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  To Sheri Stearn, my constant reader and other mother, and to Diego for the mechanics of death and destruction
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  PART 1




  The Gathering




  

    

      So when the last and dreadful hour




      This crumbling pageant shall devour,




      The trumpet shall be heard on high,




      The dead shall live, the living die,




      And Music shall untune the sky.




      —John Dryden


    


  










  ONE




  Writhing in pain on the ground, Bruce Allan Cooper gasps and blinks and tries to catch his breath. He can hear the gurgling, feral growls of a half-dozen biters coming for him,

  moving in for a feeding. A voice in his brain screams at him: Move, you fucking idiot! You pussy! What are you doing?!




  A big African American with an NBA forward’s physique, a shaved, missile-shaped head, and a grizzle of a goatee, he rolls across the scabrous earth, barely avoiding the clawing gray

  fingers and snapping jaws of an adult female biter with half a face.




  He covers maybe five or six feet until a dagger of pain shoots down his side, radiating fire across his ribs, seizing him up in paralyzing agony. He lands on his back, still gripping his rusty

  fire ax. The pick head is caked in blood and human hair and the black, viscous bile that has come to be known among survivors as walker-droppings.




  Momentarily thunderstruck, his ears ringing, one eye already closing up from the swelling of a broken nose, Bruce wears the tattered army fatigues and mud-caked jackboots of the unofficial

  Woodbury militia. He can see the Georgia sky above him—a low canopy of filthy dishwater-gray clouds, inclement and nasty for April—and it taunts him: You’re nothing but a bug

  down there, Brucey-boy, a maggot on the carcass of a dying earth, a parasite feeding off the scraps and ruins of a vanishing human race.




  All at once the panorama of the sky above him is eclipsed by three alien faces—dark planets slowly blocking out the heavens—each one snarling stupidly, drunkenly, each pair of milky

  eyes geeked perpetually open. One of them, an obese adult male in a soiled hospital smock, drools black mucus-gunk that drips on Bruce’s cheek.




  “GOD-DAMMMMMM!”




  Bruce snaps out of his stupor, finding an unexpected reserve of strength. He lashes out with his ax. The pointed end arcs upward and impales the fat biter in the soft tissue under the jaw. The

  lower half of the thing’s face detaches and jettisons, a gristly phalanx of dead flesh and glistening cartilage pinwheeling upwards of twenty feet in the air before coming back down to earth

  with a splat.




  Rolling again, scrambling to his feet, Bruce executes a one-eighty spin—fairly graceful for a big man in excruciating pain—and hacks through the putrid neck muscles of another female

  biter coming at him. The head falls to the side, wobbling for a moment on threads of desiccated tissue before breaking free and tumbling to the ground.




  The head rolls for a few feet, leaving a leech trail of black spoor, while the body remains upright for an agonizing moment, twitching with insensate arms outstretched in horrible blind

  instinct. Something metallic lies coiled at the thing’s feet as it finally sinks to the ground.




  Bruce then hears the strangest thing that can be heard—muffled in his traumatized ears—following in the wake of the carnage: cymbals crashing. At least, that’s what it

  sounds like to Bruce’s ringing ears—a throbbing, metallic crashing noise in his brain—coming from the near distance. Backing away with his weapon at his side, spurred on by the

  sound, Bruce blinks and tries to focus on other biters shambling toward him. There are too many of them to engage with the pickax.




  Bruce turns to flee, and without warning runs directly into another figure blocking his path.




  “WHOA!”




  The other figure—a thick-necked white man built like a fireplug, his sandy hair cut in an old-school flattop—lets out a war cry and swings a mace the size of a horse leg at Bruce.

  The spiked club whizzes past Bruce’s face, passing within centimeters of his broken nose. Bruce instinctively rears backward, tripping over his own feet.




  He topples to the ground in an awkward display that sends up a cloud of dust and elicits another series of cymbal crashes from the hazy middle distance. The ax goes flying. The sandy-haired man

  takes advantage of the confusion and roars toward Bruce, the mace poised for action. Bruce grunts and rolls out of range at the last minute.




  The mace head slams down hard, stick-pinning into the earth mere inches from Bruce’s head.




  Bruce rolls toward the fallen weapon that lies in the red dirt about ten feet away. He gets his hand around the wooden shank, when suddenly, without warning, a figure lurches out of the haze to

  Bruce’s immediate left. Bruce jerks away from the biter, which is crawling toward him with the languid twitches of a giant lizard. Black ooze issues from the female’s slack

  mouth—its sharp little teeth visible—its jaw snapping with reptilian vigor.




  Then something else happens that brings Bruce back to reality.




