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			Praise for
This Is Not a Test
and Bonus Novella
Please Remain Calm

			“My favorite zombie novel.”

			—⁠Veronica Roth, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Divergent

			“Earnest and so terribly fierce, This Is Not a Test is a searing examination of hope and how to navigate through life when it feels as if it has all been lost. With sharp-as-teeth prose and her hallmark acerbic wit, Courtney Summers has completely eviscerated me. (Also, there were zombies!)”

			—⁠Erin A. Craig, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Thirteenth Child

			“Chilling, thrilling, and heartbreakingly beautiful. I love this book so much it hurts.”

			—⁠Olivia Holt, actor

			“As a filmmaker, I’m always looking for a story that resonates with me. I came across Courtney Summers’s book This Is Not a Test and was immediately pulled in from the provocative title. YA horror? Hmm . . . So I dug deeper and began to read.

			“Her setting and characters were so captivating from page one. The book wasted no time in getting to the inciting incident, and I was hooked from the first chapter. Courtney has crafted such a memorable lead character in Sloane. We watch her battle depression while surrounded by a zombie apocalypse, which feels like something new, a metaphor in a way that we can all relate to. As if being a teenager wasn’t hard enough! You are in her head, you want to stay there, you root for her every step of the way.

			“This Is Not a Test is a page-turner that digs deeper and deeper into what makes us tick and keeps us going when faced with extreme adversity. It’s hypnotic and holds feelings of warm nostalgia. I knew I wanted to make this book into a film from the jaw-dropping visuals of Courtney’s electric prose.

			“I love it when I find a novel that is impossible to put down. The one you hold in your hand, dear reader, is one of those books. Prepare for emotional trauma, infected zombie hoards, and hope. I love this book.”

			—⁠Adam MacDonald, director of This Is Not a Test

			“In This Is Not a Test, Summers mercilessly brandishes her signature razor-sharp insight into the human condition. Unflinchingly brutal and, at times, startlingly tender, This Is Not a Test repeatedly redefines the term ‘breaking point.’ Reading this one is like digging a finger into a wound: hypnotic and devastating. I could not look away.”

			—⁠Sarah Gailey, Hugo, Locus, and Nebula Award–nominated author of Magic for Liars

			“In This Is Not a Test, the end of the world is more circumstance than rising action. This does not make it any less terrifying. Summers reintroduces her blisteringly paced zombie masterpiece to the world in spectacular fashion, showcasing the inherent resilience within teenagers and the idea that there is no right or wrong way to survive in an inhospitable world.”

			—⁠Joelle Wellington, author of Girls Who Play Dead

			“Courtney Summers’s well-established talent for unflinching, visceral, and deeply thoughtful storytelling holds true in This Is Not a Test. Sloane compels from the opening chapter, and the threat of the zombies (quite literally) at her door pales in comparison to her internal fight for survival and true freedom. Readers will enjoy this gut-punch of a book from its first page to its last.”

			—⁠Ayana Gray, New York Times bestselling author of Beasts of Prey

			“Beautiful, bleak. . . . [This Is Not a Test] turns the concept of the walking dead into a haunting and thoughtful metaphor.”

			—⁠Kiersten White for The New York Times

			“This Is Not a Test brought me to tears, caused me to gasp in shock in public places, and almost put a stop to my heart. . . . Summers’s voice is raw with emotion and utterly right for the impending zombie apocalypse.”

			—⁠Nova Ren Suma, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Wake the Wild Creatures
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			Lily couldn’t sleep.

			When I asked her about it⁠—those dark shadows settled deep beneath her eyes⁠—she said it was because of me, our plan. A lot on her mind. But it was guilt keeping her up at night. A few weeks before she left, she got these pills. They were pretty. Twilight blue. I searched her bedroom earlier and couldn’t find them. Now I’m not sure what I’ll do.

			Stars should align the day I decide to die. I imagined it so often, faint at first, then clearer each time: chasing one last breakfast with my sister’s secret stash of benzos, pretending my way to school. Hiding, instead, in some quiet corner of town and closing my eyes. I’d be discovered too late. Become news enough to reach her. And how would it feel then, Lily? To be so right?

			I pocket my note and sit on the edge of the tub, trying to imagine it a different way. The mirror over the sink, my father’s blue-bottle cologne. Everything that cuts requires breaking. Too loud, too messy, takes too long. I run my thumb up the inside of my wrist, tracing a vein until it pitchforks out and disappears under the fleshiest part of my palm.

			Three hard raps on the door⁠—thud, thud, thud⁠—stop me breathing. I didn’t hear his footsteps, because I never seem to when it matters anymore. I count to ten before leaving the bathroom, following the earthy, spice-soaked notes of his cologne. I hate the way it lingers: on my clothes, in my hair. It’s stronger the closer I get to the kitchen, mingling with the acrid smell of burnt toast. He burned the toast.

			He only does that when he thinks I deserve it.

			Early-morning light streams through the window over the sink. Everything it touches turns gold. Everything looks gold, but it all feels so gray. I sit at the table across from him, in front of my plate. A pattern of robins circles the charred bread, all in flight.

			“Anyone asks you where you were,” he says, “what do you say?”

			“I had the flu.”

			That’s what kept me home so long.

			The flu that’s been going around.

			“Let me get a look at your face.”

			I turn toward him, eyes down. Not good enough. In one swift motion, he reaches across the table, and I flinch before I can stop myself. He exhales impatiently and takes my chin roughly in hand.

			Mornings like this, I remember that sleepover at Grace Casper’s house. Sophomore year. I’d never been to one before, but we’d partnered for a science project, and for some reason she still liked me enough by the end of it to ask. The invitation was startling⁠—the warmth of her voice, how warm it left me. My heart answered before my head. Yes. Yes to giggling through the night, to showing me how to apply eyeliner, to watching B movies, to falling asleep. Yes to waking up with her, to scampering downstairs in our pj’s to eat.

			Yes, no matter the cost.

			The television blared the news while her dad made pancakes and her mom cut fresh fruit. Her twin brother, Trace, called us ugly little freaks, then winked at me before turning the radio on over the TV. I was too overwhelmed to eat and no one got mad at me for it. Grace said she could tell it was different at my place and asked me what it was like. I lied to her. I said it was mostly the same.

			What it’s like: My father’s face buried in the newspaper. My mother buried six feet underground. My sister, Lily, gone. And breakfast⁠—well. I forgot the margarine, left it on the counter next to the fridge. I want it badly, but once I’m at the table, I’m not allowed to move until my plate is clean. I glance at Lily’s empty seat, where she’d watch each morning’s scene, her gaze shifting uneasily from Dad to me. Every so often, she’d touch her foot to mine, reminding me to breathe.

			Breathe, Sloane.

			“Eat, Sloane.”

			But how can I do either when my throat is closed. I pick at a snag in my fingernail and peel it sideways, hoping to open my airways with the distraction of new pain. Blood prickles at the corner of my thumb. It doesn’t work. Dad sets the paper down, his mouth a thin line, and I still can’t swallow, so I try praying instead. I pray for anything to happen so I don’t have to eat this toast. I wasn’t raised to believe in God, but Lily is gone and I’m all that’s left and I never ask for anything so⁠—

			“HELP! Help me, please! Oh my God, help me⁠—”

			It stops as suddenly as it started.

			“What⁠—”

			He nods sharply at my plate. “Eat.”

			“But⁠—”

			“What did I just say?”

			He rests his palms on the table and rises from his seat, shoulders squared as he exits the room. I listen for a moment but there’s nothing else. If the emergency outside has passed, that still leaves this one: I pick up the toast. It crumbles in my fingers, turns to black ash.

			Eat.

			I bring it to my lips. It turns my stomach and I gag. I hurry across the room to dump it in the garbage, covering the waste with a crumpled napkin. I dust my hands quickly, sit back in my chair.

			I shouldn’t have done that.

			If he finds out, his face will purple. His lips will turn white. He’ll say, We have to talk about this. But we won’t. Talk, that is. Mornings like these, I need Lily, but all that’s left of her is the note she slipped under my bedroom door six months ago.

			I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore.

			My ears prick up. A new sound.

			Sirens.

			Sirens closing in on our street.

			“Sloane!”

			Dad charges in, chest heaving, eyes wide and wild. My pulse spikes. His fingers curl into fists.

			“Dad, I’m sorry, I’m so sorry, I couldn’t eat⁠—”

			“Shut up.” He grabs my arm. “Get up. Get up. We have to go.”

			And then I see the blood.

			“Sloane, move! We have to go. We have to⁠—”

			There’s so much blood. His white shirt glistens with it, its cold copper scent covering his cologne. Whose blood? Is it mine? It’s not mine, is it? I look down at myself to be sure.

			His grip on my arm tightens. “Listen to me⁠—”

			I twist away, darting for the front door. I grab the knob and wrench it inward, but it won’t give. Locked. He locked us in. He closes in as my shaking hands fight the chain release⁠—

			I stumble into the street. Smoke billows from a house down the road. Ms. Yee’s place. Fire. A police car is parked crossways on her lawn, its lights flashing. A cacophony of alarms and sirens are going off, near and far. A loud crack. Another scream. A group of people rush past, directionless, their movements jerky and uncontrolled. One of them falls, a man. The others surround him, so desperate to help him back to his feet, I can’t tell where he stops and they begin. A car careens past, takes out our mailbox and keeps going. A woman staggers awkwardly across our lawn. She’s covered in red, half hunched over, her arms out.

			Is she the one who needed help?

			“Hey,” I call. “Are you okay?”

			She turns at the same time Dad yanks me inside, throwing me into the foyer. I hit the wall as he slams the door shut and I glimpse the woman’s crimson-stained mouth just before she collides against it and her eyes⁠—

			Something’s wrong with her eyes.

			“No,” I beg as Dad approaches. “No, no⁠—” He drags me down the hall and I trip, landing hard on my knees. He whirls around and I cover my face, but he hoists me to my feet.

			An awful sound explodes from somewhere inside.

			The picture window shattering into a thousand pieces.

			He lets me go. “Get in the rec room, Sloane, and don’t move!”

			Get in the rec room. Move. Don’t move. Move. I crawl after him until I see the living room carpet glittering with glass. The woman writhes through our window, oblivious to the shards digging into her legs and hands. She streaks blood on the white sill and, as soon as she’s through, steadies herself on our pale yellow couch, leaving an angry red handprint in her wake.

			Black veins slither up her neck.

			Her eyes are white.

			There’s nothing in them.

			She lunges for my father.

			Because she’s small, she’s nothing, it’s easy for him to overpower her. He pins her to the floor by the neck with one hand as the other gropes for something to defend himself with. She gnashes her teeth and claws at his arms so hard she breaks skin. His blood makes her feral. She twists her head toward it, jaw snapping. My father finds a large piece of broken glass and thrusts it into her.

			Again.

			Again.

			Again.

			The woman doesn’t realize she’s supposed to be dying. It’s like she’s becoming more alive, stronger each time the glass is forced into her. She fights to free herself from my father’s waning grip and he stabs erratically until finally, desperately, he drives the glass deep into her left eye.

			She stops moving.

			He straightens, straddling her, and he’s calm, the way he gets calm, after. Calm like he knew this was coming⁠—that the way the morning started, it was only ever going to end like this, drenched in someone else’s life.

			“Sloane.”

			I run.

			“SLOANE⁠—”

			I run for the chaos just in time to see two cars meet in the middle of the street, but not in time to get between them. The raw crunch of metal sends me reeling and puts everything on pause for one brief moment. I edge around the wreckage, trying to focus on something that makes sense. This: our neighbor, Mr. Jenkins, spread eagle on his lawn, his legs and arms twitching, his head jerking side to side. Mrs. Jenkins kneels over him, ripping his shirt open. Heart attack. Mr. Jenkins has a bad heart. She’s giving him CPR.

			Except that’s not what it is at all.

			Mrs. Jenkins’s fingers have torn past the material of her husband’s shirt.

			Now they are tearing into his chest.
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			⁠
	
			Seven Days Later

			In a perfect world, I’m spinning out. I’m seven days ago, I’ve found Lily’s pills, I’m sleeping my way into oblivion. Every breath in and out is shallower than the last until, eventually, I stop. In a perfect world, I’m over. I’m dead. But in this world, Lily took the pills with her and I’m still alive.

			I climb on stage before Cary notices I’m gone and gives me something to do, even though I should be doing something. I should help. I should help because seconds are critical. He said this over and over while we ran down streets, through alleys, watched the community center fall, hid out in abandoned houses, and he was right. Seconds are critical.

			You can lose everything in seconds.

			“Harrison, Grace, take the front! Rhys, I need you in the halls.”

			I steal past the curtains, glimpsing my reflection in the mirrored shields stacked against the wall. Horse masks lie neatly before them, a dismantled windmill’s tattered blades on the floor⁠—props from the school’s last musical. The piano in the corner awaits its next number. But that was then. This is now: The fetid smell of death is all over me, but it’s not me, not yet. I am not dead yet. I run my hands over my body, feeling for something that doesn’t belong. We were one street away when they came in at all sides with their arms and hands out, propelled by the kind of sharp-toothed hunger that makes a person⁠—them. Cary pulled me away, but I thought . . . I thought I felt something, maybe⁠—

			“Sloane? Where’s Sloane?”

			I can’t reach far enough behind my back, but maybe⁠—

			“Rhys, the halls⁠—”

			Please.

			“Where is she?”

			“We have to get in the halls now!”

			“Sloane? Sloane!”

			Ominous shadows loom overhead. Stage lights. I don’t know why, but I grab my phone from my pocket and I call Lily. If this is it, I want her to know. I want her to hear it. Instead of Lily, that woman’s voice is in my ear: “Listen closely. This is not a test.” Calm and clear. Soothing, like a mother. Not my mother. I was young when she died. Lily was older. Car accident . . .

			“Sloane!”

			Rhys pushes the curtains aside. The phone falls from my hands, clattering to the floor.

			“What the hell are you doing? We’ve got to move⁠—” He takes in the look on my face and his turns to ash. “Are you bit? Did you get bitten?”

			“I don’t know.” I unbutton my shirt and pull it off, and he sees all of me before I turn away, but I don’t care. “Can you . . . ?”

			He runs his hands all over my back, in case there’s something there to feel that he can’t see. He prays under his breath while I hold mine. Dios te salve, María . . .

			“It’s okay, you’re good. You’re fine. You’re alive.”

			The noise in the auditorium grows louder.

			The frantic scrambling of people who actually want to live.

			“Are you sure?”

			“I’m sure. Now come on, come on, we have to . . . Look, we’ve got to get back out there,” he says as I slowly button my shirt. “There are, like, three other doors that need to be secured.” He spins me around. “Look at me. Are you ready? Sloane, are you ready?”

			I open my mouth but nothing comes out.

			
			⁠

			Seven Hours Later

			This must be what Dorothy felt like, maybe. If Dorothy was six scared teenagers and Oz was hell. I can’t think of a better or worse place to spend the end of days: Apocalypse High.

			Class now in session.

			Cheery purple-and-yellow posters decorate the walls.

			GO  RAMS,  GO!

			It was supposed to be the community center. We went there first, like we were told, and it was the first place to fall. Too many of us, too many of them. Somehow, we fought our way from one side of town to the other. In another life, that would have taken all of ten minutes.

			In this one, it took seven days.

			“Listen closely.”

			The radio crackles the same recording over and over. That woman’s voice. We’ve done everything she’s told us to do: Locked and barricaded all doors. Covered the windows. No one can see outside and⁠—more importantly⁠—nothing can see in.

			“Do not draw attention to yourself.”

			If we know anything by now, it’s that.

			“Once you have found a secure location, stay where you are and help will come soon.”

			Cary sits on the opposite side of the stage from me.

			The message loops.

			“This is not a test. Listen closely. This is not a test.”

			But I think she’s wrong. This is a test. It has to be.

			Grace and Trace are next to each other on the floor. The two of them Cortege High’s blond, blue-eyed, white clichés: student council president and star QB. They look more real now than they ever did before, grief stricken and filthy with the accumulated grime, dirt, and blood of the last week. She’s on her knees, whispering in his ear. He nods at whatever she’s saying, but I don’t know that it’s getting through. He doesn’t look right. His face is distant, stunned by what happened in that final stretch between the alleyway and the school. He grabs his sister’s hand, his knuckles bulging.

			He must feel me watching. He turns his wan face in my direction. We lock gazes until the mayhem outside becomes too impossible to ignore. Outside, where everything is falling, landing, and breaking at once. Sometimes you catch something specific like the screams and cries of people clinging to each other before they’re swallowed into other, bigger noises.

			What it sounds like when the world ends.

			It was Cary’s idea, coming here. After the community center was overrun, we heard a voice on the phone. “Find a place.” He didn’t even hesitate before he said CHS. Cortege High, with its distraction-free transom windows lining the ground floor, save for the skylights here in the auditorium, and the gym. Two long stretches of windows open up the right side of the second and third floors. They’re covered with black posterboard now.

			“It’s still happening,” Harrison says.

			I follow his tearful stare to the exit just right of the stage. The doors there open into the parking lot, the streets of Cortege, a half-dead, half-dying town. They’re locked. Locked and barricaded with lunch tables reinforced by desks and whatever else we could find, thanks to Rhys and me. Every entrance and exit here is more or less the same. The thought is that nothing gets past these barriers we’ve created. We spent the first five hours putting them up. We’ve spent the last two trembling and quiet, waiting for them to fall.

			“Of course it’s still happening,” Rhys mutters. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

			Cary turns the radio off and jumps from the stage, landing hard on his Killshots. He runs his fingers through his wavy black hair as he assesses us. Cary Chen. We followed him for days. He’s in my English class, but he’s a year older. Got held back. Lily used to buy pot from him. She’d sneak out after midnight, shimmying down the maple tree just outside my bedroom window. They’d smoke together, listening to music in his car. She said Cary was smart, wasn’t remotely the waste case he pretended to be, that he knew exactly who he was and not a lot of people can say the same.

			“Listen, I⁠—” His voice is sandpaper from screaming instructions at us for hours and never once taking a break. “Phone?”

			Trace makes a strangled noise and takes his from his pocket. He frantically dials a number, but it’s no use. The woman’s voice drones over his attempt, a condensed version of what we’re getting on the radio. The calm insult of her directives digs into him until he can’t stand it. He whips the phone across the room. Nothing works anymore and the things that still do don’t work like they should.

			“Can’t get through,” he says.

			“Give it more time.”

			“Think they’d pick up if I did?”

			The room stills. We wait to see if Cary will defend himself. He doesn’t. He retrieves Trace’s phone and turns it over in his hands. “The message is a good thing. I think it means they’re giving priority signal to emergency workers.”

			Harrison sniffs. “So they can save us?”

			“Yeah. We’ll be saved.”

			“That’s your expert opinion?” Trace asks.

			Cary shrugs but he doesn’t look Trace in the eyes. He’s turning the phone in his hands faster now, clumsily.

			“Just makes sense.”

			“That’s what you said about coming here. Really paid off for me and Grace.”

			Cary winces.

			“He got the rest of us here,” Rhys says.

			There were eight of us, before.

			“Oh, so I’m here. Hey, Grace! You’re here. We’re here with Cary fucking Chen.” Trace laughs. “You think that means anything to us when⁠—”

			“Trace, stop.” And Grace sounds just broken enough that he does. He holds out his hand to Cary and says, “Give me back my fucking phone.”

			Cary forces himself to meet Trace’s eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” he says as Trace rips the phone from him, “about your parents.”

			I picture this place under totally normal circumstances. We have assemblies here. The principal gives speeches here. We eat lunch here⁠—but not together. Cary would be in one corner of the room, holding court with the other burnouts, Rhys commanding the disaffected seniors on the opposite side. Trace and Grace, always and forever, the heart. Harrison, I don’t know. Freshmen eat at a different hour. I stole seats at the room’s edges, the corners of tables where I could be invisible . . .

			The barricade seems to shift.

			Rhys rushes to it, pushing against the desks and tables until he’s sure they’re secure.

			“What was that?” Harrison asks. “Why did it do that?”

			“It’s just the way this desk was. It wasn’t the door⁠—”

			“It’s the door?”

			“It wasn’t the door. Calm down, Harrison. Jesus.”

			Harrison stands in the middle of the room, holding himself because no one else will. It’s the loneliest thing I’ve ever seen. I don’t really know Harrison. None of us do. He’s one of those nobody freshmen, further disadvantaged by the fact he moved to Cortege less than a month ago. He’s small, pudgy, hasn’t totally shed his baby fat. His watery blue eyes are framed by the longest lashes I’ve ever seen on a boy, which I only noticed when I was crammed across from him during one of those countless moments we were forced to hide. Cary had to ask his name after we found him trapped under a bike, his jeans caught in the spokes.

			Grace takes pity on him because she’s better than I’ll ever be. She crosses the room and wraps her arms around him, murmuring words of comfort. Lies. He sobs into her shoulder until he tires himself out, his mewls devolving into pathetic little hiccups. Everyone finds something to do because they don’t want to see it, but I watch because I do. I shove my hand into my pocket, my fingers curling around a crumpled piece of paper.

			I unfold it.

			Lily,

			“Hey.”

			I repocket it quickly. Rhys hovers nearby. His brown curly hair is matted to his head, and his warm hazel eyes are bloodshot. Things I know about Rhys Moreno: He’s a senior. Our lockers are across from each other. He’d rest against his with his arms crossed, observing the microcosm of real life confined within CHS’s walls. He prays in Spanish. He prays in a way that sounds like he means it, like he needs it, like he still believes in it. I can’t even pretend to know what that’s like. But I know what it’s like to be prayed over, to have his hands laid on me. To be told I’m good. I’m fine. Alive.

			He’s holding a case of bottled water.

			“Where did you get that?”

			He heaves it onto the stage, then gestures behind him, to the kitchen. Cortege’s auditorium also doubles as its cafeteria. Setup and teardown the work of freshmen members of the student council. They readied us for lunch every day, for assemblies, for plays. At the back of the room, across from the stage, is the door to the kitchen, where we’d line up single file to fill our trays. I imagine a day, any school day, getting in line, picking from the school’s hot menu⁠—chicken tenders and Tater Tots, rectangle cuts of cheese pizza, a side of greasy fries⁠—but then the noises outside get louder than anything I can imagine, reminding me to be afraid even though I’ve never stopped being afraid.

			Not since Lily left.

			Rhys pushes the water toward me. I rip into its plastic casing. We were huddled around this old birdbath yesterday, yesterday morning. We cupped our palms together and lapped up its dirty pool and it tasted awful but wonderful because we were so desperate and isn’t everything better when you’re desperate? We managed to forget our parched mouths and cracked lips while we fortified the school, but I don’t even know how that’s possible, because I’m so fucking thirsty. I uncap a bottle and down the whole thing and then I want more. Rhys hands me another and watches me drink that too. When I finish it, I’m spent. I curl my knees up to my chin and wrap my arms around them. He gives me a crooked smile.

			“Still here,” he says.

			“Is that water?” Trace calls from his side of the room. “Is that really fucking water?”

			I turn my face to the doors.

			
			⁠

			The blood-soaked streets of Cortege, overrun.

			Graying, colorless skin, a map of boiling black veins just beneath its surface announcing its disease. Eyes gone milky white but still somehow able to see. Death shields them from the limits of the living. Rusted-out lungs that don’t truly breathe. Their thin, chilling screams demanding satiety.

			I dream of a different monster.

			Sloane!

			I forget where I am for one second. I readjust on the uncomfortable, spongy blue gym mat beneath me. Every time I move, the nauseating waft of rubber and BO. Our beds. We dragged them from the dusty storage room, threw them in a line on the auditorium floor. The last thing we could do for ourselves before we totally crashed out, flat on our stomachs or backs, limbs akimbo, mouths hung open, catching flies. I listen to everyone’s soft, steady breaths. Harrison’s snores. Someone moans . . .

			SLOANE⁠—

			I jerk awake, drenched in sweat. I remember faster this time. I rub my chest, trying to force my frantic heart to stop resisting its new reality. I pull at the collar of my shirt, my clothes suddenly unbearable, scratchy. I have to pee. I check my watch. Almost six a.m. My knees crack and pop as I stand, my muscles screaming. I hobble out of the room, the floors toe-curlingly cold.

			The hall forks off in two different directions, the polished floor glinting under the emergency lights. Their eerie glow casts a pall over everything. The tone signaling announcements drifts through my head. I hated that sound, its pitch, the staticky crawl of it across my skin.

			I picture my classmates, faces tilted toward the loudspeakers.

			Listen closely.

			Listen closely. This is not a test.

			Maybe it’s not safe to be out here alone.

			But I don’t go back.

			If anything happens, it will just happen to me.

			In the girls’ room, I head straight for the sinks, where I’m sick. It happens without warning, the last week forcing itself out of me, every little bit of it that will come. The sound of my retching makes me retch even more. I cough, my throat burning as I choke, bile dribbling down my chin.

			I twist the faucets without thinking.

			Water.

			Water. Comes. Out.

			Does everyone know this? Did they find out before me? I avoided the taps when I was in here before, because it didn’t occur to me they’d work, but they do, they work, and no one said a word. Running water. I stare at the gushing faucet, hypnotized, and then I hold my hands under the stream and splash my face, my neck. Dip my wet fingers below my collar. The shock of cold revives me, leaves me shaking with gratitude, but I have no idea who to thank. I turn the faucet off and then I turn it on again just to be sure of what I saw.

			The water is real.

			It moves effortlessly from spout to drain.

			I turn it off. I use the toilet. Flush the toilet. When I come out of the stall, I’m confronted by something I’ve so far managed to avoid. My reflection. My complexion is tinged green. My dark-brown hair is crusted with blood and mud and hangs around my filthy face. There’s a bruise directly below my right eye and I’m not sure how it got there. I trace it with my fingertips.

			It’s almost funny. I look better than I did three weeks ago.

			The end of the world has done less damage to my face.

			I laugh. I lean against the sink and I laugh so hard my sides split and I die and it’s good. I press my hands against the mirror. Over my face. The glass feels weird against my palms, almost but not quite real, like if I press hard enough, I could fall through. If you break glass into pieces, you can use one of those pieces as a highly effective weapon against another human being. Right through the eye. I saw it. I saw it, I did, I saw it.

			My fingernails are ruined. Split, cracked. Rhys and Cary found me sitting in the middle of the road, six streets away from home, digging them into the pavement. I’d seen more than I felt was possible in such a small amount of time. People caught and released by waves of the dead. The wet and unforgiving sound of teeth tearing into flesh. I stumbled through a yard, onto a sidewalk, and off its curb and fell to the ground. I thought I’d actually found Lily’s pills and taken them, that my brain was conjuring one last hell before it finally shut down, because how could this be real? How could it be true?

			The dead don’t just come back to life.

			I kept clawing at the road, half marveling at what I couldn’t feel, at all the things I would no longer have to feel when⁠—

			Sloane? Hey, Sloane!

			They thought I was trying to get up, that I wanted to keep going, and by the time I realized it was real, it was true, it was too late to tell Cary and Rhys otherwise. They were working so hard to survive, I knew they wouldn’t understand, so I stayed with them.

			I didn’t actually think we’d make it this far.

			Rhys sleeps on my left with his back to me, his white shirt a frenzied pattern of blood. It almost looks intentional, like that’s the design. Trace is on my right, snoring softly. Grace is on his other side, then Harrison. Cary sleeps on Rhys’s opposite side.

			If this was a sleepover, it would only be the second I’ve ever been to in my life.

			Sun pours in through the skylights, a new day.

			If what I hear beyond the walls is any indication, it’s the same as the last.

			Cary is first up. I think of him in English class at the back of the room, how he listened with his head in his arms and answered all of Mr. Baxter’s aggrieved questions in the same unhurried way⁠—I dunno⁠—and how he couldn’t afford to, because he was repeating eleventh grade and didn’t he want the hell out of here just like the rest of us? I shut my eyes as he pads over to . . . Rhys. He wakes Rhys. The keys he stole from Principal LaVallee’s office jingle as they cross the room.

			The kitchen door opens and closes.

			Trace’s eyes quiver beneath his lids and he moans, then shouts himself into consciousness, bolting upright, collapsing back. Grace is next to him instantly. He grabs her hand, his eyes still shut, panting. But he doesn’t⁠—can’t⁠—speak. She smooths his hair from his forehead.

			A flicker somewhere inside me, a memory⁠—

			I push it away.

			“It’s okay,” she says. “It’s okay, Trace. I’m here.”

			The way she says it, the way she’s beside him⁠—I want to be between them. I want to be in the direct path of their togetherness so I can steal some of it. Grace’s eyes drift from Trace to me, and I look away, embarrassed. I’ve always thought she was beautiful. Even dirty and bloody, she is so beautiful. Prettier than me.

			But that shouldn’t matter, I guess.

			Harrison is last awake. He sits up, rubbing his eyes. He does that for so long, I wonder if he might need someone to tell him to stop until I realize he’s trying to hide that he’s crying. He lowers his hands, his eyes red with his abuse, and notices the two unoccupied mats.

			“Where are they? Where did they⁠—”

			Cary and Rhys march into the room from the kitchen, bearing trays loaded with food. I see bagels. Apples and browning bananas. Canned fruit. Rice cakes. Granola bars. Peanut butter and jam packets. Water and juice. Holy shit.

			I’m hungry.

			I scoot over and snatch an apple.

			“Eat slowly or you might make yourself sick,” Rhys warns.

			Cary takes a stale bagel, tears a piece off, and dips it in raspberry jam. He closes his eyes, relishing that first bite. “Good news is we’re set up for a while, foodwise.”

			“How long is a while?” I ask.

			“I’m sure help will come before we eat it all.”

			I press my fingers against the apple just to make sure it’s real. Its red is so different from all the other red I’ve seen lately. I sink my teeth into its waxy skin and it’s sweet enough to make my eyelids flutter. Rhys downs an entire bottle of orange juice in one go, crunching it between his palms when he’s finished. He belches.

			“Water’s still going,” he says. “So that’s good.”

			No one else seems surprised about the water except Harrison, so I guess they all knew about this incredible thing but none of them thought to tell me. I think I’d be mostly okay with that, if I was in anyone’s company but Harrison’s.

			“But the power’s off,” Harrison says.

			“Water tank on top of the school,” Cary says. “I think we should have enough until this whole thing blows over, but that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t conserve. No obsessive handwashing or showering, that kind of thing . . .”

			“You think it’ll blow over?” Harrison asks.

			Grace takes an apple and holds it out to Trace.

			“You should eat,” she murmurs.

			“You really think it will blow over?”

			“I’m not hungry.”

			“When do you think it will blow over?” Harrison demands, but we’re all watching Trace and Grace like they’re TV.

			“Please.”

			“No.”

			“For me.”

			“I said no.”

			“Trace, you need to⁠—”

			“I said I’m not fucking hungry!”

			Trace is so close, he might as well be yelling at me, and more than that sound, I hate the silence, after. This silence, after. I raise the apple to my lips, but its sickly sweet smell is suddenly nauseating. I set it down and exhale shakily.

			Rhys is watching me.

			“Cary,” Harrison says, “do you think it’ll⁠—”

			“Yes, Harrison.”

			Rhys clears his throat. “So what do we need to do today?”

			“Right, so.” Cary. “I was thinking⁠—”

			“Wait.” Trace.

			“What?”

			“Rhys asked us what we need to do today. Why are you answering?”

			Cary stares at him.

			“Forget it. Never mind.”

			Our eyes dart between them. A new show.

			“I want to know what Cary was going to say,” Harrison says.

			“I do too,” Rhys says.

			“I don’t think Trace wants to hear it.”

			“Just wondering why you jumped in like you were the leader or some shit.”

			“Holy fuck.” Cary raises his hands. “Nobody said anything about leading⁠—”

			“I mean, I’m not going to stand in your way or anything, since we know what happens to people you think are disposable⁠—”

			“Christ, Trace,” Rhys says.

			“Oh, sorry, Moreno. I forgot you were president of the Cary Chen Fan Club since he got most of us here and everything.”

			I don’t have to look at Trace to know the vein in his forehead is pulsing, that he’s talking through his teeth. That’s why, the whole time he’s talking, I keep my eyes on Cary instead. He’s blank. I can’t find any trace of it⁠—where he’s keeping the last seven days.

			“Say what you want to say, Trace,” he says.

			“Okay. Okay.” Trace nods, sniffs. Thumbs his nose. “So there was no way in hell that alley went from clear to swarmed in ten seconds. You said it was clear⁠—”

			“They move fast⁠—”

			“You said it was clear and you knew it wasn’t and you let them walk right into it⁠—”

			“It was clear!”

			Cary jumps to his feet and Trace meets him there. Face-off. I have this vision of Trace killing Cary, straddling him on the auditorium floor, bashing his head against it until Cary’s brains are everywhere. Cary sees it too. He walks away like that’s the end of it, but then he doubles back, red faced. He points at Trace, his fingers the shape of a gun.

			“I would have never, never⁠—”

			“You did. You know you did⁠—”

			“What could Cary have possibly gained by doing that?” Rhys asks.

			“I know what I saw! Did anyone else see it? Hey, Sloane, did you see it? Did you see Cary tell my parents to walk into a swarmed alley? What did you see?” I shake my head, refusing to engage, but Trace won’t stop. “Come on, tell us what you saw, Sloane!” And the more he lays into me, the louder his voice gets, the nearer it is to yelling, until I blurt out, “Don’t,” and then, “I’m sorry⁠—” And Rhys says, “Wait, what?” Then two things happen at once: Grace screams “Stop!” at the same time there’s a loud bang against the doors, sending us scrabbling back.

			We stare at them for the longest time. Nothing else happens.

			Harrison says “Oh no” over and over even though nothing else happens.

			“Look.” Cary sounds as tired as he would be if it were the end of the day and not its start. “We should check the barricades. Maybe add more to them and make sure nothing’s moved. That’s all I was going to say before.”

			“I am not helping you,” Trace says.

			He stalks into the hall like he has somewhere to go, but there’s nowhere to go.

			
			⁠

			I think of reality TV.

			Contestants on an island, whatever. This feels like it could be bad reality television. There’s some audience in some other world, comfortable at home, watching me, judging me for everything I’ve done and will do. This is television. There are hidden cameras. When this is all over, one of us will be a million dollars richer. I just forgot.

			We split up to check the barricades. Cary takes the front doors; Rhys, the back. Trace takes the library, and Grace and Harrison take the gym because Harrison won’t go anywhere alone. That leaves me in the auditorium. Rhys told me to inspect it for structural weaknesses, which sounded so stupid to my ears. I don’t. The doors will stay shut or they won’t. The barricades will hold or they won’t.

			I’m not alone long. Trace comes back.

			“What did you see?” he asks.

			He heads straight for the stage, for the tray of leftover food. He picks through it before settling on what Grace first offered. An apple. He tears into it and I watch the ecstasy of that first bite on his face, tasting it with my own tongue as his mouth works its way greedily around the fruit. When he’s finished, he sets the core back on the tray.

			“What, you’re not gonna speak to me?”

			“Doesn’t matter what I saw.”

			“It does to me.”

			Trace is Grace’s twin, but there’s very little of her in him. She’s soft, lacks his harsh edges. His stocky quarterback frame is formidable, no part of him made to yield. His blue eyes are often cold, but they can be warm and teasing, like that time I slept over. He was nice to me then.

			“You think they’re dead?”

			“I don’t know, Trace.”

			I don’t want to think about Mr. and Mrs. Casper disappearing into the horde. Even as they were being pulled away from us, they were reaching desperately for their children, and Trace and Grace reached back because they didn’t want to be left. And then they were gone. Just like that. The Caspers are the only real family I’ve ever known. Torn apart through no choice of their own. They wanted to be together. I think that’s enough reason for them to still be together.

			They should still be together.

			“They were totally outnumbered,” Trace says.

			“I know.”

			So was I, for a minute. Hands grabbing and clawing at me. Snarling faces. Open mouths. Teeth. The shock of so many white eyes. All that free-flowing disease. I hold my arms out, staring at the skin that’s exposed, that was exposed, and wonder how much of them is still on me. I rub my hands over myself, slowly at first, and then faster. I itch. A word I forgot existed enters my head: Shower. I smell. I can smell all the dirt, the sweat, the gore, going to the bathroom when there was no place to go⁠—

			Trace stares. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

			I pull at my stiff, stained shirt.

			Rhys’s voice in my head, from yesterday, taunting me: Still here.

			“God, look at us,” I say. “It’s all over us⁠—”

			The locker rooms are on the other side of the school. I pass Rhys on the way. He doesn’t notice me, absorbed in his task of dragging a cupboard I recognize from Mrs. Budig’s office across the hall. He adds it to the mountain of other furniture comprising the barricade.

			There’s a spare set of clothes in my locker and I bring them to my face and inhale, hoping for something familiar and comforting⁠—like how I used to just stand in Lily’s room after she left and breathe her in⁠—but they only smell like school, a mixture of paper and disinfectant, metal and sweat. I take my note from my pocket and set it carefully on the top shelf, fighting the urge to shove it in my mouth so I’ll feel less empty. I think of Grace next to Trace. Smoothing his hair back, drawing him out of his hurt, into a more tender moment, and the memory I denied myself comes⁠—

			The way I used to disappear when I felt Dad’s storms on the air. Cowered in the shadows of the farthest corners of our house. If he didn’t find me first, it was Lily. Lily, crouched in front of me, ducking her head to look me in the eyes. The strands of her long blond hair falling between us. When I was younger, I would reach for them, clutch them in my small hands. She’d say, It’s okay, I’m here, and whisper how it would be when we were finally free, then pull me into that promise until she didn’t want to keep it anymore. Time changed when she left. A second became a minute; a minute, an hour; an hour, a day; a day, a month; a month, a year.

			It’s so much worse than that now.

			I don’t know how I’m going to do this⁠—move through the hours like someone who wants to still be breathing when I had so firmly made up my mind to stop.

			In the locker room, I’m made of echoes. The sound of my footsteps travels back to me. The light is better than in the halls, sun spilling through the transoms. I get on my toes but I can’t see anything except sky. What about people in space? Astronauts. Are they just stuck up there forever while the world falls, trying to make contact here on Earth, getting no answer and not knowing why? I think that would be horrible, but good⁠—the not knowing. I wouldn’t want to know.

			The door opens.

			Grace.

			There’s the bell. Post-PE, time to shower. The heady bustle, the ritual of this place. Girls chattering, laughing, turning from or to each other as they strip out of their clothes and put on their shower flip-flops. That crackle of panic as I undress, trying to hide the places my father wrote his name. I was always careful, like Lily told me to be.

			I don’t know what happens to us if someone finds out. So don’t let anyone find out.

			“Trace told me your idea.” She hugs a bundle of clothes to her chest. “I told everyone else. Cary said ten minutes tops with the water.”

			Grace is all the good words. She’s kind, she’s patient. Generous. She’s a great listener. A student council president we voted in for all the right reasons. She unfolds the clothes in her arms and holds up a red romper that feels out of place, out of season.

			“Drama department.” She eyes my clothes jealously. “I didn’t have anything here of my own.”

			Grace and me⁠—what are we? We were almost friends. But after the sleepover, we stopped talking and I don’t know why. In school, she wouldn’t look at me, went out of her way to avoid me in the halls, and I understood immediately that whatever we had⁠—it was over. I wasn’t mad at her for it, couldn’t be. Those brief and beautiful hours together stayed beautiful to me, even when I anxiously replayed them, trying to figure out what it was that I’d done wrong. I worried there was something fundamentally bad about me that made people want to treat me a certain way.

			Then Lily left, and I knew there was.

			I don’t undress until I’m behind one of the stall’s cheap plastic curtains, and then I peel my clothes off. Shirt, jeans, underwear, bra. I keep them inside with me. They need to be clean too. For the first time, I get a real sense of the rest of my body. A stretched-to-its-limits canvas painted with injuries. Bruises of every color: black, purple, blue, brown, yellow, green. Cuts and scrapes and scratches. Red and pink. I turn the water on. The showerhead sputters once, twice, and then sprays violently.

			It’s fucking freezing.

			“Shit!” Grace shrieks. “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit!”

			I twist the hot water knob desperately. Nothing happens. No hot water. None. It seems obvious now, but Jesus. I try to get the most of the filth off in the least amount of time, forcing measured breaths in and out through my teeth. I soak my hair. This is awful.

			As soon as I feel clean enough, I turn the water off and lean against the wall, dripping and shivering. I don’t think that was ten minutes.

			Grace is still under, so I sprint out and get dressed. My clothes cling uncomfortably to my damp skin. I sit on the bench and wait for her. She takes a while. Longer than she should. When she finally comes out, she’s naked.

			I look at her. She looks at me. I feel my face warm, studying her so openly. She doesn’t seem to mind. Grace knows how to . . . be. She moves through any space like a girl who has never been anything but certain of her right to claim it. Like a girl who has never been told to shut the fuck up when she’s said nothing. A girl who’s never had the words she did speak slapped back into her mouth. What would it be like, to be her? To look like her? I’m so much her opposite. Everything about me is the wrong side of taking care of myself, in that I don’t, or I don’t know how. I’m a little too thin, pointy, an afterthought occupying skin. I don’t have a body that’s nice to hold.

			She pulls the romper on, then runs her fingers through her wet hair. It curls a little as it dries. All clean like this, she’s unreal. Untouched.

			“What?” She glances at me.

			“Nothing.”

			“Trace thinks maybe they’re still alive.” She says it like she’s talking about the weather. I’d almost believe it meant as little to her as that if her face didn’t dissolve. She brings her arm to her eyes, but a few tears get past her, trailing down the apples of her cheeks.

			“I can get him if you want,” I say awkwardly.

			“What? No⁠—no. I don’t want him to see me like this.” She lowers her arm and exhales, her eyes brimming. “I think they’re dead. I think they’re dead. I have to say it. They’re dead. But I don’t want Trace to know I think that. I want him to hope.”

			The last hope I had came from my sister too.

			Our plan.

			Where is she? Maybe she found help, maybe a soldier took her away to some survivors’ camp and she’s in some tent right now, eating rations, flirting, safe without me.

			Relieved.

			“You’re a good sister,” I tell Grace, but I feel very far away when I do.

			“Thanks.” She wipes her face. “Could you just . . . give me a minute?”

			“Sure.”

			“Alone?”

			“Oh. Yeah, sure. Of course.”

			But I linger. Falling asleep next to each other in her pink princess bed. The smooth, untroubled lines of her face. The slow-dawning realization that Grace was what proved there was something better out there, and that maybe I could have it. I want to ask if she remembers the sleepover, but I don’t. I want to tell her that I was thinking of her when the world ended, but I don’t.

			Later, the emergency lights seem to stop working one by one. Cary says it’s a miracle they lasted as long as they did. When Harrison asks him what it means, Cary says it’ll be harder to move around at night, but there’s enough natural light in the day that we should be okay. We find a few flashlights in the custodian’s office to guide us through the dark and no one points out the obvious⁠—that sooner or later they will run out of power too.

			
			⁠

			Trace runs circles around the room.

			His Superstars thunder against the floor. The sound gets steadily more annoying the longer our eyes are open because of it. Rhys curses and then says what we’re all thinking: “We’re trying to fucking sleep here, Trace.”

			“Before all this shit happened,” Trace says, panting, lapping us, “I’d wake up by six and do five miles. I’m not stopping for you, Moreno.”

			“School has a gym,” Cary says.

			“Blow me, you stupid fuck.”

			“You kiss your mother with that⁠—”

			It’s so automatic. The throwaway shit you just say that you’ve probably said a hundred times before, except this isn’t so throwaway anymore. You kiss your dead mother with that mouth. Trace stops running and turns to Cary. I close my eyes and, somehow, fall back asleep. The next time I wake up, Trace isn’t running. He sits next to Grace on her mat while she fiddles with her phone.

			“My battery’s dead.” She sets it down. “Let’s round up the others, make sure they’re off. We’ll preserve what we have. We can check them every now and then, see if anything’s changed.”

			“It already has,” Trace says. “I checked the landlines earlier. They’re out. No more emergency message. Lasted nine days. Guess that’s something.”

			I go back to sleep. The next time I wake up, it’s lunch. Crackers and cold soup chugged straight out of the can. Its jagged edge cuts into my lower lip. Rhys says, “Sloane,” and points to my mouth. I touch my fingers to it and they come back red.

			I stay awake this time but I’m not sure why.

			“Zombies,” Harrison says.

			“Shut the fuck up,” Trace tells him.

			Rhys barks out a laugh, and then he really gets going. He covers his face with his hands, his shoulders shaking. “Sorry.” He wipes at his eyes. “Just⁠—that’s so real. Sorry.”

			“Do you think it’s the government?” Harrison asks. “And that it’s just local? Like . . . for some reason, they did this to us?”

			“They’d have bombed the shit out of us by now if that was the case,” Cary says.

			“So then it’s global,” Trace says. “If it’s global, I doubt anyone’s coming for us.”

			“What?” Harrison asks. “But⁠—”

			“The message on the radio’s still going,” Cary says. “They’ll come. This is what I think: Cortege is a small town, right? So it might take them a while to get to us. You think it’s bad here, think how it is in, like, the city or something. We’d have no chance.”

			“Was anyone here sick?” Rhys asks. “That flu? Maybe it’s an infection. A virus.” No one says anything and he looks at me. “You were out for a while, weren’t you? The last couple of weeks before this started. Were you sick?”

			“No.”

			Anyone asks you where you were, what do you say?

			“I mean, yes.”

			They’re all looking at me.

			“I mean, I’m not sick. Do I look sick to you?”

			“I didn’t mean that. I’m just trying to figure it out.”

			“I don’t think it’s the flu,” Cary says. “I think that was just weird timing.”

			“Maybe it’s terrorists?” Harrison asks.

			The boys go back and forth, trying to figure out how and why this started, like they have the brainpower to piece it together, and if they do, it will change the fact that it happened and we’re here.

			Grace stares skyward and says, “Maybe it’s God.”

			“Shut up,” Trace tells her.

			But everyone stops talking about it after that.

			“It was almost better when we were out there,” Rhys says.

			“Don’t even joke about that.” Harrison.

			Lunch, then napping, then long stretches of silence and a bit of arguing. I understand what Rhys means. Waiting around to be saved is like waiting to die, and I’ve done more of both than anyone else in this room.

			Because the auditorium feels safest, no one likes to venture too far from it alone. I say I’m going to the bathroom, but instead I wander, trailing my hand along the wall, my fingers grazing posters that tell stories of a former life.

			THIS  IS  A  CELL  PHONE  FREE  ZONE

			CHEERLEADER  TRYOUTS!  CHEER  ON  THE  RAMS!

			FOUND  RETAINER!

			What’s happened to Cortege? What’s left of it to ruin? Four years ago, the chamber of commerce hired someone to brand it, and they settled on a sweet escape between cities, storybook by design. They planted miniature trees and flowering shrubs and “fairy beds” at every corner. Wrought iron benches to sit and enjoy them. Strung lights between buildings and cobblestoned the streets . . .

			What I liked best about Cortege were all the places they kept out of the tourist brochure. The cruddy 7-Eleven at the edge of town, where Lily bought us Slurpees in the summer. The tagged-up playground we passed on the way. Bender’s Books, with its twinkle lights and overflowing shelves, its warm and papery smell. The most dangerous place in town⁠—the only one Lily could lose track of time in.

			All of that must be gone.

			I’m far enough away from the auditorium, I don’t hear anyone. Far enough away from the entrance that the noises outside seem muted, or maybe they’re as loud as they ever are and I’m used to them now. I move past offices and classrooms, eerie in their newfound pointlessness. At the bottom of the stairs, I pause, suddenly aware my life lacks structure now, that I never have to answer to anybody and I never have to suffer for it.

			As soon as the thought is in my head, there’s another one and it’s much more painful: It doesn’t change anything.

			Just when I think I understand this loneliness, another impossible layer reveals itself. Before Lily left, it served a purpose. To be separate from everyone was to be safe as sisters. After Lily left, I started seeing it for what it really was⁠—everything it could have been.

			Everything, now, that it can’t be.

			I keep moving, trying to get away from the feeling, but there’s no getting away from it.

			That’s not true.

			There is one way.

			On the second floor, the windows overlooking the parking lot are covered with posterboard, the halls near pitch black. I wish I could tear it off, break the glass and step through it, but I can’t. I can’t even find some less dramatic way to die inside this school, like hanging myself or slitting my wrists, because what would they do with my body? It would put everyone at risk. And I wouldn’t throw them to the monsters, not like Lily did to me. I hate her. I love her. I hate her so much my heart tries to crawl out of my throat but it gets stuck there, beating frantically in the too-narrow space. I bring my hands to my neck and try to massage it down. I press so hard against the skin, my eyes sting, and then I’m hurrying back down the stairs, to the first floor. I think of Trace running laps, something he can control. I burst through the gym doors.

			The CHS Rams banners hang mockingly from the ceiling.

			GO,  RAMS,  GO!

			I run.

			I run as fast as I can, until my lungs are burning and my heart can’t keep up with me, at a pace I know I can’t maintain.

			Thud.

			I end up on my knees, dripping with sweat, my stomach churning, and the sound I heard was not the sound of my falling and landing but⁠—

			I turn my head to the barricade.

			Thud.

			Thud.

			Thud.
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			Thud.

			Harrison covers his ears.

			Thud.

			Trace and Grace hold hands.

			Thud.

