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This is for Abigail Smith (1941–1996)

Librarian, reader, enabler of creative behavior, superhero

Thanks for introducing me to my mentors: Ray Bradbury, Richard Matheson,

Harlan Ellison, and L. Sprague de Camp

I wish you could have seen what’s happened since then.

Well, maybe you can …

And, as always, for Sara Jo





 







PROLOGUE


“Will it hurt?”

Patty Cakes paused, the tattoo needle in her hand, looking at the man who lay facedown on the table. He was as white and hairless as a worm.

She could have lied to him, but she never did that.

“Yes,” she said.

The man took a long time before he said, “Good.”





 







PART ONE

WELCOME TO PINE DEEP


By the pricking of my thumbs,

Something wicked this way comes.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

All that really belongs to us is time;

even he who has nothing else has that.

BALTASAR GRACIÁN
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There are towns like Pine Deep.

A few.

But not many.

Luckily, not many.
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Monk Addison rolled off the iron bridge and slowed to a stop on the two-lane blacktop. He sat idling in front of a sign that was mounted fifty feet inside the town limits. His car was a twenty-year-old piece of shit that growled like a sick dog. A Chevy something-or-other with reflector tape on one of the taillights, duct tape holding the seats together, and an ashtray filled with butts. The CD player worked, though, and Tom Waits was growling at him about chasing the devil through the cornfields.

Monk studied the billboard on the right-hand side of the road. It told two stories, one old, one a little less old. Neither new, and he read something into that.

The old sign was an advertisement for the Pine Deep Haunted Hayride—biggest on the East Coast, it claimed. There was some art, but it was so faded that it was impossible to tell what it showed. Looked like shadows in a glaucoma sufferer’s eyes.

It was the new sign that made Monk stop and look.

Someone had gone to some effort to paste a big white banner across the billboard’s face. Glued it down flat, no bubbles or wrinkles. And then used spray paint to write two words. Elaborate, in a mix of old English and cartoon; 3-D, with lots of color. Like one of the better graffiti taggers in New York. The message was just two words.

GO HOME

The message was obscure and it was clear.

Go home … because this isn’t it.

The sign was stained from rain and snow, scraped by stuff blown by wind; torn a bit here and there, maybe by birds looking for something to line a nest. Monk didn’t think anything torn from that sign would ever make it to a nest, though. The smarter birds would have dropped the paper before wrapping it around their eggs. The dimmer ones might have gotten all the way home with it, then their mate would have balked and kicked it away.

“Go home,” said Monk.

There was a U-Haul hitched to the back of his car. Everything he owned was in it.

He slapped his pockets for his smokes, didn’t find them, and remembered he was four days into his hundredth attempt to quit. Cigarettes were a bad habit, and he’d picked it up for the same reasons cops did. Monk spent hours, sometimes days, sitting in cars watching closed houses or apartments for the right person to come through the door. For cops it was someone they wanted to arrest. For Monk it was someone who’d already been arrested, charged, and who’d skipped out on his court appearance. The bail bondsmen who hired Monk to find those people paid him well, but the waiting was a bitch. Smoking gave his hands and mouth something to do. But he needed to stop killing himself one death stick at a time. All that said, he decided to find a store and buy a carton. He wasn’t that far down the shitter that he was going to dig an ashy butt from the tray. Give that a day or two in this place.

Go home.

“Well, fuck me,” he said and put the car into gear, pulled onto the road, and drove toward the sunset. Behind him, across the river on the Jersey side, it was already getting dark. There were moody clouds bullying their way into the sky.

He drove along the blacktop.

He drove to Pine Deep.

He drove home.
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There were hundreds of black birds on the power lines along Route A-32.

Most were crows. Some starlings and grackles. A few were so thin and threadbare that it was impossible to tell what they were. Maybe they didn’t even know. It was that kind of town.

Only a few of those birds were old enough to remember what happened the night Pine Deep burned. All of the birds—the black ones, the nightbirds—knew it, though. It was the lore of their kind.

The birds sat there in the fading light of the first of October, rustling their feathers, gossiping the way birds do, watching the old car with the trailer drive past. They stopped whispering and watched with black-within-black eyes.

They knew trouble when they saw it.

One by one the nightbirds fell like suicides from the cables, plummeting until they flapped their wings, and then flew along the road behind him. The bruised clouds in the east reached for them with fingers of rain, but they outflew it.

The car and the nightbirds followed the long road as it snaked and turned, rose and fell, rolling like a black promise through the endless fields of corn and pumpkins, of apples and garlic. Farmhouses, remote as ships on the ocean, stood amid oceans of green that rippled in the freshening storm breeze. Farm roads cut off north and south, seemingly at random. Every signpost was pocked with bullet holes, old and new. Every now and then the car passed a house or barn that was nothing more than a blackened shell overgrown with creeper vines. There were several houses being built, but the green wood bones looked naked and vulnerable.

Four miles from town the car passed a man who leaned a shoulder against a fence, his face shadowed by the visor of a ballcap embroidered with PINE DEEP SCARECROWS. He wore layers of filthy clothes—sports coats and fishing vests and tropical shirts and flannel shirts and windbreakers. There was no scheme to the clothes except they all had pockets. Lots of pockets. A fanny pack sagged around his narrow waist, and the pockets of old cargo pants bulged with things he’d picked out of garbage cans and gutters and elsewhere. No one in town knew his name. They called him Mr. Pockets. He watched the car pass with eyes older than the trees, and a smile whose lips seemed to ripple and writhe. He spoke a single word as his eyes watched the car roll away.

“Delicious.”

Night was falling hard, and as the clouds devoured the sun, the car rolled on.
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Patty Cakes remembered the man. The customer.

Remembered him coming in. Stripping off his shirt.

She remembered his skin. Like a mushroom. Cool to the touch and spongy. He smelled like yeast from a bakery Dumpster.

She could not remember his face, though.

He paid in cash, so no credit card receipt.

She half-ass remembered his name. Owen something. The last name was a blur, if he’d said it at all.

What she remembered most—what she remembered with an odd clarity—was his touch. It wasn’t deliberate, she was pretty sure. He hadn’t tried to cop a feel or accidentally brush against her breast, the way some guys did. He hadn’t laid his hand casually over the wrong part of the armrest in hope of the backs of his fingers brushing her crotch. That was an old trick, but he hadn’t done that, either.

No.

What he did was so casual, so accidental.

It was after she took off the black pearl latex gloves she wore when sinking ink. She’d given him a punch card. Five sessions and a sixth free. The tips of his fingers just ran along the back of her hand as he took the card. Easy, no pause, nothing forced. Just that touch. Then he was gone, taking his name and his face with him. Taking the blowfly with him. The newest member of a swarm, he’d said, though there were only two others on his skin. Looking real, like it was crawling on his back. Her stuff always looked real.

That touch was real.

She hadn’t imagined it.

Had he meant to do that? Patty wondered. Had he? Or was it her being weird about being in a new place? New store. New town and state.

Patty stood looking out of her storefront window. Not knowing. She held her left hand—the one he’d touched—in her right, massaging the point of contact with a thumb that went around and around and around.

Will it hurt?

That was what he asked. She’d told him it would. It didn’t hurt that much. Not to most people, but if you said it did then they were usually happy it wasn’t as bad as they thought. They felt braver, stronger. That strength made them feel validated for having chosen to get a tattoo in the first place.

Will it hurt?

“Yes,” she said aloud, as if answering that question again now.

Good.

That’s what he said, and then he didn’t say anything at all until the blowfly was done. He was a cadaver in the chair, one of those people who go so far into their heads during the process that they might as well be dead. Patty preferred new customers to be chattier, because it gave her insight that might affect the kind of colors she used, or to inspire remarks that might bring them back. With a good conversationalist in the chair she could double the job in one sitting, or get them back as regulars and build some sleeves, or get them to buy the chest pieces or full-back work. Good money but also jobs that would allow Patty’s artistry to shine. Jobs that would make her fully alive.

Not this man, though. He asked the one question and then said, “Good.” Nothing else. Not a word.

She was quick with him, but only as quick as art allowed. After the blowfly was done, she gave him a printed aftercare sheet to which was stapled a 10 percent-off coupon for any new purchase.

He said nothing. But he’d sniffed the paper like a dog sniffing a patch of ground he wanted to roll in; then he folded it carefully and put it in his pocket. He left without saying a word. That word, though, echoed in the empty shop after he was gone.

“Good,” Patty said, repeating it, trying for the same weight and inflection. Getting too close. The word tasted wrong in her mouth. Like someone else’s spit.
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The first time Monk tried to call Patty, while he was still in New York, it had gone straight to voicemail.

The second time, while he was way out in some part of Jersey that seemed to be nothing but strip malls, there was no signal. One flickering bar that simply refused to push through his call. Or didn’t give a fuck. He wondered how the hell people who owned, worked in, or shopped at all those stores got through the day without Wi-Fi. He realized that he was being way too twenty-first century about that, and it soured him.

He called a third time as he was cruising along through farm country on the east side of the Delaware, while motoring between fields of corn that seemed endless. The corn was hypnotizing. Every mile seemed identical to the last. It was like being in one of those old Twilight Zone stories about being caught in a time loop, driving forever with no chance of ever getting where you needed to be. He was positive he was passing the same fence posts and the same damn scarecrow over and over again.

He called Patty again. Fourth time? Fifth? It rang three times and then she picked up.

“Monk…?” said Patty Cakes in a voice filled with sleep. It was early evening on a long workday.

“Hey, there,” said Monk, slowing to a stop on the shoulder for fear of driving out of cell range. “I’m here.”

“Here…?”

“Yeah.”

“Where?”

“Here. In town. Or almost. Still way the hell out in farm country, but I’ll be there soon.”

There was a pause. A little too long, even for someone who just woke up. “In town…? You’re here in Brooklyn?”

“Huh? No,” he said, “I’m in Pine Deep.”

Another pause. Then, in a voice that was more dreamy than sleepy, Patty said, “Oh. Sure. Good. See you.”

And the line went dead.

Monk stared at the phone as if the screen display would provide an explanation. Or translation. Or something. He frowned, not liking that conversation one little bit. Patty was going through some shit—that’s why she left New York. This place was supposed to be a dial-it-down move; zero stress in rural America. But she sounded out of it. Or high. He put the pedal down. The speed was posted at thirty-five. He didn’t give much of a fuck about that.
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The big cop in the shiny black-and-white cruiser was tucked behind a billboard advertising the Pinelands Fringe Festival. He sipped a Diet Dr Pepper and felt the day get older one dying molecule at a time. There had been five cars in two hours. All of them local, none of them breaking any laws he cared about.

Then he saw the old Chevy blow past. The cop didn’t have a radar gun pointed out the window, but it didn’t matter. Guy had to be doing sixty in a thirty-five zone.

The cop reached out a hand and got as far as the switch for the lights and siren, but stopped there. It wasn’t the car that stopped him, or the profile of the big man behind the wheel. He hadn’t seen either before.

No, it was the birds that made him pause.

In the air, fifty or sixty feet above the car, a flock of nightbirds followed that car. More birds leapt from trees and joined in. All of them dark. No pigeons or finches. He wasn’t even sure they were crows. He knew those birds. Had for a long time. Birds like those anyway.

This was, after all, Pine Deep.

The cop leaned back and let the car go. Thunder rumbled off to the east. Very close. Maybe already on this side of the river. There had been a lot of clouds lately, a lot of rain. The early October crops were getting fat, but there was a weird feel to things. People seemed a little jumpy. The nights were colder than they should have been. Lots of roadkill on the highway. The cop didn’t like any of that because it reminded him of another autumn back when he was a kid. That started with storms and nightbirds, too.

There was a sudden bang of thunder accompanied by a supernova of lightning. The cop winced and covered his eyes; the cruiser shuddered.

“Jesus Christ,” he hissed and then fought to blink his retinas clear. The storm seemed to have suddenly leapt across the river and now crouched over the farm fields, its underbelly heavy with ugly udders filled with rain. The next bursts of thunder were loud, but not as shocking, as if the storm—having gotten his full attention—was settling down to business. The cop saw lightning reflected on the curved leaves of the corn, making them look like polished porcelain, and when the lightning flashed they looked cracked and ready to break. The cop ran the pad of his thumb along the red-gold stubble on his chin. A habit he had that he didn’t know he had.

Then his radio squawked.

“Base to four,” said the voice of the dispatcher, Gertie. “Base to four, over.”

The cop picked up the handset. “Four to base. Go ahead.”

“Mike, honey,” said Gertie, “are you off dinner yet?”

This was a small town and they weren’t all that formal.

“Copy that. Skipped dinner. I’m watching by the Fringe billboard on A-32. What’ve you got?”

“A 10-54 out on Barkers Farm Road.”

Officer Mike Sweeney smiled. That ten-code was for “livestock on road.”

“Walking or hit?” he asked.

“Hit. Tourist car plowed into a cow.”

“Anyone hurt?”

“I think so.”

He smiled up at clouds. “Then,” he said, “it’s a 10-52.”

“Oh,” said Gertie. “Right. But there was the cow thing, too.”

“Is the cow dead?”

“No. Messed up, though,” she said. “I’ve got some EMTs inbound. For the people, I mean.”

Gertie was a nice-enough person—though Mike was aware that he was the only one who thought so—but she was not cut out for police dispatch. She gave Mike the make, model, and color of the car, and the name of the tourist who’d called in.

“Gertie…?” said Mike.

“Yes, honey?”

“You don’t really need to use the ten-codes. You can just tell me a car hit a cow.”

“Trying to be professional,” she said defensively. “Crow likes us to act like real police.”

“We are real police, Gertie. But we can talk plain … and trust me when I say that Crow doesn’t give much of a damn about how we ‘act.’”

There was a silence. Not exactly sullen or stony, and—he was sure—not all that contemplative. Gertie was Gertie. More of a fixture than a part of the team.

He heard her clear her throat. “You going out there?” Her voice was a little stiff.

“On it,” Mike said and ended the call.

The old car pulling the U-Haul was gone and the road was empty. The locals would have read the sky; the tourists wouldn’t be flocking in too heavily midweek. Mike started the engine and pulled away from the curb, did a U-turn. Rain began splatting on his windshield. He turned on the wipers and his light-bar, kept the siren off, and went in the opposite direction.

He thought about that old car, though. There was something about it that he did not like. No, sir, not one little bit.
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Dianna Agbala selected a deck of tarot cards from the scores lined up like books on her kitchen shelf. She waited for that flash of coldness that told her it was the right deck for the moment, and slid it out and set it on the table.

Her tummy was warm with two cups of coffee and for now, at least, the sky was dark with storm clouds visible through her kitchen windows. She was on the evening shift at the store and adjusted her day accordingly. Sia and Dua Lipa had gotten her through dinner, but now she was shifting her energy and asked Echo to play “Aud Guray” by Deva Premal. Soothing, elegant, miles deep.

The cats were already settled down. They were intuitive and knew when she was going quiet, going inward. Toby Oscar was stretched in a patch of sunlight, and Zoey lay on the top of the fridge. She liked to survey the world like an imperious senior lama.

Dianna’s sensitivity varied in its manifestations. Nothing was ever a lock, and even with all of her experience there were surprises and mysteries everywhere she looked. Being confident in her world was not the same as knowing the complete shape and size of it. No one did, and anyone who said otherwise was running a con game on the tourists.

The music was already doing its work, tugging her gently away from concerns of the moment—the need to check Facebook and Instagram, the desire to check emails to see if her mother or—more dangerously—her ex had written. Her mood softened as she sat down at the table and picked up the boxed cards. Her touch had responded to the traditional Rider-Waite deck. It was so familiar that it made her smile. This was the deck she’d learned on, which was not at all uncommon for people like her. Rider-Waite was first published in 1910 and was a classic. Pamela Colman Smith’s paintings were enduring classics that had been painted using instructions by the mystic A. E. Waite. They looked simple, almost primitive, but there was so much subtlety in terms of hidden symbolism that the cards were highly valued more than a century later. Dianna had worn out at least five decks over the years, and one antique set was in a shadow box on her bedroom wall. The store where Dianna worked even sold sets of coasters with the images of the Magus, Empress, Emperor, and Fool on them.

She settled herself in her chair and took some long, cleansing breaths. Not trying for any deep level of tranquility, but instead a soft and receptive state. When the calm gathered around her like a comfortable bathrobe, Dianna opened the box and slid the cards into her hands. They were so old now, so worn from thousands of readings. Because customers often picked trendier or newer-looking decks, these cards slept for long periods of time. Even during this morning ritual they were not the deck that spoke to her very often.

While she shuffled she disconnected as much of her consciousness as possible, letting noninvolvement permit the right cards to find her and match her need. Then she dealt three cards facedown and set the others aside. Those three represented the past, present, and future. She had no specific question in mind on mornings like this, but the town had been on her mind a lot lately. The Fringe neighborhood was growing very fast and it was very much her kind of crowd—artistic, a bit wild, complex, outside of normal definitions. The first Pinelands Fringe Festival was coming up soon and there was a bit of friction with the longtime locals. They didn’t want the festival, despite all the money it would bring with it. There was some validity to their pushback. The Trouble had happened during a Halloween festival, and since then the “events” in Pine Deep tended to be apple festivals that lasted an afternoon, and Santa arriving on a fire truck on Black Friday. Dianna had enough locals as clients to know that they thought having another big festival was asking for trouble. Tempting fate. Invoking the wrong kind of spirits in a town known to have troubling energy going back centuries.

So it was the town that formed the basis of her three-card reading, even if unintentionally. Dianna never swam against the current in her readings.

She turned over the first card. The Ten of Swords.

The image showed a man lying facedown with ten swords stabbed into his back. Dianna stiffened, reading both the traditional meaning of that card but also experiencing a sharp stab of instinctive awareness. And the old line from Shakespeare flickered through her thoughts.

By the pricking of my thumbs, something wicked this way comes.

Clients often thought that the Devil or Death cards were the worst or direst, but for Dianna the Ten of Swords was far worse. But it was also maddeningly nonspecific. The people in town should be on the lookout for betrayal, painful endings, loss, wounds, and crisis. Some unforeseeable pain was on the horizon, something that could not be avoided. A pain that would cut deeply, leaving some of her neighbors feeling like they had been stabbed ten times over, and completely leveled out emotionally, mentally, and spiritually.

Her heart stopped for a frozen moment when she saw that card.

It was an ugly card to get at the start of a new day.

It was an ugly card to have, ever.

She almost stopped to reshuffle. Almost. But Dianna took a breath and plunged ahead.

“What is the outcome of this?” she murmured.

She turned over the second card.

The Magician.

She chewed her lip. The Magician was not inherently a bad card, but its meaning was conditional on the other cards. Sometimes it was an empowered and uplifting card. However, if something bad was coming to Pine Deep, or was already there, then the cause of it was whomever the Magician card referred to. Because the card was part of the Major Arcana, unlike the Ten of Swords, it represented an actual individual person. Minor Arcana cards—those of the swords, cups, wands, and pentacles—represented situations that would happen to someone. Major Arcana cards represented the people or individual that created those situations.

Most often, and in most decks, the Magician was male. The image on the card was a man in white robes with a red sash holding a sword aloft while a snake coiled around his waist. The infinity symbol hovered over his head, showing that he operated outside of time and space. The snake and the symbols in front of him meant he was able to use anything to create anything. The Magician wielded real power. He turned energy into matter and took matter and converted it to energy. He saw the essence in all things and could use it to do what he wanted with it. Good or ill.

When accompanying the Ten of Swords, the Magician card spoke of a pernicious intent that chilled Dianna to her core.

The desire to end the reading was very strong, but her need to know was stronger still. She had to know what the implications were of such a person being present and doing such things.

“What is to come of this?” she asked and heard the tremble in her voice.

Dianna licked her lips and steeled herself before turning the last card. There were plenty of cards in both higher and lower Arcana that could change the meaning of this reading.

The one she turned, though, was not one of those.

The picture was that of a building crumbling as lightning struck it. Flames erupted from its window and two people leapt for safety but were too far from the ground. The fall would kill them.

The Tower. Another of the higher Arcana cards.

The card of total destruction.

She recoiled from it. Depending on when it appeared in a reading, the Tower could represent physical structures being destroyed. Dianna knew of a psychic who’d had that card appear in every reading leading up to when the planes hit the Twin Towers. But it could also represent so much more. It could represent systems. It could represent people. Lives. The Tower represented the greater body of anything—physical or metaphorical. The Tower represented the dismantling of those systems or structures.

She pushed her chair back from the table. A sound made her turn and she saw that both of her cats were now standing together, trembling with fear, their hair raised and stiff along their spines. Toby Oscar made a sick mewling noise. Zoey bared her teeth and hissed.
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Sergeant Mike Sweeney saw the cow as he topped the rise.

It was standing in the middle of the road, staring bemusedly at the blocky ambulance that had stopped a few yards from its nose. A silver Kia Sorento squatted on the shoulder; its hood had an expensive dent in it, and there was a head-size crack on the passenger side of the windshield. As he slowed to a stop, Mike could see a smear of blood on the inside of the glass. He kept his lights on and parked at an angle that would force all traffic to share the opposite lane. As soon as he opened his door he could hear the yelling. Part of him wanted to get right back into the cruiser and drive over to the Harvest Inn for a couple-three beers.

Three men and one woman, all of them screeching at each other at the top of their lungs from behind the ambulance. Mike sighed and trudged around to see a woman standing with her knuckles on her hips and a man seated in the back of the ambulance as two EMTs took vitals. The man wore a foam cervical collar and held a compress to his forehead. There was a lot of blood—typical of scalp wounds—but the man didn’t appear to be hurt all that badly. The EMTs were yelling at the man to let them put him on a gurney and transport him. They wanted to strap him into a back-and-neck immobilizer. The woman was also screaming at the man—shrieking, really—telling him that it was his own goddamn fault for not wearing a goddamn seat belt. The bleeding man was yelling at everyone, but because he was outnumbered he wasn’t finishing any sentences.

Mike girded his loins and plunged in.

“Folks, please,” he said in what he thought was an appropriately loud and authoritative voice. They all ignored him. It wasn’t clear they even saw him. So, Mike slapped the flat side of the ambulance with a hard palm, a booming whump that sounded like a hand grenade. Maybe louder. The blow was hard enough to rock the vehicle and everyone suddenly shut up and gaped at him.

Mike Sweeney was conspicuously large. Six foot four, with the massive arms and shoulders of someone who spent some part of each day clanking free weights. He had dark-red hair and fierce blue eyes and there were all kinds of scars on his face and hands. He knew he was imposing as fuck, and so he deliberately loomed.

Into the ensuing silence, the cow mooed.

Mike cleared his throat, identified himself, and asked what happened.

Everyone started talking at once. This time all he had to do was hold up a hand. They instantly became as silent and attentive as kids in a country day school. Mike pointed at the woman.

“You first.”

She actually bristled and her eyes became immediately reptilian. “Why? Because I’m a woman?”

“No,” he said slowly, “because you were driving.”

There was a beat. “Oh.”

Mike gave her a small nod. “Start at the beginning.” Before she got a word out, though, thunder rumbled overhead. “Long story short,” he encouraged.

There were, he knew, no short stories in anything related to couples in crisis. Not on domestic disturbance calls. Not in traffic incidents. He was philosophical about it, though, because he still thought that was all this was.
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Dianna Agbala hated the term psychic, even though it was on her business card and in neon in the window of Nature’s Spirits, where she worked.

She was more than that, but the word was a convenient catchall label. Good for business, and a lot of people who came to the store did so because of Dianna and her gifts. Personally, she preferred “sensitive,” which is what her grandmother called it. Her mother called it “Satan’s curse,” but that was Mom—the quintessential church lady. BFF of our lord and savior. Not like Nanny, who was much more than open-minded. She’d been completely open. Every sense, not limited to the five physical ones. Mom was a sensitive, too, but spent all those years begging Jesus to save her soul from the demons who possessed her.

So often growing up Dianna wished Nanny had been her mother. Would have been a happier life. Nanny would have loved Pine Deep for all the reasons Mom said she’d never come back.

“Lady Di,” said a voice and Dianna turned to see the assistant manager, Ophelia—all frizzy blond hair and enormous glasses—coming into the reading alcove, a schedule sheet held out. Dianna accepted the sheet. “You’re going to be busy tonight.”

“Idle hands…” murmured Dianna. Her schedule varied between daytime, ten to four, and evenings until nine o’clock closing. Card readings, some palmistry, or simply reading a client and discussing the forces at work in their lives. She preferred the later shifts because after a long self-imposed drought Dianna was back in the club scene. Drinking, dancing, and hunting for the kind of woman who matched her energies and her needs. Size, shape, age, and color didn’t matter, but there had to be that spark. A bit of magic.

There was a huge bang and the windows shuddered in their frames. Both women jumped and then looked at each other and laughed. Outside the rain was falling softly, but Dianna wasn’t fooled. It started this way every day lately—thunder for hours as the storm clouds came to a boil out over the farmlands, and then the rain would march into town. Then, as it had since the end of summer, it would rain all afternoon and well into the night.

“Maybe we’ll get the afternoon crowd,” said Ophelia doubtfully. “Tonight’s going to be a bust. If it’s like last night I might close up early.”

“Sure,” said Dianna. “Whatever you want.”

She used a bottle-green fingernail to run down the list of names. It was a nearly even split between her regulars—mostly older locals who just wanted to know that this was not going to be another Black Harvest year—and new names she didn’t recognize. Some of the names were the kind of nicknames or stage names that immediately marked them as people from Boundary Street. The Fringe. Or whatever it was called, depending on who you asked. Kiki LaOomph had to be a burlesque dancer, and Dianna figured, either transvestite or actual trans-woman. The name made her smile, made her want to read her cards but also catch the act. Other names included Skinz, Brutal John, Yo-Yo, Jellicho, and Tammiduck. Names that defined the metamorphic identity and true persona of each, rather than the birth names that often carried baggage. Dianna had once considered changing her own name after the divorce from Jaden, but hadn’t. She’d kept her so-called maiden name when they’d gotten hitched, and Dianna was Nanny’s middle name. So … she kept it. But she understood the desire to reinvent oneself all the way down to the birth name.

“First one’ll be in soon,” said Ophelia, which was also not her real name. She’d been born Mary Janowitz but shed that skin twenty years back to become Ophelia. Just Ophelia, except on social media, where she was OpeheliaUndrowned.

“Thanks,” said Diana, folding the schedule and tucking it under the stack of tarot cards. “I’ll play for a bit.”

When Ophelia left, Dianna considered the decks of cards. She had over a hundred decks at home and always selected seven at random—as much as anything a sensitive does is truly random—and brought them to work. Standard Arcana as well as oracle cards of different kinds.

The reading she’d done half an hour ago at the kitchen table hovered around her like a cloud. It had been so intense, so threatening that it felt like a betrayal, as if the cards had decided to turn on her. But when she looked through the window the town was not crumbling down and no one she knew was in any kind of real crisis. Dianna told herself it was a hangover reading. Last night had been a bit wild, with a few too many exotic vodka drinks at Tank Girl and more than her share of a big bottle of wine with Nellie, a petite blond with piercings in very interesting places.

Just a crazy night, she told herself. Only that.

Dianna took a cleansing breath and then ran her fingers lightly down the stack, eyes unfocused, letting the cards speak to her. They always did.

Her fingers slipped off the edge of the last deck and thumped the tablecloth.

Dianna blinked in surprise.

Not only had none of the cards given her that tingle, none of them even felt cold. Warm cards were nothing, they were asleep. When a deck went cold it was like opening a window to look out into another world. There was always one deck or another that was like touching an ice cube, especially when she was doing her own morning three-card reading.

She leaned back in her chair and studied the cards, her fingers resting on the curved edge of the table. The cloth was a deep purple velvet and embroidered with birds, insects, and flowers stylized to suggest pre-Colombian art. She’d had it since college, when it had been a wall hanging. Like the cards, the cloth was an old friend. As were the crystals Dianna often handled to cleanse her energy between clients. Now, though, the cloth felt oddly rough beneath her fingertips.

“Don’t be that way,” she said. The cards, being cards, managed not to look contrite. She wasn’t fooled, though. They could hear and understand her.

A shadow crossed the weak sunlight, rubbing it out and casting the storefront in dirty gray shadows. All the colors seemed to drain from the amethysts and turquoise and apophyllite on display in the window. And even the Lemurian seed points and heulandite clusters looked washed out. By itself she would never have taken particular note. After all, the rain had been almost unstoppable in town this fall. However, Dianna was not the kind of person to ignore patterns, especially when she was as open and receptive as she usually was at the start of a long day.

The cards, the cloth, the crystals, and the clouds.

“I—” she began, but the jangle of the bell above the door pulled her immediately out of the pattern of thought that had begun to form. Not just the bell, but the man who came in.

He was not big, not impressive-looking, not handsome, not in any way pleasant to look at. At the same time, there was nothing specific about him that made Dianna recoil. Except, maybe, that he was completely hairless. Totally bald, no mustache or beard, and as he approached she saw he had no eyebrows or eyelashes. A cancer patient? Maybe. There was definitely something sick about him. His skin was pallid, doughy, tending toward gray-white. Like something grown in the dark when no one was looking.

Lord of flies.

The three words flashed into her head, unbidden, unconnected to any deeper thought.

Don’t be here for me.

For a moment the man stood there, looking around at the store layout. The shelves of spiritual books, the many tables of stones and crystals, the displays of statues—Ganesha, Buddha, Kokopelli, Quan Yin—and all of the other items for sale. Things to uplift, expand, deepen.

She watched the slow smile that formed on his mouth. No, not formed. Crept. As if the smile were an insect sneaking out from under the fridge, ugly and knowing.

Don’t come over here.

She thought it, pushed at the thought, tried to load it like a bullet into the barrel of her desire. But even as she thought it, even before he turned that smile in her direction, Dianna knew that he was here for her.

For her.

For her.

His grin widened but did not brighten. It was as gray as the dirty clouds. His eyes were pale, the color of spit. He walked toward her, his body lumpy, his gait awkward. Dianna looked away, then down at the schedule sheet. Her fingers shook as she pulled it out and opened it. The first name was one she did not know, one she thought was someone from Boundary Street.

Owen Minor.

Lord of flies, hissed her inner voice.

And then his shadow fell across the table.
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The story the couple—Corinne and Andrew Duncan—told Officer Mike Sweeney confused the living hell out of him.

“Wait, wait,” he said, interrupting the wife’s second telling of her side. “Go back to the part where you hit him.”

“Of course I hit him,” she yelled. “You would, too. You’d have probably shot him if he did that to you. Are you married? No? Well, if you were married and your wife went through cancer—twice—and your husband, the man who is supposed to love you until death do us part—”

“For Christ’s sake, Corinne,” bleated the husband, “of course I love you.”

“—but then does something as mean and callous and cold-hearted as that, you’d hit him, too. I mean, he pretended that he never even had it in the first place.”

She was crying now, and Mike felt deeply uneasy. He was never good with people crying. He cleared his throat again and gave the husband a hard look.

“May I see your arm?”

“Why? I told her and I’m telling you,” said the husband, “that I never had any damn tattoo. Don’t you think I would remember if I had a fucking tattoo?”

“Please watch your language, sir,” said Mike automatically. “Now … may I see your left forearm?”

The man, Andrew Duncan, swore again and thrust out his arm. His sleeve was rolled up and he rotated his forearm so Mike could see the pale skin above his wristwatch. There was no tattoo.

But there was … something.

Mike bent closer. “Is that a scar?”

“Of course it’s a scar,” hissed Corinne. “He had it removed. Burned off with lasers or however they do it.”

“It’s not a scar because I never had a tattoo,” insisted Andrew.

“It does appear to be a scar of some kind,” said Mike, and he could feel himself shifting to take sides. There was something on the husband’s arm. It was small, about the size of a thumbprint, but faded, almost smeared, the way a watercolor looks after it’s been soaked. Mike could see no trace of any specific pattern, and certainly not the pink ribbon emblem of breast cancer or the black ink of the two dates when Corinne was declared cancer-free. All he could make out was a faintness of pink and gray, but the effect was of a scar that was so old it had nearly vanished.

“It’s been there for six years,” said Corinne and now tears were rolling down her cheeks. A fly buzzed around her face and she slapped it away in irritation.

It was drizzling, with the droplets moving in misty waves as storm winds came sweeping along the road. The clouds promised much heavier rain, and soon. A tow truck had arrived during the narration and the driver was busy hooking the Kia to the tow-bar, throwing frequent looks at the sky.

The story was a strange one. While they were driving, Corinne remarked that tomorrow was the sixth anniversary of the call from the oncologist to tell her that she was cancer-free. It was a big thing, because this time they were sure they’d gotten it all. After the first bout, the cancer had crept back in and was more aggressive by the time it was discovered. But the partial mastectomy, the radiation, and the chemo had done the job. Andrew had gotten the ribbon tattoo with the date of her first all-clear the day she got the first good news, and had added the second date two days after the next remission. The tattoo was small and generally covered by his sleeve, but since it was Andrew’s habit to wear his wristwatch with the face on the inside, he’d chosen the placement so that whenever he checked his watch he would see it. See, and be reminded of the blessing of healing.

While they were driving, however, after Corinne made her comment about the anniversary, she asked to see the tattoo. Andrew had looked at her, frowned, half smiled, and asked, “What tattoo?”

She thought he was making some kind of joke, but when she pressed him on it, Andrew thought she was making a weird and ugly joke. He asked, “What cancer? What are you even talking about?”

They went back and forth like a bad comedy act, and that disintegrated into accusations, yelling, and finally she started crying hysterically and slapping at him. At his bare wrist. He tried fending her off, pulling his arm out of reach, and when she leaned over to try for another smack, there was the cow.

Mike had all the details but none of the story made sense, unless Andrew was a lying piece of shit. And a seriously cruel lying piece of shit at that.

There was more thunder and the rain began falling in earnest.

“Mrs. Duncan,” he said, “I’m going to let the EMTs take your husband to the hospital. Pinelands Regional Medical Center is in town. They’re going to want to take some tests and maybe an X-ray and a CT scan.”

“They should test him to see if he has a fucking heart,” she said, trying to make it sound bitter, but it came out broken and sad.

Which is when Andrew Duncan, looking genuinely confused, started crying.

The EMTs put him on the gurney, strapped him into the back brace, and were about to close the door, when Corinne suddenly climbed inside. She wrapped her arms around her lying piece of shit husband, and they both disintegrated into truly awful tears. The EMTs gave Mike puzzled looks. He returned a meaningless nod and stepped back as they drove off, siren wailing like a despairing ghost. The tow truck followed.

Mike stood in the rain, watching them go. The storm intensified so quickly that the ambulance vanished from sight before it even topped the hill. Wind gusts slanted the rain like scythes, but Mike ignored it. Rain didn’t bother him. He had other things on his mind.

Then he turned to the cow. She had been munching roadside grass, not looking hurt or even bothered by the collision with the SUV. But as he began walking over, the cow gave a last moo and fell over. Dead as a stone.

“Ah … fuck…” breathed Mike. He squatted down, letting the rain soak him to the skin, as he stroked the cow’s cheek and neck.





 





INTERLUDE ONE

THE LORD OF THE FLIES


His name was Owen Minor, and life was never kind to him.

He saw no reason to be kind in return.

Some lives are like that. It’s a roll of the cosmic dice, and as Owen always saw it, those dice were loaded. He was born too early and born wrong. That’s how his mother described it when she complained to one of her friends, and she complained a lot.

“Carrying him was awful,” she said once to a girlfriend while they were drinking at the kitchen table. His mom thought Owen was upstairs asleep, but he’d crept downstairs to listen. As he often did. “Bad enough the condom broke. Or it had a hole. Or some damn thing. Thought I was doing the whole safe sex thing—and it’s not like the son of a bitch I was banging was the great prize of all time. Sure, he had a pretty face. Like Brad Pitt, if someone had taken a ball-peen hammer to his face. Good body, though. Biggest cock you ever saw on a white man. Maybe that was it. Even those—what do you call ’em? Magnums?—are a size too small for that kind of meat.”

Owen knelt in the shadows of the adjoining dining room, in a niche between the china cabinet and a stack of boxes filled with old issues of National Geographic, Soap Opera Digest, and Entertainment Weekly. He shivered there in the darkness, even though the house was warm.

“So, anyway,” continued his mother, her words a little slurred from the combination of white zinfandel and hits of Godfather OG, which she chain-smoked, filling the whole house with the skunk stink of ultrapotent marijuana, “he banged me cross-eyed right here on this table. Hand to God, Gracie. I didn’t even know the rubber broke and I didn’t give a damn.”

The laughter was shrill. Like jackals Owen had seen at the zoo.

“Anyway, he went off to Afghanistan about two weeks later and got killed.”

“The Taliban get him?” asked Gracie.

“Nah. Got his stupid ass run over by a truck. No great loss of a person, but a real waste of a good dick.”

More laughter. Then the scalding steam hiss as one or the other of them took a deep hit on the joint.

“So, here’s me with a bun in the oven. Try to explain that to a husband who hasn’t had a stiff dick since Clinton was president. Fucker beat the shit out of me. I threw him out and filed a paper on him, but damn if he wouldn’t have earned a little bit of thanks if he’d hit me in the guts instead of the mouth. One miscarriage and a lot of things would have been better, you know?”

“I heard that,” agreed Gracie. “Heard it was a bad pregnancy…?”

“Oh, god … this is why I’ll never have another damn kid. Got every symptom you could get. Swollen ankles, hemorrhoids, mood swings, my tits blew up like balloons but they hurt, nipples leaking through my blouse, threw up every fifteen goddamn minutes, and when I wasn’t hurling I was pissing.”

“Damn, girl.”

“Only blessing there was, was that the bun popped out of the oven just over seven months in. Just a red wrinkled piece of almost nothing. They had him on ventilators and incubators and all that. Always sick then and still sick all the damn time. Asthma, psoriasis, heart stuff—and you know I’m still paying off those bills. Health coverage in this state sucks the big one.”

“He’s a good kid, though,” said Gracie, and Owen leaned out just far enough to see his mother’s face. Looking for a smile. What he saw was the hard line of her mouth turn down into the ugliest of sneers. Then his mother looked away, so all he could see were her slumped shoulders and the curl of smoke reaching up above her untidy hair. He heard her take a hit, saw her back go rigid as she held it in, and then the long exhale.

“I wouldn’t ever say this in church, Gracie,” she said slowly, “but between you, me, and the wall … I wish the little fucker hadn’t even taken that first breath. No, don’t look at me that way. Not saying I wish him ill—not really—but there’s something wrong with that kid. He’s not right. Everyone sees it. You see it, and don’t lie … it’s just that you got a good heart and you won’t say a word against anyone. You see it, though. Owen was born wrong in every way you can mean that.”

Owen’s shiver turned to a tremble as he waited for Gracie’s rebuttal.

Which never came.
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The storm wasn’t predicted. It came out of nowhere and got big and loud and it pissed Monk off.

The skinny blonde on Channel Six Action News out of Philadelphia said it was going to drizzle and then mostly clear. But it was raining harder than hell as Monk drove toward town. Big fat drops at first, splatting onto blacktop behind him. Monk saw them in the rearview and tried to outrun them. They caught up.

By the time he passed the sign for Dark Hollow Road, the rain was rapping on the hood like a million knuckles. The car was too old to have automatic headlights, so he punched the button and then turned on the high beams. The storm that had chased him out of New Jersey now barraged him here in Bucks County. Within minutes it was raining so damn hard he couldn’t see five feet in front of his headlights. On a twisty country road like this there were too many ways to get killed, so he pulled to the verge to wait it out.

He tried Patty’s cell again and got voicemail. Left a message. He popped the cassette and found a bootleg tape of Buddy Guy killing the crowd at his Legends blues club in the South Loop of Chicago. Singing about dying of a broken heart in the rain.

“Preaching to the choir, brother B,” murmured Monk.

The sky outside the car was raining hammers and nails, so Monk turned the sound all the way up. Then he sat there eyeing the stale butts in the ashtray. Weighing his options and making bad choices.

On either side of the road, the nightbirds stood in lines on the fences, huddled into their wings. Cold but curious.
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“Um,” said Dianna, momentarily flustered, “have a seat.”

The man smiled an oily smile, hooked a foot around the leg of the guest chair, and slid it halfway around the table so he could sit closer.

“You don’t need to do that,” she said quickly.

“I’m a little hard of hearing,” he said. “And I don’t want to miss a thing.”

It was a normal statement but the way he said it was not. He almost sang those last eight words in an imitation of Steve Tyler from Aerosmith. He wasn’t loud or forceful about it, and he even half whispered it, as if making a joke for himself. He settled onto the chair and wriggled a little as if adjusting his buttocks down deep in the thin padding. That movement, like everything about Owen Minor, was faintly repellent. Not openly offensive, nothing she could comment on or bring to Ophelia. Nothing to cancel the session over. Merely wrong.

She immediately chastised herself for judging a total stranger—a reflex that warred with her trust in her own ability to read energy. But the whole day was a bit off anyway, so her instant dislike could be flavored by that. This man could just as easily have run afoul of someone else’s negativity and simply be carrying it around with him like a bad smell. That happened. The first time she met Chief Crow there was a whole cloud of darkness around him, and a bigger one around his adopted son, Mike. Both were, she learned over time, very good men, which meant that her initial reaction was spoiled. Untrustworthy.

Be in the moment, she scolded herself. Be fair and be open.

Dianna pasted on a pleasant and entirely meaningless smile. Like Ophelia’s customer service smile, bright but offering no actual insight.

She consulted her list. “I see you want a standard three-card reading?”

“Yes,” said Mr. Minor. “That would be … wonderful.”

An odd pause, and a bit of emphasis on the first syllable of wonderful.

“Is this your first time getting a reading?” she asked.

“No,” said Minor. “I’ve had many readings before.” He paused, then repeated, “Many.”

“Well … that’s great, then.”

“Yes.”

“I mostly use a standard layout,” she explained, hiding behind routine. “First, I’ll pick a deck for us to—”

“No,” said Minor quickly, touching her arm as she reached toward the stack of boxed cards. His fingers circled her forearm for just a second—less than a second—and then he withdrew. “Oh, dear … my apologies. I didn’t mean to do that.”

Dianna pulled back her arm and wished she could rub it down with hand sanitizer. Even though his action was fast and light, she could still feel his fingers on her. It wasn’t anything painful. More like an awareness of a smudge of dirt. She heard a buzzing and saw a fat fly on the stack of cards and waved it away in disgust.

The action sent the insect hurrying away, and also chased the memory of his touch from her mind as surely and completely as if it had never happened. She was distantly aware of the sensation that there was something on her skin, but that was all.

“First, I’ll pick a deck for us to use,” she said, unaware she’d already said this. Owen Minor smiled and nodded.

“Of course,” he said and watched as she ran her fingers down the stack of boxed cards, paused, moved on, paused again, and then finally settled, with a tremble of hesitation, on the Rider-Waite deck, identical to the one she had at home. She shook the cards from the pack and held them in her hands for a moment, then took a small breath and offered them to Minor.

“Please shuffle them any way you want. Don’t look at them, of course. Shuffle and think about any question or problems you have.”

“Of course,” said Minor.

Dianna frowned and looked around, trying to locate a faint sound, but unable to place where it was coming from. “Must be a couple flies in here.”

“I don’t hear anything,” he said, and Dianna had the odd feeling he was lying. He kept on shuffling and shuffling.

Dianna covertly studied his face. Or, at least, tried to. Despite the strangeness of his skin and the oddness of his energy, his face was so completely ordinary that it was hard to categorize any detail. It was as if the moment she remembered the size, or shape, or orientation of any of his features, the memory was canceled out. As if no short-term or working memories could be anchored. Dianna knew she should be worried about that, but wasn’t able to focus on worrying about it.

The only detail that stuck with her was his tattoos. He wore a dress shirt buttoned at the wrists and all the way to the Adam’s apple, but peeking out from collar and cuffs were flies. Very lifelike. As beautifully rendered as the roses on her inner forearm, but deeply ugly. A rose inked so vibrantly that it seemed to bloom before the eyes was a thing of wonder; flies that looked like they could lift from that pallid skin and fly directly at her was another.

As he shuffled, Dianna rubbed at the spot on her forearm where he’d touched her. Near her rose. It repulsed her as much as if it had been one of those flies crawling on her. The odd sound intensified for a moment and she had the sudden, irrational thought that it was the buzzing of blowfly wings. Which was impossible. Silly, really, and she forced the idea away. Then Owen Minor tapped the deck on the table to smooth the cards. Before he handed it back he put it to his nose and sniffed. Not merely a quick sniff, but he ran his nose along the long side of the deck, taking a deep inhale. His eyelids fluttered as if the smell gave him an erotic thrill.

Dianna felt a flush of disgust and wished she could just end the session, but that was against store policy and her own professional integrity. It was not required that the customer be likable or even nice as long as they did nothing that was overtly and inarguably offensive. Most often with male customers they spent a lot of time looking at her chest. Having very big breasts came with challenges. Apart from being a source of frequent back pain, they were an eye-magnet. During puberty that was humiliating. As a young woman hunting her way through the club scene it had been fun, but the novelty wore off very quickly because her breasts became a way-obvious focus of attention, comment, and groping. Guys would find ways of standing so close to her that a brush of their arms or hands against her breasts was inevitable. Hugs were often wraparound so that there was some side-boob touching. All perfectly innocent. Right. And the stares. She even once had one of those novelty T-shirts that said MY PERSONALITY IS UP HERE, with an arrow pointing to her face. It backfired. For a couple of years she wore clothing that covered her chest and blocked any hint of cleavage, but that felt like a defeat, it felt cowardly. Over time she reclaimed her sense of clothing style, and tried to just ignore drifting gazes and obvious lustful glances. Once in a rare while someone would make a deliberately crude comment. If it was in a club—and it happened in lesbian bars, too—she would either freeze that person out of her awareness or wither them with a biting comment. If it was here at the shop, she reserved the right to end any sessions that smacked of sexual harassment. Ophelia accepted that, but they differed a bit on where the line was. Staring was not really actionable. Sniffing tarot cards wasn’t, either.

All of that said, this man skeeved her out on a deep level. Everything about him felt transgressive, though it was hard to land on exactly what was wrong with him. Maybe it was those blowfly tattoos.

Maybe only that.

She held the cards and went deep into herself. Listening with senses not listed among the standard five. Unnamed senses that connected her with energies that flowed subtly or dramatically all around her. Then she dealt three cards facedown on the table, took a breath, and turned over the first card.

“This card represents you,” she said.

“Yes,” he said, “I know.”

“Dianna…?”

She blinked and looked up at Ophelia, who stood a few feet away, hands clasped as if nervous.

“What?”

“I asked if you were ready for your next client?”

Dianna blinked again. “Next…?”

It took her a moment to come back to the moment. To be where she was. She looked around at the store, and it was as if the overhead lights were just now coming on, though they had been on all along. The client chair was empty, placed orderly across from her. Her deck of cards stood in a neat tower. A few customers browsed, talking with one another in low voices. Rain pattered on the window.

“What?” she asked.

Ophelia gave her a queer look. “You okay, sweetie?”

Dianna nodded vaguely and glanced down at her client list. The first name was Owen Minor. Odd name. She wondered who he was or what he’d be like.

“Um … yes,” she said. “You can send Mr. Minor over.”

Ophelia’s expression changed into one of confusion, with half a smile as if she was trying to figure out a joke. “You mean Gertie Swanson. She’s in a hurry, too. Has to get back to the station.”

“No,” said Dianna, tapping the list. “Owen Minor. He’s the first…”

Her voice trailed off as she caught sight of the clock above the window. The hands had moved and the time was wrong.

“Mr. Minor left already,” said Ophelia.

“What?” asked Dianna again.

“Sure, he was very pleased with the reading.” Vertical lines now formed between Ophelia’s brows. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” said Dianna quickly. “Right. Gertie. Sorry, I guess I had a hard time coming back from … well, you know.”

Ophelia nodded, but looked unconvinced.

“It’s good. It’s fine,” insisted Dianna. “Everything’s fine.”

But it wasn’t fine. Nothing was fine. Forty-nine minutes of her life was gone and she had no memory at all of the customer whose name was at the top of her list. No memory of him, of the reading, of anything. She sat there, rubbing the inside of her forearm, listening internally for even the echo of a memory. Finding nothing. A fly, trapped inside the picture window, buzzed faintly.

No, she thought, nothing is fine at all.
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Monk sat in his car and wondered if he was going to get storm-surged the fuck back to the Delaware River.

Streams of muddy water came running out of the fields to fill the gullies on either side of the road. A torrent slapped its way past his car, gurgling along the doors. He had the heater on but didn’t know if he had enough gas to keep the engine running until the storm let up.

“Should have gassed in goddamn Doylestown,” he told the night.

The perverse and contrary voice that lived inside his head told him he should have stayed in New York. He told that voice to shut the hell up, but it only laughed at him.

Monk thought about Patty and tried her cell four more times. Got nothing. Nerves made him try to get to her, but his car never made it off the muddy verge and back onto the road. The wheels spun mud into the storm and accomplished exactly nothing beyond digging him deeper into the muck. Monk slammed it back into park and glared through the slap-slap-slap of the wipers. Thunder was continuous, as if the storm had parked itself overhead and simply refused to move on until it had beaten Pine Deep to a pulp.

“Fuck you,” Monk snarled.

The storm just laughed, just rained harder.
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Patty stood by her window for a long time, trying to remember if Monk had actually called, or if that had been a dream. She was almost positive she’d fallen asleep in one of the chairs. The time on the wall clock didn’t match her memory. If it was right, then the customer was gone and out the door three hours ago. She was pretty sure it had to be less. Half an hour. That’s how long ago it felt like he’d been there. The clock kept being an asshole and telling her different.

“I’m tired,” she said to the empty room. “I’m blown out and burned down.”

Even her voice was tired. A slur.

Time for a catnap?

Her body needed one, but Patty hated naps. They always left her feeling like she’d been mugged—logy and stupid and usually a bit anxious. Like she hadn’t prepared for a test in school and now the teacher was handing out papers.

The clock on the wall was an ancient retro Marilyn Monroe. It, along with the three barber chairs and some termites, had come with the place. A spike was drilled through the bridge of Marilyn’s nose and crooked black hands kept telling Patty the wrong time. The motor hummed and the second hand ticked.

Had Monk called?

She could have picked up her phone, checked the call log. Or, fuck it, called him back. Didn’t.

Just stood there.

Her tattoo shop was on a corner and both streets seemed empty even though there were a lot of people out. But she wasn’t feeling particularly social. Never had felt less social, in fact. So they were just figures in motion. Not real in any way that seemed to matter.

If her store had been something other than a tattoo studio, then maybe people would do that small-town thing—stopping by to introduce themselves. To say hi. To be neighborly. The exact opposite of how people were in New York.

Not the same as back home in Tuyên Quang, where she’d grown up. In small-town Vietnam everyone was pretty much born knowing everyone else. You never went very far from home. She hadn’t been farther away than ten miles until she was nineteen. After that … well. After that she’d gone to hell. And back, just not all the way back.

After that was the fire and everything that went with it. The big soldier. The other tattoo women. The little girl—what was her name? Patty tried to remember as her thumb went round and round on the back of her hand.
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Owen Minor stood in the shadows and the rain. That fact that he kept shivering had nothing to do with the cold or wet.

He was so goddamn turned on he couldn’t bear it.

Owen leaned against the alley wall behind Patty’s store, his coat pulled tight around him, head cocked to listen. Blowflies, some as thick as the last joint of a woman’s little finger, crawled all over his face and throat and down into his clothes. His hands deep in his pockets, pushed through the slits he’d made so he could touch himself. As he did now. The wind had been blowing steadily all day and into the evening, but the shivers began as soon as he’d touched her hand. The little Vietnamese woman. That broken doll with all those memories inked onto her skin. And after her, the psychic. He had so many things to play with, so many memories to devour.

First, though, was Patty Cakes. Her. Her. For sure, her.

His hand moved frantically beneath his clothes.

Her memories were wonderful. So deeply awful. So beautiful.

The shivers continued all the way through his orgasm.

Aftershocks of it lingered long after Owen Minor got into his car and drove away.
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It took Patty a long time to shake it off. Whatever it was. She couldn’t come up with any label for the fuzzy, detached way she was feeling.

Focusing on the town helped, because moving here was part of a personal salvage operation. Raising her sunken hopes from the bottom of the muddy river that was New York.

Pine Deep was nice, but she wasn’t sure it was home. She desperately wanted it to be, because New York had never really been that. Or, maybe, it had been home for a while and stopped. Like a battery running dry. Wherever she lived and worked had to matter to her on a lot of deep, important levels. And so far, Pine Deep seemed to hold that promise. The street where she’d set up shop seemed like it might be the kind of street in the kind of town where Patty felt she could breathe.

Moving here hadn’t been an accident. When she lived in New York, there always seemed to be a reason to come down to Pennsylvania, to Bucks County. It always seemed to be autumn in this part of Bucks County, as if the rest of the year and all the other seasonable changes were nothing more than garments it wore briefly and then discarded. It was an October kind of place, even when the sun was blistering its way through an August sky or snow heaped up on the pumpkins left unharvested in remote fields. October people lived here, and although Patty was born in a place where it was never cold and always green, even during the grayest monsoons, that climate had never defined her. It was always October in her heart.

Bucks County, and particularly towns like New Hope and Pine Deep, felt like they should have been where she was born. Maybe Pine Deep more so because it was a little strange. Darker and less obvious than her town in Vietnam. Beautiful, too. It invited the artist’s touch, drew the artist’s eye. She drove down here at every opportunity. To shop at the organic farms and coast the fringes of happy crowds at the apple festival. To drum up business at the biker rallies and the fringe festivals. To be where there were people who were all alike because none of them was alike. It was the first place where she didn’t feel like she was actively fleeing from somewhere else.

Life in New York had been a lot like washing your hands in acid. You got clean, but there’s such a thing as too clean. Her tattoo parlor there had been a refuge, but Boundary Street was home.

Cold, strange, broken, but home.

The sign in the door was turned to CLOSED, but Patty didn’t notice. She hadn’t done that. Had not seen the customer do it.

She stood and watched the rain.

It was like the downpours back in Tuyên Quang. The kind of rain that looked like a wall. Her mother once said that it was like ten thousand arrows falling, but that was too poetic for Patty. To her it was a wall. Gray and unbreakable.

The kind no one could get through to touch her.

As she had been touched.

She liked the wall of rain.

But this wall, in this town, was translucent and Patty could see lights come on in clubs that opened early and stores that closed late. She turned off her own neon, except for the one right above the door. INK was all it said, in harlot red. The color was named that in the vendor’s catalog, and though Patty tried to explain to the salesman that it was offensive and old-thought bullshit, the man’s eyes glazed and he had no good comeback. She bought the sign anyway. It wasn’t harlot red to her. She was Vietnamese and that color represented happiness, love, and luck.

Putting it up over her door was like a talisman. It was like putting up a cross in vampire country. And it made her happy to know that it was burning bright, night and day, clear weather or storms.

Where was Monk? she wondered. But she still didn’t check her phone. It kept not occurring to her to do that.

She turned away and went through the studio, through the beaded curtain, past the customers’ bathroom and then into her apartment. Her bright-red raincoat and hat were in one of the unemptied boxes and she found them, pulled them on, and went out into the storm.

The rain smelled like tilled earth, moss, incense, and ozone. With her hands buried deep into pockets, drops pattering on the broad hat brim, Patty began walking down the side street. Down Boundary Street.

Boundary Street.

The fact that Pine Deep had a street with that name was a big part of the draw for her. There’d been one in New York, though try and find it on a map. GPS couldn’t. Uber drivers back in the city could, though, which was weird.

The street wasn’t on MapQuest, Google Maps, or GPS here, though. She’d had to ask, and the first five people she’d stopped when she first arrived didn’t know. It was a guy with a lot of skin art, a flannel shirt, and a lumbersexual woodsman’s beard who gave her directions. Boundary Street was just off the main drag, which made her wonder why the other people didn’t know.
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THEY WENT BACK TO THE school, which had more or less become the headquarters of their bizarre group. The Chess Players, their work at the hospital done for now, joined them.

