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      And we’re back.

      This book is dedicated with joy and gratitude to Kathryn Daugherty and Leslie Stewart.

      There are so many sides to every story.

      The two of you helped so much in writing mine.
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          It’s not what’s true that matters. It’s what people remember when the dust dies down.

          
            —BEN ROSS
          

        

        
          You haven’t experienced real joy until the first time you’ve improvised a zombie trap from six yards of chicken wire, a bunch of old lumber, some string, and a guinea pig. I mean damn, people. That’s living.

          
            —AISLINN ‘ASH’ NORTH
          

        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        My mother was a goddamn national hero.

        She lived in Oakland before the Rising, and she was there when everything started going down. Just her, my grandma, and four kids. I was the youngest. Four years old, full of piss and vinegar and random fits of defiance. Too big to keep locked in a playpen, too small to understand what was happening, or why Mama cried all the time, or why the apartment was suddenly full of guns and strangers. I don’t remember much about those days. It’s just flashes, little glimpses of things my mind has mercifully decided I don’t really need to know.

        I had two brothers once. I know that. I still have a sister. She was seven in 2014, and she wrapped herself around me like a blanket, and we both rode out the storm.

        The world will never know what my mama did to save us. Just trust me: She was a hero.

        We buried her this morning. Her name will never appear on the Wall.

        —From That Isn’t Johnny Anymore, the blog of Ben Ross, May 16, 2039
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      The world isn’t so good with funerals anymore.

      Deaths, sure; we have plenty of those. We can give you death in any shape or size you want. Good death, bad death, slow death, fast death – the modern world is the fucking Amazon.com of dying. Maybe it wasn’t like that before the Rising hit and the dead started to walk, but hey, guess what: All that shit happened, and now we’re the rats in the wreckage, living and dying in the aftermath of our parents’ mistakes.

      2014. That was the year when everything changed, when a bunch of bored jerks broke into a lab and let a nifty synthetic virus out into the world to have a party in the stratosphere. Only the virus didn’t stay up there, where it wasn’t hurting anybody. It dropped back down to Earth and got to work infecting people. Maybe that would have been cool – I’ve never had a head cold or a stuffy nose, and I understand that those were right annoying – but it met up with another nifty synthetic virus, and the two of them hit it off right away. They got right to the business of having babies, and like all babies, these ones took after both sides of the family. They got their airborne daddy’s communicability. They got their slower, stealthier mama’s adaptability. And then they got the world as a birthday present. Where Kellis-Amberlee walked, the dead got up and joined in the fun.

      So yeah, we’re real good at dying. Every human on this planet has been in a full-time immersion course on the subject since the summer of 2014. What we’re not good at is burying our dead without putting a bullet between their eyes first.

      I’d been waiting across the street from the funeral home for the better part of an hour, fussing with the hem of my floral sundress and wishing for an excuse to go do something else. Anything else. Taxes? I’m there. Trip to the licensing board to explain why my tracker sometimes went offline for no apparent reason? Okay, I’m your girl. Cleaning out my in-boxes on the various social media sites that I was supposedly curating for the team? All right, let’s not push it. Although it still might have been easier on my nerves.

      Loitering has been illegal essentially forever, even before the Rising, although it used to be more erratically prosecuted. People got more nervous about it once we started coexisting with zombies, since now the weird guy who’s been standing on the corner for the last hour watching the traffic lights change is potentially getting ready to eat you and your entire family. The patrol cars had been circling the block with increasing frequency, and I was pretty sure all the local CCTV cameras were focused on me, waiting for the moment when I did something actionable. Again, technically, loitering was actionable: I was breaking the law by staying exactly where I was. But the local cops would have needed to get out of their vehicles to mess with me, and that would have put them out in the open. Nobody likes being out in the open.

      Well. Most people don’t like being out in the open. The majority of the human population would be perfectly happy living and dying in hermetically sealed little rooms, never seeing the outside world again. Most people are pretty terrible, really.

      A patrol car appeared around the corner, slowing until it was creeping along at maybe three miles per hour, the officers inside watching me suspiciously through the closed window. They were getting bolder, which meant they were getting ready to ask why I was mooching around the streets alone, with no visible weaponry. I stayed where I was, crouched gargoyle-style atop a weird modern art piece that had been installed to commemorate local victims of the Rising, and dipped a hand into my purse.

      Before the dead walked, that sort of thing could have gotten me killed. Reaching into a bag while under police surveillance was likely to be interpreted as reaching for a gun – and back then, just having a firearm in the presence of the cops was considered a totally valid reason for them to start shooting. If the Rising hadn’t happened when it did, the police would probably have triggered a civil war. That would have been even nastier than the zombies, if you ask me. At least zombies were acting on hunger and instinct and blind need, not racism and paranoia and carefully nurtured power trips.

      The patrol car slowed to a stop as I pulled out my license and held it out for both them and the nearest cameras to see. The thumbnail photo of me had been taken right after a bad haircut and a worse bar fight, which was why I kept it: Given my line of work, if someone was ever trying to identify my body it was a pretty sure thing that I’d be covered in bruises and rocking some seriously hideous hair.

      ‘Aislinn North, journalist, license number IQL-33972.’ The ‘I’ identified me as a journalist of foreign origin, granted permission to work on American soil. ‘I’m waiting for my colleague, Benjamin Ross, who is currently engaged in a legal visit to the Oumet Brothers Funeral Home.’ I nodded meaningfully toward the building on the other side of the street. ‘This is a public street. I don’t have to file any paperwork to be here, and as a licensed journalist, I’m exempt from local vagrancy and loitering restrictions. Now shoo. I’m working.’

      I grinned, revealing the gap where my left incisor had been prior to a nasty encounter with a man who thought that running a zombie dog-fighting ring would be a great way to spend his twilight years. Ben always says I’d be more photogenic and pull better ratings if I got it fixed, but Ben can stuff it. I don’t have the time or patience to mess around with dentures and bridges, and given the odds and how I tend to do my job, I’ll probably be a zombie someday. Being a zombie with unbreakable titanium implants in my mouth seems like an asshole thing to do. Besides, I hate dentists. They act like everyone is a walking biohazard zone, like it’s somehow our fault that they decided to go into a profession that involves blood.

      The policemen stared at me, mouths open and eyes wide, before hitting the gas and roaring down the road, probably breaking several municipal speed laws in the process. I didn’t know for sure. Northern California’s weird local regulations were a little outside of my comfort zone. Give me a small town in the Irish countryside, surrounded by rolling hills and burial mounds, and I’m your girl. Give me a city that should have been abandoned during the Rising, where the skyscrapers are just one more excuse for people to lock themselves away from the natural world, and I can rock it. But the suburbs of California? Nah. Unsafe, uncool, and not my favorite place to kill an afternoon.

      The doors of the funeral home opened as the mourners began emerging. There was no reception line for people to tell the family how sorry they were: That had been handled inside, followed by the line for the blood tests that would clear them to go back out into the world. No one looked around or even hesitated as they beelined for their respective cars, unlocking the doors, sliding inside, and shutting themselves in the latest in the series of boxes that defined their lives. I would have been impressed by how efficient they were, if I hadn’t been so busy shaking my head at their cowardice.

      ‘World didn’t end when the virus hit, you assholes,’ I muttered, shifting positions atop the statue. The bronze was warm where it touched my skin. I could have stayed where I was all day long, bored but comfortable.

      Fortunately, I didn’t have to. The crowd finished flooding into the parking lot, and there was a moment of chaos while they all tried to leave at the same time, cramming their cars into the exit without stopping to think about the fact that this was going to slow everybody down. I tapped the camera attached to my dress strap, zooming in on gridlock. The footage might be useful for something later, if I could go for a tight enough focus to keep people from realizing that it had been shot at a funeral home. No one likes to be reminded of the finality of death, and footage that forces that reminder never plays well. Kinda ironic, given how well the finality of death plays for an audience when it’s up and walking around, taking bites out of the neighbors. A good zombie video is still money in the bank, even all these years after the end of the old world and the beginning of the new.

      The last car pulled away. The funeral home was still, save for a few crows that had landed on the lawn and were now pecking at the grass. They took wing, cawing frantically, as the door swung open one last time and a tall, angular black man in an even blacker suit stepped out, his hand up to shield his eyes from the sun.