			“They know we’re here,” Rhys says. He’s right. These aren’t the unchecked movements of the dead pawing against the building in idle search of prey . . . They know we’re in here. Somehow, they must sense us beyond the barricades.

			“Ours wasn’t the most subtle entrance ever,” Trace says.

			Rhys turns to Grace. “Did you hear this yesterday?”

			“No. I mean⁠—I don’t know? It was really noisy.”

			“I didn’t hear them in here when I put it up,” Cary says. “So if we didn’t hear them then and Grace didn’t hear them yesterday . . . it means they’ve figured out we’re in here since we got in.”

			“But how? How do they know?” Rhys asks.

			“Why don’t you go out there and ask them?”

			“Go to hell, Trace.”

			“What if it’s help?” Harrison asks in a small voice.

			It’s not help. If it was anyone we wanted inside, they’d use their human voices. Let us in. The danger is over. You’re good. You’re fine. You’re alive. Cary runs his hand over his mouth, thinking. He looks like the only one who is. He gestures us out of the gym. We follow him to the very back of the school, to the barricade Rhys secured.

			Thud.

			Harrison moans and I wonder what it’s like to be him, to feel each bad development like it’s the first bad development. That all of this is still worth resisting enough to cry over.

			“Don’t start,” Cary warns him.

			He leads us to the front of the school.

			Thud.

			We return to the auditorium.

			It’s started there too.

			Thud.

			In the library, bookshelves line the far side of the room, stretching long shadows across the floor, their rows deep and dark enough to hide in. The mildew scent of old books permeates the air, making my nose itch. I catalog the now-ghoulish outlines of once familiar things: The photocopier. The projector. The magazine rack. The computer terminals. One of the closest screens holds our reflections, and our warped, indistinct silhouettes remind me of the dead. The repeating posters over the far wall declare this room a QUIET  ZONE.

			Its quiet is holding.

			Here, nothing is outside the door.

			“Maybe they just have to know that we could be in here,” Cary says.

			“Bullshit.” Trace snorts. “They saw us break in.”

			“But why didn’t we hear them trying to get in before now? That house we were in on Peyton Avenue⁠—we were quiet as hell and they stormed the place.”

			The house on Peyton Avenue. Somehow we managed to get inside without notice. We kept away from the windows, heartened by the miraculous reprieve. Then, without warning, the dead were pouring through the door we’d just come through . . .

			“You think they want in here just because the school is here and they are too?” Trace asks. “That makes no sense. Try again.”

			“If there are no other survivors around, what else have they got to do? They’re at every fucking door because they’re looking for food. If anything makes sense to them, it’s buildings like these being fucking food containers.”

			“They’re not at this door, though,” Grace says.

			“Why would they be? It’s not as obvious as the others.”

			The exit from the library leads to a narrow path that curves around both sides of the school⁠—left to the main entrance, right to the athletic field out back. A chain-link fence lines the path, separating the school’s property from a small grove of trees that opens into the road. The path to the front is gated, but the back, leading to the field, is wide open.

			“Don’t talk to her like that⁠—”

			“I wasn’t talking to her like anything⁠—”

			“Stop. Shut the fuck up⁠—”

			“So that’s our way out.” I nod at it. “If we have to leave.”

			“Unless they find it too. In which case, we’d have to fight our way out of here,” Cary says. “So we should be ready, one way or the other.”

			
			⁠

			How we are ready:

			We pack two bags. Essentials only: water, food, first aid from the nurse’s office. Cary and Rhys volunteer to carry them. Trace has a problem with that until he remembers how the dead can and will reach for anything they can grab on to. We arm ourselves with baseball bats from the equipment room. Trace tries a few test swings, narrowly missing Cary’s face. An accident, he claims. Then we start fine-tuning the plan, as if plans make a difference when you’re being chased from one moment to the next. We had a lot of plans before we got here and I’m not sure we saw any of them through. But if any of the other doors are breached, the noise of the barricades falling should give us enough time to get in the library and move its barricade out of our way. And then⁠—

			And then.

			Harrison hates the idea of leaving, growing more tearful as it takes greater and greater shape. “You’ll leave me,” he says. “I know you will.” And we promise him we won’t, even though Trace threatens to. Cary directs the conversation to where we’d head next after the school, but Trace is done listening to him like he’s the one in charge, because does he fucking think he’s the one in charge?

			They fight, we never figure it out.

			We’ve got this teamwork thing down.

			Cary declares the library off limits.

			“We’ll check it once a night to see if there’s any activity. No more than that. We should keep this side of the school as quiet as possible. I don’t know if they can hear us or smell us, but I don’t want to risk it. I want to stay in CHS until we absolutely have to leave.”

			On the way back to the auditorium, Rhys matches my pace, then touches my arm. I pull away and he frowns. “I just want to talk,” he says. Cary turns at the sound of two fewer people moving with him. Rhys waves him off. They soldier on without us.

			“What do you think?” he asks.

			I think he’s clean. Without dirt and guts griming up his hair, his curls fall loose around his head. His face is smooth, fresh shaven; the boys have been sharing a razor they found in Coach Hainsworth’s office. Rhys Moreno. He used to hang across the street with the other senior smokers until the first bell, smoke curling all around him. Sometimes he was surrounded by girls, sometimes not. A smile on his lips, Newport snug between his nimble fingers.

			“What do I think about what?”

			“The plan.”

			I don’t tell him there isn’t one, as far as I’m concerned. As soon as we leave, I break from them and then⁠—

			And then.

			“I mean,” he says. “I don’t know. You barely talk.”

			“I’ve got nothing to say.”

			“Not with those eyes.”

			The way he looks at me, I don’t think he means it like a come-on or anything, but he’s searching my face so obviously that it warms. And then his does too, suddenly.

			“I mean⁠—”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” I say at the same time.

			He clears his throat. “Just that everyone here is riding extremes, but it’s easy to tell where they’re at, mostly. You’re distant. But you always look like you’re thinking. You keep wandering off alone, which is actually kind of stupid . . . so I just wanted to know what’s going on.”

			“Nothing.”

			He hesitates. “Where’s your family, Sloane?”

			“Dead like yours.”

			I have no idea if Rhys’s family is dead or not until I see how what I’ve said cuts him. He winces, but maybe he shouldn’t have asked if he didn’t want me to rip his chest open. He brings his palm against it, like he’s trying to keep his heart inside.

			“If I never said my family was dead, what gives you the right?”

			“So where are they, then? If they’re not dead?”

			He scowls and turns on his heel, leaving me no choice but to follow, and for some reason, it makes me angry. I didn’t ask for him to talk to me.

			“I’ve always been quiet. You don’t know shit about me.”

			“You’re Sloane Price,” he says, without looking back. “Your locker is on the diagonal from mine. You and your sister⁠—Lily, right? You were always so close, I thought it was sort of sweet. And what you just said to me about my family was really fucking cold. You’re the one who doesn’t know shit about me.”

			Thud.

			It drives Cary and Rhys into the halls.

			Thud.

			Harrison jams wet toilet paper into his ears.

			Thud.

			I pick a scab clean off my elbow.

			A spot of blood appears.

			Thudthudthudthud.

			We found some scratchy blankets and pillows in the nurse’s office, so now our mats are even sorrier approximations of beds. I pull my blanket up to my chin and close my eyes. Eventually, Rhys and Cary return. Rhys settles on his mat, beside mine.

			Thud.

			Rhys whispers his prayers.

			Dios te salve, María . . .

			Thud.

			. . . llena eres de gracia . . .

			Thud.

			SLOANE⁠—

			Sleep’s release of me is sudden, but my father’s voice only tightens its grip. I flex my fingers against my mat until I feel its squishy give, the contours of the house revise themselves, and the auditorium takes form. I overheard Cary and Rhys talking a day⁠—or was it two days?⁠—ago. Cary said something about falling asleep to the same nightmare he keeps waking up to, and I understood that he lived a life most kids, if they’re lucky, are promised. He was loved, protected⁠—as close as any reality could be to a dream. But my nightmare started when I was so small. The first time my father hurt me. It has not ended in the face of all other nightmares. It lords itself over them, wearing his cologne.

			Shadows move across the room.

			Grace and Trace, sneaking out.

			I decide to follow them.

			I lose track quickly, listening for their voices as I search the halls. I circle the first floor twice until a flash of light catches my eye at the landing leading to the second floor. I tiptoe up the stairs and spot them outside the AV room. I hide behind a row of lockers while Trace picks through Principal LaVallee’s keys. Grace holds the flashlight over his hands.

			“Cary know you took those?”

			“They’re not his keys.” Pause. “No.”

			He unlocks the door. They hesitate. When we were outside, crossing any threshold was a terror injected directly into your heart. You never knew what you’d find. They push past it and step inside. I get as close as I can, hiding in an alcove with a vantage point that might afford a view, if I’m careful. They shuffle around, opening and closing cabinet doors and making some other noises I can’t quite parse.

			“Ready?” Trace.

			“They won’t be able to see our faces.”

			“They might. We’ll say our names.”

			“I don’t want to do this.”

			“Gracie, come on. They knew we were coming to the school.”

			“But⁠—”

			“And if I didn’t see them die and you didn’t see them die, what if they’re trying to get to us? What if we have to leave or⁠—what if we die before they get here? They’ll find this.”

			I peer around the corner. They’re sitting on Mrs. Pender’s desk, facing a camcorder mounted on a tripod, the flashlight positioned ghoulishly under their faces. The camera’s open LCD screen glows.

			“What am I supposed to say?”

			“Whatever’s in your heart.”

			“Trace, come on.”

			“Do it for me.”

			“I don’t like talking like we’re going to die. You think I’d let anything happen to you? I’d never let anything happen to you.”

			Her promise to stand between Trace and the end of the world hits me like a sucker punch. How could I have been so convinced Lily would keep any of her promises to me when I hear the difference in Grace’s raw insistence now⁠—the difference between just saying words and meaning them.

			Imagine loving someone that much.

			And them loving you back.

			I chance another look. Grace wipes away her tears. Trace moves from the desk to the camcorder and hits record, then settles back beside her.

			“My name is Trace Casper and this is my sister, Grace. We’re seventeen . . .” Seventeen and live in Cortege, have lived here all their lives, and attend Cortege High, where they’re hiding out now. They’re twins. Birth date: March 14. “Our parents are Troy and Leanne Casper, and if they’re still alive, this is for them.” Silence. Then: “Gracie, say something before the battery dies.”

			“We tried to get to you,” she blurts, and then Trace chimes in, “We did, we tried to get to you,” and suddenly they’re talking over each other about how they never meant to get here without them, and how it’s all Cary’s fault. About how the dead won’t stop pounding on the doors and how if the barricades fall, we have an escape plan but no one knows where we’re going next, but as soon as they do, they’ll put it on the tape so Mr. and Mrs. Casper know too, for when they find it.

			When.

			The closing message is all I love yous, and just before Trace turns the camera off, Grace says, “We’re sorry. We’re so sorry we left you behind.” She starts to cry again and Trace holds her.

			I think it isn’t enough to survive for the sake of surviving. There has to be more to it than just that. Trace and Grace have each other, their why. Surviving should mean something like it means something to them. If it doesn’t⁠—

			If it doesn’t.

			
			⁠

			“Do you think I killed them?”

			Another barricade check before dark. The obsessive repetition of the last few days seems like its own kind of sickness. When we reach the fork, I’ll go to the gym and Cary will head to the library to make sure it’s holding the same as yesterday, the day before that. The constant thudding is wearing on me, a permanent headache behind my eyes. Talking about the Caspers feels the same way.

			Because of course Cary wants to talk about the Caspers.

			“What does it matter?”

			“Rhys is on my side. Harrison will say whatever he thinks whoever he’s talking to wants to hear. I know how Grace and Trace feel. I want to know if you think I killed them.”

			“They were swarmed. That’s what killed them.”

			“But do you think it’s my fault?”

			“I think it could have happened to anyone.”

			He looks at me, pained.

			“You should be a diplomat, Sloane.”

			I don’t think it’s his fault, but⁠—

			“You won’t repeat it?”

			“Never.”

			“I don’t think you killed them. I think you’re actually really good at this for someone who never got their shit together academically at all.”

			His shoulders sag. He gives me a small, relieved smile, his step a little lighter than before. It feels strange to have that kind of power over someone⁠—to make them feel good.

			“If only my parents could see me,” he says.

			“They were hard on you?”

			“They worried. I didn’t get held back because I couldn’t keep up. It was attendance. Didn’t take it seriously. Like, what the fuck is school, right? Why’s any of it supposed to matter? That’s how I felt before all this. End of the world just proved my point.”

			I wouldn’t argue it⁠—then or now.

			“They thought I was making it harder for myself. My mom worked for Mr. Casper. You knew that, right?” The Caspers did fix-and-flips. They owned a really successful real estate business, their smiling faces stretched on a bunch of billboards between Cortege and the cities it sits between. “It was admin shit. I think it got to her, watching the nepo babies stop by the office and knowing nobody was gonna hand me anything.”

			“What’d your dad do?”

			“He worked at a nonprofit for emerging artists in underserved communities. Grants and mentorships, stuff like that. He was flying out to a conference in New York when everything started going down. He took my mom with him because it was their anniversary. They’d never had a honeymoon, so . . . I don’t even know if their plane got off the ground.”

			“I’m sorry,” I say, and he shrugs. “You’re taking it well.”

			“Seems greedy to make it this far and want more,” he says. “And if I want to make it any further, I gotta bury it, you know? Just be here now.” He glances at me. “What about your dad?”

			“Dead,” I say, but my heart doesn’t seem willing to accept that possibility. No, it says. How can he be dead when my body is still braced in the exact same way it was when he was alive? Is it muscle memory, or is there something primal in me that knows what my eyes can’t see? Our house was surrounded the last I saw it. I barely missed being overtaken by the initial wave of dead. But I made it.

			If I made it, why wouldn’t he.

			“You think Lily got out okay?”

			Do I think Lily got out okay.

			Of course she did. Both times.

			“I think she did,” he says, when I don’t reply.

			He sounds so sure.

			“Why?” I ask.

			A memory seems to fall on him then, lighting his face and softening his edges. Sharpening mine. I suddenly see it in a way I didn’t before. Lily, fumbling through my window, giggling and high, the tension of balancing the tightrope between Dad’s moods, my needs, gone, for a little while . . .

			But maybe it wasn’t just from the pot.

			“Did you have sex with my sister?”

			“Oh, man, Sloane.” He shoves his hands in his pockets, his face deeply red. Then he realizes I’m serious. That I really want to know.

			It’s important that I know.

			“What did you think we were doing?”

			“I knew you smoked together, but she never said . . . I mean⁠—”

			“Yeah, we fooled around. Sorry.”

			“As in had sex.”

			He looks at me like I’m losing it. “Yeah, that’s what that . . . Wow.” He clears his throat. “Jesus, this is so fucking awkward.”

			“It’s not awkward.”

			“Well, that’s not really how it’s feeling.”

			Lily never had a boyfriend. That’s what she told me. The only thing that mattered was us, the plan. Until we saw it through, no one was allowed in, that was the rule. Especially for me, for both our sakes. She was so afraid I’d spill everything to the first person I thought cared enough about me to hear it, more after I risked that sleepover with Grace.

			I don’t know what happens to us if someone finds out. So don’t let anyone find out.

			And that whole time, the two of them. Their hands finding each other in the back seat of Cary’s car. Me, in my room, asleep, until the whine of the window opening stirred me awake. I can’t reconcile these two pictures in my mind without wanting to turn inside out, without wanting to find something I can crush into dust.

			It’s not awkward, I want to tell him. It’s fucking humiliating.

			“She made it, Sloane.” He’s reading me all wrong. “Lily . . . she knew how to take care of herself in a way a lot of the people in here don’t⁠—and I’m talking even before all this shit went down. I was with her the night before she left. I knew she’d make it then and I know it now.”

			I stop. “You saw her before she left?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You knew she was leaving?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Did she say where she was going?”

			He absorbs the implication as I bite the inside of my cheek, my eyes burning. I should leave it, because it’s only going to feel worse if I don’t.

			But I can’t.

			“Did she⁠—” My voice cracks. “Did she say why she was going?”

			“Shit, Sloane,” he says after a minute. “I thought you knew.”

			I shake my head.

			“The way you two were . . . I never would have thought . . .”

			Me either, I want to say.

			The way we were⁠—never.

			“I guess it doesn’t make a difference anymore.”

			“No,” he says. “I guess not.”

			I stand in front of the gym’s barricade filled with the kind of white-hot fury I never thought I could be capable of. I want to hurt something so bad. Is this what my father felt every time I pushed his limits? Every time I looked at him wrong, breathed wrong, spoke wrong, did everything wrong? Was the only way to resolve it with my body, by burying his fists into my meat?

			I punch the side of my thigh. I dig my fingernails into my palm. I kick one of the desks, lightly, and then I kick it again, even harder. It sends a satisfying jolt up through my leg, so I kick it again and again and again. A mountain of desks shifts just enough that one of them tumbles onto its side with a loud crash. It vanishes my anger as fast as it came⁠—I don’t know where it goes⁠—and I see what I’ve done. I rush at the desk and pull it upright, the noise causing a raging commotion beyond the doors. Next thing I know, everyone runs into the gym because everyone heard and it’s “Oh my God, did they get in?” and “What happened?” I tell them I don’t know. That the barricade just moved.

			They believe me.

			
			⁠

			The thudding will claim our minds before the dead claim our bodies.

			A day passes and barely anyone speaks.

			We eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner to the soundtrack of our impending demise. It grinds us down, further blurring the line between us and those things outside. We’ve become as drawn, as bloodless, as hollowed out. We move stiffly, as though already seized by an advanced decay. Trace thinks we should stay in the library⁠—it’s quiet there, after all⁠—but no one is willing to do it, in case it compromises our one and only hope for escape.

			“Escape to where?” I ask. They ignore me.

			I circle the first floor⁠—how many times have I done this?⁠—the noise outside growing louder and fainter the closer and farther I am from it. The light wanes. I walk that same path over and over until I need to stop, but I’m not ready to go back to the auditorium. I end up in the front office. I push the power button on Mrs. Ramos’s computer and watch nothing happen.

			When she didn’t answer my texts, I started emailing Lily. Every day for the first three weeks. How could you do this to me? Who are you? I know she got them, because eventually, they started bouncing back. She kept up her number, though. Dad checked my phone every night because the other side of Lily’s caution was his own, and he didn’t want me to talk to anyone either. I thought he’d get so mad the first time he swiped to my messages and found me begging. Come back. Take me with you. Come back. But the corners of his mouth curved upward at all my unanswered pleas. When he’d return my phone, he’d make me work for it, holding it tight and releasing it so suddenly that I’d stumble, looking as stupid as I was alone.

			I push the power button again. Turn on, turn on. It doesn’t turn on. My eyes travel over the family photos lining the desk. In them, Mrs. Ramos is with her wife. She looks happy.

			Nothing matters anymore.

			The ferocity of this thought makes me want to run back to the auditorium and shake everyone. Nothing matters anymore, do you get it? Why don’t you understand? I give the monitor a push without thinking. It rattles into the wall. Unsatisfying.

			Cary knew she was leaving.

			Not thinking about it. I am not thinking about it. I leave the office, slamming the door behind me, and head to the second floor. My limbs feel impossibly heavy, like the weight of the sky is coming down on me. I put the burden of my body down, sitting in the middle of the hall with my head against my knees.

			Cary knew.

			This is how Lily told me it would be: I make it to my eighteenth birthday. I wake up early, my bags next to the door. Seeing them makes my stomach flutter with excitement; I’ve never had anything to look forward to on my birthday before. I hear Lily in the hall, and all I can think about is how she loves me so much, she stayed two extra years with him, for me, so we could leave together, and I wouldn’t have to be alone, because she always said, You’d die without me, Sloane.

			He knew.

			I never thought anything would feel like the morning I woke up and found her gone. Her note under my door, removing all doubt, all question. I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore. But this feels like that: the slow seeping dread, the shock of understanding. All meaning lost in the aftermath. The person you’ve spent your whole life being up to that point⁠—gone. The person you thought you could spend the rest of your life becoming⁠—gone. And what’s left is nothing. It’s trash.

			That’s all I was to her.

			That’s all I am.

			I stretch out on the floor and press my face against it. I stay still until everything I’m feeling closes my eyes, and the next time they’re open, one hand is on my shoulder and the other has a flashlight aimed directly at my face. Rhys. I sit up faster than he can stop touching me and he overbalances and nearly falls over. He recovers, then looks at me, equal parts wary and concerned.

			“Grace noticed it’d been over an hour since you left. I didn’t think anything bad happened to you, but . . .”

			“The noise is less⁠—it’s less up here.”

			“We should stay close together. You know that.”

			“Okay. You go back. I’ll be there soon.”

			“Did you completely miss the part where I just said we should stay close?”

			“I know, but . . .”

			I don’t know how to finish.

			“What’s wrong, Sloane?”

			“Nothing.”

			“You’re really acting that way.”

			“Okay, everything’s wrong.”

			“Now you sound reasonable.”

			“It’s just⁠—this is . . . It’s all . . .”

			“It’s bad,” he finishes. I nod. “I get that, but I feel like it’s more with you.”

			A weird laugh flutters past my lips, something bordering on hysteria. He doesn’t back off, but waits for me to explain. Such a dick thing for him to do.

			“I’m just tired, Rhys. That’s all.”

			“Everyone is.”

			No, we’re not all tired. Not like this.

			“At night,” he says, “I wake up, like, every five minutes, thinking I’m at home. I can’t get this through my head no matter what.” He holds out his hand. “You ready to go back?”

			Before I can answer, the world explodes.

			A bomb going off. I don’t know if I felt it first before I heard it or if I heard it first and then I felt it. It magnetizes me and Rhys. We scramble to our feet, reaching for each other, then race down the hall. A thrill courses through me. They got in. They got in. We reach the top of the stairs at the same time Cary, Trace, Harrison, and Grace do, their flashlights blinding us. I shield my eyes.

			“It’s outside.” Cary gasps. “I need to see⁠—we have to know how close it was⁠—we think it might⁠—we think it might be⁠—”

			“It’s help!” Harrison yells. He pushes past Cary and Rhys and runs toward the windows. Cary screams “Wait!” and tears after him, and a stunned moment after that, we tear after Cary, down one hallway and up the next. Cary grabs Harrison, half restraining him, half really holding him. “Stop, Harrison, just fucking stop⁠—”

			“But they won’t know we’re here⁠—”

			“We can’t draw attention to ourselves, just in case. We have to think how we’re going to do this. We can’t just uncover the window, you know that.”

			“But they’re going to leave⁠—”

			“Jesus, you’re such an asshole, get off him!” Trace. “All you have to do is take the posterboard down and look outside⁠—”

			“Slowly,” Rhys interrupts. “We have to do it slow⁠—”

			“Then fucking do it already!”

			We surround the window⁠—deep breath⁠—and pull the posterboard down. Cary says “Careful” over and over while we’re doing it, but no one’s careful. Everyone is fevered with the idea of rescue. But when the last of the tape releases and the board slides to the floor, we jump back from the view.

			Maybe we don’t want what’s out there after all.

			“Someone has to look,” Harrison says.

			No one does until Trace steps forward.

			“What is that . . . ?”

			He leans close to the window, squinting, and we move in so we can see what he’s seeing. An intense orange glow in the distance. White smoke billows into the night sky.

			Fire. A big one.

			I’ve only seen a fire of this magnitude once before, and I saw it close up. When Cortege’s old feed mill burned down. The whole town left their beds in the middle of the night and watched, slack jawed, as our local history was devoured by the flames. Gone forever, easy as that . . .

			“Where is that?” Grace asks. “Is it close?”

			“I think it’s Russo’s,” Cary says. Russo’s Gas Station.

			My eyes travel from the fire to the street below. A mass of shadows crosses the school’s parking lot, to the road. They’re all moving in the same . . .

			“Oh my God,” I say.

			“What?” Grace asks.

			“They’re leaving.”

			“What?”

			Waves of the dead are running to the fire. Of course. Of course they’d want to, in case there’s something there to satisfy their hunger. Other survivors . . .

			I want to press my hands against the glass and yell.

			Here.

			I’m in here.

			Grace gasps as the parking lot clears.

			“They are⁠—they’re going away⁠—Trace, they’re going away!”

			It’s slow to sink in but when it does, Grace starts to laugh and Rhys and Cary grin at each other like fools and Harrison keeps asking “That’s good, right?” even though he knows it’s good, because he needs to hear someone else say it. It’s not real for Harrison until someone else says it. Trace punches him in the arm and goes, “Of course it’s fucking good!”

			It’s good.

			It’s fine.

			We’re alive.

			When we get back to the auditorium, the thudding has stopped.

			
			⁠

			“. . . soon. This is not a test . . .”

			“Blow. Me. Tina T.”

			Trace loudly enunciates each word into the radio speakers.

			“Tina T.?” Harrison asks. “Is that her name?”

			“It’s what I’m calling her.”

			“Would you turn it off?” Grace asks. “Please?”

			He turns it off. Today is subdued, relaxed. Something that could pass for good, I guess. Everyone is so glad the gas station exploded. I push my half-eaten granola bar away.

			“Can’t remember the last time I ate breakfast,” Grace says, finishing hers.

			“You just ate it,” Trace says.

			“I meant before all this started. At home.”

			“Really?” The way Rhys asks isn’t like he’s actually interested. There’s just nothing better to do than engage. “Doesn’t take that long to eat.”

			“Does when you’re⁠—”

			“Student council president,” Trace finishes. “She was an hour and a half in the bathroom every morning, getting ready for school.”

			Harrison stares. “Why would you do that to yourself?”

			“For the morning fucking broadcast, of course!” Trace grins. “You think she just crawled out of bed camera ready?” He does a poor riff on the morning broadcast theme, then turns his voice news-presenter plastic, making a microphone of his hand. “This is Grace Casper, reporting live from CHS, here to beg money for this year’s fundraiser number whatever-the-fuck, share the hot lunch garbage specials, and to tell you all how great I think I⁠—”

			“Here to tell you all the ways I’m advocating for the student body and things you might actually want to know about,” Grace says over him.

			“She had a fan club.”

			She flushes, but she doesn’t deny it. “Just this group of freshmen who’d watch to see what I was wearing. They’d shop my look. I probably had a dedicated viewership in the dozens.”

			“How many do you have now?” Cary asks.

			“Depends on if any of you were one of them,” she says. “Nobody thinks being on the student council is work, but it is. It’s a lot of work. It’s hard to get people invested, even when the stuff you’re talking about directly impacts them. Mom always said the key was looking the part. If you look like you care, other people will too. So that’s what I did. She was right.”

			We tense, wondering what her sweet mention of their mother will turn this moment into.

			But Trace lets her have it. Lets himself have it.

			“You say that like it wouldn’t have taken you forever anyway,” he says. “She loved spackling all that shit on her face. It’s why I got my own bathroom.”

			“One of us should care about our appearance.”

			“Well, exactly. Makes no sense for it to be the better-looking twin.”

			The affection Trace has for his sister makes him sound like honey to me. I could love him for how he loves her. The way he teases her makes her eyes sparkle in a way I haven’t seen anyone else’s since we got here and in a way no one else’s will. He notices me staring and my mouth does something it can’t help⁠—it smiles at him. He gives me a small, if confused, smile back.

			“What about you, Sloane? You into all that shit?”

			“No. My dad . . . I mean. My dad had this idea I shouldn’t wear makeup. Until I was older.”

			Grace half turns her head in my direction. Does she remember that perfect clean wing she taught me to make with her liquid liner? Did she ever guess how hard my heart was racing at the time? All those rules I broke for her hand at my chin, holding it steady, the pen at the corner of my eye . . .

			“Some girls take it too far,” Trace says. “End up looking like slutty clowns.”

			“You know how you sound right now? You’re lucky you’re my brother.”

			Rhys yawns.

			“Tired?” Cary asks.

			“Had a hard time getting to sleep last night. Almost too quiet.”

			“Don’t jinx it,” Harrison says.

			“I’m jinxing it. Seems like there’s fuck-all to worry about today.” Trace gets to his feet and positions himself in front of Cary with his palm out. “Gimme LaVallee’s keys. I want to go exploring.”

			Cary’s hand goes to his pocket and he tries to pull a face like he’s doing anything but keeping them from Trace. “This is the only set. I don’t think⁠—”

			“I don’t give a fuck what you think.”

			“He has as much right to them as you do,” Grace says before Cary can further protest. Her eyes are steel, daring him to disagree. Cary sighs. He throws Trace the keys.

			“If you see anything useful lying around⁠—”

			“Get one of your bitch boys to scavenge for you.”

			“Fuck off,” Rhys says.

			Trace flips him off and leaves. Cary cracks his knuckles.

			“Saw a pair of bolt cutters in the custodian’s office,” he says.

			“Locker raid?” Rhys asks.

			“Locker raid.”

			They get to their feet. Harrison waits for an invitation and, when it’s not forthcoming, runs after them. Cary points to me and Grace.

			“Coming?”

			I want to, but Grace shudders.

			“That’s like grave robbing.”

			“And?” Cary shrugs. “Sloane?”

			Grace looks at me, and the way she looks at me⁠—I think she wants me to stay.

			“Pass.”

			And then it’s just Grace and me.

			Silence closes in on us, but it’s hers to fill. When she doesn’t, I’m annoyed that I stayed. And then I worry maybe it’s the opposite, that she’s annoyed I stayed. Maybe I misread her.

			Why would she even want me around.

			“Sloane?”

			“Yeah?” I cringe at how eager I sound.

			“Come to my locker with me? I don’t want to go alone.”

			Grace can’t get her locker open, no matter how hard she tries. On her third failed attempt, she looks like she’s going to cry. I ask her for the combination, 8-6-4-7, and thumb it out. It clicks, then releases.

			It was just, she tells me, that her hands were shaking.

			When she opens the door, I glimpse cutouts of actors taped to the inside and I wonder what they’re doing now. If they’re dead. Have they saved the celebrities? When this is over, we’ll need entertainment to get past it. We’ll make movies about it, hundreds of movies, and in every one of them, we’ll be the heroes, the sidekicks, the love interests, the villains, the victors over the dead, and we’ll watch these movies until we’re so far removed from our own history, we’ll forget how it really felt to be here.

			She pulls out a box of Tampax. “Guess what I got today? I hate the applicators on the ones here.”

			I study the box’s pink-and-purple sparkle-blasted edges. It’s strange to consider⁠—bodies working in spite of all this, keeping their own time. I never get my period when I’m supposed to and it never lasts that long. If I’m stressed, I can go months without seeing blood. The way things are now, maybe I’ll never bleed again.

			Next, she retrieves her oversized leather clutch. She closes her locker and sits on the floor, running her finger along the bag’s flap before popping the snap. She rummages around inside. I sit beside her while she places everything carefully on the floor. A small makeup bag, a tin of Altoids, more Tampax, an acid-green bottle of One Summer, and finally, what she’s seemingly been looking for: a small tearaway piece of notebook paper. She presses it to her lips before showing it to me.

			Didn’t manage to throw something together for your lunch today. Take this and buy something healthy! The student body looks to you to set a good example! Love-love-love you, Gracie-Loo! xo MOM

			The first thing I think is Mrs. Casper still makes Grace’s lunch? And then I cross that thought out until it’s not even there anymore, because it’s the kind of thing Mrs. Casper would do and besides⁠—it’s a note from Grace’s mom. This is what has value. This is the new money.

			“Lucky,” I say.

			“I knew it was here, but I couldn’t⁠—I couldn’t look at it until now,” she says. “But after we were talking in there . . . I really wanted it.”

			Memories of my mother are hazy things. They feel like a kid’s blanket: fuzzy and soft, but mostly insubstantial. Lily once told me never to get upset over it. Never be sad about Mom, Sloane. One way or the other, she got out. Grace’s note doesn’t make me wish for a woman I spent most of my life not having. It’s not that . . .

			Is it?

			Grace pockets the note and we just sit, shoulders touching. Eventually, she begins gathering her things one at a time, returning them to her bag. When she gets to the makeup bag, she tilts her head, contemplating it, then unzips it and dumps its contents on the floor. She takes her Almost Lipstick, pops the cap. Turns her perfect pink lips purple. She frowns.

			“What?” I ask.

			“Doesn’t feel the same anymore. Trace was right. I used to really love it,” she says. “Your dad really didn’t like you wearing makeup?” I nod. She edges closer to me, her knees to my knees, taking my chin gently in her hand. My heart stutters. “You’re pretty without it, but . . .” She pushes the lipstick to my bottom lip and carefully swipes the color across. The product is a silky comfort over my dry, flaking skin. She tells me to press my lips together and I do. Then she grabs a small compact mirror and holds it up. It looks a little different on me than it does her. She’s berry kissed. I’m a bruise. But she says, “It suits you. A little liner and you’re set.”

			I raise my gaze from my reflection to her.

			Of course she remembers it. I swallow the urge to ask her what I did, what kind of memory it is for her if she stopped speaking to me after . . .

			She spots something beyond me. I twist around.

			Trace. He twirls LaVallee’s keys, grinning.

			“Wanna show you guys something.”

			We detour to the auditorium to ditch Grace’s locker haul, where we find Cary, Rhys, and Harrison poring over theirs. Trace gets pissy about it⁠—“Probably took all the good shit for yourselves”⁠—and Cary tells him, “Yeah, asshole, we did.” They’re still bickering when we enter the teachers’ lounge.

			It’s so different from the rest of the building. A homey refuge carved out of school. The joke is⁠—was⁠—all the money went here, and that sentiment is mostly reflected in its relatively new leather couch and a Nespresso machine. The rest of the furniture seems secondhand, thrifted. Mismatched colors and tones. An amalgamation of the faculty that ruled and defined Cortege High, hints of all of them in its flourishes. Subscriptions of Popular Science and The New York Review of Books. A postcard from MoMA stuck to the fridge. A yellowing Calvin and Hobbes strip beneath it. Underneath that, a dry-erase calendar that only tracks holidays and days off. Vases of fake flowers cheer various corners of the room. Trace rummages in one of the cupboards, and when he faces us, he’s holding a bottle of whiskey.

			“Ta-da.”

			“Alcohol?” Harrison asks. Embarrassing. He’s probably never had a sip in his life. Not that I have either, but at least I didn’t open my mouth and say it like that.

			“Holy shit. What’s that doing in here?” Rhys asks.

			Trace flicks a tag wrapped around its neck. “Read that. There was an ice cream cake in the fridge, but it melted. Smelled like barf.”

			Grace peers at the tag. “‘Enjoy your retirement, Dave. We wish we were you.’”

			Mr. Lynch. Our art teacher, legendary for his illustrated contributions to the school newspaper, including an ongoing comic about a very angry dog.

			“Think he’s enjoying his retirement?” Trace asks, and I laugh. He soaks it up. “Right? And then I was thinking about all the teachers here I wished were dead, like over and over, and it’s funny because now they probably are dead and it’s like⁠—like that’s what I⁠—” His eyes widen, almost like he’s thinking, I wanted this. I wanted them dead and now it’s happened because I wanted it.

			“They weren’t all bad, though,” Grace says. “I liked Mr. Ford. Mr. Daniel. Mr. MacDonald and Mrs. Lui Eppich were totally kick-ass. I bet Mrs. Tipton survived . . . Some of them were great at what they did.”

			As she says it, my mind is full of their faces. Mr. MacDonald’s focused command over the drama club. Mrs. Lui Eppich’s famous “No assholes” policy in her social studies class. Where are they now, who are they now, outside of these walls and so far from everything I understand them to be? Survivors. What were their first names? Adam. Cybill. Is it a given, like Trace said, that they’re all dead? I wonder if I ever wished them dead and if something as simple as that would be the reason I’m here and they’re not. But then I think they must’ve wished us dead at some point. What teacher wouldn’t?

			“So,” I say. “Do we open it because we’re still alive or do we open it when we’re sure we’re going to die?”

			They all stare at me.

			“We’re not going to die,” Cary says.

			“Said the same thing to my parents before you sent them in that alley.”

			“Would you give it a fucking rest, Trace.”

			Cary sounds exhausted. So sick of hearing it, defending himself.

			“Oh, did I hurt your feelings, murderer?”

			“They offered to go first,” I say.

			And then everyone’s staring at me again⁠—but differently this time.

			“What did you say?” Trace asks.

			You could hear a pin drop.

			I cross my arms, trying to get the feel of their eyes off me. “I’m just saying he’s not a murderer.”

			“No, you’re saying it’s their fault. You’re blaming them, when⁠—”

			“I’m not blaming anyone. I’m just telling you what happened.”

			“No one asked you,” Grace says, and she looks so gutted I wish I could just shove the words back in my mouth. “And Cary told them it was clear. They wouldn’t have gone otherwise.”

			“But that doesn’t make him a murderer.”

			“Fuck you, Sloane,” Trace says. His voice cracks. “You know what? Fuck you all.”

			How to salvage a moment: Rhys suggests we move whatever we can from the lounge to the auditorium to make it more livable. We fight the leather couch down the stairs and position it in the corner of the room. We find a lone lunch table we missed under the stage and set it up, stealing six chairs from the offices for it, though I guess it’s not stealing anymore. Grace gathers all the fake flowers and arranges a bouquet for the table’s centerpiece. I approach her tentatively while she’s studding a group of fake roses with fake baby’s breath.

			“You know what I hate?” she asks without looking at me. “The way everyone talks about it. How my parents chose to go into that alley, like they knew they might die. But they wouldn’t have done it if they thought there was the remotest chance. No one thinks about that.”

			“But they did do it.”

			“Because they thought it was clear,” she says. “There was no way they would’ve gone into that alley first if they thought it was too dangerous, because they had us. Why do you think they let Cary lead the way that whole time? They did it so if anything happened, he died. Not them. They went in that alley because he told them it was clear, and he was wrong.”

			“It still doesn’t mean he sent them in there to die.”

			“But he did,” she says calmly, “and they did.”

			“What does it change, Grace?”

			“Look, it’s hard enough for Trace right now.” She bends the wire stem of one of the roses, the bloom angling toward her. Her hand is trembling when she lets it go. It stays that way. “If that’s how you feel, fine. But I want you to keep away from him if you can’t keep it to yourself.”

			Jealousy and shame wash over me. I’m jealous of the way she guards Trace. I’m ashamed she thinks I’m someone she has to protect him from.

			“If he doesn’t start accepting it, it’s going to fuck him over in the end.”

			Her eyes flash. “And what does that mean?”

			“He’s just so angry, Grace.”

			She hesitates, almost imperceptibly. But I see it.

			“Cool. Well,” she says, turning away from me, “thanks for all your help with that.”

			Cary calls us over to the stage and we go through their locker raid spoils. Toothpaste. We take turns passing a tube around, dabbing minty globs on our fingers to run over our teeth. Floss, deodorant, more tampons, pads. Spare clothes, which makes Grace happy. I spot a pink sweater with a name written on the tag: Kelli Segars. I remember her long blond hair and bright kind smile and I don’t want to touch it. Another jacket, Property of Michelle Cain, and I remember her too⁠—junior class, so effortlessly put together . . . A neon-pink pencil case that has Meg & Sus Forever markered across its front. Where are they all now? Candy. Gum. Some lighters and a few packs of cigarettes, one of them Rhys’s preferred brand. I expect him to be pleased, but he doesn’t look it.

			We settle in for the night. The room is . . . The word home crosses my mind, but it’s not the right one. Lily and I used to play house. I was eight, she was ten, and Mom was dead, but Mom had been dead for a while, so I guess it’s not an important part of this memory. I had dolls and an old box. Lily had paper, pencils, and erasers. She’d ask questions while I leaned Barbie up against a flimsy cardboard wall and tried to figure out what to do with Ken. How big should the bedrooms be? Should we have a guest bedroom? Okay. Separate bathrooms for sure. No, Dad doesn’t need a room, Sloane. Because he’s not going to live with us. This is our house.

			
			⁠

			Four Days Later

			“Grace! Grace! Grace!”

			Trace bursts into the auditorium, breathless, crying.

			“It’s Dad! Dad’s outside! HE’S ALIVE!”

			We’re awake like we were never asleep.

			Mr. Casper. Outside.

			Alive.

			We sprint down the halls, up the stairs to the second floor. I double over, panting, my lungs on fire, while Trace tries to explain: “I couldn’t sleep. I was wandering around and I heard him outside. He was calling for help. I went to the window and I saw⁠—”

			His father in the parking lot. Calling for help.

			Rhys is going “Are you sure? Are you sure you’re sure? Maybe you were sleepwalking,” and Trace is so beside himself he doesn’t even tell Rhys to fuck off.

			I don’t believe this.

			Mr. Casper. Alive.

			“I told you, Gracie, I told you they knew we were here. I knew one of them would try to get to us⁠—I fucking knew it!”

			I reach the window first. Trace shoves his flashlight in Harrison’s hands and pushes against me, forcing me into the glass. Rhys leans in on my other side. We peer past the edge of the auditorium roof.

			The parking lot is empty.

			“Where?” Rhys asks. “I don’t see⁠—”

			“He was there. He⁠—”

			“How could you even see him⁠—”

			“Shut up⁠—”

			“Listen,” Cary hisses. “Just listen.”

			I press my ear to the glass and listen with everything I have.

			A car alarm blares in the distance.

			Grace inhales sharply.

			Trace spins around. “What⁠—”

			She points. I follow her outstretched finger to the crumpled shape of a man face down on the pavement. I don’t know how we missed it at first, until I realize it’s because we were looking for signs of life. He’s not moving.

			“No. No. No⁠—that’s not⁠—he was alive⁠—”

			The light barely hints at morning’s impending arrival. It’s still so dark. I don’t know how Trace could have made out his father’s face. It could be anyone’s father.

			It could be mine.

			No.

			It’s not.

			I dig my nails into my palm.

			“If he’s dead, others can’t be far off,” Cary says. “He was shouting?”

			I look for more, for the broken bodies of people we used to know shambling from the shadows to once again surround the school, but there’s nothing.

			“He’s not dead! He was standing⁠—he was up! He’s just hurt or something⁠—he just⁠—Dad! We have to go out⁠—we have to bring him back in⁠—we have to help⁠—”

			“Trace⁠—”

			“Dad! DAD!” Cary pulls Trace from the window but Trace is electrified with hope. He frees himself, shoving Cary against a row of lockers. “Don’t you fucking touch me⁠—”

			“You don’t even know it’s him⁠—”

			I hear it first and then I see it: Trace drives his fist into Cary’s face. It’s a dull sound, but I know it’s a deep hurt. Cary’s knees buckle but he doesn’t fall. He manages to right himself and stands there, stunned, while blood trickles from his nose. He brings his hand to and from his face, staring at his red-stained fingertips, and I see his anger building in a way I’m not sure anyone else can. I almost tell everyone to get back but watch, transfixed, instead.

			“You’re fucking useless,” Trace spits. “You fucking murderer!”

			Cary tackles Trace and they’re a sloppy, vicious mess of fists and legs and Grace is screaming, “Get off him, get off my brother!” Rhys is the one who separates them, pulling Trace off Cary, climbing on top of him and pushing his knee into his back. Cary stumbles away, leaving a trail of blood on the floor.

			I turn back to the window, the man outside.

			“We’re wasting time⁠—”

			“He’s not moving, Trace.”

			“Are you sure it’s him?” I ask.

			“Who else would it be? I have to go out there⁠—I have to get him⁠—”

			“No!” Grace says. “You’re not going out there. You can’t.” And Trace says, “Grace, it’s Dad, I know it is, I saw him, we have to get him,” because it has to be his dad out there because it can be no one else. But she won’t have it. “No, you can’t. You can’t leave me.” And the more she says it, it’s like the more she believes he will leave her, until she’s crying so hard she can’t speak. Trace writhes, trying to go to her, pounding Rhys in the thigh to get him off. Rhys relents and Trace fumbles over to Grace, holding her while she sobs. He stares at the window beyond me, trying to soothe her and figure this out at the same time.

			His eyes spark.

			He looks to Cary.

			“Go out there and get him.”

			“What?”

			“It’s your fault he’s out there. Go out there and bring him back in.”

			“Go out there yourself⁠—”

			“I’m not leaving Grace. This is your fault, so you do it.”

			“I am not dying for you,” Cary says. “And fuck you for asking me⁠—that guy out there? Whoever he is? He’s dead.”

			Cary storms down the hall in a way that makes me ache. I know what it’s like to be made worthless. I want to tell Cary his life is worth something, though, more than mine. Trace doesn’t care. He closes his eyes and leans his cheek against the side of Grace’s head. He’s out of options.

			“Grace, I have to do it.”

			“No. No⁠—”

			“It’s him, Gracie. I know it is.”

			I get that feeling again, that longing to have what they have. The unbearable reminder that I don’t. That I never did. That image drifts into my head, the one I’d held so dearly and seen so clearly a morning not so long ago: one last breakfast with Dad, a secret meal of twilight-blue pills. Finding some hidden-away corner to close my eyes forever . . . But the stars didn’t align.

			I glance up at what few of them are left in the sky.

			“I’ll do it,” I hear myself saying. “I’ll go.”

			
			⁠

			I stop at my locker for my note.

			Whoever ends up finding my body⁠—I want them to know exactly what killed me.

			I enter the library to the surreal scene of Cary and Trace cooperating enough to make quick work of the barricade. Cary’s nose is blood crusted, his shirt collar stained. Trace vibrates with the possibility of his dad being out there, alive. I watch him closely for any indication he knows it can’t really be Mr. Casper, but find none. Harrison keeps the flashlight trained on them, says he’s afraid of the door being open for the second it will take me to walk out of it. No one reassures him. Grace looks dazed, like she can’t understand how any of this happened or why.

			“You don’t have to do this,” Rhys tells me.

			“Shut up.” Trace grunts as he pushes a desk aside. “She wants to.”

			“He’s right.”

			Rhys sighs.

			And then he says something terrible: “I’ll go with you.”

			No. No. No. I open my mouth, but he cuts me off.

			“I mean, let’s say if, by some miracle, the guy out there isn’t dead⁠—”

			“My dad is not dead⁠—”

			“That means you have to get him back inside, and there’s no way you’re going to be able to do it alone. It’s a two-person job. Unless you want to die.”

			Ha ha. This went from good to bad so fast, but I can’t let it stop me. It could be better this way. Makes it easier. Instead of leaving Trace and Grace high and dry, Rhys can go back and tell them it’s not Mr. Casper, and if it is Mr. Casper, Rhys can get him back into the school. And me⁠—when I go, I won’t have that on my conscience.

			It’s good.

			It’s a good thing Rhys is coming with me.

			It’s fine.

			“Fine,” I say.

			Trace and Cary move the last bookshelf aside, leaving the door naked before us. Rhys kneels down to double knot his shoelaces and I do the same.

			“Why are you doing this?” He doesn’t ask quietly enough.

			“I was wondering too,” Grace says. “Is it because of⁠—of what we talked about?”

			I swallow, finish knotting the laces of my Converse, and rise.

			“I always liked your family.”

			It’s the only thing I can think of to say.

			“Sloane . . .” The way she says it⁠—there’s a way she says it that burns yesterday’s ugliness away. I like the sound. I tuck it safely next to the space inside me where I keep the sleepover. I wish I could thank her. Tell her what that got me through.

			Trace hugs me. I get a little lost in the sensation, like someone wants me, and I almost think it would be worth staying for if it could happen all the time. He lets me go, nods curtly at Rhys, and hands us each a baseball bat. Mine hangs limply at my side. Rhys clutches his so hard his knuckles look ready to split. He says to Cary, “Stay by the door. Don’t move. Open it when you hear us.”

			“I’m not moving,” Cary says. “Good luck.”

			Rhys looks to me. “Ready?” I nod. I’m more ready than there are words for. Cary pushes the door open. A cool April breeze curls around us, making me realize how stale the air is in here.

			I take a deep breath, holding it in my lungs.

			We step outside.

			The door closes quietly and firmly behind us.

			The safety of the walls instantly vanishes. The darkness envelops us. CHS falls into the last of the night’s shadows. It takes a heart-stopping second for our eyes to adjust. The immediate area looks the way it always does⁠—paths stretched in both directions, lined by the chain-link fence separating us from the trees blocking a greater view of the town⁠—but it’s no comfort. There’s a wrongness to it, to all of it. We’ve stepped into a world between endings. A world that will never begin again. Rhys and I back into each other automatically, checking both sides.

			Nothing.

			Rhys breathes shallowly against me, scared out of his mind.

			“Do you really think it’s Mr. Casper?”

			“I don’t know.”

			The path to the athletic field is open, but we don’t know what’s out there. The path leading to the front of the school is gated. There, we can more safely take further stock of the situation, but if the gate is locked, we’ll have to climb it. We won’t be soundless doing it.

			I wouldn’t care if Rhys wasn’t here, but now I have to.

			I’m not selfish like Lily.

			I nod toward the front of the school.

			Rhys swallows and nods back.

			I inch forward but he grabs my arm.

			“Let me⁠—let me go first.”

			I shake my head but he pushes ahead of me anyway. I follow after, glancing over my shoulder. Nothing. We reach the gate, where he ducks, and I duck beside him. We press our faces against the fence. At a glance, the street ahead seems normal, its houses awaiting the coming morning. But things that are off slowly begin to assert themselves. Windows broken. Front doors flung open. There’s a van wrapped around a telephone pole. Maybe its driver is still slumped over the steering wheel, killed on impact. That must have been a good way to go.

