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PART ONE


THE HINGES OF DESTINY


Changing is what people do when they have no options left.


—HOLLY BLACK, RED GLOVE
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BENNY IMURA SAT IN THE dark and spoke with monsters.


It was like that every day.


It had become the pattern of his life. Shadows and blood. And monsters.


Everywhere.


Monsters.




2


THE THING CROUCHED IN THE darkness.


It stank of raw meat and decay. A metal collar was bolted around its neck and a steel chain lay coiled on the bottom of the cage, looking like the discarded skin of some great snake.


The thing raised its head and glared through the bars. Greasy black hair hung in filthy strings, half hiding the gray face. The skin looked diseased, dead. But the eyes . . .


The eyes.


They watched with a malevolent intensity that spoke of a dreadful awareness. Pale hands gripped the bars with such force that the knuckles were white with tension. The thing’s teeth were caked with pieces of meat.


Benny Imura sat crossed-legged on the floor.


Sick to his stomach.


Sick at heart.


Sick in the depths of his soul.


Benny leaned forward. His voice was thick and soft when he spoke.


“Can you hear me?”


The creature’s lips curled.


“Yes, you can hear me,” said Benny. “Good . . . can you understand me? Do you know who I am?”


A fat drop of bloody spit oozed from between the creature’s teeth, rolled over its bottom lip, hung for a moment, and then dropped with a faint plash to the floor.


Benny leaned closer still. “Do you recognize me?”


After a long moment, the thing in the cage leaned forward too. Its face underwent a slow process of change. Doubt flickered in its eyes; the lips relaxed over the teeth. It sniffed the air as if trying to identify Benny’s scent. The doubt in its eyes deepened. It bent closer still, and now the lips seemed like they were trying to shape a word.


Benny pushed himself even closer, trying to hear what sound that word carried.


“Huh,” murmured the creature in a rasping croak, “. . . huh . . . hun . . .”


“Go on,” Benny encouraged. “Go ahead. You can do it. Say something. . . .”


The creature rested its forehead against the inside of the bars, and Benny leaned all the way forward.


“. . . hunh . . . hunh . . .”


“What is it?” whispered Benny. “What are you trying to say?”


The creature spoke the word. It came out as a whisper. A full word. Two syllables.


“Hungry!”


Suddenly it lunged at Benny; gray hands shot between the bars and grabbed Benny’s shirt. The creature howled with triumph.


“HUNGRY!”


Wet teeth snapped at him. It jammed its face between the bars, trying to bite him, to tear him.


To feed its hunger.


Benny screamed and flung himself backward, but the creature had him in its powerful hands. The teeth snapped. Saliva that was as cold and dirty as gutter water splashed Benny’s face.


“Hungry . . . hungry . . . hungry!” screamed the thing.


Behind Benny a voice shouted in anger. The soldier, moving too slow and too late. Something whistled through the air above Benny’s head and rang off the bars. A baton, swung by the soldier with crippling force.


The creature jerked backward from a blow that would have smashed its jaw and shattered its teeth.


“No!” bellowed Benny, still caught by the thing’s hands, but squirming, fighting it and swinging his arms up to block the soldier.


“Move, kid!” snarled the guard.


The baton hit the bars again with a deafening caroooom!


Benny bent his knees and forced his foot into the narrow gap between him and the bars, then kicked himself backward. The creature lost one handhold on his shirt, but it grabbed the bar to brace itself so it could pull even harder with the other. Benny kicked out, once, twice, again, slamming his heel into the hand holding the bar, hitting knuckles every time. The creature howled and whipped its hand back from the bars. Its screech of agony tore the air.


Benny’s mind reeled. It can still feel pain.


It was the strangest feeling for Benny. That thought, that bit of truth, was a comfort to him.


If it could still feel pain . . .


It was still alive.


“Out of the way, kid,” roared the soldier, raising his stick again. “I got the son of a—”


Benny kicked once more, and the whole front of his shirt tore away. He collapsed backward against the soldier, hitting his legs so hard the man fell against the concrete wall. Benny sank onto the cold floor, gasping, shuddering with terror.


Inside the cage, the creature clutched its hands to its gray flesh and let out a high, keening cry of pain and frustration.


And of hunger.


The soldier pushed himself angrily off the wall, hooked Benny under the armpit, hauled him to his feet, and flung him toward the door. “That’s it. You’re out of here. And I’m going to teach this monster some damn manners.”


“No!” shouted Benny. He slapped the soldier’s hands aside and shoved the man in the chest with both hands. The move was backed by all of Benny’s hurt and rage; the soldier flew backward, skidded on the damp concrete, and fell. The baton clattered from his hand and rolled away.


The creature in the cage howled and once more lunged through the bars, trying this time to grab the fallen soldier’s outflung arm. The guard snatched it out of the way with a cry of disgust. Spitting in fury, the soldier rolled sideways onto his knees and reached for the baton.


“You made a big damn mistake, boy. I’m going to kick your ass, and then you’re going to watch me beat some manners into—”


There was a sudden rasp of steel and something silver flashed through the air and the moment froze. The soldier was on his knees, one hand braced on the ground, the other holding the baton. His eyes bugged wide as he tried to look down at the thing that pressed into the soft flesh of his throat. The soldier could see his own reflection in the long, slender blade of Benny Imura’s katana.


“Listen to me,” said Benny, and he didn’t care that his voice was thick with emotion or that it broke with a sob. “You’re not going to do anything to me, and you’re not going to do anything to—”


“To what? It’s a monster. It’s an abomination.”


Benny pressed the tip of the sword into the man’s skin. A single tiny bead of hot blood popped onto the edge of the steel and ran along the mirror-bright surface in a crooked line.


“It’s not a monster,” said Benny. “And he has a name.”


The soldier said nothing.


Benny increased the pressure. “Say his name.”


The soldier’s face flushed red with fury.


“Say it,” snarled Benny in a voice he had never heard himself use before. Harsh, cruel, vicious. Uncompromising.


The soldier said the name.


He spat it out of his mouth like a bad taste.


“Chong.”


Benny removed the sword and the soldier started to turn, but the blade flashed through the shadows and came to rest again, with the razor-sharp edge right across the man’s throat.


“I’m going to come back tomorrow,” said Benny in that same ugly voice. “And the day after that, and the day after that. If I find even a single bruise on my friend, if you or any of your friends hurt him in any way . . . then you’re going to have a lot more to worry about than monsters in cages.”


The soldier glared at Benny, his intent lethal.


“You’re out of your mind, boy.”


Benny could feel his mouth twist into a smile, but from the look in the soldier’s eyes it could not have been a nice smile.


“Out of my mind? Yeah,” said Benny. “I probably am.”


Benny stepped back and lowered the sword. He turned his back on the soldier and went over to the cage. He stood well out of reach this time.


“I’m sorry, Chong,” he said.


