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PART ONE NEW ALAMO



If we don’t end war, war will end us.

—H. G. WELLS
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GABRIELLA “GUTSY” GOMEZ WAS SURE every single thing—living or dead—was trying to kill her.

This was the world and that’s how it was.






2

IT STARTED LIKE THIS.

A bunch of them in a classroom at Misfit High. Gutsy and her best friends, Spider and Alethea. Gutsy’s adopted coydog, Sombra. Karen Peak, head of town security. The two old teachers, Mr. Urrea and Mr. Ford, known to everyone as the Chess Players. The California Kids—Benny Imura, Nix Riley, Lou Chong, and Lilah—who’d arrived in town just as an army of ravagers and shamblers was attacking. Two grizzled and scarred old soldiers had shown up as well—Benny’s older half brother, Sam Imura, and special ops agent Joe Ledger. Grimm, Ledger’s massive and heavily armored mastiff, lurked nearby.

All of them there in that room. With a monster.

Captain Bess Collins.

She was the one who’d run a hidden military base near New Alamo. She’d overseen the lab that used the citizens as lab rats for bizarre medical experiments. She had allowed Dr. Max Morton and his team to systematically inject various unsuspecting townsfolk, including Gutsy’s own mother, with deadly diseases so they could study the reanimation process. They said it was to try and save the world, to find a way to control or destroy the parasites that created los muertos. To restore some intelligence to the newly risen dead. To remove the aggression that made the shamblers want to kill and devour.

Monsters doing monstrous things to fight other monsters.

That was how it started.

Captain Collins admitted all of this now. She admitted that her team had made terrible mistakes. They had experimented on wounded or dying soldiers and accidentally turned many of them into murderous thinking zombies—ravagers.

She admitted that everyone in New Alamo was expendable if the end result was a cure.

And she told them about their worst failure: Years ago the team at the lab had found the original infected person, a brutal mass murderer named Homer Gibbon. He had not become a shambler and could somehow control the other undead. Gibbon had been terribly mangled in a car accident during the initial outbreak. Soldiers had collected what was left of him and brought him to Collins’s lab, where she and Dr. Morton had stitched Gibbon back together like a pair of Frankensteins. They’d experimented on him, but had badly underestimated how dangerous and powerful he was.

Homer Gibbon—the Raggedy Man—had escaped.

It was he who’d sent an army against New Alamo.

It was he who’d sent an even larger force toward Asheville, where the fledgling American Nation was trying to rise from the ashes of the old United States.

It was he who was going to sweep across the face of the world and devour all living things.

Captain Collins told them all of this.

And then, as if fate wanted to cruelly punctuate her words, screams tore the air.

The dead had come back to New Alamo.

Gutsy and her friends had only won a single battle. The war for the right to survive—to live—was just beginning. They knew this now.
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FORD RUSHED TO THE WINDOW and stuck his head out, ear cocked toward the east gate, but then he frowned and turned back. “God… it’s coming from the center of town.”

Urrea crowded in next to him. “By the hospital, I think. Please, no…”

Gutsy snatched her crowbar from a desktop and dashed for the door, Sombra at her heels. Everyone followed. Gutsy yelled over her shoulder as she ran.

“Someone watch her.”

“I got it,” said Chong, and he wheeled around back to the classroom.

The rest ran.

As they exited the school, the sounds of the screams were horrific, and gunfire cracked through the hot afternoon air. Small arms, rifles and shotguns.

“I don’t understand,” gasped Spider. “How can there be this big a fight in town?”

No one had an answer, and they all ran harder.

As they rounded a corner, they saw a terrible fight in progress—not at the hospital but across the square by the livery stables, which had been used to store the many enemy dead until they could be taken out by the cartload and burned.

Just ahead, a gang of ravagers poured out of the stable, each of them armed with axes, pitchforks, and sledgehammers that they swung with terrible efficiency. People were down, clutching broken arms or shattered faces. Blood from open wounds splashed ten feet high on the walls. A couple of residents were firing handguns as they backed away, but they were almost immediately overrun. There were more attackers than there were bullets.

“Ravagers!” Gutsy cried.

“I thought they’d checked them all from the attack,” gasped Nix. “All the dead ones were silenced, weren’t they?”

Lilah reached the melee first and leaped into the air, swinging her spear in a glittering arc that cleaved through a ravager’s wrist. He shrieked and dropped his ax, then Lilah crashed into him, knocking him backward. She reversed the spear and swung a short, devastating blow to the killer’s temple that dropped him like an ox in a slaughterhouse.

Gutsy and Benny split right and left and Nix came up the middle, her gun in both hands as she fired careful, spaced shots. The ravagers were not quite los muertos but they were no longer human, and it was very difficult to kill them. Head shots, however, took everything down, human, inhuman, or in-between.

Sam Imura moved past Gutsy with his sniper rifle in his hands. The weapon was a precision instrument designed to kill from great distances, but Sam proved that it worked close-up. He shot, pivoted, shot, pivoted, shot. Each time a ravager went down with a black dot on forehead or temple.

Then Captain Ledger reached the fight and he drew his katana so fast that the weapon was nothing more than a whisper of silver. He and Sam peeled off and ran toward the hospital on the far side of the square, carving a path of destruction. Gutsy stared at them. Ledger, Sam, and the California kids were all warriors. She and her friends were not. There were no samurai or special ops soldiers or trained fighters in New Alamo. Just ordinary people.

Watching them did not make her feel diminished or foolish or helpless, though. For Gutsy, it had the opposite effect. She saw how experienced fighters worked. There was a clear science to it, a practicality, and she was all about that.

Gutsy hefted her crowbar and felt coldness run through her veins. Some of it was fear. Some of it was a kind of rage. She and her friends had learned the terrible art of killing on the wall, and that meant they were not helpless.

A ravager rushed out of the stable and swung an ax at her, but Gutsy ducked low and smashed her crowbar into his kneecap. His leg buckled, dropping him onto the injured knee—and Gutsy hit him in the head, making him fall back and drag a second ravager down. A third attacker swung a shovel at her, but Gutsy twisted away, and the blade missed her face by inches. She recovered and smashed the ravager in the throat, but the blow was badly aimed and did little damage. The man simply staggered away without falling.