  The chain holding the female in place suddenly clangs, the monster reaching the limits of its bondage. Bruce lets out an instinctive gasp of relief, the dead thing only inches away, flailing

  impotently at him. The biter growls with inchoate frustration, the chain holding fast. Bruce feels like digging the thing’s eyeballs out with his bare hands, like chewing through the neck of

  this useless piece of rotting shit-flesh.




  Again, Bruce hears that weird cymbal-crashing noise, as well as the voice of the other man, barely audible under the noise: “C’mon, man, get up . . . get up.”




  Bruce gets moving. He grabs the ax and struggles to his feet. More cymbal-crashing noises . . . as Bruce spins, and then swings the ax hard at the other man.




  The blade barely misses Flattop’s throat, slicing through the collar of the man’s turtleneck sweater, leaving a six-inch gouge.




  “How’s that?” Bruce mutters under his breath, circling the man. “That entertaining enough for ya?”




  “That’s the spirit,” the stocky man murmurs—his name is Gabriel Harris, Gabe to his cronies—as he swings the club again, the nail-studded head whispering past

  Bruce’s swollen face.




  “That all you got?” Bruce mumbles, jerking away just in time, and then circling around the other way. He lashes out with the ax. Gabe parries with the club, and all around the two

  combatants, the monsters keep growling and gurgling their watery ululations, straining against their chains, hungry for human flesh, stirred into a feeding frenzy.




  As the dusty haze on the periphery of the battlefield clears, the remnants of an outdoor dirt-track arena come into focus.




  The size of a football field, the outer edges lined with cyclone fencing, the Woodbury Veterans Speedway is surrounded by the relics of old pit areas and dark cavernous

  passageways. Behind the chain link rise latticed bench seats, sloping up to huge, rusted-out light stanchions. The stands are now filled with scores of cheering Woodbury residents. The

  cymbal-crashing sounds are, in fact, the wild applause and jeering voices of the crowd.




  Out in the miasma of dust swirling around the infield, the gladiator known as Gabe mutters under his breath so only his adversary can hear, “You’re fighting like a goddamn girl

  today, Brucey”—the wisecrack punctuated by a roundhouse swing of the club at the black man’s legs.




  Bruce vaults into the air, executing a dodge that would be the envy of a World Wrestling Entertainment star. Gabe swings again and the club goes wide and strikes the head of a young male biter

  in ragged, greasy dungarees, a former mechanic perhaps.




  The nails embed themselves in the thing’s cadaverous skull, sending ropy strands of dark fluid into the air, before Gabe has a chance to dig the mace out and mumble,

  “Governor’s gonna be pissed with your bullshit performance.”




  “Oh yeah?” Bruce counterstrikes with the handle of the ax, slamming it into Gabe’s solar plexus, driving the stocky man to the ground. The ax arcs through the air and comes

  down within centimeters of Gabe’s cheek.




  Gabe rolls away and springs to his feet, still muttering under his breath. “Shouldn’t have had that extra serving of cornbread last night.”




  Bruce moves in for another swing of the ax, whizzing the blade past Gabe’s neck. “You should talk, fat boy.”




  Gabe swings the mace again and again, driving Bruce back toward the chained biters. “How many times have I told ya? Governor wants it to look real.”




  Bruce blocks the onslaught of mace blows with the ax handle. “You broke my fucking nose, motherfucker.”




  “Stop your bellyaching, dickweed.” Gabe slams the mace down again and again until the nails stick into the ax handle. Gabe pulls the mace back and wrenches the ax out of

  Bruce’s grip. The ax goes flying. The crowd cheers. Bruce dives away. Gabe goes after him. Bruce cuts and runs the other way, and Gabe lunges while simultaneously swinging the mace under the

  black man’s legs.




  The nails catch Bruce’s fatigue pants, tearing a swath and superficially lacerating flesh. Bruce stumbles and goes down hard. Thin tendrils of blood loop across the pale, dusty daylight as

  Bruce rolls.




  Gabe soaks up the frenzied, frantic applause—the clapping is almost hysterical—and he turns toward the bleachers, which are filled with the bulk of Woodbury’s post-plague

  population. He raises his mace Braveheart-style. The cheers swell and rise. Gabe milks it. He turns slowly with the mace over his head, an almost comical look of macho victory on his

  face.




  The place erupts into pandemonium . . . and up in the stands, amid the waving arms and whooping voices, all but one onlooker seems transported by the spectacle.




  Sitting in the fifth row, way off on the north end of the bleachers, Lilly Caul turns away in disgust. A faded linen scarf wound tightly around her swanlike neck to ward off

  the April chill, she is dressed in her customary ripped jeans, thrift-shop sweater, and hand-me-down beads. As she shakes her head and lets out an exasperated sigh, the wind blows tendrils of her

  toffee-brown hair around her once-youthful face, which now bears the lines of trauma—the wrinkles nested around her aquamarine eyes and along the edges of her mouth—as deep as the grain

  in burnished cowhide. She isn’t even aware that she’s mumbling under her breath, “Fucking Roman circuses . . .”




