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PROLOGUE

Letter Dated September 20, 2007

To whom it may concern, 

To anyone: if you’re holding this letter, I assume you have broken into one of the auxiliary bunkers at Fort Armstrong in what’s left of the state of Louisiana. The electronics down here have a lot of blank panels with no circuitry inside—the boys used to stash girly mags in them, and I figured it’s as good a place as any for this letter. The bunkers are pretty secure. You won’t find the skeletons of any GIs locked inside either. The base was evacuated when the outbreak began. I’ve come back into the hot zone to write this and leave it behind.

I considered a safety deposit box in the vault of nearby Jefferson Harbor’s Pointe Bank, but looters will probably lay waste to the bank before long. I am curious as to how valuable—if at all—the dollar is in your day. I guess there will always be those who stake their well-being on green pieces of paper, even when society lies in ruins around them.

So what do I need to tell you? You must have already gotten the gist of what’s happening. Yes, they’re undead. No, they’re not your friends or loved ones anymore. The soul has left the building and been replaced with…well, something.

Let’s go back to the beginning. I mean the beginning of everything.

When the universe erupted into existence, spitting cosmic detritus across infinity, tears were made in the fabric of newborn space. Now, the universe is constantly opening and healing wounds on a quantum level, but these were unintentional rifts. Big ones. And though they were sealed off in a nanosecond, things still managed to pour through.

Tendrils of dark energy stretched out and were snared in the cooling masses that would become planets, moons, asteroids. One of these tendrils was caught by Earth.

There are a handful of places on the surface where the dark energy breaks through. We called them Sources. By “we” I mean the United States government. I assume it’s still called the United States? Anyway, these Sources had a singular, horrifying property. Any dead animal—from dogs to humans—lying in the vicinity of a Source would return to life.

Most Sources are located in places Man left long ago. That’s why you never heard accounts of the dead getting up and walking around—at least not enough accounts to make anyone believe it—but the government still looked into it. You’d be surprised at the ridiculous bullshit we spent taxpayer money investigating. (There it is again, money—do you know the meaning of the word?)

Now see, those first undead—or “afterdead” as we classified them—weren’t contagious. They fed on the flesh of the living, but they couldn’t pass the reanimation catalyst into their victims. There was no epidemic, no plague.

Until we made it.

You won’t believe me, but it was an accident. We weren’t so stupid as to think we should engineer and weaponize a “zombie virus.” It just happened. Evolution, perhaps. Judgment, maybe. But no, we only set out to study the afterdead themselves.

Fort Armstrong isn’t really an Army base. There were soldiers stationed here, most of them transferred in from elite programs in the military’s different branches. The base had warehouses, facilities, housing, even a Burger King (if you know what that is)—but it was all a facade, a facade blanketed in radio and digital interference designed to keep spy satellites and the rest from seeing what really went on here.

The nearby swamp is a small Source. You can feel the energy in the air. You can see it in the thick overgrowth and bogs teeming with microscopic life. Fort Armstrong was established to safeguard the Source and study its power. The first undead seeded by the U.S. Government were seeded here. By “seeded”, I mean their corpses were chained up in the swamp to be resurrected by the earth’s dark energy. Then they were placed in the housing area of the base, fenced in and left to wander the streets until such time as the scientists were ready to pluck them out of that suburban facade and study them further.

The bodies were those of soldiers killed in combat. They have empty graves in Arlington.

This year, the year of the outbreak, there were hundreds of undead—“afterdead”—roaming the fenced-in portion of the base. Dump trucks filled with medical waste would be driven through the streets, soldiers in the back shoveling “food” out for the dead to swarm upon. We did that to keep them healthy, healthy enough to walk around anyway. You see, the more they feed, the more they regenerate tissue—it’s theorized that an undead on a steady enough diet could look as alive as you or me. It’s also theorized that they might be able to regain some higher brain functions, learning capabilities—but those experiments were abandoned long ago with the Brownlee project. Too dangerous, at least for the time being. So we just kept them well fed enough to trudge through the roads and yards with those blank stares on their faces.

I don’t know what the scientists needed with all those hundreds of afterdead. When on patrol, walking the fenced border between the living and the dead, we’d stare at them and they’d stare at us. Many of them were dressed in different uniforms—policeman, postal worker, nurse. It was done to identify key subjects, in case they got too rotted or were injured beyond recognition. We’d call them Cop, Garbage man, Trucker. We assigned them personalities based on our own imaginations. It was something to pass the time.

Jesus.

The outbreak—like I said, the contagion was accidental. I don’t really know much about it myself, just that we never meant to synthesize a virus. I don’t know that we did actually synthesize it in any of the underground labs—I think nature just took its course. With a little help from Hell.