“Move!” yelled a voice, and Gutsy evaded again as Alethea’s baseball bat—Rainbow Smite—whistled past and took the same ravager on the point of the chin. The man spun like a top and fell bonelessly to the ground.

Then Gutsy pushed Alethea out of the way of a ravager with a pitchfork, parried the weapon with her crowbar, kicked him in the knee, and then smashed the killer’s skull. He fell, broken and still.

Spider used his bo to drop another ravager, and for a few minutes there was furious fighting as more of the monsters came out of nowhere. The whole world seemed to be defined by pain and blood and violence. The defenders, shocked and terrified though they were, fought like wildcats.

There was a brief moment’s respite as the last of the ravagers on that side of the street went down, though pockets of battle raged all around them.

“This is impossible,” yelled Mr. Ford as he and Urrea came limping up. “The crews couldn’t have missed this many of them…”

It was Nix who answered; she’d fought her way to the open doors of the stable and had a good angle to see inside as she jettisoned her empty magazine and slapped in a new one. “Look!” she cried. “They’re coming up out of the ground!”

It was true. Inside the barn there were at least a dozen ravagers, and more were climbing out of a ragged hole in the dirt. Horses in their stalls screamed and kicked, and halfway down the line Gutsy’s own horse, Gordo, was rearing and slamming his massive hooves against the bolted door.

Gutsy turned to look across the street, where more of the ravagers were in a fierce battle with people outside the hospital. Could all those killers have come from this one tunnel? It chilled her to think the whole town might be riddled with hidden entrances.

The ravagers in the stable saw the cluster of teenagers and grinned like ravenous wolves. One of them bared yellow teeth that had been filed to wicked points. “Fresh meat!”

It jolted her to hear one of them speak. Had they always been able to do that? The thought made them somehow more terrifying. More like evil people than victims of a disease.

“Pair up—watch each other’s backs,” Benny yelled as he waded in, his sword moving too fast to follow. Nix moved with him, her small freckled hands rock-steady on the handle of her pistol.

Gutsy estimated that at least thirty ravagers were in the streets among the crumpled and bloody bodies of the men and women who’d first been attacked. Mr. Cantu, one of New Alamo’s tomato farmers, lay staring at the sky with sightless eyes. Sofia Vargas was slumped against a wall with most of her throat gone. Others, too—some so badly mangled that they couldn’t be easily identified. As she watched, Mr. Cantu suddenly twitched, his slack hands spasming into fists and then opening wide. He sat up, eyes still staring and totally blank, but his mouth snapping at the air as if trying to bite the smell of blood.

Movement out of the corner of her eye made Gutsy whirl around as a ravager rushed at her with a big farming sickle in each dirty hand. But Alethea moved to meet the attack, bashing one sickle away with such a powerful blow that it shattered the ravager’s arm. Then she hit the killer with three very fast blows to the face and head. He fell at her feet. Alethea’s tiara was slightly crooked in the nest of her hair, but she raised Rainbow Smite and gave a wicked grin.
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THE FIGHT WAS DREADFUL.

In one of those odd moments where things seemed to swirl around them as if they were the calm eye of a storm, Gutsy and Alethea locked eyes. No matter what else happened now or in whatever lives they would have, both knew that they’d crossed into a bigger version of the world. Or maybe it was in that moment the two fifteen-year-olds realized with bittersweet clarity that they weren’t the little girls they’d once been. They weren’t grown women, either, but they were closer than ever to the people they would become.

They fought and fought…

And then there were no more ravagers inside the stable—only broken bodies lying in rag-doll heaps. Dead for real now. Dead forever.

Gasping, her heart aching in her chest, Gutsy staggered to the stable door and looked outside.

Captain Ledger and Sam were finishing off the last of the ravagers. Dr. Morton was overseeing the triage of the wounded, tailed by an armed guard. Morton was as much a monster as Collins, but he was the only doctor left alive in New Alamo, and they needed his medical knowledge and his understanding of the zombie plague. The guard was there to keep him from running, but also keep him alive. A lot of people in town would love to kill the man for his crimes, but they, too, needed him. When this was all over, Gutsy wondered how long the doctor would last. She certainly had no sympathy. Not a trace of it.

The doctor met Gutsy’s gaze for a moment. She saw fear there, and some anger. And a mix of other emotions she couldn’t easily define. But he turned away and busied himself with work.

Spider spat on the ground as he passed him. Alethea did too. Gutsy did not, but in her thoughts she was doing awful things to the man. Truly awful things.

Closer to the hospital entrance, the Chess Players were silencing both injured ravagers and reanimated citizens. It was brutal, soul-crushing work. A single ravager was still on his feet, but he was running away. Sam Imura raised his rifle and, with an almost casual nonchalance, put a bullet in the back of the killer’s head.

And then it was over.

The fighting, at least. Not the pain, the loss. The horror.

Everything became unnaturally quiet. Gutsy wasn’t even sure she was breathing. It was like a painting of carnage in a book; everything seemed flat and two-dimensional. There was death everywhere. Gutsy later learned that some of the killers were not ravagers but what Benny called R3’s. Fast living dead. There were none of the slow shamblers around. They hadn’t been part of this attack.

More than two dozen citizens of New Alamo lay dead or so badly wounded that they would die soon. There were nearly twenty others with lesser injuries, but of those, five had bites, which meant that within a day or two they would die too.

All around the square people were weeping, children screaming. Adults screamed too, as they came out of hiding to discover the fate of their loved ones.

Gutsy heard someone gag and turned to see Alethea bend over and vomit into the street. Gutsy, not knowing what else she could do, pulled the sweaty strands of Alethea’s hair out of the way. Then she patted her friend’s back and handed her a crumpled handkerchief. Alethea dabbed at her mouth, nodding thanks. She was pale and haggard, and her eyes were jumpy.

“Hey…,” soothed Gutsy. “Hey, now. You okay?”

Alethea pasted on a totally false smile that faltered and fell away. “I… I don’t know how much more of this I can take, Guts,” she said.

“I know,” Gutsy agreed.

