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CHAPTER
ONE


 


 


 


They
were eight miles south of the Blue Ridge Parkway when Rachel Wheeler first got
the urge to kill her companions.


They’d
dismounted their horses as the terrain had grown steeper, DeVontay leading one
of the pack animals just ahead of her. Dirt flew from the horse’s rear hooves,
a clump of it bouncing off Rachel’s shin. The motion of the creature’s legs
irritated her. She hated its power, its energy, its aliveness.


DeVontay’s
aliveness bothered her as well. Tall and dark-skinned, his shirt sleeves rolled
up past his muscular forearms, shoulders straight despite the weight of his
bulging backpack, he appeared vibrant and healthy. Except when he turned to
look at her, that one dead glass eye catching the dappled sunlight that broke
through the canopy of leaves overhead.


“You
okay, Rachel?” he asked, stopping for a moment.


No,
I’m not okay.


But
she smiled, because that was expected. That was the human thing to do.


And
she was human. Wasn’t she?


“Not
much farther,” she said, casting about on the forest floor for a heavy stick or
broken branch she could use as a club. His skull looked inviting. She imagined
it split open, with red blood and gray brains boiling out of it. But now that
he and the horse were at rest, the inner dissonance faded. She could scarcely
remember what the irritation felt like.


Behind
her on the narrow trail was Stephen, slowing them all down with his little-boy
steps. Out of sight below them, Campbell led the other horse they’d appropriated
from the valley below. The North Carolina forest was brilliant with late
autumn, yellow and scarlet leaves skating down from the high branches to make a
colorful carpet on the dirt.


“Do
you think he’ll be expecting you?” DeVontay said. “It’s been almost three
months. He’s probably given up hope.”


“No,”
Rachel said. “Even if my grandfather thinks I’m probably dead, he’ll still be
waiting.”


Franklin
Wheeler wasn’t the optimistic type, but he’d promised Rachel he’d stay at his
compound at Milepost 291 “until the buzzards haul off my creaky old bones.” She
hadn’t had any contact with him since the solar storms back in August ripped
the world apart, shut down civilization, and wiped out billions with
electromagnetic radiation. And a new kind—the mutant Zapheads whose physiology
had been irrevocably altered—had ascended to the top of the food chain as a
result.


Seems
like so long ago. A lifetime.


“We’ll
be exposed out on the parkway,” DeVontay said. “Maybe we should ditch the
horses. The terrain’s getting too steep for them. This is mule country.”


“What
kind of message would that send Stephen? That we just toss things aside when
they no longer suit us? He’d probably worry that we’d be getting rid of him next.”


“Yeah,
better keep you,” DeVontay said, patting the animal’s neck. “We don’t want to
haul all that junk ourselves.”


DeVontay
tugged the reins and the horse lifted its big hooves. As they continued up the
trail, Rachel’s rage returned. The motion of both the man and the animal caused
her an almost physical pain.


Stephen
shouted something. He wasn’t alarmed but was clearly excited.


“Keep
it down,” DeVontay ordered in a stage whisper.


Rachel
finished his sentence in her head: Or the Zapheads might get us.


“I’ll
check,” Rachel said, relieved to get away from DeVontay before she attacked
him.


She
backtracked thirty yards, passing an outcropping of granite slabs that looked
like it had been shot into the earth from an alien spacecraft. Stephen was just
beyond it, kneeling in the leaves, clawing at the ground. Campbell’s horse
clopped in the forest, scuffling leaves. He must have taken a detour through
the woods even though DeVontay told them to stay together.


“What
is it?” Rachel asked Stephen.


He
held it up. “A gun.”


“Stephen,
you shouldn’t be handling that. Put it down. Gently.”


She
looked around. What was a gun doing out here in the middle of nowhere?


None
of them were armed. DeVontay and Stephen had narrowly escaped a Zaphead attack
after a rogue band of survivors killed the people they were with. She and Campbell
had fled from a farm where Zapheads kept them as involuntary guests, but her
experience there had changed her. The Zapheads healed a vicious wound in her
leg, and she’d felt strange ever since.


Colors
and sounds seemed amplified, in much the same way she imagined psychedelic
drugs might alter normal perception. Small movements annoyed her. And she’d
seen the reflection of the small, animated flecks of gold in her own eyes. She
wasn’t sure how much of a Zaphead she was, but she’d made her choice.


She
was going to be human and resist the urges that boiled away inside her.


Yet
here was a gun.


Stephen
studied her, as if not fully accepting her as the woman who’d adopted him after
his mother’s death. He’d changed, too, no longer the innocent, scared child. He
held the rifle in his hands as if it were a toy, his eyes slit, face creased
with worry.


You’re
disobeying me. I said put it down. Now, you brat.


But
what she said was, “Stephen, you know what DeVontay would say.”


“But
I found it. It’s mine.”


“We’ll
let DeVontay decide.” She walked toward him, one palm turned up. “Let me have
it.”


Stephen
held the rifle as DeVontay had taught him, barrel pointed down and to the side,
but he looked like he could swing it up in a heartbeat. It was a little heavy
for him, and a long magazine protruded from the stock just in front of the
trigger. Probably an automatic or semi-automatic, a weapon designed to pump a
hail of bullets as fast as possible.


“There’s
blood on it,” Stephen said.


Rachel
could make out the gummy, brown splotches on the stock. The blood wasn’t fresh,
but it hadn’t dried and flaked away in the weather, either. The weapon had
likely been dropped sometime since the last rain three days ago.


“Could
be some people around,” Rachel said. “Bad people. Like the ones that caught you
before.”


“So
it’s good we have a rifle now, huh?”


“Yes,
but let me hold it for you until we figure this out.”


Stephen
lifted the rifle a couple of inches. “Because I’m a kid, right? Because I’m
helpless.”


“No,
you’re the Little Man,” she said, using DeVontay’s pet phrase for the boy. “I
just don’t want you to get hurt.”


Or
to hurt me, either.


DeVontay
probably heard the murmur of their conversation but wasn’t coming back down
through the woods to see what was happening. He must have decided it wasn’t an
emergency and wasn’t worth trying to turn the big horse around on the narrow
trail. Campbell was somewhere off to the left, maybe fifty yards away, snapping
branches as he made a noisy passage through the trees.


“I
know how to shoot it,” Stephen said, curling one finger around the trigger.
“And we’re supposed to kill Zapheads now, right?”


“No,
no, that’s not what we do. We try to avoid them.”


“What
happened to your eyes?”


She’d
been easing closer but now stopped. “Huh?”


“Your
eyes. They have the lights in them like the Zapheads do.”


“That’s
just the sun reflecting in them.”


“How
come they don’t reflect like that in DeVontay’s or Campbell’s?”


Rachel
considered rushing him, but that might cause him to panic. He was starting to
annoy her. No, he was starting to really piss her off.


“Put
it down,” she said coldly. “Now.”


“You’re
scary,” Stephen said.


“Guns
are scarier.” She didn’t like the way the boy was looking at her, his eyes
shaded by the bill of his Carolina Panthers cap. She strode toward him, forcing
herself to remain calm, stretching out her hand for the rifle, now only ten
feet away.


He
raised the barrel, which quivered, the muzzle like a black eye seeking light.


He’s
going to shoot me.


But
then she was close enough to grab the gun and tug it away. He let go and looked
down at the coagulated blood smeared on his hands. He wailed, “I’m sorry,” and
she knelt before him and gave him a hug.


“It’s
okay, hon,” she said. “Like DeVontay says, it’s good to be scared. It means
you’re alive.”


Rachel
picked up the rifle and checked it over. She put her finger on the safety
mechanism. Even if Stephen had pulled the trigger, the gun wouldn’t have fired.
It was a military-grade weapon, and the magazine appeared to be half full of
brass jackets. It fired three-shot bursts, if she remembered correctly, or one
shot at a time. Plenty enough to finish the job.


A
big brown horse snorted and clopped out from the trees, Campbell astride its
back. The animal also carried several canvas bags of supplies and a bed roll
the group collected from a house where they’d rested for a week. “What’s going
on?”


She
could do it. Flip the safety, spray a burst in their direction, and then get
DeVontay. Destroy them all.


“I found
a gun,” Stephen said to Campbell, who swung off the back of his horse, nearly
losing his balance.


“Nice,”
he said. “We need some protection. Let me have it, Rachel.”


“No.
I’ll take it to DeVontay.”


Campbell’s tousled hair gave him a sleepy aspect, but his lip
curled in a sneer that was wide awake. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Who
voted him king?”


“He’s
taken care of us for two months. And he’s gotten us this far.”


“Sure,
but who got you away from that farmhouse full of Zaps? Where was he then?”


“We
need to all stick together now.”


“So
your wacko grandpa can squirrel us away in some survival compound and turn us
into beef jerky?”


Two
quick movements of your fingers. Flip this safety and pull the trigger, and you
can shut him up. Forever.


“Stop
it,” Stephen shouted, clamping his hands over his ears. He was ten years old
again, despite the growing up that had been forced upon him in that cataclysmic
flash of light.


Campbell shot her a look that seemed to blame her for the
outburst. But he made no move to comfort the boy.


“What’s
going on down there?” DeVontay called.


“We
found a gun,” Rachel said.


“Hold
on. Don’t move.”


Rachel
imagined him tethering the horse to a tree so he could walk down the trail. She
was glad he’d take the decision out of her hands, because she didn’t trust
herself right now.


“Don’t
you wonder what that gun’s doing out in the middle of nowhere?” Campbell asked.


“Looks
like somebody was shooting it pretty recently.”


“All
that blood makes me think somebody was shooting back.” Campbell surveyed the
forest around them. “But I don’t see any bodies.”


The
mountain slopes were shadowed by the late-afternoon sun, a slight chill in the
air. The moist odor of loam and rotted wood mingled with the acrid smell of
dying leaves. Back in the old days, the Before, November would have been the
perfect time for a nature hike. Now it seemed like an unending trudge through a
steep landscape that was busy dulling the fall colors toward gray and brown.


All
to chase a promise made by her grandfather, who was probably either dead or
changed into…


…the
thing she was becoming.


She
eased the safety forward and aimed the weapon at the figure coming down the
trail. She had practiced very little, but she figured close was good enough if
you fired enough bullets.


“Rachel,”
DeVontay said. “It’s me.”


I
know.


But
as she sighted down the barrel, she made the mistake of looking at his face.
This was the man who sacrificed himself so that she and Stephen could escape
from Zapheads a month ago, and he’d risked his life to save her from a band of
vigilante soldiers in Taylorsville. And he’d kissed her with those soft, full
lips.


The
anger suddenly left her. As Rachel lowered the gun, the anger and emotional
chaos dissolved. She felt empty and foolish. She needed these people.


“Sorry,”
she said. “I’m just a little jumpy.”


“We’re
cool,” DeVontay said, nodding at Stephen but ignoring Campbell.


“We
might be in the middle of a war zone,” Campbell said. “What the hell’s a
military weapon doing out here?”


“Might
be some other survivors around,” DeVontay said. “But we can’t trust anybody.”


“I
thought this hillbilly paradise was supposed to be safe,” Campbell said.
“That’s why we came, isn’t it?”


“Nowhere
is safe anymore,” Rachel said. “But my grandfather was prepared for something
like this. If we can make it to his compound, at least we’ll have a chance.”


“Nobody
could be prepared for something like this. The sun goes ballistic and suddenly
everybody either drops dead or turns into crazy-brained killers. Your grandfather’s
probably dead and gone to rot by now.”


Rachel
didn’t want to think about that. “Either way, his compound will be there. We
don’t have any better options.”


DeVontay
looked up from checking the weapon. “When the first snow hits, we might wish
we’d stayed in the city.”


“Too
many Zapheads there,” Stephen said.


“Well,
we’re not the only ones who know about this compound,” DeVontay said. “Those
soldiers in Taylorsville were headed this way. And if there were any survivors
from Stonewall. That might even be one of their guns.”


“Franklin
Wheeler wasn’t much of a secret,” DeVontay said. “That group down in the valley
knew about it, too.”


“Great.
So everybody’s going to play ‘King of the Hill’ using high-caliber weapons.”


“If
we lay low, we have better odds,” DeVontay said. “Zapheads respond to noise and
react to violence by imitating it. If we stay out of the way, they may forget
all about us.”


“Genius
at work,” Campbell said, throwing his hands in the air. “So we just give them
the world and slink off into a cave somewhere.”


Campbell had been antagonistic ever since they’d joined up
with DeVontay and Stephen. Rachel was worried that Campbell felt possessive of
her. True, she probably owed him her life. But survival was going to be a group
effort.


The
Zapheads want to survive, too, and there are a lot more of them.


She
didn’t want to think about the intuitive link with the Zapheads she’d
experienced down in the valley. Bad enough her eyes were affected, but she’d
also endured emotional extremes since the Zapheads inflicted the
electromagnetic changes that healed her gangrenous leg. They’d somehow infected
her, but not in any viral sense—the treatment altered her in ways she could
barely recognize, much less understand. 


But
she was still in control. Of course she was.


“We
still don’t know what we’re up against,” Rachel said. “The Zapheads are
changing their behavior. Adapting or evolving, becoming more communal. They
have some sort of intuitive link going on. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it
telepathy, but they’re definitely working together in some sort of socialized
pattern.”


“Yeah,
gathering up all the dead,” Campbell said. “That’s one way to boost the old
community spirit.”


“Remember
what they did at the courthouse in Taylorsville,” Stephen said. “Where the
Zapheads arranged all the bodies around like they were still alive. Like they
were dolls.”


“Jeez,
kid,” Campbell said. “You’re giving me the creeps.”


DeVontay’s
horse whinnied nervously. DeVontay chopped the air with his hand and they all
fell silent, listening to the forest around them. As the soft noises of
nature—a distant, gurgling brook, a breeze through the crisp leaves, the
chattering of crows and verios—emerged around them, Rachel realized how loudly
they’d been talking.


DeVontay
motioned for everyone to remain still and crept up the trail, holding the rifle
up and ready to fire. Campbell’s horse snorted and he gave a tug on the bridle
to hush it. Rachel put a protective arm around Stephen.


“I’d
drop that if I were you,” came a voice from somewhere uphill from them.


On
the granite outcropping crouched a man in a Kevlar vest and khaki cargo pants,
pointing a weapon at DeVontay. He was maybe fifty feet away, his face cold,
eyes hidden by aviator shades. His rifle barrel held steady on his target, as
if he had all the time in the world. DeVontay eased his own weapon to the
carpet of leaves before raising his arms in surrender.


“Anybody
else armed?” the soldier called to the group. “If so, throw it down slow.”


“No,”
Campbell said, sullen and defeated. “All we have is our mouths.”


“Good,”
the soldier said. “Then keep ‘em shut.”


As
the man descended the granite promontory, Rachel’s homicidal rage returned.







 


 


 


CHAPTER
TWO


 


 


 


DeVontay
Jones didn’t like this.


He
didn’t like it at all.


He’d
been captured by a rogue Army platoon in Taylorsville and then imprisoned by a
band of survivors in Stonewall, all while dodging Zapheads along the way. Now,
just as they were approaching the promise of peace and a chance to settle down,
along came another asshole with a gun.


And
Rachel…her eyes…


He
hadn’t wanted any explanations for her odd behavior. Campbell told him how the
Zapheads inflicted a weird hands-on healing of her leg. Despite the strange
glint in her eyes and the echolalia she’d exhibited, repeating phrases over and
over, DeVontay preferred to believe she was in a state of shock. Nothing a
little rest wouldn’t cure.


She
was in no shape to deal with this. And Campbell had been sullen and bitchy ever
since they’d teamed up in the valley. Even Stephen seemed unstable, as if the
trauma and anxiety had piled up on his little shoulders until he was ready to
break.


Once
again, DeVontay would have to be the man.


No
matter how scared and exhausted he was.


The
soldier was close enough that DeVontay could see the single silver bar on his
shoulder. A lieutenant. Someone with experience who might be able to help them.
Or a trigger-happy psycho pushed past the breaking point along with anyone else
still unlucky enough to be breathing.


“What
do you want?” DeVontay asked. They didn’t have much food, and the gun lying on
the ground had been their only weapon. The horses had some value, but in this
rugged mountain terrain they were almost a liability. They didn’t have much to
offer in hope of appeasement.


Of
course, the officer could want Rachel for recreation, the same reason
those men in the Stonewall compound had kept their women locked away.


The
sun might have tossed the lid on our coffin, but we’re doing a damned good job of
pounding in the nails. We’re all getting less human by the day.


Rachel
edged closer to the rifle on the ground, her fingers twitching. The lieutenant
noticed and pointed his weapon at her. “Easy,” he said. “I don’t want to
shoot.”


“Because
if you shoot, the Zaps will find you,” Campbell said. “They’re around here
somewhere. I can just feel them.”


“We
haven’t seen any for two days,” DeVontay said, wondering why Campbell was
trying to provoke the man.


“They’re
around, all right,” the lieutenant said. “But if you stay quiet, they won’t
bother you.”


“That’s
why we aren’t carrying weapons,” DeVontay said. “They get stirred up if you
fight them. But if you ignore them, they chill out.”


“They’re
anything but chill,” the lieutenant said. “Ask a couple of my buddies what they
can do. Just don’t expect an answer, because they don’t have any tongues.”


The
lieutenant scooped up the rifle and checked the magazine. “M16A2. Probably from
my unit.”


“Were
you battling Zapheads around here?” DeVontay asked, relieved that the solder
seemed a little more relaxed and less threatening.


“No,”
the lieutenant said. “Each other.”


“Great,”
  Campbell said. “Only a handful of us left, and we still haven’t figured out
who the enemy is.”


“So,”
Rachel said to the officer. “Are you going to shoot us or what?”


DeVontay
didn’t like the way she was looking at the armed intruder. Were her eyes
glittering? It was hard to tell with the sun drifting down through the
quivering leaves. But Stephen drew back from her as if she smelled bad. The boy
had remained silent throughout the standoff, his face pale.


“That
depends,” the lietenant said.


“If
the Zapheads swarm us, you’re going to want another shooter,” DeVontay said.


“I
thought you said we could just close our eyes and they’d go away.”


“Not
if you’re acting like you’re ready for war. I think they can sense aggression,
like a wild animal.”


The
lieutenant scanned the forest around them. “It’s not the Zapheads I’m worried
about.”


The
moment his back was turned, Rachel leapt at him, a high-pitched clicking noise
issuing from her throat. She caught him in the shoulder, knocking him off
balance and sending the confiscated gun tumbling to the ground. DeVontay was
startled, unable to move, but Campbell rushed forward as if he’d been expecting
her to attack.


“Get
the gun,” Campbell grunted at DeVontay, but the soldier had already flung
Rachel away and swung his own automatic rifle in her direction.


“No!”
DeVontay and Stephen yelled in unison.


Rachel
scrambled up from the mud and leaves of the forest floor. Before she could
launch herself at the lieutenant again, DeVontay tackled her, bracing for a
hail of bullets. He wasn’t even sure why he considered Rachel more dangerous
than an armed man, but he hugged her with all his might. She struggled and
kicked in his embrace, and they both tumbled to the ground.