      I didn’t wave. I didn’t move. Ben was always trying to take in as much of his environment as he could. His defense against the so-called glare was just as likely to be his attempt to steal a moment to get the lay of the land. That was my cue to blend in as much as I could, settling into the deep, utterly practiced stillness that had seen me through my childhood.

      Ben scanned the street for a few seconds before his eyes focused on me. Raising one hand, he signed ‘okay’ in my direction, signaling that I had been well and truly spotted. I nodded, coming out of my crouch and sliding down from the statue.

      The soft thump when I hit the sidewalk was almost obscured by the sound of wind rustling through the eucalyptus trees. I reached up and patted my former perch fondly. Much as I’d hated being here, the statue had been a good place to kill the afternoon, and I was going to miss it, at least until I found something else to sit on, some new high ground to claim. There was always new high ground. It was all a matter of knowing how to look for it.

      ‘Ash,’ said Ben, once he was close enough to speak without shouting. He never did enjoy raising his voice, not even in an emergency. ‘Any trouble?’

      ‘Some local cops got a trifle too interested in me when I didn’t move for an hour, but I showed them my license and they moved on,’ I said. ‘I’m guessing I’ll have a ping from the licensing board by the weekend, reminding me that the police are not here for my amusement and should be treated with respect. Aside from that, there was nothing. No shamblers, no ramblers, no major local alerts. We missed a few little stories. Someone broke into a mini-mart near Mount Diablo – they named the mountain after the devil, Ben, this is where you’ve brought me – and someone else started a fire when they tried to cremate their dead parakeet. Nothing worth chasing. Hell, I wouldn’t even have turned my camera on if we’d been there.’

      Now Ben looked amused, despite the pain lurking in his dark eyes. He was asking about the news because that was who he was: That was how he coped. I was less clear on why I was going along with it. Ben might be all about repression, but I’ve never seen the point of it.

      Maybe that’s why we’re still married, apart from all the nonsense with immigration and then his mum getting sick and everything. I’m afraid that if I divorced him without someone else standing ready to take my place as terrible influence, he’d crawl into his own head and never come out again.

      ‘You know,’ he said, ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen you turn your cameras off.’

      ‘True,’ I said, blithely. ‘Did you know that border guards have scramblers in their collars to keep their faces from showing up on video? It’s like they think people would illegally film the customs process.’

      Ben raised an eyebrow.

      ‘This is where you point out that, one, I do illegally film the customs process, and two, Mat unscrambles that sort of shit in their sleep, and so what’s the big deal? I’ll tell you what the big deal is, Ben. The big deal is how it shows an essential lack of faith in the population.’ I crossed my arms and pouted as exaggeratedly as I could. ‘Am I not an American citizen now? Do I not deserve the benefit of the doubt?’

      ‘You’ve been an American citizen for less than two years,’ said Ben. ‘Talk to me again once you’ve been tapped for jury duty and lost a week to sitting in a little box, staring at a bunch of grandstanding attorneys who see you as their ticket to a top-rated Internet talk show.’

      I snorted, but I didn’t argue. The fondness of attorneys for shoving journalists in their jury box was well documented, even if being a journalist had been a get-out-of-jury-free card before the Rising. Making us serve was a way to punish us for our tendency to film whatever the hell we wanted – which had led to a whole lot of convictions over the years, including a few murder cases, which had become notoriously hard to prosecute since Johnston’s Law made manslaughter impossible in high-hazard zones and Willis’s Law made ‘he was a zombie when I shot him’ a valid defense. Kellis-Amberlee activated in the blood almost instantly upon disruption of the body’s electrical systems, no matter what caused the disruption. Shoot somebody in the forehead and they’d die without reanimating, but any blood tests you cared to do would still show that boy howdy, they’d sure been a zombie when you took them out. Naughty, naughty zombies, always trying to eat the living.

      Journalists screwed that up. Journalists did weird shit like strapping cameras to crows in order to get overhead shots of the city, and sometimes that meant we turned a misdemeanor ‘you shouldn’t discharge an unlicensed firearm after nine o’clock in a school zone’ into a rare felony ‘you shouldn’t kill people, it’s rude.’ So the attorneys made us suffer for our sins whenever they could, knowing we’d chase the story as soon as the verdict was in and we were legally allowed to get into the meat of it. Sometimes that made the attorneys look like heroes, because it was a better story that way. Sometimes it got them out of their crappy public service jobs and into something cushy and media-related, where they never had to be in an open courtroom again. Either way, it wasted a lot of our time, and that was what they lived for.

      Ben rubbed his face. ‘No word from Mat?’

      ‘Mat’s busy,’ I said. Mat was always busy. A planet-buster comet could be falling from the sky and the people of Earth could be scrambling for their shelters, and Mat would hold up a hand and say ‘Sorry, come back later, this hard drive isn’t going to reformat itself.’ If I hadn’t been so fond of them, I would probably have started keeping water balloons in my purse. ‘But I did hear from Audrey. She says, and I quote, “Tell Ben we got this. He can take all the time he needs.”’ I smiled serenely. ‘You see? They got this. This has been gotten. We do not need to rush back. Want to go for a milkshake? I could commit crimes that would get me deported for a milkshake. Twice if the shop had violet on tap.’

      ‘You shouldn’t drink violet milkshakes,’ said Ben. ‘Nothing consumable should be that shade of purple.’

      ‘And yet I drink them anyway. Come on, Ben. Let’s go to Berkeley and have something nice before we head home. You can have boring vanilla and pretend it makes you morally superior. Maybe we’ll get lucky and a bunch of zombies will attack the soda fountain while we’re there, and then we can be Johnny on the spot for a story right in the middle of the Masons’ home territory. Can you imagine the looks on their faces?’ I was laying it on a little thick, but that didn’t matter as much as getting Ben to agree to do something – anything – apart from heading home and wallowing in his sorrow.

      Wallowing is dangerous. Wallow too much and you can forget what it means to do anything else. Maybe that’s not so bad for some people, the ones who live in gated subdivisions with guards at the gate and snipers standing at the ready, but for people like us? People who go out into the world and bring back the facts of the matter, whatever those facts happen to be? Wallowing gets us killed. There’s no room for grief in this post-Rising world, where bodies are cremated as soon as they hit the ground to keep them from getting up and going for the people they used to love. There’s only room for moving on, putting the sadness behind us, and letting the world back in. It sucks, sure, but it’s the kind of suck that keeps people alive.

      ‘Heh,’ said Ben, a smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. I beamed at him. His smile died instantly, replaced by something far more familiar: regret. ‘You know, my mama would have been happy to have you at the funeral.’

      I stopped beaming. ‘Ben, don’t.’

      ‘She liked you. I know she always said she didn’t, but she didn’t mean it. She didn’t like what you represented, that was all. She knew you didn’t mean me any harm. Sometimes she even said you were a gift from God, since you gave me an excuse for good Christian charity.’

      ‘I don’t want to have this conversation.’ Not in public: not where some asshole with a camera could come along and turn us into the news. Everyone in the business knew what our deal was. I’d talked about it on my blog more than once. That didn’t mean that some people wouldn’t be happy to come along and start muckraking, trying to prove that we had never even been friends; that everything about our relationship was a business arrangement, and not true, if platonic, love.

      Ben’s face fell. ‘Ash…’

      ‘Milkshakes. Come on. Milkshakes, and distance, and time. I’m sorry about your mother, we all are. We want you to take the time you need to get all the way better. We can cover for you for at least a week before anyone notices, if that’s what it takes. Mat says they can spoof your email address and handle all of the merch orders, if you want them to. We’re just waiting on your word. I’ll even talk about your mother with you, if that’s what you want me to do, but please, not here. Not on the street, not where we don’t know who’s listening. Please.’ I gave him my best pleading look.

      I’m good at pleading. I’ve had a lot of practice at pleading. Pleading with his image over the Internet, trying to convince him to help me get the hell out of Ireland before I lost my mind. Pleading with the agents at border control on both sides – America to let me in, but not before I’d pled with Ireland to let me out. Our population was never the highest. After the Rising, when the Catholic majority really got to work grinding out the hellfire and brimstone, a lot of people chose to leave. Between that and the zombie sheep, it was no wonder the government started limiting migration out of the country, while simultaneously opening the doors to anyone with Irish heritage who wanted to come home, live under a religious hegemony, and produce oodles of fat Irish babies. Fun for the whole family!

