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      From the Diary of Avi Geller

      February 3rd

      It all started in late January of last year. No one has ever been sure of the exact date. The media and the government did too good a job keeping everything covered up. The initial deaths were kept quiet until the chaos in Atlanta spiraled out of control, until the southeast was no longer salvageable. Now no one knows for sure the day the world began its descent into Hell.

      Idiots. If only the general population had been warned, then more people would have stood a chance of surviving the chaos that followed.

      A few facts have since been uncovered in the year since then. We found out that the end of the world began at the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia. The last place any of us really expected. The one organization whose job should have been focused on studying the virus, finding a cure for it, before it could do the damage it has since caused, completely failed at that task.

      It began there, as far as we can tell, and it spread out rapidly. No, not rapidly. That doesn’t cover quite how fast it spread. I’m not sure there’s a word for how fast it embedded itself into the population. Either way, it hit the population of Atlanta first—no big surprise, if it came out of the CDC facilities there—and then it spread out from there. The sick, the elderly, the young, and everyone in between: it chose indiscriminately, like only a virus can.

      The initial virus—the airborne version—started with a tickle in the back of a throat, a persistent cough, itchy, watery eyes. Maybe some sneezing. It looked like a bad case of allergies. Hay fever. Nothing to warrant alarm.

      But then, when the virus became communicable exclusively by contact with bodily fluids, when it mutated with a rapidity doctors had never seen before, worse symptoms started manifesting themselves in the sick. The fevers, the vomiting. The delirium, the loss of coordination and speech. The reduced motor skills. The lethargy. Then the sharp drop in blood pressure and apparent death.

      And then all our nightmares truly began.

      None of us are really sure when the media first announced that the madness was being caused by a virus. The news took over the airways in the span of a few days, maybe a week, gradually at first, trickling out from Atlanta’s suburbs and washing over Memphis and Birmingham and New Orleans, being picked up by one news affiliate after another, as if following the virus on its journey. The short evening news reports were overtaken by stories of growing numbers of infected within hours. There were more and more of them, multiplying by the hour, growing exponentially, always hungry, always killing indiscriminately.

      By the time someone finally connected the dots and the government began to take steps, it was too late for those of us in the “blast radius” of the virus.

      This is the world we live in now. It’s a world of terror, a world of our own making. One year ago, the first confirmed victim of the Michaluk Virus attacked his girlfriend on a crowded MARTA bus in Atlanta. A lot has changed since then. Things will never be the same again.

      As for me, I’m somewhere north of Montgomery, Alabama. I’m approximately two hundred miles away from the new Ground Zero: Atlanta, Georgia. And two hundred miles away from everyone I know and love.

      My name is Avi Geller. I’m a former journalist for a newspaper that doesn’t exist anymore.

      My compatriots have given me a task. My mission: to track down Ethan Bennett and his crew and convince them to come with me to Atlanta, to help me liberate a group of survivors who desperately need help from something worse than the infected, or die trying.
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      “You have got to be insane.”

      Avi Geller glared at the man who stood in front of her, crossing her arms and shifting her weight to her left leg, scowling. Irritation and impatience rolled off of her in waves. She sized up the man’s reaction, cataloguing everything she knew about him and matching it to his words and body language.

      Ethan Christopher Bennett. Forty years old, five foot eleven, one hundred seventy pounds. Green eyes, blond hair, former Memphis PD, and total hardass. The statistics rolled through Avi’s brain easily; she’d spent weeks drilling them into her skull. Ethan Bennett had essentially become infamous in the year since everything had gone to hell. The word over the ham radio transmissions she and her colleagues managed to pick up suggested that he was one of the most effective leaders left in their area. Avi’s cohorts agreed with the assessment. Based on everything they had heard, under his leadership, Ethan’s group had become the very best at going into the more heavily overrun areas of the southeast and rescuing people who’d been stupid enough to get trapped among the infected. Ethan Bennett was damned good at what he did.

      And it was obvious that Ethan Bennett was one stubborn son of a bitch.

      Avi and her colleagues had spent the past three months trying to track this man’s location down. They’d collected intelligence from the broadcasts through the ham radios, and when they’d discovered just how difficult it was to get in touch with Ethan and his group directly—and because of their general fear of being overheard doing so—they’d secretly sent out scouts into suspected areas where his group might have resided. Avi herself had volunteered to check the areas immediately around Montgomery, Alabama. She had traveled through the same infected areas through which Ethan was rumored to have been, with nothing but her thoughts, worries, and stresses to keep her company, unable to contact her compatriots for updates and further intel, doing everything she could to avoid those things at all costs. She’d risked her life to find the man, not knowing if she’d ever see her friends and family again, and his insults were the last things she needed to hear.

      She really should have expected it, though. Everything she’d been able to gather about Ethan Bennett told her the man had a chip on his shoulder larger than a city block. She still wondered what compelled six seemingly sane individuals to not only accept his leadership but to stay under it, even when they’d likely had other opportunities present themselves in the past year.

      Avi had known the moment she’d finally laid eyes on this man that it would take more than sweet talk to crack his hard-as-nails exterior. Convincing Ethan of her need for his help might even be impossible. She willingly acknowledged that what she was asking him to do was incredibly stupid, dangerous, and suicidal. But she had to try. She and her friends needed to find someone willing to help, someone good enough to get into the city and stay in one piece, someone capable of keeping other survivors alive during transport, someone as recognizable to the survivors—even if just in name—as Ethan Bennett. As far as she could tell, there wasn’t anyone better qualified than this man and his team outside of the city of Atlanta, not for the job she needed him to do. She repeated this like a mantra, hoping that would help keep her story straight. She didn’t need to screw up and reveal too much, not now.

      “No, I can’t say I am insane,” Avi finally replied. She kept her voice mild, and she didn’t allow her gaze to flicker from Ethan’s face. Now wasn’t the time to show weakness.

      Ethan stared at her, the expression on his face the very definition of incredulous. “You’re actually serious,” he said. He looked her up and down, blatantly assessing her. She kept her eyes on him. She wasn’t going to allow him to goad her into backing down. She wasn’t a coward—another story she repeated to herself over and over. “You actually want us to take you into Atlanta, of all places? Not just no, but hell no. I’m not risking my people like that. We may be good at what we do, but we’re not crazy—”

      “That’s debatable,” a lightly accented voice interjected. Avi glanced behind Ethan and saw a woman with long dark hair sitting at the dining table, busily cleaning a disassembled rifle. An expression that could only be described as a smirk graced her pretty features, and the way she was carefully cleaning the part in her hand was nothing short of intimidating. Avi wasn’t sure if she was amused or horrified that someone could actually crack a joke in this world they lived in now. It didn’t really seem like a good time for joking.

      “—but we’re not crazy enough to go into Atlanta, of all places,” Ethan finished. He glanced at the dark-haired woman with an unreadable expression before returning his eyes to Avi.

      “Please,” Avi argued. “I need your help! There are people—”

      “No,” Ethan snapped, cutting her off and shaking his head again. “Like I said, not no, but hell no.”

      Avi huffed out a breath as the woman at the table chuckled in apparent amusement. She bit back a scowl and nearly sat on the closest flat surface without thinking. Her knees quaked inside her jeans, and she wondered if she was even the right person to be attempting this. She paced away from Ethan a few steps as she examined her surroundings.

      She hadn’t expected to find the team in a place like this. It was a two-story family home that had been converted in what amounted to a base of operations. The windows were boarded over, casting the interior into darkness lit only by flashlights, candles, and lanterns. The detritus of seven people living together—bottles of water and packages and cans of food—lay scattered about, though there was evidence of some efforts at general housekeeping. Numerous guns and knives lay on tables beyond Avi’s reach. Loose and boxed bullets were lined up on towels on the dining table, empty and full magazines beside them. Several crowbars and even a couple of baseball bats lay next to the neat rows of ammunition. It was definitely one of the larger caches of weapons that she’d seen since the apocalypse started.

      There wasn’t much furniture left in the dining or living rooms. She suspected the group had demolished the non-essential furniture for the fire that even now burned in the fireplace. They’d obviously stayed in this place for quite some time, judging by the room’s worn-out appearance. It must have been secure enough for their tastes, considering what intel she had suggested they hadn’t moved their base in about six months.

      That didn’t mean they’d gotten lax, though. When she’d arrived, she had discovered that the group was borderline militaristic when strangers showed up at their safe house, if their treatment of her was any indication. The moment Avi had been allowed inside, she’d been searched and divested of everything that resembled a weapon. They’d even taken the elastic from her hair. The caution they displayed bordered on a bad case of paranoia. It wasn’t her place to comment, though. To do so would risk alienating the very people of whom she begged assistance.

      Avi studied the scratched, worn floorboards and contemplated her next line of attack. She had to get Ethan to Atlanta. She knew her colleagues wouldn’t accept anything less. To convince Ethan to go with her would be to convince the others, and that was all she had to accomplish. She considered what she knew of Ethan, what his normal tasks entailed in this changed world, the types of things he did on a regular basis. That, she knew, was the potentially successful angle of negotiation she needed to take.

      “You’ve never been into Atlanta,” she began after her quiet contemplation. “Am I correct?”

      “Yes, you’re right. Because we’re not suicidal.”

      “You help people,” Avi cut in quickly. “You rescue people from tough situations so they actually have a chance of survival. You give them hope when they don’t have any. There are dozens more people in Atlanta like those you’ve already saved. There are people trapped in their houses and apartments and…and hotels, and they can’t get out of there without help. Everybody left alive knows that the government abandoned the city’s people to their deaths, even back on day one of this. Everybody abandoned them. They weren’t given even half a hope of survival, and they won’t have a hope at all if someone doesn’t help them get out. And if anybody can get them out of there, if anybody can give them that hope, it would be you, Mr. Bennett.”

      Avi’s appeal was horribly emotional, the kind of playing on emotions that she had always despised, and she worried that it was too melodramatic for someone of Ethan’s caliber and level of skepticism to take seriously. But to her surprise, a smile replaced the incredulous look Ethan had worn for the past few minutes. He nodded his head slowly, even as the smile grew wider.

      “You’re a sneaky bitch, aren’t you?” he said. His tone was impressed rather than insulting. “You know exactly what buttons to push to get me to even think about it, don’t you?”

      “I used to be a journalist,” Avi said. A small blossom of hope bloomed in her chest. Ethan was actually thinking about it? That was definitely a step in the right direction. “I’m supposed to know what buttons to push. I do my research.”

      “And you did that research on us, huh?” Ethan said. He relaxed a fraction, uncrossing his arms and sliding a hand into his pocket. Avi thought the casual stance looked much more inviting than the stiff one he’d had previously.

      “Not on all of you,” she admitted. “Most of the people in your group are unknowns. I focused mainly on you.” She had the good grace to blush as she shifted her weight again. “I mean, how do you think I managed to track your entire group down in the first place? I followed your trail, and it led me to all of you.”

      Ethan let out a short, gruff laugh and shook his head, running a hand through his dark blond hair. The woman cleaning the rifle looked up suddenly from her task, an eyebrow raised. Avi wondered why such a simple sound would make the woman look so surprised; maybe Ethan didn’t laugh often. She gave the unnamed woman a small, tentative smile and shoved her hands into her pockets almost casually, mimicking Ethan’s stance again.

      “And here I was thinking we were being careful about not being tracked,” Ethan said. His smile lit up his whole face, making him appear several years younger. “Look, I’ll think about it, okay?” he conceded. “I’ll have to discuss it with my team, see what they think and if they’re willing to go in. We’ll have a sit-down later and get more information from you then. But I’ll warn you, there are at least two members of the group who are going to be against this. It will take some work on your part to convince them to go. No one will be forced, though. If they say no, that’s it.”

      Avi let out a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. She nodded and pushed a strand of her own blond hair out of her face. “I understand. Thank you for at least considering helping me.”

      “I’m not making any promises,” Ethan added. He motioned for her to follow him to the dining table, and she trailed behind him as he continued. “There’s too much that can go wrong on a mission. We don’t normally go into larger cities like Atlanta. We don’t have that kind of equipment.” Avi assumed that, by “equipment,” he meant weaponry, which was a surprising revelation considering the amount of it on the dining table alone. “Big cities are too risky, and the chances of something going wrong are exponentially greater than in smaller towns like this one.” Ethan gave the woman at the table an affectionate smile and squeezed her shoulder. “Ms. Geller, this is Cade Alton. She’s our weapons expert, I guess you could say. Or at least one of them. She was born here in the US, served in the Israel Defense Forces as a sniper before she moved back here.”

      Cade gave her a warm smile. “Hi, nice to meet you.” She returned her startlingly blue eyes to the part in her hand. “Sorry about the reception you got when you arrived,” she continued. “We’re pretty uptight about our security. We’ve had a few instances of people trying to rob us of our supplies.”

      Avi waved off the apology. “It’s fine,” she assured Cade. “I’ve been through plenty of bad stuff. So there are seven of you in all?”

      “Yes,” Cade answered. She started assembling the rifle, her hands moving deftly to fit the pieces of the weapon together. As she spoke, Ethan wandered to the front door to peer out the peephole. “Besides me and Ethan, there’s Theo Carter and his younger brother Gray. We picked them up in Tupelo. Gray’s a mechanic, mostly bodywork, but he’s not too shabby with engines and electronics when the situation calls for it. He’s also fantastic at information gathering and a decent shot with a hunting rifle. Theo is a paramedic. Having our own medic is definitely a plus.” She paused as she turned the weapon over and slid the trigger assembly into place.

      “Then there’s Remy Angellette,” Cade continued. “We pulled her out of a tight spot in Biloxi about a month after everything went sideways. Brandt and I almost got killed in the process, but it could have been worse. And I guess you could say it was our first experience working as a team helping someone else. It’s what gave us the idea to do what we do, I suppose.” She shrugged nonchalantly and shot Ethan a warning glance when he opened his mouth to speak up. “Remy doesn’t have any military experience or anything, but she’s smart and driven and tough, and she learns quickly. And she’s very resourceful.” She fell silent as she continued her work on the rifle.

      “Who else is there?” Avi prompted when she didn’t start speaking again right away.

      “Well, there’s Brandt Evans,” she said. She finished assembling the rifle and set it carefully on the table. “We met him in Gadsden the day after the virus hit Memphis. He’s a Marine. That’s probably why Ethan likes to stick me and Brandt in the lead on missions. Out of the entire group, we know what the hell we’re doing and what to look out for better than any of the others.” Her tone wasn’t arrogant, just matter of fact, as if it was something they all acknowledged.

      “And lastly, Nikola Klein. She’s the youngest in the group, but she’s really good at figuring out where to look to find supplies we need,” Cade said, a hint of pride in her voice. “Ethan picked her up on a…well, let’s just call it a solo mission to Memphis. Lucky for her, too. I’m sure if he hadn’t, she’d be dead by now.

      “You’ll probably meet all of them late this evening or, at worst, in the morning,” Cade added. “They’re all out on supply right now, and Theo is on the roof keeping watch. Ethan and I are the only ones here.”

      Avi nodded. Cade picked up the weapon in front of her, snapped a magazine into it, and lifted it to her shoulder, holding it as if she were ready to shoot something. Avi hoped the rifle was unloaded, though the few holes in the dining room wall suggested the opposite was a regular occurrence, and that Cade was halfway as competent shooting the rifle as she was pointing it. Avi’s concerns were alleviated a bit as Cade squeezed the trigger. The rifle dry-fired. Cade nodded thoughtfully and set it on the table once again.

      “What kind of gun is that?” Avi asked. She rocked onto the balls of her feet to get a better look at the rifle.

      “This?” Cade asked. She patted the rifle and rubbed a hand lightly along it. “Oh, this is my baby.” She practically glowed as she talked about the weapon.

      “Oh man, we’re in for it now,” Avi heard Ethan mutter.

      “It’s a seven-point-six-two-millimeter Galil sniper rifle,” she explained, speaking slowly and reverently. Avi raised an eyebrow. Cade’s tone made her sound like she was reciting an owner’s manual long-since memorized. “Semi-automatic, rotating bolt, twenty-five-round magazine, with a ten-by-forty Nimrod scope. I hoard the ammo for this thing like you wouldn’t believe.”

      “Cade, you’re starting to talk Greek again,” Ethan spoke up. He chuckled as he came up behind the woman, teasingly flipping her ponytail with one hand. “None of us understands a word you’re saying when you get going about all your gear.”

      She rolled her eyes and gave the rifle one last pat. “Philistine,” she joked, tilting her head back to look at Ethan. Then her voice suddenly turned serious. “When are we going to talk to the others?” Her blue eyes slanted toward Avi.

      “In the morning,” Ethan replied shortly. He beckoned to Avi. “Come on, Ms. Geller. I’ll show you where you can get some sleep. You look like you haven’t had any real rest in days.”

      “I haven’t slept, no,” Avi admitted with a nonchalant shrug, as if sleeplessness were a common state. She suspected this group went without sleep more regularly than she did, and she refused to admit that she was bordering on exhaustion. “It’s not really a big deal, though.”

      “Yes, it is,” he shot back. “As long as you’re going to be with us, you’ll be treated like one of us. That includes decent amounts of sleep and as much rations as we can spare. If we decide to go with you, you’d better get used to that.”

      “Well, I guess I could do with some rest,” she conceded. Then she paused in mid-step. “When can I get my things back?” she asked, half-turning to Cade. The other woman rose from her seat.

      “Oh, tomorrow, probably,” Cade replied. She headed to the kitchen, adjusting her ponytail. “I’m going to sharpen your machete, and maybe we’ll get you something else to go with it. A backup. You good with a gun?”

      “Not very,” Avi confessed, embarrassed at the admission. Her colleagues had mostly kept her out of situations involving the need for guns since she wasn’t very good at hitting what she aimed at. As a result, she was the equivalent of a pencil pusher rather than a fighter. She hadn’t had much further experience with firearms.

      “Don’t worry about it,” Cade said assuredly. “If you end up staying with us, worst-case scenario is we’ll teach you. But as long as you can handle your blade well, you should be okay in a reasonably small life-threatening situation.” She disappeared through the kitchen doorway, leaving Avi feeling vaguely unsettled.

      Avi hurried to catch up with Ethan, who’d already climbed half the stairs and left her behind. Ethan paused at the second-floor landing to wait for her, leaning against the railing, his legs crossed at the ankles and his hands braced against the wooden rail behind him. “Ms. Geller,” he said when she drew level with him. He started up the second flight. “I don’t suppose I have to tell you what’ll happen if you get in our way, either here or out there.” He kept his tone mild, but she wasn’t fooled. She heard the threat under his words. “We take our safety very seriously, and we don’t need anyone interfering if they’re not going to help.” He paused at the top of the stairs and looked at the closed doors in the hall then nodded and led her to the second door on the right. “This is where you’ll stay,” he announced as he opened it.

      Avi stepped inside and looked around the room. It was mostly bare of furniture, though there was a twin-sized bed on each side of the room. The one to her right had been recently used; the bed was unmade, and a hairbrush and toothbrush had been carelessly tossed onto the mattress. A satchel leaned against the wall near the headboard.

      “You’ll share a room with Remy tonight,” Ethan said. “That is, assuming she gets back before sunset. Otherwise, she’ll hole up somewhere else and you’ll be here alone.” He glanced over the room and added, “We’ll discuss your proposition in the morning, once everyone is back and has had some rest.”

      Avi nodded and swept her eyes over the room once more. She opened her mouth to thank Ethan once again for his hospitality and consideration, but before she could get the words out, he turned on his heel and stalked into the hall, shutting the door firmly in her face.

      

      Nikola Klein slowly lowered herself into a crouch behind a massive oak tree alongside the road, setting her aluminum softball bat down on the overgrown grass beside her so she could tighten her long blond ponytail. She eyed the gas station across the street, studying it for movement, waiting to see if there was anything in or around it that might pose something of a danger to her.

      Truth be told, she really shouldn’t have been this far away from the safe house; Ethan would smack the crap out of her if he knew—not literally; the man wasn’t remotely abusive, but Lord knew he was a master of the ass chewing. She would certainly get one if he knew that she had ranged out more than a mile away from the safe house alone. But she couldn’t help it. it was getting harder and harder to find useful supplies in the houses and buildings in the immediate vicinity that she could actually access, so she’d started searching farther and farther away from base to find the useful stuff they needed.

      Hence why she was two miles away across the street from a gas station that actually looked—mostly—untouched. It was such a weird sight that she couldn’t help but second-guess if she should go in. But there was nothing else she could do, so she straightened, checked to make sure her messenger bag was secure against her side, and eased around the tree, striding across the street in a straight line, heading for the gas station like she belonged there.

      The parking lot was, much to her relief, empty and completely devoid of movement, save for some paper litter that stirred gently in the light afternoon breeze. Nikola blew out a steadying breath, wishing fleeting that she had some backup, then approached the glass entrance and tugged on the door experimentally. The door started to swing open then stuck on something, refusing to open any further. She scowled and yanked on it harder; it let out a loud squealing sound, grinding against the floor, and when she knelt to examine it, she realized the door had somehow gotten damaged and wasn’t going to open much farther without making a tremendous amount of noise. Giving up on the door, she adjusted her bag and opted instead to slide sideways through the foot-wide gap between the door and the frame, wincing as the doorjamb scratched her lower back through her shirt. Then she took a careful look around to make sure she was alone before focusing in on the store’s condition.

      The convenience store was nothing short of a mess, though Nikola wasn’t totally sure that “mess” was a word that fully covered the chaotic wreck that the store was. There were several shelves toppled over, their contents spilled over the white tiled floor, and there was a sour milk stench in the air. She immediately zeroed in on the source of the smell: a cooler full of dairy goods left open to spoil after the power went out. Nikola was honestly amazed that the smell had hung around after a year.

      Once she’d ascertained that she was, in fact, alone, she did a quick tour of the store, searching for supplies that weren’t super perishable. It was honestly slim pickings, which was no surprise, since they were a year out from the outbreak and they weren’t the only survivors on the planet. She spotted several cans of what appeared to be soup underneath the space created by a fallen shelving unit that was propped precariously against its neighbor and made mental note of them, intending to come back for them once she’d finished surveying for other, more easily accessible supplies.

      Twenty minutes later, she’d packed her messenger bag as full as she could carry it with a wide array of supplies and other useful bits she’d come across in the convenience store and was laying on her stomach, trying to get to the cans of soup she’d spotted underneath the shelving unit, when she heard something from somewhere in the store, a soft scraping noise, the kind of sound suggestive of a foot brushing against the floor. She reflexively jerked her head up, promptly banging it against the shelves above her, and winced, rubbing her head as she started trying to crawl out from underneath the shelves without making any noise, a task that proved virtually impossible considering the heavy bag on her side and the debris on the floor around her. She finished wiggling out, grabbed her bat, and rolled up onto her feet, lifting the bat in a one-handed grip as she stuffed the soup can she still held into her bag.

      She turned in a slow circle, pausing in the middle of it to kick a stray candy bar away from her foot, but didn’t see anything or anyone in the store with her. But she wasn’t alone, she was certain of it. She had heard the telltale signs of a presence with her own ears, the very same signs, however small, that experience and Ethan Bennett had taught her to listen for. The shuffling noise reached her ears again, followed by a slightly louder thump. She whipped her head around and spotted the black swing door she’d missed before, the one nestled in a nook by the unisex bathroom door; it was swaying slightly, like it had been blown by a breeze. Even as she watched, something bumped against it from the other side, setting it in motion again. She jumped, just slightly, and took a cautious step back further from the door, trying to decide what exactly she needed to do and the best way to do it to avoid getting herself caught in a bad spot.

      She really needed to get out of there before she got in a jam, but she really, really wanted to look behind the cash register before she did. The good stuff was always kept behind the cash counter; everyone who’d ever been in a convenience store knew that. But it wasn’t cigarettes she was after. She was hoping for something far more useful than that.

      With one last glance at the still moving swing door, Nikola quietly crept toward the cash counter in question, trying her best to stay as quiet as possible as she slipped behind it, where she crouched down, making sure her head was below the top edge of the counter, and immediately began rummaging through the detritus that was still piled up on the wooden shelves underneath the counter. Her eyes lit onto a small cardboard box set back on one of the shelves, and she grinned, recognizing it instantly, before grabbing it. Just as her fingers curled around the cardboard, a much louder thud sounded from the direction of the black swinging door she’d been suspiciously eyeing a few moments before. She snatched the box to her chest, clutching it there as she took in a deep, shaky breath, then slowly eased up just enough to peer over the edge of the counter. She almost let out an involuntary gasp before ducking right back down again.

      One of the infected was in the convenience store with her.

      Nikola almost swore in frustration but managed to refrain. Swearing, even in a whisper, would be too much noise for her comfort. Especially when the only thing she had to defend herself with was a baseball bat. And while she was pretty confident in her ability to swing it like nobody’s business, the last thing she wanted to do was test her ability to hold up against one of the infected with just the bat, especially against an infected person that was the size of two of her put together.

      And this one was big. If she had to guess, he stood about six feet tall, and he was built like what her dad used to call “a brick shithouse,” all massive and square and big beefy biceps that looked like he spent too many days at backyard barbecues when the world had been normal, crushing beer cans with his arms like some macho tough guy. His formerly white T-shirt was a mess of old stains and bodily fluids, and she could smell him all the way from where she knelt behind the counter—a rank smell that was bad enough to choke a horse. As big as he was, it was no wonder he was still stuck in here, even after a year, considering the door wouldn’t open more than about a foot. He couldn’t have fit through that gap even if he’d tried.

      Speaking of…

      Nikola slowly rose to counter level again, peering out to see what he was doing. The man was milling around near the door, looking around the store like he sensed that she was there but was confused because he couldn’t see her. She watched him, staying absolutely still, even as the hand that held the box she’d snatched from under the counter carefully lifted the flap on her messenger bag and slid the box inside. Then she hoisted her bat in a two-handed grip, waiting for when he turned away from her.

      The second he moved in the direction opposite her, she started crab-walking to the cash counter’s exit, circling around the end of the counter so she could creep in the direction of the store’s main doors. As she turned the last corner of the counter, the end of her bat clipped the wooden counter, letting out a startlingly loud bang that drew the attention of anything and everything in the building with her.

      Which was to say, the one infected guy in the vicinity that she really didn’t want to get into a confrontation with.

      The infected guy in question whipped around at the sound of the bat’s blow, lighting right into her, and this time, she did let out a curse, abandoning any attempt to remain silent as she leaped to an upright position and hauled ass for the door, her heavy messenger bag banging vigorously against the backs of her thighs. The entry door was still wedged open in its miniscule foot-wide gap, but that didn’t stop her for lunging for it, cramming herself through as quickly as she could. She managed to slither through the gap, but as she started to move away from the door, something jerked her to a stop, and she glanced back to see that her overstuffed messenger bag had gotten stuck in the gap. And the infected guy in the store was lumbering in her direction, prompting her to let out a string of swears as she yanked on the bag, trying desperately to dislodge it before the infected man got his hands on it.

      As he reached the door and stretched out his hands for the bag, Nikola ran to the door, bat raised, and jammed it through the gap in the door like a spear, smashing the larger end right into his face. He staggered backward at the blow, which bought Nikola the time she needed to maneuver the bag full of precious supplies around so she could yank it free from the door. She stumbled backward, catching herself just before she slipped off the little curb on the sidewalk lining the front of the building, something that would surely have dumped her right on her ass. Then she adjusted her bag, hoisted it up onto her shoulder more firmly, and started to run as fast as she was able away from the scene, aiming to head back for the safe house, even as she mentally decided that she was not going to tell Ethan about what had just happened to her.

      

      Cade looked up from her quiet contemplation of the front door as Ethan came back downstairs. He looked grumpier than usual, likely from lack of sleep. She could sympathize. She still suffered from chronic exhaustion brought on by the less than four hours of sleep she’d managed a night for the past year—when she was lucky. That sort of exhaustion could bring the strongest men to their knees; she had no idea how she was still able to function at times. But she was sure if Ethan had an inkling of how tired she was, he wouldn’t be pleased.

      “Is anyone back yet?” Ethan asked as he reached the bottom of the staircase. His tone suggested he was unconcerned with her answer, but the expression in his eyes spoke of how worried he actually was about their companions.

      She hesitated and glanced at the door again, debating how to break the news to him. A straightforward approach was likely best. He hated people beating around the bush when telling him bad news. Cade returned her eyes to his face and shook her head slowly.

      “No. No one,” Cade confirmed.

      A spasm of emotion crossed Ethan’s face. He quickly schooled his features into a neutral expression. The twitch wouldn’t have been noticeable to most people. But to someone who’d known Ethan as long as Cade had, the look was obvious.

      “It’s getting late,” Ethan replied simply. Cade looked at her watch, a frown crossing her face. The others were already an hour late. This didn’t do much to help settle her mind.

      She knew exactly what—or rather whom—Ethan was thinking about as she looked away from her watch: Remy Angellette. Ethan was likely wondering where she was, if she was okay, whether she’d make it back to the safe house alive. There was always the risk that someone would leave and never come back. Ethan never failed to play the nonchalant, I’m-not-worried game whenever Remy walked out the door. It didn’t matter how simple her tasks were; he did it every time. He did worry about the others—especially Nikola, because of her youth and how close the two had become over the past year—but for some reason, he fixated most particularly on Remy.

      It was nice to see Ethan care for someone again, to see him let someone in after the death of his wife. Cade had seen the pain of Anna’s death truly hit him following his return from Memphis. Ethan had shut down and shut off from the rest of them for the better part of a week after they’d gotten themselves sorted in Biloxi. After that, he became an automaton, almost emotionless and robotic, tough and uncompromising. It was a relief to see the façade begin to crack, but she worried that Ethan was considering something for which he wasn’t ready.

      Cade eyed the front door for a long moment. Truth be told, she was worried, too, despite her attempts to pretend otherwise. Before Remy, Gray, Nikola, and Brandt departed the safe house in search of much-needed supplies, they’d planned to return by six. But seven in the evening now fast approached, bringing darkness with it, and the only person they’d seen was Avi Geller, who was even now upstairs, presumably resting.

      Cade sank into a chair and put her back to the door to face Ethan. It was a position she normally didn’t like; the training she’d undergone in the IDF and the experience she’d gained in the past year had taught her that putting her back to an entrance that could be breached was the fastest way to die. Disregarding her personal protocol, she did it anyway, simply to study Ethan’s face more clearly. She asked the question that had niggled at her mind since Avi’s arrival.

      “What are we going to do?”

      Ethan sighed and ran a hand through his shaggy blond hair. He was going to need another haircut soon, she thought fleetingly. “What do you think?” he asked, moving to the front door and peering through the peephole again. “Are you willing to go into Atlanta of all places, even knowing how dangerous it is?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted, turning her chair to face him and propping her head against her hand, watching him as he lurked by the door. “I mean, maybe a year ago, before we really heard all the stories about how bad it was, I might have said yes. But now?” She studied Ethan’s back before adding quietly, “And I really don’t think she’s telling us everything.”

      Ethan straightened his shoulders and looked at her. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean just that,” Cade said. She, too, straightened and glanced at the ceiling, as if she could see through the wood, paint, and plaster to the woman above. “She seemed, I don’t know, evasive. Like she’s not telling us the whole truth.”

      Ethan crossed his arms and leaned against the wall beside the door. “So you think she’s hiding something?”

      “I think that, at the very least, Avi Geller isn’t telling us the entire truth,” Cade confirmed. “I don’t know if it’s intentional or not. But something about that woman makes me uncomfortable. Call it instinct or woman’s intuition or whatever you want to call it. That’s just how I feel.”

      Ethan’s green eyes met her blue ones. “Do you think we should tell her no?”

      She hesitated then shook her head slowly. “No. I think maybe we need to get more information from her before considering it either way,” she said. “A really long discussion with her as a group would be beneficial.”

      Ethan nodded, but before he could reply, a noise on the porch drew their attention back to the front door. He pushed off the wall, and Cade retrieved a Glock from the bag hanging on the back of her chair, checking to make sure it was loaded. Her collection of weaponry had more than tripled since the Michaluk Virus began making its rounds; if she wasn’t mistaken, the gun she held was one she’d “liberated” two months prior from the police station’s evidence lockers. The lockers had been a goldmine of weaponry that people hadn’t thought to search. She raked in a significant haul that day.

      “I want to ask Avi some questions as soon as everyone is back,” Cade said, moving swiftly to join Ethan by the door. As she touched the knob, three short raps came from the other side. The muscles in her shoulders instantly relaxed. It was a signal from one of the others, a sound for which she and Ethan had waited on pins and needles. She lowered her gun, and Ethan unlocked and pulled open the door.

      As the door swung open, Ethan’s disappointment was palpable. Nikola weaved around his thin frame, hauling in a bulging green messenger bag. Cade nudged Ethan aside, looked out the door to make sure all was clear, then fastened the bolts and locks, securing the door once more.

      “Have the others gotten back yet?” Nikola asked without preamble. She dropped her bag on the floor with a thud. Then she went to Ethan and wrapped her arms around him in a quick, tight hug before retreating back to her bag, massaging her sore shoulder.

      Ethan returned the hug, but he didn’t look at Nikola as he let go of her and started prowling back and forth near the door again. “Not yet,” he answered shortly. “You hurt?”

      “No, I’m fine,” Nikola assured him, giving the older man’s back a fond smile.

      Cade shook her head at Nikola and took the girl’s elbow, scooping the bag off the floor and leading the teenager to the dining table. “Did you see anything we need to know about?” she asked, starting to paw through the bag, eager to see what Nikola managed to scavenge on this trip. She was glad to see the fifteen-year-old uninjured, but she and Ethan alone knew how desperately the supplies were needed. She hoped Nikola had found some useful things.

      “As far as I saw, none of the infected are within three blocks of here,” Nikola replied, pushing Cade’s hands away from her bag. “I think we’re okay to stay a little longer, but we might want to think about moving sometime soon. Based on the ones I did see, they’re starting to get a little closer.” Nikola withdrew a small cardboard box from the depths of her bag. “I found us somewhere to get gas if we need it. There’s a station with manual pumps about two blocks away that might have some. The store was a total mess. I found this. I don’t know if you can use them, but it’s something.” She handed Cade the box with a huge smile, obviously pleased with herself.

      Cade frowned and took the box in both hands. She didn’t like the idea of the teenager roaming Maplesville alone, regardless of her athleticism and enthusiasm. She had repeatedly asked Ethan not to send Nikola out on resupply. Ethan never listened, of course; his philosophy was that everyone should pull their weight and it wasn’t fair for Nikola to remain at the safe house while the others risked their lives to put food in her mouth. Besides, he liked to point out, Nikola was far more capable than a lot of people still alive, considering she’d managed to survive in Memphis, Tennessee, by herself for over a month. Cade had to admit that his observation was true, though she still didn’t like it.

      Cade refocused on the box she held, rolling it between her palms to test its weight. It was oddly heavy for a box so small. She opened it, and her frown spread into a grin as several bullets rolled into her palm. “At the gas station?”

      “Yeah. The gun was missing, though,” Nikola said regretfully. “I looked under the counter for it, but then I heard something in one of the back rooms and got out of there.”

      “Good job,” Cade said appreciatively, examining one of the bullets. “I think these will work for Ethan’s gun just fine.” She set the box on the table, dropping the loose bullets back into it, then glanced at the man in question. Ethan still paced near the door and glared at it periodically, as if it caused him some great offense. “Remy isn’t back yet,” she murmured to Nikola. The teenager leaned forward to look inside her bag again.

      “I figured as much,” she said distractedly. “Anything interesting happen while I was out?”

      “Yeah, actually,” Cade answered. Nikola’s head jerked up in surprise. “A woman showed up, said she’s been looking for us for about three months,” she explained.

      “Looking for us?” Nikola repeated. She paused in her retrieval of a dented can of tomato soup from her bag, her eyebrows going up. “You mean us specifically?”

      “Exactly. She needs us for something, and Ethan’s going to discuss it with everyone as soon as they’re all back.” Nikola opened her mouth, and Cade shook her head. “Don’t even. Ethan will get into it when they’re all here. You know he doesn’t like repeating himself.”

      “Just tell me this,” Nikola requested. She let go of the bag’s flap and looked up at Cade with wide blue eyes. “Is it something major?”

      “Very.”

      “Wonderful.” Nikola rolled her eyes and set the can down with more force than necessary. “I was really hoping for a nice, peaceful winter here before we had to worry about moving. I like it here.”

      Cade nodded in agreement, but before she could speak, Ethan lunged for the front door. She snatched her gun from the table and whirled around, hurrying to join Ethan as he fumbled frantically at the deadbolts that held the door closed, aiming the weapon at the door in a precautionary measure as Ethan flung it open. He hauled in a young man by a fistful of jacket, swinging him into the room.

      Cade recognized Gray Carter and lowered her weapon. Gray twisted out of Ethan’s grip and looked out the door; the wind blew his dark hair into his eyes as he scanned the street outside. Then he slammed the door shut and locked it, sagging against it and wheezing faintly. Ethan’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      “Where the hell is Remy?” Ethan demanded. “I sent you two out together for a reason. Your job was harder, and I—”

      “We got separated on Pineview Drive,” Gray interrupted. His chest heaved, and his breathing still had a wheezing gasp to it. He retrieved his inhaler from his jacket pocket and jammed it in his mouth, drawing on it deeply, closing his eyes as he dosed himself with the medication. “We were doing the usual, checking houses and shit for anything we can use. There’s not a lot left around here, by the way.”

      “Who the fuck cares?” Ethan snapped, clenching his fists, and Cade tensed. She didn’t want to break up another fight between the two men. Yet again. “Get the hell on with it.”

      Gray’s jaw tightened, but he continued regardless of the anger building inside him. “Remy kept trying to go track down some of those bastards on her own, but I kept her distracted for a while. We got attacked by a group of them, a dozen of them sheltering in a house about halfway down the block. We tried to put down as many as we could while we got out of there, but we got overwhelmed and separated.”

      Three short raps interrupted Gray’s narration. Cade pushed Gray aside to open the door, letting out a slow breath of relief at the sight of the tall, muscular man standing on the porch, gun in hand.

      “Jesus, Brandt,” she grumbled as Brandt Evans stepped inside. She shut the door and took a moment to examine him. Brandt’s clothes looked as if he’d crawled through dirt, and his dark hair stuck to his forehead and the sides of his face. He looked terrible, the worst she’d seen him in a while. “Are you okay?”

      Brandt nodded and swept Cade into a tight hug. She made a face as she was mashed against his sweat-dampened shirt. “Yeah, I’m okay,” he assured her. She didn’t totally believe him; she could feel his heart hammering in his chest. He finally released her, and she took a step back. “I got back in as quickly as I could. I ran into some trouble near Pineview and had to haul ass.”

      Ethan tore away from his interrogation of Gray. “Pineview?” he repeated hopefully. “Did you see Remy?”

      “Remy?” Brandt blinked. His dark brown eyes widened, and he looked from Cade to Ethan. “She’s not back yet?” His gaze shifted to Gray. “I thought she was with you.”

      “Yeah, well, now she’s not,” Gray bit out. “She’s still out there somewhere. I ran out of ammo and got away, just like she told me to.” He paused to tuck his inhaler into his jacket pocket before adding quietly, “I don’t know where she is now.”

      Cade crossed her arms and began a mental countdown until Ethan blew up at Gray. The two men had fought almost since day one, once the dust had settled after Remy’s rescue in Biloxi. The tension had only escalated since then. She normally would have attributed it to an excess of testosterone and personality conflicts. But in this case, there was a two-legged, dark-haired, brown-eyed reason for their constant bickering. Now that Brandt had arrived, though, she couldn’t care less if Ethan and Gray fought; Brandt was bigger than she was and was much more adept at physically breaking up their spats.

      Cade’s mental clock barely made it to “one” before Ethan began yelling.

      “Remy was in trouble and you just left her?” he exploded, shoving Gray against the nearest wall. Gray squared his shoulders as his back hit, his silvery blue eyes narrowing as he glared at Ethan. He took a step forward and pushed the older man in return.

      “I did what she fucking told me to!” he shouted, his fair skin flushing with anger. “I was out of ammo! What else was I supposed to do? Start punching them? Ask them nicely to go away? There were more of them than there were of us, and they were getting back up faster than we could put the second bullet in them!” He jabbed an emphatic finger at Ethan. “It’s better to lose only one of us than two, and you fucking know that! You’re the one who’s hammered it into our damned heads over the past year! Or does the philosophical bullshit you like to spout about this war not apply to Remy, too?”

      Gray’s reasoning was logical but didn’t make Cade feel any better about one of them being out there alone without ammunition or backup. Especially not Remy. The woman had no concept of her own mortality, and she threw herself into situations where certain death was avoided only by the width of a hair. Her stomach felt unsettled at the thought.

      The situation between the two men was deteriorating; Ethan’s fists were clenched at his sides so tightly that his knuckles were bleach white. Realizing that Brandt was too exhausted to act on the impending fight, Cade stepped between them and put her hands up, bracing a palm flat against each of their chests.

      “Okay, guys, cool it. Now,” she ordered. “The last thing we need is you two at each other’s throats.”

      A floorboard creaked, and Brandt’s outstretched hand appeared in her line of vision. “Give me more ammo,” he demanded, beckoning with his fingers.

      “What for?” she asked suspiciously.

      “So I can go after her,” Brandt said. He wiped the sweat from his forehead with the cuff of his dirty jacket. “You know none of us are going to be any use to anybody unless we know whether she’s alive or dead. And if she’s infected, she’d want us to find her and put her down. She wouldn’t want to live like that.”

      “No,” Cade said with a firm shake of her head, lowering her arms slowly from Gray and Ethan’s chests.

      “Cade, we all had an agreement,” he persisted. “If one of us gets infected, the rest of us will—”

      “I know that, Brandt,” she interrupted. “You’ve been out today already. You’re exhausted.”

      “I’m fine. I’m not tired.”

      “Bullshit,” she said mildly. “The last thing you need to do is head out there feeling okay and end up collapsing in a fight. Theo and I will go. We haven’t been out in two days. Ethan needs to stay here in case the infected find us. I’ll see if that chick upstairs wants to help, too.”

      “What chick?” Brandt asked. His question went unanswered as Ethan spoke up.

      “Maybe she’ll get herself killed while you’re out there and we won’t have to consider her asinine idea,” he muttered. This comment only earned him a painful smack on the back of the head from Cade.

      “Don’t even,” Cade warned. She turned to face Nikola. The teenager still stood by the table, unmoving and silent, watching the action with wide eyes. She never seemed to know how to react when Ethan and Gray went at each other’s throats, and Cade didn’t blame her for staying out of the arguments. “Nikki, go upstairs and wake our guest,” she instructed. “If she wants to be a part of this group, then she can very well come help out.” She moved to the table and started gathering the essentials she and Theo might need as Nikola started for the stairs. “And get Theo off the roof,” she added. “We’ve got some infected to hunt.”
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      When Gray’s gun ran dry of ammunition, Remy had told him to get out of there. She’d forced him to leave her behind and go back to the safe house for help. She’d insisted that she would be fine, that she would finish this, and that she had plenty of ammo left. She also had her bolo knife. What more could she possibly need?

      That was, of course, before Remy lost her bag. She hadn’t so much lost it as had it physically torn from her shoulder. The desperate wiggle she made as she slipped out of the strap, as cold hands grasped at her, tore at her hair and clothes, was the second-most terrifying moment in her life.

      And now, rather than facing off with the infected, Remy was running down the street, her boots pounding the cracked pavement. She dodged crookedly parked cars and scattered luggage and toys and other debris, the remains of a long-gone neighborhood. Her heart raced, and her lungs heaved, stuttering in the cold evening air. Remy wanted desperately to stop, catch her breath, and calm her heartbeat. But she couldn’t stop, not with what followed her.

      The infected.

      There was at least a dozen, running and lurching and staggering along behind her. They wanted nothing more than the taste of her flesh between their teeth. They wanted her screaming and thrashing, fighting and kicking and clawing at their skin until they overwhelmed her and returned the favor.

      Remy refused to let that happen.

      So she ran.

      Remy couldn’t keep up this sprint. She’d already run nearly a mile in the opposite direction of the safe house and her companions. She wouldn’t lead the infected right into the biggest feast of their lives; she wouldn’t endanger her friends in any way, shape, or form. But God, her ankle hurt like hell.

      Remy’s hands trembled as she gripped her handgun tighter. She glanced over her shoulder, her hair whipping across her face, obscuring her vision for the barest of moments. But it didn’t block her view of the infected that approached, gaining ground. She let out an involuntary, desperate gasp—nearly a sob—and looked around frantically, even as she cursed herself for the momentary sound of weakness.

      Remy didn’t have many options. On either side of her, houses stood like sentinels, dark and foreboding. None looked welcoming enough—or safe enough—to use as shelter. Her ankle let out a twinge of pain, and she stumbled and cried out again. She managed to keep her feet, and she bit down on her bottom lip hard enough to break skin. She tasted blood, tangy and metallic, on her tongue. As if sensing weakness, the infected quickened their advance.

      Despite Remy’s reluctance to enter any of the houses, she would have to, if only to buy time to catch her breath, reposition, and plan a defense. She scanned the houses ahead then glanced back to check how close the infected were. Too close for comfort.

      Remy shifted the shotgun on her back, making sure the weapon was secure. There were two incredibly valuable shells in it; she had no idea how many bullets were left in her handgun. Those two shells and the unknown number of bullets could mean the difference between life and death. She chose a tall, two-story brick house. Its front door stood wide open, and it seemed almost welcoming, inviting her inside.

      She knew the dangers of going into a house without searching it for infected first; she could easily be walking into another ambush. But considering the dozen-plus infected hot on her heels, what other choice did she have? She limped onto the sidewalk, fear surging in her veins, and sprinted up the crumbling pathway that cut through the overgrown front yard. She staggered onto the front porch and into the dark entryway, slammed the door behind her, and threw the bolts.

      She sagged against the door, struggling to catch her breath. She closed her eyes tightly as her nerves trembled under her skin; as she fought to steady them, her brain scrambled to come up with a plan. She didn’t dare leave her eyes closed for long. It was too risky; it could take only seconds for the infected to get the jump on her, so inattentiveness was the last thing she needed.

      This was certainly the worst spot of trouble she’d ever been in, Remy mused as her brown eyes took in the darkness of the foyer. It might have even been worse than when she was stuck in the RV in Biloxi. At least there, she had someone to drag her out of the mess she’d landed in. Here, in an abandoned house in a tiny town in Alabama, she didn’t have that luxury. She’d have to do it herself.

      A thud shook the door, rattling it in its frame. Remy bolted away from it, her heart racing in a fresh wave of adrenaline. She stumbled to the foot of the staircase on the other side of the foyer, clutching the banister and staring at the front door, eyes wide. She jammed her handgun into the waistband of her jeans—even though that was a major safety issue, according to Ethan—and slowly slid the long blade of her bolo knife free from its sheath. She ground her fingers into its wooden hilt, backing away a few more steps and slapping at her side, reflexively searching for a bag that wasn’t even on her shoulder anymore. She swore and plunged her hand into her pocket instead, fingers sliding into the tiny watch pocket and pulling out a flat, narrow keychain flashlight. She pressed the button on one side, and a dim bluish light flickered on. It only illuminated a foot or two in front of her, nowhere near what she needed, but it would have to do.

      Not seeing any immediate dangers, Remy backed into the living room, her eyes locked on the front door. It shook again; it wouldn’t hold much longer. She crossed the dusty living room in a matter of seconds, nearly tripping over a coffee table in the process; the little furniture she could see revealed signs of a family that had been well to do and was likely dead. It reminded her of her own family, even though this one’s house and hers was like night and day, and she swallowed back a surge of emotion. Now wasn’t the time to think of them. Instead, she ducked into the kitchen, shining the light over the dusky room and breathing a sigh of relief as she realized it was empty. Satisfied, she shut the door and stuck her flashlight between her teeth to hold the button down then dragged a kitchen chair in front of the door and jammed it under the knob. She hoped it would help secure the door long enough for her to make a plan. She didn’t have much time.

      She drew her handgun out of her waistband and ejected the magazine, rapidly counting the bullets inside. Three, four if she included the one already chambered. She’d sworn there were more. Not wasting time trying to figure out where her ammunition went, Remy put the gun away and took the double-barreled shotgun off her shoulder. She cracked it open and made sure the two shells were still there. Six shots and a bolo knife. That was all she had against over a dozen infected that were slamming their bodies against the front door, trying to break it down.

      Remy was facing her death. The knowledge only pushed another surge of adrenaline into her body. She felt no fear. She’d long ago resigned herself to the fact that she’d likely die at the hands of the infected one day. But she refused to go down without a fight.

      She turned to the task at hand: weaponry. She tore open a kitchen drawer and dumped its contents onto the granite countertop. There wasn’t much in it that looked likely; it was mostly full of eating utensils. She grimaced a threw a spoon across the room in frustration. What was she going to do, spoon the infected to death? The ridiculousness of the thought nearly made her laugh out loud.

      As Remy turned back to the kitchen door, her back muscles tensing at the sound of the infected struggling to get inside, the free-standing stove caught her eye. She halted and studied it carefully. A faint, barely noticeable whiff of gas hit her nose, and a smirk crossed her face. She slung the shotgun over her shoulder and grabbed the stove, hauling it away from the wall.

      “You beautiful appliance. I could kiss you right now,” Remy murmured around the flashlight, already smelling the gas leaking out into the kitchen. It took only moments to climb onto the counter, find the gas line, and rip it free from the wall. The stench of gas quickly became overwhelming, and she suppressed a cough. A hurried search of the rest of the drawers revealed a small box of matches in one, and she palmed it. The stove would make a perfect improvised firebomb. Brandt would be proud. Assuming Remy survived long enough to tell him about it.

      Remy drew in a breath and slung the shotgun off her shoulder, holding it close to her chest and moving away from the stove. Her fingertips turned white with the force of her grip on the weapon, and she started to shake with adrenaline and nerves as she turned her eyes to the kitchen door. Beyond, she heard the bustle of the infected, the repeated thuds against the front door, their franticness as they fought to get inside. The scent of gas tickled her nose.

      Glass shattered somewhere in the house, and she stiffened. It was followed by a loud crack like a gunshot and then a crash. Remy rushed forward and nearly let the flashlight fall from her teeth as, with a solid kick, she knocked the kitchen chair from its improvised barricade. She’d be damned if she cowered behind a flimsy door. She was stronger than that.

      Remy looked at the door that led to the back yard and the theoretically safety beyond. She could easily slip out the door while the infected were still at the front of the house, and they would be none the wiser. But that wasn’t Remy. She was no coward.

      Besides, she wanted to kill these infected. They deserved to die, every last one of them, for what they’d done to her and her family and friends. Every single one of them should be forced to pay the price for the blood that stained their hands, for the lives they destroyed. If Remy had to be the one to deal out their fates, then so be it. She’d face the task gladly.

      Footsteps thudded rapidly through the living room. They were searching for her. The knowledge wasn’t scary—it was almost exhilarating. Remy drew in a deep breath and nearly choked on a lungful of stale air and gas. She struggled not to cough, not to give away her position too soon. But it wouldn’t have mattered anyway.

      The kitchen door flew open, banging against the wall. Remy clenched her teeth harder on the keychain flashlight and swung the shotgun up to her shoulder, opening fire on the infected woman that stumbled into the room.

      The bathrobed woman fell back under the spray of buckshot that erupted from the shotgun’s barrel. Remy stepped to the side, aligning herself with the door and moving in full view of the infected, lifting the shotgun again and focusing her aim on the man who moved up to take the woman’s place. She stepped closer and squeezed the trigger, emptying the shotgun’s second barrel directly into the man’s face. He collapsed into a heap and didn’t move again.

      The woman slowly dragged herself from the floor. None of the shot had broken through to her brain. Remy growled in frustration as she realized she’d wasted the shot and swung the rifle like a baseball bat, slamming the end of the barrel into the woman’s temple. The impact jarred the weapon from her hands, and not wasting a moment, Remy gritted her teeth and pulled her bolo knife free from its sheath, along with unholstering her handgun, holding both up defensively. The remaining infected swept past the woman on the floor, trampling her into the linoleum, flooding the kitchen and coming straight at Remy.

      Remy swore and squeezed the handgun’s trigger rapidly, shifting the barrel from one infected to the next. She fired the bullets she had left, dropping first one of the infected and then another. She breathed shallowly, in short gasps, as she tried to not take in too much of the gas that was building up in the room.

      The four shots went quickly. Too quickly. The slide locked to signal an empty magazine. Remy shoved the gun back into the waistband of her jeans; if she managed to escape and returned to the group’s hideout without the gun, Cade would skin her alive. Guns were sparse enough now as it was. Cade wouldn’t mind the shotgun’s loss—they didn’t have much ammo for it, anyway, and what they had was too bulky to transport easily—but the loss of the handgun would be unforgiveable.

      Remy turned to the last weapon she had in her arsenal: her bolo knife. She’d clung to the weapon since the Michaluk Virus had started to wreak its havoc. It had belonged to her grandmother and had ensured her survival more than once. Remy looked upon the group of remaining infected gathered in the room. They sized each other up, their many eyes upon her slender form. Anyone who saw the scene wouldn’t be placing any bets on Remy.

      Remy pressed back into the counters, feeling the cold granite bite into her lower back. She touched the box of matches in her pocket for reassurance; she was sure she could get to them in plenty of time. She glanced fleetingly at the shotgun on the floor. It was empty, but it would make a fantastic melee weapon. Without taking her eyes off the infected, she hooked her heel over the weapon and dragged it back to her. She slowly knelt to pick it up and wielded it in her left hand, her right grasping the knife tightly.

      Remy barely made out a twitch of movement in the dim beam of her flashlight. One of the infected took a step forward. And then they were all moving, creeping toward her like cats stalking a mouse.

      Remy blew out a steadying breath. Then, with all the strength in her body, she slung the empty shotgun directly into the mass of infected. The shotgun slammed into them, and they scattered just enough for her to follow through, bolo knife raised. She ran directly into their midst, swinging the knife with all her might.

      Remy and the infected collided at the center of the kitchen. Their snarls filled her ears, their hands grasping at her clothes and hair, tugging and pulling her every way they could. But Remy was faster than their teeth and nails. Her blade flashed dully in the dim light, and hands and limbs met the floor. The linoleum quickly became slick with blood. A hand grasped the thick ponytail at the back of her head and pulled hard; her head jerked back, and she gasped. Her heel slipped in a puddle of blood. The flashlight fell from her teeth, and the room went dark.

      The blood on the floor was her salvation. She went down hard, her hair slipping from the grasp of the infected man that had grabbed it. She dropped to her knees, gritting her teeth and suppressing a cry at the sharp pain from the impact. She blessedly managed to keep a tight grip on her knife. She crawled rapidly from underneath the still-standing infected, scrambling to her feet under cover of darkness, feeling along the counter, lashing out with the knife. Her fingers bumped the edge of the stove, orienting her. The stench of gas was choking.

      Abandoning her spot by the stove, Remy stuffed her hand into her pocket and pulled out the small box of matches. She moved to the back door, found the knob, and wrenched it open, even as she fumbled a match out of the box with the hand that still held her knife. Opening the door allowed dusk to flood into the room, and she took a step into the fresh air. Then she looked into the kitchen.

      The handful of infected that hadn’t been cut down by the hacking and slashing of the bolo knife rushed toward her, their hands outstretched. Remy’s lips stretched into a wide grin. She struck the match and shoved it back into the box with the rest; the entire box went up in flames and nearly burned her. Without another thought, she tossed the burning mass into the kitchen and kicked the back door closed before diving to one side.

      The rush and roar of gas igniting exploded the late evening. The screams of the trapped infected rose into a cacophony of noise and violence and sent Remy scrambling to her feet. She half-crawled for the seeming safety of the street, desperate to get out of the area and back to the safe house as fast as she could, before the noise of their deaths called more attention to her.

      

      Gray fumed and pushed past Ethan, gritting his teeth and storming to the stairs. Ethan never failed to piss him off, regardless of the topic of conversation. They could have been talking about the weather or food rations or whether it was better to shoot the infected in the head or decapitate them. It almost always came to an argument, and more than once, it had degenerated to physical blows.

      He noticed Cade rifling through her bags, studying their contents as if deciding what to take with her, and he stopped short. She was focused, her lips moving silently as if she was reciting a list of items to herself. Gray sighed and moved toward the woman. Even if he couldn’t go with his older brother and Cade to track Remy down, the least he could do was offer potentially useful information. Gray wanted to go out there, though. He wanted so badly to help that it almost hurt. The thought of Remy out there alone terrified him.

      He shook his head to rid himself of the creeping feeling in his gut and touched Cade’s shoulder gently. “Hey,” he said.

      “Yeah?” Cade didn’t look up as she spoke, still engrossed with the contents of her bag.

      Gray tried to jostle off the year-old sense of déjà vu before continuing. “Last time I saw Remy, she was near the third house on the left. The stucco-looking one. It’s off-white with a few trees out front and a beat-up green truck in the driveway.”

      Cade grabbed an empty green bag from under the dining table and started stuffing ammunition and survival packs into it. The packs were Brandt’s idea, put forward after his and Cade’s separation from the rest of the group the year before. They contained dried foods, bottled water, and basic first aid supplies in case they had to evacuate quickly or got cut off from the rest of the group again.

      “We probably won’t be back until morning,” Cade warned. “Don’t expect us until after dawn. It’s too late in the evening to try to get here before sunset. Hopefully, four of us will walk back in here come morning.”

      Gray clenched his teeth and turned away. As much as he hated to admit it, he didn’t have much hope for Remy’s survival. The situation had been…bad. Considering how quickly he’d run out of ammunition, Gray had no doubt that Remy had eventually run out, too. Regardless of their opinions on her current status, though—and despite his and Ethan’s general animosity toward each other—they were a tightly knit team. None of them would even consider rest until they knew what had happened to Remy, one way or the other.

      The way the seven of them had meshed together was odd, especially considering the short amount of time they’d known each other. Granted, there were exceptions: he and Theo, of course, had grown up together, and Cade and Ethan had been best friends for something like seven years. Overall, though, they were strangers to each other when the Michaluk Virus broke out, and they were thrown together in circumstances that bordered on desperate. The ease with which they worked together was a miracle, especially considering they spent almost all their time together. They ate together, they slept together, they trained together, and they fought together. With so much time spent crammed in the same limited space, it was a wonder they hadn’t killed each other yet.

      He got along pretty well with almost all of them. The only tension was between him and Ethan. He knew the cause, and he wasn’t foolish enough to ignore it. It had everything to do with Remy Angellette.

      Gray had fallen for Remy. Hard. It didn’t take long for it to happen, either; he’d spent so much time with her while she recuperated from her ordeal in Biloxi that they’d gotten to know each other very well. Maybe it was because they were nearly the same age, with similar backgrounds. Maybe it was because they’d both lost their families. Maybe it was because Gray had feelings for her that he suspected were shared but not acted upon.

      Maybe he was just imagining all of it.

      Ethan’s attraction to Remy was something of an open secret. It was obvious to all of them, though no one knew why Ethan hadn’t acted on it yet. Gray theorized it had to do with Ethan’s dead wife. Despite his lack of movement on Remy, though, Ethan seemed to think that Gray had horned in on territory that wasn’t even Ethan’s yet—if it ever would be. And if Gray had anything to say about it, Ethan would never have the opportunity to tread on that ground.

      Not that he did, in fact, have anything to say about it. That was all up to Remy.

      Cade brushed past Gray and went up the stairs, shaking him free from his deep thoughts. He watched her ascend to the second floor before he glanced back at Ethan. The older man was still glued to the front door. Brandt lurked behind him, clutching the gun he’d taken out with him earlier in the day—no doubt one of the many weapons he had on his person. Brandt Evans was a man who Gray didn’t spend a lot of time with. In all honesty, the big man was absolutely intimidating, primarily because of his height and sheer strength. Couple that with his frightening skills in dispatching the infected, skills that only Remy and Cade had been able to rival, and Gray was justifiably nervous of the man. He’d seen Brandt do it once; the ease with which he’d taken out five infected with nothing but a .45, two bullets, and a butcher’s knife was impressive. Brandt fought like his weapons were natural extensions of his body. Gray didn’t know where he’d learned to fight like that—he doubted even the Marines trained their soldiers to fight quite at that level—but after that episode, he’d avoided ever getting on the man’s bad side.

      The sound of footsteps above him brought Gray’s attention back to the stairs. He expected to see Theo and Cade coming down, but instead, Nikola descended the stairs, followed by a blond woman Gray had never seen before. He raised an eyebrow and pushed his dark hair back from his eyes, tilting his head to study her. The woman was maybe thirty years old, average height, slender in a way that suggested she’d been skimping and scrimping on food for quite some time, her blond hair falling to her shoulders and her blue eyes darting about in the same manner everyone’s eyes did. He supposed it was the old familiar feel of paranoia working through her system. She likely hadn’t been anywhere near a large group of people in quite some time.

      “Who is this?” he asked.

      “Avi Geller. She just got here,” Nikola said. She didn’t look like she had any further information to add regarding the new arrival.

      Gray was willing to bet that Avi hadn’t gotten anything resembling a warm reception from Ethan Bennett. Hardly anyone ever did. He wasn’t sure if Ethan would know what a warm reception was if one jumped up and bit him on the ass. He’d be damned if he treated her the same way Ethan likely had. Despite his worries over Remy and the faint twinges of exhaustion tickling at the back of his mind, Gray stepped forward and stuck his hand out, giving the woman something that he hoped at least resembled a pleasant smile.

      “Welcome to the party,” he greeted. He took Avi’s cold hand in his and gave it a light, friendly squeeze and shake. “I’m Gray Carter.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Avi replied. Her strong tone surprised him. He hadn’t expected her to sound so…confident. He’d expected a woman who was a little scared, maybe upset and tired and stressed. Not so much of…this. “Avi Geller.”

      “You staying with us or just passing through?” he asked politely, skimming his eyes up and down her body again, not in any way sexually, mind you, just assessingly. Avi didn’t look like she’d be much use in a close-quarters fight. Or any fight, really. She was too skinny—probably from that lack of adequate food, as he’d guessed before—and she didn’t carry herself like a fighter. She looked like a stiff, abrupt wind would knock her right over.

      Avi stepped to the bottom of the staircase and faced him. “I’m actually here to—” she began.

      “I said we’d discuss that later,” Ethan cut in. Gray shot him a dirty look and rolled his eyes. Ethan ignored him and continued. “Right now, we’ve got one of our team missing, and we’re making plans to go out after her.”