“Don’t
hurt her,” Stephen yelled, jumping on DeVontay’s back. Even though the boy only
weighed about eighty pounds, his knees drove the air from DeVontay’s lungs.


“Stay
down,” DeVontay whispered in Rachel’s ear, hoping to calm her. But she seemed
beyond hearing, thrashing like a wild and wounded animal. DeVontay didn’t know
how long he could restrain her, and he didn’t trust the lieutenant not to
shoot.


He
rolled her so that she was on her belly, hoping his weight would pin her in
place. Stephen climbed on his back, wrapping his thin arms around DeVontay’s
neck and restricting his breath. DeVontay lost his balance, and she turned
beneath him. Needles of pain lanced up his forearm.


Holy
hell, is she BITING me?


He jerked
his arm away from her face, warm blood staining his shirt sleeve. Her eyes were
wide, and golden flecks shimmered there as if a fire was trying to erupt inside
her skull. He didn’t want to hit her, but she clawed at his face and tried to
bite him again.


“Help
me,” he shouted at Campbell, who was frozen in place. “Grab her arm.”


The
lieutenant shifted his rifle back and forth, unsure who was the biggest threat.
DeVontay hoped the man didn’t decide to just kill them all and be done with it.
But he was more worried about Rachel at the moment. She was scary as hell, her
strength almost supernatural, as if she’d been possessed.


“Stephen,
grab her other arm,” DeVontay commanded, shrugging the boy from his shoulders.


“Leave
her alone,” the boy wailed, drumming his small fists against DeVontay’s
shoulder blades.


“We
have to stop her so we can help her,” DeVontay said, as Campbell joined the
fray. Together they managed to hold her so she was no longer attacking
DeVontay, but she bucked and writhed underneath them, mewling and clicking
noises pouring from her throat. Stephen finally realized DeVontay wasn’t trying
to hurt her, and he sat on her legs so that she stopped kicking.


DeVontay
looked up at the lieutenant. “Okay, you’ve gotten a good look. You for us or against
us?”


“I’m
not on anybody’s side but my own.”


“You
didn’t shoot us. So that puts you ahead of all the other people we’ve run into
lately.”


“This
isn’t my fight.”


“We
need to tie her up,” Campbell said. “We can’t sit on her all day.”


“You
have anything in your pack?” DeVontay asked the lieutenant.


“All
my supplies are back at camp. I didn’t plan on playing rodeo cowboy.”


“The
horses. You got a knife? Cut the bridle into leather strips.”


The
lieutenant removed the magazine from the second weapon, slid it into a pocket
of his camo cargo pants, and walked to where Campbell had tethered his horse.
He pulled a Ka-bar commando Bowie from a boot holster, the blade flashing in
the sunlight. “Your horse might run off,” he said.


“It’s
tame,” DeVontay said. “Besides, it’s curious. We’re probably pretty damned
amusing.”


The
horse had drawn as close as it could to the struggle and strained against the
bit of leather running from one of the bridle’s iron rings to the trunk of a
sapling. Its head was cocked as if watching them out of the corner of one eye.


“Easy,
boy.” The lieutenant drew the knife across the leather and then trimmed the
bridle from the horse’s long brown face.


Rachel
gave a lunge beneath them, but she was unable to budge the three bodies atop
her. The bite wound on DeVontay’s arm throbbed and, despite the coolness of the
late-autumn air, sweat poured down his face. His glass eye felt like dirt had
wedged around the socket. His ribs ached from the blow Stephen had landed, and his
legs were sore stems of rubber.


What
I wouldn’t give for a hot tub right now. Just five minutes of the way things
used to be.


Unlike
Rachel, he didn’t have any sort of religion to fall back on in troubled times.
If times stayed this troubled, he might have plenty of opportunities to
come up with one. Right now, the best he could do was utter a “Goddamn.”


“She’s
mellowing out,” Campbell said.


DeVontay
sensed that she’d relaxed but was unwilling to trust her. She might be playing
possum, waiting for an opening. And those teeth—she’d definitely been the
beneficiary of white suburban dental care. But her dentist, however much pride
she may have taken in her work, was unlikely to have considered cannibalism as
a possibility.


The
lieutenant parked his rifle in the crook of his arm and knelt over the group.
They were all panting from exertion. The horse, now free to follow its own
volition, poked its head over the lieutenant’s shoulder.


“Tie
her feet,” DeVontay said.


The
lieutenant gave a shake of his head as if to say, I don’t believe I’m
getting dragged into this. But he complied, asking Stephen to move up a
little so he could reach her ankles.


“Not
too tight,” Stephen said. “You’re digging into her skin.”


“Got
to be tight enough,” the lieutenant said. “You don’t want her kicking you in
the goose-eggs.”


Rachel
closed her eyes, and DeVontay was relieved to be spared the sight of those
chaotic storms. “How long has she been like this?” DeVontay whispered to Campbell.


“Like
I told you. Ever since the farmhouse. Those Zappers did something to her.”


DeVontay
didn’t want Stephen—or the lieutenant—to hear this, but he needed to know. “Is
she turning into one of them?”


“I
don’t know. I haven’t seen any other cases of spontaneous mutation, have you?
As far as I can tell, the Zaps were formed in the first blast of the solar
storms.”


“But
we don’t know what’s happening out there,” DeVontay said. “It’s not like we can
tune into CNN.”


 “Our
intel was that the mutations happened in the first wave of electromagnetic
radiation,” the lieutenant said. “That’s why there were reports of riots and
attacks even before the power went dark. The radiation escalated in waves over
a couple of days, doing the rest of the damage.”


“Damage?
Is that what you call six billion dead?”


The
lieutenant shrugged. “I didn’t sign up for this shit.”


Campbell moved to one side so the lieutenant could bind
Rachel’s wrists together. Her flesh turned red against the leather, but by the
amount of strength she’d exhibited, DeVontay didn’t want to take any chances.
She grunted as the knot tightened. DeVontay sighed with relief and stood on
trembling legs. Rachel was trussed up like a pig ready for the barbecue spit.


“Sorry
about this,” DeVontay said to her.


She
opened her eyes. The apology was not accepted.


“Now
what?” Campbell said to the others. “We carry her all the way to the top of the
mountain?”


“What’s
wrong with her?” the lieutenant asked. He’d removed his sunglasses and his
crewcut and gray eyes made him look a lot less evil. “She’s acting like those
crazies in the city, right after the Big Zap.”


“She
might be infected,” DeVontay said.


“Bullshit.
These things aren’t zombies. I haven’t heard of any fresh ones turning. If
anything, they’re dying off.”


“Not
as fast as we are. In the past two months, I’ve watched survivors blow each
other to bits.”


“So
have I.” The lieutenant stroked the neck of the horse, which had remained in
their company. The horse snorted in pleasure. “That’s why I’m out here in the
middle of nowhere.”


“You
going to tell us what happened to you?” Campbell said. “Since it looks like
you’re joining us?”


“I
haven’t made up my mind about that yet. Depends on what you do about her.”
He nodded to Rachel.


DeVontay
wondered if the soldier wanted to put her down. That seemed to be how the
military reacted to anything they couldn’t understand. Rachel was helpless at
the moment, vulnerable, and he was torn between fear and protectiveness. They’d
come a long way together, but was this the same woman he’d known before?


Stephen
didn’t suffer any doubts about Rachel. He bent over her, whispering soothing
words.


“Don’t
get too close,” DeVontay said, the ache in his arm reminding him of her
capabilities. “She might bite.”


“She’s
okay now,” the boy said. “See?”


Rachel
had stopped squirming and lay there looking up at them, breathing evenly. Her
eyes held none of the strange sparks. They were wet with tears, and thin trails
of them leaked down the sides of her face. Stephen shook her shoulder and said,
“Tell them you’re okay.”


“What
happened?” she asked, lifting her arms and staring at the leather strap that
girded them together. “Really, guys, this is creepy.”


“You…”
DeVontay didn’t know what to tell her. She wouldn’t believe the truth. He
barely believed it himself. And he wasn’t sure if she had fully recovered from
whatever seizure or violent fugue she’d experienced. She might be faking it for
all he knew, just biding time until they freed her and she could attack them
again.


“You
freaked out,” Campbell said. “You jumped these people. You bit DeVontay.”


She
shook her head from side to side, moaning “No.”


“You
don’t believe me, then why is there blood on your chin?”


“Campbell, stop it,” DeVontay said, made uncomfortable by Rachel’s tears. “That’s not
helping.”


“You
people make up your minds,” the lieutenant said. “It’ll be dark soon, and I
don’t want to be standing around in the middle of the woods. All this commotion
might have stirred up some Zapheads.”


“Where’s
your camp?” DeVontay hoped the lieutenant wouldn’t abandon them, especially
without a weapon and ammunition. Firing a shot would only draw more of the
mutants, but he wasn’t willing to leave himself helpless to defend Stephen.


“So
now you trust me?” the soldier said, wiping at the stubble on his chin.


“We
don’t have a choice,” DeVontay said.


“Let
me up from here,” Rachel said. “What’s wrong with you? All of you?”


Stephen
helped her sit up, giving her a hug. His eyes were moist with tears, and he
sniffled. “Ray Ray,” he said, like a toddler. “Please don’t be scary anymore.”


“I’m
not scary. I was just…I felt something.”


Felt
something. DeVontay wondered if there
were Zapheads around that had somehow influenced her behavior. In the valley,
the glinting in her eyes had faded as they’d put distance between themselves
and the Zapheads that were collecting bodies. And the radiance returned not
long before the lieutenant had appeared. But how could DeVontay tell the
others? He couldn’t abandon Rachel. They still needed her to find her
grandfather’s compound.


And
what about your feelings for her?


They’d
kissed once, a fleeting and untimely intimacy that neither of them was willing
to push further. But under different circumstances…


He
wished he could separate his attraction for her from the immediate demands of
survival, but what point was another day if it held nothing but breath and food
and water? A man needed hope if he wanted to live instead of merely survive.


“We
have to do something with her,” DeVontay said.


“My
camp’s half a mile to the west,” the lieutenant said. “Just a lean-to, but
there’s a rock shelf that provides some cover.”


“Are
you willing to take us on, at least for the night?” DeVontay asked. Stephen
looked at the lieutenant with desperate, pleading eyes. Campbell was sullen and
stone-faced. The horse was the only one of the group who expressed any
excitement at the prospect of an adventure, vigorously twitching its tail as it
nibbled on some ferns.


“I
haven’t made up my mind,” the lieutenant answered after a moment. “It’d be nice
to have a sentry while I slept. But I need somebody I can trust. Right now, you
guys barely seem to be able to handle a woman.”


DeVontay
didn’t know if the man was being deliberately sexist or if he was implying that
Rachel was something more than just a woman. “We’ve handled lots of things.”


“Oh,
yeah? How many have you killed?”


“People,
or Zapheads?” Campbell cut in.


“Either.”


“We’ve
all killed,” DeVontay said. “Even the boy.”


DeVontay
sold the lie with a cold stare. Stephen’s mouth opened in surprise but he
didn’t say anything. Campbell nodded grimly.


The
lieutenant didn’t quite buy it, but he didn’t push the issue, either. Instead,
he tossed the automatic weapon to DeVontay, although he kept the ammunition
magazine. “All right, soldiers. You’re drafted. Now saddle up.”


Wild
West joke. Hilarious. “Can I borrow
your knife, lieutenant?” DeVontay asked.


“Call
me Hilyard,” the lieutenant said, pulling the commando knife from his boot and
holding it out by the tip. “I’m a civilian now, I suppose.”


“Thanks,
Hilyard. I’m DeVontay, that’s Campbell over there with the horse, and the boy’s
named Stephen. That woman’s named Rachel.”


“You
going to be responsible for her?”


“I
have been for a while.” DeVontay took the knife and knelt beside Rachel. “Are
you okay now?”


“Sure,”
she said. “We’re going to Milepost 291, right? See, I remember.”


“That’s
right.” DeVontay gave a weary smile, relieved that her tears were drying up. He
could handle mutant behavioral changes, but he couldn’t handle vulnerability.
They had to be tough now. Or, at least pretend to be, for Stephen’s sake. “But
we have to rest first.”


“Just
for the night. We need to get to my grandfather’s camp soon.”


“Just
for the night.” DeVontay sliced the leather strap from her legs and helped her
to her feet. “I’m going to leave your hands tied for a little bit, just to make
sure.”


Her
eyes narrowed, shooting hot anger at him, but he ignored her glare. Rage was
better than sadness, as far as he was concerned. “I wouldn’t hurt you,” she
said.


“It’s
not just me,” he said, nodding to Hilyard, who was already heading up the
trail, moving between the cluster of large granite slabs and deeper into the
forest. Stephen took Rachel by the elbow and guided her up the trail, and
DeVontay followed, the knife thrust in his belt and the empty rifle on his
shoulder.


Campbell tried to capture the horse, but it danced away from
him as if playing a mischievous game. “Okay, pal, you’re on your own.”


By
the time Campbell caught up to them, the horse had decided to follow, and the
second horse was still tethered to its tree, nibbling on a patch of gray moss.
DeVontay freed it, boosted Rachel astride its back, and then lifted Stephen up
behind her. “It’s slow going now, but you may as well ride while you can.”


The
group followed Hilyard, whose footfalls scuffled leaves as he headed toward his
camp.


They
didn’t notice the three Zapheads watching them from a dark crevice in the
granite boulders.
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Lt.
Hilyard’s camp was a thick stand of tree branches built against a sloping sheet
of gray granite.


Rachel
sat before the campfire, her hands bound in front of her. The skin of her
wrists had rubbed raw almost to the point of bleeding, but she wasn’t going to
beg for release. The best thing now was to act normal, to pretend she was the
same as she had been before.


The
trouble was she couldn’t quite remember what that was like.


As
evening approached and the shadows of the trees merged into one solid wall of
darkness, the others gathered closely around the fire, welcoming its heat. With
November, the nights grew long and cold, and the higher elevations made for a
harsher climate. Rachel wondered if her grandfather had been unwise to build
his survival compound in the peaks of the Blue Ridge Mountains, but he’d always
insisted that being off the beaten path “will keep tourists away.”


Are
you out there, Grandpa? Are you still waiting for me like you said you would?


Will
you still love me if I’m a Zap—


But
she couldn’t finish that thought. She wasn’t a mutant. She felt perfectly
normal.


So
she worked her fingers into the tin can of mealy substance—the lieutenant and
DeVontay wouldn’t let her have a utensil—and shoved as much into her mouth as
she could stomach. She wasn’t hungry, but she understood the need to keep her
body nourished. DeVontay was standing watch near where the horses were tethered
about fifty yards away. The others mostly ignored her, although Stephen
occasionally glanced at her, wary and exhausted.


“Aren’t
you worried about the fire?” Campbell said to the lieutenant, finishing off his
MRE. “Somebody might see the smoke.”


“If
you use dry wood, it’s not bad,” Hilyard said. “Even if someone noticed the
smoke in the treetops, it would be nearly impossible to pinpoint the source.
And it will burn out before dark.”


The
lieutenant held up his own can of military food and said, “Besides, this stuff
is bad enough when it’s warm. You don’t want to go cold turkey.”


Stephen
peered down into his own can. “Is this turkey?”


“Maybe
vulture, if you’re lucky.” Seeing Stephen’s face curdle, he added, “Just
kidding, son. That’s Grade-A American pork right there.”


“Glad
you had some food,” Campbell said. “We haven’t scored anything for two days.”


“What
are you people doing up this way? Seems like you’d stay in the valley and head
south for the winter. If it’s good enough for the birds, it’s good enough for
civilians.”


“I
don’t think the birds are flying south this year,” Campbell said. “The zap
knocked out their directional instincts. I’ve seen geese flying in twos and
threes, no pattern, and they don’t seem to know where they’re going. Last week,
I saw a seagull. And we’re five hundred miles from the coast. I’ll bet other
migratory animals are knocked off kilter as well. I saw a show on the Discovery
Channel that said gray whales migrate up to 12,000 miles in a year. Bet they’re
turning circles now.”


“Makes
sense. Most of what I know about EMP comes from nuclear weapons research they
taught us at West Point. But they didn’t teach us a damn thing about Zapheads.”


“What’s
EMP?” Stephen asked, licking his spoon.


“Electromagnetic
pulse,” the lieutenant said. “A burst of energy. In our case, the sun is like a
big nuclear bomb that decided to go off on its own.”


“My
mom told me about nuclear,” the boy said. “She said it was going to kill us all
one day.”


The
boy stared morosely into the fire at the memory of his mother. Rachel’s heart
lurched at the sight. She couldn’t comfort the boy. Not with her hands bound.
Not when they were treating her like a prisoner. Or worse, like a wild animal.


If
she sat here long enough and behaved—like a human—then maybe they’d
release her. That might take days. The tears had worked pretty well. Maybe more
of those, if necessary. She surreptitiously wriggled her wrists to loosen the
leather strap.


“Your
mother might be right,” Campbell said to Stephen. “I met this professor who
said four thousand nuclear power plants are melting down.”


“Yeah,”
Hilyard said. “If the Zaps don’t get us, we can look forward to a slow death
from cancer.”


“That’s
horrible,” Rachel said. “Don’t scare the boy any more than you already have.”


“He
needs to deal with reality,” Campbell said. “This isn’t a Boy Scout hike. This
is survival of the fittest, and if you bury your head in the mud, you’re not
going to make it.”


Rachel
smirked at him. “DeVontay wouldn’t say that.”


Campbell’s jealousy flickered and shifted to anger as he
jerked to his feet. “Well, your boyfriend hasn’t done such a good job of it.
Where was he when you were dying of blood poisoning from that dog bite? Who
saved you from the Zapheads at the farmhouse? Which one of us almost got
Stephen killed down in the valley?”


“Easy
now,” Hilyard said. “We’re on the same team here.”


At
least for the moment. Rachel shot a
cool glare at Campbell, and then motioned to Stephen with her head. “Come over
here, honey.”


The
boy’s eyes brimmed with tears, and he sniffed wetly. “You…I don’t know who you
are anymore.”


“I’m
Rachel. And I told you I’d be here for you all the way to Mi’ssippi where we’d
find your dad.”


Stephen
flung his tin can into the fire, sending sparks wafting up in a wild dance. His
lower lip trembled as he spoke. “My daddy’s dead. Quit lying.”


“We
don’t know that.”


“Either
dead, or he’s one of them. Just like you.”


The
rage flared but she suppressed it. Campbell and Hilyard watched her with
narrowed eyes. “Stephen. Look at me.”


He
snorted some snot back up his nose and ignored her for a moment. But he must
have considered the love and support that After would offer him on his own and
decided Rachel was better than nothing. When he finally turned to her, she
fought down a surge of victory.


The
boy is mine.


But
he looked past her, to the edge of the forest, where DeVontay emerged carrying the
rifle that Hilyard finally trusted them enough to load. “Did I miss the party?”
he asked.