Tears ran down Benny’s face. He looked into those dark eyes, searching for some trace of the person he’d known all his life. The quick wit, the deep intelligence, the gentle humor. If Chong was alive, then those things had to still be in there. Somewhere. Benny leaned closer still, needing to catch the slightest glimpse of his friend. He could bear this horror if there was the slightest chance that Chong was only detached from conscious control, if he was like a prisoner inside a boarded-up house. As horrible as that was, it suggested that a solution, some kind of rescue, was possible.


“C’mon, you monkey-banger,” Benny whispered. “Give me something here. You’re smarter than me . . . you find me. Say something. Anything . . .”


The thing’s gray lips curled back from wet teeth.


“. . . hungry . . .”


That was all the creature could say. Drool ran down its chin and dropped to the straw-covered floor of its cage.


“He’s not dead, you know,” Benny said to the soldier.


The soldier wiped at the trickle of blood on his throat. “He ain’t alive.”


“He’s. Not. Dead.” Benny spaced and emphasized each word.


“Yeah. Sure. Whatever you want, kid.”


Benny resheathed his sword, turned, and walked past the guard, out through the iron door, up the stone stairs, and out into the brutal heat of the Nevada morning.


FROM NIX’S JOURNAL


Three weeks ago we were in a war.


I guess it was a religious war. Sort of. A holy war, though it seems weird to even write those words.


A crazy woman named Mother Rose and an even crazier man named Saint John started a religion called the Night Church. They worshipped one of the old Greek gods of death, Thanatos. Somehow they got it into their heads that the zombie plague was their god’s deliberate attempt to wipe out all of humanity. They considered anyone who didn’t die to be a blasphemer going against their god’s will.


So, the people in the Night Church decided that they needed to complete Thanatos’s plan by killing everyone who’s left. They trained all the people in the church to be really good fighters. They call themselves the reapers.


When that’s done, they plan to kill themselves.


Crazy, right?


According to our new friend, Riot, who is (no joke) Mother Rose’s daughter, the reapers have killed about ten thousand people.


Ten thousand.


A lot of reapers were killed in a big battle. Joe killed them with rocket launchers and other weapons we found on a crashed plane. Joe’s a good guy, but seeing him kill all those killers . . . that was nuts. It was wrong no matter what side I look at it from.


But then . . . what choice did he have?


I wish the world still made sense.
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MILES AND MILES AWAY . . .


The man named Saint John walked along a road shaded by live oaks and pines. The trees were unusually dry for this time of year, victims of a drought that was leeching away the vital juices of the world. The saint did not mind, though. It was another way that his god was making it impossible for life to continue in a world that no longer belonged to mankind. Saint John appreciated the subtlety of that, and the attention to detail.


His army stretched behind him, men and women dressed in black with white angel wings sewn onto the fronts of their shirts and red tassels tied to every joint. Each head was neatly shaved and thoroughly tattooed with flowers and vines and stinging insects and predator birds. As they marched, these reapers of the Night Church sang songs of darkness and an end to suffering. Hymns to an eternal silence where pain and indignity no longer held sway.


Saint John did not sing. He walked with his hands behind his back, head bent in thought. He still grieved for the betrayal of Sister Rose. But his spirits were buoyed by the knowledge that Sister Sun and Brother Peter—two of his Council of Sorrows who would never betray him—were working tirelessly to serve the will of their god. They would light the fire that would burn away the infection of humanity.


While they labored back in Nevada to start that blaze, Saint John led the bulk of the reaper army through deserts and forests, across badlands and into the mountains in search of nine towns—nine strongholds of blasphemy and evil. Until yesterday he did not know the way. But they had met a traveler who was willing to share all that he knew of those towns. He was reluctant at first to share, but with some encouragement he was willing to scream everything that he knew.


The first of the towns was named Haven. As unfortunate and naive a name as Sanctuary.


The second town was a place called Mountainside. . . .


He listened to the songs of the reapers, a dirge lifted by forty thousand voices, and Saint John walked on, content.


Out in the dark, beyond the ranks of the reapers, came a second and much larger army. One that did not need to be fed, one that never tired, one that required only the call of dog whistles to drive it, and the presence of the chemical-soaked red tassels to control their appetites.


Yet, in their own way, they too sang. Not hymns, not anything with words. Theirs, lifted by tens of thousands of dead voices, was the unrelenting moan of hunger as the army of the living dead went to war under the banner of the god of death.
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THE SUN WAS A SPIKY crown of light resting on the mountaintops to the east. Benny closed his eyes and turned his face to the light, soaking in the heat. The holding area had been too cold. Benny had never dealt with air-conditioning before, and he wasn’t sure he liked it. The sunlight felt good on his face and chest and arms. By this afternoon he would be hunting for even a sliver of shade, but for now this was nice.


We’re going to save Chong, said his inner voice.


“Yes we are,” Benny growled aloud.


A shadow crossed over his face, and he looked up to see a vulture glide through the air from the top of the six-story hospital blockhouse. It flapped its big black wings as it came to rest atop a parked jet that stood still and silent two hundred yards away.


The jet.


It had drawn Benny, Nix, Chong, and Lilah away from Mountainside. It was supposed to answer all their questions, to make sense of the world.


It sat facing the distant mountains, windows dark, door closed. But around that door were blood smears, arterial splashes and one handprint, faded now from crimson to brown. The metal stairs sat a few yards away. There was blood on every step, and trails of it along the ground heading toward the row of massive gray hangars beyond the blockhouse.


The first time Benny had seen the blood, he’d asked his escort monk, Brother Albert, about it. “Did the zoms attack the crew?”


Brother Albert flinched at the use of the word “zom,” and Benny regretted using it. The monks always called the dead the Children of Lazarus, and they believed that these “Children” were the meek whom God intended should inherit the earth. Benny was pretty sure he didn’t agree with that view, though it was a lot more palatable than the more extreme apocalyptic thinking of the Night Church.


“No,” said the monk, “the sirens called the Children away while the jet landed.”


The military people used a row of sirens on tall towers to lure the zoms away to clear the airstrip or allow access to the hangars and blockhouse. Soldiers stationed in a small stone building at the far end of the field controlled the sirens. When those sirens fell silent, the dead wandered back again, drawn by the living people on the monks’ side of the trench.


“Then what happened?”


Brother Albert shrugged. “Not really sure, brother. They were delivering supplies and equipment to a base in Fort Worth. Must have been an attack there.” He paused. “Do you know about the American Nation?”


“Sure. Captain Ledger and Riot told us some stuff. It’s in Asheville, North Carolina. Supposed to be, like, a hundred thousand people there. There’s a new government, and they’re trying to take back the country from the dead.”


“That’s what they say.”


Benny glanced at the jet. During the big fight with the reapers, it had come swooping down out of the sky like a monster bird out of ancient legend. Impossibly huge, roaring with four massive engines, it had sailed above the battle and descended toward Sanctuary.


When they’d first seen it almost a year ago, soaring high above the mountains in California, they’d thought it was a passenger liner. They now knew that it was a C-5 Galaxy military transport jet. The largest military aircraft ever built.


