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“Zombie mayhem gets an interesting modern American makeover in Ben Tripp’s notable debut” (Publishers Weekly)
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For Tucker




He could hear its garments rustling in the leaves, and every breath of wind came laden with that last low cry. If he stopped it did the same. If he ran, it followed—not running too: that would have been a relief: but like a corpse endowed with the mere machinery of life, and borne on one slow melancholy wind that never rose or fell.


—Charles Dickens, Oliver Twist


Questi non hanno speranza di morte.


These have no hope of death.


—Dante Alighieri, Divina Commedia







PROLOGUE


THE SILENT KID TESTIFIES





Everbode nos yu dont get neer th zeros, caus neer th zeros is neer th deth. We feerdem, but we nodem wel lik oldentiim salors gon to see but duno how to swim, th danjar al rown an them in thaar wuden ships liik us in owr caravan. Feerdem or feedem, gos th sayin.


Im telin this story bowt dany wo is non rown th worl for her derin egsploids agins th zeros bc noobode riits anethin down animor an wat she don changit everthin tords man agin from when th zeros rulit th worl. This story is imporn for that rezin alon, but also bc peepel think dany is a legint wen she was jus a huumin liik yoonme. Onle she was a speshil huumin hoo was not afraad to dy. An ii was lucky enuf to no hir that is dany adelman or th zombikiler or th ledir of th triib, an she no me aswel an tretit me good wen she cud av kilt me that firsten daa, th daa thay founit me bludy an dyin.


It was neer 2 yeer sin th worl endit an th zeros, or as yu miit cal em th zombis or th unded or th maneetirs, riz agin and startit ther nu worl on th runes of th ol 1. As preecher say al th sins of th worl maketh th dum clay of th ded bestir an riz agin an turnip on th livin woo askit for destrucshin on acownt of thay doan lisin to th wird of th Lord. Th Lord is alwaas angry alwaas kilin peepel for 1 thin or anuthr dependin on preechirs mood. U wud hav thot if th Lord was so disapoynit with his creashin, that beein mankind ii meen, he wud of just startit ovar anu. But th Lord is an meen ol sunbich he wantit to kepe sum peepel alive so he kin make em sufir. Dany she fot agin th preechir an th Arkitkt and savit mee.


B4tiim ii liv in a superb of a big sity, Kansis Sity in the graat staat of Kansis. Awr hows lookit like ever uthir hows in the hool street and the hool superb and proly th hool sity for all ii noon. Ii dint think abowt other plasis vary ofen or nevar rily. We wen on vacashan wunst or 2 tiims an seen other plasis but thay dint seem al that difernt from Kansis Sity esept as miit be thay hav sum hils or mountens or mabe th oshin shoor.


On th daa th worl endit ii was plaan in the yard of my hows. ii was proly 2 ol to be plaan with toys but shaam as ii am to amit it th truuth mus be sed. Ii ges in th tiim befor it was oka for a boy 7 yers ol to play with toys enstet of ril guns an niifs and expeshily slinshots. My toys war prety gud thay war mosly wepin kind of toys but not danjaris bc thay war onle faak. Th guns had ornj plastic narzils on th ends and went bakabakabaka until th bateris diid or ii leftem owtsid ovarniit and thay got ranit on or th sprinklars watrit them. Ii had also a rubir niif not danjris wotsowivar and mani arme men in lyfliik posis lokt in combat with my toy diinoosoors.


In the midel of th daa my mam cum owt an tel me there was sum weerd nus on th tevy bc this was wen we still had tevy U unerstant and cud wach muvis and shos my favrets beeng th 1s wif sooljars fiiten, ane sho as long as th sooljars was fiiten rily. Ii likit viilent shos ii am not shamd to amit that. Now I don liik vilent shos not evin to think bowt em. Ii seen enuf of vilens to las me th rest of my liif.


Th weerd nus was abowt peepel runin and scremin everwaar in th worl but th nus kep chanjin th subjec like thaa dint want to tawk abowtet adal. Prolem was thar was so much news abowt it, onle thing hapenin rily esep for 4th of July paraads an warnin peepel to be caarful of fiirwurks so they don’t blo off thaar hands or get blinet in ther iis.


We dint see aneethin rong at 1st only sum nebers cum owt of thar howsis and lookit around like U cud chek if th nus was troo jes by goin owtsiit and luuken down th street. Our neber mises kirshner saad to my mam ii am worit abowt what ii seen on th nus do U no a chanil waar they show wat is hapnin I cant fine 1, and my mam saad no ii cant finger owt why they don’t jus sho us wat is hapnin ii think it miit be a teristatak and mises kirshner put her hand ovar hir mowth an saad oh biit yoor tung margrit plees god don let it be a teristatak do U think it miit rily be a teristatak, and riit then our neber kid on tother side my frend jerry he liiten a hole string of fiirkrakers and they wen pakabang and my mam an mises kirshner both of them jumpit bowt 3 fut in th aar an scremit.


Anewa my mam she makit me cum insiid th hows an ii 8 a snak last snak evar in my lif that was a nordinry snak sitn at th cawntar betwen th livin room and kichin an tevy goin liits on fijrater humin dishwasher washen dishs—las norml daa in th worl an ii dint no it at th tiim ii jus aten my snak an wundar wen ii can go outsiit an pla some moar cus ii wantit to liit firecrakers with jerry. It was a gud snak tho it was strin chees thar isnt ane strin chees ane mor also krakers graaps an milk. It was 10 minits after ii was dun an mam wantit me to sta insiid but ii wantit to go out an pla with jerry wen 1st craazz persn cum runin down th street.


It was liik a sirin on a firetruk in olden daas U no when U heer a sirin cumin tords yor hows an U don no if it is cumin to neer yor haws only it gets lowder an lowder an then U start to think maabe it cum to yor blok an then maabe it cum to yor hows. Th craazz man was runin an scremin hands in th aar an he run riit pas owr hows. Ii run owtsiid to see an my mam she was escaart she grabit me an pul me insiid th haws and th man run pas an fel down ded riit in frunt of jerrys hows. Ii was jelis at th tiim cus jerry got th ded man in frunt of his hows not me an he that is jerry wud get on th nus an be famist. But ther was another craazz man cumin down th street an ii thot mabe he dy in frunt of my hows. He dint dy he kep runin. Ii was wachen from th livin room windo an my mam was on th foon we had telefoon bak then an she was telin my dad cum hoom don’t caar wer yar jus cum hom dont caar if yor helpen yer frend get his vintij car redy for th 4tha juli paraad cum hoom an he sed he wud cum hoom but he nevar cum hoom proly he diid runin an scremin iil nevar no.


Lots mor scremin peepel cum runin down ar street an even sum of ar nebers 2 runin with ther hans up in th aar. My mam lokit th dor turnit of th liits an tukit me upstaars an we hidin in hir bejrum an lookit out th windoo at th craazz peepel runin. Mane of th peepel diid in th street 1 of them diid riit agins owr fens an another crashit into th fens an wen riit ovar th top an landit in my toy sooljars an la stil. That 1 was a laade a nold laade she had a merikin flag shirt for th holida. Ii saw wen she diid she pupit a big shit in her pants an ii laf an my mam hiten me on th hed an saa don be a nanimel peepel are diin this is no tiim for lafen.


Jerry my neber cum to owr door an nok an nok and he was scremit his mam diid so my mam wen down to let him in ii staad upstaars to keep wachen th spetakl of a worl gon craazz owt th windo. But then my maam dint cum bak upstaars so ii thot she was given jerry a snak but she nevar cum bak upstaars. It was getin dark wen ii fiinly cum downstaars an th reesin ii dint cum down suner was cus ii was scaart so much ii dint hav th curij to cum down. Ii ges ii nu thar was a prolem or my mam wud hav cum bak up th staars with jerry but she dint. Ater a wiil th scremin stopit an onle ded peepel wur everwar not ane livin peepel ii cud see from th windoo.


Ii cum don an it was dark insiid th hows an ii felt liik ther wur spiidars crolin on my skin. My hart was hamrin. Ii dint fiin ane siin of my mam or jerry ii thot maabe they wen to jerrys hows so ii got a flashliit even tho it wasn rily dark owtsiid yet an I saw al th ded peepel everywar a milin ded peepel. Sum1 sed latir on ther was 100an50thosin ded in th graatr meterpolitin aarya includen saan lewis.


