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  Chapter 1




  It was an accident of geography that led to the founding of the Cloven. Isolated in Carver, Idaho, a small town in a box canyon, the humans and Tuskers who met there were halfway between the armies of Man in the south and Napoleon’s Tusker horde in the north. They were left alone long enough to forge unbreakable bonds, and when those bonds were tested, they held, became stronger, and in the end, overcame.




  It all began with a young boy, a young girl who had a crush on the young boy, and a Tusker giant—giant both in legend and in actual stature—named Goliath.




  —Herodotus the Younger




  Jeremy spent his days playing hooky in the badlands that surrounded the small hamlet of Carver. On weekdays, there was hardly anyone around. He could see someone coming a mile away and dart onto a side path, out of sight. There was nothing he hated worse than the forced jauntiness of meeting a stranger on the trail.




  Well, meeting someone he knew might be worse.




  Someone who would tell his dad.




  This was the fourth time he’d skipped school this week. That morning, while he cooked bacon, he watched for signs that Ralph knew. (Jeremy privately called his dad Ralph, “Dad” being someone nice who other kids had.) The first—and last—sign of Ralph knowing would be his removing the thick belt from around his ample waist and wrapping the soft end around his wrist. The hard end, with the buckle, would bite into Jeremy’s back and buttocks, leaving numbing scars, which ironically were now so thick that the pain was less with every whipping.




  Luckily, so far, his teacher hadn’t reported Jeremy’s absence to Ralph.




  A week ago, the power had suddenly shut off in the entire valley. Yet life in Carver had been strangely unchanged. Most residents had moved to Carver to get away from other people. The desert hamlet was about as far from a city as it was possible to get in the lower forty-eight states. It was in the southwest corner of Idaho, not far from the borders of both Oregon and Nevada. There wasn’t another town within an hour’s drive.




  Carver drew survivalists from all over the country. When people first arrived, they were excited to put their survival skills to the test. Everyone tried to get off the grid, to install solar panels and other means of generating electricity. Turned out, there was enough self-generated power in the area to keep most houses and businesses going. The only grumbles were about the lack of a TV or radio signal. So when they were cut off from the grid, no one minded that much.




  Sheriff Carter drove out of town a few days after the power failure and didn’t return. No one went looking for him.




  Sadly, they hadn’t cancelled school.




  Maybe Ms. Brown has finally given up on me, Jeremy thought. His teacher called him “incorrigible,” a word Jeremy had looked up and that he really liked. It described him perfectly.




  He carried the .22 rifle his Uncle Stan had given him on his twelfth birthday, and which his dad had taken away from him on his fifteenth birthday after the sheriff had come out and demanded money for the shot-up signs that surrounded Carver.




  “You can’t prove my son done that,” Ralph Carver said.




  The sheriff blustered and threatened, but Jeremy’s dad called his bluff, and nothing came of it. But that night, Ralph took the .22 away and hid it under his bed. At first, Jeremy retrieved the rifle every morning after his dad went to work, returned it every night before he came back. After a while, he didn’t bother.




  After all, he was incorrigible. If he was caught skipping school, he’d be whipped, rifle or no rifle.




  But so far, his dad was ignoring him, as usual.




  Normally, Duds would be watching after Jeremy during the hours when Ralph was working, but his grandfather was off on a second honeymoon with his young bride. Not that Duds paid much attention to Jeremy at the best of times. That left his uncle, Stan, who did seem to care and who checked up on him once in a while, but Jeremy had pretty much figured out his uncle’s schedule and hadn’t been caught.




  He was alone. Just the way he liked it.




  He turned a corner in the trail around a wall of lava rock that was so squared-off that it looked like humans had built it. Jeremy imagined the lava rock formation as ancient orc ruins, and couldn’t help but hope that someday he’d find a band of dwarves sheltered there, or a wizard, or maybe some elves.




  Smack dab in the middle of the trail stood a huge buck. The magnificent creature stared back at him for a second, then bounded away. Jeremy raised the rifle and put the deer in his sights, then lowered the gun.




  Jeremy had quit shooting the wildlife years ago. There was just no satisfaction in it. The first time he shot a squirrel, it hadn’t died right away, and he’d sat there watching it writhing for what seemed like hours (but was probably only minutes) until it quit moving. He had felt deep guilt in his soul, as if the squirrel was a freaking equal. Which was preposterous (another of Ms. Brown’s favorite words). Jeremy never told anyone how he really felt. They all thought he was a great hunter.




  While he wasn’t a hunter, he was a great shot. He practiced on the yellow and green and red signs on the highway until he could plunk them dead in the middle from as far away as the .22 could shoot.