She and all her friends seemed to teeter on the edge of a black and bottomless pit filled with terrors. A hole where there was no light or hope. No trust, either. That had been smashed to splinters by the betrayal of Dr. Morton and the evil of Captain Collins.

She bent and kissed Alethea’s cheek. “It’ll be okay,” she said.

Her friend shook her head. “Don’t lie to me.”

Gutsy had no response to that. She offered a meaningless smile and rose, waving for Captain Ledger and Sam Imura to come over to the barn so she could show them the tunnel.

“Someone get me a lantern,” said Ledger. Gutsy took one from the wall and handed it to him. Sam covered Ledger with the rifle as he leaned down into the tunnel mouth. Everyone crowded around to see.

“Look,” said Spider, pointing, “they got it all shored up with boards.”

“No way they dug that since the attack on the wall,” said Gutsy.

“Nope,” agreed Ledger. “Makes me wonder if this is the only tunnel, too.” He glanced at Benny. “Go tell Karen about this, okay? Have her start a search.”

“On it,” said Benny, and he ran outside.

“What if there are, like, fifty of these things?” asked Spider. “What if they’re all over town?”

Ledger shook his head. “If there were a lot of them, we’d all be dead right now. No, I think this might be another of the Raggedy Man’s experiments. First he hits the wall with a big force, then he tries this ninja stealth stuff.”

“Yes,” said Sam. “He’s learning a lot about the town, too.”

Ledger nodded. “We’re going to have get the walls repaired. Right now a couple of nearsighted gophers could invade this place. In the meantime, I want to see where this goes.”

“You’re too big,” said Lilah. “I’ll go.” She handed her spear to Nix, drew her automatic, checked the magazine, then dropped into the hole.

Ledger handed his lantern to her. “No heroics, kid. You look and you come right back. If you run into anything nasty down there, give a yell.”

Lilah’s reply was a sour little laugh, and then she was gone.

There was a scuffling sound, and then Lilah came scrambling out of the hole. Ledger helped her out and she sat, panting, on the edge of the opening, brushing dirt out of her hair.

“It’s about sixty yards long,” she said in her ghostly whisper of a voice, “but it connects with a bigger tunnel that I think was some kind of old drainage system. The bigger part is brick-lined. Old. And there were some places where it looked like the drainage tunnel is caved in. Seems like they had to clear it out to finish this one.”

“If I had to guess,” said Benny, “they were digging this out so they could invade the town from inside at the same time they hit the walls. The cave-ins must have slowed them down.”

Nix nodded. “Lucky break for us.”

“Doesn’t feel that lucky,” said Spider. “They killed a bunch of people today.”

“If these tunnels had been finished in time,” said Sam, “they would have killed everyone.”

Alethea gave a loud, derisive snort. “So… this is us being lucky?”

“This is us still being alive, kid. Take the wins where you can.” Ledger turned to Gutsy. “You know anything about the old sewer system? How big it is? Where it goes? Anything?”

“No. But Karen would.”

“I’ll go ask her,” said Spider, and hurried out.

“In the meantime,” said Gutsy, “I think we should go back and ask Captain Collins a whole lot more questions.”

“Yes,” said Sam, his dark eyes glittering.

Lilah retrieved her spear and ran her thumb along the wicked edge of the blade. “I volunteer to ask.”
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KAREN PEAK AND SPIDER ARRIVED before they could leave the stable. Gutsy brought her up to date.

“There’s only a couple of drainage tunnels big enough to crawl through,” said Karen after thinking about it. “One is definitely collapsed. That happened when Billy Cantu and his crew were digging up the streets to lay down new sewer pipes. They didn’t even know about the other tunnel and smashed through it. Since it was old and not in very good shape, they filled that section in after they laid their pipes. The other one that Lilah found goes way, way back to when there was an old Catholic church here in the late 1800s. Runs about four hundred feet, but it’s not tied into any of the modern plumbing. I can check the maps to see if there’s more, but I don’t think so.”

She knelt at the edge of the hole and lowered the lantern.

“I don’t think there’s more of these,” she continued. “But I’ll have some guys check. They can drive some rebar down to see if they hit anything. Can’t spare too many people, though. Everyone’s either helping with the wounded or working on the walls. We’re really stretched thin.”

“Got to be done, though,” said Sam.

They all moved out into the sunlight. There were screams from people in agony and moans from people in despair. The street was splashed with blood, red and black. Here and there bodies were covered by sheets. Karen asked, “You going back to talk to Collins?”

“Yes,” said Gutsy.

Karen turned and stepped close to Ledger. She looked up into the soldier’s hard, scarred face. “I don’t care what you have to do to get those answers, but get them. You hear me?”

“Loud and clear, sister.”

The head of town security nodded, then turned and hurried back to the hospital.

“She must be in hell,” said Sam. “Blackmailed into helping Collins and Morton…”

“This whole place is hell,” said Alethea, and no one even tried to contradict her.

As they walked back to the school, Gutsy fell into step with Nix.

“Was it worth it?” she asked.

Nix frowned. “Was what worth it?”

“Leaving your home in California. Was everything you went through worth finding out what was out here? Those reapers and all this mess?”

Nix walked half a block before answering. “When you go looking for the truth, you can’t expect it to be all sunflowers and puppies. The world is the world. I, for one, do not want to live in ignorance.”

Gutsy nodded, accepting the practicality of that.

“Tell you what, though,” said Nix, a smile blossoming on her freckled face. “It isn’t all bad out here. It’s dangerous, sure, but we’ve seen so much that’s beautiful along the way. Not every person we meet is a psychopath or a monster. We’ve met good people out here. Friends.”

“Like Captain Ledger and Sam Imura?”

Nix gave Gutsy a sidelong look. “Sure. And other people, too. When the world’s this messed up, maybe you have to go a long way from home to meet your real family. Not blood kin, but what my mother used to call ‘soul family.’ ”

“What’s that?”

“The family you choose for yourself. The ones who’ve been through enough stuff to understand someone else who has scars.”

She didn’t ask Gutsy if she understood what that meant, and didn’t water it down by explaining that she wasn’t talking about physical scars. Nix was making a judgment call that Gutsy got her. Which she did.

