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PRAISE FOR THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING

WARM BODIES

“The words Marion uses to describe his grim near-future are silken smooth. They slip through the mind’s grasp easily, pleasurably, leaving hardly a hint of themselves in the images they evoke.”

—The Seattle Times

“It’s got the boarded-up strongholds and mob mentality of Night of the Living Dead—but also romance.”

—Time Out New York

“Warm Bodies is a strange and unexpected treat. R is the thinking woman’s zombie—though somewhat gray-skinned and monosyllabic, he could be the perfect boyfriend, if he could manage to refrain from eating you. This is a wonderful book, elegantly written, touching and fun, as delightful as a mouthful of fresh brains.”

—Audrey Niffenegger, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Time Traveler’s Wife

“Dark and funny.”

—Wired

“Marion explores the meaning of humanity through R’s journey towards personhood, a tale that gets grander in scale as his empathy builds and the book’s true villains—cynicism, apathy, and status quo—are revealed.”

—Paste Magazine

“Isaac Marion has a great new voice that hooks you from page one and accomplishes the impossible: it makes you care about young zombie love. Warm Bodies is a terrific read.”

—Josh Bazell, New York Times bestselling author of Beat the Reaper

“A jubilant story about two star-crossed lovers, one of them dead and hungry for more than love.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Marion is a disarming writer, ruefully humorous, knowingly cinematic in scope. This is a slacker-zombie novel with a heart.”

—The Guardian (UK)

“Warm Bodies is a terrific book—a compelling literary fantasy which is also a strange and affecting pop-culture parable.”

—Nick Harkaway, author of The Gone-Away World

“R does possess a certain winsome charm and the upbeat ending will warm many hearts.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A visually arresting, bleakly Ballardesque world . . . wryly playful, cinematic, and ultimately moving.”

—Time Out London

“A mesmerising evolution of a classic contemporary myth.”

—Simon Pegg, New York Times bestselling author of Nerd Do Well

“Both tender and lacerating, this zombie novel has more to say about being alive than being dead. ‘Love’ is not a strong enough word for my feelings about this book.”

—Maggie Stiefvater, author of the Shiver trilogy and Books of Faerie

“Enormous fun.”

—Marie Claire (UK)

“Warm Bodies is a terrific zombook. Whether you’re warm-bodied or cold-bodied, snuggle up to it with the lights low and enjoy a dead-lightful combination of horror and romance.”

—Examiner.com

“A captivating debut novel that is as romantic as it is terrifying. . . . Marion is an amazing storyteller who writes from his heart, or from his viscera, as the case may be.”

—SFScope

“A unique and poignant story about life, love, and change. . . . Marion’s writing style is straightforward, funny, and strong, just like his characters. . . . You can’t help but be drawn into this post-apocalyptic world and root for love and hope where none should exist.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Thought-provoking and highly original. . . . Imaginative characters and quirky dialogue make this a captivating read . . . that readers will devour.”

—Dark Faerie Tales

“Has there been a more sympathetic monster since Frankenstein’s?”

—Financial Times (UK)
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Dedicated to the Mount Vernon City Library, where I first found the ladder.
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WE

WE WAIT in the rivers and the woods, in the sky and the cities and the sun, but we do not wait patiently. We have been patient too long. We have been told again and again that we can’t win, that the best we can hope for is balance, but we will no longer accept this. We feel a new future building beneath us, the magma of possibility pressing against the earth.

We are becoming a mountain.

We will erupt.



ONE



the door



I will knock down the gates of the netherworld,

I will smash the door posts, and leave the doors flat down,

and will let the dead go up to eat the living!

And the dead will outnumber the living!

—The Epic of Gilgamesh


SCHULZ: You must speak.

BARBER: I can’t.

SCHULZ: It is our only hope.

—Charlie Chaplin, The Great Dictator
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I

MY NAME IS R. It’s not much of a name, but someone I love gave it to me. Whatever past lives return to me and whatever other names they bring, this is the one that matters. My first life fled without a fight and left nothing behind, so I doubt it was a loss worth mourning. A man I don’t remember mixed genes with a woman I can’t recall, and I was called to the stage. I stumbled through the curtain, squinting into the blinding light of the birth canal, and after a brief and banal performance, I died.

This is the arc of the average life—unexamined, unremarked, unremarkable—and it should have ended there. In simpler times, life was a one-act play, and when it was over we took our bows and caught our roses and enjoyed any applause we earned, then the spotlight faded and we shuffled backstage to nibble crackers in the greenroom of eternity.

Things work a little differently now.

Now we duck behind the curtain to find another stage. This one is dusty and cold, thick with cobwebs and reeking of rancid meat, and there is no spotlight, no audience, just a crowd of nameless extras sighing in the dark. I don’t know how many years I wandered that stage, performing horrific scenes from a script I couldn’t read. What I know is that sixty-seven days ago, I found an exit. I kicked open the door and stumbled out into the daylight of my third life, the one I never expected and certainly didn’t deserve, and now here I am, clumsily learning how to live it.

•  •  •

I lean against the sheet of plywood, pressing it to the wall while I fumble in my pocket for a nail. I pull one out and promptly drop it. I grab another; I drop it. I draw a third nail and with slow, surgical movements, I set it against the wood. Then I drop the hammer.

A few mild expletives bubble in my throat, evaporating before they reach my lips. My body is in no hurry to accept this new life. The hammer is a block of ice in my barely innervated hands; the nails are tiny icicles. My heart beats, my lungs inflate, my blood has bloomed from black to red and rushes through me with desperate urgency, trying to wake my tissues from their long sleep, but I am not a normal man. I am not a tanned and toned youth ready for summer baseball. I am death warmed over.

I pick up the hammer and raise it. Swing and a miss! This time a few curses make it through my lips, “damn” and even “shit,” nothing especially bold but enough to release some pressure. I clutch my hand, watching the flesh beneath the fingernail darken—one more bruise for my rich tapestry of wounds. The pain is distant. My brain hasn’t yet remembered that my body is valuable, and it barely bothers to notify me when I damage it. I am still a tourist in the land of the Living, snapping pictures of their struggle from my hotel balcony, but I want nothing more than to join them in the dirt. Numbness is a luxury I’m eager to lose.

The plywood slips and falls on my foot. I hear one of my toes crack. I don’t even have the energy to swear, I just sink onto the couch with a long sigh and stare through the scorched, splintered rift in the living room wall. We are a new couple and this is our first house; it’s a fixer-upper. A little putty will take care of the bullet holes, but grenade damage is an all-day project, and we haven’t even started on the bloodstains. At least Security was kind enough to clear out the bodies—the ones with flesh, anyway. We’ve done our best to dispose of what they left behind, but we still occasionally find bone fragments in the carpet, a few phalanges twitching on the kitchen table, a faintly buzzing cranium glaring from under the bed.

Why are we here? In a world where all anyone dreams of is comfort and safety, why did we choose this haunted house in the middle of a war zone? I know there’s a reason we rejected the stadium’s thick walls, something lofty and grand and profoundly important, but I find myself drifting back to the simpler explanations, the small, delicate, human concerns that are the soil for this tree.

I lean back into the prickly cushions and remember the first time I sat on this couch. A cold night. A long drive. Julie on the staircase in her soaking-wet clothes, inviting me upstairs.

There are prettier places to live. There are softer and safer places. But this place is ours.

•  •  •

I hear her coming before I see her. A loud, sputtering roar with occasional backfires that echo through the neighborhood like gunshots. The old Mercedes was in parade condition when I found it, but it’s had a hard life since joining our family. Its engine rattles and coughs up smoke and there is no place on its bright red body that isn’t dented, but it keeps running.

Julie cruises into the cul-de-sac and skids to a stop with one wheel on the curb. Her blue plaid shirt is stained with paint, putty, and a few black splotches of zombie blood—I hope it’s old and dry, not some fresh setback. She starts to open her door, then she sees the Security team rushing toward her from their van on the curb and she drops her head against the headrest. “God, you guys. This is so unnecessary.”