			But there’s nothing else that we can see. No dead.

			Maybe they’re still at Russo’s.

			Rhys tests the gate. Locked.

			“Fuck,” he says. “We should go over together.”

			It rattles under our combined weight, the baseball bats clanging against the metal despite our best efforts. Rhys sucks in a breath. As soon as he clears the top, he jumps. I do the same, landing easily. He grabs my arm again, pulling me close to the building.

			“See anything?”

			I shake my head. We sneak forward, clinging to shadows, freezing every time we make a noise we shouldn’t, then moving on faster than before. When we finally get past the school, to the edge of the parking lot, Rhys suddenly asks, “What if he’s bitten?”

			I swear we both have the same thought right after: Why the fuck didn’t anyone think of that?

			“He hasn’t gotten back up,” I say. “He’s not bitten.”

			I jerk my chin forward⁠—Let’s go. It’s the bravest and most indestructible I’ve ever felt, which is strange, I guess, considering.

			“Sloane. I don’t want to die today.”

			“You won’t,” I tell him. I look back. “I promise.”

			I round an intact car, checking the ignition. No keys. Rhys takes a few more steps and then he stops again and I know fear won’t let him go any farther.

			I’ll do this part on my own.

			I step into the middle of the parking lot.

			It’s not Mr. Casper.

			I know that right away.

			It’s not my father either.

			I don’t know who he is that he managed to get all the way to the school and beg for help and then ended up belly-down on the pavement, and even though my plan was to walk my way to the first ending that would have me, I want to see him close up. Maybe I knew him. Maybe I passed him on the street once. Maybe he has a note in his pocket for someone like I do.

			I crouch, grasping him by the shoulders, and, with difficulty, roll him onto his back. His face is swollen, bruised to hell. His shirt is half open, holes in the legs of his pants. There’s blood all over him. I do a quick check for bites, but I don’t see any. I can’t source what might’ve killed him either. Maybe he survived this long and his heart gave out. Maybe it was that easy. I wish what happens to me could be as easy. That I could lie down beside him and steal his death.

			“Sloane, is it him?”

			“No.”

			“Okay, good. Let’s go.”

			But I don’t move.

			“Sloane, let’s go.”

			“I’m not coming back with you.”

			“What?”

			“Go back and tell them it wasn’t Mr. Casper.”

			“What the hell are you talking about?”

			“I’m⁠—” I can’t figure out a way to say it. A good enough way to say it. A way that he will understand. “I’m leaving. I’m going to go.”

			“You’ll get killed.”

			“I know.”

			The man’s eyes fly open.

			“Shit!” Rhys says.

			I drop my bat. It clatters on the ground next to his head, startling him into full awareness. He makes a noise, something halfway between a groan and a wail, then scrambles upright, pushing me back. I fight to keep my balance.

			“No, no, no, no⁠—get away from me!”

			“It’s okay.” I raise my hands. “It’s⁠—”

			“No! Where’s Nick?”

			“Just⁠—”

			“Get away from me!”

			“It’s okay,” I repeat, moving closer, sending him into fight-or-flight. He charges at me and shoves me back. I land on my elbows hard, my dad’s twisted face flashing through my mind when I hit the ground. Fuck. I shake my head, shake him out of my head, then struggle back up, blood trickling down my arms. Rhys stares, too stunned to help.

			“Look,” I say. “Look, we have shelter⁠—”

			“Stay away. Where’s Nick? Nick? Nick!”

			The man staggers down the parking lot, his voice louder and louder and louder as he calls for Nick, whoever Nick is. I turn to Rhys.

			“Go back, Rhys. Go back inside⁠—”

			And then⁠—the breathing.

			But it’s not breathing like how I breathe.

			How Rhys breathes.

			It’s a rough, rasping, sick imitation of life.

			It’s how they give themselves away.

			“Forget him, we have to go.” Rhys walks backward as he says it, heading in the direction of the library. “Sloane, we have to go back now⁠—”

			“I’m not going with you.”

			“Nick? Nick . . .”

			I have to get this man to shut up so Rhys can get back safe. I hurry over and he rears his fist back when I’m within range, stopping me in my tracks.

			“Don’t you come closer, don’t⁠—”

			That sick sound multiplies around us, close.

			“Rhys, get inside while you can⁠—”

			“I am not going back without you!”

			I turn and then I see it. At least five dead running for Rhys, coming in from all directions. They’ve materialized from seemingly nowhere, some kind of hibernation. I yell for him to get back into the school now but he sees them too, and he freezes.

			I don’t want to die today.

			You won’t. I promise.

			“Rhys, go!”

			I manage to make it to him first, throwing myself in front of him. The weight of at least three dead is on me, pushing at me as they fight each other. I lose my footing and lurch forward. One of them⁠—a girl⁠—grabs my arm and Rhys snaps to. He grabs my other arm and pulls, but as hard as he pulls, the dead girl pulls harder, the other four clambering around her, rabid for a piece. They all want me. I’m the prize, I think hazily, and then my shoulder pops out of its socket.

			I scream.

			Rhys grabs his bat and smashes it against the dead girl’s wrists, smashes it into the others, whatever he can do to get me free, and I’m thinking about how it’ll never work, how this is it, when the girl’s grip loosens. Rhys grabs my arm, the wrong arm, and the world comes into the cruelest kind of focus, and it makes me realize something. We can’t go back. They’d follow us to the door. And then it’s not just Rhys, it’s everyone, I’d risk everyone, and I’m not Lily, I would never do what she did to me . . .

			“We have to lead them away. We have to⁠—”

			But they’ll follow you no matter where you go. I put the puzzle together before I even understand what the pieces are, and run, Rhys and the dead following fast. I run to the man and when he sees us, all of us, his eyes widen. I close the distance easily and⁠—I push him.

			We fall and he lands a second after I do and it’s a second I have on him. I use my good arm to push up on my hands and knees. He grabs at me and I kick him in the⁠—face. His teeth. Rhys is ahead of me now and I chase after him. I don’t want to be near what is about to happen.

			What I made happen.

			“Help me. Help me . . .”

			I look back.

			They’re feeding. Four of them. But one⁠—that girl⁠—hasn’t lost sight of us yet. She pursues us, her hair flying around her head. She’s not wearing a shirt, and all of her exposed skin is gray, dark angry lines beneath. Her lips twitch, revealing vicious teeth.

			“Come on!” Rhys shouts. “COME ON!”

			We reach the athletic field.

			There are no others here that I can see.

			Just the girl behind me, close.

			Fast.

			Faster.

			She dives for me and we crash to the ground. The side of my forehead connects with the pavement. I swear I hear it crack and then I’m under water. I roll over and stare into murky white irises. I see one of her, two of her, three. She licks her lips. Calm settles over me. I close my eyes.

			Finally.

			A splintering sound.

			Again.

			Again.

			Again.

			Something splitting open.

			At first I think it’s me, that when you die, you splinter into a million pieces, but then I feel wet⁠—wet against me, slick and wrong.

			Rhys hooks his arms under my arms and pulls me out from under the girl, and I blink until she comes into focus. Her head is completely decimated, bits of blood and brain all over me, and then I’m on my feet but I don’t feel like I’m on my feet. Rhys grabs me by the hand and I trip after him.

			Everything is turning gray.

			“Come on, Sloane. Come on, you can do this⁠—”

			No . . .

			I fall. He pulls me up again, wraps his arm around my waist, and we both stagger to the library door. He pounds his fists against it.

			I slump to my knees.

			“Open the door⁠—open the fucking door!”
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			⁠
	
			“The barricade⁠—get the fucking barricade back up!”

			“Where is he? Why didn’t you bring him in?”

			Rhys scrambles back, panting. He reaches for me, pulling me farther from the door, into his lap. He pushes my blood-soaked hair from my face.

			“Where is he? Dad? DAD!”

			Dios te salve, María . . .

			Church?

			. . . llena eres de gracia . . .

			Am I in church?

			The murmur of prayer fades out as the room fades in.

			“Sloane?”

			School. Always.

			But I’m not sure where in the school until my gaze lands on the posters taped to the wall opposite me, warning of the dangers of opioids, the importance of vaccines, of knowing and protecting your body. The nurse’s office. I’m on a cot, a thin sheet covering me. My head aches, pain rippling across my skin. I take comfort in the fact it’s not something I’m not used to. I’ve been variations of hurt my whole life. I touch my forehead, feel tape, a bandage. I’m wearing a shirt that isn’t mine.

			The room is light enough to call it day, but how many has it been?

			Rhys sits in a chair beside me.

			“Still here,” he says.

			It crashes over me. The man outside. The girl. I feel like I’m going to fall into the sky. Rhys tells me to breathe, then touches his hand to my face so briefly, I’m not sure if it really happened. I cough, my eyes watering. He presses a bottle of water into my shaking hands. I drink it and miss my mouth, the water trailing from my chin onto this shirt that’s not mine.

			“How am I?”

			“You’re sick.” I can’t tell if it’s an insult or a diagnosis. “You might be concussed. Brain damaged. But then I think you must have been totally brain damaged before we went out there, so⁠—”

			“Rhys⁠—”

			“Or maybe you are infected. Maybe you’ll be dead in hours and then you’ll come back.”

			I try to listen to what’s happening beneath my surface. If there’s any part of me that’s dying and becoming something more purposeful than what I am now.

			“But you went out there to die, didn’t you.”

			I close my eyes.

			“Sloane.”

			I open them. “Yes.”

			He steps back like I am infected, and then he kicks the chair. Hard. It rattles into the wall and I flinch and he whirls around so fast, my hands automatically fly to my face.

			“You let me go out there with you. You risked my life!”

			“I wasn’t going to let you die⁠—”

			“Oh, fuck you, Sloane⁠—”

			“I wasn’t!”

			“Well, it came just a little too close.”

			“You wouldn’t let me go! I wanted to go and you wouldn’t let me⁠—”

			“If you want to die, do it, like, I don’t know! Just slit your wrists or something! Jesus!”

			Too much. I press my fingers into my temples and fight the urge to puke. He grabs a bottle of pills from the cupboard and holds two out to me.

			“It’s only Tylenol. Just take it.”

			I swallow them dry.

			“That man out there,” he says. “He’s dead because of you. Think he wanted to live?”

			I blink back tears. “He’s dead because you wouldn’t go back inside.”

			“Because I couldn’t fucking believe what I was hearing⁠—”

			“Why? Why couldn’t you? Have you seen it out there, Rhys? There’s nothing out there anymore, there’s nothing⁠—”

			“That’s such bullshit, Sloane! And you don’t get to decide that for me!”

			“And you don’t get to decide that for me!”

			“What’s going on?”

			Grace hovers at the door. Rhys redirects his energy into relaxing the angry lines of his face and barely succeeds. “Nothing,” he mutters. He opens his mouth once, and then closes it. He digs his hand into his pocket and tosses a crumpled piece of paper at me and leaves.

			My note.

			“Rhys said you might not want to see anyone,” Grace says from the door as I slide it under my sheet. I try to figure out what else Rhys might have said.

			He said you went out there to die.

			“It’s okay.”

			He said you’re a risk to the rest of us.

			“That sounded intense.”

			He said you’re a murderer.

			“He’s just . . . upset about how it all went down.”

			“He said the man was hurt. Dying. He said it wasn’t my dad.”

			So he didn’t out me.

			“It wasn’t your dad,” I say.

			She exhales like now she can believe it. I knead my aching shoulder and Grace says, “Cary set it for you,” and it comes to me in flashes⁠—

			Watching from some place far above as they dragged me to the locker rooms, to the showers, as they worked to get me clean. Even the shock of freezing cold water couldn’t bring me back. All of them asking Rhys if I was bitten, if I was turning, and Rhys saying, No, but wait till the water runs clear. Then hands holding me down, the way I cried out as Cary set my shoulder. It’s over, Sloane, it’s over⁠—

			But it never is.

			A tear slides down my cheek.

			I press my hand to my face.

			“Hey.” Grace closes the distance between us and pulls the chair closer to me. I close my eyes, but when I do, I see the man stumbling around calling for his⁠—friend? Lover? Brother? Father? It cuts through me. I push what I’ve done as far from my heart as I can get it.

			“Sorry,” I manage. “I’m just really . . . sorry.”

			“It’s okay . . . Sloane, can I ask you something?”

			I nod.

			“You didn’t go out there because of . . . because of the other day, did you? What we were talking about . . . because of Trace? Or because you thought I was mad at you?”

			“Grace, I . . . I’m so tired.”

			“It’s okay.”

			She stays where she is, next to me. Eventually, my breathing evens out, my exhausted mind reaching for sleep, no matter what’s waiting for me there. Just before I cross its borders, I swear I feel a hand at my forehead, smoothing back my hair.

			
			⁠

			The nightmare binds me to my injuries, but doesn’t know which apocalypse they speak to, so it lays my body between two monsters and asks me to choose. Who drew this blood, who made this bruise. On one side of me, a girl, rancid with decay, her jaw snapping, eyes white, skin gray. On the other, my father at a table, the burnt offering of breakfast. The musk of his cologne.

			Sloane!

			A cold, calloused hand against my face. The sound of his footsteps . . .

			Footsteps?

			SLOANE⁠—

			“Grace?”

			My eyes flutter. The door to the nurse’s office has been opened into the hall. Did Grace forget to close it when she left? I rise, woozy. Something’s wrong, but my mind is too muddled to give it a name. I pad across the room and poke my head out, taking stock of both directions.

			My muscles suddenly tense from the charged feeling of another presence on the air. It insists on itself, coaxing me toward what I can’t see. My chest tightens.

			“Dad,” I say to the darkness, breaking the spell.

			I wonder if she hears him where she is now, if she hears his voice and his footsteps in her dreams. If she hears him when she’s awake or if she stopped hearing him as soon as she left, if everything got more okay the more distance she put between us.

			Maybe the voice and the footsteps she hears are mine.

			I hope they are.

			I hope I’m the ghost that belongs to her.

			
			⁠

			In the morning, Cary comes for me.

			He brings me clothes⁠—a plain white T-shirt and a pair of Levi’s that don’t quite fit. They’re snug, the button digging into my bruised abdomen. I don’t check the tags, don’t ask whose locker he raided them from, what dead classmate’s clothes I’m wearing. He waits, his back turned while I change.

			“Ready to join the land of the living?”

			He winces as soon as it’s out of his mouth.

			“Where’d you learn how to set a shoulder, anyway?” I ask him.

			“I’m just a man of many talents,” he says. “You should be careful with it, though. You dislocate it once, it gets a little easier each time.”

			I don’t tell him this was my second.

			“What’s it like out there? Outside.”

			“Few strays, mostly in the streets. They haven’t gone back to the doors, though, so that’s good. Covered all the windows again, just in case.” He eyes me. “How are you feeling? You were pretty out of it when we brought you in. You asked for Lily.”

			“Oh.”

			“Yeah.”

			My forehead itches beneath the bandage. My elbows are all torn up. The side of my face is scratched, my cheek bruised enough it hurts when I talk. Lots of bruises have appeared in the last twenty-four hours. I feel like I was in a minor car accident, but I tell him I’m good, I’m fine. Alive. He says, “I’ll bet. I was surprised you were the one who went out there.”

			“Everyone was.”

			“Probably should’ve been me.”

			“Why would you even say that?”

			He smiles bitterly. “It’s my fault the Caspers are dead. I thought you’d heard. Trace is saying I almost had your blood on my hands too.”

			“They’re in mourning, Cary, that’s all.”

			“Everyone’s in mourning. There’s a whole world out there to mourn. The only difference is they got their parents a little longer than the rest of us. The only reason they survived as long as they did was because of me, and I⁠—” He flexes his fingers. “I’ve apologized to them and they’ve never once thanked me for getting them this far.”

			“They’re probably not going to.”

			“I’m not holding my breath.” He pauses. “Rhys told me.”

			“Rhys told you what?”

			You’re a murderer.

			“The man out there. What you did. Rhys said he was half crazed, that he would’ve jeopardized us if you brought him in. Now he’s⁠—he’s one of the strays.”

			So he turned.

			“Thank you, Cary,” I say.

			His eyes get so sad. His mouth trembles.

			“Let’s go back.”

			Everyone turns in my direction when I step into the auditorium, and that makes it feel more like high school than anything. Trace strides forward and hugs me, his grip crushing. He smells of the stale gym mats, the sickly sweet bathroom soap.

			Rhys says, “I went out there too, you know.”

			“And you got your pat on the back.” Trace lets me go, his cold eyes full of the warmth he usually reserves for Grace. “Thank you for what you did. Thank you for making sure it wasn’t our dad.”

			Is that what I did? What he asked me to do? A chill settles over me.

			I say, “Forget it.”

			I want everyone to forget it.

			“It means something to me that you tried. Unlike some people.”

			“Fuck you,” Cary says, weary.

			“Who’s got breakfast?” Rhys asks. “I did it yesterday. Not doing it today.”

			“Me,” Trace says. Another surprise. I don’t think Trace has served up breakfast once since we got here, and it’s not like there’s anything to prepare. It’s just throwing shit on a tray. He jogs over to the stage and leaps up, the curtain billowing as he disappears behind it.

			“Kitchen’s the other way,” Rhys calls. No sooner is it out of his mouth than Trace reappears with⁠—the whiskey. “Not exactly what I had in mind when I said breakfast.”

			“Why weren’t we drunk on this the day we found it?” Trace hops off stage. “It’s like Sloane said⁠—do we drink this because we’re alive, or when we’re sure we’re gonna die? Fuck tomorrow and the day after and the day after that.” He opens the bottle, lifts his arm to take a swig, and stops himself. He holds it out to Rhys and me. “It should be you two first. For what you did.”

			He pushes the bottle at us. Rhys takes the first shot, wincing, hissing. He passes the bottle to me. I take a swig and choke. It’s awful. Burns all the way down. Trace takes his turn, then Grace, who handles it better than all of us, and who grudgingly passes it to Cary, who does almost as well as her. Harrison has such a hard time with it, he grabs a juice box from the kitchen and sucks on the straw, his eyes watery from the coughing fit, looking too young to be alive.

			“Such a pussy,” Trace says fondly.

			Harrison sniffs. “Better than wasting it.”

			And then we realize this is it. As far as booze goes, at least.

			Trace sets the bottle on the floor and we have this convoluted discussion about how much we should drink, if we should just go for it or if, you know, moderation is the key.

			“It should be fair,” Cary says.

			“Fun isn’t always fair,” Trace returns.

			“Well, we’re not staying sober while you get wasted,” Rhys says.

			“Now that’s a good idea.” But no matter how hard he tries, Trace can’t rouse the rest of us into agreeing. I don’t know who says “drinking games” first but that’s how we all end up cross-legged on the floor in a circle playing Never Have I Ever. Trace seems really satisfied about this turn of events, so I’m assuming he has some kind of advantage over the rest of us.

			“Never have I ever skinny-dipped in Pearson Lake.” An awkward silence follows and Rhys and Cary drink. Trace smirks. “At the same time?”

			Rhys grabs the bottle from Cary. “Never have I ever cheated.”

			“On what?” Cary asks.

			“Anything. Anyone.”

			Everyone drinks except Harrison.

			“Never have I ever fucked around with anyone older than me,” Cary says.

			Trace. Rhys.

			Trace freaks when Grace takes a shot. “What? Who?” he asks. Grace smiles beatifically, and he says, “Wait. Forget it. I don’t want to know. Wait⁠—one of my friends? Oh, Jesus, was it Robbie?” Grace’s smile gets wider and wider until he can’t look at her anymore. “I hope he’s fucking dead.”

			“Never have I ever sexted,” Grace says. We all look at her. “What? It’s true. So tacky.”

			“Yeah, I hear that,” Rhys says. “What happened to love letters? Emails. Love emails.”

			“Email is over,” I say.

			“I just got a shiver when you said that,” Grace says. Lily showed me a dirty text message she got once. She said she didn’t know who it was from, but now I wonder. Something like I want to be inside you but worse because it actually read I want 2b inside u. It made me squirm.

			“What’s it like out there?” Harrison asks.

			I don’t understand what he’s asking or who he’s asking until I realize everyone’s gaze is divided between Rhys and me. I cast mine downward; I want him to handle it. But he knows that. He knows that and he’s still angry at me, because he says, “I don’t know. What do you think, Sloane?”

			“I don’t know either.”

			“Yes you do,” Trace says. “Tell us.”

			“Quiet.” Rhys and I say it in unison. We look at each other.

			“But not normal quiet,” he says. “I can’t even really describe it. It’s . . . bad.”

			“What about when they came for you?” Grace asks. “It’s not quiet then. Like, I don’t understand how either of you made it back. Rhys said you were outnumbered but you made it and⁠—” She stops and I know what she’s thinking. My parents were outnumbered. They didn’t. “You didn’t even get bitten.”

			“Came close,” I say.

			“Too close,” Cary mutters.

			“They’re . . . They don’t think like we do, you know that,” Rhys says. “It’s not like they work together. They’re animals. They were fighting each other for Sloane and they were getting in their own way. I just went at them while they were distracted. We got lucky.”

			“The girl was . . .” I can see her. The way she looked at me. Maybe Rhys is right⁠—she was just an animal. It was hunger that was in her eyes. But there was something else, something like . . . No⁠—I’m imagining it. I picture her again and this time it’s only hunger, nothing more complicated than that. So uncomplicated, I’d almost call it beautiful . . .

			“Were you scared?” Grace asks me.

			“I mean . . . I think when you know it’s really going to happen, that you’re actually going to die, just . . . a part of you just accepts it because there’s nothing else you can do.”

			“Probably helped that you were semiconscious,” Rhys says. “I bet you’d have felt differently if you were really awake.”

			“You think so? I don’t think so.”

			Trace lets out a low, impressed whistle.

			Grace says, “Well, I couldn’t⁠—I wouldn’t feel that way.”

			“Do you⁠—” Harrison stops. “Do you think they have souls?”

			“Oh, fuck,” Cary says. “Remember when we were playing Never Have I Ever? That was fun and this is turning out not to be.”

			Grace reaches for the bottle.

			“Never have I ever stolen from my parents.”

			“Really?” Trace asks.

			He takes a drink. I take a drink. Cary takes a drink. Rhys takes a drink. Even Harrison takes a drink. It’s so nothing, stealing from your parents. Money went missing from my dad’s wallet all the time and he never knew about it. It was the only way I could contribute to the plan, because he wouldn’t let me work before I turned eighteen. Lily was allowed, just not me. His rules were so fucking frustrating⁠—arbitrary. While she played checkout girl at Susan’s Super Mart, I stole. Lily told me it was too dangerous every time I handed the bills over, but she still took the money. For our escape.

			Our. Escape. Together.

			I press my finger against the bandage on my forehead until I feel the sour sting beneath. “Okay?” Rhys asks me. I lower my hand and nod. He contemplates the bottle next and then, after a long moment, says, “Never have I ever fallen in love.”

			Depressing. Trace and Grace are the only ones who drink. Cary avoids my eyes and it takes me a minute to figure out why: He had sex with Lily, but didn’t love her.

			I don’t know if that kind of thing makes more or less sense to me now.

			Cary grabs the bottle from Grace after she has her drink.

			“Are we even deciding turns right?” I ask, confused.

			“If we’re doing it wrong, who the fuck cares? We’re just sharing. That’s all this is.”

			“In that case,” Harrison says, “never have I ever had sex.”

			I know if I don’t drink, it’ll just be me and Harrison. I’m less ashamed of my virginity than I am of being tied by the same thread to him, so I take the bottle after Rhys has his go and take a longer pull off it than I should. I pass it to Grace, who has her hands out. Trace pretends to retch.

			“Sloane, you haven’t gone yet,” Rhys points out. “You’ve never . . . Never Have I Evered.”

			And then the bottle is back in my hands. I don’t know what to say, share. It’s funny how little I’ve actually done of the things that are supposed to matter⁠—rites of passage like kissing, sex, drugs⁠—but I’ve killed a man. I’ve done that. I close my eyes, but when I do, my brain feels liquid. I sort of hate it, but maybe it’s a fair trade-off because the booze has dulled all of my aches.

			“I’ve never . . .” I pick at the label. “Never have I ever . . .”

			“You’re thinking about it too long,” Trace says.

			“Never have I ever run away from home.”

			Cary drinks. When he was five, he explains. He didn’t want to clean his room. We go around and around like that, the questions getting inane, more perverted, as we do. The bottle seems endless and I feel sleepy and hot and I’ve lied to them all a lot because I guess I care what they think and I don’t even know why I care what they think. When Harrison passes on drink number who knows, Trace says, “Man, what have you done? You take drinks when you shouldn’t and you don’t drink when you should. You need to do something about your . . .” Oops. It’s not a sentence Trace should finish, but he does it anyway. “Life.”

			“How world weary were you at fourteen?” Rhys asks.

			“I’m not saying he should’ve fucked someone already,” Trace says generously. He’s smashed. “But I mean, Harrison, do you like⁠—do you even know what a kiss is? Like . . . do you need someone here to explain it to you just in case it happened and you didn’t know?”

			“Jesus, Trace,” Cary mutters. Out of all of us, he’s the most gone. Or experienced, I guess. He’s slumped over, and every so often he overbalances, barely catching himself before hitting the floor. “Would you shut the fuck up.”

			“I know what a kiss is,” Harrison says.

			“He’s fourteen,” Grace says, while Harrison sits there looking devastated. “Don’t be so hard on him, Trace.”

			“I’m fifteen,” Harrison says miserably.

			“Forget it, Harrison. Please.” Cary grabs the bottle. “It’s not a big deal.”

			“But it is. I’ve never⁠—I’ve never done anything. I’ve never had anything done to me⁠—”

			“Fucking stop.” Cary downs the whiskey, swishing it before swallowing. “Just stop.”

			Harrison presses his lips together, pushing his palms against the floor. He looks away and I get the impression that for the first time since he got here, he is really and truly trying his absolute hardest not to cry. It’s not halfhearted. He shakes with the effort.

			Even Trace is chastened by it.

			“I was just fucking with you, Harrison.”

			“No, you weren’t. It’s nothing. I thought it could be something, I mean, eventually. My life. I thought⁠—but I mean . . . it’s nothing. But I still want it to be something.” He sniffs. “That’s stupid, isn’t it? And now it’s too late to do anything about it.”

			No one tells Harrison he’s wrong. And then Grace scoots over to him, her face flushed. She wraps an arm around him and he starts to cry in earnest.

			“You have a lot of time,” she says.

			“No, I don’t.”

			“Yeah, you do.”

			“No⁠—”

			“Yeah! Yeah, you do. It’s okay. Look⁠—”

			She does something amazingly selfless and also very gross. She tilts Harrison’s face toward hers and gives him a sweet kiss on the lips, and it lasts long enough for him to taste her back, to move his mouth against hers. Trace regards her proudly.

			When it’s over, Harrison stares at her, awed.

			He’s stopped crying.

			Grace is all the good words.

			Cary struggles to his feet. “Ah, fuck you, Harrison.”

			“I didn’t do anything⁠—”

			“Yeah, you did.”

			“What the fuck is your problem?” Trace demands.

			“All he does is fucking cry and dwell and I⁠—I don’t want to fucking dwell. I’m sick of thinking about everything that’s gone fucking wrong. I just wanted to get totally fucked up and⁠—”

			“You’re there,” Rhys tells him.

			“It was just sharing,” I say. “That’s all he did.”

			“Yeah, but not⁠—” Cary gestures to Harrison, swaying precariously. “Not that. We didn’t need to hear it. I didn’t want to hear it. It’s fucking pathetic.”

			“I’m sorry,” Harrison says. “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

			“Maybe you don’t want to think about everything that’s gone fucking wrong because then you’d have to admit your fucking part in it,” Trace snaps. “Maybe that’s what’s not clicking⁠—”

			“Lemme guess. The next words out of your mouth are going to be something about your dead parents that I killed because I’m a murderer.”

			“Yeah, something like that. Exactly like that, actually.”

			Trace holds Cary’s gaze, unblinking. Cary caves first and he does it in a way I don’t expect, that I don’t think any of us expect. He curls his hand into a fist and presses it against his forehead.

			“You think I wanted this.”

			“Cary,” Grace starts. “Don’t⁠—”

			“You actually think I wanted to be left with you guys without them.” He laughs. “You think I wanted that? Really?” He falters, lowering his hand. “I didn’t. I didn’t. Because I loved the idea of⁠—I loved the idea of them. Trace, it shouldn’t have been them, you’re right. It should have been⁠—”

			I wait for him to finish even though I know he’s never going to finish. It should have been me. Cary changes for me in that instant. From the boy who knows how to survive to the boy who thinks he should’ve died. He’s become someone I understand. He shakes his head and weaves out of the auditorium. He’s through with us, with everything. I want to follow after him, tell him he’s not alone.

			I want to ask him how we can help each other.

			Grace catches my eye. She opens her mouth and closes it and then she looks away. She doesn’t seem happy anymore. Someone should do something. I guess it could be me.

			I stand and the world tilts.

			“I’ll find him,” I say.

			“Don’t,” Trace says. “Let him rot.”

			“I’ll go with you,” Rhys says.

			He’s surer on his feet than I am and when we leave the auditorium, I end up following him. He knows where to find Cary. The library. He’s at one of the tables, his head resting in his arms.

			“Just leave me alone,” he slurs. “Please.”

			“Let us take you back to your mat,” Rhys says.

			“Mat. I don’t even have a bed anymore. None of us have beds anymore. You realize this, right? We can’t go home. There are no more beds.” He raises his head, glassy eyed. “We can’t go home, Sloane.”

			“That’s okay with me.”

			“Why? This is the alternative.”

			“Okay. Enough.” Rhys hauls him to his feet. Cary pushes off him and says, “I am not going back to the auditorium⁠—”

			“Nurse’s office, then.”

			Cary needs an arm around each of us to stay upright. It’s slow going, his legs seemingly moving independently of each other. As we pass a random classroom, he detours inside to puke in a garbage can.

			“Better,” he mumbles. After that, he is a little better. He just wants to pass out, he tells us. When we reach the nurse’s office, he flops on the cot. Rhys unties his shoes.

			“I’m a murderer,” Cary says. “I. Am. A. Murderer.”

			“No, you’re drunk. Sleep it off.”

			But I want him to finish what he was going to say in the auditorium.

			I want to hear someone else say they’ve given up.

			I want Rhys to hear it.

			“It should’ve been you, right? That’s what you were going to say.”

			Rhys gives me an unforgiving look. “Sloane, shut up.”

			“What? No.” Cary blinks. “No. It should’ve been . . . Harrison.”

			“Jesus. That poor kid can’t catch a break,” Rhys says.

			“We didn’t even know him.” Cary sits back up with difficulty. “We found him and we didn’t know him and it turns out he went to this fucking school? He was nothing. Even now, he’s nothing. Everyone else⁠—everyone else⁠—we knew.” He leans forward, his head almost to his knees. “It should have been Harrison.”

			“You’d feel just as bad as you do now if it had been.”

			“No one would’ve held it against me if it’d been Harrison, though.”

			Cary’s breathing deepens. For a second I think he’s passed out sitting up, but then his shoulders start to shake. Rhys silently begs me to do something, like I should know what to do. I think I’d need to be a lot drunker than I am to have any idea of how to help him.

			“Cary⁠—”

			“The alley was swarmed,” Cary says. My heart stops. “I knew it was swarmed.”

			“Cary,” Rhys says.

			“But we were running out of time. It was the only way to the school and none of us knew Harrison.”

			“Cary, shut up.”

			He looks up at us with red-rimmed eyes.

			“Bait,” he says simply.

			“Cary.”

			“The Caspers just fucking ran for it before I could do anything. They couldn’t wait and I . . . couldn’t stop them. I couldn’t say I lied. But it wasn’t supposed to be them. It was supposed to be Harrison. I set it all up, but it was supposed to be Harrison⁠—”

			His mouth twists as his guilt overwhelms him. Then he starts to sob. He cries so hard I think he’ll be sick again. He cries so hard it makes me feel sick.

			He knew that the alley was swarmed.

			Harrison was bait.

			And I remember⁠—

			Cary looking down that alley and then turning back to us, telling us it was clear, and the Caspers . . . the Caspers rushing ahead. They wanted to get to the school so badly, they were so eager for its walls, the shelter. So eager to keep them and their children safe. I can hear Mrs. Casper, just before she went: Thank God one thing’s finally gone right.

			She sounded so relieved.

			And then⁠—

			“Cary,” Rhys says.

			“Go. Just get the fuck away from me⁠—”

			Rhys doesn’t need more incentive than that. He grabs my hand and pulls me out of the room. He shuts the door and stares at Cary through its window.

			“We can’t tell anyone about this.”

			“I know.”

			“I’m serious, Sloane. We can’t⁠—”

			“I know.”

			We make our way down the hall together, back to the auditorium. I’m terrified they’ll somehow see what I’ve heard on my face. I lean against a locker.

			“You okay?” he asks.

			“Gimme a minute.”

			“Whiskey and head trauma don’t really go, huh.”

			“I don’t want to be around you right now.”

			My meanness surprises the boy who told me to kill myself but wouldn’t let me.

			He stalks off.

			Dad never went after Lily. She was nineteen, legally an adult, but he was so furious, I never understood why he didn’t just go to the cops, say she stole from him or something, make the whole thing so hard for her . . . But maybe as long as he still had someone to hurt, he could let her be.

			Cary wanted to use Harrison as bait and the Caspers got in the way.

			Grace said her parents thought Cary should stand in front of them. Expendable.

			The man outside. He didn’t mean anything to me.

			Was I expendable?

			Was I Lily’s bait?

			I go to the bathroom and splash water on my face. When I finally make it back to the auditorium, I stretch out on my mat, staring at nothing. Grace sits on the mat next to mine while Trace and Harrison share a bag of chips.

			Harrison, who was supposed to die.

			“How bad is he?”

			“What?” I ask. “Who?”

			“Cary,” she says.

			My headache worsens.

			“He was crying.”

			“Really?”

			“I’ve never seen anyone cry like that before. Not even Harrison.”

			She considers it. “But he’s wasted.”

			“And when he wasn’t, he told you he was sorry. How many times does he have to say it?”

			“I know he is, but⁠—”

			“But what?”

			Grace hesitates. “That man out there . . . before he knew for sure, Trace said it was our dad. After we knew it wasn’t, he said it meant he could still be alive because if that man got to the school after all this time, so could Dad. He’s so happy right now, Sloane. You see it, right? He’s not angry.”

			“You know that’s not what I meant when I⁠—”

			“I can’t take that away from him.”

			And I can’t deal with this. Her. My head. Trace. Rhys. Cary. Harrison is supposed to be dead. I’m supposed to be dead. I rest my arm over my eyes. It doesn’t help.

			There’s no buzz anymore, if there ever was.

			Eventually, the sun goes down.

			We call it a night long before that.

			
			⁠

			The nightmare loses me to the whiskey sleep. My mind blanketed by the booze, it has trouble finding me. It searches me out, circling the perimeter of the room, hesitating at the foot of each of the mats . . .

			Trace . . .

			Grace . . .

			“Sloane.”

			SLOANE⁠—

			I moan, clawing my way through the darkness, back to the auditorium’s darkness, opening my eyes in time to see a large shadow steal past the door.

			The sound of footsteps, faint, down the hall.

			I press my palm against my chest, my head throbbing, my mouth bone dry. Did I see that? Hear it? I fumble over to Grace.

			“Grace.” I shake her shoulder. “Grace.”

			“Sloane?” She squints. “What’s wrong?”

			“Am I awake?”

			“What?”

			“I mean, did you hear something?”

			She rubs her face. “I was asleep. What’s going on?”

			“Nothing. I’m sorry. Go back to sleep.”

			“Sloane . . .”

			“Forget it.”

			“No, what was⁠—”

			“It’s nothing. I’m sorry. I think I was having a nightmare.”

			She glares at me through half-lidded eyes.

			“Go back to sleep,” she says.

			I should, but I can’t because I heard . . .

			Nothing.

			I sit on my mat for a long moment, then I’m back on my feet. I grab a flashlight and walk to the bathroom, where I stand at a sink, my palms resting on the hot and cold taps. How much water is left in the tank? How much did they use up in the shower trying to get all the infected blood off me? How much was in it when we got here? I turn the sink on, cupping my hands under the stream, then splash my face, the last of the whiskey washed away. I keep the tap running for a minute, just listening, even though I shouldn’t. For some reason, the sound of the wasted water makes me think of birds singing. Are there birds anymore? Stupid thought. Of course there are. I turn the water off. Instead of heading back to the auditorium, I wander in the opposite direction, where I thought I heard the footsteps go.

			I don’t know why I need to chase this nightmare.

			I end up at the back of the school, facing the barricade before the athletic field. I get as close to the doors as I possibly can, squeezing past the desks and shelves that nearly take up the width of the hall. I rest my head against the door, listening.

			I can’t hear anything outside.

			It’s been so quiet since the gas station.

			I wonder what the house looks like now. I miss my room, my bed, how I slept with the window open in the summer for the comforting sounds of the cars going by, the leaves on the maple outside rustling against each other when the wind was just right . . .

			Someone moves behind me, nearby.

			I whirl around. My hip connects with the edge of a desk and I yelp. For a second, the pain obliterates my senses, but when they return, I see a man at the door to my old English class.

			Oh my God.

			No.

			No, I’m asleep.

			I squeeze my eyes shut.

			Open them.

			He’s still here.

			“Dad? Dad⁠—”

			The man stiffens, then begins a slow turn toward me, but if I see him, the world is going to come down. I turn the flashlight off and struggle my way out from behind the barricade, running back to the auditorium, and then I’m at Grace’s side, shaking her awake again.

			“Grace, wake up, wake up, please, please, please. There’s someone out there, there’s someone in the school⁠—”

			
			⁠

			Grace and I huddle together on her mat while Cary, Rhys, Harrison, and Trace search the school.

			They shuffle in about an hour later. Cary is very hungover, and judging by the look on his face, so not impressed. I don’t care. I pick at my fingernails, trying not to lose it even more.

			No one else is here, they tell me.

			No one.

			“It’s just us.” Cary rubs his eyes. “Jesus, I could have used twelve more hours, Sloane.”

			I rest my head against my knees.

			“It’s okay.” Grace rubs my back, her warmth going straight to the deadest parts of me. “It was probably a nightmare.”

			“How’s your head feel?” Rhys asks.

			“Fuck off,” I mutter, forgetting the only two people who know that me and Rhys aren’t cool right now are me and Rhys. I feel Grace’s surprise.

			“I’m just saying⁠—”

			“It’s not that.”

			But maybe it is that.

			“Has it happened before?” Grace asks.

			I’m not quick enough to deny it. And then she starts in with this delicate line of questioning: When? Where were you? How did you feel? I go as far back as the nurse’s office in my recounting, but I don’t tell them who I thought it was.

			“No one could get in,” Cary says. “We made sure.”

			“Sorry,” I say.

			He crouches in front of me. His closeness sends Grace to her feet. There’s this moment before she goes, though, where their eyes meet.

			“You’ve been hurt. You got scared,” he says. “It happens.”

			It happened.

			Everyone treats me way too nicely after that. I last about half the morning in their company, trying to act more okay than I feel, when the whole charade gets to be too much. I excuse myself, deciding to retrace my steps to prove I was wrong about last night, to kill that small, mousy part of me that believes otherwise, that called his name. I’m all of five minutes alone before Rhys shows. I want to tell him to go the hell away, but what does it matter. He’ll always be here. All of us will always be here.

			This place is a coffin.

			“Had this thought you’re trying to scare us out of here,” Rhys says. “You’re not fucking with us just so you can find some new dramatic way to leave, are you?” I don’t answer and he studies me. “If you’re not lying, it could be a concussion or something. Underneath that bandage, you’re missing a chunk of your forehead. It’s probably going to scar.”

			“Why are you here?” I ask him.

			“Why are you?” he asks back.

			I reach the door to my English class, where I saw the man⁠—thought I saw him⁠—and step inside. The room is an artifact now. One of the few we haven’t yet disturbed. Baxter’s class was hard to coast in. He was always pushing us to give a little more. This place, he insisted, was for open dialogue, but it never felt like he had anything interesting to say. He leaned white and male with the classics for the most part, only grudgingly expanding the class reading list after people complained . . . There’s a notice for BAXTER’S  BOOK  CLUB taped to the wall.

			TOPIC  OF  THE  MONTH:  CATHERINE  &  HEATHCLIFF.
IS  IT  TRUE  LOVE  OR  INCEST?

			Taped to the top of the chalkboard is the neon-yellow poster he kept up all year:

			KILL  YOUR  TELEVISION

			I move down the aisles of desks, touching my hands to each of them as I pass, feeling weirdly nostalgic. I didn’t like this class, but I don’t want to forget its function, how it used to be. I sit at Mr. Baxter’s desk while Rhys watches. There’s an open agenda on it. Who even uses things like these anymore? I flip to a random page and see an appointment for the dentist, but underneath that it says Madeline this morning: red nightgown, and I’m overcome by how personal these five words are. It reminds me of Lily telling me how our mom used the calendar on the bulletin board in the kitchen like a diary. Appointments noted, yes, but also little tidbits like Girls fought⁠—Sloane took Lily’s dolls! Lily said Mom saved them all, and I asked Dad about them once, but he wouldn’t tell me where he kept them, or even if he did.

			“Guilt,” Rhys says.

			I look up. “What?”

			“The man you thought you saw. I bet it’s because you feel guilty about the guy outside.”

			“Oh, really.”

			“Look, I’m not being an asshole,” he says. “I’m just saying maybe that’s why you thought you saw someone. Like it’s . . . stress.”

			“But I don’t feel guilty about the man,” I say, which is a lie, but this is true: “I’m jealous of him.”

			It’s satisfying to give voice to it just to hear my own conviction.

			Rhys can’t hide how sick he finds it. Me.

			“He’s turned, Sloane. He’s out there right now.”

			“I know.”

			Rhys has lost weight. I notice it when he steps forward and the gray light from the transoms falls across his face. It’s gaunter than I remember it being.

			We’re wasting away.

			“So you really think there’s nothing left for us.”

			“I think there’s nothing left for me. I don’t think that for everyone else.”

			“So what do they have that you don’t at this point?”

			I press my lips together. I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I don’t want to talk about how everyone has something even if they don’t really have it anymore, that what they had makes them strong enough for this, to keep going. There’s no point.

			“Guilt,” Rhys repeats.

			“I didn’t see that man. It was⁠—”

			Shut up. Shut up.

			“Who did you think it was?”

			I shake my head.

			“Sloane.”

			“My dad. I thought⁠—him.”

			“I thought he was dead.”

			“I hope he is. I wish it.”

			I make him speechless and it’s a nicer feeling than it should be. He doesn’t get how I could sit here and say something like that and mean it. But why would he. His homelife was probably . . . not like mine. I bet even the worst parts of it were better than mine.

			Cary appears in the doorway and immediately zeroes in on us.

			“Jesus. I’ve been looking all over for you both,” he says. “I just want to get this out of the way now. What I said yesterday⁠—”

			“No one’s going to say anything,” I tell him.

			“Okay.” He closes his eyes briefly. “Okay. Good.”

			I flip Baxter’s agenda open and closed while they just stand there, watching. Flip to the first page. Nick Baxter. Email and cell phone number. Home address. Nick Baxter.

			Nick.

			“Oh,” I say.

			“What?” Rhys asks.

			Oh . . . no.

			I stand. I round Baxter’s desk, pure instinct guiding me, my brain lighting up in a way it never has before. I move along the back of the room, to the supply closet there. I open the door and the world shatters to pieces, but when it comes back together, the picture is all wrong.

			Mr. Baxter.

			He’s curled on the floor, asleep.

			That unflappable figure that stood over all of us and tried, unfailingly, to make us care enough to learn has been ravaged by the world outside, a vague impression of the man we once knew. He’s thin and wiry, wearing a suit that’s ripped, stained with blood and muck. His light-brown hair is matted with it. His face is so drawn and pale that if he wasn’t breathing, I’d think he was dead.

			But he’s here and he’s alive.

			“Get the gun, Sloane,” Cary hisses.

			“What?”

			“The gun⁠—get it!”

			There’s a handgun resting in Baxter’s lap, angled toward me. I reach forward as his eyes twitch, making a grab for it just before they open. I jump back and then Rhys is next to me, ripping it from me. It makes me realize all the things I can do with a gun. A gun. Rhys has a gun. We have a gun. No, Baxter has a gun. It’s Baxter’s gun. This is Baxter’s classroom. Is this Baxter’s school? Does he have more right to it than we do because he’s a teacher here? Was a teacher here?

			I don’t know what matters anymore, what is the most important thing.

			Baxter is alive.

			He’s in this school with us, alive.

			“Holy shit,” Rhys says.

			“How the hell did he get in?” Cary asks.

			He strides forward and kicks Baxter in the legs. Hard.

			“Cary⁠—”

			Baxter groans. Cary uses his foot to nudge him in the side.

			“Baxter⁠—Mr. Baxter,” Cary says. Baxter is fully conscious, stares at us vacantly until fleeting recognition passes over his face. He opens his mouth to speak but Cary cuts him off. “How did you get in here? You have to tell us how you got in⁠—”

			“You found me,” Baxter rasps. “I wondered when you’d find me . . .”

			“How did you get in here?”

			“My gun⁠—where is my gun⁠—”

			Rhys hides it behind his back.

			Cary crouches down and takes Baxter’s face in his hands.

			“Mr. Baxter, listen to me: How. Did. You. Get. In. Here?”

			Baxter stares at Cary for a long time.

			“I don’t know,” he says. He goes slack. Cary lets go and steps back as Baxter slumps into nothing. The dull sound of his breathing fills the room.

			
			⁠

			Baxter is weak.

			We’ve been eating, sleeping, and fighting⁠—playing drinking games⁠—while he’s been outside running, starving, seeking shelter in the least obvious places he can find. “Surviving,” he says, and the word is bitter out of his mouth. We help him to the table and give him a can of peaches he’s so grateful to have. He slurps them down, then throws them up. We give him water and he throws it up too. My stomach turns as I help Rhys clean up the bile mess of undigested fruit. He glances at me. He looks sick too, but not for the same reason.

			“The barricades are absolutely incredible.”

			Coherence is gaining ground, though I wouldn’t say Baxter’s completely with us. There were baby sips of water, one peach slice, then two. He sits at the table, slight color in his face, staring at the misshapen mountain of desks and tables against the door. He calls them a testament to our teenage ingenuity. I only see our desperation, our fear.

			“Look how safe we are,” he says.

			“But we’re not safe,” Cary says. This will be the thousandth time he tries to direct Baxter’s attention to the most urgent matter at hand. “If you got in, those things can too.”

			“I know.”

			“Then you know it’s life and death. We need to know how you got in.”

			“I can’t . . . I can’t recall.”

			“But you remember being in this school,” Rhys says. “Not getting in, but being here after you got in.”

			“Just pieces. I remember seeing Ms. Price . . .” But does he remember standing over me in the nurse’s office and putting his hand on my face? I want to ask why he did that, but I don’t think I want to know. “It all feels like⁠—it all feels like the same day.” He licks his cracked lips, his mouth bloody at the corners. “Every day feels the same.”

			“You could’ve shown yourself,” Rhys says.

			“You outnumber me and I didn’t know what you’d been through. How long you were here . . . what you were capable of.”

			“We’re not infected,” Harrison assures him. “We wouldn’t have hurt you.”

			Mr. Baxter looks at Harrison in total wonderment and then he laughs. It’s a bad sound.

			“Does the water still work? The tank still has water in it?”

			“Yeah,” Trace says. “Do you know how full it was before this started?”

			Baxter shakes his head.

			“Mr. Baxter?” Grace steps tentatively forward. “What’s it like out there? Is it⁠—is it much worse than it was? Or is it getting better at all?”

			“Sometimes it seems safer than it is. They wait, now. If they can’t find life, they seem to wait for it. It’s quieter, but no . . . it’s not safer.”

			Rhys and I exchange a glance. The quiet.

			“What do they eat?” I ask. “When there are no people?”

			“Animals. Anything living.”

			“You seriously can’t remember how you got in?” Cary asks.

			“Cary,” Grace snaps. “Just give him a minute⁠—”

			“A minute could be the difference between us being ripped apart⁠—”

			“The gun,” Baxter interrupts. “If something happens, it should help. Where is it?”

			“You know what? Mr. Baxter needs a minute, you’re right,” Cary says. “We’ll talk about it later. Rhys, Sloane, I want to search the first floor. I doubt he scaled the wall and got in through the roof. Right, Mr. B.?”

			“Right,” Baxter echoes.

			“So we’ll find it and we’ll seal it.” Cary turns to the others. Trace regards him with contempt. Cary’s directive has to be something he can’t argue with. “Make sure Mr. Baxter has everything he needs. Mr. Baxter, I want you to work as hard as you can to remember in the meantime.”

			“Amazing,” Baxter calls after us. “If only you’d shown that kind of initiative in my class, Mr. Chen.”

			“You’re sounding better by the second, sir,” Cary replies without looking back. When we hit the hall, he mouths, Library, and Rhys and I head one way and Cary heads the other. I don’t know why we can’t go together. Cary gets there before us. He’s combing the room for Baxter’s potential entrance.

			“It’s not here,” he says, frustrated. “Rhys, you hid the gun?”

			“Yeah. It’s⁠—” Rhys’s eyes flit to me. “I’ll show you later.”