      “Go out after who?” a voice asked.

      Gray and the others all turned as one in the direction of the sound. A slim brunette woman stood in the doorway leading to the kitchen, having apparently slipped into the safe house via the back door rather than the front. She was covered in blood and dirt and grime and who knew what else and clutched a handgun in one hand and a long, machete-like weapon in the other. Her hair was in disarray, pulled mostly free from a ponytail and tangled down her back. Her face was pale and sweaty, and the left sleeve of her jacket was ripped nearly free at the shoulder. She still panted from the exertion of getting to the house.

      “Jesus Christ,” Gray breathed as he took in the sight.

      It was, unexpectedly and impossibly, Remy Angellette.

      

      Ethan reached Remy in four large strides, stopping short of pulling her into his arms. “Fuck, are you okay?” he gasped out. His hands were out to grab her, but he didn’t dare. Remy was dirty, reeked of smoke and natural gas, and had been stained with potentially infected blood. No one in the group had managed to establish how long the infection could survive outside the body; none of them, after all, were scientists with that sort of expertise. As a precaution, therefore, they treated all blood as if it was infectious. Considering the amount on Remy’s clothes, it wasn’t yet safe to touch her. His fingers curled, and he withdrew his hands, tucking them into his pockets before he did something stupid.

      Remy’s knees tried to give out on her, and she dropped her weapons with a clatter, slumping against the kitchen doorframe. It was obvious she was exhausted. Ethan could imagine the adrenaline that pumped through her veins was quickly leaving her. He glanced at the gun and the long, bloodied knife on the floor at her feet and frowned. All he wanted was to get her cleaned up and get her somewhere where she could relax and rest after her trying ordeal out in the field.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m okay,” she answered dismissively, waving her hand absently in Ethan’s direction. His forehead scrunched in concern and no small amount of annoyance. It was an odd mixture of emotion to have, but for the second time that day, he’d been flatly dismissed. It was all he could do to not punch the nearest wall in a fit of temper.

      He hesitated again. He still wasn’t sure what to do. When it came to Remy, any confidence and certainty he had flew out the window. He’d never seen her look so exhausted. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he persisted.

      She ignored his question. A clatter of hurried footsteps came down the stairs, and her brown eyes cut to the staircase. Ethan followed her gaze and saw everyone staring at them. Gray was white as a sheet; he looked like he’d seen a ghost. Brandt was gathering towels from one of the bags under the dining table. Cade and Theo appeared behind Nikola and Avi, and they both pushed past and went straight to Remy. Theo paused at one of the first aid bags and tossed Cade a pair of gloves before donning a pair himself. Ethan put his hands out for Theo to throw him a pair, but Theo didn’t see the gesture, much to his disappointment.

      “God, Remy, you’re still in one piece?” Cade asked semi-jokingly, though rather than humor, the only expression in her eyes was one of relief. Ethan rolled his eyes at the wise-ass remark as Cade slipped her gloves on and pulled the younger woman away from the doorframe. Remy obediently held out her arms, and Cade stripped her soiled jacket off, shoving the damaged clothing into a plastic trash bag Theo held out.

      Remy ignored Cade’s question, giving equal treatment to Theo as he checked her for injuries. Oddly, Ethan was relieved at her reaction; at least she wasn’t being dismissively solely to him. She nodded her head in Avi’s direction. “Who is that?” she asked as Cade and Theo continued to manhandle her.

      “Avi Geller,” Ethan spoke up. He stood nearby, watching Theo and Cade’s every move. As Theo concluded his examination of Remy, Ethan breathed out a slow sigh of relief. She didn’t appear to be seriously injured—a miracle in itself. “We’ll discuss that later, okay? Right now, you need to get cleaned up, and you need food and rest. You’ve probably been on your ankle way too long—”

      “No,” Remy contradicted. “I’m fine.” She studied Avi for a long moment, her eyes narrowing slightly. Ethan followed her gaze to the blond woman standing on the bottom step of the staircase, leaning against the railing. He wondered what was on Remy’s mind as the skinny visitor returned their stares. He knew what was on his mind, and it was all less than flattering. “She wants something,” Remy finally said. “More than just shelter or food like the last person who found us.”

      Ethan raised an eyebrow and looked at Remy. The woman hadn’t moved her eyes from Avi. Her perception was admittedly impressive. He’d known her for just under a year, and in that time, he’d often wondered if she was psychic or telepathic or one of the other -ics that people always used to talk about—as if that sort of thing actually existed. Remy always seemed to know what someone else thought or felt without having to be prompted. Ethan was sure she was simply a master at reading body language and expression, a skill he often wished he had; the little bit he did have, while handy when he’d been a police officer, had always seemed to be not quite enough. Remy, though, was as sharp as a razor blade, and it never failed to drive him crazy. Just trying to figure her out was an adventure in and of itself.

      “Yes, I do,” Avi confirmed. Ethan didn’t take his eyes off Remy, watching her reaction. She accepted a towel from Brandt and began to dab at the blood and dirt on her face absently. She didn’t respond to Avi’s words whatsoever. “I need help.”

      Avi’s words sparked something in Ethan’s chest, something cold and ugly, something that made him feel almost ashamed of himself for feeling it. He gritted his teeth against the sensation and curled his left hand into a fist. He needed to take control of this situation, despite the irritation he felt deep in his gut. He was the one in charge here, not Avi. The last thing he needed was some random woman storming in and throwing this entire group, the group he’d fought to mesh into a strong, cohesive unit, the group that he’d begun to look at as a surrogate family over the past year, into disarray.

      “She wants us to go into Atlanta,” Ethan interrupted.

      The silence was palpable. Ethan could feel it sitting on his skin, making him itch. Theo shifted uncomfortably. Gray and Cade looked impassive. Brandt clenched his fists at his sides, his jaw tight with suppressed emotion. Ethan wondered what they were thinking. He would have bet that Remy knew. If only she’d look somewhere other than at Avi.

      “Why?” Remy asked.

      Cade stayed silent, opening a bottle of water with a sharp crack. Ethan startled at the sound and shot her an admonishing look, but she ignored it, wetting a corner of Remy’s towel and handing it to her. He had to give Cade credit, though; she could have spoken up and said something about the reason for Avi’s visit right then or at any point prior to that. But she’d obviously decided to leave it to Avi to explain her reasons herself. The ability to keep her mouth shut on this was admirable, and Ethan wished it was a quality everyone in the group possessed.

      “I need your help,” Avi said again. “I believe there are groups of people trapped in Atlanta, and I need your help getting them out. And…” She hesitated, and Ethan knew—he just knew—she’d left something out of her proposal to him earlier that day that she was trying to decide whether or not to reveal. “And I think the government covered up something about this virus, and I think the answer to what that is is in Atlanta, too.”

      Ethan gritted his teeth at the revelation but otherwise chose to not react, at least outwardly. He was still trying to wrap his head around the fact that she’d had the nerve to suggest something as risky as walking into someplace like Atlanta. And he couldn’t believe he was allowing her to even present the asinine idea to the rest of the group.

      “Atlanta is pretty…” Theo trailed off. He studied a bad scrape on Remy’s forearm attentively, dabbing at it with a square of clean gauze. He didn’t look up as he added, “Atlanta isn’t a city we go into. Georgia isn’t even a state we go into.”

      “I know,” Avi said. She adjusted her stance against the staircase railing and folded her arms over her chest, scanning the group. “I’ve been informed of that already.” Her eyes lit on Ethan; he stared back at her unblinking, challenging. “I think we can be of some help to the people who are still trapped inside the city. And I think finding out what really happened so we can maybe recover and build back our lives is something that needs to be done, but I can’t do it alone.”

      Brandt, who was standing behind Cade, trying to help clean Remy up, looked up at Avi’s words and shook his head. “No. No, no, no. You have no idea,” he said, his voice quiet but hard. He fell silent and turned his back to Avi.

      Ethan was glad he had an ally in Brandt. He should have expected that, though; he knew Brandt would have some problems with just the idea of going into Atlanta and would offer a straightforward refusal. He was the only one of them who had experienced the city and its fall on a personal level. Needless to say, Brandt had said exactly what Ethan thought he would say.

      “But don’t you want to help people?” Avi asked. Desperation edged into her words, and Ethan barely fought back the smirk threatening to spread across his lips. Desperation meant she was losing her argument and knew it. “That’s what you do, right? You help people! And while you do that, you can get me into the city, help me get what I need while we’re doing it.”

      “Where exactly in Atlanta are you wanting us to take you?” Nikola spoke up.

      “She wants to go to the CDC,” Remy said, giving the woman a thoughtful look. “Don’t you?”

      Avi nodded slowly. “Yes. You’re right. I’d like to get into the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta and get whatever information I can find about the virus. They studied the virus there, and I want to know everything they knew. Everything about where it came from, how it got out of the lab, and if they ever began development on a cure for it.”

      “There is no cure!” Ethan snapped. He stepped closer to Avi and snarled, “How can there be a cure? You can’t even make a vaccine from the virus, because it’ll only change you into one of those things!” He jabbed his hand at the front door emphatically. “If there was a cure—” He broke off and turned away, emotion welling up in his throat. After everything he’d been through, after Josie, after Anna… If he could have saved either one of them, if there had been a cure, there’s no way he would have rested until he’d had it in his hands. But there was no cure. If there had been, he was sure it would have actually been used by the government or the CDC or whatever before the pandemic got out of hand. To his utter disgust, he realized he was shaking slightly, and he drew in a slow, deep breath in a poor attempt to steady his nerves. Remy’s now-clean right hand rested gently on his forearm, squeezing it reassuringly. The gesture didn’t do much for his mood, but he was grateful for it.

      “I know that,” Avi said, moving her eyes away from Ethan. Ethan clenched his jaw. He’d been dismissed. Again. “But all we really know is what the government deigned to tell us at the time. I know for sure the story was embargoed by the media. Someone told them to bury it. I know that for a fact. My own reporting was cut off, my sources stopped responding to my calls, texts, and emails, and my bosses threatened to fire me if I wrote another word about it. There is no way to know if the little they told us, if the little bit we were allowed to report, was the truth, the whole truth, unless we go in and find that out for ourselves.”

      This Avi woman was all pretty, inspirational words, but Ethan knew, he just knew, that she didn’t understand how horrible it actually was out there. This was a woman who clearly didn’t live in reality, who had obviously not faced up to the fact that what remained of humanity was now at war. She was deluded on a massive level. The thought that she’d managed to survive despite being so ignorant of the circumstances in which they lived astounded him.

      Ethan looked at Remy again. To his shock and surprise, she was nodding slowly, as if she agreed with Avi. He jerked his arm from her grip and glared at her, eyes narrowed. “Remy,” he hissed, anger flooding into his veins. He couldn’t believe this.

      “No, Ethan, she’s right,” Remy said. She started to unbutton her bloodied shirt, stripping down to the white tank top underneath, revealing her tattooed, olive-toned shoulders. The dragon wrapped around her left bicep contrasted sharply with her complexion. Ethan averted his eyes. “We need to help the survivors. And people need to know what happened,” she continued, stuffing the shirt into the trash bag. “They deserve to know what happened.”

      Ethan turned on Remy and took a step closer to her. He was aware his anger was making him irrational, but the knowledge didn’t stop him from leaning into her face. “Not at the expense of our fucking lives!” he barked.

      “I’m with Ethan on this,” Theo agreed. He stripped off his gloves, careful not to touch the outsides of them with his bare skin, and dropped them into the trash bag. Ethan spared him a grateful glance, but he didn’t seem to notice; instead, he turned away to retrieve a fresh, clean pair of jeans for Remy. The young woman ducked into the kitchen with the jeans and closed the door between them.

      With Remy gone, Ethan shifted his eyes to Gray and Nikola as he schooled his features into a neutral expression. The teenager still lurked partway up the stairs, watching them all warily. Gray stood at the bottom, a few steps away from Avi. “What about you two?” he asked, watching them both attentively. He tried to read their body language like Remy did. It was a frustrating practice, and while Remy had it to an art form, Ethan had never managed to succeed at it.

      “I’m not…I don’t know,” Nikola said, her voice trembling slightly. Her eyes swung like a pendulum back and forth between Ethan and Avi, visibly bewildered.

      “Gray?” Ethan asked pointedly, watching the man for his response and sizing him up. He was certain Gray would intentionally take whatever was the opposite stance that Ethan held on this. He always did, regardless of the topic.

      “I’m with Remy,” Gray announced, earning himself an exasperated look from his brother.

      “Figures,” Ethan muttered in disgust. Gray made a face and crossed his arms in a manner that struck Ethan as stubborn, especially as he refused to look anywhere remotely in his direction.

      “She’s right,” Gray added. “People need to know.”

      Ethan shook his head, grimacing and running a hand through his hair, tugging at the strands in frustration. He couldn’t believe how easily everything had slipped through his fingers. He caught Cade’s eyes, and she raised an eyebrow at him questioningly, prompting him for a decision. He turned away from her and shook his head again, putting his back to the rest of them as he tried to decide what to do. He didn’t want this. He wasn’t willing to put any of them at risk, not even Gray, as much as they seemed to dislike each other. The potential results of making a bad call on this weren’t worth it.

      “I’m going regardless of your decision, Ethan,” Remy spoke up through the kitchen door. He tensed as she opened the door, leaning against the doorframe with a serious look in her eyes. “Whether you’re with me or not, whether any of you are with me or not, I’m going to go and help her.”

      Ethan huffed and studied them in turn, a sinking feeling settling into his stomach. Could he really say yes? Was that even an option? He felt like saying yes would be giving his blessing for his family to go on a suicide mission.

      “I need to sleep on it,” he finally said. It was all he could think to say to buy more time for him to get his head together. “We all need rest. This is something that should be discussed in the morning, when we’ve all had some sleep. It’s not something that should be jumped into without serious thought. Cade, you’ve got watch until three. I’ll take over then.”

      The others retreated up the stairs to their beds without another word as Cade began gathering the things she’d need during her watch. Ethan’s eyes followed the group as they made their way upstairs. Serious doubt coursed through him for the first time in as long as he could remember.
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      Brandt couldn’t sleep. Lack of sleep wasn’t anything new. At least three nights a week, he lay in bed and stared blankly at the ceiling, trying to will his mind into unconsciousness. The sleeplessness happened more often on nights he returned to the safe house from one of his supply excursions. With the adrenaline rush caused by Remy’s disappearance and miraculous return, he was sure his trouble falling asleep would be much worse than usual.

      That wasn’t half the problem, though. Part of Brandt’s mind didn’t care much about Remy, as heartless as that sounded. Remy was a sweet girl, and he got along with her fine. But he wasn’t particularly close to her; she’d caused enough trouble for him the year before, when he and Cade launched their nearly disastrous rescue attempt of her out of the RV she’d holed up in. It was great that she had returned in one piece. But Brandt was forced to acknowledge that, after the events of last year, he didn’t care whether she did or not.

      What was on his mind at the moment, the particular topic that was keeping him awake, was Atlanta, Georgia.

      Atlanta was too dangerous a city to waltz into on a whim. And what that Avi woman proposed was waltzing in on a whim, in his opinion. Anything that wasn’t life or death was unnecessary, and there was absolutely nothing that could possibly take him back into Atlanta, no amount of people that were in need of help that would bring him back to the city where he’d lost everything. He didn’t think any of the others truly comprehended just how bad Atlanta was, how badly it had deteriorated. Oh, they knew it was bad, knew what little had been talked about on the news, but they didn’t understand just how bad. Brandt knew all too well. The idea of going into Atlanta made him feel physically sick. Even as he lay there, he could almost feel the bile rising in his throat.

      Brandt wasn’t stupid enough to deny that the very idea scared the hell out of him.

      He heaved an impatient sigh and sat up. The bedroom spun, and his head swam like it did whenever he lay down for longer than an hour or so. He pressed a hand against his temple to steady himself and fought off the usual spike of nausea. He didn’t understand where the sick sensation came from or what caused it; it had lingered on and off for the past year, and it was incredibly tiring to wake up with it every morning. Not like he could do much about it at this point, though. It wasn’t like he could just go down the street to the hospital or to a doctor’s office or urgent care and get checked out.

      Once the dizziness passed, he pushed the blankets off, shivering in the cold room. He ignored Theo’s soft snores from the other bed, got up, and pulled on a black t-shirt. He didn’t bother changing his jeans; he’d only worn the ones he had on for two days now, so they could easily last one more day. He sat on the edge of the bed and stuffed his feet into his trusty combat boots, lacing them snugly.

      Brandt hesitated at the door and looked around the room thoughtfully, feeling like he’d forgotten something. Theo made a soft sound and shifted onto his side, but he didn’t wake up. He sighed and scooped up his holstered gun from the bedside table, looping it onto his belt as he stepped into the chilly hallway. Trying to sleep was pointless. He’d spend the rest of the night lying awake, torturing himself with his thoughts.

      Brandt made his way down the empty hall to the stairs, pausing beside a closed door and listening. He could just make out the creak of floorboards and the low hum of a voice as Ethan paced restlessly and talked to himself. There was the faintest of light seeping from the crack at the bottom of the door. At least Brandt wasn’t the only person in the house whose brain was on overdrive and preventing sleep.

      He paused at the top of the staircase and leaned over the railing, looking into the dark living room below. He couldn’t see Cade from where he stood, but he could make out the sound of her working. A small smile crossed his lips, and he moved down the stairs, trying to be quiet. Once he was at the bottom, he peered around the corner of the doorway.

      Cade had settled into a chair near the boarded-up front windows, her dark hair pulled back from her face into a neat twist at the back of her head. A small wooden camp table was set up in front of her, a towel with a whetstone on top laid out on it, a bowl of water and a steel rod resting beside the stone. Another camp table was to her right; two neat rows of handguns rested on it. As Brandt watched, she swept the blade of the knife along the stone in a smooth, graceful motion. She focused on the task before her, giving him plenty of time to observe her. His eyes followed the movement of her hand as she flipped the knife over to sharpen the other side of the blade. She looked absolutely perfect, absolutely gorgeous, and somehow absolutely deadly all at the same time. Maybe it was the ease with which she worked with every item in their weapons cache that made her seem so formidable.

      “You’re more than welcome to quit lurking in the doorway,” Cade said suddenly, a smile crossing her face. She lifted the knife to examine the blade in the dim light.

      Brandt laughed and stepped into the living room, grabbing a chair to sit across from Cade. “How did you know it was me?” he asked, dropping into the chair and getting comfortable.

      “Because you always come down the stairs sounding like an elephant hyped up on LSD,” she teased. She held the knife over the bowl, using her fingers to trickle water along the blade. “You couldn’t do stealth to save your life.”

      “Hey, I can do stealth when it matters!” Brandt protested. His own grin spread across his face. He wouldn’t tell Cade that it was only around her that he turned into a bumbling idiot who couldn’t walk in a straight line. He did have some level of pride, after all. He watched her with the knife for a long moment before speaking again. “What have you been doing?”

      “Cleaning. Sharpening,” she replied, shrugging. She picked up the steel rod and ran the blade over it slowly. “Checking over all our weapons, making sure there aren’t any problems with them. You know, the usual.”

      Cade had taken up this very activity almost every evening and often throughout the days when she wasn’t out searching for supplies, he’d discovered. She lined up every single gun and knife and melee weapon and bullet and examined them, one by one, cleaning and reloading everything as necessary. It was a smart practice; nothing would be worse than to discover a malfunctioning weapon during a fight. But Cade was borderline obsessive about it, and he wondered if there was something to that, maybe something that had happened in her past to cause her to be so hyper-focused on the weaponry.

      “You need any help?” Brandt offered. He didn’t like to sit while someone worked right in front of him; he needed to keep his hands busy. It was the perfect opportunity both to do that and to spend time with Cade, perhaps probe into her brain and find out how she felt about this whole Atlanta situation.

      Cade shrugged again and wordlessly offered him one of the sidearms. He weighed it in his hand and examined it closely. It was a Glock 17, a standard service weapon used by police officers before the outbreak. Ethan’s gun. It was the same one he’d used for the past year, and as far as Brandt knew, it never let Ethan down. With a weapon as reliable as that, he could understand the former officer’s reluctance to let it out of his sight unless it was in Cade’s hands.

      He sighed and pulled the slide back, locking it into place. He released the magazine and set it on the table between them, then he began to disassemble the weapon. As he worked, he snuck peeks at Cade from underneath his lashes, trying to decide how best to broach the subject he wanted to talk about.

      Brandt had always thought Cade was particularly attractive, even when compared to Remy, who the other men seemed to gravitate toward like moths to a light bulb. He didn’t understand their attraction to her. Remy was too young, her good looks too girlish; her features weren’t quite matured, still having that soft roundness of youth. Cade was twelve years older than Remy and much more womanly in her beauty. Every one of those twelve years lent her maturity and hardness that made her that much more gorgeous. She had a foreign, exotic air that he found irresistible. And right then, sitting in the quiet living room, their work lit by a single flashlight and two stubby candles, he was reminded yet again of how much he liked her.

      Cade’s voice cut into Brandt’s thoughts, and he flicked his eyes up to her face. “Are you going to?” she was asking.

      He raised an eyebrow. “Am I going to…what?”

      “Are you going to go back?” Cade clarified. She slid the sharpened knife back into its sheath and set it on the table.

      Brandt rested the sidearm on his thigh and stared at it blankly. That was the million-dollar question, wasn’t it? Cade was the only person in the group who he felt he could be one hundred percent honest with. He tried to disregard the large swaths of his past that he’d kept hidden not just from her, but from everyone in the group, since it contradicted the whole “honesty” schtick they’d vowed to stick to and made him feel like a hypocrite and a disgusting ass.

      “I don’t want to, no,” he answered.

      “But will you?” Cade persisted. She leaned forward and rested her elbows against the edge of the table, her blue eyes wide with concern as she ducked her head, trying to look him in the face.

      He kept his gaze on the Glock and refused to meet her eyes. There was no telling what she might see.

      Only Cade and Ethan knew why going into Atlanta was such a big deal to him. Going back into Atlanta, he mentally amended. That he was from Atlanta was something he didn’t tell many people. Among the group, Cade and Ethan were the only ones who knew, mainly because they’d found him hidden in a house in Gadsden, Alabama, just after the virus had begun its secondary outbreak. It had been prudent to tell them something close to the truth at the time, to get them to trust him, because he’d needed their help. Sometimes, he suspected that the other four knew, though none of them had come out and said so. Despite the knowledge his two closest companions had of his prior involvement in Atlanta, neither knew the details of his time in the city, his direct involvement in its fall, or how he’d come to be in Gadsden and why. He preferred to keep it that way.

      When he escaped Atlanta, Brandt had vowed to never go back there, no matter what circumstances might later arise. It was partially a fear of facing large numbers of infected and not knowing how he would come out of the other side of a fight like that; but primarily, it was a fear of facing his past and of having to become conscious of the fact he had literally lost everything there. The mere name of the city was enough to dredge up those memories that gave him nightmares.

      And now some woman had appeared out of nowhere and begged that he and the others take her into the very place he’d sworn to never set foot in again.

      He couldn’t do it. But something in his gut, some overused instinct honed to a sharp point over the past year, told him that he’d likely have to.

      “I don’t want to do it,” he finally said. He still wouldn’t look at Cade, resting his hand loosely on top of the half-disassembled Glock. “I don’t want to ever go inside that city again. But…but if you decide to go, then I’m going,” he blurted out. He shifted his eyes up to Cade’s for a fleeting moment before staring across the room, falling silent.

      He caught a glimpse of the small smile that Cade gave him as he turned away. “You’d follow me in?” she asked, her voice revealing her surprise at Brandt’s declaration.

      “Of course!” he said, looking back at her and nodding, their eyes meeting again. “Yeah, I’d follow you in. I’ve got your back as long as you’ve got mine. We’ve been through bad shit together before, and it’s worked out fine for us. Why stop now?” Brandt picked up the pistol and started to clean and reassemble it slowly, focusing on the task at hand as he admitted softly, “You’re probably the only person here I really trust, you know? Don’t get me wrong. I like the others just fine, and I’d trust them with supplies or gear or whatever. I just wouldn’t trust them with my life. Not in Atlanta.”

      “And you would trust me with it?” Cade asked cautiously. She picked up another sidearm and tried to affect a manner of nonchalance. He saw right through the act, and a small smile quirked at the corner of his lip. He stomped it down quickly.

      “Yeah, of course. I mean, shit, you’re one of the only people here who knows what you’re doing. I mean, really knows what you’re doing,” he emphasized. “The others are good, but with the exception of maybe Ethan, they’ve survived by sheer luck or total insanity. I know that’s not the case with you. If you’re with me, I don’t have to worry about those bastards sneaking up on me and taking me out. And I know if I get Michaluk, you won’t hesitate to put me down, just like you promised.”

      Cade nodded, a soft smile gracing her lips as she kept her eyes on the weapon in her hands. “I would,” she agreed quietly before busying herself with the gun once more.

      

      “I can’t believe you’re willing to go along with that woman’s idiotic idea,” Ethan bit out. He paced across the creaky floorboards in his dim bedroom. The cold wood bit into the soles of his bare feet, and the chilly air made his bare chest and arms prickle with goose bumps. He missed the days of central heat, when the flick of a switch would create a temperature-controlled, comfortable indoor environment. But that didn’t exist anymore; their only heat sources were from fireplaces, and there wasn’t one in the master bedroom. He disregarded the chill for the moment, though, so intent was he on his ranting. “I mean, really, it’s a fucking moronic idea, and the woman is a fucking… I don’t even know a good word to describe what she wants to do. I don’t think there is one that fully covers how hopelessly stupid her idea is.”

      Remy perched on the top of the bed’s rumpled covers, her bare legs tucked underneath her. The soft yellow light from the dim camping lantern in the room cast her in an almost romantic glow. She wore Ethan’s shirt, earlier discarded, and it hung loosely over her small frame. The partially unbuttoned garment slid off her shoulder to reveal the curve of her neck, but her long hair obscured Ethan’s view of her skin. Thank the Lord for that, because if he’d been able to see it, it would have derailed his train of thought, and he’d never have gotten it back on track.

      Remy didn’t look up at Ethan while he vented. Instead, she kept her eyes on the long bolo knife in her hand, polishing it with a soft, clean cloth, rubbing down the blade in slow, sure strokes. Ethan was still baffled that she brought the thing with her when she snuck into his room three hours earlier. He couldn’t imagine what she might possibly need it for, not with the two sidearms he always kept by the bed. It wasn’t like they expected an invasion.

      Unless she planned on killing him in his sleep or something. The thought was unsettling, to say the least.

      Regardless of her plans, Remy didn’t seem interested in anything he had to say. That only made him crankier.

      “Are you even listening to me?” he demanded.

      “Mmhm,” she hummed. She shook the cloth out, using the edge of it to clean the line where blade met hilt. “Asinine, idiotic, stupid woman, bad idea, even worse to consider it, blah, blah, blah,” she said mildly.

      Ethan stopped pacing and glared at her, the urge to throttle her rising. He crossed his arms to stop himself. It was infuriating how nonchalantly she treated the whole situation. “You really don’t see the problem here, do you?”

      “What, that Avi’s idea is suicide?” Remy asked. She looked up from the knife, staring at him steadily. The hard look in her eyes surprised him, and his urge to throttle started to recede. She’d probably kick his ass if he tried to lay a hand on her—not that he actually would, not like that; he’d never hit a woman once in his life. “I’m aware of it,” she said. “I’ve heard all the stories about Atlanta and how bad it is. I know the dangers.” She smoothed the cloth over the blade again, more slowly, almost reflexively. “I’m going anyway. Regardless of what you think. I’m walking into this with my eyes wide open.”

      “But why?” Ethan persisted. In his frustration, he threw his arms into the air and let them flop to his sides again.

      “You look like Gray when you do that,” she commented with amusement, returning her eyes to the knife.

      Ethan gave her a dirty look and rolled his eyes. “Don’t you even compare me to that bastard,” he muttered.

      “Gray’s not a bastard,” she countered. She set the blade on the mattress beside her, tossing the dirty cloth on the floor, then reclined back on her hands, shifting to stretch out her bare legs, letting them hang off the edge of the bed. “He’s just very…strong willed. Kind of like you, hey?”

      Ethan paused in mid-step and gave Remy an odd look, raising an eyebrow. He appreciated the nice view of her long legs, but he couldn’t deny the niggling worry that poked at the back of his brain with a sharp stick. “You’re not sleeping with him, too, are you?”

      Remy’s eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. “You seriously didn’t just ask me that.”

      Ethan sighed in exasperation and tugged up his too-big jeans as they threatened to slip off his hips. “No, no, never mind. Stupid-ass question, and I wouldn’t want to know the answer anyway.” He rubbed both hands over his face tiredly. “You’re deflecting.” The urge to throttle started to come back, and he dropped his hands, shoving them into his pockets. “Answer the question,” he ordered. “Why are you so eager to go on what even you know is a total suicide mission?”

      Remy was still obviously rankling over Ethan’s earlier question, but she answered anyway. “Maybe because I want to do something meaningful with my life.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, and Ethan’s hands itched to twist the strands around his fingers again. She wrapped his shirt around her more closely and pulled her knees to her chest. The position made her look innocent and lost, like she had no idea what she was doing or why she was doing it. Ethan’s heart hurt for her. But his surprise at her words overrode his urge to take her into his arms and hold her tightly.

      “Doing what we’ve been doing, helping us dig people out of trouble, that isn’t meaningful enough for you?” Ethan asked gently. This was news to him. On the group’s prior missions, the young woman threw herself into the act of helping people with as much enthusiasm and focus as the rest of them. And on the previous nights when they were together, Remy never mentioned any dissatisfaction with her lot in life, outside of the norm for any of them.

      “It’s fine, Ethan. It’s just…I think my parents would have wanted me to help Avi,” Remy said softly. She looked down at her hands, a faint quaver in her voice. “I feel like none of us has a future. That we’re all just living on borrowed time, you know? It’s only a matter of time before the infected get us all. And if not that, we’ll run out of ammunition one day, or maybe food or water or something else really important, and then what? What’s going to happen when there are no more supplies left to gather? If we hit that point, we’re dead. And I don’t want to go out like that without having done something I would be proud of, something my parents would be proud of.” She paused and swallowed hard, running a hand over her eyes. “I just…I guess I don’t want to be forgotten the minute I’m dead, like everybody else who’s passed on. If I do something really, truly meaningful, if I help what’s left of humanity in some big way, even if it’s just going into Atlanta to save as many lives as I can, well, maybe that won’t happen.”

      Ethan looked at her, his eyes wide and his jaw hanging slightly open. He snapped his mouth shut and flopped into the overstuffed chair in the corner of the room, slouching ungracefully, his head leaning back against the chair. He ran a hand through his hair and tried to process what she’d said.

      He had no idea that she felt that way; he hadn’t known that she viewed the world they lived in as hopeless. He’d always maintained hope that the Michaluk Virus would be defeated, that humanity would bounce back as it had from countless other decimations and diseases. Even if it didn’t bounce back for him—he readily acknowledged there wouldn’t be much left for him if life ever resembled normal again—then for the others. He constantly fought to instill that hope in the rest of the group. He didn’t like that Remy thought that way, that she didn’t have that nugget of hope that he’d tried to instill in everyone. She was so young; she had so much to live for and a drive to survive unlike that of anyone he’d ever met. Even if she did do stupidly risky shit more often than he cared to think about.

      “You really feel that way?” he asked. He dropped his hand to the arm of the chair and watched the brunette who sat nearly motionless at the end of his bed. She bit her bottom lip and stared at the floor, her back straight and her shoulders squared. The sad expression she wore reminded Ethan of one he’d seen on Cade’s face the year before, when the two of them hid in the basement of Cade’s house on the night Memphis began its fall. The sight made his heart hurt all over again, remembering that night over a year ago when his entire world turned over and he’d lost everything. “You really think all of this is hopeless?” He waved his hand to indicate the world at large. “That we’re just buying time until we all bite it?”

      “Isn’t that what everyone’s doing?” Riley asked. “Trying to barter for one more year, one more day? Even before Michaluk ruined us all, we did that.” She traced her finger along the edge of the blankets beneath her and spoke to the floor. “We’d get ourselves into trouble or receive some bad news, and we’d say, ‘Please, God, just let me live through this. Just let me see another day.’”

      “That’s human nature, Remy,” Ethan said. “It’s just human nature to wish and hope and pray for things we might not get.”

      Remy nodded and sucked in a deep breath. “I keep thinking to myself, if I could have one wish, what would I wish for? And I know I’m supposed to choose something selfless, like maybe the virus just going away or never having happened or whatever. But all I can think about when I try to answer it is my baby sister. I’d give anything to have Madeline back.”

      “And I’d give anything and everything in the world for Anna,” he admitted quietly. “But I know that’s not going to happen. So instead, I go out of my way to make sure other people don’t have to suffer any more of the same losses they already have, so that maybe they can have a chance at a little happiness in this shitty world we’ve got now.”

      Remy sat up straighter and finally looked at him. He met her dark eyes; they were oddly shiny, as if she was suppressing tears. The sight sent a slight pang of sympathy through his stomach. “Ethan, that’s exactly why I need to help Avi,” she said. “If we can save some people while we’re in there, and if we can do something about this outbreak, maybe find out where this virus came from and why, maybe someone can do something with the information and come up with a vaccine or a cure. Maybe we can save everybody left from the fear of contracting the virus. Maybe we can keep some little girl out there from losing her daddy or some woman from losing her husband.”

      Ethan didn’t know how to deny that appeal, not from Remy. Her words hit him like a sledgehammer, going to the root of his feelings on the situation, pressing every button on the way. It was the very essence of what he tried to do—save people from going through the pain he dealt with every day. He ran his hands through his hair again and broke his gaze from her face. He couldn’t look at her anymore. It hurt too much. “Remy,” he started.

      “Say you’re in this with me, Ethan,” Remy pleaded. She slid off the bed, her slender body moving with a catlike grace, and slunk over to him. She knelt on the floor so she could look him in the face, her hands resting lightly on his thighs, a position of total supplication. “Tell me you’re going to help, even if it’s just to give me and Avi supplies so we can help some people and try to put this thing to rest.”

      Ethan swallowed hard and forced his eyes to Remy’s once more. Hers were wide and dark, and he felt like he was falling as he stared into them. She bit her lip again, her eyes still wet and pleading, and he nearly leaned forward to kiss her; he’d have done anything to get rid of the look on her face. He shifted his eyes to the space above her head, breaking eye contact so he could try to think clearly. For the first time since Avi Geller’s arrival, Ethan seriously considered the woman’s proposal and his participation in the attempt. If Remy was going into Atlanta, regardless of the reason, she’d need help. He cared too much about her to allow Avi to be her sole protection on the dangerous route to the city and in the city itself.

      Ethan swallowed again. She was still begging him with her wide brown eyes. He couldn’t stand the look on her face, the look he couldn’t say no to. It was the same look that put him in the position he was in, hiding important things about their relationship from his best friend. He blew out a soft breath and tugged gently at her upper arms. “Come here,” he said quietly. And once she was in his lap, he wrapped his arms around her and held her close, his forehead resting on her shoulder. She ran her fingers through his hair, and he lifted his head to kiss her softly. He knew that, deep in his heart, he’d already silently agreed to her proposal. All he had left to do was say it out loud.

      “Okay,” Ethan mumbled against her mouth once the kiss broke. “Okay, Remy. I’ll help you.”

      

      The wintery air outside was brisk, sending a round of shivers roiling through Nikola’s limbs as she carefully slid out of one of the second-floor window onto the roof. Once she’d gained her footing on the rough shingles, she wrapped her jacket tighter around her, tucking her hands into her armpits, and scowled. She hated winter in the south; hell, she hated winter, period. She much preferred warm springs and summers, softball seasons, going out to the lake with her dad, and going out swimming with friends. Winter was just the pits.

      She made sure her footing was still secure then made her way around the roof, looking for the two men she knew would be up here somewhere. It was a beautiful, crystal-clear night, the stars above twinkling against a black background, the moon not quite full illuminating her path as she circled around to the other side of the house. It was the sort of night that, she was sure, was the kind of night that writers waxed poetic about in their books and poetry.

      Nikola found the targets of her search huddled together on the roof near the front of the house where they had a good view of the street below. She worked her way down to them, leaned backwards to counterbalance the slope of the roof, then slid down to a sitting position to Theo’s right, sandwiching him between her and his brother. “Hi,” she said, giving him a smile as she huddled right up against him for warmth.

      “Hey, chickie,” Theo greeted affectionately, wrapping an arm around her shoulders casually. “What are you doing out here?”

      “I couldn’t sleep,” she admitted, pulling her knees up to her chest and hooking an arm around them. “My brain won’t slow down and let me relax. I keep thinking about everything that’s going on, and I can’t put it aside like I usually can.”

      “I feel you there,” Gray said from Theo’s other side. “My brain keeps tumbling around like tennis ball in a dryer. It’s making me feel antsy.”

      Nikola nodded her agreement, staring off at the street below. There was no sign of any movement, thank goodness. The last thing they needed at the moment was yet another problem when they were already trying to figure out what to do about the issue they were already facing. “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she said. “This decision is easy enough to make for you guys. It’s different for you. It’s a lot more complicated for me.”

      Theo looked down at her, his face creased with concern. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you guys are adults. If some of you decide to go and some of you don’t want to go, it’s not a big deal. The group splits, some stay here, some go there, and that’s that.” Her nose was starting to run from breathing in the cold air, and she swiped at it with the sleeve of her jacket before asking, “What happens if I’m the only one who doesn’t want to go? I’m only fifteen. While I’m sure there are plenty of fifteen-year-olds out there who are surviving on their own, I really don’t think I’m cut out to be one of them. I don’t want to go to Atlanta, but I don’t want to stay here by myself, either. I don’t want my family to leave me behind.” To her embarrassment, her voice cracked, and she ducked her head, not looking at either of the men alongside her.

      “Oh, hell, Nikola, do you really think any of us would leave you behind?” Gray said. His words were followed by the scraping of shoes as he got up and circled around to sit on her other side. “There’s no way in hell we’d leave you anywhere by yourself. You know that, right?”

      “Yeah, I know, but I can’t help but worry over it,” she said. “There are so many different…levels to the decisions I have to make, and it feels like there are aspects of it that I have to think about that maybe you guys don’t. Because you aren’t kids. And while I’m not exactly a kid, I’m not an adult, either. And I don’t have the skillset to survive on my own for a long period of time. I did it for a month, and I’m not sure it’s something I’m willing to do again if there’s another option.”

      “I understand completely,” Theo said, giving her a one-armed hug that had so much affection in it that tears almost sprang to her eyes. “Things really are a lot more complicated for you. That makes decisions like this way harder for you than it is for us.” He sighed and reached over, grasping her left hand in his and giving it a squeeze just as affectionate as the hug from moments before. “I’ll tell you what. You make whatever decision you feel you have to make. And I’ll follow your lead. If you want to go, I’ll go. If you want to stay here, I’ll stay here with you. That way, you won’t be alone, no matter what you decide.”

      Nikola felt a surge of emotion in her gut, one that seemed to be a weird combination of hope and gratefulness and something that almost resembled happiness. She leaned over and rested her head against Theo’s shoulder, hooking an arm around his waist to give him her own version of a one-armed hug. “Thank you, Theo,” she said, her voice a little muffled by the thick jacket he wore. “It’s unbelievable the amount of weight that takes off my shoulders.”

      “I can only imagine,” he said. “I want you to know, though, that if you do decide to go, you know none of us is going to let anything happen to you there, right? You’re like a daughter to Ethan, I think. I’m pretty sure he’d throw himself in front of a moving train before he let something happen to you.”

      “And you’re like a little sister to us,” Gray piped up, grinning. “So we’ll do what big brothers do and not let anything touch our sister.”

      “Aw, I’ve never had big brothers before,” Nikola said with a giggle, leaning over to give Gray a hug of his own. “This isn’t the point where you start teasing me about boys and pulling my hair and playing bad jokes on me, is it?”

      “Well, I’m not sure,” Gray admitted. “I’ve always been the youngest, so I’m not sure exactly what my sibling duties are as an older brother. I might have to consult with Theo on what sort of teasing I’m supposed to be enacting over here.”

      “I’ll loan you my copy of the big brother handbook later,” Theo promised in a semi-serious voice, eliciting a laugh from all three of them and a swat from Nikola for both men.

      “You two are so ridiculous,” she said, grinning. She was surprised to find herself happy, genuinely happy, for the first time all day. She hadn’t realized just how much the weight of the decisions that had been thrust on her was pulling her down, not until after Theo and Gray had lifted that weight off her shoulders for her. “In all seriousness, thank you, guys,” she said, a little more somberly. “You have no idea how much better I feel after this little chat.”

      “I think I have some idea,” Theo said. He gave her another squeeze. “Don’t worry too much, okay? Everything is going to turn out just fine.”
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      The following morning found the eight people clustered around the large dining table, watching Nikola slowly turn the pages in Ethan’s book of road maps. Remy hadn’t seen the battered paperback in almost three months. Before the world went to shit, she’d been a religious user of all things Google for her directions. She wasn’t sure she knew more than the basics of map reading without some guidance and was still amazed that Nikola, who was a solid six years younger than her, knew how to do it.

      “We are…here,” Nikola announced. She used a red marker to draw a blood-colored dot on the Alabama map, not far from the capitol, Montgomery. Remy leaned over her shoulder and read the small, black-lettered label beside the dot. It said, simply, “Maplesville.”

      “So we’re on the border of the middle of nowhere,” Cade clarified. She unsheathed a knife from her belt and snatched the map book from Nikola’s grasp, using the edge of the blade to pry up the staples in the middle of the book. Nikola gave Cade a dirty look that made Remy laugh, but Cade ignored it and pulled the map free. She flipped farther back to the G section as the conversation continued.

      “Yeah, basically,” Nikola said. She grabbed the Alabama map, waiting until Cade pried the state of Georgia out and passe it to her before laying both maps out side by side. She smoothed them out and hunched over them, grabbing a scrap of paper and starting to do what appeared to be complicated measurements and calculations with her fingers. After a few minutes of silence, during which Remy watched attentively and impatiently, hoping to actually pick up something useful from Nikola’s messy scrawl, the teenager straightened and announced, “It’s about two hundred miles from here to Atlanta.”

      “That’s a long way,” Remy commented. She rested her hands on the edge of the table and squinted at the maps. Her eyes darted over the papers as she tried to decipher all the different routes and options laid out before them. The map was a colorful, tangled mess, and she had no idea where to start. “We’ll be traveling to Atlanta on our bikes, right? How long will that take?”

      “I’m not sure,” Nikola admitted, looking to Cade, Brandt, and Ethan in turn for guidance. Remy shook her head and snagged the girl’s scrap paper to figure out the problem, but Brandt spoke up before she could put pencil to paper.

      “About twenty hours, maybe,” Brandt said, his tone subdued. He sat on the edge of the table, plucking the knife from Cade’s hands and tapping the flat of the blade rhythmically against his knuckles. He didn’t look at the rest of them. “That assumes we ride nonstop, which we can’t physically do. And it would keep us out on the road longer than I’m comfortable with.”

      Remy shook her head again, slowly and thoughtfully. Even as Brandt spoke, she’d mentally begun putting the pieces together. “We need another way to travel,” she proposed. “There is no way I, for one, can handle riding two hundred miles on a fucking bike.”

      “Bikes,” Avi repeated. Remy looked up at the blond across from her and raised an eyebrow. She’d figured the woman was an airhead, but she’d never guessed she was deaf, too. “You mean, like, motorcycles? Or…?”

      “No, I mean bikes. You know, like, the kind you pedal,” Remy corrected, smirking and looking away from Avi, back to the maps. It was a smart-assed answer, but she didn’t care; Avi’s question had been incredibly stupid and tempted her to agree with Ethan’s assessment of the woman’s mental state. She traced her finger along one of the interstates running east from Alabama to Georgia and hummed thoughtfully. The map began to look clearer, not quite the page full of squiggles it was before. She could see specific roads and highways and all the possibilities open to them.

      “So what do you suggest?” Ethan asked her. He sank into a chair beside her and pulled a thin notebook and pencil out of the bag hanging on the back of it. He jotted notes into the notebook as he waited on her response, not looking at her.

      “We should take a truck or something,” Remy said slowly. She twisted a lock of her hair around her fingers and snuck a peek at Ethan. She thought about the night before, when she went to him, when she tried to convince him to go with her and Avi, and when things escalated into physicality. Yet again. Her breath caught in her throat; she swallowed the sensation down and beat the thoughts back into their dark little corner. It wasn’t time to dwell on Ethan and the way he’d touched her. She cleared her throat. “We could put two or three of us in the truck and the rest following in another vehicle,” she suggested. “The bikes can be loaded into the back of the truck for when we have to ditch the vehicles. At the very least, we can cut out a chunk of travel time before we have to resort to the bikes.”

      “But what route should we take?” Cade spoke up. She leaned against Remy to look at the map. Remy casually slung an arm around her shoulder and gave her a friendly squeeze. Cade rewarded her with a smile and continued. “If we take I-65/85, it’s going to take us right through Montgomery. Last I heard, that city is overrun. But if we go for I-20/59, that goes too close to Birmingham. It isn’t any better than Montgomery. Might even be worse, considering it was a secondary outbreak point.”

      “We’ll want to stick with secondary roads, if we can manage,” Brandt agreed. He slid off the edge of the table where he sat and sank into a chair with a heavy sigh. “But that will add to our travel time substantially, along with the amount of supplies we’ll need to carry with us.”

      They stared at the maps for a long moment. No one spoke, the weight of the silence hanging over their heads like a guillotine. Remy traced both paths with her eyes, examining the highways and rural roads between them. “What if we travel on the interstates when we’re not near any large cities?” she suggested. “That way we avoid the smaller towns we don’t need to go through, and it puts us at less risk of coming into contact with any infected trapped in the traffic jams closer to the cities. And when we’re approaching more congested areas, we can leave the interstate and stick with side roads and highways until we’re safely past.”

      “That…that might actually work,” Ethan said with a slow nod. Remy grinned widely at him. She was glad someone appreciated her ideas, because Brandt looked ready to come over the table and slap her. He’d obviously hoped they wouldn’t figure out a way to get to Atlanta and would give up on the whole attempt. She hated to burst his bubble, but she’d do anything necessary to make this mission happen.

      “So long as we can get supplies together, I think we’ll be okay,” Ethan continued. “We’ll hammer out the finer points later. The question I’m asking now is if everyone’s on board.” He looked at them all, and Remy met his eyes unerringly. She gave him a slight, encouraging nod. “If you don’t wish to go, no one here will fault you for it. Those who are going can go, and the others can remain here with enough supplies to last at least through the rest of the month. Or you can decide to simply move on elsewhere.”

      “I’m going,” Remy said the moment Ethan’s words died on the air. “I said I would last night. Nothing we’ve talked about since has changed my mind.”

      “I’m going, too,” Gray spoke up behind her. Remy gave him a grateful smile. She really did like him. He was stubborn and entirely too much like Ethan in temperament—which served only to muddle her already confused mind when it came to the two men—but he was also loyal and trustworthy to a fault. Despite her mixed-up feelings over Ethan and Gray, feelings compounded by the physical aspects of her relationship with Ethan, she willingly acknowledged that she couldn’t have asked for a better friend than Gray.

      Avi nodded and crossed her arms, resting her hip against the edge of the table. “I’m going, of course. I started this, so I have to,” she said, a tinge of sheepishness in her voice. Remy gave her a reassuring smile and nodded her head once in solidarity. At least the woman took responsibility for what she started and planned to help them finish it. Remy had to respect that.

      “Cade? Brandt?” Ethan looked to the two on Remy’s other side. Brandt and Cade exchanged an indecipherable look. Cade took the knife Brandt held and studied it absently. It was obvious, to Remy at least, that the two had had a discussion about this the night before, much as she and Ethan had. Well, not exactly, she thought with no small degree of amusement.

      “We’re going,” Cade said. Her accent was heavier than usual as she spoke for both of them. Brandt closed his eyes and let out a slow breath, and Cade’s hand closed gently over his muscular forearm.

      “Nikola?” Ethan prompted, ignoring the exchange between the two.

      The teenage girl looked at the rest of them nervously, her eyes wide. She took a deep breath. “You’ll, um, you’ll need somebody to help with navigation and supplies and stuff, right?” she said.

      Remy leaned forward to watch Nikola closely and saw Ethan do likewise. Nikola sounded uncertain, unsure if she wanted to help or not; her tone worried Remy. “Are you sure?” Ethan asked.

      Before Nikola could reply, Theo interrupted. “I’m going,” he said in a rush, as if trying to get the words out before he chickened out. “If Gray and Nikola are going, then I’m going.”

      “Well, that settles it,” Nikola said, her voice stronger and surer than before. “I am so not staying here by myself. Count me in, too.”

      Brandt shoved his chair away from the table, standing and knocking the chair to the floor. “This is so fucked up,” he muttered. He shook his head again and pushed the door open hard enough to slam it into the wall, storming out of the dining room. He left the seven of them looking after him uncertainly.

      Cade slid from her perch on the table. “Great. You’ve upset him,” she grumbled, her stilted accent so thick that Remy almost couldn’t make out what she said. “Just fucking great.”

      “Something tells me he really doesn’t want to go,” Remy remarked. Her eyes focused vaguely on the door as she pondered over why Brandt was so angry. He’d never displayed such anger over any other mission in which the group had participated over the past year. Perhaps Gray’s theory about Brandt was correct. Maybe it was true that he was from somewhere around Atlanta.

      Before Remy could pursue her thoughts further, Cade growled and slammed her knife into the table. The tip of the blade bit deeply into the scarred wood. The rest of them jumped at the loud thud.

      “No, you think?” Cade snapped. She glared at them all, but the majority of her ire was directed at Remy. “You’re asking entirely too much of him on this. It isn’t right. What you’re asking him to do isn’t right. But he’s going to do it anyway, because he’s too fucking loyal to abandon you people. And he’s not going to let me go while he stays behind.”

      Remy gritted her teeth and faced Cade down, her own anger flaring up. “He doesn’t have to go, and neither do you,” she pointed out heatedly. “Nobody is forcing either of you to go.”

      Cade kicked the chair Brandt had inhabited moments before, sending it skidding across the floor. The sound of it scraping over the floorboards echoed in the mostly empty room. “Fuck, Remy! What kind of people do you think we are? You think we’re going to let the six of you walk into that damned cesspool that is Atlanta while we continue to live our merry fucking lives in this fucking house? You couldn’t survive a damned day in a place as bad as that without our help! You wouldn’t know how to handle yourself on a real battlefield! You’ll probably get your stupid asses killed—”

      Ethan slammed his fist on the table, and Remy and Cade both jumped. “We don’t have time for this!” he barked. “Both of you shut the fuck up and stop bitching, because it’s not doing anything to help.” Remy opened her mouth to protest, but he put his hand up to stop her. “Not another word,” he warned, standing and gathering maps from the table. “Nikki and I are going upstairs to work out the rest of the plan. Remy, you and Gray and Theo start getting supplies together. Avi, give them a hand, would you? Cade, just…go deal with Brandt. You’re probably the only person who can calm his grouchy ass down right now without bloodshed.”

      

      Cade stormed out of the dining room and slammed the door behind her. She fumed over Remy’s careless attitude about the whole mess. And “mess” it was. She had never seen such wanton disregard for safety and common sense in her life. She was so angry that she was nearly irrational; it didn’t take much to set her off anymore, and Remy had successfully managed it. She clenched her fists hard, her nails digging into her palms, and stomped toward the stairs.

      She spotted Brandt halfway up the stairs and slowed to a stop. He sat on the landing where Cade used to enjoy relaxing and reading before she grew bored of the literature available in the house. His elbows rested on his knees, his forehead pressing against his palms. He looked like he was in pain, isolated, alone in the world. She felt her anger and frustration draining away like water flowing over glass and slowly approached him. Brandt didn’t move as she climbed the stairs and stopped a few steps below him.

      “Hey, you okay?” she asked, sitting on the landing beside him and leaning to get a look at his face.

      Brandt didn’t look up right away. He simply continued to sit with his head bowed, his hands braced against his head, staring at the steps below him in silence. Cade felt an impulse to reach up and run her fingers over his thick, curling dark hair in a gesture of comfort. She pressed both palms flat against her thighs to help fight the urge.

      His voice was hoarse when he spoke. “I’m sorry about that.”

      “About what?” Cade asked. She slid to a knee on the step below her to get a better look at his face.

      Brandt shrugged. “I don’t know. For getting so pissed off. I acted like an ass in there.”

      Cade shook her head and let go of her knee, resting her hand against his forearm. She gave it a reassuring squeeze and felt his muscles give under her fingers. “It’s not your fault,” she said quietly. “I would have gotten pissed off, too. Hell, I kind of did. Sort of threatened Remy with my big-ass knife in there. You should’ve seen it. I bet you would have loved every moment of it.” She smirked slightly. “Let’s just say there’s a new hole in the dining table.”

      Brandt let out a soft chuckle. “I’m sorry I missed it,” he murmured. His fingers worked into his hair, pulling gently at the strands, as if in frustration. “I don’t want to go back,” he admitted. His voice was muffled by his arms, and she leaned in closer to hear him better. “I really don’t know if I can.”

      “Brandt, you’ve already told them yes,” she pointed out. “And I know you. You’re not one to back out on something once you agree to do it. And you’re not one to abandon your friends when the going gets tough.”

      “Well, the going is about to get a hell of a lot tougher.” He lifted his head and rubbed both hands over his face. His eyes were red-rimmed, as if he’d been crying. Which was a ridiculous thought. Brandt didn’t cry. He was too tough for that. “Those people down there? They think they know what it’s like in Atlanta. They think they have some idea, but really, they have no idea what it’s like. It’s…God, it’s awful, Cade. There are infected everywhere. And it’s like they can sniff you out, like they can track you like fucking bloodhounds, and they always seem to know exactly where you’re hiding.”

      Cade sat up straighter and locked her eyes onto his. It was the first time in the entire year she’d known him that she recalled him talking about his ordeal in Atlanta in any detail, the first time he’d given her more than cryptic remarks and allusions she couldn’t catch hold of well enough in order to build a detailed mental picture. “What…what is it like there?” she asked. She took his hand, holding it tightly between hers, and he gripped hers in return, his fingers curling over her hand and pressing into her knuckles.

      Brandt drew in a slow breath, and she mimicked his action, holding the air in her lungs as he pressed his lips together, like he was thinking. For a second, she wondered if she’d asked the wrong question. Maybe, even after a year of dealing with the infected, he still wasn’t ready to talk about what had happened to him in Atlanta.

      But then Brandt began to speak, low and soft. Cade let out her breath and leaned in closer. He kept his eyes downcast as he tried to dredge up the words to describe the conditions of the city the year before, when the virus was fresh and new and victims were numerous.

      “I don’t know how to describe it,” he started. “So much happened back then. So much that I don’t want to think about.” He paused and squeezed her hand again before he continued. “But we’re going to need to know about it. Everybody needs to know what it’s like there, so we can all be prepared. Though I’m not sure there’s enough preparation you can do for something like Atlanta.” He glanced at her, as if checking to see if she was listening, then shifted his eyes to the living room below.

      “I was in the city when the quarantine failed,” he admitted. Cade drew in a breath and shifted closer to him, her hands still clutching his. “It happened on January 24th. That’s the day the world officially ended, I think. Beginning of the end or whatever. That’s the day the city fell to the infected, anyway. That’s the day the police and military that was trying to stop the spread fell. Every single one of them, down to the last man. A lot of them fought and died, but just as many froze. Mostly the lower-ranking soldiers, I think. They didn’t see the infected as a danger on the level they should have. They just saw unarmed men, women, and children. They didn’t realize that the infection was a weapon, just as deadly as any knife or gun.

      “The orders had been to hold quarantine at all costs,” he continued. “No one in or out, no exceptions. When they put the quarantine in place, the government found a way to shut down the landlines, the cell phone towers, the internet, anything with a connection to the outside world. They didn’t want word about what was going on in Atlanta to get out and cause a panic or a controversy. They were about to give orders that wouldn’t have gone over well with the general public. ‘Shoot to kill,’ they said. ‘Don’t let a single soul out of the city.’ The men didn’t have a choice. Everyone in the city was a potential weapon against the rest of the world.”

      “Jesus,” Cade breathed. Her horror at his words and the terror she imagined he must have felt bled into her own voice.

      “When it seemed like everybody was dead except for me, I just…I ran,” Brandt confessed. “I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t have any supplies. I didn’t have any water, any food, appropriate clothing. Nothing. Just the clothes on my back and the ammo in my guns. Everybody I knew was dead. I couldn’t get in touch with a soul. Communications had deteriorated so badly or been eliminated so completely that calls for help weren’t going through. I wasn’t going to stick around and let those things kill me.”

      “I wouldn’t have stuck around, either,” Cade agreed. “I would have booked it the hell out of there.”

      Brandt fell silent, visibly struggling. His fingers were wrapped around Cade’s so tightly it hurt, but she didn’t say anything. She simply gripped his hand in return. “By all rights, I should be dead,” he whispered. “I fucking cheated death once, and I’m worried that it will catch up with me when we go into that city.” He swallowed and added quietly, “But that’s not my worst fear. My worst fear is that the people closest to me are going to die. That…that you’re going to die.”

      Cade let out a nervous laugh at his words, shaking her head. “Brandt, come on, you know we’re totally going to live through this,” she said confidently. “All of us. I mean, hell, look at all the shit we’ve survived so far. Exploding RVs and jumping off buildings, and what about that incident with the escalator last fall?”

      Brandt smiled slightly as he was reminded of one of their more interesting adventures. “We should have never gone into that mall. I thought it was going to turn into a very bloody reenactment of a scene from Dawn of the Dead.”

      “I was thinking Aliens myself,” Cade admitted with a wry chuckle. “That movie used to give me really weird dreams about being dragged under escalators and shit. Don’t ask me why my brain equates Aliens and escalators. It’s a long, strange story.”

      He snorted. “You really don’t do well with horror movies, do you?”

      “No, I really don’t,” she agreed. “Which is funny in a morbid way, because we’re living in one. But in my defense, I was nine at the time. At that age, I definitely couldn’t handle horror movies.”

      Brandt cracked a genuine smile, and satisfaction settled into her gut. Her mission was accomplished. She’d dragged her friend away from whatever dark pit he’d been staring into. She gently released his hand and patted him on the knee. “So what should we do now?” she asked casually, leaning to look off the side of the stairs. Theo must have come out of the dining room at some point, because he was just below, sorting through his ever-present navy-blue bag of medical supplies, a deep frown on his face as he shoved first aid equipment around inside it.

      Brandt shrugged and flexed his fingers, staring down at the hand Cade had held, as if he couldn’t believe her hands were no longer there. “Pack?” he suggested, standing and sighing heavily. “We’ll probably be moving soon, so we need to go ahead and get everything ready.”

      Cade’s own shoulders slumped as she too rose to her feet. For reasons unknown, she felt like she’d been dismissed. It was a ridiculous feeling; Brandt was still likely emotionally rattled by the pending trip to Atlanta, and he’d never been very good at expressing his emotions. She knew this, just like she knew nearly everything about his life from before the outbreak. Which was why she didn’t understand the feeling of dismissal she had. She shook the sensation off and motioned with a hand.

      “Come on, then,” she said. “You can help me get all the guns packed up. I’m not lugging those damned heavy bags around by myself.”

      

      Theo jammed a can of beef stew into the duffel bag on the counter, trying to stuff it in amongst the other cans and packages of food he’d already managed to fit inside. He was frustrated, and it showed in the way he packed the bags of food—as if the cans of tomato and chicken noodle soups and canned meats and ravioli had caused him some great injury. It took almost everything in him to not chuck one of the cans across the room. He set the can onto the counter—a bit more heavily than he intended—and breathed in, slowly and deeply. He was shaking. He closed his eyes and gripped the edge of the counter, trying to calm himself down.

      “Are you okay?” a soft, unfamiliar voice asked from behind him.

      Theo took another moment to himself before he opened his eyes and turned around. Avi stood just inside the kitchen doorway, looking uncertain and sheepish.

      “I was just…I came to see if you needed a hand with anything,” Avi tried to explain awkwardly. “If I’m interrupting something—”

      Theo shook his head and motioned for her to come inside. “No, no. It’s okay. I was just thinking too much. I’m fine.” He cleared his throat, looking back down at the bag. “I’m just working on packing food for the trip.”

      Avi joined Theo at the counter and gave him a small smile. She watched for a moment as he tried to fit the can of stew into the bag again before speaking. “You really might want to think about getting another bag for that. I don’t think it’s going to fit.”

      He huffed out a breath, blowing his long blond bangs out of his face, and gave her a shrug. “Yeah, I know. Ethan said we only have room for about five bags of food. I’m trying to fit as much as I can into each bag.”

      “The bags are kind of small,” she commented quietly, picking up the last empty one and peering into it.

      Theo swallowed. “There’s almost not enough food to go around,” he confessed.

      “Because I’m here?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head again and zipping the bag closed. “No, it’s not you. We were getting low on food before you got here. Ethan and Cade think I’m not aware of it, but considering I keep tabs on everyone’s health, I figured it out pretty quick. They’ve both dropped weight, noticeably in Cade’s case. She’s lost at least seven pounds in the past few weeks, if I had to take a guess at it.” He rested both hands flat on the bag, feeling the rough material under his fingers. “I think they’re cutting back on their food for everyone else’s sake.”

      “That’s very noble of them,” Avi commented.

      He dragged the heavy bag off the counter and dumped it on the floor beside the kitchen door. “No, it’s very stupid,” he corrected. “Incredibly stupid. If they get malnourished, that increases their chances of getting sick. And I don’t have the proper equipment or resources to deal with that.” He sighed and shook his hair out of his eyes again. “Not to mention, it does nothing to keep their strength up.” He returned to the counter and began packing the last bag. “I write out meal plans for a reason,” he muttered, almost to himself.

      Avi passed him a can of clam chowder. “You must have the hardest job out of everyone here,” she said sympathetically. “Even more so than Ethan. His job might be to lead all of you, but your job is to keep them—including Ethan—healthy and alive.”

      “It is a hard job,” he agreed, “especially when everyone here is stubborn as a fucking mule.” He grimaced. “Sometimes I feel like my mother. ‘Eat your vegetables. Clean your plate. I put that food there, and you’re going to eat it or I’ll shove it up your ass.’ I’m not old enough for this shit.” He chuckled and shook his head. Even Avi let out a soft laugh. A comfortable silence fell between them as they packed the food, Avi passing boxes and cans to Theo and Theo stuffing them into the bag, grimacing as he played what amounted to a complicated game of Tetris with the groceries.

