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			‘“Ain’t many guys travel around together,” he mused. “I don’t know why. Maybe ever’body in the whole damn world is scared of each other.”’

			John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men

			‘How quickly one accepts the incredible if only one sees it enough.’

			Richard Matheson, I Am Legend

			‘Was there ever a trap to match the trap of love?’

			Stephen King, The Gunslinger
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			This one is for Joe R. Lansdale. In addition to being one of the best writers ever, you’re generous, kind, and endlessly inspiring. Thank you, Joe, for your friendship and support.

		

	
		
			Part One

			Prey

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Ambush

			The night he met the cannibals, Dez made the mistake of leaving his hiding place too early. Later on, he’d attribute it to his eagerness, his maddening desire to rectify his mistake, to for once save someone he loved rather than failing them. But as he crept through the shadow-laden forest, he knew it was all wrong, knew his rashness would cost him.

			But Dez kept moving. The clearing lay ahead, though from his vantage point the only suggestion of a clearing was a darkness less oppressive than the one through which he stepped. He hadn’t glimpsed another soul in three days, which was a blessing. Seeing anyone was invariably bad. Particularly in a benighted stretch of forest like this.

			The fine hair on his forearms prickled. Dez halted on the trail, one bootheel tilted askew by a jutting root.

			He looked down, discovered it wasn’t a root at all, was rather the arm of a corpse.

			Dez frowned.

			Finding a dead body wasn’t uncommon – the creatures who ruled the world now didn’t scruple about leaving their victims exposed to the elements. But it was still a nasty jolt to find himself standing on a dead man’s forearm. The semidarkness and the advanced state of decomposition made it impossible to discern the man’s age, but the flies had mostly abandoned the corpse, and the putrid odor Dez detected was a faint one. The black eye sockets gaped up at him in accusation.

			Dez swallowed, his senses groping outward through the shadowy glade. The only sounds he discerned, other than his ragged breathing, were the chitter of a small animal, and from somewhere above, an infuriating strain of birdsong, one so repetitive he suspected the bird was tormenting him.

			Dez tightened, every muscle of his frame thrumming. Although cannibals were among the fiercest predators in this twisted new world, they were also, paradoxically, among the quietest. Only vampires moved with more stealth, the bloodthirsty beasts as noiseless as puffs of smoke. 

			No, he told himself. Don’t think of them. You’ve survived this long by remaining in the moment, not by imagining a gruesome death.

			His ankle ached. To relieve the pain, he lifted his foot off the corpse’s arm and planted it on level ground. As he did, the pebbles underfoot let loose with an audible crunch.

			He froze, teeth bared. As happened so often, the voice in his head sounded like his father’s: Get moving, Dad’s voice urged. If they are hunting you, you won’t do a damned bit of good playing freeze tag in the wilderness.

			Yeah? Dez shot back. You’re as dead as the guy I just stepped on, Dad, so forgive me if I ignore your advice.

			Dez’s throat tingled; he’d have to cough soon. Careful not to let the stiff fabric of his shirtsleeve rasp over the handle of the holstered Ruger, he pressed a fist to his lips and coughed as soundlessly as he could.

			But rather than assuaging the tingle in his throat, the act of coughing only inflamed the tissue there, and for perhaps the millionth time Dez marveled at how many things he’d taken for granted before the Four Winds. Two years ago, you got sick, you popped a few pills, slurped some chicken soup, and cozied up with a good novel.

			Now a cough could kill you. Not by the infirmity that caused it – though he’d seen people die of ailments that would have, before the world devolved, been easily treated – but because it revealed your whereabouts to predators.

			Behind him, perhaps thirty yards back, there came the whooshing of a branch being thrust aside.

			They’ve found you wherever you’ve tried to hide, Dez. They’ve smoked you out of every hole. 

			Footsteps, crunching without stealth on the trail behind him.

			Dez bolted.

			As his legs strode out, his muscles pumping, he scoured the forest for a hiding place. Dez veered around a bend in the trail, the saplings that framed the path crowding nearer. He thought he’d been shrewd starting the day’s trek before dawn, but now he realized his error, leaving his place of concealment too soon. Exposing himself to peril.

			He hoped it wouldn’t get him killed.

			Dez hurdled a downed sycamore. As he ran he tuned his ears to what stalked him, but no matter how he tried to filter out the noise of his own flight, he still found it impossible to detect anything other than the slap of his boots on the soil and the steamshovel chuff of his own breath. 

			Dez pounded down a decline, the machete handle banging against his hip. He cast a glance behind him, noticed the woods were devoid of movement. Had his pursuer given up?

			He couldn’t risk it. Ahead, the trail opened wider. He could enter the clearing, turn and face his pursuer. Either that or dart into the woods, where a sinkhole or a root could snap his ankle and effectively end his life.

			Dez emerged into the clearing and slowed.

			The forest floor was a mélange of moist leaves, humus, and darkly glistening stones. The clearing was oblong, maybe a thousand square feet. But despite the openness of the space, very little predawn light shone through the overarching boughs.

			He turned slowly as he scanned the forest’s edge. He could no longer hear anything pursuing him, but that didn’t mean he was safe. Pausing here could be suicide.

			But he didn’t think so. He’d learned long ago to trust his gut, and his gut told him there was something else watching him now.

			But not what had been chasing him moments earlier.

			Dez’s breathing slowed. There was someone watching him. Someone….

			He whirled and spotted a man huddled against a yew tree.

			Like the green tangle of the tree itself, the man looked unkempt. His pale hair hung in greasy ribbons, curtaining a face mad with fear, the eyes staring moons, the whiskered jowls aquiver. As Dez’s eyes adjusted to the distance, which was perhaps thirty feet, he discerned the deep creases in the man’s forehead, the spray of crow’s feet bracketing the light eyes. A tick over fifty, Dez judged, but the past two years of hardship had added a decade to the grizzled countenance.

