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      Before the world ended, it generally took four to six hours between Cincinnati and Cleveland, depending on traffic. Now it took two days even though Lake Erie hadn’t frozen yet, and the snow cleared enough they had to take the chains off both Lee’s battered red truck and Juju Thurgood’s black 4x4. Empty cars scattered everywhere—everyone had tried to get out of town, and road-clearing had fallen further and further down the emergency services priority list. No few of the abandoned vehicles had a door or two hanging open or windows starred with breakage.

      If you were in a car with a sick ’un when the convulsions hit, it probably got confusing right quick. Or if, God forbid, you had a loved one past the convulsions and that awful, gripping growl started and what was now a hungry corpse lunged for the closest victim, Lee Quartine figured a body would want to get out of a car right quick if that happened, and not be too choosy about the escape direction, so to speak.

      On the first afternoon out of Cincinnati raw grey chill roughened the ironpan sky, billows heavy with precipitation refusing to drop just yet. Crashes clogged the road-arteries, and just outside Columbus was a snarl of deserted checkpoints, most with bullet holes chewed through thin plywood walls—holes they added to when they stopped.

      “That’s right,” Lee murmured, wishing he had a baseball cap to shade his eyes, not to mention cover up how long his hair was getting. He kept his tone soft, level, conversational. Some people needed a bark or two to keep their mind on the task at hand, but not her. “Now breathe out, and in the middle, squeeze. Don’t pull.”

      Ginny Mills did her best. The gun barked, the recoil went all the way up her shaking arms and if Lee hadn’t been bracing her, the pistol probably would have flown backward and clocked her a good one.

      Well, maybe not, but in any case, she couldn’t help but clap her eyes shut each time she got off a shot. As a result, the bullets went wide.

      Real wide. And each time, she lowered the gun instead of tracking, frowning a little and biting her soft lower lip.

      Traveller, in the truck with both windows rolled a third of the way down, yip-howled unhappily. The bluetick coonhound plain hated being put inside and told to stay, but Lee didn’t want him pulling on a leash while someone was aiming. Or, God forbid, goin’ downrange.

      Young Steph Meacham took a bead next, concentrating so hard her feathery eyebrows almost met in the middle. She had a good stance, nice and braced, and hit what she was aiming at more often than not. Once, twice, thrice, a neat little grouping of holes exploded in the side of a plywood shack set in the left lane ahead of them.

      Each time a gun went off, Ginny flinched. There was just no way around it. Cold wind riffled stray chestnut curls escaping from her black knit cap. Lee stood behind her, his arms on either side of hers, walking her through the motions of checking the gun. “How many shots you got left?”

      “Th-thirteen.” Ginny’s teeth all but chattered. Lean black Juju Thurgood was coaching Steph, beak-nosed Mark Kasprak leaning in to listen with his big gloved hands dangling. Next time they stopped, it would be Mark shooting and Steph observing, and Kasprak had a good steady hand with a pistol, better with a rifle. They were both coming along right well.

      Ginny was a different story.

      “You get used to it,” Lee said. If there hadn’t been firearms involved, he would have downright enjoyed being so close. Bracing her and teaching her to deal with the recoil had its pleasant parts. “Don’t worry.”

      “I am worried.” She lowered the pistol even further, index finger locked conscientiously outside the trigger guard. “I’ve got to get this down.”

      “Well, you’re doin all right far as I can tell.” Lee couldn’t hope for a better student. She took every safety measure to heart and didn’t do a damn thing he didn’t tell her specifically to. If only more of the asshole kids coming through basic had been half as careful.

      Steph squeezed off another shot, putting a hole neatly in the middle of a sign saying TURN OFF YOUR LIGHTS.

      “You see that?” Mark crowed, hopping in place. “Damn, girl!”

      “Mama always said girls’re good shots. Said it was hand-eye coordination.” Steph blinked owlishly, her face smoothing out. “Your turn now, Miz Ginny.”

      “I’d rather not.” But Ginny gamely lifted the piece again, and Lee stepped back to give her room this time.

      “Keep yo arm straight,” Juju said.

      “I don’t like guns,” Ginny said through gritted teeth for the fiftieth time, and blam, muzzle flash. This time she actually hit the checkpoint, about shoulder-height on the plywood. “Oh. Oh.”

      “Yeah!” Mark cheered, pumping his fist in the air. “Now that’s what I’m talkin about!”

      “You’re such a dork,” Steph said, but gently. She wasn’t keeping her distance from the boy anymore, but something had sure enough changed between them. Puppy love grew just like the puppies did, maybe.

      “I’m bein supportive,” the boy popped back, with a grin. He was filling out his expensive new parka with a vengeance now.

      Travel agreed with him.

      “Check yo clip, Steph.” Juju squinted, glancing down the freeway. They could get past on the shoulder here, but a crash near the checkpoint had involved fire. Twisted metal corpses stood silent sentinel, charred and dripping with melt. “Comin up on fifteen, Lee.”

      “Yeah.” Lee checked his half of their surroundings—a modesty screen of wind-torn bushes, an embankment full of yellowed winter grass and patches of slush crowned with a high fence and the back end of mini-mall. “Ginny, check and clear, now.”

      “Okay.” Her fingers trembled visibly. Still, she popped the clip out and checked the chamber, carefully pointing the business end away from Juju and the kids. A high, pretty flush stood out on her cheeks, and her dark eyes were still and liquid with concentration. “Like that?”

      “Just like that.” He didn’t miss her sigh of relief when she surrendered the gun, or her almost-flinch when he clipped it again and holstered. “You’re doin all right, Ginny. Learnin just fine.”

      “Great.” She bit at her lower lip again, and he was powerfully aware that she’d moved her sleeping bag closer to his last night. He kept meaning to stay awake and listen to her breathing, but as soon as the light was off, he was too, just like the damn dog. It was the best sleep of his life, nevermind the cold office floors. If she curled up next to him again he’d probably snore until spring.

      At least she’d stopped saying sorry each time she pulled the trigger. That was progress.

      “Uh…” Steph said, and pointed ahead past the abandoned checkpoint, the wrecks, and another thin dribble of abandoned cars. “Mr Thurgood?”

      Juju glanced the way she was looking, and his face hardened, full lips compressing. “Get on in the four-by, kids. Lee?”

      He saw it, too. Shuffling down the middle of the highway, blundering between wrecked cars, its head cocked at that queer angle and its eyes filmy-grey, a walking corpse in tattered desert camouflage dragged its boots along. So far, there was just the one.

      That was why the practice stops were only fifteen minutes long. The noise inevitably drew shuffling, chewing, dead-eyed critters.

      “Pack it up,” Lee said. “Next stop’s t’other side of the city, we’ll find food. And more ammo.” Always, always, they looked for more ammo.

      “I’m not that bad a shot.” Ginny edged for the truck. Her dark eyes were wide, and Traveller’s yodeling took on a sharper edge.

      Lee caught another flicker of motion between the back of the mini-mall and a sagging chainlink fence. “Rather have it and not need it, darlin.”

      “Darlin,” Mark mouthed, and Steph giggled, elbowing him as she lengthened her coltish stride.

      Inside the truck, Ginny held Traveller’s collar and soothed him, petting behind his ears while Lee twisted the key. Juju had scouted a way around this checkpoint when they stopped, so now he took it, the four-by’s tires crunching on wet shoulder gravel, sinking a bit in freezing mud before hauling along. Lee followed along, nosing the truck carefully through the tangle.

      All told, it wasn’t a bad morning.
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      The red Chevy rattled, and Ginny jolted into wakefulness. She just couldn’t seem to get enough sleep, though she passed out each night despite the discomfort of sleeping bags, foam pads, and cold. It was probably just the recovery from her bout with the flu, and thank goodness it hadn’t been the flu, the one that turned everyone into…well, zombies was the word the kids used, and she might as well.

      It was certainly a more efficient term than ”shuffling, chewing, groan-grinding corpses.” If they weren’t dead, they were certainly close—higher brain function seemed to be gone. The only thing remained was the imperative to bite, and the hunt for…well, they were no doubt looking for food.

      The thought of maybe turning into one of those brainless foot-dragging things sent a chill down her back even now. She was lucky. How long until luck ran out? For her, or for someone else in their little group?

      “It’s all right,” Lee said quietly, the same way he did every time she startled out of a nap. He gazed out the windshield, a clean-cut profile. “Just lookin for a place to spend the night.”

      Her mouth tasted like morning all over again. Hopefully she hadn’t been snoring; she wiped at her chin. No drool. That was a blessing. “I hear Ohio hotels are good.” She stretched her arms, then her legs, careful not to dislodge Traveller. The dog preferred to nestle between them on the bench seat, but Lee had suggested Ginny sit in the middle so she could lean on a shoulder instead of the window. Easier to sleep that way.

      It was a logical idea, and a nice one, too. So far, he was the same steady, quiet man he’d been since Cotton Crossing, even if she was sleeping in the same room with him when their stops permitted. It wasn’t like she expected him to change…but you never could tell, with guys.

      “Might stop in one. Or another grocery store.” He didn’t quite squint, but his gaze sharpened. His sandy-darkish hair was growing out and curling a little, stubbornly, and it suited him, along with the five o’clock shadow. Back in the Crossing, her private nickname for him had been Military Felon, and now she felt a little guilty about it.

      It wasn’t a nice thing to call someone who had yanked you out of gunfire and beaten off your zombified neighbor, or someone who had climbed outside a fifth-story window and busted a glass door to help you, or someone you’d held in a darkened office kitchen and whispered there was nothing you could do to while he shook with dry, suppressed, silent sobs.

      If there was an etiquette manual for these situations, she’d missed when they were handing it out.

      The sky had turned ugly-grey and infinite, clouds smoothing out. It looked like more snow, and Lee’s window, rolled down just a little though the heat was on, breathed a cold metallic tang into the truck’s cab. It wasn’t cold, but she shivered anyway. “It’s going to snow.”

      “Most likely. Have to chain up again.” He glanced at her. “How you feelin?”

      That was something else he asked every time. Her mouth was rancid, her neck hurt, and dear God, she wanted a salad. Maybe if they stopped at a grocery store she could try to find some unspoiled produce. Carrots, maybe some apples that hadn’t gone mushy. “Fine. Are we stopping to shoot again?”

      “Not until tomorrow.” The truck slowed, edging past a pileup in the right lane. Lee’s hands were raw and reddening; she had to find him some good lotion when they stopped in a place likely to have some.

      No more shooting today. Relief filled her chest. “Great.”

      He smiled, and it did good things for his face as well. People got a lot more attractive when you liked them, there were all sorts of studies proving it. How many scientists had been lost when the sickness swept the world?

      Well. She’d lasted a few minutes without a hideous thump in her stomach when she realized one more awful thing about current events. It was a new record.

      At least they were getting closer to New York. If this was a normal trip home, she’d generally have a hotel room planned somewhere just before Cleveland so she could handle Buffalo and the tolls afterward while she was relatively fresh. Or she’d have taken the train, and Dad would have picked her up in Albany. Flying home had become ridiculous ever since they added all the security theater.

      God. Imagine someone sick on a flight, going into seizures in a pressurized aluminum tube at thirty thousand feet…

      Another horrible thought, like clockwork. They wouldn’t stop while she was awake, but at least she wasn’t remembering her dreams. They were probably real creature features by now. Ginny bent, restless, rummaging in the footwell on the passenger side for her purse and the two books—a relatively recent Merck Manual and an early volume of Foxfire.

      One for trying to figure out what this illness was and the other for rebuilding. If they survived.

      The closer New York and her family got, the faster she wanted to be going—and the more uncomfortable thoughts rose. Her sister had probably gone into labor by now. Well, women had been giving birth for millennia, Flo should be okay. There were retired doctors all over the gated community her parents had retired to. “Gated” meant “safe,” right?

      But Mom and Dad were elderly. Hopefully they were riding all this out. If Ginny was immune, if what she’d had was only the regular flu, then hopefully they should be immune too, or at least halfway? And Flo, and her baby? Or maybe only one of her parents had immunity…

      She was still bruised all over. High fever, febrile convulsions—if it hadn’t been the zombie flu, it was like it, even if Juju had stories about soldiers and stress-triggered illnesses. “Lee?”

      “Hm?”

      There was a bruise on the inside of her right arm that looked for all the world like a needle had gone in. But that was ridiculous. Nobody had injected her with anything, she must have done something to herself when the fever spiked.

      She had a hazy memory of Lee breaking into her hotel room and holding her down as the seizures hit again, and the layers of bruises all over her were from throwing herself all over said room. “Nothing,” she said, finally, opening the Merck Manual again. Tissue-thin pages carrying a civilization’s cargo of medical knowledge, more precious now than ever. “I’m just a little weirded out.”

      “Be strange if you wasn’t, darlin.” One half of his mouth curled up and he ducked his head a little, a shy movement from the boy he must have been. He was probably quiet then, too.

      Darling. It sounded different when he said it, and it wasn’t just his accent.

      She tried to imagine bringing him home to meet Mom and Dad. In the normal course of things, would he have talked to her before she finally got an offer and left for a bigger city, a bigger library system? Would she have seen the steadiness in him, the calm, or any of a hundred other things she was now taking for granted, outright relying on?

      A goy, Mom would say to her friends, looking to the sky to witness her eldest daughter’s latest not-quite-measuring-up. He’s very handy, though.

      Dad would like Lee—he respected competence. Her mother’s disdain was somewhat expected, but her father’s would be harder to bear, if it happened. Flo, of course, would take one look at him and decide Ginny was going way below the Mills pay grade. It might even make her sister stop blaming her for the great soon-to-be-ex-husband debacle.

      None of that would matter if they were alive, and well. She could even put up with her mother’s anxiety with good grace. Mom would probably go into a tizzy about how Ginny shouldn’t have traveled, fussing and fretting that would even be welcome because her mother never panicked during the emergency, only when things were settled and there was spare time for thinking about it.

      Please let them be all right, she thought, again. Please, please, let them be all right.

      She bent over the book, blinking against a sudden swell of hot water, and a few thin hard flakes of snow hit the windshield with soft pop-slithering kisses.
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      They stopped just off the freeway at a fancy grocery store, all-natural and organic plastered on every shelf. The glass doors in front were boarded up by some punctilious manager, and the parking lot held only two abandoned SUVs standing lonely sentinel at either end. Rattling bits of snow came down, more ice than flake, and Juju didn’t like the way the wind smelled of cold iron and heavy moisture on the way.

      He also didn’t like the way Mark kept sidling after him, the kid’s beaky face full of something. Like he was congested with a secret and just had to share.

      Nothing good ever came from a white boy followin’ you with something on his mind, and that was a fact.

      It was beginning to get damn eerie, being in deserted grocery stores. At least this one didn’t have a goddamn zombie hiding behind the meat counter. The side door Lee and Juju chose had been jimmied once, inexpertly, but whoever came through had left little trace except in the paper aisle, where someone had cleaned out a whole stand of recycled-paper asswipe.

      Why they bothered, Juju had no idea. Recycled meant rough, and after the Army he had no desire to ever scrape his nethers with substandard tissue ever again.Tip had laughed at him for being serious over TP, but he also used Juju’s luxury buttscrub with abandon.

      Well, Tip was past the problem of finding something to wipe with. He was past all the problems, forever.

      Juju stopped next to a display of biodegradable cleaning supplies, rubbed at his eyes, and continued on. As if good old Clorox wasn’t good enough for rich folk. Damn it all.

      It was in the soup aisle, both of them looking for dinner, that Mark finally busted. “Mr Thurgood, sir?”

      “Spit it out.” Juju peered at the shelf in front of him. Tomato bisque, what the hell was that? There wasn’t a decent can of Campbell’s Chunky in this entire place. “Whatever you been sittin on, Kasprak, just let it loose.”

      The boy’s ungloved hands dangled. He was growing into them, and filling out around the shoulders. “I owe you an apology, Mr Thurgood. And I’m gonna give it.” The words came out in a rush, and Mark hunched a little, as if expecting Juju to yell.

      Uh. What? “What for, son?” Juju’s flashlight flicked over cartons of beef stock, chicken stock, pasture-raised, organic feed. Yes sir, they were definitely in Yankee land now.

      “Mr French. When he called you…when he did what he did. I shoulda said somethin. I didn’t, and I’m sorry.” Mark didn’t quite mumble, but he didn’t raise his voice either.

      Well, now. The world was still a surprising place. “Ain’t nothin you could have said,” Juju answered, finally. Even though Steph had spoken up. Still, if French had wanted to push it, neither of the kids would have been worth a red snoot. “Get yo’self some food.”

      Whatever Mark was expecting, it wasn’t that. “I shoulda said somethin,” he repeated. “Next time I will.”

      “No need to tell me that.” Juju found a couple cans of beef stew that didn’t look like they had any weird ingredients like lemongrass or soy. “Just do it, if you’re gonna.” Maybe there was some bread that hadn’t passed, or instant rice? He was missing vegetables, truth be told, and that was a sure sign of the Pocalypse too. Spinach, or some carrots—well, maybe the carrots might still be good, even if the produce department was a little fragrant right now. Ginny had hied herself over there with a purposeful look when they separated to look for dinner.

      “I just wanted you to know.” Mark’s bare hands wrung at each other, reddened knuckles glaring. Wasn’t enough to just say he was sorry, the kid expected Juju to soothe him, too. Maybe before the wrath of God came down on the whole world Juju would have tried.

      “Well, thank you, Mr Kasprak.” Juju nodded, selecting a couple more cans. Might as well stock up. “You want some of this?”

      “Nosir.” Mark’s expression cleared. “I like tomato, myself. With some grilled cheese.”

      Well, there was bisque right there. Why they didn’t just call it plain ol’ tomato was beyond Juju Thurgood. “Was thinkin of findin some bread.” He pointed vaguely down the aisle, in the general direction of the bakery at the back. “If there’s any that ain’t gone over.” Cheese might be still good, maybe they could dig up some of that Velveeta.

      That shit never went bad.

      “I’ll go look.” With that, the kid was off, his flashlight bobbing. They shouldn’t split up further, but Juju didn’t say a word. His left hand, hidden, had turned into a fist.

      Kasprak’s conscience was relieved. That was nice for him. Real nice. All the weight slid right off him and onto Juju. They just didn’t seem to get that “next time” didn’t—and would never—do any fucking good. White people were gonna white people, and even the end of the world didn’t change that.

      Still, the boy had made the effort. That was pretty much all you could expect, even now in the goddamn ruins of civilization.

      Why did they call it that? There was nothing civilized about the world. There was technology, sure, but manners and decency were another thing entirely, and rare all down through history as far as Juju could tell.

      Real rare.

      Juju sighed, shook out his left hand, and didn’t look at the burn scar. It twinged, a reminder that he’d only known one goddamn unicorn in his life, and was lucky to have got as much even if that creature was lying dead on a bed in Cotton Crossing with his head stove in. He grabbed a couple cans of the best-looking beef stew, hesitated, and got a carton of fancy tomato soup, too.

      Might as well.
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      In yet another grocery store manager’s office, the desk and ergonomic chair pushed against the wall bearing a whiteboard full of retail hieroglyphics, Steph smoothed her sleeping bag over the foam pad. Her pillow was gonna be cold, and it would smell like the back of Mr Lee’s truck. Still, it was better than being in a tent. “Hope tomorrow we get into another hotel,” she said, tentatively. “These floors ain’t—aren’t good. They hurt my back.”

      “You’re too young for back pain.” Miz Ginny smiled, a gentle expression. Her cheekbones stood out alarmingly, and in the soft candlelight in the manager’s office she looked like a religious statue. An icon, her hair freed from its usual braids and flowing in soft rippling waves. She drew a wooden brush through the long flow, wincing a little bit when she came across a slight tangle. “But I hear you. I was wishing up a salad earlier, myself.”

      “Ew.” Steph couldn’t help herself, her face wrinkled up, and Ginny laughed. It was a thin, tired sound.

      “Some day you might appreciate them. I found some carrots and a couple apples, but if we get back to growing lettuce commercially, I might not ever eat anything else.” The older woman sighed, laid the brush aside, and began to braid, quick and deft. If she minded having to bunk with Steph instead of with Lee tonight, it didn’t show.

      Funny how it was decided, girls in one room, boys in another. If Steph was older, she could probably sleep next to Mark and nobody would mind, right? There weren’t any parents or schools anymore, nothing to stop her from doing any damn thing she pleased.

      The thought should have filled her with excitement, but instead, all she felt was a creeping, tired dread. Steph stared at her pillow, taken from the fancy hotel where they’d left Mr French. Now that was a good thought, the relief of getting rid of him.

      Good thoughts were few and far between. “I wish my mama was here.” The words burst out, surprising her.

      Ginny’s hands paused, and she nodded. “I was thinking about mine earlier, too.”

      You’ve got a mama? Well, of course, everyone did, but it was funny to think of grownups having them. Or thinking about them. She’d always assumed grownups only thought about things like taxes, insurance, and vegetables. “You think she’s okay?”

      “I hope so.” Ginny began braiding again. “I talked to her…oh, before this all started.” Her mouth drew down, a strangely bitter curve. She didn’t usually look like she was sucking on something sour, but she did now. It was kind of a relief to see her with an unpretty expression.

      Steph pulled her knees up and hugged them, wiggling her toes inside a double pair of thick woolen socks and her good cushioned boots. You couldn’t sleep if your feet were cold, Mama said, and the office here had a skylight, which was gonna let any heat right out. Maybe she should put on yet another pair of socks. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. She was telling me about my sister, and about how they’d closed the bridges into the city—into New York. I should have left then.” A deep, probably unconscious sigh finished the sentence.

      “There was no way you could have known.” It was a grownup thing to say, but Steph found out she meant it. The worst thing was, she couldn’t figure out what else to say to make it better. Still, she gave it a try. “It was all just little things. Isolated things, they called ’em. Incidents.” A prissy little word, with a hiss in the middle and at its ass-end. “They didn’t have the Pocalypse on the news, you know.”

      “Not as such, no.” Ginny’s face softened. “You’ve been talking to Juju. He thinks it’s the Reckoning, or whatever—when all the people vanish, right?”

      “Rapture.” Steph hugged her knees harder and tried not to feel scandalized. How was it possible not to know that? And the older woman was a librarian, too. Maybe she didn’t church, though. Liberals were always godless, Steph’s Mama said, and librarians were probably all close to flag-burning Commies if Daddy could be believed. “When Jesus takes all the good ones home.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard that’s big in mega-churches. They just don’t say how.”

      Was Miz Ginny joking? Steph couldn’t tell; she let go of her knees and rubbed at her scalp, her nose wrinkling again as her fingers slipped. Her hair was a little easier to handle now that she wasn’t washing it every day, but it felt wrong. Greasy, but dry at the ends. “Well, they’s—they’re supposed to vanish and their clothes’ll be left.”

      “Does it say that in Revelations?” Ginny’s eyes turned thoughtful. “I don’t remember that bit.”

      So Miz Ginny had read the Bible? But if she didn’t church, how was that possible? “I…dunno.” Steph realized she should know. Imagine, going to church every Sunday and not knowing about something important like that. There were whole sermons about the clothes left behind, not to mention the cars and planes that would go wild when their owners were taken up to heaven. “That’s what they say in church.”

      “Hm.”

      Now curious, Steph worked her boots off and settled cross-legged on her sleeping bag. “What did they say at yours?” Was Miz Ginny an actual atheist, instead of just unchurched? She seemed too nice, though.

      Ginny turned somber, her thoughtful gaze directed past Steph at a corner of the manager’s office. “I think the Torah’s pretty silent on the matter.”

      “The whatnow?”

      “Torah.” The librarian finished her braid and tied it off with an elastic.

      Steph blinked. “What’s that?”

      “Jewish holy book.” Now Ginny looked amused, her mouth softening.

      “You’re Jewish?” Oh, wow. Mama wouldn’t mind so much, but Daddy said an awful lot of things about “the Jews.” According to him, they were all rich and nasty, and wanted the United Nations to govern the world or something. They were supposed to all be snooty.

      As far as Steph could tell, Miz Ginny was city but she wasn’t, you know, rich, not like rich people on TV. She wasn’t snooty either.

      The corners of Miz Ginny’s pretty dark eyes crinkled up as she smiled. “Well, my mom is, so I am by default.”

      Was that how it worked? “And you read the Bible?” Go figure. Jewish. Steph would never have guessed in a million years.

      “In high school.” A single shrug, like it was no big deal to read the Good Book cover to cover. “I wanted to see what it said.”

      “Oh.” Come to think of it, had Daddy or Mama ever read it? Both of them were big on church, though Bull Meacham often muttered about the youth pastors and their guitar-playin’ foolishness. Mama didn’t mind that as much, but her people had been Clutters and hardcore Baptists, so she didn’t want to let Steph go to any school dances, not even the cotillion.

      Now have you told Steph about how we met? Daddy had said, and Mama threw up her hands and taken Steph dress-shopping for “something modest.” Lord, how many dresses had Steph tried on that trip?

      Steph had also tried to work up the courage to ask Mama how they met, but failed. Daddy solved the mystery one hunting trip, while Steph shivered in early-morning mist. We was in a bar—a honkytonk, you’d call it if you were our age. Your mama was somethin then, Stephanie Mae. Prettiest girl I ever did see until you was born.

      “Hey.” Miss Ginny tucked her brush away. “Sweetie, it’s okay. It’s all right.”

      Steph realized her cheeks were wet. She snuffled, her nose full of slimy heat, and her fingers had somehow gotten tangled in each other, pulling and knotting hard. They hurt, but she kept tensing up, a fish pulling on a line, maddened as the hook tore through its cheek.

      “Oh, honey,” Ginny whispered, suddenly on her knees right next to Steph, who kept trying to hunch over around the hole in the world that had just walloped her with no warning.

      It was a big hole, and deep, and it was full of Mama’s biscuits and hip-bumps in the kitchen, and Daddy’s aftershave and his snoring swallowed by his old recliner in the fourth quarter of almost every football game. Then he would wake up, irritable, and wonder who had won the damnthing—said all in one breath, damnthing.

      Ginny was warm and soft and she held Steph, rubbing the girl’s back in little circles just like a mama, but oh, it wasn’t the same. Nothing was the same, it was all wrong, and they were in a cold, shitty manager’s office in a hoity-toity grocery store, it was the end of the world, and there was nothing familiar or comfortable.

      Steph wanted her mama, her very own, and each little thing she missed about her parents led inevitably to those few horrible minutes when zombie-Daddy was in front of the truck, and then zombie-Mama in the kitchen, trying to chew her girl’s throat out.

      Maybe Jesus had just taken the souls of the blessed, and left their bodies behind to chew and chew. Everything had gone wrong, and it wouldn’t ever go right again.

      There wasn’t a damnthing Steph could do, and there wasn’t a damnthing any of the grownups could do, either. Everything was gone wrong, the Rapture had probably happened and called Jesus’s chickens home, and Steph was left behind, stumbling around in the wreckage like the bad girl she always suspected, deep down, that she was.

      It wasn’t a surprise, but oh, it hurt.

      It hurt a lot.
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      “I remember this rest stop.” Ginny leaned forward. Her window, down slightly, sent a cold breeze riffling through the truck’s cab, and her hair was neatly braided and pinned again, no stray curl escaping. “At least, I think I do.”

      She was getting right sunny the further east they went. Lee touched the brakes and the chains bit in. A moment later, Juju’s brake lights flashed.

      There was movement around the low concrete rest-stop building, and a large, battered Ford Explorer sat neatly parked, its outline blurred under fast-falling snow. Looked like it had been there since the weather started. Movement at one end of the building was a canary-red coat, and the walkie-talkie crackled.

      “Contact. Looks human.” Juju swung the four-by wide, pointing it for an easy getaway. “One armed, I repeat, one armed.”

      The red coat was on a tall, slim woman; the other shape was a stocky dark-haired man with a blue knit cap and a rifle, business end pointing down. The woman waved, excitedly, but the man stood still, watching the two vehicles through the falling snow.

      If it was a trap, it was a piss-poor one. There wasn’t enough cover, unless there was someone a fair ways away with a sniper rifle. Why bother lying in cold bushes with the damn critters roaming around, unless you were dumb as a post?

      Still, caution was best. Lee reached for the talkie. “Stay ready.”

      “Ten-four.”

      Lee studied both figures, waiting for the little tickle along his nerves that would tell him stay or go. Traveller wriggled with delight at the prospect of a stop, making a low moaning noise. Ginny, her fingers tangled in the dog’s collar, sucked in a small wounded breath, staring at the broken-down Ford. The woman in the red coat waved again, and the man, deliberately and very slowly, lowered the rifle still further, carefully not pointing it their way. He lifted his hands, the universal signal for “peaceful,” and beckoned them closer.

      “We can go,” Ginny whispered. She’d gone pale, again. The circles under her eyes weren’t as dark, but she was still drawn tighter than a piano wire. “We can just go, Lee.”

      So she’d learned. There wasn’t any joy in the fact, not now.

      The red-coat woman stepped from under the overhang, shading her eyes with one slender coppery hand. Something in the set of her head said ballerina, that pretty grace you only got from classes with tutus and special shoes.

      Ginny had it, too.

      The woman smiled, pearly teeth visible even at this distance. Red lipstick to match that coat, and her hood had fallen back, exposing a wealth of dark curly hair. She waved again, bouncing a little on her forefeet, and the man still kept his hands far away from the trigger.

      Lee’s mouth was dry. The woman called something excited, and the sound filtered in through Ginny’s window.

      “Hey! We’re friendly! We’re not sick! Hey!”

      She waved again, and the man’s stance remained easy. He knew how to handle that rifle, but that posture said he was hoping he wouldn’t have to.

      “Lee?” Ginny whispered.

      The calmer he was, the calmer she’d be. “When I get out, slide on over to the driver’s side.” He hit his seatbelt. “Just in case.”

      “Lee…” Damn it, now she sounded scared. But, like any good recruit, she exhaled shakily and braced herself. “All right.”

      The longer he waited, too, the more nervous everyone would get. Lee’s door opened, and snow kissed his hair as he headed along the side of the truck, peering around the windshield. At least it didn’t feel like a trap. The red-jacketed woman bounced out into the whirling flakes like she had a personal exception to gravity and was in a good mood as well.

      The weather was starting to thicken up, and though he hated to stop early it looked like they were going to have to halt in the next town.

      The stocky, olive-skinned man made a despairing sound. “Phil! Goddammit!”

      But Red Riding Hood kept right on going, curls bouncing, and Lee wondered if the other fellow was feeling the way Lee himself did when Ginny took off.

      Red Riding Hood skidded to a stop halfway between the primer-scarred Explorer and Lee’s own truck, eyeing him curiously. “We’re not sick!” she called, waving her red-gloved hands for emphasis. A color-coded miss, this was. “No bites, we’re not sick.”

      “Neither are we,” Lee called back. “Your buddy there, he friendly?”

      “Duncan? Friendly enough.” She waved her arms some more, an expansive, happy windmilling full of that graceful ballet-motion. “If you’re not into murder, rape, or arson, he’s a downright hoot. Are you guys?”

      Was she asking if they were all men? “Are we what?”

      “Into all that?” She bounced again. Looked like she went along at sixty while the rest of the world was doing thirty-five, and he almost pitied the fella with the rifle.

      Said fella stepped forward, said rifle well down and his hands still loose. “Phyllis, for God’s sake.”

      “It’s the end of the world, Duncan,” she called back. “We can’t be picky. Unless they’re murderers.” She sized Lee up again. “Are you?”

      Like she thought killers looked any different than regular folk. Lee felt the soft thudding under chained truck tires again, and his throat would not wet up. “No ma’am,” he called, hoarsely. “We’re headin north and east. Near New York.” Juju would be keeping an eye out for other movement in the falling snow, but the walkie-talkie stayed silent. “Got ourselves a mission.”

      “Well, we can come along,” she blurted, “because the damn car won’t start.”
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      Dark-haired, stocky Duncan Harris was younger than he first looked, but his brawn and posture shouted tough. He reminded Lee of Rooster Cogburn, but without the unsteady explosiveness lurking in Rooster’s banty frame. “Just needs a jump, maybe,” he said, while Lee peered under the Explorer’s hood. “The cold does things to t’engine.”

      “We could have just stolen a working one,” Phyllis Lampke chimed in. She’d wrapped a large, pink, hand-knit scarf around her pretty throat, bits of snow caught in her curls like stage-dressing. “But no, Mr Law and Order there wouldn’t hear of it.”

      “That was before we knew how bad it was,” Duncan returned, imperturbable. “Been avoiding cities since. Glad you happened along. Hate to have to sleep here again or hike out.”

      “You headin to Atlanta?” Lee eyeballed the engine again. There wasn’t any good news in there. The Explorer was well-maintained, but a little problem in current conditions could turn into a huge fucking snarl given very little prompting.

      Still, this Harris fellow took care of his vehicle, which was a cautious mark in his favor.

      Juju was on watch, scanning the parking lot and the snowy slope behind the concrete restrooms; Mark Kasprak, somber with responsibility, was near the truck and four-by, keeping a sharp eye the other direction. Steph, right next to him, watched Traveller, who ran in merry barking circles, his excitement falling flat against deadening flake-curtains.

      “What’s in Atlanta?” Phyllis’s eyes were large and dark, and her high gloss was almost unreal. Perfect, poreless coppery skin, that dancer’s grace, and that cloud of shining, curly dark hair—even her unpolished nails gleamed a little, and her old boots and painted-on jeans partook of that smooth, shining surface.

      Some women were just blessed that way. Like Ginny, too—all the seams tucked away and the edges buffed, even when they were disheveled.

      “The Center for Disease Control was broadcasting near the end.” Ginny kept glancing nervously at Duncan and stayed on Lee’s other side. A vote of confidence, sure, but he didn’t like how tentative she sounded. “Everyone we’ve met has been going to Atlanta.”

      “We didn’t hear none of that.” Duncan didn’t seem to notice Ginny’s caution, but he didn’t make any sudden moves, either. And he carefully did not look at her or Steph, resting his gaze on the engine instead. “Phyl here was heading to New York.”

      Ginny perked up a little. “Really?”

      The pretty girl gave another megawatt smile, her eyes lighting up. “Was gonna break into modeling. Then the world ends, and I’m stranded in Ohio.” She jerked a thumb in Duncan’s general direction. “Then I ran across this guy fighting off a bunch of dead people. He thinks it’s religious. I’m pretty sure God is auditioning us all for a big role or two.”

      Duncan grunted. “Yeah, well, she crashed her car trying to outrun some of those mother—I mean, uh, some of those wild Army boys in Pittsburgh.”

      “What happened there?” Lee wanted to know.

      “Some of the checkpoint boys figured since it was the end of the world, they were gonna get what they could while they could.” Duncan shrugged, but his jawline hardened. “Figured they’d shoot me and have Phyl all to themselves.”

      Phyllis shuddered, only slightly theatrically. “Yeah, well.” She glanced away, and Lee got the idea there was more to that story.

      So, apparently, did Ginny. “Civilization breaking down,” she said, softly. “Hey, you want to get out of the cold?”

      “Not much of it to break down,” Duncan said, morosely, with the air of a much older man. “Phyl, go on and warm up. If this gentleman’ll give us a jump, we’ll be all right.”

      “I’m fine.” Phyllis hugged herself. “I just want to get out of this rest stop. I do not want to sleep in the car with you again, Duncan. No offense.”

      “None taken.” The man even looked like he meant it. “You snore anyway.”

      “So do you, you jerk.” But Phyllis’s laugher was just as bright and pretty as the rest of her, and maybe that was what decided the issue.

      “You got some leakin in there,” Lee said, almost unwillingly. “A jump’ll just put it off until it freezes. We can take you along, get you a better car up the road.”

      Duncan didn’t bite immediately at the offer, but gave Lee a long considering look. “Where are you headed?”

      So he was no fool. That was good to know. “New York. Ginny’s got kin there.” Lee dug for a pocket rag to wipe his hands with, even though he hadn’t touched anything greasy. You could never tell, with engines. Best to be safe.

      “New York after all.” Phyl brightened. “I mean, if you wouldn’t mind having us along. Duncan’s great with that gun, you know. And I can cook. That’s what I was doing, food service. Before I started out for the Big Apple and everything went to shit.”