  “What was that?” The woman next to her glances up from an insulated cup of tepid green tea. “Did you say something?”




  Lilly shakes her head. “No.”




  “You okay?”




  “Fine . . . just peachy.” Lilly keeps gazing off into the distance as the rest of the crowd yelps and hollers and emits hyena howls. Still only in her early thirties, Lilly Caul

  looks at least ten years older than that now, her brow perpetually furrowed in consternation. “You want to know the truth, I don’t know how much more of this shit I can take.”




  The other woman sips her tea thoughtfully. Clad in a dull-white lab coat under her parka, her hair pulled back in a pony-tail, she’s the town nurse—an earnest, soft-spoken girl named

  Alice—who has taken a keen interest in Lilly’s tenuous place in the town’s hierarchy. “It’s none of my business,” Alice says finally, speaking softly enough to

  go unheard by any nearby revelers, “but if I were you, I would keep my feelings to myself.”




  Lilly looks at her. “What are you talking about?”




  “For the time being, at least.”




  “I’m not following.”




  Alice seems vaguely uncomfortable talking about this in broad daylight, in plain sight of the others. “He’s watching us, you know.”




  “What?”




  “Right now, he’s keeping tabs.”




  “You gotta be—”




  Lilly stops herself. She realizes that Alice is referring to the shadowy figure standing in the mouth of the vaulted stone passageway directly to the north, about thirty yards away, under the

  defunct scoreboard. Draped in shadow, silhouetted by the cage lights behind him, the man stands with hands on his hips, watching the action on the infield with a satisfied gleam in his eyes.




  Of average height and build, clad in black, he has a large-caliber pistol holstered on his hip. At first glance, he appears almost harmless, benign, like a proud land baron or medieval noble

  surveying his manor. But even at this distance, Lilly can sense his serpentine gaze—as cunning as a cobra’s—scanning every corner of the stands. And every few seconds, that

  electric gaze falls on the spot at which Lilly and Alice now sit shivering in the spring winds.




  “Better if he believes everything is just fine,” Alice murmurs into her tea.




  “Jesus Christ,” Lilly mutters, staring down at the littered cement floor beneath the bleacher seats. Another surge of cheers and applause rises up around her as the gladiators go at

  it some more on the infield, Bruce going postal with his ax, Gabe getting boxed in by a cluster of chained biters. Lilly pays little attention to it.




  “Smile, Lilly.”




  “You smile. . . . I don’t have the stomach for it.” Lilly looks up at the grisly action on the field for a moment, the mace tearing through the rotten craniums of the

  living dead. “I just don’t get it.” She shakes her head and looks away.




  “Don’t get what?”




  Lilly takes a deep breath and looks at Alice. “What about Stevens?”




  Alice gives her a shrug. Dr. Stevens has been Alice’s lifeline for almost a year now, keeping her sane, teaching her the nursing trade, and showing her how to patch up battered gladiators

  with the dwindling storehouse of medical supplies stored in the network of catacombs beneath the arena. “What about him?”




  “I don’t see him playing along with this hideous shit.” Lilly rubs her face. “What makes him so special—that he doesn’t have to play nice with the Governor?

  Especially after what happened in January.”




  “Lilly—”




  “C’mon, Alice.” Lilly looks at her. “Admit it. The good doctor never shows up at these things, and he’s constantly grumbling about the Governor’s bloodthirsty

  freak shows to anyone who’ll listen.”




  Alice licks her lips, turns, and puts a warning hand on Lilly’s arm. “Listen to me. Don’t kid yourself. The only reason Dr. Stevens is tolerated is because of his medical

  skills.”




  “So?”




  “So he’s not exactly a welcome part of the Governor’s little kingdom.”




  “What are you saying, Alice?”




  The younger woman takes another deep breath, and then lowers her voice even further. “All I’m saying is, nobody’s immune. Nobody’s got job security around here.”

  She tightens her grip on Lilly’s arm. “What if they find another doctor, one who’s a little more gung ho? Stevens could very easily end up out there.”




  Lilly pulls herself away from the nurse, rises to her feet, and glances out at the ghastly action on the infield. “I’m so done with this, I can’t take it anymore.” She

  shoots a glance at the figure silhouetted in the shadow-bound cloister to the north. “I don’t care if he’s watching.”




  Lilly starts toward the exit.




  Alice grabs her. “Lilly, just promise me . . . you’ll be careful. Okay? Keep your head down? As a favor to me?”




  Lilly gives her a cold, enigmatic little smile. “I know what I’m doing, Alice.”




  Then, Lilly turns, descends the stairs, and vanishes out the exit.