			Cary raises his eyebrow, but he doesn’t pursue it.

			“I don’t trust him,” he says.

			“Cary, you don’t like him,” I say. “You never did. He never liked you.”

			“Yeah, and that has nothing to do with this. This is fucked. We have to timeline it. He hasn’t been here since we got here, right?”

			“I don’t think so,” I say. “I think he got in before Rhys and I went out . . . I mean, not by days or anything. I’m talking minutes, or maybe half an hour to an hour, I don’t know.”

			“Why do you think that?”

			“The man outside. He called for Nick over and over. Mr. Baxter’s first name is Nick.”

			We sit with that for a moment, and then Rhys says, “So if he got here with that guy, he left him out there to die. Something must have happened between them.”

			“But that man was unconscious when we found him,” I say. “We thought he was dead. Maybe Mr. Baxter did too and went on without him.”

			“Or maybe Baxter hurt him,” Cary suggests.

			“He wouldn’t do that,” I say.

			“Why not? He hasn’t said anything about the guy outside yet. If it was innocent, why wouldn’t he just get it out of the way and say so?”

			“He’s hardly said anything. He’s out of it. Shell shocked.”

			“Is he, though?” Rhys asks.

			“Wait.” I can’t keep up with this. “You think he’s faking?”

			“You really think he doesn’t know how he got in this school?” Rhys looks at me, bewildered, like he can’t believe I haven’t come to the same conclusions they have in the hour since we found Baxter. “How do you forget something like that?”

			“Why would he do that?”

			“Who knows why anyone does anything now.” Cary looks past me and Rhys, to the door. There’s no one there but he lowers his voice anyway. “If he’s had really bad experiences with other survivors, this is leverage. He needs to make sure we trust him.”

			“We keep him around no matter what, hoping it’ll come to him.” Rhys nods. “When he’s sure he’s safe here, he tells us or . . . he holds it over our heads for the entire time.”

			“He thinks he can just come in and take over,” Cary mutters.

			“We’ve been in this room, what, ten minutes and we’re already saddling the guy with a bunch of sinister motivations,” I say. “This is our English teacher. Someone we know.”

			“We all know each other and we don’t trust each other,” Cary says. “The only people I trust in this building are you two. The rest are dead weight.”

			“But maybe . . .” I grope for some kind of explanation for Baxter’s behavior that seems more human, but I also don’t know how it isn’t. “Maybe Baxter was going to come to the school with the guy outside but they got separated or he really did think the guy was dead. Maybe he’s so traumatized he can’t remember how he got in. Why isn’t that possible?”

			They’re disappointed in me for wanting to believe it’s possible. I don’t know why I don’t just believe what they believe, why I’m defending Baxter when I can’t defend his hand on my face. Or maybe it’s because his hand was on my face that I don’t want to believe what they believe . . .

			“What?” Rhys asks me.

			I cross my arms and shake my head.

			“Whatever,” Cary says. “None of that matters yet. The only thing that matters right now is how he got in.”
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			We can’t find it.

			We look everywhere. Scour classrooms, offices, storage closets. Under the stage. Behind the bleachers. We terrify ourselves in the black hole of the school basement, navigating its monstrous shadows⁠—stacked desks, chairs, old shelves, broken equipment, and old tech. The barricades remain undisturbed. There’s no way Baxter got past them. I halfheartedly double-check the closet we found him in, like it might have some secret passageway, but it doesn’t. Of course it doesn’t. Cary heads back to the auditorium, wringing his hands, trying to figure out some good way to break bad news. Rhys wanders off and I can tell he’s taking it hard. We survived outside once, then again despite my better efforts. Inside, we believed we were safe, but we’ve never been safe.

			I don’t want to die today.

			I find him in the gym. He places a cigarette between his lips, then brings a lighter to it, sparking the flame. It illuminates the sharp lines of his face before the smoke drifts upward, lazily haloing his head. He doesn’t say anything to me but, when he exhales, takes care to turn away. I’m struck by how attractive he makes it look, but he always made it look that way. He holds the pack out and I shake my head. He half crumples it, shoves it in his pocket.

			“That was always your thing,” I say.

			“Always meant to quit. Then the world ended. What do you want, Sloane?”

			“If Baxter got in here two days ago, that means however he got in here has been there since we got here. And none of the dead found their way in.”

			“You trying to make me feel better?”

			“Where did you hide the gun?”

			“I’m not telling you.”

			“Promise I won’t shoot myself in the face.”

			“Why should I take you at your word? You threw yourself into a horde of those fucking things. Blowing a bullet through your skull seems way less hardcore. It’s that much easier for you.”

			“What would you do with my body?” I ask. He flinches. I’ve crossed some line. “Oh, what? It’s okay for you to be so candid with me?” I stare at the Rams banners, debating it. “Couldn’t just leave it here to decompose. That would probably be unsafe. Taking it outside would be even more dangerous.”

			“It must actually thrill you that there’s a secret way in here,” Rhys shoots back. “That one day we could wake up and be totally surrounded⁠—”

			“The way you look at things is so uncomplicated.”

			“So sorry, I’ve got you all wrong.” He raises his hands. “I take it back. You’re not thrilled.”

			“I’m not anything.”

			“You’re so fucking tragic, Sloane.” He drops the cigarette on the floor and grinds it out with his heel. “Wasn’t your dad, though, was it.”

			I don’t say anything. He keeps his eyes on me until I’m so uncomfortable I feel I have to be the first of us to leave to win this moment between us, so I do.

			When Baxter starts nodding off at the table, Trace and Cary carry him to the couch. We’ll have to get a mat for him, Cary says, but I don’t like the idea of sharing the room. We tiptoe around his inert body, not talking, not even whispering. He’s leveled the vibe. Harrison is the only one who seems happy about it. Out of all of us, he should be the one most devastated about this new, unknown way into the school, but this is how Harrison thinks: Baxter will recover, and then he’ll take care of us. He’ll take care of us because we’re kids and he’s an adult.

			After a while, Baxter starts awake.

			“The radio,” he says groggily.

			“You’ve heard it?” Trace asks.

			“Once. Has it changed?”

			Trace switches it on. It’s static for a few minutes and then⁠—

			“. . . not a test . . .”

			Baxter holds up his hand.

			Trace turns it off.

			Around dinner, Baxter claims the seat at the head of the table. His eyes track Harrison and Grace as they bring in two trays. I’m starting to understand Cary and Rhys’s wariness. That’s Cary’s seat, and it’s one of the best chairs. Did Baxter choose it without thinking or was it a subtle assertion of his authority over us? A reminder of what he knows, and what we don’t.

			“So you banded together. Got here all by yourselves. You survived.”

			“Not all of us,” Trace says. “Our parents. We lost them.”

			“I’m so sorry to hear that. How?”

			“Excuse me?”

			“How did they die?”

			Cary is reaching for a bag of chips when Baxter asks. He freezes, just for a second, and then grabs it and rips it open, his cheeks reddening. I notice Baxter clock it, but he doesn’t say anything.

			“It was⁠—” Trace starts, and I brace for his tearing into Cary something fierce, but he doesn’t, and when I look, Grace’s hand is on his arm.

			“We were overwhelmed,” she says. “That’s all.”

			“That happens.” Baxter takes a rice cake, studies it, his expression near reverent. We haven’t looked at food that way since . . . the second day. “Did you try the community center?”

			“Yeah,” Harrison says. “Almost didn’t make it.”

			“We thought it would be safe,” Trace says. “I guess everyone did. It was the first place we headed, right? First one gone. If we had known, we wouldn’t have even tried.”

			“We made the same mistake,” Baxter says.

			“We?” I ask.

			He closes his eyes. “We could stay here for so long if we wanted to. Even if the water tank goes, there’s bottled. We could stay here as long as it takes for help to come. That’s what we could do. What we should do. Until help comes.”

			“Or the dead find the way you got in,” Cary says.

			Baxter opens his eyes. “Is that what you call them?”

			“That’s what they are.”

			“Are they?”

			“They don’t have a heartbeat,” Rhys says.

			“They move. They see. They hear. They feed.”

			“They don’t have souls,” Rhys says, but it sounds like there’s a question at the end of it.

			“And what does that mean to you, Mr. Moreno?”

			“It means there’s nothing human left in any of them.”

			“What’s human left in us?” Baxter returns. “If it’s a question of morality, they’re at the mercy of what’s happened to them. We still have choices.”

			“That’s not what I⁠—”

			Rhys stops, unsettled.

			“This one of your open dialogues, Mr. B.?” Cary asks.

			Baxter smiles, but just barely. “Must be.”

			“What do you think they are?” Harrison asks him.

			“It’s clearly some sort of virus. They’re sick. They’re the infected.”

			“And if they get in,” Cary says, “we’ll be the infected too.”

			“They won’t.”

			“So you remember?”

			Baxter shakes his head. “I just know that where we are and what we have is better than what’s out there. We should hang on to this as long as possible.”

			Everyone murmurs in agreement and picks at their food. Baxter watches me from across the table. I pick up a granola bar and then set it back down, my appetite gone, and he’s still watching me. My gaze drifts to his hand. He follows my gaze, then curls his fingers, just slightly.

			I stand abruptly.

			“I’m just⁠—I’m going to go to the bathroom.”

			“Me too,” Grace says.

			She hovers while I splash water on my face, asks if I’m okay.

			“I’m short-circuiting. I don’t know.”

			I press my head against the mirror.

			Cold.

			“Can I get you anything?”

			“No. I just don’t want to go back out there yet. Baxter’s freaking me out.”

			“I don’t like this, Sloane.” At first, I think she’s talking about Baxter too, but she’s not. “What if the infected find their way inside? I mean, what if it is my dad or my mom the next time? What if they come in and they⁠—they’re . . .”

			“Grace, the odds of that happening⁠—”

			“Must be as good as the odds of Baxter getting in here, right?”

			There’s nothing I can say.

			Her eyes get bright with tears. “God, when will this stop feeling so bad?”

			I stare at my reflection.

			“I don’t think it does. I think it’s just going to be like this.”

			She rips a swath of paper towels from the dispenser and dabs her eyes. “I want to be less of a mess. I sneak in here, like, ten times a day to cry. But I’m trying to be more like you. Like how you told me to be.”

			“What are you talking about?”

			She crumples the paper and tosses it into the garbage. “You’re right about Trace. About Cary. I know you are. And every time there’s literally anything I can do about it, I don’t. It’s so fucking weak. But you⁠—you see things how they are and you’re not afraid to call it. I need to be like that. Strong.”

			“You’re giving me way too much credit, Grace.”

			“I’m not.”

			“It’s not⁠—you’re not weak.” I can’t believe she thinks I’m strong. That this is strength. “You have more. You have Trace. It makes a difference. Everything you do has to be for him, even the stuff he doesn’t think you’re doing for him. Whatever I said, it’s easier said than done.”

			“I should still be able to do it,” she says. “Some student council president.”

			“I’d vote for you. Again.” We look at each other in the glass. “You’re all the good words.” She shakes her head. “I mean it, Grace.” I swallow. “You’re so good. That’s better than strong. You’re how we should be but we can’t . . . But it’s nice to know it’s still possible.”

			“I thought you hated me,” she says.

			“What?”

			“Sophomore year. The sleepover.”

			My breath catches at the words I’ve so longed to hear. The sleepover. My fingers tingle, a hint of warmth spreading outward from my chest, even as I slowly comprehend what she’s actually saying. She thought I hated her. How could she think I hated her?

			She sees the surprise, the question on my face.

			“You totally iced me out,” she says, and I shake my head. She iced me out. “I called your house and your sister told me to back off. That you didn’t want to talk to me anymore. I could never figure out what I did . . . So what did I do, Sloane?”

			A flicker, a memory⁠—

			Coming home from Grace’s house to Dad waiting for me. To Lily, waiting after. Lily, sitting on the edge of my bed while I lay across it, breathing through the grip of new bruises. The pain. He’d been so vicious that day. I kept waiting for her hands to find me, to take care of me, to tell me to breathe, Sloane. Breathe. To tell me everything we’d do when we were free. But she wouldn’t touch me. I had to beg her to look at me, and when she did, she seemed so . . .

			“I didn’t know she did that,” I say. “I swear I didn’t know Lily did that.”

			I don’t know what happens to us if someone finds out. So don’t let anyone find out.

			“So you don’t hate me.”

			“Never, Grace. I⁠—never.”

			“Okay,” she says. I lean against the sink, scrubbing my hand across my face. After a second, Grace’s voice comes again: “Where is she now? Lily?”

			“Ran away. Six months ago.”

			“Oh, God.” Her sympathy, her pity, is more than I can stand. “I’m so sorry, Sloane. I can’t even imagine being here without Trace, and you two were close like we are . . .”

			“Were.” I pull at a strand of my hair. I want to rip it out. I want to climb onto the roof and jump off it. I want to bash my head against the mirror until it breaks. “Past tense. It’s fine.”

			Grace stares at me with a kind of admiration, like this is further proof of my strength, like I’m more than what I am. Like I’m not thinking of a thousand different ways I could finish this all right now and trying to remember whose sake it’s for that I don’t.

			
			⁠

			Cary and Rhys enlist the others for one last search before dark. They’re going to brief them all on what we’ve managed to piece together⁠—the possibility that Baxter’s lying. What he may or may not have done to the man outside. I stay behind because Cary said it would keep Baxter from getting suspicious of our suspicion of him and Rhys said it might make him even more suspicious and then suspicious stopped seeming like a real word.

			The minutes crawl by, the two of us alone.

			Baxter watches me from the couch.

			“Get me some water?” he asks.

			I don’t know why he can’t do it for himself, but I get it for him. When I set the bottle beside him, he grabs my wrist. The strength of his grip is startling.

			He says, “You’re hurt in a way the others aren’t. Did they do this to you?”

			I slowly realize what he’s suggesting. “No.”

			He holds my gaze, then he lets me go.

			I return to my mat, rubbing my wrist.

			“It’s good that you’ve found people you can trust.”

			“Yeah.”

			“That’s rare at a time like this.”

			“Is it?”

			“I think so,” he says. “Panic reduces people to ruin. Cortege is gone . . . Most of its residents. And the people who are left aren’t . . . won’t be . . . they won’t be good. That’s not how you survive, by being good. But . . . you all must be good. And yet you made it this far.” I want to ask him about the man outside, if he was good. He laughs a little. “So you must be the exception.”

			He winces and leans forward, exhaling through his teeth.

			“You okay, Mr. Baxter?”

			“I’m fine.” He straightens, his eyes watery. Drums his fingers on his knees. “You all address me like I’m still your teacher.”

			“We don’t have to⁠—”

			“It’s fine. I can still be your teacher . . . I’m still your teacher. If they hurt you, Sloane, you can tell me. We can figure out what to do. You don’t have to pretend that they’re good.”

			It’s so strange to hear him say that now. I think of all the times I sat in his class wearing long-sleeved shirts on blistering hot days. He never asked me then what I might have been hiding. Never once said anything like If your father hurts you, tell me. You don’t have to pretend that he’s good.

			“We went outside the night you got here. It didn’t go well.”

			He stops drumming his fingers. “Why on earth would you do something like that?”

			“To get a man who needed help. The one you came here with.” Baxter pales. He presses his lips together and looks away. This was the wrong thing to do. But it’s too late to take it back. “Mr. Baxter, we know you didn’t come here alone. We know you came with a man. He was calling for you when we got to him. He was alive. He’s not anymore. You can tell us about it.”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I came here alone.”

			“You really can’t remember how you got in?”

			“You think I’d lie about that? Is that what you’re telling me?”

			I shake my head, but when Cary and Rhys come back with the others, that’s what I tell them. Rhys says we’ll have to keep weighing his presence against the threat outside. Cary says what’s outside will always be worse.

			I don’t think any of us expect things to go so bad so quickly.

			We’re dead asleep when his screaming wakes us.

			“Where’s the gun? Where did you put the gun? I want the gun!” He’s at the edge of the stage with a flashlight, pushing clothes aside. “Where is my gun?”

			“What the fuck?” Trace asks as we scramble to our feet. “What’s going on?”

			Baxter trains the flashlight on him. Trace hisses and covers his eyes.

			“Where did you put the gun?” Baxter asks.

			“Are they inside?” Harrison. “Did they get in?”

			“No one got inside,” Rhys says. “Mr. Baxter⁠—”

			“Where is the gun?”

			Cary steps forward. “Mr. B.⁠—”

			“I want my gun. Where did you put it? I need it⁠—”

			“What do you need it for?”

			Trace grabs two flashlights and hands one to Grace. They point them at Baxter, his eyes glinting as the beams cut across his face. He makes a frustrated growl and tries to climb on the stage. Cary turns to Rhys, panicked, and I know right away the gun is just beyond the curtain, somewhere obvious. Baxter is too weak to lever himself up there, though. He drops back to his feet, panting.

			“If Roger is out there, I need the gun⁠—”

			“Mr. Baxter, I think you’re confused,” Cary says.

			“Roger is out there!” He grabs at Cary’s shirt, his eyes everywhere, unable to focus. “I need the gun. You have to understand. I need it.”

			“I do. I understand⁠—I totally understand⁠—but we can’t do anything until you calm down and explain this to us, okay? You need to calm down⁠—”

			“Roger is out there⁠—”

			“I know, but⁠—”

			“You have no idea what he’ll do⁠—”

			“Mr. Baxter⁠—”

			“He’s out there!”

			“I know, but he’s not in here!”

			A combination of words that works.

			Baxter sinks to his knees.

			The way he breathes is so broken, so worn out.

			“Harrison,” Cary says after a long, painful moment. “Can you get Mr. Baxter some water?”

			“I’m not going in the kitchen alone.”

			“I’ll go with you,” Trace says.

			They’re the only ones who move. The rest of us watch Baxter try to compose himself, little gasps issuing from his lips. Cary’s face is white. All of this is beyond him, beyond us.

			“I’m sorry,” Baxter tells Cary, his eyes on the floor. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I don’t know how to be comfortable, that’s all. I don’t⁠—”

			“It’s okay.”

			“You have to understand, I’ve been out there so long.”

			“We get it⁠—”

			“I don’t know how to be comfortable.”

			“It’s okay.”

			Cary helps Baxter to his feet.

			Trace and Harrison return with water. Baxter drinks deeply from the bottle.

			“I’m so sorry,” he says.

			“Who is Roger?” Rhys asks, and I’m afraid it will send Baxter into another round of hysterics, but it doesn’t. He winces. It’s undeniable something happened between them.

			“I’d like to take a shower,” he says. “I need to⁠—clear my head before we talk about this. Maybe you could find me some clean clothes.”

			“Sure thing,” Cary says. Baxter hands his nearly empty water to Trace. Cary takes Mr. Baxter under the arm, helping him to stand. “Let’s just . . . get you set up . . .”

			They leave.

			“If he’s going to be like this the whole fucking time he’s here,” Trace says, “I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

			Rhys turns to me.

			“Roger” is all he says.

			The man was named Roger. I could have gone the rest of my life without knowing his name. My hands still feel what it was like to push him. My foot, to kick him. If I think about it, I can hear him die, can access that part of my memory easily. It makes me cold all over. The man outside, who I killed, was named Roger, and Mr. Baxter knew him. I killed a man named Roger. But he was bad, wasn’t he? He had to have been bad if Baxter left him out there, if Baxter’s scared of Roger enough to want the gun. Roger was bad, so it’s good that I killed him⁠—isn’t it?

			“You should hide the gun somewhere else,” I say to Rhys.

			It’s almost funny. Almost. The timing of my saying that. Maybe later, we’ll all think it was funny how the second it comes out of my mouth, Cary bursts into the room shouting, “I need the gun⁠—I need the fucking gun!”

			Before we can react, he’s on stage, past the curtain, quickly reappearing with it in hand.

			“What are you doing⁠—”

			“He’s bitten, he’s sick! He’s infected⁠—”

			Trace drops Baxter’s water bottle, leaping away.

			“Holy shit.”

			“Where?” Grace asks. “Where? I didn’t see a bite⁠—”

			“His arm. I got him some clothes from the drama room, and when I got back, he was getting undressed and I saw it. He didn’t know I saw it, but he’s bitten. If he stays here, he turns, and it doesn’t matter how he got in, because we’re all dead anyway!”

			Cary stares at the gun and he looks so young, younger than all of us, and then his expression suddenly hardens. He strides for the door, grimly resolved.

			“Wait!” Rhys grabs Cary’s shoulder, spinning him around. “You’re going to kill him? You’re going to go in there now and just fucking shoot him in the shower⁠—”

			“What else can we do?”

			“Are you sure it’s a bite?”

			“Yes! It’s⁠—” Cary’s throat hitches. He presses his free hand against his mouth. When he’s sure of himself, he lowers it. “He’ll turn.”

			“Is he hot? How does he feel?”

			“What?”

			“Like⁠—like his temperature! Does he have a temperature? Is he cold?”

			“He’s fucking bitten, Rhys! There are teeth marks on his arm!” Cary gestures to the hall with the gun and it looks like it belongs. A natural extension of his arm. “We have to get rid of him.”

			“Are you absolutely sure?”

			“How many times do I have to⁠—”

			“Just give me the fucking gun and I’ll do it,” Trace snaps.

			“What if he’s turned right now?” Harrison asks.

			Rhys sticks his fingers in his mouth and lets out a whistle loud and sharp enough to silence us. Even after we’re quiet, he doesn’t speak. We just stare at each other helplessly. At least with Roger, there was no time to think. This⁠—there is time, enough of it. It’s a decision so big it makes the room feel small and the only conclusion I can come to is we kill him, I think.

			He can’t be in this school alive anymore.

			We can’t keep him if he’s going to turn.

			“He just got here,” I say, like it makes a difference. “He just got here. How do we tell him? Do we just tell him . . . ?”

			Rhys shakes his head. “Don’t⁠—”

			“You have to do it fast.” I’m babbling. “Maybe it’s dark enough that he won’t see, so you have to do it fast and you have to do it⁠—you have to do it right . . . so you have to get him in the head⁠—”

			“Sloane⁠—”

			“And then . . . his body. We can’t keep it⁠—”

			“Sloane, stop. We don’t even know if he’s really bitten.”

			Cary turns to him. “I just told you he was.”

			“Even if he’s not, he’s clearly unstable,” Trace points out. “He woke up out of his mind, screaming for his gun. What happens if he finds it the next time and he shoots one of us?”

			“He’s lying about not remembering how he got in and he lied to Sloane about being out there alone,” Cary says. “He’s not acting normal⁠—”

			“What the fuck is normal?” Rhys demands. “So he freaked out a little and he lied, these are not good enough reasons to end someone’s life!”

			“You want to kill me?”

			My insides disappear. Baxter stands in the doorway. His wet hair is flattened against his head, his skin damp, flush from the shower. He’s in fresh, clean clothes. They make him look normal. They make him look like our teacher, and our teacher is so, so disappointed in us.

			“You’re infected,” Cary says.

			“What? What are you talking about? I didn’t⁠—”

			“Your arm. I saw it.”

			Baxter shakes his head. He steps forward and the rest of us take a collective step back, and I know, in that moment, this is settled. Even if we spend the next hour letting Baxter try to negotiate his survival, we have already decided he’s going to die.

			“Can I see it?” Rhys asks. “The bite?”

			I’m hoping for something but I don’t know what. I want Baxter to handle it the right way. I want him to make it easier for all of us.

			In a way, he does.

			He tries to run.

			“Get him!” Trace shouts. He actually shouts that.

			The world comes down on Baxter. Rhys, Cary, and Trace have him on the floor and the gun skitters beyond them. I grab it while Cary and Trace hold Baxter down and Rhys asks Cary, “Which arm? Which arm?”

			“Left! It’s the left⁠—”

			Rhys rolls up Baxter’s shirtsleeve. Grace shines the light on it. I’ve never seen a bite this close. It’s open and raw, an angry red. The teeth marks weep yellow pus.

			“It’s not what you think. I promise, it’s not⁠—”

			Rhys presses his hand against Baxter’s forehead.

			“If it’s not a bite, what is it?” Rhys asks. “You have to tell us what it is.”

			“It’s⁠—it’s not . . .” We wait. Baxter’s face crumples. “It’s a bite.” Harrison runs to the farthest corner of the room. “No! It’s not. It’s a bite, but it’s not. You have to listen to me, it’s not from one of them, I promise you⁠—”

			“But it’s infected,” Grace says. “Look at it⁠—”

			“I’m not infected! I’m not, you have to believe me, I’m not⁠—”

			“You have a bite but it’s not from the infected?” Trace asks incredulously. “That’s what you want us to believe?”

			“That’s what it is!”

			“Bullshit! You’re just saying that because you don’t want to die.”

			“I think he’s telling the truth,” Rhys says.

			But I’m the only one who hears him and I don’t have the courage to ask him why. I look at Baxter’s arm, the bite, and I don’t understand how Baxter could be telling the truth.

			He’s infected and he needs to die.

			“Who has the gun?” Cary asks. “Who has it?”

			“Sloane,” Grace says.

			Me. I have it. The gun. I stare at it. It’s suddenly heavy in my hands, burning against my palms. I raise it, feeling equal parts absurd and terrified.

			I point it at Baxter.

			This is what they want me to do, isn’t it?

			This is what has to be done.

			Baxter starts to shout, but I can’t tell what he’s saying.

			I close my eyes.

			“No!” Rhys shouts. “Jesus, Sloane, no⁠—”

			I imagine the gun going off. A hole between Baxter’s eyes. It’s so real to me, I start to shake. Hands around my hands. Rhys gently takes the gun from me and I feel like I’m turning into nothing and I don’t know if it’s because he is taking the gun out of my hands or because the gun was in them.

			“I didn’t know what you wanted me to do,” I whisper.

			“Shoot him!” Trace. “Just fucking do it⁠—”

			“I want to put it to a vote,” Rhys says. “We have to make this fair⁠—”

			“You’re going to be outnumbered,” Cary tells him. “No matter what.”

			“We don’t have to kill him.”

			“What else are we going to do?”

			“If I leave,” Baxter says over us, “you’ll never know how I got in.”

			He starts to cry.

			
			⁠

			We’re not murderers.

			We’re still good people.

			Baxter is bitten. He’s unstable. He’s lied to us.

			Even without the bite, it’s more than enough reason. Especially now.

			He has to leave or he has to die.

			We’re in the library, our flashlights lined on the table in a crude spotlight. Baxter stands before the door while Trace and Cary remove the barricade, preparing himself for whatever’s next. I think of Rhys and me in that exact same position only days ago. How much has changed in that time. Two things have to happen next: Someone has to open the door and Baxter has to step through it. But what happens after that? He lives until the infection overtakes him? We go on like nothing happened?

			We’re not murderers, but Rhys has the gun aimed directly at Baxter’s head.

			“You still have a choice,” Baxter says.

			“I think you made it for us,” Trace tells him.

			“If you try to get in however you got in before,” Cary says, “we will kill you.”

			“You, Mr. Chen? You’ll do it?”

			“I’ll do it,” Trace mutters.

			“I’m so sorry, Mr. Baxter.” Rhys sounds so much like he means it, it makes me feel like there’s a chance we’re doing something really wrong. “You have to realize⁠—”

			“You’ll never find it,” Baxter interrupts. “How I got in.”

			“We will.”

			He looks sadly at his arm.

			“I’m not infected, though. I was not bitten by an infected.”

			He’s been saying this over and over since we came to our decision, like if he repeats it enough, we’ll have to let him stay.

			“No one knows what I’ve been through.”

			I don’t want his devastated face etched in my memory, but maybe it deserves to be there.

			I don’t look away.

			He turns to Cary. “You were never a very good student. I couldn’t make you do anything. Maybe, though, you’d be the one to open the door.”

			Cary swallows and nods, crossing in front of Baxter to do it.

			Baxter tackles Cary before any of us can react. I immediately see how we’ve fucked up. We thought we were smarter than a man who spent weeks out there on his own and lived this long. Cary doesn’t even make a sound as they fall; his head collides with the door, leaving him limp enough for Baxter to grab Cary’s arm, to sink his teeth into it. Cary screams like I’ve never heard anyone scream before. A thousand more things happen at once. Trace rips the gun out of Rhys’s hands and shouts for him to “open the fucking door! Get him out of here!” Rhys springs into action, heaving Baxter up by the shoulders and pushing him forward. The whole time he does it, Baxter is still trying to make a case for himself, teeth stained with Cary’s blood.

			“I’m not infected! You’ll see⁠—I’m not infected!”

			“Someone help me!” Rhys fights Baxter to the door. “Fucking help me⁠—”

			I push the door open. I want to step ahead of them both, because I don’t want to stay in here with whatever’s next, but Baxter’s flailing arms hit me in the chest, forcing me back. Rhys shoves him once. Hard.

			It’s enough.

			Baxter is gone.

			The door closes.

			Then his fists, desperate, against it:

			Thud.

			Thud.

			Thud.

			They stop.

			“Get the barricade back up,” Rhys says. “Now⁠—”

			“Wait,” Trace says.

			“What?”

			“Wait.” Trace trains the gun on Cary, who is staring at his ravaged arm. “Cary’s been bitten. Doesn’t he have to go outside too?”

			Cary looks at us. “What? No⁠—I didn’t⁠—it’s not⁠—”

			“We all saw it, Chen. You’re bitten.”

			“Trace,” Rhys says.

			Trace ignores him.

			“Trace,” I say. “Think about what you’re saying . . .”

			“But why? That’s what we just did to Baxter. Baxter’s infected. Baxter bit Cary. Cary is infected. It’s simple. Anything that risks me or Grace is not allowed to stay in this fucking building. Chen, tell me which way you want to leave.”

			Cary’s face drains of all color. He holds his arm out, begging, blood trailing down it, dripping onto the floor. Trace winces, but the gun stays aimed at Cary’s face.

			It is so ugly.

			“I brought us here,” Cary says.

			“Doesn’t matter.”

			“Give me the gun, Trace,” Rhys says.

			“Back the fuck off, Moreno.”

			“We can quarantine him until he turns. The nurse’s office.”

			“We didn’t do that for Baxter. Why should we do that for him? After what he did to my parents? Give me one good reason why.”

			“Rhys is right.”

			Grace’s voice sends a ripple through the room. Trace’s grip on the gun falters. She moves to him, nervous but determined, and puts her hand on his arm. He swallows hard, and I think maybe he’s as scared at the idea of killing Cary as the rest of us are. But that doesn’t really mean anything as long as he still has the gun.

			“Don’t even,” he tells her.

			“They’re dead,” she says, and he shakes his head. “Trace, you know they’re dead. You can’t do something like this because of that. Trace. Look at me.”

			Trace refuses to. He leaves her no option but to stand directly between him and Cary. The way she moves is almost holy; Cary stares at her like she’s a saint. And Trace⁠—as soon as she’s in front of him, he lowers the gun. I can tell even the millisecond he had it pointed at her scarred him.

			“Grace. He. Is. Bitten.”

			“He’s ours,” Grace says. “And he hasn’t turned. If he turns⁠—”

			“He can do whatever he wants to me,” Cary says.

			I think⁠—it’s going to happen.

			We’ll lose Cary.

			“Trace,” Grace pleads.

			I can’t listen to them talk about Cary’s fate like he’s not in the room, can’t listen to how he’s going to die before me. I leave and when I hit the hall, I run. I run upstairs, past the second floor to the third. I rip the posterboard down and I stare out at Cortege. The moon is so bright, its light revealing the street below, but I don’t see Baxter. I think about how this day must have been carved out for him. From the moment he was born, he would live to find Madeline, teach high school, meet Roger, and end up in here with us⁠—his death.
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			Cary sits mutely on the cot in the nurse’s office. Rhys tends to his arm. He douses the bite in peroxide and the wound expels a vicious pink maybe-infected froth. He dabs it gently with a cloth, then applies alcohol, salve. It just bleeds and bleeds. I can’t get over the damage, what human teeth can do. It shouldn’t surprise me after everything we’ve seen, but it does. An actual piece of Cary’s arm is missing and that part of Cary’s arm was in Baxter’s mouth.

			“I don’t think you’re infected,” Rhys tells Cary, finishing with the bandages. Cary doesn’t respond. “Cary, you’re not going to die. I mean, you’re not going to die from this.”

			Cary hugs his arm to his chest, shivering. Rhys frowns and presses his hand to Cary’s forehead. Three days. We’re giving Cary three days. We figure if he hasn’t turned by then, he won’t, but I don’t think anyone believes he won’t.

			In three days, it will be twenty-five days since the world ended.

			Eighteen spent in this school.

			It feels like years.

			Cary lies down, his back to us.

			“Someone will bring you food. We’ll check on you by the hour. If you’re still you three days from now, you’re going to be fine. Don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

			Cary pushes his face into the pillows. I want to draw the blanket up around his shoulders but most of me is afraid to touch him. Does he feel the same way people feel when a doctor tells them they’re terminal, that their time on earth is going to be so much less than they thought? He must.

			This is the day that was carved out for him.

			“Cary,” Rhys says.

			Still, Cary doesn’t respond. There’s nothing left to say. We leave the nurse’s office. Rhys locks the door behind us. I hate him for it, hate him for telling Cary he’s not infected and then turning around and locking that door.

			Grace is just down the hall, waiting.

			“What the hell do you want?” Rhys asks.

			“How is he?”

			“Well, let’s see⁠—he’s been bitten and had a gun pointed at his face all in the span of like an hour. How do you think he is?”

			“Can I see him?” she asks. Rhys sighs and gestures for her to follow. “I mean alone.”

			“What do you want to see him alone for?”

			“Doesn’t matter. I saved him.”

			“Give her the keys,” I tell him.

			When Rhys hands them over, he’s not happy.

			“Thank you,” she says, but she says it to me.

			“Bring them straight back to me,” he tells her. She nods and moves past us. “And Grace?” She half turns. “If I find out Trace is bothering Cary⁠—shooting his mouth off, threatening him, or even just hanging around, whatever⁠—I will beat the shit out of him. Okay?”

			Her face reddens, but she nods curtly. I watch her go. Rhys tugs on my hand. We continue down the hall. The door to the nurse’s office creaks open and closed.

			“If you think he’s not infected, then why did you lock it?” I ask.

			“Because I’m the only one who thinks he’s not.”

			“But why do you think that?”

			“I’m an optimist, I guess.”

			“Don’t bullshit me. Why do you think that?” I block his path. “You didn’t think Baxter was infected. Tell me what you know.” His jaw clenches. “Rhys.”

			“They were both bitten but they’re not . . . cold.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“Baxter was bitten before he got here and he’d been in here for a couple of days. When people get bitten, they get cold. How fast it happens depends on the bite. If he was infected . . . he would’ve been cold.”

			“You’re still not telling me how you know.”

			“Doesn’t matter,” he says. “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe it’s different now, I don’t know. Maybe they don’t get cold anymore. But if Cary doesn’t turn soon, like in the next forty-eight hours, I don’t think he’s going to. I’d let him bite me to prove it.”

			“So you spent the whole time Baxter was in here telling us we needed to watch out for him because he’s dangerous, and then he’s bitten, he bites Cary, and it’s this whole other fucking story? If you knew Baxter wasn’t infected, then you let him go out there to die⁠—”

			“No, I got him out of this school alive⁠—”

			“But you didn’t tell us about the bites. You knew and you let them⁠—”

			“And you held the fucking gun in his face! You were ready to kill him!”

			He yells it. There’s been so much shouting lately, it’s hard to absorb it all the time, but this⁠—this is at me. I turn from him, but he cuts me off before I can get into the auditorium.

			He sees what my face can’t hide.

			“Sloane, I’m⁠—I didn’t mean to . . .”

			“Forget it,” I say.

			“It’s just a lot, okay?”

			Harrison’s and Trace’s voices drift into the hall.

			They sound normal, like everything’s fine, good.

			But for them it is.

			They’re alive.

			“You had the gun on him too,” I say quietly.

			“I know. All I’m saying is it doesn’t matter if he was infected or not. He lied to us and no one wanted him here. No one would have believed me about the bites if I’d said it. I had to put my ass on the line for Cary. Look⁠—look at me.” I look at him. “That whole thing happened way too fast. Okay?” I don’t say anything. “Sloane.”

			“Okay.”

			When Grace comes back a while later, Trace rounds on her.

			“What were you doing in there with him?”

			“Don’t start.”

			“What the fuck. Were you doing in there. With him. Alone.”

			“I just wanted to talk to⁠—”

			“There’s nothing you need to say to him, and if there is, it’s not going to matter soon anyway. Stay away from him, Gracie. I’m not kidding.”

			“He hasn’t turned.”

			“Yeah, well, give it a day. Dibs on braining him⁠—”

			“Shut the fuck up, Trace,” Rhys says, “or I’ll shut you up.”

			“Try,” Trace says.

			Rhys steps forward, then stops.

			A smile spreads across Trace’s face.

			“Where did you put the gun?” Rhys asks.

			“Somewhere safe.”

			“Tell me where you put it.”

			“No.”

			Rhys looks a second away from some kind of violence. Trace senses it. His smile vanishes at the same time Rhys recovers.

			“Why not?” he asks. “I went out for your dad. I thought we were cool.”

			“That was then,” Trace says. “I don’t like how you put Baxter before us. I don’t like how you or Price put Chen before us. I don’t think you should have the gun.”

			“But⁠—”

			“That’s fair,” Harrison says.

			“I didn’t say it wasn’t,” Rhys says, giving him an incredulous look. “But what happens to it after Cary comes back?”

			“He’s not coming back,” Trace says.

			“If he hasn’t turned in three days, he’s not turning. And we’re a group,” Rhys says. “We should decide this stuff as a group.”

			“Sure, whatever you say.” Trace shrugs. “Whoever thinks I should keep the gun until after this thing with Chen is resolved, raise your hand.”

			Three hands go up. Grace doesn’t look at me, but I wish she would. I want her to know I see her balanced on this terrible line, doing the best she can, even if I hate where it leaves me and Rhys.

			“Okay.” Rhys holds his hand out to Trace.

			Trace hesitates. They shake.

			I don’t believe in either of them.

			Rhys visits Cary every hour like he promised. I lie on my mat and watch Trace and Grace argue in the corner. Grace’s arms are crossed and Trace gets his finger in her face and she snaps something at him. They stand there for a minute, then he hugs her.

			I close my eyes.

			When I wake up, it’s morning. Quiet. The others are gone, but Rhys is asleep next to me, one arm splayed out, half on his mat, half off it, his palm open. I reach over and gently press my index finger to the center of it. He doesn’t wake up. I do it again, letting it stay there for the longest time, and he’s too asleep to feel it. His lips are parted, his breathing even. His shirt has ridden up past his abdomen . . . LaVallee’s keys are clipped to his belt. I watch him for a little bit, to be sure he’s totally out, and then I inch over, as close as I can get. My hands hover over his jeans. This is not how I thought the first time I fumbled with some guy’s pants would go.

			Rhys grabs my wrist and stares at me through half-lidded eyes.

			“What are you doing?” he asks thickly.

			“I want to see Cary.”

			His eyes drift shut. “Just . . . give me a minute. We’ll go and see Cary . . .”

			But he doesn’t move. He’s fallen back asleep. In one quick motion, I unclip the keys and hurry out of the room. I don’t see Trace, Grace, or Harrison on my way. Cary is on his cot when I unlock the door, and I think maybe I should have brought him something to eat or drink, but then I notice a tray of uneaten food on the nearby desk.

			“Rhys is sleeping,” I say stupidly.

			“Not surprised. He took a shit ton of Benadryl last time he was here.”

			I sit beside him and press both of my hands against his cheeks.

			He’s not cold.

			He wraps his hands around my wrists and gently lowers them.

			“Did Rhys tell you about the⁠—”

			“Yes.”

			“So you’re not infected,” I say. He shrugs. “I thought you’d be happy.”

			“You saw how quick they were going to throw me out of here.”

			“It was just Trace.”

			“I really thought I was bitten, Sloane. I thought that was it for me.”

			“It’s not.”

			“Yeah, well. That’s the apocalypse, right? One big existential crisis.” He smiles weakly. “But whatever. I’m here, I’m alive, probably not infected. Great.”

			“What did Grace say to you?”

			He looks away. “Doesn’t matter. I didn’t tell her what Rhys said about the bites, the cold. He doesn’t want them to know what he knows. He’s pissed.”

			“Okay.”

			We fall silent and it’s . . . nice. It’s nice to share silence with someone, to have nothing left to say. To be released, even temporarily, from the burden of our human loads. There isn’t anything I expect from Cary, or him from me, and something about that makes it seem like it should be okay for me to do what I do next: I wrap my arms around him. It’s not romantic.

			I just want this.

			He stiffens, but only for a moment, and then he holds me back because maybe he wants it too. We ease into each other. He absently runs his fingers along my arm. For one moment, I see what Lily must have. His eyes are hazel, flecked with gold, the lines of his face so devastatingly composed. But it’s more than that. It’s what she told me⁠—he knows exactly who he is. I rest my head against his chest. He rests his chin against the top of my head.

			“I loved your sister,” he says after a while.

			“But Never Have I Ever . . .”

			“You think I was gonna give anyone that kind of ammunition? I knew you were freaked when I told you we fucked. She didn’t know. She never knew. Now I can’t stop thinking about it. Maybe telling you is the closest I’ll get.”

			“Why didn’t you tell her?”

			“Lily had to keep me at arm’s length to have sex.”

			“What does that mean?”

			“She didn’t like it to get too personal, so I didn’t.”

			“Then why did you love her?”

			And who was it, I want to ask him, that he thought he loved.

			“Because . . .” He tries to find words you’re only supposed to feel. “I’m like that with people too. She always said I was easy to be with and I felt the same with her.”

			“What made it so easy?”

			“We didn’t want anything from each other. It’s hard to be around people who want things from you all the time. More than you can give them . . . And then you give them everything you’ve got, and it’s never enough.”

			My throat aches. “Oh.”

			“Some people are just better on their own.”

			“She didn’t tell me she was going.”

			“She had things to figure out.”

			“I thought you said it never got personal.”

			“Doesn’t mean we never talked.”

			“So what did she have to figure out?”

			He doesn’t say anything for a long time.

			“Cary.”

			“She seemed so . . . worn out. She said she felt hopeless, once. Trapped. Said she’d never be free.”

			I look up at him.

			“What the fuck does that mean?”

			He looks down at me.

			“I don’t know, Sloane,” he says softly. “You tell me.”

			Letting this conversation happen was like putting a toe in the ocean and now the water is over my head. The way we hold each other changes, in that I stop. As soon as we’re not touching, I feel it so much. I sense my name on the tip of his tongue.

			“I should get back before they all start wondering where I am,” I say.

			“What you should actually be doing is looking for Baxter’s way in.” He’s right. That’s what I should be doing. That’s the only thing all of us should be doing. I cross the room.

			“And Sloane? Don’t forget to lock the door on your way out.”

			Trapped.

			But she was the one who tied and knotted our lives together.

			I can’t do this anymore.

			Do what, Lily?

			Three voices float out of the gym.

			When I step inside, the basketball is in Harrison’s hands, Trace awaiting the pass.

			Grace sits on the bleachers.

			“Are you okay?” she calls.

			Everything about this moment is something I want to kill.

			“We should be looking for how Baxter got in.”

			“Don’t start,” Trace says. “I already got this lecture from Moreno.”

			“Yeah, for good reason. It’s important we find it.”

			“So important he’s all hopped up on Benadryl, right? Hey, have you seen Cary? Has he turned? Let me know as soon as it happens.”

			I head back into the hall.

			Baxter’s way in is my way out.

			But no matter how hard I search, I can’t find it. I go back to the auditorium. Rhys is still in a coma. I hook the keys to his jeans and then, impulsively, press my hand to his face. He stirs a little and leans into my palm. He doesn’t wake up.

			Hopeless.
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			Grace comes out of the kitchen with a small tray.

			“What are you doing?” Trace asks. We’ve already eaten.

			“Taking Cary lunch.”

			He immediately blocks her path, tries to wrench the tray from her hands. Either he’s holding back or she’s stronger than she looks, because it doesn’t budge. He says, “I don’t want you anywhere near him. Stop being stupid, Grace.”

			“He was fine at breakfast,” Rhys says. “Doubt anything’s changed.”

			“Then you give it to him.”

			Grace raises her chin. “As student council president, I had to deal with people I didn’t like all the time. I had to listen to them and then I had to advocate for them if they needed it⁠—”

			“News flash: You’re not president anymore.”

			“And you’re not the boss of me!”

			Trace laughs at how childish it sounds, but when her eyes flash, dangerous, he stops laughing and course corrects. Aims for patronizing instead. “Gracie. Just use that beautiful fucking brain of yours and put the tray down.”

			“We have to let it go, Trace. Why can’t you do that for me, if for no other reason?”

			“Are you fucking kidding me? Everything I do in here is for you!”

			“Is it?”

			Her lower lip trembles.

			He swallows, hard, lets the tray go, and steps aside.

			“I put the gun down,” he says flatly, watching her hurry out of the room before he can change his mind. “I don’t owe him more than that.”

			“You’re a great man, Trace,” Rhys says.

			Trace flips him off and stomps out. A second later, he pokes his head back in and calls for Harrison. Harrison leaves without a backward glance, actually runs to him.

			“How did that even happen?” I ask.

			“Come on, Sloane. Trace has the gun, so Harrison joined his army.”

			“This isn’t war.”

			“Isn’t it? Maybe we can convince Grace to become a double agent or something. Or maybe she already is.” He catches my eye, then looks away. “Or maybe she’s just got the right idea.”

			“What’s that?”

			“That this isn’t the time or place to be petty, to hold things against each other . . .”

			I don’t tell him she got it from me. Don’t tell him I wish she hadn’t, because I have a feeling of what he’s about to say and I don’t think I want him to say it.

			“Sloane.”

			“Yeah.”

			“I don’t want how I feel about you to get in the way of, like . . . of the stuff that actually matters. There are more important things now, so . . . I want to forget about what happened outside.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’m telling you I forgive you, and that’s all you’ve got?”

			“What do you want me to say?”

			“Thank you?”

			“I didn’t ask you to forgive me.”

			Rhys gazes upward for a second, then he leaves.

			Rain taps against the skylights.

			A storm is on the way. I can almost taste it on the air. The dull light outside absorbs the school colors, yellow and purple muddled gray. It’s all so gray. I wander the halls aimlessly, imagining the journey of fat raindrops splashing onto and trailing off roofs, touching down . . .

			A flicker, a memory⁠—

			Two girls in blue raincoats, buttons shaped like flowers. Lily taking off her boots, trying to drag me through all the puddles she could, but I always hung back, afraid, and she⁠—

			She always let go of my hand.

			I’m closing in on the nurse’s office when I notice its door is open.

			I hesitate.

			I almost call out, when:

			“Grace, I, Grace⁠—”

			“Stop talking. Just stop talking. Shut up. Stop. Stop. Talking⁠—”

			Their voices cut off abruptly.

			A moan.

			I inch forward until I see⁠—

			Cary has Grace up against the wall.

			He’s hurting her.

			No.

			Not hurting.

			Their hands grasp desperately at each other.

			He puts his lips to her, her mouth, her neck.

			“Grace,” he murmurs against her. “Grace⁠—”

			“Shh, Cary. Shh⁠—”

			“But, Grace, I⁠—”

			She pushes him back, her palms at the sides of his face, and they look at each other⁠—really look at each other⁠—and everything that’s happened between them, all the guilt, the anger, dissolves in the presence of her heart, more open than it was. She leans in and he leans in and it’s suddenly tender in a way it wasn’t before. His eyes search hers. In answer to some unspoken question, she nods, then she brings her hands to her jeans and pulls them down. He does the same with his own. They fall into each other and it’s so open and so honest and so end-of-the-world. I feel it from where I’m standing.

			The absence of it from where I’m standing.

			Cary and Grace.

			I find Rhys in the gym, finishing a smoke.

			“What’s wrong?” he asks. “Is it Cary?”

			I bite my lip and turn my head to the hall.

			He follows me.

			I choose the locker room because it’s closest.

			“Sloane?”

			I should ask permission first, but I don’t. I round on him, shoving him against a row of lockers with a bang, then I press against him. He lets it happen. He wants, I think, for it to happen. Our starved mouths meet. He tastes minty, leathery, and what is it he tastes on me? Everything that’s missing. There’s so much. He knows what it’s like to be touched and I’ve never⁠—I’ve never had that. And that makes me so angry, I don’t know if I want to hurt him for having it or hurt Lily for having it. All I know is I want something to hurt. My hands grip his shirt while his tangle in my hair. I kiss him harder because I can’t feel it and I need it to hurt for me to feel it. I dig my nails into his chest and he winces and says, “Sloane,” and I stop, but then he kisses me again, his lips soft against my own, but I don’t want soft lips. I want to feel it. I push at his shoulders until he understands and then he seizes me by the waist and turns me around and I’m against the lockers, their metal edge dug into my spine.

			“Your shirt,” he murmurs.

			I fumble with the buttons. Nine. Nine buttons down. He slides it off my shoulders and it hangs from my elbows. I feel lightheaded and he’s shaking as he steps back to look at me like he’s never seen this before. But he hasn’t⁠—not like this. No bites to check for. He swallows, then he feels me, then presses his lips to mine hard enough that it hurts. Finally.

			A low roll of thunder. The rain falls harder.

			Another flicker, a memory⁠—

			It stormed the night Lily left. Lightning tore across the sky, then tore it open, the branches of the maple rattling violently against the window. That’s why I didn’t hear her sneaking quietly from her bedroom to slip her note under my door⁠—

			I’m sorry. I can’t⁠—

			“Stop,” I say.