They smiled at each other.

Soul family.

Up ahead, Benny suddenly jerked to a stop. “Wait… something’s wrong,” he said sharply.

The front door of the high school stood open, and there was blood smeared on it.

“Chong!” screamed Lilah, and bolted forward.

The others drew their weapons and ran after her.
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THEY FOUND ONE OF THE two town guards just inside the front door. Alethea gagged and turned away, her face going gray. Spider stood with huge, unblinking eyes.

The man had been hacked to pieces.

Lilah merely jumped over him and tore down the hall, screaming Chong’s name.

They found Chong on the floor, half in and half out of the open classroom doorway. He lay still and silent in a pool of blood.

Lilah flung her spear down with a harsh metallic clang as she dropped to her knees beside Chong. Her hands were everywhere, checking for the wound that killed the boy she loved.

“You’re not allowed,” she said in a weirdly high-pitched voice of panic. “You’re not allowed.”

Her face was livid with stress and her eyes bright with tears. Lilah’s hands were everywhere at once. Spider and Alethea knelt by her.

Ledger moved past them, pointing his gun down the hall. There had been a terrible fight. Broken weapons, smashed glass, and plaster from damaged walls littered the floor. Several of Chong’s arrows were buried deep in door frames or lying on the ground, the barbs coated with dark and polluted blood.

“Sam,” he said, “on me.”

The sniper fell in to Ledger’s rear left corner, and the two of them moved along the hall with quick, quiet steps, shifting their weapons toward open doors, covering each other as they took turns entering and clearing the classrooms.

Gutsy, Benny, and Nix crept behind the two soldiers. Ledger sent Grimm ahead and Sombra immediately followed, but even the dogs moved cautiously. The hall had an ugly vibe to it, as if it were a battery that could store anger, pain, and violence. Gutsy felt that whatever happened here was over, but her nerves did not accept that assessment.

When they rounded the corner at the end of the hall, they found the second guard. The man stood over a pair of dead ravagers, but he swayed as if half asleep, his eyes looking nowhere. His body was streaked with red, but the blood around the bites on his face and throat was already turning black. Gutsy could see the tiny, threadlike worms wriggling in it.

“Oh, no…,” she said. It was Abdul, a leather worker from town who worked three nights a week for Karen Peak. At least, that’s who and what he had been. Now he was a shell, a vehicle for hunger and pain. Abdul raised his hands toward them and opened his mouth in a moan of bottomless need.

“I’m sorry, brother,” said Ledger, lowering his pistol and drawing a heavy knife. The blade rose and fell, and Abdul collapsed into the only kind of peaceful sleep afforded to anyone in this broken world.

Gutsy turned away, heartsick. Abdul was one of the nicest people she knew. Kind and funny. And now gone, with all of his laughter and talent and life stolen from him. Not by Ledger but by Collins and all the scientists like her who’d done this to the world. Gutsy wanted to cry. She wanted to take her crowbar and smash Collins to pieces.

They moved on, finding more bodies of the ravagers, each with a head wound. Gutsy frowned; there was something odd about them. Some still had weapons clutched in their cold hands, and others had weapons near them, but they didn’t actually look like ravagers. Two of them were dressed in regular pants and shirts. No chains or any of that.

“Los muertos,” murmured Gutsy. “But… how’d they get in here?”

No one answered.

They reached the classroom, and Ledger waved the teens back as he and Sam went in fast. There were no shots, no yells. Nix and Gutsy exchanged a look and then entered the room. It was a complete shambles. Chairs were overturned, a desk had been flipped over and used as a barricade. The ropes used to bind Captain Collins lay cut and discarded.

And there were seven bodies on the floor. Sombra sniffed one and recoiled from the slack flesh, snarling and scared. The hair stood up all along his spine. Six of the dead had arrows stuck in eye sockets, foreheads, or temples. Chong, with his steel-tipped arrows, had fought like a demon.

The other ravager had been killed more crudely, clearly beaten with a folding chair.

“She’s gone,” snarled Benny, and kicked a metal trash can halfway across the room.

“Come on,” growled Ledger, and they went back to where Lilah and the others were clustered around Chong. Gutsy had been afraid of what they’d find there, but Chong’s eyes were open. They’d propped him against a wall, and he looked around with the glazed eyes of someone who’d just come out of a deep, deep sleep.

Benny rushed to his friend’s side, but Lilah shoved him back. “He doesn’t need you pawing at him,” she barked.

Ledger tempted fate by kneeling to examine Chong, ignoring lethal stares from Lilah. Then he sat back on his heels.

“The kid okay?” asked Sam.

“The kid,” said Chong in a weak voice, “is decidedly not okay.”

“Looks like a concussion and a pretty nasty laceration,” said Ledger. “Can’t tell if your skull’s fractured, though, so you’re going to have to take it real easy for a while.”

“Oh, bummer,” said Chong. “I was planning on doing jumping jacks and standing on my head.”

“Don’t do that,” began Lilah, then colored as she realized he was joking.

Chong just gave her a wan smile. Then he looked around. “What happened? I… can’t remember much.”

They told him about the attack in town. Chong looked horrified and saddened by the carnage.

“What happened here?” asked Ledger.

Chong’s face clouded as he picked through tangled memories. “I heard a sound. A crash, like a broken window. Abdul went to look, and then suddenly there were a bunch of zoms running down the hall.”

“Running?” echoed Nix. “Fast ones? Like R3’s?”

“I… guess,” said Chong, frowning. “It’s a little blurry.”

R3 zombies were one of several recent mutations the kids from California had fought. The R3’s had been exposed to experimental compounds that were intended to accelerate the life cycle of the parasites and essentially burn the infection out. The problem was that before that happened, those zoms became faster and, in many cases, smarter. Gutsy wondered if this was similar to what Collins and Morton had used on the soldiers who’d become ravagers.

“Weird thing is,” said Chong, “there seemed to be two different kinds of zoms, and I don’t think they liked each other all that much.”

“What do you mean?” asked Benny.

“Well… there were the ravagers like the ones we fought at the wall, all leather and chains. But there were some in regular clothes. Just people, you know? Except they were totally out of their minds. Actually raving and yelling.”