  As soon as he’d given up shooting animals, they seemed to come out of every ravine and around every hill to tease him, posturing mere yards away as if sensing he was harmless. It was insulting. Jeremy thought about shooting a few of them to put them in their place, but the image of the squirrel’s death throes always came back to him before he pulled the trigger.




  So when the wild pig came down the trail and stared at him from a hundred feet away, Jeremy sighted down on it, as usual, and pantomimed pulling the trigger. Bang! Right in the middle of the shoulder blades, where it would penetrate the critter’s heart. Bang! Right between the eyes.




  The wild pig seemed to know that he wasn’t a real threat and sauntered away with a disdainful twitch of its tail. Don’t push it, pig! Jeremy thought. He imagined the boar’s head mounted on the wall of his bedroom, all curling tusks and glaring eyes.




  He shrugged and kept hiking deeper into the badlands. The farther he went, the less likely he’d run into people.




  It wasn’t long before he came across a second pig, but this one was different. As soon as he saw it, the blood rushed to Jeremy’s head, as if he was on the edge of a cliff and about to fall over. He was overcome by the feeling that he was in extreme danger.




  It’s just a fucking javelina, Jeremy thought. There were hundreds of them in the area, and they seemed to be multiplying by leaps and bounds, eating everything in sight. Jeremy had actually considered shooting them, breaking his vow, because they were driving away the rest of the wildlife.




  But he’d never seen a pig like this. For one thing, it was huge. Its tusks didn’t just curl slightly, like most javelinas, but kept on curling, seeming to dig back into the huge snout.




  The pig came at Jeremy, its fur standing on end, eyes red and festering with hate.




  Jeremy instinctively raised the rifle. “You best quit coming at me,” he said.




  The animal ignored him. It accelerated with a savage squeal, its hooves kicking up dust, closing the last yards that separated them in what seemed both an eternity and a split second. All the years of practice shooting came to the fore, and Jeremy shot the creature when it was just a few feet away, directly in its brainpan.




  The wild pig slid face first the last few feet, its tusks digging up the soft sand of the trail, and grunted a strange sort of grunt, as if the creature was only angry that it hadn’t reached Jeremy, never mind that it was dying.




  It reeked. Not the stink pig reek that Jeremy was used to, but the smell of death, of corrupted flesh. Now that the pig was unmoving, Jeremy could clearly see where rotted flesh had fallen away from its bones, and how the desiccated remains of entrails dragged from its stomach.




  Jeremy felt none of the guilt he’d felt at shooting the poor, defenseless squirrel. He’d probably done this pig a favor. It must have been suffering.




  Besides, this pig meant to hurt me!




  The corpse twitched, then seemed to be trying to rise. Jeremy jumped back with a shout. He watched it warily; then it was still again.




  Must have imagined it, Jeremy thought. No way it was getting back on its feet with half its brain glistening on the sand.




  He approached again, breathing through his mouth but still retching at the odor. Insects were skittering in and out of the corpse.




  No way, Jeremy thought. This animal was already infested. How is that possible? How could it have been still moving?




  Behind him, Jeremy heard grunting, a symphony of rumbles of every tone and inflection.




  Warily, he turned, reloading his rifle. There was a whole herd of pigs staring at him from the bend in the trail. They were obviously diseased. One of them was missing a back leg; another was pink and glistening in the sunlight, its hide completely gone.




  Jeremy looked into their eyes, and he saw death, not life. These creatures were already dead, already had that dull-eyed look that had come over the long-ago squirrel. And yet they were animate, though jerky and ungainly, with shuddering motions that made Jeremy queasy just looking at them.




  There was a lava escarpment behind Jeremy, and he backed up to the hill, keeping his eye on the wild pigs. All the time he’d spent as a kid pretending he was defending a fort came back to him now. He found a gap in the rocks through which he could fire.




  The pigs watched him, and it was as if they were debating whether he was even worth going after. There was a rustle among them, and a huge boar came around the corner.




  This is no javelina, Jeremy thought. Its shoulders rose high above the other pigs’, and its head seemed twice as massive as theirs. Instead of being low to the ground, it was tall, with longer and thicker legs than the others, and its tail was extended and twined with hair.




  It stared up the hill at Jeremy. In its eyes, there was a semblance of life, as if thick thoughts were moving through dead cells, dark and evil thoughts, unlit by any sense of life, motivated by the darkness of death.




  Jeremy raised his rifle and fired without thinking.




  The boar crouched, but it was a perfect shot between the shoulder blades: the bullet should have ripped through its heart. The pig merely grunted and stumbled for a moment. Unbelieving, Jeremy quickly raised his rifle and shot again. This time, a smaller javelina got in the way. The bullet hit it square in the side of the head, and it dropped as if its legs had turned to noodles.