			“Sloane?”

			I blink, and it’s me and him again. But it’s not, not really, not anymore. It’s just this emptiness and the stupid idea that I could kiss it away. I button my shirt hastily. I’m crying. I don’t know when I started crying. I bring my hands to my face and Rhys is telling me it’s okay over and over, but it’s not. All this time in here is on me and it’s so fucking heavy and I’m just so sad.

			I am so sad.

			“I’m sorry,” I manage.

			“It’s okay⁠—”

			“I can’t⁠—”

			“Wait⁠—”

			I try to leave, but he pulls me to him and holds me close, his heart ticking, his heart persisting, his heart’s steady rhythm seeping into my bones while mine is splitting open. My knees buckle and he grasps me, carefully lowering us to the floor, where his eyes lock with mine, searching.

			“Tell me,” he says.

			I shake my head, tears trailing down my face to the floor.

			“Tell me.”

			“I can’t do this anymore.”

			“Why can’t you?”

			“Because she couldn’t.”

			“Who?”

			“Lily.”

			“Couldn’t do what?”

			I close my eyes.

			“Be my sister.”

			I’m your sister, Lily.

			“Why?”

			I never stopped being your sister.

			“My dad. He hurt⁠—”

			I choke the words back. I don’t know how I let them get that far out.

			I don’t know what happens to us if someone finds out.

			“Your dad hurt you?”

			I untangle from his arms, fumbling to my feet, and leave. Rhys calls after me as I go, my name echoing worriedly down the halls. I duck into the girls’ room and lock myself in a stall and then I just sit there with my head against the side of it. I don’t realize I’m not alone until Grace says, “Sloane?” She pushes against the door. “I know you’re in there. I saw you run in. What’s wrong? Sloane.” The lock rattles. “Open the door.”

			I reach forward and unlock it.

			“I saw you with Cary,” I say.

			Grace steps back. “What⁠—that’s why you’re upset?”

			I push past.

			I want to break something.

			Her.

			“Sloane⁠—”

			“Give me the keys.”

			“What?”

			“Give me the keys to the nurse’s office.”

			“Why?”

			“Give me the keys or I’ll tell Trace what you were doing.”

			“Sloane, what the fuck is going on? I came in here because I saw you crying and I wanted to see if I could help⁠—” I extend my hand, my jaw clenched. Her face goes so white. “Sloane . . . whatever it is, it’s not what you think.”

			“Give me the fucking keys.”

			She digs into her pockets and hands them to me.

			“Please don’t tell Trace about this.”

			I promise her nothing. I go to the nurse’s office. My fingers are trembling so badly it takes forever to unlock the door. I push it open. It slams against the wall. Cary bolts up from his cot, startled.

			“What’s going on?”

			“I thought you loved my sister.”

			“What⁠—”

			“I thought you loved Lily.”

			His brow furrows. “Sloane⁠—”

			“I saw you with Grace.”

			He steps toward me. I hold my hand up.

			“And you were wrong about her, anyway.” I wish I had an off switch. I don’t know how to stop. And then I’m just lying and I don’t know why. Maybe because I’m the only one who can say the things I need to hear. “You were wrong about Lily. You were wrong about her. I’m her sister. I would know. She was⁠—she wasn’t⁠—she wasn’t hopeless. She wasn’t trapped.”

			“Okay, but⁠—”

			“You were wrong⁠—”

			“Sloane⁠—”

			His gaze catches something behind me. I turn. Rhys stands in the doorway, staring. I shove the keys at him and leave them both standing there, and all I can think is how she left me when I needed her and that I need her.

			I still need her.
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			I sleep. I don’t want to be awake.

			Glimpses: Grace, standing, uncertain, at the top of my mat. Harrison’s gaze flitting nervously to me.

			I sleep.

			Trace asks Rhys if I’m sick. Rhys asks Trace if he’ll shoot me depending on the answer. I’m asleep again before I can hear his reply.

			“Sloane, get up,” Rhys says at some point. “Move around.”

			It’s raining, still. A rainy spring that will turn into what kind of summer? It’s hard to picture it. The sun dazzling in the sky, the riot of wild colors outside, and someone, somewhere, not having sorted all this apocalypse shit out.

			I sleep.

			Rhys prods me awake and volunteers me to take Cary his dinner. He says I have to, that he won’t leave me alone until I do. Grace, mysteriously, has given up the job. I grudgingly take a tray down, setting the food on the desk without looking at him, without speaking. I turn to the door.

			“I knew it was fucked up,” Cary says. “At your house.”

			“Is that what Rhys said?”

			“Wasn’t all Rhys.”

			I close my eyes, letting it hit. “Shut the fuck up.”

			“Sloane . . .”

			I face him, feeling just left of my body.

			I don’t know how to be in it with him saying this.

			“She told you.”

			“That’s not what I mean. She didn’t tell me anything. It’s just, when you’re that close with someone, they always end up giving themselves away.”

			But all that time, she said it would be me.

			That I would be the one.

			“Like how?”

			He shrugs. “I got the vibe your dad was a raging asshole. Sometimes she’d mention a house rule you guys had, or a fucked-up reaction he had to something, and she’d say it so casual, like it was so normal. But it wasn’t normal. Every time we’d get together, she always seemed like she just barely got away with her life, and then she’d have to come down from it. We’d have to smoke before we . . .” He clears his throat. “I always thought maybe it was that he was beating on you two, but I⁠—”

			“He wasn’t,” I say.

			Cary frowns. “But⁠—”

			“It was just me.”

			Because she didn’t take the pain in a way that satisfied him.

			But he knew she couldn’t take mine.

			Hurting me was hurting Lily.

			“Jesus,” he says. “Sloane . . .”

			“We were going to leave together. That was the plan. She left me behind.”

			“I’m really fucking sorry for you, Sloane, and I mean that. But you have to bury it.”

			“She left me. With him.”

			“You’re here now. You have to be here now.”

			Here, where Lily is gone. Has been gone. Where it’s been weeks since I had to face my father and the last of those bruises have been replaced by ones that have nothing to do with him and all that’s left is that I’m nothing.

			“You’re not infected.” I nod at his still-bandaged arm. “So Baxter wasn’t infected, which means we let him die. Does it bother you?”

			“I buried it.”

			“The Caspers too?”

			He swallows hard. “Yeah.”

			“You’re here now.”

			“Yep.”

			“Enjoy your dinner, Cary.”

			I leave, locking the door behind me. I go to the girls’ room and check my forehead.

			It’s trying so hard to heal.

			Rhys passes me in the hall, vibrating with a certain kind of energy. It’s not dire, but urgent. Something has happened. I’m afraid to ask. He says, “Have to get Cary.”

			“Why? What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing, maybe. I don’t know. Just have to get him now.”

			We get Cary. He asks what’s going on, but Rhys says he can’t explain, that when we get to the auditorium, we’ll find out for ourselves. When we step inside, Grace, Trace, and Harrison are clustered around the radio. Trace turns it off when he sees Cary.

			“What the hell is he doing out? It’s not tomorrow yet⁠—”

			“Fuck off,” Rhys says. “You know he’s not infected.”

			“We agreed on three days. Put him back.”

			“Here, Trace,” Cary says. “I’ll prove it. Give me your arm.”

			“Get the fuck away from me⁠—”

			“I can stand wherever the fuck I want to stand.”

			Cary gets as close to Trace as he can before Trace shoves him. Cary rebounds quickly, shoving him back. Grace puts herself in the middle. She says, “Trace, stop,” and she looks so tired. An uncomfortable silence falls between them. Cary backs off. Trace shoots Grace a revolted look.

			“Would you stop acting like you want to fuck the guy?”

			She whirls around, hurt. He shrinks, knowing at once he’s crossed the line but not knowing at all how on the mark he is. She shares everything with him but she can’t share this.

			“I’m sorry. I know you wouldn’t⁠—”

			“You should be,” she says.

			“The radio,” Rhys calls. “If you two are finished.”

			Trace turns the radio back on. The soft drone of Tina T.’s voice comes through the static, familiar at first and then⁠—different.

			“Emergency shelters have been established in the following locations . . .”

			I recognize the name of only one:

			Rayford.

			“All survivors are to proceed to the shelter nearest to them for medical processing. Shelters are equipped with food, water, military protection, and first aid. Please exercise extreme caution while traveling and avoid heavily populated areas. If you encounter anyone you suspect to be infected, do not attempt to assist them . . .”

			“See that, Chen? We shouldn’t have attempted to assist you.” Trace turns the radio off. “Help isn’t coming for us. We have to go to it.”

			“Rayford,” I say.

			“Yep,” Trace says.

			“That’s almost two hundred miles.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Sounds like a death sentence,” Cary says.

			“Find a car,” Grace says. “Drive it out of here.”

			“First we have to prepare, then we have to find a car, then we have to assume that car can get us there, then we have to assume absolutely nothing will go wrong from here to there.”

			“Your point?” Trace asks. “You’re not saying anything we don’t already know. We were talking about this before you got into the fucking room.”

			“We don’t know how congested the highway is going to be. We don’t know how bad the infection has spread. How many are out there . . .”

			“We could take back roads.”

			“Which adds more time to the trip. There’s not going to be any supplies on back roads,” Cary continues. “So what happens when we run out of gas? We just die on some country road or out in the woods?”

			Trace throws his hands up. “Well, what the fuck else are we supposed to do? We have to go there if we want help. That’s what they said. They’re not coming for us⁠—”

			“I know that. I think we should go, I just want to make sure we’ve thought of everything⁠—”

			“What is⁠—” Rhys. “What is ‘medical processing’?”

			“Probably some kind of procedure to make sure we’re not sick,” Trace answers. “Are you infected? No. There, processed. Welcome to safe haven.”

			Rhys doesn’t respond. He turns the radio on and we listen again. And then again. Each time we hear it, what little hope it gave us diminishes, until Rhys finally turns the radio off for good.

			“It feels impossible,” he says. “Rayford.”

			“It is,” Harrison says. I would’ve thought out of all of us, he’d be the most excited, the most insistent that we go. “I think we should stay here.”

			“We can’t stay here forever,” Cary says. “We have to leave.”

			“But does it have to be today?” Harrison asks. “Tomorrow? This week? What if they’ve reclaimed the town by the time we get there and we never had to take that risk⁠—”

			“But it’s not safe here,” I say. “We still haven’t found Baxter’s way in.”

			“It’s safer,” Harrison returns. “Baxter said we should hang on to this as long as possible. We have food, we have shelter, we have water, we have some first aid, and no one here is infected.”

			“That water won’t last,” Cary tells him. “It’s going to run out eventually.”

			“Yeah, but we don’t know when⁠—”

			“Which could be all the more reason to go.”

			“Baxter said they wait now! I don’t want to go out there again. They’re out there and they’re waiting for us⁠—”

			“Baxter said, Baxter said. Harrison, we all have to do things we don’t want to⁠—”

			“You’d fucking like that, wouldn’t you?” Harrison snaps, and it is so beyond anything we expect from him, we’re stunned into silence. “You’d make us all go out there, then throw us under the bus like you did with the Caspers!”

			Cary’s jaw drops. His eyes dart from Harrison to Trace, and I watch that realization hit him hard, that Harrison is no longer “his”⁠—if Harrison ever was.

			“Where’s the gun?” He turns to Rhys. “You have it, right?”

			“No.” Trace doesn’t try to keep the glee out of his voice. “He doesn’t.”

			“How could you give him the fucking gun?”

			“I didn’t give him the gun. He took it.”

			“Great, one of these nights, I’ll wake up with a fucking gun against my head⁠—”

			“Now that’s a good idea,” Trace comments at the same time Grace exclaims, “He would never! Trace would never. You would never do that, Trace. Tell him.”

			But Trace waits an agonizing minute before saying, “Not unless I had to.”

			“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?” Cary asks.

			“Well, maybe you’ll still turn. Maybe you’re just a late bloomer.”

			“I don’t think it works like that,” Rhys says.

			Trace shrugs. “A guy can hope.”

			The Rayford discussion just dies. Cary leaves the room.

			All this drama. All of these petty little dramas. Grace sits in the corner alone. She glances at me, then away, then at me again. Guilt washes over me. I make my way over. She nods to the space beside her and I sit there, close.

			“I’m sorry, Grace. I don’t know why I . . . I’d never say anything to him.”

			“I’m worried Cary might, if Trace keeps at him. And then Cary probably would wake up with a gun to his head. And it’d⁠—it’d kill Trace if he found out.”

			“Cary won’t tell.”

			She swallows, then nods to her brother. Trace and Harrison sit on either end of the couch, Harrison mimicking Trace’s pose: head back, hand between his legs.

			In some fucked-up way, they look like they almost belong.

			“He’s getting worse,” she says. “I’ve been trying to make it better, but he keeps getting . . . I thought, okay. I’ve got to⁠—I’ve got to set the example. That maybe if he saw me trying, he’d . . . So I talked to Cary. That night Baxter bit him. Just to prove I could do it. But I made it worse.”

			“You didn’t⁠—”

			“I did. I’m so scared for him all the time, Sloane. Because you’re right. He’s so fucking angry. But he’s more than that. He’s funny, he’s sweet, he’s kind, he’s⁠—”

			“I know. I know he is.”

			“But that’s only because you knew him before,” she says. “It’s like all those things are disappearing. And if he keeps pushing people, one day, he’s going to push the wrong people.”

			“Grace⁠—”

			“That thing with Cary,” she says, turning to me, her eyes so painfully earnest. “It just happened. It won’t happen again. I was really tired and upset, and he was so kind to me about it, and I . . .” She pinches the bridge of her nose. “I can’t believe I did that.”

			“Maybe you just needed something that was yours. I mean, everything’s so fucked up . . . If you find something worth holding on to, why wouldn’t you?” I swallow. “That’s what you were for me.” She lowers her hand, the question in her eyes. “When everything happened, like, the day it happened, I was thinking about you.”

			“Why?”

			“Because at my home . . . my home⁠—it wasn’t . . . it wasn’t good, Grace. But when I slept over, when I spent that night with you, I saw that it could be different. I really liked you. All of you. You guys were the perfect family to me.”

			“We were far from perfect, Sloane. Trust me.”

			“It was a good memory,” I tell her. “I needed it after Lily left.”

			She pulls me to her.

			
			⁠

			The thing no one tells you about surviving, the act of holding out, is how many hours are nothing because nothing happens. They don’t tell you about how you can share your deepest secrets with someone, or kiss them, and the next hour it’s meaningless because not everything can mean something all the time, or else you’d be crushed under the weight of it. They don’t tell you how you will float through days. You’re on autopilot⁠—here but not really here. Sleepwalking. And then, every so often, you are awake.

			“You need anything?”

			Rhys stands at the door to the nurse’s office, watching me. He’s been watching me. I shake my head and take a tube of salve and a box of bandages into the small bathroom to change the dressing on my forehead. When I come out, he’s still there. His eyes travel over my body and I’m suddenly too conscious of what I’m wearing. Grace said my clothes were starting to smell and asked me if I was just cycling through them, if they had ever been cleaned. I was too embarrassed to answer. She dumped them in the shower and then I had nothing to wear, so she found me a light-blue dress from the drama department. It’s mid-length, hugs me at the waist. It’s nicer than anything else I’ve worn since I got here. Too nice for the end of the world.

			“What?” I ask him.

			“I don’t think I’ll go to Rayford,” he says.

			“Why?”

			“I don’t like the sound of it. Medical processing.”

			“You’re not infected.”

			“We don’t know how infection works. Maybe it’s changing all the time.” He pauses. “I keep thinking about what you said. About your dad.”

			“I didn’t say anything about him.” I’m sure Cary did.

			“That’s why you weren’t at school, wasn’t it? Wasn’t the flu.”

			“Wasn’t the flu.”

			“What did you⁠—”

			“What did I do?”

			He turns red. “That’s not what I meant.”

			But it is, in a way. It’s too much, too unthinkable, so his mind reaches beyond its senselessness for a reason. The only reason left to arrive at is me.

			“He caught me doing something I wasn’t supposed to do.”

			“What?”

			“Leaving.”

			It was the first time he lost control enough to hit me in the face.

			I was one half of our old plan, hers and mine, watching moonlight slivering through the maple tree as the clock slowly shifted toward midnight. When it felt safe enough, I pulled the blankets back and tiptoed to my closet for my duffel bag. I sneaked into the hall, my room across from Lily’s room, and for one startling moment I thought I saw her there, her pose mirroring mine, a bag in one hand, that note in the other. How long did I stand there before I heard the floorboards creak and groan? Before I breathed in his bitter cologne?

			Sometimes I think I wanted to be found.

			“But you got away in the end. You should look at it like that.”

			“It’s not about him, Rhys.”

			“What’s it about? I’m just trying to understand.”

			“Why do you need to understand?” I ask. “You knew Baxter wasn’t infected. Cary. You were right about the cold. How do you know they get cold?”

			“Why does it matter?”

			“I want to know what it’s like.”

			I’ve been so close to it and I still don’t know what it’s really like.

			“I’ll tell you about the cold,” he finally says, “if you help me understand.”

			But how can I? How can I make him understand the weight of my father’s footsteps, the sick scent of his cologne, what that does to a person, and where inside it makes you go? A history written in bruises. My father’s shadow falling across my body, always the first mark he made. He wasn’t the kind of man who hurt you and cried after, made promises to stop that he’d never keep, after. He was a machine. He liked to push, to test the limits of where and how deeply he could make his violence known without giving himself away. He used to stand me in my underwear, take notes. Made Lily watch, which made her cry. How can I make Rhys understand the part of me that found refuge inside the pain he caused her through me, because it meant I mattered to someone? That sometimes, I relished the after of his beatings, because the other side of his wrath was proof she loved me. The way she’d help me into the shower, running the water hot to burn off his touch, until one day, she left me to it. How can I make Rhys understand how it felt to crawl back to my room alone the first time she wasn’t there, and every time after that? She never told me she felt trapped, but I don’t know, anymore, what it would have changed. Maybe the only way our story can end is varying degrees of sad. The day she left was worse than the day I woke up to find the whole world had ended. I was over long before it was.

			“She said I’d die without her and she left anyway.”

			“But you didn’t die.”

			“I did. I’m just waiting for the rest of me to catch up.”

			He moves close enough to bring his hand to my face. It hovers there, briefly, then makes contact. He traces my mouth with the edge of his thumb. His touch is so careful and so gentle that my first instinct is to shy from it because these are things I don’t know how to receive. He leans in, his breath warm against my face. My heart is beating so loud I’m afraid he can hear it, but my voice is steady when I ask him what he thinks he’s doing. It stops him where he is and I am so aware of how much space there is in the narrow gap between our lips.

			“So it’s okay for you,” he murmurs.

			“If you told me not to, I wouldn’t have.”

			“So tell me not to and I won’t.”

			I kiss him instead. He stumbles a little, steadies himself by pulling me to him, then hisses and pulls back.

			“You bit me.”

			“Sorry.”

			He presses his fingers to his lip, checking for blood. There’s none.

			“It’s okay. Let’s just go slower with this.”

			He kisses me softly, asking permission each time, drawing me out until we’re in the same nice moment. I don’t know how to accept his subtle negotiations of my body, the way it makes me even more aware of his. Those slight muscles that define it. How they hold steady the more I melt into him. We move to the cot, and in the moment before I lie beneath him, he pushes my hair from my face to look me in the eyes. I nod. I want to tell him that I’ve never done this, that everything’s been my first everything so far, when his hand slips between my legs and touches me. My breath hitches, and I tense in all the wrong places, but that doesn’t mean I want him to stop. I just don’t know how to let this happen. I bring my hand to his face, and urge him on. He kisses my neck. I think about how we almost died out there, about how we almost died out there together, but we didn’t and now his hand is between my legs. I learn to accept it, little by little, as Rhys watches the way I respond to him. I close my eyes and every thought I’ve had in this place dissolves until all that’s left feels electric, light. His mouth finds its way back to my mouth and I put my hands in his hair and he likes that. Somehow, I know he likes that just like he knows I like how he moves his fingers inside me, even though it makes me want to turn inside out. Because it’s the opposite of everything, it’s . . .

			I gasp.

			He presses his forehead against my shoulder.

			“Christ⁠—”

			A voice at the door. Trace.

			Rhys kisses me once more before he moves his hand out from under my dress. He eases himself off the cot.

			“For fucking real?” Trace asks.

			Rhys pulls him out of the room and then I’m alone.

			I bring my hand to my face and my skin is hot.

			
			⁠

			Another night.

			Everyone is asleep, breathing as one, the gap between each inhalation and exhalation as quiet as I have ever known the auditorium to be. I close my eyes and feel the ghost of Rhys’s touch all over me. I feel like I’m ready to climb on top of him to make it happen again . . . and then take it further. Hunger for his touch makes me angrier at her, both feelings competing with each other and confusing me. All these things I could have had, I didn’t know I wanted them, and now every part of me is aching for something but I don’t know what exactly it is. It’s not Rhys and it’s not her.

			I want.

			I want, I want, I want.

			Another morning.

			It’s early. Cary pacing the length of the room roused me from sleep. He stops when he notices me watching. He’s pale, dark bags under his eyes, and before I can ask him if he slept last night, he slams his fists against the table, shocking everyone awake.

			“What the hell?” Rhys asks thickly. “What’s going on?”

			“What happened? Did they get in⁠—”

			“No. It’s Cary⁠—”

			“Cary, what the hell are you doing?”

			“I have something I want to talk about. It’s important.”

			“What?”

			“Rayford.”

			Rayford. The survivors’ camp.

			Grace flops back on her mat. Trace rubs his eyes.

			“Did you hear me?” Cary asks. “I said I want to talk about Rayford.”

			“Yeah, we heard you,” Trace says.

			But it takes a while for us to get it together. Everyone hits the bathroom, then changes into fresh clothes. Debates breakfast. I sense Cary’s patience waning, but he keeps his mouth shut. When we surround the table, Trace not so subtly claims the seat at the head of it. Cary stays standing.

			“I’m trying for Rayford,” he tells us.

			He might as well have said someone’s died.

			“You’re trying for Rayford,” Rhys says.

			“I want to find out what’s happened to the rest of the world. I want the military protection⁠—”

			“You want to be away from Trace,” Grace finishes for him.

			Cary flushes. “It’s not about that.”

			“Well, the gun stays with me. You think I’ll just give it to you if you convince us to go to Rayford?” Trace leans forward. “Not going to work. Nice try, though.”

			“It’s not about that either,” Cary says. “Did you notice me asking for the gun? I don’t give a fuck if you keep it and I don’t give a fuck if you go, Trace. I’m going. If I’m the only one, so be it.”

			For once, Trace is speechless.

			“Okay,” Rhys says. “Look, we all want to know what’s going on, we all want the protection, but this isn’t crossing the street. You said it yourself. We don’t know if we can get a car⁠—”

			“We’ll find a car.”

			“No,” Harrison says. “We agreed to wait here⁠—”

			“Did we?” Cary turns to him. “Why?”

			“Because it’s safe.”

			“So you figured out how Baxter got in?” Cary asks. Harrison opens his mouth and then closes it. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

			“You can’t blame him for not wanting to go out there,” Grace says.

			“I said I don’t give a fuck if he does, if any of you do. I’m leaving. If you want to come with me, fine. I’m just telling you I’m going.”

			Rhys says, “You’ll get eaten alive outside⁠—”

			“I could just as easily get shot inside. I’m willing to take my chances.”

			“So it is about me.” Trace grins. “Well, go then, douchebag. Far be it from me to stop you.”

			“Fucking unbelievable,” Cary says. “Do you hear yourselves? It’s a way out. Don’t you see that? I say I want to talk about Rayford⁠—a survivors’ camp⁠—and you guys have to wait until you rub the fucking sleep out of your eyes to do it? We heard that message on the radio and the last thing we want to do is leave? Is that seriously how brain dead staying here has made us? Baxter got in. We don’t know how. This place isn’t safe. We’re going to forget how to survive, so when we do have to leave, we’ll die. We’ll get ourselves killed.”

			“So dramatic,” Trace says, and at first I think he’s right, but then Cary’s words sink in.

			He’s right.

			There’s an unknown entry point in this school that the dead could come pouring through any second, and we move around every minute, every hour, every day like it’s nothing. We sent Baxter out to die and only three of us have searched for his way in. I glance at Grace and wonder if she would be sharp enough to run, to make lifesaving split-second decisions. We are one degree removed from our fear now. We’ve gotten used to this.

			“Trace, why did you stop running?”

			“Didn’t see the⁠—”

			His mouth snaps shut.

			He didn’t see the point.

			I turn to Cary. “You’re not going today, are you?”

			“No. I need time to plan. I want to make sure I’m prepared,” he says. “They’re going to come back. Sooner or later, they’ll surround this place, and Russo’s isn’t going to blow twice. If you want to go with me, fine. But just keep that in mind⁠—you’re coming with me. Not the other way around.”

			“What makes you think I’m going to follow you?” Trace asks.

			“Did you not hear the part where I said I don’t care if you do?”

			“Are you sure Rayford is closest?” Grace asks.

			It’s a fair enough question that Cary crosses the room and turns the radio on. White noise immediately fills the room. No reception. He fiddles with the dial.

			“Radio’s out,” he says numbly.

			“You sure it’s not the battery?” Grace asks.

			“It’s on,” he says. “It’s not the battery. It’s stopped.”

			We all listen hard, like maybe there’s a human voice trying to find its way through the static.

			There’s nothing.

			“Not good,” Trace says.

			Harrison swallows. “Does that mean the emergency shelters⁠—”

			“It doesn’t mean anything except the radio is out,” Cary says. “Something could have happened to the tower, that’s all. It doesn’t mean something happened to the shelters.”

			But it might mean exactly that. It might mean every next thing can only be a bad thing. The landlines are down, cell phones are dead, the power doesn’t work. Water doesn’t work. We got lucky with the tank and that’s going to run out and we don’t know when. Emergency broadcast is officially dead. We will never rebuild. This thing will overtake us, is overtaking us. Buildings will crumble and weeds will grow through their foundations. We’ll get infected and navigate a sorry imitation of our glory days, and this is why I don’t understand the point in going on, why it’s so wrong to give up.

			There’s nothing left.

			“Turn it off,” Harrison says, because he’s thinking it too. Cary doesn’t. He stares at the radio, looking betrayed that he would make this big scary decision and it would do this to him. The snow emitting from the speakers only seems to get louder and Harrison starts to cry. “Turn it off!”

			Cary turns it off but I feel like we need it because if they hear it, they’ll see how futile it is. I turn it on again and Cary doesn’t stop me. I let the grainy sound fill the room while Harrison whimpers and then I turn the volume all the way up⁠—

			“. . . Shelters are equipped with food, water, military protection, and first aid. Please exercise extreme caution while traveling and avoid heavily populated areas. If you encounter anyone you suspect to be infected, do not attempt to assist them . . .”

			“They’re calling them infected,” Rhys says. “Like Baxter.”

			I almost turn the radio off, but Cary holds up his hand and then I remember why we turned it on in the first place. We listen for the locations.

			The closest is still Rayford.

			“Think it over fast,” Cary tells us. “Because in a couple days, I’m gone.”

			He leaves the room. Rhys goes after him. Trace, Harrison, and Grace are silent.

			“Megan’s in Rayford,” Grace says after a minute. “Maybe she made it.”

			“Who’s Megan?” Harrison asks.

			“Our cousin.”

			“I don’t want to go with them,” Trace says. “Moreno will stick his neck out for Chen before he does it for us. You’ve seen it yourself. I don’t trust either of them.”

			“But it’s safer as a group,” Grace says. “You can’t deny that. Once we get to Rayford, we never have to deal with either of them again.”

			“That’d be fucking nice.”

			“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

			That’s what they’ll do. But I don’t know what I’ll do. I leave the room and no one stops me. When I reach the hall, I try to guess which direction Cary and Rhys went in and then choose the opposite.

			“Sloane.”

			Grace.

			I turn.

			“Are you going to leave too?”

			I nod. I know I have to do that much, if they’re all going.

			“When we get to Rayford, what are you going to do?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Cary and Rhys will go together. I’m with Trace, and Harrison will go with Trace. And you . . . Is it serious with Rhys?”

			My stomach twists. “Rhys?”

			“Trace told me⁠—” She blushes. “He told me he saw you two. I mean it’s not my business. It’s just . . . if it’s serious, you’d stay with him, right?”

			“It’s got nothing to do with that. We might not even make it.”

			“We will.” She sounds so sure. “And then when we get to Rayford, we’re going to find my cousin Megan and . . . you know. It’ll be good. But it would be better if you came with me.” Her words slowly settle over me. My heart folds itself around them. She watches it happen. I feel strange, nothing anchoring me to the ground. “Come with us. When we split in Rayford, come with us.”

			“What about Rhys?”

			“You heard Trace.”

			“You don’t trust him?”

			“It doesn’t matter if I do. Trace wouldn’t want him there,” she says. “And I’m not going to argue. But he’s okay if you’re there, because I told him how much it meant to me. So what do you think?”

			“Why?” My voice cracks. “Why would you want me there?”

			The question genuinely seems to surprise her, and then her expression shatters, just a little.

			But not because of me.

			For.

			“It’s like you said . . . Everything’s fucked up, and when it’s fucked up, you have to find something to hold on to. Something that’s yours.” And then she hugs me and whispers something terrible, wonderful, in my ear. “I’ve always wanted a sister.”

			
			⁠

			Everyone’s in for Rayford.

			“Doesn’t matter if Trace has the gun.” Cary’s been making lists, checking them twice. He scribbles something down in an old composition book. “It could draw unwanted attention. I think we’ll be fine with baseball bats, and I saw a crowbar in the custodian’s room. Good, blunt objects⁠—”

			“Don’t really mean anything when you’re surrounded,” Rhys says.

			“A gun won’t be much help either, in that case.”

			“Thoughts on transpo?”

			“Check every car we see. If we can find temporary shelter while we look, that would be preferable.” Cary taps his pen. “There aren’t any outside?”

			“No,” I say. “Nothing that runs.”

			“We’ll have to keep our eyes open. I think we can do this. I mean, we got here in one piece and the streets were overrun. It’s way quieter now. If we’re lucky, most of them are still at Russo’s. We’ll stay away from that side of town.”

			“Just because the streets aren’t overrun⁠—”

			“Yeah, yeah, I know. They’re quiet now,” Cary says. “At first I thought we should leave at night so we can be hidden, but I think it would be better if we could see any infected coming, don’t you?” He doesn’t wait for a response. “I was thinking just before dawn. Dark, but not too long. Oh, and everyone needs a pack full of supplies, instead of two to the group. That was a stupid idea. We could get separated easily. We might have to separate.”

			“You really want to do this together?” I ask.

			“If you’re all coming, you’re all coming. I would’ve done it alone if I had to, but there’s an obvious strength in numbers.”

			I think of the Caspers then, of Harrison. I shouldn’t let my mind go there but I do. If he’d never been with Lily⁠—is that the thing that saved me, that made him choose Harrison over me? If he had to make that call again, would he still choose Harrison? Or would he choose Trace out of spite?

			Or maybe Grace, to hurt Trace. Maybe Grace would be the one.

			I can’t stand the idea of that happening to Grace.

			“Sloane,” Cary says, watching my face. “I wouldn’t do that to either of you.”

			“We trust you,” Rhys says.

			I glance across the room. Harrison naps on the couch. He already feels dead to me because of how incidental he’s become. Does Harrison feel that way about himself? Does he feel alive? I thought it could be something, I mean, eventually . . . And now it’s too late to do anything about it. Is he clinging to the slim hope that it’s not too late, or is he surviving out of pure instinct, volleying himself between whatever powers he can hide behind⁠—but to no end, for no reason?

			He suddenly unsettles me in a way he didn’t before.

			“Harrison could be right,” I say. “By the time the water in here runs out, the military could be reclaiming cities. Towns. It could be over by then.”

			“I’m not staying here with Trace longer than I have to,” Cary says, keeping his voice low. “I don’t trust him and I will never trust him.”

			“But you’ll let him leave with us,” Rhys says.

			“He’ll have other things to worry about than me out there.”

			“What do you think, Sloane?” Rhys asks.

			“I think we’ll probably die,” I say.

			Cary closes his notebook. “Very uplifting.”

			Later, Rhys asks if we can talk alone. I say yes, and it isn’t until Trace lets out a low whistle as we pass that I think maybe Rhys doesn’t actually want to talk. I suddenly feel cornered by the idea of touching him, him touching me. It has to happen, doesn’t it? If it’s happened twice before.

			We haven’t even been on a date.

			And then I wonder if I owe him anything after what we did, if I have to touch him first, if it’s my turn to figure out how to make him feel electric.

			I have no idea how I’d do that.

			We circle the building wordlessly. Every so often I catch him looking at me and there’s a question in his eyes, but he doesn’t ask it and I can’t stand it, this needling feeling all over my skin, so I ask mine first: “Do you want . . . something from me?”

			“What?”

			“You want to, like . . .” I gesture vaguely between us, my face burning. “Right?”

			“What . . . ? No. No. Jesus. I just wanted to talk.” He sounds as flustered as I feel, and I’m glad it’s too dark for us to see each other clearly.

			“What do you want to talk about?”

			“When Baxter was here, and he was talking about . . . I just wondered if you thought . . .” He pauses. “Do you think there’s anything human left in them? He thought so.”

			I think of the dead girl on top of me.

			I know what he wants me to say.

			“No.”

			“So you don’t think they have souls? They die, right?”

			“Yeah.”

			“But they come back.”

			“The first death. The soul must go with it. They’re not people, Rhys.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“Because I’m God.”

			This actually gets a laugh out of him, a small one.

			“You believe in all that? Souls? God? I’ve heard you praying.”

			“My dad . . . We’d go to church every Sunday and he’d, uh⁠—he’d say all the prayers in Spanish, didn’t matter that everyone else didn’t. That’s how I learned them.”

			“You don’t talk to God so much anymore now, though.”

			“It wasn’t God I was talking to.” He swallows. “I just can’t stop thinking about it. They look so sad when they turn. Just in that second after. They look like they know what’s happened to them but there’s nothing they can do . . . and then the hunger. The hunger just takes them. But that’s why I wondered⁠—that second. If it meant they were still there. If their soul was trapped but changed with them and . . . I don’t know.”

			“Your parents turned.”

			At first, I think he’ll cry. He brings his hands to his eyes and stays so still for the longest time, but when he lowers them, there are no tears.

			“Rhys.”

			He takes a shuddering breath.

			“Tell me,” I say.

			“The night . . . the night before it all really went to hell, a group of dead got into our house. Like six of them. We thought it was a break-in, and one bit my dad. So we⁠—we got upstairs and we⁠—we locked ourselves in my parents’ bedroom. We called the police. The police came.” His expression grows distant as he talks, but there’s a part of him here, before me, steeling himself for the story’s end. “They were overwhelmed. We knew something had gone wrong, but not what or how, so we just thought we’d wait it out until it was safe or backup came. We barricaded the door. My dad was like . . . He was sick, but we thought he was just upset. And then he said he felt cold.”

			I wonder what infection feels like from the inside. If you can sense yourself becoming ice. And your emotions and memories too, they become ice, and you turn and then you’re free.

			The way I’m thinking about this is still all wrong.

			Romantic.

			“Near the end, he said he didn’t want to hurt us. It’s like he knew it was . . . It’s like he knew it was taking him. And then his heart stopped. And then he came back. He . . . bit my mom and I knew what I had to do. The only thing we had in that room was his golf clubs. Her bite wasn’t so bad. She was lucid longer. I thought maybe if it was small, it wouldn’t count. But in the end she got cold.”

			“You killed them both.”

			“I didn’t even wait for her to turn,” he says.

			He was covered in their blood. His shirt, his jeans. Caked on his neck, his hands, under his fingernails. I didn’t even think about it, because we were all that way, but that was his mother, his father. For seven days, he wore their deaths and he never said a word to any of us about it. I feel so bad for him but I know there’s nothing I could say that would reach him, so I reach for his hand instead, crushing his fingers in mine. A futile attempt to redirect his pain. He lets me hurt him for a few minutes before gently pulling away.

			“It was so easy,” he says. “Just physically doing that. When it was over, I thought . . . people . . . we aren’t made of anything. That’s how easy it was.”

			He shakes a little, trying to get the nightmare off.

			“I’m sorry, Rhys.”

			“It’s okay.”

			“It’s not okay. It’s horrible.”

			“No,” he says. “It’s fine.”

			I don’t understand how it’s fine, how it could ever be.

			“Why?”

			“Because if I’m here because they’re not,” he says, “then I have to make it mean something.” He hesitates. “Are you coming to Rayford?”

			“I don’t know. Grace wants me to go with her.”

			“Grace is coming with us.”

			“She wants me to stay with her and Trace. After.”

			“I’m sure that invitation doesn’t extend to me or Cary.”

			“It doesn’t.”

			“Are you going to do it? Are you going to stay with her?” he asks, and I don’t answer because I don’t want to answer him and I think he’s putting me between them but I’m not sure.

			Nothing like this has ever happened to me before.

			“What if I wanted you to stay with me and Cary? Sloane, are you going to stay at all?”

			What he really means: Am I going to leave? Am I going to finish the plan I came here with, the one I’ve carried with me, but keep failing to see through?

			“Tell me what happens next,” he says. “Just tell me.”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You won’t stay for Grace and you won’t stay for me. You wouldn’t even stay for yourself. Just Lily, right?”

			“Rhys⁠—”

			“Who left you.” He says it like he knows it better than I do. And then: “She wasn’t the one who was trapped.” He lets it hang between us like somehow it’s going to give way to some sort of epiphany, an undoing. He tries again. “If you’re staying, I want you to stay with me.” I want so badly to ask him why, why he thinks he needs me, but he continues. “And if you’re not staying⁠—if you’re going to go through with it⁠—wait until we’re out of your way. I couldn’t stand to see it.”

			“Okay.”

			“I hope I don’t see it, Sloane,” he says. “I really hope you wake up.”

			He brings his hand to the crook of my elbow, draws himself close. He presses his lips against the side of my mouth and my heart recoils because for all its gentleness, it hurts.

			This time, I don’t want to feel it.

			He goes back to the auditorium alone.

			
			⁠

			We prepare.

			Book bags: utilitarian. Nothing too big or bulky or easy to grab. We overstuff them with water, food, and first aid. Then we make hard decisions, like less water or less food?

			If someone gets hurt, are they worth trying to save?

			“Go with the clothes on our backs,” Grace says. “But layer smartly.”

			Trace nods. “Good idea. Not exactly warm out.”

			“We can do a lot with a little,” Cary says. “We made it seven days out there before⁠—”

			“You mean most of us made it seven days out there before.”

			“We should probably establish some ground rules for that gun,” Cary says.

			“Sure. Rule number one: You don’t get to tell me how I can use the gun. Good talk.”

			“Trace,” Grace says. She turns to Cary. “What were you thinking?”

			“Gunfire will draw them out. Any loud noises will. Don’t use it unless you absolutely have to. That’s all I was going to say.”

			“Use discretion. Sounds reasonable.” She turns to her brother. “Right?”

			Trace shrugs. I look around the auditorium, at its walls. Doors locked and barricaded. Soon we’ll be trading all this for the ugly outside. On the way back, Grace asks if I’ve thought about what I’m going to do when we get to Rayford. I tell her I haven’t, and I can tell she’s disappointed, hurt. But she’d be even more hurt if I made a promise I knew I wasn’t going to keep.

			After sundown, I take one last shower in the dark, then I sit on the bench naked, feeling out bruises, and I think of what Rhys said, how we’re not made of anything. I wonder if my father felt the same way about Lily and me. Maybe once he realized it the first time, he wanted to realize it over and over again because it made him feel like he was made of something.

			I take my time on my way back, aiming my flashlight over everything. How long will it take the barricades to fall once we’re gone? For the dead to roam these halls?

			The beam suddenly spills into the open basement door.

			I stop.

			Just beyond it, there’s a man on the floor.

			He’s on his hands and knees.

			Clothes in tatters.

			Filthy.

			Alive.

			“Mr. Baxter?”

			“I told you I wasn’t infected,” he whispers. “I told you.”

			His hand reaches for me.

			I burst into the auditorium shouting, “Baxter’s here⁠—he’s here!” Flashlights go on. Trace grabs the gun from wherever he’s been hiding it and I tell them what Baxter said to me. I told you I wasn’t infected. I told you. We race back down the hall together, to the place where I found him, and I expect him to be gone but he’s still there, but now he’s on his back, on the floor.

			“Mr. Baxter?” Cary calls.

			He doesn’t respond.

			“Mr. Baxter?”

			Doesn’t move.

			Cary steps forward but Trace cuts in front, gun out.

			He holds it over Baxter’s still form.

			Cary looks at the basement door.

			“This is how he got in? This is it? But we checked this.”

			“Why did he come back?” Harrison asks in a small voice.

			“He said he wasn’t infected,” I say. “Now he can prove it.”

			Grace kneels beside him. Baxter’s eyes are half open, glazed. He blinks and moves his lips but no words come out. She leans forward.

			“Mr. Baxter? Can you hear me?”

			I crouch next to her while the boys discuss it behind us. Grace looks at me, smiles weakly. Trace says, “Leave him here. We’re going. He can have the school.”

			“Holy shit,” Cary says. “Did you see this?”

			He casts his light over the floor. It’s streaked with blood. He follows its trail back to Baxter and I can’t figure out what part of him it’s coming from, what part of him is open.

			He closes his eyes.

			His breathing⁠—stops.

			“Oh, God,” Grace says. She brings her fingers to Baxter’s neck for his pulse. “He’s cold.”

			“Grace,” Rhys says. “Get away from him. Get away from him now⁠—”

			I pictured this differently in my head. Pictured the turning slow. Baxter starts breathing again almost immediately. Relief washes over Grace’s face until she notices the difference, its terrible familiarity.

			Baxter’s body spasms once.

			He opens his eyes.

			His eyes⁠—

			“Grace, get back!”

			Baxter grabs Grace, and in one swift motion, their positions are reversed. She’s on the floor on her back and he’s on top of her, and someone is screaming, everyone is screaming⁠—

			“Get him off her⁠—get him off her now!”

			Grace pushes at him, tries desperately to get Baxter’s mouth away from every part of her it could bite, and then Harrison shouts, “Trace, the gun!”

			But I don’t think there’s time, there is no time. Baxter grabs her wrist and pulls it to his lips and I do the only thing I can think of⁠—I grab him and I pull him off her and then there’s a shot, this incredible crack, and it’s so in my ears I feel it in my teeth. Baxter falls sideways and I fall with him, but he’s not finished. It wasn’t a good enough shot. He twitches my way, his hunger for me and me alone, but if this is it, it’s okay because I saved Grace, I saved her⁠—

			“Sloane, move!” I don’t know who shouts it. Cary, Rhys, Trace. I roll to the side. There’s another shot, another shock, and then Baxter is motionless on the ground.

			Trace’s aim was true this time.

			Blood pools onto the floor from Baxter’s head.

			“Shit! You said he said he wasn’t⁠—you said he wasn’t infected!” Trace stares at the gun. “I killed him,” he says, and then he laughs. “Holy shit, I killed⁠—I⁠—fuck! That was close. Grace . . .” He turns to her. “Grace?”

			We all turn.

			She’s still on the floor, dazed.

			Trace hurries to her, kneels beside her.

			“You didn’t get bit, did you? Did you⁠—”

			“No . . .” She tries to get to her feet but it’s like invisible hands keep her pinned to the ground. Her eyes widen. “Oh . . .”

			Trace sets the gun down. His hands hover over her like he’s afraid to touch her, and Cary shines his light on her and all I see is red.

			Her stomach is red.

			“Oh, Grace.”

			My heart in my throat.

			“I’m okay,” she assures us. She tries to get up again but she can’t, and her eyes settle into a kind of understanding that makes me want to run so far away.

			“No,” Trace says. “No. No. No. I didn’t⁠—I didn’t⁠—” He pulls her into his arms and she cries out. He moans like her pain is his. She buries her face in his chest, grasping at him weakly. “Talk to me. Grace, talk to me. Please.”

			This isn’t happening.

			“I don’t want to die,” she manages.

			This is not happening.

			“Okay, don’t talk if you’re going to say things like that.” Trace squeezes his eyes shut. “I’m sorry. I am so, so sorry, Grace⁠—”

			“Don’t be mad,” she begs. “Trace, please don’t be mad for me.”

			“I could never be mad at you,” he says, and she starts to cry because mourning herself is all she can do. The last thing she’ll ever do. “Grace, come on.”

			“Please don’t be mad.” Her voice, smaller and smaller. “I don’t want to do this to you . . .”

			“Then don’t. Come on, don’t do this to me⁠—you don’t have to do this to me.”

			But she does.

			Grace dies in the hall in her brother’s arms, in our school in this unforgiving world where there are no phones or ambulances or hospitals or doctors. She closes her eyes and she tries so hard to stay, but in the end she lets us go.

			
			⁠

			Trace asks to be left alone with her body.

			We sit in the auditorium, silent. The few times anyone tries to speak, words fall from our tongues, awkward and stiff, like we’re just learning to talk. I am painfully aware of my heartbeat. My blood humming. The air entering and leaving my own lungs.

			Harrison is curled on his mat, crying.

			I want to hurt him until he stops.

			Seconds pass, minutes pass, hours pass. The sun rises. When Trace returns to us, we are all so much older. His eyes are swollen, his face waxen. There’s blood on him⁠—Grace’s blood. It stains his shirt and his pants. Even knowing this, I look for her. I look past him for her. She’s not there. Half of me understands but half of me refuses to believe it, and that half of me is waiting for her to come back so we can talk about this. We can’t talk about her being dead without her being here.

			No one says anything to him.

			There’s nothing any of us can say.

			Seeing him like this makes Harrison cry harder. He covers his mouth and sobs. Grace kissed that mouth when she was alive. Cary’s mouth. It hits me again: Grace is dead. There is no more Grace.

			I live in a world without Grace.

			“Where is she?” Rhys asks.

			“I took her to Mrs. Pender’s room,” he says. “She’s there.”

			My eyes drift to her mat. Where she should be. Some of her things still scattered around. The clothes she wore yesterday. Her clutch, with her mother’s note inside. Rhys asks if we can see her and Trace tells us no. He crosses the room to her mat. He picks up her sweater and buries his face in it. He cries and the material can’t muffle the sound. It’s wretched, keening.

			He raises his head. “This is real, isn’t it? That happened. Grace? Grace, I⁠—”

			There is no answer.

			He stares blankly for a second, then he grabs her blanket, her pillow, and walks out of the auditorium. I leave the room and head in the opposite direction, a steadying hand to the wall, until it breaks off for another hall and there’s nowhere I can think of to go. I sit on the floor and the memory of that fragile possibility of her and me⁠—

			I’ve always wanted a sister.

			—⁠It’s gone now. I wasted it.

			
			⁠

			There’s a window in the basement, at the back of the school.

			It looks out onto the athletic field. It’s close to the ground and semiconcealed by boxwood. That’s how Baxter first got in. Then he hid it behind shelves, to keep it for himself. He pushed them down to return through it. As soon as Cary tells us, we all see it in our heads, and it is the most painful kind of realization. We checked the basement. We looked at those shelves.

			Cary tells us nothing else found its way in after Baxter.

			“It wasn’t obvious,” Rhys says, like that should make it okay that we checked the basement and we looked at those shelves and didn’t fucking see it. That we didn’t take it seriously enough. That we didn’t look hard enough. That Grace is dead because of it.

			“Where is he?” Rhys asks Cary. “Baxter? Where did you put him?”

			“The basement.” Cary stares at his hands and then he shakes them, shakes his head. “I can’t believe he came back just to do that.”

			“We sent him outside to die. Why can’t you?”

			“Someone should check on him,” Harrison says. “Trace, I mean.”

			“You do it,” Cary tells him.

			“I don’t want to⁠—I don’t want to see her.”

			“You wouldn’t.”

			“That’s not fair.”

			“He can’t stay in that room forever. We have to go to Rayford.”

			“Jesus,” Rhys says. “He just lost his sister, Cary. Give him a couple of days.”

			“You think he’ll still go with us?” I ask.

			Cary shrugs.

			“I’ll check on him,” I say.

			I am going to the AV room. I am going upstairs to see Trace, who is sitting with Grace’s body because Grace is dead. It comes in waves, this drowning thought, each worse than the last. Grace is dead.

			She’s dead.

			And then I hear a voice.

			Relief surges through me. I knew it was a mistake. I knew she was alive. I knew it. I push the door open, sending it hard into the wall. Trace sits on Pender’s desk. My eyes pass over him in search of her. There, in the middle of the room, desks are pushed together and he’s put her there, on top of them, and covered her with a sheet. But how can that be when her voice⁠—

			Trace holds the camcorder up. My heart crashes.

			“We made a video,” he tells me. “In case.” He pushes a button and Grace’s voice stops. The room feels colder as soon as he does. “The battery will run out. I’ll never hear her again.”

			“Can I . . . can I see her?”

			I just want to see her.

			“No. You can see her here.”

			I join him at the desk, never unaware of her presence. I don’t know how he stands it. I lean in close. The camcorder’s tiny LCD screen is paused on the two of them. The quality isn’t that great. Trace didn’t adjust the settings right for recording at night and the only thing illuminating them is the flashlight and it makes Grace look wrong. I have this urge to find my way into the video, to tell her what’s coming.