The team manager, whose name I’ve forgotten again, looms over her, gripping his rifle. “Are you okay? Did you encounter any Dead?”

“I’m fine.”

“Rosso ordered you a twenty-four-hour escort. Why do you keep doing this?”

“Because we’re trying to remind them they’re human, and a bunch of guys pointing guns at them isn’t helping. I keep telling Rosy but he—”

“Julie.” The soldier leans in, adding more gravity to his question. “Did you encounter any Dead?”

It started with an E . . .

Julie gets out of the car and throws a bag of painting supplies over her shoulder. “Yes, Major, I encountered some Dead. I stopped and talked to them for a minute, they stared at me like lost little kids, I told them to keep fighting and went on my way.” She waves at the bullet-riddled bungalow across the street, its door gone, its windows shattered. “Hi, B!”

A groan emanates from the shadows inside.

“I meant hostiles,” the major says with strained patience. “ ‘All Dead.’ ”

“No, sir, I did not encounter any All Dead, Boneys, bandits, or Burners. Your concern is touching, but I’m fine.”

He nods to one of his men. “Check the trunk. They hide in trunks sometimes.”

Julie gives up, waving him away as she backs toward the door. “You watch too many horror movies, Evan.”

There. I rope it down and lock it in my vault before it can escape again. Evan Kenerly. Muscular arms. Pockmarked brown skin. Seems to enjoy pretending he’s still in the Army. Evan.

“When you’re done cavity searching my poor car,” Julie adds, “would you mind grabbing those paint cans for me? Oh and watch out for the coffee table in the trunk, it might be hostile.”

She turns her back on the soldiers and finally sees me, and her annoyance melts into a smile. I love to watch her transition from their world to ours. It’s a change as profound as a spring thaw.

“Hi, R.”

“Hi, Julie.”

“How’s it going in here?” She drops her bag of brushes and rollers and examines the hole in the wall, then turns in a circle, looking for signs of progress. She’s been gone all day, combing the neighborhood for supplies and household items—the whole world is a yard sale—and I’ve been here, diligently doing nothing.

She looks at my right hand and all its purple fingers. Her smile turns sympathetic. “Still having trouble?”

I crack my knuckles. “Numb.”

“Two months ago you didn’t even know how to breathe, so I’d say you’re doing pretty well.”

I shrug.

“Why don’t you hold the board and let me handle the fine motor skill?” She wiggles her fingers in front of me. “I’m a famous painter, remember? My work’s hanging next to Salvador DalÍ’s.” She picks up the hammer and a handful of nails. I hold the board over the hole while she squints one eye and places a nail.

Julie swears better than anyone I’ve known. She can draw from a vast vocabulary of filth and weave complex structures of inventive invective, or she can say what she needs to say using only variations of “fuck.” She is a poet of profanity, and I suppress an instinct to applaud as she stomps around the room, squeezing her hand and spewing colorful couplets. I also can’t help noting the difference in our reactions to the hammered finger experience, and it makes my smile fade a little. Julie is a floodlight and I am a candle. She blazes. I flicker.

She flings the hammer through the hole and collapses onto the couch. “Fuck this day.”

I sit next to her and we stare at the ruined suburbs like the hole in our wall is a television. Cratered streets. Tire-scarred lawns. Houses caved in or burned to the ground. Opening titles for a very dark sitcom.

The door opens and Evan Kenerly enters, but he offers no quips or catchphrases. He drops the paint cans in the entry and turns to leave, then pauses in the doorway.

“Thank you?” Julie says.

He turns around. “Julie, listen . . .” I can’t recall him ever addressing me or even making eye contact. I’m a figment of Julie’s imagination. “I know you’re trying to make a statement by living out here. You want to show people the plague is over and everything’s fine—”

“We’ve never said that. That’s not why we’re here.”

“Your neighbor ‘B’ is a flesh-eating corpse. You’re sharing this neighborhood with hundreds of flesh-eating corpses, and you don’t even lock your door.”

“They don’t eat flesh anymore. They’re different.”

“You don’t know what they are. Just because they’re . . . confused right now doesn’t mean they won’t suddenly remember their instincts while you’re sleeping.” His eyes flick toward me, then back to Julie. “You don’t know what they’re going to do. You don’t know anything.”

Julie’s face hardens and her spine straightens. “Believe it or not, Evan, you’re not the first person to tell us the world is dangerous. We’ve heard about a million reasons why we should be afraid. What else do you have to offer?”

Kenerly says nothing.

“We know it’s not safe out here. We’re aware of the risks. We don’t. Fucking. Care.”

Kenerly shakes his head. The door bangs shut behind him.

Julie’s steely posture softens and she sags back into the couch, arms crossed over her chest.

“Well said,” I tell her.

She sighs and gazes at the ceiling. “Everyone thinks we’re crazy.”

“They’re right.”

I’m just being playful, but her face clouds over. “Do you think we should move back?”

“I didn’t mean . . .”

“Nora’s there. She doesn’t seem to mind living in a vault.”

“Her job is there. Ours is . . . here.”

“But what are we really doing out here? Are we doing anything?”

The contrast between these fragile questions and her rousing rebuttal to Kenerly reveals something I’d hoped wasn’t true: I’m not the only one harboring doubts. I’m not the only one wondering what’s next. But the correct response appears on my tongue, and I say it. “We’re spreading the cure.”

She stands up and paces in a circle, twisting her hair around her finger. “I thought I knew what that meant, but after that mess at the airport . . . and B hasn’t improved . . .”

“Julie.” I reach out and grab her hand. She stops pacing and looks at me, waiting. “No moving back.” I pull her down onto the couch beside me. “Move forward.”

I’ve always been a bad liar. I’ve never been able to say white when I’m thinking black, but the gray sludge of half truth must be within my range, because Julie smiles and dismisses her anxiety, and the moment is over. She tilts her chin up and closes her eyes. This means she wants me to kiss her. So I kiss her.

She notices the hesitation. “What?”

“Nothing.” I kiss her again. Her lips are soft and pink and they know their business. Mine are stiff and pale and have only recently learned what they’re for. I press them against hers and move them around, trying to remember how this works as she leans into me with escalating ardor. I love this person. I’ve loved her since before we met, years of stolen memories stretching back to our first glance in a crumbling classroom. Julie dug me out of my grave. Being near her is the greatest privilege I’ve known.

So why am I afraid to touch her?

She pushes harder and kisses deeper, trying to jump-start my passions, and I know I’m supposed to keep my eyes shut but I steal a glance. This close, she’s just a blur of pink and yellow, an impressionist painting of a beautiful woman. Then she pulls back to catch her breath, and her face comes into focus. Her short blond hair, choppy and wild like windblown feathers. Her fair skin lined with thin scars. And her eyes—blue again. That impossible golden gleam is gone.

I remember the shock of it as I pulled away from our first kiss in that mystic moment on the stadium roof. An unearthly, inhuman hue, bright yellow like sunlight, a visible confirmation of whatever had happened inside us. We never once spoke of it. It was too strange, too deep, like a truth from a dream that dissolves on contact with words. We kept it inside, but it faded anyway. We watched it go over the course of a few days, standing in front of a mirror together and wondering what it meant. Hers returned to blue; mine shuffled colors for a while before settling on brown. There is very little evidence of whatever magic changed me, and there are days when I’m not sure anything really happened, nights when I expect to wake from this pleasant daydream and see a piece of meat lying next to me, eat it like I eat everything, and wander back into the dark.

I fight the urge to push her off me and run to the basement. There’s a dusty bottle of vodka down there that has an extinguishing effect on the wildfire of my thoughts. But it’s too late for that. She unbuttons her shirt. I slide it off her shoulders. I listen to her rapid breaths and try to read the emotion in her eyes as I prepare for another attempt to be human.

The phone rings.