      Lee glanced at Ginny. She met his gaze, pale and drawn, and something tugged at the inside of his chest. Still, he didn’t need her to say a word. “Be right happy to have more hands. Let’s get you loaded, I don’t think this beast is movin anytime soon. Y’all got luggage?”
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      Deep River RV & Motor hunched under curtains of snow, heavy mounds of damp white standing ghostly sentinel. Fortunately, the dealership had its own gas pumps, and a couple of the newer RV models even had solar panels—snowed under and no good in the failing light, but it was a wonderful idea, and it meant the bigger, more luxurious ones had some juice left. Their small windows glowed, they had cramped but actual bathrooms, and if the travelers could find a water source that wasn’t frozen, a tepid shower could even be arranged.

      Best of all? Everyone could have their own separate sleeping-RV for the night.

      Or not, as the mood took them.
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      Steph shook her head, turning from the small stove. “Not like that,” she said, firmly. “Do it again.”

      “Aw, man.” But Mark, obediently, slammed the door on his way out, then carefully opened it again, stamped his feet to rid them of snow, and re-entered. “I’m home!” he yelled.

      “Oh, for God’s sake, you don’t beller it!” Steph put her hands on her hips. She looked a little like her mama when she did that, and it was an uncomfortable echo.

      Especially when Mark had beaten off Mrs Meacham with a cast-iron skillet with the morning’s scrambled eggs still clinging to its insides. “I ain’t goin out there again.” He locked the door and swept his knit cap off, shaking melting snowflakes from his dark hair. A high blush stood out on his newly shaved cheeks, and he bent to work at his bootlaces. “You can’t make me.”

      “Well, fine.” Steph’s hands dropped, but she wore a small, cat-satisfied smile. “Just remember next time, don’t beller. Call it out. Just sing it out like you’re happy.”

      “I am happy.” Half upside down and scowling, he picked at the wet rawhide laces until they gave. “Why are we playin this game? It’s dumb.”

      “It’s not dumb. I want to see what it’s like and you said okay. If you don’t wanna, you can sleep in one of the others, there ain’t no shortage.” Steph folded her arms defensively. She’d let her hair down, full of soft waves from the braids, her cheeks were flushed, and Mark Kasprak about lost his breath for no good reason at all.

      So he dropped his head again, staring at his laces. “I told you, I ain’t goin out there again.” He finally got his boots undone and loosened. Stepping out of heavy leather and standing in sock feet was almost like heaven. Wool socks were good, even if they got a little damp. Still, he couldn’t wait to get dry ones on. “So what now?”

      Steph shook her head a little, as if she couldn’t believe he didn’t know. “Now I ask how your day went.”

      “You were right next to me the whole time!” And Lord, but he could have kicked himself, because her face fell.

      “Mark.” One soft little word. Maybe she was taking lessons from Miz Ginny, because she sounded just like her. High-class but not uppity, and disappointed as well.

      “Okay, fine.” If it made her happy, why not? And if they were playing this game, it maybe meant a kiss.

      Or something. Anything. Even

      “How was your day, honey?” Steph turned back to the tiny stovetop, where fancy tomato bisque from a carton warmed a small tin pot. Right next to it, a tiny frying pan was only big enough for one slice of frozen fancy bread, some cheese slices that hadn’t gone bad yet, and some margarine defrosted from brick-hardness were all in the process of becoming a tolerable grilled-cheese.

      She called me honey. A big, dopey grin spread across Mark’s face, and he didn’t have to hide it, neither. He’d watched families on TV, so this was no different. It wasn’t like his dad stamping in the front door and yelling you little shit or just grunting and heading for the fridge. This was kind of, well, normal.  Despite the zombies.“It was all right. I’m glad to be home.”

      “I’m glad you’re home too.” She pushed her chin down a little and eyed him sidelong, with that shy kittenish smile of hers just the same as when he asked her if they were maybe, well, not dating, but maybe something like it, and she said why not dating?

      Mark lost all his air again. His heart blew up like one of those expensive foil balloons, the fancy ones at the Bargain Zone in Lewiston. Maybe she was just reciting the lines from the tee-vee shows, but still…it felt good.

      Real good.

      “Supper’s almost ready.” She sounded just like a movie star. The girl next door, the one the hero never thought he was good enough for until he did something great.

      So far, he hadn’t had much of a chance, but he was gonna grab it. In the zombie apocalypse, anyone could be a hero. “I can’t wait.”

      “I put your slippers right there.” She pointed with her chin, and Lord have mercy on his soul, but that lit up the balloons inside Mark’s chest something fierce.

      The tee-vee shows didn’t say how good it felt when someone had your slippers out, and maybe this wasn’t such a kid’s game after all. Maybe, just maybe, he’d get a real kiss. With tongue.

      Or even something better.
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      Juju Thurgood leaned back, and back, and back with a long satisfied sigh. The chair—whoever heard of a recliner in an RV, but it was surely comfortable—cradled him just right, and he had a warm bowl of his favorite beans. There was even Wonder Bread for dipping, rescued from a convenience store’s deep freeze and carried in the four-by’s cab all day to defrost. Extra blankets waited on a brand-new bed, and this RV was too big to go under a bridge but still…there was somethin’ about havin’ wheels ready to go at any moment that appealed to him.

      Sometimes he’d thought of gettin one of them Airstream trailers and a truck to hitch it to, and just…drivin’. Billy Tipton would have laughed at the idea, being of the persuasion that you didn’t go camping if you had a perfectly good house unless you were lookin’ to bring home some meat. All during their tours that boy had wanted to go home, couldn’t shut up about it.

      Well, he was home forever, now, lying on his bed with a smashed-in skull. At least Juju didn’t have to dream about Billy shuffling through the snow makin’ that grindin’ noise. Instead, Juju wiggled his bare dry warm toes, luxuriously, and could remember good times with ol’ Tip. Or even middling ones.

      This RV had a CD player, and Leontyne Price was just warming up to Semper libere and that high ol’ E-flat. He could play it as loud as he wanted without Tip making a face. Still, he’d turn it down after a little bit, since the things hunted by sound.

      Maybe Verdi would draw a higher class of critter.

      Juju smiled ruefully, shaking his head, his hair scratching against the chair-back. It wasn’t as good as having Billy’s steady breathing presence in another room, but after the last few weeks, it was pretty damn all right.

      There was even some glass-bottle fancy beer, not too bad, to wash down the beans and bread with. Ginny was frettin’ about nutrition, and Juju figgered he needed some Vitamin C or somethin’ healthy in a little bit, but not tonight.

      No, tonight was for enjoyin’ some of the finer things in life. There was a whole Sara Lee cheesecake on the counter of Juju’s chosen RV, defrosting. While it certainly wasn’t his grandma’s chess pie, it didn’t have to be.

      Yes sir, Juju thought as he settled back in the recliner, he was going to have a fine old time all by himself. There was no better company, and even with the whole world gone to shit, he was content.
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      Phyllis frowned at her nails. The past few weeks had been hell on her manicure schedule, and she was ready for a break. It was pure luxury not to have to listen to Duncan. He was all right, for a guy, but he was boring, and to top it all off, he snored. Sleeping in the back of a car might have been fine in high school, but it was not fine in subzero temperatures with the chewing, shuffling dead on the loose.

      Especially when he insisted on keeping the cooler between them. She’d thought it was chivalry, but maybe he just wasn’t interested. Which would be a blessed first for Phyl, indeed, and while it was welcome, she didn’t know if she quite liked another change.

      The world had been full of them recently, and she’d about hit her capacity to adapt.

      There was a stack of silvery pie-shaped pans with handles on the fake-wood counter, the kitchenette barely stamp-sized but still quiet, trim, and blessedly empty except for her own sweet self. She was going to pop some popcorn, do her nails, and luxuriate in electric heat. It would be like a slumber party, except with no other girls to make envious remarks or babble on about boys. And if the salt would bloat her, well, she’d get enough exercise to work it off.

      A zombie apocalypse was good for something.

      There wasn’t any TV, but she had something even better—a big, thick, handsome hardcover of Ulysses, full of long, complex, deceptively roundabout sentences. There was nobody around to laugh at her for reading or sidle up and try to make small talk, interrupting her flow. Nobody to mock her, or tell her it was a big book for a little girl.

      A little girl who’d shot two men and saved Duncan Harris, thank you very much. Even if it had taken zombies to get her out of that one-horse town and there were probably no modeling agencies left in New York, Phyllis Anne Lampke was damnwell doing all right.

      She kept James Joyce in the very bottom of her luggage and Henry James in her purse, a pair of good-luck charms; tonight she was going to carefully lick her fingers before touching any pages. She was also going to read as late as she wanted, and nobody but nobody would stop her.

      Tomorrow was soon enough to worry.
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      The end of the world had so far been kind to Duncan Harris.

      He stood in the middle of an RV he wouldn’t have been able to afford even if he hadn’t blown his inheritance in Miami, his eyes closed and electric light pressing against his lids. He was finally, completely, blessedly alone.

      Phil wasn’t bad, and she’d saved his bacon. Still, she talked all the damn time, and she was a goddamn optimist. Dunc needed peace and quiet like others needed air, and the fact that he hadn’t had a tot of whiskey since the crash was wearing on his nerves something awful.

      It was faint consolation that the thing in the road that icy night had already been, well, dead. He was just goddamn lucky he’d decided to get the hell out of there instead of trying to check on the human-shaped thing he’d run over in a haze of Blue Öyster Cult and Johnnie Walker Red.

      The fact that he’d nerved himself up to go back the next day to find the champing, slavering, growling, broken thing in the bracken didn’t change him being a murderer, and a common drunk as well.

      That thought jolted him into quiet, catlike motion.

      He turned off all the switches except the night-light over the RV’s unused stove, and brushed his teeth in the tiny sink. There was a trickle of unfrozen water, but deep winter was on its way, and these idiots were going north-ish.

      Still, there was nothing else to do, and he might as well go with them in the absence of any other options. And there was lean dark-skinned Juju with his quiet voice and electric smile, too.

      Thinking about that would just make him more damn skittish, so Duncan climbed into the bunk over the driver’s cabin, burrowing himself in a little hole, and let out a long soft breath. He would have liked a little music; it kept you from thinking.

      But the music might also draw some more of those dead, eye-collapsed assholes, so Duncan was stuck with the tapes in his head playing the Cult and scraping his nerves raw all at once. The Reaper was here, and fearing him, despite the song’s advice, seemed like a pretty goddamn good idea. Fear kept you sharp, even if it made you long for a tot or two to take the edge off.

      Nobody had asked any questions he couldn’t answer, and nobody had to know he was a small-change felon with a dishonorable discharge. A washout, a drunk, a coward—only he didn’t have to be, now. The entire town of Pomokie, Ohio was wiped off the map, just like he’d wished so often, both out loud and in the quiet secret rooms of his heart.

      If this was a movie, the disaster would turn him into a hero. He’d been waiting for something like this all his life, without ever thinking he’d get it.

      Now that it had, he wasn’t gonna let anything stop him.
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      Lee knocked the snow off his left boot, put it inside, then knocked the other clean. It was bright in here, though not quite warm. Traveller yip-yodeled with glee, prancing down the RV to tell Ginny all about the last few minutes in the snow; Lee swung the door shut, latched it, turned the lock.

      Now they could conserve some heat.

      No sign of anything movin’ out there. Nothin’ but a whiteout and a faint mutter from Juju’s RV—hopefully the sound would fall dead in the snow, and Lee didn’t have the heart to knock on Thurgood’s door and tell him to turn that shit down. The weather was too foul for anything to be moving, even the critters. This far from Cleveland the pickings were probably thin, too, and predators went where the food was.

      “Look at you.” Ginny beamed, bending over to scrub behind Traveller’s ears. “There’s a boy who needs his dinner, hm? Two of them, in fact. You don’t get any rice and tofu, though. You just get kibble. There’s a boy.”

      She’d found blocks of shelf-stable tofu and looked so happy at the prospect Lee didn’t dare complain. Soy sauce, frozen vegetables—it smelled good, in here. Like cooking, and the breathing of a pretty woman. Lee stood, stooped a little, uncomfortably tall for the interior unless he stayed in the well of the step.

      Golden electric light played over Ginny’s single loosened braid, honey-highlighted curls working free and framing her thin face. Her jacket was open, and she swept Traveller’s bowl off the counter with easy natural grace as she straightened and pointed. Traveller scrabbled for the back of the RV and the bathroom door with a will, sat like a good hound and got the bowl for his reward, set carefully on a folded-up towel.

      Lee closed his eyes. Just let me stay here. Just for a minute.

      “Still snowing?” she asked, returning to the stove and flicking off a burner.

      And Lee, just for a moment, let himself imagine. A good job somewhere, maybe in another garage. He liked engines, right? And Ginny, working in a library. Or even that daydream, him getting a fine enough job that she could stay home and read all day in a trim little house the bank wouldn’t own for too much longer, maybe a piece of land with a tiny vacation cabin on it too. A drive on Sundays, maybe lunch in-town, and throwing a ball for Traveller in a fenced backyard.

      It would suit him right down to the ground, but it wouldn’t be good enough for her. She was used to more, and deserved it, too.

      “Hey. Lee.” Soft, concerned, and very close. “You all right?”

      His eyes flew open. She was right in front of him, and Lee’s hands itched while he stripped his sodden gloves off. The interior was new—perfect, polished, expensive, well-made. So was she, her wide dark gaze focused on him. The most beautiful woman in the world, looking at him. That attention was pure sunlight, and he was a helpless plant stretching for it.

      “Ginny.” He was hoarse. His throat was seizing up at strange times. Like whenever she got close, or whenever he thought about what might have happened if the world hadn’t gone to hell in a handbasket all around them. He probably would never have worked up the courage to talk to her, for God’s sake.

      “I’m right here.” Wonder of wonders, Ginny’s hands came up, and her fingertips scraped his stubble. She cupped his cheeks and examined him, a somber doctor ready to cure all ills. “You look a little upset. You okay?”

      Oh, upset wasn’t the word. He couldn’t tell what was, though.

      If not for all this, he wouldn’t have had a chance with her. It was a fine time to start feelin’ guilty over as much.

      “Hey,” she persisted, leaning in a little, peering at his face. “If you want me to talk, you’re going to have to as well, you know. You’re going to have to—”

      She didn’t get another word out. Because Lee Quartine, at the very end of his patience, dropped his wet gloves, took her face in his hands, and kissed her.

      Dinner, that evening, was very late.
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      Ginny lay on her side, her arm tucked under her head and her entire body full of heavy pleasantness. She should have been dead asleep, really. She was warm, really warm, for once, and it was hard not to feel safe with Lee breathing into her tumbled hair.

      Maybe that was the problem. It was a blessed change, as the folks in Cotton Crossing would say, and she wanted to savor it before the next terror came along. Or maybe it was that the longer they went on, the less likely Mom and Dad and Flo were all right, and the closer she got to having even that faint hope snatched away.

      She made a slight restless movement. Traveller was unhappy at sleeping on the floor, but there just wasn’t room for him up here. There was barely room for six-foot-plus of Lee and her own five-foot-mumble-mumble. Close quarters added something, though, right?

      A faint edge of glow spread from the nightlight over the small stove, the metal burner covers gleaming. His hand was spread against her belly, calluses a little raspy on her cotton tank top matching the slight prickling of his chest hair against her bare shoulders. I can sleep down on the couch, if you’d like. Shyly, ducking his head like he considered it a done deal.

      The problem wasn’t falling into bed with him. That part was probably pretty inevitable.

      No, the problem was at the end of a few more days of travel, depending on how bad the weather got. Once they were over the state line she was in home territory. Then, if Mom and Dad and Flo were all right, she would…what? Stay with them? Would she find an empty house and a note—Gone to Atlanta?

      Maybe some of the neighbors would band together and caravan south. Maybe they’d left when things began to get bad. If so, she could try to guess their route, try to catch up with them. Flo might even have to give birth in an RV, or an ambulance, or whatever vehicle they could find.

      No, it wasn’t very likely they would want to travel with her due any day. Overdue, now. And setting off through a wasteland with an elderly couple and a new baby? Even Flo’s bossiness probably couldn’t handle that particular configuration. Even Mom’s probably wasn’t up to the task.

      She could boss me around all day, as long as she’s alive. There were, of course, other possibilities. Darker ones.

      A sigh surprised her, and she shifted uneasily. Lee didn’t wake, but his arm tensed, an instinctive hug. Let me sleep near the edge, then, he’d said. Safer. He only backed down on that when she pointed out she’d probably need the bathroom in the middle of the night.

      Oh, she liked him, she really did. How could you not? And how could she still be awake despite some very athletic, head-bumping giggling and soft swearing? He was wiry, but strong.

      It was like riding a bicycle—you didn’t forget. It helped a lot when the other person was paying attention, too. Best of all was when you could laugh, and a man didn’t take it as a comment on him. Or his technique.

      God. Here she was thinking about carnality when her parents and Flo might be in a dark, freezing house, or afraid, or trying to reach Atlanta through blizzards and hordes of grind-chewing zombies. Mom hated guns, Dad had one in a safe for home defense, but it could have rusted solid by now for all Ginny knew.

      She moved again, unable to stop herself, and Lee’s breathing changed. “Hm?” Not quite a word, an inquisitive sound clinging to the edge of waking.

      “It’s all right,” she whispered. “Go back to sleep.”

      He shifted, his arm under the pillow, and cleared his throat, softly. “You’re worryin.”

      I can’t help it. It’s congenital. “Just about my parents.”

      “Nothin we can do until we get there.” He hunched his shoulders, stretching—his toes bumped the end of the bed and he winced.

      While that was the absolute truth, it wasn’t exactly comforting. “I just hope they’re still alive.”

      There was a long silence, and she thought perhaps he’d fallen asleep again. Instead, he moved, turning and tugging on her shoulder. A few moments of rearranging ended up with her head on his chest, his own propped on a pillow thumped into submission, and his chin in her hair again. One arm around her, his other hand smoothing curls away from her forehead, and he moved his shoulders again, settling just like Traveller. “Aight.” Combing her hair with his fingers, patting at the strands. “Tell me bout it, darlin.”

      Tell you what? His heartbeat ka-bumped along under her cheek, comforting thunder. “Not much to tell. I’m just…what if they’ve headed for Atlanta? What if they haven’t? What if they’re not immune? If immunity is genetic, maybe my sister’s all right, but she’s overdue if she hasn’t hatched yet, and my parents…they’re not young. I just…what happens when we get there?”

      There were other questions crowding her, but she ran out of breath and Lee spoke, spacing the words out nice and slow. “If they’re alive, we figger it out. If they ain’t, we do what we can to rest them decent. Either way, Ginny, I’ll make sure you’re all right.”

      Oh, God. Hearing it that way was almost worse. “They should be fine. I mean, they’re in a gated community. That means safe, right?”

      “Mh.” A nod she felt, stubble scraping at her hair. He kept smoothing her temple with his fingertips, occasionally stroking her cheek as well. “Your daddy believe in guns, Ginny?”

      “Mom doesn’t like them. Dad…well, he’s a lawyer. He believes in negotiation.” And golf, and whiskey. Straight As, achievement. Not to mention basketball. Mom believed in manners, and safety, and marrying well.

      “Lawyer, huh?” He sounded amused. At least he wasn’t the sort who thought lawyers were an alien life form.

      “Corporate law.” A lot of staying late at the office and two-martini lunches, good cigars and setting aside plenty for your kids’ college, not to mention retirement, and cash in a safe just in case.

      “I wondered what your folks did.” Lee’s fingertips traced her cheek. “And your sister?”

      “Flo? Oh, she got a degree in design before she married Hal. Making a good marriage is a Mills family tradition. Only I found Hal on a washing machine with some chippie dental hygienist from Flo’s book club. It was embarrassing.”

      “A washin machine?” Now Lee sounded baffled, but his fingers didn’t halt their steady motion.

      “Yeah. Here’s Flo, six months pregnant, and he’s banging Mercy—that was her name—on a washing machine.”

      “Must’ve been a sight.” He probably found it as funny as she did, because she could hear the wry smile in the words.

      And honestly, it hadn’t been very funny at the time. “Yeah, well, I had to tell Flo. And she was furious.”

      “At him or at this Mercy?”

      Well, either would have been a relief. “At me.”

      “Whatnow?”

      “It’s complex. Sibling stuff.” It was probably because Ginny was safe to be mad at, she wasn’t going anywhere. Still…it hurt.

      It hurt a lot.

      A slow nod. “Never had me a sibling.”

      “What about your family?” Here she’d been tossing her worries all over him. It was easy to do, he was so quiet. He really listened, instead of just nodding and planning his sentence inside his head. “Your grandparents raised you, right?”

      “Ayuh. Big Q and my Nonna.” He hesitated, but only slightly, his voice a chest-rumble. “My daddy was in county since I was three.”

      It was so nice to finally be warm again. “In county?” Was that some sort of exotic way of saying overseas?

      “Prison, ma’am.”

      Traveller shifted down on the floor, making soft doggie-dream noises.

      “Oh.” What was a polite way to ask what did he do? Did she want to know? Silence cradled them both. Outside, the noiseless snow smothered every surface. It was probably still coming down out there. “Did you ever get to visit him?”

      “Nonna took me. Wasn’t much to talk about. Big Q would never go.”

      “Oh.” It couldn’t have been comfortable. She rubbed her cheek against his shoulder, imagining solemn young Lee visiting a large grey dreary prison. “What about your mom?”

      “Dead when I was three.” It was his turn to make a slight, restless movement. “It ain’t comfortable.”

      Time for a subject change, then. “I can move—”

      “No, I mean about my mama. Poppa—that’s Big Q—always said ain’t no kind of man what’ll hurt a woman, and my daddy never talked about it. Guess I looked a little too much like her for his taste, too.”

      That sounded pretty bad. “I’m sorry.”

      “Ain’t no need to be, darlin.”

      “What happened?” She was going to add you don’t have to tell me, if you don’t want to, but apparently he wanted to.

      “Well, my mama was wild.” Quiet and flat, a recitation of just the facts, ma’am. He played with her hair, lifting a single curl, letting it spring free, catching it again with fingertip gentleness. “Guess Lee Senior thought marryin would settle her down. Didn’t. Then there was one night, she left me with Nonna and Big Q and went out to a roadhouse for a good time. Don’t know if he caught her in some man’s truck or just on the dance floor, but my daddy saw red. They locked him up at County for it, and a good thing too. Nonna said he’d always had some meanness in him, kept it bottled up until pow.”

      Pow. Ginny shuddered.

      “I always wondered if I had that meanness in me.” Soft, reflective, Lee sounded thoughtful. “I don’t want to tell you this, Ginny.”

      “Why not?” It wasn’t exactly the sort of story you blurted out on first meeting someone, true.

      “Ain’t exactly nice.” The calm, even stroking didn’t pause. “Big Q used to sit up of nights, thinkin. Nonna said he was broodin on if he’d done something to turn my daddy mean. Quartines got a streak in ’em, everyone says. Figured I’d join the Army and use it that way.”

      “Did it work?” What a thing to ask someone you’d just slept with. Ginny almost winced. “I mean, you don’t seem mean.” Not unless there were shuffling corpses to deal with, but that was a good kind of mean, right? Like being aggressive or stubborn to protect your fellow employees, or presenting a united family front to a soon-to-be-ex-husband of your younger sister.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Warmth shading his voice. “But I figure some meanness gonna get us through this.”

      He was probably right. Ginny turned her chin, pressed a kiss against his shoulder. A patch of smoothness, though the rest of him was furred with gold-tipped hair. He inhaled, a sharp sipping soft sound, and it made her smile. “Was your grandfather mean?”

      “Maybe, when he was young. But then Nonna got hold of him. She didn’t stand for no foolishness.” Lee nuzzled her hair, his breath a warm spot. “She’d’a liked you, Yankee girl.”

      Said that way, it was probably a high compliment. “Mh. You call me that again and I’ll bite you.”

      “Do that.” Quiet amusement filled the words. “See what it gets you.”

      Oh, he was dangerous to her pulse, this guy. But Ginny sobered. “Lee?”

      “Hm?”

      “If my parents…if they’re…”

      Lee didn’t make her say it. “We’ll take care of it, Ginny. Whatever it is.”

      He sounded so certain, and Ginny’s eyelids were heavy. Maybe it was his certainty, maybe it was the warmth, but in the end, she fell asleep against his shoulder while he stroked her hair and every once in a while, softly, quietly, touched her cheek again.
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      “They closed up Albany.” Ginny leaned over Lee’s shoulder. “That’s what my mom said, anyway.”

      “Yeah, you couldn’t even get a bus out that way.” Phyllis, her nails now bright scarlet and her hair a fall of glossy raven curls, peered out the window over the tiny kitchen sink. “We’re gonna have to find a snowplow just to move.”

      “It’s melting again,” Juju said, but mildly. Braced against the engine hump between the driver’s and front passenger’s seat, he was bright-eyed and plumb-near cheerful, and his hair was springing up in a halo of tight curls.

      “Northern route’s probably best,” Duncan agreed. “This early in winter the lake’ll probably keep it from freezing too bad. In another month or so, you ain’t goin nowhere.”

      “It’s about an eight-hour drive normally, with traffic.” Ginny’s warm, soft pressure against his shoulder was distracting as all get-out, especially since she’d awakened him with coffee this morning.

      Coffee, and a soft, toothpaste-scented kiss that about drove him out of his mind.

      The kids were out with Traveller, who was almost lost in the snow, bounding stiff-legged and for once not setting up an unholy racket. Lee stared at the atlas’s colored lines, thinking.

      “I ain’t so familiar with the roads around here,” he said, finally. “Where the checkpoints likely to be at?” Those plywood sheds meant traffic snarls and possibly more critters. On the other hand, they had three armed men now, though Duncan was a bit of a question mark. Kasprak would probably do in a pinch, and Steph was a fair shot. Phyllis was a bigger question mark, and then there was Ginny. She’d try, sure—but civilians froze under fire.

      Froze, or did some damn thing like run the exact wrong direction. You sank to the level of your training when the booms started, instead of rising to the occasion.

      “Rochester. Syracuse. Utica.” Ginny’s finger, unpolished nails still smoothly shaped, tapped each. “On the south route…well, probably less traffic, and smaller towns, but then there’s Albany.”

      “Always a hellhole.” Duncan, settled across from Lee, stared at the atlas too. He was rising steadily in Lee’s estimation—didn’t say much, but what he did was to the point. He and Phyllis didn’t seem to be together; maybe he didn’t think he had a chance with someone so perfectly finished. “This early, north’s better. Unless we get a howler.”

      Ginny smelled like coffee, warm perfume, and the brunette spice of a pretty woman. It was a powerful mixture. “There’s the tolls, too.”

      “Everywhere they got booths they’ll have road-clearers.” Duncan scratched his cheek with a blunt finger. He probably stubbled up hard and early, and though he was clean, there was a line of good honest engine grease under each nail. “I can drive one, if I gotta. Clear a lane.”

      “We can take an RV or two.” Lee nodded. Things were shaping up fine. “Juju, your four-by…”

      “Ain’t leavin her until she kicks the bucket, Loot.” Sardonic amusement filled Juju’s tone. “You gonna leave yo truck?”

      “Might have to.” He didn’t want to, that was for damn sure.

      “Another RV.” Ginny shuddered. “Sure, why not. We’ll need the space if Mom and Dad…”

      An uncomfortable silence fell. A few moments later, the door banged open and Traveller burst in on a cloud of cold, snow-metallic breeze. “Get on in,” Steph Meacham finished saying and hopped up neat as you please, knocking her boots free of snow with quick graceful taps. “It’s all gooshy out there.”

      “Is it, now.” The accessories shop here probably had window-mounting thermometers. That would be a good find to fix on every vehicle, and Lee made a mental note to search some out.

      “Shut the damn door.” Mark crowded behind Steph, almost lifting her bodily off the step while Traveller gave a single happy yip and set to shaking his coat dry and telling them all about his travels in the great white wasteland. “It’s cold out there.”

      “Language,” she sassed back, and stepped smartly away, ending up near Phyllis. Her two thin braids bounced against her shoulders. “Imma make some hot cocoa. Anyone want some?”

      Lee thought it was likely her teeth were gonna rot right out of her head, but cocoa was warming and packed full of energy. It was gonna warm up in here right quick with so many breathing bodies packed into a smallish space. “Make enough for everyone, and some more coffee too. Anythin movin out there?”

      “Nothin except birds. Heard a bunch of them.” Mark stripped off his gloves and shook his hood back, scratching luxuriously under his black knit cap. “We stayin here tonight?”

      Birds meant a thaw. Lee twisted, and Ginny moved aside so he could look at Juju, who shrugged and spread his pink-palmed hands, the scar on his left showing stretched and shiny. “Gettin warmer if the chickadees is out. Might as well see what happens.”

      Ginny made a restless movement, turning to peer out another window.

      “Cause if we are, they’s got some ATVs on a lot kitty-corner.” Mark wrung his gloves, an unconscious movement. “We can look around, get some more food.”

      Only trouble with that was the noise of those little engines. Still, the idea had merit. Towing a trailer with one or two of the little buzzers could be useful.

      “Another night?” Ginny shifted from one foot to the other, her hair swaying. “Sure, why not. It’s taken this long.” Her voice didn’t break, but it was probably close, and there was a pinching up under Lee’s left ribs.

      “More haste, less speed, Miz Ginny.” Juju’s face turned thoughtful instead of almost-cheerful, but he wasn’t mournful yet. It was a good sign. He studied the air over Duncan’s head, turning over another idea or two inside his head. “You know, Lee, a trailer with one of them little scooters…”

      It was damn good to work with the man, really. Lee grinned. “Be a right useful thing, wouldn’t it? ’Cept the extra gas for towin.”

      Juju nodded, digging in his pockets like he did when he was almost done thinking and getting ready to move. “None of these bas—uh, none of these big ol things gonna get good mileage. There ain’t no shortage of gas for a while, though.”

      Not until more survivors started draining the gas stations along the way. If they did. Lee looked back at the atlas. He just didn’t have enough information, and he hated the feeling. “Be nice to get a weather report.”

      “They’ve got them weather stations,” Duncan piped up. “I mean, uh, personal ones. Get ’em at a Bargain Zone. Tell you pressure, temperature, predict a bit. Expensive, need batteries, but pretty cool.”

      “Now that’s a good idea.” Ginny perked up slightly, and her approving smile, bestowed on Duncan, was a warm glow. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

      Lee shook his head a fraction. He should’ve thought of it, too. “Wellnow. Mr Harris, you know how to ride one of them ATVs?”

      “Yessir.” The man straightened, and it was official, he’d been in the service. It was all over him, despite his aggressively unbuzzed hair. “I’ll take someone else who knows, and we can get supplies and one-two of them weather stations. Put it on one of these-here RVs or another and we have ourselves some warning.”

      That sounded like a plan. Lee looked up at Ginny. “Can you wait a night for us to get this all settled? More we plan now, the easier the last bit of the trip’ll be.”

      “Why not? It’s taken us this long.” But the color was high in her pretty cheeks. She didn’t like it at all, that much was clear. There was nothin’ to be done about it, though, and she didn’t want to make a fuss.

      If hurryin’ would get them there faster, he’d do it. That pinch under his left ribs got worse, seeing her square her shoulders and nod slightly. A good little soldier, making the best of it.

      Good Christ. She was one in a million, was Miss Virginia Mills.

      “Just be careful.” Phyllis shook her glossy head, making a tch-tch sound a grandma would be proud of. “You get flipped over on one of those and lose your teeth, your grille is jacked.”

      “Thanks, Phyl,” Duncan muttered, and laughter washed the inside of the RV.

      It sounded good. Warm, and hopeful, and Lee smiled, the weight of responsibility easing for a moment.

      But only a moment.
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      Duncan might have just broken in through the front door, but lean dark handsome Thurgood was also smart. He jimmied an employee entrance with a lot less fuss and broken glass, and one-two-three, they were spelunking in a stale-smelling Bargain Zone and Duncan had a chance to talk to the man without the roaring of ATV engines.

      “Figger we’ll look for those weather thingummies first.” Thurgood clicked his flashlight on, playing the beam over a bulletin board full of fluttering, unnecessary paperwork. Nobody was going to be looking at the OSHA notices and paper schedules on the cork board ever again. “Camping?”

      That was a question Duncan could answer, thank God. “More likely in the garden section. Not camping.”

      “Go figure.” The lean black man walked easily, hipshot, and his free hand dangled near his sidearm. Nice, capable hands, the left with a shiny burn scar across the palm that must hurt sometimes. Looked like a bitch of a wound, and Duncan wondered about the story behind it.

      He wondered about other stories, too. Like Thurgood’s bond with Lee. The latter fellow looked done gone over quiet, dark-haired Ginny, which was a relief. But still…there was history there, and you could never tell for sure.

      Juju didn’t send any of the signals, but then again, Duncan did his best not to. Yet another thing you never could tell, how someone would react when you showed that part of yourself.

      Their flashlights bobbed side by side, easy and companionable; they cut across a row of dead checkstands and started looking at aisle signs, staggering their line instinctively. At least Bargain Zones were all laid out the same. Duncan searched for something to say. “You been travelin with them long?”

      “We from the same town.” Juju swept his flashlight beam to one side, checking out a suspicious gleam. “Before that, Lee and I were in the service together.”

      So he was a military man. It made sense, and that was a minefield. If they found out what Duncan was Before, well. Even Sandy, who he’d thought was his friend, looked at him different after the discharge. “I wondered.” Shelves of goods lay pristine and unplundered on every side, just waiting for someone to pick up.

      There were onion-mesh bags of bulbs in cardboard displays, ready for getting into the ground and coming up in spring. Hoses, lawnmowers, birdhouses, bags of birdseed. If someone got hungry enough they might even try to eat that. Cook it up like oatmeal.

      Duncan wondered if it would work, and also wondered if he’d get that hungry. Ginny said this thing was likely worldwide, and wasn’t that a piece of news? Trust a librarian to figure that out, and to drop it casual in conversation with Phyl like it was no big deal.

      “What ’bout you?” Thurgood finally asked, casting him a curious glance. “Where you from?”

      “Pomokie.” Duncan’s heart lodged in his throat halfway through the word. He coughed, and found what looked like the right aisle. “Look at that. Squirrel food. They feed the motherfuckers.”

      “Like feeding rats.” Thurgood shook his finely carved head. His blue cap mashed his hair flat; Duncan wondered what it would be like to touch the tight curls. “Windchimes. You sure they’re around here?”

      “Right there.” Duncan’s heart sped up. He hadn’t been wrong. There were the stations, from the tiny bare-bones ones to the fancy-dancies with rain gauges and wires.

      “Well, would you look at that.” Thurgood sounded pleased, now. “Which one’s the best, you think?”

      Duncan was about to reply, but stopped, his mouth open a little. He tilted his head—they taught you in the military that you had a dominant ear, and his was apparently his left. What the hell was that?

      Thurgood gave him a curious look and opened his mouth too, maybe to repeat the question.

      Duncan heard it again.

      Squish-squish. A splashing, a splatter. A heavy, nasty dragging sound.

      Thurgood dropped his flashlight, letting it dangle at the end of its lanyard. He also unlimbered his rifle, slowly, quietly. He motioned at the end of the aisle, and Duncan was glad he’d stayed in the Army long enough to know what the fuck that hand signal meant. Goosebumps rolled down both sides of his back, and he found out his own hand had gone for his sidearm—better for indoor work. He was endlessly glad he’d snagged a wrist and a neck-cord for his own MagLite, seeing both Lee and Thurgood with theirs. His was from the accessories shop at Deep River, a fugly orange piece of shit that was nevertheless saving him from embarrassment.

      Don’t fuck this up, Harris. His throat was desert-dry, not just needing-whiskey-dry. He edged for the aisle end, and behind him, Thurgood inhaled sharply.

      The zombie blundered through wet-ink darkness and crazycast shadows, a scarecrow that had once been a skinny middle-aged man with iron-colored hair. A fraying, melt-soaked uniform hung on him, a badge glinting at chest-height.

      It’s the po-lice, Duncan thought, and a mad braying laugh rose in his throat. Only it wasn’t, it was store security rent-a-cop, that refuge of wannabes and serial killers who couldn’t hack actual dirty work.

      He tasted bile; his gun rose in slow dreamlike motion. The zombie stopped, its head cocking like a dog’s. Did they have dominant ears too?

      Those grey-filmed eyes barely blinked, beginning to desiccate and collapse inside the sockets. Its jaw champed once, twice. Could it smell them? They seemed to hunt by sound, Lee and Thurgood agreed, but Duncan only cared that it took cracking their goddamn skulls to get them to stop comin’ after you.

