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Chapter One


Stella


THERE'S ONE IN THE HOUSE.

The dragging thump of footsteps, somewhere downstairs, is what tips me off. For a moment I am frozen, limbs stiff as a corpse. The wailing bells of panic ring in my head, begging me to run from what has entered the house. But I drown out this warning and leave the bedroom instead.

Muffled sounds and the occasional sniff are all that I can hear as I move towards the staircase. The cries an animal would make if something had frightened it. But the stench of deteriorated flesh is swift to assault me as I poke my head downstairs, and I know that the source of noise is neither animal, nor frightened.

The front door is wide open, allowing a bright stream of sunlight to illuminate the stairs directly in front of it. I mentally retrace my steps and try to remember if I shut the door. I'm almost certain that I did. In fact, I'm positive that I did. But I must be wrong, because they can't open doors, not without breaking them down.

It isn’t long before the source of noise reveals itself, stepping into the pool of sunlight at the base of the stairs. I withdraw myself further behind the wall, my heart now beginning to pound.

An infected.

Tangles of hair encrusted with dried blood surround a portion of missing flesh on the top of its crown. The white of its skull is visible, highlighted by the sun beneath the dirt drenched scalp. Its clothing is torn in random places and stained in others. Long arms hang limp at its sides, spindly fingers clenching and unclenching at random intervals. Despite this movement it manages to stand alarmingly still, its body angled towards the open door, distracted by a sound of the wind.

Perspiration dampens my brow and trickles down the sides of my face as my eyes scan the entirety of its body, analyzing every twitch and spasm.

I don’t realize I'm holding my breath until it throws itself towards the stairs and an unintended gasp leaves my lips. In an instant I'm quietly running back towards the bedroom, my heart beating in pace with the footsteps I hear coming up behind me.

Panic overwhelms my thoughts as my eyes dart to every corner of the room, landing on the door of a small closet. Daring a glance behind me, I step inside and pull the door with a slow precision, leaving it open a crack to avoid the creation of noise. I don't know if it has heard me, I can only hope that it hasn't.

The darkness hugs me, and only now does the confinement of the small space register in my mind. I’ve trapped myself with no other options. In no time at all, the infected appears at the door of the bedroom, its approach silent compared to the beating of my heart. It’s found the room so fast that I’m almost sure it knows I’m in here. A wolf mid-hunt, it pauses in the doorway and lifts its head up in the air, nose sniffing for a scent. I bite down on my tongue to avoid a breath from escaping.

Like a switch, its head snaps down and it enters the room with the awkward stagger of their kind. Without hesitation it begins stalking towards my place of hiding.

I fall back on my hands and crawl as far away as possible, pushing myself into the corner of the closet, trying to make myself blend in with its walls. The infected only draws nearer, and I'm certain now that it has heard me.

The sound of its labored breathing infiltrates the silent expanse separating us when it comes to a stop. Its tall figure stands right outside the door, its body motionless. A strong pulse reverberates through me, pounding within the confines of my skull and tightening my parched throat. The metal wire of my bra has broken out and stabs into my skin. I want to push it away but I don't dare to move. My eyes, wide and unblinking are focused on its legs and the dirty fabric that ripples, like waves, with every small sway.

Without thought my hand slinks across my body and coils around the small switchblade tucked precariously in my jean pocket. The cool metal feels like ice against my skin. Slowly, and carefully I pull it out, my eyes searching for any small sign of movement. Any indication that I'll have to use the flimsy knife now clasped in my hands.

But it turns its body away, back towards the bedroom door. The quietest sigh slips through my teeth as it walks out of sight, and relief floods my veins. Several seconds pass and my grip on the knife is still tight as I stand up and leave the closet. With soft steps I move towards the door of the bedroom and exhale at the sight of an empty corridor.

If there’s one, there’s bound to be more coming. I need to leave. Looking back at the bed, I single in on the splash of red tainting the white sheets and pluck my backpack from the pile. My eyes linger on the clean spread and soft mattress, my body crying out for a rest. The house seemed like such a promising pit stop, almost completely untouched by the world outside.

If only I had locked the front door.

Turning from the seductive lure of the bed, I crouch down and creep out into the corridor. With my body pressed against the wall, I inch towards the stairs. The front door is almost in my line of sight when the infected walks out of a room from down the hall. I repress a gasp and just manage to slip into the nearest room, my heart thundering like a storm in my chest.

I look around my new hiding place – an infant's bedroom. There’s no door to close behind me and barely anywhere to hide inside. Judging from the lack of furniture and unopened paint cans strewn across the floors, this room was in the middle of being renovated. My jaw clenches as the sound of footsteps make their way towards me. With no other choice I shuffle behind the small cot in the center of the room and duck down behind it. Squinting through the wooden slats, my fingers curl around the knife in my hand, like a python strangling its prey.

The infected stops outside of the room and I hold my breath, hoping against hope that it will move on.

It steps inside, its arms still limp as it walks towards the cot, sniffing the air with a raspy wet sound. It moves towards the cradle until it's standing directly above it. I lower myself as close to the ground as I can, my hands quivering and impossible to still. It would only need to look down to find me.

After a moment it begins walking again, this time circling round the cot. I follow its speed, creeping like a mouse in the opposite direction until we've swapped sides. I glance back at the open doorway behind me, the thought of running playing in my mind.

But I choose to remain still until it starts moving again, and finally we're back to our original positions. Looking up at it through the slats, my view of it is made a shaky one from the merciless trembling that wracks my body in waves. Its eyes, haunted with a lifeless stare explore the walls of the room, never looking down. Its nostrils flare with every momentary sniff while its lips part the slightest bit to allow a snarl.

Satisfied with its exploration, it turns and leaves.

Another bottled breath pours itself from my lungs as I stay crouched, listening to its footsteps descend the stairs. Each resounding thump echos with comfort as the distance between us furthers. That was far too close for my liking. This time I wait several moments before leaving the room, something I should have done in the safe confines of the closet.

I pause beside the staircase and peer down its steps, listening intently for any sign of the infected. After a moment of silence, the thought scampers into my mind that it must have left the house altogether. As soon as it reached the bottom of the stairs it must have heard a noise outside and left through the open door to catch it.

The thought calms the overbearing dread that had built up a fortress within me as I descend the stairs, one quiet step at a time. The bright sunshine blinds me as I reach the last step and squint to see out the door. The street appears empty, but it hasn't been that long since the infected left, which means that it’s still nearby. It's a safer idea to leave through the back door, I think.

Standing up from my crouched position, I take off at a jog and turn towards the back of the house. Almost immediately I come to a crashing stop when I see the infected, standing at the end of the hall, blank eyes focusing in my direction. Both of us are entirely still, save for the abrasive twitch of its hands.

The fortress of dread has crumbled, and in its place a citadel of terror has been erected.

Slow and deliberate, I take one step back.

And that's when it screams.


Chapter Two


Logan


Do not feel bad.

I force myself to focus on the road ahead.

Do not feel bad.

My grip on the wheel tightens and I find my eyes straying to the rear-view mirror, and the two women fading in the distance. Their arms remain above their heads as they continue, desperately, to try and flag me down.

Do not feel bad, I growl the words at myself and try not to think of their faces when they saw my jeep driving towards them, the relief that flooded their eyes, only to twist into an expression of utter despair when I didn't stop.

Do.

Not.

Feel.

Bad.

The words are engrained in my mind when the two women vanish from sight, and I find myself at a crossroad with guilt and relief.

It's survival, nothing else. Helping those two women would have drastically decreased my chances of staying alive. I don't need a chart or an expert to understand that. It's the simple truth – albeit a harsh one – but a truth nonetheless. After how long I've lasted out here, and all the shit I've endured.

I’m not ready to give up just yet.

Even if there isn't much reason to stick around.

Slowing the car to a halt, I move the pistol in my lap onto the passenger seat beside me and pull out a map from the glove compartment. My fingers curl like dying flowers around its edges, careful not to tear the delicate material. I unfold it, treating it like a dried petal that might disintegrate if handled roughly. Squinting at all the thin, intricate lines I glance up at the surrounding desert and curse. Maybe it’s because I don’t know how to properly read a map, or maybe it’s because life is just shit, but I find myself getting irritated.

My hands clench into fists around the paper, and I scrunch it up and shove it back into the glove compartment. I don’t need a damn map when I know the general direction I’m supposed to be heading.

Glancing around at the arid landscape one more time, I start the ignition and begin driving again, catching a glimpse of my reflection in the side-view mirror as I pull back onto the road. I scratch at the stubble that lines my jaw, threatening to sprout into a full beard. Shaving isn't on my list of priorities, but I'll have to make it one eventually. 

There aren't many infected around as I drive. They know there isn't anything to find out in the desert, as if they know we can't survive out here.

The ones that do bother to venture out this far are slowed anyway by the harsh winds, constantly grinding sand into their joints until their limbs have withered away altogether, like sandpaper against wood. They wouldn't pose a threat unless there was a horde of them, and they rarely ever travel in hordes.

It isn't long before the familiar shapes of buildings manifest in the distance, their bodies molded by the heat and looming like waves.

Phoenix.

A town I'd probably never have come to if it weren't for the circumstances. Always have to look on the brighter side of things, even when the entire world has gone dark. At least I've been traveling a lot, visiting new places and seeing new sites. Places void of the living and sites that are practically ruins compared to what they once were, but hey, it is what it is. I can't exactly say that it hasn't been interesting.

Looking around at the buildings as I drive down random streets, I try to scope out any place that may not have been looted, or a place I can stay for the night. The jeep isn't exactly comparable to a warm bed.

A flicker of fast movement catches my attention up ahead when a girl sprints out of a house and onto the road. She pauses when she sees me. An infected man emerges from the house right after her, like a creature from its cave stalking its prey with flying limbs.

"Goddammit," I mumble as I press down on the accelerator.

The girl takes the hint and runs the rest of the way across the road, leaping out of my way and leaving the infected directly in my line of sight. The sick bastard doesn't even look at me as I run it down. Its eyes remain trained on the girl as its body falls under the wheels of the jeep with the sickly sounds of snapping bones.

I don't ease up on the accelerator; the death of one always attracts others. In a few minutes the road will be clogged with other infected. A sense of déjà vu creeps in on me as I glance in the rear-view mirror at the girl standing by the side of the road. She stares after me for no more than five seconds before running off.

Smart kid.

I may not be willing to pick her up and give her a lift, but I helped her out no less. That should count for something. I saved her life, I've done more than is required of me. More than I even expected from myself.

At the very least, I shouldn't have to feel bad this time.

But I do.


Chapter Three


Stella


Miracles.

I don't believe in them. You get lucky or you don't, that's the way it works. Miracles are just lump sums of unfiltered luck that people inappropriately labeled. To receive such extraordinary luck and then attribute its cause to some divine grace just never sat right with me.

It wasn't a miracle that I passed that algebra test without studying, I just got lucky with the multiple choice. Same way someone is lucky to win the lottery. It all comes down to plain, dumb luck.

No miracles involved.

At least that's what I thought until a bright yellow jeep came hurtling down the road and saved my life.

I didn't believe in miracles before but I sure as hell am questioning that philosophy now. I watch the jeep drive away as the infected, crippled beyond repair, lets out a groan. I stare after the yellow car for a second longer, part of me hoping that he will stop, the other part just grateful for what he’s done.

Glancing down at the infected's mangled body, I suppress any sound of disgust as my eyes graze over the protruding bones, sticking out as if desperate to escape the rotting flesh encasing it. Its anguished moans will attract others soon unless I stop it now. But in its state of contortion, I'm not entirely sure where its head is, or how it's still alive. Either way, I'm better off running than searching the mound of flesh for its source of noise. 

Tucking the switchblade into my back pocket, I turn from the road and run. Already exhausted, it takes only a few minutes before my breathing becomes ragged again, each gasp for air stilted by the bag that bounces on my back, smacking into my shoulder blades with every step.

I hate this suburb. The houses are scrunched together and the streets are wide with little coverage. It would be too easy for an infected to spot me, even if I ducked down a little bit. As I round the corner of one house and come out onto a short street, I spot a small oasis of green up ahead. A park with trees and shrubbery. It isn't the greatest place to hide, but it's probably the best cover I'll find for a while.

The street looks clear, but there could always be one lurking in the doorway of a house. The last thing I want is to run into another one. I can handle one of them, but it's safer to avoid them altogether. If the option to run is a viable one, I'll always choose to run. I think anyone would choose to run; there's no sense in fighting one of them up close with the risk of getting bitten.

Slowing to a quick walk I bend, crouching as close to the ground as I can get while glancing around the street. The sun glares down on me as I scurry towards the park, its brilliant beams forcing sweat to soak my shirt and jeans.

My feet instantly feel lighter as I set foot on the overgrown grass, like stepping on a cloud after riding a thunder storm. I waste no time in diving into the shrubbery, crawling through the wild leaves and prickling thorns until I come upon a tree, moderately surrounded and concealed, like a small forest. I turn back and readjust some of the branches and bushes I moved before sitting down and resting my back against the trunk of the tree.

Strands of grass latch themselves onto me as I quietly breathe, their long bodies swaying in the soft breeze. Even from this distance I can hear the infected that had been chasing me. Its screams piercing the air like a beacon, signaling every other infected in the surrounding area. It'll be a while before the coast is clear for me to move. After all the infected congregate around their fallen counterpart, they'll be on the hunt, which means I'll have to be quick if I want to get out of this town alive.

But for now I'm stuck here. I hold myself still against the tree, listening for any rustles of movement or signs that something might have seen me. I stay like this well after the sun has set, only moving once the cold of night has begun to numb my limbs.

Shrugging my bag off I pull it onto my lap and delve inside. I ruffle through its meager contents until I find what I'm looking for. Pulling them out, I frown at the two plastic water bottles. Messy handwriting is scribbled across each bottle in permanent marker, distinguishing the clean supply from the dirty. The water in the dirty bottle is murky with mud from the depleting stream I collected it from; but at least the bottle is half full. The other bottle is empty. Just to make sure, I unscrew its cap and tip it over my tongue, hoping that maybe a few stray drops will fall. It's bone dry.

I could have sworn I had more.

Pulling a small pot and box of matches out of my bag I gather up a few sticks from the ground and flatten out a bed of grass. I should be able to make a small fire without attracting any attention. As long as I can keep it under control I'm sure I'll be able to boil the water and stamp out the flames before the smoke is visible. It's a risk I'm willing to take. I should have done it while the sun was still up, but the underbrush looks thick enough to hide the fire and the canopy above is so dense that its leaves, I’m hoping, will act like a net and stifle the smoke for long enough. I pour the water into the pot and hope for the best.

If only I had marshmallows this would be just like camping. Although I've only ever been camping once and it wasn't a very pleasant experience. It was just after my mother had left. We were trudging through a forest for hours, searching for the perfect place to set up camp. Neither my brother nor I cared for camping, but our father had insisted. I still can't imagine why. The entire trip had put him in a sour mood. He tripped over almost every branch and stone. At the time I thought he was just clumsy, now I think he might have been drunk. 

"For God's sake, Nathan, would you stop pulling your sister’s hair!" His voice was loud and surly as he stumbled over the trunk of a fallen tree. 

"Stella started it!" Nathan whined as he gave my hair another tug.

"Did not!" I cried, my small hands moving to shove him away.

"Did too!"

"Would you both just stop fighting! We're here." My brother let go of my hair and we both looked out at the small area of flat ground our father had managed to find within the woods. Nathan and I shared a look before observing the area once more, sure that we must have missed something.

"This is it?" Nathan asked skeptically, dropping his backpack on the ground and looking to our father for confirmation.

"Of course this is it!" Dad snapped, quickly plastering a fake smile across his lips as he looked down at the both of us. "This is the perfect place to go camping. Come on, first thing we'll do is start a fire. Nathan you go get us some sticks, Stella, you see if you can find us some moss or dry bark."

It wasn't long before the three of us were sitting on the forest floor, our father cursing under his breath as he struck two rocks together. The warmth of the sun had receded behind the trees a while ago and the cold air of night was beginning to settle upon us. Nathan and I shared a miserable look as our father persisted in lighting the fire. Each failure emitting a new curse word we had yet to learn.

"Dad?" Nathan asked, staring at the small make-shift fire-pit in front of us.

"What is it?" Dad huffed, striking the rocks together with more intensity.

"Why isn't Mom camping with us?"

The question silenced all sound in the forest. The birds stopped their caws, the wind stopped its howl and even the branches of trees stopped their creaking groans. The rocks in our father's hands came to a halt as he stared at the unlit fire-pit, his lips pressed into a thin line.

"Because your mother has a new family now."

The rest of the camping trip was just as miserable. Even more so now that we had realized our mother abandoned us with no intentions of ever coming back. On the second day, when the atmosphere hadn't lifted any, our father gave up and took us home. Camping has never really appealed to me since then. Lying here however, with a crackling fire to warm my frozen fingers and thick greenery shielding me from the world outside, I'm beginning to understand its appeal as a form of escape. Seeing the cloudless sky through the branches you can almost forget what the world has become. I think I would be able to forget, or at least pretend for a while, if it weren't for the dying howl of that infected.

The water's been boiling long enough that it should be clean by now. Moving the pot away from the fire I put out the flames and wait for the water to cool. Once it has, I begin tipping it into the clean water bottle, grimacing as a few drops spill over the edge. It's still a little murky, and I wonder if maybe I didn't boil it for long enough. But I've already put out the fire and I'm not willing to risk lighting another one.

One sip of the water is all I allow myself before I begin stuffing everything back in my bag. I zip it up, glancing through the bushes in case the sound has attracted any attention. Only when I'm certain that the street around me is still do I turn the bag into a make-shift pillow. Propping it up against the trunk of the tree, I lay my head down on it and stretch out in the grass. 

My muscles manage to loosen some as the hands of the meadow embrace me, massaging the knots from my joints. With the grounds soft hold imitating the warmth of a bed, I feel almost safe as I stare up at the swaying branches and dancing leaves.

It feels almost like this small park is a bubble, protecting me from the world around it. Everything seems so serene, like a small taste of paradise. For the first time in what seems like an eternity, I’m comfortable enough to let my guard down.

I've just begun closing my eyes when a woman screams and the bubble bursts.


Chapter Four


Stella


I'm running before she screams a second time.

The camouflage of the trees is abandoned, the safety of the park shattered as I sling my bag over my shoulder and sprint out onto the street. Her cries pierce the night, like lightning, the silence that ensues imitating the overbearing force of thunder.

I pause in the middle of the street, flustered. My cheeks are hot as I struggle to breathe quietly.

She shrieks again.

I start running in the direction of the noise, like a wolf hunting the moon.

I'm an idiot.

A suicidal idiot.

Every step brings a reproach.

Another scream, closer this time, much closer. I slow to a halt before moving any further, rethinking my abrupt decision.

It's always a risk dealing with other survivors. Especially so soon after they've died. And from the sounds of those screams, she's either dead or very close to it. I still have some food and water, but she might have more. She might even have the keys to a working car! The last three corpses I've come across barely had anything useful on them. But they had been dead for a while. This woman has probably dropped all her belongings right where she died.

Ripe for the picking.

All I have to do is get to her corpse and maybe wait awhile for the infected to finish up with her. Or maybe if I'm lucky, she had a bag that she dropped in her panic to survive. That way I can scoop it up without having to wait or deal with any unwanted attention.

She screams again.

The sound forces me to move out of habit and I find myself taking three steps before I manage to restrain myself.

I need to wait for her to die.

I glance around the street, my heart burrowing deeper into my chest at every branch that moves. The bright moonlight casts a ghastly glow along the road, deepening the darkest shadows surrounding it. The night doesn't agree with me. It wants me to hide in its embrace, along with the monsters it veils.

The woman wails again, longer this time. I need to get to her soon before every infected in this town does.

She must be at the end of the road.

A small distance away that is cordoned off by the dark of night. I move off the road and into the tall bushes by its side. They rustle as I move against them, a sound incomprehensible against the tormented calls of the dying siren.

My steps crunch amidst discarded leaves as I slowly make my way up the street, the woman's screams growing closer by the second. As I approach, the darkness recedes, allowing me to see her grave site.

A gas station on the corner of an intersection.

Not the most glamorous of places to die, and definitely not where I would have wanted to drop – but you get what you're given I suppose. I step around a tree and behind a bush, pushing aside a few of its leaves so as to get a better view. My fingers curl at what I see.

Shit, I think as my nails dig into my palms.

Sitting outside the gas station is a bright yellow jeep. The same one that just so happened to save my life not even a few hours ago. Its brightly painted body could almost be mistaken as the sun, contrasted so violently against the darkness surrounding it. Standing beside the jeep is a man. I squint my eyes to try and get a better look at him, but his features remain indistinguishable in the night. Shadows trace every curve of his face and hide his identity.

But I don't need to know what he looks like when I already know who he is.

He's a wanna-be-hero. Hard to find in this day and age. Most of them have already died out due to their heroic (or idiotic) acts of sacrifice. Only the clever ones still remain. And he must be a clever one. Heroic enough to risk damaging his car to save me, but smart enough not to stop and risk giving me a lift.

He's probably doing the exact same thing that I'm doing; waiting for the woman to die so that we can salvage her corpse. Any other survivor and I'd probably have to fight them off or make a deal with them. But a hero, well, if I play my cards right he just might be nice enough to let me have all the loot to myself.

Pushing aside the small prickly branches I step out from the bushes and back onto the open road. His back is towards me as I approach him, his height increasing with the closing distance between us. Large muscles seem to tense beneath his clothes as my foot scrapes against the skin of the road. He turns his large body towards me in a quick swing, a gun coming along with him and resting at a level with my chest.

I stop mid-step, my hands slowly rising above my head.

"Hey there, big-boy," I smile, the words coming out in croaks. I can't even remember the last time I spoke, even uttered a curse. Noise is deadly.

He doesn't lower the gun, instead he takes a step forward as the woman inside screeches again.

"Grace you can quit yellin' now, we got another one!" he calls out with a voice as gruff as mine.

Slowly, my smile fades as he raises the gun towards my head and begins walking towards me. As he steps around me, telling me not to move, a skinny woman steps out from the gas station, looking me up and down as if evaluating her prize. When he takes the switchblade from my back-pocket and throws it into the night, the situation dawns on me.

I've been played.

The man grabs one of my arms and roughly twists it behind my back, pulling my bag off as he does so. I let out a small whimper and allow my arms to shake a little. He shoves me towards the woman and the gas station.

I begin to cry, the fresh tears brimming in my eyes before they spill. They roll down my cheeks in long streaks and hang at the bottom of my chin.

"P-please just l-let me go!" I whimper, twisting my body around to face the man so that he can see my tears. He pushes me ahead with the barrel of his pistol.

"Quit the dramatics, princess, we all know you're fakin’ it," he grunts, unzipping my bag and rustling through its contents. I frown, not expecting a meat-head like him to see through my act. I suppose it was too much to hope that he would be sympathetic to a crying girl anyway.

Scowling at him, I turn back around and stand up a little straighter.

It’s clear that I need a new plan.


Chapter Five


Logan


The bitch is still screaming.

I squirm uncomfortably, my knees throbbing from the hard linoleum floors as I sit back on my heels. The thin wire coiled around my wrists, binding them together, slices into my skin with every small movement. I can feel the blood wetting my palms and trickling down my fingers.

She screams again. An ugly noise. One that forces me to wince every time. It won't be long before every infected in town is swarming us. No doubt by then I'll be left behind as bait. If I wasn't so pissed off I might actually be willing to admit that their con is a smart one.

The one time I decide to ignore the voice in my head and try to help, this happens.

I would slap myself if my hands weren't restrained.

The woman watching me is thin and fragile. She paces the floor in front of me, a feeble knife in one hand and the keys to my jeep in the other. She's not even watching me. Her attention is focused solely on her boyfriend standing outside, waiting to catch any more poor suckers looking to help. She throws her head back and wails again.

I grit my teeth.

"Can you please shut your goddamn mouth?" I ask.

She finishes her wail before looking down at me and taking a step closer. Transferring my car keys to her other hand, she raises it in the air, ready to slap me.

"Grace you can quit yellin' now, we got another one!" her boyfriend calls from outside.

Hand falling to her side, she gives me a dirty smile before turning towards the door and walking out to evaluate their new prize. I would have preferred it if she hit me.

This is my chance.

They haven’t bound my legs and I can run out the back door while they're all out front. But that would mean losing my car and everything in it. Before I have time to contemplate further, the door of the service station clicks open.

A girl, no older than nineteen is pushed forward into the store. She stumbles and falls to the ground while the boyfriend rummages through her belongings, the girlfriend clinging to his back, desperate like a child trying to catch a glimpse of their Christmas presents.

"Well, did we get anything good hon’?" she asks, standing on her toes to peer over his shoulder.

"Bottle of water, a pot and some matches, nothin’ good," the boyfriend grumbles back, turning to her and pulling her into an embrace. "You did a good job screamin', sweetheart. It's not our fault these assholes didn't have anythin' good on em'."

I can't stand to watch anymore. My eyes roll before landing on a pair of emeralds, staring up at me from the floor. Their glow catches me off guard and fills me with a sense of familiarity. All I want is to look away, but I can't.

Until she blinks.

I snap away from her gaze and turn my attention to my left shoulder instead, trying to ignore the cooing babbles of my captors.

"Psst, hey," she whispers quieter than a breeze. I look back at her, only to be painfully held by the green light of her eyes. Her thick eyebrows pull together as she watches me grimace. I drop my gaze and focus my stare on her small nose instead, painted with dirt and grime.

"We can take them," she says.

I pause for a second, deliberating her statement. "What?"

"They think I'm weak, we can take them by surprise," she explains, nodding her head towards the couple kissing at the front of the store. "I'll take the big asshole, you handle the bitch,” she pauses, looking back to make sure I understand.

"Got it?" she asks.

I huff out a breath of amusement. "I like your spirit, kid, but my hands are tied, so are yours, how are we supposed to do that?"

"I don't know," she shrugs, "use your head." She doesn't waste a minute. As the couple separates she jumps up from the floor and runs towards them. Without hesitation she pulls her head back and slams it into the nose of the boyfriend, snapping it out of place. The sound of breaking bone is almost as loud as a gunshot.

He goes reeling with a shout, dropping the gun in surprise; the gun they took from me. The girlfriend sees the pistol clatter to the floor and dives like a fox to pick it up. I stand and quickly stick my leg out so it catches in-between hers. It’s not enough to trip her over, so I use my other leg to sweep her down, knocking us both off our feet. Her chin strikes the floor first, a bubble of blood bursting from her lips as her teeth clack together.

I untangle my legs from hers and stand up as fast as possible, my side throbbing from the collision with the ground. The girlfriend is sobbing, blood oozing from her mouth, but still crawls towards the gun. I swing my boot and kick her in the face, trying to ignore the crunch of teeth and squelch of liquid. She stops moving.

I look over to the girl. She's standing over the body of the boyfriend, watching me, her green eyes innocently analyzing. I look away.

Sitting down next to the body of the girlfriend I work to find the small knife in her hand. Prying it from her grasp, I manage to position the blade at an angle that lets me cut the wire from my wrists. Once my hands are free, I stand up and look down at the dark and bloody lines that are etched into my skin; they burn fiercely as I rub at them.

"Care to give me a hand?" the girl asks, her eyes settling on me with no indication of leaving. Leaning down I snatch my car keys and the gun up from the ground before I move towards the girl and cut the wire from her wrists. "Thanks," she mumbles, as she picks her bag up from the floor and begins stuffing all her belongings back inside.

"My name's Stella," she says, swinging the bag onto her back.

"I didn't ask." I turn to leave. I need to get away from her eyes.

"Fair enough, what's yours?" she asks, rubbing her forehead and wincing at the pressure.

I stop at the door, my hand resting on its handle, a heavy sigh leaving my lips.

"Look, kid, thanks for the help and all, but I'm gonna take off now, and I suggest you do the same." I don't dare to look at her as I open the door and begin walking towards my jeep. I need to get away from her.

"Well hey, wait a second!" she calls, hitching her bag over her shoulder and running out after me. "Maybe we could team up? I mean we make a pretty good team, right? And you did save me earlier when you ran down that infected."

I grit my teeth, still refusing to look at her. "Get out of here, kid."

"But we could—"

"I said get out of here!" I shout, finally turning to look at her. Those green eyes catch me, surprised and hurt they pull me in and break me down. They ignite the emptiness inside me and imitate everything that I've lost. I can't bring myself to look at her any longer.

So I turn away and get into my car. Starting the ignition, I waste no time in pulling out of the gas station. As I drive down the road I glance at her in the rear-view mirror, staring after me. I just keep driving, because I can't bring myself to do anything else.

Only when I see a bar on the side of the road do I stop. Parking the car I get out and head straight inside, not even bothering to check if the area is safe or not. I don't care right now; I don't care about anything. I grab the first thing on the shelf that my hand reaches. Sparing the label a glance, I pull up a stool and take a swig, grimacing at the burning taste.

The liquid ignites like fire in my parched throat. I ignore the pain as I take another gulp, just like I try to ignore all the other pain. But I can't ignore it, any of it. Every time I shut my eyes I see the green of hers looking back and I'm reminded of the last time I saw them. When I thought things were as bad as they could get and every night I found myself in a bar much like this one.

I hadn't seen her in an eternity and I decided one night after drowning my sorrows that I wanted to visit her. It was a cold night but even still I had the common sense not to drive. So I stumbled down the streets, warmed by the alcohol until my old home came into view. I don't remember knocking on the door, but it must have been late because I remember the sour expression on my ex-wife's face before she even realized it was me.

"Jesus Christ, Logan, you reek of booze!" Jessica hissed as she stood in the doorway, her arm outstretched from one side to the other, barring my entrance.

"Jessica just let me in," I slurred, swaying gently from one side to another. Her thin lips pulled into a frown that was deeper than the pool in the backyard I had never finished digging up.

"I don't think that's a good idea, Logan. I don't want our daughter seeing you like this," she scowled, her eyes hard yet somber as they traveled my ragged appearance from head-to-toe. "For God's sake think about what this will do to her! She's been through enough!" she cried. A moment of silence passed between us.

"Please don't hurt her like this, Logan,"

"I would never hurt her!" The weight of the words made me stumble and I had to reach out and place a hand against the frame of the door for support.

"Not intentionally," her frown morphed into one that was sadder than it was angry. "But the first thing you did when you found out was go straight to the bar," she paused, "and she's going to think that that's her fault."

I shook my head, not allowing myself to listen.

"I think it would be best if you didn't see her for a while."

"What?" I hissed, refusing to believe what she had said. “No!”

She stared at me solemnly, her eyes hard.

"No!" I shouted again, "Jessica you can't do that, she's my daughter!" I slammed the palm of my hand down against the frame of the door, stepping back as she flinched away.

"I think it's time you left n—"

"Daddy?" The small voice silenced the battlefield and ended the chaos. She appeared by her mother's side for only a moment before she began running towards me.

I dropped to my knees and circled her into my arms as she crashed into them. Burying my face in her bronze curls I ignored the treacherous tears as they fell.

"I don't want you to go, Daddy," she mumbled into my shoulder, burrowing her small face into the crook of my neck. The muscles of my throat tightened as they strained to remain quiet, despite the sob building in my chest.

I pulled her away, aware of Jessica's glare, and knew that I had no choice but to let her go.

"I love you, princess."

Her tender emerald eyes shone like glass as they brimmed with tears. She turned away before they had a chance to fall, and disappeared inside.

My head is resting against the wet wood of the bar now. I must have spilled one of my drinks. But I don't care. It makes me feel like I'm in the water, my body riding in unity with the waves. My eyes are closed as I let the gentle tide of intoxication sweep me away into oblivion. Her eyes have even gone away, blurred by the alcohol and unable to torment me any longer. Everything feels so perfect and warm.

Until something pulls on my arm and I remember where I am, and my head lifts to find the brilliant emeralds staring back, clear as day.

"We have to go, now."


Chapter Six


Stella


He left me. . .

Just like that.

And I was being so damn nice too.

I mean, I practically saved his life back there! The least he could have done in return was give me a lift. But I watch the back of his yellow jeep drive down the road and turn left at the end of the street, and it becomes apparently obvious that he isn't going to change his mind and come back for me. Which sucks.

And I had a good feeling about him too.

Maybe he wasn't a hero like I thought he was. Or maybe he was smarter than I gave him credit for. Smart enough not to let strangers into his car anyway.

My shoulders sag as I stare down the road. I could follow him. If I started running now I might even be able to see which direction he's heading. He has to stop eventually, and if I catch up to him I might be able to pick the keys off him.

A car would get me a long way. A very long way. It would cut days off my travel time, probably even a week.

Should I follow him?

I’m contemplating the answer out in the open when a noise in the night breaks my attention, and the sound of scraping footsteps soon follows it.

"Oh shit," I mutter, the words quiet as my hands ball into tight fists. I turn around, my eyes narrowing into slits as I squint into the darkness. A jumbled mass of slow movement squirms up ahead. Instinctively I take a small step back, my throat swelling and catching my breath mid-gasp.

A horde.

Their many bodies shuffle and sway together, slowly creeping up the road as one. I take another step back, my eyes tracing over their outlines, counting their individual figures. Moonlight rains down on them as they step out from the cover of the trees and continue to stumble up the road. The silvery light ignites their tangled bodies, throwing out vivid shadows that skulk and slither in every direction.

Another tremulous step as more and more bodies appear in the light, all shuffling towards the gas station.

Towards me.

Majority of their illuminated bodies appear broken and decayed, protruding bones glinting like dirty pearls. But a few of their bodies are fresh and unscathed.

I take a few more steps back, my eyes focused on the constantly growing group of infected. I want to stay until no more of them appear. I want to know that there aren't any more. But they just keep coming. It's mesmerizing in a terrifying way, watching body after body step out from the darkness. My shoulders tense as my chest begins to rise and fall more rapidly.

One more step back, my heel catches a piece of loose gravel and forces it to scrape against the road. A noise that catches the attention of the closest infected. What once was a man looks up, its bloody grey eyes gleaming dangerously in the night as it stops walking to stare at me.

It screams, and as if it is the conductor, the rest of the orchestra soon join, and the entire horde is singing into the night. 

I turn and run, my bag bouncing precariously on my back. The screams grow in volume as they belt out their song, a requiem of rapid footsteps following.

My feet slap hard against the ground with every step as I sprint down the street, turning left where the yellow jeep drove off. I throw a quick look in their direction, only to receive another pump of adrenalin. Majority of the infected are shambling slowly, but the newer ones are running, sprinting towards me.

My lungs burn with every shallow breath I take, my legs already aching for a rest. I'm not even half-way down the street before I'm drenched with sweat. I throw another look over my shoulder, a glance that lasts no longer than a second but is more than enough time for me to see them, a few hundred feet away, just rounding the corner now.

Every muscle in my body strains as I force myself to keep going. And then I realize, this could be it. This could be how I die. I didn't think this in the gas station because I knew those two hillbillies were nothing to worry about. But I've never faced a horde before, and I've only ever outrun fresh infected a handful of times. And most of those times I got lucky.

Luck seems to have abandoned me tonight.

Every house and store I pass have closed doors. It's too much of a risk to try and open one, if it's locked I might not have time to try and break it open.

Fatigue is falling heavily over me, embracing the muscles in my legs and slowing them down. I push them harder, willing them not to give up, not yet. I don't worry about making noise anymore. Staying silent is unnecessary now. If anymore infected join them it will make no difference. I grunt and cry as I run, looking up and down the street for anything that could work to my advantage.

And that's when I see it. A bright yellow dot, just like the sun, sitting outside of a building less than half a mile away.

I huff out a sound that might have been a laugh as I push myself harder. Gritting my teeth, I sprint the distance remaining and slam myself against the side of the jeep, parked outside of a bar. Why would he need to go into a bar? The thought leaves me at the scream of an infected. Clutching at the handle of the car door, I get a grip and tug harshly, frowning as it remains shut.

The goddamn asshole locked it.

I step back from the jeep, my hands trembling at my sides as I look down the road at the infected still sprinting towards me. I turn towards the bar and run inside, slamming the door shut behind me. My head snaps in every direction as my wide eyes scan the darkness. They settle on a figure hunched over the counter, gently swaying on a stool, broken bottles littering the ground around him. Their shards blinking like crystals in the moonlight.

"You have got to be kidding me," I huff as I run towards him, crunching on glass as I reach the wooden bar. I grab onto his arm and shake him hard. His head lifts up, the stench of alcohol filtering his breath.

"We have to go, now," I command, trying to pull him off the stool while keeping him upright.

His eyes lock with mine, hazy in reflection as he reaches a hand out to caress my cheek.

"Princess?" he mutters, his eyes brimming with the glossy shine of tears. I lift his heavy arm up and loop it over my shoulders, seriously deliberating whether I should just take the keys from him and leave.

"Whatever floats your boat, buddy," I strain as he stumbles and pushes majority of his weight onto me. He begins mumbling strings of words that are so knotted together they don't make sense. Looking around the small bar, shadows begin to throw themselves against the colored windows as the infected draw near. Their wails audible even from inside.

It's too late to run.

I look around again, for any place to hide. Under a table? In the bathroom? My gaze settles on the bar in front of us. Wasting no more time I carry the both of us around the counter, dropping us on the floor as the door of the bar is thrown open. My nails dig into the carpet of a small mat I have landed on as the sounds of several infected fill the bar. Beads of sweat drip from my nose as my trembling hands lift the carpet and slide it to the side. A small handle, embedded into the wood glints up at me as a crash sounds nearby.

Pushing myself up I dig my fingers into the latch and wrench it open. It creaks loudly, a noise that silences all others in the bar. I freeze, staring down into the dark cellar. An infected screams before the sound of footsteps begin stampeding in our direction. I lift the hatch open higher and shove the drunk down into the darkness before I dive in myself. The body of an infected crashes over the bar just as I slam the small door shut behind me.

I pause in the darkness, listening to the clash and screams of the infected just above. Dust falls through the creaking floorboards as their feet frantically stomp the area and they rake their nails down the wood.

With shaking legs, I struggle to find the small steps in the dark. But I manage, and I submerge myself into the unknown abyss.

"You look like her," he groans somewhere in the cellar, a soft noise, lilted with sorrow. "What she would have looked like."

I step down onto solid ground and find him sitting against a wall not far from the stairs.

"I . . . I didn't save her," he mumbles. Even in the dark I can see the tears staining his cheeks as he buries his head in his hands.

"You need to be quiet," I tell him, glancing up as several bottles smash overhead.

"I didn't save her," he repeats, "I didn't save her. . .'"

"Seriously, shut up," I whisper as a growl resounds directly above us. The noise filters off into a long held croak, and I can imagine the infected pressing its face against the floorboards. I hold my breath, listening as the sound dies away and footsteps wander off to another place in the bar.

"I let her die."

A minute passes and I allow myself a breath of relief, only to now notice how stuffy the air in the cellar is. It's warm and reeking with his alcohol riddled breath. My nose wrinkles at the smell. It reminds me of my father and the nights I spent taking care of him after my mother left. In the darkness of the cellar, with nothing but that stench, it’s just like I’m back there, taking care of him.

"Dad?" I whispered, stopping just outside his door. I listened to the soft breathing, like whispers hissing in the dark. "Daddy?" I muttered again, reaching out and feeling the wall for the light switch.

I found the small button and flicked it on. Artificial light splayed itself across the room, exposing the ugly mess of my father spread out on his desk. I pushed the door open a little more and took a step inside. My nose crinkled as the smell of vomit fused with alcohol impacted my senses.

A snore ripped through the silence of his study, causing me to jump at the sound. I huffed a sigh as his arm moved, nearly knocking over the drink clasped in his hand. Walking over to his desk, the stink only growing stronger, I plucked the bottle from him and stared down at his sleeping figure.

A sound at the door caught my attention and I looked up to find my brother watching me, a bag slung over his shoulder.

"Nathan?"

He shook his head and turned away.

"Nathan?" I called again. His heavy footsteps faltered on the stairs, but he didn't stop. I dropped the bottle on the ground, not caring as its liquid sloshed out and stained the carpet.

I took off at a run, skipping down the stairs two steps at a time. My lungs blazed in my chest as I struggled to take in air, my heart beating furiously in fear of what I thought was happening.

"Nathan!" I shouted this time, my voice quivering as I reached the front door. I wrenched it open and stumbled outside in time to find him opening the door of his car.

