   Once the captain was dismissed, Moira's unclasped her hands and the coat fell open. She shivered a little. Her face still carried traces of that lush childlike roundness, but she didn't look like one at all, with the dark circles under her eyes and the almost translucent pallor of her skin. Neither did she look embarrassed or apologetic, just tired. 
 
   "I did not promise," she said, meeting her father's eyes with the kind of calm that could only come from repetition. He was an intimidating man, broad and tall, strands of grey in his dark hair and his bushy eyebrows, but Moira took little notice of his stance or his narrowed eyed. "I agreed to try and limit my walks to the confines of the castle."
 
   He raised his brows, and Moira exhaled a breath; she almost expected it to be white mist as though she could have carried the lake in her lungs all the way into the castle. 
 
   "I did try. But there were guards in the courtyard." Her voice petered out when she finished. She knew it was the kind of explanation that only made sense to her -- the idea that sometimes, just the infinitesimal sound of someone breathing too close, the creak of a leather boot, the metallic clack of a sword being moved in its sheath, could make her skin feel like it was attacked by a swarm of little insects, crawling and tickling until she wanted to scream. How could that make sense to anyone? 
 
   As expected, the aging lord uttered an audible sigh and held out his arm to gesture her inside. The discussion was not over, but it was cold and she needed to get dressed. The entry foyer was no place to chastise a lady. 
 
   "Try harder," he grunted as he followed her into the hall and up a narrow staircase toward her chambers. 
 
   Moira was his only child. Girl or no girl, unusual or not, in the end he tended to prove unsuccessful in denying her anything. He reminded himself often, that it wasn't wrong to dote upon one's daughter, but when he tried to pinpoint the cause of her strange behavior, he didn't often find anyone to blame but himself.
 
   Moira's feet landed on the stone with loud slapping noises as she dragged them up the stairs. She hadn't slept, and the men and horses intruding upon her hazy morning had left her body in a state of uneasy tension. It made her twitch her shoulders a little now and then, as though trying to rid herself of a fly on her back or in her hair. 
 
   "I'm sorry, Father," she finally said, glancing sideways at the aging lord.
 
   "At least wake someone to go with you." His voice sounded more exhausted now, almost like hers. 
 
   Moira didn't answer. How could she? She knew his suggestion was made out of kindness, out of an attempt to understand, but it also showed just how little he really did.
 
   "It is dangerous out there, you know that. There are wild animals in the forests and do you have any idea how valuable you would be to someone... how much money or influence they would be able to extort for your safe return?" He huffed out a breath, stopping at the top of the stairs and leaning against the wall to catch his breath. "And people are talking; they love talking about the eccentricities of their betters, you know that." 
 
   All Moira had to offer in return was contrite silence, her head lowered towards her muddy feet. They were even pinker now and she could hardly feel them anymore. It struck her as strange that she had been barefoot most of the night, since her boots had started to feel heavy and pointless and her feet had ached for the touch of grass and lake-water, but it was only now that it caused her any pain, now that she was back inside the castle. 
 
   "You are forcing my hand, Moira." Lord Rochmond exhaled a deep breath and waited for her to turn around to him. "I have made some inquiries. And this, this settles it. I am employing a new guard for you." 
 
   Her brows twitched but barely rose. 
 
   "I am to be a prisoner in my own home?" she asked, but for once couldn't withstand the force behind her father's angry glare. Lord Rochmond ruled over a large fief rich in history and resources, and when he spoke people obeyed. They did it easily, or so it seemed, without questions or sidelong loathing glances. They obeyed because he was their lord and that was enough of a reason. It should have been enough for her too, and she had pondered many a night why she had such a hard time following her father's wishes. Why it was so much easier for her to question every decision made for her, every order she was given; and why did she slip out from under people's eyes any chance she got to do what felt more natural to her? To be free, to be outside, and alone. 
 
   "Are you suggesting you left me any other choice?" he asked her, his bushy eyebrows rising. "I have sent for a Blaidyn." 
 
   There was a gravity in that statement that lingered in the air for several seconds. Even the echo of their steps seemed dulled by it. A shiver ran down Moira's spine. She let out a measured breath and finally turned her gaze on him, eyes wide and glinting in the dull light that fell into the corridor.
 
   "But they are... they are vicious. And traitors. And... not human." 
 
   Usually employed as mercenaries in guards or armies, Blaidyn were eerie creatures, known turncoats and remainders of the fabled Fae wars who lived on the margins of society. There had never been a Blaidyn at the Bramble Keep, though; the mere idea made her skin crawl. Rochmond Fief did not require a standing army, nor mercenaries to guard its borders, with the snow-capped mountain range that lined the western shore of Lynne, and its deep, wild forests in the north. It was a peaceful backwater fief ruled by a lord who had no ambitions to increase his wealth by warfare.
 