      “So Cade says that Gray is your brother?” Avi asked. Theo glanced at her, but she was focused on the box of breakfast pastries in her hands.

      “Yeah, my younger brother,” he said. “The only family I’ve got left.”

      She gave him a slight smile. “You’re incredibly lucky, you know,” she said. “I don’t think there are a lot of siblings left like you two. I think you’re only the third or fourth set I’ve met.”

      “Third or fourth?” he repeated, surprised. “That’s all?”

      “The attrition rate is very high,” Avi said cryptically. “Nothing that can be helped.” She passed him the pastries, and he stuck the package into his bag. The silence that fell this time was heavier, laden with tension and unspoken questions. “Gray’s the only reason you’re going, isn’t he?” she asked, breaking the silence again.

      “Honestly? Yes.” Theo rubbed a hand over his cheek, scratching through his beard. “I have to protect him, you know? I mean, he’s my baby brother. I grew up kicking bullies’ asses for him, and now I fight the infected for him.” He shrugged helplessly. “He’s only going because of Remy. I don’t think he considered my feelings on the matter. He should have known I’d follow him in, even if I didn’t want to go.”

      Avi leaned against the counter and rested her elbows on the tile. “Are he and Remy seeing each other?”

      He barked out a laugh and rested back against the counter, crossing his arms. “Oh, hell no. Gray’s too chicken shit to approach Remy about how he feels, and she refuses to get involved in a relationship with anyone.”

      “I can kind of understand that, though,” Avi said. “Relationships tend to end…badly nowadays.”

      “To put it delicately,” Theo murmured.

      Avi laughed. “Yeah, definitely putting it delicately,” she agreed. “I can see why she’s not getting involved with anyone. I’m a lot the same way, though I’m not going to lie and say it wouldn’t be nice.” She shrugged. “If the right situation and the right person came up, who knows?”

      “Same,” he said, shaking his hair back from his face. “If I make it out of Atlanta in one piece, I think I’d like to find someone out there. Even if just to have a spot of happiness in the world, you know?” He chuckled again and sighed. “I wouldn’t mind having kids someday, even adopted ones. I love kids. Always wanted some. And I figure there are going to be an awful lot of orphaned children out there that need my help.”

      She gave him a little smile. “Me, too. I mean, I’m thirty. Definitely not getting any younger, and the world isn’t getting any better.”

      Theo was surprised to learn that she was older than him by five years. He’d thought she was closer to Gray’s age. He chose to not comment on that, though; instead, he looked sadly at the floor. “You never really see kids anymore, though. At all. I see the occasional one in the groups of people we’ve dragged out of infected areas, but there haven’t been that many.”

      “I know,” Avi said quietly. “I think it’s because the virus hit the kids and the elderly really hard. The few kids left after that usually didn’t last long around the infected.”

      “Yeah, Cade had a niece,” he said. “A little four-year-old girl. She got infected. Nikola told me that Ethan had to shoot her last year when she attacked them.”

      “God, that’s horrible. Killing a child, even an infected one…” She trailed off and shook her head. “Terrible.”

      “Yeah, well, that’s the life we live now. Not much that can be done about it.” He heaved a sigh. “So let’s wrap up all this packing, yeah? I’ve got plenty of other things I need to do after this and not much time to do it in.”
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      Late that evening, Theo crouched on the shingled roof, squinting through the glare of the setting sun, trying to make out the street below. It wasn’t actually his turn to be on watch. But he was too tightly wound up to even contemplate taking a nap like he’d planned, so he’d gotten up and climbed through the dormer window onto the roof. He figured he’d keep Gray company while his younger brother was on watch; he knew from experience that sitting alone on the roof for hours was the dullest experience ever.

      But even as he sat there, Theo’s mind kept drifting back to thoughts of Avi and her proposition. He didn’t want to go to Atlanta. He’d never been there before, not even prior to the Michaluk Virus’s explosion. But at the same time…well, he couldn’t deny the possibility that there were people inside the city to help. He liked helping people; growing up, he’d always been that way. He was the type of kid who’d intervened to help others being bullied on the playground in elementary school, the type of man who pulled over to help stranded motorists with flat tires or engine troubles. It was his nature, part of why he’d become a paramedic in the first place. And it was a part of his nature that warred against the common sense that told him to not go into Atlanta, Georgia.

      But Gray was going. And therefore, he had no choice.

      Theo got up and moved slowly around to the side of the house, walking carefully up the sloped roof and squinting through the dimming light at the assortment of vehicles parked around the house. He didn’t see anything out of the ordinary. There was no sign of infected anywhere, and everything was quiet. He walked on to the back of the house, where Gray kept watch over the back yard.

      “Hey,” he greeted, crouching down for balance against the slant of the roof and giving his brother a smile. He rested his arms against his knees and mentally noted how tired Gray looked. He’d obviously not been sleeping well, judging by the paleness of his skin and the dark circles under his eyes.

      “Hey,” Gray replied. He didn’t look at Theo, simply kept his silvery blue eyes locked attentively on the ground.

      “All quiet over here?” he asked. He shifted to get comfortable on the still-sun-warmed rooftop, sitting on the shingles and stretching out his legs, crossing his ankles and leaning back on his hands. The position reminded him of late last summer, not long after the group had arrived at the safe house. He’d climbed onto the roof for watch and stumbled across Cade, Remy, and Nikola, their shirts tied up to expose their midriffs, shorts showing off their long legs, talking as they enjoyed the sun. The only thing that marred the scene was the large, intimidating rifle lying on the roof between Cade and Remy. Despite that, it’d been a nice sight, reminiscent of life before the virus, and he still remembered the embarrassment he’d felt when they caught him staring and teased him mercilessly for three days.

      Gray shrugged and leaned forward as Theo shook himself loose from the memory. “About as quiet as can be expected, considering all the excitement.” His eyes scanned the back yard, following the fence line at the border of the property. “No sign of anything unusual.”

      “That’s good.” Theo sat back and trailed his own eyes over the neighboring houses. They really had picked an excellent house to hide in, he thought. There’d never been any sign of the infected anywhere too close to it, and it was easy to get into and out of with their vehicles, the street mostly clear of debris and stalled cars. Plenty of storage, reasonably easy to defend, and not too many trees. He couldn’t have asked for anything better at this point.

      He peered at his silent brother out of the corner of his eye and wondered what was on his mind. It wasn’t like Gray to be so quiet. He usually had trouble getting him to shut up. He raised an eyebrow and asked conversationally, as casually as he could, “So. You and Remy?”

      “What about me and Remy?” Gray asked. His tone was carefully neutral, as if he didn’t care what the topic of conversation actually was. The way he said it told Theo almost everything he needed to know.

      “Well, have you talked to her yet?” he prompted. Gray refused to look at him, keeping his eyes on the fence line as if he were suddenly fascinated by the intricacies of fence construction.

      “Not really. Haven’t had the time,” Gray said, shrugging and standing to stretch his legs.

      Theo let out an exasperated breath. “Wait a minute. You two were alone for most of the day before yesterday, nobody around to even think about interfering with any conversation you could possibly have with her, and you…didn’t have time to talk to her?”

      “What the hell am I supposed to say?” Gray asked, rolling his eyes and shaking his head before sitting back down on the roof. “I don’t think she wants a relationship, Theo. I overheard her talking to Cade last week about how relationships weren’t worth putting the time into anymore, that as soon as you fall in love with somebody, they end up getting killed. She doesn’t want anything like that, and it’s not worth me getting stressed out over, okay?”

      “I still think it’s worth a try,” Theo persisted. “I mean, you two obviously care for each other and—”

      “Did you see that?” Gray interrupted, swiping his hand to signal for him to shut up.

      “Oh, come on, Gray. You think I’m going to fall for that?” Even as Theo spoke, his brain registered the note of urgency in Gray’s voice that hadn’t been there before. He sat up straighter and followed his brother’s gaze. “Did I see what?” he asked, his eyes darting around the back yard. He couldn’t see anything; all was perfectly still and quiet. “Did I see what, Gray?” Urgency crept up his spine to tickle at the back of his neck as he rose to take a knee. “What did you see?”

      “I’m not sure,” Gray said, slowly and uncertainly. He stared into the shadows of the yard intently. “I don’t know what it was. It was just…I don’t know. Something moved down there.”

      “Maybe it was a dog?” he suggested. Packs of formerly domesticated dogs had taken up with strays to roam the streets, attacking nearly anything and everything at will. It wouldn’t have been the first time they were startled by a wild dog while on watch. Theo turned to look in the direction opposite the one Gray was staring in, searching for anything resembling movement below.

      “No, I don’t think so. It was too big to be a dog,” Gray answered distractedly.

      Even as he spoke, the sound of breaking glass shattered the quiet evening. Theo twisted around, his eyes wide, his heart lurching into his throat. “That came from the front,” he said breathlessly. He scrambled to his feet and ran awkwardly to the other side of the roof, pawing at his jacket frantically as he moved, unzipping it and retrieving his gun from its holster underneath.

      Once he reached the peak of the roof, Theo slid down the slope to the edge, dragging his feet on the shingles to slow his rapid descent. He crawled onto his knees and looked down.

      What Theo saw on the ground below made his heart stutter in his chest.

      

      Cade sat in the living room, keeping Brandt company as he sat watch in return for him doing the same for her. It had been a reasonably quiet evening, though she knew that almost everyone in the house was still awake, too keyed up to sleep. She wasn’t sure where Ethan had taken off to—she thought maybe the office a few doors down from the kitchen—but she knew for sure that Remy and Nikola were upstairs, presumably sleeping. At least, Cade hoped Remy was getting some sleep; the woman had had a stressful couple of days and deserved the rest.

      Brandt and Cade were involved in a deep discussion of plans for once the group got to Atlanta when the sound of breaking glass interrupted their conversation. Cade startled as plate glass hit the porch, and she jumped to her feet, facing the door and grabbing one of her pistols. “What the hell was that?” she demanded, her eyes wide as she stared at the door.

      “Sounded like the glass from the window by the door,” Brandt said. He stood with her and picked up his own gun. He seemed much calmer than she felt, a fact that made her a bit envious. She wished she had the ability to be so at ease when facing a potential fight. Brandt edged up to the door and looked through the peephole. Something slammed against the other side of the door, and he jerked back and raised his gun, pointing it at the closed door.

      “What? What is it?” Cade asked. She made sure the magazine was fully loaded before sliding it back into her weapon with a click. She didn’t like Brandt’s reaction; it almost always meant something bad was about to happen.

      “It’s them,” Brandt said hoarsely. He backed across the creaky floorboards, away from the door, grabbing Cade by the upper arm and hauling her a few steps backward. She wrenched her arm from his grasp. “There are a lot of them,” he warned.

      “That’s not something I want to hear,” she said, unfastening her belt and pulling it halfway out of the loops to slide a holster onto it. Once the leather holster was securely in place, she looked back at him. “How many?” she demanded.

      “I don’t know.”

      Cade growled under her breath at his useless answer. One of the infected outside slammed against the door again, and she brought her sidearm up to aim it at the door, acting purely on instinct. “How many, Brandt? Guess!” she snapped. There was no point keeping her voice down; the infected already knew they were there.

      Brandt let out an exasperated breath and eased back to the door for another quick look. “Maybe a dozen or so on the porch, a good twenty, probably more, in the yard,” he reported.

      “So full scale, then?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, looks like it.”

      A shock of alarm jolted through her. “Fuck,” she breathed, turning on her heel and striding toward the hallway that led past the kitchen.

      “I don’t think we’ll be able to hold off that many for very long,” Brandt called after her.

      She paused in mid-step and looked back at him. “Get everybody up,” she ordered. She tried to ignore his warning; it left a horrible, unsettled feeling deep in her gut. “I’ve got to find Ethan.”

      Cade searched only moments before she located Ethan in the back office, just where she thought he’d be. He was hunched over a map of Georgia, a pair of wire-rimmed reading glasses perched on the bridge of his nose, squinting in the dim light from a battery-powered lantern. She burst through the open door without knocking and went to the desk, every step of her boots thudding in time with the nervous beating of her heart. She stopped in front of the desk and set Ethan’s gun on top of the map he was looking at with a heavy thunk.

      “We’ve got to move. Now,” she announced. “There are infected at the front of the house.” She went to the window and pushed the curtains aside, peering out through a space between the boards nailed over it. “And out here on this side, too.”

      Ethan didn’t hesitate. He rose from his desk chair and picked up the gun she’d dropped on his papers. “I’ll take this side of the house,” he offered, removing his reading glasses and tossing them onto the desk. “You handle the front. Get Brandt into the kitchen.”

      “And the fourth side?” Cade asked. Adrenaline coursed through her veins, and her hands trembled as it sought someplace to go. She stepped back toward the doorway. “Should I go upstairs and get one of the others?”

      Glass shattered on the other side of the window. “There’s not enough time,” Ethan said, his voice containing a new note of urgency. He grasped Cade’s bicep and pushed her roughly toward the living room. “Get moving! You know what to do.”

      Cade shook off the ominous feeling settling into her gut and ran back to the living room. Her heart hammered uncomfortably in her chest, and she couldn’t steady her hands no matter how hard she tried. “Ethan says he wants you to take the kitchen,” she told Brandt, stopping at the coffee table and scooping up her rifle. “He wants me to handle it in here.”

      Brandt gathered extra ammunition for his own weapon. “Where’s he at?” he asked as he tossed her a black messenger bag. She barely caught it, her fingers hooking the strap and pulling the bag to her. It was the one she normally kept her personal belongings and a few spare weapons in. She nodded her thanks and looped the strap over her head and across her chest.

      “He’s covering the side of the house from the office,” she answered. “We don’t have time to get a fourth for the last side. Doubt we’ll be here long enough for that anyway.” The thuds against the door were louder than ever, and Cade imagined the door straining against its wooden frame. The number of infected outside had seemingly multiplied in the short time they’d been getting prepared. She grimaced, swearing under her breath. “This reminds me of Tupelo. Only worse,” she muttered, just loud enough for Brandt to hear. “At least there we weren’t stuck inside when they came for us. Fuck, I should be on the roof with my rifle.”

      Brandt stepped forward and lifted a hand to run it lightly over her dark hair. She raised an eyebrow. “Think you got time to get up there?” he asked casually, lowering his hand back to his side.

      “Unfortunately, I don’t think so,” she said with forced casualness. Brandt took her hand and give it a quick squeeze before he pulled away. Her hand dropped limply to her side, and her fingers curled belatedly around empty air.

      “Be careful,” Brandt said. He retreated to the kitchen, gun in hand. Cade’s eyes followed him until the doors swung shut and blocked her view.

      “Fuck,” Cade breathed, shaking slightly as she turned away from the kitchen door. Her nerves were starting to get the better of her, and she knew why.

      It was fear. Not fear for herself, because she could easily handle herself in the face of any semblance of danger. She’d done so several times in the previous year alone, and she could do it again.

      It was fear for Brandt.

      Cade didn’t know why she was scared for Brandt; he was at least as well trained and capable as she was, if not more so. He was the very best at hand-to-hand combat. He could fight with nearly any weapon put into his hand. It wasn’t like he had a higher chance of getting killed by the infected than any of the others; hell, he probably had the best chance of survival out of all of them. Despite his chances, however, the stew of emotions running through Cade hinted at a deeper reason why she was scared: It was because she was possibly a little bit in love with Brandt.

      She didn’t want to be in love with Brandt. She didn’t want to be in love with anyone. Love complicated things. It was a distraction from her ultimate mission: the survival of herself and those she cared about. And the last thing she needed in the deadly world in which she lived was a distraction.

      “This is so not cool,” she muttered. The stress coupled with her thoughts was making her head hurt.

      Footsteps thudded above her head; it sounded like a bloody stampede down the upstairs hallway. She glanced over her shoulder to see Remy hurrying down the stairs, pulling her dark hair into a ponytail as she moved. She wore a pair of jeans and the knee-high boots that all the ladies adopted after Cade, a form-fitting shirt, and a black hoodie layered on top. A long bolo knife in its sheath was strapped to her belt, a weapon Remy never let out of her sight. She was sure the knife had special meaning to her, but she’d never been forthcoming as to what that meaning was.

      “Theo woke me up, said we’ve got company coming for dinner,” Remy quipped. Her chill tone surprised Cade; she hadn’t expected anyone to be calm—much less jesting—in a situation like this.

      “Never fail to show up when there’s a chance to poke dangerous things with a stick, do you?” Cade asked. She kept her own voice light, though the acid in her stomach churned violently. She was going to have a raging case of indigestion after this fight.

      “Hell yeah,” Remy said enthusiastically. Her attitude bordered on cheerfulness. Cade frowned and gave her a short look that said everything it needed to say: If Remy got careless and ended up dead, she’d never forgive her. Remy must have gotten the message, because she sobered up and asked seriously, “Where do you need me?”

      Pleased at the change in her attitude, Cade nodded to her right. “Side of the house,” she instructed, digging another sidearm from her bag and offering it and spare ammunition to her. “Don’t waste them. Where is everyone else?”

      “Gray’s on the roof doing what he can do from there. He mentioned something about the van. Theo’s guarding the other ladies. We figured it’s better to keep the weaker elements out of the way,” Remy said flippantly. Cade almost informed her that under the right circumstances, she’d easily qualified as a “weaker element.” Remy gave her a sarcastic salute and disappeared into the darkness to her right.

      Cade shook her head and shifted her attention back to the front door. The noise on the other side had further increased in intensity, the thuds now accompanied by scraping and scratching at the door and boards. The door creaked and groaned under the weight pressed against it. She sucked in a steadying breath and let it out slowly. A board cracked, and the muscles in her shoulders tensed.

      “Fuck,” she breathed in agitation. She wiped her palms against her jeans. She hated when their safe houses were compromised and their lives put in more danger than they dealt with on a daily basis. They’d become complacent, almost careless in the long lull they’d had not dealing with a mass attack of infected. One must have followed a member of the group on their return from the last scavenger hunt; perhaps Remy wasn’t as careful as she should have been when she fought her way back to the safe house. Perhaps Brandt was less than attentive when he shouldn’t have been. Maybe Nikola had gone into the wrong place hunting for supplies. Cade had no way of knowing, and at that point, it didn’t really matter, anyway.

      All she knew was that it was a matter of sheer numbers. If enough infected gathered around their safe house and realized they were there, any physical defenses the group erected would be inevitably overwhelmed. Usually they had some forewarning of an imminent attack, such as a large massing of infected in the area or the sighting of an infected scout nearby. But there was nothing. It was almost as if the enemy had appeared out of nowhere.

      “Well, I guess this is as good a warm-up for Atlanta as any,” she muttered.

      The doorframe splintered and gave way.

      Cade aimed her weapon and opened fire as the infected swarmed in.

      

      Brandt was only alone in the kitchen for scarce moments before he heard the familiar sound of a handgun open fire in the living room. He reflexively looked over his shoulder, but he wasn’t able to see past the closed kitchen door. He’d positioned himself directly across from the back door; he could hear the infected on the other side of it, confirming his suspicion that their safe house was completely surrounded.

      Hearing Cade’s gun firing only made him want to abandon his post and run to help her. He hated the idea of her getting hurt. Cade’s tough, he reminded himself. She can kick ass better than most women, infected or no infected.

      If anyone ever asked Brandt—and he was sure he wouldn’t be asked—he’d kindly inform whoever would listen that he found that particular trait in a woman incredibly sexy.

      The thumps at the back door grew more insistent, rattling the door in its frame. He pulled his mind away from Cade and backed up a step to give himself more room. The back door cracked and broke open under the sheer weight of the infected, and Brandt raised his weapon.

      The first of the infected rushed in. He was a tall man with dark hair, his clothes hanging loosely on his frame, torn and rumpled and bloodied. Brandt wrinkled his nose in disgust and squeezed the trigger. The bullet buried itself in the man’s forehead, and he dropped to the tiled floor.

      As the second and third infected people rushed into the kitchen, clamoring in through the doorway and almost getting stuck in their haste to get inside, the others behind them shoving up against them as they almost bottlenecked themselves in the frame, Brandt knew this attack was going to be too much to handle. He doubted they’d be able to push all of the infected out of the safe house and build up their defenses to deflect the attack.

      Their safe house was no longer safe.

      They’d have to retreat.

      He took a few steps back and pressed against the living room door. He fired four more bullets. Three more infected fell to the floor; their bodies blocked the space between him and the back door, creating obstacles to buy him a few precious seconds to push the door behind him open with his foot.

      “Hey, Cade?” he called. Snarling, hungry growls came from the infected in response. He shuddered at the sound.

      “Yeah?” Cade called back to him. Her voice sounded stressed and angry. Despite the tone, a flood of relief washed over him. He knew Cade was fine, since he could hear her firing her weapon, but hearing her voice put her on a whole new level of “okay” in his mind.

      “I think we’ll have to blow it,” Brandt warned. He shot down one more infected with a well-placed bullet then backed into the living room and pushed the door shut. He dragged a heavy armchair into position to block the door. It wouldn’t hold for long, but it would at least delay the infected, buy them the few minutes they needed to get to safety.

      “Think so?” Cade asked. She shot one of the infected through the throat, following with a second bullet to the head. Brandt raised an eyebrow, impressed with her almost nonchalance at the situation. Her adrenaline must have been pumping hard. “Remy and Ethan are both down here,” she said. “I haven’t heard anything from either of them, but I don’t think these bastards broke in through the sides, so they’re probably fine.”

      “Yeah, no doors,” he agreed before turning and jogging down the hall toward the office. “Ethan! Remy! We’ve got to go!” he yelled out, hoping Ethan could hear him from the office.

      Then Cade’s gun stopped firing. His eyes widened, and he whirled back around, his heart pounding in his chest. “Cade?”

      “I’m out!” she yelled. Two shots rang out before he reached the living room. Much to his relief, Remy had joined Cade, taking up fire in her place. Cade stood behind her, reloading her pistol. Ethan joined them moments later, firing a couple of shots of his own as Brandt glanced at the top of the stairs. Theo was there, Nikola and Avi several feet behind him. Gray was nowhere in sight. All three were armed.

      “Theo, we’re coming up in a minute,” Brandt warned, breaking away and heading toward Remy. He took up position beside her and called out over her gunfire, “Get up the stairs! You and Ethan!”

      Remy knew better than to question his orders. She grabbed Ethan’s arm and pulled him to the staircase. Brandt started to follow but stopped as he caught sight of Cade. She was dodging between two of the infected to grab a heavy black duffel bag from the coffee table.

      “Jesus, Cade!” he yelped. “You got a death wish or something? Come on!” He aimed his gun and fired a single shot, taking down an infected woman that almost had her hands on Cade. She seemed to realize the level of danger she’d put herself in then and bolted to him, slinging the bag and her rifle over her shoulder.

      “Sorry, sorry,” she said breathlessly. “I had to get my bag!”

      Brandt’s panic swiftly turned to anger. “I sincerely fucking hope that whatever the hell is in that bag is enough to risk your life over!” he snapped. He motioned to Cade with a short jerk of his arm and began taking the stairs two at a time. This time, Cade followed, moving backward to lay cover fire for their retreat.

      He was halfway up the stairs when Cade let out a sudden shout and a thud sounded behind him. His heart nearly stopped. He lifted his gun and turned, pointing it down the stairs, not knowing what to expect. As his eyes registered the sight before him, he couldn’t suppress the gasp that escaped.

      Cade lay on her back on the stairs. Her handgun was several steps below her, where it landed when she fell. One of the infected gripped the ankle of her left boot with both hands, and it pulled at her violently.

      His eyes widened, and he adjusted his aim and squeezed the trigger.
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      Cade cried out as she fell backward and landed heavily on the stairs, the edge of the step above her digging painfully into her back. That was the least of her priorities, though. Her gun lay below her, out of reach, and there was no way she could get the duffel open fast enough to retrieve another weapon or to pull her rifle free from underneath her. The infected man dragged her a few more inches toward his mouth. That was the last place she wanted to go.

      She grabbed desperately for the banister, and as she clutched it tightly, she felt like her arms were going to be ripped from their sockets. She dug her nails into the wood; two of them broke painfully.

      A gun went off above her head, and a bullet wound blossomed in her attacker’s shoulder. Cade glanced up for only a second to see Brandt standing protectively over her, his gun pointed at the man. But the slide of Brandt’s gun had locked back; it was out of ammo.

      “Oh God, no,” Cade gasped. Brandt hooked his hands underneath her arms, even as she pulled her right leg up enough to kick the infected man in the face once, twice. She felt the crunch of his nose as it shattered beneath her boot, and the impact was enough to dislodge his grip in order to break free. She scrambled backward up the stairs with Brandt’s assistance, dragging herself up several steps.

      As she retreated, the door between the kitchen and living room finally gave way. The infected pressed through the door, shoving the armchair forcibly out of the way, and poured into the main portion of the house.

      “Fuck! Go!” Ethan yelled from the top of the stairs. He put a well-placed bullet into the infected man’s head, eliminating that threat. Cade regained her feet and staggered up the steps, hauling her bag with her, adrenaline coursing through her veins and making it feel like her entire body was quivering. Brandt took her elbow supportively as they both reached the top, and Ethan nodded in their direction. “Brandt, Cade, blow it,” he ordered, beginning to push the rest of the group toward the end of the hall. “Theo, where’s Gray?”

      “I left him on the roof,” Theo answered. “He was trying to shoot them from there. He might be out of ammo by now, though.”

      Cade paused at the top of the stairs and took in a deep, gasping breath, trying to get enough air into her lungs. It felt like her chest was compressed in a vice, a sensation that was incredibly painful, and she had an inkling of how Gray must feel when he had an asthma attack.

      Brandt stopped at the railing, where several of the wooden spindles that supported the staircase’s railing were missing. He dropped to the floor and slid just over the edge, studying a switch-sized metal box nailed to the molding where he’d placed it to prevent anyone from accidentally triggering the trap he’d set up. He lifted his hips to wiggle a pocketknife out of his pants and used the blade’s edge to pop the front plate off. As he tossed the box’s cover to the ground floor, Cade leaned over the railing to watch, rubbing at her ribs with a pained grimace.

      Inside the box was a nest of components making up the trigger for a bomb just strong enough to take out the staircase above the second-floor landing. The bomb itself was underneath the stairs. Brandt had spent the better part of two weeks constructing the device out of odds and ends hunted down around Maplesville. In the end, he’d managed to assemble exactly one large explosive device. It was never intended to seal them off upstairs indefinitely—nobody could survive up there like that for an extended period of time anyway—but it would at least give them enough time to escape the safe house. Cade looked down at him and found that he was already looking up at her, an odd grin on his face that made a chill ripple down her spine.

      In her opinion, between the RV, the escalator at the mall, two cars, three bikes, innumerable Molotovs, a lawnmower, and now a staircase, Brandt was entirely too creative at coming up with ingenious ways to completely destroy things. And he always seemed to enjoy it a little too much.

      Oh Lord, Cade thought as she fought the urge to back up at the sight of his grin.

      “I’m waiting until there’s more on the stairs,” Brandt said, much to her horror. He pushed a few wires aside, searching through them for a particular one, the single blue wire in the entire box. He’d shown her the insides of the box after he’d finished constructing the bomb (“Blue for cool, as in, ‘That explosion was way cool,’” Brandt had said at the time, much to her chagrin), partially so there would be someone who knew how to use it if he were killed, but also because, she suspected, he just really liked to talk about bombs.

      It couldn’t possibly be because he liked to talk to her about bombs. Unless he just really enjoyed the sight of her nervous and twitchy.

      “Are you nuts?” Cade asked. To distract herself from her nerves, she took his handgun and began reloading it, discovering, to her disgust, that her hands were still shaking. She grimaced and eyed the gun she’d dropped when she’d fallen on the stairs; it still rested just a step or two below the second-floor landing. She wondered if she could get to it before Brandt cut the wire. She really liked that gun.

      “Just a few more,” he insisted. “We can kill a few while we’re at it, you know? Might help slow them down a bit more.”

      A slow smile spread across her face, despite her trepidation. She glanced at the stairs once more, firing a couple of shots into the mass of infected making their slow, uncoordinated way up the staircase. Then she nodded in agreement. “Okay. Okay, fine. Do what you’ve got to do. Just do it right.”

      “Of course,” Brandt said. He fingered the blue wire out of the bunch inside the box, slipped the blade of his pocketknife underneath it and, with a jerk of his wrist, sliced through it. Then he stood quickly, narrowly avoiding the railing, and grabbed Cade’s arm in a bruising grip, hauling her down the hallway. “Ten seconds! Everybody, get down!” he yelled.

      Cade stumbled toward the end of the hall, Brandt still pulling at her arm, throwing her off balance. She didn’t make it to where the others crouched before the floor heaved up underneath her and threw her to her knees. She let out a cry and collided with the floor, flinging her arms out to catch herself. A blast of air rushed past her and slammed her firmly into the wooden floorboards.

      A heavy body landed on top of her and shielded her from the flying debris. She grunted at the impact, waiting until the dust settled before trying to push herself up. She bowed her head and looked past her elbows at the destruction behind her. The explosion was sufficient to destroy the stairs—along with a decent-sized portion of the hallway where Brandt and Cade had stood. She slapped the floor in anger, pushed the body off of her, and struggled to her knees. It was Brandt beside her, Brandt who’d shielded her from the blast. Of course.

      “Brandt!” she snapped furiously. “I thought you said it’d only take out the stairs above the landing!”

      “That’s what it did, didn’t it?” Brandt said defensively, standing and offering her a hand. She glared at him, refusing to take it.

      “Yeah, and half the fucking hallway, too!”

      “Don’t blame me! You and Ethan were the ones who asked me to build the thing!”

      “Why not blame you, you…you ben zona?” Cade snarled, reaching for a Hebrew insult when her mind didn’t immediately dredge up an American one strong enough for her taste. “You’re entirely too convenient, and besides, that shit was your fault!”

      Brandt stared at her for a moment, clearly baffled. “I have no idea what ben zona means, but the way you said it implies it’s something really unpleasant, and I don’t think I appreciate it!”

      “You are such a—”

      “Cade, Brandt, that’s enough,” Ethan broke in, stumbling to his feet. Cade glanced at him as he helped Avi up and reached for Nikola. “Is everybody okay?”

      “Couldn’t be better,” Cade muttered wryly. She finally gave in and took Brandt’s hand, gritting her teeth as he pulled her to her feet.

      Remy groaned and sat up, pushing her dark hair out of her face where it had dislodged from her ponytail. She rubbed at her lower back, grimacing. “I feel like I’ve just been to a chiropractor,” she complained as Ethan helped her stand.

      That section of the second floor suddenly dropped at least a foot, tilting toward the blown-out end of the stairs, the entire hallway shaking violently. Cade slid backward a few inches before she managed to brace her boots firmly against the hardwood floor. Brandt grabbed her hand again to help her, and she managed to keep both feet on the floor without much difficulty.

      “We’ve got to get the hell out of here,” she said, dislodging her hand from Brandt’s and taking a slow step toward the end of the hallway. Brandt retrieved his gun and nudged her along, walking backward as he trained his weapon on the remains of the staircase. Once everyone was in the bedroom at the end of the hall, Cade pushed the door shut for added security.

      Gray stood on the roof outside the window, motioning for the others to hurry. “What the hell blew up?” he asked. Much to Cade’s surprise, he didn’t appear particularly bothered by the prospect of an explosion. Perhaps they were all becoming oddly immune to Brandt’s creative ways of diverting the infected.

      “Brandt blew up the stairs,” Nikola announced. She followed Theo out the window, grasping Gray’s arm tightly. He put his other arm around her waist and set her lightly beside the window.

      Gray laughed and reached for Remy. “Come on, let’s go,” he said, helping her through. “I think we can get to the van from the roof. It’s parked right at the side of the house. If Cade can keep those bastards away with that rifle of hers, we can get in through the sunroof.”

      Cade climbed onto the roof with a groan, waving off Gray’s attempts to help, and dragged her duffel bag and rifle out behind her. “Why me?” she complained.

      “Probably because you’re the best shot we’ve got,” Ethan said gruffly, sliding out the window. As his feet found the roof, he stumbled and slid down several inches on the sloped surface. He caught himself by the windowsill and straightened before he went to the edge and looked down.

      Cade knelt and quickly checked over her rifle, mostly out of habit but partly out of concern that it had been damaged when she’d fallen on it on the stairs. She glanced up in surprise as Brandt dropped down beside her and began rummaging through her bag. “What are you doing?”

      “You should know I’m not going to ditch you and make you cover all of us by yourself,” Brandt said. He pulled an additional sidearm from the bag and twirled the two guns he held like an Old West gunslinger. Cade rolled her eyes, even as a large grin spread across her face. She was glad to have Brandt by her side in a tight spot yet again. He and Ethan were the only ones on whom she relied without question.

      “So how are we going to do this?” she called to Ethan. She slid down to the edge of the roof and checked out the ground below. Everything was comparatively quiet after the trouble they’d had inside; none of the infected had reached this side yet. The van sat like a quiet sentinel on the grass, completely undisturbed, waiting patiently for their arrival. “Just jump down?”

      “Yeah,” Ethan answered. He too studied the van’s surroundings intently. “It’s not too far, I don’t think. And like Gray said, we can climb in through the sunroof.”

      Brandt slid down to take a knee beside her. “If you can get down there and get the van started, I can help everyone onto the van,” he offered. Ethan stared off the roof for a long moment, as if measuring distances with his eyes. Then he jumped off. Cade’s heart leaped into her throat, and she sucked back an involuntary gasp. Ethan landed on the van with a thud, and she leaned forward to make sure he was okay. Thankfully, he was.

      “Jesus, Eth!” she called down. “Way to give me a heart attack! A little warning next time, please?”

      Ethan merely waved at her and shrugged, grinning like a fool. “I’m not planning to jump off any more roofs anytime soon!” he replied. He leaned down and ripped free the blue tarp covering the front end of the van, revealing the already-opened sunroof, and shoved the tarp to the ground. He slipped down into the sunroof and waved again to get Brandt’s attention. “Get Remy down here first! She can help Cade guard while we get everybody else in the van!”

      Brandt reached out a hand to take Remy’s, but she pushed it away and moved to the edge of the roof. “I’ve got this,” she said confidently before she jumped off, leaping to the van unassisted. Cade was impressed; the slender woman’s jump had the grace of a gazelle.

      “Try to keep the noise down,” Cade ordered, rising to her feet. She tossed Remy some extra ammunition and looked at the ground again. They were making entirely too much noise, and the prospect of the infected noticing and coming after them before they were all off the roof did nothing to calm her nerves. “I don’t think we’ve been noticed yet. Let’s keep it that way, okay?”

      Once Nikola was safely on the van and sliding inside, Brandt assisted Avi down. Gray accepted Brandt’s help in turn, but Theo decided to go on his own. He landed on the van with a thud loud enough that Cade winced.

      “Fuck, Theo, keep it down!” Cade ordered hoarsely. She looked toward the front of the house. Sure enough, several of the infected had taken notice of the group. They began making their way around the corner of the house, some moving quickly but most at a slower pace. She swore and brought her rifle to her shoulder, aiming at the infected man in the lead of the pack. He’d once been a young man in his late teens but was now skinny and gray, almost bald, with one hand missing below the wrist. Bullet wounds riddled his torso. He was obviously far into what they’d come to call the second stage of the virus’s effects, post-death but still animated and still violent. Cade shuddered and squeezed the trigger, sending the bullet directly into the man’s head. He crumpled to the ground in a heap. It was the only mercy she could offer him.

      She immediately repositioned herself, taking aim at a middle-aged housewife with the remains of an apron hanging haphazardly around her neck. She fired her rifle but was forced to immediately shift her aim to the infected behind the woman she’d just dropped. “Damn it,” she swore under her breath before grinding her teeth together and squeezing the trigger again. Five more infected swept around the corner of the house as her bullet met its target. “Brandt, the van, now!” she snapped. Remy opened fire from the van’s roof, joining her attack with Cade’s. “There’s too many of them! I can’t handle this many, even with Remy’s help!” She dropped to a knee to steady her aim, the shingles scraping at her skin through her jeans.

      “Not going without you,” Brandt said stubbornly. He aimed his weapon into the growing crowd of infected and fired three shots.

      Cade took aim at another target. “Brandt Evans, I swear to God, if you argue with me, I’m going to shoot you and dump your carcass in the van myself,” she threatened.

      “Oh, fine, fine, but you better be right behind me,” he warned. He turned and took two steps, dropping out of sight and landing on the van almost silently. Yet another thing that impressed Cade about him: despite his stature and musculature, he could be as silent as a cat when the need arose. Cade often wondered where he’d learned it—she’d met other Marines during her service in the IDF, and while all of them had been incredibly well trained, they hadn’t been anywhere near Brandt’s level. Brandt had yet to indulge her curiosity and explain how he’d gotten so good at what he could do.

      She shot down two more infected that got that got uncomfortably close to the van and her companions. Then she looked at the vehicle itself and contemplated the distance. Brandt knelt by the sunroof, and Remy had slid down inside it; she stood on the seat, beckoning to Cade urgently.

      “Come on, Cade! We’ve got to get out of here!” Remy shouted, heedless of the noise she made. It was pointless to mind her volume, anyway, since the infected had already zeroed in on them.

      Cade fired one more shot, a bit of a sloppy one; it dug into the dead grass in front of its intended target. She shook her head in disappointment and grabbed her bag, tossing it to Remy as gently as she could. Then, as Remy yelled for Ethan to get the van moving and as the vehicle started to roll toward the nearest gap in the infected, Cade leaped, rifle in hand, and landed on her knees on the van. Unfortunately, the surface of the van was too smooth for such a move, and she slid across the roof, letting out a startled cry and nearly dropping her rifle as she scrambled to keep from falling to the grass on the other side as the van began moving. The infected were too close. If she hit the ground, there was no way the van would be able to stop in time to help her.

      A hand closed tightly around her wrist. Brandt knelt by her, hanging onto her arm with one hand and clutching the roof rack with the other. She fleetingly wondered how he’d moved to her aid so fast, but mostly she let out a heavy sigh of relief and clutched his arm. He dragged her more securely onto the van, making sure she wasn’t going to fall again before letting go of her. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just…damn. I almost fell,” she said. She shook off the tremors that roiled through her from adrenaline overload and slung her rifle over her shoulder, making sure the strap was secure before she motioned for Brandt to head to the sunroof. Remy ducked inside, hauling Cade’s bag in with her, as Brandt wrapped an arm around Cade’s waist and guided her to the sunroof while moving to it himself.

      Once inside the van, she took a moment to stand on the seat and look back at their safe house as the van pulled away from it. They’d been there long enough that it’d begun to feel like home. It was a feeling she hadn’t had in a very long time, a feeling of peace and security despite the world in which they lived. That once peaceful and secure place was now completely surrounded by the infected, who threw themselves at the windows and doors and walls of the house, streaming inside to look for their prey. Several infected noticed the van moving away and gave chase, but they were no match for the vehicle as it skidded onto the street and steadily accelerated. The infected quickly fell behind.

      Cade shuddered again and dropped into the van, pushing the sunroof closed with a click. They’d come so close to being overwhelmed, the closest they’d been to death since the world fell. The thought made her stomach cramp painfully. She slumped in her seat and let out a slow, shaky breath, trying to steady her nerves.

      Brandt leaned over her to pull her seatbelt across her chest and buckle it securely. He did the same for himself then took her rifle from her. “You okay?” he asked again, his voice hushed.

      “Yeah, I think I’m okay,” she assured him, just as quietly. “I’m just a little rattled. That’s all.” He nodded and reloaded her rifle before offering it back to her. She checked the safety and rested it on the floor between her knees, the barrel against the van’s carpeting. She breathed in deeply then asked, “So where are we going?”

      “Where else can we go?” Brandt asked. He motioned to the front of the van. Ethan was behind the wheel, Nikola in the passenger seat beside him; the maps they’d consulted the day before were spread out in her lap, crumpled and wrinkled as if they’d been hastily gathered and haphazardly folded. “I think Ethan’s decided we might as well head on to Atlanta.”

      “Do we have a plan? Supplies?” she asked, looking at Brandt worriedly. He shrugged and glanced in her duffel bag, avoiding her gaze as she added, “Are you ready for it? Are we?”

      Brandt finally shifted his eyes to Cade. His gaze was solemn as he said quietly, “Does it really matter if we are? I think we have to be.”

      

      Ethan didn’t slow the van until he’d driven it well out of town. His heart hammered wildly in his chest, and his hands shook. He glanced compulsively in the rearview mirror as he drove, despite the fact the van’s speed outpaced any infected in existence, even the ones that could go at a full run. The adrenaline pumping through Ethan’s veins made him mash his foot harder and harder on the gas pedal. It was exceedingly dangerous to drive so fast with the sun disappearing over the horizon. After dark wasn’t a wise time to travel. It restricted Ethan’s view of the road ahead, and that could prove fatal.

      Ethan took his foot off the gas and let the van coast to a slow stop in the middle of the road. He shoved the gearshift to park and jabbed the hazard button out of habit; red and yellow parking lights strobed rhythmically across the cracked pavement. Once that was done, he slumped over the steering wheel, trying to calm his breathing and heart rate. He gripped the wheel to hide the shaking of his hands and drew in breath after breath, fighting back the nausea stirring in his gut.

      He shuddered as he realized how dangerously close to death they’d come. Anything could have happened. The infected could have bitten one of them. The detonation that had demolished the stairs could have easily taken out the entire second floor—hell, the entire house. When things went wrong for them, they went wrong dramatically, and he felt a wave of relief as he realized how lucky they were. He swallowed and closed his eyes, feeling Nikola’s worried gaze on him. He turned his head, forehead still mashed against the steering wheel, and gave her a small smile, trying to be reassuring. Then he straightened and flipped on the van’s overhead lights to get a look at everyone. He had to make sure they were okay, and he wouldn’t believe they were until he saw them with his own eyes.

      Cade and Brandt sat in the seats immediately behind him. Both appeared okay. Brandt was digging energetically through a large bag, while Cade was slumped over, gripping her rifle tightly. Neither of them seemed to be injured, much to his relief. He didn’t know if he could handle the idea of Cade getting hurt or killed.

      Remy sat on her knees on the seat beside Gray. Ethan was disappointed at the twinge of jealousy he felt. He itched to crawl back there and shove Gray away from her, but then he’d have to explain himself to the others, and that would open a whole new can of worms. This whole emotion thing—the jealousy, the irritation, the anger at everything—was driving him nuts.

      Behind Remy and Gray were Avi and Theo. Avi looked exhausted, which reinforced his belief that she didn’t see much action. Theo, too, knelt on his seat, watching out the rear window attentively. He looked back at Ethan and raised an eyebrow questioningly.

      “Everybody okay?” Ethan asked after he’d finished inspecting them. He already knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it, too.

      “Yeah, we’re okay,” Cade said. She leaned forward with a soft groan, rubbing at her lower back. He frowned, worried that she’d hurt herself. That was the last thing they needed. She didn’t mention it, though. She simply rested her elbows on her thighs and let her hands dangle loosely between her knees. “What are we going to do, Eth?”

      “I don’t know,” Ethan admitted. He rested his head against the steering wheel again and tried to work out the problem in his head. He let out a slow breath and felt a hand touch the back of his neck; he turned to see Nikola nodding as she pulled her hand away. He gave the teenager another smile and sat back up again. Her obvious trust in him was just enough to jar him loose from dwelling on his uncertainties.

      “Okay,” Ethan finally said, huffing out another breath. “Okay so. Inventory. What do we have?” Everyone began checking their weapons and looking in their bags and pockets. The sound of shuffling and rattling met his ears.

      “We’ve got four sidearms and a couple of shotguns in Cade’s bag,” Brandt reported. “Plus a crowbar. Some ammo for the guns, but there’s not much. We hadn’t gotten the chance to finish packing the ammunition. My Beretta’s got half a mag in it, and Cade’s got her rifle and, I’m assuming, ammo for it in her other bag?”

      Cade looked inside her messenger bag and nodded absently. She still appeared bothered by something. The expression on her face worried him. It was a cross between stress and almost…fear, perhaps? The last thing he needed was her falling apart on him. She was tough, but she wasn’t immune to cracking. Indeed, she spent so much time bottling up everything she felt, holding in her stress and worry and fear and grief, that Ethan knew it was only a matter of time before it caught up to her. He wanted to know what was on her mind, but he didn’t have time to pick her brain for more information. He decided to save the discussion for later, when things had quieted down and she’d be more receptive to talking to him about it.

      Ethan ejected the magazine from his Glock and studied it. “I have my gun and about half a magazine, too,” he said. “Nothing more than that, though. I left my spare magazine on the desk in the office.” He glanced past Cade and Brandt to the dark-haired woman still kneeling on the seat. “Remy?”

      “My blade and my gun,” Remy answered. She glanced at Ethan, her dark eyes lingering on his face. A strange, unidentifiable feeling fluttered in his stomach. It vanished as she returned her eyes to the window beside her. “But I only have a few bullets left. I used too many covering Cade.”

      “I don’t have anything,” Gray admitted with a shrug, speaking up before Ethan prompted him. “I dropped my gun on the roof while I was helping everyone through the window. It was empty, anyway.”

      “I’ve got my machete,” Avi said. “I don’t have anything else. Just that.”

      “And I have my gun but no ammo,” Theo said. “And no medical supplies. They’re all still bagged up on the coffee table in the house.”

      Ethan looked to Nikola wordlessly. She shook her head. “I think we’re lucky to even still have the maps,” she admitted, lifting the wrinkled papers with a rustle.

      “Fuck,” Ethan muttered, staring out the windshield into the darkness. There were so many problems they already faced, and they’d only just left the safe house. “Food?” he asked without looking back. In the darkened reflection of the windshield, he saw the shadow of everyone shaking their heads mutely. “Half a take of gas,” he muttered. His mind spun as he scraped up a plan. “Okay, first we need to get farther away from Maplesville. Then we need to figure out a place to stop and work on resupplying. We need food, water, weapons, ammunition, and probably camping gear.”

      “And first aid supplies,” Theo called out.

      “And first aid supplies,” Ethan repeated, nodding. “Nikola? Any suggestions? Something close, preferably.”

      Nikola leaned over the map of Alabama. “I’m not sure. I think maybe…Clanton? It’s about fifteen miles from here and looks like it’s big enough to have most of what we need. But it’s not so big that we’ll drastically increase our risk of being attacked again.”

      Ethan nodded and glanced at the others again. They still sat hunched in their seats or looking out the windows. Only Remy met his eyes, and her expression was unreadable. “Are we okay with that?” he asked. He got a round of silent nods in reply, so he put the van back in drive and started in the direction Nikola indicated.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      It took the group almost two hours to make the fifteen-mile drive from Maplesville to Clanton, thanks primarily to congestion and roadblocks scattered haphazardly along their path. Once dawn came and after they’d managed to gas up the van, Cade found herself standing in the parking lot of a Walmart, her arms crossed over her chest as she studied the darkened building and its shattered automatic front door. She wasn’t sure what she thought, if it was safe enough to go inside. But they needed the supplies badly; they wouldn’t make it anywhere without food and water and weapons. And it was likely safer to go where they could get everything in one stop, since more travel and more stops meant more risks.

      Brandt approached and stopped beside her. He crossed his arms over his chest, mimicking her stance, and joined her in her silent stare. “What are you thinking?” he asked.

      “Right now? I’m thinking I could really go for a cheeseburger with all the trimmings,” she said, not looking away from the building.

      “Yeah? I’m thinking a steak. Medium rare, of course. With a loaded baked potato on the side,” Brandt said. “Something tells me neither of us is going to get what we want, though.” He looked at her, and the motion made her turn her head. Their eyes met, and Brandt murmured, “At least, not everything we want.”

      She drew in a slow breath and nodded, tearing her gaze from his almost reluctantly as her heart tried to stuff itself into her throat. She quickly choked it back down. “Yeah, I suppose so,” she said quietly. She studied the building for a long moment, trying to steady her nerves, then glanced behind them. The van was parked halfway down the lot, and she could see Ethan, Gray, and Theo standing outside its open doors. Judging by the hand gestures Ethan and Gray were making at each other, they were arguing again. Theo looked ready to strangle them both, a sentiment with which Cade could sympathize. “What are they doing?” she asked, changing the subject before it slipped into territory that made her uncomfortable.

      “Bitching again,” Brandt said tiredly. “Basically, the usual.”

      Cade snorted and looked back at the building. She pulled a sidearm out of her shoulder bag and ejected the magazine, carefully counting the bullets inside before jamming it back into place and sliding the weapon into the empty holster on her belt. “So are we going to go in?” she asked, tilting her head back to look toward the roof of the store.

      “Yeah, just as soon as the others quit their bitching,” Brandt said. He turned on his heel and gave her a light pat on the back. “I’ll go tell them to move their asses.”

      Cade laughed and shook her head as she started across the parking lot. “I’m going to check out the lobby,” she said, “at least make sure the immediate entrance is safe for us.”

      As she moved forward, Brandt caught her arm. “Hey, be careful, yeah?” he requested softly. He gave her arm a gentle squeeze, and a slight smile brushed his lips.

      “Of course,” she said in surprise. She raised an eyebrow and looked from his hand on her arm to his face again. “Who do you think I am? Remy? I’m never not careful, am I?”

      “Maybe you’re not when you dive into a big mess of infected just to grab a bag?” he suggested. His faint smile transformed into a huge, teasing grin.

      “Hey, that bag’s probably going to end up saving our asses, you know,” she pointed out, playfully punching him on his bicep as he started to walk away.

      “Yeah, yeah, we’ll see,” Brandt said with a dismissive wave of his hand.

      Cade stared at the building for another moment before she eased her way to the front door. She paused outside the broken doorframe to pull her pistol out again, mainly as a precaution. The whole building made Cade nervous. Her instincts jabbed at the back of her brain with a sharp stick, trying to get her attention, but she pushed them aside as she eased a foot over the door’s frame and stepped into the darkened lobby. She slid her flashlight out of her bag’s side pocket and turned it on, shining it around the lobby, her pistol up at the ready.

      The lobby was empty, save for the remains of a once-busy shopping center. Battered carts littered the lobby; several blocked the entrance into the store itself. A busted Coca-Cola machine rested on its side to her right, and several motorized wheelchairs—their baskets long since ripped from the arms—were lined up against the wall to her left. Next to the wheelchairs was tall machine that proudly proclaimed itself as RedBox. It bore an advertisement for some sort of comic book superhero movie. On the poster, a cluster of bulked-up superheroes, most of whom she couldn’t come close to identifying, were posing dramatically, one guy in some sort of super-suit with a glowing thing on his chest standing in a pose like he was being crucified; she figured he must die somewhere in the movie, the foreshadowing was so blatant.

      The sound of crunching glass interrupted her thoughts. She whirled around, finger slipping past the guard to rest against the trigger, ready to fire, but stopped herself just in time as Remy appeared in the beam of her flashlight. The younger woman stepped in through the doorframe. “Hey,” she greeted. She glanced around and pushed stray hairs that had escaped her ponytail back from her face. “Man, this place is a dump. Think there’s anything left?”

      “I sure hope so,” Cade admitted. She lowered her gun and eased toward the shopping carts that blocked the entryway. She was on high alert, her eyes darting everywhere, checking out the overturned black metal bench nearby, the closed door behind it through which she thought she heard the faintest noise, a sound she hoped she was imagining. She swallowed hard and motioned to the entangled pile of shopping carts, the only thing preventing their entry into the store itself. “Help me move these so we can get in?”

      Remy nodded and holstered her pistol, moving forward to help. She grabbed a cart and dragged it out of the way, shoving it against the overturned drink machine. As they worked, sweat broke out on Cade’s forehead and back, dampening her shirts underneath her jacket and dripping down into her eyes. She wiped at her forehead with a grimace and pushed another cart into the cart well. Within minutes, the others joined the two women, and they chipped in to help. Once the entryway was completely cleared of carts, they stood, staring silently into the dark store and pondering their next move.

      “Okay, so how are we going to do this?” Cade asked. She shifted to keep her eyes on the entryway while addressing her friends, resting her hand lightly on the butt of her holstered sidearm. None of them appeared comfortable with the idea of going into the store, but they were officially in a position where they had no choice. She squinted into the darkened store, trying to make out anything inside. It wasn’t very bright; a little light leaked in through the skylights in the ceiling, but mostly everything was in shadow.

      “Split up?” Nikola suggested. She grabbed Cade’s bag and shoved a hand deep into it, rummaging around, pushing aside personal belongings to grab one of the handguns in the bottom of the bag. Cade twisted away and dislodged the girl’s hand from the bag.

      “How many times do I have to tell you that you’re not getting a gun?” Cade asked pointedly. “You’re too young, and you can’t handle it.”

      “I can, too!”

      “You shot a hole in the dining room wall,” Cade reminded her.

      “And?” Nikola shot back defiantly.

      “And the can you were supposed to be shooting was only ten feet in front of you!”

      “We go in pairs,” Ethan interrupted. “Remy, Cade, you two go to the sporting goods department and scrounge up whatever you can for weapons, ammo, and camping gear. Theo, you and Gray handle the medical supplies. Nikola and Avi, I want you two to go to electronics and see if you can find some of those two-way radios, maybe some sort of solar chargers. Then stop by the closing and see what you can find. Nikki, you know everyone’s sizes. Brandt, you’re with me. We’re going after food. Nikki, you and Avi track me and Brandt down in the grocery section once you’ve gathered what you can.”

      “Hey, if you can find any, get me some Cokes,” Remy piped up. She stepped into the store, stopping a few feet in to wait for the rest of them. Cade followed her in, narrowing her eyes and shining her flashlight at the cash registers in their immediate vicinity.

      “Remy, they’re going to be hotter than the surface of the sun,” Ethan warned. Remy simply shrugged and gave him a big grin, as if to say who cares?

      “Oh, so we’re taking requests?” Cade asked. She chuckled and moved toward the nearest cash register. The rack at the end had been scavenged, but there were still a few things left. She picked up several candy bars and shoved them into her bag. “I’ll take that big cheeseburger I wanted, then. With extra pickles.”

      “Yeah, sure, Cade. I’ll bring it back with my steak,” Brandt offered with a laugh of his own. He and Ethan turned left to go toward the grocery departments. Cade shook her head and slipped out in front of Remy, walking slowly and cautiously along the main aisle between the registers and the clothing departments. The others trailed behind and alongside her, relying on her skill as protection. Just in case.

      “So do you think we’ll run into anything exciting?” Remy asked, jogging to catch up with Cade. She plunged her hand into Cade’s bag, and Cade sighed and pushed her hand away.

      “I sincerely hope not. And why is everybody so obsessed with sticking their hands in my bag today?” she asked in annoyance.

      “But it’s such a nice bag. Why wouldn’t we want to stick our hands in it?” Remy asked with a jokingly flirtatious wink and a laugh. Gray let out a chuckle from behind them, and Cade rolled her eyes, offering Remy her spare flashlight.

      “Well, I’m very picky about whose hands end up in my bag, so keep that in mind before you start sticking them in again.” Remy accepted the flashlight and gave her a huge grin, and Gray laughed again, prompting Cade to call out to him, “And you get those dirty thoughts about us out of your head, you perv.”

      Before Gray could come back with a reply, the group reached the pharmacy section. Gray and Theo split off, heading for the first aid supplies without another word.

      Once the men were gone, Remy turned to her, a devious look on her face. “So what about Brandt’s hands? Want them in there?” Cade scowled and punched her in the bicep, hard. “Ow! What was that for?”

      “You know what it was far,” she warned. “Drop it.” She stopped beside the hardware department and looked around, trying to get her bearings. “Think we should get a cart so we don’t have to carry everything?” She shone her light down the aisles and hummed thoughtfully.

      “Yeah, I think I saw one right back there. Let me go get it,” Remy offered. She disappeared into the darkness, and Cade followed her progress by the beam of her flashlight as she backtracked. Remy returned a moment later with a reasonably intact shopping cart. “And I hope we do run into something,” she said, continuing the conversation as if there’d been no interruption. “We need some excitement in our lives.”

      Cade looked at Remy incredulously in the light from their flashlights. “Oh, for the love of everything holy. Tell me you’re kidding,” she begged, her tone heavy with dread. “Was what happened back in Maplesville not excitement enough for you?”

      Remy laughed and shrugged, moving ahead of her with the cart. She pushed it hard, jumping onto the bar at her shins and riding the cart several feet before she dropped to the concrete floor. “So what do we need?” she asked after Cade caught up, avoiding her previous question. Cade rolled her eyes again and shook her head, exasperated with Remy’s behavior. She’d never figure Remy out, and she suspected the younger woman and her need for danger and excitement were going to be the death of them all. She also suspected Remy was borderline certifiable.

      “I think we should get behind the counter and see what ammo they’ve got left first,” Cade decided, pointing in that direction and doing her best to ignore the freaked-out feeling Remy gave her. “If any, of course. And then we should hit the camping section and grab anything that looks usable.”

      “Sounds good. Lead the way, fearless one,” Remy joked. Cade shook her head and headed for the sales counter. Somewhere nearby, she could hear Nikola laughing. “So how are things with you and Brandt?” she asked with a mischievous air.

      Cade was in the process of dragging a blue-and-silver metal ladder behind the counter. She paused in mid-movement to raise her eyebrow at Remy. “What?”

      “How are things with you and Brandt?” Remy repeated.

      Cade rolled her eyes again and finished pushing the ladder against the ammunition cases, unfolding it and climbing up several rungs. “There is no me and Brandt,” she grumbled, shining her flashlight through the glass-fronted cabinets to check out the merchandise. Thankfully, there was a sufficient amount left; this Walmart hadn’t been hit too hard, probably because it was in a reasonably rural area. “There’s just me, and then there’s Brandt.”

      Remy let out an undignified snort. “Are you sure? Because you two looked awfully cozy in the van on the way here.”

      “Cozy?” she repeated incredulously. She angled her flashlight in the young woman’s direction, trying to read her expression. Remy put up her hand to block the light from her eyes. “We sat beside each other.” She climbed down the ladder, landing on the concrete floor with a thump of her boot heels, and started searching under the counters for something she could open the case with. “That’s hardly ‘awfully cozy.’”

      “Well, you two move at the speed of snail,” Remy quipped. “So for you, that is getting cozy.”

      Cade shook her head in exasperation. “I’m going to hardware to get a crowbar so I can pop the lock on this thing. When I come back, you better not still be trying to make something out of nothing, or I’ll use the crowbar on you instead of the case.”

      

      Theo studied the mostly bare shelves in front of him, shining a flashlight over what few products remained. A sinking feeling that could only be described as despair settled into his stomach.

      There wasn’t much left. Theo had managed to salvage a couple of crushed boxes of rolled gauze and some bandages, but there wasn’t any medical tape; he’d have to find a suitable substitute. He wondered if duct tape would work. Medications? Well, he could hang that idea right up. Only a few random, broken bottles remained. Theo contemplated the pharmacy itself, its metal sliding doors and shutters, and wondered just how hard it would be to get inside—and if the attempt was even worth it. a lot of drugs inside were probably expired, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about using expired medications. He supposed it was better than nothing, though; the only real consequence was a weakened potency on some of the drugs—which, in the worst-case scenario, could risk giving one of his companions a drug overdose if he tried to tweak the dosage too much.

      The only thing he needed now was a couple of crowbars.

      Gray came around the corner from the next aisle before Theo could pursue that line of thought, his arms full of red boxes. “We got lucky. A ton of elastic bandages, splints, and braces,” he announced, dropping the boxes into the cart beside Theo. “And there’s still some stomach and heartburn meds if you want me to get some.”

      “Yeah, you do that,” Theo suggested. “And some multi-vitamins if there are any. I’m worried about us getting malnourished. No way we’re getting all the shit we need eating all that canned crap.” He put a few of the cracked bottles of sleeping pills and pain medications into the cart, careful not to spill the pills inside. “I’ll tell you what I could really use.”

      “What’s that?” Gray asked, his voice tinged with curiosity.

      “A fully equipped ambulance,” he said. “With a working EKG and everything.”

      Gray snorted and added a few packages of air-activated heating pads to the cart. “Yeah, that’d be great. You expecting one of us to drop dead on you?”

      Theo laughed and shook his head. “No, hopefully not anytime soon, you know? I don’t think I could handle losing you, too, not after…not after Dillon.”

      Gray’s grinning face went somber at his words. He immediately felt guilty for ruining his brother’s apparent good mood, and he looked down at the painkillers in his hand for a moment before setting the bottle gently in the cart.

      “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.

      “For what?” Gray asked nonchalantly, a faked cheerfulness in his voice.

      Theo shook his head and shrugged. “Nothing,” he said simply. “Hey, what do you say we go see if we can find some scissors? I think all of us could use a haircut.”

      Gray looked at him and finally smiled again. “Some razors, too, yeah? I bet the ladies would appreciate that.”

      Theo nodded and rubbed a hand over his cheek and chin. “Hell, I think I would appreciate it,” he admitted. “Two months of beard is enough for anybody. I’m starting to look like a hobo.”

      Gray snorted and punched him lightly in the arm. “Theo, you always look like a hobo, beard or not.”

      Theo punched him back and grabbed the shopping cart. “After the scissors, we’re breaking into the pharmacy. So lead the way, you silly little shit,” he ordered.

      Gray smirked at him. “Fine, fine. But if you run over my heels just once with that cart, the infected are going to be the least of your worries.”

      

      Nikola was obviously nervous as she and Avi worked their way to the back of the store, where the electronics department was. She stuck to Avi like glue, even though she didn’t really know her and knew even less about her fighting ability or lack thereof. Avi was concerned about her, but she decided to not comment on Nikola’s jitters as they walked through the aisles.

      “Do you think maybe we should get a weapon or something?” Nikola asked. “Like a gun or a knife or whatever? I mean, I don’t think my little baseball bat is going to do much if we run into something in here.”

      “Do you know where the hardware department is?” Avi asked.

      “No.”

      “Do you want to go track it down while I do what Ethan asked us to do?”

      Nikola bit her lip and shook her head. “No, not really.”

      “Then I think we’ll be okay until we get back outside,” Avi said, trying to be reassuring. She pulled her machete from its sheath on her belt and showed it to her. “Besides, I’ve got this. I think I can deal with one of the infected if it comes down to it.”