It started with a riot in those labs. It spread above ground. By the time we knew people were being infected with something, the fences had been knocked down by a series of vehicular accidents. The old dead spilled out of the housing area and joined the new dead. People began to flee, people with bites on their arms and necks and faces. They were the carriers who brought the plague out of Fort Armstrong to the rest of the country. Eventually, to the world.

So here we are. At the time of this writing, the infection is spreading at a maddening rate. It’s strictly blood-borne but it’s already gotten overseas, probably due to base personnel fleeing the country. We’re well into the “martial law and religious panic” phase of the apocalypse. The public is learning about the afterdead’s abilities. Things you probably already know, things like the dead’s ability to regenerate muscle and flesh, to run and jump if they’re healthy enough. And remember, the healthiest ones are always at the head of the pack.

If you don’t know by now, here’s the cardinal rule: headshots don’t kill them. Headshots don’t kill them. Burn them to ash. Always.

It won’t be long before most countries have collapsed beneath the ever-increasing weight of the zombie threat. I believe we’re already outnumbered. I can only wonder what sort of world you live in.

Now you know where it came from. I know that, somehow, understanding your end makes it easier to accept. I’ve accepted it. The bite doesn’t even hurt anymore…admittedly, I’m a little curious about what happens next.

Sergeant First Class Esteban Cervantes
United States Army

April 30, 2112

Downey set the letter down. He’d read the entire thing aloud to his companions. They all shook their heads in silence, seated in a narrow hallway in the bunker, their gaunt faces lit by an oil lantern Cal had found topside.

“It’s cold as hell down here, ” muttered Reddick, scratching his bearded face.

“At least it’s quiet, ” Downey replied. “Man, you know we’re sitting in the birthplace of the fucking plague? Think about that.”

“I’d rather not, ” whispered May, the last of their group and the only female.

Downey stretched his legs across the floor and yawned. He’d rummaged through the blank panels in search of porn, but had only found the letter in its little lockbox. Cal had hoped the box would contain liquor or smokes. No such luck. Their stomachs growled loudly, complaining of hunger, seeking distraction. Downey hadn’t had a drink in months. His old mash still, at their previous camp, had been destroyed when a few rotters stumbled upon them in the middle of the night.

“And here we are, ” he breathed.

“I’m going up for some air, ” Reddick said, getting to his feet. “I don’t want you alerting any rotters to our little hiding spot.”

Cal snapped, “There’s plenty of air down here.”

“Forget that, ” Reddick shot back, stepping over Cal and stomping down the concrete corridor.

Downey felt a twinge of pain in his thigh and shifted his legs. He hadn’t yet told the others about the bite.

It happened when they entered the remains of Fort Armstrong. An ages-old zombie in fatigues had lurched at them from the shadows of an overturned Humvee. He managed to chop its head off with his axe, but not before it tore through the fabric of his jeans and got a couple of teeth through his skin. You win,  Downey thought bitterly. He didn’t know how much time he had, but he wasn’t feeling sick yet. People seemed to take anywhere from hours to weeks to turn; no one knew what factors came into play. Some people said it had to do with the strength of one’s soul. Downey didn’t feel like he had any soul left, so he figured it wouldn’t be long. Maybe it was time for him to leave the bunker and his friends. He looked at May, her face thin and pale but still the prettiest thing he’d seen in many miserable years. She smiled a little. “You look tired.”

“I’m all right, ” he said. “Always tired.”

“How long do you want to stay here?” Cal asked. “I don’t think we’re gonna find many provisions around here. I say we ought to move east, to Jefferson Harbor. City’s got walls.”

“We don’t know what it’s like in there.” Downey shrugged. “Could be a ghost town, or a war zone. Anyhow, I’ve had about all I can stand of other people thinking they know what to do—or just telling other people that they do.”

“I heard what’s left of the military is finally pulling out of these coastal cities, ” Cal said. “Means less quasi-authority.”

“Means more rapists and cannibals and all that shit, ” Downey retorted. “People are better off making it on their own in the badlands.”

“You feel better off?”

“I’m never going to feel good,  if that’s what you’re saying. I’m never going to feel happy or safe or…fuck this.” Downey tore at the loose flap in his jeans and turned, so that the lantern’s glow caught the bite mark in his thigh.

May let out a quiet little cry. Cal swore. Then they sat in silence.

“When?” Cal finally asked.

“The grunt at the edge of the base.”

“Goddammit. Downey. Bill.”

“I ought to head out of here. I’ll send Reddick back down, and you guys lock yourselves in here. Don’t want me trying to come back in.”