      Were there more creeping behind this shitsucking cop wannabe? The dark beyond the motherfucker was a heavy curtain, just the edge of flashlight shadows painting him in short strokes—gleaming badge, yellowing teeth, sunken eyes, heavy steel-toed Red Wings covered in dribbles and drabbles of wet stuff that wasn’t slush or rain. A hole in the zombie’s side glistened, too, a slow seeping.

      Duncan’s gun barked, muzzle-flash blinding white.The rent-a-cop’s head evaporated, and the body fell in slow motion, a cut-string puppet.

      “Nice shot.” Thurgood squeezed his shoulder. “Keep yo’ ears peeled. If they’s more—”

      “Yeah.” A thin, unhealthy tremor ran through him.There was liquor here. Shelves and shelves of it, just waiting. A tot would set his nerves easy, amen and hallelujah. Duncan wet his lips. His throat was puckered like a lemon-sucker’s asshole. “What else we got to get?”

      “Batteries. Ammo if we come cross’t. Food that ent spoilt.” Juju nodded, finishing the list. He still had his rifle ready, carefully pointed away. “You need gear?”

      “Could use some good boots.” Duncan stared at the corpse’s twitching Red Wings. And a fifth of somethin hard.

      “Aight. Gimme a second.” The black man turned away to look over the weather stations, trusting him to keep watch, and a hot spill of shame went all the way from Duncan, scalp to toes.

      No, he decided. He wouldn’t drink. Not as long as Thurgood was here, with his easy grace and that faint smell of leather and some strange cologne like something crisp and hot and good fresh from a fryer and settin’ your mouth to watering.

      Duncan played the flashlight beam over the the empty space between aisles, a cardboard bin full of discounted stuffed animals with their beady little eyes glinting, the twitching feet in their Red Wings. His ears rang from the shot, a funny high buzzing threatening to make him dizzy.

      His shoulder burned, too, with the leftover pressure of those strong, dark, beautiful fingers. Lord, he wanted a drink.

      But he wanted to not fuck this up even more.
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      “Oh, God,” Miz Ginny said, softly, and her shoulders sagged. Steph, crowding close behind her to avoid the swinging door, blinked.

      It was a fancy bookstore, one of a chain, and the smell of dusty paper made Steph’s nose itch. Miz Ginny clasped her hands and glanced at Mr Lee, who drew himself up like a kid expecting a yelling, a small self-conscious movement.

      “Figured you’d want to look around,” he said, and scanned the store’s interior. Strong, misty grey daylight came in through the glass all along one side of the building, and they all had flashlights.

      “Oh, God,” Miz Ginny said again, like she was hurt, but her face shone. Thin and wan, she was nevertheless pretty, and Steph caught herself trying to figure out the difference between her and flat-out-gorgeous Miz Phyllis. Maybe Miz Ginny was just-plain-pretty because she was older? But there was somethin’ else there, too, and try as she might Steph couldn’t put a brainfinger on it.

      At least it would give her something to think about while they were driving.

      “Bet they’ve got Vogue.” Miz Phyllis, in a hushed tone. She hefted a baseball bat—it was painted pink, for breast-cancer awareness. That pink paint was stained near the end, and there were a few scrapes in the wood, too. Pretty and functional. “Imma go look.”

      “I’ll go too,” Steph volunteered. She had a snub-nosed .38, and the holster weighed on her belt. Since you’s a good shot, Mr Juju had said, and didn’t that warm her all the way through? It was nice to be good at something, to feel like a part of the group instead of a useless scrub at the fringes.

      That was one good thing about the end of the world. There was no high school to attend. She was just glad the only person she really liked form school had made it out, too. He was back at the RVs with Traveller, keeping watch for zombies and probably drinking a mess of hot cocoa. Staying where it was warm suited him today, and Steph was happy to get out and move around.

      “Be careful,” Mr Lee said. “Not likely to be a critter in here, but you never know.”

      “Yessir.” Steph trailed after the model, who walked just like she was on one of them runways. You could probably get into the habit of walking that way, if you practiced enough. Chin up, feet coming down in a straight line, hips moving—it felt funny to imitate, you had to swing your hips something sassy. Hard on the knees, but she would try it, when nobody was looking.

      “Craft books,” Miz Ginny said, behind them. “And anything medical I can find. What are you looking for?”

      Mr Lee was gonna follow her around the whole time, betcha anything. He cleared his throat, softly. “Just along for the ride, darlin.”

      Darlin. Steph’s cheeks turned hot when he said that. Not for any regular reason, but because it sounded, well, private-like. Intimate, that was the word.

      “He’s a goner,” Phyllis said, casting a single glance over her red-jacketed shoulder. Her grin was electric, white perfect teeth and full, beautiful lips. “They been like that the whole trip?”

      “Not so much.” Steph fell into step beside her and watched how the model moved. Head high, chin set, with your hips doing a funny wiggle instead of walking natural. She tried a few steps again, hoping the woman wouldn’t notice. “Was—were you ever in a magazine?”

      “Not so much.” Miz Phyllis smiled, a wry flash of perfect white teeth. “A couple catalogs. I was doin beauty pageants when I was younger than y’all, though. Learning all the tricks, like double-stick tape and superglue.”

      Wow. Pageants, like that show about the little girl who got all dolled up and earned her family money that way. Mama had hated that show like fire. It’s trash, she’d said over and over, white trash, but Steph had sneaked a few episodes. “Superglue? What’s that for?”

      “Keeps your nails on.” Miz Phyllis laughed, a carefree chuckle falling dead against carpeting and shelves. “Among other things. Not gonna be much use now, but still, there’s good lessons in that.”

      This was the most interesting conversation in days. Steph’s ears were perked so far they’d probably fall off her head. “Like what?”

      “Oh, like holdin your head up no matter what. Like believing. Sounds corny, but it’s true. I could tell when I was gonna win, because I felt good, you know? Like a badass.” She cupped her free hand over her mouth, her velvety eyes sparkling, then flicked her fingers like she was shaking off water and wriggled the bat on her shoulder. “Also, how to swing one of these at a jackass.”

      Wow. She cussed. Did all models do that, or just the grownup ones? “Did you ever have to? Before, I mean?”

      “Well, I’ll tell you. Lot of men think that because you enjoy dressin up, you must be wantin their hands on you.” Miz Phyllis sobered a little, slowing down, and her straight-line walk became a little less confident. “Lot of them thinkin that way now, too, if you catch my meanin.”

      “I do.” It was Mr French Steph thought of, with his mean blue eyes and his sneakin’ around rattling at doors. And Carty, too, thinkin’ he could put his tongue in her mouth because he was popular, then calling her…what he did. “But Mr Harris ain’t like that, is he?”

      “Doesn’t look like he is. But that’s the thing.” Miz Phyllis slowed, giving her a sidelong look. “You can’t ever be sure, with men. I like Duncan just fine, but I’m prepared.”

      Well, that was just good sense, as far as Steph was concerned. Miz Ginny hadn’t said as much, but she would no doubt agree. And what else had Mr Juju meant when he said don’t be alone around him, after Mr French did that awful, nasty stuff and wanted a fight?

      Mark wasn’t like that. But still, even he’d been a little nasty when Steph wasn’t all lovey-dovey with him after Mr French’s meanness. Maybe Miz Phyllis was right, and you couldn’t ever tell. A funny squirrelly sensation bloomed behind Steph’s breastbone, something refusing to sit down and stay.

      Phyllis stopped in front of the long magazine racks, playing her flashlight over glossy covers. “Oh, mama, I’m home.”

      Steph almost, almost asked what about your mama, where is she, but decided not to. If Miz Phyllis started tellin’, Steph might have to talk about bashing her own mama’s face with a cast iron skillet full of cooked-on egg, and that wasn’t anything she wanted to think about ever again.

      Instead, she looked at the covers. Girls with full-lipped pouts and skinny arms, girls half-naked but not cold, girls…well, they were all brushed or something, to look way younger than they were. The paper was shiny, the dresses were pretty, they were painted dolls.

      Even the boy magazines were full of shiny, fake things. On the one hand, it was kind of silly with zombies roaming around. On the other, pretending everything was normal and you could get a coffee and look through some slickpaper magazines was a nice thought. Comforting.

      Thump. Scritch-squeeeeeak.

      Steph jumped and whirled; so did Miz Phyllis, unlimbering her bat with a quick, reflexive, graceful movement.

      A zombie in a frayed, slush-soaked green camouflage uniform bumped against the windows. A streak about shoulder-high followed him, and now that Steph looked, she could see the streak wasn’t new. Was he just circling the building, or did other zombies come and drag their shoulders along this glass too, sensing something warm or at least unspoiled inside?

      They couldn’t stand to see something pretty without ruining it. Just like the still-living.

      “Oh, God,” Miz Phyllis said, softly. “You okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Steph heard herself whisper. It was kind of ridiculous to even ask, since the zombie was on the other side of the glass…but still. “You?”

      “Yeah.” The older woman let out a soft exhale, lowering the bat.

      They watched the embroidered stripes on the dead man’s arm patch drag along the glass, smearing fluid too dark to be just-plain-melt. The zombie’s jaws worked and his eyes had collapsed into their sockets, dried-up like raisins. Livid branching veins crawled over his cheeks and hands and forehead, little blue lines painted with hair-fine brushes. It looked like a bad special effect.

      You could get distracted, thinking about how this was like a movie, and get the stares. Steph shook her head, the feeling of unreality swaying inside her skull like her brain was on a tetherball string.

      “It can’t get in,” Miz Phyllis said. “Right? It can’t get in.”

      Mr Lee had studied the front door for a short while and pushed a couple bolts—one at the top and one at the bottom of each swinging wooden half—into their homes, making sure they wouldn’t be disturbed. He was good at things like that. “Yeah,” Steph said. I don’t sound like I wanna throw up. Huh. “He bolted the doors. Better go tell ’im, though.”

      “Yeah.” The model exhaled, shakily. “You want to, or should I?”

      “It don’t matter,” Steph realized, dreamily. Her fingers brushed the gun butt at her hip. That would just break the glass and make a big noise; it was a bad idea. “Long as we tell him before we leave.”

      “Good point.” Miz Phyllis didn’t sound too steady. “Lord, look at that.”

      I don’t want to, Steph realized. She’d rather look at the magazines, at the darkened coffee counter past the racks—Miz Ginny would probably like some of the teabags from there—or the ceiling. Anything, really, other than the dead man rubbing against the window. “What?”

      “His nametag says Phillips.” A tiny, colorless laugh. Maybe the older woman wasn’t as calm as she wanted to look. “Like Phyllis, a little.”

      “Hey. It does.” Steph took a deep breath. “I’ll keep an eye on him, if you want to look for magazines.”

      “Okay.” But Miz Phyllis didn’t turn around until the zombie’s slow, splashing, shuddering steps vanished at the corner where glass window met brick wall.

      Neither of them screamin’ or losin’ their heads over it, just watching a rotting corpse walk around like it was normal. The new normal.

      Go figure. Steph’s arms rash-bumped with prickling goosebumps. They felt the size of oranges. It ain’t like a movie at all, now.
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      “Pow,” Mark Kasprak whispered, his breath making a small white cloud. He didn’t put his finger on the trigger, though. He just peered through the scope, finding targets and pretending, playing out each shot from the rooftop. It was like a video game, except if he fucked up there were actual consequences.

      There weren’t any respawns out here.

      Not that he’d really played a lot, since Dad drank away most of every paycheck. If Dad had brought home a system in one of his fits of drunken generosity, it would have been smashed within a month. Still, Mark watched enough online videos to know what it was like, and sometimes played at other people’s houses. Like Bobby Malone’s, or Jed Krasenberger’s. They were all right, even if they only wanted to hang with him when nobody else was around.

      They were probably zombies now too. Along with Carty Shellack and everyone else. If they’d stayed in Cotton Crossing, how many of his classmates would he have shot or head-bashed? The trouble wasn’t that he could imagine it so vividly, especially in Shellack’s case.

      No, the trouble was he found out he sort of enjoyed the notion.

      The roof of the RV dealership’s main building was a wasteland of melting snow and wind-fluted, slumping ice. Vents and hoods stood silent, watchmen just like he was now. Watch the RVs, if you’ve a mind to, Lee had said before he left. Right casual, like it was no big deal, but Mark thought it over and decided he knew better.

      It was a big job, maybe a test. They didn’t want to come home to a bunch of walking dead. From here he could see the highway, the turn-off, tracks in the sloppy afternoon melt where the ATVs had taken off and Juju’s chained 4x4 had turned a different direction. Don’t get ’er stuck, Juju said at least four times to Lee, who nodded each time and finally said if you don’t want me to take ’er, I won’t.

      But Mr Lee had a mind to give Miz Ginny a surprise, and Mr Juju thought it was a good idea if the melt got going a bit. Which it had, and off Lee and the ladies went across the highway to where a green and white sign proclaimed a chain bookstore.

      Mark had enough of books in school. They were dry, heavy things, with letters that turned around while you weren’t looking, like his daddy’s moods. It was better to study machines, he thought, even halfway simple ones like guns. Compression, ignition, motion—that was better than trying to decode a damn book any day.

      It was nice to have some time to himself, he decided, with not even the dog hanging around. Traveller, worn out from a squish-splashing game of fetch, was safely napping in Ginny and Lee’s RV. Mark wasn’t lonely at all, just…quiet, and it was soothing even if it was cold and there was no power and every plop or drip turned into a shuffling zombie sneaking up on you.

      Like in a movie, where one of the stars—not the hero, maybe, but the rookie kid who saves the day—is just playing around, or watching the horizon, and sees the bad guys approaching. How many movie stars were left these days? They were all rich in California, and the rich folk had ways of surviving.

      Maybe Mr Lee would move them all out west after Miz Ginny saw to her folks.

      Sometimes Mark had thought about finishing high school, loading his truck—he’d been working and saving for that bastard for a long, long time—and just lighting out. Sleeping in the cab if he had to, picking up whatever work he could, just being…well, free and easy. Later, thinking about it included Steph Meacham, but he’d pretty much figured that was a pipe dream.

      A girl wouldn’t want to live in a truck.

      Sometimes, he thought about making it big somehow in California. The details of just how didn’t matter. What mattered was imagining the coming back, Steph working as a waitress still, sweeping her off her feet…and driving past his father’s trailer in a brand-new fancy car.

      Not stopping. Just drivin’ on by.

      Thinking of Dad threatened to put his finger on the trigger. Mark took his eye away from the scope and stretched, catlike. It wasn’t even that cold up here, except for the wind on his cheeks. His skin had cleared up, even the nest of zits on his right temple where he rested his head on his hand while sleeping. His coat was good, his boots were better, layers and wool socks—everything was better than he could ever remember wearing, or being.

      Except for the zombies, of course.

      Mark finished stretching and unfolded halfway, handling the rifle just the way Juju had taught him. Just in case, he kept doubled over as he threaded across the roof, checking each vista. It wasn’t as easy as the movies made it seem, but that was fine. He expected as much, and it was kind of cool to figure out how to move without showing anything to anyone on the ground.

      Nothin’ moving on the lot, the RVs everyone had chosen marked by trails of footsteps to their door and Lee’s truck sitting in the shelter of the big hangar-garage’s overhang. Nothin’ moving between the other outbuildings—a smaller showroom for the ATVs, a gift shop, a waste lot behind a chain-link and razor wire fence, its expanse full of hummocks and hillocks of glittering snow. That view was actually kind of pretty.

      Mark looked down the freeway, not across, and a thin thread of buzzing rose as he settled into position.

      Looked like Mr Harris and Mr Juju were on their way back. Mark rubbed at his eyes—the snow-glare got to you after a while. He peered again, closing first one eyelid, then the other. Yep, it was them.

      He stood for another few breaths, his eyebrows coming together, and finally, dreamily, lifted the rifle. The buzzing got louder.

      They was bringing company, too. At least half a dozen zombies lolloped four-legged through the snow, throwing up chunks and clots, an irregular semicircle almost—but not quite—keeping pace with the ratchet-sounding ATVs.

      Mark’s breath left him in a short huff, as if he’d been punched. He put the rifle to his shoulder and peered through the scope. The guys were ahead of the zombies, but there was another string of the shuffling things silhouetted against the snow, comin’ in from the side to cut off the ATVs. They hadn’t dropped to all fours yet, but when they did and started movin’ quick, things might get ugly.

      In the movies, the rookie knew what to do, or at least had an idea. Some sort of plan.

      “Fuuuuuuuuck,” Mark Kasprak said, a long low word ending on the sharp-cut consonant, and kept his finger alongside the trigger-guard. He was glad the dog was safely locked up.

      All he could was wait for them to get in range.
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      “I got me Vogue, and I got me W, and I got me Architectural Digest,” Phyllis said. “And a paperback or two. You?”

      “Word search.” Steph blinked several times, squinting against the sudden glare. “Miz Ginny found me whole books of em.” The girl also had a couple romances tucked at the bottom of her bag, and a slightly furtive expression.

      “Almost as good for your brain as crosswords,” Ginny said, pushing the bookstore door closed. “Though it’s my dad who likes those. He works the Times one daily.” For once, the thought that there weren’t going to be any more Times crosswords didn’t occur to her right away with a sick thump in her stomach.

      Instead, it took a full five seconds before arriving. Progress, maybe.

      Lee, scanning the side of the building and the parking lot, ushered them along with a few short chopping motions. “I don’t see the critter,” he muttered, and his boots crush-crunched heavy snow.

      “He didn’t see us neither.” Steph held her bag to her chest, coltish and deerlike, hopping from one footstep to the next. Phyllis waded, every once in a while kicking a clod of snow to the side with a quick toe-flip that spoke of ballet class.

      Ginny was occupied with wrangling her own bags. Walking through knee-high, melting snow was savagely tiring; her quads were never going to be the same. Maybe she shouldn’t have gone quite so crazy in the medical reference section.

      The sound froze them all except Lee, who hunched defensively and almost dropped into a crouch. Ginny stiffened, head high, and Phyllis let out a small, strangled sound, casting around wildly and unlimbering her baseball bat.

      “That’s a rifle,” Lee said, softly. “Let’s go.”

      “Uh—” Steph’s mouth fell open as she glanced over her shoulder. “Lee? Lee!”

      He swung around, and his right hand blurred for the gun at his side. “There you are,” he said, conversationally, and Ginny half-turned since he was looking past her, that yellow-eyed glare deadly in its intensity. “Get to the car, ladies. It ain’t locked.”

      The zombie Steph and Phyllis had described—military uniform, face threaded with blue veins—lurched in their wake. Its jaw worked, a rusty sound as dried-out tendons scraped against each other, and Lee pushed past Ginny, his shoulder brushing hers. “Move!” he barked, and she scrambled to obey.

      Phyllis got there first and held the back passenger door, waving frantically at Steph, whose boots slid a little as she pitched forward. Ginny shifted her bags, her newly freed hand shot out, and she righted the girl with a quick push. Steph clambered in, almost clipping her head on the doorway, and Phyllis chucked her single bag in as well. She didn’t hurry either, but waited for Ginny, who fumbled with the front passenger door and jerked it open just as another rifle shot cracked in the distance and Lee’s gun spoke almost at the same moment.

      “Get in!” Lee barked, again, and her door slammed. Phyllis pointed, and let out a short screeching cry of warning. “I know, get the fuck in!”

      There were two more zombies coming around the corner of the minimall, both dropping to all fours and shuffling forward with that eerie, darting speed. The human body wasn’t really meant to move that way—evolution had closed off that avenue a while ago—but they did their best, and it looked like they didn’t mind about pulled muscles or frostbite.

      Ginny’s door slammed. Her heart was in her mouth, adrenaline laying thin singing copper over its thud-gristle as Phyllis yanked her own door shut. She hit her lock as Lee glided around the front of the vehicle, keeping a bead on the lolloping zombies. “Get in,” she whispered. “Oh God, get in.”

      “Shit,” Steph Meacham breathed. “Look. Look over there.”

      Ginny’s head snapped around. More zombies boiled up from the snow at the other end of the parking lot.

      Lee wrenched open the driver’s door and threw himself inside, handing his rifle to Ginny. “Got it?”

      “Yes.” She swallowed bitter copper terror, tried to will her heart to stop pounding. “There’s more over there.”

      “Figures.” His jaw was set and his eyes blazed. You could imagine him barking orders and wearing fatigues, when he looked like this. “We’re gonna lose em on the highway and loop back, aight?”

      Why are you asking me? “Sounds good.” Her throat wouldn’t quite work. “Put your seatbelt on.”

      “You too.” The Jeep roused, and there was a thud against Phyllis’s door. The vehicle rocked and the black-haired woman cried out, a half-swallowed yell that ended on something rhyming with duck.

      “Oh, God,” Steph moaned. “They’re chewin.”

      “Course they are.” Lee dropped the 4x4 into drive; the chains bit packed, sloppy snow. “Don’t you worry, Steph. We got ammo and fuel, we ain’t gonna be critter snacks anytime soon.”

      God, I hope he’s right. Ginny studied the creatures as they scuttled for the Jeep. Blue veining marked the periphery of their discolored faces, and the one in a ripped, melt-soaked parka lunged for the side-mirror, chin thrust forward and teeth champing. It didn’t seem to realize it could grab at the protrusion with its chapped, dangling hands, which was lucky.

      Fine motor function wasn’t their strong point. For a dizzying moment, she imagined being locked in that hotel room, throwing herself at the walls or the door as her body rotted around her….and the shudders just wouldn’t stop even though she was safe, she knew she was.

      Good luck convincing her non-zombie body, though.

      Spitfoam splattered on the window, shaken free of champing jaws. Ginny flinched; Lee made a soft sound that wasn’t quite a word, killing the curse before it could slip out, goosing the accelerator. The Jeep shuddered and flung the zombie like a dog flicking away water, and Ginny was glad Traveller wasn’t here barking.

      She loved the dog, but really, she had all she could handle at the moment keeping the rifle safely stowed and hoping the window glass held.

      “Come on,” Lee muttered. “Come on.”

      Another mutter in the back was Steph Meacham repeating ohGodohGodohGodplease. Phyllis was deathly silent, and Ginny denied the hot sourness in her throat.

      Puking was not an option. She clutched her bag of books, and stared at the zombie’s collapsed eyeballs, its ice-rimed nose crusted with old, frozen snot, its working jaws and the foam collecting at mouth-corner cracks.

      It had once been a feeling, thinking human being. Now it only wanted to bite.

      Take notes, she thought, deliriously. Observe the symptoms. You might not get another chance.

      Her eyes flew shut, she steadied the rifle and clutched at the two bags of books, and Ginny Mills realized that deep down, she was a complete coward.

      Really, though, she’d known that all along.
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      Inside the biggest, most luxurious RV on the lot, the briefing was well underway. “Shoulda seen it,” Juju said, scrubbing at his woolly head with both pink palms. His jacket rustled. “Pow, pow, pow, all in a row. Like that wildcat asshole in Syria, remember him? Feathers in his fucking hair for every headshot.”

      Yeah, he remembered the guy. Domino, they called him, because one went down right after another when he was behind the scope. Not a team player, though, the kind of cowboy who was worse than no warm body at all when you were looking to get everyone out alive. “No shit.” Lee’s hands wanted to shake, so he kept them tight around a travel mug full of hot, sweet, strong coffee. Ginny and the girls were outside with Traveller and Duncan, everyone carrying at least a baseball bat and keeping an eye peeled. Nobody goes anywhere alone, Lee had said. It was a rule before, and it goes double now. “That’s some fine shootin, Kasprak.”

      The boy—no, he was a young soldier now, there was nothing childlike about this—ducked his spike-haired head a little. “Was afraid I was gonna hit somethin I shouldn’t, so I just did like you said, Mr Juju. Breathe out nice and easy, lead em, and don’t take it less’n you’re sure.” His voice dropped on the last sentence, a tolerable Thurgood impression.

      Apparently, he’d gone onto the roof of the dealership and picked off the majority of the critters chasing Juju and Duncan on their way back. The leftovers had been easily dispatched; Lee was just thankful he hadn’t brought back any more with the Jeep. The one in the parka from the bookstore had vanished into the snow.

      Lee was hopin’ it had run itself to death, like any rabid critter.

      “Well, shitfire and save matches, someone’s listenin to me after all.” Juju’s grin couldn’t get any wider, and he lifted his own coffee with a self-satisfied air. “Someone call the tee-vee news and let em know.”

      All at once Lee’s shoulders eased, the little switch in his head clicking back over to no, ain’t no shootin’, just relax. “Gonna get right on that, you sassyass.” Post-combat jitters were never any fucking fun. The worst was craving a goddamn cigarette, even though he didn’t smoke. “Good job, Mark.”

      “Thanks, sir.” The kid straightened again, self-consciously raking his hair back with stiff bare fingers, and glanced at Juju. “But it’s all Mr Thurgood, sir. He’s a good teacher.”

      “That he is.” Good of the kid to say it, really. He was shaping up right, was Mark Kasprak, and Lee felt a weary wonder that such a thing could happen in the current situation. “You clean your rifle?”

      A jerk of his chin down, a brief nod. “Yessir.” Mark’s eyes shone with the consciousness of a good job done.

      “Clean it again, son, and make sure you got all the ammo you need. You’re gonna be on lookout more.”

      “Thank you, Mr Lee.” Mark’s broadening shoulders came up high and proud, like Lee had just given him a gift. He also mashed his knit cap in both hands, kneading like a cat with a small toy.

      Oh, for Chrissake. Maybe the kid wasn’t really a soldier yet; anyone past basic knew that was a shit duty. “Don’t thank me, Kasprak. You’ll freeze your ass off doin it.”

      “Yeah, well.” Mark shook his head ruefully, and there was a shadow of his daddy in his semi-mournful expression hiding a twinkle of amusement. Before he started hitting the sauce, old man Kasprak had a helluva sense of humor. If he’d just kept it instead of souring—but no use in shoulda, coulda, or wouldas, as Nonna used to say. Life had dealt Kasprak Senior a shit hand or two, and he’d gone bad instead of philosophical over it. “Sometimes a man’s gotta.”

      And what d’you know about that, kid? Lord have mercy. But Lee didn’t scowl. There was no need. Instead, he lifted his mug and took a hit, yet another sign that the worst was over. “G’on now.” Hot coffee meant good things, relaxation and a chance to breathe. There might have been better ways to get him down from the redline, but coffee was what he had, and there was no use bellyachin’.

      “Ayuh.” The kid didn’t salute on his way out, but it was probably close. He peered through the door carefully before he jumped out, and a thin sound that was Traveller’s excited yapping made Lee almost-flinch.

      Damn dog. But Duncan was out with the girls, and the man could handle himself. Steph was a fair shot, too, and Phyllis’s baseball bat had seen action at least once, if Lee was any judge.

      “Lord,” Juju said, sliding into the padded bench on the other side of the postage-stamp table. The RV rocked a bit as the door slammed to. “Were we ever that young?”

      “Not by a long shot.” At least, Lee couldn’t remember it, though he knew they had to have been. He could imagine Juju as a young ’un, but all he could remember for himself was feelin’ ancient and probably lookin’ that way, too. His gloves lay on the table, discarded armor, and there was a faint good smell of boiled caffeine in his nose, warring with a simmering that was too many people and not enough showers gathered in a small place. “You feel okay with him coverin you again?”

      “Guess so.” Which was high praise, coming from Juju. “If his head don’t get big.”

      “Amen to that.” Lee didn’t think it very likely, but you never could tell with kids from bad homes. They either buckled down or exploded. Only one of those ways was useful right now, and it wasn’t clear yet which Mark would choose.

      Juju eyed him, settling his own coffee on the table and cracking his left-hand knuckles. Maybe the scar pained him in this weather. “You look like shit, Loot.” Tip had once said something about how Thurgood got that wound, and it about turned Lee sick to his stomach.

      Now Lee could talk. “There were some at the mall, too.”

      “Yeah?” Juju finished with his knuckles and swished his coffee, a familiar thoughtful motion. Just drink it, Tip used to bellow, don’t make it into a fuckin hurricane.

      Fuck your mother and drink your own, Juju had been in the habit of replying, the tag line of a very old joke. As old as Iraq itself, maybe. Or just as old as the war that dropped them all in desert shit.

      Lord, he missed Billy Tipton. Not as much as Juju was likely to, but enough. “That’s why I took the long way home.” Losing your buddies never got easier, and there was a whole long list of names Lee could recite if he had a mind to.

      That particular rosary lodging in his skull was not a good sign.

      “Huh.” Juju’s frown said he was thinking the same thing Lee was, and was just as unsettled. “They gettin smarter, or just hungrier?”

      “Don’t know.” Lee took another scorching mouthful, forced himself to swallow. “Maybe we shoulda started today.” Ginny would have liked that better than the bookstore, indeed.

      Still, the way her face had lit up…that was a good thing, and it made him warm all through in a way the coffee couldn’t touch.

      “Well, that brand-new fancy weather thingummy says it should warm up a little.” Juju’s full lips tightened. “Harris set it up. Even got a rain gauge.”

      “Useful.” And they’d thought to pick up a few of the less-fancy ones and a mess of batteries, too. Might as well be prepared.

      “Yeah. He’s okay.” It was Thurgood’s day for giving out high praise, apparently. “Clipped one at the Bargain Zone.”

      Shit. “Steady after?” That was the most important question.

      “Like a rock. Boy was in the service, he don’t get real nervous.” Juju’s tension eased all at once, with a familiar, gusty sigh. “Got to tell ya, this is lookin up.”

      Well, for everything that was, Lee could think of a few things that weren’t quite. That was probably the adrenaline crash talkin’, though. “Guess so. Which one of these-here RVs should we take tomorra?”

      Juju studied him, sinking into the seat across the dining table. He lay his pompom hat aside and folded his brown hands, like a young, slim preacher regarding one of his flock. “You got that look.”

      Lee fought the urge to hunch his shoulders protectively. “What look?”

      “The look that means there’s shit comin downhill.”

      Well now, if he knew all Juju’s tells, the man knew a few of Lee’s own. You couldn’t escape being known, not when you spent day in and day out getting shot at with a man. Or chased by the walking dead, as it were. “Not really.” Lee couldn’t drink more coffee, he’d taken off the skin inside his cheeks already with that last gulp, not to mention his tongue. “We’re a day, maybe a day and a half out. When we get there, ain’t gonna be pretty.”

      Juju nodded, and swished his coffee some more. “She’s tough. She’ll make it.”

      “Oh, yeah.” Lee made a wry face. Ginny was too damn brave for his comfort. “But still. She don’t need more grief. None o’ us do.”

      “Ain’t no way of gettin round it.” Velvety dark eyes turned still and somber. “Grief’s on the menu, and the only thing doin the cookin too.”

      “I know.” Lord, did he ever. Grey snowlight strengthened in the window, clouds thinning. If the temperature dropped hard overnight it was going to be an icy mess.

      “Where we goin after?” Of course Juju would be thinking ahead. It was in his nature.

      Lee all but winced internally. “You ain’t gonna like it.”

      “Atlanta.” It wasn’t a question.

      “Got a better idea?” Because really, Lee was fresh out.

      Juju’s laugh was a little too bitter to be truly amused. “Shit, no. If I did, I’d’a been sayin so before this whole trip started.”

      “Yeah.” There was nothin’ more to say, so the two of them sat quietly. Juju’s breathing evened out; he was coming down from redline too. Imagine zoomin’ across the snow, knowing those critters were after you, hearing the rifle-cracks and hopin’ whoever was shootin’ had their scope screwed on straight.

      It was damn good to have a friend to sit with. You had to take easy time where you found it, and Lee was lucky to have backup who knew what the fuck.

      Juju coughed, lightly, cupping his hand over his mouth. “Shit,” he said. “Throat’s dry.”

      “Drink yo’ coffee.” Lee stared out the window, his brow furrowed and a headache gathering behind and between his eyes.

      “Fuck yo’ mama,” Juju muttered.

      “And drink yo’ own,” they both said in tandem, Lee’s mouth tugging up in a rueful smile.

      Still, he kept looking out the window. Juju coughed again; Lee tried not to notice.

      After all, there were two syringes left in the hardpac case Grandon had left him. Neither of them might be necessary.

      A man could hope.
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      They were making good time. Phyllis leaned forward in the driver’s seat, her eyes narrowed against the glare even behind her large tortoiseshell shades. “This is one big beast,” she said again. She didn’t quite mind driving with the kids, but there wasn’t a lot to talk about. Ginny was up front in the red and white truck with Quartine, navigating them through a bright melting midmorning, Duncan was taking a turn in Thurgood’s Jeep, and Phyl had never piloted anything this huge and wallowing before.

      Fortunately, it was built so even a middle-aged middle manager could grasp the meaning of all the buttons and whistles, and she didn’t have to do much other than observe a careful distance from the back of Thurgood’s black 4x4.

      “Miz Ginny said that too when she was drivin the other one.” Of the two kids, the girl was the most interesting. Kitten-faced and thoughtful, she was also bright and needy.

      Phyl could relate. Maybe she’d been that transparent once in her life, but not anymore. Getting older was good for something, at least. “What happened to the other one?”

      “Got shot up.” Mark Kasprak leaned over the back of the shotgun seat, almost breathing in the girl’s hair. Puppy love, it looked like, but Phyl itched to smack him and tell him to sit down. “Some guys trying to trap us at a rest stop. They had an RV too.”

      “And big trucks,” Steph added. “Wonder what they wanted.”

      How sheltered had the girl been that she couldn’t guess? On the other hand, no kid should ever have to think about that shit. “Nothing good,” Phyl muttered darkly. “Men with guns never want anything good.”

      “Hey.”  Mark found this objectionable, of course. “We’ve got guns.”

      “Yeah, and so did Duncan, but that makes you question marks. Not safe bets.” Phyllis shook her head and internally poured a little more cold water on her temper. “Maybe you can drive after the next stop, Steph.”

      Steph ducked her chin, glancing out at the lack of scenery. It looked like a habitual movement, making herself smaller. “Ain’t got my license.”

      “I do.” The boy was aching to get his hands on something, anything.

      “Maybe.” Phyl restrained herself from eye-rolling with a massive effort. It wasn’t his fault he was that most irritating of creatures, a teenage male. There was no cure for that condition except time and an application of life lessons, generally with a two-by-four if nothing gentler managed to get through. “So what do you like to do, Steph? You got any hobbies?”

      “Not really.” Oh, the girl definitely had been taught to hide her light under a bushel. That would change if Phyl had anything to say about it.

      “She paints.” Mark bounced a little, then swung around and set off down the middle of the RV. Maybe he’d find something to keep him occupied. “Y’all want some hot chocolate or something?”

      Phyllis took a tighter hold on her impatience. Her blue-blocker shades were top of the line, she’d never have been able to afford a set before the world went to shit, but she was still squinting fit to ruin her eyes and her neck was tense. “You paint?”

      “Watercolors,” Steph said, shyly. “Not very good. My daddy got me a paint by numbers set when I was five and I liked it so much he kept bringin em home. Then my mama told him Bull—that was his name, Bull Meacham—Bull, she said,” Steph managed to give the aural impression of an older, wearier woman, “she don’t need the numbers no more, so he started bringin home paints and stuff. Mama went all the way to Lewiston to get me canvases and brushes sometimes.”

      “Like ol Miz Clampett and her plates,” Mark called from the kitchen section. “You want some coffee, Miz Lampke?” He even mangled her name.

      Phyllis took another deep breath. “No thanks, kid.”

      “You know that show?” Steph stared out her window. Snow, more snow, sometimes an abandoned car under a hood of slipmelting white, dark buildings probably crawling with chewing, growling zombies or people with guns and bad attitudes. “There was this guy. Bob somethin. Anyway, he had a big ol head of hair, and he painted stuff. Happy stuff.”

      “Bob Ross?” Good Lord, Phyl’s grandma used to watch that. “Trees and stuff? He was always saying how things were happy. Yeah.” An unwilling smile pulled up the corners of Phyllis’s mouth; there was no rearview to check, but the dry air hadn’t played too much havoc with her skin yet. The cold was murder on complexions. “Yeah, I remember that.”

      “He ain’t paintin no more,” Steph said darkly.

      Phyl wondered if she should tell the girl Ross had been dead a while, and decided not to. There was only so much bad news any of them could take, these days. “But you remember him, right? I know a lot of people loved that show.”

      “They’re probably dead too,” Mark weighed in.

      Phyl longed to stamp on the brake, turn around, and give Mr Kasprak some home truths. She counted to five, took a breath, and counted again. Lord, boys irritated her as much as they ever had. It wasn’t the kid’s fault; being stuck in an RV all day was frustrating for any healthy young animal. Including herself. “Not helpful, kiddo.”