They broke the news to Chong about his missing quad and its store of drugs, and about the destruction of the supply in Morton’s office. Chong’s response was to sink down to the floor, lean his head back against the wall, and close his eyes. Lilah threatened to kill Morton, but that was hollow. They needed him. So instead she wept and held Chong. Benny sat beside him, holding his best friend’s right hand, and Nix lay on the floor, her head on Chong’s thigh.

Gutsy and her friends stood apart, clustered together in a sad and angry silence. Spider knelt down and began petting Sombra, who whined softly.

The Chess Players, Captain Ledger, and Sam Imura were clustered around a desk, poring over maps to try and determine the exact location of Site B. Morton, who was no soldier, had only a general idea of where it might be.

“It could be here, here, or maybe here,” suggested Mr. Urrea, pointing to spots that were within a day’s wagon ride from the destroyed base.

“Could be farther out if they’re using jeeps,” said Ledger. One of the surprising things Morton told them was that the base had a large number of functioning vehicles. Jeeps, Humvees, and trucks of various sizes. The fact that no one in town had ever seen one suggested that the vehicles were used carefully, and never close to New Alamo. “That increases their operational range; and Collins did leave here on a quad.”

Gutsy came over and said, “I don’t think it’s that far away. When Collins and her Rat Catchers came to the cemetery, they were on a wagon—no jeeps or any of that stuff. And if they switched to something with a motor after they left, I’d have heard it. Sound travels forever out in the Broken Lands.”

“Maybe there’s another tunnel entrance out there,” said Benny. “Somewhere closer to the cemetery. And one big enough for a wagon and horses.”

“A tunnel to where, though?” asked Nix. “To the base that was destroyed? Or to this Site B place?”

“Unknown at this time,” said Ledger.

Sam tapped a couple of spots with an emphatic finger. “These two places line up with rumors I’ve been hearing about weapons caches. They’re both within half a day’s ride on horseback, and I think we should try them first. Collins said that the Raggedy Man is coming with his army, and I’m not sure we could stop even a small attack, let alone a massive assault. Whether we find Collins or not, we need those guns.”

“More important,” said Ford, “if that Site B place is of a decent size, and if it’s well hidden and well protected, then we might be able to evacuate everyone there.”

“The ravagers destroyed the main base,” countered Urrea, “and that was protected.”

“Sure, but maybe that was a sneak attack. We wouldn’t be surprised.”

“I like it,” said Ledger. “It’s better than staying here. Besides, I’m not all that keen on making any kind of last stand in a place called ‘Alamo,’ you dig?”

“Well, speaking of ambushes,” said Urrea, “if Bess Collins gets there first—or is already there—wouldn’t she be expecting us? Wouldn’t she be preparing to defend that place herself?”

“I wish you hadn’t said that,” muttered Ford.

“No, he’s right,” Ledger told him. “But she’s one person. More scientist than soldier. Sam and I have some experience with infiltrating hidden bases.”

“A bit,” said Sam, giving a rare smile.

“We still need the chemicals for the drug,” said Nix.

Ledger nodded. “Let’s hope that one of these spots is Site B. It’ll be one-stop shopping.”

“When do you want to leave?” asked Gutsy.

Ledger smiled. “Thanks, kid, but you’re not going. None of you are. This is for me and Sam to do.”

“Hey, what just a darn minute—” began Alethea, but Ledger held up a hand.

“Just listen. If Site B is the kind of facility I suspect it is, then we need to come at it quick and quiet. We can’t hit it with a frontal assault. Even if we won, we’d take losses doing it. Sam and I will head out first thing tomorrow.”

“Why wait?” asked Ford.

“We need time to get there and scout the location. We’ll have to go most of the way on horseback and then walk in the last couple of miles. All of that’s going to take time, and there isn’t enough of today left,” said Ledger.

“I don’t like it,” groused Urrea.

“You don’t have to like it, brother. You just have to accept it.”

Sam nodded. “Before we go, I think Joe and I should walk the town with Karen and give what advice we can on how to fortify. We know some dirty tricks.”

“Yup,” said Ledger. He turned to Ford and Urrea. “And you two old farts can make yourself useful preparing food and supplies for a possible evacuation. Benny, Nix, Chong, and Lilah can help. They’ve been through enough conflicts to have good ideas. Listen to them. And as for you three,” he added, looking at Gutsy and her friends, “you know the town and the people. Spread the word. Get them ready. Be smart. Don’t panic anyone, but also don’t soft-sell this. If the Night Army hits before we get back, New Alamo will fall. Be ready to get out. That means taking a lot of supplies into the tunnel. Maybe stocking some in that car wash at the entrance. Oh, and make sure people have carts, strollers, anything with wheels. That’ll make it easier to take more food and water. Be sure those things are in good shape. Grease the wheels. You know what to do.” He directed this last to Gutsy, who nodded.

“And one more thing,” said the soldier. “There has to be someone in this town who used to work on cars. Find them and see if they can figure out how to repair the quads.”

“Okay,” said Gutsy dubiously.

“Joe, what if there aren’t enough chemicals at Site B?” asked Nix. “Or you can’t get in?”

Ledger turned to Max Morton. The old soldier gave him a very cold and ugly smile. “The doc here is going to do his level best to make sure what we have lasts. That means he gets his pill last, after everyone else gets a dose.”

“That’s insane,” cried Morton. “If I’m sick, I can’t work—”

“Then make sure there’s enough drug to go around.”

The room was unnaturally quiet.

“Good,” said Ledger after a long moment. “You all have jobs to do, and I need you to do all of them.”
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THE GROUP BROKE UP.

As they were filing out, Gutsy approached Benny and his friends. “Don’t any of you know how to fix those quad things?”

“Not me,” said Benny. “Never been handy with tools.”

Nix also shook her head. “We all know a little bit of routine maintenance, but…”

“But what?” demanded Gutsy, appalled. “You mean you came all this way and only one of you knew how to keep those quads working?”

Nix and Benny looked deeply embarrassed.

Gutsy wanted to scream at them. Stuff like this made her so mad. All it took was some common sense and a little planning. Why was it people so rarely thought ahead? With what she carried with her every day she could clean and dress a wound, start a fire, purify water, catch and clean a fish, sharpen sticks, build a small shelter, collect dew, and a dozen other useful things. And that was just her walking-around gear. If she was going to drive a machine all the way across the country, Gutsy would have made sure she knew how to take a quad apart down to the last bolt and washer and put it back together again. She’d have brought replacements for all of the key functions.

Now, though, did not seem the time to make a speech about preparedness.

Ledger overheard the conversation and came over. “Y’know, guys, Gutsy here makes a good point. You four are idiots.”

“Hey,” said Benny, but without emphasis. “Look, we left in kind of a hurry. We thought you were in trouble and came out to… you know…”

Ledger stared at Benny until he shut up and looked down at his shoes. Chong gave his friend a slow, ironic pat on the shoulder.

The old soldier glanced at Gutsy. “How old are you?”

“Fifteen,” she said, immediately defensive. “Why?”

He smiled. “Because this isn’t the first time I thought you were the smartest and most mature person in the room.”

Gutsy felt her cheeks burn, but somehow managed to keep normal. More or less. “Okay, well, I, um… I’m going to, um, start asking around to see if anyone used to be a mechanic.”

And with that, she fled.




19

TRÓCAIRE FOUND TÉNÈBRES ALONE, SITTING on a kitchen chair she’d pulled close to a window. He came up behind her and placed a gentle hand on her shoulder and stood, watching.

Two men were pushing a quad along the alley between this street and the next. A big red mechanic’s toolbox jiggled on the seat. A young boy followed behind, pulling a wagon that was piled high with engine parts.

“Well,” said the young man, “isn’t that interesting?”

Ténèbres shivered. “I’m afraid,” she said.

Trócaire bent and kissed the top of her head. Her skin was cool. She reached up and took his hand and gave it a fierce squeeze.

“Now, come along,” he said. “We have work to do.”
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ALL DAY AND WELL INTO the evening Gutsy looked for a mechanic. So far she’d asked a hundred people about fixing quads or motorcycles, and all she’d gotten were head shakes. Sombra trotted along, quiet but very much there for her.

It was close to nine at night when they headed toward the south side of town, where some of the older residents lived.

“Hey,” said a voice, and Gutsy turned to see Captain Ledger and Grimm walking across the street toward her. “Any luck?”

“Not yet.”

They walked together for a while, stopping to ask the same question, getting the same answer. Suddenly a voice cracked through the air.

“Captain Ledger!”

They turned to see Karen Peak come running toward them. She looked exhausted to the point of near fainting. And the look in her eyes made Gutsy want to cover her ears so she wouldn’t hear more bad news.

“I just came from the hospital,” Karen said in a quick, ragged voice. “Morton said he thought there might be some small amounts of the right chemicals at the hospital after all. He said that he just remembered. Whatever. There were some notes he wanted, too—step-by-step instructions for making the pills. He told Flores to get all of that from a locker in the maintenance room. Before you ask, no, we didn’t know that he had other hiding places. The locker was a dummy. Dial one combination and it opens like any other locker; dial a special combination and the whole thing swings out and there’s a safe built into the wall. Morton gave Flores the combination because there are special files in there. The most important stuff, actually.”

“And you’re going to break my heart and tell me that Collins got to the safe first,” said Ledger.

The wretched expression on Karen’s face was enough of an answer.

Ledger spent a few moments looking up into the nighttime sky. “Well, life is a juicy little peach, isn’t it,” the captain said after a while.

“How bad is all this?” asked Gutsy.

“Bad. With the formula, Morton thought he might be able to thin out the mixture to make the pills last longer without diluting the medicine’s effect. But it’s a really complex process. Dozens of steps, very precise measurements…” She shook her head in despair. “He said that without the formula it might take too much time, and…”

Her voice suddenly broke, and Karen’s facade of professional control dissolved into a mother’s terrified tears. She covered her face with her hands and leaned her head against Ledger. Gutsy stood by, feeling clumsy and helpless. She wasn’t all that close with Karen, but her heart broke for her. Sarah was an innocent in all of this, and Karen—as her mother—was helpless. The two dogs whined louder and nudged Karen with their wet noses.

Ledger gave Karen a gruff hug and then gently pushed her back. “Show me that safe,” he said. “Gutsy, you keep looking for a mechanic. I have a feeling that quad is just about our last, best hope.”

Ledger and Karen hurried off, Grimm trotting along behind.

“Well,” said Gutsy to Sombra, “I guess it’s up to us to perform an actual miracle here.”

Sombra wagged his tail. Gutsy smiled and gave him a piece of dried goat, which he chewed greedily.

Gutsy ran from house to house, from store to church to workshop, asking everyone she met in the hope of finding at least one person who still remembered how to fix motors.

Instead she found two: Jose Santamaria, who looked like he was a thousand years old, and a sixtysomething man wearing a faded tie-dyed shirt. She’d seen the second guy at town fairs, playing guitar and singing old songs about love and peace. His name was Sunny-Day Ray.

“Actual working quads?” gasped Sunny-Day.

“Well, damaged ones,” said Gutsy, almost apologetically.

“Most things that are broken can be fixed,” drawled Jose. The two mechanics grinned at each other, and Gutsy wondered how long it had been since either had found a reason to smile. They ran off to get their toolboxes, then Gutsy led them back to the hospital and down into the tunnel. They were absolutely delighted to encounter machines that had—until Collins’s sabotage—worked. They fell on the quads like hungry vultures.

There was the one quad in the tunnel, and two more were hidden in the car wash. Gutsy gathered the other teens—her friends and the California kids—and it took about a gallon of sweat apiece to bring the other two quads down to where the mechanics were working. Sunny-Day Ray and Jose seemed not to notice whether the teens were there.

So, they all left.

Gutsy said goodbye to the others and headed back home to wash and put on some fresh clothes. The ones she’d been wearing were stained with soot and blood. As she and Sombra walked through the town, she could feel waves of depression crashing down over her. They darkened the night sky even more.

Inside and along the walls, fires burned in oil drums set at regular intervals, and there were whole battalions of bottles filled with any kind of liquid that would burn, each with a piece of rag stuffed into them, ready to light and throw. It was the best line of defense they had left, because most of the ammunition in town was gone, used in the battles. It made Gutsy wonder if that was part of the point of the two attacks. If there was even one more raid, they would run out of bullets, and probably use up the store of firebombs.

What had Collins said? Something about the Raggedy Man having the largest army in the history of the world. If so, then he could afford to keep throwing his troops at New Alamo until all the town had left for defense were clubs and knives, and those would not stop a wave of thousands of shamblers. That, Gutsy knew, was the logic of an undead general. Even Captain Ledger with his sword or Sam Imura with his sniper rifle could not take down enough of them to stop los muertos from wiping New Alamo off the face of the planet. There were not enough bullets, not enough blades, not enough human physical strength left to stop an army of billions. It chilled her to the bone.

“This is how we’re going to lose,” she told Sombra.

The coydog, being only an animal, wagged his tail, happy to be spoken to. Gutsy knelt and wrapped her arms around the battered dog and held on for dear life.

Then a soft voice spoke out of the shadows.

“We’re not going to lose, Gutsy Gomez.”

She jerked her head up, and through the tears in her eyes Gutsy saw a slim figure dressed in soiled clothes, with hair that was ratty with grime and dried sweat and a face streaked with dirt cut by dried tear tracks. It was a beautiful face, though.

So beautiful.

“Alice.”

Alice Chung came into Gutsy’s arms and they clung to each other. Sobbing. Holding on for dear life. Gutsy kissed Alice’s hair and face and hands.

“Alice,” she said, repeating the name over and over.




PART FOUR THE ROAD TO ASHEVILLE


But I’ve a rendezvous with Death At midnight in some flaming town…

—ALAN SEEGER, “I HAVE A RENDEZVOUS WITH DEATH”
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“YOU THINK BENNY AND THE others are okay?” asked Morgie as they packed their gear onto the quads after another night in another empty house.

Riot answered with a shrug.

“We made the right choice, though, didn’t we?” Morgie prodded. “Splitting from the others like this? Going to Asheville?”

Another shrug.

He sighed and changed the subject. “Okay, so I did the math on the trip, and it’ll take us about thirty-two more hours at top speed to get there.”

Nothing.

“But we’ll probably have to go slower. So it could take as much as fifty hours all told. With rest stops and all, that’s at least a week.”

Not a word.

“I was bitten by a zom last night and turned into a flesh-eating ghoul,” he said.

Riot flinched and cut him a look, but when she saw him grinning, she gave a scowl that was as dark and threatening as a storm cloud.

“Just checking to see if you were listening to me,” he said.

Riot stared at him for several seconds, saying nothing. Then she went back to packing her quad. Morgie sighed and stopped talking. They left a few minutes later.

They drove in silence, Riot way out in front. As they made their way north, Morgie focused instead on the landscape and wildlife. They passed small herds of zebras, and another of wild horses. The latter made sense because of all the abandoned horse ranches they passed; the zebras must have come from a zoo. There were carcasses and bones, too. It was getting easier to recognize the difference between zombie bites and marks from the claws and fangs of living predators. Probably a lion or tiger, he figured.

A camel walked slowly along the roadside, and Morgie smiled at it until he got close and saw that it was deformed. Not a zom camel but something equally disturbing—a mutant. Maybe it was radiation, or perhaps chemicals from a tanker truck or train; but whatever it was, the camel was hideous. It had one normal eye, but the other was a darkened pit over which flies crawled. Instead of two nostrils it had five, and its mouth was filled with jagged teeth and what looked like stunted tusks. It smelled of feces and sulfur. Morgie gunned his engine and left it behind.

A lot of the plants were mutated, too. Trees whose trunks were twisted as if writhing in slow pain as they grew. Carnivorous plants with small rodents and geckos caught in the clutches of sappy leaves. Butterflies as large as doves but with stingers like scorpions.

And yet in the midst of all of this were flowers of incredible beauty. Perfect roses, fields of daisies and brown-eyed Susans. For nearly two miles a pack of dogs ran alongside Morgie’s quad. They were ordinary dogs, many of them dangerous-looking, but they did not snarl or snap; instead they seemed to run for the sheer joy of it. It made him smile, and when they stopped running he turned to look back and saw them standing in the road, tails wagging.

Ahead Riot was slowing, allowing him to catch up. She cut her engine near a faded billboard for a local airport, and he pulled up beside her. Riot took out her binoculars and studied another herd of zebras.

“What is it?” he asked.

“Heck if I know,” she said, handing him the glasses. “Something sure ain’t right over yonder, though. Take a look.”

Morgie took the binoculars, and for a split second their fingers brushed. It sent an electric shock through him, and he looked at her. Saw her glancing back. He wanted to believe that he saw some lingering love among the hatred and sadness there. But Riot turned away and pointed where she wanted him to look.

“I saw blood on a couple of them. Looked more like injuries than them bleeding from sores.”

“Yeah,” agreed Morgie. “They’re pretty skinny, even with all this grass to eat. Maybe they’re sick. Radiation or something. Predators go for the weak and sick animals, right?”

“Maybe,” said Riot slowly. “They’re acting pretty calm. Can’t be anything hunting them right at the moment.” Then she added, “But if there’s something hunting them out here, then we need to know about it. Wouldn’t be all that funny if we dodged a bunch of zoms and then got eaten by a pack of lions.”

Morgie braced his elbows on the handlebars to steady his view. Now he could see the blood, but it made him frown. Predators usually came up at quarter angles, slashing at the rear legs to hobble deer or horses or other big grazing animals. However, all of the blood he saw was on the upper necks of the zebras. Then the tight knot of animals shifted enough so that a bloody carcass on the trampled grass became visible. The movement also allowed Morgie to see their faces.

One of the zebras, as if sensing that it was being observed, raised its head from the thick grass and looked directly their way. The binocular lenses were powerful, and now that he was braced, his view was rock-steady.

“Oh… my… God,” he breathed.

The faces of the zebras were smeared with bright blood. It wasn’t theirs. On the ground, now partly visible, was a tawny African lion.

It was dead.

The zebras were feeding on it.
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THE OTHER UNDEAD ZEBRAS RAISED their heads. One by one, looking to where the first one was staring. It was a scene that was at once terrifying and bizarre.

“Please tell me I’m not really seeing what I’m seeing,” said Riot slowly.

The herd of undead creatures suddenly broke into a trot and then a gallop, thundering across the field toward them.

“Move!” cried Morgie.

They turned on their quads and hit the gas. The wheels spat dust and dried grass as they bit the turf, and then the two machines were hurtling down the road. The pack of animals were running every bit as fast. They did not move with the slow and uncertain gait of human zoms but galloped at full speed.

The road snaked around. They could drive fastest on the blacktop, but the zebras were cutting toward them at an angle that would let them catch up before the road straightened out. It forced Morgie and Riot to leave the road and cut across wild pastureland in order to keep ahead. The ground was uneven, filled with rocks and gopher holes, and choked with brush.

“We’re not going to make it,” yelled Morgie as he gave the quad all the gas it would take. He willed it to lift off, to fly.

His heart sank as he thought of all that he’d been through, everything he had suffered and experienced, the dangers he had faced growing up in a town surrounded by the dead. Morgie Mitchell had survived all of that, and now he was going to die in a terrible, painful, and absurdly stupid way: eaten by freaking zebra zoms.

A sound burst from his mouth, interrupting the flow of despairing words.

As the zebras drew so close their big yellow teeth snapped at the fenders of his quad, Morgie burst out laughing. Then he gave it more gas and sped away, leaving the creatures in a swirl of road dust.



Thirty feet ahead, Riot turned to see if Morgie was still behind her.

She saw his face. Saw that he was laughing.

“Boy’s crazier than an outhouse owl,” she said.

And then she was laughing too.
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THEY REACHED THE STRAIGHTAWAY SECTION of the road a hundred feet before the zebras caught up. The engines roared in defiance as Riot and Morgie gave them all the gas they could devour. The machines shot forward, and soon the gap was two hundred feet. Three hundred…

Morgie’s speedometer told him he was going a little above forty miles per hour, near the quad’s top speed. Riot had an identical machine. The zebras were losing ground very slowly, which suggested they were running at better than thirty-five miles per hour—as fast as a racehorse, and these creatures could not tire. But the quads could run out of gas.

They whipped past ancient billboards advertising things that no longer had meaning. Bail bondsmen. Politicians running for office. Internet providers. And a dozen different kinds of fast food. One of them was a hamburger chain that promised to “Feed You on the Go!” That kind of irony he did not need. After all, Morgie and Riot were the fast food on today’s menu.

Then Morgie saw a different sign:

KLEBERG COUNTY AIRPORT

TWO MILES

There was art on the billboard that showed a single runway and a cluster of small buildings. Morgie whooped and waved his arm at the sign. Riot glanced at him and then at the billboard, and she nodded.

Three of the zebras were outrunning the others, closing the distance with every step.

Morgie and Riot raced for their lives. The quads burned along the road, and the monsters followed. But the road was becoming harder to navigate. Hulks of dead cars and broken sections of asphalt made them zig and zag, wasting speed. Morgie risked a look back. The main herd was nearly half a mile back now, but three of the zebras were no more than thirty yards behind him. How they were able to run so fast was beyond Morgie’s understanding.

The airport was so close now. They could see a big chain-link fence—the heavy kind, with stout pole frames and a wide gate on wheels. It stood open, and beyond that they could see planes and buildings.

As they rushed toward it, Morgie had an idea. Wild, crazy, possibly suicidal, but he knew he had to try.

With the fast zebras closing in, Morgie and Riot shot through the open fence and onto the airfield. Morgie slowed a little, letting Riot zoom ahead. As soon as she was well ahead, he jerked his handlebars to one side and throttled hard, sending the quad into a tight right-hand turn. The tires skidded, creating massive dust clouds as they fought the forward momentum and tried to grab the road in a new direction. The animals tried to turn with Morgie, going for the closest prey. They stumbled and collided. Their confusion gave Morgie time to correct his angle and regain speed, and soon he was racing along the inside of the fence. The zebras regained their balance and chased him, ignoring Riot. The rest of the herd was coming, but there was time. How much? Ten seconds? Fifteen?

Morgie circled, glancing back to make sure the three fast zebras were still following only him. One of them was lagging behind, stumbling a bit, and he figured it must have injured itself during the collision.

“Come on,” growled Morgie as he shot out into the open field again with the animals in thundering pursuit, and turned in another wide circle, praying that the creatures couldn’t learn from their mistakes. He cut the wheel again, fought for balance, and shot forward, bisecting his own arc. The sudden turn caused another collision, and he grinned as they tumbled over one another while he drove back into the parking lot.

Morgie hit the brakes, sending the quad into a skidding, sliding, screaming sideways turn just inside the opening in the fence. He leaped from the quad, tore his bokken free, and grabbed the sun-heated metal of the gate’s upright pole. The dead zebras screamed at him and charged as Morgie threw his bulk against the wheeled gate. The old metal, pitted with rust and disuse, also shrieked. The single wheel on which the gate rested creaked like door hinges on a haunted house. But it began to move. He nearly had it closed when he ran out of time.

Morgie whirled and brought his bokken up in a two-handed grip. It was a sturdy piece of polished oak. Twenty-eight inches long, heavy and powerful. As the first zebra jumped at him, trying to smash him down with cracked hooves, Morgie threw himself sideways, twisted as he fell, rolled, and was back on his feet in a second, pivoting, raising his wooden sword, stepping in to put mass behind the blow. And he struck.

The bokken hit the zebra just below the knee of its left foreleg, and the cannon bone exploded inside the dead flesh, sending a reciprocal shock through the weapon and into Morgie’s hands. He gritted his teeth as he ducked the biting mouth and swung again, aiming for the other leg. The movement changed the angle of his swing, and the sword instead crunched into the long pastern bone. Again there was a big, wet crack, and, as Morgie backpedaled, the zebra’s legs buckled and the thing went down.

Morgie had no time for a killing blow, though, because there were still two other zebras approaching. He ran around the quad, making the first zebra turn sharply to follow, and then put a foot onto the saddle of the machine and leaped over it, slashing down with all his force. The bokken hit the zebra behind the ear, high near the spine, and the animal staggered. As Morgie landed, he instantly pivoted and struck above the knee of the left foreleg. The animal fell.

Now there were two crippled zoms on the ground, screaming with hate and hunger. The third limped forward with increasing fury. A sound of thunder made Morgie wheel, and he saw that the rest of the herd was rushing toward the small gap left between gate and fence. If they hit it, their weight would slide the gate open again.

He ran for it, dropping his sword, grabbing the gate pole, and shoving. The thing did not want to close—as if it enjoyed taunting him with only a lie of safety—but Morgie Mitchell was very strong and very scared. He forced the gate to clang shut, and then he dropped the security cuff in place a split second before the herd hit the chain-link wall.

The whole length of the fence bowed inward, and every scrap of metal it was made of screeched in protest.

But then the animals rebounded, falling, collapsing, howling in frustrated fury.

Morgie dove for his bokken and came up with it just as the limping zebra lunged forward to bite him. He bashed the thing’s head to one side, kicked the closest leg, and then brought the weapon up and down in a series of crashing, crushing, splintering blows.

It collapsed and lay silent.

Morgie staggered over to the others and silenced them.

Then he stumbled backward and sat down hard on the ground by his quad, his bokken falling with a clatter to the asphalt. He dragged a forearm across his face to wipe sweat from his eyes, and when he looked at his hand he was not surprised to see that it shook badly.

He was vaguely aware of the roar of Riot’s machine getting closer. She slowed to a stop five feet away but didn’t dismount. Instead she looked from Morgie to the dead creatures to the frustrated herd outside. And back again.

“Well,” she said very softly, “glory be. Ain’t you something?”

Morgie smiled, nodded, and then turned away to vomit onto the ground.



Interlude Two Brother Mercy

SIX YEARS AGO

AUTUMN WAS BURNING OFF, AND a stiff wind proclaimed winter’s advent with frosty insistence. Leaves skittered past the wiry saint and the lean, wolfish boy.

“Honored one,” said Brother Mercy, “tell me about god.”

The question pleased the older man, but they walked a dozen paces before he made a reply. Saint John laid his palm flat over the angel wings on his chest. “Our god is the only true god. He is Lord Thanatos—all praise his darkness—who was the son of Nyx, goddess of the night, and Erebus, god of darkness. Although they were his parents, he grew in power and was soon more powerful than them and all other gods. He rules all of time and space.”

The saint paused as a hawk screamed in the air far above them. They both stared up but did not see the bird.

“There have been some people,” continued the saint, “who heard the song of our god in the whispering shadows and in prophetic dreams. Long before the gray people were blessed with endless life, these prophets took up their knives and opened red mouths in the unholy. They were reviled, hunted, imprisoned, even executed. Called madmen and serial killers, but those were the words of sinners who did not understand. I was one such man.”

“You… ?”

“Oh yes.” Saint John sighed and shook his head. “Prophets are never understood or accepted in their own countries. They chained me, beat me, and sentenced me to death.” He smiled now. “As if death was a punishment.”

They both laughed at that. A squirrel squatted on a tree branch, munching an acorn, watching as the two men in black strolled past.

“God was always moving in our lives, though,” said the saint. “My first proof of this was that the sinners put me into a cell with another prophet. A greater one. A man of perfect vision and extraordinary power.”

“What happened to him?”

“When that time comes, I will take you to meet him. My heart tells me that you and he will have much great work to do together.” He paused. “We will speak more of him another time. For now, just know that I spent much time with him before I was sent to another kind of prison, and escaped from it just as the gray people awoke and the glory of god’s plan filled my mind. I strolled through burning cities, reveling in the beauty of the new age that was dawning. God led me to a church of a failed faith, and there, hidden behind the altar, I found Mother Rose and twenty-seven angels.”

Brother Mercy already knew this part from the daily religion classes all reapers had to attend. A favorite story was about how Saint John discovered a group of orphaned children who’d fled from a gang of sinners of the worst kind. A woman named Rose was running from the same savages, and they caught her outside of the church. Saint John intervened on her behalf, sending the men into the darkness. Together, he and Mother Rose, along with those children, founded the Night Church. Brother Peter, the strongest of the little angels, became the first reaper. Brother Mercy loved Peter as the truest hero of the faith.

“It is the beauty of our religion,” said the saint, “that with the simple perfection of our sanctified knives we can cut the perversion and sinfulness from the flesh of the infidel, and in doing so release them into the infinite peace of nothingness. The physical world belongs to the gray people now. That was the purpose of the plague. Our lord called all of the living to shuck off the bonds of the flesh and join with the eternal darkness.”

“So… our purpose in life is death?” ventured Brother Mercy, still trying to sort through it all.

“Yes,” answered the saint.

“But we are alive.”

Clouds drifted across the sky, and as they passed in front of the sun their shadows painted the landscape. “We are alive,” agreed Saint John, “but only as servants. It is our task to seek out any heretics who persist in being alive; they blaspheme with every breath.”

“But we fight to stay alive,” said Brother Mercy. “Doesn’t that make us sinners too?”

“We are not sinners,” assured Saint John, laying a comforting hand on Brother Mercy’s shoulder. “Many of our brothers and sisters were sinners, but since kneeling to kiss the knife they have become god’s chosen reapers in the fields of the world. We must bear the burden of life until the sinners have all been sent into the darkness, and then we shall join them.”
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PART FIVE NEW ALAMO


“With fire and sword the country round Was wasted far and wide, And many a childing mother then, And new-born baby died; But things like that, you know, must be At every famous victory.”

—ROBERT SOUTHEY, “THE BATTLE OF BLENHEIM”
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GUTSY GOMEZ STOOD ON THE highest point of the wall looking down into the town. Alethea and Spider were with her, and so was Alice. She and Gutsy held hands. Sombra sat like a gargoyle, leaning out to sniff the air. They were all pale and haggard from horror and sleeplessness.

But they were all alive.

The walls of stacked automobiles that ringed the town were broken in places—burned, blown apart, pulled down, fallen. Many of the homes and buildings inside the town had burned down, and only desperate actions by brave people had kept the whole of New Alamo from being destroyed. Smoke still curled up from piles of rubble.

Worse than that, below them were row upon row of corpses. They lay wrapped in sheets or tarps or whatever was handy. Killed during the two battles and silenced by friends and neighbors.

“How many is it now?” asked Alice.

“Too many,” said Alethea.

“Three hundred and eighty-six,” said Spider.

Gutsy didn’t ask how he knew the exact number. Spider counted things. It helped him to quantify the world, to contain it with facts and figures. Gutsy could relate. She always wanted to understand how things worked. And why they worked. And in thinking that, she realized that she was trying to shift away from how big and monstrous that number was.

Three hundred and eighty-six people. In history books, the phrase used to describe the number of people killed in battle was “butcher’s bill,” and that hadn’t made sense to her until now. There had been fewer than half that many dead at the end of the fight, though. The rest had succumbed to mortal injuries and bites.

They stood together, watching the teams of ordinary people they knew—a seamstress and a tomato farmer, a potter and a farrier, a schoolteacher and a kid from her own grade—work as undertakers. Moving from body to body, making sure each had been spiked in the back of the neck. Wrapping them in shrouds. Binding the corpses. Lifting them onto carts. They worked in a strange silence, and—apart from having to end her own mother’s unnatural life—it was the most horrible thing Gutsy had ever seen. The worst thing any of her friends ever saw.

Sombra whined softly and used his wet nose to push against her thigh.

“I should go home,” said Alice.

“Yeah,” said Spider, “I heard your mom was hurt this afternoon. Is it bad?”

“I haven’t really had a chance to see her,” admitted Alice. “Mrs. Frye from next door is taking care of her until I get back. Don’t think it’s too bad, though, or Mom would have said something. She hurt her hand.”

“Come on,” said Gutsy, “I’ll walk you home.”

They left the others on the wall and climbed down, walking hand in hand without either realizing they were doing it. The awareness crept into Gutsy’s mind, though, and she nearly let go out of some awkward reflex. A few days ago, Gutsy was tongue-tied and clumsy even talking to this girl, and now they held hands as if they’d been together forever. Somehow, in the midst of a terrible battle, she and Alice had become more than a thing.

They’d become a couple.

It sounded weird in Gutsy’s head, because she was sure everyone was staring at them in surprise or disapproval because Alice was so amazing and a catch by any standard. Gutsy did not consider herself to be even remotely in the same league. Not by a million miles.

When they reached the end of Alice’s block, Gutsy stopped.

“Look,” she said, “maybe we should say goodbye here.”

“Why?”

“Well… your mom…”

“My mom knows I’m like you, Guts.”

Gutsy blinked. “She does?”

“Sure. I told her weeks ago.”

“Wait—weeks?”

Alice kissed her. Then leaned back a few inches, her eyes searching Gutsy’s as her fingers traced a soft line down her cheek.

“If you don’t know that I’ve had a thing for you for a while now,” Alice murmured, “then you haven’t been paying attention.”

Gutsy smiled. “I’ve been paying attention about some things,” she said, and kissed Alice. The world went away for a long, sweet time.

Then a cart stacked with shrouded bodies rumbled past pulled by two horses, startling them, breaking the kiss. The reality of that cart seemed to hook the awkward beauty of the moment and drag it through the mud. When Gutsy glanced at Alice, there was no trace of a smile left on that lovely face.

“I’d better get home,” Alice said. “I want to see how Mom’s doing.”

“I—”

Alice silenced her with another kiss. Quick and light, and then she turned and walked the rest of the way home. Gutsy watched her go, aching to run after her. Hating that the moment was spoiled, and afraid that there might not be many moments like this for them.

Sombra leaned against her and whined softly, offering and needing comfort in equal measure. Gutsy bent and scratched his head. “You’d probably have been better off if you went feral and stayed out in the Broken Lands. You picked a real winner when you adopted me.”

Sombra wagged his tail anyway.
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“MOM,” SAID ALICE SHARPLY AS she peeled back the bandage and gaped at her mother’s hand, “you didn’t tell me it was this bad. God. You need to have them set your fingers.”

“I’m fine,” Mrs. Chung insisted. “It’s just a sprain.”

Her mother’s hand was swollen and had turned a violent purple. The fore and ring fingers jutted out crookedly, each slanting at a forty-five-degree angle from the big knuckles.

“Come on,” said Alice. “I’ll take you over to the hospital so they can—”

“No,” said Mrs. Chung sharply. “They’ve got enough to worry about over there. It’s nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. What if they heal like that?”

“I can soak them in cold water. It’ll be fine.”

“No, it won’t,” said Alice, getting scared and angry. “If you won’t go to the hospital, then I’ll set them myself. You know I can do it.”

That sparked an argument that rose into a yelling match. Mrs. Chung was like that, always hating anyone to make a fuss over her. Alice won the fight, though. The clincher was when Mrs. Chung tried to prove the injury wasn’t as bad as it looked and attempted to make a fist. Her resulting scream got the neighbor’s dogs barking furiously. Alice sat back in her chair, arms folded across her chest, head cocked to one side. She sat like that, in a stony silence, until her mother sighed and nodded.

Alice went and got a tongue depressor from her first aid kit, a flexible bandage, and a thin leather belt, which she held out.

“What’s that for?”

“For you to bite down on.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Mom, you tried to make a fist and screamed loud enough to kill birds in flight. Setting those fingers is going to hurt a lot worse. Use the darn belt.”

“Don’t be fresh.”

“Bite,” growled Alice, holding out the tooled leather belt.

Her mother glared at Alice for ten long seconds. Then she took the belt and put it between her teeth. Alice took a breath, steadied her mother’s wrist with one hand, and with the other took each finger one at a time and pulled sharply. The broken bones came apart, and when she released, they snapped back into place.

They were both glad Mrs. Chung had the belt.
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THE FOLLOWING MORNING GUTSY HEADED over to the Cuddlys’ place to see if Alethea and Spider were up yet, but ran into Joe Ledger along the way. He came striding across the street with his massive combat dog trotting beside him.

“Hey, kid,” the old soldier said amiably. “You going anywhere in particular?”

“To see my friends.”

“Can it wait?” he asked. “I’d like to talk with you.”

“Um… sure… ?” she replied. It came out as a question.

“Let’s walk.” He set off without waiting, and she hurried to catch up. “Listen, Gutsy, Sam and I are going to be heading out in a few hours. We should already have gone, but Sunny-Day Ray said they might get one—or possibly two—quads working. If there’s a chance of that, then it’s worth waiting a bit. If nothing else, it’ll give us more options if Site B isn’t where we think it is.”

“Okay,” she said, seeing the logic.

“In the meantime, I’m trying to get all of the facts straight in my head about what’s been going on in this crazy town of yours. I know most of it, but there are some gaps, and I have some questions.”

“Like… ?”

“Like, you went out to the base the night of the big attack, right? You saw it burn. But do you know if anyone from the base escaped?” asked the old ranger. “Any soldiers? Any lab staff, maybe carrying equipment cases?”

“If they did,” said Gutsy, “I didn’t see them. Why?”

“Just trying to figure out how those nonmilitary folks we saw at the school got turned into ravagers,” said Ledger. “If that’s what they were. I checked them again, and neither had bite marks of any kind.”

“They could have died some other way,” said Gutsy. “Everyone who dies—”

“—comes back as a zombie, yes. We all know that. But whoever they are, they must have died very recently. There was absolutely no sign of decay.”

Gutsy thought about it. “Maybe they were from one of the little camps out in the Broken Lands. Before the ravagers began attacking everyone in the area, there were a whole bunch of settlements. Some big, with fifty or more people, but most pretty small. Families, groups of loners.”

Ledger nodded.

“Or,” Gutsy continued, “they could have been from the base. Not soldiers but something else—scientists or lab techs. Like that.”

“That feels more likely to me,” said Ledger. “Even so… something about them gives me a bad feeling. Can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“I know,” said Gutsy. “Chong said they were fighting the ravagers. What does that mean? If they’re not shamblers and not ravagers… what does that leave?”

“Beats the heck out of me, kid. We have a lot more questions than we have answers.”

“Well, if anyone who wasn’t a ravager got out of the base, I didn’t see them. It was pretty crazy, though. Mostly I saw ravagers heading toward town. I ran back right away to warn people.”

Ledger nodded. “And by doing that, you probably saved everyone.”

“Not everyone,” said Gutsy bitterly. “A lot of people died.”

He stopped and turned, fixing Gutsy with a hard, blue-eyed stare. “But all of them would have died if you hadn’t. Focus on that, kid. That’s the patch of sunlight in all this.”

“Kind of hard to see anything sunny right now.”

“You will.” Ledger sighed. “Well… I hope so, anyway.”

They exited through the east gate and walked onto the battlefield. Parts of the big walls of stacked cars had fallen, and most had burned to blackened shells. The heat from those fires weakened the metal of the cars, and the walls now swayed and creaked ominously. Teams worked with pulleys and levers to reinforce the barriers with fresh cars dragged in by mules. It was grueling, backbreaking labor.

And it was slow.

Gutsy looked along the sections that had been repaired and then at the much longer sections that were still undone. The hot morning suddenly felt very cold. Sombra raised up on his hind legs, paws against one of the cars, and whined, as if even an animal could see the danger here.

“God…,” she breathed.

“I know,” said Ledger.

“It’s taking too long.”

“I know.” He tapped her arm. “Come on.”

They walked out into the fields on the other side of the rows of cars, picking their way through one of the many new gaps. Out there she saw so many dead los muertos that in places it was hard to know where to step. Thousands of them.

“The ravagers used to be soldiers, right?” Gutsy asked. “So, this whole thing was what? Them just following the Raggedy Man’s orders?”

Ledger nodded. “That’s what Collins said.”

“This may sound weird, but even though I had to fight them and, you know… kill them… I don’t actually hate the ravagers. And definitely not the shamblers.”

A ghost of a smile flickered over Ledger’s face. “Why would you? They’re driven to kill because of parasites that hot-wire their brains. That’s not evil any more than a mosquito or lion is evil. As for the ravagers, it’s harder to say if they are evil or still being controlled by the parasites. Maybe not so evil, then, as damaged and directed. The Raggedy Man seems to be able to control what the parasites do, so he’s definitely evil. He was a serial killer before being injected with the plague.”

“Collins and the Rat Catchers are evil, too,” said Gutsy.

“Sure they are,” said Ledger, “but they don’t think so.”

“Oh, come on…”

Ledger ran fingers through his gray-blond hair. “Listen, kid—people don’t wake up one day, look in the mirror, and say, ‘Hey, I think I’ll be evil from now on.’ Doesn’t work like that. They have a view of the world that may be skewed from another perspective, but it makes sense to them. Sometimes it’s greed, and I’ve gone up against a lot of those types. Criminals, corrupt politicians, heads of multinational corporations. A lot of harm was done in pursuit of money back in the day. Forests destroyed, the air polluted, the climate damaged…”

“How’s that not evil?”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t evil, kid; I said the people who did it didn’t see it as evil. There’s a kind of mind-set that makes some people think that they’re entitled to do whatever they want. Maybe because they’re already rich, or because they think other people shouldn’t have the same rights as them, or… well, there are a lot of messed-up rationalizations. There was one guy, a showman, who said that there was a sucker born every minute, which implied that if someone was gullible enough to be suckered, then it was on them and not the person trying to con them.”

“That’s nuts.”

“Sure. But it’s how some people think. It’s their justification, and it keeps them from admitting to themselves that they’re bad. Remember, most hatred is born from fear.”

“Collins doesn’t seem to be afraid of anyone.”

“Oh, she’s afraid. Her fear is all wrapped up in her need to save the world,” said Ledger. “On some level she thinks everything she’s ever done—every life taken, all her moral crimes—will be washed clean if she comes up with a cure. Might happen that way too. Bess Collins could become the most important person in the history of humanity. And people like you and your friends won’t even be a footnote in the history books.”



They walked through the battlefield for nearly five minutes before Gutsy could find any words that fit in her mouth.

“I hate that she could win. I want to kill her for what she did to Mama.”

Ledger studied her. “What if she actually does find a cure? Will you still want her dead then?”

Gutsy had no answer to that.

They walked in silence through the field of the dead.
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SPIDER WORKED ALL MORNING, HELPING where he could, looking for more things to do, more places to be. Everywhere in town there was more to be done. Homes to repair. Food and supplies to be salvaged from destroyed buildings. Bodies to be buried. Old and injured people to be taken care of. Animals to be fed.

He dragged Alethea with him, and by noon they were staggering with weariness, covered with dirt and blood, gasping for air, but there was still so much.

They shuffled wearily down the street, heading back to the hospital, having just escorted an injured mother home to the empty house where her husband and eldest daughter would never return. The woman was as silent as a stone, her eyes barely blinking, her dark skin gone sickly yellow with shock. Then the two teens left her there in the wasteland of her life.

Alethea glanced at her foster brother. “You okay?”

Spider shrugged.

“No, seriously,” she persisted. “You’ve been acting weird all morning. I mean weird-er. Don’t make me have to check you for bites, now. I swear to God I’ll—”

“We killed people,” said Spider. His voice was nearly empty of anything except breath. No tone, no inflection. A dead voice.

“No,” said Alethea, “don’t even try to go there. We put some of los muertos down. That’s all we did.”

“We murdered those soldiers.”

“Who? The ravagers? Sorry, honey—they might have been soldiers once upon a time, but all they were last night were los muertos in leather and chains.”

“They could speak,” said Spider. “They could think. They could remember who they were, and we killed them.”

Alethea gave a stubborn shake of her head. “Nope. No way. Those freaks were halfway to being los muertos, and, okay, maybe they weren’t brain-dead shamblers, but they’re not alive. They’re not people anymore.”

Spider flinched at her words. “How can you say that? Even the shamblers were people once. And it’s not like what happened to them is their fault. And now they’re dead because we killed them. I never wanted to kill anyone. Never.”

He shook his head and lapsed into a dangerous silence. Alethea tried to touch him, to give him reassurance, but there was no response at all.

When they were six blocks from the hospital, Spider abruptly turned and walked into the mouth of a shadow-darkened alley.

“Hey,” called Alethea. But she saw him drop his fighting stick. Saw him sink down into a low crouch and wrap his arms around his head. She saw his body shudder as the sobs—still unheard—tore through him.

Alethea pawed at the tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

She straightened her tiara and went into the alley, knelt down, and pulled Spider into her arms.



Interlude Three Brother Mercy

FIVE YEARS AGO

“WHAT PATTERN DO YOU WANT?” asked the tattoo artist, Sister Ambrosia. “You look like someone who’d like thorn bushes, or maybe wasps. Something with some edge, am I right?”

Everyone in the Night Church had their heads shaved and scalps tattooed as a sign of faith and humility before god.

Brother Mercy glanced at a group of women seated on stools a dozen yards away, waiting for their turn with another artist. Leafy was among them. They had not spoken at all in the thirteen months since Mercy had fought the guards to try and save her. Girls and boys were kept apart until they had taken the full reaper vows and underwent the tattoo ceremony.

Leafy—now known as Sister Sorrow—already had her tattoos outlined: hummingbirds dipping their long beaks into the open mouths of lilies, datura, and honeysuckle. She sensed him watching and looked at him, giving a shy, brief smile.

He felt his face grow hot, but in a good way.

“Brother… ?” prompted Sister Ambrosia. “I can give you anything you want. Bugs, birds, fish…”

“Leaves,” he said.

“What kind?” asked the tattoo artist.

“Dead ones,” he said, remembering that sacred autumn day. The leaves in her hair had been withered, but all the more beautiful for that. It was as if death’s holy hand had touched her that day.

Sister Ambrosia looked at him, then over to Sister Sorrow, and then down at her tools. She wore a small and knowing smile that Brother Mercy did not see.
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            PART SIX NEW ALAMO

            
                You have to keep your mind as wide-open as your eyes, because
                    almost nothing is what it seems.

                —TOM IMURA
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THEY ALL MET BACK IN Mr. Ford’s classroom around ten that morning.

“Okay, campers, here’s where we stand,” said Captain Ledger, taking charge of the meeting.

Gutsy, Alethea, and Spider sat in a clump of chairs by the window. Benny and his friends were still clustered protectively around Chong against the opposite wall, as if their closeness could somehow protect him from reality. Ford, Urrea, Karen, and Sam sat on folding chairs between the camps of teens. Grimm and Sombra were asleep, back to back, in a broad patch of golden sunlight.

“Sam and I are going to be heading out soon,” Ledger began. “My hope is that we can work out some kind of deal with Collins—maybe even give her a pass to walk away in exchange for a crap-ton of the stuff we need to make more drugs, and enough weapons to stand a chance against the Night Army. Anyone have any objection to that plan?”

Alethea raised her hand. “It sucks.”

“I know it sucks, but do you have any objection to trying it?”

“No,” she said, adjusting her tiara. “You have my permission to proceed.”

Ledger grinned. “Some good news: Jose and Sunny-Day Ray fixed one quad by scavenging parts from the other two. It means that there’s only one that’ll work, but it runs. Kind of. They warned me that it has to be kept under thirty miles an hour to keep the engine from going kaflooey. Don’t even ask me how they found tires that fit. The tires are patched and nearly bald, but we have a working quad, so let’s not look a gift horse in the dentures.”

“Thank God!” cried Urrea, and Ford nodded, his hand over his heart.

“The downside is that the suspension is shot, and there are some other issues that make the quad a poor choice for two big men with a lot of heavy weapons and gear to piggy-back on it,” said Ledger. “Which means we have both lost time and need to go by horse. The only upside is that if Collins is where we think she is, it’s not that far away, and she’s unlikely to have moved on.”

“That’s a big ‘if,’ ” said Urrea.

“It’s what we have.” Ledger’s face clouded. “And… that brings us to some news none of us are going to be happy with. The good news is that Manny Flores has made a batch of the drug. What’s bad is that it’s not full potency. Best estimates are that Chong, Sarah, and Morton have less than a week before… well…” He let the rest hang and threw a weak, consoling smile at Chong.

Everyone automatically glanced in Chong’s direction, and then over at Karen. Gutsy felt her heart sink in her chest.

Less than a week.

“This does leave us with a few options,” Ledger continued, and the others all looked suddenly, desperately hopeful. “Option one is we send Chong back to California on the quad, because there’s a lot more of the drug there.”

“Not a whole lot,” corrected Chong. “It’s one of the reasons I came along on this trip: Asheville has the biggest supply, but it might also be threatened by the Night Army. We have a lot more back home than what’s here in New Alamo, but not an endless supply. Much as I’d normally volunteer to go back and get the drugs, I think I’ll stay here.”

“Wait—why?” asked Benny. “It’s a good plan.”

“No, it’s not,” said Chong. “I mean, c’mon, look at me, Benny. I can’t walk down a set of stairs without throwing up. I get double vision and headaches. Much as I would love, love, love to go back home and never leave again… do any of you really see me driving all that way?”

“Chong’s right,” said Nix. “It’s a bad plan. He’d be in a ditch half a mile down the road. No offense.”

“None taken,” said Chong.

“How far is it to your town?” Gutsy asked. “How long would it take?”

Urrea raised his hand like a kid in his own class. “On good roads, it’s sixteen hundred miles. Sixty-six hours at twenty-five miles per hour. If you take into account sleep, bathroom breaks, clearing debris from the roads, and avoiding and/or dealing with los muertos, figure closer to ninety. With everything going right, that’s four days at eighteen hours driving per day.”

“It won’t be anywhere near that quick, though,” Benny said, looking thoroughly stressed. He explained the big detours they’d taken to avoid nuclear strike zones and areas polluted by chemical spills. “I think it would be closer to a hundred twenty hours. That’s five days easy, maybe six.”

“Six lucky days, sure,” said Nix. “We didn’t have a lot of lucky days on the way here. Whoever went would get there just as the pills ran out here.”

“Might be quicker than that,” said Ford, “because now you know the safest route.”

“Safest, yes,” Nix said, “but not the quickest.”

Gutsy raised her hand the way Urrea had and waited until everyone looked at her. “Can I say something?”

“Sure, kid,” said Ledger. “We’re open to all ideas right about now.”

She looked directly at Benny. “When you told me about your trip here, you said you had a radio of some kind. What did you call it? A walkie-talkie?”

“Kind of,” said Benny. “What we have is a satellite phone, which has a better range than a walkie-talkie, but it stopped getting a signal a while ago.”

“Yeah,” Ledger said morosely. “I found it in your saddlebag and tried it, too. Not a ghost of a signal. We’re way out of range.”

“Oh,” said Gutsy, deflated.

“What’d you have in mind?” Benny asked.

“Well…,” she said uncertainly, “I thought that if somebody drove back, they could try calling along the way until they got through, then maybe someone from your town could drive out to meet them. And bring food, fuel, and a big bag of pills. That way, whoever we send could turn right around and come back.”

They all looked at her.

“But if the phone isn’t working, then…”

Ford asked, “Excuse me, but how can we be out of range of a satellite?”

“I was just going to ask that,” said Urrea.

“But you’re old and slow.”

“I’m only thirteen years older than you.”

“Sure,” said Ford, “but let’s face it—they haven’t been good years.”

Ledger, amused, said, “Satellites aren’t built to last forever. A lot of them had their electronics fried when the nukes went off. EMP waves go up as well as down. We probably lost eighty to ninety percent of the satellites over North America right there. Then we have natural failures like onboard computer navigation or systems failure, collisions with space junk, old age, whatever. The American Nation has managed to establish intermittent uplinks with four satellites, two in regular orbit and two geostationary. Problem is that they’re not linked, because they belonged to different telecom companies. Only one is military, and it’s a weather satellite we’ve piggybacked off of to bounce calls around.” He paused and looked around. “Is anyone following me on this?”

“Clinging on by my fingernails,” admitted Urrea.

“Gist is that it’s not easy to make a call,” said Ford.

“Nearly impossible from anywhere in Texas,” Ledger agreed. “We managed to get calls from Asheville to the base we had in Nevada and to the Nine Towns in Central California, but that’s about it. And that’s spotty. Clouds, rain, whatever—it all mucks it up, and you have to wait for the right times of day for the orbiting satellites to fly through the right zones in order to sync up with the ones in fixed orbit.”

“That’s a problem. What’s a solution?” said Alethea.

“Are you saying we can’t do it?” asked Gutsy.

“No, not from here we can’t,” said Ledger, “but your idea is pretty darned good, kid. If someone drives to California with the sat phone, I can give them a list of times and ranges where it might be possible to access the signal and make a call.” He paused. “It’s a gamble, though, and if it doesn’t work, then…”

“Then they can’t get back in time,” said Chong.

Ledger nodded.

“But if it does work,” insisted Gutsy, “then someone from your town could come out here with the drugs. It would cut the time in half.”

“Best-case scenario,” Ledger said thoughtfully, “is that Solomon Jones back in Reclamation sends the pills, and maybe a group of his Freedom Riders and my own rangers by air.”

“Air?” asked Spider, puzzled.

“We have a bunch of helicopters,” explained Ledger. “Of all the aircraft that were downed by the EMPs after the nukes were dropped, they were the easiest to repair. The American Nation has a fleet of them. Hundreds. Chinooks, Black Hawks, Apaches—the lot. And we have a bunch of Osprey tilt-rotors. There’s one in New Haven, which is south of Reclamation.”

“Surely the range is too far for helicopters,” said Ford.

“Sure, but we have refueling depots all over the place out there. In California, Nevada, and elsewhere along the route from there back to the capital in Asheville. Not saying they’ll send a bird to deliver pills, but Solomon likes these kids, and he’s a good guy. Bet you a shiny nickel that’s what he’ll do.”

“If whoever goes can make a call,” said Benny.

“Yeah,” said Ledger, and despite his words, there wasn’t a lot of optimism in his tone. “If.”

There was a long moment of silence as they all thought about that.

Then Benny stood up. “I’ll go.”

“No,” growled Lilah, jumping to her feet. “I’m going.” She said it with enough lethal intent that Benny held up his hands, palms out in a no-problem gesture.

“I can ride with you,” he said in a placating tone. “Watch the road. We can switch off driving to make better time.”

“No,” said Nix, “I’ll go with Lilah. And before you say anything, Benny, just think about it. If the quad can’t take a lot of weight, then who’s best? Lilah is about one twenty. I’m maybe a hundred. We’re not carrying a bunch of heavy machine guns and grenades and all that assault stuff. Two pistols, my sword, and Lilah’s spear, and some food in a trailer pod.”

“But… but…,” began Benny. Then he stopped. “Okay. For the record, I hate this plan.”

“Noted,” said Ledger. “Let’s do it anyway. And I mean right now.”

Chong carefully got to his feet and walked over to Gutsy. He wrapped his arms around her and gave her a long hug. “Thank you,” he said softly.

“Okay, okay, enough,” growled Lilah. She pulled Chong away, turned him to face her, and jabbed a finger into his chest. “We’ll get back as soon as we can. In the meantime, you are not allowed to die. Do you hear me? You. Don’t. Die.”

His smile came close to breaking Gutsy’s heart. It was filled with love and compassion. It was clear that all Chong—sick, dying Chong—cared about was not breaking Lilah’s heart.

If there were better reasons to cling to life, Gutsy couldn’t think of them.
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“WE HAVE WORK TO DO,” said Trócaire.

The other refugees—now thirty-four of them—nodded and got to their feet. They were all dressed for the jobs they’d gotten since moving to the town. Waste removal. Light construction. Gravedigging.

Trócaire hugged each of them and whispered their names before releasing them. Ténèbres gave them radiant smiles as they went out, alone or in pairs.

When they were all gone, Ténèbres and Trócaire stood together in the open doorway, watching the sun fall pale and dusty through the smoke from the corpse pits.

“I love you,” she said.

Trócaire did not reply. Instead he watched a teenage girl and a battered mixed-breed dog walk along the street. He shivered.

“What’s wrong?” Ténèbres asked, frowning.

He licked his lips. “I… I don’t know, exactly. Just got a weird feeling.”

“Why? Because of that girl?”

Trócaire nodded. He leaned out to watch the girl and the dog walk away. “You know that old blues song? I forget the title, but there’s a line about ‘bad luck and trouble.’ Yes,” he said, nodding again. “Bad luck and trouble. That’s what she is.”
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JOSE AND SUNNY-DAY RAY DOUBLE-CHECKED the quad, and Karen made sure the girls had more than enough food. The trailer pod held extra gas cans. Sam took a few minutes to sharpen Nix’s sword, giving it a razor keenness. Ledger went over list of spots where they had the best chance of making contact with the satellites.