Ii gon ovar th fens between th howsis bc ii was so escaart of th ded laade on th lon with th shit in hir pants. Ii wen into jerrys hows th dor was opin ii wen in an it was qiiit in thar qiiit as th tuum as dad wud of sed. Ii luken arown but ii was 2 escaart to go upstaars an it got dark so ii turnit on th lites an was escaart al niit. Ii peed in my pants also so it wasn fune.


Th nx mornin ii wen owtsid an th ded peepil was on thaar feet. Sum survivars was luken for other survivars so ii calit 2 them an tha cum 2 get me. Ii cud tel tha wer aliiv bc tha cud tok an th ded peepil wu got up agen tha cud not tok. Noor hardle even wok or mov arown. The survivars jus push th zombis owt th wa. Tha war zombis as u alrede no this so ii wil calit them zombis even tho we dint no tha war zombis yet. Tha pushit th zombis owt th wa an cum get me an I criid I amit it I criid lik a smal baabe and a laade survivar she strokit my haar an presit my faas 2 hir busim. She gavit me a smal dog hu bcaam mi bes fren. We al got in a van an droov tween the zombis wakin arown lik a videeyo gaam.


Ii don reemembar wen th zombis startit biiten al th peepil. Ii was sleepin in th van ii was tiirit from not sleepin al niit. We stopit at a hows an the men went to see if thar was a survivar, ii was tool that latar. A zombi biten 1 of th men an blud went everwar an th zombis wen craazz an biten everbode wu was owtsiid th van. We drovit awa vere fast then an aftar that mor an mor peepel got biten on arms legs nex eers fasis or fingars ever tiim we stopit it seem liik sumbode get another biit. Thar was so mane zombis.


Tha seem to cum up owt th grown or under evere rok or behiin ever tre an bush. An ever tiim sumbode got biten tha turn in2 a zombi themselv an so it got wurser evere da until thar war no mor survivars xep me an 2 othir in owr gruup. We seen othir gruups 2 but we kepit to owrselv then ntil ii was aloon in th worl. Maabe it war a mistaak an we shud av gon for strenth in numbars but in liit of what ii seen aftar that maabe our gruup did th riit thin aftar al.


Bc th onle cretur worser an moor cruul an vilent an bludfirsy than the zombi is man.
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“You have the right to remain silent. In fact I prefer it. Anything you say would be held against you in a court of law, except there isn’t one. You would have the right to speak to an attorney, but we don’t have those either. There ain’t shit except me. Do you understand?”


Danny Adelman had the man facedown against the pavement on the side of the road, his hands bound across his spine with a plastic zip-tie. Her attention was divided, but she’d gotten good at multitasking since things went bad. The zeroes were coming through the tall yellow grass. Slow ones. Moaners. Dozens of them, drawn out into the open by the burning wreckage, preceded by their long, sobbing cries of hunger.


“You can’t kill me,” he said. “You’re a cop.”


“I didn’t say I was going to kill you,” Danny replied. She knew where he got the idea: Her short-nosed shotgun was jammed up under his left ear. “I’m only judge and jury here. But the executioner is getting real close.”


She and the perpetrator had another minute, at most. Then Danny was going to have to get to the Mustang Special police interceptor and bug out. The black smoke rising up out of the wreckage of the man’s truck was shaped like a giant fist, with one finger pointing down at the scene of the action. The perp wasn’t going to be any more ready to talk than he was now. Time to get down to business.


“Tell me something,” Danny said.


“Fuck you,” he answered. He was burly-shouldered, stinking of sweat, his lank hair clinging to his skin in oily strokes. There was a deep, unhealed gash across his forehead.


With patience she did not feel, Danny said, “You tried to steal one of our children. Why?”


The man barked a laugh. “You don’t know? I guess not, if you’re coming from the west.” He wrenched his face into a mirthless grimace, trying to smile despite the asphalt against his teeth.


Danny thought about breaking his nose. “And you figure not telling me is gonna be satisfaction enough for dying?”


“Doesn’t matter—you’re going to kill me either way,” he said.


“Tell me what I want to know and you get your hands back,” Danny said. “Even with that busted foot, you can probably make it out of here. Don’t tell me, and I leave you just like you are. Maybe you can still get away, even with handcuffs on. You could last for days.”


“Fuck you,” the man repeated.


“And if you say that just one more time, we move on to option three: I break your other foot. You got fifteen seconds.”


The perp wasted ten of them weighing the alternatives. Then he said: “I was trying to survive, okay? There’s a bounty. One kid buys you passage to the safe place. Got to be under twelve. Lots of people are doing it. Parents are turning in their own.”


“And what happens to the kids?”


“They go somewhere else. An even safer place. I hear they’re happy there.”


“Then why the hell didn’t you just ask nicely?”


Danny saw there were tears running out of the man’s red eyes and dripping on the tar.


“Because somebody stole my son,” he said. “I was taking him there, and this biker gang showed up. Called the Vandal Reapers. And now he’s gone.”


The man sobbed. Danny heard the grief, the real agony in his chest, and she knew he was telling the truth. For a few seconds, she listened to the man’s sorrow hacking out of his chest, but the muzzle of her shotgun never wavered, and she did not relieve the weight of her knee upon his back. The nearest of the zeroes was within fifty yards by now. It moaned with renewed urgency as it came closer. A big male.


There was only death in the world now. Living death that could walk and hunt and feast, and barbaric death from outlaws and madmen. Death from the ruins of a shattered civilization. Death from disease and festering wounds. Danny could leave this man to die, or do something to help him. This man whose grief had made him crazy and convinced him to rush one of the Tribe’s caretakers. Whose panic had led him to drop the child he’d grabbed, and drive away at top speed.


Danny’s mind was racing. She was long past compassion for anyone who acted on behalf of chaos, even with the most personal of motives. But another man dead was another feeding for the zeroes. Another pair of hands that could fight back against the dead would be lost forever—or might become one of the enemy.


“Get in the fucking car,” she said.





2


[image: Images]


The police special slewed between the undead that shuffled onto the roadway. They were ragged, dark, indistinct things, like the piers of an abandoned dock revealed by the tide. Skulls with wet rawhide stretched over them, yellow teeth in black, gaping mouths. Eyes that stared out of deep sockets. Pale, lightless eyes. Butcher-shop eyes. They moved like people in pain, stiff-limbed and lurching, twisting around to follow the vehicle. As soon as the last one went by, Danny hit the throttle. Those assholes back at the convoy weren’t answering the radio, probably because Maria, who normally operated the communications system, was the one this escapee had punched when he went for the kid. But once again, the Tribesmen had failed to follow protocol and keep communications open. Danny decided the prisoner’s fate rested on whether Maria was badly injured.


“Drink some water,” Danny said.


“No,” her companion in the front seat said. It was a woman’s voice, or nearly so.


“You need to drink water or you’ll shrivel up,” Danny said and pressed the plastic bottle into the gloved hands beside her.


They were barreling along Interstate 70 through Kansas. Not too many shrubs grew through the pavement and there were relatively few wrecks on this route; she could use some of the speed the police special was designed for. The wind whistled through the barbed-wire zero catcher bolted to the front fender and ruffled Danny’s choppy red hair beneath her Smokey hat.


“I made a mistake and I’m sorry. Can’t you just let me go? Drop me off here, I don’t mind,” the prisoner said. “Please.” He sounded afraid. More than he’d been before.


Danny glanced in the rearview mirror: The man in the backseat couldn’t take his eyes off the apparition riding shotgun next to her. His fear was justified. They made a peculiar pair, she knew. Danny could pass for good-looking from a few feet away, but there were too many scars on her face for up-close work. Most people, however, found themselves staring at her left hand. It ended in a mess of cauliflower tissue where three fingers should have been. According to some crazy story that was going around, Danny had once chewed them off with her own teeth to get free of a wrecked car surrounded by zeroes. Mutilations were not an uncommon sight in this time, however. Almost everyone had a couple of badly healed injuries or an untreated illness. It was a world of decaying teeth, greasy hair, and crooked scars.


Even so, Danny’s companion was the eye-catching one.


It was understood among their fellow travelers that nobody was to ask about her, although Danny knew they talked about her when she wasn’t around. Underneath a stained, shapeless muumuu with big flowers on it, the woman was bound from head to foot in dirty bandages, like a cartoon mummy. She was known simply as “the Leper,” and she was untouchable in every sense of the word. Her presence was part of the price of being a member of the Tribe.


