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[bookmark: _gjdgxs]Chapter 1: Shattered
The night’s heavy silence was broken by scampering paws fleeing the landscape, burrowing away from the shuffling feet and dirty hands. Contorted fingers grasped at air, struggling to keep their balance. Searching. Probing the night in vain, to satisfy an unquenchable desire. Rotting stomachs churned with the need to devour, the urge to consume. The Deathless corpses would wander on broken ankles and missing limbs until they found their prey. Stagger, limp, crawl to satiate their inhuman thirst for flesh. 
The dead never slept, but each night since the power had gone out they lingered on in a hushed silence, as if holding their breath until dawn. Biding their killing time. Their guttural moans began just before the break of day. The ghostly calls, echoes of the lives that once were, resonated through the mishmash of plywood and table parts nailed to Sierra’s window frame.
Sierra hadn’t meant to fall asleep so close to the threat, but two days without food had made her weak and foolish. Fatigue pressed down on her like an avalanche, but the sounds dragged Sierra from her sleep back into this waking torment. In the twilight moments between sleep and waking, Sierra’s leg muscles jumped into action, spurred on by the clicks and groans that lacerated her memory. Her legs and arms lashed out at remembered threats that quickly faded in the soft haze of her dining room, but not before the steel toe of her boot connected with the curio cabinet, sending china and fine glassware into a tizzy of clanking chatter. A few pieces shattered on the shelves, calling out her location to the dead on the street.
Sierra froze, heart racing, and silently cursed herself. She held her breath, clutching her bloodstained aluminum baseball bat to her chest so tightly that her knuckles turned white from the pressure. Even with blood and adrenaline pumping in her ears, she struggled to wipe her eyes and clear her mind. Sierra had lost track of just how long it had been since this all started. All of the aimless days and sleepless nights had begun to bleed together. 
Hunger gnawed away at her, but even if there was a crumb left in the kitchen, she couldn’t bring herself to return to the place where her father’s corpse lay prostrate on the tile-- eyes staring but not seeing the ceiling, mouth hanging open in shock. Even now the smell of him invaded her nostrils, nagging at her. A maddening reminder of what she had done-- what she had been forced to do.
Daring herself to sneak a glance through gaps in the boarded windows, Sierra saw bloody rags weaving in and out of the gloom. A wave of revulsion passed over her, as she peered furtively out the window at the grotesque imitations of the lives lost to the infection.
Clomp, Draaag, Clomp, Draaag. Sierra’s attention was drawn from the hobbling masses on the street to one a little closer. Everyday for a week she heard the sound of that tattered, blue uniform trudge across her porch with a long lost purpose. Joel used to deliver her mail with a smile and quick steps. Now his cheeks hung limp, hollow. His soulless eyes were trained on the door. Clomp, Draag.
Sierra felt her stomach growl a guard dog’s disapproval and clutched at it, fearing that it was beginning to growl loud enough for them to hear her. She held her breath, waiting for a reaction, but hoping for none.  Her stomach groaned again turning over like an engine rattling to life. Trembling, she backed away from the window.
This is ridiculous, she thought trying to console herself, I've just been in here too long. There's no possible way they can--
A gruesome hand banged on the screen, and a traitorous gasp managed to slip through Sierra’s lips before her hand could stifle it. The creature was honing in now. So were another dozen wanderers on the street.
Sierra backed against the wall, watching the fractured shadows of a hand rip through the window screen. It pounded feverishly on the glass pane. A spiderweb of cracks rippled through the glass, before the fragments rained down the sill, cascading onto the carpet. 
Greedy fingers squeezed their way between the boards, and Sierra swung at them. She swung again. Each hit brought a flash of unwanted memories of her father. Holding the boards in place while she hammered. The sheen of sweat at his temples. The coughing and clicking in his throat before he turned. A flash of teeth. The wet crack of her bat. That heavy thud on the linoleum-tile. Sierra used her weapon more frantically now, trying to bat the memories away.
 Her weapon ground against the boards, and a splinter grazed her cheek. She swung again and again. Two greying fingers broke off at the knuckles. The anxious moans and groans flowing from her predators’ mouths wrapped around her like a noose. More bodies piled up against the boards, creaking with the strain.
One plank split in half, knocking Sierra aside. An agonizing cry erupted from her as she was driven back into a curio cabinet. The corner of the cupboard jabbed at her ribs, and the mahogany veneer scraped her arm. It was as if the whole house had turned against her. 