      “Sorry.” At least he sounded a little chastened. Not much, though.

      Not enough.

      “Are we gettin close?” Steph gave Phyl a funny sideways glance. She could probably tell the older woman was on her last nerve, and her slight grimace said she knew exactly why, too.

      “I dunno. Ginny said something about Saratoga. Look for signs.” Phyllis forced her fingers to relax, pushed her shoulders down. She longed for a yoga class, a decent cappuccino, and a few hours with a book. “My hobby was always makeup. Kind of like painting, except you’ve got something living to color in, you know?”

      “Painted ladies,” Mark said, and laughed. The vehicle shuddered, and there was a splash. “Ow, shi—I mean, shoot.”

      The efforts they took not to swear in front of her was oddly charming. Phyllis took her foot off the brake and dispelled a grim smirk. “Rough road ahead, kid. Sit down and put a seatbelt on, willya?”

      Steph gave her another sideways glance. The girl was smiling.

      And now, so was Phyllis.
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      “We’re getting close.” Ginny leaned forward, all but willing the truck to go faster. Her thin wan face was lit up like Christmas and Traveller had caught her excitement. “It’s only a couple hours from Oneida. The roads are good, right?”

      The hound, sitting right next to her with his ears perked as far as possible, looked at Lee too, obviously expecting him to say something.

      Lee feathered the accelerator. “They’ve been good, ayuh.” Caution was called for, even if Harris could pilot a wrecker like nobody’s business. Duncan had done some roadwork in his life, looked like.

      Lee also suspected some of that roadwork had been of the orange jumpsuit variety, but that was just a feeling. Fellow had been in the service too, and some of the body language was the same. Not all of it, but enough.

      Besides, what did it matter? Law trouble didn’t matter after the end of the world. Lee had a few uncomfortable suppositions about the sickness going through prisons, though. Men locked in cages just like pets inside houses, and if they were immune…well, it didn’t bear thinkin’ about, bein’ in lockup when the critters came callin’.

      “I wonder if Fran’s given birth. Mom’s going to just be beside herself.” Ginny subsided into the seat, but a few moments later was leaning forward again, fiddling with her pretty grey gloves. “She wanted to know, but Fran didn’t. If it was a boy or a girl, you know. Fran said it destroyed the mystery, and Mom said she needed to know to buy a layette.”

      “What’s that now?” It sounded fancy.

      “The things the baby wears home. You know—onesies, blankets, spit rags, the first few diapers.” Ginny caught herself. “What do you call it?”

      “Never had any reason to know,” he mumbled. Christ in his glory, but she was beautiful when she was this happy. She was beautiful all the time, but especially when she was happy. And here he was, closer to her than he had any right to be.

      Bracing himself for the worst.

      “I guess not.” She grinned and patted Traveller’s head; the truck handled a shallow curve and hit a long stretch of slush.

      Every time the chains rasped he all but flinched, dreading having to take them off and deal with Ginny’s well-disguised impatience at the delay. “Ginny…”

      “Hm?” Her braids glowed. Now he knew what she looked like with her hair down, all that rippling chestnut glory full of golden threads. He even knew what it was like to sink his fingers in, and it was just as soft as he’d imagined.

      Everything about her was as soft as he’d imagined.

      “We don’t know what we’re gonna find there.” He spaced out the words deliberately, eating up time, slowing her down. “I ain’t sayin don’t get your hopes up, but…”

      “But that’s exactly what you’re saying,” she finished. “And you’re right, yes. I’m just excited.”

      That was one way to put it. She was looking forward to arriving somewhere she thought something good was waitin’, and the letdown was gonna be fierce. He’d seen it more than once, when privates were thinking they’d get some rest and a hot meal, finding a cold camp and another serving of shit waiting for them instead.

      “I know,” he said, helplessly. His knuckles were painfully chapped, rough-reddened skin glaring even in the overcast. Clouds would help keep it warmer at night, but the risk of more water falling from the sky was not to be sneezed at. There was a scrape across the back of his right hand, one he couldn’t remember getting. It was a damn shame he was allowed to put those hands on her, even for a moment. “I just don’t want you hurt, that’s all.”

      “They might be fine.” Those eyes of hers, dark but with a gleam to them. “Right? I mean, it’s possible they’re…not fine, but really, they might be.”

      “Ayuh.” And Big Rock Candy Mountain might be a real place, too. Lee turned the wheel a fraction, stopping the slide before it began. No use in saying anything pessimistic.

      He wanted to, though. He wanted to prepare her for the likely, if not the inevitable.

      Ginny settled in the seat again. Traveller’s tail tried to wag, but the dog was sitting on it, so his hind end just scratched itself deeper and deeper. The hound licked his lips and glanced at Lee again, obviously expecting something.

      Shit. Lee Quartine was talking more than he ever had in his life, but it probably wasn’t helping. “If they’re all good, Ginny, we got some plannin to do. We’ll get ’em into the RV and set out for Atlanta.”

      “So you have thought about it.” Did she have to look so pleased? Her eyes all lit up, studying him like he’d met with expectations for once in his life. Or even surpassed them.

      “Course I have, darlin.” And wasn’t it fine to say darlin’ out loud, instead of just in his head? “Get close enough to see if’n there’s any radio traffic. If not, we head south a bit, then swing west.”

      “To where? Atlanta?”

      “If it looks good there. If it don’t, California, I reckon.” But only after it thawed, since the Continental Divide was nothing to sneeze at in winter. Then, if ol’ Cali was crawling with critters, maybe up the West Coast a bit. Seemed the most reasonable option; less nasty bitey things, plenty of water. “Good weather, lots of stuff layin around to be picked up.”

      “Crossing the whole continent.” She shivered, though the heat was on.

      “Won’t start until spring, I reckon.” And by spring he might have other ideas, or they might have found an enclave of survivors worth settlin’ in. Maybe even Atlanta, if they were still functioning and it wasn’t a trap or a pipe dream. “If this thing is worldwide, Ginny, we got ourselves a lot of work to do.”

      “That’s true.” Now she sagged against the bench seat, a faint frown creasing her forehead. “I’ve been thinking about that. If it is worldwide, like the man on the television said. The implications.”

      Now there was a three-dollar word, and one he didn’t like. It was usually used when the brass wanted to hamstring the boots on the ground. “Gonna hafta grow our food. When the gas runs out, there’ll be trouble.”

      “Yeah. They made movies about that part. Mad Max. Did you ever see those?“

      “Can’t say as I did.” The last movie he’d seen was True Grit, John Wayne and a little girl too brave for her own good.

      Wasn’t that ironic.

      “It’s enough to give you nightmares.” Ginny stared out the windshield, still strung tight as a guitar string. “You know, I thought I had it. The flu. And it made me think, well, if I wasn’t immune, how many survivors are carriers? How many just hadn’t caught it through luck?”

      Good Lord. She was just too damn smart. He had to tear his gaze away from her pretty profile and watch where the truck was going. “Well, you didn’t have it.” A lie, a damn lie, and he was storing up trouble.

      He just couldn’t help himself.

      “So immunity is probably a good explanation.” But her left hand rubbed at the inside of her right elbow, a quick, unconscious movement. Had he hurt her, jamming the needle in? “But I thought about it, and it wasn’t comforting.”

      Don’t think about it, he wanted to tell her. That never worked, so he picked something else. “Borrowin trouble, Miss Virginia.”

      “I specialize in that, I think.” A wry smile, lighting her somberness. “I have all my life.”

      “Well, it’s my job now. You ever thought about pickin a different vocation?”

      Amazingly, she laughed. There was almost nothing as sweet as a pretty woman who liked your jokes. Maybe Big Q felt that little hitch in his chest when Nonna found something funny. Had his grandfather ever felt this…well, unsteady, hoping her gravity could keep him nailed down?

      “I’ll work on it,” she said, and clasped her gloved hands, looking out the windshield like she could see their destination shimmering in the distance. When she found out it was a mirage, well, he wasn’t looking forward to that. But he pressed the accelerator again, just a tad.

      Every minute shaved off their trip was one less minute she had to work herself up.
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      Fenton Acres, the snow-choked sign on the brick wall said, under a lacework of winter-bare ivy vines. The sky was downright ugly again, but what concerned Ginny more was the wrought-iron gate.

      It was wide open, the small post with the keypad for visitors or those who forgot their clickers wrenched almost-free of its base. Looked like someone had been in a hurry and sideswiped it, and the back of her throat was full of hot acid. “Take the first right,” she said, and realized she was leaning so far forward her seatbelt cut into her shoulder.

      “All right.” Lee reached for the walkie-talkie. “Juju? We’re goin in.”

      “Ten-four.” The 4x4 crept behind them. Duncan was taking a turn driving the RV, and after that it would be Ginny’s job. Juju had Phyllis in his car, and Ginny might have been amused wondering how they’d get along, but she was too busy trying to calm her heart down and sit still.

      The slush had hardened with the temperature dropping, and the melt hadn’t reached here. “Maybe I should drive,” she said, knowing it would just eat up precious time if they had to stop and change. “I know the roads.”

      “Doin just fine.” Lee’s eyes had narrowed again, and the truck drifted up to the first stop sign. “Good thing it’s still deep enough for chains.”

      There was the MacAllisters’ sprawling ranch, and the Smiths’ high-built Victorian. Both were dark and shuttered, unbroken seas of snow covering driveway, yard, and fence. It could have been just a regular power outage except for the stretches of unplowed white.

      Even the houses she didn’t know the names for looked wrong, hiding under pale cloaks. The one on Task Street with the cedar almost swallowing its semicircular driveway glowered through broken windows, and her heart plunged before leaping to rabbit in her throat again. “A left at the next one—not the stop sign, before it.” I sound calm. Giving Lee directions as if this was a normal trip, as if they’d driven from Cotton Crossing on regular roads, passing regular gas stations, talking abut normal things.

      Tenth, Eleventh, and Twelfth all passed. Nothing stirred, and the sky was a flat iron pan. It was going to start snowing again. Was anyone watching through the windows? There was the doctor’s  house, and the lawyer Dad sometimes golfed with—what was his name? She remembered his steel-rimmed spectacles and how his nose always seemed to be sunburned, but not his name.

      “You grew up here?” Lee feathered the brake; the truck slid and he immediately eased off.

      Was he pitying her? Even though the yards were big, the houses were far too close together for someone who lived on acreage. It wasn’t the sort of neighborhood a kid could tear through on their bike, or go exploring and getting dirty. “No, they moved out here when Dad retired. Before that we lived in the city.”

      “You mean New York?”

      “Mh-hmm.” Upper West Side probably meant less than nothing now. Her childhood home had been sold to a nice new lawyer at Dad’s firm; Kevin and his partner had been overjoyed.

      Nice boys, Mom had said, but what will they do when one of them gets married? Neither Flo nor Ginny had the heart to tell her.

      Dad had looked slightly pained, that was all. I’ll be at the club, Esther. Those six familiar words.

      “It’s up here on the left.” No tire tracks. No shoveling. The houses slumped under heavy white blankets, and there was nothing moving. “It’s too quiet.”

      Lee glanced up from the road at regular intervals, taking in the scenery. “Mostly old people livin here?”

      “Well, yeah.”

      “Huh.” He said nothing else.

      She couldn’t tell if that was a good or bad huh. He seemed to have several, one for each occasion, each layered with meaning.

      Finally, finally, their goal came into view. “That’s it. There.” A familiar stony rectangle built to look like a farmhouse, the apple trees skeletal and naked, the wide front yard an undulating ocean of white. More bare branches lifted in back, the trees Dad groused about in fall, raking even though the landscapers came by weekly.

      Ginny let out a small shocked breath.

      The huge bay window in the living room was shattered. The garage door was half open, icicles dripping from its edges and reaching for the driveway. The nice, sturdy house leered drunkenly in the failing light. “Oh, God,” she whispered. “Lee…”

      The blue-painted front door was wide open.

      Lee’s truck rolled to a halt. He studied the front of the house. It was still deadly silent, not even a quiver of wind among cold branches.

      “Coulda been looters,” he said, finally. “Couple other places here busted open, too.”

      Why didn’t I think of that? She clutched at the relief, but underneath it was a dark, tight sensation. “Maybe they went somewhere for Fran.” Her mouth was dry, her hands numb. Traveller whined softly, sensing tension and maybe, just maybe, a chance to get out and stick his nose into something fragrant.

      “Your sister.” Lee nodded, but he didn’t put the truck into park yet. “She have a place?”

      “She moved back in with them while the divorce…God.” Ginny fumbled at her seatbelt, her fingers numb and clumsy though the heater was on. “Can I…you don’t have to go in, you know. I just have to see if they left a note, or something. Anything.”

      “No ma’am.” He peered through the windshield, craning to look at the second-story windows. Searching for motion, probably. “You ain’t gonna let me and Juju sweep it, I bet, so you’ll go on in with us.”

      “Okay.” She reached for her purse, thought better of it. What on earth would she need it for?

      The walkie-talkie crackled, Juju and Lee repeating cryptic, half-familiar planning. Communication was key, they always said. The RV pulled forward to keep the driveway clear; Juju’s 4x4 pushed gently through the box hedge and onto the front lawn. Ginny opened her mouth to say something—but that didn’t matter, did it?

      Lawncare was not even on the list anymore, as Fran would say. Ginny reached for the door handle. Pulled her hand back.

      “Easy there,” Lee said. “Let me get out first, darlin.”

      Then do it, goddammit, and stop fucking around. “Okay.” She pulled her gloves on once more, pushing Traveller’s snout away with gentle fingers. The dog’s tail thwapped Lee’s arm, but he appeared not to notice, still studying the front of the house. Next would come him checking his gun, and then hopefully they could get out of the damn truck and find out what was inside. There had to be a note. Probably left on the kitchen counter, or on the fridge. Taped to the stainless steel, if she knew Dad.

      Mom would hate that. It leaves a mark.

      No it doesn’t, Dad would say. Scotch tape never leaves a mark.

      “Please,” Ginny whispered, barely aware of the word escaping her. “Oh, please.” Her knee hit the baseball bat tucked between the seat and her door, and she decided that was a good idea. Working it free took a few moments.

      “Easy, Ginny.” Lee finally glanced at her, a tight smile not reaching his eyes. “Place is probably empty, but let’s be safe.”

      Fuck safe. I need to get in there.

      But she waited. What else could she do?
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      The foyer was dark, snow spilling across slate tiles. Don’t drop an egg! Dad said, the smile lurking around his mouth. “Mom? Dad?” Ginny took a deep, frigid breath; her voice echoed. “Flo? Anyone?”

      “Stairs,” Lee said. Stairs climbed to the second story, the bedrooms and Dad’s study. Past the stairs to the left was the den and the exercise room; she could just see the gleam of stainless steel from the kitchen. Every appliance in the place was silvery. You can disinfect it, Mom always said. Stainless steel means painless clean.

      “Hang on, Ginny.” Juju didn’t lift his gun. His mouth was set, lips thinned and tense, and even the pompom atop his knitted cap looked businesslike.

      “Mom?” she called again. “Flo?”

      The living room opened on their right, frozen drapes creaking at the broken bay window. Pitiless snowlight poured past jagged frost-etched glass, and Juju stopped in the archway. “Oh, hell,” he said, softly, and Ginny’s heart leapt into her throat, the pounding echoing in her skull. “Ginny—”

      She pushed past him, clutching the baseball bat in nerveless fingers.

      At first, it all seemed terribly normal. Mom had replaced the couch again, this time in blue, and above the gas insert fireplace was her prized Piet Lor painting, bought at the gallery on Fifth Avenue during her fifth month pregnant with Ginny. I prayed for an easy birth, and you were, she would always say. You were my easy child.

      At least she had never told Flo that. If Ginny never quite measured up, at least she wasn’t actively troublesome. It was a thin comfort at best.

      Cold’s going to be hell on the canvas, Ginny thought, inconsequentially, and looked towards the bay window.

      The Tiffany lamps were knocked over, multicolored glass shattered and glowing. Her father’s reading chair was pushed aside, just a few degrees askew. The coffee table was swept clear, a star of breakage on the heavy glass top, and the drapes moved, creaking, creaking on an icy breeze.

      “Daddy,” Ginny whispered.

      Her father lay on deep navy carpet in front of the bay window.

      Daniel Mills looked so small. An old, white-haired man with grey lingering at the top of his balding head, his eyes closed and his bluish-frozen face oddly peaceful. Below that tranquility a jagged star of flayed flesh, flash-frozen, showed chips of white cervical bone. His ribs were wrenched wide, too, under a yellow polo shirt. Something had torn at his checked golf trousers to get at muscle on his legs. His slippers were knocked off his feet, and the socks were the red merino ones Ginny had bought him last Father’s Day.

      Socks? Most-astonishment on his face, the smell of his aftershave. That’s my girl.

      Open the other one, Dad. The socks were a joke, his real present was the fifth of Macallan.

      He already drinks too much, Mom weighed in, as she always did.

      I’m retired, Esther, Dad replied inside her head, and Ginny’s vision blurred. Scotch and golf are my job now.

      “Ohgod,” someone said in a very small voice.

      His hands were blue, bent arms drawn up as rigor mortis…

      No. Oh no.

      “Ginny.” Lee was in front of her, suddenly, his chest blotting out the horrible sight. “Ginny, darlin, don’t.”

      Think, Ginny. You’ve got to think. “Mom.” Her mother…maybe Dad had sent her and Flo out and waited here for his eldest daughter? “I need to find…”

      “Ginny.” Lee had holstered his gun. He reached for her, but Ginny shied away, almost slipping on ice-crunching carpet. Her eyes burned. She turned, caught in the syrup of a hideous, horrible dream, and set off for the kitchen.

      “Mom?” she called, her voice high, girlish, breaking. “Flo? Mom? Mommy?”
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      It was a beautiful place, built to look like an old farmhouse but clean and modern inside, drenched with the subtle scent of well-to-do that might have frozen his guts if the first body hadn’t. The kitchen was all stainless steel and stone countertops, the floor those real slate tiles that no doubt were a bitch to put in and God help you if you dropped an egg. The blackened husks of potted herbs stood in a boxy window over the sink, peering out on a wooden deck festooned with empty birdfeeders.

      Looked like charity ran in the family.

      They found Ginny’s mama in a sort of greenhouse attached to the kitchen—the solarium, Ginny called it later, her favorite place. She’d been thrown through a glass door, and that was when Ginny crumpled. She reached blindly for the edge of the doorway and might have cut herself on clear, jagged teeth if Lee hadn’t caught her, and he had to dig his heels in so both of them didn’t tumble down the two wooden steps. The old woman lay on her side, her graying hair a loose skein with Ginny’s curl to it, her peach twinset and skirt torn and spattered with frozen blood and effluvia. Looked like she’d put up a helluva fight, too—potted plants were smashed to flinders before the cold through broken panes came in to kill them, and it looked like the lady had tried to defend herself with a small wrought-iron table.

      Plain to see where Ginny got her polish and her guts from.

      Somethin’ had been gnawing on the missus’s body too, and Ginny kept saying Mom, Mom please, please Mom, in a broken little voice that hurt him way down deep. The lady’s throat was pulled out and her guts splattered, ribs wrenched wide so critters could get at organs. It was damn obvious these two weren’t gonna be gettin’ up and growlin’.

      At least Ginny was spared that. Juju’s expression set itself hard, and he looked chalky under his melanin. His lips twitched a little—maybe prayin’, or maybe keeping a few cusses locked up in his throat.

      Lee had to use a bit more strength than he liked to turn Ginny away from the sunroom, and she struggled when he closed his arms around her. “Don’t,” he repeated. “Don’t look at that, darlin. Don’t look.”

      “Mommy…” All the fight went out of her; she crumpled. He rested his chin on her braids, trusting Juju to keep an eye on his six.

      “Front door?” Juju said, softly.

      “Maybe. Garage door’s open too.” Lee squeezed her just as tight as he dared. “She got a sister, too. Pregnant.”

      “I know.” Juju’s short inhale was now definitely a curse caught behind his teeth. “Upstairs?”

      “Could be.” Lee was hopin’ the sister wasn’t anywhere in the house, but it was lookin’ like none of them were gonna be lucky today.

      Figured.

      “I’ll check it.” Thurgood cleared his throat, maybe wanting to add something for Ginny’s sake.

      “Be careful.” Lee knew he should cover Juju, but Ginny was shaking, a silent wild tremor that would break as soon as the shock wore off. You couldn’t ever tell what someone would do once they emerged from that deathly daze, and besides, he could no more let go of her now than he could take his own head off.

      His arms just wouldn’t let him.

      “Born that way.” Juju edged away down the hall, after one long mistrustful glance across the kitchen. Another archway—utility room, probably, leading to the garage.

      And right next to it was a white-painted wooden door. Huh.

      Lee stood in a cold, dark, expensive kitchen, and held a shivering woman. Christamighty. He’d been prepared for somethin’ bad, but this…he should never have let her hope. He shouldn’t have let her get near this place, should have dragged her, kicking and screaming, in another direction. Any direction.

      Time ticked by in slow icicle-drops. He kept an ear peeled for the cautious unsound of Juju’s progress, but her silence kept distracting him. Finally, she made a muffled, agonized sound against his coat.

      “Ginny?” He tightened up again, wishing he could pull her into him, carry her through this. Distract her. “Ginny, darlin, this place got a basement?”

      She stiffened. Her baseball bat tapped his calf; he tried to keep her but she pulled away and lifted her chin, her cheeks gleaming wetly. So she was one of the ones who liked to cry quiet-like.

      Oh, darlin.

      She stared at him for a few moments, as if trying to remember who the hell he was and what he was doin’ in this familiar house. As if he’d been caught creepin’ in.

      “Basement?” She wet her lips with a quick flicker, and he was going to hell, because even right now, he wanted to kiss her. It if would make her forget and get her out of here, he would have done it, too. “Uh.” Her chin headed for her shoulder, but he caught her again, holding her at arm’s length.

      “Don’t you look back there,” he said, quietly. “Basement, Ginny. This place got one?”

      “Y-yes.” Now she looked the other direction, at the white-painted door. There was a bloody smear about shoulder-high on it, the fluid dried and crusted. “There. The cellar.” Then, she tried to turn again, and he stopped her.

      “Don’t.”

      “That’s my mother,” she whispered. “Oh, God.” Her pupils were swelling, swallowing her irises. “Lee, that’s my mother.”

      “I know.” He inhaled to say maybe your sister’s hidin’, not because he thought it likely but because he wanted her to have a shred of something, anything—

      “Lee!” Juju’s voice bounced off hardwood stairs, slate tile, and every frost-laced surface. “Lee, up here.”
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      He’d found Ginny’s sister.
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      The thing that used to be Flo was handcuffed to Grandma Ruth’s old, heavy iron bedstead in the first guestroom. Stiff hair clung to its livid shoulders, its mouth worked lazily, and a thin thready growl rose from its flayed chest under a cream-colored, lace-edged camisole. Her distended belly moved strangely, peeking between the cami and pajama pants dotted with tiny cornflowers, skin loosened with slippage and the fluid underneath sloshing.

      Like a water balloon.

      Flo’s eyes, filmy and collapsed, rolled weakly. She twitched, rattling the cuffs. Where had those come from? Good God.

      “Looks like they decided to treat her here,” Juju said, softly. There were long muddy streaks in the rose-carpeted hallway and drag-marks on the walls at shoulder height; some of the creatures had come up. Had Flo driven them off somehow?

      Or did they not eat their own until they were dead?

      Pictures marched down the hall—graduations, Mom and Dad’s wedding and anniversary, Flo’s wedding, sepia snapshots of dead relatives, a single picture of Uncle Ezra in Jerusalem before the massive heart attack. None of the carefully framed paper pieces were askew, though the occasional table at the end of the hall had been upended, the crystal vase laying bone-dry with a spill of brown, frost-dried flowers half in its mouth.

      Flo stirred again. Her head turned this way and that as she crouched at the bedside, one arm stretched hideously, tethered to the heavy end of the bedstead. The covers were thrown off, a dent in the blue pillow where her living head had rested. The night-table was smashed, the lamp too, and a bracelet of raw, oozing flesh showed above the silver cuff.

      Where the thing had been chewing.

      Lee stared at Flo, a line between his eyebrows. He glanced at Ginny, a swift movement almost lost in her peripheral vision.

      Flo.

      Her sister’s feet were bare, her toes discolored with cold and necrosis. Each nail held carefully applied peach polish, the exact same color as Mom’s.

      Of course Mom would paint Flo’s toes for her. There would be soft laughter, concentration, Flo remarking that maybe the fumes were bad for the baby and Mom saying it’s toulene-free, and if Ginny had been there she would brush Flo’s hair, her fingers working with soft precision. You always braid it best, her sister might say, and Ginny would know she was forgiven for past sins, just in time to rack up more.

      You always have to ruin everything. Flo yelling, and Ginny’s cheeks scarlet with shame as if she’d been slapped. Maybe she shouldn’t have said anything, and Ginny couldn’t deny a sneaking feeling of vindication for never having liked Samuel and his pretentious bullshit.

      Maybe Flo had loved her husband, though. It was, Ginny could admit now, very possible. Maybe Flo had even known about the chippie from the book club, and had closed her eyes to it.

      You overlooked things for the people you loved.

      And maybe, just maybe, Flo had kept overlooking until Ginny had made it impossible. Once Ginny had told Mom, of course Flo couldn’t stay married to Sam. And why hadn’t Ginny gone to Flo first?

      Because I didn’t know what to do! I didn’t! I had to ask Mom for advice, right?

      Oh, but that was a lie, wasn’t it? Hadn’t there been a deep, secret, shameful thought wriggling in her subconscious? Flo the younger, Flo the favorite, Flo the troubled, Flo who had “made a good marriage” while Ginny was a disappointment…human memory was fickle, and it was so easy to think you’d done something for the right reasons. Or at least, for better reasons than creeping low-level jealousy?

      You always have to ruin everything, Flo yelled, and God, was it true?

      Was it? Ginny stared at the thing that had been her sister.

      “Juju.” Lee finally spoke. “Take her downstairs.”

      For a long, strange moment Ginny thought he meant Flo, and wondered how. Of course, she was only moving lethargically. It might be easy to get her downstairs, and then what?

      And the baby. Ginny shuddered, her gaze riveted to that gently sloshing belly. What about the baby?

      Lee shifted a little; Juju took Ginny’s arm. “Come on, Miss Virginia,” he said, softly, and the horrible, sickening knowledge of what had to happen crashed through her.

      “No.” She pulled her arm away, almost toppling over. The thing cocked its head, listening. “No.”

      “Ginny—” Juju looked uneasily at Lee.

      “No, sir.” She drew herself up, and the thing that had been Flo moved restlessly again, its growl turning inquisitive as its head moved, chin swinging back and forth. Hunting by sound. Flo’s earrings, small gold hoops, glittered feverishly. “Thank you, but no.”

      “Ginny.” Lee, this time, his eyes paled to that peculiar almost-yellow. “You don’t want to see this, darlin.”

      There’s a whole list of things I don’t want to see. “No, Lee.” She searched for the words to make him understand, couldn’t find them. She took a deep breath, staring at the tip of Flo’s nose. The shape of her lips, the top lip just like Dad’s, the full underlip Mom’s, both like Ginny’s own mouth. Her cheekbones just like Ginny’s too. “No. I…I need…”

      “You need a moment?”

      God damn it, she couldn’t think with him interrupting her. “No.” Another deep breath. It smelled awful in here. Dark clots painted the inside of Flo’s cotton-clad thighs, and there was a spreading stain underneath her.

      Flo hated to be dirty.

      “No,” Ginny said, finally. There wasn’t enough air in her lungs, but she tried with what she had. “No, Lee. I need your gun.”
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      Nice and easy. Take your stance…that’s right.

      A sobbing breath, way down deep to the bottom of her diaphragm. The thing’s belly slip-sloshed as it went back to its lethargic tugging at the handcuffs. Was there something tiny in there, chewing aimlessly as its support system cannibalized other tissues?

      Breathe, darlin.

      Oh, but it was hard.

      Ginny! Her sister’s wide smile, teeth missing or braces glittering. Secrets whispered at night, when one Mills girl couldn’t sleep and crept into a sister’s bedroom. Ginny, look! Arms spread wide, pedaling without holding on, or while drifting lazily on warm lakewater. Look, I’m floating. I’m flying!

      The matching Barbies they received each birthday. Their matching pink bicycles. Flo holding her hand so tight at college dropoff. You’re going to do fine. You’re my super-smart big sister.

      Flo yelling. You never want me to have anything good! Blotches of red on her sister’s cheeks. He’s my husband!

      Ginny, yelling too. Should I just have said nothing?

      Flo’s hands, tight fists, the baby-bump barely visible under her twinset. Soft blue, cashmere, and Mom’s pearls glowing against the knitted weave, the two of them facing each other in the upstairs hall of the townhouse Sam and Flo bought the year after they got married, right after Sam made partner at his firm.

      Samuel, hop-following Ginny as he hastily buckled himself up. Virginia? Virginia, wait! It was a mistake!

      Oh, it had been. For all parties concerned. Now Lee’s voice whispered in memory, a slow-spaced mutter. Hard to hit ’em in the head. Aim for the body.

      Not this time. Ginny’s boots crushed rose-colored carpet. One step forward, another. The closet was half-open, Flo’s clothes hanging in regimented, color-coordinated rows.

      No, Lee. You can’t do this for me.

      The bathroom door was open, too. White tile, towels hanging ready, a frosted window full of dull grey light.

      It growled. Its eyes were shrunken raisins, and it didn’t even have the strength to sit up. It sprawled amid the splinters of the night-table, shards of the lamp pressing into hip, buttock, calf. The stain underneath it spread, fresh seepage.

      Don’t get too close, Ginny.

      Juju and Lee were out in the hall. Waiting. Everyone else was outside, sitting in a truck, a 4x4, an RV, not knowing what the hell was happening inside the house her mother had picked after rejecting at least twelve others, the house she and Dad were supposed to finish their retirement in.

      Well, they had.

      Flo’s smaller hand in hers while they walked up the broad bright pavement to school, chubby and sweating. You leave my sister alone, a younger Ginny yelled on the playground, spreading her arms and afire with injustice. I need you, Ginny whispering into a phone after that terrible party and breaking up with Alec, and coming off the plane from dropping out of college to see Flo in the crowd, her arms folded and that worry-line between her eyebrows. I talked Mom out of coming, Flo had said, by way of hello.

      You’re a saint, Ginny had replied.

      Hardly. Flo had shaken her head, that impatient hair-toss she’d had all her life. Let’s get something to eat. You’re staying with me.

      Great ragged breaths, catching in her throat. A choking, swallowed sob.

      “Flo,” Ginny whispered. “I love you, Flo.”
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      It growled, and its teeth clicked together, a dead-branch snapping. A single gunshot. A steaming splatter.
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      Ginny’s knees hit pale, rosy carpet. The sobs had her in sharp discolored teeth. They shook her mercilessly. She set the gun down, carefully, and rocked back and forth, arms wrapped around her middle and the words tearing at her throat.

      Please. I love you. I love you. Please, oh please God. I love you.

      I love you.
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      There weren’t any tracks and the whole place was a mausoleum, but the critters always showed up, sooner or later, followin’ the livin’. Besides, the ground was frozen too hard for buryin’, so the cellar would have to do.

      “You go on downstairs,” Lee told Phyllis and Steph. “Help her. We’ll bring ’em.”

      Ginny told him where the sheets were—a whole closet full of soft, slippery linens, with small drawstring bags of cedar tucked in the stacks. Sashay, she called it, and Lee and Juju’s hands smeared crap on fine-grained cloth. Wrap them up, Ginny said, distractedly, and Phyllis had taken her shoulders.

      Come on, honey. The dark-haired woman, her face set and still, didn’t waste time asking questions. Let’s get the downstairs ready.

      Getting the handcuffs could have been a nasty job, but Juju had a bolt cutter in the back of his four-by.

      “Oh, Lord.” Duncan almost choked when they rolled the sister’s body into wrapping. The belly moved slosh-strange, and Lee was hoping nothing in there was still alive. It wasn’t right for a corpse to look that way, or a woman’s stomach to…to move like that, like a water balloon. “Is there…d’ya think…”

      “Hope not,” Juju replied grimly. “Ain’t gonna touch it and find out.”

      So Lee had to, because you couldn’t ask another man to do what you wouldn’t, and if there was something in there it had to be dealt with.

      The belly gave, resilient, and a gush of something foul oozed between the corpse’s loose-trembling legs. Nothing twitched under his palm, no little critter inside wanting to get out. He let out a soft sipping breath of relief, and Duncan turned aside to retch.

      Getting the old woman off the cold concrete was a job, but the worst was working the old man in front of the big ol’ window free of frozen, blood-drenched carpet. Some of him was probably left there, and Lee had no idea what Ginny would think of that, so he made up his mind to keep her out of the living room on their way out.

      Carrying the bodies down the stairs into the basement was another job, but once they were down there…well, it was almost a relief to find a spot in the house that was dusty, furniture standing shrouded and an ancient cellar-hatch stuffed full of insulation under plastic sheeting. The two lanterns gave flickering golden light, and there were other odds and ends down here—an antique bicycle draped with cobwebs, bits of spare lumber, shelves that could have held jars of preserves if Ginny’s mama had a mind to make them.

      “Here.” Mark Kasprak handed Ginny a fresh bottle of water. They had cases stacked in the back of the truck, and he and Steph had hauled a few in.

      It hurt to see Ginny attempting to wash frozen or blood-stiffened corpse hair. Phyllis, her pretty face set, rubbed at dead scalps with her manicured fingers, and didn’t say a word about the smell, just softly clucked every once in a while like she was at a beauty salon. Steph held a big blue glass basin from the kitchen to catch the flow, dumping it near the hatch where concrete had crumbled enough to show soft, sterile, frozen earth below.

      Ginny’s lips moved—some kind of prayer, though she had to stop often, tilting her head back and staring at the cobwebbed ceiling and blinking as heavy tears slid down her temples, vanishing into her braided hair. The words were strange, but Juju said she was Jewish, and like every other folk they had their own ways of dealin’ with their dead.

      Near the end, Ginny tacked unevenly up the stairs, and Lee followed. The snow had started again, and getting to shelter was gonna be work, but there was no hurryin’ something like this, ever.

      She didn’t even glance into the living room, which was a mercy. Instead, she climbed to the second story, and halted at the door of the master bedroom. Her chin dropped, her flashlight bobbing, and she curled in on herself like she’d been sucker-punched.

      “Ginny.” He grabbed her shoulders, but she shook him away—not violently, just as a sleepwalker might free herself from clinging curtains.

      Two twin beds, each with royal-blue covers. The bedroom was bigger than a few places Lee had lived in, and there were vases that had held fresh flowers up here, too. A painting of fruit on a table on one wall, more sepia pictures in nice frames, and even though the house was full of cold outside air, there was a faint, indefinable fragrance still clinging to wood, heavy carpet, lace thingies like doilies but finer than his Nonna crocheted.

      She knew what she wanted, evidently. There was an old handmade wooden hutch taller than Lee against one wall, and she opened the left-hand door. Suit jackets hung inside, and she looked through, her bloody fingers gentle. “Not here,” she muttered. “Oh, God.”

      She opened the second drawer down and found what she was looking for—a scrap of white and blue cloth, tassels on its short ends. Next came the cherrywood dresser, its top holding two lamps with fancy glass dangles that looked older than the house, a small jewelry hutch, and a few silver plates and dishes with bright baubles glittering under flashlight flicker. One of those drawers gave up a pair of blue scraps as well, but without tassels.

      “Scissors.” She turned away, leaving the drawer open, and her eyes were huge and dark. “In the kitchen, I think.”

      “What you got there, Ginny?” Softly, trying not to startle her.

      “Prayer shawl,” she said, distractedly. “You h-have to c-cut a corner…Lee…”

      “What is it, darlin?” Tell me what you need. He hoped the rest of them were finishing wrapping the bodies up. The sooner they were out of here, the better.

      Those big, wounded eyes rested on him. “I…I can’t remember.”

      “What can’t you remember?” Christ Jesus, he would do just about anything to get that look off her face, but there was nothing to do.

      “Some of the Kaddish.” She clutched the cloths to her chest, blinking rapidly. Tears trembled on the verge of spilling, both eyes full.

      Lee’s entire chest ached. He’d’a thought it a heart attack if he didn’t know better. “What’s that now?”

