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      It is the year 2135, after the zombie apocalypse. Society lives in six walled cities ruled over by the State and its ever-present City Watch officers. The Walls keep citizens safe from the zombies that wander the Barrens, but some would argue that the Walls are prisons, keeping people in blind servitude to a corrupt government. Hovering orbs patrol the cities, monitoring every movement.

      And City Watch propaganda posters read: Do you REALLY know your neighbor? Watch. Listen. Report.
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      Former City Watcher Jonah Lovecraft, a secret member of the rebel Underground, was framed for murdering his wife. While he didn’t remember committing the crime, his 17-year-old daughter, Anastasia (Ana), witnessed the gruesome display in real time. Her testimony sealed his fate. Jonah was banished to the Darwin Games, the State’s televised reality game show in which prisoners are pitted against one another and zombies. The prize: freedom in the paradisiacal City 7.

      Jonah wins the Games against all odds and soon discovers that City 7 was all a lie. Instead of being delivered to a new life of freedom, he was dumped in a shack in the zombie-infested Barrens, the no-man’s land outside the walled cities, and left to die.

      Jonah was soon rescued, and imprisoned again, this time by a man named Egan, who held Jonah responsible for the loss of his family. Jonah managed to win his freedom from Egan, but was also told that the State had implanted chips in him years ago: an identity chip, which he knew about, and a mind-control chip, which he did not.

      In the process of flushing out the chips, Jonah learned that he had murdered his wife.

      Ana’s younger brother, Adam, was now all alone in a State-run orphanage after his sister was placed in the Games. He found himself navigating friends and bullies with the help of his father’s old boss, Chief Keller, who lost his son years earlier when an Underground rebel bombed a parade. Keller told Adam to fight back against the bullies, and gave him a weapon to ensure that he could. But after accidentally killing one of his tormentors, Adam was arrested and hauled out of the orphanage by City Watchers.

      Ana, with the help of Liam Harrow, a troubled young man she’d grown up with who was also in the Underground, discovered that her father may have been set up by forces within City 6. After being found consorting with the Underground, Ana was thrown into the Games.

      Liam wound up in the Games with her — after getting himself arrested intentionally to protect Ana.

      Ana made her way through challenges and was forced to kill or be killed. During the Games, giddy announcer Kirk Kirkman informed Ana via a video that Liam had been a double agent, working for both City Watch and the Underground: Liam was the one who had outed her father’s involvement with the Underground.

      She and Liam were eventually saved by Duncan, her father’s old friend and leader of the Underground, who helped them escape into underground tunnels beneath the Barrens.

      Confronted, Liam admitted to betraying her father, but only to save his girlfriend, Chelle, who was living in a hidden village.

      But they arrive at the village to find it in ashes, its citizens slaughtered, and heads, including Chelle’s, left on spikes outside the village.

      AND NOW …
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            Anastasia Lovecraft

          

        

      

    

    
      The Barrens

      June 2135

      

      Anastasia Lovecraft chewed on her lip, anxious to get this over with.

      Her knees were killing her. She had been crouched in the bushes too long, waiting off to the side at the south entrance to Narrow Pass Bridge.

      She stared through the binoculars, Liam beside her. The just-wiped lenses showed a cracked and broken road, long since surrendered to vegetation. She felt the truck before she saw it — a barely-there tremor rising into a low rumble as the large armored vehicle rolled toward the bridge.

      The truck was a quarter mile away. She looked over to Liam, wondering if he noticed the same thing: the truck was alone. Liam’s eyes were covered by his own binoculars, and he was waiting with seemingly far more patience.

      They watched as the truck rounded a torn section of road, navigating around something caused by what Ana had heard everyone in Paradise call the “April Cotter Incident,” or “that thing at the bridge,” though nobody had detailed the incident. It looked like some giant meteor had fallen from the sky and cratered the earth with a hole wide and deep enough to tickle the planet’s core.

      But she couldn’t allow the mystery to distract her now. Paradise’s leader, Oli, had finally allowed her to go on a raid, and she couldn’t screw up. She had to prove herself capable, worthy of being on the twelve-person team.

      Liam had briefed Ana on the drive over: three trucks, maybe five. “Nothing matters more than the unexpected. If it smells wrong, it probably is.” Then he’d told her about a time back in March when they had waited too long after an orb appeared from nowhere. Liam had guessed it was maybe five seconds before it turned Tom Callow to foamy red oatmeal from the shoulders up.

      Ana had seen some awful things since being “chosen” for the Darwin Games, but the thought still made her shudder. She shook her thoughts back to the present and looked at Liam. He wasn’t happy, eyes off the road and scanning the opposite horizon — the other side of the bridge, where the rest of their team was positioned just out of sight. His binoculars peered into the trees and his jaw twitched. He lowered the lenses and looked at Ana, nodding.

      They said it together: “Just one truck.”

      “How far behind do the others usually follow?” Ana asked.

      “Close. There’s no more coming.”

      “What about orbs?”

      “None.”

      Ana wiped her brow, chewing her bottom lip. She looked from the road to Liam. “So what do we do?”

      “Call it off. One truck’s stupid.”

      “What? It’s why we came out here. We can’t go back empty-handed.”

      “No.” Liam let go of the binoculars so they hung from his neck.

      “We came out for a shot at a City Caravan. We’re swapping camps in three weeks, and this vein is close to tapped. One truck isn’t a caravan: fewer supplies, no vehicles, almost for sure no weapons.”

      “Maybe it’s something small. Easy pickings?”