  The giant pig rose and glared at Jeremy, then grunted something deep and wet sounding, as if it was pushing air through raw meat.




  The entire herd of pigs started running at Jeremy as he fumbled to reload his rifle. They reached the part of the trail that led to his makeshift fort and kept coming, the huge swine in the middle of them.




  At that moment, the pig that Jeremy had seen earlier came around the trail. It froze at the sight of the pack running toward it, then turned tail and tried to run. The weird pigs were on it in seconds. They stopped and surrounded the healthy pig, who was squealing in alarm now.




  The pigs swarmed the javelina. Blood squirted upward, and there was a loud, final squeal from the javelina. The pack kept running, leaving behind a shredded, nearly decapitated corpse.




  Jeremy waited a few more moments and then came out from behind the rocks. He started heading down the path back toward town, taking a wide detour around the dead pig. He was already beyond the corpse when he heard rustling behind him.




  He looked over his shoulder to see the dead pig rising to its feet, its head almost scraping along the ground. It flopped down again, trying to regain its footing but unable to.




  Jeremy thought about taking another shot.




  Why? It’s dead already.




  The javelina he’d shot was still on the ground, unmoving.




  A headshot, Jeremy thought. It takes a head shot.




  He moved off the path into the soft sand of the desert, heading toward home.




  The prospect of a whipping from Ralph no longer seemed so bad.




  Chapter 2




  In the south and in the north, armies were being created that would one-day clash in the small town of Carver.




  In the south, men vowed to destroy all Tuskers.




  To understand mankind’s hate, I shall tell you the story of a single death, the repercussions of which lasted until the end of the war. It is an example of why it was so hard for each side to understand the other, why it was so difficult to bridge the gulf of hate. Each side suffered losses, which led to conflict, which led to more losses, until it appeared that only the complete elimination of one side or the other, either human or Tusker, would end the war.




  It was a single death of a loved one, but this one death compelled a man to lead his people to destruction.




  —Herodotus the Younger




  Pederson Ranch, Saguaro, Arizona




  They burned the bodies of the dead, both Tusker and human.




  All but one.




  Alicia Flannigan was lying in state at the center of the barn, dressed in her finest gown, pure and white, most of her wounds concealed by makeup. The bullet hole in the center of her forehead was small and neat, and the gaping hole in the back of her head was hidden. Beautiful and tiny, she looked like a doll to Andy, in no way hinting at the vibrant, vivacious personality of the living person.




  It was a little ghoulish, and it wasn’t going to be long before she started to decay, but no one dared say anything to Enrique. The commander spent most of his time in the crow’s nest, sending down curt orders on pieces of scratch paper, which his men followed without question.




  Andy watched it all without comment. He could see the way the winds were blowing. Enrique was in control. A few times, Barry Hunter, technically their leader and the owner of the Pederson Ranch, had tried to give orders—harmless tasks that nevertheless needed to be done: clearing brush from the fences, repairing the solar panels, that type of thing—and the soldiers had stared at him as if he was a stranger. In the end, they’d done as he asked, but only after checking with Enrique.




  Much needed to be done, but all that was really being accomplished were the jobs Enrique noticed from the top of the tall tower at the center of the barn. Everyone else was falling into line, as people usually did in times of danger. Most of the citizens of Saguaro had moved out to the Pederson compound. They weren’t being forced, but it was also clear that if they didn’t join the majority, there would be no help for them if the Tuskers returned.




  Ideally, the citizens should have been asked to help out. Enrique was diligent about repairing the walls and fences that Barry Hunter and old man Pederson had built in preparation for the Aporkcalypse, but he was ignoring some of the other basic infrastructure. People were pitching tents and driving trailers onto every nook and cranny of the compound. Families filled the rooms of the old, ramshackle ranch house. Latrines were being dug at the edge of the property (was there such a thing as “property” anymore?), and trash was accumulating. It was only a matter of time before the water in the well got polluted by waste and there was an epidemic of some kind.




  All that would have to be dealt with sooner or later.




  Give it a few more days, Andy thought. Let Enrique grieve.




  There had been no sign of the Tuskers for over a week now, ever since the last battle. There were plenty of zombies, both pigs and humans, but they were unorganized and easily dispatched. The danger appeared to be receding.




  Andy judged now was not the time to confront Enrique. If that time ever came…




  “Good thing for air conditioning,” Kathy Comfort said behind him. “She’s going to start to stink.”




  Her strong tenor tone cut through his woolgathering like a knife, but Andy found her irreverence bracing.