“Plenty
of fun left for all,” Hilyard said. “A laugh a minute.”


“Your
watch,” DeVontay said to Campbell, holding out the weapon. “There’s a big oak
trunk scorched by lightning that makes a pretty good lookout perch.”


Campbell snatched the rifle away and gave a mock salute. “Aye
aye, Captain.” He glared at Rachel as he left the camp. “I wish I’d left you at
the farmhouse. You’d be queen of the Zaps by now.”


“What’s
his problem?” DeVontay asked.


“That
he’s not you,” Rachel said.


Stephen
dashed to DeVontay and gave him a tight hug around the waist. DeVontay tugged
the boy’s baseball cap and chuckled with false cheer. “Hey, Little Man. What’s
got you so down?”


“I
don’t want to be here anymore.”


“We
won’t be here long, but we need to rest. And Lt. Hilyard was nice enough to
share his camp with us.”


“That’s
not what he means,” Rachel said. “He wants to go back to the way it was
before.”


That
sounded reasonable. That sounded like the school counselor she’d been in her
previous life. That sounded like something Rachel would say.


“We
might have scared him a little bit,” Hilyard said. “I’m sorry, son. I’m not
used to children. I’m career Army. I forget what the civilian world’s like.”


“I
think we all have,” DeVontay said, giving Stephen a soothing stroke on the
shoulders. “We’re going to make it, Little Man.”


“I
don’t want to go to Mi’ssippi no more,” Stephen said. “I don’t even remember
what my dad looks like.”


“We
don’t have to worry about that right now,” DeVontay said. “First, we’re going
to Milepost 291 and Rachel’s grandpa’s camp. We’ll be safe for a while. Then we
can figure out where to go from there, okay?”


The
boy wiped his nose on his sleeve and nodded. “Okay.”


“Good,”
DeVontay said. “So, did I miss dinner?”


Hilyard
dug into a canvas satchel and tossed him an MRE. “Caviar and foie gras.”


“Good
enough. I’m so hungry I could eat a horse.”


“DeVontay!”
Stephen said, drawing a giggle from Rachel. The giggle almost got away from
her, threatening to build into a wild cackle, but she swallowed it down.


“Don’t
worry, both of them are fine. But we may have to let them go if the terrain gets
much steeper, okay? It’s cruel to walk them up those rocks.”


Stephen
nodded, following DeVontay back to the fire. As DeVontay sat on a large stone
several feet from Rachel, she held up her bound wrists. “I’ve been a good girl.
Think I can get time off for good behavior?”


He
leaned forward until his face was inches from hers, and she realized he was
studying her eyes. She didn’t know if she could diminish the heat collecting
there. The best she could do was smile. Humans smiled when they wanted to fool somebody.
“How do I look?”


“Like
Rachel. No sparks.”


His
breath drifted across her cheek. If she bent forward, she could kiss him on the
mouth. She remembered what that was like. And then he would do anything
for her.


His
single eye fogged a little as if remembering, too, but he drew back as if
conflicted. “We can’t keep you tied up forever. It’s cutting off your
circulation.”


“I’m
fine now. I just snapped a little bit.” She shrugged. “Stress. The end of the
world will do that to you.”


DeVontay
took her hands in his, his strong, dark fingers squeezing firmly. “I’m going to
have to trust you. We need you, Rachel. Okay?”


She
nodded. Yes. Trust me.


He
drew the knife Hilyard had given him and drove the point under the leather
strap, then snicked the blade upward and freed her. Blood made an
agonizing rush into her constricted veins as her circulatory system pumped her
hands back to life.


“I
don’t mean to be nosy, but I need to know what I’m getting into here,” Hilyard
said to her. “Campbell said you were somehow infected by those Zapheads when
they healed a wound on your leg?”


“It’s
not an infection. It’s…hard to describe.”


“Might
be some kind of shock thing. One of the cadets at WestPoint was struck by
lightning during a foot drill. He survived, but he suffered heart arrhythmia
and synesthesia, where he saw some letters and numerals as colors. Like ‘e’
would be yellow, so he could see patterns in words. They were going to make him
a cryptologist but the condition faded a month or so later. Maybe the
electromagnetic pulse did the same thing to these Zapheads.” He looked at
Rachel. “And to you. If these mutants harbor some kind of strong
electromagnetic field, they could have affected the way your body’s nervous
system operates. Like when you put a magnet next to a computer disk and erase
the information.”


“You
make them sound like machines,” Rachel said. “But I guess that’s better than
monsters.”


Hilyard
patted the rifle resting across a log beside him. “As long as they’re not
bulletproof, I don’t care what they are.”


“She
looks fine,” DeVontay said to him. “Whatever happened, it’s over now. We’ve got
bigger worries than just Zaps. You said survivors attacked you.”


“Yeah.
We had a bunker up on the ridge, a secret installation that was shielded to
survive a nuclear attack. When the first solar flares were reported, we were
ordered to hole up. The top brass didn’t really expect anything serious. It was
mostly just an excuse to test out the toys. Then we lost sat-comm and had to
disconnect all of our equipment like we would during an EMP event. Only nobody
suspected our bodies needed the protection more than our gear did.”


“So
the bastards knew,” DeVontay said. “The government knew days ahead of time that
we were all in danger and didn’t say shit. But I bet they sure as hell took
care of themselves.”


“This
is all top secret, not that it matters anymore. I don’t know how many other
shielded bunkers like ours are scattered across the country. Or the world, for
that matter. You better believe Russia has some, and the Chinese, and Israel.”


“So
there could be other survivors out there,” Rachel said. “Organized. Putting the
pieces back together.”


“In
theory,” Hilyard said. “Didn’t go so well for us. I was commanding officer, and
we were under orders to stay down for a month. We had plenty of food and
supplies, chemical toilets, battery-powered electronics. We were in good shape.
But guys got cabin fever. Didn’t know what was happening outside the door. And
two weeks in, my staff sergeant staged a mutiny. He convinced the others that
some sort of catastrophe had occurred and the government had collapsed. Chain
of command went all to hell. A few of the privates supported me, but Sgt.
Shipley figured mob rule was the answer. As long as he got to be head of the
mob.”


Stephen
slumped against DeVontay and closed his eyes. He might have been napping, or
just listening. The boy had turned to DeVontay as his protector since he and
Rachel had become separated. She felt a sting of loss, but it was short-lived.
Stephen would eventually come back around. Every child needed a mother.


Even
if that mother was like…whatever she was becoming.


“How
many were in your platoon?” DeVontay asked Hilyard.


“Forty.
When Sgt. Shipley opened the bunker door two weeks after the solar storms, I
gathered the men who were loyal and pretended to go out on a recon mission. By
then we’d figured out something was wrong, because we couldn’t raise anyone on
the radio and all the electronic gear we’d left outside was fried, including
our Humvees. My plan was to get off the mountain and reach a city, establish
contact with headquarters, and have Shipley court-martialed. The trouble with
that plan was that there were no more headquarters and no more cities. And
Shipley had plans of his own.”


“Civil
war,” Rachel said.


“It
wasn’t war. It was murder. They ambushed us.”


“Didn’t
they know about the Zapheads?” DeVontay asked. “That we all needed to stick
together?”


“We
found out pretty quick that a lot of people had died. All those travelers on
the parkway were fried. Some of them had driven off the road, others must have
coasted to a stop, sitting there stinking behind the wheel. There were a few
collisions, but traffic must not have been too heavy that day. Then we found a
few survivors. Only they weren’t people anymore.”


“Monsters?”
Rachel asked.


“They
attacked us. We had to defend ourselves. Shipley must have snapped, because he
started ranting about how we were the last outpost of the human race and it was
our duty to establish a new world order. He’d always been a little
unconventional in his views, but I guess he’d just never had the opportunity to
go all Stalin and Mao.”


“And
you were the only one that got away,” DeVontay said, a mild note of suspicion
in his voice that Hilyard apparently didn’t register.


“I’d
guess some of the soldiers aren’t on board, but no way they’ll say anything
now. Not after watching Shipley kill seven men. Besides, they’re safe at the
bunker. It’s easy to defend, they have enough supplies to get through the
winter, and nobody really knows what the world is like off the mountain. In the
meantime, they’re sending out patrols to kill or capture whatever Zaps they can
find.”


“What
about survivors like us?’ DeVontay asked. “Where do we fit in Sgt. Shipley’s
New World Order?”


“You’re
civilians. That makes you low priority in his eyes. If you don’t have a useful
purpose, you’re just a drain on resources.”


“And
you call the Zapheads monsters?” Rachel said. The circulation had
returned to her fingers and the tingling, fiery ache had resolved into numb
warmth. The ligature marks on her wrists cut deep red furrows in her flesh. The
men shouldn’t have hurt her. But she couldn’t risk anger.


Not
yet.


“We’d
better put out this fire,” Hilyard said. “Dusk is settling in, and we need to
figure out bedding and the sentry schedule. You folks hit the lean-to and
settle in. The boy needs his sleep. I’ll go relieve Campbell for a while and
let you folks work out the next watch.”


An
owl hooted in the high trees, a harbinger of sunset.


The
hoot was echoed in the distance.


“That’s
a good sign,” Hilyard said. “If anything big was moving around, it would have
spooked the owls.”


Yes, Rachel thought. That’s a very good sign.


Because
those aren’t owls.
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When
DeVontay awoke, he thought he was sleeping under the stars.


But
the air was warm and still, although the stars danced like the universe had
kicked into a carnival waltz, whirling and spinning to a tune beyond the range
of human hearing. Then the tiny sparks slowed, and Lt. Hilyard spoke.


“It’s
one,” he said, his face thrown into stark shadows by a dim glow below him.
“Your turn as sentry.”


“Your
wristwatch works,” DeVontay said, his throat cracking from dryness. They both
talked in low tones, aware of the others in the lean-to.


“I
had it with me in the bunker. Luminous dial. We had some flashlights and spots,
but this is all I had with me when they attacked us.” When Hilyard let the dial
go dark, specks of light still floated across DeVontay’s vision—even in his
glass eye, as if some memory had been triggered there.


“I’d
forgotten what artificial light is like.”


“I
keep it covered unless I’m inside. Not that time matters anymore, but it’s kept
me connected to the real world while I’ve been playing Robinson Crusoe of the Blue Ridge Mountains.”


DeVontay
had slept heavily, with cluttered dreams whose residue haunted him. Hilyard sat
by the lean-to’s opening as if he’d been awake for years. DeVontay reached
beside him in the dark, first feeling Rachel’s hair and then the boy’s. Stephen
snuggled against her, breathing steadily, his body still.


Rachel
didn’t stir at DeVontay’s touch, but he was struck with the impression that she
was awake. He listened to her breath for a moment, but it didn’t alter from its
slow, shallow state. He rolled away from her and crawled past Hilyard.


“Here,”
Hilyard said, bumping him.


DeVontay
reached out in the dark and took a slender cylinder. “What’s this?”


“Orion
flare for emergencies. If anything happens, you might be able to see well
enough to run for your life.”


“Or
blind the people that want to kill me?”


Hilyard
chuckled. “That, too. This is a handheld flare, so pop this cap and yank this
thing here at the bottom.” He guided DeVontay’s hands along the flare. “It’ll
burn for about three minutes.”


“Heard
anything from Campbell?”


“I
went out to check on him at midnight. He was shivering and pissed off, but he
was awake. I told him the cold was a blessing.”


“He’s
pissed off in general, as far as I can tell.”


“I
picked up a little tension between you guys. What’s that all about?”


“Nothing.”
DeVontay was suddenly eager to be out of the lean-to. Even in the dark,
claustrophobia squeezed at him from all sides.


“I
need to know what I’m getting into here, DeVontay. I didn’t have to take you
people on.”


This
is silly. Like high-school bullshit. “He
wanted to play white knight for Rachel, but…she already had a black one.”


Hilyard
sighed. “The world ends and people are still people. The human race never had a
chance, did it?”


“Sure,
we did. It’s slim, but it’s all we got. And I notice you haven’t surrendered
yet.”


“I
don’t like to lose.”


“Neither
do I.” DeVontay gripped the officer’s muscular forearm in the dark, squeezed
it, and crawled through the opening and outside.


The
air was clear and cold, tiny bits of frozen blue light jabbed into the curtain
of night. The pale wedge of moon was barely visible through the nearly bare
branches. The ground felt heavy and sodden beneath his feet, as if autumn had
downshifted into winter while he slept. He carried the flare in one fisted
hand, the other resting on the butt of the knife Hilyard had given him.


The
moon provided enough illumination for him to backtrack to where the horses were
tethered. He assumed Campbell would be standing guard there, and he gave a low
whistle as he approached. He didn’t need Campbell panicking and shooting him in
by mistake.


Or
on purpose, either.


Campbell didn’t answer. The forest was silent, except for a
soft whinnying from one of the horses. DeVontay pressed himself against a tree
and peered toward the animals. All he saw were the broad, dark flanks of the
animals, their necks bent low.


“Psst.
  Campbell?”


No
answer. He might have made a circumference of the camp, making sure nobody
approached from high ground. But Hilyard said the craggy terrain would inhibit
advance from any direction but downhill. Given the officer’s tactical training,
DeVontay believed it. However, Zapheads probably hadn’t read any manuals on
military strategy and didn’t seem to care if their bodies were torn and broken
by sharp rocks.


DeVontay
checked the horses to make sure they were okay. They seemed to be drowsing on
their feet. Nice survival trait. You can break into a run if necessary, or
kick at any predators.


Then
he noticed that Campbell—or somebody—had loosened the halters. The animals were
free but hadn’t wandered away. That’s odd. We’d talked about releasing them
but Campbell shouldn’t have made a unilateral decision. I don’t like this.


If Campbell had wanted to break from the group, he would have taken one of the horses. With a
horse and a rifle, he’d have a decent chance to reach the valley and hole up in
an abandoned house. But Campbell had never expressed a desire to go solo. He
wouldn’t leave Rachel, not while he’s still got that goofy crush on her.


DeVontay
took an oblique angle back toward camp, figuring he’d see Campbell before he
reached the lean-to. If not, he’d keep going to the stacked wall of granite
behind them. Campbell might be stubborn enough to think he could climb it and
view miles of surrounding ridges.


DeVontay
considered alerting Hilyard and then discarded the idea. The man already felt
burdened by them, and any extra drama might be enough to push him over the
edge. Besides, the man needed rest if he was going to help them. DeVontay was
pretty sure Hilyard would join their journey to Franklin Wheeler’s compound at
Milepost 291, and another competent ally would be welcome.


He
called Campbell’s name several times in a loud whisper, carefully navigating
the gaps between trees. He was two hundred feet behind the lean-to when he
nearly bumped into the silhouette standing beneath the scraggly limbs of a
gnarled oak.


“Shit,
  Campbell, you nearly gave me a heart attack,” DeVontay said. “Why didn’t you
answer?”


The
silhouette said nothing and didn’t move from the shadows. Then a branch shifted
and glinted in the moonlight.


No,
not a branch, the barrel of a gun.


“My
watch,” DeVontay said, determined not to let Campbell intimidate him. “Go on
down and get some sleep.”


“Sleeeeeep,”
 Campbell said, only it wasn’t Campbell.


At
first DeVontay thought this must be one of the rogue soldiers from Hilyard’s
unit. So much for Campbell’s prowess as a sentinel. But the man spoke as if he
were drunk. Then other voices came from unseen mouths around him.


“Sleep,
sleep,” they said, imitating DeVontay’s stage whisper.


“What
the hell?” DeVontay wondered if he should shout and warn the others. He might
get shot because of it, but they might have a fighting chance. And he was
probably going to get shot anyway.


“Sleep,”
the man with the rifle said, and then DeVontay saw the glints of yellow dancing
above the source of the words.


Zap.


DeVontay
lunged toward him, bracing for the sting of hot lead in his guts. But the
figure didn’t react as DeVontay slapped the weapon from his hands and knocked
him to the ground. DeVontay had never seen a Zaphead with a firearm, and this
one apparently didn’t know how to use it.


DeVontay
crawled atop the Zaphead and grappled for his throat, intending to choke until
the larynx popped like a persimmon. His other hand, which still held the flare,
clubbed the man in the temple. The man sprawled passively beneath him for a
heartbeat, and then exploded into a flurry of flailing fists and wild kicks.


Someone
else climbed onto DeVontay’s back, putrid, metallic breath strafing his neck.
He bucked to throw his new assailant but only succeeded in getting more
entangled with the man beneath him.


He
landed an elbow in the ribs of the attacker behind him, eliciting a decidedly
feminine grunt. Sharp fingernails raked across his cheek and brow. Hot fluid
poured down his forehead, and he wasn’t sure if his scalp had ripped or if
somebody’s knuckles had split open.


“Sleep,”
said the female clinging to his back, only she delivered the word like a curse.
DeVontay rolled free of the man beneath him and slammed backwards, driving the
wind from the woman’s lungs. She released her grip but the man was already in
attack mode, wet clicks rising from his throat and his eyes glinting like a
furnace.


DeVontay
wedged his knee between his body and the attacker, gaining enough space to
maneuver his other hand to the flare. He twisted the cap free and worked the
ignition as Hilyard had instructed, and the flare erupted with scalding red
light and sputtering sparks.


The
brilliant cone of illumination revealed DeVontay’s attacker as an older man,
maybe in his sixties, although his strength and ferocity was that of someone
half his age. With his rounded features and toothless mouth, he might have been
someone’s grandfather mere months ago. But now he was a savage killer, his
vocalized clicks become mushier as he forced a word with great effort. “Sssshleep.”


As
the man bent DeVontay’s leg forward, closing the distance between them,
DeVontay jammed the signal flare forward until its frothing tip penetrated the
man’s mouth, shutting him up. But he didn’t scream as sizzling nitrate and
sulfur dribbled from his lips. DeVontay pulled the Ka-bar knife from his belt
and shoved it in the mutant’s heart. The creature jerked and spasmed for a few
seconds and then lay still with a final gurgle.


The
female rolled to her hands and knees and scuttled towards DeVontay. He yanked
the flare from the dead Zaphead’s face and waved it at her, hoping it would
keep her away. But she seemed to make no connection between the pyrotechnic
device and her own vulnerability to its heat. She was clad in a cotton dress
that bore rips from hem to neckline, filthy bare flesh flashing in the gaps.
Her eyes looked even wilder as they reflected the flare’s burn, like a gasoline
slick blazing on a dark lake.


DeVontay
sensed movement along the edge of the flare’s reach, and he wondered how many
Zapheads were in this pack. He was going to need help. “Hilyard!” he yelled.


Hilyard’s
name was repeated across the forest—three, four, maybe five voices. DeVontay
had no spatial sense. His world was the dimming circle of light extending from
the hissing tip of his Orion flare and the Zapheads closing in on him.


DeVontay
held out his knife. Just before the woman reached him, something swung from the
behind her and struck the back of her head with a moist thwack. Campbell stepped over her fallen corpse, holding his rifle by the barrel, blood dripping
from the plastic stock.