Benny and Nix then went a few yards away to hold a brief and very private conversation. There was a lot of hugging and kissing, too. Seeing the sweetness between Nix and Benny made Gutsy yearn to see Alice.

They were all gathered outside the exit of the tunnel, which emptied into the Texas Rose Car Wash, a single-story cinder-block building squatting just off a main highway. The morning was clear and bright, the sun just above the horizon and a few cotton-ball clouds scattered haphazardly in the west.

From the outside, the Texas Rose looked like any other abandoned building in the Broken Lands, with cracked pavement, grimy windows, and dead cars and old bones tangled in the weeds.

“I passed this place a hundred times,” said Gutsy. “I never knew.”

“Kind of the point of a secret entrance,” Ledger said dryly.

The captain went over the functions of the satellite phone in detail, despite both Nix and Lilah assuring him that they already understood how it worked.

“I don’t care,” he said, and continued his lecture. Gutsy paid a great deal of attention, though, because she found the device fascinating. Ledger had Nix demonstrate the method of making calls, and each time she pressed a button there was a burst of harsh static. He also double-checked that the solar charging panels from Benny’s backpack were working. When he was completely satisfied, he stepped back, folded his arms across his chest, and frowned. It was the first time Gutsy had seen him look truly worried.

Lilah hugged Chong for a very long time, kissed him, hugged him again, and then pushed him back. “I mean it,” she warned. “Don’t die.”

“Staying alive,” said Chong. “Got it. Top of my to-do list.”

Lilah gave a stern nod and then stalked to the quad, snapping her fingers for Nix to follow. Nix, amused, shrugged and went to climb onto the back; however, Gutsy ran up and pulled her aside. She bent close and spoke rapidly in Nix’s ear. The little redhead listened, then looked up at Gutsy, smiled a great smile, and nodded. Then she climbed onto the back of the quad. Lilah started the engine and drove off without another word. Nix looked back until they were out of sight, lost in dust and distance.

“What was that all about?” asked Benny, but Gutsy just shrugged.

“Maybe nothing,” she said. Benny started to say something else, then let it go.

The sound the machine made was so strange to Gutsy. Machines were rare in her world, and those that worked were usually clockwork, steam-driven or hand-cranked. She shook her head.

“So loud,” Spider said, mirroring her thoughts. “How did people deal when there were machines like that all over? Cars and planes and all that?”

“After a while,” said Ford, “we stopped hearing all of that noise.”

“Really? That doesn’t seem possible. Or smart.”

“Possible, yes. Smart… well, we didn’t have zombies back then.”

“Must have been nice,” said Alethea.

Urrea sighed. “I don’t know; there’s a lot to be said for silence.”

They watched the dust blow away. When the road was clear, there was no sign of the two fierce girls on the noisy little machine. Silence reclaimed the morning. Gutsy looked south to where sunlight gleamed on the fenders and glass of the cars that made up the walls of New Alamo. From this distance, which was close to two miles, the town looked whole, and she so wanted to accept that lie.

“Now we wait,” said Benny. “Swell.”

“No,” said Sam firmly, “now we find Site B.”

He went into the tunnel, and almost everyone followed except Ledger, who stopped Gutsy with a light touch on her arm.

“That satellite phone idea was pretty brilliant,” he said.

She shrugged. “Not really. I’m just trying to be practical, I guess.”

“Trying and succeeding, kid, which makes you pretty formidable.”

“For a kid, you mean,” she retorted. “That’s what you keep calling me.”

Ledger grinned and sat down on an ancient wooden chair that was in one corner of the room. “Oh, heck, I call everyone younger than me ‘kid.’ Don’t mean it as a slight. No… what I meant was that you’re formidable as a person. Age has nothing to do with it. Makes me wish I’d met Mama Gomez, because my guess is you got a lot from her.”

Gutsy said nothing. She shifted uncomfortably because she hated compliments and never knew how to react. Ledger gestured to another chair and she sat, perching on the edge.

“You remind me of myself when I was a kid,” he said. “You see, I had some very bad things happen to me when I was about your age. Someone I loved was hurt, and I couldn’t do anything to help. All I got to do was bury her.”

“That’s… horrible,” said Gutsy. “I’m so sorry. But why are you telling me this?”

“I saw you with Collins before she escaped. You have a lot of control, but there is a whole lot of rage, too. Bess Collins killed your mom. She killed a lot of people you knew. You want revenge, but that can’t be your main goal in life. It can’t be what drives you.”

“Oh, I don’t know, Captain,” Gutsy said tartly. “It seems to me that revenge is a pretty practical game plan.”

He gave her a cold, appraising look. “Sure, kid, and that’s how it feels sometimes. I’ve gone after revenge a bunch of times, and even got it more than my fair share. Maybe it balanced some cosmic scales, but I’m not so sure if it ever did me any real good.”

“You’re alive.”

“Sure. And almost everyone I ever really loved is dead,” he said. “My wife and kid. Gone. My whole family. Gone. Ever since the dead rose, I wake up every morning and beat the crap out of myself for not having been in the right place at the right time to stop all this from happening.”

Again, Gutsy said nothing.

“You have friends here,” said Ledger. “Alethea and Spider love you. And you have that girl, what’s her name?”

“Alice.”

“You have Alice. If you let yourself get twisted up inside because of a need to find and punish Collins, you could lose all of that.”

“What am I supposed to do?” Gutsy demanded. “Just let Collins go?”

“Let me put it this way,” said Ledger. “We’re in a war, so sure, we have to be warriors. If we, as warriors, want to not only survive the war but have a place waiting for us when the battle is done, then we have to fight for the living, not the dead. If anything, that shows how much we love those who’ve passed, because we are not throwing our lives away on a gesture that the dead can’t care about.”

He took a breath and let it out as a crooked smile formed on his lips.

“You have a great poker face, kid. I can’t tell if I’m reaching you at all or just wasting my time.”

Gutsy rested her hand on the doorjamb of the entrance to the tunnel.

“I hear you,” she said. “And I appreciate—”

The glass windows of the car wash exploded inward toward them in a shower of glittering shards as dozens of howling figures crowded in.



Interlude Four Brother Mercy and the Strike Team

FOUR YEARS AGO

BROTHER MERCY LED THE RAID. It was his first time as the leader of a reaper strike force. Being one of the soldiers in previous raids was different. Frightening. But also exhilarating, because he knew that both Saint John and god were watching.

Now it was different.

Now he was in charge, and neither Brother Peter nor Saint John were there to guide him. Now it was Brother Mercy who was in charge. Fifteen years old and in charge of forty reapers, some of them three times his age. Many of them much more experienced in combat.

The young reaper stood in the shadowed entrance to an old shopping mall. Outside, dozens of heretics labored in geometric fields that once had been the landscaped green spaces scattered throughout the parking lot. They laughed and talked among themselves, unaware there was any danger. Brother Mercy and several key reapers had come here as refugees and joined the community. They were being trained to farm. Everybody was welcome here, but everyone had to work.

That was fine, thought the young reaper. He had come here to work. To do his god’s work. He didn’t mind a little physical labor in the meantime.

Brother Mercy’s hand trembled as he drew his long knife. Sweat chilled his body despite the heat inside the mall. He licked his lips, which had gone dry. With his free hand, he raised a silver dog whistle to his lips, took a deep breath, and blew.

From the woods all around the mall, a sound rose up in response—a deep, awful, enormous moan of hunger. Rank after rank of the living dead broke from the tree line on the far side of the parking lot. The farmers saw them and screamed, dropping their sacks of fruit and baskets of vegetables, and they ran for safety.

Straight toward the mall entrance. Toward Brother Mercy.

Brother Mercy allowed the heretics to get very close before he spoke two words to the reapers clustered behind him.

“For god,” he said. And the knives of the reapers flashed.

The day turned dark with a beautiful shade of red.
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PART SEVEN THE ROAD HOME


No passion so effectually robs the mind of all its powers of acting and reasoning as fear.

—EDMUND BURKE, ON THE SUBLIME AND BEAUTIFUL
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NIX AND LILAH DROVE OUT of sight.

To Nix it felt weird. She could actually feel herself leave the energetic connection she usually felt with Benny. It was strange and unsettling, like stepping out of the world she and Benny had shared for so long. The last time they had been physically distant from each other for any length of time was when Charlie Pink-eye and the Motor City Hammer had kidnapped her. It was only a couple of days before Benny helped her escape, but it was their longest time apart.

Not that they had been glued at the hip. After the reaper war, she’d broken things off with Benny, needing to explore who she was. She still saw him during that time, and continued to train with him and their friends, learning a lot of deadly skills from Captain Ledger. Later, when they started seeing each other again, it was more on her terms. Or on even terms, with Benny growing into his own confidence and not needing her.

The trip from home to New Alamo—all those long miles on the quads—gave Nix a lot of time to think. About life. About her future. And about Benny. She knew she loved him, but was no longer so sure that romantic love mattered all that much to her. She knew that the battle with Charlie and the Hammer, the search for the airplane, and the reaper war had completely warped the process of growing up for all of them. They were so much tougher and more experienced than sixteen-year-olds should be. At least as far as what she always expected life to be like at that age. At the same time, she was mature enough to know that she wasn’t yet mature. Not completely.

Nix had no real idea what that meant. Maybe it would mean she needed to spend time alone again. Maybe for a long time.

She turned to look back and saw that New Alamo had become merely a glint of metal and a smudge of smoke, lacking any details.



Lilah drove, pushing the quad as fast as she dared.

She tried to feel the machine as if it were an extension of her own body, just as—in combat—she felt the spear as an extension of her arm. Lilah wanted it to be strong, to be capable, and willing to blow past its own limitations. The engine’s growl was reassuring, but every time she goosed the speed past twenty-five miles an hour, it shuddered. As if it were afraid of going too fast. Or afraid of what was waiting out there, standing between them and saving Chong.

Lilah knew it was stupid to think of the quad as anything more than a dumb machine, and the shudder as more than leftover damage from what Captain Collins did.

That did not change how she felt. Not one bit.

“Come on,” she told it, speaking low so Nix wouldn’t hear. “Come on.”

The machine tried.

Lilah believed that because she needed to believe it.

“Come on.”



Seated behind her, Nix heard the words, knowing full well that she was not meant to. It hurt her heart. Lilah was so strong, so skilled, so dangerous that it was easy for most people to think that she was this invulnerable goddess of combat. The kind of hero who went joyfully into every battle and lived for whatever kind of bloody conflict was coming next.

Nix knew Lilah. She knew about how the Lost Girl became lost. She’d been part of group of refugees, had seen her mother die giving birth to Lilah’s sister, Annie. Had lost all of those people and then she and Annie wound up in the fighting pits of Gameland, a horrific place where children were forced to fight zombies so corrupt people could place bets. The sisters escaped, but Annie was murdered in the process. When she reanimated, Lilah had been forced to silence her sister forever. The Lost Girl became lost indeed. For years she hid in the mountains and spent her days hunting evil men like the ones who’d captured her and Annie.

It was Nix and Benny who found her. Together with Benny’s older brother, Tom, they had destroyed Gameland. They took Lilah back to their town, where she met and fell in love with Chong.

However, neither revenge on her sister’s killer nor the love and support she found in Mountainside could bring Lilah all the way back from the remote places where her mind lived.

What Nix understood and Lilah probably knew subconsciously was that this love was built as much on fear of abandonment as it was on true affection. Maybe the Lost Girl believed that if she lost Chong, who else could ever love her as much or as freely?

As they drove, Nix’s mind wandered from Lilah to the troubles they were running from. Or was it toward? Her perspective seemed askew.

Nix thought about the name the people in New Alamo used instead of Rot and Ruin. The people here called it the Broken Lands. That almost made her laugh, because everything and everyone was broken in one way or another.

All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put Humpty together again.

The rhyme jangled in her head like notes played on an out-of-tune piano.

Yeah, she thought. That’s all of us.



Lilah tapped her with an elbow, and Nix turned to follow her pointing finger. Ahead was a patch of smoke. Dark and oily, rising in a slow column into the blue sky.

Nix leaned close and yelled, “You think that’s the hidden base?”

“Has to be.”

“Don’t get too close,” Nix warned.

Lilah pointed with her spear. “Look, over there…”

A thousand yards from the smoking crater of what had been the base was a group of tattered figures. Lilah slowed and stopped so they could both study them through binoculars.

One corner of the exposed base was relatively undamaged, and several zoms milled around, pawing at flickering fire or curls of smoke. They all wore the burned tatters of military uniforms, and a few still had helmets and holstered sidearms.

“Are… are they zoms?” asked Lilah. “Or people from the base who managed to get out?”

Nix studied the figures. “I don’t know.…”

One of them must have seen her movement and raised his head. He stared at the two girls. She could see him peering through the haze. Then the zom did something Nix had never seen one of the dead do before: he used the flat of his palm to shade his eyes. Then the dead thing raised his other hand and pointed directly at them.

“He’s still alive—” Nix began, but then her mouth fell open in shocked silence.

The zom opened its mouth, not to moan with hunger but to utter an ear-splitting howl of inhuman hate.

And then it leaped like an ape onto the pile of debris and began climbing madly toward them. The girls flinched in horror and surprise. Lilah got to her feet and gripped her metal spear, while Nix backpedaled and whipped her sword free of its scabbard. The zombie climbed faster and faster, still howling—and now others joined it. They jumped onto the chunks of stone and pulled themselves up the twisted metal struts. First only a handful, but soon others came running out of the inner compound, out of what was left of the base. Ten more. A dozen. Twenty. More and more of the dead soldiers. They saw the figures on the edge of the crater, and the sight drove them to madness. They climbed over one another, kicking and snarling, howling with insane rage.

It wasn’t anything either of the girls had ever seen. It was wilder and yet somehow more dangerously focused even than the R3 zombie mutations they’d fought in Nevada the previous year. And it was stranger than the ravagers. This, they both knew, was some new mutation. Maybe it had been caused by the mix of all those chemicals and biological samples down in the base. Maybe it was something else entirely. All Nix and Lilah knew was that if those creatures got out of the pit, they were both going to die. Quickly and very badly.

This was a fight they could not win.

Lilah drove off as fast as she could. The wild zombies chased them. They were so whipped up into a frenzy that they slashed at the air with their fingernails, bit at the plume of dust behind the quad, and chased the girls for miles.

And miles.

And miles.
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PART EIGHT THE ROAD TO ASHEVILLE


My first wish is to see this plague of mankind, war, banished from the earth.

—GEORGE WASHINGTON
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MORGIE AND RIOT WERE MORE alert and nervous as they continued on their way—partly because the zebras had totally freaked them both out, and partly because everything seemed to be getting stranger. Wilder mutations in animals, insects, and plants. Strange clouds of chemicals that hung almost unmoving in the air. Rain that came in squalls and burned on their skin.

Morgie was jolted out of his troubled thoughts when he saw Riot, who was a quarter mile ahead, suddenly slow and pull over onto the shoulder of the highway. He stopped next to her. They were on the entrance to an overpass that crossed Texas 111. He turned off his engine and joined her over by the guardrail.

Below them, covering the whole of the road, was a gas station for big rigs, with huge white tank trucks and some scattered buildings. Everywhere, sprawled like broken dolls, were bodies. All around them, and splashed on every possible surface, was blood. Red and black. Human and zombie. Buzzards and crows pecked at the human corpses, and flies swarmed around the zoms. They could see small creatures—rats and lizards—scampering in and out. It was a frenzy of savage appetites.

“What happened here?” asked Morgie.

“Let’s go look,” Riot said.

Together they climbed down from the overpass toward the scene of the carnage. The birds, animals, and insects moved. The sluggish breeze toyed with torn strips of clothing. Everything else, though, was still.

Still as death, thought Morgie, appreciating the old simile for what it really meant.

They went all the way down and moved together through the mass of bodies, each of them angled to watch half the area, trusting the other to do the same.

Morgie’s sneakers crunched on shell casings, and he stooped to pick one up. Sniffed it and then handed it to Riot. She smelled it as well, and looked around with the critical eye of someone who has seen slaughter many, many times.

“How long ago?” asked Morgie. “Last night?”

“This morning,” said Riot. “Dawn or a little later. See? Some of them bigger pools of blood ain’t dried yet.”

Morgie straightened. “Seeing a lot of shell casings. Pistol, hunting rifle, and shotgun.”

Riot gave him a troubled nod. “How many living people, you reckon?”

“Has to be twenty or thirty,” Morgie said, looking around. It wasn’t always easy to tell regular corpses from those of freshly turned zoms.

“And at least three hundred zoms,” observed Riot. “I don’t see any guns.”

“Yeah,” said Morgie, frowning. “You think the people won and then grabbed all the guns before they left?”

“Maybe,” said Riot, but there was doubt in her voice.

“That soldier Benny talked to said something about the Night Army,” said Morgie. “Kind of wonder if this was them.”

Riot squatted down beside one of the dead humans. It was a woman of about thirty, with brown skin and a head cloth stained with blood. Riot gingerly lifted one of the woman’s hands, fighting the stiffness of rigor mortis. The arm only bent slightly, so she leaned close to peer at it, then indicated that Morgie should take a look. He knelt and saw a lot of dark specks against her skin.

“Powder burns,” Riot said. “She was firing a gun. Look at all the shell casings around her. She died hard.”

They moved among the dead, seeing more evidence of the fight and what had killed each of these people. Head or spine trauma in every case. Any who’d died in other ways would have turned to zoms long before now. But there was something strange about some of the corpses.

“Hey,” said Morgie, pointing to the face of a short, heavy Asian man. “Look at his face.”

“It’s a burn,” said Riot. “So what? Could have been from that rain.”

“I don’t think so,” he said. “We both got soaked. It hurt and all, but it didn’t do this to us.” He pointed to a white woman wearing camo pants and a T-shirt with similar burns on her face, neck, and upper arms. “See? And that woman over there? Same burns. And this big guy right here.”

“Yeah, I see.”

“You know what I’m not seeing? Burns like that on any of the zoms. Not the ones that look like they zommed out a long time ago.”

“You’re right,” said Riot. “It’s only on people who look like they died in this fight.”

They moved through the battlefield again, this time looking for the same kinds of burns, and finding them on nearly every person. Some extensive, and others only a little.

“Doesn’t look like the burns happened during the fight, though,” said Morgie. “Nobody’s clothes are singed.”

“Whatever it is,” said Riot, backing away, “I don’t like it. Let’s get the heck out of here.”




33

THEY REACHED THE TOWN OF Schulenburg that night and slept safely but uneasily in the storeroom of the Potter Country Store. They’d hoped to find some old, packaged food that hadn’t been looted, but the store looked to have been stripped down to bare shelves and floorboards. They pushed empty refrigerated-food cases in front of the doors, ate a meal of cold rabbit Riot had killed and smoked days before, and sat up late, both of them unable to sleep.

Morgie didn’t start any conversation but willed Riot to say something. After two hours of silence, she said, “Ain’t a soul in this town. Not one.”

“I know.”

“You got any theories on that?”

Morgie shrugged, then realized she couldn’t see that in the utter darkness of the locked office. “They didn’t all wander off,” he said. “Sign outside town said the population before the plague was over twenty-eight hundred. Some of them would have been living people who got out. Some would have zommed out and gone wandering off. But there should still be a bunch here, roaming around town or just standing and waiting. You thinking ravagers, maybe?”

Riot frowned. “Maybe. Or disease. Or it could have been reapers. We—I mean, they had strike teams this far east.”

Something occurred to Morgie. “You know, these ravager guys seem to be doing just about the same thing the reapers did. You think there’s some kind of connection?”

Riot thought about it. “I… don’t really know. Saint John and my mom had a lot of plots going on. They had scouts everywhere. Who knows what they were cooking up?”

“Yeah,” said Morgie, “but Night Army and Night Church… ? Two big armies using zoms as shock troops? Come on…”

Riot stared at him for a while, then shivered and looked away.

Eventually they fell asleep. In Morgie’s dreams the zoms had somehow shrunk down to the size of ants, and in the middle of the night they crept in through his ears and nostrils and open mouth. Once there, they began eating him from the inside out. He could feel the thousands of tiny mouths biting him, tearing at his veins and muscle tissue and tendons. And he could feel the infection of their bites flooding through his blood, polluting him, killing him without the mercy of permanent death.

He woke in absolute darkness, slapping at his skin with furious hands, gasping and on the very edge of screaming. Then he realized it was a dream and shoved a fist into his mouth to stifle the shriek.

Morgie sat there, quivering, sweating, telling himself that it was only a dream. Even though it felt like something far more real.
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“LET’S GET OUT OF HERE,” muttered Riot as they finished packing the next morning. “This whole place gives me the heebie-jeebies. I’d be right happy to lose this town in my rearview.”

“Yeah,” Morgie agreed as he bent to pick up his gear. He suddenly turned aside as a massive belch erupted from his stomach. It seemed to come out of nowhere, and was so big it actually hurt. “Oh jeez… I’m so sorry…”

Riot laughed. “Wow. They could probably hear that all the way back home.”

Morgie mumbled more apologies as his face flushed with embarrassment.

Suddenly he belched again. Only this time he felt his breakfast rush up hot and acidic from his belly. He threw up behind the fender of a rusted car.

“Damn, boy,” said Riot. “You dying on me here?”

Morgie sagged against the car, his face greasy with sweat.

“Whoa… hey, now…,” Riot said in a voice suddenly punctuated with concern. “Are you sick or something?”

He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his face. “I… I don’t know. Stomach’s suddenly all messed up.”

She came over and took him by the arm. “You need to sit down?”

Morgie thought about it, then slowly shook his head. “No. It’s okay. It’s passing, I think…”

“You look like death only slightly warmed over.”

“Gee, thanks.” He belched again, though not as dramatically this time. “Must be something I ate.”

They had both eaten exactly the same things, but Riot did not comment on it. Two deep vertical lines were etched between her brows.

“We can stay here for a bit, Morg. Hang out and then start fresh tomorrow.”

“No.” He began to walk toward his bike, his legs feeling like they were made of overcooked macaroni. “Let’s get out of here. We need to get to Asheville.”

Riot watched him walk to the quad. He didn’t fall, but he didn’t look all that stable. When he sat, he thumped down hard into the saddle.

“Morgie…,” she began, but he waved her off and started the engine.

“Fine, then,” she said under her breath.

They drove away, but the uneasy feelings did not fade with the town of Schulenburg. They passed through La Grange and got all the way to Denverado without seeing a single living person. They saw a few wandering zoms, but only a few. There were other places where it was clear a fight had taken place—each spot littered with those dead whose head or spine injuries either ended their undead lives or prevented them from reanimating. They found more of the strange burns on them.

In each massacre site there was plenty of ejected brass or spent shotgun shell casings, but no guns.

“How many ravagers can there be?” asked Morgie. “I mean… they can’t seriously be taking all those guns for the zoms to use, can they?”

“God, I hope not,” said Riot, looking very scared. Then she turned to Morgie and frowned. “You sure you’re okay?”

Morgie dragged a forearm across his brow and looked at the glistening sweat.

“It’s just the heat,” he said. “I’m fine.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah. Totally.”

A few miles past the scene of another fight Morgie had to pull sharply off the road. He grabbed a roll of toilet paper from his pack and went scampering off behind a wrecked dump truck.




PART NINE NEW ALAMO


I do not know with what weapons World War III will be fought, but World War IV will be fought with sticks and stones.

—ANONYMOUS
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THE WINDOW GLASS EXPLODED INTO a storm of glittering knives. Joe Ledger hooked an arm around Gutsy and yanked her down as death filled the air above them. Gutsy felt some of the shards slice her vest and jeans, and there were tiny detonations of heat, telling her she’d been cut. No way to tell how much or how bad. And no time to care, as a pack of screaming people came pouring into the car wash.

“Kid—get back! Get into the tunnel,” cried Ledger as he shoved Gutsy away. “Grimm—hit, hit, hit!”

The massive dog uttered a ferocious growl and plowed into the attackers, slashing at them with the spikes that jutted from his heavy armor. Sombra, however, held his ground, growling but clearly too terrified to attack these strange creatures.

The attackers were not shamblers. They wore military uniforms or white lab coats, and a few had on the bland coveralls of janitors. She knew at once that these were the same kind of killers who’d attacked the school. Their faces were twisted into masks of total madness. They were faster and even more wild than ravagers, some carrying weapons like knives, scissors, tree branches, and rocks. One had a chopper torn from a paper cutter, which he brandished like a sword. They screamed terrible, prolonged wails of bottomless hate as they boiled through the shattered windows like cockroaches exposed to sudden light and attacked with a level of mania Gutsy had never seen.

Grimm tore apart the first wave of them, but many more were fighting their way past the razor-sharp teeth of glass still stuck in the window frame. Gutsy scrambled to her feet as Ledger rose to one knee, his big automatic in his hands as he fired and fired. Thunder boomed in the confines of the car wash, and every bullet the soldier fired hit a target, there were so many of these mad killers. Some fell, crippled and bleeding dark red blood, but even they tried to crawl forward to kill.

Gutsy had a machete strapped to her hip that she’d gotten from the general store. The crowbar had been useful, but it was heavy and slow, and she’d always preferred the wide-bladed knife. But as she pulled it free, the weapon felt suddenly inadequate. There were so many of them, and it felt like trying to stop a hurricane with an umbrella. She backed away, edging toward the big double doors to the underground corridor.

The slide locked back on Ledger’s pistol, and he reached for a fresh magazine, swapping it in place while backpedaling. Grimm, superbly trained, turned and attacked the infected who tried to take advantage of the brief pause. The new magazine in place, the slide snapped into position, and soon Ledger was firing again. The display of marksmanship was impressive, but Gutsy saw with horror that there were no additional magazines on the captain’s belt. Ten of the attackers lay dead and five others were wounded, but there had to be twenty or more still crowding in.

Gutsy turned and looked at the tunnel doors, which were a dozen feet behind them. Ledger and Grimm were holding the line, but if they turned to run, the horde would pour in and overwhelm them before they could get to the tunnel. And even if they somehow managed it, the doors might not hold. The reality chilled her to the marrow.

They were going to lose.

“No!” she growled, and leaped forward, swinging the machete, cutting with the heavy blade. Sombra, confused about what he should do, retreated to the wall and crouched there, tail between his legs, shivering and wretched.

Each blow of the machete did awful damage to reaching arms or howling faces, but cleaving through muscle and bone sent painful shocks up Gutsy’s arm. They battled on, and time lost all meaning. Her arms moved, her feet adjusted to drive power into each blow or shifted to yield ground. Breath burned in her throat, and her heart beat like a snare drum.

“Gutsy,” roared Ledger, “retreat left.”

At first it seemed like a crazy suggestion, because to go left would be to move between the wall and the rusted heap of a delivery van, which was the long way to the tunnel. But then she understood. The van was parked close to the wall, which gave only a narrow alley for the attackers to come at them two or three at a time. The longer way to the tunnel was the safer, smarter choice. Maybe the only possible choice.

All of this flashed through Gutsy’s mind, and she began edging that way. The shrieking horde followed.

They’re not smart, Gutsy thought as she swung her blade with each sideways and backward step. They want to kill us so much that they can’t plan the best way to do it.

Even as she fought, Gutsy’s logical mind was assessing and evaluating. The intelligence of these creatures was greater than the shamblers—evident by their use of weapons—but less than the ravagers, who could plan and strategize. She also noticed that none of the ones she fought had obvious bite marks. Virtually all shamblers did, because that was usually how they died. Ravagers had some, but not always. These new mutations—if that’s what they were—had none.

A killer swung a broken broom handle at her, and as Gutsy ducked, she chopped down on his foot. The thing toppled over and screamed, but whether it was in pain or frustration, Gutsy couldn’t tell. Although not badly injured, the fallen attacker caused two more of them to trip over him. Gutsy took one across the back of the neck, and Grimm ripped the other apart. A few feet to the left, Ledger was burning through his last magazine. There were heaps of dead now, but more seemed to be coming out of nowhere, drawn by the noise of combat. They tripped over corpses and crawled forward, compelled by their awful bloodlust.

The only advantage Gutsy, Ledger, and Grimm had was how tight the space was for the fight. If this attack had taken place in the open, they would have been overwhelmed already. Here, though, the infected had to come at them in a half circle, and the floor was littered with their own dead, creating obstacles. Grimm further disrupted things by hurling his bulk against the legs of undamaged killers, breaking bones and dropping them before slashing their throats and faces with his shoulder spikes.

Ledger’s magazine was spent, and, without the slightest pause, he rammed the empty pistol into the face of one of the maniacs, kicked another in the hip so that it fell back against two others, and drew his sword with movement fast as lightning. Suddenly the air was filled with drops of red as the attackers seemed to fly apart.

One of the killers dove at Gutsy, but she twisted around and chopped down with the blade. The lunge turned into a fall, and Gutsy smashed down with the butt of the machete.

“Into the tunnel!” roared Ledger as he backed away, losing ground step by desperate step. “Get ready to close the doors!”

Behind them, the big set of double doors stood slightly ajar, and beyond that was the slope that led down from the fake office of the Texas Rose Car Wash to the corridor that ran straight to a secret entrance in the hospital. It was the only possible way out, but they had to get inside and pull those doors closed.

Gutsy had no choice; she had to retreat, but these savage living dead were everywhere. Some were clearly smarter than their fellows, and these few seemed to understand what she was doing. Their howls changed in pitch as four of them tried to circle her. Gutsy swung her weapon with all her strength. Pain bloomed like heat in her shoulders and lower back, and her breath rasped out of her. There was no time to rest.

Then the blade of her machete missed a killer as an infected woman leaned back to evade the blow. None of los muertos had ever done that before, and even the ravagers were often incapable or unwilling to get out of harm’s way. But this female soldier did it, and as a result Gutsy’s blade struck the thigh of the maniac next to her and lodged tight in a heavy femur bone. The infected woman grinned like a ghoul, grabbed the handle of the blade, and tore it from Gutsy’s grasp with such force that it knocked Gutsy off balance. She fell onto a killer whose skull she’d crushed. The monsters howled in delight and rushed to leap on her.

But something struck the infected woman like a missile, driving her back into the others.

Sombra.

Somehow the coydog had fought past his own terror and helplessness, for her. Or maybe there was only so far the dog part could go before the feral coyote emerged. The coydog’s powerful jaws snapped, and the female soldier’s reaching arm was suddenly handless.

“Noooooooo!” screamed Gutsy. To bite the dead meant that infected blood and tissue were now in the animal’s mouth. In Sombra’s saliva.

The coydog had reverted to pure predator, shedding its concern for its own life in order to protect the first human who’d shown him kindness. It was an act of both animal savagery and of love.

Gutsy, riding on the edge of panic, snatched up her machete, shook off the dead hand that still gripped it, rose to her feet, and attacked. If her coydog was going to die, then it would not be in vain. She swung and smashed and cut and chopped, and the screaming infected fell before her.

Ledger was fighting now with his katana, and the sword was a glittering blur, as if he was painting the air with molten silver. He body-blocked Gutsy sideways, knocking her toward the van, and then stepped in front of her. Grimm smashed into anyone who tried to grab her. Gutsy lost sight of Sombra and screamed.

“Get inside!” roared Ledger. “Try to get one of the doors closed!” When Gutsy didn’t move, he shifted his sword to one hand and pushed her through the open doorway with the other. She stumbled and fell a few feet down the slope, caught the bannister, and ran back up to grab the edge of one heavy door. Ledger backed into the entrance, then stepped aside like a matador to allow Grimm to pass by. There wasn’t enough room, however, and one of the dog’s spikes slashed a vicious red line across Ledger’s thigh. He cried out as blood poured down his leg, but he kept fighting the relentless monsters pressing forward.

“Sombra!” wailed Gutsy, but she could not see the dog. The cries of the infected seemed to blow past her like the wind and filled the stone corridor with horror.

It was all Ledger could do to stay on his feet and fight, but he wasn’t able to close the door because too many of the infected crowded around him. Gutsy ran back up the slope, chopping with the heavy machete, hitting faces and chests and hips, knocking several of them away from the soldier. It gave her the chance to grab the handle of one of the two big doors and push it shut. It clicked into place, but the other was open, the way blocked by a huge soldier who kept trying to grab Ledger’s clothes and hair and wrists.

Then, abruptly, Ledger staggered backward and down as a smoky four-legged body hurled itself over him and through the doorway. Sombra struck Gutsy, and the two of them fell backward down the slope, being brutalized by every inch of the concrete ramp. Gutsy wrapped her arms around Sombra as they rolled. The collision tore yelps from her and the coydog, and then the corridor floor punched the air out of her lungs. Grimm jumped over them, skidding on the concrete floor. He scrambled around and started back toward the ramp to help his master, but there was a loud whooom as Ledger slammed the other door shut.

There was a moment of stillness and silence.

“Will it hold?” whispered Gutsy.

As if in cruel answer, the mass of the howling killers slammed into the doors. They bowed inward against the locks. The doors held, but dust puffed out from around the hinges.

Ledger didn’t need to answer her question. He threw his weight against the door just as the second impact hit. The whole tunnel seemed to tremble. Cracks splintered outward from the hinges.

“Run,” he gasped, pushing back against the press of all those bodies.

“Let’s go,” she said, but then the horror of what he meant hit her. He wanted her to run.

“Come on,” she pleaded. “We can both make it.”

“Not with this leg, kid,” he said. “They’d bust through and catch me before I got a quarter of the way up the tunnel.”

“Lean on me,” she begged. “I can help you.”

“Sure, and maybe we’d get halfway there before they swarmed us.” Ledger wiped sweat from his eyes. There was a bleak acceptance in his face, and it broke her heart to think that someone who’d fought so long, won so many battles, would simply die down here in the dark like this. He caught her studying him and gave her a fierce grin. “Everybody dies sometime. At least I can buy you enough time to get all the way to the other end. Block it solid. The door there should hold. Forget this tunnel. If things go bad, find some other way to get everyone out of town. Now come on—go!”

Gutsy felt the horror of it rise up inside of her. A dozen bad reasons to stay with him filled her mind. Grimm growled softly, and Sombra whimpered.

“I’m sorry,” cried Gutsy.

Then she turned and ran.
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SPIDER SAT IN A CHAIR in the empty storage room. His bo was on the floor and his chin propped on his fists as he stared a hole into the middle of his thoughts.

When they’d come back from seeing the two California girls off, he lingered to wait for Gutsy. He didn’t mind that they seemed to be taking their sweet time. Being alone was okay with him. Especially now.

He felt strange. Stranger than usual, and Spider generally felt strange. Most of the time it was a matter of feeling like he did not belong in New Alamo. Not in the Cuddlys’ orphanage, not in school, not in town. The more people thought he was an oddball, the odder he wanted to become. He was aware that he was unlike anyone he’d ever met—partly because of how he looked. When the town was formed, built on the bones of a detention facility for what were called undocumented workers, the population had been mostly made up of white people, Latinos, and a few Native Americans. Very, very few African Americans, and no one at all in the community with skin as dark as his.

As he sat, he brooded on how everything was changing. And how those events were changing him. For years he’d trained with the bo until he could make the stave spin like a whirlwind. He’d sparred with Alethea and Gutsy, went out into the Broken Lands and fought a hundred mock battles with dead trees, withered cacti, and even old bones set like targets on rusted car hoods. He’d imagined a thousand battles.

Now he’d fought in two actual battles. Actual life and death. The fact that the victims were the living dead didn’t matter.

He had killed. He was a killer. A shiver rippled through his thin body.

How did people deal with having committed violence? It was a question he couldn’t answer. He knew that fighting had done him some harm. Maybe lasting harm. And Spider was afraid that the person he’d been, the person he liked being, might have been beaten to death by his own weapon.

He tried not to look at the bo on the floor. He did not blame it, of course. The staff was only a tool. But looking at it seemed to trigger the most vivid memories and all the feelings associated with those fights. It was like looking at his own guilt.

He wondered if anything could ever make him want to touch that stick again. Maybe he’d break it up and use the splinters for something good. Stakes for new tomato plants. Tools to dig in the dirt, looking for spiders. Kindling to light a happy fire on a cold desert night. Or—

“Help!”

The scream came from far away, bouncing through the open doors of the fake cabinet, twisted from the concrete corridor that led to the Broken Lands.

It was Gutsy.

Screaming.

Spider exploded from the chair and snatched up his bo, running to help his friend.
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GUTSY SAW SPIDER RUNNING TOWARD her.

“No!” she yelled, waving frantically at him. “Go back! Get help!”

Spider’s feet outran his ability to understand her words or warning. By the time he got to Gutsy, she grabbed his shirt and, in a voice so ragged she barely recognized it as her own, told him what happened. Then she shoved him back the way he’d come. Spider was confused, but he didn’t waste time trying to sort it all out. Instead he whirled around and raced back to town.

Gutsy turned, too. Sombra stood beside her, reading her intent. He began barking at her, scolding her. Warning her.

“No,” said Gutsy. Growling out the word. “No.”

She wheeled and ran back to Captain Ledger.
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“WHAT ON EARTH ARE YOU doing here?” roared Ledger. “I told you to get to safety. To warn everyone.”

“Spider’s doing that,” said Gutsy as she threw her weight against the door. The concrete around the hinges was crumbling, and the stacks of canned goods were vibrating their way inward. Gutsy shoved them back, trying to toughen the wall, but she knew—as Ledger did—that if the hinges failed, then the crates would not be enough.

“This door’s not going to hold,” warned Ledger. “Go barricade the far end of the tunnel.”

Gutsy looked at the crates that still lined the hall. The wood was pine. Not very strong. But an idea sprang into her head.

“Hold on,” she said, and launched herself from the trembling doors. She grabbed a case of canned pinto beans with both hands, turned it, and dropped it. The case landed on the point of one corner and instantly broke apart, sending cans bouncing and rolling everywhere. Gutsy snatched up two slats and chopped the ends into sharp tapers with her machete. She repeated this with several other pieces until she had a small pile of wooden shims.

Watching, Ledger began to grin. “You are one smart freaking kid.”

Gutsy took a shim and stuck the tapered end into the crack between door and frame. It didn’t slide in easily, but she managed to force it, hammering it in with the butt end of her machete handle. It only went in a couple of inches and stopped, jammed solid.

She grabbed another shim and repeated the action on the far side of the doorway.

“Between the doors, too,” said Ledger. “And underneath. Use them like doorstops.”

The reinforcement was not going to stop the maniacs from breaking down the door, but it would definitely slow them down.

“Will this hold long enough?” Gutsy asked, but then followed Ledger’s gaze to the cracks around all the hinges.

“Crates,” he said, and immediately they grabbed crates of food and began stacking them against the door, building row on top of row. He stacked them higher and she added extra rows until there was a slanted wall, like one side of a pyramid. The two dogs barked and snarled at the things outside. There were not enough to cover both of the big doors, but maybe enough to keep the doors from being smashed in.

The pounding on the other side of the doors was getting more furious, and the hinges were grinding their way out of the stone. It was obvious to Gutsy that if they left now, they’d never make it to safety—and a fight midway along the tunnel would be suicide.

They both leaned their weight against a part of one door that wasn’t blocked by boxes. With every impact Gutsy could feel the shock wave go right through her. It felt like punches to the heart.

She heard Ledger hiss and looked down to see him tear open his pant leg. The cut from Grimm’s spoke was deep and bleeding freely. She glanced at the dog and saw that almost all of his spikes glistened with the dark blood of those howling monsters. Her eyes met Ledger’s, and again there was that fatalistic acceptance.

“Yup,” he said, “there’s a pretty good chance I’m infected.”

“No…”

Ledger sighed and leaned his head back to rest it against the crates, gritting his teeth each time the killers slammed into the doors. “Be almost funny if that was how I went out after all the stuff I’ve dealt with.”

“God, how can you even joke about that?” cried Gutsy, appalled.

Another massive strike made the wood around one of the hinges crack loud as a gunshot.

“Who’s joking?”

Before she could answer, both dogs began barking. They turned toward the long corridor and—to Gutsy’s enormous relief—began wagging their tails.

In the distance, way down the hall, Gutsy could see people running. A lot of them.

“Ah,” said Ledger without much excitement, “the cavalry.”
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“HURRY,” SCREAMED GUTSY. “THEY’RE BREAKING through!”

As if to punctuate her fears, three of the wedges popped out from between one of the doors and the jamb as the next barrage struck. The top crates were vibrating, jerking inch by inch away from the assault.

The distant figures in the corridor resolved into shapes. Benny was out front, running like crazy, his sword in one hand; half a step behind him was Spider. Other people were coming, too: Karen and some of the reliable men and women from town. Coming fast, but still a long way down the tunnel.

“Gutsy,” warned Ledger, “get back. It’s giving way.”

She spun and slapped her hands onto the crates, trying to hold back what she could. The doors, battered and weary, finally split apart, breaking inward with such force that the shards punched the whole top row of crates off. Gutsy dove for Ledger, knocking the old soldier backward as the crates smashed down on where he’d been standing.

Then the mass of killers slammed forward so hard that half a dozen crates seemed to dance away from the impact. They toppled down, exploding, sending cans of peas and corn and Spam flying everywhere. The dogs were barking louder, but now they were challenging the monsters who were reaching through the gaps with furious hands. Gutsy scooped up several cans and hurled them like baseballs, hitting faces, breaking fingers, but not stopping the attack. Pain meant nothing to these things. She kept up the barrage, though. When she risked a glance over her shoulder, Benny and the others were still a hundred yards away.

The hinges burst from the wall in showers of flying screws and concrete dust. The wall of boxes was halfway down now, and the doors were crumbling into useless splinters. One of the maniacs thrust his head and shoulders through a gap, biting at the air in Gutsy’s direction. She snatched up a big can of pork and beans and slammed it down on the thing’s head, once, twice. The creature sagged down, plugging the biggest hole. But it thrashed and twitched—not from its own power, but because the others were tearing at it, ripping at one of their own, destroying what was between them and living flesh.

The creature abruptly vanished, sucked back out of the hole and instantly replaced by the head, shoulders, and reaching arm of a female soldier whose face was a mass of recent burns. She saw Gutsy and her face, already crazy, went madder still. There was something in her eyes. It was a light that seemed to glow with an insanity that ran miles deep. Gutsy had never seen anything like this. This wasn’t merely hunger but a bottomless need to hurt.

The woman hissed like a snake and then began pulling herself through the hole before Gutsy could shake off her shock.

“Gutsy, get back,” Ledger bellowed as he swung his sword at the woman. The reaching hands grabbed nothing and fell like dead birds to the floor. The woman kept thrusting forward with her stumps, though—a sight straight out of a nightmare. Her face showed no flicker of awareness of her own mutilation.

Ledger grabbed the corner of one of the remaining crates and tried to shove it against the opening, but his leg suddenly buckled. He cried out and fell. The handless woman squirmed the rest of the way through the hole as hands behind her shoved the way clear for more of the killers.

Gutsy grabbed Ledger and pulled him back. The old soldier groaned as fresh blood poured from his injured thigh. Grimm and Sombra kept lunging forward, biting the wriggling infected, tearing at them.

“Down,” bellowed a voice, and suddenly Benny was there, pushing past Gutsy and stabbing with his sword. Spider was right beside him, thrusting the end of his bo. Karen and Sunny-Day Ray crowded past, and soon there was a small army of people battling the killers.

Spider flinched at the sound of the maniacs’ bizarre howling. “What are they?”

“They’re infected,” was all Ledger could manage.

There was a huge crack, and the doors gave way completely as a dozen of the monsters poured in. They beat at one another, scrambled past the splintered wreckage of the double doors, climbed over the broken crates, and hurled themselves at the defenders in the hallway.

Ten seconds ago, that would have been a slaughter.

Now the creatures were met with swords and staves, shovels and pickaxes. And then there was another crack. Louder and crisper than when the doors fell, and the closest infected to Gutsy pitched backward, his head seeming to disintegrate in a dreadful cloud of red.

“Down!” roared a voice, and everyone dropped or huddled to the sides of the corridor as Sam came walking slowly up the hallway. He had a heavy assault rifle in his hands, the stock against his hip, and although he did not appear to pause or aim, every shot killed one of the infected. He fired, fired, fired.

Gutsy did not know how long the fight lasted. Half a minute? A hundred years? All she knew was that the tide turned against the mad killers, and one by one, they fell. The gunshots and the screams faded until there was no sound at all except the echoes that fled away down the corridor or escaped into the morning sunlight beyond the shattered doors.

“God…,” breathed Gutsy.

“About damn time,” said Ledger. Then he slid down the wall of crates and sat in a pool of his own blood. His smile never quite left his face, even when his eyes rolled up white and he fell over sideways.



Interlude Five Brother Mercy and Sister Sorrow

FOUR YEARS AGO

THE STRIKE TEAMS HIT AGAIN and again and again.

Brother Mercy discovered that he had a talent for planning these raids. He identified those reapers who were best at scouting, gathering intelligence, and fighting. He hand-picked a few to infiltrate the settlements—going in wearing wigs or hats to hide their tattoos and dressing in the ragged clothes of survivors. They would become part of the community while sending information back to Brother Mercy.

He was still not yet sixteen and was already one of the Night Church’s most effective strike team leaders. Mother Rose mentioned him in her sermons. Brother Peter praised him to the other senior staff. His own reapers bragged that they followed his knife. Saint John told him that he was beloved of Lord Thanatos, all praise to his darkness. It made him feel strong and accepted and useful. But it wasn’t what made him wake up with a smile on his lips. It wasn’t what lifted his heart over and over all day long.

No. That was her.

Sister Sorrow—Leafy—had been assigned to his strike team. He made her his lieutenant, though in truth he shared leadership with her. She was every bit as sharp as he was, and every bit as devious. Together they purified settlement after settlement, sending hundreds of sinners into the darkness.

He was Mercy. She was Sorrow.

He was in no way merciful.

She felt no flicker of sorrow.

They were in love, and the world opened its red mouths to shout in a collective chorus of darkness.
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PART TEN THE ROAD HOME


When the world says, “Give up,”Hope whispers, “Try it one more time.”

—ANONYMOUS
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A CITY SEEMED TO RISE like magic out of the earth, an illusion created by the quad rising to the crest of a rolling hill. And Lilah saw a road splitting off from the main highway that would take them there.

“Hold on,” she yelled, and then made a sharp turn. The wheels skidded with a shriek, but then caught and the machine shot forward. The side road was cracked and filled with weeds, but they were trampled down, the broken stalks pointing back toward the highway. Lilah figured a swarm had come from the direction of the town, which meant—she hoped—that there were no zoms left there. It was a crazy gamble, but she needed to find something to give them an advantage again. The screaming zoms were still following, and a couple of them were actually gaining on them. Maybe the maze of buildings would offer protection or concealment. Anything was better than a losing race on the open road.

Nix clung to Lilah with small, icy hands.

The city was a battered ruin, with many three- and four-story buildings burned to blackened shells long ago, and now choked with dense cloaks of ivy and kudzu. There was a sign that read WELCOME TO, but the rest was gone, scoured away by fifteen years of wind and rain.

Once inside the town, Lilah made a series of random turns, following nameless streets, careful not to cross her own trail for fear of running into the pack of killers. She passed failed barricades and makeshift shelters that were torn open and empty.

“I don’t see them,” said Nix, looking behind them. “I think we—”

Lilah made another turn and then slammed on the brakes. The quad’s wheels screamed in protest, sending plumes of rubber smoke up behind them as the machine and its trailer began to slew sideways.

Ahead of them, filling this new street, were zoms.

Hundreds of them.

They all turned toward the growl and shriek of the quad. Many of them were wrapped head to toe in kudzu, proof they had been standing there for years. As one they opened their mouths, and a great moan of sudden hunger bellowed outward from their dusty throats. The dead creatures surged forward, tearing at the vines that held them. Some fell as fragile bones broke from the force of their own effort to move after so long. Others collapsed beneath the mass of the dead behind them.

“Back, back, back,” cried Nix, but Lilah was already trying to reverse her course, to drive in a tight circle the way they’d come. There were so many zoms, though, and they were so close. The front rank was only thirty feet away. Several of them broke free of the weeds and stumbled forward, reaching with leathery hands. Nix had her gun in her hand, her finger curling around the trigger, but she hesitated. There were so many of them, and the runners had to be inside the city already. There wasn’t enough ammunition. Nowhere near enough.

Then the quad bucked and seemed to leap forward; the jolt caused Nix to clutch her hand in surprise, and her finger jerked on the trigger. The gun bucked in her hand, firing a shot that punched through the shoulder of one of the zoms, doing no harm—but worse, the jolt made her lose her grip on the weapon. It fell, bouncing hard enough on the asphalt to kick up sparks, and skittered away.

“My gun!” she cried, but Lilah was already moving too fast.

The quad burned along the blacktop toward the street they’d just turned off, but both girls screeched in horror as they saw the pack of running killers pelting toward them. Lilah jerked the wheel and took the right-hand street, giving the machine all the gas it could take. The mass of vine-covered zoms flooded out into the intersection seconds ahead of the runners. Nix twisted to look back, expecting to see all of them, fast and slow, chasing behind.

But that wasn’t what she saw.

She pounded on Lilah’s shoulder. “Stop… stop for a sec. Look!”

Lilah slowed the machine and turned. And gaped.

A full block behind them was a sight that made absolutely no sense to either of them.

The zoms were fighting each other.

It was like watching a riot. The fast ones seemed to have totally forgotten about the two teenage girls on the quad, and were instead hurling themselves at the mass of shuffling dead. Spitting and biting, all the time howling loud enough to scare legions of pigeons and grackles from the empty windows of the burned buildings.

Slow zoms reeled away from their attackers, twitching and convulsing. Some fell; others staggered clumsily into other zoms, or walked into dead cars and brick walls.

“What… ?” Lilah began.

“I don’t…,” said Nix, but that was as far as she could get. Whatever this was, it was beyond the experience or understanding of either of them. But it was a chance.

Nix used the side of her fist to lightly hammer on Lilah’s back. “Go, go.”

They left the small city, regained the highway, and headed west at high speed.
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THEY DROVE AND DROVE.

When the tank ran low on gas, they stopped and filled it quickly and nervously. When something moved toward them in the tall grass, they turned in terror, expecting it to be the fast monsters.

The stalks parted and a cow came ambling onto the road, trailed by a calf. The girls began to laugh with the release of the terrible tension, but it died in their throats. The calf had four eyes and bleated like a screaming child. The mother turned, and they saw that her flanks were covered with fleshy nodules that looked like stubby fingers. Lilah drew her pistol and aimed it at the animals, but Nix touched her arm and shook her head.

The cow and calf, deformed and hideous, bent their heads and began munching the grass. Sickened and scared, Nix and Lilah finished refueling.

Before they mounted the quad, Nix tried the satellite phone. She got static, as if the whole world was dead.

“Nothing?” asked Lilah as she screwed on the gas cap.

“No.”

They stood for a moment, looking at the mutated animals. A soft, cool wind blew out of the north and stirred the grass. In the distance were the blackened bones of a city whose name they didn’t know. The cow and her baby munched noisily.

“I thought it would be different out here,” said Nix softly.

Lilah wiped her hands on her thighs. “Different than what?”

“Different than home. Back west there were the reapers and Charlie Pink-eye and Preacher Jack. But we beat all of them, and we paid so much to win.”

The Lost Girl nodded.

Nix gave a sour laugh and shook her head. “I thought that after war there was peace. Like… a real peace. Something that would last. That’s what I was hoping for. How stupid am I?”

She turned away and leaned heavily on the quad, head hanging low. Lilah came over and put a hand on Nix’s shoulder; then, after a moment, she laid her cheek on her friend’s head.

“No,” she said in her hoarse whisper of a voice, “it’s not stupid. Hope is what we have left.”

Nix straightened, and Lilah stepped back. “Hope? What good is that?”

Lilah pointed to the west. “After my sister and George both died, I lived in a cave for five years. Alone. Everyone I ever loved was dead. Murdered. It was just me and my books and the people I hunted and killed. The zoms and the bounty hunters. That was my world. Hope was all I had.” She gave a ghost of a smile. “And you know what hope did?”

Nix said nothing.

“Hope sent me you and Benny. You found me. You fought beside me. Then you invited me back to your town. To your homes. That’s where I met Chong. That’s when I fell in love. Hope proved that the world wasn’t just death and hiding and pain and all that bad stuff. Hope saved me.” She slapped the metal handlebar. A sharp, hard sound. “Hope isn’t stupid, Nix. Hope is the best weapon we have.”

She turned and climbed into the quad’s saddle. “We’re wasting time. Let’s go.”

Nix lingered a moment, staring at Lilah. Then she climbed on behind her, and they drove west as the shadows chased them, mile after mile.



Interlude Six The Raggedy Man

TWO YEARS AGO

“WHO ARE WE GOING TO meet?” asked Brother Mercy.

He and Sister Sorrow sat on either side of Saint John on the bench seat of the old-fashioned wagon. It was pulled by four farm horses whose harnesses were hung with red tassels dipped in the chemicals that kept the gray people from attacking. A large expeditionary force of reapers accompanied them, some riding far ahead on quads, two hundred more marching in lines a few miles behind.

“I told you already,” said Saint John.

“All you said was that he was a prophet of Lord Thanatos—all praise to his darkness.”

“And so he is. What else did I tell you?”

“That he calls himself the Raggedy Man,” said Sister Sorrow.

“He has accepted that nickname,” said the saint. “It was first used in a pejorative way by unenlightened sinners.”

“Why?” asked both of the young reapers at the same time.

Saint John shrugged. “You’ll understand when you meet him.”

They were deep in Ohio, moving through ruined and burned cities. Many tall buildings had bowed to the ground during the last days of man’s failed dominion over the earth. Many thousands of the holy gray people moved like ghosts through the ruins or stood watching the reapers pass with unreadable eyes, their mouths moving as if chewing the memory of meat.

“Who is the Raggedy Man?” asked Sister Sorrow. “All I’ve heard are rumors and some tall tales.”

“And what have you heard, my dear?”

She hesitated. “That he was the first of the gray people.”

“This is truth. What else?”

“That he can speak to them,” she said. “That they listen to him.”

“Also true. And… ?”

“That he cannot die.”

The saint’s eyes looked thoughtful. “When the dead were called to rise to cleanse the earth and usher the sinners into the blessed darkness, it began with a single man—one whose kiss was enough to begin the great change.”

In the world of the reapers, a “kiss” was what they called a bite.

Saint John said, “He is not like any of the children of Thanatos—all praise to his darkness—you have ever seen. He can speak, and he is eloquent in his understanding of god’s purpose. He can command them. What we do with dog whistles and much effort, he does with a whispered word. With a thought.”

Brother Mercy gaped at him. “Really?”

“Really,” said Saint John, and gave one of his rare smiles of genuine happiness.



PART ELEVEN NEW ALAMO


From error to error, one discovers the entire truth.

—SIGMUND FREUD
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DR. MAX MORTON SAT IN A wheelchair and scowled at Manny Flores in a way that made it clear he thought the pharmacist was doing everything wrong. Flores ignored the dirty looks. He was used to them, having worked at the hospital for years.

They were in the small morgue in a remote wing of the hospital, rooms kept cold by noisy old construction-site generators, which were among the few machines that still worked in New Alamo. A stainless-steel autopsy table was positioned under lights that also ran on the generator.

Gutsy, Alethea, and Spider stood in a cluster with Benny and Chong in one corner of the morgue. Sam stood silent as a tree against a wall, arms folded, face without expression. Karen and the Chess Players were seated on the only chairs in the room.

Flores stood over the corpse on the table. The body had been stripped down to boxer shorts and lay pale on the cold steel.

“Here’s what we know,” said Flores. “This man was a soldier at the base. His uniform was damaged but otherwise new and in good shape, and he still wore dog tags. As you can see, he was badly burned, but there’s no evidence that the explosion and fire Gutsy saw at the base is what killed him. Mr. Imura’s bullet clearly ended him for good.”

“So… what did kill him?” asked Mr. Urrea. “Smoke inhalation from the burning base?”