  “Yeah,” Andy said, “old man Pederson must have been rolling in dough.”




  He had staked out a section of the wall as his own: he had a box for a desk, an old pillow, and a couple of chairs facing inward that he used mostly for the illusion of privacy. He was sitting on the floor on a pillow, and Kathy sat on one of the chairs facing him.




  “Profligate use of energy, though,” she said.




  Andy looked up at her and resisted a laugh. Somehow Kathy looked completely put together—makeup, hair, clothes: all looked clean and neat. How does she do it?




  “You want to go tell our comandante that?” he asked. He looked over at the black spiral staircase that led to the aerie.




  “Hell, no! He’d send me to the brig.”




  There was no brig, but Andy caught her meaning. “You think this situation is…going there?”




  “Don’t you?” she snorted.




  “Maybe it’s necessary,” Andy said. “I mean, Barry would probably stop and take a vote on everything, and I don’t think we have time for that.”




  “Maybe so, but I think I’d prefer someone who isn’t out of his mind with grief. Someone like you.”




  Andy had been thinking the same thing, but old habits die hard. He’d spent years in hiding, blending in with average people, and his military skills—his killing skills—had only re-emerged when the Aporkcalypse came down.




  No one’s looking at my past, he thought. No one cares that I was once a hired gun.




  He’d done his best to live a normal life under the witness protection program, but fate had other ideas. Turned out, his past life was useful in this new world.




  But Enrique wouldn’t give up power without a fight, and there was no chance his men would turn on him. Not yet.




  “It isn’t time…” he began to say.




  “That new guy, John Davis, isn’t helping any,” Kathy broke in. “He seems to hate the Tuskers even more than Enrique, if that’s possible.”




  Davis, who’d been given the rank of sergeant, had showed up after the battle wearing a necklace of wild pigs’ ears. He had a rucksack filled with sawed-off tusks, which he carved in his spare time. A dour man, he seemed to have Enrique’s attention more than anyone else.




  The hatch to the crow’s nest creaked open.




  “Achilles emerges from his tent at last,” Kathy proclaimed, using the ringing tone that was her trademark when she was the host of the cable television crime show Kathy Comfort’s Justice.




  The soldiers, who were scattered about the barn, rose as one and gathered at the base of the spiral staircase. Enrique stopped halfway down, where everyone could get a look at him. He glared at them until they were silent.




  “Prepare a pyre,” he said. “A memorial service will be held for my wife at dusk. I request that you all attend.”




  “Why her?” came a loud voice from the crowd of civilians gathered outside the circle of soldiers. Andy didn’t have to look to know who it was.




  Not now, you idiot. Not this way!




  Herb Jensen, the mayor of Saguaro—a town that ex post facto didn’t exist anymore—still thought he had some influence.




  “Why her?” he repeated. “Why is she any more important than anyone else? Why does she get to have a ceremony when none of our loved ones got one?”




  Enrique didn’t move, didn’t even turn his head toward the mayor, but Andy could almost feel the man not reaching for his gun. Sergeant Davis pushed his way through the crowd. The mayor saw him coming and backed up, his face turning white.




  Kathy whispered beside him. “Man’s got a point.”




  Enrique waved Davis off. “If you let your wife be burned without remembrance, that’s your problem. But I won’t let Alicia leave the world that way.”




  “You arrogant son of a bitch!” Herb shouted. Davis was far enough away that he’d regained his courage. It was clear from the muttering of the crowd around him that Herb wasn’t the only one who felt that way.




  Barry Hunter pushed his way to the front and mounted the first few steps until he was halfway between the crowd and Enrique.




  “You’re both right,” Barry said. “Alicia deserves a memorial…and so does everyone else. We didn’t have time before, but now we do. Let Alicia Flannigan represent us all. Let anyone who wants to speak at the service do so. Let us heal together.”




  Kathy whispered, this time loudly enough for several bystanders to hear her, “Thank God we got at least one competent politician among us.”




  Andy smiled. Barry would have been horrified to hear that sentiment, but it was true. It wasn’t so much that Barry was tactful; it was that he cared. And these days, that passed for diplomatic.




  But Herb wasn’t so easily mollified. “Nice of you to think of it, now that it’s too late.”




  “It’s not too late as long as we remember,” Barry said, his quiet voice carrying over the murmuring of the crowd. “Enrique’s love for Alicia is only right. It is the same love we all feel for those who were taken from us.”




  Jenny Hunter moved up to her husband’s side. Felix, whom she’d taken under her wing when Alicia died, joined her.




  Enrique looked down at Felix, and his face softened. The commander had been all but ignoring his son.