“Bill, ” May sobbed. “I love you—”

“I know you do.” Smiling, Downey stood up and yawned. “Yeah, I’m tired as hell. Starting to ache a bit. I ought to go.”

“You’re not going like that.” Cal got up. “Give me your axe. Let me go up with you, and we’ll take care of this.”

May buried her head in her arms and cried. Cal touched Downey’s elbow. “Let’s go. The axe.”

“You really think you can do it?” Downey asked.

Cal nodded grimly. “You’re not gonna turn and spend another ten years shambling around up there. Not gonna let that happen to my friend.”

“You’re…thank you, Cal.”

Downey touched May, and she pressed her tear-streaked face to his leg, inches from the festering bite. “I’ll always love you.”

Cal took Downey down the hall, toward the ladder that led to the hatch, to the outside world, to Downey’s execution.

The hatch opened, and moonlight poured down on them.

Reddick tumbled down, blood spurting from his throat.

Cal jumped back and brandished the axe. A couple of rotters stuffed their heads and shoulders through the hatch and leered down at them, their faces silhouettes, dark holes raining blood and saliva. Then they came down.

Cal slammed the axe into the first one’s head, yelling, “May!” The rotter grabbed his arms and tore into his flesh. Downey shoved the undead back then tackled its companion to the floor, bashing its head against the concrete.

Cal dropped the axe and stared in terror at his wounded arms. May’s screams could be heard over his shoulder. “Shit, ” he whispered.

Reddick sat up and tried to say something. A gout of blood rushed from his throat and over his face, and he fell still.

The first rotter fell on Downey’s back and gnawed at his scalp. Downey kept smashing the other’s head into the floor, bloody pulp spraying his face. “No!” he bellowed, again and again.

Cal retrieved the axe and split the first undead’s head open. He pulled it to the floor, going down with it, shock setting in.

May approached them with the lantern. Downey turned, his face a bloodied horror. “Get out, May. Now.”

“Bill—”

“Get out!”

She struggled up the ladder. “Quick, before more show up, ” Downey rasped. “And I’ll—I’ll lock it behind you—we’ll stay down here—oh, Cal.”

Cal stared blankly at the floor, shaking his head.

May turned just before she reached the hatch. She dropped the lantern into Downey’s hands.

“The axe, ” he told her. “I have the axe. We’ll…go, May…”

Gray hands dropped through the moonlight and grabbed handfuls of her hair. A hungry moan cut through the night.

She was gone. The hatch dropped closed with a loud, heavy clang.

Downey sat in the lantern’s fading glow, his face contorted with grief, with a growing resignation. He rested his head against the wall and coughed. “Cal. The axe. Please.”

Cal didn’t say anything.

Reddick began to stir.

The light went out.


CHAPTER ONE

Still Life, Blood on Asphalt

May 1, 2112

Atherton was dying and he knew it. With every weak beat of his heart, he felt his life ebbing out onto the road. He wasn’t sure where he was wounded or how. Didn’t really matter.

He was lying a few hundred yards from the overturned town car, which rested against a smoldering military Humvee. The road was supposed to be secure, but they’d requested an escort anyway. It was the escort that had flipped and crashed up ahead of them, and Atherton had swerved the town car but not quickly enough to avoid a collision.

He angled his head toward the wreck and looked for signs of life. None. Was he the only one ejected from the vehicles? It figured. Thirty-four, in his prime, handsome swatches of gray just beginning to show in his hair. It figured he would die now, alone. At least he would be prepared for death, could breathe his last words as he felt it coming over him.

A pale horse walked around the wreck and came toward him. Upon it was a rider and Atherton knew his name was Death.

He wondered if Death looked the same to every soul he claimed. For Atherton, at least, it was the traditional black robes, with a hood casting a shadow over the specter’s face. As he drew closer and dismounted, Atherton saw his white face and black eyes, like marbles set in clay. “Have I already died?” he asked.

“Not yet, ” Death answered dispassionately. He stood over Atherton, blocking out the noonday sun, and surveyed the landscape. The silence was unbearable. Would Death just wait there until Atherton bled out? “I work for the senator, ” he coughed.

“The senator?” Death frowned.

“Moorecourt. He was in the town car, ” Atherton explained. “I am—was—his aide.”

“The senator isn’t dead, ” the specter murmured.

“The others…?”

“They are.”

“I don’t understand.” Atherton could taste blood on his lips and gums. His head was swimming from the heat, and he forced himself to concentrate on speaking. “You just got here. But they’re already dead?”

“I don’t normally collect souls myself, ” Death replied. “I merely mark their passing. Only in extraordinary circumstances…” His monotone voice trailed off. He was eyeing the wreck. All the while his ghostly steed stood silently.