“An autopsy will verify that,” explained Flores, “but I’m not so sure. With smoke inhalation there are typically burns in the nose, including singed nostril hairs and similar blisters around and inside the mouth. There isn’t much evidence of that here, though. The burns he has are more consistent with flash burns. I’ve taken a large number of samples and will process them when we’re done here.”

Karen asked, “Dr. Morton, do you recognize this man?”

Morton took a long time before he answered, and Gutsy thought he was probably weighing his options, deciding how much to admit. She saw him give a small shrug, and immediately wince at the pain from the bites on his neck and shoulder.

“I may have seen him around,” the doctor said evasively.

“Do you have any theory on what killed him?”

“None,” Morton said flatly.

“No theories at all?”

“I just said no, didn’t I?”

Sam swiveled his head toward the doctor and gave him three seconds of an ice-cold stare. “Answer the lady’s question.” There was no actual threat in the sniper’s words, and even his tone was soft and calm, but Morton flinched as if struck.

“Okay, okay,” said the doctor, “I may have some ideas, but I want to see the test results first.”

Before he could say more, the door opened and Captain Ledger came in. He was pale and haggard, and he leaned on a cane. Gutsy could see the bulge of thick bandages beneath his left pant leg.

“You kids started the party without me,” he said.

Karen stood quickly. “Joe, you shouldn’t be out of bed. Come over here; take my chair.” She took his arm and helped him sit.

Ledger stretched his injured leg out straight and leaned back, laying the shaft of the cane over one broad shoulder. “Just came from Doc Cantu’s office.”

Raoul Cantu was the town’s veterinarian.

“He ran tests on Grimm and Sombra,” said Ledger. “And me.”

The room became very still, and Gutsy thought her heart was going to burst. Spider and Alethea took her hands and held on tight.

“There’s good news, weird news, and bad news,” the captain said. Everyone was staring at him. He glanced at Gutsy. “The good news is that Sombra isn’t infected.”

Gutsy sighed with huge relief. Spider leaned over and kissed her.

“What about his saliva?” asked Benny. “Gutsy said he bit some of those things.”

“He did,” said Ledger, “but there’s no trace of active parasites in his saliva or blood. To be on the safe side, Doc managed to give the pooch a pretty healthy dose of antiseptic mouthwash. Not sure how he managed it, but neither he nor the dog was happy about the process. Oh, and, Gutsy, you’d better go make nice with him, because Cantu has three stitches.”

“Oh,” Gutsy said. “I’m sorry.”

“Tell him that. Anyway, he’s keeping Sombra overnight for observation. Grimm’s been cleared, too, though they’re both in quarantine for now. Just in case.”

“What about you?” asked Benny, nodding to Ledger’s leg. He looked scared.

“Yeah, well, that’s the weird-news part,” said Ledger. “Doc took samples from Grimm’s spikes and every possible kind of sample from me. You don’t even want to know what indignities I was put to.”

“I agree,” said Urrea, “we don’t.”

“The bottom line is that there’s no trace at all of live parasites in any of my samples. Dead ones, sure, but no live ones.”

Flores looked at Morton, who was stunned.

“I… I don’t understand…,” breathed Morton. “How can that be?”

“Beats the heck out of me,” said Ledger. He nodded toward the corpse on the table. “Which brings me to the bad news. I’m beginning to have doubts that this joker here—and the other freak-jobs we tussled with today—are zoms at all.”

“But… they attacked us,” protested Gutsy.

“Sure, but that doesn’t automatically make them zoms. Maybe it’s some new mutation, or at least new to us.” He sighed. “And, frankly, I don’t remember asking for something else to worry about. We already have shamblers, ravagers, R3’s, half a dozen oddball variations out there in the Rot and Ruin—or in the Broken Lands, for you locals—and a bunch of animals going zom, too. I’m not digging this. I am officially weirded out.”

“Join the club,” said Alethea.

Ford raised a hand. “For the record, I’m way past being weirded and am into full freak-out.”

“Seconded,” said Urrea.

“Wait, wait,” said Gutsy, “does that mean these mutants—or whatever they are—aren’t contagious?”

“Not sure we can actually say that,” Flores said quickly. “All it means is that they can’t infect dogs, and that blood transferred from a secondary source like Grimm’s spikes isn’t directly infectious. We don’t know what an actual bite from these things may do.”

Ledger reached out with his cane and tapped the dead soldier’s foot. “Speaking of which, you run blood work on him yet?”

“I’ll start that when we finish here,” Flores responded.

“Maybe get in gear with that. I’d like to get my dog out of quarantine sooner than later. Pretty sure Ms. Gomez feels the same.”
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TÉNÈBRES AND TRÓCAIRE MET WITH the other refugees who’d moved to New Alamo. There were twenty-six of them now.

Trócaire made food for everyone, and Ténèbres went around to make sure the shutters were closed and the drapes drawn.

The town was quieter now. No gunshots. Fewer screams.

They sat in silence for a long time, eating a simple meal, drinking glasses of rainwater. Looking at each other. Smiling and nodding as if they were engaged in a deep conversation.

It was Trócaire who broke the long silence.

“This town is going to fall apart,” he said.

The others nodded.

“We don’t want to die with it.”

More nods.

Outside they heard a man yelling, “He’s infected—he must have been bitten at the stable. Don’t let him near you! Mikey, get my ax!”

There were more yells, a scream, and then an awful sound like someone chopping wet, green wood. After that, the faintness of someone weeping.

“Let’s pray,” suggested Ténèbres, and they all held hands.
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“YOUR TEMPERATURE’S UP AGAIN,” SAID Alice, feeling her mother’s forehead and the side of her throat.

Her mother was buried under layers of blankets, shivering but awake.

“It’s nothing,” she said. “Just a cold. World’s worst timing, but that’s all it is.”

Alice frowned. “I don’t know. Maybe one of your cuts is infected. Let me take a look.”

Apart from her injured hand, Mrs. Chung had several small cuts, mostly from splinters and flying glass during the fight.

“I just checked when I was in the bathroom, sweetie. I’m fine. Really, it’s just a cold. You go along. I’m sure Gutsy wants to see you.” Her smile, despite the fever, was radiant and encouraging.

“Sure, but—”

“Just go. I should try to sleep as much as I can. That’s the best way to beat a cold. Sleep it off, and let the body heal itself.”

Alice didn’t like it, but her mother insisted. “At least let me get you some tea and cut up a few oranges. Vitamin C.”

When that was done, Alice kissed her mom on the forehead and left.



Mrs. Chung waited until she heard the click of the front door lock, and then she pushed the blankets away. She sat up and used her splinted hand to pull up the sleeve on her other arm. There were five small bandages there, each taped in place over a cut. The flesh around four of the bandages was normal or slightly pink.

But higher up on her arm, near the elbow, the skin was very different. Although it was the smallest cut, that whole part of her arm was now a dark red. It scared her. She hadn’t been bitten—nothing like that—but during the fight she’d been nicked by a splinter of wood smeared with some dark substance. She thought it was oil or grease, because she’d taken the injury near the wagonwright’s barn; and she’d cleaned it thoroughly. Several times.

Why was that one cut getting infected while the others were not?

What was that black stuff?

Surely it was only oil. Or grease.

She tugged down her sleeve and pulled up the blankets. Shivering as she did so. From the fever. From the fear.
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GUTSY SAT CROSS-LEGGED ON A desk at the school, watching as Captain Ledger stumped around on crutches.

“I’m going out first thing in the morning,” Sam said. “One of the scouts found a dead shambler a few miles northeast of here. Single pistol shot to the forehead. Very precise, so it could have been Collins.”

“Outstanding,” said Ledger. “I’ll go with you and—”

“You’re not going anywhere, Joe,” interrupted Sam. “Not with that leg.”

“I’m fine. Just a scratch.”

“Sixteen stitches isn’t a scratch.”

“Yeah? Well, screw that.”

“You barely healed up from the injuries you got when your chopper crashed, and now you’re in worse shape.” Sam shook his head. “Maybe for once try not to be a macho idiot.”

“You say the sweetest things, Sam. Always captain of my fan club,” said Ledger sourly. “But here’s a news flash: I’m going. There’s no debate on this.”

They glared at each other, but it was obvious to Gutsy and everyone else who was going to win the argument.



As dawn began painting the distant horizon in strips of red, Joe Ledger and Sam Imura prepared to ride out of town on a pair of horses, a day later than they had hoped to. Ledger did a pretty good job of keeping a confident smile on his face, but no one was really fooled. He was sweating with pain as he climbed into the saddle, and sat gritting his teeth as the horse jostled and jangled him. Grimm, still in quarantine, howled so loudly they could all hear him blocks way.

“If we find Collins,” said Joe, his face running with sweat, “one of us will come back on her quad. With any luck, Site B will be big enough to evacuate the townsfolk to.”

Gutsy looked around at the town, then back at him. “This place already feels dead. Maybe it belongs to them. They can have it.”

Her words seemed to leech all the heat out of the day. Even Ledger shivered—though maybe it was a fever from his wound. Gutsy wasn’t sure.

She stood with Benny and Chong, watching the two soldiers ride away.
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A FEW HOURS LATER, KAREN Peak called the group together in an examination room at the hospital. The large crowd that had met in Mr. Ford’s classroom a few days ago had dwindled, Nix and Lilah gone to California and Ledger and Sam off looking for Site B.

The body of the dead soldier was now covered by a bloodstained blanket. Dissection tools lay in a bucket of hot, soapy water, which told Gutsy that the postmortem had been performed. Part of her wanted to see what was under the blanket, and to understand the technical process of post-mortem; the other part of her was disgusted by the thought. She saw her friends glancing at the shrouded figure and figured they were having similar thoughts. Well, maybe only the disgust.

Dr. Morton sat on a folding chair next to the table, and Manny Flores leaned on the edge of the table, looking worn out and scared. “First off,” he said, “we confirmed that this soldier did not die as a result of a bite or from smoke inhalation.”

“Then what killed him?” asked Gutsy.

“A gunshot wound to the chest,” said Flores. “He bled to death.”

The room plunged into shocked silence.

It was Urrea who finally spoke. “Wait… he was alive? I don’t understand. This man wasn’t a zombie?”

“He was not,” said Flores. “We also did some spot-testing on the other bodies from the car wash, and none of them are standard reanimates.”

“What about the ones at the school?” asked Ford. “The ones dressed in civilian clothes?”

“They’re the same as this man,” said Flores.

“You lost me,” said Urrea. “So, if the car wash attackers weren’t ravagers or shamblers… what were they?”

Flores glanced at Morton. “Doctor, this is your mess. You should explain it.”

Morton fidgeted with the bandages on his left arm. When he began speaking, his eyes seemed to stare through rather than at anyone gathered there.

“First,” Morton said slowly, “I suppose I need to admit that I haven’t been entirely frank with you people about the full scope of the research being undertaken at the base.”

“Before you say one more word, let me say this,” said Gutsy. “If you don’t tell us everything now, you’re going to have a lot more to worry about than a few zom bites.”

Morton almost smiled. “I’m probably going to die and reanimate as one of those things, girl. Am I supposed to be scared by your threats?”

“You should be,” said Alethea, and her words hung in the air for a moment. Morton was sweating, but he tried to paste on an expression of professional calm. He wasn’t able to sell it, though.

“I intend to be frank with you,” he said frostily. “The autopsy confirms what can best be described as a worst-case scenario, which means I’m in as much danger as you. So, in case you think I’m doing this out of the goodness of my heart, think again. I’m a coward; I’ll admit it. I don’t want to die. I also know that you people need me because I’m useful, and I intend to leverage that. So… no more games.”

“Then get to it,” said Benny.

Morton nodded. “You need to understand that the main base—the Laredo Chemical and Biological Weapon Defense Research Facility—was not created to study Lucifer 113. It existed long before that; it was built even before the Cold War. The base was part of a bioweapons program launched in 1942 as a backup plan if the Manhattan Project failed.”

Gutsy heard gasps from Urrea, Ford, and Karen.

“What’s the Manhattan Project?” asked Spider.

“It was a top-secret military program,” explained Urrea, “launched in 1939 by the United States—”

“—with help from Canada and Great Britain—” added Ford.

“—to develop the first atomic bomb.”

“Yikes,” said Chong quietly.

“What do you mean by ‘backup plan’?” asked Gutsy.

“If the atomic bomb project was a failure, then plan B to defeat the Empire of Japan was to release bioweapons in Tokyo and other major population centers. Because Japan is a series of islands, the hope was that the distance from the mainland would contain the resulting epidemic. That plan, luckily, was scrapped because it was deemed unmanageable. There was no way to guarantee isolation and, therefore, containment. And, bear in mind, this was similar in many ways to what the Soviet Union was planning when they developed the Lucifer bioweapon. It was intended for use in isolated areas—a base, ships at sea, and so on. In both cases the plan was to let the bioweapon sweep through the population and then the infection itself would die out when there were no more living hosts.”

“That’s… that’s…,” began Spider, but couldn’t finish.

“It’s madness,” said Morton. “The fact that all of the research and samples of Lucifer weren’t completely destroyed when the original plan was deemed too dangerous is proof.”

“This is what you do, though,” said Alethea, “isn’t it?”

Morton looked genuinely surprised. “Me? No! My field of research—and everything we did at our lab—was focused on stopping these kinds of bioweapons. We were the shield to the biological sword.”

“That sounds very noble,” said Ford, “but you also killed a lot of innocent people, so let’s wait a bit before we nominate you for sainthood.”

Morton gave him a vile sneer, then turned to the others.

“The program begun at our lab during the Second World War was scrapped when the bomb tests proved successful,” said Morton. “Unfortunately, that research was, like Lucifer, never completely disposed of. When Lucifer 113 began spreading, we were ordered to investigate whether any of the dormant bioweapons projects might be viable as counterplagues to stop the infected—including the one designed to exterminate the majority of the Japanese population.”

“That’s horrible,” Spider said.

“It’s practical,” said Morton, then he flicked a glance at Gutsy. “Wouldn’t you agree? You’ve always been the practical one.”

“Agree about it being practical?” she said. “Sure. But it’s evil.”

“I’ll leave the concepts of good and evil to the philosophers,” sneered Morton. “The point is, we soon discovered that a number of these older bioweapons were very useful to us in developing potential treatment protocols.”

“None of which actually worked,” said Ford. “Like what you did to create the ravagers?”

“That was an accident,” Morton said grudgingly. “And yet it wasn’t a total failure, because the ravagers are smarter and more humanlike than the shamblers. It was proof that the mental functions of the reanimates could be partially restored.”

“Oh, you must be so happy,” said Alethea. Morton started to reply, but Gutsy cut in.

“Hold on,” she said. “What does all this have to do with this man?” She pointed to the silent body under the sheet.

Morton sniffed. “By the time we learned about the Lucifer 113 variation, we were already dangerously behind the curve, because the designer of that form, Dr. Volker, committed suicide. Various research teams proposed possible response protocols, but when it comes right down to it, all of that was guesswork. Combating disease is, at the best of times, a slow and laborious process. And because we’re talking about a genetically modified bioweapon, it requires reverse engineering decades of research. What became clear, though, was that Volker never intended for his Lucifer form to get out into the general public. There were no safeguards built into 113. It was intended for one specific use: he wanted to it to revive the consciousness of the death row inmate Homer Gibbon, leaving that consciousness connected to all five senses, but to completely sever connections with all motor functions. In essence, the intended victim was meant to wake up inside his own inert body following execution via lethal injection. He would be aware of his condition, and remain aware as his body rotted inside its coffin.”

“God…,” breathed Chong.

“I think we can all agree,” said Morton, “that Dr. Volker was psychologically compromised.”

No one commented on that.

“During the height of the outbreak,” Morton continued, “and before the government tried to limit the spread by dropping nuclear bombs on the areas with the densest populations, one team attempted to fight fire with fire. They released a compound they felt would destroy the parasites that drove Lucifer 113. This counter-weapon was code-named Reaper.” He paused and shook his head. “There was no time to test. It was estimated that we were losing upward of three hundred American lives per minute by the time it was deployed.”

“Reaper?” murmured Ford. “Are you saying that the Reaper Plague was really this counter-weapon?”

“No. The name stuck, but really what accelerated the spread was the way in which Reaper and Lucifer 113 interacted. Instead of battling each other, the two disease forms combined and mutated into a true pandemic superplague.” Morton shook his head again. “It’s possible that time, natural mutation, and natural barriers such as rivers and so on might have slowed Volker’s plague and kept it from spreading beyond all control, but Reaper amped it up, turned it airborne. And… well… we all know what happened. It’s everywhere. All of us are technically carriers. When we die, the change in metabolism results in the parasite eggs we all carry in our bloodstream hatching. We reanimate quickly.”

No one said a word.

“When it was clear how terrible a mistake had been made,” Morton went on, “the government sent the last of its resources to bases like ours. We were told—no, we were begged—to find a solution. The last message sent by the president of the United States was for the science teams to find a solution by any means necessary. The Constitution and Bill of Rights were suspended. In fact, all rights of any kind were suspended. We were the last line of defense in this war.”

As he said this, he stared at Gutsy.

“You think we’re monsters, Gabriella,” he said, and for a moment his voice softened. “But we were trying to prevent the extinction of humankind. The government fell. The armies died. Reaper spread around the world. We were the last hope of our species. So, you tell me—any of you tell me—what could we have done but do what we did?”

No one spoke for a moment, then Gutsy said, “You could have told us. You could have asked us to help. To volunteer.”

Morton began shaking his head before she even finished. “Volunteer? To be lab rats?”

“No. To be test subjects. To help save the world.”

“And why would any of you do that? Why would any of you risk your lives like that?”

“Because,” said Spider, “it’s our world too. We live here. Our friends are here.” He took Alethea’s hand. “Our families are here. People would have volunteered. They’d have stepped up if you ever gave them a chance.”

Gutsy wiped at her eyes. “If she thought it might help save me, Mama would have been the first in line.”

“I’d have done it to keep Sarah safe,” said Karen Peak.

Morton shook his head again. “No, no, no. People are afraid. They’re selfish. You say this now, but I know we wouldn’t have had enough volunteers, and then we would have failed.”

“And look at how well you succeeded doing it your way,” said Mr. Urrea in a voice that dripped with contempt.

“We were doing what we were ordered to do,” Morton countered.

Manny Flores cut in. “Look, guys, I tend to agree with all of you, and for two pins I’d feed this piece of garbage to los muertos, but Karen called you all in here because of something new we found.” He turned to Morton. “Get to the damn point.”

The doctor cleared his throat. “Fine,” he snapped peevishly. “While attempting to find a way to change the function of Lucifer 113, we used many of the earlier versions of the parasite. This research took many forms, including a variety of clinical trials—mostly on animals, of course.”

“Mostly,” said Gutsy in a way that transformed that single word into something obscene.

“Yeah, very successful,” Benny said sourly. “We saw some of your test subjects. Nearly had our heads bitten off by a zommed-out gorilla.”

“If you expect me to apologize, you can just forget it,” said Morton. “We were trying anything that had even a whisper of a possibility. Anyway… there were other… ah… failures. One of my great fears is that the explosions at the base may have caused the accidental release of some of those stored bioweapons and paracides.”

“What’s a paracide?” asked Benny.

“Something that attacks and kills a parasite,” said Morton. He pointed to the corpse. “We found traces of a very specific paracide in this man’s blood. The only possible source of that contamination is from something inadvertently released when the lab blew up.”

“Oh crap,” Chong said.

“Allow me to explain,” said Morton. “Depending on how bad the fire was, most of the bioweapons stored at the base have likely been destroyed; most can’t survive outside a living host or some stable medium, and would have been compromised by the heat.”

“Most?” echoed Benny. “Not really digging the sound of that.”

“No,” Morton agreed. “The paracide we found in this man’s body is a very specific prion-based bioweapon. Before you ask, prions are misfolded proteins. Very tough, very difficult to destroy. They can survive on virtually any surface, withstand heat, and even survive freezing. We worked with prions because of that natural toughness, but they are not airborne pathogens. We needed something that could be a delivery system for the prions. Something we could use against mass populations of reanimates.”

“And that’s what this guy was infected with?” asked Spider.

“Yes. It’s likely all of the subjects who attacked Captain Ledger and Gabriella here were infected with it, since they all exhibited the same behavior.” Morton cleared his throat again. “Understand, this paracide was designed to work in conjunction with a genetically altered version of pertussis—whooping cough. That’s the primary delivery system—the infected coughing, spitting, or using a forced exhale.”

“The ones who attacked us kept yelling,” said Gutsy. “Howling, really.”

“Howling projects more than sound,” said Morton. “Yelling of any kind carries particles of the paracide in spit or exhaled vapor.”

“Then how come Captain Ledger and I aren’t infected?”

“I’m not sure,” admitted Morton. “By rights, you should be. It may be something as simple as neither of you having inhaled the exhalation of the infected.”

“So… we got lucky?” asked Gutsy.

“In a nutshell,” Morton said. “Though I wouldn’t count on that a second time. However, this paracide was not intended as a weapon against the uninfected. It was designed to attack and destroy the active parasites comprising Lucifer 113. It was intended for use against the reanimates. It’s theoretically possible that it would work against ravagers as well, but that was one of many things we never tested.”

“What would have happened to Captain Ledger and Gutsy if they’d been infected but hadn’t died yet?” asked Chong.

Morton shrugged. “I have no idea. Our research never got that far.”

“What would happen to me?” Chong said quietly. “And Sarah Peak? And you, Doc? What would this stuff do to people like us? Half-zoms?”

“I… don’t know, son,” admitted the doctor. “Our research never got that far. We were focused on a weapon of mass destruction against the whole army of reanimates.”

“Good lord,” said Ford. “What is this paracide?”

“It’s called Wodewose 74,” explained Morton. “It was a true marvel of genetic engineering. We used transgenics and CRISPR gene-editing technology and—”

“The point, doctor,” Karen cut in. “They need you to get to the point.”

“Fine,” snapped Morton. “The reason we stopped that line of research is because when Wodewose 74 and Lucifer 113 interact in the system of an active reanimate, something entirely new is created. The reanimate becomes faster and much more physically coordinated. They reconnect with their motor functions and essentially take control of the body. They no longer crave human flesh, because they are no longer driven to feed the parasites.”

“That’s a good thing, though, right?” Benny asked.

“No,” said Morton, “it’s not. Because as the consciousness of the reanimate becomes fully awake, the personality of the original human host is suddenly and totally self-aware. You think each reanimate is aware? That they retain consciousness? That’s what many people believe, but it’s much more complicated than that. The parasites in Dr. Volker’s modified Lucifer 113 bioweapon do indeed keep some awareness in play, but only in a very reduced state. Oxygen deprivation, general trauma, and resulting synaptic failure have reduced most of them to near mindlessness. Perhaps even total cognitive shutdown, especially as they age. For the more recently reanimated it’s probably more like being in a bad dream. However, Wodewose 74 changes that. It means some of the inert synapses begin firing again, and that brings the consciousness back into partial focus. That realization of what it is and what it has done drives the infected into a state of absolute and uncontrollable anger. Instead of slow, shuffling zombies or deranged, militant ravagers, what we have instead is a growing army of homicidal maniacs.”
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THE ROOM WAS AS SILENT as death. Everyone just stared at Morton.

Finally, the doctor spoke again. “These infected were designated ‘wild men.’ That’s what ‘Wodewose’ means. Seemed like an appropriate name for something that is driven not by hunger or lust or political ideology but by rage. Pure, unfiltered, unrelenting rage. The only thing these wild men won’t attack are others of their kind. When I mentioned that Wodewose 74 was intended as a weapon against the reanimates, I meant just that. Once introduced into the target, the bioweapon spreads very quickly throughout their system. They would pass Wodewose 74 very quickly to any population of living-dead reanimates, and it’s possible, even likely, that, given time, all of the zombies in the world would become wild men.”

“Which means we’d be overrun and wiped out,” said Ford. “We’ve survived this long against los muertos because they’re slow and stupid. When a few dozen ravagers came along and organized the shamblers into an army, we barely held them off. Now you’re talking about millions of these wild men—faster, smarter, much more aggressive, and even able to use weapons…” His words trailed off, and he shook his head slowly.

Gutsy felt sick. She looked into the future and imagined a world where all the billions of los muertos had become infected with the Wodewose paracide. Eight billion reanimates driven to total madness and unbearable rage by a collision of man-made diseases. Screaming. Filling the whole world with rage.

“Doctor Morton,” said Chong, breaking the terrible silence, “isn’t there anything that can stop these wild men? Other than actually fighting them all, I mean?”

Morton chewed his lip for a moment. “There’s a chance,” he said tentatively. “But it’s not a very good chance.”

“Try us,” said Urrea.

“It’s… something we began working on when the Wodewose project was active,” Morton began. “It’s a compound we called Dòmi—the Haitian word for ‘sleep’—because it is based on a chemical formula used for centuries in that country that causes a person to go into a calm, trancelike state. And, for the record, people in such a state were called zombies or zonbis. It’s where the pop culture word came from, and it isn’t really an accurate word for reanimates.”

“Who cares?” asked Benny. “Get on with it. How do we make this Dòmi stuff? And will it help us against the wild men?”

“Yes, it will stop them. If exposed to Dòmi, the wild men will simply… stop. They may fall down or just stand there, but they will remain inert until the Wodewose 74 in their system finishes destroying the Lucifer parasites.”

“Then what?”

Morton shook his head. “I don’t know. We never—”

“—got that far,” interrupted Alethea. “Right. Jeez.”

“Can you make it here?” Gutsy asked. “Or are you going to say that you don’t have the right chemicals?”

Morton just looked at her.

“Is the stuff we need at Site B?” asked Benny.

“No,” said Morton. “The entire Wodewose and Dòmi projects were conducted at the base. Samples of the active Wodewose paracide were stored in the hot room, but the Dòmi materials are in deep storage. Samples, research notes—all of it.”

“And that’s all destroyed now,” Benny said, sagging back against the wall. He rubbed his eyes. “We can’t catch a break.”

“How do we know it’s all destroyed?” asked Gutsy. When everyone looked at her in surprise, she said, “I got the impression from Captain Collins that it was a pretty big underground complex. And you just said it was in deep storage. Did you mean actually deep? Like underground?”

“Yes,” said Morton. “There are two main upper levels and four sublevels. All of the Dòmi research and samples are down in the basement. Down in sub-four.”

“Then maybe there’s a chance,” said Gutsy.

“How do you figure that?” Ford asked.

“Fire burns up,” said Gutsy. “Those lower levels might be okay.”

“You couldn’t get to it,” said Morton. “The hot room—the place where many of the most dangerous bioweapons were stored—was on the upper level. The explosions would likely have ruptured that. The air around there must be a toxic soup. You’d need a hazmat suit and probably an armed battalion of crack troops, also in hazmat suits.”

“Don’t we have some of those suits here?” asked Gutsy.

“Yes,” said Flores, “but only a few.”

Alethea wheeled around and glared at Gutsy. “No,” she said flatly. “I know the look in your eye, and I can read you like a book, Gabriella Gomez. No way are you going out there.”

“I never said I wanted to,” Gutsy said quickly. Alethea’s eyes bored into hers for a long time. Then she gave a single firm nod and turned away.

“So… now what?” demanded Chong.

“Now,” said Karen Peak, “we wait until Captain Ledger and Sam Imura get back. If they find Site B, then we don’t need to worry about what may or may not be at the base. We’ll have medicine and weapons and maybe a safe place to hide. And, besides, who better to attempt to infiltrate the base to get the Dòmi?”

“And what do we do if they don’t come back?” Spider asked.

No one had an answer to that. And no one had anything else to say. The meeting broke up, and, in ones and twos, they all left the hospital. Gutsy was the last to leave. She lingered in the doorway of the examination room, looking at the form under the sheet. For just a moment Gutsy felt as if her mother’s ghost was beside her. She looked that way, but there was nothing but a heat shimmer by the window.

Then Gutsy turned away and left.



Interlude Seven In the Court of the Raggedy Man

TWO YEARS AGO

THE RAGGEDY MAN SAT WAITING for them on a throne of skulls.

The throne was on a flatbed truck angled to block the highway. There were no reapers around him, but there were plenty of guards. Those closest to the truck were ravagers dressed in leather and denim, armed with every kind of weapon—knives and swords, pistols and rifles, scythes and axes. Beyond them, and spreading out to fill the fields on either side of the road, were the gray people. Many thousands of them.

Saint John and the two young reapers walked along the center of the highway. Normally it was the chemical soaked into the red tassels each reaper wore that kept the dead from attacking them. Not this time. The gray people merely shuffled aside and watched with dull and hungry eyes as the three uninfected passed.

The three of them stopped fifteen feet from the flatbed. Saint John bowed low, and the reapers bowed even lower, as they had been told to do.

The Raggedy Man was naked except for the torn and filthy remnants of a pair of ancient blue hospital scrubs. His skin was a bizarre yellowish-gray patchwork of lighter and darker skin divided by deep scars that ran in lines all over him, as if his body had been blown apart and then badly stitched together using parts from every kind and color of human. It was sickening, and reminded Brother Mercy of the creature from a novel he’d read. Frankenstein. A living thing made from pieces of the dead.

The Raggedy Man’s face was similarly misshapen and scarred. His lips were rubbery, with pendulous strands of bloody drool hanging from them. He had yellow teeth that were sharpened to points, like a shark. His ears were crumpled lumps of gristle, and he had no hair anywhere on his head or body—not even eyebrows or lashes. His eyes glittered like perfect blue marbles, and in those eyes all manner of shadows swirled. Humor and anger, hunger and delight. Those eyes were the worst part of him. They terrified Brother Mercy down to the bottom of his soul.

The saint straightened. “Greetings, my old friend.”

“Been a long time,” said the Raggedy Man. “I heard you were dead.”

“People tell stories,” said the saint, shrugging it off. “And there were those told about you. It was quite a spectacular death, as I recall. Your name was on every reporter’s mouth.”

“I know. Did you see what the Philadelphia Inquirer called me?”

“Yes—‘The Man Who Killed the World.’ Very lurid. All the news services picked it up.”

“For once they got the story right.”

They beamed at each other.

The Raggedy Man looked at the two reapers. “These are the two hotshots you’ve been bragging about?”

Saint John introduced them, and again the reapers bowed low.

“They got manners,” said the monster on the throne. His diction was rough and his voice coarse, but he had an undeniable air of complete command.

“They have much more than that, Homer,” said Saint John. “Between them, they have sent more sinners into the darkness than anyone else except Brother Peter. They are sharp as knives and dedicated to our holy purpose, and I bring them to you.”

Homer Gibbon, the Raggedy Man, the man who killed the world, sat back in his throne and smiled a broad, feral, happy smile. “And it’s not even my birthday.”

Brother Mercy could see tiny worms wriggling between the man’s yellow teeth.



PART TWELVE NEW ALAMO


Faith begins where it ends. And hope is the first breath taken after everything chokes you. None of this is supposed to be easy, broken feathers just make a different flight path.

—ANNE WALSH, “FLIGHT PATH”
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“WELL,” SIGHED CHONG, “JUST WHEN I thought I couldn’t get more depressed…”

They were all sitting around Gutsy’s dining room table, Gutsy and her friends and the California kids. The remains of an early dinner lay like debris. Sombra was on a rug by the back door, quietly chewing on a beef bone. Gutsy had liberated him from quarantine, promising to keep him inside her house for at least the next day.

“I learned a while back,” Benny mused, poking at his potatoes with a fork, “never to say something as stupid as ‘Well, things can’t get worse.’ ”

“No joke,” agreed Spider. He had a cup of tea cradled between his palms and stared down into it as if expecting answers to appear there.

Gutsy thought about Alice. On the way back from Misfit High, she’d stopped to knock on Alice’s door, but there was no answer.

“Hey, Earth calling Gutsy Gomez,” said Alethea, snapping her fingers, and Gutsy jerked, realizing that someone had asked her a question.

“What… ?”

“I asked,” said Alethea with false patience, “what you thought about this whole Dòmi thing. And these wild men freaks.”

Gutsy set down her bowl. “You won’t like what I think.”

“What exactly is it you think we won’t like?” Alethea asked.

“Well,” said Gutsy slowly, “I think we need to go out to the base and try to find that stuff. We need to get all of the Dòmi so we can handle any new wild man attacks, and we need to look for some of the stuff Morton needs to make drugs for Chong, Sarah, and the other infected people.”

“Sam and Joe are looking for Site B,” said Chong.

“Looking for, sure. Doesn’t mean they’ll find it. Doesn’t mean they’ll get back here in time. Same goes for Nix and Lilah.”

“Sure,” Benny said, “but that’s two tries at the same time.”

“And going to the base would be three. That increases our odds by a third.”

“It also increases the chances of getting killed,” said Alethea. “It’s a stupid plan.”

Gutsy shrugged. “Give me a better one that doesn’t involve just sitting around waiting.”

“At the risk of insulting you,” said Chong, “I kinda agree with the whole ‘you’re crazy’ thing.”

Spider reached over and clasped Gutsy’s wrist. “Please… don’t even think about it.”

Gutsy managed a smile. It was totally fake, but Spider seemed reassured by it. “Whatever, guys,” she said to the group.

Benny relaxed a bit. “Though, to be fair,” he said, “it is kind of a crazy time right now.”

“Don’t tell me you’re agreeing with her about going out there,” said Chong, alarmed. “I mean, sure, this sounds like one of your classic idiot ideas, but—”

“Nope,” said Benny emphatically. “Even I wouldn’t do this, and I’ve had some moderately wacky ideas.”

“ ‘Moderately’?” Chong echoed faintly.

They stared at Gutsy. She shrugged. “I still think it’s a good idea.”

“Despite those wild men, regular los muertos, ravagers, and every disease known to man?” Alethea wondered. “You need help.”

“I’m open to practical suggestions,” said Gutsy. “We need to do something besides sit here and sulk.”

“Sure,” said Benny, “we need to keep fortifying the town and wait for Joe and Sam. Going to that base is suicide.”

“You don’t know that.”

“Actually,” said Benny, “I kind of do. I went to one with Joe, Nix, and Lilah. It was at Zabriskie Point in California. That’s where we rescued Dr. McReady. Oh, and Chong was actually in one in Nevada.”

“Isn’t this a moot point?” Chong said. “The air around that place is basically disease soup. You’d be dead pretty quickly, and probably turn into a wild man.”

“Wild girl,” corrected Alethea.

“Wild girl,” agreed Chong. “Or… wild woman.”

“I could take a hazmat suit from the hospital and…” Everyone glared at Gutsy, and the rest of her sentence trailed off. She raised her eyebrows. “Okay, so tell me a better plan.”

No one spoke, but Gutsy sat there, arms folded across her chest, steadfast in her opinion.

“Please,” begged Alethea, “do not do something stupid here.”

Gutsy endured their stares for almost fifteen seconds before she exhaled and nodded. “Okay, okay.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“On Mama’s grave,” said Spider, which jolted Gutsy. “Swear it.”

After a long moment, she said, “I swear on Mama’s grave that I won’t do something stupid.”

Only then did Spider and Alethea relax, and after a moment, so did Benny and Chong. The conversation resumed, but it was empty chitchat, and soon they all left. Gutsy sat alone in the kitchen, Sombra’s head on her thigh, staring at the wall as if the future was painted there for her to see.
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GUTSY SNUCK OUT AN HOUR after sunset.

The first thing she did was go over to the hospital to steal a hazmat suit. She’d visited Morton before leaving to ask him to make a map of the base. He’d done it reluctantly, though he apparently bought the lie that it was something she was preparing for when Captain Ledger returned. She’d even flattered him, telling the doctor that this kind of assistance would make him a hero in the eyes of the town.

She remembered the look on Morton’s face. He was his usual haughty self, and then arrogance gave way to doubt, then fear, and finally a fragile hope.

“And what about you, Gabriella?” he asked. “I know I’ll never be a hero to you.”

“Yes, you will,” she lied. “If you help save New Alamo, then you and I are square.”

He gaped at her, eyes wide, fear sweat beading his forehead. “Even though… ?”

“Even though,” she said firmly.

When she’d drained him of every possible detail, Gutsy folded the map carefully and tucked it in a pocket of her fishing vest.

“Gutsy,” said Morton as she turned to go. She lingered in the open doorway as he spoke. “If there had been some other way…”

She said nothing.

“I’m sorry,” he said, and now the tears fell down his bruised cheeks.

“Sure,” she said, and left.

She went home and made thoughtful selections of weapons and equipment, knowing that anything she brought would have to be abandoned because of contamination. Gutsy wasn’t sentimental about tools, though. Practicality was often a shield against small hurts.

Then she kissed Sombra and hugged him for a long time. The coydog wagged his crooked tail and whined a little. Gutsy slipped out of the house, quiet as a shadow, went to a section of wall that was deep in shadows, and climbed it, taking her time, making no sound, being sly and careful.

Out in the Broken Lands, she avoided los muertos as diligently as she did the roving patrols of town guards.

None of the things she did were, in her estimation, stupid. Risky, yes, and possibly suicidal, but not stupid. So, Gutsy wasn’t breaking her word. Or so she convinced herself.
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IN NEW ALAMO, ALICE CHUNG returned home from helping deliver food to some old folks. She was bone-tired and felt icky. The thought of a hot bath, food, and maybe sitting up reading in the living room with her mom sounded like heaven.

The house was dark, though, with all the lights out. Mom must have gone to bed early. Probably worn out from pain. Those broken fingers looked better today, but the hand was still really swollen. And her mom seemed to be running a fever, too.

She tapped lightly on her mother’s bedroom door. “Mom… ?”

There was a faint rustle of bedclothes, then a murmur. “Alice?”

“I just got home. You okay? Can I get you anything? You want some tea?”

A pause. Then, “No. I’m fine.”

“You sure? It’s no problem.”

Another pause. Longer this time. “I just need to sleep.”

Alice stood in the hallway, fingers touching the door, waiting for more. But there was only silence in the house. She imagined she could feel pain in the air—Mom’s physical pain, and the deeper pain of having lost family and friends in the attacks.

Alice leaned her forehead against the door for a long moment.

“Love you, Mom,” she said softly.

Then she went to heat water for her bath.
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IT TOOK THREE CAREFUL HOURS to reach the area near the base. It wasn’t the distance that took so much time, but the staying safe. The darkness was alive with shambling creatures. And with faster ones who snarled and howled and tore at the shadows with teeth and fingernails as if trying to consume the night itself.

Gutsy found a good hiding place a mile from the base, behind the rusted hulk of a Mister Softee truck. She shrugged out of her backpack, removed the hazmat suit, used moonlight to double-check that it was still intact, then pulled it on. She very carefully pulled off strips of duct tape and wound them around the seals at her ankles, wrists, and throat. She’d brought a lanyard to hang the tape roll around her neck. It was the fastest way to seal a tear, Morton had told her. Practical. Then she slipped her vest back on and buttoned it. Last thing she put on was the backpack, which was now empty. The contents—water, some food, and a first-aid kit—were left by the truck. Next to them was a spray bottle of bleach and another of a harsh antibacterial she’d taken from Morton’s lab.

Gutsy left her shelter and moved with great care, watching and listening before drifting from one piece of cover to the next. When she did move, it was in imitation of the slow, awkward manner of the dead. Los muertos were rarely triggered by their own kind. Up close, their aggression was nullified by some chemical signature. She used to think it was the stench of rotting flesh, but now she knew better. Morton had told her that the active parasites in the living dead gave off a smell that imitated that of rot. It was the parasite protecting itself from other infected hosts. In a weird way, Gutsy admired that. She knew of plants and trees that used chemicals to discourage insects. Some insects did it too, and since the Lucifer 113 plague was made up mostly from several genetically modified insects, this was a smart design choice.

Motion, though, was different. The dead tended to react to certain kinds of motion. Anything quick, anything that moved with steadiness or speed caused the monsters to want to hunt. Anything that was sluggish or that moved with a broken rhythm was much less of a trigger. Gutsy had long suspected this, but Nix said that Benny’s brother, Tom, had taught them to move in ways that kept the automatic response from kicking in.

She used that skill now, becoming, in a sense, one of the dead. It felt strange, like some of the schoolyard games she’d played with Alice and the other kids when they were little. Stop, Go, and Grab. Haunted House.

It was so odd that something like this would recall happier days. When Mama was alive. When New Alamo was the whole world.

When things made sense.

She moved closer and closer to the edge of the pit. Fires still burned here and there, and there was a pall of black oil smoke hanging like a shroud over the whole area. Parked near the edge was a burned-out Humvee. A sturdy metal tow cable ran from the front end of it over the lip and down into the smoky darkness. The ground at the edge was littered with dozens of sets of footprints as well as hand marks, showing where people had climbed out. Gutsy pivoted on the balls of her feet, studying the ground. From what she could tell, the people seemed to stagger around in aimless circles for a while before abruptly turning and moving off in specific directions.

Gutsy tried to make sense of that. She reckoned that the soldiers were either killed by the blast and reanimated, or killed by all those pathogens released when the hot room ruptured. In either case, they became infected by Wodewose. It was sad. Frightened soldiers climbing out, each of them already infected by the pathogens swirling in the air; then becoming dizzy and disoriented as the bioweapon rewrote the rules of their consciousness and central nervous system. Once transformed, they began to move fast in the direction of the first prey they spotted, living person or undead shambler. She was not as experienced a tracker as either Sam Imura or Joe Ledger, but she was sure this was the story told by the marks on the scorched earth.

Right now, though, the creatures she could see appeared to be shamblers. Had the wild men all run off? Was the toxic cloud not filled with the paracide? Two important questions that she did not have answers for.

The cable was tempting and felt like a stroke of luck for her, but Gutsy was too cynical to believe that things were going to be that easy. So, instead of immediately climbing down, she ghosted silently around the edge of the pit, looking down to try and get a sense of the place and matching it with the map Morton drew.

According to the doctor, the base covered a sprawling sixty-three acres underground, with wings jutting out in several directions. A massive section of the roof had been blown up by some catastrophe created by the ravagers, and hundreds of tons of debris then collapsed back into the pit. It lay in uneven piles, the biggest of which rose to within thirty feet of the edge. Desultory fires burned here and there, but they were fading. She had no idea what fuel had kept them burning this long. Possibly stores of natural gas or some kind of geothermal venting, but those were guesses and there was no way or time to check.

The blast seemed to have blown upward from the second of the upper sublevels, tearing a massive hole in the topmost level and the ground. By kneeling and peering through the gloom, though, Gutsy could see under the undamaged portion of the roof, and there were faint glows that were too steady to be fire. Could it be electric lights? If so, then that meant there was still power down there, and that in turn meant a good deal of the underground structure was still intact. As bad as the explosion had been, it could not have destroyed a complex as massive as what Morton described. Her heart jumped at that thought, because it meant that this crazy mission could work.

She completed her circle of the pit and stopped again by the burned Humvee, wondering briefly what happened to whomever had brought it here to try and get survivors out. Had the wild men killed him? Had fumes from the pit overwhelmed him with their mingled diseases and bioweapons? Or had he simply been consumed?

There was no one else around. Not here at the edge, and she reckoned that the newly transformed wild men were the reason for that. They would have attacked any los muertos, but where had they gone since then? Some had certainly been among the group that she and Ledger had fought at the car wash. Were there more, or had that been all of them?

“Worry about that later,” she told herself. Then she took hold of the steel tow-cable and climbed down into the home of the Rat Catchers.

The place where monsters were made.
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THE CABLE REACHED MIDWAY DOWN the biggest pile of debris, and Gutsy held on fast while she tested the slope to see if it would hold her weight. It did, mostly comprised of broken stone, shattered timbers, and twisted steel beams. She released her grip very carefully and then made her way down—slowly and precariously—to the floor. The hazmat suit was bulky and clumsy, but she managed, and then stood panting on the ground. The glow revealed itself to be emergency lights attached to big battery boxes bolted to the walls. The illumination allowed her to see the openings of several of the facility’s wings. Morton’s notes told her to follow yellow lines painted on the walls, indicating directions. There was a rainbow of colored lines running everywhere, but she located the yellow ones easily enough. Yellow would take her to the correct rooms, and orange would bring her back. Easy and efficient; just how Gutsy liked it. She did a tap-check of her equipment and hazmat suit, then moved off into the building. The yellow lines took her to a set of elevators—which stood open, empty, and uninviting—and a set of stairs winding downward. She drew her machete and took the stairs.

Gutsy was a scavenger, among many other things, and had broken into more than one building looking for items to take back to town. She knew how to move silent as a shadow, and how to take stairs at angles to check the corners of each new level. There was a flash in her head as she wondered if Captain Ledger would be proud of how she was handling this—providing he wasn’t out of his mind with rage over her being here at all. She also wondered if Alice would be proud of her bravery. Or would she be repulsed by the risks Gutsy was taking?

“Focus,” she growled at herself, and even with the muffling effect of the hazmat suit, her voice seemed unnaturally loud in the darkness. It scared her to silence.

She reached sublevel two and peered through the sooty glass window in the steel door of a lab. What she saw sickened her. There had been a slaughter here. The walls, floor, and even the ceiling were spattered with blood that had dried to a chocolaty brown. Pieces of bodies lay everywhere, and several corpses lay in a sprawl—obvious victims of gunfire. One of the shamblers was still alive. Kind of. It was a person who’d obviously died there and reanimated, but was pinned beneath a pair of heavy steel cabinets. That probably was how she died, but the ponderous weight kept her hungry corpse pinned down. The thing’s hands clawed with futile persistence at the floor in a vain hope to pull itself free. Gutsy gagged when she saw that the fingernails and much of the skin of each fingertip had been ripped away by days of clawing, clawing, clawing.

The sight of the helpless los muertos hurt Gutsy. She knew that this dead woman had been part of something vast and horrible, and that she had to know what was going on. That made her a monster long before she died. And yet there was the other part. The knowledge that the personality of this woman was still in there, even at a greatly reduced level, was horrifying. Able to feel pain and hunger. Able to see and hear. And yet helpless.

Had the woman believed that the work being done at this facility was cruel but necessary? Was this punishment just? Gutsy had no answers.

On impulse, Gutsy opened the door and went inside the room. There was no biohazard symbol on the outside, and the door opened with a simple turn of the handle. The dead thing turned its head and growled at her, and those torn fingers stretched up to grab what was beyond their reach. A few scattered papers rifled, but nothing else moved.

Gutsy drew a push-spike as she walked over to the undead creature. She moved around to an angle where it couldn’t grab her, knelt on the creature’s upper back, pressed the bloody head facedown, and placed the tip of the spike at the curved depression at the base of the skull. Skin and muscle and tendon resisted, but the sharpened tip punched through and severed the spinal cord. All movement instantly stopped, and the thrashing monster became a truly dead person.

“Sorry,” murmured Gutsy, though she wasn’t really sure that was the right word. She’d given the woman rest. Peace. Though that word seemed wrong, too. Everything here was a mockery of peace.

Gutsy stood slowly, pulling out the spike. She wiped it on the woman’s smock. Someone might still be alive who loved her. Or remembered her. Or she could have been here since the base was destroyed, the consciousness of the person she’d once been aching for death and thinking about the people she loved.

The same hell Mama had been in.

“Mama…,” she cried. “Ay, dios mio, Mama… I’m so sorry.”

Gutsy moved on through this giant tomb of a place.




PART THIRTEEN THE LAREDO CHEMICAL AND BIOLOGICAL WEAPON DEFENSE RESEARCH FACILITY


The secret to happiness is freedom…And the secret to freedom is courage.

—THUCYDIDES
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GUTSY CONTINUED FOLLOWING THE YELLOW lines. Going deeper. She was relieved that so little of the complex was damaged down on the lower levels.

Because the hazmat suit she wore was completely sealed, her body heat had nowhere to go, turning her into a walking swamp. So much sweat ran down her legs that her feet squelched inside the boots. But she didn’t dare open the hood and take a sip of water or let a breeze in.

Everywhere she looked there were signs of panic and violence. An open doorway surrounded by bullet-pocked walls. Blood splashed high from the force of opened arteries. A few corpses with head wounds. A headless man dressed only in boxer shorts. They were evidence of small battles lost, where both the living and the dead had wandered off, recruited by default into the Night Army. Or, perhaps, the wild men.

The yellow lines ended at a massive metal door set with an airlock. The door stood open, propped by a leather swivel chair. Gutsy stopped and stood looking at a message someone had written on the wall in blood:

GOD FORGIVE US

The airlock was set into a concrete wall reinforced with plates of steel. Morton’s notes included a method to bypass the lock, but it wasn’t necessary. She left the swivel chair in place to make sure the door would remain open.

Directly inside was a kind of mudroom, with clothes hung on pegs and five brand-new and undamaged hazmat suits. They were of better quality than the one she wore, but she didn’t dare change.

The mudroom led to a much smaller airlock that was similarly blocked open, this time with a small metal trash can. Gutsy stepped over it, placing her feet deliberately to avoid noise. The suit itself rustled a bit, but there was nothing she could do about that except pay attention to the room, listening for sounds, watching for movement.

Morton had warned her about the facility’s biohazard alert system—something he called a BAMS unit. He’d explained that this was a bioaerosol mass spectrometer, which was a device that could detect infectious particles in the air. There were BAMS units positioned throughout the facility. As she stepped inside, one of the units mounted above the inside of the door began flashing a red light and—exactly as Morton had warned her—two ferocious jets of steam hit her from either side, and a third blasted down on her head with such force that it drove her to her knees. The steam jets, Morton said, were filled with a strong combination of antibacterial, antiviral, and antifungal agents, as well as some kind of solvent like bleach. It blasted her for ten seconds and then abruptly stopped, leaving her gasping.

She struggled back to her feet, trembling and scared.

“Keep going,” she urged herself. “Don’t stop.”

Gutsy moved from beneath those spray heads into a much larger room. She had expected to find a laboratory, but it was really more of a combination clerical office and storage unit. Rows of desks lined one side of the big room, and rank upon rank of heavy metal cabinets faced them across a narrow walkway. The cabinets each had a number stenciled on them, 001 through 012. Morton had been very specific about what things he wanted from cabinets 003 and 009.

Four emergency lights cast the room in a dirty yellow wash that pushed the shadows into the corners but did not dispel them. Gutsy didn’t trust those shadows, but time was ticking away; so she threw caution to the wind and began moving fast. Morton’s notes told her where to find a durable foam-lined cooler from a stack of them against a back wall. They were each marked with a biohazard symbol like those that could be found on abandoned trucks from the Centers for Disease Control that were everywhere in the Broken Lands, on walls all through this complex, and even on the hazmat suit she wore.

She hooked a foot around another swivel chair and pulled it over to the cabinets, set the cooler on it, opened the top, and then reached for the handle of 003.

A sound made her stop, as still as a statue.

It was not a growl. Not a moan. Not even the scuff of a shambling foot.

The sound was the cold, sharp, precise click of someone racking the slide on a pump shotgun.
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“DON’T SHOOT,” CRIED GUTSY WITHOUT turning. Her body was rigid with fear.

There was a scuff of a shoe on the concrete walkway behind. She didn’t know what to do. Most los muertos couldn’t use a weapon, but if this was a ravager, then she was going to die very badly.

The silence stretched, and Gutsy strained to hear something—anything—that might give shape and meaning to what was happening.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Another scuff. Closer. And now Gutsy could hear the person behind her breathing. It was soft, rapid, and pitched slightly high. She didn’t know for sure, but her gut told her it was probably a woman.

“My name is Gabriella Gomez,” she said.

There was no reply, but the breath paused for a moment.

“My friends call me Gutsy.”

Nothing.

“I’m from New Alamo.”

Silence. Cold sweat beaded all over Gutsy’s face and ran down her body inside the hazmat suit.

“Look,” said Gutsy slowly, “I’m going to turn around. I’ll do it really slow, okay?”

It took all her courage to raise her arms very, very slowly out to the sides and then turn.

There was a rustle of clothes as the person moved suddenly.

“I’ll kill you,” said a terrified voice. A woman’s.

“I’m not one of them. I’m not infected,” Gutsy said, forcing her voice to sound reasonable, controlled. Telling the woman, not begging for her life.

She kept turning. So slowly.

There she was, half in and half out of a pool of yellow light. A hazmat suit hid her in baggy whiteness that was speckled with drops of red. The shotgun was some kind of military model, with a pistol-grip handle and a second handle on the pump. The weapon shook in the woman’s hands. Her whole body trembled visibly.

“I’m not infected,” repeated Gutsy slowly.

The shotgun barrel was pointed directly at her face.

“Why are you here?” demanded the woman.

Gutsy had no idea what kind of answer would be safe. Her brain raced past a score of possible responses, discarding each for one reason or another. Finally, she settled on the truth.

“Dr. Morton sent me.”

There was a sound like a snarl. “Max is dead,” snapped the woman. “Everyone’s dead.”

“No!” Gutsy said quickly. “Dr. Morton is in town. He’s hurt, but he’ll be fine. He sent me here.”

“In town? New Alamo is gone.”

“No, it isn’t,” said Gutsy. “We were attacked, but we won. We’re okay.”

It wasn’t exactly true, but Gutsy wanted to calm her down. They stood only four feet apart, but Gutsy had no illusions about being able to take that shotgun away. She once read that most shotguns have a trigger pull-weight of about four pounds, and there was probably half of that on the woman’s finger already.

“I can prove it,” said Gutsy.

The shotgun wavered for a moment, then the barrel steadied again. “How?”

“I have a note from Dr. Morton. Do you know his handwriting? It’s in my bottom left vest pocket. I can show it to you.”

The woman seemed to consider this for a few moments.

“Do it slowly, or so help me, I’ll kill you,” she said. “Don’t try anything stupid.”

“Believe me,” said Gutsy earnestly, “I don’t want to get shot.”

She kept her right hand out to the side and used two fingers of her left to slowly dip into the pocket and pull out the folded piece of paper.

“See? Just a piece of paper.”

The woman gestured with the barrel. “Open it up and put it on the cooler. Good. Now turn around and face the cabinet. Hands on your head, fingers laced. Don’t move.”

Gutsy followed each direction with deliberate care. As she stood facing the cabinet, she heard the crinkle of paper as the note was lifted. Then there was silence for a moment, which was broken by a sob.

“He’s alive,” cried the woman. “Oh my God, he’s alive.”
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ALICE CHUNG FETCHED BUCKETS OF water from the stove three times to keep the bath hot. Each time she sank back into the tub, soaked a washcloth, and lay back with it over her eyes.

Their house was just inside the wall, and workers had built a gigantic scaffolding of pipes as a platform for repairing it. She could hear men and women climbing and clanging. There was a huge boom crane up there and she had no idea how they’d managed to get it to the big flat wooden deck. Wouldn’t they need a crane to lift it? Alice smiled, thinking that Gutsy would probably know how it was done. Gutsy knew stuff like that. She was so nuts-and-bolts. Always had been.

Alice smiled, re-wet the rag, and sighed.

Thinking of Gutsy Gomez made her smile, but even as she did so, there was an odd feeling to it. As if the smile did not quite fit. Flirting with Gutsy the other day was fun. A lot of fun, really. She’d had her eye on Gutsy for a long time, and had hoped the girl would nerve up and ask her out. But, tough as Gutsy was, she never seemed to find the guts to try.

Then there was that kiss. The first one. Alice knew that if she hadn’t made the first move, then the sun would burn to a cold cinder before Gutsy ever did.

There was a heavy caroooom as the boom crane placed another crushed car onto the wall. It made the whole house shake and sent ripples across the surface of her bathwater. Alice understood why they had to work all day and night, but it annoyed her too. Mom was hurt and resting, and this wasn’t going to exactly rock her to sleep.

For a moment Alice sat up and looked at the closed bathroom door, chewing her lip, debating whether to dry off and go check or let Mom sleep. She listened for a sound, a word of complaint, a call.

There was nothing.

The house was silent and the only noise was from the work outside.

She settled back into the water, refreshed her rag, found a comfortable angle for her head, and thought more about Gutsy Gomez. Were they an official thing? It was impossible to tell. Not with everything going on. Alice liked Gutsy but was far from being in love. Flirting with her—kissing her—had been almost a whim. Gutsy’s response, though, surprised her. The way Gutsy looked at her, the way she held on to her hand with so much strength. Did that mean Gutsy was farther along the path to something serious?

Maybe.

