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AUTHOR’S FORWARD
 
 
 
The first step in an amazing journey is finally done! It certainly has been a long time coming. I’m very excited about this release and wanted to thank you for sticking with me. Not only did I learn how to write a book, but I learned about all the processes behind actually getting one published, and some of those processes took longer than I ever expected. This isn’t easy work, but it’s fulfilling work, and I loved (almost) every moment of it!
Except for the editing. I actually really hated that part…
Remember when Spring of 2014 came and went? Well, there were a lot of life factors that delayed the release of this book, a lot of things I just didn’t see coming. If someone would have told me last year at this time that my husband and I would sell our house, move into a rental, buy a dream house (it’s all relative), move again, and that my husband would have his hip replaced; I would have thought you were insane. Not to mention my change in jobs that increased my commute and stole a precocious five hours out of the work week that I used for writing… Well, you can image the affect that had on me.
(I will add that I would love to write full time, so make sure to tell all your friends to buy the book so I can quit the day job!)
But there was also that one moment, a terrible moment of weakness where I became petrified about what I was creating. Sells were up, both part one and part two were doing awesome on the charts, I was getting some rave reviews, and beloved fans were clamoring for more. This is what every budding author dreams about! Hell, it exceeded my dreams of what I would ever accomplish.
So what did I do? I freaked the f*ck out. Stalled completely because I was terrified. I looked at my manuscript, the jumble of words that I had managed to put together to create a book, and I thought ‘How can I ever live up to the expectations?’ Then I shelved it for two months and worked on something else. Something lighter. A romance novella that no one would care about.
During that time I was fooling myself that I could get both books out by my deadline, so I continued to work on the novella. I was wrong. My confidence faltered, and my fans paid the price. Somewhere around March, I realized what I was doing, and refocused. I put the novella on the back burner and made sure all my extra time went into part three like it should. I can’t say after all the crazy life events I’ve experienced this past year that I would have gotten part three out on time, but when I let my fears get to me, it caused a large part of the delay. 
Lesson learned the hard way, and I won’t let that happen again. Please accept my humble apologies.
Once I finally got underway on part three, I worked diligently on shaping those words into the story that Ali and Joss deserve. I didn’t let the time-pressure force me to cut scenes or rush them, and I am satisfied with the result. I think we’ve got a damn good story here, and I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.
Just remember, there is more after this. Dreamland is waiting for me, as well as that novella that will be published under a different pen name. Keep your eyes on my blog for all the upcoming news. Until then, happy reading!
 
D.R. Johnson
drjpublishing.blogspot.com
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CHAPTER 1 – ALI
 
 
 
"I'm not going back there." Stephanie said. I respected her defiant stance but wavered when she began to ramble. Her voice took on a petulant tone that didn't set well with me. "I'll stay out here. There aren't a lot of red-eyes out here anyway. If you won't let me come with you, I'll be fine on my own."
I exhaled loudly, my frustration showing, and I struggled to come up with a plan. I hadn't been through a tenth of what this girl had been through, and I knew she wasn't bluffing. No woman in her right mind would set foot in that hotel, especially after a taste of freedom. It didn't matter how long she had been a prisoner there – a day, a week, a year – there was no going back.
Can we protect her?
My eyes cut to her. Watching her try to hide her bulging stomach could have been comical in a different place, a different time. Her attempts only made it more apparent, and Joss was no help in the situation. I had already tried looking to him, but he stood blank-faced and waiting. Even though he had washed his features clean of emotion, I knew what was in his heart.
"How far along are you?" I asked, looking again at her belly.
She shrugged and answered me in a whisper. "I'm not sure. Maybe six months." 
With my head tilted to the side, I crossed my arms over my chest and continued my scrutiny. Her voice sounded young, but the darkness hid her age. "How old are you?"
Her reply was barely audible. "Sixteen."
"Jesus." I spat. Even Joss groaned at her response. Shaking my head, I blocked out all the horrifying tortures that immediately sprang to my mind. I couldn't deny the sudden surge of protective instinct that swelled in me for the girl. I didn't know what our best course should be, but I decided we had to get a safe distance away from the hotel before a hunt started. Then maybe I'd have time to figure something out.
"We have to get moving." I said aloud, turning to Joss. "Ryan said he stored some stuff for us?"
"Lots. We can't take it all with us if we can't get the Murano back." He answered. 
I half laughed, half coughed at the thought. "We aren't getting the Murano back."
"I moved what I thought we'd need over there, just in case someone else came." He pointed to the other house. I nodded, and Joss started forward. I motioned Stephanie to follow him as I fell in behind her, forming a protective line as we trudged through the weeds.
Josh led us to the five backpacks he had stashed along the side of the building. Gasping as I recognized my main pack, I snatched it up quickly, eager to get to the contents. Everything was there; my belt-pack, my knives, my gun. 
"So good to see you again." I muttered to my weapons as I pulled out the holster and began to strap it on. "Can't believe they'd go through the trouble."
"Maybe they felt they owed us." Joss responded. His voice was flat, and I looked at him curiously as he slung two backpacks over his shoulders, one for each arm. He picked up a third.
"I can take one." Stephanie said, reaching out to him. I watched Joss hesitate before handing it over.
"Here." He said. "This one's light."
My eyes narrowed thoughtfully as I watched Joss help square the backpack on Stephanie's shoulders. The care and tenderness I saw in the exchange hinted at how close the two had grown over the past week. I filed the scene away in my mind and began to load up, slinging two packs over my shoulders. By the time he had her fully situated, I was ready to move.
"Stephanie, you stay behind me. Got it?" I whispered.
"Yes," Came the faint sound of her consent.
Shaking my head, I led them around the house and started the search for a safe place to rest for the night. Slipping through the darkness from street to street, I saw no sign of humans or freaks.  
Stephanie was keeping up without complaint, but that didn't stop the worry from gnawing at me. She wouldn't be able to keep this pace forever, and she couldn't go where I wanted to take us. Once we were traveling out in the open, we would have to move much slower to make sure she stayed safe, and it had been a long time since I'd traveled on foot with someone I had to protect. It would be a struggle, and that wasn't even taking her condition into consideration.
A shudder ran through me. The thought of losing anyone to a freak was nauseating, but the fact that Stephanie was pregnant made the thought doubly worse. It was enough to make me cringe.
This is a bad idea.
We laid some distance between us and the shed, but it was slow moving. I pressed Stephanie as far as I dared and decided we could afford a short break. Antsy about being so close to the hotel – we could have put a hundred miles between us and the hotel, and I still would have been nervous – I gave in to my need to sort things out. Halting us in front of a small, one-story house, I told Joss to stand watch with the girl while I made my way inside.
On my first trip through the house, I opened every door, every closet, and every cabinet. If a space was big enough for a person to fit inside, I explored it. I didn't dare chance giving our position away by using a flashlight, so I ran into more than a few cobwebs as I swept through all the dark corners. 
Then I did it a second time.
Finally, I was satisfied it was freak-free and called Joss and Stephanie inside.
"Drop the packs here," I indicated the hallway, then pointed toward the bedroom, "You two in there. No light. No noise."
I saw the motion of both heads nodding, but their expressions were swallowed by shadow. I pulled the packs into the windowless bathroom and shut the door before I pulled out my flashlight and flicked it on. 
The small light could have been the noonday sun as it seared across my vision, causing my eyes to squeeze tightly shut for a few seconds. As they adjusted, I grabbed my belt-pack and dumped the contents on the floor. I found my locket, books, and MP3 player, but the main thing I was looking for wasn't there.
I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach and blinked away tears. It was all I had left of him and was probably lying in the blankets back at the hotel. Ryan had gone in for my pack, but he wouldn't have looked there. The kitten Seth had given me was gone.
Ignoring the emotions, I forced myself back to my knees to finish my inventory. I handled the items roughly as anger built up inside me, the inanimate objects bearing the brunt of my frustration. I paused long enough to brush the loose strands of hair out of my face and winced when I hit a tender spot. My scalp was raw from the last time Reed had ripped out several of the long strands.
Grinding my teeth, I stood. Using the flashlight to hunt through the vanity drawers and cabinets, I found what I was searching for. A small pair of scissors pushed to the back of a drawer, almost hidden underneath the many tubes of lipstick and eyeshadow cases. Propping the flashlight at an angle so I could see my reflection, I stared determinedly at myself. 
Without a pause to think about what I was doing, I went to work. Long red strands of hair fell in clumps as the tears began to fall.
I finished quickly, the task done faster that I would have thought possible. I ran my fingers through the close-cropped curls that were left of my hair, now shorter than Joss's, and sobbed. Crumpling to the floor, I drew my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs, tilting my head down to hide my eyes as I cried softly. Giant sobs wracked my body, but I swallowed the sound so Joss or Stephanie wouldn't hear. 
I sat like that for a long while. Time was slipping away from me while I wallowed. Squeezing my eyes shut, I focused my mind on the immediate needs in front of me and ran through the list in my head. Joss, Stephanie, her baby, and getting us all the hell away from that demented hotel. 
I envisioned the past as something tangible, and I pushed it into a dark corner in my mind and slammed the door on it. It would creep back in later, I knew that, but at least for now I was able to focus. 
I looked back to our supplies, already knowing Joss had done a decent job with them. It would be enough to see us through for a few days, maybe even a week if we stretched it. We should have plenty of time to restock. 
Standing up, I took one more look at my reflection in the mirror and switched off the flashlight. The darkness would hide my distress, so I only hesitated a moment before joining the others in the bedroom. Stephanie was on the bed, but she shrank back into the furthest corner, barely more than an undefined shadow. Joss was sitting against the wall beside the window.
"Anything?" I asked, keeping my voice low.
"No. It's quiet." He responded in kind. After a short pause, he asked, "Did you see a fire?"
I frowned at that. "No. Why?"
I could see his eyes glittering in the dim light as he looked up at me. They widened in surprise as he stared at my hair, but he remained silent. He swallowed, and his eyes found mine as he stumbled over his words. "Miguel said they'd light a fire on the roof if it was safe to come back. If they were sure Reed was dead."
Stephanie shifted but remained silent. I glanced at her shadow before sitting down next to Joss. "Ryan didn't have time to tell me much."
"I guess they'd had this planned for a while." He said. "They wanted to get the women and children away from Reed and his men."
I leaned my head against the wall and was surprised as I felt exhaustion grip me. My vision clouded for a moment and it took a few seconds to blink it away. Sitting up straight, I said. "They were fighting when I ran. I think Reed may have been wounded in the gunfire."
Joss's head snapped toward me, excitement pushing his words out in a rush. "Are you sure? Maybe he's dead."
"No." I shook my head. "He didn't look dead."
Joss went silent, deflating from the momentary surge. Finally, he turned back to me, his voice soft but pleading. "Can we at least check for the fire?"
Stephanie shifted again, and my eyes flicked to her. I thought I could make out her concerned features, but that was impossible in the darkness. My vision blurred again, and I let my head droop. Despite the harrowing situation, my body was demanding rest. Stephanie's soft voice sounded far away. "I can't go back there until we're sure."
Clearing my throat, I reassured her. "We won't. We can give it a couple hours maybe, but no more. If there's no fire by then, we have to move."
Joss nodded in the darkness, and I ignored the chill that ran through me. If I saw no signal, that was proof Reed was out there, but I was already certain he was. One shot wasn't enough to bring a monster like him down. He was only wounded. The fear made me want to gather our things and run right then, but how long could I keep swallowing my yawns? Plus, I couldn't do that to Stephanie. The girl needed sleep more than I did. 
"Thank you." She said softly, and her words came with a heavy impact. I looked at her hard, wishing the shadows weren't so thick. Her eyes were a deeper darkness in the shadows, and I thought she might have been crying. Turning my gaze away, I focused on the night outside the window, searching for movement.
"If they fail..." I began but trailed off. No reason to go down that path. Looking at Joss, I changed what I had been about to say. "What did you leave in the shed?"
"Mostly books." He said. "Some food and water. We'd never be able to carry it all."
Nodding, I stretched out on the floor, giving into the fact my body needed to recharge. "A short rest, okay?"
"Yeah," Joss answered, "I'll keep watch."
I would have nodded again, but the effort of the movement was too much. Stephanie followed my lead, lying awkwardly on the bed, the swell of her belly preventing her from finding a comfortable position. I only watched her for a moment before closing my eyes, one thought floating in my head.
A bad idea.
~ ~ ~ ~
Once I slipped into a deep sleep, I could feel Seth with me. Dreaming, I opened my eyes and found us standing on a familiar porch, the snowflakes drifting lightly through the air to land gently on the ground. He smiled as he reached to finger a short lock of my hair.
"I like it." He said, and I blushed, turning away from him. He stepped close to wrap his arms around me, and I could hear the concern in his voice when he spoke again. ""Are you safe?"
"No." I whispered. "Will we ever be safe?"
He was slow to reply, shifting before he finally answered. "Maybe."
We stood together for a long while, content to watch the snow build on the ground around us. Safe in my dream world, the horrors of the past week seemed far away.
"Can I stay here with you?" I asked him, pleading.
He chuckled, but his words were tinged with bitterness. "Only for a while."
"Why not forever?" I begged, turning to look at him. The beautiful, sapphire blue of his eyes met mine, and I found my answer there, full of pain and sadness. He stared down at me, and I watched in growing horror as his eyes deepened in color, the shade growing darker until they finally flashed the same green as my own. In a blink, they were blue again.
"No, no, no." I groaned, burying my head in his chest. He held me against him for what could have been minutes or hours. Time lost meaning.
"Ali," He whispered.
I pulled back to look at him, almost afraid of what I'd see in his eyes. They remained blue and unchanging.
"It's just a dream." I said sadly, pulling away from him. He caught my hand in his.
"I know." He said quickly. "But can't we just enjoy the time we have here together?"
His plea struck me deeply, and I relented. He led me to the couch, misplaced and odd sitting on the snowy porch, but it seemed normal in the dream. He sat, pulling me down next to him onto the soft cushions, and I snuggled against him as he drew a blanket over us. The cold couldn't reach us here despite the snow, and the warmness I felt emanated from within.  
For a moment, I was whole again. The dream dissolved slowly, and the rest of my sleep was deep and peaceful.
It was dark when I woke. Opening my eyes, I saw Stephanie lying on the bed. The rhythmic rise and fall of her chest indicated she was sleeping. Joss had pulled a stool next to the window and was staring out. I drew his attention as I sat up.
"It's only been an hour," He whispered, "You can sleep more. I'm okay."
"No," I responded, processing how restful my short nap had been. I felt completely refreshed. "I'll check for the signal now. Have you seen anything out there?"
"Nothing," He said, standing with me. "Are you sure that's a good idea?"
"Nothing about this is a good idea." I said, motioning toward Stephanie. Joss shook his head as he walked past me into the hallway. I followed, assuming he didn't want our conversation to wake her.
"I told her about us." He said, sounding guilty. My body tensed, but I kept silent. I hadn't given a thought to how we'd hide our condition from her, but now I didn't have to. Instead, I was wondering how she reacted to the revelation. "She's the one that took care of me when I got shot, and she found the bite. She said she heard rumors before, so she already knew, I guess. Maybe I said too much too fast, but..."
He trailed off, leaning back against the wall. He ran his hand through his thick, black hair, and his cheeks puffed out as he exhaled. It was the same motion I'd seen Seth do hundreds of times. With the dream fresh in my mind, I wrapped my arms around myself to ward away the pain. Joss was already an inch or two taller than me, and it seemed he'd grown even taller in the past week. The older he got, the more he looked like his brother. 
"One of the men that died the night we were captured," He finally got out, and I understood why he had struggled with it. I hugged my arms tighter, swallowing down the gruesome memories as Joss finished in a rush. "One of them was the father of her baby. She said she's glad he's gone."
"Oh." The word sounded strangled. It was all I managed to get out. The realization dazed me, and Joss fell silent while I processed. I looked back toward the bedroom and could see her small shape lying across the bed. The maternal nature that I felt for Joss began to seep toward her, strong and undeniable.
"Dammit." I huffed. Joss waited, watching me intently. Taking a few seconds to gather myself, I turned to him and sighed. "I'll be quick. Let her sleep for as long as possible."
Not waiting for his acknowledgment, I turned to grab my belt-pack and left him, quickly slipping out the front door. Before starting away, I made a quick circuit around the house to make sure everything was secure. Nothing was amiss.
As I easily retraced our path back to the shed, I struggled to keep my mind focused on a plan, but my thoughts kept wandering. If they weren't mired in my dream world with Seth, then they were creating nightmares about what Stephanie had to endure as a prisoner in the hotel. It was a useless back and forth that got me nowhere.
A rustle of leaves some distance away snapped my mind back to the present. Slipping into the shadows, I dropped low to the ground and froze, waiting for whatever was in the darkness to make another move. My heartbeat elevated, and a surge of panicky adrenaline shot through me, but the next time I heard the rustling, it was further away. Whatever was making the noise was obviously moving away from me.
My heartbeat slowed as I argued with myself. Part of me wanted to get back to Joss and Stephanie, fearing it could be Reed. Another part of me knew the sound was unmasked and probably caused by an animal. Not quite ready to turn back, I ignored the reasonable half of my brain and pushed forward. Moving silently, I kept an ear out for anything that sounded suspicious. I was getting close to the shed and knew I'd never have the courage to get this close again. It was now or never, and it would only take a minute.
While I was in the adjacent backyard, able to see the shed through the fence slats, I pulled the pad and pencil from my pouch, mentally berating myself the whole time. I felt foolish, but found enough moonlight to see by, and I started to write.
 
Ryan,
Thank you. Stephanie came with us. I'll do my best to keep her safe. I'll take them to where you told me to go. Stay safe.
 
I left it short, simple and unsigned. There was no time for a long, drawn-out thank you. Slipping the pad and pencil into my pouch, I moved to the break in the fence. Pausing to listen for any indication I might not be alone, I heard the rustle of leaves again but faintly in the distance. This time, a muffled growl accompanied it, most likely a cat by the tone. I relaxed, feeling slightly more comfortable about my reckless choice to do this. 
I ducked through the break in the fence and sidled up to the small building, listening again for several moments. Just the sounds of crickets met my ears. Holding my breath, I moved to open the shed door. Dark emptiness greeted me. I quickly stepped inside, shut the door behind me and pulled out my flashlight. I only turned it on long enough to scan the room and dropped it back in my bag a second later. 
Joss had been thorough and accurate. There was barely anything left but water, food, and books. I grabbed a few empty packs since those were easily carried, and gently laid the note in the middle of the floor. Ignoring the feelings of foolishness that reddened my cheeks, I sat a full bottle of water on top of the note so it wouldn't slip away. If Ryan made it through the night, then he would find it, and he deserved to know we were alive and safe. He would never follow us to Vegas, though, so this marked the end of our short friendship.
I left the building before I could change my mind. Moving quickly, I ducked through the break in the fence and jogged past a few houses. I slipped into the shadows of a tall oak tree to gauge my position once more. Just a few blocks south, and I should be in sight of the hotel. As I approached, there was no tell-tale glow in the dark sky that would indicate a fire. I was closer than I thought, and the building loomed in front of me, as dark and foreboding as ever. The icy chill that slid down my spine was enhanced by my disappointment, and then by fear.
This confirmed Reed had made it, and he was out there. I spun on my heel and began to retrace my path back to Joss and Stephanie. As the minutes slipped by, I argued with myself along the way, trying to figure out our safest course, trying to figure out what to do with Stephanie. The little chance she had of surviving out there on her own had just become nil. 
She'll slow us down.
It seemed impossible. We might have a month left, maybe two, where she could travel. We could make it to Vegas by then, where the freaks were thick. They were the best guards against the living, but it would be up to Joss and me to make sure we could get Stephanie past them safely. We would be able to hide there, but could we do it?
And then, could we raise a baby in this world? 
The thought twisted my insides into a tight ball. I was so confused and unsure, but before I made it back to the house, my mind was made up. In fact, it was no longer even a question. Stephanie was coming with us.
~ ~ ~ ~
I entered the house to find all the same as when I'd left. Joss stood to meet me in the hall. I imagined I could see his eager expression.
"No fire." I whispered and watched his shoulders slump. His hands slid into his pant pockets, and he leaned against the wall, looking back to Stephanie.
"What now?" He tried to hide his disappointment but failed. 
"We'll have to wake her soon." I answered. Holding back a sigh, I admitted, "I have no idea how we're going to do this."
As my eyes adjusted to the deeper darkness, I saw the corner of his mouth turn up in a rueful smirk. "I was hoping you'd have a plan, because I don't have a clue either."
"Let's rearrange the packs so she's only carrying the light stuff." I offered, already kneeling to move the clothes and other empty packs to the one we designated as Stephanie's. Joss bent to help me as I continued, "This was supposed to be easy."
"Yeah," Joss agreed. "I had no idea she followed me."
"Would you have turned her around if you had known?" I kept my hands busy, but watched his reaction from the corner of my eye. He paused, thinking hard on the answer.
"I think so, but she would never have gone back." He finally said. "It didn't look so bad upstairs with the kids. Helen thought they'd win." He hesitated before continuing cautiously. "She also said Reed would come after us."
Not us, I thought immediately. Me.
I caught the flash of his eyes as he glanced at me. I didn't need a reminder. Reed was already a constant threat looming in my thoughts, pressuring me to run.
"Ali." His voice was hesitant as he zipped up a pack and leaned against the wall. I looked at him, the tone of his voice unsettling me. The seconds ticked by slowly until he spoke again. "I bit someone."
My jaw went slack, and I couldn't mask my sharp intake of breath. "Who?"
"His name was Allen. He was a creep, and I was just trying to stop him..." His voice trailed away, and I reached for his hand, finding it in the darkness. He clutched me tightly.
"I know who he is." I said, interrupting the growing silence. "He wasn't much better than Russell."
"So I turned him?" His question was barely audible.
"Probably." I gave his hand another reassuring squeeze. He sniffled.
"I had to do something. He was going to hurt Gwen." His words were choked by his tears. Using the grip I had on his hand, I pulled him to me, hugging him tightly. He buried his head in my shoulder, muffling his sobs. We sat there for a long while, long enough for me to feel the wetness of his tears seeping into my shirt. My own cheeks were damp by the time he pulled away.
Joss looked down the hall to where Stephanie slept, drawing my eyes to her also. I brushed away my tears as he leaned in close to me, whispering as silently as possible. "She doesn't know."
I nodded, but I was unable to pull my eyes away from her sleeping form. This brought on a new problem, but one I didn't have the time to focus on.
"If we can turn with bites," Joss's voice was hesitant. "Can we turn if we..."
When his words trailed off, I finally looked back at him, waiting for him to finish before I realized what he was trying to say. I stared at him, speechless, not sure how to react. My eyes shot to Stephanie before I could stop them. The thoughts connected in my head and heat rushed into my checks. Joss was young, naive, but I couldn't ignore the fact he was growing up.
Finding the nerve to answer him, I finally said, "Yes."
Joss loaded the rest of his supplies into his pack, and I turned back to my pile. In the few minutes of silence it took to bundle up the rest of our provisions, my mind wandered. I fumbled with what I could do to comfort Joss, knowing this was painful. 
His next words shot through me, rattling me to my core. "How did Seth die?"
I choked from the start his question gave me, realizing the conclusion that his mind had jumped to. Panic and pain flooded through me, and I stood abruptly, before I had a chance to process it all. The night grew darker at the corner of my eyes, and my hand reached for the wall for support. I swayed dangerously against the oncoming head rush before regaining my balance. Finally, I managed to choke out. "Not that way."
My legs wobbled as I stumbled toward the bedroom, fleeing the conversation and the memories. The memories followed, but Joss remained quiet on the floor.
Not that way.
Then the guilt hit me as my thoughts straightened out. I glanced back at Joss, seeing him hunched over the packs. I wished I could ease his pain, but it was impossible. I was too broken inside. I couldn't bring myself to go back to him, to comfort him or finish our conversation. I finally found my footing and walked away, going instead to Stephanie.  
Approaching the bed, I brushed the new tears away before reaching out a hand to touch Stephanie's shoulder. I was gentle, but she woke with a start, sitting up in the bed and looking around nervously. When her eyes finally focused on me in the darkness, she relaxed.
"What's going on?" She asked. There was a slight edge of fear in her voice.
"It's time to go." I whispered. Stephanie didn't hesitate to start moving, but she was slow, drowsy from sleep. I held out an arm for her so she could steady herself as Joss came in with her pack. He helped square it on her shoulders as he had done before, while I avoided eye contact with him. Once he was finished, she groggily turned to the bed and grabbed her blanket, sweeping it around her shoulders. 
"Ready." She said and yawned.
I followed Joss to the hall as we gathered the rest of our supplies. The silence was uncomfortable, and I regretted giving up my chance to say something. We would both be left waiting until the next time the subject came up again. I was anxious for it and dreaded it at the same time, but eventually, I knew, it would all have to come out.
My failure.
Distracted only slightly by my agitation, I went through the motions of my routine checks before leading us away from our temporary shelter, heading into the cool night. Stephanie stayed close behind me, and Joss followed her. It was unspoken that the safest place for her was between us. We were mostly silent except for the crunch of leaves and twigs under our feet.
I had lost track of time and wasn't sure how close morning was, but I assumed we had a good hour or two of the night left. It was critical that we got ourselves as far away from the hotel as possible. I figured even Reed would have a hard time tracking us at night, but feared what would happen once the sun came up.
Our pace was slow. I wanted to avoid the roads just in case someone followed us with a vehicle, but traipsing around in the dark underbrush was problematic for me, and more so for Stephanie. I noticed Joss's hand reaching out to steady her more than a few times. Despite the difficulties, neither one complained. 
Even though Ryan made sure we were stocked with the necessities, he did not include my maps. That could pose a minor setback, but I had spent many nights studying them, committing them to memory. I was sure there was only one road that led into Las Vegas from here, and if we continued going north, we were sure to stumble across it. 
My fears that Stephanie would be unable to keep up were unfounded, at least for the slow pace I kept. The hike was thankfully uneventful, and we continued to push north after we had the houses at our backs. Once we broke out into the open, I veered us toward what I thought was northwest, hoping my memory was correct. In the darkness, it was hard to tell, and I was growing increasingly nervous when we finally came across the Great Basin highway. The relief that I'd kept us on a true course washed through me.  
Thinking the roads were a bad idea, I pushed us west, parallel to the highway. The brush was thinner here, but the small brambles and uneven ground were proving difficult to navigate in the dark. We were barely a mile away from the houses when Stephanie stumbled.
The gaps between us had widened, and Stephanie was no longer in arms reach of either one of us. Joss had been trailing a good few paces behind her, and I was even further in front of her. Her sudden gasp turned me around in time to see her stumble. Then Joss leaped forward in an impressive display of agility and caught her before she hit the ground.
My jaw dropped as I processed his quick reaction. His movement had been so smooth he hadn't even disturbed the two packs he carried. I stepped closer to them, remembering to close my mouth as I did so, and helped him right the pregnant girl.
"Sorry." Stephanie mumbled as she straightened her pack and blanket.
"Are you okay?" Joss's voice was thick with concern, and he hovered close to her.
"Fine," She sniffed and kicked at the stump that had tripped her. "Just didn't see it."
Joss suddenly backed away, seeming to become aware of how close he stood to her. The awkward boy replaced the swift hero, and I felt the briefest hint of a smile brush my lips. It faded as quickly as it had come.
I looked around us, reassessing our path. Small obstacles littered the ground everywhere. They were countless, and that wasn't even taking into consideration the traps I couldn't see. To keep going like this was only inviting more trouble. 
"There." I said, pointing to the shadow of buildings, another housing addition that I prayed had been cleared of freaks. "We can walk on the neighborhood roads while it's dark."
Stephanie looked sullen and remained quiet, but Joss was nodding. He added. "We're the only thing I've heard all night."
I veered toward the houses, glancing over my shoulder at Stephanie every few steps to make sure she was okay. She remained tense, with her head cast downward as she carefully placed each step but relaxed once we made it to the pavement. The walk definitely became smoother for all three of us, and we wove south and west as the neighborhood roads allowed. At times, we lost the road in the darkness and had to trudge through the overgrown lawns until we found the pavement again, but we were traveling faster overall.
A short time later, our steps slowed. The fear hung heavily over us, but it was dulled by the monotony of the walk. It was one plodding footstep after another as I led us around obstacles and struggled to keep my sense of direction. I was looking at the sky, hoping to see the dawn lighting the eastern horizon, when I began to notice the stench of decay.
My pace slowed even more, but the two that followed me didn't notice. Stephanie was weaving, nearly asleep on her feet, and Joss seemed bored, although he kept a watchful eye behind us. When the smell grew stronger, I reached behind me to grab Stephanie's hand and pulled her close to me. She didn't protest, but the movement was enough to alert them both that something wasn't right.
"What is it?" Stephanie whispered, gripping my hand tightly. Again, her voice was near panic. I frowned at her, shaking my head as I patted the air in front of her with my free hand, hoping she'd get the message she needed to stay quiet. Joss huddled close to Stephanie's other side, and we continued to creep along. I listened for any indication of something else - or someone else - out there, but heard nothing. The smell was growing stronger, and a few seconds later it finally hit me.
Deathpool.
I groaned and released the tight grip on Stephanie's hand. She didn't want to let go. I didn't fight it as her hand gripped my wrist, and she let me lead her.
"What was it?" Joss asked as he leaned in close to me.
"Nothing." I sighed, hoping the stench wouldn't get any stronger. "I smelled something."
"Smelled?" Stephanie breathed, sounding confused. She didn't seem to be looking for an answer, so I remained silent. Unfortunately, the smell continued to grow, and I was surprised they hadn't noticed yet. About a minute later, Joss's groan matched my own.
"Deathpool." He muttered.
Stephanie gasped, and I winced as her nails dug into my forearm. I continued to walk as she clung to me, refusing to let me get a step on her. When she nearly hissed her question, I understood how scared she was. "What's a deathpool?"
"Sometimes freaks fall into swimming pools..." I started, but she interrupted me, hissing again, her voice rising in pitch. 
"Are the red-eyes out there?" 
"Not alive." I said quickly, taking her hand in both of mine while her other clutched her blanket tight at her throat. Her wide, panicked eyes focused on mine, and she started to calm as I spoke. "They've drowned in the pools. There aren't any live ones near here."
"I would have heard them if they were out there." Joss added.
"Ryan told me this area was clear, so we should be safe from the freaks for tonight." My hands clenched hers, and she clenched back. She nodded, and I turned to pull her along again. The smell grew worse the further we went until finally Stephanie pulled away from me, both hands going to her face. 
"Oh," was all she said as she stared at me blankly. Then her face screwed up in disgust as she bunched the end of the blanket up under her nose. "Is that it? Is that the deathpool?"
"That would be it." Joss grumbled. 
"It's disgusting!" Stephanie's voice was muffled by the blanket.
"Yes, it is." I answered, walking on. Stephanie quickly caught up with me, but didn't try to take my hand again. She seemed too concerned about keeping the protective barrier against her nose. 
The stench hung heavy in the air, but we had to keep pushing past it. We followed the road south as it curved, only to swing back to the west shortly thereafter. The stench was so strong my eyes watered. We walked past house after house, and when the smell didn't abate, I knew there was more than one.
I pulled my shirt over my nose, searching for a small degree of relief. Joss did the same, but it didn't help much. When the line of houses ended and the concrete road gave way to gravel and dirt, the odor finally began to abate. I thought we were in the clear when a sudden gust of wind from the south pushed the smell down on us, and my eyes rolled back from the fumes of decay. Joss coughed and doubled over, but Stephanie took it worst of all. She went down to her knees and caught herself with her hands, ending up on all fours. 
She retched loudly for several minutes, and I winced at each sound. Joss stood over her, patting her back, and helped her stand once she was done. I had a bottle of water ready for her that she took gratefully. 
"I'm sorry." She sniffed as she took a sip. 
"I think she needs to rest." Joss said, although Stephanie hadn't protested or complained. We had only been walking two hours at most and hadn't covered much ground. There was no sign of dawn coming soon, but I couldn't keep pushing her. Joss was right. I glanced back in the direction of the hotel and hoped we'd put enough distance between us.
"I agree." I sighed, "But we can't stop here. Let's get away from the smell. Then we'll rest."
"I can make it." Stephanie said firmly as she looked at me. I could see the traces of tears glistening in the corner of her eyes. 
Nodding, I turned without further comment and began to pick our pathway along the gravel. The smell followed us, though it was fading. When we came to a crossroads, it was difficult to judge the best path in the darkness. The dark rise of the landscape looming in the distance turned us to the left.
Fifteen more minutes of walking and the smell was gone.
I scanned the area, but there was nothing of note anywhere near us. When Joss looked at me curiously, I could only shrug. "I guess this is as good a place as any."
"Seems good." He agreed. "I don't hear anything." 
We both moved to help Stephanie at the same time, but Joss backed away when he saw me, giving me room to help her. He busied himself with his own packs and may have been blushing as he searched through his supplies. Stephanie was holding the water bottle while the blanket was tangled up in her other hand. I gently pried both her hands free, helped pull off her pack, and finished by resetting the blanket on her shoulders.
"It's so cold." She muttered, almost absently. She shivered.
Frowning, I paused to feel the air on my arms, not feeling the cold. I was wearing the t-shirt Ryan had given me, and the walk had warmed me past the point of needing a blanket. Joss hesitated long enough to frown at me and shake his head. He went back to digging through his bag, but I knew he wasn't cold either.
I propped Stephanie's soft backpack on the ground and helped her down so she could rest against it before pulling off my own packs. I propped those around her too, forming what I hoped was a protective wall. She pulled the packs as close around her as she could, and I stood to inspect my pathetic attempt to insulate her when Joss called me.
"Come look at this." He whispered, keeping his voice level. He held his pack open with one hand pushed inside. I stepped over cautiously, with a fleeting look back at Stephanie, who had curled around one of the packs. She was exhausted. 
Joss waited patiently for me to lean down next to him. He motioned me to look inside his backpack, and a small, dim light appeared in his cupped hand. I blinked and looked around quickly, thinking the light could draw attention to us, but the illumination didn't make it past the rim of the backpack. Joss eyed me with one eyebrow raised, then motioned me to look again.
The dim square of light had a number in the middle. It read forty-six.
Joss released his hold on the object, the light disappearing instantly, and held the little square out to me. "It is cold. We just can't feel it."
"What?" I said, hearing him but not comprehending. I took the item, knowing what it was as soon as he dropped it in the palm of my hand. It was a relic from the old world, a gadget that showed the time and temperature, possibly other things, in that soft LED light. I didn't dare press any of the buttons while I held it out in the open.
"It's only forty-six degrees right now." He said, driving the point home. "I don't think we feel the cold anymore."
The truth rolled over me slowly, and I was momentarily surprised that Joss had figured it out before me. I gave him an appreciative glance. The kid was sharp.
"And summer barely fazed me." I said as I chuckled bitterly, adding another trait to our growing list of differences. Then a frown of worry made its way back to my face as I looked to where Stephanie lay huddled under her thin blanket, shivering. We might never have noticed if Stephanie hadn't said anything.
"Lay against her. We'll have to keep her warm." I suggested. It was the only thing I could think of and our only option since she didn't have the energy to get back up and hike until we found another building. There was also no guarantee that we would find a building if we kept our current course, and I couldn't ignore the fact that the further we got away from the hotel, the more likely it would be that we would run into a freak.
Joss gave me a wide-eyed stare, and then went back to pulling blankets from the packs. I roused Stephanie long enough to get another blanket between her and the cold ground, then covered her with two more. They were all thin, but maybe with our added body heat, the night wouldn't be horrible for her. She shrank down within the layers of fabric into a shivering ball.
I arranged the packs one more time, a flimsy barrier at best, and lay down next to her, hoping the blankets would trap our body heat under them. Joss stared for a moment, hesitating before crawling in to lie against her back. Soon enough, the heat began to radiate between us and Stephanie's shivers stopped.
Sleep didn't come for me as I listened to both Joss and Stephanie slip into weary dreams. During what remained of the night, Stephanie moaned softly and slipped an arm over me. I took her grasping hand and squeezed it. The gesture seemed to be the comfort she was looking for, and she settled back down.
I waited for dawn to push the night away.
 



Chapter 2 – Joss
 
 
 