			Grace, did you ever believe that you’d die.

			The video finishes. He turns it off.

			“What do you want, Sloane?”

			“Do you need anything? I can get you . . . anything.”

			“No,” he says. “You can’t.”

			And then⁠—

			“If we brought one of those things in . . . If we brought one of those things in to bite her⁠—” He takes a breath. “Do you think she’d come back?”

			“No.” My stomach turns. “No. She wouldn’t. It’s too late, Trace.”

			“Were you going to stay with us? She told me she asked. Don’t lie. Just tell me if you were.”

			“I hadn’t decided.”

			“She really wanted you to come. I wasn’t sure, but she really cared about you.”

			“I cared about her too.”

			“She said you didn’t know if you’d go, because of Rhys.”

			“It wasn’t him.”

			“She really liked you.” It’s almost an accusation.

			“Come to Rayford with us,” I say. “Please. We’re going soon.”

			“Leave Grace, you mean.”

			“I didn’t mean it like that⁠—”

			“How else could you have meant it?”

			“Trace.”

			His face darkens. For one second, I see my father.

			“Just fuck off, all right?”

			I will see him in every anger.

			“I’m sorry,” I say.

			He rubs his eyes. “Look, if I⁠—if I step out for a minute, will you stay with her? I hate when she’s alone. But don’t . . . don’t do anything. Okay?”

			I nod. Even then, it takes him a long time, his entire being resisting it. I don’t know if he’s won the fight or lost it when he walks through the door but I know he won’t be gone long.

			I make my way to the center of the room.

			The faint scent of decay.

			I pull the sheet back.

			“Grace,” I say.

			She’s too far gone for me to reach her. So gone from us, no bite will bring her back. Her lips are parted, but no breath passes through them. Everyone says death looks like sleeping, peaceful, but this is nothing like that. I bring my hand to her face, running my thumb over her skin, wincing at how cold and dry it’s become. I regret doing this, inviting this image to overtake all the other images I have of her, the ones that carried me through those bleak mornings with my dad, the gift she gave me in Lily’s absence.

			I lean down and kiss her on the cheek.

			“I’m not strong,” I tell her.

			A tear drips from my chin and lands perfectly under her eye.

			“How is he?” Rhys asks when I return.

			“Bad,” I say. “Where’s Harrison?”

			They don’t answer.

			“What?”

			“Tell her, Cary.” Rhys doesn’t sound happy.

			“He wouldn’t stop crying so I told him to get the fuck out,” Cary says. “Did you mention leaving to Trace?”

			“Tell me you didn’t,” Rhys says. “It’s way too soon to throw that at him.” He closes his eyes at my silence. “Shit, Sloane.”

			“It’s Trace’s problem,” Cary says. “Not ours.”

			Rhys throws Cary a disgusted look. “I’m going to find Harrison.”

			He goes. Cary and I stand side by side. Useless. Grace, a floor above us, decomposing. It doesn’t seem right that there can’t be a burial. And I think about how no one has really said anything about her. How sweet she was, how hard she tried, how she was all the good words.

			These things should still matter.

			“Grace is dead,” I tell him.

			“I can’t bring her back.”

			“She was ours and she’s dead.”

			He stares at the table.

			“She wasn’t mine.”

			“She was⁠—”

			“Sloane.”

			He looks at me.

			In this light, I’d swear he was infected.

			“Don’t,” he says.

			
			⁠

			I sit on my mat, face tilted to the skylight. Ghostly white clouds drift by.

			Footsteps.

			Trace strides across the room to me.

			Nothing about him being away from Grace makes sense.

			“Trace?”

			He kicks me. In the side. The shock of the act fragments the impact. I don’t feel it at all at first, and then I do. The pain of it, everywhere. I fold inward at the exact same time he aims his foot for my abdomen. It connects with my arm instead, and I cry out, not sure what part of me to protect next, when his leg rears back one more time. I roll over, and he kicks me in the spine, and I’m saying, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, Dad, I didn’t⁠—”

			“Trace⁠—Trace⁠—Trace!”

			Trace. It’s Trace.

			Rhys. Cary.

			I’m in the school.

			They pull him away and Trace starts screaming.

			“I had the shot! I had the fucking shot and you ruined it!”

			I stagger across the room. I lean against the stage, try to get my bearings. He had the shot. I ruined it. I frantically sort through the movie in my mind. It’s not true. I pulled Baxter off Grace, I pulled him off her. I had to. There was no time. I pulled him off, there was the shot, but I saved her . . . I grab Baxter and pull him off her and then there’s a shot⁠—

			He had the shot and I ruined it.

			Trace collapses. Cary and Rhys ease him to the floor and he starts to sob. Rhys hurries over to me and asks me if I’m okay. But I’m good. I’m fine. My pain isn’t real.

			Trace’s pain is real.

			“Help him.” I want to scream it, though. Help him! Help Trace, help Trace. Please. Harrison and Cary stare at him but they don’t help.

			“I can’t,” Rhys says, but I think he must be wrong. There must be some way to help Trace. We just haven’t thought of it yet. “Sloane, look at me⁠—did he break anything?”

			I stare at Trace and it already feels like a lifetime ago that he caught me, that he hit me so hard, his arm reeling back and⁠—no, wait. That wasn’t Trace.

			“Sloane,” Rhys says. He takes my arm. “Let me see how bad it is.”

			Lily. She’d say that too, after. Sometimes. Let me see how bad it is. Did he break anything. No. Does anything feel broken. Yes. But not bones.

			“I’m fine.” I pull away. “Don’t.”

			Rhys stops looking me over. He sits down and buries his face in his hands. Cary hauls Trace to his feet and says something about the nurse’s office. Trace doesn’t resist.

			I shiver violently under the shower’s icy spray. There’s no hot water to burn the touch off. The cold water only binds it to me. I wait for Lily to find me, to lead me out of the stall to my bed and tell me to breathe. Breathe. But this isn’t home. I close my eyes and press my fist against my forehead. I’m not there. I’m here. But my body can’t tell the difference. I turn the water off and limp out of the stall and change back into my clothes, then make my way to the nurse’s office. I peer through the window. Trace is on the cot, on his back, staring at the ceiling. I can’t tell if he’s awake or not. I rap my knuckles lightly against the door. He doesn’t move. I think of Grace laid out on the desks upstairs, the exact same position, not moving, not seeing, not breathing. I will his head to turn, for him to sit up, say something. He stays perfectly still.

			I go back to the auditorium, relieved to find everyone gone. It doesn’t last as long as I want it to, need it to. I hear Rhys, Cary, and Harrison in the hall but I don’t want to see them. I can’t stand the way they looked at me, like I’m pathetic, like I’ve been shattered beyond putting back together.

			I hide on the stage.

			“She wasn’t in the locker rooms . . .”

			Their voices get closer. I make myself small next to the piano. Our cell phones line its closed cover, and I remember Grace collecting them from us, turning them off to preserve the batteries, so one day we could turn them on again, to see if anything changed. When did I have my phone last? Rhys running his hands all over my back, telling me I’m good, I’m fine . . .

			“There aren’t many places she can be.”

			“We couldn’t even find the fucking way Baxter got in.”

			“Just keep looking. Harrison, check the back of the school.”

			They leave, but I stay where I am.

			I turn the phone on.

			There’s no signal.

			But I have a text message.

			It’s the end of the world and I have a text message.

			We’ve been in the school almost a month, but the message is dated three days after the morning it started. I don’t know what I was doing then. Where exactly we were. We were a group. The Caspers were alive. Grace was alive.

			Text messages were still going out.

			It’s from my dad.

			I can’t get air into my lungs. It’s old. It’s an old message. It’s old, it’s old, it’s old . . . And then I laugh stupidly, dizzy, because I was right⁠—he’s here, he’s been here this whole time. He’ll always be here. It’s old, I think firmly, but another thought is louder and it makes me want to end it all here, now:

			He’s alive.

			I open the message.

			Lily’s here. It’s safe. Come home.
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			⁠
	
			I need to go.

			I need to go to her.

			I need to get home now.

			No. I need to make sure what I’m seeing is real. I comb the halls for Rhys and Cary, trying to figure out where they went. I’m shaking so badly, I drop my phone. I pick it up. Check the message is still there. It’s still there. Lily’s here. It’s safe. Come home. And then my legs decide to stop supporting me. I sink to the floor and press my hand against my forehead and I start to laugh and then I start to cry.

			“Sloane?”

			Rhys and Cary rush toward me, barraging me with questions, but none of their questions are right. Are you hurt? Is it Trace? Is it the barricades? They’ll never guess.

			I wipe my eyes and hold out my phone.

			“Do you see it? Do you see the message?”

			Rhys takes it and stares at it a long moment before wordlessly handing it to Cary. I can’t tell if he sees it. Cary frowns as he reads, then his mouth drops open. He should be ecstatic, shouldn’t he? The girl he loved is alive, and doesn’t he want to see her?

			Of course he’d want to see her⁠—

			“This is old, Sloane.”

			“It’s not that old. We can stop there. We can get her. We can all go to Rayford⁠—”

			“You don’t even know if they’re alive.”

			“We’re alive!” I rip the phone from his hand. “It says it’s safe. We can stop there and we can get her and we can go to Rayford. My dad, he has a car⁠—”

			“They could be gone if they’ve heard the radio⁠—”

			“No. They’re still there.” They exchange a glance and I want to grab them, push them, anything to make them understand. “It doesn’t matter! We’re going to Rayford anyway, we can stop there. Why can’t we stop there?”

			“No one said we couldn’t stop there.”

			“Why am I asking?” It hits me so hard. We don’t have to do everything as a group. “I don’t have to ask you if I can go to my home. I can go there alone.”

			All I wanted to know was if they saw it, if the message was real, and they did. They saw it. It’s real. I can leave. Cary grabs my arm and it’s the wrong arm, the one Trace kicked. It brings me back to my senses, and a different message flashes across my mind. Lily’s handwriting, torn into the paper, slipped under my door.

			I’m sorry. I can’t do this anymore.

			But she came back for me.

			“Sloane, calm down,” Cary says. “Of course we can check it out.”

			And if she came back for me, she means it.

			She has to mean it this time.

			
			⁠

			We decide to leave in the morning.

			Cary asks if I want Trace to come with us, like it should be up to me, like I’d even think of leaving him behind when he’s Grace’s brother. She wanted him safe. He has to come.

			“If she’d said no,” Harrison says, “were you just going to leave him locked in?”

			“He’s coming,” I say. “Stop.”

			“Harrison, you can tell him what’s going on,” Cary says.

			“What? Why do I have to do it?”

			“Christ.” Cary scrubs his hand across his mouth, his eyes murderous. “If I’m dragging your sorry ass through Cortege again, you’re going to start doing what I fucking tell you. You’d be dead if it wasn’t for⁠—” I flinch. “You fucking owe us. All of us.”

			Harrison leaves the room in tears.

			Cary watches him go.

			“I’m going to divide Grace’s⁠—I’m going to divide her stuff between us.”

			“Okay.”

			He leaves. I can’t bear to think of him rummaging through her things. That’s grave robbing. I think of Lily instead, seeing Lily, but it doesn’t help.

			Rhys watches me from his side of the table. There’s nothing in his eyes.

			“What?” I ask.

			“I’m happy for you,” he says.

			“Thank you.”

			“I hope she’s there.”

			“She will be.”

			He nods but he doesn’t say anything.

			“She’ll be there,” I say.

			Lily will be there.

			“When we went outside,” he says, “if it had worked out the way you wanted . . . you would’ve never seen the message. So I guess it’s good it didn’t work out. But your dad’s there. You’ll see him.”

			“He’s dead.”

			“How can you know that?”

			“He’s dead. And if he’s alive, we’re not taking him with us.”

			“It’s his car, isn’t it?”

			“I don’t care.”

			“I’m happy for you,” he says again.

			But I think he means it less each time he says it.

			Cary comes back. Harrison comes back. He tells us Trace has agreed to go but he wants us to pay our respects to Grace before we do, and then I realize every time I envision us leaving through the library, she’s there. She’s with us.

			Night falls. We lie on our mats for the last time. I’m starting to feel everything Trace did to me and I’m afraid it will slow us down, but I think if you want something bad enough, it can be greater than pain, that it can push you past it. I hope.

			I hope.

			“Sloane.”

			Rhys whispers my name. I face him. He reaches out to me. I stare at his hand and touch my fingertips to his. He grabs them, holds them.

			“We should be asleep,” I say.

			“Are you scared?”

			I shake my head and he looks so upset when I do, like he’s the last scared person in the world and he doesn’t want to be alone.

			“I’m jealous of you,” he says. “It kills me to look at you.”

			“Come here,” I tell him. But there’s not enough room on my mat. He pushes his next to mine and then we’re lying together. I bring my hand to his head and stroke his hair. He curls into me, puts his arms around me. It makes me wince. He loosens his grip immediately, but I take his arm and guide it to where it won’t hurt. He closes his eyes, breathing raggedly.

			“When we get to Rayford,” he says, “can I stay with you and her?”

			“Of course,” I tell him. “Of course you can.”

			He starts to cry.

			I pull him closer. He presses his face against my collarbone.

			We fall asleep like that.

			
			⁠

			Trace stares at us through the door.

			Cary unlocks it and pulls it open. I stay behind Rhys because if I’m afraid of anything right now, it’s Trace. When I woke up this morning, everything hurt a little more than it did before, and I have to be able to run. His gaze lingers on me as he passes. There’s no anger I can see, but that doesn’t mean it’s not there. We form an unconscious line behind him and walk to the second floor in eerie unison, a funeral procession. He stops at the landing and peers into its dark.

			He takes a deep breath, steps forward.

			Stops again.

			We wait.

			“If I go in that room,” he finally says, “I won’t come out.”

			I see her in him. I never saw it as clearly when she was alive, but now I do. Something in his eyes, the way he moves. He’s not as delicate, but what is delicate in him⁠—it’s her.

			He faces us, turns to me.

			“Lucky,” he says.

			It’s all he says.

			Rhys and Cary take the barricade down from the library door a third and final time. It’s raining again. Cary says that’s a good thing. Maybe the rain will mask our scent, if they can smell us. He hands out the baseball bats to Harrison and Rhys, but Trace refuses. He lifts his shirt, revealing the gun, and then raises his chin, daring us to oppose him, but we don’t. I take the crowbar. I need the weight. I lace my arms through the straps of my book bag, then do a pat down. Everything’s where it should be. I check my pockets and feel the crumpled piece of paper there . . .

			“Sloane, you listening?” Cary asks, and I nod. “We’ll jump the fence. We’ll go through the trees until we’re directly across from the alley.” The alley. Where Mr. and Mrs. Casper died. “And we’ll just keep cutting across street after street, every goddamn shortcut until we hit Sloane’s house.”

			“What if we need to stop?” Harrison asks.

			“Hopefully we have somewhere to do it,” Cary says. He turns to Trace. “Don’t fire the gun unless you have to. From here on out, no talking. No shouting. No panicking. Nothing.”

			All of these things sound sensible.

			If we do these things, everything will be okay.

			But that’s not how it’s ever really worked.

			He doesn’t ask if we’re ready. There is no real ready for this. He just looks at each of us and, when he isn’t met with any last-minute resistance, opens the door into the early morning. My heart seizes. It’s dark enough we might not be able to see our own deaths coming, and I haven’t once envisioned a death that was out of my control since this started.

			I tighten my grip on the crowbar.

			The rain falls heavily against the building, onto the path. I take one last look around. Cortege High. Its running water. The walls, the ceiling. The barricades. Our fortress.

			Our coffin.

			I step in front of the open door.

			The end of the world.

			My sister.

			I’m first to leave. It’s quiet in that ugly way that Rhys and I already know, and the way the others are about to learn. The trees beyond the path are still reaching for spring, providing little to no cover, but it’s better than nothing. The boys follow as I inch forward. I bring my hands to the fence and remember the sound it makes when you go over. I slide my crowbar between the chain links. We line up against the fence and I squint through the rain. There’s no one, living or dead, wandering in the distance. I think of Baxter. They wait. They wait, but they’re not invisible.

			I climb the fence. The metal is slick and cold and my book bag shifts awkwardly against my back, but I get to the other side. I take their baseball bats and set them gently on the ground, one by one. They climb over, retrieve them, and then we make our way through the grove, our footsteps squelching over sodden leaves. Still no sign of the dead. I look at Cary, Harrison, Rhys, and Trace. They’re uneasy, heads on a swivel.

			CHS, forever behind us.

			Grace.

			Goodbye, Grace.

			We’re soaked through by the time we clear the trees.

			Cary holds out his bat, points it toward the alley.

			We trudge into the street.

			The open street.

			“This is weird,” Harrison says.

			Cary throws him an angry look.

			The road and the alley are littered with bodies. The true dead. I see at least three of them spread eagle along that narrow concrete path. The ones who turned and were put down. When I glance back, Trace has slowed his pace, but only slightly. I notice his eyes scanning each corpse and realize he’s looking for his parents. Rhys taps the ground with his bat. We look at him.

			“Let’s just run for it,” he murmurs.

			He holds up three fingers, lowering them with the count.

			Three . . . two . . . one.

			I hit a puddle off the curb and the splash is deafening. We’re a stampede of the living, and the alleyway is so close I can taste it. We hit the middle of the street and⁠—

			The bodies all seem to rise at the same time.

			“Stop!”

			I don’t know who yells it, me or one of the boys. We stop in the middle of the street, backs to each other. My head spins at the sight of all the dead shambling to their feet. I was wrong. They’re not the true dead⁠—they’re the infected, and they’ve been waiting. They’re in various stages of decomposition. Some with their skin slipping off, entire layers of it gone, what’s left of their insides now on their outsides, organs crusted to their clothes, remoistened by the rain. Others who have been freshly opened and are oozing, leaking everywhere. Women and men, girls and boys. People I might’ve known but can’t recognize anymore. There is every shade of blood: black, brown, red, pink. They look at us through cloudy eyes and see us for what we are and what they are not anymore. Trace raises the gun.

			“No,” Cary says. “We need to run⁠—”

			“Where the fuck are we going to run?” Rhys.

			Our voices incense the dead. They charge at us and Cary goes left, forgetting the alley, the shortcut. We chase after him, my sides aching from the effort, but I can’t quit before I’ve started. I can’t. The dead are fast behind, closing in, and I can hear them screaming, but it’s not like we scream. A thin, earsplitting pitch. I want to stop and curl up in the middle of the road and let whatever happens next happen, that’s how scared it makes me.

			“The park,” Cary shouts. “The park⁠—”

			But I see something better. “Cary, that car⁠—”

			It’s across from the park. I veer to it. It looks in good shape, a small yellow four-door. Rhys and Cary shout after me. They straddle the middle of the road but they never stop moving. I pull on the door handle and the shrill whooping of the alarm fills the street.

			“Shit⁠—”

			I stumble back to them. We run into the park. I pretend I don’t see the overturned truck in the sandbox, the bright-pink coat of a dead little girl under a swing set. Garbage cans on their sides, trash everywhere. Cary points to the public bathrooms and we run to them. He pulls the door open and we hurl ourselves inside. It swings shut. He presses himself against it.

			“No lock! There’s no fucking lock!”

			The stench hits us then. Oh, God. I gag. Rhys coughs. We turn. Two closed stalls face us. I push open the one on the right and recoil. What was a man sits on the toilet, slumped over. There’s a hole in his head and the rest of him has been feasted upon. He’s missing chunks everywhere, revealing muscle tissue, organs, bone. Dried blood cakes the floor.

			Harrison starts to heave.

			“Harrison,” Cary says. “Harrison, don’t you fucking dare.”

			He doesn’t.

			I turn to the door, waiting for the onslaught, for the end. It doesn’t happen.

			“Why haven’t they come in yet?”

			Cary hands me his bat. He pads over to the door and opens it up a little bit. I bring my shirt collar over my mouth. The combined smells of the bathroom and the corpse make my eyes water. He closes the door and turns back to us.

			“They’re at the car. The alarm. More are coming. We have to get out of here before it stops.” He scans the room. There’s a small window at the back. He looks out of it. “This side is clear, I think. So we go out this window.” He pushes at the frame. “We’re going to have to break it.”

			“Then what are we going to do?” Harrison asks.

			“Find a place.”

			This side of the park slopes down a hill, stopped by a sound-barrier fence that separates it from Hutt Street. Hutt Street used to be a field and now it’s being redeveloped into houses that all look the same. A few are for sale, some are sold, and some are under construction.

			One of them has to offer shelter.

			“Sloane, break the window,” Cary says.

			It takes two tries. The first time, the crowbar snaps back, nearly into my shoulder, barely cracking glass. Second time’s true. I try to clear away as much of the broken pane as I can but Cary tells me to “stop it, we have to go!” We toss our bags out ahead of us and then we squeeze through. The glass cuts into my arms and I think of that first day that everything happened. The woman twisting her way through our picture window.

			Our broken picture window.

			How can it be safe, if the picture window is broken?

			I land hard on the ground. There are no dead here, but I don’t know what’s beyond that fence. Harrison is next out, then Cary, then Rhys. As soon as he’s clear, an ominous rumble sounds overhead. A flash of lightning streaks across the sky. The sky opens up.

			
			⁠

			We make our way down the hill on all fours, bellies to the mud. The smell of the damp earth is visceral, a welcome reprieve from the rot that has long surrounded us, the stagnant air of the school. I dig my hands into the dirt and it feels clean. I don’t know how long it takes us to reach the bottom. Hours. Days. Years. Time shifts funnily in situations like these⁠—there’s not enough of it or there’s too much of it. It’s always one when you need the other.

			We reach the fence. We press our backs to it, collecting ourselves, preparing for our next move. We can’t stay here long, that much is clear. The car alarm has stopped. Sooner or later, the dead will find us. And this fence⁠—it’s not the kind you can jump. We’ll have to go around. I press my face against it, like I could hear anything through it, through the storm. I don’t know what’s on the other side and I hate the gamble, but there’s no other choice.

			Can Lily feel me coming?

			Can she tell I’m close?

			Cary stops and I run into him. We’ve reached the end of the fence. He holds his hand up⁠—Wait⁠—and then inches forward, peering around the side. He recoils.

			“There’s a group coming up. It’s about to make its way around. We have to move or they’ll see us. We’ll get to one of the houses across the road. Lay low until the rain lets up.”

			We rise slowly, snaking around. The sight at the opposite end is horrifying. A cluster of dead converging, their heads turning back and forth, searching for what’s still alive.

			Cary points to the houses, then brings his fingers to his lips. We cross the road and make it to one, up its front porch. The door is locked. Cary jumps nimbly over the railing and we do the same⁠—Harrison, Rhys, me, and Trace. We follow Cary between two houses, hoping there might be a way into one through the back, when the rain turns into glass, glass in my hair and against my face. I flail back, trying to keep shards from my eyes.

			One of the dead has jumped through a second-story window, landing between us. A scream rises in my throat but dies on my lips. Rhys pulls me back and we stumble into Trace.

			It’s a man, not long dead. Black veins pulse under his pale skin, his eyes blanks. There are gashes on his hands. His neck is torn open. He rasps air at us, gnashing his teeth.

			He faces Cary, chooses Cary.

			Cary charges at the dead man and they both fly to the ground. I raise my crowbar before the first bite can happen, when I realize it’s not Cary.

			It’s Harrison.

			Harrison jumped in front of Cary.

			I slam the crowbar into the man. It doesn’t stop him. The man grips Harrison’s shoulders, pulling him down, and bites into the first piece of flesh he can find⁠—Harrison’s cheek. I could be fooled into thinking it’s a kiss, but then the skin separates from Harrison’s face, stretching grotesquely from it to the dead man’s mouth, and then it’s just red, a river of red, flowing. The dead man keeps pulling at Harrison’s skin with his teeth, annoyed it’s still attached. Harrison screams. Rhys raises his bat. Bone breaks. Blood spatters. Gray matter everywhere.

			Like that, it’s over.

			I look behind us.

			Nothing else has come. Yet.

			Rhys kicks the body off Harrison, who lies on the ground making fish-out-of-water sounds, his limbs spasming with shock. His mouth moves, open, closed, open, closed, aggravating his wound, making the bleeding worse. He’s trying to say something. Cary bows his head to listen. Harrison’s eyes bulge with the effort of finally finding his voice.

			“There,” he manages, laying his head back.

			Cary looks up at us.

			“Get in the house,” he tells us.

			“But⁠—”

			“Get in the house!”

			We climb in through a broken window, leaving Harrison and Cary behind. I fall onto a cold kitchen floor and paw across the room to an island and drag myself to my feet. The house has an open layout. A kitchen that extends into a living room that opens to a hall. Stairs. I don’t see any dead but I see bloodstains everywhere. A TV, screen-down on the floor. An overturned table, chairs. I clutch the crowbar, ready to swing. Rhys runs to the front door to make sure it’s locked. Trace heads upstairs. I make my way to the other side of the house, into what looks like an office. Nothing. The windows here are shuttered. I join Rhys in the hall. Trace stands at the top of the stairs.

			“Is it clear?” Rhys asks him.

			Trace nods, and then disappears. He hasn’t said a word since we left. I move to follow him⁠—I don’t know why⁠—but Rhys grabs my arm. A clattering noise sounds from the kitchen, where we find Cary on all fours. His bloodstained baseball bat rolls across the floor. He has two book bags. No Harrison.

			“Don’t say anything,” he says, panting.

			He stays like that a long moment, trying to muster the will to get to his feet. It isn’t until Rhys makes his way to the window that Cary manages to stand.

			“Don’t. I’ll cover it.”

			Cary pushes the fridge in front of the window. He struggles with it and it’s painful to watch, but he won’t accept help. I wonder what he’s thinking.

			Harrison, so worried about doing nothing with his life, but in the end, he gave it to Cary.

			Harrison, dead.

			I head into the living room, shrug off my bag, and sink into the couch, trembling from the cold, the wet, my muscles cramping from being so wound from being so fucking afraid.

			I close my eyes and listen to the rain.

			Harrison and Grace, dead.

			Mr. Baxter, dead.

			When I open my eyes, I feel time has passed. Rhys is on the opposite end of the couch, his face pressed into one of its cushions. I get some water from my bag, polishing off half the bottle before I even think to conserve.

			Cary sits at the kitchen table, staring at his bloody baseball bat.

			His eyes meet mine.

			“Everything I do, someone’s always getting hurt,” he says. “And if I’m not the reason, I can’t stop it happening. And I can’t . . .”

			“Cary, we’re almost there,” I say. He closes his eyes. “What’s it looking like?”

			He opens his eyes and rolls the bat back toward him. “They know we’re around. They’re on both sides of the street now. I can’t get to any of the cars. We’ll have to leave.”

			“Do you have a plan?”

			“Run. Hope for the best. I should tell Rhys to get it together.” He pauses. “And Trace. He’s upstairs. He hasn’t come down.”

			“I’ll get him,” I say.

			“Be careful.”

			I linger for a minute and instead of going straight for Trace, I go to Cary. He turns his head from me. I reach for his arm and he pulls back.

			Trace is in a warm blue bedroom at the front of the house. He looks like a violent dark stain inside it. A slew of family photos pinned to the wall all center around one young boy. Trace sits on the edge of what must be his bed, looking out the window to the dead roaming the street below.

			The gun is in his hand.

			He runs his thumb along it.

			It would kill her to see him like this.

			If she can see him now, it’s killing her.

			“I’m sorry, Sloane,” he tells me.

			I sit beside him.

			“It’s okay,” I say.

			“Okay,” he says. He nods. “Good.”

			He puts the gun under his chin and pulls the trigger.

			
			⁠

			Blood on my face, in my mouth.

			Brain and bone fragments.

			Trace, dead.

			I scramble back from what’s left of him.

			Rhys and Cary storm the upstairs.

			They understand immediately.

			There are only three of us now.

			“We have to⁠—” Rhys pulls at me, but I dig in because Grace wouldn’t want me to leave Trace like this. “Sloane, we have to leave⁠—”

			“But, Trace⁠—”

			“No, we have to go now!”

			I glimpse the dead outside. They’re frantic now, trying to source the shot.

			Thud.

			Thud.

			Thud.

			“They’re at the door⁠—”

			We rush downstairs. I grab my crowbar, but there’s no time for my bag. The fridge in front of the window teeters back and forth.

			“We’re close,” Cary says as we follow him down the hall, “so just run!”

			We burst through the front door. Instinct kicks in. I know this, we’ve done this before. Those first seven days. The streets overrun, us against them, no time to think up a better plan than just run and hope or pray. I take the lead and we sprint for the fenced-in house across the road⁠—it’s Mrs. Crispell’s house, which means we’re getting closer to mine. The dead clamber madly behind us, screaming, growling. We reach the fence. The boys fight their way over it. I’m last to go, and I’m half over when one of the dead grabs my foot, biting into the sole of my shoe. I scream and kick at it until I connect with something mushy and it lets go. I hit the ground hard, on my back, the wind knocked out of me. For a second, the world wavers and I think I’ll black out. If I do that, I’ll die. Rhys and Cary run ahead. They won’t stop for me, won’t help. They can’t. I have to do this on my own. I push up, weaving forward. The fence rattles behind me as the dead pull and push. They’re so hungry, so desperate for us that they can’t make their bodies understand they need to climb.

			This street, Gunter Street, is less crowded. I see cars but there’s no time to stop. I spot Rhys and Cary crawling under the back deck of Mrs. Schmidt’s house. I crawl in after them. We get lucky⁠—we’re not seen. We keep ourselves pressed against the ground, staring out at the last street before mine. The dead are everywhere. We’ll never make it.

			“Maybe they’ll clear out,” Rhys says. “If we wait.”

			We wait.

			The dead wait.

			But they could wait for us forever. They have forever.

			I shiver. Rhys moves closer to me. We can’t stay here all night. If we stay here all night, we’ll stay here the next night and the night after that . . .

			“That’s the Seals’ yard.” I point to the house across from us. “All we have to do is go through it, and then my house is right there, across the street.”

			“Easier said than done,” Cary says, but everything is.

			“We have to do something,” Rhys says.

			“We split up. I’ll go right, you and Rhys go straight through. If we all head in the same direction, they’ll close in and it’s game over.”

			Rhys nods. “We regroup at Sloane’s house.”

			“Right.” Cary squeezes my hand. “So look after yourselves.”

			I look at him and I know.

			If he makes it, he won’t stop.

			He elbows his way out from under the deck and starts shouting, telling them to come get him, motherfuckers, he’s right here. The dead give chase immediately, don’t see Rhys and me wriggling out.

			We don’t actually see if Cary makes it⁠—

			He had to.

			Rhys and I trip through the Seals’ backyard. We catch the notice of four dead as we run up the steps to the open back door. We throw ourselves through. I slam it shut, lock it, but it’s already failing against their force. Rhys leans against the wall, gasping. I grab him, dragging him to the front door. I open it and there’s my house. The yard is clear.

			And the picture window⁠—

			“The windows,” I say excitedly. “The windows are boarded up.” Another thought crosses my mind. “But the doors probably are too⁠—”

			The back door cracks.

			I push Rhys ahead, urging him on. We jump down the steps and race to my yard. The street here, mercifully clear . . . for now.

			The front door of my house is locked.

			I step back. The second-floor windows aren’t barricaded.

			Rhys follows me to the maple tree outside my bedroom window.

			“We have to climb it,” I say.

			Our desperate scuffle up the tree is nearly impossible. The bark is slick with rain, scraping our palms. The crowbar slows me down, but I can’t let it go. Lily is the one who climbed trees, not me, and I think that’s the only reason I make it in the end. Because I know she did it.

			Somehow, we reach the branch that leads directly to my window. By that time, the dead have discovered us. They circle the tree, staring up at us from below. The branch strains under our weight, begins to bend ominously at the same moment I break the glass with the crowbar. I fall through the window. Rhys falls in after me. I crawl across the floor to my bed⁠—my bed⁠—and I’m immediately overwhelmed with how untouched my room is.

			The end of the world didn’t happen here.

			Or maybe⁠—maybe this isn’t real.

			Maybe we died.

			“We made it, right? We’re here . . . Rhys, are we here? Rhys⁠—” He crawls to me. I put my hands against his face while he tries to catch his breath. We’re good. We’re fine. “Rhys?”

			“Still here,” he manages.

			We’re alive.

			Where is she?

			She must have heard us.

			Maybe she’s too afraid to come.

			“How’s Cary going to get in?” Rhys asks.

			“Rhys . . .”

			I turn to him, shaking my head.

			He covers his face.

			“I’m going to check the rest of the house,” I tell him. “Stay here.”

			Or maybe Dad lied. Maybe Lily was never here and this was just his way to get me to come back. I run my thumb up the side of the crowbar. My other hand feels too empty. I search for something I can put in it.

			A piece of broken glass.

			“Sloane⁠—”

			“Just stay here, okay?”

			He tells me to call if I need him. I nod. I cross the plush gray carpet, leaving muddy footprints in my wake. I open my bedroom door and step into the hall. Movement catches the corner of my eye. Lily? I whirl around and confront⁠—my reflection.

			The mirror at the top of the stairs.

			I drop the glass and touch my face. I’m caked in mud and dirt, my hair is straggly and knotted from the rain. My lips are bruised. There are cuts and scratches on me that I must have gotten since leaving the school but I don’t remember how.

			She won’t recognize me when she sees me.

			I look like someone who has survived.

			I bypass the stairs and go straight to her room.

			I’ll know by her room if he was lying to me.

			Her bedsheets are rumpled. Her bed has been slept in.

			She’s here.

			“Lily? Lily!”

			I hurry downstairs.

			“Lily?”

			In the living room, the broken glass has been cleared away. The faded red handprint’s still there, on the couch. The front door is nailed shut. Our street must have emptied out fast for him to be able to do this.

			I step into the kitchen. The table cleaned of plates.

			Eat.

			What if they went to Rayford without me?

			I cross the room and check the garage, and the bright-red body of my father’s car is there, keys on the hook next to the fridge.

			“Lily?” I call, softer this time.

			I move down the hall, the memory of my father’s arms on me, pulling me toward the rec room. I press my hand against its closed door.

			She’s inside.

			I feel it.

			I open it carefully, peering into the dark from the top of the stairs. A weak yellow glow radiates from the edge of the room. I creep my way down to the bottom.

			I see the TV, its screen cracked. I see the bookshelves tipped over, books scattered everywhere. I see the filing cabinet on its side, papers spilled across the floor. I see a flashlight’s dying beam.

			I see blood.

			But it doesn’t matter.

			I see her.

			“Lily.”

			Her back is to me.

			She stiffens.

			“Lily.”

			She turns.

			The side of her face, peeled away, rotting. Her lips cracked and stained black, her eyes sunken and white. She opens her mouth and screams the way no living person screams and then she rushes at me, her arms out. I use the crowbar to push her back. She gropes to her feet and lunges at me again and I meet her this time, and then I’m on top of her, pinning her against the floor by the neck. Something inside her crunches against the pressure of the crowbar. She doesn’t feel it, doesn’t choke as she thrashes against it. She’s cold. Tears spill down my face.

			“Lily. Lily, it’s me! Lily, please⁠—Lily.”

			She stills suddenly.

			Looks at me.

			Her gaze flickers⁠—

			“Lily?” I breathe.

			She jerks violently, clawing at my arms, grinding her teeth, trying to figure out a way she can rid herself of me, always. Even though she knows I’ll die without her.

			But maybe that’s how it’s supposed to be.

			I drive the crowbar into her face.

			
			⁠

			I hear breathing, but not true breathing.

			More dead.

			But not me. Not yet.

			I am not dead yet.

			I lie on the floor beside my sister in the cover of the shadows of the farthest corner of our house. I bring my hand to her hair, clutching the bloody strands of it in my small fist, and rest my head against the curve of her neck. I want to bury myself inside her. I shut my eyes. Her stillness blankets itself around me, so dark and endless and undemanding. And somewhere close, the sickening spice-soaked notes of a certain cologne. But let him come. Let him come and find both of us now, so far beyond hurting . . .

			Sloane.

			Lily?

			Sloane.

			Did we finally get out? Are we free?

			Breathe, Sloane.

			I open my eyes. Rhys kneels next to me, his hand on my shoulder, tears on his cheeks. He pries my fingers gently from her, and then lifts me carefully to my feet. I’m shivering. His eyes search me, and once he’s sure I’m not bitten, he pulls me to him.

			At the edge of our silence, that breath without a heartbeat.

			I draw back from him and I point to Lily, then hold out my hand. Rhys takes the crowbar out of her face, an awful sucking sound. He places it in my palm.

			I follow the bitter fragrance across the room and find my father on the floor, wedged between his desk and the wall. His eyes are cloudy, his skin gray, veins crawling up his neck toward his twisted face. He’s on his back and his abdomen has been feasted on. What’s left of his insides is dried out, has cemented him to the carpet. He flails his arms uselessly, his expression sick with want. I raise the crowbar. But his teeth⁠—

			They’re clean.

			Never sank themselves into anything.

			He screams.

			I lower the crowbar.

			“Just leave him,” I say.

			Upstairs, Rhys searches the house for supplies. I take the car keys and shove them in my pocket. My fingers brush over a crinkled piece of paper. I unfold it. Only a few words are readable now.

			Rhys steps into the room.

			“You ready?”

			I don’t say anything.

			“Sloane, are you ready?”

			I open my mouth but nothing comes out. He tells me he should drive. I give him the keys. The car starts on the first try, the gas tank half full. He lets the engine idle while I open the garage door and then I run back and jump into the passenger side. He eases out of the driveway and then we’re moving. Houses blur by. Eventually, the YOU  ARE  NOW  LEAVING  CORTEGE sign.

			“What now?” Rhys asks after miles and miles. He knows. He knows that what was once so sure between us⁠—her, me, and him⁠—is over. He glances at me. “Sloane, what do we do now?”

			I turn back to the window.

			“Stop,” I say, and he stops.

			A young dead girl limps her way across the otherwise deserted road. She’s so little. She can’t be more than seven. Her ankle is badly broken but she drags her foot along determinedly until she reaches my window. She puts her hand to the glass and I do the same. Her palm is so much smaller than mine. She’s too young, too frail, to break through what separates us, but she stares at me with pure longing.

			I see them in her.

			Lily. Grace. Harrison. Trace. Every death I’ve ever known is in her eyes. They’re looking out at me, all of them, reaching for me with more than just an animal need to consume.

			I don’t know what it is, though.

			I need to know.

			“Sloane,” Rhys says.

			“Wait,” I whisper.

			I move closer to the glass, as close as I can get to it, as the girl pushes against the window, turning her tiny hands into tiny fists, begging me for a taste of⁠—life. My life. Lily disappears. Grace, all of them. They all leave, they’re gone, and they will never be here again. But the weight of what they’ve shown me is settling into my bones, and for one brief moment, I feel closer to it than I ever have before . . .

			The dead girl presses her face against the glass.

			She waits for me to tell her what’s next.
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			The little girl limps to our car.

			Her right ankle is crushed, her foot bent outward. She drags it across the pavement, coming to a stop at the passenger side. Her lips are dry as dust. Cracked and flaking. Milky-white eyes at the center of a long-dead face that’s lost its color, save for the angry dark veins branching across her cheeks. A chunk of her honey-blond hair has been ripped away, her scalp gone with it, an ugly black crust in its wake. She brings her hand to the window and bares her teeth. She’s missing three in front. A gap here, another there and there. I think of baby teeth tucked safely under a pillow, waiting for change. Sloane told me to stop for this, told me to stop so she could bring her own hand to the girl’s, palm against glass against palm. The girl snarls at the impossible offering.

			“Sloane,” I say.

			“Wait,” she says.

			She inches closer to the window and puts her face as near to it as she can get. The girl does the same, biting at nothing. My fingers curl around the steering wheel. We have to go. But I can’t go, not with the girl pawing at the glass. I don’t want to hear the sound it’ll make, the sticky friction of her dead skin against it when I press on the gas.

			I glance at the dirty crowbar resting in the footwell next to mine and wonder if I’m supposed to add this little girl to a list of people I’m afraid I’ll eventually lose count of. She clacks her teeth uselessly, straining her neck, oblivious to everything but her own hunger. I look to the woods on my side of the car, but there’s nothing moving in them. Not yet.

			The little girl screams how the dead scream. I can hear it through the glass, a thin screech from her rusted-out insides. My stomach twists. I fucking hate that sound. At first, I think Sloane will get out of the car and finish this like she did Lily, but she doesn’t. She stares at the girl like she’s looking for something I don’t think can be there. Her clothes are a canvas painted with her sister’s blood. Her arms are scratched to hell, God knows what from, and I know the parts of her I can’t see are covered in bruises, what Trace left her with before he shot himself.

			“We’ve got to go.” I eye the crowbar. You’ve never truly felt the weight of something like that until you’ve destroyed someone with it. “We have to go to Rayford.”

			Rayford is supposed to be safe. Survivors there.

			It was supposed to be Lily, Sloane, and me in Rayford.

			“Sloane,” I say.

			She exhales, her lungs working like the lungs of the living are supposed to.

			“Okay,” she says.

			The girl screams again.

			I take a twisting back road in Rayford’s general direction, keeping my eyes out for other survivors, but there are none. The wheels kick up dirt in the rearview. Sloane’s dad’s car is a hybrid. It’ll get us farther on a half tank of gas than my dad’s old Chevy ever would, but that doesn’t mean it can run on nothing, so my eyes constantly drift from the road to the needle as it makes that slow drop to the E. I don’t know what I’m going to do when it gets there, but the more immediate concern might be my bladder. I shift and an urgent prickling sensation follows. They don’t tell you what to do about that, what happens when it’s the end of the world, the dead come back to life, and you have to piss. Go in pairs, I guess, and hope the one that doesn’t die is you.

			Sloane’s slumped against the seat belt like it’s the only thing holding her up. I told her to sleep, told her there’d be a point she’d have to take the wheel, but her eyes have stayed open. The car dips into a pothole and a groan escapes my lips.

			She turns to me, the question in her eyes, but it’s not coming out of her mouth.

			“I have to piss,” I mutter.

			My face burns and it all seems too goddamn stupid to be embarrassed about, but it’s what I’m not saying that’s making it uncomfortable. I have to go to the bathroom and I don’t want to die and then come back with my dick out, so . . .

			“Will you cover me?” I ask. She wraps her hand around the crowbar as a response, but it’s not enough of one. I take my eyes off the road for a split second and she closes hers, and it gets the better of me. I hit my hand against the wheel before I know what I’m doing, and she flinches, but it was both of us running through Cortege. Both of us. She’s not the only one exhausted or hurting. “Sloane.”

			“Yes,” she finally says.

			I try not to think about how broken she sounds. No one left alive isn’t. She turns back to the window and I notice then, the handprints on the glass. I concentrate on the road, but every so often there’s movement, shadows in the trees. The voice on the radio said to avoid heavily populated areas on the way to Rayford. I thought the back roads would be clear, that there’d be less, if any, of them here.

			But why wouldn’t they find themselves here.

			“Look how fast they move,” Sloane says softly, like she doesn’t already know this, like she hasn’t seen this up close for herself.

			I lick my lips, my mouth parched as hell, and don’t that beat all. When your throat is sandpaper, begging for water, but one sip might send your full-up bladder over the edge. I clench my teeth⁠—another pothole⁠—and end up groaning through them.

			“Stop,” Sloane says after I take a left onto a new road. The trees thin, making way for a golf course. What was a golf course. The ratty, untended green makes me think of my mother and father, the last time I saw them. What I did to them with a six iron.

			I push that thought down as far as I can.

			“Stop,” Sloane says again because I won’t. There are dead in the distance, on the green. They’re oddly still, like the car has captured their attention, but nothing’s inspired them to move⁠—yet.

			I don’t want to be the thing that does.

			“You can see them coming,” she says. “If you see them, you have time to run.”

			And what about her? Would she run?

			I thought I saw something spark in her when we believed Lily was alive, but now Lily’s gone and so is it. I don’t know how to get it back. She thinks too much, is what I think about her. In her head all the time, even when we kissed, when I was touching her in places she’d never been touched before. I can see her stuck inside herself now, stuck back at her house, wrapped around her dead sister’s body. She’s got to know she can’t stay there.

			She’s got to know she’s here, with me.

			“Lily,” I start.

			“Stop,” Sloane says. I stop the car. It’s wide open out here. Wide fucking open with those dead on the course, sniffing the air. Sloane and I look at each other and this is all just wasting seconds. The longer we’re here, the greater chance we’ll be seen. I get out of the car and she does the same, our doors creaking into the world. I turn my back to her and unzip and at first, nothing happens, like I’m wound so tight I can’t even fucking go, but after a second⁠—relief. A successful piss on the side of the road and we didn’t die. What a great time that was. I shake twice and zip up. Sloane’s still going, her side. I keep my eyes fixed on those silhouettes in the distance and all I can think is how could we lose the world to something so still?

			But then one of them moves and I remember.

			It doesn’t seem right for a dead thing to be so effortless. It turns itself in my direction. Man or woman, I don’t know⁠—that’s how far gone it is.

			Whatever it is, it knows we’re here to want.

			“Sloane,” I say, as it edges forward, not at full speed yet. Another one of the dead notices, wants whatever’s being served. “We gotta go.” I hear her fumbling to pull her pants up and it doesn’t feel fast enough to me. The dead start to run. “Sloane⁠—”

			Her door slams shut and it’s too loud. I follow in after her. I push pedal, and drive. The dead chase us. They chase us until they can’t, or maybe they’re still chasing us. Just because I don’t see them anymore doesn’t mean they stopped.

			
			⁠

			There’s no sign of gas anywhere, not that I’m looking for stations. I’m so fucking tired. Sloane’s head lolls uselessly against her window, but she never did end up getting herself to sleep. Either way, she’s done and so am I. Stupid, both of us this spent at the same time.

			Cary.

			We should have waited for him, should’ve seen if he’d make it back. He always knew what to do. I squint at the road. I know where we are, kind of. There’s a town ahead, name starts with⁠—shit. It’s there and gone and I feel like if I’m leading us now, if it’s me, I should know the name of the fucking town, but I can’t . . .

			“What’s the next town? What’s it called?” She doesn’t answer. “We’re going to run out of gas soon. We need to get some. We need to stop and resupply and sleep and⁠—Jesus, Sloane. Just say something, would you? What’s the name of the goddamn town?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You don’t know.”

			“I’ve never been out of Cortege.”

			“Never?”

			“My dad . . .”

			She doesn’t finish.

			Her dad, half consumed, his guts dried to the carpet, gluing him there, and we just⁠—

			We walked away.

			It felt so unreal but it was real.

			All of this is real.

			And her dad is still there, gnashing his teeth.

			“Fairfield.” The name suddenly returns from the nowhere it went. “It’s kind of small but it’s nice. It’s, uh . . .” She’s finally truly free of the man who beat the shit out of her on the regular and I’m trying to sell her on the nothing that’s left. Not for the first time either. “We’ll find something on its outskirts. Get sleep, get gas in the morning.”

			“There’s a gas can in the trunk.”

			“Empty or full?”

			She shrugs.

			The sign for Fairfield comes up, what’s left of the sign for Fairfield. FAIR is there⁠—but the FIELD is long gone, torn off. The wood of it is all broken and splintered, interrupting the cartoonish sunset someone painted in the background. There’s a blackened, burned-out husk of an SUV in the ditch, completely flipped over, like a warning of what’s around the bend. The town itself is just beyond that curve and I don’t know what’s waiting for us. I could guess, but even when you think you know . . .

			I stop the car. The longer I look at the sign, how wrong it is, the more I panic. The kind of panic it’s hard to work around. The kind that gets you killed. I don’t know how I’ll get out from under it until Sloane opens her door and leaves the car, leaves me just like that. I pull the keys out of the ignition and go after her and every single noise I make doing it startles me into the here and now. The door opening, the snap of my seat belt recoiling, my feet on the road.

			“We need to be in the car,” I say.

			The sun’s getting low in the sky.

			“You can’t check the gas can in the trunk, in the car,” she says.

			She makes me feel stupid that I didn’t think of it, that I let that reality get away from me just as soon as I knew it existed. But I’m tired. I am so tired. Sloane opens the trunk and I find the gas can next to a woolly blanket that smells of oil and I put all my hope into it being heavy with exactly what we need, but it’s empty. Fuck.

			I squeeze my eyes shut, and my eyes like being shut, and for a second, I’m gone, I’m asleep on my feet. No one calls me back. The faint pull of gravity jolts me awake. I blink hard and push the blanket aside and find an emergency flare and a flashlight. I turn the flashlight on and it works. Good. At the very back of the trunk there’s clear plastic tubing and I relax a little because at least we can siphon with it.

			Sloane’s wandered over to the flipped SUV. She circles it slowly. She tentatively touches its frame, like it might still be hot.

			“Not going to find gas in there,” I tell her.

			“There’s a body.” Her voice is scratchy. She clears her throat and rubs her forehead and I see how I feel in how she looks. There’s something so weary in how she holds herself, slouched like one of those Cortege Elementary School kids I’d see walking home from school, carrying backpacks bigger than they were.

			“Let’s just find a place to sleep,” I say.

			“If the town is overrun, we’ll have to . . .”