He paused, but didn't look at me. A stretch of silence separated us, broken only by my panting as I stood on the porch. His hand firmly gripped the hood of his car as he waited, his knuckles turning whiter with every second that went by.  

"Please don't do this," I said, finally.

He shook his head, the white of his teeth showing as he bit his bottom lip. "I'm not just gonna wait around for him to die, Stella."

My stomach seemed to clench as the familiar prick of tears stung my eyes. "Don't leave," I mumbled, "please don't leave."

His eyes softened and his shoulders began to sag. "Stella, if you're as smart as I know you are, you'll do the same."

"No," I spat, as if the word would change anything. As if it would stop him from leaving. He shook his head again, his eyes turning back to the soil at his feet.

"Jesus, Sis, at least don't let him stop you from living your life," he said, looking back up at me, "go to that party you were invited to and forget about taking care of him for one night."

"No." Tears fell as I clenched my fists at my sides, refusing to believe what was happening. He breathed out a sigh, shaking his head one last time.

"I'm sorry, Stella," he whispered, just loud enough for me to hear before the wind whisked his voice away.

"No!" I cried as he got into his car and shut his door, "please!"

More tears fell as he reversed out of our driveway and drove off down the road. I stood rigid, watching his tail lights slowly dim in the night, until they disappeared entirely.

I sat out on the porch for an hour after he had gone, breathing in the crisp night air, calming myself down. I didn't blame him for having the courage that I didn't. I didn't blame him at all. He was right, I should have run away. There was no point in me staying.

I wonder where Nathan is now, and if things might have turned out differently if he stayed. Maybe I wouldn't be stuck in a cellar with some drunk.

He groans again in the dark, "I didn't save her."

I exhale a breath and look down at his crumpled outline on the floor, his shoulders shaking with quiet sobs. My brow furrows a little as I watch him, and I find my scowl softening. I was planning to hit him over the head for all the trouble he's caused me. But I can’t see that happening now that I realize how broken he is. How defeated. Kneeling down, I reach a hand out and place it on his shaking shoulder.  

"Who are you talking about?" I ask lightly, moving my hand in small, soothing circles. He lifts his head and looks at me from the corner of his eye.

"My daughter," he whispers before burying his face again and hiding his tears. "I let her die," he mutters, his voice muffled behind his hands.

A sigh escapes me as I let my hand fall from his shoulder.

"Hey," I say softly, moving a little closer to him, "listen to me."

He lifts his head up slowly, the smell of alcohol still strong on his warm breath.

"You can't save everyone."


Chapter Seven


Logan


If someone had shot me in the head last night, I wouldn't be surprised. My limbs ache, sore from sitting still on the cement floor through my slumber; I don't think I moved. Eyes grazing over the dark and empty cellar, my mind groggily tries to remember how I ended up here. I groan as merely thinking causes a set of drums to ricochet in the depths of my skull. Straining, I lift a hand and clasp it over my forehead, pressing down in an attempt to neutralize the drummer.

It doesn't work.

Instead it causes a round of queasiness that swiftly has me slumped over and vomiting. Not something I've had to endure in a while, but something I'm more than trained in. The bile burns in my throat, quickly leaving my swollen tongue to sit dry in my mouth.

I look towards the stairs, my eyes traveling up their small steps towards the filtered light pouring in through the opened hatch. With no recollection of the night before, I'm surprised I didn't die. Although it's probably too soon to tell. I could always have a bite on me somewhere. Albeit it's still commendable that I didn't end up walking into a den of infected. Instead I found myself a relatively safe place to recover.

Good on you Drunk Logan. Hungover Logan appreciates the effort.

Although he doesn't appreciate the hangover.

I stay slumped against the wall for a while longer, which in sickness, feels like an eternity. Eventually the nausea subsides enough for me to move, but the drums continue to hammer, a harsh strike retaliating against every small motion. Pulling my knees up to my chest I push myself off the ground, almost falling back down half-way.

I hug the wall as I await the new round of nausea to pass. I groan once it does, stretching my arms up in the air. Stumbling a little, I catch myself against the wall as my sore body registers an absence.

There's no gun in my back pocket.

I look down at my jeans, digging my hands into the other pockets. My limbs freeze, a cold sweat falling over me as I pull them out empty.

My car keys are missing too.

I drop to the floor, my hands sweeping over the dusty cement, patting its hard surface in an earnest attempt to find the two. They come to a stop on a place of warmth. The area I had been occupying for the night. As my palms press against the warm concrete, a wavering memory returns.

You can't save everyone.

Son of a bitch.

I pull back and stand up from the floor, dusting my hands off on my pants. That goddamn kid robbed me. A breath of amusement leaves my lips and I smile into the darkness. I try to remember her face, but the image distorts in my mind, muddling itself into nothing but her eyes.

Green.

I flinch and wave the thought away. She was the same girl from the gas station, that part I'm certain of.

"Goddammit," I curse, turning towards the small set of stairs. My hands clench at my sides as I climb them, every step a heavy stomp. Out of the cellar I look around at the trashed bar, vaguely remembering sitting at its counter, the burning liquid on my tongue.

I move around the mess and towards the door. Another huff of tempered amusement leaves my lips as I hear the faint sound of an ignition from outside. My face grows hot as I step out into the sun and find her sitting in my car, trying but failing to start the engine. I take a step forward, allowing the door of the bar to close softly behind me. It shuts with a small click, a sound too small to attract her attention.

I cross my arms against my chest, standing rigid as I watch her try for another minute.

"There's a trick to starting it," I call out. She jumps in her seat, her body swiveling in my direction. It isn't so much a trick as an inconvenience. You only need to twist the key a few times more than necessary. I'm lucky she didn’t figure it out while I was unconscious. She appraises me for a moment before crinkling her small nose.

"What kind of a shitty car needs a trick to start?" she asks, dusting a curtain of bronze hair over her shoulder and giving the ignition another go.

"The kind that I built myself."

Her arm falls away from the wheel as she slumps back in her seat. She stares off into the distance for a moment before turning to look at me.

"How's the hangover?" she asks, a mocking smile tugging at the corner of her lip.

"It's a killer," I reply stoically, staring her down. My eyes press hard against hers as I will her to get out of my car. She looks away for a second before quickly returning her gaze to mine. The brilliance of her eyes makes me want to flinch away, but I don't. I keep staring, screaming at her in my head to get the hell out and leave me alone. Her brow furrows a little as she watches me.

"Look, I'm not gonna ask why you were dumb enough to get drunk when you knew a horde was coming," she looks at me pointedly, "that's your business." She goes quiet, her eyes sweeping over the dashboard as she contemplates what to say next. "But I am gonna ask why you're still unwilling to help me after I saved your life a second time."

Inadvertently, I take a step back and find myself staring at the ground, rather than at her. My eyes narrow into slits as I stare at the cracks on the sidewalk. Because you look like my dead daughter and I can’t stand looking at you? I grit my teeth as the seconds tick by and I fail to conceive a reasonable answer. Lifting my head back up I find her staring at me, and I wonder if she has been looking the entire time.

I sigh. "What do you want?"

A smile almost finds itself on her lips, vanishing before it has the chance to manifest, and I find myself having to rethink whether I even saw it at all.

"A lift, that's all," she says, "I'm just so tired of walking and I—"

"Cut the flowery bullshit kid," I interrupt, raising a hand, "just tell me where it is you wanna go."

"Up the coast, as far as you'll take me."

I sigh again, shifting my weight from one leg to another. Goddammit. There has to be something I can say to make her change her mind.

"How do you know I'm not a bad guy? Like those people at the gas station?" I ask.

She shrugs, "everyone is bad, it just takes something special to bring it out of them." She gives me a look, "I don't think it's been brought out of you yet."

I sigh again, realizing that there's nothing I can do to change the situation. She did save my life, I won't deny that I owe her that much.

"I'm heading to Las Vegas," I tell her. "But I can take a detour and drop you off in L.A."

She nods enthusiastically, a broad smile now allowing itself to stretch across her face. "That'd be great!" she says, her nods slowly coming to a stop as she looks at me solemnly. "Thank you."

I look at her for a second longer, wondering if I've made a mistake. I should've just told her to get the hell out of my car and hit the road. There's a reason why I don't help people anymore, in fact there are plenty of reasons. I sigh again. I just hope I'm not going to end up regretting this.

"Just gimme the keys," I say, unfolding my arms and stepping towards the car. Her smile remains unfazed as she steps out and throws the keys over to me.

"Let's see this trick then," she smirks, running a hand along the hood of the car as she walks past. I watch her go before I walk around the car myself.

"What'd you say your name was again?" I ask, opening the door and stepping inside.

"Stella," she replies, slamming her door a little harder than I would like. "Can I have your name this time or are you just gonna get moody and stalk away again?"

I scowl at her.

"Moodier," she corrects, giving a slight nod. I grit my teeth while starting the ignition, contemplating giving her a fake name. But what would be the point? It's not like names are even that important anymore.

"It's Logan."

She nods but doesn't say anything more, which I'm grateful for.

She throws her bag onto the backseat as I pull out my favorite map, glancing at the lines for the right one to take. The detour to Los Angeles is going to add another four or so hours to my trip, not that I’m in any rush, but it's an inconvenience nonetheless.

"You know which way the herd was heading?" I ask, tracing a line on the map with my index finger.

"Probably that way," she says, throwing out her thumb and pointing behind us. "So if we go straight we should be good."

I squint at the map and bring it a little closer to my face, unsure of exactly which direction we’re facing now. Already my fingers begin to clench around the paper, my nails digging indents into its surface.

"You know how to read one of those?"

I shoot her a glare. "Just be quiet.”

Screw it. I stuff the map down the side of my seat and pull out onto the road. I'll probably find my way eventually. There are only so many roads leading out of this town, it'll only be a matter of time before I find the right one.

I grip the wheel a little tighter than necessary as I drive, hyper aware of the passenger in the seat beside me. It's been so long since I've had anyone inside my car, let alone in the front seat. Whilst concentrating on the road my eyes periodically dart to her, a coping mechanism, one that makes me feel safer. As long as she doesn't make any sudden movements then everything should go smoothly.

She turns around in her seat and leans back, reaching for her bag. I glance at her as she does so, and notice the handgun sticking out of her jeans. I look back at the road briefly, keeping one hand on the wheel while I reach over and snatch the gun from her. She pulls back as I drop it on the floor at my feet.

"What the hell?" Her hands pat her backside where the gun used to be as she sits back in her seat. "Give that back!"

I snort. "You stole it from me!"

"After you stole it from those rednecks!"

"After they stole it from me!" I shake my head at her. "I'm not giving it back."

Even if the gun weren't mine in the first place, I wouldn't let her have it. The first reason being because I trust her as much as I would trust a gardener to perform heart surgery. The second being how rare guns are in general. God knows what happened to them all, but if you're lucky enough to find one, odds are it won't have any bullets with it.

I focus my attention on the road but I can feel her glare as I drive. From the corner of my eye I see her gritting her teeth, her body pointed in my direction. She stays like this for a few more moments before turning away and slumping back down into her seat like a toddler throwing a tantrum. She doesn't look much older than nineteen, which makes that description all the more apt. I glance at her once more, glaring out her window. I smile to myself, finding far too much amusement in her temper.

"It's nice to meet you by the way," I grunt.

She huffs in her seat.

"Just shut up and drive."


Chapter Eight


Stella


Sweat trickles from my brow as I watch the sun creep to its highest point in the sky. The glass magnifies its radiance and boils the interior of the car. Cranking down the window does little to soothe my discomfort as a blast of hot air pours inside. I roll it back up and lean into my seat, wincing as the hot leather scorches and sticks to my skin.

"Jesus Christ, it's boiling," I say, fanning my hand for exaggerated effect. I look over to Logan, waiting but not anticipating a reply from him. He too looks like he’s suffering from the heat, blonde hair darkened with sweat and blue eyes narrowed against the glare of the sun. He keeps his attention focused on the road, making no indication that he's going to respond. I drop my hand onto my lap, on the verge of surrendering to his silence.

The best reply I've gotten as of yet is a grunt. And not even an enthusiastic one at that. It was one of those “I don't really care, please stop talking to me,” kind of grunts. 

"You don't talk much, do you?" I comment. He takes his gaze away from the road to look at me for a second, but doesn't say anything. "And here I am chattering away," I continue, "I guess it's just because it's nice having someone to talk to, because I've been on my own for a while, you know?"

He shifts his gaze to me again, his lips parting ever so slightly. But as if he thought better, his lips close and he returns his attention to the road.

I sigh quietly, turning my own attention to the road and the barren land surrounding us. I guess there isn't really any need to make conversation with him. I've already gotten what I wanted, which was a lift. It was a worthwhile shot trying to make “friends” with him. If it had worked, I might have been able to squeeze even more out of him. Maybe even have gotten him to drive me all the way up the coast. But he remains resolute in his vow of silence, and it becomes apparently obvious to me that he isn't going to break it anytime soon.

Tucking my hair behind my ears I throw it over my shoulders so it falls down my back and keeps out of my face. My entire body is soaked in sweat as I concentrate on the road ahead. The air wavies mercilessly with heat in front of us.

"You see that?" Logan asks. I sit up in my seat, looking over to him. His expression remains the same and I wonder if I imagined it. He looks at me and then nods his head down the road. I follow his indication and squint my eyes, barely making out the movement of a few black dots far off in the distance, their silhouettes morphing with the heat.

"Infected?" I wonder aloud, watching the dots slowly grow as we continue to drive.

"Probably."

"Should we go around?" I ask. He shakes his head, his eyes focused on them.

"We should be safe, runners don't usually come this far away from a town without a horde," he pauses to yawn. "We’ll be fine going past them."

I tear my gaze away from the dots to look at him, only now noticing the darkness under his eyes.

"Want me to drive and you can get some rest?" I ask, noticing his hands visibly tense around the wheel as I say this. I'm beginning to think that he's smarter than I give him credit for. He probably knows that I'll try and steal the car first chance I get.

His eyebrows pull together as he chucks a glance in my direction. "How old are you, do you even know how to drive?"

I scoff. "You think I was going to steal a car without knowing how to drive it?"

He gives me another look but stays quiet.

"And I'm eighteen," I tell him. "Or maybe nineteen, I don't know," I shrug, trying to calculate how long it's been since the infection started. I give up quickly, it's impossible counting days when they're all the same. Running, hiding and trying not to die. "How old are you?"

He huffs out a sound that almost sounds like a laugh, the corner of his mouth actually pulling up into a smile. A small, contained smile that he's quick to repress, but a smile nonetheless. "Thirty-seven."

"Wow," I say, nodding my head and looking at him in appraisal. "I didn't think the elderly could survive this."

He laughs, a deep and guttural sound that resounds through the small confines of the car, but like usual he’s quick to collect himself. 

"Right, well I'm still not gonna let you crash my car," he says, keeping his attention on the road and the growing silhouettes.

"If I crashed, it would only be to make an artistic statement," I tell him.

"And what statement would that be?"

"I don't know," I muse, "but probably something ironic." I look over to him only to find that he isn't smiling anymore. The corners of his mouth have pulled downwards and his eyes have narrowed into slits. "What's wrong?"

He takes a moment to reply, his shoulders tensing forward and his entire body becoming more rigid.

"I don't think those are infected," he says. I look at him for a moment longer before turning my attention back towards the road. The silhouettes, still indistinguishable in the distance don't sway in the way that infected do. Their posture seems too graceful, their movements more calculated than a shamble.

"People. . ." I don’t believe it even as I watch their dots grow closer. Why would they hike through the desert on foot? Logan only nods as we both watch with caution, the dots large enough now to distinguish that there are several of them. We pass a road sign and I just manage to read its faded letters.

San Bernardino.

Probably where they’re coming from. Minutes pass and I can now see that there are at least six of them, all carrying heavy bags.

"Hey, pull up next to them," I say, sitting up a little straighter in my seat. The person leading the group is a man, probably around Logan's age.

"We can't help them," Logan states firmly, his grip on the wheel remaining firm.

"We don't need to," I tell him. "They might know something we don't. I want to know why they're leaving; they'd have to be pretty desperate to walk through the desert."

"And how can you tell if they're friendly?" he asks, a growl beginning to underline the tone in his voice. I look back at the group of survivors, watching them for another moment.

"We're in a car," I tell him, "if they try anything we can just drive away." I look back to Logan. He studies me for a moment before shaking his head, the gurgle of annoyed reluctance rumbling in the back of his throat.

He slows the car and turns the wheel, pulling up closer to the group. I count them before lowering the window. Eight in total, exhaustion tugging their bodies closer to the ground. They probably don't have the strength to even consider robbing us. One man steps up to the window while the remaining seven stand at a further distance. He scratches at a wild beard as his grip on his baseball bat tenses in warning. A short silence separates us before his brow shoots up in question.

"You guys come from Los Angeles?" I ask. He surveys me for a moment, his blue eyes bright with caution. He scratches his beard again before giving a curt nod.

"Yeah . . . yeah we comin’ from there," he says, his gaze dropping to the ground for a short second. "I wouldn't suggest headin' that way."

"Why not?" I lean closer to the window, the dirt on his face taking a reddish tinge with the closer distance.

"Place is completely overrun," he shakes his head, "thousands of them."

I lean back at this, processing the information and trying to ignore the audible “Humph!” of Logan as he slumps back into his seat.

In return, I tell the stranger about the horde roaming around where Logan and I have come from. With another scratch of his beard, he nods and steps away from the car, signaling his group to continue walking. I roll up the window as Logan starts the ignition and pulls back onto the road.

"See, they helped us," I mumble, staring down the road and pondering this new information. Logan doesn't reply.

After what seems like a few more hours of driving, houses begin to pass us as we continue down the road, slowly growing in density as we approach the next town. A gas station sits still at the end of the street, its interior appearing empty as Logan pulls in. I can’t help but feel disdain at the sight of another gas station. Turning off the ignition, he sighs, his grip on the wheel only tightening.

"Alright, here's your stop," he says, barely turning to look at me.

I throw a glance at the gas station in front of us before looking back at him. "What?" I ask, a sound of ignorant amusement escaping my breath.

"You wanted me to drive you to L.A. and that's not an option anymore." I nod along, trying to understand what he is getting at. "So this is as close I can take you."

I look back at the gas station, and then to him again, a flimsy smile stretching my lips. "You're kidding, right?"

He shakes his head, his lips pressed together in a firm, white line.

"Wh—" I look back at the gas station, "thi—" I stutter. "This wasn't part of the deal!"

"The deal was—"

"I know what the deal was!" I bite back. A silence breaks itself between us as we both glare out the windshield at the dormant station. His hands fall slack on the wheel, sliding down to its base.

I suck my lip in for a bite as I frantically think of an alternative. The car is my best bet of getting there, I can't lose it now; I need to convince him to let me stay. He clears his throat, his acts of impatience fueling my frenzy of thought. He parts his lips to speak, but before he can, I jump in.

"Drive me to Las Vegas!" I blurt, a new plan spinning itself in my mind. If I can't go through L.A. then I can go around it. And the more time I spend with him, the more chances I'll have to steal his car. He sighs, dropping himself back into his seat with an exaggerated grunt.

"Kid I'm not your chauffeur, I'm not driving you wherever you want to go!" he exhales sharply, snatching the keys from the ignition.

"You said you were going to Las Vegas anyway! What difference does it make!"

"It makes all the difference!" he shouts, his fingers tensing into a tight fist around his keys as he glares at me.

I pause before replying. His shoulders rise and fall in a staggered manner, and his brows have knitted together so tightly that he couldn’t look more pissed off if he tried. I'm not going to get anything from him in this state. I need a new tactic.

I turn away, exhaling a low breath before turning back.

"Logan, please," I say softly, letting my bottom lip tremble the slightest bit. "I'm not asking for much." I allow my voice to break at the end, not so much that it's obvious, but enough that he can catch it.

I make sure to make eye contact. He maintains my stare for all of three seconds before turning away, a deep sigh bleeding from his throat. He looks down at his lap for a moment, fiddling with the keys in his hand. His jaw tenses before he shakes his head, another sigh fleeing him.

"We need gas," he mutters, turning and opening the car door.

A smile stretches itself across my lips for a second, but I'm quick to repress it before he has a chance to see it. I step out of the car and shut the door behind me before walking round the back and finding Logan pulling the boot open. He pulls out an old gas canister and hands it to me before pulling out another. Closing the boot, he turns and begins walking down the road. I stare after him for a second.

"We're not getting gas from the gas station?" I ask.

"No," he replies, not bothering to stop or glance in my direction. I watch his back for a moment before deciding to follow after him. As we walk down the road, the sun dips below the tree line, casting an orange haze along the street. It tinges itself with purple before drifting into darker territory.

Logan stops several steps ahead of me and turns. He doesn't say anything, but he waits for me to catch up with him.

"We siphoning from a car?" I ask as I finally reach him. His eyes hover above my shoulder before snapping to meet my gaze. He nods curtly, his features tense. He turns and walks forward a few more steps before pointing towards a car parked precariously on the sidewalk.

With his free hand he grabs my arm, his fingers gently tensing around my bicep. He kneels down beside the car and pulls me down with him. I lean against the hot metal and stare up at him questioningly as he unscrews the cap of his gas canister.

"Someone's following us," he says, his gaze diverting to mine.

My eyes drift down the street we've come from, analyzing the waving trees and still houses.

"How do you know?" I ask, leaning closer towards him. My gaze travels further down the street and back to the gas station, paying attention to every swaying shadow in the growing night. He inhales slowly and carefully before nodding his head.

"I know," he mutters, exhaling quietly.

For a moment, I think this may be an elaborate plan for him to try and ditch me. But his muscles are tense and his posture rigid, and I find myself taking him for his word. Another glance down the road and I whisper, "Back to the car?"

He nods.

We stand up at the same time, our attentions catching simultaneously on the figure that stands motionless on the other side of the car. Logan wasn't lying. A small gasp flees into the night as I take a step back and Logan's hand snaps towards the gun in his back pocket.

The stranger's arms hang limp at his sides, his stature still and silent. Brown eyes shifting leisurely between Logan and I are the only movements visible. His body is clad in all black, a hoodie pulled almost to his brow with a balaclava smearing itself across his face. He blends in with the night, his frozen demeanor and silent facade imitating its depths.

"Speak," Logan growls, pulling the gun to his side. The man looks at him, but remains silent, his eyes a blank but not lifeless stare.

"I said speak!" Logan growls again, louder this time as he pulls the gun up and aims it at the man. I take another step back, movement catching itself at the corner of my eye. I turn and look, my body suspending itself mid-step.

Another three men have spread themselves along the road behind us, all dressed the same. Like a pack of dogs that have their prey circled they too do nothing but stare, eating us alive with their eyes.

"Logan. . . " The word trails off as I reach out and place a hand on his shoulder. He looks at me before following my gaze to the other three men.

Silence traps us in a ring as the dark hugs each of them, compressing their bodies into terrifying contortions.

None of them move.

Until all of them do.


Chapter Nine


Logan


My finger squeezes around the trigger before my arm is even in the air. The bullet strikes one of them in the leg, their figure sprawling forward in a blur. Despite his injury he lunges at me. I swing the gun up and squeeze again, a faint mist settles on my skin as the air around me turns red. His body falls limp against me while one of the others rush towards Stella. She kicks them back as I push the corpse aside in time for another one of them to grab me.

He throws my hand in the air and holds it there with a firm grip as I try to twist my wrist so that the barrel of the gun will point at him. My other hand I find against his throat, clamping down on his esophagus as he vainly attempts to do the same to mine. Throwing my head back I swiftly bring it down, crashing against his temple with a dense thud. He falls back with a wail of astonishment, his grasp falling free from my hand as he tumbles to the ground. I lower the gun to his level and start to squeeze the trigger until—

"Stop!"

The sound catches me off guard amidst the chaos. I lose focus of the figure in front of me and find myself turning towards the voice.

I almost sigh when I find Stella held up against one of them, a thin blade pressed against the curve of her neck.

"Drop the gun or I'll slit your friend's throat." His voice comes muffled from the balaclava, but even still it's obvious how young he is from the unnatural depth he forces into his words; a vain attempt to sound intimidating.

"Go ahead, she's not my friend." My gaze shifts from him to Stella, and then flicks down to the blade glinting silver in the moonlight. His brow creases as he considers this.

"Fair game, you won't mind if we take her then." He pulls Stella against him with a rough tug, emitting a small noise from her as he holds the knife in place. "A lot of things we could do with a pretty girl around here."

His gaze slithers the length of her body, the knife pressing closer against her neck as she struggles against his hold. I aim the gun at his head, lining the sight up with his temple. Before his eyes pull away from her, I pull the trigger.

Click.

His eyes widen for a second and turn glassy with shock before they begin to glint with amusement. The mask stretches and there’s no doubt that behind it he is smiling.

I pull the trigger again.

Click. Click. Click.

He laughs, moving the knife an inch away from Stella's neck to accommodate the movement in his arm as his body rocks with the hilarity of it all.

"Well, well, wel—" Before he has time to finish, Stella throws her head backwards, her hands creeping up the front of her throat and throwing his arm away from her. He curses loudly as she spins away from him, making a grab for the knife but missing.

He staggers a step away from us, blood spilling through his fingers as he pulls the balaclava down and clenches his nostrils shut. He waves the knife between us wildly as he continues sputtering curses.

"I'm gonna kill you!"

"We don't have time for this!" one of the other men growls, his gaze cautiously flicking towards mine before continuing in a lower voice. "Peter's waiting."

The one with the knife and hopefully a broken nose seems to sober up at this. He drops his hand to his side, letting the blood trickle freely down his front as he raises the knife towards my throat.

"Give us the keys to your car then," he says slowly, his eyes threatening and his voice rough enough that it actually manages to sound intimidating this time.

I scowl as I continue to point the empty gun in his direction. I can't give him the keys to the car, there are too many memories in there. There has to be something I can do to scare them off somehow. I throw a quick look at the other two guys; it doesn't look like they have any weapons. Stella stands a few feet away from me, her eyes warning me not to do anything. I quickly look away from them, trying to rid their haunting green from my memory.

But I can't.

Lowering the gun, I keep my gaze on the ground, not wanting to see their smug expressions. My blood begins to boil and heat the surface of my skin, but even still I restrain myself from doing anything. I take the car keys out of my pocket and throw them at the feet of the one with the knife. In a swift movement he bends down and scoops them up, his glaring eyes trained on me the entire time.

He steps forward and slashes the knife out towards me. I jump back, the blade catching me on the wrist. It glides through my skin like butter, opening the skin and coaxing a river of blood to cascade down my forearm. I yell out in pain, reflexively clamping down on the wound with my other hand and then shouting at the pain that causes. The gun clatters to the ground at his feet.

He laughs loudly as he steps around me, wiping his blade on the tail of his shirt and picking up the gun. "Looks like we got some wheels fellas," he chuckles, glancing mischievously at the other two men. They take off at a run, already knowing which car is mine. They must have been watching us for longer than I thought. I watch them go, gritting my teeth as they slam the doors shut. The jeep coughs sleepily as they struggle to start her properly. It takes a few moments before she roars to life, fully awake. They pull her out of the gas station and take off speeding down the road, shouting out the windows as they go.

I stand still, staring in the direction they’ve gone, listening as their shouts slowly fade to nothing and their shape disappears over a hill. I'm surprised they didn't bother killing us when they so easily could have. The thought is taken from me by my aching wrist, as my fingers, wet and glistening a dark red, tightly clench around the wound. With a calm resolve that is difficult to hold, my nostrils flare as I exhale a low and steady breath.

I lost my car.

I lost my goddamn car, because of her.

She steps up beside me, staring off after them, her finger gently tracing the curve of her neck.

"Well," Stella sighs, "that could've gone better."

I shift my glare towards her, my jaw beginning to ache from the constant tension of gritting my teeth. She furrows her brow before dropping her gaze to my wrist.

"You're hurt," she frowns, looking back up, "let me see."

I step away from her, my features creasing into a deeper glare. "No," I spit.

She straightens up, her face pinching in confusion. "What? I'm just trying to help!"

"I don't need your help!" I shout, not caring how loud I am. "Goddammit this is exactly why I don't help people!"

She coils back, surprise exploding on her face before settling into anger. "What? You blame me for this?" she asks incredulously. "How is this my fault?"

"I stopped at the gas station to let you out! If you weren't with me I would still have my car!" And everything I had in it, I think bitterly. All the photos and drawings. All the memories I had with that car.

All gone.

"You needed to get gas!" she retorts.

"I had a full tank!" I yell back. "Only reason I stopped was to get rid of you!"

She steps away, her anger simmering down as though she begrudgingly accepts what I've said. Lips pressing together tightly, she stares off to the side and irons out the crease of her brow.

"I'm sorry," she breathes softly, "I'm sorry you feel that way, but there's nothing we can do about it now." She returns her gaze to mine, her eyes staring into the dark recesses of my soul. "Our best chance of survival lies in sticking together." Her gaze doesn't deviate from mine as she holds me still with her eyes.

The same eyes that haunt me in my dreams.

That beg me for help every night.

Those same fucking eyes.

For a fraction of a second I see past the eyes. Hatred overwhelms me as I see them for what they really are. A distant memory, a bad dream. A green haze that has tormented me for so long. And I see the manipulation in them. The lies.

"What is it that you really want?" I sneer.

She looks at me confused. "What?"

"Oh don't insult me! Do you think I'm an idiot!" I yell.

She stares at me, her eyes hard.

"I know all about the damsel in distress act you've been playing." Her shoulders slump as I say this and I know now that I'm definitely right. "A little tip for next time, it doesn't really work well if you go around head butting people!"

She rolls her eyes.

"So tell me then! What do you want? What do you want from me!" I shout at her. With her shoulders slumped, she stares at the ground for a moment before looking up at me with the smallest of frowns; one I already suspect to be fake.

"Okay," she huffs, "you got me."

Her eyes become glassy with the glint of unshed tears as she blinks dramatically to keep them at bay. She turns away from me, hugging herself around the waist.

"I've been alone for so long," she says, her shoulders beginning to shake lightly with sobs. "I didn't realize how much I missed company until I met you. You remind me of my father." She turns around to face me now, her eyes red with tears, her cheeks streaked.

"I just don't want to be alone anymore," she says, shutting her eyes as more tears begin to fall. In a matter of seconds, she has receded into a tear streaked, bubbling mess. It happened a little too quickly.

I watch her for another moment, observing the thick lashes matted with tears and the red puffy cheeks.

"I call bullshit."

Her eyes fly open, her lips parting into a small 'o'.

"What?" she asks, almost sounding flustered.

"I call bullshit," I repeat.

She stares at me for a moment in surprise and confusion, before dropping all emotion completely. All sadness flees her eyes and leaves her looking slightly bemused.

"You're good," she nods, the hint of a smile tugging at the corner of her lips.

I shrug. "Hate to admit it, but it was a lucky guess."

She nods again, allowing herself a full smile as she reflects on this.

"I want to go north," she tells me, "I've heard rumors that the infection can't survive up there."

"And why do you need me for that?" I ask.

"More the merrier?" she suggests with a grin. I frown at her, to which I receive another roll of her eyes.

"I'm safer with you than I am alone. And I don't think you're better off without me, despite what you think."

I study her features for a moment before deciding that she's telling the truth. Probably.

"So what's in it for me?" I ask.

She shakes her head. "Absolutely nothing."

I snort and look at her skeptically, folding my arms across my chest.

"But I know what type of person you are," she continues, "you're a good guy. And your conscience isn't gonna let you abandon me."

I scowl at her. "Wanna bet?"

She frowns, her brow furrowing slightly as she sizes me up.

"Yes," she nods, her eyes uncertain.

My scowl grows deeper as I readjust the grip on my wrist.

"Come on," she says, "let's go look for a first aid kit in the gas station." She reaches her arm out towards me, but I step back with a growl.

"I don't like you," I breathe.

She drops her arm and stares at me for a moment before nodding with a sigh.

"I know," she says, turning and walking towards the gas station.

I watch her go for a few minutes, waiting until she is a reasonable distance away before deciding whether or not I should ditch her. She's caused me nothing but bad luck. Although she did save my life on two occasions. And she is just a kid. Goddammit! I wonder for a moment if things would be different if she wasn’t so young. Maybe then I'd be able to leave her behind without a second thought. Yet, somehow, I don't think that would be the case. I glare at her back for another minute before following her, muttering curses under my breath as I go.

She slips into the gas station and I follow after her. The inside is dark and murky, packets of food strewn across the floors. She circles around the store, checking for any infected before stepping behind the counter and dropping out of sight. I can hear her rummaging through the drawers as I look outside, searching the street for any sign of movement. Besides the occasional sway of a branch the area looks still.

"Well," she mutters, "they don't have a first aid kit." She stands up from behind the counter, holding a small bag in her hand. "But they do sell sewing kits."

"You're kidding me."

She smirks, "fraid' not."

She steps around the counter and wanders through the aisles, picking out an item every now and then. Eventually she comes back to the front of the store, but only to make sure that the doors are locked. She seems to be pretty competent at least.

"Come on," she nods, "there are chairs behind the counter." Before I have a chance to respond, she opens a bottle and splashes its liquid onto my arm. I jump back, cursing as I do. The liquid seeps into the gash and burns the flesh, like lava has replaced the blood in my veins. In a matter of seconds my skin turns a bright shade of red.

"Jesus what the hell was that!" I yell, the pain growing worse before it begins to fade.

"Disinfectant," she mumbles, looking down and reading the label. "Well, technically rubbing alcohol."

With a glare, I follow her to the back of the store where we find two small stools hidden behind the counter. She takes a seat, scattering the items she picked out in front of her.

"We're lucky this stuff was leftover," she mumbles, picking out a needle and thread.

"Do you know how to stitch a wound?" I ask, looking at the sizable gash on my wrist and then up at her. I dab at it with the tail of my shirt, cleaning away some of the blood and rubbing alcohol.

She shrugs, most of her concentration focused on threading the needle. "How hard can it be?"

I shake my head. I'd probably have better luck just chopping my arm off. After a moment, she finally manages to thread the needle. She sterilizes everything before she begins to poke at the raw skin surrounding the wound. Every prick of the needle sends sharp pains ricocheting up my arm, as though a sharp blade is tearing the tendons apart from the inside.

"Would you just hurry up and do it!" I exclaim. She shoots me a glare before stabbing the needle into my flesh. Both my fists curl at the sight, but the pain is surprisingly more bearable than I expected. She threads the needle through a few more times, each prick less painful than the last.

"So," she says, her focus primarily on stitching up the wound. "What's in Las Vegas?"

My eyes narrow at her.

"That's none of your business."

She glances up at me, somewhat surprised. "Fair enough," she shrugs after a moment, "I just need to know if your visit there will be a short one, or if you plan on staying.”

I watch her for a moment, trying to think of anyway she can use that information against me. After a minute I decide that it should be harmless letting her know.

"A short one," I admit.

The corner of her lip pulls into a smile. "Good, Las Vegas can be our detour on the way to San Francisco then."

"Our?" I ask, pointing a finger to my chest, "who said I'm coming with you?"

"You followed me in here didn't you?"

She isn't looking at me, but I glare at her anyway. I can't deny the fact that she's right, but that doesn't mean I'm going to be happy about it. And it certainly doesn't mean that I'm going to accompany her wherever she wants to go. Maybe I will just stay in Las Vegas if it means getting rid of her. God knows I don't want to hang around with her any longer than necessary. But curiosity gets the better of me and I find myself wondering what exactly her plans are.

"San Francisco?" I ask, "why not just go straight north to Canada?"

Her nose scrunches up at the idea. "I wanna stick to the coast."

"Any reason why?"

"Yeah," she mumbles, concentrating on the final stitch. "They can't swim."

It's not an answer I was expecting and half of me thinks she might be joking. Although I suppose it's only fair if she doesn't want to tell me her true motives considering I didn't tell her mine.

Finishing the final stitch, she ties a knot and cuts the thread, looking down with pride as her eyes sweep over her handiwork. I glance down myself before she begins wrapping it in gauze, rather surprised by how even the stitching is.

"Were you studying to become a nurse or something?" I ask. She shakes her head.

"No, but I did make dresses in my spare time." She grins at me. "Anyway, I think we should sleep here for the night, I can take first watch, you need the rest for your wrist," she says. I give her a look.

"Last time I fell asleep in your presence you tried to steal my car."

She looks at me with a shrug and a smile. "Well then it's a good thing you don't have a car now."

I give her a look and she drops the smile.

"I'm kidding! We're partners now! You've got nothing to worry about!”

I shake my head at her, unwilling to sleep in the presence of someone I don't trust. Anyone who does that is just asking to wake up with a slit throat. "Go to bed kid, I'll take first watch."

I'll be taking the only watch.

"Suit yourself," she says, offering a smirk and a throw of her hands. She spins around and walks into one of the connected rooms; probably a storeroom or office. I watch her go, my tense muscles only relaxing once she's out of sight.

She strikes me as the type of person that will stab you in the back as soon as you have it turned. I have no doubt that she is already planning how to do so, plotting her moves carefully and waiting for the perfect opportunity to strike.

I do not plan on giving her the chance.


Chapter Ten


Stella


Logan spent the whole night taking watch. He didn't get a second of sleep; that much is obvious from the darkness under his eyes. Obviously because, for whatever reason, he doesn't trust me. But I'm certainly not complaining. I managed to get a whole night's sleep, a luxury I haven't experienced in forever. Honestly, I don't know how I survived without the guy. If it weren't for the constant glaring, he would be perfect.

We've been walking for a short while now, after scavenging the gas station for all it had – which wasn't much. They didn't have backpacks or anything of the sort, so we put what we found in garbage bags; a near-empty lighter, some food and a couple of band-aids. Nothing that was efficient enough to use as a weapon. Hardly a treasure trove, but it's better than nothing. Logan has slung his trash bag over his shoulder as he walks, glaring off into the distance with dark eyes.

I swing mine by my side, trying to keep it in rhythm with my footsteps. I watch it sway, its glossy texture reflecting the heavy sunlight that weighs down on us. I keep my head bowed, unwilling to meet the suns glare. The gravel of the road feels hot under my feet, and I can't keep the sweat at bay as it begins to trickle and fall off the tip of my nose.

On the positive side of things, we haven't run into any infected. Or assholes that want to rob us. . .

I throw a quick glance at Logan, and then look back down at the road. It must be true; most of the infected in the area must have swarmed to Los Angeles. A good thing for us.

Logan slows his walk, so I slow mine to match his, watching his footsteps in my peripheral vision as I keep my main focus on the trash bag swinging at my side. A few seconds pass before Logan stops altogether, lifting his gaze a little higher than the horizon. I glance around the road we're walking on, at the buildings and the streets. Everything appears still.

I turn to Logan, lifting my eyes to his.

"What is it?" I ask.

He doesn't respond, instead he narrows his eyes further, his gaze shifting in different directions. He turns almost in a circle before coming to a halt again, his eyes closing as he tilts his left ear in the air.

"D'you here that?" he asks, his voice barely above a whisper, almost whisked away entirely by the warm wind.

Frowning, I turn in the direction he is facing, my eyes peering down the street. I hold my breath for a moment, concentrating on even the faintest sounds. We both listen intently, but I don't hear anything out of the ordinary. Tree branches rattling in the wind, a lack of animals, a faint knocking . . . wait. I listen closer, taking a step down the street.

It's a sound so faint that the wind almost overwhelms it completely, only audible when the harsh gusts settle down. The rhythm is erratic, varying in volume and severity. I listen for a moment longer before brushing it aside, slightly curious but not enough to go and investigate.

"It's probably just a door banging in the wind," I mutter, still listening to the noise. It’s dropped off on its own accord now, not because of the wind.

"Let's go see what it is," Logan says, stepping forward. I look up at him, surprised.

"What? Why?" I ask, staring in the direction of the noise.

"It could be someone that needs help." He begins walking down the street, the trash bag still slung comfortably over his shoulder.

"I thought you didn't like helping people!" I point out, shooting him a narrow-eyed glare.

"Not when I have nothing to lose," he mumbles, walking off.

I stare at his back for a moment before following him, shaking my head as I go. If the guy wants to change his philosophy because I had pissed him off, then fine, whatever. At least I'm well-rested enough to run if things go bad. Although I can’t help but marvel at the idiocy. Hasn’t he learned his lesson from those hillbillies back at the gas station? Apparently not.