   "I am sure most of that is prejudice, dear." He sounded calmer now, more steadfast in his decision. "As I said, I had someone ask around. Old Brock is just one man; I assume he told you those stories? It has been a long time since they betrayed anyone. They have a good reputation in armies now. I need to know you are safe. And you won't help me with that. A Blaidyn will find you wherever you are, whoever took you or whatever happened to you." 
 
   They reached the door to her bed chambers and Moira refused to look at her father.
 
   "As you wish... my Lord."
 
   With a small gesture, she loosened the hold of the jacket around her shoulders, slipped it off and handed it to him. Her face was blank except for a certain tightness in her jaw and around her temples - frustration she tried her hardest not to show, as another hard shiver made her upper body twitch. 
 
   "Would you like me to call for your maid? To draw you a bath, help you get dressed, build your fire?"
 
   "No. Thank you," she answered after a pause, fingers on the door handle. "I will call for her myself when I have need for her."
 
   "As you wish."
 
    She looked tired and white, where Lord Rochmond wanted her to be lively and happy, red-cheeked and smiling. Even the peasants found reason enough to smile, so why couldn't his high-born girl with her dresses and her suitors and the dances her mother arranged? 
 
   His girl was pale and her spirits hung low. Her eyes never looked quite alert -- quite settled -- in the world anymore, except when they flashed in anger from time to time. He had consulted physicians, even self-proclaimed seers but to no avail. She just didn't sleep; not at night, at least, and the few hours she sometimes took to lying down during the day didn't seem enough to keep her mind rooted in the present.
 
   Lord Rochmond was still holding the guard coat, but for the moment he didn't have the heart to ask her from whom she had borrowed it; the captain, he assumed.
 
   "Just remember, you promised to spend time with the young Sir Lisle today. This is not negotiable anymore, you already put him off yesterday." 
 
   Moira opened mouth, but then decided against saying anything and closed the door on her father's face. The sun had hardly even begun to crawl up over the eastern horizon but the calming, sustaining effect of her night with the wind and the lake felt already spent.
 
    
 
   



  
 


Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The sharp smell of hemp tickled Moira's nose, made her nostrils flare against the bowstring. It was still too rough and inflexible and it detracted from her focus. She had left her bow with the arms master to restring after it snapped just above the knock point a few days before, but wished now that she'd done it herself, had spent time massaging oil into the hemp and gently rubbing it to a finer touch like the master bowyer in town did. The arms master up in the castle was a coarse man who dealt in swords and the occasional crossbow. He also had little patience for a woman who played with weapons.
 
   Her biceps quivered as she held the bow drawn, the tight string just touched the curve of her lips. She breathed slowly and calmly, forcing her mind to release all tension into the bow. There were days where she managed this almost easily, where the pathways forged by years of practice allowed her to let go of all concerns, but as hard as she tried, she couldn't find that place of clarity that day. Her lack of sleep had sapped strength from her muscles, made them shiver and shake uncontrollably - and she was too angry, too enmeshed in feeling miserable to balance it out.
 
   Squinting, she released the arrow and she didn't have to check to know that her aim wasn't true. It had lodged itself somewhere in the padded wall behind the circular target and this time, Moira's nostrils flared in anger. Her shoulder twitched and the remaining arrows rattled in her quiver. In a swift motion, she drew again, this time releasing without attempting to quiet her mind. The arrow connected with the outer rim of the target and Moira threw her head back to look up at the gray autumn sky. 
 
   She didn't make a sound, not here in the courtyard where anyone could hear, anyone could see, but she tensed and spread her fingers, then tightened them to fists. One more time, she straightened her spine. She set her foot carefully on the rough grass mat, laid out to allow for purchase on the usually muddy ground. 
 
   Nocking the arrow, she drew it back, took aim and stared at the bright red spot at the center the target. From where she stood, she knew the angle she had to assume, had studied the arch of flight in long sessions that had left her arms sore. Tilting the tip of the arrow two finger's breadth upwards, she released a breath through puckered lips. She was still grasping for focus when she heard the sound of shuffling steps on the courtyard behind her.
 
   "I wonder," the old man said, "are you imagining Sir Lisle's face on that target or your own?"
 
   Not turning around, Moira loosened her hold on the string for a moment as she relaxed her bow arm, and then drew it back and released.
 
   Bull's eye.
 