      “No,” Liam said, raising his comm, ready to call Daemon. “After what happened on the other side of Cactus, it looks like they were expecting it here. This is a trap.” He half-smiled, like a pat on her head, then spoke into his comm. “We’re done. One truck. It’s yours any second. I suggest calling it off.”

      A crackle, then Daemon’s voice, “Bullshit. The barb strip is down.”

      “Pull the barbs and let’s get out of here,” Liam pressed, though Daemon was the mission leader. “This isn’t right, and you know it. There’s one truck. When has there ever been just one truck?”

      Nothing from Daemon.

      “Look, I don’t want to go back without a haul any more than you do. I hate it. But I want to live, and that means not chasing one truck into an obvious trap. Sometimes springing a trap’s the only option; this time it isn’t.”

      No crackle from the comm: Daemon still thinking.

      Liam had raided many times since he and Ana found Paradise. She was new at this, but trusted him when he said they never sent fewer than three trucks into City 6. This was supposed to be an easy raid, one of the final few before they swapped camps. Twelve people had left Paradise — an even match for a caravan, and overkill for a single truck. Low-hanging fruit, ripe for the fall … if not for Liam’s instinct.

      Everyone — especially Daemon — knew Liam wasn’t the sort to say the sky was falling unless it already was.

      The comm snapped with static, then Daemon said, “We’re hitting the truck.”

      Liam’s fingers curled tight around the comm, and Ana worried he might crush the device. His nostrils flared. “You know that’s a mistake.”

      “Not a mistake,” Daemon said, the swagger back in his voice, probably to account for his earlier doubt. “This is too easy a target to ignore, Liam. We’re not going back with nothing, especially with only one truck to take down.”

      “No,” Liam insisted. “They wouldn’t send one truck and you know it!”

      Daemon got louder. “Everyone appreciates your contributions, City 6; you’re a real asset to the team. But I’ve been packing with this camp since I couldn’t shave and you’d barely left your daddy’s sack. We’re hitting the truck. That’s an order, from your superior.”

      In seconds the truck would be tearing rubber to shreds on the barbs. But Ana could tell by Liam’s slowly mounting snarl that he was edging eruption, and she knew it was wasted energy.

      She grabbed him by the arm. “Don’t,” she begged, with eyes and words. “It’s one truck, Liam. It probably is a trap, but we’re prepared. There are twelve of us, and we have Shaw. He’s like two people.”

      Liam didn’t laugh. “We have no idea what could be waiting. This is dangerous. More importantly, bending to Daemon’s ego is a fool thing to do.”

      “You’re right.” Ana let go of his arm. “But we’re on thin ice. We don’t want to piss off Oli’s son, even if he is being an idiot.”

      Ana didn’t want to remind Liam how he’d nearly gotten them kicked out of the camp in their first week because of his flaring temper, particularly now, when his caution was right. The last few months had taught her a subtle way to tap Liam’s more thoughtful, analytical side, a layer beneath his anger.

      “Sometimes, we have to play politics,” she said. “Isn’t that what you told me? We have to be nice and swallow the shit sandwich?”

      “Well?” Daemon’s impatience crackled through the com. “Are you ready to do this?”

      “Fine,” Liam said. “But if this goes wrong, it’s all on you.”

      Daemon didn’t reply.

      The truck made its way around the crater, then tore by Liam and Ana, both still crouched low. The truck was going way too fast for a decrepit bridge over a deep ravine. If the 400-foot drop didn’t kill the truck’s occupants, the river’s teeth — jagged rocks and alligators — would.

      The truck was three-quarters of the way across the 700-foot bridge when its front two tires exploded. The truck screamed to a stop, the engine choking violently, stopping just short of the crumbling concrete guardrail — the only thing preventing the truck from losing complete control and plunging into the ravine.

      Liam and Ana ran toward the vehicle’s rear, keeping a good ten yards back, rifles out, as the rest of their raiding crew approached from the front. It was a cargo hauler with eighteen wheels, a large boxed back, and a retractable rolling door.

      “Keep an eye on the rear door and watch out for crossfire,” Liam said, even though they’d gone over the details dozens of times.

      Daemon reached the driver’s-side window with his grandfather’s old lead shooter drawn. “Get out with your hands in the sky!”

      The truck was surrounded.

      The driver’s door opened a crack, then swung wide.

      “Out,” Daemon ordered.

      The driver hit the dusty asphalt, a young man in common clothes. A terrified rabbit in a human’s body.

      Daemon waved his gun at the truck. “What’s in the back?”

      Ana held her gun to the rear, both anticipating and dreading what would happen when the door rolled up. Her heart pounded hard in her chest, unable to shake the feeling that Liam was right and that they were stepping straight into a trap.

      “Just supplies,” the driver said. “I’m making a run to City 6.”

      “What kind of supplies?” Daemon peered toward the back, as if his squint could cut through metal.

      “Flour, medicine, rations. No weapons.”

      “We’ll see. Open it up.” Daemon waved his gun from the driver’s face to the truck in a universal gesture for hurry up before taking a step back.

      Ana and Liam took a step forward, as did Manolo and Jor, who had circled from the front to stand beside them. The driver turned from Daemon, trembling slightly, and walked to the rear with measured steps.

      With no hesitation, the driver swung the latch and yanked the door up by its weathered strap, then slipped his fingers under the metal bottom and shoved the paneled door high.

      As the door started to open, Ana noticed that the driver had something dark tucked away in his palm — some sort of small device. And his eyes seemed wrong. Afraid … but not of the men with their guns aimed behind him.

      There’s something else.