As we walk down the street the sound develops and slowly grows louder with each step. It isn't long before a new sound is heard accompanying it. A voice, shouting with the knocks. Logan looks back at me, a frown on his face. I nod to let him know that I hear it too.

We creep further up the road, sticking to its middle so as to utilize the safety and versatility of the open. Coming to a stop outside of a small home on the side of the street, the noise is now loud and coherent.

"For the love of God is there anyone out there!" they shout before vehemently banging on the walls again. I look over to Logan once more before walking inside.

I push the front door open slowly, limiting the number of creaks and moans that emanate from its old wood. Dropping my garbage bag at the door I peer inside, grateful to find the interior is lit up with enough natural light that I can see comfortably. With tentative steps, I move forward, Logan following closely behind me. He breaks off down the hall towards the source of noise while I turn into the living room. The sliding glass door to the veranda has been shattered. Small shards of glass shimmer like diamonds in the sunlight.

Red paints their edges, gleaming brightly in the light. The furniture has been turned over, a few chairs broken with splatters of blood lining the walls.

Four bodies litter the floor.

I peer around the room and walk towards the kitchen. Leaning over, I run my fingers along the nearest wall.

The blood is dry, but slightly sticky. Whatever happened here must have happened less than twenty-four hours ago. I step out onto the veranda, glass crunching underfoot as I go. I peer around the backyard, satisfied when I see nothing moving. Retreating from the hot wind, I step back inside and turn, walking down the hall towards the source of noise.

I find Logan standing in front of a chair that is propped up and jammed beneath the handle of a door. The man behind it calls out again, the chair rocking slightly with each bang as the door rattles on its hinges.

Logan reaches out and grabs the edge of the chair before looking back at me.

"Could be a trap," I whisper. He shakes his head.

"I doubt it, looks like he got left behind," he responds, not bothering to whisper.

"Is there someone out there? I-I can hear you talking! Open the door, please!"

Logan raises a brow before moving to pull the chair away. I step forward and grab his hand, stopping him.

"He was probably left behind for a reason," I tell him. "Look at this!" I gesture towards the chair, "someone locked him in there!"

He gives me a look.

"Do I have to remind you that I was going to leave you behind?" I roll my eyes at him.

"I'm hardly so bad that you have to lock me in a bathroom and run away."

"You wanna test that theory?"

I glare at him and step back, letting go of his hand and folding my arms across my chest. He steps to the side of the door before pulling the chair away with him. We both stand still, watching the door, waiting.

But nothing happens.

I throw a look towards Logan before looking back at the door, waiting another moment. Still, nothing happens. With clenched fists I step forward and turn the handle, giving the door a small push. It swings open slowly to reveal a pale man with wide, hooded blue eyes standing in a small bathroom. A beanie stretches over his scalp, hiding a mop of blonde hair. His gaze is startled when it meets mine, before quickly collecting itself.

"Well," he says, forcing a crooked grin. "Isn't this my lucky day." He runs a trembling hand across his forehead, brushing away the length of hair that sticks out from under his hat.

"Why were you locked in there?" I ask cautiously, my gaze traveling the length of his body. His clothes are tight-fitted and clean. It doesn't look like he's been in a struggle, or hiding any weapons.

His eyes bounce to the ground as he scratches the back of his neck. "Straight down to business, I like that." His free hand gives off a small twitch before his gaze returns to mine. A shade of reddish-pink shadows the area underneath his eyes, like he’s been rubbing them for days on end. "But I'd like to know your name a lot more," he finishes with a mischievous grin.

Pushing the chair aside, Logan steps into the doorway of the bathroom, revealing himself. The man's eyes widen again, but only for an instant.

"Answer the question," Logan demands, his tone low and menacing.

He appraises Logan for a second, his expression almost teasing. "Alright, grandpa, no need to get angry."

I can almost feel the animosity reverberating off of Logan as the man squeezes past him and out of the bathroom. He steps around Logan until he's standing almost between us, and then he offers me his hand. "Hi, I'm Joey, and you must be my guardian angel."

My arms remain crossed against my chest as I stare at him blankly.

"You have got to be kidding me," Logan grumbles before grabbing him by the neck. Joey's head snaps up in an effort to stop him, but it's too late. Logan's hand is firmly clasped around the cuff of his collar, his fingers turning white from the intensity of his grip. "Tell me why you were in the bathroom before I lock you back in there myself."

"Alright, alright!" Joey yells, frantically trying to swat Logan away. After a moment’s pause, Logan lets him go and takes a step back. Joey rubs the back of his neck and glares at Logan and I. "If you must know, I got into a disagreement with someone in my group. They must have locked me in here as a joke and forgotten to let me out when the infected came."

"Pretty big thing to forget," I muse. He looks at me.

"Yeah, well, I'm trying not to take it personally."

"What was the disagreement?" Logan asks. Joey turns to look at him, having to crane his neck slightly to meet his gaze.

"She thought I stole some of her food," he turns to look at me, "I didn't."

Logan's glare shifts from Joey to me, his brow arching in question. I shrug at him; the guy looks harmless enough, even if he is most likely lying.

"Okay," Logan says, "good enough."

Joey bows his head, a sound of relief escaping him. "Thank you, now can I get your names?" He shoots a look between Logan and I.

"I'm Stella, he's Logan," I say. He grins at me again.

"Beautiful name for a beautiful girl." Logan rolls his eyes while I stare at Joey with indifference.

"I can still lock you back in there you know?" I tell him. With his hooded eyes focused on me, his grin only grows wider.

"As long as you lock yourself in there with me," he winks.

I drop my arms with a scoff and turn away from him.

Walking back into the living room, I begin looking around for anything useful. They were in a hurry when they abandoned this place, they might have left something valuable behind. After a moment, Logan and Joey follow me. Logan stands by the hall whilst Joey crouches down, inspecting one of the bodies. I stop what I'm doing to look over at him.

"Any of them yours?" I ask. He glances over at the other three corpses before shaking his head.

"No, they must have all gotten away."

"You know where they could have gone?" I ask, moving into the kitchen and opening a few of the cabinets. I peer inside, frowning at their empty interiors. They didn't leave anything behind.

Well, besides Joey.

"Yeah we have a rendezvous point for if any of us got separated, San Manuel Amphitheater, just on the edge of town," he stands up, stepping away from the corpse. "Where are you two headed?"

I shut the cabinet doors, a little forcefully, before turning to answer him. "Las Vegas."

Another grin finds itself on his face. "Our base is located in Barstow, it's on the way to Las Vegas, you should come with us!"

I throw a look in Logan's direction to see how he feels about it. As usual he just looks impatient and irritated, so I look back to Joey.

"Do you have a car?" I ask, a plan already forming in my mind.

"Better," he smiles. "We have a bus."


Chapter Eleven


Stella


I hold the red backpack up in front of me and closely inspect it. Its color isn't as nice as my old one, not as dark. But it's better than the garbage bag I've been lugging around. Pouring my belongings out onto the floor, I quickly transfer everything over when I hear a faint sound.

Click.

I glance up from my crouch and peer around the small room, waiting a moment before zipping the bag shut. My knees begin to ache so I stand up, my eyes continuing to dart between every corner of the living room. I'm sure I heard something. Frowning, I strain to listen.

Thud.

My brow creases irritably as I look up at the ceiling. It was probably Logan or Joey, rummaging around upstairs. It annoys me that they aren't quieter, if I can hear them from downstairs, who knows what else can?

Slinging the bag strap over my shoulder I move to leave the room, but stop mid-step. An infected man walks into the garden outside, slowly shuffling past the window. I stand still, watching it through the glass, hoping it doesn't look my way. Any movement now will surely catch its attention. It pauses and its bald head, covered in bloody scratches looks up towards the sky.

It sniffs the air for a moment before walking again, its steps restricted by the brambles and small bushes of the garden. I start to feel relieved when it moves past the window and out of sight, but my breath catches in my throat when I hear a snap, followed by the indistinguishable creak of an opening door. My stomach drops as a single thought swims into my mind.

Is the front door locked?

Logan was the last one to enter, so he should have locked the door behind him. With clenched fists I dash towards the open archway of the living room, only to stop myself when I see the front door slowly but surely opening, the infected already half-way inside. I can slam the door shut on it, but that will only bring its attention towards me. I curse under my breath. It's too late now anyway.

Crouching down beside the wall, I poke my head around the side in time to see its dirty boot stepping over the threshold.

Thump.

I glance up at the noise.

The infected makes a small cry at the back of its throat, as if acknowledging the sound. With an arm stretched out towards the banister, it begins to trudge towards the stairs.

That's not good, I think. I throw myself away from the wall and quietly run towards the back door of the small house. I don't bother looking for a weapon. There’s no time, and confined in a small space like this, I'd rather take my chances running. I knew we shouldn't have stopped.  We should have just kept walking to the stadium.

I hurriedly throw the door open, its blinds rattling against the glass as I run out into the backyard. Turning back towards the house, I look up at the second floor windows. They're all empty, neither Logan nor Joey are anywhere in sight. Damn!

Jumping, I begin to wave my arms above my head, hoping they might see me. But they don't. I glance around the garden, looking for anything heavy enough that I can throw. A stone maybe, or a stick. But there's nothing.

Cursing again, I run towards the gutter pipe that stretches up the wall of the building. I drop my bag on the ground and hesitate, wondering for a moment if there's anything inside I can use to catch their attention. I decide against it, not wanting to waste any more time looking. With a firm grip around the pipe, I give it a harsh shake, testing its dependability. It shudders violently but doesn't tear away from the concrete.

"I can't believe I'm doing this," I mutter, grabbing the pipe and pulling myself up the wall. I bite my tongue as I hold myself in position, struggling to find a foothold. My palms are so sweaty now it’s almost impossible to get a grip.

I lift my foot and place it flat against the wall before kicking myself up. The pipe shudders forcibly, threatening to break away from the wall, its hot metal already scraping away chunks of cement.

Awkwardly, I manage to shimmy up the pipe, my breathing harsh in my chest. With perspiration running down my temple, I throw out my hand and bang it against the nearest window before clamping it back down on the pipe for support. If they didn't hear that, I'm leaving them to deal with the problem before things get any worse.

Luckily for them, the window slides open and Joey sticks his head out. Curiosity overrides shock on his face, and he actually starts smiling.

"What the hell are you doing?" he asks, all of his features scrunched as he stares at me.

"There's an infected coming up the stairs" —I pause, struggling to maintain my grip on the pipe— "you have to get out of the house!"

Panic deforms the smile on his face into a scowl. He looks back at me for a second longer before quickly nodding his head and ducking back inside. I loosen my grip on the pipe enough to let me slide down. My feet hit the ground hard as I stagger back, my palms bright red from clasping the hot metal. I stare at them for a moment before picking my bag up and stepping a distance back from the window.

Glancing around the small backyard, I’m grateful to find that there aren't any other infected nearby.

Joey reappears at the window and throws down a bag that I fail to catch before he begins to carefully climb out. He reaches towards the pipe I used, his foot slipping on the window sill. He scrabbles to hold onto the pipe, his abrupt leap from the window ripping it away from the wall. Small chunks of concrete and brick rain down onto the garden as the pipe snaps and Joey falls.

The infected screams somewhere in the house.

I rush towards Joey and drop down on one knee beside his crumpled form. The pipe had managed to lower him somewhat close to the ground before snapping, he shouldn't be too injured.

"I'm okay, I'm okay," he says through gritted teeth, picking himself up. I help him to his feet before looking back up to find Logan, standing on the edge of the window sill.

"What the hell are you doing?" I yell, shocked at the sight of him. Joey looks up beside me, his mouth agape, eyes wide. "He's gonna break a leg if he jumps!" I say.

"What other choice does he have?" Joey mumbles.

The infected screams again. Logan throws a glance back into the room before launching himself from the ledge. The infected replaces him at the aperture, its arm reaching out and trying to grab him. My features pinch together as Logan hits the ground with bent knees and a loud thud. The infected thrusts itself forward with a scream, its entire torso sticking out the window. For a moment I think it might try to make the leap, but it pulls itself back with a growl.

Interesting, I think. It almost looked like it was thinking.

Logan cradles his leg as Joey and I kneel beside him, looking him over for any protruding bones. I didn't hear any snaps, I think, assuring myself that that's a good sign. He curses softly with a red face as we help to pull him up.

The infected watches the three of us from the window, its lips, encrusted with dried blood are pulled back to reveal rows of blunt teeth, painted shades darker than they should be. I pull Logan's arm over my shoulder as Joey does the same. We stand still for a minute, balancing him as he shifts his weight cautiously from one foot to another, deciding which is the most injured.

A snarl rips through the infected man's throat as it begins to lean out the window again, like a bird on a branch, readying itself to take flight. Its lifeless eyes, reflective and glossy in the sunlight remain focused intently on the three of us.

"Come on, let's go," Joey says, beginning to steer us away from the house as he scoops his bag up from the ground.

As if the small movement triggered it, the infected snaps back into the room and hurls itself away from the window with a violent throw, disappearing inside. Its snarl rippling through the house as it maneuvers towards the stairs.

"Let's go now!" Joey shouts louder this time, pulling Logan and I towards the open gate at the back of the garden. I look away from the house and do as he says, the three of us struggling in a quick hobble. I can’t help but glance over my shoulder as I hear the back-door slamming against the wall as it’s thrown open. The infected sprints out into the garden, its arms twitching violently at its sides.

I try to quicken my pace but find it too difficult under Logan’s weight. It’s tempting, so tempting, to just drop his arm and dash ahead on my own, but something in the back of my mind must think he’s still of some use to me, because I grit my teeth and swallow the instinct whole.

We reach the open gate. Joey drops Logan's arm and spins to slam the door shut, but the infected crashes against it just before he can. I drop Logan's arm and throw myself against the gate, the impact forcing the infected back enough for Joey to reach over and shut the metal latch. He snatches his hand back as we both push ourselves away, the infected scratching and punching at the hard wood. I rub my shoulder, surprised at how thick and sturdy the wood is.

Joey and I share a glance. He puffs his cheeks out with a sigh, his face red and splotchy with sweat. I give myself a moment to breathe, wiping the perspiration from my forehead with the back of my hand.

"I told you we shouldn't stop to scavenge," I huff, too tired to glare at either of them. Joey rolls his eyes and Logan limps to the fence across from us so that he can lean against it. I glance up and down the small alley we’ve found ourselves in, wedged between rows of houses. All their back fences lead here. Some are open. "Let's get moving," I say, not feeling entirely safe as I try to ignore the commotion on the other side of the fence.

"Here," Joey says, shrugging his bag off and handing it towards me. "You carry the bags and I'll help him," he juts his chin towards Logan. I reach out to take the bag, but hesitate, imagining which of the two would be easier to drop if we had to run again. I nod and take the bag from him, slinging it over my other shoulder. Logan could grab me and pull me back, no risk of that with a bag.

Joey moves towards Logan and reaches out towards his hand, only to have Logan push him back.

"I'm fine," he hisses, his face pinched. "I can walk on my own."

Joey looks back at me, unsure.

"Don't be a baby, Logan, you can barely stand!" I gesture at him, struggling to hold himself upright against the fence. He takes a step down the alley, his eyes squeezed shut in concentration.

"Just give me a minute," he says through gritted teeth, using the fence as support.

"We don't have a minute!" I say, more than a little annoyed now. I throw a hand towards the gate behind us, rattling on its hinges. It looks pretty sturdy, but I don't want to take any chances.

He opens his eyes, but only to glare at me.

"Fine," he spits, "come on then." He reaches an arm out and slings it over Joey's shoulder as he pushes himself away from the fence. Together they stagger up the alley and out onto the street. A quick survey of the area proves that the coast is clear, at least for now. The sound of the infected is still loud behind us, and I’m sure that it will attract others.

I walk slightly ahead of them as we trudge down the road, urging Logan every other moment to try and pick up the pace. I know he can’t help it but I’m eager to get away from the house as quickly as possible. It doesn’t help that Joey keeps stopping to ask every ten minutes if Logan needs a break. I scoff every time I hear him ask. Logan's ego is far too big to allow him a break. Although I suspect that Joey is only asking because he wants one.

I’m several paces ahead of them when I round the corner of the street and come to a stop, observing the large amphitheater at the end of the road. After a few seconds Logan and Joey come up beside me.

"There it is," Joey points.

I follow his finger to see a bright yellow school bus, parked just beside the entrance.


Chapter Twelve


Stella


Joey has this strange look on his face, a mixture of joy and displeasure, as if he didn’t expect to actually find them. I squint at the bus, barely distinguishing the outlines of people moving around inside. Or what I hope are people.

"Come on," Joey says, his entire demeanor suddenly charging with energy. "Let's go!"

Joey pulls Logan forward, emitting a string of curses from his tightly pinched lips as he struggles to keep in step with the eager strides Joey insists upon. "Don't worry, you can sit on the bus," Joey tells him, ignoring the sideways glare Logan shoots him with.

Joey and Logan walk past me as I stand and watch, peering at the small movements within. Although not tinted, the windows are dark, making it difficult to see inside. I stand still, watching for another minute. The movements inside seem too smooth and fluid to be that of the infected. This calms me some. Walking forwards, I make sure to remain behind Joey, just in case they aren't friendly to strangers.

As we approach, one of the figures within the bus stops what they are doing to look at us, their body moving towards a window before lurching back in a sudden, swift motion. My steps falter, unsure of what could have caused such a reaction. Maybe Joey really was locked in that bathroom for a reason, and they were hoping never to see him again. . .

If that's the case, it's strange that Joey appears so enthusiastic to reunite with them.

The door of the bus slides open with a creak. I stumble to a halt as I wait for someone to appear. Joey pulls Logan a few steps closer before coming to a stop, his focus centered on the open door of the bus. It isn't long before a woman appears with long, orange hair that’s been pulled into a retro style. Several locks stream down the side of her neck like glowing lava, clashing against the chestnut color of her skin. Her eyes land and linger on Joey before glancing at Logan and I.

"Rocket!" Joey exclaims, bringing the woman's attention back to him. Her expression remains blank as she stares at him from the door of the bus. Throwing her foot out, she steps down, her boot crunching on the gravel of the pavement. The corner of her mouth pulls slightly into what could pass as a smile.

"Joey," she says lightly, her eyes trained on his. "I thought we'd lost you."

"Oh, you should know you can't get rid of me that easily!"

She stares at him with a blank, unreadable expression. Her shoulders are strained back in a rigid posture and her hands hang furled at her sides. My eyes dart between the two of them as the air thickens with a palpable tension. Rocket attempts another smile as she looks Logan over, her eyes analyzing the situation.

"I see you brought new friends," she glances at me, her honey colored eyes seemingly dark in thought. Remembering the importance of first impressions, I step forward and hold my hand out for her to shake.

"I'm Ste—"

"She's my girlfriend," Joey interrupts with a smirk, drawing both our attentions back to him. "And this is my grandpa," he gives Logan a light shake. I cross my arms as Logan growls under his breath, the three of us appraising Joey with irritated looks.

"Why don't you help him on the bus?" She steps aside and gestures with a sweep of her hand for them to board, before turning uncertain and looking at Logan and I for confirmation. "If you're coming with us?"

"If that would be alright?" I say, glancing at Logan for any sign that his opinion has changed.

"Of course," she smiles, this time authentically as she tips her head forward with a small nod. "But if you try anything," she continues, "either of you." She splits her cautionary glare to Logan. "I ain't gonna say how easy it would be for me to put you both down."

Joey flashes a toothy grin in her direction before pulling Logan onto the bus. I linger outside, appraising the woman once more. She looks at me expectantly, waiting.

"Sorry," I say with a shake of my head, realizing that I’ve been staring. "I'm Stella."

Her lips pull into another smile. "Rocket."

"That's an interesting name," I note.

"Oh thanks," she says, her tone genuinely flattered. "It was my nickname back when I was a NASCAR driver, I like it better than my real name so I figured, what better time to change than during the apocalypse?" She smiles and gives a small shrug.

I begin to reply but stop when Joey pulls down one of the windows at the back of the bus. He sticks his head out and looks down at the two of us.

"Do you two ladies wanna get a move on?" he asks with the same grin he always seems to carry. He ducks his head back inside and rolls the window up as we both glare at him. I look back at Rocket, ironing my features out into a softer expression.

"I hope he wasn't a bad surprise," I nod towards where Joey sits on the bus. She appraises me with a look before glancing over her shoulder at Joey's outline in the window. She stares at him for a moment, her lips slowly pulling into a firm line as the air turns tense once again. 

"Me too," she says absently. Turning back to me, she forces another smile and gestures for me to board the bus. I manage a smile back and walk onboard. I pause on the first step as I catch sight of a tall, slender man. His dark eyes widen behind thick glasses as he meets my gaze. He drops his eyes quickly, running a pale hand through his dark, gelled hair.

"That's Gale," Rocket says, coming up behind me. "He's clever, but he don't talk much."

He forces a tight-lipped smile that is short lived and chooses to keep his eyes on the floor of the bus. Logan and Joey sit together near the back, although Logan doesn't look too happy with his company, he seems content staring out the window as Joey talks in his ear. He spares me a look before returning his attention to the window.

"Why don't you sit up here with me?" Rocket suggests, gesturing to the bench behind the driver's seat. "It's a long trip and I could use the company," she smiles with a shrug. I return her smile with a nod and sit down on the cushioned seat, shrugging both bags off my shoulders and throwing them onto the bench opposite me.

"I'd say buckle up," she slides into the driver's seat and starts the ignition before hanging her wrist over the wheel and looking back at us. "But we don't have any seat belts."

She stomps her boot down on the accelerator and the bus jolts forward as she pulls it off the sidewalk and out onto the road. I lean back in my seat for a moment, grateful for the opportunity of rest, no matter how short it lasts.

"So Joey mentioned that your base is on the way to Las Vegas?" I ask, leaning forward so that she can hear me over the roar of the engine. She glances back at me, but keeps her eyes primarily focused on the road.

"That's right, we're about a two-hour drive away." She looks back, "one and a half if you're me," she winks, returning her attention to the road. "Is that where you and your friend are headed?"

I nod. "Yeah."

"He your dad?"

I almost laugh. "No, no he is definitely not."

"Well, our next scavenging trip might be to Las Vegas. It's been tough, most of the towns have been stripped bare, we've had to move further and further out. But maybe we can give you a ride?" She shrugs, steering the bus around a small congregation of feeding infected. They look up from their meal to regard the bus, but quickly return to their feast, some of the bones already stripped clean.

"That'd be appreciated," I nod, not bothering with a smile because I know she can't see me.

I make small talk with her for the next hour and a bit, asking her about her hair and how difficult it must be to maintain.

"All worth it when I end up looking this good," she waved, gesturing to the large curl atop her head that flows straight down her back in a classic 50's housewife style. It’s an unusual look, but one that suits her. She loves all things retro.

I make up some things about myself to tell her. I like cats, Disney films and iced tea. Anything that slowly builds a steady foundation of trust. After a few more minutes of small talk, I figure I have her buttered up enough to ask.

"So what's the deal with you and Joey?" I finally inquire, leaning forward further so that I can catch any expression that flits across her face.

Her brow furrows. "Oh, that?" she waves. "That's nothing, we just don't get along."

"It must be something if you locked him in a bathroom," I press, curious as to what she's hiding.

"Girl, you've spent enough time with him, tell me you don't want to lock him alone in a room somewhere." She glances back with an amused smile. "Besides, I don't like tainting people's perceptions, I'll let you make your own assumption of him."

I lean back defeated. "Fair enough," I mutter.

Resolved that I'm not going to get anything else out of her, I turn my attention towards the window and fully push myself back into the soft cushion. Desolate and barren lands whisk by as I settle down, my eyelids drooping with a slowly increasing weight. They close completely, and I’m not sure if sleep takes me until I feel the familiar shadow of a nightmare creeping upon me.

The darkness hugs me as I drift off, the momentum of the bus cradling me into the dark abyss of dreams. I'm not on the bus anymore, I'm at the coast! I've finally made it. I'm walking along the sandy shore, the spray of distant waves settling on my skin when I see him. His back is turned to me, but he's turning around, slowly. I've finally found him after all this time! I call out his name, but I don't hear a sound. I grab his shoulder and pull him towards me. His head begins to turn and—

"Hey!"

I jerk awake, slapping at the hand on my shoulder. Panting heavily I look up to find Rocket, the lines of her face creased in concern.

"You okay?" she asks.

I glance around at the bus, remembering where I am. I look up at her and nod.

"Good, cause we're here."


Chapter Thirteen


Logan


Small bolts of pain, like arrows, shoot up my right leg and embed themselves in my thigh as I step down off the bus. Clutching onto Joey's shoulder for support, I glance up from the ground at the small, one-story school building and scowl. A chain-link fence, rusted with age surrounds the premises, only slightly taller than myself. It looks ready to topple if the wind blows in the right direction. I doubt it’s capable of keeping out a child, let alone a grown infected.  

Scanning the surrounding area, a desolate wasteland of hot desert with small buildings littered across its horizon, my scowl lessens. At least it looks like they cleared out the vicinity, and they have a good vantage point of any infected coming near. I crane my neck back as Stella and the other woman step off the bus.

"This is your camp?" I ask, lacing my tone with as much skepticism as I can possibly manage. She directs a smile my way as she pauses on the top step, waiting as Stella jumps down.

"I know it doesn't look like much, but it's treated us well." She shakes her head at me as if already anticipating what my reply will be. "But if it makes you feel better, we have been planning on moving. We just need to find somewhere."

I look back at the gate, and the pudgy man behind it who is eyeing us warily. I'm surprised they haven't been overrun already, although the surrounding area looks pretty barren of life.

Joey throws a hand out towards the man guarding the gate and begins to wave at him. "Hey, Ron!”

Ron replies with a tight lipped smile and a nod, holding his rifle closer towards his chest.

"It's alright, Ron,” Rocket smiles, stepping around us and up to the gate, "they're with us."

He nods again with the same uncomfortable smile before pulling his rifle away and leaning it against the fence. Digging into his jacket pocket, he retrieves a golden key that glints in the sunlight. Clumsily, he stabs it at the fat lock of the gate, missing a few times before finally, with a twist, the lock pops open.

A chain link fence, and all they have for defense is one fat lock and an even fatter man. My features pinch together as I shake my head. The sooner I get out of here the better. I can't believe I'm actually thinking this, but I was probably safer when it was just Stella and I.

This place is like an unstable grenade, ready to blow up in your face at any moment. I'm not going to stick around and get blasted, let alone hit by any of the shrapnel. As soon as I get my leg fixed I'm out of here.

"You're gonna love it inside," Joey tells me. "Everyone gets their own room because there are heaps of classrooms, although I think the only ones left are English and Math rooms. . ."

I tune him out, already sick of hearing him talk. I endured the entire bus ride listening to him go on and on about pointless crap. I don't need to know the name of his dog when he was eight years old, and I don't care. The kid is either an idiot or intentionally trying to piss me off. From his occasional smirks and chuckles, I assume the latter.

Like a singing whale, the gate creaks loudly as it swings open, scraping against the small pebbles and rocks beneath it. Rocket steps aside and gestures for us to enter, her gaze lingering on Joey before she looks to me with a wink.

I limp ahead with Joey's aid, ignoring Ron’s stare as he picks his rifle up and closes the gate behind us. I glance back as he snaps the lock in place and returns to his position by the door.

It would only take ten, maybe a few more infected to tear that fence down. I don't know why they even bother with the lock. It's a miracle these people aren't dead yet.

I turn my attention back towards walking, trying to put most pressure on my left leg. Rocket strides ahead, guiding us towards the large school hall. She opens the door for us and holds it open as we limp inside. I look around the dimly lit room.

Several people milling about glance up at us in curiosity, their movements slowing but not stopping. Multiple tables lay scattered around the room, most covered in maps, food or other items. Up on the stage are several cots that sit close to the ground, a few people lie in them, but many appear empty. One elderly man stalks between them, focusing his attention on one person at a time, his angular eyes narrowed at each of them in an expression of constant annoyance.

"Joey, you take Logan to Doctor Choy, I'll introduce Stella to Aaron." Rocket points towards the stage, her features blank as she looks at Joey. When she turns to me, the corner of her lip twitches up as her eyes run me from head-to-toe.

I glance back at Stella as Joey leads me towards the stage. She's talking to the other man on the bus and doesn't even notice me leaving. Clenching my jaw, I turn my attention forward as Joey steers us behind the stage to a set of stairs. Struggling, he helps me up one step at a time. The doctor sees us from the other side and rushes over, as best as he can for his age, abandoning his other patient.

"Your leg no good?" he asks in broken English, pointing towards an empty cot, his words thick with a Mandarin accent.

"Yeah I—"

"He fell out of a building!" Joey interrupts, leaning down to drop me on the cot. "It was awesome!"

"Jumped," I correct with a growl, my eyes narrowing as I glare up at him. "I jumped out of a building."

"That don't make you sound any smarter." The doctor shakes his head, looking my leg up and down and placing his hands on his hips. "Not much I can do but bandage," he says, pulling a roll of white gauze out from his pocket. Pushing my pant leg up, he begins unraveling it around my heel.  Like a snake it wraps around my ankle and coils up towards my thigh, a little tighter than I would like.

I look out from the stage, scanning the small area, my eyes running across the floor and up the walls. I catch sight of Stella and Rocket at a table near the back, laughing with a man. I don't feel comfortable with her knowing more than I do. The sooner I get over there the better. The man they're laughing with is probably the 'leader' of this camp. I turn back towards the doctor, his features scrunched in concentration as he continues to slowly wrap the bandage around my leg.

"Think we could hurry this up, Doc?" I ask, glancing between him and Stella at the back of the room. He looks up at me with narrowed eyes before yanking on the bandage, the pressure shooting pain up my leg. I clutch at it with a curse, glaring at him as he clips it down.

"You want me look at your wrist?" he asks, pointing a shriveled finger towards the bandage wrapped tightly around most of my arm. I glance down at it, the pale pink of blood beginning to seep through the white.

"No it's fine," I say, tapping my uninjured foot on the wooden floor. Somewhat confident that the rubbing alcohol Stella had splashed on it will be sufficient in warding off any infection.

"Alright," he says, reaching under the cot and pulling out a crutch. Struggling to stand up, Joey offers him a hand that he waves away. As I push myself up from the cot he offers me the crutch. I take it and slide it under my arm, finding it far less painful to walk now.

"Thank you," I nod. He waves his hand in my face.

"Don't thank me yet. If it broken you done for." He waddles away to another cot, leaving me to scowl at the back of his balding head for a minute. Joey laughs, giving my shoulder a firm slap.

"He's hilarious isn't he?"

I move my glare from the doctor to Joey. The jackass actually has me missing Stella's company.

"Come on," he chuckles, "let's go meet up with the others." He steps back to allow me room to adjust with my new crutch. Swinging it under my arm a few times I move towards the stairs, preferring its aid far more than Joey’s.

Much to my annoyance, he keeps pace with me as we walk the distance of the hall. Their heads swivel in our direction as we reach them, Rocket's eyes grazing my bandaged leg and lingering before snapping to meet my gaze.

"This is Stella's friend that I was telling you about," she says, stepping between Stella and the man and gently guiding him towards me. "Logan this is Aaron, he practically set this place up."

Aaron extends an arm towards me. I let his palm linger in the air for a moment, hesitating before reaching out and giving it a firm shake.

"Good to meet you, Logan," he says, his brown eyes trained on me. "It's been awhile since we've seen new faces."

"Well I’m surprised you’re still here to see new faces, your defenses are pretty weak," I say, cutting right down to it.

"Excuse me?" he asks, his closely shaved head jerking back in surprise. His lips curve in amusement and I find myself irritated by this.

"If my leg wasn't injured I'd be able to knock that fence down myself," I tell him. "I'm surprised this place hasn't been overrun yet."

His lips part in an open smile, revealing white, cared for teeth. He holds his expression for a moment before glancing at Stella and then looking back at me with a chuckle.

"Look," he grins, "I know what I'm doing, I—"

"Doesn't look that way to me," I interrupt. These people aren't my problem, but that doesn't mean that they should all die because one ignorant man thinks he knows best.

He pauses, his smile now a clenched one as he tenses.

"Really?" he asks. "Because we've both survived the same amount of time and from where I'm standing," he points to my leg, "it looks like I'm doing a better job at it than you are."

My jaw clenches as I glare at him. His eyes turn mocking as he smiles cockily, and I find myself wanting to smack the grin from his face.

Stella barks out a laugh and I direct my glare towards her. She shrugs, not looking the least bit apologetic.

Fine.

If these people don't want my help, then I won't give it to them. It makes my life easier and it isn't my problem if they all end up dying. I tried, that should be more than enough to save me from any damn guilty conscience.

"Look, all jokes aside I'm—" Aaron begins speaking but stops as the doors of the hall are thrown open. They slam against the wall as a young girl bursts through them, her eyes wild as they scan the room. They locate Aaron, widening in conviction as she runs towards us, sweat glistening on her skin.

"Aaron!" she heaves in a shout, panting heavily as she reaches us. "We have a problem." She stops beside me, leaning forward and resting her hands on her knees as she struggles to regain her breath.

"What is it?" Rocket asks, moving away from Aaron so that we're standing in a circle.

"The horde," she pants, "in L.A." She stops again to regain her breath. Aaron's features crease as he waits for her to continue. "It's headed this way."

As if a bomb has been dropped in the center of our circle, a shockwave ripples over everyone. A heavy silence follows the blast. No one seems to know quite how to react. Aaron's dark eyes glaze over with an indisputable harshness as he stares at the girl.

"Are you sure?" he asks, so tense that his skin has started to turn red.

She nods. "Positive, I watched them for hours on my scavenging run."

I didn't think it possible but his entire body manages to become even more rigid at this. All hope he might have had now drains from his face as he pinches his lips together in a hard line.

"How long?"

She shakes her head, her brows pinching in thought. "Two days," she shrugs, "maybe three."

He nods.

Relief and disappointment clash as I mull this over. I didn't want to stay here anyway, but the promise of a rest was an enticing one. I almost feel like laughing at the irony of it. What were the odds that as soon as we found some place remotely safe it would be taken away from us just as we arrived? Like God's way of screwing me over, sending trouble wherever I go.

"We have to leave," Rocket says, glancing around at us, "as soon as possible."

"No!" Aaron snaps. She looks at him startled. "We don't leave unless we absolutely have to."

I open my mouth to speak, to tell him that he’s being an idiot, but I think better of it. He's already declared that he doesn't want my help.

"I know what I'm doing," he tells Rocket as she looks at him skeptically. "Just give me some time to think." He straightens himself up, glancing at each of us in turn. "In the meantime, we keep this between ourselves. I don't want to cause any unnecessary panic."

Unnecessary panic?

A horde, substantial enough in size to overrun the second largest city in the United States is headed this way. And this jackass thinks that that's unnecessary panic? I shake my head.

He catches the movement, his eyes pouncing on mine with a viciousness. "Do you understand?"

I glare at him. His dark eyes are hard as they challenge mine. Gritting my teeth, I give a curt nod before looking away. If the idiot wants to get everyone killed, then that's his choice, but I'm not going to stick around to watch it happen.

"Good," he spits the word. "I'm going to go and think of a plan." He glances round at everyone once more before turning and stalking away. I stare at his back as he leaves, his posture straight and rigid as he avoids the stares of other people in the hall.

The young girl nods awkwardly before spinning on her heel and walking back out the doors from which she came.

The four of us that remain stand in silence, occasionally sharing a glance but ultimately keeping our gazes on the ground.

"Alright," Rocket begins, catching our attention. "It'll be night soon. So, Joey, why don't you show Stella to her room," she pauses, her gaze lingering on me as she tilts her head forward, "and I'll show Logan to his."

A small sigh escapes Stella as Joey turns towards her with a smirk, already leading her towards the exit. I watch them go, glad that I'm finally rid of him. I turn back to find Rocket looking me up and down. She finds me watching and stops, her lips pulling into their own form of a smirk. Slowly, and with precision, she takes a step towards me.

"Come on," she says under her breath, nodding towards the exit. She takes another step towards me before sidestepping out of the way, avoiding a collision. She walks towards the doors with slow, deliberate steps, swaying her hips as she goes. When I make no move to follow her, she glances back at me, her eyes dropping to her backside before trailing back up to meet with my stare. "You coming?"

I nod as my face flushes with heat. I thought there was something else in her stares, now I'm sure. She turns back around and I take the opportunity to swallow the lump in my throat as I follow her out of the hall.

"Math's block is cleanest," she says without turning around. I follow her wordlessly, glancing around at the few people moving between buildings. We reach the math's building and she leads me to a room. She opens the door for me and gestures me inside.

I glance around as I step in. The desks have been moved to the back wall, with a sofa made up as a make-shift bed on the other side. She shuts the door and clicks the lock before turning towards me.

Eyeing me for a second, she moves from the door and leans up to kiss me. It’s so abrupt that it throws me off guard completely.

"What are you doing?" I ask, placing a hand on her chest and holding her back. She looks up at me with half-shut eyes, a smirk glued to her plump lips.

"Well I woulda gone for your friend, but it doesn't look like she swings that way." Her smirk grows.

I hold my expression and she sighs.

"Look, I ain't looking for anything serious here, just sex," she explains, reaching a hand towards the bottom of my shirt and giving it a playful tug. "We're two adults with needs. That's all this is."

Her shoulders slump as she sees me looking unconvinced. "Plus you heard that girl, there's a horde coming. We could die tomorrow." She slips a hand beneath my belt, her eyes dancing with mischief. "All the more reason to make the most of today, right?“

I pause for another moment, unsure but making no move to stop her.

"Don't you wanna have sex with me?"

The words are like a spell, because in the next instant her body is against mine and my hands have already found themselves down her back. Her fingers tangle themselves in my hair as we tear each other's clothes off and move towards the bed.


Chapter Fourteen


Stella


A sigh, inaudible to him, bleeds from my lips as I step out from the hall and into the hazy light of the setting sun. Joey follows closely behind me, almost stepping on my heels as I stop to appreciate the horizon. An explosion of purples and oranges all muddle together as the ball of white slowly descends behind the distant mountains.

The air is thick against my skin, still warm despite the approach of night. But it’s quiet, peaceful even.

I wish it were like this all the time. . .

Joey bumps into me, craning to look in the direction my gaze was set. I step aside, my teeth gritting in irritation. The sooner he shows me to my room, the better. He takes my place and leans up, looking out across the horizon.

"What are you looking at?" he asks, his head bouncing between me and the sky. I narrow my eyes at him before letting out a low breath. Shaking my head, I smooth out the lines of my face. It isn't worth getting worked up over something so small.

"I was looking at the sunset," I tell him. His brows furrow as he looks out at the hills.

"Oh, right," he says with a nod, scratching at his arm. I glance down as his nails dig in at the vicious itch, leaving long, red marks trailing up and down the skin of his forearm. He notices me staring and stops. Pulling his arms behind his back he gives a smile as I meet his eyes. "You like the . . . sky?"

Brows knitting together, I stare at him for a moment before replying. "I guess. . ."

His hand reaches up to rub the back of his neck as he nods, an awkward grin replacing his usual smirk. "Oh, yeah, me too! I love the sky!"

Pursing my lips, I widen my eyes and give him a nod, not knowing how else to react. He stares at me for a moment before throwing his hand out in an ungraceful gesture.

"Let's get going shall we?" he says, giving his arm another scratch.

I nod and follow after him as he begins walking. After a few minutes of silence, he begins talking again. Pointless things, where he grew up, what kind of pets he had. I nod along, pretending to listen. My eyes travel around the area as we walk through the grounds of the school, making notes of wide spaces and areas where I could jump the fence. I'm so engrossed in my strategic planning that I barely hear him ask me a question.

I look towards him, one of his brows arched and waiting.

"Hmm?" I murmur, completely oblivious to what he has said.

"Are you okay?" he repeats, his brow shooting down in a more concerned fashion.

"Yeah, fine," I nod, looking back out at the fence and wondering if I would be able to jump it in one swift motion, or if I would have to dig the tip of my shoe into one of its holes.

"I know it's pretty scary, with the horde and everything, but Aaron's a smart guy. Arrogant, but smart. He'll think of something," he tells me as we walk up a small set of stairs to a block of classrooms right next to the fence. I shoot him a smile and nod, wondering if it's a positive or negative being this close to the fence.