“Why’d
you have to raise hell?” Campbell asked. “You made me miss my nap.”


“Where
were you?”


“Something
was kicking up leaves and I went to check it out. That’s my job, right?”


DeVontay
turned in a circle, holding the flare above his head. Its fading light barely
penetrated the trees and boulders around them. “Did you see any others?”


“No,
but I heard them. I don’t know how many, but they’re out there.”


As
the flare burned out, dying with a final sputter and arc of a few sparks,
DeVontay stepped over the corpses and picked up the rifle the first Zaphead had
dropped. “It was carrying a gun.”


“Good
thing for you it was too stupid to shoot.”


The
residual light of the flare left him temporarily blinded. But his tactile examination
of the weapon confirmed it was similar to the one they’d found in the woods
earlier. That means it had likely belonged to a soldier in Hilyard’s unit.
“This one must have seen those soldiers shooting each other. How long can we
count on them staying stupid?”


“So,
they’re adapting. They still die, though.”


“Did
you hear them talking? They said ‘sleep.’”


“They
didn’t mean anything. They just repeated what you said. We already know they’ll
mimic us. Damn, DeVontay, you sound like you expect them to turn into The
Incredible Hulk or something.”


DeVontay’s
eyes had adjusted to the darkness again. He fumbled for the gun’s safety and
found it was released. The Zaphead had been carrying a live automatic weapon. Could
have made chocolate Swiss cheese out of me.


He
slid his knife back into his belt and headed toward the lean-to.


“Where
do you think you’re going?” Campbell asked behind him.


“To
check on the others.”


“The
lieutenant can protect them. If you go down there, the Zapheads might follow
you right to them.”


“We’re
all in danger if there’s a bunch of Zaps around.”


“You
forget one thing, DeVontay. We’re adapting, too.” Campbell came out of
the shadows into a shaft of moonlight. The night mist swirled above the forest
floor, like the movie set of a dark fantasy land. He held his firearm to the
sky, Zaphead blood dripping from his elbow.


“I
guess I owe you thanks for saving my life. And thanks for saving Rachel, too.”


“Well,
don’t get used to it.” Campbell headed toward the rocky terrain to the west of camp.
“I gotta finish my rounds.”


DeVontay
felt a flush of shame at thinking Campbell had abandoned them. “I’ll relieve
you after I check the camp and warn Hilyard.”


“I’m
not sleepy anyway.”


DeVontay
slipped through the trees, listening for unusual sounds, but all he heard was
the soft creaking of trees and distant birds. He checked the horses once more
and backtracked to the lean-to. Hilyard was asleep, although still sitting
upright. It was too dark to see the others.


He
gently shook Hilyard by the shoulder. The officer awoke with a start, bringing
a pistol-wielding hand toward DeVontay’s face before recognizing him.


“Zaps,”
DeVontay said. “We got two of them but there’s probably more.”


“Damn.”
Hilyard rubbed sleep from his eyes but the gesture removed none of the
accumulated exhaustion from his face. “We’d better be ready to run if it comes
to that. Wake your crew.”


Hilyard
activated the battery-operated light on his wristwatch. The boy stirred, but
the blanket beside him was empty.


Rachel
was gone.
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“Hard
to tell from these tracks,” Hilyard said.


Dawn
had just broken, morning mist wreathing the forest floor and trees rising from
it in dark lines. DeVontay had wanted to search for Rachel in the night, but Hilyard
forced him to wait. A search would be pointless and dangerous, and they’d be
far more likely to run into Zapheads than Rachel. DeVontay reluctantly agreed.


“I
don’t know how you can tell which tracks are hers,” Campbell said.


He
still carried the rifle he’d taken on patrol, apparently claiming it as his
own. DeVontay didn’t care. He was too worried about Rachel to focus on
protecting them anyway. Besides, somebody had to look after Stephen, who busied
himself leading the two horses. The animals were laden with their gear and
Hilyard’s remaining food supplies.


“You
said you killed two Zapheads last night?” Hilyard said.


Campbell pointed the muzzle of his gun up the trail. “Yeah,
right up there.”


Hilyard
swept one boot across the damp leaves. “Too much traffic around the camp. No
telling which way she went.”


“If
she even went anywhere,” Campbell said.


“What’s
that supposed to mean?” DeVontay asked.


“Maybe
she was taken. Maybe she stepped outside to do her business and got snatched by
Zapheads.”


Stephen
pressed his face into the neck of the nearest horse as if unwilling to confront
the possibility. DeVontay shot Campbell a harsh glare and said, “You were the
one on watch when it happened.”


“Hey,
I can watch twice as good as you. Or does that glass eye give you X-ray
vision?”


DeVontay
balled his fists, knowing his anger was mostly driven by helplessness. But he
welcomed the anger regardless. The world with its unseen threats was too big to
fight, but at least it would feel good to punch this asshole.


He
took three strides forward, and Campbell didn’t flinch, resting one forearm on
the butt of his rifle.


Hilyard’s
commanding voice broke the pastoral silence of the morning. “Are you guys going
to kill each other before Zapheads, Sarge’s troops, or starvation can do the
job? God’s already made a fuck-up of this world. I wouldn’t be in a big hurry
to see what surprises He has waiting in the next.”


Stephen’s
shoulders shook with barely controlled sobs. DeVontay nodded grimly at Campbell—Your time will come, asshole—and went to the boy, giving him a manly hug.
“Be strong, Little Man. We’ll find her.”


The
boy looked up, eyes and nose moist. “I’m not sure I want to.”


DeVontay
knelt in the mud so they were eye level. “She’s still Rachel. Don’t forget
that.”


“She’s
one of them.”


“No,
she’s not.”


“Maybe
she is,” Campbell said. “Hell, for all we know, she went with them voluntarily.
Did you notice that her eyes start sparking whenever some of them are around?”


“That’s
enough,” Hilyard said. “Conjecture won’t get us anywhere. We need some facts.
Let’s go check those dead Zaps.”


Campbell shrugged and headed toward the giant tumble of
boulders, whose gray faces looked like slabs of ice on an alien ocean. DeVontay
helped Stephen guide the horses forward, and then fell back with Hilyard, who
scanned the fog on all sides.


DeVontay
lowered his voice so Stephen couldn’t hear. “So, you’re sticking with us.
Nobody would blame you if you left us on our own.”


“When
I was commissioned as an officer, I took an oath. I swore to support and defend
the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and
domestic. I assume that includes Zapheads, too.”


“Does
the Constitution even exist anymore?”


“I
imagine the original copy is still squirreled away in D.C., unless the Zaps
burned the city.”


“But
now there’s nothing to back it up. It’s just words.”


“That’s
all it ever was. And as long as one free man lives, so will the
Constitution. As far as I know, the human race hasn’t surrendered yet.”


“Glad
to hear that, Lieutenant. And thanks. From all of us.”


“What’s
the deal with your buddy up there? He’s got murder in his eyes. And there’s
more to it than a love triangle.”


DeVontay
ignored Hilyard’s use of the word “love.” That word was even more idealistic
than the U.S. Constitution. “He’s just rattled like the rest of us. The
difference is he doesn’t have a fallback plan. I’ve got Stephen—and yes,
Rachel—to live for, Rachel has her grandfather, considering he’s still alive,
you have your sense of duty, and the best he can hope for is to hang on the
fringes of our little group.”


“I’m
a little uneasy over the way he’s gone crazy over that gun.”


“He
can handle it. He saved my life last night. If he really wanted me dead, he had
his chance.”


Hilyard
nodded. “You know him better than I do, so I hope you’re right.”


Campbell was just visible ahead, his form merging with the
mist and becoming invisible for seconds at a time. DeVontay had the sense that
they were on an island floating high above the Earth, and that any wrong step
would send them over the edge. The horses didn’t seem troubled by the lack of
visibility, although they were already laboring from the uphill grade. They’d
be lucky to make it another day, assuming the group kept climbing rather than
following the trail back down into the valley.


“Over
here,” came Campbell’s voice from the fog ahead.


DeVontay
rushed forward and grabbed Stephen by the hand. “Leave the horses. They’ll
stay.”


He,
Hilyard, and the boy hurried up the trail to where Campbell waited, staring
down at the ground.


“It
was right here,” Campbell said. “And I know she was dead, because I bashed her
skull so hard her brains leaked.”


They
studied the muddy gouges in the ground, the dark spatters of blood on the
leaves, and the disturbed foliage. “This is the place, all right,” DeVontay
said. “But where are the bodies?”


“Maybe
they carried them off,” Campbell said. “I’ve seen them carrying their dead
before. And not just Zapheads. Us, too.”


“Like
dolls,” Stephen said to DeVontay. “Like they did in Taylorsville, trying to
make them look alive.”


“We’re
not going to end up like that.” DeVontay didn’t want to think of Rachel as a
plaything.


Hilyard
walked twenty yards uphill, scanning the ground. He turned and said, “Did you
come up this way when you were on duty, Campbell?”


Campbell stood a little straighter, relishing the officer’s
recognition of his contribution. “No, I stayed below the rocks. It was too dark
to wander around.”


Hilyard
gave a nod. “I don’t know if it was her, but somebody went this way.”


As
they gathered around the tracks Hilyard had spotted, DeVontay said, “It’s
probably her. The Zaps are traveling in packs now. I don’t think one would fly
solo, especially out here in the middle of nowhere.”


“Look,”
Stephen said. He pointed to a clear print that seemed to mirror Rachel’s foot
size and sneaker style.


Hilyard
checked the compass on his wristwatch. “She’s still moving northwest, then.”


“Heading
for her grandfather’s compound.”


“But
why did she leave us?” Campbell said. “She made a big deal about how we’d all
be part of a community. Kumbaya for the doomsday crowd. And then she jumps ship
in the middle of the night?”


“Without
any supplies,” DeVontay said. “The compound is still two days away, if the map
is right.”


“The
only thing we can do is keep moving,” Hilyard said. “Stick with the plan. Maybe
we’ll catch up to her.”


“Sounds
good to me,” Campbell said with evident eagerness. Hilyard was now the
acknowledged leader, and that was fine with him. DeVontay carried the extra
rifle they’d taken from the Zaphead, but Campbell was obviously a lot more
militaristic than him. That was fine, too. DeVontay couldn’t shoot worth a
damn, given his lack of depth perception.


“Even
if it’s not her tracks, we’d be better off having a secure location like this
compound to regroup and get our bearings,” Hilyard said. “Sgt. Shipley’s bunch
will be wandering around, too, and I don’t want to run into them out in the
open.”


“That
okay with you, Stephen?” DeVontay asked the boy.


“As
long as it’s warm there,” he answered, wrapping his arms around his chest.


DeVontay
noticed for the first time that the air was chilly. In fact, he could see his
breath. It billowed out and mixed with the fog. “We’ll burn every tree in the
woods once we reach Franklin Wheeler’s place. For now, the best way to stay
warm is to keep moving.”


After
an hour of walking, the sun broke through the cloud cover, although it was
barely strong enough to burn away most of the fog. Campbell took point, staying
just at the edge of visibility. As they gained elevation, the trees became
thinner and more barren. Here the autumnal color had gone, and the landscape
was gray and brown, accented by the occasional deep green of pine and
rhododendron.


Working
from DeVontay’s map and Hilyard’s compass, they kept north as much as the
terrain would let them. The only tracks they came upon belonged to deer,
raccoons, and bear. Once they heard a thundering roar that sounded like heavy
traffic, and then they came upon the tumbling creek and a high waterfall that
must have dropped a hundred feet down a sheer rock face. The footing was
treacherous, and one of the horses strained a leg muscle climbing the rocky
slopes alongside the waterway.


“This
is goat country,” DeVontay said. “I don’t think we can take the horses any
farther.”


“We
might need them for meat this winter,” Campbell said.


“No,”
Stephen exclaimed, throwing his arms around the neck of the injured one.


“They’ll
be better off on their own,” Hilyard said. “They can forage much better if
they’re off the trail.”


“Who’s
going to carry our stuff?” Campbell said.


“We’ll
divide it up. Take the essentials and ditch the rest.”


They
unloaded the horses and crammed their backpacks with sleeping bags, food,
ponchos, and first-aid supplies. Stephen reluctantly left his comic
books—DeVontay had helped him assemble quite a run of vintage Spiderman issues
in excellent condition—but kept a paperback copy of Watership Down.
“Rachel is reading it to me,” he explained.


Hilyard
and Campbell divvied up the ammo, and DeVontay took on an extra burden of
canned food to make up the difference.


“I
sure hope Grandpa Wheeler has a pantry,” Campbell said. “I don’t want to be
eating roots and bark all winter.”


“We’ll
have time to prepare, if it comes to that,” Hilyard said. “The hard freezes
won’t hit for another couple of weeks.”


“The
weather might be screwed up, for all we know,” Campbell said. “The
electromagnetic radiation might have altered climate patterns. This professor I
met predicted all kinds of changes that we wouldn’t even notice for a while.
Because we’re all too busy surviving to worry about hot or cold, or whether the
whales migrate, or if all the bees made it back to their hives.”


“Like
those four thousand nuclear power plants out there melting down right now?”
Hilyard said. “The good news just keeps getting better and better, doesn’t it?”


“And
how about this?” Campbell said. “What if we get to this Milepost 291 and
there’s no compound? We’re stuck out in the middle of nowhere, on the top of
the world with winter coming, and all we have is a can of Beanie Weenies.”


“There
are always options,” Hilyard said. “No need to scare the boy.”


“I’m
not scared,” Stephen said, wiping at one grimy cheek. “And the compound will be
there. Rachel promised.”


DeVontay
was glad the boy remained optimistic, but he didn’t understand Stephen’s sudden
loyalty to her. Maybe after they’d all reunited, he remembered how much care
and attention she’d provided. Well, DeVontay missed her, too. Despite her
strange behavior, the real Rachel was still inside her somewhere. He was
determined to give her every chance.


“We’re
barely covering half a mile an hour,” Hilyard said. “By this map, we’re still
probably five miles away, but we should be reaching the boundary of the national
park soon. But that also means we’re closer to Shipley’s bunker.”


“Do
you think you can find it again if we need to?” Campbell said. “Like, maybe use
it as a fallback plan. We can wave a white flag and see if they’ll take us in.”


“Sure,”
Hilyard said. “I can find it. But Shipley won’t take prisoners.”


“Who
said anything about becoming prisoners? I want to enlist.”


“You’ll
get plenty more chances to kill Zapheads,” DeVontay said. “Looks like they’ll
be around for a while.”


“Probably
longer than us.” Campbell removed his glasses, propped his rifle across one
arm, and rubbed the lenses clean with a shirt tail. “They don’t care about
food, weather, pain, or death. The stuff we worry about the most.”


“Or
love,” DeVontay said, putting a hand on Stephen’s shoulder.


“Like
that’s ever made the world better.”


DeVontay
adjusted his pack, picked up a nylon bag that held a tent, and swatted the
closest horse on the flank. “Thanks for the lift, ma’am, but now you’re being
put out to pasture.”


The
group climbed a slippery stack of stones and followed the rocky bank of the
creek. Stephen took a last look back. “They’re watching.”


“They’ll
head back down to the valley soon enough,” Hilyard said. “They’ll smell the
grass and keep moving.”


“Do
you think Rachel came this way?” DeVontay asked.


“Well,
it’s the easiest route. I guess she could have swung around and looked for a
highway, but according to your map, that’s at least twenty miles out of the
way.”


The
creek grew smaller, fed by narrow tributaries that seeped out of the cracks in
layers of stone. Another hour passed in silence, and DeVontay was wiped out. He
could only imagine how fatigued Stephen was, but the boy didn’t utter a single
complaint. The air grew even colder and dark clouds massed above the thinning
canopy. There were no signs of either Zapheads or Shipley’s soldiers, and even
the wildlife seemed to have abandoned the bleak landscape.


DeVontay
was just about to ask Hilyard for a pit stop when Campbell shouted at them from
the point. The three of them broke into a run to catch up, Stephen slipping and
nearly tumbling down a moss-covered ravine. DeVontay caught him by a strap on
his backpack and yanked him to his feet. They came upon Campbell in a clearing,
standing beside a locust fence post with a few strands of barbed wire curling
from the wood.


“Civilization,”
  Campbell said, pointing his rifle at a dented sign nailed to a tree.


The
sign read “National Park Service Property.”
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“Go
there,” the baby said, pumping a tiny fist toward the building ahead.


Rosa
Jiminez wondered if the others noticed the baby had learned a new word. She was
afraid to mention anything to Marina, who was already nearly catatonic with
worry. Cathy, though, couldn’t be happier, doting over her strange little son.


“What’s
that, honey?” she cooed, holding the child close under her chin, beaming down
into its peculiar, sparkling eyes.


A
pudgy fist pump. “Go there now.”


The
voice was small and childlike, but somehow commanding. Marina glanced at Rosa,
who gave a sad shake of her head. No, they couldn’t make a run for it, not yet.
With Jorge almost certainly dead, she was responsible for their daughter, and
she wasn’t sure she could feed and protect both of them.


Cathy
was young and strong, despite the handicap of the infant, and so far the four
of them—Rosa couldn’t help including the infant as part of their team—had
managed to find shelter, avoid detection, and maintain a steady food supply. Marina seemed healthy enough, although her teeth were bothering her. In After, dental
hygiene was near the bottom of the priority list, somewhere below “Don’t get
killed by Zapheads” and “Don’t get raped and murdered by survivors.”


Besides,
the infant possessed some kind of keen instinct that Rosa believed had helped
them avoid danger. Never mind that Joey might have his own selfish motive for
their survival.


Who
could know the thinking of a Zaphead? And it’s their world now, anyway. Far
more of them than us.


She
was immediately ashamed by the thought. Jorge would not want her to suffer any
weakness, not when Marina counted on Rosa. As long as she had breath, Rosa would do what was necessary.


And
what was necessary right now was to let the Zaphead child keep them safe.


“He
wants us to go to that building,” Rosa said. The two-story storefront featured
glass that looked black in the sunshine. Protruding vinyl letters high on the
brick façade heralded “Mabel’s” and a sign on the door read “Open— Come on in.”


“Well,
sure thing, honey,” Cathy said, kissing Joey on his tiny, smooth forehead. “You
could use a nappy nap and probably a didey.”


She
turned the infant, hoisted him, and gave a sniff to his swaddled rear, then
scrunched her nose in a stinky face. “Joey went poo poo. Didey for the boy.”


Joey
was barely three months old, born shortly before the end of the world. Despite
his diapers, he was more advanced than a toddler years older. Joey spoke, but
he didn’t cry. He took his mother’s breast, but he didn’t squirm. He rarely
slept, but often looked around with those solemn dark eyes glinting orange-red
sparks as if a volcano was exploding inside his skull.


“Go
there now go,” he insisted, punching the air to emphasize each word. He’d been
directing them ever since they’d abandoned Franklin Wheeler’s compound. In fact,
leaving seemed to have been the infant’s idea in the first place, and now Rosa could no longer remember why she thought leaving was such a great option. Even if she
thought both her husband and Franklin Wheeler were dead, they had food and
shelter there.