“What about the crew?” asked Benny. “Are they okay?”


The monk shrugged. “Don’t know. They don’t tell us anything.”


It was true. The military scientists ran a mostly underground base on one side of the trench, and the monks ran a hospital and hospice on the other. Except for interview sessions in the blockhouse, communication between the two was weirdly minimal.


Past the jet, at the far side of the airfield, was a huge crowd of zoms. They shuffled slowly toward Benny, though the closest of them was still a mile away. Every morning the sirens’ wail cleared the way for him to cross the trench, and every evening it cleared the field for Nix to come over. Each of them spent an hour being interviewed by scientists. Never in person, though. The interview booth was a cubicle built onto the corner of the blockhouse; all contact was via microphone and speakers. The novelty of this pre–First Night tech wore off almost at once, though. The scientists asked a lot of questions, but they gave almost nothing in return. No information, no answers. Allowing Benny to see Chong was a surprising act of generosity, though Benny wondered if it was just part of a scientific experiment. Probably to see how human Chong still was.


Hungry.


God.


Every evening the monk took Nix over there. Would they let her see Chong too?


They reached the entrance to the cubicle. It opened as Benny approached. Inside was a metal folding chair.


Benny glanced over his shoulder at the zombies. The ranger, Captain Ledger, had told Nix that there were only a couple hundred thousand. The monks said that there were at least half a million of them over there. They worked with the sick and dying far more closely.


“They’re waiting, brother,” murmured his escort monk, and for a moment Benny didn’t know whether Brother Albert meant the zoms or the scientists.


“Yeah,” said Benny. “I know.”


The monk pushed the door shut, and the hydraulic bolts slid back into place with a sound like steam escaping. There was only a tiny electric light that barely shoved back the shadows.


While he waited in the dark, he thought he could hear Chong’s voice.


Hungry.
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THE LOST GIRL WAS LOST indeed.


Eight months ago she’d lived alone in a cave behind a waterfall high in the Sierra Nevadas. She spent her days hunting, foraging for books in deserted houses, evading zombies, and hunting the men who had murdered her family. From age twelve until just after her seventeenth birthday, Lilah spoke to no one.


The last words from her mouth before the long silence were spoken to her sister, Annie, as she knelt in the rain near the first Gameland.


Earlier that day Lilah had escaped from Gameland and then gone back for her sister. Annie was supposed to wait for her, but she didn’t. She escaped from her cell only to be hunted through the storm by the Motor City Hammer. In the windy, rainy darkness Annie tripped and fell, hitting her head on a rock. A mortal injury. The Hammer left her there like a piece of trash that wasn’t worth throwing away.


Lilah saw this from a place of concealment. She was twelve, emaciated, and weak. If she’d attacked the Hammer, he would have beaten her and dragged her back to the zombie pits. Knowing him as she did, he might have put Annie in with her. That was a guaranteed moneymaking attraction.


When the Hammer was gone, she crept onto the road to where Annie lay. She tried to breathe life back into Annie’s lungs, tried to push it into her chest the way George had taught her. She tried to will that fading spark to flare. She begged, she made promises to the heavens, offering her own life if Annie could be spared. But the slack form she held changed into something that did not want her breath or her prayers. All it wanted was her flesh.


Lilah held the struggling body tightly in her arms and buried her face in Annie’s hair. For a long, terrible moment she wondered if she should stop fighting, if she should lie back and offer her throat to Annie. If she could not protect her in life, she could at least offer her sustenance in death.


That moment was the longest of her life. The most terrible.


“I’m sorry,” she said, and reached for the rock onto which Annie had fallen. It was small, the size of an angry fist. Another half step to the right and Annie would have missed it and fallen into a puddle instead.


Lilah wanted to close her eyes so that she did not have to witness what she was about to do. But that was a coward’s choice. George had taught the girls to be strong. Always strong. And this was Annie. Her Annie. Her sister, born on First Night to a dying mother. She was the last person on earth who Lilah knew. To turn away, to close her eyes, to flinch from the responsibility of being a witness for her sister’s experience felt as cowardly and awful as what the Motor City Hammer had done.


So Lilah watched Annie’s face. She watched her own hand lift the rock.


She watched everything.


She heard herself say, “I love you.”


She heard the sound of what she was forced by fate and love to do. It was a dreadful sound. Lilah knew it would echo inside her head forever.


Lilah spent the next five years in silence.


There was conversation, but it was always in her head. With Annie, with George. Lilah rehearsed the words she wanted to say when she was strong enough to hunt down the Motor City Hammer. Now he was dead too. And George.


Annie.


Tom.


Lilah walked the trench, hour after hour, mile after mile. She was so much stronger now than she had been. She knew that if she could take this body and these skills and step back to that moment on the rainy road, it would have been the Hammer gasping out his last breaths in the darkness.


Lilah made sure that she was strong. Fast, and skillful and vicious.


Heartless.


That had been her goal. To become heartless. A machine fine-tuned for the purpose of slaughter. Not of zoms—they were incidental to her—but of the evil men in the world. Like the Hammer, like Charlie Pink-eye and Preacher Jack. Like Brother Peter and Saint John and the reapers. She willed herself to become merciless because if she accomplished that, then she would never know fear and she would never know love. Love was a pathway to cruel pain. It was the arrow that Fate always kept aimed at your back. Love would interfere; love would create a chink in her armor.


No, she would never allow herself to love.


As she walked, she thought about that. That promise was as vain and as fragile as the promise she’d given Annie to return and free her.


When Lilah rescued Benny and Nix from bounty hunters in the mountains, she had stepped across a line. When she met Tom and saw that a man could be good and decent, compassionate and strong, Lilah had felt her resolve weaken. George had been the only good man she’d ever known. A total stranger who’d been the last of a group of refugees from the zombie outbreak. He’d raised Annie and Lilah. He’d loved them like a father, fed them, cared for them, taught them. And had been murdered by the men who took the girls to Gameland.


Lilah had believed that he was the only decent man left alive, that all the others were like the Hammer.


Then Tom.


Whom she fell in love with. Who refused her love in the gentlest, kindest way.


Tom . . . who died.


She stopped and let her gaze drift across the trench to the blockhouse. To where Chong crouched in the darkness.


Lilah had never wanted to feel anything for Chong. He was a town boy. Weak and unskilled in any of the ways of survival. She had not wanted to like him. Falling in love with him was so obviously wrong that sometimes she laughed at herself. And when the absurdity of it struck her, she lashed out at Chong.


Stupid town boy.


“Chong,” she whispered.


What is the good of becoming strong if love bares your flesh to the teeth of misfortune? Why risk loving anyone or anything when life is so frail a thing that a strong wind can blow it out of your experience? She wanted to go back to her silence and her solitude. To find her cave and hide there among the stacks of dusty books. With the waterfall roaring, no one could hear her scream, she was sure of it.


How long would it take, how many weeks or months or years, before she could think of Chong’s name and not feel a knife in her heart?