"Anyway, this classroom is yours," he says, leaning forward and opening the door. "There's already a bed and everything inside."

"Thanks," I smile, stepping in and glancing around the room. The walls are covered in posters, most of them reading Shakespeare's most famous quotes, others detailing the proper use of grammar. At the back wall beneath a dirty white board lies a bunch of cushions pushed together, a single blanket crumpled on top of them.

"My room is right next door, so if you need anything, just ask," Joey says.

I frown as he steps out from the doorway. I’m not entirely surprised that he has given me the room right next to his. In fact, I should have known to expect it. Turning away with a simple nod and a roll of my eyes, I hear him take a step out, before quickly coming back. I turn around to find him leaning inside, a concoction of emotions leaving him with a puzzled look.

"Hey, if you like the sky, I could show you something pretty cool?" The words tumble out quickly, a smirk finding itself on his lips at the end in an effort to gain a semblance of confidence. I repress a sigh and glance at the mound of cushions, yearning to lie down. I look back at him, the answer ready in my eyes. He quickly adds, "You’ll like it, I promise."

I sigh, audibly this time, but nod nonetheless, too tired to argue. "Okay."

"Awesome," he smirks, "lemme just do some stuff in my room and I'll be right out." He disappears from my doorway, the sound of a door opening and closing following his departure.

I step towards the tempting pile of cushions, yearning for sleep. Swaying forward threateningly, I just manage to pull myself back. If I lay down now, there's no way that I'll be getting back up anytime soon. In an effort to keep myself awake I begin pacing around the room, analyzing the many pictures that line the wall. I stop at a poster of Othello, trying to remember the events of the play.

Scenes muddle together as clouds in my memory. I let them fade after a few moments, deciding it pointless. Stepping out from the classroom I glance down the hall at the other three rooms on my right, and then up at Joey’s on the end at my left. Closing my door, I lean against it for a few more minutes, staring out the window at the darkening sky.

I tap my foot, and peel away chips of paint sticking out from the wall, like hands willing to be held. Turning and resting my head against the door, I sigh as I wait another few minutes. When nothing happens, I step towards his door and twist the handle, pushing it open.

"Joey how muc—"

I cut myself off as he throws a table over and frantically stuffs something down the front of his pants.

"Jesus, Stella!" he shouts, grabbing the blanket from his bed and throwing it over the upturned table, his other hand still held down his pants.

Eyes wide I jump back, away from his room and back into the hall, pulling his door shut with a slam. Oh my god.

Was he?

No. . .

He was hiding something down his pants. . . I shudder, just thinking of the awkward memory. I knew this was a bad idea. With a cringe, I struggle to think of what I should do. Do I wait for him to come out, or do I just go to bed? Before I have time to contemplate further, his door creaks open a slit, before pulling open completely. He stands hunched in the doorway, his flushed face focused on the ground.

"I don't kno—" he begins, but I cut him off.

"Please tell me I did not just walk in on you masturbating." His eyes widen and his jaw falls slack as he looks up to meet my gaze.

"What? No!" he gasps, the pink tinge under his eyes disappearing completely as a redder blush overcomes his cheeks. "I-I-I was just," he stutters, but stops as a door down the hall creaks open.

We both turn to look, and find Gale, the skinny man from the bus sticking his head out from his room.

"I . . . heard shouting," he mutters quietly, his gaze flickering between the two of us. "Is everything alright?"

I turn back to Joey, reevaluating what “alright” could entail. Before I reply, Joey does.

"Everything's fine, Gale, thank you," he says with an irritated tone, his eyes picking a spot on the ground and rooting themselves there. With a small nod, Gale watches us for another moment before retreating back into his room, closing his door quietly.

After a moment of tense silence, Joey breathes out a sigh, but keeps his eyes on the ground. "Can we just forget about this? And I'll show you what I wanted to show you?"

Suddenly it clicks, and I find myself gawking at him. "You dirty creep!"

"What?" he asks bewildered, looking up at me.

"You wanted to show me 'something cool' and then I find you with your hand down your pants!" I take a step back, tempted to punch him. With his eyes wide he begins waving his hands about, stuttering furiously that I have it all wrong.

"I swear to God that's not what was happening! I promise!" The conviction of his words and the fear etched into his face has me believing him. Lifting my shoulders, I take in a deep breath and try to calm myself somewhat. But I quickly let them slump back down, too tired to deal with anything more.

"I think I'm just gonna go to bed," I tell him, beginning to turn back towards my door. His hand shoots out, grabbing my elbow. I freeze and look back at him with a scowl.

"Please just let me show you what I wanted to show you! It'll only take a minute." His eyes are so pleading that it’s almost pathetic. "Please?"

My shoulders slacken as glance up at the ceiling and pray for the patience I need to deal with him. I look back at him and shrug his hand off of me. "Fine," I mutter through gritted teeth, "let's just get this over with."

He visibly relaxes as he steps back and closes his door, gesturing for me to walk outside. I look at him skeptically before leaving the building, walking down the small steps and waiting for him at the bottom.

"I-uh . . . I was just—" I wave my hand out, effectively cutting him off.

"I don't wanna know," I tell him. With a simple nod he walks forward, his hands visibly shaking. Taking in another breath I follow after him, trying to shake away the awkward air surrounding us. "So where are we going?" I ask.

He turns back, a smile twitching at his lips, unsure of whether to stay. "I'll show you."

Brows netting together in uncertainty, I follow him wordlessly as he leads me round the side of the hall and towards a large patch of grass. I can almost imagine the masses of school kids that used to run wild across it. He steps off the concrete path, his shoes disappearing in the knee-high weeds. I pause at the edge, hesitant of any snakes or other animals, but quickly brush the fear away. It's been an eternity since I've seen an animal, even a rat.

Joey walks towards the middle of the school oval and drops down into the grass. He lies on his back and looks up at the sky, the weeds almost enveloping him completely.

"This is it?" I ask, staring down at him.

"That's it." With his hand resting atop his chest, his index finger lifts up and points towards the sky.

Looking up, I suddenly find it hard to breathe. My eyes linger among the stars, studded against the velvet backdrop of the night. Dazzled, but not by the sky, I find myself hating the stars and hating Joey for bringing me out here. Not because he's done anything wrong, but because this situation is so familiar that I can't help but think of the last person who took me out to see the stars and how much more beautiful they were then. They didn’t look any different, but they somehow felt different, because I was with Max, my boyfriend, curled up in the back of his red pickup truck.

"It's beautiful," I breathed, letting my head fall back on his arm.

"You like it?" Max asked, squirming to see my expression.

Millions of stars, twinkled, like diamonds against the satin sheet of night. Some bright, others dim, but all shining brilliantly. The clouds rolled over them like dark waves while the light of the moon accentuated their curves and grace. Like a sequin dress, or a vivid dream, the night sky was alive with tiny jewels.

"I've never seen so many stars before," I mumbled, too entranced by their beauty to speak at a normal volume.

He propped himself up and smiled down at me, his grey eyes light against the moonlight. "That's because you've never been out of the city before."

I squirmed slightly, finding a more comfortable position against the metal floor of his truck. Sensing my discomfort, he pulled a pillow closer and tucked the blanket against me, his eyes never leaving mine.

"Why aren't you looking at them?" I asked, finally pulling my eyes away from the dark sea to look at him. He grinned down at me, his eyes dancing with the reflection of mine.

"Because I have something much prettier to look at." Leaning down, slowly, his lips lowered to mine. I waited with a racing heart, until finally, tenderly, his lips brushed against mine. Soft and supple, they pressed down, the stars watching over us. He pulled back, his eyes so intense that I didn't think anyone would ever look at me the same way again.

And I know that I will never look at anyone the same way I looked at him, or feel the same way I felt about him. Glancing back down at Joey, a frown at my lips, I find myself feeling sadder than I've felt in a long time.

"I think . . ." I mutter, "I think I'm just gonna go to bed."

He leans up from the grass, pushing long strands away from his face. "You don't like it?"

I shake my head. "No, no it's not that, it's just. . ." I glance up again and feel the familiar stroke of that distant memory, brushing softly against the forefront of my mind. I feel Max’s arms around me and how warm he was and how he smelled like freshly mown grass and I just can't stand to look at the stars any longer. I look back down at Joey who's waiting patiently, the blue of his wide eyes almost completely hidden in the dark. I shake my head, pushing the memory away. "It doesn't matter."

Joey frowns, his gaze dropping to the grass. He opens his mouth to respond but stops short, his eyes catching something behind me. I turn quickly to see a dark figure, trudging across the oval towards us. Their legs pull up high over the blades of grass as they maneuver through the field, their movements unlike that of an infected. Settling slightly, I wait as they approach.

Slowly, the moonlight ignites the figures face, revealing Aaron, his features painted grim.

"Stella," he nods, before glancing down at Joey in the grass, "Joey. I thought I saw you two walk out here." His gaze lingers on Joey.

"What do you want, Aaron?" Joey asks, slumping back down in the grass and almost disappearing in the fields embrace.

"A favor actually," he sighs, his focus turning towards me, "from Stella."

I repress a frown. Favors are never good, they involve a risk of some kind, usually a dire one. I stare back at him, the grim expression on his face earlier only serving as an amplitude to the dread I feel now. Seeing no way out of this conversation, I raise a brow and wait for him to continue.

"I thought of a plan to lead the horde away, but it requires everyone doing their part to help." His eyes flicker towards Joey, but only for a second. "We have fireworks, all I would need you to do is drive out and light them. Spark one every few minutes to keep their attention and draw them towards you."

I scoff. "That's a suicide mission! As soon as I light one the runners will go crazy!"

He waves his hands out. "Not a suicide mission, you'll have our fastest car, and you can take someone with you."

"If it's not a suicide mission why don't you do it then?" I ask.

He sighs. "Like I said, everyone has their part to play. This is the only way I can think of utilizing everyone in case things go wrong."

"Oh, so while I'm out their risking my life, everyone back here will be packing up and ready to go in case I fail?" I shake my head, scowling at him. He returns my scowl with a glare of his own.

"Look," he says, his voice harsh. "Truth is, no one is willing to do it—"

"I wonder why!" I say. He pauses, his eyes darkening from the interruption.

"I was hoping it wouldn't come to this," he growls, "but you owe us!"

My jaw falls open as I stare at him, my hands curling into fists at my sides. "Excuse me?"

"Rocket brought you here where we've given you shelter, food and helped fix your friend's leg! If you're unwilling to pay us back, then feel free to get out!" he yells, throwing a finger out towards the fence.

I stand, my feet rooted to the spot as I glare back at him, my chest rising with each heavy breath. My lips form a tight line as I struggle to form a response. With narrowed eyes, I throw a glance towards the fence before looking back at him. I've survived out there this long, I can do it again.

"Fine," I spit, turning on my heel.

"Fine as in you'll do it?" Aaron asks, stepping forward.

I glance back. "Fine as in I'll leave."


Chapter Fifteen


Logan


Rocket's body is pressed close to mine beneath the blanket. We both lie still, panting lightly, a thin sheen of sweat covering the both of us and shining in the rays of moonlight that seep in from the open window. Even the orange color of her hair is subdued in the night, glowing softly against the white sheets and her dark skin. Drifting in and out of sleep, I almost don't notice the sound of a knock.

Our attention turns towards the door. I ignore it, choosing to stare back up at the ceiling, reveling in my unperturbed state.

"You should probably get that," Rocket whispers, "could be important."

Sighing, I lie still for another moment before pulling the blanket away. Even with the crutch under my arm it's a struggle to pull my pants on, and in the time it has taken me I'm hopeful that whoever is at the door has gotten bored and left. But they knock again, this time louder. Zipping up my fly I move towards the door, more than a little irritated.

Unlocking it, I swing it open to find Stella, a frown on her lips. Her eyes widen for a moment before narrowing as she looks me up and down, her nose scrunching.

"Did you just have sex?"

I stare back at her for a moment, taken aback by the frankness of her question. Did I just have sex? What business was it of hers? One of her brows arches up as she folds her arms across her chest. A gust of cool night air seeps through the open door and brushes against my bare skin. I take a step back, retreating from the cold as the hairs on my body stand on end.

I sigh, annoyed and not entirely sure how to respond.

"What do you want, Stella?" I ask gruffly, reaching out and gripping the frame of the door so as to bar her entrance. She eyes me a second longer before dropping her gaze to the ground. Unfolding her arms, she drops them with a swing, her brow lowering as her features pinch in frustration.

"Aaron wants me to help lead the horde away from here," she says, looking at me as though that explains everything. My grip on the wooden frame tightens as I realize that her visit will not be a short one.

"So?" I squeeze out through gritted teeth, glancing up at the dark sky behind her. Another breeze blows past her and hits me full force. My muscles tense at the sensation, aggravated by the absence of warmth.

"So," she says, embellishing the word with as much emphasis as her small frame can possible muster. "That's basically a suicide mission! I'm not gonna risk my life for these people! I barely know them!"

My brow darts up instinctively, although I'm not entirely surprised by her lack of compassion. She frowns at me in return.

"Oh don't gimme that look. As far as relationships go nowadays, you and I are pretty close, and I'd still leave you behind in a heartbeat."

I roll my eyes. "Did you have a point?"

"Yes I have a point," she stands firmly, once again crossing her arms. "I want to leave."

She looks at me expectantly, although I'm not entirely sure what it is that she wants. With another sigh, I rub the stubble that has congregated along my chin and throw a glance over my shoulder and towards Rocket. Disentangling herself from the sheets, she moves around the bed, picking up items of her clothing.

"Okay," I say, looking back at Stella. "Then leave."

I'm not about to tell her that I was planning on leaving as soon as possible. If she leaves without me, then that's one less problem I have to deal with.

Her entire demeanor drops. Eyes widening, they gloss over with confusion as her lower lip pouts out in a frown.

"What?" she asks, her arms slowly unfolding and slipping back to her sides.

"Leave then," I repeat, the threat of a growl beginning to enter my voice as my patience dangles from a thinning wire. Her hands clench into small fists as another gust of cold air whips past her and into the room. She drops her gaze before quickly snapping back up, her jaw set.

"You aren't gonna come with me?"

I huff out a breath of amusement and offer her a glare. "A second ago you said you'd leave me behind in a heartbeat." Her eyes narrow at me now, her brows knitting close together. "So go ahead kid, get lost."

Stepping back, she throws her gaze away, conflicting emotions dancing across her features. I grit my teeth at the frown that remains present on her lips, but move to close the door anyway. I don't owe her anything. I don't have to feel bad.

I don't have to feel bad.

She throws her arm out, the palm of her hand smacking against the door and pushing it back open.

"Why don't you do it then!" she spits, her voice tainted with an anger I haven't seen before. Her eyes flash at mine, challenging me with a vindictive scowl.

"What?" I ask, irritation turning my knuckles white as my grip on the frame of the door tightens.

"Lead the horde away! Why don't you do it if you want to stay so badly!"

Letting go of the door, I throw my hand in a wild gesture towards the crutch under my arm. "Because my leg is injured!"

"Oh, but you're well enough to have sex?" Her eyes move to my left, the anger draining from her features and leaving her mouth hanging open.

Warm air tickles lightly at my shoulder. Stepping to the side, I glance back to find Rocket standing next to me, her gaze flickering between Stella and I.

"Heyyy . . ." she says, slowly squeezing past me and towards the door, a faltering smile glued to her lips as she continues to look between the two of us. “This is pretty awkward, huh?"

My eyes flick to Stella, who's looking at Rocket with the same shocked expression as before. With pursed lips, Rocket gives a nod, her eyes dropping to the ground.

"I'm just gonna . . ." she begins, as she tries to maneuver around Stella who is rooted to the spot, her shocked expression now transferred to me. “Squeeze through here. . ."

She manages to get around Stella, and turns back to give me a wink. "I'll just leave you guys to talk . . ." she says with yet another nod, before slowly stepping back and disappearing down the hall. I look back to Stella, annoyed to find a mischievous glint in her eyes.

"What?" I ask.

She shakes her head, "seriously?"

"What!" I ask again, louder this time.

"She's like half your age. . ."

I scowl down at her.

She shrugs, "jus' saying."

"Look," I sigh, pinching the bridge of my nose. "I know you think helping people is a weakness, that's what I thought too. Hell, I still think it!" She looks at me skeptically, a frown finding itself on her face. "But that doesn't mean that you never help people. I think you should help them, and if you don't want to, then go right ahead and leave."

The corner of her lip tugs slightly, as if she was considering a smile but thought against it.

"Seriously?" she asks. "That's the best you got?"

"Do whatever the hell you want kid, but I'm staying." Her hand drops from the door and I take the opportunity to slam it shut, ridding her of my sight. I press myself against the wood, resting my forehead against its hard surface.

Don't feel bad, I tell myself.

Do not feel bad.  

But as I hear her footsteps fade down the hallway, the familiar tendrils of guilt already have me in their grasp.


Chapter Sixteen


Stella


The urge to throw a punch at his face overwhelms me, and I find it an increasingly difficult temptation to resist. From the other side of the table, he smiles. Leaning back in his chair he folds his hands behind his head and clucks his tongue.

"Well, well, well," Aaron says, his eyes dancing with an irritating rejoice. "What made you change your mind?"

I glare down at him, folding my arms across my chest to stop them from trembling. I exhale a sigh in an effort to exude my anger, but my fists continue to shake. He notices this and leans forward, the smile on his lips growing slightly.

After going to bed last night, I woke up to find Joey at my door, offering me some food and water that he had taken from the main hall. It was his small act of kindness that made me realize – even though it pains me to admit it, and it pains me further to even think the words – Logan was right. Helping these people is the right thing to do.

But who am I kidding?

That isn't the main reason I decided to change my mind. They have food and other resources that I can take from them afterwards. They'll probably feel like I deserve it and throw it at my feet. Or if they don't, I can guilt them into giving it to me. Either way, I'm going to make sure that I don't come out of this empty handed.

Aaron raises his brow, and I realize that I've kept him waiting. With lips tightly pressed together, I struggle to get the words out.

"Well," I begin, the word barely audible through clenched teeth. He tilts his head, as if to mock me.

"Well?" he repeats, drawing the word out in a condescending manner, as if he is speaking to a child. My eyes narrow and I realize that there's a better way I can go about this.

"Actually," I spit, "never mind!" I throw my hands in the air and take a step away from the table. "I've changed my mind again."

The smile drops from his face as though it gained a hundred pounds. He throws his arm out, just as I begin to turn away.

"Wait!" he yells, his body practically sprawled half-way across the table. I pause, restraining the smile already tickling at my lips. He pulls himself back slightly, his arm still stretched out towards me. "I'm sorry, okay?" he says genuinely. "I'm glad you've decided to change your mind, for whatever reason."

I allow myself to smile now, a gesture he returns with a frown. With a small nod I turn back towards him. "So what's the plan then?"

His lips press into a thin line as he leans back in his chair once again.

"It's pretty simple really, I'll give you some fireworks and you just have to drive out far enough and start lighting them."

“Where did you even manage to find fireworks?” I ask.

“One of the girls found boxes of them on a scavenging run.” He stands up from the table, "I'll get you a car and make sure everything's ready, you can take someone with you if you want. Except Rocket, I need her here in case things go wrong."

I frown as he begins to turn away. In case things go wrong. I already regret agreeing to this. As he's walking away, he stops and turns back.

"And thank you," he looks down with a nod, "really."

My frown only grows. This goes against nearly every rule I've ever thought up. I shake my head.

This had better be worth it.

I wait until he's left the hall before I leave myself. The overbearing rays of sunlight weigh down on me in greeting as I cross the small area to the English block. If Logan's too injured to come, and I can't take Rocket, then that only leaves me with one person I know.

Joey.

My last choice. Wonderful, I think sarcastically. Not that he's a bad guy or anything, in fact he's actually pretty nice now that I think about it. But that doesn't change the fact that he's annoying as hell, and being cooped up with him in a car isn't my ideal scenario. I sigh.

Someone is better than no-one.

Balling my hand into a fist, I knock on his door, loudly, and take a step back. The last thing I want is a repeat of last night. Folding my arms across my chest, I wait. After a minute I begin to think that he isn't in there, but as I start to turn away, the door swings open.

He sways gently in the doorway, the bags under his eyes redder than usual. His hair stands at messy angles, as though he has just woken up. He sniffs, looking at me expectantly.

"Hey . . ." I say, the word trailing off into the distance as I look him up and down.

"Hey," he replies, the word raspy in his throat, like it has been dragged through gravel. A sway rocks him a little too forcefully and his hand shoots out to grab the door frame in support. I eye him warily.

"Are you okay?"

"Yeah," he looks up, his eyes appearing distant, like he can see something I can't, the blue of an ocean that isn't there reflecting in his eyes. He looks at me now, as if seeing me for the first time. He attempts a smile, but falls short into his usual crooked grin. "Just a little sick."

My nose wrinkles at the chemical smell on his breath, almost like weak vinegar.

"Were you bitten?" I ask, taking a step away from him.

"No," he snorts, "no, no, no." He smiles now, making a noise alike to a giggle. I look at him skeptically, my eyes traveling him up and down. He isn't sweating, and he's no paler than usual. I frown at him.

"Do you want me to get the doctor?"

He smiles at me, his cheeks flushing. "No."

My frown deepens as I find my features scrunching up in concern.

"So what is it that you—" he begins, but stops short, his eyes catching something behind me. The smile drops from his face as his eyes narrow, hardening into a glare. I step aside and follow the direction of his gaze. Through the window I see Rocket driving the bus into the small area of flat concrete between here and the hall. She parks it close to the English block, low hanging branches of a dead tree scraping against its roof.

As I turn back to Joey, he slams the door in my face and disappears into his room. I jump a little from the noise, and stand outside for another moment, a little perplexed and worried. The poor guy must be feeling really bad. I stand for another moment, wondering if he's gone off to be sick and is coming back, but he doesn't open the door again, and I realize that there's no point in waiting for him.

I guess that means I'll have to do this thing on my own.

Stepping away from his door, I turn and skip down the steps just as Rocket steps out of the bus. I stop to greet her, holding a hand up to shield my eyes from the sun.

"What are you moving the bus inside for?" I ask, as she steps towards its engine to inspect something, leaving the door open.

"Aaron asked me to move it inside," she explains, "in case anything goes wrong and we need to leave quickly."

I frown. It almost seems like he expects me to fail. Although I can't blame him for being cautious, it feels a little like he's shoving doubt in my face.

"He's bringing your car around now, it's the fastest one we got, I tweaked it myself." She points as a car pulls around from the English block and parks in front of the bus. "If I was planning a robbery, and I needed a getaway car," she continues, "that is the car I would want to get me away."

I frown at the old Mustang as Aaron steps out, unsure of whether she's telling the truth. Its paint is worn and faded from what I can only assume was once a glossy black to a now dusty charcoal. I look back to Rocket as he begins to walk towards us, wanting to ask her before he interrupts.

"So you and Logan huh?" I ask with a grin. She smiles sheepishly.

"It ain't nothin' serious." She shakes her head, "gotta have a little fun at the end of the world, right?"

She throws her head back with a laugh, her orange hair, blinding against the sun, rolls over her shoulders. I laugh with her, shaking my head. Hopefully getting laid will have lightened Logan up a bit, although from our conversation last night it doesn't seem to have had much affect. Our amusement subsides as Aaron reaches us. He gives a curt nod to Rocket before turning his attention towards me.

"Did you find someone to take with you?" he asks, a bushy eyebrow arching in question.

"No," I tell him. "I'll have to go on my own."

He frowns, directing a nod over my shoulder. "Logan isn't going with you?"

I glance back to find Logan descending the stairs of the math's block with his crutch struggling to find secure footholds on the steps. I shake my head.

"No, his leg is too bad." I glance around the area of flat ground as Logan slowly begins making his way towards us. Several people mill about, lugging bags over their backs, clearly preparing for the worst. I guess no one else has much confidence in me either. I look back to Aaron, whose attention is somewhere above my head.

"Hey, Gale!" he calls. "Come down here!"

I glance back to see Gale – the gangly man who checked up on Joey and I the night before – standing at the top of the stairs of the English block. He looks down at us through thick rimmed glasses, almost frightened by the attention. He holds his arms close to his chest as he begins to descend the stairs.

"Gale will go with you," Aaron nods as I look back to him, "he needs to toughen up a bit, only reason I've been sending him on so many scavenging runs."

"A bit?" Rocket scoffs under her breath as he draws closer, "boy could give the cowardly lion a run for his money." She gives me a look but smiles as he approaches, his brown eyes wide as he peers at the three of us.

"Gale you're going to accompany Stella and help her with the fireworks," Aaron states, his voice ringing with authority and offering no place for discussion. I look to Gale and repress a frown. I didn't think it possible, but his dark eyes actually manage to widen further as his large glasses swivel in my direction.

"Oh," he simply says. "I uh, I don't think—"

"Thank you, Gale, you can go wait in the car," Aaron interrupts, gesturing towards the old Mustang.

Gale's mouth falls open slightly as he entwines his slender fingers together to stop them from shaking. His lower lip quivers as he glances between Aaron and I, seemingly working up the courage to protest. But he gives up without uttering a word. Bowing his head, he steps between us and walks towards the car. I watch him go, unsure of how I feel about having him as a companion.

"Everything is set up and ready to go," Aaron tells me after we watch Gale step inside the car. "The fireworks are in the trunk, along with some baseball bats I found in the Gym store room." He hands me a silver lighter that flashes brightly in the sunlight. I pocket it and frown at him.

"Baseball bats?" I ask.

He shrugs, returning my frown with one of his own. "It's all I could find on such short notice. Everyone's on edge and no one's willing to lend their weapons."

I nod, understanding where they're coming from but still a little miffed considering I'm the one putting my neck on the line.

"The sooner you leave the better," he tells me. I repress the urge to scowl at him, and nod instead. He holds out his hand. I stare down at it for a second before realizing what he's doing. Slipping my hand into his grasp, he leans in and gives it a firm shake. "Again, thank you."

I nod as he steps back and hands me the keys to the car. He turns to Rocket.

"I want you to show me the back-up bus." She rolls her eyes at him, as if annoyed.

"Alright," she agrees, before stepping towards me and placing a hand on my arm. "Good luck, girl."

I smile back at her as they leave, weighing the keys in my hand. As I look back to the old Mustang, a thought flutters to the forefront of my mind. I have a car. There's nothing stopping me from just driving off. And if it really is the fastest one they have, then it will get me to where I need to go in no time. And I won't have to stop off at Las Vegas. I take a step towards the car, a smile already threatening the corner of my lip.

"Hey, kid!" I look back, quick to drop the thought and the smile as Logan limps towards me. I wait as he closes the distance, adjusting the crutch under his arm so that he can stand comfortably. "I heard you had changed your mind."

"Needed to see it to believe it, huh?" I ask. He must have borrowed a razor from someone because he's managed to shave. It's taken years off of him. He smiles down at me smugly, but his eyes are alight with something else.

"I'm proud of you, kid," he says, offering me a nod. "You're doing the right thing."

A warm sensation builds in my chest, but is doused with a heavy sheet. I turn away from him, but only so that I can hide the frown on my lips. All previous thoughts of taking the car and leaving now feel bitter in my mind. Logan tilts his head to try and catch my expression.

"You alright?" he asks. I turn back to him with a nod, but avoid his eyes. The glowing pride in them only igniting the shame that bears over me. He frowns, the glow of his eyes dulling with concern.

"Look," he says, "you're one of the toughest kids I've ever met." He ducks his head to catch my gaze, "you're gonna be fine."

I force a smile as I step away from him, but from the expression on his face, I can tell that he sees right through it.

"Wish me luck," I mutter, stepping away from him.

Not wanting to see his frown any longer, I turn away and begin walking towards the car, barely hearing him mumble the words.

"You don't need it."


Chapter Seventeen


Logan


The sound of a blooming firework pops in the distance.

Rocket and I stand by the side of the bus, watching Aaron as he peers through a set of binoculars he managed to find in one of the Geography classrooms. He stands on the bus's roof, his posture rigid and his lips pressed into a thin line. I glance in the direction he's looking, hoping to catch a glimpse of the colorful burst, but I'm unable to see over the English block.

Instead I turn my attention towards the sun, bright and glaring down on us. I had my doubts that the fireworks would be effective in the daylight, but according to Aaron, we didn't have time to wait until nightfall. After the first firework was lit, he had glanced down at us with a smirk, telling us that they were more than visible. As I think about this, he glances down once again, a similar smirk on his lips.

"That was the last one," he tells us, moving the binoculars away from his face. He takes a step back, his attention held on the firework in the distance.

"Good," Rocket replies, before quickly adding under her breath, "now get the hell off my bus."

I shoot her a smirk as he begins to make his way down, carefully maneuvering past the branches that hang down from the dead tree besides the English block. She flinches as he jumps onto the hood of the bus, his weight forcing the metal to bend under him. He pauses, throwing one last glance at the sky before jumping down.

"They lit all of them," he says, stepping round the bus and towards us. "I think we're in the clear."

Rocket wastes no time in pushing past him and patting the area of the hood that he dented, cooing to it softly as though it actually felt pain from the dent. Aaron regards her with a roll of his eyes before turning his gaze towards me.

"We may not have the best defenses," he says, the tone of a hurt ego shining through his words. "But as you can see, I clearly have things covered."

My eyes narrow into a glare. "Are you gloating?"

"Gloating?" he asks with a laugh, "no, no, no. I'm just letting you know that I'm more than capable of looking after this group." He begins to turn away.

"Really?" I ask, stepping forward and regaining his attention. "Because from where I'm standing, it looks like Stella and Gale did most of the work."

He remands me with his eyes, his upper lip pulling into a snide curl. "They wouldn't have done anything if it weren't for me! Now I'll admit that they did a good job, but if I hadn't convinced them, we would be dealing with a horde right now!"

"You don't even know if it worked yet! The horde could still be coming!"

"We may get a few strays, but that's nothing we can't handle. Why don't you just admit that I've done a good job?" he asks. I blink at him, unable to fathom how someone could maintain an attitude like this without dying a long time ago.

"All I'm saying is that it feels like you're taking a little too much of the credit," I growl, staring him down. He doesn't quiver under my gaze like most people would, and that annoys me.

"Huh," he huffs, amused. "Alright, listen pal. Ever since you got here, you've done nothing but criticize my leadership, all while you've done jack-shit but rest that leg of yours." My hands curl into fists and my jaw clenches. "Maybe you should step back and come find me when you have something important to say."

My blood begins to simmer and heats the surface of my skin as I step towards him. He holds his ground as I stare him down. I think of what I can say to him, how I can retaliate, but I realize that I'm at a loss for words. My jaw remains locked as I fight the urge to hit him and my fists just begin to shake when Rocket steps between us.

"Alright boys, settle down," she interjects and, noticing that neither of us are calming down, continues. "Look let's just take the win and move on. We evaded a horde, it's a good day!"

Aaron tears his eyes away first, and I pull back, feeling somewhat triumphant. He looks to Rocket before shooting me with another glare, and I can't help but feel satisfied that I've gotten on his nerves. The guy needs a lesson in humility.

"I'm going to go and tell everyone that they don't have to worry." He offers Rocket a small nod before turning around and walking towards the main hall. I stare at his retreating figure for a few seconds before turning to Rocket.

"That guy is an ass," I tell her. She gives me a look.

"Yeah, well, it was his idea to use the fireworks."

"That doesn't give him the right to be so conceited," I growl, remembering the smug expression on his face.

"Look," she sighs, "like him or not, but you can't deny that he's doing a good job. It isn't easy being a leader."

I shrug, not exactly wanting to admit that she's right. Even if he was doing a sub-par job, it's a fact that good leaders don't take credit, even if it was his idea. I still think it's only a matter of time before he gets everyone killed. Thinking you've done everything perfectly only leaves room for errors. It's only a matter of time.

She nods at me. "Alright, well I'm gonna go pack up my tools and drive the back-up bus into the garage now that we don't need it," she says, turning. "Do you wanna join me?"

I appraise her for a second, wondering if that was a flirtatious offer or merely a friendly gesture. Her eyes look innocent enough, but the smile on her lips leaves me confused. I shrug regardless, realizing that I have nothing better to do either way.

"Sure," I say. She smiles and waves for me to follow.

As we begin walking away from the bus, I remember the night before, and how it was awkwardly interrupted by Stella's intrusion. While I work to keep pace with her, I wonder if I should bring it up. She glances back at me as if sensing I have a question on my mind, and as she begins to turn away, I decide to spit it out.

"Hey, Rocket," I breathe, struggling to keep my words steady as I hobble on with the crutch.

"Hmm?"

"I was just thinking," I say, "about last night."

At this, she stops walking and turns around, her eyes finding mine in an instant. "What about last night?" she asks cautiously. I'm so alarmed by her quick change in demeanor that I find myself feeling almost vulnerable.

"Well I just thought you might want to talk about it?" I manage to get the words out without a single stutter despite her sharp gaze piercing my skin and making me feel uneven. She lifts a hand atop her hip, an orange brow arching.

"And why would I want to talk about it?"

Her eyes narrow at mine and I find myself struggling for an answer. My mind races to find the right words, but all I can wonder is why I bothered to bring the topic up in the first place.

"I-I don't know, you're a woman, and I just thought—"

"We had sex," she snaps, interrupting what would have been a very long ramble. "That's all it was," she shrugs, cocking her head to the side. "There's nothing to talk about." I nod, my tongue suddenly feeling uncomfortable in my mouth.

"Okay, well that's," again I struggle to think of what to say. "Good," I finish meekly.

I cringe at my awkward statement, but realize that it doesn't matter what I say, because she isn't listening to me. Her attention has drifted someplace else, her piercing gaze fixed on a spot over my shoulder. I turn to see what she is looking at.

Joey stands before the hood of the bus, his arm raised above his head as he slashes the hood with some sort of liquid, a silver can glinting in his grasp. Tucked under his other arm are what looks like a bundle of sticks, but after a moment I realize that they're leftover fireworks.

"What the hell is he doing?" Rocket mumbles, more to herself than to me as she begins walking towards him, her strides long and quick. I throw the crutch out in front of me and try to keep up with her.

"Joey, what the hell are you doing?" she all but shouts. He keeps his back to us for a moment, tipping the rest of the liquid out over the hood before turning to meet her challenge. My steps falter at the sight of him.

His pupils have receded to pinpricks, almost completely lost in the blue of his eyes. His jaw hangs open, shifting from one side to another as his tongue sticks out, running along his dry, cracked lips. I pause for a second, wondering what could be wrong with him.

A new strain of infection?

Rocket stops a few meters away from him, her hands clenched firmly at her sides. I move to stand next to her, my eyes glancing down at the metal can in his hand. At a closer distance I can see the red hazard label. Majority of the letters are blocked by his fingers but I see enough to know what they spell.

LIGHTER FLUID.

His hand jerks behind his back, and I look up to find him staring at me. He sways softly where he stands, like a gentle breeze is softly brushing past him. But there’s no wind, the air is still.

A heavy sheet of dread drops over me as I notice the splotches of liquid splashed along the side of the bus and drenched over its hood.

He can't be. . .

His jaw snaps shut with a clack, his eyes pouncing to Rocket. "You and I need to have a little talk." His words tremble in the air, his voice abnormal and different from what I have grown accustomed to. It sounds flat, estranged from the cheerful perversity that normally bounces off his tongue.

"Cut the shit, Joey, what the hell are you doing to my bus?" Rocket asks. His head cocks to the side, his jaw jittery as it opens into a smile.

"Well I don't mean to be rude, but we never did discuss how you locked me in a bathroom and left me for dead!" His words are growled and scratchy, sounds I can only imagine the infected making.

Rocket’s eyes dart to mine. Joey falls silent as he waits for her response. Seeing the lull in their conversation, I take the opportunity to turn to Rocket. "What the hell is wrong with him?" I ask.

"Nothing!" Joey snaps. "Nothing is wrong with me!" He takes a step away from us, his back now resting against the hood of the bus. Rocket's nostrils flare as she sighs, her fists visibly clenching.

"He's an addict," she spits through her teeth.

"A what?" I ask, certain that I've heard her wrong.

"No I'm not!" Joey shouts, sliding across the hood.

"Yes you are!" she shouts back, turning to look at me. "Look at him! He's off his head!" She throws an open palm out towards him, her eyes traversing between the two of us. "That's why I locked you in that bathroom! You're a danger to be around!"

"She's lying!" His eyes, wide and panicked jump to mine, pleading.

"Look at what you're doing!" she shouts at him. He begins shaking his head, hair flying around his face.

"I wasn't hurting anyone!" he yells. "Unlike you!" He juts a finger at Rocket, "you didn't even give me a chance! You wanted me to starve to death!"

Rocket shakes her head. "I gave you plenty of chances! I watched you for weeks and you only got worse. You may not have hurt anyone, but it was only a matter of time. Maybe not directly, but I knew, I knew that you were gonna get me, or somebody else killed. And I wasn't about to let that happen!"

"Shut up! Shut up, just shut up!" He's moving down the side of the bus when he reaches the gas cap. His fingers dig into the latch and pop it open.

"Joey," I hold my hand out to him as a useless gesture to calm him down. "Just step away from the bus."

He bares his teeth at me, his breathing rapid and uneven now. As I stare at him I'm reminded of a feral animal, cornered and threatened.

"We can talk about this kid, just step away from the bus." With my hand still outstretched, I try to step forward, a task made difficult by the crutch.

"What! So she can lock me in another bathroom?"

"Boy you'll be lucky if I let you live," Rocket snorts. I throw her a glare over my shoulder. Before the outbreak I had spent my fair share of time dealing with intoxicated people as a security guard at nightclubs. If that time has taught me anything, it's that the last thing you want to do is aggravate them; a task Rocket has managed to accomplish.

His eyes turn wild, the usual pink tinge beneath them more prominent than ever. He throws the lighter fluid to the ground, its metal case clanking against the pavement. "I'm not gonna let her kill me!"

His entire body is shaking as he rips a firework out from under his arm, allowing the others to drop to the ground.

"Joey no one's gonna hurt you, buddy, we just want you to calm down." Another step closer. Just a few more and I'll be able to reach him with my crutch. It's too late to rationalize with him, especially if he's already delusional.

He's shoving the tail of the firework into the gas tank, ensuring its wick is inside. I watch him, realizing that this wasn't a spur of the moment decision. He had planned this.

He's trying to use the wick of the firework to ignite the gas tank. Although I doubt that will work, the flames alone could be powerful enough anyway.

"Joey!" I raise my voice to a yell this time as he bends to pick up another firework. He pauses to look up at me. "Think about what you're doing!" His gaze shifts to Rocket.

"It's revenge," he growls, moving to grab the other firework. With his head down I try to rush forward, throwing my crutch out to hit him in the face. He manages to step back, dodging the attack altogether. I move to rush him but stop when he throws his arm out to the bus, a lighter in his hand.

"Joey . . ." I say, the word so low I'm not sure if he’s even heard it. I let my crutch fall to the ground as I hold both my hands out in front of me, palms towards him. His body is still now as he looks at me, conviction alight in his eyes.

"I'm not gonna let her kill me," he says again. I glance at the lighter in his hand, his thumb already resting on the wheel, waiting to ignite it. I'm too far away to wrestle it from him.

"Don't do this, Joey," I tell him. But he isn't listening, his eyes have moved to Rocket.

"Say goodbye to your bus, bitch." His thumb snaps down and a small fire bursts from the lighter. Like a hand it reaches towards the side of the bus.

"JOEY NO!" I shout, but it's too late.

The flame licks the wall of the bus. Catching a stream of lighter fluid, it spreads like wildfire, the side of the bus painted with its blaze in seconds. I stagger back from the flames that are already thrashing madly out at me.

Turning from the heat, I see Rocket, watching on in horror as the fire spreads to the hood of the bus. The flames dance in her eyes as she watches. She turns to me.

"Get back!" she yells, pointing. "Get back!"

I hear a low hiss amidst the cackle of the fire and turn to see the group of fireworks, packed precariously into the gas cap now surrounded by the flames.

One ignites. Shooting off it whizzes past my head before turning upwards and bursting in the air. I stare at the green and purple lights dancing in the sky, fighting for dominance with the growing smoke. I almost fall over when a hand grabs my shoulder and jerks me back.

Rocket is pulling me away. I turn with her and limp a distance towards the hall, ducking as I hear another firework go off. A loud hissing crackle begins to scream from the bus. I turn around just in time to see the remaining fireworks erupt simultaneously.