      “Have you ever had to use it?” Nikola asked. She paused to look at a messy rack of CDs. Even Avi stopped to take a quick scan. The discs were spilling out everywhere, and she resisted the urge to browse through them for something good. They didn’t have space in the van for anything extra, especially not after they loaded their newly obtained supplies into the vehicle. Music definitely qualified as something extra.

      “Not yet, but that’s a good thing, right?” she asked. She moved to another aisle and stopped at the end, squinting into the dimness and trying to make out what items were stocked there. Then she gave up and motioned to Nikola, waving a hand at the aisle in question. “Shine your light down here for me, would you?”

      “I don’t know,” Nikola said thoughtfully as she did as she’d asked. “I mean, it’s sort of good that you’ve never had to actually use it. Means you’re really good at avoiding the infected. But I know some people who would say it’s kind of bad, too. Like Remy. She actually gets excited if she gets a chance to kill something. It’s kind of scary, really. Especially since she’s so good at it.”

      “How many has she killed?” Avi asked.

      Nikola shrugged. “Oh, loads. She practically hunts them down for sport.” She found the two-way radios Ethan had requested and pulled several packs of them off the shelf. “She told me that before the others found her, her entire family was killed by the infected.”

      Avi frowned and took a couple of packages from Nikola. “Why didn’t they get her, too?”

      Nikola tucked one of the packages under her arm. “She said she wasn’t home when it happened. And when she got there, she killed them all,” she explained. “Like, on her own. She was so angry and upset that she just…lost it. It was a miracle she didn’t get infected herself.” She sighed and shrugged. “So the story goes, anyway. I’m not sure how much of it I believe. After that, Remy said she took off and made it as far as Biloxi before she got trapped in an RV with a broken ankle and surrounded by a bunch of infected. She got rescued by Cade and Brandt and Theo, obviously. Normally, Ethan wouldn’t have let her stay with us—so he says—but I guess the fact she managed to kill so many infected on her own with only a bolo knife and a hunting rifle impressed him or something, because he let her stay. Ever since then, she’s been tracking down and killing as many as she can when she’s able to. I think it’s a revenge thing for her family. I keep telling her she needs to be more careful, but she never listens.”

      “How old is she?” Avi asked. She kept her tone casual as she looked around the aisle, checking for anything else that might be useful. The story of Remy and her one-woman war was a little unnerving. She hoped Remy was at least a little discriminating in her choice of whether or not to deal death; it wasn’t like the victims of the virus could truly help their actions.

      “Twenty-one,” Nikola answered. She picked up a game console controller and studied the package. “Oh man, I miss video games,” she said wistfully, tossing the package back onto the shelf.

      “And you’re…seventeen?” Avi guessed. She motioned for Nikola to leave the aisle, making a move to follow her.

      “Fifteen,” Nikola corrected.

      “Where are you from?”

      Nikola raised an eyebrow. “Memphis. Are you interviewing me or something? Because I’m seriously not interested.”

      “Not interviewing, no. I just want to get to know you guys better, that’s all,” Avi said. She stopped at a broken laptop display case and wondered what possessed people in a crisis to steal things with zero usefulness. “I mean, I need to know something about the people I’m traveling to Atlanta with, right?”

      Nikola shrugged and wandered toward the end of the aisle. “Yeah, maybe so. I’m not exactly happy about going into that city, to be honest. Memphis was hell. I don’t want to imagine how much worse Atlanta is.”

      Avi frowned, glancing back behind her as she thought she heard a noise. She shook it off when it didn’t repeat itself, attributing it to one of the others in the store. “Well, don’t you have somewhere else to go? I mean, like, with family or something?”

      Nikola paused and looked up at her. “All of my family is dead,” she said softly. “Ethan…he’s the closest thing I’ve got to a father. I’m not letting him go anywhere without me. My luck would be that he’d never come back.”

      Avi nodded in understanding, shifting her eyes away from the teenager. Her heart hurt for her, deeply. She couldn’t imagine being so young and so alone in the world. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      “It’s okay,” Nikola said quickly. “I mean, it’s fine. You didn’t know.” She gave Avi a reassuring smile and stepped out into the main aisle running down the side of the electronics department. Avi turned to look down the aisle she stood on once more. But she was quickly brought back around at the sound of the young girl’s scream.
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      Remy plundered through a bin of camouflage jackets as she waited for Cade to return with the crowbar she’d gone looking for. She was honestly a little bored; supply missions really weren’t her thing. She much preferred the missions that involved tracking down a group of infected that was threatening to cross into whatever area she and her friends were hiding in and killing them all.

      Cade returned after several minutes, holding a crowbar and several screwdrivers. “Ran into Theo and Gray in the hardware department,” she explained, an odd edge to her voice. “Ransacking hardware for crowbars. Wouldn’t tell me what was going on, though.” She circled the counter and continued, “We should go back by hardware before we leave and get some tools in case we end up breaking down or something.”

      “Jumper cables,” Remy said thoughtfully. She leaned against the bin and watched Cade climb the stepladder behind the counter again. “Of course, that’s dependent on finding a vehicle that still runs to jump off on, but better to have them than not, right?”

      Before Cade managed to ascend more than three rungs and before she could reply to her statement, a piercing scream erupted not far from their location. It echoed off the high ceiling and the concrete floors and spread out across the store. Both of them froze. Remy immediately dropped her hand to the long bolo knife she always kept with her.

      “What was that?” Cade asked. She stepped off the ladder onto the countertop and walked along it in the direction the scream had come from. Her blue eyes narrowed as she squinted into the dim light cast over the back end of the store. Remy followed her gaze, but she couldn’t see anything in their immediate vicinity.

      “Sounded like somebody screaming,” Remy said in a well duh tone of voice.

      Another scream echoed out as soon as she stopped talking. Her breath caught in her throat as her ears and brain finally recognized exactly what she’d heard. “That was Nikki,” she said breathlessly. Cade leaped from the counter in alarm, stumbling as she landed, and Remy took the opportunity to snatch the crowbar from her grasp before taking off at a dead run toward the electronics department.

      “Remy! Fuck, slow down!” Cade yelled. Remy didn’t bother looking back. She couldn’t slow down and wait for Cade. Nikola was in trouble. The teenager wouldn’t be able to fend off a direct attack for long, if at all.

      Remy could just see Nikola’s head over the short walls surrounding the electronics complex. She spotted Avi as the older woman pushed Nikola behind her. At least Avi was good for something besides putting them all in danger, even if it was merely as a human shield. And there was an infected man, closing in on them, moving at a slow, limping, almost shuffling pace.

      She gritted her teeth, skimming the short walls for the quickest route around them and identifying the best path. Without breaking stride, she planted a foot on the lowest shelf affixed to the outer side of the wall and climbed the shelves, reaching the top in three strides and vaulting over.

      Remy performed the leap a little too enthusiastically. Her momentum threw her right into the video game display cases on the other side of the aisle. She landed behind the infected man, staggering and colliding with the glass, which cracked under the onslaught. She righted herself and raised the crowbar, bringing the sharp, hooked end down into the back of the man’s neck as hard as she could.

      The crowbar’s tip struck bone underneath the skin and was nearly jarred right out of her hands. She managed to keep her grip and hauled back, pulling the infected man away from her two companions. She could hear Cade’s footsteps running up behind her as she braced a foot, gripped the crowbar tighter, and pulled hard, dragging the man to the floor. Remy freed the crowbar with a hard yank and raised it once more. Before she could strike, the man’s hand closed around her ankle and jerked. She fell backward on the floor, and the wind rushed out of her lungs.

      Cade was still approaching. Nikola was still screaming. Remy coughed, trying to get her lungs working, and kicked to dislodge her ankle from the man’s grasp. She rose to her knees and tightened her grip on the crowbar. The man reached for her again, but before he got his hands on her, she raised the crowbar and, with a last swing, slammed it into his right temple as hard as she could, crushing bone and sending the hook directly into his brain.

      The man’s thrashing stopped as the metal met brain tissue. Panting, Remy scrambled to her feet and took a quick step away from the body. She looked up at Nikola and Avi; both watched her with wide eyes. She wrenched the crowbar free with a vicious twist of her wrist, and blood and gray matter splattered onto her boot, dripping from the hook to the floor.

      “You guys okay?” Cade called as she reached them. She jumped over the dead man’s body and went straight to Nikola and Avi.

      “Y-yeah,” Avi stammered. She still gripped her machete, holding it in front of her defensively.

      Remy rolled her eyes and tossed the bloodied crowbar onto the floor; it let out a loud, metallic clang on impact. Then she drew her knife from its sheath on her belt, looking past Avi to Nikola. “Honey, you okay?” she asked calmly.

      “I’m okay. Wow, Remy, that was pretty badass,” Nikola said, obviously impressed with her heroics.

      “Thanks,” Remy said as running footsteps came at them from two different directions. She tightened her grip on her knife and whirled around, raising the weapon, ready to fight. She just as quickly lowered it as she saw Gray and Theo coming from the left and Brandt and Ethan from the right. “Took you guys long enough to get here.”

      “Oh, stuff it, Remy,” Brandt said. He went straight to Cade, predictably. Ethan too brushed past her, much to her surprise, and went to Nikola, taking the girl’s face in his hands and studying her intently.

      “Are you okay?” Ethan asked softly, leaning back to look her over for injuries.

      “Yeah, I think so,” Nikola frowned. Ethan frowned, and Remy squinted at her. She was starting to shake and look a little sick, probably from the sheer amount of adrenaline that had surged through her system when she’d been attacked.

      Despite her concerns over Nikola and her condition, though, Remy’s pissed-off levels were quickly rising, and she gritted her teeth in irritation. “Great job, Remy. Fantastic work. I’m so glad to see you’re still alive and breathing,” she muttered, sliding her knife back into its sheath and fighting to keep from glaring at Ethan’s back. She had no idea why she even cared about trying to impress him, but every time she did something crazy and he didn’t at least acknowledge it, she felt like smacking him really hard across the back of the head. Violent, she knew, but it would feel so satisfying.

      Instead, Remy wrestled down the urge, as she always did, and decided to take the irritation out on the infected thing lying at her feet.

      She studied the man thoughtfully, ignoring his crushed skull as she took in the rest of him. He wore khaki pants and a dark blue shirt; his nametag, still hanging precariously from his collar, pronounced him as having once been Daniel. She frowned as he lay there twitching. She’d obviously damaged his nervous system. She marched over to Avi and took her machete, looking the blade over to see if anything was functionally wrong with it, but she didn’t see anything.

      “You know, next time, you should try actually using the damn thing,” Riley said, pointing the tip of the blade in Avi’s face. Then she marched back to the infected man with the machete in hand, raising it and swinging it down directly onto his neck as hard as she could. It took several strokes, but she finally managed to decapitate the corpse as the others looked on, their expressions ranging from impressed to horrified.

      “I think it’s about time we got out of here,” Ethan announced. He stood in front of Nikola, seemingly shielding her from the sight of Remy hacking the man’s head off. His hand gripped Brandt’s forearm, like he was holding him back; Brandt looked ready to jump in and stop her. “Everybody go back to where you were, grab your supplies, and bring them to the front doors as quickly as you can,” he instructed. “We’ve got to get everything into the van and get the hell out of here.”

      Remy made a face at Ethan and kicked the dead man as she walked past him toward the department’s exit. “It was just one,” she said, wrinkling her nose in disgust. “You act like we just got attacked by an entire horde.”

      “Remy,” Ethan said simply. She immediately felt cowed by his tone, and her shoulders slumped.

      “Sorry,” she said, shaking her head and moving toward sporting goods. “Cade, come help with this ammo, yeah?” she suggested, feeling the burning need to get away from the others quickly. The older woman pulled away from Brandt’s interrogation about her health and headed to Remy, taking her elbow and practically dragging her to their previous location.

      “What the hell were you thinking?” Cade snapped as soon as they were out of earshot of the rest of the group.

      “I was thinking I could help Nikki,” Remy said defensively, jerking her arm out of Cade’s grasp.

      “You could have gotten yourself killed!” Cade hissed. She circled back around the sales counter and grabbed a screwdriver, jabbing it viciously into the lock on the ammunition case and starting to work at it furiously. “You’re not stupid, Remy! Stop acting like it!”

      “Well, somebody had to get back there and help them!” she snapped back. She glared as she shoved the shopping cart behind the counter and fought the urge to ram it into Cade’s ladder. “That Avi bitch was just fucking standing there! And Nikola isn’t going to be able to kill anything with that damned baseball bat! Why haven’t you taught her how to shoot a gun by now?”

      “Because she’s too young!”

      “She’s not too fucking young to get killed by one of those damned things!” Remy retorted. She slammed the palm of her hand against the cart in frustration. “You have got to do something for her before we get to Atlanta and not a minute later! She’s going to get slaughtered in that city if you don’t!”

      Cade’s eyes turned on her, and she froze as she saw the angry, cold look on the other woman’s face. “Remy Angellette, you may think I don’t know what I’m doing, but I have a much better ability than you do to judge who should and shouldn’t have a gun in their hands. And neither Nikola nor Avi should have one at this point. Neither is capable of handling one. They’d end up shooting themselves or one of us if we turned them loose with one in a fight. What I’m more concerned with is how the infected guy back there knew to go after them rather than any of the rest of us. We were just as close as they were, and he could have easily come after us instead. So why did he go after them?”

      Remy fell silent. A sinking feeling dropped into her stomach. Cade wrestled the case open and grabbed boxes of ammo, handing them down to her. “How did he know?” she asked softly.

      “I don’t know, but all the ideas popping around in my head say it can’t possibly be good. I’m going to talk to Ethan about it later, see what he thinks. If the infected are getting smarter somehow, if they’re starting to figure out how to strategize…then we have a real problem.”

      

      By the time Brandt and Ethan made it back to the van, dragging two carts of food and water behind them, the others were already waiting for them. Remy sat in the open sliding door of the van, her head in her hands. Cade stood beside her, wearing a pair of latex gloves and cleaning the blood off Avi’s machete. Nikola was already in the passenger seat, curled up with her head resting back against the seat. Gray stood next to her open window, talking to her and rubbing her arm gently. Theo and Avi were nowhere to be seen; Ethan guessed they were both inside the van already.

      “Everybody okay?” Ethan called on approach. “Nobody hurt?”

      “Yeah, we’re all fine,” Cade said. Remy lifted her head, and the two women exchanged an unreadable look. Cade moved closer to him and said softly, “I need to talk to you and Brandt.”

      “Can it wait?” he asked, pointedly looking around them at the parking lot. “I don’t like the idea of hanging around in the open like this any longer than necessary.”

      Brandt hauled the cart of water to the back of the van and flung the doors open. Ethan moved to help him, scooping a gallon from the cart and sliding it into the van’s cargo space.

      “I’ll give you guys a hand,” Cade offered immediately. She grabbed two jugs and moved to push them inside.

      Ethan waited until she’d put them down before he said, “This must be really urgent.”

      “It is.” Cade paused as the two men loaded some packages of food into the van. “Remy and I think the infected are getting smarter.”

      “Getting smarter?” he repeated. Brandt grabbed a case of water bottles and bumped into him as he slipped past to set it in the van. Ethan ignored him and added, “What do you mean?”

      “I’m just speculating,” Cade said quickly. “I’m wondering, though. How did the infected man know to go after Avi and Nikki? They’re the weakest of us in regard to skill and ability, right? Makes you wonder if he’d even have attacked if, say, Nikola had been with me and Avi with Remy.”

      “Interesting,” Brandt said thoughtfully. “Back when the big fight happened in Atlanta, I heard there were a lot of casualties on the side of the infected, but after a few hours, it was like the whole mess of them adapted or something. They started to get harder and harder to fight, until they eventually overwhelmed whatever forces tried to hold them back.”

      “They could just be noticing patterns,” Ethan suggested.

      “But we weren’t in there long enough to establish a pattern,” Cade pointed out.

      Ethan shook his head. “I don’t know what exactly happened back there, except for Nikola and Avi getting attacked and Remy acting like she was some sort of Amazonian warrior princess.” He dumped the last of the food in the van and slammed the doors shut. “Get in the van. I want to get out of here before we run into any more trouble.”

      

      Darkness fell earlier than Cade expected it to. It was like a heavy blanket being draped over the top of the van, and she blinked as it seemed to come on suddenly. She knelt on the seat in the very back of the van, watching out the windows with her rifle in hand. As twilight settled, she couldn’t help but wish she still had the lovely night-vision goggles she used to use when she was in the IDF.

      The van was mostly quiet. It moved rather slowly due to Ethan’s paranoia over accidentally running over road debris and causing a flat tire, so Cade had plenty of time not only to study the landscape outside the van, but also to think about a certain man inside it. She could hear someone snoring; she thought it might have been Theo, but she wasn’t sure. And she was not going to turn around to check. Mainly because she knew Brandt was somewhere behind her, and she knew he was likely staring at her. After his revelation to her back at the safe house, after his confession that he’d follow her anywhere, she’d been somewhat reluctant to meet his gaze or to find herself in a situation that involved sitting alone with him. She knew it would do nothing but stir up the uncertainties and feelings that she’d experienced almost as long as she’d known him.

      Cade scanned the trees to her left. The grass at the sides of the road had grown wild with no one left to care for it, and she could occasionally spot a pair of glittering eyes watching from the foliage. Deer, most likely. In the southeast, they seemed to be as plentiful as cockroaches. She sincerely hoped they didn’t hit one. She’d seen what they could do to a car, and it wasn’t something she wanted to experience firsthand.

      She shook her thoughts free from contemplations on deer and lifted her rifle’s scope to squint through it into the darkness. A throat cleared behind her, and it took her a moment to realize it was Ethan attempting to quietly get her attention. She twisted around and nudged Theo awake. He lay sprawled in the seat in front of her and, at her nudge, sat up abruptly, wiping at his mouth and shaking his head. She grinned before nodding to Ethan to go ahead.

      “I think we need to pull over,” Ethan announced, slowing the van. His attention was focused on the road, as it should have been, and his voice was muffled as he faced the windshield.

      “It’s not going to be very comfortable with all eight of us trying to sleep in the van,” Remy pointed out. Cade nodded in agreement. Tonight, she wasn’t too game to sleep on top of someone else, either literally or figuratively.

      “What do you propose, then?” Ethan asked.

      “I think we should find a place to hole up for the night,” Cade answered. “Especially since it looks like it wants to rain out there. where exactly are we?”

      There was a pause as Nikola shuffled through the maps, turning on the light above her visor for a better view. “It looks like we’re near a town called Weogufka,” she said, pronouncing the town’s name slowly, awkwardly, and probably incorrectly. “It looks pretty small, if I had to guess. Close to Sylacauga.”

      “Any word on how Sylacauga fared during the outbreak?” Gray asked. “I never heard either way.”

      “I can’t imagine it was any better than Montgomery or any of the other cities like that,” Cade said.

      Ethan glanced at her in the rearview mirror. “We’ll see if we can find a motel and secure a couple of rooms. We can stay the rest of the evening and night there and set out again once the sun comes up.”

      “That sounds perfect,” Remy said, stretching languidly. “This seat is beginning to chafe my ass.”

      Ethan raised an eyebrow, and Cade bit back a snort of laughter. She was sure he was doing nothing but thinking about Remy and her ass now.

      She looked at the rest of the group as Ethan took his foot off the brake, letting the van roll forward a few feet. “Brandt?” she questioned, her own eyebrows rising as she realized he’d yet to say a word.

      “Yeah?” Brandt said, tipping his head back to look at her, a touch of exhaustion in his voice.

      “You okay with that?”

      “Do I really have a choice?”

      Remy opened her mouth to say something to him, but Cade punched her between the shoulder blades just hard enough to warn her off saying anything.

      “I guess not,” Cade conceded. “Kind of outvoted there, big guy.”

      Brandt glanced at her and shrugged before turning his attention to her bag, which was still resting on his lap. She wondered what in the world he was looking at inside her bag, but she wasn’t going to push the question. There were more important things to do, like plan out just how they’d infiltrate a motel and barricade themselves inside.
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      The motel the group chose was a rundown Super 8 just off the highway near Weogufka. It was obvious—to Remy, at least—that no one had been there in quite some time. Several of the windows that weren’t boarded over were shattered, and amidst the trash in the parking lot were six cars in various stages of disrepair. The vehicles’ windows were broken, likely by thieves looking to steal whatever they thought was still valuable. She confirmed her suspicion when she eased out of the van and peered inside the dirty windows of one of the cars. The stereo had been ripped out, only a few sliced cables hanging from the space the electronic equipment once occupied. She wondered what good a car stereo would do for anyone now; it might make a decent weapon to hit people with, come to think of it, but it definitely wouldn’t stop one of the infected from ripping your face off.

      “Come on, Brandt, let’s check this place out,” she said, tugging at his ankle. He was still in the van, still looking in Cade’s bag. She rolled her eyes and jerked at his pants leg, trying to get his attention. “Come on. You look like you need some excitement in your life.”

      That was enough to elicit a response from him. “If there’s anything I don’t need, it’s more excitement in my life.” He shoved the bag off his lap, and Remy was happy to see he had a gun in his hand. “And you could use a little less, too.”

      “Bullshit. The potential for excitement is what keeps me crawling out of bed in the morning,” Remy said, grinning. She brandished her bolo knife and twirled it in her hand idly, stepping back to give him room to exit the van. She really did love her bolo knife. It was once her grandmother’s; she used it while working in the cane fields outside New Orleans, helping with the harvests on Remy’s great-grandfather’s farm. Before then, it had come from relatives who’d lived in the Philippines. It was a prized possession in her family, and it had served her well in her war against the infected, now that no one else in her family was able to use it.

      Her smile faded slightly, and she lowered the knife. Thinking about her family always caused her pain and anger. There was nothing she wouldn’t do to avenge them. Nothing would stop her from taking out as many infected as she could before they took her down. It was what she’d sworn to her dead mother she’d do.

      Lost in her thoughts, Remy wandered toward the building, but she was stopped by a hand on her elbow. She looked down at it silently for a second, her eyes focused on the fingernails. They were dirty and cracked and broken, signs of a hard worker. She blinked and let out a breath then looked up the arm attached to the hand. It was Brandt. He offered her a flashlight.

      “No need to go in there without a light, is there?” he asked. There was something in his voice that made her think he was actually concerned about her. She didn’t know why anyone would worry for her, but there was definitely something there beneath his words.

      Remy let a small smirk cross her face, raising an eyebrow and shrugging. “I don’t know, Brandt. Are you scared of the dark?” she teased. He rewarded her with a grin, and she took the flashlight, gesturing to the door. “After you? Or would you like me to go first and run off the big scary monsters?”

      “That’s a great idea!” Brandt agreed. He nodded and motioned to the door with a grand sweep of his hand. “I mean, I’m much more valuable than you, so it won’t be a great loss if the monsters hiding in the motel eat you instead of me.”

      “Hey!” she protested, making a face at him and swatting at his outstretched arm before she pushed past him and walked almost haughtily to the door to the sound of her friends’ laughter.

      Despite her confidence, Remy still paused at the door, her hand on the door handle. She looked back at the van for a moment. Nausea swam in her stomach, and she swallowed, forcing the bile down once more as she gripped the handle tighter. The weight of her bolo knife was reassuring, but she didn’t know if it would be enough if something did jump out and try to gnaw on her head.

      “Well, are you going in already, or do you want me to get Cade?” Brandt asked. Remy made another face, wrinkling her nose and sticking her tongue out at him. Her momentary lapse of confidence disappeared just like that. She lifted her knife and pulled the door open, peering around the frame and shining her light inside.

      The cheap motel’s small lobby was empty, save for paper littering the floor and a squirrel scavenging among the trash. Remy ignored the animal and eased inside, stepping onto the chipped tile and moving her light over the fixtures. She reflexively flipped one of the light switches. She wasn’t sure why she bothered with it. Old habits died hard, she supposed.

      She let go of the door and walked farther inside, moving her flashlight’s beam over the front desk and to the elevators stuck on the first floor with the doors wide open. Still there was nothing in sight. She pushed the front door open, propping it there with a heavy trash can, and motioned to Brandt. “Come on in. I don’t see anything in the lobby that would find Brandt Evans particularly appetizing.”

      He snorted and followed her into the lobby, turning on his own flashlight as he stepped into the darkened interior. Remy made her way across the lobby to a set of large double doors that led, presumably, to a conference room, pausing outside of them for a moment. Her instincts argued against opening the door, and a dark, ominous feeling settled into her stomach, making her feel like she was about to puke. She swallowed again and pushed one of the doors open just a crack, shining her light inside for a moment before letting the door fall shut once more.

      “What’s wrong?” Brandt asked, moving to stand at her side. Remy shook her head and pressed her palm flat against the door before taking a step back from it.

      “They’re all dead in there. Don’t go inside,” she warned, her voice hushed. She moved toward one of the hallways leading off the lobby, pausing to look down its dark depths. She let out a shaky breath as memories slammed to the forefront of her brain. The inside of her own house, the stairs, her mother clawing at her leg, the blast of the gunshot, the blood on the closet wall…

      “Remy?” Brandt questioned. It was enough to shake her free from the memories haunting her. She shuddered and breathed out slowly before looking to him, giving him a falsely perky smile and pushing her hair back from her face.

      “I’m ready!” Remy said, heading down the hallway at a brisk pace. Brandt hissed for her to alternatively stop and slow down, but she ignored him, walking deeper into the building. “Where do we want to get rooms?” she asked as he caught up with her. “I’m rather partial to the really fancy suites in hotels myself, even though I could never afford—”

      “Are you okay?” he interrupted. He caught her by the forearm and gave it a squeeze.

      “Why are people always asking me if I’m okay and grabbing me and shit?” Remy asked. She yanked her arm away and headed for the stairs, leaving him behind. “I’m fine. There’s nothing wrong.”

      “Could have fooled me,” Brandt muttered.

      She glared at him. “Shut up. Just shut the fuck up,” she snapped. Her anger and hurt overrode any sort of happy front she could manage to put up. “Don’t fucking…talk about shit like you know anything about me. You don’t know shit, Brandt. So shut the fuck up.”

      He put his hands up defensively. That only served to irritate her further. She rolled her eyes and set off again. “Upstairs or stay on the first floor?” she asked, changing the subject quickly.

      She felt Brandt’s eyes on her, and she stopped at the stairwell entrance. She leaned forward and rested her forehead against the cool metal, closing her eyes and trying to breathe steadily. Irrational tears sprang up in her eyes. Exhaustion hammered at her brain. She didn’t hear him walking toward her, but suddenly Brandt was at her side.

      “I’m sorry,” Brandt said. His voice was soft and gentle and comforting, and he rubbed her back in slow, soothing circles.

      Remy shook her head. “No, I am,” she said. “I’m the one who got bitchy and took it out on you when you didn’t deserve it.”

      Brandt continued to rub her back, humming softly in response. “We all have our bad memories to cope with,” he said. She sensed that he was talking about something from his own past as he continued. “All we can do is try to move on and avoid the things that hurt us. Even if it’s next to impossible to do.”

      Remy shook her head and stepped away from him, grasping the door’s handle. She didn’t meet his eyes as she murmured, “It’s not like that, Brandt. You’re not the one who had to kill your own sister.” Brandt visibly flinched at that, taking a half step of his own back away from her. She ignored his reaction and stepped into the dark stairwell, not saying anything further as he followed her without another word.

      

      The chance to spend a quiet evening in a motel without immediate problems to deal with was a temptation entirely too great to pass up. As a result, the members of the group had secured two rooms for themselves, barricading the doors leading to the hallways for safety, and traveling between the two rooms by way of the opened door between them.

      It really was a perfect setup, in Cade’s opinion. Especially once they factored in the food and water collected earlier that day—even the warm sodas. It was as close to a party as they’d ever get, and she was enjoying herself immensely.

      They spent several hours piled up on the beds and chairs in one of the rooms, sharing drinks and jokes and stories and laughter. It had been a long time since they’d had a good time, and it seemed like it’d been even longer since any of them had heard laughter—real laughter, not the forced kind people used when they felt the obligation to laugh at something. It was revitalizing, and it lifted the spirits of everyone present, Cade included.

      It was almost midnight when she managed to escape their little party, retreating to the room Ethan had designated as the girls’ room. She felt gross and grimy, and she desperately needed to clean up. As she passed the bags of supplies so thoughtfully piled in a corner, she grabbed one with several bottles of water in it. There was no way she could get an actual bath, and a shower was out of the question—though the thought of a hot one nearly made her salivate. She could at least get a decent sink bath, though, and that was exactly what she planned to do. She poured water into the stoppered sink and used a washcloth to clean up as best she could.

      Cade was just tugging her shirt back on when there was a tap at the bathroom door. She turned, raising an eyebrow, before she pulled it open. Brandt stood in the open doorway, a slightly nervous look on his face.

      “Hey. I was just coming to see if you were…okay,” he said, shoving his hands in his pockets. The motion gave him an air of boyish awkwardness that Cade found a little charming. “You’ve been gone a while. Thought something was wrong.” Cade grinned slightly.

      “Oh yeah, I’m fine,” she said with a flippant wave of her hand. She scooped her hair into a loose ponytail and lifted it off her neck. “I was just cleaning up. I felt a little gross after the past few days of fun we’ve had.”

      Brandt chuckled softly and snuck a look at the bathroom. “Hey, you need help with your hair?” he offered. “My sister Olivia used to get me to help with hers a lot when we were younger. I know it can’t be easy doing it yourself with all that hair you’ve got.”

      Cade smiled and let go of her hair, letting it fall down around her shoulders. “You’d do that?” she asked, even as her brain zeroed in on the mention of his sister, someone about whom the man didn’t talk very often, if at all. “Because I don’t think my hair has had a good wash in…God, ages. The thought of how long it’s been is kind of disgusting.”

      Brandt moved out of the doorway toward the other room. She watched him curiously. “Yeah, just give me a second. Theo and Gray grabbed a few things back at Walmart that they figured you ladies would appreciate. I’ll go get them.”

      Now she was definitely curious. Brandt came back moments later with a white plastic bag and set it on the end of the bed. He dug around inside then pulled his hand out to hold up a gray bottle of high-end shampoo—something she was surprised that Walmart even carried. She barely suppressed her squeal of delight as she hurried forward and snatched the bottle from him. “Oh my God, this is so perfect,” she said, skimming the text on the bottle. “Remind me to give Theo and Gray massive kisses next time I see them.”

      “Oh, I don’t know about that,” Brandt said, laughing and handing her a bottle of leave-in conditioner. “That might make me jealous or something.”

      “Or something?” she repeated distractedly as she carried both bottles to the bathroom, setting them on the edge of the sink reverently, a satisfied smile on her face. Brandt followed her in and began rolling up his sleeves.

      “Yeah. I might have to kill them,” he joked then tugged at the hem of her shirt. “You’re probably going to have to take this off. Unless, of course, you really want your shirt to get soaked through, and I know you don’t.”

      Cade shrugged and promptly slid out of the shirt, tossing it to the floor and standing in front of him in her jeans and bra. “Nothing everyone in this group hasn’t seen before at some point,” she commented. Her cheeks immediately flushed red as she realized how that had sounded, but Brandt didn’t seem to feel the need to comment. His dark eyes appraised her; she could practically feel them moving over her skin as he looked her up and down.

      Now was not the time to suddenly become modest, Cade reminded herself. Brandt ceased his staring. “Come on, lean back,” he said, grabbing the spare bottles of water left on the sink. He slid an arm under her to help support her as she obediently leaned over the sink, and he poured the water over her hair, pausing occasionally to work the water all the way through. She relaxed and closed her eyes.

      “Are you still worried about going into Atlanta?” Cade asked, reveling in the feeling of his fingers massaging through her hair. The sound of the shampoo bottle popping open met her ears, and the scent of coconut wafted across her nose. Moments later, Brandt started lathering the shampoo into her hair.

      “When did I stop being worried?” he finally said. There was bitterness in his voice, and she opened her eyes.

      “This isn’t going to turn out well, is it?” she asked. He avoided her gaze, focusing instead on his hands and her hair.

      “It won’t,” he said. “It took me three days to get out of the city. I had to fight my way out. I had to do things I didn’t like doing, things I’d never dreamed of doing. I saw things that still give me nightmares to this day. I don’t know what it’s like now, but a year ago, it wasn’t a safe place to be. There were…the infected were everywhere. Even as good as I am, I think I got out only through sheer luck. The others out there, they’ve survived by luck so far, but they won’t survive this. And I don’t know if even my own luck will hold out enough to get me out a second time. And then there’s you…”

      Cade let his words sit in the air between them for a solid minute as he started rinsing the shampoo from her hair. Finally, when he was almost finished with the task, she spoke again. “What about me?” she asked hesitantly.

      “I don’t think I could handle watching you get hurt,” he confessed. He still didn’t look directly at her, his eyes focused intently on her hair. “I don’t want to even think of the idea of you getting infected by one of those fuckers. I don’t want to have to be the one to shoot you when you do get infected.”

      “When?” Cade repeated. Brandt opened another bottle of water, its plastic seal letting out a loud crack.

      “Yeah. When,” he affirmed.

      “You seem rather confident it will happen.”

      “It will,” he said solemnly, pouring the lukewarm water over her hair. “This is a fucking suicide mission, Cade. This isn’t something any of us should be doing. Why are we even agreeing to go with this woman, anyway? She’s going to get us all killed. If even one of us gets out of this clusterfuck, it’s going to be a damned miracle.”

      “I don’t believe in miracles,” Cade said softly. A bubble of shampoo got uncomfortably close to her eye, so she squeezed them both closed. “I’ve never believed in miracles, and I especially don’t believe in them now. Entirely too much shit has happened in the past year to even consider the possibility of miracles.” She paused, swallowing hard. “I believe in us and in our friends and in our abilities. We’ll get out of there if I have anything to say about it.”

      “That’s the thing, Cade. You don’t have any say in it,” he said. Frustration seeped into his voice over the bitterness already there. He gently wrung out her hair and grabbed a towel, sliding it under her neck and gathering her wet hair up in it before he continued. “If you’re going to get taken down, there’s nothing you can do to stop it. And in a city like Atlanta…fuck, the chances of that happening are so fucking high. The chance that you’ll manage to survive is almost nonexistent.”

      Cade slowly straightened, lifting her hand to brace the towel against her hair so it wouldn’t fall off. She leaned over at the waist and started to dry it as she spoke. “So what are you saying?” she asked, her voice muffled. “That we should just throw in the towel now and resign ourselves to the fact that we’re all going to die within the next few days?”

      “No, not at all,” Brandt said. He shook his head and stepped back from her, drying his hands off before shoving them back into his pockets. “I’m just saying that we need to be prepared for the worst that could happen. And that if we need to say anything we’ll regret not saying later, we should say it now, because we might not get the chance again.”

      “You mean me and you?”

      “No, I mean the group in general,” he fumbled. Cade felt a smile quirking at the corner of her lips as she watched him scramble for the right words. “I mean…yeah. Fuck. I’m going to sound like a damned creeper.” He sighed. “Yeah, I mean us, too. Me and you.”

      She leaned over to scoop her shirt off the floor and rubbed the fabric between her fingers, watching Brandt thoughtfully. “Could you get me my comb?” she asked him finally. His shoulders slumped slightly, and he nodded and turned away to retrieve it.

      That was obviously not the response he’d expected.

      She breathed out slowly and mentally cursed herself. It wasn’t that she was trying to avoid a serious conversation. She just wasn’t sure she wanted one with Brandt, because she knew where it would likely lead. And the thought of where it would lead scared the hell out of her.

      Her own shoulders slumping, Cade slid her shirt back on and followed Brandt into the bedroom. He stood by the bed, staring into the depths of her bag. She was sure he was looking at the guns and knives and ammunition in it and wondering if it was safe to stick his hand inside. She smiled and moved around him, pulling the comb from the side pocket. “You said you had a sister, right?” she asked nonchalantly, twirling the comb between her fingers.

      “Yeah, I did,” he said. He closed the bag again, carefully, as if worried that just zipping it closed would make it blow up. Then again, he’d probably enjoy that, so long as he was far enough away from it when it happened.

      “Then I assume you know how to braid?”

      Brandt looked at her in surprise. “You want me to…braid your hair?” he repeated slowly.

      “What, you don’t want to?” she asked innocently, offering the comb to him. “Or do you not know how?” It was a blatant challenge, but sometimes that was the best way to get him to do what she wanted. The man was ridiculously competitive at times, and she used that fact to her advantage.

      “I know how,” he said defensively. He actually seemed offended at the idea of her questioning his hair-braiding skills. “I’m just surprised that you want me to.”

      “Well, you’re here and you know how,” she said, trying to suppress the smile tickling at the corners of her mouth. “But, you know, if you don’t want to, I can totally go get Remy out of the other room…” She trailed off and raised her eyebrows suggestively.

      At that, Brandt snatched the comb from her. “Sit the fuck down,” he ordered, sounding like he was about to laugh. Cade grinned and promptly flopped onto the bed beside her bag. She heard something rattle ominously inside it, but she ignored it and shoved the bag over to the floor.

      She waited until he began working the comb through her hair, his movements slow and careful, before she spoke again. “So what did you want to talk about?” she asked, careful to keep her tone level. She closed her eyes, lulled into drowsiness by the strokes of the comb through her strands.

      Brandt paused in mid-stroke and let out a slow, steadying breath. “You and me,” he said softly. “Maybe.”

      “What about us?” Cade prompted. She opened her eyes and focused on the bedspread beneath her, tracing her fingers along the typically hotel-ugly design printed on it.

      Brandt stayed silent for a moment, focusing solely on her hair and working his fingers through a particularly stubborn knot. “I’m not good at this kind of thing,” he finally admitted. “Never have been.”

      “Good at what kind of thing?”

      “Talking about how I feel. That kind of thing.”

      Cade smiled and reached behind her, patting him on the leg in an attempt to reassure him. She’d guessed that about him pretty much the minute they’d met. “I’m not, either. So I guess we’re in the same boat, huh?” she said. “Give it a try?” He hesitated again, and she looked back at him questioningly. “Are you okay?” she asked, watching his face closely. He slowly shook his head. He looked nervous, apprehensive, maybe even a little green. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know how to say this without it sounding…I don’t know. Potentially weird or creepy?” Brandt said. He looked up at her with a sheepish smile. “I guess maybe I should just come out and say it.”

      “Yeah, that’d probably be a pretty good idea,” she agreed. She guessed she knew to some extent what Brandt was about to say. That didn’t mean she was prepared for it either way.

      “I…I think I’m in love with you, Cade. I’ve been in love with you almost since I met you,” he confessed. “I’ve always thought you were incredibly beautiful and attractive, and you’re just so strong and confident and fucking smart. I know this isn’t the ideal time to tell you this, and it might not be the right time. But it feels like it’s the only time I’ve got. I know you’re not interested in a relationship or anything because of all this…shit,” he said, motioning toward the barricaded window nearby. “But I just…I think it needs to be said. Needs to be out there. You know?”

      Brandt lifted his head and looked up at her uncertainly, waiting for her reaction to his words.

      

      Ethan watched Remy as she lay on her back on one of the beds, eating a licorice whip and idly humming a song between bites. He shifted uncomfortably. The way she ate the candy was a little too seductive for his sanity to cope with, and it’d be highly uncomfortable—not to mention embarrassing—if his composure broke around the rest of the group. Remy looked at him questioningly as she continued nibbling on the candy. He raised an eyebrow, and she smirked as she realized he’d been watching her.

      He couldn’t believe he was getting turned on over how a woman was eating licorice. He didn’t even like licorice.

      “You need something, Ethan?” Remy asked, her tone the very model of innocence. She raised her own eyebrow in return and stretched languidly on the bed. He traced his eyes along the curve of her neck before he forced himself to look away.

      “Another Coke, I think,” he mumbled. He slid off the bed from his position against the headboard and went to grab another drink from one of the shopping bags in the corner. He’d take anything that kept his hands busy and his mind off Remy.

      As he straightened, he glanced at the open dividing door and saw Brandt and Cade sitting on one of the beds beyond, Cade in front of Brandt, her back to him as he combed her hair. They were talking softly, engrossed in their conversation and unaware of his presence. He couldn’t hear what they were saying—it wasn’t any of his damned business, anyway—but the scene before him appeared incredibly intimate, even though the only thing happening was hair combing. He stepped forward and quietly pulled the door so it was nearly shut, giving Cade a nod of acknowledgment and a smile as she looked up at him.

      “Privacy,” Ethan mouthed to her. She looked grateful as she averted her eyes back to the bed. She appeared almost shy, and he suppressed a grin. It was so unlike her to be shy about anything. Brandt must have said something that had gotten to her. The door clicked shut.

      He turned, drink in hand, to see every set of eyes in the room staring at him. “What?”

      Remy sat up, a look of interest on her face. “What’s going on in there?” she asked, her eyes bright with the prospect of gossip. She pulled her legs underneath her to get comfortable, looking as eager as a puppy being offered a treat.

      “I really don’t think it’s any of your business,” Ethan tried. His need to protect Cade from Remy’s scrutiny was almost reflexive; he didn’t want her gossiping about his best friend. He moved to stand in front of the dividing door protectively.

      A huge grin crossed Remy’s face, the expression lighting up her features in a way that Ethan found highly attractive. Despite that, he gave her a look of warning as she exclaimed, “Oh my God, are they—”

      “No the hell they’re not,” he snapped. He focused on the can in his hand, cracking it open with a crunch. “Mind your own business, Remy. They’re talking, and they need to be left alone.”

      “I hope to fuck they’re talking,” Gray grumbled. Ethan turned his annoyed look from Remy to Gray, prepared to jump to Cade’s defense as necessary. “They’ve been dancing around each other for ages,” he continued. “It’s starting to get ridiculous.”

      “I take it they’re…what, in love?” Avi asked. She sat up straighter and smiled before taking a swallow from her bottle of water.

      “In love?” Ethan repeated. “No, I don’t think they are. I think they’re just…attracted to each other or something. I doubt it’s love. I’ve never heard Cade express any sort of interest in him like that.”

      Remy grinned like she knew something he didn’t. The expression irked him to no end, and he gave her a dirty look. “Oh, she likes him, all right,” she said gleefully.

      “Like and love aren’t the same thing,” he pointed out, sitting back down in the spot he’d abandoned. Nikola was sprawled on the pillows, half asleep, and she looked up at him drowsily as he reclined back against the headboard beside her once more.

      “They love each other,” she said, smiling. “They just wouldn’t admit it. Maybe they will tonight. I think they’d both be happier.”

      “They’d be downright fucking pleasant if they just got laid already,” Gray said, getting up and starting to dig in a bag of supplies. “Then maybe Cade would quit being such a bitch.”

      “Cade is not a bitch,” Ethan snapped, glaring at the other man, even though he couldn’t see the look with his back turned. “She just doesn’t like you. Quite frankly, I’m rather in agreement with her.”

      “Since when does she not like me?” Gray asked. He stood, clutching a pack of cigarettes in one hand and starting to work on opening it as he added, “Or is that just you projecting your own assholish ways onto her?” He pried a cigarette from the package and stuck it in the corner of his mouth.

      “Hey, no fighting!” Remy ordered, getting up and stepping between Ethan and Gray before things got uglier. She put her hands on her hips and gave both of them a stern look marred by the grin twitching at her lips, even as she snatched the cigarette out of Gray’s mouth. “Let’s keep this a pleasant celebration of Brandt and Cade’s hookup, okay? And no smoking, Gray. I don’t care how stressed you are. You’ll give yourself cancer.”

      Ethan groaned and leaned forward, resting his elbows against his knees and covering his ears. “Oh God, can we please stop talking about Brandt and Cade and sex? That’s like talking about my little sister having sex, and the thought makes me gag.”

      Remy laughed and flopped onto the bed beside Ethan, squeezing into the small space between him and the edge and patting his knee in her own brand of affection. “Oh, Ethan. Cade’s thirty-three. I’m pretty sure she’s had sex before, you know? Nothing new there.”

      “That doesn’t make me any more inclined to want to think about it.”

      Remy laughed again. “You’re, what, forty? Since when does sex embarrass you?”

      “It doesn’t,” he protested.

      Nikola interrupted at that point. “It kind of embarrasses me, so can we please not talk about it?” she asked, her cheeks flushing red.

      “Dropping it sounds like a superb idea, Nikki,” Ethan agreed, draping an arm around her and giving her a gentle, affectionate squeeze. He felt a certain amount of protectiveness toward her. She was the youngest of the group, and Ethan thought she looked up to him. He couldn’t imagine taking her into Atlanta. He wondered what possessed him when he allowed her to decide to go. She shouldn’t have been there, but she was. She’d never been the type of girl to allow them to leave her behind.

      The thought of Nikola being in that city, the thought of her being infected with the Michaluk Virus, sickened Ethan. He was supposed to protect her, not let her go into the deadliest city in America with nothing but a baseball bat for protection. He made a mental note to have a discussion with Cade in the morning. If Nikola was going to travel with them, then the teenager should have a better weapon. It would be impossible for one of them to keep an eye on her all the time while trying to simultaneously watch their own backs.

      He looked up as Remy stood and moved toward the dividing door. She glanced back at him mischievously, and he shook his head in warning. “Remy, no,” he ordered, his voice firm. “Get away from that door and sit down.”

      “But—”

      “Leave them alone,” he said, pointing at the bed across from him. “Sit down. Now.”

      “Aw come on,” Remy protested, flopping heavily onto the bed and crossing her arms in a playful sulk.

      Ethan shook his head again. “They’d give us privacy if any of us asked for it,” he pointed out. “The least we can do is offer the same courtesy.” He picked up a package of licorice whips and threw it at her. “Now eat your damn candy and shut up,” he added with a grin.

      

      Cade blinked.

      Her reaction wasn’t quite what Brandt had expected. Then again, she’d been throwing unexpected reactions at him all evening. As soon as the words left his mouth, Cade simply sat there, her back to him, her shoulders stiff and straight as if she were frozen. She was obviously uncertain and surprised by his words, and he scrambled to smooth things over before they got really messed up.

      “Look, I’m sorry,” he said. He dropped Cade’s thick hair and set the comb, slowly and deliberately, on the bed beside her. “I shouldn’t have said that. It was wrong of me to bring it up, and—”

      “No. No, it’s okay,” she said. She shook her head, and her dark hair swing across her shoulders and back, drawing Brandt’s eyes to the heavy strands. “I just…you caught me by surprise is all.”

      Before he could respond, there was a noise at the dividing door. He looked up and saw Ethan giving them a smile as he pulled the door between the rooms closed. He glanced at the ceiling and sent up a silent prayer of thanks for the small amount of privacy that Ethan had managed to grant them.

      “Did I really?” he asked uncertainly, studying the back of Cade’s head. The woman really did have beautiful hair, dark and rich and thick and healthy looking. His fingers itched as he struggled to not reach out and touch it.

      Cade twisted around, sliding so she could fully face Brandt on the bed, curling up and tucking her legs underneath her. She gave him a small, tentative smile. “Yeah, you did,” she said. There was a tremor of nervousness in her voice, a tremor that piqued his interest even more. “Truth be told, Brandt, I really like you. I mean, really like you.” She hesitated then added softly, “If I say it’s not at least a little bit of love yet, then I’m fooling myself.”

      His breath caught in his throat as her words registered, and he forced himself to breathe out slowly. He looked into her blue eyes, steadying himself as his mind reeled from the surprise at her words. “You’re serious, aren’t you?” he asked. “You’re not just saying that to spare my feelings, are you? Because, I mean, I’m thirty-eight years old. I think I can handle a little rejection by this point in my life.”

      Cade laughed quietly, and he fought back a smile. She looked up at him, her eyes sparkling merrily, and then she said, “No, I’m not just saying it.” She raked her damp hair back from her face. The movement drew his eyes to the curve of her jaw and neck, and he followed it to her shoulder before tearing his eyes up to hers again. “I really do mean it. I’ve felt this way for a while. I’m just…well, I’m terrified, Brandt.”

      “Terrified?” Brandt repeated questioningly. He leaned forward to look at her more closely, his eyes concerned. “What are you terrified of? I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “No, it’s not that,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s more that I’m scared we’re going to fall for each other, that we’re going to get involved, and that I’ll be really happy for the first time in a long while. And then something will happen to one or both of us, and the other will end up alone again. I don’t want that hope and joy snatched from me, so I’ve tried to avoid it to begin with.”

      Brandt looked at her sadly. “God, Cade, that must be the loneliest existence ever,” he murmured. He found her hand with his own and gave it a gentle squeeze, hesitating before lacing his fingers between hers. “But it doesn’t have to be like that, you know.”

      Cade squeezed his hand back, but she didn’t let up on her grip. Instead, she clung to his hand and closed her eyes. “Do you really think we’re not going to live through this?”

      “I’d like to think we will,” he said. He felt a renewed hope at the idea of living through the horrors of Atlanta, of being given the chance to possibly start a life with Cade. “But like I said, the chances are small,” he was forced to acknowledge. “The city is a mess. There’s no order; it’s nothing but chaos. And the infected are likely more highly concentrated there than anywhere else.”

      “Fair enough,” she acquiesced. “I just wanted to make sure there aren’t going to be any regrets before I do this.” And with that, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his before he could formulate a reply.

      The kiss caught him off guard, and it took his brain a moment to catch up with the action. Once it did, he returned the kiss, cupping her face in his hands and tracing his thumbs along her cheekbones, pressing his mouth to hers more firmly. He pulled back an inch from the kiss, resting his forehead against hers momentarily, and murmured, “A little warning next time?”

      Cade grinned and nipped his bottom lip affectionately before she rose up onto her knees and pushed him back flat on the bed. “A little warning?” she repeated. “Where’s the fun in that?”
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      The group made fantastic time in their travel toward Atlanta. Their progress across the state was going as smoothly as they’d hoped, and Ethan even stopped the van at a reasonably safe-looking city park to let them eat their lunches in the sunshine. It was almost like a pre-war picnic, marred only by the presence of several weapons lying on the grass beside their owners. The afternoon was the definition of pleasant, and it was a memory of happiness that Ethan would cling to for the rest of his life.

      Now, though, it was late, and dusk and sheets of pounding rain from a bad thunderstorm were doing a fine job of blurring the windshield and making it difficult for him to see the road ahead. He squinted more often than not as he struggled to see through the veritable waterfall pouring down the windshield; the wipers weren’t helping one bit, probably months past their expiration and half dry-rotted. On top of the low visibility problems, he was dog tired. No, he was completely exhausted. With the exception of their lunch stop and, later, their brief dinner and leg-stretching rest, Ethan had driven the van for almost eight hours, a slow slog mile by mile, impeded by debris and vehicles and even fallen trees littering the roadway. He was beginning to feel each and every one of those miles. He contemplated pulling the van over and letting Brandt drive, but a quick look in the rearview mirror revealed the other man sleeping on the bench seat behind him. He didn’t begrudge Brandt rest; the man had been awake almost nonstop since they’d left the safe house, and when they were in Walmart, he’d noticed how tired Brandt looked. If anyone needed the rest, it was Brandt.

      With his thoughts so occupied, Ethan didn’t see the blockade that spanned the entire stretch of road until it was too late. His eyes widened as his brain registered what he was seeing. With a gasp, he wrenched the wheel hard to the left, instinctively attempting to avoid the concrete barricade. The van swerved and shot off the side of the road, rolling down the sharp embankment and careening toward a muddy, waterlogged ditch.

      Ethan barely heard a startled shout behind him as he tried to correct and pull the van up the embankment, back onto the road. He’d already slammed on the gas and gunned the engine. The motor roared with the strain of working up the hill, tires spinning in mud and wet grass before gaining purchase and shooting up the steep incline. He sucked in a breath as he saw a large truck parked on the opposite side of the barricade, right in the path of the van.

      The front passenger side of the van slammed into the truck with shocking force. He was jerked violently in his seat, and his head slammed into the window beside him. He was just conscious enough to feel the van tilt, the ground lurching into view of the driver’s-side window. Then the van began to tumble back down the embankment.

      Overcome by the pain in his head, Ethan closed his eyes, his world sliding into darkness before the van even reached the bottom of the hill.

      

      The van came to a stop on its roof. Its wheels still spun as the engine thrummed a few more moments before sputtering to a rough stop. Remy hung upside down in her seat, her seatbelt digging painfully into her chest, shoulder, and hips. She closed her eyes and mentally assessed herself for obvious pain and injuries. Finding none other than the soreness on her body where the seatbelt pressed against her, she tried to collect herself enough to figure out what to do.

      The van was oddly still and quiet. Someone behind Remy let out a harsh cough, the kind of cough that suggested the breath had been knocked out of them. Everything in the van was dim, and she squinted as she fumbled at her seatbelt. A voice somewhere toward the front of the vehicle broke the silence.

      “What the fuck just happened?” Cade asked shakily. A flicker of lightning illuminated the interior of the van for a moment, and she spotted the woman shifting onto her knees from where she’d fallen onto the ceiling of the van. There was a crunching, wet noise underneath her, and Remy saw that the sunroof was busted. A not-quite-small stream of water was collecting in the ceiling of the van.

      What an odd thing to notice in this situation.

      Remy braced a hand against the roof below her, sucked in a fortifying breath, and unbuckled her seatbelt. She fell out of her seat and landed heavily on her shoulder with a pained, “Ow.”

      “We crashed,” Gray said from beside Remy in answer to Cade’s question. He’d already unfastened his own seatbelt and was crouching in the growing puddle, looking around almost wildly. “We need to get out of this van,” he said, ducking to look past the back seats peer out the shattered back window. “It’s a fucking death trap.” He straightened and called, “Theo?”

      “We’re fine. Pretty sure I cracked a fucking rib or two, though,” Theo’s voice growled out from the very back of the van, sounding a little winded. Remy shook her head and crawled to the busted window to her right, slogging through the mud and water that ran ever more steadily into the van.

      To her surprise, Brandt was already outside the van. He offered her a hand to assist her wiggle through the window as she tried to avoid the sharp bits of safety glass still left in its frame. She scrambled out into the pouring rain, her fingers digging into the wet earth as she hauled herself from the wreckage. She waited until Cade made it out of the van before sticking her hand back inside and waving it around vaguely. “Gray, my knife,” she called to him. After Gray passed it to her, she let out a slow, relieved breath at seeing that it was undamaged. The knife was the one thing she still owned that she wouldn’t ever leave behind.

      As Remy climbed to her feet, she saw Theo helping Avi out through the back window, one hand clutched over his left ribs. Gray was in the process of climbing out of the window Remy and Cade exited. Cade, meanwhile, was slipping in the mud, circling around to the driver’s-side door to help Ethan and Nikola out, since the passenger side seemed to be smashed to hell and the door probably wouldn’t open. As they dragged themselves out of the wreckage, Brandt headed for the side of the road, climbing the steep embankment to examine the highway. After Remy cast one more glance at Gray, she started to scramble up the slope after Brandt, slipping and sliding on the rain-slickened grass and mud, starting to shiver as the water soaked through her clothes.

      “What did we hit?” she asked as she reached the top. She was covered in mud, grass stains, rain, and sweat, and she grimaced as she ran a hand over her sleeve, attempting to scrape mud off her clothes. She shielded her eyes from the rain as she, too, glanced in either direction down the dark highway.

      “Almost hit that roadblock,” Brandt said over the rumble of thunder. He pointed to a large concrete barricade that was now behind them, the type of barricade normally used along the sides of bridges on highways. It had been erected across the entire highway, blocking traffic from both directions. Several large military trucks were parked around it, a few Humvees backed against the barricade itself. Barbed wire lined the top of the barricade, and despite the year that had passed, it still looked sharp and potentially deadly. “We hit that truck there.” He pointed to the truck in question, illuminated in the flash of lightning that preceded the next burst of thunder. It was one of the Humvees; the panel above its front passenger tire was bashed in from the impact of the van.

      “Why is that roadblock even here?” Remy asked in exasperation, raking her wet hair out of her eyes and off her face.

      “Because we’re in Georgia now,” Brandt said somberly.

      Before she could formulate a reply, an agonized cry rang out behind them. It was anguish, despair, and lament rolled into one mash of heartache. She turned, brandishing her knife instinctively, prepared to fight off any threat that came at them. She squinted into the darkness, but she couldn’t see anything immediately in their vicinity, not through the dark and the rain. Her eyes shifted to the dead van below her and Brandt as her brain registered the sound. It had sounded almost like…

      “Ethan,” she breathed out.

      Wielding her knife as a precaution, Remy began to slip and slide her way back down the embankment. Brandt was right on her heels, following her down the hill as he, too, realized that something below was amiss. “Ethan!” she shouted as she came closer.

      Cade sprinted to her, boots splashing through the puddles, and caught Remy by the shoulders. “Don’t go over there,” she warned, shaking her head.

      “Fuck that!” Remy snapped. She whacked her hand firmly into the other woman’s ribs, jostling her aside before she ran to the van. As she approached and saw the scene at the front of the van, she stopped short. Her boots skidded on the slick grass, nearly sending her in a short fall to the mud below, but she quickly caught her balance, her eyes wide as she stared at the tableau before her.

      Ethan knelt in the wet grass by the broken passenger window. The side of his head was wet with blood and rain, and his clothes were smeared with dirt and mud and grass. A trickle of blood worked its way down from his temple to his jaw, but he was heedless of the injury he’d suffered as he hunched protectively over something—no, someone. She took a few steps closer, and her eyes lit onto the battered red Converse sneakers that the supine figure wore.

      Nikola.

      Even as the realization struck her brain with the violence of a baseball bat, Theo knelt beside the teenager, sliding his hands over her cheeks and face, holding a wrist near her nose, feeling at her chest and stomach. Ethan spoke to Theo in a broken, pleading voice. “Theo, help her,” he said, his voice trembling. Even as he said this, Theo leaned down and blew two quick breaths into Nikola’s mouth.

      Theo pushed Ethan roughly away with his free hand before he began to press both hands down hard onto Nikola’s chest. It was then, as Ethan backpedaled out of the way, that Remy caught a glimpse of the young girl’s face. The expression there told her everything she needed to know. The teenager’s eyes were wide, staring blankly at the sky, her mouth slightly opened. She wasn’t moving, even as the rain fell onto her pale, exposed skin. Remy covered her mouth with her hand and let out a soft, choked sob.

      “No. No, not Nikki,” she murmured, her voice trembling violently.

      Ethan was beside himself as Theo stopped compressions and blew two more breaths into Nikola’s lungs, her chest rising and falling with each puff. Then Gray was on his knees beside Nikola, blocking Remy’s view, and he and Theo began to work frantically yet rhythmically, trying desperately to save the girl’s life. It was several long, anxious minutes before Theo pulled away and gently checked for a pulse, pressing two fingers to Nikola’s neck. As Gray continued the chest compressions, his wheezing breaths audible as far back as where Remy stood, Theo slid his fingers gently along either side of the girl’s neck. As he did so, her head lolled oddly to the side. Something about the way her head rested on her neck seemed wrong, seemed somehow obscene, somehow not right.

      Theo shook his head slowly and reached across Nikola’s body, stopping Gray with a gentle touch against the other’s forearm. He wiped at his eyes with the back of his hand and didn’t look at Ethan. “Eth, I’m sorry,” he said quietly, just barely audible over the rain.

      “Don’t fucking tell me you’re sorry!” Ethan shouted, in sharp contrast to Theo’s solemn tone. “Just help her!”

      “There isn’t anything I can do,” Theo said. His voice sounded strangely calm, almost empty. “She’s dead, Ethan. She’s gone.”

      “She’s not fucking dead! She can’t be dead! Do something!” Ethan begged. The desperation in his voice made Remy’s heart hurt. She closed her eyes and turned away from the scene, but she couldn’t escape the growing argument as she stood in the rain, her head bowed, the water running from her hair into her eyes to mask her tears.

      “There isn’t anything I can do, Ethan! Nothing!” Theo exclaimed, his voice rising in volume. “Her neck is broken! There’s no way we can do anything without hospitals and surgeons and all kinds of medical shit that we don’t have!” He ran both hands through his hair and rose to his feet, shaking and struggling to maintain control. “She’s gone. She’s not dying; she’s dead, Ethan. There’s nothing left to save!”

      Ethan visibly deflated at Theo’s words, slumping sideways against the van as Theo stared at Nikola in silence. Remy struggled to stop her tears. She had to be the strong one. She had to help keep the group together; she had to help keep Ethan together. He’d need her later.

      Nikola was dead. Nikola was dead. How could this have happened? They’d never lost a member of their group before. She shuddered and squeezed her eyes tighter. She couldn’t grasp the loss of the young girl; she couldn’t wrap her mind around it. She turned away from the others once more and pressed her fist to her mouth, biting down on her knuckles to suppress the sob threatening to escape.

      Remy felt a pair of strong arms loop around her, and she opened her eyes to see Gray standing before her. He gave her a tight, comforting hug, rubbing her back as he gazed over her shoulder. She guessed he was keeping an eye on Ethan, even as tears swam in his eyes. She blinked rapidly to banish her own. Gray always seemed to know exactly when she needed him, and he was always there with a hug and a smile and reassuring words.

      As Remy studied Gray’s drawn, tired face, a commotion erupted behind her. She turned just in time to see Ethan get to his feet, grab Avi by her upper arms, and slam her against the overturned van. “This is all your fucking fault!” he yelled, leaning close to her face and gripping her biceps so tightly that his fingers and knuckles turned white. “It’s your fault Nikki is fucking dead!” The rest of the group stood frozen, watching with varying degrees of horror as he pulled Avi from the van a few inches and slammed her against it once more. “If you hadn’t showed up with your stupid-ass sob story, we wouldn’t be in this fucking van in this fucking state, and Nikola wouldn’t be fucking dead!”

      Remy started forward at the same time Brandt did. Together, they caught Ethan by his forearms as he slammed Avi against the van for a third time. Remy held no love for the woman, but she thought it best to stop Ethan before he caused her any irreparable damage.

      “This is your fucking fault!” Ethan shouted as they hauled back on him, pulling him away. “Where’s my damned gun? I’m going to shoot that fucking bitch!”

      Theo’s head jerked up as he heard Ethan’s words. He straightened and pointed at Ethan emphatically as he snapped orders at Brandt. “Get him away from here before he does something we’ll all regret.”

      Remy tightened her grasp on Ethan’s forearm, tugging gently to encourage him to come away from the van. She expected Ethan to fight against the grip she and Brandt had on him. Instead, he simply went limp, sagging in their arms and letting out a pained, strangled sob. Remy’s tears surged forth at the sound of one of the strongest men she knew so heartbroken, and she couldn’t hold them off.

      “Brandt?” Remy asked softly, silently begging the older man with her eyes to take care of Ethan in her stead. She couldn’t promise she wouldn’t break down if she tried.