Alice wasn’t sure how she felt about that. Even if things were normal in town, she was the furthest thing from impulsive. She didn’t want to rush anything. Not romance. Not relationships. Not anything.

Not even her bath.

She smiled and let out a long sigh.

Alice was asleep in minutes, and she slept a long time. She slept for much too long.
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THE WOMAN’S NAME WAS SERGEANT Angela Holly. She was a lab technician, in her midtwenties, with brown skin and very dark brown eyes that were jumpy and filled with terror. She and Gutsy stood a few feet apart again, but now the shotgun hung loose in Holly’s left hand as she reread the note.

“I thought the ravagers killed everyone,” she said. “Or the wild men. Both, I guess.”

“It was close,” admitted Gutsy. “Glad to meet someone alive down here.”

“Things fell apart, and I’ve mostly been hiding.”

“Alone?”

Holly hesitated, and her eyes shifted away. “Not at first. There were ten of us. But the others mostly got sick. One by one. We had to… we had to…” She couldn’t finish, and Gutsy didn’t need her to.

“You said the others ‘mostly’ got sick,” Gutsy said gently. “What happened to the rest?”

All Holly would give in reply was a fierce shake of her head. “I hid. I kept waiting for someone to come and take charge. No one did, though. Not even the captain.”

“Collins?”

Holly beamed with relief. “You know her? You’re a little young to be a nurse, and you’re definitely not a soldier.”

“My mom worked for Dr. Morton. I was, um, kind of apprenticing with him. I met Captain Collins a couple of times.”

“Is the captain okay?” asked Holly, seeming to accept the apprentice lie.

“She was the last time I saw her,” Gutsy said, sidestepping what would certainly be an ugly truth.

Holly set the note down on the cooler. “What about town? Tell me what happened.”

“Sure,” Gutsy said, “but would you mind putting the gun down?”

Holly glanced down at it and grunted. “Oh. Right. It’s empty anyway.” She leaned it against a cabinet.

“Empty… ?” echoed Gutsy.

“It was all I had,” said Holly. “If you turned out to be a ravager or wild man, then I guess I’d be dead.”

“You could have used it as a club,” Gutsy suggested, but Holly didn’t comment. So, Gutsy said, “Look, I’ll be happy to tell you everything, but Dr. Morton wants the Dòmi stuff. Wild men tried to get into town through the secret door at the car wash. Do you know about that?”

“The door? Sure.”

“Good. The wild men are going to be a problem because a huge wave of los”—she stopped and switched from the town nickname for the dead to the word Morton used—“reanimates is going to hit us. The Night Army. If the wild men infect them, then they’ll just overwhelm us.”

Holly nodded. “That’s what we’ve always been afraid of,” she said. “Ever since Homer Gibbon escaped and started organizing the ravagers. He’s like a god to the reanimates. He destroyed this place. I figured he’d have wiped New Alamo off the map.”

“Not for lack of trying,” said Gutsy. “But, look, Morton is hurt. He’s been bitten. We have people looking for Site B to try and get the supplies he needs for his treatment, but he sent me here to get the Dòmi stuff.”

It was only partly true, but Angela Holly kept nodding as if it was all reasonable. “You came all the way from New Alamo?” She shuddered again. “You’re out of your mind. Those things are out there.”

“I was careful. Look… why don’t you come back with me?”

“I… I’m okay down here.”

“Really?” Gutsy asked frankly. “How much gas do you have left for the generator?”

Holly’s eyes shifted away again. “Enough, I guess.”

“How much is ‘enough’?”

“Another week. Maybe more.”

“And then what?” asked Gutsy.

“Well, by then most of the reanimates will have wandered off. I figured I’d risk opening the south exit, load up a Humvee, and drive out to Site B.”

Gutsy stared at her.

“Whoa, wait—you have a vehicle that works?”

“Of course we do,” Holly said. “Humvees, Strykers, Fast Attack Vehicles, some of those deuce-and-a-half trucks. They’re in the motor pool on sublevel one. But we can’t get there from here because part of sub-one collapsed. We have to go up to the main floor and then take stairway F to get there.”

“How do you know that hasn’t collapsed?”

“I’ve been there. Just to make sure, you know? But there are too many reanimates out there, so I came back down to wait.” She paused and frowned. “You seem surprised, but how else were you going to get the Dòmi back to the lab? Didn’t Doc Morton tell you to take a jeep or Humvee?”

“I, um, don’t know how to drive,” Gutsy admitted. “But, look, we need to get moving. Will you help me get the stuff on Dr. Morton’s list?”

Holly seemed indecisive, but then nodded. “Sure.”

Gutsy picked up the list again and moved to cabinet 003. She dialed in the code on the manual lock, opened the cabinet, and began removing small plastic devices, each marked with a code of mixed numbers and letters matching Morton’s list. Gutsy knew that these were flash drives, which she’d heard about but never seen before. It was still hard to believe that vast amounts of information could be stored on such tiny devices.

“Do you have any, um, computers?” she asked. “Doc wanted one. A lap one.”

“No problem,” said Holly, as if that was nothing. “We can grab a couple of laptops.”

Something occurred to Gutsy. Sergeant Holly was only about ten years older than she was. “Were you raised down here?” asked Gutsy.

“Oh, sure,” said Holly. “My folks were both staff here. I went to a local school until the outbreak, and then grew up in the base with the other kids.”

“Wait… other kids?”

Holly met her eyes for a moment, then looked away. “Of course there were other kids.”

The word “were” hovered in the air, and Gutsy did not want to pursue it. They finished packing the thumb drives into the cooler and Gutsy stepped over to cabinet 009, but Holly touched her hand.

“Wait a sec,” said the sergeant. “These units run off a generator, but to transport we’ll need to keep the stuff cold. Let me get some ice packs.” She hurried across the room to a big gray metal box that, when opened, exhaled a frosty breath of refrigerated air. Holly removed four blue plastic bricks and brought them back. “These will keep the samples secure for six hours.”

Gutsy took one of the blue bricks and almost dropped it. The brick was made from plastic but was as solid as ice. She watched as Holly placed the other bricks securely in the cooler and then added the one she held. They turned to cabinet 009. Despite looking identical to the others, this one hissed open, and icy mist wafted out.

Inside there were rows and rows of small, clear vials filled with liquid that ranged in color from lemonade yellow to pumpkin orange. Most, though, were a golden hue, and each of these was marked with DM, which had been on the list.

Dòmi.

“Is that everything?” Gutsy asked.

“I think so.”

“Then let’s go. We need to—”

A sound cut her words to silence. They both spun toward the door. Outside in the hallway there was a noise so strange, so alien, that it chilled Gutsy to the bone. Not a moan, or a yell, or a howl.

This was much, much worse.

“Oh God…,” Holly breathed as she backed away from the open airlock. “Oh God, they found us.”

The sound that floated through the polluted air was the high, sweet, evil laughter of children. And it chilled Gutsy to the bone.



Interlude Eight Brother Mercy and the Raggedy Man

TWO YEARS AGO

SAINT JOHN LEFT THE TWO young reapers in the care of the king of the dead.

They remained with him for over a year, becoming his apprentices, as they had once been apprenticed to Brother Peter and Saint John.

It was a strange time. On one hand, they were required to sit and listen to the Raggedy Man ramble on and on about his plans for the world. Much of it was incoherent, though, and the dead king would throw out references to people and things from the old world that Brother Mercy did not understand—Sith Lords and CSI and supervillains and cable news. He laughed a lot, even though he was often the only one who understood the jokes.

However Brother Mercy privately wondered if the rambling was some kind of test, because the Raggedy Man’s eyes were always sharp and alert. He always seemed to be enjoying some enormous private joke, and occasionally threw out comments or questions that required a good memory for things that had been said. Brother Mercy and Sister Sorrow learned to be very alert, and in their private moments often went over the details to make sure they would not be caught short.

It was clear that the Raggedy Man was not as educated as Saint John, but he was highly intelligent and very sly. Much more subtle than he appeared. It would be to his great peril, Mercy knew, to underestimate this creature.

After the first few weeks of merely being with the Raggedy Man, Brother Mercy finally summoned the courage to ask, “How can we be of service to you?”

The king of the dead grinned his wormy grin. “I was wondering when you’d stop being so afraid of me and get ’round to asking that.”

The reapers shared a glance. So this had been a test.

As if he could read their minds, the patchwork king said, “You kids are supposed to be sharp. Fine. Let’s see how sharp. Here’s what you’re going to do for me. First, you’re going to start recruiting more of you breathers.”

“For what reason, lord?” asked Sister Sorrow.

“Because I’m going to need a strike force. Call it special ops. Reapers like you can go places my ravagers can’t. So, you are going to recruit and train as many as you can. Make ’em kneel and kiss the knives, or whatever it is you do. They need to be one hundred percent loyal—or they’re lunch for my friends over there.” He jerked a thumb toward the hordes of the dead.

“We can do that,” promised Sorrow. “What else?”

The king leaned forward, elbows on rotted thighs. “There are some towns out there. Small cities, fortified camps. Strong ones. I could take ’em down by force of numbers, but I don’t want to waste my people doing it. Saint John tells me you kids have a real talent for cracking those kinds of places open from the inside. Well, that’s what I want you to do for me.”

“Which towns?” asked Mercy. “Where?”

“There’s a bunch. Freetown, right here in Ohio, is where we’ll start. Then we’ll work our way up to the big enchilada.”

“Do you mean Asheville in North Carolina?”

“Yeah. We’ll take that, too. But I have a very personal score to settle with a couple of places in south Texas. A military base where they tried real hard to kill this ol’ boy.” He touched his patchwork skin. “We’re going to take that, and a juicy little town a few miles away called New Alamo.”
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PART FOURTEEN THE ROAD TO ASHEVILLE


The question is not, Can they reason?nor, Can they talk?but, Can they suffer?

—JEREMY BENTHAM, WRITING ABOUT THE NATURE OF ANIMALS
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THEY STOPPED FIVE MORE TIMES that day.

Morgie hated that he was slowing them, but he couldn’t help it. Whatever this was made any flu or cold he’d ever had feel like nothing by comparison. He had the shivers but no fever, and it felt like there were ants crawling around in his stomach.

Even so, they made it all the way to Beaumont, staying well away from the dangers of Houston. The town was as empty and ghostly as the others had been, but everywhere they looked it was clear people had lived here until recently.

“You think the swarms chased them off?” Morgie asked. After some bland food—a bowl of rice and chicken broth made from stores found in an abandoned house—he was feeling a little better.

“Ah,” said Riot, “the zombie speaks.”

“I’m not a zombie, thank you very much.”

“Yeah? You run into anyone who doesn’t know you and they’d quiet you quicker than a chicken on a June bug.”

“I’m fine.”

“Whatever.” They were in a big house that had clearly been occupied by a family both before and after First Night. There were pictures on the wall that showed two people smiling at their wedding; a picture of the woman holding a tiny baby as the man beamed down at her; another of them with a four-year-old girl and another baby; and so on, all the way to what looked like grandkids. The furniture was old and patched but clearly cared for, and except for recent dust, the place was clean. Riot walked slowly along the hall looking at the pictures. Morgie, seated on the couch with a blanket around him, followed her with his eyes. She stopped and touched one photo that showed the mother of the family standing with her daughter, who held a sleeping infant.

After a moment Riot took the framed picture down from the wall and stared at it, and Morgie wondered what was going on in her head. Riot had originally been raised by her birth father, who’d gotten custody following a divorce. Riot’s mom had been a drug addict and was plagued by mental problems. Then, during First Night, her mother had been found and rescued from a gang by a man who called himself Saint John. Although Saint John had been a violent mass murderer and serial killer, he’d been kind to Riot’s mom, and to a bunch of orphaned children she had tried to protect during those first wild days after the dead rose and all sense of law and order crumbled.

Riot’s mother became “Mother Rose,” and the children became the very first reapers in what would become Saint John’s Night Church, all of them dedicated to what he believed was his holy mission to exterminate all human life. Saint John believed that the zombie plague was god’s way of cleansing the world, removing a race that had failed to live up to what their god wanted of them. As Saint John saw it, anyone left alive was doing so in direct opposition to god’s will. His reapers slaughtered tens of thousands of people, and planned—once all the killing was done—to take their own lives in an orgy of suicide. Riot’s father had died, and Riot was taken and raised by this new and even more twisted version of her mother. By Mother Rose.

It hurt Morgie to know this, because he’d come from a loving home, and Riot never had a chance to know what that was like.

“Riot… ?” he asked softly.

She stiffened, gave a last lingering look at the picture, and hung it carefully back on its hook, straightened it, and brushed dust from the glass. Then she turned, pasting on her usual sardonic expression.

“Yeah, I heard you, son. I guess the people here packed and run off.” She walked over to the living room window, which had been modified with light-blocking shutters on the inside. The doors were reinforced, too, set with panels of sheet aluminum. Loopholes had been cut through the walls, each covered with a leather flap for privacy, but easy to use for shooting without opening a window or door. “They fixed this place up smart, and looks like they had time to do it right. I ’spect the other houses round here will be the same. They lived here, maybe for years. Then they left, and in a right hurry, too.”

“How can you tell that?”

“They left behind stuff they would have taken if there’d been time. I checked around. There’s some bedding missing, and some clothes, but if they had time, they’d have taken the cots in the closet and medicines from the bathroom. And in the kitchen pantry, there are cans of stuff missing, but sacks of rice, flour, and cornmeal are still here. Nah—they left fast and just took what they could carry.”

She sat down on a threadbare overstuffed chair. Since arriving, she’d stripped off the heavy body armor and carpet coat, and was now in jeans and her leather vest, which she wore over her bare skin. Morgie, sick as he was, had trouble not staring at her. He loved the way she was made. Lean and muscular, with broad shoulders and narrow hips, and long legs made for running. Or dancing. He wondered if, had the world been different, she might have been a dancer. There were a couple of people in town who’d been dancers before First Night, and they had the same athletic grace.

But the world had not been that kind to her. Riot’s tanned skin was marked with pink and white scars, and there were permanent lines etched around her mouth that should have been laugh lines.

“I don’t get it,” said Morgie. “What’s the point of all this? Of these swarms? Of these ravager monkey-bangers herding them like cattle and attacking towns? It can’t be just for food, because they left all those dead people behind.”

Riot shrugged. “Beats me.” She cut him a look. “How are you feeling?”

“Okay.”

“Let’s say we try that again, and you give me a straight answer.”

Morgie ate some more of the soupy rice. “Better than I did.”

“But—?”

“But not all that good. And it’s freaking me out, because it came on all of a sudden.”

She thought about it and shook her head. “I don’t even know how to guess at this,” she admitted. “You grew up in Mountainside, on a mountain in the middle of California. We’re in Texas. Different everything out here—different animals and plants, different things to be allergic to, different mutations everywhere we look. Maybe there’s different kinds of flu viruses out here.”

Morgie said nothing to that, because what she said was pretty much what he was most afraid of. Back home, the doctors in town managed to scavenge or make some antibiotics for bacterial infections, but they had no real way of making effective antiviral medicines. Luckily, Mountainside was a closed community, so it was mostly a matter of people handing the same strains back and forth, and after fifteen years most people were immune. Or close enough.

Not out here.

Captain Ledger had told them all stories of how diseases—old ones running rampant with no hospitals to combat them, and new strains—killed more people than the zombies ever did. Rotting corpses in rivers and lakes, new diseases born from the wild mutations, and strains made stronger by groups of survivors misusing the antibiotic and antiviral drugs they found. Measles, mumps, whooping cough, rabies, and dozens of other diseases stalked the Rot and Ruin like invisible armies.

Since leaving home, Morgie and the others had been exposed to thousands of zombies in a prison, to mutated animals, to a dying soldier, and to a polluted landscape that was warping—season by season—into something out of a nightmare.

“You better be careful yourself,” Morgie said.

“I never get sick,” Riot replied, but then he saw something flicker in her eyes. A flare of awareness that he was sure he understood. The previous night they’d held each other for hours. They’d kissed and touched. If he was sick, then…

Riot cleared her throat, got up quickly, and took the map from her pack. She spread it out on the dining room table and bent over to study it. Morgie watched her, studying how the lines around her mouth stretched tighter.

“I think we should take it easy tomorrow,” she said without looking up. “Try for Lake Charles, Louisiana. That’s only sixty miles, and all along Route 10.” She paused. “We can stop as often as you need, no problem.”

“Sure,” said Morgie. “Whatever.”

The house was secure, the windows and doors shut, shutters secured, and curtains drawn, but it seemed to him as if there was a cold wind blowing through the spacious rooms. It smelled of sadness and loss.

Or maybe it smelled of memories.

Stop it, he scolded himself. Deal with it, or this is going to kill you.
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PART FIFTEEN NEW ALAMO


Strength does not come from physical capacity. It comes from an indomitable will.

—MAHATMA GANDHI
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GUTSY WHIPPED HER MACHETE FROM its scabbard as shadows filled the airlock opening.

“Oh God, oh God, oh God…” That was all Sergeant Holly seemed able to say, and with each repetition her voice lost more of its force, becoming emptier.

Despite what Gutsy knew had to be the source of that childish laughter, she wanted the shadows to be different. At that moment she would have given almost anything for the shapes out there to be adults. Even if they were wild men and this would be where she died, that would be better than what she actually faced.

Gutsy stepped toward the airlock, raising her machete as if it weighed ten tons.

“We have to get out of here,” she said, but there was no answer.

The shadows outside capered like demons as the laughter increased.

“Are they wild men?” Gutsy asked in a fierce whisper.

Holly swallowed audibly and gave a single, weak nod. “Wodewose was… it was… designed for adult brain chemistry. Wodewose works on the reanimates, not the living. Those kids were already infected by the Lucifer pathogen in the air, and that made them turn. With kids, it… it had a different effect. We never expected it to affect neuroplasticity and neurogenesis. Wodewose crosses the blood-brain barrier. It would do all kinds of damage to any developing neurosystem, but we never studied how the mutated form would affect children’s brains. They’re so different—still growing and changing at that age. The brain doesn’t fully form until age twenty-five. These kids died down here, reanimated, and then were exposed to Wodewose. We never did studies on something like that. If we had, then we’d know the pathogenesis of this and…”

Holly rattled on and on, explaining too much, trying to hide her fear behind the science while at the same time using the truth of that same science to chip away at her defenses. Gutsy had no idea if any of what Holly said made sense, or if she was totally losing it.

“Those… things out there,” said the sergeant in a ghastly whisper, “they’re from here. They’re ours. They’re the kids who were born down here. Now they’re wild men. Wild kids. Whatever.”

Gutsy and Holly were near the back wall, more than fifty feet from the open airlock. The shadows still moved, making distorted monster shapes, but so far none of the children showed themselves. “How many of them are there?”

Sergeant Holly shook her head. “I don’t know.”

From the laughter outside, Gutsy figured that there had to be at least half a dozen, maybe more.

“Why aren’t they coming in?”

Holly pointed to the BAMS units above the door. “The steam jets are toxic. Three of them chased me in here a few days ago, and… well, you know. Now the others stay outside. Waiting.”

Gutsy hefted her machete. “Is there any other way out of here?”

“No.”

She thought about something she’d read in at least a dozen novels. “What about air vents? Can we crawl through them?”

Holly shook her head. “Of course not. This is a biohazard station. The air ducts are small, and there are half a dozen filters. There’s no subfloor or electrical access tunnels. Nothing we can crawl through. The airlock is the only way out.”

Gutsy grabbed Holly by the arm and pulled her toward the cooler. “You take that,” she ordered. “Follow me. We’re going to head straight to the stairwell. I’ll… I’ll do the fighting.” Her voice broke for a moment at the thought, but she firmed it up. “You follow.” Gutsy waved her hand in the sergeant’s face, making her flinch. “Hey, are you listening?”

“Yes, yes…,” Holly gasped. “I just don’t know if I can do this.”

“It’s that or die,” said Gutsy. “You can’t stay down here forever, you know.” She picked up the cooler and thrust it at her. “Don’t drop it.”

Gutsy moved toward the airlock, gripping her machete, ready to do awful things. The laughter rose and rose, as if the infected children knew that she was coming. There was a cruel delight in their voices. A dreadful anticipation.

She inched her way toward the door, glancing up at the BAMS unit, not sure if it would spray her again. Sweat ran down her entire body, soaking her clothes, and it felt icy despite the humid hazmat suit.

There were soft, sneaky scuffling sounds outside as the laughter faded away. Like children playing a monstrous game of hide-and-seek. She glanced back to see that Holly was directly behind her, holding the cooler by the handle and clutching the knife to her chest like a crucifix. Gutsy, despite her doubts about God and religion, prayed in that moment. Reciting the prayers Mama taught her when she was little. The prayer to Mary, begging for help.

Be with us now and in the hour of our death…

Gutsy was crying as she stepped out into the hall. She sobbed aloud as the children rushed toward her, reaching with tiny hands, smiling with small mouths. Laughing. Grabbing.

What happened next was monstrous.
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GUTSY CLIMBED THE STEPS. STAGGERING beneath the unbearable weight of what she had done.

Her hazmat suit was covered with blood. Her mind was lost in horror.

Her legs went through the motions of lifting her step by step. Her left hand grabbed the handrail and pulled the weight of her guilt up and up. The machete, dripping, dangled from her right, the tip banging like a dull church bell on the edge of each step.

Somewhere behind her, Sergeant Angela Holly followed.

It took forever to climb those steps.



Back in town, Alice Chung moaned in her sleep and turned onto her side, sloshing tepid water onto the floor. Had anyone been there to hear her moan, it would have sounded like someone in pain. Not physical pain, but something caused by a hurt that ran miles deep.

In the other room, her mother moaned too. Very softly.



Miles and miles away, far from New Alamo, the Raggedy Man slept.

He did not sleep the way the living did. Nor did he stay perpetually awake like his billions of shambling children. But every now and then he fell slowly into a stupor, his ugly head sagging down onto his patchwork chest, his hands going slack in his lap, as still as dead tarantulas. His breath—such as it was—faded to the faintest of whispers.

His eyelids did not close, though. They stayed open, and the eyeballs, milky and dusty, stared at nothing. Rubbery lips, caked with dried blood and utterly slack, hung open. A fly landed on his chin and walked over the torn skin and onto those lips, nibbling at tiny flecks of uneaten meat.

Homer Gibbon’s tongue, gray as a worm, flicked out and caught the fly, pulling it in, pushing it toward teeth that ground it to paste. At no time during this did the Raggedy Man wake. He slept, and dreamed dreams that were painted in shades of black and red.
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WHEN THEY REACHED THE LOWER of the two main floors, Gutsy and Holly stopped in the stairwell doorway, keeping back to remain in shadow. The mound of debris that reached up to the dangling steel cable was right there, less than two dozen paces away.

But it might as well have been on the far side of the moon.

The whole mound and much of the ruined top floor swarmed with figures that moaned and howled and tore and bit. Wild men. She had no idea where they’d come from. Other rooms, other floors, maybe drawn by the sounds she’d made, even though Gutsy had tried to be quiet. Or had something else triggered them? There was no way to know, and no time to figure it out.

And then she understood.

The wild men were not looking for her. All their rage was directed upward, and by leaning out, Gutsy could see that the upper edge of the big pit was thronged with hundreds of shapes. Los muertos. A swarm of them must have come upon the base, drawn by the smell of living flesh. The wild men, after all, were not dead. Not the ones here in the base, at least. They had been transformed by the paracide spread by the clouds of toxic smoke.

The living dead packed the rim of the pit, moaning with impossible hunger, and there were so many of them that the mass behind pushed those in front over the edge. They fell by the dozen, raining down onto the slope or smashing themselves on the concrete floor. Gutsy flinched as she heard bones shatter and meat burst apart. Some hit the sides of the heaped debris and bounced or rolled and then struggled to their feet, unconcerned with any injuries. Soon so many were falling that they landed not on broken concrete or twisted metal but on the bodies of other living dead.

The wild men, true to their name, went into a frenzy as the dead fell among them.

They surged forward, leaping on each zombie, biting and tearing at them with savage ferocity, sparing only those who transitioned quickly to wild men. The ones who, for whatever unknown quirk of biology, turned more slowly were simply torn to pieces.

At first Gutsy thought that it was just being close to their victims that turned the living dead into wild men, but then she saw that the paracide was also active in the bites. She was terrified, but at the same time found a splinter of twisted admiration for the science behind Wodewose. There were so many ways the howling carriers could infect los muertos—saliva, their own blood, skin-to-skin contact, breath. They had clearly been engineered to be perfect delivery systems for this counterplague. It also made Gutsy understand why Wodewose had been shelved. It was too dangerous. Too overwhelming.

The fight she watched proved that. It should have been unequal, because there were only about twenty of these frenzied mutants and dozens of los muertos. But the wild men were so much faster. They were much more coordinated in their attacks, too, bashing aside reaching arms and tripping the living dead before falling on them.

Some of the wild men were dragged down, though, buried under piles of the zombies, but even as they were torn apart they bit their attackers and howled and spat their infection at the reanimates. A few of the dead fell back, and Gutsy could see their bodies begin to twitch. The Wodewose paracide worked with unbelievable speed. Within a minute of the first wild men exposure, zombies began rising and turning on their own kind. Others, turned by spit from the howls, turned even faster. Seconds.

The fight was getting worse as more and more of the shamblers fell over the edge, and Gutsy realized that this must be a swarm. One of the big ones Benny and his friends had seen. She saw a few ravagers fighting their way along the rim, trying in vain to push their mindless charges back. She saw one fall, pushed over the edge by the weight of bodies. He pinwheeled his arms as he dropped, trying to avoid a jagged spike of broken steel and failing in a gruesome way. He landed on a seething mass of shamblers, bounced, rolled, and then sprawled at the feet of two of the wild men, who fell upon him instantly.

This fight was different, though. Even with the hard fall and sudden attack, the ravager rolled away and got to his knees as he drew a pistol. He fired six shots, hitting the two wild men in the chest and face. They fell, but the gunshots drew the attention of the others, and a pack of them ran howling toward the ravager. He emptied his pistol into them, dropping another three, but then the rest swept over him like a tidal surge. He went down with a roar of anger and fear. Then he shrieked like a wounded fox as they bit him on the hands and neck and face.

The wild men cast him aside and ran howling in search of fresh prey. After a few seconds, the ravager began to twitch. As the spasms racked him, he struggled to his feet and tried to stop the wild jerks of his limbs, tried to stand or walk normally. The ravager fought back, even to the point of punching his own face and chest and legs as if he could force them to obey. Then a series of terrible cramps hit him in the stomach and he caved over, vomiting explosively. As he dropped to his knees, his face, by pure chance, pointed toward the open stairwell. He stared into the shadows as if he could see the two young women crouched there.

Gutsy had looked into the eyes of the ravagers before, and all she’d seen was a lingering intelligence but no trace at all of humanity.

Not now, though.

The ravager blinked over and over again as if trying to clear his eyes, and—impossibly—the rage was gone, replaced by pain and…

Awareness.

Yes, that was it. In that moment, the ravager seemed somehow aware of what it was. Completely aware. Terribly aware. He looked at his filthy hands, stained with old and new blood. He plucked at his clothes—leather and chains—and touched his torn face. All the time his eyes stared into the shadows.

He spoke a single word.

“Please…”

Close as she was to him, there was too much noise to hear the word, but she saw the shape of his mouth. She knew what he meant.

Here, in the middle of a battle between two kinds of living dead and mutated wild men, one former ravager was—for the moment—a person again.

But then the Wodewose won the internal battle and the ravager crossed fully over. He seemed to forget about the two women, and when the next zombie fell, he turned and attacked it. Spreading the paracide.

“Let’s go,” urged Holly, pulling at Gutsy’s arm.

Gutsy allowed herself to be pulled backward, then she turned and hurried down the stairs to sublevel one, along a complex series of empty corridors and up a remote stairway far away from the fight. They emerged in a huge room filled with vehicles—dozens and dozens of them. Humvees and trucks of all kinds. Some were on jacks or lifts, or had their hoods open beneath chain hoists from which transmissions or engine blocks hung. Some sat on blocks, their wheels gone, and many were nothing more than hulks stripped down to skeletons for parts.

But in rows against the farthest wall were at least forty vehicles squatting on good tires, facing a massive roll-down door made from reinforced steel. Holly said that there was a long tunnel on the other side, and that she could open the door from any of the vehicles. The exit was four miles past the base, hidden among the abandoned houses of a dead town.

They moved through the big room among dozens of silent, rotting corpses and thousands of shell casings. There had been yet another terrible battle here. They crept between the lines of vehicles, Gutsy in front, her machete ready. Nothing moved down here. Everything truly felt dead.

“Some of the staff got out,” whispered Holly, as if reading her mind. “But I don’t know if they were already infected by Wodewose or one of the other pathogens released by the explosions.” She stopped by the first vehicle in the line—a tan Humvee—grabbed the door handle, and opened the door. Gutsy knew cars of all kinds, but most as silent metal shelters to get out of the rain or cold when out scavenging. The first working engine in her entire experience was the quad Nix and Lilah took.

The Humvee was big and looked solid. About fifteen feet long, covered in sturdy metal armor, with an ugly brute of a .50-caliber machine gun mounted on the top.

“Do you know how to fire that thing?” Gutsy asked.

“Ha! Not a clue,” said Holly. “I’m a lab tech.”

“Great,” Gutsy said under her breath as she took the cooler and put it in the back seat. Holly climbed in behind the wheel, and Gutsy walked around to get into the passenger side. They closed and locked the doors. The engine started with a throaty growl, and Gutsy studied everything Holly did to adjust mirrors, put on a seat belt, fix the orientation of her seat. And Gutsy filed it all away in her library of a brain.

Holly took a breath, exhaled, and put the car in gear, then drove forward slowly. She did not have to do anything special to activate the big security door, and it began to rumble up as the Humvee approached—it obviously had its own generator. Gutsy braced herself, terrified of the possibility of a tunnel filled with some type of swarm.

All that waited for them were shadows.

Holly flicked on the headlights and drove forward with an awkward jerkiness that proved just how unskilled she was at driving. The Humvee moved, though, and after a few hundred yards the sergeant’s confidence increased, and she picked up speed. By the time they emerged into the gray light of an early dawn, the machine was ticking along at forty miles an hour. Gutsy was breathless, sitting with her feet braced and her hands clamped to a bar set inside the door. She’d never gone anywhere near this fast before, and she did not like it one little bit.

The hidden entrance was inside a big industrial warehouse, and Holly drove out into the street, turned to the north, and found a highway.

“We’ll have to go the long way,” she said. “Don’t want those things to see us.”

“Works for me,” said Gutsy, maintaining her death grip on the frame.

The Humvee settled onto the cracked and weedy blacktop, and it seemed like Holly pressed the accelerator nearly to the floor. Gutsy watched in horror as the speedometer climbed from forty to fifty and higher, all the way to sixty-five miles per hour. An insane speed.

Far over to her right she could see the faint glow of the last fires from the pit, but it was nearly obscured. By los muertos.

“Wait a sec,” said Gutsy as she fished a small but powerful pair of binoculars from her vest. “Slow down. I need to see this.”

Holly rolled to a stop, letting the Humvee idle quietly while Gutsy stood up and trained the glasses on the creatures in the distance. It was not a swarm. That was far too small a word for what she saw crowding around the pit. Stretching off toward the south and east was a sea of the living dead. Not hundreds or even thousands but tens of thousands of them. So many of the hungry dead.

An army.

This was what Captain Collins had warned them about.

The Night Army, in all its unstoppable force, was marching on New Alamo.

She thumped down into her seat and began beating on the dashboard. “Drive, drive, drive!”

Holly put the Humvee in gear, and it shot forward.

“Faster,” cried Gutsy, but Holly couldn’t hear her over the engine’s roar. Gutsy repeated it. Not meaning to scream but unable not to.
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PART SIXTEEN THE ROAD HOME


“Hope” is the thing with feathers—That perches in the soul—And sings the tune without the words—And never stops—at all—

—EMILY DICKINSON, “ ‘HOPE’ IS THE THING WITH FEATHERS”
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THE QUAD STOOD ON A ridge that looked down on a wide plane littered with black smudges of soot where towns used to stand. Many of the roads were choked with cars or thoroughly overgrown with weeds.

A swarm of living dead—all shamblers—was making its way up the slope with the patience of the undying. Lilah checked the magazine in her pistol for the eighth time, and it still held only four rounds. That was all they had between them: four bullets, against a horde of as many as five thousand zoms.

“We have to go,” said Lilah, her voice filled with dread.

“Let me try again,” Nix said as she fiddled with the sat-phone.

“It doesn’t work,” growled Lilah. “You’ve tried it a hundred times. Either it’s broken or those satellites are dead. But we need to get moving, or we’ll be dead.”

“Just let me try one more time.”

The relentless dead climbed toward them. Even moving slowly, they seemed to devour the distance.

Nix fiddled with the dials and even jiggled the phone.

“We have to go!” cried Lilah.

Then Nix froze. “Wait.”

“Wait for what?”

“I thought I heard something.” She pressed the speaker to her ear. “I heard something. I swear it.”

“It doesn’t matter what you hear, we need to—”

There was a burst of high-pitched static, and then a voice spoke. “—come in, caller,” it said. “This is a military channel. Please identify yourself…”

The girls stared at the device, almost too startled to speak.

“Repeating, this is a military channel. Please identify yourself.”

Nix clicked the button. “My name is Nix Riley, I’m from Reclamation, California. We’re in trouble and we need help.”
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PART SEVENTEEN THE FALL OF NEW ALAMO


I am determined to sustain myself as long as possible & die like a soldier who never forgets what is due to his own honor & that of his country—Victory or death

—WILLIAM B. TRAVIS, LAST COMMANDER OF THE ALAMO
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“I DON’T UNDERSTAND WHAT I’M looking at,” said Alethea.

It was just past two in the morning, and the stars shone down on two points of light that bounced along the ground.

“It’s coming really fast,” said Spider. “Could it be one of those quad things? Hey, maybe the girls are back already.”

“Can’t be them,” said Alethea. “It’s way too soon.”

They watched the lights come closer. It was weird for them to see anything move that fast. Way faster and brighter than a lantern on a mule-drawn wagon, or even a solar-powered flashlight carried by a rider on a fast horse.

Other people started gathering around them, watching. The adults, especially those in their middle thirties or older, pointed and yelled in genuine surprise.

“No, it’s a truck, I think,” said one. “It’s an actual darn truck! And it’s driving fit to beat the devil.”

The sound of it rolled ahead of the oncoming lights and reached the watchers on the walls. They all ran to meet the vehicle. Everyone was excited but armed in case this was some new trick by Captain Collins and her Rat Catchers. Benny stood, sword drawn, next to Karen; Alethea had Rainbow Smite ready. A few people leveled shotguns or pistols at the vehicle, which slowed to a skidding, sloppy halt just outside the gates. The passenger door popped open, and a figure stepped out, hands raised.

“No, it’s me! It’s Gutsy!”
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SAM RODE IN FRONT TO scout the trail, but then he suddenly reined in his horse and raised a clenched fist in the military signal to stop.

Ledger waited, and then Sam waved him up. They stood in the shadows of some pine trees and looked down the slope to a small group of industrial-looking buildings just off the left-hand side of the road. Both men pulled out their binoculars.

The moon was so bright that they could easily see that the weeds in one spot along the side of the road had been battered down, leaving a gap about five feet wide. They glanced at each other, and Ledger felt a flare of hope ignite in his chest.

They tied the horses to the trees and crept down the slope, making maximum use of cover. As they drew close, they saw that the weeds were newly crushed, and that running past them were the unmistakable tire tracks of a quad.

“This is it,” said Ledger quietly, but with obvious excitement in his voice. “This has to be Site B.”

They studied the buildings and saw neither cameras nor motion sensors. Everything was still. So they approached the nearest structure, sticking to corner angles to reduce visibility of them from windows.

The tread marks of the quad’s fat rubber tires led them across the dusty and overgrown parking lot, but they ended, unhelpfully, at an ordinary-looking steel garage door with a few nondescript trucks parked near it. The fiction they sold was that this was some minor factory in the middle of nowhere, and everything was business as usual. At least, that had been the cover story before the dead rose.

Sam kept watch with the sniper rifle while Ledger tried the big roll-down door and the smaller standard door beside it. Both were sturdily made and locked solid. It wasn’t necessary for either of them to speculate on whether this was merely a front, or that beyond the facade there would be a much more sophisticated entrance, possibly a steel hatch or airlock. Instead, Ledger went to work on the exterior door. Picking locks was something any special ops soldier knew how to do, though this lock was particularly tricky. It took him nearly fifteen minutes to tease the tumblers into the right angles using a set of lock picks he always carried. The door clicked, and both men fanned back as it swung open.

No shots. No alarms. No movement.

“A very cliché movie line keeps playing over and over in my head,” murmured Ledger.

“Oh? Which one?”

“I have a bad feeling about this.”

“Ah,” said Sam. “Me too.”

They grinned at each other and shared a nod.

They went in, very fast and very savvy. Two soldiers who had done this a thousand times. Fighters who’d survived everything a fractured world could throw at them.



The horses waited with their stoic equine patience as the door swung silently closed behind their riders. They munched grass and dozed beneath the stars. They only stirred and began to whinny when the muffled sounds of gunfire raged from inside the building.

The animals began to panic when they heard the horrible screams.
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THE GATES WERE OPENED TO allow the Humvee to roll inside. A crowd of people surged around the vehicle, staring at it as if it was something out of a dream. Everyone knew about the little quads, but here was a powerful military vehicle.

Gutsy no longer wore her hazmat suit, having instructed Sergeant Holly where to stop to pick up the strong disinfectants left outside for just this purpose. The suits were now in a plastic bag in the back, soaking in germ-killing chemicals.

Karen Peak, Alethea, and Spider reached her first.

“You promised!” yelled Alethea. “You swore you wouldn’t do anything stupid.”

“I didn’t,” snapped Gutsy. “But I don’t have time to argue. We have to get this stuff to Morton.”

She pulled the cooler out of the back. As she did, a lot of hostile eyes flicked to Sergeant Holly. Gutsy could hear the murmurs start and then spread like wildfire.

“She’s from the base…”

“… she’s one of them…”

“… Rat Catcher…”

“… scientist…”

“… monster…”

Gutsy thrust the cooler into Spider’s hands, whipped out her machete, and wheeled on the crowd. “Anyone lays a hand on her, I’ll cut it off and feed it to my dog.”

That stopped the murmuring and the movement toward where Holly still sat.

“This woman helped me get stuff we need to fight what’s coming.”

“She’s a monster,” yelled a big man as he came pushing his way through the crowd. His face was scarlet with fury. “Those people killed my Mary…”

Alethea shifted into his path and touched his chest with the fat end of Rainbow Smite.

“Don’t,” she warned.

The big man glared past her and then down at Alethea. His furious eyes filled with tears. “They killed my Mary,” he said again in a voice that was suddenly small and lost. They were the same words, but they came close to breaking Gutsy’s heart.

Gutsy reached out and gently pushed the baseball bat down. She looked up at the man, who towered more than a foot over her.

“Mr. Howard,” she said in a measured voice, “I know how hurt you are. You know that I know. You came to Mama’s memorial. But listen to me now. Please. Things are worse than you know. We aren’t just facing los muertos. Not anymore. Not even just them and the ravagers. There’s something else coming. Something called wild men. A different kind of infected. They’re faster. Smarter. And they are definitely coming here. Soon.” She pointed to the cooler. “The stuff Sergeant Holly helped me bring here is the only thing that might give us a chance. I need you—and everyone—to leave her be. Same with Doctor Morton. Judge later, but right now do what I ask, or everyone will lose… everyone.” She stepped a little closer and lowered her voice, speaking only to him. “Please.”

A big sob broke in his bull chest and he nodded, turned away, and shambled back into the crowd. Other people put comforting hands on his shoulders. No one else made a move toward Holly.

Gutsy looked around at the people of her town. Then she took the cooler back from Spider and raced toward the hospital.
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MORTON AND FLORES WERE WAITING for her, already alerted to her dramatic return.

“Did you get it?” cried Morton. “Tell me you got it.”

Gutsy set the cooler down on the now-empty autopsy table. Morton struggled to his feet and peered in as Flores removed the top. The doctor nearly fainted.

He turned to Flores. “You see? I told you she would do it. Remarkable young woman. Truly remarkable.”

The pharmacist nodded to Gutsy. “He made me get everything set up because he was convinced you’d bring this stuff. I’ve been mixing a nutrient-rich stabilizer. Mostly horse dung, but we have a lot of it.”

“Really?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Morton. “The engineered prions will bond to the organic material, and that will allow it to last much longer. Days without refrigeration.”

“We have people making more of the stabilizer,” said Flores.

Gutsy glanced dubiously at the cooler. “What good will all that stabilizer do if we only have a little of the Dòmi?”

“Prions are small,” said Morton, tapping the cooler’s lid with a fingernail, “and there are a lot of them in here. Mixed correctly, we could create a few tons of weaponized Dòmi.”

“Tons?” Gutsy gasped. “That’s great! We can throw it in batches off the wall once the wild men infect los muertos. If we time it with the way the wind’s blowing, we can—”

“Are you mad?” cried Morton. “We need to get out of this town as soon as possible. Right now.”

“But why? We have the Dòmi. You said the wild men will infect or destroy all of the undead, and that Dòmi will stop them.” Gutsy was furious. “That’s why I went to the darn base. What am I missing?”

“Use your brains, Gabriella,” snapped Morton. “Yes, the Dòmi will work, but we don’t have any kind of delivery system to regulate how we use it. Once Wodewose eliminated the parasites, we would then introduce mass quantities of Dòmi to shut down their aggression. And that’s if it worked as intended. Remember, this project was shelved before we’d done any major field testing. This is theory. Dòmi was never intended to be used in areas with active communities of uninfected people. If the Raggedy Man’s army is infected by the paracide, there could be half a million or more wild men scaling the walls. If we had fifty times as many able fighters as we do now, and each had automatic weapons with an unlimited supply of bullets… we’d still lose.”

Gutsy stared at him. Stunned. Gutted.

Into the awful silence, Morton said, “We need to abandon the town. Tonight or first thing in the morning. Do you know if any wild men followed you? Are they already coming here?”

Gutsy shook her head numbly. “No. We were going so fast. I kept looking back, but I didn’t see any the last few miles.”

Morton frowned. “Maybe they wandered off. There are plenty of reanimates out there to distract them. Even so, we need to evacuate the town and head for Site B.”

“Which is where, exactly?” asked Flores. “You said you weren’t sure. Captain Ledger and Mr. Imura could be out on a wild-goose chase.”

“No,” said Gutsy quickly, “the lab technician who drove me here—Holly—says she knows exactly where it is, and from what she said, it’s one of the spots you told Ledger and Sam about.”

“Excellent!” Morton cried. “Then we need to evacuate New Alamo and get there. With the materials and equipment in that lab, we can mass-produce Dòmi. Mind you, we’d still need a stabilizer of some kind. Something moist enough for the Dòmi to bond with, but heavy enough to be usefully directed once we come up with a delivery system.”

Gutsy stood there, staring hard at the doctor. “At the base,” she said slowly, “the staff there were infected by Wodewose that was in the air from the blast. Wouldn’t Dòmi spread, too?”

“As I said, Gabriella,” said Morton impatiently, “it could spread everywhere in time. We can’t rely on chance. Wind patterns are unpredictable. Bioweapons, and event counteragents, have to be directed.”

Gutsy stabbed a finger toward the west. “Then we need to figure something out. I saw a whole swarm of los muertos being infected by wild men. That swarm could be on its way here right now. Thousands of wild men.”

Morton paled. “Save my soul! Listen to me: the Dòmi will work, but we don’t want to be around when the wild men collide with the Night Army. Dòmi is a superquick-onset counteragent. The original plan had been to lure swarms of reanimates into remote areas and then deliver the paracide, via airburst. That would take over the reanimate hosts, and by the time the wild men found their way to any populated area, the more extreme symptoms—the shrieking and murderous rage—would have worn off. The older reanimates would simply collapse, and the new ones would likely starve to death. In either case, that plan won’t work if this town becomes ground zero for the Dòmi release. We’d be caught between the monsters. New Alamo is built to defend against the unthinking dead, and it can barely do that. The wild men would overrun our defenses and sweep through the town.”

“What choice do we have, though?” Flores begged. “The wild men are bringing Wodewose with them. Believe me when I say that we do not want to be here when that happens.”

“Site B is our fallback,” said Morton.

“Okay, okay,” said Flores, “but what if Captain Collins is still at Site B? She’ll never let us in.”

“Captain Ledger and Sam Imura might already be there,” said Gutsy. “They might have gotten in and stopped her.”

“Sure, and the wild men will all suddenly become our friends and we’ll sit around and sing ‘Kumbaya,’ ” mocked Morton. “You’re insane, girl.”

“The world’s insane,” she replied. “At least we have hope.”
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GUTSY RAN BACK TO THE gate and found the Chess Players there, grilling Holly. Alethea and Spider seemed to be referees, but the mood of the crowd had turned ugly again.

“Stop it,” snapped Gutsy, stepping between Holly and the others. She pointed the way she’d come. “We don’t have time for this crap. The Night Army is coming, and so are the wild men. We’re about to get crushed between them. We have to get ready to fight.” Before anyone could speak, she added, “And we need to think about going back to the base.”

“Back?” said Karen. “Are you out of your mind?”

“Didn’t you hear what I said before? There are other vehicles back there.” She thumped the Humvee’s hood. “More trucks like this one. All sorts of stuff.”

“And weapons,” added Holly, trying to sell her own usefulness. “We have more guns than you’ll ever need—small arms, automatic rifles, rocket launchers, grenades, even flame throwers. We have a whole stock of weapons. Probably a couple million rounds of ammunition, too. All of it’s in the armory, which is right next to the garage.”

Alethea said, “And how exactly do we get all that stuff without catching every disease known to man?”

“We have more hazmat suits at the hospital.”

“Five more,” said a nurse in the crowd. “Six, including that one you stole.”

“Borrowed,” Gutsy corrected. “And Holly has one. Which means six people can go with her back to the base and bring back seven vehicles, and a lot of weapons.”

“There are hazmat suits at the base, too,” said Holly. “In the garage. They were for people coming into the facility during a biohazard lockdown. They won’t be contaminated.”

That kicked off a buzz of excited conversation, during which Karen, the Chess Players, and Gutsy’s friends closed around her.

“Even with a lot of guns,” said Karen quietly, “we can’t stop all of those wild men and shamblers.”

Gutsy prompted Holly to explain where Site B was. Then Gutsy said, “We have to evacuate, and we should do it before those things get here. Like, now. Everyone should pack only what they can carry, and we can head right out. We need to do it on foot, because it’ll take too long for us to shuttle with cars and trucks. I don’t think we’ll be able to get a whole fleet back here in time. So, the farther we are from town, the better. We can set rally points so the cars can find us. Then they can take the old and sick people, and little kids, while the rest of keep walking. It’s about twelve miles, so we can get to Site B a couple hours after midnight.”

“The east gate is the best exit,” said Ford. “We can get out there and then turn north along the highway.”

“Good,” Chong said, “but what happens if the Raggedy Man has some ravager spies and sees us leave?”

“What about the tunnel?” asked Spider. “It comes out at the car wash, and that’s pretty far from town. There’s a lot of supplies down there, too, so if people brought wheelbarrows and carts with them, they could load up as they leave.”

“I like it,” said Gutsy.

“We need to set those rally points,” said Urrea, and he named several places where people could gather that would give them easy access to either the east gate or the hospital. Several others joined the discussion to work out details.

She heard Benny mutter, “This is the world’s most insane plan.” But then he stepped up and said, very loudly, “This is how we stay alive. Come on—let’s move.”

“Who are you to tell us what to do?” demanded one of the townswomen, Mrs. Gray, who ran the feed store. “You’re not even from here.”

“Well, lady,” said Benny, “I’m here now. And I sure as heck don’t want to die here. So, if you have a better plan to stop about a million infected from turning New Alamo into a breakfast buffet, let’s hear it.”

There was silence.

“Didn’t think so.”

Mr. Urrea and Mr. Ford stepped up and stood on either side of Gutsy. Karen Peak joined them and, surprisingly, so did the big man, Mr. Howard. That seemed to break the resistance.

Within minutes the plan was in motion. Spider, who was the fastest runner, zoomed off to the hospital to fetch the hazmat suits. By the time he returned, the Chess Players had located five adults willing to head to the base and drive vehicles back. Everyone suited up and the Humvee left at top speed, with half the town on the walls watching in a grave silence.

As soon as the truck vanished into the dusty distance, Karen took charge of the packing for the planned exodus.

Benny and Chong, accompanied by the armored hound Grimm, went to the hospital to start collecting medical equipment, and Spider hurried back to the orphanage to warn the Cuddlys and make sure the other kids packed.

That left Gutsy and Alethea momentarily alone.

“Whew,” said Alethea, wrinkling her nose.

“What?”

“Girl, you stink.”

“Gosh, thanks,” Gutsy said. “Maybe I’ll take a long soak with bath balm and get my nails done. Take the rest of the day off and read a book.”

“Hey,” said Alethea, adjusting her tiara, “just because it’s the end of the world doesn’t mean there isn’t such a thing as self-care and personal hygiene.”

Despite everything, Gutsy laughed.

It didn’t last, though. She turned and looked in the direction of the east wall. Alethea followed the line of her gaze.

“Alice?” she asked.

“I should check on her. Help her pack.”

“I’ll go with you.”

They headed off to Alice’s house.
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PART EIGHTEEN THE ROAD TO ASHEVILLE


For the Angel of Death spread his wings on the blast, And breathed in the face of the foe as he passed;And the eyes of the sleepers waxed deadly and chill, And their hearts but once heaved, and for ever grew still!

—LORD BYRON (GEORGE GORDON), “THE DESTRUCTION OF SENNACHERIB”
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THEY REACHED THE SERPENTINE EXPANSE of Douglas Lake, still following I-40 but rarely going above twenty-five miles per hour. They made stops, though after a while they both felt hollowed out, with nothing left to give to the demands of the sickness.

They passed through Wilton Springs, pulled off the interstate and circled around to the 440 Truck Stop, which sat at the edge of a vast, mountainous forest. The truck stop’s diner was deserted, half of it crushed nearly flat by the body of a yellow-and-black Bell Jet Ranger helicopter. The serial number—N90090—was readable, but most of the machine was either scorched black or rusted to a reddish-gray.

Mile marker signs on the side of the road told them they were only sixty-three miles from Asheville.

“Well,” said Riot wearily, “that’s something.”

Morgie nodded. “I guess.”

Riot glanced sharply at him and started to say something, but a fit of coughing stole her words. Morgie held out his canteen and she took it, still coughing.

Sixty-three miles. A few hours, even at reduced speed. They’d be there tonight.

To Morgie it felt as if they had been driving forever, as if the distance to where they’d left their friends was ten million miles, and the distance to home in California was incalculable. He and Riot were sick, weak, and exhausted, and so tired of riding. Every part of Morgie hurt, from the bones in his butt to the teeth in his clenched jaws. The diarrhea and vomiting were constant, and he felt like his whole body was made from wet tissue paper; anything could tear him apart.

They parked their bikes behind a massive tractor trailer that squatted on eighteen flat tires. When the engine noise died away, the world once again became a place of eerie quiet. In the sheltered cleft of a couple of smashed semis they made a camp. Morgie fell asleep right away and dreamed that he was home. Not in the new town of Reclamation but in Mountainside, before Benny ever left. In his dream, he and Benny and Chong were sitting on the steps of Lafferty’s General Store, each of them with a small stack of unopened packs of Zombie Cards. They were tearing open the wax paper and sorting through what they had, swapping doubles, making shrewd trades.

“Hey, look at this one,” said Chong. He held up a card for them to see, and on it was a zombie with wild hair, dead eyes, and jagged teeth biting a terrible red chunk out of Nix Riley’s throat.

Benny laughed. “That looks like Morgie,” he said brightly.

Chong snickered. “Morgue Mitchell,” he joked.

“I got a good one too,” said Benny, and the card he held up actually showed Morgie. But the image was of Riot standing over him as he lay facedown in the dirt, and she was about to drive a steel sliver into the back of his neck.

“Oh, cool,” said Chong. “I’ll trade you my extra Captain Ledger card for that.”

“Sure,” Benny agreed. “I have doubles. Morgie’s always getting killed.”

They both laughed at that as if it was a joke.

The zombie Morgie on the cards—both cards—began growling so loud that the dreaming Morgie could actually hear it. It was a low, deep, steady growl. He turned away from the sound and rolled right off the counter, slammed into the cracked red vinyl seats of the row of stools, and then crashed painfully to the floor. He woke in confusion and pain.

And froze, because waking up did not stop the growls.

It did, however, change them. Awareness transformed the snarls from the guttural moans of the living dead to the steady, aggressive roar of engines.

“Someone’s stealing our quads!” he yelled as he scrambled to his feet. Riot snapped awake and swung her legs over the edge. By the time her feet hit the floor, she had her slingshot out and was fishing for a ball bearing. Morgie snatched up his bokken.

Weak and sick as they were, they ran for the door, tore it open, and rushed out, ready to fight the thieves.

They were wrong, though.

The quads sat in the shadow of the big truck. The roar of motors came from up the road. Not quads, either.

A line of motorcycles was burning its way down the center of the blacktop.

Motorcycles.

Ten of them. And riding each were figures—male and female—dressed in soiled leather set with studs and chains. Their faces were harsh and discolored, more dead than alive.

They were ravagers.

Morgie and Riot flattened out on the ground and peered under the truck as the bikes thundered by. The lead biker was a brute of a man with enormous arms that were so overpacked with muscles that he looked deformed, apelike. His face was equally simian, with stiff orange hair and a filthy beard in which leaves and bugs were stuck. He had guns and knives sticking out of holsters and pockets, and a huge scythe strapped to his bike so the big curved blade arched over his head. A name was painted in silver script on the bulbous fuel tank of the Harley.

DEATH ANGEL

The other bikers were also fierce, but none were as massive or as unbearably terrifying as Death Angel.

The wooden sword in Morgie’s fist felt ridiculously fragile and useless. Beside him, Riot lowered her slingshot, letting the steel ball roll out. If it came to a fight, they were never going to beat that inhuman monster or his people. Never in a million years.

The bikes passed so close to the semi that the two teens could see the tread on their tires and the mud-caked boots on the foot pegs. Morgie and Riot clung to each other’s hands, knowing that death was one tiny moment away.

But the bikes rolled on, leaving behind a cloud of dust that hung like a pall over the parking lot. Morgie and Riot dared not move until the sounds of the bikes dwindled and then faded. Silence blew like a winter wind beneath the big rig, chilling them and the whole day.

Slowly, very slowly and carefully, they got to their feet, still holding hands. They stood there, weak and sick and trembling. Never before in his life, not since the world expanded for him beyond the walls of his town, had Morgie Mitchell ever felt this young. This small.

This helpless.
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DAWN WAS A PALE PROMISE on the horizon when they wheeled their quads outside and continued on their way.

“Asheville today,” said Morgie. His voice sounded weak and fragile even to his own ears. Riot just shrugged. “Look… we’re both sick, and getting sicker. If Asheville is still there, then there will be doctors. Hospitals.”

She nodded weakly.

They plunged into the woods, following a road that was badly overgrown. The forest was vast and lush, and no attempt had been made to keep it from reclaiming the highway that cut through it. Only the movement of zombie swarms had trampled down the tall weeds and crushed some of the persistent shrubs that grew out of the many cracks in the asphalt. Where young trees stood, the marks of the swarm simply went around them.

“How many do you think came through here?” asked Morgie, studying the massive swath the shamblers had cut through the overgrowth.

Riot shook her head. “Way too many.”

They rode on.

Several miles in, they rode along the French Broad River, which was a brilliant blue ribbon laid haphazardly through the forest. Sunlight sparkled on the rippling water and birds bobbed near the bank, watching the quads with unreadable eyes. Morgie had an irrational desire to stop his bike, strip to the skin, and dive into the water as if it was some healing bath that could wash away the red rash and all of his other pains, inside and out. He gazed longingly at it as the miles rolled away beneath his tires.