An array of colors burst from the gas cap, like a waterfall, sparks bouncing off the pavement.

The bus is engulfed entirely when it explodes. A wave of heat is thrown out, the force of it making us stumble. The entire bus is thrown almost three feet in the air as every window shatters, glass flying in all directions. A ball of flame lifts from what remains of the vehicle and dissipates in the air as the tree above it catches alight.

Creaks and groans emanate from the bus as it settles back on the ground.

I glance up at the sky, my jaw falling slack as every nerve in my body becomes numb.

A pillar of black smoke billows from the wreckage, already darkening the clouds above it. Its jet black body a beacon as it reaches towards the heavens, standing out like ink in clear water. The blue of the sky welcomes its presence, darkening with its embrace.

I think of how I can run with my leg, because I know that every infected in California is going to see that smoke.

And they are probably already running.


Chapter Eighteen


Stella


The drive has been awkward, if not uneventful. Gale seems incapable of holding a conversation, or unwilling. But I don't mind. He stutters incoherently too much when he does speak, as though he's afraid to talk to me.

I sigh, remembering the days when social rejection was a very real and prominent fear. How he has managed to maintain that anxiety despite everything that has happened is a mystery to me. He shouldn't be worrying about socializing, not when half the world is trying to kill him. I throw a glance his way, sitting in the passenger seat with his hands neatly folded in his lap.

I don't know why he even bothered to come with me. Every time I’ve stopped to light a firework, he's stayed in the car. He tells me it's so he can keep a lookout for any infected, but I know the real reason is that he's too afraid to get out. I try to imagine how he has survived this long, acting the way he does; but I can't. There's no reason for him to be alive. I had thought that, like the heroes, all the cowards had died out long ago.

Except for the parasitic ones, I think. And then I realize that must be what Gale is, a parasite, leeching off the help of others to survive. He wouldn't last an hour on his own, but I suppose that doesn't matter as long as he's got a group to keep him alive.

I wonder how many people have died protecting him, and how I'm going to make sure that I'm not one of them.

Looking over my shoulder I see that we only have one firework left. The job has gone smoother than I thought it would. If I had known it was going to be this easy, I wouldn't have put up such a fight.

Although stealing the car is still a formidable thought in my mind, I’ve decided that it would be pointless after all this. Logan should be appeased now that I've helped them out, or he'd better be. One of the main reasons I changed my mind was so that I could keep him.

It's no lie that my chances of survival increase significantly if I have him around, acting as my shield; the first line of defense. I think about this, and wonder if that makes me a parasite, no better than Gale.

No, I conclude, giving a light shake of my head. I'm not useless like him. I wouldn't cower in a corner like I imagine he would.

Thinking about it annoys me. How he's nothing but a freeloader, coasting along on other people's hard work. I glance at the last destination that Aaron has marked on the map and realize that we should be there in ten minutes.

I decide that I'm not going to let him sit in the car. If Aaron wants him to toughen up, he isn't going to get anywhere by sitting in the car while I do all the work.

"Last firework," I say, driving the car round a sharp turn in the road. "Why don't you light it?"

In my peripheral vision I can see his eyes widen, his glasses magnifying them into two large saucers. Already his hands begin to shake.

"Oh!" he exclaims, as though someone had pricked him with a needle. "Oh, I, uh— I don't think that's such a good id—"

"Great!" I interrupt, realizing that if I'm going to get anywhere with him, it'll be through sheer force. I think of how Aaron didn't give him a chance to say no when he asked him to come with me, and how that had obviously worked, because if it hadn't he wouldn't be sitting next to me.

Which might have been preferable.

Digging into my pocket, I throw him the lighter, trying not to smirk as he fumbles to catch it.

"I just really don't think—"

"You'll be fine," I cut in again, not wanting to hear him ramble about how afraid he is. I pull the car off the road, parking next to a small hill. We haven't quite reached the destination that was marked on the map, but I figure this should be good enough.

I don't wait for him to get out first. Instead I turn in my seat and grab the firework before getting out of the car. I stretch my legs out in front of me before climbing the small mound of dirt, kicking at the soil to loosen it up. I try to ignore the fact that Gale hasn't gotten out of the car yet as I stab the firework into the ground, pointing it straight up towards the sky.

All the guy has to do is light the damn wick.

I've encountered children braver than him. I look around the spot that we've parked, on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere. I don't see any infected, so I walk down from the hill, needing only a few steps to get back to the car. I open the passenger door and look down at him. He isn't even looking at me; he's staring ahead, swallowing the visible lump in his throat.

"Are you coming?" I ask, trying not to let my impatience show. He doesn't reply straight away, instead he stares ahead for another minute before slowly craning to look in my direction.

"I-I think you should do it." He tries to hand me the lighter, but I grab his wrist instead and yank him out of his seat. He stumbles, his long legs awkwardly caught in the car as his upper half falls to the ground. He sputters out a yell, but I ignore him, pulling him to his feet.

I swat away the dust that he's kicked up, blinking it from my eyes. Dirt has streaked itself across his white shirt, and he grimaces down at it in disdain. Glaring up at him, I throw a finger out towards the firework standing on top of the small hill.

"Go and light the firework!" I demand, feeling rather foolish for having to wrestle him from the car. He looks over to the hill and I pause, wondering why I'm bothering to help him at all.

There's nothing for me to gain. There's no reason for me to even bother. I'm not his teacher, and I don't have to be. He looks back to me and I realize that he isn't going to do it.

A spark of annoyance flares up inside of me, but is doused when I remind myself that it isn't my job to teach him.

"Fine," I sigh through gritted teeth, snatching the lighter from him, "I'll do it." I brush past him, making sure to hit him with my shoulder as I go. He makes a noise but I don't bother turning to look back at him. Instead I climb the hill and light the wick of the firework.

I step back as it begins to sizzle, the wick quickly burning away until it reaches the base and shoots upwards. I watch it burst, bright colors surging out in different directions, like the petals of a blooming flower. I look down at Gale from atop the hill and throw my hands out at him.

"Was that so hard?" I ask. His body is already turning to get back in the car when he looks up at me, his eyes widening considerably.

"Look out!" he yells. My brows pinch together at the panic on his face. I'm about to ask him what's wrong when I feel a sharp pressure digging into my right leg.

My eyes snap down to see a hand clasped around my exposed ankle, its brittle nails already digging into the skin. I try to jump forward, attempting to dislodge its grasp but its hold is too firm and I find myself losing balance. The lighter flies from my hand as I fall from the small hill, my arms whipping out in front to cushion the impact.

The ground is hard where I hit it.

A panic has settled over me now as I try to crawl away, but can't. I look back at the infected man that has grabbed me, its body pulled halfway over the hill when I fell. Its teeth, black from previous meals are gnashing wildly at my foot.

I kick my leg out at it, the heel of my boot striking it on the crown of its bald head. I don't expect its skull to crack under the pressure, but it does, the sharp bone already protruding through the skin.

"Gale!" I yell as my boot sinks into its temple, doing little to deter it. "Get the baseball bat!"

I pull my leg back and kick it in the face again, snapping its nose out of place. "Gale!" I scream.

I don't have to look to know that he isn't doing anything. He couldn't even light a damn firework. He's probably sitting in the car, ready to drive off without me.

I kick out at it again, the tip of my foot striking it under the chin. Its grasp loosens the slightest bit as dark blood spurts from its open mouth. I pull my leg free and grab wildly at mounds of dirt, dragging myself away from it.

My stomach drops at the sight of blood, trickling from my ankle. No, I think, the word quiet in my mind. I can't be infected, I can't be. I'm about to lean forward and inspect the wound when the infected man begins to push itself up from the ground. I jump back, grabbing onto the cars bumper to help lift myself from the ground.

Gale stands frozen by the side of the car, his spindly arms wrapped around his body. I try to pull the trunk open, but it refuses. I left the keys in the car. I turn to get them when the infected reaches me, its hand wrapping itself around my wrist this time. I snatch myself away before it has a chance to get a grip.

"The keys!" I yell to Gale. "Get me the keys!" I slam my palms against the infected man's torso. It stumbles back a few steps but remains resolute. I turn to find Gale standing stock still and watching the exchange with wide eyes. "Get me the fucking keys, Gale!" I scream, slamming my hands down on the car.

He hears me this time, the noise jolting him awake as his attention snaps to my palms splayed out on the trunk. With his head bobbing in short, stuttered nods, he climbs into the car, reaching for the keys in the ignition. I turn back to the infected and kick it in the stomach just as it is about to reach me. Its belly feels squishy and full, like it has had a meal recently. I cringe at the sensation.

"H-h-here!" Gale stutters, leaning out of the car, the keys dangling in his hand. He chucks them towards me but his throw falls short and the keys land in the dirt beside the wheel. Ducking down, I scoop them up and jam them into the lock.

Its hand falls on my shoulder as I pop the trunk open, its nails gouging into my flesh. Its head is nearing my neck when I grab one of the baseball bats and swing it out randomly. The bat makes an impact with its crown, forcing its face away from mine. I take a step away and thrust the end of the bat into its chest, knocking it over.

It's writhing around in the dirt, kicking up a storm of dust when I swing the bat down on its skull. The bone crunches under the metal, fragments of blood and cartilage bursting in every direction. It moans and I swing again, and again, and again. I keep swinging until nothing is left but a distorted pool of blood, its features indistinguishable save patches of skin and shards of bone sticking out in random directions.

I huff out a breath, standing over its corpse. The bat slips from my hand as I drop to the ground, pulling the leg of my jeans up. I prod at the small cut on my ankle, wiping away the stream of blood that has formed. Relief washes over me as I realize it isn't a bite.

It isn't a bite, I think again, the words soothing me.

"Stella?" Gale asks, his voice still a quiver. I hear his footsteps crunching in the dirt as he walks around the car towards me. "Are-are you al—" he stops short as he catches sight of the infected on the ground. He stumbles back as I stand up.

"Oh my god," he mumbles, his body practically caving in on itself. "There's so much blood!" His body snaps like a twig as he bends over, vomiting. I glare at him, a rage building inside of me.

"No shit, Gale! Why don't you paint a picture with it, maybe that way you'll be useful!" I shout. His eyes widen at me, his lower lip trembling as he thinks of something to say.

"I-I-I-"

"You what?" I ask, stepping forward and shoving him against the car. "You fucking what!"

His skin has withered into a shade of pale I didn't think possible.

"I almost died because of you!" I yell. He's bowed his head now, his lips quivering more ferociously. His entire body is shaking so much that he’s practically convulsing. I want to hit him, but I restrain myself. He sniffles and I realize that he's on the verge of tears.

"A parasite," I sneer, "that's all you are."

I'm about to say more when I hear a soft boom, like the sound of distant thunder. I turn towards it, my brows pinching at the sight of black smoke. Another soft boom follows, and I can just make out the dazzling colors of a firework amidst the darkened clouds.

"Is that. . ." The words trail off as another firework goes off, the smoke reaching out like a hand into the sky.

"The school," Gale finishes for me, his glasses pulled down to the tip of his nose as he peers over them. I look back at him, confusion and dread mixing together and making me feel unwell.

Something bad must have happened, I think. Something really bad. I stagger back from Gale, my mind already reeling at all the possible scenarios. Before I even have time to form a plan, I'm running round the side of the car, shutting the boot and taking the keys. I'm in the driver’s seat when another firework goes off, its color dancing with the smoke, fighting against the blue of the sky.

I've jammed the key into the ignition when Gale slides in, his hands shaking profusely and tears streaking his cheeks.

"W-we have to hurry!" he says, fidgeting with his seat belt. My hand pauses on the wheel as I pull the car back onto the road.

The smoke, it's going to attract every horde in the vicinity. The school will probably be overrun by the time we make it back. My foot hovers above the accelerator, my panicked mind struggling to form a coherent plan.

"Why aren't you driving?" Gale squeaks beside me.

I have a car, I think. That's all I need. I don't need to go back to the school. I can ditch Gale somewhere and drive the rest of the way. My grip tightens around the leather wheel as my mind strays to Logan. I don't need him, not if I have a car. I spit the words out before my mind has a chance to change.

"I'm not going back," I tell him, turning the car around.

"What?" Gale asks, "b-but we have to help!" I repress a snort, wondering how he could possibly be of any help.

"This was us helping," I say, referring to the fireworks. "We did our part, I don't owe them anything anymore." My teeth grit at the thought that this was all for nothing. I just risked my life for nothing. I almost died for nothing. I knew I shouldn't have agreed to help them. I should have just left without Logan, I've survived long enough without him, I can do it again. He was nothing but a safety net, not something worth going back for.

Gale is looking around the car now, and I can tell that he’s panicking. His hands are fidgeting in his lap when he slaps them down on his thighs to steady them.

"No!" he shouts. "W-we have to go back!"

"For what?" I ask.

"W-we have to help!"

I don't suppress my snort this time, I make sure that he can hear it. "Because standing in a corner doing nothing is so damn helpful!" I spit at him, my anger from earlier renewing itself now. He frowns at his lap, his lips quivering like his voice.

"They're our friends."

My foot eases off the accelerator as I round a bend in the road, a group of infected now visible up ahead, running in the direction of the school. Towards us. His words sink into the pores of my skin, like an acid that burns with guilt. I try to ignore what he has said, to shove it from my mind. But it lingers like smoke, suffocating every other thought.

They’re our friends. . . 

I could drive through the group of infected ahead of us. I could drive around them.

I could drive anywhere.

But I turn the car around, and drive towards the school instead.


Chapter Nineteen


Logan


The smoke is suffocating. Like a heavy curtain that has been draped over you. It settles on your skin and clings to it, leaving a film of grime. It seeps into your lungs, making you heave, and it stands tall over the school like an omen of death.

The white tips of the flames reach out like streamers in the wind, entangling themselves in the low hanging branches of the tree above. Its dead canopy is alight in seconds, fire dancing along every stick and twig. Its remaining leaves begin to fall, small flames cradled in their crinkled palms.

I try to think of what I can do as the fire spreads to the roof of the English block. But my thoughts have been smothered by the smoke, and my mind comes back blank. People have dispersed like water from the surrounding buildings to come and look at the spectacle. Their reactions a mirror of each other.

It isn't long before a panic settles over them.

"Get water!" Rocket screams. "Buckets!" I don't need to see her to know how much pain she is in. It's carried in her voice, hoarse above the cackle of the fire.

I glance around at the congregation of people. Some are running to get water; others are running to get their possessions. But everyone is trembling. Real fear etched into their features, like it is etched into mine.

Joey stands a foot away from the fire, his attention turned towards the English block. He isn't swaying anymore. His limbs seem locked in place, frozen in a state of tension. For a moment I think he has gone into shock, but then he moves. His body snaps towards the burning English block, his run more frantic than that of an infected.

"Joey!" I call. He's already half-way up the steps and makes no gesture that he has heard me. I debate going after him, not so that I can save him from the burning building. No, I debate going after him so that I can kill him before something else does.

"Get water!" Rocket screams again, and I turn to look at her now. She's shouting at an ethnic couple, screaming at them to run and get water from the hall. I don't join her, because I know that it is too late for water. The bus can't be saved.

The school can't be saved.

I'm about to tell her this when Aaron bursts from the hall. His expression is one of disbelief, but quickly falls into despair.

"What the hell happened?" he asks, his voice barely audible above the roar of the fire. Rocket turns to him and the ethnic couple take this as their opportunity to run into the hall.

"Joey!" she shouts. "Joey is what happened!"

Aaron stumbles forward, his glazed eyes focused solely on the fire. He looks completely at a loss. His eyes have sunken into a pit of irreversible anguish and his usual smirk is turned down in a devastating look of defeat. I think he is about to collapse when he snaps back to attention. His eyes are still sunken, the lines of his face still creased. He's lost his usual flair for command, but he’s made a commendable effort to retrieve it. Despite how much it appears to strain him.

"Not water!" he shouts, just as the ethnic couple from earlier appears at the door of the hall with buckets in their hands. Filled precariously to the brim, water sloshes down the sides, pooling on the dry ground before their feet. "We can't afford to waste any water!"

Rocket tugs at her hair. "Then how are we supposed to put it out!"

Aaron pauses, his eyes running along the ground. "We don't." His dark eyes burn in their sockets as he says this. A group of people run past him, packed bags bouncing on their backs. His attention turns towards them.

"Hey wait a second! Where are you guys going?" he asks, flustered. Only one in the group stops and turns to answer him. A man around my age, with long hair and blue eyes.

"We're getting out of here!" he cries, "before the infected show up!"

Aaron shakes his head. "We need to stick together, to make a plan." The ethnic couple by the hall bob their heads in agreement, but the man turns away, running to catch up with his group. "Hey wait! We need to . . ." Aaron calls, but stops when he realizes it's a wasted effort. He turns to Rocket.

"What about the backup bus?" he asks, his eyes snapping to another small group of people leaving the school. Rocket’s hands are twisted in her hair now, her focus centered only on the abolished bus, still overwhelmed with flames. "Rocket!" Aaron snaps, garnering her attention.

"It’s— the engine is still faulty." she stutters, eyes still lingering on her bus. Her stare is like that of a mother, watching her child get into an accident.

"Will it drive?" he asks.

Her head wobbles ambiguously on her shoulders, with the vague essence of a nod hidden in the movement. If she thinks it can drive, she's certainly on the fence about it. My brows furrow together, not entirely convinced.

"It'll have to do," Aaron says with a shake of his head. "Go and set it up."

"But I—"

"Now, Rocket!" he snaps, his fists beginning to shake at his sides. He's beginning to panic, like the rest of us. He's about to say more when the roar of an engine cuts him off, the sound riding above that of the fire. Confusion hazes his features before his eyes pop open with realization.

"No!" he shouts, before turning and running towards the noise. I watch him go, disappearing behind the bus.

"What's wrong?" I ask, turning to Rocket. She looks over at me.

"They're taking the cars," she explains. The cars they use for scavenging runs. I'm about to ask her why that's a problem, but realize that it isn't a problem. It's Aaron's problem. He doesn't realize that they're doing what they need to do to survive. Sticking together won't keep you alive, acting on your feet will. If I was capable of running I would probably be with them, stealing a car and driving it as far away as I possibly can. Their best chance of survival is stealing those cars, mine is with the backup bus.

This makes me think of Stella, and how she's already out there with a car. Will she come back? The thought floats around in my mind before I realize that I already know the answer. Of course she won't. She has what she needs, there's no reason for her to come back here.

I pause with this thought, wondering if I should be happy. Happy that I'm rid of her, or happy that she's safe. But it isn't happiness that I feel.

I shake all thoughts of her away, deciding that there are more important things to focus on right now. Like getting the hell out of here.

Rocket is already running towards the backup bus, and I decide that my best option is to follow her. My first step is a painful one, the pressure of the bandages feeling like a snare around my leg. More people are running now, in all directions. Some of them are screaming, some are crying.

I ignore them, and move to pursue Rocket. She's run around the side of the hall and out onto a grassy oval. I don't bother trying to keep pace with her, it's no use. But I do try to keep her in my line of sight as I struggle forward. Finding the new lack of a crutch a significantly difficult transition to make.

The ground is soft on the oval, and I find it easier to walk. It’s far less painful, as my steps prefer to sink in the dirt than collide with cement. I can see the backup bus on the other side of the oval, sitting under a veranda on a patch of concrete. Rocket has already reached it, fumbling under its hood with tools.

Even from a distance I can see why this is the backup bus. It's exterior alone succeeds in inspiring uncertainty. Its yellow paint has been chipped and torn away by age, leaving a grimy brown color in its place. The tires look worn, like they've been stretched out and kneaded back together again. I grimace at the sight of it.

Suddenly I'm unsure if this really is my best chance of survival. I hobble over to her anyway, because I know that I have no other choice. She lifts herself away from the engine as I approach, her hands now covered in grease are gripping at the sides of the hood. She looks over to me, her jaw falling slack.

"Logan! Behind you!" she yells, throwing out a grease covered finger. I slow to a stop and turn in the direction she is pointing. On the other side of the oval is a man, running towards us. It isn't until I squint that I realize he's infected, its hard steps trampling down the grass as it sprints.

How did it get in?

The people who have taken the cars must have left the gate open. Or I was right in my criticism that the fence is too weak to keep them out.

"Catch!" I turn just in time to grab the spanner she has thrown at my head. Its steel is cool in my grip, and glints in the sunlight. I hold it out at my side, my fingers tightening around it as I ready myself for the swing.

The infected is close enough now that I can hear its ragged panting, so I bounce forward on my good leg and heave the spanner up at it. Its arm manages to catch my swing, slowing the momentum, but the blunt head still hits it on the underside of its chin. It forces its jaw together, a loud crunch emanating from its mouth as I catch a glance of broken teeth poking out through pursed lips.

A stream of blood spurts from its mouth as it falls back, most of the liquid caught by its crushed teeth. Some still manages to splash on my shoulder, a splatter spreading across my neck. I wipe it away with the back of my hand as the infected collapses in the grass, thrashing wildly.

I throw the spanner above my head and bring it down with as much force as possible. The infected man is moving so much that I end up hitting its shoulder. It pops loudly and I assume that I've dislocated it as its arm begins to flop around more aimlessly than before.

It begins to get up from the ground when I lob the spanner at it again, this time striking it on the side of the head. It falls to its side and I hold the spanner up higher this time. Like an executioner, I bring it down. The metal crushes the bone, leaving a sizable dent on the side of its head. I bring it down again, this time breaking through its skull as the spanner sinks into skin, fragments of bone slipping and locking it in place.

I try to pull it out but it remains lodged in its skull, securely held by crumpled bone and bleeding flesh. I pause for a moment, and only when I'm sure it is dead do I let my grip fall from the spanner. It stands at an angle, sticking out from the side of its head.

I hear a scream of the living, closely followed by a wail of the undead. I don't bother trying to remove the spanner when I see three more infected running towards me from the other side of the oval. Instead I turn towards Rocket, who has just slammed the hood of the bus down and is now moving to get inside.

By the time I reach the door she's already accelerating across the oval. I struggle to jump inside, almost falling over whilst climbing up the steps. As we approach the three infected I sit down and grip the back of her seat, preparing for the bump. I'm caught off guard when she swerves away from them, their arms slamming against the side of the bus, their nails screeching against the metal.

"What are you doing? Run them down!" I protest, watching them slowly fall to the back of the bus. She shakes her head, glancing back at me in the rear-view mirror.

"The engine’s too delicate, one bad bump and it could go," she explains. I begin to rethink my decision of getting on this bus when she takes a sharp turn round the side of the hall, and drives a little further out from the burning wreckage of the other bus. As she cranks the door open she begins shouting and waving the remaining people onto the bus.

The ethnic couple are the first to reach us. They hurry up the steps and stumble through the bus, falling into a seat. Aaron runs down from the gate, a small knife gleaming with blood clenched in his right fist. He begins pointing people towards the bus, leading them on to it.

An infected sprints from around the hall and towards them. It pants like a dog, a string of saliva swinging from its lower lip as it pounces towards them. Without hesitation Aaron throws the knife out, stabbing it in the forehead. Even from the confines of the bus I hear the snapping crunch of the blade penetrating the bone.

Knife still lodged in its head, he throws the body aside as the small group of people he has managed to collect board the bus. I count them as they come on. A round woman, a young girl, two teenage boys and a skinny Chinese man. I wonder if he's the son of the Doctor, but quickly realize that it doesn't matter.

Five in total. Seven including the ethnic couple already on board. It's more than I thought there would be. Aaron stands by the door of the bus for another moment, glancing around at the school grounds. An infected wails in the distance and he steps on the bus.

He takes the seat beside me and leans over so that he can speak to Rocket. "Take the back entrance, that way we—" he begins to tell her, but stops when a movement catches his eye. He leans over in his seat to look out the window.

I follow his gaze to find Joey, standing at the top of the steps of the English block, a red bag slung over his shoulder. Rocket begins to turn the bus away when he starts running down the stairs.

"Wait, Rocket!" Aaron yells, throwing his hand out towards her. "Joey's coming!"

The engine rumbles as she presses down on the accelerator. "I ain't waitin' for him," she sneers.

Aaron's eyes widen before he jumps from his seat, grabbing the steering wheel and locking it in her grip.

"What the hell are you doing?" Rocket snaps, trying to wrestle his grip away while still steering the bus around.

"Stop the bus!" he yells at her. She looks at him as if he’s lost his mind.

"We should leave him behind!" she yells back, fighting for control of the wheel. I'm about to agree with her when I see Stella beside the math's block, running towards us.

"No, Rocket! Stop the bus!" I yell out, pointing towards Stella and Gale in the distance. She glances towards them. With her jaw visibly clenched, she stomps her foot down on the brakes.

The wheels screech as the bus slides to a stop, knocking over two infected along its way. I wince, wondering if that will be enough to dislodge the engine, but Rocket doesn't seem fazed. I look back to Stella, a few feet behind Joey.

She came back.

I don't have time to marvel at this however as Rocket snaps up from her seat and stands, blocking the door of the bus as Joey reaches us. He comes to a halt in front of her, his eyes still wild now hold a growing fear.

"Rocket we don't have time for this!" Aaron growls, standing behind her.

"I ain't lettin' him on so that he can blow up this bus too!" she barks, pushing Joey back a few steps. Aaron glances between the two of them, a breath passing between his lips as he struggles to think.

"I'm sure there's an explanation behind what happened!" Aaron says, prompting Rocket to glance back at him with a raised brow.

"Yeah! And that reason is he was so hopped up on drugs that he thought blowin' up my bus was a good idea!" She turns to look back down at Joey just as Stella and Gale reach the bus. "You ain't gettin' on," she says.

Stella stands panting, her features fraught and tense as she takes in the exchange from over Joey's shoulder. Rocket points a finger at her and Gale.

"You two can get on, but I ain't giving this worthless bag of dog shit another chance," she growls. Stella's face pinches in confusion as Joey just stands with his mouth agape.

"What?" Stella asks. "What the hell is going on?"

"Rocket," Aaron states calmly, "we don't have time for this. Just let him on the bus and we'll deal with him later." He places a gentle hand on her shoulder, and her attention snaps to him. She's about to say something when an infected screams, running out from beside the math's block. It's soon joined by another infected woman, and then two more men.

They're all sprinting towards us. Gale makes a noise in the back of his throat as he tries to push his way past Joey and onto the bus. Rocket watches the infected for less than a moment, before she shrugs Aaron's hand off her shoulder. Mumbling a curse under her breath, she steps away from the door and sits down in the driver's seat. Aaron falls back into his own seat, muttering his thanks as Joey jumps on board without a word and takes a seat at the very back, furthest away from everyone else.

Gale is quick to follow after him, taking a seat behind the ethnic couple. Stella is the last to get on, offering me a small nod as she moves to take the seat behind me.

The door of the bus groans shut just as the nearest infected reach us. Its body slams against the glass door, rocking the bus slightly as Rocket steers it towards the back entrance of the school.

She drives precariously, swerving to dodge multiple infected that are pouring in from surrounding streets. There must have been more in the area than I previously thought. After maneuvering the bus around a moderately sized group of them, she pulls on to the open road. I open the window and stick my head out to see the infected chasing after us, the tower of black smoke more prominent in the sky than ever. Rocket glances in the rear-view mirror and presses down on the accelerator, straining the bus to its limit.

The engine sputters out a groan, and I wonder if the infected will give up before the bus does.


Chapter Twenty


Stella


The air on the bus is thick with tension. Overbearing and stifling. Even with most of the windows down I find myself feeling uncomfortable, like I've been swaddled with a thick blanket.

I move closer to the window, shifting myself into the stream of cool air that flows in from outside. This only makes things worse. The wind is harsh and forces strands of hair to whip about my face. I move away, finding stale air more comfortable as long as it is still.

My gaze drifts to the other passengers on the bus. I count the seven people I don't know, all sitting quietly. I remember standing in the hall when I first arrived at the school. It was abuzz with activity and it looked as though there were at least forty people. I remember thinking that there were a lot.

But now there are seven.

Thirteen in total, a number significantly small enough to leave me wondering what happened to everyone else. To leave me wondering what happened at the school. Why the bus had exploded. And why Rocket wanted to leave Joey behind.

Did Joey do something?

If he did, what could he have done that was so bad as to warrant a death sentence? My eyes wander towards him, sitting alone on the backseat of the bus. He looks sick, tired. But then I realize that we all do.

He notices me staring, but he doesn't smile like he normally would. He squirms uncomfortably, pulling the bag in his lap closer towards him. My eyes catch the movement, and I realize that the bag he is holding is red. My bag. He's holding my bag.

He cranes his neck to the side so that his gaze doesn't have to meet mine. Staring at the empty seat beside him for a few moments, his eyes begin to dart back to me periodically, checking to see if I'm still watching him.

I'm making him uncomfortable. I drop my gaze away from him and turn back around in my seat. What could he have done? And why is he holding my bag?

Is he the reason the bus blew up?

Surely not, I snort. He's quirky, but nowhere near demented enough to do something that drastic. I think back to what Rocket had said when I first met her.

We just don't get along.

Is it possible that that's all it was? Her simple dislike for him had prompted her to want to leave him behind? Like she had done before when she locked him in a bathroom. It's a possibility, albeit an unlikely one. She doesn't seem cruel enough to pull something like that off.

The questions bounce around in my skull, occasionally finding themselves perched on the tip of my tongue. I want to ask Logan, but the heavy silence of the bus restrains me. It feels wrong to make noise, and I think that maybe now is not the appropriate time to ask.

So I lean back into my seat, deciding I may as well take a nap. The leather is cracked and peeling, and the cushion is harder than on the other bus, but it'll have to do. Just as I am about to close my eyes, Logan turns around in his seat, his gaze craning to meet mine. I sit back up, hoping that I might be about to receive some answers sooner than I had thought. I feel more comfortable making noise as long as he is the first to breach the silence.

"Kid," he nods, and I nod back. The word is practically whispered, but surrounded with silence it sounds more like a shout. Aaron glances at us, his attention caught by the noise, and I realize that our conversation isn't going to be a private one. Logan clears his throat before continuing. "You came back."

I nod, noticing the unspoken question in his eyes. "You didn't think I would?"

He tears his gaze away from mine, puffing out a breath. "Honestly," he says. "No."

He returns his attention to me, but not before I drop my gaze to the ground. "But I'm glad you did," he says.

A pang of guilt hits me, and I think about telling him the truth. How I wasn't going to come back. That if it weren't for Gale, I would be halfway to the coast by now. But I need to think strategically. Telling him the truth will only put a strain on our relationship. I look over my shoulder and try to catch a glimpse of Gale, but he's hidden behind the couple sitting in front of him.

"Well," I say, turning back to him. "I guess I realized that I kinda like some of the people here." I listen to each word as I speak them, and I realize that I'm not entirely lying.

"You did good kid," he tells me. "I'm proud of you."

An emotion swells in my chest, but I try not to give it any attention. I dodge his stare and opt to look out the window instead. His pride is misplaced, and I almost feel bad for taking it. But I shouldn't feel bad for wanting to leave when I had the chance. I put my survival first without endangering anyone else's.

Was that such a bad thing?

I shake the thought away, deciding that it can't have been a good thing if it’s left me feeling so misplaced. His brow begins to furrow, so I change the topic before he has a chance to catch on.

"So what happened?" I ask, leaning forward to take advantage of what little privacy we can get. I doubt anyone else on the bus wants to talk about it, or even be reminded of it. He too leans forward, draping an arm over the back of his seat so that he can move closer. And he tells me.

"Joey blew up the bus."

I'd be lying if I said I wasn't slightly taken aback, but it was a possibility I had considered.

He tells me everything that happened. How Joey had covered the bus with lighter fluid and stuck fireworks in the gas tank. How he had done it all for revenge.

"But why would he do that?" I ask, thinking about the witty remarks he would spit and the boyish grin that was always on his face. The actions just didn't suit the man. Despite the truth being lain out in front of me, I still struggle to accept it as fact.

"He's a drug addict," Logan shrugs, and we both notice Aaron flinch. "He wasn't thinking straight."

This manages to shock me. I fall back into my seat, my head shaking on its own accord as I wrestle with this new information. After a few moments of quiet reflection however, I realize that it isn't totally unbelievable.

I think back to the times I had spoken with him. The occasional twitches and scratches, the red bags under his eyes. Then I remember walking into his room unannounced, and how he had acted. I throw a glance at him at the back of the bus. He's cradling my bag in his arms, holding it to his chest like a mother would hold a newborn.

I look away, feeling stupid for not noticing that something was up long ago. I had just presumed he was weird, eccentric. Now I'm not sure how I feel about him.

"I guess you were right," Logan says, "about everyone being bad. I never woulda guessed the kid had it in him."

I'm about to dispute with him, to say that it's not necessarily Joey that's bad, but the drugs. But I swallow the argument when I notice the bus beginning to slow. My heart jumps slightly in my chest as I wonder if we're breaking down. But when the bus comes to a complete stop on the side of the road, Rocket stands up from the driver's seat and stretches her arms above her head.

"You wanna take over for a little while?" she asks, her question directed exclusively towards Aaron. He attempts a smile, the corners of his lips trembling in effort.

"I didn't think NASCAR drivers took breaks in between laps," he mocks, standing up. She waits until he's in the driver's seat to reply.

"It isn't a break that I want," she mutters. Aaron glances up at her, his eyes uncertain as he pulls the bus back onto the road.

It's a few moments before she begins to stalk down the aisle of the bus. Her lips are nothing but a firm line, pressed together so tightly that they've begun to turn white. I look back at Joey, who's staring out the window, completely oblivious to the lioness striding towards him.

Her walk is slow and deliberate, as if devised to purposefully torment him. He catches sight of her, and his eyes widen with what I can only presume is fear as his clutch on the bag visibly tightens.

His gaze flickers to mine, and I see the torment in his eyes. They look hollow, devoid of the usual humor that once pranced in them. He looks broken, like a shadow of what he once was.

I should hate him. He ruined everything. He's the reason I risked my life for nothing. He's the reason that people are dead. He's the reason we're on this bus and not someplace better.

But as I look into his eyes, all I can see is the boy that brought me food, when Aaron had told everyone not to. The boy that thought it would be funny to introduce me as his girlfriend, and Logan as his grandfather.

The boy that took me out to see the stars, because he thought it would make me happy.

As Rocket stops in front of him, I realize that no matter how hard I try, I can't.

I can't hate him.

Which is why I jump up from my seat and move to stand behind Rocket. I need to talk to him. She doesn't even spare me a glance. Her attention has fallen entirely on Joey and I doubt it will deviate anytime soon.

I didn't think it possible, but the silence of the bus feels heavier than ever before as they stare at each other. I look around and notice that every pair of eyes on the bus have turned to witness the exchange. Even Aaron glances at us from the rear-view mirror.

The tension feels palpable, like it's crushing me from every direction. Just when the silence begins to become unbearable, Rocket speaks.

"What's in the bag?"

A question I hadn't thought of. My eyes drop down to the bag, my bag, and I notice his fingers clenching around the fabric. Another silence ensues, longer this time. I think this would anger Rocket, but she stands calmly, offering no sign that she is going to repeat herself.

"Nothing," he replies. The word is flat, broken just like he is. If I had my back turned, I never would have guessed that the noise came from him. Rocket stands up a little straighter, an audible sigh fleeing her throat.

"I'm gonna make this real easy for you, Joey," she says, her voice trembling with so many emotions that I'm impressed she managed to keep it level. "I know what's in that bag," she pauses.

I think she was hoping to get a reaction out of him, but he doesn't move, doesn't blink. He just stares at her with the same blank fear he had when he saw her approaching.

"But I'm gonna give you another chance," she leans closer to him, gripping the edge of the seat beside her for support. "What is in the bag?"

The pressure from her stare must be too much for him to handle, because his gaze drips to the ground. Another silence envelops the bus as he pulls the bag closer to his chest. He's biting his lip when he lifts his stare up to meet hers. After a moment he begins shaking his head.

"Nothing." The word is a whisper this time, dead in his throat, I'm surprised it had the energy to leave his lips. She leans away from him, and even from behind I can feel the anger emanating from her. She holds her hand out.

"Give me the bag." He looks down at her hand and shakes his head.

"Give me the bag, Joey," she repeats, a growing fury working its way into her voice. He squirms under her gaze and I can tell that he's beginning to panic. I want to intervene, but I stop myself, because I want to know what's in the bag more.

"Give me the fucking bag!" she yells. He flinches away from her, but shakes his head.

"No."

Her hand drops to her side, and for an instant I think that she has given up as another silence approaches. But then she lunges for the bag. Her right hand manages to grab one of the straps while the other works at prying Joey's arms away. He tries to wrench it away from her, throwing his arm out to push her back.

I watch them for another moment before deciding that I should intervene. We aren't going to get anywhere this way, and I'm a little afraid that they're going to rip my bag – not that that's a priority or anything.

Trying not to get hit in the face, I grab on to Rocket's shoulders and pull her back, away from Joey. She maintains her grip on the bag for as long as she can before the distance becomes too far and her fingers slip away. Her attention snaps towards me and I understand why Joey failed to maintain eye contact. The rage present in her lightly colored eyes has me squirming before she even says anything.

"What the hell are you doing?" she shouts. I flinch at the volume, keeping a hand on her shoulder in case she decides to lunge at Joey again.

"This isn't the right way to go about things," I tell her. She's panting, her breathing ragged from their scuffle. But even with adrenaline coursing through her, her eyes convey understanding. She knows that I'm right.

"Well what the hell do you suggest we do then?" she asks, rather harshly. I try not to take offense, because I know that it's Joey she's angry with, not me. I think for a moment before offering her a light shrug.

"Let me talk to him," I suggest weakly. I don't know what I can do, but I know that everyone will be a lot happier if Rocket isn't screaming at anyone. She gives me a look.

"Fine," she says slowly, popping her lip with the word. She's about to move past me when she pauses, as if remembering something. In a swift movement she's turned around and leaning back down to Joey. "Don't get comfortable, you son of a bitch."

And with that threat, she turns around and stalks back to the front of the bus, where she shoos Aaron out of the driver's seat so that she can take over. Watching her until I'm sure she won't come back, I turn towards Joey and awkwardly squeeze past him so that I can take the seat beside him. Once I sit down, I notice every pair of eyes on the bus is still focused on the two of us.

"Alright guys, shows over, go back to looking out the window," I tell them, glaring at each pair until they've all turned around.

Staring down at my lap, I begin to play with my hands. A silence, more awkward than before has stretched itself between us. I peek a glance at him while I ponder what to say. He too is staring down at his lap. I lose track of my thoughts, but decide to begin the simplest way.

"Hey. . ." Like a string, the word stretches itself out, but fails to connect us. He glances at me, not saying anything. So I try again. "You've got my bag."

He's quiet for a moment, but then he speaks. "Yeah I, couldn't find mine." I nod, glad that I've managed to get a response out of him at all.

"I don't suppose that—"

"I'm not going to tell you what's in this bag, Stella," he cuts me off and I stop to look at him.

"I think everyone already knows what's in that bag," I say. He doesn't look surprised by this, but it does cause him to look away. "I don't suppose you want to talk about it?"

He shakes his head. I stare at him for a moment longer, hoping that maybe he'll say more. But he doesn't, so I turn to look out the window, ready to resign myself to silence when he turns to me.

His eyes are smoldering with silent torment.

"I didn't mean to hurt anyone."

I don't say anything back to him. I only nod.

Because I believe him.


Chapter Twenty-One


Logan


I don't like the quiet.

People are naturally noisy. They talk constantly with their irritatingly loud voices. They find it necessary to add sound effects to their stories. And above all else, they talk over the top of each other, escalating what could have been a quiet conversation into a very loud, very aggravating shouting match. But despite all this, it's the quiet I don't like.

Because bad things happen when it's quiet. Too much is hidden in silence. The world was noisy before the infection, and then, as if the earth were an amp and someone had decided to turn the volume all the way down, the infection spread and the world went quiet.

Noise is safe. The house was quiet the day my wife filed for divorce, it was even quieter the day my daughter died. Maybe the problem isn't that I don't like the quiet. Maybe the problem is that I'm afraid of it. Afraid of the quiet, because I know that it always leads to something bad.

Which is why I'm on the edge of my seat now.