      Then the door rolled all the way open and hell spilled from its gaping mouth.

      Zombies exploded from the back, swallowing the driver in a sea of limbs and gnashing mouths.

      Ana fell back, staring in horror as they chewed through the driver like ants devouring a speck of bread. She thought of the thing in his hands, then noticed that all the zombies wore black bands around their necks — necklaces that must have kept them docile until the driver pressed the button. He'd known what was coming. Ana wondered how many rations and credits the State had given the driver’s family to make a suicide run like this.

      While the first group of zombies feasted on the driver, the rest raced forward, searching for their own meals.

      Liam pulled his trigger a beat before Ana, but both his zombie and hers dropped at the same time with matching head shots. They had been lucky, being farthest back of the raiders, with time to draw a bead on the zombies. Manolo and Jor were closer — overwhelmed before they had a chance to aim.

      They fell while emptying their guns in futility seconds ahead of their shredding.

      There were at least twenty zombies left, maybe more, they were moving faster than any zombies Ana had ever seen.

      She pushed herself against Liam, feeling his side against hers as they fired into the crowd, missing more often than not, but still somehow keeping the horde away.

      They could hear the other members of their party firing but were too busy to see how the fight was going.

      “I’m out,” Liam said, stripping a magazine from his rifle. Ana covered him, taking shots at a zombie racing toward them. She missed the first three times, the thing was moving so fast, but her fourth and fifth shots dropped the creature.

      Liam swapped his ammo, then Ana did the same.

      She was startled to see that the zombies were now ignoring them, instead chasing the remaining raiders in front of the truck.

      “Come on,” Liam said. “We’ll hit ‘em from behind and take out as many as we can.”

      They spotted Daemon climbing to the top of the truck for a better vantage. Zombies couldn’t climb for shit, so it was a terrific position if they could make it up there too.

      A zombie noticed Daemon before he reached the top, grabbed at his ankle, snarling as Daemon kicked at its face.

      The zombie kept reaching, its teeth gnashing.

      Daemon screamed, kicked again, and hauled himself to the roof before the zombie could sink its teeth into him. Atop the truck, he started nailing zombies one at a time, felling each with a head shot, including the three descending on Ana and Liam.

      Zombies kept pouring out from the truck.

      Ana couldn’t imagine how tightly they must have been packed inside their rolling coffin. They were coming too fast; she couldn’t reload quickly enough.

      Neither could Liam. He fell back beside her until they were just far enough from the mass to get their bearings. Then — as they were taught and practiced each day — they spun their weapons, butt first in their fists, and rushed into the fray, swinging rifles like clubs at the zombies, aiming for heads when possible.

      Ana and Liam dropped the zombies closest to them. With bodies sprawled across the ground, they held formation, waving their weapons, ready to either reload or keep swinging.

      But it wasn’t necessary. The truck was finally empty, and Daemon, with nothing to slow his reloading, was a metronome atop the truck until his shots finally fell silent and the bloody mist cleared to a metallic scent.

      Their team had been cut to a third: just Ana, Liam, Daemon, and Shaw — the only one to survive the massacre in front of the truck.

      Daemon reloaded one last time before climbing down, looking pained as he dropped to the asphalt, his right ankle fringed with bloody tassels of shredded denim.

      “You were bit.” Shaw pointed to his wounded ankle, stating the obvious.

      Eyes were mostly on the ground — all four of them were thinking of Drey. Ana had only known Drey for a month, but she doubted she’d ever forget a day with the kind man. He was older than her father, but younger than Duncan, and knew how to turn every situation better by seeing it differently. If it was raining, Drey would say, “The world’s getting washed so we don’t have to scrub it!” If something was on fire, he’d say, “Sometimes a seed has to burn before it can sprout!” When he had been bitten on mission two months back, Drey said, “Everything will turn out, it always does!” proving he was unflinching in his optimism.

      Too bad he wasn’t always right.

      Because things didn’t work out for Drey.

      Rules were rules, and after Drey got bit he was given a choice by Oli: head out to the Barrens and wait to become one of the undead or die while still clinging to his humanity.

      Drey had fallen to his knees and told Oli to go ahead and end it. Oli did, putting a bullet between Drey’s eyes without blinking.

      Ana wondered if Oli would be as strict with the rules when it came to Daemon being bitten. Would he be given the same choice of banishment or execution? Or would the leader find some excuse to spare his son?

      “Collect the weapons and any supplies we can salvage, and let’s get back.” Then Daemon emptied the magazine of his reloaded gun into a pile of unmoving bodies before climbing inside the truck and rifling through the cabin.

      “What are we going to do?” Ana whispered to Shaw.

      “About what?”

      “You know what.”

      She looked at Shaw like he was stupid, both because of his question and because he was.

      “Daemon’s infected.”

      “You don’t know that,” Shaw said, as if their leader’s ankle didn’t look like raw hamburger. Shaw always followed Daemon like a puppy, was mostly indifferent to Ana, and slightly hostile to Liam. She got the feeling that he would always see them as outsiders, even if they went gray in Paradise. “The zombies were bloody. They could’ve got some of it on his leg.”

      “You know the sentence for infection,” Ana said, ignoring his idiocy.

      “Yeah, but that’s decided by Oli. He won’t kill his son.” Though Ana had known Oli for only a few months, she was approximately a million times more perceptive than Shaw, who’d known him for at least a decade.

      Liam was silent, too smart to argue with an oversized moron. Talking to Shaw was pointless.

      Ana collected weapons from her fallen comrades, double checking as she went to make sure the downed stayed put, stabbing them through the head with her machete as she went.