      Brandt nodded in understanding and slid his hands under both of Ethan’s arms, taking his weight off of Remy. “Come on, Ethan. Let’s go take a minute and see if we can get some shelter from this rain, okay?”

      Ethan didn’t seem to want to go, but he walked with Brandt anyway, staggering as he covered his eyes with his hand. Remy watched the two men climb the embankment, away from the wreckage of the van. Once they were out of sight, she turned to the remaining members of the group, shaking away her own tears as she looked to each of their shell-shocked faces.

      “So, what now?” she asked.

      

      Cade sank down on the muddy embankment after Brandt and Ethan’s departure, resting her forehead in her hands and bringing her knees to her chest, digging her heels into the mud as she fought back tears and tried to make sense of what had happened. How could everything have gone so bottoms-up in such a short time? In the few days since Avi had shown up on the scene, it seemed like the entire world had gone to shit.

      Cade was embarrassed to admit it, even to herself, but she really wanted Brandt right then. She needed a hug, almost desperately, and preferably from him. But Brandt was at the top of the embankment somewhere, attempting to calm Ethan down, to bring him back from his homicidal rage—something Cade should have been doing—so she was forced to comfort herself as best she could.

      It was, obviously, not working.

      Someone plopped down in the mud beside Cade. She lifted her head from her hands to see who’d joined her in her self-imposed mope-fest. It was Theo, and he looked almost as miserable as she felt. “You okay?” she asked, shifting her eyes to the tree line and letting out a slow, calming breath. She had to be strong, if not for Theo’s sake, then for her own.

      “I feel like shit,” Theo admitted. His voice was just as quiet and solemn as hers. He stared down at his hands, curling his fingers slowly until his hands were wound into tight fists. Cade stared at his slowly whitening knuckles.

      “I think we all do.” She twisted to study the top of the embankment, as if she could see the two men somewhere above. “Do you think we need to check on them? I haven’t heard anything up there, and it’s starting to worry me.”

      Theo shook his head and let out a heavy sigh laced with quiet desperation and sadness and even a bit of fear. “No, I don’t think so,” he said. “I think Ethan just needs some time to cool down and grieve. He’s blaming himself for this, regardless of what he said to Avi. She was just a convenient target. He thinks it was his fault; he was the one who wrecked the van, after all. But, I mean, shit happens. Sometimes that shit is the worst thing you can imagine, and that’s what happened in this case.” He sighed again and hung his head. “I just hate that it was Nikola who paid the price.”

      Cade sat quietly, processing what Theo had said. He was right, and she knew it. But that didn’t make her any more comfortable with the idea of her best friend and her…whatever Brandt was to her now so far out of her sight. Especially now that they’d officially entered the most dangerous state in the world. And it didn’t make her feel better about how to handle Ethan if even Theo felt it was partially Ethan’s fault that Nikola’s body lay still and silent beside the van.

      “You did good, taking control of the situation back there,” Cade finally said. She looked at Theo through the slackening rain. “The rest of us…I think we were in shock. And you just stepped right up and did what Ethan should have been doing. And you did it well.”

      “Not as well as Ethan,” he admitted. “And I’m not in charge here. I don’t want to be in charge. I think I’m perfectly content with my small role in this group, and I want to keep it the way it is. If Ethan’s out of commission, if he cracks because of Nikola’s death, I think everyone will look to you or Brandt for guidance way before they look at me. I’m definitely not a natural leader, and I’d never be able to lead a group like this one. I couldn’t handle that kind of responsibility.”

      Cade motioned toward the van. “How are you taking this?” she asked, shifting her eyes to the vehicle. She watched Remy, Gray, and Avi closely; the three of them sat in the wet grass. Gray had his arm around Remy, holding her tightly against his side as she slumped there silently. Avi sat curled in the grass near them, her head bowed as she stared down at her hands. Nikola’s body was nowhere to be seen.

      “She’s in the van,” Theo said, noticing her eyes on the spot where Nikola had lain. “Gray and I moved her inside so she wouldn’t be out in the rain.” He sighed and twisted his fingers together, sitting in silence, his eyes closing momentarily as a wave of guilt washed over his face. “I just wish there were something I could have done, some way I could have helped her. I just…I felt so fucking helpless.”

      She nodded in silent agreement, staring blankly at the overgrown trees on the other side of the ditch in which the van rested. Her stomach was a knot of suppressed emotion, and it was beginning to make her feel queasy. “I don’t know what to do,” she finally confessed. “I don’t know how to handle all of this, if you want me to be quite honest. I don’t think I’d be any better a leader than you.”

      “I think you’d be a great leader, if you want my opinion, however little it may matter,” Theo said. He slowly stood, brushing at his muddy pants uselessly, and looked at their surroundings, his expression suddenly pensive. His eyes skimmed the tree line, the van, and the embankment behind them each in turn. Cade watched curiously, pushing her wet bangs out of her eyes and tilting her head back study him.

      “Is something wrong?”

      “Not as such, no,” Theo answered evasively. He raked his hands through his wet hair and added, “I just don’t feel comfortable sitting out in the open in the rain with the sun down. There might be infected around here somewhere, you know? And we’d never hear them coming with the rain.” He shook his head and added, “Not to mention it’s the middle of winter and we could get hypothermia sitting in the wet like this.”

      A voice spoke up from above and behind them as Theo finished talking. “We should move.” They turned to see Ethan sliding down the embankment, his expression exhausted. Brandt followed closely behind, watching Ethan intently, as if he weren’t sure his efforts to calm the man had worked. The older man didn’t look a hair’s breadth away from another outburst anymore, so she concluded that whatever miracle Brandt had worked had been successful.

      “I agree,” Theo said immediately. He went to Ethan and took his arm, leading him toward the others. “Come on. Let’s go talk to Remy and Gray and see what we can all do for shelter.”

      Cade and Brandt stood in the rain, watching them walk slowly away, then Brandt turned to her. “Are you okay?” he asked, his voice laden with concern. She was touched that he even thought to ask, especially after spending so much time and effort calming Ethan down. She nodded slightly.

      “As good as can be expected, given the circumstances,” she admitted. She let out a drawn-out sigh and folded her arms, hugging herself tightly, fingertips digging into her ribs. She watched Ethan worriedly, her eyes narrowed and her forehead drawn down into a frown. “He’s going to fall apart, isn’t he?”

      “Probably,” he acknowledged. “I think I’ve done all I can to help him hold it together for now. But it’s not going to last. We’ll have to help him as much as we can, because there’s no way we can do this on our own. We need a leader.”

      “Theo thinks it should be one of us if Ethan can’t do it.”

      Brandt let out a slow, thoughtful hum and shoved his hands into his pockets. “I figured as much,” he said. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he asked after a moment of intense study.

      Cade shrugged. “I have to be,” she said, her voice hushed as she averted her eyes. “If Ethan isn’t going to keep himself together, if he’s going to allow himself to fall apart, then I can’t afford to do what I want to do right now.”

      “Which is?”

      She hesitated, her vision blurring with tears. She turned to look back the way they’d come, staring emptily at the deep gouges the van’s tires left in the muddy embankment, and swiped the back of her hand across her eye angrily. The last thing she wanted was to have an emotional breakdown in front of Brandt. That would just make her night oh so perfect.

      Brandt, thankfully, didn’t mention her teary-eyed state as he gave her shoulder a comforting squeeze. His fingertips traced a small line over the hollow between her collarbone and shoulder.

      “What are we going to do, Brandt?” she asked. She looked down at her muddied clothes in an effort to find something neutral on which to focus her eyes, something other than the man standing beside her or the van holding the body of a dear friend, of a young girl who’d been like a little sister to them all.

      “I have an idea, but I’m not sure the rest of you are going to like it,” he said.

      Cade sighed. “I really hate when you start something off like that.”

      Brandt gave her a reassuring smile and squeezed her shoulder again before letting go and taking a step forward. “Come on. We should have a meeting with the others.”
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      An hour later, Gray carried the last of the group’s immediately necessary supplies up the embankment to the military supply truck Brandt had commandeered for shelter. A frame covered in a heavy, thick canopy arched over the back of the truck. Though it was neither warm nor comfortable, it was at least dry and gave them a semblance of safety and security, even if only psychologically.

      “I found Cade’s rifle in the van,” Gray said as he approached. Brandt sat on the lowered tailgate, his legs hanging off as he examined a handgun, presumably keeping watch.

      “I’m sure she’ll be happy to see it.” Brandt took the rifle from him and gave it a cursory once-over before he patted the tailgate beside him. “Have a seat.”

      Gray obliged, making himself comfortable before looking back at the other five huddled in the interior of the truck’s cargo area. Ethan had taken up residence at the front of the truck, his arms resting on his knees and his head tilted back, eyes closed. He looked a mess—even more so than the others, on the verge of cracking at any moment. With anyone else, Gray would have been at least a little worried, but in this case, he couldn’t have cared less about how Ethan felt. It was his fault they were in their current mess to begin with, his and Avi’s.

      Gray’s eyes drifted to Ethan’s right, and he recognized the shadowy figure of Remy sitting beside Ethan in the dark truck. She talked to him inaudibly, rubbing her hand slowly and soothingly up and down his forearm. Gray felt a punch of jealousy in his gut and averted his eyes before he did something stupid, like make a big deal out of it.

      Theo sat on Ethan’s left, his fingers pressed to the man’s wrist, studying a watch on his own arm. It took Gray a moment to realize he was checking Ethan’s heart rate. He wondered if Ethan was having stress-induced chest pains again. That had happened the October before, and it had scared them all shitless—even Gray, though he’d have died before ever admitting it. He might dislike Ethan immensely, and he might not care about how the other man felt, but he didn’t wish him ill. Even he wasn’t stupid enough to deny that Ethan had a way with the members of the group that kept them all in line. Ethan was irreplaceable, and even Gray readily acknowledged that fact.

      Avi sat on Theo’s other side, her feet drawn up underneath her. Gray smiled slightly as he saw the way the woman stuck so close to Theo. She’d barely moved from his brother’s side since they’d set out from the safe house in Maplesville. He wondered if Avi had taken a liking to Theo. Though he could guarantee nothing was going to happen there, not after what had happened to Theo and his friend Dillon. He wondered if Theo had bothered to even tell Avi his preferences or if he was simply letting things ride and avoiding addressing it with her. He couldn’t imagine something like that turning out well at all.

      Gray turned his eyes to the last object of examination. Cade sat near the end of the truck bed, reasonably close to Brandt, her hand loosely gripping a handgun that rested on her thigh. She’d leaned her head back against the side of the truck in a manner similar to Ethan’s. But unlike Ethan, she was actually asleep. The fact that she could sleep in a situation like this quite frankly impressed him.

      “So did you have a plan?” he asked Brandt.

      Brandt stared down the highway at a road packed tight with cars, bumper to bumper as far as the eye could see. The worst traffic jam Gray had ever seen sat on the Georgia side of the barricade, laid out before them like a long, winding metal snake. He silently thanked whatever deity looked down on them and still bothered to listen to humanity that he hadn’t been there for it. “Yeah, I have a plan,” Brandt admitted. “But like I told Cade, I’m not sure how any of you are going to feel about it.”

      “Care to share?”

      “No, not right now. After Cade wakes up from her nap,” Brandt said idly. He lifted the rifle and set it against his shoulder, aiming it down the highway. Gray scrambled for his own gun, but Brandt only laughed softly and set the rifle back down beside him, putting his hand up in a placating gesture. “Calm down, Gray. Chill. It was nothing. I was just checking to make sure the scope wasn’t busted.”

      He let out a breath that was a perfect mixture of relief and annoyance. “Damn it. A little warning next time?” he requested, setting his own gun on the tailgate beside him. “You know how jumpy being out like this makes me. waving that damn thing around doesn’t make me feel any better.”

      “Feeling exposed, huh?” Cade’s voice said from behind them.

      Gray turned at the sound of her voice and nodded in agreement. “Yeah, fairly.”

      She moved to join them at the end of the truck, sitting on her knees just behind Brandt and taking her rifle from him. Her dark hair was tangled and still wet, plastered to her forehead and cheeks. If he’d had a hairbrush handy, he’d have given it to her.

      “You don’t know exposed until you get into Atlanta,” Brandt said, his voice mild but tinged with exhaustion. “Downtown, there’s nothing but buildings all around you. There’s no clear line of sight. And there’s a shit-ton of places for those bastards to hide. Plenty of places for you to hide, too, fortunately, but that’s assuming they haven’t chosen the same spot you have.” He waved a hand, indicating the congested highway before them. “Out here is nothing. This doesn’t bother me. There’s hardly anything to even worry about, and we’ve dealt with very few of the infected since we left the safe house? This is a fucking vacation. You won’t see me get nervous until we actually get into Atlanta.”

      “So we’re still going in, then?” Gray asked. He looked first at Brandt then shifted his eyes in the direction of the embankment, across the highway, over the makeshift concrete barricade that separated the two sides of the highway. He thought of the battered van at the bottom of the hill, a makeshift tomb for the youngest member of their group.

      “Yes,” Brandt said simply. “We have to, if we go with my plan.”

      “No,” a voice spoke up. Gray, Brandt, and Cade turned to see Ethan sitting straighter at the back of the truck, watching them across the dark interior. He still looked pale and wan, but the expression in his green eyes was all hardness and coldness. He shook his head, and his eyes met each of theirs in turn. “We can’t go. We shouldn’t.”

      “Why not?” Brandt asked. Gray could see the gears beginning to turn in Brandt’s head as he too sat up straighter. The Marine was obviously grinding up for an argument. Gray hoped he wouldn’t be dragged into it; he was too tired for this mess.

      “Because it’s too fucking dangerous. You said so yourself,” Ethan pointed out. “Or have you conveniently forgotten your own argument against us going in the first place?”

      Brandt let out a slow breath, as if he were trying to maintain his cool and not start a fight, then shook his head. “I have not. And I’m not going back on that, either. I’m not saying I want to go into Atlanta. I’m saying we have to.” His voice was surprisingly calm and steady, though he appeared to Gray as one warring with something inside himself. Brandt turned to face the inside of the truck so he could see them all and said suddenly, “Avi is right.”

      Avi blinked in confusion and frowned, raising an eyebrow. “I’m right?” she repeated. “I…I haven’t even said anything.”

      “No, I mean about Atlanta. On both counts. About helping the survivors that might be there, but also about the government,” he clarified. “You’re right about them hiding something about the Michaluk Virus.” They all perked up at Brandt’s statement, and Gray twisted to face him.

      “Wait, you know something about the virus that you haven’t told us before?” Theo asked.

      Brandt paused for a moment, hesitating, and Gray wondered why the older man would look so uncertain about what he was about to say. “I don’t know very much,” he said. “But what I do know is more than common knowledge.” He stood up in the back of the truck, balancing against the tailgate, and grasped the canopy above his head. He looked almost like a professor about to give a lecture. “I wasn’t supposed to know any of it. I had a friend named Derek who worked for the CDC,” he explained slowly. “I was never clear on the details, but there was some sort of…I don’t know what. Some sort of drug or serum or something that was either discovered or developed in the lab—I don’t think I was ever told which. The government had the CDC doing tests and studies with it. There was talk about military benefits and about treatments for certain types of diseases, but I don’t think I ever really believed that version of the story.

      “Anyway, I was told that the federal government had both hands in on the testing, because they were interested in the whatever-it-was. I don’t know why they jumped in on the testing, but the feds started to fund the project at some point about two and a half years before the outbreak. Since it showed some promise for whatever they wanted it for, they pushed for testing on human subjects entirely too soon. They put out a discreet call for human subjects for clinical trials by the December before the outbreak happened.”

      “Why did people never hear about this?” Gray asked. “I mean, you’d think there would be evidence of clinical trials or test subjects talking or something.”

      “Because the subjects were culled from the military,” Brandt answered. “They specifically asked for military men and women only. No civilians, only officers and NCOs with a rank of E-6 or higher, Marines preferred. They lived in isolated quarters right on the CDC base and were required to sign a non-disclosure agreement swearing they wouldn’t tell anyone about what was going on, and they stuck to it. I thought it was an odd way to go about it. Why soldiers and why officers? I asked Derek, but he didn’t know the answer, either.”

      “Super soldiers,” Remy murmured.

      Brandt looked at her, a curious expression on his face. “You know, that thought did cross my mind,” he admitted. “But it seemed a bit outlandish at the time.”

      “Wait, what do you mean by super soldiers?” Ethan interrupted.

      “Super soldiers,” Remy repeated emphatically. “Have you ever seen the movie Soldier? It’s about genetically enhanced soldiers being used in the military to fight wars or some shit. Had Kurt Russell in it?”

      Ethan continued looking lost; obviously, he’d never seen the movie, though Gray vaguely remembered seeing it on TV once. Brandt shook his head and started speaking again. “Moving on,” he said. He took a slow breath and considered his next words. “I never really believed a word of it. So I just sort of blew the whole theory off as a bunch of bullshit created by an overactive imagination.

      “But then in late January, I think it was on the twenty-fourth, I was woken up by Derek practically beating down my door. He said there’d been an outbreak that was spreading very rapidly, and the military had been deputized to contain it, to shut it down as fast as humanly possible. A quarantine zone had been established around Emory University, and eventually the entire metro area of Atlanta, and all testing in the CDC on what became the Michaluk Virus was terminated immediately.”

      A hush descended upon the group at Brandt’s words. The ominous meaning behind the word “terminated” was evident in Brandt’s tone, and they all stared at him. His words had shocked them into some level of submission, as if everyone were afraid to speak, afraid to hear anything more for fear of what he’d say next. But someone had to break the silence, someone had to ask the questions, and Gray decided it might as well be him.

      “What exactly did the quarantine entail, Brandt?”

      Brandt sank down to the floor of the truck, closing his eyes. Cade slid over to sit beside him, giving him reassurance with a gentle squeeze of his wrist. “The total sealing off of the CDC, the university campus, and later the city itself, at all costs. No one in, no one out. It didn’t matter whether they were infected or not. The military…” He paused and looked away, back down the highway again, staring at the traffic jam before them for a full minute, clutching Cade’s hand tightly. “They had orders. Shoot anyone who attempted to breach the containment areas, regardless of the level of infection. Civilian or military, it didn’t matter. They didn’t pass.”

      “Jesus,” someone in the back of the truck murmured. If Gray wasn’t mistaken, he was pretty sure it was his brother who had said it.

      “So no one was even given a chance to try to save themselves?” Remy asked in horror. The emotions in her voice were painted onto her face. “They were trapped like…like rats in a cage, and nobody tried to help them?”

      Brandt shook his head. “Remy, you have to understand that they had no choice. Once it was understood what the Michaluk Virus did, everything had to be tried to keep the virus contained within that small area. It couldn’t be allowed to spread. The hope was that it would feed on itself and kill itself after a time. They were trying to keep our world from becoming what it is now.”

      “Fucking lot of good that did,” Ethan muttered. He gave Brandt a cold look, and Cade gave it right back to him, the fingers of her free hand flexing against her knee into a warning fist.

      “But what about the people still in there?” Remy protested. “Are they still there? Speaking of which, how the hell did you get out of there? The word was that no survivors escaped metro Atlanta when all those people tried to break out.”

      “People didn’t break out,” Brandt corrected. “The infected did. They organized as best as those things were able to, and they attacked en masse. They just completely overwhelmed whatever defenses the military tried to put up. I only just got through, and it was only because of a combination of luck and training that I even managed it. Please don’t ask me for any details on that. I really don’t want to talk about it.”

      The group hushed once more as he bowed his head, looking numb and exhausted. Gray tried desperately to process everything he’d learned in that short time, but it seemed like it was almost too much for his brain to handle. He could feel a headache rapidly approaching; he weighed the option of asking Theo for aspirin against the option of toughing it out.

      The silence was broken again as he considered this. But this time, it was Avi who spoke up.

      “How did the virus get out in the first place, Brandt?” she asked. “Is what they say about that part of the narrative even true?”

      Brandt stared at his lap, and for a moment, Gray thought he wasn’t going to answer the question. When he did start talking, though, his voice was flat and dull, almost a monotone. “I don’t know all the details of that, either. I only know what I was told, and there’s no telling how much of it was changed from actual record or just flat-out exaggerated. It mainly involved the antibody mutating in one of the test subjects, and someone who worked at the CDC—Kevin Michaluk—getting accidentally infected somehow before the subject was contained. No one knew how contagious it would turn out to be, and since the virus didn’t officially even exist at that point, Michaluk was allowed to clock out and go home when he should have been quarantined with the rest of the subjects. He infected nearly everyone he came into contact with on the way home, and the following day, he attacked his girlfriend and a couple of bystanders on the MARTA. That’s how it began to spread, and on a crowded bus, that’s how it exploded. In a city with a population the size of Atlanta’s, you’re bound to run into more than a few people to pass the virus on to. It mutated so quickly…caught everyone by fucking surprise.”

      “So what exactly are you saying?” Avi asked.

      Brandt looked up at them, his eyes focusing on Ethan’s face with a hard expression in them. “We never stood a chance against Michaluk,” he said quietly. “Nobody did. And we still don’t.”

      

      Remy startled awake from a very heavy sleep, blinking hazily as she tried to get her eyes to focus in the dark. She was exhausted, and it took her heavy mind a few moments to slog to the realization of where she was: somewhere just over the Georgia state line, in an abandoned military truck on a barricaded and congested highway. She rubbed her face, grimacing as her fingers brushed against her dirty hair, and squinted at her companions.

      They all still slept, reclining in various positions of semi-comfort. It was cold, so there was more huddling against each other than not. Brandt and Cade were at the very end of the cargo area; Brandt sat with his back against the side of the truck, and Cade lay with her head against his leg. Remy smiled slightly and slid her eyes to Avi and Theo, who both sat near Cade’s feet, propped against each other for support.

      Gray was near Theo and Avi, on the side closest to the end of the truck. His hand was loosely wrapped around a gun resting on his thigh. He was supposed to be on watch but wasn’t doing a very good job of it. Remy supposed his exhaustion had gotten the better of him. She stretched, arching her back as she extended her arms into the air, then looked to Ethan.

      He wasn’t there.

      That in itself didn’t surprise her. Since she’d met him, she’d noticed that he had a restless nature. She’d get up in the middle of the night and find him pacing up and down the dark hallways of whatever safe house they were in, his brain stuck on plans and problems and whatever else bothered him. Usually, once she approached him, they’d go in his room and he’d talk his way through whatever was on his mind, and then she’d do her damnedest to distract him from it for a while. The thought that he was doing the same thing he usually did out in the middle of nowhere, in one of the most dangerous regions in the country, didn’t sit well with her.

      Remy hesitated, uncertain if she should get up to find him. The night before, she’d promised Ethan she’d be more careful and not take so many crazy risks; it was one of the few things he’d ever asked of her, and she was determined to do as he requested. But she couldn’t just leave him outside by himself, either. She looked around the cargo area one more time, as if Ethan would just spring out of the truck’s shadows and surprise her, then resigned herself to going after him. Someone had to track him down. Considering his earlier state of mind, it was probably a good idea for her to be the one to do it.

      Remy slowly stood and began picking her way around the others, choosing each step with care. The last thing she wanted to do was step on someone and then have to explain where she was going. She eased her foot carefully down beside Cade and slid the next step over Brandt’s legs. She paused at Cade’s duffel and scooped a handgun out of it as silently as possible; she’d lost her own gun in the accident, and she was unwilling to climb down to the van to find it. she eased onto the edge of the tailgate and ejected the magazine to make sure it was loaded—trusty Cade, it seemed like all their guns always were, thanks to her monumental efforts—and then clicked it back into place. She slowly slung her legs over the tailgate and dropped to the cracked pavement. After tucking the gun into the waistband of her jeans, she squinted in both directions through the moonlit night and tried to decide where to start looking for Ethan. Her first instinct was the van, so she headed that way first.

      She walked quietly across the road, climbing over the concrete barricade between the two lanes with less grace than she’d have liked, and paused at the top of the embankment to look at the remains of the van. It still sat on its roof, the tires jutting up toward the sky like the legs of a dead animal. She thought of Nikola inside it, all alone, and shuddered. She wished there was a way they could give her a proper burial. But they didn’t have the equipment, time, or security needed to do so.

      Remy didn’t see any movement near the van, so she continued on. She turned left and walked alongside the road, her boots crunching softly over the gravel lining the edge of the pavement, on alert for any unusual movements or sounds. She glanced to the truck again and noticed movement in the cab. Frowning, she headed to it and climbed over the barricade again, freeing her gun from her jeans and easing up to the passenger door. Her hand found the door handle, and she took a deep, steadying breath—it’d be her luck she’d open the door and one of the infected would fall out on her—before flinging the door open with a loud creak. She jerked her gun up and pointed it inside the cab, only to find a gun aimed at her face in return.

      “Jesus, Remy,” an exasperated voice said from the dim interior. Remy let out a breath of relief and lowered her gun. “I almost shot you.”

      “I was just looking for you,” she replied, giving Ethan a smile that was so falsely cheerful that it probably bordered on manic. “You weren’t in the back of the truck.”

      “I needed some time to myself,” Ethan said. He set the gun on the dashboard and relaxed back onto the long bench seat again, a leg on the seat, knee bent, his other foot resting on the floor. Remy eyed him for a moment then grabbed the doorframe and hoisted herself up. “Come on, let me in here with you,” she urged, batting lightly at the foot on the seat and balancing precariously on the doorframe. “It’s fucking cold in the back.”

      Ethan nodded and sat up, backing against the driver’s door. He dropped both feet to the floor and patted the cracked seat beside him. “Yeah, sure. Come on in. You cold?”

      “Just a bit chilly,” she admitted. She pulled herself into the cab and settled beside Ethan, closing the door behind her. She relaxed against the seat with a sigh, grateful for having something besides hard metal underneath her, and watched Ethan for a minute before speaking again. “You okay?”

      “As good as can be expected,” Ethan said with a shrug. He let out a heavy sigh of his own and added, “Thinking and shit, you know?” He reached down to the floorboard, groping about and pulling free a bottle of water. “Drink?”

      She accepted the bottle and took a long swallow. The water was warm, but it went down easily and helped with the dry throat she’d developed while tramping around in the biting cold air outside. “Thanks.” She paused and offered the bottle back to him. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He shrugged again. “I don’t know. It’s just…I don’t know. This whole situation is getting really shitty. I don’t want to deal with any of this anymore.”

      She reached over and wrapped her fingers around his forearm, giving it a gentle squeeze. “I know. It’s always harder to deal with the bad shit that happens when you’re the one in charge.” She slid her hand down to his wrist, feeling the thin bones there, then laced her fingers with his.

      “I didn’t want to take any of you into this place to begin with,” Ethan said, his voice heavy with despair. Remy swallowed hard as the sound hit her ears. “And now, because I couldn’t stand up to you, because I wasn’t willing to stand up to you, Nikola is dead.”

      “That isn’t your fault,” she said. She gripped his hand tighter and lifted it to her lips, pressing a soft kiss to the back of it. “It’s not your fault, Ethan. Shit just happens sometimes.”

      He leaned forward and thumped his head gently against the steering wheel. “It is my fault, Remy. It is. I should have just…I don’t know. Found someplace else to take Nikola when we left Maplesville. She shouldn’t have been here with us. This mission is too dangerous for a fifteen-year-old.”

      Remy tried desperately to think of something to say to comfort him, but her mind came up with nothing. She was miserable at this kind of thing. Comforting people had never been her forte. Instead of trying to come up with the words, she slid across the seat and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him tightly. “It’s not your fault,” she tried, pressing a gentle kiss to his temple. “There’s no way she’d have let you leave her behind. You know how she was. Stubborn as a fucking mule.”

      Ethan chuckled softly, despite his sadness. “Yeah, that she was.” He paused for a long moment, leaning into her and staring vacantly out the windshield. “Did you know her father was a state trooper? I think that’s why she stuck to me like she did. Not long after we first met in Memphis, she said I reminded her of her dad, and that was apparently the best compliment she could have given anyone.”

      “What happened to her father?” Remy asked curiously. She dropped her head against Ethan’s shoulder, breathing in his scent deeply. Nikola had never really talked about her past, just like the rest of them. Reliving those experiences was too painful. The downside was that none of them knew a whole lot about how the others had gotten where they were, except for what was deemed necessary according to their need-to-know basis.

      “He died a couple of days into the outbreak in Memphis,” Ethan explained. “He was out responding to calls for help and never showed back up at home. He left Nikki to fend for herself. As best she could guess, he might have been attacked by a group of infected once he got to the call. Whoever had called for help was probably already long gone by the time he arrived.”

      “Poor Nikki,” she murmured sadly. “No wonder she was so attached to you. She didn’t have a soul in the world.”

      They both fell silent as their minds settled onto their deceased friend. Remy lay against Ethan, shifting to rest her head against his chest, and listened to his steady breathing as he relaxed. It sounded almost as if he were close to sleep. She was beginning to feel drowsy herself when Ethan broke the silence again.

      “So what’s your story, Remy?” he asked. “You’re the only one who never told me. Everybody else has at least given me a summary of their lives at the outbreak, but not you. Considering how close we are now, this is kind of…well, weird.”

      Remy sat quietly and tried to decide what to tell Ethan and what to keep in her heart. She knew the question of her past would come up eventually, especially now that she and Ethan had been sleeping together for the past three months. Thus far, she’d managed to keep it to herself. It was hers to hold, hers to keep close, to carry the weight of. The others knew some gist of what had gone down—that she’d killed a bunch of infected with a hunting rifle and the bolo knife that even now lay in the back of the truck. That she’d killed her own sister because she hadn’t been able to see any other way out for them both. She’d sworn the year before never to tell anyone the details of what she’d done. But she wanted to confide in someone. She couldn’t think of a better person to trust with the truth than Ethan.

      Remy swallowed and closed her eyes. She weighed her options for a moment, trying to decide exactly what to say, before she began talking quietly. “I lived in Louisiana, just outside of New Orleans, before the virus outbreak there,” she started. She began to trace her fingers lightly over the hem of her t-shirt both to distract herself and to keep her hands busy as painful memories surfaced in her brain. “It was me, my stepfather and my mother, and my little sister Maddie. My…my mom got sick. I wasn’t home when it happened. I’d been…well, I’d been out doing some stuff that I shouldn’t have been doing, getting in trouble, running into the long arm of the law, so to speak. I got home, and they attacked. My stepfather sacrificed himself to save me. My mom attacked my sister, and I managed to fight her off.”

      “What happened to your sister?” Ethan asked gently.

      “She…I…” Her words caught in her throat, and just like that, she couldn’t bring herself to say it, couldn’t bring herself to tell Ethan the truth of the matter, the truth about what had happened to Maddie. “She didn’t make it.”

      Ethan wrapped his arms more tightly around her, and she relaxed against him, going nearly limp in his embrace. “I’m sorry,” he murmured.

      “There were more in the woods behind the house,” she continued, “and the sounds of my escape only brought them all down on me. I escaped in a cop car, believe it or not. Then I started to run. I spent an entire month working my way to Biloxi before I got hurt and Brandt and Cade got me out of there.” Remy squeezed her hands into fists, digging her nails into her palms. “I promised myself I’d kill as many of those bastards as I could before one took me down,” she added, her voice bitter and heavy with barely suppressed anger. “That’s why I wanted to go to Atlanta so badly. What better place to kill them than in the place where all this shit started?”

      Ethan nodded, rubbing a soothing hand down her back and over her side. She hissed and reflexively jerked away from him, and he withdrew his hand in alarm. “Are you okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, it’s just a cut,” she assured him. “I scraped my side when I was climbing out of the van earlier.”

      “Let me see,” he demanded. She had no good excuse to say no, so she allowed him to push her onto her uninjured side. He shoved her jacket aside and eased her shirt up her torso. She could just make out the expression on his face in the dim light as she saw the bloodied cut on her side and the red stain on her shirt. “Why didn’t you tell Theo about this?”

      She shrugged, looking down and feeling sheepish as she let out a soft huff. “I don’t know. It’s not a big deal. Theo had more important things to deal with at the time.”

      “You’re important, too, Remy,” Ethan argued. He sat up again and pushed his hair out of his face. “You’re just as important as every other person in the back of this truck. No more and no less. This cut could get infected. We need to get it cleaned and bandaged.” He reached for the passenger door, and she sat up with another wince.

      “Where are you going?” Remy asked.

      “I’m going to get Theo,” he replied, sliding out of the cab.

      “Don’t. Don’t get Theo,” she said quickly. She didn’t care how pitiful she sounded or how blatantly she begged. “I really don’t want or need another lecture tonight.”

      He stood just outside the door, watching her for a long moment, like he was trying to read whatever was going on in her head. Finally, he nodded slowly. “Okay. I’ll just steal his first aid bag and do it myself,” he offered. “Is that okay with you?”

      Remy sighed again and nodded, flopping back flat on the seat as he disappeared, leaving the door open for his return. She hated being babied. It made her feel like a weak, pathetic woman whenever someone treated her like she was made of glass just because she’d gotten injured. She’d spent the better part of the past year struggling to make herself seem anything but weak and pathetic—especially since the first time she’d met the others was in a particularly vulnerable moment—and she didn’t want to alter their perception of her in a single moment of weakness.

      Remy heard footsteps and looked up from her quiet contemplation of the steering wheel. Ethan reappeared in the doorway and climbed into the cab, pulling the door shut and setting a small white first aid kit on the dashboard. “Let’s see about getting this fixed up,” he said, pushing her onto her back and sliding her shirt up with one hand, opening the box with the other. He shone a small penlight over the cut, examining it closely, then stuck the penlight between his teeth to free both of his hands.

      “Is it bad?” she asked. She silently cursed as she heard the slight tremor in her voice. She wrinkled her nose at the roof of the cab.

      “It isn’t deep, but it’s pretty nasty,” Ethan admitted, his words muffled by the penlight. He looked up to give her a reassuring smile and shined the light into her eyes in the process. He ducked his head with a little laugh and added, “Sorry. There’s a bit of glass in it that I’ll need to get out before I bandage it up.”

      Remy nodded and relaxed as much as the pain in her side would allow. She closed her eyes tightly and let out a slow breath as Ethan gently tended to her wounds.
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      The next morning dawned overcast but free of rain. Brandt was exhausted, his head heavy and clogged with sleep, his neck stiff from sleeping upright all night. He massaged the sore muscles in his neck and arched his back slightly in an attempt to stretch. The movement brought his attention to an odd pressure against his thigh, and he glanced down, smiling when he saw Cade using his leg as a pillow, curled on her side on the unforgivingly hard truck bed, her eyes closed, still asleep.

      Brandt smiled and ran his fingers slowly through her thick hair. The dark locks were disheveled, mostly pulled free from the ponytail she’d put them in the day before; the way the strands fell around her sleeping face made her appear incredibly young. He brushed his knuckles over the side of her face before he sensed eyes on him. He looked up to see Gray staring at him.

      “Morning,” Brandt greeted, keeping his voice low so as not to disturb Cade.

      “Yeah, morning,” Gray replied. His voice was still hoarse with sleep, and he rubbed at his face tiredly, grimacing as he scrubbed his hand over his stubbled cheek. “Where are Remy and Ethan?”

      Brandt looked around the truck curiously. He’d only given the interior a cursory scan when he’d woken up and hadn’t noticed their absence. “I don’t know,” he said, sitting up straighter. “Maybe they needed some fresh air? Or maybe they got out to keep watch since we all passed out.”

      “Maybe,” Gray said doubtfully, obviously not thrilled at the idea of the two off together, presumably alone. Brandt wasn’t comfortable with the idea, either, though probably not for the same reasons that Gray had; while Ethan and Remy were damn good at handling a small group of infected, their survival instincts sometimes seemed to be mostly absent.

      “I’ll go find them,” he offered. He gently nudged Cade awake, and after she sat up and pushed her hair out of her face, he grabbed his gun and climbed down from the truck.

      The early morning air had a chilly bite to it, and he shivered, rubbing a hand over his bare arm vigorously. He wondered what possessed him to leave his jacket in the back of the truck. Cars lined the highway, bumper to bumper as far as the eye could see. Many more were jammed at odd angles along the sides of the road, shoved there by desperate drivers looking to escape the inevitable by any means possible. It was a veritable sea of vehicles. He wondered how many infected were trapped in their cars when the virus took hold of their bodies. The makeshift car lot was a potential minefield of infection.

      He contemplated the different directions his two companions could have gone and discarded each of them just as quickly. Ethan and Remy, despite their questionable survival choices, were too smart to venture into the traffic jam with just each other for protection, and he doubted Ethan would go anywhere near the van. He glanced around again, checking out the cars and trucks in their immediate vicinity, and decided to start at the front of the vehicle they’d taken shelter in. He figured the cab was the best place to begin.

      As Brandt approached the cab, he paused in mid-step as he noticed the doors and windows were firmly shut. That in itself wasn’t necessarily odd. The way the windows were fogged was, though. Brandt frowned, looking toward one of the cars parked nearby. Its windows were crystal clear. His eyebrows darted up as his mind leaped to the most obvious possibility. No, that couldn’t have been it. Could it?

      As he stared at the fogged windows, trying to decide on the best course of action that wouldn’t result in anyone entering into a horribly embarrassing situation, footsteps approached behind him. He turned in time to see Gray striding toward the cab of the truck, a frown gracing his face and his forehead wrinkled in consternation.

      “Have you found them yet?” Gray asked. His eyes flitted to the windows that Brandt had been staring at.

      “I…uh, maybe?” Brandt hazarded. He had a feeling Gray suspected the same thing he did, and he knew he wouldn’t like that possibility one bit. Gray’s face screwed up into an ugly grimace, and he stormed forward, pushing Brandt aside hard enough to make him stumble. “Gray, I’m not sure you should do that,” he hurried to say as Gray’s hand landed on the door handle. He could just imagine what was on the other side of the door, and the last thing he wanted was to see Remy or Ethan—or both of them together—in a compromising position.

      “Shut the fuck up, Brandt,” Gray snarled. Brandt rolled his eyes and took a step back, holding up his hands as if to say, Don’t say I didn’t warn you. Gray wrenched the truck’s door open, exposing the inside of the cab to the cool morning air and their prying eyes.

      The scene inside the cab was, thankfully, a lot more innocent than Brandt had imagined, which probably said a whole hell of a lot about him. Ethan and Remy lay curled up together on the bench seat, and they’d apparently been asleep, if their tousled hair and bleary eyes were any indication. Ethan’s arms were still around Remy as she sat up straight, snatched a gun off the dashboard, and pointed it at both of them. The embrace in which Ethan held her likely meant nothing—the bench seat was only so wide, after all-but Brandt had a feeling Gray wouldn’t see it that way.

      And, as usual, he was right.

      “What the fuck?” Gray snapped. He glared at the scene in the truck, completely disregarding the weapon in Remy’s hand. Brandt fought not to back away and let the situation handle itself. Knowing all parties involved, he knew it would be better to stick close in case blood was spilled.

      Remy shifted her gun to point it right at Gray’s head, her arm straight and extended; it didn’t waver a fraction as she glared at Gray. “You got a problem with something?” she snarled. Brandt blinked and raised an eyebrow. Gray, for his part, was completely unfazed by Remy’s threat. He stepped forward and shoved her arm to the side, pressing it firmly into the back of the cab’s bench seat.

      “What the fuck is going on in here?” he pressed.

      “Why the fuck is it any of your business what’s going on in here?” Ethan bit out, speaking up for the first time.

      Brandt drew in a slow breath and took an involuntary step back without realizing he’d done it. His instincts screamed that this fight would be uglier than usual and therefore more likely to draw the attention of any infected in the vicinity. He could almost see the fabled green-eyed monster on Gray’s shoulders, gearing up to pounce on Ethan with all the force in his skinny, asthmatic body.

      “Who the fuck asked you?” Gray shot back. He grabbed Remy’s arm and pulled on it, nearly dragging the young woman bodily from the cab to the cracked pavement. Remy barely managed to keep her feet, stumbling awkwardly as she landed hard on her weak ankle.

      “Guys, I don’t think now is the time or the place to have this fight,” Brandt tried. He glanced toward the back of the truck and wondered if he should get Cade. She was far and away better at diffusing these sorts of situations; he was sure she could shut it down with a wave of her rifle and a stern word or two.

      “It’s not any of your damned business what’s going on in here, Gray,” Ethan said. He scrambled out of the truck and dropped down to stand defensively beside Remy, putting a supportive hand on her forearm to steady her as he glared at the younger man.

      Brandt debated easing around the three and getting any firearms out of the immediate vicinity before one of the men tried to kill the other. But as he considered his options, Ethan and Gray began shouting at each other, their words running together until Brandt couldn’t tell who said what or what was even being said. Then Gray’s fist swung out toward Ethan’s head, and Ethan retaliated, gripping Gray’s jacket and swinging him against the side of the truck. Gray struck the vehicle with a loud thud and rebounded, and they lunged at each other simultaneously. In the process, Remy was shoved to the ground, and she let out an indignant shriek as her body met the pavement.

      “Oh hell, not right now,” Brandt groaned in exasperation. The temptation to step back and just watch was overwhelming, but instead, he helped Remy off the pavement. “You okay?” he called into her ear over the shouting and grunting from the other two men.

      “Yes, but there’s two bastards whose asses I’m seriously about to kick,” she snarled, dusting her clothes off. When Brandt caught a glimpse of her face, he firmly believed she could easily carry through with her threat.

      It was at that point that Cade rounded the truck and stepped into the fray, a look of absolutely fury on her face. She stormed into the midst of the fight with no regard for her own safety and grabbed Gray by the back of his shirt. She physically hauled him out of the fight and away from Ethan, slinging the younger man into the middle of the road. “What in the nine circles of Hell is going on out here?” she demanded. She spat the words out, nearly hissing them, but she never once raised her voice. She didn’t need to; her ominous tone was enough to make Brandt cringe. Ethan attempted to push past her and swing at Gray again, but Cade grabbed his jacket and shoved him back against the truck before she slammed her fist firmly into the side of his neck, hard enough to hurt but not so hard as to maim. Ethan dropped to a knee, gasping for breath, and she loomed over him. “Are you two trying to bring the infected down on us? You’re making enough noise that I’m pretty sure they can hear you in fucking Louisiana!”

      Ethan glared at her, his chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. He braced a hand against the truck, his other hand clasped tightly to his neck, and slowly rose to his feet. Brandt didn’t like the look the man was giving Cade, and he moved up to stand behind her, offering his silent support and backup, though he was sure she didn’t actually need it.

      “Keep that fucker away from me,” Ethan said, his voice hoarse from the neck punch Cade had given him. He jabbed his finger at Gray to emphasize his point before brushing past everyone and heading to the back of the truck.

      The four who remained exchanged uncertain glances in silence. Gray finally shook his head and walked away, his fists clenched as he turned his back on all of them. He climbed onto the barrier between the highway lanes and sat on top of it, facing away from them. Cade looked to Remy, then her icy blue eyes landed on Brandt.

      “What in the flying pygmy fuck was that all about?” Cade asked him. He raised his eyebrows at the colorful swearing.

      “Ethan. Gray. Remy,” he said simply, nodding in Remy’s direction. The young woman gave him a disgusted look in return, obviously still smarting from the rough shove to the ground, then turned on her heel and walked briskly to the back of the truck, her back ramrod straight and her shoulders squared.

      “Wait, scratch that. I don’t want to know any grisly details,” Cade said, putting a hand up to stop Brandt before he could elaborate further. She let out an exasperated sigh. “I don’t really have time to hear it, anyway. We need to get moving.” She glanced around them, and her hand dropped to the gun she wore at her hip. “I’m not comfortable staying here any longer. Especially not after all that noise.”

      “I agree,” Brandt said with a nod. He motioned to the back of the truck, gesturing for the woman to walk ahead of him. “We should all get some food in our stomachs, pack up our things, and head on.”

      “What destination exactly are we aiming for?” Cade asked as they both reached the back of the truck.

      “Luckie Street,” he announced. The others looked up at him questioningly, and Avi climbed out of the truck and ran to get Gray. Brandt released the latch on the tailgate and lowered it, sitting on it and starting to dig through the bag of food they’d salvaged from the van.

      “Luckie Street?” Theo repeated once Avi returned, Gray following a few steps behind her. He appeared to be the very definition of cranky. He climbed into the back of the truck and dropped down beside his brother, shooting Ethan an ugly look over his brother’s head. “What’s on Luckie Street?” Theo continued once everyone had settled down.

      Brandt cracked open a can of soda and took a long swallow of the hot, bubbly liquid. He was honestly enjoying leaving his companions in suspense as he drank from the can, but the looks he was getting from Remy, Ethan, and Gray—none of whom was in the mood to be jerked around, it seemed—made him rethink his methods of finding amusement.

      “The Tabernacle,” Brandt answered. He set the can on the tailgate beside him. “More specifically, the Tabernacle as it was commandeered during the initial outbreak. It was turned into a base of operations. It used to be a church but was converted into a concert venue. It was perfect for a base, though, because the windows were already covered for performances, and there are bars on the outsides of the windows, too. Most of the entry points are difficult to get through because of fences and steep stairs.”

      “Okay, so how does an old church help us any?” Ethan asked, his voice heavy with irritation.

      “Because not only did the military install backup generators in the Tabernacle to run the base’s equipment in the event of total power failure, but it also has a radio linked directly to the higher-ups in the US military—or what’s left of them, anyway—and they could send a helicopter to pick up us and any survivors we rescue.”

      “And what makes you think they’d be willing to risk the lives of their guys to rescue a bunch of random survivors?” Gray snapped. “We’re nobody important enough for a rescue crew.”

      Brandt picked up his drink once more, taking a deep swallow of the warm Coke before he answered. “Just trust me. Once I tell them who I am, they’ll definitely be coming in after us.”

      A silence fell over the group as he finished off his drink and tossed the can out of the truck. The other six exchanged looks, Cade’s and Ethan’s puzzled, Gray’s and Theo’s confused, and Avi’s a mix of relief and triumph. Remy simply looked blankly at him, unblinking, and he found the lack of expression in her dark eyes a bit disturbing.

      Finally, Avi spoke up, the look in her eyes calculating as she looked at Brandt. “What about what I need to do?” she asked. “I still need to go to the CDC.”

      “No, you don’t,” Ethan said immediately. Brandt was secretly relieved to see Ethan begin to take charge again. Ethan faced off with Avi and gave her a hard look. “We’re not taking you anywhere close to the CDC. We’ve already lost a member of our group because of your bullshit. You’re lucky we’re still willing to try to help the survivors you told us about. We’re not going anywhere beyond their location and then Luckie Street.”

      “But what about what I need to do?” Avi asked. “What about the information I need to gather to help fix this?” Despite the desperation in her voice, Brandt saw a flicker of eagerness in her eyes, one that likely passed unnoticed by most of the members of their group. The disconnect between her words and her expression was strange, and he tilted his head slightly as he tried to figure out why it bothered him.

      “What about what you need to do?” Ethan shot back, obviously not seeing the look in her eyes. “What you need to do is the least of our worries. I’m focused on getting what’s left of us out of this mess alive. You can deal with that shit on your own damned time.” He turned to Brandt and said, “We’re in your territory now. What do you propose we do?”

      Brandt looked down the cluttered highway thoughtfully. It was hard to decide what the next step should be, because there were so many options open to them. The chances of most of them leading to certain death were pretty high, but there wasn’t much he could do about that. He looked to Remy and asked, “Where exactly are we? Do you know?”

      “On GA-8,” she answered, “just over the Georgia state line.”

      He nodded and climbed fully into the truck, searching through the bags and satchels and other detritus left by the seven of them before he found what he was looking for: the battered and torn maps they’d brought with them from Maplesville. He sat down on the tailgate again and spread the map of Georgia out where he could see it. The others moved closer to see for themselves as he scanned it. “Okay, so we’re right…where, exactly?”

      Remy pointed to a spot on the map. “We’re here, just past Muscadine, Alabama, and into Georgia.”

      Brandt walked his fingers over the paper and used his knuckles to measure distances, Remy’s slender fingers right behind his, double-checking his figures. “It’s, what, sixty miles from here to Atlanta?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I got, too,” Remy agreed.

      “It’ll take at least two days to walk that distance,” he said. “And that’s not including rests and other delays.” He looked at the others even as he began rooting in a bag for something to eat. “You think we can handle that?”

      “Wait, we’re walking it?” Theo asked. “We’re actually walking from here to Atlanta?”

      “We’ll have to,” he said. He pointed to the packed highway beyond the truck. “See that mess? It’ll be like that on both sides of the highway of whatever road we happen to be on from here to Atlanta, and likely even past that. It’s impossible to travel by vehicle anywhere in Georgia at this point, with the exception of the routes kept clear for military use. There’s no way we could even get bicycles through all that, assuming we found some suitable for such a long ride.”

      Cade nodded slowly, studying the highway. “Yeah, okay. So we need to get our stuff together and head out soon. The less time we stay in one place, the better I’ll feel about all of this.”

      

      The seven set out for Atlanta on foot three hours later. Each carried some form of bag or pack crammed with water, food, weapons, and ammunition, evenly distributed among the seven of them. Cade had her bag slung across her chest; she’d left the duffel bag behind, emptied of all its useful supplies. The bag felt heavier than usual with the extra ammo in it. The weight didn’t bother her much, though; during her IDF service, she’d been forced to carry much more weight than the burden of the bag on her shoulder now. Brandt looked like he carried more than his fair share of supplies, though, judging by the way his back hunched slightly under the weight of the bag on his shoulders. She’d been tempted more than once over the past hour the group had been walking to say something to him about it.

      Weapons in hand, they wove between cars, spread out across the road with a row of vehicles between each of them. They proceeded with obvious caution among the vehicles parked haphazardly on the road. Brandt and Cade led the pack several car lengths ahead of the rest, Cade with her rifle clutched tightly in her hands. Brandt, too, had a rifle; as Cade had prepared for the long walk ahead, he’d searched the four other military trucks parked along the roadblock, returning with not only a rifle he was comfortable using but enough ammo to fill an entire magazine for both himself and Cade. With both of them armed much better than the others, they’d become the leaders of the group by default, and that idea didn’t bother her as much as she thought it would.

      It bothered Ethan, though. Cade could tell by the scowl on his face every time she looked back at him. Either he was bothered by the idea of giving up his leadership for a short period of time—fat chance of that, considering he never really wanted it to begin with—or he really didn’t like the fact that Gray had decided to follow Remy up her row of cars—a much more likely scenario. Remy seemed completely oblivious to Gray’s presence, though Cade was uncertain whether her indifference was intentional or not. Regardless, Gray reminded her of a lost dog, and even she was ready to slap him. She didn’t blame Ethan in the slightest for the surliness he directed toward the man.

      Cade resisted the urge to look into the cars as she passed them. The first time she’d done so, it had been the biggest mistake she’d made that day. She’d seen a young child lying in the back seat of a green car, a teddy bear clutched in her desiccated arms. The sight was heart wrenching and brought to mind horrible memories from the initial outbreak in Memphis, memories she’d worked to bury over and over again during the past year. She’d choked back tears as she moved past the vehicle as quickly as she could. She knew she should have been checking out the interiors of the cars, should have been more alert to any dangers lurking inside them. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

      “You okay there, Cade?” a voice asked. Cade turned her head and saw Brandt watching her over the hood of an overpacked red Mustang. She raised a questioning eyebrow, and he added, “You look like something’s bothering you. More than just the same things bothering everybody else.”

      Cade blew her bangs off her forehead and shrugged, turning sideways to slide through a particularly narrow gap between two cars. “Yeah, a little,” she admitted. “I just…I saw a kid back there in one of the cars.” She motioned over her shoulder with her thumb.

      Brandt nodded understandingly, resting his rifle against his shoulder as he kept pace with Cade. “It never really gets any easier,” he agreed. His voice was just loud enough for her to hear but not so loud as to carry to the others behind them. “I could see a dozen bodies between here and Atlanta, and the sight of every single one will still bother me. Nightmares for fucking weeks.”

      “I think it’s because none of these people should have died,” she said quietly, her boot heels crunching over shattered glass as she skirted a broken suitcase abandoned on the highway. “Not like they did. Not so horribly or violently. Or so young.” She referred to the child in the vehicle long behind them, but she knew that in her voice, she was hinting at another child. Brandt nodded slowly, and a heavy silence fell between them again. It was unnerving, and she thought about say something to break it. Before she could speak up, though, Remy’s voice called up from behind them.

      “Hey, Brandt! Why can’t you just blow these cars to kingdom come and clear us a path or something?” she asked. “I’m tired of getting punched in the ribs by side mirrors!”

      Cade stifled a laugh and shook her head, turning to walk backwards for a moment. “Remy, don’t give him any ideas,” she warned, locating the woman by the glimpse of her dark hair over the tops of the cars. “We’ll end up in little bits all over the road if you get his brain going!”

      “It’d be better than all this walking,” Theo grumbled. “My feet are already killing me.”

      “That’s because you’re not used to it,” Brandt said almost cheerfully as Cade turned back around. “Give it a little more time and you’ll toughen up just fine.”

      “I don’t want to toughen up,” Theo replied. “I think I’d rather be somewhere comfortable and warm that doesn’t involve walking.”

      Brandt let out a long sigh and made a point of examining his watch. Then he pulled the road map out of his pocket and studied it for a moment. “We’ve been going for about four hours. We’ve traveled roughly, what, twelve miles? I think we’re okay for a rest when we reach Bremen. It’ll be easier to find shelter for the night there. We can find a house on the outskirts of the city, rest, and set out again in the morning. Sound good?”

      “I think I can live with that,” Theo agreed.

      Cade looked back at Ethan. The older man didn’t seem pleased at the prospect of stopping so soon. She guessed he was ready to get to Atlanta, help whoever he could help, find Luckie Street, and try for the assistance that Brandt had promised would come for them. Maybe he wanted it all to be over with already. Truth be told, she did, too, despite her doubts that the promised help would actually show. She would have loved nothing more than to be somewhere other than where she was at that moment. But they’d never make it to Atlanta and never have a hope of being rescued if the seven of them exhausted themselves walking more than they could physically handle in one day.

      Cade nodded her assent to Brandt, and the man gave her a smile. “Come on, let’s go find us some beds for the night,” he said, tucking the map back into his pocket. “I’m ready to fall over and get some sleep myself.”

      Crossing Highway 27 went largely without incident, save for a heart-stopping moment when Cade thought she saw something move inside one of the cars and had to fight to not open fire in that direction with her rifle. Being outdoors like this was beginning to give her an itchy trigger finger. To combat this, she made sure to keep her finger well away from the trigger so she wouldn’t accidentally shoot one of her friends. The last thing they needed was to cope with one of them suffering a gunshot wound.

      They covered another mile and a half before finding a suitable house to hide out in. The windows were already boarded up, and the house gave off an aura of abandonment. The yard was overgrown—as most were these days—and everything was dark and quiet. Cade thought no one had been in the neighborhood in quite some time. Despite the thought, there was something about the house that bothered her, though she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what it was. She pushed the thoughts aside, figuring it was just her overly active imagination, keyed up from the long journey among the cars, and looked to Brandt, giving him a slight smile.

      “You want to go in first, or should I?” she asked, lifting her rifle and switching the safety off.

      “We should go in at the same time,” Brandt decided. “You go through the back. I’ll take the front door, and we’ll meet somewhere in the middle.”

      “Showoff,” she teased. She headed for the side of the house, pausing at the corner and lifting her rifle to her shoulder in a firing position. She glanced back at her friends; they stood in the center of the street, their own weapons out in case they were attacked while she and Brandt cleared the place. None looked particularly comfortable at the idea of just standing around while she and Brandt played commando, but it couldn’t be helped. She let out a steadying breath and eased around the corner, keeping her rifle up as she slid out of sight of the others, heading toward the back door.

      She pressed against the door and cleared the back yard with a sweep of her rifle. Then she fumbled behind herself, grasping the doorknob and turning it. It was locked, as she’d expected. She took a step back and contemplated her options. She could break a window, but they were all boarded over, and she’d accomplish nothing except potential personal injury and a lot of noise. She double-checked the back yard and lowered her rifle, starting to search through her bag.

      She quickly found what she sought: one of several skinny screwdrivers she kept tucked away in her bag. She hooked her rifle over her shoulder by its strap and leaned down to study the door’s lock.

      “Geez, whoever owned this house must have been asking for a robbery,” she muttered. It was a brand of lock that she recognized as incredibly easy to pick. She wasted no time sliding the screwdriver’s flathead tip into the lock. She worked at it quietly, pulling up on the tool as she turned the knob. Though she heard the lock unfasten, the door refused to budge when she turned the knob and pushed on it. She frowned, perplexed, then pushed harder, pressing her shoulder to it. The door still didn’t move.

      Cade let out a frustrated huff of breath and pulled the screwdriver from the lock. The door wasn’t going to open for her anytime soon. She stuck the screwdriver into her back pocket and backed away from the door. “How in the world do we get in?” she asked out loud, taking her rifle back into her hands. She shook her head and rejoined her friends at the front of the house. “I think the door is blocked from inside,” she announced as she approached.

      Brandt stood beside Ethan, his eyes on the house, scanning the façade carefully. He shifted his gaze to Cade as she spoke. “Yeah, I had the same problem with the front door,” he agreed. “No side doors, either, as far as I saw.”

      “So how do we get in?” Avi asked, frowning.

      They fell silent as they examined the house. Cade skimmed her eyes over the foundations as she looked for any telltale signs of a basement window or a cellar door or something that would yield to their attempts at entry.

      “What about the upstairs windows?” Remy asked suddenly, pointing to the windows in question. They weren’t boarded over like the others, and they seemed to stare down at the group like large, dark eyes. Cade shuddered slightly at the thought.

      “What about them?” Gray asked impatiently.

      “Well, can’t we go in through one of those?” Remy suggested. “At least one of us can go in and let the rest in through the front door.”

      Cade hummed thoughtfully, shielding her eyes from the setting sun and frowning as she tried to make out the condition of the roof. It looked safe enough to walk on, as far as she could tell. “How exactly do you propose one of us gets up there in the first place?”

      Remy had already begun wading through the tall grass to a tree near the corner of the house. She put her hands on her slim hips and leaned back to look up into its thick branches. “I think I can climb this tree,” she announced, her voice laced with confidence.

      “You think you can manage without killing yourself?” Ethan asked. Cade glanced at him and was surprised to see a small smirk playing at his lips, though it didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      “Hey, I’m not an idiot or a klutz,” Remy retorted with mock haughtiness.

      “You had me fooled.”

      “Hey!” Remy protested, and they all laughed. Even Ethan cracked a tiny grin, and it made Cade’s heart feel a bit lighter to see him give Remy an almost-smile after the difficult events of the day before. She knew he still hurt, and she felt guilty that she hadn’t been there for him as much as she should have been while coping with her own grief. She moved to stand beside him and wrap an arm around his shoulders.

      “You okay?” she asked softly, dropping an affectionate kiss to his jaw.

      “About as well as can be expected,” he admitted, leaning against her and resting his cheek on top of her head. He draped an arm around her waist and let out a sigh. They watched as Remy sprang up into the branches of the tree and began to monkey her way up. “Twenty bucks says she falls,” Ethan commented mildly.

      “Thirty,” Cade retorted with a quiet laugh as she too turned her eyes onto the younger woman, who quickly became invisible in the tree’s branches.

      

      Remy found her footing on the shingled roof, and she carefully eased herself out of the tree. Her hands were sticky with sap, and she wiped them ineffectually on her jeans before turning to look down at her companions. They looked so small from her perch. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and took a moment to look out from the roof at the surrounding area. There weren’t many trees, which was excellent; that would make it easier for whoever was on watch to spot anything sneaking up on them. The front yard was mostly clear of, well, anything other than tall grass. She couldn’t see a car in sight, in the driveway of this house or any of the other nearby houses. Maybe all the families in the area fled early on.

      Or perhaps they’d been caught up in that massive traffic jam the group had been navigating.

      She tried to shake off the sick feeling the thought gave her, and she turned to the nearest window. It was small, much smaller than the dormer window they’d used to escape the safe house in Maplesville. She examined the screen that covered it and then unsheathed her bolo knife, slicing the screen out of its frame. It’d be a tight fit, but considering she was the skinniest member of the group, she was sure she could wiggle through easily enough.

      “Everything okay up there?” Ethan called from the ground below. She moved to the edge and gave him two thumbs up before she tried the window.

      It was, much like the rest of the house, locked tight.

      Remy swore under her breath and jerked at the frame again, trying to get the window to rise. Finally, she let out an exasperated sigh and flipped her knife around. Grasping the hilt in a fist and standing aside from the window, she slammed the point of the blade into the window. The plate glass shattered, and she used the blade to knock the remains of the window out before reaching in and finding the lock. She disengaged it, shoved the window open, and slipped inside, mindful of both the remaining glass shards that littered the windowsill and floor and the wound already in her side.

      The interior of the house was almost pitch black beyond the doorway across from her. She fumbled in her bag for her flashlight. The beam shook slightly as she switched it on and shone it ahead of her. The room was incredibly dim; the only nature light came from the setting sun through the window behind her. There was a bed, a dresser, and a rocking chair in the corner. It was surprisingly Spartan, and she suspected it must have been a guest room at some point in its life. Judging by the sloped roof above her head, she would have to find her way down farther into the house.

      Fear slowly uncurled in Remy’s gut. It crawled out from its hiding place and flooded her with the old familiar feeling with which she’d lived for weeks after her family’s deaths. She hated doing things like this alone, exploring unknown territories without backup. The darkness was always worse when there wasn’t anyone with her.

      Remy drew in a deep, shaky breath, trying to calm her rattled nerves. “Get over it, Remy,” she coached out loud as she stared at the dark doorway. “Everybody else is counting on you. You’ve got to get it together.”

      She took another fortifying breath and forced herself to move toward the dark rectangle of door. The weight of the dark hall settled down on her. She shuddered at the feeling of loneliness and isolation that fell with it. The way the darkness crawled down her throat and choked her was oppressive. It felt like eyes were on her.

      Unnerved by the feeling, she turned and pressed back firmly against the wall, grinding her shoulders into its surface as she shone her flashlight down the hall in both directions. There was nothing there, but the ominous feeling of being watched remained. Squaring her shoulders, she eased away from the wall, making her way to the stairs. As she walked down the hall, she paused at the doorway of each room she passed and shone her light into it. just like the first room, the bedrooms and bathrooms she found were all empty.