The bus is silent. As if the stifling heat and sweat soaked leather seats weren't enough to bother me. I throw a quick glance around the bus, my gaze lingering on every quiet person.

The silence is deafening.

Not a single person is talking, and that just isn't right. Even Stella and Joey are quiet, sitting together at the back of the bus, each looking out a different window. I watch them for a moment, unsure of how I feel about them sitting together. She stood up for him. Why would she? Why would anyone in their right mind defend his actions? The moment I get a chance, I decide, I'm telling her to steer clear of him. If I have anything to say about it, he won't be around for long anyway. Shaking the thought from my mind, I turn back around in my seat and throw a glance in Rocket's direction.

Ever since her confrontation with Joey, that's when everything went quiet. Since that outburst of noise, no one has uttered a word. How long has it been? There's no way to tell, but it feels like an eternity. Like I've been trapped in a silent film, where the coughing engine of the bus is nothing but a whirring projector in the background.

The bus feels like a prison, our personal vessel from one tragedy to another, with no way of getting off to pick our own way. I'm about to sink back into my chair when I hear a sigh across from me. I tilt my head towards the source of noise, finding Aaron hunched over in his seat, his head in his hands.

He stays like this, his only movement a result of the bus. As I watch him, I realize that I underestimated him somewhat. Even in the midst of panic, at the height of chaos, he didn't give up. Only shedding his stoic mask for a second, he didn't waste any time in trying to fix everything. Even when things were irreparable.

I respect that.

He's a better leader than I gave him credit for, even if the memory of his attitude still irritates me.

He sighs again, and I wonder if I should say something. The bus hits a bump in the road and his head jumps from his hands just long enough for me to catch a glimpse of his face. His eyes are darker than I remember, his expression a shattered fragment of the certainty it used to hold.

Leaning over to him in my seat, I clear my throat as a way of catching his attention. He doesn't look up.

"You alright, Aaron?" His head lifts at the sound of his name, his gaze finding mine before he returns to his original position. Rocket turns in her seat to look at him and then shares a glance with me in the rear-view mirror. Just as I am about to ask him again, he sits up.

"Yeah, I . . ." he trails off, slapping his palms down on his thighs as he sags back into his chair. "I just." He exhales a breath. When I think he isn't going to say anymore, he does.

"I worked so hard."

With a shake of his head, he turns to look out the window beside him. I pull away, my familiar feelings for him slowly returning. That's what he's been thinking about? How hard he worked? A chord of irritation twangs within me as I find my lips pulling into a scowl. I'm about to respond when he continues.

"And now it's all gone."

The twang of irritation subsides, and is replaced with one of empathy at the sound of his voice. Broken, but not in the way that Joey's is. No, I think. His voice isn't broken, it's lost. Lost in a sea of dark despair and hopelessness. As I think of the sound, I realize that I can relate.

"We'll start again," Rocket chirps, "we always do."

Not a sigh, but a snort this time escapes him as he turns from the window to look at her. "What?" he asks, his upper lip curling with the word. "So it can all just go to shit again?" He turns with a shake of his head to look back out the window. Her eyes pounce to mine, striking me with a clear message: Say something.

I exhale a breath, wondering what I should say. Wondering what I can say. "Well . . ." I begin, and he turns to look at me with a set of hollow eyes.

I flinch from them, because I've seen them before, in the mirror, when my entire world had shattered and I was living in an apartment on my own, separated from my daughter. It was supposed to be the last night of my life. In a dirty bathroom, looking at myself in the mirror.

They stared back at me, sunken and dead. The only evidence of life a streak of tears streaming from them, dropping on the paper below. I looked down, away from my reflection, and counted the several tears that had stained the letter. Small, tiny blemishes, scattered out across the parchment.

My vision blurring, I struggled to refocus my gaze on the last two words, barely recognizing my own hand-writing.

Goodbye Princess. . .

Another chug, and another pill, and I was closer.

Closer to what I wanted.

Closer to feeling nothing. . .

I have to look away, unable to hold the pain in his eyes, unable to revisit it. I fall silent, any and all words I had thought of speaking dying on my tongue. There's nothing I can say to make him feel better. I know this, because there's nothing anyone could have said to me to make me feel better. Only a miracle could have made me feel better.

A small pain burns in my wrist, followed by a furious itch. I focus on the unpleasant sensation, relishing its arrival with a warm welcome, anything to distract me. I scratch at the bandage lightly, ignoring the yellowish-red discoloration that has spread across its surface. My wrist burns fiercer at the touch, and I grimace at the pain, pulling my hand away. I notice Aaron watching me, and realize that he has been waiting for me to say something.

I shrug, deciding to spit out the first thing that comes to my mind.

"That's survival for you, everything comes to an end and you just keep fighting like a stubborn son of a bitch." His expression doesn't change, but he nods and turns away anyway. Again I shrug, already expecting this outcome. As I begin to turn back into my seat, I once again catch Rocket's glare, urging me to say more. I glare back at her, tempted by the idea of just lying down in my seat and taking a nap. But I know I can't do that.

"Look kid," I sigh, catching his attention once again. "I know you and me got off on the wrong foot, but I'd be lying if I said I wasn't impressed with how you handled things back there." I sigh again, struggling to force the compliments out. "But you gotta understand, what happened wasn't your fault. It was Joey's. You did everything you could, and that's all you can do." I finish my speech with a final shrug, offering him a look of pity. He attempts a smile, but fails to materialize it and I figure now may as well be my time to give up.

He'll get over it, just like I . . . well, I suppose you never really get over it. You manage. That's all this has been. Not survival. Managing, and barely managing at that. But still, there's nothing that I can say or do to help him move forward. He needs to do that on his own.

"I lost my first six races," Rocket interjects. I can tell she's going to be much more motivational than I was by the way she’s looking at Aaron with a fire in her eyes. "My own father and fiancé both had me pegged as becoming the worst female driver in NASCAR history. You think I gave up?"

She pauses to hold a steady gaze with Aaron before continuing. "I removed them from my life and I kept racing! And you know what happened?"

"You won all your races?" he supplies dejectedly.

"Not all of them. In fact, probably not even half of them. But I did win in the end, because I was happy I didn't give up. If I had given up when they wanted me to give up, I woulda never known what it feels like to win a race."

His facade cracks slightly, chipping away with every strike of her tongue. She notices this as she pauses to look in the rear-view mirror. "You can't give up, Aaron," she finishes, her gaze injecting the last of its venom before returning to the road.

He remains still after this, he too concentrating his eyes on the road stretching out in front of us. Looking at him, I can almost remember the feel of turmoil in my own mind. The raging battle that desecrated thoughts and left me hollow, my eyes left sunken the way Aaron's are now.

From here on it'll be nothing but a spontaneous thought, straying from the rest that will make his mind up. Whether he gives up or not is entirely up to him now.

I turn away with a grimace, tempted to clutch at my throbbing wrist. Spikes of pain stab at it, imitating the feel of the knife first slicing through the skin. It almost feels wet with blood. I attempt a scratch, running my nail along the stale wool, but instantly regret it. A new trail of pain burns along the path my finger sailed, an unmerciful armada of itchiness arriving in force with it.

Tearing my attention away from it, I focus instead on the slowly sinking sun, counting the seconds it takes to descend. I reach the high hundreds when it finally hits ground, disappearing behind the hills.

The quiet returns, and brings with it the slowly growing dark of night.

Then a strange whir bites out, followed by a clanking hiss. Rocket makes a noise in the back of her throat before a blunt sputter coughs loudly from the engine. Aaron and I exchange a look as the bus slows down, creeping up the road for several more seconds before coming to a complete stop. No one speaks as the engine splutters out a final chuckle, before falling silent.

My muscles tense in welcome, not bothering to grieve the death of noise.

Rocket turns the keys in the ignition, but gives up quickly, slumping back in her seat. "Well shit," she mutters under her breath.

The bus begins to submerge itself into a pocket of silence, when the scream of an infected pulls it back out.


Chapter Twenty-Two


Logan


Nobody moves.

A stillness falls over everyone on the bus as we listen to the silence that follows. It looms over us like a cloud as we stare down the road, struggling to place the source of noise. After a minute, Aaron begins to stand, rising from his seat with a slow precision so as to make as little noise as possible. He turns to look down the length of the bus, twisting his torso so that he can address everyone.

"Get low, and be quiet," he whispers, his words so hushed that I wonder if Stella and Joey can hear him from the back. Shuffling sounds of movement implode within the confines of the bus, deafening amidst the silence.

Aaron waits until the commotion has dissipated before turning to Rocket, reaching an open hand out towards her. "Weapon," he nods.

Without a word or gesture, she reaches down the side of her seat and pulls out a golf club. It clatters against the side of the bus as she pulls it up, the sound forcing her to still a second, before finally handing it to him. He takes it from her, his fingers wrapping around the grip, his knuckles already turning white. I glance at his face and notice that his eyes have hardened to their usual stony regard. The lines of his face have even smoothened out and his lips have pressed themselves into a thin, concentrated line.

He must have made up his mind.

He must have chosen to keep going. Any evidence of the weak and hopeless man that had been sulking on that seat no more than a minute ago has entirely vanished. He stands straight, his other hand coming round to grip the golf club as all his muscles tense tightly beneath his shirt, stretching the material.

The bus groans as Rocket opens its door, squealing lightly before fading off. Glancing out the window a final time, he steps down, dropping silently onto the road. He crouches down by the side of the bus, and begins inching forward. Disappearing momentarily from my view, I wonder if someone should have gone with him.

I throw a glance around the bus, noticing everyone ducked down behind their seats. It doesn't look like anyone's going to help him. I look to Rocket and consider asking her to go after him, but quickly think better. If things go wrong, she needs to stay and try and start the bus up. A small sigh flees with a heave of my chest as I stand up from my seat and limp towards the door of the bus. I look down the side of the driver's seat and notice that there are no more weapons. I won't bother asking anyone, I know that they'll refuse. Fear making them selfish. Rocket gives me a look as I step past her, her brows shooting together, but she doesn't say anything.

The pain in my leg has numbed itself with pins and needles, making it easier for me to jump down the steps without making too much noise. Aaron jumps at the sound anyway, his shoes scraping against the gravel as he spins around, holding the golf club up.

His expression settles when he sees it's just me. He begins to lower the club when his eyes widen again.

"Duck!" he yells, heaving the golf club back into the air. I drop to the ground as he swings it down. A blunt crunch fills the air and is quickly followed by a warm mist settling on the back of my neck. Another crunch as he pulls the club free and a heavy thud as the body slumps to the ground behind me.

Pushing myself up, I turn to look at the infected man, blood already pooling from the hole in its head. How was he so quiet? He hadn't made a sound, not even a snarl.

"You alright?" Aaron asks, his voice still a whisper. I turn to him with a nod, reaching up and running a hand along the back of my neck. I pull it back to find a dark streak of blood smeared across my palm. Grimacing at the sight, I wipe it off on my pants. He nods back and moves to the front of the bus. I follow after him.

The bright headlights throw out two, thick streams of light. Illuminating the road with a steady yellow glow as the sunlight diminishes into night. The headlights are comforting, but I only dare to think of the things they may be attracting towards us.

Handing me the golf club he digs his fingers under the latch and pops the hood open. Propping it up, he leans forward and peers down into the dark depths of its mechanical heart, his hands gripping at the sides. I glance around, making sure there's no movement nearby.

"You know how to fix it?" I ask. He remains still, analyzing for another moment before shaking his head and pushing away. He pulls the hood down enough so that Rocket can see him, and gestures for her to come out and help.

I take a step away, making room for her as she steps down and moves to inspect the problem. She wastes no time and ducks her head in, both her hands covered in grease before I even blink. While she does this, I glance down the side of the bus and stare down the long stretch of road we've come from.

Even in the dying light of the setting sun, the black smoke is still visible. Like an outstretched arm sticking out from the earth, waving all infected towards it. It isn't safe to be out in the open. And it won't be until the smoke is gone, or all the infected that can see it have reached the school. I can only imagine the size of the horde that has probably already congregated there.

The stuff of nightmares.

I shake the thought away and focus on the task at hand. Throwing another glance around the street, my stare lingers on the small one-story house we've broken down outside of. A shadow passes by the window, but I ignore it, as long as the front door is shut.

"Can you fix it?" Aaron asks, he too looking around the street. Rocket pulls her hands out with a sigh, her fingers slick with the black shine of grease.

"I told you the engine was dodgy," she says, almost defensively, as if it's her fault we’ve broken down.

"Can you fix it?" Aaron asks again, his words sounding more like a harsh bite. I don't have to see her face to know that she is glaring. She looks back down at the engine before throwing her hands in the air.

"Maybe," she says, reaching down and fiddling with a different part. "But it'll take time."

Aaron nods as he takes a step back from the bus, his gaze flickering to the pillar of smoke towering in the distance. "It's not safe yet," he concludes, stepping towards me and reaching out for the golf club. I hand it to him. "We'll stay in that house for tonight, and in the morning we'll try and get things working again." He points towards the small home behind me, the one I saw a shadow in.

"We'll have to clear it out first," I say, and he nods, walking towards it with the golf club raised. Rocket and I begin to follow him when he turns to look at us.

"One of you stay with the bus, tell the others to pack up their things," he says, glancing between the two of us. Rocket turns to me.

"Your leg—"

"Is fine," I finish for her. I'll be damned if I have to spend another minute being useless because of my leg. It's practically already healed, save a light throb that accompanies every step. She gives me a look. "I'll go with Aaron," I tell her, "you go and get everyone else ready."

She pauses a few seconds longer, as if expecting me to change my mind. When I don't, she turns away with a sigh and makes her way back to the bus.

"And, Rocket!" Aaron calls out quietly. She stops to look back at him. "Turn the headlights off, would you?"

I turn back to Aaron, offering him a curt nod as Rocket walks back to the bus. He adjusts his grip on the golf club before turning back towards the house. I throw another glance up and down the street as we approach the front door. Small dots in the distance move slightly, but fade with the quickly draping curtain of night. They vanish entirely when the headlights flick out. As Aaron reaches for the door handle, I wonder how much time we have before we're in trouble.

Giving it a light shake, it refuses to turn all the way. He pulls back, his grip on the golf club visibly tightening as a low gargle purrs on the other side of the door. We both stiffen, afraid to attract its attention in case it throws itself against the wood, making enough noise to attract any strays in the area. The sound is deep and guttural, like the snarl of a dog without the bark. The hairs on my arm stand on end as we listen to the noise die off with a final, small croak. We wait another minute, only breathing once we hear the soft drag of footsteps moving away.

"Back-door," I mutter, conscious to keep my voice low. With a nod, Aaron turns and begins walking across the front lawn and around the side of the house. I pause at the window, peering through the flimsy curtain inside at the silhouette moving about sluggishly. It looks like only one, but there could be more.

I walk down the side of the house, feeling confined between the brick wall and the wooden fence. It leads out into a sizable backyard, a large tree standing proudly in the middle. I'm about to inspect more when Aaron slides the glass door open, a curtain billowing out at him with the wind. He turns his head to the side as a heavy stench comes with it. I move towards him and grab at the curtain, struggling to get a grasp as it weaves around wildly.

Eventually, my fingers manage to claw out a tuft. I wrench it away, an infected woman appearing on the other side. It lunges with a shriek, its attention torn between the two of us. Aaron swings the club at it, knocking its jaw out of place with a crack. It stumbles back at the impact, but manages to wrap a hand around the stem of the club. Aaron pulls the club towards him in an effort to shake the infected off, but he only pulls its body closer.

Like a crow jumping from a tree the infected swoops at him, its body colliding with his and knocking them both to the ground. It screams, spittle of saliva flying from its open mouth. Stepping forward I kick it in the ribs, knocking it off of him. Discarding the club Aaron straddles and holds it down by the neck.

"Use the club!" he shouts, struggling to keep its writhing body in place. Its arms flail wildly whilst its neck snaps out at his, like a turtle from a shell it extends further than it should. It isn't until I'm reaching for the golf club that I notice the skin on the back of its neck beginning to split. Another violent lunge and the gash spreads across its neck, almost decapitating its head completely. It continues to snap out at him regardless, but its head lolls around more uselessly now, like a rag doll. I don't bother watching anymore.

Swinging the club down, the head of it impales its forehead. Its arms go limp, falling to the wooden veranda with heavy thuds. Aaron holds its body down for a moment longer, only moving off once a dark pool of blood begins to spread out. Panting heavily, he stands catching his breath. After a minute he tosses his head towards the body.

"Well she was a bitch," he smiles, reaching out for the golf club. I offer him a smile back but little else, failing to find the humor in the situation. Taking the golf club, he steps into the living room. I follow closely after, my eyes squinting into the darkness, struggling to comprehend the dark silhouettes. The interior is pitch black, no light spreading from the gentle stream of moonlight filtering in through the open door. We pause for a moment in the stream of silver light, allowing our eyesight to adjust.

"You check out the kitchen, I'll go look in the bedrooms," Aaron states, already walking off. I look around the dark living room, wondering how the hell I'm supposed to find the kitchen. With my arms extended out in front of me, I take tentative steps around the room, my shoe eventually moving from the gentle spread of carpet to the hard welcome of linoleum.

I reach out to the nearest wall, finding the handles of cabinets. Assuming this is the kitchen, I glance around the small space, satisfied when I don't see anything moving. My stomach, sensing that it's in a place of food, rumbles. I clutch at it, surprised at how hungry I am. I consider looking through the cabinets for food, but think against it. What's the point if I can't see anything? My stomach groans in protest, but I ignore it, moving out of the kitchen to go and look for Aaron.

"Aaron?" I hiss, my voice feeling lost in the dark. After a moment I assume the silence has taken it when a shape moves towards me.

"Looks like it's all clear," he says. "Let's get everyone inside." We both move at the same time and end up crashing into each other. Apologizing, we step back.

"Where was the front door?" I ask, my arms held out against a wall. I hear a shuffle of movement beside me and snap towards it.

"Easy! Easy! It's just me," Aaron says, moving out of my way. "I think it's over here." The creaking sound of a door being pulled open fills the space, but no moonlight filters in. "Guess not," he mutters, shutting the door with a quiet click.

It takes several moments before we find ourselves back in the living room. An embarrassing length of time considering the size of the home. Together we move towards the front of the house, throwing open the curtains to allow a semblance of light to seep in. The moonlight makes little difference, but enough that we can now find the front door. We open it in time to see Rocket waving everyone off the bus.

I hop out onto the front lawn, eager to escape the dark confines of the house. Judging by Aaron's quick pace, I assume he feels the same.

"It's all clear," he states, waving the small group of people inside. Reaching the front door, they're hesitant to walk inside, but a trusting nod from Aaron is all it takes to nudge them in.

Stella and Joey are the last to get off the bus. They begin making their way towards the house when Rocket grabs Joey's shoulder and pulls him back.

"Uh uh," she says with a shake of her head, "not you." Joey looks at her. Even in the dark I can see the pain in his expression. Stella shifts her way between them, knocking Rocket's hand loose.

"Just leave it, Rocket," she says, her words monotonous as she moves to try and steer Joey away.

"Just leave it?" Rocket spits, pouncing in front of them. "People are dead! And I'm supposed to just leave it!"

My brows furrow. Why is Stella sticking up for him? I told her what happened. She knows that it's all his fault. So why the hell would she defend him? I'm about to speak up when Aaron jumps in.

"Look, Rocket, now isn't the time for this," he says, cautioning her with his eyes.

"Now is the perfect time! I ain't keeping him around any longer just so he can get more people killed!" Her words are spoken quietly, but the emotion carrying them is loud. I'm surprised she has the self-restraint to keep her voice down.

"Rocket we'll discuss this later," Aaron states, trying to stare her down. She holds his glare as I move to stand beside her.

"Rocket's right," I say. "Joey has no right to stay." A flicker of emotion crosses Stella's face, but it's gone before I have the chance to catch it. "Do you even know what he did, Aaron? He blew up the bus! It's his fault everything you worked so hard for is gone!"

"He didn't mean for anyone to get hurt," Stella offers, her words calm as her eyes bounce between Rocket and I. Rocket shakes her head.

"Girl when we first met I thought you were smart, but you’re acting dumb as hell now!" Rocket sneers. Stella glares back at her, taking a threatening step forward. Aaron throws out a hand, holding her back.

"Alright let's just all calm down!" he shouts, his words louder than intended. He casts a nervous glance around the street while the two women scowl at each other heatedly. "Look, we need to stick together, okay?"

"Bullshit!" Rocket snaps, Aaron becoming her prey once again. "What the hell is this Aaron! What's the real reason you're sticking up for him?"

The question surprises me, one I haven't considered before. I've been wondering why Stella is sticking up for him, I completely forgot about Aaron. A tense moment of silence stretches out between us as his jaw clenches. As another moment stretches and the silence grows thicker, Rocket asks again.

"Well?"

All eyes have centered on Aaron. Even in the dark I notice his muscles tense, his hands curling into fists. It's only when a gentle breeze brushes past that he relaxes, his shoulders sagging slightly. His eyes traverse to Joey's. As they share a silent conversation, he sighs, a long and heavy sound.

"Joey is my brother."

Silence. Three pairs of eyes widen at the revelation and bounce between the two men, analyzing every feature and trying to see the similarities, the family connection. It takes me awhile, but eventually I notice it in their eyes. Even though Joey's are blue and have aged worse, while Aaron’s are brown, they share a familial resemblance. The connection is feeble, like a thin band tying them together. I'm not surprised I never noticed before, it's the only similarity they share.

The silence stretches itself out, becoming unbearable when Rocket scoffs.

"You've gotta be kidding me." She hits them each with a venomous glare, watching them for another moment. Expelling a breath, she turns away, shaking her head and muttering as she goes.

I give Aaron a look before following her inside. I can't exactly blame him for siding with Joey now, but that doesn't mean that I have to accept it. And it still doesn't explain why Stella is on his side. I'll be damned if she turns out to be his sister, I think. I shake the thought away. Inside, people mull about blindly, bumping into each other and cursing softly. As I move to shut the veranda door, Stella and Joey walk in, with Aaron bringing up the rear. He closes the front door and delves the house into darkness. People mutter, but no one panics.

"Alright, listen up everyone!" Aaron calls from the front door. "We're gonna spend the night here, so pick a spot in the living room and get comfortable."

Disgruntled mumbles this time erupt as shapes move about in the dark. I close the curtains and stand by the door a minute longer, my eyes finally adjusting to the lack of light. Waiting until all the movement settles, I move towards the kitchen counter and slump down in front of it. I absently wonder where Rocket has gone, but quickly spot her orange hair on the other side of the room. Even in the dark it appears bright.

Grunting, I shift in my position, trying to find a somewhat comfortable spot. A feat that doesn't prove too difficult, especially when you consider other positions I've had to sleep in. Granted I was usually drunk.

Just as I become complacent with my arrangement, I notice a couple sit down across from me, underneath the main window of the living room. I stare at their silhouetted figures for a moment before realizing that it's Stella and Joey. A wave of irritation washes over me as I watch them whisper to each other. She shouldn't be sitting with him; she shouldn't even be talking to him. Hell! She shouldn't even like him! I need to talk to her as soon as possible. Tell her to stay the hell away from that freak.

If she was my daughter—

But I stop myself from thinking that, because she isn't my daughter.

My daughter is dead.


Chapter Twenty-Three


Logan


A hazy orange bathes the room, seeping in through the sunlight soaked curtains. Their material is thin, failing to filter out the warmth. But I don't mind, I like it. The warmth is nice, soothing. I try to remember the last time I just sat out in the sun, enjoying it. But I can't. Maybe back when I still had my car. Shaking the thought away, I decide to forget about memories, labeling them useless. Basking in the sun's tepid glow, I close my eyes again, savoring the moment.

I almost don't notice the flicker that takes it away. Only for a second, but long enough for me to catch it, to feel the cold again. My eyes snap open as I sit upright, my gaze immediately falling upon the window. Soft breathing fills the room, but no one is moving, still blessed with sleep. I begin to wonder if I imagined the flicker, when another one flits past.

The shadow in the shape of a body.

My breathing stills as I listen and hear the suppressed sound of footsteps outside. I begin to push myself up from the floor when another figure runs past. I flinch at the movement and almost end up falling back down, but manage to catch myself before I do. I pause a second longer before lifting myself up the rest of the way, only to freeze as another one runs past.

What do I do? I glance around the room, my eyes sweeping over every sleeping face. Should I wake them, or do I let them sleep and hope no one makes any noise? Two more figures dash past and I realize with a sinking dread that it’s most likely a horde, chasing the tower of smoke. My fear is realized when an orchestra of the undead begin singing, their voices slowly growing in volume.

A trembling panic leeches to my skin like glad wrap as I quietly step around the room. I find Aaron slumped against a wall near the front door and give his shoulder a soft, but firm shake. His eyes are red and crusty when they crack open, struggling to remain apart. He glances up at me, the alarm on my face waking him.

"What is it?" he asks, his words choked with sleep. I press a finger to my lips and help pull him up from the ground. Once he rubs the sleep from his eyes, I point towards the window as another three shapes blur by. His jaw locks at the sight.

"Horde?" he whispers, the word barely louder than the subtle snores of those around us.

"Could be, there's been a few of them."

He nods. "Wake everyone up, tell them to be quiet and, slowly, start barricading the doors and windows."

I wonder if this is the best course of action, barricading ourselves inside. Willingly building our own tomb. But I do as he says anyway, moving around the room and relaying the message. I have no other choice. I wake Stella, but leave her to inform Joey. I don't want to wake him; we would probably have a better chance of survival if we left him sleeping. That way he can't screw anything up. Once everyone in the room is awake and alert, we start putting the furniture in place. I grab one end of the couch while Aaron grabs the other. Together, we slowly pull it towards the window, pausing every time a figure appears. We stack chairs on top once it's firmly pressed against the wall, locking the curtain in place.

I stand back, evaluating our work. It's not very effective, practically useless actually. If one of them try to burst in through the window, the sofa and chairs will do little to restrain them. But it does make it harder for them to see us, which is something. My wrist begins to burn again as we move to block off the veranda door with the dining room table. I ignore the ache, along with the pulsating heat it brings.

The pain almost distracts me from the falling vase. The round woman, while moving to place a chair on top of the dining room table, brushes against the cabinet behind her with her sizable rump. The ceramic vase wobbles precariously, like a pin grazed by a bowling ball. I'm on the other side of the room, too far away to steady it. So I watch helplessly as it tumbles over the edge, my heart leaping with it and shattering on the kitchen floor.

The sound is sudden, piercing the air with its broken shards. Everyone in the room jumps at the noise, fear twisting their expressions as they look down at the small mess.

A shadow pauses at the window and my breathing stops with it. A few others notice the figure. For a second I fear that someone will scream, or whimper. But no one does.  Everyone slowly begins to back away from the window and towards the kitchen.

Even confined within the house I can hear it's ragged breathing, coming out in wet snarls. It's hand works as a defibrillator as it slaps its palm against the glass, my heart jumps in my chest. The window rattles in its frame, shaking with every tap. My heart palpitates in step with the rhythm it chooses. I console myself with the fact that his knocks are light, lacking a vicious certainty. It doesn't know we're in here, not for sure. Yet still I begin to fear that the glass is going to crack, when it stops.

I let out a breath, for once finding myself grateful for the reproach of silence. But it doesn't last long. Almost at a run, the shadow moves to the front door, the handle shaking violently seconds later. Shock that they can use a door handle subsides when part of it snaps and the door props open. Aaron dives towards it, throwing his weight against it and slamming it shut.

The infected screams. Startled by the sound and resistance, it begins pounding on the door, the frail wood rattling mercilessly on its hinges. Someone whimpers and another yelps. Aaron leans against the door, his back firmly pressed against it. His body shakes in unison with the wood, jolting along with its hinges. I move to help him when he throws a hand out, telling me to stop.

With a shaking hand, he presses a finger to his lips. He wants to play dead. Wait until the infected gets bored and wanders off. I scowl at the idea. There's little chance of it actually working, especially now that it knows we're in here. I want to tell him this, but I don't dare make a sound. A sweat has broken out across my brow as I watch the door.

The noise is loud and frenzied. It'll attract more of them, if there are any around. Playing dead isn't going to work, I know this, I just need Aaron to know this. His eyes are shut, his face contorted and scrunched in concentration. Perspiration drenches his skin as he holds the door at bay, his muscles tense and shaking. The bangs become louder but further apart as the infected begins to throw its entire body against the wood. Like a battering ram it pulls back, holds a second to build momentum and then crashes down.

Everyone stands still and silent, all eyes locked on the door. Every jolt and someone will flinch, a different person each time. I begin to doubt that Aaron can hold the door by himself, when it stops. The door rests for a moment before it returns with scratches. I cringe at the noise, its brittle nails digging into the wood and clawing down its surface. Ripping out splinters that are probably sinking into its soft flesh. My brows pinch together, my own nails feeling weak at the sound.

It isn't long before it presses its head against the wood, trying to use its teeth as a shovel. The sound is blunter than its nails, but still elicits a cringe. It continues without pause, changing tactics every now and then. Its nails are the worst. The scraping sound like that of a vulture, clawing at a carcass that's already been stripped clean.

I glance around the living room, noticing everyone is in the same state of suspension. Joey and Stella stand in the kitchen, their bodies twisted towards the back door but their heads swiveled in the direction of the front. The large woman hasn't moved from where she knocked over the vase, her rump still resting on the cabinet. Rocket stands by the sliding door, holding a chair in place over the dining table. Gale stands in the corner of the room, his hands acting as earmuffs as he clamps them over his ears, his eyes shut tight. Everyone else is spread out evenly, quietly waiting and watching.

The orange haze that felt so calming before is now transformed. Mutated into an ugly light that feels heavy and hot, draped over us unwillingly. It begins to recede as the sun crawls higher, but not fast enough.

I try to play with the noise of the infected, pretend that it is something it's not. Like a hummingbird, knocking on the side of a tree. Or the annoying rumble of a jackhammer, rustling somewhere within the confines of a construction site. But the task proves impossible. There is no sound like it. No sound as violent or intense.

So I take the noise for what it is. I listen to it intently and wait along with everyone else. I count the hits, like the beat of a drummer. I listen to the scratching, the clawing and the thrashing. I listen to it all until the sun has completely drained from the room. I grow so accustomed to the noise that it almost feels wrong when it stops.

It stops.

Its hand falls away from the door with a slump, before its awkwardly shuffling feet move away. We all stand a minute longer, listening to the drag of its shoes as it pulls itself away from the house. Aaron let's out a breath, the first noise to breach the newfound silence. I almost can't believe it, playing dead worked. Or maybe it has only gone to recruit the help of others. Everyone else must be thinking the same because no one dares to make even the smallest of noises. We all remain quiet, too nervous to make a sound.

The infected has left, but the tension hasn't. The room still feels heavy, thick and suffocating with the overbearing presence of fear. Fear that if we breathe too loudly, they'll come back. Fear that they'll come back with more.

So nobody makes a sound. Nobody moves a muscle. We all remain exactly where we are, straining to hear any sound, any evidence that it might return. I flinch as another shadow runs past the window, my muscles trembling violently. I breathe a sigh of relief when it doesn't stop, it runs straight past, disappearing from sight. Still, nobody dares to move or speak, the sight of another shadow rebuilding everyone's defenses.

An eternity seems to pass by and I grow frustrated not knowing how long it has actually been. Has it been a minute? Or has it been an hour? In a world that has abandoned time, I can only imagine. So I begin to count the seconds, ticking like a clock in my mind.

I count to three hours before someone finally speaks.


Chapter Twenty-Four


Stella


They can open locked doors. . .

Have they always been able to do that? All those times I thought I had forgotten to lock the door . . . that must be how they’ve been getting in. It seems strange that I’ve never noticed, but I want to believe that it’s something they’ve always been capable of, because the alternative is too terrifying to even consider. They’re evolving. . . The idea strikes fear in me, and fear is already in the air, infecting all of us. There’s nothing I want more than to think of something else. As the infected walks away, I think about all the things that have led me up to this point. All the choices. All my choices.

I chose to come back, when they gave me a car. Stupid. For what? Because I thought I was safer in numbers? If we had left in the car, we would be there by now! Now we're here. Stupid.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

I shake the voice away. It doesn't matter now. We're here, that's what matters. I look over to Logan. He's scared too. He doesn't show it the way the rest of us do, but I can tell. I can tell he's afraid. Just one look in his eyes and I can tell.

Everybody in the room seems to be under a trance of stasis. Not a single knee shaking or finger twitching. But it isn't long before Aaron finally moves. He's hesitant to leave the door, so he remains with it and reaches a hand out towards us.

"Weapon."

Logan bends and picks up a bloody golf club. Stepping deftly, he moves to hand it to him. Like a mouse cautious of a cat, Aaron peeks his head out the door, twisting his neck in all directions. It's now that I wish I took one of those baseball bats from the car, but I left them all behind in our haste. Aaron opens the door all the way and steps out, holding the club up and shutting the door quietly behind him. A tense heat takes his absence, gripping at all of us.

It's a few moments before the front door swings open again and Aaron steps back inside, the club lowered.

"It looks clear," he nods, turning to find Rocket. "Now is probably the best time to check out the bus."

If she's exhausted, she doesn't show it. Her eyes are as light and convicted as they usually are. The only sign of visible deterioration are the black roots, creeping from her scalp and leeching at the orange of her hair. With a curt nod, she moves away from the dining room table and towards the front door. An emotion flits past Logan's face, his brows pulling together as he watches her leave. Only when she is out of sight does he scowl, his gaze dropping to his wrist.

I move towards him. "What's wrong?"

His eyes bounce to mine before skipping to Joey, who's hovering awkwardly behind me. He sticks to me like glue now, as if I'm his shield, protecting him from everyone's hard glares.

Logan shakes his head. "It's nothing." He speaks gruffly from a parched throat. I reach a hand up and press my palm against his forehead. He flinches at the touch.

"You're burning up," I say, only to have him move my hand away.

"It's nothing," he repeats, beginning to angle his body away from me.

"Your wrist," I point, "it's infected isn't it?" He doesn't speak, but holds the bandage up in front of his face, closely inspecting the yellow shade starting to seep through. I remember back at the gas station; the rubbing alcohol I had splashed on him. Obviously that didn't work very well as a disinfectant. "You need antibiotics," I conclude, turning away from him and towards everyone else in the living room.

"Does anyone have any antibiotics?" I ask, only to receive a bouquet of frowns and head shakes. I frown back at them. My eyes glance at the red bag on Joey’s back and I briefly wonder if he might have something useful in there. But I quickly think against the idea, if he has anything, he would have said so. That means someone's going to have to go out and find some. I glance around the room.

The fat lady's a no go. Gale, like usual, is an obvious no. The skinny Chinese man looks like he's having a breakdown. The middle-eastern couple look a little too old. Rocket and Aaron are working on the bus. I could ask the teenage girl and two boys, but everyone would probably oppose to them going, arguing that they're too young. Even though they don't look much younger than me. That just leaves – oh brother.

Joey and I.

I scowl at the thought. Once again I find myself the protagonist of a story I don't want to be in. His wrist will only get worse if he doesn't get medicine soon. And I'm the only one here that can get it for him. I sigh.

Maybe I can say no?

With a shake of my head, the thought is thrown away. Who am I kidding? Of course I can't say no. I direct my scowl towards Logan. His stupid morals have rubbed off on me. I shouldn't consider him a friend. I don't want to consider him a friend. But I do, I do consider him a friend. Which just makes everything harder.

I should be stronger than this. I've abandoned and betrayed people that I've known for longer. I should be able to abandon him too, in a heartbeat if I have to. But a single thought, straying from the flock tells me I can't.

This scares me. Almost as much as the infected outside scare me. I know better than to make emotional ties with people, yet I've let myself fall into the trap of caring for this group. Well, some of them. I crush the thought before it has a chance to further manifest. I may as well get it over with.

"I'll get you some antibiotics," I tell him. He shakes his head, his lips pressed into a thin line.

"No, Stella, you don't have to."

But I know that I do. Things will only get worse if left untreated. I've seen it happen before. Besides, he's useless off his feet. The sooner I get him the antibiotics, the sooner I'll have my bodyguard back. This is the lie I tell myself. That the only reason I am helping him is so that he can protect me in the future. I won't dare admit that I care. Not when I know that caring is a sure-fire way of getting yourself killed.

So I turn from him before he has a chance to object further and move across the living room and into the small bathroom. I ignore my reflection in the mirror, sliding it away so that I can inspect its compartment. I'm not surprised when I find nothing. First thing people did when the outbreak started was clear out their medicine cabinets. This home is no different. I don't bother searching the bedrooms.

Instead I walk outside, Joey following closely behind me. Aaron and Rocket lift themselves away from the bus, their attention turning towards me as I pry the front door open. Deep scratches, like trenches, run down the length of the wood with splinters and dents scattered across its surface. I try to ignore them, glancing around the street before speaking.

"Logan has a fever," I say, stepping out across the lawn, "we need antibiotics."

Aaron's brow is the first to crease. "Was he bitten?"

"No, the cut on his wrist is just infected." I rush the words out, quick to eliminate that thought. People turn against each other when they think that someone has been bitten. He nods, his brow ironing out.

"I don't think anyone had time to grab the medicine from the school, you'll have to look somewhere else for it." I nod, already having accepted this as my fate. "Maybe wander around, look for a pharmacy," he shrugs, ready to dive back into the bus when Rocket steps forward. She's about to speak but stops when the door of the house creaks open again. We all turn to see Logan, walking with a slight limp towards us.

"I came here once for a holiday with my fiancé, there's a small hospital just down the road and to the left," she speaks plainly, staring at Joey and I with cold eyes. It's obvious she still isn't happy. I begin to respond when Logan interrupts.

"Stella, I'm fine," he growls, "forget about the antibiotics." I roll my eyes, deciding that it's useless to respond. He's going to remain stubborn no matter what I say, so I ignore him completely and turn to Aaron.

"Do you have a knife?" I ask, glancing at the blood stained golf club resting against the wheel of the bus. I prefer blades over blunt objects, finding it easier and less tiring to impale than repeatedly bash. He shakes his head.

"Someone inside might."

I begin to walk back towards the house when Logan calls out my name, trying to get my attention. I continue to ignore him when he grabs my arm.

"What the hell are you doing?" he asks. I turn to him, a little surprised.

"What?"

He shakes his head, his grip falling from my arm. "Back at the school you'd rather leave than risk your life to help everyone! Now you want to run off on your own to risk your life for antibiotics that I don't even need?" He's about to say more when Joey interjects.

"She isn't alone." Logan's glare falls slack as he pauses to look at Joey. "I'll go with her."

"You will, will you?" Logan snorts, raising a brow. Joey holds his ground and nods back. Logan stares at him for a moment before huffing out a laugh. "She's better off on her own."

Joey steps forward and for a second I think he is going to retaliate. But he bites his tongue and frowns, tilting his gaze to the ground.

"Alright that's enough," I say, bringing Logan's glare back to me. "Your wrist is infected, I can see the puss from here. You need antibiotics. End of story."

His skin, usually a slight tan, is now red. Whether from anger or induced by the fever, I can't tell. His eyes narrow into slits when he spits the word.

"Fine," he pauses. "Then I'm going with you."

Huffing out a breath, I turn from him, my hands curling into fists. I don't exactly like the idea of having Joey come with me. Both of them would be a disaster, one that I'm not willing to put up with. But his eyes look resolute in their decision and I can think of only one way to change his mind.

I kick him in the leg, hard.

His hands fly to his mouth, muffling his shouts as he barks curses at me.

"Jesus Christ, Stella!" Aaron comments, pushing away from the bus to offer Logan a hand. Logan grabs ahold of his shoulder, shifting the weight off of his injured leg.

"What the hell was that for!" Logan seethes, his words stifled as he speaks through a bitten lip.

"That was your bad leg, right?" I ask, pointing to the one I kicked.

"Yes that was my bed leg!" he growls, every line on his face fraught with pain.

"What a shame," I sigh. "I guess now you can't come with us." I offer him a shrug. His eyes stab at me as his face turns redder, but this time I know it's not because of the fever.

"You piece of—“

"Alright!" Aaron interrupts, waving a hand in the air. "Stella why don't you get a move on? Logan can stay here and help me and Rocket with the bus."

I flash Logan a smile. "What a great idea!"

Before he has a chance to respond I grab Joey by the arm and steer the two of us back towards the house. We make it halfway across the lawn when Aaron calls out again.