They’d
come upon the town that morning, although “town” might be a little too generous
for the mobile home park, gas station, post office, used car lot, Baptist
church, and McDonald’s that clustered around a two-lane intersection. According
to the signpost on the highway, this was Siler Creek. Rosa had seen a number of
such places in eastern Tennessee, and apparently the North Carolina side of the
border contained the same type of rundown brick main street.


Siler
Creek featured another familiar element—it was dead.


Silent
cars jutted from ditches where they’d run off the road during the solar storms,
while a refrigerator truck bearing Oscar Mayer meats had collided with a police
car in the center of the intersection. A tow truck was jacked atop a fire
hydrant, the water main long since drained dry. The drive-through line at
McDonald’s was backed up in arc around the parking lot, and plenty of moldering
corpses hunched over steering wheels just a few feet from their final Big Macs.


“Baby
need change of clothes,” Cathy said.


“Go
now go,” the baby shrilly repeated. He seemed visibly annoyed with his mother.
Maybe her baby talk was beneath him.


“We’d
better…” Rosa didn’t want to say the rest of the words, but there was no way
around them. “…do what he says.”


Marina took Rosa’s hand and squeezed. Rosa gave her bravest
false smile, and Marina smiled back. “Besides, it looks like rain.”


Cathy
wrapped the infant in a hug and headed down the street, navigating between cars
until she reached the crumbled sidewalk. Rosa followed, Marina at her side. She
glanced from the store windows to the vehicles, alert to any movement. She also
kept her eyes open for a sporting goods store or pawn shop where she might
secure a firearm. She’d left her rifle at the house where they’d spent the
previous night, having expended her last round in panicked shot at what turned
out to be a white cotton nightgown billowing on a clothesline.


Siler
Creek looked like it had been well on the way to extinction even before the solar
storms hit. The streets were riddled with potholes, the paint flaked from the
Colonial-style houses on the surrounding hills, and some of the shops were
boarded up, the warped plywood tagged with graffiti. Any survivors here might
have already drifted on like tumbleweed, rolling to the next stop.


“I
don’t like this place, Momma,” Marina whispered, sounding younger than her nine
years.


“It’s
okay, honey, we won’t stay long. See those black clouds moving in? We should
wait out this storm.”


Oh,
that is humorous. Miss Rosa Maria Nunez Jiminez. Wait out the storm. When this
storm never ends.


“I
don’t want to be here with the baby.” Maria said it with all the unease Rosa felt but couldn’t admit. Worse, Rosa was afraid the baby would hear them—or else sense
their hostility and paranoia.


“He’s
just a little baby, honey,” Rosa said.


“But
babies don’t talk like that. And he’s a Zaphead. Mr. Wheeler said—”


“Never
mind what Mr. Wheeler said. We’re with the child now and we’ll take care of it.
Remember in the Bible how Moses was put in a basket and floated down the river
so he wouldn’t be killed? Maybe this baby is like that. Special to God.”


“I
thought God loved people more than anything else He put on the world.”


A
dog howled somewhere in the distance, an abrasive, tortured sound, and Rosa wondered if the animal had mutated. Then a shot boomed across the ridges and the
howling ceased.


“Hurry,
hurry, hurry,” Joey wailed. Cathy was nearly to Mabel’s front door, and Rosa wondered if maybe they should take shelter in a different building. Not to lose the
child, exactly, but just to put a little distance between them.


But
somebody around here had a gun, and maybe Joey knew that. Maybe Joey picked
this building for a reason.  Rosa would either have to trust the child or
risk her own child’s life. No choice. No choice at all.


“Come
on.” Rosa tugged Marina toward the store, every rustle of loose sheet metal
sounding like the screams of swooping banshees. Cathy opened the front door
without bothering to knock or call out. Rosa followed with Marina, hoping no
trigger-happy survivors lurked inside, determined to protect their outpost.


Then
they were inside, blinking as their eyes adjusted to the dimness. Aside from a
musky, sweetish odor of old decay, death had left this place relatively
untouched. Mabel’s was a thrift shop, dank polyester suits hanging on racks,
garish fashions dangling from hooks along the walls, and shelves loaded with
the kind of dated kitchen clutter that the wealthy saw fit for nothing but
tax-deductible donations. Rosa was quite familiar with such shops—Jorge’s
meager wages from Mr. Wilcox had scarcely covered their monthly bills, so any
necessities had to be scrounged from thrift shops, flea markets, and yard
sales.


The
sales counter was a cash register set atop a glass display case that held
costume jewelry and music CD’s. No bodies lay behind it, but Rosa doubted the
store had been unattended during the first of the solar storms. The proprietor
might have mutated into a Zaphead and could still be on the premises.


“They’re
here,” Joey said in his small, high voice. He no longer squirmed in his
mother’s arms, as if he’d accomplished his mission for the moment.


“Who’s
here?” Rosa asked, unable to stop herself. She was conversing with a
three-month-old that knew more than she did. They lived in a world where
knowledge was the only currency of value. Rosa could now own any trinket or
appliance in the store, but she’d never be able to buy Marina’s survival.


Cathy
sat in a faded recliner and pressed the infant against her bosom. “Shh. Nappy
nap time.”


Marina wandered over to a dusty corner where cardboard boxes
overflowed with toys, dolls, and stuffed animals. She rummaged through the
boxes, making a racket. “Careful, honey,” Rosa called, keeping her voice low.


Cathy
laid Joey on a coffee table and peeled off the towel he wore as a diaper. The
stench of his waste suffused the air and conquered the other moldering aromas
of the store. Cathy plucked a T-shirt from a discount bin and wiped the infant
clean, then clothed him in a fresh towel. The act seemed so ordinary that Rosa had to remind herself the child was a mutant with eerie intelligence and unknown
motives.


Rosa checked the street outside. Still no signs of life,
but the wind had picked up a little and rain clouds veiled the sun. Rosa locked the door, feeling foolish since the storefront window would be easy to smash if
someone wanted inside. “I’ll check the back rooms and upstairs.”


Marina looked up from a plastic bucket of Lego pieces she had
spilled across the wooden floor. “I’ll go with you.”


“No,
honey, you go ahead and play. This will only take a minute.” Marina fitting
together the interlocking plastic pieces was another sight that once would have
been ordinary but now seemed remarkable. Fortunately, the distraction wiped
much of the tension from Marina’s face, and she could have been sitting in the
living room of their mobile home with nothing to worry about except the
broccoli she’d be forced to eat at dinner and the fourth-grade boys who made
fun of her good grades.


Rosa walked past the electronics section—twenty-year-old
televisions, computer printers, videotape players, and stacked snarls of
wire—to the rear of the store. From a rack of sporting goods, she selected a
golf club with a thick wooden head. She tested its weight with a short swing.
Golf was a game for the wealthy, but a club was a club.


The
back room was partitioned off by a curtain. Rosa poked the club handle through
the opening and nudged the curtain to one side, peering into the darkness. From
what little she could see, the room was used as storage for the donations that
weren’t in good enough shape for resale. There was likely a rear entrance, but Rosa didn’t wish to navigate the clutter in order to find it. Instead, she backtracked
until she came to the set of wooden stairs that led above the storage room.


As
she climbed, Cathy began a soft, lilting lullaby: “Hush little baby, don’t
say a word, Daddy’s gonna buy you a mockingbird, and if that mockingbird don’t
sing, Poppa’s gonna buy you a diamond ring.”


Rosa turned to the front of the store. The fading glow of
day revealed Joey nursing from Cathy’s breast, little arms folded over his
chest. Marina’s dark hair fell over her eyes as she played, building an
imaginary city where little yellow Lego people lived without killing one
another.


Rosa continued on her way, past a hand-painted sign
pointing up that read “MORE JUNK IN THE TRUNK.” She carried the golf club like
a baseball bat, the old wooden stairs groaning with each step.


If
anything’s up here, it will hear me coming a mile away.


She
didn’t believe the cashier would remain at the store after becoming a Zaphead,
because those who had changed were migratory and restless. But nothing in Siler
Creek had been burned or destroyed, as far as she could tell. It was more like
the entire town had just stopped. The bodies in the cars outside were
ravaged by several months of decay, but none of them exhibited signs of
brutality or violence.


The
second floor was quiet, with a few shafts of lesser gray leaking from the
windows. The merchandise here appeared to be antiques, furniture and glassware
mixed with cartons of hardbound books. Rosa was content with a cursory
examination, so she didn’t stray from the main aisle. She’d nearly reached the
far end of the floor, relieved that the store was unoccupied, when she saw the
cluster of figures.


The
foremost of them stood just beyond a hutch, watery light glinting off the glass
and revealing its silhouette. “Who’s there?” Rosa called, swallowing her desire
to shout in a panic.


The
figure didn’t answer, but it appeared to move. There were three other figures
with it, as if they were waiting for her. She didn’t want to frighten Marina—not unless she was sure they were in danger—so she stepped forward and poked at the
first figure with the tip of the golf club.


It
fell with a clatter, knocking over a stack of metal trays. Now deeper in shadow
herself, she saw the form was a mannequin, draped in dated fashions. Its
smooth, eyeless face pointed to the ceiling.


She
was turning to go back downstairs when she realized one of them wasn’t a
mannequin.


It
moved.


She
lifted the golf club and swung it around with all her strength, nearly losing
her balance. The club head landed with a meaty thwack. A rat tumbled
from the figure, skittering to a hidden corner as a putrid stench crowded the
dusty air.


This
one has a face.


That
wasn’t exactly true. Mildew and black rot filled the orbital sockets where the
eyes had been, and broad, blunt teeth grinned from the green-gray flesh around
it. The corpse hung on a metal rack, as if in mockery of the mannequins, and a
scarf had been wrapped tightly around its neck.


Who
would desecrate a corpse when there were so many to play with?


But
 Rosa had no time to contemplate the mystery. As she pulled the club from the
broken chest of the bloated corpse, Joey wailed, “Bad men are here.”
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The
first Zaphead clambered over the hood of a Honda at the far end of the street, dropping
to the pavement and huddling by the front tire.


Rosa couldn’t believe the thing had moved so quickly. The
Zapheads she’d encountered—and in one case, killed—moved slowly and stiffly,
unsure of their legs. But this one scrambled with the agility of a monkey and
coiled with graceful tension. If not for its shabby, torn clothes, she would
have assumed it was a survivor.


“What
is it, Momma?” Marina pushed Rosa from behind in an attempt to reach the front window,
where Rosa crouched with the golf club, thick, greasy fluid dripping from its
blunt wooden head.


Rosa shielded her daughter as she gave a quick kiss on the
forehead. “Go back to the toys, honey. I need you to be very quiet and brave,
okay?”


Marina nodded, black eyes wide with fear. Rosa’s heart
twisted at the expression, but she had no way to comfort her daughter. This was
a world without mercy, radiating only the barest glimmers of hope. Rosa gave a tight smile, the skin on her cheeks crinkling into familiar creases with the
gesture. The confidence and warmth were false, but they were all she had to
give at the moment.


I’ll
protect you somehow. And we’ll find your father, if he’s alive. You’re going to
have a future. She tightened her grip
on the slender steel handle of the club as Marina dutifully obeyed. No
matter who or what I have to kill.


Rosa returned to her surveillance, and the Zaphead was
still huddled beside the car, perhaps two hundred feet away. Rosa was pretty
sure the Zaphead wouldn’t be able to see inside the dark store, but she stayed
low just in case. The clouds had grown thicker overhead, ushering an early
sunset, and the creature’s strangely sparking eyes might offer heightened
vision that would allow it to penetrate the gloom. But it seemed to be paying
attention to something farther up the street, out of Rosa’s sight.


Why
is it acting that way? As if it is hiding.


Cathy
whispered behind her, startling Rosa so much she almost swung the club. Then
she realized it hadn’t been Cathy who had spoken. It was Joey.


“Bad
men,” Joey repeated, wriggling in Cathy’s embrace as if wanting to drop to the
floor and crawl around.


But
the Zaphead wasn’t a man—it was a woman roughly Rosa’s age, with pale skin and
blonde hair, dressed in a yoga or dancer’s outfit with torn fabric revealing
knees scraped raw.


Cathy
helplessly shook her head. “He made me come and look.”


“Don’t
let her see you,” Rosa warned.


“She
not see,” Joey said in his high, surreal voice. “She knows.”


Then
another Zaphead came into view, a teen male, arms flailing in the air as he
ran, filthy sneakers flapping as he dodged between vehicles.


He’s
running from something.


This
Zaphead ran past the first one, apparently unaware of it, and Rosa expected him
to pass on the sidewalk just yards from them. But the Zaphead veered suddenly
to the right and ducked into the entryway of the shop across the street, a
lawyer’s or accountant’s office with ornate gold lettering in the window. The
Zaphead pressed into the shadows and went motionless, although like the one by
the Honda, he projected an air of taut anticipation.


“I
don’t like this,” Rosa said. “Maybe we should all go upstairs.”


Cathy
didn’t answer, but Rosa hadn’t really addressed the comment to her. No, she’d
been speaking to the baby. And she realized she was deferring to Joey, not
exactly giving him an order, but more like testing his limits. If his strange
powers allowed him to perceive things beyond their senses, he could help them
survive.


Unless
he knew he was a Zaphead and that the last of the human race had declared
all-out war on his kind.


“No,
no, no,” Joey said, and Rosa could have sworn those chubby cheeks dimpled with
a mischievous grin. “Wait.”


Marina was back with her Lego, pretending to play with the
plastic blocks, but her neck kept straining to look at the front window. Rosa
should have sent her upstairs where it was safer, but she didn’t want to leave
her daughter alone with that corpse—especially given the way someone had
arranged it like a life-size Barbie doll.


“There’s
more,” Cathy said, drawing Rosa’s attention back to the street.


Two
Zapheads dashed into the open, coming from the same direction as the previous
two. One was an old man with only a few strands of wiry black hair stuck to his
bald head, his blue dress shirt featuring dark stains beneath the armpits, his
necktie knotted into a frayed snarl. His ample belly bounced with each step,
undulating with such watery weight that Rosa expected his skinny legs to snap
at any moment. But he kept running, eyeglasses askew across his nose and
dangling by one earpiece.


The
other was a brown-skinned boy of maybe six, wearing only socks and dirty
underwear. His little legs pumped furiously, and he was somehow able to keep
pace with the old man, both of them approaching the Honda where the female
Zaphead was hidden.


Then
a shout erupted, echoing off the concrete bones of the dead town.


“Hold
still, you starry-eyed fuckers!”


The
two Zapheads kept running. The thunderclap of a gunshot was followed by a
metallic ping, and the rear window of a pickup truck shattered. The old
man slowed a little, letting the boy run ahead. In the next instant, he jerked
violently, a red geyser spouting from his chest. He pitched forward and
collapsed on the asphalt, a pool of blood expanding around him.


“Got
him!” yelled a second voice.


Then
the shooter came into view, popping out from behind an SUV and jogging toward
his prey, his rifle at a forty-five degree angle. He wore blue jeans and a moss
green T-shirt, a billed military cap atop his close-cropped head. A khaki
backpack hung from one shoulder, a grenade, knife holster, and other utensils
attached to a canvas belt. His gear seemed to slow him down, because by the
time he knelt to take aim at the nearly-nude Zaphead boy, his quarry was out of
sight.


“He’s
across the parking lot,” the man called, presumably to a partner.


A
second armed man appeared, wearing sunglasses, a black bandanna tied around his
scalp. He had the build of a wrestler, topless except for a camouflage vest
with many bulging pockets. He strolled down the street like a tourist on
vacation, taking in the sights without a care in the world. “We’ll get him,
Roger Dodger,” he said, slinging his rifle high on his shoulder. “See any of
them others?”


“Nah,
they scattered like cockroaches.”


“Maybe
they went into one of these stores.”


Rosa crouched lower as the man looked around. “Bad men,”
whispered little baby Joey.


“Shh,”
Cathy said.


Franklin had warned them about a possible secret military
outpost in the area. The old man’s paranoia had painted the soldiers as
marauders intent on imposing tyranny on any surviving civilians. Rosa should have welcomed their presence, because they had weapons and supplies. But
something about them—perhaps their heartless hunting of the Zaphead boy—chilled
her deep inside.


The
two men gathered around the fallen Zaphead. In death, the Zaphead looked
utterly human, just a pile of frail bones and pale, wrinkled skin. The one in
the cap took out a knife, and for a horrifying moment, Rosa thought he was
going to claim whatever scalp still clung to the old man’s skull. Instead, he
brought down the blade in a swift stroke that severed one of the man’s fingers.
Then he wiped the blade on the leg of his blue jeans and shoved the appendage
into one of his pockets.


“That’s
seven for me,” said the one called Roger Dodger. “Got you beat by two.”


“Still
some daylight left. You ain’t won yet,” said the man in sunglasses.


“I
claim the kid. He won’t get far on those little legs of his.”


“Fine.
Meet me over at the McDonald’s in fifteen minutes and we’ll figure out the next
move. Sarge wants us back by sundown. He’s gotten a little jumpy since Hayes
and his crew got fucked up.”


“Hayes
was a dumbass,” Roger Dodger said, checking the magazine in his weapon. “And he
had those two civilians slowing him down. They probably got surrounded and
outnumbered. They’re Zap bait now.”


Rosa had nearly forgotten the two Zapheads that were
hiding. The woman had repositioned herself at the rear of the Honda, putting
the vehicle between her and the men. The mutant obviously had enough
intelligence to understand they would kill her if they saw her, but she didn’t
panic and make a run for it. The one concealed in the doorway had blended back
into the shadows so well that Rosa couldn’t see him. Rosa wasn’t sure now
whether she was more afraid of the soldiers or the Zapheads.


Joey,
however, didn’t harbor any doubts. “Bad, bad men,” he said, louder than before.


Marina was no longer pretending to play with the toys. She
stood by a clothes rack, one hand gripping the sleeve of a blouse as if that
would provide comfort. Rosa waved at her to stay there, hoping the drama
outside would play out fast and move along.


But
as Roger Dodger worked his way down the street, the man in sunglasses walked almost
straight for Rosa. She thought at first the man had seen her, but he swerved
around a double-parked Prius and hopped onto the sidewalk, heading for the
store next door.


“He’s
looking for those two Zapheads,” Cathy said.


“Not
Zapheads,” Joey said, with petulant force. “New people.”


New
people? Rosa couldn’t make sense of
the child’s words, and she didn’t want to wait around and find out. They’d
either have to hide in the store and hope the man didn’t see them, or else slip
out the back door and take their chances out in the open. But before she could
articulate a plan, the concealed Zapheads from hiding and followed the man in
sunglasses. They exhibited none of the clumsy, staggering gait Rosa had come to associate with the mutants. Instead, they moved with a calculated animal
grace, as if they’d been playing possum all this time just to gain the element
of surprise.


“We
should warn him,” Cathy said.


“No!”
Joey writhed so hard he almost stood in Cathy’s arms. “He kill us.”