“Why did we crash?” Atherton croaked. Fate? Was there such a thing? Did Death have a contemporary who wrote the endings of human lives in a great book? Or was it just an accident, a fucking accident? He wasn’t sure which possibility offended him more: for some emotionless sentinel to decide that he should be torn open and dumped onto burning asphalt in the middle of nowhere, or for shitty driving to be his undoing.

“There was a body in the road, ” Death said. “The soldiers drove over it, believing it was dead. It wasn’t.” Death’s gaze was fixed on the wreck, and he reached a chalk-white hand into the folds of his robes.

“It was an undead?”

Ignoring the question, Death pulled his hand out, and with it a massive scythe, far too long to have been concealed on his person, the curved blade catching the sunlight and throwing it into Atherton’s eyes. He groaned and rolled his head to the side. That’s when he saw it.

The lone undead shambled around the town car and stopped. It could see them both, Atherton realized. Its hands and face were caked with blood, not its own. Must have been in the Hummer, feeding. It had caused the crash, lying prone and then driving some crude spear into the undercarriage of the Humvee, so that it could eat. Atherton felt blood and bile rise in his throat. Wait…was that how he’d die? Was Death here to watch as this undead dug out his guts?

Then, the specter took two steps forward and swung the scythe out in a horizontal arc, passing cleanly through the belly of the zombie. He rested the scythe at his side and stood still with the patience of eternity.

The undead didn’t move. There was no wound visible across its midsection, as if it had been struck by a phantom blade. Then, like a paper cut, the line bled into view, and the zombie’s torso fell to the ground, sputtering brown viscera.

Atherton tried to process what he’d just seen, lying on a deserted road in his own blood with the Grim Reaper leaning against his dreaded scythe. The zombie…it wasn’t just cut in half, it was dead. Really dead.

“You came to kill it.”

Death nodded without looking down at him. “It, and others.”

Atherton tried to speak again, but couldn’t. His vision was failing. Death turned now, and Atherton trembled at the sight of his blade. Without a word, it was slipped back into the dark robes and out of sight.

Death knelt beside him. “Your life is like a flame.” He again reached into his robes, this time pulling out a burning candle. Despite the blinding sunlight, the flame seemed to cast its own luminescence. It didn’t hurt Atherton’s eyes at all. It was calming, in fact. Familiar.

Death poised his thumb and forefinger around it. “When you die, the flame merely ceases.” The tiny, pulsing light grew smaller then faded altogether.

Atherton was dead. Death crushed the candle’s wick out and returned it to its place.

The specter gathered his robes and climbed back onto the pale horse. They continued for a while down the road at a lazy gait, down to the gates of Jefferson Harbor.


CHAPTER TWO

AfterBirth

The Jefferson Harbor Landfill was located at the end of town, near the swamp that defined the western perimeter. Concrete slabs had been erected in a crude wall at the edge of the swamp, with wire fencing used to cover any gaps. The whole mess was threaded with equal parts barbed wire and overgrowth. The western wall was a worthless measure if ever there was one, nothing like the well-built barriers on the north and eastern perimeters. To the south was the Gulf of Mexico.

Gene Pastore stood atop a mountain of filth and stared at the dense swamp. What was the point of putting that eyesore inside the perimeter? It wasn’t even worth dumping in. The landfill’s girth was instead expanding south, onto the beach. He’d have to burn another ton of this shit soon before it hit the water.

There was a police boat just off the shoreline. Gene waved to the two patrol officers standing on it. They stared through him. “Didn’t see me, I guess, ” he muttered. They were local boys, weren’t they? No reason not to be polite, unlike the stone-faced Army fellas who had just pulled out of town. The radio said that military support was being withdrawn from all coastal cities. The Senate wanted people to move inland. Why? So the Senators and their families could take all the country’s provisions? “Beats me, ” Gene said to himself. As far as he was concerned, moving everyone up north was like building the rotters a triple cheeseburger.

God, it was hot. Boiling inside his ratty old uniform, Gene mopped his brow with an old handkerchief and dropped it into the garbage. His back was killing him too. At the age of sixty, he had hoped someone else would take his place managing the dump, give the old man a break. But there was no retirement in his future. Just rats.

Rats, rats, rats. Most of them were undead, too. Only Gene could tell the living from the dead. They just had a look about them, a cold, solitary look. And the dead rats were fatter than the other ones. They fed on their own kind, and their kind was plentiful.

He was wearing waders and thick work gloves. The bastards wouldn’t try to eat him but they’d probably bite if he wasn’t careful. Gene carried a shovel to pin the vermin down and hack them up. Kicking them into a fire was easier, but garbage burns had to be controlled, small. The smoke rising into the sky brought undead. Not only that, but while Gene was used to the stench of the landfill, burns were another story. Maybe it was the charred, half-rotted flesh of the rats, the smell of death after death. Gene spat and wiped his mouth with a gloved hand.