Its piercing squeal sucks the lust out of the room like an open airlock. A ringing phone is not the dismissible annoyance it once was. The phone is an intercom, routed directly into the stadium’s command offices, and every call is urgent.

Julie hops off me and runs upstairs, throwing on her shirt as she goes, and I trudge behind her, trying not to feel relieved.

“Julie Cabernet,” she says into the bulky receiver by the bed.

I hear Lawrence Rosso’s voice on the other end, his words indecipherable but tense. I was supposed to meet him this evening for another of our little chats—he has questions about the Dead and I have even more about the Living—but Julie’s darkening expression tells me tonight’s tea will go cold.

“What do you mean?” she asks, then listens. “Okay. Yeah. We’ll be there.” She hangs up and looks at the wall, twisting her hair again.

“What’s going on?”

“Not sure,” she says. “Traffic.”

I raise my eyebrows. “Traffic?”

“ ‘Disconcerting traffic’ around Goldman Dome. He’s calling a community meeting to talk about it.”

“Is that all he said?”

“He didn’t want to go into it over the phone.”

I hesitate. “Should we be worried?”

She considers this for a moment. “Rosy’s not paranoid. When we were on the road he was always the one inviting strangers to share our wine while Dad waved his gun and demanded IDs . . .” She wraps her hair into a tight ringlet, then releases it. “But he has gotten a little more protective since . . . what happened.” She forces an easy smile. “Maybe ‘disconcerting traffic’ is just some Goldman kids drag racing the corridor.”

She snatches the car keys off the dresser a little too fast and descends the stairs with the tempo of a tap dance. I shouldn’t have asked the question. I have plenty of worries inside my own head; I don’t need any more from outside.

I glance back at the house as we approach the car and feel another wave of guilty relief to be leaving it. This is my home, but it’s also my wrestling ring, the site of all my trials and humiliations as I stumble toward humanity. Whatever is happening in the city, at least it won’t be about me.

“I’ll drive,” I say, crossing in front of her.

She eyes me dubiously. “Are you sure?”

Her reaction is fair—I still have a habit of using other cars for parking brakes—but after this latest disappointment in the bedroom, I feel a need to recover some manhood.

“I’m getting better.”

She smiles. “If you say so, road warrior.” She tosses me the keys.

I start the car and put it into gear, and after a few jerks and sputters and minor fender benders, I drive us out of the cul-de-sac, ignoring the soldiers’ laughter. Embarrassment is just one of the many perils I accepted when I made the choice to live. Living is awkward. Living hurts. Did I ever expect otherwise?

Once upon a time, in a short-and-sweet fairy tale, I might have. I was a child then, a newborn baby piloting a man. But I am rapidly growing up, and the Frank Sinatra fantasies are fading. I do not have the world on a string and Julie is not my funny valentine. We are an asthmatic orphan and a recovering corpse driving a rusty car into a rabid world, and Evan Kenerly was right: we don’t know anything.
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WE

WE FEEL THE CURRENTS flowing in the earth. We see the movement beneath the stillness. We watch the people sitting alone in their homes, and we hear the molten rivers in their heads.

A short man sinks deep in his recliner. He has not moved in sixteen days. This would not be unusual if he were simply dead, but he is also Dead, a condition of much greater interest to us. The dead have evaporated and we have breathed them in, but the Dead remain weighty and agentive. To be dead is to be gone from this world. To be Dead is to be marked with death’s brand and conscripted into its army, but still here, still blessed and cursed with a body, and thus still awash with choice.

When asked his name, the Dead man presses his lips together and produces a percussive stutter. His neighbor, a small Living female, has dubbed him “B.” But this is the extent of his interaction with this woman and her pale friend with the baffling scent—the electric sweetness of life with a note of death’s smothering null. And under this . . . something else. Something very distant but very large. When B smells this third scent, he feels motion beneath his feet. He feels a vastness opening up around him. He feels awe and terror, so he stops breathing until his neighbors go away and the scent fades.

Who are these creatures? What do they want? Why aren’t they afraid? Do they know the turmoil inside of him? The thousand opposite urges throttling each other in his head? They visit him every few days, tiptoeing into his living room and attempting conversation as he sits in the dark, staring at their reflections in his television screen, trying to understand why he isn’t eating them.

He remembers a day when something changed. He felt a shift in the breeze and an interruption in gravity, a cool, clean stream flowing into his dust-crusted soul in the form of a simple question: Why are you here? That was the day he stood up from the warm corpse he was chewing and walked out of the airport. He found this house. He sat in this chair. He continues to sit in this chair, thinking but not quite doing. Wanting but not quite taking. Waiting and watching television.

He glances away from the endlessly looping feed of disjointed imagery—a tense football game cuts to a woman in a bikini emerging from a pool, then a sunset and a soothing voice reciting an inspirational quote, then a pulled-pork sandwich—and looks through his open front door as his neighbors drive past in their sputtering junk heap of a car. His eyes don’t move when the car is gone. They rest lazily on the grass of his lawn, which is wild and gone to seed, yellowing in the summer sun.

Other eyes watch the Mercedes as it works its way through the neighborhood and out onto the open highway. B has many neighbors. New ones arrive every day, some from the airport, others from elsewhere, stumbling into town and squinting at streets and houses with traces of recognition, faint remembrances of something lost.

Death’s army is large and strong and deals harshly with deserters, but there are rumblings. Uncertain corpses sit in their houses and stand in the streets, thinking, watching, waiting. And they hear a noise in the distance. A low, pulsating drone.

In the blue-brown haze of the eastern sky, three black shapes are growing larger.
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I

I AM CONCENTRATING FIERCELY on the art of driving—the contour and condition of the road, the speed and inertia of the car, the intricate interplay of throttle and clutch—so Julie hears them first.

“What is that?” she says, glancing around.

“What?”

“That noise.”

It takes me a few seconds to hear it. A distant hum, three slightly offset pitches forming a dissonant chord. For a moment I think I recognize this sound, and fear stiffens my spine.

Then Julie twists around in her seat and says, “Helicopters?”

I check the rearview mirror. Three black shapes approaching from the east.

“Who is it?” I wonder aloud.

“Nobody we know.”

“Goldman Dome?”

“Working aircraft are practically mythical these days. If Goldman had helicopters, they would’ve told us.”

The choppers roar over our heads and into the city. I am still new to Julie’s world and not well-informed on the current political landscape, but I know the Dead are not the only threat, and unexpected visitors are rarely a welcome sight.

Julie pulls out her walkie and dials in Nora’s channel. “Nora, it’s Julie. Come in?”

Instead of traditional radio static, soft and organic, the walkie emits a distorted shriek. I don’t need to ask Julie for a refresher to recall this piece of history: the BABL signal. The old government’s last desperate attempt to preserve the nation’s unity by smothering every argument. I can just barely hear Nora through the jammer’s wall of noise, the ghost of a bygone era refusing to release its grip.

“—you hear me?”

“Barely,” Julie says, and I wince as she raises the volume. “Did you see those choppers?”

“I’m at work but I—eard them.”

“What’s going on?”

“No idea. Rosso—alled a meet—ill you—there?”

“We’re on our way.”

“I’m at—ork, come—me before—eeting—want to show—omething—”

The sound of nails on a chalkboard enters the mix, and Julie cringes away from the walkie. “Nora, the jamming’s too bad, I think there’s a surge.”

“—amn—ucking surges—”

“I’ll see you soon. Cabernet out.”

She drops the walkie and watches the helicopters descend into the streets around the dome. “Maybe Goldman’s scouts salvaged them from an old base?” she offers feebly.

We plunge into the city, the corpse of a forgotten metropolis that most people call Post and a few thousand call home. The choppers disappear behind crumbling high-rises.