In that moment, with dark spots beginning to speckle her vision, all of the fight drained out of Sierra. Her only hope now was the back door. She bolted past the family photos hanging haphazardly on the wall. Past the dining room and its empty chairs. Past the kitchen and the husk of her father’s body. She rushed past it all, knowing she couldn’t linger in the past any longer, a past she no longer recognized. 
Pressing her forehead against the back door, she breathed to steel herself for what might be beyond the threshold. 
Sierra had been studying the dead for a while now. Their senses were slowly dulling. Initially, they had been able to sniff out the living like a bloodhound on the chase. Now their nostrils were so clogged with decay, that nothing but the smell of their own death could penetrate them. Hopefully, all of the Deathless would be drawn to the noise around front and be too dimwitted to look for other entrances.
Only a sliver of the world was visible through the boards. Peering out the back door, her thoughts were confirmed as two roamers shambled blindly towards the raucous out front. There may have been more, but they were concealed by a heavy fog that cloaked the yard beyond her driveway.
Even as the sun gradually called the Earth from her slumber, she seemed to cling tightly to the thick blanket of fog as if unwilling to wake into the nightmare that the world had become. 
Sierra took a deep breath, straightened her grip on her bat, and prayed for strength.
As if in a cruel answer, the noise of her final barricade being broken propelled Sierra through the back door and into the shattered world. Into the unknown. 
Heart beating furiously, she let the door latch behind her to slow their pursuit, and surveyed the battlefield of her neighbor's backyard, assessing her options. 
Mr. Thompson was bent over his wheelbarrow; his shoulder blade protruding awkwardly from his muscular back. He had been struggling over that wheelbarrow on and off for two and a half years to make the family an in-ground pool. Sierra remembered seeing him on the occasional morning that their schedules coincided. He would pull his robe closed before reaching for the paper, and Sierra would call over to him on her way out to work, "Hey, Mr. T! How's the project going?" He knew, of course, that she was referring to the gradually growing crevasse in his backyard.
 "It's getting there," he'd respond with a shrug and a wave. Always the same response. Sierra wondered if Mr. T would wave now. Would he wave? 
No. 
Mr. T wouldn't be getting up either; not from the look of the spade sticking out of his scalp. Mrs. Thompson must have gotten at least one good swing in before turning into the thing that Sierra had seen on her porch a few days earlier. 
As she scuttled passed her neighbor, she watched him carefully for any postmortem movements when a noise halted her progress.
Logan, Mr. Thompson's six-year-old son, crouched at the bottom of the pool hole making soft whimpering noises. She almost didn't notice him in the fog. How long had he been hiding here? She couldn't see his face, but she was sure he was crying from the look of his shoulders twitching up and down.
 "Logan," she whispered, while quickly kneeling down against the edge of the excavation site, placing the bat on the ground for support. "It's okay," Sierra reached her hand out toward the frightened boy.
His head lifted sharply.
"Logan, it's me, Sier-" the name caught in her throat as the boy turned. Sierra's eyes began to water as she gaped at the child's bloody mouth. He was clutching the mangled body of his former pet dachshund. Zero hung limp and lifeless, entrails sagging from the gash in his elongated stomach. Sierra’s stomach lurched at the sight. Logan had lost a tooth in the dog's stomach. The boy's lips curled back in a snarl, revealing a small gap in the place of his upper right incisor.
 Tossing the dachshund in the dirt, Logan lunged at her like a hungry jackal. He swiped at Sierra's hand as she recoiled from the side of the pool, releasing her bat and falling backwards against the earth. For the second time that morning, her legs did the only thing they seemed to know how to do. They pumped at the dirt near the boy's hand to scuttle away, when she accidentally hooked the tip of her bat. Time seemed to slow as Sierra watched her only weapon disappear over the edge of the chasm in a quick wink of bloodied metal. 
She threw herself forward to attempt to grab it, when a ghastly cry rose from the boy's mouth unlike anything she had ever heard before. The blood-curdling call rung out high over the houses, as the creature scratched frantically at the wall of dirt. Logan clawed rocks and detritus from the wall of the empty pool, climbing with fervent desire towards his target.