I should never have left home, he thought. Never.

As if in reply, the blisters on his skin seemed to all flare at the same time. It was like being spattered with hot cooking grease, and he hissed. The pain was so sharp, so sudden, that it sent a wave of nausea through him and he had to stop, jump off the bike, and throw up.

Riot stopped to wait. It did not take Morgie long, but he walked down to the river’s edge and plunged his face into the clear, pure water. Despite the day’s heat, the water was shockingly cold, and he kept his face under for as long as he could. Then he leaned back on his heels, sputtering and gasping as water sluiced down under his carpet coat and body armor.

“You alive down there?” called Riot.

Morgie grunted. “Define ‘alive’…”

He splashed a few handfuls of water on his face and over his hair, then got up and climbed shakily back to the road.

They drove on, moving more slowly now since both of them were so out of it. They made frequent stops. Neither could keep down any food. Morgie felt like he was more asleep than awake. Or, maybe, more dead than alive. The drone of the motor was muffled, as if he was going away, deeper into his own dark thoughts.

Neither of them was paying much attention, and had no warning at all when a pair of motorcycles burst from the woods to their right. Riot screamed as the lead bike slammed into her quad.

“Riot!” screamed Morgie as the big motorcycle knocked her quad right off the road. Two wheels lifted, and the whole machine canted over and rolled down the hill. Morgie saw Riot tumbling on the slope a few feet away, having either dived or been thrown free from the quad. Even so, the force of her fall sent her bumping and churning down toward the water.

Out of the corner of his eye Morgie saw something rushing at his face, and he threw himself sideways as the blade of a farming scythe slashed through the air where his neck had been. He fell out of the saddle, and the quad kept rolling until it smashed into a pine tree. Morgie hit hard, tried to tuck and roll, bungled it because it was all happening too fast, and instead flopped hard onto the weedy asphalt. The air left his lungs in a whoosh, but he forced himself to twist again as the wheel of Death Angel’s bike roared past, inches from his face.

Morgie scrambled up, coughing weakly as he did so, fighting pain and nausea. The bike that hit Riot was twenty feet behind him, and Death Angel was turning his for another run. That gave Morgie only a scant few seconds. Run, help Riot, or fight. Those were his choices, and none was good. Only one made any real sense, though.

He ran to his quad and tore the bokken from its holder, and instead of waiting for Death Angel to come at him, Morgie charged the monstrous ravager. The killer grinned as if amused by the attack and he gunned his bike with one hand while raising the scythe with the other. It was a testament to the biker’s massive strength that he could handle the cumbersome tool as if it was a small hatchet.

“This is my meat,” he bellowed to his companion. “Get the girl. I want to hear her scream.”

The second biker dropped the kickstand, got off, and ran down the hill.

Morgie swung his wooden sword just as Death Angel’s bike seemed to leap forward and the wicked blade cut a glittering arc through the air. Morgie did not try to block the blade, nor did he try to smash the muscular half-zombie. Instead he put every ounce of his strength and all of his speed into a diagonal downward strike to the bike’s front wheel. The impact sent shock waves up his arm with such force that the sword’s handle shivered itself from his grip. Morgie fell sideways, but the blow had done its work. The scythe missed again, and the wheel slewed around on the trampled weeds, ruining the forward momentum of the bike. Death Angel was launched from the seat and crashed down hard on the road, sliding nearly four feet on his chest and hands. The scythe fell across Morgie’s waist.

He grabbed it and propped it on end to help him stand. He hoped the biker was dead or crippled, but as soon as that thought formed in his head he knew that it was ridiculous. This wasn’t just a zom… it was a ravager. Half alive, half dead, all monster. Nearly unkillable. And before this one had transformed, he’d been something else: huge, with overdeveloped muscles and the look of someone who had always been a brute, a causer of pain, a taker of lives.

Death Angel got to his feet. The impact with the road had torn his clothes and ripped flesh from his palms, chest, and right cheek. Blood that was a strange mixture of black and red—not blended at all, streamers of both colors—ran from the torn flaps of his flesh. He pointed a finger at Morgie and grinned to show lots of yellow teeth.

“I was going to turn you, boy, but now I think I’ll bust you up and let you watch Mongo and me turn the little chickee into an all-we-can-eat buffet. How would you like that?”

A scream rose from the bank of the river, but Morgie could not see what was happening with Riot.

“I’m going to kill you,” promised Morgie, but even he could hear how weak his voice sounded. His body was tired from days of illness, and even if Morgie had been at his best, this man looked unbeatable. He had no illusions of this being a David-and-Goliath situation. Even so, he had to try. Morgie took a threatening step toward the big man.

Death Angel did not flinch or show the slightest concern that he was unarmed while Morgie had the scythe. Instead, his ugly grin widened to a jack-o’-lantern leer. Behind him and all around the scene of the confrontation, the woods seemed to break apart as more ravagers stepped out of the shadows with weapons in their hands, and behind them, shambling with relentless hunger, were the living dead.

There were so many of them. Too many. One quad was wrecked, the other damaged. Riot was screaming, and Morgie knew that this place, this moment, was the end of all the things he’d done, and all the dreams he ever had.

He raised the scythe anyway.
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MORGIE CHARGED THE RAVAGERS AND the zombies. He swung the scythe as if it could somehow sweep away all of the dozens of creatures who had come from this trap to kill and devour him. Death Angel laughed and ducked backward, and the force of Morgie’s swing whipped the blade across the necks of two zombies, instantly decapitating them. It was a cut so powerful and so effective that it shocked him.

Then the tip of the blade buried itself into the chest of a ravager and stuck there. The killer cried out, more in outrage than pain, grabbed the handle near the blade, and tore the scythe from Morgie’s grasp. The ravager staggered back, completely run through, tugging at the steel and cursing.

Two of the shamblers lunged at Morgie and tripped over the front wheel of the fallen Harley. They collapsed in a heap and four others fell over them, piling up a mound of thrashing dead inches from where Morgie stood. In another place—maybe at the harvest festival at home, with actors dressed as zoms—this would have been laugh-out-loud comedy. Here it was merely unreal, as if pernicious monsters were playing a game to mock his inevitable and horrible death. Morgie had always feared the living dead, but until that moment he’d never actually hated them. Now he did.

He hated every single one of the rotting, lumbering, insatiably hungry creatures. He wanted to chop them up and burn the pieces.

Morgie whirled instead and ran to find his bokken. In stories, heroes made a glorious last stand, killing so many of their enemies that grand tales would be told about it for generations to come. But these enemies would not tell any tales, no matter how many he killed. He could fill the underworld with their corpses, and the story of it would still die right there on a lost road in an empty corner of the Rot and Ruin.

He snatched up the weapon, turned, and swung as one of the ravagers came at him with a pickaxe in his dirty fists. Morgie ducked low as he swung, evading the attack while smashing the sword into the killer’s knee. The leg buckled and Morgie darted sideways, not needing to do more to a crippled opponent when there were so many others.

Riot screamed again, but this time it sounded more like rage than pain. Morgie wanted to look, to see if somehow she was managing to fight, maybe to escape, but another zom came at him and he swept its reaching arms to one side and kicked it hard in the hip, driving it backward against Death Angel. The big biker bashed the thing away and drew a pistol from his belt.

“I’m gonna make this—”

And that was all the monster said. If there was more, the words were lost beneath the huge and ugly roar of a heavy caliber machine gun.

But that was impossible, Morgie thought. He turned, the world swaying sickeningly around him, as soldiers—soldiers—came running out of the forest. He slipped on blood and fell, hitting his head against a tree. The world spun sickeningly around him and everything seemed to be painted in all the wrong colors. Gunfire orange. Blood that was red and black. The green of the immense forest. And the mingled green and gray and brown of uniforms. Then it all went very, very black.




PART NINETEEN THE FALL OF NEW ALAMO


Turning and turning in the widening gyre The falcon cannot hear the falconer;Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere The ceremony of innocence is drowned;The best lack all conviction, while the worst Are full of passionate intensity.

—WILLIAM BUTLER YEATS, “THE SECOND COMING”
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ALICE WOKE IN THE TUB, shivering. The water was ice-cold now, and her skin was pruned. She got out, dried off, and hurried into underwear, pajamas, and a thick robe. The house was still but not quiet. She put her ear to her mom’s bedroom door and heard the rustle of sheets.

Alice went to the kitchen, put the kettle on, took an orange from the basket on the table, sliced it, and arranged the pieces on a plate. There were a few ibuprofen tablets left, and she put the bottle in her robe pocket and went down the hall with the plate and a teacup. She tapped lightly on Mom’s door and turned the knob.

“Mom?” Alice whispered as she came quietly in. “How are you feeling? How are your hand and the cuts?”

Her mother was in bed, the covers pulled high, only a small lantern lit on the dresser, the flame turned low.

“I have some pain pills,” said Alice, putting the plate and cup on the night table. “But you need to eat something first.”

Her mother moved and groaned a little. It made Alice sad that she was in so much pain. As she set the tray on the night table, her mom reached out and touched her wrist.

“You okay?” Alice asked gently.

The touching fingers curled around her wrist. Mama felt cold, and Alice glanced at the window to see if she’d accidentally left it open. The days were hot, but the nights were often frigid. The curtains stirred in the breeze.

“Hold on,” she said, “let me close the window before you catch your death.”

The circling fingers tightened.

They locked around Alice’s wrist in a powerful, unbreakable grip.

“Ow! Mom, don’t, you’re hurting me—”

Her voice cut off as her mother sat up in bed. The covers fell away, and Alice saw that the sleeve of her mother’s left arm—the one with all the cuts—was torn to rags and soaked with blood. But in the lantern light the blood looked too dark. Nearly black.

The truth rose up above her like a vast wave: Mom had been hurt at the wagonwright’s place when it was overrun by ravagers and shamblers. The monsters had been beaten back, slaughtered. Their blood was splashed everywhere. On the walls. On the splintered doors. Everywhere.

And that’s where her mother had been scratched. But how much more than a drop of los muertos blood did it really take?

“Oh my God,” Alice breathed.

The grab turned into a pull as her mother opened her dead eyes and stretched her dead mouth wide and lunged forward with awful, snapping teeth.
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AS GUTSY AND ALETHEA WALKED quickly through town, they saw people running from house to house, yelling for friends and neighbors to start packing. Riders on horses galloped up and down the streets, spreading the news. Most people jumped right to it, running to gather belongings and loved ones; but some just stood there, watching everything unfold around them as if what was going on didn’t matter to them. Was it some kind of shock, Gutsy wondered, or had those people plain given up?

The two girls hurried on.

The big tower crane above Alice’s house creaked as it swung slowly around.

“Why are they still bothering to do that if we’re all bugging out of here?” Alethea asked.

Gutsy shook her head. “If there are ravager spies, they’d get suspicious if we suddenly stopped reinforcing the walls. Those guys up there will be the last to leave, and they’ll block off the tunnel on the way out.”

Alethea grunted. “Okay, that’s pretty smart.”

As they approached the corner near the Chung house, Alethea slowed. “Look,” she said “I’ll hang back a bit. You know, in case you two need to get all kissy-face.”

Gutsy flashed her a smile and hurried up the block. The house was neat and tidy, with a manicured lawn and lovely flower beds in which something bright and fragrant was always blooming. A pair of big live oaks stood vigil on either side of the walkway, and there were bird feeders hung from a dozen limbs.

Gutsy was embarrassed to realize that she really did stink to high heaven, but there wasn’t time to do anything about it now. She needed to see Alice. She needed a tiny bit of normal, a small piece of undamaged ground to stand on. Even if for only five minutes.

She took a deep breath and knocked.

Which is when she heard Alice Chung scream.
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“ALICE? ALICE!” GUTSY YELLED AS fear shot through her. There were more screams, but no actual answers. Gutsy pounded on the door.

“Mama… no!”

Gutsy stepped back, braced herself, and then kicked at the door with the flat of her foot. It shuddered, but the strong lock held.

“Alethea!” she bellowed, but Alethea was already running down the street, her bat ready.

“Los muertos?” demanded Alethea. “Wild men?”

“I don’t know. Alice is in trouble. Help me.”

“Move out of the way,” Alethea said, shoving Gutsy to one side as she lashed out with her own kick. And still the door held. She kicked again, and again.

Gutsy snatched up a rocking chair and hurled it through the window, smashing the glass and tearing the curtains off their rods. She used the blunt side of the machete blade to knock the last jagged fragments out of the frame, and Alethea laced her fingers so Gutsy could step up and jump inside. Gutsy immediately turned the lock on the door and opened it for her friend. The living room was weirdly neat and pristine except for the broken glass. The two girls ran down the hall to the largest bedroom, near the kitchen. The door was open, and there were cries and moans and thumps of a kind Gutsy knew too well.

She paused for an awful moment in the doorway, staring at the horrific scene.

The room was in shambles, with the mattress overturned and bloody sheets cast on the floor. The bedside table had been knocked over, taking the sturdy lantern with it. The flame was still lit, though, and cast everything in the room in a shadowy yellow glow.

Alice, holding a broken chair as a shield, cowered in a corner. Pawing and clawing at the chair was her mother.

What had been her mother.

Mrs. Chung wore a torn nightgown. Her black hair hung in sweaty strands, and she growled like some feral thing.

“No!” cried Gutsy, and the growl stopped as the dead woman slowly turned toward the two girls in the doorway. The face—which had looked so much like Alice’s—hung slack and rubbery; her dark eyes were dull and faded to a dusty gray. Mrs. Chung opened her mouth and uttered a moan of endless, aching hunger as her twisted, broken fingers reached for Gutsy and Alethea.

Into that tableau, Alice screamed out three words. A demand, a plea, filled with such raw emotion that it punched Gutsy in the heart.

“Don’t hurt her!”

Those words were like a chain that jerked Gutsy backward in time to her own bedroom two weeks ago. To waking into horror as Mama reached for her to kill her. It had been too big to deal with, too broken to fix, too wrong to ever understand. Now Alice was going through the same nightmare.

Mrs. Chung staggered forward, snarling with need. Gutsy raised her machete.

“Noooo!” Alice flung the chair away and came up off the floor, driving forward with the intensity of the unhinged. Not at the monster in the room but at Gutsy. She tried to wrench the machete away even as the creature pawed Gutsy’s shirt and hair.

Suddenly Alethea grabbed Mrs. Chung by the arm, swung her violently around, and sent her flying toward the bed. The dead woman struck the footboard and crashed over onto her face. Then Alethea spun and tore Alice away from Gutsy.

“Sorry about this,” she said, then released her grip and punched Alice in the stomach with all of the strength she owned. The punch lifted Alice onto her toes, drove every bit of breath out of her lungs, and dropped her. Alice collapsed into a fetal ball and turned red and then purple.

Gutsy whirled as Mrs. Chung climbed to her feet and came at her again. The machete was in Gutsy’s hand. One stroke and the fight would be won. But what would witnessing that strike do to Alice? Could she bear that? Silencing Mama had nearly broken Gutsy, and that had been with a spike, not a brutal machete.

So Gutsy dropped her machete and stepped into the dead woman’s charge, parrying the reaching arms hard enough to spin Mrs. Chung off balance and then kicking the back of her knees. The sudden bend made the woman sag and fall, and Gutsy took the weight and spun her back. Mrs. Chung crashed down onto the floor. Gutsy jumped on top of her and pressed her face into the area rug.

Alethea, too experienced to stand and gawp, snatched up a pillow and pulled it over Mrs. Chung’s head, with the pillow against her face and the back of the pillowcase pulled down behind her head. It was a common technique in New Alamo, something everyone learned. While Gutsy held her down, Alethea took the two corners of the case, pulled them back, and tied a tight knot at the base of the woman’s skull.

Then she yanked a second pillow off the bed, tore the case off, spun the cloth into a rope, and handed it to Gutsy, who bound Mrs. Chung’s hands behind her back. Gutsy cut the remainder off and similarly bound her ankles. When that was done, Alethea sat down with a thud against the dresser while Gutsy crawled over to Alice.

Mrs. Chung thrashed and moaned, but was otherwise helpless.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, brushing hair from Alice’s face.

Alice was breathing, but in gasps and coughs. Her face was filled with pain, and her eyes and nose were streaming. Gutsy reached for her, needing to hold her, to try and comfort her.

Alice resisted her pull. Fought her. Shoved her back. She spat ugly words and screamed for her mother. But Gutsy gathered her up anyway. Endured the words that stuck like knives and held Alice with all her strength.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered as Alice’s struggles slowly disintegrated into awful sobs. “I’m sorry.”
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GUNFIRE ERUPTED TO SHATTER THE moment.

Alethea and Gutsy turned to each other.

“It’s starting,” said Alethea in a hollow voice.

“Can’t be,” Gutsy countered. “Even running full tilt, I don’t think the wild men could have gotten here this fast. Something else is going on.”

“Stay here,” ordered Alethea as she shot to her feet, snatched up her bat, and ran out into the hall. Alice and Gutsy stared at the bedroom window but could not see anything.

“No more, no more, no more,” said Alice in a small, cracked voice.

Gutsy threw a despairing look at the shrouded, thrashing Mrs. Chung, then pulled Alice up, led her into the hall, and closed the door.

From outside they heard Alethea yelling, “Gutsy—you better get out here.”

Gutsy did not want to leave, but what choice did she have? “Look,” she said to Alice, “I need to go see what’s happening. Come with me.”

“I can’t,” cried Alice, horrified. “Mom needs me.”

It made no sense, but sense did not matter.

“Okay, okay,” said Gutsy. “Stay here, though. Go into the kitchen. Get something to protect yourself. Don’t go back into your mom’s room. You hear me? Don’t do it. I’ll be right back.”

Outside there were more screams, and the sound of running feet. Gunshots cracked continuously. Gutsy kissed Alice and ran out of the house.



Karen Peak raced along the wall, gun in hand. One of her senior guards, Primo, saw her from above and waved her up. She climbed a ladder.

“What’s going on up… ?” she began, but then looked over into the fields beyond and her words fell away. Everyone had been worried about what might be coming at them from the east.

But this…

She stood and stared into the east, looking at what everyone on all the walls was already seeing. The pale light of a billion stars shone down on a sea of figures moving across the fields. Shamblers, driven by ravagers.

She looked down at the newly rebuilt walls, at rows of sharpened wooden spikes that had been angled against attack, at trenches filled with flammable materials, and fortified sniper posts. The preparations had seemed so smart, so strong.

Now they seemed foolish. To stop a few hundred ravagers, yes. To stall an attack by a thousand, or even two thousand, shamblers, yes. Maybe even to defeat packs of wild men. But here, under the light of the cold stars… she did not see a few hundred, or even a few thousand.

She saw an ocean of the living dead. Tens of thousands.

Maybe more.

Karen felt her body turn numb, and the hand that held her pistol sank to her side. Her fingers went slack, and the Glock fell unheeded to the walkway, where it lay totally useless in the face of what was coming.

This was the Night Army. Come to devour them all.



As soon as Gutsy stepped into the street, she knew that things were really bad. She could smell smoke, and saw dark clouds of it obscuring much of the sky. People were running everywhere, some carrying their hastily packed bundles. Others ran in the opposite direction, heading home to grab a weapon, a suitcase, or a loved one. There was no sign of Alethea. Gutsy ducked as someone fired a shotgun, but in all the confusion, she couldn’t see who fired, or at what.

Alethea came running toward her, ducked low in case there was another shot. She pulled Gutsy behind a low stone wall in the neighbor’s front yard.

“What’s happening?” Gutsy demanded.

“What’s happing is everyone’s losing their darn minds, that’s what’s happening. Jimmy Maynard is shooting at everything that moves. And I saw Dave Sanchez and his two older sons go running away from the wall. Ollie Sanchez had a big bottle of something, and he’s totally drunk. They were all laughing.” Alethea shook her head.

“Can you blame them?”

Alethea’s eyes were cold. “Yes, I can. You’re not losing it. I’m not. And Spider…” She stopped as if realizing that Spider wasn’t with them. “Crap. He’s back at the Cuddlys. Hey, are you all right with Alice for a few minutes? I need to go get him. If this is going to be as bad as it looks, we should all be together.”

“Go,” said Gutsy, giving her a little push. “I’ll be here. I need to see to Mrs. Chung.”

“See to her?” Alethea said, glancing in the direction of the house. “You’re going to silence her in front of Alice?”

“What’s the alternative? Leave Mrs. Chung like that?”

“Alice is strung out, Guts. She’ll never forgive you. It won’t matter to her mother, but it will destroy Alice if she sees you do that.”

“She has to understand how the world works,” said Gutsy, her tone pleading.

But Alethea shook her head. “What Alice needs right now is love.” She gave Gutsy a brief, fierce hug, and then she was gone.

A scream tore the air from the other end of the block, and Gutsy started in that direction to see what was happening.

She never got there.

A sound—weird and loud—made her look up. There, far above her, was the boom of the tower crane, and from it dangled a crushed Ford pickup truck. The ponderous weight swung wildly on the end of a steel cable, but instead of angling toward the wall, the truck was only a dozen feet above Alice’s house. Gutsy saw three people working the lines and pulleys to operate the crane. They were young, not much older than her, and she recognized two of them—the boy in the cowboy hat and the girl with the red ponytail and baseball cap.

They were shouting as they fought to control the swinging boom. Shadowy figures climbed up the scaffolding, and Gutsy could see that they were ravagers.

“Hey!” she cried. “Watch out!”

The two seemed unable to hear her over the sounds of fighting, and then there was a mechanical groan of pain, and suddenly the truck was falling. The cables holding it whipped back like scalded snakes, and five thousand pounds of mangled steel smashed down onto the back of the Chung house. Smashing through the roof, exploding the cinder-block walls outward, kicking up a plume of dust and debris.

“Nooooooooooo!”

Gutsy ran into Alice’s house but skidded to a stop. The truck—a dark blue F-150—had landed squarely on the kitchen roof and smashed it down, blocking the entrance from the hall. Gutsy whirled and ran outside and around to the side yard. The back door was crushed out of shape, and both windows were smashed. A fire flickered inside, and Gutsy began screaming Alice’s name.

“Help…”

The voice came from inside the kitchen. Faint but it was there. Alive.

“Alice, are you hurt?”

“I… I can’t move…” came the weak reply. “My legs…”

It galvanized Gutsy, who grabbed a piece of broken board and used it to knock away the jagged teeth of glass still in the left-hand window; then she grabbed the sill and, with a grunt, pulled herself up and into the destroyed kitchen. The whole front of the truck had punched down with such force that the bumper shattered the dining room table. There were deep cracks in all the walls, and a lantern had been smashed, spilling oil in fiery tendrils along the floor like the claws of some vast dragon.

“Gutsy,” cried Alice, but it took Gutsy a moment to find her in that all that dust and smoke. But there she was, pinned against the stove with a yard-high mound of debris humped across her legs. Her face was scratched and bleeding, and there was a look of wild panic in her eyes.

“I can’t feel my legs.”
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ALETHEA RAN TOWARD THE CUDDLYS’ orphanage, zigzagging through the streets, cutting down alleys, hopping backyard fences, and trying to avoid people. There was more panic now than when the shamblers and ravagers first attacked the town. More than the tunnel fight. It was as if people had reached the limit of how much fear they could take.

Or maybe they’d seen the size of the army about to smash into New Alamo.

She wished those two old soldiers would get their butts back here.

She wished that Sergeant Holly would come back with a convoy of trucks filled with guns. Or a fleet that was somehow big enough to take everyone far away from here.

She wished that time would roll itself back just two weeks. To when the worst trouble was getting caught reading by candlelight by Mrs. Cuddly. Kitchen duty had seemed like a dire punishment then. Now she would trade all of this for thirty years of kitchen duty. Heck, she’d clean the orphanage bathrooms with a toothbrush and be happy about it.

Time, stubborn and mean-spirited, kept moving forward.

She reached home and ran inside.

But no one was there. Not the Cuddlys, not any of the kids. Not Spider.

She stood in the empty bedroom between the rows of beds, and suddenly a great sadness swept through her. She looked at each tightly folded sheet, each properly fluffed and squared pillow, and in a flash of absolute clairvoyant certainty knew that no one would ever muss those beds again. The whole place had the feeling of an empty box, filled only with memories.

Spider’s absence made her feel as if he was not only gone from the building but gone forever. Like he was already dead somewhere.

Alethea wanted to cry. She wanted to crawl onto Spider’s bed, curl up with her head on his pillow, and cry until some form of permanent darkness came for her. The bat was heavy in her hand, and she almost let it fall.

Almost.

Alethea raised the bat and looked at it. On the handle, drawn in a delicate hand, was a tiny black spider. It was something that appeared one morning after the fight at the wall. Spider pretended he knew nothing about it, but Alethea understood, and she had a deeper insight into it now.

“Always you and me,” she said aloud. It was an old, old thing they used to say. When one of them was sick. When one or the other was in trouble. When times were bad.

Always you and me.

Poor grammar, but a perfect sentiment.

She touched the little spider and smiled. Then she took a deep steadying breath, turned, and went out. She went to the wall, looking for her brother.



One block away, Spider moved quickly and silently through the shadows. He’d been to Gutsy’s house, but Alethea wasn’t there. No one was there. The Cuddlys were gone too; they must have already gotten the other kids packed and out. They were sharp, those two.

Spider then checked the hospital, but Mr. Flores said they hadn’t seen her. The pharmacist was still working on mass-producing the Dòmi despite the general hysteria as the staff packed all of the supplies and equipment they could manage while at the same time prepping the wounded for evacuation. It was a madhouse. Spider wanted to stay and help, but he needed to find Alethea. A premonition of disaster seemed to whisper her name in his ear.

He’d been to the wall and searched all of it, but his sister wasn’t anywhere. He asked people in the street. Some of them just ran past him. Two people chased him away as if he was a shambler. Then he saw Joanie Cantu from school running toward the wall with an armful of fresh splints and bandages.

“Hey,” he called, “have you seen Alethea?”

“Yeah,” yelled the girl as she ran past. “She was outside Alice’s place.”

“Thanks!”

He tore along the street.



Alice’s words hit Gutsy like a flight of arrows, each striking hard and deep.

“Don’t move,” she said, trying to force calmness into her voice. “Just wait until I get this stuff off you.”

“Why can’t I feel my legs?”

“Something must be pressing on the nerves,” said Gutsy. “It’ll be fine. It’ll be okay.”

She tore into the debris, tossing away pieces of lath and pine studs and sheet-metal roofing and nameless chunks. She saw blood before she found Alice’s trapped legs.

There was a lot of it. Too much of it.

She worked faster still and cleared everything away until she saw what held Alice down. It was a six-foot-long piece of broken roofing beam. It was angled so that one sharp corner pressed down across the tops of Alice’s thighs, cutting into the skin. Blood ran and pooled. There was no way to tell how bad the cuts were, or if one or both legs were broken. Panic kept whispering the worst in Gutsy’s ears.

“I have to lift this beam,” she said. “It’s going to hurt, Alice.”

“I… I…”

“Alice, take a breath,” said Gutsy. “A deep breath, and when I lift, let it out. Scream if you have to. But I have to do this right now.”

Alice’s face was white with shock and pain and her eyes twitched with terror, but she nodded. She took that breath.

Outside there was a massive, heavy sound that shook the whole house and made the crashed truck shift and groan. Dust fell from what was left of the ceiling, and through the big hole overhead, Gutsy could see vast clouds of smoke, veined and lit from underneath with the red of fires.

She looked around for something to use as a lever, but none of the laths were sturdy enough to bear the weight. She was going to have to try and lift it herself.

“What’s happening?” Alice demanded in a reedy, terrified voice.

“Focus on this,” said Gutsy tersely. “Brace yourself.”

Gutsy straddled Alice’s pinned legs, crouched, wrapped her arms around the heavy beam, and lifted. The wood was thick and solid, designed to support the rainwater tank on the kitchen roof. The carpenters who’d put it in place a year or so after the dead rose had done their job very well. The beam had been shaped from the heartwood of a telephone pole, and Gutsy knew the math. Utility poles weighed thirty pounds per cubic foot, and the beam was a foot square. She used the strength of her thighs, her core, her lower back, and her wiry arms, and pulled.

The moment the timber began to move, Alice Chung felt her legs. She felt every nerve ending, every inch of them. She screamed so loud it seemed to shatter what was left of the kitchen. Gutsy, straining, screamed too as she heaved the beam up and walked it back, inch by inch. Black poppies blossomed in front of Gutsy’s eyes, then turned a bright red. She forced herself to stare through them down at the floor, seeing Alice’s knees, then her shins, her sneakers… and finally the floor. With a cry she let the beam drop. It smashed down with a shudder.

Gutsy darted forward to examine the deep cuts on Alice’s legs. They were very bad. Worse than she thought. Alice was still screaming as the pain threatened to overwhelm her. Gutsy had no first-aid kit with her, realizing with horror that she’d left it in the Humvee.

So, instead she whipped off her belt and wrapped it around Alice’s right upper thigh, cinching it tight to stop the bleeding. That tore a new shriek of pain from Alice, but Gutsy had to endure it.

“I have to stop the bleeding,” she said, once more forcing her tone to sound infinitely calmer than she felt. Alice’s screams dwindled to whimpers but spiked again as Gutsy buckled the tourniquet in place. The cut on her right thigh was the worst, and Gutsy was worried about the amount of blood Alice had already lost.

Alice’s left leg was still bleeding profusely, and Gutsy had no second belt. So, she pulled out her small lock-knife, flicked the blade into place, and began cutting strips from the hem of Alice’s pajama top. She used the widest strip for the second tourniquet, since wide strips did less damage to nerve endings and blood vessels. She inserted a broken piece of wood into a loop in the strip to allow her to turn it like a dial, using the torsion to exert pressure on Alice’s upper thigh. Luckily the blood was only pumping, not shooting out in jets, which she hoped meant that no arteries were severed.

Once the second tourniquet was in place, Gutsy fumbled for Alice’s hand and told her to hold it, repeating it until Alice gave her an actual spoken answer instead of a hysterical nod.

“You’re doing great,” Gutsy said. “It’s going to be okay.”

The gunfire outside made a liar of her, and they both knew it. Gutsy wondered where the heck Alethea was, and feared for her friend. She leaned over and kissed Alice’s flushed cheek.

The next step was to bandage the wounds so that direct pressure would further stop the bleeding and allow her to remove the tourniquets. She cut more strips off Alice’s top—some for bandages, and some for padding. Soon, she realized, Alice would be wearing just pajama bottoms and a thick tank top, but modesty was a luxury that had no place in a crisis.

The cuts looked horrible, and there were little pieces of cloth punched into each by the beam’s passage through the pajamas. That was something she’d need to take care of later to avoid infection. Now, all that mattered was keeping Alice from bleeding to death.

Alice was panting, though, and her eyes were glassy with shock. Gutsy got up and hurried into Alice’s bedroom, grabbed a pillow and blanket off the bed, and came back and draped the blanket over her. It would keep her warm, and serve as makeshift clothing. She tucked the pillow under Alice’s head.

There were more sounds of fighting outside in the street, and Gutsy wanted—needed—to go see what was happening, but she simply could not.

Gutsy knew she had to do more than this if Alice was going into shock. Ideally, she would have liked to carry her to the bedroom, but she didn’t want to risk moving her for fear of restarting the bleeding. So, she kicked enough debris out of the way to clear the floor near the stove, then helped Alice lie flat. Then Gutsy dragged the beam end over and gently—very, very gently—raised Alice’s ankles and placed them on the solid wood. She rushed back into the living room and came back with both couch cushions, carefully inserting them under Alice’s calves to take the strain off her knees and thighs. It was still uncertain whether one or both legs were broken, but the fact that Alice didn’t scream when her legs were lifted was a hopeful sign.

“Alice,” she said, “I need you to stay like this, okay?”

Alice nodded. She was either unable or unwilling to speak. Her color was still bad, and she was sweating. Cold sweat, too, so Gutsy got a big decorative macramé blanket and draped it over her. Once that was done, Gutsy took the wooden torsion bar from Alice’s hand and gradually eased the tension while keeping her other palm on the bandage, feeling for the warmth that would bloom if heavy bleeding began again. It did not, and Gutsy exhaled a ball of tension, taking it as a good sign.

There was a heavy thump against the front door.

“That’s probably Alethea,” said Gutsy. “I’ll let her in. Don’t move.”

Gutsy headed for the door, but before she got there it flew inward, the lock tearing from the hinges, splinters filling the air.

It was not Alethea.

It was a ravager. He was big and broad-shouldered, and he had a pump shotgun in his hands.

Gutsy had no chance at all.
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PART TWENTY THE ROAD TO ASHEVILLE


If we really think that home is elsewhere and that this life is a wandering to find home, why should we not look forward to the arrival?

—C. S. LEWIS
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MORGIE WAS LOST IN DARKNESS.

He was not entirely unconscious, though. He could feel his body. Feel the wrongness of it. The pain in his head and back. The heaviness of his limbs. The sickness in his skin and in his stomach. It was as if getting bashed against the tree had done something strange to him. Disconnected his mind from his body in almost every useful way, leaving only the ability to feel pain.

And to hear.

As he lay there, he listened to voices. Men and women. A few scattered gunshots. The swish of wind through the leaves. He was on his back, staring up at the blue sky above the road. The tall trees seemed to bend forward to look down at him.

Then he heard more voices.

“Oh God, is he… ?”

Was that Nix? No. Riot? Yes, he thought.

“No, he’s alive,” said a stranger’s voice. “There’s a pulse.”

“Who are you?” Morgie asked, or thought he did. Morgie’s consciousness went away before the question was answered and came back to a different part of the conversation.

“What’s that all over his skin?” demanded someone. A woman, Morgie thought. Talking to a man. Both strangers. “Oh no, don’t touch him. Look. Oh my God…”

“She has it too,” said the man, and there was something in his voice. Urgency, surprise. And fear.

Morgie tried to speak, tried to explain that the rash on his skin was nothing. An allergy, maybe. Or something they ate. He tried to make his mouth move to say the words, but the connection did not stretch that far. All he could do was feel and hear.

He went away again. And again.

He heard the woman say, “August, they have it. They both have it.”

“Have what?” cried Riot weakly from somewhere off to Morgie’s left. He reached for her, for her hand. Found it. Her fingers were so cold, but they curled around his with desperate force.

“Who… who are you?” Morgie managed to get out.

“Sergeant August Porter,” said the man. “Third Rangers, second platoon, long-range patrol out of Asheville.”

“Ashe… Asheville?” Morgie tried to smile but couldn’t. Tried not to cry, and failed. “We… made it… ?”

“If you kids were trying to get to Asheville, then you made it.” A face came into view above him. A soldier. Sergeant Porter. August. “Help is on the way. Can you tell me who you are? Where you come from?”

“Reclamation…,” whispered Morgie. “We… we were looking for Captain… Ledger…”

The other soldier’s face now appeared. A black woman in her twenties. “Joe Ledger?” she asked. “You came all the way from California?”

“Y… yes…” His voice was ghostly thin. “How… how’s—Riot?”

“Is that your friend’s name?” asked August. “Riot?”

Morgie told them who they were, what they’d seen, and why they had come. He told them about New Alamo, about the swarms of zoms. He told them as much as he could. A fit of coughing interrupted him, and he tasted blood on his lips. He heard the other soldier speaking rapidly on a walkie-talkie. He heard her mention New Alamo, and Benny, and Captain Ledger. The rest seemed to fade out as his brain kept trying to fall into darkness.

Riot’s fingers were still wrapped around his, but her grip was noticeably weaker, and she hadn’t said a word for a while. Morgie used his free hand to fumble for August’s hand.

“What… what’s wrong… with us?” he asked.

There was a pause, and it lasted so long that Morgie thought he’d floated away again. But it wasn’t that. It was merely that August was steeling himself to answer his question. When the young soldier spoke, there was deep horror and sadness in his voice.

“Those burns,” said August, “the sickness you’ve both been feeling… it’s not plague or anything like that.”

“What… what is it?” Morgie managed to say.

Then August said the terrible words.

“It’s radiation sickness,” he said. “You’ve both been exposed. It’s… bad. God, I’m sorry, but I think it’s really bad.”

That was all Morgie could hear. It was all he could bear to hear. He stopped trying to speak. Stopped trying to reconnect. Instead, he let himself fall.

And fell for a long, long time.

He fell forever.




PART TWENTY-ONE THE FALL OF NEW ALAMO


Sometimes even to live is an act of courage.

—LUCIUS ANNAEUS SENECA
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THE RAVAGERS WERE ON THE walls.

They left a trail of dead behind them. Bullets and arrows rained down on them as they rushed for the outer row of stacked cars. Then, as they clustered at the base, the stones began falling.

They fell. Two more. Five. Ten. Twenty.

But there were so many more, and with snarls of hunger and fury, they began to climb.

Far above them, Karen Peak leaned out, taking careful aim, and fired, fired, fired. She was a good shot, and even with smoke and noise and fear, she knocked a climber down with nearly every shot. Ravagers leaned into the wall to avoid the falling bodies, and then, like roaches, they kept coming.

God save us, Karen thought as she reloaded.



“They’re on the wall!” The cry rang out, louder than gunfire, louder than the moans of thousands of los muertos. It was Karen Peak’s voice, the words screamed out with such ferocity that Alethea could hear how it tore the lining of the woman’s throat. “They’re on the wall!”

A shocked moment passed, and then another voice repeated the cry.

And another.

Then ten more. A dozen.

“They’re on the wall!”

Some of the voices were filled with panic. Some with anger. Some of the defenders wept as they took up the cry. People down in the street began shouting too.

“They’re on the wall!”

Alethea yelled it too. She heard the same hopelessness in her voice that burned in every other voice.

And then a new and much more terrible cry rang out from behind her.

“They’re in the streets!”

She whirled and saw that somehow, impossibly, a mass of shamblers was lumbering through the streets. People scattered in blind panic, dropping the hastily packed bundles and suitcases, fleeing in all directions. No longer running toward carefully selected exit points. Within seconds the escape had become a rout.

Alethea turned and ran. What good was defending the wall if the enemy was already inside? She hustled to the ladder and climbed down as fast as she could. A shambler clamped cold fingers on her ankle when she was still five feet from the ground, but Alethea swung her bat one-handed and the creature fell away, its head shattered.

She reached the ground and heard high-pitched screams, turned, and in horror saw a group of children being cornered by the dead. Their parents were nowhere to be seen. With a growl, Alethea charged, swinging her bat in short, vicious, powerful arcs, hitting faces and chins and chests as the dead turned to meet her. The creatures fell like straw men in a hurricane blast. Some crawled at her, dragging broken bodies; others lay still, the last of their unnatural life crushed out of them.

She stood between them and the four kids. The whole neighborhood seemed to be falling to pieces. Alice Chung’s house was only two blocks over, but Alethea knew she couldn’t get there. Gutsy and Alice would have to defend themselves. Gutsy could, Alethea knew; but as much as she liked Alice, the girl wasn’t strong in the same way. Alice’s strength was her kindness and her compassion. She wasn’t a natural fighter. Alethea didn’t think Alice could go on fighting without it eroding her.

As it had been eroding Spider.

Thinking about how these monsters were hurting everyone she loved made Alethea very, very angry. When her rage was this intense, fatigue and everything else seemed to melt away. She swung her bat, and the monsters went down.

One after another.



“They’re in the streets!”

Benny and Chong heard the terrified cry. They were in the general store, helping the old owner pack canned goods into a big cart, ready for the exodus out of New Alamo. The cry stopped them for a moment.

“No,” said Benny under his breath, despair sharp as a knife, “no, no, no—it’s too soon.”

Grimm began growling, and his whole body tensed as he turned toward the door. The teens dropped the cans they held and ran outside, snatching their weapons from where they’d placed them next to the door. The shouts were coming from the northeast corner of the town. There were yells, screams, and gunfire.

“Chong,” Benny said, grabbing his friend’s arm, “we’re out of time. Get to the hospital. Start the evacuation. Tell everyone to get to the rally points.”

“Benny,” said Chong, “those shots are coming from the east gate. We can’t send people there.”

Benny cursed. “Okay, everyone has to get to the hospital. That’s our only rally point now. The tunnel is our best hope. Go tell everyone you can. Then make sure the tunnel’s still safe. Take Grimm with you. If people don’t listen, let him bite a few of them. That’ll work.”

“Wait, where are you going?”

Benny stepped away and drew his sword. “To help,” he said, and then he was running.

“Good luck!” yelled Chong. “Don’t die!”

“Not a chance,” Benny shouted back. Though as he ran his snarky comment felt like tempting fate.



Chong ran back into the store and had to push the owner into taking the cart and heading directly to the hospital. People were pouring out of their homes, but few of them carried their belongings, and fewer still were heading toward the rally points. He yelled at them. He shoved them. He even had to threaten one stubborn young man who wanted to stay in his house with his wife and two little kids.

“You’ll die in there,” Chong pleaded. “They’re already in the streets.”

The man’s wife gathered up the kids and pushed past her husband. The man stood for a moment longer, though, looking around at his house. At his life. Then the man looked at his wife, holding their little ones as she went out into the madness, and there was a visible change. He did not suddenly swell into a towering hero, but he picked up a wooden chair and smashed it to pieces on the floor. He picked up one of the legs and hefted it, feeling it become a weapon in his hand. He gave Chong a brief look—as much fear as courage—and then followed his wife outside.

It hit Chong very hard. The man was not a fighter, but he would have to fight. He was not a killer, but he was likely going to have to kill. It made Chong’s heart go out to him, but it also reminded him of the version of himself who’d been a bookish, gentle, nonviolent teen only two years ago. Now he was older, scarred, with the memory of blood on his hands and a body warring with infection.

He wanted to sit down on the couch in this now empty house, put his face in his hands, and cry. He needed to do that.

Instead he took a deep breath, and—with his bow and arrows—went back out to the war. Grimm followed close behind.



There were fresh yells coming from the eastern wall, and Benny angled that way. Those screams had contained rising notes of panic. Not mere warnings but sheer terror.

Looming inside the wall was the big tower crane that had been used to restack the cars.

“Oh my God,” Benny cried, looking up.

High above he saw two figures on the crane, working the levers that turned the giant boom. There was a guy in a cowboy hat and his girlfriend, with hair as red as Nix’s. Benny had seen them around town, two refugees who’d been brought in after the first siege. A dozen yards below them, climbing with the agility of apes, were several ravagers.

Benny cupped a hand around his mouth to shout a warning to them, but the night suddenly took on a new shape, something fierce and feral and insane. As the ravagers climbed all the way up, the boy walked toward them. As he did so, he took off his hat, and with it came his mop of blond hair. The girl did the same, plucking off the baseball cap and red wig, laughing as she did.

Beneath their hats, bared now to the glow of fire and the cold starlight, were scalps shaved smooth and covered with elaborate tattoos. The teens dug into their pockets and removed strips of red cloth and began tying them to their ankles and wrists.

The teenagers up there were reapers.
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THE BIG RAVAGER POINTED HIS shotgun at Gutsy and pulled the trigger.

There was a blast so loud it seemed to tear the world apart, but the buckshot missed her. Every single pellet tore into the ceiling as the ravager suddenly pitched backward, bellowing in surprise. A shape appeared out of the shadows behind him, and there was a whirl of brown hardwood as Spider spun his bo and brought the end down on the monster’s skull.

“Gutsy!” he yelled, and leaped over the body, but something pushed past him, a gray streak that flew straight for Gutsy.

“Sombra!”

And the coydog was all over her, licking her, pushing himself into her, against her, seeming to be everywhere at once. Then he stopped and began barking at her, scolding her for locking him up. Gutsy hugged him but looked at Spider.

“Alice is hurt,” she blurted, then in a few fast sentences told him what happened. They went into the kitchen, and Spider dropped to his knees to examine Alice’s legs. He knew a lot about first aid, maybe more than Gutsy did, and she watched his face, seeing his immediate and deep concern.

Alice was half asleep, faint and weak from blood loss. Spider felt for her pulse, then rose and pulled Gutsy aside. “We need to get her to the hospital. I think she needs blood.”

“To the hospital?” gasped Gutsy. “How? It sounds like a war out there.”

Spider winced and nodded. “It is a war. They’re inside the walls. Not many, but enough. I think maybe there was another tunnel after all. I don’t think the walls are going to hold. The hospital is the only rally point left. We need to get Alice there, get her treated, and then get out through the tunnel while there’s still time.”

Dull thumps kept coming from the bedroom, and although Alice was out of it, she flinched each time, nightmares connected to the truth.

“She can’t walk,” said Gutsy. “We need a cart or a wheelbarrow.”

“Okay, wait here,” Spider said, and was off like a shot. He was back in less than two minutes with the Carnovskys, a couple who lived a few doors from the Chungs. They were greengrocers and hurried up with a red wheelbarrow spattered with vegetable stains.

“We were about to head to the rally point,” said Mr. Carnovsky. He looked around. “Where’s her mom?”

“Turned,” said Gutsy. It was a simple but deeply ugly word. Mr. Carnovsky murmured a brief prayer.

Mrs. Carnovsky rushed over to examine Alice while Spider, Gutsy, and Mr. Carnovsky cleared a path for the wheelbarrow. There was another of those deep groans of metal. Sombra began barking furiously. Gutsy and Spider went outside and stopped dead in their tracks. Behind the house, on the platform of the tower crane, two teens and three ravagers were pulling at cables.

“Wait… are they… are those two kids working with the ravagers?”

It was impossible, but that’s what it seemed to be. Instead of raising another car, they had hooked the cables to cars already on the wall. And the teens no longer wore their hats. Instead, Gutsy saw bald, tattooed heads. Suddenly she understood. These weren’t refugees. They were the strange killers Benny and Nix had talked about, who’d attacked the towns in Central California. It seemed impossible that they could be out here, but here they were. Gutsy simultaneously understood what happened with the truck. It hadn’t slipped from the crane; it had been dropped deliberately. An attack. Which explained why the teens hadn’t come down to see what happened to the house it had fallen on.

And she also realized what those reapers and their ravager allies were attempting to do. The hooks, the cables…

“They’re going to tear down the wall!” The words exploded from her, and suddenly Gutsy was running, charging the crane. Spider and Sombra were at her heels, and then off to her left she saw another figure charging the scaffolding, too.

Benny.

He had his sword in his hand and was bellowing at the reapers. Cursing them. Daring them to come down and fight.

Gutsy changed direction and ran into the house. “Can you take Alice to the hospital? I have to go. Something bad’s happening, and—”

“Go,” shouted Mrs. Carnovsky. “We’ll look after her.”

Gutsy grabbed her weapon and ran.

Far above, the reaper boy leaned over and looked down at the teenagers and dog approaching. He said something to the girl, and they both laughed. The ravagers laughed too. They were fifty feet above the ground, and the hooks were already in place. If they could exert enough leverage, then the whole section of wall would collapse into the town, opening a clear path for invasion and slaughter.

The reapers and ravagers hauled on the cables and heaved on the pulleys, throwing all their weight against the big boom. The wall creaked; metal screeched. A single car at the very top canted over and fell, crashing down to explode in a storm of jagged metal, plastic, and glass.

Gutsy and the others dodged and ducked and came up running. They leaped over debris and jumped for the pipe bars of the scaffolding. Gutsy briefly thought about doing something to destabilize the scaffolding, but there simply wasn’t time. And it probably would be suicidal anyway. No, what she had to do was stop them. So she sheathed her machete and climbed.

Benny circled around, looking for the easiest place to climb where he wouldn’t be seen.

The ravagers and reapers saw them coming but didn’t bother to draw their blades. Instead they labored at the crane with renewed vigor. The wall of cars trembled. Pieces broke and fell, and from beyond the wall Gutsy could hear a terrible noise—the voices of uncountable los muertos moaning with hunger. She climbed as fast as she could. There was a chance—slim as a razor—that the walls could still keep the dead out. Ravagers and reapers could climb, but the masses of the shambling dead could not.

Down below, and throughout the town, she heard people shouting, “Rally point! Get to the rally point!”

It sounded like a plea, a prayer, and a war cry all at once.

The stacked cars trembled again, and a second vehicle toppled over. It fell past her, less than two feet away, and then struck the ground below. She prayed Sombra was smart and quick enough to get out of the way.

Then she was there, at the lip of the platform.

One of the ravagers saw Gutsy scrambling up and yelled to the teenage girl, who was closest. She let go of the cable and drew her weapon. It was a machete. Spider was always better at numbers, and Gutsy wondered what he would make of the statistical probability that the reaper would be armed with a machete too. No gun, no ax. A weapon identical to Gutsy’s own.

The platform itself was larger than the scaffolding on which it stood, which meant that Gutsy had to lean away from the pipes, grab the decking, and then do a kind of chin-up to get over. It was a tough enough challenge without having to worry about a killer with a heavy blade. But she had to go for it. She twisted, tensed, and then sprang for the lip of the deck. Her hands were small but hard and strong, and she caught the hardwood decking, and for a moment her legs swung out over a sheer drop.

Then, with a grunt of effort, Gutsy began to pull herself up. Even with all the noise of the battle and the metallic groans of the crane and the wall, she heard the footsteps as the reaper girl ran toward her.

Gutsy swung sideways, hooked a leg over the lip, and, with a surge of raw power, pulled herself up. The girl was ten feet away, whirling her machete in a figure eight, building speed and power for a killer blow. She brought the machete up, over, and down in a vicious butcher’s chop—but Gutsy was already rolling like a log toward her. Instead of trying to stand or draw her own blade, she hurled herself at the older teen’s shins. The impact knocked the girl’s knees straight, and the reaper crashed down hard on her butt, driving her tailbone against the unyielding boards. Gutsy wasted no time and scrambled onto her, hitting the girl in the nose, the eye, the lips, the throat. The reaper girl’s face seemed to break apart in a spray of red.

“No!” bellowed the reaper boy in alarm. “Sorrow—I’m coming!”

It was an odd thing to say, and he said it as if Sorrow were the girl’s name.

He drew two long-bladed fighting knives from hidden sheaths under his baggy shirt and rushed at Gutsy, slashing down as soon as he was within reach, aiming for her neck. Gutsy tried to swing around and grab her machete, but she knew there was no time.

Suddenly a line of silver cut the air and intercepted the blades, which rebounded with a sound like a ringing bell. The shock of it threw the teen back, off balance. Benny Imura crouched on the edge of the platform, teeth bared in anger.

The reaper girl yelled, “Mercy—the boy with the sword. It’s him—it’s Imura.” Her voice was thick with pain but also laced with hatred bordering on hysteria.



Benny blinked in surprise at hearing his name and raised his katana in a two-handed defensive posture. The young man’s eyes went wide as he looked at Benny. Seeing him, his face, his weapon.

“You,” breathed Brother Mercy, and loaded that one word with bottomless loathing.

Benny blinked. He’d never seen this person before, and had no idea why the reaper should seem to hate him personally, but he didn’t really care. What mattered is that this guy was a reaper. Right here in New Alamo, and clearly working with the Night Army to sabotage the town’s defenses. As the reaper charged him, Benny raised his sword and rushed forward, hungry for the fight.



A hand grabbed Gutsy’s vest, jerking her backward, and she spun as she fell, turning to see a ravager clutching at her. She drove the heel of her palm into the center of the thing’s forehead, jolting the killer. Then Gutsy kicked him in the groin and head-butted his nose, and as the ravager staggered back, Gutsy fell hard but back-rolled and came up with her machete in her fist.

Now the three ravagers came at her, one pulling a hatchet from his belt, another with a length of chain to which small nails had been welded, and the one she’d hit, who stooped to pick up a length of pipe.

The bald girl groaned and got to her knees, bleeding and dazed. She fumbled for her machete, which had slid away and hung, handle-first, over the edge of the platform.

Gutsy was trapped in the moment, uncertain how to fight three ravagers and this girl, who may have been hurt but was clearly not out of the fight. Benny and the reaper were battling on the far side of the platform, and Spider was still climbing. Sombra, left down on the ground, was barking and snarling in helpless fury.

Gutsy had two choices: run and hope she could climb down to safety, or defy the overwhelming odds of the reaper girl and the three ravagers.

“This is my town,” she yelled, and charged.
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A RUNNER CLIMBED UP THE ramps to the top of the wall and found Karen Peak.

“There was a tunnel,” he said breathlessly. “It was in one of the houses near the east wall. We think forty or fifty shamblers got in, plus a dozen ravagers. But I think we got them all.”

Karen clapped him on the shoulder. “Are you sure?”

“Billy Dow and the Dominguez sisters have teams going through that whole part of town, so, yeah, I think we got them.”

Karen turned back to the fight on the wall. More than half the defenders had answered the cry to head to the rally point. They were holding it against the climbers, but there were still so many monsters out there.

“What should we do?” asked the runner.

But Karen did not have a quick answer. If they deserted the wall, then the dead would swarm over before the town could be evacuated. If they stayed to fight, they would all die defending their home. She looked around as if for answers, but every door seemed to be nailed shut.



Alethea dropped the last of the shamblers with a mighty overhand swing that left a corpse with almost no head. Then she pushed the kids into a bunch and began herding them toward the hospital. It was the safest building because there were guards, more rooms to hide in, and—as a fallback—it had the escape tunnel.

“To the rally point!”

So many people were yelling it that even some of the kids took up the chant without knowing what it meant.

She was already exhausted. Huge blows with the bat were easy at first, but with every swing, Rainbow Smite seemed to gain another ten pounds. Pain lanced through her sides, and breathing felt like inhaling fire. Stopping for a rest, though, was impossible.

She ran, and the children ran with her.



The Chess Players made their way up to the wall, puffing and sweating. They each had long poles and stood shivering in the chilly wind. They were terrified, and each was acutely aware of the years, the arthritis, and the weakness that was the dreadful gift of old age.

“Funny,” said Ford, in a way that meant it wasn’t going to be funny at all, “but after all this talk of wild men, I kind of figured it would be them.”

“Yeah,” Urrea agreed.

“Not that I want a horde of wild men.”

“No. Of course not.”

They watched the army of the dead move forward with a hideous slowness. They both knew it was because the shamblers did not move fast, but it had a strange mockery to it, as if the dead had all the time in the world to consume this town.

Which, of course, they did.
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GUTSY FEINTED RIGHT AND DODGED left, ducked, and chopped down on the foot of the closest ravager. The blade cut through shoe, skin, and bones, and the strange red-black ravager blood welled out. The ravager bellowed, and in an insight of crisis, Gutsy realized that they actually could feel pain. All of los muertos actually felt pain, because that was how the parasite worked; that was Volker’s sick design. The dead could see, hear, feel, smell, and touch, but could not do anything about it. At least, the shamblers could not. The ravagers not only felt pain, they could scream in pain. But, being zombies, pain did not stop them, though damage did slow them. This one tried to rush her, but his maimed foot gave out and he fell.

Gutsy rose fast and drove her shoulder into the killer’s side, knocking him toward a second ravager. She stepped on the back of the one she’d injured and swung at the third ravager, who was taken completely by surprise.

Her blade missed his head and instead clanged off the chain he carried as a weapon. Gutsy’s momentum sent her crashing into the monster, knocking him backward with such force that he had to take a step to catch his balance—except that he was at the edge of the platform, and there was nowhere to step. His arms windmilled for a frantic second, and several nails welded to the links of the whirling chain caught Gutsy’s vest. As the ravager fell, the chain jerked her toward the edge. She screamed, dropped her machete, and grabbed one of the steel cables with both hands. She swung out over the edge with the full weight of the ravager pulling at her. Her vest tore open, spilling the many useful things she carried for all eventualities. All, but not this one.

“Spider!” she wailed as her hands began to slip, but her friend was still nowhere to be seen.

When hands suddenly caught her and pulled her back, they were not the brown hands of her best friend. These hands were pale and diseased, and they grabbed her leg to pull her toward a mouth full of snapping teeth. It was the ravager who’d been knocked down by the injured one. He clung to her legs, his weight pulling her down while at the same time he tried to climb high enough to take a bite.

Gutsy hung between two deaths—the unforgiving ground if she fell, and the monster’s teeth below.



Benny thought he had an easy fight—a long sword against knives—but the teenager he fought was fast as a scorpion. The young man danced away from the katana time and again, parrying thrusts and cuts with his knives as if they were the superior weapons and not the ancient blade of the samurai.