•  •  •

The cleanup crew has done a good job erasing the mess my old friends made of the city. All the bones and bodies have been cleared, the craters have been filled, and the walls of Corridor 1 are almost finished, leaving a clear and relatively safe highway to the stadium. But far more significant is the construction on Corridor 2, which has resumed from both ends after years of stagnation. The two largest enclaves in Cascadia are reaching across the miles that separate them. In practice, the merger is about nothing more meaningful than the safe exchange of resources, but I allow myself to imagine neurons in the brain of humanity attempting to forge a synapse.

One connection after the other. This is how we learn.

I pull into the stadium parking lot and find a spot between two Hummers, sliding in with only a few scrapes. As we head toward the gate, I glance back at our flamboyant red roadster and my brows knit with sympathy. It looks distinctly uncomfortable huddled between those two olive drab hulks. But despite Julie’s tendency to humanize the inanimate, despite assigning it a name and a personality—the strong, silent type—Mercey is just a car, and its “discomfort” is just a projection of mine. Like that shiny red classic surrounded by armored trucks, I have struggled to find my place in this sensible society. The incongruity runs through every layer of who and what I am, but it starts on the outermost surface: my clothes.

Fashion has been a problem for me.

At first, Julie tried to persuade me to keep dressing sharp. My original graveclothes clearly had to go—no amount of laundering could remove their grisly history—but she begged me to keep the red tie, which was still in surprisingly good condition.

“It’s a statement,” she said. “It says there’s more to you than work and war.”

“I’m not ready to make a statement,” I said, shrinking under the incredulous stares of the soldiers, and eventually she relented. She took me shopping. We sifted through the rubble of a bomb-blasted Target and I emerged from a dressing room in brown canvas pants, a gray Henley, and the same black boots I died in—always an odd pairing with my old business wear but perfect for this grim ensemble.

“Fine,” Julie sighed. “You look fine.”

Despite the resignation it indicates, my neutral appearance is a comfort as we approach the stadium gate. Dressing vibrantly takes a courage I don’t yet have. After all those years prowling the outskirts of humanity, all I want now is to blend in.

“Hi, Ted,” Julie says, nodding to the immigration officer.

“Hi, Ted,” I say, trying to make my tone deliver all the signals required for my presence here. Remorse. Harmlessness. Tentative camaraderie.

Ted says nothing, which is probably the best I can hope for. He opens the gate, and we enter the stadium.

•  •  •

Dog shit on lumpy asphalt. Makeshift pens of bony goats and cattle. The filthy faces of children peering from overgrown shanties that wobble like houses of cards, held barely upright by a web of cables anchored to the stadium walls. Julie and I broke no evil spell when we kissed. No purifying wave of magic washed the stadium white and transformed its gargoyles into angels. One might even say we had the opposite effect, because the streets are now crawling with corpses. The “Nearly Living” as I’ve heard some optimists calling them. Not the classically murderous All Dead, not the lost and searching Mostly Dead like our friend B, but not yet fully alive like I allegedly am. Our purgatory is an endless wall of gray paint swatches, and it takes a sharp eye to spot the difference between “Stone” and “Slate,” “Fog” and “Smoke.”

The Nearlies roam the stadium freely now, having proven themselves through a probationary month of close observation, but of course that doesn’t mean they blend in. They float through the population in bubbles of fearful avoidance. People read the cues—stiff gait, bad teeth, pale skin tinted purple by half-oxygenated blood—and the flow of foot traffic opens wide around them.

They nod to us as we pass. Julie nods back with an earnest smile, but the look in their eyes makes me shrink inward. Respect. Even reverence. Somehow, they’ve gotten it into their rotten heads that Julie and I are special. That we ended the plague and are here to usher in a new age. They can’t seem to understand that we did nothing they didn’t do, we just did it first. And we have no idea what to do next.

•  •  •

Despite my distaste for stadium life, I have to admit the place feels a little less grim under its new management. Rosso has scaled Security back to pre-Grigio levels, reassigning some personnel to largely forgotten community services like education. Former teachers are dusting off their books and teaching arcane knowledge like history, science, and basic literacy. With fewer infection patrols and fewer guns aimed at the old and sick, the city feels a little less like a quarantine camp. Some areas have an atmosphere that could almost be called idyllic. I smile at a young boy playing with a puppy in the green grass of his front lawn, trying to ignore the scars on his face and the pistol in his pocket and the fact that the grass is Astroturf.

Anytown, USA.

“Hey Julie,” the boy says when he notices us.

“Hey Wally, how’s that beast of yours?”

He ignores the question and regards me nervously. “Is he . . . still alive?”

Julie’s smile cools. “Yes, Wally, he’s still alive.”

“My mom said . . .”

“Your mom said what?”

The boy pulls his eyes away from me and resumes playing with his dog. “Nothing.”

“Tell your mom R is a warm and wonderful human being and he’s not going to stop being one. And neither are the others.”

“Okay,” Wally mumbles, not looking up.

“What’s your dog’s name?” I ask, and he looks startled.

“Um . . . Buddy.”

I crouch down and slap my knees. “Hey, Buddy.” The pup runs over to me with his tongue lolling. I ruffle his face, hoping he doesn’t see me as a carcass to be gnawed. He sniffs my hand, looks up at me, sniffs my hand again, then rolls onto his back and offers his belly, apparently deciding I’m Living enough.

“We’ve got to go,” Julie says, touching my shoulder.

“To the meeting?” Wally says, and it’s our turn to look startled.

“You know about that?” Julie says.

“Everyone knows. They announced it on the speakers and told us all to listen. Is it about those helicopters?”

“Um . . . yeah . . .”

“Are we going to war again?”

Julie looks at me, then back at Wally, who can’t be older than twelve. “Slow down, kid,” she says. “And quit playing with your pistol.”

He glances down at the gun in his jeans, realizes his fingers have been caressing it, and clasps his hands behind his back, blushing.

“We don’t have any idea what’s going on,” Julie says. “For all we know, those choppers are an aid convoy from Iceland with crates full of candy bars. So don’t be such a hawk.” She grabs my hand. “Let’s go, R.”

I release Buddy back to his owner and we continue into the city, a little more apprehensive than before. Leave it to a child to shout what we’ve been whispering.
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“WELL IF IT ISN’T Post’s biggest celebrity couple!” Nora calls to us from across the warehouse. “Rulie? Jar? Have you picked a name yet?”

She’s in full nurse regalia: baggy blue scrubs, latex gloves, a mask and stethoscope around her neck. She has attempted to make the scrubs more flattering by tying a thin belt around her waist, but the effect is lost amongst all the black gore smeared down her front. Her thicket of curls is tied back in a tight bun, but a few locks have come loose and fallen into her work, hardening into scabby dreadlocks. And yet somehow, she pulls off the look.

“Will you stop it?” Julie says, but she’s smiling. “Things are weird enough.”

“I bet they are.” Nora stops in front of us and glances me over. “You’re looking good, R.”

“Thanks.”

“How’s life in the suburbs? How’s life? How’s being alive?”

“Um . . . good?”

“How’s your kids?”

I squirm a little. “They’re . . . staying with their mom.”

“No progress?”

I shake my head, growing somber.

“When are you going to tell me what happened, anyway? I thought the airport was the base of the revolution. I thought you were out there spreading the cure.”

“It didn’t go . . . as well as we hoped,” I mumble.

“I know you had a few incidents—”

“Nora,” Julie says. “Can we talk about something else? The airport’s not a fun subject for him.”

Nora holds up her hands. “Sure. Sorry. Just excited to see you. I’d hug you, but . . .” She gestures to the mess on her scrubs.

“What is all that?” Julie says. “Do these ones still get violent?”

Nora cocks her head. “Have you not seen this place yet? Is this the first time you’ve visited me at work?”

Julie glances away. “It might be.”

“Well, I’m sure being a suburban housewife doesn’t give you much free time.” Before Julie can respond to this, Nora turns and starts walking. “So anyway, come check this out. Patching R up was fun but that was just a few broken bones and knife holes—excuse me, superficial puncture wounds. We’ve gotten some much more interesting cases since then.”