“Water,” Danny repeated, not much interested in the man’s feelings.


“I don’t want it,” the Leper said.


“You need it. Your condition’s getting worse.”


“So is yours.”


Danny glanced at the mirror again. The prisoner was looking at her now. If he hadn’t figured out what the Leper’s condition was, he soon would. But he seemed like a bright guy. And scared to death.


As if thinking the same thing, the Leper turned her head to face him. The bones in her neck creaked audibly. Mike could see himself reflected in her sunglasses. She took a breath, speaking through the exhalation.


“We all make mistakes,” she said. “It’s only human.”
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The radio opened up, grainy with static. It was a call from the White Whale, the immense motor home that formed the center of the Tribe’s convoy. The voice on the radio was not Maria, but Patrick, another of Danny’s original fellow-survivors from the desperate hours after the undead first rose up in another life.


“The kid’s all right,” Patrick said. “Nobody’s hurt. Maria’s got a shiner, that’s it. Where have you been?”


“Got the perp. Over.”


“We were calling you for the last half hour. Just so you don’t feel like you need to lecture us about communication when you get back,” Patrick said.


“It did cross my mind,” Danny said. “Remember to say ‘over’ when you’re done speaking. Over.”


“Can’t we pretend this is just a phone call? I really miss phone calls.”


So the child was okay. The failed kidnapper had that in his favor. Danny hated to admit it—she hated to admit anything—but she didn’t have a clear answer as to what should be done with this guy. She would have to put it to a Tribe vote or something. For now, she was silent with her thoughts.


They drove on through a broken country.


It was a year and a half since the onslaught of the undead plague: Lawns had become fields, pavement was buckling and sprouting with grass and sapling trees, and everywhere there were vast swaths of scorched earth and burned-out towns where fires had raged unopposed. Cities were unapproachable, swarming with animated corpses.


In contrast to the ruined places, the Tribe would sometimes pass through deserted neighborhoods that appeared not to have suffered at all—overlook the untrimmed yards, and the houses were just as firm as the day they were built. The windows cast back reflections of the clouds, the roofs shed the weather, and the walls stood straight and clean. But here and there a front door hung open in a litter of leaves, or there was a rotten shape in the grass with one skeletal arm outflung.


The Tribe had been traversing the western states, mostly, looking for supplies and safety. Neither one lasted very long. But they had seen a great deal of the changed America along the way. Of all the ruined things they saw, it was the cars that bothered Danny the most. She’d spent a long time fighting wars overseas, and had seen ruins and fire and death. But in those foreign places, everybody took the bus or drove shabby little cars and dust-colored pickup trucks. Here, though? This was America. The cars were supposed to be bright and clean and shiny, neatly parked along streets and in driveways. To Danny, who had once owned and loved a flawless vintage cherry red Mustang, cars were a projection of who Americans were.


Now these once-prized machines were scattered all over the countryside like discarded toys, many of them smashed and broken, doors sagging open. The vehicles had become colorful tombstones marking the death of an entire civilization. And many of them sheltered the undead. It might have been some dim reptile memory of their past lives that drew the zeroes to wait there in the vehicles, dormant, their eyes and noses hung with webs of mucus. Many of them had ceased to function and were now mummified in the driver’s seats, truly dead. But others were simply biding their time, waiting like trap-door spiders for prey to come along. The dead sat in the cars and waited, and rotted, their sleepless graves made of steel.
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No one but the scouts would have seen the child. The scouts had spent the last year looking for anything with two legs, anywhere they found it. Their eyes had become specialized, like big game hunters, like fighter pilots. They saw things differently. They saw man-shapes, no matter how well concealed.


The boy was around two hundred meters from the road, probably with a concealed bolt-hole nearby so he didn’t feel he had to run to escape. Topper saw him first, and shouted to his wingmen, Ernie and Conn, over the crackle of their big Harleys: “Stander, three o’clock!”


They had a system. The spotter would stop to destroy the thing if it was a zero, or make contact if it was human; the others would continue on. Commonsense precautions: no leaving the paved surface in pursuit, radio circuits to be left open. If there was a problem, the other two scouts would double back and assist. Otherwise they were backing up the primary mission—seeking safety and supplies.


Ernie and Conn kept on going. Topper swung his bike around and let the engine idle, his boots on the asphalt. It was a big, windswept nowhere, this place. There was a railway line off in the distance with a train sitting on the tracks. Just the cars, no engine, like a giant decapitated snake. Topper watched the child, and the child watched back.


Topper had personally hand-dropped hundreds of zeroes since the crisis began. He had shot them, speared them, set them on fire, hacked them to pieces with axes, machetes, shovels, and meat cleavers. He’d run them over, blown them up, and bludgeoned them into ground hamburger with anything he could lift over his head. And yet dropping the kids still bothered him. Like braining Casper the fucking man-eating Ghost, as he’d explained it to Ernie. The things had been children once, and the tragedy of it lingered. They’d never grow any taller, get zits, or fall in love. They would just drift around the countryside like toy scarecrows until they found fresh meat or rotted off their feet. Children forever, and yet never again. Topper hated them.


Usually the living shouted something right away when a scout stopped to check them out; they called for help or news or offered what they had to trade, if they had anything. This kid didn’t say a word. He had the dirty pallor of a zero, too, like sheet metal left out in the weather, and his clothes were falling off in blackened strips. Topper drew the rifle out of his saddlebag, scraped a couple of dead bugs off the barrel, and worked the action to get a round into the chamber.


The kid just stood there. Had to be a zero.


Topper sighted down the hunting scope on the rifle. It was a very nice piece of optics on a fine weapon—if you were a survivor, you could have the best of anything. The entire nation had become one vast half-ruined superstore with no employees to watch the stock. He trailed the scope along the grass and found the kid. The face jumped into view, big and clear. That always startled him. He checked the eyes, but they looked empty, like those of all zeroes. Then he saw the dog.


Holy shit, the damn kid had a dog. Some kind of little Buster Brown mutant dog with its face smashed in and no tail. Black and white with big spots. Frozen eels wriggled down Topper’s spine. Jesus, was this a zombie dog? Had the disease crossed the species line? There was talk of that, some places they’d been. If it spread to animals, that would be the end of the remnants of mankind, game over, people knew that much. He let the scope fall on the dog, his finger leaning on the trigger.


But it was clearly an ordinary dog. The ugliest one he’d seen in quite some time, but still. It was shivering and turning circles around the kid’s feet. Topper sighted on the kid again: The child bent down and put his hand on the dog’s fist-sized head. There wasn’t a zero in the world would do that. Topper let out a short breath of relief. It was a living kid after all. The only problem was, that meant Topper was probably idling his bike at the edge of a trap set by the boy’s people—men with guns hidden in the ditch, explosive booby traps, cutthroat wires stretched across the road, a tiger pit concealed in the ground somewhere in front of the child. He’d seen it all. A working vehicle, a little gas, or a bottle of aspirin—your life was worth whatever desperate survivors could take off your corpse. The zeroes were killers, but men were still murderers.


Topper waited, feeling eyes crawling over him from behind every stalk of wheat. You could hide an army in that yellow grass. But he didn’t get the sense anybody else was actually there. No sign of trampling, no broken stems or footpaths cut through the fields. Still, he wasn’t going to leave the road. Rule numero uno: Never leave the road alone. There could be fifty people hidden on that broken-down train, for example, and then bye-bye Topper.


He rested his rifle on the gas tank and switched off the engine. The sound of the other scooters was long-gone, so his voice sounded like the bang of hammers when he called out to the boy: “Hey. Hey! Come on over here.”


Predictably, the boy didn’t move. He’d have to be a goddamn fool to do it. Topper wasn’t a confidence-inspiring figure, even without the rifle in his hands. He was a big man clad in scuffed black leather, with a coarse, wind-scorched face surmounted by a forked black beard. In a land without laws, he still looked like an outlaw. Don’t fuck with the Topper.


He thought about the situation. They didn’t come across stray kids anymore. In the early days, there had been many, but then the zeroes got most of them, and the rest generally starved or met with accidents—or human marauders. It didn’t seem possible that this one could have survived alone all this time.


“Kid, you hungry?!” Topper shouted.