I stared at Ali for a moment, stunned by her last comment. Had she really told me to lie against Stephanie? It made sense, but that didn't stop my mouth going as dry as cotton. Part of me thought it was ridiculous to be embarrassed about it, the situation was too serious, but my cheeks were beginning to heat up anyway. Ali helped Stephanie adjust her blankets, and then she lay down next to her, leaving me standing awkwardly alone.
I was glad she couldn't see my face in the dark.
The thought that I could offer to take watch again entered my mind, but that wasn't going to help Stephanie keep warm. Running my hand through my hair and scratching an itch at the back of my head, I decided to crawl onto the blankets and find my place. Stephanie was so exhausted she was probably already out, so she might not even know what was going on. 
Ali had been right. This was a bad idea.
When I slid between the packs and Stephanie, she only shifted slightly. Once I found a comfortable position, the silence grew heavy and weird. I could hear the distant, soft rustling of animals and chirps of insects, but nothing else. That should have been comforting, but it only made me uneasy. There should have been more. It wasn't until my eyes began to drift shut that I knew my drowsiness dulled my hearing.
My eyes popped open, and I tried to concentrate on staying awake. I needed to stay awake to protect her, to listen, but they began to drift shut again despite my brain telling them to stay open. 
Only a second. I'll just shut my eyes for a second, I thought, thinking it a decent compromise. A second later, and my eye-lids easily obeyed when I opened them...
And I was standing in a wheat field. 
My jaw dropped as I spun in a circle, dumbfounded. The night was gone, replaced by the evening sun that glinted off rows upon rows of waist-high wheat stalks, as far as my eyes could see. I stood alone, the wheat and sun making everything shimmer a rich gold, even the air. I felt safe and warm. I felt like I was home.
"How you doing, kid?" 
I spun quickly, startled, turning in the direction that I had just been facing. No one had been there seconds ago, but he was there now, having materialized out of nowhere. Seth was striding toward me, his hands in his pockets, and that familiar half-smile on his face. 
"Seth!" His name tore out of me as I ran to him, throwing my arms around him in a crushing hug. His grip on me was just as tight, almost knocking the wind out of me, but I didn't care. I remembered when I used to wrap my arms around his waist to hug him as he towered over me, but now my arms embraced his chest. 
"Growing right on up, aren't you, kid?" He smirked, nodding at me appreciatively as he pulled back.   
"How?" I was excited, but the confusion began to seep in. "This feels so real."
He shrugged as he stepped away, his smile fading slightly. "It's just a dream." 
I frowned, gaping up at him. My elation started to die away as I understood the dream for what it was. A deep sadness twisted in my stomach, but Seth smiled regardless and reached out a hand to ruffle my hair. He said, "How you doing?" 
I shrugged and grinned back, doing my best to keep the sadness at bay. "Good. Ali and I are okay." 
He nodded, the smile pasted on his mouth, but it was gone from his eyes. "I miss ya, kid." 
"I miss you too, Seth." I hugged him again, and he returned the tight squeeze. Then he broke away. 
"I bet you can't beat me to the house." The playful smirk was back. 
"What hou..." I started as I looked around, pausing as I saw a house sitting across the field. It hadn't been there before. Then the long stalks of wheat shrank down to the close cropped nubs of harvest. For a second, I looked around in amazement, marveling at what my mind could conjure in a dream world, and my smile began to return. With only a quick grin tossed at Seth in warning, I started to run. 
My legs pumped as fast and as hard as possible, but Seth was always a step behind me. I felt he could have overtaken me anytime he wanted. He held back, though, and I was the first to make it to the porch. I collapsed over the rails, sucking in air between fits of laughter. Seth fell against the steps, chuckling along with me. He didn't seem nearly as winded as I was.
"Remember when we used to go fishing out at the Miller's pond?" He said when I could breathe again.
"Yeah. I hated that old dog of theirs." I answered, looking across the horizon in the direction the pond should be in. This wasn't our house or our land, but then again, it was. This was my dream, and it belonged to my wants and desires, so I was positive the Miller's pond was down in the valley just beyond the hill. I was also sure that old hound dog would be there waiting to give us trouble, and I smiled to myself. It felt right.
"How 'bout it?" Seth said, grabbing two fishing poles that had been leaning against the porch. I gave him a grin and reached for one.
"Let's do it, brother." 
It was almost real. We talked and teased each other the whole afternoon, and we fished until we heard the baying hound closing in on us from a distance. The mutt had finally sniffed us out, and we grabbed our fishing poles and tore out of there as fast as we could. It was just like the old days. It was just like the last five years had never happened. It was so real. 
Almost.
I opened my eyes as the sun peeked over the eastern horizon. Reality caught up with me, and the familiar sensation of loss thundered into my heart and ripped open old wounds. My eyes grew damp, and I remained still as the morning sun lightened the sky. 
Stephanie was sound asleep. I didn't want to disturb her for multiple reasons. She needed her rest, and I wasn't ready to face anyone this morning. I used those moments to go over the short list of good things I had in my life, and I gratefully added Stephanie to the list.
As my muddied thoughts began to clear, the silent morning came alive. Sounds began to separate in my mind; Stephanie and Ali's soft breathing, the birds chirping, a soft swoosh, swoosh, swoosh sound coming from some distance away. 
That last sound was strange, one I couldn't easily place. Lifting my head slowly, I looked down the length of my body toward the distant buildings to our south and sucked in a huge gulp of air. A small group of dead-brains was shuffling along, marching to an unknown destination.
"Shh," Ali hissed. She tilted her head just enough to look at me, shifting slightly so as not to disturb Stephanie. She whispered, "They've been there for a while. Haven't noticed us."
I blinked as I looked at her. Her new short hair was one thing, but the dark shadows in odd places on her face startled me. They were bruises. She was beat up worse than she'd let on, something I'd not been able to see in the darkness, and anger burst through me. She would heal fast, but that didn't stop my teeth from grinding together. I wished I had the strength to protect her, but the thoughts were fleeting. There wasn't anything I could do about it now. 
It was difficult, but I pushed the anger away and focused on the danger walking so close to us. "How many?"
"Three to the south. Maybe five or so have already passed." She answered. I tried to look behind me, but wouldn't be able to without shifting Stephanie. Ali continued, "If we move slowly and keep the noise down, we might be able to avoid them."
"They're just walking?" I said, stunned.
"Yeah, they do that." Ali answered. "Following each other, maybe. I don't know."
I continued to watch them as they shuffled along, slowly and without purpose. Sometimes one would come to a stop as if it forgot what it was doing, standing idle until another passed by or bumped into it. Then it would start moving again. They seemed to leapfrog like that, a different one stopping to be pushed on by another, and the cycle continued. I watched the three until they slipped beyond my view.
"We're going to wake her up soon." Ali said. "We need to go a little further north to get clear of these."
Ali shifted, moving to her back, and she propped herself up on her elbows. Stephanie grumbled in her sleep and snuggled closer against her. She even had her arm thrown over Ali's waist. I was speechless that Ali allowed it, but Ali only raised an eyebrow at the sleeping Stephanie before meeting my gaze.
"Do you know anything about this girl?" She questioned me. "How is she going to react to this?"
In truth, I didn't know. She had been calm in every situation I'd seen her in so far, but being face to face with a dead-brain was taking it to another level. Stephanie had to have known the dangers when she left the hotel to follow me... didn't she? 
Becky's innocence flashed back in warning. Becky had thought she had seen bad things, but she never truly had, at least, not until it was too late. If Stephanie had been as sheltered as Becky, that could pose even more of a problem.
"I don't know." I finally answered. I knew that wasn't what Ali wanted to hear.
"Just be ready." Her lips twisted into a frown, and her quiet voice was firm. "Always. The freaks will run right past you to get to her. You can never let your guard down."
Ali fell silent as Stephanie shifted. Her eyes fluttered open slightly, and she tried to stretch between us.
"Be still." Ali commanded in a hushed, low tone, and Stephanie's eyes shot open. The girl looked confused and disoriented, but her body stiffened as she heeded Ali's warning. "No noises."
I craned my neck to look around again. The dead-brains that had passed by were well away from ear-shot now. With their backs to us, I doubted we would draw their attention if we moved quietly. Looking back toward the rising sun, I could see more shuffling silhouettes. I didn't want to find out if they were coming toward us or not.
Ali and I both rose at the same time, and she immediately started to shove the blankets into one of the packs. I helped Stephanie to her feet where she continued her stretch, still unaware of how dangerous her position was. Then she saw the dead-brains. Her gasp was expected but loud. I quickly stepped in front of her wide-eyed gaze of panic and put a finger over my lips.
"We're moving away from them." I whispered in the same low tone. Her eyes fixed on mine, but there was no understanding there. All the blood drained from her face. I repeated myself, hoping to get through. "We're going to move away from them. If we're quiet, they won't notice us." 
Some of the tension melted from her eyes in the seconds that followed. I reached out to grip her arms firmly, and I turned her from them and faced her toward the rocky hills. Finally, Stephanie nodded. 
Ali watched the exchange and stood ready with Stephanie's pack. It was mounted on her back with hardly any resistance, or help for that matter, and Ali finished by settling the blanket over her shoulders. Ali didn't even bother to shake the dirt free.
I slung one pack over my shoulder and grabbed the other in my left hand. That was all it took to clean up our camp. Taking Stephanie's hand firmly in mine, I pulled her forward to get her moving. Her steps were small and slow at first, as if her body had been frozen. After a few, rigid movements, her legs seemed to thaw and she settled into a normal pace.
We aimed for the rocky slope that looked threatening with all its morning shadows. If dead-brains could be out here on the flatlands, they could be there too. My hand gripping Stephanie's began to sweat.
~ ~ ~ ~
"Is it always like that?" Stephanie asked once we were well away from the camp. We had seen several more dead-brains walking in the distance, all traveling west at a slow, steady pace.
"No." Ali said. "Not always. Sometimes they just stand there unless something draws them, but I've seen a few that will walk till their feet fall off."
Ali glanced over her shoulder and, for a moment, her hard expression faded to something close to sympathy. "I'll try to find us a building we can rest in tonight."
Stephanie nodded. Her cheeks were pale, and the fear never left her eyes. "That would be nice."
Eventually, I released Stephanie's hand and fell in behind her. We walked with the sun at our backs. The warmth felt good, but then I had never been uncomfortably cool. Stephanie kept the blanket pulled tightly around her, and remained stiff and quiet. Her stomach began to rumble. 
It started not long after we made it a safe distance away from the dead-brains, but it was a soft sound. I wasn't sure if Ali heard it, and Stephanie wasn't saying anything. It took me a bit to realize she wasn't going to say anything about it, either. Just like the cold, Stephanie didn't complain, and just like the cold, Ali and I didn't notice our hunger, but Stephanie surely did.
"Can we eat something?" I asked, not letting my voice rise above a whisper. Ali shot me a doubtful look over her shoulder. Her bruises made it look like she was scowling, and I frowned back at her before I could stop myself. She ignored me, turning further to study Stephanie and she stopped walking abruptly. Stephanie made a startled sound like a hiccup, and Ali reached out to steady her.
"Are you hungry?" Ali asked, looking at her with concern.
"Um." Stephanie stammered. Her voice was uncertain when she answered, turning her word into a question. "Maybe?"
I glanced around quickly, seeing Ali do the same. We could see the dead-brains shuffling along below on the flatter ground, but there wasn't anything else in the area. Ali gave me a curt nod, dropping one of her packs from her shoulder. "We should probably walk and eat. I'd rather find some type of shelter before we take a break."
"Okay," I said and leaned toward Stephanie, offering to take her blanket. She let it go reluctantly, her hands clasping tightly together over her belly when they had nothing else to hold onto. I quickly shook the dirt free and draped the blanket back over her shoulders. Stephanie's lips curved slightly at the corners, the faintest hint of a smile, and bright pink spots bloomed in the center of her cheeks. 
"Thank you." She whispered, once again clutching the blanket closed at her throat. Her look lingered, making me feel awkward.
"Want some soup?" Ali said flatly, almost loudly. It was definitely the loudest words spoken all morning and I almost jumped. Stephanie did jump as she turned to face Ali. She had already pulled the top off a can of chicken noodle soup and was holding it to Stephanie.
Stephanie's expression twisted into disgust as she took the can from Ali. I rose on my tiptoes, trying to see over Stephanie's shoulder to the contents inside the can, but Ali was already popping the top off another one. This one she handed to me with a wry smirk on her face.
"This one expired two years ago, so it's pretty fresh." She said.
I wanted to groan, and I'm sure the look I gave her was the same one that had twisted Stephanie's face, but I didn't protest. Drinking cold soup out of a can after being able to eat fresh potatoes and cheese didn't seem appealing. I would rather have gone without, but I glanced at Stephanie in time to see her take a sip.
Stephanie coughed as she pulled the can away. A slight smile curved her lips, and she over exaggerated her words. "Mmm, delicious."
Ali actually chuckled softly as she pulled a third can from her pack. Her smile faded as she cracked the lid and looked at the congealed mess underneath. She sighed heavily and took a sip, holding the contents in her mouth before she could summon the nerve to swallow it.
"Damn." She shook her head sharply and gathered her pack. "Let's get moving. I have some ramen we can cook for dinner."
Thank God, I thought as I touched the rim of the can to my lips and licked off the wetness. Salty. 
As we walked, I didn't know how I was going to stomach the cold soup, but after a few tries, I was able to get more of it down. Stephanie was struggling with hers too, and Ali seemed to give up about a third of the way into it. Without a word, she poured the contents near a pile of rocks and wedged the can underneath them, hiding it from view.
"Anyone else?" She asked.
We both silently handed our cans over and watched Ali make them disappear. I was surprised by how much Stephanie was able to get down, and she blushed when she noticed the look I gave her. Ali rolled her eyes and passed out water bottles before moving on again.
The sun rose higher and warmed the air, but Stephanie was reluctant to let go of her blanket. I decided she kept if for the security and couldn't really blame her. She was terrified, and her eyes continued to wander to the growing number of dead-brains that paced on the flat ground below. My nervousness grew along with hers, and even though Ali continued to stoically guide us, I saw the worry in her eyes each time she glanced over her shoulder.
The dead-brains stayed to the south and were some distance away, but the hills were trying to push us back into the valley. Ali led us further and further up the side of the slope, keeping as much distance between them and us as the terrain allowed. 
After plodding along for a while, I blinked up at the rising sun, then back the way we had come. I frowned at the short distance we had covered, and looked back at the jagged, rocky hill Ali was leading us over, hoping we could find a suitable shelter to rest under during the night. That was when Ali fell back into a crouch, and one hand shot behind her in a signal to stop. I froze, my heart leaping into my throat. 
Stephanie was either confused or frightened, and instead of stopping, she took several little steps backward until I reached out to grab her and pull her close. She gasped. The sound was practically silent, but it made my hairs stand on end. Ali gave two agitated shakes of her arm in warning, and Stephanie finally stood still. Then I heard it.
The rhythmic sound of heavy breathing was coming from over the ridge, just out of my visibility. Ali had seen the source and was slowly reaching for her knife. I concentrated on every sound, and it felt like the world opened up around me. 
The wind picked up slightly, a gentle breeze, but it was enough to ruffle through the dried-up shrubs that sparsely covered the land. I could hear the sound of a distant bird, his call long and lonely, and Stephanie's breathing had increased to a nervous panting beside me. I heard the near silent scrape of the blade against leather as Ali bared her knife and the minute scuffle as she shifted her feet to take a step forward. I focused on the droning sound of the breathing coming from the other side of the ridge and flinched as it split in two. Not one, but two dead-brains.
Then it split again. Three. 
And again. Four.
My pulse sped up as I glared at Ali's back, willing her to turn around, but she took a step forward. After she was able to peer over the ridge, she stepped back and turned to me, holding up two fingers. I frantically shook my head, holding up four. Her eyebrows furrowed in a frown and I tapped my ear. She nodded understanding, but the perplexed look remained on her face as she turned back to the ridge.
Stephanie stepped behind me. She was silent, her face drained and pasty white again. I wanted to be between her and the ridge, so I kept my hand stretched out to her. She was clasping it tightly, too disturbed by what was beyond the ridge to pull her eyes away from Ali. Her foot stumbled against a loose rock, and my grasp on her was all that kept her from going down. 
Stephanie, in her panic, finally let go of her blanket to claw at my arm, pulling herself hard against me. Two things surprised me then. The blanket managed to stay draped over her shoulders, and she was somehow able to remain silent.  However, the rock she had dislodged was not so silent. It began to slide, drawing other loose pebbles along with it down the hill. It sounded like running water as the rubble slid down the slope and came to a halt only a few feet from where it started. The sound carried, and there was a rustle of movement from the other side of the ridge. They had heard.
Ali didn't even look back.
My pulse was racing as I watched Ali lunge forward, stabbing out with her bowie knife in one quick, powerful strike. Her target was beyond my sight, but the knife came back bloody. The dying dead-brain trailed after, its limp body falling over the top of the ridge. I couldn't look away from the gaping hole where its eye used to be as it gushed blood and other slimy liquids onto the dry ground. My stomach roiled at the sight, and I forgot to temper Stephanie's reaction. She screamed. 
The shrill blast echoed through the small valley, loud enough to alert every dead-brain in the area. I twisted as fast as I could to cover Stephanie's mouth and simultaneously push her behind me, but it was too late. Ali cussed as she disappeared over the crest, and then everything else ceased to matter.
The tell-tale growl of frenzy rose from multiple sources on the other side of the ridge, and it ripped through me. I shuddered under the effect, catching my breath as it slid through my veins like ice. Then it passed, leaving me nauseated before the urgency of the situation crashed back in.
Stephanie whimpered behind me.
"Get down." I growled. Her eyes brimmed with tears as she looked at me in horror, trembling. I shrugged off my packs and pulled out my belt knife in one easy movement as I repeated my warning, turning back to the ridge. "I said get down."
As I moved to the ridge, I saw Ali had dispatched another dead-brain, its body falling down neatly alongside its companion. I glimpsed more dead-brains rushing toward us further down the slope, but my attention was captured by the one that had slipped by Ali, the one headed straight for me. I cringed away, forgetting for a moment the small knife I held in my hand. It hissed and spat as it found me, and for a terrifying second, I thought it was going to attack. Then its eyes moved on. It was fast, but confused, sensing humanity and unable to find what it wanted in me.
Behind it, Ali stumbled, overbalanced by the heavy packs she carried. I remained rooted in fear as the dead-brain searched in front of me, spinning in circles and frantically trying to locate its prey. Its eyes never even looked past me to where Stephanie was hunkered down...
Until she sobbed.
Impossibly fast, its head snapped in her direction at the sound of her cry, finally locating what it sought. Its face was suddenly warped by rage and lost all resemblance of once being human. It sucked in a breath and screamed.
The sound of the frenzy call erupted over me, sapping the strength from my legs. It felt like my spine turned to ice and shattered into a thousand tiny pieces, each piece trying to escape through my skin. Behind it, Ali was halfway to her feet and she threw back her head and roared. Her scream sounded pained at first, and then was overcome by anger and fury. In the rage of her scream, I found the strength and courage I thought I'd lost.
As the dead-brain lunged, my paralysis broke. I caught it against my shoulder as it tried to pass me, and its momentum brought us both spinning to the ground. I was lucky enough to land on top. Taking advantage of my position, I clung to it, doing my best to pin it while it ignored me completely. 
The thing was on its belly, and even with my weight on its back I wasn't able to stop it from crawling toward Stephanie. It continued to hiss and began chomping at her, its teeth making a clicking sound every time its jaw snapped closed.
Stephanie was kneeling, but fell backwards onto her butt as the dead-brain clawed at her. She held a pack in front of her like a shield and shuffled backwards, whimpering the whole while. The dead-brain clawed at the ground, inching ever closer to her and dragging me along with it. Trying to find leverage to stop it, or at least slow it, I grabbed a fistful of hair only to have it all rip free of the rubbery scalp. I ignored the queasy twist in my stomach as I shook my hand free of the hair.
"Finish it!" Ali screamed behind me, and I knew by her words that she wasn't coming to help. I would have to stop it on my own while she dealt with the bigger threat I had glimpsed on the other side of the ridge.
Finally remembering my knife, I clumsily tried to stab it in the eye, the same move I had used on the dead-brain that had bitten me, but I was at the wrong angle. The small blade hit bone and was turned away. The gash dripped blood, but the cut was insignificant. The dead-brain didn't even notice.
I tried again, covering its eyes as I wrapped my arm around its head and pulled back, exposing the neck. Jabbing the short knife into the soft flesh, I twisted the blade. A gush of warm blood poured onto my fist and I instinctively jerked back, disgusted. A tidal wave of nausea roiled in my stomach, but the thing didn't stop.  
The dead-brain didn't care about me or what I had done to it. It had barely slowed in its struggle to get to Stephanie, even though its hisses had turned to gargles as its blood leaked into its throat. Suppressing my urge to gag, I stabbed it in the neck, twice in rapid succession, before my knife caught in the flesh and slipped from my grasp. The dead-brain clawed at the ground, slowly pulling itself along, and dug trenches in the sand and clay. Blood began to pool in those trenches.
Finish it! Ali had said. 
How? I cried back at her in my mind. I searched vainly for the useless knife and gave up. It was too small, and it had done nothing to help me stop the beast. The wounds I'd inflicted might be fatal, but not before it killed Stephanie. She was going to die and I would live on to grieve another failure.
Anger flared inside me at the thought, and I squeezed my eyes shut. Wrapping both arms around its head, I wrestled against its determination to move forward. Digging my heels into the clay, I leveraged my legs and pushed, causing the thing to sputter in protest. With one of my arms wrapped across its eyes and the other under its chin, I hugged the disgusting thing to my chest, finally able to stall its movement.
It continued to writhe and twist underneath me, trying to squirm out of my grasp, drenching my arms with its warm blood in the process. Afraid to let it go, I did the only thing I could and pulled backwards with all my strength, limiting its movement. When I thought I had given all I could, the flash of Becky's blue eyes turning to red seared across my vision and I dug deeper, pulled harder.  
Not like Becky!  Not like Becky!
My growl rumbled to a bellow as I felt a fire in my muscles began to burn. An excruciating ache gushed through my arms, and I knew I was nearing my limits. The gargles of the dead-brain turned into strangled gasps, and then there was give where there shouldn't have been give. 
A shower of blood sprayed across the ground in front of me as flesh tore, sounding like ripping cloth, and I felt the unmistakable crack of bone reverberate through my strained arms. The force I struggled against ceased immediately. 
Realization dawned, and I fell away in horror, landing hard and dropping the vile thing to the ground in the process. The dead-brain flopped into a puddle of its blood, alive and squirming. I panicked, thinking it would continue its attack, but soon saw the awkward, impossible bend of its neck. It quivered and trembled, but the limbs no longer moved with purpose. Instead, they flopped and flinched clumsily. The only thing it had control over was its horrible red eyes. They darted around in its skull wildly. 
I rolled to the side, adding the soup I had for breakfast to the bloody muck that covered the ground.
When my stomach was empty, I pulled myself to my haunches, not even able to wipe my mouth since every inch of me was covered in gore. I looked at Stephanie. The pack she was curled under rocked with her sobs. I hoped she hadn't been watching.
Staggering to my feet, the sound of Ali fighting on the other side of the ridge sharpened my senses again and urged me to continue. I spotted the hilt of my knife and quickly grabbed it with a numb, tingling hand. Thinking I needed to protect Stephanie, I mounted the ridge with the intent of helping Ali kill the rest of the dead-brains.
What I saw stunned me back to numbness.
At least seven more dead-brains lay dead or dying, scattered along Ali's path, and she was fighting further down the hill. Any thought of helping her flew away, and my feet stayed rooted where I stood. My jaw dropped as I watched her, admiration and amazement growing inside me. 
Ali had managed to throw off her packs and held both her blades now, the bowie knife in her right and the dagger in her left. She was meeting the frenzied and confused dead-brains head on, not letting them slip past her. In the time it had taken me to kill one, she was already working on her eighth.
There were only three left that had caught the frenzy, and they were some distance away. Ali strode toward them, her hands tightly gripping the hilts of her blades with the tips pointed behind her. I watched in amazement at how easily she took out the first one that drew close.
The dead-brain ran straight toward her, confused, just like the one I had fought was confused at first. When it couldn't find what it wanted in her, it aimed to veer past, but Ali didn't allow it. She neatly and quickly swung back into its path, punching the dagger into its shoulder with her left hand and driving the bowie knife deep into its eye-socket with the other. Ali planted her foot against its hip and kicked the convulsing body away.
Without a pause, she whirled to face the last two that were nearly upon her.
 These two ran side by side, and Ali quickly got into position between them, forcing them to split to either side of her. In a smooth motion that made my eyes go even wider, she twirled both weapons in the palms of her hands, catching the hilts so the blades faced forward, and spread her arms out wide. The result was a simultaneous punch of steel into the chests of the dead-brains as they passed her. 
The one on her right, the one that had been hit with the bowie knife, collapsed to its knees. The other only stumbled a few steps before regaining its footing and attempted to move forward again. Ali didn't allow it to escape. She pulled both blades free and spun directly in its path. Before it could readjust, Ali slashed out with the bowie knife and gashed its neck open. Its head was thrown back at the impact, and I swear I could see bone. Then it crumpled over backward, dead.
Ali calmly walked up behind the last living dead-brain, who hadn't regained its feet. It was on its knees, struggling to stand, and I thought maybe it had lost the urgency of the frenzy. In one powerful, concise movement, Ali drove the blade of her bowie knife through the back of its neck. It fell forward on its face, shuddered, and was still.
Ali almost calmly pulled her blade free and straightened, surveying the massacre she had wrought on the dead-brains. She had left no survivors.
Stephanie sobbed behind me, but I was too amazed to attempt to hush her. Ali was making her way up the hill, grabbing both her packs as she approached, and I was taken back to the first time I had ever seen her. Her short red hair shone brightly in the morning sun, and her green eyes gleamed when she glanced up at me. She was alive and vibrant, more alive than anything I'd seen in a long, long time, and she was my hero.
~ ~ ~ ~
The adrenaline drained away, pulling my strength along with it, and my knees buckled under me. I slumped to the ground before Ali made it up the hill. My vision blurred, but I still saw Ali's eyebrows draw together in concern as she hurried to me.
"You okay?" She was breathless. I wanted to tell her we were all right, but I couldn't get the words out. My mouth had gone dry. 
Her attention focused beyond me, and she rushed past to check on Stephanie, probably fearing the worst. 
For a moment, my eyes couldn't follow her. I didn't want to look behind me. I didn't want to see the body of the dead-brain I had killed, but I needed to make sure Stephanie was okay. Forcing my rubbery legs to obey, I somehow made it to my feet and stumbled after Ali.
Stephanie was covered completely by the packs. She had never pulled hers off, and had grabbed both of mine to hold in front of her for protection. She was shaking and crying beneath them, afraid to look out. I had stopped the dead-brain from even touching her. She wasn't hurt, but she was terrified. 
Ali tried to move one of the packs, but Stephanie squealed and jerked it back.
"It's okay." Ali said and glanced around nervously, making sure there were no dead-brains left in earshot. Stephanie continued to whimper but begrudgingly released her grip on the pack. It was then that I saw blood had sprayed across the packs and her blanket from the fight. I grimaced.
"Stephanie," Ali continued. Her voice was a bit harsher than before. I realized she was losing patience with Stephanie's cries. "You have to be quiet."
Stephanie's red-rimmed eyes fixed on her from over the pack. She let out a hiccupping sob, took a deep breath, and then mashed her lips together. The snot rattled in her nose somewhat loudly as she breathed, but Stephanie nodded her understanding.
"Good." Ali heaved a deep sigh and looked down at her bloody hands. "I don't understand how they can tell the difference in us, but they can. I could be screaming my head off and they would just watch. If they heard even a whisper from you..."
Ali's voice trailed off. She rubbed her hands against her pants, trying to wipe the blood away, but it only smeared. I glanced down at the gore that covered me and knew there was no way I could get clean short of jumping into a river. I knelt, grabbing a fistful of loose dirt and rubbed my hands together. It was a trick Seth taught me long ago and it helped to contain the drying, sticky blood.
An eyebrow arched as Ali watched me, but then she grabbed her own handful while she looked at the open land around us. Dead-brains littered the valley. Even though they were out of range of the frenzy call, more than a few had been attracted by the noise and were headed our way.
"We might have a problem." I croaked, my dry throat not wanting to get the words out.
"I know." Ali said, turning her attention back to Stephanie. She stood and extended both of her grimy hands to her. "Up."
Stephanie looked as if she might cry, but then reluctantly pushed the packs away and grasped Ali's hands. She was badly shaken, and it took an obvious effort for her to stand. Once she was up, I grabbed her arms to steady her, and Ali replaced her blanket over her shoulders. Stephanie instantly clutched it tight against her throat, and a small whimper escaped her as she spotted the dead-brains in the distance.
"Listen to me." Ali said, interrupting any other sound she could make. She grabbed both of Stephanie's shoulders and roughly spun her, forcing their eyes to meet. "We've only got one shot to get you to Vegas. No second chances."
Stephanie kept her lips mashed together as tears welled in her eyes. I cringed inside, wanting to comfort Stephanie but knew she needed to hear this. The harshness in Ali's voice didn't relent when she continued speaking. "You have to help us protect you. Be quiet, be still, and do what we tell you to when we tell you to do it. Got it?"
The tears spilled over as Stephanie nodded fiercely, but despite everything Ali said, a small croak escaped her.
"That's the last one." Ali said with finality, backing away a step. Again, Stephanie nodded. This time she remained silent. She dropped her eyes to the dirt and stood motionless as Ali grabbed one of my packs and tossed it to me. When her eyes met mine, I saw the anxiety and fear that she hid from Stephanie. It sent a chill through me, knowing she was just as scared as I was. I swallowed it down and shrugged on the pack.
"Here, Joss." Ali said as she bent over and unbuckled her dagger sheath from her thigh. "You need something bigger than that whittling knife."
I looked down at the small knife that looked so useless in my hand. Wiping it clean against my pant leg, I sheathed it and dropped it back in my pocket. When Ali held out the harness to me, I was reluctant to take it.
"Won't you need it?" I said, feeling foolish almost instantly. Her bowie knife was bigger than the dagger, but she had fought with them both so well, using them equally in a beautiful, bloody dance.
"You need it for now. We'll find something else soon." She glanced back at the dead-brains that were slowly approaching. They were steadily closing the distance and would be in earshot within a few minutes. "We need to move. Now."
I buckled the harness on as Ali grabbed Stephanie's arm and began to guide her down the hill. They were slow, maybe so as not to attract any more attention than we already had, and I was able to catch up quickly once I had my gear situated again.
Ali glanced at me as I drew near, her brow furrowed with worry. If we continued in the direction she had pointed, we would cross paths with a small crowd of dead-brains. I matched her troubled frown with one of my own, hoping she had a plan. She nodded toward Stephanie and spoke quietly. "Stay with her."
My frown deepened as I reached for Stephanie's hand, but she turned into me before I could touch her, surprising me as she latched her hand around my upper arm and pressed her forehead against it. She squeezed her eyes shut, leaving me with the responsibility of leading her. I looked to Ali, feeling the situation was spiraling out of control.
"There." Ali said, pointing toward a building that had just become visible on the horizon. It was some distance away from us in the valley, and it looked out of place sitting in the middle of nowhere. A flutter of hope shot through me, and I glanced back at Ali. Her nod was firm, decisive, and then she broke away.
Instantly dismayed, I watched her go, the brief hope fading as she left me to protect Stephanie on my own. Panic threatened to grip me, but her plan suddenly dawned on me as I watched her. She was heading straight to the closest dead-brain, knife already in hand. 
I leaned close to Stephanie, and though I didn't think she would, I urged her not to look. She nodded against me, and her grasp on my arm momentarily tightened. She didn't need to see this.
But I couldn't look away. I tried to tell myself that I watched so I could protect Stephanie if I needed to, but a small morbid part of me cheered every time another dead-brain fell to Ali's blade. Her motions were smooth and practiced. I wondered how many she had killed over the years to make it look so effortless. 
Each one that Ali approached turned to her, seeming almost curious, but they were unable to comprehend the death that came with her. She dispatched them one by one with the same well-practiced motion. The long blade of her knife stabbed into the soft underside of their chins and drove up into their brains. It was gruesome but simple. I tried to picture myself completing that same motion with the dagger, and I shuddered.
I kept us moving, and Stephanie trusted me completely, never pulling her head away from my arm. I aimed us toward the distant building as Ali cleared the way before us, keeping our pace slow so we wouldn't attract attention. It would have been easier on Ali if the dead-brains were grouped together, but they were scattered. That left her running in long, zig-zagging patterns in front of us to get to her next target. She had to be exhausted, but she never slowed.
Each step brought us closer to our target, but the dead-brains were converging on us. The path that Ali had to take from one to the next was growing further and further apart. Checking behind us, we picked up about twenty followers that were easily keeping pace. If they frenzied now, Stephanie didn't have a chance. The building in the distance was growing larger, but not in running distance if we needed to get away. My mouth went dry again.
"Have to try something else!" Ali shouted. Stephanie's hand around my arm briefly turned into a sharp claw as she tensed, but she relaxed it a second later. I frowned at Ali, wondering what else she could do but didn't dare respond. Any noise I made would only pull unwanted attention. 
Ali was facing us, looking past us to the following dead-brains and she began to shout in earnest, waving her bloody knife in the air. "Over here, you stupid freaks! I got something for ya!"
She let out a series of whoops and yells, and I looked back to see the dead-brains focus on Ali. 
"Keep going. I think I have their attention now." Ali shouted at us, but it was as much to draw the dead-brains' attention as it was to tell us to keep moving. Her plan was working. All of the dead-brains were completely focused on her, and I allowed myself a sigh of relief. I gently patted Stephanie's hand and felt her nod against me.
Once Ali had a few followers, she started her carnage once more. Her main focus was on clearing a path in front of us, but after each kill, she looked back our way, always keeping close tabs on the dead-brains that followed. When I could, I picked up our pace to increase the distance, but I also had to guide Stephanie around the bodies that littered our path. That caused us to lose ground, and the dead-brains kept on coming. 
Ali was relentless, never slowing in her gory job, and after about fifteen more minutes of ruthless killing, she had worked her way through all the nearby dead-brains. The ones behind us followed, but the gap between us grew. As long as they didn't frenzy, we would eventually out pace them, hopefully to the point they lost interest.
Ali took advantage of the lull to jog back to us, covered in sweat and blood. The whole scene was grisly and stomach-wrenching, and I hoped Stephanie didn't choose this time to look up.
"How you doing?" I asked, and only got a shrug from her in response. Being this close to her, the exhaustion was clear. She was drained. I tried to sound encouraging. "We're almost there."
"Yeah." The word came out as she heavily exhaled, and she sucked in a deep breath to continue. "But we don't know what we're walking into. Give me time to scout when we get closer."
I nodded and didn't prod her for more. The silence seemed safer as we walked on, and I looked hopefully at the building ahead and blinked in surprise. There were two buildings! One almost hidden behind the first, but I could see it clearly now. That also helped to boost my spirits. 
With the immediate threat of the dead-brains pushed back momentarily, I began to notice our surroundings. We were no longer walking on hard clay, but dead grass that looked out of place for this landscape. Looking around earnestly, I saw a pole sticking out of the ground not too far away with a tattered and faded flag hanging limply from the top. Old as it was, the number seven was clear against the white background.
A golf course!
A sense of bitter nostalgia flooded through me as memories of my father watching golf on television crept to the surface. It felt strange, remembering how golf had been so commonplace back in the old world. Dad had taken me to a course a few times, but those memories were foggy. I was too young to really enjoy or learn the sport, but the golf cart was a different story. That was the highlight of those boring trips.
My mind was caught up in those memories until Ali finally broke through, huffing loudly as she spoke. "You got this?"
Ali had shrugged off one of her packs and was handing it out to me. I grabbed it quickly as she started off to dispatch the dead-brains that were closing in, and I let the foggy memories fade. The buildings were so close now, almost in running distance, and there seemed to be a suspicious lack of dead-brains surrounding those buildings. Maybe we would catch a lucky break, and the buildings would be empty.
They were sheds, probably designed for course maintenance. Further back, against the other side of the valley wall, I could see bigger, grander structures, and assumed those were the main buildings for the golfers. Was it called a clubhouse? I couldn't remember for sure, but that seemed right.
"We're almost there." I whispered to Stephanie and squeezed her hand in reassurance, confident we would reach our target now. I got another nod, and her hand moved to her face, brushing at her checks quickly before she replaced it. My elation died away as I slowly realized that even if we made it to these buildings, we would eventually have to move on. The path away would be just as difficult as the one we were walking, and a crushing weight began to push down on me.
How can we protect her?
Ali stopped to look back at me and motioned to the buildings, letting me know where she was headed. As she drew further away, the unsettling feeling inside me grew. I increased our pace and Stephanie's grip on my arm tightened again. This time, her fingers remained clenched, but she kept her feet moving and her head down. 
When I heard her sniffle, my head instinctively shot around to check all the remaining dead-brains, but none were in earshot that could have possibly heard the small sound. I also noticed some of our followers had gotten bored and turned to wander in other directions. They were close enough to answer a frenzy call, but I tried to tell myself there was no reason for that to happen. It didn't do much to calm my nerves.
Ali disappeared behind the closest building, and it took a few seconds to figure out I was involuntarily holding my breath. Exhaling slowly, I focused on my breathing so I wouldn't disturb Stephanie any more than necessary. I counted the seconds until Ali appeared from the other side of the building, holding up the flat of her hand to me.
Wait, it said. Then she was off again, disappearing around the second building.
I slowed us down, walking Stephanie around another body. The lure of the buildings and the promise of safety looming so close had me wanting to rush in. Time stretched out as Ali stayed hidden from view, and my body broke out in a nervous sweat. I wondered how long I should wait before calling out to check on her, but then she appeared again.
"Thank God." I breathed, and Stephanie shifted against my arm, slowly raising her head to peek out with one eye. She must have caught a glimpse of something she didn't like because she quickly buried her face again, and her feet stalled. I decided to wait for Ali, not wanting to press the situation. 
Ali jogged back to us, her eyes studying Stephanie as she approached. "It looks clear." She said breathlessly. "Both buildings are locked, so I need to check inside, but I think you're safe to move up. I'll take care of these guys."
Ali motioned to the persistent followers and continued past us. Stephanie pulled her head away slowly, blinking rapidly from the glare of the sun. Once she was able to focus, she looked at me cautiously with red-rimmed eyes. I tried to give her an encouraging smile and took a step to pull her along with me. She followed obediently and actually chanced a look around. I felt her tense, and her hand clawed at me again when she saw the bodies, but she didn't make a sound. Her gaze turned toward the building in front of us, and that's where it stayed.
Finally, after what seemed like an excruciatingly long time, we made it. The relief was so overwhelming, I wanted to laugh, and was barely able to contain myself. I gave Stephanie a big grin as I pointed to a spot against the wall, tossing my packs down.
"Wait here." I said, and wasn't ready for the panicked look she shot back at me. Both of her hands reached out to grasp my arm and she shook her head fiercely. Tears sprang to her eyes.
"Woah." I said, catching her hands in mine. She stepped against me, afraid to let me leave. I wasn't comfortable leaving her alone with a bunch of dead-brains in view, but it was a necessity to make sure no surprises were waiting. I gently pushed her back against the wall, hoping I could soothe her enough to let me go. "Ali cleared it already. I'm just going to poke my head around the corner real quick."
The tears spilled over, and she sucked her trembling bottom lip into her mouth. Reluctantly, she pulled her hands back, but the pleading look never left her eyes. Finally, she nodded, causing the tears to drip free from her pale face. She looked so scared she might faint.
I backed away, taking several steps before I finally broke eye contact. Reaching the corner, I cautiously poked my head around, before holding a finger up for Stephanie to hold on. No sound came from her as I slipped around to the side of the building. I quickly rounded the other corner, saw two freshly killed dead-brains bleeding out, but nothing else. 
I retraced my steps, seeing Stephanie visibly exhale as I came into view again, and she actually let me slip past to check the other side without trying to grab me. As least I didn't have to lose her from view to check this last corner. Everything was clear around the buildings. More than a few dead-brains wandered around the golf course, but none in earshot. I returned to a grateful Stephanie, and she laid her head against my arm as I watched Ali clear out the last of the followers.
When Ali came back to us, she wasn't jogging anymore. She breathed heavily, and I knew she was thoroughly exhausted. When she spoke, her voice was flat. Another sign of how weary she was. "I think we're clear for a bit. Let me check out what's inside before we let Stephanie go in."
"You rest for a second. I can do it." I said, and Stephanie looked up quickly. She didn't protest though. In fact, a look of worry creased her forehead when she finally looked at Ali. It surprised me how quickly her fear faded behind her concern.
"Use the bricks," was all Ali said as she threw off her last pack and leaned against the wall, slumping down to a sitting position. "We'll be right here."
Bricks?
I decided not to ask. Ali was exhausted, but I was restless despite the lack of a good night's sleep. Jogging to the door of the shed, I frowned at the tarnished padlock that held it closed. Rust came away in my hand as I jiggled the lock, hoping for a little give, but it held the door tightly shut. Looking for some tool to help me break it, I saw the bricks lying against the other shed.
"Oh." I muttered, quickly picking one up and turning back to the lock. The padlock connected two brackets, one screwed into the door and the second into the door jamb. The assembly looked like it had seen better days. A big grin spread across my face as I realized I was able to do something to help out, and I raised the brick high above my head.
In a quick motion, I brought the brick crashing down against the loose brackets and immediately dropped it as a flash of pain shot through my hand. I danced away, looking down to see I had scraped a good part of my knuckles raw, and a small bit of blood began to seep to the surface. It didn't look horrible, but it hurt like a son-of-a-bitch. 
Shaking my hand, I ignored the pain and inspected the door. One of the brackets had been knocked loose, barely holding on by a couple rusted screws, and my grin returned. I pulled one of the screws out and was reaching for a second when the whole door rattled as something on the other side thudded against it.
I fell back into a low crouch, the smirk wiped away. There shouldn't have been anything in there, not with the door padlocked from the outside, and there was no other way in. 
Something fell against the door, I tried to tell myself. Then a second thump sent my heart pounding, and I reached for the dagger strapped to my thigh.
"Joss?" Ali called softly from the other side of the shed. 
"I got this." I answered, drawing the dagger as the blood from my knuckles dripped through my fingers. If it was a dead-brain in there, it wasn't frenzied. If it wasn't frenzied, I could kill it easily, just like Ali had killed all the others. 
My hand trembled as I pulled at the last screw, and it easily came away in my fingers. The bracket fell away, and the lock shifted and scraped against the door, still attached by the remaining bracket. I reached for the knob with my left hand, and firmly clutched the dagger hilt with my right. I held my breath. 
The door opened easily, although the rusty hinges squealed in protest. The rank smell was the first thing that hit me, followed by a dead-brain that shuffled out into the light. Its scrawny body collided against me with enough force to knock me back, and I swung my dagger at it in a panic, missing it completely. I lost my blade as my wrist bounced off its bony arm, and the dagger fell from my unsteady hand.
The dead-brain stopped, blinking weirdly in the bright sunlight. It hadn't noticed my attack, nor did it bother to look at me with its unsettling eyes. Scrawny and repulsive, it was impossible to tell how old it was, and its clothes were the only clue it was male. Its pasty, white skin seemed to be stretched over the bone as there was no flesh left on the thing. It had all been starved away.
I glanced at its hands, remembering what Ali had said they would eat if they couldn't find anything else, but this one had no open wounds in sight. Its long, skeletal arms and fingers were dirty but undamaged. 
"Joss?" Ali's voice came again, louder this time with another emotion lying underneath. Concern? Fear? I didn't have time to respond. The dead-brain had turned his head toward the sound of Ali's voice. Turned toward them. Toward Stephanie. I had to act.
I scrambled for the dagger, and as I straightened, I envisioned every dead-brain I had watched Ali kill. The way she plunged her knife into the soft underside of the chin and twisted, pulling it out quickly to let the body fall. I could do it. I would do it. 
Gulping down a breath of rancid air, I lined up my shot and thrust. My aim was true, and the dagger slid easily into its flesh. The dead-brain quivered grotesquely as its breath hissed through its closed lips, and I stared into the whites of its eyes, the crimson irises already rolled deep into its head. Somehow, I managed to twist the hilt, causing the dead-brain to spasm and cough, and then I kicked its body away. 
It landed on its back with the whites of its eyes facing the sky, and its last breath of air leaked out slowly. I had done it. My first clean kill.
"Goddammit, Josh!" Ali screamed at me from the other side of the building.
"Hold on." My reply was so breathless it was possible she didn't hear me. I quickly stuck my head inside the small shed to make sure there was no other threat. Choking back from the stench, I called out, "Clear!"
~ ~ ~ ~
"That's new." Ali said as she led Stephanie around the side of the building. "Where the hell did it come from?"
"It was inside." I said as I poked my head back into the building.
"Not possible. It was locked from the outside." Ali followed, and then reeled back as the unexpected stench hit her. I was prepared for it, but that didn't make it any easier to handle. I was able to get a good look inside the shed before I pulled back.
"I think it was locked in. There are pallets laid out in there. Looks like he was the only one that lived." Leaning up against the wall next to Stephanie, I realized there was no way we were using this building as a shelter. One of the pallets had a decayed skeleton under the rotting blanket. The other two were empty. Considering all the bones scattered around in there, it was easy to figure out what had happened.
Stephanie sniffed.
"Maybe we can clean it out some, so she can rest a bit." Ali said, poking her head back inside.
"Maybe we can see what's in the other building first." I countered. Ali pursed her lips and frowned at me before disappearing into the shed. I sighed. "Or not."
The small, dark window was pushed open, and shortly after, an unpleasant scraping sound resonated from inside the shed. Stephanie was back to grabbing at my arm, and I figured Ali could be right. If there were more dead-brains locked up in the other shed, at least Stephanie had a safe place to rest, as long as she could get past the smell.
"Come on. Maybe we should check it out." I offered, holding my hand out to her. She gripped it quickly, and we walked to the doorway. Inside, Ali had found a rake and was in the process of sweeping the old pallets and bones into a corner. Stephanie gagged, but she didn't hesitate before entering the shed. She went directly to the window and poked her face through the open frame.
"A little Febreze and I think we're good to go." Ali said as she topped off her morbid pile with an old tarp, hiding the disgusting thing from view. Although it wasn't ideal, the walls afforded a safe barrier against the dead-brains for the time-being. I pulled a tool box to the window so Stephanie could sit on it instead of the floor, and she shook out her soiled blanket, folding it over the box for padding. She sat, her hand resting protectively across her belly, and she propped her pack against the wall, resting her head against it.
The window didn't allow much light in, but at least we weren't in total darkness. After Ali was finished with her swift clean up, she began to rummage through the boxes and cabinet drawers. Everything was covered in a fine layer of dust, but it seemed there was no shortage of gardening tools here. I watched with little interest until I noticed something had caught Ali's attention. She came back to me, hefting a decent sized hatchet.
"Think you can put that to use?" She asked as she handed it over. I took it from her, and tried not to shudder as visions of killing with the small axe flooded my mind. It seemed it would be so much bloodier than the dagger.
Then, almost involuntarily, my eyes strayed to where Stephanie was trying to rest. For a moment, I saw Becky in her place; her straight brown hair, slim figure, and white tennis shoes. When she opened her eyes, they were still powder blue and full of life, not the blood red eyes of a dead-brain. 
I blinked the images away, and Stephanie was back again, trembling against the wall and ignoring us. My grip on the axe tightened as I looked up at Ali. "I think I can make this work."
My expression was hard, I could feel it. Ali nodded in understanding and didn't comment. She wore that same hard expression most of the time, and I had always known why, even if I didn't fully comprehend it. Now I was beginning to understand. 
Ali turned to Stephanie, bending down next to her as she spoke softly. "I need Joss's help to break into the other building. Will you be okay here for a few minutes alone?"
Stephanie's eyes popped open, but despite the fear that was evident on her face, she didn't protest. Ali patted her shoulder gently before straightening, and then she purposefully began looking around the shed. First, she grabbed a huge pair of bolt cutters, and then another tool that I could only describe as a small pitch fork. The latter she gingerly handed to Stephanie.
"Just in case, okay?" Ali said, and Stephanie stared wide-eyed at the tool, holding her silence. Ali motioned me to the door but paused before Stephanie. "Just don't stab us."
The comment actually broke some of the tension, and Stephanie managed a small smile. I grinned myself as I followed Ali out into the sunlight, pulling the door shut behind me. Seeing Stephanie's smile made me feel better.
Following Ali to the other building, she paused to test the single door, but it was locked from the inside, and she continued on to stand in front of the garage door. This one was secured to the ground by a padlock much larger and less rusty than the one I'd dealt with.
"Just keep an eye on the door." Ali mumbled as she bent down to fiddle with the lock. After a moment, she sighed deeply, and I knew she didn't bring me out here for my help.
"Joss, I don't know how we're going to do this." She was looking down and shaking her head, her short curls bouncing with the movement. My moment of elation was over, and I glanced back at the shed, my shoulders sagging.
"What about the clubhouse?" I asked after a moment but already knew it wasn't a real solution. Even if the clubhouse was clear, we were too close to the hotel. It could only offer shelter for a day or two at most. Ali glanced up at me, her green eyes flashing, and she looked away without commenting.
"Might be a better place to rest up," She said, setting the bolt cutter against the lock. "If it's safe enough, I could scout that neighborhood at night. Maybe get lucky and find something I can get started."
"Sounds risky." I frowned down at her, but she wasn't looking at me.
"It might be our only option. How far do you think we're going to make it into Vegas with her on foot?" Her voice was hushed so her comment wouldn't make it back to the open window where Stephanie sat. 
"Maybe we should skip Vegas." That actually earned another look, but then she shrugged.
"I guess we need to make it through tonight. Get to the clubhouse and get some real rest before we decide on anything." She turned her attention back to the bolt cutters, and I bent to help, but seconds later my jaw dropped open in surprise. In one quick motion, Ali snapped through the small ring of steel like it was paper. 
Shaking away my admiration, I grabbed her wrist as she reached for the door handle. She gave me a curious look as I thumped the door with the back of my hatchet, and then understanding brightened her eyes. We both waited, listening for an answer, but only silence came back to us. 
Ali grabbed the handle of the door and gave me a grim smile. "You ready?"
Gripping the shaft of my hatchet with both hands, I fell back into what I thought was a good battle stance. Even though we had not heard anything inside, I was tense, and my hands had a white-knuckled grip on my new weapon. As ready as I was ever going to get, I met Ali's eyes and nodded. 
She heaved, and the door rolled loudly up its rails, slowly exposing what it held inside. We both gasped, our surprise quickly turning to excitement as we exchanged glances. Inside were housed three golf carts, and one four-wheeler.
Darting inside to inspect our find, it only took a few seconds to discover the golf carts were electric, but I was more interested in the four-wheeler.
"My dad had one of these." I said, remembering the times Seth and I had taken it out to ride through our fields. I twisted off the gas cap to check the tank. The smell of gasoline hit my nose, and I could see a clear liquid almost filled to the brim. I turned a hopeful look to Ali.
Her eyebrows rose skeptically as she glanced at me, but then she shook her head and turned away. "It's not going to start."
I shrugged and continued my inspection. I quickly located the kill switch and the choke, and grinned as I saw the key in the ignition, dangling there like a big Christmas present. "I'll need a push."
Ali snorted as she studied the golf carts. "They're loud, aren't they?"
"Yeah." I said, releasing the brake and giving it a push. Even though the tires were a little low, it rolled easily enough out into the daylight. I smiled as I brushed some of the dust away. "But they can move."
"Hey, look at this." Ali called back to me. Pulling my attention away from the four-wheeler, I looked up to see her braced against the side of the cart and hoisting herself up to look at its roof. "Is this what I think it is?"
"What do you think it is?" I asked, walking back to her. I didn't have to lift myself up to see the black top covered in dust. I glanced at the other two, but this was the only one that had the black covering.
"A solar panel." She said, hopping off. She tugged on the cart, pulling it to the opening of the garage with a cloud of dust following her. A sneezing fit stopped her before she could get the cart into the sunlight. 
Hiding my smirk, I left her to it, not wanting to abandon the four-wheeler. Fumbling with the gear shift, I tried to remember how we had jump-started ours when the battery was dead. Throwing my leg over the four-wheeler, I sat down on the dusty seat and closed my eyes. The memories came rushing back, sharp and clear.
I had always been the one on the four-wheeler while Seth pushed. I had to hold the clutch, aim it downhill, and pray I could stop before I hit the pond. I wasn't always successful. One time I stopped the four-wheeler just in time, but I went flying over the handlebars to land with a splash.
Dad had been so mad at us, but even he feared Mom's wrath. He had thrown me in the shower and helped hide my mud-stained clothes, but eventually Mom found out anyway. Seth and I were both grounded, and we never found out what happened to Dad.
I shook the bittersweet memories away and opened my eyes to inspect the landscape. I could clearly see where the driveway used to be, although it was partly hidden by sand and clay. I frowned at the two dead-brain bodies that were lying right in the middle of the path, blocking the way. 
 Grumbling, I decided to pull the bodies around to the side of the building. If for no other reason, at least Stephanie wouldn't have to see them anymore, but I was determined to test the four-wheeler. Ali glanced at me and sighed as she realized what I was doing, but she helped me move the second body.
"Do you think you can get the cart to run?" I asked her.
"I don't know. Maybe we should plan on me looking for another truck."
"I'll push Stephanie to Vegas in that cart if I have to." I muttered and actually got a chuckle in response.
"I suppose it might come to that." She answered and managed to produce a threadbare rag to wipe the dust from the cart.
"Did you find any water?" I asked, wanting to wash some of the grime away but not daring to use what little we had for drinking water. Ali just shook her head. I sighed and went back to work on the four-wheeler.
Shifting it into neutral, I pushed it to the driveway, cringing as the wheels rolled through the blood left from the dead-brains. The pavement was hidden by a layer of sand, but the four-wheeler rolled a bit easier once I got it there. I leaned awkwardly over the four-wheeler, one hand on the opposite handle bar, the other pushing the clutch down near the foot pedal. I didn't know if I could get the momentum I needed on my own, but I had to try.
Once I got started, the four-wheeler rolled easily enough. I put a little more effort into my clumsy run, and got it up to what I hoped would be a reasonable speed. I was going as fast as I could in this difficult position, so I held my breath and popped the clutch. The four-wheeler jerked as the wheels caught, and my momentum carried me straight into the handlebar. It smacked me in the face before I flipped over it, landing flat on my back on the sandy concrete. 
I blinked as I lay motionless, staring up at the blue, cloudless sky. Groaning in embarrassment, I lay there, unwilling to move. The four-wheeler sat silent a few feet away, and I turned slowly to stare at it. Replaying the last few seconds over in my mind, I was positive I'd heard it growl as I tumbled. 
Ali's footsteps seemed to echo as she ran around the building, and I was staring back up at the sky again when she approached. She slowed as she drew closer.
"Are you okay?" She said breathlessly. My eyes flicked over to her when she came into range and I saw she was struggling to stifle her laughter.
"I'm just wonderful." I said, sitting up. "How about that push now?"
"Fine." She snickered. "I guess you earned that much."
"Damn right." I said, reaching for the handlebar to help me stand. We pushed the four-wheeler back to the edge of the driveway again, and we both kept our eyes on the horizon to make sure we hadn't attracted any more dead-brain curiosity. Ali had thoroughly cleared the area, so we had a little time before one wandered close enough that we'd have to deal with it.
"Alright," I said as I climbed on and pumped the clutch until I found what I thought was second gear. "Just get ready to jump to the side if it starts, or you'll run right into me."
"Got it." She replied. "Ready?"
"Go for it." I gripped the handlebars and leaned forward so Ali could see over me if she had to. 
Although it was slow to get it started, once we were rolling, Ali had the four-wheeler up to a faster speed than I could ever accomplish on my own. 
"Here it goes!" I called out, warning her before I popped the clutch. The tires grabbed hold of the pavement immediately, but the four-wheeler didn't jerk as violently as I had expected, letting Ali run safely off to the side. There was a low rumble beneath me, and then the engine roared as I gave it gas and the four-wheeler was moving on its own. 
Ali let out a whoop, and when I turned the four-wheeler, she was jumping up and down. I was laughing as I passed her, and she ran beside me as I drove back to the shed. We hadn't attracted any dead-brains, and I figured we would be fine to let the engine idle while the battery recharged. 
I pulled up alongside the shed, and Stephanie was peering out the open window. The smile she gave me was heartwarming, and it seemed to lift the dark cloud that had been hovering since we left the hotel. Her eyes were filled with a sense of relief so great it might overwhelm her. 
"Will that thing be able to haul a cart too?" Ali said as she caught up.
"Don't know about this one, but I know our old one would have been able to." I said. "We used to have a wagon that we hauled logs and hay in. Steep hills would give us problems, but we could push it if it came to that. We can't pack it too heavy since it'll be pulling all three of us."
"Just the essentials then, same as before." Ali said as she nodded in agreement. She turned to enter the shed, calling behind her. "I think I saw some rope in here, and a tarp we can use to shield Stephanie from view.
Ali gathered the few items she'd mentioned while I positioned the cart behind the four-wheeler, lining them up as best I could. Using a piece of PVC pipe I found in the garage, I threaded the rope through it before tying the cart to the four-wheeler. Hoping the pipe would serve as a brace, I continued to work on getting the two hitched together while Ali secured the tarp. When we were done, it looked hideous, but it would shield Stephanie while allowing us to move faster.
"Let's try the clubhouse first. With luck, it'll be clear." Ali was saying as she inspected our work.
I looked at Stephanie, who had been watching us from the window the entire time. She was smiling, and it caused the corners of my mouth to curve up as well. This was the most relaxed I'd ever seen her, and I finally started to believe we were doing the right thing.
I stepped to the window, grasping the sill with my hand as I cautiously reminded her. "You'll have to be quiet." 
"I know. I promise." She whispered, looking at me earnestly. She laid her hand over mine, her fingers gently brushing against my skin. The soft touch released a swarm of nervousness in my stomach, and I flinched, jerking my hand away. The wounded look Stephanie gave me cut deep.
"I'm sorry, caught me off guard." I smirked, trying to spare her by turning my hand so she could see the bruise on my knuckles. It didn't actually hurt, but she didn't have to know that. As soon as she caught sight of the dried blood, her hurt look turned to worry.
"I'm sorry, I didn't know you were hurt!" Her whisper rose to a level I wasn't comfortable with, and I glanced around for any dead-brains before turning my attention back to her.
"Shh," I leaned close, raising a finger to my lips. "It'll heal. We'll be ready to go soon. Let me take your pack."
She smiled slightly, seeming to have already forgiven me, and pushed her pack out the window. I noticed she was gripping the little pitchfork and realized she was going to keep it with her, maybe even permanently. At least she had something to defend herself with.
I tossed the pack into the cart and looked to Ali, seeing her glaring at me. She angrily motioned me over, and I stumbled toward her, guilt replacing the nervousness. It was obvious she wasn't happy with my exchange with Stephanie, and she pulled me close to whisper harshly in my ear. 
"Do not lead her on. You have to tell her."
My cheeks flamed as I pulled away. Flustered, I whispered back. "I'm not. I mean I will. Tell her that is. And I'm not leading her on."
"You better be sure about that." She continued to frown at me, and I could only nod under her glower. She relented only slightly but kept the angry tone when she spoke again. "Check the north side for any freaks before we get her loaded. I'll check the south."
"Yes, Mother." I scoffed, stomping off to look for dead-brains. Ali didn't comment, but neither did she leave. It wasn't until I slipped around the side of the garage before I heard her walk away. Stephanie already had me flustered, and now Ali was making it worse. I huffed and scrubbed a hand through my dirty hair, trying to shake off the stress.
Stephanie was just being nice, and it had caught me off guard. There wasn't anything there for Ali to worry about. No way Stephanie could want that kind of relationship, not after what she'd been through... right? But I had to tell her. I couldn't keep holding a dangerous secret like that. It wasn't right. My mind was made up by the time I'd finished my circuit. I would tell her tonight.
Feeling somewhat less conflicted, I saw Ali standing on the pavement, looking back to the western hills we'd come from that morning. Intending to let her know what I had decided, I went to her, but the thought died away as I approached. When I saw her face blanched white, drained of all blood, I immediately knew she was watching more than just dead-brains in the valley. 
"What?" I croaked, trying to follow her eyes to see what she was seeing. Maybe I saw something move along the ridge, maybe it was a dead-brain, but it could have easily been a trick of the sun.
But Ali could see it. Her answer sent an icy tremor through me.
"Reed."
 