“He
won’t kill us,” Cathy said. “He’s a soldier of our country. He’s one of us—”


“Not
us.” Joey’s tiny lips curled in a pout and then he let out a wail of
discomfort, as if he had colic.


Rosa scuttled away from the window, crouching low. The
baby’s cries would alert both the soldier and the Zapheads, and she wanted to
be out of there.  But before she could reach Marina, a gun fired and a man
screamed next door, the noise muffled behind the wall. Glass shattered and the
baby erupted with squeals of delight.


Rosa
raced through the musty racks of clothes and grabbed Marina’s arm, using the
golf club as a cane to help maintain her balance on the slick wooden floor.
“Come on, we’re getting out of here.”


“But
Momma, we can’t leave the baby.”


“That’s
not a baby.”


“You
said we had to stick together—”


“Sometimes
mommas change their minds.” Rosa was determined to survive. Marina was more
important to her than all the babies in the world, especially Zaphead babies. 


Marina opened her mouth to argue, but then grabbed a stuffed
bear decked out in princess regalia before allowing Rosa to pull her toward the
rear of the store. As they navigated the cluttered storage room in back, Joey’s
wails changed pitch to a lower register, almost becoming a chant: “Not us,
not is, not us…”


In
the darkness, Rosa lost her bearings and nearly fell over a row of appliances
and furniture. Nearly frantic, she bumped into a rough cinder-block wall and
followed it, soon coming to the smooth surface of a steel door. She bumped the
push bar with her hip, but it didn’t budge.


“Help
me push,” she whispered to Marina, as Joey’s voice grew louder, echoing in the
cavernous thrift shop while Cathy tried to shush him. Marina banged her thin
shoulder against the door in time with Rosa, but it still held. Rosa ran her fingers along the jamb and felt an electronic keypad. The door wouldn’t open
without power and an access code. They were trapped.


“Upstairs,”
Rosa whispered, pulling Marina back the way they had come.


But
when she parted the curtain to Joey’s strident mantra, she changed her mind.


Because
standing at the front window, looking in, were the two Zapheads. The male’s
clothes were wet with blood. The female held the soldier’s rifle.


“Dios
mio,” Rosa whispered.


But
God likely didn’t hear her, because now the Zapheads chanted in unison with
Joey: “Not us, not us, not us…”
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Rosa couldn’t scream, as much as she wanted to release the
hot panic welling in her lungs.


She
forced herself to remain brave for Marina’s sake. But the Zapheads had taken a
horrifying turn. Not only were they speaking, they were communicating with one
another. Even more startling, they had exhibited cunning and teamwork in luring
the soldiers down the street. Rosa was now sure the boy and the old man had
used themselves as bait for the two Zapheads that waited in ambush. They’d been
willing to sacrifice their own lives in order to lay the trap.


The
two Zapheads even managed to separate their adversaries—whether through luck or
cunning—and then killed one. Took his gun. And now looked ready to kill again.


Cathy
backed away while little Joey squirmed and struggled in her arms, still wailing
“Not us.”


“Stay
behind me,” Rosa whispered, grabbing Marina’s shirt sleeve. She edged toward
the stairs, hoping the Zapheads couldn’t see them in the dimness.


The
Zapheads slammed their bodies against the storefront window, smearing blood and
body grease. There was a loud crack, and a jagged fissure appeared in the
glass. Rosa was momentarily paralyzed by the sight of the Zapheads throwing
themselves against the window. Marina dashed for the stairs and Rosa broke from her spell long enough to yell for Cathy.


But
the young mother didn’t move. The window shattered and a large slab of glass
severed a hand from the male Zaphead. He looked down at the red geyser spurting
from his wrist, a silvery strip of tendon dangling, but exhibited no pain or
surprise. He stepped through the storefront, wading through the display of
clothes and household goods, kicking over a table covered with pottery. The
female Zaphead followed, still carrying the gun, although with no apparent
sense of how it operated.


Rosa instinctively raised her golf club as if she could
swat away bullets, or maybe wave it like a magic wand that would whisk her and
Marina away to some fairy land of happily-ever-after. To her horror, the
Zaphead tilted her gun in the same manner. Rosa swung the club from side to
side, and the Zaphead mirrored the motion.


Rosa flung the golf club aside. The Zaphead stepped out of
the storefront display onto the sales floor. The Zaphead with the bleeding
stump stooped down and picked up its severed hand, jamming the ragged wounds
together as if the flesh might reattach. Then it turned toward a mannequin in
the storefront that featured only a torso draped with a brocade velvet gown,
without limbs or a head. The Zaphead lifted its ravaged arm to the mannequin as
if comparing, and then tossed the hand aside and followed his mutant sister.


Rosa called Cathy’s name once more, and the Zapheads
repeated it. Joey’s chubby little arms and legs pumped as he wailed at his
mother: “Stay, stay, stay here.” Cathy glared at Rosa with an expression of
confused shock and shook her head as if to say, “I can’t. He won’t let me.”


“Up
the stairs,” Rosa whispered to Marina, shoving her into motion. Marina slipped on the first step, nearly falling, and Rosa gripped her upper arm and
half-dragged her upward.


“I
want Daddy,” Marina moaned, the words like needles in Rosa’s chest.


“We’ll
find him, but first we have to hide.”


“They’ll
find us, Momma.”


“No,
they want the baby. They’ll leave us alone.”


They
reached the second-floor landing, Rosa panting with exertion while Marina shuddered from dry sobs. Despite the papered-over windows, there was enough visibility
to navigate the clutter of exercise equipment, rocking chairs, broken bicycles,
and dusty glass cases. Rosa considered hiding among the mannequins, but the
Zapheads might be attracted to them because of their human-like shapes.
Instead, she ducked into a small alcove that featured bookshelves on one side
and quilts and bedding stacked on the other.


The
alcove was much darker than the open floor. Rosa knelt and explored the space
beneath the bottom bookshelf. Aside from a couple of boxes of old vinyl
phonograph records, the floor was clear.


“Crawl
in there and don’t make a sound, no matter what,” Rosa whispered, guiding her
daughter into the narrow gap.


“You
can’t leave me.” Marina’s voice was on the edge of hysteria.


If
she breaks, we’re both done. Because I’m not too far from the edge myself. “It’s just for a little bit, honey.”


They
could both hear the commotion below them, the Zapheads doing their best to
mimic whatever Joey said, although Joey’s command of language seemed much more
advanced than those of the adults. Cathy shrieked at one point, but Joey kept
on with his rant, oblivious to her pain and fear. Rosa felt a sick surge of joy
that it was Cathy being targeted by the Zapheads instead of Marina.


Maybe
they’ll kill Cathy, take the baby, and go.


And
we’ll survive.


Rosa tumbled some musty bedspreads from the stack and
piled them as if making a nest. When Marina was completely concealed, Rosa
slipped a hand inside the covers and felt along Marina’s body until she reached
her hair. She touched her daughter’s cheek and whispered, “Wait here for me.”


“What
if you don’t come back?”


“You
wait as long as you possibly can, okay? Even if you get hungry or have to go
potty.”


“Don’t
go.”


“I
have to, honey.”


“Stay,
stay, stay here,” Marina said, imitating Joey whether consciously or not.
“Stay, stay, stay here.”


“I’ll
come back. I promise.” Rosa’s vision blurred with tears as she crept out of the
alcove, Marina’s plea burning in her ears.


Rosa doubled back to the head of the stairs, peering over
the railing to make sure the coast was clear. The Zapheads had seen them flee
but so far didn’t seem interested enough to pursue them. Rosa could only hope
they would leave. She now understood that they’d been drawn to the thrift shop
because of Joey.


And
Joey had been leading them to Siler Creek all along, because he knew his kind
were here. Traps and bait, all along.


Peering
between the banister rails, Rosa watched the two Zapheads gather around Cathy,
cutting off her escape. Joey reached out his arms to the female, crying out
“New people!”


Cathy
tugged at Joey as the Zaphead tried to take him, but the injured male grabbed
her by the shoulders—his amputation smearing blood on her blouse—and yanked her
away. Cathy clawed at him, trying to break free, but she succumbed to the
greater weight and power of her captor. The female Zaphead placed Joey on the
floor, feet first, and released him. Joey’s legs bowed and collapsed and his
head struck the floor. He squealed like a wild beast caught in a cage, but Rosa wouldn’t have described it as a cry of pain.


“No,”
Cathy roared, wriggling out of the male Zaphead’s one-handed grip, leaving him
clutching a ragged lock of her hair. “You don’t know how to hold him.”


She
knelt and scooped up Joey, nestling him against her chest and kissing his
forehead. “There, there, kissy boo boo and make it better,” she said in a
singsong voice.


She’s
gone mad. And I don’t blame her.


“Kissy
boo boo,” Joey said, calm and content once more. Cathy’s eyes shone with the
maniacal triumph of motherhood, lost in the insanity of unconditional love.


The
female Zaphead retrieved the amputated hand and brought it to Joey. The male
Zaphead drew close and brought its stump to the baby’s face. At first Rosa thought the baby was going to suckle from the gruesome wound, but then he waved to the
other Zaphead. The female pressed the hand back into place, bits of pink flesh
and white gristle dangling from the point of reconnection.


“Kissy
boo boo,” Joey said, straining to lift his large, pink head.


Cathy
moved the infant forward until his small lips pressed against the ragged gash.
The female Zaphead held the hand in place with all the patience of a nurse, her
eyes glinting and sparking. Rosa didn’t know what was happening, but the thrift
shop had fallen silent for the first time since the two soldiers had chased the
Zapheads down the street.


Joey
moved his head away. “Make it better,” he said with childish delight.


The
male Zaphead flexed the fingers of the injured hand. They twitched in
uncoordinated spasms, but they curled and unfolded.


The
hand…cannot be.


Modern
medical science was amazing. A trauma ward in an American hospital performed
what many would consider miracles. Limbs could be reattached even hours after an
accident and function restored following months or years of physical therapy. Rosa had just witnessed an almost instantaneous healing through a bizarre and invisible
surgery. Blood still oozed from the man’s wrist, but already the injury was
scabbing over.


Joey
clapped his hands. “Kissy boo boo!”


The
male Zaphead clapped his hands. “Kissy boo boo!” he said in a high voice.


“Patty
cake!” Joey held up his pudgy hands and pushed them at the Zaphead.


He
mirrored the move and their palms bumped. “Patty cake!”


Rosa backed away, unwilling to witness more. She bumped
into a bureau and a porcelain doll tumbled to the floor, shattering with a
brittle clatter. If the Zapheads had forgotten her, she’d just given them a
loud reminder.


She
looked around for a weapon—curtain rods, floor lamps, cast-iron skillets, an
antique walking stick. But how could she fight against creatures that could
piece their bodies back together?


Rosa dashed to the nearest window, thinking she might be
able to climb out and escape. Marina would be on her own, but if Rosa could lead the Zapheads away from the store and hide long enough, she could sneak back
after dark and rescue her. She had little sense of the town’s layout and even
less of the Siler Creek’s location on a map, but maybe she could sight some
landmarks like a water tower or billboards to guide her. If nothing else, the
golden arches of McDonald’s could guide her back to the center of town.


She
peeled back some of the paper covering the window, realizing she’d fled to the
front of the store. The dead Zaphead still lay sprawled in the street, and
spread out beside it was the corpse of the soldier that had killed it.


As
footsteps creaked on the stairs, Rosa tried to lift the window, but it appeared
to be sealed by ancient layers of paint. She nearly punched the thick glass
with her hand, but then remembered the Zaphead’s accidental amputation. I
don’t think I can count on Joey to fix me if I get sliced into pieces.


She
swept a pile of National Geographic magazines off a coffee table and scooted it
beside the window, then climbed atop it. In a sitting position, she raised her
legs and drove both feet into the window. It broke in bright thunder and rained
shards to the sidewalk below.


Marina must be scared to death. Have mercy on her, God.


Rosa kicked a few jagged pieces of glass out of the way
and straddled the sill. The two Zapheads reached the top of the stairs, and Rosa expected them to shout at her to stop. But they didn’t even look at her. Their
attention was drawn by the cluster of mannequins and the human corpse propped
on the metal rack that Rosa had clubbed.


Rosa swung her other leg out of the window and eased her
weight down until she gripped the outer concrete ledge. The drop was only about
twelve feet, but if she twisted her ankle—or worse, broke a leg—then both she
and Marina were doomed.


At
least the sidewalk below her was clear, aside from a few wedges of glass that
reflected the red sky of sunset. And what choice did she have? She didn’t
possess the strength to lift herself back into the store even if she wished it.


Her
fingertips ached, scoured raw by the concrete. But just before she let go, a
young voice called out, “Not us!”


Coming
up the street was the dark-skinned boy in underwear who had helped lure the soldiers.
Apparently he had survived the hunt.


Not
only that, several other figures—almost certainly Zapheads, judging by their
grouping—were with him. One wore Rodger Dodger’s cap.


A
very bloody cap.


The
boy pointed up at her. “Not us.”
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As
a child in the Baja Californian town of Camalú, Rosa had been raised as the
middle of five children by a mother who cleaned rooms at a hotel that catered
to American tourists. She earned eighty pesos a day. Her father was a
commercial fisherman, bringing in fish for the local restaurants, which also
served the tourists. He’d been lost at sea one stormy winter. At least, that is
what her mother always claimed. Other children in town said he’d desaperacido—abandoned
his family to smuggle marijuana north to San Diego and Los Angeles.


Whatever
the real story, Rosa had grown up fast and hard, tending the chickens that ran
free in the yard of their tin-sided shack in the hills. Her two older sisters
talked of marrying hombres Americano as if that were the greatest
ambition a woman could muster. Her two younger brothers wore the oversize
counterfeit jerseys of American football teams, tackling each other and tossing
a deflated soccer ball while pretending they were stars of the Dallas Cowboys.
Her mother told her that all dreams, like the compass, could only point norto.


She
never wanted to leave Camalú, although her own future had looked little
brighter than her mother’s. Indeed, she’d been on the same career track, coming
in on weekends to help her mother with the laundry. She’d learned plenty about
the filthy secrets of Americans. The stains on their sheets were no different
than those the local women washed in tubs of rainwater captured off the roofs
of their shacks.


Her
teen years marked ever fewer days at the regional school and more shifts at the
hotel, watching her mother’s back become more humped and stooped as premature
gray streaked her hair and hardship eroded deep creases around the brown skin
of her eyes and mouth. Then she’d met Jorge, who delivered dry goods to the
hotel from La Paz in a noisy, rusty truck. At age twenty, Jorge possessed a
driver’s license, a reasonably reliable source of income, and most of his
teeth. Unlike the tequila-loving pendejos of the neighborhood, Jorge had
a serious demeanor. Jorge had plans instead of dreams.


“You
should go with him,” her mother said, although Rosa could plainly read the fear
in her mother’s eyes. Of all the children, Rosa would have been the one to stay
in the tin shack until the end. The end of everything.


“I
can’t,” Rosa replied. “You are my family.”


“It
is the way of families. A time comes to leave one and start another.”


“I
feel like each foot is in a separate grave,” Rosa said, hoping the decision
would be taken from her.


“So,
choosing will hold no loss. You die either way. And it’s far worse to be atrapado
en el medio.”


Too
poor for telephones, with twenty-five-hundred miles between them, and the end
of the world sweeping in from the sky, those words were among the last she’d ever
heard her mother speak. Now, dangling by her fingertips between likely death
below and above, they came back to Rosa.


Atrapado
en el medio.


Trapped
in the middle.


The
difference now was her choice of graves affected Marina. And Jorge, if he was
still alive.


She
was done, but she could still serve a purpose. If a Zaphead could sacrifice its
life, so could she. If she dropped to the sidewalk without shattering the bones
in her ankles, then she would run. The plan hadn’t changed much: Lead the
Zapheads away from Marina. She would just eliminate that portion of the plan
where she returned for Marina.


She
could almost hear her mother’s voice. Whether they were delivered from heaven
or merely the jolt of microscopic synaptic receptors in her brain, she couldn’t
say. But the words were true nonetheless.


“It
is the way of families. A time comes to leave one and…”


“And
there’s nothing after,” Rosa whispered, letting go of the window ledge and
falling. She didn’t consciously prepare to roll as she struck the concrete, but
she landed off-balance and one knee buckled, sending her into a tumble that
likely buffered the shock of impact. Her hip throbbed and one elbow was scraped
raw, but as she gathered herself, all her limbs seemed functional.


She
rose into a sprinter’s stance, the Zapheads on the street maybe fifty yards
away, walking toward her with a kind of mild curiosity. There were four of
them, aside from the boy. Three were women, ranging in age from a teenager to a
grandmotherly Asian who had to be at least ninety, although she moved with
almost as much energy as the others. Perhaps Zapheads were all the same age, in
the same way that dead people and unborn babies were the same age. Their count
of days had begun when the sun sickness changed them.


In
many ways, so had Rosa’s. Because this was a new life.


One
where she was still unwelcome, still an outsider, still an immigrant, but with
little hope of ever assimilating. Because Zapheads killed her kind instead of
deporting them.


The
far end of the street was blocked by several multi-car collisions. There were
gaps between the clusters of vehicles, but Rosa couldn’t be sure if Zapheads
lurked there in ambush. She no longer trusted any of her earlier impressions of
the mutants—they were far more cunning, adaptable, and powerful than she had
assumed. So she decided to do the unexpected.


She
exploded out of her crouch and dashed straight for the Zapheads, shouting and
waving her arms. They froze in place for a moment, their cries falling away. Rosa didn’t even know what words she yelled—they were a mixture of English and Spanish,
none of the phrases connected—but some of them came back to her. The Zapheads
waved their arms as well, but hopped up and down in place as she rushed toward
them.


When
she was twenty yards from them, close enough to see the evanescent glinting of
their eyes, she veered hard to the opposite sidewalk, where a line of cars
occupied parallel parking spaces. She passed the Zapheads and continued to the
end of the block, past the wrecked police car and tow truck in the town’s main
intersection. The golden arches of McDonald’s rose like a secular temple before
her, and she vowed to keep them in sight if possible.


The
buildings thinned, and she had her choice of narrow alleys, the picket-fenced
lawns of whitewashed Victorian houses, and patches of tamed forest. She slowed
and dared a last glance behind her. The two Zapheads shouted from the broken
window of the thrift shop, and Rosa prayed that Marina would be brave enough to
stay quiet. And hopefully not sneeze because of the dust.


Rosa punched the air with a defiant fist and yelled, “Pudrete
en el infierno!”


She
didn’t know whether God sent Zapheads to hell, or if they would rot once they
got there, but the insult pushed a fresh surge of adrenaline through her
bloodstream. The Zapheads on the street moved toward her, although with the
same unhurried pace that suggested they had forever.


A
figure lurched from behind a van and said, “Infierno! Infierno!”