      And all of that had only been the warm-up to pleading with his mother not to contest our marriage, which had offended her all the way down to the marrow of her bones. Her youngest son had been the light of her life, the last piece she had of the good, clean world before the Rising. She’d been waiting for years for him to find a wife and start giving her grandchildren. Instead, he’d come home from an unannounced trip overseas with an Irish expatriate who was only marrying him for the citizenship, and who had no intention of either sleeping with him or bearing his children, even via artificial insemination. I’d been a real shock to her system, and if there was one good thing about this situation, it was that we’d been married for so long that I was pretty sure I hadn’t killed her.

      Well. Mostly sure. She had rather been counting on us getting divorced once I had citizenship, and when that hadn’t happened, her disapproval had been a bit difficult to bear.

      Ben sighed, shoulders drooping. ‘I should be crying,’ he said. ‘I should be a soggy mess in a corner somewhere, going through tissues and confessing all my sins. Instead, I’m standing here with you, talking about ice cream. Don’t you see how not right this is? I should be mourning more than I am. I should be sadder.’

      ‘None of this means you didn’t love her, if that’s what you’re worried about.’

      ‘But —’

      ‘How many times did you tell her that there’s no right way to love? Well, this is the flip side of that. There’s no right way to be sad, Benny-boy. Maybe you’re going to stop sleeping, or cry every night for the next year. Or maybe you’re going to return to business as usual, until one day you turn around and someone’s wearing her favorite color, or carrying a bouquet of her favorite flowers, and it breaks you.’ I put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. ‘The only right way to mourn someone is to remember them. The rest is just trappings.’

      Again he smiled, although the expression came nowhere near his eyes. ‘How do you know so much about mourning?’

      ‘My mother was a banshee and my father was the cold North wind,’ I said. I took my hand off of his shoulder. ‘Now come on, what do you say we go and get that milkshake? It’s my treat. You can have whatever you want.’

      ‘I say —’ Ben paused. ‘I say hold on a moment.’ He raised a finger, signaling me to wait, before he reached up and tapped the skin behind his left ear, activating his bone-implant phone. Not as disposable as a burner or as attractive as an ear cuff, but no one could take it away from him, and the only way to permanently disable it would be surgical. Better yet, because it was made of lab-grown bone matrix, it didn’t show up on most equipment sweeps. Even if the rest of us were stripped of our gear, he’d have a way of reaching the outside world. That was worth its weight in bullets.

      I crossed my arms, rolling my eyes extravagantly as he walked a few feet away, lowering his voice. That meant the call was private enough for him to not want me listening in. Rare, annoying, and a good opportunity to sweep the area. I stepped back into my original position in front of the statue and started my scan.

      The funeral home was empty, the shuttered windows dark and the parking lot deserted. There was a red dot above the main window, attached to a small black box; a Devlin security system, most likely, hardwired into the local police department’s computers. Funeral homes are no more dangerous than any other business that regularly admits large groups of people, and are probably a lot less dangerous than some. That doesn’t stop their insurance rates from climbing every time someone gets a bad feeling about them, which has meant some heavy investments in security. The average funeral home is better protected than most banks.

      If the red light was on, there was no one left inside: Even the staff had gone home. I switched my attention to the surrounding buildings.

      Not many people will voluntarily live right next to a funeral home, despite the aforementioned excellent security. If I wound up in the neighborhood, I would have been asking about storing my valuables in the old embalming rooms. So it was no surprise that the curtains on the apartments to the left were shabby, repaired several times and then pulled tight across barred windows. There was a high fence around the whole structure, apparently wood, but with giveaway metal strips at the top and bottom. It was a steel-core oak model, and there was probably a switch in the manager’s office that would allow the whole thing to be electrified at the drop of a hat. Good choice. The only visible trees were eucalyptus, whose high branches and friable bark made them virtually impossible to climb. Even better choice.

      The structure to the right was more of an absence: a green field surrounded by a cast-iron fence, allowed to grow wild and weedy. It was surprisingly lush; someone was still watering it, despite California’s perpetual drought conditions. That meant it was the property of either a church, a private school, or both. Churches could afford to water empty lots. They had a good income from their apocalypse-panicked parishioners, and their tax breaks meant that they were always looking for something else that they could write off. Private schools were sometimes more strapped, but almost all of them were playing on the idea of ‘normal someday.’ As in ‘when we reach that normal someday and this all goes back to the way it used to be, we’ll have this beautiful, secure space for your children to play in, so give us money, or we might have to sell it.’ It kept the donations coming in, and it kept the idea of the virus-free promised land alive in the minds of the rich.

      Something was moving in the field. I frowned and took a step toward the street, pulling a mag from my pocket. It was a single lens mounted on a wire frame, like a pair of glasses that had been cut in half. It clamped to the bridge of my nose, amplifying my vision first by a factor of ten, and then, when I tapped the magnification switch on the side, by a factor of thirty.

      There was a moment of disorientation as my brain adapted to the virtual split screen of seeing normally with one eye and at a distance with the other. The first several times I’d used the mag it had made me sick to my stomach, unable to cope with such dramatically different visual inputs. Mat had told me sternly that they hadn’t designed the system just to have it go to waste; they ordered me to keep trying. Now, I could use it as a sniper scope if I had to, taking the long shot without hesitation and rarely, if ever, missing.

      My eyes adjusted. The movement in the field became a man: tall, dark-haired, wearing a brown suit that looked like it had seen better days. He was walking through the knee-high grass with an unsteady lurch that would have confirmed his status as one of the infected even if it hadn’t been for the drool on his chin.

      I didn’t need to activate a camera. The mag was set to auto-record unless I told it otherwise, since anything interesting enough to be looked at in that particular manner was likely to be interesting enough to film. I zoomed in one more time, getting the gruesome details before I pulled the ear cuff out of my other pocket and clipped it to my ear. It pinched the skin a little. I wasn’t usually the big communicator of the group, on account of how I couldn’t be trusted in polite company.

      Ah, well. Desperate times call for desperate measures. I pressed the side of the cuff with my thumb and said, sweetly and clearly, ‘This is Ash North, license number IQL-33972, requesting a connection to the Orinda Police Department. This is a high-priority request.’

      There was a moment of silence, broken only by a soft buzzing, before a woman’s voice filled my ear, asking, ‘Ms North, why are you still on the street? My records indicate that the funeral you were observing concluded nearly twenty minutes ago. Please advise your business in the area.’

      ‘Hello to you too, ma’am, and I hope you’re having a right splendid day, there in your nice, secure police station.’ The infected man was continuing to shamble across the field toward the fence. He had to be following the motion of Ben pacing on the sidewalk to my left. He wasn’t moaning yet; his mouth was slack, not tense with the effort of calling for his kin and kind. That meant we had a bit of time before the street became totally unsafe.

      ‘It’s been better,’ said the woman, biting her words off sharp and crisp, like they had somehow offended her. ‘Can I help you, Ms North?’

      ‘You know that big gated field next to the funeral home? I’m assuming something like that would have to be on the local police department’s records. Just guessing here, but it doesn’t seem like the sort of thing you’d be allowed to overlook.’ My zombie was picking up speed, shambling ever faster toward the fence. There was no mistaking the hunger in his eyes. Oh, he was going to be upset when he realized his way was blocked.

      ‘Yes, we know the field.’ The first traces of something other than disdain were creeping into her voice. She must have run my license number. I don’t have a history of crank calls to the police. I may treat most things like a game, but when the safety of civilians is on the line, I take things very, very seriously.

      ‘Then you may be interested to know that there’s an infected man on the other side of the fence. Contained, but of course, we don’t know how he got in there. I’d say late forties, medium build, Caucasian, brown hair, eye color irrelevant, due to full retinal retraction, but probably brown, if you’re checking the missing persons lists. He’s currently alone, not yet in full moan, but he’ll get there.’ The man’s mouth dropped further open, sudden tension tightening the muscles of his cheeks and throat. ‘Oops, I spoke too soon. He’s moaning. Let’s see what he flushes out of the field, shall we?’

      Ben had finished his phone call. He moved to stand beside me, giving me a confused look. I tapped the mag with my index finger, and then extended my arms in front of me in the ASL for ‘zombie’ before pointing to the field. His eyes widened.