CHAPTER 3 – ALI
 
 
 
We fled. After the rush to get Stephanie settled in the cart, I climbed behind Joss, and he drove us away from the small shelter. It didn't feel like we could go fast enough, even though the four-wheeler roared underneath us. I could see the freaks in the distance turn our way as we raced along the road, but I ignored them. They wouldn't frenzy over the noise, and they weren't quick enough to catch us... but how fast was Reed?
He was too close. If we had lingered any longer, he would have been on top of us by nightfall. If it hadn't been for Joss's determination to get the four-wheeler running, we would be stuck on the golf course, unable to get away. Hopefully, we could get the golf cart running, because I didn't share Joss's faith in the gasoline dependent four-wheeler. We needed another mode of transportation. The four-wheeler couldn't last long.
Unable to hold a conversation over the rumble of the engine, I was left to be tormented by my thoughts. Occasionally I looked behind us to check on Stephanie, but the tarp I had strung around the cart hid her from view. I could only assume she was tucked safely inside. 
Neither Joss nor I had told her what I'd seen. The relief on her face when she had climbed into the cart was an emotion I couldn't bring myself to shatter. She didn't need anything else to worry about. There would be no chance to tell her while we traveled, so Stephanie would be able to enjoy the ride in peace. 
The only road that led away from the golf course took us to the highway. I was no longer afraid that someone might be out searching for us in a vehicle. If Reed didn't have one, then I was positive Ryan had pulled off his coup. My mind spared me a brief moment from the fear of Reed, and I found myself hoping Ryan had survived. If Ryan had survived and took control of the hotel, would it be safe to go back? I thought on it for a moment, weighing our options, and decided not to risk it for now. We could always swing around later, once we lost Reed. 
My distraction was short-lived, and my thoughts focused back on Reed in a matter of seconds. I craned my neck, trying to see behind us again, but the cart blocked the view. I had nothing to do but sit idly behind Joss and worry. It twisted my gut into knots.
We made it through a break in the valley wall, and the land opened up beyond, revealing the outskirts of Las Vegas. I inhaled sharply, seeing the Vegas skyline in the distance, and some of the fear began to relent. Reed couldn't keep up with us on foot, and even though I had to leave the possibility open he could have developed some inhuman talent like Joss and me, I refused to believe outrunning an ATV was one of them. 
I feared he would chase us forever, and I bit my tongue, knowing Joss was already going as fast as the four-wheeler would allow. No matter how much extra distance we managed to put between us, I would not be sleeping easy tonight, if I slept at all. Maybe we could get ourselves hidden in the city, and I could prepare a trap for him. At the least, I hoped the four-wheeler got us far enough that we could let Stephanie rest somewhere safe and secure.
My gaze turned toward the surrounding neighborhoods, and I was surprised by the lack of freaks in the residential area. The highway itself was vacant as well. Although we weren't under the constant strain of a freak attack, the lack of activity was unsettling. If Vegas had been hit by the red mist, there should be plenty more of those bastards wandering around.
We passed a few freaks that lingered in the road, and they looked on with curiosity, not bothering to move out of our way. Joss had to drive around some, and one drew close enough that he was able to clumsily swing at it with his hatchet, scoring a hit on its arm. It got knocked back in the process, but didn't seem to care. The cart passed just inches away from its face, and it stood there, bleeding from its new wound. 
The road continued to clear up the further we drove. As we approached a long, vacant stretch, I tapped Joss on the shoulder, signaling for him to stop. We had been traveling for a while, and I wanted to check on Stephanie and get a look behind us.
Joss gave me a concerned glance but slowed to a stop. I noticed he didn't bother to kill the engine, which was probably a good idea.
"What's up?" He asked as I dismounted from the four-wheeler. I wobbled, my legs vibrating. 
"I just wanted to check on Stephanie." I said, shaking my legs and trying to work the feeling back into them. Joss smirked at me wryly, but he also began to stretch. Groaning, I walked to the cart and pulled the tarp aside. 
Stephanie yawned as she set up, having been using her bag as a pillow again. She had been drained by the earlier events, so I hoped she was able to get some rest. Her hair was frizzy and tangled, but she smiled as she looked at me, softening her expression. 
"How you doing?" I asked sincerely. Even after the scream that nearly brought her death on the ridge, I thought I could get to like the girl. She was determined to get through this with us, but she seemed so fragile. I felt another flash of doubt as I looked at her belly, but hopefully we had time to prepare for that.
"I'm okay, I think." She whispered and tried to smile. "I'm hungry, and I need to pee."
I chuckled and offered a hand to help her out of the cart. "We're clear for a bit it looks like. Not many freaks around."
"This must be where Reed had his men working to clear them out. They lost some men here." She took a long look around before slipping to the back of the cart to do her business. 
Once she disappeared, I searched the landscape, trying to spot movement. Several freaks tottered about at various distances, growing smaller until they were only shambling specs, but not one of those movements seemed to belong to Reed. I sighed heavily, satisfied for the time being, and turned to the cart.
I dug through our supply bag, searching for something Stephanie could eat that wasn't congealed soup. I found a packet of pasta and a can of fruit cocktail. I grimaced at the fruit, remembering an experience I had awhile back with some peaches, but I left them on the seat. Stephanie could decide if she wanted to take a chance. At least they wouldn't be toxic. 
It was time for me to put Walter's words to the test and skip a couple meals. Since Stephanie didn't have our resilience, the more food we could save for her the better. As long as we could keep her safe, there would be no shortage of supplies here. My gaze swung toward the west, and my thoughts strayed. 
How do we keep her safe from Reed?
I quickly wiped the unease from my face as Stephanie appeared. She joined me as we walked back to Joss, who had finished topping off the gas in the tank. He was frowning, and I caught the smell of something burnt. It took me a moment before I realized the smell was coming from the gasoline. My stomach sank, but Joss turned to smile at Stephanie when we approached. 
"So, where we going?" he asked nonchalantly, but I could see the anxiety in his eyes. They lingered on mine, a silent message of worry, and I was thankful Stephanie didn't seem to notice the exchange. We would continue to ride the four-wheeler as far as it would take us and hope it didn't die in the middle of a crowd of freaks.
"Well, I always wanted to see the strip." I forced a grin. It might not have been the best place to go, but at least it was a destination, and we would be putting more distance between us and Reed. I hoped we could get far enough away from him that he wouldn't be able to track us.
"How do we get there?" Joss asked.
"Just follow the signs." I turned and pointed to the road sign that clearly led the way to the old Vegas nightlife. Turning to Stephanie, I asked her. "You ready to go?"
"Yes. I think I could ride in this thing all day." She said with a happy sigh and climbed back to her seat. I frowned, and Joss returned the same concerned look. I took the opportunity to scan the road one more time. With a shake of my head, I shrugged at Joss and motioned toward the four-wheeler. When it was my turn to climb on, I groaned. My legs still felt numb.
We traveled further west, following the road signs to the strip. As the highway started to become cluttered with more and more stalled automobiles, the freaks returned. The placement of the cars reminded me of what I had encountered in Dallas. Looking inside some of the windows, I spotted the rotting skeletons of the freaks that had been entombed in them. It confirmed my suspicions that Vegas had been hit by the mist.
With the denser number of freaks in the road, our speed slowed. At times, it was a struggle to make it through the maze of cars combined with the lumbering bodies, but at least the four-wheeler and cart were small enough to travel through most of the obstacles. There were a few times I had to jump off to push the freaks out of the way. As long as they didn't frenzy, I didn't want to leave a trail of bodies for Reed to follow.
My concern for Stephanie grew. One time I checked on her, and she had adjusted the tarp so she could see out. The next time I looked back, she had covered it up again. That was for the best. With the number of freaks around us, if they frenzied now, there was no way either Joss or I could save her. The strain on Joss's face was an indication he was as worried as I was.
We worked through what seemed like several miles, every step of the way tortured with anxiety. The worst of it was when we got to an overturned semi-trailer, and Joss had to drive into the ditch to get around the pile up of cars behind it. I yelled at Stephanie to hold on and be quiet, and I had to jump off the four-wheeler to make sure the cart didn't overturn or get stuck.
It was tense, and my muscles were screaming as I struggled to hold the cart up-right on the ditch slope. Breathing a sigh of relief when it was safely on the concrete again, I stared around in wonder. On the other side of the semi, the highway stretched out in front of us, virtually clear of any vehicle and not a freak to be seen. Everything had been caught behind that semi-trailer in a world-ending traffic jam.
Joss gave me an astonished look and I could only shake my head in wonder. I climbed back onto the four-wheeler, and Joss drove on. It was almost bizarre at how empty the road was after what we had just struggled through. I tried to pull up the memories of when Vegas had fallen off the grid, but I was pretty sure it was after my father and I had fled Los Angeles. Maybe the people here had the time to evacuate or go to ground before they got hit.
As I mused, the lack of sleep from the previous night began to catch up with me. Stifling a yawn, I tilted my head down to rest my forehead against Joss's back. I figured it best I take advantage of the lull in action and close my eyes for a second.
~ ~ ~ ~
I flinched awake as the four-wheeler shifted underneath me. My hands seized Joss's shirt tightly before I realized we were stable. Joss had turned us onto an exit ramp. The sun was bright in my eyes and it took a few seconds before I could focus on anything, but I caught the perturbed look Joss gave me over his shoulder. 
Once my vision cleared, I looked around, not recognizing any of the landmarks from when I'd first closed my eyes. I huffed as I realized I had been asleep for more than just a couple minutes and was mildly irritated with my lack of discipline. 
Joss slowed the four-wheeler as we exited the highway. It gave me a chance to shake off my drowsiness and refocus on the world. I glanced at the cart, making sure it was secure, even though I had no reason to believe otherwise. I hoped Stephanie had gotten some much needed sleep, just as I had.
As we rounded a corner, I caught the road sign that labeled it Flamingo Road, and Joss let the four-wheeler roll to a stop. The fog of sleep was clouding my mind, and the sight that greeted us was so absurdly macabre, I felt like I was dreaming.
The street wasn't overly crowded with freaks, but there were more than I had encountered in any one place since leaving Dallas. It wasn't so much the number of freaks that littered the road, but how they were dressed. There were just as many freaks dressed in suits and evening gowns as there were in Hawaiian shirts and shorts, but those weren't the ones that stood out.
Showgirls.
At least three out of ten were wearing feathers and G-strings, or at least what was left of their ensembles. A few even had headdresses fixed in place, although they drooped and wilted, causing the freak's heads to drag to one side or the other to a painful degree. It was a horrible decoration on their starved and boney bodies.
I spotted one that wore a hot pink bikini top over her obviously fake breasts. The star-shaped cloth that covered her nipples had long tassels hanging from the middle of the fabric. The skin of her breasts had shrunk down to fit the odd, bulbous shape of the silicone underneath, and it hung awkwardly off her emaciated ribs. The sight was grotesque.
When I realized my jaw had been hanging open, my teeth made an audible click as I slammed it shut. We had caught their attention and a few freaks had already started to amble our way, their curiosity drawn by the rumbling engine of the four-wheeler. I grabbed Joss's arm, breaking him out of his trance, and pointed to a small plaza in the shadow of a lumbering hotel. Joss visibly shook himself, and he aimed the handlebars in that direction. His thumb pressed hard on the gas switch, and the four-wheeler roared forward.
Starting the four-wheeler off at such a sharp angle while the cart was skewed behind us was disastrous. When the four-wheeler leaped forward, the pull on the cart jolted all of us roughly, and we jerked to a stop. The cart tilted dangerously, two wheels lifting off the ground, and Joss quickly straightened the handlebars to roll us forward. My heart jumped into my throat as the wheels slammed down hard against the pavement. A chill crept up my spine as Joss's head snapped around, staring wide-eyed at the cart. I held my breath. His reaction confirmed what I thought I'd heard. Stephanie's muffled gasp.
Both of our eyes were darting everywhere, looking for even the slightest hint of frenzy. My mind was racing, hoping that the rumble of the engine was loud enough to cover the slight sound. I wasn't even sure I'd heard it until Joss reacted, and I was closer to her than any of the freaks.
Time slowed to a crawl. My eyes flashed from one pair of red-eyes to the next in rapid succession, but their behavior hadn't changed. Joss was shifting in his seat, trying to look every way at once, and as he twisted to look over his shoulder, our eyes met and locked. We both heard it. The growl that came from behind the cart shattered the stillness, and I could see Joss's world crumbling in his eyes.
"Go!" I shouted, rolling off the back without a pause. I stumbled as I tried to get my feet underneath me, but I was racing to the back of the cart a second later, my knife already bared. During our indecision, a single freak had managed to slip behind us unnoticed. It was so close. It's dark, ashen skin was sickly and gray, and it smelled of piss and dirt. Its red eyes glared at me hatefully as I rounded the corner, and its chest visibly expanded with air. 
The horrible grating sound erupted from it, raising every hair on my body on end. It was like a cold hand reached into my gut and twisted. I quaked as the effect run through me, and I growled as I twirled the knife in my hand and stabbed. The blade crashed through its open mouth, sinking into the soft flesh of its throat, and stopped only when the hilt crushed against yellowed teeth. 
The call cut off abruptly in a bloody gurgle. The freak bit down on the blade and the blade bit back, blood oozing from the fresh wounds. I jerked the knife free, and the freak tottered backwards, enraged but obviously confused. It spat and hissed as it searched wildly for Stephanie, unconcerned with me or the fatal wound in its throat. Blood was pouring out of its mouth and nose, and it choked as it tried to draw another breath.
My next move drove the blade into its eye, and it twitched once before it crumbled backwards into a heap.
I spun, spotting another freak closing in fast. This one was a showgirl covered in a green sequined bodysuit. She was several paces away, well out of my reach, and I could only watch in horror as she opened her mouth and screeched. The frenzy spread.
And Joss hadn't moved.
I turned back to scream at Joss, my eyes scanning the area for somewhere safe, or even defensible, but all I saw were freaks converging on us. Other freaks were taking up the call, the horrible sound drilling into my brain, and I matched it with my own yell, trying to drown them out. It didn’t work.
"Go, goddammit!"
Finally, the four-wheeler lurched forward, jerking the cart behind it, and I turned my knife on the sequined showgirl. The blade easily found a home in her throat, but it wouldn't kill her immediately. At least it shut her up, and I didn't have the seconds to spare once she was silenced. My focus shifted to the two freaks that were following Joss as he pulled away. The others were fixated on my activity, confused by the bodies I had already taken down, and they rushed in instinctively. I slashed at them with glancing blows as I ran past, frantic to stall the ones behind Joss. 
The first one was easy. She wore what was left of a blue satin gown, and wore only one high heel shoe. She tripped herself before I even caught her, and I quickly added her blood to the mess that already covered me.
The second one was escaping, running full out behind the cart in a limping stride. It screamed, releasing another frenzy call as it slipped further away from me. Determined to kill it, I set my feet to run but collapsed as a searing pain shot through my head. All the freaks that were surrounding me had thrown back their head and answered the call in unison. I crumpled under their rage, struggling to stay upright as bright flashes of pain shot off behind my eyelids. 
My blade fell to the pavement as I tumbled forward, my weakened grasp no longer able to hold it. The wails sucked at my energy, and I slapped my hands over my ears as I writhed on the ground, desperate to shut out the pain. It seemed an eternity, but their cry finally faded as they continued to mass around me. They growled and snapped at each other, but couldn't find what had drawn them in. They were confused they had nothing to attack.
My cheek scraped against the hard concrete as I raised my head, and I scanned what I could see of the plaza, trying to find Joss and the cart, but he had driven out of view. Able to hear the rumble of the four-wheeler's engine, a fraction of desperate hope rose in my chest, and I reached for my knife. Maybe I could sneak away from the probing mass of freaks that surrounded me without drawing their attention. 
Then, from the direction Joss had gone, another growl grew into the frenzy cry before I'd regained my feet. The mass of bodies around me surged toward the new call, and the hope inside me shattered.
With my hand around the hilt of my knife again, I fought the weakness inside me, lashing out at a freak that brushed against my shoulder. My lame attack barely slowed him down, and his rush knocked my hand away. Deja vu assaulted me as memories of the night I lost Seth sprang up unbidden, and it knocked me back down to all fours again, the knife clattering on the ground.
I fought for each breath even though there was nothing physically wrong with me, and I suddenly had the urge to vomit. Joss couldn't protect her, not against what was coming at him, and I had been too slow. I had failed again.
Get up! Get up! Get up!
The thought screamed at me, pleaded for me to move. Swallowing down the bile, I reached for the knife again as straggling freaks ran past me. The effort it took to pull myself up was almost as draining as the assault that had knocked me down in the first place. Every step forward was a new challenge, and my mind was already painting visions of a scene I didn't want to see.
But I had to keep going.
Pushing myself through each movement, I worked up to a run. My strength returned slowly with each footfall. Rounding the corner, my eyes fell on the four-wheeler and an overturned cart, but no Joss and no Stephanie. Dread knotted around my heart until I realized there was no blood. 
"Joss! Stephanie!" I cried, my eyes raking through the mob of confused and frenzied freaks, but I couldn't find them. A freak spun on me, hissing at me as I added to its confusion, and I punched it in the face, screaming louder. "Joss!"
"Ali!" I whirled at the sound of Joss's cracking and panicked voice. Shoving a freak out of the way, I ran in the direction his call had come from and found myself in the center of the plaza, but couldn't see Joss or Stephanie. Instead, I saw a stream of freaks rampaging down the side of the building, and the dread swelling inside me gave my stomach another kick. Hardening my resolve, I followed.
Running into a tight alley, jostling freaks out of my way in my rush to get there, my jaw dropped in shock as I laid eyes on Joss. He stood atop a garbage dumpster, his shirt ripped and his chest dark with fresh blood, and he roared at the freaks pressing against the metal beneath him. The hatchet in his hands swung back and forth without pause, lashing out at each freak that got near him. The throng around him was already three bodies deep, and Joss was working furiously to keep them at bay.
The last of his innocence was falling away in front of me, and it was another vision that would be seared into my memories forever. Stephanie was nowhere to be seen, so I focused on Joss and pressed forward, ignoring the grim probability. 
Choking back tears, I fought my way through the growing crowd. Freak after freak fell to the bite of my blade, but I wasn't making progress. As soon as I killed one, three more would rush past me from the plaza. There was no end to them. 
The constant killing motion was draining, blade cutting flesh, dragging against unyielding bone, again and again. I quickly grew numb to the warm spray of blood and gore. More freaks came in and more went down one after another. Some in suits and ties, and others in t-shirts. Hawaiian shirts, evening gowns, or nipple tassels, it didn't matter. They frenzied and growled and died just the same.
I closed the gap to the dumpster but couldn't get past the tight pack of bodies that surrounded it. Joss was growing weary, disgust and exhaustion etched on his face, but he kept at it, knocking back every freak that laid a hand near him. 
"Where is she?" I cried, regretting that I'd asked, but hoping he had heard me at the same time. Was she inside the dumpster, safe and unbitten? I couldn't bring myself to ask more.
"Safe." He paused to answer me, the hatchet held high over his head ready to swing again. "Maybe scratched up, but we made it ahead of them."
"Thank God," I muttered and felt a new energy surge through me. I continued to thin the crowd methodically, perfecting my death blows. Most of the swings from Joss's axe didn't kill the freaks but opened bloody, weeping gashes instead. Some swings did manage to land true, scattering bits of skull and brain along with feathers and sequin. Bodies piled on top of bodies until I couldn't stand on the pavement anymore and was forced to walk on a floor of flesh.
At one point, Joss fell to his knee, dry heaving. A freak next to his head hissed and growled at him, and Joss scowled back. A second later, his hatchet was buried in the middle of the freaks forehead, and Joss kicked it away. The nausea and disgust hampered me as well, and I swallowed it down as best I could. The crowd was thinning, and we were finally making headway. I had to climb over bodies to get to the live freaks, and I knew we were near the end of it.
Moments later, Joss crumbled to a sitting position on top of the dumpster, completely spent and exhausted. He had done his job well. No freak near him was moving. The few that were alive were confused rather than frenzied, and I easily finished them off.
When I turned to Joss, he was wiping tears, sweat and blood from his face as best he could. Dirty, brownish streaks smeared his cheeks, and neither one of us had a clean spot left on our body. There was no elation of victory, just weariness at the end of this battle before the next one inevitably started. Even though we had made it through, the defeated look in his eyes was devastating. His confidence that we could keep Stephanie alive was fading.
I climbed over the bodies, ignoring the uneven floor I was stepping on, and made my way to the dumpster. I inspected the wound across his chest, but it only looked like a scrape. Dismissing it and ignoring the plaintive look he gave me, I went on. The look in his eyes screamed of uncertainty, but I couldn't deal with it right then. There was an urgency bearing down on me to make sure Stephanie was okay with my own eyes.
Pushing the lid of the dumpster up, I looked in to see Stephanie laying atop five year old trash bags and sobbing. She cowered, holding her hands in front of her face to shield her swollen eyes from the light.
"I'm sorry." She sobbed, and her face crumpled. "I'm so sorry."
Then she slapped her hands over her mouth as if to trap the sound in. I huffed in disbelief and looked back down the alleyway. Any freak that would have heard her within a hundred yards was already dead. Looking back down at her, my voice cracked as I spoke. "I think it's clear."
She rolled to her side, curling her body around her swollen belly, and sobbed. I looked at the gore that covered me, then to Joss and the new slash that crossed his chest. Neither Joss nor I was in a state to comfort her, and all my energy was spent. I was out of ideas. Closing my eyes, I rested my head against my hand and searched for a solution to this mess. I came up empty. 
During my pause, Joss was acting. He peeled off his filthy shirt and used the somewhat cleaner inside to wipe away some of the muck, including the fresh blood along his scrape. Then he pushed me gently to the side as he climbed down beside Stephanie and awkwardly pulled her to him. She wept against him, not noticing or caring that the blood and sweat that was covering Joss was rubbing off on her.
Joss had his eyes closed as he cradled her. For a moment, I tried to recall him as the boy I had saved in the supermarket so long ago, but the vision of him so young and helpless faded away. This new world would not allow him adolescence, and he had pulled through today where I had not.
Be my strength, Joss.
He didn't see it, but I nodded my approval. Joss could share in the burdens we carried now, for better or worse. I no longer felt alone.
Leaning heavily on the dumpster, I wanted to rest but knew I couldn't. Taking a moment to gather what drive I had left, I whispered to Joss, sure that he would hear me. "We need to find a place to rest for the night. One of these buildings has to be. . ."
My head snapped to the entrance of the alleyway, the smell of smoke invading my senses. Joss, having been listening to me, immediately set up when he saw my reaction. "What is it?"
"Stay here." I waved him back down, already stumbling and tripping over bodies as I hurried away. As soon as I found level footing, I raced to the entrance of the alley. 
On the other side of the plaza, away from the hotel, a small bonfire blazed.
~ ~ ~ ~
The fire was not an accident. Intentionally set by human hands, it was small and controlled, and it gathered the remaining freaks that had not been caught by the frenzy. They milled around it predictably, and I dismissed them. Even with the looming threat of them discovering Stephanie, that was no longer the worry at the forefront of my mind. I was focused on discovering who had set the blaze. 
Reed? Why would he toy with us instead of killing us? He couldn't have caught up to us that fast. I dismissed the idea. Someone else was here.
I squinted, scanning the area for a sign of someone living here, but the area was abandoned aside from the freaks. The four-wheeler's engine rumbled softly as it idled, and the cart lay on its side behind it. They remained untouched.
An exaggerated movement from the fourth floor of the hotel across the plaza drew my gaze upward. My eyes zeroed in on the thick curtains billowing out from an open window, and a small shape moved in the darkness beyond. My breath caught in my throat as the tension coiled inside me. I stared, waiting.
The body drew closer to the edge, masked in shadows, but I could see through them. It was a she, I was sure of it despite the close cropped dark hair, and she was young. Maybe a young woman, but I couldn't see clear enough to determine her age. She stared down at me for a long moment before she moved.
A slim arm shot out the window, pointing at the building to my right. I glanced over, trying to see what she was indicating, and when I looked back, she was gone. I sucked in breath, meaning to call out to her, but let the call die away in an exultation of air. I couldn't bring the freaks back down on us by doing something stupid like shouting after her.
"Damn it." I muttered, turning to the building on my right. I ran along the glass front, seeing rows of tables and chairs inside. The steaming coffee cup painted on the glass of the small café was flaking and peeling, but from what I could see of the interior, it looked safe. The entry door was also made of glass, and I grasped the long metal handle attached to its frame and gave a gentle tug, not really thinking anything would happen. I gasped when the door opened.
For a moment, I stared in open astonishment, my mind trying to piece together this new development, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up as I felt someone watching me. I shot a look over my shoulder to the hotel window again, but it was bare. If the girl was spying on me, it wasn't from that window. Scanning the front of the hotel briefly, it seemed impossible to find her if she didn't want to be seen, so I turned back to the open door in front of me.  
Tentatively, I stepped inside. The air was musty and stale, and the tables were set for guests. Menus were stacked neatly at the front podium, along with silverware wrapped tightly in yellowed napkins that sat in a bin next to them. The scene had remained undisturbed for the past five years. The restaurant trapped in a pocket of time. 
"Hello?" I called out softly, listening for any sign that I might not be alone. It was quiet. The big room was divided into sections, and since I didn't have a clear view of the entire room, my guard remained up. Glancing back outside to the bonfire, the pressure of time bore down on me. The fire wouldn't distract the freaks forever, so I made a hasty decision. I made a quick circuit of the café, and then ran back outside to fetch Joss and Stephanie when my quick search came up empty. This café was definitely a better place to be instead of a dumpster.
Joss was standing inside the dumpster, watching for me as I rounded the alley. He visibly relaxed when he saw me but gave me a glare that I chose to ignore. I figured I deserved it. I did owe him an explanation once Stephanie was safe.
I began my stumbling climb over the floor of dead freaks and said, "I found a safe place."
Joss's eyebrow shot up, and he stared at me. Stephanie moved from within the dumpster, and Joss quickly bent to help her stand. 
"We have to hurry. The freaks won't stay distracted for long." I said as I drew near to the dumpster.
Stephanie rose over the rim just then and gave a sharp gasp as she took in the carnage. Her face paled. "How could there be more?"
"There's always more." I grumbled bitterly, motioning for Joss to help her out. There was no point in shielding her from how dirty the world had become. Maybe it would help her live a bit longer if she knew. I preferred this mess over the slave camp we'd freed her from, but by the look of horror on her face, she might be wishing she'd never left.
"I think we should carry her over this." Joss said as he braced himself to help her climb out. I nodded, agreeing with him completely. All it would take was one freak that wasn't quite dead to wake up and bite her. 
Even pregnant, she was small. Between Joss and I, we were able to lift her out effortlessly despite our aching muscles. I held Joss steady as he carried her. He had one arm hooked under her knees, and the other supporting her back. She had both her arms wrapped around his neck, and she clung to him. I thought her grip on him was so tight that if Joss let go, she would stay dangling from his neck. 
Joss set her down once we made it past the bulk of the gore, but Stephanie refused to let him go. She continued to cling to him, her hands wrapped around his bare arm as she trembled. I shook my head, ignoring the implications for the time being and leaned close to whisper to Joss. They would both see the fire.
"We're not alone here."
"What?" Joss snapped quickly, surprised. 
"Someone helped us out. Drew some of the freaks off so we could get into the café over here." I pointed at the bonfire as it came into view, and Stephanie cringed in fear as she let out a startled squawk. The sight of the milling freaks terrified her.
"This way." I said. "And stay quiet." I steered them toward the restaurant door. Both were eager to follow. All three of us were nervous with the freaks so close, and I cast uneasy glances over my shoulder until we had Stephanie safe inside.
Next to the door, a
padded bench sat in the waiting area, covered in a fine layer of dust. I indicated for Stephanie to take a seat, but she stepped further into the café, shaking her head fiercely. Having released her grip on Joss, she wrapped her arms around herself, and her dark eyes darted everywhere as she paced in a nervous circle.
I took Joss's arm, pulling him close so I could whisper. Stephanie eyed us warily before her eyes returned to the window. "I haven't had a chance to check everything in here yet..."
He nodded firmly and broke away from me, leaving me standing there with instructions still on my lips. I huffed as I watched him head straight to the back corner.
"Where's he going?" Stephanie whined, panicked that her hero had left. I ground my teeth briefly in annoyance before answering her.
"To make sure the restrooms are clear."
Stephanie drew quiet, watching Joss's back until he disappeared. Then she nervously looked out the window again to watch the freaks on the other side of the plaza. She couldn't stop looking at them. I shook my head and wondered again how we were going to keep her alive.
I paced, and Stephanie didn't seem to mind my nervous movements. There was a kitchen area we hadn't checked, but I wasn't going to leave her alone until we were sure it was clear. Every few moments, my gaze fell on the hotel across the plaza. The front of the hotel faced a different street, so the side facing us was nothing but a wall of windows. My eyes searched them all one by one, but there was nothing there to see. 
Joss emerged from the bathrooms, only to disappear again into the kitchen. When he came out a second later, he shrugged. "It all looks clear. I think we're safe for a while."
I heaved a sigh of relief as I walked deeper into the café, Stephanie on my heels. Joss intercepted me before I got far. "Who helped us?"
It was my turn to shrug. I pointed across to the open window were the curtains spilled out into the daylight. "She was there. All she did was point over here, and the door was unlocked."
"She?"
"She." I nodded. That seemed to relax him.
"Is she alone?"
I shook my head. "I don't know. She was the only one I saw."
Joss stepped closer to the door and crossed his arms over his bare chest, staring up at the open window. He didn't bother to turn back to me when he asked his next question. "Is she like us?"
She had to be, although I couldn't know for certain. "Maybe. Not sure I like this."
"Same." He answered quickly. "What do we do now?"
"Rest while we can. Get cleaned up. God, I can't wait to get out of these clothes and burn them." I muttered to myself at the end, but Joss was nodding. I continued "Maybe I can find a car here."
I hadn't really thought about it until I'd said it, and I immediately brightened at the thought. Joss gave me a rueful grin over his shoulder, obviously jumping to the same conclusion. If I could find a car, that would make getting out of here easy. If Reed was still looking for us, he would never catch up. 
Then a twinge of guilt hit me when I looked at Stephanie. We hadn't told her about Reed, and now I wasn't so sure it was worth giving her something else to worry about. She had shrunk back even further into the café and wore a terrified expression. Joss noticed it too and backed away from the window, moving to stand closer to her. Her attempted smile was barely more than a grimace, and I suddenly felt like I was intruding. 
"I'll go get the packs." I mumbled and turned to the door. Joss needed to have that talk with her soon. It would feel like I was nagging him if I brought it up again, but the look in that girl's eyes whenever he was near her unsettled me. 
The four-wheeler idled where we left it, and I struggled with the cart to get it turned upright again. Surprised to see all our packs and even Stephanie's blanket in easy reach, I loaded up the cart and looked at the four-wheeler skeptically. I gently pressed the thumb switch under the right-side handlebar, and the four-wheeler roared. It jumped forward and I leaped back, narrowly avoiding getting my foot ran over. The weight of the cart jerked the four-wheeler to a stop, and I grinned.
"That doesn't look so hard." I said to myself, gingerly mounting the four-wheeler. A quick glance back at the bonfire told me some of the freaks were starting to lose interest, and it would only be a matter of time before I caught their attention. In a rush to get back, I gave the four-wheeler a little gas and angled the handlebars toward the café.
It took a little getting used to, but I learned the feel of it quickly. Driving the four-wheeler to the door, I rolled several feet before I found the break by my foot. Once I got the four-wheeler stopped, I saw Joss watching me from the window, grinning. I sniffed, gathered the packs and dragged them inside.
"Not bad for your first time out." He said mockingly when I walked in. I glared, resisting the urge to stick my tongue out at him, and tossed him the key. He snatched it deftly out of the air. No point in leaving it in the four-wheeler and letting our mystery helper steal it, however unlikely it seemed at this point.
"You need any help with that?" I asked, pointing at the scrape across his chest.
"Nah." He said, already digging through his pack, hopefully for a shirt. "It's just a scratch. Got it when I turned the cart over."
I rolled my eyes, but no one noticed. Turning my attention to our surroundings, I made a full sweep of the café before settling somewhere, making sure to inspect all the cabinets and drawers. I found a few things that could come in handy, but the biggest find was a few cases of Dasani water bottles. 
The afternoon quickly turned into evening, and the bonfire was fading to embers. There was no electricity, no running water, but we had found a safe, semi-comfortable place to rest. After changing our clothes, and using the bottles of Dasani to wash up, I still wished for a shower. Even though my hair was shorter now, I couldn't get all the blood washed out, and my boots would be forever stained a rusty brown.
After recovering her blanket, Stephanie retreated to a booth in the back corner, and it seemed as if that's where she planned to stay. Joss rummaged through the same cabinets and drawers I'd already searched, and I lingered by the windows, keeping watch. I spent as much time staring at the open window of the hotel as I did at the freaks on the other side of the square. They all seemed bored by the dying fire, but they didn't stray far from it. The plaza directly in front of our building remained clear.
The idea of exploring the hotel and our surroundings nagged at me, but I couldn't leave Joss and Stephanie alone for long. I chewed at my bottom lip as I stared off into nothing, lost in my planning.
"I can go." Joss said, breaking into my thoughts. I glanced over my shoulder, startled. I hadn't even heard him approach. My immediate reaction was to tell him no, but the calm, level look in his eyes gave me pause.
He continued, "You can protect her better than I can."
I wanted to argue. True or not, he had saved her more than once today, and I had failed. My thoughts were whirling when he grabbed his yellow-handled hatchet and looked at me expectantly. The seconds dragged out.
"Don't be gone long." I whispered, and in my head I heard, don't go at all, but I couldn't stop him. He had proved himself today, and I had to let him go. "Just get a look around and stay away from that hotel."
One corner of his mouth curved slightly, and he slipped out the door. A moment later, he was jogging across the plaza, away from the freaks at the bonfire. Stephanie left the security of her booth and joined me at the window. We both watched him as he scouted out the surrounding buildings, and then disappeared into the parking garage.
I let out a nervous, pent-up sigh and saw my emotions mirrored on Stephanie's face. It was a short scouting trip, and he would be back in no time, but I couldn't get the words out to reassure her. Instead, I sat at one of the tables against the window and kept watch.
Stephanie was not so bold. She sat down again, but at a table deeper in the café, away from the window. The thin pane of glass separating her from the outside world probably didn't seem to offer much protection to her. I could understand that.
"How are you feeling now?" I asked, unsure of what to say, and the silence was stretching out to awkward lengths. 
"Tired." She replied almost absently. When she continued, her voice was uncertain. "He's very brave... So are you."
I eyed her carefully. I wondered if she was trying to compliment me or stating what she thought was fact. "It's easier being brave when you know they can't hurt us."
"No. I don't mean the red-eyes." She said. "Well, I guess them too, but I meant what you did back in Boulder."
"Oh." I didn't know how to respond. I didn't see what I had done as brave. "I just did what I needed to do to keep Joss and I together."
"When they found me, I wasn't brave." Her voice was low, and she was no longer looking at me. She was staring down at the table. "I was living in a school with one of the teachers and some classmates. We were all that was left, but we were doing okay. When Reed showed up, we didn't even think to fight."
Sadness flooded me at the sound of her flat voice. She was free now, but the scars she carried were even worse than what I had been through. There was nothing I could say that could possibly give her any comfort. I fumbled, and finally replied weakly, "You couldn't have known what was going to happen."
"No." Stephanie agreed. "I was scared, but I thought we would be safe. I just didn't want to die or become one of... them." She finally looked up to nod toward the milling freaks outside, and then fell silent. 
I looked back to the window, watching for Joss as I spoke. "There are other people out there. Good people."
My thoughts turned to Sundown. If we could find another community of good people out here like them, then Stephanie would be safe. She could have her baby and raise it in peace. 
And then what would Joss and I do?
I frowned and chewed on my bottom lip. What would Joss want to do once we found a safe place for Stephanie? Nothing good would come of staying with her. Before I could become mired in my new contemplation, Stephanie interrupted my thoughts, and I was glad of it.
"There were good people in Boulder, too." She said. "A lot of kids. I hope they're all okay."
"How many people were in there?" I asked, and Stephanie quickly started to rattle off names. I couldn't keep up. They all blurred in my head.
"I don't know how many girls were in the pits. Sometimes, once they went down there, I'd never see them again. Maybe they're still there. Maybe not. Probably not." Her eyes turned glossy, and she sniffled before she continued.
"My classmates tried to escape. I was too scared to go with them. When they didn't come back, Breck said the red-eyes got them, but I don't know. Mrs. Gracie, my teacher, went down in the pits the day after we got there, and I never saw her again."
Slim fingers flicked the tears from her cheeks, but her voice never broke. It remained flat and monotone as she went on. "Mick was the only one who ever touched me. He threatened to kill anyone else who did. I guess I was lucky for that much."
My gut twisted. What a horrible thing to consider luck, but I quickly realized the truth of it. Mick had managed to keep her out of Russell's hands and anyone else in the hotel that might have been worse. I couldn't stop the shiver that ran through me. 
Stephanie sighed heavily, and then started again in a much lighter tone. "So, Joss says you guys are from Oklahoma."
I chuckled lightly but felt guilty shortly after when I caught the confused look she gave me. "Joss is from Oklahoma. I'm from Washington, D.C."
"Oh." Her brows furrowed together. "Are you brother and sister?" 
"No. They just assumed." I shrugged. "Never felt the need to correct them."
Her head cocked to the side as she continued to stare at me uncertainly. "Are you even related?"
I smiled slightly and shook my head. "Not by blood, but he's all the family I have left."
Stephanie caught my meaning and nodded. "I understand. I miss my mom. I think about her every day, but it seems like it was so long ago. My memories are all fuzzy."
"I know. It's the same for me." I looked down at the table, my fingertips absently tracing the wood-grain pattern of the table top. Several moments passed in silence. When Stephanie spoke again, the quiver in her voice shocked me back to attention. 
"Uh... Ali?" Stephanie stood, standing so quickly her chair toppled behind her. She was pointing out the window. I leaped to my feet, instantly seeing what had startled her. 
Joss was walking back to us slowly, both hands held high in the air. The girl I had seen at the window earlier was walking behind, a rifle pointed at his back. As I rushed out the door, Stephanie took my place at the glass, heedless now of the freaks that might see her.
"Everything's okay," Joss was already yelling before I'd made it outside. "She just wants to talk."
"Okay. Let's talk." I said, throwing my bare hands in the air in imitation of Joss. Panic was already pulsing through me. I could see more clearly now. She wasn’t as young as I’d thought, and her jaw was clenched in anger. A bad sign.
"Why are you here?" she said as the distance between us closed.
"We were just passing through." I tried to sound friendly, but my voice was taut with anxiety. "You really helped us out back there."
"I didn't do it to help you." She snapped, allowing Joss to continue walking toward me while she held her position. 
My head shook in confusion. "Then why?"
There was a moment of silence before the girl lowered the rifle and pointed sharply at the café door with her other hand. "Her."
Stephanie?
Despite myself, I started to turn a look over my shoulder but managed to pull my attention back to her. I wanted to ask her why, but she was already talking again. "This is my home, and you're intruding. You came here uninvited and made one hell of a mess. What am I going to do when those bodies start stinking?"
"Sorry. I'm sorry." I stammered, completely caught off guard. "We didn't know anyone else was here." My hands were still up, and Joss was almost to me. The woman began to take slow steps backward toward her building.
"Well now you know. Clean up your mess, and then we'll talk." 
"Wait." I begged, my arms reaching toward her with my palms out in a halting motion. I didn't want her to vanish again so quickly. "What's your name?"
She paused at a small side door I hadn't noticed before, and turned to look back at me. Her green eyes bore into mine. Again, her answer came slow as she considered my request, but finally she answered. "Meg." 
She disappeared into the hotel and the door shut with finality behind her.
I looked at Joss as he stepped close to me, and he grinned sheepishly with his hands still in the air. "I found her."
 



CHAPTER 4 – JOSS
 
 
 