      Approaching Jor, one of the nicer among them, barely older than Ana, she had to turn away. As the sound of the blade squished through his face, she nearly lost her composure.

      Liam was headed her way, a distraction from her grief. He pulled her aside. “Me and Shaw are gonna get the truck. You okay to stay here with him?”

      “If he turns, I can take care of myself,” she said.

      Liam nodded, then left with Shaw to collect the truck they’d come in, parked just down the road and tucked away in the woods. But they wouldn’t be filling their ride with supplies.

      Daemon checked the truck’s cabin for anything useful.

      “Jack shit,” he reported, eating a granola bar.

      “Not gonna offer me half?”

      He broke off a piece and offered it to her.

      “No, thanks. You bit off of it.”

      “Suit yourself.” He shoved it into his mouth, chewing with his mouth open.

      They stood in awkward silence while waiting for Liam and Shaw. She tried not to notice his ankle. He made no attempts to hide it, as if daring her to look.

      He should have listened to Liam. But there was no point in stating the obvious and rubbing salt in the wound that had already ruined him.

      The truck was only a half mile away, and the boys returned in no time.

      Shaw rode shotgun beside Daemon, while Ana and Liam rode in the back — an empty cargo box, which only made their losses seem more painful. Rather than delivering a truckload of supplies, they were going home with eight fewer campers and Oli’s bitten son.

      Their raid was a bust.

      They had fallen into a trap.

      Liam was right.

      The back of the truck had a light, but neither Ana nor Liam wanted it on. The dark somehow seemed safer.

      Ana whispered, “Do you think Oli will banish him?”

      “We’ll know soon enough.”
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            Jonah Lovecraft

          

        

      

    

    
      The Barrens

      

      Jonah stared through the scope of his crossbow, hungry to pull the trigger, desperate to hit anything. Ever since seeing the faked footage of Ana’s and Liam’s deaths last winter, he’d wandered the Barrens alone in search of his daughter.

      He was exhausted from the endless miles and near starvation he faced daily. The network had gone to great lengths to fake their deaths, which Jonah had seen on Egan’s orb, showing direct network feeds of the Games, the footage that people back in the cities didn’t see. The network was clearly attempting to hide the truth that Ana and Liam had managed the impossible by escaping the Darwin Games.

      Jonah hadn’t seen his reflection in anything beyond the muddy water for months, but his cheeks were hollow — thin skin caving in from both sides — so he assumed gaunt was an accurate description for both his physical and mental conditions. The winter had been too long and nearly had killed him too many times, yet it seemed like only yesterday when his life ended alongside Molly’s. Only yesterday since everything he’d ever cared for was warped, ruined, or stolen away from him.

      No. I did it. I killed Molly. Even if Keller or someone somehow forced my hand, it was still me. I butchered her, in front of our daughter.

      Ana, if she were alive, probably hated him. Adam too. And Jonah deserved it for being a monster. He couldn’t explain what happened, other than the State forcing him via the implanted chip that Father Truth removed. But Jonah could no longer lie to himself by calling it an artificial memory. His hands were still stained with the literal blood of his wife.

      He should have been able to stop himself from doing it, his love for Molly overriding whatever programming the State had slipped into his brain.

      He’d failed her, his family, and himself.

      Keller had to be behind it, but Jonah needed to know why he’d put such a plot into motion. And needed revenge. But not before he found Ana — even if his daughter was still alive, she would no doubt be a different girl than the one he’d left last winter.

      Jonah had done many awful things in the last few months, worse than the petty crimes for which he’d arrested citizens as a Watcher.

      Two weeks back — he only knew the passing of time by tallying nicks on his machete’s black handle; he wasn’t sure of the actual day or date — Jonah stole food from a sleeping family.

      There were more families scattered throughout the Barrens than he had ever imagined, at least in those areas clustered closest to City 6. Jonah wondered if populations thinned or thickened further in. Hard to know when his time was all spent wandering the same loops in search of Ana.

      The State reported empty Barrens, except for the savages and scavengers. It was easier to control a populace too afraid to step outside their controlled environments and trade safety for a death sentence.

      Jonah knew better. He had been helping the Underground move people to West Village. He’d found the camp in ashes, but still saw signs of life everywhere. Groups like Egan’s were fairly common: clusters shoved into tiny pockets of the Barrens, too mistrusting of others to fall in with a larger family.

      Small hordes of survivors (rebels, outsiders, aliens — Jonah didn’t know what to call them) were common; seeing them starving, shaking, and near death only slightly less so.

      Again he remembered his atrocity two weeks ago.

      He had buried himself behind a thicket of trees, watching as the matriarch killed a deer. The father was weak, something wrong with his leg, and had stayed in camp with the two young girls and a toddler boy.

      Mom dragged the deer to camp on a homemade wooden cart, which Jonah helped himself to as soon as they were all snoring. He crept up and stole what he could, silent and swift, excusing his thievery on grounds that the slumbering family wasn’t also starving.

      He was preserving his life to protect Ana’s. Ensuring her safety was worth everything, including his soul. He had to know she was safe — or at least not dead — and make peace with the truth.

      Every day he walked until he couldn’t, then he set up camp in the safest place he could find or craft, swearing that he felt her in the wind. The instincts that had made him such a highly decorated major at such a young age — and the best in City Watch according to Keller — told Jonah that Ana was somewhere here in the Barrens, alive and waiting to be found.

      He had to stay strong, even if that meant living in shadows, stealing food, and contemplating murder.