"Since you're heading out, do you think you could make a detour and look for some food? People are getting hungry." My jaw clenches at the request. As if I wasn't doing enough already. I'm about to refuse when my stomach rumbles lightly.

"We passed a supermarket not too far back," Rocket suggests, before digging herself back into the engine.

It still irritates me that they feel comfortable asking me to do all this, making me feel obliged. But I give them a thumbs-up anyway, deciding that if I do find any food I can keep the best for myself. Aaron nods in thanks.

"Bring back dog food before you bring back nothing."

I barely hear him over the expletives Logan continues to mutter, but I doubt that I’ll be bringing back dog food. I would rather show up empty handed than get everyone's hopes up with the promise of food, only to pull out dry kibble.

When I step back inside the house I ask if anyone has a knife they would be willing to lend. They ignore me, or at least most of them do. The couple on the sofa begins to shift. The woman, clad in a hijab, gives her husband a look before offering me a small, but sharp knife. I was hoping someone would have a hunting knife, not something I could have pulled out from one of the drawers in the kitchen. It isn't much, but it's better than nothing. I accept it with thanks and quickly leave.

The supermarket is in the opposite direction of the hospital. This fact annoys me, painting me as their errand girl. Running around and doing all the jobs that no one else is willing to do. If I had any sense left in me I would just leave altogether. Find a car and be on my way. Unfortunately, I know how rare a working car is. Despite my irritation, I know that sticking with these people is my best chance of survival.

At least for now. . .

"You ready to get going?" Joey asks quietly, conviction and humor barren from his voice. I look up at him and nod, wondering how long he is going to be like this. We start walking and I frown, realizing that he may never be the same again. I try to remember the last joke he told, or the last time I rolled my eyes at something he said. But with everything that has happened, I can't.

Maybe it's for the best, I think. He can focus his mind on more important things now, like how we are going to get to the supermarket and hospital and back alive. I almost forget that a trip to the grocery store used to be a routine habit, a simple chore every second day. Now it is a task of life and death. I see the humor in it, the irony, but I’m unable to laugh it.

My muscles are sore from sleeping on the floor, minor aches that I can easily disregard. I've grown accustomed to waking with joints as stiff as an unused dolls. Joey stretches his arms up above him and I can tell that he feels the same way. The cut on Logan’s arm has distracted me, and it’s only now that I remember my thoughts on the infected, on how they might be evolving.

I pose the idea to Joey. He offers only a, “Maybe,” and a shrug, as unnerved by the prospect as I am and equally unwilling to give it any thought.

It would seem that ignorance is bliss for this matter.

So we walk in silence, our nerves still frayed from the encounter this morning. Both of us cast nervous glances around the road, our heads snapping in the direction of any small movement. A grey blur zooms over a lawn and I think for a second that it may be a rat. But I quickly realize how unlikely this is. I haven't seen an animal in months. They must have all moved someplace safer, or they've all died off, like majority of the human population.

No, I snap. They haven't all died off. I kick at the dry ground below my feet, knocking loose a dust cloud. Humans might be nearly extinct but I don't want to think that animals are too. They've probably moved someplace greener, with rivers and lakes and trees that actually have leaves. Not like the thin skeletons we have here, sticking out from the dead earth. I like animals, I don't want to think that they're all gone.

It isn't long before we reach the supermarket, old and chipping away. Cracks crawl up its walls like vines, making patterns in the brickwork. Peering in through a shattered window, I can tell that majority of the store is empty.

Looks like we’ll be searching for dog food after all.

Stepping through the broken window, my boot crunches on the remaining shards not yet blown away by the wind. From the front of the store I can see over the few aisles that haven't been knocked over. It doesn't look like there are any infected inside, so I begin walking up and down the lanes, picking out anything that looks somewhat edible.

Unfortunately, that turns out to be dog food. I pick out a rucksack from the sporting goods section and begin stuffing it with the cans. I glance at my red backpack slung over Joeys shoulder while I do this, wondering when I'll be able to get it back. Wondering if it's a good idea to let him have it in the first place.

I begin zipping up the rucksack when I hear the familiar crunch of broken glass at the front of the store. I pop up from the ground, peering over the aisles towards the culprit. Joey too swivels towards the source of noise. I'm surprised when I find two men walking into the store. They haven't seen us yet. From a glance it doesn’t look like they have any weapons on them. Grabbing onto Joey's arm, I pull him down to the floor, moving to crouch beside the aisle. We share a look when they start talking.

"We can't go back to Las Vegas man! That place is crazy!" His voice is nasally, high-pitched and moaning, it makes the infected sound like opera singers.

"Well where else can we go? There isn't much out here," the second man says, his voice far deeper and raspier than his counterpart, almost like he's been drinking sand.

"Anywhere is better than back there! That diner full of wackos! I thought they were gonna kill me!" He's a notch down from hysterical, his loud voice making it easy to pinpoint their position in the store.

Their conversation falls into a quiet lull and I can hear them moving down the aisle beside us. Digging into my back pocket, I pull out the knife and move down the aisle in step with them.

"Well what about that school bus of people just down the road? Think we could take em'?"

"Maybe, there's a few of them, but they look like they're in pretty rough shape."

I share a look with Joey. If these guys aren't friendly, there's only one way that this can end. I’m just glad that there aren’t more of them. I can handle two unarmed men with Joey. And at least there’s no chance of getting infected when dealing with people. They reach the end of the aisle and I realize that this will be my only chance. I pounce from the floor and stab at the nearest figure. The knife sinks into the man's neck. Blood streams from the puncture like a faucet, drenching his shirt before he even has a chance to comprehend what has happened. His eyes are glazed by the time I look into them. His friend jumps back with a curse, tripping and falling over the aisle behind him. I remove the knife, an overflow of blood coming with it.

As he slumps to the ground, Joey moves to grab the other one. The stranger lashes out wildly, his fist clipping Joey in the face. With the knife firmly clenched in my grasp, I step over the crumpled body at my feet and towards the other man. I jump to stab at him, but pull back when Joey gets in the way. The two of them wrestle between the aisles, knocking loose the remaining items from the shelves. I wait for an opening and find one when Joey has him pinned against the shelves. Thrusting the knife out, I stab into his gut.

He screams, the sound ripping through the air. The shock makes him freeze long enough for me to pull the knife out and drive it into his head. I expect an emotion to cross his face. Shock. Pain. Anger. But none do. He falls to the floor with a blank expression.

We stand over the bodies, panting, neither of us uttering a word. The knife is slick in my hand. I bend down and wipe it on their shirt, the one with the annoying voice.

"That . . ." Joey begins, but trails off into silence. I look up at him, noticing the frown on his lips and the blemish of a growing bruise where he was struck.

"That what?" I ask. His eyes bounce between the bodies for several seconds, before reaching up to meet mine.

"That didn't feel right," he says, his eyes vacant. I don't think I've ever seen him look like this before. Not even when we were on the bus.

"What do you mean?" I ask.

He shakes his head. "I don't know, it's just," he pauses, struggling to pick the words. "It feels like we didn't give them a chance."

"Did you not hear what they said?" I ask, quick to pounce. "They were wondering if they could 'take us.'" His frown hardens at my tone, as if he expected me to react like this.

"I know that, but." He stops to shake his head, "when you stood up I thought you were gonna talk to them. Scare them off or see if they'd be willing to join us. But you didn't even hesitate. You had your knife in his neck before he even knew what was happening."

"Jesus, Joey, you're acting like you've never seen someone die before!" I spit back, not understanding the point he's trying to make. He wanted me to give them a chance? Strangers who had threatened us within the first two minutes of meeting them. He shakes his head.

"Just, forget I said anything," he mumbles, receding back into the reserved shell he has been inhabiting since we left the school. I stare at him a moment longer, focusing on the back of his head as he steps over the bodies and towards the front of the store.

He's wrong. If we had given these strangers a chance, they probably would have killed us. Probably. Even though they were unarmed. But I've lived alone in this world long enough to know that giving chances gets you killed, and just because someone is unarmed doesn’t mean they aren’t dangerous. I look down at the two bodies by my feet, and the pools of red congregating around them. I'm right for not giving them a chance. He's wrong, I think again. I did the right thing.

I know I did the right thing.

So how has he made me feel like it's wrong?


Chapter Twenty-Five


Stella


Dropping the food off at the house, we receive the exact reaction I had expected. Genuine excitement followed closely by its ugly brother, false enthusiasm. Scattering the cans out across the kitchen counter, nobody jumps at the opportunity to take one. I can't blame them. The smiling dog plastered across every tin doesn't exactly scream appetizing.

I begin to think that my trip to the supermarket was a pointless risk, when the woman who gave me the knife steps forward and takes a can, nodding at me with a smile. I don't stay to see if she actually eats any, the gesture is enough. We leave the small home the same way we came in, quietly. Stopping outside the front door, we pause, wondering if we should bother speaking to Aaron.

When we came back from the supermarket we ignored them completely, focused only on dropping the food off. I should probably tell him that we weren't able to find much, but with Rocket glaring at Joey and Logan glaring at me, we decide not to approach them. Instead we begin walking down the street, crossing a few lawns before skipping over to the road.

I continue to glance around nervously, but the area, for the most part, looks deserted. All of the infected must have run off at the sound of the fireworks, or stumbled after the trail of smoke. I keep my guard up anyway, because I know that there may be a few stragglers still stumbling about.

We turn left where Rocket said to, already spotting the hospital in the distance. It doesn't look like much, almost indistinguishable from the shops surrounding it. A low, one story building that spreads out along the road a little wider than the neighboring buildings. It pales in comparison to most of the hospitals I've seen and I feel it better deserves the label of pharmacy.

Although I suppose I shouldn't complain. If the building is small, that means that there are less corners for things to lurk in. It's a small thought, but it works to console me, massaging the anxious knots from my mind. But it doesn't take long for them to twist back up again as we near the hospital doors.

We come to a slow stop just before the little steps leading up to the entrance, our eyes mutually transfixed on the same thing. A steel chain that has wrapped itself around the door handle, twisting around the bar like a snake. Walking up to it, I reach out a hand and run a finger along its length, weaved artfully in loops and held in place with a significantly sized padlock. I pull my hand back and look down at my finger, smeared with an orange grime.

Rust.

Whoever put this chain in place did so a long time ago. Maybe even at the beginning, when the outbreak had first started. I try to imagine the chaos of being in a hospital, where all the sick had first fled to. A breeding ground for the infection. Joey reaches out, distracting me from my thoughts, and cups the padlock in his hand. Holding it in his grasp for a second, he moves to pull it away with a harsh tug. It holds fast.

"I don't like the looks of this," he mumbles, dropping the lock and leaving it to clank against the chain.

Whoever locked this place up had obviously intended for it to stay locked. I don't even want to imagine why. But I have to look on the positive side of things. If this place was sealed up when the infection first spread, and it’s still locked up now, that means it probably hasn't been looted. I can already envision the dusty shelves, lined with rows of prescription drugs, ripe for the picking.

Unfortunately, it also means that whatever patients the hospital was holding are probably still inside too. It's the only reason I can think of as to why someone would lock the doors from the outside. Because they had something to lock in. The thought sends a shiver running down my spine. Thinking of all the possibilities that lie within, my mind forms one question.

Is it worth it?

Shelves pregnant with medicine cloud my sight as I ponder the idea. We'll probably never have an opportunity like this again. My mouth begins watering at the prospect of an un-looted treasure chest crammed with painkillers. God only knows how much is in there. It's a good bet that there's enough to keep us going for a very long while. And with that flickering fantasy waving before me, my mind is made up.

I look to Joey, his gaze still running up and down the chains. Uncertainty has settled in his eyes and I wonder if I am going to have to convince him. I decide to test the waters.

"Maybe we can get in through one of the windows." His attention snaps to me as I move around him and I know what his opinion is.

"Are you serious?" he asks, for once not bothering to follow after me. I wait until I reach the nearest window before turning back to him.

"What's the matter?" I tease, "afraid?" I don't know if this is the best way to convince him, but it's a start.

"Did you see that padlock? I don't want to know what's locked in there!" he exclaims, throwing his hand out towards the door. I ignore him for a moment, looking at the window in front of me. Curtains hide the interior, but even still I notice the thin bars running up and down the glass. I point this out to him.

"What?" he snaps, his attention still on the door.

"There are bars," I repeat, "on the windows." He gives it a glance now.

"So?"

"Well it's a hospital, don't you think it's odd that the windows are barred?"

He turns away with a sigh. "There are bars on all the windows, it was probably just a rough neighborhood." I look around at the street we're on and realize that he's right. All the shop windows have bars in them. I'm surprised I didn't notice this before. "It doesn't matter," he continues. "We can get antibiotics somewhere else."

"Oh come on," I snort, stepping away from the window. "I thought Gale was the coward, not you." He gives me a look before shaking his head.

"We don't know what's in there."

"Exactly," I smile, "there could be gold." A thought dawns on me now and I suddenly realize how I can convince him. I jump in before he has a chance to start protesting again. "No but seriously, think of what we could find."

"A horde?"

I ignore his comment.

"Morphine." His jaw clenches at the word and already I know that I have him. "Vicodin." His lips press together. "Codeine, adderall." He throws his hand up to stop me from listing anymore, a flash of pain crossing his face. With his eyes trained on the ground and his jaw locked, he lets his hand slump back down to his side.

"Are you really gonna use that against me?" he asks, the words broken. "Really?"

His gaze lifts to mine and I can see the pain in them, the agony that I've caused. My brows furrow at the sight, guilt catching me in its snare. I didn't mean to make him feel like this.

"I'm sorry," I say, the words rushed out in a single breath. "I just don't want to go in alone."

His eyes are cold as they stare at me and I can't help but flinch from the pressure of their frigid burn. A silence settles over us for what seems like an eternity, and there’s nothing I want more than for him to look away.

When he does, he spits a curse and steps around me. I turn and watch him go, disappearing round the side of the building. I wonder if he wants me to follow him or not, when he calls out, "There's a window here without bars on it!"

His voice is still gruff, but it isn't angry. I follow it to find him standing in front of a window, dead bushes climbing up his legs. I move to stand beside him, twigs and brambles crunching underfoot.

"If we can find a rock we can smash it open," he says, looking around our feet. I don't question his change in attitude, I'm just grateful that I now have him with me.

"Well, have you tried just opening it?" I ask, wedging my fingers in the gap. I don’t pause to wonder why this window has no bars while all the others do; I just take it as the universe's way of cutting us some slack. The window hesitates before stuttering open, groaning from the exertion put on it. With a final heave I manage to lift it up high enough so that we can climb inside. I duck my head in, my nose scrunching at the stale air. The window opens into a small office, furniture its only inhabitants.

"I'll go first," Joey says, gently pulling me back and stretching his leg over the ledge. I watch him climb in, slightly unsettled by his enthusiasm. I can't tell if he's doing it for me, or for the drugs he now thinks are inside.

I've made a mistake, I think. I shouldn't have goaded him like I did, playing on his addiction. He looks around the room before stepping aside, giving me space to climb in. I hesitate, suddenly uncertain if it's a good idea to have him along after all. But the vision returns, of overflowing rooms and shelves that are stacked so high we'd be able to fill the bus. And the vision wins.

He has begun rifling through the desk when I climb in. His movements are quick, darting between the drawers and I hope that he is like this because he is anxious to leave, and not because he is eager to find something. One look around the room and I know that he won't. It looks more like a study, with books lining the shelves instead of pills. We need to find the storeroom. I step towards the closed door and press myself against the wood, tucking my hair behind my ear.

I listen. The only sound I perceive is the heavy thrum in my chest, like the beat of a bird’s wing mid-flight. Holding still a minute longer, I allow all the fear to pass through me now so that I won't hesitate later. It comes at me in droves, a wave of dizziness followed by my stomach sinking low and falling endlessly. Only now do I realize the situation.

Anything could be waiting behind this door.

But there are no sounds, I tell myself, silencing all apprehension. I must be taking too long because Joey clears his throat.

"Are you going to open it?" A thread of urgency lines his words and I find myself not liking the way he has asked. But I ignore it and twist the handle, prying the door open.

Death's perfume billows in, wafting like waves into the small office. A bone-crushing vice, my hand clamps my nose shut, a cough and a heave tightening my rib cage and gripping at my lungs. I feel like I can't breathe, or maybe I just don't want to. Tears sting at my eyes, blurring the body lying at my feet. I jump back, surprised that I didn't notice its outline when I first opened the door.

It lies on its stomach, a tattered jacket all I can see. The kitchen knife is pulled out of my pocket and in my hand before I even register what I'm doing. With it held out in front of me, I stare down at the body, my eyes running along its figure. It doesn't move, but there's no blood, not that I can see anyway.

"I think it's dead," Joey states, peering over my shoulder. I nod, because it must be. They don't lie down unless they're dead. Yet still I feel unsettled. I take the smallest of steps towards it, but only so I can peek round the side of the wall.

The hallway is littered with bodies, just like the one at my feet. And just like the one at my feet, none of them are moving. The hall itself looks strangely sterile, the way a hospital should normally look. The walls white, barely tainted by the dark spots of aged blood. I step out from the office, careful not to nudge the body below me.

Most of them are patients, covered in hospital gowns that open at the back to reveal withered and grey skin. The hall is dark, submerged in gloom by the thick curtains hanging over the windows. I think of opening them, but decide not to. I don't want to go anywhere I don't absolutely have to. So I turn my attention back down the hall, picking a path that I can walk between the bodies.

The severe lack of blood confuses me. But then I remember that these people were carriers. They were never bitten. So how then, did they die? Is it possible for them to succumb to starvation? Is that what happened here? Locked in a building since the beginning with no prey to hunt, left to wither away like abandoned house plants.

I'm wasting time, I think. It doesn't matter how they died, I should just be grateful that they have. Joey doesn't say anything as he looks down the hall, stepping out from the office to stand beside me. His hands are erratic, clenching one second only to pop open the next. I watch him for a moment, curious and worried as to what he's thinking. Again the thought strikes me that I've made a mistake bringing him in here. But it's too late now.

Looking back down at the bodies, I choose spots on the floor that aren't covered by a limb, and, like playing hopscotch, I jump to them. It reminds me of a battlefield, each body a landmine waiting to go off. I look back to Joey to see that he is doing the same thing, taking long leaps over sprawled arms and legs. Usually I wouldn't care if I stepped on one. But it doesn't feel right here.

I'm grateful when I reach the end of the hall and there are no more bodies to step over. It would seem that in their last moments they had all flocked to the front door, as desperate to leave as I am now. The building opens out into a waiting room, just as immaculate as the hall. Unified chairs line a wall before the reception desk, not a single one out of place. Even the potted plants, although dead, remain upright.

There isn't a single indicator of the chaos that took place here.

Three more hallways branch off from the reception room, all appearing empty. From where I stand I can see that most of the doors are open, although it's impossible to tell which room is the storeroom. I think for a second that we should split up, before quickly realizing what a bad idea that is; for more reasons than one. I glance over to Joey, stepping over the last of the bodies he looks ready to shoot off.

"Where do you think the storage room is?" I ask. He shrugs.

"Probably at the back of the building." Without another word he walks across the room and begins walking down the center hall. He doesn't even turn to see if I follow. I stare at his retreating back for a moment, wondering what will happen if we do find any drugs. Will he take some for himself? This sparks a new thought. Will I take some for myself?

I've done all the work, it seems only right. But Joey . . . will it lead to another incident like at the school? I don't have to think long before coming to an answer. And with that answer in mind, I jog down the hall to catch up with him, just as he turns into a room. I turn with him but stop in the doorway, floored by what he's found.

Almost an exact replica of the fantasy I had envisioned fields out before me. Industrial shelves heavy with medication are spread out across the room, reaching up to the ceiling. I step towards the nearest shelf, moving past Joey who looks too stunned to even speak. My hand reaches out and grabs for the nearest bottle.

Percocet, it reads. I reach for another one, this time reading: Diazepam. My eyes scour over the different bottles sitting neatly on the shelves, congested together. Some with names I can’t pronounce, some with names I've never even heard of.

I had hoped to find a treasure chest, but instead I found an entire dungeon, brimming with fortune.

I don't waste another second. Opening my rucksack I begin stuffing the pills inside, making sure that I find some penicillin for Logan. In my excitement, I almost don't notice Joey step up beside me. I watch him from the corner of my eye as I continue to fill my bag.

He opens his own and begins to select out a few bottles, carefully dropping them inside. I stop to watch him. His choices aren't random, almost exclusive with a precision for certain brands. He knows what he wants.

"Joey . . ." I say, the word trailing off along with my voice. He pauses to look at me, his fingers freezing around the cap of a bottle on the shelf.

"What?" he asks, his eyes digging into mine. There's no malice in his voice, yet still it makes me hesitate.

"Maybe we should just put everything in my bag?" I suggest. His brows shoot together, his eyes hardening in an instant.

"Why?"

I find myself unable to hold under his gaze and let my eyes fall down to the shelf in front of us.

"I just think . . ." I shrug, "it would be for the best."

He rolls his shoulders back and angles his body more towards me. "And why is that?" he asks, his words now as hard as his glare.

I look back to him and try to make my eyes look pleading.

"Joey . . ." I sigh, the word trailing off like before.

"No!" he snaps, "say it!"

I shake my head and turn away again, losing the words on my tongue. This only angers him more as he takes a step towards me, closing the distance between us.

"Say it, Stella." He's close enough now that I can feel the breath of every word, warm on my cheek. "I know you're thinking it, so just say it!"

This is the opposite of what I intended. I didn't want to rile him up, but now I have no choice but to bite back.

"What's in the bag?" I ask, turning to meet his glare with one of my own. I didn't want an argument, but he's left me no choice. I don't know what he has in there, but I have an idea and I know adding to the pile can only lead to something bad.

The question paralyzes him, an emotion flashing in his eyes so fast that I'm unable to catch it despite staring directly into them. He opens his mouth to respond, but no words fall out. This time it's him that turns away.

"I don't think it's safe for you to hold on to these drugs, or any drugs."

"Why?" He turns to look at me now. "You think I'm dangerous too? Like everyone else?"

"I think—"

"I see the way they look at me!" he growls, "like I'm a bomb they're just waiting to go off!" His eyes, usually a light blue are dark now, as if held under the shade of his torment. "It's the same way you're looking at me now."

"No," I shake my head at him, "I don't think you're a bomb. But I do think you need help."

"You think I need help?" he scoffs, pushing himself away and jutting a finger towards his chest. "You're the only reason I'm in here! With your little listing game outside!" His finger is pointed towards me now. "And don't try to act innocent because you and I both know exactly what you were doing!"

Guilt burns my cheeks, and I begin to turn away when he stops me.

"So you want me to admit it? Fine!" he barks, taking one of the bottles out of his bag and throwing it to the ground. "You got me!" He rips out another and hurls it across the room. "I'm a fucking drug addict! Are you happy now?" he shouts.

I'm about to respond when an infected down the hall screams. Our eyes, caught in each other's hold, widen at the sound. And I realize that the bodies outside weren't dead.

They were sleeping.


Chapter Twenty-Six


Logan


The pain in my leg has returned with a throbbing vengeance. All because of that damn kid, acting like she was raised in a barn. I can't stay mad at her though, not knowing she did it with good intentions. Or at least, what I assume were good intentions. It's more than possible with Stella that she has ulterior motives. She's made that abundantly clear on more than one occasion.

But when she came back from the supermarket, and left as quickly as she had come, she paused outside the house. The look on her face when she saw me makes me believe that she did it because she cares, even if she'd never be willing to confess such a thing.

Although I admit I’m finding it difficult to process the transition from the girl who told me she'd leave me behind in a heartbeat, to the girl now risking her life to help me.

"Pass the spanner?" Rocket asks, holding out a hand so covered in grease it looks like it's been dipped in midnight. Leaning against the side of the bus, I bend down to rummage through the toolbox. Grimacing at the pressure it puts on my leg, I retrieve it and hand it to her before quickly moving back to my original position against the bus.

"Well," Aaron sighs, wiping his hands on the tail of his shirt. "It looks like you've got things covered here. I'm gonna head back inside and make sure everyone else is doing alright." He leaves with a nod.

Rocket pulls her hand back with a curse, glaring down at her nails.

"You alright?" I ask.

"Yeah," she nods, "but I'm beginning to think that this bus is a wasted effort."

I'm not surprised by this. The scowl etched on her lips the duration she's been working has been enough of an indicator. I'd be more surprised if she told me she thought she could fix it.

"Anything I can do to help?"

She shakes her head and wipes her brow with the back of her hand, leaving a streak of grease along her forehead. "You can keep me entertained," she smirks, leaning back under the hood.

"Oh?" I ask, pushing away from the bus so that I can see her again. "And how would I do that?"

"I'm sure you can think of something." With her face so closely pressed to the engine, I almost miss her wink.

"Well," I begin but stop abruptly, the pain in my wrist flaring. As if melted silver is being poured over the wound, it burns in stabs as it sinks into my veins. An uncomfortable heat comes with it and I feel like I'm imprisoned in my own skin.

I stumble slightly as a wave of dizziness rocks me. Rocket doesn't notice, and for that I'm grateful, but my mind has moved on from whatever game we were playing.

"Do you think they'll find antibiotics?" My throat is parched now and I struggle to get the words out, my tongue feeling fat in my mouth. Stella was right, it's a good thing I didn't go with them.

"Well I pointed them towards the hospital." She stops with a loud clank, and I wonder if she has resorted to just hitting the engine in hopes of making it work. "If there's anything left over, then I don't see why not."

If there's anything left over.

A euphemism for: No, you idiot, of course they aren't going to find anything. I shake the thought away, not wanting to dwell on the fact that Stella is out there risking her life for nothing.

"How do you know where the hospital is?" I ask. Another loud clank before she responds.

"Came here for a holiday"—her face scrunches up as she tightens something—"once, with my fiancé."

"You came here?" The houses are flat and boring, just like the land around it. The only redeeming quality are the mountain ranges sticking out in the distance, but even they don't look special; more like large sand dunes. It's the type of place you'd expect to find tumbleweed, not tourists.

"Definitely not one of the funnest places I've been to; we were visiting his family."

My mind reels with another whirl of dizziness, a memory twisted in with the nauseating pirouette. The night we spent together at the school, and her indifference towards it the next day. Does her fiancé have something to do with that?

"What happened to him?" I ask, "your fiancé."

"Dead, hopefully." There is no emotion in her voice. "He's the only reason I know where the hospital is in this town."

She doesn't look at me as she says this, choosing to keep her head hidden under the hood. I don't ask her to elaborate. I don't need her to. And I can't imagine that she'd want to relive that part of her life anyway, like I don't want to relive my time in hospital, recovering after my failed suicide attempt. I remember how uncomfortable everything was.

The hospital bed sheets were itchy, pulled up over my chest. But I embraced the irritation, holding it close as a distraction from the body that stood by the side of my bed.

With my head tilted as far away from her as possible, I concentrated on the slow dripping IV. Imagining the bag as a pool that I could swim in, and trying to feel the ripples.

It wasn't long before she cleared her throat, a soft sound despite the storm I knew was bottled inside of her.

"Logan. . ."

I didn't turn to her, I couldn't.

"You need help, Logan."

Still, I focused on the drip. Constant, reassuring.

"Your daughter needs you."

The world slowed, as if for that instant in time, it had decided to stop spinning. The drip turned ugly. Reminding me of the tears I had last seen on her rosy cheeks, and the crystal eyes that brimmed with them.

She may have needed me, but I couldn't help her.

I didn't help her.

"You alright?"

I shake my head, the memory disappearing with the movement.

"What?" I ask, reaching out to grip the bus for support. A blur of movement catches in the corner of my eye, and I turn to see what it is.

"Are you—" She stops abruptly, pulling herself away from the bus as it purrs with sputtering life. "Oh my god!" she shouts. "I did it!"

But I'm not listening to her. My attention has fallen on the two people down the road, running towards us. Like antelopes, afraid of getting trampled by the herd of wildebeest stampeding behind them.

"We have to go, now," I breathe, not taking a moment to share in her victory.

"What? Why? I still have to make sure tha—"

"Aaron!" I shout, cutting her off. "Aaron!" I've abandoned the delicacy of silence, not caring who or what might hear me. Rocket takes the urgency in my tone and turns in the direction I'm looking, her joy bleeding out. She slams the hood of the bus down as the door of the house pops open. Aaron peers out from its doorway.

He doesn't need to ask what's wrong. His eyes find the problem before he's even half-way out the door. He pauses, but only for the length of a stuttered heartbeat before he's back inside, shouting.

I look back to Stella and Joey, and the horde that is behind them. They're close enough that I can hear their footsteps now, faint but growing. I don't worry that the horde will catch them. They're far enough ahead that I know they'll be safe.

I worry that the horde will catch us, before everyone is on the bus.

"Shit! Shit! Shit!" Rocket curses, throwing her scattered tools into their box and heaving it onto the bus.

The door of the house bursts open. Aaron holds it that way while everyone else pours out, stumbling over one another to reach the bus first. They act like sheep, flocked by a clan of wolves.

"Let's go! Let's go!" I shout, distracting them from the approaching swarm and waving them up the steps. The bus jostles from the movement, knocking the golf club over from its rest. I bend down and pick it up, brandishing it in the air as I swing around, expecting them to be upon us by now.

Stella charges past as the round lady waddles from the house. "Why are you on the bus? We'll be trapped!" she yells, slowing her pace but not stopping.

"It's fixed, get on!"

She hesitates but doesn't question me. Once the fat lady has hoisted herself up, Stella jumps on and Joey follows.

Aaron is running across the lawn when they reach us. I swing the golf club at the one nearest me, knocking its jaw loose with a crack. It stumbles to the side and makes room for the next in line. What once was a skinny man throws itself at me, like a bundle of bones. I jab the club at its chest, knocking it back far enough for me to raise the club and bring it down atop its head. It slumps to the ground as the other one gets up.

Aaron reaches me with one of them clinging to his arm. He tries to shake it off but only brings its mouth closer. I swing at it, the club catching in its open mouth, breaking teeth and forcing them down the back of its throat.

It falls away as I retreat up the steps of the bus, swinging at any infected that gets too close. Aaron reaches the bus just as one barrels into the side of him, knocking them both to the ground. He lets out a yell and I think it is too late for him when I step down and throw my leg out, kicking the infected man in its side and knocking it off.

"Get up!" I yell at him, my voice lost amidst the sea of howls. There are too many for me to stay outside now, and more are still coming. I swing the club once more, clearing a path for Aaron before I stagger up the steps of the bus. I turn back to make sure that he is following. He is.

"Come on!" Rocket yells, revving the engine.

His hand reaches out for the railing, ready to pull himself up when an infected crashes into him again. He manages to stay upright as its teeth drive into his forearm. Blood bubbles out around its lips as Aaron screams. I don't register what has happened, I just swing the club down, leaving a dent in its skull, like a sinkhole, pulling hair into its depths. It falls slack against him, it's teeth still in his skin. He stands frozen, staring down at the body beside him. I push it off of him and pull him on board, just as another infected appears behind him. Rocket shuts the door just in time.

The bus lurches forward, struggling against the fence of bodies piled against its front. It knocks them down, several falling beneath the wheels while others retain a semblance of sense and stagger out of its way. Every limb is pointed towards the bus. Their screams almost overruling the cracks and snaps below its wheels.

The bus rocks violently as it passes over the living graveyard. My breath catches as the engine sputters a noise in protest, but churns on anyway, only returning to its usual groan once the bus stills.

The infected fall behind us, but I don't look back at them. No one on the bus looks back at them. Every head is pointed towards the front. Every eye falling heavily on Aaron and I.

And the bleeding bite that is on his arm.


Chapter Twenty-Seven


Stella


It's been ten minutes.

Truthfully, I don't know how long it has actually been. It feels like forever, but I know in reality it’s only been a short while. No one has said anything since it happened. No one has even coughed, or so much as swallowed loudly. It's as if the presence of blood has staled the air, thickening it to the point where sound is impossible.

His eyes are blank. Having picked a spot on the floor, they have rooted themselves there ever since. There is no shock or anger, only the hint of understanding.

Aaron knows that the timer has started. Counting down to the inevitable. Every second a brutal eternity. Every tick of the clock a resounding reminder.

There is no way of escaping it. Taking only seconds for the infection to spread through the bloodstream, it renders amputation or any other method useless. Your fate is written the moment you are bitten.

Joey has not noticed that his brothers time is limited. Not yet, anyway. After getting on the bus he found a seat, sat down and put his head in his hands. He has not moved since. I don't think anyone has. Only once the silence has built a formidable presence does Logan decide to shatter it.

"Aaron. . ." The word is small and practically abandoned. Thrown out the window and left to fall behind with the infected. "I'm—"

"I know," Aaron cuts him off, his eyes picking up from the floor. Emotion has fled from his face, retreating from the cold eyes that are already dead. I almost flinch when they turn to me. "What happened?"

"I. . ." The words struggle to come out. Not because he's angry. He isn't angry. He isn't anything. But I feel like a part of him will blame me, like a part of him does now. The rucksack is still on my back, so I move to put it down on the seat next to me, anything to give me time to think.

"The infected in the hospital heard us," I don't tell them of Joey's confession, because they don't need to know something that they already do. "They alerted others and by the time we were outside there were so many blocking off the road that we could only run back to the bus."

His eyes convey no understanding, not even acceptance or accusation. They're just blank, like the shell he will become. He drops his gaze to Joey, but doesn't speak. He watches him for a long minute before sucking in a breath, taking some of the tension with it.

"What's done is done." He turns to Logan and offers him a clap on the back, "we need a plan for now, someplace to go and. . ." His eyes dart to the bite on his arm, "rest, for a while."

"We can go to my place," Logan says, "the neighborhood was always quiet, so there shouldn't be much trouble."

"Is it close?"

"Very," Logan nods. "It's just on the outskirts of Las Vegas, we could get there within the hour."

This should comfort Aaron. The infection will have taken his motor functions by then, but at least he will have someplace safe for what little time he has left. A luxury most are not afforded.

Yet still his face remains blank, giving nothing in return but a nod and a simple, "Sounds like a plan."

He doesn't even cover the wound. He leaves it free for everyone to see, to let the blood trickle down and drop from the tips of his fingers, like dew falling from the point of a leaf. It's already darker than it should be.

His eyes fall again on Joey and he begins making his way down the bus towards him. I move out of the way, giving him enough room to slide into the seat beside him. Joey doesn't stir, only flinching once Aaron places a gentle hand on his shoulder. Joey lifts his head up now and, as if knowing exactly where to look, his eyes find the bite.

It feels wrong to watch them, so I turn away and walk to the front of the bus where Logan stands beside Rocket. I want to think of something else, anything else.

"How's your wrist?"

He shrugs, "it's alright." A hesitant pause takes his voice, as if he's not sure whether to continue or not. "Did you find antibiotics?"

I nod and a small wave of relief washes some of the lines from his face.

"Do you have them on you?" he asks.

"They're all in my bag."

He turns to look down the aisle, his gaze falling on Aaron and Joey. I do the same, noticing that everyone else on the bus has turned to look out the window, gifting the brothers with a semblance of privacy.

They throw themselves into a hug, probably the last one that Aaron will be able to give. It's almost a strange sight, considering I have never seen them so much as shake hands. But they hold still in their embrace, neither daring to loosen the hold.

"We'll get it later," Logan decides, turning back towards the front of the bus and telling Rocket to take a right.

The next half hour passes in relative silence, only broken by the murmurs shared between Aaron and Joey and the occasional direction uttered from Logan. It feels too soon when he announces that we've arrived.

A string of housing complexes, identical in every aspect and packed together so tightly that the walls almost touch, I wonder how Logan can even distinguish which one is his. But his memory must serve him well because he tells Rocket to stop outside of one. The rumble of the bus dissipates and silence again digs a trench around us.

We know what this means.

I turn to look back at Aaron. His eyes are no longer brown, his skin no longer pink. The shades that once colored him have faded to gray, life already leeched from his appearance. He stares out at the house we have parked beside with a neutral glare; appraising what will soon be his tomb.

"I'll make sure the house is clear," Logan says. He winces as he steps down from the bus, gripping the railing for support.

"I'll come with you," I say.

"No, I . . . I need to go in alone first. You just stay here and. . ." His eyes carry again to Aaron and he doesn't finish the sentence. I watch him shuffle up to the front door, picking out a key from the potted plant beside it and disappearing inside.

I don't expect that he'll find anything. Glancing around the street, the area looks clear. But I have been fooled before.

Without driving as her distraction, Rocket stands up from her seat and moves to stand beside Aaron. She crouches down beside him, whispers something in his ear and offers him a hug. He doesn't hug her back. His arm stirs in effort, but slackens in defeat. His time is short.

As cool and reserved as ever, Rocket stands up from him, offers a final smile and leaves the bus. I watch her go and lift up the hood, only to dive inside. I don't think she is actually working on the bus, she hasn't even taken her tools. She just needs another distraction. The bus goes quiet again and I wonder if I should approach him.

What would I say?

I'm sorry you're slowly and painfully dying, shit happens. I'm sure that's exactly what he needs to hear to feel better. No, I decide, I won't talk to him. Not when I have nothing to say.

It isn't long before Logan steps out from the house unscathed and gets back on the bus.

"You ready, Aaron?" he asks.

Aaron doesn't speak, he just stares ahead, not really seeing anything. I don't blame him for not answering right away. It's an unfair question. Who would be ready?

He musters the strength to bow his head, the closest he can get to a nod. Joey stands up beside him and Logan moves down the aisle. Together, they help lift him up from the seat. I grab the rucksack from the seat next to them and quickly hop off the bus. Only once I clear enough distance from them do I turn around and watch, prepared to help if needed.

The deterioration of character, of personality at such a rapid pace is always hard to witness. I don't think I'll ever get used to it. Looking at him now, struggling to walk even with the aid of two others, it's almost easy to forget what he once was.

A leader.

An expression dawns his features now, not of acceptance, but of resignation. He's given up, the only option afforded to him. Rocket doesn't move as they carry him off the bus, she keeps her head ducked, her face hidden from sight.

I move ahead of them and hold the front door open, leaving it to close once they are inside. Logan steers them into the living room where they lay him down on the sofa, slowly as if he is made of glass, cracked all over and waiting to crumble.

The front door opens with a click and the nice woman with the hijab sticks her head in. Everyone else from the bus has lined up behind her. They're waiting to say goodbye. Aaron notices this and waves Joey closer.

"Joey," the word is croaked, as if his throat is a mineshaft collapsing in on itself. "Joey I need you to do something for me."

With a clenched jaw, Joey crouches down beside him and leans in.

"I want you to take everyone to Canada, I need to know that everyone will be safe."

I repress a frown at this. Canada, a legend among survivors. Whispers have travelled suggesting that the infection can't survive up north where it's cold. I don't believe this, but even if it's true, Canada is far away from where I want to go.

Joey takes a moment to process his request. Only once it has sunken in does he begin to shake his head. "I can't, I . . . they'll never listen to me."

"I'll tell them to trust you," he pauses to swallow the coal in his throat. "I know that you can do this, Joey." His arm twitches as if he's trying to raise it, but then realizing he can't, it falls still.

Joey doesn't respond, but his back begins to warble with the assault of silent sobs. The room feels heavy, weighed down by the uncomfortable burden of raw emotion. A pressure I find too unpleasant to bear. Soon, Logan will say goodbye. And then the people outside will say goodbye. I have no intention of waiting and watching. So I turn away from them now, my eyes settling on the room across from us.

Emotional exchanges have always made me uncomfortable, and I have no interest in being part of this one. I leave the room quietly and walk into the next one, a dining room with a sizable fireplace. The home itself is cozy, filled with dark browns and deep reds. Pictures line the walls, with rugs splayed out across the floors and heavy curtains hanging against every window.

I step towards the fireplace, feeling the phantom warmth of a fire lit long ago. I can almost imagine Logan, in another life, huddled up with his family in front of it. Dropping the rucksack at my feet, my eyes sweep over the mantle, skirting over the framed pictures until my gaze settles on one.

Logan stands smiling, holding a little girl in his arms. A little girl with no hair and skin so white that she could blend in with the snow around them.

A noise behind me breaks my attention and I turn to see what it is. Logan has followed me, but his gaze too has fallen on the photo. His eyes hold a familiar pain, one I haven't seen since we were locked in that bar cellar. The memory tugs at me.