      “It’s…my bat mitzvah, we had to study prayers for a year, and I…I’m not sure I remember it right.” She sucked in a small, hurt breath, and Lee longed to drag her out of there. Put her in the truck, start it up, and keep driving. All night, if he had to, critters and weather be damned. “The Kaddish.”

      “Oh.” He didn’t know any Jewish prayers, but this sounded important. “Wellnow, is there a book, or somethin?”

      “I…maybe. Dad wasn’t…he…” She almost crumpled again, shoulders curving inward, her arms tightening around the shawls.

      Lee took a step toward her. Another, nice and slow. “Is it like Catholic, where you hafta know the words? Latin, or that?”

      “N-no.” Her mouth worked for a moment, and she swallowed hard. “I don’t…I don’t think so, but…”

      “Imma tell you, then.” Easy did it here, easy and calm. “We’ll do our best, and God’ll understand.”

      “You think so?” A single tear tracked itself down her left cheek, and there was almost nothing he could do about it.

      The worst part of anything was bein’ helpless. “I know so,” he lied. Give a woman what she needs, Poppa Q always said, and Lee would, if he could just figure out what that might be. “I know so, darlin. Y’all need some scissors?”

      “You have to cut the corner,” she whispered. “So it’s not sacred.”

      “Aight.” Keep her moving. Once she settled, the enormity of grief would descend on her like a hawk on a rabbit. “Kitchen, right?”

      “Unless Mom’s sewing room…no, okay, kitchen. Okay.”

      She didn’t move, so he stepped forward again, turning to put an arm around her shoulders. Pushing her gently for the door. The longer they stayed here, the harder it was gonna get. “We’ll find a pair, or I got a pocketknife. Then you can say whatever words you remember.”

      “We weren’t orthodox,” she whispered. She didn’t quite resist his gentle pressure; she was just slowing down under the weight.

      “It don’t matter, darlin.” God, get her out of here. Away from this. She couldn’t just walk away from her people without seein’ to them decent, though, and he’d promised.

      She nodded, put her head down, and started for the door. Halted, and swayed. “Lee?”

      “Hm?” His arm fell back to his side.

      “Thank you.” So soft, he could barely hear it.

      Anytime. He wanted to say that, but it sounded awful even inside his head. So he just made a half-coughing noise, ducking his own head. His boots left big black prints on the carpet.

      Nothing stayed clean. Especially now.
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      Come midnight it was snowing hard again, and it was the first time Lee Quartine had ever been in a country club. Apparently Ginny’s parents had been members of this Saratoga Ash Club, and she suggested it would be defensible and likely deserted, too.

      She was right on both counts, but Lee wasn’t feeling pleased. Overhead, a wide awning painted to look like canvas stripes kept the swiftly falling white away, and the big oak doors were propped wide. Duncan was on watch, playing his flashlight over curtains of swirling flak, and Traveller’s excited cries came from deeper inside, where Mark was throwing a ball for the hound in a cavernous foyer.

      “Washin em. Whoever heard of that?” Juju straightened, rubbing at his lower back. “Waste o’ water.” It was after-combat grousing, adrenaline comin’ down and makin’ a man cranky, but Lee winced internally just the same.

      Phyllis, reaching for a fresh case of water, darted him a venomous glance. “There’s plenty just lying around, waiting to be picked up.” Her hands were reddened, nail polish chipped—she’d been at a gallon of dry sanitizer while she drove the RV, if the chemical tang of rubbing-alcohol was any indication.

      Lee shook his head, hefting a plastic tub of ammo. “We’re all tired.” His eyes were full of sand, and his own back ached. He wanted to be soothing Ginny, but they needed dinner, a watch schedule, and sleep, in that order. “Tomorrow we’ll get more supplies.”

      “Take a look outside, Loot.” Juju spread his arms, a familiar gesture of futility and dull, banked anger. The pompom on his knit hat was crushed by his hood, and his mood was likewise. “It’s fu—ah, it’s messed up, and now we ain’t even got a place to go.”

      “Atlanta,” Lee said, grimly. Might as well. “Good a place as any.”

      Juju lost the battle with himself and swore. He also almost tossed his flashlight for good measure. It was normal, a product of nerves, and Lee felt like swearing and throwing something himself.

      Phyllis, however, had different standards. “You done?” she snapped, and her dark velvety eyes were afire. “Jesus, they were her parents.”

      “I know, I know.” The lean dark man sighed, rubbing at his forehead. His hands were raw too, from weather and work. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m worn out.”

      She studied him for a long moment, and Lee suppressed a sigh. If the two of them were gonna go at each other, he might as well just go inside, get cleaned up, and settle for the night. To hell with dinner, he wanted to close his eyes and escape this for a little while.

      Except that wasn’t an option, now was it.

      But Phyllis evidently decided to err on the side of forgiveness. “Me too.” She gave a grudging sigh and blew a stray curl out of her face. “Look, you two can go on in. I can handle this, and Duncan can keep an eye out.”

      Which was exactly the way to get Juju to settle, really. “No ma’am. I’m just tetchy.” He had his manners back on now, and hard, too. “Don’t pay me no nevermind.”

      “Will do.” But she smiled, a twinkle in her dark eyes, and was off, carrying a load of sleeping bags. Her hips swished pertly under that red coat, and Lee was glad she wasn’t makin’ eyes at him.

      That was more trouble than they needed. Duncan nodded as she passed him, but his gaze didn’t follow her. Instead, he peered into falling snow, his flashlight one tiny bar of light swooping restlessly. You wouldn’t see one of the critters until they erupted from the curtain. Hopefully, all the damn things were hibernating.

      “That girl’s trouble,” Juju said, darkly, and took his place at the end of the truck, looking for the next load to ferry inside. “Not that you’d notice, now would you.”

      “I notice.” Lee rested the ammo tub on the tailgate, eyeing the snow. ”Just don’t care.”

      “Must be nice.” Juju glanced over his shoulder at Duncan, a speculative look.

      “Don’t look like that Harris fellow got his hand in yet.” Lee had to suppress a grin. “You might got a chance.”

      “No thank you, sir. Women’re trouble.” Juju couldn’t find another word.

      To be fair, there didn’t seem another that applied. “That they are.”

      “Atlanta, huh?” Which was what the man really wanted to know. “You sure?”

      Lee was only surprised it took him this long to ask. “Got yourself somethin else in mind?”

      Juju made another sharp, stretching movement. He decided to carry in the lanterns next, and gathered the box they rested in during the day, going up on tiptoe to do it. “Would it do any good if’n I did?”

      “Truth be told, Juju, I ain’t got no better ideas except movin west if Atlanta goes bust.” Lee choked off a sigh at the end fo the sentence. “So if you got one, I’m all ears.”

      “Figured we’d be goin that way soon enough, even if it is south.” Juju propped a hip on the tailgate and regarded him. Drops of snowmelt clung to his flattened cap, and his dark eyes were red-rimmed. “Thought you’d talk her into it before we got this far.”

      Yeah, well, that woulda been best. “Tried.”

      “What you figger happened?” Another component of post-battle stress; the replay, piecing things together. Juju snatched at his knitted cap, shook it, then rolled it up and stuffed it in his pocket. His hair began to spring back into position, glad to be free.

      Lee had been thinking on that, a little. “They opened the door.” Neighbor, maybe, or a stranger—probably bitten but before the convulsions. Or the old man didn’t look before opening up.

      Gated means safe, right? That was where Ginny got her optimism from, he reckoned. Maybe it was just bein’ born rich.

      “She ain’t gonna be all right for a while.” Juju kept the lantern box on the tailgate and pulled the last tub of ammo from its resting place too, hefted the former free and turned to carry it inside.

      “None of us will,” Lee answered, and they went about the business of closing up for the night silently after that.

      There was nothing else to say.
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      “That’s right.” Duncan squinted at the snow and the back of Juju’s four-by, its brake lights watery rubies piercing a grey day. “You’re doin fine.”

      The teenage girl with her fine, whip-braided hair grinned. “It’s easy.” Still, her hands were white-knuckled on the RV’s giant wheel. The damn thing wallowed, chains on every tire biting wider than tracks made by Juju’s 4x4. At least last night’s snow was dry and powdery, but it was tortuous going.

      Especially with a backseat driver breathing on you. “Because you’re goin too slow.” The boy Kasprak didn’t like her behind the wheel, that much was plain. Little dog, all puffed up and barking. Maybe he

      “Let her drive, son.” Duncan settled in the passenger seat. “Nice and easy on the gas, Miss Meacham.”

      “You can call me Steph, sir.” She bit at her lip and the RV swayed. The girl had her learning permit, but piloting one of these big old buses was a helluva job. Still, she didn’t take no for an answer, just sucked it up and stuck her chin out. Reminded Duncan of a girl from high school—Mary Malone, not pretty but striking with high cheekbones and a crop of redgold hair, not one of the big populars but middle-grade. She’d been a good friend to young him, but he’d gone and fucked it up like he always did.

      Still, she’d been nice. Married a guy from over the state line, or at least that’s what he’d overheard when he came home halfway through his stint to bury Mama. Cheerful, snub-nosed Mary, smart as a whip and kind, too. Worked at the animal shelter all through school.

      She was probably growling and trying to bite the throat out of someone right now, though, if she wasn’t dead on the floor like Ginny Mills’s parents. And thinking about Mary Malone at the animal shelter made him think about all those dogs and cats inside when their owners stopped breathing, or started growling and chewing.

      That did his nerves no damn good at all.

      Last night—in a goddamn country club, of all places—he’d tossed and turned restlessly in his sleeping bag knowing there was a fully stocked bar so close. When it was his turn to go on watch, he stood in the foyer, watching the truck, 4x4, and the front of the RV tucked under the awning to keep the snow off, and sweated at that very same thought.

      “Don’t hit the brake now,” he said, as they breasted a shallow hill. The clouds promised more precipitation, but not just yet, and the weather station showed the barometric pressure was holding steady. “Just let it slow down on its own.”

      “Yessir.” The girl’s knuckles began to pinken up. Don’t you drive that bus right over me, Juju had said affectionately, and seeing the man smile was its own reward.

      That was the only thing that made Duncan feel good about not drinking, but it was a humdinger, as his mama would have said.

      At least Mama was safely dead before all this bullshit started. She’d gone near the end of his first and last deployment, cancer eating everything in her until the cupboards were bare. That was when the drinkin’ started wholesale, though he’d never liked being sober before. Getting home and seeing the cheapass headstone hadn’t done him any good.

      “Was you in the service?” Mark Kasprak was now leaning over the back of the passenger seat, breathing on Duncan’s hair. Boy could just not wait for his turn to drive.

      What he wanted to do was snap gitchorass in a seat and stop yammerin’, kid. Instead, Duncan made a gruff noise, somewhere between assent and negation. Let the kid think what he would, and Duncan had made up his mind to keep his temper since it was obvious Thurgood liked both the sprouts.

      “Which branch?” the damn kid wanted to know. “Mr Lee thinks you was Army. Mr Juju thinks—”

      Steph sighed, a small, aggravated sound. Her eyes were pretty, and her face was kittenish. She’d look like a girl all her life, even when the inevitable wrinkles visited. “He don’t want to talk about it, Mark. Sit down and put your seatbelt on.”

      Well, Mark Kasprak didn’t want to be told what to do. “We ain’t goin fast enough to crash.”

      “Just in case.” Duncan could have stood to hear what Juju thought of anything. Instead, he was stuck on babysitting duty, and this boy was irritatin’ when a man had nothing but coffee and Cream of Wheat in his belly. “Hard to practice drivin when you’re worried about your passengers.”

      “Steph don’t need to worry about me,” Kasprak rapped back.

      Lord, it was like looking at a version of his younger self. All that prickliness—but had he ever been so transparent, when he looked at someone he liked? The kid’s face all but shouted puppy love whenever he got within ten feet of Steph.

      “But she does.” It was uncomfortable to think he’d ever been that young. Duncan restrained the urge to bark. “Make it easy on her, chief, and sit down for a bit.”

      The boy pushed his lower lip out, but he settled after that, and Duncan reached for a bottle of water.

      It wasn’t what he wanted, but it would have to do.
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      The afternoon wore on, as always, staring at the ass end of Lee’s truck and listening for the walkie-talkie.

      “Ginny?” Juju glanced at his passenger. “You all right?” Then it occurred to him there was no way she’d be all right, and being lead driver for a bit in this ugly snow-slop mess required a fair bit of concentration, too. He should’ve been overjoyed she was quiet, staring blankly out the window…but he wasn’t.

      At least Traveller was in the truck with Lee and Phyllis. The damn dog’s innards were full of SlimJims and kibble, and Juju was tired of smelling the result.

      “Hm?” Ginny stirred. Her hair was in a loose braid today, tendrils falling free, and it was…well, a little disturbing to see that slight dishevelment. Her black jacket was only zipped halfway, too, and her gloves lay forgotten in her lap. She wasn’t reading the thick black medical manual or anything else, or writing in her little notebooks.

      No, she just stared out the window. He didn’t quite blame her, but it was like having a ghost in the front seat.

      “I just wondered…” His damn conscience was pinching, too. Nobody should have to do what she’d done, especially a fuckin’ civilian. “Well, you know, how you was feelin.”

      A pale, half-smothered laugh escaped her; one bare, cold-reddened hand flew to her mouth to trap it. “Uh.” Her hand dropped back into her lap, a wounded bird. “Fine, I suppose. Considering.”

      Yeah. Considering. There was something dry in his throat, so he coughed a bit to clear it. They were all ass-deep in shit and sinking, why talk about it? Still…something impelled him. “Yeah.”

      Snow crunched and bunched, pushed free of the four-by’s grill by sheet of plywood, tilted and braced with 2x4s held by strap tie-downs around the winch. There was another halfass plywood plow on the truck, breaking the crust; the four-by was just picking up the slack and clearing for the RV creeping along behind. They’d find a front-hitch plow somewhere along the way, Lee reckoned, but nobody wanted to stay in Saratoga another day, country club or no country club.

      Go figure. First time he’d ever been in one of them damn places, and Juju hadn’t even thought to piss in a corner. Might have been satisfying.

      The pressure in his throat mounted, until he had to say something. “Ginny?”

      She made another soft I’m listening sound, but he couldn’t tell if it was true or not. Christ knew she probably didn’t need anyone bothering her, least of all his clumsy ass.

      Comforting had never been one of Juju Thurgood’s skills, you could say. He left that shit for women and chaplains. “I never thanked you,” he found himself saying. “When you an Lee showed up, after Tip…well. You were right kind to me, and I ’preciate it.”

      “Oh.” Now she looked down at her cupped palms instead of out the window. “You were pretty upset.”

      I was fuckin crazy, thanks. “It weren’t no walk in the park.” Nobody should have to beat their own buddy’s head in with a lamp, either, but at least Juju had been…well, prepared wasn’t the right word, but being in the service had done him a good turn, he guessed. The trainin’ took over when it was time to do, and you didn’t have to think.

      It was the thinkin’ that knotted you all up.

      “Yeah.” Ginny’s quiet agreement put the entire subject to bed. Or not, but he couldn’t figure out anything to add for the life of him.

      The four-by wanted to drift; Juju held it steady. He really should retire this piece of machinery and get a big old truck. Half-ton, with a hemi. That would be useful. But he and Tip had worked on the Jeep together, and even with the bullet holes breathing chill-wet air into the cab, it was familiar.

      Safe.

      Oh, what the hell. Might as well jump in, he wasn’t gonna get no peace with himself otherwise. “What you did, back there. For your sister. It was a kindness, Ginny.”

      Crunch-squeak went the snow. Hiss-crunch, when the chains. Purr went the engine, and he hit the wipers once to clear spattered droplets.

      “Was it?” Ginny spoke to her hands, a few of her unpolished nails broken. The two words were so quiet, Juju almost missed ’em.

      “It was.” He sounded damn certain, even to himself. “Just like it was a mercy for Tip. He wouldn’t have wanted to be no zombie critter.” That’s what I tell myself. It’s gotta be true.

      If it wasn’t, he didn’t want to know.

      Another long silence. Then Ginny stirred, restlessly. “Flo hated being dirty,” she said, finally. “All her life. Even as a kid.”

      What was it like, Juju wondered, to have that luxury? “Tip didn’t mind him no dirt, long as he got to wash his face. There was that one time, in Iraq…you prolly don’t want to hear none of that, though.”

      “I don’t mind.” Now Ginny was looking at him, studying his profile instead of staring at a snowy wasteland or her own fragile hands. “If you feel like talking, that is.”

      “Maybe. I dunno.” What he felt like was helping her, he guessed, but there didn’t seem to be much prospect of that.

      Still, he’d beaten his brother’s head in, she’d shot her sister. There was a kind of…what was the word? Symmetry. Yeah. That was it.

      “Tip was an asshole.” Juju settled himself a little more firmly in his bucket seat and glanced at the weather station display taped to the dash. The pressure was holding steady, which was a good thing. In half an hour, Lee would drop back and the four-by would take the lead for a half-hour, snow-pushing along south. “Beg your pardon, ma’am. But he kept his word. That’s pretty rare.”

      “Flo was the favorite.” Ginny’s throat worked, and she rubbed at her left cheek, a quick, swiping movement. “It sounds horrible to say it out loud.”

      “Well, ain’t no way to hurt ’em now.” Dead was dead, and you could say what you pleased. “Might as well be honest.”

      “That’s true.” Ginny’s fingers interlaced; pulled tight. “Do you think they know? I mean, that we…we were helping them?”

      And Lord, that was one thing that kept him up at night, when he wasn’t exhausted from the day’s work. Had there been something of Tip left inside that raving, chewing bastard, screaming to be let out?

      Would he be lying if he reassured her? Or was he trying, God help him, to reassure himself? “Way I figger,” Juju said, slowly, “is that they were hurt, an confused. And it was a mercy to let ’em out. Let ’em free.” O Pharaoh, his grandmother used to sing. Let my people go.

      “That’s a good way to look at it.” Ginny sniffed, hard. Then she sniffed again, and Lord help him, he’d made her cry.

      Jesus on a stick. “Didn’t mean to—” he began.

      “No,” she said, quickly. “No, Juju. It’s…I just…it occurred to me you understand. You know?” She bent to dig in her purse, probably for tissues. Women always carried tissues.

      And everything else.

      “Some of it, yeah.” Juju nodded, eased off the gas to let the Jeep right itself when the back wheels started to drift a bit. The sky was a flat, iron-colored lid, clapped over a box. “That prayer you got, the one you said over your people.”

      “The Kaddish?” It was tissues, a red and blue travel pack, thin plastic covering battered by rubbing against whatever else a practical, no-nonsense librarian kept in her bag. Ginny wiped at her cheeks, blew her nose. “I might have forgotten some of it.”

      “Don’t think it matters.” He hadn’t been a church man since his gran went to Jesus. “Wish I’d had me some time to pray over Tip.”

      “I’m sorry.” She blew her nose again, yanked out a fresh tissue, dabbed at her eyes. She even honked snot out gracefully. Maybe they taught that in charm school, or at the goddamn country club. “Juju?”

      “Huh?” The Jeep shuddered, and he touched the accelerator to get them over a frozen hump. Snow crunched and splattered aside; he hit the wipers to keep the windshield clear.

      “I can say Kaddish for Tip.” Shyly, and she didn’t look at him, insteady studying the wad of used tissue like it was the most interesting thing in the world. “If you want.”

      It was right kind of her to offer. Freeway signs, a coating of ice melting off their reflective surfaces, marched slowly beside the road. “You think he’d like it?”

      “I guess it’s mostly for us, instead of the…the dead.” Her breath caught; she blew her nose again. “You can’t do anything more for them.”

      “Guess not.” He thought it over. “I’d be right honored. All I got’s my grandma’s prayers, and I say ’em, but won’t do no harm to add none, I reckon.”

      “Sure. It’s basically…you say it and you let God decide how to take it. It’s really for those left behind. Funny.” She wiped at her nose again. “We weren’t orthodox or anything, I’m agnostic, but I guess I absorbed more than I thought.”

      Well, Juju was pretty agnostic himself, come to think of it. But it couldn’t hurt, and if it got her thinkin’ on something else, he figured that was a kindness, too.

      “Guess I did too.” He hit the wipers again. “Only time I ever prayed after leavin home was when I’us gettin shot at.”

      “No atheists in foxholes,” she murmured. “What about Tip?”

      “He was raised Catholic.” Which reminded him of a lot of things, and surely there was no harm in telling a few of them. “Said he was recoverin. There was this one time, we were gettin our ass—uh, our butts shot off in some podunk sand-town, and Tip started yellin somethin. Latin. He was yellin in Latin at the assho—the, uh, the fellers shooting at us.”

      Then he was telling the story, Tip yelling any old thing he could think of while they covered and moved, mortars pop-crumping and the taste of metal on Juju’s tongue, and later, back at base, when they started calling Tip “the preacher” and it pissed him off so much he snuck in and shut off the hot water for the showers.

      The numbers on the weather station began to drop, atmospheric pressure not content to stay still Weather was massing in the distance, a deeper grey. After a little while, Ginny handed him the tissues.

      Juju hadn’t even realized he was leaking. So he blew his nose, and Ginny began to tell him about a summer camp, her sister, and an ever-escalating series of practical jokes between two cabins that ended with a laxative baked into chocolate cupcakes.

      When the walkie-talkie on the dash crackled with Lee’s check-in, they were both laughing helplessly; something in both of them had eased.

      And all the tissues were gone.
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      It was the closest Phyllis had ever gotten to New York, and she couldn’t even enjoy it. Plus, even if it was the end of the world, she didn’t want dog hair on her coat or her wool trousers, and Lee Quartine was not by any stretch of the imagination a social creature. If she was in the Jeep with Ginny, at least there would have been something interesting to talk about. Maybe Phyl could even mention Ulysses to her. The lady didn’t really seem like a Joyce type, but since the internet was down, there were precious few options for discussing literature and a librarian was far from the worst prospect for such a pastime.

      Phyllis stared out the window. Snow, snow, abandoned cars, hillocks, hummocks, dark dead buildings, and more snow. They might as well have been back in Ohio.

      To be absolutely fair, the dog wasn’t bad at all. He stared up at her with big, dopey, mournful eyes, and he’d never yell that she was a dumbass bimbo or mock her for reading something other than a fashion magazine. He liked it when she rubbed the downy top of his canine head, and she was pretty sure he would have leapt through a fiery ring or two if his humans wanted it.

      He was also a better conversationalist than the man driving, that was for damn sure.

      Just as Phyllis thought that, though, Lee opened his mouth. “Gonna stop in a piece.”

      “Sounds good.” That probably finished up their conversation for another hour or so, and she wished she could dig the book out of her purse. If she did, though, would he expect her to talk about whatever she was reading?

      Lee gave her a strange sideways look, chin down and long nose pointed. “Ask you somethin’, Miss Phyllis?”

      Great. Here it comes. She braced herself, staring out the window. “You can ask.” But I don’t have to answer, she reminded herself.

      Even though most of the time, she did, because men just didn’t stop when you ignored them. They seemed to take it as a challenge.

      Lee cleared his throat, a dry scraping sound. “Figgered I’d ask, since you’re a girl and all. You, uh…well, Ginny.”

      “What about her?” She kept smoothing the dog’s head, scratching lightly behind his mobile ears. The pattern on his fur was pretty—almost marbled, on the sides. That bitch from the Dalmatians movie might’ve wanted this hide for a hat. A big tall one, like a Beefeater’s headbucket.

      Were there any Beefeaters left? The Tower of London was probably full of zombies, too. The British were on their own, just like everyone else. And the Irish? Well, there was no Joyce to do a stream-of-consciousness chapter from a Gaelic zombie’s point-of-view. Literature was going to have to live without that particular innovation.

      Lee spaced out his words like each one cost him a miser’s quarter. “I don’t know what to do.”

      “You’re gonna have to be a little more specific there, Mr Lee.” Was he actually asking her for relationship advice?

      “I just don’t know. She ain’t gonna be feelin so well.”

      That was putting it mildly. At least Phyl’s own mother and grandmother were safely in the ground before all this went down.

      And at least Lee wasn’t coming on to her. It was a goddamn miracle. Maybe he was that unicorn, an actual nice guy, after all. “None of us are.” Phyllis wiggled her toes inside her boots. Wool socks, nice and cushy, and this was a lot more comfortable than heels. Still, she would have liked to slip into a nice pair, along with her comfortable blue maxidress.

      It would mean all this shit was over, that the weather was better, and civilization was still holding. Which was a helluva Christmas list, when she thought about it.

      “Well, I guess.” Lee coughed uneasily again. “But if there was somethin…you know, anything…I ain’t good with girl shi—I mean, stuff.”

      Go figure, he was actually asking for advice. Well, whether or not he’d take it was another matter, but Phyl decided she’d give him a hint or two. “Well, I mean, all you gotta do is be there for her.”

      He squinted at the whited-out highway like it personally offended him. The jury-rigged plow on the front of the truck was holding up pretty well, but if the snow got wetter and heavier it might not. “You wouldn’t happen to know no girl details about that, huh?”

      “Girl details?” It was Phyl’s considered opinion that men spoke a different language, and he was no exception when you could get him to open his mouth.

      Lee cogitated for a bit, then spat out the whole point of the conversation. “How you make a woman feel better?”

      “Oh, Lord, I dunno.” Chalk one up for him, he was trying. “Give her a hug. Do things for her. Let her talk if she wants to, let her get angry if she wants that. This is all basic stuff.” Basic emotional literacy, which might as well have been Swahili to most dudes.

      Phyl wished again that she was in the 4x4 with Ginny. This was awkward as fuck.

      Lee’s nose wrinkled a little bit. “Just don’t want to do nothin wrong.”

      “I’m pretty sure you could dump hot soup in her lap and she’d still like you.” That was the old joke, wasn’t it? Once you liked someone, you were inclined to put the best angle on anything they did.

      “Rather not.” He grinned, a lopsided, easy expression, and maybe that was what Ginny saw in him. It was clear the guy was gone over her, and he was a real Mister Fixit. All the movies agreed you could do a lot worse in the zombie apocalypse.

      “Well, good on you.” Phyl restrained the urge to roll her eyes. How did men get past their toddler years without learning empathy, for God’s sake? “Just…look, the dog knows what to do, right?” Irritation flooded her shoulders, tightening along her neck.

      “He does?” Lee didn’t look quite baffled, but certainly questioning.

      “Yeah. They can tell when you’re sad. It’s science.” Just don’t put your nose up her skirt. She had to stuff that irreverent thought back down her throat in a hurry. Everything was better when you saw the funny side. “Just, you know, follow his lead. If he can tell she’s sad, and what to do, so can you.”

      “I’ll do that, then.” Now Lee sounded utterly relieved. “Much obliged, Miz Phyllis.”

      Phyl suppressed a chuckle. Hopefully he wouldn’t think she was laughing at him. “You’re welcome, Mr Quartine.” She decided to forgive him, too, mostly because he shut up about it and went back to staring morosely through the windshield, flicking the wipers every so often.

      Ten minutes later they began the laborious process of pulling off the freeway to find gas, and Traveller’s head was in Phyllis’s lap. Cats were best, of course, and men were only borderline okay in exceptional cases.

      Dogs? Well, she liked this one, and it was the strangest thing, all of a sudden she didn’t mind the hairs working into her wool trousers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The signs said Ardonia; their little group didn’t go into the town proper but halted just at the periphery where a Marathon station, all its front glass shattered and a path of looting cut straight for the register counter, crouched under a lowering sky. The pipes hadn’t frozen all the way yet, thank God.

      Just mostly. “Be flushing with bottled water soon,” Phyllis grumbled, rinsing her hands in a thin cold trickle from an arthritic faucet. “Lord, I miss plumbing.”

      “Best invention of civilization,” Ginny agreed. Hollow-eyed and hunched, she held the flashlight in one hand and a baseball bat in the other. Phyl’s trusty pink warrior was propped next to the door, and Steph, closeted in a stall, cursed under her breath. “Steph? You all right?”

      “My tuckus is damn near frozen off,” the girl lamented, a young voice bouncing off cold tiles and lino.

      “At least you’re not on the rag.” Phyllis grinned into the mirror. Cold water was doing her skin some good, but when her moisturizer ran out, there was going to be hell to pay. “Right?”

      “Ayuh,” Steph moaned. “Thank God for that.”

      “I’ll look for more tampons outside,” Ginny said, distractedly, tucking a stray curl behind her ear. She didn’t look in the mirror or even directly at Phyllis, her gaze skipping nervously along flecks in the linoleum. “And first-aid kits.”

      “Might as well get some chocolate too.” Phyl grabbed a handful of paper towels. Her fingers ached with the cold. “Sooner or later we’re gonna need it.” Or she could just take the pill all the way through. There was no more hoping a pharmacist wasn’t a religious fanatic, not in today’s world.

      Of course, now the only problem was finding pharmacies and looting enough to keep yourself supplied. And what happened when that ran out, as it inevitably would?

      “And some Slim Jims,” Steph piped up. “Since we’re here.”

      Phyl rolled her eyes. Planning for a future without birth control was tomorrow’s problem, especially when there were none of what her grandmother would have called prospects in a hundred-mile radius, or probably more. “Lord, you shouldn’t feed that dog any more of those. He reeks.”

      Steph’s giggle bounced around both of them, a playful kitten looking for fun. “He likes ’em.“

      Ginny didn’t say anything. She just stared at the sink, and Phyl’s mouth drew down. Poor girl. What was it like, to know your parents had been…eaten? And to think of their bodies rotting in a basement? Phyl tossed the damp paper towels in an overflowing basket.

      Nobody was going to be cleaning that up anytime soon. Or anything else. “Ginny?” She touched the woman’s elbow. “Honey?”

      The librarian blinked, her shoulders coming up like she was bracing herself for the catwalk. “Tampons,” she said. “First aid.” A few seconds later she was gone, her baseball bat hitting the swinging door with a hollow boom that made Phyl jump and flick her own flashlight on, its beam refracting off the mirror and melding with the faint glow of Steph’s.

      She would probably never get used to how quiet it was without traffic, or the sense of other people breathing nearby even when you were semi-rural. Joyce’s crowded, beloved Dublin might be standing empty now, except for packs of chewing, aimless corpses.

      For some reason, that image disturbed her more than the deserted New York skyscrapers, or even Cleveland’s suburbs turned into ghost towns.

      “We have enough tampons for the next twenty years,” Steph finally muttered, and there was a rasp of cheap toilet paper on a spindly cardboard roll.

      “When we run out, it’s not gonna be pleasant.” Phyllis shuddered at the notion, and grabbed for her own bat. “Meet you outside, sweetie.” The swinging door hit something soft, and for a moment Phyl thought Ginny had paused just outside.

      That was when she heard the growling, and realized they weren’t alone.
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      Shelves of highly processed road food, overpriced toiletries, and various forms of caffeine sat damp and dispirited. The glass cooler doors holding back a tide of overpriced sodas were etched with condensation and frost, except for the one that shattered as Ginny screamed and swung, her bat clipping the head of a shambling, stinking monstrosity.

      Phyl was banging on the inside of the swinging restroom door. Ginny backed up, her hip hitting a wire stand full of postcards, and a gun barked outside.

      “God damn it!” one of the guys yelled outside, the sound carrying under more of that grinding, nasty chest-throbbing. “Shoot the motherfucker!”

      She hoped they wouldn’t. A bullet coming into the store could do all kinds of damage.

      Everything had slowed down. Ginny hopped sideways, postcards scattering in a paper snowdrift. She brought the bat sideways again, and the sound it made as it crunched onto the zombie’s head would have made her lose anything she’d eaten that morning, if she’d bothered.

      The zombie wore a flannel shirt over a Heavy Metal T-shirt, jeans wet all the way through and hanging off wasted legs, and a belt with a big, glittering brass buckle. A red baseball cap perched on its now-deformed skull. He had to be relatively fresh; the bone wasn’t spongy yet and his eyes weren’t collapsed, just grey-filmed. Stubble roughened his cheeks, and his mouth hadn’t developed the cracks at the corners yet. He dragged his left foot, and it was that slight scraping sound that had warned her as she crouched in the non-food aisle looking at tampon boxes.

      She’d almost fallen over, saved only by a wrenching lunge that burned all the way down her left side. Now she was faced with the prospect of beating a newly turned zombie to death.

      Oh, God. “Blessed, praised…” Her lips moved, and she realized what she was reciting as her bat thudded home again and broken glass shivered free of more cooler doors. “Honored, exalted, extolled…” Everything around her darkened, a click like a stapler’s head smacked by an irate coworker echoing inside her head. “Glorified, adored, and lauded be the name…”

      I’m saying Kaddish for zombies. The man thudded onto the floor, his feet in high-end, almost brand-new Nikes flopping as nervedeath raced through a corpse.

      Phyllis screamed, and the zombie trying to shove through the door to the ladies’ was another male, this one heavyset and in a hardhat, its juicy, decomposing hands splattering against the door as it blunder-heaved. “May there be peace,” Ginny gasped, jagged pieces of the string of words she’d patiently memorized the year leading up to her bat mitzvah falling higgledy-piggledy from her mouth. She skipped ahead, syllables filling her throat. “Zichronam liv’rachah!” Her bat clipped the side of the bright yellow hard-hat, but if she used enough force she could probably snap the cervicals.

      More gunshots and yelling outside. She couldn’t worry about that right now. Ginny also couldn’t worry about Phyllis’s screaming or the fact that she couldn’t look everywhere at once and what if one of them was behind her, dear God, all she could do was pull back with the bat while the thing in the yellow hardhat grumble-ground, blindly walking into the door again. It wanted what it could hear behind the obstacle, fixated on the sound of Phyllis switching to a cavalcade of cusswords threatening to scorch the door clean off its hinges.

      Ginny gasped in a breath and swung hard, aiming not for the bright yellow hat but right under its side. Seasoned, dripping wood met spongy jaw and splattering flesh—this zombie was older, and she was screaming the Kaddish again, her throat raw and a taste of metal along the back of her tongue.

      The words were all a jumble, spilling from the year of instruction before the party and the candles and Flo’s two years later, and her mother’s ill-concealed relief when the lessons stopped. Dad, well, he observed a bit more than Mom did, but Mom was of the opinion that God was a sadist and not fit to be prayed to, though certain social forms had to be observed.

      Would God take them both? They wouldn’t like being separated.

      Ginny swung again, harder this time. A greenstick snap of cervical vertebrae shearing, and the zombie, its main nerve-cable compromised, dropped like a cut puppet. “Hang on!” Ginny yelled at the door. “Just hold on!”

      The hardhat corpse on the floor convulsed, its feet in sensible brogans leaving black streaks on linoleum. Ginny whirled, her gaze roving. How many more? And outside—good God, while they were sitting in the toilet talking about tampons, how many had descended upon the guys?

      “Ginny!” Lee, outside, yelling. “Ginny!”

      She couldn’t see over some of the aisles. Phyllis yelled something from the other side of the door, and Ginny swung her bat a little, splattering little nasty drops. Two more shots, close together, and Ginny’s heart thundered in her ears, her wrists, her throat, her ankles. All of her was a throbbing, noisy blur, and the corpse on the floor kept twitching like dead branches under a winter wind.

      What next? Make a plan, get going, do something. Come on, Ginny.

      Her lips moved.

      She was still reciting what she could remember of Kaddish in both English and Aramaic between great galloping gulps of frigid, reeking air. If she wasn’t kosher and there wasn’t a minyan, would God listen? It was a fine time to be wondering about theology.

      A scuffling, a high-pitched squeak, and a third zombie in a housedress and fuzzy pink slippers somehow still clinging to arthritic, rotting feet shuffled out of the candy aisle, high fructose corn syrup and prettily packaged wax falling from shelves with little plopping sounds. Tendons made rusty squeaking sounds as the woman champed, skin splitting along her cheeks as her jaw distended and snapped shut. Muscle glared red and raw; if Ginny had a moment she could remember the exact names for the architecture of the cheeks and chin.

      A tight cap of dark, permed curls clung to the woman’s head, and her arms lifted as she shuffled forward, probably not dropping to all fours because the aisles were so narrow.

      “May the One who creates harmony on high,” Ginny recited, and stepped forward.

      Crunchsplat.
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      It looked like a wandering pack—a half-dozen, maybe a few more—and half of them blundered into the Marathon while the faster ones dropped to all fours and ran for Juju and Duncan, both standing guard near the pumps. It was Duncan’s warning yell that brought Lee’s head up, and Kasprak, helping him fuel the RV from the overflow valve, turned the color of Swiss cheese when he realized what was going on.

