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  PART 1




  Stone Soup




  

    Rescue those who are being taken away to death;


    hold back those who are stumbling to the slaughter.




    —Proverbs 24:11–12


  




  





  ONE




  On that sweltering Indian-summer morning, not a single person working the rails has any clue as to what is transpiring at that very moment in the small survival settlement once

  known as Woodbury, Georgia. The restoration of the railroad between the village of Woodbury and the outer suburbs of Atlanta has consumed these people—occupying every daylight hour for nearly

  twelve months now—and today is no exception. They are closing in on the midway point of the project. In a little less than a year, they have cleared nearly twenty miles of track, and have

  laid down a sturdy barrier of split-rail and chicken wire on either flank in order to keep the line clear of roamers, stray feral animals, and any other obstruction that might blow, seep, grow, or

  creep across the tracks.




  Now, oblivious to the catastrophe unfolding right then in her home community, the crew’s de facto leader, Lilly Caul, pauses in her post-hole digging and wipes the sweat from her brow.




  She glances reflexively up at the ashen sky. The air, buzzing with the drone of insects, is redolent with the fecund stench of fallow, neglected farm fields. The muffled clang of

  sledgehammers—spikes going into ancient railroad ties—provides a syncopated drumbeat to the thudding diggers. In the middle distance, Lilly sees the tall woman from Haralson—the

  one who goes by the name of Ash—patrolling the edge of the worksite, a Bushmaster AR-15 on her hip. Ostensibly, she’s keeping watch for any stray walkers who might be drawn to the

  construction clamor, but on a deeper level, she’s on hyperalert today. Something doesn’t feel right. Nobody can articulate it but everybody senses it.




  Lilly peels off her soiled work gloves and flexes her sore hands. The Georgia sun hammers down on the back of her slender, reddened neck where her auburn hair is pulled up in a haphazard French

  braid. Her hazel eyes, buried in the fine crow’s-feet of her skin, scan the area, surveying the other workers’ progress along the fence line. Although still a few years shy of forty,

  Lilly Caul has developed the worry lines and wrinkles of a much older woman. Her narrow, youthful face has darkened over the four hard years of plague life. Her boundless energy has flagged in

  recent months, and the perpetual slump of her shoulders has given her a middle-aged air, despite her trademark hipster attire of tattered Indie-rock T-shirt, ripped skinnies, broken-down motorcycle

  boots, and countless rawhide bracelets and necklaces.




  Now she notices a few errant walkers a hundred yards to the west, dragging through the trees—Ash notices them as well—nothing to worry about at this point but still something on

  which to keep tabs. Lilly regards the other members of her crew spaced at regular intervals along the rails, slamming post-hole diggers into the stubborn ground cover of kudzu and ironweed. She

  sees some familiar faces, some unfamiliar, some she just met days ago. She sees Norma Sutters and Miles Littleton, inseparable since they joined the Woodbury clan over a year ago. She sees Tommy

  Dupree, the boy now fourteen going on thirty, hardened by the pandemic, a prodigy with firearms and edged weapons. She sees Jinx Tyrell, the loner from the North who proved herself to be a

  walker-killing machine. Jinx moved into Woodbury a few months ago after being recruited by Lilly. The town needs new citizens in order to flourish, and Lilly is exceedingly thankful to have these

  badasses on her side of the playing field.




  Interspersed among Lilly’s extended family are the leaders of the other villages that dot the ramshackle countryside between Woodbury and Atlanta. These are good, trustworthy people such

  as Ash from Haralson, and Mike Bell from Gordonburg, and a number of others who have joined Lilly’s crew out of common interests, common dreams, and common fears. Some of them are still a bit

  skeptical of the grand mission to connect the survivor towns with the great city to the north via this rough-and-tumble rail line, but many have joined the cause purely out of a belief in Lilly

  Caul. Lilly has that effect on people—a sort of osmosis of hope—and the longer these people work on this project, the more they buy into it. They see it now as both an admirable attempt

  to control an environment that is out of control as well as an attempt to recapture a lost civilization.




  Lilly is about to put her gloves back on and get back to her digging when she sees the man named Bell about a quarter mile away, coming around a bend from the north at a fast canter on his

  swaybacked horse. The thirty-something leader of the small survivor group hunkered down in the little village once known as Gordonburg, Georgia, is a diminutive man with a mop of sandy hair that

  now bounces and flags in the wind as he approaches the work crew. Some of the others—Tommy, Norma, Miles—glance up from their work, ever protective of their friend and leader.




  Lilly hops the guardrail and walks out onto the gravel apron as the man approaches through the haze on his mangy strawberry roan.




  “Got another one in our path,” he calls out. The horse is a twitchy animal, thick in the neck, probably a cross-breed with a trace of draft horse in its blood. Bell rides with the

  awkward, bouncy clumsiness of the self-taught. He yanks back on the reins and staggers to a stop on the gravel, raising a small whirlwind of dust.




  Lilly braces the horse by grabbing the bridle and steadying its wildly nodding head. Dirty foam drips from its mouth, its coat damp with sweat. “Another what?” She looks up at

  Bell. “Walker? Wreck? Unicorn . . . what?”




  “Big old trestle,” Bell says, sliding off the horse and hitting the ground hard with a grunt. A former IT guy from Birmingham, his boyish face sunburned and slathered with freckles,

  he wears homemade chaps stitched from tent canvas. He fancies himself a country boy but the way he wrestles with the horse and speaks only with the faintest trace of drawl screams city.