I slipped past Ali, who remained staring after Meg. She had lowered her hands to her hips, her eyes blazing. I didn't know if she was thinking about Meg or me finding a way into her hotel. I feared the latter, but it wasn't enough to wipe the grin off my face. I was ecstatic to have found someone else like us. Someone we could actually talk to.
As the door shut behind me, Stephanie stood close by, staring at me expectantly. She had her hands clasped in a white-knuckled grasp in front of her. "Who is she?" 
"I don't know." I said with a shrug, grinning. "She lives here, and she's definitely like us. Like me and Ali."
"She's the one that helped us? Are there more of them here? Does she live in that building?" Stephanie was excited, her questions tumbling one over the other.
I shook my head. "I don't know. I didn't see anyone else, but I wasn't really looking. The gun was kinda distracting." 
Stephanie blinked at me, her expression blank, and I turned back to the window to hide my smirk. Ali was rooted in the same spot with her arms folded across her chest, staring at the hotel. Why wasn't she coming inside?
"Well, what did she say?" Stephanie prodded.
"Her name is Meg. She wants us to clean up the bodies." I answered absently.
"What do you mean?"
I shrugged, not having the faintest clue on how to tackle that problem. Ali would have to work that out. Stephanie continued to barrage me with questions I couldn't answer until Ali came inside. Then Ali started in on me with a list of her own. 
"What were you thinking? How did you even get in there?" Her frown was close to a scowl as her eyes fixed on me.
"There's a basement in the parking garage that connects to the hotel. I wasn't going to go in by myself." I looked away from her. The door had been locked when I'd tried it, anyway.
"Then how did you get in there?"
"Not by myself." I grinned, pleased. Ali was losing patience and that only seemed to make it harder to stop smiling.
"Okay, smart ass. Where did you find Meg?" Her arms were crossed over her chest again, and she glared at me.
"She found me." I said, finally relenting. My smile faded. When she had busted through that locked door, I had screamed and dropped my hatchet. The woman didn't let me pick it back up either. Ali didn't have to know that part. "She must be watching us."
"What all did she say to you?"
"She wasn't exactly chatty. More pissed that I was snooping around. She asked me who we were, then pretty much told me to get out."
"She's scared." Stephanie said softly. "Nobody likes strangers."
"You're right about that." Ali agreed, her anger seeming to fade a little. She was chewing on her lip again and turned back to the window. "How are we going to get rid of those bodies?"
"Can we burn them?" I asked. 
"It would take some time, and smell pretty rank in the process." Ali said. "Maybe we can use the cart to haul them off." 
"And then burn them?" I asked again. 
Ali didn't look at me, but her sigh let me know she was exasperated. I was surprised when she somewhat agreed. "Maybe. Whatever we do, we'll get started in the morning. At least we can sleep comfortably in here tonight."
That we agreed on. We were able to get a good dinner together, complete with silverware and plates. Ali managed to rig a small fire in the bathroom near the window, and the hot, salted noodles she made were excellent. A huge improvement over the cold soup we had for breakfast. 
At one point, I turned to Stephanie and smirked, "Do you miss potatoes yet?"
"Oh, God, no!" She replied, laughing. Even Ali's mood began to lighten after that.
The evening was restful, a few hours of peace that we sorely needed. Ali and Stephanie talked about old television shows, but I couldn't follow their conversation. I could vaguely remember television since I'd grown up in the country with only local channels, and Lawton didn't have the good stuff. I was too young to care at the time, anyway, but it was nice to see Ali and Stephanie finding common ground.
When the sky deepened to darker shades of pinks and purples, Ali volunteered to take first watch. Stephanie and I both crawled into our pallets, and she was snoring softly within minutes. I had a harder time falling asleep, but when I finally closed my eyes, it seemed Ali was waking me up a second later, already my turn to take watch duty. She snuggled into her pallets, and I spent the rest of the uneventful night staring out the window at the milling freaks.
As soon as the first light of dawn broke over the horizon, I rushed to wake Ali. The last few hours of my watch had been increasingly boring, and I was growing tired of being alone with my thoughts. Ali didn't seem to mind the early morning wake-up call, and was eager to get our gruesome task over with. 
"I was thinking about it all night." Ali said as she strapped on her weapon harness. "We should use the cart to haul off the bodies. We might have to burn them, but at least they won't be close to us. If you're okay staying with Stephanie, I'll try to find a decent place to dump them. You want to help me get the four-wheeler started?"
"Okay." I cocked my head to the side as I watched her. I didn't have much to add to the conversation. I conceded that Ali would have to be the one to come up with a good plan to dispose of the dead-brains. I grinned. "Do you need a driving lesson?"
"I think I have the hang of it." She said wryly. I chuckled.
Stephanie sat up on her pallet and yawned loudly before she spoke. "I can fix breakfast."
"I saw some white rice and sugar in the kitchen." Ali suggested.
"Yes!" Stephanie almost squealed. "I haven't had sugar in forever! How do you fix it?"
Ali smiled at her. "Wash the rice with the Dasani, then boil it until..."
I stopped listening, moving to the door to get a count of the freaks wandering around outside. They had spread out some since their bonfire party, but only a few had broken off and scattered in separate directions. They looked manageable. 
Glancing back at Ali to make sure she saw me, I nodded to her before slipping out the door. My plan was to get the four-wheeler started and make sure the cart was secure behind it. First thing was to check the fuel level in the tank. I groaned when I couldn't see anything after spinning off the lid and had to rock the four-wheeler to get a visual. A sharp smell wafting from the opening made me cringe. I knew that last batch of gas I had used had gone bad. It had smelled nothing like what I remembered gasoline should smell like.
Grumbling, I mounted the four-wheeler and slid the key into the ignition. Thumbing the choke, I turned the key, but the engine only gave a low hiss that quickly faded away. The battery was bad, on top of the other problem. I was sitting there dejectedly when Ali came out, an eyebrow arching as she stared at the four-wheeler.
"Do we need to use your little trick again?" She asked.
"We can try." I shrugged. "There's not a lot of gas left, though."
Ali groaned, running a hand through her short hair. She stood silent for a moment while she contemplated and sighed. "Guess it's time for plan B, then."
"What’s that?"
She looked at me and smirked. "Burn 'em." 
I chuckled as I watched her move to the cart to pull out the canister of bad fuel. At least it would still ignite. I asked her, "You really want to talk to Meg, don't you?"
"Of course." Ali said. "Maybe she has some answers. Somebody has to have the answers somewhere, right?" Her vibrant green eyes were searching as she looked back at me. 
I nodded and smiled.
"We'll take shifts until all the bodies are gone. It'll make it easier, at least. Then Meg will talk to us."
"If I don't piss her off more than she already is." Ali huffed. "This isn't going to be pretty." She glanced up at the hotel, and I saw the worry and tension etched on her face. She seemed desperate to talk to Meg, her quest for answers driving her. It was more than I could understand. 
A few dead-brains wandered close, possibly drawn by our conversation, and caught Ali's attention. She glared at them. "Guess I better get started." 
I watched her go, frowning at her back. There was more to her tension and worry than just dealing with the dead-brain bodies, but I had no idea how to help her. A sick feeling settled in my stomach when I thought about what might have happened to her in the hotel, dark things she wasn't telling me. Was that why she cut her hair? I sighed deeply before turning back to the café.
Inside, I had to hunt for Stephanie, finally finding her in the bathroom working to get another cook fire started in the sink. She already had the rice in a pot of water, and a bag of sugar sitting on a clean tablecloth on the floor. The thought of eating something sweet made my mouth start to water. Ali had fixed sweet rice for me a few times, but we had been in Sundown the last time I had any.
"Thanks for doing this." I told her, propping the door open so more light could filter in. The small window was already open to vent the smoke, but it didn't allow much light in to see by.
"I'm just happy that I can help do something." She shrugged. "It feels like I've caused nothing but trouble."
My smile quickly faded. I never would have said it, even though it was true. I wanted to protect her and find a safe place for her and the baby, and I was pretty sure Ali felt the same way by now. Stephanie took note of my silence and glanced my way. I wasn't able to mask the look on my face fast enough, and Stephanie's shoulders slumped as she turned back to the sink.
"Did I make a mistake?" She asked softly.
I considered my words carefully, not wanting to hurt her more. "We knew it would be hard. Ali and I both knew what it was going to take to get you out of there. You didn't make a mistake." It sounded lame in my ears, but I hoped it was enough to reassure her. I believed my words. "You know what it's like traveling out there."
"No," She replied in that same soft voice. "I don't know. What I've seen these past couple of days... it's terrifying. It makes me wonder how anybody is left alive at all." She didn't look at me while she spoke. She was completely focused on lighting a fire. "After what happened to my mom, I just stayed at the school. There were a group of kids and teachers there, and that's where we lived. The adults only left long enough to find food, and a lot of nights we went hungry anyway. We always thought somebody was going to come save us."
"You saw some of the dead-brains though, didn't you?" I asked, leaning against the wall close to her. She struck one of the matches Ali had found, and lit the small stack of kindling at the bottom of the sink like Ali had shown her.
"A couple. I knew the one that got my mom. Some kid named Marty that worked at our grocery store." She paused to poke at the growing flames with a metal tong before continuing. "He wasn't the only one that caught up with us. We ran, but Marty was faster than all the others. He caught us on our front porch, and Mom pushed me out of the way. Everything happened so fast after that.
"He knocked her down and was on top of her before we could get the door open. She kept screaming for me to get inside, but I couldn't leave her there. I knocked him off with one of the lawn chairs, and we made it inside before the others caught up. It was too late, though." Stephanie sighed deeply and rubbed at her nose. "She knew what was going to happen and got me to the school before she got sick. She told me goodbye, and I never saw her again."
Stephanie fell silent. I remembered her telling me that her mom had turned, and she never talked about having any other family. Not knowing what to say, I gently reached up to pat her on the shoulder, hoping that would be enough to comfort her. I didn't expect it when she turned quickly to crash into me, sobbing as she buried her head in my shoulder. Her hands clawed into my t-shirt, and her shoulders shook as her warm tears instantly soaked through the thin material. 
Shock paralyzed me, and it took several seconds before my brain began to work again. I awkwardly wrapped my arms around her to comfort her, and the hardness of her pregnant belly pressed against my stomach. My attempts to shift away from here were in vain. She was crying too hard to notice. 
Suddenly, I felt a flutter in her belly and then a thump struck my own stomach. My surprised reaction was instant, and Stephanie's grip couldn't hold me anymore as I danced away. She gasped and broke into a nervous giggle that was interrupted by an occasional sob. She wiped at the tears on her cheeks and managed to get out two words between her odd hiccups. "I'm sorry."
I gingerly touched her belly with my fingertips and smiled. "I guess he's doing okay."
She nodded and regained some of her composure. "I think so. He moves around a lot, even after everything that's happened."
"That's good." I said and wondered how much time we had left. If Stephanie thought she was trouble, how many dead-brains would be called by the crying of a newborn baby? I swallowed my worries and continued. "We'll find a place that's safe."
She gave me a cynical look, her head tilted to one side and lips pursed. "Do you really think we can?"
"Yes." My response was quick. A pause would have revealed my doubts. "They're only real thick around the cities. I lived on a farm for three months and never saw one. We can find a safe place."
Stephanie heaved a sigh of relief. I patted her on the shoulder before moving the pot of rice to sit it on the fire. It was a tight fit, but with Stephanie's help, we were able to get it secured.
"How long do you think it'll take to boil?" Stephanie asked.
"Shouldn't take too long, but one of us will have to watch the fire."
Stephanie smiled up at me, her dark eyes catching the light. "I'll do it."
She left no room to argue.
~ ~ ~ ~
Twenty minutes later I was pacing through the store, bored. Since Stephanie decided she was going to take care of preparing the meal herself, I had nothing to do. Guard duty was boring, but I didn't envy Ali and the job she was working on. It would be my turn soon enough. 
My steps kept taking me to the window, and I stared up and down the plaza at what I could see. The view was boring, but there were some promising areas I wanted to explore. I was also curious to see one of the casinos. I only had the vaguest idea of what they would be like, but Ali wanted to see them, so I did too.
Groaning, I continued to pace until Stephanie called out that the rice was done. She was carrying the heavy pot, holding it out awkwardly, and I rushed to take it from her. 
"Thanks." She gave me an apologetic smile. "I was trying to move it to the kitchen. Do you want to get Ali?"
I glanced at the door, willing Ali to magically appear, and then turned back to Stephanie. "Will you be okay here alone?"
"It's not like you'll be that far away." She gave me a half smile.
I stared a moment longer before agreeing. "I'll just take a second."
Stephanie nodded and began to fetch some bowls and utensils from the café's abundant stash.
"I'll be right back... okay?" I stuttered, realizing I didn't want to leave her alone, even for a few seconds. The look she gave me was patronizing, and she nodded again before she started to giggle. I sighed and headed for the door. "Okay then. Be right back."
Even knowing I'd only be gone a few minutes, I ran. I was focused on asking Ali if she wanted to take a break to eat and was not prepared for what I saw, or smelled, when I rounded the corner. The mass of dead bodies seemed to remain untouched, except for a few closer to the trash bin. Ali had dumped those missing bodies in there and doused them with gasoline.
Ali had been slumped against the wall, gory and sweaty again, and she leaped up as soon as she saw me. Her voice was urgent with traces of panic. "What's wrong?"
"Uh..." I floundered and had to mentally shake myself before I could continue. "Nothing. Stephanie wondered if you wanted breakfast."
Her eyebrows shot up. "Seriously?"
I nodded. Ali held her arms out wide and looked down at yet another ruined set of clothes. Blood stained them, along with other unidentified splotches of gore. Ali looked back at me and smirked. "Think I'll pass right now."
She sighed and slumped against the wall again. I took a few steps closer to her but didn't bother trying to navigate over the bodies. I looked at the pile, comparing it to a small section that had disappeared, and gave Ali a concerned look.
She chuckled bitterly. It was a weak, defeated sound. "This is going to be a long process."
"Maybe we should try to find more dumpsters." I offered, scrubbing a hand through my hair and mentally preparing myself to get filthy again. "I saw one in the parking garage. Aren't they on wheels?"
Ali blinked as she considered me for a moment, and she pushed herself away from the wall. "Guess I have time to hunt for some. Not like we can light a fire in the daylight. I'll have to do that tonight." She picked her way gingerly through the corpses. "We need the darkness to hide the smoke."
I swallowed hard at her unspoken reminder of Reed. The buildings would hide the glow of the flames, but even if he was miles away, the smoke would have brought him right to us if it were daylight. I had no illusions that he would give up on his revenge. Scared to even mention his name, I turned from Ali, calling over my shoulder as I walked off. "Let me check on Stephanie first." 
I ran inside, shaking off the cold feelings. Stephanie met me with a smile that quickly faltered when I told her our plans. Obviously this bothered her more than me just being around the corner in shouting distance.
"Fifteen minutes, tops." I said, hoping to reassure her. She never said a word in protest, but the anxiety in her eyes told a different story. Ali’s disheveled appearance at the window didn’t help, either. For a moment, I was torn and had to force myself out the door. The nervous twisting in my stomach grew worse. 
"Let's hurry." I grumbled at Ali.
"This was your idea. Lead the way." She gestured for me to move. I started off at a jog with Ali at my heels. Memory led me straight to the dumpster. It was smaller than the one Stephanie had hid in yesterday, and its wheels had seen better days, but it was something. Ali didn't look impressed, her attention captured by the dusty cars scattered through the parking garage. She was absorbed in her scrutiny. 
I snapped my fingers in front of her face to get her attention and received a glare in response. She muttered almost under her breath, "I can get one of these to start, I know it."
"Maybe I should take dead-brain cook-off duty, and you try to find us a truck." I offered. She looked at me skeptically.
"And what about Stephanie? We can't leave her alone for that long." Ali stated flatly, and I cringed. "Don't know if you noticed, but we're starting to attract those other freaks back over to us. I killed a couple more this morning that got a bit too curious."
"What's more important? If you can get a car running, we can haul all those bodies off in an afternoon." I ignored her question. I knew Stephanie wouldn't be comfortable being alone for that long, but I would be right around the corner.
"It would take days to find all the parts and convert an engine. Those bodies don't have that long." Ali sighed and moved to the dumpster to give it a good shove. The sound of scraping metal against metal jolted my ears and crawled down my spine, but abruptly, something snapped and the wheels rolled free of the obstruction. I set myself on one side and Ali took the other. We began a noisy, clattering journey across the plaza.
The dumpster got stuck more than once before we made it back, but eventually we had it lined up against the wall of the building, ready to load up. Ali looked around, wrinkled her nose and sighed. "Stay with her. I'll take care of this for now, and look for some more bins."
"Let me know if you need my help." 
"Don't worry." She smirked. "It'll be your turn soon enough. I'm not doing this all by myself."
~ ~ ~ ~
An hour or so later, I noticed Ali making another trip to the parking garage. She only waved at me through the window as she passed, so I assumed she was looking for another dumpster. Ten minutes after that and I could see her battling to get one out into the plaza. Stephanie was beside me, watching as well, and she huffed. "Go help her."
I gave Stephanie an appreciative look, and it was easier to leave this time. At least I would stay in her view. 
As I trotted up to Ali, I saw how miserable she looked. She didn't even bother to make eye contact, but remained focused on getting the dumpster to its destination. 
"The birds and flies are already at them." She said as I joined her to help push the bin along. "We really do need to get this done as soon as possible. It's not going to take long for them to start stinking."
"They already stink."
"Stinking worse." She grumbled, too tired to appreciate my attempt at humor.
I said. "You should take a break after this. I can take over." 
Ali winked at me playfully, regaining some of her energy and making me regret my offer. "This is a new level of gross. Don't say I didn't warn you."
That pulled a groan from me. It was a job I was reluctant to do, but I couldn't let Ali do it all by herself. We pushed in silence, all our effort going into getting the bin across the plaza. Once we had it alongside the others, I looked around. There were still too many bodies.
I could easily see where Ali had been working, but I didn't think she had made it halfway through them. I stared, feeling overwhelmed as my doubts grew. My voice was flat. "We're going to need more dumpsters." 
Ali pointed at a small group of freaks that were headed our way. "Might as well lead them in first."
My stomach dropped. I had killed so many yesterday out of necessity, but it was a gruesome thing I never wanted to do again. I was unable to tear my eyes away from their scrawny, pasty bodies as they drew nearer, and Ali watched me intently. She elbowed me gently, pulling my attention to her, and said, "Go find another dumpster. I'll catch up."
Blinking in surprise, I stared at her blankly. She arched an eyebrow at me expectantly and repeated herself. "Go."
I jogged a few paces away, feeling ashamed I couldn't help her, and then relief that I wouldn't have to, followed by another wave of shame for feeling relieved. Ali began to whistle behind me, a trick to draw the dead-brains closer, but my guilt kept me facing forward. My cheeks burned.
It didn't take me long to find another dumpster, and I pushed it to the edge of the plaza before turning back to find more. These two might not be enough, but it would get us closer to finishing this mess. By the time I had the last dumpster rolling toward the exit, Ali was already there waiting on me. I pretended not to notice the fresh blood splatters on her shirt.
Once we had the rest of the dumpsters lined up and ready for the dead-brains, I turned to Ali. "Why don't you go get some rest?"
"You sure you got this?" The concerned look she gave me brought back the shame. I nodded firmly. I couldn't let her lose any more confidence in me than she already had.
"Come get me if you need to." She said, turning to go. "If we can get these bins filled, we'll be in a good position come tonight."
"I'll get it done." The conviction I wanted to convey didn't quite make it in my voice. As I looked at the mass of blood and flesh in front of me, I faltered. Ali paused behind me before walking away, leaving me to the worst chore I'd ever faced. When I heard the café door close, I groaned loudly.
How did she do this? How am I going to do this?
"You have to do this." I said out loud. If I didn't, Ali would have to do it all by herself, and she wouldn't complain. She would carry this weight and never say a word, but I couldn't allow that to happen anymore. Ali had carried us, carried me, since before Seth died, and now it was my turn to help her. I pulled off my t-shirt and tied it around my head as a make-shift mask. Swallowing down the disgust, I stepped into the blood and gore of dead bodies to get to work. 
Most of the dead-brains weren't well fed, so they were easy to lift, at least the ones that hadn't been too badly wounded. My stomach roiled at first and I couldn't ignore the goo that would drip, or pour, from the bodies no matter how hard I tried. The squishing sounds the bodies made didn't help, and I gagged until the rice I had for breakfast joined the bodies in a dumpster.
"I'm never going to get used to this." I muttered, replacing my t-shirt mask, even though it didn't seem to be helping. 
One by one, I pulled the bodies and stacked them in the dumpsters. There was no way to avoid the blood and fluids that oozed out over my hands and arms, and I cringed when I noticed the bandage across my chest had grown damp with more than just sweat. I ripped it off quickly and tossed it away. As I poked at the wound, I was relieved to see it was more than scabbed over. It was replaced with new, pink skin. 
I looked back to the bodies that littered the ground, and my sigh produced a hot wash of air that was pushed back against my face by the cloth wrapped around my head. This was turning out to be worse than I imagined.
And I had another dumpster to fill.
Without hesitation, I pushed through it, growing weary mentally rather than physically. What I thought had all been a blur during the battle was coming back to me as I uncovered a face I recognized, a shirt I remembered hacking into, even a watch that was still hanging on a bony wrist. The visions were forcing their way into the forefront of my mind, and it was impossible to push them away.
I worked until the dumpsters were full before I focused on my progress. Pulling off the t-shirt, I wiped the sweat from my face and sighed with relief. I could see the bloodstained pavement instead of a mass of bodies, and I was sure we would be able to finish during the night.
I retreated to the cafe, feeling completely drained. Ali's eyes met mine as I walked in, and I saw sympathy and sadness there. She said,
"There's water and a change of clothes in the restroom for you."
"Thanks." I barely got the word out as I staggered to the back.
Exhausted as I was, it took an effort to peel the clothes from my body and toss them away. The window let in enough light to see by, but cleaning up was a slow process. The dusty old towels and water bottles made me wish for a good old fashioned shower. At least the rose smelling soap left in the dispenser offered some old world comfort.
I scrubbed, scoured, and drained the water in the sink four times before I even started to feel clean. That was when the harrowing work I had done finally got to me. I slumped over the sink for a few moments before my knees finally gave way and I slid to the floor. It wasn't for lack of strength in my body. It was from lack of will.
I wept.
The episode didn't last long. The release of tears seemed to lessen something inside me, and it felt like I had deflated. So much had happened over the past week, and it all seemed to come crashing down at once. I struggled with the roiling emotions, knowing I wasn't doing myself any good, but I was barely able to stop myself from being overwhelmed. It all weighed on me, and my list of failures was growing.
Seth. Becky. Had I failed Ali when we got captured? Why did she cut her hair? I couldn't add Stephanie's name or the baby to that list. It had to end. I had to help Ali convince Meg to talk to us so we could move on, outrun Reed, and find a safe community for Stephanie to live in, like Sundown. Maybe once Ali got a truck running we could go back there.
But Sundown already seemed like a lifetime away.
I pulled on the pants that had been left out for me, hoping they weren't my last pair. As I buttoned them, my mind barely registered that they actually fit. Grabbing the clean shirt that had lain beside the pants, I staggered back out to the dining area where we'd set up camp. 
Stephanie sat with an old magazine at one of the tables and perked up when she saw me, but I avoided looking at her. Talking was beyond me at that moment. Instead, I aimed for my pallet and crashed down into the blankets, seeking the darkness that could consume me and fade the memories.
"Hey, kid." The sound of the familiar voice opened my eyes. I was there again, standing on our porch that wasn't our porch. A smile crept on my face as I turned full circle, knowing Seth would be there.
"Seth!" I tackled him in a bone crunching hug, and he laughed as he caught me. I was eager to forget the misery of the waking world, even if only for a little bit. "Can we go fishing again?"
"Sure," He said with a smile, but his eyes remained sad. I froze, the fishing poles quickly forgotten.
Seth sighed and laid his hand on my shoulder. "You never let it get to you before. Even when Mom died and Dad disappeared. But now..." I watched as he searched for the right words, and then he scrubbed a hand through his hair. "It's like your spirit's faltering."
I drooped, not expecting that. His blue eyes shone brightly as he looked down at me, concern plainly etched on his face. I shook my head, not knowing what to say. 
Seth nodded as if in understanding and didn't press further.
"How come I never dreamed about you before? Not like this at least. It was always just faded memories before. Now I can see you, I mean... really see you." I fumbled.
He reached out, and gently tapped my temple with a finger. It took me a second to realize he was indicating my eyes. He cocked his head to the side and said, "A lot of things changed when you were bitten. You remember me better now."
"I wish it was real." I sighed heavily. "I wish you didn't have to go."
"Me too" He smiled and he gave me a comforting pat on the back. The silence stretched before I got the courage, even in a dream, to ask him my next question.
"What happened that night?"
Seth looked at me sharply before turning his gaze to the horizon. He stepped off the porch and motioned me to follow. Hopping down to walk alongside him, I knew we were going in the direction of the pond. He squinted down at me as he asked, "Ali never told you?"
"No." I shook my head. "Ali never talks about it. Never talks about how she was bitten either."
"Well," He started, turning his gaze back to the horizon. "I wanted to save her, but I didn't realize it wasn't the dead-brains that I needed to save her from."
"Who was it? Did someone kill you?" Heat flushed my cheeks as I thought of the monsters, the real monsters, and the new possibilities of what could have happened that night assaulted my mind. Seth only chuckled bitterly before he continued.
"She needs saved. I never got the chance, but maybe you can." I had stopped walking, and Seth was two strides ahead of me before he stopped to look back. Confusion was clearly written all over my face, and his eyes were drawn when he tried to smile, breaking any illusion of happiness. His words struck me. 
"She needs saved from herself."
~ ~ ~ ~
"Uh, Ali." Stephanie's soft voice intruded into my troubled dreams, and I pulled the thin blanket over my head in an attempt to block her out. Maybe there was a chance I could get back to Seth to find out what he meant, but the shout from Ali that followed drove any notion of sleep away.
 "The hell is that?"
I clambered to stand, my feet tripping in the blankets that I had thrown off in my haste. I looked around wildly, trying to spot the danger. "What? What is it?"
"There." Stephanie was pointing, and Ali was already to the door. I finally freed myself from the clinging blanket and moved far enough to see what had grabbed their attention. 
The sun was going down and an orange glow lit the sky, but I could clearly see a basket sitting on the ground outside the café. I blinked and rubbed my eyes, but the basket was still there when I looked again. Ali seemed just as dumbstruck as I felt, and she stared at it through the window without opening the door.
"How did it get here?" Ali said, turning her suspicious eyes to Stephanie.
Stephanie was sitting in the long booth in the back, and judging by the blankets and makeshift pillow that lay beside her, she had been trying to sleep. She shrugged. "I heard something hit the window. When I looked, it was just there. I never saw anyone."
I immediately frowned at Ali. "Where were you?"
Ali shot a glare at me, not appreciating my accusation. She snapped back, "In the kitchen. I didn't want to listen to you snore."
My frown deepened, but Ali was moving, pushing open the door to fetch the rather large basket. She dropped it on the nearest table and glared at it suspiciously. It was an average wicker basket but had a clean, yellow ribbon laced around the long handle that someone had to have put there recently. The contents were being held in by a white cloth that was tucked around the edges.
Ali glanced at Stephanie as she cautiously joined us. "How did you not see who hit the window?"
Stephanie's cheeks flushed a bright shade of red and she avoided meeting either of our eyes. "I couldn't sit up fast enough." Her hands rubbed over her belly and she added. "I got stuck."
I shifted slightly and reached up to scratch an itch on my nose that wasn't really there. I used the movement to mask a growing smile and physically wiped it away before I dropped my hand again. One quick look at Ali to see her slightly widened eyes in her otherwise blank face told me she was trying to hide her own smile. She bit her lip as she cleared her throat, turning her attention back to the basket.
"Well, let's see what we have here." Her fingers gently pulled at a corner of the cloth until it fell away. Inside sat a stuffed rabbit with light green fur that was soft to the touch. It had big ears, a big smile, and a small pink bow around its neck. Underneath it was a red container that looked quite Christmassy. It had the traditional house with Christmas lights on it, and Santa and his reindeer flying over.
The three of us stared in silence, unable to make any sense of it. Occasionally glances shot between us, and I wondered what could possibly be in the container. Finally, Ali reached in to pull off the lid, and we all gasped in surprise.
"Cookies?" Stephanie breathed in amazement.
"How the hell did she make cookies?" Ali snapped.
I shook my head in disbelief. "Why would she bring us cookies?"
Ali squinted at the rabbit, then to Stephanie. "She didn't bring us cookies. She brought Stephanie cookies." She said as she picked up the stuffed rabbit and handed it to Stephanie. "And this is for the baby."
Stephanie hesitated, slowly reaching for the rabbit. She cradled it gently in her hands when Ali let it go. "Why?"
"I'll make sure to ask." Ali crossed her arms, her annoyance at Meg's elusiveness showing. "Right after I ask her how she made those cookies."
"Do you think they're safe to eat?" Stephanie asked.
"I don't see why not. I don't think she would go to the trouble to save us from the freaks yesterday just to kill us with cookies." Ali answered dryly. 
Stephanie shrugged before she reached for one, taking it gently between her fingers as if it was something delicate and treasured. "Hope you're right."
Ali was right. The cookies were amazing, and it was hard to stop at just two, but I wanted to leave all I could for Stephanie. Ali seemed to be thinking the same thing and only took one with her as she slipped outside to scout the area before night fell. 
After Stephanie finished off the cookies, she started searching through drawers and quickly came back with a pen and pad of paper. She scrawled a short note in bubbly handwriting and then dropped it in the red container before looking at me.
"Do you think you can drop this off at the hotel for me? Just leave it outside the door?" She asked with a slight smile. Shrugging, I took the basket, deciding it wouldn't hurt, and ran it over to the hotel. On the way back, I looked up and down the plaza for Ali, but caught no sign of her. As I walked back to the café, I tried to calculate how long she'd been gone. I was wondering when I should start worrying when she came through the door, carrying a large plastic bag that had a gaudy picture of a showgirl on it. The bag was filled to the brim, and Ali was grinning.
"I found a few things to pass the time." She said as she dropped the bag on one of the tables. Stephanie and I rushed to her side, although Stephanie was a bit slower than I was. I peeked into the bag to see a cluster of board games, a few decks of cards, some dice, and even a dart board. 
I pulled out a deck of cards and shared her grin. "Go fish?"
Ali scoffed and threw a second, smaller bag at me. I snatched it out of the air, dropping the deck of cards as I did so, and felt the contents of the bag shift in my hands. Opening it, I saw a bundle of poker chips.
"It's time to teach you how to play a real game." Ali said as she sat down at one of the tables. Stephanie followed her, the faint smile on her face looked amused. That was something I didn't see often, and the mood shifted. The heavy burden that had been weighing on me was being pushed away, at least for the time being. 
I reached for the fallen deck of cards, and then met Ali's eyes squarely. "5-Card Draw, then?"
Her eyebrow rose skeptically. "What do you know about playing poker?"
My smirk was the only answer she got as I slid the cards out of the container and began to shuffle. 
 



CHAPTER 5 – ALI
 
 
 
It had been an hour past full dark by the time Joss had stolen most of my chips. Even though I was dreading it, I used the job as an excuse to leave the table, and pushed my remaining chips over to Stephanie. Josh surely didn't need any more with that pile he was sitting on. Where the hell did he learn to play like that?
The smell of death hit my nose as soon as I opened the door to let in the cool night air. Grimacing, I walked outside, heading for the dumpsters, but I glanced through the windows and slowed. The glow of the lantern light illuminated the two, and my lips curved into a smile. They both were laughing, probably at my expense, but I didn't mind. It was a small price to pay to be able to see a moment of authentic joy, as rare as that was now. 
Continuing, I tried to hold to the happiness, but the smell of rotting flesh grew stronger and stomped it down. The stench was only going to get worse after I lit the fire, and I would hate every minute of it. At least the darkness would conceal the smoke, and maybe I could wait inside the café while the bodies burned.
Having already prepped the area, I doused the bodies with sour gasoline and hoped they were still damp with what I had poured over them earlier. I lit a fire in the bins one by one. They blazed, flames reaching up into the night, and I nervously looked around at the surrounding buildings. They had to be tall enough to shield the fires from view if there was anyone close enough to see them. If Reed was close enough to see them. 
I shivered, but it had nothing to do with the cool night air.
Soon after, the smell of burning meat, and then charred meat, invaded the air, overpowering the scent of death. I hefted a long metal rod in my hands, ready to shift the bodies to make room for the ones that lay on the ground. I looked at those with disgust and grimaced. There was no way to avoid getting covered in blood and guts again. My stomach roiled at the thought.
There had been so many freaks in the attack that I couldn't even count them all. It amazed me to see them all fit in the small space, and it was a scary reminder of what they were capable of. Especially considering the precious cargo we had to protect. 
I worked well into the night, throwing more bodies into the dumpsters as soon as there was room. It was harrowing work, and when I turned around to see the pavement clear, the sigh of relief that followed seemed to come from my very being. I watched the fires only a little while longer to make sure they would continue to burn safely, and then broke away to clean up again. 
The café was dark when I entered, but I could see Joss on his pallet and Stephanie covered up in her booth. I heard soft snores coming from her in the corner, but nothing from Joss. I made my way through the room as silently as possible, already pulling at my soiled clothes. 
The bathroom was dark and unsettling. Bad things hid in dark places and gooseflesh covered my arms until I was able to fumble my flashlight on. When I saw bottles of water set out on the countertop, along with a fresh change of clothes, I relaxed again.
"Thank you, Stephanie." I murmured, positive it was her doing. Something like this would never have crossed Joss's mind. 
Feeling some of the tension fade away, I stripped down and began to wash as best I could with the stiff tablecloths and lukewarm bottles of water. It didn't feel like I accomplished much more than I had earlier. At least the hard part was done. Now if only Meg kept her promise. 
Finally, there was someone else that I could talk to, someone to give me some answers, or at least give me another story to add to the growing list in my head. It would be another story of someone who was like Joss and me. Like Walter. Like Reed. Another piece of the puzzle.
Exhaustion was sinking in, replacing the strain, and I was aiming to wake Joss, but he sat up as I walked into the room. I veered past him to stretch out in one of the booths closer to the window. The last thing I wanted to do was disturb Stephanie, but by the sound of her light snores, that was unlikely. 
"Didn't mean to wake you," I said quietly and smiled in satisfaction when I heard him huff.
"You going to keep watch from that booth?" I felt more than heard him walk past me, and the sound of a chair scraping the floor near the windows followed. I didn't bother to open my eyes.
"Well, since you're up..." My voice trailed away. I would have to check the fires soon so I couldn't let myself sleep for very long. I was about to tell Joss to make sure I was awake in an hour when all thought faded away.
I awoke to the sound of the door closing and sat up hurriedly, banging my shoulder on the table as I did so. I grunted, but the pain faded from my mind as I tried to focus on the blurry shadow by the door. My eyes didn't want to cooperate, and I started to stand when Joss spoke.
"It stinks out there."
I fell back into the booth with a thwump and blew out a long breath. My heart was racing wildly from the start he had given me, and I wasn't able to suppress a chuckle at myself. Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I asked, "Did the fire draw any more freaks in?"
"Only a few. It's weird working around them, but I left them there. The fire is dying down some, but man, does it stink." He said, and I could see him rubbing his nose.
"I hope Meg doesn't hate us for that." I was finally able to get my feet under me and join Joss at the windows. Stephanie had shifted but stayed asleep. I lowered my voice. "How long was I out?"
"Couple hours, maybe." Joss responded in a whisper. His voice seemed to whine. "It's dark and there's nothing to do."
"You could try getting some more sleep."
He shook his head. "Not tired. Do we have enough oil for the lanterns?"
I wasn't positive we did, but we should be able to find more. "Sure."
Joss gathered the lantern from the table, and I followed him into the kitchen, curious as to what he intended. As soon as the lantern was lit, I saw he had brought a deck of cards with him. He grinned up at me. "Know how to play Hearts?"
I scoffed. "Is that another game you're going to kick my ass in?"
He only chuckled as he began to shuffle, and I relented. There wasn't anything else to do. Joss spent the next few hours teaching me about capturing tricks and shooting the moon, and I was able to pay attention for the most part. Cards weren't my thing, but at least it passed the time. I was antsy and waited anxiously for the dawn, hoping Meg would make good on her promise.
As dawn approached, Joss took his turn making breakfast, and I went to check the fires in the dumpsters. They had burned down, but I frowned at the tendrils of smoke that licked at the sky. There were more than a few freaks standing around watching it. 
Three of the dumpsters, including the one that had saved Stephanie's life, had lids thrown back on their hinges. I closed those easily, jostling some freaks out of the way, but they didn't seem affected. The smoldering ashes in those bins would soon be smothered out. 
The two remaining dumpsters had lids that slid closed. Those proved a little more difficult, considering the metal was as hot as any stove. After failing to close either one with the rod, I bundled my hands in layers of old tablecloths and pushed them shut myself. I walked away with a few burns along my arms and sides because I leaned too far in, but nothing that wouldn't be healed up in a few days. 
The sky was a rosy red in the east when the task was done. It smelled horrible, but one windy day would take care of that, as long as no one opened up those bins. I felt triumphant when I walked back into the café. Joss had fixed more sweet rice, and Stephanie was already awake and eating.
"She took the basket!" Stephanie said excitedly.
I froze, my eyes snapping to the table where I'd last seen the basket, and Stephanie giggled. She actually giggled, and for the first time she sounded like the young girl she actually was. I turned back to look at her, feeling relieved and annoyed at the same time.
"Joss took the basket back to the hotel while you were gone last night," Stephanie explained. "I left her a note inside. She took it!"
An eyebrow shot up as I turned a glare at Joss, who was in the middle of stuffing a huge spoonful of rice into his mouth. When he noticed the dark look on my face, he shrugged, unable to do more than that while his mouth was full. Looking back at Stephanie, I saw she had lost some of her enthusiasm. 
"You saw her take it?"
"No," She answered cautiously, tilting her head to the side, confused. "But who else would have taken it?"
My heart dropped into my stomach as I realized we hadn't told her about Reed. The thought stunned me, and my answer slipped out before I knew what I was saying. "I don't know."
Joss frowned, catching the shift in my mood, but he didn't understand what caused it. He swallowed and pushed the pot of rice toward me. "Want some?"
I moved to fill a bowl, if only to satisfy him, and realized I was jumpy. If Reed had caught up to us, I'm sure stealing an old wicker basket would not be the first thing on his to-do list. I said, "I can't imagine anyone else taking the basket."
Joss dropped his spoon and leaned back in the chair, nodding. "Would a dead-brain have taken it?"
"I don't think so." I shook my mind free of Reed and went to stand at the window with my bowl. A few freaks stood about here and there, but the small gathering at the fire hadn't grown bored enough to move back to the plaza. "I've seen plenty holding their old things, purses, backpacks, briefcases, stuff like that, but I don't ever remember them picking up something that didn't belong to them after..."
My voice trailed off, and the conversation died away. I had only seen that type of behavior in Dallas, where the red mist had turned the whole city as one. Those freaks there had never been disturbed by someone normal, had never frenzied. I didn't think they cared about their old belongings, but they never had a reason to let those things go.
I figured we might run into some more of those unfrenzied freaks here in Vegas since the mist had hit here too, but so far I hadn't had time to examine them. Meg was the only one who would have taken the basket, unless she wasn't alone. That opened up a whole slew of possible problems I didn't want to think about. 
Instead, I studied the face of the hotel across the plaza, my eyes constantly scanning for movement. My mind was absorbed with the strange, cookie gifting woman, and I fervently hoped she would make an appearance today. 
Joss and Stephanie remained silent. The air in the room seemed to grow thick and awkward, but I didn't feel like mediating. I just wanted to talk to Meg. It didn't help that I had nothing to do to occupy my mind. Playing cards again was completely out of the question.
My impatience seemed to be folding in on itself, doubling my irritation, and the tension made me itch between my shoulder blades. I set the bowl of rice down before I was halfway done and began to pace.
Minutes passed like this before Joss finally cleared his throat and said, "Why don't you go scout around some more? I'll keep watch with Stephanie."
"What if she comes while I'm gone?" I said almost absently, my gaze darting from window to window of the hotel.
Joss came to stand close to me, grabbing both my shoulders and spun me around to face him. "If you don't get out of here, you're going to drive me nuts."
I stared at him blankly for a second before a smile tugged at my lips. I realized I had been stalking back and forth like a caged cat, and he was right. There had been nothing but stress since being captured, and I didn't know what to do with myself now that those burdens had been lifted. Sure, the threat of Reed loomed in my mind, but it was growing fainter as time continued to separate me from the memories. 
"I can start looking for a car." I started, and Joss spun me toward the door.
"Excellent." He said. "We'll be right here."
He even opened the door for me and guided me through. I looked back at him to see a wide grin, causing me to purse my lips in irritation. I hadn't been that bad, had I?
Shaking my head, I decided to start my search in the parking garage. The cool morning air brushed my cheeks, and the tightness in my shoulders seemed to melt away. Dire thoughts threatened to creep in and ruin my mood, but I shut those out quickly. At least I had something new to focus on.
Starting across the plaza with a new eagerness, I was halfway to the garage when the door of the hotel opened. My heart leaped into my throat, and I stumbled. 
Meg stepped out into the morning light.
~ ~ ~ ~
"Your weapons stay here." Meg said firmly as she held the door open for me. I glanced back at the café, wondering if Joss was seeing this, and decided to move forward. I walked slowly, feeling my heart pounding in my ears as I thumbed the hilt of my knife.
Meg's sparkling green eyes bore into mine as I spoke. "How far are we going?" 
"Not far." She shrugged and added with a smile. "You can come back anytime you want."
With one last look over my shoulder at the café, I nodded and began to pull my weapons free. I studied her as I drew closer; surprised to see she was shorter than me. No one was shorter than me. No adult, anyway, but she was definitely my age or older. Her dark hair was cut short, almost boyish, and it curled at the tips. She had a cute round face, and her eyes were so bright they almost glowed in the dim morning light. 
It was then that I noticed she was standing at an awkward angle, using her body to block the shotgun she held behind her. She was watching me close and knew the moment I noticed her weapon. One fine eyebrow arched and she shrugged again, a smirk firmly fixed on her face.
"I got us covered." She said as she shifted, aiming the gun at the ground. Quickly weighing my options, I took a deep breath and reluctantly gave her my trust. I stepped through the doorway and laid my knives and revolver on the floor. The skinning knife stayed safely hidden in my boot.
Meg motioned me through the room, and I followed nervously. The lighting was dim, and she kept me walking ahead of her, trailing a couple paces behind me. Looking around curiously as we went, I could make out a few things here and there. One hallway led to a set of stairs only five steps high and beyond that it ended in a draping of heavy, dusty curtains. I thought I stage might lay beyond.  
Meg guided me around a corner, and the hallway opened into a massive ballroom. It was musty, dark and full of ghosts. My feet stopped as I stared in awe until Meg motioned me forward again. I took a few clumsy steps as I tried to look at everything at once. Just like the café, this hotel was trapped in a bubble of time. Walking across the big empty floor, our footsteps rang out eerily.
"This is creepy." I said, mostly to myself, but Meg responded.
"You get used to it." 
Past the ballroom, she gestured for me to walk down another hallway. This one led to the front of the building judging by the light coming in from the windows. The wall to our right fell away, and I was suddenly staring at rows upon rows of slot machines. I stumbled as I gaped, but was able to keep walking this time. At least until I caught sight of my reflection in a mirror.
I stared at myself, stunned. My hair. I had gotten used to the lack of weight and the feel of the air on my neck, but I hadn't gotten used to my reflection. Barely just a silhouette, the frizzy mop of hair on my head glared at me from the mirror, and I self-consciously ran my fingers through the short locks. 
"New 'do?" Meg said as she walked past me, allowing me at her back for the first time. "You'll get used to that too."
I realized I had been holding my breath and let it out slowly as I trailed behind her. "Yes. I just cut it."
"It's easier to take care of, that's for damn sure." She said over her shoulder as she led me to a couple chairs. They were arranged so the occupants would be sitting face to face, and by the tracks on the dusty tile floor, Meg had recently moved them. The wall of windows and glass doors let in plenty of light. Outside, I could see a huge fountain. No water remained, although it didn't seem deep enough to have drowned any freaks, and there were plenty of those milling around. I guess the frenzy call hadn't reached this side of the building.
I was pulling on a short strand of hair when Meg flopped down on one of the chairs. A cloud of dust rolled up, despite her cleaning efforts, and Meg coughed as she waved her hand in front of her face until it dissipated. Then her eyebrow lifted, and she pointed at the other chair. "Sit."
I sat, but slower than she had. Even taking care to avoid a dust cloud, I held my breath, and didn't release it until I was settled. Meg stared at me, unblinking, and my nervousness rushed back in.
"I haven't spent much time in this building, but I did get the bottom floor cleared out. I'm telling you this so you know it's not safe to bring... Stephanie over here." There was an uncertain pause, but Meg smiled at the surprise on my face.
"How did you know her name?" I stuttered before I could stop myself. Meg gave me a considering look, the smile fixed on her lips, but then she nodded as if to herself.
"She wrote me a note. Joss delivered it in the basket." Her smile widened, and I could only stare at her blankly. She knew us, had been watching us, and I only knew her name. She laughed. "And I met Joss when he was poking around in the garage. You guys aren't very respectful of boundaries."
My cheeks flushed at her comment, but her accompanied laughter seemed genuine. Again, my tongue tripped over my words. "He was only looking... We just... He wanted to make sure it was safe."
Meg's laughter faded away, along with the hard look that had been in her eyes. She was nodding before I even finished talking. "I know. I also had to make sure you weren't a threat."
The soft smile remained on her lips, easing my nerves, and I tilted my head to the side as I studied her. "How long have you been here?"
"Since day one."
My jaw dropped, and excitement bubbled in my stomach. "You were in Vegas when it got hit with the mist?" 
She nodded her reply and asked me in turn, "Which city were you in?"
"I was in L.A. when Florida was hit, and we evacuated into the mountains. I never saw the mist." Meg gave me an odd look, so I held up my arm where the faint remnants of the scar could be seen. "I was bitten about three years ago."
It was her turn to be shocked, and her smile disappeared momentarily. Finally, she managed to say one word. "Bitten?"
"Yes. Never met anyone else like us until a few months ago."
"A zombie bit you, and you turned?"
I blinked. Zombie? I glanced through the window at the freaks beyond. I hadn't heard that term in a while. Zombie were undead, movie monsters that didn't exist. Those freaks of nature out there were real.
I looked back to Meg and nodded, letting her digest the information. She turned to stare out the window, a thoughtful look in her eyes. I let the silence stretch out a little longer before I had to ask, "Are you here alone?"
The look she shot back to me was blank, bordering on confusion. Slowly, her eyes hardened, and her lips twisted into a tight frown. "Can I trust you?"
I chuckled wryly, lifting both my hands in the air, palms facing her in an 'I surrender' gesture. "I followed you here without my weapons. I'm really hoping we can trust each other at this point."
"We don't get a lot of strangers here."
There it was. We. My stomach twisted, and suddenly I felt trapped, even though my situation hadn't changed. My smile gone, I swallowed hard and said. "No one likes strangers."
Meg sighed deeply, her eyes returning to the window. "I always figured there had to be more people left out there, and I used to imagine what it would be like when someone finally showed up. As the years passed, that changed, and I began to fear it..." She turned back to me, her green eyes sparkling. "Now you're here. I don't feel afraid, though."
Her silence was expectant, as if she was waiting on me to say something, but I wasn't sure what she wanted. Her eyes never left mine, and I began to squirm under her scrutinizing glare. She leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees, and I leaned back in the chair, hesitant and wanting to keep my distance.
"What's it like out there?" She asked, and I blinked. I slowly released the breath I had been holding, hoping she didn't notice how uncomfortable I'd become. Trying to focus on answering her question, I realized it wasn't something easily answered. I opened my mouth twice before I finally got a word out, and it was lacking. 
"Sad."
Her eyes didn't flinch, but her voice was softer, almost breathless. "Everywhere?"
"Mostly." I said gently, sensing that this was a big revelation to Meg. She must have been holding out hope that the whole world hadn't gone mad. I was reluctant to tell her otherwise, but it would have been cruel to keep it from her. "I've been through some towns that are doing okay, but most of the land has been overrun by the infected. Even if the infected don't bother the people like us, you have to watch out for the assholes."
Meg scoffed at that and leaned back, shaking her head. "Gordon's always been afraid of that."
I had to clasp my hands together on my lap to keep them from shaking. My nervousness was beginning to spread again. Why wasn't she answering my question? I couldn't keep the tenseness from my voice. "Is it just you and Gordon?"
"No." Meg shook her head, sighing deeply. "There's three of us. Three of us left, anyway."
"Left?" The word slipped out, and Meg shot another frown at me. She chose to ignore it and went on with her questioning. 
"How did you wind up here? Traveling with her must be difficult."
"It is, but we couldn't leave her behind." I trailed off, not sure how much I wanted to explain about Stephanie's situation. Stephanie might not appreciate me telling her story.
Meg's eyes hardened again, but a second later, she relaxed. The quickly returning smirk threw me more than any hard look she could have given me. "And you thought Vegas was a good place to vacation with her? Show her the sites?"
I chuckled nervously and shrugged. "We knew there would be infected, but we didn't think it would be this bad. The highway coming in was fairly clear."
"For her sake, it might be best if you got back on that highway and kept going. The zombies just get thicker the further into the city you go."
I pursed my lips. Boulder City wasn't far enough behind us, but I wanted to hear more of Meg's story. "Hope you don't mind us hanging around for a few days? I need to find another vehicle since I lost the last one."
"Lost it?" Meg prodded before I had the words out, and I instantly knew I'd said too much. An eyebrow arched skeptically as she stared at me, and her voice was dry. "How do you lose a car now-a-days? Forget where you parked?"
I sighed, not able to lie to her. "A running vehicle is a hot commodity now. Some guys back in Boulder City took it. Same place we picked up Stephanie."
"The assholes, huh?"
"Yes." I grimaced and brushed a hand through my short hair. "They were definitely assholes."
"Sorry to hear that." She sounded sincere, but she was leaning forward on her elbows again, her eyes drilling a hole through me. "Did any follow you?"
It felt like a fist reached into my gut, gripped and twisted. My head was shaking back and forth unconsciously, not in answer to her question, but a denial to let Reed into my head. It took a few moments before I could focus enough to answer her, and by that time she was near scowling. "Only one of them could have followed us through that." I whispered. "And he was injured."
"Just one? Are you positive?"
"Yes." My voice turned firm as I got my emotions under control. Meg leaned back in her chair, but a cold look crept into her eyes that made my palms sweat. 
"I have things here that I need to protect. I can't have you leading people to me. Did you leave a trail of dead zombies for him to follow?"
"No. After we got distance on him, the only... zombies we killed were the ones that frenzied." That sounded so wrong in my head.
"And that's why you burned them at night." She nodded to herself, and the coldness thawed, replaced by worry. She turned her eyes back to the window, and the seconds stretched into minutes. Her fingers absently picked at a loose thread in the chair fabric, and I desperately wanted to know what she was thinking. Even if she wasn't willing to risk talking to me, we would need at least a few days to get another vehicle running for Stephanie's sake. I hoped she wouldn't run us off before then.
Abruptly she stood and reached for the shotgun she had propped against her chair. She moved to the window to get a better vantage point of what she had been staring at. Her voice was tight with worry. "I was never alone here, not even from day one. The others left over the years. Said they needed to find answers. I guess I understand that, but I can't leave."
She paused, and I stood to join her. My mind whirled as I tried to figure out what could keep her here. "Why can't you leave?"
"Because someone here isn't able to travel."
My eyes followed hers to another building, a huge hotel and casino by the looks of it, and I realized she was looking toward this other person, the one she couldn't leave behind. Coldness wretched my stomach as I thought of Walter and his Misses, the one he couldn't leave behind, and my voice barely broke a whisper. "Why?"
"She's not like me and you. She's like Stephanie."
I exhaled loudly with relief, then grimaced under the questioning look Meg gave me. "I thought... never mind. Do you want to leave?"
She shared the same problem Joss and I had with Stephanie. It wasn't that her companion couldn't travel, but that she wouldn't. They weren't willing to take that chance. My eyes fell on the throng of freaks that stood between us and that other building, and I understood why Meg was frowning at me.
"I never really considered it as an option." She finally answered. "It was always too dangerous. Gordon stayed with us. He said it's because he didn't think it was right to leave us alone."
"Gordon's like us?" I asked, and Meg nodded in answer. I wished she'd tell me her other companion's name. It felt like I had to drag every piece of information out of her as it was. "How did she get here?"
"She's always been here."
My jaw dropped, and Meg gave me a pained look. I said in a rush, "She survived the--"
"Yes. She was protected." Meg turned from me, and her hand reached up to rub her ear lobe, fidgeting. Abruptly, she gripped the door handle as if to stop the nervous movement. "I think I've taken up enough of your time. Joss's axe is over there. Feel free to look around. Just stay away from the Palace."
"Meg, wait." I reached for her, but stopped just shy of grabbing her arm. My hesitation let her get out the door, and soon she was jogging swiftly toward her home in the other hotel. I sighed as I watched her slip away. Slapping my hand against the glass, I hissed my frustration. "Damn it."
Grumbling, I turned to look where she had pointed. Joss's hatchet set propped in a corner, hidden from my view when we walked in. With one last look at Meg's retreating back, I scowled. Grabbing the hatchet, I headed to fetch my own weapons. I didn't feel like looking around. My only thought was getting back to Joss and Stephanie now that I'd blown my chance with Meg.
~ ~ ~ ~
Joss and Stephanie were already on their feet by the time I entered the restaurant. They stared at me expectantly, and I ground my teeth as I stomped across the room to thrust the handle of Joss's hatchet into his hands. "Hang on to it next time."
Joss looked at the hatchet and back to me before he tossed it gently into an unused booth. "What happened? We saw you go with her."
"Nothing." I grumbled, dropping into a chair with a huff. "I blew it."
"What?" Joss pulled a chair up to join me, but Stephanie stayed back, nervously rubbing her fingers over her belly. 
"I blew it." I dropped my face in my hands and groaned. "I told her there were some bad people in Boulder City. It was enough to scare her off."
"And she just left? What did she say?"
It only took a few minutes for me to relay everything Meg and I had talked about. They were both curious about the news that Meg wasn't alone, although neither seemed to be overly concerned with it. When I was finished, Joss grabbed my hand firmly, and the serious set of his jaw twisted a new knot of tension in my chest. His eyes seemed to bore into mine.
His words were hesitant, as if he had to work up the courage, and I held my breath. "Did you ask her about... the cookies?"
"Jesus!" I spat at him, throwing his hand away, and he fell back into his chair laughing loudly. I stood to stalk around the room, annoyed with how pleased Joss was with himself. Even Stephanie giggled. 
Stephanie sobered quicker than Joss, and she waited for his laughter to die down before she spoke. "What do we do now?"
I leaned against the wall and sighed heavily. "We do what's best for us. I'll start looking for a diesel and the parts to get it running. Hopefully we can find enough kerosene, but the oil shouldn't be a problem. If Meg isn't willing to talk by the time we're done, then all that's left to do is move on."
"Kerosene?" Stephanie's face twisted in confusion as she said the word.
"The small canisters they come in aren't contaminated, at least most of the time they're not. It's what I need to start an engine."
"They made their own gas at the hotel." Stephanie's voice shifted to that weak, insecure way of talking she had whenever she mentioned anything about the hotel. The comment was followed by an awkward silence.
I grumbled. "Well, that's one trick Dabrowski didn't teach me."
Ignoring the questioning look in Stephanie's eyes, I grabbed the pad and pencil from the table and ripped off the score sheet from the last round of Hearts I'd played with Joss. I didn't need that reminder lying around. Joss was leaning toward Stephanie, explaining that Dabrowski had taught me to convert diesel engines, and paying absolutely no attention to what I was doing. After wadding the paper up into a tight ball, I pegged it at him. It bounced off his forehead with a satisfying thump.
"Hey!" Joss jerked back, barely catching the pad out of the air as I tossed it to him. 
"You and Stephanie write down some of the things you might want or need." I held the pencil out to him, and he frowned at me before taking it. "We'll take turns looking around. Meg seems pretty comfortable here, so I'm thinking it should be safe enough for us. She just wants us to stay away from her place."
"Alright." Joss said, staring at the blank pad in front of him. "Who's going first?"
I shrugged, and a big grin spread across his face. The thought of letting him run off on his own made me clench up inside. As his smile grew, so did my frown. Finally relenting, I said, "Find a gas station, or a map from someplace. Let's be smart about this."
"You got it." He said, moving to grab his hatchet. "Anything else?"
"Yeah," I said as I pulled my revolver to set in on the table and began to unbuckle the harness. "Take this with you."
That calmed him down. He studied the gun, then me, and his eyes flickered so quickly to Stephanie that I might not have noticed it if I hadn't of been staring straight at him. "You shoot better than I do. Don't you think you should keep it?"
"No." I said firmly, wrapping the harness straps around the holster and handing it to him. "Only use it in a dire emergency. I'll hear it and know you're in trouble."
He sucked in a tight breath before taking the harness from me. As he began to strap it on, he said. "How will I know if you're in trouble?"
"Don't be gone long." I smiled at him innocently. That wasn't my intention when I gave him my gun, but I was pleased I found a way to keep him from disappearing for hours. "And remember to stay away from the Palace."
"What's the Palace?"
"Another big ass hotel on the other side of that one." I said, pointing out the window. "You can't miss it."
He nodded as he continued to fumble with the harness buckles. The leather was stiff, and didn't want to cooperate with Joss's somewhat larger frame. He grew frustrated and glowered at me as if it was my fault, but I only chuckled as I stepped up to help him. Moments later, I handed him the gun, and he secured it in the holster.
"Don't shoot yourself, okay?" I murmured.
He scoffed at that. "I ain't taking it out until I get back here." 
He smirked at me as he took up his hatchet and headed out the door. I watched him through the glass, first looking one way then the other, as if deciding where he wanted to go. Finally he turned back toward the highway and trotted out of sight.
I crossed my arms in front of me, preparing to worry for the next hour or so and reflect on my failure with Meg. Stephanie shifted in her seat behind me and drew my attention before I could get tangled up in my thoughts. Her voice had a forced cheerfulness when she spoke, but I found it somewhat endearing.
"So who is Dabrowski again?"
I grinned in spite of myself, thinking back to the crazy neighbor that lived next to my dad's cabin. I wondered if his paranoia had been enough to keep him alive. Stephanie was watching me expectantly, so I sighed deeply and relented. I shared my past with her the same as I had with Walter back in Dallas. It seemed I had left Dallas ages ago, and a lifetime before that when I'd last seen Dabrowski. 
"I was definitely a different person back then." I finished. Stephanie had listened intently the whole time, hanging on to everything I said. I only wanted to talk about the lighter things, but her curiosity didn't seem to have any limitations. 
"Do you think your dad is still alive?"
I drummed my fingers on the table and chewed on my bottom lip. My first reaction was to say no, but the veiled hope inside kept me silent. Saying it out loud would make it true, and no matter how much time passed, I wasn't ready for that. 
It took several moments before I could swallow the lump in my throat and answer her. "I followed what I thought was his trail into New Mexico. That ended in a camp of corpses and freshly-turned freaks, but none of them were my dad. I kept looking for something else for months, for some sign I might have missed, but I think I lost him long before I ever made it to that camp.
"By the time I admitted that to myself, I didn't know where to start looking again. Sometimes I avoided people, which I figured out was easy enough to do, and sometimes I stayed at a settlement. Got ran out once when they found out I was different. That's when I figured out I shouldn't share my secrets."
After her initial gasp, Stephanie cut in, "Why would people run you out?"
I smiled, but felt no humor in it. Looking at her, I asked, "Why would they let me stay? People are scared and most of them are barely hanging on. Having someone like me that can't be explained sitting right in the middle of them probably didn't seem like a good idea."
"Were they afraid you were going to turn into a red-eye?" She asked, staring at me hard. 
"Probably. It took a long time before even I was sure I wasn't going to turn into a red-eye. I think people have a right to be afraid of us, don't you?" I asked, watching her from the corner of my eye. I tried to gauge her reaction as she frowned in contemplation. Joss hadn't talked to her about our condition, and it didn't feel right for me to be the one to tell her. He needed to fill her in soon, or I was going to skin him. 
"But you're not a red-eye." She said thoughtfully, and I hoped she might jump to the correct conclusion herself. Then her teenage giggle came back full force, and I cringed. The moment was lost. It took an effort to not roll my eyes as she exclaimed. "You're a green-eye!"
I stood and began to pace, hoping that was enough to hide my irritation. "How 'bout you don't call us that."
"But you're something. You need a name too."
"We're different." I said flatly. "We're nothing special. We don't need a name."
That seemed to deflate her, and it stopped her laughter. Her lips plumped up and she frowned at the table, avoiding my gaze. My eyebrows rose in surprise. 
Is she pouting?
The thought caught me so off guard I nearly stumbled walking across the flat floor. She laid her hands across her belly and pointedly refused to look at me. Not only was she sulking, but her whole body radiated it.
Jesus, she could die at any moment, and she's pouting!
I spun to the window, hoping Joss would show up to save me soon. This was not a situation I was prepared to deal with. 
 