      Remy located the stairs easily enough, and she slowly made her way down them. The last thing she needed was to hurry down a flight of stairs and twist her ankle or something else equally drastic and painful. That’d be her kind of luck. There was no sign of any movement on the stairs, and she quickly reached the bottom. The first floor, if possible, was even darker than the second, thanks to the boards covering the windows. Absolutely no light came from anywhere except her flashlight. The nearly pure darkness that surrounded her made her incredibly nervous, and she forced herself to continue moving forward with only a moment’s hesitation.

      As Remy circled the banister at the end of the stairs and headed underneath the landing toward the front door, something brushed her shoulder. She froze, her ears straining for any sound. Her heart raced, pounding against her ribcage, as whatever it was that had brushed against her shoulder bumped into her again. An involuntary whimper escaped her throat, and she hesitantly turned her head to see what was behind her.

      Before Remy could fully turn, something heavy fell onto her and knocked her firmly to the floor. She gasped, throwing her hands out instinctively to catch herself. She dropped both her flashlight and her bolo knife, both of which slid out of her reach across the slick floorboards. She hit the floor face down, the breath knocked out of her, and the heavy person—it was a person, her brain shrieked at her—pressed down onto her.

      Remy clawed frantically at the floorboards and gasped harshly in an effort to get her breath into her lungs. She tried with everything in her to get away from the thing on her. The knowledge that she was being attacked, that she was about to be killed or infected, nearly drove her wild as she tried to haul herself from underneath the body on top of her.

      Unable to throw the weight from her, Remy did the only thing she could.

      She screamed.
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      “What the hell is taking Remy so long?” Ethan asked impatiently, watching the front door of the house, waiting for it to swing open. Remy had been in the house longer than he thought it should take for her to go down the stairs and unblock the front door. He worried that something had happened to her while she was alone without backup.

      “I’m sure she’s fine, Ethan,” Cade said, letting go of his shoulders. She took a step back from him and tilted her head to look at the house more carefully. Despite her words of reassurance, she seemed just as bothered as he was. At least he wasn’t alone in his worry. “I mean, she can handle herself, right?”

      “Maybe,” he said doubtfully. “Sometimes I wonder.” He crossed his arms and studied the tree Remy had climbed, frowning as he trailed his eyes up the branches. He wondered how difficult it’d be to follow her up the tree and into the house to lend a hand.

      “You’re thinking about climbing that tree and going in after her, aren’t you?” Cade said with a small smile.

      “The thought has crossed my mind,” he admitted. He looked to the house once more and studied any and all possible entry points as Avi raised a hand to get everyone’s attention.

      “I think I could fit in through that window,” she said. “The one Remy went in through. We’re close to the same size, I think. I could maybe go after her and see if she needs a hand, if you think it’s wise.”

      Before Ethan could consider her idea, a scream erupted from the house. His heart jumped into his throat, and he immediately bolted for the front door, dashing through the thick, tall grass as he drew his gun and bounded up the porch steps. “Remy!” he shouted, slamming into the door without breaking stride. “Jesus! Brandt! Help me get this fucking door open!”

      The words had barely left his mouth when Brandt appeared beside him on the porch, and he too shoved against the door. “Remy! Remy, are you okay?” he yelled. Then Gray showed up behind them both to help, and for once, Ethan was grateful for the man’s presence as he, too, put his shoulder to the door.

      Ethan could still hear Remy inside, which was a good sign, as the sound of her voice meant she wasn’t dead. But the woman was almost hysterical, which didn’t offer him any comfort as he flung himself against the door again.

      “Wait! Wait!” Gray yelled, grabbing him. “On the count of three, we all do it together,” he said, backing up a step. “Otherwise we’ll never get this fucking door open.”

      “Fine. I’m counting,” Ethan said breathlessly. His heart still pounded in his chest as he moved to stand with Gray. “Ready?” He waited until Brandt and Gray both nodded then counted out loud, “One, two, three.”

      The three men threw themselves against the door, and the doorframe splintered and cracked. With a second ram, the door gave way and spilled the three of them into the entryway. Ethan managed to keep his footing, and he saw Remy’s flashlight on the floor near his feet. He snatched it up and shone it around the room, searching frantically for the young woman.

      “Remy!” he called, lifting his gun, ready to shoot anything that moved wrong. Remy made a muffled cry somewhere to his left, and he swiveled in that direction. He saw the woman almost immediately, sprawled on her stomach on the floor.

      Remy scrambled to pull herself to him. His eyes widened at the sight of the body on her, and he aimed his gun at it, motioning for her to lie still before nudging the body with his boot. It was a rather large man, half dressed, his skin pallid. A cord was coiled around his neck, digging deeply into the flesh. He took his eyes off the body long enough to shine his light up, and he saw a broken rope above them, tied to the railing of the second-floor landing. The man had been dead for maybe two days.

      “He’s not alive,” Ethan told Remy, lowering the gun and leaning to push the body off of her. It took him a few shoves, but he managed to roll the body away. Once she was free, Remy dragged herself to her feet and fell into his arms. He squeezed her tightly and rubbed her back. “Jesus, Remy, are you okay?” he asked softly. “You’re shaking like a leaf.”

      “I thought…” Remy trailed off and glanced over her shoulder at the body with a noticeable shudder. “I thought he was…”

      “One of the infected?” he suggested.

      “Yeah.” Remy wiped at her tear-streaked face and shuddered again. “Fuck, I’m a mess,” she muttered, shaking her hair back from her face.

      Ethan looked behind him as the others piled into the room, weapons out and ready. Avi drew up short as she saw the body, but Gray and Theo moved straight to it and leaned over to look.

      “Is everything okay?” Cade asked. She retrieved Remy’s bolo knife and offered it to her, hilt first. Remy took it with a nod, giving her a grateful look.

      “Yeah. I think I broke a nail, though,” Remy said shakily, though Ethan could hear a bit of her confident personality coming through in the words. Cade and Ethan both laughed at Remy’s response, and she gave Ethan a smile and a quick squeeze before stepping away. “Thank you for rescuing me from the dead guy, Eth.”

      Ethan chuckled and shook his head. He reflexively reached up and tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, away from her face. “Any time, doll. You just let me know when you need it, okay?”

      Remy gave him another grateful smile, and that look made his chest tighten. He swallowed and nodded at her again, and she moved toward Cade. Cade, for her part, put an arm around her shoulders in a comforting gesture similar to the one she’d given Ethan earlier. He smiled and turned away from the young woman. It hurt too much to see the caring, trusting look she gave him. It reminded him too much of Nikola.

      “Everything okay?” Brandt asked. Ethan glanced back at Theo and Gray, who still stood near the body, talking quietly.

      “Dead guy. Looks like he hung himself,” Ethan said distractedly. “We need to get rid of the body, and we need to barricade the doors again before sunset. I don’t want to do that by flashlight.”

      

      Gray and Theo managed to wrap the deceased man’s body in a couple of sheets and carry it to the house next door. The location had been decided on after a short discussion on the best place to leave the body. Theo had argued that it would be disrespectful to the dead to leave him exposed to the elements in the back yard—a favored suggestion of Remy’s, who still smarted over the scare she’d gotten earlier—so the others had left it to him and Gray to move the man to the empty house next door.

      Theo wiped his forehead with his jacket cuff once he and Gray offloaded the corpse onto the flowered couch. “Bastard was heavy, wasn’t he?” Gray asked, panting as he dug into his jacket pocket for his inhaler. His words were casual, but Theo could hear a faint tremor in his voice. Gray had yet to get over his fear of the dead, something Theo had worked out of his own system while employed as a paramedic. Some things never changed.

      “Don’t call the dead names,” Theo admonished. He wiped at his face again and motioned to the door. “Come on. The others are waiting, and it’s almost completely dark outside.”

      The two men stepped out of the house and headed to the cracked sidewalk, Theo’s senses on alert for anything unusual as they walked back to the house in which the others hid. Gray was silent, his hands stuffed in his pockets, obviously relying on him to keep watch. Sometimes, despite his intelligence, Theo wondered just how smart his brother was. He did a lot of things absolutely stupidly, like relying on others to ensure his safety instead of only counting on himself. But maybe that was just a reaction to being out with Theo; maybe he counted on him having his back more than the others.

      “So what happened with you and Remy?” Theo asked, scanning the road beside them for any approaching dangers. Everything was quiet and still, though; he didn’t think they’d have much to worry about in this area. He shifted his eyes back to Gray, but Gray was giving him a look so ugly, it could have soured milk. He gritted his teeth, took a deep breath, and said, “Look, I can’t help you straighten out whatever the hell you’ve managed to cause now if I don’t know what’s going on.”

      Gray heaved a sigh and shook his head. “It’s not something remotely fixable,” he argued. “I fucked up, okay? I found them together, and I overreacted. My temper got the better of me. I’m not with her, and I’m not supposed to care who she is with. It’s none of my fucking business. But I made her business the group’s business, and now she hates me—hell, I hate me—and it’s probably going to cause problems with group operations from here on out.”

      Theo clapped him gently on the back and paused in mid-step to look at the house they approached. “I doubt it’s as bad as that,” he said. “Give it a week or so. everybody will have forgotten about it then.”

      “Except Ethan and Remy, and they’re the ones whose view on it really matters,” Gray argued. “And somehow, I doubt we’ll all even be alive in a week.”

      “If that’s your stance, then you shouldn’t worry about it,” Theo pointed out. “Because if we’re all going to be dead in a week, it won’t matter that you two got into a fight over Remy. None of us will even be alive to care.”

      Gray nodded slightly to concede the point. “Yeah, I guess so,” he said softly. “Doesn’t mean I’m happy about it, though.” He ran a hand through his dark hair and looked at him with wide eyes, appearing several years younger than his current twenty-three. Theo was reminded of when Gray was a teenager and would come to him for girl advice; that time in their lives seemed like a century ago. “I don’t think she likes me, Theo.”

      Theo scoffed and shook his head. “She likes you fine, Gray. Everybody here likes you. You’re a great guy.”

      “No, she doesn’t. They don’t,” Gray tried to correct him. Theo squinted at him in the fading evening light, trying to decipher the expression on his face. He was largely unsuccessful. “They all think I’m an asshole. A useless fucking tool who always has to have his own way.”

      “Man, you really have been kicking your own ass over this, haven’t you?” he observed. “It’s not really that big—”

      “I don’t want to talk about it anymore,” Gray interrupted with a firm shake of his head.

      Theo let go of Gray’s shoulder and put both hands up defensively. “Yeah, sorry. I’ll leave you alone about it now.” He started to walk toward the house again, his feelings hurt over his brother’s refusal to confide in him. He used to talk to him about everything. Ever since the Michaluk virus had caused them to throw their lot in with this group, though, his confidences had all but stopped, and now he was more secretive than ever. Theo wasn’t sure he liked the changes he’d witnessed in his brother; it just wasn’t the Gray he knew.

      The two men were nearly back to the house when Theo glimpsed one of the most welcome sights he’d encountered in months, enough to raise his spirits and make him feel that much better about their current situation. It wouldn’t make up for Nikola’s loss—nothing would—but it’d certainly help with their moods. He put an arm out to stop Gray, nearly clotheslining him as he rested his arm across his chest. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked, almost breathless with a rush of excitement.

      Gray squinted, approaching the white lattice crate that butted against the side of the house. It was approximately the size of a central air conditioning unit, and if it was anything but what Theo thought it was, he seriously believed he’d cry. Gray, thankfully enough, gave him a hesitant nod in response.

      “I think it might be,” Gray said. He shoved his gun at Theo and climbed on top of the box, working at the padlock with the thin screwdriver Cade had loaned him. It took some work, but Gray finally snapped the lock open and tossed it to the grass. He dropped down from the box and flipped the lid open, leaning to look inside. A grin spread across his face.

      “It is,” Gray confirmed excitedly. He fiddled with a cap on the top and managed to dislodge it, leaning to shine his flashlight inside. “With a full tank! This could last us all night, easily.”

      Theo resisted the urge to let out a whoop of excitement. “Let’s crank this fucker up, then!” he exclaimed.

      

      Cade sat comfortably on the living room sofa behind Remy, braiding her hair by the light of a skinny flashlight clenched between her teeth. Remy had her eyes closed, her head tilted back and nearly lolling on her neck with the soothing feeling of Cade’s fingers in her hair. Ethan and Brandt were at the coffee table, poring over the Georgia map and arguing softly over what they found. Avi lurked by the front door with a look of apprehension on her face, waiting for Gray and Theo’s return.

      “I still think this would be the best route,” Ethan said, shining his flashlight over the map spread out on the table. His finger tapped the paper, and Cade leaned over to look at the map for herself. She followed his finger with her eyes as he traced it along the route in question.

      “It’s not. There are roadblocks here, here, and here,” Brandt argued, jabbing his finger at the paper. “And unlike the one we dealt with yesterday, they aren’t ones we can easily climb over. I’ve been through right here.” His finger landed on a fourth spot. “It’s as clear as we can hope for. I think it’s our best chance to get through without having to go off road.” He grabbed the pen on the table beside him and started writing in the margins of the map. “What I am more concerned with is where we’re going to go after Atlanta if we don’t get picked up.”

      Ethan let out an exasperated breath and shook his head. “Brandt—” he started, but before he could continue, the room flooded with light. Cade let out a startled gasp and threw her arm up to shield her eyes against the brightness. Remy stiffened, her shoulders squaring and her back straightening, fingers finding and gripping the hilt of her bolo knife tightly enough to turn her knuckles white. Cade put a free hand on her shoulder soothingly.

      “What the fuck?” Brandt snapped. He tilted his head back to look at the ceiling fan, watching its blades spin lazily, casting rotating shadows across the ceiling. He got up and hurried to the light switch, slapping at it to turn the light off. The room fell into darkness once more as he drew his gun and stood by the door.

      There was a sudden commotion at the front door, and Cade abandoned her spot behind Remy to point her rifle in the direction of the noise. Avi scrambled back, her machete in her hands, as the door burst open. Cade barely managed to stop herself from squeezing the trigger as Gray and Theo burst into the house.

      “That fucker had a generator!” Gray yelped happily. Theo gave him a cross look and kicked the younger man’s ankle, but he didn’t seem to notice as he charged toward the kitchen. “I’m going to see if the water heater’s electric and if there’s water pressure.”

      Remy sat up even straighter, if that were possible, looking highly interested in Gray’s words. “Wait, you mean we might actually get the chance to take hot showers?”

      A slow smile spread across Cade’s face as she thought of the luxury. A hot shower would be the most wonderful thing in the world; she hadn’t had a hot shower or bath since shortly after the Michaluk virus broke out. It was too long to go without a nice, warm bath, and the lack of one was beginning to make her feel a little less human every day. But she had a feeling that something of that nature would be far too much to ask for. She was proven right when she followed Brandt and Gray to the kitchen, lurking in the doorway as Brandt turned the faucet on. It only gave out the occasional splutter as he turned it on full blast.

      “No dice,” Brandt announced. “Best-case scenario, there’s air in the pipes. But I wouldn’t get my hopes up.” Cade let out a disappointed sigh, and he gave her a smile in return.

      “I, personally, am going to see what this guy does have that we can use,” Ethan announced. He headed down the hall leading to the back of the house. Cade watched him go, frowning as she skimmed her eyes over the straight set of his back and shoulders. Her worry for him made her feel completely helpless.

      A moment of silence lingered over the rest of the group. Remy let out a sigh of her own and rose off the couch. She casually smoothed her hands over her shirt and jacket before following Ethan down the hall. “I’m going to make sure he’s okay,” she said over her shoulder.

      Silence continued after her departure, and Cade tore her eyes from the dark hallway to Gray. He was watching the hall, too, his eyes narrowed; she could read the jealousy on his face as easily as she could read an open book. The expression was enough to make her grit her teeth in irritation, and the simmering feeling boiled over when she saw Theo pat Gray on the back.

      “You’re not going to win any points with Remy by acting like a brat every time she shows attention to someone other than you,” she spat out. Everyone’s eyes swiveled to her as she turned on Theo and took half a step toward him. “And you, stop validating his damn behavior. It’s pissing me off.”

      She felt the others’ eyes on her as she let out a huff of irritation and marched straight to the stairs. Ignoring them all, she began to climb, intent on seeking a room in which she could hole up for the night and get away from her companions. She’d had enough of them for the day.
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      Remy’s search for Ethan didn’t take as long as she expected. She found him sitting on a dark green sofa in the office at the back of the house, his eyes closed and a pair of earbuds in his ears. He didn’t hear her as she stopped in the doorway and examined the room. It was decorated in dark colors, reds and greens and browns, leathers and soft fabrics covering the assorted furniture littering the office. It reminded her of a lawyer’s overdone office, one of those where they rented books by the foot so they could look more intelligent with their shelf décor. Or maybe it was like a doctor’s office—not the exam rooms, but the actual office where doctors did their thing away from their patients. The thought was a bit unsettling; she’d never liked either. She wandered to the dark mahogany desk and looked over the office supplies there, picking up a silver letter opener and tapping it over her knuckles as she turned to face Ethan.

      She frowned as she stepped toward him, slipping the letter opener into her pocket. He hadn’t reacted in the slightest to the noise she made. She wasn’t making an effort to keep quiet, either. It was a sign of how upset Ethan was that whatever music he’d chosen to listen to was too loud for him to hear his surroundings. That was incredibly dangerous. It opened the door for one of the infected to attack and kill him before he realized they were even there. She wondered if he secretly hoped that would happen. The thought was more unsettling than the idea of being in a lawyer’s or doctor’s office.

      Remy moved forward more slowly and leaned to pick up the music player on the couch at his side. It was one of those old school iPods, the ones with the little clickwheel and no wi-fi. She bumped the touch-sensitive controls just enough to see the track name. Before she could read it, though, Ethan’s hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. She nearly dropped the music player in shock, and her eyes darted to meet Ethan’s. He looked up at her, and she swallowed hard as she saw the expression in his eyes. She set the player back down on the cushion and gave him a reluctant smile, pulling one of the earbuds out of his ear. “What are you listening to?” she asked casually, sinking down onto the couch beside him and ignoring the way her heart raced from the startle he’d given her.

      Ethan wordlessly passed her the music player, and she finally got a glimpse of the device’s screen. “Simple Man,” she read out loud as she fingered the edge of the player, tracing her nail along the metal casing. “Lynyrd Skynyrd?”

      “Yeah,” he confirmed.

      She smiled. “I didn’t even know you liked them.”

      “I like almost everything that’s at least a little listenable,” Ethan replied. Remy smiled again and scooted closer to him, blatantly cuddling against his side. She stuck the earbud she still held into her right ear, resting her head against his so they could both listen. “I didn’t know you liked them either,” he commented.

      She shrugged. “I’m a lot like you. I’ll listen to pretty much anything.” She ran her fingers absently along the hem of her jacket and added, “My dad—my birth dad—he was a musician. Used to play guitar. He was amazing at it.” Ethan gave her a sad look, and she found his hand and squeezed it. “It’s okay. He died a long time ago, when I was eight,” she assured him. “And everyone else is gone, too. I’m coming to terms with their deaths. Hell, I’ll join them sooner or later anyway. Most likely sooner.”

      He leaned back to look her in the face. “What makes you say that?” he asked, his eyes scanning her features.

      Remy shrugged and averted her eyes as she said, “I don’t know. I just have this feeling, right here,” she touched her stomach, “that I’m not going to live to see the end of the week.”

      “Yes, you will,” he said immediately with a firm shake of his head. “You’re one of the toughest people I know. You’ll make it through Atlanta fine.”

      “Just because I’m tough doesn’t mean Atlanta isn’t tougher,” Remy said. “I don’t think I’m going to live to see Luckie Street.”

      “If you think that, then why are you going?” he asked.

      She shrugged again and ducked her head. “Because I need to. I’ve already explained that to you.”

      Ethan sighed and leaned his head back against the sofa, closing his eyes. He stayed silent for a few songs, for so long that Remy wondered if he’d fallen asleep. When he finally spoke again, his voice was strained, as if he struggled to hold back a strong surge of emotion. “I swear to you now, Remy Angellette, I will not allow you to die in Atlanta. I won’t let anything touch you. Not as long as I’m breathing long enough to stop it.”

      She smiled at his words. “Aw, Eth, that’s the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me,” she joked with a little laugh. The laugh caught in her throat as he lifted his head from the sofa, the expression in his eyes hard and serious.

      “I mean it. I’m not kidding, Remy,” he said. His voice was just as serious as his eyes.

      Remy drew in a slow breath and closed her eyes momentarily before leaning her head back against Ethan’s. “Let’s not think about it right now,” she suggested. “Let’s just enjoy the music and relax and just…be.”

      He let out an exasperated breath and ran a hand through his shaggy blond hair. “I don’t want to just relax,” he said. “We need to talk about this. I want to know what the fuck’s going on in that pretty little head of yours.”

      Remy pulled the earbud out of her ear, dropping it between them. “Do we really? I don’t think we do.” She sat up straight and started to work her hair out of the braid Cade had put it in. “Why can’t we just enjoy our fucking free time? It’s probably the last chance we’ll have to do it.”

      “Remy, please,” Ethan said. She closed her eyes slowly at the heavy pleading in his voice, not knowing how to respond to that. “I lost Nikola. I never got the chance to talk to her about any of this shit. I never knew what she thought about Atlanta.”

      “She was a teenager, Ethan,” she said patiently, sliding a few inches away from him. “Nobody knows what’s going on in their minds.”

      “Yeah, well.” He sighed and slid an arm around her waist, tugging gently at her. “Come here.”

      “What for?”

      “I just want you to sit here with me, Remy,” he said. His fingers rubbed slowly at her ribs. “I want your company. Is there something wrong with that?” He offered her the earbud she’d dropped. “Music?”

      Remy stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. Perhaps Nikola’s death had unhinged him more than the rest of them had realized; she wondered how clearly he was really thinking. He seemed so easily distracted and, quite frankly, absolutely depressed; she didn’t see how he’d manage to make any serious decisions. This sort of attitude could get them all killed. It was the same careless attitude he’d often admonished her for.

      She touched the back of his neck, running her fingers lightly over the bones of his spine as she watched him closely. “Are you okay?” she asked, twisting to face him on the couch, sitting sideways with one foot on the floor and the other tucked underneath her.

      Ethan hesitated, looking down at his lap. Then he seemed to crumble. He leaned forward and buried his face in his hands, his shoulders hunched and his head bowed. “Oh hell,” he said, his voice muffled. “Oh fuck, I’m not,” he admitted softly.

      Remy swallowed hard. Ethan looked seconds away from a total breakdown, and she felt a pang in her chest. She quickly wrapped her arms around him and held him close, resting her head against his back and rubbing her hands soothingly over his sides and chest. “Shh, Eth, it’s okay,” she murmured. “Shit’s hard, I know. This whole mess is just…it’s all gotten so fucked up.”

      He let out a slow, shuddery breath. “How did everything get so turned around? We were all fine and happy. And then she showed up, and everything’s just…wrong now.”

      “It’s because she showed up,” she agreed. She closed her eyes and added softly, “Is there anything I can do for you to at least see you happy again? Anything at all?”

      Ethan was silent for a moment before he spoke. “Yeah. You can live.”

      

      Brandt decided to go after Cade once a neutral thirty minutes had passed. He’d thought maybe she needed some quiet and privacy, but the house made him nervous, despite the uncommon comforts it offered. He didn’t want to leave the woman alone in it any longer than necessary. He picked up both their rifles from the coffee table—it was a testament to Cade’s anger that the Israeli woman had left her beloved rifle on the table an entire floor below her—and slung hers over his shoulder by the strap.

      “I’ll see you guys in the morning,” Brandt said to Theo and Avi before heading to the stairs. Gray was nowhere to be seen; he vaguely remembered the younger man saying he was going to keep watch from the roof. He didn’t understand why he felt he was in the middle of a battlefield, but his heart raced as he reached the top of the stairs and looked around. He was concerned about what he’d find as he searched for the room Cade had staked out.

      The hallway was dark—they’d quickly decided to leave off whatever lights weren’t necessary—and Brandt could make out a faint line of light coming from underneath a door. He moved in that direction, pausing just outside of it, dropped his rifle to his side, and hesitated before tapping his knuckles on the door.

      “Who is it?” Cade called out, her voice sounding weary. He frowned and stepped closer to the door.

      “It’s just me. Can I come in?”

      A rustle and a couple of thuds on the other side of the door greeted his request, and he stepped back as Cade pulled the door open. She was framed by the soft yellow light from the lone lamp she’d turned on, and she’d stripped down to her jeans and the white tank top she always wore under her shirts. She was, unusually, barefoot. “Hey,” she greeted, motioning for him to enter. “You need something.”

      “I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” he said lamely, stepping inside. She’d claimed what appeared to be a very tastefully decorated master bedroom. He was impressed; it was obvious the man who’d lived there had a decent amount of money. He took Cade’s rifle off his shoulder and set it carefully on the table by the bed before he turned to look at her. She moved back across the room to the connected bathroom without looking back at him in return.

      “Yeah, I’m okay. I just…I don’t know.” She let out a heavy sigh that echoed off the bathroom’s tiles. “Stressed, I guess.” The sound of running water accompanied her words, and he hesitated before going to the bathroom door. She stood at the sink, water running over the flannel shirt she held under the faucet; she rubbed the fabric against itself in an attempt to scrub off the dried dirt and mud.

      “I thought we didn’t have any water pressure,” he commented, leaning against the doorframe and watching her for a moment.

      “I think you were right about the air in the pipes,” she replied. “I turned the sink on full for a while, and water started coming out like it’s supposed to. Might not be anything I’d be willing to drink, but it’ll do for cleaning up with. Maybe even for a shower later.”

      Brandt gave her a smile and crossed his arms, watching as she washed her shirt in the sink, the water running darkly into the basin. “You’re going to have a problem if we have to move suddenly,” he warned her. “Especially if your clothes are all wet.”

      Cade laughed and shook her head. “I’ll be fine. I’ll just steal some of yours,” she joked, giving Brandt a smile and motioning to her shoulder bag. It sat on the counter nearby, a few damp spots still showing on the canvas. “I’ve got a couple of other shirts in my bag anyway. I always keep a couple of extras in it just in case.”

      Silence fell as Cade continued cleaning her shirt. She finally wrung it out and shook it loose before draping it over the shower curtain rod. He watched the movement of the lean muscles in her arms as she stretched to hang the shirt over the bar, and he sighed softly.

      “Do you think we’d have ever met if the virus hadn’t broken out?” he asked suddenly, shifting his eyes from her arms to her face. Cade glanced at him before returning her attention to her bag. Her dark hair blocked his view of half her face, and his fingers itched with the need to push it out of the way.

      “I doubt it,” she said, speaking into the bag as she rummaged inside it. “I mean, I was in Memphis, and you were in Atlanta. I doubt I’d have left Memphis if I didn’t have to, you know?”

      Brandt let out a soft breath. “True,” he agreed. “That’s at least the one little thing I have to thank it for, I suppose. Though it’s probably the only good thing to ever come out of this mess.”

      Cade nodded and looked up at him for a few moments. He stared back at her, trying to decide if he should do what his gut demanded and step forward to take her into his arms. But then she turned her eyes away and spoke again, casually. “So what’s the plan for tomorrow? Or did you and Ethan ever agree on one?”

      And just like that, the moment between them was broken.

      He cleared his throat. “We’re going whatever way I say we’re going,” he said confidently. “I think I managed to convince him to let me handle this part of the trip. I know this area better than he does.”

      “Do you think we’ll get there soon?”

      “Maybe. Probably late tomorrow or the day after,” he said, moving back into the bedroom. He picked his rifle back up and sat on the bench at the end of the bed, resting the rifle across his thighs. “Assuming we don’t run into any trouble, anyway,” he added.

      Cade followed him into the room and flopped onto the bed, sprawling out with a heavy sigh. “And if we do?”

      “Then we send up a prayer and pull the trigger,” he said simply. Cade let out a soft sound, and he twisted around to look at her. His eyebrows went up as he saw her lying on her back, her feet braced flat on the bed, both hands covering her face. Her elbows jutted into the air. He frowned and tugged gently at her ankle. “Hey, hey, are you okay?” he asked, keeping his voice low as he sat up straighter, watching her closely.

      “Yeah,” Cade said, her voice hushed. “Yeah. No. I don’t know.” She fell silent, and he continued holding her ankle, loosely, feeling the small bones underneath her skin. He rubbed his thumb over the knot on the outside of her ankle, tracing circles over the soft skin. “I feel like shit,” she admitted, sliding her legs to lie flat on the bed. “Like absolute, total shit.”

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” he offered, shifting to his knees on the small padded bench and watching her in concern. “I’m willing to listen, if you want to talk about it. You know I will.”

      “I know,” she said quietly. She didn’t lower her hands from her face, and he frowned, crawling up onto the bed, making his way on his hands and knees to kneel beside her instead. He gently touched one of her elbows, running his fingers along her skin again, down to her shoulder.

      “Talk to me,” he requested, massaging her shoulder. “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      “Why?” she asked. She shook her head and dug her fingers into her thick hair, twisting the strands around her fingers.

      “Because I want to help. Because I care.” He slid his hand to her wrist and tried to pull her hand from her face. “Come on. Don’t hide from me, okay? You promised you’d be honest with me, remember? You can tell me this kind of shit.”

      Cade shook her head again, the motion just barely perceptible, but she allowed him to pull her hands away from her face. He wasn’t surprised to see her face was flushed and her eyes watery with tears; she blinked rapidly in the light from the lamp by the bed. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I just…I’m really…I think it’s all starting to hit me.”

      “What is, Cade?” Brandt asked, taking both of her hands in his. He rubbed his thumbs over her knuckles, trying to reassure and comfort her.

      Cade dislodged a hand long enough to wave it vaguely at the ceiling before she pressed it back into his grip. “All of this. All of the bad shit that’s happened.”

      “You mean with Nikola?”

      “Nikola. Josie. Andrew. Anna. The whole fucking world. All of it.” She let out a sad, shaky laugh, though there was absolutely no mirth in it, and shifted her eyes from Brandt to stare blankly at the wall. “It’s all just too fucking much to deal with. I’ve spent too much time bottling all this up. I haven’t been able to sleep much in the past year, and I’m just…I’m tired of it all.” A soft, choked sob escaped her throat, and she murmured, “Why do we have to live like this, Brandt?”

      He processed her words with the utmost care and consideration, trying to decide the best thing to say. But he came up empty. There wasn’t anything to be said to make Cade feel better. The whole world was shit, and there was no way to explain that away or make her feel better about it. “I don’t know, Cade,” he finally admitted, feeling helpless. “I really don’t. I wish I did. I wish I knew what to say, but I don’t.”

      “You’ve lost people, too, right?” Cade asked. “You know how much it hurts. How awful it feels knowing what you have to do and that you have no way out of it.”

      “But I didn’t lose them the way you did,” he admitted. “I didn’t have to face the prospect of killing them myself.” Not all of them, anyway, he thought. “Fuck, I got off easy compared to the rest of you. Theo and Gray haven’t had to deal with it, and I don’t know about Avi, but you and Remy and Ethan? God, I wouldn’t want to do what you had to do. I don’t know that I could. I don’t know if I’d be able to put one of you guys down, not if it came to that. I care too fucking much. I’ve let myself get too close and personal with all of you. That’ll just make it harder when the time comes.”

      They both fell silent for a long while. Cade spent the time simply lying still, her hands in his, clutching his fingers desperately as if she were about to fall off a cliff and he was her only salvation. He held hers just as tightly in return, lifting them to his mouth and pressing soft kisses to her skin, first to the backs of her hands, then to her palms, and finally to the insides of her wrists. It was only after he lowered her hands again that she spoke once more.

      “I just miss her. So much,” Cade murmured. “God, she was just a little girl, Brandt. Four years old. She didn’t even really get a chance to live before it all went to shit. I don’t even know if her mother knows she’s dead. I don’t even know if her mother, if my sister, is even still alive or, if she is, where she might be.”

      “What does your heart tell you?” Brandt asked, sliding down to lie beside her. He rested a palm against her flat stomach, feeling his hand rise and fall with each breath. “What’s it say down here in your gut?” he asked.

      “It tells me that, if Lindsey was anywhere near the epicenter of this, the chances of her being alive is slim to none,” she admitted. “It tells me I shouldn’t get my hopes up for her survival, because she doesn’t have the skillset I do to live in a world like this. That if she did survive, I’ll probably never get the chance to talk to her again, never mind see her, so she might as well be dead.”

      He shook his head. “Cade, that’s what your head is telling you. What does your heart say?”

      She hesitated and dropped a hand to rest on top of his, slipping her fingers between his. “My heart tells me there’s always hope,” she said quietly.

      “Exactly,” Brandt said. He slid farther up the bed to put his face on level with hers, brushing his fingers against her cheek. “There is always hope. There’s always hope for us to make it out of this alive, for your sister to make it out alive. Maybe even one day for you two to see each other again.” He smiled and twisted his fingers into her dark hair. “And if not, then hell, you’ve got me, right? I’ll take care of you.”

      Cade snorted, suppressing a laugh. “Oh, fuck that. If either of us is going to need taking care of, it’s you, not me. I can take care of myself just fine.”

      “And you know what? I totally believe that,” he agreed with a laugh of his own. He pulled her close then, wrapping his arm firmly around her slender waist and pressing a light kiss against the corner of her mouth. “You feel any better?”

      “A little,” she admitted. She shifted against him and gave him a slight smile, clearly a bit uncomfortable at his closeness, but she didn’t seem inclined to push him away, either. “You know what would make me feel so much better, though?”

      “What?”

      Cade nodded toward the bathroom door. “A shower? Even a cold one will make me feel that much more human again.”

      Brandt grinned. “You know, I bet I can arrange that,” he said, pleased that he’d finally found something he could do to help her. “Hell, give me a few, and I bet I could arrange a hot shower for you.”

      “A man after my heart,” she said with a luxurious sigh.

      “Oh, you better believe it.”
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      The seven remaining members of the group set out an hour after sunrise the next morning. All were reluctant to leave the house right away; it’d been a pleasant night for most of them, especially when electricity and hot water were added into the equation, and many had slept better than they had in a long time. Ethan was in a surprisingly decent mood, though he hadn’t gotten as much sleep as the others likely had. He had Remy to thank for that. They’d both needed their rest, but the young woman had opted to stay with him for the night, blatantly flaunting their relationship to the others after spending three months struggling to keep it a secret. Perhaps it was their proximity to Atlanta and possible death that lifted her insistence on secrecy. Emotionally, the night did Ethan a world of good, and he wasn’t going to complain. Even the fact that they were now headed toward a city that had become synonymous with “danger” did nothing to truly dampen his spirits.

      They walked for four hours before stopping at noon to eat and rest. As the others ate from cans of food scavenged from their bags and the home they’d left that morning, Brandt and Ethan leaned against a beat-up car, poring over the map of Georgia spread out on its hood. They were trying, without absolute success, to pinpoint the group’s exact location.

      “I think we’re somewhere in here,” Brandt said. He ran his finger along a stretch of highway. The wind tried to blow the paper off the hood, and he let out an impatient sigh and flattened the map again. “I’m not positive exactly where, though.”

      “That doesn’t do me much good,” Ethan said. He drank a swallow of soup from the can in his hand and leaned against the car, studying the landscape around them and trying to match it to the map. “I need to know how much farther we’ve got until we get there. As close an estimate as you can give me.”

      “About all I can guarantee you is we haven’t passed through Villa Rica yet,” Brandt said, pushing his dark hair from his eyes. “I do know we’re closer to the interstate than I’m comfortable with. When we hit the intersection of 8 and 101, we’ll be maybe a mile, maximum two, away from it. It might get rough there. The congestion of vehicles alone will make travel difficult.”

      “And then we have to worry about what’s in the vehicles,” Ethan added. He looked at where the others sat several yards away, eating their own lunches. He watched as Theo moved among the group, passing out some sort of pill. Vitamins, he realized. Leave it to Theo to think of all the little things that never crossed his mind. He turned to Remy and watched as she ate a peach slice out of the can with her fingers, laughing at something Cade said.

      Ethan turned back to Brandt. “Okay, lay it on me. What are our chances?” he finally asked quietly. It was a question he’d avoided since they’d left Maplesville, and it was one he really needed the answer to.

      Brandt stood silently and stared at the map beneath his hands as if trying to decide what to say and how to say it. He ran a hand through his hair and let out a slow breath before he spoke. “Honestly? I’m not sure,” he admitted. “It was pretty hard moving around in Atlanta on my own, when the virus initially began to spread. I don’t know how a group of seven could manage. I don’t know what the conditions in the city are like anymore. They could be bad, or they could be somewhat improved. By now, a lot of the infected could have died off or simply spread farther out, looking for more food sources. There are too many variables that I just don’t know.”

      Ethan stared at the map. “The only thing I can think of is just for us to travel quickly, leave everything we don’t need behind, and once we get inside the city, move fast.”

      It wasn’t long before they got the others to their feet and moving once more. The idea they’d come up with was to get everyone through Villa Rica as fast as they could, to move everyone for at least three more hours before stopping for the rest of the day. By tomorrow, they’d reach Atlanta.

      Their arrival in the city wasn’t something he was particularly looking forward to.

      The group passed through Villa Rica unmolested, despite Brandt’s initial fears of attack so close to the interstate. But it was as they neared Douglasville that everything began to fall apart.

      The road had become more congested as they neared the city of Douglasville. The obstructions had become so plentiful that the group was forced to slow to a near crawl as they tried to pass among the cars. Cade had given up trying to wade through the cars and had moved to the road’s shoulder, where the vehicles were fewer in number and spread farther apart. Brandt had followed her lead and moved to the shoulder on the opposite side, and the rest of them were interspersed among the cars as they made their way toward the city.

      It happened so fast Ethan didn’t have time to register the events, never mind react to them.

      One moment, Cade walked along the side of the road, her rifle in her hands. The next moment, she let out a shout of alarm as something darted from the trees lining the side of the highway and grabbed her arm. Cade jerked back instinctively, trying to free herself, and stumbled into a car that blocked her progress. Ethan realized Cade’s assailant was an infected woman, and he started to run through the cars, weaving among them as quickly as he could. The infected woman had her tightly in her grip and was attempting to drag her down to the ground.

      “Cade!” a desperate shout rang out from Ethan’s left. He turned to see Brandt sliding across the hoods of cars and climbing over vehicles and other debris, moving quickly in her direction. The man raised his rifle and tried to aim, even as he moved.

      Ethan knew Brandt wouldn’t be able to get a clear shot from that range, not without hitting Cade, too. It was too dangerous, and she and the infected woman were moving too much in their desperate struggle.

      Theo was the closest to Cade, and he reached her first. He grabbed her around the waist and attempted to pull her back from the infected woman that had her fingers wrapped around Cade’s arm in a bruising grip. Theo ripped the knife from the sheath on Cade’s belt and plunged it into the infected woman’s chest.

      The impact of the blade was enough to jar loose the woman’s grip on Cade’s arm. Cade stumbled back a few steps at the sudden absence of resistance and fell to her knees in the gravel beside the car. She scrambled for her rifle then brought it up and aimed, trying to get a clear shot at the woman. But the infected woman now grappled with Theo, and Cade let out a cry of frustration. “I can’t get a shot!” she yelled in a panic. “I can’t get a fucking shot!”

      Before anyone else could reach them to assist, the infected woman hauled Theo closer with a mighty pull of her arm and, in the blink of an eye, sank her teeth into Theo’s exposed forearm.

      Theo let out an agonized scream and thrashed away from her, kicking wildly. He braced his foot against her stomach and shoved her away from him, tearing his arm from her teeth. He scrambled backward as quickly as he could, taking shelter between two cars and cradling his arm to his chest.

      Cade and Brandt lifted their rifles at the same time. Two shots echoed against the trees. The infected woman collapsed into the grass beside the road.

      Ethan reached Theo as the body fell. Rapid footsteps behind him announced the arrival of the others. Gray shoved Ethan harshly out of the way, and Ethan fell against the car as Gray slid to the ground beside his brother.

      “Oh God, fuck, Theo,” Gray gasped, throwing his arms around Theo’s shoulders. “Are you okay?”

      “Get back!” Theo ordered and shoved Gray hard away from him. “Get back.”

      “Why? What’s wrong?” Gray asked urgently.

      A sinking feeling settled into Ethan’s stomach. Gray didn’t know. He hadn’t seen what had happened.

      “Get back!” Theo yelled again, more desperately than before. “Get the fuck back! All of you!”

      Ethan took Gray by the elbow, tugging gently to pull him away from Theo, even as his eyes finally took in the sight of the wound on his brother’s arm. “Oh, Jesus,” Gray whispered softly. “Oh, Jesus, no.” His eyes were wide at the sight of the blood that ran down Theo’s arm.

      Theo pulled his arm tighter against his chest. His hand pressed hard on the wound as he tried to staunch the bleeding. “I need my pack,” he said, his voice trembling. “I dropped it when I started to run.”

      “Here,” Remy said breathlessly as she jogged up. Avi was just behind her, and she fell to her knees beside Theo. Remy set the bag on the ground beside him and added, “I found it back there when I almost tripped over it.”

      “Is there anything we can do?” Gray asked frantically, looking at Ethan. Ethan could see the fear in his eyes, and he knew he had to be very afraid if he was looking to him for guidance. He looked at Theo and watched as the paramedic held his arm tightly and directed Avi on what to look for in the bag. Then he shifted his eyes back to Gray once more.

      “I don’t know, Gray,” Ethan admitted, a slight tremor in his own voice. “I don’t think so.”

      Gray let out a pained, choked sound and turned away, putting his back to them. Remy moved to him in two strides and wrapped her arms around him tightly, attempting to soothe him. For once, Ethan wasn’t in the slightest bit jealous of the attention she was showing Gray; if anything, Gray desperately needed it at that moment, because he was facing something Ethan had hoped he wouldn’t have to face: the impending death of his brother.

      “I can’t go with you,” Theo said. Ethan looked up at him and saw he was holding his wounded arm out to Avi. She’d donned a pair of latex gloves and was carefully wrapping his arm in gauze to help stop the bleeding.

      “What? Why not?” Gray demanded, pulling free from Remy and looking at him with wide eyes. “Why not? You have to come! We can’t just leave you here!”

      “You have to, Gray! I can’t go with you!” Theo insisted, raising his voice. “I’m fucking infected! If I go, I’ll put all of you in danger, and I will not do that.”

      “There’s got to be something we can do!” Gray protested.

      “Yeah, you can give me a gun and a bullet and get the hell out of here,” Theo said, his voice heavy with bitterness. “I’m not going to live like one of those things, not knowing who I am anymore and trying to kill innocent people.”

      Remy slid past Gray, kneeling beside Theo and stopping Avi’s hands as she continued trying to wrap Theo’s arm. She dug a handgun out of her bag and ejected the bullets from the magazine, starting to unload them into her hand.

      “What are you doing?” Gray demanded, turning on Remy and grabbing her hands to stop her.

      “Gray, stop,” she said in a soft, steady voice. She didn’t look at him as she dropped the handful of bullets into her bag and put a single one back into the magazine. Once she’d returned the magazine to the gun, she chambered the round and set the weapon carefully on the ground beside his knee. “For when you’re ready,” she said, leaning in and pressing a soft kiss to his forehead.

      Ethan felt his throat tighten up at Remy’s words. It was when she did things like this—helping others out in her own way, caring and showing love for her friends—that he realized just how much they’d all been hurt and changed by this virus, physically and psychologically. He closed his eyes and took in several deep breaths to calm himself before he lost it. The last thing he needed was to break down in front of the others when they needed him to take charge and keep them together.

      Disregarding any animosity that might have existed between them, Ethan put his arm around Gray’s shoulders and pulled him gently away. “Come on, you don’t need to be here for this,” he said.

      Gray pulled free again and went to Theo. He wrapped his arms around his brother in a tight hug and mumbled something none of them could hear.

      “I know,” Theo said simply, giving him a one-armed hug in return. “Now go. Please.”

      Gray gave him a short nod and straightened, then he started to walk, back straight, down the highway once more. His eyes shone with tears as he passed Ethan on his stoic journey.

      Ethan hesitated, debating whether or not he should go after Gray. Instead, he took a moment to look down at Theo. He asked the other man, softly, “You’re going to be okay. Right?”

      Theo looked up at him unblinkingly and asked in return, “Are you?”

      

      Theo waited until Gray had walked away before he rested his head against the car behind him. Remy, Cade, and Avi all still lurked behind him, and Brandt stood guard nearby, his rifle up as he watched the tree line attentively. He loosely rested his hand on top of the gun Remy had given him, closed his eyes, and let out a slow breath. “I’m so sorry, guys,” he murmured.

      “Don’t be,” Cade said from somewhere to his right. “You saved me, Theo.” Her knuckles brushed down his cheek, and he couldn’t help but lean into the touch.

      He let a small smile grace his lips and nodded. “Yeah, I did. It was worth it, then.” He swallowed hard and fought back a wave of emotion that threatened to overcome him. “Just…do me a favor, all of you?”

      “Anything, Theo,” Remy said.

      “Take care of Gray for me,” he requested. “He’s not as strong as he likes to pretend he is. I’m all he had left. I don’t think he’ll handle this very well.” He opened his eyes and looked at Remy seriously. “Especially you, Remy. You know what it’s like for your whole family to leave you. He’ll need you to help him through this.”

      Remy nodded understandingly, and Theo looked to Avi. The blond woman wept openly. “Theo, there has to be something we can do,” she said.

      “Yeah, you can do as I’ve asked,” Theo replied. “That’s all you need to do. You know how this goes. I’m not the first person to get the Michaluk Virus, and I won’t be the last, either.” He breathed in deeply and closed his eyes once more, dropping his head back to the car again. “Now get the fuck moving. I don’t want any of you caught out here near me when the gun goes off. You know what the sound does to draw the infected out.” He lifted his head to look at the four of them again. They were reluctant to leave him; he could see it in their eyes. But he couldn’t do what he needed to do with them around. He wiped his bloodied hand off on his pants. “Remy, get them out of here,” he begged.

      Remy stared at him for a moment, searching his face, then nodded, standing. “Come on, Cade, Avi,” she said. She tugged at their arms to get them to move. Avi seemed to resist, but Brandt came over to give Remy a hand, forcing the woman to her feet.

      “You’ll be okay, Theo,” Brandt said, pulling Cade up. “Take care of Nikola for us, would you?”

      Theo smiled slightly. He liked how Brandt thought of his impending death. It was comforting somehow, and his breath caught in his throat. “Of course,” he finally agreed, his voice hushed.

      And then they walked away, and he was left alone on a cluttered highway somewhere in Georgia.

      Theo blew out a breath and closed his eyes. His head and his arm both throbbed. A thin trail of blood oozed from the wound, trickling from beneath the admittedly sloppy bandage Avi had applied to it. His hands shook as he struggled to relax.

      He had options. He knew he did. He could avoid the idea of suicide and let himself become like those things that now wandered the earth, like the thing that infected him. But he didn’t want to live like that. That wasn’t living, not knowing who he was anymore and putting the people he loved in danger. He refused to let himself become an animal.

      Theo weighed his choices. He wanted to see a sunset again, but as he looked at his watch, he realized that sunset was simply too far away. He’d be far into the thrones of the virus if he waited that long. He imagined he could feel it already as it pumped through his veins, slogged thickly through the blood in his body. The thought was almost enough to make him gag.

      He looked in the direction the others had gone, and he couldn’t see them anymore. They still weren’t far enough away for his comfort, though; he didn’t want any of them to hear this. He dragged himself to his feet and started to slowly walk in the opposite direction, back the way they’d come, trying to put more distance between himself and them.

      This wasn’t how Theo thought his life would end. Growing up, he’d naively believed he’d be old when he died, that it was impossible for someone as young as him to perish. It was the typical invincibility of youth, and though he was older now and knew better, he still thought that twenty-five was too young to die. He hadn’t experienced all the things he wanted to do. He never got to marry, never got to have children, never got to start a life. Nothing normal ever happened to anyone since this outbreak had hit the scene. It’d robbed him of everything else, and now it was taking his life, too.

      Theo hoped like hell that the others managed to make it to Luckie Street. And he hoped that Avi one day found out exactly who it was who’d caused the massive viral spread. He had every intention of haunting the hell out of them.

      He found a shady spot on the side of the road and sank to his knees. He looked in the direction he’d come as he slid back to sit against the tree he was under. He couldn’t see his friends now. He couldn’t even see the car he’d walked away from.

      Theo was afraid of death, but he was more afraid of living as a victim of the Michaluk Virus. Ultimately, his death rested in his hands. And he wanted it on his own terms.

      He nodded slightly as he determined his own path and closed his eyes. He took several slow, deep breaths as he tried to relax himself further, tried to keep calm. This was what he had to do, he reminded himself. This was what he had to do to save his brother, to eliminate the risk he posed to those still living.

      He lifted the gun and pulled the trigger.
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      The gunshot echoed through the trees, and Gray flinched against Remy as it met their ears. He stopped walking and covered his eyes with his hand, bowing his head and taking several deep, shaky breaths. Remy could tell he was struggling to keep control of himself. She hugged him again, not sure what to do. Despite Theo’s words, she wasn’t that experienced with comforting someone who’d just lost the last of his family; when she had lost hers, there was no one there to comfort her, and she hadn’t wanted it anyway.

      Though she had been in the position of hearing a gunshot and knowing that her last remaining family member had just died.

      To Remy’s surprise, Gray jerked away from her as she tried to hug him. He gave her a cold, hard look and sped up his walk. “Don’t fucking touch me,” he hissed.

      “Okay, okay.” She shook her head and dropped back to walk with Cade instead.

      “Hey,” Cade said as she let her catch up. Cade had her rifle in her hands again, and she watched the area around them more attentively than ever before.

      “You okay?” Remy asked, pulling her bolo knife out. Just in case. It never hurt to have some semblance of preparedness.

      “I think I’m just shaken up,” Cade admitted. “It’s not every day I get grabbed by one of the infected, and it’s happened twice in the past week alone. Definitely not my best week.”

      “It’s not a very good week for any of us,” she agreed. She twirled her knife idly and sighed. “We’ve lost two people in a matter of days. That’s something I never thought I’d see happen.”

      “Before we left Maplesville, Brandt told me he thought we’d all be dead before we got out of Atlanta,” Cade said, frowning. “He thought there wasn’t much hope of us getting out of there. He said the same thing back at the hotel the other day.”

      She hesitated and said, “I’m thinking the same thing. Well, I thought it, anyway.”

      Cade raised an eyebrow and glanced at her before returning her gaze to the trees. “Really?”

      “Yeah. This shit stresses me out, makes me do things I normally wouldn’t do,” she admitted, twirling her knife again.

      Cade didn’t look at her. “Like sleep with Ethan?”

      Remy gaped at her. Cade knew about that? How in the world…? “How in the hell did you find out about that?” she demanded.

      Cade shook her head, smiling. “I know all, Remy. You can’t hide anything from me.” Remy’s eyes widened, and Cade’s smile turned into a smirk. “I’m kidding. Ethan told me about it earlier. And I would’ve figured it out with the way he looked at you around lunchtime anyway.” She paused before adding, “And he told me how long it’s been going on, too.”

      “Oh God,” she groaned, feeling her cheeks heat up at Cade’s scrutiny. “I wouldn’t normally…I mean, I didn’t really mean to—”

      Cade turned on her, and the look in her ice-blue eyes stopped her in mid-step. “If you ever think about hurting him, you’ll have to answer to me. And you know I won’t hesitate to kick your ass,” she threatened. “If you regret what you did, you better pretend you don’t. The last thing Ethan needs is to get his heart broken on top of his grief over Nikola and Theo.”

      Cade’s mention of Theo was enough to sober her, and she looked away. She surprised even herself as her eyes filled with tears. “Jesus, Cade, what kind of person do you think I am?” she asked shakily, keeping her eyes on their surroundings, refusing to look at the older woman beside her. “I’m not a cold-hearted bitch. Just because I want to kill all of the infected I can find doesn’t mean I don’t have a heart. I care for him. You have no fucking idea how much. I just don’t see the point in beginning a relationship, considering the world we live in.”

      “That doesn’t mean you can’t still love someone, even if you’re not planning on having an actual relationship with them,” Cade pointed out. Remy sensed that she was no longer talking about her and Ethan. She followed Cade’s eyes and saw they were locked onto Brandt’s muscular back. He led the group down the highway, keeping their pace brisk, his shoulders straight and tense.

      “So…you and Brandt?” Remy could help but ask. The temptation to fall back on her old teasing to distract herself from her own little mire of grief was too great to pass up. Cade gave her a sharp look and punched her bicep. She bit back a yelp and rubbed her arm. “What was that for?”

      “Oh, you know what it was for,” Cade said darkly. She took Remy by the shoulder and gently shoved her ahead. “Get back where you’re supposed to be. We should be in Douglasville soon, and we need to be on alert.”

      “We need to find shelter for the night,” Ethan said, dropping back to talk to Cade and Remy. Remy gave him a small smile, and he returned it. His green eyes were bloodshot, and she realized he’d been crying. The thought was nearly enough to choke her up. “We can’t travel after sunset, and we need time to track someplace down.”

      “We’re not stopping in Douglasville,” Brandt said, joining them. Avi followed him over, sticking close and looking around warily. Gray, for his part, simply stopped in the middle of the road and stood there, making no move to approach them. “It’s too dangerous. It’s larger than Villa Rica, and there was a big outbreak there within days of the one in Atlanta. It was one of the first areas outside Atlanta to get totally wiped out by Michaluk.”

      “So we need to stop before we get to Douglasville, then?” Avi spoke up. They all looked at her; Gray continued his studious examination of the road ahead. “But there’s no place here to stop, no shelter at all! It’s all trees and highways and cars.”

      “We’ll have to make it to the other side of Douglasville before sunset,” Brandt said. “And it won’t guarantee our safety. There are stores and houses and little suburban towns and shit almost all the way from here to Atlanta.”

      Ethan started to take the crumpled map of Georgia out of his pocket. “Is that possible?” he asked. “I mean, Douglasville is bigger than Villa Rica, like you said. I don’t know if we can move across the whole city in an hour.”

      Brandt ran a hand slowly over his face and back through his hair, letting out a heavy sigh. “We have to try, okay? We can’t get caught outside in the dark with the infected. It’s too hard to guard your asses when I can’t see everything around us.”

      Remy looked around thoughtfully, taking stock of their surroundings. She spotted a dark blue minivan ahead of them, and an idea sprang to mind. “Why don’t we find a car or two to camp in for the night?”

      Ethan waved a hand toward a couple of the vehicles around them. “Be my guest, babe. I personally am not game on sleeping in a car that probably has or had a dead body in it.”

      Remy cringed at his words and wrinkled her nose in disgust. “Yeah, good point,” she conceded. She edged closer to the others, gripping her knife’s hilt tighter.

      “Hey, guys?” Gray called out. Their eyes turned to him, surprised that he’d spoken, but he didn’t return their looks. “Any of you know how to drive a motorcycle?”

      “I do,” Brandt said. Cade and Remy both nodded, and even Ethan looked as though his curiosity was piqued.

      “I drove one when I was younger,” he said. “And I taught Cade. I used one last year when I went back to Memphis, remember? Why do you ask, anyway?”

      Gray didn’t answer; he simply pointed off the right side of the road. Remy’s eyes followed his finger, and a wide grin spread across her face at the sight of the orange and black Harley-Davidson sign looming over the highway.

      “Oh fuck, Harleys,” Remy said almost dreamily. “I fucking love me some Harleys. I dated a guy once who had one. My mom hated it when I rode on it. She was so insistent that I’d get creamed out of the highway and she’d have to identify a box of paste as my remains.”

      “I don’t know how to drive one, but I bet those of us who don’t know how can hitch rides on the back of the bikes driven by whoever does,” Gray continued. He still didn’t bother to turn around.

      “It’s called riding pillion,” Cade grumbled. “And you’re assuming the bikes are even still there.”

      Remy snapped out of her motorcycle daydream and raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

      “We aren’t the only survivors roaming around the southeast,” Cade explained. “There are others, and there might even be others in this neighborhood. Considering how we’ve broken into shit ourselves, there’s no way other people haven’t been doing it, too.”

      “Well, I’m going to think positively and hope there’s at least three bikes in there,” Remy said.

      Cade shrugged and shouldered her rifle. “Just preparing for the worst-case scenario,” she said mildly.

      “We’ll have to worry about gas, too,” Brandt pointed out to Remy. “As long as we can get enough together to go the twenty miles from here to Atlanta, we’ll be fine. But most dealerships don’t keep much gas in their vehicles as a rule, in case of theft. It’ll take some time to get the fuel together.”

      Remy let out a slow breath, sheathed her bolo knife, and clapped her hands together gamely. “Okay, so let’s get this show on the road and go get us some motorcycles.”

      

      The six made good time crossing the highway and picking their way through the overgrown underbrush and trash and debris littering the side of the road. Twenty minutes later, they stood outside the Harley-Davidson dealership Gray had spotted from the highway. Cade studied the building and the merchandise visible through the showroom windows. She didn’t like what she saw.

      “This place is practically untouched,” Cade said in concern, squinting at the windows. “There’s not even a crack in the damned glass.”

      “Yeah, that is a little…odd,” Ethan agreed. He moved to stand closer to her, framing his face with his hands to get a better look inside. “Everything else has been looted to hell and back. Why not this one?”

      “You think it could be dangerous?” Remy asked. She studied the building, her hand tightening around the hilt of her bolo knife. Cade, for her part, hefted her rifle higher. Just in case.

      “Anything in this state is dangerous now,” Brandt spoke up.

      “Fuck that. Anything in this world is dangerous,” Cade corrected, frowning at the building again. Its normalcy made it seem more ominous. In the post-Michaluk reality, anything normal should always be viewed as suspect. Especially anything overly normal. “What do you think we should do, Brandt?”

      “We need those bikes,” Brandt said. He tilted his head back to look at the sky, and Cade was momentarily distracted by the way his hair fell back from his face. “And we’re losing the light. We’ll need to hurry.” He turned his eyes back to the rest of them, and she shook free from her slight daze and focused in on his face. “Gray, you and Avi don’t know how to drive the motorcycles, so you two guard us. We’re going in to get the bikes.”

      “And how am I supposed to guard you when all I have is this?” Avi asked tiredly. She held up her machete, wiggling it with a quick twist of her wrist to emphasize her point.

      Cade rolled her eyes and dug into her bag. She withdrew the last of her spare handguns and tossed it to Avi. The blond woman put her hands out for the gun and nearly dropped it, barely wrapping her hands around the weapon; she missed the spare magazine of bullets, though, and it fell to the dirt with a crunch. “If any of us gets killed because you decide to be incompetent, or if you freeze again, I will kill you myself,” she warned Avi. “That’s a promise, not a threat. And I fucking hope you can shoot a gun at least a little better than you can catch one.”

      “I won’t miss,” Avi promised, her nervousness turning to sincerity as Cade watched her.

      “You better not,” she repeated. She shouldered her rifle once more and looked around them again. She studied the building closely before swatting Brandt’s elbow to get his attention. “Come on, Brandt. You’ve got my back on this, right?”

      “Of course,” he said. “I can’t believe you even have to ask.”

      “Hey, you can’t fault me for double-checking,” she said. She winked at him before breaking away from the others and heading toward the front doors. She heard footsteps behind her and saw Remy and Ethan following her and Brandt, their own weapons in their hands and their expressions guarded as they scanned their surroundings. “How should we do this? Two in and two at the doors?” she asked, pausing and putting a hand on one of the doors in question.

      “Might be faster if we all go in and get what we came for,” Brandt suggested. He nudged her aside and slipped the screwdriver out of the side pocket of her bag before leaning down and starting to work at the locked door. It took longer than she’d have liked for him to pop the lock. He pushed the door open with a dramatic wave of his hand. “After you, my dear,” he said, giving Cade a cheeky grin, though she couldn’t help noticing that the grin didn’t reach his eyes. Leave it to Brandt to try to keep their spirits up with jokes, though she was sure that none of them was truly feeling the humor. Not after Nikola and Theo.

      Cade gave Brandt a single nod and lifted her rifle to her shoulder. She switched the safety off and rested her finger lightly against the trigger, taking a slow step inside and sweeping her rifle across the entire showroom with a slow half-turn. She lifted her hand off the rifle and motioned for Brandt to follow her in. “It looks clear,” she said softly.

      She moved farther into the showroom, her boots squeaking on the shiny tiles. She made another sweep of the room as Brandt entered the dealership behind her. Remy and Ethan were just behind him, moving in a manner similar to Cade. Everything was still clear to her satisfaction, so she made straight for the nearest motorcycle that she thought she could handle.

      It was a gorgeous black Sportster, similar to the motorcycle Ethan had taught her to drive several years before, and she smoothed her hand over its leather seat. It brought back several fond memories as she looked it over. “I think I can deal with this one,” she said, just loud enough for the others to hear.

      Cade looked to Ethan; he’d already slid onto a similar model. “I’ve got one, too,” he announced. “Where would they keep the keys for these?”

      “I bet they’re in this safe,” Remy said from the other side of the room, her voice echoing off the low ceiling and the tall windows. She stood in front of a small, flat safe bolted to the wall, a numbered keypad set into its face. She frowned as she stared at it. “How the fuck do we get into it?” she asked in frustration.

      Brandt moved swiftly to her and nudged her gently aside to examine the safe, giving it a short nod. “I know this one,” he said confidently. Cade raised an eyebrow as he reached out and pressed 1-5-9-# on the keypad. It let out a soft beep for each number, and as he pressed the pound symbol, the safe emitted three short beeps. Brandt turned the knob below the keypad, and the safe’s door opened easily.

      Cade’s jaw dropped. “How in the hell did you do that?” she asked incredulously.

      “It’s a Honeywell safe,” Brandt explained. “The initial code is always one-five-nine-pound. A surprisingly large number of people never change the code. I figured it was a safe bet it’d get us inside.” He shrugged modestly and rifled through the contents of the safe. “Also, the print on those three numbers’ buttons was starting to wear off, which kind of backed up my assumption.” The inside of the safe was full of small numbered boxes, and Cade hurried to the bikes they’d chosen to check the numbered tags on them. As she called the numbers out to Brandt, the tall man shook the keys from the boxes and palmed them. He tossed a set to Cade once he had all three in hand.