The
Zaphead was maybe fourteen, a waifish female with blonde hair clipped back in
looping, greasy strands. She was half a foot shorter than Rosa, and probably
weighed thirty pounds less, but her face bore a craggy intensity that
frightened Rosa even more than the adult Zapheads chasing her. She wore a black
T-shirt featuring a skull and the words “Grateful Dead,” and Rosa couldn’t
understand how any parent would allow a child to wear such a dark message. Not
that her parents had to worry about their child’s place in society any longer.


The
girl blocked her route, and Rosa couldn’t retreat toward the advancing mutants.
 Rosa lowered her shoulder and lunged straight for the Zaphead, avoiding the
girl’s radiant gaze. The girl snarled just before impact, and her teeth slammed
together with an audible clack as Rosa plowed into her. The girl
collapsed, and Rosa managed to stay on her feet. But as Rosa recovered her
balance, the Zaphead wrapped her wiry fingers around Rosa’s ankle. Rosa kicked and tried to dance away, but only succeeded in dragging the girl several feet
along the abrasive surface of the asphalt.


Her
other hand clamped on the legs of Rosa’s pants, dragging herself halfway up
while tilting Rosa toward the ground. Their faces were barely a foot apart, and
the girl’s rancid breath rose like a graveyard wind. For all the Zapheads’
apparent hardiness, this one smelled like she was decomposing inside.


“Pudrete
en el infierno,” the girl grunted, and Rosa could have sworn those thin
lips peeled back in a grin.


Rosa balled the fingers of her right hand into a fist and
raised it high. But she hesitated. This had been some mother’s daughter, a girl
who had probably worried about homework and boys and the proper brand of cell
phone. All-American fears. She hadn’t asked for her mutation, just as Rosa hadn’t asked to be left alive in a world where hell walked.


Rosa looked into the girl’s eyes, hoping to see any sign
of humanity. The eyes were alive, certainly, even aside from the winking and
glittering of tiny golden lights. But any emotions in them were alien. The girl
could perfectly mimic Rosa’s words and accent, but none of the hatred and fear.


“Infierno,
infierno,” the other Zapheads called, now breaking into a brisk walk. The
two Zapheads in the window were gone, and Rosa hoped her ploy had succeeded.
But she couldn’t afford to wait any longer.


She
drove her fist into the girl’s face, splitting the pale skin along her cheek.
Blood oozed out and a red splotch spread around the point of injury. But the
girl’s eyes registered no pain or surprise, just that cold, analytic gaze made
all the more terrible by the flickering of tiny sparks.


And
still the Zaphead clung to her legs. Rosa punched again, her knuckles
throbbing, and the girl fell away. The pack of Zapheads was nearly on her now.
She kicked free of the girl’s grip and fled down the street.


Coming
toward her was another Zaphead, an older man dragging the body of the second
soldier, their trail marked by an uneven ribbon of blood.


Rosa screamed despite herself, a sound instantly echoed at
ear-piercing levels. She changed course and dashed toward the McDonald’s
restaurant, thinking she could hole up in the walk-in freezer. She wasn’t sure
she would be able to lock it from inside, but with the Zapheads closing in, she
couldn’t gamble on escaping into a different building. At least this way she
wouldn’t be too far from Marina.


But
as she opened the door, she knew the restaurant wouldn’t be safe. Sitting at
the tables, propped up with moldering servings of food before them, were the
corpses of maybe a hundred people, more than could have possibly been eating
there when the solar storms hit. Rosa would have vomited if she had eaten
anything that day, and the smell was enough to make her woozy.


Again
she made a plea to God, for mercy on the souls of these desecrated people, but
she couldn’t help thinking of the human mannequin in the thrift store and how
it had been arranged like a doll.


Imitation
life.


The
Zapheads were learning how to be human, even if they couldn’t understand what
it meant to be alive. They were “new people.” They killed because death was
ordinary. They died because life was senseless.


This
was the world that Marina would inherit.


For
the first time, Rosa hoped Marina would die quickly, quietly, and in a place where
no Zaphead would ever discover her corpse.


She
covered her nose with one hand and staggered around the stainless steel
counter, where several hamburgers and congealed fingers of French fries sat on
plastic trays, left by customers whose appetites were erased in a searing
eruption of the sun.


Rosa now had a new plan.


Instead
of leading the Zapheads away from the thrift store, Rosa would kill as many of
them as she could.


Or
fight her way back to Marina and close her daughter’s eyes to this horrible world
forever.


Either
way, Rosa would need a knife.
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Rosa ended up skipping the knife.


The
manager’s office was open, a man slumped facedown over the desk. The back of
his skull was blown open, bits of hair and dried flesh pocking the papers that
were pinned to a bulletin board behind him. The wound was old, with greenish
rot around the edges. A circle of dried blood the color of rust spread out from
his face, the tip of his necktie curled and stiff beside one ear. But Rosa was nearly immune to the tragedy of a man driven to suicide by the actions of the sun.


She
was more interested in the revolver still gripped in the shrunken talon of his
right hand.


Rosa twisted the fingers off the barrel, the index finger
making an audible pop as she peeled it away. The stench of decay was
somewhat mitigated by the rotting food in the kitchen. The cloying aroma of old
grease even helped mask some of the more offensive smells. Several young
employees were scattered along the tiles in various stages of decomposition,
one of them with her head submerged in the congealed oil of a deep fryer.


On
the Wilcox farm where Jorge served as a migrant laborer, guns were part of the
culture. Predators like coyotes and bobcats were a constant threat to the livestock,
and hunters sought wild turkey, deer, and rabbits in the wild. Jorge had given Rosa basic instruction in gun safety, and she suspected Jorge wanted her to be able to
defend herself against the other laborers, who were known for alcoholism and
brutality. They had never owned a gun, but she was comfortable enough with them
to check the chamber. Five bullets remained. The man must have had a low
opinion of his marksmanship, or perhaps his nerve.


The
gun was single action, so she cocked the hammer and carried it back through the
seating area of the restaurant. The silence of the corpses at the tables was so
maddening she fought an urge to let fly with the bullets. If not for Marina, she might have followed the manager’s example, although she would have sought a
more pleasant location to meet the end. As she exited to the parking lot, she
wondered if firing the gun would inspire the Zapheads to use the rifles they
had collected.


And
the math didn’t work out. There were at least eight Zapheads in Siler Creek,
not counting Joey.


She’d
have to blast her way back to the thrift store and Marina. But as she turned
the corner, her plans changed yet again.


Because
the Zapheads were gathered in the intersection, waiting for her.


The
little boy in underwear was in front, with several others clustered around him.
Behind them was Cathy, holding Joey, who clapped his hands in delight as if a
birthday party was starting.


The
Zaphead with the reattached hand stood beside Cathy, as well as the teenager Rosa had punched in the face. Two of them held rifles, although they carried them like
walking sticks, their stocks dragging the ground. Then one of them stepped
forward, and Rosa’s heart did a flip and landed on a jagged stack of ribs.


Marina.


Her
daughter was among them, penned in and frightened.


Rosa raised the revolver, her hand shaking. But she didn’t
know which one to shoot. And she couldn’t trust her aim at this distance, not
when she felt like she was riding a tilt-a-whirl at some crazy carnival.


“No
kill,” Joey said.


“Marina?” Rosa called.


Her
daughter looked unharmed, although she was unnaturally pale, as if she were
slipping into shock. Rosa could only imagine the terror the girl must have felt
when the Zapheads discovered her and Rosa was nowhere around. She thought about
aiming the weapon at her daughter and firing and cocking until the chamber was
empty, but murdering out of love had been a stupid plan all along.


Because
she would never be able to harm her precious daughter.


Once
again she was trapped in the middle.


The
Zapheads shuffled forward a few steps, as if waiting for Rosa’s reaction. “No
kill,” Joey repeated.


Rosa glanced behind her, wondering how many other mutants
were slinking through the ruins of the town. “What do you want?”


Cathy
gently rocked her strange baby and said, “We’re all supposed to go together.”


“But
they’re not us,” Rosa said.


The
Zapheads erupted in a cacophonic echo. “Not us, not us, not us.”


“New
people!” Joey squealed.


“Just
let me and my daughter go, and we won’t hurt you.” Rosa couldn’t believe she
was negotiating with an infant, and her threat sounded silly even to her own
ears. She couldn’t hurt the Zapheads. Even if she shot their heads off, they’d
just plop them back in place, apply a little kissy boo boo, and be good as new.


Newer
people.


“No,”
Joey shrieked. “You come. Go now go.”


He
waved his hand down the road. The other Zapheads fell into a chant: “Go now
go, go now go.”


Marina began mouthing the words, too, slack-faced and
blank-eyed. 


Rosa dropped the revolver and headed for the group. She
wasn’t sure what would happen—the Grateful Dead teenager might want revenge,
the Zapheads could swarm her and rip her limbs from her torso, or Joey might
urge them to beat her to death with their rifles. 


They
haven’t hurt Cathy or Marina yet. If the Zapheads wanted to kill all humans,
they’d be dead, too.


Rosa was unwilling to contemplate the reasons the Zapheads
wanted them alive. Maybe Joey felt some loyalty to her. Or they felt threatened
by the soldiers and not the others. Or maybe they needed more bait.


Whatever
the reason, Rosa didn’t want her daughter joining their chants. Rosa wasn’t like Cathy—she wouldn’t raise a Zaphead child.


“Marina,” Rosa called again, approaching warily. She expected Marina to break into a run
toward her, but the girl stood in place, swaying back and forth in a catatonic
state. By the time Rosa strode between the first rank of Zapheads, she’d
forgotten about her own possible death. All she wanted was for Marina to move, to speak, to blink.


As
she hugged Marina, her daughter yielded to the embrace and whispered a soft
“Momma.” At least she was still partly here.


Rosa looked over her shoulder at the Zapheads surrounding
them. They watched with interest, as if not understanding the meaning of an
embrace. The Grateful Dead girl with the bleeding face lifted her arms a little
as if wanting a hug, but ended up staring down at her palms.


“Go
now go,” Joey said, flailing one little hand into a wave.


He
was motioning to the far end of town, away from the McDonald’s restaurant.
Cathy gave her infant an affectionate stroke on the cheek, and asked, “Go this
way, sugar bunches?”


“Sugar
bunches!” the Zaphead in the bloody military cap said. The Grateful Dead girl
added, “Go now go!”


The
Zaphead with the reattached hand led the way, and the rest of them followed.
Cathy trailed a little behind them, and then turned to Rosa and Marina. “Well?
You guys coming or not?”


Rosa wasn’t sure if they had a choice. Joey bore an odd
look of pleasure, his eyes sparking with fiery delight. That mockery of human
expression was almost more terrible than his petulant anger at the “old people”
who had tried to kill his mutant brethren. She recalled a Bible verse of the
wolf living with the lamb and the calf lying down with the lion. And a child
shall lead them.


Her
priest had explained the context of the verse as God’s promise of eventual
peace and harmony, not a literal future where children guided adults. But her
priest couldn’t have foreseen a day like this. Such a prophecy would have
seemed profane heresy.


Nevertheless,
she followed, hugging Marina so close that they both staggered awkwardly. The
first Zapheads had stopped in the street ahead, and Rosa wondered if they had
changed their mind about killing them. Then she saw the bodies. The Zapheads
lifted the two dead soldiers and the body of their elderly comrade, half
dragging and half hauling them away.


The
town of Siler Creek had never hosted such a bizarre parade. No fire trucks or
flags, no cheerleaders waving pompoms, no smiling politicians. Just a
collection of the living and dead walking through a ghost town where blank
windows served as the audience.


The
sun was sinking over the tops of the far buildings and the ridges beyond,
throwing long shadows that made the scene even more sinister. The clouds had
thickened, tinted pink and purple by dusk, and the air carried dampness
redolent of autumnal decay. Combined with the faint rot of corpses clinging to
the interior of her nasal passages, Rosa was pretty sure this was what the end
of the world smelled like.


“What
are they going to do with the dead people, Momma?” Marina whispered.


Rosa was relieved she had shown a sign of awareness, even
if the question was so grisly. Considering the body hung on the mannequin rack
in the thrift store and the dead people propped up in McDonald’s, she had a
good idea, but all she could say was “I don’t know.”


“Will
they hurt us?”


“No,
honey. Joey will protect us.”


Cathy
turned and smiled at them as if they were embarking on the Yellowbrick Road,
headed for a great adventure and off to see the Wizard. Rosa had seen that
movie while she was still learning English, so she missed a lot of the nuances
that Marina grasped right away. But she understood the journey was more
important than the destination, because the journey was where the Tin Woodsman
got his heart, the Cowardly Lion got his courage, and the Scarecrow got his
brains. She also knew there was magic in the words “There’s no place like
home,” although Camalú might as well be a fantasy movie set for all the reality
it held for her now. Magic had given way to hopelessness.


As
they trudged out of town, two of the Zapheads slowed and circled behind them,
as if to ensure Rosa and Marina wouldn’t lag or flee. They walked in silence as
night fell, following a two-lane highway punctuated with occasional abandoned
vehicles and multi-car pile-ups. Enough of the moon filtered through the cloud
cover to illuminate the pavement like a ribbon of oil, but it was the light cast
by the eyes of the Zapheads that guided them forward. They passed road signs,
but Rosa was never close enough to a Zaphead for its radiance to reveal the
reflective letters.


The
Zapheads never stopped to rest, and as the three humans in their midst grew weary
and slowed, they adjusted their pace. The ones carrying the dead bodies never
changed their grips or traded off their burdens, seemingly tireless. If
anything, they grew stronger the farther they walked.


Or
the closer we’re getting to the rest of them, Rosa thought. Because they somehow feed off one another’s energy.


Aside
from comforting Marina, she had little to distract her, and she passed the time
dwelling on two subjects: whether Jorge was still alive and how the Zapheads
functioned. She would need to understand their behavior before she could hope
to save Marina. An opportunity might arise for them to escape, and perhaps
night was the best time to try, but Rosa remained reluctant to risk Marina’s life yet. Until she was confident she could outsmart and outmaneuver the mutants,
they would stay close and learn.


This
was just like when she’d arrived in the United States with her husband—entering
an alien, hostile world. Only this world could kill with one cry from an
infant’s tiny lips.


“I
can’t go any more, Momma,” Marina said. “I’m hungry.”


“It’s
not much farther,” Rosa said. The encouragement was automatic and meaningless.
For all she knew, the Zapheads would march them until they reached the sea, and
then drive them beyond the shore into deep water.


“What
will we eat?”


The
Zapheads obviously wouldn’t let them stop at any of the houses or convenience
stores along the highway, and Rosa was afraid to ask. But Cathy, whose blouse
was open so that Joey could feed from one of her full breasts, said, “We’ll eat
cake.”


Joey
stopped his suckling and pulled his lips away with a wet smack. “Patty cake!”
he squealed with delight, before nuzzling back into his nursing.


The
sky shifted from pitch black to gray, suggesting morning. Ahead of them was a
soft haze of light, and Rosa’s heart leapt with joy. Electricity! So
civilization isn’t completely dead.


“What
are those lights, Momma?” Marina mumbled drowsily, leaning against Rosa as she limped forward.


“It
looks like a town, honey.”


“Does
that mean warm food? And milk?”


“I
hope so. We’ll have to see.”


Joey
popped free of his mother’s breast again to exclaim, “New people!”


“New
people,” the other Zapheads repeated.


New
people? That means…


Now
the road ended with the dark spires of buildings lining two horizons. It was a
town, but much larger than Siler Creek, the metal awnings of several gas
stations suggesting a center of commerce. As the buildings crowded closer
together, and details emerged in the creeping dawn, the windows mirrored the
glow they’d seen from a distance. And a chill slithered up from Rosa’s bowels into her chest.


There
wasn’t a single light source, juiced by the technological advancement of humans
and recovered after a natural disaster. No, the glow was the collective
brightness of hundreds of tiny lights.


Sparking
eyes.


As
thick as the countless stars on a clear night.


Bodies
crowded the street, swaying, milling, waiting for something.


Waiting
for them.


“New
people!” the crowd shouted, in voices shrill and low, gravelly and thin, male
and female, young and old.


Rosa nearly fainted. If not for Marina, she would have,
but with her daughter’s weight resting against her, motherly duty goosed her
into alertness. The cries of the Zapheads were bludgeoning after a night of
silence and false peace. The discord continued for a full thirty seconds before
fading away to a few mutters and mumbles.


“New
place,” Joey said to Cathy, loudly enough for Rosa and Marina to hear.


“Good,”
Cathy said. “Because it’s time for a new diaper.”
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The
rain began falling just as they reached the high school.


The
storm blew in with the dawn, the clouds like twisted purple dishrags leaking
their juice onto the world. The mob of Zapheads had closed around them,
chattering and clicking, spewing ululations that were all the more terrible
because they nearly resembled words. Rosa heard snatches that she was certain
were Spanish, and she wondered if the first Zapheads in their group had passed
along the language they had learned or if some other unfortunate Spaniard or
Mexican had been captured.


Marina
clung to her, head buried in Rosa’s shirt, as they waded down Main Street
through the horde of shabbily dressed—and in some cases scarcely
dressed—mutants, whose eyes glinted like a series of flash fires on a burning
oil slick. They hardly seemed to notice the rain, although the thick, cold
drops soon had both Marina and her shivering.


The
Zapheads that had been with them in Siler Creek were nowhere around, the bodies
they were carrying already taken from them. Rosa had the terrible thought that
the mutants were using them for food, but she’d never seen any Zaphead eating,
aside from Joey nursing at his mother’s breast. They weren’t flesh-consuming
zombies, but they also didn’t seem to wither and weaken through lack of
protein. Meanwhile, Marina was nearly to the point of collapse and Rosa’s own legs twitched in spasms of pain.


Cathy
ignored the maddening throng, intent on shielding Joey from the brunt of the
storm. But the infant kicked and squirmed until his chubby arms and legs worked
free of his swaddling, and his pink toes curled at the air. “Here now here!” he
squealed with delight, his shrill voice penetrating the howling wind and the
rattling of awnings and signposts as rain pounded car hoods and concrete.


Rosa couldn’t help but feel they were being herded now.
She’d seen several American movies on the Jewish holocaust, including the
powerfully moving “Schindler’s List.” Although she was aware of the deep cultural
chasm that would never allow her to relate to those horrors, she imagined this
might be the same sense of foreboding experienced by those poor victims of the
Nazi concentration camps. They staggered down the streets of the dirty gray
town with the white-domed courthouse shining wetly on the hill.


Rosa
wondered if other survivors might be in the organic tide that pushed them
forward, but in the chaos, she could do little more than cling to Marina and fight to keep her feet. The raving crowd appeared to part and let Cathy
through, Joey waving them forward. “Here now here!” he shrieked again, clapping
his little hands together. The chant was immediately echoed by the crowd until
it lost meaning and Rosa began to hear it as “Now here here.”


“Make
it stop, Momma,” Marina cried, squeezing Rosa so hard her ribs were bruised.


“It’ll
be okay soon,” Rosa said, already hating herself for using that lie yet again.
The Zapheads didn’t seem interested in hurting them, at least not
intentionally. But some of them crowded close enough to bump into her, and they
lacked a sense of their own strength. One little boy slapped her hard on the
back and shouted, “Patty cake!”