  It’s been over two years since the first of the dead reanimated and made themselves known to the living. In that time, the larger world outside the rural backwaters of

  Georgia gradually winked out with the slow certainty of metastasizing cells, the pockets of survivors groping for purchase in abandoned office parks, deserted retail outlets, and derelict

  communities. As the walker population incubated and multiplied, and the dangers increased, tribal alliances among humans formed themselves in earnest.




  The township of Woodbury, Georgia, in the county of Meriwether, situated in the western part of the state, about seventy miles south of Atlanta, has become a virtual anomaly in the realm of

  survivor settlements. Originally a small farming village of about a thousand people, spanning a six-block stretch of main drag and railroad crossings, the town has been completely fortified and

  buttressed by the makeshift matériel of war.




  Semitrucks retrofitted with fifty-caliber machine gun placements have been canted across the outer corners. Old railroad cars have been wrapped in concertina wire and positioned to block points

  of egress. Down through the center of town, walled ramparts surround the central business district—some of the barricades just recently completed—within which people live their forlorn

  lives clinging to memories of church socials and outdoor barbeques.




  Making her way across the central walled area, striding purposefully down the cracked paving stones of Main Street, Lilly Caul tries to ignore the feeling that she gets whenever she sees the

  Governor’s goons strolling the storefronts with AR-15s cradled high across their chests. They’re not just keeping the walkers out . . . they’re also keeping us in.




  Lilly has been persona non grata in Woodbury for months now, ever since her ill-fated coup in January. It was obvious to Lilly, even back then, that the Governor had gotten out of control, his

  violent regime turning Woodbury into a death carnival. Lilly had managed to recruit a few of the town’s saner denizens—including Stevens, Alice, and Martinez, one of the

  Governor’s right-hand men—to snatch the Governor one night and take him for a ride out into walker country for a little tough love. The plan was to accidentally-on-purpose get the

  Governor eaten. But walkers have a way of gumming up the works of the best-laid plans, and in the midst of the mission, a herd had formed out of nowhere. The whole enterprise reverted to a

  survival struggle . . . and the Governor lived to rule another day.




  Oddly, in some kind of Darwinian twist, the assassination attempt only served to solidify and strengthen the Governor’s power base. To the residents already under his spell, he became

  Alexander the Great returning to Macedonia . . . Stonewall Jackson coming back to Richmond, bloodied but unbowed, a badass pit bull born to lead. Nobody seemed to care that their leader was

  obviously—at least in Lilly’s mind—a pure sociopath. These are brutal times, and brutal times call for brutal leadership. And for the conspirators, the Governor had

  become an abusive parental figure—teaching “lessons” and meting out his petty punishments with relish.




  Lilly approaches a row of little redbrick two-story edifices lined up along the edge of the commercial district. Once quaint little landscaped condo complexes, the buildings now bear the marks

  of plague shelters. The picket fences have been wrapped in razor wire, the flowerbeds fallow and stony and littered with shotgun shells, the bougainvillea vines over the lintels as dead and brown

  as frayed cables.




  Gazing up at all the boarded windows, Lilly wonders once again, for the millionth time, why she stays in this horrible, desolate, dysfunctional family known as Woodbury. The truth is, she stays

  because she has nowhere else to go. Nobody has anywhere else to go. The land outside these walls is rife with walking dead, the byways clogged with death and ruin. Lilly stays because she’s

  afraid, and fear is the one great common denominator in this new world. The fear drives people into themselves, it triggers base impulses, and leeches out the worst of the feral instincts and

  behavior lying dormant in the human soul.




  But for Lilly Caul, the caged-animal experience has drawn out something else that has lurked deep within her for most of her life, something that has haunted her dreams and lurked in her marrow

  like a recessive gene: loneliness.




  An only child growing up in middle-class Marietta, she usually ended up alone: playing alone, sitting alone in the back of the cafeteria or the school bus . . . always alone. In high school, her

  brittle intelligence, stubbornness, and sharp wit set her apart from the pom-pom-girl social scene. She grew up lonely, and the latent weight of this loneliness has dogged her in the post-plague

  world. She has lost everything that has meant anything to her—her father; her boyfriend, Josh; her friend, Megan.




  She has lost everything.




  Her apartment sits at the east end of Main Street, one of the shabbier redbricks in the complex. Dead kudzu clings to the west wall like mold, the windows veined in black, shriveled vines. The

  rooftop sprouts bent antennas and ancient satellite dishes that most likely won’t be receiving any signal ever again. As Lilly approaches, the low ceiling of clouds has burned off and the

  midday sun, as pale and cold as a fluorescent light, blazes down on her, making perspiration break out on the back of her neck.