      The only person Jonah had seen that reminded him of Ana was a teenage girl, malnourished enough to resemble a zombie.

      Somewhere behind her thin and haunted face quivered something still human, but nothing that looked like it would — or even could — smile again.

      At spring’s earliest notes, Jonah had come across a small village with the most people he had seen in one place outside the Walls. He’d found the place by accident after following a quad of travelers — one man, two teenage boys, and a woman who seemed late twenties —into a giant field of forsythia. The sea of bright-yellow bell-shaped blossoms had been a promise that warmer weather was finally on its way.

      He had maneuvered around the village’s perimeter, making sweeps for four full days, his eyes on the village, waiting for any sign of Ana. He had seen none, and his gut told him she wasn’t there, especially after bearing witness to their handling of a stray visitor — a brusque response that escalated to the visitor’s murder by the guards.

      Jonah had thought it best not to introduce himself.

      But the village had haunted him since. The largest gathering of people he’d seen looming farther behind him by the day. As his handle gathered tallies, he couldn’t stop wondering if Ana were there now, just past the fields of forsythia, even if she wasn’t before. Or maybe she had been in the village but left a day before he started watching and gone off in the other direction.

      These thoughts — and many like them — plagued him with indecision. He’d finally surrendered, figuring he’d return to City 6 to seek more information. It was dangerous, but Jonah knew enough people to help him stay hidden for a while — just long enough to get strong, lean on his contacts, and see if maybe word of Ana’s whereabouts had reached back behind the Walls.

      Resolved, he had trekked back to the outskirts City 6, only to find the place surrounded by an impossible number of orbs, swallowing the skyline outside City 6 and buzzing like bees through the hives of the hidden tunnels he knew. Something big was happening behind the Walls.

      Having to turn away once there had been even harder than deciding to return in the first place — as hard as it was to leave that village beyond the forsythia. He had only seen The City on lockdown once, when a zombie had somehow been smuggled behind the Walls and threatened rampant infection.

      He wondered if that’s what was happening again.

      He wondered about the other cities too, and whether they were also on lockdown. Even though Jonah had never thought of it before, he wondered if he could reach City 5 without dying.

      It would be difficult to cross the Barrens, but if the other cities weren’t on lockdown, then maybe he could sneak into City 5.

      Jonah didn’t have a network in 5 like he did in 6, but you only needed one connection to stay alive, and he had at least that in four of the cities. He had decided it was worth a shot, and it might have been the only option still open to him.

      But he needed to round up supplies before he could make the trip. The provisions Egan had supplied him with were long ago depleted. The sphere he’d used to watch the network’s direct feeds had died a month ago. He also needed basic survival gear, including first-aid supplies, material for fire, tape, and some rope.

      More importantly, he had to find a gun and either some energy packs to go with the blaster or ammo if it turned out to be a lead shooter. Finally, he could use a new sack, as the one he’d been carrying on his back had torn through.

      But in the two days since he’d decided on his journey to City 5 he had yet to find anything to eat, let alone additional supplies to reduce the danger of his trek.

      Movement jolted him into the present. He finally sighted a deer. It was a far-off dot but definitely in range. He swung his crossbow toward it.

      The deer looked up and over as Jonah pulled the trigger.

      Something (hunger, fatigue, or mounting fear that his mind might soon leave him) tightened his reflexes. A slight movement, but enough to send the bolt flying too high over the deer’s head, sailing between a matching set of trees before thunking into the thick trunk of a third.

      The startled deer raced deeper into the woods.

      Grumbling, Jonah lowered his crossbow, stood, then went to retrieve his bolt.

      He couldn’t go much longer without eating. Too weak to aim meant too weak to live, and surely too weak to fight if he crashed into zombies, bandits, or predator animals.

      As his hand closed around the bolt and he jerked it from the trunk, Jonah heard death behind him. He turned to see a long gun, with an unfamiliar type of blaster, aimed by a woman on horseback.

      He smiled, too tired to do anything else, then kneeled, set his crossbow on the ground, and stood with his hands in the air.

      Horses weren’t extinct, but were extremely rare. The zombies had infected them, sometime after the Original Plague cleared most of humanity from the planet, and had altered the horses’ ability to reproduce. Cities were too crowded for horses to be kept by commoners, though a few were raised behind the Walls, ridden by City Watch and select officials in parade lines like the trophies they were. In City 6, Keller’s stallion was biggest.

      In addition to riding a large City Watch-like horse, the woman wore City Watch-like body armor and leather. Yet, she clearly wasn’t City Watch, so said everything from her careless posture to her wildfire eyes. Her hair was dark and cut short, a smart choice when it came to fighting.

      She lowered her gun. “You’re a hard man to find, Jonah Lovecraft.”

      He felt a burning in his gut, suddenly angry. The woman knew who he was, leaving him at a disadvantage.

      He asked, “Who’s looking?”

      “Sutherland.”

      “Who the hell is Sutherland?”

      “He’s the Chief of Hydrangea.”

      “The Chief of Hydrangea? What are you talking about?”

      “He’s the Chief of Hydrangea,” she repeated, hopping off of her horse as she eyed him up and down. “You’re not going to do anything stupid if I give you back your weapon, are you?”

      “If I wanted to hurt you, I would’ve already lodged my machete between your eyes.”

      She kneeled, retrieved his crossbow, looked it up and down, then handed it back to him. “As I’m sure you’re aware, there’s a network of camps scattered through the Barrens, filled with people who will one day bring down the Walls.”

      “Hydrangea? That doesn’t exactly inspire fear.”