			The man wore a denim jacket and what looked like breeches for pants, the dark fabric supported by a frayed hemp rope. He looked dangerous, not because of what he could do to Dez, but what his terror could draw to this clearing. Whatever had been hunting Dez seemed to have lost interest, at least for the moment, and Dez didn’t care to invite it back. 

			Dez took a step forward, and immediately the man began shaking his head so vigorously that his greasy hair whipped the bark of the yew trunk. Dez brought an index finger to his lips to shut the frightened bastard up, but the gesture appeared not to register. The man now raised his palms in a warding-off gesture, as if Dez were anything but a Latent, one of the few nonthreatening creatures left in this godforsaken world.

			Dez inched closer and the gaunt man suddenly spoke. “Keep away! I’ve got a gun!”

			Dez grimaced at the man’s reedy voice, which was teeth-chatteringly loud. “Easy,” Dez said, a palm out. “There’s no need to—”

			“Another step and I’ll fire!” the man yelled.

			It was a bluff, and a transparent one at that. If the man were about to shoot him, he’d at the very least have dropped a hand to the butt of a gun, or more likely, drawn his weapon and leveled it at Dez. But this man no more carried a gun than Dez owned a posh mansion with a harem of supermodels.

			Dez halted, knowing the fool wouldn’t curb his shrill threats until every creature within a two-mile radius had converged on the clearing.

			“I won’t come any closer,” Dez said. “But you need to tell me something.”

			“Don’t need to tell you shit,” the man shouted. “You need to move on before you mess up everything!”

			Another voice spoke from the shadows. “You one of them?”

			The gaunt man jerked his head toward the speaker and growled, “Let me handle it. We don’t need this cocksucker drawing attention, do we? Ain’t I taken care of you so far?”

			“Except for food, you have,” another voice said, this one younger-sounding.

			The gaunt man’s face scrunched in irritation. “I told you we’d have it soon. Just a mile from here’s a peach grove with a few that ain’t fallen.”

			“You said that three miles ago,” the older speaker said.

			The gaunt man massaged his stubbly jaw. “Okay, I miscounted. But we gotta have solidarity. We can’t be no group if you guys are gonna question every little thing.”

			One of the speakers moved into the bluish light and stood a couple feet from the gaunt man. He was of Asian descent, roughly the same height, and though he was thin, he looked a good deal healthier and ten years younger. Fortyish, right about Dez’s age.

			“We haven’t questioned anything,” the new man said. “That’s the problem. How can we keep trusting you when you—”

			“Trustin’ me?” the gaunt man demanded. “Ain’t we been together every waking hour? Ain’t I saved you from those maneaters?”

			“So you claim,” the younger voice said. Dez made out a third form in the shade of the yew tree. The younger man looked like the son of the Asian man and just about college age, if colleges still existed.

			The gaunt man agitated a hand at the boy. “Don’t you go pipin’ up. You been bellyachin’ the better part of the night.”

			“Because his belly is aching,” the father said. “He’s not had a bite to eat since leaving the shelter.”

			“Hole in the ground, you mean,” the gaunt man said. “And I bet he hadn’t eaten more than a rotten ear of corn in the days before I found you.”

			The father puffed out his chest a little in a combination of pride and guilt that was difficult to behold. It reminded Dez too much of his own dad.

			“We were doing okay,” the father said. “We certainly weren’t exposed like we are now.”

			Dez cleared his throat audibly.

			All three turned and regarded him.

			“Have any of you heard of the Four Winds Bar?” Dez asked.

			Something cunning crept into the gaunt man’s face. “Maybe I’ve heard of such a place. But I can’t for the life of me imagine why anyone with half a brain would want to go there.”

			The father emerged from the thicket. “We know of it.”

			“The Four Winds is a death trap,” the boy said.

			The father hesitated, then explained, “I’m Rikichi. My students at Purdue called me Professor Rik. This is my son, Kenta.”

			Dez remembered the face of his own son, and though he attempted to bury the image before the anguish could take hold, Will’s features clarified. His blue eyes. His dark blond hair. His subtle chin dimple, not as pronounced as Dez’s, but there nevertheless. Dez remembered Will’s guileless expression, and Dez’s heart ached. The boy was only four when the bombs flew; he would be six today if he were still alive.

			If he were still alive. 

			The gaunt man squinted at Dez. “No reason to talk to this asshole. If he ain’t a maneater, he could be somethin’ worse.”

			“We don’t know that,” Rikichi said.

			“Don’t know anything,” the gaunt man countered, “which is why I say we keep moving.”

			“How far is it?” Dez asked Rikichi.

			An infinitesimal shrug. “Forty, fifty miles.”

			Something deep in Dez’s gut began to flutter, but he kept the excitement out of his face. Before the missiles flew, he had no poker face at all, couldn’t even pull off a harmless prank without giving it away. But after the world ended, out here in this hellish new reality, you learned.

			You learned or you died.

			The gaunt man glanced from face to face, and then, realizing he was outvoted, heaved a resigned sigh. “I suppose I’ve been too rough on the newcomer.” A curt nod at Dez. “There’s no reason to think you’re a monster. Least…not yet.”

			Dez glanced at the young man. “How old are you, Kenta? Twenty?”

			“He’s eighteen this December,” Rikichi answered, with more than a touch of pride.

			Dez felt a moment’s affection for Rikichi, then brushed it away. Emotions like that had no use anymore, especially for people he’d just met. For all Dez knew these three were conspiring to kill him.