We follow her deeper into her workplace: a huge open warehouse converted into something resembling a hospital. The walls are corrugated sheet metal painted clean white, cords snaking around support beams to power EKGs, X-ray machines, artificial lungs, and small electric chainsaws. The place has been substantially reconfigured since I saw it last, organized and sterilized, but I know where I am.

“This place,” I say, and then run out of words. “You used to . . .”

“Yeah,” Nora says as she walks. “We used to dissect zombies here. Mostly we were trying to figure out new ways to kill you, but we also did a lot of our medical training here. You guys make excellent cadavers.”

Julie frowns but doesn’t say anything.

“We had to clean it up a bit, but all the equipment is basically the same, so it made sense to make this the zombie hospital. Before things changed we called it the Morgue, but now . . . well, we still call it the Morgue, but now it’s ironic.”

She leads us toward the far end of the building where most of the action seems to be. Men and women and children lie on operating tables in varying states of decay. The scene is nearly identical to the one I saw before, but with a crucial difference: the young physicians here are not cutting corpses apart. They’re putting people back together.

A young girl who is gray but otherwise whole requires little attention; one of the nurses stops by to check her pulse and other vitals but mostly leaves her to lie there, gazing around the room with an expression of confused wonder.

“How’re you doing, Amber?” Nora asks her.

The girl slowly stretches her lips into a smile. “Better,” she whispers.

“Glad to hear it.”

Next to Amber is a man whose flesh is only slightly rotted, but he has suffered multiple gunshot wounds and they’re beginning to bleed. His face is a mixture of excitement and fear as two nurses hover over him, working to remove bullets from long-congealed wounds. I give him a look of commiseration.

“Mr. T here’s in about the same shape you were,” Nora says to me. “So you probably know what he’s going through.”

I do. I remember the slow creep of awareness as I woke up like a drunk from a blackout, wondering what the hell happened last night. When did I get stabbed in the shoulder? When did I get shot four times? When did I fall off a roof and fracture most of my bones? I remember being grateful for my numbness then, the unexpected gift of natural anesthesia. But I somehow assumed it would end when my wounds healed.

“How do you heal the rotten parts?” Julie asks. “Skin grafts?”

“Well, that’s where it gets weird. Let me introduce you to Mrs. A.”

Nora moves to a bed in the corner, set apart from the other patients. A woman lies naked on a plastic tarp, and another tarp on the floor catches the various fluids oozing from her ruined body. This woman has been Dead a long time. Her flesh is dark gray and withered into grandmotherly wattles. It has dried up and sloughed away completely in a dozen places, revealing the bones underneath. If I ran into this woman in my days of wandering the airport, I would have kept my distance, waiting for her to start grunting and hissing and clawing at her eyes. For that sour hum to rise from her bones.

“It’s rare that they come to us when they’re this far gone,” Nora says. “I can’t imagine what it took to break this lady loose, but look at her. Look how hard she’s fighting.”

The strangest thing about her is her eyes. Though the rest of her body is putrid, her eyes are incongruously whole. They stare at the ceiling with a fierce intensity, as if somewhere inside her she is lifting impossible weights. People and places and a lifetime of memories. A thousand tons of raw human soul hauled up from the depths.

Her irises are the usual metallic gray, but as I stare into them, they flicker. A brief glint, like a flake of gold in the sand of a deep river.

“What was that?” Julie says, but she’s not looking at Mrs. A’s eyes. She’s leaning in toward her chest, pointing to a gaping hole that has rotted out of her rib cage. “Did you see that?”

“A flash?” Nora says. “Like there’s a little mirror in there catching the sun?”

“Yeah . . . for like half a second. I thought I imagined it.”

Nora nods. “That’s the ‘weird’ I was talking about. And to answer your question about healing the rot . . . look closer.”

Julie and I both lean in. The hole in the woman’s side is . . . smaller. The edges are a little lighter. There are patches of pink in the tissues around it.

“What is it?” Julie asks in an awed whisper.

“I have no idea. I’ve never had less idea about anything. We’ve been calling it ‘the Gleam.’ Every once in a while it just . . . happens, and the Dead get a little less dead.”

A strange sensation trickles through my core. A chill of uncanny familiarity, like recognizing an ancestor in a crowd on the street. I have felt this Gleam. In my eyes, in my brain, in my brittle, broken bones. I have felt it surround me and lift me to my feet, urging me onward. I catch the woman’s eyes, wide and feverish with strain. “You’re not dead,” I murmur to her.

“So it’s healing them?” Julie asks Nora.

“I guess you could say that.”

“Then why do they need medical attention? Why don’t you just wait for ‘the Gleam’ to fix them?”

“Well, that’s where it gets weirder. It doesn’t heal the wounds. Only the rot.”

“What do you mean?”

“It can revive necrotic cells and stitch together a huge disgusting hole . . .” She points at Mrs. A’s chest. “. . . but it skips the wounds.”

“Skips? Like . . . intentionally?”

Nora shrugs. “Sometimes it seems that way. Sometimes you’re looking at a slimy mess of rotten flesh and you don’t even know there’s a wound in there until the Gleam revives the area, and then suddenly there’s a bullet hole, all bloody and fresh, like the Gleam remembered it was there and left it for us to fix.”

Julie frowns at the hole, which seems to have shrunk a little further while we weren’t looking. “That doesn’t make sense.”

“Wounds aren’t the plague.” Both women jump a little, as if they’d forgotten I was here. “The damage we do to ourselves is our responsibility.”

Nora raises her eyebrows and juts her lower lip. “Wow, R. Your English has really improved.”

Mrs. A shudders on her table. I catch a flurry of golden flashes in the corners of my vision that are gone before I can focus on them. Her skin begins to firm. The wrinkles fade and the color returns. Her real face is emerging from the rot, and it’s young. She’s in her mid-thirties. The liquid lead is draining from her eyes, leaving a deep blue.

“She’s coming back,” Julie whispers, leaning in close, and there’s a sudden tremor in her voice. “After all this time.”

Nora is stone-faced. She slips on her surgical mask and goggles, and when I follow her gaze I understand why. Red blood is pouring from gaping holes all over the woman’s body. Areas that were black and desiccated when we arrived have blushed into raw, red wounds, and her newly Living lifeblood is leaving.

“That leg’s gonna have to go,” Nora mutters, examining what’s left of her mauled thigh, which is now gushing semi-clotted blood. She reaches for the chainsaw.

“What do you—” Julie starts to ask but Nora cuts her off.

“You’ll want to stand back.”

She doesn’t wait for us to comply. She pulls the trigger on the saw and we duck for cover as a spray of blood draws a line on the wall.

By the time I straighten up, Nora is already stitching the stump. I see the flush of giddy hope draining from Julie’s face.

“So it’s a tease?” she says. “They come back to life just long enough to finish dying?”

Nora’s eyes are unreadable behind the mist of blood on her goggles. When she’s done with the leg she resumes patching the sieve that is Mrs. A’s body, but it’s quickly becoming apparent that the woman isn’t salvageable.

“What’s the point?” Julie’s voice is faint. “If we can’t save them, what’s the point?”

“We can save some.” Nora’s needle is a blur as she sutures a bite in the woman’s bicep. “You come back in the same state you died in, so if it was just a bite, you’re fine. If it was a fixable injury, we can fix it. But if you died of a bullet through the heart or, say, getting mostly eaten . . .” She pauses, running her eyes over the hopeless mess of Mrs. A’s body. “. . . then this is just an epilogue.” She resumes her stitching with a stubborn intensity. “If you can fight your way out of Purgatory like our friend here, wonderful. I’m sure you’ll get bonus points in Heaven. But you’re still dead.”

“The plague’s not immortality,” I murmur to no one. “Doesn’t sustain life. Just protracts death.”

“Fucking eloquent, R. Who knew you’d be our resident poet?” There’s an edge to this that tells me to stop. She finishes one wound and jumps to the next. “Going zombie isn’t a loophole in the rules.” Her voice is hard but the speed of her movements reveals her desire to be wrong. “The Gleam’s not some great resurrection.” She snips a thread and stands back to inspect her work. “Gone is gone.”