  “About a half mile north of here,” he says, jerking his thumb. “The land ditches, and the tracks go right across this rickety span for about fifty yards.”




  “So what’s the prognosis?”




  “You mean with the trestle? Hard to tell, the thing’s pretty furry.”




  “Did you take a closer look? Maybe ride across it, test it or whatever?”




  He shakes his head. “I’m sorry, Lilly, I just thought you’d want to know about it right away.”




  She rubs her eyes and ponders. It’s been a while—months, actually—since they’ve encountered a trestle. And the last one was only a few yards long. She starts to say

  something when the horse rears suddenly—spooked by either a noise or an odor undetectable by humans. Lilly girds the animal, gently strokes its withers. “Ssshhh,” she utters

  softly to the creature, rubbing it along its tangled mane. “It’s okay, buddy, chill out.”




  The animal has a goat-like scent, musky from its sweaty spoor and filth-encrusted fetlocks. Its eyes are rimmed in red from its labors. The fact is, this broken-down roan—and its species

  as a whole—has become as valuable to survivors now as they were in the nineteenth century to those attempting to tame the West. Cars and trucks that are still operational are getting more and

  more rare every day—even the supplies of cooking oil for the biodiesel are dwindling. People who have had even a rudimentary knowledge in horse breeding in their prior lives are now becoming

  highly sought after and respected as wise elders who are expected to teach and pass on their knowledge. Lilly has even recruited a few to live in Woodbury.




  In recent months, many of the rusted-out carcasses of cars have been sliced in half and made into makeshift buggies and contraptions to be hitched to horses and teams of horses. In the years

  since the outbreak, the pavement has weathered and deteriorated beyond repair. The remaining strips of weedy, crumbling, impassable pathways are the bane of survivors’ existence. Hence the

  need for a safe, dependable, and fast transportation system.




  “He’s been like this all day.” Bell nods deferentially at his horse. “Spooked by something out there. And it ain’t walkers, neither.”




  “How do you know it isn’t walkers? Maybe a swarm coming or something?”




  “We passed a bunch of ’em this morning, and the things didn’t even faze him.” He strokes the animal and whispers to it: “Did they, Gypsy? Did they?” Bell

  looks at Lilly. “There’s something else on the wind today, Lilly. Can’t put my finger on it.” He sighs and looks away like a shy schoolboy. “I’m sorry I

  didn’t check the trestle for stability—that was pretty goddamn stupid of me.”




  “Don’t sweat it, Bell.” Lilly gives him a smile. “I think the old saying goes, ‘We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it’?”




  Bell chuckles a little too loudly, holds her glance a little too long. Some of the others pause in their work and glance up at the twosome. Tommy leans on his shovel and smirks. It’s

  basically an open secret that Bell has a desperate crush on Lilly. But it’s also not something Lilly wants to perpetuate. Taking care of the Dupree kids is all she can handle in her personal

  life at the moment. Plus, she’s still grieving the loss of just about every person she ever loved. She’s not ready to dive into a relationship yet. But that doesn’t mean she

  doesn’t think about Bell sometimes, usually at night, when the wind whispers through the gutters and the loneliness presses down on her. She thinks about running her fingers through

  Bell’s gloriously thick ginger-colored hair. She thinks about feeling the downy touch of his breath on her collarbone. . . .




  Lilly shakes off the wistful ruminations and pulls an old Westclox turnip watch from her hip pocket. Attached to a tarnished fob, the watch once belonged to the late Bob Stookey, Lilly’s

  best friend and mentor, a man who died heroically a little over a year ago trying, among other things, to save the children of Woodbury. Perhaps this is why Lilly has all but adopted the

  town’s orphans. Lilly still mourns her lost pregnancy, the spark that could have been Josh Hamilton’s child, miscarried in the tumult of the governor’s regime. Maybe that’s

  why her ersatz motherhood now feels almost like part and parcel of survival itself—an innate piece of her future as well as the future of the human race.




  She looks down at the yellowed face of the watch and sees that it’s edging toward lunchtime.




  She has no idea that her town has been under attack now for nearly an hour.




  When Lilly was a little girl, her widower father, Everett Caul, once told her the story “Stone Soup.” A well-loved folk tale with myriad versions existing in many

  different cultures, the story tells of three wandering strangers who are starving when they come upon a small village. One of the strangers hits on an idea. He finds a pot in the town trash heap

  and gathers some stones and collects some water from a nearby creek. Then he builds a fire and starts cooking the pebbles. The villagers get curious. “I’m making stone soup,” he

  tells them when asked what the hell he’s doing, “and you’re welcome to have some when it’s finished.” One by one, the residents begin to pitch in. “I’ve

  got some carrots from my garden,” offers one. “We’ve got a chicken,” says another. And soon, the stone soup is a bubbling caldron of savory goodness with vegetables and

  meats and herbs from the various homes.




  Perhaps the memory of Everett Caul’s beloved bedtime story lay in the back of Lilly’s mind when she decided to connect the small survivor towns in her area with the big city to the

  north via the defunct railroad.




  She had first thought of the idea last year, after meeting with the leaders of the five principal communities. Initially, the purpose of the meeting—which took place in Woodbury’s

  venerable old courthouse building—was to share resources, information, and goodwill with the other towns in Central Georgia. But when the leaders of the five communities began to vent about

  their supplies dwindling and travel becoming so dangerous and the feeling of being so isolated out in the rural wastelands, Lilly decided to take action. She didn’t tell anybody her plan at

  first. She merely began to clear and repair the old petrified rails of the West Central Georgia Chessie Seaboard line that runs up through Haralson, Senoia, and Union City.