			Perhaps the suspicion showed on his face because Rikichi said, “We aren’t dangerous.” A gesture toward the boy. “We’re not that way. But…” He cleared his throat, the words obviously costing him an effort. “…we are hungry. Do you know how to use that?”

			It took Dez a moment to realize that Rikichi was eyeing the crossbow strapped to Dez’s back. But rather than answering, Dez surveyed Rikichi’s face, then Kenta’s.

			Rikichi frowned, an alertness dawning. “What’s wrong?”

			“Watch him, Dad,” Kenta said.

			The gaunt man nodded vigorously, wiped his mouth. “Told you two. Told you we couldn’t trust him.” He jabbed a finger at Dez. “Them black eyebrows, I seen ’em on werewolves before. One time before we got overrun, a guy in our group was shitbrained enough to let one in.” His face twisted bitterly. “Goddamned beast tore up a dozen people. Shouldn’t a ever let him in, but someone did. Just cuz he was pretty like this one.”

			Dez laughed softly. It had been a long time since anyone had called him handsome, much less pretty.

			“Can you tell us about yourself?” Rikichi asked.

			Dez said, “Your face is unmarred. Your son’s too. And you’re paler than most survivors.”

			The gaunt man leveled a finger at Dez. “That’s why I say we can’t trust ’im! Look at how dark that skin is. He’s been in the sun all that time. The only way he could survive is if he’s a monster.”

			Dez repressed a smile. “You’re tanner than I am.”

			The gaunt man jolted, an astonished look widening his eyes. “I ain’t tan. I’m….” A glance at Rikichi, a lick of his cracked lips. “My mom was part Native American.”

			“Which tribe?” Kenta asked.

			The gaunt man’s mouth opened, shut. “How the fuck should I know? It’s not like we lived on a reservation.”

			“Your name is French,” Rikichi said to the gaunt man.

			“My father’s side,” the gaunt man explained. “Gentry was one of the most respected names in the county before….”

			There was no need for him to finish. In the dour silence that followed, Dez became aware of a new stirring in the forest, one that made the skin on the nape of his neck tighten.

			But Rikichi seemed not to notice. He approached Dez. “We need food. We—” He made a pained face. “The reason we’re so pale is that we’ve been belowground. Until recently.”

			Dez said, “Overrun?”

			Kenta grunted mirthlessly. “Burned out’s more like it.”

			“Someone dropped a Molotov cocktail into our shelter,” Rikichi said. “How long they knew we were there, I have no idea. It was the perfect place of concealment.”

			“It must’ve been,” Dez said, “to last so long.”

			“Not good enough,” Rikichi said. “Since then we’ve been hiding in abandoned houses, barns. We even slept in a cave one night.”

			“Have you considered going back to your shelter?”

			Rikichi’s face grew troubled. “If we’d gotten the guys who did it, sure. I think they were Latents, like us. I—”

			“Dad killed one of them,” Kenta interrupted. “The other three ran away.”

			Rikichi glanced at his son, some new tension arising between them. “They would’ve returned though. Maybe in greater numbers.”

			“You don’t know that,” Kenta said.

			“No,” the father agreed. “I don’t. So I made the best decision I could make.” He turned to Dez. “And we’re alive. That’s what matters.”

			The gaunt man – Gentry, Dez remembered – said, “You didn’t have no life, hidin’ in the ground like worms.”

			Rikichi broke into a wan smile. “We had plenty of time to hone our conversation skills.”

			Kenta smiled too – the spitting image of his dad. “And I got to kick your butt at cards.”

			“Not every time,” Rikichi said, his grin widening.

			“Sitting ducks,” Gentry said. “That’s all you were.”

			“Dad, why are we trusting Gentry?” Kenta asked. “I’m telling you, the only way to stay alive is to hide—”

			“We’ve hidden enough,” Rikichi overrode him. “We can’t spend our lives cowering in holes. If there’s any chance of rebuilding the world, it’s got to start with people like us—”

			“Dad—”

			“—doing more than hiding.”

			“But this old bastard is—”

			“Enough, Kenta.”

			“He’s not—”

			“Enough,” Rikichi snapped.

			Kenta compressed his lips, his nostrils flaring, but he didn’t fire back.

			Gentry shambled toward Dez. “We’ve wasted enough time jawing with you. It’ll be daylight soon, and we need to find that peach grove. It’s time for—”

			It all happened in an instant. Gentry whirled, Kenta let out a cry of pain, Rikichi screamed, and Dez felt a hard-boned arm cinch around his throat. Something cold was shoved against his left temple. 

			“You fight,” a voice said into Dez’s ear, “and I pull the trigger.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Stomper

			Dez’s body had turned to stone the moment the man had seized him, but now his mind unlocked and his thoughts became a swarm of panicked rats scurrying inside a burning house.

			The ambush had been coordinated. That much was obvious, even before the one who’d fired the arrow at Kenta – the arrow now buried in the boy’s right thigh – appeared on the path.

			You’ve failed again, the cutting voice in his head declared. You weren’t alert enough, and now, because of your weakness, more will die.

			Dez could scarcely breathe, so powerfully did the forearm compress his windpipe, and what air he could draw was tinged with the sickening raw-meat odor puffing out of his captor’s mouth. Yet he could still see too well the hellish scene unspooling before him:

			The massive, heavily muscled archer striding out of the forest.

			The shorter but somehow more imposing figure who followed him, a man with militaristically short hair, a neck festooned with crudely drawn tattoos, and a garish gold chain dangling over the chest of his tight black tank top.

			Rikichi hurried toward Kenta, the boy howling with pain and grasping his leg wound, the arrow wagging like some dreadful joke as Kenta thrashed.