The boy didn’t say anything, but Topper could see the dog capering around out there, and he had an idea. “Dinner,” he tried. “Uh, num-nums. Supper. Lunch. Breakfast. Food.” The dog didn’t react, but the boy’s head tilted on its side in a doglike manner. So he could hear, at least.


“Come and get it,” Topper tried, and that did the trick. Every dog had a dinner call. It took off like an arrow from a bow, charging straight for Topper through the grass and looking like a skinny soccer ball with those spots. Then the animal burst out of the grass, leaped the ditch, and was springing up and down on its hind legs beside Topper like a pogo stick, whining and chirping.


“Okay, okay, calm down, boy,” Topper said, and fished a scrap of venison jerky out of his handlebar bag. He tossed it to the dog. “Jesus Christ, you look like a goblin’s asshole,” he observed.


The dog ran off a few feet and started tearing the meat to bits. Topper kept one eye on the boy during this operation, and was gratified to see the dog’s changing sides had gotten the boy to react; he was trotting toward the road, obviously afraid for the dog’s safety. Topper threw another piece of jerky on the pavement and gnawed one himself as the boy slowed down, caution setting in. Now the kid was at the edge of the tall grass. There was shorter stuff along the road, no concealment there. The boy’s eyes cut between Topper and the dog, who was valiantly wolfing down enormous chunks of the jerky, gagging on half of them.


“Listen kid, I ain’t gonna hurt you or your dog,” Topper said. “You saw them other guys? We got a convoy of vehicles, couple hundred folks down back the road about ten miles. We’re known as ‘the Tribe.’ I’m a scout. This is what we do. We find living people and zeroes ahead of the convoy. Look for traps and trouble. So I ain’t got any designs on you, boy, but if this here is a trap meant for me, understand I’m gonna shoot you first and your confederates after. Are we clear?”


Topper said the last part loudly, casting his voice around to the sighing grass. If some slingshot-wielding relative was lying in wait, he might think twice now. Or maybe the kid was nothing more than bait, his survival of little interest. That was the gamble.


“So, you hungry? You look skinnier than a Jap’s pecker.”


The boy thought about that, watching the dog eat, and at length he nodded gravely. Topper produced a good-sized chunk of jerky and threw it knife-style in the general direction of the boy. The wind caught it, and the boy had to scamper along after it, climbing down into the ditch. Topper was patient. Results were happening. He observed as the boy ripped the jerky apart and hardly chewed it, swallowing big splintery pieces of meat dry. The pup was now licking the road with an immense pink tongue. Topper threw another chunk of jerky to the dog. Then he ate another one himself. It was good quality, no seasoning except salt, but the meat had a fresh game flavor. He’d bartered half a case of bug spray for the stuff at a fortified settlement ten days ago.


“My buddies should be coming back in a little while, unless they get killed. So you can think on it until then, and if you want to go tell your people about us, I’ll parlay with ’em, maybe we can do some business. Maybe they can tag along with us. That’s the deal. I ain’t got more than that to tell you.”


The boy was staring at the bag with the jerky in it. Topper thought the kid might come all the way over to him now, with the taste of food still in his mouth. But he wasn’t going to grab the boy and throw him across the back of the bike. This was not a hostage situation. He’d have to wait for Danny to decide what to do, tedious as that could get.


Then something occurred to Topper.


“You do got people, right?”


The boy shook his head.


“You ain’t got people? You can’t be alone. I don’t mean relations or whatnot. I mean . . . the others. Who’s with you?”


The boy shook his head again. Not the talkative type.


“Nobody at all? You survived all this time without nobody?”


The boy extended his arm and pointed up the road with a dirt-black finger, the direction the other scouts had gone. Topper squinted at him.


“This ain’t fuckin’ charades, kid. Just tell me.”


The kid dangled two of his fingers and wiggled them. Legs, he meant. Walking. Now he did it with all of his fingers: several people walking. Then he made two fingers and flung them over his shoulder. He did this several times, and then finished the performance with one pair of fingers walking through the air.


Then he pointed at himself and the dog.


Topper scratched his chin through his beard. “Okay, you saying there was a bunch of you and now there’s only you and that dog there?”


The boy nodded again, almost a bow.


“What’s that way?” Topper indicated the direction the boy had pointed.


The boy bared his teeth and went into a crouch, limbs jutting, fingers hooked into claws—and for a second Topper was looking at a hunter, one of the quick zeroes that could chase down prey in packs, like wolves. It scared him a little, as if the boy had thrown off a human mask to reveal the mummified cannibal beneath. But the boy had made his point, and just as quickly, he stood upright again and the monster was gone.


“Son of a bitch,” Topper muttered, and got on the radio.
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The Tribe’s convoy, some fifty vehicles and two hundred souls, was parked along the roadside between a burned-out city to the west and an area that Danny had heard from fellow travelers was crawling with zeroes. That’s where the scouts had gone. There were two ways to survive in the world: find yourself a fortress somewhere and defend it against man and zero, foraging ever farther afield for supplies, or stay perpetually on the move. The Tribe followed the latter approach. But it meant a lot more scouting. And waiting around.


Danny was the Tribe’s leader, the closest thing to an authority figure among them. The informal hierarchy was pretty simple: Danny at the top, then the scouts, then all the specialists—Dr. Amy, the cooks, Maria the radio operator, the auto mechanics, gunsmiths, and so on—and after them the “chooks,” or civilians, people without any particular skill who did grunt work, built fires, carried water, and stood sentry.


These days, a lot of the Tribe’s people were just sick of traveling. It came up almost daily: They envied the folk who stayed put in fortified places and only had to risk their necks on foraging expeditions. But Danny sure as hell wasn’t going to hole up somewhere and get surrounded. A number of dictators had learned that the hard way even before the crisis. The zeroes had a kind of homing instinct. They would gather from miles around, once they found a stationary group of the living. Drawn to the feast by some unknown telepathy. She was certain they communicated over long distances somehow. Black magic or pheromones, it didn’t matter.


The people who agreed with Danny’s assessment didn’t like to stop moving for more than a day or two, no matter how secure the location. If they did have to stop, they liked to be somewhere with a clear escape route and high walls. Currently, they were halted in a shitty, indefensible nowhere, the only virtue of which was the surrounding grasslands. They could see for two miles in every direction. But the water was running low, the shallow trench latrine was starting to stink, and it was time to go.


There was an argument to this effect in progress when Danny pulled the interceptor up alongside the White Whale. Raised voices dropped low when she opened her door, and fell silent as she approached. She had that effect on people.


“What’s the trouble now?” Danny asked, not wanting to know.


“Shirleen’s got a feeling again,” said Crawford, an older man with a big, grizzled mustache. The Tribe had found him holed up in a sporting goods store back in Colorado. He could do anything outdoorsy.


“Remember that Shirleen is mentally ill,” Danny observed. “I got the kidnapper in my hold, but I don’t want anything to happen to him, you understand? He’s my prisoner.”


“We should hang him,” Crawford said. “Hang him with a sign to warn the next one comes along.”


There was a great deal of anger floating around over the situation with the kids. Danny herself had to compartmentalize it; they were constantly losing children one way or another, and kidnappers weren’t strategically worse than zeroes or disease. To think so was a distraction.


“He’s just a symptom,” Danny said. “It’s a bigger problem than that. Hang on, we need to debrief.”


Danny opened the rear door and dragged the man out. Now that he was back where he’d made his attempt at kidnapping, confronting his victims, there was no defiance left in him. He was meek and afraid, his shoulders sagging. She steered him to the rear of the motor home, where there was a ladder to the roof. She took the steel handcuffs off her belt and manacled his right arm to the ladder, then cut the zip-tie binding his hands with her hunting knife.


“Be right back,” she said, and strode away to confer with the parents of the child who had escaped kidnapping. They needed to know the situation was officially handled.


A number of onlookers gathered around the prisoner while she had her back turned, and there was some ugly noise rising among them. Danny came back in time to overhear a couple of men making plans that would be fatal to the “fucking kidnapping bastard.” She needed to make her ward seem a little more human, fast, or she would have to post a guard to keep him from getting lynched.


“What’s your name?” she asked, loudly enough to be heard by the others.


“M-Mike. Mike Patterson,” the man said.


“I’m Sheriff Adelman, Mike. And these here are my people. We’re one big team. We look out for each other. If I say ‘don’t kill you,’ they won’t. But if I decide you fucked up too bad to live, I don’t have to say shit. They’ll take care of business without me needing to ask. Are we clear?”