This bloodthirsty animal was so different from the sweet boy she used to babysit. His mouth was stretched so wide that his jaw looked like it had unhinged like a snake to accommodate its entire prey. Deep in his throat and lining his palate, tiny yellow pustules seemed to vibrate with Logan’s grating screech. The boy glared up at her with fierce longing in his Deathless eyes, and continued the siren wail.
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[bookmark: _3znysh7]                    
High above the courtyard of the Lewis estate Dante Harris kept a close eye on the gates surrounding his region-- the north side of the grounds. Dante was great at his job, able to snipe any walking corpse from 2,653 yards away. Trained for combat in Afghanistan, he quickly showed an aptitude for weapons. After being honorably discharged from his service four years ago, he became a private security guard for families like the Lewises: morbidly rich and scraping to protect their assets. It wasn’t like money counted for anything these days, but he had the good fortune of being in the right place when the shit hit the fan. Why throw that away?
Resting the butt of his .338 Lapua Magnum sniper rifle in the crux of his right shoulder, he surveyed his kills through the Schmidt and Bender scope.
Seeing his targets up to twenty-five times larger was helpful when distinguishing between his quarry and the raiders. He always preferred gunning down the dead over the living. Dante took a strange sense of pride in the smattering of roamer bodies along the perimeter of the fence. There weren't enough to pile up in one spot-- couldn't allow them to climb over one another until they could breach the fence. Only the oldest bodies were right at the edge of the stockade. He had caught all the others further off in the street or in the woods.
 During the slow hours of his shift, he scanned the terrain of bodies through his scope. At war, Dante and his brothers in arms would call the dead bodies DBs, but now he and the other residents of the Lewis Estate had taken to referring to the undead as Zed-heads. Today, his crosshairs held on one of them against the gate. Dante had dropped this particular Zed-head weeks ago, a clean shot just above its left eye, but there was something about the face that looked different, wrong-- not that any of the decaying dead looked right, but this was unlike anything he had ever seen before. Some kind of pale, yellow growths forced the corpse’s mouth open, jutting out just beyond the shriveled lips. 
What the hell? He guided the scope to another Zed-head close to the fence. How did so many of them wind up tits-up in the end, facing the sky, eyes bulging and mouths wide? Another body at the 3 o'clock position had the same distended stomach and protrusion peeking out of its yawning mouth. 
Shaking his head, Dante swiped a handkerchief up and over his coarse, umber face. 
"Chssh-- We've got movement beyond the west gate--Chssh," his walkie declared, and Dante’s aim shifted immediately to that location, slipping his handkerchief into his back pocket.
"Roger. Watching progress," he responded and scanned the group: three men and two women. All gaunt and dirty. All carrying weapons. They were walking with purpose towards the gate. Just turn and walk away, Dante willed internally. He knew that this was not the time to kill people. Too many of them had died already. Humans were the highest risk animals on the endangered species list at this point. Turn away, now. It’s not too late. 
But that was it, they were in the radius and made it clear that they had an intent to breach the fence. "Transmitting first message," Dante declared into his walkie before firing a warning shot at the feet of the closest raider. He watched the group all drop slightly, bracing themselves and covering their heads. They waited a moment trying to calculate the next move. Then the tallest started to rise and move forward again.
“Chssh-- Second message is forthcoming. --Chssh,” his counterpart, Jensen, related, just before a second shot ricocheted off the pavement at the largest man's feet. This newcomer reacted immediately, throwing his weapon down and his hands high in the air.
Dante heard a muffled yelling, but he honed in on the man’s face, framing it with the black borders of his scope. "Please! You gotta help a brother out.” The man’s skin was the ochre of a windswept desert, a few shades lighter than Dante’s own, but a bruise had darkened his chin to a deep purple. Dante watched him speak. “We got nowhere to go and no food!" The man’s lower lip was split and swollen from a recent encounter. Any kind of incident with the dead could result in infection. 
He hated this part. When he was in the service, it all seemed clear: we’re the good guys, and they’re the bad. Maybe it was age. Maybe it was his experiences after the war that wove the shades of grey into this picture, but he could feel in his gut that killing these people would make him the bad guy. 
Of course, he had a job to do. They already had lost so many to the Yellow Death infection. They couldn't risk letting anyone else in. Any one of them could be hiding a bite... 
He turned the megaphone towards the group.