			“Nice one, Paul,” the man with the neck tattoos said. He had a raspy voice like a habitual smoker’s and a thick Irish accent. He moved with a fluidity that reminded Dez of an accomplished athlete, a fleet running back or a champion wrestler. “Was afraid you’d nail the kid in the guts. Unleash all those nasty fluids into his bloodstream.”

			Dez had forgotten Gentry for a moment, but when the gaunt man spoke, Dez could see the abject terror on his face. “You guys are maneaters, ain’t you?” He licked his lips. “You’re…you’re cannibals.”

			No one answered him. Even if one of the new arrivals had said anything, Dez wouldn’t have been able to hear it over the horrible caterwauling of the wounded boy. Rikichi was cradling his son and reassuring him, though his voice kept breaking.

			The sight made Dez sick. It seemed he felt that way every day now, but this…this was an especially harrowing tableau.

			Dez couldn’t help remembering his own son. God, if Dez were half the man he should be, he would have saved Will. He would still have his little boy.

			“It’s gonna be okay,” Rikichi said, his voice trembling. He slid a shaking hand over Kenta’s forehead, slicking his son’s sweaty hair back. “Just breathe for me, okay? I’ll fix it in a second.”

			Dammit, Dez thought as his eyes shifted to the massive archer and the scrappy-looking man who appeared to be the leader. Goddamn these sons of bitches to hell.

			As if sensing his thought, the one holding Dez captive pressed harder on his voicebox. Dez began to cough, his eyes watering. He lifted his hands, but the muzzle burrowed into his temple, the cozening voice laced with warning: “Hands down, friend. Unless you want a hole in your head big enough for my cock.”

			Kenta wailed. 

			“Quiet your boy,” the leader of the group said, the Irish accent lending his words a singsong quality.

			Kenta didn’t hear, or was in too much pain to notice the command, but Rikichi turned, shot a fierce glance at the leader. “You ruthless bastard.”

			The leader’s mild expression didn’t slip. “Attend to the boy, Paul.” 

			The archer’s eyes were riveted on Rikichi and Kenta. “Want me to finish him, Stomper?” 

			Stomper nodded.

			Paul, the mountainous archer, whose bulging arms were bare despite the chill of the night, strode over to where Rikichi clutched his son. Paul tossed his bow aside, bent, and tapped Rikichi on the shoulder.

			Rikichi didn’t turn.

			“Hey,” Paul said and tapped Rikichi on the shoulder again.

			“Get away from us,” Rikichi muttered without turning.

			With almost loving care, Paul reached around to position one huge hand on the father’s throat. “Come here now,” he said, and swung Rikichi away from his son. Kenta’s head, unsupported, thumped down on the forest floor, and Kenta let out a strident wail. Rikichi’s arms were flailing about as though he were being electrocuted, but the size disparity between Rikichi and the archer made it impossible for Rikichi to connect with anything but the archer’s immense shoulders.

			Holding Rikichi at arm’s length, Paul straddled Kenta’s midsection. Rikichi was frantic, smacking and raking at Paul’s arm. Bloody contrails bloomed on the archer’s biceps, but Paul betrayed no sign of pain, only reached toward his ankle.

			Retrieved a wicked-looking buck knife.

			Involuntarily, Dez’s hand twitched toward the Ruger.

			The muzzle dug into his temple, setting off a vicious throb. “Last warning, friend,” the voice said, the gagging stench of his breath making Dez’s eyes water.

			“Don’t—” Dez managed in a strangled voice, but Paul’s buck knife was out, and though Dez was more than a dozen paces from the ghastly drama being played out on the ground, he could see Kenta’s frightened eyes, and infinitely worse, Rikichi’s crazed expression as he fought wildly to save his son. Rikichi tore at Paul’s forearm, his shoulder. Rikichi kicked at the huge archer, but the blows deflected fruitlessly off Paul’s hip.

			“Shhhh…” Paul said, and as Rikichi looked on, the giant archer placed the buck knife against Kenta’s throat, just under the left ear. Kenta thrashed his head against the blade, but that only made the damage more acute. The blade opened a yawning slit in Kenta’s throat, a slit that bubbled and spumed as the boy thrashed berserkly against his murderer. Through it all, Rikichi’s vast, staring eyes remained fixed on his son, the sounds tumbling from Rikichi’s lips a mixture of horror and sorrow.

			Dez felt tears sting his eyes. He’d often believed himself beyond tears, but each time he was proven wrong. Before the end of the world, he’d heard the human psyche possessed a mechanism that closed the floodgates of negative emotion once a certain threshold was reached. The mechanism, he seemed to recall, was designed to prevent a mind from going insane. But if such a threshold did exist, Dez’s mind wasn’t equipped with it. God knew he’d witnessed enough atrocities to trigger that safety valve a thousand times.

			Tears streaming down his cheeks, Dez watched the giant archer complete the indelicate incision, place the buck knife on the ground beside the dying boy, and reach into Kenta’s ragged, jetting throat.

			Rikichi was still fighting madly, but when he saw the giant pull a stringy mass of pulp and cartilage from his son’s throat, he let loose with a blaring howl of heartbreak.

			Unconcerned with Rikichi’s reaction, Paul brought the handful of viscera to his open maw and began to chew. The blood, black and oily in the early dawn light, painted the archer’s chin a glistening obsidian.

			Rikichi continued to wail. Stomper appeared beside Paul, and without speaking, took hold of Rikichi’s shoulders and laid him on the ground beside the motionless Kenta. To Dez, the gesture was hideously reminiscent of a parent laying his child down in bed for the night.

			Dez had a memory of Will, of his little boy. The bedtime routines they used to share. His son’s insistence that Dez lie beside him until he fell asleep. The warm, soft feel of his son’s forehead. The sweet smell of his hair.