  She steps up to the outer door, fishing for her keys. But she pauses suddenly, something catching her attention out of the corner of her eye. She turns and sees a tattered figure slumped on the

  ground across the street, a man hunkered against a storefront. The sight of him sends a jolt of sadness down her midsection.




  She puts her keys away and crosses the street. The closer she gets to him, the more clearly she can hear his ragged breathing—clogged with phlegm and misery—and his low, wheezing

  voice, mumbling incomprehensible exhalations in his drunken stupor.




  Bob Stookey, one of Lilly’s last true friends, lies curled in a fetal position, shivering, passed out in his threadbare, reeking, navy pea coat, pushed up against the door of a derelict

  hardware store. The window above him bears the ironic, sun-faded advertisement in cheerful multicolored letters: spring clean-up sale. The pain etched on the army medic’s deeply lined,

  leathery face—which is pressed against the pavement like wet trash—breaks Lilly’s heart.




  The man has spiraled since the events of the past winter, and now he may be the only other resident of Woodbury who is more lost than Lilly Caul.




  “Poor sweet thing.” Lilly speaks softly as she reaches over to a ratty woolen blanket bunched at his feet. The stench of body odor, stale smoke, and cheap whiskey wafts toward her.

  She pulls the blanket over him, an empty booze bottle rolling out of the fabric and cracking against the breakfront beside the door.




  Bob gurgles. “. . . gotta tell her . . .”




  Lilly kneels beside him, stroking his shoulder, wondering if she should clean him up, get him off the street. She also wonders if the “her” he’s babbling about is Megan. He was

  sweet on the girl—poor guy—and Megan’s suicide pulverized him. Now Lilly pulls the blanket up to his wattled neck and pats him softly, “It’s okay, Bob . . .

  she’s . . . she’s in a better—”




  “. . . gotta tell . . .”




  For the briefest instant, Lilly jerks at the sight of his fluttering eyes, revealing the bloodshot whites underneath. Has he turned? Her heart races. “Bob? It’s Lilly. You’re

  having a nightmare.”




  Lilly swallows the fear, realizing that he’s still alive—if one could call this alive—and he’s simply writhing in a drunken fever dream, probably reliving the endless

  rerun of stumbling upon Megan Lafferty dangling at the end of a rope coiled off a broken-down apartment deck.




  “Bob . . . ?”




  His eyes flutter open, just for an instant, unfocused but glazed with anguish and pain. “Gotta—tell her—what he said,” he wheezes.




  “It’s Lilly, Bob,” she says, softly stroking his arm. “It’s okay. It’s me.”




  Then the old medic meets her gaze, and he says something else in that halting mucous wheeze that makes Lilly’s spine go cold. She hears it clearly this time, and she realizes the

  “her” is not Megan.




  The “her” is Lilly.




  And the thing that Bob Stookey has to tell her will haunt Lilly for a lifetime.










  TWO




  That day, in the arena, Gabe delivers the final blow that ends the contest at just after three o’clock Eastern standard time, a full hour into the fight. The nail-studded

  head of the mace slams into Bruce’s ribs—his midsection protected with body armor concealed under his army fatigues—and Bruce goes down for the count. Exhausted from the

  rough-and-tumble charade, the black man stays down, veiled by a dust cloud, breathing hard into the dirt.




  “WE GOT A WINNER!”




  The amplified voice startles many in the stands, the crackling noise issuing forth from giant horns positioned around the arena, powered by generators rumbling underneath the grounds. Gabe does

  his strut, waving the mace in his best William Wallace impersonation. The jeers and applause mask the low communal growling of living dead chained to posts all around Gabe, many of them still

  reaching for a morsel of human flesh, their putrid mouths working and pulsing and drooling with robotic hunger.




  “STICK AROUND, FOLKS, FOR AN AFTER-SHOW MESSAGE FROM THE GOVERNOR!!”




  On cue the speakers crackle and thump with the downbeat of a heavy metal tune, a buzz-saw electric guitar filling the air, as a battalion of stagehands floods the infield. Most are young men in

  hoodies and leather jackets, carrying long iron pikes with hooked ends.




  They circle around the walkers. Chains are detached, collars hooked, voices raised, orders given by foremen, and one by one—in a thunderhead of dust—the workers begin leading the

  monsters across the infield toward the closest portal. Some of the creatures bite at the air as they are ushered back down into the shadows beneath the arena, others snarling and flinging gouts of

  black drool like reluctant actors being dragged offstage.




  Alice watches this from the stands with silent distaste. The other spectators are on their feet now, clapping along with the headbanger tune, hollering at the horde of undead being led away.

  Alice reaches down to the floor beneath her and finds her black medical bag under the bench. She grabs it, quickly struggles out of her section, and then hurries down the steps toward the

  infield.