Mrs. A is an island in a red sea. Her breathing, which had for a moment quickened to sharp gasps, is slowing again. After just a few minutes of new life, earned through perhaps years of titanic efforts, she is going to die again.

“Welcome back, Mrs. A,” Nora says, doing her best to offer a comforting smile. “Sorry I couldn’t . . .” She can’t hold the smile; it quivers and falls. “Sorry I couldn’t save you.”

I catch Mrs. A’s eyes. There is no blame in them, no fear or even grief. Her body is a horrific crime scene, but her face is serene. She turns her head slightly and opens her mouth, as if about to say something to me, but nothing comes out. She lets it go. Her trembling lips form a smile, and she closes her eyes. Her wounds stop pulsing.

Julie and Nora are silent, standing over the dead body like mourners at a funeral. I’m surprised to see a glint of moisture in Julie’s eyes. It took her days to shed a tear for her father’s horrific death; why should a stranger’s bittersweet passing affect her like this?

“Julie?” I say softly. She doesn’t respond. “You okay?”

She pulls her eyes away from the corpse and furtively rubs them dry, but the redness remains. “I’m fine. It’s just sad.”

Nora pulls the mask and goggles off her face and drops them on the floor, and just before she turns away to wash her hands, I glimpse a similar redness in her eyes. Have I missed something? What I just saw was gruesome and tragic, yes, but also beautiful. I saw a woman pull herself out of her grave and climb up to whatever’s next. I saw a woman save her own soul. What did they see?
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THERE IS LITTLE CONVERSATION as the three of us make our way toward the community center. The two women are usually as talkative as I am taciturn, and I’m used to floating behind them in their conversational wake. But today they say nothing, so nothing is said. It’s so awkward I’m about to do something unthinkable like comment on the weather, when Julie finally breaks the silence.

“By the way, Nora,” she says, as if making a brief aside in the flow of a busy dialogue, “can you stop saying ‘you guys’ when you’re talking about zombies? R isn’t a zombie.”

Nora chuckles and doesn’t reply.

“Nora. I’m serious.”

“Am I offending you, R?” Nora asks with mock earnestness.

I shrug.

“You’re offending me,” Julie says.

Nora sighs. “My apologies to you both. You’re not a zombie, R, I’m sure your dick gets rock hard.”

Julie stops walking. “What is your problem?”

Nora stops a few steps ahead. “I just didn’t think people got offended by trivial shit anymore.”

“It’s not trivial to him.”

“He just shrugged, didn’t he?”

“He always shrugs. He’s a shrugger. But he fought hard to pull himself out of that hell and he’s still fighting it every day, so you could at least give him the courtesy of calling him a human being.”

Nora purses her lips. She looks chastised, but there’s something boiling in her that won’t let her cede. “Fine. Sorry for dehumanizing you, R.” She wiggles her left hand’s four remaining fingers. “Eat a few of these and call us even?”

She walks off without waiting for a response and we stare at her back. The last time either of us saw Nora, she was helping Rosso with some Citi planning issues and getting ready to start full-time work at the Morgue. She was stressed, a little anxious, but mostly excited. Like Julie, like all of us, she watched the steady stream of recovering Dead trickling in from the city and saw it as the beginning of a coup against death’s cruel regime. Like all of us, she was brimming with hope and couldn’t wait to join the fight. But since we last saw her—two weeks ago? Maybe three?—something has changed. Is it just the strain of her new job? She’s a half-trained medical student thrust into the most horrific ER in history. Yet I’m doubtful it’s anything so simple. Nora has weathered too much horror in her life to be undone by work stress.

“Well,” Julie sighs as Nora disappears into the community center, “this day’s off to a great start.”

Helicopters rumble in the distance like deep, distorted laughter.

•  •  •

The stadium never intended to be a city. It began with a few scared refugees throwing blankets on the field, then building a few shanties, then bigger and bigger shanties that became a mass of primitive high-rises. But there was never a blueprint. Nothing about the place is well-planned or logical, least of all the community center: an architectural chimera cobbled together from pieces of countless other buildings. No two surfaces match, and one wall of the meeting hall clearly belonged to a McDonald’s—the mural of a coal-eyed clown leading an army of mutated foodstuffs can be distracting during meetings, but today’s builders can’t say no to a free wall.

Despite its patchwork construction and the fact that it sits in the middle of a football field, it’s remarkable how much the place feels like an actual community center. There’s a volleyball court, a foosball table, a nursery full of children screaming for parents who may or may not come back, and a vending machine full of birth control. It serves most of the traditional functions of a community center, providing a place for the stadium’s youth to gather and a town hall for the adults to debate the issues of the day, but these issues tend to be more urgent than they were in the past. Does the park need a new gazebo? has become Do we have enough food to last the winter?

Julie has attended more than a few of these meetings throughout her life, first as General Grigio’s daughter and later as herself, and there’s a familial affection in the faces that gather around her.

“Afternoon, Julie.”

“Good to see you, Julie.”

“Sorry for your loss, Ms. Grigio.”

Friends of her father or of Rosso, and several of her own. Julie usually has no trouble crossing generation gaps, either younger or older, but today I see her struggling. It’s the condolences, still flowing two months after her father’s surreal suicide; her smile strains into a grimace. These folk come from a time before death was a daily fact dwarfed by grander horrors. They expect it to shatter her, maybe even want it to, but she isn’t here to cry for them.

“Thanks, Taylor,” she says. “Thanks, Britney. How about those helicopters, though?”

Her more age-appropriate acquaintances clog our path as we work our way toward the meeting hall. Teens from the foster homes, twenty-somethings from the salvage crews, and a few whose age I can’t pinpoint, ambiguous like me.

Unlike me, all of these people have a place here, a history, and I envy the ease of their greetings.

“Hey, Julie.”

“What’s up, Jules?”

“Been a while, Cabernet.”

I strain to recall their names. If I’m ever going to become a part of Julie’s world, I have to at least manage that. Her life is not a fresh first chapter like mine but a story already in progress, filled with unfamiliar characters and confusing subplots.

Zane? Lourdes? Something with an X?

No one tries to ease my entry. A few nervous glances are all the acknowledgment I get. But today was never a day for making friends; even Julie seems uncomfortable and eager to detach. There are too many stormclouds hanging in the air.

Nora stands framed in the window of the volleyball court with her arms folded, watching some kids toss a ball around. Her face is close to the glass and I can see her eyes in the reflection staring back at her. When she sees us approaching, the lost look on her face coalesces into a soft sadness. “Sorry for being a bitch,” she says, still watching the kids.

Julie moves toward her but stops at a less-than-intimate distance. “Did you have the wolf dream again?”

She turns around. “Can I just say sorry and leave it there?”

The two women watch each other, Julie searching, Nora evading. “Okay,” Julie says. Not an ending, but a bookmark.

A pair of slender arms wrap around her shoulders, catching her in a surprise hug, and the tension in her face melts as she turns around to return it.

“Damn it, Ella, you’re pretty stealthy for an old lady.”

“Lawrence has been teaching me some tactics. How are you, dear?”

“Hanging on.”

Her smile for Ella is warm and unreserved. I suspect that despite Julie’s general popularity, her true friends form a much smaller circle. Perhaps no wider than this corner of the room.

“And how are you, R?” Ella asks me with more pointed interest.

“Doing well, Mrs. Des . . . Descon . . .”

She smiles. “Desconsado.”

I shake my head. I visit her house nearly every week; I should be able to pronounce her name.

“Most people default to Mrs. Rosso anyway,” she says. “But like I keep telling you: call me Ella.”

I clear my throat. “I’m doing well, Ella. Hanging on . . . climbing up.”

“Happy to hear it.”