			Dez choked back a sob.

			“Your boy is dead,” Stomper murmured to Rikichi. “See? He’s at peace.”

			The words apparently broke through because Rikichi turned his head to look at his son, and that’s when Stomper raised a boot and stomped on the side of Rikichi’s face. One eye plopped out of the socket, the cheek and nasal cavity giving a horrid crunch as the face crumpled. Rikichi’s body jittered and spasmed, and Stomper brought his boot up, slammed it down again. This time Rikichi’s forehead folded in on itself, the sound similar to an egg dropped on a tile floor. Rikichi’s quivering face was a mask of wine-colored blood. Before Dez knew it, Stomper was on his knees beside Paul and scooping up the dangling eyeball. With a graceless tug, Stomper plucked it loose from the ocular cord and popped it into his mouth.

			“Save the other eye for me!” the man holding Dez called.

			The words jerked Dez back to his own plight, but it was the yearning, insatiable quality in his captor’s voice that galvanized him. Dez was going to die, and this man was going to dine on him as emotionlessly as the other two cannibals were dining on Rikichi and Kenta. Dez realized the man’s pelvis was jammed against him. Unbelievably, the man was erect.

			“I want the boy’s tongue too,” his captor called. “Don’t get it dirty before—”

			Dez swung his head back as hard as he could and felt the man’s nose implode. The forearm slipped away from his throat, and Dez sucked in his first unobstructed breath since the nightmare had begun. Peripherally, he saw his captor stumble, the man’s hands slapped over his spewing nose. Dez bolted toward the southern edge of the clearing, where Gentry stood watching him with an amazed look. Dez spotted movement from his left and discovered Paul the Cannibal Archer already nocking an arrow into his bow.

			“Down,” Dez shouted at Gentry, and in one motion draped an arm around Gentry’s shoulders and dove forward. They skidded on the dirt as an arrow whistled over their heads.

			“Up,” Dez commanded, hauling Gentry to his feet and breaking toward the treeline. 

			“Don’t have a chance,” Gentry moaned.

			“Move,” Dez answered.

			As they punctured the vale of forest, Dez heard a snatch of shouted conversation:

			“Get them!” Stomper commanded.

			“…my nose….”

			“Fuck your nose. It’s your own goddamned fault!”

			Dez was dragging Gentry as they raced past elms and aspens, thorn bushes and pines.

			“No way we’ll escape,” Gentry groaned. “They’ll eat us too.”

			Dez gritted his teeth. “If they only send one, we’ve got a chance.”

			They veered around a broad oak tree, found what might have been a disused trail. Gentry was moving on his own now, but his gait was a staggering, inefficient one. If Dez set off by himself, his chances would improve considerably.

			Sure, his conscience spoke up. Abandon this man the way you did Kenta and Rikichi.

			Dez said, “I didn’t abandon them, dammit. I had a gun to my head.”

			From the corner of his eye he sensed Gentry’s wondering stare. “Who you talking to?”

			“Nobody,” Dez snarled. “Get your ass moving.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Whiplash

			It didn’t take long for the cannibal with the broken nose to find them. What amazed Dez was the rapidity with which the injured cannibal tore through the forest. It shouldn’t have surprised him, not after all he’d seen. But it did. It was as though the last vestiges of the old world refused to relinquish their hold on him, and as a result, his reason still recoiled when confronted with another testimonial to this new, nightmarish existence.

			He knew Gentry’s strength would give out before long. And he could hear the cannibal stealing through the forest behind them. Before, the son of a bitch had moved with the stealth of a timberwolf. And while the cannibal still ran with a surprising lack of noise, the rage and the broken nose were making him careless.

			Dez slowed to a trot, fingered the handle of the Ruger. He didn’t want to use it, but he would if he had to. The noise would give away their whereabouts, and he doubted the other two cannibals would allow the murder of one of their own to pass unavenged.

			Even worse, they’d be newly fed.

			Newly empowered.

			Dez wouldn’t have believed it had he not once witnessed it. For a time he’d been a member of a struggling colony based in a network of caves along the Tippecanoe River. He’d been asleep – fitfully, as always – when a barrage of screams had assaulted him and the others slumbering in a moist tunnel just uphill of the water. By the time Dez had disengaged himself from the woman he’d slept with that evening and who’d insisted on slinging an arm over him as though to moor him to the slimy rock floor, the slaughter was already in full bloom. He’d stumbled out of the cave to find a middle-aged woman with curly brown hair – one of the leaders of the colony – spread-eagle on the ground with a cannibal’s face buried in her split stomach. Three other colonists were similarly laid out, each with cannibals grafted to them like skulking hyenas. Dez and another man had drawn their guns to blast away at the killers, but before they could fire, the cannibals had darted away into the night or, in one case, leapt up to grasp an oak bough that hung fifteen feet off the ground. The cannibal, surcharged by the flesh he’d just devoured, swung from the bough, landed nimbly on the grassy riverbank, and bounded into the forest with the agility of a jungle cat.

			The sound of Gentry stumbling brought Dez back to the present. Dez threw a look over his shoulder. Had the cannibal pursuing them eaten from Kenta or Rikichi before setting off after Dez? It was a vital question.

			One he had no time to ponder.

			“Can’t run anymore,” Gentry panted. “Can’t—”

			“You have a weapon?” Dez demanded. His lungs were burning, but that was more from fear than fatigue. The only favors this ghastly lifestyle had done for him were hardening his muscles and expanding his endurance.

			“Just my knife,” Gentry answered. “I use it to clean squirrels—”

			“Get it out,” Dez told him.