      “The camps are all named for flowers,” she said, as if that were explanation enough.

      “So what do you want with me?”

      “I don’t want anything.” She started walking back toward her horse. “Sutherland asked me to find you.”

      “And what does Chief Hydrangea want with me?”

      “That’s between the two of you. But I will say that Sutherland might be your biggest fan.”

      Jonah tried to temper his growing hope, thinking it had already abandoned him, but it was hard in the face of good news from a stranger who wasn’t eager to rob or murder him.

      There were camps, plural. And they were part of a network. If Ana was in one, he might be close to finding her.

      Jonah swallowed, waited a second for his breath and heart to both calm, then with his voice so ragged and cracked that it barely sounded like him he said, “Have you seen my daughter?”

      “Of course.” She smiled. “Ana is with us.”

      Jonah wanted to collapse in excitement and weep with the news, but he didn’t dare allow himself to celebrate just yet. And it might be dangerous, revealing his desperation to this stranger.

      She got on her horse, then patted its rump, waiting for Jonah.

      He took her hand and climbed up behind her. They clomped off, his arms around her waist.

      Jonah had felt dead ever since Father had shown him the truth of his crime.

      Now, with the thought of seeing Ana again, the ghost of hope was alive.
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      Liam’s eyes were closed, not that it made any difference in the truck’s pitch-black hold.

      For some reason, closed eyes usually made it easier to imagine the road back to Paradise. Judging by their time in the truck, number of occasions when they had slowed, and their approximate speed, he figured they were past the outskirts.

      They had already driven through the area where Bird of Paradise flowers that gave the camp its name sprouted in patchy clusters, through the larger bushes and widest swath, then farther to where they surrendered to a small walled camp. One of the oldest and strongest in this section of the Barrens, it was filled with tiny homes and nearly a hundred campers — twice as many as Forsythia, the nearest camp, and nearly three times the number of Buckeye. Despite the camp’s high walls and more permanent-seeming exterior, nothing in Paradise couldn’t be torn down and loaded for flight in minutes.

      As always, the truck idled outside the walls. Usually after a mission it would be driven to maintenance at the camp’s rear, then emptied and scrubbed. But today the back rolled up and Shaw said nothing, just turned and walked toward the main gate after Daemon.

      Avery waved at them from the top left tower, and Bobby from the right; then the doors to Paradise parted. Liam and Ana stepped through the gate, a beat behind Daemon and Shaw.

      Oli looked pissed, and he didn’t even know anything yet. “No trucks?”

      “It was a trap, Father. There was only one truck, and it was filled with … them. Zombies.” Daemon said the last word with a snarl.

      “One truck?” Oli spat, then took a step closer to Daemon. “When did you know that, son? Before or after you laid the strip?”

      “Before.” Daemon held his stare. “One truck seemed easy pickings.”

      “Son, I know for a goddamned fact that you are not this stupid. So, ya wanna tell me what in the fuck possessed you to act like an idiot? Where the hell is everyone else?”

      “We lost them, sir.”

      “Lost them? How many?”

      “Eight.”

      Oli was boiling lava. Liam couldn’t even guess what was next. The big boss always ripped into the guys, but it was usually good-natured, and funny. But there was nothing humorous about an angry Oli. Eight men was a big loss. Liam thought of all the old movies he’d seen in the Arcade, with men wearing faces like his: a cop waiting to inform a man that his wife has died in a car accident, a doctor informing a patient he’s terminal, a uniformed man passing a picket fence so he can knock on the red door of a white house and tell a soldier’s woman she’d gone from wife to widow.

      Oli’s anger simmered to a look of relief as he slapped a hand on his son’s back. The strength of his voice could be counted on as much as anything in Paradise. Still it cracked. “You could’ve been bitten, son.”

      “He was,” Shaw offered.

      Oli’s hand fell from Daemon’s shoulder. He took a step back, searching his son’s body with a long gaze — extra time at his neck, shoulders, and torso before scanning the rest of him — finally settling on the horror at his ankle.

      Most of the camp was gathering toward the entrance, a physical wave of tension radiating from them as they took in Oli’s demeanor.

      Liam stared like everyone else. He could practically feel Avery and Bobby looking down from the watchtowers. Same with Lincoln and Maddie on the other side, probably peering through their binoculars. He could feel Ana’s heart racing as she stood beside him, waiting for the horror sure to unfold no matter Oli’s decision.

      Everyone knew that the virus meant certain death for nearly all of those bitten, but it didn’t work on a definitive timetable. Most often, the infection stayed dormant for days, even weeks.

      Sometimes, infection took hold more quickly.

      Because of the uncertainty, Oli wouldn’t allow the infected anywhere near Paradise. The bitten or scratched were cast out immediately, or — if they preferred — given a mercy bullet in the forehead, since most people agreed that the slow fade to zombie was worse than death. Not everyone chose mercy, some preferring to haunt the Barrens, clinging to life no matter its form.

      Oli's eyes were glassy and wet, but his gun was already pulled from his holster and greased in his palm. “Well, son, I’m sure you’ve had plenty of time to think on this during the ride over. You in or out?”

      Liam had spent months thinking Daemon was a dick and wishing he would show some diffidence. Now, seeing Daemon’s humility while facing his father, he wanted to break down and weep.

      “You’ll have to get a mark if you choose to be banished.” Again Shaw offered what no one was asking for.

      “I don’t wanna turn.” Daemon held his eyes straight and chin high.

      “Well then.” Oli nodded, losing his first tear, silent as it cut his cheek into two dry patches before splashing the dirt.