The reapers had taken Chong from her.


Forever? Or just for now?


She didn’t know, and neither did the scientists in the blockhouse.


If it was forever, then a cold voice in Lilah’s mind told her what the future would be—an endless, relentless hunt to find and kill every reaper. In books the heroines vow to hunt an enemy to the ends of the earth. But she was already there. This was the apocalypse, and the future was awash in blood and silence.


“Chong,” she said to the desert sky, and tried to will her heart to turn to stone.
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“GOOD MORNING, MR. IMURA,” SAID a cold, impersonal female voice through the wall-mounted speaker. “How do you feel today?”


“Angry,” said Benny.


There was a pause. “No,” said the voice, clearly thrown off track, “how do you feel?”


“I told you.”


“You don’t understand. Are you feeling unwell? Are—”


“I understood the question.”


“Have you been experiencing any unusual symptoms?”


“Sure,” said Benny. “My head hurts.”


“When did these headaches begin?”


“ ’Bout a month ago,” said Benny. “A freako mutant zombie hit me in the head with a stick.”


“We know about that injury, Mr. Imura.”


“Then why ask?”


“We asked if you had any unusual symptoms.”


“Zombie-inflicted stick wounds to the head actually aren’t all that usual, doc. Look it up.”


The scientist sighed—the kind of short nostril sigh people do when they’re losing their patience. Benny grinned in the shadows.


The next question wiped the smile off his face. “What happened in the holding cell today?”


“He . . . tried to grab me.”


“Did he touch your skin with his hands?”


“No.”


“Did he bite you?”


“No.”


“Did he get any bodily fluids on you?”


“Eww. And, no.”


“Are you running a fever?”


“I don’t know, why don’t you let me in there so you can take my temperature?”


A pause. “There is a safety protocol—”


“—in place,” completed Benny. “Yeah, I know. I’ve heard that forty million times.”


“Mr. Imura, we need you to tell us if the infected—”


“His name is Lou Chong,” barked Benny. “And I wish you’d tell me what you’ve done to him.”


A longer pause this time. “Mr. Chong has been treated.”


“I know that, genius. I want to know how. I want to know what’s going on with him. When’s he going to get better?”


“We . . . don’t have those answers.”


Benny punched the small metal speaker mounted on the wall. “Why not?”


“Mr. Imura,” said the woman, “please, you’re being difficult.”


“I’m being difficult? We gave you all that stuff we found in that wrecked transport plane, all those medical records. Why can’t you do something for us?”


When there was no immediate answer, Benny tried to shift topics, hoping that might nudge them into an actual exchange of information.


“What about that pack of wild boars that tried to chow down on my friend Lilah? Where’d they come from? I thought that only humans could turn into zoms.”


“We are aware of a limited infection among a small percentage of the wild boar population.”


“What does that mean? What’s a ‘small percentage’? How many is that?”


“We don’t have an exact number. . . .”


Benny sighed. They were always evasive like this.


After a moment the woman asked, “Are you experiencing any excessive sweating, Mr. Imura? Double vision? Dry mouth?”


The questions ran on and on. Benny closed his eyes and leaned back in his chair. After a while the voice accepted that Benny wasn’t going to cooperate.


“Mr. Imura—?”


“Yeah, yeah, I’m still here.”


“Why are you making this so difficult?”


“I keep telling you—I’m not. I’m trying to communicate with you people, but you keep stonewalling me. What’s that about? ’Cause the way I figure it, you guys owe me and my friends. If we hadn’t told Captain Ledger about the weapons on the plane, that reaper army would have come in here and killed everyone—you, all the sick people, the monks, and everyone in this stupid blockhouse.”


The plane in question was a C-130J Super Hercules, a muscular four-propeller cargo aircraft built before First Night. Benny and Nix had found it wrecked in the forest. It had been used to evacuate a scientist, Dr. Monica McReady, and her staff from Hope One, a remote research base near Tacoma, Washington. The team had been up there studying recent mutations in the zombie plague.


“Don’t confuse heroism with mutual self-interest, Mr. Imura,” said the woman scientist in an icy tone. “You told Captain Ledger about those weapons and materials because it was the only way you and your friends could survive. It was an act of desperation that, because of the nature of this current conflict, benefited parties that have a shared agenda. Anyone in your position would have done the same.”


“Really? That plane was sitting out there for a couple of years—pretty much in your freaking backyard—and you had no clue that it was there. If you spent less time with your heads up your—”


“Mr. Imura . . .”


He sighed. “Okay, so maybe we had our own survival in mind when we told you about it—we’re not actually stupid—but that doesn’t change the fact that we saved your butts.”


“That’s hardly an accurate assessment, Mr. Imura. Saint John and the army of the Night Church are still out there. Do you know where they are?”


Benny’s answer was grudging. “No.”


In truth, no one knew where the reapers had gone. Guards patrolling the fence had seen a few, and Joe Ledger said that he’d found signs of small parties out in the desert, but the main part of the vast reaper army was gone. Saint John himself seemed to have gone with them, but nobody knew where. At first Benny and his friends were happy about that—let them bother someone else; but on reflection, that was a selfish and mean-spirited reaction. An immature reaction. The reapers had only one mission, and that was to exterminate all life. No matter where they went, innocent people were going to die.


“So,” said the scientist, “you can’t really make the claim that you—and I quote—‘saved our butts.’ We might all be wasting our time.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” There was no answer. He kicked the wall. “Yo! What’s that supposed to mean?”


Nothing.


Then the lights came on and the door hissed open. Outside, the sirens were already blaring.
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BROTHER ALBERT ESCORTED HIM ACROSS a bridge to the monks’ side of Sanctuary. On the other side, Benny spotted Lilah walking along the edge of the trench. He fell into step beside her. They walked for a while in silence. Behind them the guards used a winch to raise the bridge.


Lilah was tall, beautiful, with a bronze tan and blond hair so sun-bleached that it was as white as snow. She had wide, penetrating eyes that were sometimes hazel and sometimes honey-colored, changing quickly with her fiery moods. She carried a spear made from black pipe and a military bayonet.


Every time he saw her, Benny felt an odd twinge in his chest. It wasn’t love—he loved Nix with his whole heart, and besides, this girl was too strange, too different for him. No, it was a feeling he’d never quite been able to define, and it was as strong now as it had been the first time he’d seen her picture on a Zombie Card.


Lilah, the Lost Girl.


He finally worked up to the nerve to say, “They let me see him today.”


Lilah abruptly stopped and grabbed a fistful of his shirt. “Tell me.”