			A flash of movement from their right, and then pain seared through Dez’s shoulder. Somehow he was on his knees, and the cannibal was laughing, and some instinct made Dez flop down on his stomach, and it was a good thing because he heard a whistling sound, and the air he’d just vacated was rent by some fast-moving object.

			Dez pushed to his hands and knees and thought, Holy Christ. The bastard has a leather whip. And where the hell had he hidden it? 

			Save Indiana Jones, Dez had never seen a whip used as a weapon, but as he scrambled to his feet now and backed away from the grinning cannibal, who was smaller than the other two but who appeared completely unhinged, Dez decided the whip was uniquely suited to this new world. Lethal enough to inflict serious damage, yet relatively silent. A man skillful enough to wield it would have better reach than a man using a knife or a machete. Sure, a bow had better range, but as Dez could attest, a lot could go wrong with a bow and arrow because you needed space to shoot.

			The whip was whistling at him again.

			Dez lunged sideways and only partially evaded the leather’s sting. Cold fire scalded his hip, but he didn’t think the denim of his jeans had been parted.

			Dez unsheathed the machete.

			The grinning cannibal had shaggy black hair and a scraggly beard smeared with what could only be human viscera. So the bastard had eaten from Rikichi or Kenta before setting off after Dez. Bad news.

			Dez didn’t comprehend the biology of it, but the experience by the river had taught him the effects of cannibalism were almost instantaneous, not unlike those old Popeye cartoons. Only instead of spinach creating bulging muscles, the ingestion of human tissue induced a maniacal power that was as extraordinary as it was revolting.

			“Come now, kitty,” the cannibal said, twirling the whip handle at his side. Dez tried not to be hypnotized by the way the long slender lash swirled and danced in the predawn air.

			“Watch him,” Gentry said.

			Dez nodded, hoping Gentry had exercised the good sense to draw his knife. Two against one, they still didn’t stand much of a chance, but if they were lucky, they might catch the cannibal off balance.

			“Tell you what,” the cannibal said, the whip writhing at his side like a restless serpent. “I’ll give you a head start, old man. Fifteen, twenty minutes even.” The grin broadened. “I’ll want to enjoy this meal.”

			Dez took in the man’s overwhite teeth, the too-pink gums. Tell-tale signs of cannibalism. No regular person was that healthy anymore. Only cannibals looked virile enough to star in toothpaste commercials.

			Of course, the starey, darting eyes and the expression of lunatic glee would probably disqualify this man from most ad campaigns.

			“Not goin’ anywhere,” Gentry said.

			Dez glanced at the older man and beheld a mettle that hadn’t been there before. Maybe they would live yet.

			“Fine then,” the cannibal said, nodding at Dez. “I’ll give you a chance to save your hide. You come back to the clearing and tell us where other survivors are, we’ll let you live.”

			“Maybe you should run that by Paul and Stomper,” Dez said, “since you’re obviously their little errand boy.”

			With a snarling growl, the cannibal swung the whip in a wild looping strike, and Dez dove for his knees. Dez slammed into the cannibal in a barrel roll violent enough to upend him, and before the son of a bitch could untangle his whip, Dez swung the machete and buried it two inches deep in the man’s calf muscle.

			The cannibal squealed, pawed at the blade, which Dez abandoned. Dez somersaulted forward and reached back for the crossbow. Pivoting, he drew back the bow and took aim even as the cannibal fidgeted with a revolver. Dez strode forward, leveled the crossbow at his breastbone, and knowing he’d get no better opportunity, fired.

			The bolt split the man’s sternum, the sound reminding Dez of an axe striking a cord of ironwood.

			The cannibal let out a breathless grunt and grasped the impacted bolt.

			Dez knew he couldn’t wait. Cannibals possessed uncanny recuperative powers. He reached down and snagged one of the cannibal’s scissoring feet. The cannibal didn’t seem to notice, only emitted a series of pitiful mewling sounds and fondled the fletching of the embedded bolt as though he couldn’t decide whether to risk yanking it out or not.

			While he was thus engaged, Dez crouched and got hold of the machete handle, but it was slimed with blood. He wiped his hand on the ass of his jeans, ventured to grip the handle again, but it was still slippery.

			Dez eyed the cannibal, whose lips were peeled back in agony. How long would the man lie there grimacing? Further, who was to say that Paul and Stomper weren’t tromping their way toward them right now? Cannibals were voracious; they might not be content with Rikichi and Kenta.

			Time was short.

			Dez slid his hand up his shirtsleeve, gripped the machete handle with his leather coat, and tugged on it. At first he worried it wouldn’t come free – the edge of the blade seemed to be lodged in bone. Worse, he had realized what Dez was up to and had begun to kick at him, albeit weakly. The cannibal’s blood spurted over Dez’s forearms. Dez ground his teeth, pulled on the handle. The leg from which he was attempting to wrest the machete suddenly jerked down, and for a moment Dez lost his grip.

			He covered his palms with his sleeves, grasped the handle with both hands, and yanked up.

			The machete slurped loose from the calf meat, and Dez nearly overbalanced. It occurred to him that if the cannibal abandoned the arrow that was lodged in his chest and instead removed the gun from his pocket, he could simply shoot Dez, and then all of this would be over.

			The image of the gun firing into his guts was enough to motivate Dez. He gained his balance, took a couple unsteady strides, and stood over the cannibal. The man was peering up at him, teeth bared, a dull glaze of hatred in his narrowed eyes. He wanted with all his soul to murder Dez and would do so in an instant if given the chance.

			Dez raised the machete, and the cannibal’s eyes widened.

			With a cry, Dez slammed the machete into the cannibal’s throat. The blade had apparently not been damaged when it lodged in his leg because it cleaved through the man’s larynx like a prow through placid waters. He was nearly decapitated by the blow, the arterial spray shocking even to Dez, who had slain more than one creature this way. He turned his head, but not before being enameled in blood.