“Yelling what?” asked Gutsy.

“Just yelling. Not any actual words, just howls. Like people who are so angry they can’t even form words. These… yelling ones… they attacked two of the ravagers, but the ravagers put them down. It’s nuts, I know, but the ravagers seemed to be scared of them.”

“You must have seen it wrong,” said Alethea. “Ravagers aren’t afraid of anything.”

Chong shrugged. “Maybe. I did get hit pretty hard, so honestly I don’t know what’s real or not.”

“And maybe you saw what you thought you saw,” said Sam. “There are bodies back there dressed in street clothes. I didn’t see any obvious bites on them, now that I think about it.”

“Yeah,” agreed Ledger, looking uneasy. “And their skin color was close to normal.”

“Wait,” said Spider. “Do regular people turn into ravagers, though? I thought those guys were all soldiers who’d been experimented on.”

“At this point,” said Ledger, “I don’t know. You got yourself a whole bunch of strange zombies down here in Texas. More mutations than I’ve ever seen. Tell you what, though—until now I haven’t been all that worried about the ravagers, because I figured, how many can there actually be? But if your average citizen can turn into one of them… Well, that’s a special kind of scary, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” said Spider, “it is.”
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“HOW DID CAPTAIN COLLINS ESCAPE?” asked Benny.

Chong’s face turned bright red, and he couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. “I… well… I guess I… um…”

“You let her go?” roared Alethea.

Lilah immediately got up in her face, but Alethea did not back down. Nix cut in between them and pushed them apart.

“He had to,” she said, then cut a look at Chong. “Didn’t you?”

Chong nodded, then hissed because nodding really hurt. “Yes. Ouch. Yes.”

They all understood it, even if they didn’t like it. Chong had been fighting a gang of fast ravagers or mutated shamblers. In a close-quarters battle, even a good archer wasn’t likely to win. Collins, however, was a tough military officer—and, despite being a vile murderer, she was alive, and their enemies were monsters. The battle lines were clear.

“She was incredible,” said Chong, his voice almost colored with admiration. “She grabbed a folding chair and just went ape on them. I went out in the hall to use my bow, and just as I got the last of them… bang. Next thing I know I’m waking up with you guys.”

“You’re lucky she knocked you out instead of taking a second to cut your throat,” said Sam, which earned him a glare from Lilah.

Then she shifted her anger to Chong. “She could have killed you, you stupid town boy.”

“Pretty sure she tried,” observed Chong.

Alethea raised her hand. “Permission to, like, totally kill her the next time we see her.”

“Granted,” said Chong. He rubbed his head.

“Do we have any idea where this… this…,” Nix began, fishing for an appropriately vile word and instead giving her word choice enough venom to kill a scorpion, “… woman… might have gone?”

“Not anyplace around here,” said Spider. “No one in New Alamo is going to help her.”

“And the base is destroyed; there’s nowhere to go,” said Gutsy.

“We can use the dogs to track her,” said Ledger. “My guess is she went to ground somewhere in town. There are a lot of empty buildings. She’s going to need rest, food, and supplies. Then she’s going to have to sneak out of here as soon as it’s dark. There may be other bases around, and she’ll—”

Gutsy suddenly shot to her feet. “Oh no!”

“What’s wrong?” Ledger demanded.

“God, I think I know where she’s going,” Gutsy cried, and then she was running. Sombra uttered a sharp bark of alarm and leaped to follow her. Ledger gave Sam a look, and then ran to catch up.
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THERE WAS A STEADY FLOW of refugees coming in from the Broken Lands. Some were alone and half-crazed from seeing everyone they knew and loved slaughtered; others were family groups. One group of a dozen older teens and young twentysomethings had come in just after the big fight at the gate. Their camp had been down by the Rio Grande and had been overrun. Only they had survived.

Karen Peak welcomed them and, like the others before them, sent the young survivors to see Mr. Martinez, who was in charge of housing.

“I’m no Realtor, but I guess you kids can take your pick,” he said, gesturing to a row of homes inside the east wall.

“No one lives here?” asked the tall young man who acted as the spokesman for the group. He was nineteen, but his face was weathered and his eyes looked ancient. He wore a cowboy hat over long blond hair.

“No,” said Martinez. “Any house you see with a red ribbon on the door is free for the taking. Sad truth, kids, is we lost a lot of good folks in this part of town. You’ll have to deal with anything they left behind. Clothes, pictures, and all that. We don’t have enough people to clean all these houses out.”

“That’s no problem,” said the young man.

Martinez managed a smile. “It’ll be a comfort to us all to have some new faces around here. Some new life, if you take my meaning. Lot of older folks in this part of town, so having you kids here is great. Say, I never did catch your name, son.…”

“Trócaire,” said the teen with a genial smile.

“Wow, that’s a mouthful.”

“It’s Irish,” he said. “My parents moved here when I was four. Just before the plague. And this is Ténèbres.” He indicated a thin girl, a year or so younger than he was, whose long black ponytail stuck out through the opening of a red baseball cap.

“Happy to meet you, Teeny-breeze,” said Martinez, mangling it.

“This is great,” Ténèbres said. “Thanks. I hope we’re not inconveniencing you.”

“No, no, just the opposite. Great to have you.” Martìnez smiled and held his arms wide to indicate all of New Alamo. “This is your town now.”

He left them there and walked back to the town hall to fetch the next group.

“Our town,” said Ténèbres.

“Yes,” said Trócaire, smiling. “Nice to know.”
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MR. URREA TAPPED MR. FORD ON THE shoulder. “I don’t like the look of this.”

They stood together near the entrance to the hospital, taking a short break from helping tend the wounded. The two old teachers were bent from exhaustion but straightened as they saw Gutsy and the California kids race past, with the soldiers out in front and the dogs racing alongside. The whole bunch of them vanished into the building.

“God,” said Ford, “now what?”



Gutsy was the fastest of all of them and burst into the hospital ahead of Nix and Benny.

Karen Peak was in the hall talking to a nurse, and yelled as they blew past. “What is it?” she demanded. “Did you find another tunnel, or—?”