“How does a starving town make this much fucking garbage?” he asked an undead rat. It was perched atop a broken chair, watching him intently. Part of its face had been gnawed off; a tiny red eye still rolled around inside the bony eye socket.

“You and me both, ” Gene said. He swung the shovel and smashed the rat down through the chair. These little buggers had actually given him a respect for the living rodents that still dared enter the landfill. It wasn’t man versus animal anymore—it was the living against the undead. Gene brushed a fly off his cheek and wondered if they were undead too. Gone from eating shit to eating each other.

There was a sharp crack from the ocean, then another. Gene saw one of the police officers pointing a sniper rifle past him, toward the swamp. Must’ve seen something. What good did shooting at it do? Those boys were too scared to come ashore and properly nail the rotters. Gene hefted his shovel in one hand. He’d take care of any unwelcome visitors himself.

Speaking of which, another rat was lumbering over piles of soggy cardboard, distended belly dragging along. Gene aimed the blade of the shovel at its dark face and thrust downward. The rat skittered aside with surprising speed, just in time to avoid the strike, and the shovel sank into the refuse.

Gene shook the crap off the shovel. There was something bloody underneath the cardboard, too big to be a rat. It was partially wrapped in a moth-eaten blanket decorated with brightly colored smiling dinosaurs. He considered this for a half-second before a terrible thought came to him.

“Oh my God.”

He gingerly worked the shovel underneath the blanket and peeled it away. The underside was crimson, yellow dinosaurs obscured by gore. It was difficult to loosen; someone had lovingly bundled the misshapen form, tiny and frail and barely recognizable for what it was.

Gene stumbled back with a cry, dropping the shovel. His foot struck the ruin of the broken chair, and he fell flat on his back. A foul wetness seeped through his uniform and he found himself sliding helplessly down an incline. He pawed at the garbage around him; a glove came off and his bare hand sank into some curdled mess. “Shit! God!” He tried to orient himself so he could see where he was going, but only managed to go elbow-deep into the garbage, all the while still sliding.

He nicked his ungloved hand on something. Yanking it free, he saw the ragged little bite, and he saw the rat’s head as it struggled in the garbage. It was undead.

He plowed headfirst into an array of discarded plumbing. Gene felt the surreal but distinct sensation of metal slicing through his cheek into his mouth before he fell unconscious.


CHAPTER THREE

Off to Market

Fred R. Moorecourt, Senator from the great states of Illinois and Indiana, beat on the gates of Jefferson Harbor and hollered until his already-pounding head threatened to erupt. There was no scaling the gates, with loops of barbed wire welded to each pole. The walls were fifteen feet high and perfectly smooth. He stumbled along the perimeter in desperate search of a handhold. Senator Moorecourt cursed the wall and kicked it. That’s when he learned that two toes on his right foot were broken. Moorecourt fell to the ground in a ball.

Walls, borders, bullshit. The imaginary lines that defined the United States were eroding every day. Already representing the combined territory of two states, Moorecourt expected more to fall under his jurisdiction as Americans moved inland. Maybe that’s why he had risked coming out here: to expand his rule. It was a miserable thought, but it rang truer than any of the noble rhetoric that he and his colleagues broadcast from the north.

Goddamn coastal refugees. Anarchists. Of course, when they ran out of supplies, when troops stopped patrolling their perimeters, then they’d blame the Senate. The Senate told survivors to migrate away from the oceans, to consolidate aid and resources, and men like Moorecourt put their lives on the line on these goodwill missions. Still this stubborn distrust. And now, two broken toes, a concussion and this goddamn wall.

He looked back down the road; the wreck was a blot on the horizon. He should have gone into the Hummer and grabbed a gun. Too tired to go back though. Too risky. The badlands were crawling with hungry undead.

“Oh, Jesus.” Turning northeast, he saw two shapes moving through blighted grass. Their stiff movements and emaciated bodies gave them away immediately as undead. God willing, their eyes had shriveled and fallen out of their heads, and they weren’t really ambling straight toward him.

Or maybe they were.

Using the wall for support, he limped along as quickly as he could. He thought about Atherton, whom he’d seen gasping for breath in the middle of the road, and whispered a silent prayer that the undead would catch his scent. Maybe they’d even eat the fresh corpses in the vehicles. Moorecourt’s sister and her husband remained in the town car. Why Amanda had insisted on coming along, he didn’t know. Her husband, Doug, had represented the P.O. Union and was supposed to talk to local law enforcement about withdrawing. But Amanda loathed politics almost as much as she loathed Moorecourt…

“It’s going to play real well with the Harbor residents when you show up escorted by soldiers, ” she’d said, sitting directly across from Moorecourt, the sun bringing out deep, cruel lines in her smirking countenance.