“You can’t just kill me. That would be murder.” Mike was pale now, the gash on his brow as vivid as a torch singer’s lips.


“Tell it to the judge,” Danny said, and then turned to her companions. “Nobody touches him, understood? He thought he was doing himself and the kid a favor. He heard the rumor about the safe place, and somebody else stole his kid. I think the safe place is bullshit, but Mike believed it enough to risk ending up just like this here.”


Crawford advanced through the crowd. “He won’t be the last, Sheriff. We don’t have the bandwidth to deal with this. We need to send a message.”


Danny looked at him in mild disbelief, then called his bluff, offering him her knife handle-first. “Then kill him. Go ahead. I gotta take care of the Leper.”


Crawford just stood there. Nobody could quite make eye contact with Danny.


“Where’s Amy?” she said, when she judged enough silence had gone by. “Mike Patterson here’s got a broken foot. Somebody make sure she looks at it.”


Danny walked away. Nobody would kill Mike now, she thought. He was human again. At the thought, her eyes slipped over to the interceptor, inside which the Leper was sitting very still.


•   •   •

Topper returned to the site before Ernie and Conn. He’d had difficulty getting radio reception, so his arrival with the kid on his bike was unexpected. As always, anxious eyes searched along the direction he’d come from, looking for the other scouts. People had a way of disappearing all the time these days. See you later, then never see you again. Topper handed the kid to Maria; she was mother hen to the small ones. Another child to fuss over might make up for the black eye.


“I found this kid about ten miles along. Nobody else around. I think everybody except him got chewed and he’s all that’s left. Check this out,” Topper added, and opened the fiberglass pannier on the side of his bike.


The weird little dog looked out, eyes bugging at the unaccustomed crowd of people around him. Danny had been out in the fields with the Leper, cleaning her up; they did everything at a distance for privacy’s sake. Now she was coming back, although the Leper remained where she stood in the swaying grass. People were willing to put up with her presence, but only barely. She had to stay well apart, and even then, there were always eyes on her.


“Who’s this?” Danny asked, when she saw the kid.


“He don’t talk,” Topper said.


“Silent kid, huh?” Danny pronounced. “I like ’em that way. What the hell kind of dog is that?”


“It’s his,” Topper said. “I never seen one like it.”


“It’s a Boston Terrier,” Amy Cutter said, coming around from behind the White Whale. “Smallest of the bulldogs. A miniature breed, unlike the French or English Bulldogs, which are dwarf breeds. Mike’s foot isn’t broken, by the way; it’s sprained. Did you make the cut on his head?”


“Do I carry a machete?”


“In your car, you have one,” Amy said, kneeling.


The dog seemed to know she was an ally, because he immediately hopped out of the pannier and bounced up and down in front of her.


“Well I didn’t cut him,” Danny grumped. She often found herself bickering with Amy the same way they did as young girls. It was ridiculous, irritating, and comforting at the same time.


“Thanks for not smashing Mike too bad, Danny,” Amy said. “He’s scared out of his brain.”


Amy gave the dog a quick examination out of old habit, checking ears, eyes, and abdomen; although she was the Tribe’s doctor, Amy had been a veterinarian in the time before. Her straightforward brand of medicine was ideal for the life they led: She could set bones, stitch wounds, and sling antiseptic; she could do surgery in the back of a pickup truck. If somebody had cancer or a chronic illness, those were problems for God.


The dog inspected, Amy then examined the boy in much the same way: She soon determined he was suffering from ringworm and malnutrition. Amy was good with kids. They seemed to understand her better than a lot of adults did.


“You sure don’t talk much,” Amy said.


The silent kid said nothing.


•   •   •

Twenty minutes later, the remaining scouts came back: Ernie and Conn had gone on another thirty miles down the highway, with a detour down a southward fork that ended in a burning town they couldn’t possibly get through, unless they waited for it to burn out. It looked like Mike’s biker gang, the Vandal Reapers, had gone through that way. There were a lot of fresh corpses, some of them reanimated, the bodies hacked and shot. The Tribe could go straight on or straight back, and the rumors were true: The zeroes got real thick after mile twenty in the easterly direction.


“There’s a big old truck stop about halfway,” Ernie explained, mopping the grease off his spectacles with a blackened handkerchief. “There’s a crossroads there, route goes north-south, but the fire closed the south end. We saw some travelers on foot, regular folk it looked like, coming the other way, but they bugged out when they saw us.”


“So we got this kid,” Danny said. “And a kidnapper. There’s zeroes to the east and fire to the south. Marauders to the north. This party never ends. Okay,” she barked, turning to face the main group, “we roll out at sundown, people. Let’s get to the truck stop, and then we’ll see if we can locate a route around the swarm and keep going east. If not, we backtrack three days. I’m going to do a little recon before dark. Now, can somebody figure out why the fuck our radios don’t work?”


“I’m on it,” came a response from the crowd.


Danny turned to the silent kid, who hovered not far away, his dog at his ankle. He reminded Danny of her sister Kelley when she was that age, big-eyed and quiet, worried.


“I’m gonna keep you safe, you understand? That’s a promise,” she said.


By way of reply, the boy raised his arm and pointed an accusatory finger at the crooked outline of the Leper. Danny bounced her damaged hand against her thigh, framing a response.


“That . . . that’s my kid sister,” Danny said. “Guess you figured out what’s wrong with her. She doesn’t bite, okay? I promised I’d keep you safe. She will not hurt you.”


The kid lowered his arm. But like so many of the others in the Tribe, he didn’t take his eyes off the Leper, either.
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“Recon” wasn’t in fact what Danny had in mind. She simply didn’t want to discuss the real nature of the mission: It was time to take the Leper on a feeding trip.


For twenty minutes Danny drove through open country, then the fringes of a settlement, slowing down when they entered a light industrial area not far from the husk of a medium-sized town. A dead end by road, but with railway lines running through it.


“What are you in the mood for? Rats?” Danny said, as they rolled past shuttered repair shops, auto parts distributors, and warehouses.


“It’s not funny,” the Leper said, drawing breath for the purpose.


“You never did have a sense of humor, Kelley.”


“Or maybe you were never funny. Do you know what rats taste like?”


They pulled up in front of a ransacked food distribution center beside the railway tracks. The place had been thoroughly trashed by survivors looking for sustenance. As much had been trampled underfoot as carried away. There was a lot of rotten garbage strewn around in front of the yawning warehouse doors.


And there were plenty of rats.


The vermin population had exploded since the outbreak. Most species except man were making a comeback, especially those that thrived on human detritus. There were millions of tons of hermetically sealed food out there, even after the better part of two years. Cheetos would be available for decades, entombed in airtight plastic. Most of all, two hundred million human corpses made a ready supply of protein. Rats and cockroaches and flies had inherited the Earth.


“I hate it,” Kelley said.


“I ate a two-year-old candy bar the other day,” Danny said. “It had turned white.”


“No, I mean not just the rats. All of it. I’m coming apart, Danny. I’m peeling and rotting. Imagine you can’t heal. Every little scrape.” She filled her lungs again. “The skin on my fingers is worn almost completely off, and there’s stuff showing through underneath. My gums are just rags. I can feel parts of the bone in back—I can feel where my teeth go into the bone.”


“Wish it wasn’t like this,” Danny said, knowing it was a feeble response.


“I’m the picture of Dorian Gray.”


“I don’t know what that is,” Danny admitted.


She waited while Kelley stepped carefully out of the interceptor. She had to move cautiously—her flesh was vulnerable.


“Go somewhere else,” Kelley said. “The rats are afraid of the car.”


“Good hunting.”


She was already crossing the littered street.


“I’ll see you in an hour and a half or so,” Danny replied. “Be here, okay? Sundown is coming.”


Danny watched as the bandaged woman lay down in the midst of the garbage in front of the food warehouse. The rats would smell death. They would come swarming. And Kelley would feast on them once they got too close. Danny had learned a great deal about the undead through her sister; she was one of them, a thinker, the intelligent variety.


Kelley had died in Danny’s arms and come back different from the rest of the undead. She remained the person she had been, mostly. Danny had almost blown her sister’s brains all over the farmhouse they had taken shelter in. If she had, she might have blown her own brains out, too. But Kelley had spoken. I’m still me, she’d said. And a pick of ice had been thrust down the center of Danny’s brain that was as cold and sharp today as in that moment. She would never forget the horror of that. It had been seasoned by hope, somehow. Some crazy idea that the dead might not always be lost.