  Andy had overheard the child saying to Jenny the night before, “I am six years old now.” He hadn’t said it as a complaint, unhappy that he hadn’t gotten a cake or a party or presents—he’d said it as a simple fact, which had made it all the more heartbreaking.




  “We must give Felix a chance to grieve, to say a final goodbye.” Jenny’s soft voice was soothing, and everyone immediately quieted. “And my husband is right, so should we all have that chance. Let this one funeral stand for everyone. Let each of us remember those we have lost.”




  Everyone looked at Herb. The mayor had sense enough to nod, and so it was decided.




  Everyone helped build the pyre, and it rose high in the middle of the courtyard. Alicia was brought from the barn in silence, carried by Enrique and three of his men. They laid her down gently. Enrique tried to speak, but as his voice cracked, he turned away, afraid, no doubt, that he would break down in front of everyone. Perhaps he believed tears were a show of weakness, but Andy thought it might be a good thing for Enrique to cry.




  Felix stood at his father’s side, but also held tightly to Jenny’s hand.




  One by one, those who had lost loved ones stood before the pyre and spoke. Andy saw tears even among the hardened soldiers, and as the ceremony went on, it became clear that it was something that had been missing and was needed.




  As the fire was lit, a sigh went through the crowd, as if all felt that it was right, that the dead were remembered, that dignity in this time of trouble had been restored. As the flames rose, it seemed to Andy that Alicia’s body wavered, as if she was more than one person, as if all who had died were there on top of the pyre, as if the many had become the one.




  Tears came to Andy’s eyes, and he wiped them away surreptitiously, glad that no one was looking at him. Most were fighting their own tears; others, like Kathy, who was standing next to him, were sobbing openly.




  Andy wasn’t surprised that the hard-bitten woman had a soft side. It was what he saw when he was with her alone, after all. The smell of burning bodies filled the air. Andy managed not to retch as the odor of human and pig mingled, but he saw more than one person turning away and gagging.




  As the flames reached their height, Enrique turned and stomped away.




  Most people kept their eyes on the pyre, but Andy turned to watch Enrique, sensing something was about to happen.




  The surviving javelinas they’d rounded up were imprisoned in a small enclosure at the edge of the courtyard. No one had brought up the subject of what was to be done with them. Most probably assumed they would be eaten, though the thought made Andy a little queasy now that he’d actually met creatures of that shape who were as intelligent—if not more so—than he was.




  It felt a little like cannibalism.




  Then again, he’d eaten bacon that very morning, so it wasn’t like he was being morally superior or anything.




  Enrique reached over the fence, grabbed a javelina’s hind legs, and lifted it out of the enclosure, hauling it toward the fire. The creature squealed as if it knew its fate.




  Enrique pulled out his knife and cut the javelina’s throat. Blood spattered onto the blackened timbers at the base of the pyre, sizzling. He flung the pig into the air, and it landed in the hot coals. Before the pig stopped moving, Enrique turned around and grabbed another javelina.




  This one he didn’t even kill first, but threw it alive into the hottest part of the fire. It squealed, trying to escape, but the flames wrapped around it, and it tottered only a few feet before collapsing.




  No one moved; no one tried to stop Enrique. One by one, the javelinas were sacrificed, each squealing louder than the last.




  The last pig backed away to the rear of the pen. Enrique reached over to grab it, but it scooted away, again and again. This pig was slightly bigger than the others, probably a hundred pounds or more. It was also silent.




  Andy suddenly knew.




  He started running, shouting for Enrique to stop. As Andy reached the pen, the cornered pig looked up at him, and Andy knew he was right.




  This creature was intelligent.




  It was a Tusker.




  Enrique screamed in frustration. He marched over to one of his soldiers and grabbed the pistol out of the man’s holster. He stomped back to the enclosure, cocking the gun.




  Andy stood between him and the Tusker.




  “Stand aside, damn you,” Enrique said.




  “He’s a Tusker,” Andy said. “He might be useful to us. He’s intelligent.” He has a soul, he feels! Andy wanted to shout, but he knew it would enrage Enrique even more. “We need to question him.”




  Enrique pushed him aside.




  Andy realized he’d done all that he could do. Sergeant Davis was glaring at him.




  Andy closed his eyes as the gunshot rang out.




  Enrique brushed past him, staggering under the weight of the Tusker.




  “Father, no!” Felix cried. Only mortally wounded, the creature was tossed onto the last of the coals. It grunted rather than squealed, an almost human sound.




  Enrique, still enraged, picked up a shovel and started scooping coals on the still-twitching creature.




  Kathy came up to Andy, gently taking his arm. “You’ve done all you can,” she whispered.




  They walked to their private spot, a section of the vegetable garden with a wood compost box they could both sit on. They sat in silence for a time.