Benny gently pushed her hand away and told her everything that had happened. He left out the part about the soldier trying to hit Chong with his baton. There were already enough problems between Lilah and the soldiers. For the first few days after Chong had been admitted into the labs for treatment, Lilah stayed by his side. Twice soldiers had attempted to remove her, and twice soldiers were carried to the infirmary. Then on the eighth night, Chong appeared to succumb to the Reaper Plague. His vital signs bottomed out, and for a moment the doctors and scientists believed that he’d died. They wanted to have him quickly transported outside so he could be with the zoms when he reanimated. Lilah wouldn’t accept that Chong was dead. Either her instincts told her something the machines did not, or she went a little crazy. Benny was inclined to believe that it was a bit of both. When the orderlies moved in to take Chong away, Lilah attacked them. Benny never got all the details, but from what he could gather, four orderlies, two doctors, and five soldiers were badly hurt, and a great deal of medical equipment was damaged in what was apparently a fight of epic proportions. The soldiers came close to shooting Lilah, and if she hadn’t used one of the chief scientists as a shield—holding her knife to the fabric of his hazmat suit—they might have done it.


It was a stalemate.


And then the machines began beeping again, arguing with mechanical certainty that Chong was not dead. The scientist, fearing for his life and seeing a way out of the standoff, swore to Lilah that they would do everything they could to keep Chong alive, and to find some way of treating the disease that thrived within him. Lilah, never big on trust, was a hard sell. But in the end, Chong’s need for medical attention won out. She released the scientist. Chong was injected with something called a metabolic stabilizer—a concoction based on a formula found among Dr. McReady’s notes on the transport plane. Once Chong was stabilized, Lilah was taken—at gunpoint—outside the blockhouse and turned over to Benny, Nix, and the monks. She was forbidden to cross the trench. Four guards were posted on the monks’ side of the bridge to make sure of that.


As Benny described Chong’s condition, Lilah staggered as if she’d been punched. She leaned on her spear for support.


“He spoke, though,” said Benny hopefully. “That’s something. It’s an improvement, right? It’s a good sign and—”


Lilah shook her head and gazed across the distance toward the white blockhouse. “My town boy is lost.”


“Lilah, I—”


“Go away,” she said in a voice that was almost inhuman.


Benny shoved his hands in his pockets and trudged off to find Nix.
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BEYOND THE FENCE . . .


Through the long eye of the telescope, the boy with the sword slung over his back and the girl with the spear looked like they were standing only a few feet away. Close enough to touch.


Close enough to kill.


“I will open red mouths in your flesh,” whispered the man with the telescope. “Praise be to the darkness.”


FROM NIX’S JOURNAL


Zoms rely on one or more senses in order to hunt. Smell is big, we know that. They can smell healthy flesh. That’s why cadaverine works; it smells like rotting tissue.


Sight and hearing are just as important to them.


There has to be a strategic way to use these three senses against them. I’m going to talk to Captain Ledger about it. He seems to know more than anyone about fighting zoms.
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SIX MONTHS AGO . . .


Saint John stood under the leaves of a green tree while the two most powerful women in the Night Church argued with each other.


“It’s old-world heresy,” insisted Mother Rose, who was the spiritual leader of the Night Church. She was tall and lovely, graceful as the morning, as beautiful as a knife blade. “That plane and its contents represent everything the church opposes.”


“I don’t dispute that,” said the other woman, a frail Korean named Sister Sun. A year ago she had been athletic and strong, but over the last few months cancer had begun consuming her. By her own diagnosis she had less than a year to live, and she was determined to use that year helping the Night Church conquer the heretics. “My point is that we need to examine those materials to understand what’s happening with the gray people.”


“Nothing is happening with—”


“Mother, you know that’s not true. Our people have seen case after case of gray people moving in flocks. That never happened before. There are rumors of gray people who move almost as fast as the living. Even some incidents of them picking up rocks and stones as weapons.”


“So what?” countered Mother Rose in her haughty voice. “All life changes. Even un-life. It’s part of nature, isn’t it?”


“That’s just it,” insisted Sister Sun. “The Reaper Plague isn’t part of nature, as I’ve said many times.”


Saint John turned now and held up a hand. Both women fell immediately silent.


“The plague that raised the dead and destroyed the cities of sinful man was brought to earth by the divine hand of Lord Thanatos.”


“All praise to his darkness,” said the women in unison.


“Therefore it is part of the natural order of the universe.”


“Honored One,” said Sister Sun, “please listen to me. Both of you—listen. I know this plague. I studied it after the outbreak. My team was working with the Centers for Disease Control and the National Institutes of Health. No one alive knows this disease better than me except for Monica McReady.”


“That heretic is dead,” said Mother Rose.


“We don’t know that for sure,” said Sister Sun. “We sent five teams of reapers out to search for her, and two teams never returned.”


Mother Rose dismissed the argument with a flick of her hand.


“If McReady was tampering with the disease—if she was trying to create a cure for it, then she might have caused it to mutate,” said Sister Sun passionately. “Any possible change to the disease can have a significant impact on the predictable behavior of the gray people, and that is a danger to our church. You know it is. If you let me look at the research materials on the plane, I might be able to determine what she was doing. Maybe I can stop it, or perhaps learn enough to predict what changes are occurring so we can adapt behavioral modifications into our church doctrine. But we can’t allow random changes to manifest without a response from the church. Think of how disruptive that would be, especially to reaper groups that have a high percentage of new recruits. Doubt is our enemy.”


Mother Rose shook her head the whole time. “The plane is a shrine, and I have put my seal on it. It stays closed.”


She turned her back and walked away.


Sister Sun gripped Saint John’s sleeve. “Please, Honored One, surely you understand the danger.”


“The shrine belongs to Mother Rose,” he said.


“But—”


“It belongs to her.”


The saint gently pulled his arm away and walked off under the shadows of the trees, aware that she stood and watched him the whole time. He did not let her see the smile that he wore.
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THE MESS HALL WAS IN a Quonset hut set behind the dormitory hangar. Rows of long trestle tables, folding chairs, a steam table were set up for self-service. Benny picked up a tray and a plate, slopped some runny eggs and links of what he hoped was pork sausage. It might as easily have been lizard or turtle, as Benny had already found out.


There was never a lot of food. Enough, but none to spare.


The first time Benny had come here, he’d piled his tray high. No one had said anything until he sat down across from Riot, who gave him a stern glare.


“Y’all got enough food there for a pregnant sow,” she’d said to him, her voice heavy with an Appalachian accent.


“I know, right?” he said, and jammed a forkful of eggs into his mouth. “It’s not even that bad.”


Riot was thin and hard-muscled and very pretty, with a shaved head that was tattooed with roses and wild vines. She wore jeans and a leather vest buttoned up over nothing else that Benny could detect. “Maybe that zom knocked all good sense out your head, boy . . . but did it knock out all your manners, too? There’s four people not going to eat today because y’all took enough food for five. Look around—you think there’s anything close to abundance round these parts? Everyone here’s a few short steps away from starving and here you are, stuffing your face like it’s your birthday.”


When Benny looked around, all he saw were the bland, accepting smiles of the monks. Then he looked down at the heap of eggs, the mounds of potatoes and vegetables, and the half loaf of bread. Without another word he got up and walked back to the steam table and placed his tray in front of the first person in line. Then he left and didn’t eat anything else all day.