Benny and the reaper dueled there on the platform, steel ringing on steel, both of them moving with quick, small steps, darting and lunging.

The reaper reminded Benny of someone else he fought last year. A young reaper not much older than this one, but who had a harsh, unsmiling face. Brother Peter, the right hand of Saint John. They’d fought a duel while both reapers and Benny’s friends watched; at the time it seemed a foregone conclusion to everyone that Brother Peter would win. He was the more skilled fighter, the protégé of Saint John. Benny was barely an apprentice to a deceased master, his brother.

What Benny learned that day was the skills Tom taught him ran deep, but the second layer of training he had gotten from Captain Ledger ran deeper still. Not the elegance of combat or the nobility of the samurai but something else Benny had gotten from Tom. An animal cunning. During that fight Benny had actually allowed Brother Peter to cut him, gambling that the cut he allowed would be damaging but not fatal. He used the moment of that cut—the certainty that Brother Peter would take the obvious opening—to deliver a killing blow.

It was not as stupid a move as everyone watching thought it was. Even then, Benny had been sure he would kill the killer and thereby save his friends from the reaper master’s deadly knives.

Now he fought someone who was every bit as good as Brother Peter. Another master of slaughter.

The blades rang and clanged; they sliced the air and whistled like strange flutes. Playing their song of death.



Sister Sorrow crawled toward the edge of the platform, reaching out a trembling hand toward the handle of her machete. Blood dripped from her nose and mouth, and her head felt like it was full of bees. She wanted that knife so she could chop the little witch into pieces and then feed them like treats to the gray people.

Then the blade simply vanished.

It moved on its own out over the edge and was gone. Stolen from her as if by magic. Sister Sorrow threw herself flat in a vain hope of catching it as it dropped, but her flailing hand closed on empty air.



Gutsy’s hands slipped on the steel cable, and the braided wire tore at her palms. Her arms ached abominably, and her shoulders seemed to ignite with fire. It was ten times worse than lifting the roof beam off Alice.

She tried to kick at the ravager who held her leg, but the killer gave a savage jerk and pulled himself up and then darted forward to bite her calf.

Pain—like nothing she’d felt before—exploded in her leg, and Gutsy screamed.



Brother Mercy fought Benny Imura back and forth across the platform, each of them gaining and losing ground, taking and yielding the advantage. It was a more evenly matched contest than he had any right to expect. Was Sister Sorrow right? Was this the one who’d fought and killed Brother Peter? The Imura who defeated Saint John of the Knife? How was it possible? That boy was out west, in California.

Brother Mercy shuffled back out of range and paused for one moment as he spoke the name.

“Imura.”

The dark-haired boy paused, his sword raised, shock in his eyes.

“It is you,” said Brother Mercy. “You are the great sinner, the despised of god. It’s you.”

Benny Imura lowered his sword for a moment. “Yes,” he said. “But don’t bother to tell me who you are. ’Cause I really don’t care.”

“I am the servant of Lord Thanatos—all praise to his darkness. I am the herald who has made the path smooth for the chosen of god. The Raggedy Man will devour this town, and I will be at his left hand as he marches on to wipe Asheville from the face of the earth. The Night Army, with all of its holy gray people, its ravagers, and my battalions of reapers will crush the American Nation into blood and dust. And then they will hunt all of you down. The living, the sinners. They will sweep like a tide across this continent.”

Benny Imura raised his sword.

“Whatever,” he said, and then his blade was a flash of silver fire.



Gutsy swung her free foot and kicked down, catching the ravager in the face over and over again in a frenzied effort to dislodge the teeth clamped around her calf. She stamped and stamped, screaming shrilly, until she broke his jaw and seeded the air with his rotted teeth. But still the monster held onto her ankle, hurt but by no means stopped.

And then a hand reached down and clamped strong fingers around the shoulder of her canvas vest.

It was a dead hand and she looked up into the face of another ravager who knelt on the edge of the platform. She was being pulled into two directions now. Death played tug-of-war with death, and she was the fraying rope.



Sister Sorrow tried to rise, needing to rejoin the fight, but she couldn’t. Something held her fast to the deck planks, and at first she could not understand what it was.

She placed her palms flat against the boards and gave a great heave, and that’s when she felt it.

The pain.

If pain was a word that fit.

There was a white-hot immensity of sensation in her stomach, and somehow it held her to the boards. It was some kind of sorcery, some strange magic, and her mind fought to understand it.

Then whatever held her was gone, and she was rising, surging backward onto her knees. She froze then, as if kneeling in prayer as she stared down at her stomach. Her lips formed two words, but there was no sound.

Red mouth.

For so it was. An enormous one had opened in her stomach, and she could feel a corresponding one on her back. As if an invisible blade wielded by a demon hand somehow passed through her. She looked at the planks, but there was no blade anywhere to be seen.

Then something rose up over the edge of the platform. A face. Young, dark, with a lot of hair and eyes that were not at all like a demon’s. They were kind eyes, and so very sad.

A boy clambered up onto the platform. He had a long bo tucked through the back of his belt, and in his hand was a machete.

Her machete.

As the whiteness of pain ebbed, a bright clarity opened in Sister Sorrow’s mind. This boy had seen the handle of her weapon as he climbed up. He’d taken it, and as she lay down to try and catch it, he’d driven the blade up between the boards. Into her.

She tried to say that, despite being a sinner, she thanked him for the gift he’d given her: sending her into the eternal darkness where Lord Thanatos—all praise to his greater darkness—was waiting to enfold her. Sister Sorrow wanted to say all of that. Needed to.

But she had no voice left. There was no breath left in her. She felt herself go… to fade. The blessed darkness wrapped its gentle wings around her, and she was gone.



Brother Mercy parried the sword, lunged with one knife, and whipped out with the other, but as he did so he saw something that tore a terrible cry from him.

He watched Sister Sorrow topple forward like a broken doll and then roll off the platform, vanishing into the darkness below.

His scream was so big, so filled with despair, that it made Benny Imura pause and step back. The scream tore a huge hole in the night, and for a moment there was nothing except that sound.



Spider crawled over the edge and onto the platform, winded, bloody from stabbing the reaper woman. Then he saw Gutsy and tore across the boards. He dropped the machete and pulled his bo free from his belt, swinging it at the ravager who clung to the edge of the deck. The staff hit solidly, knocking the zombie forward. The killer started to fall, but his fingers caught in the pockets of Gutsy’s canvas fishing vest. The impact tore the bottom third of the vest away, dropping the ravager onto the one clutching her ankle. The shock broke his grip, and both ravagers plummeted to the ground. However, the initial downward tug on Gutsy’s vest nearly broke her grip. She managed to hold on, even though blood welled from between her clutching fingers.

“Gutsy,” Spider cried as he used his bo to try and snag the cable. The angle was impossible, though. “Don’t let go.”

“Spider,” she yelled, “push me.”

“What?” he yelped.

“Push me. Make me swing. Come on, do it… I’m slipping.”

Spider looked terrified, but he changed his grip on the staff, leaned out, placed the end against her hip, and pushed. It made her swing about a foot away, but on the return, she didn’t come anywhere near close enough to the platform.

“Harder!”



Brother Mercy made a guttural sound of raw hatred and attacked with renewed ferocity, driving Benny back step by step.

Benny realized that he was too close to the edge and abruptly threw himself at a right angle, tucking into a roll and coming out of it running. He stamped down, pivoted to arrest his momentum, and met Brother Mercy’s charge.

Their blades met again and again.



Gutsy knew she was going to fall. There was no strength left in her arms. Everything was numb, except for where it was on fire. She thought of Alice down there, hurt, needing her. Had the Carnovskys gotten her to the hospital? Would that even be enough? Gutsy had no idea how bad Alice was hurt. She hated herself for not staying with her. For not caring enough for her.

Except that wasn’t true, and on her deepest practical level, Gutsy knew that. Stopping the crane meant saving the whole town. If the reapers and ravagers had torn down the wall, then nothing Gutsy could do would save Alice. Or any of the people she cared about.

As she swung through the night she felt the strength in her hands fail at last.



Benny parried the knife strokes again and again and again.

Then he shifted in and blocked them both at the same time, catching the reaper in a double attack. Benny held the contact for a fragment of a second and lashed out with a kick that caught the older teen on the inner left thigh.



Spider dropped his bo and heard it bang and clang all the way down through the network of scaffolding, but he didn’t care. As Gutsy swung toward him he saw her bloody, swollen hands open. He lunged and caught what was left of her vest and her T-shirt and flung himself backward.

He fell onto the planking, and Gutsy landed on him. Part of her did. Her legs were still over the edge, kicking in midair.

Spider clawed at her, trying to pull her up before her weight could pull him down. They hung there, on the balance of life and death.



Benny pressed his advantage, kicking again and catching Brother Mercy’s right wrist hard enough to send a knife spinning off into the darkness. He slashed with the sword, but the reaper was not even close to finished.

Brother Mercy ducked, rolled, and bounced up onto the balls of his feet, springy as a dancer, as he shifted his remaining knife to his right hand. He dropped into a fighting crouch, and then suddenly seemed to lose interest in Benny. Instead he stared, slack-jawed, at something else. Then the reaper gave a small cry of obvious terror, spun around, and leaped off the platform.

Benny, startled, ran to the edge and saw the reaper, nimble as an ape, climbing down. As soon as the killer reached the ground, he ran for the eastern wall and began to climb.

The urge to chase him was incredibly strong. Reapers fighting along with the Raggedy Man? Benny wanted to catch Brother Mercy and force some answers out of him. But a sound made him turn, and he saw Spider trying to keep Gutsy from falling over the edge.

Benny ran over to them, dropped his sword, grabbed Gutsy and Spider with one hand each, and hauled. He was not a big teen, but Benny Imura was all muscle, and his weight, leaning backward, did the trick. Spider fell flat on his back and Gutsy literally rolled the length of him, narrowly missing his face, to collapse beside him.

She clutched her torn hands to her chest, weeping from exhaustion.

Spider lay there, panting, staring upward at the smoke clouds that obscured the sky.

Benny knelt beside Gutsy. “Pull up your pant leg. I saw one of those freaks bite you.”

“No, he didn’t have a good angle; just a bruise. I’m fine.”

There was only steel in Benny’s eyes and in his voice. “Show me.”

Gutsy licked her lips, hoping what she’d said was true. She pulled up her pant leg and angled her calf toward the glow of the distant fires. The skin was badly bruised, but there wasn’t a single drop of blood.

Benny and Spider visibly relaxed.

“Jeez, Guts, you have really weird luck,” said Benny, straightening. “From all the crazy stuff you do, like going out to that base and coming back with a whole skin. You’re either totally out of your mind or you have an angel on your shoulder.”

“Both,” Spider suggested.

Gutsy merely shrugged. Benny offered her a hand and helped her up. The three of them stood for a moment, looking over the wall toward the mass of the dead slowly advancing on New Alamo.

Spider pointed with his bo. “Guys… what is that?”
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OUT IN THE FIELD, BEYOND the wall, something moved. The light from burning sections of the wall painted it in yellows and oranges, but even with that glow it took the three of them a while to understand what they were seeing.

It was a truck.

Not driving. Not something from the base, but a massive flatbed being pulled along the road by what looked like a thousand los muertos. They were yoked like oxen and moved with the steady, unbreakable, tireless stride of the dead. In the center of the flatbed was something that looked like a giant chair. Or throne. And upon the throne was a giant of a man. Dozens of ravagers stood around the throne, firelight glinting on rifle barrels, axes, and swords. And behind the truck, spread out like an ocean, were a million shambling monsters. An army so vast that it was lost in the distance.

“Oh my God,” Benny breathed.

None of them had to ask what they were seeing. Not anymore. Now they understood.

Homer Gibbon, the Raggedy Man, king of all the world’s hungry dead, had come to New Alamo.
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THE MASS OF ZOMBIES SEEMED to bulge outward as if the vast body of them took a deep breath. Then the bulge broke free as a group of about a thousand of them seemed to rush forward faster than the others. They did not walk but actually ran, and for a moment Gutsy was confused. Were they ravagers? Or the faster los muertos? The R3 mutations? She’d thought there weren’t many of them. Certainly not this many.

But as they neared the wall, firelight bathed them in brightness, and Gutsy could see that these were not los muertos at all. Nor were they ravagers or wild men. They were living people. Dressed in black clothes with red tassels attached to ankles and wrists. Their heads were shaved and elaborately tattooed, and each of them carried a weapon—scythe, ax, sickle, sword, or pitchfork.

“Reapers,” gasped Benny. “So many of them.”

Fires sparked to light among the reapers, and, with mounting horror, Gutsy and the others watched as they threw bottles set with flaming rags at the walls. The bottles, filled with alcohol or fuel, exploded and sheets of flame shot up, driving the defenders back from the edges of the wall. Hundreds of the bottles arced high, landing on the ramparts or falling into the town. Houses next to the wall caught fire at once. Several of the firebombs exploded on the crushed roof of Alice’s house, and in seconds it was burning.

The gunfire from the walls diminished to a few sparse, desperate shots as most of the defenders deserted their posts.

“What do we do?” asked Spider. “We can’t stay here.”

Gutsy looked up at the crane, wishing she knew how to operate it. Wishing there was time to learn. The thought of using it to drop cars onto the reapers was compelling. Benny glanced up, too.

“Yeah,” he said, as if reading her mind. “I wish we had catapults, too.”

“Let’s go,” said Gutsy, turning away. “We need to get to the rally point. We need the Dòmi, and we need to get out of here.”

“We should have left right away,” said Spider. “As soon as you and Sergeant Holly got back.”

“I thought we’d have a little more time,” Gutsy said helplessly.

They’d just reached the edge of the platform when the night was split by a new sound. Gunfire, but different. It was a harsh, heavy rat-a-tat-tat.

“That’s a machine gun,” Benny cried as he ran back to the other side. He pointed. “Look!”

Out in the troubled darkness were uncountable flashes of orange flame seeming to come out of nowhere. Then two massive spouts of flame shot out, sending tongues of fire toward the reapers. The screams of the burning killers rose louder than any sound so far that night. The illumination from these streams of fire chased back the darkness, and the three teens stared in shock as four vehicles smashed their way through the ranks of los muertos, firing machine guns and flamethrowers.

“It’s Holly!” cried Spider.

Gutsy stared, her heart torn. The people who’d gone to the base had survived and returned.

But… with only four vehicles.

Not nearly enough.
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THEY CLIMBED DOWN AND RAN to the west gate, which had been cleared by the flamethrowers, but as the vehicles raced inside the surviving reapers charged, backed by many thousands of the dead. It took everyone’s strength to close the gate in time.

Karen called bucket brigades up to douse the fires on the wall so they could continue defending the gate.

Sunny-Day Ray climbed out of one vehicle—it was called a Stryker Dragoon, a massive eight-wheeled monstrosity with a huge gun mounted on top.

“Where are the others?” she asked.

Sunny-Day Ray shook his head. “We got swarmed and had to split up. Not sure if the others made it, but they didn’t make it here, that’s for sure. We wouldn’t have either, except for that big Bushmaster up there.” He pointed to the gun. “Don’t matter if it’s a ravager or a shambler, ’cause that thing plum tears them all apart. Flamethrower’s pretty goldurn handy, too.”

He looked around and frowned. “You evacuating the town?”

“Trying to,” said Benny.

“Looks to me like you left ’er too late.”

“No kidding.”

“Work faster,” said Holly. She and one of the other drivers were handing out automatic rifles and bundles of loaded magazines to the people clustered around. “We saw a lot more coming.”

“We can hold them off for a while with these,” Spider said, pointing to the big machine guns mounted on the vehicles. “Can’t we?”

Holly and Sunny-Day Ray both shook their heads. “You ain’t been out there, Spider,” said the old man. “You ever heard the expression ‘between a rock and a hard place’?”

“Sure, but—”

“You seen the rock already. That big mook on that throne? That’s the Raggedy Man.”

“We know.”

“Well, what you don’t know is it weren’t them zombies made the convoy split up.”

“What do you mean?” asked Spider, but Gutsy clutched his wrist.

“He means the wild men are coming.”

“No,” said Sergeant Holly. “The wild men are already here.”




83

BROTHER MERCY TRIED TO FIND the rest of the strike team that had infiltrated the town with him and Sister Sorrow. He found only Brother Cactus and Sister Moon. The rest were scattered, doing their assigned tasks. He told the two he found about seeing the wild men. They were aghast. They knew about Wodewose from the ravagers who’d been at the base. It was a great evil to those half-zombies. None of them had known that wild men would be here. Right here.

“We have to get out of here,” he said urgently. “Forget this cursed town. Let the wild men have it. We need to get outside and turn our army back.”

Brother Cactus looked past him to the empty street. “Where’s Sister Sorrow?”

The sneer was replaced by a mask of such deep hate that the others recoiled. “She’s gone,” he said. “Into the darkness. Now come on!”

They swarmed up the eastern wall, scaling the tires and bumpers and door handles of the stacked cars until they reached the walkway. There were only a few guards left over here, and the reapers cut them down.

Below, in the field outside, the first of the ravagers and the rest of Brother Mercy’s strike team reached the wall. They hurled grappling hooks over the top of it and began to climb. Brother Mercy leaned out and waved them back.

“No!” he called down to them. “Go back. Go back!”

They stared at him in confusion. There was too much noise, too many things happening at once, and Brother Mercy knew that this army was going to fail. The gray people—the sinless dead who were beloved of Lord Thanatos, all praise his darkness—could not stand up to the wild men. The Raggedy Man and some of the ravagers had told tales about this new threat. A single one of the howling madmen could begin an infection that would sweep through the king of the dead’s shambling army. Even the ravagers were vulnerable. Taking this town of sinners was not worth the risk, and the Raggedy Man did not know the wild men were coming. That they were nearly here.

Brother Mercy sheathed his knife, took hold of a grappling line, and slithered down the outside of the wall. The other reapers followed, silent as ghosts.
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GUTSY AND HER FRIENDS RAN to the west wall and climbed to the gate. A few ravagers and reapers, along with several hundred shamblers, had attacked that side of town, but it was more of a diversion, drawing resources away from the main assault on the east gate. Now those same attackers were themselves being attacked. How soon before the Wodewose infection reached the larger army on the other side? And then what?

Gutsy stared in horror as the wild men overran the living dead, attacking the shamblers and ravagers, but also tearing down the reapers with relentless savagery. Mad howls filled the night.

The undead had no chance. Not only were they attacked with hands and teeth but their bodies were assaulted by Wodewose spat at them or delivered through bites. Within moments the living dead began twitching and thrashing as a second war was fought in their bloodstreams—paracide versus parasite. A few of the more recent reanimates actually screamed in very human voices as the disease swept through them, awakening parts of their brains, reconnecting them to the realization of what was happening. Driving them insane within seconds.

It was horrible to see.

But the fight was not entirely one-sided. The reapers, seeing and understanding that something terrible was happening to their undead allies, mounted a sophisticated defense. They were all excellent fighters—as Gutsy had just learned—and while the wild men could use clubs and stones as weapons, the reapers had skill and cunning. They met the attack, often putting themselves between the wild men and the living dead. Blades flashed, and bodies fell.

The fight shaped itself that way, with the reapers learning from success. They formed a curved wall around the uninfected shamblers. Some of the ravagers stood behind them, firing pistols and shotguns at the wild men.

“I don’t know who to root for,” mumbled Benny.

“Us,” said Spider.

“Right now,” Gutsy said, “those reapers are slowing down the wild men, and the wild men themselves are shifting the focus away from us. Maybe that’s the break we’ve been praying for.”

“I could use a better break,” said Benny. “Like a fleet of American Nation helicopters and a hundred pounds of pills for Chong and Sarah and the others.”

“Yeah,” said Chong, who’d caught up with them moments before. “That would be nice, wouldn’t it?”

Gutsy gave a dry laugh, then said, “Benny, maybe you and Chong should get over to the hospital. Make sure Morton and the stabilizer stuff get out.”

“What about you?”

“Spider and I will do what we can to get everyone to the hospital rally point. We need to get them outside and heading to Site B before those monsters stop fighting each other and remember us.”

Benny abruptly held out his hand. “See you on the other side, sister.”

She paused for half a moment, then shook his hand. “See you there, brother.”

She hugged him and Chong and watched them run off.
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KAREN KNEW IT WAS ALL falling apart.

The plans and preparations, the fortifications and the careful selection of who should defend what—it all seemed pointless now. There was no way to prepare for this. Two armies, each created by a different warped science, were coming now to exterminate what was left of the living.

New Alamo was going to die, and she knew it.

Though it hurt her to do it, she went to where the huge old air raid siren stood on a corner of the wall. It was operated by a crank, and as she wound it around and around, the voice of doom woke up. The banshee wail rose high and floated out across the town. Other sirens, one on each corner of the wall, picked up the shriek.

Evacuate.

Nearby, a handful of defenders paused in their work of reloading guns and throwing rocks and stared at her. She saw their faces, saw the hopelessness there. The dread of what was going to happen.

Karen released the handle, and the siren began to fade away.

“Go on,” she said. “Save yourselves. Save your families. I’ll stay here.”

One of them, a tall man who’d brought his family to America all the way from Ecuador in the weeks before the outbreak, stepped toward her.

“What about Sarah?”

She smiled at him. “Josué… get your family. Take Sarah with you. Her pills are in the blue backpack in the living room.”

Josué lived two doors away from the Peaks. He looked pained, torn. He did not want to desert his post, but he had a wife, two grown children, and three grandkids.

“I…,” he began, but words failed him.

Karen gave him a brief, fierce hug. “Tell Sarah that I love her very much. Tell her I’ll try to find her. If I can.”

The last three words were as thin and false as they both knew them to be.

Josué nodded and hurried toward the ladder. Of the eight other defenders on the wall, only two others went. Both had families.

The rest, some single, some whose remaining family members had died in the two recent attacks, stayed. They looked at one another. There was so much fear, but there was also acceptance. She saw how acceptance firmed their chins and straightened their spines.

As one, they turned back to the wall.

All around the town, other defenders were making the same choices. Some going. Some willing to stay and fight.

And die.
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GUTSY, SPIDER, AND SOMBRA RAN toward the east gate. The evacuation siren had been wailing for what seemed like forever, but now it wound down, the blare fading as if in despair.

Halfway to the gate they met Sunny-Day Ray, who, already old, seemed to have aged another twenty years. He was soaked with sweat and splashed with mostly black blood. He saw them and began waving them back.

“No,” he cried, “we’re losing the wall.”

“What about Karen and everyone?”

“She ordered them all to the rally point,” the old man panted. “I’m going to try and get out the gate with the other vehicles. Those machine guns might give us a chance to break through and protect your backs while you get moving to Site B.”

Spider looked past him. “Did you see Alethea?”

Sunny-Day Ray nodded. “Saw her shepherding a passel of kids toward the hospital.”

Gutsy started to turn, then stopped as she heard several spaced gunshots from high on the gate. She cupped her hands around her eyes and peered through the smoke and shadows and saw Karen still there, holding a handgun, taking careful aim, and firing. Again and again. Gutsy started to run in that direction, but the old man caught her by the arm in a surprisingly strong grip.

“No,” he said.

“She’ll die up there. She needs help.”

There was a sad smile on Sunny-Day Ray’s face. “She’s helping us. Buying us time.”

“She can still—”

“Listen to me, Gutsy,” he said. “We’ll try to pick her up on the way out. That’s my plan.”

But as he spoke, the gun fell silent, and the top of the gate was obscured by smoke.

“God save our souls,” said the old man. “You kids better run. And I mean right now.”

Spider and Gutsy, their hearts breaking, turned and ran. Sombra lingered a moment longer and wagged his tail at the old man, and then he, too, fled.
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“WHY ARE YOU STILL HERE?” demanded Benny as he and Chong burst into Dr. Morton’s lab, a nearly frantic Grimm at their heels.

The injured physician and Manny Flores both looked up from their work. They were haggard, pale with fright, and sweating badly, but Morton looked more dead than alive. His skin was a grayish green, and sweat rolled down his cheeks. All around them were boxes and bags filled with the fertilizer-based stabilizer. Heaps of the smelly manure were drying under a row of lamps.

“I thought it had to be moist in order to bond with the Dòmi,” said Gutsy.

“Only slightly moist,” explained Flores. “We’ve already treated most of this stuff and have been drying it out so it’s lighter to carry and easier to disperse.”

“Someone said they would be bringing a cart for all of this,” said Morton irritably. “But they haven’t come back yet.”

“Is it true those things are in the town?” asked Flores, his eyes jumpy with fatigue and terror.

“Some got in,” Benny confirmed.

“Wild men?” Morton’s voice was nearly a screech.

“Not yet,” Benny said quickly, and then explained what was happening outside the walls and watched the words hit the two scientists like a series of punches. “So, we need to get out right now.”

“We still need that cart,” cried Flores. “Otherwise all of this is for nothing.”

“I’ll find one,” said Chong, but paused at the door. “Will this Dòmi stuff actually work?”

Flores glanced at Morton, who also paused, and then he nodded. “It will work best if the reanimates are already infected with the paracide.”

“What if regular people breathe it in?” asked Benny.

Morton shook his head. “We just don’t know. Our tests never—”

“—Got that far, right. Got it.” Benny went to a table, took a trowel that was stuck in a pile of the Dòmi-treated manure, and began shoveling it into one of the many bags prepared for that purpose.

“What happens when the reapers get exposed to Wodewose?”

“Probably nothing,” said Morton. “Captain Ledger and young Miss Gomez were exposed and were not turned, so we can assume that it hasn’t mutated into a threat to regular humans.”

“It would drop you,” said Benny.

“We don’t know what it will do to me, or to Mr. Chong or Karen’s daughter. It could drive us mad, or kill us, or do nothing at all.”

Benny raised a heap of stabilizer. “Well, at least we have magic horse poop.…”

Morton ignored that. “We also don’t know what the effects of Dòmi will be on ordinary humans. Or on reanimates who have not yet been exposed to Wodewose.”

“Swell,” said Benny. “But it will stop those wild men… right?”

Morton looked down at his work, avoiding Benny’s eyes.

“Hey—right?”

“Once the reanimates are infected with the paracide,” said Morton slowly, “then even the smallest particle of Dòmi should shut down their aggression… or at least in theory.”

“In theory,” Chong said. “Swell.” He took a breath, then said aloud to himself, “Go get a cart, Lou Chong. Don’t think about all the ways you could die tonight. Nope, don’t do that at all.”

He left. Grimm trotted behind, armor clanking.

Benny looked at Morton. “Okay, be straight with me, Doc. Even though you never did tests, you’re still a scientist. You must have a theory. What’s going to happen if he gets exposed to the paracide or the Dòmi? Just tell me.”

Morton shook his head. “I really don’t know. I know I don’t want to risk exposure. And if you care for your friend, keep him away from it too.”

“How do we do that if you guys find some way of spraying this magic poop all over the wild men? How do I keep Chong safe then?”

“Maybe tie him up. Or…”

“Or what?”

“Or use that sword and end it all for him, Mr. Imura,” said the doctor coldly, his eyes finally meeting Benny’s. “Given what could happen, that might be the greatest kindness.”

There was a rattle in the hall and Chong appeared, pushing a big laundry cart with canvas sides.

“Perfect,” cried Flores, and immediately began grabbing bags of the stabilizer. Despite his injuries, Morton tried to help. It was clearly agony to do it, and for a moment Benny was content to let him suffer. But then he took a heavy bag from Morton and pushed the doctor gently toward the door.

From somewhere outside they heard a man yell in a voice raw with terror.

“They’re inside the walls. Oh God, the wild men are here!”

A chorus of awful howls filled the night.

“We’re out of time,” said Morton.
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AS GUTSY AND SPIDER RAN, they could hear the howls. First outside the walls, then high up on them, and within moments, inside the town. Far away, outside the gates, there was a burst of heavy-caliber gunfire punctuated by screams so twisted that it was impossible to tell if they were from dying wild men or the small group with Sunny-Day Ray and the vehicles. Of Sergeant Holly there was no sign.

Sombra ranged ahead and twice stopped short, the hairs on his back bristling. Each time Gutsy and Spider faded sideways and hid in shadows as packs of wild men went running past. They were a mixed bag now, some of them clearly from the base and others looking much older and more weathered—converted shamblers. There were a few converted ravagers, too, though now they carried their guns like clubs instead of ready to fire.

Gutsy kept pulling Sombra close, trying to become invisible in the dark. The coydog trembled in her arms.

Then, when the last howls vanished down a side street, the three of them ran on.

“They’re not heading to the hospital,” whispered Spider.

“So far,” Gutsy said, and was immediately sorry she said it. Those words seemed to offer up a challenge to the spirits of bad luck.

As they passed a store, Gutsy slowed to a stop. The sign outside read:

NOTIONS & NOVELTIES

“What is it?” Spider asked.

Instead of answering, Gutsy ran inside. Most of the stock were handmade toys, scavenged stuff like old board games, party supplies for the town’s many small festivals, and the one thing she hoped to find. Something no one fleeing this catastrophe would ever think to pack. She picked up a box and showed it to Spider.

“Fireworks?” he asked, confused, but immediately a smile blossomed on his face. “Yes!”

Without having to say a word to each other, they gathered armfuls of the fireworks, some of which were decades old. They piled a lot of them in the middle of the floor and then dumped other stuff on top. Paper and anything that would burn. They worked fast as Sombra looked on with canine interest. While they worked, Gutsy set some items aside, and they began stuffing their pockets with smaller things like M-80s and TNT Poppers, items neither of them would normally go anywhere near. Not since Jillie Cooper blew off three of her fingers playing with them five years ago.

Gutsy searched her undamaged pockets, produced an old metal lighter, and lit the longest of the fuses. They grabbed a few additional fireworks and fled. They were half a block away when the night of the apocalypse turned into a New Year’s Day celebration. There were loud bangs and pops and rattle-tattle-tattles and whistles and whooshes.

A large pack of wild men came running at the sound, shrieking at the noise as if challenging it, the way one barking dog will try to outbark another. Another pack ran to join them, and another.

The shadows behind them seemed to disintegrate into an ocean of sparks, and then the whole of the storefront leaped outward and upward in a massive explosion. Individually the fireworks were dangerous, but together they were deadly. The blast plucked fifty of the killers off their feet, tore them to rags, and flung them like burning embers in all directions.

Gutsy and Spider, keeping to the shadows as they ran, saw a dozen more small packs of wild men tearing along toward the noise and light.

Running away from the hospital.

Gutsy set up several more fireworks—a kind called 16-shot cakes—in curbside flowerbeds and propped them at an angle to fire back the way they’d come. Spider took the lighter and ignited the fuses. Then they continued running. By the time the fuses hit the powder, they were a block away. Each cake began firing shot after shot into the air, bursting in party colors above the town. Drawing the ears and eyes of the wild men with each loud pop and stunning light.




89

BENNY, CHONG, AND THE SCIENTISTS reached the storeroom that hid the entrance to the tunnel, but they had to fight their way through crowds to do it. The hospital corridors were choked with people, some carrying bundles, others empty-handed and barely dressed. If it wasn’t for the steel spikes bristling from Grimm’s armor, no one would have let them pass. As it was, the refugees flattened themselves against the walls, sometimes three deep. The dog walked ahead, growling at everyone, followed by Chong pushing the cart, Flores supporting Morton, and Benny walking with his katana unsheathed.

When they reached the entrance to the tunnel, Benny drafted four strong-looking men to help carry the laden cart down the short flight of stairs, ordered Grimm to stay with Chong, and then ran ahead.

It took what seemed hours to reach the far end of the corridor, but when he got there, he was gratified to see that the Chess Players were there. They were grouping the refugees together, making sure each group had a copy of the map and knew where to go.

Benny ran along, catching up to several groups.

“Everyone be quiet out there,” he said. “Take only what you can carry, and if you have to run, drop everything except your weapons. Everyone who can fight watches the people directly in front. Don’t look back. Just keep going. No one goes east, because that’s where the shamblers are coming from. No one goes west, because that’s where the wild men are. Follow the map north-by-northeast to Site B. There’s enough moonlight to guide you. Sunny-Day Ray and the convoy will try and keep the attack at the gates, to make it look like we’re doing a last stand. Then they’ll take off due south to try and lead the reapers and zoms that way.”

“Wait,” cried one of the storekeepers, “they’re leaving us?”

“No,” Benny assured him. “My guess is they’ll go south until they’re completely out of sight of anyone chasing them, then split up and circle around to meet us on the road to Site B. That’s the smartest play. Don’t worry; they’ll come for us.”

In the distance Benny could heard the roar of the Bushmaster and other machine guns. The fact that the convoy was still fighting was a good sign.

What he didn’t immediately understand, though, was the fact that there was a pretty impressive fireworks display erupting over the town.

“Has to be Gutsy,” he said aloud, and knew it to be true. Somehow it seemed like something that clever girl would do. It made him like her even more.
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GUTSY AND SPIDER REACHED THE hospital and saw that the entrance was completely jammed with people. Gutsy climbed onto a big metal trash can and balanced on the rim as she scanned the crowd, looking for Alethea, Alice, Benny, or Chong.

She saw the tiara first. Sparkling with reflected light, nestled in wild chestnut hair.

“Alethea!” she called, yelling through cupped hands. Spider yelled even louder, and Sombra began barking. Alethea did not hear them, though.

It was a full-on panic now. Civility was gone. Gutsy saw a grown man shove two children out of his way so he could squeeze into the entrance. A woman was swinging a golf club at him, missing, and hitting other people around her. On the floor, shoved against the wall, an old couple clung to each other, their faces bloody, their eyes streaming tears, and no one even paused to help.

Alethea had her back to the wall next to the tunnel entrance, and Rainbow Smite in both hands. A knot of children clustered around her. Two men, both of them bruised and bleeding, lay dazed on the floor, and for a moment the frenzied exodus ground to a shocked halt. Alethea’s eyes blazed with terrible fury. One of the children had a badly bleeding nose and he had his arms wrapped around Alethea’s thighs.

Gutsy could read the scene—one or both of the injured men had done something rough and violent to try and get into the tunnel first. That had been a mistake. Another man tried to shove Alethea out of the way, and she rammed the fat end of her bat into his stomach with such force that it lifted him off the ground. He dropped to his knees, face purple, and she kicked him away. Her hair was wild and her eyes wilder, but her tiara was still in place.

“Kids go in next,” she roared, “then adults. Anyone else shoves a kid out of the way and I will murder them right here and now.”

One man—a big hulking fellow who Gutsy recognized as a wall construction worker—laughed at Alethea and told her to get out of the way. He emphasized the demand with a very ugly comment about her weight.

The hardwood tip of a fighting staff tokked him on the top of the head hard enough to stagger him. He dropped to his knees, and then the bo swung around and stopped less than a quarter inch from the tip of his nose. The man gaped and his eyes stared down the length of the staff to a pair of intense green eyes.

“You heard the princess,” said Spider. Sombra took a step past Spider and bared his considerable teeth.

The big man had nothing to say. The kids fled into the tunnel. Alethea and Spider flanked the door, and the congested knot of people transformed into a steady flow.

Gutsy edged over to Alethea. “Where’s Alice and the Carnovskys?”

Alethea shook her head. “Sorry, Guts, I haven’t seen them.”

She took her group of kids and ran into the tunnel.

Gutsy and Spider stayed outside and made several trips deeper into the hospital to drive stragglers toward the tunnel. Gutsy looked for Alice in every room, too, but didn’t see her anywhere. The tide was slackening now, kindling a fragile flame of optimism in her. She had no idea how many people had gotten out. Not all, of that she was sure. Some would have been hunted down by either the dead or wild men. Some were probably hiding, convinced they could wait it out.

Where was Karen Peak? Had she gotten out with Sunny-Day Ray and the vehicles? Or had she fallen with the town, the last defender of the New Alamo?

And… where was Alice?

The flame of optimism in her heart flickered and offered no comforting warmth at all.

“Gutsy,” said Spider, “listen.”

She pulled herself out of her own thoughts and heard the sounds. Howling.

Coming from inside the hospital.
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AT THE FAR END OF the tunnel, Benny stood at the exit, guiding the fleeing citizens out through the car wash and into the night. Many were weeping as they fled into the darkness. Away from the only home they knew and toward the uncertainty of Site B far to the northeast.

Alethea came through with a bunch of little kids and herded them along, her bat clutched in one fist and her other hand darting out to touch each of them as they ran, tallying them. It was an automatic thing, unconscious. For all her bluster, Benny suspected she had a big, gentle heart. He prayed that she would survive this. Her and those kids. Seeing them gave him hope but also deepened his fear.

“Where’s Gutsy and Spider?” he called.

“Coming,” was her only reply. He peered down the tunnel but could see nothing except shadows and debris.

Not far away, the town was beginning to burn. There were still explosions and yells and even a few scattered gunshots, but most of the fighting was distant.

“God, I wish Joe and Sam were here,” he said to himself. It was not the first time he’d said or thought that. It had become a mantra for him, and he kept hoping the two soldiers would appear as if by magic—as they had during the siege of New Alamo.

Where were they? Had they found Site B? Or had they encountered an overwhelming force of zoms or wild men out there in the Broken Lands?

“Come on,” he said to the people, “hurry. Hurry.”

The last of the refugees were sorted into groups and sent on their way. Morton and Flores still waited, though, because Benny wanted to provide them with his own protection. Chong and Grimm stood with them, all of them silent and frightened. Even the big dog looked small and lost.

Morton limped over and pulled on Benny’s sleeve. “We have to go,” insisted the doctor. “We have to go right now.”

Benny swatted his hand away. “Gutsy and Spider are still in there.”

Morton got up in his face, furious and terrified. “We’re trying to save thousands. Don’t be a sentimental fool. Do you want to get us all killed? Do you want your friends to have died for nothing? Let’s go now.”



Gutsy and Spider barricaded the door that led to the hall with every piece of heavy furniture and file cabinet they could find. The howls were louder, and definitely coming their way.

“Will that hold?” Spider asked, but a split second later the whole fortification shook with unbelievable force. Howls seemed to punch through the barrier as if mocking its ability to keep the wild men out. The mad killers rammed it again. And again.

Gutsy looked around, but there was nothing else they could use to reinforce the barricade. Sombra barked at it but then retreated, whining as pieces of furniture toppled down.

“Maybe it’ll hold for a few minutes,” she said, but the words tasted like the lies they were.

She pushed Spider toward the tunnel entrance.

“Let’s go.”

They pulled the false cabinet closed behind them, but Gutsy did not for a minute think it would fool the wild men. At best, it would slow them down for a bit. Maybe long enough for her and Spider to get to the car wash and barricade that door too. If Site B was really there, then the townsfolk would need the better part of the night to reach it.

The tunnel was long and empty now, and they ran past tons of food and supplies that she ached to take with her. Canned goods, bottled water, kerosene for lamps, and boxes of military rations. All of it useful. All of it going to waste now.

Behind them the sound of the howling wild men grew louder, proof that they’d broken through the barricade. They would be in the tunnel soon, and then there would be no way to stop them. The doors at the far end hadn’t been properly repaired after the fight in the car wash. There hadn’t been time. And they didn’t hold the wild men back the last time anyway.

There was renewed pounding, and Gutsy turned in horror.

“They broke into the office,” Spider gasped. “They’re at the tunnel door. How’d they know it was even there?”

How indeed, Gutsy wondered. Was it possible that one or more of them somehow, despite disease and madness, remembered the hidden tunnel? It might explain why that group of them had attacked her and Ledger at the car wash. Maybe they had some primitive reasoning powers. That terrified her, because it meant the fleeing people could have walked into a trap.

No, she told herself. If that had happened, she would have heard the sounds of fighting. But that didn’t help her right now. The wild men were going to break into the tunnel. That was inevitable, and from the fury of their attack on the door, it would be very soon.

Too soon.

Please, she begged silently, we just need a little more time.

They kept running, but Gutsy felt something tugging at her mind, wanting her to stop, to turn and go back. She fished for what it was. Something she’d seen… ?

Then Gutsy suddenly stopped and stood there, looking back the way they’d come. Spider ran another dozen paces before he realized that he wasn’t being followed. He wheeled around.

“What’s wrong?” he demanded. “Why’d you stop?”

“Kerosene,” she blurted so loud it made Sombra bark in alarm.

“What about it? We can’t carry lamp oil.”

“No, no,” she said quickly, and began running back.

Confused, Spider followed.

The rows of big plastic containers of kerosene were close to the tunnel entrance. Gutsy skidded to a stop, grabbed two of the containers, and dragged them to the base of the short stairs. Then ran back for two more.

“Help me,” she yelled, but Spider was already there, reaching for a pair of the red jugs. They worked fast as Sombra barked and danced excitedly around them. Within seconds they had a mound of the containers. Gutsy fished in her pockets for several of the M-80s, the big and very dangerous firecrackers. Each of them was a small red cardboard tube, about an inch and a half long, a fuse extending from the side. According to the writing on the tube, each contained three grams of pyrotechnic flash powder. Despite being used at celebrations, they were in no way toys.

Which is what Gutsy counted on.

She knelt and began fitting the M-80s under the edges of the kerosene containers. Spider saw what she was doing and immediately joined her.

“How many should we use?” he asked.

“All of them.”

The pounding was getting louder, and the false door was shuddering in a dangerous way. As they finished, Spider took one of the containers and removed the cap. Gutsy did the same, and they backed away together, leaving a very wet double trail as far as the kerosene would reach, which was about two hundred feet. They dropped the empty jugs. Sombra ran far down the tunnel to escape the noxious fumes. Gutsy and Spider pulled their shirts up to cover their noses and mouths.

The door continued to tremble and shudder.

“You have your lighter?” asked Spider.

She held out her hand to show him. “Get ready to run,” she said.

“I’m ready.”

With a mighty crash, the tunnel door exploded inward and a horde of the wild men came pouring into the tunnel.

“I’m sorry,” she said as she clicked the lighter and knelt to touch the small flame to the end of the kerosene trail. Yellow flame shot away from her, racing like some hellish demon toward the mound she and Spider had created.

They raced as fast as they could down the long tunnel. The howling mob of wild men boiled out of the hospital and chased them.

The fire outran them all.

It reached the mound, and suddenly the world was unbearably loud and unbearably hot. A shock wave of superheated gas punched both ways along the tunnel. By the time it reached Gutsy and Spider, they were more than halfway down the length. It didn’t matter. The blast picked them—and Sombra—up and hurled them viciously away. They shrieked as they flew through the air.

Gutsy heard Sombra yelp in pain as he hit a wall of boxes, but she could not see him. Or Spider. Her vision was seared to bright white and intense black. She felt herself hit. And land. All of the air in her lungs was knocked out of her, and there didn’t seem to be anything left to breathe.

“I’m sorry…,” she gasped again.

And then the world burned to a tiny cinder and winked out.
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BENNY IMURA HAD NO CHANCE at all.

He didn’t even understand what was happening until a giant’s fist composed of fire punched him in the face. The blow staggered him, knocking him out of the mouth of the tunnel and ten feet into the car wash. He slammed into Chong, who went down hard beneath him.

Benny lay sprawled, dazed and stupid with pain and shock.

“Get. Off. Me.”

The three words were punctuated with gasps of pain. It took Benny a few seconds to understand what the words meant, and longer to realize who was speaking.

Then he rolled to one side, coughing and groaning.

Chong lay like a starfish: arms and legs spread wide, and his whole body looking flattened. Benny managed—somehow—to get to his hands and knees. He looked back at the tunnel mouth, seeing smoke curling out of it as if from the end of a shotgun barrel.

“What… ?” he tried to say, but a full sentence eluded him.

Flores came running over and helped him up, then saw to Chong. Neither of them was badly hurt, but both were shaky and bruised.

“What happened?” Chong wheezed.

Then he stiffened. They all did. They’d been waiting for Spider and Gutsy.

And now…

“Oh my God,” said Benny in a faint and horrified whisper.
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PART TWENTY-TWO ON LOST ROADS


If quick, I survive. If not quick, I am lost. This is “death.”

—SUN TZU
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GUTSY FELT PAIN AND WAS confused by it. How could a dead person feel anything?

Then terror swept through her as she remembered that the Reaper Plague kept the original personality awake and aware even after the body reanimated.

Ay dios mio! Estoy muerto!

Then, suddenly, she felt something wet on her face. Warm. Moving.

And it smelled awful.

Gutsy flinched away, bashing at it, afraid it was one of the wild men. Her flailing hand hit something that yielded. A sharp yelp of pain and fear filled the air.

A… yelp?

Gutsy opened her eyes. It was like lifting ten thousand tons. She stared through tears, grit, and dust into a pair of smoky gray eyes.

“S-Sombra… ?”

The coydog was hesitant because she’d just hit him, even if by accident, but he was there, trying to help her, his tail wagging nervously. He began licking her all over for the sheer joy of her being alive.

Actually alive.

Gutsy wrapped her arms around him and pulled the scared and skinny animal into a fierce embrace. He whined and wriggled, licked her and barked.

A voice behind her said, “Are we dead?”

Gutsy let Sombra go and turned to see a thin, trembling shadow rise from the debris. Spider was covered in ash, and his T-shirt had been nearly torn away. He leaned on his bo and looked at her with eyes that were dull with shock.

“We’re alive,” she said in a hoarse voice she barely recognized as her own.

She bent forward and vomited. Spider came and wrapped his arms around her and held her while she did. Then Gutsy straightened, dragged a forearm across her mouth, and together they staggered toward the car wash. Sombra, following, whined continuously, his tail curled between his legs.



“Gutsy!”

A voice came echoing through the ruined tunnel, and Gutsy and Spider looked up and saw Benny Imura running full tilt toward them, his gleaming sword in his hands.

“Gutsy,” he cried. “Spider… what the heck happened?”

Spider just pointed the way they’d come. The far end of the tunnel was gone, blocked entirely by fallen debris, burned cases of food, and half the ceiling. The blast had done more than ignite their mound—it had exploded all of the remaining containers of kerosene, and clearly something else that was stored there. The detonation had been too large, too powerful for just a few hundred gallons of lamp oil and a handful of fireworks. Gutsy pulled a wrapper from one of the fireworks out of a pocket and handed it to Benny.

“You did that?” he marveled.

“Seemed… practical.”

Benny laughed and gave her shoulder a squeeze. “You’re really something, Gutsy Gomez.”

She gave him a strange look. “We’re supposed to be kids.”

“The world’s supposed to make sense,” he said. “Life’s supposed to be fair. Isn’t that what the grown-ups all told us? And yet…”

“Yes,” she said. “And yet.”

Gutsy took a steadying breath and slapped dust from her clothes, looking around. “What’s happening outside?”

Benny pointed back the way he’d come. “Everyone out,” he said. “At least everyone who came to the rally point. We broke them into groups and gave them maps. Alethea got out too; she’s leading one of the groups. Morton and Flores are right outside with Chong. We have all that Dòmi stuff mixed with horse poop in a big cart. We were just waiting on you.”

“Benny,” she asked, “did you see Alice in the hospital? Did she get out?”

But he looked uncertain. “Maybe. She was in a wheelbarrow, right? I saw a couple of people pushing injured folks in them, but there was so much going on… I’m not really sure.”

“It’s okay,” said Gutsy. She took another breath, forcing back the pain she felt in every cell of her body. “Let’s go.”

She and Spider limped after Benny, but as they went the shock began to ebb and she could feel adrenaline in her system, giving her some strength, sharpening her vision. That was a costly benefit, though, and at some point she would have to pay for it. There was an end to strength and stamina, and Gutsy just prayed that what was left for her would be enough to get to safety.



Chong stood in the tunnel mouth, an arrow fitted to his bowstring. He lowered it when he saw who was coming toward him. “What happened?” he demanded.

“Gutsy blocked the tunnel,” said Spider.

“How?”

“Fireworks.”

They left the car wash and joined Morton and Flores, who were visibly nervous. Grimm and Sombra wagged their tails and sniffed each other. Flores pointed toward town, and they all turned.

The entire sky in that direction glowed with a thousand shades of orange and red, and hands of flame reached up to scratch at the roof of the world. Inky black clouds twisted and roiled above the conflagration. There were howls carried on the wind, but they were not howls of hunting. These were shrieks of dying. It was as if a chorus of demons sang a lament for the death of New Alamo.

They stood, struck by the horror of it all. The entire town was on fire. Every house, every building. It could not have been from the tunnel explosion, though that probably added to it. It was as if the devil himself had decided to make New Alamo part of his domain. Now and forever.

Spider wept openly. Flores kept shaking his head as if unable to accept it.

“We have to go,” said Morton, but his voice lacked emphasis, as if even he, monster that he was, mourned the loss of this place.

It took so much for Gutsy to turn away. Somewhere out in the vast fields around the dying town was the army of the Raggedy Man. The fire and explosions might have distracted him and drawn every eye, living and dead, but soon the hunt would begin again in earnest.

“Yes, we have to go,” she said. “We don’t belong here anymore.”

As she turned away, she caught Benny’s eye. “Fifteen,” she said.

“Sixteen,” he replied. It was a conversation that made perfect sense to them, in a world that made no sense at all.
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BROTHER MERCY STOOD BY THE open east gate. Bloody, flash-burned, furious, and brokenhearted.

Once the hated Imura and his friends were gone, he’d returned to the crane to find Sister Sorrow. He released the other reapers to hunt for any sinners still hiding in town, and for the wild men. There were dreadful fights in the street, with the reapers protecting the gray people and the ravagers and sending any of their own holy infected into the darkness lest this strange new disease spread.

They killed hundreds of the wild men.

But neither they nor Mercy found Sister Sorrow. There was only blood on the ground in the place where she’d landed after that long fall. Red-smeared footprints led away from the spot.

“Leafy,” he murmured into the empty night, “I’m sorry. I tried to keep you safe…”

The part of him that was still the Hated—the battered child on the pilgrim’s road—was still clutching that broken clamshell, still fighting for the girl with autumn leaves in her tangled hair.

But Leafy was gone.

Sister Sorrow was gone.

Just as Mother Night and Brother Peter and Saint John were all gone. Killed by Imura and his unclean kind. They had polluted his life, darkened his skies, and burned down the Night Church.

He had never felt more alone in his entire life.

A few houses were burning, but most of the town still stood. It defied him and defied god, as if saying that it had endured everything since the End and would outlive this, too.

“No,” murmured Brother Mercy.

He walked across the street, stepping over corpses, feeling the last of his love and hope die within him. A general store was filling the street with its burning light, but the fire was not spreading. Even as he approached, the roof collapsed, and the force of it extinguished all but some peripheral fires.

“No,” repeated the reaper.

He bent and picked up a stick that lay partly ablaze. He saw that it was an old hockey stick. The plastic blade had mostly melted, and small fingers of fire danced along the wood handle. Brother Mercy tore off his shirt and wound it quickly around the burning end. He stuck it back into the fire until the shirt was burning. Then he raised it and turned, walking from house to house to house, entering open doors, touching his torch to chairs and beds and curtains. Setting it all alight. Creating out of New Alamo a funeral pyre for Sister Sorrow.

For Leafy.

For love.
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THREE MILES AWAY, ALONG THE road to Site B, Alethea was trying to keep the fleeing people of New Alamo alive.

“Run!” she screamed, shoving the refugees forward.

Pale-faced figures seemed to materialize out of the shadows, reaching with dead hands, biting the air with dead mouths, filling the night with moans of endless hunger. People cried out and ran in all directions, avoiding one set of clutching hands only to run into another.

Alethea swung her baseball bat at every pale face she saw, but so many people needed her all at once.

You can’t save them all.

The words flashed through her head and broke her heart with their truth.

Then she was moving. Rainbow Smite rose and fell, shattering wrists and knees and necks. The dead fell. People fell too, crying out in agony as gray teeth bit into their flesh.

As Alethea fought, some of the panicked people shook off their despair and rallied. A few. Not all. They used whatever weapons they carried. Some did not have weapons and used fists or rocks they picked up.

She saw Amos Gunderson, the town farrier, fall, his throat spurting blood.

She saw Isabella Sweetwater use a golf club to batter two teenage zombies away from a stroller that was filled with babies orphaned during the two previous attacks. Isabella had to be at least eighty, but she swung the club like a brutal warrior, grunting and snarling.

She saw Mr. Ford—who Alethea had not even realized was with her group—kneeling on the ground, one hand clutched around a wrist that was bleeding heavily. Their eyes met, and she saw a deep hopelessness there, a realization that the old Chess Player knew this was his end. Despite all of that, he managed a smile as he struggled back to his feet. He tore off his scarf, wrapped it around his wrist, picked up the antique sword he’d brought, and went back to the fight.

Alethea’s bat seemed to move without conscious thought, and Alethea felt herself shifting inside, in her head, even in her muscle memory. There had been so many fights since the first ravager attack that battle seemed to define her. She was of this, not just in it.

She fought and killed. Fought and killed.

The shamblers crumpled beneath her onslaught, and even as she bashed and smashed, Alethea seemed to view herself from a distance. Where was the sassy queen of snark who loved nothing more than to sprawl on the summer grass with Spider and Gutsy? Where was the princess of New Alamo who made everyone, even adults, jump? Where was the girl who loved life? Who was this person? Grief for who she had been and would never be again stabbed at her.

And yet she fought on.

Then, suddenly, there was a shrieking agony in her leg, and Alethea was falling. A shambler, its legs broken, had crawled up behind her and clamped teeth on her calf. Terror was a huge black wave that wanted to smash down on her as she used the butt of the baseball bat to hammer at the dead face. Bones and teeth broke, and it fell away; then she got to one knee and chopped down, ending the thing.

Her fingers shook with the palsy of dread as she patted her leg. Her jeans felt damp, but when she held her fingers up to the starlight there was no blood on them. She was not infected.

Could she believe that? Could it even be true, with all of the other things that were falling apart? Was this the setup for another of the world’s cruel jokes?

She got to her feet and limped back into the fight.

Mr. Ford was still on his feet, and Alethea saw Mr. Urrea battling his way to his friend’s side. The two old writers grinned at each other like a couple of kids, as if this being the end was a joke that only they understood. These were not happy smiles, though. They were jack-o’-lantern grins, and it frightened Alethea. They shifted around, standing back to back, and their antique blades whistled and thudded.

Alethea moved around the edges of the fight, trying to stop the shamblers before more of them attacked. And then, just like that, the fight was over.

She whirled, looking for another enemy, but there was none left to fight, Not where her group stood weeping and bleeding and fighting for breath. Far off to the east and west and south there were sounds of fighting. And when she looked toward New Alamo, all she could see was a pillar of fire. Nothing close, though.

“Are we… safe?”

It was Mrs. Sweetwater who spoke. She leaned on her golf club, hunched over and clearly in pain.

Alethea almost laughed. She almost said no. Instead she raised a trembling hand and adjusted her tiara.

“We’re alive,” she said.

Then a massive explosion from town turned night into day for several seconds. Alethea saw that her group was on a slight incline—not high but enough to let her see a wide swath of the flat lands around the dying town. She could see for miles, and what she saw nearly tore the heart out of her. All she could see was war. Death and pain and loss and suffering. There was nothing else to see.

Ford and Urrea came and stood with Alethea, leaning on each other. They both looked as pale as the walking dead. Alethea could see how frail they were; something she’d known before but never really accepted.

“Oh my God,” said Urrea faintly. He was not commenting on the general carnage but was instead looking toward the southwest. Toward where the main army of the dead was still smashing up against the town. Between that and the spot where they stood was a mass of hurrying figures. Ravagers and…

Reapers. All of them with knives and scythes and other deadly blades.

“They’re coming for us,” said Ford. “They’re coming this way.”

The light from the explosion faded and darkness fell again, once more hiding the oncoming band of killers. They were less than a mile away. They would here in minutes.

Alethea looked around at her people, old and young. A few fighters left among the adults. Not enough for this, though. Not nearly enough. There was no chance at all.

Urrea placed his hand on her shoulder. “Get everyone out of here. You know the way to Site B, princess. Go.”

“What?”

He raised his weapon and laid it over his shoulder. “We’ll lead them another way. Ford and I will buy you some time.”

“As much time as we can,” Ford agreed. They were still smiling, but the smiles were like pictures hung crookedly.