Moorecourt massaged his hand and smiled thinly in return. “It’ll serve as a reminder of the security they’re losing if they stay out here. Believe it or not, I did think this through.”

Doug, as usual, was reticent while the siblings sparred. He buried his face in some paperwork, thumbing through the same pages again and again. Moorecourt stared at him until he turned to look out the window. Doug was a strong lobbyist; he fought tirelessly for the rights of others. It seemed, however, that he left in himself no fire to defend his own interests. Over the course of the car trip he’d slowly shrunk into his corner, hunched over like a child begging to wake up somewhere else. Boyishly handsome, his behavior only made him more enticing to the senator.

(Did she know?)

Moorecourt applied skin cream to his hand, frowning at veins visible through papery flesh. Amanda pursed her lips and started to coo something witty. He didn’t hear it, because the sun outside seemed suddenly to roll violently across the sky, and Atherton cried out from the front seat, and metal groaned before Moorecourt’s head cracked against the bulletproof window.

When he’d awakened, he was lying on the ceiling of the town car. Amanda was still looking at him. Her neck was bent obscenely so that her cheek was crushed against a breast, and her eyes were red with blood. Doug was beside Moorecourt. His chest rose and fell slightly, though the expression on his face was frozen. Moorecourt, without thinking, reached out to touch it. He tried to say something and couldn’t. Doug stopped breathing.

The senator was now limping along the north wall of the Harbor, glancing over his shoulder to see the two undead in slow but relentless pursuit. They were starving, desperate, and wouldn’t give up until they fell completely apart; just like the survivors inside these walls.

He breathlessly turned a corner and found that the west wall wasn’t like the others. There might be an opening! Moorecourt tore at the fencing and felt it giving. His hands were red and raw. He screamed and pulled with his entire body. The fence snapped free, hitting his face and knocking him to the ground. Wetness spread quickly from the cuts in his skin. He didn’t care. He went through the fence and into the city.

He was greeted by what appeared to be a cluster of storage units. The size of garages, most of them were wide open and empty. To his right, past a weathered wooden fence, was a foul-smelling swamp. He weaved through the units and ignored the ache in his lungs. At least he still had a good heart. Moorecourt had always kept himself in shape. At first it was for his constituents, but once it became clear that his post was probably a lifelong one he did it for himself. Boys could hardly resist his status; his lean physique more often than not closed the deal. And of course the other senators knew. No one tried anymore to conceal habits that, for previous generations, spelled political suicide. For any Americans who still paid attention to the government, the Senate was their only hope. They were more than politicians now—a woman in Chicago told him that she prayed to the Senate.

There was no President of the United States. After the Secret Service was forced to dismember the last Commander-in-Chief on his desk in the Oval Office, the romantic notion of one man’s will leading a people lost its luster.

How long had Moorecourt been running since the accident? An hour? Two? The sun was no help at guessing the time. He couldn’t stand to look up at it. Moorecourt paused in the doorway of a storage unit and felt the stiffness in his neck. He couldn’t move it at all.

The swamp had ended, giving way to several large buildings. Warehouses? Surely a place to hide, maybe a radio. He pulled himself over the creaking wooden fence and tried not to land on his wounded foot.

BAM! Something struck the other side of the fence. Moorecourt staggered back, seeing the yellowed eyeball of an undead staring through a knothole. His pursuers had caught up with him. They beat their open hands against the wood, gaping mouths never making a sound. The old fence shook precariously. Moorecourt ran.

Faded letters on the largest warehouse read KAGEN’S OF LOUISIANA, a grocery. Moorecourt collided with the nearest entrance and was thrown back onto the sidewalk. Locked? Why? Was there still food kept inside? He couldn’t imagine. Moorecourt slammed his fists against the door. “Anyone inside LET ME IN!” A block behind him, a section of wooden fence collapsed and the two zombies staggered through.

A loud crack tore through the air. The senator looked back to see a chunk of skull and hair flying away from one zombie’s head. Thank God! Moorecourt peered around the corner of the warehouse to see where his rescuer was—

Another shot buzzed past his ear. He fell to the pavement again. “I’m not one of them!”

The undead were still coming. Moorecourt searched for another entrance to the warehouse. Another door, slightly ajar, reluctantly gave way under his weight. He fell into the building and kicked the door shut with his good foot.

He was on his back in an enormous room with floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with boxes. Using a shelf for support, he made his way down an aisle, reading the contents of the boxes. Soup, ramen, seasoning, powdered milk, all non-perishables. Just add water. He was shocked to see so much still here. Then he nudged one of the boxes and realized that it was empty.