“Collins got away,” cried Gutsy without breaking stride. “Not sure if she left town yet, but we think she might want to take Morton with her. Do you know where he is?”

Karen hurried to keep up, talking as she ran. “He finished his triage work, so he’s either in his office or out back having lunch. When he’s not working, we’re keeping him under guard and away from people.”

“Smart,” said Gutsy.

They raced through the hospital, which was still crowded with the injured and the dying. The sound of weeping filled every corner of the suite of treatment rooms and echoed down the corridors set aside for intensive care and recovery.

The only relative quiet was the research wing, where senior staff had offices next to various small labs and storage rooms. It was also where Dr. Morton’s office was. The bulk of the research data was stored there, and the entrance to the military access tunnel was hidden behind a false cabinet.

The hallway leading to Morton’s office was empty.

“Where are the guards?” asked Karen, but from the note of despair in her voice she already knew. There was a splash of bright blood on the outside wall of the doctor’s office.

Everyone drew their weapons, but Sam and Lilah took the lead, each of them ready for anything. Ledger and Grimm were behind as they cautiously opened the office door, fading left and right to avoid possible gunfire.

There was none.

The two guards were inside. They turned toward the intruders, moaning piteously and reaching with dead hands.

“No… please, not again,” breathed Spider. He looked sick and turned his face away.

“I’ll do it,” said Lilah, hefting her spear. A moment later both of the los muertos lay still and forever silent. Alethea took two lab coats down from pegs on the wall and covered them.

Benny hurried to the big cabinet in the far corner. Gutsy followed, watching as Benny pulled the doors open, her crowbar raised, ready to strike if there were more los muertos in there. The cabinet was a fake, hiding the entrance to a flight of stairs leading down to an underground passage that ran beneath the walls and far out into the desert. Benny and his friends had come through that tunnel and hidden door during the assault on the town. Now, Collins, Dr. Morton, and the others who were part of their twisted research project used it to get in and out of New Alamo.

The doorway and the dark mouth of the stairway were empty. Both dogs, however, growled down into the shadows.

“She went that way,” said Benny, pointing to a few drops of blood on the top step. He started to follow, but Sam’s strong hand shot out and caught his arm.

“If she’s down there, she’ll kill you,” said the sniper.

Benny took half a pace back. “We can’t just stay here.”

“You can,” said Sam as he unslung his rifle. “Hunting is more my thing.”

Benny studied his half brother for a moment, then nodded.

“Okay, Sam, you take point,” said Ledger. He clicked his tongue for Grimm, and the three of them went down the stairs into the black mouth of the tunnel. Gutsy listened but didn’t hear them make a single sound. Not even the big armored dog.

They all waited, weapons ready. The office became unnaturally still and quiet. Time seemed to hold its breath as if in fear of the next moment. Karen Peak had her pistol out, but Gutsy could see her hands tremble. The woman was on that ragged edge between violent anger and total exhaustion.

“There’s one good thing,” said Nix, breaking the silence but speaking in a hushed voice. When the others looked at her in surprise, she said, “When we first came here, there were ravagers and zoms in that tunnel. We dealt with them. But since then there doesn’t seem to have been any more.”

“So?” asked Karen. “They dug a whole new tunnel under the barn.”

“Sure, but this is a bigger and better one, and yet the ravagers didn’t use it.”

“You’re right, Nix,” said Gutsy, brightening. “Maybe the Raggedy Man doesn’t know about this one. We might have lucked out here.”

“ ‘Luck’ is a weird word to use,” said Spider.

“With you on that,” agreed Benny.

“Luck’s relative, I guess,” said Gutsy. “Maybe we’ll never know the exact reason the whole horde didn’t try to use the tunnel. But we can be glad they didn’t.”

“No joke,” said Benny. Then he glanced in the general direction of the school. “Still don’t get how the ravagers got to the school without anyone seeing them in town.”

“Same for those ones Chong said were yelling,” said Nix. “The ones in street clothes. Where’d they come from?”

No one had an answer to that. Gutsy exchanged a look with Alethea, who raised her eyebrows.

“Gosh,” she said, “another mystery. Fun times.”

A few minutes later, Ledger, Sam, and Grimm returned, and they did not look happy.

“She’s gone,” said Ledger. “Killed both guards stationed at the far end of the tunnel. Head shots. Took their weapons and spare ammunition. At a guess I’d say she forced them to move the cases of canned goods we stacked to block the door. Maybe promising to let them go if they cooperated, but…”

Alethea snorted and leaned on the knob end of her baseball bat. “So what if she’s gone? Maybe the ravagers will get her. It’s not like she has anywhere else to go. The base was blown up, right? She can’t go there.”

“Where else is there?” asked Spider.

Ledger shook his head. “Not exactly sure. There are weapons caches out there somewhere. Sam’s been trying to figure out where. Or… who knows, she could be hoping to make it all the way to Asheville.”

“Isn’t that where you’re from?” asked Gutsy.

“Only kind of,” said Ledger. “It’s the capital of the American Nation, and there are lots of people there. No doubt Collins has some friends there too. If so, they’re keeping a low profile; I don’t who they might be, and that’s weird, because it’s the kind of thing I should know.” His mouth tightened, and his eyes seemed to go hard as polished stone. “If I ever get back to Asheville, I intend to find out who knew about what was going on down here. I’m going to pin some people to the wall and get some answers; you can count on that.”

“We don’t know if that’s where Collins is going, though,” said Sam.

“He’s right,” said Gutsy. “There could be another base somewhere else. Or another lab.”

“At this point, anything’s possible,” said Ledger darkly.

“Why are we talking about this?” asked Benny. “Let’s go get her.”

“I’m for that,” said Gutsy, and Alethea made a nasty sound of agreement.

“Well… that’s the other thing,” said Ledger heavily. “Collins took one of the quads and slashed the tires on the other machines. She smashed some stuff on each of them. Stuff I don’t know if we can repair.”

“Oh no…,” breathed Nix.

Benny gripped Sam’s arm with sudden desperation. “Which quad did she take? Did she take the blue one? God, please, please, please tell me she didn’t take the blue one.”

“Why?” asked Alethea. “What’s so special about the blue one?”