			After a moment, Dez eyed the man’s crimson-stained chest, the fractured bolt poking out of it. He hated to waste a good arrow, but he would accept this trade-off, all things considered.

			Dez finished the decapitation, then stood panting. He became aware of Gentry, gaping at him in the bluish light.

			“You killed him,” Gentry said, his tone hushed.

			Dez wiped the machete on the fabric of the cannibal’s arm. “Thanks for the help.”

			  

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			By the Fire

			Luck was with them. For once.

			After Dez was convinced they’d reached a safe distance from Paul and Stomper, they slowed to an enervated walk. While the dawn wasn’t warm enough to take the edge off the constant breeze, the dishwater sky made it possible to build a small fire at the summit of a tree-lined hill. In short order, Dez shot a squirrel with his crossbow. 

			Dez and Gentry sat eating before the fire.

			Watching him there, shoulders slumped and chest heaving with labored breath, Dez wondered how the hell Gentry had managed to stay alive this long, when so many better men had been slain by predators.

			Dez shook his head, marveling. The heap of branches they’d scrounged seethed orange and black like some pagan Halloween ritual. Dez scarcely noticed. Because a thought had snagged in his brain, and as always happened when a thought took hold, he was utterly incapable of dismissing it until his overactive mind was satisfied.

			He peered at Gentry from the corners of his eyes and wondered how such a scrawny creature could have lasted two years.

			Two years. Dez had flirted with death on too many occasions to number, one of them less than a month ago. And though Dez wasn’t as powerful as, say, a cannibal or a werewolf, for a Latent he knew he was respectable. He could shoot, he could run, he could defend himself when the situation called.

			But this man…this scarecrow could barely thread a sharpened stick through a hunk of squirrel meat.

			How could Gentry have survived in this sick, violent world?

			Then it hit him.

			He couldn’t have.

			Keeping his tone measured, Dez said, “‘Before you mess up everything’.”

			“What’s that?” Gentry asked in a faraway voice. He was gazing hungrily at the frying squirrel meat as though it were the last morsel of food on the planet.

			“When I first saw you in the clearing,” Dez went on. “You said to move on before I messed up everything.”

			Had a fearful expression flitted across Gentry’s face? “Those maneating sons of bitches were what I was referring to.” He shook his head soberly. “They’d been after us for the better part of two days.”

			“How’d you manage to keep ahead of them? That big one moved like a storm cloud.”

			Gentry grinned, his teeth yellow and specked with brown. “Fast fucker, wasn’t he? For such a big guy?” He studied his hunk of squirrel. “Shit, man. I still can’t believe we got away.”

			“Because I saved you.” 

			Gentry’s eyes flicked to Dez. “You did at that. Mighty impressive.” His expression darkened, the pale eyes unseeing. “Hope it doesn’t bring the wrath of God down on our heads.” Gentry grunted humorlessly. “’Course, most would say He’s already shown us His wrath.”

			Dez frowned, slowly rotated his stick, the aroma of cooked meat wafting over him, making his saliva glands squirt.

			Hunger, he thought. Always the hunger.

			Gentry turned his stick over, the squirrel meat charred on one side.

			“Before,” Dez said.

			Gentry appeared not to have heard.

			“Before the cannibals showed up,” Dez persisted.

			Gentry looked at him. “Come again?”

			But Dez had grown very still, his own length of squirrel meat hissing and bubbling fat and dripping into the fire.

			Gentry shook his head. “I thought we was goners, for sure. That Stomper, he don’t leave many folks behind. What’s the saying? Dead men don’t—”

			“—tell tales. Why did he kill the boy and his father first?”

			Something new came into Gentry’s eyes. “Just lucky, I guess. You’d rather he offed one of us?”

			“You were closer.”

			Now Gentry did turn his full attention on him, and the smile became flinty. “At first I was, sure. Look, would you rather I stayed there front and center like a….” He trailed off, seeing Dez’s expression. “What’re you tryin’ to say? I’d soon enough hear it.”

			“They never went for you.”

			“Hell they didn’t.” He brought up an elbow and tapped it with a quaking finger. “Threw me down’s what they did. Woulda killed me if I hadn’t—”

			“Out of the way,” Dez muttered to himself.

			“How’s that?”

			Dez stared into the fire, his skin taut. “Paul. The archer. He threw you out of the way.”

			Gentry was on his feet, moving faster than Dez had seen him move, and gestured down the length of his body. “Oh yeah? And who can blame that big bastard for casting me aside? Would you want a bag of bones like this or a boy in the prime of his—”

			“They weren’t following me.”

			Gentry’s eyes narrowed. “What the fuck are you talkin’ about?”

			“They were following the trail, but they weren’t following me.” Dez looked up at Gentry. “They were meeting someone.”

			Gentry’s mouth worked. His eyes flitted to the left, as though he considered fleeing. “I don’t know what you got against an old man, but I got enough on my plate without you—”

			“That’s how you’ve stayed alive.”

			“Goddamn you, boy, you’ve had your brains scrambled to shit.”

			“How many?”

			Gentry’s scowl deepened. “How many what?”

			“How many people have you gotten killed?”

			“To hell with this,” Gentry said, lifting his stick, which glowed a brilliant red.

			“They say they’re protecting you, but the only reason the cannibals let you live is because you lure food for them.”

			“Goddamn you, I’ll tell you something—”

			Gentry swung the blazing branch at Dez’s face. Dez just had time to throw up an arm before the fiery tip smacked his leather sleeve and sparks exploded over Dez’s face like an errant firework. Angry wasps stung his temple, but he couldn’t worry about that because the seething red tip was flicking back at him, at the side of his face. This time Dez had no time to protect himself, so he thrust himself backward off the log, the fiery tip tracing an icy line from his underjaw to his earlobe.

