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CHAPTER ONE

At first, nothing.

At first, only the shimmer at the farthest edge of the barrier projected by the shield device.

Mikaleh waited, her finger on the trigger of her assault rifle. It was only a matter of time. It was only ever a matter of time.

She knew that they would come.

What drew the husks to humans? It was the great, unknowable question. Unknowable perhaps as the Storm itself.

The Storm came; the monsters followed.

This was the only thing upon which everyone agreed. For many, it was all that they cared to know. It was enough.

Though it had been only a few short years since the start of the crisis, many survivors seemed only to wish to forget the days before the husks had come and the world was changed so utterly. But Mikaleh couldn’t forget.

The world—the world as it had been before—was the reason why she fought. Every zombie-like husk that she sent back to oblivion with a squeeze of her trigger or the deft toss of a grenade was a tiny step toward making things right again. Every survivor she unearthed or freed could join the project of repairing the Earth and undoing what had been done.

For the moment, the surviving humans had shields to keep the husks at bay, and weapons to cut them down with when the shields did not hold. The humans also had the best parts of humanity. They had cooperation, communication, and—perhaps most importantly when you were fighting zombie hordes—construction. The ability to build massive bulwarks that could literally hold hundreds or thousands of husks at bay—at least for a while—was turning out to be one of the biggest advantages humanity had. (For all of the husks’ other formidable traits, they did not seem to be particularly good at going around things placed in front of them. Circumventing ditches and funnels, and climbing over knee-high walls were also not among their strong suits. Most of the time, husks preferred to claw frantically at a wall instead of simply sidestepping it and moving on. Mikaleh had never understood precisely why this was, but she and the other survivors were not about to look a gift horse in the mouth.)

At the edge of the shield barrier, strange purple lightning flashed. Ethereal shapes seemed to materialize just at the edge of seeing. Mikaleh’s finger tightened ever-so-slightly around her trigger. How many times had she stood with the other members of her squad against an oncoming horde like this? A hundred times? Two hundred? She supposed that three hundred was also not out of the question. She had stopped counting after the first ten or so. Yet the tingle of excitement that ran down her spine said this might as well have been her first. Some things never got old. And the knowledge that you were going to protect humanity, while kicking some serious husk butt in the process, was still enough to make the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end.

The raids had become a weekly occurrence now. Sometimes the husks came twice a week, or even three times. And always, her squad was ready.

The first time the husks had made an organized assault, Mikaleh and her friends had been an ordinary group of frightened survivors, huddling against the strangeness of the Storm. When unearthly monsters that looked like rotting human corpses suddenly stumbled and gibbered out of the mist, Mikaleh had scrambled madly to find her grandpa’s old hunting rifle that was stashed somewhere in the basement. Her friend Janet—a strong, stocky young woman who worked construction—had hastily nailed together stray wooden pallets to reinforce the doors. And the two awkward young men named Sam and Sammy, who had lived down the street from Mikaleh—and who were so identical they might have been twins, or just brothers, or possibly cousins—had grabbed what tools and weapons they could find to help out in the fight.

And their little squad had won. Against all expectations, they had beaten back the rotting monsters and held their position. The squad had shot them down with guns until they turned back into goo. They had bashed them with hammers and mallets and pickaxes until they disintegrated into rags and splinters. They had even chopped them into little bits with samurai swords until the bits had stopped moving. It was, everyone agreed afterward, a lot easier than they’d imagined it would be. And also … it was sort of fun!

Many people said the secret to happiness was to do what you loved. And even in a zombie-filled apocalypse beyond understanding, Mikaleh and her friends found a way to do exactly that.

In the weeks and months that had followed, Mikaleh and her friends had built a reputation as the ablest squad of surviving humans that anybody knew. These four relished what they did. Not only did they never run from a fight, they positively ran to anyplace the husks were expected to show up next. Where other humans often remained paralyzed by fear in the face of an oncoming horde of husks—Mikaleh, Janet, Sam, and Sammy looked forward to dealing out destruction and mayhem on their undead enemies. As time passed, each member of their squad had seemed to naturally specialize in certain tasks that came in useful during close encounters with the husky kind. Now their actions on the battlefield seemed second nature. They worked collaboratively, but in doing so became like a single machine, honed and fine-tuned to make husks disappear as quickly as possible. They always won, and nothing surprised them.