“That’s crazy,” Alethea fired back. “We all need to—”

Ford held out his wrist and pulled back the scarf. The bite was deep, and there were already black lines of infection running jaggedly from the wound.

“Last chapter for me,” the old writer said, trying to make a joke of it.

“No,” pleaded Alethea, “we can find Mr. Flores or Doc Morton and get you—”

“There’s no time,” said Ford. “I can already feel something happening in here.” He touched his heart, and then his head. “And here.”

“Crazy old goat,” Urrea muttered.

Alethea grabbed Urrea’s arm. “Make him come with us.”

But he took her hand and gently—firmly—pulled it away. He tugged at the collar of his shirt and leaned down to show his shoulder. She saw the bite, and her knees wanted to buckle. Tears filled her eyes, broke, and fell as a sob was punched out of her.

“No, no, no, no, no… NO!” Her bat fell into the dirt, and she buried her face in her filthy hands.

Urrea knelt beside her and took her in his arms. Ford placed his hand on her back.

“All stories end, Alethea,” Urrea said gently. “Even for old fools like us.”

“You have to go,” said Ford.

The two old men took Alethea’s arms and raised her to her feet. Ford handed her the bat. The world was breaking around her, and death was coming. She did not want to run anymore. Did not want to fight.

“We love you, princess,” he said. “You and your friends. But you need to leave.”

Urrea stroked Alethea’s cheek and kissed her forehead. “Let us do this for you. Let all we’ve been through mean something.”

She looked at him. At Ford. And saw their resolve. Their acceptance.

She kissed and hugged them both, and then she staggered back. Caught her balance. Tears blurred the world, but she found the best path.

She and the survivors ran away.

The first time Alethea looked back, she saw the Chess Players watching her.

The next time she looked back, the old writers were hurrying away to the northwest. They were making noise, clanging their weapons. Being heard by the killers who chased them. Leading death in the wrong direction.

The last time she looked back, Ford and Urrea were out of sight.

She and her people ran. Quickly and quietly. Into the night. She never saw them again.
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THEY PUSHED THE CART FOR miles in the dark-ness, lit by moonlight and guided by stars. Gutsy led the way, because she knew the Broken Lands better than any of them. Sombra was with her, sniffing the ground, darting out into the shadows to investigate noises and returning quickly. Grimm stayed with Benny, guarding him and the Dòmi.

There was a cluster of small buildings on a high hill, above which rose the rusted skeleton of an old cell phone tower.

“Wait here,” said Gutsy. “Rest while I go up and take a look.”

Chong and Benny collapsed on the ground beside the cart, which they had muscled over the rough terrain. They didn’t dare use the main road, because it was evident from thousands of scuffed footprints that it was how a big part of the Raggedy Man’s army had come to New Alamo. It was too big a risk if they used that route, in case more were coming, or the clever reapers might follow to try and chase down refugees.

Gutsy stood at the base of the tower and took a deep breath. The adrenaline rush was fading and she had never in her life felt this exhausted, but resting was not a possibility. Not now, and probably not for hours. Site B was still many miles away, and they had to move fast. So, she took another breath, set her jaw, and climbed.

The tower was very tall and the wind was whipping out of the west, making the structure creak threateningly, and the whole thing swayed like a willow. She had to force herself to continue to climb, praying to Mama, the Virgin Mary, and every saint whose name she could remember not to let the tower fall.

There were a lot of different kinds of dishes up there, which she knew from people in town were for different kinds of service for handheld phones—similar, she assumed, to the satellite phone Nix and Lilah had. Most were weather-battered and covered in bird droppings. A few had become nests for insects.

She had to climb above the cluster of dishes to see, and was immediately sorry she did. It wasn’t just that the elevation offered a more comprehensive view of the utter destruction of her home. No. What jolted her, what nearly knocked her from that precarious perch, was what she saw moving through the darkness.

From that bird’s-eye view, she saw two masses of figures on the march. Far to the west, coming from the direction of the destroyed base, were more of the wild men, hidden by the ancient ruins of small towns. Not as many as before—Gutsy wondered how many had been destroyed in the fires—but enough. Sixty or seventy of them. Running erratically toward the northeast, loping sometimes on two legs and occasionally on hands and feet, like misshapen dogs. It was an ugly sight. Terrifying.

But much worse was what she saw to the east. She thought she’d understood how massive the Raggedy Man’s army was when viewed from the crane platform. But she was wrong. Very, very wrong. She’d half-joking referred to it as an army of a million, but now she was sure that’s what she was seeing. There were so many of them that it was as if the entire surface of the desert moved. Too many of the walking dead to count. They moved like a tide, a mass at least two miles wide and many miles long, shambling with inexorable slowness in the same direction the refugees had gone.

Here and there she saw ravagers and reapers—and she could identify them by the way the moonlight glittered on their weapons. She figured the teen Benny had fought was down there. He didn’t seem the type to have been caught helpless when the town burned.

Gutsy forced herself to look toward the northeast. Off in the distance, spread out in the night, she saw dozens of small refugee groups picking their way through lands most had not walked since the dead rose. Her heart sank, because none of them were very far ahead of her own group. They should have been. They should all be halfway there by now, but they were not. Fatigue, fear, confusion, and perhaps infighting had slowed them. The night fought them by making each footfall treacherous and uncertain. The people of New Alamo were struggling against their own survival.

The night breeze brought both distant howling and the soft pleading of hungry moans. They were all following the refugees. All of them heading on what was clearly a collision course to Site B. Or, worse, to a point before anyone could reach the hidden place. If the doors were still locked, then the land in front of that last bastion of hope would be a killing ground. Gutsy and everyone she knew would die there.

And no one would ever know.
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A SUDDEN GUST OF WIND nearly flung Gutsy from the tower and she clung to it, crying out in sudden fear as it leaned so far over she thought it would fall. From below she heard Spider and Benny cry out too.

“I’m okay,” she called, though that was in no way certain.

Mama, please…, she begged. Help me.

The wind did not stop blowing, and in fact, seemed to intensify. It picked up dust from the desert floor and whipped it at her, stinging her skin, half blinding her.

Help me, Mama… please!

For just a crazy and impossible moment she thought she smelled something on that wind. A familiar scent of flowers and spices, like Mama’s kitchen when she was cooking. It was the second time since Mama died that Gutsy had smelled it. It made her think of her mother’s spirit, released from its troubled envelope of infected flesh, going home. As if her cries for Mama’s help were being somehow answered.

But if there was a message from beyond the grave, its meaning was lost on her. And that was maddening, because she could use any help she could get. Even a hint.

The wind blew past her, though, taking those beloved smells away in the direction of the Raggedy Man’s vast army. The tower creaked, but it did not fall.

Gutsy climbed down and rejoined the others. Her legs trembled, and she was happy to be back on solid ground. She quickly explained what was coming.

“We have to get everyone to go faster,” she said. “A lot faster.”

They set out at their top speed and soon overtook the rearmost of the refugee parties, urging them to hurry. The fitter young men and women from that group were sent as runners to find other groups and pass the word. Soon the whole mass of them were moving at a near run. When someone lagged behind, pairs of survivors flanked them and half carried them. Wheelbarrows and carts with goods were dumped out so older people and little children could ride instead.

It was not orderly, and it was not nearly as fast as Gutsy knew they needed to go.

Behind them the howls of the wild men could be heard, rising in intensity, becoming even more savage as the creatures caught the scent of their prey. What Gutsy didn’t know was if that meant they could smell the fleeing townsfolk or if they’d discovered the massive army.

“Keep going!” she cried.

She and Benny formed the rear guard of the group, with Grimm and Sombra flanking them. As they ran, they had a conversation without words. It was a look of truth. It said, We’re not going to make it.

It was not a statement of insecurity or resignation. Just an honest appraisal of the situation. There were miles to go to reach Site B. Even if the doors stood open and waiting for them, they both knew there was simply not enough time to get there.

Gutsy set her jaw. If she was going to die, then she’d die. Maybe she and Sombra could hold the monsters off long enough to allow some of the people to survive. Maybe they’d at least get Morton and the Dòmi to Site B, which would allow for the possibility of a counterattack. A slim chance of survival for what was left of the human race.

If she could do that, then dying may not be so bad.

And Gutsy was sure that was what she’d read in Benny’s eyes as well. She did not want or need to be a hero, but if she died, then Gutsy wanted her life to matter.
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BROTHER MERCY STOOD ON THE edge of the Raggedy Man’s mobile flatbed. The king of the dead was leaning forward, head craned as he looked around, rotted hands clutching the arms of the throne.

“Did you kill them all?” he demanded.

Brother Mercy pointed. “No, lord. Look there.”

They stared in mutual horror as sixty or more of the wild men came howling across the field toward the front rank of the seething mass of shamblers. The young reaper put a silver whistle to his lips and blew a high, shrill note, which caused scores of reapers and ravagers in the army to turn and look.

“There!” he cried. “My reapers, my brothers and sisters—kill them. Kill them all.”

The ravagers immediately turned and began shoving the shamblers back, beating them with clubs—not to injure but to direct. As they did that, the reapers swept forward. Engines roared, and a dozen quads came whipping around from behind. The rest ran, knives, axes, and bows in hand. The leading archers fired, and arrows shot through the night, the deadly points catching silver sparks of cold moonlight. The whole front rank of wild men went down.

But the rest, undaunted, came howling on.



Gutsy and Benny paused at the crest of a hill, the first of a series that rose into the distance. Each had their binoculars out and watched the battle begin.

“They have quads!” Gutsy cried.

“I know. That’s how we got them,” Benny said. “We stole four from the reapers in Nevada. It’s how we beat Saint John’s army to California in time to mount our defense.”

Seeing the machines—even after having been up close to them—still managed to send a thrill of unreality through Gutsy. It was as if the past had somehow broken through a wall into her present. In the last couple of weeks, the entire fabric of reality had been fractured.

Benny gave a harsh, sour laugh. “I don’t know who to root for here,” he said.

Then the night was split apart by a new sound. Flashes of light and harsh pops filled the air, and for a moment Gutsy had the irrational notion that someone had borrowed her idea for using fireworks. But within seconds she realized that this wasn’t the case, as there was a sound of heavy engines buried beneath the pops.

Then she saw them: two Stryker Dragoons came bumping over the desert floor, the big Bushmaster machine guns firing toward the masses of reapers.

There was no sign of the other vehicles.

She looked over her shoulder and saw that the refugees had moved a considerable way along the path in the direction of Site B. They were no longer climbing over the landscape but had gone to the road and were using that. What had been a poor choice earlier was now the only choice. The enemy already knew where they were, so staying off the road didn’t matter except its flatness allowed the refugees to move much more quickly along the path of least resistance.

The big guns kept firing, and Gutsy looked back again. Would they be able to slow the armies down? How far was it to Site B? Three miles? Four?



Sunny-Day Ray fired and fired while Sergeant Holly drove. The Stryker’s big diesel engine growled like a dragon as she plowed forward, using all-wheel drive to conquer the terrain. The dense hardness of the steel body was a battering ram, smashing through shambler, ravager, reaper, and wild man alike, but the impacts still sent horrific shock waves through the interior. Below the Bushmaster was a nest of anti-tank rocket pods, and Ray shot these into the masses of killers, blasting them apart. Each detonation created a massive fireball that hurled burning bodies high into the air, but as devastating as they were, they were not enough. Nor could the Bushmaster fire enough rounds.

As the Strykers plowed through the crowds, the last of the rockets fired. The heavy wind whisked away the clouds of smoke. Fires burned here and there on patches of dry grass, and in places it was beginning to spread.

A minute later the machine guns themselves fell silent.

Trailing smoke from empty barrels, the war machines kept lumbering forward. But powerful as they were, the sheer mass of the enemy was too great. The vehicles slowed… and slowed…

And then they stopped, unable to push farther through the thousands of tons of tissue and bone. Not even hardened steel and heavy tires could manage it. The shamblers and ravagers pounded on the doors and tiny windows. Gutsy heard a few desperate pistol shots.

After that, nothing.

The two teens stood on the hill, able to see a large swath of the field in the moonlight. Everything was black and white—even the blood.

“The reapers are taking out all the wild men,” said Benny. “I guess that’s good for us.”

“Is it?”

“Sure,” he said. “They’re a lot faster than the zoms.”

Gutsy raised her machete and pointed. “No, wait. There are more wild men over there.”

They both studied a new spot of violent movement off to the southwest. A knot of shamblers were attacking others of their kind. Gutsy could not see how that started, but she could see it spread. First a handful of wild men were biting los muertos, then ten. Reapers came running, summoned by Brother Mercy’s whistle and shouts from ravagers, but by the time they got there, a dozen shamblers had been transformed.

Then it was two dozen.

It was like watching a stone dropped into water. Ripples of infection radiated out from where those first wild men had attacked. This is what the Raggedy Man and Brother Mercy had tried to stop. It was what they feared. It was so strange a concept that creatures such as they could fear anything. And yet there was panic in the shrill bleats of the whistle. Panic in the waving arms of the king of the dead. Ravagers with guns turned their weapons on the infected, cutting them down. Others waded in with axes and clubs, aiming to cripple and kill what had been their own shock troops.

One by one these defenders of the army of the dead were attacked, overwhelmed, dragged down. The ravagers rose again as wild men. Gutsy could not see what happened to the reapers. It was all becoming so frenzied. The Wodewose was spreading faster than any wildfire. It was unstoppable now, and they knew it. The Raggedy Man was howling in rage, but now there was a note of fear in his voice. The area of infection was a hundred yards from where he stood, but the wave was coming.

The end was coming. His vast and unbreakable, unconquerable army of the dead was about to be swept into the dustpan of history, replaced with millions of screaming infected. Mad beyond control, each of their bodies a battleground more fierce than the one on which they stood.

Brother Mercy was calling his reapers back, no longer trying to fight the infection but to provide a wall of fighters between the wild men and Homer Gibbon. Ravagers kept up a continuous barrage of small-arms fire, and the wind stoked the burning grass.

“We need to get out of here,” gasped Benny, backpedaling. “Right now.”

Grimm howled and then took off after Benny, who began running.

Gutsy, however, lingered. She was not really watching the spread of infection. Something else had drawn her eye. It was the smoke from the burning grass. It blew across the fields, at times obscuring the flatbed. The breeze whipped it through the struggling monsters.

Once more she thought she smelled the scents of Mama’s kitchen. Just for a moment, there and gone.

Then she, too, turned and followed Benny.
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THEY RAN AND RAN. BOTH of them looking back to see if they’d run far enough. But each time the killers were closer. The wild men on one flank, the mixed army of reapers and zombies on the other, and, directly behind, the melee where monsters were fighting one another.

Then once, when Gutsy and Benny looked back at the same time, they saw that all their fighting and planning and struggles to survive were for nothing. The mass of conflict had moved so much closer and within it, they could see him.

The Raggedy Man on his throne, pulled by all the dead.

As if he could somehow sense the eyes on him, the king of the dead turned slowly and looked out over the sea of bloodshed, straight at them.

Gutsy and Benny stood on the hill, panting, drained of hope. The others came and joined them. The two dogs sat near their masters, heads lowered, tongues lolling. Sombra whimpered softly. The hill was bare, dusty dirt, and, painted in bright moonlight, they were as visible as black flies on a whitewashed wall. The Raggedy Man slowly raised one arm, extended a crooked finger toward Gutsy, and grinned like the monster he was. Whatever strange connection he had with his army was in full force. Many thousands of them turned away from the commotion, abruptly disregarding the threat of the wild men, and immediately began moving forward. A fierce, dry wind whipped sand at the oncoming tide of death, but the zombies did not pause, did not even blink.

That same wind blew past Gutsy, rifling her clothes, whipping her hair, making the canvas sides of the laundry cart snap and pop. Chong sat down heavily, head sunk between his shoulders. Gutsy looked at him, watching how the freshening breeze stirred his black hair. It was blowing steadily out of the north. She remembered thinking only a few moments ago that it was as if the wind itself had betrayed them and was trying to slow their escape.

And yet…

Impossibly, unexpectedly, Gutsy caught a smell on the wind. Just for a second. It was not of pinyon pines or creosote bushes, nor the stink of blood and fire. This breeze smelled of flowers and spices. It smelled like Mama’s kitchen. There was nothing in that blighted place to account for those smells. Nothing. But Gutsy knew what it was and where it came from. The stiff wind carried it not as a weapon of betrayal, no. It was a gift from someone very far away.

“We need to run,” Morton wheezed, his voice sanded raw by the horrors of the night. Gutsy looked at him—at each of them in turn—and then closed her eyes and turned once more into the wind.

“Mama,” she said. “Oh, Mama, muchas gracias…”

And she smiled.

“She’s lost it,” complained Morton. “Her mind’s snapped. Come on, boys, we need to go right now. Those monsters will be here in five minutes or—”

“The wind,” Gutsy said, cutting him off.

“Wind?” sputtered Benny, frightened and impatient. “Who cares, Guts? We have to…”

Benny’s words died as if the wind had snatched them away. He stared at her, past her to the fires that were already being fanned by the wind. He stared at the struggling wild men, ravagers, reapers, and shamblers. His lips formed words without sound.

A single word. Repeated over and over.

Gutsy nodded and spoke it aloud.

“Dòmi.”

They stared at each other, and now he, too, smiled. The kind of smile only the truly desperate would smile. It matched her own.

“I know that look,” said Chong, looking accusingly at Benny. “You two just had a really, really, really bad idea.”

“Really bad,” agreed Spider, recognizing the smile Gutsy wore.
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“WE NEED TO GET OUT of here,” Morton yelled, his voice thin and high with terror.

“We need a better vantage point,” murmured Gutsy. Benny tapped her and pointed to a big old billboard a hundred feet up the road. It had the faded face of a smiling man holding up a piece of fried chicken, promising that it was going to be dee-eee-licious. The two of them went over and circled it.

“There’s a ladder over here,” she observed, pointing to a set of rusted metal rungs nearly hidden in shadows.

“Perfect,” said Benny.

“Perfect for what?” Flores demanded. “You think we can hide from them up there? They already saw us.”

Benny pulled Chong to his feet. “Listen, man, you need to get out of here. You and Spider; get Morton and Mr. Flores out of here. Get the research stuff to Site B.”

“We can’t get the stabilizer out of here in time,” protested Flores. “The cart’s too heavy.”

“Yeah, but if we leave it and just run,” said Spider, “then we lose our only shot.”

They all flinched as a few bullets, fired by ravagers far down the slope, struck the billboard. They were wild shots, but it proved the closest of them were already in range. Time was boiling away.

All around them the wind howled louder than the wild men, roaring like a gale. It was as if the night itself had become so furious that it wanted to shriek as the drama entered its final, bloody act.

Dr. Morton tried to pull on the cart. “What are you idiots doing? We have to—”

“Shut up and listen,” Gutsy snapped as she hurried to the cart and grabbed a heavy bag of the stabilizer. “The Dòmi is already mixed in, right?”

“You know it is. So what?”

She reached down, tore a handful of grass out of the ground, and threw it at the doctor. He put a hand up to block it, but before he did, the wind whipped it away. Morton blinked at her, still confused.

“You said we needed a delivery system, right?”

Morton stared for a moment, and then his eyes went wide. “My God…”

Flores got it too, but he frowned. “It won’t work yet. Not against los muertos.”

“I know,” said Gutsy. “We need to let the wild men win.”

They all looked at the billboard.

“Up there,” said Benny.

“What if the wild men don’t reach you first?” asked Spider.

“Shamblers don’t climb,” said Gutsy, “and the reapers don’t have guns. They’d have to climb the ladder one at a time, and we’ll have the advantage.”

Chong shook his head. “Not against the ravagers,” he said sharply. “They’ll pick you off from the ground.”

As if to emphasize his point, another bullet struck the billboard ten feet above their heads.

“We’re out of other options,” Gutsy said determinedly. “You’re plan B. Now go, before we lose even this chance.”

Chong and Spider looked horrified. Flores was dubious and frightened. Only Morton was anxious to go.

“Let them try it,” he said quickly. “It might work.”

Flores gave him a look of utter contempt, but then he turned and shoved the cart toward the slope down to the paved road. Morton hurried after, limping and weak. Spider gave Gutsy a fierce hug and then turned, wiping tears from his eyes. He ran to catch up and threw his weight against the cumbersome cart, too. Gutsy ordered Sombra to go with Spider, and Benny told Grimm to protect Chong. Both dogs looked at each other and then ran to stand with Gutsy and Benny.

“Wait,” Gutsy said and ran over to the cart. She reached in, took two heavy bags, and tossed them to Benny before taking two more for herself. “Let’s go have some fun.”

Benny grinned. “You’re even crazier than I am.”
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“I’LL TAKE AS MUCH AS I can carry to the top of that billboard,” Gutsy said quickly. “When the wild men get close, I’ll throw the Dòmi up into the wind.”

“You mean we’ll throw it,” Benny corrected.

She gave him a hard, steady look. “You do know what’s probably going to happen, even if I succeed, Benny. You should go help the others. You can keep them safe. You’re a better fighter.”

“And you’re smarter and maybe weirder,” he said, walking toward the ladder. “You want to go up first, or me?”

The monsters were coming. Wild howls filled the night to one side of the road, and ungodly moans tore the air everywhere else. The flatbed with the Raggedy Man was less than three hundred yards away.

There was no time left for debate. Gutsy took a firm grip on the bags of Dòmi-infused dried manure and began climbing. It wasn’t easy; she had to hold the bags with one hand and climb with the other. The rungs were old and rusted, and they creaked under her feet. Benny was right behind her, and she could hear him grunting with effort.

Up and up they went. Gutsy thought about Spider and Alethea, about the Chess Players and Karen, and about Alice. She would never see any of them again; of that she was certain. This was a true suicide mission.

But if it worked…

Up and up. A stray shot burned through the air, sounding like a furious bee, five inches from her face.

Just climb, she ordered herself. No matter what happens, just climb.

The wind was getting worse and worse, as if it was turning into some kind of summer hurricane. Pieces of debris whipped past. The breeze was so weirdly strong it nearly plucked her from the ladder. She dropped one of the bags, and it clipped Benny’s shoulder, almost knocking him down.

“Sorry!”

“Climb,” he bellowed back.

A roar made them both whip around to see a group of reapers—at least a dozen of them—zooming at them on quads, blades out. Gutsy hurried and reached the top rung.

“Gutsy,” Benny yelled, “take this.”

Gutsy turned and saw him holding up one of his bags. She leaned down and took the bag, hoisting it and her remaining bag onto a narrow catwalk at the top of the ladder. Then she took Benny’s other bag and gasped as he immediately began climbing back down.

“What are you doing?”

“Stick to the plan,” he yelled. “You’re not the only one with really bad ideas.”

Benny let go and jumped the last few yards, landed in a crouch, pitched forward, and rolled back to his feet to slough off the force of the impact. As he straightened, he whipped his sword free and took a stance at the base of the ladder while reapers on quads raced toward him.

The wind suddenly howled louder than ever, sounding almost like a teakettle.

And then the entire group of reapers, quads and all, exploded.

It happened at once. Something seemed to streak through the whistling wind and strike the second quad in the pack, and then a massive fireball snatched them all off the ground and hurled them into the night. The sound of it was titanic, and a shock wave punched into Benny and Gutsy and knocked them flat.

They lay there, dazed, completely stunned by what had just happened. Gutsy’s logical mind was already trying to make sense of it, conjuring a dozen different possible explanations, but all of them were wrong.

A second shriek split the air, and something smoky and gray blew past them and slammed into the front rank of ravagers just as the killers opened up a fresh barrage of automatic gunfire. The explosion seemed even bigger and louder than the first.

The shock wave loosened Gutsy’s grip on the catwalk and she began to fall, but her hands darted out just in time to grab the uprights of the ladder. Her momentum was plummeting, though, and she slid down toward the ground at an insane speed. She braced the inside arches of her shoes against the pole and they acted like brakes, so hitting the ground was merely painful instead of crippling. Gutsy flopped over onto one side and looked at the trails of gray smoke lingering in the sky being pulled apart by the wind. She had no idea what was happening. The world refused to make sense. But then she followed the smoke trails back to their source. What she saw froze the whole night into something impossible.

She saw two figures standing on the crest of the next hill. Two men, each with a shoulder-mounted rocket launcher in their hands.

Two bruised, battered, and bloody old soldiers.
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THE RAGGEDY MAN RULED THE night. That’s how he saw it, even though things were not going according to his well-laid plans.

To one side of his flatbed, the wild men were destroying a huge chunk of his army. In front of him, someone was using rocket-propelled grenades to kill his ravagers and reapers. Somehow the people of this bloody town had outfoxed him, made a fool of him. Lured him into a trap.

He snarled and spat into the teeth of the wind.

“You may be smarter,” he said very softly, “but I’m stronger. You watch.”

He raised his hands, and the entire mass of the army, nearly eight hundred thousand of the living dead, surged forward. The reapers and ravagers still held the line between him and the wild men. The Raggedy Man was wise. He understood something of this new threat from things he’d learned and overheard while a prisoner of the research base. He knew about Wodewose, and seeing it here, as a terrible reality, sweeping through his beloved dead, was horrifying.

Would it do the same to him? If all it did was to wake up the brain of the undead, how would it work on someone whose brain was already fully alive?

Part of him wanted to jump down from the flatbed and wade into the sea of wild men, to prove to himself and to everyone that he was invulnerable. He was the king of the dead. He could no longer be killed. Not by anything.

Another part of him wanted to flee. Let Wodewose take the million he had here. What was that to him? He had seven billion more dead he could call. Everyone who had died since the plague began, every man, woman, and child on the face of the earth who’d fallen to the Reaper Plague, belonged to him. He would find some way to make them better fighters. See if he could wake up enough of their minds to let them handle guns. Or…

“Reapers!” he bellowed, and when some of the children of Thanatos ran to him, Homer Gibbon pointed to the wild men. “Burn them. Burn them all. Set fire to the gray people and shove them into those maniacs. Set fire to the grass. Burn every one of them.”

The reapers ran to obey, and within moments fires began igniting all along the lines of battle. The wild men, driven by a madness more powerful than any fear of harm or death, ran at the reapers and the burning zombies, and they, too, burned.

Then the Raggedy Man turned back to the small knot of survivors by the billboard. He watched a squad of reapers zoom toward them on quads.

And then he saw the burst of flame from another hill, and the streak of gray, and the massive explosion that picked up the quads and hurled them in all directions, most of them with reapers still gripping the handlebars with burning hands.

There was a second explosion, and Homer stood at the edge of the flatbed and stared through the night. Two teenagers at the foot of the billboard, and two older men with RPGs. They looked like soldiers, and their hands moved with practiced ease as they fitted new rockets into their weapons.

“Kill them!” roared the king of the dead. “Tear them apart and bring me their hearts!” The mass of zombies and ravagers surged forward, some of them stumbling, others beginning to run because he willed it. Focused now, because he drove them. The greatest assault force in the history of Planet Earth, toward the figures on the hill. Let them fire their little RPGs. Go ahead. There weren’t enough bullets or bombs in the world to stop the Night Army.

“Kill them all,” he whispered. “Leave nothing. No trace they ever lived. Do it!”
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THE MEN WERE BLOODY, SOILED, wearing tattered clothes.

“Joe…,” breathed Gutsy, totally stunned.

“Sam!” yelled Benny. Grimm howled in delight and ran like a puppy toward his master. Sombra ran, too, sniffing and prancing and barking. Gutsy and Benny followed, hugging the big men, staring at them in frank amazement.

“How? I mean… how?” demanded Benny, unable to frame a better question.

“We found Site B,” Sam said simply.

“But… but… what about Captain Collins?” asked Gutsy. “Wasn’t she there?”

“Sure,” said Ledger, “she was there.”

Gutsy looked from him to Sam and back again. “Didn’t she try to stop you?”

Ledger touched a bloody bandage wrapped around his chest. “She tried,” he said in the coldest voice Gutsy had ever heard.

And that’s all he said. It was enough.

Gutsy and Benny exchanged a look.

“Jeez,” Benny said.

“We’ve got bigger fish to fry,” said Sam. “The dead are coming.”

They looked down the hill. The first waves the Raggedy Man sent had been destroyed, but there were still countless more behind.

“What the heck are you two numbskulls doing here?” asked Ledger. “I saw Chong and Spider and the eggheads hotfooting it down the road with a laundry cart. Why are you two not with them?”

Gutsy explained her plan very quickly. Sam looked doubtful, but Ledger began smiling.

“Jeez, guys,” he said, “you two don’t lack ambition.”

“But we won’t have time,” said Benny.

Despite the heavy wind, they could hear a voice, and when they looked in that direction, they could see the Raggedy Man himself striding toward them, not a hundred yards distant. Reapers and ravagers flanked him, and hell followed him.

“How many of those rockets do you have left?” asked Benny.

Ledger shook his head. “Not enough for all of that.”

And yet he did not look worried. Not nearly as much as he should be.

Ledger looked up at the billboard and then at the approaching wall of death. “I like your plan,” he said.

“Really?” asked Gutsy.

“No. But it’s what we have.”

“Even though it involves us dying before we can make it work?”

“Remains to be seen, kiddo,” said Ledger. “Let’s see what Sam and I can do to slow these bad boys down a tad.”

“ ‘A tad’?” Gutsy echoed. “By the time the wild men infect enough of the army, we’ll be long dead.”

“Maybe,” said Ledger. “And maybe not. Look—half the wild men are burning, and five times as many zoms. It’s cool.… Sam and I have been in worse situations.”

“No, we haven’t,” said Sam.

“Work with me here, man,” said Ledger. His jokey manner was completely at odds with the reality of the moment.

“Joe—” Gutsy began, but he pointed to the billboard.

“You two get back up there. Do it now.”

“But—”

“No time to argue. Go.”

Benny took Gutsy by the elbow and pulled her away. They went to the other side of the billboard, and then every part of the plan fell apart.

A figure came racing out of the shadows, a glittering knife in each fist. It was the reaper, Brother Mercy, screaming a single word that didn’t make sense to either of them.

“Leafy! Leafy!”

The first cut caught Benny completely off guard and he staggered back, blood erupting from a deep slash across his shoulder. He fell, his sword dropping to the grass as Brother Mercy jumped over him and slashed at Gutsy.

Then the Raggedy Man’s ravagers opened fire on Ledger and Sam.
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LEDGER DOVE ONE WAY AND Sam the other, each of them grabbing one of the dogs and pulling them down as bullets filled the air like a swarm of hornets.

Grimm, trained for combat, stayed low, flattening out in the tall grass, but Sombra panicked and tried to get up. Sam yelled at him to obey, but the coydog tore free and ran.

Ledger rolled down behind the crest of the hill, drew his sidearm, and began firing into the oncoming mob. There were at least twenty armed ravagers, though not all of them had guns. Ledger fired from forty feet away, one hand steadying the other wrist as he took fast, careful aim. With every shot one ravager went down, but not every shot was fatal. Some of those who fell struggled to get back up again.

Sam rolled down the hill, then got up and ran in a fast zigzag pattern to the hilltop behind, where he and Ledger had left their gear bags. The fight was too close for the grenade launchers, so he tore the bag open and pulled out an M4, pivoted, dove, rolled, and came up with the stock of the weapon tucked into his shoulder. He opened up on the ravagers, careful of his friend and the armored mastiff.



Gutsy backpedaled fast and felt the whoosh as the reaper’s blade sliced the air an inch from her face. Then Sombra was there, leaping at the killer, mouth opened to bite.

But the reaper checked his swing and stabbed at the dog. The thrust missed the coydog’s throat, but the wicked edge slashed a deep red line along Sombra’s breastbone. The animal yelped in pain and fell hard on the ground, right on top of Benny.

That gave Gutsy a fraction of a second to whip her machete out of its scabbard just in time to parry Brother Mercy’s next vicious cut. Steel met steel with a sound like a ringing bell, and a shock shivered all the way up her arm. The reaper’s blow was so powerful that it nearly tore the machete from her hand.

Behind him other figures moved. Ravagers with scythes were hustling up the hill, grinning as they saw Benny struggling to get up.

“Benny!” Gutsy yelled, but then her warning turned into a cry of pain as Mercy slashed again, opening a burning line across her midriff. Only her fast reflexes kept the cut from going deep. Even so, blood welled and ran down her stomach. She wheeled and ran ten paces, then turned again, setting herself for his charge.

For a moment Brother Mercy paused, looking at Benny with unfiltered loathing, but then his eyes—and the full weight of his hatred—slammed back to Gutsy.

“Leafy,” he said again. “You stole her from me.”

Leafy?

With a jolt of insight, Gutsy realized that this was the female reaper she’d fought on the crane platform. And with the realization came a strange dual reaction. On one hand, she needed to stop this madman, even if it meant killing him. But on the other, he’d lost someone he clearly loved. It drove a splinter of genuine empathy into her heart. It made him less of a monster and more human. More like her. How would she feel if she thought Alice was dead? How would she react if she faced the person who’d killed her?

And yet… this young reaper had been working that crane. He had dropped the truck on the roof of the Chung house. If Alice was dead, then he had killed her as surely as if one of his knives cleaved her beautiful heart.

The wave of empathy Gutsy felt was there, but now a bigger, blacker wave of pure hatred rose up in her own heart. The air in front of her eyes seemed to blossom with black flowers, and she heard a terrible roar fill the air as some beast howled with a fury beyond speech, beyond control. Gutsy heard it and knew it to be her own cry, torn from the darkest place in her heart. She charged Brother Mercy, slashing with her machete in a series of strikes so fast they were blinding. They beat at the reaper’s knives and he stumbled back in surprise, her unbridled ferocity overriding even his own.



Benny heard the shriek of fury as he got to his feet and drew his sword. He knew who it was, but not really the why of it. Maybe it didn’t really matter. What did was that it put steel into Benny’s trembling legs. It made his feeble hand grip the sword handle with real strength. He yelled his own war cry, the one taught to him by his brother, Tom.

“Warrior smart!”

And he rushed to meet the ravagers.



Sam Imura burned through a full magazine and swapped it out with the smooth ease of someone who’d stood on a thousand battlefields, large and small, and fought a legion of enemies before this. Those enemies were all dead.

So, too, were these. The fact that it was an army of the dead that closed in on him seemed like some kind of ironic, cosmic joke. He felt his lips carve into a feral grin as he fired and fired and fired.



“You!” roared a bass voice, and Ledger turned fast—but not fast enough—as something smashed into him. It felt like being hit with a cannonball, and he fell backward, but tucked and rolled and came up on fingers and toes, staring at the thing that had hit him.

It was a human head.

The blank, empty eyes of a zombie stared into his own. The mouth opened and closed once and then was still forever. Ledger raised his eyes and saw who threw the grisly object.

The Raggedy Man.

Grimm rose to his feet and began to charge, but Ledger growled a word of command. The king of the dead was toxic, the source of all the plague in this broken world. This was the monster whose first bite started a chain reaction that killed nearly everything Ledger ever loved. His wife and child. Most of his friends. This man had destroyed everything that was beautiful, replacing it with pain and ugliness.

Ledger rose and stood his ground, letting the king of death come to him.

“Come on, Homer, haul your wormy butt up here,” he taunted. “Let’s dance.”

The zombies and ravagers and reapers closed in, but the Raggedy Man snarled them back. “This one is mine.”



Gutsy hammered at Brother Mercy with unrelenting force, but he blocked every strike. Then he twisted aside and kicked her in the stomach. If she hadn’t seen it coming and began to turn, it would have crippled her, but even so it exploded in red hot pain and sent her staggering backward.

She almost lost her machete again, but managed to hold on to it and even bring it up as he slashed first right and then left.

It was immediately obvious he was a much better fighter, far superior because he was trained and she was not. But he attacked as if he was aware of that—too aware. He slashed and chopped with a kind of arrogance born of a belief that he would win, that such an outcome was inevitable. He even teased her, cutting her here and there with quick, shallow cuts. Making her hurt. Making her bleed. Trying to humiliate her, to teach her a lesson before he killed her.

Gutsy wasn’t there to be schooled.

She saw movement behind him and yelled, “Now!”

And something moved with the speed of the wind. Gray and ugly, battered and covered with blood, it struck Brother Mercy’s left leg, clamping teeth around the base of his thigh. The reaper screamed and stumbled, and Gutsy Gomez taught him a lesson with the edge of her machete.

He fell with a look of deep and profound surprise on his face.

His lips formed a word, or tried to. Then he collapsed back onto the grass and lay still. Sombra stood over him, chest heaving, blood dripping onto the ground, eyes blazing.



Thirty feet away, Benny Imura fought the ravagers. He looked like a ghost from an old manga—bled pale and wild-eyed—but he moved like a dancer, his body blurring, his sword a whisper of mercury on the wind.

Several times ravagers tried to circle him and attack from his blind side, and each time there was a crack as a bullet from Sam Imura’s gun spoke with deadly eloquence. Together, the Imura brothers fought as if they had done this a hundred times before.



Gutsy turned and saw Ledger squaring off against the Raggedy Man.

“Oh my God,” she gasped. Homer Gibbon was indestructible. The unkillable lord of death. No matter how tough the soldier was, the Raggedy Man was worse.



Joe Ledger let Homer Gibbon swing first. He was ready for it, his weight on the balls of his feet, knees bent, hands loose and ready. The former serial killer was no fool, though. He swung a big, hard left, but it was a fake, and he immediately drove an uppercut to Ledger’s stomach that would have doubled the older man in half.

Had it landed.

Ledger clubbed it aside with a snort of annoyance and counterpunched a left-right-left to the zombie king’s face. The blows were blindingly fast but did not lack power. Ledger was a master fighter. Possibly the best combat specialist left on earth, and one of the best of all time. There was a reason he had survived this long.

The Raggedy Man fell back a step. He was not in pain, but he turned and spat a broken tooth onto the dirt.

“Oo’ho, look what we got here,” he said. “You’re a real schoolyard tough guy, ain’t you?” He began walking in a wide circle around the old soldier.

Ledger said nothing but turned with the monster.

“You the big bad boy who organized these Happy Meals and taught ’em to fight?” asked Homer.

“No, they seem to be pretty good at whipping your ugly butt without me.”

Gibbon suddenly darted in and struck at Ledger’s throat with stiffened fingers. The soldier leaned back and snapped out a kick that cracked something in Homer’s knee. The king of the dead staggered. Ledger feinted right and shifted left and kicked the monster again, this time in the face. Before Homer could fall, Ledger cupped the back of his head and punched him four times in the face with crushing force, breaking bones and splitting the patchwork skin. Then he spit in Homer’s face and kicked him in the chest to send him sliding five feet down the hill.

The reapers and ravagers gasped and then surged forward, but Homer Gibbon shouted them back. Grimm stalked in a rough circle around the two combatants, his spikes gleaming, eyes blazing, daring any of them to interfere. Gutsy and Sombra edged forward, uncertain how—or even if—they should do anything.

Homer got to his feet, damaged but truly unhurt. He was no more able to feel pain than any zombie, and even if he could, all that would have done was make his desire to literally devour this man all the greater.

“I’m going to enjoy—” he began, but Ledger leaped from the hill and hit him with a devastating right cross that spun the monster around in a complete circle. Ledger squatted over Homer, picked him up, and locked one brawny arm around the creature’s throat.

“Listen to me, worm meat,” he said in a fierce whisper, “if I wanted you dead, you’d already be dead. You think just because you started this that you’re actually unkillable. Yeah, I know you’ve been blown up, cut up, and sewn back together, but that was because the people who did that wanted to study you. I heard they tried hard to kill you once they realized you could talk to the dead. Guess they didn’t try hard enough to end you. Well, I’m here to tell you that I do know how to put you down for good. Don’t believe me? Just look.”

He dragged the monster back to the top of the hill, limping as the wound in his leg—torn open now from his jump—threatened to cripple him. It did not matter to Ledger. He needed Homer to see what was happening out in the dark.

“See that?” he murmured in Homer’s ear, turning him to face the mass of his zombie army. “That’s your kingdom. That’s your Night Army. That’s your future.”

Homer Gibbon stopped struggling and stared.

Beyond the front ranks of his army there was a boiling, thrashing fury of movement. The plague of paracide infection from the wild men had spread beyond anything the Raggedy Man thought possible. Exponential. Faster than a wildfire. Not stopped—or even slowed—by the walls of flames.

Where there had been thousands of wild men, now there were hundreds of thousands. More than half of his army had become his enemies.

With a howl of rage Homer drove an elbow back into Ledger’s stomach, catching him off guard enough to break his hold. The Raggedy Man shoved the soldier back and spun, raising his arms. The reapers and ravagers and shamblers who’d been watching the fight—more than a hundred of them—moved forward.

“Then if I die, you go with me,” he growled. “Everyone. We’ll kill them all before those wild things take us. See if we don’t.”

Joe Ledger backed away a few steps, waving Gutsy back too. Benny and Sam broke off their battles and ran to join them, chased by killers both living and undead. The dogs retreated, and they stood in a tight knot as the mob closed in. Gutsy looked up at Ledger to see how a hero prepared himself to die.

Ledger’s face was tight with pain, but there was no defeat in his eyes.

Then there was a strange sound. A squawk of static, like the sound the satellite phone had made when Nix was testing it. Ledger raised his hand and touched something Gutsy hadn’t seen before—a small black device fitted into his ear. He pressed it.

“Well, it’s about darn time, Top,” said Ledger. “Been trying to keep these freaks entertained until you got here. Go weapons hot. It’s a target-rich environment. Let’s rock and roll.”

“What’s happening?” demanded the Raggedy Man. “Who are you talking to?”

Ledger looked at Homer Gibbon. “You have your army, sport. Turns out it just so happens I have one of my own.”

Suddenly there was a sound like a thousand cats screeching all at once, and Gutsy looked up in wonder to see that the stars were obliterated by dozens of lines of mingled fire and gray smoke. Not dozens—hundreds. They scratched like matches and arced down into the fields where the wild men and the living dead struggled for dominance. They struck, and the world was transformed from moonlit night into sun-bright day. The combined detonation of five hundred Hellfire missiles was the loudest sound Gutsy had ever heard.

She screamed and clapped her hands to her ears.

Then she whirled to see a flight of nightmare locusts rise up from over the horizon. She knew the word but had only ever seen broken husks of these things.

Helicopters.

From one side of her sightline to the other, the sky was filled with them.

Wave after wave of them. Firing missiles as they blew the dreams of the Raggedy Man into burning ruin.

Some, faster than others, flew over the field and opened up with machine guns, chasing down the ravagers and reapers. Others skirted the edges and dropped cannisters that exploded into massive clouds of flame.

Gutsy looked at Ledger and Sam and Benny. They were all grinning. She understood. Nix and Lilah had gotten through to someone. Maybe Benny’s other friends, Morgie and Riot, had reached Asheville after all. And maybe Ledger and Sam had made a call for help from Site B.

Or perhaps all of that happened. Maybe, just once, the stars aligned in the direction of hope instead of extinction.

Homer Gibbon screamed in rage and horror as his dreams burned. There was a ravager near him, and he tore the creature’s rifle from its hands and swung it toward the small group of humans on the hill.

With a movement too fast to follow, Joe Ledger drew his pistol and shot the Raggedy Man in the head. Six fast shots that blew all of the dark dreams from the mind of the king of the dead. The body of Homer Gibbon stood for one moment longer and then crumpled.

“You stole the world from us,” said Ledger quietly, “and we’re officially taking it back.”

The reapers stared at the beloved of Lord Thanatos, and the sight of him dead broke them. They scattered like leaves, and the fiery wind chased them. They tried to outrun the helicopters, but they could not. Ledger yelled to them to stop, pleading with them to throw down their weapons, to give up. To live.

Some did. A little more than half. The choppers did not fire on those who’d given up. But so many of the reapers were too far gone along the path to the shadows to which they prayed. Even as they ran, they shook their weapons in defiance to the machines that represented the hated world from before their god raised the dead. Gutsy watched in horror and wondered if such a death somehow filled those defiant reapers with joy even as the bullets found them. In a strange way, she hoped that it did.

A pair of Black Hawk helicopters dropped down low and hovered a dozen yards above the hill, doors open, machine gun barrels pointing down at the ravagers and shamblers circling the four humans and two dogs. The guns roared.
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THE NIGHT WAS DARK AND filled with fire and blood.

But even the darkest night is burned away by the light of a new day. The sun, half blinded by smoke, peered in horror over the horizon. In its glow, Gutsy and Benny held on to each other, leaning like a pair of old people, as they made their way along the road to where the refugees from New Alamo waited. Toward Site B.

There was a mass of people in the weed-choked parking lot of a small industrial complex. The door to the main building was open, and the two horses Sam and Ledger had ridden out on were tethered there, munching grass as if there had not been a war raging a few miles away.

Chong and Spider ran to meet Benny and Gutsy. They hugged and wept, and everyone spoke at once. Trying to make sense of it.

Then Alethea was there, pushing everyone aside and wrapping her arms around Gutsy in a bear hug so fierce it nearly broke bones. Then Alethea pushed Gutsy back, alarmed by the bloody bandage wrapped around her torso.

She straightened her tiara and gave Gutsy a frank up-and-down appraisal. “Well,” she said, “you look like crap.”

Gutsy laughed, but then she glanced around. She saw Sarah Peak clinging to Mr. Howard.

“Where’s Karen?” asked Gutsy. “Did she make it out?”

Alethea’s smile flickered, and she shook her head. Gutsy felt like she’d been punched. “Where are the Chess Players?”

Tears broke from the corners of Alethea’s eyes. “Mr. Ford… and Mr. Urrea…”

This was worse. Now Gutsy felt like she’d been shot through the heart. Her knees began to buckle, but Spider caught her.

“Have… have you seen Alice… ?”

Alethea did not look away. Her love for Gutsy was too real for that. But she could not speak the words. Instead she bent at the waist and crumpled slowly to the ground. Rainbow Smite fell from her hand and rolled a few feet away.

Gutsy felt the world tilt and the ground collapse under her. She screamed as she fell. Spider grabbed her and knelt with her, holding her. Alethea crawled to them, and they wrapped one another up, sobbing and screaming.

“Please,” Gutsy begged, but there was no answer. Some prayers cannot be answered.

Not for so many. Not for Alice. Not for Karen or Urrea or Ford, or for Sergeant Holly or Sunny-Day Ray. Because this was war, and war was hungry. It was unfair, and it loved to hurt.

Gutsy buried her face in the hollow of Alethea’s neck and wept.




EPILOGUE

One

The winds, so fierce the night before, faded, and a sky of absurd and tranquil blue owned the day.

Medics came to apply dressings, set bones, save lives. Sombra received eighteen stitches, and Gutsy was given twenty in a straight line from left hip bone to right. Benny had a bunch of his own, as did the two older soldiers. Only Grimm was unharmed, thanks to his armor. The big hound looked tired and seemed older, though, as if deeply weary with war.

Maybe, thought Gutsy, this would be the last war for all of them. But she didn’t think that was really true.

Two

Gutsy’s plan for using the windstorm to spread the Dòmi was never put into practice.

At least, not that night.

Over the next days, helicopters chased packs of wild men and seeded them with the Dòmi-laced stabilizer. The wind of the rotor wash spread the treatment over them, and the wild men stopped running. Stopped fighting. Stopped howling.

They stopped entirely.

Those who had been shamblers before the Wodewose corrupted them stood silent and then fell. Without the parasite driving their motor cortexes and other functions, their bodies simply died.

More helicopters arrived from the American Nation. Monstrous Chinooks and Ospreys came and brought doctors, medicines, and help. It was as if the past had invaded the present with mercy. Once they’d breached Site B, Ledger and Sam found a communications room and made contact with California—only to find that Nix had already gotten through and that help was coming. Then Ledger called Asheville, and once more found that the military was mobilized, with every available chopper already on the way to New Alamo, thanks to Morgie Mitchell and Riot. The two fleets of choppers flew fast, moving from refueling point to refueling point, racing to get to New Alamo in time.

Only just in time…

Three

There were reunions at Site B.

One of the helicopters—painted with the sunrise symbol of the Nine Towns of Central California—landed, and two slender figures emerged. One was tall and had hair as white as snow. The other was shorter and rounder and had fiery red hair and a lot of freckles. They saw Benny and Chong at the same time the boys saw them.

“Nix!” yelled Benny, and he ran as fast as he could toward her.

“Lilah!” cried Chong, and pelted after him. For once in his life, Chong outran Benny. Lilah and Nix met them halfway, and they collided with hugs and kisses and laughter and tears.

Gutsy and her friends sat on a picnic table, watching the reunion. Despite everything, Gutsy smiled to see their joy. Alethea took her hand and squeezed it.

The four California kids came over, and there were more hugs and tears.

“Hey,” asked Benny brightly, “I guess that monkey-banger Morgie actually made it to Asheville. Riot, too.”

The smile on Nix’s face faltered. “They made it,” she said.

“Where are they?” Chong asked, looking around. “Did they come with the army? I haven’t seen them anywhere…”

His voice trailed off because Nix’s eyes were bright with wetness.

“Hey, whoa,” said Benny, “what is it? What’s wrong? Where is Morgie? Where’s Riot?”

“They… they took the fastest route,” began Nix in a fragile little voice. “They did everything they could to get to Asheville in time. They wanted to help, you know?”

She paused and wiped at her eyes. She tried to say more but couldn’t. She just put a hand over her mouth and shook her head.

So, Lilah said it. “They drove too close to Houston,” she said.

“So what?” asked Alethea. “Did they get bit or something?”

“No,” Lilah said. “There was some kind of radiation thing. A power-plant meltdown. They made it to Asheville, but they were sick.”

“How sick?” Benny demanded. “Come on, Lilah, how bad are they?”

Lilah just looked at him. Then tears rolled down her cheeks too.

“Oh… my God…,” Chong breathed.

Benny sat down hard on the edge of the table and put his head against Nix’s chest.

No one said a word for a long time.

Four

Every day after the fall of the Raggedy Man, Gutsy and Sombra went out looking for Alice. Alethea had seen her during the exodus, her eyes empty of everything but hunger. The girl Gutsy loved had been staggering awkwardly on badly broken legs, but there had been no time to quiet her. Gutsy looked for her every morning. Every afternoon. Well into each night.

Alethea and Spider volunteered to help. So did Benny and Nix and the others. Ledger offered too. Gutsy said no.

On the fifth day Gutsy came back just as the sun was setting fires in the western sky. She did not speak to anyone. She went into the tent that had been set up for her by staff from the American Nation. Gutsy stayed in there all night and most of the next day. Sombra sat outside and would not let anyone come close. When the moon rose, the coydog howled. After that day, Gutsy no longer went out looking for Alice.

Five

There was more to the story. Mysteries solved. Answers given.

Asheville had never been destroyed, but it had been attacked. A team of reapers had staged a series of systematic sabotage missions in the capital of the new American Nation. They destroyed all of the cell towers in the region, blew up two electrical power plants, and set off bombs in the communications center. The town went dark, unable to reach the rest of the national network.

By the time the power was back on and communications restored, the Raggedy Man had launched attacks on a dozen smaller towns and countless settlements. No one had any estimates of the loss of life, but it was staggering.

When Ledger and Sam had reached Site B and forced their way in, Bess Collins tried to ambush them. The small group of soldiers stationed at the site fought hard to keep it. They fought the wrong enemy, though. Sam and Ledger had taken more heavily defended places than that. Five of the eight soldiers had surrendered after the others and Captain Collins had died in the fighting. They each claimed they were just following orders, which did not work well with anyone.

The rescue operation was overseen by a pair of old friends of Ledger and Sam—a grizzled old man named Bradley Sims, known to everyone as Top, and a brawny fiftysomething ex-marine from Orange County with the improbable name of Harvey Rabbit, known as Bunny. They had been part of Ledger’s special ops teams for decades.

Even so, it had been way too close.

Six

Dr. Morton found everything he needed at Site B to make pills. His ability to almost miraculously improve on the formula did not go unnoticed. After all, he was now a patient who required those drugs. They let him work and gave him plenty of assistance, but he was never thereafter allowed into any lab or hospital without a military escort.

A transport came and took him away to Asheville, where Dr. McReady, the brilliant researcher who had led the fight to cure the Reaper Plague, had her main facility. With Wodewose and Dòmi and the bulk of all the research, there was talk of an actual cure—for Sarah Peak and Chong and all the infected. And, of course, for Dr. Max Morton.

Seven

Captain Ledger found Gutsy sitting in her tent one morning. He stood there studying her, his eyes unreadable.

“Are you going to sit there forever?” he asked.

She shrugged.

“People need you,” he said.

“No one needs me,” Gutsy said. “I did what I could, but I’m done.”

He came in and squatted down. Sombra allowed it.

“Listen to me, Guts,” he said softly. “You look like crap.”

“Thanks.”

“No, you need some food and a shower and some air.”

“I’m fine,” she said, and looked away.

“No,” insisted Ledger gently, “you’re not. Listen—I get that you likely feel that you somehow let Alice down, that it’s your fault she died. Thinking that is natural. We humans tend to take out the knives and stab ourselves when things are really bad. You’re looking at the champ of that.”

She said nothing.

“Here’s the thing: you did more to save New Alamo than anyone. You want me to go over it point-by-point to explain why I—and everyone else—thinks that?”

“Just leave me alone.”

“No, I won’t be doing that. Your friends out there won’t either. And pretty soon they’re going to get tired of this vigil or whatever it is.” He rubbed some old scars on his face. “But they’re going to need Gabriella Gutsy Gomez. That smart problem solver, the one who figures things out. And you know why they’ll need you? Because you do figure things out. You look at the clockwork and understand what makes it tick.”

“I did everything I could do, and look what happened.”

“I get it. You lost your mom, and now you lost Alice. You are gutted, empty, broken. I really get that,” he said.

She shook her head. “If you came in here to give me a pep talk, it’s not a very good one.”

“Look, we’re all children of the storm lands,” said Ledger. “We’re all marked. We’re all scarred, inside and out.” He leaned forward and gave Gutsy’s shoulder a slow, firm squeeze. “What matters in the end is what we choose to become when the world rips apart who we’ve been. So, tell me, Gutsy Gomez: Who are you going to be?”

Instead of waiting for an answer, the soldier got slowly to his feet, knees popping. He lingered in the opening of the tent and gave her a sad, weary smile. But it was a smile nonetheless.

Eight

Three weeks after the fall of the Raggedy Man, Benny Imura and Gutsy Gomez sat on the same picnic table, looking out at the endless wastes of the Broken Lands. She looked southwest, to where New Alamo had been. He looked northwest, toward his home in Central California. Sombra lay with his head in Gutsy’s lap.

“You sure you don’t want to come with us?” Benny asked.

“I thought about it,” she admitted, “but no. Thanks, though.”

“So, what are you going to do? Go live in Asheville?”

Gutsy bent down and plucked a stalk of sweetgrass and put it between her teeth. “For a while. Alethea and Spider want to see it. I guess I do too.”

Benny turned to look at her. “See it, or live there?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “Yet.”

He nodded, and they watched a fleet of clouds sail across the sky.

“What about you?” she asked. “Back home to California?”

“I suppose.”

“To see it, or live there?” she asked, smiling.

“I don’t know either.”

Sombra’s leg twitched in his sleep as if he was running from something. He uttered a small whine. Gutsy stroked his head, and he settled down to a more restful slumber. Like Gutsy, his stitches were out. And also like her, he would wear a scar for the rest of his life.

“Tell you one thing,” said Benny, “there are still a lot of zoms out there. Billions of them. Dr. Morton says that there’s no way to even be sure the ones in other countries are the same. Different mutations, exposure to different chemicals and weather conditions. All that. Could be stuff out there the Wodewose and Dòmi won’t touch.”

“Yeah,” Gutsy said, “but there could be whole communities out there, too. Intact, I mean. People who stayed safe. On islands and mountains. Or people who found their own cures. It’s a big world. Who knows what’s out there?”

Benny nodded. They glanced at each other, their gazes lingering.

“I might want to go take a look,” said Benny.

“Yeah,” said Gutsy. “I was thinking the same thing.”

A cloud passed in front of the sun, for a moment darkening the day, but then it moved on. They watched the shadow move across the field and then vanish into the unknown distance. Like a traveler wandering down a lost road.
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