CHAPTER 6 – JOSS
 
 
 
The smell of charred flesh and rot hit me as I ran past the dumpsters. It brought back grisly memories and served as a reminder to how delicate our situation was. Stephanie was safe in the café, but Ali needed to find a vehicle. With so many dead-brains roaming the area, I could see no other way to get Stephanie safely out.
Ali said there was someone else here like Stephanie, and that gave me hope. For someone normal to have survived here for years in the middle of all these dead-brains was encouraging news. If Meg could manage it, so could we. It was just a matter of finding out how. I thought on it at I jogged toward the highway, but wasn't able to come up with any new ideas.
The gun felt heavy at my side, and I put a hand over it to brace it. It bounced along with me, and I wondered if Ali knew what she was doing when she sent me off with it. I was a decent shot but had never wanted to carry my own gun.
As one hand secured the gun, the other tightened on the handle of my hatchet. The dead-brains were growing thicker the further I got from the café. A few here, a cluster there. Nothing too threatening as they weren't plentiful in this area and were easily avoided, but they didn't fail to make me nervous with our last fight still fresh in my mind.
As I retraced the path we had taken to the cafe, I recalled seeing a sign for the gas station a little down the road. It was a good enough place to start, and better than taking turns wandering aimlessly through the city until we stumbled onto something. The station should have the maps that Ali wanted. She would use them to section off the streets and buildings to better organize our supply runs. That was something she'd taught me early on, when Seth was with us. The more detailed the map, the better.
Getting to the other side of the highway took a bit longer than I expected. It had seemed like such a short ride on the four-wheeler, but that had been deceiving. The sun wasn't helping either. Not quite directly overhead, it beat down warmly on my shoulders, and I could feel my shirt starting to stick to me. My new abilities didn't stop me from sweating.
Passing under the highway bridge, I came to a stop and wiped the sweat from my forehead. I turned in a circle, grumbling when I didn't see any sign of a gas station right away. I was already nervous and there were more dead-brains on this side of the highway. Briefly, they drew my attention and I spent several moments watching them as my heartbeat quickened.
But they ignored me. I had to force my eyes to look beyond them to the buildings, and concentrated on controlling my breathing. I was panting by this point, but it wasn't from the jog alone. This was the furthest I'd ever strayed away from Ali on my own, and in an odd way, it was as exciting as much as it was nerve-wracking.
Then I spotted what I wanted. Just on the other side of an overgrown cactus garden, past a couple straggly, brown-leafed palm trees, I glimpsed a familiar yellow and red gas station sign. 
"Gotcha!" I said, much too loudly. Cringing away from the few dead-brains that turned my way, I quickly trotted off, once again tightening my grip on the hatchet. The dead-brains that had turned were not even close to striking distance, but I was already on edge. I needed to gather all the useful things I could find and get back to Ali as quickly as possible. Being out on my own suddenly felt overrated. 
I ran past the dead-brains that cluttered the area. The fresh memories of seeing so many frenzied wouldn't leave me alone, but these were docile. Many ignored me and if any moved at all, it was just to look at me. I had stopped bracing the gun against my side - I would need to tighten those straps later - and used both hands to grip the hatchet.
As I approached the glass, I scanned for movement, but it was still. The front door had been busted long ago, and the fallen glass was swept into a neat pile off to the side, covered in sand and dirt. I hesitantly stepped through the broken door.
My mouth dropped in shock. The store had the same musty, abandoned look as every other deserted building I'd been in, but here, the shelves were stripped bare, and empty boxes were tossed about everywhere. The place had already been looted. It dawned on me that Meg had probably been through here before, and all the other general stores and gas stations close to where she lived. I grumbled at myself, and I began searching for anything useful.
Everything that could have been considered edible was gone. Not that it mattered now, most items would have spoiled long ago, but thick layers of dust covered the shelves where it used to sit. This store had probably been looted shortly after the world had changed, back when the food was good. I kicked a withered, partially collapsed Snickers box out of my way and felt a sudden hunger for chocolate. 
Sighing, I continued on. Even if there had been any chocolate bars left in here, they'd be nothing but gross lumps that had melted and reformed, day after day, for the past five years. That thought helped squish my craving, but it made me sad knowing I'd never have another Kit Kat or Twix again.
The shelves that had housed medicine and personal items were empty, along with the small tools section and a clothing rack. Even the long glass doors that used to hold cold beverages had been cleaned out. A few cans and bottles of soda with the diet label were scattered around next to old milk containers. My nose scrunched up as I looked at them. The jugs had turned a gross yellowish-brown color, and I didn't bother opening the case. It probably smelled horrible.
Moving past the refrigerators, I circled back toward the register and passed a glass case that had pictures of donuts on the side. The case was filled with grayish-green lumps that I guessed could have been donuts long ago. My stomach was squeamish and any thoughts of eating had flown entirely. This trip was not turning out exactly as I had planned. 
Kicking some more empty boxes out of my way, I noticed the rack that held various cell phone car chargers, ear buds, and clever post cards was full, along with the shelf behind it that housed fancy Las Vegas shot glasses, and other novelty items. I glanced behind the counter. The cash register was open, but the cash remained. Some bills littered the floor, with coins and scratch off lottery tickets. Notebooks, ledgers and catalogues were stacked behind the counter, dusty but untouched, and all of it completely useless.
In front, below the counter, was a small selection of magazines. I grabbed a bag and stuffed a few of the magazines inside, the ones that looked to be in the best condition, and turned to my right. Another display, small and thin, had toppled over there, but was packed with maps and brochures. Some were local maps of the strip, some city maps ranging in various sizes, and then there were the state maps. I grabbed them all.
I left the store, knowing there was no reason to come back, and jogged to the café. Holding the bag with one hand, I let the gun bounce loosely at my side while my other hand hoisted the hatchet awkwardly over my shoulder. For some reason, the jog back didn't seem to take as long.
I was happy to get back, and Ali eyed me closely when I entered, one eyebrow raised as she came to greet me. I immediately dropped the sack on a table and pulled the gun from its harness, shoving it into her hands.
"Anything interesting happen?" She asked as she took the revolver.
"Not much. The road is clear back the way we came." I replied as I grabbed the sack to dump all the maps onto the table. "But the gas station I found was completely looted."
She seemed to brush it off, already started to sort the maps. "Meg, most likely."
I nodded, then glanced at Stephanie, who was huddled in her corner booth. She leaned against the wall with her feet stretched out along the bench in front of her, and her arms folded across her chest. She didn't look at me, and I realized she hadn't offered a greeting when I walked in. That was strange. I frowned, suddenly distracted by her odd behavior. 
I gathered the magazines and took them to Stephanie, hoping she would appreciate the gesture. She glanced at them as I sat them on the table, and unfolded her arms to reach for one, moving it slightly so she could get a better view. 
"Thanks." She said flatly.
My eyebrows drew together, but she never bothered to look at me. I softly, carefully said, "You're welcome."
She sniffed, and began to leaf through some of the pages.
"Which gas station?" Ali called out, breaking into my confused thoughts. I looked to her, seeing that she had already unfolded several of the maps and had her chosen one spread out on top. A pen rested in her hand, ready to mark off our exploration sections. Somewhat reluctantly, I turned from Stephanie, allowing Ali to pull me away. 
I looked at the map she was inspecting and blinked. It was a novelty map; complete with flashy showgirls pointing the way to various casinos, hotels, and other attractions. The roads looked detailed, but I could barely read a real map, and this brightly colored printout made no sense to me.
"We're here." Ali said, circling a building toward the far left side. That didn't clear anything up for me. She turned to me expectantly, and gave me an irritated look.
I shrugged, and pointed out the window. "I went that way."
Ali actually groaned as she glared at me, bracing her hands on the table and leaning forward over the maps. Her look turned to pure exasperation. I pointed out the window again and mouthed, "That way."
Her eyes rolled.
"Fine." She said dryly, picking up the pen and circling a building next to a huge fountain. "I'll be there."
She slammed the pen down on the table and stormed out the door, leaving me staring after her with both eyebrows raised and mouth agape.
The hell?
Then I noticed she had left her gun lying on the table. I reached for the harness I wore and began to hastily unbuckle it as I rushed to the window, but Ali was already halfway across the plaza. I couldn't shout at her, and as I glanced back at Stephanie, I knew I couldn't leave her alone. I scrubbed a hand through my hair, confused. Did Stephanie know why Ali had left in such a rush? But it seemed like Stephanie had been ignoring both of us. Maybe she didn't feel well.
Holding back a sigh, I began to straighten the maps that Ali had tossed about. I looked through each one, trying to find one that I could make sense of, when Stephanie huffed loudly. She threw the magazine she had been leafing through onto the table, and it slid across the tops of the others to fall to the booth on the other side. 
Stephanie's voice was harsh and angry. "I don't like those. They make me sad." She folded her arms over her chest and frowned down at the table. Her lips puckered into a pout, and she refused to look at me.
Well fuck. Both of them?
It was going to be a long day. 
~ ~ ~ ~
Sometimes I missed video games. More often, I missed the bonding and friendship I had shared with Seth while we played, but as I sat there at a table shuffling a deck of cards and staring out the window, I missed the actual games. Cards felt like a poor substitute. 
Since Ali had disappeared, I had been playing solitaire for what seemed like hours. Shuffle, and reshuffle. Deal, play and repeat. The sun had shifted overhead, sinking into the western sky, and Stephanie remained silent. At one point, her breathing had become so soft and even, I thought she had fallen asleep, but if I had thought the nap would end her silence when she woke, I was wrong.
Had something happened between her and Ali? They both seemed to be in a bitter mood, and I had no idea how to react to that. Stephanie had certainly closed herself off, so I thought it best to give her the space she so obviously wanted. At least when Ali got back, I could talk to her, no matter how mad she was.
Stephanie continued to huddle in the corner even after she woke up, and I didn't want to press her. I figured she would have been stiff by now, but she didn't move. When the sun started to fade even further, turning everything to gold in the late afternoon, I got up to fix dinner. 
On the other days, Stephanie had started washing the rice by now, so I figured she must not be feeling well at all. As soon as I started to fill the pot with water, Stephanie popped up beside me, almost forcefully taking the pot from me. 
My eyes widened in shock before I managed to stutter out. "I've got this if you need to rest some more." 
She shot me a quick, hard look, and went back to pouring water through the rice. "I feel fine."
I stepped back a pace, confused. The tone of her voice didn't have the anger her look had implied, but she definitely wasn't happy. After watching her for a few, unsure moments, I started to ask if she wanted my help with anything else, then thought better of it. Instead, I began to wonder if I'd done something to upset her.
I thumped a fist against my leg and wandered back to pace in front of the window. Stephanie moved into the bathroom that was serving as our kitchen, and I exhaled slowly. That relieved some of the tension, but I felt like a rock was sitting in the pit of my stomach. Something was definitely off.
Was she mad that I had left to go find the maps? It wasn't the first time I'd gone off on my own, and Ali had been here to protect her. I hadn't even been gone that long. Why would she be mad about that?
My contemplation turned to brooding by the time Ali returned. She came out of the hotel side door and was carrying two large cloth bags, one slung over each shoulder. I opened the door for her as she approached, and she grinned at me. Thankfully, that grin managed to push back some of the confusion and worry.
"Found some more things we can use." She said as she passed me. "Maybe Meg looted the gas stations around here, but she didn't spend a lot of time in the hotel rooms. I had to break through every door, though."
She let the bags fall to the floor, and I immediately grabbed at one to open it up. It seemed more bulky than heavy, and I reached in to pull out some carefully rolled up clothing, probably a shirt judging by the pattern. Ali grabbed my hand, stopping me. "Careful. I found some nice trade goods too."
She gingerly took the shirt from me, and rolled out three small liquor bottles, still sealed, and sat them on a table. I stared at them blankly for a moment until Ali tossed the shirt at me and reached into the bag for another. She uncovered more tiny bottles and set them to the side with the others.
"Settlements will normally trade very well for these." She said. "I didn't have much luck finding us another car yet, but we have a few days. Found plenty of candles, so we can get some more light in here tonight."
The news about the vehicle was disappointing. I had hoped we could get out of here soon and find a place without so many dead-brains. A place where Stephanie could go outside and walk around some, instead of being cooped up in a small space. Maybe that was what was causing her bad mood.
I helped Ali slowly unpack the vials from the clothing, and folded the clothes in the process. I was surprised to see she had managed to stuff a couple fluffy blankets into those bags as well. They would make a nice, thick cushion to sleep on. There were other odds and ends in the bags, but nothing as exciting as the blankets. I tossed one across Stephanie's pallet and began to lay the other out on mine.
Ali crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow at me. "I drag that all the way back here and you steal it?"
I finally grinned. She was teasing, and I was glad that she was in a better mood than when she had left. "We can take turns. It's not like we'll both be sleeping at the same time."
She sighed heavily and made an exaggerated show of rolling her eyes. "Fine. Your logic can be annoying sometimes. Did I ever tell you that?"
"No?" I questioned, honestly not able to remember if she had, but she never failed to let me know when I annoyed her. At least half of the time, it was on purpose. 
"Well, it is." She smirked as she went back to sorting our newly acquired items.
Stephanie slipped silently into the room, carrying the pan of rice. I rushed to help her with it, and she kept her eyes lowered. As soon as I took the heavy pot from her, she went straight to the kitchen and began scrounging for bowls without a word. 
I sighed as I watched her go. Hoping Ali might offer some answers, I looked to her, but she had turned her back to me and was going through the stack of clothes. I rolled my eyes, annoyed, and followed Stephanie into the kitchen with the rice pot. 
I scooped a heaping spoonful into the bowls Stephanie had washed, and then stared down at my serving in disappointment. Rice was boring. At least it tasted better than that god-awful soup Ali had tried to feed us, but having the same thing meal after meal was getting old. There was nothing else to eat at the moment, so I shrugged and dumped a cup of sugar into my bowl. That should help.
I stirred as I walked to my table, and jumped suddenly as a loud clatter shattered the silence. Turning sharply, I brought my spoon to bear like it was a weapon, and rice flew from it in twenty different directions. I saw Ali from the corner of my eye react in much the same way, dropping low and spinning, ready to attack. 
Stephanie stood over her table where she had dropped her bowl... No, she hadn't dropped it. She had slammed it down. Her eyes flashed to mine, and in that second, I saw an emotion that wasn't anger. Apprehension? Maybe she thought she had gone too far, but a second later, she casually sat down and began to eat. She chewed slowly and stared at a spot out the window, avoiding looking at either of us.
What the hell was going on? I dropped my spoon into the bowl and scratched my head in confusion. A faint, grating sound had started up in the stunned silence, and I looked at Ali. She had her teeth clenched so hard I could hear them grinding!
The tension built, and Stephanie continued to stare at nothing while Ali glowered at her. Ali was on the point of eruption, something I'd seen many times before. Anger directed at Seth, mostly, but she had gone off on Wade a few times in Sundown too. Never had I felt I might need to intervene, but this time was different.
Then, thankfully, Ali closed her eyes and released her jaw, taking in a deep, settling breath. She didn't look happy when she opened her eyes, but the threat had passed. She shot me a harsh look, her eyes almost glowing with green fire, and strode to the kitchen to eat. She didn't come back out until she was done.
I was frustrated and unable to come up with a solution and kept sneaking glances at Stephanie throughout my meal. She never looked my way, but the angry set of her jaw seemed to have softened. She no longer looked sulky, but timid. Maybe she had thought she'd pushed it too far.
I decided to let it go for now. The moment had passed, and I would hopefully be able to talk to her tomorrow. Ali was glowering when she came back into the dining room, but that I could manage.
"So, what's the plan for tomorrow?" I prodded, trying to distract her. 
"Same as today." Her voice was tight, but at least she was willing to talk. "I need to find a vehicle I can get running." She ran her fingers through her hair, and for a moment seemed shocked by how short it was. She played with her hair a lot since she cut it. Sighing heavily, she continued. "I figured it would be easy, but this isn't Texas."
"I'll take first watch then. You get some sleep." I said. Ali looked at me thoughtfully before her eyes shifted to the table and landed on a stray grain of rice. She raised her hand to flick it away with her fingers. 
"I guess I should try." She finally sighed. "Not sure how well I can manage it. Don't much feel like sleeping."
The sky outside had deepened from pink to violet as the sun went down, but it was too early for any of us to sleep. Stephanie lit candles and began to move around some, cleaning up our dinner bowls and getting the next meal of rice ready for the morning. She was clamoring around in the kitchen when Ali whispered softly to me, so softly that normal ears wouldn't hear. 
"I think we need to get her out of here."
I perked up at the opportunity to talk about Stephanie's distressing behavior. Leaning closer to Ali, I whispered back as low as I could. "What's wrong with her?"
"Stress, probably." Ali looked toward the flickering light in the kitchen before continuing. "Pregnancy hormones. Who knows? See if she'll talk to you tomorrow while I'm gone. I think I've already fucked this up."
I blinked at that, taken aback by her blunt statement, but had no chance to ask. Ali had stood as soon as she said it, moving to the pallet we were now taking turns with. She fluffed up the thick blanket before lying down on top of it, and stared up at the ceiling with her hands folding across her belly. She gave no impression that she would be asleep anytime soon.
I grumbled loud enough for her to hear and thought her lips might have twitched into a grimace. Moving to the window, I grabbed a candle and a book from our growing pile. After one last frown at Ali, I glanced at the cover of the book. A dark figure wore a trench coat, and the setting behind him looked to be modern day, but he held a wizards staff. Curious. This should be interesting. 
Once Stephanie was done washing up, she picked her way to her pallet carefully as if not to wake Ali, who was obviously not sleeping. Stephanie's shoulders slumped in a sheepish manner, no sign of her anger, and she quietly settled down. Long hours passed before either one of them fell asleep. Their uneven breathing and constant rustling was something normal ears might not have picked up, but it was distracting for me. Only after they both quieted was I able to become absorbed in the book. 
I had never read much and was a really slow reader, but the book drew me in. As I read chapter after chapter, the night flew by, and I wasn't sure how much time had passed before I woke Ali for her shift. It was well past the appointed time, that much I was positive on. In the darkness, she wouldn't know right away what I had done, but she would figure it out as soon as the dawn came. I curled up on the pallet and stared into the dark corners of the café until the morning sun began to lighten the room.
Ali actually cursed softly under her breath when she realized how long she had slept, and I smiled into the fading darkness. Maybe she would scold me for it later, but for now, she didn't have to know I was awake. I lay quiet, and the room lightened considerably when I finally dozed off. It seemed it was just a second later when Ali was suddenly prodding me awake with her booted foot.
"Hate to do this to you, but I can't waste daylight." She said softly. 
"No problem." I sat up, stretching my muscles. Stephanie lay curled in her pallet, and Ali was buckling on her harnesses. Thankfully the gun was included this time. I asked, "Do you need to eat?"
She eyed me, her eyes sparkling in the dim morning light, and replied pointedly. "Do you need to sleep?"
"No." I answered quickly, but found myself trying to stifle a yawn. She paused to put her hands on her hips and gave me a scolding look, but I waved her away. "I'm fine. Go."
Ali pursed her lips, frowning, but finally relented. "Okay, but I take first watch tonight."
After Ali left, the morning dragged on. Our brief conversation had not managed to wake Stephanie, and she slept for a good while, snoring softly. When she did wake, she did so abruptly, snorting loudly and sitting up in her pallet to look around with wide eyes.
"Are you okay?" I said, already sliding out of my booth to rush to her.
As soon as she saw me, she relaxed. Slim fingers reached up to smooth sweaty strands of hair from her face. "Sorry." Her voice was soft, bashful, and she was blushing. "It was just a bad dream."
I sat back. The small scare was enough to get my pulse thumping. The quiet that followed was particularly awkward after yesterday's events, and I was suddenly nervous. I actually stuttered when I spoke. "Do, uh... Do you want me to start breakfast?"
"No." She answered evenly. There was no hint of the curtness that was there yesterday. "It'll keep me busy for a bit. I like to do it."
She fetched a candle and lit it, then slipped to the men's bathroom. That bathroom didn't have a window for light, but at least the toilet in the stall drained... somewhere. A faint odor was building in there, but it wasn't any worse than anywhere else. Being in there was creepy as hell, but Stephanie didn't have much of an option.
The swinging door creaked as she moved from the men's bathroom to the women's. When she returned, her hair was wet and brushed. She riffled through the assortment of new clothes until she found something she liked, and disappeared one last time to change.
I should change too, I thought as I looked down at my shirt. The last time I had washed and changed was the night we had burned all the freaks. I lifted my arms to tentatively smell my pits, then shrugged. It wasn't horrible. I could wait till after breakfast to wash up. Stifling another yawn, I settled back into my booth. 
Now that Stephanie was in a better mood, the lump in my stomach unknotted and I felt better. Taking in a deep breath, I relaxed against the wall and smiled. Maybe it was time to start reading again, but the booth was comfortable, and I didn't feel like getting up to fetch the book. With my legs stretched out in front of me, I opted to gaze out the window instead.
Stifling another yawn, I leaned my head against the wall. Maybe I should have gotten more sleep last night. The new calmness of the day wasn't helping. I never even noticed when my eyes drifted closed. 
~ ~ ~ ~
Suddenly, someone was shaking my shoulder violently. I jolted awake, tearing myself from my dreams. My mind couldn't process the swift shift in realities.  
"Seth?" I gasped, looking around wildly. We had been running from a horde of dead-brains, and Seth had fallen. I wasn't strong enough to get him back to his feet and the horde was closing in. My heart thundered in my chest.
Stephanie's brown eyes came into focus in front of me, and I blinked several times. Reality suddenly snapped back into place and my panic became real.
"What's wrong?" I gasped, pulling myself from the booth. Stephanie had leaned in from the other side. Her face was pale, drained of blood.
"Seth?" She looked at me blankly for a moment, chewing on words she couldn't spit out. Shaking her head as if to clear it, she pointed out the window. "Meg's outside."
That shook me. I shot to my feet, my mouth suddenly going dry, and looked out the window. Meg stood outside, a few yards from the door. She carried her rifle, but now it had a strap and was slung over her shoulder. She seemed... indecisive?
"How long has she been there?" I whispered, unsure of what to do.
"I don't know. Not long, I don't think." Stephanie matched my volume. "I was going through some of the clothes, and when I looked up, she was just there."
I had no idea how long I had been asleep, or where Ali had gone. So many possibilities flashed through my mind as to why Meg was standing outside our door, and I was hesitant to find out. Stephanie, who had faded toward the back of the café, looked anxiously from Meg to me. Her hands were clasped together at her chest. Her knuckles white from the pressure she was putting on them.
Turning back to the window, I made my decision. I couldn't let Meg leave without finding out why she was here. Something could have happened. Taking a deep breath, I stepped outside.
Meg tensed when she saw me, but slowly relaxed over the next few seconds. I took a few cautious steps from the door. 
"Hi, Joss." Meg said politely. That wasn't what I had been expecting. Our first meeting had not gone as well.
"Hi," I stumbled over the greeting, rattled. "Uh, Meg."
Meg shifted from one foot to the other and I realized she was as nervous as I was. "How is Stephanie?"
"Good." I answered, not sure if that was something I should expand on. Meg had obviously shown true concern over Stephanie and the baby, but I really wished Ali was here to take the lead. I wasn't prepared for this.
Meg nodded and glanced around the plaza. "I'd like to talk to Ali some more if she's willing. She didn't mention how long you guys were going to stick around."
I cocked my head to the side, studying her. I wasn't as good a judge of character as Ali was, but Meg sure didn't look like a threat. Ali hadn't mentioned anything about feeling threatened by her, and I knew she wanted to talk to Meg again.
"She will." I finally said. "She's looking for supplies right now."
"What kind of supplies?" Meg asked quickly, her nervousness showing. She wasn't very trusting.
"Food and trade goods."
Meg looked at me curiously, the question plain on her face. She probably didn't know the worth of trading since she had been here the entire time. She glanced down, her brow furrowed in contemplation, and she nodded to herself as if coming to a decision. 
"Most of my supply runs have been east of here, so head that way, "Meg pointed toward the highway. "I know there's a few stores down Flamingo and Tropicana that I never hit."
I nodded my thanks, and then the conversation stalled. There were so many questions I wanted to ask her, but I feared I might ruin it for Ali if I did. I shifted awkwardly, not sure what to say.
"Well," Meg broke the silence first. "If you could let Ali know I'd like to talk to her again, I'd appreciate it. I'll meet her at dusk. Same place we talked before."
Meg smiled at me, a half smile. It was awkward and forced, and I returned the same. Our conversation over, Meg turned to go, and I took a deep breath to calm my racing pulse. As soon as I stepped into the café, Stephanie pressed me.
"What did she want?" She asked, wringing her hands together. Her face was drawn with worry.
"Ali." I answered. "She wants to meet with her again."
"That's good, right? Maybe she wants to help us?" Hope rang clear in Stephanie's voice, and suddenly I was afraid she could be setting herself up for disappointment. If Meg was here with someone else that wasn't infected, what could she offer us that would help Stephanie? 
"I don't know." I said firmly, hoping it would calm her. "I'm sure Ali will meet with her, but we'll have to wait until then. I know Ali wants to get us out of here as soon as possible, so even if Meg doesn't want to help us, Ali will stick to our plan."
Stephanie seemed taken aback by that, and suddenly I was afraid she was going to revert to the same bitter mood that had overcome her yesterday. I stifled a groan. I did not want to go through that again.
"I'm sorry I fell asleep." I said, trying to change the subject. I was so relieved when I saw a slight smile curve the edges of her lips.
"It's okay." She replied. "I think I'm safe enough in here from the red-eyes."
I dropped my head in my hands as I sat, running my fingers through my hair. It was starting to get long, longer than Ali's even. "I didn't sleep well last night."
"Nightmares?" She joined me at the table almost timidly. Perhaps an acknowledgment of her odd behavior from yesterday. I considered what Ali had said about stress and hormones. That seemed likely, and I decided to let it go. We all had our bad days.
"No." I shrugged, sliding back into my booth and kicking up my legs. "Just couldn't sleep. It happens sometimes." 
"Who's Seth?" Stephanie asked after a short moment of silence.
I grunted, remembering what had happened when she had woken me. I stared at the wood grain patterns on the table top, not wanting to meet her eyes. "My brother."
"He's gone, isn't he?" 
There was a deep concern in her voice, but I didn't want to talk about him. I had shared my memories with Becky during a special moment as we both lay dying, but I wasn't sure I was ready to open up to Stephanie. I sat for a moment, considering her. 
I had one arm stretched out along the table, and Stephanie reached across to gently take my hand in both of hers. Her voice was soft, coaxing. "Tell me about him."
She had opened up to me already, so maybe it was only fair. Taking a deep breath, I thought about where to start. Despite the loss and sadness, I smiled as the memories came rushing back.
 



CHAPTER 7 – ALI
 
 
 
I folded my hands over my chest and grumbled. The dually truck I leaned against was old and rusted, but it was the closest diesel I had found. It sat in an employee parking garage less than a mile from the café, but the distance was uncomfortably far considering the hours I would have to spend working on it. Not the best situation, but I would have to make do.
The cab had been unlocked, but no sign of the keys. Annoying little problem, but I'd already made sure I could jump it once I found a fresh battery to slap in there. If I found a fresh battery...
Abruptly, I groaned in frustration and kicked the tire. We were stuck. Mired in the middle of a freak-filled city and a safe evacuation rested entirely on getting this rust-bucket started. I needed a battery, probably a battery charger and a generator to power it, not to mention the kerosene and oil which I had found no sign of yet. So many pieces were up in the air, and it could all prove a waste of time. 
And Reed was out there.
A tingle of fear ran down my spine as it always did when I thought of that one-eyed bastard. It was the push I needed to commit myself to the impossible chore. Determined, I pulled the map from my back pocket and sectioned off the first area I would sweep in hopes of finding some of the needed items.
Hours later, the sun was high in the sky but drifting to the west, and I hadn't found anything. Irritated with the situation and trying not to become discouraged, I decided to head back to the café for lunch. That would mean I might have to deal with Stephanie's obnoxious behavior, but hopefully she was over her hissy fit by now.
I had stayed out past dusk yesterday just to avoid her. At least I had a little extra time to play around with the old slot machines and card tables in the hotel, but I couldn't enjoy it. It annoyed me that I allowed her behavior to affect me at all. 
I sneered, but managed to hold back the tide of unpleasant thoughts that threatened to rush through me. The girl was young and traumatized. I was the adult here. I was the one who needed to get past it and make sure we held together, but this was something I wasn't prepared for. Freaks I could deal with, but this made my palms sweat.  
Stopping at a small, Asian grocery that I'd already picked through, I grabbed the bags that I'd left sitting inside the door. It was mostly different types of noodles and dry spices, but that should put a little variety in our meals. Joss seemed to be in love with his sugary rice, but I was ready to try something new.
I jogged back to the cafe, the noodles rattling in the bags like dice in a cup. Joss opened the door as soon as I entered the plaza, and he waved me on almost frantically. I increased my speed, but the smile I could see on his face kept the panic at bay.
"Meg came by!" He said excitedly when I drew closer.
"What?" My eyes widened in surprise.   
"She wants to see you again." He reached for one of the bags I carried and practically pulled me into the café. "She said she would be at the place you first met."
"What else?"
Joss shook his head as he began to dig through the bag he held. He pulled out a container of mixed spices and frowned at it as he read the label, then smiled. "She said search the stores on the other side of the highway. She hasn't spent much time there."
My eyebrows rose thoughtfully, "Well, that's helpful."
I tossed the other bags with the rest of our growing stash. We would have to spend some time sorting through it all before we left, but for now, I was hauling in everything I thought looked useful. Sorting could wait until later. A nervous excitement was starting to bubble up inside me.
"When did she want to meet?" I asked. Stephanie had moved from her booth and was nervously heading toward us. I eyed her for a moment, but looked away, not wanting to incite anything.
"Dusk." Joss was opening the spice bottle. He sprinkled a little out into the palm of his hand and tasted it. He sneezed. "You should learn to hunt."
"Nope." I said without even thinking about it. We’d already been through that conversation before. 
"I'll do it then. I miss hamburgers."
I chuckled at that. "So do I, but you're not going to find anything big here. Those freaks would have eaten it all by now. Maybe once we get out of the city."
"How 'bout a little squirrel soup?" He snickered at me. Stephanie actually whimpered at that, pulling my attention to her. Her face had paled. 
I laughed again and turned back to Joss. "Just fix the noodles, you brat."
"I'll do it." Stephanie stepped up, surprising me. She took the bag from Joss and disappeared into the kitchen.
As soon as she was out of the room, I whispered as softly as I could, the words barely even making it to my own ears. "Is she better now?"
Joss nodded. His talent was unbelievable. He glanced a cautious look toward the kitchen before speaking out loud, changing the topic. "We need more water." 
"Did you two get a list of supplies started?"
"Uh," Joss began to rummage through the many piles that we had created. The café had become quite messy over the last few days. After shuffling a few things around, he pulled the yellow notepad from a table and smiled triumphantly. "Yes!"
"Good." I said, taking it from him. "I found a truck that looks promising."
Joss's eyes lit up, and I somehow managed to suppress my grimace. I wasn't confident that I could get the truck running, but I didn't want to spoil it for him. The more likely reality I envisioned was Joss and I strapping ourselves to the golf cart like we were a couple of mules, hauling Stephanie out as she rode inside. At least the situation wasn't entirely hopeless. 
I scoffed at the thought, not realizing how closely Joss was watching me. He frowned. "What?"
"Nothing." I waved him away. "Was just thinking of our backup plan if the truck doesn't pan out."
"There's a backup plan?" The confused look on his face made me smile.
I chuckled softly. "Yes. There's a backup plan." I leaned in close and said flatly. "And it was your idea."
"What?" He pulled back, his confusion growing. I nodded to the golf cart outside.
"We didn't have to push her here in that cart, but we might end up pushing her out."
He groaned, not appreciating how close my joke was to the truth. 
~ ~ ~ ~
Time slowed to a crawl after lunch. I paced at the front window, watching the sun as it hung in the air, refusing to move. Chewing on my bottom lip nervously, I spun and walked the few steps to the other wall, reversed, and headed the other way.
"Do you think," Joss started. I paused to look at him. He was lounging in a booth, peering at me over the top of a book. "That you could stop doing that?"
"Argh!" I growled, stomping my foot in frustration. "Waiting is driving me nuts."
"I can see that." Joss said, looking back down at his book. "Maybe you should find something to do."
My lips pursed and my hands balled up into fists at my sides. Did he realize how irritating he was? I glared at him, seeing his eyes on his book, but unmoving. His lips twitched as he tried to hold in a smile.
"You little twerp!" I yelled, wanting to throw something at him but there wasn't anything in reach. His smile finally broke out over his face, and he busted into laughter. Stephanie poked her head out from the kitchen where she had been washing the dishes, looked at us both, then disappeared again. Her mood had definitely changed, but she was still acting skittish.
I grumbled and went to take a seat on the other side of Joss's booth. "This is killing me. What does she want?"
Joss shrugged and closed his book, leaving his finger in between the pages to mark his place. "Hopefully she'll teach you how to bake cookies."
I sighed and ran a hand through my hair. Some of the strands were uneven, and I pulled at those with irritation. I needed to even them up at some point, but it was difficult to get the right angle. Considering, I looked at Joss, wondering if he was handy with scissors, but the mischievous look on his face made me think better of it. I couldn't let Stephanie do it, either. She'd probably try to stab me.
"Maybe she'll fix my hair." I mumbled it under my breath, momentarily forgetting that Joss could hear me. His eyebrows shot up in surprise, and I blushed. "I'm kidding."
I leaned back and tried to relax, but it was impossible. Despite Joss's teasing, I was up again within twenty minutes, back to my pacing. He muttered at me, but didn't comment on it again although he gave up on his reading. 
As soon as the sun began to dip into the lower sky, I tossed Joss a glance over my shoulder and was gone. Jogging across the plaza, I headed for the door. It was too early, but I couldn't stand it anymore. Even if I ended up waiting for Meg in the hotel, at least I wouldn't be disturbing Joss and Stephanie with my relentless pacing.
I made my way through the twisting hotel hallways, familiar with them now that I had spent more time here. As I came up to the front of the hotel, I stumbled to a stop. Meg was already here.
"Hello." She said, sounding as nervous as I felt.
My feet remembered to move and closed the distance between us. I managed a nervous smile in return. "Hi."
"I wanted to apologize for how I left before." Meg started. She wasn't sitting. Instead she stood behind a chair and picked at the fabric. I hung back a little, not wanting to sit down if she was going to remain standing. "I do want to help, but I can't risk putting her in danger."
I nodded. I respected her decision, even if that didn't help us. "I do understand that. I don't want to put you or any of yours in danger either."
"Thank you, Ali." She said, exhaling. Her smile was sincere this time. "I appreciate that. I haven't been able to stop thinking about you guys, and I finally decided to take a chance. I'd like to show you something if you'll let me."
Curious, I nodded hesitantly. "What's that?"
"You'll have to come to the Palace with me."
I swallowed hard, tensing. I had followed her once into the unknown, and she hadn't given me a reason not to trust her. The delay in my response was noticeable. Meg closed her eyes for a moment, as if in consideration, and then she pulled the shotgun off her shoulder and held it out to me.
"There are no shells. I haven't kept shells for it in ages. Check it yourself."
Blinking, I gently took the gun from her, spun it around, and popped open the barrel. She wasn't lying. I looked up at her in shock. "Why?"
"I don't like to kill them. Gordon doesn't have that problem, but it messes with me." Her voice was almost sad, and I handed the nearly useless shotgun back to her. She slung it over her shoulder and stared at me, her eyes sparkling like green gems. I understood her intentions, but this revelation did nothing to bolster my trust. A trap could still be a trap, even if she didn't force me in with a weapon at my back. Was she just trying to disarm me?
But why?
Because there was no why. Meg wasn't trying to trap me. Nothing that I'd seen from her since we'd met had even hinted at that. All of her actions had pointed to the one thing she had already told me. She was protecting someone. That was logic I couldn't deny. 
I met her eyes and nodded. "Lead on."
She smiled, seeming somewhat relieved, but she radiated anxiety. Good, that makes two of us, I thought as she led me out the door. 
Crowds of freaks occupied the plaza on this side of the hotel, but as she led me to the road, I noticed there was a barrier set up around the Palace. It was made of cars, carts, tables, and a mish-mash of other objects intended to keep the freaks from the doors, except some of the tables had collapsed and some areas were low enough to step over.
Meg was casting glances at me every few steps, and she noticed my eyes on the barrier. "It isn't much. It wouldn't stop them if they really wanted to get past it, but at least it keeps them away from the door. I don't like them in my business if I can help it."
My eyes cut back to hers sharply, and she actually blushed. I allowed myself a small smile when she turned her back to me and was able to relax a little. She didn't seem so bad.
We crossed the boulevard to the Palace, and Meg led me through the maze of obstacles. The front door and entry way of this hotel was just as grand as the one we'd left, even though it was worn down. I could see that the structure had been beautiful back in its day. I stared up at the building in appreciation, wishing I'd had the chance to see it before the world turned.  
"This way," Meg said as we entered the building. I looked around longingly, hoping I might get the chance to explore the casino in this hotel as I had with the other. She led me to a stairwell and said, "This one has been cleared out. The others might have zombies in them. Just a warning."
My face twitched at her use of the word zombie again, but she didn’t notice. We began our climb up the stairwell. Dingy windows provided enough light to see by, but they cast eerie shadows on the wall that put me on edge. Meg seemed not to have those issues, and she practically flew up the first flight of stairs, turning to look down at me when I didn't follow as quickly.
"Sorry. I go up and down these at least twenty times a day." She said. "Running saves time."
"How many floors?" I asked, catching up.
"Twenty-six." She grinned impishly. "Don't get dizzy."
Oh, boy.
Meg had already turned and was continuing up the stairs only a tad slower than before. I ignored the unsettling feeling and followed her. As we passed floor after floor, the muscles in my legs began to burn, but I never got winded. I never thought to test my limit in this way and was pleased with the new discovery. The burn felt good. 
Stronger, healthier and ya heal faster too now. I smiled as I thought of Walt, and unconsciously reached up to touch the spot on my chest that should have been a massive scar. Guess I had put his words to the test, not to mention the other talents Joss and I had discovered. I glanced up at Meg, wondering if she had anything... enhanced. 
We were a few flights from the top, and I noticed a brighter light coming from the top floor. I figured it was from a window, but as we rounded that last turn, my jaw dropped in shock. It wasn't a window, it was a light! A bright, florescent square shone down brilliantly into the stairwell. I gaped at it in amazement, my steps slowing.
"How?" I pointed up, turning to see that Meg was smiling at me. She pulled the door open excitedly, as if she couldn't wait to reveal what lay beyond.
Through the doorway, I could see a set of double doors, lights to either side of them, both lit. I stared at them, stunned. Meg coaxed me into the wide hallway, and there were more double doors, more lights. I turned my wide eyes to her and mouthed again, "How?" 
"Gordon." Meg smiled. "He's an odd man, but he's smart. He doesn't stay up here with us."
I glanced at her, finally able to tear my eyes away from the lights. "Where does he stay?"
"He calls it the Spring, God only knows why, but it's the source of electricity. He says it's unstable and needs a lot of care." Meg said. "I can take you down to meet him... if you want."
"Maybe." I said, continuing to look around. Meg had stopped and hovered by the stairwell doorway. Over my initial awe, I glanced down the hall in both directions, but saw nothing else of interest. Meg didn't lead me up twenty-six flights of stairs just to show me some lights, had she? I turned a curious look to her, and she shifted from one foot to the other, nervously.
She was stalling!
"Meg," I said cautiously, suddenly wondering if I'd made a mistake letting her lead me up here. "What did you want to show me?"
She began to wring her hands together, and worry lined her face. "I couldn’t stop thinking about you guys. I think I made the right decision to trust you." She took a deep breath. "You saved Stephanie, right? Even though you just met her, you brought her with you."
That gave me pause. I watched her closely, trying to decipher her unexpected reluctance. "Yes. I couldn't leave her out there. She never would have made it on her own."
"That's why I brought you up here." Meg said, her voice firming. My answer reinforced her decision to share this thing with me, whatever it was, and she leaned in close to grip my hand in hers. The sudden intensity in her eyes captured me, and an unexplained chill ran across my skin. "This is precious to me, beyond words. She's sacred to me, and I could never have made it through this hell without her. Please, please understand how much this means to me."
Her eyes locked with mine. In a breath, she stole all my preconceived notions and stripped me bare. Her eyes glowed as they pleaded with me to understand, to feel everything that she felt with that same sharp intensity, to love something so fiercely it was more precious than life itself... and I did. I believed her. I believed it all.
She stepped away, and I staggered. My mouth had gone dry, and I gasped, remembering to breathe again. "What the holy hell."
"I'm sorry, but I had to." Meg said, her cheeks flushing a bright red. "You'll understand soon."
I looked down at my hand, feeling it tingle where she had touched me. It was a faint feeling, nothing more than a memory of her skin on mine, but that memory burned. I ran my fingers through my hair and swallowed, my brain trying to figure out what happened.
Meg was moving toward a set of double doors down the hall, and she pulled one open, standing back to allow me to enter. I stared after her, not wanting to care what was beyond that door anymore - I wanted to know what the hell had just happened - but I realized I did care, and I took a cautious step forward. 
A small shadow darted through the room.
My breath caught in my throat, and my steps faltered for a moment. Meg stood motionless, waiting, and I slowly walked past her. As I entered the suite, my jaw dropped again. The room was huge, filled completely with stuffed animals and toys. Train sets and doll houses littered the open spaces, along with multiple tents and tunnels. It was everything that I would have loved to have when I was a child.
And then I saw her. Dark hair hung in ringlets around her small face, and she wore a fluffy, yellow princess costume. Her eyes were bright and clear as she stared at me. They sparkled like amethyst. A brilliant green much lighter than mine, although still unnatural. She was beautiful.
"She's a child." I stuttered, unaware that I had even spoken out loud until Meg answered me. 
"I named her Hope."
"How..." My words choked off to stunned silence, and I swallowed, trying to remember everything Meg had told me. "How did she survive the mist? How old is she?"
"She turned five in February."
My shock kept me from thinking clearly, and it felt like there was something there I needed to see, something just out of my mind’s grasp. A piece of the puzzle I was missing. I struggled through my muddy thoughts, trying to figure out how a child, an infant at the time, could have survived the mist. And then it hit me.
"You were pregnant!"
Meg didn't answer me. She didn't need to. I was right. The other things Meg told me began to fall into place. "She's not like us?"
Meg shrugged. "The zombies go crazy if they hear or smell her. She's like Stephanie. She's normal."
Hope slowly inched her way to Meg, never taking her eyes off me. I was awestruck. How had the infection not spread to her? How had a baby survived her mother turning? I looked questioningly to Meg, but could already see in her eyes that she had no answers. "You nursed her?"
Meg nodded. "For as long as I could. I dried up a couple years ago."
So she
was immune to the infection. I had been thinking about it wrong the whole time. I considered myself immune because I didn't become a freak, even though I could spread the disease. Joss, Meg and I, we weren't immune. Not like Hope. 
Hope was different. Hope was normal. 
I needed to sit down. Somehow, inexplicably, this child had beaten the curse. Despite all the danger that was spread out just a few hundred feet below us, Hope had survived. As the thought hit me, my face broke out into a broad grin that I couldn't hold back.
"What?" Meg asked.
"You named her well." I answered, smiling. "She is hope."
~ ~ ~ ~
"Can we talk about what you did back there?" I asked Meg. She had moved deeper into the room, but I stayed by the door.
"That." She blushed, and reached up to fidget with her ear lobe. "It happened after the bomb went off."
That much I figured, but it caught me off guard when she said bomb. I didn't remember Walt ever mentioning a bomb. I stayed silent, not wanting to distract her.
Pushing a huge stuffed cat from a chair, Meg sat down, and Hope snatched the cat to drag it further into the room. Hope kept a wary eye on me as she found a new home for her toy, and Meg continued. "It started with Hope, not long after she turned one, but I didn't notice anything odd right away. She would wake up screaming for no reason. She wasn't sick, so I assumed it was just a bad dream. I'd comfort her and wish I could make her understand it was safe. I've always hated to see her scared. When I held her, she would calm down almost right away. I never thought much of it. 
"Then one day, something else happened. Riley, he's like us, wanted us to leave--"
"There's someone else here?" I snapped quickly, interrupting her.
Meg shook her head, "No, he was one of the others that left. One of the last to leave, in fact." She paused, waiting to see if I would interrupt again, but I was done talking. I felt the flush of embarrassment rise to my cheeks. 
"Anyway, Riley wanted Hope and me to leave with him, but I was too scared. He was very persistent. We argued, and I grabbed his hand, wanting him to know how strongly I was against moving her. He felt it right away when I touched him."
Her voice faded, and she looked down at her hands as she absently rubbed them together. Softly, she said, "None of the others could do something like this. I'm a freak."
I choked at her words, finally stepping forward. I was very much in doubt about her strange talent, but one thing I did know. "You're not a freak." I said adamantly. "Those things out there, those are the freaks. We are people."
Meg looked at me, and I could see the uncertainty in her eyes. "Can you do anything like that?"
"Not like that, but I can see things." I replied quickly. "And Joss can hear a bee fart."
Meg's eyes widened in surprise, and she threw her head back, laughing loudly. It was pure and heartfelt. Contagious. I smiled at first, but was soon dragged along with her, and I began to chuckle. It seemed to go on for minutes, but she finally took a deep breath and wiped tears from her eyes. 
"Ali," she said as she stood, coming to stand close to me. "I wanted to offer you one of the rooms up here. The top two floors of this tower are completely clear, and Stephanie would be safe. It's getting her here that will be a problem."
I blinked. I was sure they'd both want to come here, especially after I told them what these rooms looked like, but I said, "I'll check with them. See what they want to do. It'll be a risk"
Meg nodded. "I have nothing to offer, aside from a distraction."
I looked at the lights burning with electricity. "Do you think Gordon could get that golf cart working?"
She chuckled, "I don't know what Gordon can and can't do. The things he's able to make work again seem like magic. We can ask him, though. He'll probably enjoy tinkering around with it in any case, but it might take a while."
That idea was out then. I looked at Meg, "Let me talk to them. We might be able to figure something out."
"Lights and sound distract them." She offered.
I nodded in thanks, although I had already figured that out, and glanced at Hope before I turned to leave. Her eyes never strayed far from me, but she had been playing quietly by herself while Meg and I talked. I smiled at her and waved. She didn't wave back.
Meg followed me out the door, closing it behind her and apologized for her daughter. "Sorry. She's never seen anyone else before. She probably doesn't remember the others at all. They all left before she was two."
I laughed. "No need for an apology."
"I don't like to be away from her after dark, but I can escort you down if you like." Meg offered, but I shook my head.
"I remember the way. Are you positive the other hotel's bottom floor is clear?"
"Yes, but please double-check before you move." Meg said. "I could have missed something." 
"Thanks," I smiled again and turned for the stairwell. As I entered, letting the door close behind me, I looked down the twenty-six flights of stairs and took a deep breath. "Here we go."
I practically ran the whole way back to the café. The sun was close to setting, but there was plenty of light to see by, and I counted the freaks as I made my way across the road. Getting Stephanie past them was going to be problematic. If we pushed her in the golf cart, we would have to go out of our way to avoid curbs and medians, so that idea was out. Something a little more subtle would be needed.
I was breathless by the time I reached the café door, but from excitement instead of exertion. Joss met me, his face nervous, but my exhilaration was contagious. He was on the verge of a smile before I even began to speak. "She's offered us a place to stay."
"Where?" Joss said, and even Stephanie perked up at that.
"She's got the whole top floor cleared out of her hotel. She said we could stay up there with her." I answered. Joss was grinning, and I grabbed him by both his shoulders and shook him. "She has electricity!"
His face went slack with disbelief. "No way. How?"
"This fabled Gordon that she keeps talking about. He wasn't there. I--"
Joss cut me off. "What about the one the other one?"
I cocked an eyebrow at him, and he backed away. "I did meet her, but..." I searched for words, not knowing how to say it. I shrugged and looked pointedly at Stephanie. "She's Meg's daughter, born after the turn."
Stephanie's breath caught in her throat.
Joss frowned, confused. "How?"
"She doesn't know. It just happened. She was pregnant when the mist came."
Joss looked back at Stephanie, and a grin broke out over his face again. It was the spark we needed. Knowing that a baby could live and grow in this world returned our confidence. Joss turned back to me and said, "How soon can you get the truck running?"
I scoffed. "We can't depend on that. It'll take days, and I don't have everything I need. We'll have to figure out another way to get Stephanie over there. Meg says the bottom floor of that hotel is clear."
The expression on Joss's face suddenly grew determined. He turned to the pile of packs and began to dig through mine. I frowned at him, wondering what he was up to, but let him continue. A moment later he turned back to me, pulling out my flashlight.
"I'll check."
There was a hard look in his eyes, and I understood. He wouldn't trust Meg's word, and he wouldn't trust mine. He would be as thorough as anyone could be. I nodded. "It's a big area."
"You know where I'll be." He said. I admired his resolve and stepped back to let him go. At least he wouldn't be far. I watched him as he crossed the plaza, then turned to see Stephanie's wary eyes on me.
Shit.
After a moment of awkward silence, I began to move around the room, lighting the candles. I was surprised when Stephanie joined me. Her voice was soft. "I fixed some more noodles for dinner. They're in the kitchen if you want some."
I looked at her and managed to get my lips turned up into something that resembled a smile. "Thank you."
Letting Stephanie finish with the candles, I grabbed a bowl of noodles and sat down to eat in silence. The room grew darker until the light of the candles shone brighter than the sky outside. I kept my eyes on the side door, always watching for Joss, but I found I was becoming more relaxed letting him go out on his own. I did wonder if the light of that small flashlight would be enough for him to accomplish his task, but another sweep tomorrow morning wouldn't hurt anything.
Stephanie's soft voice slashed into my thoughts. "Did you know Seth?"
I froze, my heart skipping a beat at the sound of his name. Glancing at Stephanie, I saw an earnest curiosity in her eyes.
"He was Joss's brother." I said simply, trying to hold my voice level.
Stephanie nodded, "Joss told me about him. Some, anyway."
I turned back to the window, unable to hold eye contact with her. Apparently that some didn't include the past year of our lives. I nodded.
Several moments passed before she spoke again. "Joss didn't tell me everything."
"Did he tell you how we met?" I asked.
"No."
This time, an uneasy smile came to my lips, but at least it was a real smile. I began to tell her about that little grocery store where I'd found Joss and Seth in El Paso. Even though I didn't mind telling our story, I talked slow, deliberately drawing it out. I was scared of the questions that might follow once I stopped talking. The story didn't last nearly as long as I hoped it would.
"Seth was a stubborn jackass." I laughed as I finished. "If it wasn't for Joss, I think we might have killed each other."
"Did you get to travel with each other for long?"
"Long enough." I sighed, my smile fading. I looked at Stephanie, wary of what was coming next, but something that I never would have expected happened instead.
Stephanie paused, seeming to struggle with her next words, and I clenched my teeth. Abruptly, she doubled over and whatever she was about to say disappeared in a long, drawn out, "Ooohhhhh."
I was on my feet in an instant, panic prickling across my skin, and I floundered. What the hell was I supposed to do now? I took a couple tentative steps toward her, seeing that both her hands were cupping the ball of her belly, and I tried to choke down the alarm I knew would be in my voice. "Are you okay?"
It was a stupid question, but I didn't know what else to say. I closed the distance between us and gently laid a hand on her shoulder. Stephanie was taking long, deep breaths, and seconds swam by as she slowly straightened. She nodded, but the worry was plain on her face.
"I think so." She said as she leaned back in her seat. "Gwen told me this would start happening. I've felt it before, but never this strong."
I looked at her belly then back to her eyes, scared to ask. "What?"
"Fake contractions." She said, relaxing completely. "She got them all the time when she was pregnant with Demetri." 
Wonderful.