Nothing … until now.

“All pitchers?”

Mikaleh risked a glance over to where Janet stood proudly atop the parapet she had constructed only moments before.

“What’s that?” Mikaleh said. “What did you say?”

“I think it’s all pitchers,” Janet said. “Huh. Never seen that before.”

Mikaleh looked again.

And in the strange glow emanating from the edge of the shield wall, it did seem that the husks zapping into existence all wore pinstripes and had all brought bags of bones to throw.

Mikaleh lowered her assault rifle for a moment. A contingent of pitchers alone was strange indeed. The husks were no master tacticians, but even they had figured out that if you only brought artillery—and artillery that threw bones, slowly, to boot—you were going to get rushed and overwhelmed pretty quickly.

“What I’ve never been able to figure out …” Janet said, leaning on a sledgehammer, “is if pitchers were baseball players back when they were alive, or if the Storm made them into baseball players. Like, maybe the Storm has a training camp somewhere that we don’t know about.”

“I dunno,” said Mikaleh. “I’m still not convinced that husks used to be people. They could be aliens or something. Or from another dimension.”

“Are you kidding?” Janet asked. “Of course they used to be people.”

“Have you ever seen a husk that looked like anybody you recognized?” Mikaleh countered.

“No …” Janet said. “But there’s always a first time.”

At that moment, the sound of approaching footsteps made both women turn. It was Sam and Sammy, who had removed themselves from the platform where they’d been preparing to ambush the advancing husk infantry. Both Sam and Sammy were short, and wore overalls and short haircuts. They also both wore round, circular eyeglasses. Sammy carried a katana, and Sam held an automatic shotgun, but otherwise they might have been identical.

“Dudes, are you seeing this?” Sammy asked.

“Yeah,” said Sam. “Are we crazy, or is it—”

“All pitchers,” Mikaleh and Janet said in unison.

The (possible) twins exchanged a glance.

“They’ve never sent all pitchers before,” Sammy observed. “What do you think it means? Maybe they were getting ready to have a run at us today, but only pitchers showed up?”

“Or maybe it’s some kind of holiday for the other husks?” Sam said. “Like the others have the day off? This is most unusual behavior. Definitely worth recording.”

Without looking down, Sam fished a small notepad out of his pocket, and then a grease pencil. He spoke as he scribbled.

“Day #923. Husks sent all pitchers. Reasoning behind this is not yet known.”

One of the only differences between Sammy and Sam was that Sam was preparing a field guide on husks. He made notes on their behavior and their psychology (such as it was), with the hope of one day authoring the definitive book about them. Sam believed that understanding the husks was the key to defeating them.

“Sam,” Janet said, shaking her head. “Don’t you want to wait until after we fight the battle to make notes?”

“This is important, and I want to record everything while it’s still fresh in my mind,” Sam countered defensively. “Anyway, it looks like the pitchers are really taking their time setting up.”

He yawned as if to make his point.

The squad looked down from the defensive parapet where they stood to the edge of the woods where the pitchers stumbled about, looking like rumpled major leaguers who had had too much to drink (or perhaps just a very hard blow to the head). They carried satchels of bones over their shoulders from which they drew their missiles. Pitchers were not the only kind of husks who used ranged weapons, but they were some of the most distinctive. The bones they threw were big and covered with residue from the Storm that often glowed purple. Even though they were strange looking, you underestimated them at your own risk. Getting smacked hard in the face with a glowing purple bone was not something anybody forgot quickly.

“Head back to your positions, eh?” Mikaleh urged. “We’ll make short work of these guys. Then I promise, Sam, you can study them all you want. Take as many notes as you like on why they showed up alone.”