But Kelley was lost. She had returned with her memories, the record of her life, intact inside her mind. Just as her body was decaying, those things that had been hers were fading by degrees. Sometimes Danny thought she should have pulled the trigger. But she hadn’t, and Kelley was now her constant responsibility. It was the price she paid for being a crappy sister, and for putting the Tribe at risk to go find her. Someday Kelley might attack Danny, or kill someone else in the Tribe. It was possible. They talked about it. But Danny didn’t think so. Kelley had made some grim calculation and decided not to eat the flesh of men. She had never wavered, at least so far.


The Tribe didn’t like it at all. Most of the small children didn’t know the truth; the name “Leper” had stuck because it was the only way to explain the concealing bandages. It took new people a few days to realize what Kelley was, and most of the folks who hitched a ride for a couple of days never knew how close they came to a specimen of their worst nightmares. The thinkers they’d encountered were deadly. They could use weapons, lay traps, and make complex plans. They sometimes worked with hunters, the undead who had animal-like intelligence, using them almost like dog packs; the moaners, the stupid ones, were useless to them. But the moaners also seemed to fear the thinkers, and that’s why Kelley was allowed to exist alongside the Tribe.


Moaners wouldn’t come anywhere near her. They had superb senses of smell: Even the most rotten walking corpse would have fresh-looking tissue in its sinuses. Not pink, but marbled and purple. But it was vital flesh, sometimes so enlarged it bulged out of the nostrils or the hole where the nose used to be. The ones that came shambling toward the Tribe’s halting places, though, would smell Kelley and immediately back off. Their incessant moaning would stop. They would slouch away and disappear into the landscape. The hunters were a little more persistent, and might circle a campsite all night, but they’d never come close. It was almost worth the price of having a thinker around. Almost.


This aversion to the scent of thinkers was why Danny escorted Kelley through a few tours of the perimeter wherever the Tribe had halted—the residual smell usually kept the stupider types away, as long as it wasn’t windy. It was the same reason she guided her sister away from safety when it was time to change her diapers and clean up the spongy, half-rotten skin around her genitals. Danny always buried the baby wipes and diapers in the place she thought most likely to facilitate an attack. They worked better than land mines on the zeroes.


But Danny knew that her people were only waiting for the other shoe to drop. As if Kelley had some diabolical plan to kill them all and eat their guts. Every day, Danny spent a lot of her leadership capital ensuring her sister was safe from destruction by the living. That was one reason she took big risks: it was a show of fearlessness to remind them all who had their back. It kept the balance sheet firmly in her favor. If Danny wanted Kelley around, there must be a good reason: that was the message she wanted them to get. On an average day, she guessed they about half-believed it. Kelley wasn’t dangerous—she craved human flesh all the time, but had never actually tasted it.


Danny had lost her sister once. She didn’t intend to lose her again. Ever.


•   •   •

She drove aimlessly through the twilight. As long as Danny stayed in the vehicle, she didn’t have much to fear from the undead; it reeked of her sister. But another thinker wouldn’t hesitate to attack. They didn’t fear each other. The Tribe had even found evidence of thinker teams destroying each other. She turned on the headlights and saw a kind of View-Master slide presentation of the apocalypse in exaggerated 3-D. Wrecked cars, burned-out structures, white femurs and rib cages winking out from beneath cars or strewn across the pavement. Sometimes a gallows figure crawling away, clothed in rags and filth. She drove until she came to a low hill, bare of trees or bushes; the entire hilltop had been flattened and paved a long time back, for what purpose Danny couldn’t imagine.


She parked at the margin of the paved area in a position that gave her a good view of the landscape below: a town, completely dark and silent, the last of the daylight spread as thin as watercolor on the rooftops. Kelley was hunting on the opposite side of the hill where the uglier businesses had been built, away from the quaint charm of downtown. Danny thought to look at the map and find out what this place used to be called, but it didn’t make any difference. Call it Deadville.


She had her elbow out of the open window, relishing the ice-cold air; if anything wanted to attack, she’d hear its feet on the broken pavement. So it was that she felt the sound before she heard it. The door panel was vibrating under her arm. She pressed her one finger against it and felt the rumbling in the sheet metal. Then the sound reached her ears: engines. A lot of engines, very far away. Was it the Tribe? Could they have come after her, for some reason? But no; they’d be on the other side of the hill. This sound was coming from outside the town. She permitted herself another minute of listening, until she was certain: motorcycles. A lot of them. It sounded like early morning on Bike Day back in Forest Peak, when the Harleys started coming in big groups up the mountain roads, audible ten minutes before they came into view.


Is it the Vandal Reapers? Danny wondered. Maybe not worth finding out.


Then there were gunshots—some single, some rapid-fire, punctuating the rise of the engine sounds. She dropped the interceptor into neutral and rolled backward away from the rim of the hill, lights out. Then she turned around and drove down the road she’d come up, maintaining darkness until she was among buildings at the bottom of the hill. She had to be sure she wouldn’t light up the sky. Artificial illumination caught the eye in these times.


It took her half an hour to backtrack to the place she’d left Kelley to feed. She wasn’t there.


Danny honked the horn a couple of times, then zipped up her jacket and retrieved the snub-barreled shotgun from the passenger foot well. Best not to remain in the vehicle in case it attracted unwanted attention. She checked the immediate area outside the warehouse for signs of other zeroes, then ran across the truck lot to a security booth. There wasn’t any glass in the windows, but it would protect her from a rush, at least. She waited. After a couple of minutes that felt like days, Danny saw something move on the far side of the rubbish piled up outside the warehouse. It might have been Kelley. She waited, holding her breath. The light was poor. But she saw it again: a distinct human figure, hunched over, moving between the buildings. Then it was out of view.


She didn’t think it was Kelley she’d seen; maybe a hunter. But any hunter would have fled at Kelley’s scent. So if it was one of the wolf-smart zeroes, that meant Kelley was nowhere nearby.


Then Danny saw the pale ripple of the muumuu coming out of the warehouse itself. Kelley had been in there. Who—or what—had been nearby?


She tabled that aspect of the problem; her sister had reached the interceptor and was looking around. Or, to be precise, scenting the air. It disturbed Danny to think the thing that had been her sibling now operated more by smell than sight.


“Kelley!” Danny whispered, as loudly as she dared. The thin neck swiveled around. Danny saw Kelley’s bandages were smeared with blood. She would have to change them before they returned to the Tribe. Kelley walked toward the interceptor and looked inside, then again scented the air with her nose tipped up. Danny emerged from the security booth, but kept most of her mass behind it, opposite where she’d seen the unknown figure move out of sight.


“Over here,” she said. Kelley came swaying toward her, and Danny felt the same thrill of horror she experienced every time: All her instincts cried out that the enemy was coming. That she needed to destroy this thing.


“Whenever I come near, you hold your breath,” Kelley said, when she was close to Danny.


“Because you stink,” Danny lied. “There was another zero. I saw it.”


“Yes,” Kelley said. She never bothered to lie anymore. That was a thing the living did. If she didn’t want to admit something, she simply remained silent.


“A thinker?”


“Yes.”


“Did you talk to it?”


Kelley chose silence.


“Goddamn it, Kelley, I need to know.”


No response.


Danny found her hand on the butt of her sidearm. Kelley’s silences had become deeper, lately. It was hard to explain. Somehow she seemed to be retreating inside herself. Without her personality to hang on to, Kelley was just another sentient corpse; the thing Danny feared the most was an ambush by her own sister, if that glimmer of her old self ever went away completely. The factor that kept Kelley in touch with her past humanity might be Danny’s determination to keep her that way. If Danny broke that compact, there would be consequences.


Danny let her hand fall into her pocket and retrieved the keys to the interceptor.


“The subject is not closed. But we need to get out of here. There’s a shitload of motorcycles coming.”


Danny drove back by a more direct route than the one they’d taken out. Kelley had removed the bandages that bound up her head—once there was blood on them, she was in danger of getting moldy underneath. Danny would rewrap her before they came into view of the Tribe’s encampment.


She glanced over at her sister after a period of prolonged silence—the kind of silence that made Danny feel alone. The features of Kelley’s face were recognizable, but discolored, sagging. The skin had tightened across the high bones—brow and cheeks—and lost its shape around mouth and neck. Kelley looked almost as if she had aged fifty years. Or, if Danny was honest, as if she’d died and begun to rot.