"Keep it moving. There's no help for you here. I repeat, there is no help for you here. Keep moving." Dante related this in a voice as void of human emotion as he could manage. He had practiced this many times. Show no weakness, he reminded himself.  This should have been routine by now. He should have been over this, but no amount of practice could make delivering death sentences any easier. He knew turning them away would put blood on his hands too. 
As he spoke, the group narrowed in on his location based on the sound of his voice.
Turning towards him, the man who had dropped his gun made another plea, "There's nowhere to go! Everything's overrun!” At this point, the man turned his head away from the crosshairs of Dante’s viewfinder, but Dante only caught the end of what he was saying, “... barely anything left, and nowhere as safe as this!"
 "I repeat: Move on. There is no help for you here," Dante shut down the part of himself with any sympathy. It was kill or be killed. 
He was only following orders. 
One of the women’s knees buckled under her. She was white, middle-aged— her body, no longer suited for the restless starvation of this new world. She was wracked with sobs. Dante knew what she was thinking, this was their only hope. She shook her head. Her limp hair blocked her words. The other woman, an Asian girl in her mid-20s, walked into Dante’s line of sight to put her arms around the first. She tried pulling her friend to her feet. The older woman yelled and pushed her away, dragging her hands over her face.  
Dante read, "I can't!" on her lips followed by unreadable grief-ridden lip movements. The woman wiped her face with the backs of her bare arms, shoulders bouncing.
He lifted his scope to the larger man. He had a disgusted look on his face as he glared up defiantly at Dante's perch. The other guy held his hands up placatingly as he leaned down to pick up his gun. “That’s right,” Dante whispered into the gun’s metal ear, “it’ll be better for you if you just move along.” 
Suddenly, he read a quick curse on the man’s lips. Just when the man started lifting his gun, the back of his head blew outwards.  
“Shit!” Dante swore as a scream echoed through the courtyard. The man’s body collapsed to the pavement. The crying woman darted towards the gate before the report of a gun silenced her, too. 
"Hold your fire. Hold your fire!" Dante shouted over the walkie, but not before her body dropped to the ground. Dante hadn’t even released his finger from the walkie’s button when the shorter man in the brown duster was shot in the back. 
He didn’t even make it one more step towards the woods. "GODDAMNIT, JENSEN! HOLD YOUR FIRE!"
Jensen held long enough for the girl and tall white guy to retreat into the woods, unharmed. Trigger happy, sonufa-- 
"Sorry. They were turning hostile. I-- I got carried away," the walkie blurted.
"Well, now they sure as hell are hostile," Dante shot back over the walkie. He noticed that during the exchange of shouts and gunfire, two roamers had staggered out towards the east gate. He took out the first corpse before sending a "Watch your zone," message out over the walkie. 
 "10-4." 
Dante thought he heard glass breaking. Jensen must have just hit a car window. 
This would have never happened with Carlson and Rodriguez at their posts! Jensen was trained when he first got there, but had been taken off the wall before for exactly this kind of indiscretion.
 Dante steadied his crosshairs on the walking body bags but was thinking about the men they had lost. After losing Carlson and Rodriguez on the medical run that ended so many of their group’s lives, what had started as a “Permanent removal” became “Discretionary probation.” Now Jensen was back. Why? Because there was no one else to fill the spot. Dante was the only one left from their original defense team. 
He exhaled and pulled the trigger sending the second roaming carrion to the ground. Movement to the left drew his eye. One of the creatures had made it nearly up to the north gate. Dante adjusted his aim, but held his fire when the thing stepped on the distended stomach of another long-dead corpse. A plume of yellowish smoke burst from the swelling growth in its mouth, which split open and folded back over its cheeks. 
"Oh shiiit..." Dante shot the standing Zed-head. It fell on the prostrate body, sending another puff of dust flowing from its mouth before settling down over both of the corpses.
 "Dante," broke out of his walkie before going silent. Dante didn't respond, he was too busy. This was bad. Dante didn’t know what that dust was, but he knew it couldn’t be good. Yellow Death 2.0? There had to be at least another six waiting time-bombs lined up along the fence, surrounding them. 
"Dante, you're gonna want to see this."
 "What?" Dante responded harshly and turned back towards the east wall. There didn't seem to be any signs of movement outside of the gate. 
 "It's Miss Lewis. She's..." completely naked, Dante finished Jensen's thought with his own. The Lewis’s 19 year old daughter was striding dazedly, across the lawn toward the rising sun. 