Now he had it down to a rhythm. A scoop of eggs, half a roast potato, a slice of bread thinly coated with butter, and a cup of well water. Always a little less than he wanted, always leaving a little extra for the next person. After the first couple of hungry days, Benny began to feel good about that. Now it was his ritual. He also spent time every day working in the bean fields and fruit groves, doing unskilled grunt labor to help. It was exhausting work, but it felt good. And there was the side benefit of approaching it as exercise to reclaim his strength and muscle tone.


He tried to get some of the monks working the fields to sing a few of the off-color work songs Morgie had learned from his dad, but that kite wouldn’t fly.


Today Riot was on the other side of the mess hall, seated next to Eve, the tiny blond-haired girl Benny had rescued after they’d both fallen into a ravine filled with zoms. Eve was laughing at something Riot said, and even from that distance Benny could hear the strange, fractured quality of that laughter. The poor kid had been through too much. Reapers had raided and burned the settlement in which she’d lived and slaughtered nearly everyone. The refugees spent several mad days running through deserts and forests, only to be hunted down and sent “into the darkness.” Eve had witnessed the terrible moment when reapers cut down her father and mother.


The monks worked with Eve every day, coaxing the little girl inch by inch out of the red shadows of her trauma, but even though there had been some progress, it was apparent that Eve might be permanently damaged. Benny was almost as worried about Riot as he was about Eve—the former reaper seemed to take it as her personal mission to “save” the girl. Benny dreaded what might happen to Riot if Eve’s fragile sanity finally collapsed.


It made Benny both sad and furious, because the reapers were so much worse than the zoms. The dead were mindless, acting according to the impulses of whatever force reanimated their bodies; the reapers knew what they were doing.


In his calmer moments, Benny tried to explore the viewpoint that the reapers actually believed that what they were doing was right, that they believed they were serving the will of their god. But he could not climb into the mind-set of a religion based on extinction. Even if the reapers believed that their god wanted everyone dead, they had no right to force that belief on everyone else. They had no right to turn the life of a child like Eve into a living horror show.


No right at all.


“Hey,” said a familiar voice behind him, and he turned, already smiling because a bad day had just gotten a whole lot better.


“Hey yourself,” he said, and leaned across the table to give Nix Riley a quick, light kiss. She was a beautiful girl with wild red hair, emerald green eyes that sparkled with intelligence, and more freckles than there were stars in the sky. A long pink scar ran from her hairline almost to her jaw, but even with that she looked young, and fresh and happy. It had been months since she looked this good. Like Eve, Nix had suffered through the absolute horror of seeing her mother murdered in front of her. Not by reapers—those killers were not yet a part of their lives—but by the brutal bounty hunters Charlie Pink-eye and the Motor City Hammer. Nix herself had been beaten and kidnapped by the pair. They were going to make her fight in the zombie pits of Gameland. Tom and Benny had rescued her, but from then on life for Nix had become a constant nightmare, running from one room in hell to another.


Nix sat down, but caught him staring at her. “What? Do I have something on my face?”


“Just this,” he said, and blew her a handful of kisses.


“You are too corny for words,” she said, but she was smiling. “You were in the blockhouse a long time today. What did they talk about?”


Nix’s smile leaked away as he told her about Chong.


“I thought Lilah said that he was alive!”


“He is alive.”


“But . . . he tried to bite you.”


“Okay, so he’s sick, he’s messed up—but he’s still Chong.”


“How? How is he still Chong? He’s totally infected, Benny. They’re keeping him in a cage, for God’s sake.”


Benny’s face grew instantly hot. “What are you saying? You think they should put him down like a dog?”


“Not like a dog, Benny. He’s a zom and—”


“And what? They should quiet him?”


Nix sat back and folded her arms tightly across her chest. “What do you think is going to happen, Benny? Do you think that Chong is going to suddenly snap out of it?”


“Maybe he will!” Benny yelled.


“Maybe he can’t.”


“I can’t believe you’re giving up on him, Nix. This is Chong. Chong! He’s our friend.”


“Was that really Chong down in that cage? Would Chong try to take a bite out of you?”


Benny whammed the table with his fist. “He’s not a zombie, Nix. He’s sick and he needs our help.”


“What help?” she demanded, her voice jumping a whole octave. “What can we possibly do for him?”


Benny had to fish for how to answer her. When he spoke, his voice was a hot whisper. “We need to give the scientists time to figure it out.”


“Okay. Fine. What happens in the meantime? We go visit him like he’s a zoo animal?”


“Why are you being such a bitch?”


Nix stood up so suddenly that her belt buckle caught the edge of her plate and flipped it over, flinging eggs everywhere. Surprise, embarrassment, and anger warred on her face.


“I—”


“Save it,” snapped Benny as he got up and stalked away.


He made it almost all the way to the door before Nix caught up to him. He heard her coming and quickened his stride, but she ran the last few steps, caught his sleeve, and spun him around. Before he could say anything, she stuck a finger in his face.


“You listen to me, Benjamin Imura. I love Chong every bit as much as you do. I loved Tom, too. And I loved my mother—but people die. In this world, people die. Everyone dies.”


“Well, thank you, Lady Einstein. Here I was thinking that everyone lived forever and every day was apple pie and puppies.” He glared at her. “I know people die. I’m not stupid, and I’m not kidding myself about how much trouble Chong’s in. Maybe he can’t come back, maybe he’s already too sick . . . but I heard him speak today, and even though it was only one word, it proves that some part of him is still there. He’s not gone yet, and I won’t give up on him. Not until there’s no hope and no chance at all.”


“Benny, I—” she began, but he shook his head and turned away.


He pushed past some monks who were on their way into the mess hall. Behind him he heard Nix call his name, but she did not follow him outside.
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MILES AND MILES AWAY . . .


His name was Morgan Mitchell, but everyone called him Morgie.


Morgie was big for his age, looking more like eighteen than fifteen. Beefy shoulders, arms heavy with muscle, and a dusting of beard smudging cheeks and chin.


His clothes were soaked with sweat, and his eyes were filled with shadows.


An old truck tire hung by a rope from a limb of the big oak tree. The weathered rubber was scarred by thousands of impacts from the bokken—the wooden sword Morgie held in his hands. Each blow made the tire dance and swing, and Morgie shifted this way and that to chase it, to continue hammering it, to smash at it over and over again. The force of each blow threw echoes against the rear of the house that stood vacant and silent at the other end of the yard. The bokken was hand-carved from a piece of hickory. It was his sixth sword. The first five had cracked and broken in this yard, defeated not by the tire but by the force of the hands that swung the wood, and by the muscle in arms and shoulders and back.


And by pain.


Each blow hurt. It wasn’t the shock that vibrated back from the point of impact and shivered through Morgie’s muscles and bones. It wasn’t that at all. The pain was in his heart. And he hammered at it every day. Several times a day. The training leaned him, burning away childhood fat, revealing muscles forged in a furnace of grief and regret.