      “How many?” he signed.

      “One, so far,” I signed back.

      He nodded and dug his hand recorder out of his pocket, moving far enough away that my ongoing conversation with dispatch wouldn’t muddle his notes. Mat would have to filter Ben’s narration out of mine if we both wanted clean audio, but that was nothing compared to the kind of crap we asked them to do on a regular basis. Once I’d demanded stabilized footage of a bungee jump past a zombie cougar that had managed to get itself stuck on a ledge. Mat had done it, although not without constant complaints. Good times.

      ‘Mat, it’s Ben,’ said Ben, talking a little too fast and a little too excitedly. ‘We’ve got an infected man in the field next to the funeral home – what? Yes, I’m still at the funeral home. Ash and I were getting ready to head for a milkshake when Rosie called. Yes, my sister. No, she didn’t want to talk to Ash. We buried our mother today, that didn’t change her mind about anything. Look, can you check local missing persons and infection alerts, see if you can figure out who our walking dead boy might be? It’d be nice if we could get a march on this. Thanks. You’re a peach.’

      He kept talking after that, but I was in no position to listen: As always, everything was starting to happen at once.

      Our infected man was still moaning, now walking at a remarkably brisk pace for a zombie. The moan meant he’d spotted us, and was now sounding the dinner bell for all his zombie friends. That could be a major problem for us if he had friends on this side of the fence – or really, even if he didn’t. Zombies were stupid in isolation, shambling husks of the people they’d once been, hollowed out by sickness and by instincts the human body wasn’t wired to deal with. Trouble was, zombies somehow got smarter in larger groups. Put enough of them together, and they’d start to plan. They’d start to figure out things like ambushes.

      Or distractions. That field was totally enclosed. How had our shambling man appeared in the middle of it so quickly? He’d started out just close enough to catch and hold my attention, but far enough away not to seem like a threat. There was a word for something like that.

      Bait.

      I swore loudly before grabbing Ben’s arm and jerking him toward the statue I’d been perching on for most of the afternoon. It was a trio of abstracted bronze people, the metal slippery and not designed for climbing.

      Ben nearly dropped his recorder, breaking off in the middle of whatever he’d been saying to demand, ‘Ash, what the hell? Let me go!’

      ‘No can do, up you get, I’ll explain why later, come on, come on, no time to dilly or dally or do anything but climb.’ I shoved him toward the statue, looking anxiously around me as I did. When did the street get so damn still? Where were the pigeons, where were the squirrels, where were the little scraps of urban wildlife that hung around the fringes of man’s world and signaled safety by not giving a fuck about anything that wasn’t unnatural and wrong? Gone, all of them, even the crows, which had vanished from the funeral home lawn somewhere between my spotting the man in the field and right now.

      Ben looked like he wanted to argue. Then he started climbing. We’d been colleagues and friends before we got married, and he knew how much attention I paid to my environment. Can’t be an Irish Irwin without building a strong degree of situational awareness, after all; the sheep will take you out in a heartbeat if you don’t pay attention to the world around you.

      ‘Aren’t you coming?’ he asked.

      ‘Too narrow; I’d knock you off. Climb faster,’ I said, scanning the area again. My mag was still set to magnify. That’s why, when I turned to look behind me, it looked like the zombies were inside of grabbing range.

      I did not scream. I do not scream. I am not a screamer. I may have… yelped a bit. In surprise, not terror. I took a step backward, adrenaline flooding my veins, only for my non-augmented eye to inform me that I was being silly; the mob of infected now running toward me full tilt was in fact at least eighteen feet away.

      Not so much better, really. But better enough to make all the difference in the world. ‘Dispatch, are you still on the line?’ I asked, keeping my voice bright and upbeat and cheerful. We could edit out the yelp. Pitch-shifting the rest of my dialogue would be harder, and would start verging into falsifying the news, rather than just reporting it. I wasn’t against a little doctoring of the facts if it got me a better story, but there was only so far that could be pushed before people started getting pissed.

      ‘Yes, I’m still here.’ The woman sounded much more focused and businesslike now. Shouting in someone’s ear will do that. ‘Are you in distress?’

      ‘I’m about to be. I have a closing mob of what looks like eleven infected, all about two weeks baked, judging by the state of their clothes and hair; I can transmit visual data directly, if you want to open me a loop into your system.’ Mat would be watching for that by now. If the police decided to open a door, our resident techie would be inside in a blink, scooping up everything that could be of use before getting the hell out of Dodge. Mat was good like that.

      ‘What?’

      I didn’t sigh or roll my eyes. It wasn’t nice to taunt people who were just trying to do their jobs, and more importantly, I didn’t have the time to waste. ‘I said, eleven infected, not in the field, on the street, closing fast. You have eyes on the area – they’ve been watching me this whole damn time. Adjust the feeds to point at my line of sight, or let me into your systems, but either way, get someone out here before we wind up on the evening blog rolls in a posthumous sense.’

      I tapped my ear cuff to kill the connection. No sense in letting things drag out and letting her think that the situation wasn’t urgent. She had the IP for my mag, and Mat would be watching like a hawk, waiting for her to open her system for my feed. As for me, I had other things to worry about. I turned. Ben was high enough up now that I could climb after him without knocking him off the structure. I grabbed the first chunk of statue I could get a grip on and started pulling myself up.

      A yellow light came on at the bottom of my mag lens: the police dispatcher was plugging into my feed. It was followed a second later by a second yellow light, as Mat seized the open connection and started pilfering the police computer for missing persons reports and local disturbances.

      I knew the dispatcher would want facial shots of the zombies. I turned as best I could to look back at the mob without losing my grip on the statue. They were closing fast on my location, and would be in a position to start doing the old grab-and-yank routine in a matter of seconds.

      ‘Sorry, lady, that’s all you get,’ I muttered, turning my attention back to climbing. Ben had reached the top of the statue and was clinging to its head, terror and fascination in his face. I stuck out a hand. ‘Little help?’

      ‘Sorry.’ He grabbed me and pulled, hauling me upward just as I felt the wind generated by a reaching zombie’s hand as it tried to grasp my ankle. I jerked my foot up, away, before the zombie could get a grip on me.

      There was barely sufficient room atop the statue for the two of us. Ben sat loosely, all splayed limbs and absolute lack of situational awareness, while I produced a pistol from my purse and aimed carefully at the lead zombie.

      ‘We’re surrounded,’ said Ben.

      ‘Yup,’ I agreed.

      ‘We’re going to have to go through full decontamination.’

      ‘Again, yup.’

      ‘I liked that dress.’

      ‘I liked it too,’ I said. ‘Pity about all the bleach it’s about to soak up.’ The fabric would probably survive, but the pattern would be destroyed. My closet was full of lovely dresses that were no longer suitable for wearing on camera, thanks to random bleach-spotting.

      ‘We’re surrounded by zombies.’

      ‘Yup.’ My initial, adrenaline-fueled count had been correct: There were eleven of them, not counting our friend in the field and anyone who had yet to join the party. I had eight bullets in my primary gun, and another six in my secondary. I normally wouldn’t have left the house that poorly armed, but I hadn’t expected the funeral of Ben’s mother to turn into an outbreak exercise. That would show me.

      ‘Are you about to start shooting?’ Ben made the question sound almost academic, like it was perfectly reasonable, and not at all a function of our ridiculous situation.

      ‘Not just now. You don’t have ear protection, I only have fourteen bullets, and we’re inside the potential splatter range if I’m shooting down with my eyes open. If they find reinforcements somewhere, I’ll reassess. Right now, I’m all for sitting tight and waiting for the cavalry.’

      ‘Makes sense.’ Ben paused. Then he started laughing helplessly.

      I gave him a sidelong look. ‘What?’

      ‘My mother would be so offended right now. How dare I get attacked by zombies at her funeral? I should have had the decency to do it tomorrow.’

      ‘Technically, you’re not at the funeral anymore. The funeral ended when the last of the mourners went home.’

      Ben shook his head. ‘Nope. I’m supposed to go home, eat casserole, and be sad.’

      ‘Oh, I’m so sorry, I didn’t know.’ I looked down at the zombies. ‘You hear that? You’re getting in the way of casserole!’

      The zombies moaned. Ben laughed. We waited for the police to arrive.