“Fine,” Sam said. “Also, like always, remember where we are and look out for crossfire.”

The defensive barriers Janet had constructed were designed to funnel the oncoming husks. At first, the great wooden walls seemed quite far apart, but they soon grew closer and closer. Any advancing husk foot troops would find themselves packed tighter and tighter together as they lurched toward the squad’s shield generator. And then, when they were really squeezed in tight, the squad would pop up—Mikaleh and Janet on one side, and Sam and Sammy on the other—and rain down all manner of things that exploded and went BOOM! and made husks disappear.

“Just go,” Mikaleh said. “We haven’t hit anybody in the crossfire in weeks.”

“Yes,” Sam said. “But I’m still smarting from the last time. C’mon, Sammy.”

The ninja and the outlander scuttled back to their side of the construction—Sammy achieving this through several spectacular jumps—and they settled in for the coming pitcher attack.

The husks advanced slowly. The wait was interminable. Pitchers did not move quickly. Mikaleh decided to take a sniper rifle out of her inventory and start picking them off at a distance. She loaded a round, brought the weapon up, and locked the crosshairs on the rotting forehead of one of the pitchers at the front.

“Also, who do they even play?”

Mikaleh lowered her weapon.

“What?”

“Like, are they all on one team?” Janet said. “That would be pretty strange, wouldn’t it? If you’re a baseball team, you want to play against another baseball team. And what about other positions? Pitcher is just one position on the team. If you’ve got a whole team of pitchers, then who plays third base?”

“Why are you curious about this sort of stuff?” Mikaleh said. “You’re as bad as Sam. ‘Pitchers throw bones at you if you don’t shoot them first.’ There. That’s the whole field guide to pitchers. Done. That’s everything you need to know.”

“Hmm, I’m still not sure,” Janet said dreamily, still leaning on her sledgehammer. “What if they have pitching contests? Like, maybe they throw bones to see who can throw the straightest. That would be fun to watch, at least from a distance.”

“Do you mind?” Mikaleh said, raising her sniper rifle once more.

“Be my guest,” Janet said with a grin.

Once more, Mikaleh drew her bead on the pitcher in the front of the pack. She let her crosshairs make a circuit of the creature’s moldering body. Would she take it out with a headshot? Traditional, but a bit predictable. She could also shoot it through the chest. Or take out one of its knees—which sent pitchers falling forward in a way that could be very funny. Or what about shooting off its pitching arm entirely? That was another good option. A pitcher without a pitching arm was practically useless. It might still try to bite you, if you got right up next to it, but anybody who did that was sort of asking for it.

Suddenly Mikaleh lowered her weapon.

She blinked twice very hard—as if trying to clear something from her eyes—then raised her weapon and looked again. Then lowered it once more.

“What is wrong with you today?” Janet asked. “Just shoot already.”

“Something is amiss,” Mikaleh said.

“Yes, I know,” Janet said. “They’ve sent all pitchers. We’ve just been over this.”

“No,” Mikaleh said, lowering her scope again. “I can see into their satchels with my scope, and they’re not carrying bones.”

“They’re not?” Janet said. “Seriously?”

Before Mikaleh could respond, Janet had produced a sniper rifle of her own and begun looking down the scope. “Ha!” she said. “You’re right.”

Then an awkward pause.

“But if they’re not bones …” Janet continued. “What are they?”

Mikaleh was way ahead of her.

“They look like pieces of crumpled-up paper,” she replied. “Or maybe paper-mache.”

“Oh,” said Janet. “Well, that’s not a very good projectile. Paper is much softer than bone. It’s going to bounce right off us. Quite a misstep by the pitchers, I’d say.”

“Yes,” Mikaleh said. “But I’m also worried it could be something wrapped in paper.”

“Maybe they’re explosives!” said Janet. “Sometimes bombs come wrapped in paper.”

“Yeah …” Mikaleh said thoughtfully. “I was thinking that too. Or firebombs. Or grenades. Lots of options. I just don’t know.”