“So who was it?”


“One of my kind,” Kelley replied. “But they’re boring. They don’t have any feelings.”


“You understand that I consider that consorting with the enemy, right? Did you talk about the Tribe? Our defenses? Our route?”


“He wanted me to join his group. They’ve been hunting along the roads to the north.”


“Did you talk about the Tribe?”


“No, Danny. We didn’t. He already knew.”


Kelley took a long breath that would have signified emphasis for a living person. But she was merely out of air for speaking. Danny found herself gnawing at the knotted skin over her fingerless knuckles. The instant she realized she was doing it, she took her hand away from her face—no good setting an example that way. He already knew? What the hell did that mean? How did he know? She wanted to ask but knew Kelley wouldn’t respond to such questions. She didn’t when she was alive.


“Okay,” Danny began, speaking carefully, “he already knew about the Tribe. Probably rumors and stuff. So he just wanted you to join his group and kill the living for food.”


“He also wanted to know how many kids we had,” Kelley said. “Like, if we had too many.”


“How many is ‘too many’ children?”


“I don’t know. I said no.”


“Okay,” Danny said, as if she understood. “What else?”


“What else did we talk about?”


“Yeah.”


“None of your business.”


•   •   •

When Danny returned to the Tribe, Kelley’s bandages refreshed, she moved into action without delay. She reported on the motorcycle gang and ordered everyone to saddle up immediately.


The Reapers, if that’s who they were, hadn’t followed her, as far as Danny could tell; at least, she hadn’t heard any engine sounds when she stopped on the road to wrap up Kelley.


There were no surprises as far as the truck stop the scouts had found, but twenty kilometers after that, the landscape was writhing with the undead. Beyond the infested area, it was supposed to be completely zero-free for a day’s drive or more. That was good enough for the Tribe. They weren’t going to a specific destination. It didn’t work that way. But the project of going eastward, the logistics of it, kept everybody occupied and gave them a common purpose. So rather than give up, they all focused on the problem of finding a route around the swarm—as if it was part of a long-term plan, and not merely another meaningless obstacle.


And for many, it did fit in with a plan of sorts. The rumors of a safe place came from that direction like the smell of a summer day comes off the horizon before the sun has even risen. It was something to hope for, a direction to go. Eastward, somewhere. They’d heard about this possible Shan-gri-la from hitchhikers and fellow-roamers. How far east, though, nobody could say.


Danny was out front in the interceptor with Kelley at her side as always; then came the scouts on their motorcycles, half a dozen of them. They rode herd, sometimes falling back, sometimes stringing out ahead, keeping an eye on the shadows. The main file of vehicles traveled in no particular order, except that the motor home was always in the middle, and the ambulance always at the back; the convoy was mostly heavy-duty pickups, SUVs, and panel vans. What people wanted was a heavy vehicle with a durable suspension and enough room to lie down inside. There was also a roach coach, which served meals for the entire Tribe, if there was food enough, and a lineman’s repair truck with elevating basket that made an excellent sentry platform. One of the vans contained enough tools to perform almost any vehicle repair. Spare parts could be found wherever there was an abandoned car.


They had a dedicated vehicle for tagalong strangers to the Tribe, as well: the Courtesy Bus, a parking shuttle painted with black-and-yellow zebra stripes to make it easy to find at the airport. The driver sat inside an improvised angle iron and chicken wire booth, and the big windows made it easy to see what the passengers were up to from outside. Mike Patterson was handcuffed to one of the grab bars in the back of the shuttle, which very much interested the other outsiders aboard that night. The Tribe’s policy was to pick up hitchhikers regardless of their appearance, as long as there were fewer than six in any one group. But they had to ride in the shuttle. The driver, Sue Baxter of Tulsa, Oklahoma, was prepared to drive the shuttle into a telephone pole if her charges tried to commandeer the vehicle. They’d never had any trouble like that, but after all that had happened so far, there was a tendency to prepare for the worst-case scenario.


They drove through the night, reaching the truck stop as the moon was emerging cold and hard above the distant hills.


•   •   •

It was one of those vast plazas of asphalt and concrete designed to get hundreds of vehicles and their passengers refueled and back on the road all at once, day and night. There must have been fifty gas pumps under a gigantic gullwing roof mounted on posts. At the center of the plaza was a sprawling collection of ransacked fast food restaurants and souvenir shops. They were surrounded by abandoned vehicles, mostly big rigs. There wasn’t much left to forage for. But the Tribe wasn’t looking for materiel, except fuel. Someday soon, all the gasoline would go bad—phase separation, contamination, and especially water getting into the ethanol-laced stuff. Gas had been around five bucks a gallon when the end came. Now it was priceless—and free of charge, if you had a siphon pump and a lookout watching for zeroes.


Besides gasoline, if there was any, what they needed most was a good place to wait a couple of days while the scouts went the long way around to find a route to the east. These big truck stop plazas were excellent for holing up as they were generally fenced on three sides and the acres of pavement around them meant zeroes couldn’t attack from places of concealment. Nice field of fire, head-to-toe beaten zone, and three-way enfilade potential, as Danny had once described them. In better times it would have been lit up like the sun at night; now it was dark and full of black shadows that glittered with broken glass.


As the first vehicles in the convoy arrived, a flare went up from the foremost; men and women spilled out of the others with flashlights, dogs, and guns, reconnoitering every corner of the place beneath the wobbling red light of the flare. They looked inside the looted truck trailers, checked all the cars, team-cleared the restaurants and shops, and kicked all two hundred of the restroom stall doors open. They searched the overgrown landscaping and made a circuit of the fence. All clear. No living, and no undead. Danny had taught them the system, and it kept them alive, so they stuck to it.


A heap of mangled hunter corpses piled up among some abandoned big rigs suggested the place had been defended in the recent past—so maybe the local superpredators had been wiped out. The Tribe’s dogs, mostly Shepherds, barked furiously at the remains. They had to be pulled off. It was Tribe custom to burn the corpses of the dead and undead alike, but most other groups weren’t that organized—or didn’t care. They would burn these ones in the morning. As an extra precaution, there were double watches posted on all sides of the perimeter.


Danny sent a team of lookouts five kilometers back down the interstate; they took the truck with the bucket lift. They’d spend the night in shifts at the top of the crane arm, watching in case the Vandal Reaper gang approached. The bucket was retrofitted with a .50 caliber machine gun, but they weren’t expected to fight. In practice, the heavy weapon made the crane oscillate so violently it was useless, anyway.


Then she walked through the tall grass beyond the fence with Kelley, making a long, slow circuit of the plaza. Set the smell of a thinker out there like a moat. They’d do it again in the wee hours to make sure no expeditious corpses got too close.


In half an hour, the plaza was occupied, secured, and the Tribe was moved in. It was their equivalent of 1700 hours: quitting time, but not yet bedtime. In fact, it was 1:20 in the morning.


•   •   •

“Can we have a quick talk?” Danny muttered to Patrick on her way back from the circuit. He was headed toward the White Whale with food for some of the kids; there was a DVD presentation of several early Ren & Stimpy episodes on the TV in there, to keep the little ones out from underfoot a while.


“Ten minutes,” he said.


Danny was at loose ends. Sometimes there wasn’t anything to do, despite all that needed to be done. This was one of those moments. She watched the Tribe assemble its fires and begin meal preparations. There was young Michele, and beside her as always her brother Jimmy James, who was shooting up tall all of a sudden; they attached themselves in a general way to Maria, the radio operator, who had lost her husband in Forest Peak.


Danny remembered Michele as a blue-haired girl in deep shock when they’d first met. Now she came off as a grown woman, although she probably wasn’t sixteen yet. Danny didn’t remember her true age. A similar evolution had happened with Kelley, although Danny hadn’t been around for that part of her life. She turned and squinted out into the darkness beyond the pavement where Kelly stood beside the interceptor, motionless except for the rippling of the muumuu in the light breeze. Kelley’s head was tilted back; she was smelling the air.


Then Patrick was back, cleaning between his fingers with a dish towel.


“What’s up?”


“You and that guy Beowulf . . .” she began, but realized she didn’t know what the question was.


“So you want to talk about my old boyfriends.”


“I got something on my mind,” Danny said. “I can’t—”


“Are you feeling inarticulate?”