      All in all, just part of a day’s work.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
         

        There seems to be some confusion among my readership as to the exact nature of this blog, which is kept separate from my front-page articles and published under the ‘Ben Ross’ byline, rather than the more formal ‘Benjamin A. Ross.’ Because I do not care for confusion – it’s messy, and detracts from the news, which is after all, why we’re all here – I thought I’d take a few moments to explain the way things work around here.

        This is my op-ed blog. Items posted here will generally be factually accurate, to the best of my knowledge: I say ‘generally’ because I will sometimes resort to hyperbole, humorous exaggeration, and swearing in an inappropriate manner. This is where I go to remind you that I’m human; that I have opinions of my own; that I will, for lack of a better way to describe things, sometimes fuck up. I’m a person, not just an amiable robot who reports the news.

        To those critics who have attempted to use quotes from this blog to prove me intellectually dishonest: Please know that there is nothing wrong with you that being raised by my mama wouldn’t have cured before you graduated from the third grade. Now shoo. Adults are talking.

        —From That Isn’t Johnny Anymore, the blog of Ben Ross, September 3, 2039

        [image:  ] 

        The process of becoming a naturalized American citizen is fascinating. I would’ve done it years ago if I’d understood how many hoops there would be for me to jump through, most of which were incredibly fun, in that ‘how did you people ever go from colony to country, much less world power?’ sort of a way. I mean, not to teach my grandmother’s distant cousins to suck eggs, but I rather think we could have figured out a less inefficient system in twenty minutes with a dry-erase board. While drunk out of our minds on very, very cheap whiskey.

        Very cheap. Aged in a toilet bowl.

        But yes: As of today I, Aislinn North, am a fully verified citizen of the United States of America, subject to all the rules, regulations, rights, and other things beginning with the letter ‘r’ that this nation guarantees to its citizens. I am also eligible for a divorce if I want one (and I’ll have to want one eventually: While I love my husband dearly, and our marriage was absolutely legitimate and will not invoke the wrath of the INS, he wants children and I do not). Hear that girls? Benny-boy will be back on the market as soon as I meet one of you that he thinks is worth all that paperwork. The line forms at the back door. Don’t push.

        —From Erin Go Blog, the blog of Ash North, September 14, 2037
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      It took over two hours for the good people of the Contra Costa County Sheriff’s Department to organize a police response, get us down from the statue, put us through a thorough decontamination process, take our statements, put us through another thorough decontamination process when Ben reminded them that he’d been inside the funeral home before the zombies showed up, refuse to cancel decontamination number two when I pointed out the fact that he’d needed a blood test to get out of the place and I had never gone inside to begin with, refuse to answer our questions, and finally tell us we were free to go.

      They did not give us a ride back to our car. That would have been too much like being decent human beings, which was apparently not a part of their mission statement. The sun was long since down by the time we reached the antechamber of the long-term parking garage near the funeral home.

      Ben paid the taxi while I paid the ticket machine, verifying the credit card with yet another blood test. There had been some issues recently with people who’d been infected – well, technically, people in whom the Kellis-Amberlee virus was amplifying, which just so happened to make them technically dead in the eyes of the law – maxing out their cash withdrawals at as many ATMs as they could before they fully turned. That way they could pay someone to put them down rather than calling in a police executioner or notifying the CDC. It was an understandable decision. I thought it might be quite nice to be shot by someone who would tell me they were sorry before they pulled the trigger. But once someone’s dead, they’re not supposed to be making withdrawals, and the banks were starting to get pissy about it. Hence the additional blood tests now impacting the middle class. If you were poor, they figured you didn’t have enough for them to give a damn about, and if you were rich, you could buy a few less needle pricks in your lifetime. Only a few. We wouldn’t want to start seeming humane, now, would we?

      I was waiting at the gate when Ben came over to join me. ‘All sorted?’ he asked.

      ‘All sorted,’ I replied, holding our parking ticket up for him to see. I liked that it was still paper, a prehistoric artifact in a world of apps and plastic and everything digital. I had a collection of folded paper animals made from parking tickets gathered in garages from Galway to San Francisco. It was like a souvenir that didn’t cost me anything – well, didn’t cost me anything more, anyway – and that was a miracle all on its own. ‘What took you so long?’

      ‘The driver knew we’d been there during the outbreak, wanted to know if we had any thoughts on how it might have started.’ The parking garage proper had two doors, one for the driver, one for the passengers. Ben took up his position on the driver’s side. As a passenger, my test results would clear me – or not – a few seconds behind him. That way, if I was infected and he wasn’t, he’d be able to get to the car. Forget ‘women and children first’: Like most security systems, the garage just wanted to know that we were going to get our car out of their precious parking space before we were eaten.

      ‘And what did you say?’

      ‘I gave him my URL, told him to swing by later tonight for more details.’ Ben turned his head just enough for me to see the bright slash of his smile as he brought his thumb down on the testing pad. ‘Nothing like driving those ratings a little bit higher when you have the chance, huh?’

      ‘You’re the one who understands the bloody system,’ I said. ‘I just point and click and go where I’m told.’

      ‘The day you go where you’re told is the day I join the priesthood, because clearly there has been a divine intervention.’ The door clicked as Ben’s blood test came through clean. ‘See you on the other side, trashmouth.’

      ‘Not if I see you first,’ I said. He stepped through, and he was gone.

      The testing panel hummed softly as it cycled, presenting me with a clean surface to press my thumb against. There’d been some sort of problem with the systems that did the cleaning about oh, five or six years ago, which had resulted in a whole bunch of people being infected. The company that made the cleaning systems went out of business, the families of the dead sued the government for a truly staggering amount of money, and all parties involved hushed it up as much as they possibly could. Even the braver reporters I knew had stayed away from that story. It was a one-time manufacturing glitch; it happened because sometimes bad things happen in the world; destroying people’s ability to trust the protocols that kept them safe was only going to lead to worse down the road. The party line was good because it was true, and all the Newsies had stayed quiet, and all the Irwins had followed their lead.

      Sometimes I wonder whether the real difference between us and the pre-Rising news figures we like to sneer at and claim to despise is a matter of scale. They belonged to big corporations, with all the advantages and disadvantages that came with that position. They made their own rules, sure, but they did it while someone else held the reins. We’ll never be too big to fail, and so we get to make our own choices, tell our own stories… until someone big enough to buy and sell us a thousand times over comes along and shuts us down.

      The disadvantage of being independent is the way you’re never going to have a safety net. All you can do is fly until you fall – and falling is inevitable. Everybody falls, if you give them enough time.

      I pressed my thumb against the testing zone. A hole opened, and a needle bit into my flesh, quick as a whisper. Seconds passed before the door clicked, unlocking itself, a small light set into the frame flashing green. It was meant to be discreet, hopefully preventing a panic if someone turned up positive for Kellis-Amberlee while there was a crowd surrounding them. As if that would ever happen. Even in this brave new world twenty years after the creation of the ‘zombie virus,’ people are afraid of dying. Call it a quirk of mammalian biology, which is the result of millennia of being the ones who survived to pass their genes along, but people tend to become extremely upset when a machine tells them their lives are over. If someone came up positive in a place like this, they wouldn’t step calmly aside and let the rest of the commuters get to their cars while they awaited their inevitable execution. They’d freak right the fuck out, and with good reason.

      I stepped through. Ben, who was waiting on the other side, frowned.

      ‘You have that pensive look again,’ he said. ‘Ash, what’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing’s wrong,’ I said. ‘I am a paragon of cheer and pith, like a busty leprechaun imported from the land of sexy accents to boost your site ratings.’

      Ben snorted. ‘Now I know you’re upset about something. You only go full Irish when you’re trying to distract me from the way you’re actually feeling. What’s wrong?’

      ‘No, wait, I want to unpack one of those phrases before we get all touchy-feely.’ We started walking, passing rows of parked cars. Many of them were in long-term storage, paid for by the month and marked with blue stickers on their rear taillights. A lot of them were pre-Rising ‘classics,’ the kind of thing that looked great on a movie set or a garage floor, but didn’t add much protection against the living dead. ‘What do you mean by “full Irish”? Am I only half-Irish when I’m eating cereal and drinking orange juice? Does beer activate additional Irish? What about soda bread?’

      ‘You don’t like beer.’