  By the time Alice makes it to track level, the two gladiators—Gabe and Bruce—are walking away, heading toward the south exit. She hurries after them. Out of the corner of her eye,

  she senses a ghostly figure emerging from the shadows of the north portal behind her, making a dramatic entrance that would rival King Lear treading the boards at Stratford-Upon-Avon.




  He comes across the infield in his leathers and studs, his stovepipe boots raising dust, his long coat flapping in the breeze behind him. He looks like a grizzled bounty hunter from the

  nineteenth century, his pistol banging on his hip as he lopes along. The crowd surges with excitement as they see him, a wave of applause and cheers. One of the workmen, an older man in a Harley

  T-shirt and ZZ Top beard, scuttles toward him with a hard-wired microphone.




  Alice turns and catches up with the two exhausted warriors. “Bruce, hold up!”




  Walking with a pronounced limp, the big black man reaches the edge of the south archway, pauses, and turns. His left eye is completely swollen shut, his teeth stained in blood. “Whaddaya

  want?”




  “Let me see that eye,” she says, coming up to him, kneeling down, and opening the medical bag.




  “I’m fine.”




  Gabe joins them with a smirk on his face. “What’s wrong, Brucie got a boo-boo?”




  Alice takes a closer look, dabbing the bridge of his nose with gauze. “Jesus, Bruce . . . why don’t you let me take you down to see Dr. Stevens.”




  “It’s just a busted nose,” Bruce says, pushing her away. “I said I’m fine!”




  He kicks the medical bag over, the instruments and supplies spilling across the dirt. Alice lets out an exasperated groan and bends down to pick up the pieces, when the music cuts off and the

  sound of a low, velvety, amplified voice rings out over the winds and noise of the crowd.




  “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN . . . FRIENDS AND FELLOW RESIDENTS OF WOODBURY . . . I WANT TO THANK ALL OF YOU FOR ATTENDING THE SHOW TODAY. IT WAS A BARN BURNER!”




  Alice glances over her shoulder and sees the Governor standing center field.




  The man knows how to work a room. Sizing up the crowd with fire in his gaze, grasping the hand mike with the puffed-up sincerity of a megachurch minister, he has a weird, charismatic aura about

  him. Not a huge man, not especially handsome—in fact, upon close scrutiny one might even call him a bit scruffy and malnourished—Philip Blake still gives off an air of preternatural

  confidence. He has dark eyes that reflect the light like geodes, and his gaunt face is festooned with the handlebar whiskers of a third-world bandit.




  He turns and nods toward the south exit, stiffening Alice’s spine as she feels his cold gaze on her. The amplified voice crackles and echoes: “AND I WANT TO SEND A SPECIAL SHOUT

  OUT TO OUR FEARLESS GLADIATORS, BRUCE AND GABE! SHOW ’EM SOME LOVE, YALL—GIVE ’EM A HAND!”




  The cheers and whooping and hollering climb several registers, ringing off the metal stanchions and far awnings like a hungry pack of barking dogs. The Governor lets it play out, a conductor

  patiently prodding a symphony. Alice closes her medical bag and stands.




  Bruce waves heroically to the crowd, and then follows Gabe into the shadows of the cloister, vanishing down the exit ramp with the formality of a religious ritual.




  Across the infield, Philip Blake lowers his head, waiting for the wave of cheers to wash back out to sea.




  In the gathering silence, he lowers his voice slightly, speaking softly, his velvety voice carrying over the wind: “NOW . . . GETTING SERIOUS FOR A MINUTE . . . I KNOW OUR SUPPLIES

  HAVE BEEN GETTING A LITTLE LOW. MANY OF YOU HAVE BEEN SCRIMPIN’ AND RATIONING. MAKING SACRIFICES.”




  He looks up at his flock, making eye contact as he continues.




  “I FEEL THE CONCERN GROWING. BUT I WANT Y’ALL TO KNOW . . . RELIEF IS ON ITS WAY. GONNA BE MAKING A SERIES OF RUNS . . . FIRST ONE TOMORROW . . . AND THESE RUNS ARE GONNA YIELD

  ENOUGH PROVISIONS TO KEEP US GOING. AND THAT IS THE KEY, LADIES AND GENTLEMEN. THAT IS THE MOST IMPORTANT THING. WE WILL KEEP ON KEEPIN’ ON! WE WILL NEVER GIVE UP!

  EVER!”




  A few spectators applaud, but the majority of them remain silent, skeptical, ambivalent in their hard, cold seats. They have lived off the sour, metallic well water and rotting fruit of

  the untended orchards for weeks. They have given their children the last of the canned meats and the moldy remains of smoked game birds.




  From the center of the infield, the Governor holds them in his gaze.