Morgie knew he was being watched, but he didn’t care. It was like that all the time, almost every day. Randy Kirsch, mayor of Mountainside and former neighbor of the Imuras, sat on his porch. Two men sat with him, each of them drinking coffee from ceramic mugs.


•  •  •


“Two ration dollars says he breaks another sword today,” said Keith Strunk, captain of the town watch.


“Sucker’s bet,” said Leroy Williams, a big black man sitting to his left. He was a corn farmer who’d lost his right arm in a car crash after bringing a group of people through a horde of zoms after First Night. “Kid’s working on some real fury down there. He’ll break that sword or knock the tire out of the damn tree.”


The mayor glanced at his watch. “He’s been at it for two hours now.”


“Makes me sweat just watching him,” said Strunk.


They all nodded and sipped their coffee.


The thump, thump, thump of the sword was constant.


“You ever find out what happened between him and Benny?” asked Strunk. “Heard they had some kind of fight right before Tom took those kids out of town.”


The mayor shook his head.


“I heard it was over the girl,” said Leroy. “Little Phoenix. Remember, Morgie went courtin’ at the Riley place that night Jessie was killed. Morgie got his head near stove in by Marion Hammer. And then seven months later Nix goes off with Benny.”


“Ah,” said Strunk. “A girl. That’ll do it.”


They all sighed and nodded.


“I don’t think it’s just the girl,” said Mayor Kirsch. “I think it was that fight. I heard Morgie knocked Benny down.”


“If they were fighting,” said Leroy, “then they were fighting over the Riley girl.”


They all nodded again.


Captain Strunk said, “Morgie asked me the other day if I’d let him join the town watch. When I told him he was too young, he got a job as an apprentice fence guard.”


“Ugly work for a boy,” said the mayor. “And he asked me for an application to the Freedom Riders. He wants to roll out with Solomon Jones and that crew.”


“Thought you had to be eighteen for that,” said Leroy.


“You do. But he’s trying to get a special dispensation because he trained with Tom Imura.”


“Ah,” said Strunk.


Leroy grunted. “Maybe they should let him in. Tom trained those kids good . . . and besides, look at him. Kid’s bigger and tougher than any eighteen-year-old I know.”


“Tom did a good job,” said Strunk as they watched Morgie hammer away at the tire. “Bet Tom would be proud of him.”


The wooden sword whipped and flashed and pounded, again and again and again.
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BENNY WALKED ALONG THE TRENCH—well away from Lilah—until the weight of the sun’s heat slowed him to a less furious pace. Finally, drenched in sweat and feeling about as low as he could feel, he stopped, shoved his hands into his pockets, and stood there, staring across the trench at the dead. A few of them moved restlessly, but the rest stood as still as if they were the tombstones of their own graves.


Movement caught his eye, and Benny turned to see Riot as she walked Eve to the playground and handed her over to the head nun, Sister Hannahlily. Then Riot spotted him and came his way.


“Hey,” she said quietly.


“Hey,” said Benny.


“I saw that fuss in the dining room. You fighting with Red?”


Benny shrugged.


“This about Chong?”


“Yeah,” said Benny. “I suppose.”


“He’s pretty messed up, huh?”


“He’s sick . . . and if you want to lecture me, too, about—”


“Whoa—slow your roll, boy,” she said. “Just asked a question.”


“Yes,” Benny said slowly. “He’s in bad shape.”


“Red wants to put him down, is that the size of it?”


“Yes.”


“She know that Lilah’d skin her quick as look at her, right?”


“She knows.”


“So, where’s that leave everyone?”


Benny sighed. “In trouble.”


“Life don’t never get easy, does it? It just keeps getting harder in stranger ways.”


They watched Lilah, who had stopped pacing and now stood as silent as the dead, staring across the trench toward the blockhouse.


“That Lilah’s a puzzle,” said Riot quietly. “I must’a tried fifty times to talk to her. Not deep conversation, just jawing about the time of day. All she did was tell me to go away. That’s it, two words. Go away.”


“Lilah’s had a really hard life,” said Benny.


Riot’s face took on a mocking cast. “Did she now? Well, she sure don’t hold the deed on grief and loss, son. We all been mussed and mauled by bad times. But that girl’s done gone and shut down. I met gray people with more personality.” She tapped her temple with a finger. “I’m beginning to suspect there ain’t nobody home.”


“She’ll snap out of it once they do something for Chong.”


Riot cocked her head to one side. “Y’all really think so?”


“Yes,” said Benny with far more certainty than he felt. In truth he was frightened for Lilah. Any gains she had made since he and Nix had found her—wild and almost unable to communicate with people—seemed to have crumbled away. And secretly, he agreed with Riot’s assessment that Lilah’s personality seemed to be . . . well, gone. She would participate in combat training, but otherwise there was nothing.


His inner voice asked, How deep inside your own heartbreak do you have to fall before there’s no outward sign of life?


It was a sad question, and that made him wonder what Nix would have been like if she’d dealt with her mother’s murder without friendship and support.


Or what he would be like after Tom’s death if it hadn’t been for Nix, Lilah, and Chong.


He ached to do something. If this was an enemy he could fight, he’d have his sword in his hands, but the truth was that there were some enemies you could not defeat.


Benny nodded toward the blockhouse. “You were in there, right? A few years ago? In the lab area. What was it like?”


“Those boys didn’t let me see much. They stuck me in a little room with a cot, a commode, and nothing else. Not even a good book to read. All I got to do was stare at the walls all day, every day, and that ain’t even as entertaining as it sounds.” She thought about it, then chuckled. “I was right happy when I heard that Lilah done busted up the place. They’re good people over there, but they sure ain’t nice.”


Benny grunted and changed the subject. “Have you seen Joe today? I want to ask him about Chong.”


She shook her head. “No. He was out at the wreck until late last night. Not sure when he got back. Saw that big ol’ dog of his this morning—one of the monks was walking him.”


Benny said, “What do you think of him?”


“Joe? You should ask Red,” said Riot. “She thinks the sun rises and sets around that feller. Better watch out, boy—I think she’s sweet on him.”


“It’s not like that. Nix has been pumping him for information.”


“Information for what? For that silly diary of hers?”


“It’s not silly and it’s not exactly a diary,” said Benny. “She’s been collecting information on zoms.”


“Like what?”


“All sorts of stuff—traps, barriers, and like that. How to fight them. She’s been working out how we—people, I mean—can take back the world. It’s smart, too. Joe gave her pages and pages of notes. She’s been asking him how to fight the reapers, too. Like, if we settle in a town or maybe start a settlement somewhere, Nix wants to be ready to defend it against anyone, living or dead.”


Riot nodded approval. “If that happens, let’s put her in charge of the defenses.”


He nodded.


Riot smiled. “Wow. And all this time I thought she was writing love poetry or stories about princesses and unicorns.”


“You really don’t know Nix, do you?”


“Apparently not. She’s a . . .”