      ‘Yes, and that’s one of the many reasons I felt the need to flee my fair homeland. It was a matter of self-preservation. What were you trying to say? I’m trying to sort out whether to be offended or amused.’

      Ben flashed me a quick smile as he pulled the car keys from his pocket. ‘Which side of the fence are you coming down on so far?’

      ‘Amused, with a small side order of “this is why I play to stereotypes sometimes, because it’s fun to watch you squirm,”’ I said. ‘Could still change, depending on your explanation. Grab a shovel, start digging, see how deep you get before you hit bottom.’

      ‘What I meant was exactly what you just said: Sometimes you play to stereotypes, usually because you’re annoyed or deflecting or trying to knock the person you’re talking to off their game.’ Ben stopped next to his car, a sturdy old Volvo that looked like a relic of an early era, and that had been completely rebuilt internally and externally, even down to the bulletproof glass in all the windows. We were safer in that car than we’d have been in a tank, according to Ben.

      Personally, I would have liked the chance to do a little comparison shopping. Tanks get about two miles to the gallon – maybe more if you’re running on biodiesel, but converted tanks are even harder to get your hands on than the original kind – and yet you’re in a tank. You have a gun that can fire depleted uranium bullets like, half a mile. Seems to me that’s worth a little fuel inefficiency.

      ‘So “full Irish” means “talking about banshees and the Blarney Stone,” then?’ I asked, as Ben unlocked the car and we both gripped our handles. This was our last blood test before we got home: needles set into the door locks bit into the heels of our hands, timed to within a fraction of a second. There were no lights. We knew that we were clean when the doors unlatched and we were able to get inside.

      ‘That’s right,’ said Ben, sliding behind the wheel and clipping his recorder to the dashboard charger. ‘You used to do it more, you know. When we first got married.’

      ‘I was a lot more nervous then.’ I settled into my own seat, dropping my purse on the floor between my ankles before I fastened my belt. ‘I was leaving the world I’d always known behind, and going to live in a foreign country.’

      ‘You make it sound like you were the little mermaid or something.’

      ‘Might as well have been.’ I let my head fall back against the headrest, staring up at the ceiling. ‘I was just thinking about your mum, that’s all. I always wanted her to like me. I figured there’d be time. I’d been wearing her down. She’d almost started to believe that I was genuinely fond of you, not just taking advantage for a green card until I could go through the citizenship process. I figure I was one declaration of intent to divorce from us being friends. Maybe it’s selfish of me. I don’t know. But I can’t help thinking it would have been good for her, too, knowing I really did have your best interests at heart, even if I never had any intention of crawling into your bed.’

      Ben hesitated before reaching over and awkwardly patting my knee. It was a charming, pointless gesture, and I lifted my head enough to smile at him.

      ‘She liked you,’ he said, as he turned his attention to the windshield and started the engine. The car purred to life around us, silent as a breeze and solid as a boulder. There were advantages to hybrid tech. ‘She didn’t understand a lot of things about you, like why you had to marry me – after I explained the situation, all she wanted to know was why you couldn’t have found a nice girl to marry, and left me alone.’

      ‘Because I wanted this to be a business transaction for the both of us,’ I said. ‘You know that. I get U.S. citizenship, you get an E.U. passport, and we’re both in a better position to do our jobs going forward, even after we divorce. Mixing business with pleasure would have just muddled things up, in every possible way.’ That, and left whatever sweet girl I’d settled down with always asking herself whether I’d only wanted to marry her in order to get out of Ireland. No. It was better, by far, to be up-front about what I wanted; to treat every step as the mutually beneficial agreement that it was, and let it end without anyone’s heart being broken. Ben and I loved each other. Always had. We just didn’t love each other romantically, or as anything more than friends.

      ‘I know,’ said Ben, pulling out of the parking space. ‘She knew too, after I’d explained it to her a few times. She was trying with you, Ash. It was just that she couldn’t figure out how she was supposed to treat you. If she acted like you were my wife, she got angry at you for not doing the things she thought a wife was “supposed” to do – for not loving me the way she wanted you to love me, for not giving her the grandchildren she wanted. If she acted like you were just another of my friends, she felt like she was downplaying our relationship and shaming you for being involved with me, since she wasn’t acknowledging you as my wife. So she got confused, and she shut down. It would have happened. Maybe it would have happened the day after we signed our divorce papers, but it would have happened.’

      ‘So she could’ve liked me as an ex-wife.’

      ‘I think she would have.’ Ben slid our paid ticket into the waiting slot. There was no blood test required at this stage, thank God. Past a certain point, it stopped being security and became paranoia.

      ‘That’s nice.’ I tugged at my ruined skirt, frowning at the bleach stains cutting across my pretty flowers. ‘I was also thinking about that outbreak today. The infected used that man in the field as a decoy. I’m sure of it. Do we have our missing persons reports yet?’

      ‘Let’s find out.’ Ben cleared his throat before saying, slowly and precisely, ‘Dial Mat.’

      ‘Dialing Mat,’ said the car’s built-in phone system. It had a pleasant preprogrammed female voice, factory standard, designed to be as universally non-offensive as possible. According to Mat, it was based on the lead actress from some short-lived science-fiction show that had come to a crashing halt when basically the entire cast got eaten at the 2014 San Diego International Comic-Convention. This is the sort of weird trivia that permeates our lives, and makes our teammate the top-rated pub trivia competitor in the Bay Area.

      There was a beep, followed by a click as Mat’s voice came over the car speakers. ‘What is your wish, o master?’ Mat asked, voice light and eager.

      ‘Missing persons reports,’ said Ben. ‘What do you have?’

      ‘Hi, Mat,’ I said.

      ‘The beauteous Ash speaks! My ears and fingers and other bits are blessed beyond measure!’

      I rolled my eyes. ‘I am fully equipped to break several, if not all, of your bones without breaking a sweat or getting deported. I’m a citizen now. Threats of wanton violence are back on the table.’

      ‘I’ve met you ever. Threats of wanton violence were never off the table.’ Mat paused long enough to chuckle at their own joke before continuing, ‘I pulled all missing person reports filed in the last three months, basing my start date on the apparent spread of malnutrition and gangrene amongst the mob that swarmed you guys. It’s fascinating. Two or three people vanished in that area every two weeks during the sampled time frame. No universal factors – age, race, gender, occupation, it’s all over the map, with a few glaring omissions.’

      ‘Let me guess,’ I said. ‘No police, journalists, children under six, or caregivers.’

      There was a pause before Mat said, ‘Okay, you are not allowed to be psychic. If you become psychic, I quit, and you can find yourselves a new pet genius. One who isn’t creeped out by the thought of the Midwich Cuckoos rummaging through their brain like it was a jewelry store bargain bin.’

      I snorted.

      ‘Mat, focus,’ said Ben. ‘All these people disappeared in the same neighborhood, and no one noticed?’

      ‘I didn’t say “neighborhood,” I said “area.” The difference is both scale and geography. I pulled from a three-mile radius, which crossed two municipal lines and included a stretch of unincorporated but occupied land, butting up on the Clayton exclusion zone. These people are living in the backyard of the zombie apocalypse. No one has lived out there for years, and coyote sightings still happen frequently enough that I’m not going to sleep tonight.’

      ‘So we have some muddled geography, we have some bad police communication, we have some bad luck… all right, I’ll buy this,’ said Ben. ‘Ash, what are you thinking?’

      ‘I’m thinking those zombies used happy boy in the field as a decoy,’ I said, promptly. ‘He was supposed to hold our attention while the rest of them got close. That’s some pretty sophisticated thinking for a bunch of deadies, but not beyond what we’ve observed in clinical settings.’ Zombie sheep were arguably smarter than the regular kind, as all their prey instincts switched over to making them better predators. ‘So they find a field, right? Maybe it started with someone who’d been infected and didn’t want to get shot before they converted, but didn’t want to hurt anyone either. They run to a place that seems enclosed enough to be safe. I figure there have to be gates. Mat?’

      ‘On it,’ said our techie. I could hear typing in the background, lightning fast. Mat never did anything slowly if they could help it. ‘All right, I’ve got a full blueprint of the location, and the most recent Google Earth map files. Looks like they photographed everything fresh about a month ago.’

      ‘Perfect. Find the gates, and then start comparing the photographs of the fence around them to the ones taken oh, say, a year ago.’