  She started small, a few hours a day, with Tommy Dupree, a pickax, a shovel, and a rake. It was slow going at first—a few hundred feet a day in the blistering sun—with the walkers

  continually being drawn to the noise. She and the boy had to repel countless dead in those early days. But walkers were the least of their problems. It was the land that gave them the most

  grief.




  Nobody is certain of the causes, but the postplague ecosystem has changed over the last four years. Opportunistic weeds and wild grasses have taken over to the point of choking culverts,

  clogging creek beds, and virtually carpeting roads. Kudzu vines have multiplied in such profusion that entire billboards and barns and trees and telephone poles have been literally covered in

  riotous tendrils. The green rot has turned everything furry with vegetation, including the countless human remains still lying in gullies and trenches. The world has grown hair, and the worst of it

  seems to have seized up the iron rails of the Chessie Seaboard line in stubborn braids of flora as thick as cables.




  For weeks, Lilly and the boy chipped away at the unforgiving vines, sweating in the sun, moving a hand-car northward over cleared sections with laborious slowness. But the noisy work—not

  unlike the bubbling pot tended by the strangers in the “Stone Soup” story—attracted curious glances, folks peering over the walls of survivor towns along the way. People began

  coming out and pitching in. Before long, Lilly had more help than she ever anticipated. Some folks volunteered tools and construction equipment such as augers, hand mowers, and scythes. Others

  brought along maps of derelict rail lines found in public libraries, hand-cranked two-way radios for communication and reconnaissance purposes, and weapons for security. There seemed to be a

  general fascination with Lilly’s quixotic mission to clear a rail all the way to Atlanta. In fact, this fascination spurred an unintended development that surprised even Lilly.




  By the second month of the project, people started seeing Lilly’s foolhardy undertaking as a harbinger of a new era, perhaps even a bellwether of a new postplague regional government. And

  nobody could think of a better person to be the leader of this new regime than Lilly Caul. At the outset of the third month, a vote was taken in the Woodbury courthouse, and Lilly was unanimously

  voted the town figurehead—much to her chagrin. She didn’t fancy herself a politician, or a leader, or—God forbid—a governor. At best, she considered herself middle

  management.




  “In case anybody’s interested,” a voice behind Lilly says as she digs in her pack for her meager lunch, “we just crossed the twenty-five-mile marker.”




  The voice comes from Ash. She carries herself with the pronounced swagger of a jock, all bowlegged and muscle-bound. Today she has a Vietnam-era canvas bandolier of twenty-round magazines canted

  across her Hank Williams Jr. tank top and a do-rag bandanna around her coal-black hair, all of which belies her aristocratic former life in the wealthy enclaves of the Northeast. She ambles up with

  a half-eaten can of Spam in one hand and a wrinkled map in the other. “This seat taken?” She points to an unoccupied stump.




  “Take a load off,” Lilly says without even looking up, digging in her canvas rucksack for the stale dried fruit and beef jerky that she’s been rationing for weeks. She sits on

  a mossy boulder as she pulls out her delicacies. Lately, only edibles with long shelf lives—raisins, canned goods, dried meats, soup mixes—are all that’s available in Woodbury.

  The gardens have been harvested to the nubs, and it’s been a while since any wild game or fish have drifted within killing range. Woodbury needs to expand its farming capabilities, and for

  months now Lilly has been tilling the earth around the periphery of town.




  “So let’s do the math.” Ash puts the map in her back pocket, sits down next to Lilly, spoons another gob of Spam into her mouth, and savors the processed meat as though it were

  foie gras. “We’ve been at it since last June. At this rate—what? We hit the city by next summer?”




  Lilly looks at her. “Is that good or bad?”




  Ash grins. “I grew up in Buffalo, where construction lasts longer than most marriages.”




  “So I guess we’re doing okay.”




  “Better than okay.” Ash glances over her shoulder at the others scattered along the site. They are currently devouring their lunches, some sitting on the rails, some of them in the

  shade of enormous, twisted, ancient live oaks. “I’m just wondering if we can keep up the pace.”




  “You don’t think we can?”




  Ash shrugs. “Some of the folks have been complaining about the time spent away from their people.”




  Lilly nods and glances out at the jungle of kudzu twining and weaving over the land. “I’m thinking we can take another break this fall when the rainy months roll in. It’ll give

  us a chance to—”




  “Excuse me if I sound like a broken record,” another voice chimes in from behind Ash, interrupting and drawing Lilly’s attention away from the dense jungle of vegetation to the

  east. She sees the gangly, knob-kneed man in the fedora and khaki shorts loping toward them from the ring of horses. “But is there a reason nobody has a clue as to what our fuel situation

  is?”




  Lilly sighs. “Take a breath, Cooper. Eat some lunch, get that blood sugar back up.”




  “This is no joke, Lilly.” The rawboned man stands before her with his hands on his hips as though waiting for a report. He has a Colt Single Action Army .45 holstered on a Sam Browne

  belt around his waist and a coil of climbing rope on the opposite hip. He juts his prominent chin as he speaks, affecting an air of rakish adventurer. “I’ve been through this too many

  times.”




  Lilly looks at him. “Been through what? Was there another plague that I missed?”




  “You know what I mean. I just came from the depot in Senoia, and they still haven’t found any fuel up there. Lilly, I’m telling you, I’ve seen too many projects fall by

  the wayside because of fuel issues. If you remember, I was involved in designing—”




  “I know, you’ve told us that one before, more than once, we got it memorized, your ‘firm designed more than a dozen of the biggest skyscrapers in Atlanta.’ ”




  Cooper sniffs, his prominent Adam’s apple bouncing with frustration. “I’m just saying . . . we can’t do a damn thing without fuel. Without fuel, we’re just cleaning

  up metal rails that go nowhere.”