			Any other person, I’d think the words she’s not saying are keep going. I want them to be the words she’s not saying. I wait for her to come back to me but she doesn’t, so I walk over to her, to where the body is. It’s wedged under the SUV’s roof, burned alive. Head mostly gone. What’s left slowly disappearing back into the earth. There’s an arm reaching across the dirt, a hand.

			The few fingers left are pointing nowhere.

			
			⁠

			Sloane turns the flare over in her hands, mouthing the instructions printed on its side. I drive into Fairfield at a crawl, trying, impossibly, to tiptoe with a car. I have my window rolled down and so does she, so we can hear⁠—anything. Other survivors maybe, or more likely, something much worse.

			The town reveals itself to us slowly, first in houses that look like the hearts were ripped right out of them. The destruction isn’t like a natural disaster, not nature reclaiming what we stole, no. Symptoms of this disease⁠—whatever it is⁠—are everywhere, making a mockery out of the lives we lived and will never live again. Downed telephone poles, smashed mailboxes, broken windows, and overgrown lawns. White picket fences in pieces. More evidence of fire, foundations where houses used to be. One is still hot, sending faint gray curls of smoke into the air. An epic end to someone else’s story.

			Blood is here, everywhere. Bodies are scattershot all over, either dead who were finished by the living, or the truly dead⁠—people who took care of themselves before they got the chance to turn. Doors flung open, an invitation to anyone brave enough to cross their thresholds. The first car I see is on its side and I think, Maybe, but the tank is against the road. We pass a house with the desiccated corpse of a dog next to its flattened doghouse. The quiet is eerie. I’m no stranger to it. I’d almost believe not seeing the dead is worse than seeing them, because at least wherever they are, you know where you shouldn’t be.

			“They wait, now.” Sloane’s words curdle my guts. They echo in my head in Mr. Baxter’s voice. If they can’t find life, they seem to wait for it. It’s quieter, but no, it’s not safer. But they didn’t kill Baxter. We did. I wonder if that’s why everything’s gone so wrong since then, all we’ve lost. Baxter said the dead are at the mercy of what’s happened to them, but we still have choices. My dad used to say something similar⁠—that whatever humanity we don’t show to others, we pay for.

			We’re paying for.

			Sloane’s hand goes to my arm.

			“What?”

			She’s staring at a dirty wooden sign nailed to a telephone pole. The black lettering swallows everything else until it’s the only thing I see.

			SHELTER [image: arrow]

			Shelter.

			“You think it’s for real?” I ask.

			Or maybe it’s a long-broken promise. But I guess there’s only one way to find out. She lets go of my arm and I turn the corner, following the arrow. We pass three buildings, businesses. A used bookstore. Paperback carnage. Books ripped apart, spines broken, pages everywhere. Stories so far past their usefulness. After the bookstore is a butcher shop. The dried bones of some dead animal, long stripped of its meat, hang in the broken window, bleached by the sun. I see bloodstains on white tiles. After that, a Laundromat. Dented washing machines and dryers, broken glass. A mess of I don’t know what on the floor. It makes my stomach turn, whatever it is⁠—or isn’t⁠—anymore.

			The street is congested with cars, and if ours were any wider, we’d be fucked, we’d be walking through this. Maybe we should stop and try siphoning from some of them, but the sun’s nearly gone now, and we wouldn’t see anything coming.

			“Look,” Sloane says and she points to another sign on the next corner with that same word painted on it. SHELTER. Another arrow. Right. “It could just be bodies by now.”

			“Rayford might be too,” I say. “And then it’d just be us.”

			I turn the corner and there’s another sign on another telephone pole, but this one says SHELTER  AHEAD, and I press hard on the gas and then Sloane says, “Rhys,” and it’s not my name, it’s a warning.

			By the time I realize it, it’s too late.

			The entire town must be here.

			A war was lost here, its victors still here, gazing at what’s left of the battlefield, their backs to us. Church is in my head. I remember standing for the hymns and all those people in front of me, their backs to me. I couldn’t see their faces but I knew. I knew they were opening their mouths.

			I want to preserve us as long as possible. Do not move, do not make a sound. Let them keep their backs to us, let us drift away somehow.

			One of them twitches.

			They all seem to turn to us as one.

			They swarm the car before I can do anything and all I see is gray skin and black veins. Sloane goes for the crowbar and I think, The window, just when the hands start coming through it, fingers clawing at my chest, digging into my shirt, digging into me. I yell and they dig deeper, determined to keep me screaming so they can be sure I’m still a living thing. I push into the unnatural softness of decaying skin. I yell, and they screech back. Over that ugly sound, Sloane’s startled cry. She got the crowbar in one of them. There’s too much give and it goes right through the thing’s face and when it falls back, the crowbar goes with it.

			I remember the rest of my body.

			I press my foot down on the gas but there’s no clean escape when we have to push through so many dead. The awful thuds of them against the car overwhelm us. Sloane’s side mirror goes. One of them grabs a windshield wiper. Piece by piece, the only thing between us and them is disappearing.

			“Come on,” I tell the car. “Come on.”

			It moves forward against all odds, and when we’re finally free of the bodies enough to pick up speed, death follows because death doesn’t stop, it never stops. The car squeals around the corner, and I grab at Sloane’s shoulder and I’m saying, “Okay? Okay?” Like that time my dad and I got in a car accident. The car flipped and rolled and when it was done, his arm stretched protectively across me and he just kept asking over and over, Okay? And he didn’t stop until I told him the truth, no, not okay, maybe, but still here.

			Still here.

			“Are you bitten? Sloane, are you bitten?”

			She pushes my hand away and I glance down, do my best to take stock while I drive. The front of me is stained, all stained with them. I want to rip off my shirt. I hold an arm out, then the other, and I see nothing. No bites. I touch my neck, every place they could have sunk teeth that I wouldn’t have noticed because of the adrenaline coursing through me. Once I’m sure I’m fine, I fight the instinct that wants to go back and crush them all with my bare hands because why couldn’t I, how could I not when they’re dead.

			“I lost the crowbar,” Sloane says.

			“It’s okay,” I say.

			Slowly, our breathing evens out. Our pulses settle. I keep checking the mirror. We woke up the town, I think. The dead are coming out of their hiding places, down the streets, seeking out us intruders. They scrabble after the car.

			This is their world now. We don’t get to be in it for free.

			We reach the other end of Fairfield and the town sign this side of it is still in one piece. THANK  YOU  FOR  VISITING!  COME  AGAIN!

			Fuck this place. I glance at it in the rearview. Across the sign’s sunset mural, in black spray paint, is the word OVERRUN.

			
			⁠

			“There,” Sloane says. “Look.”

			“What?” I croak.

			We haven’t spoken in a while.

			“There’s a house. There’s a car . . .”

			I peer into the darkness. My eyelids are so heavy. I see what she’s pointing at, a house in the distance. I see a car there too. People? Would people be there? And if not people, the dead? Can we risk it? Can we not? The gas tank is so close to empty.

			“I’ll drive up,” I say. “If there’s anything there, I’ll draw it out with the car. If there’s too many, we’ll just turn around and keep going.”

			I turn off the main road, up the dirt lane to the house. There’s a yellow Prius parked there, the front bumper a little crumpled, and it’s so strange to me, to see it just left like that, because it still looks like it might run. Our car’s headlights cast a cold white glow over the house. Someone’s fixer-upper. New white siding but the roof and the front porch need work. The windows on the first floor are boarded up. Someone’s been hiding out here.

			I’m not foolish enough to get my hopes up, not after what happened with Fairfield. I circle the place a few times, grind the wheels into the ground, let them sound into the night. When that draws nothing, I lean lightly on the horn and then I idle.

			Still nothing. Living or dead.

			“If there were survivors, they could’ve left for Rayford,” I say.

			Sloane gets out of the car and by the time I reach her, she’s halfway up the walk to the porch. I grab her by the arm and yank her back, hissing her name. I don’t know what the fuck she thinks she’s doing. Her face is so white it casts its own light and she sways a little. She’s got the glazed look of the deeply tired and I let her go because I understand. My bones understand. When the thing you need is rest and the most you can hope for is sleep. But I’ll take it, shutting off for a while, even if it means I wake up bone weary again tomorrow.

			I glance at the house.

			“Wait here.”

			I go back to the car for my baseball bat and walk up to the porch. It groans, having long forgotten the weight of human steps. I stand at the front door and grimace at the bloody scratches across it. Fingernail marks. Lots of them. The dead were here, even if they’re not anymore. I knock, feeling absurd. No one comes. Nothing bad, nothing good. I jiggle the handle. Locked.

			Damn.

			I move to the windows and pull at one of the boards. Really nailed in. This is when a crowbar would be good, but we don’t have one anymore.

			“Do you have a credit card or something?” I ask, because who wouldn’t have a credit card handy during the zombie fucking apocalypse.

			She shakes her head. I rest my head against the house. I think of my wallet, still at home on my nightstand, and my parents⁠—still at home too.

			After a while, I straighten. There’s got to be a way.

			“Cary showed me how to break in, if the lock’s right. I just need something thin like a credit card I can slip in between the door and the frame.”

			“Oh,” Sloane says. “Maybe . . .”

			She heads back to the car and rummages around the front seat. She returns with two things: a AAA membership card and a plastic employee badge. The grainy photo on it of her father. A big, burly guy. This is the man who put his fists to her at the time he would have been doing it. I wonder if I would be afraid of him if I met him. He’s the head of an HR department. What a joke.

			“You don’t look like him,” I tell her. She opens her mouth but says nothing, like the words left her quicker than she had them. I hand the badge back to her. The membership card should be good enough. I slide it in the crack between the door and frame, hoping for a spring bolt because if it’s not a spring bolt, we’re as fucked as we were when we started. I push in, then start bending the card. Please work. Please, please work . . .

			“I know I don’t,” Sloane says at my back.

			While I try to get the door open, all the sounds I took for granted before the world ended alight on our surroundings. The wind through the leaves of nearby trees and . . . water? I think I hear rushing water not so far away and I remember the Danforth River cuts right through this area. Should be just beyond the trees past the house, if I can hear it from here.

			And then the sound of the lock . . . giving. Thank God.

			I open the door, encountering heavy resistance on the other side.

			“I need you.”

			Sloane helps me push and I realize how weak we’ve become after so long in that school, eating, sleeping, and waiting. The furniture blocking the door scratches against the floor and then moves just enough for us to squeeze through. We retrieve our backpacks from the car. They’re filled with what little food and clothes and water we took from Sloane’s house before we left. We grab the flare, the flashlight, and the baseball bat. We slide them in through the door’s narrow opening and follow after, holding our breath so we can inch through.

			The darkness hits us a second after the smell.

			Something’s dead in here.

			Sloane coughs and I turn the flashlight on. We’re in a kitchen divided by a hall that opens up to a living room where there’s a couch and a recliner and God, I want them both. I run the flashlight over the makeshift barricade that was holding the door in place. A hefty old refrigerator. I turn back to the house.

			“Hello?”

			Any dead would come running for that.

			We wait.

			Nothing.

			But something’s rotting in this place. Maybe an animal? Optimistic. Sloane follows me to the kitchen sink. I twist one of the faucets and we jump when a stream of water pours out. I listen to the weird wet rattle of it touching down.

			“A well, maybe?” I have no idea. I move to turn it off but Sloane stops me. I let her have it for as long as I can stand it. The sound of it is disturbing. Too wrong because it’s too good.

			“We’ve got to make sure it’s safe,” I say. “And figure out what stinks.”

			We go through the downstairs quietly, the flashlight’s lonely beam guiding us. I freak out when it catches various shadows, my mind turning them to monsters. There’s not much to this part of the house. The kitchen, the living room, a pantry, a laundry room with a very tiny bathroom attached. Tomorrow we’ll be hungry but for now the aim is sleep. It’s the only thing on my mind. What that couch would feel like, sprawling across it . . .

			There’s a back door barricaded by an old armoire full of useless junk to weight it down and, just before that door, a set of stairs. The smell’s definitely coming from upstairs.

			“Hello?” I call again, just to be sure.

			Nothing.

			The stairs creak all the way up, every single one. When I reach the landing, Sloane bumps into me and I’m so tense, I almost raise the bat to her and I’m so glad I don’t. We stand in the hallway, side by side. There are four doors up here and they’re all closed.

			“Stay behind me,” I tell her.

			Now is not about gathering courage, it’s about staying one step ahead of fear. I push the first door open fast, let it swing into nothingness. The flashlight reveals a bathroom with a door leading to the next room down. Sloane keeps close, but she’s so quiet I can’t even hear her breathing.

			I press my ear against the other door.

			Silence.

			I push it open.

			It’s a bedroom and it’s empty and so bizarrely cleanly kept. The windows aren’t barricaded⁠—too far up to be breached. There’s a bed with comfortable-looking pillows and a rumpled duvet. Sloane runs her hand over it while I stare at the family portrait placed on one of the dressers. A woman, a man, and a boy. They all look alike. Red hair, pale skin.

			“Two more to go,” I say.

			Sloane stops touching the comforter and follows me back into the hall. I choose the door across from the bedroom and decide I’ll open it on the silent count of three, but I do it on two instead, when I feel I’m losing my nerve. It’s an office. A computer collects dust on a desk that’s collecting dust displaying a few more family photos collecting dust.

			One room left, at the end of the hall.

			Sloane and I stand at the doorway, kept back by the smell. I pull my collar up over my nose and glance at Sloane, but she’s not looking at me. Her eyes are down, not scared, not anything.

			It turns out to be the father on his son’s bed, his wrists cut straight up and down. Blood stains the sheets and floor. There’s no other family with him and I guess that must be his reason.

			We close the door.

			We take turns in the bathroom. We clean ourselves. We change clothes. We push the fridge back in front of the door downstairs, making sure it’s firmly in place. At first, we think we’ll sleep on the couch, as far from the smell as we can get, but it turns out we’re willing to suffer just for that familiar caress of bed. We go into the bedroom and I take the family portrait down before we pull the covers back and claim the mattress. Sloane keeps close to her side and I keep close to mine.

			
			⁠

			I only have one dream. A nightmare. It comes in flashes. My father’s horror-stricken face as our house is overrun, telling me to get your mother, Rhys. This place isn’t safe. The bite on his arm. The mess of his head a few hours later after he got cold and I took the golf club to it. It could stop there, and it would be enough, but then my mother’s face follows, her mouth pursed, tears streaming down her cheeks. She presses her palm to my face and whispers, My only boy. Her touch is cool, thin black veins creeping up her wrist from the bite. I don’t want to hurt you, I tell her.

			But I will.

			I could’ve been drowning, the way I choke awake. Suffocating on silence. I clear my throat. I know I didn’t sleep into a different night, so this must be the same one. Got settled into it long enough for every single one of my muscles to start working against me, though. My legs, my arms, my back⁠—all screaming.

			I push my head into the pillow and try to get back to sleep, but then I feel the space beside me. Times like these, you go so far out of your way to assure yourself you’re not alone. You memorize the person you’re with: the way they breathe, the way they move, the warmth of their body. All these things, you reach for every second of the day, and when they’re gone, you don’t even have to open your eyes to know it.

			She’s gone.

			I sit up, groping for the flashlight, turn it on, washing the room out in its weak beam. She’s not there. I throw the covers aside and get out of bed, shivering as my bare feet touch the floor.

			I knock on the bathroom door.

			“Sloane?”

			Nothing. I open it. Not there. I step out of the bedroom, confronted by that sickening smell. Moonlight shines through the curtained window at the end of the hall, turning everything pale blue.

			I know where she is. I wish I didn’t.

			She doesn’t move when I come into the room. I watch her for a long minute, until I see the subtle rise of her shoulders. Her gaze is aimed, unseeingly, on the man’s slit and emptied wrists.

			“Sloane.”

			She doesn’t answer. I crouch down in front of her, blocking her view, and she doesn’t even register it. It’s like she can see through me, through him, to somewhere far from all of this. I reach for her hand and that’s when I notice the razor blade in it.

			“What did you do?”

			“I found it,” she says.

			I grab her wrists, both of them. The blade falls to the floor. I shine the light on its rusty edge. Old blood. His, not hers.

			She nods at him. “What do you think of that?”

			“Coward.”

			“Trace too?”

			“Even him,” I say, and I think about him putting that gun under his chin and pulling the trigger. I wasn’t in the room when it happened, but I saw what was left. “It’s selfish. It’s a sin.”

			“Oh. Well, that changes everything,” she says, and I try to think of something to say that makes the difference.

			“Why did you make me stop?”

			“What?”

			“For that little girl, on the way out of Cortege.”

			“I thought . . . I don’t know.”

			I settle down beside her, the sides of our legs touching.

			“Look, Sloane, I get it. I do. It’s like . . . it’s like you’re stuck . . . Everything behind you is gone and in front of you is⁠—”

			“Nothing,” she finishes. “There’s nothing left.”

			“We’re left. That’s something. And deep down you must believe it, because every time you have a choice, you keep going.” I wish I could close the man’s wrists, stitch them shut. “But maybe you don’t realize you’re doing it, because you’ve spent so long telling yourself you can’t.”

			“What can you possibly want from this?” she asks.

			“Everything we lost.”

			She doesn’t respond. She’s trembling. I remember kissing her in the school, knew as soon as I did it that she had kissed maybe no one in her life, no matter what she said during that stupid game of Never Have I Ever, and it felt good to figure something out about her on my own. I want to tell her how good and alive she felt, how good and warm and alive she is. I want everything I say to be enough. It was so much easier in the school. All of it, even the worst parts. Maybe because I still felt an old life ghosting me there. I could pretend. Even with Baxter, even with Grace dying, I could always smoke my Newports in the gym because that was my thing, before. I still got to be that guy. I got to be the guy with his hand up Sloane’s dress. And there was so much time in the school, time to weigh words, turn them into things like If I’m here because they’re not, then I have to make it mean something. I’m afraid everything I was is gone and all that’s left is everything I’m not.

			
			⁠

			I wake up hard.

			Nothing new, welcome to every day. It’s just particularly unwelcome on this one, I guess. Something about it disturbs me now. Biological processes. The functions of my body. Its instincts. Its needs. Do these things distinguish us further from the dead, or muddy our differences?

			I got Sloane to bed after a while. She’s still out. Still breathing. Her pink lips parted slightly, her cheeks flushed, her brown hair fanned across the pillow like a stain. Her shirt just off her shoulder enough to reveal her collarbone, and now I’m hard and into it. I get out of bed quietly. I leave the bedroom, gagging on the stink, and head into the bathroom. Maybe the smell would get more tolerable the longer we stayed. I mean, it would have to, I think. It can’t be so awful forever. But we’re leaving today. That’s what I decided. Take whatever we can from the house, siphon whatever’s in the Prius, and get the hell out.

			Find Rayford, people who can help.

			I jerk off, trying to keep my mind blank while I do it.

			After I finish, I root around upstairs. From the bathroom, I take Band-Aids, gauze, all the medications there are, even the ones with names I don’t recognize and two inhalers I don’t need because who knows what kind of currency is worth anything now. That in mind, I grab a handful of jewelry out of the box on top of the bedroom dresser. Maybe someone somewhere wants something pretty and they’ll give me something useful for it.

			I find a handgun under Sloane’s side of the bed, hidden in a suitcase under an old afghan. It’s a semiautomatic and when I pull the slide back just enough to check the chamber, there’s a round in it. I turn it over carefully, keeping it pointed at the floor. The gunfire draws the dead, but really, if they’re out there, anything will draw them. I’d rather square off with this.

			When I stand, Sloane is awake. Her eyes are on me, on the gun. I make sure the safety’s on before I tuck it in the back of my jeans.

			“It’s mine. You can have the baseball bat,” I tell her. She blinks. “Get up. Let’s see if there’s any food downstairs. We’ll take what we can and get out of here.”

			I don’t wait for her answer. In the kitchen, I rummage through the cupboards. Not much left. I find six cans of tuna in flavored olive oil. Fancy shit. It takes way longer than that to find a can opener and by the time I do, Sloane’s shuffled down. Seeing her makes me want to go because even if she’s here, I don’t know how with me she actually is.

			And I don’t think I can do this on my own.

			“We can eat in the car,” I say.

			“Yeah.”

			“How are you feeling?”

			She rubs the back of her neck. “Stupid question.”

			“Well, ask me and I’ll tell you I’m fucking great.”

			I pretend the thing she’s not doing with her mouth is almost smiling. We pack our bags. There’s a hunting knife in the laundry room, tucked into a leather sheath. Sloane finds it first and I try to rip it out of her hands. She attaches it to her belt.

			“You don’t think I should have it,” she says.

			She’s right.

			She takes the knife out a few times, faster and faster with each draw, getting the feel of it. I wonder if she just decided to, how quickly she could slice her wrists up. How quickly it would take her to bleed out in front of me if she did.

			“You should worry about yourself,” she says, reading my mind.

			Fury turns my insides out fast enough for me to call her a bitch before I can think if that’s something I really want to do. It falls from my lips pathetically, but I can’t deny it was satisfying, that some of the tension I’ve been carrying since we left Cortege goes away. It crosses my mind too late to wonder if her dad ever called her that.

			I can’t look at her once I’ve thought it.

			I feel her eyes on me as I return to the kitchen. She heads upstairs and then I start searching places I’ve already searched, just to give her the distance she’s asking for. I let it go on for a while, my uselessness and the space she put between us, and then I wander to the stairs, expecting to find her in the corner of that room again, waiting for me to drag her, bodily, to the car, but when I reach the bottom of them, she’s already there and she doesn’t look right.

			She says, “Rhys,” and it feels like the only time she makes herself say my name is when something’s wrong.

			
			⁠

			It’s a sick feeling, when you’ve done everything wrong. That you should have kept going, even when you were too tired to see. Should’ve siphoned from the Prius, should have put the gas in our car and kept going. Would’ve been in Rayford by now, maybe. So easy, really. But we didn’t. So how the fuck we get through this next part, I don’t know.

			We peer out the upstairs window. There’s got to be at least . . . fifteen of them that I can see this side of the house. Could be more on the other. Fifteen. That’s bad. All it takes is one. I’ve fought off groups before, and making it out was pure luck.

			These days it feels like alive is an accidental state of being.

			One of them, a man in a shredded business suit, gazes up at the house. He (it?) reminds me of a dog that’s gone still mid-hunt. Listening. The others seem to take their cue from him, still and listening too.

			“I saw them.” Sloane scoots back from the window. “When you came to get me.”

			I ease down beside her. My heart is hammering so hard I think it’s going to give out and my stomach hurts and my hands are shaking. I clasp them together so they stop, and I try not to let the rest of it show on my face.

			“We could wait them out.”

			“I think one saw me.”

			This is bad.

			“The suit?”

			“Yeah.”

			Really fucking bad. Fuck getting this far and it’s not far enough. They’ll wait. They’ll outlast us. But that’s only if they don’t bust their way in here first. I don’t know what to do.

			“I’m going to check the front,” I say.

			She stays where she is while I crawl from the window and shuffle down the stairs on my ass until it’s safe to stand and as soon as I do, I start praying. Dios te salve, María . . . I haven’t prayed since the school. I did it to feel close to my father, speaking to God through what I hoped was his belief. I asked Him for mercy and protection but when things kept getting worse and worse in spite of it, I stopped. I thought I’d be one less begging voice. In church, in Cortege, they prayed in English. I lost my Spanish as I got older, living in a town that didn’t want to make room for my and my father’s language. But in church, just the three of us, he and I prayed in Spanish. When I was really young, I’d get so confused I’d end up reciting the prayers in both languages, switching out every few lines, but as I got older, I’d focus on my father’s baritone and everyone else disappeared.

			Llena eres de Gracia . . . The floorboards groan. El Señor es contigo. Bendita tú eres entre todas las mujeres. Y bendito es el fruto de tu vientre: Jesús . . . Nails claw curiously at the door. Santa María, Madre de Dios, ruega por nosotros pecadores . . .

			I creep down the hall and cross the kitchen. Maybe I can see through a crack in the boards and figure out how many are out front before we decide what to do. I pick a window and peer out. White eyes peer in. I jump back at the same time it screams. Fuck. Fuck. The shuffling outside becomes frenzied. The clawing at the door intensifies, then turns to thudding, the sound of one of them throwing itself against the house⁠—and then more. The fridge rattles. The windows break and the boards across them seem to bend and the screaming gets louder and the only prayer in my head now is Go, go, go.

			“Sloane,” I yell, because there’s no point trying to be quiet anymore. I grab my backpack off the floor. She’s already running down the stairs.

			“Rhys, they’re all going to the front of the house⁠—”

			Thud.

			“I know. We gotta go through the back⁠—”

			Thud.

			Thud.

			Thud.

			And then Sloane’s throwing things out of the armoire. We don’t have much time. I’ve seen them turn doors to nothing. The family here before us must have been so good at surviving not to have brought this down on themselves, but us, we just fuck up. We don’t know how to do anything else. I help Sloane pull the emptied armoire aside. The dead gain more ground behind us. I’m about to fling the back door open when she yells “Wait!” and runs into the hall, going for her backpack. She digs into it, time we can’t afford to waste. I scream her name, “Sloane, Sloane, Sloane,” until she pulls the flare out and abandons the rest. One of the boards across the window comes loose at the same time the fridge blocking the front door inches back and I see an arm snake through that narrow space. The hand belonging to it was bitten at some point, maybe the bite that turned it. Being so open and raw doesn’t stop its reaching. We crash outside. Our eyes take a moment to adjust to the light but it doesn’t take the remaining dead this side of the house any time to adjust to the sight of us. There are still too many.

			“Just go!”

			Sloane heads to the car but I grab her arm and drag her away, hoping she just broke from the big picture, forgot the front of the house is diseased, that she wasn’t going to sacrifice herself, like she tried to once before. We tear through the yard for the woods ahead. We could lose them in the trees. The dead give chase and I won’t look back, can’t. Hearing them is enough, a cacophony of breathless shrieks trying to claim us: Mine, mine, mine.

			One scream is louder than the others.

			We just clear the trees when one slams into me from behind. I sprawl across the ground, my face eating dirt. I grope my way to my knees but the dead grabs my backpack and pulls me toward it and then I’m splayed belly up, ready to be torn into.

			The suit.

			He falls onto me and I raise my hands instinctively, hoping they don’t meet teeth. They push into shoulders, sink into shoulders, or maybe his shoulders are sinking into my hands, moist and slick and strange. I grunt, trying to force him off, but all I’ve got the strength and grip to do is keep his face inches from mine. His teeth clack. The smell of him. God, the smell. Putrid, wrong. Bile inches up my throat, and wouldn’t that just be great, vomiting now, choking on it, dying on my back with one of them on top of me and Where’s Sloane, where is Sloane? Milk-white eyes, milk-white eyes, and more of them coming.

			More of them are coming.

			And then a bright burst of yellow flame and smoke: the furious hiss of the lit flare. Sloane throws it away from us, throws it far into the woods. The suit breathes on me and I bring it up, all that nothing in my stomach, and I choke, vomit burning my throat, and my grip is slackening and I⁠—I don’t want to die today, Sloane.

			A knife goes into his head.

			Sloane. She tries to get the knife out and it won’t come out. She heaves him off me and I roll onto my side, spitting puke, and then she’s the one pulling me forward. I glance back. The flare bought us some time. They circle it, not quite understanding what it is, but soon enough, they’ll understand what it’s not.

			“Rhys.” She sees it at the same time I do: shadows moving in the trees. They’re everywhere. They gather behind us, around us, from the front. I drop my pack. I don’t want to be grabbed again. Somehow I hear Sloane gasping, slightly behind me. The only way we’re going to survive this is if we run forever and never stop.

			We’re not going to survive this.

			One of them, an old woman with gray breasts dangling halfway into her own open gut space, lurches out of nowhere and reaches for Sloane. Sloane dodges, knocking into me, and I almost fall again. I slide between two trees and hear the frustrated scream of one that must’ve been a lot closer than I realized. It loses me, perplexed, before it figures out it needs to go around. I stumble again, desperate for some kind of end to this, a better end than this. Please.

			Something ahead, what I heard last night. Louder now.

			The Danforth River.

			We give the last of ourselves to reaching the edge of this part of the world, where we stop, our lungs desperate for air, but we can’t afford a single breath. The water below is as angry as what’s behind us. Churning white foam and beneath that, rocks. It’s a long way down. What happens if we jump? I know what happens if we don’t.

			Sloane looks to me.

			I grab her arm and we throw ourselves over and as soon as we break the water, she’s gone. The impact sends my teeth together, knocks the wind out of me, forcing my mouth open. The current is strong, holding me under, turning me around and around, until I don’t know which way is up. My abdomen connects with something hard, sharp, and then I’m pushed beyond it and the water is in my nose, it’s in my mouth, my lungs, everywhere, and my father⁠—is praying. I hear him praying for me.

			Ahora y en la hora de nuestra muerte . . .

			
			⁠

			All the pieces I’ve broken into scream.

			I writhe against the cold ground. Something moves above and around me. Light shifts behind my eyelids as whatever it is moves. I have no fight left, but I fling my arms out and manage to cover my face. I hope it doesn’t hurt worse than this, being ripped apart, but I know it will. I don’t want to die in someone else’s mouth, but who did. And then there are hands on me, a man’s voice in my ear, firm and rough.

			The dead don’t speak.

			“Easy.”

			I moan.

			“Easy, son.”

			It’s been so long since I was anyone’s son.

			Vomiting my guts out. Calloused hands hold me up. I can’t open my left eye, and when I try to crack my right open, there’s only a bright white glare. My head. Agony. I gag, but this time, nothing comes up. I just want the pain to stop.

			A canteen pressed to my lips.

			Water, but I’m through with water.

			I turn my head. I don’t have the energy to speak.

			“You gotta drink that. You’ll be a lot worse off if you don’t.

			“You know your name? Sloane?”

			Hours slip.

			I ache. My head feels like it’s split open. But if I try, I can hold myself separate from these things enough to make sure I’m not cold. That’s the most important thing.

			I’m not cold, so I’m not bitten.

			Then the rest of it hits me.

			Fairfield. The suit.

			Sloane and the river.

			I’m on the ground . . . I’m encased. In a bag. Not really a sleeping bag, but something like it. It crinkles when I move. Nothing soft beneath. I smell⁠—fire, burning wood. I feel the warmth of it, close. I open my eyes. Eye. The left refuses to open and that should scare me but it doesn’t, not more than not knowing where I am and who I’m with.

			The night sky is above me. Flames flicker in my periphery. I move a little, touch my face. My left eye is swollen to shit. I turn my head and there it is, the fire. Beyond it, I make out a tent.

			I swallow. It feels like I’ve been eating gravel. I raise my head but the world spins like last summer after that fucking red-hat asshole, Joe Arthur, got the guys to pin me down while he poured half a bottle of tequila down my throat.

			I flop back onto the ground⁠—bad idea⁠—and I close my eyes.

			“Sloane.” My voice is so weak. “Sloane⁠—”

			“Shut up.”

			I start coughing. It dials the pain in my skull up to a ten. My vision blurs. When I can see again, a man stands over me. He’s got a gun pointed at my face. I freeze.

			“I won’t hurt you unless you give me a reason.”

			“I won’t,” I croak.

			He lowers the gun. “You awake now? For real?”

			“Think so.”

			“Good.”

			He’s a white guy. Thick all around. Not exactly big, but beefy in the kind of way I’d be no match for on a good day, let alone this one. He has brown hair, not short and not long, and a wiry beard, mottled with gray. His face is full of lines.

			“Not sure what you remember. I pulled you out of the river this morning. You’ve been in and out but I don’t think most of it stuck. You don’t look so messed up now, though.”

			“Where am I?”

			“My campsite,” he says. I try to sit up and everything starts spinning again. The man puts a hand on my shoulder, forcing me back. “Don’t think you’re ready for that.”

			“Where’s Sloane?”

			“You’ve been saying that name. Not yours?”

			“No. She’s⁠—she’s a girl. She’s with me.”

			“Didn’t find a girl with you.”

			I don’t know this guy from Adam, but I know he’s not lying.

			He didn’t find a girl with me.

			What does that mean.

			“You didn’t?”

			“No.”

			It means she’s probably dead, Rhys.

			One way or another.

			I press my hand over my eyes.

			She can’t be dead. She can’t be.

			“You sure . . .” I fight the pull backward, the feeling of everything I should have done differently. “You sure there wasn’t a girl?”

			“Not that I saw.”

			A tear slides down the side of my face and I wipe it away, but another is quick to follow, and another after that, because all I can see is Sloane.

			She can’t be dead.

			That part can’t be over.

			I try to breathe through it but I can’t. I curl on my side, gasping, and the man says, “Easy,” and then, “Easy, dammit.” His hands are at my shoulders. He keeps them there until my lungs are working right. “River tore you up.” His voice skirts my loss. “Scrambled your egg, cut you up some, and bruised you even more than that. That said, it could’ve been a lot worse.” Could it have? “That current, this time of year. Where’d you come from?”

			“Fairfield,” I say.

			“Fairfield’s overrun. That whole area is crawling with ’em.”

			“I know. That’s how I ended up in the river.”

			“Well, you’re a lucky son of a bitch, then. You’re pretty far from where you started.”

			“You really didn’t find a girl?”

			“Only you.”

			“And what’s⁠—what’s going to happen to me?”

			“I don’t know,” he says. “We head out tomorrow. Didn’t feel right leaving you alive and defenseless. These woods are safer than Fairfield, but that’s not saying much.”

			“But⁠—”

			A cracking sound interrupts us, something moving in the trees. The man brings his finger to his mouth and draws his gun.

			The sky is empty. No moon in sight.

			My mother, my father, dead. Grace, Harrison, Trace, Cary. Sloane.

			But not me.

			And what am I.

			Lucky son of a bitch.

			Every single cut and bruise sings its song against my skin. I try not to start crying again, don’t want to be weak, even though there’s no one I care about left alive to see it if I am.

			The man finally decides it’s safe enough.

			He says, “Just a minute,” and goes into the tent, and when he comes out, he’s got a package in his hand. “Get yourself sittin’. I got an MRE here. I’ll get it going for you.”

			It takes a lot to get upright. I could use help, but I’m too proud to ask. The man gives it to me in the end, though, when I pitch forward and almost eat the campfire. He props me up against a tree. I watch the flames until he hands me a plastic pouch and spoon. I lift the spoon and watch something white and creamy ooze off.

			“Pork sausage and gravy.”

			“Thank you.”

			My hand shakes when I bring it to my mouth. It tastes warm and rich and maybe better than it actually is because in the school we didn’t have this kind of luxury. The man stays standing while I eat, scouting the tree line. The sausage bites are meaty, satisfying, and it reminds me of things that are still good. I want Sloane here. I want her to be reminded of it too.

			“Don’t get yourself too worked up to finish that,” he says, because it must be all over my face. “Where were you headed?”

			“Rayford.”

			“Why would you want to go there?”

			“Voice on the radio said to.”

			“What makes you think Rayford is still standing?”

			My heart stops. “It’s not?”

			“Nothing is.” He shrugs. “Why should it be any different?”

			“It’s the government,” I say, and he snorts. “We needed somewhere to go. We were in a school . . . holed up in a high school. It got bad. We didn’t know what else to do.”

			“You and the girl?”

			“My group⁠—”

			“Group?” His voice is sharp. “You’re with a group? They looking for you?”

			“No. We lost them, and then it was just me and . . . me and her. Sloane.”

			“How many people you lost?” he asks after a second.

			God. Numbers heavy in my mind, even heavier off my tongue. I don’t know what’s worse⁠—holding their names, or turning them into a body count.

			“Seven.”

			He whistles, impressed.

			“Is this your place?” I ask. “You stay out here?”

			“It’s a stop along the way.”

			“Where you headed?”

			“Nowhere you’ve earned,” he says, like we got to the part where I asked him to take me with him, and my face heats up because I might’ve been working my way to it. “This isn’t a time for strangers. I’m sure you know that.”

			“My name is Rhys Moreno,” I say. “I’m seventeen. I lost my mom and dad.”

			He doesn’t offer me anything for it.

			
			⁠

			“Wake up.”

			I’m up before I really know what’s going on. The fire is out and smoldering. The sun is making its slow climb up the sky. It’s a testament to how exhausted I was that I didn’t hear him moving around, didn’t hear him put the fire out. If he hadn’t been here, I could’ve been killed, slept through my own devouring. I rub my eyes, forgetting about the busted one, and that fucking hurts.

			“Can you stand?” the man asks.

			It takes some doing to get untangled from the sleeping bag. I loosen the cords, unzip the zipper, and wriggle out. By the time I’m standing, I’m sweaty and my head is on fire. I lean against the nearest tree for support. The man eyes me. In the dim light, the lines on his face look even deeper.

			“That was pathetic,” he says.

			“Well, I guess that’s my problem.”

			“I guess it is.”

			I take in this patch of land he’s temporarily claimed. The drowned fire and the tent, which is on the small side. It’s a shade of green that matches our surroundings. There’s someone inside. Listening for the dead, your senses get a little more alive. Sharper. Never sharp enough, though. I’m about to ask who it is, when he asks me what I’m thinking.

			I’m thinking I don’t ask for a lot. It wouldn’t have been that hard for Sloane to end up on the same riverbank I did. For us both to be here right now. But even if she’s not right here, right now⁠—she doesn’t have to be dead. She could still be out there.

			“I gotta look for the girl I lost.”

			He raises his eyebrow. “Think she made it?”

			“I don’t know, but I have to try to find her.” I reach into my waistband and⁠—shit. “Was there a gun on me? Did you take it? I had a gun.”

			“No gun on you.”

			“Fuck.” I bury my face in my hands, and after I’ve absorbed this latest loss, I cast around until I find a . . . stick. I pick it up. It’s got a little heft to it. Maybe. I feel the man’s eyes on me and I must look too pathetic for him to even say so this time. “Which⁠—which way’s where I came from?”

			“You’re serious.”

			“She’s the last thing I got left.”

			He studies me, his arms crossed. Finally, he shakes his head like I’m a fool. “You follow the river south, she might be that way. In a few days⁠—and that’s if you run into no trouble⁠—you’ll get to Riverside. You know the way to Rayford from there?”

			“Yeah, I think so.”

			“We’re headed that way. We’re not going to Rayford, but we’ll be sharing the same path for a bit.” He gives me an assessing look. “Nobody’d make it through Fairfield in one piece on luck alone. We were talking while you were out. You can travel with us until you hit Riverside, and then we’ll separate. The closer we get to town, the more of the infected there’s gonna be. Safety in numbers.”

			But he’s not offering out of the goodness of his heart. I think he wants a body if he needs one.

			That’s okay, because I think I want one too.

			“Who’s us?” I ask.

			He runs his tongue over his teeth and then he calls, “Lisa,” and a woman steps out of the tent. She’s got long brown hair past her shoulders that makes me think of Sloane. This woman is in her thirties, younger than the man. She’s fair skinned with brown eyes. She’s wearing khaki pants and a black vest over a long-sleeve shirt and she’s got a kid in her arms.

			Jesus.

			It’s a girl, maybe four years old. A mess of brown curls, a fat little body in an outfit that mirrors her mother’s. Her head rests in the crook of Lisa’s neck and she stares at me with the palest blue eyes. I have never seen a more desperate symbol of hope since the world ended, and I’ve never felt the world more desperate to make a mockery of it.

			The only thing I’ve got inside me for this is horror.

			They have a kid. These poor fucking saps.

			“This is my wife, Lisa, and our daughter, Ainsley.”

			Lisa sets Ainsley on the ground, but Ainsley clings to Lisa, her eyes rounding as she takes in my face. I remember how beat up I am and it probably gives me all the makings of a monster. Part of me hopes I’m the only monster she’s met so far.

			“Hi, Rhys,” Lisa says.

			“Hi,” I say, and then to Ainsley, “Hi, there.”

			Ainsley presses her head into Lisa’s thigh.

			“I’m Jess,” the man says, “by the way.”

			They dismantle the campsite and fit it into two bags. Ridiculously efficient. Jess throws me an energy bar and calls it breakfast and tells me I better keep up. Lisa gets Ainsley ready, tying the impossibly tiny shoelaces of her impossibly tiny shoes on her impossibly tiny feet. The kid is quiet in a way no kid should ever be. She’s already learned.

			“How long you been out here?” Jess hefts his pack onto his shoulders. “There any place she might go back to, if she survived?”

			“A few days,” I say. “And I don’t think so. We were just running.”

			“You’ve only been out in this for a few days?”

			“I told you. We were in a school, like, from a week after it started.”

			“So you found shelter,” he says. “You have food there? Water?”

			“Yeah.”

			“And you left. Why the hell would you do that?”

			“Just stupid, I guess,” I mutter, feeling it. “What, you been camping this whole time?”

			He laughs a little. “Sure.”

			“And how’s that better?”

			“We’re headed somewhere safe,” he says, looking a little too proud. Or maybe I’m just jealous. “And we’re not going to leave when we get there.”

			“We should go,” Lisa says abruptly. “We’ve been here long enough.”

			“Right,” Jess says. “Just want to make a few things clear to our plus-one.” I bite back the urge to ask him if he’s sure he’s not the one joining me. “I lead. Once we get moving, don’t speak unless you have to, unless I’m speaking to you. You see any infected, don’t make a fucking sound. This isn’t a Romero movie. We don’t fight unless necessary. We don’t engage. They’re too fast. We find a different way around. The only time you get close is when you’ve got no other choice.”

			“Got it.”

			“Good.”

			“Give him something,” Lisa says.

			Jess looks at her. “We just met him and you want to arm him?”

			“Give him something you can shoot out of his hands, then.” She rolls her eyes. “You don’t want that to be the difference out here, do you?”

			“I just want to find Sloane. That’s all. I’m not going to make trouble.”

			“That remains to be seen.” He goes into his pack. “You put any of my family in danger and those things out there will be the least of your worries. Understood?”

			“Understood,” I say.

			He hands me a hunting knife.

			
			⁠

			We walk for hours through the trees, following the river just beyond them⁠—my eyes seeking but never finding Sloane⁠—when my body starts quitting on me. My first real workout in a long time. All those weeks in the school, sitting on my ass, doing nothing, have finally caught up. My feet are blistered. My muscles burn. My head⁠—Jesus, my head. Every battered part of me has something to complain about. I don’t say anything when my gut starts to revolt, just end up hunched over beside a birch tree, barfing up the food I was so glad to have.

			“You damned fool,” Jess says over my retching, and I hope, dimly, that Sloane made it out of the water in better shape than I did, which is quickly followed by the thought she might not have made it out at all. I heave again. “Say something, you feel like that.”

			I’m trembling all over. “You told me we had to be quiet.”

			“Fool,” he repeats, and Lisa says, “Go easy.”

			“Fine. Break.”

			“We need one too, anyway,” she says, and I decide to like Lisa.

			I sit away from my puddle of vomit, resting my head against my legs. Jess nudges me a second later, holding out his canteen. I take it from him and drink. Rub my forehead. I’m sweaty and it’s not exactly warm out. I look down at my shitty post-river clothes and my running shoes that haven’t felt right since I put them on. The only thing that feels sure about me is the knife, but I don’t want to get close enough to any dead to test it.

			Every time I look at Jess and Lisa, they make more and less sense. Lisa takes Ainsley a few feet away so they can go to the bathroom. I turn my head. It’s all so close and it can’t be any other way. Jess keeps watch, a rigidness about him that should be about me, but I can’t seem to make it happen.

			“Where were you before?” I ask.

			“Milhaven,” he says.

			Milhaven’s a city. I’m not exactly sure how far it is from here, but I know it’s pretty far from Cortege. “You been making your way from Milhaven to wherever on foot?”

			“We’ve been moving since it started. We had a vehicle for a while and then we didn’t. Won’t try for one of those again. Staying on roads is trouble. We went deeper into the woods and we run into a lot less of it now.” Lisa and Ainsley come back. “You about ready?”

			“Uh. Yeah.”

			“No, he’s not,” Lisa says. “Look at him. He’s exhausted. We need to refill the water, anyway, and Ainsley’s getting pretty tired.”

			“You tired?” Jess asks her. Ainsley nods. That’s the deciding factor. Not the concussed boy, but the toddler who probably doesn’t even really know what she’s been asked. I don’t know. I don’t know shit about kids.

			Jess turns to Lisa. “You got an hour. We’re not setting up here for the night. We can get a little farther before we do that.”

			“That’s fine.”

			I miss my bed. Jess circles us, checking the area, cocking his head, listening. The river’s still audible, a constant reminder of who I should be looking for. If I wasn’t still so weak, I would be. But beyond that, there’s nothing. No sounds of infected. When he’s certain enough of our surroundings, Jess turns back to me.

			“Look at you out here with all this nothing for it.” He sounds halfway amused. “You got no gear. Your shoes are shit for hiking⁠—”

			“Watch your mouth,” Lisa says.

			“There’s nothing I can do about it now,” I tell him.

			“I suppose not.” Jess digs into his pack and hands me a small shovel. “Dig two holes, ’bout sixteen inches wide, a foot deep. Tunnel one through to the other. Understand?”

			“Dakota firepit?”

			“You done it before?”

			“I’ve been camping.”

			“Lisa, you want to round up some firewood? Ainsley, you stay close to me.”

			I start working the dirt. The ground is hard, difficult to shift. It reminds me of my father. The camping trips he took me on. I was so fucking bad at it⁠—just being in the wilderness⁠—and he let me know it. He loved telling the story about the trip we went on when I was five. I couldn’t stop poking at the fire, and when he saw I was a little too enthralled with a burning stick, he told me to get rid of it. I threw it into the woods alight. Almost burned the whole goddamn forest down. He’d be laughing so hard at that point in the retelling, tears streaming down his face. I’d give anything to hear it again. It hits me: That’s going to die with me, that story. My story. My family, everyone in the school, their stories too⁠—I’m the last person who could tell them.

			If I die, they’re all gone.

			“Good work,” Jess murmurs when I finish. I wipe my hands on my jeans. “Lisa, start the fire. Rhys and I will collect some water.”

			“Come back,” Lisa says simply.

			“Always do.”

			I follow him through the woods. With him ahead of me, I pay less attention to what’s around, which is unwise, but if he notices, he doesn’t say. Eventually, we reach the bank, where he stops abruptly. He jerks his head, directing my attention across the river. I squint. Other side of it is a field. A flock of dead are running through it. The water’s between us, and the current would take them if they tried to cross, so I just watch, with Jess, the way they move. They’re impossibly fast. They veer left, all of them, so sharp that⁠—

			“Are they chasing something?”

			I try to get a better look, but Jess holds his arm out.

			“Animal, most likely.”

			“How do you know?”

			“If it wasn’t, we’d hear the screams.”

			My stomach turns. “So what do we do?”

			“They’re on the right side of the river for now,” he says. “But we shouldn’t stay here long. We’ll get the water, we’ll get some food in us, and then we’ll move out.”

			We wait until they’re no longer in sight before we fill our canteens, and by the time we get back to the camp, Lisa has a small pot hanging over the pit. The smoke and flame are only just visible from their holes. Jess pours the first bit of water we gathered into the pot and once it’s boiled, he tells Lisa to get the MREs and he goes through the process of preparing them. He opens them up, tossing the dried food our way. A stick of jerky for me, a packet of M&M’s for Ainsley, crackers for Lisa. Ainsley melts the candy in her hands and it gets all over her face. Lisa cleans it with some of the towelettes from the packs. Jess uses the clean water to activate the flameless ration pouches. We settle in to chicken stew while I try to figure them out.

			“Were you in the army or something?”

			Jess and Lisa exchange a glance.

			“No,” Jess says.

			“You said you’ve been on the road since this started.” I gesture to the packs, the food. Everything. “That mean you been on the road like this since it started?”

			“Yep.”

			I look from him to her. “You didn’t know this was going to happen, did you?”

			“Not exactly.”

			“What the hell does that mean?”

			“Watch your mouth,” Lisa tells me.

			“We’re preppers,” Jess says. “You know what they are?”

			I know what preppers are. Crazies. I’ve seen them on Discovery a few times. People getting ready for any kind of apocalypse like total ass⁠—oh.

			Jess sees it on me and leans back, smug.

			“You think the people laughing at us then are laughing at us now?”

			“How long you been ready?” I ask.

			“Since the towers fell,” Jess replies. “My father died that day.”

			“You were waiting for a terrorist attack?”

			“What makes you think this isn’t one?” He spoons some stew into his mouth, swallows, and shrugs. “I was waiting for SHTF. Shit to hit the fan. Could be a terrorist attack or civil war, government turning on its people, the economic collapse, a pandemic. Everything but zombies.”

			“Wait,” I say. “So that means you’re headed to a bugout location, doesn’t it? You’ve got something fortified? How do you know it’s still standing?”

			“No one could find it” is all he says. “Made sure of that.”

			I go back to my meal, trying to think how Sloane and I could win these people over. Because I’ll find her along the way⁠—I will⁠—and we’ll need a place. And if I don’t . . . I’ll still need one. It could be theirs. And it’d be better than the school because at school, we weren’t survivalists, we were just kids who wanted to survive.

			I want these people. I want their walls.

			
			⁠

			“She’s really quiet,” I say.

			Lisa’s sitting on the ground with Ainsley in her lap while Ainsley digs through Lisa’s bag because I guess that’s what passes for entertainment now. We walked until we started losing light faster than we were gaining ground and Jess picked a spot for camp. I helped Lisa put the trip wires up. If the dead come, we’ll hear bells.