Yet another reminder that we needed to find a safe and secure place for her, and there wasn't a lot of time left. I took a few steps back and asked, "Do you need anything? Some water?"
She shook her head. "No, I think I'm okay now."
I continued to hover until Stephanie looked at me, and a broad grin broke out over her face. Astonishingly, she giggled. My eyebrows shot up in disbelief.
"Your face!" She spat out between sharp, girlish giggles. I reached up to rub my cheeks, and suffered through her laughter until she was finally about to spit out what she was struggling to say. "You should have seen your face!"
Oh, Jesus, the girl is insane!
I spun and stalked away, her laughter following me. I slumped into my seat, dropping my head against the table and ran my fingers through the uneven strands of my hair. My cheeks were burning. 
I have to stop letting Joss leave me alone with her.
I groaned as her laughter continued. 
~ ~ ~ ~
The next morning, I stood at the window, staring out at Joss's brilliant idea. A huge laundry hamper on tiny little wheels.
"You can't be serious." I said, shaking my head. Stephanie stood next to me, her face pale and drawn.
"It's only to get her across to the door." Joss said. "We'll have to carry it so it doesn't make any noise. Those wheels are pretty loud."
I chewed on my bottom lip, shaking my head. Joss wanted to carry her across in that? The girl was a pain in my ass, but I didn't want to get her killed. There was absolutely no protection if we happened to draw any freak attention. 
"At least help me bring it inside." Joss huffed. I glared at him but relented. It was long and slim, and easily fit through the door. The three of us stared at it in silence. Joss had the presence of mind to layer the bottom of it with clean towels, and it left plenty of room for Stephanie to sit in it, even with her bulging tummy. 
Like it or not, it was the only option readily available to us, but I couldn't commit the girl to it. What if the cloth ripped?
"I'll do it." Stephanie said suddenly, breaking the silence.
"What?" Joss and I both said at the same time. I shot a glance at Joss and was surprised to see the shock on his face matched my own. It had been his idea!
"I'll do it." Stephanie said again, her voice firm this time. "I want to see more than just this restaurant. I want to see Meg and her daughter."
Joss looked out the window to the freaks that were milling about in the parking lot. Surprisingly enough, even with all our movement in and out of the building, we hadn't drawn much attention. Only a few had wandered back toward the plaza.
"I can lead them off, then circle back around. It would only take a few minutes to get her across." Joss said.
I sighed deeply. I didn't like it, but there wasn't another option. At least not one that didn't involve days of preparation. It would have been suicide if there were more freaks around, but as it was, this wasn't as bad as our walk across the golf course.
"Do it." I said finally. "Let's get it done."
Joss was out the door a moment later, and I began to prepare the hamper for Stephanie's ride. "Are you sure about this?"
Her eyes roved the plaza, watching Joss wave his arms around wildly as he ran past the freaks, gathering their attention. "It doesn't look so bad. I can be quiet now."
She was right. The plaza was clear enough that she could walk across without a hitch, but that didn't mean the plan was completely without danger. While we waited on Joss to get back, I went over everything in my head. This would be easier and less conspicuous than pushing her in a golf cart, and the safest way of getting her out of here in a vehicle wasn't without its own risks. I accepted that Stephanie wanted this, so I would see it through. There was no reason to argue against it.
When Joss slipped back in, I was already helping Stephanie get situated in the hamper. It was made of thick, stiff canvas, and I didn't worry about it tearing under her weight. There was nothing on the bottom to brace it, so we piled plenty of towels in for padding, but Stephanie struggled to keep from doubling over into herself. She looked extremely uncomfortable.
"Let's make this quick." I said, laying a cover over the top to hide her from view. Before she disappeared, I saw the strained look on her face. It was an effort for her to hold her body in a position that protected her stomach. I waved Joss to one side and took the other.
Minutes later we were pulling her into the Bellagio without incident. As soon as the doors closed, we heaved a collective sigh of relief, and Joss hurriedly helped her out of the hamper. She wobbled on her legs for a moment before a bright smile broke out on her face. She was beaming she was so thrilled to be out of that little cafe.
"I'll show you around." Joss smiled, and she immediately slipped her hand in his. It was so casual that she didn't seem to realize what she had done, but Joss tensed. His eyes met mine, and I glowered at him.
"Tell her." I grumbled so low under my breath I didn't think he heard me, but he nodded. My teeth ground together, and I was sure he heard that. His eyes were wide as she tugged him further into the hotel, and I watched them go, wondering if I would have to be the one to break the news to her. She would never forgive him if I did that. 
Muttering to myself, I pushed the hamper back outside, intending to pack it full of our belongings and move them over. Joss was right about the wheels. They screeched obnoxiously, and I worried I might draw freaks back into the plaza, but Joss had been thorough in leading them off. It was a simple thing to get our things transferred to the hotel, despite the squeaky wheels. 
Laughter led me to Stephanie when I came back. She was dancing through the rows of slot machines, and in the best mood I'd ever seen her in. Joss was leaning against a column with his arms folded across his chest as if he were on guard for any freak that he might have missed, but he was smiling. 
"It's so big!" Stephanie said, tugging on a slot machine handle that wouldn't budge.
"Not to be a downer, but remember there are freaks in the building on the upper floors." I said. "Be careful around the stairwells."
Stephanie paused to look at me, a tinge of worry in her eyes, but I was able to force a smile. That seemed to pacify her, and she continued to wander through the casino area. I turned to Joss. "Where do you want to set up camp?"
"Does it matter?" He asked. "It's not like we're going to be here long."
I stared at him for a moment. "You seriously think we'll be able to get her to the Palace through all that?" I motioned to the droves of freaks that littered the road and parking lots between us and the hotel.
"I do." He said. "We're so close. We have to try."
I shot a quick look at Stephanie, who was absorbed with her exploration, and took a precautionary step closer to Joss. "A try could get her killed."
"Come here." He said, tilting his head toward the lobby doors, motioning me to follow him. "I found something that can help."
"An armored tank might help." I scoffed as I fell into step beside him. His only response was a shake of his head.
Joss grabbed a bag that was sitting in one of the chairs, and I watched curiously as he pulled it open. The bag was full of unlit flares. I glanced out the window to the milling freaks before arching an eyebrow at him. "This is your plan?"
He shrugged. "Part of it. I'm going to find a way to reinforce the hamper so she's not all scrunched up inside, but the flares should help distract the freaks long enough so we can get her across."
"That's risky." I said, unable to drum up much faith for his plan.
"Staying here is risky," He whispered. I turned to meet his eyes and finally noticed the concern in them. "This place is too open and there are dead-brains directly above us. It would be too easy for one of them to find a way in here."
That confused me. Joss had been so over-protective of Stephanie the past few days, and this sudden shift in his attitude threw me. I stared at him, trying to figure out what was driving him now. "If you knew that, why did you want her brought over here?"
"Look at her." He whispered, and I turned to watch her again. She was still roaming through the casino, a smile fixed on her face. Abruptly, I knew this was something I didn't want to take from her. She had been so young when she was captured, and this was the first time she'd been able to experience this kind of wonder. Joss had understood that even before we brought her over.
He continued, "Once we got her over here, I knew it would be easier to convince you to help get her to the Palace." 
My eyes snapped back to him, and a guilty smile spread across his face. My jaw dropped, but no words came. I was astonished at what he had done. Irritated, but not angry, and although I didn't want to admit it, I was actually a little impressed. "You had this planned last night, didn't you?"
He didn't answer me. Instead, he turned to stare out the window. His eyes roved over all the freaks, and I wondered if he was regretting his plan. At least the cafe remained an option if we decided it was too dangerous, and she could enjoy her freedom for a brief time, no matter which direction we decided to go.
"We can try." I said softly, not taking my eyes from her. When Joss didn't respond, curiosity pulled my attention back to him. He was staring intently out the window. 
"Looks like we have a visitor." He said, his smile growing.
I looked through the glass, following his eyes. Meg was heading our way.
~ ~ ~ ~
"Oh." Meg said, somewhat shocked as she stepped through the door Joss opened for her. Stephanie immediately drew closer to us, her exploration ended for the time being. Meg offered her a smile before her eyes found mine, and she asked, "Does this mean you're taking me up on my offer?"
"If we can, yes." I said. Meg's lips curved into a bigger smile that crinkled her eyes at the edges, and she turned back to Stephanie.
"Hope will be so excited to meet you." Meg said. "How far along are you?"
Stephanie looked down, her hand automatically moving over her belly, and she shrugged. "I don't really know. Maybe six months, or so."
Meg's head tilted slightly to the side as she stepped forward to get a better look at Stephanie's belly. "That could be right. I'm no expert, but I have a few books if you'd like to take a look at them."
"Thank you." Stephanie said. "I'd like that."
Meg turned back to me. "Did you have any problem getting her over here?"
"No, but getting to the Palace might be a bit more difficult." I said and pointed to the bag of flares. "Joss found those. We were hoping it would be able to distract them so we could get her across."
Meg pulled open the top of the bag, then gave an appreciative nod. "You got a nice stash here. Gordon and I can help with the distractions. Once you're inside, you remember which way to go?"
"Up twenty-six flights of stairs." I grumbled.
"What?" Joss asked flatly. "You didn't mention that part."
Stephanie didn't comment, but her eyes went wide. 
I said, "If we make it through those doors, twenty-six flights of stairs will be nothing."
"Where's the hamper?" Joss asked me, and I pointed back to where we'd entered the building. I hadn't bothered to unload it. "I should get to work on that. I don't think it'll take me long."
He gave Meg an awkward smile as he slipped past her, and she watched him go with a curious look on her face. She said, "Hamper?"
I chuckled. "We carried her over here in one of those big laundry bins. It was Joss's idea. I'm not sure what exactly he has planned now, but I trust him. I think."
Stephanie had slowly been creeping closer, and finally interjected, "Was it hard?"
Meg's eyebrows shot up in surprise, and she was obviously confused. Stephanie blushed and clarified. "I mean, having a baby alone?"
"Oh." Meg said. A thoughtful expression crossed her face. "I wasn't exactly alone."
Stephanie was stunned back to silence, but the revelation wasn't a surprise to me. Meg had already mentioned others. I was curious about what happened here, and I pressed the opportunity to get her to talk. I said, "What happened?"
Meg suddenly seemed anxious, and she reached up to tug on her ear lobe, fidgeting. Her voice was tight when she spoke. "Nothing about that time was good. I was in a bad place, even before all the bombings started. I don't like to think about it, but..."
When she trailed off, I cut in, suddenly feeling guilty. "You don't have to talk about it. We understand."
Meg's green eyes were on Stephanie's belly, but she seemed lost in thought. "No." She finally said. "It's all right. I've never had a chance to talk about it. This might be good."
Meg drifted to the chair, moving the bag of flares aside and sitting down. I motioned for Stephanie to take the other, and I leaned against a column, folding my arms across my chest. Meg gave Stephanie a shy smile as she sat. "I wasn't the only survivor here. There were a few others that helped me when Hope was born. It hurt like hell, though. I don't think there's going to be any help for that."
Stephanie's mouth twisted into a grimace, and she shrugged. "That's what I've been told."
"Well," Meg continued. "I was sick. I was only seven months along when they admitted me to the hospital to put me on bed rest. There were people evacuating the city by then, but my doctor didn't want to take any chances. He said he would have to take her via cesarean section, but he wanted to wait as long as possible. 
"It was scary. I watched everyone else evacuating the city on the news, and I couldn't even get out of my hospital bed. I felt helpless. Some of the hospital staff disappeared, but a lot hung around."
Meg paused, struggling with her memories. "The day the bomb went off, it was... horrible. My nurse was chatting with me when this huge boom of thunder shook everything. There wasn't any way for us to know what it was, but I knew. I could see it in her eyes that she knew too. Whatever had happened to the other cities had just happened to us.
"She opened the curtains, and we both watched this red cloud explode over the city. It grew and spread across the sky before it fell. It only took a couple minutes. Maybe not even that long. It was so thick, we couldn't even see the lights from the casinos anymore. Even the sun was blocked out. 
"My nurse ran out of the room, and that was the last time I saw her. I got up to look out the window, and I could see the people on the streets below. They'd all fallen down. I thought they were dead at first, but they were already sick.
"I checked around outside my room, but there weren't a lot of patients left on my floor. Within hours, everyone else had come down with a fever, but I was the last one to get sick. I just got back into my bed and cried. I figured it was over. Some type of chemical warfare or something, and I was waiting for it to end. 
"Then I woke up, and the fog was gone." She took a deep breath and rubbed at her eyes, wiping a few stray tears away. "That might have been the worst part. Nobody was normal anymore."
My hands squeezed into fists as I tried to imagine what it had been like for her. To wake up in a changed world, alone and pregnant. Her story was not unlike Walt's, but it seemed so much worse. I glanced at Stephanie and saw that she looked stricken. 
"I hid." Meg said. I wasn't expecting her to continue, but she had composed herself. "I went back to my room and stayed there for days, maybe even over a week. I didn't know what else to do. Maybe someone would come save us, or maybe my pregnancy would kill me.
"But nothing happened." Her shoulders rose and fell, but her eyes stared off at nothing as if dazed. "Hope was kicking around, and I felt fine. I knew I couldn't stay there. I'd locked all the other infected patients in their rooms so I didn't have to see them anymore, but I didn't like knowing they were there.
"I finally left the hospital, and that's when I saw there was a fire on top of the Palace. I watched it burn for a day and a night before I got the courage to come investigate. That's when Gordon found me."
Meg smiled slightly. "He wasn't the one who started the fire, but he'd come to investigate. He was so old, barely able to get around, but he took to me quickly. Guess he thought he was my protector. We climbed all the way to the top of the Palace together, and that's where we found the other survivors."
Meg gave me a pointed look then. "In a city of nearly six hundred thousand people, only seventeen of us came to that fire."
I swallowed. I had never stopped to think about how many of us were out there, but that number seemed extremely low. Depressingly low, in fact. 
"Eric was the guy's name that started the fire." Meg said. "He didn't stick around here for very long. There was an emergency call out on a shortwave radio for survivors to head north to that military base. I think they called it Dreamland, but it's Area 51. 
"After Eric left, some of the others followed. They all didn't leave at once, but a few at a time. I always thought I would go up there too, once Hope was born, but... well, I guess you know.
"Over the weeks that followed, Gordon's health improved. It was a miracle. He'd had arthritis for decades, and one day it was gone. We were healing faster, and I realized that the problems with my pregnancy had probably healed too. 
"Riley was the one who tested it. He put some pretty deep cuts into his arm, and we watched it heal up completely in a few days. It was crazy, but I knew that Hope would be okay. We had the top floor of the Palace cleared out by then, and I still didn't carry her full term, but she came out screaming and healthy.
"That's when we found out she wasn't like us. It happened instantly. All the infected below us went crazy trying to get to her, screaming and running around like mad. We had no idea they could get hostile since they weren't attacking us. 
"I remembered seeing warnings on the news to stay away from the infected, but I didn't know why. I thought it was because they could spread their disease. I didn't know it was because they went bat-shit insane." 
"They frenzy." I said. "So you've never actually seen someone get attacked?"
Meg shook her head. "No."
"It's horrible." I whispered, trying not to look at Stephanie. 
"Every time we tried to take Hope out, they'd go crazy. There were too many of them. I wasn't about to risk taking her out while she was so young. The others worked on cleaning out the other floors of the Palace, but I don't let her leave the top floor. I know there are a few here and there in our tower, but at least the top floors are clear.
"The others always said they wanted to go, but they didn't want to leave Hope and me. That kept them here a little longer, but eventually they all left. Gordon won't leave us, though. In fact, if I ever left, I don't think he'd come with me." Meg chuckled softly at that.
I breathed a sigh of relief. This woman had managed to keep her child alive in an infested city. It gave me hope for Stephanie and her baby. Maybe she would want to stay here with them?
The sound of squeaky wheels interrupted us as Joss pushed the hamper down the corridor. Meg stood quickly, jumping to investigate the noise, even though Stephanie and I remained still. Meg was nervous. Talking about the past could do that to a person.
"Wait." Meg said, finally seeing the hamper for what it was. "That's your plan?"
"That's the same thing I said." I answered dryly as I came to stand beside her.
Joss had already fixed a board to the bottom of the hamper for Stephanie to sit on, and layered it with soft blankets. He eyed us both warily as he approached. "What?"
I sighed. "It should work if she's covered and doesn't make any noise. Especially if they're all distracted."
Meg looked unsure but nodded to me anyway. She glanced down at the flares. "I think Gordon and I can come up with something. How soon do you want to do this?"
"As soon as we can. There's no point waiting." I said, and Joss was nodding. Stephanie's eyes were wide with fear again, but she didn't argue.
"I'll need these." Meg said, reaching for the flares.
"Take them. We can always find more."
Meg gave Stephanie a reassuring smile before she left, turning sharply as she exited and quickly disappearing from view. I looked across to the Palace and held in my doubts. There were so many freaks between us, I knew they couldn't get them all distracted and herded off. I reached for my revolver, feeling reassured at the weight under my hand.
 



CHAPTER 8 – JOSS
 
 
 
I stood at the doors, nervously watching Meg and Gordon clear the freaks from our path. Gordon, an old, dark-skinned man bordering on ancient, wasn't what I expected. He had hair more white than gray, and his face was nothing but a mass of wrinkles, but his green eyes shone every time he glanced our way.
As I eyed the dead-brains, I reached down to the hatchet hanging at my side. I had managed to get a workable sling made for it by cinching two belts together. It wasn't fancy, but it worked. The haft was long enough to get tangled up in my legs if it got twisted, so I strapped it against my thigh. That piece needed work, but it would hold for now, and I was able to keep both my hands free.
Ali was back to pacing again, coming to stand at the door to watch for a few seconds before spinning around to walk deeper into the hotel. Stephanie was walking along the rows of slot machines, but her excitement was gone. She was nervous and afraid again. 
Ali was pacing my way, and I waited until she was close before I spoke. "Should we go help them?"
After watching them do all this work for us, I felt useless. I wanted to do something more than stand and watch, but I was also reluctant to leave Stephanie. I had spent what seemed like hours making sure there were no surprises on the ground floor of this huge hotel, but there were so many doors and hallways, I could have easily missed something.
Ali paused beside me. "I think they have everything handled. That caution tape isn't going to help a damn thing if they frenzy."
I nodded in agreement, eyeing the strands of yellow tape they had wrapped around cars and poles to corral the dead-brains behind them. It might keep them back temporarily, but Ali was right.
"Are they just wasting their time?" I asked.
"No." Ali said, but she was hesitant. "It'll hold them back for a bit. Might take a few hours, or even a day or two for them to stumble through it on their own. Are you sure about this?"
No. 
I wanted to shake my head, and it was difficult to stop the immediate reaction, but I managed to keep silent. I glanced at the top of the Palace tower, and I knew that's where I wanted to get Stephanie. It was safe, and we wouldn't have to constantly worry about protecting her while Ali worked on a truck to get us out of here. 
"I'm sure." My voice was firmer than I felt.
"Well, looks like they're done." Ali said, tilting her head toward Gordon and Meg as they made their way to us. My eyes scanned the remaining dead-brains that loitered in our path, and I swallowed hard.
"They don't look done."
Ali followed my eyes and sighed. "It would take a long time to clear them all away, especially without killing them." She hesitated before she finished. "She can always stay here."
I shook my head, and we fell silent. Ali opened the door for Meg and Gordon, and the old man held his hand out to her as soon as he stepped inside. She blinked in surprise, slowly raising her hand to return the gesture. Gordon grasped her hand in his and gave it a good shake.
"Miss Ali, good to meet you. Good to meet you!" He said with a broad smile, exposing yellowed teeth. His eyes gleamed, shining brightly in his wrinkled face. He swung to me, and I was ready when he held out his hand. "And Joss. Good to meet you!
"Now," He said as he stepped deeper into this hotel. "Where is this Stephanie I've heard so much about?"
Stephanie timidly stepped from the shadows, and Gordon cackled before he spoke. "Well, look at you! You gonna give us a little one soon, aren't you? You mark my words on that. Don't you worry yourself."
He stepped close to Stephanie to pat her shoulder. "I'm gonna help take care of you, just like I did Miss Megan with baby Hope. We made a safe home here. Ain't nothing gonna get you in the Palace."
Stephanie was nodding and smiling nervously as Gordon's sweet-talking continued, and Ali made a strangled sound in her throat that only I heard. She caught me looking her way and grimaced. Ali leaned close to Meg, who was smiling almost apologetically, and whispered. "Are we ready?"
"I think so." Meg said, turning back to the window. "Gordon and I will lead with the flares and draw the rest of them away. They probably won't even notice you."
Ali crossed her arms over her chest and stared out the window at the dead-brains. Moments passed, and Gordon continued to chat with Stephanie behind us. Finally, Ali said. "Let's do this."
Stephanie's face went white as soon as I walked to the hamper. I pushed it close to her, but she seemed rooted to the ground and unwilling to move. Gordon put another reassuring hand on her shoulder and didn't seem to notice when she winced away from him.
He tried to bolster her confidence. "You're gonna take a pleasant ride, and leave all the rest of it to us. We'll get you there, safe and sound. You'll see!"
Stephanie nodded to him, but she remained tense. Her eyes were fixed on the hamper as I reached out a hand to pull her over. She leaned on me heavily as I helped her in, and it was only when she got herself situated on the board did she look back at me.
"This is better." She whispered when she discovered she could sit comfortably.
"Good." I said, wrapping a thick comforter around her shoulders. "This should help block your smell, just in case. Let's make sure you're covered up all the way."
Stephanie gathered the blanket around her, and I piled more sheets, towels and blankets in between her and the canvas wall. Soon she was nothing but a dark blonde head of hair in a mass of white linens. 
"Comfortable?" 
"Yes." Her face was tilted down as she adjusted herself, and her voice came back somewhat muffled. Then she raised her head and smiled at me.
"See you soon." I smiled back and pulled a thick blanket over the top of the hamper.
Gordon and Meg had left to gather the flares while I got Stephanie settled, and Ali was inspecting the extra cylinder of her revolver. She dropped it into her belt pouch when I caught her eye.
"You think we'll need that?" I asked and was surprised when I felt my mouth go dry. 
"I think we better be safe than sorry." She answered as she came to stand at her end of the hamper. She raised the blanket, directing her comment to Stephanie. "Remember. Be quiet."
There was no answer, but she dropped the blanket back into place, seeming satisfied. "Let's go."
We lifted the hamper, testing the weight of Stephanie inside. It hadn't been difficult to carry her across the plaza, but we would have to go over three times that distance now. Ali caught my frown as we began to move her to the door, and her eyebrow rose questioningly. 
She was asking again if I was sure.
I nodded.
Ali opened the doors, and we carried the hamper through, only to halt on the other side as we waited for Meg and Gordon to get into position. It wasn't a long wait. They both had flares lit in less than a minute of us stepping outside. The dead-brains close to them turned curiously and began to follow. Our path was being cleared.
Ali and I shared a look. She was as nervous as I was, I could see it in her eyes, but I was ready. With a nod, we began to carry the hamper to the Palace.
~ ~ ~ ~
We moved slowly, giving Meg and Gordon time to do their work ahead of us. The dread that had started to build up was beginning to fade away now that I was able to see how well our plan was working. The dead-brains easily followed the distracting flares and continued to be fascinated by them, even after they were lying on the pavement. Then Meg or Gordon would light another flare, and go fishing for more. It was effective. 
We moved the hamper through the obstacles, carefully avoiding the cars that were sitting on the street. I tried not to look at the rotting bodies inside, but battling my morbid curiosity was difficult. I succeeded for a while, and we were almost across the street when a sudden glare caught my attention. My head swung before I could stop it, searching for danger before I realized it was only the sunlight reflecting off a windshield.
Then I focused on the skeletal body beyond the glass.
I'd seen bodies before, but this one was bizarre. By the clothing and long strands of hair that hung off the dried, rotting scalp, it was a woman. Her head, tilted at an impossible angle, rested against the shoulder strap of the seatbelt. She had been wearing sunglasses, but they had fallen and were caught against her jaw, resting in the open chasm that had once been her mouth. The empty eye sockets stared back at me, unnerving.
"Psst." Ali hissed, pulling my attention away from the gruesome sight. I looked at her, embarrassed that I had allowed myself to become fascinated with the corpse, but she had nothing to say. She only wanted me to recover my focus. Turning her attention back to her footing, she dismissed it, and we finished crossing the street. 
The tower loomed over us. I arched my head back to look up its length, and swiftly looked away when my head began to swim. We were so close. Only a few more minutes and Stephanie would be safe! I had to keep reminding myself to breathe. 
Only a few dead-brains lay between us and the doors, and Gordon was in the process of lighting the last flare that would be needed. Meg was further away, herding her followers behind a blockade of caution tape. It looked ridiculous, but the dead-brains stayed within their confines, for the time being at least. 
Gordon's flare sizzled to life. I cocked my head to the side, hearing something odd in it, but the sound quickly faded. It was almost as it if was right next to me. I stumbled as I turned about, trying to replay it in my head, and Ali gave me a perturbed look. I shrugged at her, unable to convey what was wrong with just a look.
Then it came again, louder this time. Without the hiss of the flare to cover it up, I instantly knew what it was. The sound of ripping cloth. My stomach dropped.
I wasn't sure if it was loud enough for Ali to hear, but suddenly the hamper jolted as Stephanie shifted inside. I gently dropped my end to the ground, forcing Ali to do the same, and she lifted the blanket to look in on Stephanie. I darted from one side to the other, my eyes roving over the outside of the hamper until I found it. The sharp corner of the board Stephanie was sitting on had torn a hole in the thick canvas. I groaned.
Ali took a deep breath as she glanced at the door of the hotel. She lowered the blanket and put her hands back on her side of the cart. She motioned me to do the same and whispered. "Easy..."
We lifted, took a step, and the board ripped a gaping hole in the canvas. Stephanie jerked from within, her hands shooting up to grab the edge as we sat the hamper down. Two of the freaks that had been following Gordon turned back to us, alerted by the commotion. My pulse began to race as I stared at the dead-brains, my hand going to my hatchet. 
"Sorry, Meg." Ali sighed and abandoned the hamper, pulling her blades in one fluid motion to rush the closest dead-brain. It fell seconds later as Ali pulled her knife free from his throat and kicked it away. I gulped and pulled the blanket from the hamper. Stephanie stared at me, her face drained of all color except for the bright spots of red that stained her cheeks.
"Get her out of there." Ali said, her voice low and eerily calm. She stood over the body of the dead-brain, facing away from us, waiting for the next threat to draw within striking distance.
I reached for Stephanie, and as she shifted, the rip grew larger. Blankets and towels spilled out of the hole, followed by Stephanie's foot. She had her teeth clenched tightly together, and I heard her suck in a breath through her nose, but that was the only sound she made. 
Stay quiet. Please stay quiet!
I gripped both her arms and lifted, pulling her free. The hamper toppled to its side as she climbed out, over-balanced by her and all the blankets. She clung to me as she got her feet underneath her, and refused to let go.
"You need to cover up." I said, reaching for a blanket.
Stephanie snatched it from me, clearly panicked, and wrapped the fluffy comforter around her. It engulfed her, swallowing almost all of her body, and her hand shot out from between the folds searching for me. I clasped it tightly in mine and led her toward the doors. We walked slowly as my other hand pulled my hatchet free of its sling.
"We're going to make it." I said firmly, and Ali turned back to meet my gaze. Determination glowed in her eyes, and she nodded her agreement. Stephanie would be fine. Nothing was going to hurt her today.
Gordon began to shout at the dead-brains, effectively recapturing their attention. I heaved a sigh of relief and led Stephanie on. Her hand squeezed mine tightly, and she followed obediently. Ali moved with us, positioning herself between us and the dead-brains, but Gordon had drawn them further away, leaving the path to the doors clear. 
"We're almost there." I whispered to her.
I guided her over a curb and around an overgrown flowerbed. Suddenly, the blanket ripped free from her grasp, tangled in the remnants of the cactus garden. She stalled, instinctively reaching for it, but froze as she saw the dead-brains following Gordon. 
I looked at the doors, beckoning us from less than twenty feet away, and tugged her hand to get her moving again. She stumbled forward, both hands gripping my arm now. The doors drew closer as we began to move faster, and I shifted my hatchet under my arm to free up my hand.
I reached for the door, and the shadows moved.
My eyes went wide with fear, but I managed to focus through the shadows. A dead-brain shifted against the building, hidden behind a column of fancy stonework. It had not been drawn away by the flares or Gordon's shouts. As it slowly turned, I understood why. 
Part of its skull was crushed, leaving a preposterous dent in the side of its head. Somehow, miraculously, its baseball cap had managed to stay on its head when it received the injury, and the skin had healed over the blue material, fusing the cap to its head at an odd angle that left the brim covering its eyes. It couldn't see.
But it could smell. I watched in horror as its nostrils flared, sniffing the air, and I knew it caught Stephanie's scent. Its mouth twisted into a grimace, and it inhaled, preparing to scream. 
Instinctively, I reacted. My hatchet shot out, the flat top of the blade jamming into its throat. It wasn't a fatal blow, but it muted the dead-brain as it staggered backwards into the glass doors.
I tried to grab the haft of my hatchet with both hands in preparation to fight, but I wasn't able to jerk free of Stephanie's grip. It threw me off balance and I staggered into the stone wall, pulling her along with me. Panic flared inside my head. I couldn't struggle with her and protect her at the same time, but it was too late. The dead-brain had regained its footing and was starting to charge.
The glass behind it shattered an instant before the crack of gunfire echoed through the street. I stared ahead, confused, as the body crumpled lifelessly to the ground. It was that moment that Stephanie loosened her grasp on my hand. As her fingers began to slide from mine, I turned to look at her to see the whites of her eyes vanish as her lids fluttered closed. Her body tilted backwards, poised to fall. The hatchet clattered to the ground as I spun to catch her, and she fell limply into my arms.
Th-thump. Th-thump. Th-thump. 
The blood raged through my veins, pushing all other sound away. Time slowed. I stared down at Stephanie's face and saw every detail. The light smattering of freckles that covered her nose. The soft pink of her lips. A strand of her hair that was matted to her forehead, darkened by sweat. It had probably been hot in that hamper.
"Get her inside!" I heard Ali yell beyond the thumping in my ears, but I couldn't look away.
Th-thump. Th-thump. Th-thump.

My face inches from hers, she was the only thing I could see. It took mere seconds that seemed like an eternity for the fear to creep in. A tear fell from my lashes - was I crying? - and landed on her cheek. She flinched. A small twitch that flooded me with relief. 
Suddenly, Ali was beside me, jerking the door open and hauling me through. I cradled Stephanie in my arms as shards of glass crunched under my feet, but Ali didn't stop. When I slowed, she only gripped my arm tighter and pulled me forward again.
When she pulled open another door, I regained enough sense to carry Stephanie through without prompting, rushing into the stairwell. Ali pushed the door closed behind me and slid her fingers against Stephanie's throat. Seconds later, she heaved a sigh and fell back against the wall.
"That could have gone better." She murmured, trying to catch her breath. "We need to get her some water."
I gently lowered Stephanie to the floor, reluctant to let her go. My brain was slowly putting the pieces together. "Fuck, I thought... She fainted?"
"I think so." Ali said, squatting down beside us. "Nothing got close to her."
I scrubbed a hand through my hair, finding it damp with sweat. I pulled it away to look down at my fingers and was surprised to see I was shaking. It was hard to breathe. I slumped to the bottom step, staying as close to Stephanie as possible, and I could feel Ali's eyes on me. 
Struggling to regain my composure, I concentrated on taking deep, slow breaths. My heartbeat was slowing when I heard footsteps running across the floor. They were loud enough for even Ali to hear, and she jumped up to pull the door open, peeking through the crack. Seconds later, she pulled it wide to let Gordon and Meg enter and quickly shut it behind them.
"What happened?" Meg gasped. Her wide, worried eyes immediately drawn to Stephanie. She dropped to her side, brushing her hair out of her face.
"A freak managed to slip past us, but we were able to stop him before he frenzied." Ali answered. "I'll make sure that door gets fixed."
"I'm not worried about that door. How is Miss Stephanie?" Gordon said as he bent over her prone body. "I heard a gunshot and saw her fall."
"We think she fainted. Stay with them," Ali said but hesitated slightly. "Please. I have to get her some water."
Meg nodded, and Ali disappeared. I heard her footfalls retreating as she ran down the hallway. I dropped my head into my hands, thinking some water would be good for all of us. Gordon's heavy hand fell on my shoulder, and I looked up at him.
"We did the right thing here. Wasn't safe to keep her out there in the middle of all that." He smiled, flashing his yellowed teeth, but the uneasiness lingered in his eyes. "She'll come around shortly."
Again, I noticed his hesitance, but appreciated what he was trying to do. He backed away, giving us space. Meg was sitting as close to her as I was, and she seemed reluctant to leave her. The lengthening silence was uncomfortable, but the three of us stared down at her for long minutes, watching her breathe. Finally, Stephanie's eyes fluttered open as she woke, and the three of us shared a sigh of relief.
Stephanie stared at each of us in turn before focusing on me. "What happened?"
"You're safe." I smiled. She struggled to sit, and I immediately reached to help her. "How are you feeling?"
"Okay." She started, then groaned. Her hand went to her temples. "My head hurts."
"Ali went to get you some water."
"That thing!" She said suddenly, her eyes flying open as they snapped to me. "It was right in front of us!"
"It's dead." I said, trying to reassure her, but she was already breathing heavy. "Ali killed it before it could frenzy."
"It was so close. I could smell it." She almost moaned. "I was sure it was going to get me. Wait. I fainted?"
I met her eyes and nodded.
Stephanie let her head fall back against the wall and sucked in a deep breath. "I've never done that before."
"The pregnancy could have caused it." Meg said. "You should rest. Take it slow going up these stairs."
I craned my head back to look up the stairwell, but couldn't see anything past the next flight. The sound of Ali's returning footsteps drew my attention and I stood to open the door for her. Stephanie gratefully took the water as Ali knelt beside her.
"Now that you folks are situated, I'll go see to that door." Gordon said abruptly. "I got some venison I'll cook up for tonight. That baby needs some protein." 
And just like that, Gordon was gone. Meg smiled shyly and said, "He's not big on crowds. He's more of a one on one kind of guy."
Ali looked confused, but her question wasn't what I'd expected. "Venison?"
"Gordon likes to hunt," Meg said, grinning. "There are plenty of mule deer and pronghorn just outside the city. The zombies can't catch them, but they don't like coming around the buildings."
I looked at Ali and smirked. "Maybe he can teach you."
"No." She said firmly, causing Meg to chuckle.
We sat for a bit, and I listened to Ali and Meg talk about the wildlife in the area. Stephanie finally interrupted them both by reaching for the rail to pull herself to her feet. I jumped up to stand next to her in case she needed me, and she looked at me gratefully.
"Take it slow." Meg said. "The stairwell is safe."
Stephanie nodded, and we slowly followed her up a couple flights before she stopped to rest. She looked at us all in turn and smiled shyly. "This might take a while."
Meg returned the smile and patted her on the arm reassuringly. "If you don't mind, I'd like to go check on Hope."
No one objected, but Meg waited for Stephanie's nod before she left. As she flew up the stairs, her retreating back earned a look of envy from Stephanie. It took almost an hour for Stephanie to climb most of the flights, and Meg was back with us before we managed to make it to the top.
"Hope's excited to meet you." Meg said when she returned. "The top floor is full of huge suites, but Gordon only has half of them set up with electricity, and we have to monitor it. His contraption can run dry and we'll have to wait for it to recharge if we use too much.
"We also only have one hot water heater working, so you'll have to take turns with the showers."
"Oh, thank goodness." Ali groaned, and I felt the same. At the mention of a shower, Stephanie's pace seemed to quicken.
We reached the top, and Meg held open the door for us. Stephanie was the first through, wiping sweat from her face. Meg pointed to the door across the hall. "That's Hope's play room, and the one across from it is where we live. This next one on the right has power and room enough for all three of you."
"Beautiful." I muttered and heard Ali say close to the same. Meg beamed as if we'd given her a compliment.
Ali said. "I'll need to make a run for our things in a bit."
"I can help." Meg perked up. "Just let me know when you're ready."
We walked into our suite, and I stared in awe. The large, open living room, framed by the balcony beyond it made my jaw drop. From there, it branched off to bedrooms and bathrooms, and who knows what else. This suite was a house! Judging by just what I could see, it was probably bigger than the house I grew up in.
Stephanie hadn't moved from the door, and she looked as awestruck as I felt. She reached for a light switch, flicked it on, and began to giggle. "This is amazing!"
I wandered deeper into the suite, opening doors and searching through rooms. I found three bedrooms, and two showers. I looked at Ali, unable to stop myself from grinning. "Which one can we use?"
Ali stood at the balcony, a look of fascination on her face, but she dragged her attention away to explore the bathrooms. She opened the glass door of the shower and turned on the water. After giving it a moment, her fingers stretched out underneath the stream, and a big grin broke out over her face. "It's warm!"
"You can go first if you want." Stephanie said, smiling.
Ali laughed, "If I get in there, I'm never getting out again."
"I'll be quick then." Stephanie said, eagerly jumping at the chance. I followed Ali back to the living room, and the sound of the running water from the other room was oddly comforting. I ran my hand along the dusty couch, but couldn't bring myself to sit on it. It looked too perfect, so I picked a spot on the floor instead. Ali continued to roam around the room, and my mind wandered. 
"You don't think she'll keep her here forever, do you?" I asked Ali, thinking of Hope. The hotel was incredible, but it didn't seem any different to me than the hotel in Boulder City. A prison was still a prison. Ali shot me a confused look, and I clarified. "I mean Meg and Hope."
Ali turned back to the vase she had been inspecting and said almost absently, "I was actually wondering if Stephanie might want to stay here." 
"What?" My voice was weak, stunned. After all we had been through, how could she think that? I refused to accept what she was saying. "We have to get her some place safe before she has the baby."
"But it's safe here." Ali wasn't looking at me, her finger running over a design in the vase. "Meg's been raising that little girl for five years. Stephanie's baby will be safe here too." 
"But it's a prison." I gasped. That finally caught Ali's attention. She stared at me blankly as I stood. "She's not safe here. She's stuck here."
Confusion creased her forehead. "But there's food and electricity--" 
"And Reed is out there." I snapped, cutting her off. Her jaw went slack and the color slowly drained from her cheeks. "Do you think he's going to stop looking for us?"
"Joss..." She struggled for words. Had she forgotten about Reed?
"No!" I snapped, surprising myself with how angry I was. I didn't struggle for my words like Ali. No. My problem was stopping them. My voice rose in volume as the almost forgotten anger and pain floated to the surface. "We aren't going to abandon her here. You can't keep doing that! I won't leave her, not like you left me in Sweetwater!"
My jaw snapped closed, cutting off the last word, but it was too late. It was already out. I regretted it, but that didn't change the way I felt. It felt the same. That terrible, gut-wrenching feeling that had twisted my insides when she told me I would be safe in Sweetwater. I had stood there alone and watched her go, unable to even cry, and now she wanted to do it again.
On the other side of the living room, Ali had frozen. She stared at me with wide eyes that glittered with tears. She swallowed. A soft sound that I heard clearly, even though I stood so far away.
"I..." She started, but nothing else came. She looked stricken. She blinked and quickly turned away to hide her tears, but I'd already seen them fall. There was a clock somewhere in the room. I could hear it ticking the seconds away as the silence stretched out. Her words came, soft and unexpected. "I'll go get our things."
Her avoidance crushed me. I had needed her then as much as I needed her now, and she was shutting me out. Anger welled over the hurt, and I growled as I repeated myself. "I won't leave her."
Ali paused but never turned to face me. I saw the tilt of her head as she nodded. "Okay."
~ ~ ~ ~
The soft click of the door stung. She was gone. I blinked away angry tears and slapped the couch in my frustration. A cloud of dust rose into the air. Above the sound of running water, Stephanie sang something in the shower I didn't recognize.
Okay, I thought, hearing Ali's last word repeat in my head. What did she even mean by that? Okay?
"I won't leave her," I said to the empty air, walking to the balcony. I looked over the ruined city but didn't actually see it. My thoughts raced.
Why wouldn't she talk to me? We never talked about Sweetwater, at least not about her leaving me. I didn't blame her for what happened there. It wasn't her fault, but I think she believed it was. Just like she thought it was her fault Seth was gone. That was another thing she would never talk to me about.
The thoughts whirled in my head as my eyes glazed over. Before me stood the empty hotels of Las Vegas, all eerie and lifeless, but I no longer cared. Earlier, a part of me wanted to be out there, exploring and imagining what it was like before the world was infected, but that longing was gone now. The argument with Ali had silenced that part of me.
The water shut off, and I rubbed the palms of my hands over my face, hoping to hide the signs of my stress. I spent the next few minutes trying to calm myself down. When the door cracked open, I thought I was ready.
Stephanie poked her head out, looking around the room. When she spotted me, I wondered why she was blushing.
"Where's Ali?"
"She went to grab our things." My voice sounded level, almost cheerful. I was able to force a convincing smile. 
"Good!" Stephanie laughed, slipping out the door. She had wrapped herself in a fluffy bathrobe that swallowed her. Even her pregnancy was hidden underneath the thick material. "I don't have anything to wear. I thought about it before I jumped in, but I didn't care. I just couldn't wait! I figured the robe would be okay for a while, anyway."
She carried a towel out with her and began to run it over her wet hair. "It was so wonderful! I feel so much better now."
"Good," I said. The firmness that had been in my voice was gone, and I was lucky it didn't crack. All of the anger had fled as soon as I realized Stephanie was telling me she was naked under her robe. She casually came around one side of the couch, while I swiftly went in the other direction, keeping the couch between us. I said, "Think I'll give it a try now."
At least that's what I tried to say. The jumble of words that fell out of my mouth didn't even come close, and I didn't bother taking the time to correct myself. I fled the living room and groaned once I was safely behind the bathroom door. I looked in the mirror, having to wipe away the steam. My reddened cheeks seemed to flame in the reflection.
And Stephanie was laughing out there.
Then it struck me. I plucked at my shirt, realizing I would have to wait for Ali to get back with some clean clothes, or I'd be walking around naked in a bathrobe too.
You dumbass! I groaned at myself, slumping to the floor and leaning my head against the wall. No wonder she was laughing, and now I was trapped. I kicked at the pile of Stephanie's dirty clothes and wondered how long it would take Ali to get back.
It apparently took a lot longer than I was willing to wait. I decided that I could at least slip my pants back on after I was clean, and as soon as I felt the hot water running over me, I didn't regret my decision at all.
Nearly thirty minutes later, I stepped out of the bathroom wearing my dirty pants and a towel wrapped around my shoulders. My hair was getting long, and I needed something for the water that dripped from the wet strands. I was surprised to find Stephanie dressed, and a pile of our things strung out on the couch, but no Ali.
"Where is she?" I asked as I grabbed my pack to pull out some fresh clothes.
"She went to shower in Meg's room since you were taking so long." Stephanie smirked at me, but it faded quickly. "She seemed... upset."
"What?" I said, pausing to look up at her.
Stephanie shrugged, "I don't know. Sometimes she just seems angry."
"What did she say?"
"Nothing other than she was going to shower in the other room." Stephanie walked into the kitchen, her hand trailing over the counter tops. She smiled and changed the subject. "Isn't this place wonderful?"
I nodded in agreement, but my attention was on other things. Something I hadn't even considered. What if Stephanie wanted to stay here? What would I do then?
And was Ali so upset over our conversation that she couldn't hide it from Stephanie? 
That was my fault. I hadn't stopped to consider anything before I had snapped at her. The guilt settled into my stomach along with the overwhelming urge to make sure Ali was okay. I dressed quickly, then listened to Stephanie yammer on about how great our new room was, every word driving home the point that I was wrong.
The guilt grew heavier, and I felt nauseated by the time Ali returned. She was clean, but drained, and it pained me to see the fake smile she put on for Stephanie. I could hear the tightness in her voice. "Everyone feel better?"
"Yes! I feel fabulous!" Stephanie exclaimed, bouncing up and down she was so excited.
"Are you ready then?" Ali asked, trying to sound chipper. Stephanie didn't notice the strain in Ali's voice. 
"Yes!" Stephanie started for the door. "I can't wait to meet her!"
Ali didn't meet my eyes until Stephanie was beyond us. Then, her glance was so quick, it was over before I could catch her attention. There was nothing left for me to do but follow.
Ali led us to the door that Meg had called the play room and knocked. 
"Come in," came from the other side. I nervously scrubbed a hand through my damp hair as I walked through the doorway.
Meg greeted us, smiling wide. She motioned to a couple couches she had cleared of toys, but I looked beyond them to the rest of the room. I stared in awe at the massive amount of toys that littered the open area, and my eyes happened to stumble across Hope, standing in the midst of it all. 
Dressed like a princess, Hope's pale green eyes looked back at us timidly as she clutched a stuffed, white tiger to her chest. Her eyes glittered brightly, captivating with their unnatural color. It was a stark contrast to the memories I had of the children in Boulder City.
"We're not used to having company." Meg was saying. I politely turned my attention to her, but when I saw she was more smiling at Ali, I let my eyes wander back to Hope. Stephanie seemed to be transfixed by her as well. She moved to her slowly as if the girl might bolt at any moment, but Hope remained where she stood, eyeing us all carefully.
"What about Gordon?" Ali asked.
"He'll probably drop the meat by soon, but he won't stick around." Meg answered, sitting on one of the couches. Stephanie did the same, sitting close to where Hope stood.
"I'm Stephanie." She said softly. "What's your kitty's name?" She asked as she tapped the huge white tiger on the nose.
Hope's didn't answer, but she didn't shy away. She simply stared at Stephanie with those pale green eyes. As Ali settled down on the couch, Meg said, "She doesn't talk much."
I watched as Stephanie tried to coax a response out of Hope. Occasionally, Hope would glance my way and I'd make funny faces at her. Soon, she didn't know which one of us to give her attention to, and she finally broke out into a broad grin. Ali and Meg talked as they watched us, and I let most of the conversation drift past me.
"Have you ever seen anyone passing through?" Ali asked softly. That caught my ear, and I began to pay attention.
Meg's smile faded slowly, and she looked at all of us before she answered. "Gordon has seen some people when he's gone out hunting. I never have, though."
"Did he tell you about them?" Ali asked casually, but there was something off in her voice.
"They were normal. Not like us." Meg whispered, but I could easily hear her. "They were in the southeast part of the city, rummaging through the buildings. Gordon said they didn't look like nice men."
Ali shot me a glance. Meg didn't catch it while she was watching Stephanie and Hope play. Stephanie seemed oblivious to the conversation, having picked up another stuffed animal to play along with Hope's tiger.
"Did they see him?" Ali asked.
The look Meg gave her was knowing, "You think these are the same assholes that stole your truck, don't you?"
I had been wrong about Stephanie not paying attention. She sat up straight and said harshly, "Most of those men are dead now."
The room stilled as we went silent, even Hope. Stephanie slumped back, blushing fiercely. Hope's green eyes stared at her intently as she backed toward Meg. It was clear Hope didn't understand what had happened with her new playmate, and it frightened her. I leaned forward, capturing Hope's attention with a smile.
"Do you have any toys that I can play with?" I asked her and watched her face light up. She gave Stephanie another cautious glance as she ran past into her maze of toys. Fetching a plush, brown puppy, not quite as big as her tiger, she ran it back to me. I leaned forward to join the game, and Hope eagerly continued. She quickly became caught up in her play again and didn't give Stephanie a second glance when she rejoined us.
Meanwhile, Meg stood and motioned Ali to follow her to the balcony. Even though Stephanie and Hope wouldn't be able to overhear them, I would. Ali glanced at me and nodded, and it seemed Meg caught her meaning as she turned to regard me for a moment.
"I didn't want to tell Stephanie's story before," Ali whispered. "But those assholes in Boulder City held her prisoner. They caught Joss and me too, but we escaped."
Meg stared back and forth from Ali to Stephanie for a long while. Her voice sounded pained when she spoke, "Her pregnancy..."
"Rape." Ali's whisper was so soft, even I barely heard it. A choking sound came from Meg as I cringed.
"And the one that followed you out?"
"He was the one that led the whole thing." Ali's voice was tight. Although I wasn't looking at her, I could imagine the fear in her eyes by what I heard in her voice. "We haven't seen him since the morning we left Boulder City. I figured we had enough distance between us, but I didn't know he knew someone else was here."
Meg was silent for a while as she stared back at Stephanie and Hope. My eyes met Ali's, and I saw the uncertainty there. Had we gotten as far away from Reed as we thought?
Meg's next words weren't unexpected. "This changes things."
Ali reached out to put a hand on Meg's shoulder. "If he knows you're here, you can't stay here."
Meg's head snapped around, and her voice was stern. "He doesn't know about me. They only saw Gordon. He doesn't know where we are."
Ali let her hand fall to her side. "I never wanted to put you in any danger. Give me time to get the truck running, and I'll create a trail on the way out that Reed can follow. He'll never find you guys."
I tensed, knowing the conversation Ali and I had earlier wasn't over, but she spoke with finality, as if the plan was already in her mind. Stephanie seemed absorbed in her play with Hope, but the blood drained from her face, and I knew she had caught at least part of their conversation. She looked terrified behind her pasted on smile.
"Of course you can stay for a few days. We'll enjoy the company." Meg hesitated, then lowered her voice again, "It's just one man, right? What could he do against all of us?"
~ ~ ~ ~
That night was pleasant. I couldn't recall the last time I'd slept so well. When I woke, it was early morning, but Ali was already up and out. I cautiously opened the door to see that Meg had propped the door to her room open, and a wonderful smell was wafting out into the hallway. The last time I'd smelled something that good was back in Sundown. 
I passed the door of Hope's play room and cautiously poked my head into the open doorway. Hope, who was sitting on a fancy looking couch, spotted me instantly and began to wave. Seconds later, Meg stepped out from the kitchen, wearing an apron and oven mitt.
"Good morning!" She grinned. "Come sit down. Breakfast will be ready soon." 
Meg disappeared as quickly as she had come, returning to the kitchen. I stepped into the room just in time to see her pull a tray of freshly baked rolls out of the oven. My mouth began to water. 
"Finally." She said with satisfaction as she set the tray down. "This is my third batch this morning. Sometimes they don't turn out the way they should."
"Um," I said, looking around to see Hope watching me. They were the only ones here, and I had left Stephanie sleeping in her room. "Where's Ali?"
"She went out to gather things for the truck." Meg paused as she considered her own words, then she tilted her head and gave me a questioning look. "Can she really get that truck running? Gordon's been trying for the past five years. If it's electrical, no problem, but cars are another thing. Oh, and that reminds me. He took the golf cart to work on it some."
I nodded to answer her question, but she continued to talk without pause. I nervously scratched my head and wondered what to do until I caught the big smile Hope had for me. She was eager to play again, and I was happy for the distraction. She held the same puppy in her hands that I had played with the previous night, and I took him from her, sitting down beside her.
Meg continued to chat away. "I always enjoyed cooking. Is that ironic that we don't have to eat as much now? At least I can cook for Hope."
Did she want me to respond? I decided against it. It felt like I would be interrupting her flow if I said anything, and I was content just listening and offering the occasional smile and nod.
"I remember being worried that I wouldn't have enough food. We even rationed it at first until Riley began to figure some things out, and that didn't happen until after Hope was born. He didn't eat anything for a whole week and there were barely any ill effects." She shook her head as she remembered.
"What was..." I hesitated, unsure if I wanted to finish my question. When Meg gave me a questioning look, I swallowed and went on. "What did you do before?"
"Like, before I got pregnant?" Meg actually laughed at that, and I exhaled slowly. I was afraid she might think I was nosy. "Now that's a loaded question."
Meg shrugged, pulling off the oven mitt as she stared off thoughtfully. "Las Vegas wasn't all glamour and charm. My father was an attorney for the D.A.'s office - ya know the kind they have for people that can't afford a lawyer? - and I got to hear about all the exciting cases. Interesting stuff, but he wasn't bringing home the big bucks. That fell to my mom.
"The great Gloria Richards, lounge singer and entertainer." Meg smiled broadly. "She's no one you've ever heard of, but I was so proud of her when I was a kid. She's the one who gave us a decent living. I ended up pretty spoiled because of it.
"Then I met Luke. He had a couple tattoos, a leather jacket, and these dreamy blue eyes. He was a real James Dean."
"Who?" I asked when she paused. 
Her only answer was a small smile before she continued. "He was a bad boy. Luke, I mean. Not just in image, but a real bad boy. I thought he was the love of my life, but he was gone before I was two months pregnant.
"I was living with some friends at the time, too afraid to go back home. Then when I got sick, my mom was able to track me down at the hospital, but my dad was super pissed. She told me when I brought Hope home, he'd come around."
She fell silent. I chanced a look at her to see her concentrating on her hands as she chopped some vegetables with a large knife. It was obvious to me that her parents had been lost when the red mist hit, and I didn't want to bring back bad memories.
After a few seconds, she continued. "I went to check on them after Hope was born. It smelled so bad when I opened the door. Not like how the zombies smell, all dirty and unwashed, but like rotting bodies."
Suddenly, I didn't want to hear anything else she had to say, but I couldn’t stop her. I stared at her with my jaw dropped in disbelief as she finished her story.
"I found my mother in the living room floor, dead. She had been turned, and my father had killed her. Killed them both, actually. He was dead on the couch, still holding the gun."
Meg reached for a towel to wipe her face, and her next words were barely a whisper. "His eyes had changed. Turned green like mine."
I fell back against the couch, feeling the impact of her tragedy. Her dad was like us? He had lived through it all just to end his life before he knew his daughter was alive. And his granddaughter too. I look of horror crossed my face, and Meg noticed it.
"You heard me?" She said, looking at me curiously. I dragged my thoughts away from her horror story to focus on her again, wondering how she could be so calm about it. Then I noticed she wasn't calm. She was changing the subject because she had to.
"Ali told me about your hearing," Meg said. "But that's amazing! I barely heard myself. Have you noticed anything else different?" 
"You mean other than not having to eat and sleep as much?" I said awkwardly, struggling to recover from her story, but Meg was nodding for me to go on. "No. Nothing yet, but it wasn't that long ago when I figured out about my hearing."
"It's odd, isn't it?" She turned back to the stove and I heard the sizzle of something being thrown on the skillet. "Did Ali tell you what I can do?"
"No?" I said, the inflection at the end of the word turning it into a question. "We haven't had much chance to talk lately." I winced as I said it, remembering our last conversation. I didn't know if Ali was able to avoid being alone with me on purpose, or if it was coincidence. 
"I don't know how it works, really. It's hard to explain, but I can show you." Meg was saying as she approached. I immediately stumbled to my feet, and Hope gave me a disappointed look as I abandoned our game. 
Show me? What could she do that she would have to show me? I looked down at her hand as she held it out.
"What?" I stared down at it dumbly.
"Let me have your hand."
I blushed as I held my hand out to her, and her cool fingers gently grasped mine. I swallowed, looking from her hand to her eyes. Then I noticed her eyes had caught the light coming in from the window, and they glittered like gems. It was hard to look away. She said, "You don't have to be nervous around me. Hope and I really do appreciate having you for company."
The skin on my arms tingled, and all the tiny hairs on my body stood on end. A calming wash of emotion swept through me, and suddenly I felt at ease. I stared at Meg in astonishment as she stepped away from me.
"Wha..." The word didn't form entirely, dying away as I opened and closed my hand. It tingled slightly, like it had been asleep, and Meg's brow creased with concern. "What was that?" 
"I don't really know." She seemed timid, nervously reaching up to tug on her earlobe. "It's just something I'm able to do."
"That was awesome!" I said, grinning widely. She relaxed as soon as I said it, the relief clearly written on her face.
"It goes both ways, I think." She said as she returned to the sizzling skillet to flip the meat. It was beginning to smell delicious. "I mean, I can get a faint sense of what you're feeling too. I didn't get a chance to tell Ali that part yet, but that's how I knew I could trust you guys.
"I could also tell Ali was holding something back, but that went away when she told me about your follower last night. She's really worried, though. You both are."
"I don't..." I started, not quite sure what I wanted to say. I suddenly wished Ali was here to guide the conversation. "I think we're scared that Reed will find us," I said in a rush.
The smile that was on Meg's face slowly faded. "I worry about that too, but we're a small group in an enormous city. Besides, there's four of us and only one of him. I think we'll be okay. Gordon and I talked about it, and he's going to keep a watch out for anything suspicious."
As if he knew he had been mentioned, the CB radio that Gordon had set up for communication sparked to life. At first, it was nothing but a hiss of static, and then Gordon's voice crackled through. "Ali just left here. You got her breakfast going?"
Meg and I shared a grin, and she turned from me to answer Gordon's call. I sat back down with Hope, who beamed at me as I rejoined the game. She was such a quiet child, but pleasant. I wasn't entirely sure what was going on in our game, but she seemed satisfied. 
 My mind drifted while Meg was distracted with updates from Gordon - I think we were using too much electricity - and I found myself wondering how Hope would fit in with the Boulder City kids. Those kids were loud and noisy, and mostly unfazed by the drastic changes in the world, even though it was the only world they knew.
I worried about them. Knowing that Reed was on our trail was a sign he had abandoned the hotel, but the doubt gnawed at me. What if he had turned around and gone back once we slipped out of his grasp? That thought was worse than thinking he was after us. All those kids had to be safe. 
"Well, I think breakfast is ready now." Meg's voice cut into my thoughts, and it took me a moment to register what she said. She began to set the table.
Hope didn't need to be told. As soon as she saw her mom heading toward the table, she jumped up and ran to her chair, carrying her toy tiger with her. I watched with amusement as she settled her tiger into its chair before she took her own seat next to it. 
"Do we want to dive in or wait?" Meg asked as I stood. She actually looked embarrassed. "I'm not used to this."
I laughed. "Me either. What do you want to do?"
"Maybe we should wait. Ali will be back soon."
"Okay." I grinned. "I'll go wake Stephanie."
 