  “Cooper—”




  “Back in ’79, when OPEC goosed the oil prices and Iran shut down their fields, we had to completely write off three buildings on Peachtree. Just left their foundations like dinosaurs

  in the tar pits.”




  “Okay, listen—”




  Another voice rings out behind Ash. “Hey, Indiana Jones! Give it a rest!”




  All heads turn toward Jinx, the young drifter whom Lilly took in earlier this year. A volatile, brilliant, bipolar mess of a person, Jinx wears a black leather vest, myriad tattoos, multiple

  knives sheathed on her belt, and round steampunk-style sunglasses. She approaches at a fast clip, her hands balled into fists.




  Cooper Steeves backs away as if giving quarter to a rabid animal.




  Jinx gets in his face, her body as tense and coiled as a watch spring. “What is this compulsion of yours to bust this woman’s balls every fucking day?”




  Lilly stands and waves Jinx back. “It’s okay, sweetie, I got this.”




  “Back off, Jinx. We’re just having a conversation here.” Cooper Steeves’s bluster thinly veils his fear of the young woman. “You’re way out of

  line.”




  By this point, Miles and Tommy have sprung to their feet behind Ash with cautious expressions knitting their faces. Over the past year, probably more due to the heat than the stress of being out

  in the open, there have been horrendous arguments and even a few fistfights along the train line. Everybody has their guard up now. Even Norma Sutters—the zaftig, Zen-like former choir

  leader—now cautiously moves her plump right hand to the grip of her .44.




  “Everybody dial it down!” Lilly raises her hands and speaks tersely, firmly. “Jinx, back off. Cooper, listen to me. You’re raising legitimate issues. But the truth is,

  we’re making progress on cooking up more biodiesel, and we got that one engine in Woodbury we’ve already converted. Beyond that, we’ve got the horse-drawn flatcars and a few

  handcars to get us where we need to go until we get more engines running. Okay? You happy?”




  Cooper Steeves looks down at the dirt, letting out a frustrated sigh.




  “Okay, everybody! Listen up!” Lilly gazes out beyond the group around her to the rest of the crew. She squints up at the flinty sky, then back at her people. “Let’s

  finish up with lunch and get another hundred yards cleared and fenced off before we knock off for the day.”




  By four o’clock that afternoon, a thin layer of clouds has rolled in and stalled over Central Georgia, turning the afternoon gray and blustery. The breeze carries the

  smell of rust and decay. The daylight diffuses to a pasty glow behind the hilltops to the west. Exhausted, sweaty, the back of her neck prickling with inexplicable nervous tension, Lilly calls an

  end to the workday when she finally sees Bell’s offending trestle in the middle distance ahead of them. The rails follow the span across a densely forested gulley like the bulwark of a Gothic

  drawbridge, an ancient broken-down span of mildew-black timbers tangled in vines and wild ivy, crying out for repair and reinforcement—a massive undertaking that Lilly is more than willing to

  put off until tomorrow.




  She decides to ride home alongside Tommy Dupree in one of the makeshift horse-drawn carriages—a burned-out shell of a former SUV, the engine, front wheels, and quarter panels removed to

  accommodate a pair of draft horses tied to the jutting stubs of its frame. Tommy has rigged a system of elaborate reins and slipknots to the team, and between the snorting and clopping of the

  animals, and the creaking and squeaking of the jury-rigged cab, the whole thing makes quite a racket as they wend their way down the dirt access road that descends into the tobacco fields to the

  south.




  They travel mostly single file, Tommy’s carriage in the lead, followed by the rest of the work crew, some on horseback, some in similar hodgepodge conveyances.




  When they reach Highway 85, some of the team splits off from the group to return to their communities to the north and east. Bell, Cooper, and others proffer nods as they turn westward and

  vanish into the haze of the dying afternoon. Ash gives Lilly a wave as she leads a half dozen of her fellow residents of Haralson around the petrified remains of an overturned Greyhound bus lying

  across the northbound lanes of the highway. The years have blanched and covered the wreckage with such thick vegetation that it looks as though the earth itself is in the process of reclaiming the

  bus’s metal shell. Lilly looks at her fob watch. It’s already after five. She would prefer to make it home before nightfall.




  They don’t see signs of the attack until they reach the covered bridge at Elkins Creek.




  “Wait—hold on—what the fuck?” Lilly has moved to the edge of the cab’s bench seat, and now leans forward, peering up at the tarnished pewter sky over Woodbury about

  a mile and a half away. “What the hell is—?”




  “Hold on!” Tommy snaps the reins and leads the carriage through the darkness of the covered bridge. “What was that, Lilly? Was that smoke?”




  The gloomy shadows swallow them for a moment as the horses labor to pull the buggy through the malodorous enclosure, the noise bouncing off weathered planks. When they come out the other side,

  Jinx has already zoomed past them and spurred her horse up an adjacent hill.




  Lilly’s heart begins to race. “Jinx, can you see it? Is that smoke?”




  At the crest of the hill, Jinx yanks her horse to an awkward halt and reaches for her binoculars. She peers through the lenses, then goes perfectly still. Fifty feet below her, Tommy Dupree

  brings the carriage to a rattling stop on the access road.




  Lilly can hear the others pulling up behind her. Miles Littleton’s voice: “What’s going on?”