“Probably, you should shoot one to see what happens,” Janet said. “You know, as a test. If it explodes, we’ll know it’s some kind of bomb.”

“Let’s give it a moment more,” Mikaleh said. “I want to see what they do.”

Mikaleh had learned that the post-Storm world was not always as it first seemed. Things had changed. Ways you might expect things to be orderly and predictable could often suddenly diverge from expected patterns for seemingly no reason. Animals that had once been friendly could now be violent, and vice versa. You just didn’t know what was going to surprise you next. These were odd times.

So, as the pitchers marched forward in an orderly line and began to throw their little paper balls, Mikaleh was many things, but “surprised” was not among them.

“Oh my goodness,” said Janet. “Those aren’t wads of paper at all. They fly much too far.”

“They’re paper tied around something heavy and hard,” Mikaleh responded. “Probably rocks.”

“I once tied a message to a rock and threw it at the window of a boy I liked,” Janet remembered fondly. “This was back in the ‘before-days’ of course. Anyhow, I thought his window was open, and it wasn’t. It was very embarrassing. Got his attention though.”

The pitchers continued to launch their paper-coated missiles. In addition to not throwing bones, the other strange feature of all this—Mikaleh quickly realized—was that the pitchers were completely out of range. Normally a pitcher never threw unless it was in range of hitting you. But today, their lobs were landing several feet short of the outermost wall that Janet had built. And the pitchers did not seem to care.

From their position on the other side of the funnel, Sam and Sammy both stood up, looked at Mikaleh, and gave exaggerated shrugging motions. The message was clear: What gives?

Mikaleh made a lowering motion with her hand, indicating that the pair should be patient.

Then, just when she thought these actions could become no stranger, the pitchers showed Mikaleh they had one more trick up their sleeves. After each pitcher had emptied his or her satchel, they began to back away. Not just a few feet. They started walking backward until they passed into the mist at the edge of the shield projection. Then, one by one, they disappeared.

Husks had been known, in extreme cases, to take evasive action—or what appeared to be evasive action but was probably just confusion—yet Mikaleh had never known them to straight-up retreat. Even when outnumbered, outmaneuvered, and outgunned, husks seemed to prefer to fight to the end. Say what you wanted about them, they were very dedicated to their cause. (Even if the cause was just eating the brains of the nearest survivor. Even when the odds were totally stacked against them, the husks always took their chances.)

Until now.

In mere moments, the pitchers had retreated from the field. One by one, they passed into the emptiness of the Storm beyond.

Mikaleh, Janet, Sam, and Sammy all looked on in disbelief.

For a long beat, nobody said anything. Janet’s mouth hung open in surprise so long that she began to drool.

Only the sound of her own drool pooling on the rampart at her feet jostled her out of her stupor.

“What the heck was that?” Janet asked.

“I don’t know yet,” said Mikaleh, jumping down from her position and carefully advancing across the field. “But be careful. This could be some kind of trap.”

“Ooh, I hadn’t thought of that,” said Janet. “Like maybe those things wrapped in paper are bombs with timers. And just a few minutes from now … KA-BLOOEY! They’re all going to explode.”

“That’s one possibility, yes,” Mikaleh said seriously.

From the other side of the bulwark, Sam and Sammy jumped down and joined them. Sammy reluctantly sheathed his sword, disappointed that there would be no husks to turn into sushi. Sam was hastily scribbling field notes in his notepad.

“This is just incredible!” Sam said. “Completely new behavior. We’re literally going to have to rewrite the book on pitchers.”

They advanced to within a few feet of the paper wads.

“I’m squad leader, so I should be the one to take this risk,” Mikaleh said, and bent down to pick one of the wads up.

“If you’re blown to smithereens, I’ll record your deeds for posterity,” Sam said, indicating his written notes. “But I hope it won’t come to that, because I like having you around.”

“And I like being around,” Mikaleh said. “But something tells me this isn’t something as simple as a timed bomb.”

Mikaleh lifted one of the little wads from the ground. It was a rock wrapped in paper. The paper had been tied on with a string for good measure.