CHAPTER 9 – ALI
 
 
 
As I raced up the steps, flight by flight, I wondered if Meg had ever bothered counting them. It was a passing thought, pushed away by my excitement. Gordon had shown me something incredible, and it was the breakthrough I'd needed. A solar-powered battery charger! How had I never known these things existed?
I tested it and knew that both the fresh batteries I had installed in the dually were working, and that was one major item scratched off my to-do list. Even my footsteps felt lighter. A smile tugged at my lips and broke over my face as the smells of breakfast hit me.
"Bread?" I said in surprise. I stopped for a moment, taking in a deep breath. Suddenly, I was thrown back to my childhood memories of early Saturday mornings when my mom would bake those flaky Pillsbury biscuits. It was the sweet smell of yeast and home.
I rounded the corner of Meg's open door and got another surprise when I saw the table set and ready for us to be seated. There were chopped tomatoes and green peppers, a basket of rolls and some type of meat I assumed was venison. 
"Well," Meg said as she grinned at me anxiously. "Are we ready to eat?"
I stared in disbelief and chuckled, struck by the normality of it all. We sat around the table to enjoy a meal, talking and laughing about trivial things. Somehow, the conversation stayed away from the horrors of the present day, and we enjoyed the moment. It was full of bittersweet nostalgia but wonderful at the same time.
I updated everyone on the truck's progress, and Meg offered to help me search for the rest of the supplies. I accepted gratefully, knowing it would have been a chore if I had to track it all down and haul it back myself. Jugs of oil and kerosene could get heavy.
After breakfast, I slipped back to our suite to change. Moments after I'd entered, Joss followed me in. I winced, wishing I had made it to my room before he caught me.
"Ali." He said, stopping me. I froze, not wanting to face him. Our last conversation stung because it was true. Excuses had flooded through my mind ever since he'd said those words to me, but nothing could justify why I left him in Sweetwater. I had thought it was the right thing to do for him, but the words sounded so weak in my head. I didn't bother saying them out loud. 
"I don't want us separated again," I whispered, knowing he could hear me anyway. If I talked any louder, I was afraid my voice would break. Tears of shame sprang to my eyes.
"I know, and I'm sorry." He said. All his words seemed to come out in a rush. "I wasn't thinking right. What Stephanie does isn't even up to us. What if she wants to stay? What if Meg won't let her stay? I shouldn't have gotten angry in the first place."
I blinked in surprise. That was not what I expected to hear. I turned my head, seeing his shadow out of the corner of my eye, and he took a few steps toward me. I asked, "So we let Stephanie decide?"
"Maybe we should all talk about it." He said.
I finally turned to face him. "I just want us to stay together."
I won't leave you again.
"Yes." He smiled. "We stay together."
I felt a tear run down my cheek and closed my eyes. Suddenly, Joss threw his arms around me and squeezed, crushing me against his wiry frame. I groaned, trying to hug him back, but my arms were pinned. The kid was strong!
"Okay," I said or tried to. He was making it difficult to breathe, and the word came out as a wheeze. When I managed to push away his hug attack, or rather when he finally let me go, his cheeks were wet too.
"I don't like it when we fight." He sniffed, wiping at his eyes.
"Too much bad in this world for us to fight with each other." I smiled, feeling the weight of our previous conversation fade away. "Meg and I are about to make a run. You want to come with us to help haul stuff back?"
"And leave Stephanie here alone?"
"She has Hope."
Joss gave me a half grin before he nodded and soon after that, we were prepared to set out. Stephanie seemed okay with the situation, especially after Meg showed her how to use the CB radio to call Gordon if she needed to.
Stephanie watched Joss, the fondness in her eyes clearly visible, and I held back a groan. Joss didn't notice it as he bounced on the balls of his feet with excitement. Had he told her yet? How was that not the same thing as me holding back my secret for months? My mind had been so wrapped up in our fight that their situation had slipped my mind. I would have to corner him on it later when we were alone.
Meg led us through the streets, pointing out spots of interest as she talked about the old days. She didn't seem to be bothered by the freaks she attracted, but I cringed away if one got too close. It reminded me of Walt, and suddenly, I realized why. Neither one of them had been hunted or attacked by the freaks, so they didn't understand the fear of them Joss and I shared. They had co-existed with them since the turning, not realizing the monsters they were living with.
The thought made me shake my head with wonder.
"There's a grocery store up this way I don't think was looted." Meg was saying. "I know Riley and his crew hit a few of these on this side of the highway, but I always stayed to the east."
She glanced back at me and smiled, slowing down to walk beside me. "I've been thinking on this a lot..."
She trailed off, and I shared a glance with Joss. Neither one of us knew what she was talking about. 
"Thinking about which stores to loot?" Joss blurted, and I tried not to roll my eyes. I failed.
"No." Meg laughed, sounding embarrassed. "I'm sorry. I was just trying to think of how to say it. It's safe here." She paused, gathering her resolve and finishing softly. "You can stay with us. Stephanie can have her baby here." 
My jaw dropped, and I stopped walking to stare at her. Meg had taken a few steps before she realized I was no longer walking beside her. She turned, her eyes questioning. 
"But..." I fumbled, not even able to find the words. Joss was absolutely zero help. "What about Reed?"
Meg waved a hand in front of her dismissively. "He's just one guy, right?"
"One psychopath." Finally, Joss chimed in, still not helping.
Meg ignored him. "I know it's a lot to consider, but the offer's there."
Joss and I looked at each other for a moment. I knew he was waiting on me to say something, but I didn't have an answer for her. Yesterday morning, I might have accepted her offer without thinking, and who knows what problems that might have caused. I turned to Meg, "Let's ask Stephanie."
Meg beamed, happy with the response, and she motioned for us to start walking again. "It's been wonderful having someone else to talk to, and I know Hope enjoys the company."
Meg went on, but I was lost in thought. Joss and I would stay together, whatever Stephanie chose to do. If Joss wanted to stay here with her, then so would I. I wouldn't leave him again.
~ ~ ~ ~
"I don't want to stay," Stephanie whispered, her cheeks flushed. She took a breath before forcing the rest of the words out. "It's nice here, but I don't want to live my whole life in a hotel room."
Her eyes were glued to Joss. I should have listened to him. He knew her better than I did. She was scared, and I had assumed she would want to stay here, but being afraid didn't mean she wasn't brave, or incredibly stupid. Whatever the case may be.
"I'll have the truck running soon, and we can get out of here. No worries." I smiled at her, trying to be as reassuring as Joss, but the smile faltered. "I'll let Meg know."
"Maybe she'll come with us?" Stephanie turned to me, hopeful.
My smile came a bit easier as I thought about getting them out of here. Meg had already said a few times she had never planned to stay here forever. "I'll definitely ask."
But when I got the chance to ask Meg if she'd given any thought to leaving, worry flashed in her eyes, and I steered the conversation in another direction. She wasn't ready to talk about it, though I could see the thoughts whirling in her head when I told her Stephanie didn't want to stay. I would wait a few days and bring it up again later.
With Meg's guidance finding supplies and Gordon's help on the truck while he learned, I was able to test the engine by day three. Miraculously, Gordon had found the key to the ignition in a little magnetic box hidden along the frame. Out of all the cars I'd worked on, I never thought to look there for the keys, but that was the first thing Gordon went for. He gave me a bright grin when he handed it over.
I slid the key into the ignition and turned it. The engine sputtered and coughed, then rumbled to life. Meg bounced from one foot to the other as she clapped, and Gordon let out a loud whoop. I laughed, enjoying the moment.
The two of them rushed to climb in, and I drove the dually back to the Palace's parking garage. There were a few obstacles in our way that required us to move around, not to mention the freaks, but once we actually got into the garage, the amount of freaks dropped to only a handful. 
"You gonna help me get another one ready?" Gordon asked, grinning at me.
"Absolutely." I smiled back. Knowing we only had a little bit of time left before we needed to get Stephanie out of here, I figured we were able to spare a few more days for that. "You got one in mind already?"
"Gonna go huntin' for one tonight." He chuckled, patting me on the shoulder as he climbed out of the cab. "I'll be dragging you out of bed bright and early to come help me get it running. No being lazy tomorrow!"
Meg and I laughed as he danced off. Meg said, "He's a bit different, but a wonderful kind of different."
I nodded in agreement, but my mind quickly shifted to something else. As we started our climb back to our rooms, I attempted to broach the subject of Meg and Hope leaving again. "So now that we have a truck, how do you feel about..."
I trailed off when Meg stopped walking. I looked down at her a few steps below me, unable to remember the speech I had practiced earlier. The considering look she gave me was almost tangible, and it made me uncomfortable. I was relieved when she took a deep breath and moved up to my level.
She held her hand out.
My stomach did a somersault, and I swallowed hard, staring down at her innocent looking fingers. Meg waited patiently as I slowly steeled myself to take her hand. I raised mine to hers, and she laced our fingers together, giving me a sad smile. As she began to speak, a tingle spread across my skin.
"I trust you, Ali, and I've loved having you here these past few days. You're right. I don't want to stay here forever, but I'm scared to leave. If anything happened to Hope, I wouldn't be able to live with myself anymore. I need you to tell me what you believe, what you think will happen if we leave here. What's it really like out there?"
I heard her words, but for a moment it was difficult to listen to her. The one experience I had with this was not enough to prepare me for the barrage of emotions that suddenly sparked to life in my mind. It was like being tossed into a pool and struggling to find which way was up. Then, just as quickly, the haze cleared, and everything snapped into place. 
Her love. Her devotion. Her fear.
I gripped her hand tightly, bolstered by the certainty I now felt, and I answered her question honestly. "It's horrible."
Meg blinked at me in surprise.
"Most of it's horrible, anyway," I continued. "But I don't think it's as bad as being here with all the freaks. I hate them in a way that you can't. You were never hunted by them, or saw what they do to ordinary people. I couldn't imagine how lonely it will be for Hope to live her whole life above them, probably in a state of constant fear.
"Now that we have the truck running, I think we have a good shot of getting Stephanie out of here and finding a nice community where she'll be safe. If there's nothing in Area 51, then I'll turn around and go back to Sundown. At least I know there are good people there."
That had been what I was planning on saying earlier, but it seemed a lot shorter than when I'd rehearsed it. I watched Meg with apprehension, not able to decipher what she was feeling at the moment. After a few seconds, Meg slowly withdrew her hand. "Thank you, Ali. I'll think on it."
I scratched my arm almost subconsciously as the tingling faded. It was an odd feeling. It reminded me of when I was a kid and had jumped out of the shower to push play on my CD player without drying off first. A jolt of electricity had shot through me and left my hand numb for a while. I had only made that mistake once.
Meg turned to walk up the stairs, taking the steps slowly. Her brow was creased, and she was lost in thought, so we walked together in silence. At least she was considering my proposal. That was a step in the right direction. 
The next few days, Joss and I stockpiled our collection of trade goods, food, and clothing in the lobby. The bed of the dually didn't have that much space, so I put Joss in charge of organizing it. That thrilled him, but I was glad I didn't have to do it for once. 
Gordon put us on a shower schedule to monitor the electricity usage. It was my night, and I was taking full advantage of it, standing under the hot water until it ran cold. Unfortunately, it didn't last as long as I'd hoped, but it made me late for dinner. I entered Meg's suite, seeing her and Stephanie playing a game of marbles with Hope while Joss did the dishes. I grabbed a plate of food, not caring that it was cold, and sat down to scour some of the maps I had collected. 
"Is it movie night?" Hope's small voice asked. I glanced at her and smiled. Although it had been rare at first, Hope was talking more often. This was the same question she asked every night as soon as full dark fell.
"Not tonight," Meg answered. "Tomorrow is movie night. It will be bed time soon."
That was another thing that had gotten scheduled after we began to use more electricity. Hope had been able to watch DVD's almost any time she wanted before we moved in, but our arrival had marked the end of that privilege. Although she always asked, she didn't seem to mind the loss, preferring Stephanie's company over watching the same cartoons again and again. 
I smiled and went back to my maps.
The CB radio crackled and came to life, causing all of us to jump. Nothing but static came through the small speaker, and then died away a few moments later. Meg stood, leaving Hope to whine that it was her turn, and I glanced at Joss to find him staring at me. Suddenly, my stomach twisted in nervousness.
"Meg..." I said almost breathlessly, moving to intercept her as she started toward the radio.
"He normally doesn't send messages after dark unless it's an emergency," Meg said to herself. She tried to wave me away as I followed her, but the sick feeling in my stomach spread.
"Wait," I said, letting my instinct lead me.
That stopped her. She turned back to me, her brow crinkling as concern flashed across her face. "He might need..."
The radio hissed and sputtered more static before settling into the faint hum as the person... no... as Gordon pressed the speak button. Several long moments passed, and Meg started to reach for the handheld microphone. Instinctively, I grabbed her arm. She shot me a look of annoyance that faded when a voice finally broke over the speakers.
A voice that did not belong to Gordon.
"Ali..." The voice sang, drawing my name out over several seconds. It stretched long enough for me to see the annoyance on Meg's face fade to shock. Then horror. It sang again, "Ali, oh, Ali!"
"Reed." I breathed. All the blood drained from my head as my vision grew dim, and suddenly the room was spinning. The hand that held Meg's arm gripped tighter to steady myself, and I squeezed my eyes shut.
"I found your new friend, Ali," Reed said through the speakers. Meg wasn't enough to hold me up, and I slumped against the kitchen counter. "He wasn't very friendly at first, but we're getting along much better now... After I put my knife through his eye."
Meg gasped, both hands going to her mouth, and I was aware that Joss was standing between us, blocking Meg from the radio. My vision was blurry, but I saw her reach for him, grabbing him by the shoulders as she frantically shook her head back and forth in denial.
The radio crackled with static again and went silent.
"No." Meg whimpered, too shocked to cry. "He didn't kill him."
Joss held on to her as he cast a concerned glance my way, but he wasn't able to disengage from her to help me. As Meg rattled off a string of desperate denials, I struggled to take slow, steady breaths until the world stopped spinning.
Pushing away from the counter, I reached out to turn Meg toward me. "We go now. All of us."
As soon as Joss was free of Meg, he ran from the room, but I couldn't do anything more than watch him go. Meg demanded my attention. 
"He's not dead. We can't leave him. He's not dead!"
The radio clicked, and Reed's voice intruded from the speaker again. "Do you miss me, Ali? I've missed you," A low, deep chuckle interrupted his words. "But I promise I won't miss you again."
The static blared once more and died away. Meg stared at the radio, terror etched on her face, and I had to jerk her around to face me. I clasped her hands in mine and hoped her talent picked up my emotion.
"We go now," I said. "You don't have a choice anymore, and that's my fault, but I can protect you. Just not from here."
"But there's four of us, and one of him." Meg protested. My hand began to tingle. Her confidence in our greater numbers was faltering, mirrored by my own doubt. From Gordon's place, there was practically an arrow pointing the way to the Palace. Once Reed found us, I couldn't keep Hope or Stephanie safe. All Reed would have to do was lead a few freaks to our floor.
"Mommy?" Hope's voice trembled, and both our heads turned in her direction. She stood next to Stephanie, her little hand clasping hers, and they both looked terrified.
"Oh, my God." Meg gasped, breaking from me to sweep Hope into her arms. Meg held her close, finally turning to nod in agreement as the tears spilled from her eyes.
Joss rushed back in, carrying every pack we had, and he stumbled in his haste. The packs scattered across the floor as Joss fell, and I quickly began to gather them, not able to help Joss as he staggered to his feet.
I shoved an empty pack into Meg's hand. "Grab your necessities. We don't have much time."
Meg nodded, trying to set Hope down, but the girl wouldn't let her go. Meg dragged her along as she hurried to fill the bag. Joss was helping Stephanie get her arms through the straps of her pack, and the lights flickered. Motion in the room halted as we were plunged into darkness.
"Are we leaving anything?" I asked Joss, my eyes adjusting quickly to the dimness. I fished my flashlight out of my pack and flicked it on, ignoring the new pebble of dread that knotted in my gut.
"Everything we had when we left Boulder City is here," Joss said, finishing with Stephanie by throwing a blanket over her shoulders. He quickly snatched Hope's tiger and her puppy from the couch. "I'll go with Stephanie down the stairs."
"No," Meg said, rushing back into the room. "We take the elevator."
Joss and I stared at her incredulously. 
"The what?" we said in unison. 
~ ~ ~ ~
Meg held the flashlight, leading us down the hallway to the elevators and told us to wait there. Joss and I shared a look as she disappeared around the corner into the janitor's closet. Suddenly, the hum of machinery whirred to life. 
"It runs on its own generator," Meg said as rushed back, Hope clinging to her. "Gordon set it up for us to use in an emergency if we needed to get down quick."
"I think this qualifies," I mumbled, too low for her to hear, but Joss shot me a sharp look. I frowned. I wasn't making light of the situation. I just didn't know what else to say.
Meg pressed the down button, and the elevator dinged immediately. The metal doors slid open slowly to reveal a mirrored compartment. Our reflections stared back at us, and I realized I looked as terrified as everyone else. Stephanie was white as a sheet, and her cheeks were wet with tears, but she was silent. Hope was not. Her quiet whimpers could be heard over the hum of the generator. 
"Does this go down to the parking garage?" I asked, not wanting to be the first to step into the small box.
"Yes," Meg said. "But we'll need to check it for zombies before Stephanie and Hope get out. I've used it plenty of times before to move supplies, and it's normally clear."
I nodded, but refused to budge. The elevator was intimidating. As the doors began to close, Meg reached out to stop them and stepped inside with Hope. Stephanie, Joss and I shared a look and slowly stepped forward one at a time. As the doors closed, Stephanie reached out to clutch Joss's hand. He reached out to grasp mine with the other.
Attempting to reassure him at this point was beyond me, but I realized he didn't need it. He was my reassurance. If it hadn't been for his preparation and quick reaction, we would still be trying to get our stuff together. Every second counted right now.
My stomach dropped as the elevator shifted, and the creak of old machinery began to lower us to the ground. Nervously, I said, "So, you've ridden in this before?"
"No," Meg answered. "We only used it to move the heavier things, but we've done that plenty of times. We never had a problem."
I groaned and squeezed Joss's hand again. The display lit up as we descended, counting down as we passed each floor. Stephanie's eyes were closed, and when the elevator jerked to slow us down, she cried out. I couldn't blame her. I had jumped too, reaching to grab the handrail with my free hand.
The elevator's motion smoothed out as it lowered us slowly to our destination. I shook free of Joss's hand and stepped toward the doors, drawing my knife and dagger. He joined me, pulling his hatchet out of its sling. Meg was able to coerce Hope to let her go, and she pushed her and Stephanie into a corner. Then she stepped in front of them, shielding them with her small body. We were as prepared as we could be.
The elevator creaked and groaned as it came to a stop. There was a pause, and several heartbeats thudded past before the doors began to slide open. I stepped out, the lights from the elevator glaring brightly against the gloom. I thought I saw moving shapes beyond our small bubble of light, but I couldn't separate them from the other shadows. Then the doors closed and left us in complete darkness. Without the distracting light, suddenly everything came into focus.
"Freaks," I whispered to Joss.
"Where?" He asked. "I can't see anything."
I pointed in their direction, and he didn't hesitate, just like he didn't hesitate getting things together in the hotel room. I was right behind him, and we quickly took out the three freaks that were nearby. 
"Where's the truck," Joss said beside me. I spun in a circle, trying to get my bearings, and was able to get a general idea of where I'd parked the dually. It wasn't close enough to chance running Hope and Stephanie through the garage, so I motioned for Joss to stand guard.
"Stay with them. I'll get it."
I didn't wait for his response. Bolting from our position by the elevator, I was positive I knew where I'd parked the truck. As I drew close to my destination, the big dually materialized out of the shadows, and a tingle of relief swept through me. I climbed in, and turned the key.
Leaving the headlights off, I was able to navigate through the darkness, only jumping one curb as I made my way to the elevator doors. The moving vehicle was drawing attention, and I didn't need the beacon of the headlights to add to that. It wasn't difficult to focus on the shadows, but there were already several shapes moving toward me in the darkness. 
I leaped from the truck as soon as I made it back to Joss, spinning to locate the nearest freak. "We have to hurry."
"Are we clear?" He whispered, coming to stand beside me with his hatchet in his hands.
I didn't answer for several seconds. Nothing was moving close to us, but I couldn't be sure. Finally, I had no choice but to nod. "Hurry."
Joss turned, opening the cab doors before returning to the elevator. Seconds later, the light bloomed in the darkness again as the elevator doors opened. I turned away, squinting my eyes. I couldn't afford to be blinded by the light.
I heard shuffling behind me as Joss helped the others into the truck. Nervous sweat beaded on my forehead, and I strained to spot the closest movement in the shadows. A form shifted about twenty yards away, and I fixed my eyes on it, drawing my knife.
The elevator doors closed behind me, shutting out the light and allowing me to focus. A freak stood against a car, blocked for the time being, but it was close. That car would be no obstacle if it frenzied. 
I turned, intending to rush everyone inside, and was relieved to see Stephanie was already in the back seat. Joss was propped half-in, half-out of the truck, bending to help Meg get Hope in the car. Hope spun away from Joss's reaching arms, refusing to let go of her mother. She sniffled and whimpered, letting out a whine that echoed through the garage.
The freak hissed, an exhalation of air that chilled my blood, and I turned in its direction. Pure instinct took over, capturing me and leading me to action before the idea could form in my head, before I could deny the absurd response with conscious thought. I screamed.
The wails split the night, mine battling the volume of the frenzy cry. I cringed as I felt the frenzy call reach out like a hand to grasp my spine, and I pushed harder. Screaming louder, screaming longer than it did. The screeching of its cry died out, the invisible hand letting go, and my scream petered out as my lungs ran out of air.
The shadows didn't move.
I stared in disbelief, my knife at the ready, but nothing came forth. The freak that had screamed did not advance. It stood motionless next to the car. The other shades beyond it, the ones that had been moving toward the truck, had also stilled. They were nothing more than dark voids in the gloom, almost impossible to spot without movement.
"Ali!" Joss rasped. It spurred me from my shock, and I turned to see everyone was in the truck. I quickly sheathed my knife and jumped into the cab, slamming the door behind me.
"What the fuck was that?" Joss screamed at me.
I stared at him, the disbelief clear on my face. I could only shrug. "It worked, didn't it?"
~ ~ ~ ~
"Goodbye, Vegas," I whispered sadly as we made it to the highway. Joss was the only one who heard me, but he didn't comment. A trio of sniffles sounded from the backseat, and I finally turned on the headlights. Only one worked. 
"We can't leave him," Meg's voice whispered behind me. She sounded defeated and broken. 
As soon as she said it, my insides twisted with guilt and anger. I echoed her words. "We can't leave him."
"What are you going to do?" Stephanie said, panic rising in her voice. 
Joss was staring at me with sad eyes. "We're going to need you to get out of here. There are too many dead-brains, and you're the only one that studied the maps."
I swallowed hard, turning the headlight off again and letting the truck roll to a stop. "We have to know."
"You can see his place from the highway," Meg said again, leaning forward. "On the bridge over Martin Dr."
That wasn't that far. I left the lights off and slowly drove the truck along the highway. We approached the bridge, and I couldn't figure out what I was going to do. My fear of Reed was almost overwhelming, but I wouldn't leave Gordon out there. Not if there was any hope that he was alive. I forced the fear down, replacing it with determination, and gripped the butt of my revolver.
Any shadow of a plan I had fell apart as we drew closer. Partially hidden behind a shopping center, the building Gordon had called home glowed bright orange in the night, a fire burning within. I threw open my door and landed with a thump on the pavement. As I ran to the guard rail, Joss joined me, his hatchet in his hands.
"I can't see anything, Ali. It's too far."
"I can see it," I said flatly, staring at the ruin of what had been a home an hour ago. 
The bench that Gordon had called the Spring was glowing, sparking with electricity, and covered with debris. The monstrous contraption he had so carefully built was now busted and broken. The towers of steel and wires no longer stood, except for one, and that one was misplaced. It was hard to make out, but eventually my eyes focused, and I gasped. The longer I stared, the more it became apparent.
The dark spot on top of the Spring, what I had initially thought debris, took on its actual form. The large, conductor rod that had been stationed behind it was now stabbed through its middle, through the middle of Gordon. Even if that hadn't been fatal, I could see something protruding from his head. A knife. Reed's knife.
I growled with anger and frustration, tears spilling from my eyes. "He's dead," I sobbed. "I can see him."
Before Joss could respond, a shadow moved within the ruin. The light from the flames cast it against the other buildings, and there it danced, vast and terrible. I clutched the butt of my revolver in my hands.
"Ali," Joss said softly, but panic edged his voice. "Dead-brains!"
"He's still down there!" I couldn't look away. I aimed the revolver, using the cement guard wall to steady my trembling hands.
Show yourself, you bastard!
Joss charged up the road, and a meaty smack resounded in the night. I finally tore my eyes away from the shadows, Stephanie and Hope's safety taking precedence for a moment, but Joss had it well in hand. I looked back to the burning scene below me, and I heard a second hit, signifying the death of the other freak that had drawn close. 
"More are coming," Joss said as he rejoined me.
"He's there." I breathed slowly, trying to calm my racing pulse. "I can kill him."
Joss squinted out into the night and pulled back, shaking his head. "I can't see anything but the fire. We don't have much time."
I waited, concentrating on the shadow. The source blocked by the edge of the building. All he had to do was step out...
"There." I gasped, shocked as I laid eyes on him. I felt my hands go numb with nervousness, and tried to level my sights on the dim figure. Heartbeat after heartbeat slipped by as Joss shifted beside me. My palms began to sweat.
"Take the shot," Joss whispered, distracting me, and I couldn't steady my heads. I licked my lips, tasting the salt from my sweat, and tried again. The figure bobbed up and down at the end of my revolver, and I huffed in frustration. Joss settled beside me, placing a hand on the center of my back, and whispered again. "You've got this, Ali. Take the shot."
Something changed in his voice, or at least I was hearing him differently. Instead of being a distraction, his words gave me confidence. I took a deep breath, held it, and locked Reed in my sights. The gun kicked in my hands as I squeezed the trigger.
Below, the looming shadow distorted as Reed ran for cover. Then it disappeared. I slapped my hand against the rail in frustration, wanting to try again, but Joss hooked his arm through mine and jerked me away.
"No!" I started to protest, but it died as I caught sight of the horde of freaks marching toward us. "Jesus!"
"Told you we didn't have much time." Joss let me go, pushing me toward the truck while he jumped into the passenger side. I needed no more urging. 
I slapped the headlight on as I climbed into the cab, illuminating the small crowd that had gathered in front of us. Shifting the truck into gear, I floored it. The dually hiccupped in protest at first, then roared as the tires squealed on the pavement. The girls screamed as we lurched forward, flattening the few freaks that were close to us. I managed to dodge the rest. 
As soon as we were clear, I slowed the truck. Driving at night was dangerous, and driving over bridges could be suicidal at any time of the day. I took the next exit. Having spent so much timing studying the maps Joss had found, I already had a good idea of where we were going.
"Gordon?" Meg said as she leaned forward, reaching past Hope to put a hand on my shoulder.
I couldn't bring myself to speak. A lump formed in my throat as I shook my head in answer, and my vision blurred with tears. After a moment, she pulled away, the sound of her sniffles increasing. Poor Gordon. He didn't deserve what Reed did. 
No one spoke, and the truck slowly ate one mile after another as we traveled the dark roads. Freaks blocked our way at times, and I drove around the other impassable obstacles. Finding our way was harder than I imagined. After I made several turns to avoid a large crowd of freaks, I wasn't sure we were even going north anymore.
Then we ran across a road I recognized from the maps, and I heaved a sigh of relief. Turning down it, I hoped to find a place I could stop to gather my scattered thoughts. Three miles in, I spotted a gravel road that might have been a driveway in another life. I pulled over and killed the engine, but not before the headlight illuminated a trailer house and a couple freaks in security uniforms, all behind a chain link fence. 
Stephanie asked, "Why are we stopping?" She sounded terrified.
"I need a moment," I answered as I slid out of the truck, knowing Joss would follow me. I eased the door closed, not wanting to agitate the freaks any more than they already were. They pressed against the fence but stopped when they couldn't push through. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I searched the landscape for anything moving in the distance. 
"What are we going to do?" Joss asked as he joined me, leaning against the truck.
I ground my teeth together, the defeat and pain rising to unbearable levels. I walked up the road a few paces, trying to calm myself, but it wasn't working. My voice was rough and sounded unfamiliar to my ears. "I want to kill him."
Joss was silent for a moment. Finally, he stepped away from the truck, replying softly. "He deserves it, but we have to get Hope and Stephanie safe first. So, what are we going to do?"
I groaned, looking out across the horizon. As I stared at the line where the night sky met the earth, a small patch of sky to the north caught my attention. I raised up on tiptoe, focusing on the barely perceptible glow that pushed back the darkness, but it was so distant that even my eyes couldn't make much of it.
"Let's make it through the night." I finally said, not bothering to point out what I saw to Joss. He wouldn't be able to see it anyway. "Maybe I can figure something out in the morning."
I took a few more minutes to relax, taking in a deep breath of the cool night air. It was hard to say if it helped or not. Joss hung back by the truck, watching and waiting. I scanned the area around me one more time when something occurred to me.
"Can you hear anything?"
"You mean besides those fuckers over there breathing?" He scoffed, and I spun on him, caught off guard by his tone. He was ready for my reaction and was smirking slightly, but there was no humor in his eyes. He shook his head. 
I sniffed loudly as I walked past him. "Watch your mouth."
I climbed into the cab and looked in on the girls in the backseat. Stephanie was wrapped in her blanket, staring out the window toward the freaks. Hope sat in her mother's lap with her head resting against Meg's shoulder. She had drifted off to sleep.
"We're going to keep moving. Hopefully, we'll find a place up the road to hold up for the night." I said softly, doing my best not to disturb Hope. Meg only nodded in reply, and she ran her hands over Hope's hair, smoothing it out.
"We forgot her shoes," Meg said absently.
Joss pulled his door shut quietly and looked back at her. "There might be some in the back. I left some stuff in there while I was rearranging supplies."
Meg didn't comment as she continued to stroke Hope's hair. Joss gave me a concerned look and arched an eyebrow in question. I shook my head. Meg needed time. The traumatic loss she had experienced tonight was taking its toll. 
After starting the truck, I set the trip meter back to zero. The road was fairly clear, although sand had blown over the concrete and built up a thick layer in spots. It didn't pose much of a problem for the dually, but I worried about the tracks we were leaving behind. A solid trail for Reed to follow, but there wasn't anything we could do about it.
My eyes were continuously drawn to the trip meter as it counted out the miles. Every mile we gained was another mile between us and Reed. I drove slowly, barely going twenty miles an hour, but I was willing to drive all night. We had covered nearly forty miles when the dark horizon in front of us began to form into blocky shapes. By the time I realized they were buildings, we were close enough that our headlight would have given us away, but I turned it off anyway. There were no lights, no sign of anyone living there, and no freaks. As we drew closer, I realized we had stumbled on a small, uninhabited town. Population zero.
There were only a handful of buildings, and one of them had been burned to the ground. All the windows were shattered, and the weeds had taken over.
"What do you guys think?" I asked. Stephanie leaned forward to get a better look out the window, but it was Joss that answered me.
"I'll look around." He said, and I nodded.
Joss ran from one building to the next, taking several minutes in each one, and finally poked his head out to wave us in. I drove the truck onto the curb, getting as close to the door as possible. 
Joss opened the passenger door and said, "This whole place has been cleaned out. There's nothing left."
I frowned at him. "No supplies?"
"It's more than just supplies. Everything is gone."
I stepped out of the truck, looking around curiously. I blinked when I saw Joss already helping Stephanie out of the truck. He was only gone a few minutes. "Are you sure it's clear?"
"Yes." He said firmly.
My jaw dropped, not understanding how he could be so sure. Stephanie seemed to be in agreement with me because she planted herself against the truck, refusing to go further. Meg was equally reluctant to take Hope from the safety of the cab.
"Stay with them. I'll look around." I said, pulling the flashlight out of my pack. As I walked off, I mumbled under my breath. "You better be right."
"What was that?" Joss said from behind me. The tone of his voice was a challenge, however. He had heard me.
I kept walking. 
Stepping inside, I paused a moment to allow my eyes to adjust. Slowly, the dark room became clear to me in the shadows, and I knew it was empty, but how did Joss know? There was no way he could see through this darkness. I shook my head in disbelief, flipping on the flashlight to sweep it through the room.
Whoever had looted this place didn't leave much behind. There were a few benches and tables left, but only because they were bolted to the floor. Enough of the building was vacant, and I couldn't figure out what purpose it served in the old days. A restaurant maybe, judging by the tables. I wasn't certain. 
I walked to the back room, seeing more empty spaces, but not much else. There was nothing in here to barricade the doors, or even sit on. The building was small and open. Not the best place to defend, but it would have to do for the night. 
I walked back to the front room and saw that Joss had coaxed Stephanie and Meg inside. They huddled in the middle of the room, looking lost. Hope was sound asleep, cradled in Meg's arms. 
"Where's Joss?" I asked, wondering why he wasn't with them.
"Getting the packs," Stephanie answered. Seconds later, he walked in with a bundle in his arms.
"This way." He said, walking past us to the back room. I frowned at him as he passed, and handed the light off to Stephanie. The two followed him while I guarded the rear. 
Stephanie swung the light as she went, inspecting everything, but I was watching Joss. I had no idea what he was up to. When he stepped around a column and disappeared, I groaned loudly. I hadn't walked this far into the room, so I had missed the small hallway. How could I be so worried about Joss being careless, that I had been guilty of that very thing?
I clenched my teeth, irritated with myself. Stepping around Stephanie and Meg, I followed Joss down the short hallway. It circled around to a large closet, picked bare, but big enough to fit three people lying down. It was enclosed and defensible. 
"Good?" Joss asked as he dropped his bundle, not waiting for an answer.
My lips twisted wryly, and I nodded.
Stephanie slipped the flashlight to me as she passed and began to settle down without protest. She tucked her blanket around herself and propped her pack against the wall for a pillow. It seemed easy for her, but she'd seen much worse than this since she started traveling with us.
Joss produced a small blanket and was laying it down for Meg and Hope, but when Meg tried to lay her down, Hope squealed in protest. Meg pulled her close and began to whisper in her ear.
"Shh, it's okay. You're safe here. You can sleep here. Mommy's not going anywhere."
Meg's coaxing words calmed Hope, and she finally accepted her spot on the pallet. Meg sat down beside her, but I doubted she would sleep. I pulled Joss to the entrance of the hallway, whispering so I wouldn't disturb the others.
"How were you so sure this place was clear? You were only in here for a few minutes."
He shrugged, giving me a small smirk as he tapped his ear. "I didn't hear anything."
My mouth gaped, "Unbelievable."
"I can hear them breathing from here." He pointed down the hallway. "If a freak had been here, it would have moved when I ran through, and I would have heard it."
I leaned back, folding my arms as I considered. I recalled the strange glow I had seen to the north, and knew it was impossible for ordinary eyes to see it. It was the same for Joss. His hearing was as inhuman as my eyesight, and I would learn to trust it. I nodded. "Okay."
Joss reached out, taking the flashlight from me and said, "I'll take first watch."
~ ~ ~ ~
The next morning, Meg woke me at dawn. She motioned me to follow her, and I pulled myself to my feet, wiping the dust off my clothes. The floor was dirty.
Stifling a yawn, I joined Meg in the larger room and asked, "Joss on watch?"
"Yes. I checked on him a bit ago. He's carving... something." Meg paused, looking somewhat surprised by what she said. "He seems good at it."
"His brother taught him."
Meg smiled slightly, but it dropped from her face seconds later. She was struggling to cope with everything that had happened, and it was painful to watch. She exhaled loudly as she reached for her ear lobe, but caught herself. Instead, she folded her arms before she spoke. "I wanted to talk to you alone when I had the chance."
"Of course," I said automatically.
Meg chewed on her bottom lip as she hesitated, seeming indecisive. Finally, she reached for my hand, and I faltered. I expected she wanted to use her talent, but I wasn't prepared to feel her barrage of emotions on top of my own. It was too early in the morning for that. I raised my hand, giving her an apologetic look, but she didn't notice. She was too absorbed in what she wanted to tell me. Pressing her palm against mine, we laced our fingers together. 
Tears brimmed in her eyes, and her emotions were swirling within me before she began to speak. That was a first. I clenched my jaw as I struggled to keep them separate from my own.
"I want you to know I'm sorry." She said. "I'm sorry I didn't leave when you wanted us to leave. I was so scared of what was out here, scared to bring Hope into all this. I'm sorry I didn't listen to you."
"Meg." I sighed, a knot forming in my throat. I felt her guilt, her struggle, and it was too familiar, too similar to what I was already feeling. The lines began to blur. "I led Reed straight to--"
"No." She said forcefully, interrupting me. "You didn't know we were there, and you warned us. It was my decision to stay, and I got Gordon..."
Meg choked off into sobs and spun away from me. The strange link between us ripped away as she turned. She was trying to apologize, but her guilt had compounded with my own, and together, the emotion had started to spiral out of control. I took several deep breaths before I could calm myself, but Meg was taking longer to pull herself out of it. 
I centered myself, latching on to my feelings of survival and strength while I pushed the pain and guilt away. I touched her shoulder, needing her to feel my resolve, needing her to feed off my strength. Taking a deep breath, I opened my mouth and let the words come. "This is Reed's fault, not ours. One day I'll find a way to pay him back, but for now, we're going to get Hope and Stephanie to a safe place. We will get them safe, and we aren't going to lose anyone else. We have each other now. We're a family, and we'll take care of each other."
You're stronger than this, Meg. Find your strength!
The words sounded weak to me. I was never good at making speeches, but thankfully, Meg's talent did what my words couldn't. She sniffed and wiped her face, turning back to me. The pain was there, hiding in her eyes, but she stood straighter. The defeated slump in her shoulders was gone.
"Thank you," She embraced me in a tight hug, and my eyes went wide. I wasn't expecting it, but I recovered fast enough to avoid it being awkward. Wrapping my arms around her, I gently patted her back and even managed to ignore how uncomfortable I felt when the hug lingered.
Joss stepped into the open doorway, a smile on his face. He nodded once to me before turning around to lean against the door frame, leaving his back to us. My cheeks heated when I realized he had heard the whole exchange.
"I have to find something to plug those ears," I muttered.
"What?" Meg pulled back, shocked. Her head turned as she followed my eyes, and then she smiled unexpectedly. "I do like having you weirdos around. It makes me feel like less of a freak."
I cringed, frowning at her. "We're not freaks."
Meg grinned at me, and I heard Joss chuckle. I rolled my eyes and walked outside, shoving Joss's shoulder as I passed him. Meg followed me, looking curiously at our surroundings. "This place looks so different than Vegas."
"Someone looted it, or it was evacuated," I answered. I had spent some time walking around the buildings during my watch, and everything was stripped bare. There was nothing worth salvaging.
"What are we going to do?"
"There's nothing here for us," I said. "We should wake the girls and get moving again. Even if Reed doesn't have a vehicle, he could probably track us here within a day."
I glanced back the way we had come, and saw the tire tracks clearly in the sand covering the road. There was no way to hide our passing, but at least Reed couldn't track us at night. Both Meg and Joss had followed my eyes to the road, and they nodded in agreement.
"I'll wake the girls," Meg said, turning to disappear into the building. 
As soon as she was out of earshot, Joss asked, "Where are we going?"
"North," I said without pause. "I saw something last night. Some lights that I don't think were natural. Area 51 might be a real settlement."
He ran a hand through his hair, a look of concern crossing his face. "Good. We don't have a lot of food. There are some supplies in the truck, but nothing useful. Not even trade goods." 
I closed my eyes and sighed. All that time gathering things in Vegas, and none of it made it with us. I said, "We'll find something. We always do."
"We don't always find good things." He said flatly and reached into the bed of the truck. He pulled out a handful of familiar brown packets.
"MREs?" I groaned, turning away from him and the offensive food packs. "I can wait."
Joss chuckled, but he was serious. He prepared a pack for Stephanie and Hope, although Hope refused to touch hers. Meg ended up finishing it off, and I wasn't entirely sure Stephanie would keep hers down. 
As we started our drive, all eyes were wide and staring out the windows at the landscape. Hope was in awe, but I was looking for buildings, signs of life, and Reed, but the only thing out there was sand and rocks. 
It was difficult staying on the road at times. Some stretches were obscured by sand, and most of the road signs were gone. When we passed a toppled sign, I had to stop the truck to look at it. I smiled with relief when I recognized the road name. We were heading the right way.
"Why aren't there any cars?" Joss said after a while. I had wondered the same but didn't mention it. Meg and Stephanie didn't need to worry about something we couldn't change. His question got their attention.
I clenched my jaw together to stop a groan, but decided it was best to share my thoughts. "I think that last town had time to evacuate."
"Where'd they go?" Stephanie asked.
"That's what we want to find out," I answered, and it ended the conversation. I was able to catch a glimpse of Meg in the rear view mirror, and she was staring out the window thoughtfully. She had said all of her friends had gone north. Maybe she hoped to find them.
The trip meter continued to spin. We had gone eighty miles when the truck sputtered. My heart leaped anxiously as a loud rumble shook the frame, and the engine cut out. I pumped the pedal, feeding it more fuel, and the truck stuttered before coming back to life.
I sighed heavily, ignoring the looks everyone was giving me. If the truck died out here, I had nothing to fix it with. We gained several more miles before it happened again. I slipped the transmission into neutral and let the truck drift down the road before I tried the ignition. It responded. 
Stephanie leaned forward, the strain in her voice almost palpable. "What's wrong?"
"We might be walking soon," I grumbled. I felt her fall back into her seat.
My stomach twisted in knots. I had chosen this course thinking we would be able to get away if anything looked off, but that option was dangerously close to dying along with the truck. I gripped the steering wheel with my sweaty palms and continued down the road.
The truck held out a while longer, long enough for me to realize that the rock formations we were coming up on were a little too uniform to be natural. We were closing in on another town, and this one I didn't remember from my maps.
I could clearly see the buildings before Joss sat up. He shot a quick glance at me, realizing that I already knew what we were driving into, but before he could say anything, the truck sputtered out again. I coasted, tried turning the engine over, but nothing. The truck rolled to a stop, the trip meter stopping right before it rolled over to one-hundred and five.
"Goddammit!" I spat, slapping my hand against the steering wheel. The cab was quiet after my outburst as everyone let the situation sink in. I reached forward to pop the hood and climbed out of the cab, diligently going through the motions to see if I could fix the problem. I knew I wouldn't be able to. Not without tools or parts, or a brand new engine. 
I slammed the hood, and turned toward the town that sat in the distance. Crossing my arms over my chest, I leaned against the truck and stared ahead. Joss joined me moments later.
"We need to get off the road," I said, not looking at him.
"What can you see?" 
"Nothing," I replied. "Not a damn thing. Nothing's moving up there."
Joss stood beside me for a few moments before pulling me away. "I packed something that might be helpful. Never thought we would use it."
He moved around the truck, and I followed him, curious as to what he could be referring to. When I stepped up behind him, he was already reaching into the truck bed, shifting its contents. 
"I looked for a stroller, but couldn't find one. Found this, though."
I watched with growing incredulity as he pulled out a red wagon, complete with the Radio Flyer logo on the side. It was plastic, not metal, and had a built-in seat. "Well, I'll be damned."
"At least Hope won't have to walk the whole way." He said.
I looked back the way we came, confident in the miles between us and Vegas. Unless Reed had a vehicle, it would take a long time for him to catch up, but the uneasiness had found a permanent home between my shoulder blades. I absently stroked my holstered revolver before I caught myself and folded my arms. I turned to Joss and nodded.
"Let's get everyone ready to move."
No one complained, least of all Hope. Her grin was wide when she found out she would get to ride in the wagon. For all the toys that she had in her hotel room, this was a new experience for her. She couldn't comprehend the danger we were in out here in the open, and her genuine laughter felt out of place. When Hope beamed up at her, Meg smiled, but her face crumpled into a pensive frown as soon as Hope turned away. Stephanie wore an identical expression. 
I herded them forward, thinking the road would be the best option until we got past the town. My eyes scanned the horizon for any movement, but there was nothing to see. Nothing in front of us. Nothing behind. It was deserted. 
It was early afternoon by the time we made it to the town, confirming my suspicious. There wasn't anything here. I thought the last town had been looted clean, but this one took it to another level. It had been meticulously cleared out. I stared around in awe.
The lack of vehicles didn't surprise me, but more things were missing. There were no dumpsters, no mailboxes, and most of the fences were gone. The doors had been taken, and the windows had been removed by the frames. There were even a few buildings that had walls missing, leaving vacant areas where sheetrock and studs belonged. All that remained was the skeleton of a town it had once been.
I had no words. We stood silently, each of us staring at the empty buildings not knowing what to make of it. I knew Stephanie would need to rest soon, but the thought of stopping here made me shudder. 
"Let's keep moving," I said. Again, no one protested. They were eager to leave the husk behind us.
We walked down the eerie, silent street as it swung to the northeast, and I knew we were headed in the right direction. If we walked until dusk, we might be able to make it to our destination by tomorrow, but an unsettling feeling crept over me. What would we find there? With all the buildings stripped bare, I hoped we would at least find some food and water. Our current supply, stashed in the wagon with Hope, would only last a couple days at most. 
We walked over the sand-covered road, and when we came to a particularly long stretch of clear pavement, it caught my attention. There were a good few yards where we weren't leaving any tracks. I paused, and everyone else stopped to watch me.
"What is it?" Meg asked, following my gaze to the road, but she couldn't see what I found so interesting.
"No tracks," Joss answered her.
I gave him an appreciative glance. Pointing to a driveway that led east, I said, "Take Hope, and go that way. I'll need the wagon."
Hope whined as Meg lifted her from her seat, but settled down when Stephanie smiled at her and offered her hand. The shoes we had found for her were too big, but she plodded along, happy to be walking next to Stephanie for the time being.
I grabbed the wagon's handle and continued down the road, past the spot where the sand once again covered the pavement. The wagon and I left clear tracks in the light sand, and I pulled it to one of the buildings and retraced my same steps as I pulled it back out. If he made it this far, it wouldn't fool Reed for long, but maybe it would throw him off for a little while at least.
It didn't take me long to catch up with the others, and Meg gave me a smile as I approached. Some of the tension eased, but my smile faded when Stephanie reached for another bottle of water. After that, the desperate ache of worry gnawed at me, and I couldn't shake it. We needed more supplies. 
Once we made it outside the town, the wagon rolled along smoothly enough as long as Hope wasn't inside. The sand sucked at the tires at times, but with Joss walking behind it, it was easy enough to pull it free and keep going. When Hope grew tired and climbed back in, our pace slowed.
We walked south of the road, but I knew we would eventually run into the military base if we continued east. Every now and then, I caught sight of a mile marker and knew we were getting closer. There was no doubt that we were out in the open, but maybe we would have time to hide behind the many boulders and ledges that littered the desert floor if I saw something suspicious. 
"Can we rest?" Stephanie asked as twilight began to fall.
I looked at her, seeing the weariness in her eyes, and nodded. "Let's aim for those rocks."
She nodded gratefully, and we veered toward an outcropping that sat north of us. We were almost there when Joss stopped suddenly, his head snapping back in the direction of the road. He got a curious look from Meg, but fear leaped inside me. He had heard something.
"Get Hope," I said to Meg, and Joss reached for Stephanie. She was quick to react, grabbing his hand and running along with him, but Meg seemed confused.
"What is it?"
"I hear something," Joss called over his shoulder.
Fear flared on her face, and she pulled Hope from the wagon. I jerked it forward and we both stumbled along behind Joss. Luckily, there was enough clay for the wagon to roll along easily, and the tires didn't sink into the sand until we were close to the rocks. Joss came back to help me pull the wagon out of view. 
We were all panting, cowering within the shadow of the rocks, afraid. I couldn't hear anything over the pounding of my own heart. 
"What did you hear?" I whispered.
"A hum, like a motor," Joss said with a look of concentration on his face. I waited a few moments but couldn't hear anything. I started to speak again, but he quickly shot a finger in front of his lips, motioning me to silence.
I closed my eyes, took in a deep breath, and tried to get my pounding heart under control. Slowly, I began to calm down. The frantic heartbeats slowed, and the sound of blood racing through my ears faded. I could hear again, and the hum of a soft motor buzzed in the distance. 
I moved to the edge of the rocks, intending to poke my head around, and had to swat away arms reaching for me. I wasn't sure who it was, but I didn't have time to look. The humming was growing louder, and I had to see who it was. I had to see if it was Reed.
We were too far away from the road for me to have a good vantage point from the ground, so I swung back into the shadows. I tilted my head up to scan the smooth boulder that hid us and spotted a ledge covered with desert weeds. 
"Is it him?" Joss asked, his voice a whisper.
I shook my head. "I can't see yet. Boost me up."
Joss's head turned to the spot my eyes were fixed on. Without pause, he laced his fingers together and held his cupped hands low in front of me. I stepped one foot into his waiting hands and kicked off the ground with the other. Joss easily hoisted me up to the small ledge, and my chest slammed against the smooth rock. My hands scrambled for something to hold on to, and I felt myself start to slip before my fingers found a crack in the rock. I pulled myself up and smirked in triumph.
"Come on, you bastard," I growled as I pulled my revolver. All I could see was a black dot on the horizon, framed by the setting sun. I knew it was him, out in the open, alone. The perfect target.
The whirring motor grew louder as the vehicle took shape, and I scoffed when I realized it was the golf cart. Gordon had managed to get it working, and Reed had taken it. I cussed under my breath and snarled as I leveled the gun, waiting.
The figure driving the cart became clearer, and I shifted self-consciously as I found myself staring at Reed's face. I hated that face. I grew eager for the moment. Steady. This wasn't like last time when my emotions had gotten in the way and unnerved me. I would end it now. I wouldn't miss. Only a few more seconds... 
Suddenly, the ledge my foot was standing on crumbled beneath me, unable to hold my weight. In a blink, I was falling. I groped frantically for the crack in the rock, and my fingertips brushed against it as I continued to fall away. For the span of a heartbeat, a heartbeat that seemed to last forever, I floated in the air. Away from the rock, off the ground, I hung suspended over the Nevada desert as another opportunity slipped through my fingers. 
And then I crashed to the ground.
~ ~ ~ ~
I drifted in a haze full of heat and pain, and struggled to wake. The desperate need to wake pushed at my mind, but I couldn't understand why. I swam through the fog, finding my way to the light, and gasped for breath. My lungs burned. I coughed and sputtered, trying to remember how to breathe, when a hand clamped over my mouth.
Panic flooded through my veins as I fought the arm that constrained me, needing more oxygen than what I could suck through my nostrils. My lungs burned as I struggled, and a face appeared over me. Through watery eyes, I was able to focus on the features. Meg. She held a finger in front of her lips, lips pressed so hard together they were white, and released me.
I gulped air in jagged gasps, unable to be as quiet as Meg wanted. She reached to cover my mouth again, and I tried to fend her off when Joss's voice broke us apart.
"It's okay. He's gone."
Reed! Memories came flooding back, and I struggled to sit up, to find my gun, but I fell back immediately as a sharp pain shot up my leg. I ground my teeth together, stifling a moan.
"What happened?" My voice was tight as I tried to move my leg and got hit with another wave of pain.
"Hold on," Joss said, moving from the side of the rock to my leg. I saw the sun glint off my revolver in his hand, and I relaxed a little. "You fell."
No shit? I wanted to snap, but held it in with a grimace. What happened after I fell was what I wanted to know, but it wasn't worth asking. Reed was gone. I had missed him again. My hand balled into a fist as it slammed into the sand. I blinked away tears of frustration, and was able to prop myself up on my elbows. 
I hadn't fallen free of the rocks. My left leg was fine, sprawled out to the side and resting comfortably against a crevice, but my right foot was wedged tightly between two rocks a foot off the ground. I moved instinctively, trying to jerk free, and bit back a yelp of pain.
"I said hold on," Joss snapped, but I barely registered him. Flashes of white were going off behind my eyelids, and the fist that I had punched the sand with had become a claw, digging into the ground as the pain assaulted me. My whole body was rigid as I waited for the agony to relent.
As it faded, I became aware of my surroundings. Joss had both his hands on my calf and was slowly lifting my foot free of its trap. I tensed, waiting for the wracking pain to come again, but Joss was gentle. There was no escaping the pain entirely no matter how careful he was, but with Meg supporting me from behind and Joss holding my leg, I was soon free.
"We should take her boot off," Stephanie said softly from my side.
"No." I moaned through uneven breaths. I was reluctant to see how badly I'd been injured. I couldn't admit to myself that something might be broken. We couldn't afford that kind of delay.
I opened my eyes to look at the faces that surrounded me. Joss was digging through a pack, and Meg had a frown plastered across her face as she stared at my foot. I was slightly surprised to see Hope clinging to Stephanie as the two of them sat deep in the alcove of the rocks, but nothing prepared me for the look on Stephanie's face.
Her lips were pursed together tightly, not with fear, but with annoyance, and she frowned at me in... disapproval? I had never seen her look so mature. 
"The boot has to come off." She said again, firmly. "If your foot starts swelling, it's only going to make the pain worse, and we'll still have to take the boot off. Maybe even cut it off."
I stared at her in shock. "How do you know this?"
Stephanie's stern facade finally broke, and she blushed slightly. "The kids in the hotel got hurt a lot, and before," she choked on the word and took a deep breath. "Before the hotel. People were always hurt. I learned a few things when one of the teachers fractured their ankle."
Joss's eyes flashed from me to Stephanie, and he tossed a shirt at me. "Bite down on that if you have to. It's clean."
My eyes widened as I caught the shirt. Logically, everything Stephanie said made sense, but I felt betrayed that Joss was taking her advice. My feelings were ridiculous, and it was out of frustration that I jammed the shirt in my mouth and bit down with a growl.
Joss avoided my eyes as he concentrated on untying my boot. When he pulled it off, pain reverberated up my leg, and I shouted through the shirt that was firmly tucked between my teeth. "Son of a bitch!"
The pain subsided, and I wiped tears from my eyes. Joss poked lamely at my foot, but it was obvious he had no idea what he was doing. Feeling snide, I said, "Is it broken, Doc?"
He rolled his eyes.
Reluctantly, I looked to Stephanie, seeing no other option than to rely on her limited knowledge. She moved to me, Hope following curiously behind her. After looking at my foot for several seconds, she reached out and gently squeezed my ankle between her slim fingers. She pulled away when I jerked. 
"There's nothing visible, so if it is fractured, it's not bad. Even if it were bad, you'd heal soon, right?"
"I think so," I muttered.
"We should wrap it anyway, and camp here for the nigh--"
"No." I interrupted. Stephanie sat back, raising an eyebrow as she looked at me. "Not here. We're too close to the road. We'll have to find another place to camp, or..."
I cut off abruptly, realizing what I was about to say. I couldn't force the words out, fearing it would sound like a bad movie line. Joss frowned at me, and I cringed as he gave voice to my thoughts. "Or go on without you?"
I gave him a twisted grin, trying to hide my reaction. "No. You can pull me in the wagon."
Joss groaned. "Give me the shirt."
I tossed it to him and ground my teeth as he used it to bandage my foot. When he was finished, I struggled to stand, the pain causing me to suck air through my teeth. My ankle couldn't bear my weight. Meg moved to me, sliding her arm around my waist as she pulled my arm over her shoulder.
"Let's try this." She said, smiling, but her eyes were crinkled with worry. We tested a few steps as I leaned heavily on her, and my holster poked me in the ribs. I stopped to unbuckle the straps, and Joss raised an eyebrow in question as I handed it to him. I shrugged. "It'll only get in the way."
Ignoring his frown, I turned back to Meg. She nodded, smiling and ready to assist me. "We can do it."
Hope skipped to Meg's side, her too-big shoes slapping on the clay. Meg wasn't able to hold Hope's hand, not while she was helping me, but the girl didn't seem to mind. She was content to walk along beside us. We aimed for another cluster of rocks to the south and left Stephanie and Joss behind to gather up our dwindling supplies. With my slow steps, they would have no trouble catching up with us. 
I stumbled through the sand, leaning on Meg part of the way, and then on Joss when he relieved her. The distance to the rocks had looked deceptively close, but I didn't take my injury into account. The sky had turned gray by the time we made it, only a sliver of sun remaining on the western horizon. I collapsed to the ground exhausted, barely making it within the shelter of the outcrop. 
Joss left me there to rest while he made sure the others got settled, and came back to drag me to the camp. There was room enough for all of us to stretch out, and the rocks sheltered us on three sides. Not a bad place to sleep for the night. Dinner consisted of more MREs and Joss forced me to eat one. The label said beef stew, but apparently, they used that term loosely. 
I listened to Joss and Meg argue about their guard shifts. Joss didn't want to sleep at all, wanting to rely on his hearing to guard us throughout the night, but Meg convinced him to make a schedule. I felt useless, laying with my wounded ankle propped on my pack and hoping I would be okay in the morning. 
The night passed slowly, and I was grateful when Joss came to check on me at dawn.
"Found you something." He said as he handed me an old, twisted root about three feet long. There were notches down its length where Joss had whittled the stubs down during the night, and the top was shaved smooth so it fit comfortably in the palm of my hand. I smiled.
"This should help," I said as I used the rocks and my new cane to clamber to my feet. It was a clumsy maneuver, but I was able to do it on my own. I shot a triumphant look at Joss, who was hovering over me in case I needed help.
"Cool." He grinned back. "How does it feel?"
I tested my injured ankle, putting pressure on it a little at a time, pushing the limits until a sharp pain shot up my leg in warning. I reached down to pull at the make-shift bandage, and it came away easily. I wiggled my toes experimentally, and used my cane to take a few staggering steps around our camp. 
"Can I put my boot back on?"
Joss smirked as he looked over our sleeping companions. Even Meg was curled next to the wagon, sleeping soundly. He leaned close to me. "I saw the glow last night. They're definitely lights."
My eyes went wide. "Where?"
Joss pointed to the northeast. I glanced at Meg. "Did she see it too?"
"No." Joss shook his head. "At least not that I know of. She didn't seem to move around during her watch."
"Do we tell them?" I asked, meeting his eyes again. He shrugged in response. "I don't want to get their hopes up if it's nothing."
"We can wait." He said and fetched my boot. "What about Reed?"
The frustration and anxiety felt like bile in my throat, brought on by the mention of his name. Reed had run through my thoughts all night, keeping me awake. I didn't like the idea of him making it to the town ahead of us, but now we had the opportunity to get the jump on him. Our odds were improving.
I met Joss's eyes, my expression grim. "I'll kill him for what he did to Gordon."
If my response unsettled him, he didn't show it. He nodded and turned back to the camp.
Shortly after, everyone was awake and ready to go. I hobbled along behind, able to walk alone with my cane. It was a leisurely pace to the east, and I was positive my ankle would heal soon. The walking stick was a clumsy thing in the soft sand, but it was growing on me. I thought it might make a defensive weapon for Stephanie once I was done with it.
We trudged through the morning and found the mid-day heat particularly harsh. Sweat rolled down our faces and stuck our shirts against our skin. Stephanie, who looked the most miserable of us all, reached into the wagon for a bottle of water. As soon as she pulled it out, she dropped it again, her face going pale as she looked at Joss. "We're almost out."
I grumbled, limping to the wagon to see only three bottles left. The lump of worry that had been in my stomach grew heavier. I looked to the ridge of rocks in the distance that marked our destination and then looked back the way we came. I frowned. We had covered a depressingly small amount of ground so far, and my hopes in reaching Area 51 by this evening drifted away. At this rate, I didn't think we would be able to make it there by tomorrow either.
"We ration it," I said. "Stephanie and Hope, take drinks now."
As Stephanie and Hope both took a drink, I decided it was time to test the limits on my water consumption. By the looks I shared with Joss and Meg, they had the same thought. We pushed on, the worry growing heavier as I struggled to increase my pace. There had to be something beyond that ridge. Water. Food. Supplies so we could restock and find a way out of this damned desert.
"We need to rest." Joss finally said as we walked around a wall of dirt and clay. It was only a few feet high, leveling off neatly at the top with a wash of sand below, but neither the wagon nor I could climb it. I looked past the natural elevation and saw that Joss's interruption had been purposefully timed. A huge outcropping lay beyond, promising shade to rest in.
In my determination to keep moving forward, I failed to notice that Stephanie was exhausted. Hope had been riding in the wagon for some time and was the only one of us not drenched in sweat. I nodded, and Stephanie broke toward the rocks, groaning as she sat down in the shadows. She pulled off her shoes to rub her feet as the rest of us gathered around her. 
My ankle throbbed dully as I relaxed in the shade, and I let my eyes close for a second. I said absently, "Maybe we should travel at night, when it's cooler."
No one responded. Stephanie and Hope passed the same water bottle from earlier back and forth, and my mouth was suddenly, terribly dry. I looked away and tried to convince myself I wasn't thirsty. Using the bottom of my shirt, I wiped the sweat from my face, feeling granules of sand scratch against my skin. No one was in the mood to talk, and I watched Hope as she sat next to Stephanie, playing a game with a handful of rocks.
The sun had dipped low in the west by the time I felt like moving again. I wanted to test my ankle, pulling myself to my feet without the aid of my walking stick. Taking a few tentative steps, I found my ankle could support my weight, although not without pain. It was bearable for short distances, at least.
I tilted my head back, looking at the towering boulders around us, and wondered if I could climb to the top. I wanted to see the ridge, see what was beyond it. Maybe the glow was visible now that the daylight was starting to fade.
"You're not climbing up there," Meg said, catching me off guard. I couldn't wipe the guilty look off my face as she stepped up behind me.
"Um." I stuttered, words failing me.
"Why do you want to climb up there?" She pressed, and I heard Joss chuckle. I frowned at him before pulling Meg off to the side. It was time to tell her.
"Joss and I think we've seen lights over that ridge. We wanted to be sure before we told you."
Her eyebrows rose in surprise, and her mouth dropped open. "Do you..." Now it was her turn to stutter. "Do you think that's where everyone went?"
"We hope." I smiled a little as I shrugged. 
Meg turned her head to the top of the boulder some twenty feet above us. With a determined nod, she said. "I'll do it."
I grinned at her. "Be careful. We don't need both of us hurt."
She was already searching for a handhold when she looked back at me and winked. "I used to be quite the tomboy. I got this."
Hope watched her mother and giggled as Meg climbed. She stood to get a better view, bouncing up and down with excitement. Joss joined me, and we gave her a round of applause when she reached the top. 
"See anything?" I called out. Meg twisted her body around so she could see the ridge, and turned a beaming smile back to me. 
"I see ligh--" The last word was stolen from her, lost in a gasp as her body jolted like she'd been punched. The smile on her face turned into a grotesque grimace before her features went slack. A black bolt appeared out of nowhere, pinning her shirt to her chest, and a crimson flower bloomed around it.
Time stopped.
Somewhere deep in my mind, I knew what had happened, but I couldn't process it. The world went silent as Meg's eyes locked with mine, eyes full of confusion and pain. The only thing that existed at that moment was the light in Meg's eyes, the light that was rapidly fading. The light that disappeared. 
Her body went limp and began to fall.
Blood rushed through my ears with each heartbeat, muffling everything beyond. Beside me, Joss gasped, but it was a world away. Non-existent and inconsequential. I couldn't pull my eyes from Meg as she slipped from the rocks, her body falling back to earth. Somewhere far away, someone was screaming. I felt like I should be screaming too, but I wasn't breathing. 
Meg was falling... 
Her body hit the hard clay with a thud that reverberated in my ears like thunder. I gasped, my knees collapsing beneath me, but I couldn't look away. The scream grew louder in my head.
Joss grabbed me, pulling me roughly to my feet and shook me. He blocked my view of her, and the world slowly started to spin again. 
Hope. Hope was screaming, running toward her mother's fallen body, and Stephanie was right behind her. To protect Hope or get to Meg, I didn't know, but she was doing something human. Something reasonable. She was taking action while I stood there numbly as if everything was happening to someone else, to other people I didn't know. This wasn't us. This couldn't be us.
Joss was in my face, talking to me, yelling at me, but I heard nothing. The words didn't make sense. It was just noise, a useless buzzing in my ears. I barely registered the sobbing mass that was Stephanie and Hope behind him. In the back of my mind, I knew that should be me. I should be down there with them, collapsed in on myself with grief, but there was no emotion. No gush of tears. No wail of sorrow.
I was numb, mind and body, completely separate from the world around me. A void.
Suddenly, Joss's eyes grew wide, and he thrust himself forward, crashing his body into mine, and we tumbled to the ground. A flash of black divided the air where his head had been, and pinged off the boulder beyond him.
A sharp pain in my ankle bit at me as I landed, reminding me I was real. My eyes fell on a long, black bolt that lay on the ground a few feet away, twin to the bolt that had penetrated Meg's chest. A crossbow bolt. Joss had heard it coming, had been fast enough to dodge it, and strong enough to push us both away. I focused on him, the noise coming from him forming into words again. He was yelling at Stephanie and Hope to take cover. That the danger was still out there. That Reed was still out there.
Reed.
Anger exploded inside me. Joss was pulling on me again, trying to get me to move as tears coursed down his cheeks, and I pushed him away. I stood, hissing through clenched teeth. "Protect them!"
"Ali!" His scream followed me, but I had already turned away. The anguish in his voice assaulted me, threatening to break through the cloud of anger that armored me from the pain, but I kept going. I couldn't break now. If I broke, Reed would win.
For Reed to be able to make that shot, there was only one place he could be. The drop-off we had avoided earlier, and there was no cover beyond that for him to retreat to. 
My limp was gone.
I ran, ignoring the sand that sucked at my boots as it tried to slow me. My eyes scanned the length of the ridge, and as soon as a figure appeared, I dodged to the side. A bolt whizzed past me.
He wouldn't have time to reload again before I got there. I charged toward the last place he had been, and reached for my revolver, feeling nothing but empty air.
I staggered, losing time and momentum as I realized Joss had my gun. It was too late to turn back. Dread bubbled in the pit of my stomach, but I clenched my jaw and continued on. I had my blades.
Leaping to the edge of the drop-off, my eyes caught sight of the man again, and disgust and hate shuddered through me. My anger renewed, but I had underestimated him. He had been able to reload the crossbow and was turning to aim when I landed on the ridge above him.
I reacted quickly, kicking at the weapon as I leaped down, and the shot went wide. I landed beside him, pulling both blades as I ignored the pain that flared in my ankle. There was no time to dwell on it. Reed had no weapon other than his crossbow, and he was swinging it at me with all his strength. 
I threw myself backwards, feeling the tip graze my midsection as it swept past me, and Reed's momentum crushed it into the clay wall, the crossbow cracking under the pressure. I charged, screaming as I lunged at him, both knives ready to attack. I had a clear shot. He was twisted awkwardly from his missed swing, and I was ready for the kill.
But he was fast. Faster than I expected him to be. Inhumanly fast. He blocked my dagger, but I felt some satisfaction as my bowie knife sunk into the flesh of his shoulder. I tried to jump back again, seeing the kick coming, but my ankle buckled underneath me. I couldn't dodge the boot that slammed into my chest.
I was airborne. The kick threw me backwards, and I landed hard in the sand a good five feet away from him, skidding to a stop. I coughed and spat blood as I struggled to my feet. Black spots were rimming the corners of my vision from the wind being knocked out of my lungs, and I couldn't focus on Reed as he charged me. 
Is that a knife?
I side-stepped away, intending to deflect the blade he bore against me, but realized too late it was a distraction. I twisted, trying to dodge his following punch, and succeeded in taking the brunt of it against my hip instead of my gut. I gasped but ignored the new pain. He had left himself open, and I stabbed out with my dagger.
Reed hissed. Spittle flew from his mouth and splattered over my face. His hand shot back with his inhuman speed and threw my dagger out wide, but not before I felt the tip sink into the soft flesh of his belly, and it tore a line across his front as he pushed it away. 
Then the world flashed white. One instant, I was trying to back away, to collect myself so I could attack again, and the next instant, I was laying on my back in the sand. I never saw what hit me, but my jaw and cheek bone seared with pain, and blood trickled down my cheek.
"Bitch!" Reed spat, his shadow falling over me like doom. His hand covered the wound on his stomach, and he scowled at me with his one glittering eye. "It's just a scratch. I'll live. Not like it's a crossbow bolt to the heart."
"You bastard!" I screamed, rolling away from him. I had lost my grip on both blades when I went down, and only my dagger was in reach. I clutched it to me and was on my feet before he stopped laughing.
"You've stabbed me. You've shot me. You've eviscerated me, but I'm not dead, Ali." He taunted as he circled around me with his knife held at the ready. "What do you think you're going to do now? You can't even get close to me."
"Do I need to get close?" I said, spinning the dagger in my palm and nimbly catching the blade with my fingers. In one smooth motion, it left my hand, spinning end over end toward its target, and Reed easily side-stepped it, twisting his body away as the dagger flew past.
I was never good at throwing knives, but it was the distraction I needed. As soon as the dagger flew, I used the same motion to grab the busted crossbow off the ground and leaped at Reed. I held the crossbow high over my head with both hands and used all my strength to bring it slamming down on him. He turned in time to raise his hands, an attempt to fend me off, but I busted through them, shattering the crossbow over his head.
Reed roared in pain. A stray, metal sliver penetrated his eye-patch, and he slashed out wildly with his knife. I ducked underneath his flailing arm and came up to jab the splintered handle of the crossbow into his ribs. I savored the grim satisfaction of the mortal blow for an instant before the back of his blade-wielding hand caught me in the temple, driving me into the sand. 
He fell on top of me, throwing me to my back and straddling my chest. One hand clamped down on my throat, and I struggled violently, clawing and slapping at him, but I was no match for his strength. A deluge of panic flooded my mind, and I knew he would outlast me.
As the black rings pushed in around my vision, I saw Reed almost calmly lean back to pull the sliver from his eye-patch, and a thought struck me. I couldn't turn my head, but reached down toward his ribs, my fingers brushing against the crossbow handle protruding from his body. I slammed my hand against it, driving it further into his ribs, then yanked it out, intending to use it to fend him off.
It did not succeed.
Reed released my throat seconds before my jaw bore the full brunt of his heavy fist. I didn't have time to blink. My body went limp, and my thoughts turned to fog. 
"You don't give up, do you?" He growled, leaning over me. "You're only alive right now because I want to kill you slow. Have you not figured that out yet?"
I flinched, hearing his words and wanting to fend him off, but my arms wouldn't obey. It was a struggle to cringe away as he leaned closer, filling my vision with his pale, sweaty face. He opened his mouth, letting his tongue slip out. I wanted to whimper, to cry out, but my throat was too damaged to make any sound other than a gargle. I suffered in silence as his slimy tongue licked the sweat, sand and blood from my cheek.
"Mmm." He moaned. "Salty."
I spat a mouthful of blood in his face.
His hand was on my throat again, constricting, and this time I didn't fight it. Reed snarled above me, but I knew he was a dead man. He would bleed out while he occupied himself with my torture, and Joss would get the others to safety, to the lights. It was my consolation as the black rings came back to threaten my consciousness. My eyes slipped closed.
A loud crack cut through the desert, echoing through my foggy thoughts and rebounding in my skull. Reed crashed down on top of me, releasing my windpipe, but smothering me with his body. I drew in short, shallow breaths, wondering what weird torture he had planned for me when I realized he wasn't moving.
I opened my eyes. Joss was standing a few feet away, my smoking revolver in his hands. The look of horror on his face twisted into a grimace as he doubled over to vomit bile into the sand. 
An eternity of seconds passed while my addled mind pieced it together, and I finally realized Reed lay dead atop me. I struggled out from under his body, seeing blood and matter pouring from the fresh hole in his head, and my strength returned to kick his body away in disgust. 
"Joss." I tried to call out, but my voice was unwilling to work. I crawled the few feet to him, where he retched and cried into the sand. 
As I drew closer, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and reached out to me, brushing sand from my cheek. "Are you okay?"
"I'll live." I barked, able to achieve some volume, but it hurt like hell. I looked back at Reed's crumpled body, and the numbness that had surrounded me began to fade. I coughed again, and then I sobbed.
Meg was dead.
The dam inside me broke, and the tears and wails I thought I was incapable of came on full force. I curled into a ball, heedless of my numerous injuries, and sobs wracked my body. Joss was there, his arms wrapping around me as he cradled me, and I felt him crying too. 
Minutes passed, but the tears wouldn't end. I couldn't go back to Hope. I had failed her. I had let Meg climb that wall to her death, and Hope had lost her mother.
"Ali," Joss said, pulling away, but I couldn't face him. "Ali, we have to get back."
I shook my head, denying him. I didn't want to move. I wanted to sit there forever until I faded to nothingness.
"Ali." He reached for me, and I jerked away.
"Let me go." I moaned, wanting more time.
"No." He said firmly, his hands grabbing my shoulders and forcing me to look at him. "You promised you wouldn't leave me again. We're in this together."
"Meg." I whimpered, aching at the sound of her name. All my anguish and despair was poured into that word. Joss grimaced but cradled my head in his hands as he pressed his lips to my forehead.
"For Hope." He choked. "For Stephanie. For us. We have to get back."
I covered my face with my shirt, wiping away the blood and tears before I met his eyes again. He looked weary and aged beyond his fifteen years. He had killed a man to save us all and still had the strength and determination to pull me back to sanity.
Jesus, Joss, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry.
"Okay," I whispered. 
Joss tried to smile, and it was a hard thing to watch. There was too much pain lying underneath the surface for it to be more than a feeble twist of his lips. My eyes welled with tears again, and I quickly brushed them away, hoping Joss didn't see.
When I looked back at his face, I froze. He wasn't watching me. His head was tilted oddly to the side with a look of concentration plastered on his features. I knew that look by now. He had heard something. 
Then Stephanie screamed.
Joss sprang into action, grabbing the revolver from where he'd dropped it and ran, kicking up sand as he raced away. He vaulted to the top of the ridge and disappeared, leaving me staring after him with fear budding in my gut again. I spun to look for my blades, my fingertips brushing over the handle of my dagger when a shadow fell over me. 
I jumped, flipping my body over to land hard on my ass and falling backwards onto my elbows.
Towering over me was a large man in full military uniform, his green eyes smoldering with anger and accusation. I noticed his eyes before I saw the rifle that was aimed at my chest. Two more men were closing in behind him... 
No... One was a man, but the other was a woman, her long, black hair pulled into a ponytail at the nape of her neck. She leaped gracefully from the top of the ridge and came to stand next to the man guarding me. Her green eyes shone as bright as his, standing out against her olive skin.
My eyes darted from her to him, from his face to the rifle and the rest of his gear. There was a name tag sewn over his right shoulder with the word Saint on it, and more stripes on his sleeve than the woman standing next to him. A walkie-talkie was clipped to his belt, and it hissed with static, broadcasting, "I have one Phoenix down and two civilians over here. Over."
A second voice blared out, quickly following the first, "One Phoenix here, too, sir. This one was armed. Over."
The man was staring at me intently, an unreadable look in his eyes as I stared back at him. The numbness was starting to spread through me again, and my thoughts turned sluggish, unable to process what was happening.
The other man had gone to Reed and flipped his body over to press two fingers against his neck. He thumbed Reed's good eye open and looked to his companion, to the man named Saint. He said, "He's the one we're looking for. He's dead, Jon."
The man stared at me for several more seconds, not seeming to acknowledge he had been addressed. Finally, he lowered the rifle and pulled the walkie-talkie from his belt to respond.
 "One Phoenix down here, and one very much alive. Over."
Phoenix?
 