  Lilly hollers up at the young woman on the horse. “Jinx, what is it?”




  Jinx has gone as stiff as a mannequin as she peers through the binoculars. In the distance, a column of smoke as black as India ink spirals up from the center of town.




  





  TWO




  They approach from the northeast, the horse-cart rumbling over petrified rails as it crosses the switchyard. The air crackles and reeks with the odors of burning timber and

  cordite. Walker bodies litter the vacant lot near the train yard, the adjacent barricade punctured with necklaces of bullet holes. Inside the wall, several buildings exude thin spires of smoke from

  either fires or sustained volleys of gunfire. Lilly pushes back the urge to charge into the fray with guns blazing—she needs to assess the situation first, gauge what they’re up

  against. For the last ten minutes, she has been trying unsuccessfully to raise David Stern on the hand-cranked two-way, and now the radio silence reverberates in her brain.




  She sees a car with its windshield shattered, its driver’s door gaping near the corner of Dogwood and Main, indigo smoke billowing up into the winds from a nearby section of the barricade

  that’s been knocked down. Lilly’s heart chugs faster as she takes it all in—the smoldering fires inside the wall, the bullet-riddled panels, the shattered windows, and the tire

  tracks and debris strewn across the vacant lot between Jones Mill and Whitehouse Parkway. Those circular tracks and the innumerable pieces of shredded cardboard and broken glass hadn’t been

  there earlier that day when the construction team departed town.




  Lilly checks her pistol. The Ruger SR22 has been by her side since the early days of the plague. A former resident of Woodbury named Martinez found six in a Walmart once, and he gave Lilly two

  of them. From the beginning, the best thing about the weapon has been the abundance of compatible ammo: .22 long rifle bullets were sold in most sporting goods stores across the South for less than

  five cents per round, and Lilly had usually managed to scavenge cartons on shelves or in lockers or desk drawers wherever she went. There always seemed to be leftover boxes of American Eagle or

  Remington hollow points lying around. But that was then, and now is now, and lately the larder has been bare. Lilly is down to her last hundred CCI copper-plated rounds, so she’s using

  them judiciously, trying not to waste them on walkers when an edged or blunt weapon will do just as well.




  “Let’s ditch the carts and horses, go in on foot,” she orders Tommy, who snaps the reins and guides the team around the north corner of town. He pulls up next to a small grove

  of palmettos, yanks the horses to a stop, and climbs out of the carriage to tie the reins to a branch. Lilly throws a glance over her shoulder and sees Jinx and Miles coming up fast on their

  horses, Norma on her carriage, raising dust devils in the noxious wind. They awkwardly tug their animals to a stop, dismount, and check their weapons. Lilly clicks the Ruger’s release and

  pulls the magazine, checking the rounds. The mag is full, ten rounds ready to rock. “It looks like whatever happened here already happened.”




  The grave tone in her voice—an unintentional doom-laden air that speaks more of exhaustion than of terror—gets Tommy’s attention.




  “Who would do this?” Tommy’s voice comes from the depths of his gorge, thick with anguish and horror, as he gazes out across a derelict red-brick post office with boarded

  windows and ancient, faded signboards of smiling postal carriers and freshly scrubbed families overjoyed to be receiving parcels from their aunt Edna. “Why the fuck would

  anybody—?”




  “Focus, Tommy.” Lilly points off at the dense thicket of trees to the south. “We’ll go in through the south gate . . . if the fucking gate is still there.” She

  glances over her shoulder at the others. “Keep your eyes open for hostiles. Stay low, keep quiet, and watch your backgrounds.” Nods all around. “Okay, let’s do

  it.”




  A tide of emotion rises in Lilly as she turns and leads them past the Piggly Wiggly toward the gate. The silence presses down on them. No sign of David or Barbara yet, no sounds of any residents

  inside the barrier. No walkers in sight. Where the fuck is everybody? Electric adrenaline jolts down Lilly’s spine, the urge to storm the town so strong it nearly takes her breath

  away. She thinks of the Dupree kids in there somewhere, the Sterns, Harold and Mama May and Clint Sturbridge. But she bites down on the compulsion to charge inside. Right now, the immediate

  priority is threat assessment. They need to investigate quietly, quickly, and see what they’re up against.




  For a moment, Lilly finds her gaze being drawn to the woods beyond the supermarket parking lot. She can see dozens of walker remains along the edge of the forest, still bound in a thick blue

  haze of gun smoke.




  In the back of her mind, the forensic details accumulate, painting a picture of the attack. Whoever invaded the town probably came from the northeast, taking out the undead stragglers that

  populated these woods this morning. And from the looks of the carnage—most of the creatures are dispatched with single head shots, neatly lined up along the periphery of the pines—Lilly

  starts to deduce that the assailants were very organized, very skilled. To what end, though? Why spend the resources and energy on such a costly venture as attacking a town?




  She stuffs the panic back down her throat as they scuttle across Folk Avenue and approach the gate. Over the last year, Woodbury has grown more and more self-sustainable—another long-term

  goal of Lilly’s—both outside the wall and within its confines. These small single-story homes along Folk have been retrofitted with makeshift solar panels, huge tanks of filtered pond

  water for showering and laundry purposes, and massive compost areas in the backyards for fertilizer. A few months ago, David Stern began collecting horse droppings for the compost heaps in an

  effort to put every last shred of their natural resources to good use.




  Lilly pauses outside the gate and speaks quickly, whispering loud enough to be heard above the wind. “Stay together, eyes wide open, no talking unless absolutely necessary, and conserve

  your ammo. You run into a walker, use a blade. And don’t wander. I don’t want anybody getting ambushed.”