  “LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, A NEW COMMUNITY IS BEING BUILT HERE IN WOODBURY . . . AND IT IS MY SACRED MISSION TO PROTECT THIS COMMUNITY. AND I WILL DO WHAT HAS TO BE DONE. I WILL SACRIFICE

  WHAT HAS TO BE SACRIFICED. THAT’S WHAT COMMUNITY IS ALL ABOUT! WHEN YOU SACRIFICE YOUR OWN NEEDS FOR THE NEEDS OF THE COMMUNITY, YOU WALK WITH YOUR HEAD HELD HIGH!”




  This gooses the applause meter a tad, some of the spectators finding Jesus and letting out yelps. The Governor pours on the sermonizing.




  “YOU FOLKS HAVE HAD TO SUFFER IMMENSELY DUE TO THE PLAGUE. YOU HAVE BEEN ROBBED OF EVERYTHING YOU HAVE WORKED SO HARD FOR YOUR ENTIRE LIVES. MANY OF YOU HAVE LOST LOVED ONES. BUT HERE

  . . . IN WOODBURY . . . YOU HAVE SOMETHING THAT CANNOT BE TAKEN AWAY FROM YOU BY MAN NOR BEAST: YOU HAVE EACH OTHER!”




  Now some of the residents spring to their feet and put their hands together, while others pump their fists. The noise builds.




  “LET ME BOTTOM-LINE IT FOR Y’ALL: THE MOST PRECIOUS POSSESSION WE HAVE IN THE WORLD IS OUR OWN PEOPLE. AND FOR THE SAKE OF OUR PEOPLE . . . WE WILL NEVER GIVE UP . .

  . NEVER FALTER . . . NEVER LOSE OUR NERVE . . . AND NEVER LOSE FAITH!”




  More spectators stand. The cheering and applause rises up into the sky.




  “YOU HAVE A COMMUNITY! AND IF YOU HOLD ON TO THIS, THEN THERE IS NO FORCE IN THE WORLD THAT CAN TAKE IT FROM YOU! WE WILL SURVIVE. I PROMISE YOU. WOODBURY WILL SURVIVE! GOD BLESS

  Y’ALL . . . AND GOD BLESS WOODBURY!”




  Across the arena, Alice carries her medical bag out the south entrance without even looking back.




  She’s seen this movie before.




  After the post-game show, Philip Blake makes a stop in the men’s room at the end of the arena’s litter-strewn portico. The narrow enclosure reeks of dried urine,

  black mold, and rat turds.




  Philip relieves himself, splashes water on his face, and then gazes for a moment at his cubist reflection in the cracked mirror. Way in the back of his mind, in some far-flung corner of his

  memories, the sound of a little girl crying echoes faintly.




  He finishes up, and then bangs out the door, his metal-tipped boots and long belt-chain jangling. Down one long cinder-block corridor, down a flight of stone steps, down another hallway, and

  finally down one last flight of stairs, and he finds the “pens”—a row of rolling garage doors riddled with dents and ancient graffiti.




  Gabe stands in front of the last door on the left, reaching into a metal oil drum and tossing something wet through a broken-out window. The Governor approaches without a word, pausing in front

  of one of the windows. “Nice work out there today, sport.”




  “Thanks, boss.” Gabe reaches down into the drum and pulls out another morsel, a human foot severed raggedly at the ankle, glistening with gore. He casually tosses it through the

  jagged aperture.




  Philip gazes through the dirty glass at the blood-speckled tile enclosure. He sees the swarming mass of undead—a small orgy of pale-blue faces and blackened mouths, the two dozen surviving

  walkers from the day’s event gobbling at body parts on the tile floor like a drove of wild pigs fighting over truffles—and he stares and stares, enthralled for a moment, fascinated by

  the spectacle.




  At length, Philip tears his gaze away from the abomination and nods at the bin full of fresh remains. “Who is it this time?”




  Gabe looks up, his tattered black turtleneck torn over one pectoral, bulging at the belly with body armor, his underarms stained with the telltale sweat-spots of exertion. He wears rubber

  surgical gloves that drip with fresh blood. “Whaddaya mean?”




  “The chum you’re tossing in, who is it?”




  Gabe nods. “Oh . . . this is that old codger, used to live by the post office.”




  “Natural causes, I hope?”




  “Yeah.” Gabe nods, and tosses another piece through the opening. “Asthma attack last night, poor dude. Somebody said he had emphysema.”




  The Governor lets out a sigh. “He’s gone to Glory now. Gimme an arm. From the elbow down. And maybe one of the smaller organs . . . a kidney, the heart.”




  Gabe pauses, the ghastly wet noises of the feeding frenzy echoing down the corridor. Gabe gives the Governor an odd look, a mixture of sympathy, affection, and maybe even duty, like a Boy Scout

  about to help his troop leader. “Tell you what,” Gabe says, his husky voice softening. “Why don’t you go home, and I’ll bring ’em to ya.”