CHAPTER 10 – JOSS
 
 
 
My heart thundered, and sweat seeped from every pore. Stephanie's scream had ripped me away from Ali. I shouldn't have left Ali. I should never have left either one of them, but what could I do? Stephanie was unprotected.
Soldiers had swarmed down on us out of nowhere, and now I stood apart from both of them. My body shook, the adrenaline fading, and I used all my strength to stay standing. I couldn't crumble. Stephanie was terrified, lying next to Hope and Meg's body, and Ali was horribly beaten. I wasn't even sure if she could stand on her own. That left me the only one that could protect them.
And I had just killed a man. My stomach lurched, and I swallowed down the urge to vomit again.
A soldier stood next to me, guarding me. He was the same one that had taken Ali's revolver when I was surrounded, and his green eyes glowed against his dark skin. He had told me his name was Williams. He had called me a Phoenix. Now he was looking at me with a suspicious concern that creased his forehead. 
"You okay, kid? Do you need to sit?"
I answered with a blank stare, unable to speak. His eyebrow rose as he watched me expectantly until I managed to shake my head. I didn't want to sit down. I wanted to go to Stephanie and Ali. I wanted us all together. I wanted Meg to be alive.
"Where's Ali?" I croaked. I could see the soldiers standing where she had fallen, but the ridge blocked my view of her. She was on the ground next to Reed's body. The images of his body jerking and falling flashed through my mind, and I grimaced.
Williams frowned at me, but pulled the walkie-talkie from his belt and spoke into it. "Saint, is a girl with you named Ali? Over."
During the pause, Williams glanced at Stephanie and Hope. More soldiers stood over them while even more were going through our meager belongings. A voice answered his call.
"Yes. She's a bit rattled. She was beat up pretty badly and needs medical attention. Over."
Williams reached out to pat my arm, and a jolt rattled through me at his touch. "Don't worry, kid. We'll take care of her."
My thought process was slow, but I figured these soldiers must be from Area 51. There was a settlement there, and it was closer than we thought. I looked at Williams, finally finding my voice and courage. "Who are you guys?"
He gave me a tolerant smile. It didn't make it to his eyes. "We're a part of the Dreamland infantry. The Sergeant should be here soon. He can answer your questions."
That didn't make me feel any better.
The hum of a vehicle approaching registered in my mind at the same time Ali appeared beyond the ridge. She captured my attention as I watched one of the soldiers help her to her feet. She looked around until she saw me, her eyes fixing on me as she was guided in my direction, limping. Terrible bruises were forming on her face, but most of the blood had been wiped away. 
When Ali reached me, she grasped my hand, and I hung onto her, grateful for the small comfort her closeness brought. She whispered softly, quiet enough for me to know it was meant for my ears only. "They're from Area 51." 
I squeezed her hand again in response, letting her know I heard.
The sound of the vehicle had grown loud enough for the others to hear, and I watched Ali's head snap in that direction. Then her gaze fell on Stephanie and Hope. She turned back to her guards, addressing the tall man standing behind her.
"Can we go to them?" Her voice was hoarse from the beating Reed had given her, and she winced when she forced the words out. I squeezed her hand again, wishing I could take away some of the pain.
The tall man flicked his eyes to the scene that was surrounding Meg's body, and for a moment I thought his expression softened. He looked down at Ali and gave her the slightest of nods.
As we both turned, he addressed the other soldiers behind us, "Spread out. Let's make sure we don't have any surprises here." 
Three of the soldiers left us, but he stayed on our heels. It was unclear if he was guarding us, or keeping guard over us. Ali never let go of my hand, and out of the corner of my eye I could see her jaw clenched tight.
Stephanie didn't notice us as we approached. She kept her head down, buried against Hope, and her body moved with her rhythmic sobbing. Hope had her eyes closed. Her face scrunched up with sorrow as she lay against her mother. Her hands were buried in Meg's shirt, and tears dripped down her cheeks.
Then I looked at Meg. She looked calm. Peaceful. A soldier standing guard must have closed her eyes at some point, and she looked like she was sleeping, at least if you ignored the pool of blood that was seeping into the sand underneath her.
The grip Ali had on my hand grew tighter. I glanced at her through blurry eyes, thinking she might be trying to get my attention, but I realized that's not what it was. Tears were streaming down her face, and she had her eyes clenched shut. I tried to pull her to me, but she refused, turning away from the heart-wrenching scene. She laid her head against my shoulder and cried. 
The closest guard, a woman not much older than Stephanie, watched us intently. Her eyes were a bright hazel that matched her short, brown hair. I saw compassion on her face and noticed her lashes were damp.
"They wouldn't leave her." She said, shrugging apologetically. That drew Stephanie's attention, and her head shot up. She looked at me. A deep despair flared in her eyes.
"I can't leave her." Stephanie sobbed, and I didn't know if she was talking about Meg or Hope. Ali backed away as I reached my hand to Stephanie. Tentatively, she took it and let me help her stand. Ali slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her a few steps away. Her sobs renewed as they embraced.
Hope remained, not seeming to notice or care that Stephanie had left her. She looked so small and frail against her mother's body. That vision would be etched into my mind forever. I ground my teeth as I joined her on the ground. My first thought was to coax her away, but as soon as I drew close, Hope turned her face away from me, her fingers twisting deeper into the fabric of Meg's shirt.
She uttered one word. "No."
Choking back tears, I forced the words out, "You have to come with me. Come with me, and Ali and Stephanie."
It was useless. She reacted with a violent shake of her head and cried, "I won't leave Mommy!"
The soldier sniffled behind me, but I ignored her. Brushing away tears, I reached for Hope, slipping my hands around her waist to pull her away. As soon as I began to lift her, she began to kick and struggle, screaming as she held onto Meg's shirt. 
I pulled her close, as I pried her hands from the fabric. The little fingers soaked in her mother's blood slipped away easily. As soon as they were free, Hope turned on me, swinging violently while she continued to wail.
"Mommy!" Her screech hurt me more than her little fists ever could. Her body shook with the frustration and pain, and another scream was dragged out from deep within her. "Mommy!"
I staggered a few steps away, barely able to hold on to her before I collapsed to my knees. The screaming became a shrill screech, so distorted it was hard to make out the word. The brunt of the tragedy barreled into me as Hope's grief poured out. I sobbed, ignoring her punches and kicks, when Ali and Stephanie fell to their knees on either side of me.
As soon as Stephanie was beside us, Hope threw her arms around her neck in a tight embrace, clinging to her. She convulsed with sobs, hiccupping between wails as Stephanie held her tight. I watched helplessly, feeling my heart crush under the weight of her agony.
Silence fell over the soldiers, their eyes full of sympathy and compassion. One of the soldiers, maybe the girl with short brown hair, had covered Meg's body with a blanket. 
During the chaos, several vehicles arrived. An older man leaned against a jeep, watching us intently. His hair was grayed at the temples, and his eyes were a cold, crisp blue. When he noticed I was alert, he started over. I didn't need to see his stripes. He was the Sergeant. When he was a few paces away, I could read his name tag. Sergeant Davis. 
"You able to chat, son?" His voice was firm, but not harsh. My insides felt raw, and my brain was mush. It took me a few seconds to process his question, and he cocked his head to the side, patiently waiting for me to respond.
I began to nod, to accept the responsibility of answering for our group when Ali shifted beside me. She put a hand over mine, giving it a squeeze, and met my eyes. Although her face was swollen from her beating, her eyes were clear. They caught the fading light of the sun and glowed vibrantly, filling me with security.
Ali was going to speak for us, shelter us. I exhaled, feeling relieved and guilty at the same time. It wasn't fair that she would shoulder this burden after all she had been through, but my courage failed me. I wrapped my arms around Stephanie and Hope as Ali rose to her feet. She stepped in front of us, standing before the Sergeant and shielding us with her small body against odds that would surely overwhelm her.
No matter what, she would always be my hero.
 



EPILOGUE
 
 
 
The Phoenix stood to the side, watching the heart-wrenching events unfold in front of them, their eyes skeptical and alert. The ragged group and their odd circumstances were a curiosity, but the redhead in particular was unusually captivating. 
The female Phoenix, a badge across her chest reading Cho, leaned close to her commanding officer. "Do you think she's an Ex-P?"
Saint held back his answer, and they watched as Master Sergeant Davis began to question her.
"What's your name, girl."
"Ali." Her voice cracked, and she winced. Bruises in the shape of fingers grew dark around her slim neck.
"Your full name." The Sergeant barked. Cho's eyebrows drew together briefly, a disapproval of the Sergeant’s lack of tact, but seconds later, her face was smooth again. Unreadable.
"Shepherd." Ali's chin lifted slightly as she answered, a show of pride and defiance. "Allison Shepherd."
"Alright, Allison Shepherd." The Sergeant said. His voice mellowed out, but only slightly. "Give me the short version of what happened here. I'd like to be home for dinner." 
Ali's eyes narrowed, but she answered quickly, having to force out every word. "We were trying to make it to Area 51, or someplace safe for Stephanie and her baby. We were being followed by that man over there. He killed..." Her voice cut off for a moment, and her eyes slid shut, spilling tears down her cheeks.
The Sergeant shifted, glancing at the blanket-covered body behind him. By the time he turned back to Ali, she finished in a rush. "He killed Meg, and I killed him."
Saint's eyebrow shot up. That didn't match their assessment of the situation. Williams, who was standing over the group, cleared his throat and stepped forward, holding a revolver out to his Sergeant. 
"The boy shot the aggressor, sir."
The Sergeant took the pistol and spent several moments examining it. While his attention was on the gun, Ali shot Williams a fiery glare that caught the man off guard. Williams shrank back a step before he found his resolve, and Saint's lip curved in a slight smile.
He whispered to Cho. "She's got spunk."
Finally, the Sergeant said, "This is a nice piece. Well cared for."
"It was my father's." 
Sergeant Davis nodded as he popped the cylinder and dumped the remaining bullets into his hand. "Let's start this relationship off honestly. How did you know the attacker?"
Ali only hesitated slightly before she answered. "He captured us. We got away."
"When? Where?"
"About a month ago in Boulder City." Ali's voice cracked, and she winced. Sergeant Davis gave her a moment to recover before he asked his next question.
"Was he a friend or family member of anyone in your party? A traveling companion?"
Her eyes narrowed, and she growled her answer through gritted teeth. "No."
The Sergeant eyed her a moment longer before glancing at Williams, who gave him a slight nod. He handed the revolver back to Williams as he spoke. "Well, Ms. Shepherd, if you are looking for Area 51, you found it. However, we don't so much call it that anymore. 
"If you agree to it, I'll take you into escorted custody for a few days. Show you the city proper, give you food, shelter, safety, and a place to recover until you decide what to do."
"And if we don't agree?" Ali asked suspiciously.
"Then you're free to go on your way after a short investigation." 
Ali blinked. "Just like that? You'll let us go?"
Sergeant Davis cocked an eyebrow and he folded his hands in front of him. "Yes. Just like that. However, I recommend you take me up on my offer. It seems you lot are short on supplies and in need of medical attention."
Ali wasn't completely swayed. "What's in it for you?"
As the Sergeant chuckled at her response, Cho whispered to Saint. "She's going to be a handful."
Saint gave Cho a pointed look and whispered back, "Someone needs to replace Lanny."
"Ex-P?" She mouthed to him, questioning him again as the Sergeant began to speak, but Saint only shrugged.
"Tell us your story and answer a few questions. We like to get every survivor we find on record if possible. The world's not what it used to be." He tilted his head and gave Ali an appraising look. "And also to see if you're a fit for our organization. What say you, Ms. Shepherd?"
Ali's face was flat, unreadable. Several seconds of silence passed, and she turned a meaningful look to the boy. It wasn't until he nodded that she turned back to the Sergeant to agree.
Sergeant Davis waved a hand to his jeep. "Don't worry about your belongings. My team will get them back to the base for you. Weapons will be restricted, of course, but all other non-contaminated items will be returned to you shortly."
The Sergeant raised his voice as he walked to the jeep, "Cho, Williams, you're with me. Saint, have your team clean this mess up."
"Yes, sir." Saint acknowledged and began to shout orders. Cho broke away to escort the crippled party to the vehicle. Her eyes took in everything as Ali pulled the child away from the pregnant girl, and she saw the stricken look on her small face. The child's eyes opened, peering around until they landed on Cho, causing her breath to catch in her throat. 
That shade of green wasn't Phoenix, but it wasn't natural either. Cho shot Saint a look, who was standing close by, and the he tilted his head slightly to indicate he saw the same thing. The follow-up, nearly imperceptible shake of his head translated his orders.
Cho kept silent as she followed the party to the jeep, watching as they piled in and huddled together in the backseat. Cho took her post in the back, shifting her rifle as she climbed up. Ali glanced behind them, watching the soldiers as they moved around the camp, and her eyes met Cho's briefly. Grief and fear flashed in those eyes, but there was strength in them as well. Cho nodded to her, but Ali quickly turned around, leaning against the boy as the jeep began to drive away.
Williams drove them over the familiar roads, through rock formations and the small foothills. As they crested the ridge, Cho's eyes fixed on what she could see of Ali's face. The woman gasped as the whole of the city came into view before them.
The Sergeant turned back to see the expressions on their faces before giving Cho a satisfied smile. He waved his hand in front of him, encompassing the valley and the city that lay within it.
To be heard over the rushing wind, Sergeant Davis leaned back and announced in a booming voice, "Welcome to Dreamland!"
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