      “Get up there,” Lee said, and shoved him for the ladder to the top of the RV. “Take yo rifle. Don’t take a shot unless you got it.”

      The boy scurried away, gasoline splattering as he dropped the hose. Juju had already cleared leather and was picking his own target; Duncan reached for his belt with the speed of a man who had gone through his drills over and over.

      There was definitely some Service in that man.

      Snow sprayed; Juju took his time as they bore down on him. Duncan squeezed off a shot and one of the critters stumble-staggered, splayed in the snow, and scrabbled back up. Lee got the hose cleared and hooked up his rifle, ticking off the quadrants. Couldn’t afford to let any of the bastards sneak up, now.

      It was then he saw the others shoving through the holes in the Marathon station’s front, glass winking dully as they hopped or heaved through. One had a bright yellow hardhat, bobbing merrily.

      Oh, shit. The girls had baseball bats, but—

      Then, because things were never content to just be shitty, they had to go for broke, he saw another half-dozen black spots lolloping along the highway. Well, that answered one thing he’d been suspectin’—they were being followed. Did the things smell them, or just come along the scrapes in the snow, figuring the trail had to lead to a snack?

      It didn’t matter, but it would soon.

      Juju’s pistol barked. The closest critter folded, its head a splatter against bright white snow. Duncan swore with astonishing creativity and bagged the one hed’ body-shot before, putting a round right between the fucker’s eyes.

      Lee settled his rifle against his shoulder, peered through the scope. Yep. Another half-dozen, coming along their trail. How fast were the assholes? Did they chase until they got tired?

      “Sonofabitch,” Juju yelled, and there was a flurry of gunfire. Lee glanced back—oh, yeah, there were some more coming around the side of the building.

      This was gonna take some doin’, but there was only one thing on his mind.

      The girls are in there. “Ginny!” Lee found himself yelling. He slung his rifle and took off across the snow like a pure-d idiot. “Ginny!”

      Kasprak’s rifle spoke. One of the critters coming around the edge of the building spun and folded, landing in fresh feathery snow wind-swept over dirty, broken glass. The boy had himself a steady hand, that was for sure, and Lee heard screaming from inside the station. Juju’s sidearm barked, a good clean bodyshot on another, and Lee hit the gas station’s broken doors at full speed.

      It was a good thing they were already jimmied open.

      Ginny’s mouth was moving; she tugged ineffectually on a corpse wedged against the swingin’ door to the ladies’. Lee glanced at the aisles as he passed—all empty, God willin’ and sonny Jesus in the crick—before arriving at her side and bending, grabbing one boot. The bones inside jean-clad flesh moved strangely, Ginny firmed her hold on the other foot, and they heaved the critter’s barrel torso free just in time for Phyllis to hit the door again and stagger out, wild-eyed, clutching her flashlight and that damn pink bat. Behind her, Steph Meacham peered through the doorway, her flashlight beam bob-wobbling crazily.

      Lee spun, his hand blurring for his own sidearm—better for inside work—and a bullet whined crazily against the outside of the building. The window was full of distorted, moving shadows. “Come on!” he yelled, and Ginny gained her feet in a rush. Her cheeks were dead-white except for high spots of crimson high on each, and curls sprang free of her messy braid. Her lips were moving—looked like she was praying.

      He wished her luck with that, and snapped a glance at the register counter. It was just the same as it had been during his own bathroom break, the register itself upended and hacked open, cigarette cartons scattered, cans of energy drinks and pornographic magazines lying where they’d landed.

      More fire outside. He wasn’t worried about Juju and only a little about Duncan, but he hoped like hell that Mark Kasprak wasn’t trigger-happy. “Group up,” he yelled at the girls.

      Phyllis gave him a deadly little glance, swinging her pink bat for free play, and pushed forward. “Come on!” the woman yelled, and Ginny was hard on her heels. Steph Meacham stumbled after them, leaving Lee to pick up the rear, exactly where he didn’t want to be.

      They piled out into grey, icy daylight. Phyllis let out a high, short scream like a hawk diving on a rabbit and swung her bat, splattering a cockeyed teenage male zombie with collapsed grey eyes and that hideous blue veining tattooing his face and flayed, dripping hands. She followed through, too, and Lee was getting the idea that Miss Phyllis Lampke had done quite well by herself before Duncan or anyone else had come along.

      Ginny yelled too, the cry shaping itself into a series of words he didn’t have time to listen to because the ones coming around the corner of the building were massing. Juju was at work, picking off ones near the end, and it was a goddamn miracle none of Kasprak’s shots—also picking off trailing ones—didn’t hit anyone living.

      Duncan, however, had his thinkin’ cap on. He’d holstered up and grabbed a crowbar from its home in the back of Lee’s truck, the tailgate down and canopy doors opened so they could stack yet more cases of bottled water inside. The stocky black-haired man grimly waded into the fray, swinging like he was aiming for the bleachers. Dark ichor spattered, and the last critter went down in a heap.

      Lee’s ribs heaved. Okay. All right. “Fuel up!” he yelled at Juju. “Get Kasprak down!”

      “Yessir,” Juju howled back, and took off.

      “Close up the truck, Duncan, you ridin with Juju. Phyl, where you ridin?” He knew, but he wanted her thinking about that instead of some-damn-thing else.

      “Driving the RV.” She was already heading that direction, swinging the pink bat, scrubbing its end through a handy snowdrift. Her dark curls bounced, and her stride was that of a woman on a mission, praise Jesus and pass the goddamn butter.

      “Steph, y’all get on in the RV. Ginny, you in the truck.” Now he could hear Traveller yapping, and he was damn glad the dog had attended to his business first, while the boys did theirs. “Come on, ladies. Get goin.”

      “We are,” Phyllis snapped, like a whipcrack. Ginny stood, clutching her bat, her throat working.

      “Where’re they all coming from?” Steph whispered. “God, where they all coming from?”

      “Who knows?” Some sense came back into Ginny’s dark eyes. She pushed Steph for the vehicles. “Go on, sweetie. Lee—”

      Kasprak shot again. One of the dots down the road staggered and fell. Juju yelled at him to get the fuck down and help with the gasoline.

      Lee grabbed Ginny’s arm. His fingers sank into her jacket and he eased up, hoping he wasn’t hurting her. “Truck, darlin. Let’s go.”
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      “Sonofamotherfuckinbitch,” Miz Phyllis said under her breath. She kept the big ol’ RV steady, its chains slip-slithering as hard sleet began to finger the wide windshield. “Can’t even fuckin piss in peace, the goddamn fucking zombies have to motherfuckin show up and fuckin ruin everything.” She glared at the road, daring it to get even worse, daring the brake lights in front of her, too.

      Steph’s mouth was a little open. Sure, Mama could cuss when Daddy wasn’t around, and Daddy himself had been able to string F-bombs with the best of ’em, but Miz Phyllis was not just angry, she was flat-out inspired, and she’d been goin for twenty minutes now with no sign of letup as dark clouds raced in.

      Mark, up in the shotgun seat, blinked almost every time Miz Phyllis said fuck. It would have been funny if he hadn’t been so pale. He kept his mouth shut, too, which was probably a blessing.

      “And New York is fuckin gone,” Miz Phyllis continued. “Isn’t that just the way? Isn’t that just the fuckin way it always fuckin goes?”

      It didn’t sound like she wanted an answer.

      Mark twisted in the shotgun seat and glanced back at Steph. Maybe he wanted her to say something, or he thought her ears would burn and fall off hearing what Gramma Meacham had called “strong language.”

      At least Steph had stopped shaking. Mostly. And at least the RV had a bathroom, she’d visited it twice. Fear made you have to pee, it looked like. She remembered something about that from middle-school health class, back in the dark ages. Your kidneys got real excited when fun times came around.

      Steph’s fingers almost creaked, she had them so tightly clenched. A knot of muscle and bone, two small fists that could swing a baseball bat. Some of the splatter had gotten onto her coat. Miz Ginny said they were all likely immune, though.

      God, I hope she’s right. “Miz Phyllis?” Steph’s voice sounded very small, even to her. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine,” the woman snapped. “Just letting off some steam. How about you, honey?”

      Well, she didn’t sound mad anymore. Or at least, not as mad. Steph decided she might as well ask. “Uh. Does…does stuff like this make you pee a lot?” Miz Ginny would know.

      “Yeah. Just like doing a pageant.”

      The more she heard about beauty pageants, the less appealing they were, even if that show with the little girl and her big pottymouth mother had been funny. “You did a lot of those?”

      “Sure did, between catalog work. Gotta practice for the big leagues.” Miz Phyllis blew out between her pursed lips. “What a shitty day. What an absolute shitter of a day.”

      Mark stared out the windshield, his arms crossed high over his chest. “They’s gettin smarter,” he said, darkly.

      “Yep.” Miz Phyllis nodded. The windshield wipers rolled back and forth, icy pellets gathering at the far ends of their sweep. “Sure seems like it.”

      Now there was a hideous thought. Steph squeezed her eyelids shut, but the dark wasn’t comforting. Neither was the realization that it was, well, kind of easy to grab your bat and smack someone. The zombies were okay to smack, but really, what was there to stop you from hitting a live person? Not even an a-hole like Mr French—and Lord was she glad he wasn’t traveling with them anymore, with his nasty mouth and big shoulders—but just, say, someone who…irritated you?

      “But yeah,” Miz Phyllis continued. “There’s always a million trips to the toilet before the catwalk starts. Getting hyped up makes your body get rid of everything so it can run quicker, I guess. And the girls on laxatives or uppers have all sorts of trouble, not to mention the pukers.”

      Uppers? Like drugs? Steph’s eyes flew open. “Pukers?”

      “Bulimics. They’ll take over a stall for half an hour before the show starts, if you let ’em. The anorexics just arrange all their makeup and argue over who exercised the most and ate the least.” Miz Phyllis freed one hand from the wheel to dig in her jacket pocket. “I wonder what some of them are doing now.”

      “Probably growling and chewing,” Mark muttered.

      “Yeah. Along with everyone else.” Phyllis sighed. “Hey, Steph? Do me a favor, will you? My purse is down here, can you dig out my lip balm?”

      “I can—” Mark began, but Steph was already unclipping her seatbelt.

      “No way, kid.” Miz Phyllis now sounded amused, a welcome change. “That’s my purse. Only girls allowed in that clubhouse.”

      “Oh. Yeah.” He subsided, and looked anxiously at Steph as she crept up to the front and picked up the brown leather bag. It had funny round rings for handles, and there was a fancy buckle in the shape of two Cs facing opposite directions on the front. The leather was butter-soft, too, and the inside was ruthlessly neat except for a battered paperback. Ulysses, the blue and white cover said. It looked Serious, like a book Miz Ginny would know about.

      “It’s pink,” Phyllis said.

      “Found it.” Steph dug out a small, very expensive-looking plastic ball. The top half screwed off, so she loosened it. The label said Rose Attar, in gold foil. “You want the cap all the way off?”

      “Sure.”

      Funny. Miz Phyllis didn’t look like a reader. She looked like one of the girls in class who got a nerd to do their homework, then flipped their hair and joined the cheerleading squad. Steph studied the woman’s balanced profile, her poreless skin. How could someone be so pretty and read something serious at the same time? Or did she carry the book for another reason?

      Miz Ginny was pretty, too, but not like Miz Phyllis. Just looking at Ginny was enough to tell you she was Serious even if you didn’t know she was a librarian. It was just something about her, though right now she was looking darn worn-out.

      She had reason, God knew. And that was one of Mama’s pet phrases too. They got reason, she’d say darkly, when someone did somethin’ bad that couldn’t be avoided.

      “Thanks, sweetie.” Phyllis handed the balm back. “You can use some too, if you don’t have a cold sore.”

      “I’m good.” Steph capped the balm and put it back in its place. Maybe, if they ever went to another bookstore, she’d look for that Ulysses book, and give it a try.

      There was no reason you couldn’t be pretty and serious, or pretty and swing a baseball bat hard enough to crunch a zombie’s head in. And if you were serious, or could swing a bat, maybe you could learn makeup and be pretty, too.

      Steph closed up the purse and went back to her seat. The shakes had gone away, and the unsteady feeling. The world was bigger and scarier than she’d ever dreamed, yeah.

      But maybe, just maybe, Steph was too.
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      “Didja see the ones chasin us?” Juju shook his head, his sculpted lips tight. “Man, I don’t like that. I don’t like it at all.”

      There were a whole lot of things not to like about the whole damn world at this point. Duncan’s hands hurt, and his right side did too. He’d gone a little crazy with the crowbar, and his sinuses ached from the change in pressure. “Where did those fuckers come from?” One moment, everything was fine, the next, there were fucking deaders spilling around the corner of the brick gas station like greyhounds let out of the gates.

      Just chasing a facsimile of a rabbit, that’s all. Galloping along, chewing all the way.

      “Dunno. Maybe they heard the cars. Smelled us. Christ.” Juju was none too pleased, but even with a line between his eyebrows and a ferocious scowl he was handsome. “Prolly heard us. They don’t see to well.”

      “Yeah, I figgered.” If Duncan made fists, the tiny tremors in the middle of his bones wouldn’t show. Just as usual—stiffen up, and nobody saw the weakness. Hold yourself tight and strong, so nobody guessed you were fuckin’ shittin’ peach pits. “Nice shootin there, Thurgood.” Was that too much?

      “Hey, you did all right yourself, Harris.” The scowl eased, a slight smile pulling at Juju’s sculpted lips. “Crowbar was a good idea.”

      Met a few guys who swore by them. A warm glow lit in Duncan’s middle. “Just handy,” he said, shyly. “Figured it was better for close-up, that’s all.”

      It had started to sleet; at least Lee’s truck was doing the majority of snow-moving. The heavier this mess got, the more likely the plywood plows would fail. Of course, they were heading south. If they could just get out of this weather, they could toss the plows and only have to worry about a thousand other hazards.

      “Man, I wish I still smoked.” Juju bit at his fingertips to loosen his gloves and peeled them off. The engine had warmed, and even though there were trickles of wet chill from outside, the vents were blowing in baked air to beat the band. “Used to be the best goddamn thing about comin back from patrol. Light a stick and all the trouble just poof! Bye.”

      “Yeah.” Duncan couldn’t unclench his own fingers enough to get his gloves off, but that was fine. He could look at Juju’s clean profile, or at the man’s capable brown hands on the wheel. Duncan’s skin was alive, both from the fight and from the nearness. “That and a cold beer.”

      Juju made a short affirmative noise. Even his chapped knuckles were just right, strong and rough, his fingertips surprisingly delicate. “Only if’n it’s real cold, though.”

      “Nothin worse than a warm one.” What Duncan really wanted was a fifth of something amber-colored and hard as nails. “Unless that’s all you got.”

      “Shot of whiskey might go down easy, too.” Juju grinned, startling white teeth, his cheeks bunching up. The pompom on his hat bobbed a little as the Jeep swayed.

      It was like the man was reading his mind. Could he tell? Duncan hated guessing, but it was all he had. “Or more than one.”

      “Gotta say, I’m right glad to have you and Miz Phyllis along.” Juju loosened up on the steering wheel enough to scratch at his cheek. “You right handy.”

      “Glad to be along.” You can’t know how glad. Was he into Phyllis? Trying to find out if Duncan was? The man didn’t seem to watch her, but you could hide all sorts of things, if you just practiced long enough. “Don’t think I’ve ever seen someone use a sidearm like that. You’re a crack shot.”

      “Long as I ain’t no cracker shot.” Juju started to laugh, and the sound was music. Duncan couldn’t help but chuckle too, and finally, finally his fingers stopped wanting to curl up or shake. The big muscles in his legs relaxed too, and he could feel his toes again.

      It was getting on to evening, the sky was a flat iron pan dribbling sleet and hurt onto everything below, but as far as Duncan Harris was concerned, the day was looking up.
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      It was in Allentown that Ginny had her first real sleep since Saratoga, probably a function more of exhaustion than any real relaxation. Lee had decided to keep them well west of both New York and Philadelphia, which meant they spent less time threading through clogged checkpoints but more time scraping at thinning snow with the makeshift plywood plows.

      Brief, pale golden sunlight spilled through a French door, and Ginny had to sit for a few moments, clutching thin blankets and two unzipped sleeping bags to her chest, before she remembered where she was. The other half of the bed had obviously been used, but the Motel 6 room was empty except for that wintery sunshine. Her ribs ached, especially on the right, and it was too cold.

      For a moment, she was simply waking up from a nightmare. Maybe God had looked down and said, crap, I spilled something, let me rewind that. She was on her way to see her parents, to help with the birth of her niece or nephew, soothe Mom’s ruffled feathers, hold her nose and drink a whiskey with her father late at night after Mom was in bed.

      For a single, precious moment everything was fine, the world put back in its usual track and sleepy relief exploding behind her thundering heart.

      Then her long shuddering exhale turned to a puff of white vapor, Traveller leapt into her lap with a wiggle and a thrashing tail, and the bathroom door swung open. Lee stepped out, scrubbing at his hands with a small white motel towel; he halted, seeing her awake. A hot thread of burning wax was probably a candle lit inside said bathroom so she didn’t have to carry a flashlight.

      It was just the sort of detail he’d take care of. On the one hand, it was comforting. On the other, well, maybe she would have liked a few more moments of thinking the world was normal again.

      Or it just might have made the jolt worse when she realized there were no takebacks, no mopping up of the mess, no rewind. Ever. God was asleep and the world was spinning out of control.

      Traveller licked at her face in an ecstasy of greeting. You’re up, he yip-yowled, and his nails dug through sleeping bags, hotel comforter, blanket, and sheet. Let’s do fun things! You’re finally awake!

      Lee was freshly shaven, his jeans buttoned and zipped but his belt loose—no holster yet. A clean green Army T-shirt under a new flannel button-down, his old leather vest unbuttoned too. His coat was neatly folded on the dresser across the room, other things laid in their proper places, and the gun itself was on the nightstand, carefully pointed away from the bed.

      Lee looked at her, his eyes dark and his hair curling stubbornly. His capable hands dropped, the towel hanging limp.

      Ginny cleared her throat. Traveller slid off her lap with a thump, landing belly-up, begging for a good rub along his undercarriage, and she began scratching gently as the dog wriggled with glee. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” Lee studied her, anxiously. “You slept.”

      “I did.” Try not to sound surprised, Ginny. She scrubbed the dog’s chest with her fingertips. The burnt-iron taste of morning filled her mouth; her throat was dry. “You?”

      “Ayuh.” A slow nod. Why was he watching her like that? Trying to figure out if she was going to break down and start screaming? “You didn’t even move when I went on watch.”

      “I’m sorry.” A quick, reflexive apology. Old habits died hard, even if civilization had slid under with barely a ripple.

      “You needed it, darlin.” He folded the towel into thirds without looking. “How you feelin?”

      Shitty, thanks. “Fine.” God, this was awkward. Traveller had stopped yowling, but he was still a-wriggle all over her lap. He licked his chops, long pink tongue flickering. “I guess. You?”

      Lee’s expression didn’t change. “Worried.”

      Well, that was a reasonable response to the situation. “About?”

      “Just our route. Nothin big.”

      “Except yesterday,” she prompted. “That was pretty big.”

      He finished folding the towel. “Yeah, well. Just have to be careful.” Still, his mouth was drawn a little too tightly.

      Maybe she was beginning to be able to read him. It didn’t take much, just paying attention. “Either they’re getting smarter or they’re following us.” Ginny smoothed Traveller’s fur. “Right?”

      “Shoulda known you’d think of that.” A wry ghost of a smile, and morning light picked out sparse golden highlights in his hair. At least his irises hadn’t paled.

      “Or maybe they’re just getting hungrier, and the stronger ones are surviving.” Which was not comforting at all. “But there were some following us yesterday.”

      “Prolly lose em when the snow starts meltin.” And that, apparently, was that. “You want some coffee? Tea?”

      Caffeine sounded like a wonderful idea. Ginny braced herself. “How about a good morning kiss?”

      Small comfort that his face lit up, worry-lines easing and a shy, disbelieving grin pulling up the corners of his mouth, tugging on her heart. Small comfort, too, that he hurried across the room with a long swinging stride, and didn’t seem to mind that he’d brushed his teeth and she hadn’t. Small comfort that he cupped the back of her head and closed his eyes, that he was gentle, and that he smelled like citrus, leather, and safety.

      Tiny comforts, yes. But they still helped, and when the kiss faded he rested his forehead against hers and Ginny had another crazy moment of thinking maybe the world was all right, if not normal. Traveller thrashed, wanting to get between the humans and soak up any attention and stray pets to be had.

      Lee folded down and ended up sitting on the bed, pushing the hound’s snout aside and peering into her face. “You got that worryin look too.”

      There was certainly plenty to be worried about, and now that she’d had some sleep she was fresh and ready to begin again, so to speak. “What if we get to Atlanta and nobody’s there?”

      “Then we find a place to settle for winter, and in spring we start headin west.” He sounded certain, at least. It was another relief that he’d obviously thought about that particular contingency. “California’s best, I reckon. Specially if it’s worldwide.”

      I’m not sure I want to go back to the West Coast. “Yeah.” She rubbed at her bare shoulders, her tank top straps loose. As diets went, this one was a doozy. “I just…how are we even going to do this, Lee?”

      “One thing at a time. Same way as everthin else.” He laid the towel down and took her left hand with warm fingers. Looked at her palm, running his fingertips over the hollow, calluses rasping. “That day they shot up the diner, you was fixin to head out, weren’t you.” It wasn’t a question.

      “You knew that.” Her shoulders hunched. It was too cold outside the nest of covers, gooseflesh spilling down her back.

      “Wouldn’t’ve done no good.” He went right for what worried her most, with unerring accuracy. “You’d’a been too late then, too. They was down a while, Ginny.”

      That meant Flo had been handcuffed to the bed for…God, she didn’t want to think about that. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “I should have left the last time my mom called. I didn’t get to the phone, and I—”

      “Sweetheart.” He folded her fingers in, carefully leaving her thumb outside. Making a fist, wrapping his own hands around it. “That ain’t no way to think. No way of knowin they was gonna be zombies, Christ Jesus. Don’t eat yo’self up bout it.”

      Did he understand how helpless she was not to? “I should have left right away.”

      “And got yourself bit, or shot. Sure.”

      Well, that was reasonable, but still. The idea that maybe it would have been what she deserved didn’t bear mentioning. “Maybe I would’ve been able to—”

      “Ain’t no way of knowin,” he interrupted. “You’re alive now, Ginny. I aim to keep it that way.”

      Well, she should be grateful. Instead, she felt like a monster. She hadn’t even dreamt of Fran; a good sister would have nightmares, right? Here Ginny was, kissing a man she wouldn’t have looked at twice back in Cotton Crossing because he drawled and had laborer’s hands. Here was Ginny, a shallow, spoiled, selfish little girl who had let her mother’s last call go to voicemail.

      And shot her undead, rotting sister in the head. Just yesterday, she’d beaten more of the sick, the infected, to death. How could she be so damn relieved when Lee brought out the comforting platitudes?

      “I’m not a very nice person,” she murmured, staring at her hand cradled in both of his. Plus, I’m a coward. “I’m really not.”

      “You do what you gotta, Ginny.” He squeezed her hand, gently. “Let me do the rest, aight?”

      It was seductive to think you could evade responsibility. People did it all the time. It was just awful to find out you, personally, weren’t any different. “It’s all right.” She pasted on a reassuring smile. “I was just thinking about it, that’s all. I should get ready, we’ve got a long way to go today.”

      “We’ll letcha get started then, darlin.” He still looked worried, but he let go of her hand, kissed her forehead, and scooped Traveller up, settling him gently on the ground. “Come on, hound.”
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      The Motel 6’s lobby was dim and dank, but alive with movement. It was a beautiful morning, even if she was in Pennsylvania; Phyllis stretched to one side, then the other, and accepted a travel mug of hot cocoa from Steph. The girl put three Swiss Miss packets in where one would do, but Phyl had to admit it tasted really good. Not as good as coffee, but the thick black brew the guys made was simply tar in a cup, no substitute for a decent macchiato.

      “Flooding,” Juju said again, and shook his head mournfully. His hair was growing out, beginning to halo with a vengeance, and it looked good when he wasn’t crushing it with that pompom hat. “Goddammit.”

      “Well, better than snow. Or that sleet.” Duncan peered out the wide glass doors, a thoughtful cast to his tight mouth. His cheeks were pretty rosy this morning, and his forehead gleamed damply. He was probably warm—a blue knitted scarf dangled on either side of his chest, a nice wide one. “Looks messy out there. Rained all night.”

      That was the good news. The parking lot past the shade of a metal awning was full of shining hillocks of soggy snow and widening patches of wet concrete under a migraine attack of morning sunshine. The less snow, the better—but this soggy stuff would probably break the plywood plows, given half a chance.

      “We won’t be able to see them as easy,” Phyl said, and took a scalding sip of chocolate. Zombies showed up far better against snow.

      “Yeah.” Ginny, still hollow-eyed but with her hair braided and sturdily pinned down, held a mug of tea in both graceful hands. A thin gold bracelet glittered, peeking from under her coat cuff. “But if they’re following the tire tracks…I don’t know. There’s just not enough data.”

      “They can hear, but not see.” Phyl sighed. Her imagination was working overtime, and each prospect it dug up was worse than the last. “Engine noise?”

      “Maybe, or maybe the vibrations. Or like bats.” Ginny’s shudder made her teabag-tag sway. “Echolocation. But maybe not smell, since they’re so…I mean, they’re juicy anyway. Mucus production might interfere, unless there’s been changes in the nasal receptors.”

      “Let’s just assume they’ve got super-hearing, for now.” Phyllis gave her a small sidelong look, inhaling the cocoa-heat gratefully. “Med school, huh?”

      “Yeah.” The other woman stared somberly into her tea. Her hair looked heavy, wrapped and pinned down like that. “Some days I wish I’d stayed in.”

      It sounded like a lot of bodily fluids, harassment, and sleep deprivation to Phyllis. Still, medical knowledge was damn useful now. “My grandma wanted me to be a lawyer.”

      Ginny’s sympathetic glance spoke volumes. “Living out unfulfilled dreams?”

      That was one way to put it, though it was more likely Granny wanted safety and a good salary for her little Philly-bear. “You bet. She was so pissed when I wanted to model. I told her I could strip to get through law school, too.” Phyl shook her head, an unwilling smile cracking the corners of her lips. That conversation had been a barrel of monkey fun.

      Ginny’s laugh was thin, tired, and completely genuine. “I’ll bet that went over well.”

      “Yeah, well. I’m just glad she went before…all this.” Great. Good one, Phyl. She glanced at the other woman, but Ginny didn’t take offense.

      “I understand.” Ginny tried a sip of her tea and grimaced a little. “Ouch.”

      “What I wouldn’t give for a Starbucks.” I wouldn’t even mind sharing a table.

      Ginny sighed, a companionable sound. “A hot shower.”

      “Central heating.” Phyllis decided the other woman needed just a touch of smoky eyeliner, and some nice neutral shadow. The big star would be her mouth, a slightly darker shade of lipstick than Ginny would likely be comfortable with.

      It would be nice to get out her makeup kit and give it a try. On Steph, too. They could do it in the RV, make the guys go somewhere else for the night. She wondered if the girls would go for it.

      “A salad,” Ginny said.

      Oh, man, that was a good one. “Sushi.”

      “A functioning classical music station.” The librarian stared into the parking lot. “Uh-oh.”

      Phyl followed her gaze. There was something stirring across the parking lot, winter-denuded bushes shaking. “Could be an animal.”

      “Yeah.” But Ginny didn’t look away, and neither did Phyllis, now. “I just…huh.”

      Phyl’s jaw threatened to drop. Two zombies boiled out of the bushes, one in a strappy bright red dress that swirled around wasted, blue-veined legs. On hands and feet, with that quick scuttering sideways motion, both streaked across the lot, going straight through piles of snow, their palms slapping on bare wet concrete. The second zombie was in wet jeans, bare-chested, wasted breasts flapping against ribs as it scuttled.

      “What are they…oh. Oh, my God.” Ginny sucked in a small, wounded breath. “No.”

      They were after, of all things, a cat. An orange and white feline, its tail bottle-brushed up and ears flattened, streaked low and quick from the shelter of a round concrete divider, making for another row of bushes. “Keep going,” Phyllis found herself saying. “Oh, Lord, keep going.” It was a good thing the dog was nose-down in his food bowl, or he’d probably be barking his idiot head off.

      “What is it?” Lee’s hand closed around Ginny’s shoulder, and the other woman leaned back on her heels a little. Leaning into him. Must be nice. “Shit. Critters.”

      “They’re after—” Ginny stopped, her tea-mug sloshing. “No, not that way.” As if the cat could hear and understand.

      Another zombie—a balding one in overalls and wet workboots—rose from a screen of bushes on the left side of the lot and lolloped forward, amazingly quick. The one in the red dress put on a burst of speed, but the cat veered away, darting past two cars that had been merely humps of snow last night. One, a nice red Dodge, hung open on the driver’s side. The cat scurried underneath it, and the red-dress zombie went down, trying to squirm-wriggle under the vehicle as well, blue-tinged bare-flayed feet kicking.

      “Good thing we parked around the side,” Lee muttered. “Come on, ladies. Let’s not give em any ideas, huh?”

      “They’re chasing cats.” Ginny sounded horrified. “And working together.”

      “Can’t we do something?” Phyl disliked cats on principle—oh, they were okay as other people’s pets, but clawing and the peeing was not for her.

      Still, the poor thing didn’t deserve to be…eaten.

      “We got all we can handle.” Lee, ruthless, drew Ginny back. “Come on. Get outa the door.”

      The red-dress zombie kicked again, struggling under the car. The cat shot away from the front end, making for the side of the building, and the other two zombies had thrown themselves down and were trying to wriggle under the Dodge as well.

      “Come on.” Lee drew Ginny back, and after a few moments, Phyllis followed.

      At least the cat had gotten away. But the zombies had been working together, even if they weren’t very bright and would probably get stuck under the car.

      Phyl didn’t like the way this looked.

      She didn’t like it at all.
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      The roads were clearer, and they kept the stops to a minimum. No more shooting practice, just getting into a gas station or convenience store, using a bathroom, stripping what they could from shelves, and getting out. A big blue and yellow Bargain Zone just over the Maryland border gave them more walkie-talkies; Duncan could fiddle them into talking to the ones they already had. Ginny went through the pharmacy with a list in one of her little notebooks, Steph and Mark pillaged the grocery and frozen section, Phyllis gathered spare clothing, wool blankets, and replenished their bottled water stocks.

      The front of the store was smashed, a big old half-ton Dodge crumpled against large concrete pylons meant to stop folks from drivin’ right on in, and one of the side doors along an ugly, unpainted side of the building had been jimmied too. Whoever had come through had taken some of the water, plenty of paper products, and about cleaned out the sodapop aisle.

      It took a few trips to get everything loaded, in a thin driving rain warmer than snow but still miserable. Lee and Juju, standing on guard, were both soaked by the time Duncan came through carrying a load of bottled water and Traveller barked, weaving between ankles and generally making a nuisance of himself.

      “In with you,” Ginny said, and boosted the dog into the truck. She was about to swing the door closed, her hand on his scruff to keep him from popping back out like a jack-in-the-box, when Juju let out a yell.

      “Incoming!”

      Lee’s head jerked up, his gaze snagging on movement milling at the far end of an empty expanse of parking spaces, deep in a forest of lot-lights marching in regimented rows. This Bargain Zone was set near a dead, darkened mini-mall, and it looked like they were coming from the buffet restaurant at the end.

      There was no time to be grimly amused at that little detail; he merely noted it and exhaled sharply, alternatives clicking through his head lightning-fast.

      Duncan hefted the case into the back of the truck, pushing it past Steph’s ankles as the girl worked her magic on sorting and tying supplies down. “Get in the four-by,” he snapped, running the back of his hand under his nose to clear the drips, and she gave him an I know look that could have cut right through him.

      Juju yelled again, and his rifle barked. “Lee!”

      Lee swung around. Shit. Those weren’t the critters Juju had been warning of; a tight-knit group of five was staggering from the front of the building, probably drawn by the damn dog’s yapping. One stumbled and went down hard, curling around Juju’s shot to its midriff. “Got em,” he said. “Others at our five o’clock, too.”

      “Shit.” Juju drew another bead, exhaled, and fired again. Another critter dropped, its head a splattered mess. The rest of the group didn’t seem to notice, but the biggest one shifted to hands-and-feet, and they began lolloping. “Shit.”

      At first, Lee thought Juju’s shots were echoing strangely, some trick of acoustics without snow dragging the noises down. Then he realized it wasn’t that.

      The other shots were coming from inside the Bargain Zone.

      Ginny slammed the truck’s passenger door to trap Traveller, and had the presence of mind to grab her baseball bat, too. She realized where the noises were coming from the same moment he did, and her eyes widened. She broke into a run, heading for the door, and Lee swore again.

      Mark and Phyllis were still inside.
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      It happened so fast.

      “Get down!” Mark yelled, and Phyllis threw herself full-length. A bright-white muzzleflash in the crazy, flashlight-stabbed darkness, and the zombie’s head splattered. Cold droplets touched Phyllis’s hair, and she let out a furious sound interrupted halfway when Mark leaned down, grabbed her arm with surprising strength, and hauled her up. Her bat was dripping—she’d taken down the two that almost got him, and now he was returning the favor.

      Nice of him; she forgave him every damn bit of irritation he’d ever caused in that one moment.

      Jesus, they’re everywhere. The growling had warned her—the bastards just couldn’t be quiet when there was a meal in sight. It was kind of funny, how the one at the end of the Housewares aisle scuttled forward, then crashed into a display of dishes when Mark shot it. Brittle, heat-tortured clay shattered. Phyl pushed past, her shoulder hitting his, and double-tapped one in a leather motorcycle jacket, half its jaw hanging free but the other half working with that awful metronomic regularity. The teeth were still white, even if the rest of the bone was discolored, and two popped out when she brought the pink bat down the second time, tinkling across linoleum.

      “Cleanup on aisle three,” she husked.

      A short, high-pitched laugh escaped Mark. He gulped in a deep breath afterward, and leaned his slim young weight against her back. “Which way?”

      Well, he was thinking, at least, and had the sense to ask. She pointed her bat. “This way, then right near the hardware section. Got to get to the door. Warn the others.”

      “Yes ma’am.” Either he was shaking, or she was. Or both of them, democratically. This place was a giant warehouse, every shadowed aisle holding danger. “I’m ready.”

      Phyllis’s ribs heaved. “Okay. Go.” She took off, darting across a long walkway leading past housewares, and he staggered after her, shooting a zombie leaping from an aisle of trashcans and liners. It dropped but kept scrabbling, and another bullet whined down the aisle, exploding a high-end silvery step-can.

      “Be careful!” Phyllis yelled.

      “I am!” he yelled back, right behind her. “Run!”

      She jagged left, cutting down an aisle full of laundry hampers and the weird chemical scent of holiday sachets, swelling in the damp but still fragrant. We missed Thanksgiving, she realized, and was grateful she wasn’t wearing heels. Running away from these bastards in wedges would be awful.

      A shadow loomed to her right, she swung the bat with a jolt and more weird, goopy non-blood sprayed. Mark shot the thing, too, and there were dancing shadows in front of her now.

      “They’re in front of us,” he yelled, and Phyllis shook her bat as she ran, a deep guttural warcry rising from the pit of her belly.

      Splatboomcrunch, her boots skidding in sudden fetid slickness, Mark hauling her aside and shooting in one motion, the flashlight’s glow bouncing, they made it to the hardware section and turned hard right, her heels leaving black streaks on the linoleum—probably buffed nightly by a guy  named Jerry who had gotten bit by his wife at home, good God, why would her brain not stop serving up hilarious inconsequentials—and there was the door, black shadows against bright yellow sunshine, and she was screaming her fool head off while she ran.

      “Keep going!” Mark howled. “Keep going keep going keep going!”

      She did. She was prepared for liftoff, she had her afterburners on, she didn’t even bother to hit the zombie coming from the left because that would slow her down, dear God and sonny Jesus as her Granny used to say—

      Sunlight. A burst of cold air. She almost dropped the flashlight, meaning to skip sideways and see if Mark cleared the door...

      …when something hit her from behind, and Phyllis went down, hard. Her forehead bounced against concrete, her hands unable to stop her fall, and she was unconscious when the zombies spilling from the door swarmed her.
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      “Nooooo!” Steph almost broke free of Duncan, who dragged her back and grimly shoved her towards the 4x4.