      Cade caught the keys with a grin and straddled the bike smoothly. She slid the key into the ignition and adjusted herself on the seat. Before she could turn the key to start the engine and check the fuel levels, however, Remy let out a shout of surprise that brought the rest of them around. She pointed to something behind them, and Cade twisted around even farther. She swore loudly at the sight of a group of infected lurching toward them. Some moved quicker than others, as was typical of the groups they’d faced over the past year. They had every appearance of being the prior office staff of the building they were in. All were, naturally, intent on reaching the survivors’ positions.

      “Fuck! Brandt! Let’s go!” Cade shouted. She wrenched the key, and the motorcycle roared to life between her thighs. She could hear the others do the same over the sound of her own bike’s engine.

      “How the hell do we get out of here?” Ethan yelled. Cade heard his gun fire, and she looked in time to see one of the infected drop next to his bike. The man was too close to Ethan for her comfort, and she slid her eyes rapidly across the room, looking for options. It didn’t take her long to settle on one.

      “Leave this shit to me,” she said confidently. She lifted her rifle and rested it against her shoulder, aiming at the large glass windows in front of them. She fired three bullets into the glass; it cracked but didn’t shatter like she’d thought it would. “Fuck!” she snarled.

      “It’s okay! Get moving!” Brandt yelled. He leaped onto a motorcycle of his own, even as Remy fired two shots into the approaching infected. He revved the engine, gripping the handlebars tightly and eyeing the window in front of him. Cade’s eyes widened as she realized his intention. He didn’t even know how to drive a bike!

      “Brandt! No!” she yelled. Her cry was swallowed by the sound of Brandt gunning the motorcycle’s engine. The back tire squealed on the slick floor, seeking purchase as he rammed the bike forward. He sped toward the window, and at the last second, he flung himself from the bike and rolled across the floor. The motorcycle’s front tire came into contact with the window, and the glass exploded outward as the bike slammed through it and crashed to the pavement outside. Glass fell like rain as Brandt rolled up onto one knee, his gun already out and aimed at a well-dressed infected woman scrambling toward him. Ethan and Remy revved their engines, but unimpeded by the glass, they sped out through the newly created exit in the building’s showcase windows.

      Cade fired at the infected, trying to slow their progress as Brandt gained his feet and sprinted to her. Most of her shots missed, but a few struck home, slicing through limbs and shoulders and torsos. She revved the engine of her own bike and gritted her teeth. “Get the fuck on,” she ordered him, raising her voice over the engine. He gave her a mock salute before climbing onto the bike behind her. She suddenly felt the urge to slap him across the back of the head as she raced into the parking lot, skidding on broken glass and gravel.

      Gray and Avi climbed aboard Remy and Ethan’s motorcycles as Cade and Brandt caught up to the others in the parking lot. “You guys ready?” she asked, slowing down and stopping beside them. They nodded in answer, Remy’s nod a determined one and Ethan’s barely perceptible. Gray didn’t respond at all; he just stared straight ahead and held tightly to Remy’s waist. Cade wondered if he was going into shock over the day’s traumatic events. She wouldn’t have blamed him if he was; anybody with half a heart would have fallen apart at the horrific loss of someone so close to them.

      She straightened her shoulders and looked back at Brandt; he stared at the motorcycle dealership, his gun still in hand, one arm looped firmly around her waist. A couple of the infected remained at the edge of the window, negotiating the broken glass littering the frame. Brandt raised his gun and took aim, firing two shots. Both of the figures in the window dropped to the ground. She was impressed. “Now that you’re done acting like some big tough actions tar, which way are we supposed to go?”

      Brandt snorted and pointed in the direction he wanted her to drive. She nodded and turned the bike. “We’re going to have to move fast,” he called in her ear. “The noise of the bikes is going to attract a lot of unwanted attention. We’ve got to ditch them before we get into Atlanta.”

      Cade nodded and checked his grip on her waist. Then she signaled to the others, and the tiny convoy of three motorcycles headed down the highway toward the most dangerous city in America.
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      The group’s arrival in Atlanta wasn’t met with fanfare or celebration or even the instantaneous death Brandt had come to expect. Instead, they walked into the city unimpeded for nearly half an hour before they stopped in the middle of an intersection. He took a careful look around them, attempting to negotiate his view of the street around the cars and trucks and vans parked all around him, even as he tried his best to guard the others’ backs. He frowned deeply and squinted at the restaurants and shops surrounding them, trying to get his bearings.

      Brandt and the others had driven the motorcycles as far into Atlanta as they dared. Now they stood at the Y created by Highway 8 and Hollywood Road. He held his hand out to Ethan. “Let me see the map,” he said, wiggling his fingers impatiently.

      Ethan quickly handed the crumpled paper over, and Brandt scanned the surface. “We’re right here,” he announced, pointing to the map. The wind ruffled the paper, bending it over itself, and he sighed and flattened it out again. The others leaned over his shoulders to look for themselves. “We’re not too far from Luckie Street. Maybe five miles. If we hurry, we can make it in an hour and a half, maybe two, assuming we don’t run into any trouble. Which I can almost guarantee you we will.” He looked to them each in turn and added, “It’s just a matter of what kind of trouble we run into.”

      “Any trouble is bad trouble,” Ethan added solemnly. Brandt looked at him. The older man stared down the road, squinting into the distance over the tops of the vehicles. He could almost guess Ethan’s thoughts. Their intended destination might have been only five miles away, but that five miles could easily mean the difference between blessed salvation and bloody death. He suddenly wished they’d kept the motorcycles, if only to get to the Tabernacle that much faster, but the noise would have brought the entire city down on them quicker than anything else.

      “What about the people?” Avi spoke up, her voice pitched low. “I thought you were going to help me rescue survivors.”

      Brandt shook his head. “We lost two people just trying to get here. I want to help them. I really do. But we don’t have the manpower or the mindset when we’re going to be doing good to just get ourselves out of this.” He grasped her shoulder, squeezing it. “Just be patient, okay? I have an idea. When we get to Luckie Street, in the Tabernacle, there’s something we can use that might be able to get them help. We’re not going to leave them stranded, okay?”

      “Yeah,” Avi sighed out. “Yeah, okay. Good.”

      Remy tapped his arm then, pointing off the side of the road wordlessly. He followed her hand to a marketplace and noticed a significant amount of movement to the side of the building. It looked suspiciously like the infected, or at least enough so that it made his stomach turn over. He shoved the map back at Ethan for safekeeping and motioned for the others to follow. “Come on. We’ve got to move. We’re killing time here, and the longer we stay in one spot, the higher the chances something will see us.”

      Brandt took Cade’s elbow as they started down the street, leaning in close to speak so only she could hear. “Keep your eyes open, you hear me?” he ordered. She gave him an incredulous look, but he pressed on. “I don’t want to dig you out of a hole, literally or figuratively. I want us to get to Luckie as fast as possible, and I want us to get there in one piece.”

      She let out a slow breath and nodded, hefting her rifle to get a better grip on it. “I’m not new to this,” she replied. “I learned urban street fighting in the IDF. I think I can handle it.” She shook her hair out of her face where it’d come loose from her ponytail and asked, “Should we leapfrog?”

      “That might be a good idea,” he agreed. “You and I will be on point. I’ll go first. Let Ethan and the others know what we’re doing.”

      Brandt moved ahead of the group to the center of the street, between two rows of cars, and lifted his rifle in a ready position. He heard Remy ask what was going on, but he continued on his way. He stopped about twenty yards out in front of the rest of the group and scanned the street ahead. There were no signs of anything coming toward them. He glanced back at the others and saw Cade positioning herself ten yards behind him. He smiled slightly. She seemed so in sync with him now that it was almost ridiculous. They worked well together, and it was all he could hope that they’d be in tune enough to be alert to any dangers coming after them. Then again, the whole damn city was one massive danger as far as Brandt was concerned. The sooner they got to the Tabernacle and pleaded their case for help, the better.

      He turned in either direction then signaled to Cade. He stayed in place as she moved forward ten yards past him and checked out the surroundings there. The others followed in their wake, well versed in the method they used to travel through formerly highly populated areas: Brandt and Cade taking turns in the lead and Ethan and Remy guarding the rest of the group. It was a method they’d developed when they went into areas congested with the infected to help out people stuck in bad situations, and it was the best method they’d developed yet. Even in Atlanta, which seemed like an entirely different world to him, he felt it was what they should stick with.

      “I’ve hardly seen anything at all,” Cade said as she passed him on her way to the lead almost half an hour later. They were, by his calculations, nearing Marietta Street, one of the busier thoroughfares in the downtown area. He figured they’d undoubtedly begin to run into serious trouble in that area. This close to the epicenter of the virus, though, they should have been seeing at least some infected. Instead, so far, he’d seen nothing. He caught Cade’s elbow to stop her.

      “I haven’t seen anything, either,” he replied. “It’s weird. There should be fucking infected all over the damn place. They should be practically pouring out of the woodwork, especially with fresh blood nearby.”

      “What’s going on up there?’ Ethan called. Brandt turned to glare at him and motioned for him to keep his voice down.

      “Shut the fuck up,” he hissed for good measure before looking back to Cade. Her eyes were wide and worried. “Something doesn’t feel right about this,” he admitted, his voice hushed and tight with stress. It felt like a struggle to get the words out. “Something just isn’t right about it, but I can’t put my finger on what it is.” He let out a frustrated breath, running a hand through his hair. “There should at least be…I don’t know, bodies.”

      Cade tightened her fingers on her rifle. “Yeah, with what you told me, this place should be crawling with infected.”

      “Shouldn’t be able to move ten damn yards without running into one,” he agreed.

      Remy jogged to them as he spoke. She was breathless, and a faint sheen of sweat decorated her forehead and the sides of her face. She looked concerned as she asked, “What’s going on?”

      “We were just—” Cade started.

      “Have you seen anything?” Brandt interrupted, putting a hand up to stop Cade.

      Remy blinked and jerked her head back as if she’d been struck. “What do you mean?” she asked.

      “Anything? Anything at all?” he persisted, his voice taking on a note of urgency. “Movement? Any infected? Any survivors? Animals? Birds? Fucking dogs or anything? Anything at all?”

      Remy shook her head slowly in response to his rapid-fire questions, sucking her bottom lip between her teeth. “No. No, none of us have.” She snorted slightly. “Fuck, you’d think you wanted to run into something,” she tried to joke. “Didn’t you know I’m the only one allowed to hope for that kind of shit?”

      “No, I don’t exactly want us to,” he said firmly, running a hand through his hair and blowing out a heavy breath. “We were just talking about how there doesn’t seem to be any—”

      A loud pop snapped out from somewhere nearby. The sound echoed off the buildings and street and magnified as it bounced off brick facades and back at them. Brandt blinked, turning to Cade. Her eyes were wider than ever as she stared at him.

      “Was that…was that what I think it was?” he asked.

      Before Cade could reply, another pop rang out. Ethan and Gray let out a shout of alarm. Brandt whirled around, lifting his rifle instinctively to his shoulder, and aimed it behind him, prepared to take out any infected that approached. He stopped just in time to see Avi stagger forward a step, a shocked expression on her face, her hand clutching her chest. Then she tumbled face down to the pavement. She lay on the black asphalt, unmoving. Blood began to pool beneath her body.

      “Jesus Christ,” Brandt gasped. His brain raced to catch up with his eyes, struggling to process the presence of blood, the lack of life in Avi’s body, the sound of gunshots that had reached their ears.

      Remy, too, seemed to finally comprehend what had happened. “Avi!” she shouted, starting to run toward the blond woman’s body. Two more shots rang out. Brandt lunged forward and caught Remy by her bicep, propelling her in the opposite direction.

      “Fucking run!” he ordered, shoving her and Cade forward. “She’s dead! Go! Scatter!”

      Brandt waited for the others to pass him, his eyes scanning the buildings for the shooter’s location, rifle raised and ready to fire. It was a terrible risk to take, to stand out in the open like this when someone was shooting at them. It was like painting a target on his ass and asking for the bullet. But he felt some level of responsibility for the others, and he would not allow them to die under his watch. Not any more of them.

      Another shot struck the pavement at his feet, sending up shards of black asphalt to bite at his shins through his pants. He stumbled back and swore out loud, starting to follow the others as several more shots rang out. Thankfully, none of them came close to actually hitting him, though he wondered if they were even trying.

      “Ethan! Find us some cover!” he shouted, dodging side mirrors and abandoned luggage among the cars that lined the street. Cade stumbled and almost fell, putting out a hand to catch herself against a blue truck before he could go to her aid. The echoing report of gunfire still rang in Brandt’s ears as he veered to the right, following the others into a dim alley that Ethan had chosen for cover. He only hoped none of the infected was sequestered in the alley, too.

      Thankfully, the alley was empty. Brandt skidded to a stop beside a dumpster, slumping back against the brick wall behind him and struggling to catch his breath.

      “Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck,” he growled once his breathing slowed enough for him to manage speech.

      “What the fuck was that?” Ethan demanded, jabbing an angry finger toward the mouth of the alleyway, his eyes hard as he glared at Brandt. As if it was his fault that someone out there had a gun.

      “Keep your damn voice down,” he snapped. “It was fucking…I don’t know, some asshole with an itchy trigger finger taking potshots at whatever the fuck moves.”

      “Guys?” Cade said softly.

      Brandt waved a hand at her to motion for her to quiet down as he glared at Ethan. “I told you it wasn’t a walk in the fucking park here,” he said. “There’s not just the infected to deal with in this city. There are survivors here. Avi told us so. And any given bunch of survivors is going to have at least one crazy little shit with a gun and too much time on their hands.”

      “Guys?” Cade said a bit louder.

      Brandt sighed and finally turned to Cade. “What, Cade?” he snapped. He didn’t mean to speak so harshly to her, but his irritation at Ethan had begun to override his senses.

      She looked up at him, tears in her eyes. That in itself was enough to stun his irritation straight into submission. She looked down and pulled her hands away from where she’d clasped them tightly to her side. He sucked in a sharp breath.

      Both of her hands were covered in blood.

      Even as he and Ethan both darted forward to catch her, Cade staggered sideways into the brick wall beside her and slid to the ground with a gasp of pain.

      “I think I’ve been shot,” she managed weakly.

      

      Ethan lunged forward as Cade slumped over, and he reached her in three long strides. He caught her shoulders and helped her lie back on the pavement; then he tore at his clothes, pulling his jacket off. He wadded it up and stuffed it under her head for protection against the hard ground.

      “Remy, Gray, guard,” Brandt ordered as he joined Ethan at her side. The other two moved quickly to obey Brandt’s orders, their weapons out and ready. Brandt lowered himself to his knees beside Cade, smoothing his fingers over her side gently; his fingertips came back stained red. “Where at?”

      “Here,” Cade said breathlessly, touching her side just below where his hand had stopped.

      Ethan could just make out a quantity of blood soaking into her dark jacket. He slid his hands underneath her back and helped her sit up slightly. “Come on, we need to get this off you so we can see, okay?” he said as Brandt unzipped her jacket.

      Cade grimaced as Brandt slid the jacket off her shoulders. When she lay back again, there was a faint sheen of sweat on her forehead from the exertion and pain. Brandt unbuttoned her flannel shirt and pushed it aside before gingerly grasping the hem of her bloodstained tank top and lifting it from her torso. Cade groaned when the material pulled away from her wound, and Ethan caught her hand and held it tightly, rubbing her skin soothingly. Brandt sucked in a sharp breath as he got a look at the wound.

      “What do you see?” Ethan asked, focusing on Cade’s face as she closed her eyes. Brandt shed his jacket and wrapped it around her side, pressing down hard. She choked back a muffled cry of pain, covering her mouth tightly with one hand.

      “In and out,” he replied hoarsely. “It’s ugly, but where it’s at, I don’t think it hit anything major.”

      “It hit me,” Cade ground out through gritted teeth.

      Ethan snorted and gave her hand a squeeze. “She’ll be okay?”

      “Yeah, as long as she doesn’t go into shock or lose too much blood,” Brandt said. He let the pressure off the makeshift bandage long enough to take a closer look at the still-bleeding wound before pressing down on it again. The pressure elicited another pained cry from Cade. “We’ve got to get the bleeding stopped. And we need bandages.”

      Remy looked back from her intent staring at the entrance to the alleyway, pulling a bag from her shoulder. She tossed it to Brandt, and it landed at his side with a soft thump. “It’s Theo’s bag,” she explained. “He shoved it at me before we left him.”

      “Thank God for Theo,” Ethan breathed. Brandt tore into the bag and pulled out first aid supplies as he searched for what he needed.

      “We have to hurry,” Brandt said suddenly, as if the thought had just occurred to him. “We’re not going to have much time.”

      “Much time for what?” Gray spoke up for the first time since they’d entered the city. He moved closer to them, gun in hand.

      “Much time until what,” Brandt corrected. He started to hastily bandage Cade’s side, pressing down to use the bandage to staunch the flow of blood. He wound gauze around her midsection rapidly to hold the padding in place. “The sound of those gunshots is going to draw the infected right to us.” He tied off the Kling gauze around her waist, a soft expression in his eyes as he double-checked the dressing and ran his knuckles along her jaw. “You going to be okay?”

      Cade let out a slow breath; her voice was strained when she spoke. “Yeah, I think so. it’s essentially superficial, right?”

      “Yeah, all things considered. You’re bleeding like a mother fucker, but it could have been worse.”

      Cade breathed out again and closed her eyes for the barest of moments. “We need to move,” she said. Ethan brushed her hair out of her face. She started to sit up, but a cry of pain slipped out past her lips, and he pushed his hands firmly against her shoulders, pressing her back down.

      “Lie down, Cade,” he ordered. “You need to take a few minutes to just rest.”

      Cade shook her head stubbornly. “There’s not enough fucking time for rest,” she objected, panting slightly, winded by the pain. “We have to get out of here. Just help me up.”

      “She’s right, Ethan,” Brandt said. “We don’t have time to wait.” He put his hands out to take hers in his own, and she gripped them tightly. Ethan moved to help, sliding his own hands under her shoulders to push as Brandt pulled. Between the two of them, they managed to help Cade back to her feet. She staggered woozily and caught herself against the wall, shaking her head as if to clear it. “Do you think you can make it to Luckie?” Brandt asked, his voice heavy with worry, and he rubbed a hand soothingly over her back.

      “I have to, don’t I?” Cade replied. She looked up, past Brandt and Ethan, to the entrance of the alleyway. “Now, about this bastard shooting at us.”

      “What do you propose we do?” Ethan asked, retrieving his jacket from the ground. He offered it to Cade, but she waved it away and continued to study the alley’s mouth.

      “I’m pretty sure if I can figure out where he’s positioned, I can take him out,” she said, tugging her tank top down to cover the gauze.

      “Are you sure?” he persisted. “I mean, I know you were a sharpshooter in Israel, but I don’t know if your rifle—”

      “My rifle is made for shit like this,” she replied. She motioned toward it where she’d propped it against the wall after they’d come into the alleyway, and Brandt picked it up and passed it to her. “I just need someone to hold me steady so I don’t fall over. And I need to draw him out to pin down his exact location.”

      “And how do you propose to do that?” Ethan demanded.

      “I need bait,” she replied.

      “Wait a minute,” Gray spoke up, stepping forward and putting up a hand as if to stop everyone. “What we’re talking about is the murder of another human being. It’s not right.”

      “Gray, Avi is dead because of another human being,” Ethan snapped. “I know you didn’t care for her too much, and I didn’t, either, but that doesn’t change the fact that she was one of us.”

      “It also doesn’t change the fact that I can’t move fast right now, and that bastard is going to start shooting again the minute we walk out of this alley,” she said. “I’m not willing to make it this far only to get taken down by some trigger-happy moron. And the infected could be converging on this area as we speak. We have to get out of here, and we can’t do that until he’s dead.”

      Gray shook his head, but he didn’t seem too intent on arguing the point any further, much to Ethan’s relief. He walked away, back to the alley entrance, and Cade leaned against the wall, exhausted, as she checked her rifle for damage. Her hands trembled, and she frowned as she tried to steady them.

      “So how do you propose we lure him out?” Brandt asked, pulling Cade’s hair back, his fingers deftly braiding it. Ethan watched silently, unable to help thinking of that night he’d accidentally witnessed the last time Brandt had done that for her. Brandt noticed him watching and added, “She won’t be able to aim if her hair’s blowing in her eyes.”

      Ethan nodded without comment as Brandt tied the braid off. “We need someone or something out in the street so I can figure out where the gunfire is coming from,” Cade said.

      “What about Avi?” Brandt suggested.

      She raised an eyebrow. “That’s a possibility,” she acknowledged.

      “Wait, what?” Ethan asked, lifting his own hand to stop them. “What’s going on? What do you mean about Avi and possibilities?”

      Brandt looked past Ethan to the alley’s entrance and swallowed hard. “We need to figure out the bullet’s trajectory to figure out which direction the shot came from so Cade has a baseline to start with to look for the shooter. The body is our biggest clue.”

      “I was looking right at Avi when she got shot,” Gray offered suddenly. Cade’s eyes were bright as she turned them onto Gray. Ethan noticed, as Gray spoke, that the younger man’s jacket was soiled with a faint spray of blood droplets. “She was standing right here,” he said. He grabbed Remy and moved her to stand by him, using her as a visual aid. “She was facing this way. You and Brandt and Remy were just ahead of us, right that way.” He pointed to an imaginary spot ahead of them. “She stood at a bit of a slant, toward me.” He shifted Remy a bit. “And she was asking something about how much further until we got to Marietta. The shot sounded, and it hit her in the back, right here.” He touched Remy’s back, to the inside of her left shoulder blade.

      “Kill shot,” Cade murmured. “That was no accident.”

      “She fell forward, like something had shoved her,” he continued describing. “But she didn’t fall toward me. It was more this way.” He jostled Remy again to indicate the direction Avi had fallen.

      Cade nodded slowly and tried to look at her own wound. “He’s definitely shooting from off the ground,” she agreed. “My entry wound in my back is higher than my exit wound, which means he was aiming downward. Maybe from a second- or third-story window.” She lifted her rifle and carried it to the opening of the alley. She walked slowly, keeping a hand pressed against the wall for support. Brandt followed closely behind her and watched her worriedly.

      Cade slid the barrel of her rifle over the corner of the wall. Her eyes focused as she aimed it in the direction they’d come, looking through the sight and studying the buildings behind them, trying to find one suitable for a sniper’s purpose. A faint grin crossed her face as she saw an opened window on the second floor of a building just a bit down the road from them.

      “I see him,” she whispered, spotting the faint glimmer of a hunting rifle’s scope as the sunlight reflected off of it. She edged closer to the corner of the building, and Brandt hooked an arm around her waist to steady her.

      “Take your time,” Brandt murmured. “Don’t worry about the infected. Just do what you do best.”

      Cade nodded and closed her eyes for a moment before letting out a slow breath, repositioning the rifle, and taking aim. A shot rang out, and she fell back, pushing against Brandt; he staggered and fell against Ethan, who barely caught himself against the dumpster beside him. A shard of brick shattered off the wall near Cade’s head and cut into her cheek. She wiped furiously at her face as a trickle of blood oozed down her cheek. “Jesus, fuck!” she yelped in surprise.

      “Are you okay?” Brandt asked. She looked back at him, and Ethan saw a look of determination in her eyes as her face flushed with anger, her chest heaving with adrenaline. Nothing was going to stop the woman from taking out her target, not now that he’d pissed her off so badly.

      “Yeah,” Cade replied. “Brandt, are you absolutely sure there were no survivors last January?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Because there’s no damn way a regular hunting rifle would have that kind of fucking range,” she bit out, sliding back to the corner. “And there’s no way anybody would have that kind of skill unless they were trained to handle a rifle like that.”

      “So what does this mean?” Remy asked, trying to avoid being seen while studying the building Cade was trying to aim at.

      “Means we’re fucking stuck here until I shoot the bastard,” Cade grumbled.

      “Unless the infected get to us first,” Brandt added with a sigh, his arm looping around her waist again.

      “Not an option,” Ethan retorted. His tone didn’t allow for any further argument.

      Cade gave both men dirty looks, and Ethan snapped his mouth shut before she had the brilliant idea to point that rifle of hers at him. The woman positioned herself at the corner once more and aimed her rifle at the window instead. She took a long time making sure she had her target, adjusting the scope at the top of her rifle, making slight adjustments that amounted to no more than a few centimeters, and then she squeezed the trigger. The shot rang out, echoing around the alley and the street beyond. A long moment of silence descended on them as she squinted at the building through the scope.

      When an answering gunshot struck the brick near her again, she swore loudly and colorfully. “I’m not spending all damn day here trading bullets with him!” she snarled. “We don’t have fucking time for this!” She looked past Ethan and narrowed her eyes. He stiffened and turned to see a red fire escape winding up the side of the building beside them. She made a beeline for it, reaching for the lowest rung of the ladder. “Brandt, help me up this thing,” she ordered.

      “Where are you going?” Brandt demanded, storming after her.

      “On top of this building where I’ll have a better view of the fucker!”

      “So he can have a better view of you in return?” he said. “No fucking way am I letting you go up there, especially not with a damned bullet hole in you!”

      Cade whirled on Brandt and staggered wildly, putting her hand to her head as she stumbled sideways. Ethan reached out and caught her, steadying her on her feet as she slurred out to Brandt, “Do you have a better idea?”

      “I don’t know! How about something that doesn’t put you in direct danger?” Brandt replied.

      Cade glared at him as she clung to Ethan’s arm; he looked at his friend with concern as she blinked hard, squeezing her eyes tightly shut before opening them again. “Name me one fucking place in this city that isn’t dangerous,” she managed.

      A sharp burst of gunfire rang out from the street, the echoing sound of footsteps sprinting wildly over the pavement following it. Ethan sucked in an involuntary breath and looked to Brandt, his eyes wide. “What in the hell was that?”

      Brandt swore and slung his rifle onto his shoulder. “Looks like we’re going onto the roof after all,” he said, motioning frantically to Remy. “Come on, get going,” he ordered.

      “Wait, what’s going on?” Remy demanded, even as she obeyed Brandt’s order. She jumped up to grab the bottom rung of the ladder and started to climb, aiming for the first landing, where the metal stairs began their zigzagging ascent to the roof.

      “The infected,” Brandt answered. “They’ve heard the shots and figured out where we’re at.”

      Ethan bit out a curse and bolted for the ladder, leading Cade to it. “Go faster, Remy,” he urged, motioning to Gray. “You’re next. Then Brandt and Cade.”

      Gray made a face at him to express his displeasure at taking orders from him, though he didn’t bother to complain vocally. He ignored the look and watched Remy intently as she reached the first metal platform and started to scurry up the stairs. Once her boots hit the middle of the flight, Gray began his climb. He only made it up two rungs of the ladder before the first of the infected reached the mouth of the alley.

      “Guys, we’ve got company!” Gray warned, climbing faster.

      Brandt, Cade, and Ethan all turned as one, Cade still clinging to Ethan’s arm, to see four infected coming into the alley. Cade lifted her rifle to aim at the nearest one, but she let out an involuntary cry of pain and aborted the movement. Ethan shifted in front of her protectively, barking orders as he took aim with his own weapon.

      “Brandt, up the ladder. When you get to the top, I want Cade to go next,” he said. “She’ll need help getting over the top of the building, and I don’t trust anyone but you to do it.”

      Brandt nodded and grabbed the ladder’s rungs, starting to work his way up them. “Good to know you trust me with her, Ethan,” he said, attempting a half-joke despite the tense situation.

      Ethan merely smiled and opened fire on the infected.

      

      Cade’s side hurt. It hurt more than she thought anything could hurt. And it hurt even worse as she lifted her rifle and stepped away from Ethan to join her cover fire with his. She still felt woozy, but she forced herself to put the dizziness aside, aim her rifle, and squeeze the trigger. The recoil jerked her shoulder back and twisted her side, and she bit back a pained whimper.

      “Cade, go,” Ethan ordered, pausing to reload his pistol, dropping the magazine that had been in it to clatter on the pavement before slamming a new one into place and racking the slide. The end of the alley was slowly filling with infected, too many for just the two of them to deal with. “I’ve got it from here.”

      “Not leaving without you,” she said, squeezing the trigger again, shooting down the infected as quickly as she could, despite the dizzying pain in her side.

      “I’ll be right behind you,” he insisted. He fired two more bullets into the growing crowd, then he pushed her toward the ladder. “Now go.”

      She looked up and saw Brandt above her, beckoning with both hands. “Come on, Cade, get up here,” he called. She glanced back at Ethan and then started hauling herself up to climb the ladder.

      Ethan suddenly grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back to him. Mindful of the wound in her side, he pulled her close and hugged her tightly, pulling back after only a short moment. She felt a tugging at her hip and glanced down, seeing that Ethan had taken the hunting knife from her belt and was even now gripping it, blade down, in one hand.

      “Be careful. I’ll catch up,” he said.

      “Ethan,” Cade said almost desperately, shaking her head.

      He flipped the knife over to point the blade at the sky. “Go. I’ll track you down and give your knife back later.” He pointed to the ladder. “Go. Now.”

      

      Ethan waited until Cade was halfway up the fire escape ladder, out of reach of any grasping hands, before he raised his gun and opened fire again at the mass of oncoming infected. A surge of adrenaline churned into his veins as he stood tall, his back straight, elbows properly relaxed and finger depressing the trigger in rapid succession. He made every shot count.

      Two infected men staggered toward him, well in the lead of the others in the horde. Two well-placed shots quickly put them down. Their momentum carried them forward an extra step before they collapsed to the pavement. He didn’t wait to see if they were dead; he immediately turned his fire to the ones behind them, taking careful but quick aim and squeezing the trigger again and again.

      The sound of gunfire echoed loudly in his ears until he could no longer hear the snarls and growls of the crowd before him. The sound became so rhythmic that he startled when his gun ran dry. He reached for another spare magazine, but he didn’t quite manage to finish reloading his weapon before the infected were on him.

      When they hit, it was like being struck by a large wave of limbs and flesh. His breath slammed out of his lungs, and he tried to suck in a desperate breath. Hands pawed and clawed at his skin.

      Flooded with adrenaline, Ethan barely felt the pain as fingernails tore into the skin of his right forearm. His gun was wrenched from his fingers by scrabbling hands, and it clattered to the ground below. He raised the knife he’d taken from Cade in his left hand, and he hacked frantically at the hands that grasped him and the faces raised up toward him.

      Somewhere above him, he heard a woman’s voice scream out his name. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he recognized it as Remy’s. No, no, God, don’t watch this, he pleaded silently, he even as he slashed repeatedly at his attackers.

      When the force of their bodies lifted him off the ground, he knew the fight was lost. Truly, it’d been lost the minute they’d decided to leave their safe house in Maplesville. But it was certainly lost now. He continued on, though, determined to distract the infected from his friends’ escape for as long as his body would allow. He thrashed free and staggered back, limping painfully as a surge of agony ripped up his right leg. He stumbled backward, nearly falling to the ground, and slashed the knife at the air in front of him again.

      They were coming toward Ethan more slowly now, crowded up so tightly in the alley that they could no longer move forward quickly. The pain in his leg grew more intense with each passing second. Blood ran from both legs, soaking his jeans, and a steady stream eased down his right arm, dripping onto the pavement beside him. The pain was unbearable.

      Even worse than the pain, though, was the knowledge of what was now in his blood, what was working through his system, fighting to take away all that made him Ethan Bennett.

      Michaluk.

      He’d never hated a word more.

      Ethan reached to pick up his gun, hoping to feel it in his hands, hoping to manage to slam the magazine he had left into the weapon and use one of the bullets on himself. He knew that the moment he took his eyes off the infected, it would be his death.

      He took a step toward the gun. His fingers brushed its cool metal.

      The infected rushed him.

      As they bore him backwards away from the weapon, and as their teeth sank into his flesh again, Ethan could imagine he heard gunfire from somewhere nearby.

      No, Remy, get out of here, he thought as cold hands bore him up. Then pain overwhelmed him, sending him into blessed unconsciousness.
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      Cade made it halfway up the fire escape’s stairs before pain and blood loss made her collapse. Brandt had watched her ascent from the roof, and as she fell to the rusty red metal landing, he was over the edge of the building and running down the steps as fast as his boots would carry him.

      When he reached her, he saw blood oozing through the bandage covering her wound, staining her shirt a deep, vicious red. His stomach turned in fear. Gunfire erupted on the street below, but he didn’t chance a look down. He merely scooped Cade into his arms, made sure her rifle was secure, and began the climb to the rooftop again.

      Gray was at the edge of the building when Brandt arrived, and he helped him wrestle the nearly unconscious woman onto the roof. He gave Gray a grim nod and hauled himself over the ledge before taking Cade into his arms again. “Gray, get that door open,” he instructed, gesturing with his head to the rooftop access door.

      “Where’s Ethan?” Remy demanded, striding toward him, a hard look he’d never seen before in her eyes. He could tell she already knew the answer; she was merely hoping he’d tell her something different. He, frankly, wasn’t in the mood to play games or beat around any bushes.

      “He stayed behind to give the rest of us a chance,” he said gruffly. He shifted Cade’s weight more firmly against his body, looking past Remy to Gray. The other man attacked the access door with a surprising level of fury, kicking at the locked door with the heel of his shoe over and over again.

      Remy stared at Brandt for a second longer then ran for the edge of the roof. He swore and nearly dropped Cade as he set her down as gently as he could manage before running after Remy, wrapping both arms around her waist to stop her. She let out an indignant shriek.

      “Let me go! Let me go!” She kicked and bucked against him so violently that he almost dropped her, too.

      “Remy! Stop!” he shouted. He spun her away from the edge, keeping his arms wrapped tightly around her. The sounds of the fight below continued.

      “We have to help him!” Remy wrested herself free from him and darted toward the edge again. Brandt caught her wrist and drove her to the roof. She screamed incoherently and tried to claw her way free, tearing her fingers raw and bloody on the rough gravel surface. “Ethan!” she shrieked, her entire body vibrating with the fear and desperation in her voice.

      Brandt wrestled Remy onto her back and, with a snap of his wrist, slapped her across the face. She fell still, obviously stunned at the shock of the pain. Then she gave him the most hateful look he’d ever seen, the expression marred only by the tears that coursed down her face to soak into her hair.

      The gunfire from the ground below ceased.

      “Get the fuck off of me,” Remy snarled, her face contorting as she struggled to get control of her emotions. Brandt didn’t dare refuse; judging by the expression on her face, she was likely to kill him. He pushed up onto his knees and dusted his hands off before rising to his feet. After a fast glance at Gray—who’d managed to get the access door open and now knelt beside Cade, gently patting her cheeks—he offered Remy a hand to help her up. She slapped it away and rose to her feet unassisted.

      Remy pushed her hair back and took two slow, trembling breaths to steady herself. Then she recovered her weapons from where they’d fallen when Brandt tackled her. “What now?” she asked. Her voice was oddly flat and unemotional, almost a monotone. The lack of life in her voice disturbed Brandt to no end. This wasn’t the Remy he’d come to know over the past year. The Remy he knew was a little unhinged, but she wasn’t like this, emotionless and cold, almost distant.

      He didn’t have time to dwell on her mental state, however. He had a mission. The group’s numbers had been halved, and one of their remaining members was badly injured. He had to get them moving, had to get them all to the Tabernacle. It was their only hope left, and he refused to allow any more of them to perish, even if going there meant bringing down trouble on himself. His friends were worth more than he was. Cade was worth more than he was.

      “First, we get the fuck off this roof,” he decided. He knelt beside Gray, putting a hand on his shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “Keep an eye on Remy, okay?” he requested. “I can’t do it all myself.” He looked at Cade and saw she’d begun to come around.

      Cade groaned and covered her eyes with a hand to shield them from the fading sunlight. Brandt didn’t wait for her to come around more fully. He stood, lifting her onto her feet and slinging the arm on her uninjured side over his shoulders.

      “Come on, Cade, we’ve got to go,” he said, leading her toward the access door. He paused and looked at Remy and Gray, hesitating as he tried to decide his next orders. Finally, he said, “Remy, you’re on point. Get us out of here. The front door faces the street on the other side of where we are, so down the stairs and out through the front. Nothing fancy.”

      Remy gave him a short nod and strode wordlessly to the door, sliding her knife into its sheath and drawing her gun and flashlight instead. She flicked the light on and aimed it into the dark doorway. He watched her for just one moment more before nodding to Gray.

      “Bring up the rear?” Gray offered. He brandished his own gun as he dug for a flashlight in his bag.

      “If you don’t mind. Cade and I are a bit incapacitated,” Brandt said ruefully.

      Gray gave him a slight nod, and he led Cade into the stairwell beyond the doorway.

      

      The darkness inside what appeared to be an apartment building would have been oppressive and frightening to anyone else, but to Remy, it was comforting and calming. She didn’t care that one of the infected could spring out of that darkness at any moment. Indeed, she welcomed such an event, even hoped for it. Maybe fighting some of the infected would help distract her from the sudden hole that had opened up in her chest. She ached for a fight so badly that she didn’t bother keeping her footsteps quiet as she worked her way down the stairs, shining her flashlight into the corners and down onto the stairwells as they passed.

      She shouldn’t have been so careless. Cade was hurt and would have difficulty fighting to defend herself if they were attacked. But Remy couldn’t bring herself to care. Not about anything. Not after Ethan…

      She choked back the sudden sob threatening to escape her throat as she trudged deeper into the darkness. She wanted desperately to cram her fist into her mouth, to strangle off the tears threatening to well up at their source. She wanted to run into the street and track Ethan down, to save him if she could and to put a bullet in his head if she couldn’t. No one deserved to live like that. No one deserved to suffer like that. Least of all Ethan Bennett.

      He would have done the same for her.

      “Remy, you still with us?” a voice asked behind her. She glanced back and saw Brandt close behind, Cade’s body braced against his own. Cade looked like she was ready to fall back into unconsciousness again. Remy hesitated before nodding slightly. It was her time to play leader now. She had to be strong.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” she assured Brandt, not meeting his eyes. She turned back to the task at hand. Somewhere behind her, she could hear Gray wheezing. She dug into Theo’s medical bag and searched for one of Gray’s inhalers, finding one buried deeply inside. Within moments, it was in Gray’s hands, and Remy was left to her own thoughts in the blessed silence once again.

      Their muffled footsteps didn’t mask the rustling, dragging noise that came from the shadows to their right. Remy paused as the sound met her ears, holding up a hand to signal the others to stop moving. The sound ceased, but she continued to stand motionless on the stairs, straining her ears, trying to find the noise again. She drew in a slow breath as she sensed a fifth presence on the stairwell, lurking in the shadows, standing just as still as her. Waiting for its moment to attack.

      Remy would be damned if she let it pull that off.

      “Remy, what is it?” Brandt hissed.

      “One of the infected, just to my right,” she answered calmly. “I’m going to put the mother fucker down. Don’t panic.”

      “Would be way fucking awesome if you’d stop pissing around and do it already,” he hissed. “Cade’s about five seconds away from passing out over here, and I will not hesitate to slap the shit out of you again if I have to.”

      Remy nodded and lifted her gun, taking a careful step forward. That seemed to be the cue for the infected man in the shadows to dart out and go on the attack. She didn’t hesitate. She brought her gun up and around, slamming it forcefully against the side of the man’s head. She grabbed him by his dirty, decaying shirt and hauled him fully onto the stairs. She hit the man one more time with the gun then shoved the barrel underneath his chin. She pressed it hard into the fleshy underside of his jaw and squeezed the trigger.

      The top of the man’s head exploded with the force of the bullet’s impact. She grimaced at the spray of blood illuminated in the beam of her flashlight, and she tightened her grip on him long enough to push him against the railing. It wasn’t hard to lift the man up; he’d been infected long enough that he was borderline skin and bones. Using the railing as a lever, she heaved him up and over. The man’s body plummeted through the air to land with a thud three floors below.

      “We’ve got to move,” Remy said without further hesitation. She glanced at Cade to make sure she was still conscious. She was—somewhat—but she looked even closer to passing out than she had earlier. Her face was drawn and pale with pain. “We should go fast,” she added.

      “You’re telling me,” Brandt said. He checked his grip on Cade’s waist and began descending the stairs again. “I’ll fucking carry Cade if I have to.”

      “No the fuck you won’t,” Cade slurred woozily.

      Remy snorted and led the way down the stairs, her eyes moving through the darkness, scanning every shadow, shining her light into every corner. Thankfully, she needn’t have worried; five minutes later, they reached the ground floor without further problems, save for Cade’s increasing exhaustion, made worse by her still-bleeding injury. Once there, though, her instincts screamed for her to be more cautious—not for her own sake, because she didn’t care about herself anymore, but for the sake of her companions. They at least deserved the chance to live, even if she felt she no longer wanted the chance for herself.

      The street was free of infected. Remy had the sobering thought that it was so clear because all the infected in the area were still busy with Ethan. Tears threatened her eyes again, but she banished them once more. There wasn’t time for crying right now, if ever. She wouldn’t allow herself that weakness.

      “Brandt, which way?” Remy asked. She fell back to draw even with him. “I don’t know the way.”

      Brandt dislodged Cade’s arm from his shoulders and, with Remy’s help, managed to transfer her weight over to her. “I’ll lead from here, okay?” he offered. “Just stick close. All three of you.”

      Remy nodded and, as Brandt moved ahead to take the lead, glanced back at Gray. He managed to meet her eyes, and she swallowed hard as she saw the hurt and sadness in his gaze. She still felt the hurt herself; just thinking of the rapid succession of deaths they’d met with after being together for so long was enough to make her want to break apart. She swallowed down the feeling and faced forward once more, locking her eyes onto Brandt’s shoulders and walking on silently.
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      Brandt let out a sigh of relief as he saw the green foliage ahead of them. Trees lined the sides of a concrete-and-brick path that led through a large park, and the rapidly failing sunlight filtered through their branches to land in patches along the walkway. It’d taken nearly an hour to reach the park, an hour longer than he was happy with, but it couldn’t be helped. He ran his fingers through his dark hair and glanced around cautiously. He didn’t see any potential threats nearby; a few squirrels scrounged through the grass, but otherwise, everything was still. He hoped the four of them had reached the end of any trouble that might threaten. At least, for the moment.

      He motioned for the others to follow him as he began the trek across the street to Centennial Olympic Park, pausing before he reached the outer edge of trees and dropping back to allow Cade, Remy, and Gray to catch up with him. He took Cade off of Remy’s hands, and she gave him a grateful smile, even as she managed to look concerned.

      “I don’t think she’s doing that great, Brandt,” Remy warned. “She’s dragging her feet, and she can barely keep her head up.”

      Brandt took Cade’s face in his hands, lifting her head so he could see her eyes. Her lids were heavy, and her skin was pale and clammy, cool to the touch. She breathed shallowly, and he shook his head as he gently jostled her. “Come on, babe, we don’t have much farther to go,” he murmured. “Just through this park and out the other side, and we’ll be right on top of the Tabernacle, okay? Just stick with me.”

      “And when we get there?” Gray spoke up, breaking his contemplation of a large, oddly shaped building less than a block away. It jutted out at an angle over the street, and a massive mural of sea life was emblazoned on its side. Brandt frowned at the building, taking a second to realize he was staring at the side of the aquarium. He blinked and focused back on Cade, scooping her right off her feet and settling her against his chest.

      “Then we get inside and see what we can do about rousing some help on the radio,” he said.

      “And if help won’t come?” Gray prompted.

      “Help will come,” Brandt said, confident.

      “But if it won’t?” Gray persisted.

      Brandt rolled his eyes and started down the sidewalk again, stepping into the shade of the trees, his grip on Cade secure. Gray and Remy scrambled to keep up with the ground-eating pace he set. “Gray, it will, okay? They’re not going to leave me out here in this cesspool of a city; they’re going to want to track me down.”

      “You’re assuming an awful lot, if you ask me,” Gray muttered. He wrinkled his nose doubtfully and gripped his gun in both hands, doing his best to help Remy guard Brandt and Cade, since they were the two most vulnerable members of their little group.

      “Well, I’m not asking you, so you can shove it up your ass,” Brandt grumbled. “Now shut it. The more noise you make, the more likely you’ll draw attention right onto us, and we’re not in a position to deal with that right now.”

      Silence fell among them after his order. Remy once more slipped into the lead, her gun in one hand and her bolo knife in the other. Brandt was always reasonably impressed with how well she handled the blade; seeing it in her hand made him feel slightly better about being out in the open. If anything got the jump on them, he was sure she could hold off the problem long enough for him to set Cade down to assist her.

      When the four of them emerged from under the trees, they found themselves in the open, in a large concrete and brick plaza commemorating the city that had once hosted the Olympic Games. The fountain that now occupied the space no longer sprayed jets of water toward the sky, and the entire plaza was littered with trash and debris and the remains of several bodies. Brandt saw the camouflage in which one of the bodies was dressed, and he swallowed hard, averting his eyes. The sight didn’t do much to boost his confidence about what he’d find in the Tabernacle.

      Then he looked just beyond the dead bodies, and his stomach dropped.

      There were infected, a lot of them, a massive crowd, milling about like a group that had just gotten out of a concert venue. If he had to put a number to it, he’d guess there were somewhere around a hundred of them, though it was more likely that there were even more that he couldn’t see. Either way, he knew immediately that there were far and away too many infected for the four of them to handle, especially with one of them being mostly impaired.

      “Stop, stop, stop,” he hissed to the other two, stopping short and backing up a few steps, ducking back into the shadow of the trees. Remy and Gray, thankfully, did the same. “We’ve got to find a way around,” he told them, pitching his voice low so his words wouldn’t carry. “There’s too many of them for us to just plow through. And I can’t fight if Cade stays like this.”

      Remy gave him a short nod and said, “Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

      “Where the hell are you going?” Brandt demanded, but she didn’t answer, just slipped off into the shadows, leaving him, Gray, and Cade standing on the sidewalk without a clue what was going on. In what felt like the blink of an eye, though, she was back, her face creased with worry, almost fear. She shook her head. “We can’t go that way,” she said, pointing in the direction that would have let them circle around the infected by going a few blocks over. “They’re all over the place that way. We need to try the other way.”

      Brandt gestured with his head to go in that direction, which unfortunately took them back the way they’d come. He tried to remember the layout of the area of the city and the best way to get around to the Tabernacle from that direction. Not that it ended up mattering, anyway; as soon as they stepped back out onto the street, he realized there were infected on the street, a large gaggle of them, and they were already headed in their direction. Remy lifted her pistol to fire, but he hissed out, “No! No guns! Just run!”

      Thankfully, she obeyed, and the three of them sprinted as fast as they could for the opposite side of the street, searching for a gap in the infected that were converging on their position. Gray waved an arm frantically and said, “This way! Hurry!” and led them into the sidewalked and landscaped area between the World of Coca-Cola and the Georgia Aquarium. Brandt followed, trailing behind the two younger people, slowed by the weight of the virtually unconscious Cade in his arms. Which was why, when Gray and Remy cut left toward the aquarium instead of the soft drink museum to their right, he wasn’t exactly in a position to stop them.

      They went up a set of concrete steps, then down into a plaza in front of the doors that was littered with metal barricades that were, at one point, used to herd the massive amounts of tourists that visited the aquarium on a daily basis. Brandt could hear, somewhere behind him, the infected giving chase as he dodged around the end of one of the barricades. He ran past Gray, who’d stopped to wait on him while Remy waited at the front doors, her pistol up and aimed in the general direction of the infected coming their way. Gray grabbed one of the barricades and flung it down on the ground in the gap Brandt had just run through, and Brandt hoped it would help slow down their pursuers. He and Gray caught up to Remy, Brandt breathing heavily from the additional weight he carried.

      Remy flung one of the aquarium’s entrance doors open, and a wave of fishy rot and stagnation rolled out of the building on a wave, slapping them in the face and sending them reeling. Remy visibly gagged at the stench, but she ushered them in anyway, urging Gray and then Brandt on ahead of her before coming in behind them and pulling the door closed behind her.

      Brandt did his best to ignore the stench permeating the air and instead made a beeline for one of the benches near the guest information desk, setting Cade down onto it as gently as he could and kneeling in front of her. He patted her cheeks with gentle hands, trying to get her to stir. “Come on, Cade, I need you to wake up, okay?” he urged, increasing the strength of the pats against her face.

      Cade groaned, and her eyes fluttered open, though she didn’t look much more alert than she had when she’d been laying mostly limp in his arms just moments before. “I feel like shit,” she mumbled, the words slurred and almost incoherent. “What’s that smell?”

      “Dead fish,” he said shortly, running a hand through her hair to push it back from her face.

      “Dead fish?” she repeated, trying to sit up straighter. She wobbled and tipped forward, nearly upending herself onto Brandt. He caught her, righting her as she slid off the bench to sit on his lap. He wrapped an arm around her to hold her steady as she mumbled, “Where the hell are we?”

      “We’re in the Georgia Aquarium,” he answered.

      “‘Splains the dead fish,” she said before resting her head against his shoulder.

      “No, Cade, I need you to stay awake,” Brandt urged. “I need you to stay with us. I’ve got to help get us out of here, and I can’t do that if I have to carry you, too.”

      There was a slamming noise from near the front entrance, loud enough to make Brandt, Cade, and Remy all jump, then Gray sprinted up to them, dragging on his inhaler as he moved. “I got the doors barricaded,” he told them breathlessly, jamming the inhaler into his front pocket and pulling out a flashlight, flicking it on, “but I don’t think they’re going to hold very long. We need to move. They know we’re in here.”

      Brandt stood, swinging Cade gently upright onto her feet and hooking one of her arms over his shoulders. She staggered but managed to mostly stay on her feet. He adjusted the two rifles on his back so they were more balanced then looked to Remy, who was studying a large map of the aquarium on the information desk. “Which way to get out of here?”

      Remy shone her flashlight on the map again then nodded and aimed it in the direction they needed to go, pointing for emphasis. “That way,” she said. “There’s an emergency exit. If the infected are piling on at the front doors, then the side of the building should be clear—or at least clear enough for us to make an escape.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Brandt agreed. “You two lead the way. We’re right behind you.”

      

      As Remy led the way toward the emergency exits she’d identified on the map, Gray at her side, shining his flashlight into random corners to check for movement, she contemplated whether she’d ever get the stench of this aquarium out of her nose. It was the foulest odor she’d ever smelled, a truly gag-inducing funk that she had a feeling was going to stick to her for weeks.

      Assuming, of course, they got out of this mess they were in.

      This was the last place she’d expected to end up, in the middle of a stinking aquarium full of dead and rotting sea life, in the deadliest city in America, two friends and a new acquaintance gone, and Ethan…

      Something tried to jam itself into her throat, and she fought to swallow it back down without drawing attention to herself from her friends or making noise that would attract any infected that happened to be in the building. Though honestly, at this point, fighting and killing a few infected would be a welcome diversion from everything spinning around in her head.

      “You okay?” Gray suddenly asked from her left, eliciting a startled look from her before she could stop it. “You just suddenly looked a little…upset there.”

      “Of course I’m upset,” she said. “Why wouldn’t I be? We’ve literally lost half of our friends in the span of three days. ‘Upset’ doesn’t begin to even cover it. I’m pretty sure I slid fully into ‘devastated’ today.”

      “I’m sorry,” Gray mumbled.

      “What do you have to be sorry about?” Remy asked. “You lost more than the rest of us. We call each other family, but Theo really was your family.” She shifted the beam of her flashlight to aim it at an entryway to an exhibit, checking for movement, and when she didn’t see any, she moved it back to the path ahead, pushing a random chair out of the way with her foot. “You know, for all our talk about being family and everything, I knew jack-all about Theo on a personal level. He didn’t really ever talk about himself much.”

      “He was a very private person,” Gray said. “I think he felt like he had to be. I was still in high school when our parents died. He had to fight to get the court to grant him guardianship over me. They didn’t want to at first—I was only sixteen, and he was barely nineteen, and I think they had a lot of questions about how we were supposed to take care of ourselves. He kept a lot of his personal life private because of that; I think he was scared that the state would frown on some aspects of his personal life and tell him he couldn’t be my legal guardian. I guess it just developed into a habit that continued into adulthood.”

      “Why would he need to keep his personal life such a secret…” Remy trailed off as the question seemed to answer itself in her mind. “He was gay, wasn’t he?”

      “He was something like that,” Gray said. “He never told me either way. Not that he was obligated to.” He paused, leaning down to pick up a plastic bottle from the floor. It was a small bottle of Gatorade; he promptly tucked it into a side pocket of his backpack and continued. “He dated girls in the past. I remember him bringing a few home to meet the parents before dates and stuff. But then there was this guy, Dillon. He started hanging out with him a lot, coming home super late from work, being gone most of the night when he wasn’t working, that sort of thing. It was like he was obsessed with Dillon, and he started ignoring me a lot. It was around the same time our therapist recommended I move out because of the whole codependency thing.”

      “What happened to Dillon?” Remy asked, though she didn’t really need to know. Obviously, the man was dead.

      “His throat got ripped out by one of the infected in a pharmacy in Mississippi,” Gray said. “Theo was never the same after that. It was like something broke in him, and he just went on this one-man mission to keep me alive at all costs. Nothing else mattered to him after that.”

      “Shit,” Remy murmured, stepping forward from the rest of them as they approached the emergency exit doors. “I feel so bad for him. That must have been awful.” She adjusted her grip on her pistol, put a hand up to stop the others, and then gently pressed a hand against the steel exit door in front of her, contemplating what might be on the other side. Then she drew in a deep breath and pushed the release handle, slowly, trying to minimize the sound of the catch releasing, and eased the door open a crack to peer outside.

      “Oh, shit,” she breathed before she could stop herself as she got a good look at the environment on the other side of the door. To say there were infected beyond the exit was an understatement. It seemed that so many of the infected were piled up against the front doors, trying to get into the aquarium where their prey had retreated to, that they’d spilled over to the sidewalk and street along the side of the building—the same side the emergency exits were on. She eased the door back shut, not letting it fall closed because it might make too much noise, then turned to her friends, shaking her head. “This way is a no-go.”

      She angled the flashlight to get a good look at her three companions. Gray was the very definition of stressed and frustrated, Brandt was looking seriously exhausted, and Cade…

      Cade didn’t look good at all. Her skin was paler than it normally was, her dark hair tangled and disheveled, and despite the first aid Brandt had performed on her side, her shirt was noticeably wet with blood. If Remy didn’t get them out of there sooner rather than later, she was pretty sure Cade was going to end up in a really bad situation—even more so than she already was.

      “We’ve got to find another way out of here,” she said. “Let’s get back to that information desk, see if we can find another exit. I didn’t see another set of emergency exits on the map, but surely there’s another exit somewhere besides the front doors.”

      “I sincerely hope so, because I’m not sure how much longer Cade’s going to stay conscious,” Gray said, dropping his voice so only she could hear that.

      Remy ignored his words and made a beeline back the way they’d come, leading the way as she strode back to the information desk to examine the map again. A quick perusal proved that her memory had been correct—those were the only emergency exits marked on the map. How ridiculous, she thought, rapidly scanning the map for an alternate exit. It was so hard to think, though, with the heavy thuds and rattling doors behind her. The racket was making her head hurt and her nerves jump with every slam of a door. She swore she could hear the doors creaking and cracking under the pressure of the sheer number of infected on the other side of the glass and metal.

      “There!” Gray exclaimed, jabbing a finger at the map. “Through that ballroom there, there’s a dedicated entrance and exit. And it’s clear on the other side of the building.”

      No sooner had the last word left his mouth than there was a loud pop and crack behind them. Remy tensed, whirling around in the direction of the sound, just in time to see two of the entrance doors give way and break loose from their hinges, spilling several infected into the lobby area. “Shit!” she exclaimed. “Let’s go! That way!” She jabbed her finger in the direction of the indicated ballroom and drew her pistol, letting the others run past her as she took aim at the lead edge of the infected that had breached the aquarium and opened fire.

      

      Cade was about ninety percent sure she was going to vomit as Brandt swung her around and started running in the direction Remy had pointed, jostling her and sending a fresh wave of pain through the wound in her side. She groaned, clenching her teeth hard, and redirected her focus from the ache to their immediate surroundings, where it should have been in the first place. She fumbled for the pistol she usually kept on her hip, her fingers closing around its grip, but before she could draw it from its holster, Brandt swung her around again, this time facing back the way they’d come, as he shouted, “Remy! Come on, let’s go!” Then, when the younger woman started running toward them, he swung Cade back around and asked, “You hanging in there?”

      “Mostly,” she admitted, tightening what grip she had on his shoulder to help him keep her upright. “I’d be a lot better if you’d stop slinging me around like a ragdoll.”

      “Sorry,” he apologized, and at least he had the good grace to sound sheepish about it. “I didn’t mean to be so rough.” His hand slid down to her side, gently touching the wetness that had infiltrated the fabric, and the scowl on his face was visible. She didn’t need to ask how bad it was; the way her shirt kept sticking to the exposed areas of her skin along the right side of her body told her everything she needed to know. With the way things were going, she wasn’t going to pull through this if they couldn’t get to safety soon enough to get the bleeding stopped and get appropriate fluids in her.

      “Brandt, this is turning into a shitshow,” Cade said, half limping and half being dragged along toward a café area that stood between them and the ballroom they were angling for. “We’re not all going to get out of this. Not if you keep dragging me along like this. I’m nothing but dead weight right now. I’m slowing all three of you down. You need to let me go.”

      “Are you suggesting I leave you behind?” Brandt demanded, and his voice was cold, hard, like he’d heard the world’s worst idea and was dead set against it. “Absolutely not. That’s completely out of the question.”

      “But I’m going to get you guys killed—”

      “Leaving you behind is not an option, Cade,” he interrupted. He tightened his grip on her, almost painfully, and added as the four of them reached the café area, “There’s no me without you, so if you stay behind, I stay behind. I’m not planning on staying behind, so you can stuff it, shut up, and move.”

      There’s no me without you. The words rang in Cade’s head like a bell as Brandt led her through the café tables, most knocked askew by fleeing patrons, chairs overturned in their paths. Her throat tightened, and she forced down a swallow past the lump. Not once in her entire life had anyone ever said anything remotely resembling that to her, and she didn’t know what to do with it. But now wasn’t the time to ponder over it. She could deal with it later, when her life wasn’t being directly threatened by a combination of the infected and blood loss. Assuming she made it to later, anyway.

      There was a loud crash and bang from her right, and she whipped her head in that direction, even as she was physically turned by Brandt’s reaction to the noise. The leading edge of the infected that had crammed themselves in through the front doors of the aquarium were approaching fast, had plowed full-speed into the tables just behind and to the right of them, sending a chair that was still set upside down on one of the tables crashing to the floor. There were at least fifty of them already in the building, a number rapidly growing as more and more infected slipped in through the broken and weakening front doors. Cade’s hand found her pistol again, and even with as horrible and weak as she felt, she managed to draw it from its holster, raise it, and fire it several times in the direction of their pursuers. The recoil from the pistol was nearly enough to knock her on her ass, but she managed to maintain her footing with barely a stumble—though mainly that was thanks to Brandt’s unwavering grip on her waist—and even managed to take down three of the infected pursuing them. Two didn’t stay down, though, but she didn’t stop to remedy the situation; their survival was balanced on the edge of a knife, hers in particular on an even thinner edge, and she didn’t have time to make sure every shot counted when it was all she could do to even get away.

      Gunfire erupted ahead of her and Brandt, and she whipped her head that way. Even though the move made her entire world spin and tumble like she was trapped on an out-of-control merry-go-round, she got her gun up and ready to fire at whatever the threat was.

      Several infected, two in Georgia Aquarium employee uniforms, one in a tux, and two more in formal dresses, all skeleton thin with starvation, probably well past dead, staggered out of the area from somewhere ahead of them, drawn, most likely, to their location by the sounds of their pursuers. Before she could open fire to try to defend them against attack—a defense that, in all honesty, would have been piss-poor, to put it charitably—Remy sprang forward, firing two bullets at two of the infected as she ran. One bullet caught one of the women in the formal dresses in the throat, and the second bullet smacked the tuxedoed man in the chest, knocking them both back to the floor. Then she drew her bolo knife from its sheath, dropped her gun on the tiled floor, and went on a furious melee attack against the remaining formally dressed woman, hacking and slashing in fast, controlled bursts.

      Gray, for his part, moved to engage the two aquarium employees, striding forward with purpose and firing bullets at a range that couldn’t miss. All of the training Cade had given him paid off; both bullets he fired were perfect headshots—not hard to do so close to the target, but she was proud of him nonetheless. Then he moved to take care of the two that Remy had already shot, both of which were struggling to get off the floor.

      Suddenly, Brandt let go of her and stepped to the side, raising his own pistol to aim just past her to her right. She started to turn herself but swayed as her knees gave out and sank to the floor; her vision seemed to be tunneling, darkness closing in from the periphery of her eyesight until she slid sideways, collapsing to the floor.

      The last thing she remembered before she slid into unconsciousness was Brandt opening fire as footsteps thudded against the floor in her direction.
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      “Shit! Gray! Help!”

      Startled, Gray whipped around at the sound of Brandt’s shout, his heart pounding, his eyes rapidly taking in the scene that had developed behind him while he and Remy had been distracted by the five infected that had come from the ballroom area. The first thing he saw was a horde of infected—way more than he’d realized—coming across the aquarium lobby toward them. The second thing he saw was Brandt standing protectively over Cade, firing steadily into the approaching crowd. The third thing he saw was Cade slumped over onto the floor, eyes closed.

      Without a second thought, he shouted, “Remy!” and bolted forward, sliding down to the tile floor beside Cade, ducking low to get one of her arms around his neck, and pushing upward with everything he had to try to stand up with her. But she was completely unconscious, essentially dead weight, and the floor was hard and slick, making the task difficult when his shoes couldn’t find sufficient traction. Then Remy was there, slipping underneath Cade’s other arm, and they levered her to her feet, basically carrying her between them as they hurried for the ballroom, Brandt bringing up the rear.

      “Almost there, almost there,” Gray heard Remy chanting under her breath, like she was trying her damnedest to keep them moving with promises of imminent safety. The doors loomed ahead, and as they made a beeline for them, Brandt slipped out ahead of them, shoving the doors in question open, darting inside, and quickly sweeping the immediate area before beckoning them inside. Then he shoved the doors shut and reached up to shove the door locks above the doors home, jamming them up with the heel of his hand and the one on the ground down with his boot, one after the other until all four doors were secured.

      Only then did they slow down, all three of them breathing heavily, Cade sagging limply between him and Remy. Brandt stepped away from them and swept the room, his pistol up, pointing it in corners and checking under tables to make sure there weren’t any dangers in their immediate vicinity. Once he’d finished, he signaled for Gray and Remy to come forward then pointed toward the exit on the other side of the room. “That’s our target right there. It doesn’t look like there’s anything out there,” he said, squinting as he looked through the glass from where they stood. “We’re going to move that way, we’re not going to stop, and once we’re outside, we’re going to move fast. When we get into the vestibule, I’ll take Cade off your hands so we can get our speed up. We’ll need to run, but we’re going to need to run quietly.”