“Yes.”


“What’s it about? I mean name names, and we can put it together.”


“Kelley.”


“Inevitably,” Patrick said, as if he’d seen this one coming a long time.


“It’s not like you think,” Danny hurried to add, although she didn’t know what he thought. “It’s just—well. I took her out for a feed tonight. She . . . I need you to keep this a secret.”


“I have never betrayed a confidence,” Patrick said, stiffening his back. “Otherwise I wouldn’t have scored as much as I did in my twenties.”


“I’m not talking about sex. I’m talking life and death maybe. See, I saw her with somebody. You know we go off on feeding trips. I’m not there the whole time. I leave her alone. Tonight I ran across that biker gang and came back early to pick her up . . . And I saw somebody. Something.”


“A person?”


“A thinker. Another thinker. They . . . they talked.”


Danny felt as if she’d jumped off a cliff. Patrick had every right to run up and down through the plaza shouting this news, if he wanted to. But he wouldn’t. Only Patrick. Even Amy might blab. This man had the instinct for discretion.


“Holy fucking shit,” Patrick said. “I mean, holy fucking leaping shit.” His hands went to his mouth, covered it like an injury.


“That’s what I said. You can’t tell anybody. Not yet. Maybe never. I have to find out what it means first.”


“What it means is they’re hanging out,” Patrick said. “It means—I don’t know what it means. Were they like passing a joint back and forth or anything? Dancing? I mean what do thinkers do when they meet?”


“I just saw it for a second. She doesn’t deny it. She doesn’t even seem to think it’s a big deal.”


“Maybe it isn’t.”


“Maybe. There’s stuff she didn’t tell me.”


“As long as nothing happens, it’s all good. But Danny? Why did you tell me about this?”


She looked around them, as if the whole Tribe was listening in. In fact, they could not have been more perfectly ignored. There was food and heat and bedding to think about. Nobody cared what the sheriff and her old buddy were whispering about in the shadows.


“First off, because you talk plenty, but you don’t tell. And I needed to tell somebody.”


“Yeah, but you mentioned Beowulf. Why?”


“That’s the thing,” Danny said. She was struggling so much with words. Her mind wasn’t geared for this kind of abstract thinking. “I . . . I thought after you lost that guy Weaver in the early days, you’d never find anybody else. You were real busted up over it. But then you found Beowulf. And you guys were like really tight. I mean I guess in love, right?”


“Yes.”


“And then a few months ago, you kind of stopped talking to each other.”


“Yes.”


“Were you really in love? Like, I want to spend the rest of my life with you?”


“Believe it or not, Danny, even homosexuals can experience the full gamut of human emotions,” Patrick said, a little stung. “God, you’re so un-reformed in so many ways.”


“I didn’t mean it like that. You guys were supertight and then you broke up. And he left the Tribe.”


“Yep,” Patrick said, tight-lipped. Danny realized his eyes were getting wet. It still hurt to think about. That erased any doubts she had about the extent of his feelings. “What does my failed relationship have to do with Kelley?”


Suddenly, Danny found the words.


“I’m wondering if me and Kelley are meant to be together anymore. I did right by her. I did my best. I found her. Now the two of us sit together all day like one of those old married couples and there ain’t shit between us.”


“Ah.”


“And I’ll tell you what. You know how it felt when I saw that other one there? That other thinker? It felt like I caught her cheating.”


“Danny,” Patrick said, and took her two-fingered hand in both of his. “Listen to me. Even after the end of the world, with humankind in ruins and zombies everywhere, people can still find love. I think that’s awesome. But if we didn’t fall out of love, too, we wouldn’t really be people anymore. I don’t know what Kelley’s up to, but you’re just doing the hard work of being a fucked-up human being.”


•   •   •

Mike Patterson sat on the Courtesy Bus and waited to find out what was going to happen to him. He’d been shackled to a pole since his capture, largely ignored except when people paused outside the shuttle to give him dirty looks. The three other survivors who had ridden with the convoy for several days had decided to take their chances on foot again, staying behind after a quick pit stop to replace a tire on one of the trucks. They had been unnerved by the hatred coming in through the shuttle windows, even if it wasn’t aimed exactly at them.


So now Mike was alone.


He’d been able to listen to the driver singing tolerably well in her chicken wire booth, but now that the convoy had stopped, she was somewhere else, probably eating. He felt like a goldfish in a tank: The interior fluorescent fixtures remained on, so he was flooded with baleful green light while the rest of the world was in darkness. He had to pee something wicked. He was hungry. And he stank. Everybody stank, of course, but the sheer terror of having that wild redheaded woman come after him, driving like a demon, charging him, and then him believing she was going to kill him on the spot—he’d gone into perspiration overdrive. His armpits smelled like an electrical fire in an onion factory.


Most of all, Mike wished he could explain himself, or better yet, excuse himself and get the hell out of there. His first impressions of the Tribe were not positive. A lot of hard, unforgiving faces. These people took their cues from the top, and consequently they all displayed a little of the sheriff’s badass swagger. After his capture he’d listened to them demanding he be executed to make an example for others who came along that road, and he’d tried to think of what to say that might cause them to spare his life. He’d tried to explain how there was a safe place only a few days to the east, a safe place where they could live themselves, and send the children somewhere even safer. They’d called him ugly names. Then the sheriff had reasserted command of the situation, marked him as hers to decide on, as surely as a panther marks its prey. Since then there had only been the mean stares.


The folding doors bumped open. Mike flinched. He’d been lost in thought; it was like waking up suddenly. For a long moment nobody came up the steps of the bus, and he wondered if someone was playing a trick on him. Then a small head peeked around the kick panel between the seats at the bus entry. It was that kid the bikers had brought back earlier in the day. Despite his nerves, Mike could relish the irony. If he’d kept on driving a while instead of making a run on the convoy, he might have seen this kid himself. And he could have taken him away, penalty-free. Nobody would ever doubt he was doing something good-hearted, in fact, even if it did happen to get Mike himself to safety as well. Instead he’d tried to grab one of the Tribe’s kids and now he was on two hundred shit lists.


The dark humor of the thing evaporated when Mike realized what must be happening. The kid aboard the shuttle was a decoy. They were going to set him up and kill him, using the boy as an excuse. Mike turned his eyes firmly away—there wasn’t anything else he could do, chained up as he was. He kept his eyes fixed on his own reflection in the back window, a steely outline filled in by darkness.


The boy didn’t say anything. Mike had heard him referred to by some of the others as the Silent Kid, so this wasn’t a surprise. But he could see the child advancing down the aisle behind him in the reflection. And through the reflection he could see the light of the shuttle falling on faces outside, watching at a distance. Angry, flat eyes and thin-set mouths. They were watching to see what happened. Maybe they considered this kid to be expendable. What did they think, that he was one of those child-cannibals or something?


The kid stopped two rows of seats away and stared at Mike. His small dog came along behind him but stayed well away from the stranger, preferring to shiver and flex his ears up and down in an anxious manner. Mike stared at the reflection, which the kid didn’t seem to notice. They stayed like that for a long time, until Mike felt a serpent of icy sweat running down his neck.


Then a singsong voice cried out, “There you are!”


A moment later the Tribe’s Dr. Amy came bustling aboard, followed by the blond man, Patrick, whose face looked like it had been pretty badly smashed at some point. The thick features didn’t match his willowy build. He was missing some teeth. The Silent Kid turned to look at them, but Mike kept his eyes averted. This could all be part of their sting operation.


“Hey, kidnapper guy. Did anybody feed you yet?” Amy continued. Mike had met her when she’d splinted his foot shortly after his capture; it hurt abominably but she’d done a good job of immobilizing it, so the pain was more of a dull roar than a series of sharp crescendos.


“My name is Mike,” he replied, still keeping his face to the window.


“That was it,” Amy said. “Also, if you have to do a number one or two now is kind of a good time.”


“God, he’s not an infant,” Patrick said. Mike knew his name because he’d assisted Dr. Amy with his foot. “Do you need anything?” he added, addressing Mike. “The sheriff told me to hook you up.”


“He’s not talking,” Amy said. “He’s caught the not-talking disease from this nasty little kid!” She gave the Silent Kid an unexpected tickle on his ribs. The boy jumped in the air and made a strange croaking sound, but didn’t laugh. “Aha, you almost talked!” Amy crowed. The Boston Terrier leaped up and down.
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