   The old man behind her cackled quietly. His white hair blew in the wind and his face was a maze of wrinkles when he smiled like that. Moira regarded him, looked him up and down from the tattered leather shoes to the top of his head, where his hair had thinned enough to reveal a pinkish-yellow spot of skin. Old Brock was her tutor, the castle's physician and generally regarded as a person of wisdom. Anyone else would have been punished for a comment such as that, but nobody else would have dared it and that seemed to render her response moot. He was right, as always.
 
   "What have you heard?" She asked, slinging her bow onto her back and pulling at her archery glove.
 
   "Nothing, my Lady." As so often, the formal address rolled over his tongue with a sense of sarcasm. During their lessons, she was his pupil and he called her by her given name but outside of them the address varied. "Would you like me to hazard a guess?"
 
   Moira narrowed her eyes at him, but then shook her head. She turned to walk back inside, but slowed her feet enough for him to fall in step beside her, hobbling over the empty courtyard. 
 
   "He is leaving, what else is there to say?"
 
   "Did you want him to leave?"
 
   Moira shrugged. It was a dishonest gesture, though. Of course she'd wanted Sir Lisle to leave, she wanted them all to leave. The thought of dying an old maid had scared her once, but she lad long learned that there were more frightening visions of her future. She shivered and it wasn't from the chill in the dusky air. 
 
   "What was wrong with this one?" Brock asked. Moira thought she heard resignation in his voice but she couldn't be sure. Maybe the resignation was her own, her parents' and it had suffused her ears so deeply that it tinted everything she heard in its grayish hue. She felt compelled to draw her shoulders up again, but didn't. She just fidgeted with the braided belt around her hip that gave the simple woolen dress any semblance of shape and bit her lip.
 
   "He..." she stopped in her tracks just as they were about to pass through the heavy entrance into the hall. Brock opened it and when she was sure that none of Sir Lisle's household were in sight, she went on: "His voice is so loud and harsh, it hurts when he speaks and... he has fingers like sausages." 
 
   Her eyes wide, the muscle over her cheek-bone flinched and she quickly moved her face to cover for it. "He doesn't read, he doesn't think... his older brother was raised to lead and he was raised to fight. And now he thinks he can change his destiny by marrying an heiress, but he's unkind and loud and I wouldn't have married him even if he'd asked." 
 
   Brock watched her as they were stepping up the broad staircase into the family's living quarters. He didn't ask how she had gleaned so much from a single lunch with the man, nor did he argue or challenge her. He just sighed and shook his head behind her back.
 
   "Brock, Sir?" A high, boyish voice called from the bottom of the stairs. They both turned around to see the page hurry up behind them and bow low. "Milady. Please excuse the interruption."
 
   Moira waved it away. She leaned against the wall, trying not to give into the weakness her body succumbed to at this time of day. If she slept a little now, she knew she wouldn't get a moment's sleep all night, and that was when the desire to be alone under the stars became almost impossible to fight.
 
   "Brock, Sir, his Lordship wishes a word with you in his study," the page rattled off in his hurried tenor. Brock nodded, excused himself to Moira and then wobbled back down the stairs.
 
   ***
 
   He found Lord Rochmond pacing up and down the length of his study. His hair had the ruffled quality a garden rake could have achieved, and he looked even more tired than Moira had.
 
   "You wanted to see me, my Lord?"
 
   Lord Rochmond turned to the old man who stood bowed, his spine bent by the ages. He nodded and then gestured to a chair. Old Brock had served his family for as long as he could remember, had even taught the young Lord Rochmond himself, and especially now that he could feel his own advancing years, he had grown gentle and protective of the old man. He watched him hobble across the room, and didn't speak until he was sat down on the cushion, watching his Lord expectantly.
 
   "I want to talk about my daughter," he said at length. Brock nodded. There was no surprise in his gaze, nor had Lord Rochmond expected to find any. "You have taught her in the history of our realm, in the responsibility of her position, in the sciences and the great philosophers." 
 
   Again Brock nodded.
 
   "Yes, my Lord. Much as I taught you before her."
 
   Lord Rochmond ignored this. He took to pacing the room again. A measured man, Lord Rochmond had always taken pains to express himself well, to find the right words even towards servants. 
 
   "I wonder, Brock, if you couldn't amend your lessons to be more suited towards... her future role. She will be a wife and a mother. Surely, she has no need for politics or more than the broadest understanding of history."
 
   Brock didn't answer immediately. He watched Lord Rochmond until he came to a halt by the window and added: "I am well aware that you have been acting under my instructions and I do not blame you. But something has to change."
 
   "She has a governess to teach her etiquette and obedience." Brock answered slowly. "She has a mother. I don't know what I could teach her about a woman's place that they could not."
 
   Huffing slightly, Lord Rochmond turned around. The worry stood as clearly on his face as if written upon it in ink. 
 