      Juju, his cheeks ashy under their melanin, took careful aim. The critters swarmed like ants—growling, snapping ants—and he was hoping the woman was out cold. He squeezed the trigger and one of them fell crumpled, its head a mess like a punkin with a firecracker shoved inside.

      Mark Kasprak staggered, trying to throw off the critter hugging his back. Its head tipped back, then it struck snake-quick, nuzzling under his ear. The boy’s high, breaking scream was lost in a hideous crunch as his legs tangled and he went down too. They clustered him like a high-school health movie of immune cells attacking an invader.

      “Nooooooo!” Steph howled again, and Duncan, a fine sheen of sweat on his reddened face, bundled her into the back of the four-by like she was a suitcase. He got her knees in, slammed the door, and snapped a glance over his shoulder at Juju.

      “Come on!” Harris bellowed. “Come the fuck on, Thurgood!”

      Juju backed up, a fast, light shuffle. Lee’s rifle cracked, and one of the things that wasn’t clustering the fallen went down in a mess of shattered head and flying black blood. The rest didn’t look up from their meal, and the ones spilling from the side door went down on all fours and started to worm their way into the scrum.

      “Load up!” Lee called.

      Juju broke and ran for the four-by. Duncan was already piling in on the driver’s side, and Steph’s hands were white starfish against the back driver’s-side window. Her mouth was open, and he couldn’t hear her screaming, but he did hear the crunch-slurping, the groandeep, grinding growls.

      Neither Mark nor Phyllis made another noise. And Lord help him, Juju wanted to go back and give them a cleaner end, because thinking of Mark Kasprak shuffling around with chunks of him gone and his eyes collapsing and the flesh drippin’ off his hands wasn’t right. None of this was right but dear Lord and sonny Jesus, not the boy, not the goddamn boy.

      Lee shot again, downing another one taking more of an interest in ambulatory prey than the downed ones. Juju’s Lieutenant was backing up nice and easy, working the rifle, and his face was as white as Juju had ever seen it.

      Which was saying something.

      The rain intensified, sweeping across the filthy bastards and their meal. Must’ve come in through the front door, got that truck there. It didn’t matter now, but he was wiling to bet money that was what happened. Juju almost ran into his four-by. Duncan was in the driver’s seat, so he had to get around the car, and Juju’s legs were working through the clotted syrup of nightmares.

      Ginny had Lee’s truck running. The back was closed up, thank Jesus, and the dog’s frantic barks barely made it out of a sliver-lowered window. There were more shuffling, scooching, wetly crunching sounds, and Juju wrenched at the passenger door of the black four-by, threw himself in. “Go! Go, for God’s sake, go!”

      Lee squeezed off a shot, standing on the passenger-side runnin’ board of his truck. The rifle worked again and another bullet cracked air. Some of the critters were losing interest in the downed meat. Why the fuck was Lee still shootin?

      Juju peered around Duncan, his ribs heaving, the rest of him occupied stowing the rifle with the ease of long habit. Out of the seething mass of critters, Mark Kasprak’s upflung hand was a bird trying to flee a blackberry tangle, and another shot crackled.

      Mark’s hand jerked, fingers spread wide, before falling.

      Steph sobscreamed, her hands still flat on the window. At least she wasn’t banging on it, they didn’t need broken glass what with the rain coming down.

      “Oh, fuck, fuck, fuck,” Duncan moaned, hitting the gas and coughing. The four-by lurched, cutting a wide arc around the RV, and the walkie-talkie crackled. Lee, checking in, and now Juju knew why he’d kept pulling the trigger.

      Shitty way to die, he kept thinking. Christ Jesus, I hope he got em. I hope he got em both. Juju heard himself, calmly enough, giving callsign and relaying their heading. A man didn’t rise to the occasion, he sank to the level of his training, and Juju should have taught the kid better. Should have suggested putting a watch on that shattered front door. Should have done something, anything.

      Too late now. What a shitty, shitty way to die.

      Duncan palmed at his wet cheeks and coughed again, taking the turn out of the Bargain Zone parking lot a little too fast.  “Son of a bitch,” he kept whispering. “Son of a bitch.”

      Steph rested her forehead on the window, and her gulping sobs punctuated the passionless recital, back and forth, of the living on the walkie-talkies.
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      The rain turned thickened as they drove south unchained, switching off point every hour. Creeping through clots of abandoned cars at major interchanges, plenty with doors hanging slackjaw-open, they made good time, and when they stopped on the outskirts of Bridgewater for more fuel, Steph was silent and red-eyed. The girl didn’t bother looking over her shoulder or jumping when a stray roll of thunder sounded in the distance as they hurried into a closed, pristine mom-and-pop gas station with a sign proclaiming BEER CIGARETTES MAGAZINES and an ice machine hanging open near the front door.

      Ginny was doing enough jumping for the both of them. Lee had sat for a long time, silent and staring out the passenger window, his rifle clasped loosely, not even pushing Traveller’s nose away when the dog tried vainly to comfort him.

      Steph, her hair a wild mess since she kept scrubbing her hands through, tugging at the braids, and the humidity was skyrocketing, refused to go into the bathroom stall alone. She just shook her head and stared mutely, pleadingly at Ginny.

      “All right.” Ginny leaned against the door with her gaze averted, her flashlight beam bouncing off tiles and casting crazy reflections on ceiling tiles already swelling with dampness.

      It took so little time for everything to begin to rot. Buildings. People. Ginny’s head ached, and she didn’t dare meet her reflection’s wild, wounded gaze.

      Steph sniffled and blew her nose while she peed. Ginny couldn’t decide if it was time-sharing or multitasking, and closed her eyes for a moment. The darkness behind her lids was worse than seeing the flyspotted mirror and the spreading yellow stain on the ceiling tiles, so she opened them again.

      The old Ginny wouldn’t have wanted anyone in the bathroom while she took her turn at the commode. The old Ginny would have been still been screaming, or would have tried to keep Lee from doing…what he’d done. The old Ginny would have flat-out refused to sit on the toilet seat, forcing herself to hover.

      That woman, however, was long gone. Maybe she’d died back in that hotel room when Ginny thought she had the zombie flu, or maybe she’d vanished gently, eroding bit by bit. It didn’t matter.

      At least the pipes hadn’t frozen down here; what a difference a few hundred miles could make. She washed her hands with the harsh pink soap clinging to the bottom of the dispenser, and didn’t tell Steph to wash hers. What was the point? The icy faucet-trickle made her fingers ache, and she dabbed some of it onto her forehead.

      She was sweating inside her jacket. Fever, or just stress? If there wasn’t anything in Atlanta but zombies, what on earth were they going to do?

      None of us are going to survive this. It’s impossible. We’ll be picked off one by one. She shivered, avoiding her own gaze in the cheap mirror, and motioned Steph out.

      When they came out of the bathroom, a glitter-eyed, stiff-walking Duncan went in. Lee and Juju were conferring near the glass front door, Juju leaning forward and pushing his index finger into his opposite palm, Lee shaking his head slightly, his eyes narrowed.

      “Let’s look at the candy aisle,” Ginny said, and Steph made no demur, just put her head down and followed. “Maybe they have Pop Tarts.”

      Steph just shook her head, a little. She ran her hands through her hair again, scratching at her scalp, turning thin fine hair into a nest. He coat, unzipped, flapped loosely. One of her boots was untied, the laces making little whipping sounds as she moved.

      Oh, honey. Ginny’s heart squeezed down on itself. How much more of this could the girl take? How much more could any of them take? “Let’s look, anyway.”

      “He told me to go on out.” Steph stopped in the middle of the aisle, her gaze fixed on her toes. Rainy sunshine filtered through the windows, glass painted with soapy color—a turkey, an ear of corn, a certain percentage off cigarettes.  “Said I was good at organizin the truck.”

      Ginny’s throat filled up. “You certainly are.” She realized, staring at the painted window, that they’d missed Thanksgiving while traveling. It was a colonialist holiday, sure…but oh, God.

      “Why’d he have to stay inside?” Steph finally turned, looked directly at Ginny, and her reddened eyes glowed with tears. “Why? Why they have to get him and Miz Phyllis, too? She was nice.”

      “Yes. She was.” There was nothing else to say. It was all a crapshoot, all of adulthood was and this just made it official. How did you tell a teenage girl that when she’d just seen two people…well, eaten, right in front of her? “They both were.”

      Steph stared like Ginny was speaking classical Greek. “Why it ha’to be him, huh?” Her accent thickened, and both her eyes overflowed. She wiped angrily at her already raw cheeks, and stamped her foot. The laces whipped again. “Why?”

      “It doesn’t make sense.” God, please, I wish I knew what to say. Ginny bent her knees, and began to work on Steph’s untied boot. It only took a moment to double-knot. “None of this does. I know.”

      “But why him? He wa’nt mean. He punched Carty, yeah, but he…he didn’t even try anything funny after my mama…my mama…” Steph ran out of words. Her mouth worked for a moment, and Ginny straightened, reached for her shoulder.

      She meant to hug Steph, but the girl shied violently away, her hand hitting a box of Reese’s and scattering orange-wrapped ersatz peanut butter onto the floor.

      “Why din’t they get me?” Steph tipped her chin back and yelled at the ceiling. “I wish they’d just get me!”

      “Honey. No.” Ginny stepped forward, tried again to catch and hug her. “No, you don’t.”

      Steph flung her arms out. This time, it was M&Ms from one side of the aisle and a bag of circus peanuts from the other, fleeing sudden violence. They plopped onto the floor, tiny dispirited packages. “The hell I don’t!”

      Oh, honey. Ginny searched for something to say. “That’s a normal response, Steph—”

      “What about this is gatdamn normal?” the girl wailed, and her hands were fists now, swinging in short, angry arcs. “I wish they’d take me! I wish they’d come right now and take me!”

      “Jesus Christ, girl.” Duncan appeared at the other end of the aisle, his face damp and his eyes reddened. His hair was a mess, too; looked like he’d ducked under the faucet. “I heard you all the way in the bathroom. You want us to have visitors, huh?”

      Steph yelped and spun, and Ginny winced.

      “Keep it down,” Juju whisper-yelled from the door. “For God’s sake.”

      “I ain’t gonna!” Steph’s fists dropped to her sides, and her cheeks gleamed slick-wet. “I ain’t gonna keep it down, I hope they come and eat every last one o’us! I hope we all die!”

      “Yes, well, this is a democracy.” Ginny put her palms on her hips, searching for the right words. None sprang to mind. “And your vote has been registered. Come on, kiddo. Let’s get something to snack on.”

      “That’s best.” Lee stepped into the aisle behind Ginny, and his tone was businesslike. Calm. “We ain’t stoppin until Atlanta less’n it’s to get fuel.”

      Great. Ginny suppressed a sigh. Did they suffer? Phyllis went down pretty hard. She hoped they were both unconscious, and God knew Lee was probably feeling awful right now, too. But they had to get going. “Okay? Come on, sweetie. I know it’s hard, I really—”

      “Shut up! Just shut up!” Steph turned in a full circle, and Duncan folded his arms behind her. He looked over Ginny’s shoulder at Lee, and God how Ginny hated that little eyebrow-quirk. Women, his expression said, plainly.

      “I’d like to,” Ginny tried again, grimly. “I really would. But we’re alive right now, Steph, and we’ve got to stay that way. We can’t let them win.” They’re going to anyway. The sudden certainty turned her insides cold and loose, but there was no way she was going back into that bathroom.

      “They done already won.” But Steph’s birdlike shoulders deflated. She hunched, small and very young, and her chapped nose glistened as well as her cheeks. “Why’d he hafta do that, Ginny? Why?”

      Why the fuck are you asking me? “Sometimes things just happen.” Oh, she could lie, maybe, but Ginny was too tired. Her throat was full of a suspicious, heavy weight, and if she slowed down to think about any of this she was going to start sobbing, too, and that was the last thing Steph needed. So she drove her fingernails, two of them broken, into her bare palms, glad she wasn’t wearing gloves for once. “None of it should, but it does.”

      “We’ve gotta go.” Juju, near the door, had no patience for philosophical debate. He stood, tense and jaw-clenched, and there was a terrible emptiness to his dark gaze. “Come on, my back teeth’re floatin.”

      “You don’t even care.” All the fire had gone out of Steph. “None of you do.”

      “That’s not so.” Soothing, quiet, careful, Ginny shook out her right hand. Held it out, open and cupped. Please, Steph. Come on. “You know that’s not true.”

      “It is so.” The girl pushed past her, and ran her shoulder into Lee. He didn’t stagger, but he did let her squeeze past, and she stalked for the glass door, her wet boots making little slippery sounds. Ginny followed, her stomach a knot, but at least Steph didn’t do anything silly like run.

      Instead, the girl stalked to Juju’s 4x4, opened the back door, and flung herself mutinously inside. Ginny let out a long, soft breath.

      “Does she gotta ride with us?” Duncan rasped, and Ginny almost rounded on him before she realized his nerves were probably frayed down to nothing too. Dull, pointless anger filled the pit of her belly, roiling uneasily.

      “Ayuh, she does.” Juju headed for the bathroom. “Unless you want the dog, and he’s been eatin Slim Jims again, I just betcha.”

      “Let’s get Traveller settled,” Lee said. “Come on, Ginny. Move it up, boys.”

      Ginny blinked furiously, denying her own tears, and had to swallow several times. The window paintings stared vacantly at the almost deserted parking lot, the gas island, and the highway beyond.

      “Just a minute,” she said, when Lee made a come on motion. She scanned the shelves until she found what she wanted, and cleaned out the entire stock of strawberry Pop-Tarts. Sooner or later Steph would want them again.

      Or someone else would take them from the wreckage when their little group’s luck ran out the rest of the way.

      Ginny caught a single dry, barking sob behind her teeth. Her mother was right. God was a monster not fit to be worshipped, and they were on their own.
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      Lee’s guts were a mass of snakes. He shouldn’t have let Phyllis and Mark stay inside that damn store alone. He should have been with them, for God’s sake. It was too late, and he was sick all the way through. He gripped the wheel hard, and the back of his neck was tight as bridge cables. The road wasn’t a problem, it was clear sailing for a while.

      No, the problems lay elsewhere. “So, uh. I figger we should talk.”

      “Hm?” Ginny, pale but composed, spun the radio dial, searching through soft static. If there was anyone home in Atlanta, maybe they’d hear something on a frequency soon. Traveller was snoring softly, all right with his world. Would the damn dog look for Phyllis or Mark at the next stop? Or would he just assume the pack had shrunk because the humans wanted it that way, and put it out of his mind?

      Finally, Ginny stole a glance at him. “She’s just upset. Who wouldn’t be?”

      She thought he was going to say somethin’ about Steph. “It ain’t that.” Lee wished it was, though the Lord knew Juju had taken the news well. Just figured you had your reasons, Loot. The man hadn’t even asked if Lee would have used one of the nasty-green syringes on him if he’d come down with the sweats and convulsions.

      The longer Lee sat on the goddamn secret, the worse it was gonna get. There was no good time to explain this, but he was tired of keepin’ it locked up.

      He was tired of everything except Ginny, Christ knew.

      “What?” She spun the dial a little more, hunting. He wanted to tell her to give it a goddamn rest for a few minutes, but that wasn’t any sort of decent thing to say. They all coped in different ways, dammit, and…Jesus.

      He still felt the recoil against his shoulder, and Mark’s hand raised like he was saying hallelujah in a church pew. The bitter, utterly familiar taste filled Lee’s mouth, the taste of doing what had to be done, since nobody else would.

      Since nobody else could.

      And now he was gonna confess. Lay it all out, because he couldn’t carry it no more. Not this one thing. “They’s somethin under the seat,” he said, finally. “Bend on down, see if you can fish it out.”

      “Your gun-box?”

      He wished that was the only danger. “No ma’am. Plastic. Hard black plastic, shoebox-size.”

      “Oh. Okay.” She bent and dug, Traveller’s snores halting as he dimly realized something was occurring without his supervision. The dog was gonna slide right off the bench seat, for Godsake, he stretched out like he owned the entire damn cab. “This?”

      There it was, the hardpac with its cargo of secrets. He could tell her just to slide it back on under the seat, that it was some kind of gear she shouldn’t be touching and he just wanted to warn her.

      That might’ve been the best route, but he didn’t like it. Not one bit.

      Not now. He kept his gaze on the road. Ditches were full and lakes swirled over gutters, full of plant and other trash. At least the highway was built to stay clear. “Yeah. That. You gonna listen to me?”

      “Of course.” She didn’t roll her eyes, but it was probably close. “What’s in it?”

      I’m trying to tell you. Combat nerves, ramping him up with no letdown in sight. Lee exhaled softly, his knuckles creaking. “Just…hear me out, okay?”

      “I said I would.” She settled the box in her lap, touching one of her braids with her fingertips to make sure it wasn’t going anywhere. Traveller shifted again, his ear pricking, then settled too. God, Lee envied the hound’s calm. Some sleep would do him a power of good right now.

      Or if not sleep, just rest. A few hours without some-damn-thing-else going wrong, or likely to go wrong. All he could see was Mark’s hand, spread wide.

      He’d put a round in the boy’s head, and in Phyllis’s too. They wouldn’t stand up and shuffle around chewin’. That was all he could do for them, but it wasn’t enough.

      “About a week before everything went bad,” he began, “a fellow came to see me. His name was Grandon. Was my CO back in the service.”

      Her right hand twitched a little as if she wanted to raise it, a good little student with a question. “CO?”

      “Commanding officer.”

      “Oh, of course.” All her attention on him, now. It felt good, but at the same time…Christ.

      Well, he was in it now. There was no way out. Never had been, even if he’d stolen a little sweetness. “Anyway, he came and left that. I put it in my closet and didn’t think about it, because…I don’t know. I was out, and I wanted to be that way. Army was good to me, but also gave me bad dreams. You know?”

      “I gather it does that a lot.” She folded her hands on the hardpac’s top. Pretty hands, those thin gold bracelets glowing, her unpainted nails now a little ragged. They were all getting frayed. “So what’s in here, Lee?”

      Oh, man. He kept his eyes on the road. “Open it up. There’s a catch there…yeah.”

      A long silence filled the truck cab. Static brushed softly through the speakers, and the walkie-talkie was dead until the next check-in. He knew what she was seeing—two sturdy, old-fashioned syringes full of that violently green goo.

      And the empty cradle for one more.

      He told her what it was, quietly, while the rain intensified and the wipers beat their steady time. Abandoned cars began to clot the road again, and Ginny said nothing while he stumbled over words, trailed off, started once more.

      He hated talking. It only led to trouble, and this time was no exception.
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      “Say something,” Lee said, almost pleading.

      What on earth was there to say? Ginny closed the case, carefully. You could pinch your fingers in one of these, the top was heavy and reinforced.

      Of course, you couldn’t have the syringes cracking. A safe little cargo, nestled in stuff like florist’s foam, but harder. And what syringes, glass and somewhat old-fashioned, their needle-guards barely keeping huge, wicked sharps contained.

      It was the missing one she kept looking at. Or more precisely, where the missing one had rested. “Not immune,” she finally murmured, glancing out the window. Another clot of abandoned cars, pulled neatly over to the weedy shoulder, one a charred, dripping skeleton.

      “What?” Lee leaned sideways a little, cocking his head. His hair was mussed, damp, and dark with a few days’ worth of nothing but sponge-baths. He looked…anxious.

      He’d better be. God, it was barely three p.m., winter darkness beginning to gather, and she had a feeling this day wasn’t ever going to end. First Phyllis and Mark, then Steph, and now… “I’m not immune,” she repeated, a little more loudly. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Uh.” He kept trying to glance at her, then correcting the truck’s drift on wet pavement. Humps of icy white, melting rapidly under the rain, showed where the snow had dipped south, losing its fury as it worked past DC.

      The White House was probably standing empty now. Or maybe the people there who had created this monster and turned it loose had green syringes of their own, and were resting comfortably in bombproof bunkers while all the death and blood and pain roiled in the rest of the goddamn country.

      It wouldn’t surprise her one bit.

      Lee cleared his throat, his Adam’s-apple working. “I, uh. There didn’t seem to be a…well…”

      “You should have told me.” The words were dry and terrible, she couldn’t get them past the wad in her throat. A hot heavy stone, full jagged edges, tearing at her voice. “We could have—”

      “What? What you think we coulda done?” Sounded like he had a rock in his windpipe, too. A big one.

      “We could have saved people.” It was the only thing she could think to say. All the words she’d ever known, all the ones in all the books in the world, hardly seemed applicable.

      “Only three of em, Ginny.”

      Well, that was some pitiless logic. He excelled at it, and Ginny supposed she was lucky he did. “He—this Colonel Grant—said to go to Atlanta?”

      “Grandon. Yeah.” Two short, bitten-down little words.

      Then that’s what you should have done. Ginny had the uncomfortable sensation of her brain actually moving inside her skull, vapor-locking so hard it twitched. That was ridiculous, she knew that organ didn’t feel pain. And yet. “You should have told me.”

      Lee’s knuckles were white. His irises had lightened too, that peculiar yellowish stare of his. “You was wantin to get to your folk, and I thought—”

      “No. You didn’t think, Lee.” She sounded like Mom, she realized, and her stomach flipped uneasily. “We could have gone straight to Atlanta, with this.”

      “And left your folk to—”

      “Yes.” But she wouldn’t have. It was impossible to tell, she hadn’t had the chance. “Or you could have gone yourself. This is important. You could have saved people.”

      “I did.” His chin set, stubbornly. “Leastways, the only one I felt like savin.”

      Her heart lodged afresh in her throat, her pulse a thin high galloping. “What if Juju got sick? Or one of the kids? What if they got sick and I didn’t clue in soon enough because I assumed I was immune and they would be too? What about that?” Her voice rose, she couldn’t help it. “What about people maybe waiting on this to concoct a cure? You didn’t think, Lee. How could you? You told me…Juju told me—wait.” The funny sensation inside her head was simply her brain trying to process and overheating, maybe. Just like a laptop, and just as useless at the moment. Electronics were just giant bricks now. How long before people forgot the secret to making them work? “Did he know?”

      “Not until about twenty minutes ago.”

      Oh. That’s swell. That’s really awesome. “So.” Ginny was not taking this calmly, she decided. No, not calm at all.“You lied to him too.”

      “I just didn’t say nothin, that’s all.” Lee actually flinched, shoulders coming up; the truck stayed steady on the road. “He knows I got my reasons.”

      “I’m sure he does.” It was her mother’s you have overstepped tone escaping Ginny’s mouth, and oh, God, wasn’t that a pain in her chest as well? A week before things went bad, he said? Plenty of time to get to Atlanta, and maybe, just maybe, she could have gotten to Mom and Dad and Flo, and at least been with them at the…

      At the end.

      Ginny covered her face with her hands. She bent over the shoebox-case, almost to her knees. A thick, slick, muffled sound caught in her throat—maybe a scream?

      “Ginny. Ginny.”

      She leaned away from his reaching hand. “Don’t,” she said into her cold palms smelling of harsh pink soap. “Don’t.”

      The walkie-talkie on the dashboard woke with a feedback squeal. Ginny swallowed convulsively. If he touched her, she was going to scream. Probably scare the hell out of the dog, too.

      It was Juju on the walkie-talkie. There was, of course, yet another problem.
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      Cold rain drummed on the top of the 4x4. Duncan bent in the backseat, coughing. His cheeks were scarlet from the effort, and when Ginny produced the thermometer, he shook his head. “Oh, hell no.”

      “We’ve got to know,” she said, and there was a set to her chin that reminded him of Phyllis facing down those assholes outside Pittsburgh with just that pink baseball bat and her wits.

      Goddammit, Phyl. “I’m fine,” he said, and hawked up some phlegm. “Just a little overheated. It’s a sweatbox in here.”

      “Sore throat? Headache?” She was all business, the librarian, raindrops clinging to her piled, dark braids. Steph, mute and mutinous, was behind them in the truck with Lee since it had been time for a change in lead anyway, and Duncan thought maybe Ginny was mad at the man for something.

      Not his business, really. His throat was sore and it hurt to swallow his own spit, and he couldn’t stop coughing.

      The engine idled softly. Juju kept glancing nervously into the rearview. Ginny simply looked at him, those large dark eyes cow-patient, and Duncan gave in. “Throat’s been dry since Allentown, but I figured I just wanted some whiskey. Headache, well, yeah.” Everything about this was likely to give a man a headache. “You think I got it? The zombie flu?”

      “Not sure.” She held up the thermometer. “This will help me tell. We probably won’t know until you start to convulse.”

      “Great.” He shook his head, but she was persistent, and he finally accepted the metal and plastic, tucking it under his tongue like a good boy.

      Wasn’t it just his fucking luck?

      “Ginny…” Juju shut up when she glanced at the rearview. When a woman looked like that, silence was probably the best policy.

      Probably? No, definitely.

      “He told me, Juju.” She had a whole medic’s kit in a black faux-leather Bargain Zone handbag—blood pressure cuff, swabs, thermometers, and a bunch of other stuff, including orange prescription bottles. Quite the little pharmacy. Always prepared, like Phyl with that damn Chanel bag of hers. “Drive. We need to get to Atlanta.”

      “You think there’s anyone there?” Juju’s worried frown mirrored hers, and he dropped the Jeep into gear. He tapped his brakes twice, and the truck’s headlights behind them flickered once.

      “Even if there isn’t, there’s probably facilities. I’ll do what I can.” She glanced at Duncan, unrolling the blood pressure cuff. “Don’t worry, Duncan. I didn’t leave med school because I was bad at it.”

      “Why didja, then?” Juju’s mouth set itself, but he popped the emergency brake and touched the gas. Rain drummed tiny wet fingers on the roof.

      “Because my boyfriend planned to roofie me and charge attendance to his frat brothers while they did what frat boys do, and I found out.” She said it all in one breath, and her expression didn’t change. “Let’s get your coat off, Duncan. At least on one side. We’re going to take your blood pressure.”

      Juju’s mouth fell open. Duncan decided he’d better not mess with this particular librarian, ever, and unzipped his own jacket. The walkie-talkie burbled, and he looked out the window. Rain fell in a curtain, an iron-grey line of cloud sweeping overhead and dumping its cargo.

      They were a hundred miles from Roanoke. And from what he gathered on the walkie-talkie, there was finally something on the radio.

      He was pretty sure it wouldn’t do him personally any good, but it was nice news nonetheless.
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      “This is Dr Emiliana Torres of the Atlanta CDC, broadcasting on both AM and FM frequencies…If you can hear us, we’re still functioning, and this is the route you should take to avoid those infected with the LV-426 virus…if you can reach Charlotte, head for the Belmont Army Reserve. Helicopters will circle the facility daily at noon. They will land when and if it’s safe and uninfected civilians will be transported to the Atlanta base. We have food, electricity, and medical care…Again, if you are uninfected, we recommend you head for the Belmont Army Reserve Base near Charlotte. This is the route we recommend in order to avoid the infected…”
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      They stopped again for gas just past Roanoke; someone had been at work on the freeway with wreckers but left the job unfinished. Still, they made good time, even as a winter night swallowed them and the rain intensified. Windshield wipers thump-swooshed back and forth, and the rain tried to have sleet at its heart and only barely failed.

      Duncan slept fitfully, leaning against the window, and Ginny stared out hers, occasionally flicking on a small LED and checking the contents of her medical bag again, as if she’d find something new in there.

      Juju drove, thin-lipped, focusing on the cones of headlight glare. His eyes were grainy, and it was a good thing they were switching off point frequently.  Lee was monosyllabic during check-ins, and when they stopped for any short while his gaze followed Ginny hungrily, watchful.

      She ignored him.

      That was a problem, but the two of them were goddamn adults. Juju was more worried about Duncan’s shallowing breathing. It came on fast, and the man hadn’t been bit, had he?

      Not bit, Ginny said. Immunity’s not a factor, I guess.

      Well, she was takin the news real calm-like. There were two of those syringes left, Lee said, but would the man spend one on Duncan? He was, after all, a stranger—a new boot in the platoon, so to speak, and you didn’t get close to a new boot until they’d survived long enough to make it worthwhile. Even if he had done his share of wallopin’ critter heads.

      But that wasn’t what was grinding inside Juju Thurgood’s skull, circling the way a thought did on watch when you had nothing to do but stand and stare.

      No, it was Mark Kasprak Juju was thinkin’ on, and it wasn’t comfortable. Damn kid, gettin himself killed like that.  Hell of a way to go, and even though Lee had done him a mercy at the end.

      And Lee knew the kid. That was probably tearing him up, but the Loot wouldn’t say a damn thing. He kept his bleedin’ on the inside.

      The kid should be sittin in the passenger seat right now, or in the RV they’d had to leave behind again. Couldn’t keep a damn one of the big road-hogs to save their life. Woulda been nice to sleep in one, but he agreed with Lee that pushing through the rain was better than risking a crowd of the undead motherfuckas if they stopped to rest somewhere.

      Or even if they didn’t, because each time Juju rubbed his eyes and looked at the damn road, there were little flickers of motion outside the headlight glow.

      Flat shines, like eyes, way down low. Not animal eyes, glowing weird the way they did. Something else.

      The highway ribboned, dipping and rising, and the countryside might’ve been pretty if it wasn’t swarming with the things. Of course, it could just be nerves.

      Night patrol did that to you. Made you jumpy. So did adrenaline. The radio burbled softly, a recording on repeat. No use getting your hopes up, they could arrive and find out it was just idiot noise running because those responsible for it were dead or chew-shuffling and unable to switch it off.

      Duncan moved, and Ginny made a soft soothing noise. “It’s all right,” she said. “Not far now.”

      The rain kept going. At least it wasn’t snow.

      “Damn kid,” Juju muttered, under the sound of Dr Torres, whoever she was, repeating the route. “Damn kid.”

      “I can drive,” Ginny said, leaning forward. “Juju?”

      “Not yet,” he said, and set his jaw. There was another tangle of wrecked cars coming up, and he didn’t like the sensation that there were things hiding in the shattered metal and glinting glass, watching them go past.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Whirlybird

          

        

      

    

    
      Smudged, haggard false dawn rose through curtains of rain northwest of Charlotte, creeping across the top of hills and between cars shoved to the shoulder, tiptoeing down long stretches of blank, wet freeway. The radio was on, muttering softly; Dr Torres had been replaced by a granite-throated fellow whose drawl sounded perilously close to Lee’s own, repeating the same things over and over. Had to be another recording, and it was a good sign.

      Unfortunately, he didn’t give a shit. Duncan surfaced from thin, restless dozing and stared glassy-eyed at Juju. “Uh,” he croaked. His nose wasn’t full, so he could smell the faint burnt metal scent of rank sicksweat. He was greased with the shit, oily with the aroma of his body trying to fight something off and failing miserably.

      Had he been dreaming? Something about Phyl and those assholes outside Pittsburgh.

      Poor Phyl. Duncan rubbed at his eyes with clumsy fingers. Poor everyone, putting up with all this bullshit.

      “Don’t tell me you gotta pee.” Juju’s lean brown face split into a sweet, somewhat gentle smile. “We ain’t stoppin for nothin now, so you gonna hafta put yo dick in a bottle.” He paused, probably waiting for a smile or answering witticism, while Duncan worked his jaws and tried to swallow. That made Juju sober, pursing his lips. “We got some of them espresso-in-a-can business if’n you want coffee, but nothin hot.”

      Duncan’s throat was on fire. Something cold sounded really good. His head hurt, too, his temples pounding and sending glass spikes down his neck. His lower back cramped, his legs felt like he hadn’t used them in six months, and god damn he wanted them to just tip him out of the car onto cool, hard concrete.

      Just let him rest. It had been a long damn road, and he was fuckin’ tired.

      “He’s awake?” Ginny was in the driver’s seat, thin strands working free of her braided coronet. She edged the Jeep over to the left, avoiding a pile of smashed metal and scattered glass that didn’t look quite right. It wasn’t a smashup; it looked like a wrecker had been at work. “We could change over, then.”

      “Nah, keep goin.” Juju finally smiled, his dark eyes lighting up. “Me and my man here just gonna chill until we at base. Right, Duncan? You want some water?”

      Duncan nodded, carefully, so his fool head didn’t fall clean off. Christ, his throat hurt. The rain sounded juicy, delicious. My man. Did Juju suspect?

      Maybe. Maybe Duncan had been talking in his sleep. Everyone found out everything, sooner or later. You couldn’t get away from anything, even during the apocalypse.

      “Christ Jesus, he’s burning up.” Juju’s hand was cool as water falling from heaven against Duncan’s forehead. He cracked a bottle of generic distilled water and held it to Duncan’s lips, and if he had to die, Duncan supposed, it would be nice to do it while leaning on this man, seeing the curling shadow of his stubble along the angle of his beautiful jaw, hearing him speak nice and low, coaxing-like.

      “Just hold on, Duncan.” Ginny leaned forward, and the 4x4 rocked, speeding up. “Shit.”

      “Keep it even, woman.” Juju was antsy with someone else driving his baby. A man who loved his car was a good one, or so Duncan thought.

      Of course, he’d loved plenty of cars, but nobody would ever call Duncan Harris good. He tried to laugh, but all that came out was a harsh caw, spilling cool water down his chin. Swallowing hurt, even the water didn’t give him any reprieve.

      “I just…I can’t be sure, but…” Ginny gasped, leaning forward and peering out the windshield. Peering up. “It is.”

      “Ginny, he can’t even drink.” Juju put his fingers back on Duncan’s forehead. “This ain’t good.”

      “Don’t sip from his bottle, Juju. Is his throat worse?”

      Duncan nodded. Even that hurt. Even his fucking hair hurt.

      “He says yes,” Juju translated.

      “Of course. Why didn’t I…” Ginny’s eyes narrowed, clearly visible in the rearview. She’d’ve made a crackerjack doctor, he decided. That ex-boyfriend of hers sounded like a real turd. “Could be strep. Shit. Dig in the medbag. There’s penicillin tabs—is he allergic to penicillin?”

      Juju’s look was full of inquiry. Duncan managed a shrug. Christ, he didn’t care, as long as this stopped.

      “Don’t look like it.” Juju dug in the fake-leather bag. “What’s up there, Ginny?”

      “A helicopter,” she said, in an awed whisper, craning her neck. “Big, and black.”

      For a moment the words made no sense. Then a cold wire of relief coiled shamefully up Duncan’s spine. Helicopter meant people.

      “Get on the walkie—” Juju leaned forward, and Duncan sagged bonelessly without his propping. “Christ, maybe I should drive.”

      “Settle down.” The librarian had made up her mind. She stared at the road ahead like it personally insulted her, and the wipers cleared the windshield in not-quite-tandem arcs. “We can’t change drivers without stopping. Give him five hundred migs of penicillin, that should do for his weight…Duncan, I know it’s not pleasant, but you’ll have to chew it if you can’t swallow.”

      Great. He shrugged again, now hoping they wouldn’t stop the car so Juju could stay right where he was. Ginny reached for the walkie-talkie, pressed the button, and made a face when it squawked. “Lee? Lee, there’s a helicopter.”

      “I see it,” came the reply, its throat rough as Duncan’s own with static. “Keep goin. How’s the patient?”

      Ginny’s gaze didn’t leave the road. “Awake. We need to get there soon.”

      “Aight. Keep goin, we switch point in thirty, ten-four?”

      “Ten-four,” she muttered, grimly, and put the talkie back in its jury-rigged holster on the dash. “Keep going, he says. As if I wanted to stop.”

      “Stay focused, woman.” Juju found what he was looking for in her bag. “Don’t get us in no accident. Amoxicillin? That work?”

      “Yes, that will do.” Her knuckles pinkened as she eased up a bit on the wheel, and the slice of her he could see in the rearview was wide-eyed. “Five hundred milligrams. I should have thought to get some liquid.”

      Juju made a short it-don’t-matter sound. “We got what we got. I’ll crush em fo you, Duncan?”

      He let his chin tip down in an approximation of a nod again. Oh, God, it was good to hear. Someone was taking care of him, and if there was a whirlybird in sight it meant civilization, the chain of command, and all those things he hated. Authority. Orders. Damned if you do, damned if you don’t, and maybe, if he was really lucky, a hospital.

      “Yessir,” Juju said, softly. “Just gonna crush these up fo you, my man, and get em washed down.”