			Jess pitched the tent, but I won’t be staying in it. They have a mat, a sleeping bag, and a bivy sack for me. Jess and Lisa will take turns on watch, but for now Lisa’s letting Ainsley wind down and then she’ll put her to bed with her father. Ainsley feels like a poster girl for the next generation. She doesn’t screech, doesn’t whine, doesn’t cry, doesn’t make any verbal demands. She doesn’t talk. When she walks, her hand must be held. If she’s not walking, she’s carried. Whenever she’s carried, her eyes scan the distance for the dead.

			Lisa kisses the top of Ainsley’s head. “How are you feeling?” she asks me.

			“I think I’ll be more useful to you tomorrow.”

			She smiles politely. After a second, Ainsley produces a small book. I glimpse its brightly colored cover in the dim light, but not its title. She holds it like a prized stuffed animal.

			“It was in the car,” Lisa says. “And when we lost the car, she managed to grab it to take with her. It’s her favorite story.”

			Ainsley holds the book out to me, surprising Lisa and me both.

			“Oh,” Lisa says softly.

			She takes the book from Ainsley’s hands, folding her daughter in a hug, ducking her face against her curls so I can’t see her crying. If this was supposed to be story hour, it never happens. Lisa stays that way for a long time before taking Ainsley back to the tent. When she returns, she doesn’t look at me. We sit, quiet, until Jess wakes up to take watch. He plants himself in the middle of the camp and stares into the darkness.

			“How’s your head?” he asks.

			“Down to a dull roar.”

			He tells me to go to sleep. I feel this need to fight it, to prove I can keep my eyes open, but in the end, I can’t stay awake.

			Get your mother, Rhys. This place isn’t safe⁠—

			My only boy.

			I don’t want to hurt you.

			What can you possibly want from this?

			The way Sloane’s voice works its way into my nightmare, I’d swear her mouth was next to my ear. I open my eyes and expect her to be there and she’s not. I expect to be in the school and I’m not. I want to be at home and I never am.

			It’s dawn. Jess is on the ground, watching me. I exhale. I feel better. Well. Relatively. The ground’s hard under the sleeping bag, does no favors for a body that’s taken on more than its fair share of abuse in the last couple days. But I felt worse then, so I must be better now.

			“Was about to wake you up,” he says. “You were dreaming. Making noise.” He clears his throat. “Called out for your parents.”

			“Oh.” Cary told me I did that in the school sometimes, in the dead of night. He was the only one who heard. Or if anyone else did, they didn’t say anything. He’d just nudge me in the ribs and tell me to shut the fuck up because he was trying to sleep, man, like it was no big deal. It never felt like one when he did that, anyway.

			“How’d they die?” Jess asks.

			What he’s asking⁠—he has to know what he’s asking me.

			“You don’t have to tell me,” he says. “But you don’t make much of a case for yourself, if you don’t. Unless you’re the reason they’re dead.”

			“What kind of case you think I’m trying to make?”

			“Don’t act stupid.”

			“I, uh.” My mouth is dry. “The first night. The house got overrun. Our house. One bit my dad and we locked⁠—we . . . we holed up in their room, waiting for the police. He got cold. He turned. We didn’t know what was happening. He bit my mom.”

			“You finish them both?”

			The last person I talked about this with was Sloane and I was sorry I did. After, I kept seeing their deaths. I saw my hands and their deaths. A horror movie doesn’t look so good in real life. People turn into nothing and the way they do is so messy and wet and red. It will make you so sick. You’ll discover you weren’t strong, that however hard you brought the weight down wasn’t enough. You’ll look at your father’s wrecked face and his mouth will still be moving, hungry. You’ll think nothing could be worse than that, so when your mother shows the first signs of turning, you won’t wait for it to happen. And then you’ll find you were wrong. There is something worse. The last thing the monster with your dad’s face sees is a hero⁠—at least that’s what you’ll tell yourself.

			But your mom, she’ll just see you.

			Her only boy.

			“I had to.”

			“So your parents are dead and your girl’s gone,” he says after a while, and I laugh in spite of myself. He looks at me like I’m losing it.

			“What’s funny about that?”

			“It sounds like the worst country song ever.”

			And then even he chuckles.

			“You’re right. Sorry.” He gets up, stretching. “Lisa says Ainsley wanted you to read to her earlier. She doesn’t even let us read to her.”

			I don’t know what to make of that.

			A sudden, distant noise in the woods turns Jess’s head in that direction.

			We’re still, quiet, waiting for it.

			But there’s nothing, not this time.

			
			⁠

			“Hi, Ainsley,” I say when she and Lisa emerge from the tent.

			The kid startles at her name, or my saying it, but she gives me a shy wave.

			We eat a dry breakfast and pack up camp and move. It feels good to keep moving, to be looking for Sloane. Then it starts to hurt. Literally. The first time we stop for a short break, I find blood staining the heels of my socks, especially the left. Seems useless to bitch about, so when Jess asks if we’re ready to head out, I say yes.

			Keep going. Keep looking.

			My gait becomes increasingly uneven and I’m able to put less and less weight on my left foot, and when Jess stops, I think it’s because he notices. But it’s not. He gestures at Lisa. She pulls Ainsley away, inching back.

			He raises his finger to his lips.

			Once you know the sound of teeth tearing into human flesh, the wet, sloppy noise of skin and organs rolling around mouths, of hands driven by the kind of hunger that makes it possible to rip a belly open and pull out all its insides, you don’t forget it. Jess crouches slowly and waves me forward. I make my way over and the little I stir the ground under me is too loud but the feasting doesn’t stop. I duck down beside him and he points. I see them in the middle of a clearing. Two dead, a man and a woman, sharing someone’s body.

			“Shit,” I say because I don’t know who they’re eating. Jess throws me a sharp look for talking, but I think a train could blow through here and the dead wouldn’t move. They won’t want to leave the table before clearing their plates.

			The man yanks out . . . God, intestines. The slick red strands dangle from his hands, dragging along the dirt before being folded into his mouth, and I don’t think the dead feel anything that’s human, but I can only describe what I’m seeing in a human way. He looks satisfied as he brings the guts to his lips, painting them red. He’s so excited to eat, he doesn’t remember he needs to open his mouth first. That doesn’t last long. Soon he’s chewing, gulping them down, and when he’s done, he’ll still be hungry.

			“I gotta see if it’s her,” I murmur.

			Please don’t let it be her.

			Jess pulls his gun from his waistband.

			I look behind me, to see what Lisa’s doing. Her eyes are fixed on the dinner party. Ainsley stands beside her, but she’s not looking at any of it. She’s staring at something to her left.

			My gaze follows hers.

			To an old man.

			His head is tilted, staring at Ainsley and Lisa with increasing understanding.

			His white eyes widen.

			He opens his mouth and screams.

			“Shit,” I say, and I race to them. I reach Ainsley at the same time he does, barreling into her as he barrels into me. My body covers hers, keeps her safe, but just because I didn’t want to see a four-year-old get eaten today doesn’t mean I wanted to die for her either.

			And then two things happen at once: Lisa starts screaming, pulling Ainsley out from under me, and the old man goes after what’s left.

			Everything fades out. All I can hear is my heart, nothing else, not even the snarls of the thing on top of me. He has that same frenzied response to meat the others did, doesn’t know which part of me he wants first when there’s so much to choose from. He tears at my clothes, his fingernails digging into me, and I push against him with one hand, reaching across the ground for the knife with the other, but I only feel dirt and nothing else. Fuck, fuck.

			I reach for his face and just miss his mouth. Grab him by both sides of the head and try to push him back and he’s so fucking strong for an old fucking dead guy. I jam my thumbs in his eyes and I push as hard as I can, but nothing about that is as easy as it looks in the movies. His eyes start to give, start to fill under my fingernails, but it doesn’t hurt him, and if it doesn’t hurt him, he’s not going to stop. I bring my legs up, using them to put more space between us, and let one hand off his face, reaching out to my opposite side.

			My fingers curl around a⁠—rock.

			It takes everything to heave it against his face, his jaw. He goes sideways and it’s all I need to put some space between us. He recovers too goddamn fast and grabs my foot, pulling it toward him, and then I can hear everything. The snarling, the screeching, the screaming, my own voice yelling itself hoarse, and the loud crack of a gun gone off and I’m hoping it’s in this direction but it’s not. I kick out as hard as I can and my shoe comes off, but that’s what I need to be free. I trip to my feet and finally find the knife, glinting against the ground. I drive it into the old man’s head and he finally falls like he’s supposed to, and he stays down like he’s supposed to. I stumble back and everything else has gone to hell. Ainsley is cowering behind a tree, and those dead that were feasting before, they’ve been called away from their cold plate for a warm meal. Jess is keeping the woman back as best he can while trying to aim his gun. But the man has overwhelmed Lisa. She’s screaming for help and before I can get to her, the gun goes off, the woman crumples to the ground, the man rips out Lisa’s throat with his teeth, and she crumples too.
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			Jess ends the man.

			Another loud crack sent through the woods.

			“Ainsley, stay where Rhys can see you, but face away from me.”

			He sounds much calmer than his shattered face looks.

			Ainsley turns around like she’s done this before.

			I move to her, curling my socked toes into the ground.

			Jess moves to Lisa, who is on her back, twitching, drowning in her own blood. She brings her hand to her throat, as if she could stop it, and I think that’s the scariest thing I’ve ever seen, her heart still beating hope enough to try to save herself, even like this.

			“Goddammit,” Jess says weakly, trying pointlessly to pull her hand from her neck, like there’s something he can do. He knows that’s not what he has to do. Everything that comes out of his mouth next is something he’s going to regret for not being meaningful enough later. “Goddammit, Lisa, what the fuck . . . why . . . ?”

			He starts to cry. Lisa’s making the kind of sounds I’ll never forget, her voice trying to work its way around the part of her throat that’s been ripped out. Her lips are flecked with her own blood. She’s not going to make it much longer than this and then she’s going to turn. She moves her hand from her throat and all the blood she seemed to be holding back floods out. She grabs Jess’s shirt, twisting it in her fingers, and suddenly, I’m not here anymore, I’m in a bedroom. My parents. I don’t want to hurt you.

			Jess moans, bringing me back to this here, this now.

			“LisaLisaLisaLisaLisa. Lisa. Look at me. I love you.”

			He shoots her in the head.

			I get my shoe back on. There’s no time for a burial, but the leaving is so goddamn hard without one. I remember standing in my parents’ room before I finally climbed out the window because the dead were at their door and the door was giving way. Even with the mess of blood, their broken faces, I wanted to keep close to them because once you go, you can never go back. Jess kisses Lisa’s coat-covered face and calls Ainsley over. I stay where I am and watch him explain to her what’s happened. I can’t make out the words, but his voice is low and soothing, and whatever he says is terrible and simple enough for Ainsley to understand, because she throws herself into her father’s arms and stays there. He gets to his feet, holding her, and makes his way over to me, his eyes watery.

			“I’m really⁠—”

			“We have to get as far from this area as we can and find somewhere we can settle in for the night,” he says. “I need you to carry Lisa’s gear.”

			“Okay.”

			“Check that body, make sure it’s not anybody you know.”

			I don’t think I can take one more tragedy, but one more tragedy’s always on the way.

			It’s not Sloane.

			It’s a girl. Her middle is so eaten out, the upper and lower parts of her are no longer attached. I’m relieved but I try not to show it. I don’t want to make Jess feel bad that I still might have something when he just lost so much. That’s the worst kind of envy. I felt it when Sloane thought Lily was still alive. I didn’t want her to have it, because I wanted it so badly for myself.

			“It her?” Jess asks behind me.

			Before I can answer, the girl opens her eyes. I yelp. This cycle is endless. Her hands beg after me. I’d stab her in the head if I could trust there was no chance she’d pull me toward her. Before, I used to agonize over whether or not they had souls. Now I don’t think they do. I think that part of her is free. I have to think that part of her is free.

			“Leave it,” Jess says. “Let’s go.”

			We walk for hours.

			Lisa’s pack is heavy but I can’t complain, because Jess carries his pack and Ainsley, rarely setting her down. When he does, it’s not for long. I know it’s not easy on him. He winces and rubs his arms in those rare instances she’s out of them. Ainsley glues herself to her father like he’s exactly what he is: the last thing she’s got left.

			When night closes in, Jess says, “Here,” and we set up. It’s awful. I see the places Lisa filled so effortlessly and they drive home the fact that Jess is no longer one half of a well-oiled machine. I prepare the trip wires, but I fuck it up and Jess has to fix them for me. I help him pitch the tent, and the things Lisa just knew how to do, I don’t, and have to learn, and it takes twice as long. I dig the firepit while he gets water. He takes Ainsley with him, and having no one at my back is terrifying. My brain invents noises, imagines white eyes on me in the dark. When Jess returns, we prepare some MREs, but he can’t entice Ainsley to eat. I’m not so hungry either.

			Jess eats, though, all of it.

			“Can’t afford not to,” he says when he notices me watching him scarf the last of it down. He gets to his feet, dusts off his jeans, and puts Ainsley into the tent. When he comes out, he goes straight into his pack and pulls out a flask. He holds it out to me, but I shake my head. He takes a long pull.

			“You saved my daughter today.”

			“It was nothing.”

			“Think that little of yourself?”

			“No, I mean . . .” I trail off. “There are some things I just don’t want to live to see.”

			“Yeah.” He nods, and just as quickly, his face dissolves. He buries his head in his hands and I don’t know where to look. After a minute he says, “Just go.”

			“What?” I’m afraid of what that means.

			“Get in the tent, I don’t want . . . I’ll keep watch.” I don’t move. He says, “Get in the tent or get the fuck out of here, Rhys. Your choice.”

			I go into the tent. There’s a small solar lamp hanging from the center of it. Ainsley is sitting up in her sleeping bag. She has that book in her hands. She’s chewing on one corner of it. I sit on the opposite side and peel my socks off, studying my shredded heels. Doesn’t look good but I don’t really feel it. I wonder how Sloane’s doing. I imagine her, out of the river, surviving, cutting her way through the darkness to me over and over again to take the place of everything else I’ve seen today. After a while, Ainsley crawls up beside me, and when I look, she’s holding the picture book out. I can make out the title now. Molly’s Picnic. I look at Ainsley. She wants this story. It’s a weird-as-hell feeling, her wanting it from me, but after today, how can I deny her? I take the book and open it. On the first page, there’s an inscription.

			To Ainsley, love, Andrew.

			I flip past the title page, to bright colors and cartoon faces. It’s a story about a little girl named Molly who is getting ready for a picnic. Ainsley and I follow her as she decides what’s going to go into her picnic basket for a perfect day in the park, where all the other little children are playing, waiting for her. It’s not a fairy tale, but I start it with Once upon a time anyway.
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			A soft whump against my chest.

			I bolt up, terrified, and a shirt and a pair of jeans tumble into my lap. Jess stands in the tent opening, bleary eyed and puffy faced⁠—definitely hungover⁠—but relatively awake.

			“Those’ll probably fit.”

			I rub my eyes, only slightly aggravating my left in the process. I can finally see out of it again. I turn my head. Ainsley’s not there, so she must be with Jess. I pull on the shirt and jeans. They’re a little loose, but they’re better than the stale, bloodstained clothes I’ve been wearing. They aren’t Jess’s, though. These wouldn’t even begin to fit him, and I can’t shake the feeling if I knew whose they were, I wouldn’t want them. I take my time, getting ready to face him, when the bells begin to chime and then I can’t get outside fast enough. But it’s just that he’s taking the trip wires down, not that they’ve gone off. He nods to where Ainsley’s sitting on a blanket, getting cereal all down her front. There’s some jerky laid out for me, and next to it, first aid.

			“Noticed you limping yesterday,” he says. “Take care of it and I’ll get the tent down.”

			I wonder where he’s put Lisa. Not her body⁠—I know where that is. But where he’s put his wife, where he’s tucked her away so he can find the will to do something as simple as feed Ainsley breakfast or do teardown. I wonder if all hearts are made with the same pockets for fear and pain and sadness. They must not be, or if they are, maybe we all don’t know how to use them. So many stories would have ended differently, otherwise.

			Soon, everything’s ready. The walking’s easier going. Jess holds Ainsley’s hand. The other has his gun. He keeps tapping the trigger and then, after a couple of miles, glances at me and says, “I’ve got a map. When we stop, I’m going to show you where I’m headed.”

			“Okay.”

			“It’s a cabin. Over a decade in the making. Dead ain’t going to get through it. Reinforced doors and windows. There’s a safe room and a storage room with⁠—well, we got close to five years’ worth of canned and dehydrated and freeze-dried food there, not accounting for any spoilage since we last did inventory. Medical supplies. It was built to be self-sustaining too. We’ve been working our way to it for the last four weeks. It’s closer to us than you know.”

			“Where will you be?”

			“Hopefully there with you.”

			“What about Rayford?”

			“Rayford is bullshit,” he says. “Every safe haven I’ve seen from Milhaven to here has fallen. I’m giving you the goddamn golden ticket, Rhys. Don’t be too fool to take it.”

			“What’s the catch?”

			“Something happens to me, you look after Ainsley.”

			Jesus. I think I miss Lisa more than either of them now. I stare at the back of Ainsley’s small head and imagine being responsible for her, just her and me trying to get through the woods to the cabin and then after that, what? I’ve been with these people less than five days and I’m looking at possible guardianship of a toddler and everything inside me is telling me to drop my pack and run. Everything. But then I see Jess’s face, and it’s so desperate and broken, I can’t. This guy pulled me out of the river. Saved my life.

			“Nothing’s going to happen to you.”

			He half smiles. “Well, it wasn’t before you said that.” And then the smile disappears. “If you have to, you’ll do it. You saved her once and she trusts you. I can tell. You’ll do it.”

			“Yeah,” I say. Christ. “I’ll do it.”

			But every step forward has me thinking if there’s any way I can take every step back. We walk until the trees start to thin, and that makes me uneasy. I can see the river to the left of us, and to the right, the ground rises, flattening out.

			“That a road?” I ask.

			“Yeah. Not maintained. But that doesn’t mean no one’s been using it or died on it. Riverside’s close and that’s why we’re seeing more infected now. We got to be careful.”

			Another mile. Another. I shrug the pack farther up my aching shoulders. Ainsley starts lagging and Jess doesn’t seem to notice, but I’m afraid to ask for a break, because there’s an energy coming off him that I understand and don’t want to get in the way of. He’s found reserves to keep moving forward. I bet all his thoughts are lined up neat, one right after the other⁠—get his kid to safety, get there alive⁠—and any deviation could ruin him, bring him back to what’s truly gone.

			If that happens, I won’t know how to pick up the pieces.

			And then Jess says, “Fuck,” and Lisa’s not there to tell him to watch his mouth.

			There’s an RV crumpled against two trees. The front is smashed, must’ve hit hard. Only a minor crack in the windshield despite that. Blood streaks the side of its tan exterior, stopping at its open door before continuing on the opposite side. I glimpse a bit of the interior from here.

			“Check it out.” Jess draws his gun. “See if there’s anything worth scavenging. If it’s clear, we could spend the night here.”

			We circle the RV slowly. No signs of trouble. We’re just about to explore the inside when Ainsley urgently tugs on her father’s hand. She’s got to go to the bathroom.

			“Take a look inside,” he tells me.

			I face the entry, which is too narrow for me to get through with the pack. I set it down and get my knife out but I don’t think we’ll find anything. Any dead would’ve made themselves known by now. I take a couple steps inside, and before I can say or do anything, a gunshot explodes in my ears. The bullet tears through the driver’s seat.

			I cover my face with my hands. “Don’t shoot! I’m alive!”

			“Rhys?”

			My heart stops.

			That voice.

			I’m afraid to believe it, I’ve wanted it so bad.

			I lower my hands.
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			“Rhys,” she says.

			I don’t understand.

			The people I want don’t come back. But past the smell of gunpowder is the smell of sweat and blood, the smell of another person. The blinds are drawn and the light in here is so weak, but it’s her. She’s here. She’s here and every moment without her was a lie.

			“Rhys?” Jess shouts. “Rhys?”

			“It’s okay! I’m okay⁠—it’s okay.”

			I stumble over everything that got strewn on the floor when the RV crashed. Cups and forks and plates and clothes and magazines, a vase and its scattered dried and disintegrating flowers. She’s at the back of the RV, in the bedroom. She’s on the floor, propped up against the foot of the bed. Her face is pale, the bags under her eyes as dark and purple as bruises, or maybe they are bruises. There’s a gash on her forehead, the blood of it fresh and all over, and I have to force the next question through my teeth, asking it quietly enough that no one else will hear.

			“Are you bitten?”

			She blinks several times, like she can’t believe any of this either, and then she shakes her head. Her lips are cracked and bloody.

			“No,” she says.

			“What happened to you?”

			She’d hurt her head at the school. That side was almost healed. Now she’s opened up the other. Blood stains the side of her face, trailing down her neck. It’s soaked into the collar of her shirt. Her legs are sprawled out awkwardly in front of her and the knees of her pants are torn up, the skin there crusty, scabbing. One arm is curled against her stomach and that hand holds the gun she fired at me. Her other arm hangs at her side and⁠—it’s dislocated. I recognize that weird separation happening under the skin because it’s the same shoulder she dislocated at the school. I bring my hands to her face and it feels good to touch her. Her pupils are blown. One bigger than the other. She’s panting, in pain.

			“I looked for you,” she manages.

			“Me too.” I press my fingers into her skin because I can’t hug her, because she’s hurt, but all I want to do is put my arms around her. “I looked for you too. God, how’d you get here? What happened after the river?”

			She frowns, swallows. “There weren’t any dead at first . . . but then there were.” Her eyes drift up to Jess, who has stormed inside the RV, but she doesn’t ask. She turns to me, losing focus. “I found a⁠—a hunting tree stand. It was old, but I got up there and I tried to wait them out, but⁠—”

			Her eyes drift shut. I bring my hand to her shoulder and squeeze. It takes her a long minute to open them, like now that she’s around people she can finally turn off.

			“Hey. Stay with me. But what? What happened after the tree stand?”

			“It was rotting and I fell,” she says. “And then I just ran.”

			I take the gun from her and tuck it into the back of my jeans and turn to Jess. Ainsley hides behind him. He looks at the two of us in wonder.

			“Sloane,” he says, before I can tell him.

			“We’re going to have to set that shoulder,” Jess tells her after I’ve hastily introduced them and he’s looked her over. “That’s going to be goddamn unpleasant.” He turns to me. “I can’t give her anything for the pain until we know how bad the concussion is.”

			“It’s okay,” she murmurs. I just stand there, running my hands through my hair and smiling, which feels like asking for it, but I can’t stop. Jess pinches the top of her hand. As soon as he lets go of her skin, it jumps back into place.

			“You’re not dehydrated,” he says. “What’ve you been drinking?”

			“River water.”

			“Well. Not the best thing you could’ve done. Miracle you’re not sick. If you do get sick, I’ve got something I can give you. Can you stand?”

			“Yeah.”

			She struggles to her feet one-handed and I try to help her, but I end up grabbing the wrong parts of her to do it. She yelps and her knees buckle, but between me and Jess, we get her upright. We navigate her through the narrow space, passing an astounded Ainsley, who sits on her knees on the pullout sofa. Outside, Sloane lies on the ground. Jess digs some of his clothes out of his pack and bundles them up, tucking them into her armpit. Cary did it a different way, when we had to do this at the school. Jess sits on the ground next to her, grabs her arm with both hands, and puts his foot against the clothes. He starts to pull her arm toward him. The pain startles Sloane, makes her half rise, desperate to get away, so they have to reposition and start again. The second time, she clenches her teeth and moans. Sweat dots her forehead and tears leak out of her eyes and then her shoulder pops back into place.

			Jess pats her face and says, “Good girl.”

			He ends up making a sling for her out of a belt. He hangs it around her neck, makes a figure eight, and puts her wrist through the bottom loop. By then, she’s exhausted, her eyes not tracking anything, but staying stubbornly open.

			“Okay, let’s get you up,” Jess says. “You can make use of that bed in there.”

			“But . . . Rayford. We have to⁠—Rhys?”

			“It’s okay,” I tell her. “We’re okay.”

			We get her up. Her face goes a scary shade of white and her eyes roll back. Jess seems to anticipate it, gets her in his arms. Carries her with the ease he must’ve carried me from the river. He maneuvers his way to the back and lays Sloane down on the bed. She stirs a little, curling into the mattress. No one refuses that kind of comfort, not in these kinds of times. There’s a privacy curtain, and he pulls it closed, ushering me out even though what I want to do is be with her, to be next to her. I want to put my hands on her face again. I want to be sure she’s really there.

			Jess sits down on the couch and pulls Ainsley toward him.

			“You lucky son of a bitch,” he says.
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			Later, I join him outside. We stare into the woods.

			“She’s going to be down a couple days,” he tells me. “If she can get moving sooner, then we’ll do that, but for now, she needs rest and food.”

			“Yeah, she does,” I say.

			“I set the trips. I think we should all stay inside, though, while we’re here. Lay low.” He seems to be tracking something in the dark. I squint, but I don’t see anything.

			“What is it?”

			After a long moment, he turns to me. “Nothing.”

			I look at him and I know how denied he must feel of his own happy ending and I don’t think he hates me all the way for mine, but he must a little.

			“Stop staring,” he says.

			I flush. “Sorry.”

			“So you got a gun now. If she lets you have it.”

			“You want the knife back?”

			“Keep it. Why don’t you go on in, check on Ainsley? I’ll be there in a little bit. I just want to be sure it’s safe.”

			“Okay.” I hesitate. “Thanks for pulling me out of the river.”

			He doesn’t look at me. “Guess it had to happen.”

			I go back inside. Ainsley is on the couch, occupied with a coloring book and a pack of crayons we found under the driver’s seat. She was happy about it, but it was one of those sick little discoveries for the rest of us. There were kids here, wherever they are now. She looks at me, doesn’t say anything, and it’s so wrong, the absence of wanting her mother out loud. I tap the page of the coloring book, of the princess’s hair she’s decided to turn blue.

			“That’s cool,” I tell her.

			On the counter next to the sink, there’s a small photo in a cheap plastic frame. A home. A little bungalow. The sky above it is overcast and moody, a storm on the way. I don’t know the place, but I know the time.

			Before.

			After a while, Jess comes in and gets the food ready and I have to wake Sloane for that because she’s got to be starving. She’s half gone and I have to feed her, and I’m glad she’s kind of out of it because I don’t think she could stand it otherwise.

			“Lily,” she says once.

			It bites into me. I don’t know where she thinks she is.

			“She’s not here,” I tell her.

			“I have to tell you something.”

			“You can tell me later, okay?”

			I remind her that she’s hungry. She can’t finish it all, but tomorrow will be better, I think. After that, she stays awake long enough to help me clean the blood off her and bandage her forehead, and when I’m done, she falls back asleep. When I come out, Jess is sitting at the dinette, finishing up his dinner. Ainsley’s tuckered out on the sofa.

			“How’s Ainsley doing?”

			“She’ll be fine,” he says. A lie. He nods. “Sit there.”

			I sit next to him. In the space between us, there’s an old People magazine. Nearly a year old now. There’s a headline about more and more celebrities turning to online, harnessing the internet to reach and expand their fanbases. That’s weird to think about. That first week in the school, I had this itch I couldn’t scratch. I just wanted to see the end of the world unfold online. I never thought I’d get used to being without it, but now I can barely believe there was a time the need I had for it was real. I look from the actor smiling out at us on the glossy cover page to Ainsley again.

			“Why doesn’t she talk?”

			“It was hard going for us the first few days.”

			“It was for us too.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yeah. Took us a week to get across our town. We lost people.”

			“I had a son about your age, from my first marriage. Andrew.”

			Andrew.

			To Ainsley, love, Andrew.

			“He didn’t make it,” Jess says.

			I want out of these clothes.

			“Did he read to her?” I ask slowly.

			“Yeah.”

			I bring my hand to my face and try not to let it get to me, but it does. Everything Ainsley has lost⁠—it’s so much. For one moment, I feel it more deeply than my own losses. There’s nothing she’s going to grow up to be. There’s nothing I can grow up to be, but at least once, I got a taste of my own possibility. What does Ainsley have? That book I read to her?

			“She must see something in you. Ainsley. Because she really went inside herself after we lost him. I didn’t know a four-year-old could do that. That night she tried to give you the book, Lisa told me we should keep you around because who knows, maybe she’d start talking again, and she’s got⁠—she’s got the sweetest voice.”

			“I’ll bet.”

			“I’m glad we found you. You and Sloane. It eases my mind.”

			“Jess,” I say. “About Lisa⁠—”

			“When we get there, I’ll . . .” He trails off. “But right now, I’m not going to think about it. So that’s the last time you’re going to say her name to me, okay?”

			“Okay.” I pause. “What happened to your first wife?”

			He smiles without any warmth. “Oh, I’m sure she’s out there, feasting on the zombies.” Okay. He shakes his head. “Look, we’re close once we get past Riverside. And we’re only on its outskirts.” He pulls out a map from his pack. “I’m going to show you where the cabin is. You need to know how to get there.”

			“Right.”

			He lays it all out for me, traces the path with his finger, and when he does it like that, it looks like nothing. Like all we’d have to do is take a few steps and we’d be there. If everything goes right, Jess says, we’d arrive in about a day. We go over it and over it and over it again, until I’ve got it memorized, until I can say it all back to him, and when I do, it sounds like a new kind of prayer. The kind I can believe in.

			Sloane is still sleeping. I sit on the bed and listen to her breathing and then I match my breath to hers because if she’s still here, so am I. I stay like that until the sound of Jess’s snoring fills the RV and then I carefully crawl up the bed and lie down next to her.

			“Sloane,” I say.

			My voice, her name.

			People aren’t supposed to be able to fathom eternity. It’s an amount of time beyond all human comprehension. But ever since everything ended, I think I’m getting closer to understanding it. These little tastes of it in the way hell stretches around us, making pain endless and moments like this one rare and fleeting. Making moments like this one everything.

			I fall asleep and the next time I open my eyes, it’s still dark but she’s awake and she’s watching me and I think she has been for a while. I reach out and she moves closer to me.

			She says, “I thought it was a dream.”

			“It’s not.”

			She exhales and closes her eyes. After a while, mine start drifting shut and the last thought I think I’ll have is about how nice it is waking up and falling back asleep and having the person you want to have beside you, beside you, but then she speaks again, and pulls me out of it.

			“I was alone,” she says. “I was so scared.”

			“I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner.”

			“The whole time I was out there, I kept thinking about her.”

			“Who?”

			“Lily . . . I kept thinking about how strange it was.”

			I take her hand, running my thumb along the top of it.

			“What’s strange?”

			“I’ve gotten so much farther than her.”

			After a long moment, she asks me to tell her what’s happened since I came out of the river, so I tell her everything. I tell her about Jess and Lisa saving me, about Lisa and how she died. I tell her about Ainsley and the book. I tell her about the place Jess has for us the way he told it to me, that it’s far enough away to still be standing, and he says it’s safe, that it is so safe.

			“Then let’s go there,” she says.
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			By dinner the next day, Sloane is up and moving around. She’s put in breakfast and lunch. She’s still pale, a little stiff, but she’s better. Jess asks her if she’s up for a hike.

			“Yes,” she says, without hesitating.

			“Anyone else look like you do right now, and I’d tell them they were lying,” Jess says. “But I believe you. You know why?”

			“Why?” she asks.

			“Because you made it here on a lot less,” he says, and he has no idea how on the mark he is.

			“What are you thinking?” I ask him.

			“I think we move out early tomorrow, before dawn. Should give us the cover we need.”

			“Sounds like a plan.”

			“Water should be boiled by now,” he says. “We’ll eat, call it an early night.”

			He leaves the RV to get it. Sloane watches him go and then she sits on the couch next to Ainsley, who hasn’t taken her eyes off Sloane since they were introduced. Her curiosity seems to overwhelm her, and she gently grabs a tiny fistful of Sloane’s hair. Sloane gives me a questioning look, but she says softly to Ainsley, “I like your hair too.”

			And then I understand⁠—Sloane has the same color hair as Lisa.

			Ainsley lets the strands fall back against Sloane’s shoulder and then climbs off the couch, finds her book, and holds it out to me. I take it and sit down and Ainsley sandwiches herself between me and Sloane. Ainsley keeps a little closer to me. Does she look at me in the dead boy’s clothes and think I’m Andrew? She’s young, but she’s old enough to know the difference, isn’t she?

			Old enough to look at Sloane and miss her mother.

			I go through the story and when I reach the last page, I close the book. Ainsley opens it as soon as I do, wants to hear it one more time. I read it again. Jess comes in when it’s happening and the whole thing catches him off guard. His face crumples, but he leans against the counter, closing his eyes, and listens to me tell it too. I imagine all of us in that cabin a year from now, what that would look like. Making something out of nothing, and I think maybe I was wrong. We can’t have exactly everything we lost, but we can come close.

			
			⁠

			At first, I think it’s wind chimes. Dad hung my abuela’s wind chimes on our porch. I always loved the sound. I open my eyes slowly. The trip wires.

			“Oh no,” I say.

			Sloane and I hurry out of the bedroom. Jess is already on his feet, already has Ainsley awake and on her feet too. He says, “Could be an animal.”

			But then they sound again.

			I have my gun. Jess has his. Sloane has the hunting knife. I look to the front of the RV, the windshield. All I can make out are the shadows of the trees it’s run up against.

			The bells, again.

			“That’s all sides,” I say.

			Jess turns to the covered window in front of the dinette.

			“I’ll look,” he says quietly. “Get an idea of what we’re up against. No one so much as breathe when I do.”

			I nod and then I hear a strange whine from the side of the RV.

			A hand, dragging itself alongside it.

			I glance at Sloane. Jess opens the blind, just a tiny little crack, and looks out. Seconds pass. Finally, he moves from the window, letting the blind snap back into place. We wait for him to tell us what to do.

			“We have to go,” he says.

			“How many are there?” I ask.

			“Enough. The way they’re circling, I don’t know which I’ve already seen and which ones I haven’t. We have to go before we’re too surrounded to leave. We won’t be able to take everything with us, but we should be okay for a day or so, then we’ll be at the cabin.”

			“How do we do this?”

			The door to the RV rattles almost experimentally. It’s locked, but the possibility of something being beyond it doesn’t escape the dead. The door starts to shake.

			They want in, so they can be sure.

			“Shit. Okay. Rhys, you take Ainsley out through the driver’s side door, Sloane and I will go out the passenger side. We need to be everywhere, so they won’t know which way to go first. Get to that old road out there. We run like hell until we reach Derringer Bridge. If we get separated, that’s where we’ll meet. You know where that is, Rhys? You remember what I told you?”

			“I do.” I picture it on the map Jess showed me. It’s a few miles away.

			We get ready as quickly as possible, shrugging on our coats, our shoes. Jess dresses Ainsley, picks her up in his arms, and then holds her close, burying his face in her neck. He says, “I love you, baby. You love me? You want to say it for me?” He pulls back to look at her. Ainsley brings her hand to his beard, but she doesn’t talk. Won’t talk. His mouth trembles. He kisses her face. “I love you so much.”

			Sloane catches my eye and she looks away, and I get this weird feeling in my chest that I should tell her⁠—not that I love her. Because I don’t.

			But that I could, maybe, if we survived long enough.

			“You stay with Rhys,” Jess tells Ainsley. She nods. I tuck my gun back into my waistband because now I have to go out armed with a kid. He passes her to me. “You think you can carry her the first stretch? I don’t want her on the ground for this part.”

			“I can do it.”

			“Thank you,” he says. “Get to the front there. I want to give Sloane the rundown on where we’re headed, because she doesn’t know.”

			He pulls Sloane aside and starts laying it out. I get in position with Ainsley in my arms, trying not to think about how I’m already straining under her weight, light as she is. She keeps her arms around me, tight, breathing heavily in my ear. It’s a better sound than what’s outside, and the sounds outside are getting louder.

			The dead push harder on the door.

			“We have to go,” I say.

			“Okay,” Jess says, and Sloane moves past him, comes up to the front near Ainsley and me. I have to adjust the seat so I can get past the steering wheel.

			“On my count,” Jess says from behind me.

			I can hear the snarling outside.

			“One . . .”

			The door shakes.

			“Two . . .”

			Ainsley’s breath still hot on my face.

			Her sweaty arms still around me.

			“Three.”

			I push out the driver’s side door, nearly falling flat on my face, on Ainsley. Sloane stumbles out after me. She got the wrong door.

			“Sloane, you got the wrong⁠—”

			She pushes at me. “Go, go⁠—”

			And then I hear Jess burst out from the other side of the RV. Not from the passenger side door, but from the entry door, and I don’t understand, I don’t understand how we’ve all gotten this so wrong. Jess starts to yell. “Come on! Come and get me, fuckers! Come on!”

			No. No. The dead scream. Ainsley’s grip becomes a choke hold and I move toward the front of the RV, to get to Jess, to keep him from doing this awful fucking thing, but Sloane grabs me. I feel her hand snake around me for the gun.

			“Jess!” I scream. “Jess, you asshole!”

			“He wanted it,” she says. “Rhys, he wanted it this way. There are too many. He wanted us to take Ainsley. We have to get out of here. I’m going to cover you, come on⁠—”

			No, no, no, no.

			She pulls me away, drags me through the trees. A gunshot, loud, close. The horrible sounds of the dead directing each other to their prey.

			Jess.

			It’s not long before I’m hearing him being torn open, and I’d give anything not to. I’d give anything to cover Ainsley’s ears from his screams. His screams. We run. The woods are crawling with dead, more than at the house in Fairfield. Some of them are blind to us, want to reach the dying man and make their claim, but the eyes that see us, see only us. The gun goes off several more times. Bodies fall as they take bullets to the head or the knees.

			Soon the chamber’s dry.

			We run.

			Ainsley’s heavier in my arms, my legs are turning to nothing. One of the dead tackles me and I drop her, hear the awful thud of her hitting the ground. I lie there for a long moment, wondering if this is the one that is mine. Stars dot the sky, the view stolen by the rotting visage of a man.

			He opens his mouth.

			“Rhys!”

			I turn my head. Sloane has Ainsley in her arms, somehow. The man above leans in, but there are more dead behind him and they try to pull him off, they want me for themselves. I roll to the side at the same time they collapse forward, grasping at the space where I was.

			
			⁠

			We get clear of the dead. We find the road. The bridge. After the bridge, we move deeper into the wilderness, through the trees. The trek gets steeper, the ground rises. After a long hike up, we should be high enough to see it. The cabin. From there, it’s back down again and another six or seven miles through the woods. Eventually, Ainsley starts to falter. We take turns carrying her. I know it hurts Sloane’s injured arm, but she doesn’t complain.

			“I don’t understand,” I say to Sloane.

			“What?”

			“He could’ve sacrificed either of us instead.”

			“Maybe he wouldn’t have been able to live with that, if he had.”

			Sloane whispered the story to me. Jess telling her what it was really like outside the RV, that we were too surrounded, that he was going to do this so his daughter stood a chance. He was smart, I guess, to tell it to Sloane, because I wouldn’t have let him. I don’t blame her for not stopping him, but I’m so fucking mad at him. Just because we’re supposed to be here for Ainsley doesn’t mean he’s not supposed to be here for us.

			“We’re getting closer,” Sloane says after a while.

			“You hear that, Ainsley? When we get there, we’ll clean ourselves up and we’ll get some food and we’ll have⁠—I’ll read you the⁠—”

			The book is still in that fucking RV.

			I try to remember the first lines about Molly waking up, getting ready to start the day. Maybe I could write it, make it close to how it was.

			Eventually, I see light between the trees. Sloane notices it too and picks up her pace. We make it up the last of the hill and break through the clearing. Sloane sets Ainsley down. The view of the woods below is everything I want it to be.

			A promise.

			Shelter.

			Safety.

			Home.

			I turn to Ainsley.

			She’s on the ground, her hands pressed against it.

			“I’m cold,” she says.

			She’s got the sweetest voice.

			I crouch in front of her, seeing for the first time how drawn she is, how pale. What I thought was the toll of her father’s death has turned out to be something so much worse than that. Because there are things in this world, now, that are worse than that.

			I bring my hands to her face.

			Cold.

			There’s a bloodstain on the cuff of her pants. I roll it up and find a minuscule bite mark on her ankle. But it’s not like if you just get a little bitten, you get to make it out okay. I look up at Sloane and she looks down at me with the sorriest eyes. A tear slides down her face. I turn back to Ainsley and her head begins to twitch. I gently ease her back on the ground. She looks smaller than she already is, like she’s not wearing her body right.

			“I can’t,” I say.

			Sloane steps forward.

			Ainsley’s mouth opens and closes but she doesn’t make a sound. It’s starting now, really starting, but it can’t be starting, because she just got her voice back and we were going to the cabin, Ainsley, me, and Sloane. All of us. And it was going to be good, even without Jess, even without my parents, even without Sloane’s sister. Not everything we lost, but good, because it would be so close to it. We were so close. We’ll never be close enough.

			What am I supposed to do, knowing that?

			
			⁠

			“Rhys.”

			I look up.

			Sloane holds out her hand for mine.

			“Let’s keep going,” she says.

			
			⁠

			There are lights in the windows.

	
			Afterword

			The 2012 edition of This Is Not a Test was the last of my books my father lived to see. Its dedication is to him, and borrows a line from a letter he wrote to my mother in the year he died: It is not my expectation to change the world. I want to change my life. I was struck by how perfectly it positioned the narrative’s grief, and how it became a space within the novel to hold mine.

			The inspiration for its story is well documented elsewhere, but the abridged version is this: I watched George A. Romero’s Night of the Living Dead at too young an age, and was left so disturbed by the relentlessness of its dead, and its cruelly indifferent ending, that it catalyzed a lifelong love and obsession with zombie stories, eventually compelling me to write my own.

			It’s my fourth book, published at a time in my career I was establishing myself as an author who specialized in exploring the brutal realities of the lives of teenage girls. I was known for “unlikable” female main characters who defied expectations and expanded the definitions of what fictional girls could do and be in the pages of YA. The sudden addition of zombies to that equation would prove less a pivot than some anticipated⁠—in fact, it only seemed to cement the perception.

			At the heart of the novel is seventeen-year-old Sloane Price, a traumatized young woman whose feelings about the end of the world are complicated, to say the least. The day the dead come back to life, she’s planning to die. In the ensuing chaos, she ends up trapped inside her high school with a handful of classmates, forced to observe the apocalypse through the eyes of people she believes have more reason than her to live. But the group’s negotiations for survival are greatly impacted by the individual losses they’ve endured and the threat of future losses.

			Since This Is Not a Test’s original publication, I’ve endured more losses. They have expanded my understanding of both the painful and the beautiful ways death animates our lives. My perspective on grief has evolved, and where I might once have only seen it reflected in Sloane, I recognize it in the book’s other characters now too: Cary, Rhys, Trace, Harrison, and Grace.

			In 2024, I reclaimed the rights to the majority of my backlist titles. It was an empowering and somewhat fraught experience, wiping what was nearly my entire bibliography off the board. The abiding logic is authors want their books widely available to be read. But these books, in particular, were so beloved by their readers that despite the risk and uncertainty, I felt it was a necessary move if I wanted to pursue future possibilities in which I could effectively honor both⁠—the audience and the work. I had no immediate plans to pursue republication, but deeply unsettling cultural and political shifts threatening the rights, bodies, safety, and autonomy of women and girls created an increasing sense of urgency in me, and my literary agent and I began to actively explore my options. So long as the books and their intended audience felt well cared for, I was open to most approaches, whether that meant republishing the backlist in whole or in part, traditionally or independently.

			As we moved forward with a proposal to a select group of publishers and editors I respected and admired, something unexpectedly wonderful was also occurring: This Is Not a Test had been optioned for a movie years prior, and it seemed likely it would happen. Then it was more than likely⁠—it was definitely happening. There was a cast, the shoot had been scheduled, press releases were being drafted, preproduction had begun . . . but when the movie was released, would readers be able to obtain the book it was based on?

			Happily, you’ve now reached the last pages of what serves as the answer to that question. It’s been such a professionally and creatively fulfilling experience to have connected with Bindery Books and Kathryn Budig under her Inky Phoenix Press imprint to bring this new edition to shelves. Each part of its publishing process has been marked by an understanding and respect for its story, and for the readers who will need it the most. For all its zombies, This Is Not a Test is a very human narrative about the ways in which both ordinary and extraordinary circumstances can be defined and redefined by trauma, and the ways those circumstances can define and redefine trauma itself. It’s about finding meaning and hope when there’s little left to draw from. It’s about uncertainty, and how we respond to it. We go through bad times hoping, eventually, to arrive at the good. This Is Not a Test is about moving through the world without that promise, the ways in which we occupy our here and now, and how there are always choices to care for ourselves, for one another.

			This Is Not a Test was written when I was twenty-five. In the fifteen years between then and now, I’ve released four more books. My writing has improved with each of them. This, I believe, is the job of the author: to get better at it every time. Each outing is an opportunity to further hone your craft, developing new strengths to conquer what the work reveals to be your present weaknesses. When you finish, the challenges of the next book emerge from your victories over the last. The end result of every effort is, ideally, the best book you could have written at the time.

			This Is Not a Test was the best book I could have written then, and I’m very proud of it. But it was always my intention to further empower the reclamation of my backlist by substantively refreshing those texts⁠—their “Taylor’s Versions,” if you will. There was something enticing about the idea of introducing my past and present author selves and seeing where their conversation led them, and inviting readers, past and present, along for that ride.

			This edition of This Is Not a Test comprises eleven total passes. The first was to get reacquainted with the story and its world. I found I loved Sloane and company just as much as I had when I initially dreamed them up. The writing itself very much exemplified an earlier state of my artistry. I saw the stylistic choices that made the book’s voice so raw and impactful and uniquely mine. I could also see rough edges that needed to be more refined.

			Something that’s been said of my earlier novels is how intensely they inhabit the minds and feelings of their main characters. I believe this is most reflected in their aggressively stream-of-consciousness narration, their fast and furious flow of thought that rarely pauses for breath.

			Over the course of the ensuing passes, I learned I could not replicate the author I was in that moment in my creative history and that I would have to be careful to distinguish between what was raw and what was rough and revise accordingly. Its raw edges were what made the book special to so many of its readers, and they were important to preserve. Its rough edges needed to be addressed for the sake of enriching that reading experience.

			In revisiting This Is Not a Test, I understood I was not here to prove I was a better writer now than I was then, that the point was not to turn every sentence into some kind of technical achievement. The point was to go deeper into the world of the dead and use every tool in my kit to make it feel more alive. The writer I had become had to earn her place back into its story. The key to this was a willingness to confront and mine my own losses, starting with the death of my father through to, most recently, the death of my beloved grandmother. Each of those losses gave as much as they took from me⁠—and never in exactly the same way.

			Where Sloane internalizes and acts on her grief in a very specific manner, it’s always in concert with the loss and grief of others, and their losses demanded a greater specificity as well. My father’s words came back to me: It is not my expectation to change the world. I want to change my life. That in mind, I began reworking the book in earnest, looking closely at each of its lives, and what of them could be changed.

			The preferred text is less about transforming what happens within the story than it is about digging in to the way the perspectives of and relationships between its characters, and their traumas, are expressed. While I intend to leave the majority of these expressions to be discovered by readers, whether with or without foreknowledge of the original text, here are just some of the decisions I made that enhanced the novel (with gratitude to Kathryn Budig for her guidance in helping me to more fully live in its details):

			The opening chapter better illustrates the impact, both subtle and overt, of Sloane’s daily life growing up with an abusive father. Those dynamics, and that history, have been more viscerally framed throughout. Sloane’s relationship with Lily has also taken on greater contours, and so has Lily herself⁠—readers will be rewarded with certain insights should they interpret Cary’s arc as somewhat analogous to hers. I’ve brought Sloane and Grace’s relationship more to the fore, and a natural extension of that was Grace coming more into her own as a character. Their sleepover is an anchor to which Sloane clings in both versions, and I hope its importance is even more felt by readers now. Something I was struck by as I revised was the push and pull between Sloane’s emotional intensity and remove as a result of her trauma. I took greater pains to explore her coping mechanisms to highlight the precarity of her mental and emotional state. Sloane’s continued commitment to life is never a given, even by the book’s end, but I hope her journey suggests someone who is, moment by moment, rejecting death a little more each time.

			This Is Not a Test is joined by the novella sequel, Please Remain Calm. Originally published as an ebook only, this is the first time Rhys’s story can be found in print. Its revision was considerably lighter and made less demands, but astute readers might find the answer to what awaits our intrepid heroes inside that cabin. Or, at the very least, a best guess. But don’t ask me to say it outright⁠—I’ll never tell. The space after a last sentence is one in which anything could happen . . .

			I could not have imagined that fourteen years after its original publication, I would release a new edition of This Is Not a Test under the umbrella of an exciting new publisher, with a movie adaptation along the way. What I owe my work is everything and what I want for it is everything, but neither entitles me to anything, and I’m so grateful to have been given the gift of this particular experience at this point in my career. I hope you’ve enjoyed reading these stories⁠—whether or not it was for the first time⁠—as much as I’ve enjoyed writing, revisiting, and preparing them for you. The support and generosity of readers has been a constant throughout my creative life. There are plenty of books out there to choose from. Thank you for choosing mine.
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Lily,

Iwoke up and the last piece of my
heart disappeared.

I opened my eyes and | felt it go.

Things got worse after you left.

Now I’m I@aving too.

Sloane
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