      ‘What am I looking for?’

      I glanced at Ben. He was watching the road, but he was smiling: the small, satisfied smile he always wore when a plan was starting to come together. I loved that smile. It meant we were about to cash in on the world one more time, putting chicken in the pot and butter on the bread.

      ‘You’re looking for differences in the shape of the fence,’ I said. ‘It can’t be too obvious, or someone would have noticed by now. A few bars missing, a little rust – there should be distortion in the top bar, since it won’t be supporting the same weight as everywhere else.’ Metal fences were a good start, but there were so many things that could damage them, ranging from vandalism to erosion. Being so close to the Clayton exclusion zone meant there was a large low-income population. Someone could have looked at that field and thought the metal was just going to waste. I couldn’t blame whoever’d done that for trying to protect themselves. I could blame them for not finding a way to call in an anonymous tip about vandalism to the local police. The police ignore graffiti but pay attention to things like broken fences, broken walls. Everything is connected. By making themselves safer, our hypothetical thieves had made the field less safe, and they had allowed that situation to endure.

      Mat sounded awed as they said, ‘There are three breaks, all under the tree line; they aren’t visible during any of the spring or summer pictures, but they’re pretty plain during autumn and winter, if you’re looking for them. How did you know?’

      ‘We had troubles back home with people raiding National Heritage sites, looking for materials they could use to shore up their own homes.’ Ireland was a developed nation like any other: We had our cities, our small towns, and our villages. But we also had a long history of isolated homes, of burial mounds and carefully preserved henges. Some people had ridden out the Rising far from any other living human, and they’d done it by learning to improvise their defenses from whatever they could find.

      ‘So someone steals a few bars, and someone in the process of converting makes it inside the fence before they fully go over,’ said Ben, picking up the thread. ‘Where did the rest of the zombies come from?’

      ‘Well, you’re starting with two here: the biter and the bitee,’ said Mat. ‘When you only have one zombie, they want to multiply more than they want to feed.’

      ‘And a fully converted one probably couldn’t figure out how to get into the field,’ I said, thoughtfully. ‘You have one zombie in a field, one zombie outside of a field. The one outside is hunting, it tries to hide. The one inside has nowhere to hide. Someone stops to stare, thinking they’re safe and can report the trapped zombie later —’

      ‘And the zombie outside the field grabs them,’ said Ben. ‘They have a hunting strategy.’

      ‘They would have needed to replace the zombie inside the field at least once if they weren’t feeding it,’ said Mat. ‘The infection doesn’t leave you alive long enough to account for some of these missing person reports.’

      ‘We know zombies can herd,’ I said. ‘Zombie sheep are worse than collies. When their friend behind bars started getting peckish and unwell, they just brought him a cup of recently slaughtered soup. As to why I asked about the groups I did, if any of them had been snagged, someone would have taken action. The zombies just got lucky in that they only took folks no one would go searching for.’

      ‘Well, this is horrible,’ said Mat. ‘I’m going to keep running the data I have here, see how much of this flight of fancy I can verify. How far out are you guys?’

      ‘Just passing Lafayette,’ said Ben. ‘We’ll be home inside the hour.’

      ‘I’ll put the kettle on,’ said Mat, and killed the connection, leaving us in silence.

      Ben broke it first. ‘If they can find the facts, it’s my story and your quick report.’

      ‘And if they can’t, it’s my story, since I’m allowed to fudge the details, and your quick report,’ I countered.

      ‘Deal,’ said Ben, with a nod.

      I grinned.

      Ben and I met through a baby blogger site, an aggregator that paid aspiring journalists by the page hit for their best work. It also took a ludicrous number of rights, including the right to repost in perpetuity, reverting only when the site chose to purge their archives. Since they’d had a few of their babies go on to become pretty big names in the world of Internet journalism, they were notorious for never purging their archives. They would hold on to every crumb for as long as they could, waiting for the day when the byline underwent an alchemical transformation and turned to gold.

      The pay was crap, the management was corrupt, and everyone who wrote for them knew it going in, but none of us gave a damn, because we were making news. We weren’t just farting around on our own private blogs and web hosts: We were part of a real, respected family of sites, with the aggregator name branded on every report and lunatic stunt like some sort of badge of honor. We also knew the one good thing about the aggregator’s fame-chasing ways: They’d never try to keep us after we said we were ready to move on to bigger and better things. They wanted us to move on to bigger and better things. That way, they could milk our time with them for all that it was worth.

      Ben had been part of the Factual News division, writing dry, insightful, biting pieces on the state of poverty in America, and the way many of the systems that were beneficial to the rich and invisible to the middle class were genuinely ruinous to the poor. No matter how much the world changes – cancer is cured, the dead walk, and the news passes into the hands of the people, where it maybe should have been all along – the poor will always be getting screwed by somebody.

      I’d been part of the Action News division, the few, the proud, the willing to do suicidally foolish things in the name of driving up ratings. I was the girl who snuck into Newgrange to watch the solstice sunrise light up the burial chamber of an ancient king, and nearly got eaten and arrested – in that order – for my trouble. I volunteered for the spring sheep shearing, normally an activity reserved for people who’d committed crimes against the government. My willingly exposing myself to animals of amplification weight was considered grounds for committal by my parents, who’d tried hard to make it stick. The fact that I was nineteen at the time had worked in my favor; the fact that I’d still been living under their roof had worked against it. In the end, the judge had decided for them, and I’d been transferred from my jail cell to a nice facility where everyone spoke softly and carried firearms all the time. When I’d started refusing my pills, they had responded by switching to patches and injections – things I couldn’t say no to.

      The whole time I’d been locked up, Ben had been fighting for me. We hadn’t been close friends before that, more acquaintances who occasionally waved to each other in the contributor chat rooms before he went back to dissecting some obscure bit of American history and I went off to race a zombie pit bull for the nearest tree. But he was a good guy, and when the news of why I’d dropped off the web reached him, he’d gone to work. He hadn’t hesitated. He hadn’t said ‘Well, a judge is okay with it, so she must deserve it.’ He’d just… gone to work.

      Three months after my parents had me committed, the doors opened and I was free to go. When I’d stepped into the waiting room, unsure of my footing in shoes that had laces and actually gave me ankle support, there had been a slim black man waiting for me, smiling nervously. He did that a lot, I would come to learn: It was one of the ways you could tell that he was anxious.

      As soon as he’d seen me, his smile had disappeared, replaced by the neutral expression that meant he was actually relaxed. ‘Aislinn North?’ he’d asked.

      ‘Who wants to know?’ It wasn’t the most graceful response, especially given what he’d just done for me, but I hadn’t known that; not then. To me, he’d been a Yank and a virtual stranger, and I hadn’t wanted to waste the brief minutes of my unexpected freedom on him. I knew my parents wouldn’t have agreed to this voluntarily, and there was going to be hell to pay as soon as they got the judge back in their pocket. I was an unmarried woman of childbearing age with no fertility problems, and we were a country that desperately needed its babies.

      ‘Oh, I’m sorry. We hadn’t actually… I mean, you probably saw my picture, but it was the size of a postage stamp. Newsies don’t show up in our reports as often as you Irwins do.’ He’d smiled again, this time with relief. ‘I’m Ben. Benjamin Ross? I thought you might need a friend right about now. A friend who’s really, really good at badgering public officials.’

      I had blinked. I had stared. And then I had matched his smile with my own.

      ‘Oh, I think we’re going to get along really well,’ I’d said.

      His stay in Ireland had lasted two weeks: long enough to see me settled in a new place above a friend’s house, and to see my parents slapped with every judicial restriction we could come up with, and a few I was fairly sure he’d invented out of pure pique. They weren’t allowed to make decisions about my medical care or mental health; they weren’t even allowed to contact me unless I contacted them first. I had my life back, and I had someone new in it.

      My girlfriend had given up on me during my second month of incarceration, recognizing the genuine danger she’d be in if she pushed things too far: After all, my parents were demonstrating a new, fascinating way of dealing with a lesbian daughter who insisted on putting herself into mortal danger. The last time I ever heard from Kylie was a week after I moved into my new flat, when I got a card saying ‘I’m sorry,’ and giving no return address. It had been easier, after that, to let her go. They say the course of true love never does run smooth, and I can’t blame her for wanting to protect herself, but once I’d been free, she could have come back to me, and she hadn’t been willing to take the risk. That wasn’t true love. It was better for both of us if it stopped.