  Tommy swallows hard. “What if it’s a trap?”




  Lilly looks down, draws back the Ruger’s slide, peeks in the chamber, and confirms that there’s a round ready to go. Then she makes sure that the safety is disengaged and finally

  glances up at Tommy. “If it’s a trap, we fight our way out of it.”




  With a nod, she grips her gun with both hands and leads them through the gap.




  For the first couple years of the plague, survivors learned a hard truth about each other: while the walking dead certainly pose major challenges for people, the sad truth is,

  the real dangers come from the living. For a while, the world of the living evolved into a crucible of tribal conflicts, barbarism, opportunistic crimes, and territorial pissing matches. But

  lately, it seems that instances of survivor-on-survivor violence have become more and more rare. Unprovoked attacks are far less frequent now. It’s almost as though survivors have grown leery

  of the cost of conflict—too time-consuming, disruptive, and just plain illogical. Egos have been sublimated by the imminence of extinction. Energy is better spent on the defensive now. All of

  which is why Lilly and her crew are so mystified by the aftermath of this inexplicable attack. Even more confounding is what they find lying on the ground at the base of the courthouse steps.




  “Hold up!” Lilly hisses at the others, jerks a hand up, and then waves everybody against the wall of an adjacent alley, which faces the wooded square in front of the quaint little

  building.




  With its chipped white paint, decorative columns, and copper-colored capitol dome, the Roman-style courthouse has been around for over a hundred years, and since the outbreak it’s served

  as a sort of community nerve center for the town. The various regimes that have been in power here—including the tyrannical Philip Blake—have used the building for ceremonial meetings,

  debriefings, planning sessions, and the storage of common resources. To this day, the council of the five villages meets in the building’s back room. But now, the double doors at the top of

  the steps stand wide open, stray pieces of paper and trash blowing around inside the front hall. The place looks ransacked. But that’s not what’s bothering Lilly right now. In the eerie

  silence that grips the town—the fires almost completely dwindled, the pockets of blue haze dissipating, the assailants apparently long gone—what’s bothering Lilly more than

  anything else is the fact that they have yet to see any of their people.




  Until now.




  “Lord have mercy,” the strangled voice of Norma Sutters rings out behind Lilly. “Is that Harold? Lilly, is that Harold?!”




  “Norma, keep it together!” Lilly shoots a glance at the others. “Everybody, keep it together and stay put for a second!”




  Fifty yards away, the body of an elderly African American lies in a motionless heap, soaking in a pool of its own blood. Miles Littleton moves closer to Norma and puts an arm around her.

  “It’s okay, sis.”




  “Let go!” Norma lets out a snort of agony as she wriggles out of his arms. “That’s Harold!”




  “Keep it together, goddamn it!” Lilly keeps her pistol at “low ready”—in front and to the side just below her peripheral vision, as Bob taught her—as she

  quickly surveys the general vicinity around the crumpled body at the bottom of the stone steps. Despite the disturbing silence, and the barren, empty wind blowing through the heart of town, the

  strange tableau feels like a trap to Lilly.




  She gazes from rooftop to rooftop, from the sun-bleached water tower to the old-fashioned white-washed gazebo at the northwest corner of the square. No sign of snipers. No indication of anybody

  lying in wait. Even the stray walkers who have apparently wandered in through the open gates have been destroyed quickly and efficiently by the unknown assailants, many of the ragged remains still

  lying along the town’s parkways and gutters. Now the village sits quietly, as sleepy and bucolic as it must have been back in 1820 when it first sprouted from the red Georgia clay as a tiny

  railroad burg.




  “LET GO OF ME!”




  Norma Sutters breaks free from Miles Littleton’s grasp. The portly woman races across the street corner.




  “NORMA!” Lilly hurries after her, the others following. Norma reaches the courthouse lawn and nearly trips on the curb as she hops up and dashes across the grass. Still gripping her

  .44 Bulldog in one hand, she hurtles toward the crumpled body on the cobblestones. Lilly and the others chase after her, their gazes scanning the periphery.




  “Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord.” The words come out of the former choir director from some deep well of emotion that perhaps she wasn’t even aware she had for this older man as she flops

  down on the stones where he lies. She feels his neck for a pulse and realizes he’s been dead for a while—maybe hours—the cause of death apparently three large-caliber bullet

  wounds in his chest. But from the way his hands are curled into claws, and the way the expression on his dark-skinned, deeply lined face is frozen into a furrowed look of anguish, it’s clear

  he died a difficult death, locked in a mortal struggle. The man’s blood soaks Norma’s skirt as she pulls his limp form into an embrace, stroking the back of his salt-and-pepper head.

  Norma softly weeps. “Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord-Lord Lord-Lord-Lord. . . . ”




  Lilly arrives and keeps a respectful distance. The others approach behind her, keeping their weapons at the ready in case a sniper’s bullet happens to interrupt. Norma sobs, rocking the

  corpse of the man with whom she had been falling in love. Tears streak the ashy skin of her plump face. Lilly looks away. Then she notices something that may or may not be important.




  Blood tracks streak the pavers behind Harold Staubach’s body. Evidently, the man crawled quite a way before hemorrhaging the rest of his lifeblood and dying. What was he trying to elude?

  Or was he trying to chase after something in his death throes? Lilly looks up at the open doors and the scraps of litter skittering on the breeze across the front corridor floor. She thinks about

  it, then turns and scans the rest of the town.