I couldn't save her. . .

And suddenly, it clicks.


Chapter Twenty-Eight


Stella


"Your daughter died of cancer?"

The words cause him pain, like I've just slapped him across the face. But with furrowed brows, he offers a curt nod, his eyes still pressed against the photo on the mantel.

"So all those things you said, about how you couldn't save her. . ." The sentence trails away from me and I find myself looking back to the photo.

They say if you ever met a clone of yourself, you wouldn't recognize them. But staring into her eyes, I can't help but feel as if I'm staring into my own. The only discernible difference is innocence. Where it swims in hers, it’s barren in mine.

So all that time he rambled on about how he couldn't save her, he was telling the truth. How could he save her? Cancer is not a battle that he could fight for her. It is merciless, sparing no one. Not even a child so innocent and strong that she managed the ghost of a smile for the sake of a photo.

Her cheeks are dimpled and she looks genuinely happy to be held in the arms of her father. I can't even imagine how Logan must feel, looking at this photo of a daughter he'll never get to hold again.

"All this time . . .“ I mutter, tearing my eyes away from hers. "All this time you've been blaming yourself?"

It takes a moment for him to remove himself from the picture, a new wall of agony burning in his eyes when they find mine. Again, all he offers is the smallest of nods, his jaw chiseled by the tension of clenched muscle.

"Why?"

I can hear the procession of people in the next room, the shuffling of feet towards the death bed. It breaks my attention, but not his.

"Because," like a dam, his lips part, the word rushing out with the force of a breath held in too long. "Because I. . ." He cuts himself off with a shake of his head, his eyes glassy with tears too stubborn to fall.

"The day she died," he pauses, finding her face once again on the mantel. "The day she died, I was lying face down in a gutter. Stinking drunk." His eyelashes clump together like paint brushes with tears as their only source of paint, working furiously to color the rims of his eyes red.

"I could barely understand what they were saying when they phoned me. But I got the gist of it, enough anyway to make me go back into the bar and get another drink."

He stops talking now, his fists so tightly clenched they have begun to shake. I can see the memory, alive in his eyes, tearing him apart from the inside. They burn with the pain, like two pools of blue acid. He clears his throat and forces his hands to stop their trembling. 

"So you blame yourself because you weren't there for her when she died?" I ask.

"I blame myself because I wasn't there for her at all."

The statement hangs in the air between us. I have nothing for him but a look of pity. It's all that I can afford. All that I can think to offer. There are no words that I can string together to make him feel better. No magical solution to take away his pain. His guilt is his own to bear, and I think that he will carry it with him for the rest of his life.

He bows his head at my silence and I wonder if he was hoping that I would say something. But just like with Aaron, I find myself at a loss for words. What can I say when nothing seems appropriate? As the silence between us grows heavier, I decide that offering him something is better than offering him nothing. And so I give him the most basic of responses, the template of all consolations.

"I'm sorry."

He doesn't lift his head, but he nods.

"Is this why you wanted to come back?" I ask, "to Las Vegas? Because you wanted a picture of her?"

He huffs out a breath that might have been a laugh if it wasn't so drenched in grief. "I was actually afraid that I was going to forget what she looked like . . . and then I met you."

I shy away from his gaze, choosing to look back at the photos instead.

"Stella," he says, drawing my attention back to him. "I'm really glad that I met you." His expression is one of stone, but his eyes scream conviction. I falter under them, finding any and all expression of emotion an uncomfortable experience. Yet still, I can't help but feel warmth at his words.

"Thanks," I say. "I'm pretty glad I met you too."

This cracks the stone, the corner of his lip lifting into the beginnings of a smile. He clears his throat again, "I uh," he begins rummaging around in his pocket, "actually have something I'd like you to have."

He pulls out a locket, a golden chain as thin as string with an amber heart swinging from it. "It was my daughters," he says, staring down at it.

He holds it out to me, the heart swinging just below his clenched fist. I stare at it for a moment.

The gesture is nice, but it feels wrong.

"I'm not your daughter, Logan," I tell him. The words don't crush him like I thought they would, for that I'm relieved.

"No," he says, "no, of course not. I'm not trying to pretend that you are, it's just . . ." he pauses, looking down at the locket. "It just feels right that you should have this."

I offer him a little smile, eased by the confirmation that he isn't trying to mold me into the image of the daughter he lost. That he isn't trying to make me her replacement. A little awkwardly, I hold my hand out towards him, and he drops the locket into my open palm.

The heart is heavy, it's metal warm against my skin. The chain resembles a strand of DNA, intricately woven and artfully designed. I hold it up and secure it around my neck.

"Thank you," I say, rolling the pendant along my chest, its smooth metal gliding along the fabric of my shirt. He appraises it, smiling warmly, and I find myself feeling again just a little bit awkward. "I actually have something for you too." Reaching down to the rucksack that lies at my feet, I unzip it and dig out the penicillin. I hold it up for him to see. "Antibiotics."

"Ah," he smiles, catching it as I throw it to him. "Thank you."

"Not a problem," I say, before catching myself. "Well, actually, it was quite a problem." I shake my head, "but you know what I mean."

He emits a breathy laugh before popping the cap off and throwing a pill back.

"What was her name?" I ask, looking down at the pendant, "your daughter. I don't think you ever told me."

"Anna," he says.

I turn back to look at the photo once again, finally having a name to put to the eyes. She looks like an Anna.

"Well," he sighs, "it looks like they're about finished up in there. I think we've isolated ourselves long enough."

I nod, moving to look back into the living room. Sure enough, it looks like everyone has left, besides Joey. I leave the rucksack where it is and follow Logan, dropping into one of the seats facing the couch.

It isn't until I've settled that I realize Aaron isn't blinking. His eyes have fallen blank, like a poorly illustrated drawing that has failed to capture the life in them. They stare off into oblivion, seeing something that we can't, the color sponged from each iris.

Joey sits on his knees beside him. Logan stands by his side.

Aaron's body does not move, trapped in the purgatory state of stasis. A temporary death weighs him down, restricting every muscle and ensnaring all motion. The room has stopped moving with him.

Everything is still, until his finger twitches.


Chapter Twenty-Nine


Stella


Joey is picking at a scab on his arm. His attention has not moved from it since. I watch him, his nail digging into the crust and peeling it back to free a bubble of bright red. He wipes it away, smearing it across his skin, and moves on to find another.

He has not said anything since the reanimation. Not even cursed or sighed at the pain he must be inflicting on himself. He sits in the chair beside mine, his head bowed so he does not have to see the body.

Logan has found a sheet to cover it, and has draped it over. Still, the outline is visible, with maroon flowering from its head, soaking through the white fabric. Inch by inch, the red creeps against the white, devouring it the way spilled ink taints a page.

Logan stands silently by the couch, his eyes, like mine, are trained on Joey. I think we're waiting for something. Waiting for him to move, or speak. But he gives no sign of doing either.

He just sits, picking at the scabs spread out along his arms.

"Joey?" I ask, twisting my body so that I am facing him. He makes no indication that he has heard me, he just keeps picking.

Pick, pick, pick.

Bloody dots cover his arms now. Soon he will have nothing left to pick at, and I worry then that he will begin digging into his skin.

"Joey say something," I demand. "Please?"

His finger stops its burrow, his head swaying the slightest bit that I'm not sure if it was an intentional movement or not.

"It's my fault," he says, the words spoken softly, as if he's afraid of waking the dead.

"What?" I ask.

"It's my fault," he repeats. "All of it. We wouldn't even be here right now if it weren't for me!"

"Joey that's—"

"No!" he cuts me off, his head snapping in my direction. "Don't even try to justify it, Stella!"

His eyes scare me, no longer reflecting the distant memory of an ocean long forgotten. Their blue have dissolved to a darker tone, taking the color of the sky when night attacks. He tears them away, looking back down at his arms.

"How many people are dead because of me?" He falls silent and I know that he is counting. "Y'know that's why I didn't want to kill those people at the supermarket?" He turns back to me, "because even though that was you, I still blame myself. Like I should have stopped you or something."

"But those people were planning to kill us!"

"I know that!" he shouts, "but I. . ." His voice drops off with a shake of his head and he sighs. "I just don't want any more blood on my hands."

He rubs at his eyes with clenched fists, as if trying to wipe away the guilt. I share a glance with Logan, unsure of what to say. He looks as helpless as I do. There's nothing either of us can say. We can lie, but what good will that do? He won't believe us anyway. As the silence begins to descend upon us, Joey reaches forward and grabs the red bag at his feet, the one that he has been cradling as if his life depended on it.

"Here," he says, handing it to me. "Get rid of it, destroy it, do whatever the hell you want with it. I don't care."

His eyes linger on it as I take it from him, his hand resting on its red fabric longer than necessary. I pull it to my side, out of his reach, and his hand retracts.

He returns to his scabs.

Logan clears his throat. "We should probably get going soon. Not much sense hanging around here."

I don't agree with him. The idea of resting for a while is a tempting one, but I can understand why neither of them want to remain here. The house is a gravestone to them, a place of visit, but not one to stay. So I push myself into the soft cushion of the seat, relishing the comfort while I still can.

"Yeah that's a good idea," Joey nods. "Aaron wants us," he pauses, his eyes drifting to the body. "Wanted us to head to Canada. So I suppose we'll just take the bus and go straight up."

No, I think. We can't head straight up, because that isn't where I need to go.

"Sounds like a plan," Logan says.

No, I think again, beginning to panic now.

"Well actually," I say and both pairs of eyes land on me, "I think we should stick to the coast and move up from there."

Joey's brow furrows. "Why?"

"Because . . ." I begin, but my train of thought tilts from its tracks and topples away. How can I convince them when I can't tell them the real reason? They'll never understand. Or worse, they'll try to convince me to give up.

And that's something I will never do.

My eyes catch Logan's and I remember our talk at the gas station. I can use him as leverage. "Logan agrees with me," I say. This time it's his brow that furrows.

"I do?" he asks.

"Yes, remember at the gas station when we were talking about how long you would be staying in Las Vegas? You agreed to go to the coast with me."

His expression pinches as he struggles to retain the memory. "Because the infected can't swim?" he asks, uncertain. I nod at the weak excuse I had conjured. Even back then I had struggled to make up a reason. How do I make up a reason where there is none? It makes no logical sense to go to the coast, not for them anyway.

"I thought you were joking about that."

My lips tug into a frown. "No, I. . ."

"Stella, going to the coast will only add days to our travel time. There's no point," he says.

Heat rushes to my face and I have to work not to bite back at him. There is a point, you just don't know what it is. It feels as if a cage is slowly shrinking around me, ensnaring me in a trap of my own design. I can't tell him the truth, but I can't convince him without it.

The only solution I can think of is to tell him half the truth. So I stand up from the chair and move towards him, gently grabbing him by the arm and pulling him back into the dining room where we had our little heart-to-heart. The memory might help to convince him. He folds his arms across his chest and looks down at me expectantly.

"I'm looking for someone," I tell him. This isn't what he wanted to hear. Deep lines run through his face as he frowns.

"Who?"

I shake my head. "It doesn't matter who."

"Well how do you know they're up the coast?"

Ah, the question I hoped he wouldn't ask. This is the point where telling half the truth is forced to cross over into the territory of lying.

"Because that's where he told me he would be," I say.

"And how long ago was this?"

"The last time I spoke to him."

"And when was that?"

"Jesus, what's with the inquisition?" I snap, "I came here with you, no questions asked!"

"Stella you know what it's like out there! It's impossible to stay in one place for too long, odds of them still being there are . . ." he pauses. "Slim."

"But there's still a chance."

He sighs. "We have a bus, Stella. If we go to the coast, we'll be on foot."

"Not if we can convince them to come with us."

"You would ask them to risk their lives because you think your friend is still waiting for you?" he asks. The answer does not come to me as quickly as it should. I should be able to say yes, without a doubt. But the way he has phrased his question has thrown me off. Not only am I asking them to risk their lives, I'm asking him.

A realization dawns on me, one that I try to push away. It's dangerous to form attachments in this world, something that more often than not will only end up getting you killed. But I can't deny that that's exactly what I've done here.

I've formed a connection with these people. I risked my life to get food for everyone, and I risked it again to get antibiotics for Logan. I went back to the school, when I could have left and driven up the coast while I had the chance.

As I look at Logan, it becomes more and more obvious to me that I can no longer use him the way that I had planned. I can't hold him as my shield, a vessel I can take advantage of to get me where I want. He isn't my bodyguard anymore.

He's someone that I care about.

And that will never work.

I won't ask him to come to the coast with me, because he's right. There's no point for him. Canada is his safest bet. Even if I don't believe that the rumors are true, that the infection can't survive up there. It's what’s in his best interests. It's what's in all their best interests. A chance to be safe. I won't take that away from them.

But I won't go with them.

He sighs and I realize I've kept him waiting. "If you really want to go up the coast, I'll come with you," he says.

"No," I mumble, wondering if I'm going to regret this decision. "No you're right. They're probably not there. We should just go to Canada."

He gives me a look. "You're sure?"

I nod. "I'm sure."

We walk back into the living room where Joey sits up in his seat, an argument already prepared in his eyes. "Aaron wanted us to go straight up to Canada," he says, getting straight to the point, "I have to do what he wanted, Stella."

He’s so convicted in the way that he has said it. I don’t think I’d be able to convince him to go to the coast even if I tried.

I fake a smile, and nod. "You're right," I say, "the coast is pointless." For one weak moment, I actually consider believing that lie and going with them. But I can't, not when there's still a chance that he's alive, waiting for me.

"Alright," Logan says, "then we'll start getting ready now."

I try to convince myself that this is for the best. The sooner I leave, the better. I will go to the coast alone, and maybe if I find what I am looking for, I’ll meet them in Canada. But I remember the size of the country on school maps, how large and unlikely it would be to find them there. And what Logan said only moments ago; people don't stay in one spot for very long. But I don't dwell on that fact, because I know that truly, this is for the best.

Everyone gets what they want this way.

Logan moves back into the dining room and Joey steps outside. This is my chance. It feels like it’s happening too fast, because I didn’t think I’d leave them like this, caring about them. But if I don’t leave now, I’m afraid I won’t get another chance. So I sling the bag Joey gave me over my shoulder and make my way towards the kitchen. I can't take anything else, not without them knowing. I’ll probably end up regretting this decision, but for now, I don't care. I just need to leave, before my mind changes or I get cold feet. I reach the back-door of the kitchen that leads out into a small backyard and reach for the handle, but stop.

Only now do I notice the weight of the locket. It feels heavy around my neck, like it's tethering me to them. It doesn't feel right that I take it, not anymore. So I pull it off and drop it on the counter, its chain splaying out around the pendant.

It's for the best, I tell myself.

As I slip out the back-door and into the small garden, I take a breath.

And I do not look back.


Chapter Thirty


Logan


The sooner we leave, the better.

I thought coming here would help, thought seeing her face again would help. But I was wrong. Standing in the dining room, it feels as if every photo is pointed towards me. As if every set of eyes is stabbing into me with justified blame.

I can't rid myself of the guilt, but I can rid myself of this place, showcasing it like a museum. I pick the rucksack up off the ground and sling it over my back, looking at the pictures on the mantel and the walls. There's a photo that I want, but it isn't here.

Ignoring the many eyes, I leave the dining room and walk upstairs. It might be in Anna's room; I know that she liked that photo. Walking past the many open doors towards her bedroom, I notice Rocket standing in one of the rooms. She must have walked in during the make-shift procession. I stop in the doorway to watch her.

She stands by the side of the queen-sized bed, holding a photo that she picked up from the side-table. I clear my throat to get her attention. She lowers the photo and looks over to me casually, not as if she has just been caught snooping. She glances back down at the picture in her hands.

"This your wife?" she asks, angling the photo so that I can see it. Sure enough, it's a picture of my ex-wife, Jessica, cradling an infant Anna while I look down at her, cooing softly. I nod, breaking my eyes away from the photo to look around my old bedroom. Jessica didn’t change any of it, the photos from our wedding day are the only things that are missing. Besides that, the place looks exactly the same from when I had last seen it. This doesn’t make me feel any better.

"She's pretty," Rocket says, putting the photo back down.

"Yeah," I mutter, "she was."

Only now do I notice that she is avoiding my gaze. Despite putting the photo down, she keeps her eyes on it, her body turned from me. I can sense a certain tension emanating from her rigid posture.

"You okay?" I ask.

She's quick to nod her head, moving her eyes from the photo to the floor.

"Is it about Aaron?" I ask. She doesn't nod, doesn't move. I don't think she is going to respond, when she sighs.

"He was a really good guy," she says, her eyes finally meeting mine, "I've been with him since the beginning. It's gonna be different without him."

I nod. He was a good guy, even though I didn't think so when I first met him, he definitely proved himself in the end. A part of me can't help but see the injustice of his death. Even though I know it's wrong of me to think so, I can't help but wish that Joey had died instead of Aaron.

It doesn't matter to me that he's decided to turn a new cheek now. It shouldn't have taken the death of his brother and countless others to make him change. He deserves to be the one that died. But instead, it was Aaron that answered for his mistakes.

I shake the thought away. There's nothing that can be done about it now, no way to change things. Accepting reality and living with it is our only option, no matter how shit said reality is.

"I don't even know what we're gonna do now," Rocket says, moving away from the bed and towards me.

"He wanted Joey to take everyone to Canada," I tell her, as she stops in front of me.

She snorts. "We'd be better off running down the streets blindfolded."

I repress a smile, because that isn't something I want to joke about. Not when I agree with her. It'll only be a matter of time before Joey screws up again, having him take charge will never work. We'll have to think of a plan before we leave.

Rocket clears her throat, and I realize that I'm standing in her way. I look down at her and make no effort to move. Within such a close proximity of her, I can't help but remember the night we shared at the school. Remember her body, moving against mine, her skin glistening with a thin sheen of sweat that glowed in the moonlight.

She was adamant that the night meant nothing to her, and maybe it didn't. Maybe there isn't anything romantic between her and I. But standing so close to her, I feel compelled to find out.

Leaning down, I press my lips against hers. A tingle of electricity passes through me, forcing a shiver to run down my spine. For a moment, I think she is kissing me back, but I must be wrong, because she pulls away, the shiver going with her.

"I'm sorry," I say, the words desperately rushing out. She shakes her head, her eyes cast down, hiding the emotion in them.

"I have to get the bus ready," she says, pushing past me. I stand in the doorway, wondering if I imagined the shake in her voice. She disappears downstairs and leaves me wondering if what I did was wrong.

It must have been a mistake if she pulled away. Maybe that night at the school really doesn't mean anything to her, nothing but a casual hook-up. And if it doesn't mean anything to her, then I'll make sure it doesn't mean anything to me. I shake my head, feeling stupid for feeling anything in the first place.

I decide to push her from my mind, and the feelings that accompany her. Giving the bedroom one last glance, I turn back into the hall and continue on into Anna's room. I don't pause outside her door, I barge in, not giving the emotions and memories a chance to manifest.

Just like my bedroom, Anna's room is exactly like I remember it. Overly pink with a stuffed animal staring at you no matter where you look. Posters of her favorite cartoons cover the walls, and I remember the days we spent putting them up. A million memories fester in this room. Like the day she pretended to be sick, and forced herself to eat seven cans of chicken soup to try and convince me. Or the night we stayed up late, watching scary movies that were far too inappropriate for her age, but I let her watch anyway because she pleaded with those big green eyes of hers. I don't want to spend long in here.

Already I can feel the bitter emotions creeping up on me, tainting every memory I have of her in this room. Tucking her in at night and reading her favorite stories to her over and over until she would finally fall asleep. A good memory, but one that brings nothing but pain.

I look around her room and find the photo I am looking for on her bedside table. A picture from her eighth birthday, where she thought it would be fun to throw her cake rather than eat it. The two of us are looking at the camera, covered in icing and laughing. Picking it up, I stare down at it for a moment.

Her eyes were so brilliant, so full of life. The kind of green that made you think of a mossy forest, teeming with wildlife. They were beautiful.

I can't believe I ran away from them when I met Stella. Their eyes aren't the exact same. Stella's are harder, more piercing, but they're alike enough that I can see the memories in both of them.

I miss Anna’s eyes.

But I was afraid of them when I saw them in Stella. Even though they were in a different person, I felt like they would still accuse me. Blame me for everything that I've done. Even though the fear is still there, I find myself wanting to look into her eyes again. I don't want to run away from them anymore, I want to face them head on.

Looking down at the picture in my hands, it doesn't feel the same. The still image has failed to capture the life in them, the exuberance.

I need Stella.

I need to look into her eyes. I want to, because that's the only way I can fill this hole in my chest and chip away the guilt. All this time that I've been avoiding them, I feel so stupid. I've been given the chance to look into my daughter's eyes again, and I didn't.

I looked away, I even ran away. But not anymore.

Tucking the photo into the rucksack, I give her room one last sweep, relishing in the pain. Only when it becomes unbearable do I turn away and leave.

I'm ready now. I almost feel enlightened, running down the stairs two steps at a time, I almost crash into Joey.

"You almost ready to leave?" he asks.

"Yeah," I nod, looking around the room for the eyes. "Have you seen Stella?"

He shrugs. "Uh, last time I saw her, I think she was heading into the kitchen."

The kitchen, I think, striding towards it.

I don't know what I expect to happen when I look into Stella’s eyes. Maybe a massive weight will lift from my shoulders, or maybe the hole in my chest will shrink a fraction. Maybe nothing will change at all. It doesn't matter. All that matters is that I'm ready to see them now.

My daughter’s eyes.

For the first time in so long, I want to see them.

Turning at the corner, I come face to face with an empty kitchen. I'm about to leave, to look somewhere else when a glint of gold catches my eye.

It's the locket.

I pause in the doorway, my eyes running along the chain, sprawled out on top of the counter.  I reach towards it, grasping at the pendant as if it isn't real. But it is real. I pick it up, the metal cold in my hands.

"Did you find her?" Joey asks from behind me, "everyone's about ready to go."

I don't reply straight away. It takes me a moment to process what I've found, to process what it means. Even after realization sinks in, it takes me another moment to accept it as reality.

"No . . ." I manage, "she's," the word refuses to leave my lips, and I find myself having to force it out.

"Gone."

"Gone?" he asks, "what do you mean gone? Where is she?"

The question unsettles me, because I don't know it's answer. All I can think about is the hole in my chest, and the feeling of betrayal now sinking into it. I don't want to deal with Joey right now. I want him to go away, so I can think. So I can think about what this means.

"Why would she go?" he asks. 

"I don't know!" I snap, a familiar feeling settling over me, one I haven't felt in so long. One I hoped to never feel again. "She's just. . ." The word slips through my fingers, just like she has. "Gone."

"Well is she coming back?"

A question I do know the answer to, but wish I didn't.

"No," I tell him. "She isn't."

He doesn't ask any more questions after that. I think he has realized what I had when I saw the locket. She's left. To go to the coast? It doesn't make any sense. I offered to go with her! And she said that she didn't want to go anymore!

Only now do I remember what she was like when we first met. Every second word a lie, every flip of her hair an act of manipulation.

But why?

The question bites at me, causing more pain than it should. I could go after her. She couldn't have gotten very far. I can convince her to come back, or I can go with her. But I have no idea which direction she could have gone.

The more I think about it, the more I realize the fact of the situation. The more that reality crushes down on me.

She's gone, and there's nothing I can do about it.

Looking down at the locket, cradled in my palm, the hole in my chest expands and I feel the phantom pains of loss. A feeling I'm familiar with.

A feeling I haven't felt since I lost my daughter.


Chapter Thirty-One


Stella


It has started to rain. Light and gentle, I can barely feel the liquid kisses on my skin. But it's getting heavier. Soon, I think, it will be a storm. I can already see the heavy clouds, threatening in their slow roll over the hills.

A fitting scene, almost as if it were painted specifically for me. A reflection of how I feel. But I know I've done the right thing. Even if it doesn't feel that way.

I'm better on my own.

Always have been, always will be. No one around that I have to worry about, to care about. I'm more than capable of being by myself. It's how I've survived for most of my life. I'm happy being alone.

I'm happy being alone.

I tell myself this over and over until the words sound strange in my mind. Forcing myself to believe it, cramming the idea of it down my throat.

But I know that I'm lying.

It doesn't matter, I think, throwing the lie away and leaving it to die on the side of the road. I won't be alone for long, I won't be. As soon as I get to the coast and find him. Then I won't be alone. I'll be happy, I'll be safe and I'll forget all about Joey and Rocket and Aaron and Gale and—

And Logan.

The thought pulls me back, so much so that I actually falter in my steps. It weighs me down, torturing my already fatigued legs. How long have I been walking? It feels like hours, but just like usual, there's no way to tell. I glance back at the road behind me, the house already long gone.

The road in front of me stretches on for an eternity. Staring down its tongue, it disappears into a dot in the distance. I can't even see Las Vegas, and I begin to rethink my plan of going through it. Maybe I should just go around, hike through the desert.

But there's no chance of finding food and water out there. No chance of finding anything but rocks. So I’vm limited for options really. I'll need to go through Las Vegas, stock up on supplies and then set off towards the coast.

It sounds like a perfectly fine plan, even if I know that plans never work out the way that you want them to. But I've gotten this far, and if that's a testament to anything, I know that I can make it there.

A memory bites at me, sharp and clear in my mind. The two strangers at the supermarket and what they said.

We can't go back to Las Vegas man! That place is crazy!

The memory worries me, but I'm quick to stifle it. The entire world is crazy, Las Vegas will be no different. Besides, it's apparently obvious to me that I have no choice. I'll just have to be extra careful. And extra lucky.

The rain is heavier now. I can hear the bodies of water crashing against the ground. It's a nice distraction. A way to drown out my thoughts, if only for a little while.

Again I look back down the road behind me, more on edge than before now that the rain has overpowered most other noises. I expect the bus to be coming soon, unless they've decided to wait for me. This is the road that they'll take to get to Canada. I can't let them see me. As soon as I hear the rumble of an engine, or see the faded yellow of its metal body in the distance, I'll have to hide.

It doesn't escape my attention that so far out from the city, still relatively in the middle of the desert, there is no place to hide. I stick out, like blood in the snow. I'll just have to get down into a ditch and hope they don't see me. Until then I'll have to stay alert.

Thunder booms, it's loud echo almost burying the singing voice of an infected to my right. A woman, covered head to toe in mud, she blends almost seamlessly with the mountains behind her. I'm not surprised I didn't notice her.

Long hair, drenched by the rain and crusted with dirt, sways about her face with every step she takes towards me. I stop walking to watch her, emaciated limbs stretching out towards me, beckoning me to ease her torment and meet her halfway.

She's alone, just like me, and I wonder how she managed to get so far without the company of a horde. Most of them don't stray from the outskirts of a city. She must have been desperate.

Just like me.

She groans again, her black teeth gnashing at a meal she won't get. The rain has gotten so heavy that it's almost difficult to see her now. It pelts against her frail body, and she stumbles to the ground, her thin leg snapping on the way down.

She must have broken it because she doesn't move to get back up. Instead, she crawls through the mud, her skinny fingers sinking in like they’re crafting clay, struggling to get a hold. She wails again, this time sounding more like a cry than a groan of hunger.

It's a pitiful sight, and it leaves me wondering if this is the fate of everyone left alive. If we're all doomed to reanimate and wander the desert alone for all of eternity, or at least until someone is gracious enough to stab you in the head.

She howls again, and I reach for the knife in my back pocket, the one that the nice lady gave me. I never gave it back to her, and I hope that she won't need it. The infected at my feet poses me no threat, she can't even crawl, the mud too slippery for her to get a grip. But I put her out of her misery, because I hope that if I ever turn out like her, someone will do the same for me.

I step back onto the road and look down at her body, awash with mud and slowly being buried by the rain. It's unlikely that anyone will ever find her again. I’ll probably be the last person to ever look at her. Her body is doomed to lie out here in the middle of nowhere, alone for the rest of days.

It only reminds me of how alone I am.

Out here in the middle of nowhere, just like she is. How long will it be until I end up like her? I scoff at the irony of it, that in a world that once held seven billion people, I would find myself entirely alone. And for the first time in forever.

I don't want to be alone.

END OF BOOK ONE
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Chapter One - Stella



EVERY MORNING I LIE AWAKE, waiting for the birds to sing. But they never do. I fall asleep with silence and I wake up with it. No trilling bluebirds or whistling kingfishers. Without them I'm left alone with thoughts I can't tune out from.

Curled up in the backseat of an abandoned car, I stretch my cramped limbs as best I can in the small space. It’s no five-star hotel, but at least it’s safe. Sitting up, I yawn and look out the window. It's still dark out, but I can just see a faint, orange glow beginning to line the hills.

Two sunsets and one sunrise. I've been counting. That's how long it has been since I left Logan and the others. That's how long it has taken me to reach Las Vegas on foot. This will be my second sunrise without them. I sit for another few minutes, waiting and watching as the sun creeps over the hills and casts its heated glare over the barren desert.

Rummaging through the small compartments of the car, I find a few packets of stale potato chips. Hardly a feast, but better than nothing. I dig in, hoping that the meager amount will be enough to stifle the grumble in my stomach.

Once the cold air of night has been warded off, I step out of the car, welcoming the rising temperature of a typical Nevada summer. I glance around to make sure that the area is clear, and then, like a bird spreading its wings after being cooped in a cage for too long, I begin to stretch out my muscles properly. My stomach has stopped rumbling but my mouth is as dry as the desert surrounding me. I ignore it as best as I can and try not to think about how hot the day will be. 

I pick my bag up and sling it over my shoulder before I start walking. It's the bag Joey gave me right before I left. I've already rifled through its contents, hoping that maybe he had kept some food or water in one of the pockets. He hadn't. The bag is filled with pills and weed and other substances I've only ever seen on TV. I thought about dumping everything, but figured it was better having something to trade than nothing at all.

Now is not the first time I have come to regret my abrupt exit. I should have taken some supplies with me when I left. But I think if I spent any more time with them, I might have ended up staying. And that would be a bigger regret than any I have now.

Leaving them was the right thing to do.

Now I can focus on getting to the coast without having to worry about anyone else. Yet still I find myself thinking about them, and if they are waiting for me. They haven't passed me yet, unless I missed them during the night. Which is unlikely. The engine of the bus coughs and sputters enough that I'm sure I would have heard it. Its loud rumble would have woken me from any sleep I managed to get.

I stare down the stretch of road that is laid out in front of me, just able to see the high-rise buildings and outlines of infamous casinos in the distance. As I'm walking, I begin plotting out strategies in my mind. In a few short hours I'll be in the middle of it all, and I have no idea what to expect.

By chance, I've managed to avoid large cities ever since the outbreak. But now, if I don't want to wither away in the desert, I have no choice. Will there be thousands? Just waiting like spiders for an ignorant fly to stumble into their web? The image is a scary one, but it dies as I approach the landmark "Welcome" sign.

Welcome to Fabulous Las Vegas Nevada.

Scrawled over the words is a sloppy message that someone has managed to scribble. I hop over the small fence to get a better look, imagining the masses of tourists that used to congregate on this small island between two oceans of road. Standing before the sign, I squint up at the words smeared across its surface.

Free from infection. Overrun by the living.

The words are painted in red, and for a minute I think it might be blood. But the texture resembles that of spray-paint, like it was vandalized by some angst-ridden teen. Except this isn't graffiti or any sort of senseless vandalism. This is a warning.

Whoever chose this spot to write their message, they had little space to get it across. They would have had to pick their words carefully. And they chose the word 'overrun.' Maybe I'm just a pessimist, but somehow I don't think this is a good thing. The way in which a church can be overrun by non-believers, and a sewer can be overrun by vermin. I'm not sure if I would prefer hordes of infected over hordes of the living. In small numbers I'd rather deal with people. Only because I'd rather take a bullet than get bitten.

But with the infected you can predict their moves. They don't have plans or strategies. Just a single desire to bring death by any means possible. People are more complicated, unpredictable and driven by their own personal motives. I don't like dealing with people, but I look back at the vast length of empty road behind me, and I realize I have no choice.

I step around the sign and begin walking again, taking note of the abandoned cars strewn down the road. If I can find one that works, I'll be out of here quicker. But as I approach the car closest to me, I notice its gas cap is popped open. Someone's siphoned the fuel from it, and I doubt they'll have left any. I open the door and slump down in the driver's seat so that I can confirm my suspicions. The key, like I thought it would be, sits jammed in the ignition. From the faded color of the paint, odds are this car was abandoned during the outbreak. Back when everyone was in a rush to leave that the highways got so clogged they made a dam, restricting the stream of people from getting out.

I twist the key in the ignition and am not surprised when nothing happens. The battery is probably long dead. Looking down at the road that leads into the city, tightly packed with cars left to rust, it's a safe bet that they're all in the same condition. Spitting a curse, I get out and kick the door shut, only now noticing that every gas cap of every car is popped open, jutting out like stale flags. It's either a coincidence that every car has been drained, or one person has made the effort to siphon every single one. Maybe I'll have better luck once I'm off the highways.

The heat of the sun is uncomfortable now that it has taken away the chill of night. Wiping the sweat from my brow I continue dragging myself towards the city. In an effort to keep my mind occupied, I make a game of reading the brightly colored billboards on either side of the road. Whenever I see an ad for water though, I shut my eyes and trudge blindly until I've passed it.

The heat only worsens with every passing second. I'm lifting my hand up to create a semblance of shade when something down the road makes me pause. Hand hovering in the air, my trudge becomes a stumble as I come to a halt, my gaze caught in the distance.

As if the sun itself fell from the sky and landed outside a fancy hotel, I squint at the familiar ball of yellow. A sound escapes me and I can feel my cracked lips tugging into a smile. I don't want to get my hopes up in case I'm mistaken, but even from a distance I'm sure I recognize the brightly painted vehicle.

Logan's Jeep.

The same one that was stolen from us by a group of bandits. In truth, it could just be another yellow Jeep; the odds of this one being Logan's are slim. Yet still I find my hopes being raised, because I doubt that any other car is as brightly painted with this particular shade. A shade I specifically remember running to when I had a horde behind me.

And so I find myself ducking down beside an abandoned car, because if this is Logan's Jeep – which I'm positive it is – then that most likely means the bandits that stole it are somewhere nearby. Probably in the hotel it's parked outside of, a tall building that towers above all the others around it, making the adjacent structures appear flat in comparison. If the bandits are in there they could be anywhere from the ground floor to the top.

I lift myself up enough to peek over the hood of the car I'm crouched beside and wait, watching. The Jeep looks empty and there's no movement in the area surrounding it. After a few moments my calves begin to burn with discomfort, so I stand, satisfied that for the moment at least there's no one else around. Crossing the road and over to the Jeep, I glance up at the many floors of the hotel and all the balconies that jut out from them. I don't see anyone, but I can just imagine cracking it open like a hive and finding hundreds scurrying around inside. A shiver runs down my spine and I find myself feeling for the knife tucked in the back pocket of my jeans.

Reaching the Jeep, I peer inside, instantly recognizing the mess of papers lining the backseat. There's no doubt in my mind now that this is definitely Logan's. I shake my head, smiling. What are the odds of coming across it like this? I can just imagine how happy Logan would be. But I stop that thought before it has a chance to fester, because I don't want to remind myself of him.

Unlike all the other cars clogging the highway, the Jeep's gas cap is closed and I can only assume this means that there's still fuel left in it. I reach for the door handle and give it a tug, not entirely surprised when I find it locked. I wasn't expecting to be that lucky. I move around and try all the other doors just for the sake of trying, bu they're all locked. Whoever has the key is probably in the hotel, and since I already know they aren’t friendly, odds are they won’t be willing to trade it for a "Please".

That leaves me with pretty limited options. If I can't get the key, I can try to break in and hot-wire it. They made it look easy enough in the movies; just rip out a couple of wires and twine them back together in a different order. But breaking into the car will set off an alarm, and I'll most likely be found before I have the chance to try anything. I kick up a cloud of dirt at my feet. There has to be something I can do! I'd rather leave the car behind than risk a confrontation with those bandits, but that just seems like such a waste. If fate exists, then surely I must have found Logan's Jeep for a reason.

The sound of shifting gravel distracts me and I spin around to find a man watching me. He must have come from the hotel, but how long has he been standing there? My hand snaps behind my back, clutching at the knife handle in an instant. The sudden movement catches his attention and his eyes dart to it. They hold there for a moment before slithering back up to meet my gaze.

"Well, well, well," he says, smiling. "What do we have here?"

A round gut sticks out above his tightly coiled belt and his pudgy hands hang empty at his sides. Tangles of gray are caught in his unkempt hair and his features are chiseled with aged lines. Old, unfit and unarmed. I can take him, but I'll have to be quick before he has a chance to alert his friends.

"What have you got behind your back, sweetheart?" he asks, his voice as gruff as he looks. He stands all but three feet away from me. If I lunge I can have the knife in his neck before he even knows what's happened.

But just as I begin to make my move, his hand reaches behind his own back and in a flash returns with a gun. A small pistol, or maybe a revolver – I'm sure I'd know if I'd bothered to learn more about guns – but it doesn't matter the type. The sight of the weapon is enough to stop me.

"You weren't about to try and hurt me, were ya?" he asks, his smile only growing wider. A large rucksack hangs on his back and I can only assume he was on his way out for a scavenging run. Bad timing. "Why don't you drop whatever you've got behind your back and kick it over to me?"

I make no move to do so, my mind racing with thoughts, none of them a solution. A moment passes and he waves the gun, as if to remind me that it's there. At this distance there's no chance of him missing if I try to run. I have no option but to do as he says. The knife clatters at my feet and I kick it over to him. He glances down at it.

"That's it? A cute little knife?" He doesn't even bother picking it up. Instead he kicks it away, off to the side where it's out of reach from both of us. "You tryin' to steal our car?" he asks.

I shake my head. "Just admiring it." Acting smart may not be the right way to go, but I doubt he'll react kindly to crying either. He huffs out a laugh, but it sounds more like a phlegmy gargle.

"Nice try, sweetheart. What's in the bag?"

"Nothing really," I shrug, "just some food."

"Well shit, I didn't know you guys did delivery." With a chuckle he holds out his free hand. Of course he would want to rob me. If I'm lucky, that's all he will do. I shrug the bag off my back and hand it to him.

Managing to keep the gun centered on me, he unzips the backpack and holds it on its end, giving it a shake and spilling out all of its contents. Pills, weed and other substances, all contained in hundreds of little ziploc bags pile up in a small mound at his feet. Everything but food, not that he seems to care.

He throws my bag aside just so he can cover the smile on his face. His attention is so focused on the litter at his feet that I think now might be the time that I can take him by surprise. But before I even have time to calculate my first move, his wide eyes snap up to mine.

"What the hell are you? Some kind of post-apocalyptic drug dealer?" he scoffs, a happy sound. Dropping his hand to reveal the grin on his face, his eyes, still wide, once again graze over the pile at his feet. The little packets are worthless to me, but they clearly hold some value to him.

"Look, you can have all of it if you just let me go." I think of maybe asking for the Jeep as well, but that will probably be a step too far and I'm not willing to press my luck.

He laughs and points to his gun. "You don't really think you're in a position to be making negotiations, do you?" Kneeling down he scoops up some of the packets so that he can get a better look. I would have kicked him in the face if he didn't keep his eyes glued to me.

He inspects the bags in his hand, shaking his head every few seconds. "Man, some of this shit I haven't seen since high school!" He drops them with a smile, taking the rucksack off his back. "The boys are gonna be happy about this!"

He throws his rucksack at me and tells me to gather everything up in it. I do as he says, and I take my time. The more time I have to think of a way out of this, the better. But as I drop the last packet into the bag and zip it up, I haven't managed to conjure up anything.

Even though he hasn't said a word he must have gotten impatient because he grabs my arm and yanks me up from the ground himself. He doesn't give me the chance to pick up my own bag when he begins leading me towards the glass doors of the hotel.

It would be so easy, I think, to blame Joey for this. Maybe if he hadn't filled the bag with his drugs things might have turned out differently. Maybe if there was nothing but food, the man would have been bored and let me go. But I won't blame Joey, because I know that placing blame will get me nowhere. I should have dumped the drugs as soon as he had given me the bag.

But I don't even have time to blame myself, because as I'm dragged through the glass doors and into the hotel, I can't shake the feeling that I've just stepped through the gates of hell.
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