“Hold out your sword,” Mikaleh said to Sammy.

In a (literal) flash, the ninja’s heavy katana was drawn.

Mikaleh tapped the wrapped rock against it. The blade cut easily through the string, and all the way down to the rock below. She let the string fall to the ground, then began unwrapping the rock.

The rock itself was plain and unremarkable. Mikaleh turned it over in her hand, finding nothing out of the ordinary. But the underside of the paper wrapping, she noticed, was much more interesting.

“It’s a message,” Mikaleh said.

It was. Though scrawled in a hand so crude it was difficult to read, it was obvious that the paper wrapping contained an intentional communication.

“What does it say?” asked Janet.

Mikaleh narrowed her eyes and tried to read what had been so inexpertly written.

“It’s hard to make out, but I think it’s trying to say: ‘Midnight tonight. Stonewood. By the crooked tree.’”

Mikaleh looked up from the paper.

“How strange.”

“Want to hear something stranger?” said Sammy, who had unwrapped a rock of his own. “That’s what this one says as well.”

“And this one,” Sam added. “All the rocks have the same message.”

Janet picked up a rock also and took a look.

“You’d think, if they were going to go to all the trouble to do this, they would take the time to work on their collective penmanship,” she said. “I mean, what’s the point of an invitation if we can’t even read it?”

“I think they probably did work on this,” said Mikaleh. “That’s the disturbing thing. Have you ever looked at a husk up close?”

“’Course I have,” Janet said. “I’ve done that thousands of times. Usually, right before I split one in two with an axe or blow it to kingdom come with a great big shotgun.”

“If that’s true, then you know their eyes are usually half-rotted out of their heads,” Mikaleh said.

“Well, yeah,” said Janet.

“And what about their hands?” asked Mikaleh.

“What about them?” Janet asked. “They’re usually rotten too. Or worn down so they’re like an animal’s talons. That’s one of the things that makes them so dangerous. And gross. I try not to think about husk hands any more than I have to, thank you very much.”

“Right, so if you could hardly see, and could hardly hold a pencil, then what do you think it would look like if you tried to write a little eight word message.”

“Hmm,” Janet said. “Probably like this. Point taken.”

“Hey, guys,” Sam said. “I’m as interested in husk penmanship as the next man, but right now I’m just a little more interested in why they’ve invited us to a meeting in the middle of the night!”

Mikaleh had to grant that Sam had a point. As remarkable as husk writing was, husks arranging for a meeting was positively unheard of. Mikaleh began to think very carefully about how they ought to proceed.

“It’s an odd way of arranging a meeting,” Janet said thoughtfully as Mikaleh considered what to do. “Whatever happened to giving someone a call or sending an email? Actually, I guess those things haven’t really been possible since the Storm came. But still.”

“Using pitchers makes sense, in a way,” said Sam, consulting his notes. “Think about it. If you were a husk and you wanted to communicate with a human, how would you do it? Keeping in mind that most humans either run from you, or else try to shoot, stab, or explode you on sight.”

“Sometimes I do all of the above,” Sammy interjected, “just to keep my bases covered.”

“Seriously though,” Sam continued. “By the time you’ve walked up to a human—and most husks walk quite slowly, as I’ve documented well—the human has either high tailed it, or blown you into little tiny zombie bits. No, I believe a long-range approach, such as the pitchers have deployed, is probably their best option. It’s actually quite clever of them. Mikaleh, what do you think?”

Mikaleh seemed lost in thought, but after a moment she spoke.

“I think it could be a trap. I’m trying to think of any way that it’s not.”

The rest of the squad nodded seriously.

“If we know one thing about husks, it’s that they hate humans,” she continued. “They’re always attacking our shield generators and smashing up everything we build.”

“And trying to eat us,” said Janet. “That’s a big one too.”

“Yes,” seconded Sammy. “That’s probably the one I dislike the most, if I had to choose.”