“That’s Chong’s bike,” said Nix in a very small voice.

“So?”

“It’s the one that had his extra medicine in the saddlebags.” Nix turned pleading eyes toward Sam. “Chong has some with him, but he left the rest down there for safety because… well… we weren’t planning on staying all that long. It wasn’t the blue one… was it?”

They all looked at Sam. He closed his eyes and nodded.





Interlude One The Hated


SIX YEARS AGO

THE BOY DIDN’T HAVE A name. Not really.

In his earliest memories he was always called “Boy.” If his parents had ever given him a name, it was lost when they vanished. The boy couldn’t recall a single detail about them. Not voices, not faces. He had been unloved forever, and only barely cared for. Less generously than a stray dog would have been treated, and usually much worse.

He fell in with one group of people after another. Some were killed by the gray people, the biters, the dead. Some died from diseases that swept through whole camps. Many were slaughtered by gangs who raided refugee settlements and took whatever they wanted. One day they came and took all the children.

The years that followed were an obscenity that his mind refused to hold on to. He ran away nine times and was found each time. There were fists and whips and worse.

Then the raiders were themselves raided and butchered by a bigger group. And another. And another. He was passed along with the others. With a dwindling few.

Until the people in black came along and killed the killers.

At first the boy thought he had been saved. Truly saved, because these killers wore angel wings on their chests, and they spoke of faith and church and god. But they were not there to save him. No.

They beat him and tied him up along with hundreds of others. More children, and some adults, were added to the long, tethered lines of prisoners as they moved across the blighted face of the world. At first they called him Little Sinner, because of what had been done to him by other people. But because the boy kept trying to escape, and searching for him took time and a lot of effort, they gave him a new name.

They called him the Hated, or merely Hated.

And Hated he became.

“Come here, Hated.”

“Do this, Hated.”

“Kneel and pray for forgiveness, Hated.”

When the captives numbered one thousand, the people in black—reapers, they called themselves, soldiers of the Church of Thanatos—began a pilgrimage. All of the prisoners were to be taken to a place where they would meet and be judged by a man called Saint John. Even the reapers feared—but also loved—the saint.

The pilgrim-captives all looked like scarecrows: emaciated and starved, bruised from countless beatings, numb from loss. They were like the gray people except that the dead felt no pain and had no awareness of their lot; the sinners were all too aware.

They staggered along from Texas to Wyoming, through lands blasted by bombs and blighted by strange diseases. From one wasteland to another, following a beaten trail that many bare feet pounded flat over countless travels. They marched in long lines, bound front and back with rope tied around their waists, links in an awkward chain of staggering bodies. If anyone fell, they were cut from the line and left to bleed out with dozens of bloody red mouths cut into their skin. The ropes would be retied, the line tightened, and the march continued.

There was a girl tied directly in front of Hated. He ached to know her real name but did not dare ask, because conversation of any kind was punishable by beating. A second offense meant being cut from the line and left like a scrap of meat. In his mind he called her Leafy, because one morning several small autumn leaves got caught in her long hair, and they stayed there all day. He watched them dance as she walked.

Over the terrible days of that pilgrimage he created scenarios in his head about how he could escape and save Leafy. How he could get a tree branch—or maybe steal a knife from the guards—and open red mouths in them. Tear them into carrion meat and slash the bonds holding Leafy. Even if he had to die while doing it.

Dying for something would be wonderful. To save Leafy, to make sure she escaped, and to stand fast and kill enough of the guards to erect a mountain of safety between them and that beautiful girl.

Then they would forever after speak of the Hated with dread rather than contempt. And when Leafy remembered him, it would transform him into something possessing wonderful new meaning. She would learn his name. Not “the Hated” but something else. Maybe she would give him a hero’s name.

On a day when the reapers said they were nearing the end of the journey, he decided that he had to act. During a rest break he’d found a piece of broken shell and hid it in the waistband of his torn trousers. As the day wore on, he quietly and secretively began sawing at the rope around his waist. One single stubborn strand at a time.

The line of stumbling figures moved out of the brilliant sun and into a valley of shadows created by a bleached billboard and a rusting big rig truck. The shadows were inky black, and that’s when he made his move. He took a firmer grip on the shell and ferociously cut at the rope. The last strands fell away.

Before anyone knew what was happening, he rushed the closest guard. He slashed with the shell with such unbridled force that it cut like a razor, opening a screaming red mouth below the guard’s chin. The Hated turned as a shower of red splashed him.

The prisoners began screaming. Leafy too. In the shadows he could see only her outline, but her scream was there, filling his ears, filling the world. The sound of it drove him deeper into his rage. He ran past her and attacked a second startled guard. This time it took four cuts to drop him. Then the Hated tossed away the piece of shell, knelt, and tore the knife from the guard’s twitching fingers. Although he had never once held a fighting knife, it felt oddly familiar—as if it belonged to him. As if the weapon completed him in a way he could not understand.

He should have lost that fight. He knew it. The guards knew it. And everyone watching knew it. He was a prisoner, a sinner. He was nothing. A hated thing with no training.

And yet…

He never quite knew how many of the guards he’d killed. Six? Seven? Even the toughest of them fell back in fear and surprise as he came charging. He was covered in red and shrieked as he fought. He yelled at Leafy to run, but she did not know that name. She stood with the others, staring in shock at the monster he’d become.

The prisoners did not join the fight. They did not run. They didn’t say a word. Even those who screamed had fallen into silence.

The Hated turned as another guard fell, looking back to see where Leafy was. But he was out in the blinding sunlight now, and she remained in darkness. There were a dozen uninjured guards left, and they formed a ring around him, closing in, their blades ready to tear him apart.

“STOP!” cried a voice so sharply that everyone froze. The reapers turned and immediately knelt, pressing their fists to their chests as a figure came walking out of the shadows and into the sunlight. It was a tall man, very slim and wiry. Like all of the reapers, he was dressed in loose black clothes, with dark red streamers tied to his wrists and ankles. On his chest was a beautifully rendered chalk drawing of angel wings, and his shaved head was covered with elaborate tattoos of thorny vines.