She was, in point of fact, completely unprotected and completely unclothed.





[bookmark: _2et92p0]Chapter 3: A Chance Meeting
 
 Sierra turned from the spot and ran. She ran until her chest constricted and began to burn. She ran until her legs went numb, but she couldn't escape the voracious snapping of the boy's jaws that replayed over and over in her mind. Still hearing that grating, inhuman screech, Sierra imagined sinking into the icy depths of those hungry eyes. A cold shiver crept along her shoulders. 
Panicked, she clenched her fists, that felt so empty without her bat. They were her only defense against the Deathless as she ducked and wove through the fog. It would have to be her last resort, because even one hit could split the skin on her knuckles, leaving her open to infection. Each of the ghostly walkers seemed to be spurred on by the noise behind her, but to Sierra’s surprise, they ignored her approach as they hobbled through the fog towards the sound of Logan's death cry. 
She wove, in disbelief between the few dead that she encountered, but didn’t dare slow down. A surge of hope drove her legs to keep pumping against the concrete a little faster than before. Pushing past her pain, she broke through the tree line bordering the neighborhood using long strides to launch herself up the leafy incline. Sierra dug her feet into the ground at an angle to avoid sliding backwards down the slippery expanse. 
As the ground leveled out, she took a cursory glance at the woods before doubling over, panting with exhaustion. Adrenaline flowed through her body, sending a tingling pulse through her fingertips. She leaned on her thighs, savoring her freedom in that moment. 
I'm out, she breathed to herself, I'm finally out! Her home, which at first was a fortress, a reassuring citadel, had quickly transformed into a prison. Her father, its wasting warden. She couldn't believe she actually got out alive. 
Smiling for the first time in days, Sierra wiped her forehead with the back of her dirty wrist, brushing some matted auburn hair out of her face. The sound of rushing blood pounded in her ears, reminding her of the key difference between herself and those things wandering among the houses below. She was still alive, and she intended to keep it that way. 
The loud thrum of her life's blood muffled the sound of footsteps that were fast approaching. Something reached out and touched her back. In that instant, Sierra's feeling of success dissolved into terror. She thrashed with all her strength, fisted her hands once more, and swung her arm around wildly. 
Her punch connected with a man's cheekbone with such force that it knocked him backwards into a young girl who seemed to cower behind him.
"Aidan!" The little girl chirped in a tremulous voice, clinging to his shirt as he fell.
"Woah!" The man shook his head in a daze.  The man had a low arching nose that curved a little to the right towards the tip and the kind of stubbled jaw line that clenched while he rubbed the reddening spot. Those self-defense classes she had taken had paid off to land such a tall guy on his back. Of course, the pack strapped to his back probably didn’t help his balance. Looking up at Sierra incredulously, he chuckled, "That's quite a ‘How d’ya do?’" 
In another world, at another time somewhat remembered, Sierra’s first instinct would have been to immediately apologize and help the man up, but she hesitated when her eyes flashed upon the pistol tucked between his belt and shirt. This was a different world.
"Are you kidding me? How did you expect me to react?"  Still attempting to catch her breath, Sierra added defensively, "You don't just sneak up behind someone and grab them."
"Hey now-- I didn't grab ya, kid!" 
Kid? Did he call me ‘kid’? How old did he think she was? Sierra thought he was probably five years older than her-- maybe 24, if that-- but then again, she did look younger without any makeup on. "Well, whatever, touch them," she waved her hand in the air to demonstrate her point but was starting to lose some of her fiery indignation. In fact, as the adrenaline wore off, she was left feeling nauseous and dizzy. She tried to hide it, but there no energy left.
"Heh... Point taken," he looked up at her with sincere, blue eyes flecked with gold. "It's been awhile since we've run into another Breather. I was trying to get your attention…” 
Breather? She had never heard anyone refer to the Normals like that, the living. Sierra let his statement hang in the air.
 He pushed heavily against the ground, and she stepped back to counter his rise. It seemed to take a great effort for him to get up. Saddled, as he was with an enormous hiking backpack clipped around his waist. It looked like it weighed a ton, bulging above his shoulders and out slightly on the sides like a tortoise shell. 