There was a clatter from across the warehouse.

Moorecourt pushed a box aside and crawled onto the bottom shelf, his foot throbbing now. He eased himself between the boxes as quietly as possible. Damn hands shaking, threatening to give out beneath him; he fought to hold himself steady, knowing that if he lost his balance and fell in either direction, the empty boxes would give way and dump him into the open.

Someone walked past the end of the aisle. Moorecourt saw ratty hair and pale skin, but clean, pressed clothing. The footfalls of several persons echoed through the room. Would they believe who he was? Would they care? Or would revealing himself to them result in a fate worse than being caught by any undead? He cursed himself again for leaving behind the weapons in the Humvee. Then, a young woman entered the aisle, wearing a flowery spring dress, and he saw the dead glaze of her eyes and realized she was a zombie.

She came down the aisle with a man in a suit jacket and slacks. His hair was combed. Combed. Moorecourt looked back at the woman’s face, so lifelike—she was wearing makeup. His heart was seized by terror. He had heard that the dead could regenerate tissue if they fed often enough, but had never seen a well-fed rotter. He’d doubted that such a thing could possibly exist out in the badlands. But these…had these undead restored their flesh, their muscles, their minds? Were there remnants of memory that compelled them to wear clean clothing and groom themselves? It wasn’t possible. Couldn’t be. Yet as the lady stood before Moorecourt, the senator cringing, barely concealed behind a box, he noticed the lovely shape of her calves, white as they were.

The dead had a sole purpose: self-preservation. They didn’t reproduce, they didn’t interact with one another, and they certainly didn’t bathe. They only ate and ate and ate in order to keep from rotting into nothing. But these two in the aisle were opening boxes on the upper shelves, searching them—together—for foodstuffs. The male produced a large bag of rice and tucked it under his arm. None of it made sense. They evidently ate enough human flesh to stay healthy, yet they were raiding the warehouse for rice?

Something about it all nearly clicked for Moorecourt as he trembled on the bottom shelf. Makeup, clothes, groceries. But the answer was just beyond his grasp. The answer was something that he could never have imagined, even if he had lived many, many more years, which wasn’t going to happen either.


CHAPTER FOUR

The House in the Swamp

It was a three-story manor fashioned from stone, a stately Victorian nestled in the overgrowth of the thick, dark green swamp. Contained within an ivy-thronged iron fence, it barely stood above the heads of the encroaching trees. Some of the manor’s outermost extremities had fallen into disarray; the greenhouse adjoining the north wing had lost its roof in a storm years ago. Some of the ground floor’s grime-streaked windows were broken. Errant stones loosed from the wall lay in the spongy grass. The south end of the manor had sunk slightly into the mud, and moss crawled skyward over its surface. For all its grandeur, even in such a condition, an air of rot hung over the house. Even the clouds overheard seemed to be stained gray. Things moved in the tall grass, in the remains of a once-beautiful garden and in the swamp beyond the gates.

The gates opened. Four afterdead entered, the first holding a key. He waited to lock up behind the others. They were the ones from the warehouse and they’d brought back several boxes filled to the brim with groceries. The young woman in the spring dress led the procession through the manor’s front doors.

It was dim inside. Their vision, poor as it was, failed completely inside the foyer, but they knew the halls and rooms of the house by heart and walked single-file, past the grand staircase and through the dining room.

“Stop.”

The voice came from behind them. The woman in the spring dress halted in the doorway leading into the kitchen.

A man entered the dining room and stared hard at the four undead. They each looked straight ahead, clutching their boxes.

He was in his late twenties, perhaps, younger in appearance than the dead ones; tousled hair fell in front of bright green eyes as he knelt to scrutinize the carpeted floor. He dragged a fingertip along the fibers, pulled up a glob of mud. The man rose to show the mud to the zombies.

“I told you, ” he said in a calm-before-the-storm tone, “to bring things into the kitchen through the rear entrance. I also told you to remove your shoes when you entered the house. Even in the foyer. It doesn’t matter if the floor is stone.” As he lectured them, the man seemed to be speaking more to himself, realizing that the dead felt no shame or remorse for disobedience. But there were still consequences, ones that they could understand.

“You won’t eat today. Put those things in the kitchen and go outside. Aidan, Harry—trim the grass and maybe you’ll eat tomorrow.”

The afterdead shuffled out of the room. The man sighed and looked at the filthy carpet. “Prudence!”

A female undead in a maid’s uniform loped into the room. One of her legs had been gouged by something, which hindered her movement. The man pointed to the mess. “Clean it. Dust this entire room, in fact.” He left her and went into the foyer, up the staircase.