“Yes, they also try to eat us,” Mikaleh said. “So I have a hard time believing that something has happened to make them change all that. Until husks stop wanting to smash our stuff and eat us, I have trouble thinking how we could safely meet with them.”

“So this invitation is a trap,” Janet said confidently. “The husks are just seeing if we’re dumb enough to fall for it, eh?”

Then Mikaleh said: “Unless …”

Janet looked up.

“Unless? Unless what?”

“Well …” Mikaleh said. “Sometimes there are things you want, but then there are other things you want even more.”

“Sure,” Janet said. “I can relate to that. Like I want to be totally buff with zero body fat, but then also I want a pizza so bad, om nom nom!”

“You’re getting the idea,” Mikaleh said.

“I am?” said Janet. “Because mostly now I’m just thinking about pizza.”

Mikaleh became very still, as she always did when she was thinking carefully. “What if there’s something that husks like even more than eating humans and trashing our stuff?”

The group was at a loss to answer.

“I’ll tell you what I think,” Mikaleh continued. “If there were such a thing, then the husks might look past how delicious we were in order to get it.”

“Wow,” said Sam. “This is more than even I am used to thinking about husk psychology.”

“Same here,” said Sammy. “Usually I’m just interested thinking about new ways to chop them into tiny pieces.”

Mikaleh suddenly had the feeling that a decision of great consequence was before her, and that her choice could have a ripple effect, impacting far more people than her alone. It was the sensation of the future balancing on the edge of a knife.

The war against the husks was—to one way of thinking—going well. Humans were fighting back. They were learning to use weapons and build fortifications. They were expanding their shield domes to new parts of the world, and taking back areas that had once been entirely under husk control. And new survivors were being found every day, and their specialist capabilities were always added to the fight!

But …

To another way of thinking, there was much more work still to be done, and things often looked very grim indeed. In all the years since the coming of the Storm, nobody had determined precisely what the Storm even was. Was it manmade—some kind of secret government project gone awry? Was it supernatural? Was it something sent by hostile aliens from another world who sought to terraform the Earth with terrifying zombies—perhaps as a means of preparing it for invasion. (This last hypothesis was Mikaleh’s favorite, but only because it was the most dramatic.) In truth, though the surviving humans were learning to band together to fight the husks, no core questions had ever been answered. Very little about the husks was known (despite the extensive work of amateur scientists like Sam). Were the rules going to keep changing from day to day? Were terrifying new forms of husks going to appear? Nobody knew. And anybody who said they did was lying. (Well, probably they were.) Faced with this uncertainty, Mikaleh had a hard time feeling like it was truthful to say that things were going well. In a situation like this, Mikaleh thought, she—or any other human—would be a fool to simply coast on their accomplishments.

“I say we go.”

Janet, Sam, and Sammy all looked over at Mikaleh at the same time.

“Huh?” Janet said.

“What about traps?” Sam said.

“Yeah,” added Sammy. “Did you somehow think of a way it’s not a trap?”

“I don’t know what it is,” Mikaleh said evasively, rising and beginning to pace in a circle. “I just have this feeling that we ought to go. I think we could miss learning something important about the husks if we don’t.”

Sam seemed to find this unbelievable. He stood and pushed his glasses all the way up his nose.

“A feeling?” he said. “No offense, but this is our safety you’re talking about here. I’m more interested in learning about the husks than anybody, but a feeling that something isn’t a trap isn’t the same as a good reason why it’s not one.”

Then Janet came to Mikaleh’s defense.

“Now now,” she said. “Remember that time in Plankerton when Mikaleh felt like there were a bunch of survivors under that house … and then there were? Or that morning outside of the industrial park when she said she ‘felt like’ we were being watched, and then a bunch of flaming skulls started raining down on us because some lobbers were totally watching us?”

“So?” said Sam. “Those could be coincidences. Give me one logical reason why we should go tonight and put ourselves in danger.”

Suddenly, Mikaleh stopped walking in a circle. She had turned away, but now she turned back to face the group.