  Andy finally spoke. “I hope that doesn’t become a tradition.”




  “Pretty barbaric,” Kathy agreed. “I can see our primitive ancestors doing something like that.”




  “That was some Conan the Barbarian shit right there.”




  “Welcome to the new world,” Kathy said. “Same as the old world.”




  Chapter 3




  Even now, when the world is far less connected than it once was, it seems strange that the people of Carver were not more alarmed at the sudden lack of communication with the outside world. In those days, in most cities, towns, and even rural areas, a day without the Internet, or TV, or radio, or any other form of electronic communication would have been alarming. A week would have been inconceivable.




  But when the Tuskers set off the Big Pulse, the people of Carver shrugged it off. Communications in the isolated valley had always been sketchy and unreliable. The Internet was dial-up, and slooooooow. TV and radio relied on relays from satellites, and they’d been known to conk out on a regular basis.




  Even the lack of visitors wasn’t alarming, for Carver could go days without a stranger passing through. It was, after all, on the way to nowhere.




  More to the point, the people of Carver expected the world to fall apart and were prepared for it. That’s why most of them had moved there—to get off the grid, to create their own power, to live without modern entertainment, to go back to the old ways.




  But eventually, of course, the outside world intruded, as it always does.




  —Herodotus the Younger




  Mary, Mary. That’s what everyone in this forsaken town called her. Not Mary, not Mary Jo—Jo was her middle name. Nope. Mary, Mary. And if she objected, well, that only proved how “contrary” she was.




  Mom had moved them back to her hometown after the divorce, retreating like a wounded animal into its darkened den. Mary hated it. It had a one-room school, with all the kids in town, from preschool through twelfth grade, crowded in together.




  There was only one kid in the entire school who interested her—ironically, the same boy who had dubbed her Mary, Mary to begin with. His name was Jeremy Carver, and he was always out traipsing around the desert with his .22 rifle. She’d offered to accompany him once, and he’d turned red and stuttered, “Sure, sure,” but nothing had come of it.




  She figured he hadn’t really talked to many girls his own age.




  Her father, whom she insisted on calling Howard, since he no longer deserved the title of father, had visited Carver just once since the divorce. When he overheard some of the kids call her Mary, Mary, he’d laughed.




  “It fits,” he’d said.




  Which showed what an asshole he really was.




  Mary watched out of her bedroom window as Jeremy left town early that morning, looking like Huck Finn, his rifle over his shoulder as though he didn’t have a care in the world. He was good looking, with glossy black hair with just the right amount of curl, a long, lanky body, and beautiful dark eyelashes. What was even more attractive was that he had no idea how gorgeous he was. He didn’t have enough kids around him that were close to his age to compare himself to. In Portland, he would have been swarmed…and probably conceited and out of reach.




  As soon as Mary saw that Jeremy was skipping school again, she decided she would too. She took off her nice clothes (way too nice for Carver; they made her a freak) and looked in her closet for something to go exploring in.




  Mary didn’t have any shoes that she could use to walk the badlands surrounding the town. She didn’t even own a pair of jeans. There was no store around to buy them in, nor—she admitted to herself in down times—was there any money to buy them with. Not without stressing out her mom, and her mom was stressed out enough.




  Mary had some Bermuda shorts, long, striped socks, and her Nike running shoes. She tied her thick, unruly red hair into pigtails and looked at herself in the mirror. She laughed. With her face covered in freckles, plus her outfit and hair, she looked like Pippi Longstocking.




  She removed the striped socks and left her legs bare, and retied her hair into a ponytail. Better. Now she just looked like a country bumpkin.




  Mom was working at the one diner in town, taking both the day shift and the evening shift. Mary hardly saw her anymore.




  She grabbed a water bottle out of the fridge, slapped a peanut butter sandwich together, and emptied her backpack of schoolbooks and filled it with her lunch. They lived three houses from the edge of town, and she was in the badlands, alone, before she knew it.




  Wonder if I’ll run into Jeremy? She smiled as she realized that had been her motivation all along.




  Within a mile, she’d worked up a sheen of sweat, and it felt good. Carver School didn’t have organized sports to speak of, and it had been a long time since Mary had stretched her legs.




  Broken bottles, shotgun shell casings, and the remains of campfires littered the side of the trail at first, but the farther she went, the fewer signs of humans she found. She started to breathe easier, as if the absence of people was a relief.




  She looked down the path and saw a single set of footprints in the sand, and with a slight thrill, she hoped they were Jeremy’s.




  Something caught her eye on the side of the trail. At first, she thought it was the desiccated remains of a bird wing; then she realized it was a piece of bark that was shaped and textured like feathers. She idly picked it up and carried it with her.