Ella is elderly, but she radiates an incongruous aura of youth. Her dark eyes are clear and sharp, her posture is straight—the result of a survival fitness regimen that knows no retirement age. She even has a few streaks of black in her gray hair, which she ties back with a red kerchief rather than tease into a grandmotherly curl cloud. She is not a little old lady. She is a woman.

Nora drifts over to the edge of our triangle, hands folded in front of her. “Hi, Ella,” she says quietly.

“Good to see you, Nora. You’ve been scarce lately, haven’t you?”

“Busy sewing up zombies.”

“Right.”

Julie watches Nora. Nora glances at her, then away.

“I’ve noticed you spending a lot of time with one in particular,” Ella continues, giving Nora a conspiratorial smile, but Nora doesn’t take the bait.

“I assume you mean Marcus. He needed a lot of work. Six bullet wounds and a shattered jaw.”

Ella nods, faintly disappointed. “And where is he now?”

“Good question.” Nora looks at me. “Where’s your friend, R?”

I think for a moment, wondering how to answer this. I remember the long climb to M’s temporary housing on the top floor of an apartment tower, the woozy sensation of the plywood walls swaying in the breeze. I remember opening the door to his spartan quarters and finding him stuffing his few possessions into a backpack: two white T-shirts, a hunting knife, a box of Carbtein, and a stack of vintage porn magazines.

“I’m going camping for a while,” he said, and I remember paying more attention to the quantity and fluidity of his words than to their content. It was early in our rejuvenation and we were still giddy over the ability to speak. We would sit in his room for hours and just say words, comparing the length of our sentences.

“Where?” I asked, losing by a landslide.

“Don’t know yet. Just need to get out. Be alone. This thing we’re doing . . .” He tapped his forehead. “It hurts.”

I knew what he meant, though I couldn’t relate. M, like most of the recovering Dead, was remembering his old life. Slowly, in small twists and jabs, the shards of his old identity were penetrating his new one, merging and combining, and it was a disorienting process. Some didn’t survive it. One dived off the stadium roof, screaming, “Get out of me!” to whoever was creeping in. Another ran into the city and tried to join a pack of All Dead, who gruesomely rejected his membership. One simply shot herself. I heard these stories as cautionary tales and clung viciously to the present. I was still a blank slate with only Julie written on it, and I intended to keep it that way.

“Good luck,” I told M at the stadium gates, and he turned. The M I used to know would have punched my shoulder. This one hugged me. Either his transformation was making him sentimental, or this was a bigger good-bye than I knew. Today’s great outdoors are packed with predators—human, animal, and other—and “going camping” is a popular mode of suicide.

“I’ll see you later,” he called over his shoulder as he walked out into the city, and I hoped—and continue to hope—that he meant it.

“He went camping,” I tell Ella while Nora and Julie watch me expectantly. At Ella’s stricken look I quickly add, “He’s coming back.”

“We’ll see,” Nora says.

Ella nods and her eyes drift. “It must be difficult . . . coming back. I can hardly imagine what you go through.”

“When are you doing your vision quest?” Nora asks me with a faint edge in her voice. “Don’t you need to go out into the woods and commune with your past lives or something? Everyone’s doing it.”

I look at the floor, searching for the fastest way to end this conversation. “I don’t want my past lives.”

“Why not?” Ella asks.

Julie raises her eyebrows at me and waits. It’s a conversation we’ve had before, and she’s always been cautiously ambivalent. She won’t attack my desire for a fresh start, but she won’t defend it either.

“Because I want this one,” I reply almost as a sigh, knowing the charm of this sentiment has worn off.

I expect Nora to laugh, but she just looks at me with arms folded, her face clouded with an emotion I can’t read.

“That’s sweet,” Ella says. “But do you mind a bit of elderly wisdom?”

I shrug.

“People have pasts. You can’t be a person without one.”

Nora opens her mouth, then shuts it and looks at the floor. Hers is the one opinion I haven’t heard yet, but she seems to have withdrawn from the conversation. I wish I could do the same. Julie watches me, waiting to see how I’ll wriggle out of Ella’s logic lock.

“TEST,” Rosso’s voice booms from the meeting hall, followed by three ear-punching thumps and a squeal of feedback. “Is it on?”

“Jesus,” Julie says, covering her ears. “Is he deaf?”

“He’s getting there,” Ella says. “I keep telling him he’s too old for this, he should pass it off to Evan and—”

“No, no,” Julie cuts her off. “Please not Evan.”

“Well, he is next in rank.”

“I thought we weren’t doing ranks anymore.”

“Lawrence doesn’t like the titles, but we still need some kind of leadership structure. Or so everyone says.”

“Test, test,” Rosso says, followed by another shriek of feedback.

“It’s on!” Julie shouts toward the hall entrance. “Turn it down, you damn metalhead!”

Ella laughs. The laugh becomes a cough, and the cough lasts longer than it should.

Julie touches her shoulder. “Hey . . . are you okay?”

“Fine,” Ella says, recovering herself with a deep breath. “Just old.”

Julie watches her surrogate grandmother wipe spittle from her lips. She doesn’t let go of her shoulder.

“Was it really that loud?” Rosso wonders, stepping in from the hall. “It’s hard to tell from onstage. Our sound guy sucks.”

Ella cocks her head. “You don’t think you’re playing a show, do you? Please tell me you’re not going senile as well as deaf.”

“Ella, so help me . . .”

“Ishtar Scorned broke up thirty years ago, babe. There was an apocalypse, and you’re doing a town hall meeting for the survivor enclave that you—”

“Okay, enough.” Rosso rolls his eyes and gives me the Women! look, and I’m startled by how much this delights me. I try to make the appropriate expression of fraternal commiseration, but it comes out less I hear you, brother, and more I’m constipated.

“I may have lost a little acuity,” Rosso tells his wife. “A few decades of hard rock and gunfire will do that, but it’s not the worst thing a man can lose with age, so back off.”

Ella snickers. I study these two elderly humans and wonder what they’ve done differently. Age has not destroyed them like it does most. Rosso hasn’t retained the physical grace of his wife; his eyes and ears are bad, his hair is sparse, and his joints are stiff, but like Ella, he has managed to keep his soul limber. I remember the way he looked at me at the stadium entrance as Julie begged him to trust us, as he opened the gate for me and let me inside, knowing full well what I was. He has not shrunken into a mass of prejudice like other, younger men. He is still living.

“Do you really need a mic?” Nora says. “It’s usually only a few dozen people.”

Rosso looks uneasy. “We’re . . . expecting a bigger crowd today.”

There’s a pause as everyone wonders whether to ask the question now or wait for the official reveal, but before we can decide, the doors bang open and the crowd files in.

“How much bigger?” Nora wonders as the lobby fills.

“Everyone.” Rosso nods to familiar faces and shakes a few hands, a blue-collar president in a grease-stained jumpsuit.

“Um, everyone is twenty thousand people,” Nora says. “The hall holds two hundred.”

“We’re patching the mics into the stadium PA. Only the reps will be able to participate, but everyone will be able to listen.”

Dread creeps into Julie’s face. “It’s that important?”

“Everything is that important. We’re all sharing this place and everyone deserves to know what’s happening. We’re done with secret bunker meetings. We’ve seen where that leads.”

The four of us watch him, waiting, and his tone deflates a little. “But yes. It’s that important.”

“Is the world ending again?” Julie asks, forcing a faint smile.

Rosso looks at her, stone-faced, considering the question with alarming seriousness. “Excuse me,” he says, and disappears into the crowd.
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WE

WE DRIFT BENEATH THE CITY, floating through soil and stone, gazing up at the foundations of skyscrapers. They rise like exclamation points announcing the ascendancy of man, the end of a speech that seemed long and eloquent when we were up there writing it, but now, here astride the eons, more like a baby’s first grunt.

We love this baby, with all its spit and shit. It’s ours, it’s us, and we want it to grow up.