“I guess I've forgotten my manners," as he stood, she retreated two steps. In fact, it was easy to step back with the smell that rose from him. Sierra suddenly felt conscious of her own smell, remembering that she had been less than concerned about her own hygiene since this whole thing started. 
Still this was a living smell, much better than the musk of death she had been living in. From the weathered, mud-smeared surface of their bags, it was clear that these two had been travelling for a while. She couldn’t help but notice that he did have a sort of rugged charm.  Of course, after being surrounded by decomposition, she assumed anything living would be a welcomed sight.  
Looking a little self-conscious, he interrupted her thoughts by lifting a hand awkwardly, "I'm Aidan, and this is Carlee." Sierra looked down at the girl, who was clearly frightened but cautiously nodded in acknowledgement. 
Carlee looked about eleven or twelve years old, though the dirt and exhaustion caked heavily around her eyes, made her look older. Her blonde hair hung loosely around her shoulders in tangled tendrils, and her skin was so light, it looked nearly translucent. She could have been pretty under the dirt and wearied expression on her face. Sierra wondered if the girl thought the same about her.
"I'm Sierra." She didn’t take his hand, and instead, directed her comment towards Carlee, who seemed to warm a little after hearing Sierra's soothing voice. Then her eyes grew glassy, far away, and she averted them to the ground. 
A wave of grief visibly washed over her. It was almost as if everything filling the girl had been sucked out into the vacuum of despair. Though Sierra couldn’t know what triggered the look in this exact instance, the hollow, empty feeling was one that Sierra knew too well. This sense of loss, not just of family and friends, but in the comfort of life as they knew it, would be the one thing that would bind the survivors to each other until the end of their days.
Aidan gave Carlee’s shoulder a comforting squeeze, and pulled her a little closer to him, "I see you don't really have much on you- in the way of supplies.” His eyes roamed over her body, and suddenly Sierra considered how light and naked she felt, in her white tank top and tattered Starry Night pajama shorts. “Do you have a place nearby or did you not really plan your morning jog?"
"I had to leave in a hurry, and I dropped my bat…” 
“Lucky for me. With that, you coulda laid me out for a week.” There was something dangerously alluring about his smirk. Again, she would have forced out a laugh in another time, but it wouldn’t come. Not now.
She looked back in the direction she had come. The sun had started to burn away the fog, and through the trees she could almost make out shapes of the figures moving sluggishly between the houses below.
"Well, we've got some stuff," Aidan gestured to his sullied pack, filled to the brim. He shifted it uncomfortably on his shoulders, a clear burden, "but barely enough to keep us going. Definitely not enough for another person--"
"I don't remember asking for your help," Sierra interrupted him, refusing to be that girl, the damsel in distress to fit some sort of hero fantasy. “I don’t know who you are, or what kind of superman complex--”
"Woah. No, it’s not like that. We’re just making a stop soon. Grabbing some more food, and trying to find a place to hole up,” Aidan gauged her reaction before continuing. The early sunlight caught on the loose auburn hairs that had fallen out of her ponytail to frame her face like wisps of flame. Her short sprightly nose and wild chestnut eyes gave her the appearance of a wood nymph. Maybe she belonged out there, after all.  “Listen, I’m not lookin’ to do you any favors. I’m just thinkin’ it couldn't hurt to have an extra set of eyes out for the Biters when we make our run.” 
Sierra’s face grew warm as she considered her prospects: no food, no weapons, no plan and here was someone going out of his way to try to help. She needed them far more than she was letting on. Feeling a twinge of embarrassment at her own needlessly defensive reaction, she wondered why she was so stubborn. 
Aidan broke the silence pointing ahead, "Well, this is our way. Come if you want. Otherwise... See ya on the other side." He nodded and started walking. Carlee trailed alongside him, but looked back after a few steps to see what Sierra would decide.
‘On the other side?’ Well, that’s morbid, Sierra thought as she stood there trying to figure out what to do. It’s true she would likely turn up dead if she didn’t join them, but the same could happen with them. She let out a deep sigh and rubbed her eyes before turning. 
Jogging to catch up with them, she mumbled, "You know, it couldn't hurt to be in a group in times like these..." letting the end of her sentence trail off.
Carlee turned when she heard the footfalls and voice. She made brief eye contact with Sierra. The girl quickened her steps to look up at Aidan. He didn't turn, but she could tell he was trying to fight back the tight-lipped smile that swam across his face.