      He looked at Gray, his eyes clearly asking, Are you in a place where you can physically run? It wouldn’t have been an unreasonable question if he’d asked out loud. Gray certainly wouldn’t have been offended by it. He gave Brandt a single nod, patting his pocket to make sure he had his inhaler as he added out loud, “I’m good to go.”

      “Great,” Brandt enthused. “No hesitations, no stops, once we’re out there, just go, okay?”

      “No problem,” Remy agreed, starting forward. “Let’s move.”

      The four of them moved to the ballroom exit that spilled out onto the street beyond, moving as quickly as the mess in the ballroom would allow. And it was a mess; it was obvious that there was some sort of event going on at the time of the outbreak, maybe a wedding or something else equally formal, something that had gotten interrupted with suddenness and finality, judging by the random splash of old, dried blood Gray spotted splashed across one of the tables, staining the white tablecloth, the toppled chairs, the overturned tables, and the remains of rotted food on the plates that were still reasonably intact. He hoped that at least most of the people who had been here survived, but intellectually, he knew that wasn’t a real possibility.

      “About how far is it to the Tabernacle from here?” Gray spoke up, skirting awkwardly around a fallen chair and trying to not lose his grip on Cade. He hoped it wasn’t far; while he was pretty sure he could make it, the last thing he wanted to do was tax his lungs any more than absolutely necessary, especially since he was running low on inhalers.

      “About half a mile,” Brandt answered, clearing a few stray chairs out of their path as he moved ahead of them.

      “Jesus, we’re that close?” Remy said. “Feels like we’re an eternity away.”

      “Feels like it’s been an eternity since we left Alabama,” Gray admitted. “I feel like we’ve been stuck in a never-ending nightmare.”

      “Well, Lord willing, the nightmare is going to be over soon,” Brandt said. He signaled for them to stop and approached the vestibule leading to the exit doors, his pistol up and aimed as he eased his way to the doors and peered out through the glass. He stood motionless for long moments, staring out of the glass, as still as a statue save for the slow and steady breaths that moved his chest. The minutes that ticked by were punctuated by loud thuds as the infected that were swarming into the building made their way to the ballroom doors and tried to break through; the sounds were starting to wear on Gray’s nerves, to the point where he started to flinch with each particularly loud smack against the doors.

      “Oh, can we please get moving already?” he murmured under his breath. He was pretty sure he was going to develop a nervous tic from all the constant racket.

      Thankfully, it was only a moment more before Brandt holstered his pistol and beckoned them forward. Gray breathed out a sigh of relief and started forward, grasping Cade’s arm that was draped over his shoulder and hooking the other one around her waist to keep her steady as he and Remy dragged her to Brandt. Brandt ducked down to replace Remy under Cade’s right arm, shifting the unconscious woman’s weight onto him, then he swung her up into his arms with an ease that instantly made Gray envious of the fact that the Marine was so physically stronger than him.

      “Let’s move,” Brandt ordered. “When you get outside, cut right. And whatever you do, stay silent.”

      

      When the Tabernacle came into view, standing tall and square against the graying skies, surrounded by military vehicles, Brandt couldn’t begin to describe the relief that flooded his gut. They were almost there; they were practically already there. As they reached the edge of Centennial Drive, though, he could see the thick steel chain wrapped around the handles on the former church’s front doors, undisturbed by the passage of time; once he, Remy, and Gray scrambled across the street to the front of the building, he got a good look at the boards crisscrossing the large green doors, nailing them firmly shut.

      “Brandt, why are the doors nailed shut from the outside?” Remy asked nervously. Brandt adjusted his grip on Cade, and her head lolled against his shoulder; he smoothed his fingers over her thick hair as Remy continued. “Doesn’t that usually mean it’s full of the infected?”

      “Usually,” he agreed as he made a beeline for the building. “The military did stuff like this on purpose so people would think it was, in fact, full of the infected and steer clear.”

      “So how do we get in?” Gray asked, sounding breathless from their fast and silent jog from the aquarium. “I don’t have a crowbar or anything on me to bust any padlocks or pull boards out of doors anymore.”

      “Just follow me and keep your mouth shut,” he ordered, making for the left side of the building. The entire back side of the structure, complete with most of the white building attached to the back of it, was fenced in with sturdy-looking chain-link fencing; coils of barbed wire rimmed the top of the entire fence line. He carefully passed Cade into Gray’s arms before studying the fence, trying to figure out how to get them inside. Normally, he’d get them up onto the dumpster blocking the gate where bands used to enter the backstage area, since that portion of the fence had less barbed wire on it than the rest, but considering Cade was in no shape to climb onto the dumpster under her own willpower even if he paid her to, that idea was dead in the water. He contemplated lifting her over. He wasn’t sure it’d work, but it was a chance he’d have to take if he expected to get them all safely inside. No other option was acceptable.

      Brandt made sure his sidearm was still secure in its holster before he hauled himself onto the dumpster, digging his feet and hands into the diamond-shaped links on the fence and dragging himself up. He climbed to the top of the fence then straddled the metal pole at the top, careful to avoid the sparse barbed wire, and slung himself over, dropping to the pavement on the other side. He landed hard on the ground, his knees jarring painfully, shook the ache off, and got busy, making short work of the gate. Then he flung it open and scrambled back onto the dumpster blocking the gate, beckoning to Remy.

      “Come on, get on up here,” he instructed, catching her hands and lifting her onto the dumpster as her feet tried to find purchase on its slick metal surface. “I need you on the ground so you can help catch Cade when I pass her over, okay?” Remy scrambled down to the ground on the other side of the dumpster, looking around cautiously as Brandt motioned to Gray. The younger man eased Cade up higher, and he hooked his hands under her arms and lifted. The muscles in his arms bulged from the awkward attempt to lift her to the top of the dumpster, and she groaned faintly as he settled her down beside him.

      A wave of nausea washed over him as he set Cade down, and he closed his eyes, sucking in a sharp breath and clenching his teeth. No, not now, he thought, shaking his head and bracing his hands against his knees. He bowed his head, breathing through his nose and trying to quell the sick feeling swimming in his gut. He let out a slow breath through his mouth as Gray spoke up quietly.

      “Brandt, you okay, man? You look a little…peaked,” he observed.

      Brandt opened his eyes to look down at him and discovered a deep frown on his face. He cleared his throat and shook his head. “Since when have you been British?” he joked, turning to the task at hand as his nausea subsided. “I’m fine. Just tired is all. Get your scrawny ass up here so you can help me with Cade.”

      Gray scrambled onto the dumpster obediently, taking a moment to stand on its edge and study the parking lot around them. Brandt could almost read his mind: the lot was too cluttered; too many cars and boxes and other assorted detritus offered too many places for the infected to hide. Gray grimaced and turned his eyes onto Cade, and the two men lifted her with minimal infliction of pain and slowly lowered her to Remy’s waiting arms. Remy nearly dropped her as she grasped her, and it was only through Brandt’s quick intervention that neither of the women hit the pavement. Once they were all on the same side of the fence and the gate was secured once more, Remy looked to him expectantly.

      “Well, now what?”

      Brandt lifted his head and let his eyes travel up the rusty red metal fire escape staircase winding up the side of the building, all the way to the roof. He nodded to the building and scooped Cade into his arms once more. “Now we go inside.”

      

      The interior of the Tabernacle was dark and, quite frankly, a little scary, but Gray sucked up the uneasy feeling the building gave him and eyed the floor far below them. The fire escape had disgorged them at the highest balcony in the place, and he swallowed hard as he squinted at the floor. He didn’t do well with heights, and he was very dramatically reminded of this as he stood, knees quaking in his jeans, back flat against the wall. Brandt passed Cade over to him before approaching the edge of the balcony and shining his flashlight down below, where folding tables and chairs lined the hardwood, littered with papers and assorted equipment. He seemed completely unperturbed by how high up they were. That made Gray more than a little jealous. He shifted his grip on Cade and swallowed hard, trying to steady his nerves and find his resolve.

      Brandt glanced at him then hurried along the backside of the balcony, ducking through a large, dark doorway. Gray swore softly, hesitating before carrying Cade to the door, Remy following close behind. Cade was becoming a dead weight again, and his arms were tiring after all the stress and strain he’d put them through all day. He wanted desperately to put her down and rest his arms, but it seemed he’d have to descend what looked like two flights of stairs before he could make that happen.

      Brandt was already at the bottom of the stairs when they finally reached the first floor. He shone his flashlight around their immediate vicinity, watching for dangers as he waited for them to join him. He looked up and gave Gray a wry smile as he thumped down the last few steps, hauling Cade along with him. “Sorry. I meant to take her off your hands before we came downstairs.”

      Gray shrugged nonchalantly as Brandt scooped the woman easily out of his arms. “No big deal. I could handle it,” he said, lying through his teeth. He followed the older man into the large, open area that made up most of the first floor, the same area lined with the tables and chairs he’d seen from above. Remy was right on his heels, oddly silent as she breezed into the room. Brandt carried Cade close to the performance stage and settled her into a folding chair, holding her shoulder to make sure she’d stay steady before he climbed onto the stage.

      “What is all this?” Gray asked, following Brandt to the stage. He motioned for Remy to stay with Cade before hoisting himself onto the platform, wincing as the ache in his arms radiated through his shoulders.

      “Radio, mostly,” Brandt said. He started fiddling with cords and cables, shoving his small flashlight between his teeth and following a cord down a set of steps and out the backstage door. Gray wondered at the wisdom of allowing him to go outside alone, but then the overhead lights flickered on, the brightness toned down to a soft yellow glow, and then Brandt was back, prodding at switches again.

      “Found the generator,” he announced as he flipped another switch on the radio. The lights on the device flickered on, and a quiet burst of static emitted from the speaker. Palpable excitement rippled through the group. Even Cade, who was starting to slowly come around now that she was sitting still, looked slightly more alert, though that wasn’t saying much; she sat up straighter for a moment before slumping back over. Gray dropped off the stage and went to her, kneeling beside her and gently pushing her jacket and blood-sodden shirt aside to examine her wound. He didn’t know much about emergency medicine, not like his brother had, but he’d seen Theo treat and talk about wounds enough that he felt confident enough to figure out what needed to be done.

      Brandt sat in the metal folding chair before the table and began twisting knobs, searching for someone who would answer and come to their aid. This was probably the most important moment they’d experienced since the virus made its appearance, and the air was heavy with that knowledge as their eyes followed Brandt’s every move. He twisted a few more dials, and Remy tentatively spoke up.

      “Have you found anything yet?” she asked.

      Brandt waved her off and grabbed a pair of headphones from the crate beside the table, jamming the plug into the appropriate port on the radio and slamming the headphones onto his head. He hunched over the radio, focusing on it and tuning the rest of them out. Gray sighed and shook his head, returning to his examination of Cade’s wound.

      “How does it feel?” he asked Cade. He grabbed the bottle of Gatorade he’d found at the aquarium, checked the seal to make sure it was unopened and still safe to drink, then cracked it open and handed it to her to sip on. He tugged at the medical bag Remy still wore, trying to get her to move closer to him. The tape holding her bandage on had come loose in their desperate dash for the relative safety of the Tabernacle, and the moderate scabbing and clotting that had started since she’d been shot had been repeatedly aggravated so that the wound kept bleeding repeatedly, soaking the bandage and her shirt where it still covered the wound. Everything was going to have to be cleaned, changed, and rebandaged, if only to help staunch the blood that still oozed from the wound even now.

      “It feels very painful,” she replied tiredly, taking a careful, shaky sip of the electrolyte drink he’d given her. He gently pulled the rest of the gauze and tape away from her wound, and Cade gripped the edge of the chair with her free hand so tightly that her knuckles turned white. “It’ll need stitches,” she added weakly as he wadded the bandages up and tossed them to the floor. “We’ve got to close the wound so nothing gets into it and gets it infected, if it hasn’t already.”

      “I hate that fucking word,” Gray muttered. He dug several large squares of gauze out of the bag and wiped at the blood trailing down her side again.

      “I said a lot of words,” Cade said, breathless with the exertion of talking. She paused to take a sip of her drink again. He took out more fresh gauze squares and pressed them firmly to the wound, prompting a low groan of pain to escape her throat. “Which one are you so full of hate for?”

      “Infected,” he answered. “It’s just so fucking…I don’t know. Ominous or whatever.”

      “Yeah, it’s taken on new meaning in the past year, hasn’t it?” Remy spoke up. She straddled another chair just behind him and watched him work on Cade’s side.

      “You’re telling me,” he muttered as thoughts of his older brother flashed through his mind. “Infected” was the last word he wanted to hear, especially after what Theo had been forced to do. Theo’s choice had been better than living like one of the infected, though, he reminded himself yet again. It was the only comfort he could offer himself.

      Remy put her hand on his shoulder and gave it a squeeze. His hands stilled, and he bowed his head, drawing in a shuddering breath as emotions welled up in his throat. Cade rested her hand loosely on top of Remy’s in solidarity, and he lifted his head enough to give both women a grateful look, even as he blinked back the tears threatening to spill out of his eyes. Gray would have to deal with his brother’s death later, maybe after the military had come to get them, as Brandt kept insisting would happen. If it did, then he could mourn.

      There was a thud from the stage. Gray and Remy both startled and whirled in that direction, prepared to face anything coming their way. But it was only Brandt, grabbing for the radio’s microphone and mashing the broadcast button, talking quickly into it.

      “This is Lieutenant Michael Evans with the United States Marines. Who is this?” As he spoke, he hunched over and pressed a hand against his headphones, listening intently. Gray finished wrapping Cade’s wound and stood, moving to the edge of the stage to watch.

      “Let me speak to Major Bradford. I need to speak with him ASAP,” Brandt demanded. His eyes were intense as he clasped the mic tightly. There was a long pause, in which Gray exchanged an uncertain glance with Remy.

      “Major Bradford, this is Lieutenant Michael Evans, formerly stationed at the Centers for Disease Control in Atlanta, Georgia,” Brandt said into the mic. Gray raised an eyebrow at his words, turning to Remy and mouthing, CDC? She shrugged, and their attention was brought back to Brandt as he continued. “I’m alive, uninjured, and uninfected. I am accompanied by three survivors, all uninfected, but one is injured and requires prompt medical assistance. I’m requesting an emergency airlift from the city to a safe location as soon as can be managed.”

      “Do you think they’ll send help?” Remy murmured. Gray swallowed hard, watching as Brandt continued his conversation with the presumed Major Bradford on the other end of the radio.

      “Honestly, I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I think Brandt’s hanging a lot of hope on it, so I really do hope they will. He won’t be too happy if they decide not to.”

      Brandt’s tone dropped so neither Gray nor Remy could make out what he was saying as he alternated between speaking and listening. Gray glanced back at Cade worriedly, wanting to get her take on the possibilities, but she’d resumed her slumped posture in her chair, exhausted beyond her physical abilities, her eyes closed and her head bowed, her bottle of Gatorade tilted and threatening to spill onto the hardwood floor. As he took a step toward her, he finally made out four simple words that told him everything he needed to know.

      “Yes, sir, I understand,” Brandt said softly. He let go of the mic and took the headphones off. He stood slowly, staring at the radio, and Gray drew in a nervous breath, waiting for the man to speak.

      Brandt picked up the mic again, but instead of depressing the mic’s button once more, he slammed the device onto the table. Gray jumped at the loud bang and took a step back as Brandt struck the mic against the table and the radio over and over. His face was a snarling grimace of anger, his cheeks flushed red. He didn’t stop until the mic was nothing but a mangled chunk of plastic and metal and wires. Gray took another step back and grabbed Remy’s arm, dragging her with him as Brandt upended the table, sending the radio and everything else on it to the floor with a crash that echoed through the entire building. He grabbed the metal chair he’d been sitting in and flung it across the stage to strike the back wall. Then he stopped, bowing his head, his shoulders shaking as he tried to catch his breath. Remy and Gray watched him, frozen, uncertain what to do.

      Remy moved forward once it was obvious the man’s anger had drained out of him, springing onto the stage and making her way to him. She hesitated then put her hand gently on his back, leaning to look him in the face and speaking to him quietly. It was a conversation Gray couldn’t hear, but whatever she said seemed to work, because Brandt visibly relaxed, the straight, stiff set of his shoulders easing, and he turned toward Gray and Cade, moving slowly toward the injured woman as he spoke.

      “We’re going to have to get the hell out of Atlanta on our own,” Brandt announced, not looking at any of them. “What’s left of the military is fucking useless. We won’t get any help from them.” He paused beside Cade, glancing around the room, taking in the rows of tables and chairs. “We’ll take one of the Hummers parked outside, at least as far as outside the city. The gas mileage is shit, so we’ll find something else once we get to that point. We’ll take any supplies here we can find, food, water, first aid, whatever you think might be useful.” He paused again, kneeling beside Cade and brushing his fingers gently over her cheek. “Let’s hurry, okay? I don’t want to spend too much time here, not with Cade like this. And I don’t know about you guys, but I’m ready to get the fuck out of Dodge.”
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      Ethan sat hunched in a cushioned wooden chair, staring at the cold, round table in front of him, illuminated by the pale yellow light from a battery-operated camping lantern positioned in the center of it. His legs and arms both throbbed. His head didn’t feel any better; it almost felt like he had a hangover, though he hadn’t had a drink in over a year. The wounds in his right thigh and both calves burned and pulsed with pain. He had no fewer than three bites to his arms, one on the right and two on the left, not to mention the shredded flesh on his forearms and, if he wasn’t mistaken, his back and stomach, too. Judging by the level of pain he felt in two of the bites, he was sure he was missing skin and perhaps even underlying muscle in those places. He imagined he could feel blood leaking from the wounds, though he knew all of them had been painstakingly bandaged while he’d been unconscious. His fresh clothes—the soft, clean khaki pants and white tank—attested to the fact that he’d been well cared for while he’d been out.

      What he had trouble wrapping his mind around was how he was even still alive.

      He vaguely remembered his fight against the infected, how they’d blocked the alley’s exit, how he’d made the others go while he held them off. He remembered the click of his gun as he’d run out of ammunition. He remembered his attempts to reload. He remembered the febrile heat of the stinking bodies that closed in on him. He remembered the hands on his arms and legs and his frantic thrashing as he tried to get away. And he remembered the pain as the teeth sank into his flesh.

      He didn’t remember how he’d gotten to where he sat now, in a cool, dim room presumably somewhere in Atlanta, sore and aching, his head throbbing and his skin hot with fever.

      By all rights, Ethan should have been dead. Even if he’d somehow managed to escape the ravenous horde of infected—which he shouldn’t have been able to do, considering he’d passed out from the pain—he should have succumbed to the virus by now. But he hadn’t. Something was wrong; he was missing some key information. But for the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what it might be.

      As Ethan’s mind tried to dredge up the missing pieces of the puzzle, the single door leading into the room swung open, and a woman stepped inside, carrying a brightly lit camping lantern. She spoke soft words to someone on the other side of the door before she shut it behind her and walked to the edge of the table, setting the lantern down beside the dimmer one already there. She set a thick manila folder onto the table with deliberate care then simply stood there, arms crossed, observing him silently. He managed to lift his head long enough to look at her in return. For several long moments, they watched each other in total silence.

      The woman was tall and very slender, but not unhealthily so. A pair of startlingly green eyes looked out from a pale, heart-shaped face framed by the reddest hair he’d ever seen. Her slim, long legs were wrapped in black jeans, her torso clad in a t-shirt and a black vest that appeared to be Kevlar. A belt with a gun holster strapped to it hung low on her hips. She looked nearly as capable as Cade, like she could handle herself in a fight without breaking a sweat.

      Ethan’s heart tried to jam itself into his throat at his fleeting thought of his best friend. He wondered if she was safe, if she was even still alive. He shoved that thought aside with difficulty—now wasn’t the time for it, not when he had no idea what was going on—and looked up to meet the woman’s eyes before he finally spoke. He asked the first question that came to mind.

      “Why am I not dead?”

      His question broke the spell hovering between them. The redheaded woman slid into the chair across from him, her eyes flickering to his bared arms and the bandages that adorned them. “Because we rescued you and dragged you out of that mess you got yourself into.”

      “But I should be infected,” he pointed out. He looked down at his own arms, touching the bandage wrapped around his right forearm gently. “I was bitten. A lot. I lost my gun. I couldn’t shoot myself.” He paused and swallowed again. “I should have the virus. I should be dead.”

      “You should be,” the woman agreed solemnly. “But you aren’t.”

      Ethan licked his lips and glanced around the darkened room again. There were large windows on one side of the wall, covered by heavy, thick curtains. Only the single door through which the woman had entered led to the outside. Besides the table and two chairs, there was a bed in the center of the room. A door led to a tiny bathroom. There were no personal effects to be seen. It reminded him of a hotel: Spartan and abnormally clean.

      He cleared his throat and asked, “Where are we?”

      “We’re in the Westin in downtown Atlanta,” she answered. “My name is Alicia Day. I’m in charge here. The hotel is secure, so you don’t have to worry about your safety. We have people on guard day and night. I had you brought here after my colleagues and I dragged you out of that alley.”

      He looked down at the table again. The wound in his thigh let out another spike of pain. He sucked in a breath and waited for it to subside to a dull ache. “How long have I been here?” he asked once it had receded.

      Alicia’s eyes flickered to the large black cuff watch wrapped around her wrist. “Eight hours,” she answered after a second’s calculation. “Give or take thirty minutes.”

      Ethan shook his head in bewilderment at her words, and he reached up to run his left hand through his hair. He flinched as the movement caused a jolt of pain to rock through his left bicep, and he dropped his arm again, aborting the action. “Eight hours?” he repeated. His eyes were so wide that he was sure they’d roll right out of his head. “How the hell am I still alive? How am I sitting here without wanting to tear you into pieces?” He nodded toward the curtained windows. “How am I not like those things out there?”

      Alicia flicked her wrist in his direction. An object roughly the size of a thin permanent marker shot across the table between them. His hand snapped out and slapped down on top of the object before he realized he’d even done it. He lifted his palm reluctantly and was surprised to see an auto-injector on the table before him.

      “What’s this?” he asked suspiciously.

      “It’s your medication,” Alicia replied. She paused and studied his face for a long moment before she added quietly, “You have Michaluk, Ethan.”

      Ethan let out a slow breath as his lurking suspicions were confirmed. “Fuck,” he said softly. He leaned forward to rest his forehead against the heel of his hand. “Why am I not showing symptoms?”

      “I suspect you are, to some degree,” Alicia said. “You have a fever. You’ll always have an elevated body temperature compared to what you used to have. It’s not ninety-eight-point-six anymore. You’re looking at somewhere around one hundred to one hundred one.”

      “Is that why I feel like shit?” he asked tiredly.

      “No, you feel like shit because you got your ass handed to you by an entire horde of infected,” Alicia said matter-of-factly.

      Ethan rolled the auto-injector back and forth on the table with two fingers, watching it move for a moment as he contemplated her words. “So this is a cure?”

      “There isn’t a cure,” Alicia corrected. She pushed her hair back from her face and motioned to the auto-injector. “It’s a medication cocktail. The combination of medications suppresses the symptoms of the virus, basically buying us time to find a cure for it. It doesn’t work all the time. We have to get the victim the first dosage within minutes of infection. That’s why we had you isolated here. We had to make sure we got it into you fast enough. We’ve been watching you for the past eight hours to see if you’d show any symptoms. Other than elevated body temperatures, which are normal, you haven’t. If you had, we would have put you down as humanely as possible.”

      Ethan sat back in his chair, moving slowly so he didn’t jar his injuries more than necessary. “How did you guys come up with this…suppression medication?” he asked.

      “We’ve had some leads and some useful guidance,” Alicia said cryptically. She sat forward to look at him, and her line of thought appeared to suddenly shift. “Have you ever met a woman named Avi Geller?”

      Ethan blinked, surprised by her new question. “Avi?” he repeated. “Yeah. Yeah, I know her. She was with us until…until we got into Atlanta.”

      “We know about her death,” Alicia said. There was a hint of sadness in her voice, but it sounded artificial, like she was faking being disappointed at the woman’s death. Before he could analyze that any further, she covered up the emotion quickly and continued. “She went to find you late last year, when we discovered some incredibly important information in the remains of the Centers for Disease Control.”

      “Wait, wait,” Ethan said quickly. He held up a hand to stop her and shook his head. “The CDC? But that’s where Avi wanted us to take her after we helped her evacuate some survivors. She said that…” He trailed off as Alicia started to shake her head. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear.

      “That’s what she was told to tell you,” Alicia corrected. “Truth be told, I think she already had access to all the relevant information from the CDC before she even left.” She paused, as if contemplating how much to tell Ethan, and then finally she said, “When we realized that your group was involved, Avi went to track you down. She was told to get you all here by any means necessary, to tell you whatever she needed to tell you to get you to agree to come with her.”

      “But why me?” he asked, baffled. “What did you want with me?”

      “We didn’t want you,” Alicia said. “Well, not you per se. We were looking for this man.” She pressed a hand to the top of the folder she’d brought in with her and slid it across the table to him. “Do you know Michael Evans?”

      He frowned. “Michael Evans?” he repeated. “No, I can’t say I do.” Even as he spoke, he looked at the folder in front of him. The tab bore a computer-printed label that had a series of numbers and letters listed on it, and below the numbers, in neatly spaced lettering, it read, “Evans, Michael Brandt.” Alarm bells began to chime in his head. “But I know a Brandt Evans. What’s he got to do with anything, though?”

      Alicia nodded and shifted to turn her chair around. She straddled it, resting her forearms against the back, before continuing. “Lieutenant Michael Brandt Evans of the United States Marines,” she recited. She motioned to the folder before him, and he slowly folded the cover open. The first thing he saw was a photograph of Brandt, paper-clipped to the top page of the papers inside. His familiar brown eyes stared out at him, face unsmiling. He was uniformed, and a dress cap adorned his head. He looked a deal younger than the Brandt he knew; this picture had obviously been taken several years ago. “Test subject number fourteen,” she said. “Testing began in the December before the outbreak happened, continuing into that January, when the virus escaped from the CDC.”

      “Test subject fourteen?” Ethan repeated weakly, even as he leaned over to take in the medical charts and information printed on the papers inside.

      “Evans escaped CDC custody with the assistance of a scientist at the onset of the initial outbreak,” Alicia explained. “The scientist told him he’d been given a placebo as part of the control group in the testing of what’s become the Michaluk Virus. We have evidence suggesting that that scientist may have lied to Evans when he told him he was clean.”

      Ethan sucked in a slow breath and lifted his head, even as his brain scrambled to process the new information. “What, exactly, are you trying to say?”

      “We have been informed that there’s a high chance that Michael Brandt Evans is infected with the Michaluk Virus,” Alicia answered solemnly, “that his body has achieved a sort of symbiosis with the virus, that he’s in essence a carrier. And because of that, he might be the key to the cure for the virus.” She paused for a long moment, watching him intently, studying his reaction, before she spoke once more.

      “We need Evans to save the rest of us.”
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      From the Journal of Ethan Bennett

      March 21st

      

      My name is Ethan Bennett, and I am a dead man.

      I officially died a month ago at the hands of a group of homicidal people infected with the Michaluk Virus. I suffered serious injuries and contracted the virus while attempting to delay the infected attackers’ pursuit of my friends. I was saved from succumbing to the virus by sheer luck—and with the help of a medication cocktail that holds the virus at bay. For now, I only have a low risk of becoming like those who killed me.

      For now.

      I’m with a group led by a woman named Alicia Day. She’s former Marine Security Forces, and the people here seem to hold her in very high regard. She leads roughly one hundred fifty men, women, and children at the Westin. Through their hard work, they’ve turned this hotel into a small village. Around thirty of those people are infected with the virus in a manner similar to me. It’s only through the miraculous chance of having a CDC doctor here that I’m able to write this, that the infected living here are able to continue with their lives, such as they are. Despite the daily medication regimen, they’ve eked out a reasonably productive existence in the hopes that something more permanent can one day be discovered. They live for that hope, though there’s always the chance their bodies will hit the point where the medications are no longer effective.

      Alicia tells me it’s imperative that we find Brandt Evans. He was one of my friends before I became infected, and I don’t know where he is. I can’t remember where any of my friends were to go after Atlanta. And honestly? That terrifies me. Because if what Alicia tells me about Brandt is even remotely true, then my best friend Cade and my lover Remy and hell, even Gray (as much as I dislike the bastard)—they’re all in danger. If Brandt is infected, he poses a major risk not only to Cade, Gray, and Remy, but to the entire world.

      But Brandt Evans is also a hope. A possibility of a key to the cure for the Michaluk Virus. And that is a chance we can’t afford to let pass.

      Our bodies have begun to adjust and adapt to the medications. I’m fine for now, but there are many who aren’t. The drugs are losing their effectiveness for some; there have already been four people to spontaneously fall ill this week alone. Four people Alicia took away from the others and put down, as she said it was her responsibility to do.

      The survivors can’t keep losing numbers like this. We need a cure, and we need it fast.

      And we’re hoping Brandt Evans can give us one.

      

      Remy Angellette’s nights had become filled with entirely too much coffee. That wasn’t a good thing. The liquid—however dark and rich and deliciously bitter it was—kept her awake far more than she’d already been before the group’s flight from Maplesville over a month ago. Her nerves jittered at the thought of them running out of the sparse supply of coffee grounds that they’d already been reduced to. But the sleeplessness caused by the caffeinated drink and her own willpower was far better than the nightmares that plagued her every time she closed her eyes.

      She wasn’t sure if Brandt had caught on that she wasn’t sleeping, but Gray definitely had. Oddly enough, he hadn’t said anything to her about it. Instead, he’d often join her on the roof of their newest safe house late at night, and together they’d sit in companionable silence, watching the stars and dwelling on their thoughts, their hopes, their dreams, or their lack thereof.

      In the weeks since the terrible events in Atlanta, Remy had dwelled incessantly on Ethan, on Theo, on Nikola, and on Avi—especially on Avi. Every time her thoughts lit on the woman, she was bothered by the suspicion that there was something more to the story. Avi had hidden something important from them—her mannerisms, the way she’d avoided directly answering questions, her flowery speeches, her flat-out seeming helplessness when facing down the infected all made that glaringly obvious—but what that “something” was, Remy had no way to find out. The other woman was dead and, therefore, impervious to Remy’s questions and accusations, no matter how loudly she shouted them in her head. She hadn’t been affected by Avi’s death, beyond the initial, sudden shock of it—after all, she’d only known the woman for a few days at that point—but the one who’d fallen only minutes after her…

      A sob threatened to well up in her throat as Ethan’s face appeared in her mind’s eye, but she quickly tamped it down. She couldn’t stop the upset that stirred in her gut, though. Ethan Bennett had fallen, had met a terrible death at the hands of the infected while trying to save the rest of them. While trying to save her. And she had fought, had tried to get to him before it was too late, but Brandt hadn’t allowed it. He’d held her down, pinned her to a rooftop, while on the ground below, Ethan had died.

      Remy wasn’t sure she’d ever forgive Brandt for that.

      Boots scraped on the roof behind her, shuffling and bumping as their owner climbed through the second-story window to join her. She pulled her knees to her chest and set her bolo knife beside her, lovingly tracing her fingertips over its wooden hilt before wrapping her arms around her knees. The owner of the boots approached.

      “Hey,” a quiet voice greeted her. Brandt. Of course. Her chest constricted at the sound of his voice, and she couldn’t help but think on the words he’d said to her when he broke the news of Ethan’s sacrifice: He stayed behind to give the rest of us a chance.

      But she hadn’t wanted that chance. She just wanted Ethan.

      “Hey, Brandt,” Remy replied. She suppressed a sigh as her hope for peace and quiet was dashed. She could just ask him to leave her be, and he’d likely do it. But, despite the lurking bitterness she felt toward him, she still wanted his company, any company. So she kept her mouth shut and pressed her lips together as the tall, muscular man settled onto the shingles beside her.

      “I thought it was Gray’s turn to keep watch,” Brandt commented. He rested an arm against his bent knee and glanced at her. “What are you doing up here?”

      She shrugged and kept her eyes locked onto the darkness. She couldn’t see it, but if she strained her ears, she could make out the faint sounds of the Atlantic Ocean, its dark gray waters breaking on the beaches a mere two blocks away. She’d seen it only once, when they first arrived in the tiny coastal South Carolinian town near Hollywood. She’d immediately disliked it. It was a far cry from the beautiful blue waters and sugar-white sands of the Gulf of Mexico near which she’d grown up. Compared to that paradise, the coastline in the distance looked like something out of Dante’s Inferno.

      “Couldn’t sleep,” Remy finally admitted after the silence stretched for too long. “Figured I’d let Gray get some rest since I’m awake anyway.”

      Brandt gave her a sad smile that she just barely saw in the moonlight. “Thinking too much?” he asked gently, understandingly.

      Remy didn’t want his understanding. “You don’t even know the half of it,” she muttered. Her voice revealed how disgusted she was. At whom, though, she wasn’t sure.

      “You could try me?” Brandt offered. His own voice was tinged with a fair amount of the concern that did a fantastic job of pissing Remy off. She didn’t want him to waste his time being concerned over her. There wasn’t anything to be concerned about.

      Remy glanced at him, ready to offer a blunt refusal, maybe an excuse for why she didn’t want to talk to him. But as she opened her mouth, she caught a glimpse of the darkness in his eyes and quickly shut it again. It was a haunted, disturbed look—the look of a man who’d stared into the pits of Hell for far too long, had seen things that couldn’t be unseen. The expression unsettled her. Maybe Brandt wanted an excuse to talk about some things. Maybe his concern over her problems was a pretense for examining his own.

      “Are you okay?” she ventured. She tucked her feet beneath her and settled onto her boots to cushion her seat against the roof. She locked her eyes on his, trying to force him to look at her. He glanced at her fleetingly before his eyes darted back to their surroundings.

      “What do you think I’m asking you?” Brandt replied. He ran his hands through his dark hair. The gesture reminded Remy, painfully, of Ethan. “You’re not sleeping,” he continued. “You’re getting, what, two or three hours every couple of nights? That’s not healthy.”

      “You’re not my father,” Remy muttered. “Not even Eth—” The name caught in her throat, and she drew a deep breath. Her eyes welled with tears, despite her best efforts to prevent their appearance. “Not even he could get away with ordering me around like that.”

      Brandt didn’t reply right away, though he did finally look at her, studying her closely in the moonlight. She looked back at him through tears threatening to spill. Memories flooded her brain, hammered at her skull, trying to force the tears from her eyes against her will. Brandt gave her a sad smile and squeezed her shoulder. “Yeah, I miss him, too,” he admitted. “I miss all of them.”

      That was all it took for the tears to stream down her face. Remy bit her bottom lip, but the pain from her teeth did nothing to quell the sobs that clawed up from the empty hole Ethan’s death had left inside her.

      The next thing she knew, Remy was in Brandt’s arms with her face pressed against his chest as painful, gut-wrenching sobs she’d fought for a month to restrain broke free. She grieved for all her lost friends, for Nikola and Avi and Theo and especially Ethan. But she also cried for the four of them who were left, the ones stuck coping with the losses they’d sustained in such rapid succession and the difficulties they now faced in surviving without the man that they’d looked to as their figurehead for the past year.

      “Why did he have to do that?” she managed. “Why did he have to play the motherfucking martyr? Couldn’t he see that we need him? That I need him?”

      “Of course, Remy,” he said, rubbing her back in slow, soothing circles. “Of course he could see that. Of course he knew we needed him. That’s why he did what he did. He cared enough—he loved all of us enough—to give up his own life so we’d have a chance to keep ours.” Remy looked at him again. The dark, haunted expression was back in his eyes. “If he hadn’t done that, the infected would have circled the building and swarmed us when we came out the front doors. And then we all would have died. Ethan would never have found something like that acceptable.”

      Remy let out a shaky breath and lay against Brandt, her eyes closed, listening to his heartbeat and his steady breathing. It was the closest she’d ever felt to him, like being comforted by an older brother she’d never had. The thought made the bitterness inside her subside, made a fleeting smile brush against her lips. Brandt ran his fingers over her hair and kissed the center of her forehead. Then he dug a tissue from his pocket and pressed it into her hand.

      “Thanks,” Remy murmured, wiping at her eyes. She squeezed them shut and fought to gain control of herself. It felt like everything inside her was displaced, like her stomach was squished into the middle of her back and her heart was stuffed down by her liver. “God, what is wrong with me?” she asked. “I’m not acting like me at all.” She gave Brandt a tight smile that barely masked the tears still threatening. “Fuck. I’m okay, I promise.”

      Brandt rubbed her back again and looked across the yard with a vacant expression. “You lost someone you love,” he said. “I can’t imagine how hard that is. I haven’t dealt with that in a long time.” He glanced at the window behind them. “I hope I never do, either.”

      She pulled away from him and glanced at the window. “Speaking of which, how’s Cade today? Any improvement?”

      He brightened. “I think her fever finally broke,” he said with enthusiasm. “She’s noticeably cooler than she was yesterday.”

      Remy gave him a happy smile as relief coursed through her. They’d all been crazy with worry over Cade; Brandt had almost gone insane with the stress he’d experienced over her briefly worsened condition.

      The infection—thankfully not one of the Michaluk variety—brought on by the gunshot wound to Cade’s side had raged through her body for three weeks, and they’d fought a desperate war against it. They’d pumped her full of what few antibiotics they had, given her as many fluids as they could work down her throat, constantly bathed her with cool cloths as her fever skyrocketed and her body sweated and shivered. They hadn’t been sure they were treating the infection properly, but they’d taken the baseline of information that both Brandt and Gray knew and run with it. They’d clearly done something right—Cade’s fever breaking was a very good sign.

      “Got scary for a bit there, didn’t it?” Brandt asked. His voice was thick with an emotion Remy recognized immediately.

      “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?” she murmured. With the way he constantly glanced at the window, it was clear where he wanted to be—and it was not on the roof with her. Not that she blamed him.

      Brandt didn’t look surprised by her question. He shifted his eyes to hers and nodded. “Yeah, of course,” he said, as if it were obvious.

      She traced a circle over the knee of her jeans, picking threads out of a hole in the fabric. She dabbed the tissue at her eyes again. “Would you marry her? If you could?”

      He looked at the shingles, considering her question. “I think if it were an option, I would,” he admitted. “But I don’t think it is. Hell knows the world’s so bad off, the chances of finding a priest in this cesspool are slim to none.”

      “Oh, you’re a traditionalist,” she mused. She patted him on the arm and smiled. “You know what I think? In this world, you don’t need a priest to be married in the eyes of God, so long as you’re both faithful. I think in circumstances like these, God would understand if you just said you were married.”

      He looked up at the night sky. “I don’t know. Maybe I want something more than just us saying, ‘Oh hey, we’re married.’” He made a few overly dramatic hand gestures, and Remy laughed. “I can’t explain it. Besides, I don’t even have a ring for her.”

      “I don’t think Cade cares about all that,” she admonished him. “She’s never struck me as being into the whole flowers and romance and rings and churches thing.” She clapped her hands. “But I’ll tell you what. I’ll talk to Gray. He’s still—”

      “No, don’t do that,” Brandt protested. She swatted his arm to stop him.

      “Shush, man,” she ordered. “I’ll talk to Gray. He’s still got his family’s Bible. He might not be ordained, but I don’t think that matters. Next time you and Gray go on supply, you can hunt down some rings. I bet Gray would marry you guys sometime after you got back. When you’re ready for that, of course.”

      Brandt hesitated. The dark look in his eyes had been replaced by a hopeful expression. “You think it’s a good idea?” he asked. “I mean, is it something Cade would even be interested in?”

      “Don’t worry about it so much,” Remy said. “Take your time with it, okay? Talk to her about it when she wakes up, see what she thinks.”

      Brandt nodded, raking his hands through his hair and staring into the darkness. As he reclined back to gaze at the stars above their heads, Remy saw a little of the something Cade likely saw in the man: the softness in his eyes, the way his hair fell over his forehead, even the dreamy quality about the way he looked at the sky. This was a man who, despite his military background and what she called his general “badassery,” was a dreamer through and through—and obviously a romantic. If Cade were smart, she thought, she’d dig her claws into this man and hang on to him for dear life, because she’d never find another one like him. Remy wasn’t certain men like Brandt even existed anymore.

      Remy glanced at the window again and cleared her throat to get his attention. He shifted his eyes to her and raised an eyebrow. “I think I’m actually getting tired,” she said. “Do you mind…?” She motioned vaguely to the rooftop around them.

      “Yeah, sure. Of course,” Brandt said. “You don’t even have to ask. Go get some rest, Rem.”

      Remy smiled at the nickname and stood, her boots scraping on the shingles as she gained her feet. “Thanks. I’ll come get you as soon as I wake up.” She climbed a few steps up the roof’s slope before pausing behind him and dropping a kiss on top of his head. It was impulsive, but it felt like the right thing to do. Then, without another word, she crawled up to the window and slipped through it into the darkness beyond.

      

      “I need to get out of here.”

      Ethan’s breath fogged the frigid pane of glass in front of him. He stared from the eighteenth floor over the darkened city of Atlanta. It looked strangely alien, so large and yet so quiet. The infected weren’t visible from his vantage point as the sun dropped below the horizon and threw the city into terrifying darkness. If it weren’t for the lack of streetlights and traffic lights, he’d have thought the city looked almost normal.

      Ethan had been at the Westin in downtown Atlanta for roughly a month; he couldn’t be sure exactly how long, because he had no idea what date he’d met his fate in the city. He worked in approximates now: approximately how long he’d been there, approximately how long the search for Brandt had been going on, approximately how long he had left to live. They were approximates he hated. But right now, the approximate he wanted to narrow down was approximately how much longer he’d have to wait until he was allowed to go anywhere.

      “You’re more than welcome to go anywhere in the hotel you want to,” Alicia Day said. “Nothing is stopping you.”

      Ethan slammed his fist against the window. “I mean out there,” he said. “Not the fucking hotel.” He forced his hand away from the glass and clenched his fists at his sides, struggling to control himself. “I should be helping search for Brandt.”

      The scuff of boots on carpet met his ears, and pale, slender arms looped around his waist. Alicia’s reflection hovered, ghostlike, in the glass over his right shoulder. She studied his face as she rubbed her hands slowly over his sides. Despite the anger still rattling through his veins, no matter how much he fought it, Ethan was pulled helplessly toward relaxation. Alicia just had that effect on him, similar to the effect Remy always had. Thank God for that, because he angered so much more easily now…

      “You still don’t remember where you and Brandt planned to take the others after Atlanta?” Alicia asked. Her hands traced over his ribs, almost distracting him from his anger. Almost. He swallowed and shook his head slowly.

      The Michaluk Virus had done a number on his brain, eradicating random portions of his memory, much to his frustration. Alicia had gotten to him quickly enough to prevent the virus’s worst effects, but she hadn’t been able to do anything about the memory loss—a symptom she’d admitted to have never seen before. It drove him insane. There were things he was supposed to know, but every time he tried to drag those things from the depths of his mind, they eluded him.

      Ethan must have tensed again, because Alicia’s arms tightened around him, and her translucent reflection shook its head. “Calm down. Breathe. Don’t force it. It’ll come to you eventually. Pushing it will only make it harder for you to remember.”

      “I need to be out there,” he said again. His anger slid away from him. He thumped the glass with his fist, though not as violently as before. “I’m tired of this place. I’m tired of feeling like I’m trapped. I need to find my friends. I need to help them.”

      “I know, but Ethan…you can’t leave yet,” she said. “There’s the problem with adjusting your meds. And your wounds aren’t fully healed. You still move too slowly, and that’s a fast way to die out there. I’m not willing to risk you, not just yet.”

      He closed his eyes and sagged against her, digging his blunt fingernails into his palms. A surge of guilt ran through him. All she wanted was to keep him safe, to keep him from getting killed. “Fuck, I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I didn’t think of it that way. You’re right. Of course.”

      “You’re not the only person who’s wanted to jump the gun and run while still dealing with the aftereffects of getting infected,” Alicia admitted. She gave him another squeeze and took a half-step back. She still stood so close that he felt the warmth of her body near his. “Speaking of which, it’s about time we changed your bandages. I want to see how your wounds are healing.”

      Ethan sighed, giving in to the inevitable. He hated having his bandages changed. The tape went out of its way to hurt as much as possible when peeling away from his skin. Despite his reluctance, however, he went to the disheveled, unmade king-sized bed, sinking down onto the end of it and leaning forward obediently. He eased his white tank off, wincing as the medical tape pulled harshly at his torn skin. Then he rested his arms against his thighs, exposing his back for Alicia’s perusal.

      The redhead moved the camping lantern from the dresser to the table by the bed and retrieved the first-aid supplies before she climbed onto the bed beside him. She kicked her boots off and sat on her knees behind him, smoothing her hands gently over his back; he suppressed a shiver—barely—as her fingers ghosted along his skin. She slipped a fingernail beneath the edge of the tape and peeled it up. An ache immediately coursed through Ethan’s veins, pulsing through his wounds. He sucked in a breath and dug his nails into the knees of his pants, closing his eyes and relaxing as much as the pain allowed.

      “Talk to me,” Alicia requested. She pulled away the first strip of tape, folded it on itself, and set it on the bed.

      “What am I supposed to talk about?”

      “I don’t know. Anything.” She stripped the next piece of tape off, and he flinched as it pulled at the wound nearest it. “Tell me about your friends. Which ones are you closest to?”

      Ethan bit his lip as the tape ripped away from his skin. Alicia set it and a square of gauze on the bed. He frowned as he noticed specks of blood on it. “I don’t know anymore,” he admitted. “It used to be Cade, but I’m not sure how close we are anymore. Over the months before Avi showed up, we’d started to drift apart, I think because I was spending more time with Remy.”

      “And Remy was your…girlfriend?” Alicia asked. She started on the next square of gauze. Ethan tried to not cringe at the question. Instead, he studied the carpet intently and gripped his knees tighter.

      “Honestly? I have no idea what we were,” he said. “Things got heated with us only in the last three months. Even then, it started by accident. We didn’t plan any of the shit.”

      “What did you plan?” She leaned close to study the bandage hooked over his left shoulder, following the tape to its end against his chest and tugging at it. It peeled away easily. He felt her breath against his neck and closed his eyes, shrugging.

      “I don’t know. Definitely not a relationship,” Ethan said. “We were attracted to each other. She’s way outside my age range, so I don’t know why I became so attached to her. Just…one thing led to another, and it spiraled out of control. The rest of the group had no idea, and she wanted it kept that way.”

      “Think it was proximity?” Alicia suggested.

      “Maybe. I don’t know.”

      “Did you love her?” she asked. She tugged the last of the gauze from his back. A scab peeled away from the wound, and he gritted his teeth and hissed, tensing. She hummed softly and rubbed the back of his neck in apology.

      “I don’t know,” he said after the initial sting of pain subsided. “I didn’t get in too deep. Or at least I tried not to. I don’t know how she felt.”

      “I’m not asking how she felt,” Alicia murmured. Her fingers brushed his blond hair aside, and her lips pressed against the nape of his neck. He closed his eyes and suppressed another shiver. He wasn’t used to Alicia’s forwardness; he supposed the conditions in which they lived caused many—including Alicia and even, to some extent, himself—to do things they might not have done if uninfected. Everything moved almost too quickly for him to handle. “I’m asking how you felt,” she persisted. She moved on to his arms to unwrap the gauze looped around them.

      A trickle of something wet and warm dripped down between his shoulder blades. “I don’t know how I felt,” he said. He was reluctant to admit anything so personal to Alicia. They’d shared a bed a few times over the past couple of weeks, they shared common ground and a fear of the future, and yet he still couldn’t share his feelings about Remy with her. He usually avoided discussions about his and Remy’s relationship—not to mention his marriage to Anna. He was sure she knew about them anyway; she seemed to know more about him than he knew about him.

      “I guess I loved her,” Ethan confessed after a silence filled only by the sound of tearing tape. He consciously downplayed his feelings, not willing to give Alicia more than necessary. “Enough to matter, anyway, considering we did what we could to not fall in love.”

      “Do you still feel that way?” Alicia asked. She turned his right arm over and peeled at the tape on the underside of his forearm. Her eyes were intent on the gauze, her hair falling into her face. He wanted to brush it out of her eyes, but he couldn’t with the grip she still had on his arm. “Do you still feel like you’re not supposed to be with anyone?”

      “More so than ever,” Ethan said. The fervency in his voice surprised even him. “I’ve got Michaluk. I’m living on borrowed time. There’s no way I’d subject someone I loved to this.”

      “Same here,” Alicia greed. She added the gauze to the growing pile of used gauze on the table. “It’s not worth falling in love when it won’t be long before we all die.” Ethan took her hand, lacing his fingers with hers and squeezing it. She sighed and continued. “I shouldn’t be so morbid,” she said. She cracked open the first-aid kit, taking out the tapes and gauzes and wound cleansers she’d use. She followed with a small pair of scissors and tweezers. Ethan tensed at the sight. This was going to hurt. “I should think positively. I should tell myself we’re going to find Evans and be able to convince him to help us.”

      Alicia started cleaning the wound on his right forearm. Ethan dug his nails into his knees again. “Do you think he’ll cooperate?” he asked.

      “I don’t know,” she admitted. She dabbed a stray streak of blood from his skin. “That’s something you can answer a hell of a lot better than I can.” She tore strips of medical tape from the roll and stuck one end of each to the edge of the kit’s box in a neat row. “Do you think he’ll help us?”

      Ethan hesitated, thinking over the little he knew about the man. Brandt had never been open about his past; he clung to it, kept it close where no one could use it against him. He had always harbored the suspicion that Brandt was hiding something from the rest of them, and Alicia had confirmed that a month prior. As for how Brandt would react to what Alicia needed him for…

      “I’m not sure,” he said. “I think so. I hope so. But I’m not sure I know much about him, considering all you’ve told me this month that I didn’t know before. I honestly don’t know if the Brandt you knew will do it.”

      Alicia began to wrap fresh gauze around Ethan’s arm. “I hope he will. Not for my sake or your sake, but for the sake of the children here. We fucked up this world. We messed around with things we had no business messing with. The children shouldn’t have to suffer because of our mistakes.”

      

      By the time Remy took his place on watch shortly before sunrise, Brandt was exhausted. His head felt like it was packed with cotton, and his eyes were dry and scratchy. To say he was ready to crawl into bed—or, well, chair—and not move until after lunch was an understatement. It was with that thought in mind that he climbed through the second-story window. He rubbed his eyes and shuffled to the master bedroom, where he’d stayed since their arrival at the safe house.

      The room brightened with the first hints of sunrise, but Brandt still couldn’t see well as he collapsed into the armchair by the bed. He slouched weakly for a long moment before leaning down to take his boots off. He managed to unlace his left boot, and he’d begun the process of untying the right one when a shift of movement from the king-sized bed caught his attention.

      Brandt tensed and straightened, his eyes locking onto the dark form in the bed. It was Cade; he was well aware of that. After all, he’d spent the past three weeks sleeping in the very chair in which he now sat, constantly on alert for changes in her condition, for better or for worse. It was with a fair amount of anxiety that he abandoned his boots and knelt on the floor beside the bed. He brushed his fingertips over Cade’s blessedly cool forehead. The woman stared at him in the hazy gloom filtering through the curtains. The sight of her eyes, open and clear with recognition and relative alertness, made him draw in a slow breath of relief.

      “Hey, welcome back,” he said in a hushed tone.

      “Hi,” Cade whispered back. Her voice was faint and cracked, but she sounded as coherent as her eyes suggested. He moved his fingers to her cheeks, feeling her damp skin for fever.

      “You’ve been out for a while,” he said. “How do you feel?”

      “Like shit,” she mumbled. She attempted to clear her throat and failed miserably. “Where are we?”

      “Little town near the Atlantic coast,” he answered. He stood and grabbed a shopping bag from the nightstand, digging through it for an unopened bottle of water. “We’re somewhere outside Charleston. It’s the same little town Ethan and I planned to bring all of you to if we didn’t get the help we needed in Atlanta. He had the maps when…well, when he stayed behind. So I had to work off my memory on which blocks we’d planned to check for a safe house. Did the best I could with the little I remembered.”

      As Brandt turned back to her with a freshly opened bottle of water, he caught a glimpse of apprehension in Cade’s eyes. He eased onto the edge of the bed and helped her sit up, waiting until he’d helped her drink from the bottle before he prompted, “What’s on your mind?”

      Cade hesitated and ran her fingers lightly over the outside of the bottle. “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

      Brandt pressed his lips together and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, he is,” he confirmed. “I’m so sorry, babe.”

      She looked away from him and closed her eyes. “I just had this weird feeling, like maybe it was part of a bad dream. I wanted to be sure.” When her eyes opened and met his again, they were surprisingly calm. The thought of her suppressing her grief over Ethan like she’d done for her niece disturbed him. He’d always believed the dead should be mourned, and Cade was refusing to do so. That could lead to nothing but trouble. She cleared her throat and took another slow sip of water. “How bad is it?”

      Brandt removed his boots before he replied. He spent the time evaluating Cade’s question, debating different answers, trying to settle on the best way to report the group’s situation. There was no good way to do it, he acknowledged. All the news he had to offer was bad. But in the end, all he could do was give it; attempting to sanitize his report would earn him an epic ass-kicking from her at the soonest available opportunity once she figured out he’d done so.

      “We thought you weren’t going to make it,” he started. He kept his voice almost monotonous in an effort to keep his emotions in check. “You were so fucking sick, and we just…we weren’t sure if we were even dealing with it correctly. We muddled our way through it, and Gray did everything he remembered Theo telling him about wound care, and I tried to remember everything I learned in basic training. But you kept getting sicker and sicker. Gray and I went out on a couple of supply runs, but we stopped when I got nervous about your condition. I didn’t want to not be here if you weren’t going to pull through.” He didn’t look at her as he spoke, feeling vulnerable at the admission.

      When he did look at her again, though, he was surprised to see a smile on her face. She sipped again from her water bottle and carefully twisted the cap back on. “Well, as you can see, I did pull through. You’re stuck with me, Brandt. Get used to it.”

      Brandt chuckled and examined Cade again. She looked weak and skinny, pale and exhausted, despite the long rest she’d had over the past three weeks. Regardless, he gave her a smile and said, though he didn’t believe a word of it, “Well, I can see you’ll pop right back to your old self pretty quick.” He glanced at the open bedroom door, debating going to find Gray, in case the other man needed to do anything health-related to her. Then he shook his head and slid closer to Cade. He didn’t think Gray’s presence was necessary right now. “Do you need anything?” he offered. “I can get whatever you want.”

      “Yeah, I need to know how everybody is,” Cade said. She twisted her fingers into the sheets draped over her. “How’s Remy? Is she okay? What about Gray? How are they handling all this shit?”

      A flash of Remy’s tearful near-collapse on the roof flitted through his mind. “Honestly, they’re not,” he admitted. He chose not to mention too many specifics. It felt too personal, something to keep between him and Remy. But he couldn’t deny that she wasn’t doing well. He slowly shook his head, a motion that earned him a curious look. “Remy…she pretty much lives on the roof. She says she’s keeping watch, but I think it’s more that she doesn’t want to be around the rest of us. And then there’s Gray. He’s…well, he’s Gray. Keeps to himself, only leaves his room for watch, to check on you, or to go out for supplies. We don’t see him very much otherwise.”

      Cade glanced at the sheets as if she could see the wound in her side through the layers of fabric. “Gray’s been doing this?” she asked in surprise.

      “Well, I helped,” he said lamely. She laughed, though she grimaced halfway through. He touched her shoulder, concerned. “Hey, are you okay?”

      Cade sucked in a slow, steadying breath. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just sore is all. Wasn’t really expecting that to hurt.”

      Brandt rested his hand loosely on top of hers, tracing his thumb over the soft skin covering her knuckles as he let out a wide yawn. He rubbed his eyes, squinting myopically at her, and she grinned at him. “I hate to ask, but I’ve been sleeping in a chair for about three weeks, and—”

      “A chair?” Cade repeated. “Your poor back.”

      “Exactly.” He hesitated and glanced at the open door again, more out of an abundance of nervousness than anything else, and wondered if he should get up to close it. “Do you mind if I sleep up here tonight? I don’t want to accidentally smack you in the side or whatever, but I really can’t take sleeping in that chair again.”

      Cade’s grin widened, and she shuffled sideways to make room for him. “You know, you didn’t have to ask,” she pointed out after she’d settled against the pillows once more.

      “I know, but with my luck, you’d wake up in the middle of the night and freak out and punch me,” Brandt said with a chuckle. He eased back onto the bed with a low groan, feeling his tired muscles relaxing painfully.

      “With your luck? I still might.”

      

      Alicia stepped into the dim hallway and let the door fall closed behind her with a soft click, her flashlight beam playing over the empty hallway as she smoothed her free hand over her winkled clothes. She tried to finger-comb her tangled hair before giving up and moving to the stairwell door. Dominic Jackson would be waiting for her just inside the stairwell. She always met him there after her lengthy interrogation sessions with Ethan Bennett.

      And once again, Dominic didn’t disappoint. As Alicia pushed the door open and stepped onto the landing, the tall, dark-skinned man stood from his spot on the stairs leading to the seventeenth floor, switching on his own flashlight and shining it in her direction, careful not to shine it directly in her face. She eased the door shut behind her and turned her own flashlight off, and he gave her a questioning look. “So, how’d it go?”

      “Like normal,” she reported, a wry smile crossing her face. “He still doesn’t remember where the group was headed.” She shoved both hands into her pockets. “I just don’t get it. out of all the infected people we’ve dealt with, why is he the only one we’ve seen with memory loss?”

      “Do you think he’s lying?” Dominic suggested. “Or faking it?” They began to descend the stairs together, walking in stride with each other out of unconscious habit.

      “I don’t think so,” she admitted. “He genuinely doesn’t remember. You can tell by how frustrated he gets. He knows they made plans, but he doesn’t remember what those plans were.” She walked with Dominic down another couple of flights before she added, “I learned more about this Cade woman he referenced last week.”

      Dominic looked intrigued. “And what did you find out?”

      “She’s of Israeli descent, former IDF,” Alicia said. She contemplated the information she’d learned. “She’s a sniper.”

      “A sniper,” Dominic repeated. “She could be useful. Not many of those around anymore. Is she any good?”

      “One of the best, as far as I understand,” she said. “Ethan’s description of her skills was impressive, even taking bias into consideration.” She ran a hand through her knotted hair and added, “There’s some question as to whether she’s still alive, though. Remember how, last month, Daniels followed the other four as far as Centennial Olympic Park and said that one of them was carried most of the way?”

      He nodded. “Yeah, I remember. What happened to her?”

      Alicia looked at him, her expression grim in the bluish light from the flashlight. “Ethan says she was shot.”

      “Shot? But Kyle’s orders were to only take down Avi,” he said.

      “No, Kyle’s orders were to take down Avi and leave Evans unharmed. I didn’t care what he did about the others,” she corrected. “I didn’t understand their potential value at the time. Regardless, Ethan says she won’t join us, not willingly.”

      “What makes him say that?” Dominic asked. A hint of curiosity tinged his words.

      “He says Cade is absolutely loyal and devoted to the other members of the group and that as long as they need her, she won’t leave them,” Alicia explained. She stopped on the eighth-floor landing and caught Dominic’s arm, forcing him to a halt, her expression serious. “Also, Ethan says she and Evans are lovers.”

      “Lovers?” Dominic’s curiosity gave way to incredulousness. “How is that even…? I mean, he’s infected!”

      “I know,” Alicia said. “It’s all there in black and white in Dr. Rivers’ files. But they’re definitely lovers. Ethan’s absolutely certain of it.”

      “And she’s not infected? At all?”

      Alicia shook her head. “She’s not,” she confirmed. “I think if she’d shown symptoms, it would have been significant enough for him to mention.”

      Dominic dislodged his arm and started down the next flight of stairs. Alicia moved to join him. “Maybe you should just ask him,” he suggested.

      “And risk ruining the illusion?” Alicia smirked. “Please. He’s not even aware he’s being interrogated. I want to keep it that way. It makes him trust me, and that makes him more likely to tell me things I might not get out of him in a straight-up grilling.”

      Dominic opened the door to the sixth floor, motioning for her to step into the hallway beyond with a grand sweep of his arm. “I just never knew so much deviousness could hide behind such a pretty face.”

      She laughed. “The pretty ones are usually the most devious,” she pointed out. As she stepped into the hallway that led toward the sixth-floor lobby and the Overlook beyond it, a young woman approached them at a run. She clutched a large, crumpled paper, and her short blond hair flopped into her face.

      “Alicia, we’ve got it!” she said breathlessly. She jammed the paper into Alicia’s hands, crushing it in her palms. Alicia raised an eyebrow and looked at the paper the woman had given her.

      “What is this, Kimberly?” she asked. She tried in vain to smooth the paper out as Dominic looked over her shoulder. It was a map of Georgia, she realized, scribbled over with multiple handwritings that made it difficult to read. At the edge of the map was a sliver of South Carolina, with a small town circled and several blocks of it shaded in.

      “You remember when you guys brought Mr. Bennett in and he had that bag with all the blood on it with him?” Kimberly said. “We’ve spent the past three weeks sterilizing the bag to hell and back just so we could find out what he was carrying at the time of the attack.”

      Alicia didn’t need to ask why they’d had to sterilize the bag: Dr. Rivers and his assistant Kimberly—the very woman who stood before her—were uninfected. They were also the most important people in the building, because they were tasked with developing a cure for the virus. As such, they couldn’t risk getting infected.

      “We’ve found all kinds of stuff in his bag, but this? This is a goldmine of information,” Kimberly explained. “It’s a map of Georgia and parts of South Carolina.”

      “Yeah, I gathered that.”

      “With Mr. Bennett’s group’s routes marked out on it,” Kimberly continued. “Including,” she tapped her finger dramatically on the map Alicia still grasped in her hands, “their alternate plan for what to do if they couldn’t get help in Atlanta. Which, if I recall, is something you guys were interested in knowing.”

      Alicia slowly raised her head to look at Kimberly before she shifted her eyes to Dominic. He looked back at her, his dark eyes wide with surprise. “So this means…?”

      “It means we know where Evans is,” Dominic said, his voice just as stunned as hers.
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