  Not much farther on, she found another wooden wing, this one a mirror image of the first, and within a few more yards, she found a branch that had the general shape of a bird’s body. She laid the three pieces together on the ground, stepped back and squinted.




  Sure enough, it was bird. Like something out of a Poe story.




  And with that, Mary’s cares and worries dropped away, and she realized that she had an escape from this small-town trap. She could pursue her art here, maybe even more so than in the city. She carefully put the three bird pieces in her backpack, already working out how she would attach them together. Glue, wire, string?




  She wasn’t really watching where she was going. The path meandered among lava rock outcroppings, with sagebrush and juniper trees to either side.




  She heard the animal before she saw it.




  When she looked up, it was only a few yards away.




  It looked like a pig, sorta, if a pig were skinny and dried-up and gray. It had long tusks, and she realized with a start that the tusks had blood on them. Then she saw that the entire pig was covered in blood—its own blood, for along its flanks and near its neck, there were deep gashes, so severe that she could see the white bones showing through.




  How is it still moving? she wondered. Then: How is it still alive?




  It stared at her with dead eyes, a wheezing sound coming from a hole in its neck. It pawed the ground like a bull ready to charge.




  Which is exactly what it is going to do, Mary confirmed.




  She shifted the backpack off of her back, and as the monstrosity sprang toward her, she swung the pack at its head with all her might. There was a loud smack, and its neck cracked. Its head dropped to one side, and it fell over.




  Then, impossibly, it got back up, its snout dragging in the sand. It was preparing to attack again.




  Mary looked around desperately for a weapon—a rock, a branch, anything—but there was nothing but sand. Her backpack had disintegrated from the blow. The straps had come undone, and she was swinging an empty husk. The dried bark “bird” body and wings were shattered.




  Mary turned and ran.




  The creature charged after her, lumbering with a strange sideways gait. At first she was able to keep ahead of it, but inevitably, her foot encountered an unseen rock, her ankle twisted, and she went flying into the air to land on the hard, sharp branches of a bitterbrush. Deep cuts opened in her shins, and she regretted not being brave enough to wear the Pippi Longstocking socks.




  Mary rolled and found herself on her hands and knees, with the wild pig only feet away. It was terrifyingly huge from this perspective. She closed her eyes. The creature slammed into her, and she felt one of its tusks graze her neck.




  She tumbled backward.




  Only then did she hear the gunshot.




  The creature lay unmoving, its dead eyes only inches from hers. It seemed to want to rise again, but then stiffened and settled into the sand.




  She heard footsteps running toward her, and she scooted up onto her butt and faced her savior. Jeremy didn’t seem to recognize her at first. He fell to his knees beside her and put a trembling hand to the cut on her neck.




  “Are you all right?” he asked.




  “Thanks to you,” she said.




  Her voice seemed to clue him in. His eyes focused on her. “Mary, Mary?”




  “Mary, if you please,” she said shortly. But for once, she didn’t mind the nickname.




  She wanted him to take her in his arms. Instead, he reared back a little and hastily rose to his feet. After a moment’s thought, he put his hand down to pull her up.




  As soon as she clasped his hand, she knew.




  He is the one. Something deep and reverberating moved up her arm and then to her heart. Startled, she looked him in the eyes and realized that he’d felt it too.




  “Mary,” he said, almost breathing the word. Then he caught himself. “I’m sorry about the Mary, Mary thing,” he muttered. “I never thought it would take off like that.”




  “It’s okay,” she said to her own amazement. “I have been rather contrary ever since I got here. But I think that is going to change.”




  Jeremy turned away, seemingly reluctant. He picked up the torn backpack and handed it to her, then reached down and grabbed the water bottle and the lunch bag with the peanut butter sandwich in it. He paused over the pieces of bark as if puzzled; then his eyes went back to the sandwich.




  “You can have it,” she said. “I’m not hungry.”




  “Me neither,” he said gallantly, and held it out to her.




  “I insist,” she said.




  He looked uncertain, then gobbled down half the sandwich. He opened the water bottle and took a long swig. He caught himself before he drained it and handed the last third to her with a sheepish look. They sat down on a wide, flat boulder.




  There was comfortable silence between them.




  Mary ate the second half of the sandwich and drank the rest of the water, trying to be dainty about it. She failed. Jeremy laughed and wiped a glob of peanut butter from her upper lip. Again, there was a deep, bell-like shock that ran through her body.




  That’s it! she thought. I’m never letting this guy go.




  The carcass of the animal let out a loud belch, and Mary jumped back with a girlish cry. She almost laughed at herself, because she knew that she had played up her alarm for Jeremy’s sake.