      Daemon started to kneel.

      “Not here,” Oli said, pulling his son up by the collar and gently leading him toward the gate’s entrance. He called for a blanket — like he always did for a mercy killing — then told his boy to kneel.

      Liam was sure the boss would ask someone else to do it, especially once his hand started shaking like it might lose the gun, but Oli wasn’t the sort to lose his composure or ask another man to finish his work.

      “Sorry about this, son.” He trembled once more, then filled Paradise with thunder.

      Liam turned to Ana; she was crying as he grabbed her hand.

      “Sorry,” he said softly, squeezing.

      She squeezed back, then whispered, “I can’t believe how fast that all happened.”

      “Better fast than slow. No surprise that Daemon would rather die here.”

      Ana looked near catatonic.

      “You okay?” He squeezed her hand harder.

      “No.” She released his hand with a sniff and turned, her eyes hard, like every time their conversation walked into an ugly yesterday: Chelle and him, her father, Adam, Charlotte, West Village.

      Duncan approached the pair from behind, his abrupt voice like a salve. “Going to be a while before this one settles. We lost a lot today.”

      Liam turned to Duncan. “What do you think? What’s Oli going to do?” Then, after barely a pause, “How bad is this going to get?”

      “I don’t know.” Duncan shrugged. “He just lost his son, so it might send him into the depths of despair, in which case, he’ll need me to guide him through it. Or, he might use this as a driver. He single-handedly went into City 5 and took down an entire City Watch squad after they nabbed Daemon, so anything’s possible.”

      Liam nodded but wasn’t so sure Oli would rebound so quickly this time. His face must have betrayed that thought.

      “I’ll talk to him and make sure everything’s okay,” Duncan promised.

      Liam felt a little of his fear lift away.

      Oli confided in few, but for some reason, he and Duncan had hit it off from the day they reached Paradise. The men might as well have been long-lost friends, or brothers. Duncan was one of those people you instantly trusted: the right blend of intelligence, compassion, and authority. As such, his words carried weight with the leader.

      Oli was a man who needed an ear. Duncan was that and more. Oli had been corked for too long. Duncan showed him how to open the bottle, and trust was instant between them. Duncan never said what Oli confessed, and wouldn’t, and that knowledge made Liam believe that the old man could make things okay.

      Oli pointed his gun at the sky and swiveled his barrel — the usual sign for closing the gate. He walked by everyone, his jaw set. Some of the fear returned. Maybe Duncan was wrong about Oli this time — he looked like he wanted to hunt every zombie out there bare-handed.

      “Think maybe you should talk to him now?”

      “Not yet. Grief is like fear, Liam, it makes people act trapped. Oli needs time. Not a lot, but enough to keep him from lashing out.”

      “Hey, guys.” Ana nodded toward the gate, which was slowly reopening. The camp was silent as a courier entered on horseback. “What do you think it is?”

      “I don’t know,” Duncan said. Shaw approached the courier. Words were exchanged, then he followed Shaw’s finger to the three of them. “But I think we’re about to find out.”

      A courier wasn’t looking to give them good news. Something was wrong.

      He thought of Ana’s brother, Adam, and hoped he was wrong.

      The courier approached with a smile. “Anastasia Lovecraft?”

      “Yes?” She looked as nervous as Liam felt.

      “You have been summoned by Sutherland. He’s waiting for you at Hydrangea.”

      Ana looked at Liam, uncertain.

      “He’s waiting with your father.”
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      Katrina only gave Jonah her name after her horse had carried them at least ten miles toward Hydrangea, where Sutherland, a man Jonah knew only by name, was apparently waiting to speak with him. Considering that they were offering to reunite him with his daughter, he would have agreed to meet anyone.

      Through those first ten miles — and every mile after — Jonah was confused, mind swimming through fog as his weakened arms barely clung to Katrina’s waist. He was an excellent tracker, probably as good as anyone born behind the Walls, but between her meandering path and his too-airy head, Jonah couldn’t keep track of where they’d been.

      He looked down at the canteen of water, provided by Katrina. “You drugged me, didn’t you?”

      “Just a little something to make sure you don’t remember the way.”

      “You ask me to trust you enough to ride out to God knows where, and drug me? How do you know I won’t just stab you in the back right now?”

      “Because you’ll want the antidote.”

      “Antidote?” Jonah said, wanting to stab her.

      “Yeah. Don’t worry, we’ve plenty of time to reach camp. But … do anything stupid and you won’t live to see your daughter.”

      “Do you handle your leader’s entire social calendar?”

      “Sutherland’s not my leader. He’s the leader.”

      “Not mine.” Jonah leaned to her side and peered into the distance.

      Were the trees on either side of the boulder the same as those that had been there the last three times they trotted by the zigzagging strip of river? Jonah would swear they were, except the bluffs rolling into meadow on the right seemed new.

      “We’ll see,” Katrina said.

      “What do you mean, we’ll see?” She was pissing him off with her knowing way and infuriating quiet. She was more than a courier, but of what she refused to say. “I don’t have a leader on either side of the Walls.”

      “Sutherland is the leader out here and the only one who can bring down the State. If you’re not with the People’s Party, that puts you with the State.”

      This sort of us or them sounded a lot like every other so-called movement and cult Jonah had ever known, that the State squashed for breakfast.

      Jonah would have rattled off questions one at a time if he had the breath, or believed it wouldn’t be wasted. Moreover, he felt oddly obedient — probably from the poison — on the horse, behind a courier who wasn’t a courier, on the way to maybe … please, please, please be true … see Anastasia.