  The revelation hits her like an ice pick between the eyes. She turns to Miles and Jinx. “Okay, listen to me very carefully. I want you two to go check the Sterns’ place, then check

  the station house. Right now. Tommy and I will go check the speedway. We’ll meet up back here in ten minutes. Watch your blind spots. DO IT NOW!”




  For the briefest instant, Jinx and Miles share an awkward glance. Then Miles turns and looks at Lilly. “What are we looking for?”




  Lilly has already started out in a dead run toward the intersection north of the square. She howls over her shoulder as she goes: “The kids! Gotta find the kids!”




  Decades earlier, long before anyone would have even conceived of a dead person reanimating and consuming the flesh of the living, somebody got the brilliant idea that

  the one thing the town of Woodbury sorely needed was stock car racing. More than a new playing field for the high school, more than a revamped medical clinic, more than anything . . . Woodbury

  needed a speedway. A pair of local businessmen spearheaded the fund-raising efforts throughout the winter of 1971 and the spring of 1972. Using the time-honored carrots of job creation, tourism,

  and economic development, the steering committee raised an amount just shy of $500,000—enough to break ground and pour the foundation for the massive complex, which would include underground

  service bays, seating for seventy-five hundred fans, a press box, and state-of-the-art (for its day) infield pits. The remainder of the funds were raised the following year, and on July 1, 1974,

  the Woodbury Veterans Speedway opened its turnstiles for business.




  Had the racetrack been built in any other part of the world, it would have been shunned and seen by many as an affront to the agrarian charm of the farmland. But this was the South, and country

  folks around here appreciated the finer points of NASCAR like nowhere else. The smell of hot rubber and smoking tar, the whine of thousands of cubic inches of Detroit combustion filling the air,

  the glint of hot Georgia sunlight off Metalflake bonnets shooting past the stands in a beautiful blur, the snap of the neck as your guy edged into the lead for the final lap around the

  oval—it was all part of the fabric of the southern genome, as organically a part of those people’s lives as the sky for sparrows. And over the last quarter of the twentieth century,

  Woodbury became a marquee venue for the Southeastern United States Short Track Racing Association.




  It was only in the early millennium that the Woodbury Veterans Speedway began to decline—rising fuel costs, the proliferation of electronic entertainment, recession, and the expense of

  upkeep brought the heyday of racing in Woodbury to a close. By the time the plague broke out, the massive complex on the west side of town—with its flying-saucer-shaped stands, labyrinth of

  underground service bays, and upper decks the size of an aircraft carrier—had become more and more of a curiosity, more and more of a white elephant. For years, it had been used for storage,

  the parking of school buses, an occasional country music festival, and the rampant growing of weeds and kudzu that eventually wound and spiraled around the upper stanchions like Byzantine serpents

  in some Boschian nightmare triptych of the nine circles of hell.




  When Philip Blake (aka the Governor) burrowed into power here a couple of years ago like some kind of satanic weevil—turning the town into a third-world dictatorship—the speedway

  became a symbol of all that was unholy about these apocalyptic times. The Governor transformed the semicircle of bleachers, the massive portals, the oval banked asphalt, and the vast, seared

  infield of dead grass and oil-spotted cement pits into a gladiatorial arena worthy of the Roman circuses. In kill-or-be-killed spectacles, ringed with clusters of captive walkers chained and

  drooling and clawing at the combatants, the Governor’s thugs would compete for the right to live or die for their beloved emperor. The theory—according to Blake—was that the

  bloody razzmatazz provided catharsis for the residents, kept people happy and docile and manageable. Never mind that the whole thing was faked in the best style of World Federation Wrestling. To

  Lilly, a longtime Woodbury denizen, there was something deeply disturbing about the events. The obscene, surreal feeling of watching the undead, chained under the metal-halide lights, performing

  for the crowd like organ grinder monkeys haunted Lilly’s dreams, and to this day continues to taint her memories.




  All of which is why she feels waves of emotion crashing up against her as she leads her team of rescuers through the chain-link gates outside the north corner of the speedway. They pause just

  inside the turnstiles.




  Over the last ten minutes, they have stumbled upon half a dozen more bodies: Clint and Linda Sturbridge, Mama May, Rudy, and Ian. Practically every new resident of Woodbury has been murdered in

  cold blood . . . but for what? Whoever attacked the town wasn’t interested in stealing any of the fuel reserves in the tanks out behind the market. They left the food pantry in the

  warehouse on Main Street intact. Not a single provision or supply was taken from the feed store on Jones Mill. What were these jackals after?




  “Jinx and Miles, you two go around the back and check the service entrance.” Lilly points off toward the massive gray mortar columns flanking the cracked pavement of the loading

  dock. “The rest of us will go in through the front.” Lilly turns and looks at Tommy and Norma. “Safeties off, rounds in the breach, and remember—whatever we find, walkers or

  hostiles or whatever—don’t get tunnel vision, stay off the walls, fingers off the triggers until you have a target.” She gives Tommy a look. “You remember what I taught

  you?”




  Tommy nods with a frustrated blush of anger. “I remember, Lilly. Jeez, I’m not a goddamn baby.”




  “No, you’re not.” Lilly gives the others a nod. “Let’s go.”




  They move single file up the ramp toward the high archway of the main entrance, while Jinx and Miles shuffle around the side of the building, vanishing in the shadows of the deserted loading

  dock.