      Ben and I had remained close, and when we’d left the aggregator to go freelance, we’d done it together, plotting all the while to get me the hell out of Ireland. Three years later, I had moved to America as his blushing bride, and now, six years after that, I was a citizen. I would trust him with my life. I did, on a near-daily basis.

      We turned off the freeway and onto the rough, pothole-riddled road that ran up the backside of Albany to our home neighborhood. Well, calling it a ‘neighborhood’ might have been overly generous, since we were the only ones who lived there. It wasn’t condemned or considered a hazard zone or anything like that; we would have been risking our licenses by living in a place that wasn’t cleared for human habitation. It was just that anyone with money had moved to places with better security, and most people without money hadn’t been able to afford a house there before things got bad. Since the rich still weren’t selling – maybe someday we’d beat back the zombies, and they’d be able to return to their precious Victorians, live under their scalloped roofs, and resume feeling better than all the rest of us – that left most of those homes sitting empty, rescued from the elements only by the yearly efforts of well-paid maintenance crews who came in like the thunder, blasting away grime and repairing slumping porches before vanishing again. They never stayed past dark. No one could pay them well enough for that.

      In a land of beautiful, empty shells, our house was unique, because it was a home. It had belonged to Ben’s grandparents. His grand­father had been a dentist, and had bought the place with cash back when that sort of thing still happened. Now, with them gone and his mother having chosen a safer life in Berkeley, behind walls that had been enough to keep the monsters out, it was our rent-free do-it-yourself paradise. We paid property taxes, sure, but they were nothing compared to what we’d have been paying if we actually needed to find someplace else to live.

      Ben brightened as we turned up the driveway, coasting toward the waiting garage. He hadn’t grown up here, but he might as well have, and most of his life’s happy memories featured this house in one way or another. There was no better place for him to go after a terrible day.

      The house had been built long before modern safety standards had been in place, which had necessitated a few modifications and workarounds to keep abreast of new security regulations. It was a good thing Ben and I were married in name only: Trying to bring the place up to code for raising a school-age child would have required us to sell it just to raise the money. The open garage door revealed a space large enough to park two midsize vehicles, assuming we weren’t concerned about potential damage to the paint. There was no room to store anything else. Mat kept their bicycle in the front hall, where we all tripped over it constantly. Audrey would have parked her car on the street if we’d let her, but that would have opened us to the risk of tickets and spot inspections, since the authorities didn’t like cars being left out in the open.

      The garage door lowered as soon as we were inside. Ben looked at me.

      ‘We’re about to get the grilling of our lives as to why we were still outside the funeral home when the zombies showed up.’

      ‘This is true.’

      ‘And then Audrey’s going to remember that we buried my mama today and get all awkward about the fact that you’re still my wife, and have an obligation to me under circumstances like this.’

      ‘This is also true.’

      ‘I just want to say thank you before all of that happens.’

      I blinked. ‘Thank you for what?’

      Ben’s shrug was brief, and slight enough that I would have missed it if I hadn’t been looking directly at him. ‘For coming with me and then standing back. For being there. I knew that if it got to be too much, all I had to do was call, and that kept it from becoming too much. I understand why you didn’t come into the funeral home, and I appreciate it. A few of her friends knew about our situation and kept quiet out of respect for her. If they’d started in on you… I might have punched someone, and you know I have delicate hands.’

      ‘Like a bundle of yarrow twigs,’ I said solemnly.

      His snort of laughter was almost a relief. ‘I’m just saying thank you, Ash. Let me say thank you before we face the angry hordes of our housemates, all right? It’s important and I need to do it.’

      ‘Someday I’ll understand why such random things are important to you,’ I teased gently. He knew I already understood, and that I wasn’t comfortable with gratitude; I knew he needed this, because he always needed this. He’d been old enough during the Rising to remember it, in bits and pieces, which was something I’d been mercifully spared. It woke him up some nights, gasping and clawing at the air. If little rituals of gratitude and appreciation anchored him, he could have them. He could have them all. ‘You’re welcome. I liked your mum. She was a good lady, and the fact that I’m not a proper wife to you was my fault, never hers.’

      Ben smiled. ‘Good.’ He got out of the car. I followed.

      There was a blood-testing unit next to the back door – only one. We could approach it together, but we had to test one at a time, with the door locking for three seconds between uses. Rules and regulations don’t always get along with the real world. This one was meant to keep us safe. If I turned up infected after Ben had already gone inside, I would be trapped in the garage, nicely contained and ready for the CDC cleanup crew to sweep in and save the day. But we could have been carrying passengers, and they could be infected. If a zombie was starting from the back of the garage, allowing two tests at a time could have seen up to four people safely through. Restricting it to one meant two people, at best, and one at worst.

      Ben pressed his thumb to the pad, wincing as our outdated security system drove a needle that was slightly larger than it needed to be into it. He was going to be getting a good chunk of his mother’s estate – it was all being split between him and his sister – and while most of that money was already quietly earmarked for weapons and equipment upgrades, hopefully there would be enough left over for a new door security system. Something modern, that used micro-needles and cooling foam to take the pain away, and didn’t lock down the whole garage every time it needed to be rebooted, which was about once a week. It was a good thing Audrey almost never went out, or we would have been in serious trouble.

      The door clicked open, the light over its frame going from red to green. Ben stepped through, and it slammed shut with enough force to break faces and fingers. We’d wedged a pool cue in it once, just to see what would happen, and the damn thing had broken the wood clean in half. When the system said ‘one at a time,’ it meant it.

      I stepped up to the pad, glared at it for a moment, and put my thumb down. The needle stabbed into my flesh with more force than had been necessary in years, seeking a large enough blood sample to allow for thorough testing. I clenched my jaw, forcing myself not to flinch. There were no cameras on me now. I could have cried if I’d wanted to. Most of my online persona was crafted from the idea that I was cheerfully immune to pain, a manic pixie dream girl with a gun in each hand and a winsome sundress riding up my knee. I hated the archetype, hated how much I’d learned to smile through broken bones and bruised muscles, but oh, how the money rolled in.

      Everybody’s got to have a gimmick, and sometimes the one you have to go with isn’t the one you would have chosen under any other circumstances. If it put food on the table, I was willing to keep trading on my dignity, at least until our big break came and I earned the ratings that would let me make my reports while wearing proper trousers.

      The light flashed green. The door unlocked, swinging open for me. I stepped through into the warm, cream-colored hallway, my shoes scuffing on the hardwood floor, and smiled to myself, allowing my shoulders to unlock. I was finally home. Whatever happened here, I could handle it.

      A head appeared through the kitchen entrance, hanging at a diagonal angle that meant its owner was clinging to the doorframe. ‘What took you so long?’ demanded Mat. ‘We started the debrief like, seconds ago.’

      ‘I was negotiating with the garage security system,’ I said primly. ‘When you say “the debrief,” you mean…?’

      ‘Audrey made soup, and we’re going to eat dinner.’

      I rolled my eyes. Mat smirked.

      No one’s sure how old Mat is, aside from ‘somewhere in their midtwenties’ and ‘too young to remember the Rising firsthand.’ It’s never seemed like vital information, and so we haven’t pressed the issue. What would have been the point? It wouldn’t have changed anything. It would just have made Mat uncomfortable. Like many of us, they had things in their past they didn’t want to talk about.

      At the moment, Mat was wearing lipstick the color of watermelon flesh, and had glittery bows clipping back their midlength blue-and-green hair.

      ‘Female pronouns today?’ I asked, putting my purse down on the table outside the garage door.

      ‘No, neutral,’ said Mat. ‘I just felt like dressing up.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ I said. ‘I’ll be down in a few minutes. I need to put this in the bin’ – I indicated my ruined dress – ‘and put on something a little less apocalypse-chic.’

      ‘See you.’ Mat’s head retracted back into the kitchen as I turned and walked toward the stairs.

      It was good to be home.

    

OEBPS/imagedata/part_dec.jpg





OEBPS/imagedata/extract_dec.jpg





OEBPS/imagedata/9780356508085.jpg
e B
nEw YORK TAVIES BESTSELLING AuTHOR
L))