   "May I ask what happened today?" Brock went on. This time Lord Rochmond sunk into a chair opposite him and rubbed his face.
 
   "What always happens." He shook his head, narrowing his brows. For a moment Brock thought he might continue, but Lord Rochmond seemed to prefer not to list his only daughter's failings, not even to his oldest adviser. It mattered little, Brock had seen it many times: the way the sensitive, strange young woman turned into something cold and dark, a flinching, twitching creature that spoiled any man's appetite, any man's desire. A few still stated their intent, offered her the marriage that would stabilize the fief and provide the man needed to take over affairs after Lord Rochmond would pass away. Most left without doing so. 
 
   "May I... offer an opinion, my Lord?" Brock asked, treading carefully.
 
   Lord Rochmond grunted his assent.
 
   "Unlike his Lordship, I have never known the joys of fatherhood, nor it's challenges. But I hope his Lordship will permit me to say that in my advanced years, helping to raise young Lady Rochmond has given me a sense of affection for her that I cannot deny. She is a sweet, sensitive girl of obvious intelligence."
 
   Lord Rochmond gave a small, proud smile but he added in a grumble: "You forget obstinate."
 
   Smiling Brock let that comment pass and continued: "His Lordship intended to do her a kindness by allowing her to choose her husband. And I believed it was, myself. But now I can't help but think that it might not have been. There is a reason why women need to be married young - every year that passes marks new eccentricities and ideas, as she - grown and not longer a child - is seeking for a new sense of safety in her life. It might simply be too great a responsibility to put upon her tender shoulders, to choose not only a man for herself, but the heir and future Lord of this fief. Women have gentler sensibilities, this is why they do not rule - maybe she should not be the one to make this decision, my Lord."
 
   Silence fell over the room as the two men regarded each other. It had always felt to Lord Rochmond that with each passing year, they approached each other in age, as if Old Brock would be Old Brock forever and only by aging could he, Lord Rochmond, approach his wisdom on a more equal footing. His comment was a setback, and he wanted to scowl, wanted to defend his choice. And yet, he couldn't find the words.
 
   "Thank you, Brock," he said instead, more curtly than before. "I value your advice and I will consider it."
 
   This marked the end of the conversation, but Brock did not leave. The silence spanned a few moments longer until Lord Rochmond raised his brows.
 
   "Is there anything else?"
 
   "My Lord - your daughter tells me that you have sent for a Blaidyn to employ here in the castle."
 
   Lord Rochmond stared back at his old tutor unflinchingly.
 
   "What of it?"
 
   Brock opened his mouth to speak, but then closed it again. It was the look in Lord Rochmond's eyes, that made him stop. His benefactor was a kind man, a gentle ruler, but he had a limit to the criticism he allowed at a time. Brock got up from his chair; his knees creaked.
 
   "It is nothing, my Lord. I was simply curious."
 
   ***
 
   From one of the Bramble Keep's tower rooms, through a small window, Brock stared into the distance; the cornfields and orchards, the rivers, the mountains and the plains and always dominating the view: Lake Coru, dark, bone-litered and deep. 
 
   The fief of Rochmond was vast in size but mainly uninhabited with its high mountain ranges and thick forests. Down in the lake valley, it was largely agricultural and had a reputation for being a little uncultured, far away as it was from the population-heavy western coastline of the kingdom. The Bramble Keep and the small town of Rochmond -- an hour's brisk walk from the Keep -- were the only places the royal map painters usually deemed important enough to deserve little dots in the area between the eastern mountain ridge, Lake Coru and the western borders to the neighboring fiefs. 
 
   There were villages -- merely a few farms in size, a few woodchoppers' camps and miners' quarters in the mountains -- but humanity was sparse here, just the way Brock liked it. 
 
   He could see farmers bringing in the autumn harvest in the mild, greyish sunshine. Clouds in the distance were promising rain. They were always caught by the mountain peaks to wring out their load in the valley below. It was high time to bring in the wheat, before a single storm could flatten the stalks against the muddy ground. So there they worked, tiny figures in the distance with their carts and their horses and their scythes. A sleepy village, another harvest, another ship in the lakeside harbor that took the produce, the timber and the ore back into the capital. 
 
   Brock knew what he had been searching for, when he spied a solitary figure in the distance. It was a man; distinctly so from his build and walk, even from so far away. He was traveling on foot, fast and in no apparent hurry all the same. 
 
   Brock's eyes narrowed and he leaned forward into the window case. Strangers were rare in Rochmond, but this one was expected. A frown grew on the old man's face as he watched the figure wind his way up the paths, coming closer with every step. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   By the Light of The Moon will be rereleased in May 2014.
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