He stopped a few feet from the Hated. Although handles protruded from sheaths on his belt, thighs, and wrists, he held no weapon. And he stood well within striking range, as if he had no fear of the sharp knife in the Hated’s bloody hand.

He was older than the other reapers, but seemed to hold more power than all of them put together. His eyes seemed older still, and there was a strange sadness in them despite the kindly smile on his lips.

“What is your name?” he said. It was a question no one had ever asked the Hated.

It was so unexpected that the Hated could not at first answer it.

“H-Hated,” he finally managed. The name came at last. Ugly to his own ears.

“No,” said the man. “That is not your name.”

He took a step closer. The Hated could have killed him right then.

Except that he knew he couldn’t. Not this man. The truth of it seemed to burn hotter than the sun.

The man reached out very slowly and touched the Hated’s cheek. It was a gentle act, an alien thing. No one was kind to him. No one had been, except a few random strangers here and there.

“You are not hated, my son,” said the man. “You are loved.”

“Wh-what… ?”

“You have opened red mouths in these others, and in doing so released them to be with god. You have shown them such kindness and mercy.”

The Hated did not know how to reply to that. He lowered his knife, having nearly forgotten that he held it.

“From now on, to all in my hearing,” said the man, raising his voice, “and to every believer of the true faith of Lord Thanatos—praise his darkness—you will be Brother Mercy. This I have said, and thus it is so.”

And, to the Hated’s complete surprise, the guards all lowered their knives and yelled it out.

“Brother Mercy!” they cried. Over and over again, and soon the prisoners picked up the words, chanting them, turning them into a prayer. The Hated could feel his shame and emptiness die. He could feel the Hated crumble into dust and blow away.

From then on, he was Brother Mercy.

He raised the knife again, offering the weapon to the sad-eyed man.

“Oh, no,” said Saint John of the Knife, “keep it, Brother Mercy. You will need it.”



[image: Image]





PART TWO THE ROAD TO ASHEVILLE



The sound of snow in trees makes silence, makes the poem in my pocket sing through the holes, the loose change of angels, all those fallen lights into the world we came in on sound, the stranger cadence of wave, and drum. And our inner work is to never stop hearing ourselves for the rest of our lives when everything conspires to drown the silence of us out.

—ANNE WALSH, “GRIEF IS THE THRONE WE ALL SIT ON”
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MORGIE MITCHELL SAT IN THE saddle of the rumbling quad and studied the farm. The sun was low in the sky, and this looked like a good place to spend the night.

Despite being with Riot, Morgie felt very alone. Benny and the others had gone off to warn the people in the small town of New Alamo—which they’d learned about from a dying soldier—while Morgie and Riot continued on their way to Asheville. Since leaving their friends behind in a forest near the ruins of Harlingen, Riot and Morgie had followed Route 77 north, planning on using it to skirt the radioactive wasteland of Houston. From there they would merge onto Route 90 and head east.

This farm was along the way, and it reminded him a bit of home. Unlike the carefully tended fields back in Central California, this place was clearly untended. Abandoned. The acres of soy had grown wild over the years and been invaded by a thousand kinds of weeds. Young scrub pine and wild maple trees stood alone or in clusters, their boughs crowded with birds.

Beside him, his on-again-off-again girlfriend, Riot, squinted beneath a flat hand held above her eyes. She was thin and wiry, with a bandana that hid most of the wild roses and thorns tattooed on her shaved head.

“It’s pretty,” said Morgie.

Riot didn’t respond to that, but instead pointed. “Zom.”

Morgie followed her finger and saw a thin figure walking slowly and clumsily along a gravel road that ran from a big farmhouse. A boy, dressed in pajamas that were so ravaged by weather they were barely more than rags.

“I see him.”

As the zom tottered closer to them, Morgie saw that he was wrapped by creeper vines, as if he’d stood for so long that they’d grown all over him. He’d seen that before, and it made him sad. It was such a lonely and terrible thing. Waiting forever.

“We better git before we get bit,” said Riot, and gunned her engine. The roar of the quad motors—a sound rare and unnatural in all this tranquility—had almost certainly triggered the creature from its lonely vigil.

Morgie scanned the overgrown fields of the big farm. “Don’t see any others. The house looks to be in good shape. Be nice to sleep indoors.”

“Glad you ain’t ending the day without at least one good idea,” said Riot. Lately that was the kind of thing she said. Little digs. Once upon a time she’d joked like that, but now neither of them was smiling. Certainly not at each other.

Morgie winced but turned away to keep it from showing.

He loved Riot, but wasn’t sure she was capable of returning it. Not really. Even Riot admitted that she was damaged goods. After all, she’d grown up as a reaper—as Sister Margaret—in the Night Church. During those years she’d been physically and verbally abused by Saint John and his senior reapers. She was emotionally scarred in ways Morgie could never really understand. Before meeting up with Benny, Nix, Chong, and Lilah in Nevada, Riot had never lived in a town. She’d never had a loving family, and had no idea at all what a normal life was like. In that regard she was much like Lilah—though not as distant and strange. Nix told him it was huge that Riot could fit in at all, or that she could love anyone ever.

Morgie tried to be an adult about it, to be understanding and accepting and patient. But Riot’s words still hurt.

Sticks and stones will break my bones, but words will never hurt me.

The old schoolyard rhyme never made sense to him. Of course words could hurt. They punched faster and smashed harder than any physical weapon. Morgie was a good fighter, but one of Riot’s comments could slip through his guard and draw blood.

He suspected that Riot was on the verge of breaking things off completely, and maybe by insulting him she hoped he’d be the one to leave first.

Fat chance, he thought. Stabbing words or not, he loved her. He just wished he knew how to be in love with someone like her.

She snapped fingers in front of his face, startling him. “Hey, Earth calling Morgie Mitchell. You even in there?”

Morgie growled something and tried to swat her hand away, but she pulled it back too quickly.

“Let’s go,” he mumbled.

“I’m already gone,” laughed Riot as she zoomed away down the hill.

Morgie lingered a moment longer, slowly gunning his engine. “Yeah,” he said. “I know.”
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THEY STAYED THE NIGHT IN the old farmhouse.
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