  “It’s dead, I think,” he said reassuringly. Then he frowned. “Then again, I could swear it was already dead when it attacked you. This isn’t the first of these walking corpses I’ve come across. Only thing that stops them is a shot to the head.”




  “Is this…is this what you go out hunting for?”




  He gave her a surprised look, then laughed. “Mary, Mary…this is something new. There ain’t never been nothing like this before.”




  She resisted correcting his language. She had already figured out that all the double negatives and colloquialisms were an act—he was the most accomplished writer in the school. He always had his nose in a science-fiction book. Mary had inspected the school library and found it charmingly outdated, filled with Heinlein and Asimov, Andre Norton and Edgar Rice Burroughs.




  Nothing wrong with that.




  “And it’s not just the pigs,” Jeremy continued. “The ravens and coyotes got something wrong with them, too. I’m thinking my wandering days may be over for a while. It ain’t safe out here. As soon as we get back to town, I’m going to call the Sheriff’s Office over in Provo. They’ll probably think I’m nuts, but I gotta try.”




  He said “we,” Mary thought warmly. “I’ll vouch for it, too,” she said.




  He smiled at her, but she was pretty certain that inside, he was thinking she was a city girl, and what did she know? Well, she’d change that.




  She got to her feet and brushed herself off. “We’d better get going, then.”




  Chapter 4




  Today we know Martin simply as The Teacher; the human who was our Prometheus, who taught us how to survive and was punished for it. It is hard now to remember that Martin was once a captive, that he was forced to teach the first generation of Tuskers.




  There is no person, Tusker or human, more important to our history than Martin. Without him, perhaps nothing would have saved this world from endless turmoil. He was the first human to try to understand the new species, to try to communicate, and his sincerity and goodwill was such that he won over the first generation of the Cloven: Goliath, Petunia, and Marilyn.




  Martin was the spark, the human who reached out, and as we celebrate the Cloven, we should never forget that once we were only human and only Tusker, and neither understood the other. If not for Martin, I shudder to think what would have happened to us all.




  —Herodotus the Younger




  Goliath led the band away from Pigstown, followed by the two humans, Martin and Roger; in the rear were Marilyn and Petunia, who were still grieving the loss of their friend, Erik the Red. They weren’t concerned about pursuit. It appeared that everyone else was dead or dying from the strange new affliction.




  This was the second Exodus for the Tuskers. They’d arisen from Genesis Valley in Arizona. The humans had almost wiped out the first generation, but Genghis had escaped and hidden in the desert. He’d become the father of a new generation of Tuskers, who prepared for the day the humans would find them.




  Tesla’s Big Pulse had destroyed the human electrical grid, but not before a virus was released that had succeeded in killing the Tuskers but also in raising them from the dead.




  Unfortunately for humanity, the virus had leaped to humans as well. Now both species were under threat of the zombie-like creatures. But that didn’t stop the war between humans and Tuskers.




  Only a few of each species understood that survival lay in banding together.




  They had hidden in a small valley for several days, listening to gunfire and explosions in the distance. Martin wasn’t altogether certain which side the Tuskers and humans in their little party would have taken, or indeed, whether they would have chosen the same side. Which was rather the point of their exile. Neither the Tuskers nor the humans in their little band wanted to be forced to choose sides.




  Martin was content to let the giant Tusker lead the way. He didn’t know what to do or where to go. Anyone he’d ever known had probably given up on him by now. He felt closer to the Tuskers than to any human, including Roger.




  The only Tusker who could have stopped them from leaving, Genghis, had been defeated in battle by Goliath, though perhaps only because the leader had been weakened by whatever illness had killed the others.




  “Where do we go?” Petunia asked. “Neither the humans nor the other Tuskers will welcome us.”




  “Away from here,” Goliath grunted. “That’s all I know.”




  And so they headed north, away from the compound where the Tuskers had hidden for so long.




  “There are Tusker enclaves everywhere,” Marilyn pointed out. “We should find one of them. Perhaps they don’t know that we were imprisoned.”




  “Even if that were true,” Petunia said, “how do we explain Martin and Roger? The Kin wouldn’t understand why we are associating with them.”




  “And we can’t be sure that Genghis didn’t send messages out to the others, warning them about us,” Goliath said.




  “Perhaps we should split up,” Roger suggested. “Each of us go to our own kind.”




  This was met by silence. Then Goliath grunted, and that seemed to end the matter. They would stick together. The giant hog looked up into the sky, and they all followed his example involuntarily. There wasn’t a crow or raven to be seen, but they had seen others already on their trip, as well as coyotes.
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