“I’ll give you a reason,” she said. “And it’s not because I have a ‘feeling.’ It’s because for all of those pages of notes you’ve taken on husks, you still don’t know where they came from. You still don’t know what they are, not really. And you still don’t know exactly what we have to do in order to get rid of them for good. One of the most important parts of problem-solving is being curious. It’s the only way you learn new things. Tell me, Sam, aren’t you curious? Don’t you want to learn more?”

“Of course I do,” he said without hesitation. “It’s the ‘getting ambushed by husks’ part that I’m concerned about.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Mikaleh said. “You’ll have all afternoon—and the first part of the evening—to think of a counter-trap.”

Sam looked left and right, and then left again. “Is that like a thing that triggers a trap, so it closes on the person who set it?”

“Could be,” Mikaleh said with a smile. “Or it could be anything else you devise that will help us out if the husks do spring a trap on us. You can plan a way to ambush the ambushers, so to speak.”

“Huh,” Sam said, the gears in his head slowly beginning to turn. “I think I can do that. A trap to trap people who are laying a trap? Interesting … maybe if I can get back to base and begin drawing up some schematics …”

“Good idea,” Mikaleh said. “In fact, why don’t we all head back to base right now to prepare. But first, let’s burn these notes and throw these rocks back into the forest. We don’t want anybody else stumbling on to them and getting ideas. We wouldn’t want curious strangers to interrupt our midnight meeting.”

“Oh absolutely not,” Sam said. “Introducing another variable like that would totally mess up my plans to trap the trappers with a trap. It would become … far too complicated.”

After they had made a small campfire and burned the poorly scrawled notes, they headed back in the direction of their home shield base.

“Psst,” Janet said as she walked beside Mikaleh. “Good thinking with that counter-trap business.”

Mikaleh nodded. Both women glanced behind to where Sam still seemed to be lost in thought, jotting plans for some kind of device into his notebook while Sammy looked on.

“It will be a good way to keep his mind occupied until midnight,” Mikaleh said. “And who knows. He might actually come up with something useful. Stranger things have happened.”


CHAPTER TWO

There were several crooked trees in Stonewood, but even in the blackest dark of midnight, Mikaleh knew which one was the most crooked. And it was there that she guided her squad.

Several yards off from the crooked tree, a lone outcropping in the landscape jutted up into the sky.

“We should stop here,” Sam said.

Mikaleh looked at her watch. It was 11:55.

“That is, Sammy and I should,” Sam quickly clarified. “The two of you should go ahead to the meeting at the tree. But this is where I’m going to set up our counter-trap … to the trap you’re almost certainly walking into.”

Mikaleh was also curious. “What exactly are you planning?” she asked. “To be honest, I wasn’t sure you were actually going to come up with anything.”

Sam’s expression said he would not take her lack of confidence personally.

“I’m going to build a rampart with an epic wall trap,” Sam explained. “A wall launcher, to be precise.”

“But how are you going to launch a husk if it ambushes us way over by that tree?” Janet asked.

“I’m not going to launch it; I’m going to launch us,” Sam said proudly. “I can work the trajectory so that at the first sign of trouble, I can send Sammy careening through the air right on top of you. He’ll basically be a flurry of flying blades, and they won’t be expecting it.”

“I’ll be careful only to be a flurry toward the husks, and not at either of you,” Sammy said helpfully.

“Given the distance to cover and the windspeed tonight, I think we’ll be able to come to your rescue in about five seconds,” Sam said, then added: “Ten tops.”

“Who says we’re going to need rescuing?” Janet asked defensively. “If anybody will need to be rescued, it’ll be some husks being rescued from us.”

“Whoa now,” Mikaleh said, stepping between Janet and Sam. “I’m sure we’re going to be just fine. But look at the time. We need to get going. C’mon.”

As Sam and Sammy began to craft their epic wall launcher, Mikaleh and Janet crept the rest of the way to the old crooked tree. They reached the ancient twisting hulk of timber and stood before it. The tree was long dead but still looked eerily like a coiled animal that might spring to life at any moment.
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