      Jonah looked up, for a minute having no idea who he was, or where he was going. His companion was a stranger. He stared at the back of her head, trying to remember her name, only vaguely knowing the beast beneath his thighs was a horse.

      Then he remembered Katrina, and trees cleared in the distance along with some of his thinking.

      He had been drugged, just a bit, but enough to confuse him.

      Minutes, trees, hours, wrong turns: all soup. Jonah wasn’t surprised by the disorientation; its steady depth intrigued him. He didn’t even mind feeling so oddly safe with Katrina.

      They stopped in front of a bridge, blocked by a horde of zombies. He expected Katrina to kick the horse into running, maybe find a route around.

      Instead she hopped off.

      Jonah wanted to jump from the horse and help, but dizziness and fatigue had him nearing collapse. Plus, he wasn’t exactly sure what she was doing.

      Katrina screamed, drawing the zombies to her. Two bluish silver blades slid from under her cuffs. Then she charged: slicing, gutting, and tearing the undead to pieces in a crimson ballet.

      He reached for his crossbow but couldn’t find it.

      Didn’t matter. Jonah was going nowhere. He could barely focus, much less help. She didn’t need it anyway.

      Katrina finished off the zombies and returned to Jonah.

      “Why didn’t you go around them?” he asked as she rubbed her blades with a soft cloth. He imagined the blade humming as she rubbed it, unless that was real.

      The blades retracted into her gauntlets. “If I leave ’em undead, I’m likely to think of them when I should be snoring. Hard enough to sleep as it is. Besides, there’s no better exercise. Killing keeps you ready.”

      Sleep wasn’t Jonah’s problem. Even as she got back on the horse, he was already back to dipping in and out of the blur. This happened a few times until he finally surfaced, clearer than ever. The air smelled crisp, and he could feel every prickle. His skin was tighter, his core somehow fuller. Jonah smelled lilac, though that was impossible.

      “Why do I feel better?” he asked.

      “Because you’re taken care of,” she said, patting her saddlebag.

      “You gave me the antidote?” He didn’t remember drinking anything.

      Katrina might be smiling. “About an hour ago. In between your naps.”

      She fell quiet, almost reverential, even after Jonah soiled her silence with more questions to ignore. Finally he fell quiet too. They rode like that for a while until they reached sweeping miles of breathtaking hydrangea.

      They stopped among the deepest eggplants and auburns, crimson on blush, cream kissing lavender and green.

      “Where’s the village?” Jonah asked.

      The ground answered with a mechanical grinding. He looked down — they were on a hidden platform covered in soil and grass.

      The horse whinnied.

      Katrina rubbed its neck and said, “It’s okay, girl.”

      She turned to Jonah. “Welcome to Hydrangea.”
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        * * *

      

      Jonah waited in a room similar to where Egan had held him in the train station last winter. It was long and narrow, with several benches lined along one wall and a table running across the opposite one. Jonah imagined it used to be loaded with computers. But that time was gone and now there was nothing except for the stacks of books and folders full of papers.

      Though he’d only seen a few tunnels on his way to the room, Jonah was sure they were in another abandoned train station.

      This one was in much better condition. Well-lit and freshly painted, as if the upkeep was important. Jonah wondered what powered the lights.

      After waiting awhile, the door opened and Katrina entered, with a dangerous-looking stranger just one step behind her. A 50-something-year-old with long red hair and a scruffy beard. Though Jonah had only seen him on the Reels, he would remember him anywhere.

      A long time ago — Jonah was tempted to call it a lifetime ago — he remembered an uprising the State had brutally suppressed. Normally, such revolts fell into two categories: those led either by angry militants or by oddly charismatic cult-like leaders. Of the two, cultists were more dangerous because their followers were often fanatical, willing to kill and die for their leaders.

      One of the State’s primary directives — for obvious reasons — was the early extermination of emerging cults. All were considered a cancer to the general welfare. The same sort of cancer that started the Original Plague. City Watch always had spies or used the many surveillance options available to make sure seeds of dissent never sprouted too tall.

      The worst cult Jonah had known about was the Children of the Last Light. They preached weird mystical pseudo-religious end-of-the-world nonsense.

      The group had been created by a guy named Dennis Weaver, a cook in City 3. The man was unique-looking with his long red hair and beard. In addition to being a cook, he was a church pastor who had somehow spread his message via sects in each of the cities. Weaver was a minister’s son, claiming ancestry to Jesus. He preached peace, according to reports, but then one of his parishioners squealed to a Watcher that Weaver was stashing weapons and planning a massive attack on City officials.

      City Watch ordered the Reels to report Weaver as a lunatic, actively plotting an attack. A necessary lie to kill the cult before it could do any real damage. Anything to protect the State — the motto Jonah had lived by for so long.

      They raided Weaver’s compound beneath the bowels of City 3 and found an army’s worth of guns. He had rations, vouchers for food, and supplies across all tiers. Plus links to agents who had infiltrated the government. It was the largest cult since the Plague, and it had grown up right under the observant all-seeing City Watch eye.

      Weaver was executed in some of the most-watched Darwins ever. Everyone knew the round was probably rigged, but nobody cared. The State mandated harsher laws for public gatherings after the games, and required all City Watchers to take a new class called Birth of a Cult, which gave historical accounts of cult leaders going back before Charles Manson, though he was the first figure the curriculum spent any time on.

      Now Weaver standing before him, was Weaver, the cult leader he saw die in the Games. “Hello, Mr. Lovecraft, I’ve been dying to meet you.”
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