Riot’s voice trailed off, and she stared openmouthed at something across the trench. When Benny followed the line of her gaze, he saw a figure that made him feel sick and sad.


It was a zombie. A woman. In life she had been beautiful, with masses of wavy black hair and a face as coldly regal as any of history’s great queens. Now her flesh was gray and wrinkled, the moisture leeched away by the heat, and her hair hung in matted strings.


Mother Rose.


Once the spiritual leader of the Night Church. Once consort to Saint John.


Once Riot’s mother.


Now . . . what was she?


Mother Rose stood at the edge of the trench, and in some weird and inexplicable way she must have recognized Riot. The two of them, mother and daughter, stared at each other. Benny tried to calculate all the things that separated them. Beliefs, remorse, life itself, so many things, all of them greater than actual measurable yards, feet, and inches.


Two small tears broke and fell down Riot’s cheeks. “Oh God.”


“Riot, don’t look,” sad Benny quickly. “Go back to the hangars, don’t let—”


“Go away,” said Riot.


“Hey, no, I just meant—”


“Just go.”


Riot crossed her legs and lowered herself slowly to the ground. She sat there, staring across the trench at the thing that had been her mother.


Benny turned and slowly walked away.
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BENNY WENT BACK TO THE mess hall to find Nix. He didn’t want to be mad at her. Maybe if they talked it out she’d understand the thing with Chong.


But she wasn’t there.


The breakfast crowd was mostly gone, but Benny saw the ranger, Joe, come in. The big man wore camouflaged pants, a sweat-stained gray T-shirt, and handmade sandals. His blue eyes were hidden behind dark glasses. His skin was burned to a red-gold except for white lines from scars old and new. There were a lot of scars. Although he had to be in his late fifties or even early sixties, Joe was very fit, with ropy muscles that flexed under his tough hide as he walked. Ordinarily Joe was vibrant with good humor and rapid-fire snarky comments, but today he shambled to the steam table, and it looked like he needed to use serious concentration to spoon eggs onto his plate. Joe’s dog, a monster of a mastiff named Grimm, trailed along behind him. Joe thumped down into a chair at a table by the far wall; Grimm collapsed on the floor next to him. Everyone at the adjoining table got up and moved.


Benny drifted over.


Grimm lifted his head and studied Benny the way Morgie Mitchell used to study a grilled flank steak. Joe was hunched over his food, shoveling eggs into his mouth. He didn’t look up to see who was approaching.


“Buzz off.”


Benny stopped. “What?”


Joe raised his head only enough to glare at Benny over the top of the sunglasses, which had slid halfway down his nose. His eyes were bloodshot and bleary. “Oh, it’s you.”


“Mind if I sit down?”


“Yes.”


“What is it about today? Is it Tell Benny Imura to Go Away Day?”


“Sounds good to me. And in the spirit of that . . . go away.”


“No, I don’t think I will.” He took another step closer. Grimm gave a warning growl so deep and low that it seemed to vibrate up through the floor. “Is he going to bite me?”


“Pretty good chance of it,” admitted Joe.


“I’ll risk it.”


Joe leaned his forearms wearily on the table. “What’s your deal, kid? Does ‘buzz off’ have a different meaning with your generation?”


“No. I get it. You want me to leave. It’s just that I’m not going to.”


Benny lowered himself onto a chair. The ranger watched him with a kind of bleak fascination.


“You’re a weird kid,” said Joe. “Most people go on the assumption that Grimm would gladly have them for lunch. You don’t seem to think so. I’m not sure if you’re a good judge of character or a total moron.”


“Jury’s out on that at the moment,” said Benny.


“Okay . . . what’s on your mind?” Joe sighed. “And keep your voice down. My head hurts.”


Benny peered at him. “Are you drunk?”


“No, I’m hungover. There’s a distinct difference. One is fun; the other is a whole lot less fun. Right now I am not having any fun, and you’re not helping.”


“Here’s a thought—why not not get drunk?”


Benny was not a fan of drunks. Alcoholism and heavy drinking had been serious problems in all the Nine Towns ever since First Night. There were a lot of excuses, of course. Every adult had lost someone during those dreadful days. The apparent apocalypse had burned the faith out of a lot of people—faith in their religions, their ideologies, their expectations, their government, and their own dreams. The persistence of the zombie plague created tremendous paranoia. The world seemed to be ending, so why bother? Why not get drunk? Why not blur all the sharp edges? It saddened Benny as much as it disgusted him, because it was an acceptance of defeat. There was no fight left in it. There was no attempt to get back up and shake a fist at the universe and try again. One of Tom’s favorite martial arts sayings was: “Fall down seven times, get up eight.” Yet it seemed that some people just kept wanting to fall back down.


Joe sipped his coffee. “Exactly when did it become your business what I do?”


“You’re a soldier, right? A ranger? Aren’t you supposed to be a role model?”


“Wow, you’re an obnoxious SOB today. You have a double helping of cranky flakes for breakfast?”


“No. I spent the morning down in the dungeon under the blockhouse looking at my best friend, who seems to be turning into a zombie.”


“Ah,” said Joe. “Yeah, that’ll do it. I saw him yesterday. Shame.”


“It’s a ‘shame’? That’s the best you got? A shame? I thought those scientists were supposed to cure him.”


“First,” said Joe, pointing at Benny with his coffee cup, “stop shouting. You’re hurting my head. Second, what do you think they are over there? Wizards? You think they can wave a magic wand and make everything all better?”


“Yes. After we found those records on the wrecked plane, you were all excited. You said that we saved the world.”


Joe rubbed his eyes. “Yeah, well . . .”


“Well . . . what? We gave them Dr. McReady’s research notes, so why can’t they help Chong?”


“It’s complicated. They’re running into some speed bumps with those notes.”


“Like what?”


“Look, kid . . . you know that Doc McReady was ready to crack this thing, right? Her lab up at Hope One was where the real cutting-edge research was being done. Out there in the field. Out where the Reaper Plague was mutating. She was sending reports back here to Sanctuary, so they were following her lead, but they were a couple of steps back. It’s not like the old days when data could be shared via the Internet. When Hope One was evacuated, the transport plane was supposed to bring back everything McReady had. All of it, right up to the minute so the bigger lab at Sanctuary could finish her research and actually beat this thing.” He paused and shook his head. “Think about that, Ben. We were that close. We were ready to beat the plague that destroyed the whole world.”


“So . . . okay, it’s a shame that Dr. McReady died when the plane crashed—or maybe the reapers got her, whatever—my point is that if her research was on the plane, then how come the scientists in the blockhouse can’t just, I don’t know, finish it?”


“Because,” Joe said quietly, “not all the research was on the plane.”


If Joe had reached across the table and punched him in the face, Benny could not have been more stunned.


“I went over the cargo manifests,” continued the ranger, “and there’s a reference to the D series of boxes. We found series A through C. Nothing marked with a D. And based on the time Hope One was evacuated, there was nothing dated later than a month before she left.”
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