      Anything you want, my man, Duncan wanted to say. His throat was too swollen, barely a pinhole to force bitter medication through. Anything at all.
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      Sour-faced sharp-shaven men in fatigues? Yep. A tangle of barbwire, concrete placers, and guns in towers? Yep. Floodlights that probably lit up this place to Kingdom Come at night? Oh, yeah. It was Checkpoint Golf, the sign said, and hallelujah, it had electricity.

      Lee should have felt grateful. He should have felt goddamn relieved. He should have been jumping for shit-bustin’ joy.

      But Ginny’s chin set, stubbornly, and she had her arms folded nice and tight, blinking against fine misting rain turning to gold when the sun peeked through. “Then I won’t go in either,” she repeated. “He doesn’t have it. His fever’s steady at 102 and he’s not convulsing.”

      “Orders are no infected,” the gate CO repeated, matching her tit for tat. His nametag said Cho; he was ramrod-straight, smooth-cheeked, bristle-haired, and the kind of jackass Lee would have had longing thoughts of dunking in a hot barrel just to teach him a little bend. “Sorry, ma’am.” His expression suggested he wasn’t sorry at all, and the way his gaze kept drifting over Ginny’s head at the road behind them spoke volumes.

      Bulldozers were chugging along that strip, working between big concrete placers meant to channel approaching hostiles. Looked like it had been a busy night out here; critter-corpses crunched and stank while the boots on guard duty held their rifles at jumpy-yeah-shoot-it-and-be-sure angles.

      “They come out at night, right?” Lee jerked his head at the mess behind them. At least the morning work details had cleared a path to the gate. And at least the assholes weren’t yelling at them to put their hands behind their heads and lie down on the swimming pavement.

      It had been a near thing.

      “You better believe it.” Cho didn’t like being reminded. “Look, ma’am, if you’re not coming in, you’d better clear the gates. We’ll take the uninfected in and—”

      “Fine.” Ginny turned on her heel and set off for Juju’s four-by. I ain’t goin up there, Juju had said. White boys with guns, Loot. Sorry.

      He was right. Lee kept his hands visible and his movements slow. Besides, someone had to stay with Duncan. They should have just propped him up and toweled him off to get him through the gate. Steph sat in the truck, huge-eyed, hugging Traveller, and the dog wriggled with glee at the prospect of more humans to sniff.

      “Listen.” Lee tried again. “You got yourself a Colonel Grandon there? Or General? He’s a general now.”

      “General Grandon?” Cho’s backup, a pimple-faced kid with notches on his rifle butt, swallowed hard when Cho swung around to give him a look. Drops of mist hung in Cho’s short, stiff black ruff, not nearly as gemlike as the ones on Ginny’s braids.

      Lee dug for his wallet—nice and slow, his other hand up. Everyone in the damn towers was likely to be twitchy as fuck, too. “Here’s my ID. Go get Grandon on the line. We’ll wait.”

      “I can’t call the general just because—” Cho huffed, but Lee fixed him with a stare.

      “Son,” he said, quietly, “I have driven up to New York and back, I got me two ladies, two fellow soldiers, and a dog through enemy territory, we lost al’ost everyone else, and I ain’t gonna have no pissant stop me from seein General Grandon like he ordered me to before this bullshit even started. So you get on that phone, and you tell him Lieutenant Lee Quartine’s here with a delivery.”

      It wasn’t quite a lie, and Lee didn’t feel a goddamn bit of guilt over it. He was savin’ that guilt for other things, like the look on Ginny’s face as if she expected him to go on through the gates and leave her with a sick man.

      Christ. You could lose everythin’ in an instant with a woman, maybe. Big Q had never warned him about that.

      He about-faced and walked away, not in double-time but not slowly either, leaving Cho holding his ID. If the motherfucker didn’t call Grandon, well, Lee was gonna hafta get creative.

      Fortunately, Cho’s understudy was already humping for a box containing a field phone. Ten minutes later Cho came scurryin out, waving Lee’s ID like it was the holy grail, and finally, the tension in Lee’s shoulders came down a notch.

      It was about damn time.
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      Electric lights glowed, and the entire building was wonderfully warm. There were clean blankets, clean floors, doors that didn’t have to be barricaded, hospital beds, and the hum of conversation. And, best of all, the flat smell of boiled coffee added to antiseptic and detergent that, taken together, shouted medical care.

      Ginny scrubbed at her forehead with the heel of her hand. “I should have thought strep sooner,” she said, numbly. Her skin crawled, her scalp twitched, and she longed to take the pins out of her hair. Instead, she dropped her hands and smoothed the pea-green wool blanket over Duncan’s broad chest again. “He’s going to be all right?”

      He looked smaller, propped up on crisp pillows. An IV drip went about its placid work right next to the bed, and Duncan’s stubble glittered under fluorescent light. His chest rose and fell, deeply, regularly, and the bruises on his hands and forearms glared.

      They were all walking collections of hematomas. Escaping the walking dead gave you all sorts of aches and pains, and now each one on Ginny’s own body was waking up and demanding to be heard.

      “Yep. Little hydration, little penicillin—you got the right dosage, too—and he’ll be right as rain.” Doctor Nguyen smiled, her broad brown cheeks bunching up with a pair of fetching dimples, and patted at one of her scrubs’ pockets. Her hair was pulled ruthlessly back and a thin chain showed at her throat, holding a gold ring. Which meant she was married and probably surgical, since taking rings off to wash your hands was a good way to lose them. “Now will you let us take a look at you?”

      “I’m fine. Just tired.” She didn’t think telling them well, you know, that guy who was hustled off in the helicopter gave me a shot and I got better was a good move.

      Not yet. Probably not ever.

      And that was food for thought, wasn’t it? The way they had suddenly turned into VIPs once Lee had a chance to talk to the gate-guard alone. After the black-haired guy had come out waving Lee’s ID, they’d been ushered in through the gates, given an escort of green and black Humvees, rushed to an improvised hospital settled in a repurposed office building, and hustled inside posthaste.

      Except for Lee and Juju, who were taken to the roof; the same black helicopter she’d seen circling over Charlotte—or its twin—had shown up in a hurry.

      Considering what Lee was carrying, no wonder. Ginny should have been furious, Instead, she was simply…drained. They’d made it after all.

      Now what?

      “You probably want a shower, and some food.” Dr Nguyen was chirpy-cheerful as anyone on a full ration of sleep could be. “Or some coffee, first? It’s horrible because it’s the Army, but at least it’s caffeine.”

      Her teabags were in the back of the truck, but trudging into the fitful rain to fetch them was an unappetizing idea at best. The light in here was too bright, her eyes were smarting. “Um. I suppose a shower. Oh, the girl who came in with me—”

      “She’s being checked out, too. Let’s get you looked at, all right? Most people coming in are malnourished and in shock, they just don’t know it.”

      Which was not precisely news, but hearing other people were coming in was a blessing. “How many have come in? Are they still?”

      “There were a lot at first.” Dr Nguyen made little shooing come on motions, and Ginny let herself be herded. “Now it’s a trickle. We had a group of six a couple days ago—a lady named Halloran and another named Frank, a bunch of girls.”

      “Frank?” It was a pretty common name, but she could hope. “Kasie Frank? A black lady—African-American? A nurse?”

      “She’s a nurse, yeah—sounds like you know her?” Nguyen led her into the hall, sweeping the door mostly closed. ”I don’t know her first name. Halloran had a broken arm and a couple of the girls were pretty beat up, I guess they went through Greensboro. Which was exactly the wrong way to go.”

      Does that mean we came in the right way? It didn’t seem possible that there was any right way in this situation. “There weren’t any guys with them?” Mike, or Jorge? Oh, God. Now she was greedy for another set of survivors. Carline and Mandy—were they all right? Chantal? Colleen?

      It seemed like a lifetime ago. What were the odds that anyone else had survived? Probably like winning the lottery. They’d all been dumped into one of those wire cages and spun, plucked at random, and deposited here.

      “Nope.” The doctor’s ponytail bounced along just as efficiently as she did. “Come on. We’ll just take your vitals, then you can have a shower and a rest. We can use someone with medical training around here. It’s been combat trauma for days now, with the nightly swarm.”

      “That sounds…unappetizing.” She peered through the door, one last peek. Duncan’s jaw was slack, he was out hard under the woolen blanket. “I should check on Steph first.”

      “Yes, but we’re going to take your vitals.” Polite, firm, and utterly immovable, Doctor Nguyen folded her arms. “You can’t help anyone unless you help yourself, Ms Mills.”

      Ginny nodded. “Okay.” It felt both welcome and slightly obscene to have lights glowing overhead, to hear movement in the hallways that wasn’t dangerous. To feel warm air touching her face, and the safety of human numbers again. “I just…it’s been a long trip.”

      “I’ll bet. I heard something about New York?” The doctor set off at a brisk pace, her pink, eminently sensible sneakers making faint sounds on freshly mopped linoleum.

      They had enough people to mop, here. Her skin began crawling in earnest. “Yeah.” Ginny unzipped her jacket. She was sweating, she realized. It felt too warm in here. “We started out in Cotton Crossing. Small town. You wouldn’t have heard of it.”

      “You can tell me while we take your stats. This way, honey.” She scooped up Ginny’s elbow; steady hands, which was a good thing, because Ginny wasn’t sure she wouldn’t start reeling. Her head was suspiciously light. “You can relax, you’re all right now.”

      God, I hope that’s true. Ginny swallowed, hard, and let herself be pulled along.
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      Later, under a spray of blessed hot water in a shower that more resembled a high-end gymnasium’s locker room than an Army base, she finished rinsing shampoo and grime out of her hair, stared at the white tiled wall, and Kaddish rose in her throat. She recited it, start to finish, first in Aramaic, then in English.

      She could remember every word, now that it was too late to matter.

      God was a monster, yes.

      But maybe he would understand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Whole Point

          

        

      

    

    
      Rain hit the window of a bare boxlike room, drops coming together and rolling down. The tiny bits of water didn’t really separate after that, they just went on their way as two instead of one. Or three, four, five, making a stream. Her English teacher Miz Uglanov would ask for a list of synonyms.

      Coming together. Joining. Balling up? No, that one was wrong. Steph huddled on the bed, hugging her damp, jean-clad knees. There were “barracks” here—people sleeping on rows of cots, breathing each others’ breath and whatever else, and that might have been nice except they were strangers, and she’d spent so long looking at the same faces the new ones made her uneasy.

      Besides, the lady doctor Nguyen said there was an adjustment period. She said other things, like shock and trauma, but Steph just watched her mouth move for most of it and nodded every once in a while, when someone seemed to expect it.

      That seemed safest.

      Lee and Juju went off to do whatever it was got everyone so excited at the gate, Mr Duncan was wheeled away on a gurney, Ginny went with him, and Steph was weighed, blood pressured, and temperature-taken before being left here with the dog and the rain and her own goddamn thoughts. Traveller sprawled across Steph’s feet, snoring mightily. Nobody made any fuss about him strolling along on his leash, thank Jesus, and it wasn’t time for his supper yet.

      The clock wired to the wall said so, and it was probably right. All of a sudden the world had started working again.

      She supposed she should pray. Take a shower in the funny locker room down the hall. Her suitcase had been placed just inside this room’s door, but if she opened it up for clothes or shampoo she’d think of Mark saying y’all can make anything fit in there, man, and the tears would start on slow leak again.

      Not sobbing—she was done cried out, as Mama would say. Just…a trickle from each eye, sliding down chapped cheeks. It was better to just sit, hugging her knees, keep her eyes shut tight, and hold on.

      Traveller’s paws twitched. He made funny little woofing noises deep in his throat, his lips twitching too. Was he dreaming about Mark, who would always scratch right above his tail and say there’s a good ol’ hound? Maybe he was dreaming Miz Phyllis, who said she didn’t want hair on her but still bent down to pet his head with careful fingertips whenever he got close?

      Or was he dreamin’ about the zombies? Hounds followed their noses, and God knew the zombies were smelly enough.

      Rain sounded good on a window when you were warm and safe inside. They had electricity here, a whole National Reserve base up and running. Lights came on when you flipped the switch. There were people talking in the halls, not caring if noise would draw zombie attention. Thick concrete walls topped with razor wire cuddled all the buildings like a nest holding eggs, and people were strolling out in the daylight. Sure, there were a lot of them carrying rifles, but if any of the zombies got past the gate, the rifles were a good thing.

      Her breath stank; Steph knew as much because her mouth was rancid even though her nose was full of hot, runny snot. Everything on her stank. It stank like shit. She probably smelled as bad as a zombie now.

      She could get out of the building, probably. Go down to the gate. They were supposed to stop people comin’ in, they wouldn’t mind one going out. She could walk until she found one of the zombies. She could even take her baseball bat, right? The pistol Lee gave her was in his truck, left in a lot with an empty guard shack because nobody here would want to steal it when there were so many others around.

      Getting out would be easy, compared to everything else. It really would be.

      What would be the point? Well, the whole point was…

      “It shoulda been me,” she whispered to her dirty jeans, her boots full of dried mud getting on the clean taut blanket, her flannel shirt—Mark’s red flannel shirt, and it was a good thing her nose was full because she couldn’t smell him on it, either.

      Steph sniffed, long and deep, packing her nose even harder. Would her head explode from all the snot? Just like a zombie’s when you shot it. Sploosh.

      “Steph?” Tentative, her name lifting at the end. “There you are.”

      Go away. She hugged her legs harder, pressed her cheek against one knee. There was probably zombie splatter on her jeans too. Maybe she’d even take sick from it, but Miz Ginny said they were immune.

      Immune was a big ol’ shithead of a word, Steph thought. Like insurance, which Daddy always complained about, it didn’t cover everything. It covered hardly nothin’ at all.

      Traveller stopped dreaming. He shifted on the bed. Of course, he’d want the woman in the door to come over and pet him. Steph wasn’t in a petting mood.

      Soft sound of footsteps, clothing moving. You got used to quiet just like you got used to the noise of traffic, to the motion of a car. To the sound of a boy sleeping next to you, his arm over your waist and his face in your hair. Keeping the sleeping bag between you so you didn’t, well, do anything embarrassing while he was cuddled up. Letting him kiss you, tongue shyly flicking. Making him come back in and yell I’m home because you wanted to see what it was like.

      Telling him he’d done wrong and then being bitchy when he tried hard to make it up. That, too.

      Now there was nothing, just a pack of fucking zombies swarming over a body that used to be someone important, and there wasn’t any getting used to that. No sir.

      Never.

      “Steph.” A pressure on the mattress beside her. Someone sitting down.

      “Leave me alone,” Steph moaned into her knees.

      “No, sweetie. Not right now.” Ginny’s arm came over her shoulders. She was just the same—soft like Mama, hugging awkwardly, caring radiating off her like heat from the funny bolted-on things under the windows. “Not right now,” she repeated, and the pressure on Steph’s shoulders pulled her off-center.

      Steph slumped into her softness. It’s not fair. I want him back. The leaking was back, and she wanted to be alone, right?

      No. Yes.

      She didn’t know what the fuck she wanted, really. But Ginny just sat there, holding her, and Traveller lay back down with a satisfied hrmph from both ends that would have been funny if Mark was still alive.

      But he wasn’t. He was gone. Steph was safe and warm, and the leaking turned into hitching, soft sobs while Ginny hugged her and rocked a little, humming quietly.

      It was that sound that broke her down, because it was just like Mama when you threw up or got kicked during recess or so mad about something you cried. A soft, female song that said oh honey and let it out and that most important of things, ever.

      I love you.

      She’d never even told him that.

      Later, Ginny would tell her that of course Mark knew. Later, Ginny would tell her it was natural, and part of the grieving process, and she knew how it felt. Later, Ginny would hug her over and over again, and the best times were when Ginny stroked her back and hummed that wandering melody.

      At that moment, though, Steph Meacham just cried, the awful pressure of holding it together draining away and safe haven reached at last.
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      Parts of Atlanta were burned to the ground, but there were fortified cores of activity. Inside the tallest building of the biggest one, the upper windows were huge, but if it bothered General Grandon to sit at a desk with his back to one it didn’t show.

      “I expected to die out there in bumfuck Missouri.” The general sighed, heavily. His left arm was in a cast under a hastily slit sleeve; half his hair, fully grey now, was singed off and his left eye was under a patch and a pad of fresh white gauze. His fatigues, the left sleeve of the top split to allow the cast, were ironed, and his remaining eye was bloodshot but bright as ever. “They were already burning bridges.”

      Lee didn’t care. If this was a debriefing, it was one he wanted no part of, especially with his eyes full of hot sand and his entire body crawling with fatigue, sweat, and dirt. “So you dumped it on me.” He kept his hat on, his jacket zipped, and his arms folded, though habit had already made him twitch preparatory to a salute or two on the way in.

      Training, grinding in deep. A man could walk right off a cliff before he knew it, if he was in the habit of marching. Or step right through that frail shield of plate glass and plummet.

      Wouldn’t take much, just a few steps. It would take even less to punch a man, dazing him, and shoot the glass, then send the feller in a rolling chair right on through.

      That’s not a good thought, Lee.

      Grandon spread his right hand, and the fingers of his left twitched under the cast. He pressed a button, and the computer to his left woke, a glaring blue screen reflecting on window-glass. “Well…I figured if anyone would get to Atlanta, you would.”

      Son of a bitch. Lee said nothing else. Juju, standing on his left, was studying the old man, full lips pulled tight and the faintest flicker of do you believe this shit around his dark eyes.

      It was good to have a united front, even if both of them looked like bandits instead of soldiers. A gust of rain smacked along the window, a dribble of sky-saliva. Raining on the just and the unjust, like his Nonna used to say, except she never added that it all flowed downhill and drowned anyone foolish enough to believe justice was an actual thing.

      The general studied Lee, letting the quiet stretch out. Finally, though, a faintly nervous half-chuckle covered the last fraction of strained silence. “They’ve been working on a separate serum. Only got twenty-five percent survivability, though. This one was damn near ninety, and it took a fucking miracle to get it offbase. I figured you’d get it through, if only to spite me.” The habitual bluff, cajoling tone, CO to grunt, delivered from a nice dry mountaintop.

      “When’d’ja send the cleanup crew?” Juju almost spat the question, and Grandon actually blinked his good eye.

      So they were surprising the old man. Good.

      “Yeah.” Lee added the weight of his own stare to Juju’s. It was hard work to get used to electricity again, and the humming of a well-organized base. His nerves were scrubbed damn raw, to match the rest of him. “Was just wonderin that myself.”

      “Lee—” Now the old man was going to go all awshucks and buddy, and Lee’s patience threatened to snap outright. Even the little voice inside his head that sounded suspiciously like Ginny telling him to calm down had shut up, watching to see what he’d do.

      “It’s Quartine, sir.” You keep my name outta your mouth. Lee looked past Grandon, through the soaked window. Not a lot of birds out, despite all the free meat on the counter. It was a damn open-air buffet for carrion, just like any war zone. “When did you send the cleanup crew out to my place? Couldn’t have been long after we left.”

      “When I finally got to Atlanta.” Grandon had paled. “They had orders just to round up, though, not to sweep.”

      Son of a bitch. As if Lee didn’t know exactly how a simple roundup could turn into a morass when the adrenaline started squeezing. Lee imagined how Grandon felt when the cleanup reported Lee’s place deserted, and with the snow erasing their quarry’s tracks…well, Lee had cursed the weather up one side and down the other, but now it looked like it had done him a favor.

      And not just him, but everyone else as well. He didn’t think Ginny would take the news well, though.

      All he wanted was to get back to Charlotte and find her, maybe try again to explain. It wouldn’t do no good, of course. Life only gave you something good to kick you in the teeth and take it away, but at least if he was in her general vicinity, he could…what?

      Hope sprang eternal, wasn’t that the phrase? She was kind, his Virginia Mills, and he wasn’t above usin’ that.

      Not if he had to. He could even talk himself into thinking it was to keep her safe.

      A knock at the office door tensed Lee’s shoulders. Juju almost twitched, too—both of them were still on patrol-nerves, and that wasn’t good. Nobody had taken their weapons, either.

      Lee couldn’t suss out just what that meant at the moment, and he was too damn tired to try.

      “General.” The newcomer was a tall black woman in magenta scrubs and a crisp laundered lab coat, her afro sculpted high and proud. Her ebony skin glowed and her shoes were wicked point-toe numbers, albeit with sensible heels. “Ah. Make it quick, I’m busy.” Her nametag said Torres, and she was hoarse, probably from the broadcasts. Lee looked away, towards the window. Hell of a view.

      “Dr Torres.” Grandon smiled, and indicated the open hardpac on his cluttered desk. “This is our courier, and he’s brought the LV-478 serum.”

      The woman halted, her hands dropping, and gave the hardpac a long, considering look. Then, amazingly, she strode across the worn-down carpeting, those sensible heels jabbing, and flung her arms around Juju. “Thank you,” she said, and smooched him a good one right on one stubbled cheek. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

      Well, since he was closest to the door, it wasn’t a bad guess on her part. “Um,” Juju said. “Um, ma’am…”

      Lee had to work to keep the smile down.

      “This will save lives,” the good doctor persisted, holding Juju’s shoulders like she was gonna shake him. “So much of the data was destroyed, now we can reverse-engineer—wait. Where’s the third syringe?”

      “Was just gonna ask that myself,” Grandon added, straightening with a wince. He hadn’t lowered himself into the chair behind the acres of paper-cluttered desk—maybe because he knew the temptation of the old man right next to the window and on a set of wheels might have been a tad overwhelming for someone like Lee just in from the field.

      Lee said nothing. Juju clammed up too, and swallowed, visibly.

      “Well, even if the antidote serum’s missing, we can engineer from the vaccine.” Torres planted another good ol’ smacking kiss on Juju’s cheek, and, not content, also kissed his other one. “Thank God. Thank God and praise Jesus.”

      “Amen,” Juju muttered.

      Wait a goddamn second. “Antidote serum?” Lee wanted to know.

      “It’s a tri-pac.” The doctor barely glanced at him, giving a quick little irritated shake of her sculpted head. “Live virus, dead vaccine load, and antidote.” She stepped away from Juju. A few long swinging strides brought her to the desk—looked like the good doctor was not one to let any moss grow on a situation. “I’ll get this into the lab. Thank God. General, we should have some good news soon.”

      Jesus Christ. The words sank in, and Lee’s entire body was cold, sweat gathering under his arms again. A roaring rose in his ears, and only habit kept him straight upright instead of staggering like a head-tapped billygoat.

      “Yes ma’am. Happy to oblige.” Grandon at least waited until she was out of the room before loosing a stream of deep, gritty chuckles. “Well, Thurgood. Lookit that. You’re a hero now.”

      “See if I can’t get me a few drinks.” Juju glanced nervously at Lee, who kept himself stock-still.

      Live virus. Lee’s hands were slabs of dead meat, and his knees felt pretty goddamn shaky. What if he’d injected Ginny with that mess, instead of with…dear Jesus save him.

      Well, that was yet another reason she’d want nothing to do with him, if she knew about it. He’d used up all his luck. The only surprise was that it had lasted as long as it did.

      “Well, I’m sure we can find something better.” The old man bent a little, like it hurt, and fanned a few file folders on the desktop. The screen to his left had a saver of green lines in loops, and its reflection on the rainy glass was an evil eye. “I could use a few more good men. I could use both of you, matter of fact, and—”

      Lee cleared his throat. “No.” He meant to say it quietly, but it came out with far more bite than usual. “I’ll be goin on back to Charlotte, sir, thank you.”

      Grandon glanced at Juju, but the lean brown man looked studiously over the general’s shoulder at the whiteboard full of missions and reminders.

      “Come on, Lee.” The old chummy tone, the nobody can do this but you. And Grandon would know, banged-up and wounded, he could ask for more from the poor schmucks taking orders. Grandon led from the front, and let his soldiers feel he wouldn’t ask something from them he wouldn’t do his own blessed self. It had taken a while for Lee to figure out the truth.

      Oh, if this was the old days, he could make Lee dig his own damn grave, and with a smile, too. Nobody but you, Lee. Why, it’s your job to do what others can’t.

      Oh, maybe that was so. But it wasn’t good enough for Nonna and Poppa Q’s boy anymore. He cleared his throat. “It’s Quartine. Sir.”

      Grandon’s shoulders slumped a few fractions. Burden of command, maybe, knowing you’d fucked up something too far to fix. That was a trap too, even though Lee knew that ache.

      Christ, did he ever. Especially now.

      Grandon let the silence stretch a little more, but this time Lee was determined to outwait him. And Juju said nothing. It was goddamn good to know the man had his back. At the same time, it was a torment to wonder if Juju knew Lee had his.

      It wasn’t somethin’ you could ask. Not right-out, like.

      Finally, though, the old man decided to cut his losses. “All right. I’ll get the bird to drop you back in Charlotte. No shortage of work there.” The phone on Grandon’s desk shrilled, but he ignored it, watching Lee with his good eye. There was a red rim to it, and some of the blood vessels on his hawk nose had blossomed. The bottle bit back, especially when you depended on it for tranquilizing. “You change your mind, son, there’s always a place for you in my command.”

      That’s what I’m afraid of. “Thank you, sir.” Lee did his best to sound polite. “Be on our way now.”

      He about-faced, and Juju did too. But neither of them quite marched to the door. Lee held it open, Juju passed through, and Grandon decided on one last throw.

      “Quartine?”

      Lee paused. Don’t. Don’t do it, motherfucker. I’m on the damn edge, it won’t trouble me none to go over.

      “I meant it, you know.” The chair squeaked as Grandon’s bulk shifted, the man leaning forward in his wheeled chair. “If I’d had a son—”

      Lee swept the door closed, cutting off the sentence, and stepped into the outer office, glancing at the general’s beefy, bespectacled Latinx adjutant hunched over a laptop.

      Let its last half die in there, ruthlessly used by that fucking old man. Let Grandon use the other sad sacks taking his orders now. Let them fucking find out they were expendable the hard way.

      Lee had learned his lesson. Late, but better than never.

      “Hey.” Juju tapped the adjutant on the shoulder. “We gotta get back to Charlotte, bro.”
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      They returned to Charlotte bright and early the next morning, both of them rested because there was no need to stand guard in barracks. Juju was out as soon as his head touched a thin Army pillow, and woke up only when Lee in the bunk below him started to stir. There were showers in Atlanta, hot ones, even though they had to roll back into their clothes afterward if they wanted to make the chopper flight. There were washers and dryers going, computers, fluorescent hallways, the whole nine.

      But it was in Charlotte that they got their fucking coffee. Better, they could sit themselves down in an echoing cafeteria and actually drink it in peace.

      It was like heaven, and the only fly in the ointment was Lee looking mournful as fuck. The man only grunted at anything Juju said, and even the cafeteria—long, scrubbed, brightly lit, real tomatoes, how in the hell did they have real tomatoes when the world had gone to shit—didn’t cheer him up.

      Even the bacon didn’t do it, and Juju would have been truly concerned if he hadn’t been able to weasel out what the damn problem was.

      Ginny had, apparently, not taken the news of Lee’s cargo well. “And she ain’t gonna change her mind,” was all Lee would say, before applying himself to his food with all the gusto of a man with deadened taste buds and guts.

      Which meant, none at all.

      Juju settled himself and his sidearm; plastic armrests always hit in the wrong place. Everyone around here was packing, and it was probably a damn good thing. If the critters got in or someone came down with the damn flu, the firepower would be an asset.

      Well, Juju could hope. Everyone with a piece looked like they knew how to use it, at least. “She ain’t stupid, Lee. She’ll come around.”

      “Stubborn.” Lee poked at a mountain of scrambled eggs—real ones mixed in with protein powder. Someone around here had chickens, which pleased Juju on some deep, wordless level.

      As long as someone had managed to save chickens, it made the rest of the shit look somehow less fuckered. Juju crunched through another heavenly slice of bacon, trying to suss out what Lee needed to hear. “Well, I ain’t gonna tell her you could’ve given her some-damn-thing else by mistake if you won’t. Fuckin Grandon.”

      “Yeah.” Lee’s expression said there was more to that story than Juju wanted to know, and it was probably a blessing the lieutenant didn’t want to share. It was altogether likely that whatever ol’ Strap-yo-Balls had told Lee when he gave him the package hadn’t included a warning that it contained somethin’ live.

      For a few seconds, back in Grandon’s office, Juju had been sure Lee was gonna volunteer them both to serve under Grandon again, and Juju was going to have to do something drastic. It was a relief to be away from the old man, and Lord Jesus, he hoped it would stick.

      Juju straightened a little. “Speak of the devil,” he muttered.

      Ginny was at the big silver coffee tankers, probably in search of hot water for her endless cups of tea. Her hair was braided up real nice, and she wore jeans and a big bulky green sweater, gold hoops glittering in her ears. Looked like she’d been at some laundry, and that was yet another cheerful thought. Juju could stand some clean threads himself.

      Lee craned his neck to look, and the open hunger crossing the man’s face was almost comical. Juju restrained the urge to elbow him. “Ain’t you gonna go over an talk to her?”

      Lee shook his head. He’d shaved, but he hadn’t gone after his hair with clippers. It was another sign that he wasn’t ready to put his name on the dotted line for Grandon again.

      Juju made a short plosive sound of irritation. “Oh, for fuck’s sake. If you won’t, I will.”

      But it was academic, as Ginny herself might say, because she spotted them all the way across the caf’s midmorning bustle and made what wasn’t quite a beeline, but was certainly her way, over to them. She’d cleaned her boots, too.

      Women. Juju shook his head a little, and applied himself to the rest of his bacon.

      “You’re back.” The dark circles around her eyes weren’t any bigger, at least. “They’re saying we might get snow here, too, by the end of the week. Steph’s walking Traveller, they have a park, don’t worry, it’s safe. And Duncan’s resting. Some saline and antibiotics should fix him right up.”

      That was good to hear. Juju cleared his throat. “Ah. Yeah. That’s good, real good.”

      “Seat taken?” She indicated the one next to him, and damn if she wasn’t ignoring Lee’s presence.

      Oh, for Chrissake. “Take this one.” Juju pushed himself up. “Imma go check on Duncan. Where he at?”

      She gave him directions that included, go two doors, then turn left, then check in with Dr Nguyen at the desk, precise and clear. Then she fixed him with an amused look. “He really likes you, Juju.”

      Oh, Lord. Juju played dumb. “Huh?”

      “He’s a good apple. And he really likes you.” She shouldered him aside and put her tray down. “But you probably knew that.”

      “Yeah, well.” Juju’s cheeks warmed. Lee didn’t even look up, morosely contemplating his pile of eggs and smaller pile of bacon that hopefully wouldn’t go to waste. “Lee’s been a goddamn raincloud all morning. You two figger it out, I ain’t dealin with it.”

      “Duly noted.” She sank down next to Lee, who hunched his shoulders like he expected the firin’ squad, and Juju got while the gettin’ was good.

      He took care of his tray, got a fresh cup of coffee, and decided to stop in a bathroom somewhere along the way to Duncan’s room.

      It never hurt to freshen up a bit.
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      Ginny’s back ached, and her left hip. Steph hadn’t wanted to be alone, so Ginny had spent the night on a twin bed with the girl, Traveller ending up wedged between them paws-aloft and belly-exposed. Still, she’d passed out pretty hard—an actual bed and central heating did wonders for everyone. And at least Steph hadn’t tossed or turned.

      The girl wasn’t cheerful this morning—who the hell would be, after all that? But at least she seemed…well, maybe she’d be okay. With some help, and a whole lot of therapy.

      If there were any therapists left in the area, they were probably doing a land-office business.

      She stole a few glances at Lee. He hunched over his heavy brown plastic tray, eating mechanically. His cheeks were freshly shaved and he had his yellow stare on, thankfully not directed at her but at some arbitrary point across the cafeteria’s noise. He was still in yesterday’s clothes, too.

      It was strange to be in a crowd again, even a small one that rattled inside the cafeteria’s empty space without quite filling it. Everyone here walked purposefully; the people who weren’t armed were in the minority. There was talk of “patrols” and “clear zones” and “night raids.”

      Upturn the hive and the ants scurried to rebuild. Her dire prognostications of the end of civilization were bleakly amusing now; of course humanity was going to reorganize, one way or another. The trouble was, she decided, a sense of proportion underwent radical changes during a zombie apocalypse.

      Lee finally pushed his plate away, still mostly loaded. He took a long hit off his coffee—a thick, acrid military brew he probably loved. Ginny played with the paper Lipton tag. It wasn’t much, but it was tea.

      Hot water. An actual breakfast. She’d about eaten herself sick on hothouse tomatoes a few hours ago, and could go for more. Probably would, when lunchtime rolled around.

      Only a few inches of space separated her shoulder from Lee’s. He still said nothing. Just sat there on an uncomfortable plastic chair, everything bottled up, tucked away.

      She studied his profile. The circles around his eyes were so dark they almost looked painted on, and he was thinner than he had been in the Crossing. Worry stamped itself around his eyes, at the corners of his mouth.

      He’d probably bleed to death internally before saying a peep. And he was always telling her to talk.

      Ginny almost flinched when someone dropped a tray with a clatter; her tea sloshed but avoided spillage by a thin margin. She decided she had to say something, since he wouldn’t. “Dr Nguyen says they need people to organize things.” Neither of them would lack for work, and medical training was a high-value commodity now. You’ll get an entire residency in a month, she’d said, sighing and rubbing at her temples. I could use a pair of steady hands.

      Lee took a gulp of coffee. From the look on his face, it was entirely too hot, but he swallowed anyway. The corners of his eyes glittered—a reflex reaction to a swallow-scorch, of course. That’s probably what he’d say if asked.

      “Organizin.” He needed clean clothes, a few solid meals, and some good sleep. “You’re, uh, good at that.” He darted her a quick, shy, sideways glance, as if she was too bright to look at.

      “So are you.” Hopefully it didn’t sound like she was damning him with faint praise.

      Lee raised his coffee, visibly remembered it was still boiling, and set it down with a click. “You still mad?”

      Ginny set her tea-mug—thick white industrial china, warm and solid—down, too. Then, before she could lose her nerve, she grabbed his right hand with both of hers.

      He should have said something, true. But there were good reasons for what he had done. And Ginny had been so determined to get to her parents—once she knew Atlanta was even an option, she should have insisted they all go, posthaste.

      The old Ginny would still be furious at him. Who was she now?

      Nobody was going to make good choices in an apocalypse, or on a secret mission to carry what might have been a cure while there was no way of knowing if the destination was overrun by hordes of chewing, groaning, shuffling corpses.

      “A little,” she admitted, and rubbed his scarred knuckles with her fingertips. He hadn’t even taken a change of clothes along, just hopped in the helicopter, determined to do his duty. He was handy, certainly, but he needed someone looking out for him. “We’ll talk about it later.” She squeezed his hand, very gently.

      He squeezed back. Scars on his knuckles flexed. He had quite a collection there, and some of them probably had stories to tell.

      There was enough time later for that, too.

      Ginny scooted her chair closer, wincing at the venomous screech its legs made against mopped linoleum, and laid her head on his shoulder. It felt nice, and she closed her eyes. “I’ve got your suitcase from the truck,” she said. “You probably want clean clothes. There’s laundry here, imagine that.”

      “Yeah.” A hoarse, hollow word. “Imagine that.” Holding himself tense, braced. Ready for another disaster. The next few words tumbled out, the trickle over the top of a dam. “Ginny, darlin, I’m sorry.”

      “Me too.” She decided against trying to move her chair closer still, and settled her head more firmly. “We’ll get you settled once you’re finished with breakfast. Just, for a minute, could you…could we just sit here?”

      He moved a little—a nod, she could tell even with her eyes closed. Then his other hand closed over hers, and all the tension spilled out of her with a sigh. His shoulder softened, and he leaned into her. The murmur of several people eating, drinking coffee, chatting, swirled around their tiny isle.

      “Long as you want, darlin,” Lee finally said. “Be right happy to.”

      Ginny swallowed tears, and let out another sigh.

      “Good,” she said.
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      And it’s a wrap on the fourth and final season of Roadtrip Z, my friends. The next serial will be out soon, so I thought I’d take a moment to thank the people that made this one such an amazing ride.

      Thanks are due to Mel Sanders, who was always ready to sigh over Lee’s competence, and Skyla Dawn Cameron, who never blinks when I wave my arms and say, “Just make it pretty?” A huge shout-out to Miriam Kriss, as well, who believes in me even when I don’t believe in myself.

      Last (but certainly greatest), a huge and resounding thank you for the patrons and subscribers who kept this serial going for four staggering, shambling, zombie-infested seasons.

      You guys are the best. Come in, get a beverage, and lean close. Because I like to thank you in the way we both like best: by telling you yet another story…
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