Baron Tetch had lived here for as long as he could remember, but things still weren’t to his satisfaction. Maybe they never would be. Not only was he a savage perfectionist, but he was suffering from a growing misanthropy and a bitter contempt for this whole earthly plane. There was little to keep him grounded here. Entering his second-floor study, he locked the door behind him and kicked off his loafers.

A corpse lay on the floor. It had been some intruder from the previous week who’d climbed the fence, probably fleeing from undead. But the feral zombies that occasionally penetrated Jefferson Harbor were nothing compared to Tetch’s. They’d made short work of the man. Tetch had rewarded them with his internal organs before having the rest of him brought upstairs.

Swathed in moist rags scented with spices, the body lay spread out in the middle of the room. The face was caved in, gray flesh like paper peeling away from the wound. Tetch spread a blanket over the open cavity of the corpse’s torso.

Even those who died under normal circumstances had dormant energy lying in their husks, of that Tetch was certain. Pulling a tattered shroud over his bony shoulders, he straddled the corpse’s body and closed his eyes. The wasted energy inside the eviscerated man was drawn through Tetch’s flesh, saturating his bones, traveling like a lightning bolt to his head. He plunged his fingers through the blanket and into the corpse. Tetch spread crimson grit across his forehead, throwing open the conduits throughout his self. A throbbing erection grew between his legs.

He heard the study door open. Tetch yanked the shroud around his body and glared.

It was Lilith. Her frail body looked as if it could be torn asunder by the rage from Tetch’s eyes; he quickly softened his face, clutching the shroud over his groin, and stood up. “Why didn’t you knock?”

In response, she held out her pale arms. She’d cut her wrists. Tetch rushed to her, pushing back the sleeves of her dress and catching droplets of blood in his hands. “Lily, why? Oh, God!” She’d cut across rather than down, and not deeply thanks to her child’s strength. Still the sight was horrifying, her perfect ivory flesh marred and her bright blue eyes devoid of reason.

“They don’t bleed like I do, ” she mumbled.

“Of course they don’t. You’re not like them. You know that!” Tetch grabbed the shoulder of her dress and tore its sleeve free. Lily squealed, but he silenced her with a stern look, tying the fabric over one of the wounds. She didn’t say anything when he pulled the other sleeve off. “This is why we can’t have nice things, ” he snapped. She caught herself before rolling her eyes.

There. She was patched up, for now. “Do NOT remove these. Now tell me what you used.” He rose over her, arms crossed. She stared at the corpse behind him. He stepped over to block her view. “Lily, look at me.”

She complied. Her lip was trembling slightly. In fear? Of him? It was hard to resist the urge to take her into his arms. Her ripening breasts, almost visible through the thin fabric of the dress, reminded Tetch of his erection, and he realized he was idly nudging it with his fist. Turning from her, he went to his desk and fumbled through the drawers until he found his camera.

“Oh no, not like this!” Lily raised her bandaged wrists and frowned at the ruined dress.

“This picture will be a reminder to you, ” Tetch shot back. He loaded a fresh roll of film. It was a precious commodity, and he only used it to mark the days of Lilith’s life. “You’re not like your brothers and sisters. You can get hurt, you can bleed, and you can die.” A thought struck him: was she bleeding herself to take away the power of his threats? His power? He studied her glassy eyes. She could never…“You don’t want to be like them, Lily. It’s not real. Your beauty could never be preserved in death, do you understand? Your soul would be lost.” He raised the camera to his face. She forced a smile. “Don’t, ” he ordered. Snap. Snap. Snap.

“Now I want you to stay inside, up here. Don’t go downstairs. I don’t want to risk anything happening, should they smell your blood.” They were animals after all, despite the facade of sophistication he’d crafted. Lilith nodded and left the room.

Of course, she went straight downstairs and out the front doors.

Lily saw her brother Aidan pushing an old-style lawn mower through the grass. She wondered how sharp its rusted blades were. “Hello, Aidan!” She waved. He paused, looking blankly at her, then raised his hand as he’d been taught. He then resumed his task and forgot about her.

She walked through the grass he’d already cut and to the fence. Plants grew thick and huge around here. It was like the swamp was wrapping ivy-green arms around her, constricting her, smothering her. Like her brother Baron. But he did love her, she knew that, and he gave her many pretty things. Still, it was natural to be curious about the world beyond the estate. Lily knew she was thirteen or so, and she wondered if there were other children out there. More than that, she wondered if there were women out there—there were books in the house that had helped her make sense of the changes her body was going through, but they were cold, clinical volumes that did little to soothe her ever-increasing feelings of isolation.
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