			“Stomper!” Gentry bellowed. “Paul!”

			Dez completed the backward roll, came up with his machete, but Gentry wasn’t coming for him. He was scurrying toward the edge of the summit, hands cupped around his mouth, his voice lusty and more resonant than it had been all morning.

			“Stomper!” he shouted. “You gotta get up here!”

			Gentry’s head swiveled around, but by that time Dez was halfway to him and closing, the machete gripped in his right hand.

			“Now don’t you even think about—” Gentry’s mouth snapped shut, apparently realizing he was beyond keeping the fiction alive. Without another word he darted down the slope, and as Dez gave chase he saw how nimble Gentry was, how well he navigated the hillocks and washouts. Earlier, Dez had been too fearful of the cannibals to notice, but now that he saw Gentry moving, he couldn’t believe how dullwitted he’d been not to see it before.

			How’d you stay alive this long, a hectoring voice demanded, behaving this stupidly?

			But Dez’s mind, for the first time since awakening in the small hours of the night, was calming, his thoughts lucid now, purposeful.

			I am alive, Dez thought. And I’ll still be alive when night falls.

			He was gaining on Gentry. Despite the man’s terror-fueled agility, Dez was faster and more athletic by far. Dez descended the hillside in vast, swooping leaps, his boots grabbing the sparse grass with ruthless efficiency.

			“Stomper!” Gentry yelled, but his voice was stitched with panic. “Help me, goddammit! This maniac’s gonna—”

			Dez leaped at him. Had Gentry the clarity of mind to turn at that moment and defend himself, he would have found Dez vulnerable: his legs splayed, his belly and chest unprotected, both arms spread wide as if skydiving.

			At the very last instant, Gentry did glance back. And in that moment Dez imagined what Gentry saw. A powerful body clad in black leather and faded denim, a lunatic grin splitting his face, the uneven hair forming vengeful spikes against the heather-colored sky.

			And, of course, the machete.

			Gentry flung up a forearm and Dez hacked it clean through at the elbow. They landed in a heap on the grassy decline, Gentry’s severed stump jetting like a scarlet flamethrower. Gentry was trying to scream, but the words were indecipherable and no more than a choking gurgle. Dez pinned the spraying arm with a knee, seized the man’s remaining wrist with his left hand, and with the machete, tore down at Gentry’s head. The greasy gray-blond hair parted down the middle, then gushed burgundy. Beneath Dez, Gentry’s body convulsed. A buzzing rip sounded as the man voided his bowels.

			Gentry gaped sightlessly as a single rivulet of blood wended its way from the wounded cleft of his forehead to collect in the cup of his left eye. But the dying man never blinked, only stared up at Dez.

			Careful to keep the hemorrhaging stump away from him, Dez pushed to his feet, braced a bootheel on Gentry’s foam-covered chin, and yanked loose the machete.

			He wiped it on Gentry’s quivering breeches, checked the man’s pockets, and found a silver lighter. He raised it to better illuminate the engraving he spied there.

			An ornate letter E. A closer look revealed thorny vines twined around the letter.

			Dez had never seen the symbol before, but if he ever made it to the Four Winds Bar, he’d ask the patrons if they recognized it.

			Without a glance at Gentry, whose convulsions had ceased, Dez pocketed the lighter, turned, and made his way up the hill, where he devoured both portions of squirrel, his and Gentry’s. 

		

	
		
			Part Two

			The End of the World

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			The Bastards from Baltimore

			October 21st

			I wish this were a work of fiction.

			Would that the past two years had never happened, that the world, as imperfect as it was then, could be restored.

			But it can’t. Nothing can be the way it used to be.

			Two years ago, on October 17th, the world ended.

			As I write this today, my story is yet to be completed. Granted, it could end with a slit throat as it almost did last night with those cannibals, but as of this writing, I’m still alive. I’m still surviving.

			Gloria Gaynor would be proud.

			The irony is that by the time you, my reader, find this, I could be long dead. As I’m stupid and sentimental enough to tote these notebooks around with me – eight of them filled so far, each one a hundred and fifty pages – if you’re reading this account, it either means I had to jettison the backpack or you’re discovering it on a corpse. Or I guess it could mean you captured me and plan on killing me.

			If that’s the case, fuck you.

			If not, let’s go with the notion that you found my backpack because I had to abandon it. And let’s imagine I’m still alive because I hate to imagine otherwise.

			The will to live is uncanny. So many times over the past two years I’ve been close to death. But because I’m a bullheaded pain in the ass, I didn’t give in to despair, didn’t acquiesce to my fate.

			Acquiescence isn’t my strong suit.

			Neither, apparently, is staying focused.

			Isn’t it funny how we as a species seem to excel at not talking about the most important things? We’ll discuss the weather, our favorite sports teams – I’m talking past tense here, of course, since for two years no one has played any sport except killing each other – or perhaps our favorite foods. We were shallow before the world ended; I’d like to say we’re better adjusted now, but I can’t.

			So let’s talk about the end of the world.

			Of all the countries I would have bet on to destroy humanity, I never would have guessed the one that actually did. If you’re finding this record, you’re presumably a survivor and know about how everything went down, but just in case you’re from some distant future discovering these notebooks the way paleontologists used to unearth brontosaurus bones, let’s see if you can pick which one of these countries ruined everything:

			North Korea.

			Russia.

			China.

			Iraq.

			Have you guessed yet? Okay, that wasn’t exactly fair, as the answer is None of the Above.

			It was the United States.
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