  The Governor looks at him. “Why?”




  Gabe shrugs. “People see me carrying something, they don’t even give it a second thought. You carry something, they’ll want to help . . . maybe ask you what it is, wonder what

  you’re doing.”




  Philip stares at the man for a moment. “You got a point there.”




  “Won’t go over well.”




  Philip gives a satisfied nod. “All right then. We’ll do it your way. I’ll be at my place the rest of the night, bring it around back.”




  “Copy that.”




  The Governor turns to leave, and then pauses for a moment. He turns back to Gabe and smiles. “Gabe . . . thanks. You’re a good man. Best I got.”




  The thick-necked man grins. A merit badge for the top Scout. “Thanks, boss.”




  Philip Blake turns and heads for the stairs with a very subtle change in his gait, a vague yet pronounced bounce to his step.




  The closest thing Woodbury has to an executive mansion is the three-bedroom apartment spanning the top floor of a large condo building at the end of Main Street. Heavily

  fortified, the front door guarded at all times by a rotating crew of machine gunners manning the turret across the street, the building is clean yellow brick, nicely tuck-pointed, free of graffiti

  or grime.




  Philip Blake enters the foyer that evening, whistling happily, passing the large bank of metal mailboxes that haven’t seen postal service in over twenty-eight months. He climbs the stairs

  two at a time, feeling good and righteous and full of affection for his small-town brethren, his extended family, his place in this new world. At his door at the end of the second-floor hallway he

  pauses, fishes for his keys, and lets himself in.




  The place would never make the pages of Architectural Digest. The carpeted rooms are mostly unfurnished, a few armchairs here and there surrounded by boxes. But the place is clean and

  well organized, a macrocosm of Philip Blake’s compartmentalized, ordered mind.




  “Daddy’s home,” he announces cheerfully as he enters the living room. “Sorry I’m so late, sweetie pie . . . busy day.” He unbuckles his gun, sheds his

  waistcoat, and sets his keys and his pistol on the sideboard by the door.




  Across the room, a little girl in a faded pinafore dress has her back turned to him. She softly bumps against the large picture window, a goldfish compulsively trying to escape its bowl.




  “How’s my little princess doing?” he says as he approaches the child. Momentarily lost in the domestic bliss of a normal life, Philip kneels down behind her and reaches out as

  though expecting a hug. “C’mon, babydoll . . . it’s your daddy. Don’t be afraid.”




  The little thing that was once a girl suddenly whirls around to face him, straining against the chain hooked to her iron collar. She lets out a guttural growl, gnashing her rotten teeth at him.

  Her face—once that of a lovely blue-eyed cherub—now bears the pallid fish-belly color of the dead. Her eyes are empty, milky-white marbles.




  All the joy drains out of Philip Blake as he sinks to the floor, sitting cross-legged on the carpet in front of her, just out of her reach. She doesn’t recognize me. His mind

  races, his thoughts returning to their dark, brooding default setting: Why the fuck doesn’t she recognize me?




  Philip Blake believes that the undead can learn, can still access dormant parts of their memories and past. He has no scientific proof of this theory, but he has to believe it, he has

  to.




  “It’s okay, Penny, it’s just your daddy.” He offers her his hand as though she might hold it. “Give me your hand, honey. Remember? Remember when we used to hold

  hands and take long walks up to Lake Rice?”




  She fumbles at his hand, tries to pull it to her mouth, her tiny piranha-like teeth clamping down.




  He jerks his arm back. “Penny, no!” He tries again, attempts to gently take her hand. But she tries to take another bite out of it. “Penny, stop it!” He struggles to

  control his anger. “Don’t do this. It’s me . . . it’s your daddy . . . don’t you recognize me?”




  She grabs at his hand, her blackened, decomposed mouth chewing at the air, noxious, fetid breath puffing out on a watery snarl.




  Philip pulls away. He stands. He runs his hands through his hair, his stomach clenching with anguish. “Try to remember, sweetie.” He pleads with her with a catch in his throat, his

  voice wavering as though verging on a sob. “You can do it. I know you can. Try to remember who I am.”




  The girl-thing strains against her chain, her mouth working involuntarily. She cocks her ruined head at him—her lifeless eyes registering nothing so much as hunger, and maybe even a trace

  of confusion—the confusion of a sleepwalker seeing something that doesn’t belong.




  “Goddamnit, child, you know who I am!” Philip clenches his fists, towering over her. “Look at me!—I’m your father!—Can’t you see that?!—I’m

  your daddy, goddamnit!—Look at me!!”




  The dead child growls. Philip lets out a roar of anger, raising his hand instinctively to give her a slap, when all at once the sound of knocking breaks the spell. Philip blinks at the noise,

  his right hand still poised to deliver a blow to the child.
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