So we rise toward the city. We glide below its surface and through its countless graves, from grand cemeteries to backyard shoeboxes, caressing familiar bones but resisting their nostalgia. There’s a sense of urgency in the earth today, a seismic tension that tells us to keep moving, to keep watching, to gather all we can.

And we hear a voice.

“This is Major Evan Kenerly from Citi Stadium paging Goldman Dome, please pick up.”

The web of wires beneath the city is mostly inert: lines to communications towers that have all stopped speaking. But one of them—an old cable strung across the city like a child’s tin-can telephone—is still trying.

“Goldman Dome, please pick up.”

We follow this anxious voice as it races through the cable. We traverse the distance between one enclave and the other, running just below the walled street of their corridor project, beneath the pounding feet of the builders rushing back to their homes. We follow the signal up through the ground and into some deep basement of the dome, and here the signal stops. The cable is cut. The voice of Evan Kenerly disperses into ambient electrons.

We pause in this dark chamber, touching its cracked and sooty walls, its heaps of charred debris, skimming the pages of its history. Decades of men shouting into telephones and conducting joyless transactions, then decades of men planning wars and defenses and defenses of wars . . . and then this. Unfinished books ended in mid-sentence. No page of the Higher has ever been written here, just reams upon reams of sorrowful paperwork, anthologies of invoices bound in beige plastic—and something worse. Something moving in the halls around us. Heavy masses of Lower dreams, forming dents in the world’s thin shell.

We do not want to be here. We do not want to gather this.

We dive back into the comforting density of earth and retrace the cable to its source, hoping for brighter books. Whether it’s a city or an enclave or a family in a tent, we love every accretion of minds. Even the smallest node is a treasure, a mass of consciousness pumping out experience, perception, story—a beating heart in the corpse of the world.

We emerge from the ground in the center of the stadium, and familiarity trickles through us. Ah yes, some part of us whispers, and the rest of us partakes in the feeling. These streets. This place.

A young boy named Wally is standing in his yard with a dog named Buddy. Both are focused on a speaker that hangs from a power pole near his house. Are they listening to music? We would love to hear some music; the world hasn’t been this tuneless since the dawn of the Stone Age. But it’s not music. It’s an old man addressing a crowd, and his voice is like Evan Kenerly’s: anxious and atonal.

“For those of you listening outside, this is Lawrence Rosso, the officer formally known as General, speaking to you from the community center hall. I hope you can hear me okay, this is the first time we’ve—”

A squeal of feedback echoes through the stadium. The dog named Buddy flattens his ears.

“Sorry, folks. Bob, can you turn me down a little?”

A boy named David steps out of the house next door and a dog named Trina rushes over to greet Buddy.

“Hi Wally,” David says.

“Shh,” Wally says, not looking away from the speaker.

“Check. Check. Is that better?”

David’s twin sister, Marie, emerges from the doorway behind him. It has been six years and nine months since their cells diverged from their mother’s and their bodies began to form. It has been two years since David lost his memories of the womb and the darkness before it, the pain of birth and the strain of building a mind, and he is beginning to engage with the place in which he finds himself. Marie still remembers, which is why she stares at everything with the look of a visitor studying a strange world, but very soon she will surrender these pages to the Library, and we will savor them while she goes out to write more.

“What’s going on?” David asks his friend while the dogs sniff each other’s orifices.

“Didn’t your mom tell you?” Wally says. “It’s a big meeting and everyone gets to listen this time, even kids. So shut up.”

“Okay,” the speaker says, and the kids look up. “I think we’ve got it fixed, so if I can ask everyone to pause their day for a moment, put the hammers down, give your babies their binkies, and listen.”

Marie gazes into the black grill of the speaker. She sees the vibrations of the paper cone pulsing like a heartbeat. She reminisces one last time, and she lets go. The gauzy pink light of her prehistory falls away and she is here on Earth, bare toes in the dirt, listening.
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I

“YOU’VE ALL SEEN the helicopters,” Rosso says into the microphone while Bob the sound guy munches a sandwich in the back of the room. “And some of you saw the convoy of trucks early this morning. These vehicles aren’t ours and they don’t appear to be Goldman’s.”

“Who the fuck else is there?” says a voice in the crowd, loud to begin with and made louder by the mics hanging from the ceiling.

Rosso adjusts his glasses, locating the speaker. “Mr. Balt. A valid question, although I’ll remind you that we’re broadcasting to the whole stadium here, so let’s keep the language civil.”

“Sorry kids,” the man says, speaking directly to the ceiling mics. “Uncle Tim fucked up.”

Wavy blond hair. Tan, tattooed arms bulging from a black tank top. A prominent, stubbly jaw supporting a smug grin. I remember this man. I smashed his head into a wall once. It seems I didn’t kill him, which is . . . good, I guess.

“To answer your question,” Rosso says with great restraint, “we don’t know who else there is. We don’t know much of anything. General Grigio wasn’t . . . he didn’t prioritize outreach.” His tone briefly slips out of professionalism as he recalls his former friend. “We haven’t sent scouts outside Cascadia in seven years. Travelers are rare and their reports are unreliable. Even the Almanac seems to have gone out of print.”

“This is bullshit,” Balt says, folding his arms so the gun tattoos on his biceps bulge. “We need to know who’s out there. We need to know our enemies!”

“Because everyone out there is our enemy,” Julie mutters under her breath. She and Nora and I are against the wall, slightly removed from the crowd. The women aren’t official representatives, but they’re considered “special consultants” due to their intimate acquaintance with the undead threat: the Morgue, in Nora’s case, and in Julie’s case . . . me.

And me? Why am I in this room? I have no title, I have no job, and the percentage of people who think I should be shot hovers right around fifty. But Rosso insists he sees something in my eyes, even now that they’re dirt brown. Rosso says I have important work to do. I wish he could be more specific.

“Well Mr. Balt,” he says, “if you’ve managed to locate and disable the BABL generator, I’ll be happy to send out a national broadcast asking our enemies to identify themselves. Until then, we’re living in a narrow spotlight on a dark stage.”

Balt glowers but says nothing.

“What did Goldman say?” Julie asks. “They didn’t know anything either?”

Rosso hesitates. “We’ve been trying to ask them.” Another pause, perhaps suddenly reconsidering his decision to make this meeting public. “The line to Goldman headquarters seems to be disconnected.”

A wave of fearful murmuring rushes through the room and I can almost hear it spreading through the streets outside.

“So that’s it, then!” Balt says, jumping to his feet. “They invaded Goldman. It’s a fuckin’ war!”

“For those of you listening outside,” Rosso sighs into the mic, “Mr. Balt is visibly tumescent.”

“Visibly what?”

“Sit down, Tim. It may be an invasion, it may not. Scouts are on their way to the dome as we speak.”

Balt looks at Kenerly for confirmation and Kenerly nods. Balt sits down with exaggerated slowness, adjusting his gray fatigues.

“Could it be the Fire Church?” a man in the crowd asks.

“Invasions aren’t in their liturgy,” Rosso says. “They’re out to raze cities, not rule them.”

“What about the old corporate militias?” an elderly woman asks.

“All the big ones destroyed each other in the Merger War. The survivors choked in the Borough Conflicts. There are no nation-scale forces left in America, as far as we know.” He clears his throat. “But like I said . . . we don’t know very far.”

The room falls into silence as everyone looks around, hoping someone else has the question or answer that will ease the tension. A few rows back, Ella stands up. “Suppose it is an invasion. Suppose they’ve conquered Goldman and they’re coming for us next. Whoever they are, any group that has a fleet of helicopters probably is nation-scale, and now they have Goldman’s resources too. So if they want this stadium . . . do we really want to fight them for it?”

“Of course we want to fight!” Balt yelps as if insulted. “The fuck else would we do?”

“Leave? Go somewhere else and try something new? Like Lawrence said, it’s wild territory out there. There could be fertile land and fresh water. There could be beautiful places to live that aren’t on anyone’s to-conquer list. Why sacrifice our lives for a concrete box?”
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