  Wheelbarrows full of peat and potting soil stand near the portals; shovels and hoes and huge rolls of chicken wire are stacked near the entrance. A few carriages are parked under the portico, as

  well as bags of oats for the horses. For the last year, Lilly has been expanding the farming activities inside the arena, and she’s been using horses to pull the plows and help with the heavy

  work. Many of the animals are kept in the former service areas below the arena—the large rooms lining the corridors working well as makeshift stables. It’s been a wet spring this year,

  and Lilly has been hoping and praying that the overharvested crops will regenerate quickly. Now all thoughts of farming are obliterated from her mind.




  She leads Tommy and Norma through the archway over which the wind-blasted sculpture of Mercury—Roman god of speed, travel, and, ironically, guide to the underworld—stands in eternal

  tableau.




  They are plunged into a dark, damp, moldy cement passageway. The air smells of dry rot, rat droppings, old urine, and spoor. To their left stretches the litter-strewn, blood-spattered mezzanine

  of deserted food stands and restrooms. To their right, the stone steps lead down to the service level underneath the stands.




  Lilly communicates with hand gestures and the muzzle of her .22 as she leads the other two down the steps. It is understood—in fact, unspoken—that the children would be brought here,

  probably by Barbara Stern, in case of emergency. The underground service areas are akin to safe rooms or bomb shelters. Lilly takes the lead as they reach the bottom of the staircase.




  A number of sensations hit them the moment they enter the passageway—the stench of horse dung and fermenting hay, the sound of dripping, the atmosphere as fecund as a greenhouse. They hear

  the snuffling, snorting noises of horses in their pens, some of the animals banging the walls nervously with their hooves, some of them whinnying suddenly at the scent of humans in their midst.

  Lilly moves with her Ruger gripped in Israeli commando position—both hands, feet shoulder width, muzzle forward, body angled—followed by the other two, both of them wide-eyed.




  They reach the end of the hall and see the metal door to the safe room standing open.




  Lilly’s heart thuds in her chest as she peers into the room, taking in the empty space, the kindergarten chairs overturned, water cups knocked over on the low tables, the children’s

  storybooks strewn across the floor. No blood, though, no sign of walkers. Some of the original items in the room are missing: the small toy box, some of the blankets, a crib. What the fuck?

  Lilly’s head spins. What is going on? She turns back toward the corridor.




  “What the hell, Lilly?” Tommy’s eyes water with horror, both his sister and baby brother missing. “Where the hell are they?!”




  “Maybe they’re back at their house,” Norma volunteers, knowing how unlikely that is.




  Lilly shakes her head. “We passed it on the way here, it was empty.”




  Tommy looks around the cold, stone passageway, his lips trembling with horror. “Still haven’t found David or Barbara—maybe they’re with the kids.”




  “Yeah, maybe . . . maybe.” Lilly mumbles this, trying to settle her nerves and think clearly. “Maybe we ought to go back and look in the—”




  A noise, faint at first, cuts her off. She snaps her gaze toward the far end of the corridor. The others hear it too, a garbled voice that at first sounds as though it might be a walker. Gun

  barrels go up immediately, hammers pulled back. The noise is coming from the side tunnel up ahead, about a hundred feet away.




  Lilly puts her finger to her lips. They slowly shuffle toward the intersecting tunnels, guns locked and loaded, muzzles raised and ready to blast away at the cranium of some moldering dead

  person. Lilly’s mouth goes dry as they approach the intersection. Somewhere behind her, a horse snorts softly, nervously. Other horses stir. Lilly’s hands are sweaty as she reaches the

  side tunnel and suddenly lurches around the corner with the Ruger’s muzzle up and out front.




  About thirty feet away, a middle-aged man—still clinging to life—lies twisted on the floor at the base of the exit ramp, one arm still reaching toward the top of the incline. Dressed

  in a tattered silk roadie jacket, the Bob Seger Band insignia on the back punctured with blood-rimmed bullet holes, he trembles softly as he labors to get air into his lungs. His grizzled gray face

  presses against the floor, puffing dust with each pained breath.




  Lilly lowers her weapon and rushes over to the injured man, the others close on her heels. Lilly kneels. “David,” she murmurs as she gently cradles the man’s head. “Can

  you hear me? David?!”




  It takes quite a while for the man to muster enough energy to speak.




  





  THREE




  “They took Barbara. . . .”




  The man on the floor coughs, swallows hard, licks his chapped lips, and takes shallow breaths. His face is pallid and glistening with sweat, his eyes bloodshot and unfocused. His expression

  suddenly tightens into a mask of pain. “Motherfuckers . . . came out of nowhere . . . and they took my wife. . . . ”




  Lilly turns toward Jinx, who has just arrived with Miles from an adjacent corridor. “Jinx! The infirmary at the end of the hall! Get a stretcher . . . and the first-aid kit! Tommy, help

  her!”




  With a series of nervous nods and awkward glances, Jinx and the boy back away and then hurry around the corner.




  Lilly gently raises David Stern up and then sits him against the adjacent cinder-block wall. She inspects his wounds. Two out of the three gunshots seem to have passed through the meat of his

  shoulder, exiting in a tuft of fabric out the back of his jacket. The third one appears to be lodged somewhere in the chest—no exit wound, not a good sign—and that’s when Lilly

  feels the man’s neck. His pulse is racing, and his flesh is hot.




  He coughs. “Fucking bastards surprised us.” He coughs some more. Norma and Miles come closer, kneeling next to Lilly in order to hear better, David’s voice crumbling with pain

  and shock and rage. “Armed to the teeth . . . paramilitary is my guess . . . had some kind of grenade launcher.”




  Lilly looks at him. “What the fuck were they after? They didn’t touch the storehouse . . . there’s not a drop of fuel missing from the tanks.”
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