The
street opened onto a soggy parking lot, with school buses lined on both sides. Rosa wondered if the corpses of any children were sitting silently in those seats, ready
for a final ride. Then she saw the rectangular brick façade of the school, a
fenced-in area for athletic fields behind it. A large wing featured windows set
in a row maybe thirty feet off the ground, and Rosa figured it was the
gymnasium. A double set of metal doors stood open, the darkness beyond them
like the welcoming gaze of the world’s most secret demon. It was clear the
Zapheads expected them all to enter the structure. Despite Rosa’s misgivings,
at least the gym looked dry, and she needed to get Marina out of the
bone-chilling rain.


Cathy
turned to them with a beaming grin, strands of wet blonde hair plastered to her
forehead and cheeks. “Isn’t it wonderful?”


“What’s
Joey saying?” Rosa asked.


“He
says go in.” She shrugged as if this was a party where somebody wanted to play
charades or they would all turn into pumpkins at midnight. “The New People
can’t hear him, so they’re just jabbering up a storm. But we better do as he
says.”


“How
come he’s the boss?” Marina asked, nearly sobbing.


Cathy
gazed down at her son. “Because he’s special. Aren’t you, Little Boo Boo?” She
touched the tip of his nose and wiggled it a little, and he actually giggled.


“Special!”
he agreed, slapping at the saturated blanket that kept him attached to his
mother. “Kissy Boo Boo.”


“Boo
boo,” repeated the Zapheads, and soon the call spread to dozens and then
hundreds, to mutants who must have been out of sight on different streets or
around the perimeter of the school. Rosa wondered how many of them had gathered
in this place, and how they were staying alive. And the biggest question, why?


But
questions could wait. Right now she just wanted to be away from that insane
cacophony and the drilling rainfall. She clamped her palms over Marina’s ears and followed Cathy into the gym.


The
space was cavernous and almost completely dark, with an odor of dirty laundry,
rotted food, and a faintly metallic tinge to the air. There were a few specks
of light Rosa recognized as Zaphead eyes, although there couldn’t have been
more than a dozen of the mutants in the building. Rain drummed against the roof
in a musical rhythm, but above the roar rose a whispered sibilance, like an
audience secretly gossiping while pretending to watch a play.


“New
People talk,” Joey said, and then Rosa realized what the sound was:
conversation.


“Other
people, Momma,” Marina said, with evident relief. “Humans.”


As
bad as it is, at least we won’t have to face it alone. With that thought, she realized she’d stopped
including Cathy as one of “them.” Cathy had slipped over the edge, a devoted
mother to the point of losing touch with reality. In a way, Rosa envied her.
Living in a strange fairy tale was much easier than struggling in a world that
had changed so much it was no longer fit for human life.


Although
the double doors remained open, none of the Zapheads followed them in. Rosa wondered if this was some sort of sacred place to them. But Joey had entered, at his
own insistence, and none of the Zapheads tried to stop him. The Zaphead with
the severed hand stood at the door, still holding a rifle, and the Zaphead with
the bloody military cap waited beside him.


That’s
what they are doing: waiting.


Scraps
and fragments of phrases came to Rosa, mostly in English, although a few were
in Spanish as well as in one or two in languages she didn’t recognize. As her
eyes adjusted to the dimness, she made out several small groups scattered about
the spacious basketball court, whose lacquered wood caught the faint daylight
leaking through the high windows. In each group was a pair of glittering
orbs—belonging to a Zaphead.


“They’re
little babies, too,” Marina said. “The Zapheads brought people here to take
care of their babies.”


Marina sounded hopeful, as if humans might serve a useful
purpose that would keep them alive. As with the Jews and the others persecuted
in the Holocaust, if the captors could squeeze labor from them first, death
could always wait a little while. It wasn’t like either the victims or the
executioners were in much of a hurry, at least not in the beginning.


But
those adults gathered around each infant didn’t do much speaking. All the
voices in the gym were high and thin, echoing off the cinder-block walls and
the rolled-up rows of spectator seating. The phrases weren’t much different
than those uttered by Joey: “Here now we are here,” “New People talk like Old,”
and “Ve ahora ir aquí.” Almost nonsensical, yet suggesting serious
intent. But the syllabic sequences were more complex, the articulation more
elaborate, than anything Rosa had heard from the Zapheads.


“The
babies are all talking,” Cathy said.


“We
are not babies,” Joey said, with a chilling clarity that was all the more
startling because of the childlike voice. He no longer twisted and contorted in
his mother’s arms. Instead, he lay still and watched them with narrow eyes. Rosa could have sworn the mutant was sizing her up, judging her intelligence.


“Of
course you are, Boo,” Cathy said.


“We
are New People,” Joey insisted. “Gente nueva. De nouvelles personnes. Neue
Leute.”


Rosa recognized the Spanish, and the last two sounded like
French and German. As far as she knew, Joey hadn’t heard either of those
languages spoken since they’d met at Franklin Wheeler’s compound. But what
sounded like scraps of those languages meandered into the various conversations
around the gym. As if all the babies were learning them at the same time.


In
public school in Tennessee, Marina had been discouraged from speaking Spanish
during classes. As a result, other children were deprived of the ability to
learn a second language, at least until the educational system required it of
them and quantified their ability to grasp it as a letter grade on a report
card. But Zapheads had no such strictures, apparently. All the different words,
phrases, and languages flowed into a seamless and seemingly random hubbub.


“This
is a wonderful,” Cathy said, apparently adopting the adjective as a
one-size-fits-all acceptance of her personal experience. “Babies learning to
talk.”


“We
are not learning,” Joey said. “We are already talking. We just don’t know what
already we know.”


“Then
why are we here?” Rosa asked, almost afraid to hear the answer.


“We
are New People,” Joey said. “You are my people.”


“But
we are not Zap—we are not New People.”


“Usted
habla espańol.” The richly accented, well-enunciated sentence was
utterly astonishing coming from that tiny mouth.


“Si,”
  Marina said. Always an eager learner and bright student, she thought now she
could help as a teacher. Her enthusiasm crushed Rosa’s spirit.


“Tomamos
su espańoly luego lo llevamos,” Joey said.


“What
did he say?” Marina asked Rosa. Although she was fluent in Spanish, she was
actually better at English, since Jorge had frowned upon her use of Spanish
around the house. He insisted that they be Americans, or at least his idea of
what that meant. Now Rosa was grateful for the limitation, because she didn’t
want Marina to know.


But
Joey must have understood her confusion, because he translated it into English
for her: “We take your Spanish and then we take the rest of you.”
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The
flapping of tin was like the cry of a rusty bird.


With
the wind whipping, slapping brown leaves from the trees, Jorge Jiminez had
difficulty judging the direction of the sound. But with those black clouds
boiling in, he’d need to find shelter soon. Since parting from Franklin Wheeler
weeks ago, he’d holed up in abandoned houses at night, searching for Rosa and
Marina during the day. Even though sunset was still hours away, he couldn’t
afford to get wet. While he could probably find a change of clothes in a dusty
closet, he wasn’t sure he could endure entering yet one more house where the
corpses had set up permanent residence.


He
guessed he was at least ten miles from the Blue Ridge Parkway boundary, because
the houses had become more frequent, most of them seasonal cabins perched
precariously on steep slopes. The farmsteads offered better foraging because
the cabins often held bare cupboards, even though they were less likely to be
occupied by either the living or the dead—or that third kind known as the
Zapheads.


The
creaking noise likely signaled an old outbuilding, probably a barn or tool
shed. Since he had a satchel of canned goods, he could skip the risk of
entering a house. Aside from the rogue military unit patrolling the area, other
survivors could be barricaded with firearms, ready to blow away anything that
moved. Franklin had been right about one thing: the human race was farther away
from joining hands and singing “Give Peace a Chance” than it had ever been.


So
an outbuilding sounded good. He could use some rest, and the yellow blister on
his big toe wouldn’t complain much, either. Every moment he wasn’t moving might
be putting more distance between him and his wife and daughter. But he had no
idea where they were—they could be a hundred yards away, or a hundred miles.
He’d instinctively moved downhill, figuring they followed the path of least
resistance. The valleys opened up before him, golden brown with autumn,
although winter’s gray showed itself here and there like the hairs in an aging
man’s beard.


He
didn’t even want to think of winter, or of Rosa and Marina fighting the harsh
elements. Those left couldn’t afford to think of the future. There was only
today. There was only now, and the hope of shelter.


He
stepped from the forest to discover a sagging stitch of fencing. Beyond the
barbed wire was a hay field, the weeds towering over the grass, the prickly,
purple knobs of thistles bending in the wind. His former boss would have been
horrified at the condition of the field, sending his migrant labor out with
tractors and weed-eaters to whip them into productivity. Jorge suspected the
old asshole would have loved to whip his workers as well, but even white, rural
  Tennessee landowners had become victims of twenty-first century civility.


Of
course, Wilcox and the rest of the farm’s occupants had dropped dead with one
massive stroke of the sun, leaving only Jorge and his family to pick up the
pieces. But after surviving an attack by mutants, they sought the safety of the
mountains, where they’d met Franklin. But that journey had left them divided,
and now all that remained was…


The
shed.


It
could have once been a chicken coop, or perhaps a place to store silage and
hay. It leaned to leeward as if the coming winter might be its last, its
weathered plank siding warped and cracked. The structure offered dubious
sanctuary, but the first fat drops of rain decided it for Jorge. He navigated
the fence and darted toward the shed, grateful it was too cold now for the
copperheads and rattlers that had populated Wilcox’s fields.


By
the time he reached the sagging door and ripped free the bent sprig of wire that
held it fastened, the heavens had let loose, drilling silver fusillades at the
earth as if dispensing whatever retribution remained after the sun had vent its
wrath. Jorge ducked inside to the hammering of hailstones against the tin roof,
dust and chaff filling his nostrils and clinging to his sweat.


The
interior was dark, with only a couple of high openings illuminating a loft
above. Jorge ditched his satchel and was just shucking his jacket, intending to
hang it on a nail to dry, when the woman spoke over the rainfall.


“Don’t
move if you like your skull in one piece.”


He
glanced up to the loft, where a shadow separated itself from the larger
darkness. A bolt of lightning photographed her: fortyish, a wide-brimmed straw
hat topping a heart-shaped face, the gray-black rod of a shotgun barrel
protruding before her.


“I’m
unarmed,” he said.


“Like
I believe that? You’d have to be crazy to wander around Zaphead country without
some heavy ordnance.”


“They
only attack when provoked.” Jorge’s throat was dry with tension. He was tired
of people pointing guns at him.


“I
must be provoking the holy hell out of them, then, because I’ve killed at least
a dozen.” From her silhouette, Jorge judged her to be maybe five-two or five-three,
probably a hundred and eighty pounds. Not frail in the least. Her words were
disembodied in the disorienting half-light. “O’ course, some of them might have
been humans. I didn’t ask.”


“How
do you know I’m human?”


“Because
you haven’t attacked me yet. And you’re talking. And you just barely got enough
sense to come in out of the rain.”


“Have
you seen any of them lately?”


“No,
but I haven’t been looking. You got any food?”


“Some
cans of beans, fish, and soup.” Jorge started to reach into his satchel.


The
gun barrel glinted with movement. “Uh-uh-uh. Don’t move so fast.”


“I
told you I didn’t have a gun.”


“Just
ease that bag off your shoulder and lay it there in the floor.”


Jorge
could barely hear her over the drumming rain. He obeyed and stood waiting, the
chaff sticking to his neck and causing an itch. She shifted and then scooted a
wooden ladder over the lip of the loft. She’d obviously climbed up and then
pulled the ladder after her.


“Smart,”
he said.


“What’s
that?” she said, as she swung around to put a foot on the top rung and balanced
her rifle in one hand.


“The
Zapheads have no way to get up there and grab you.”


“Unless
the bastards learned how to fly. The way they’re changing, I wouldn’t put it
past them.”


She
descended the ladder with a grace that belied her bulk. One of Marina’s favorite movies was Disney’s “Fantasia,” and one segment featured hippopotamuses
performing a ballet. Jorge was reminded of the animated dance as the woman
perched on one foot in mid-air, grabbed the next rung with her free hand, and
took another step down. At no time did the pump shotgun’s aim seem to waver
from his chest.


“What
do you mean, ‘changing’?” he asked her. He and Franklin had arrived at the same
conclusion, which was why Jorge traveled unarmed. Neither of them had been able
to articulate the difference in Zaphead behavior, except that when they had
stopped fighting back, the Zapheads ignored them. Considering that the woman’s
gun seemed like an extra appendage on her body, she likely hadn’t reached the
same conclusion.


She
bent over his bag and rooted through the contents, spilling cans on the
straw-covered dirt floor. “They’re ganging up. And we’re just getting more and
more scattered.”


“Are
they near here?”


She
didn’t answer, instead pulling out a gas lantern Jorge had found in a garage.
“Well, well, well. Let there be light. You got any matches?”


“There’s
a lighter in the satchel.” Jorge relaxed a little as her attention shifted from
her gun to the lantern. After lighting it, she twisted a knob and the flame
leaped higher with a soft hiss mirroring that of the rainfall.


With
the shed illuminated, Jorge could make out a row of farm equipment, including
riding lawn mowers, harrow discs, plows, fertilizer spreaders and hay
balers—all equipment he had operated while working for Mr. Wilcox on a
Tennessee farm. Sacks of grain were piled high on pallets, their corners
worried free by rodents. The woman had apparently arranged bales of hay into a
little hut where she slept in the loft. Judging by the litter on the floor,
she’d been here a while.


“You’re
one of them there Hispanics, huh?” she said, squinting as if her eyesight was
poor.


“I’m
from Mexico, but I am an American now.”


“Countries
don’t matter no more. There’s human country and there’s Zaphead country, and
that’s all you need to know.” She picked up a can and read the label. “Pintos.
I ain’t had a warm meal in I don’t know how long. Been afraid to build a
campfire. Might burn the place down. And those Zappers sure do like fire.”


She
dug a can opener from his satchel and opened the can of beans, then pulled a
Swiss army knife from the breast pocket of her baggy plaid shirt. Thumbing out
a spoon from the multi-functional tool, she scooped up some beans and shoved them
into her mouth, chewing noisily. She motioned with the utensil. “Sit down and
eat.”


“You’re
not going to shoot me?”


“Haven’t
made up my mind yet. What’s your name?”


“Jorge
Jiminez.” He sat on the opposite side of the lantern from her, the door at his
back. He still had the option of making a run for it, but he didn’t think she
was as menacing as she pretended. Up close, her face looked broad and merry,
her eyes bright enough to diminish the impact of the wrinkles around them. Her
light-brown hair was streaked with gray and tied back in a ponytail.


“I’m
Wanda. Wanda Eisenstein.” She spoke around a mouthful of food, smacking her
lips without any pretense of manners. “Took back my maiden name when my husband
got zapped. Can’t really blame a gal for not wanting to be associated with
something like that.”


“I
have a wife and child,” Jorge said. “I’m looking for them.”


She
punched a hole in the top of a can of beans and rolled it toward him, as if the
supplies were hers and she was being hospitable toward a guest. “Better eat.
Got to keep your strength up these days.”


“I
ate a couple of hours ago.”


She
cocked her head. “You hear that?”


“Rain.
And some hail.”


“Thunder,
too. It’s like June and January mashed together and got drunk. I bet that sun
stuff messed up the weather just like it messed up people and animals and
cars.”


“And
people were worried about global warming.” Jorge didn’t understand the science
of it but he hadn’t evaded the arguments on the Wilcox farm, where the word
“liberals” was pronounced with so much hatred that it was more than just a
curse. Politics in America were so emotional, he’d almost preferred the sedate
corruption of his home country.


“People
are dumbasses. They always worry about the wrong things.”


“Many
of them no longer have to worry.” 


“So
when was the last time you saw your folks? They didn’t turn Zap, did they? I’d
blow some steel pellets in their brains if they did that.”


“No,
they were fine. We were at a camp—” Jorge realized he wanted to protect Franklin’s secret, not that he ever imagined he’d wind up returning there. “We were in the
mountains and got separated. Another woman was with them. She…she had a baby.”


Wanda
wiped her mouth with her sleeve. “Awful terrible, to raise a baby in this
mess.”


“The
baby was infected. Changed by the sun.”


“Oh,
Lordy mercy.” She flung the empty can over her shoulder and it bounced off the
wooden wall. She wiped her spoon on the leg of her jeans, folded up the knife,
and returned it to her pocket. “You shoulda killed that thing on sight.”


“It
was her baby. It’s hard to explain. All I could wonder was that if it had been
my Marina, what would I have done? I would have protected her with all my
heart.”


Wanda
nodded. “I reckon. I never had no kids myself. My Joe was firing blanks all
those years. Used to make me sad, but now I thank the Lord I didn’t bring
anybody into the world to face all this.”


She
removed the shotgun from her lap and laid it aside, evidently trusting him now.
The rain had eased so that it made a musical patter on the tin above. The storm
had scrubbed the air clean, and the shed was almost cozy. Jorge allowed himself
to relax, and fatigue seeped into his muscles as if a switch had been flipped.


“So
you’re wandering all over the place trying to find them, huh?” Wanda asked.
“How long since you lost them?”


“Six
weeks.”


“Hate
to say it, but they’re probably dead now.”


Jorge
nodded, pain stinging his eyes. That truth had danced around the back of his
brain for days, but he refused to nourish it, hoping it would wither and fade
in the dark. “I think the baby led them away,” he said, realizing how foolish
it sounded. “Like it was commanding them.”


She
snorted a chuckle that held no humor. “They’re getting smarter, that’s for
sure. But what’s that baby gonna do if they don’t obey? Squirt green poop out
of its butt?”


“Like
you said, the Zapheads are gathering into groups. I haven’t seen any alone for
days. There are usually at least three of them together, sometimes more.”


“Oh,
I can do you way better than that.” She belched with a sigh of satisfaction. “I
can show you a whole gosh darn city of them.”
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“We’ve
got to be getting close,” Lt. Hilyard said, checking the compass on his
wristwatch.


DeVontay
wasn’t sure about that. They’d found an old tool shed near the parkway where
they’d passed most of a rainstorm, waiting for the weather to break, and then
decided to go ahead and spend the night there. So they were at least a day
behind Rachel now, assuming they were headed in the right direction. The trails
broadened and became more developed and formal, and soon they found other signs
of park maintenance, and two hours after sunrise they came upon the parkway
itself.


A
ranger station near an overlook was abandoned, its windows smashed and the door
kicked in, with papers strewn around. A vending machine lay on its side, and
they collected handfuls of candy bars and packs of processed orange crackers.
The restrooms were foul and flyblown, but DeVontay treated himself to a toilet
seat after carefully wiping it down with paper towels. Hilyard found the keys
to a park service truck and gave the ignition a try, but the engine didn’t
yield so much as a hopeful click.


Several
vehicles parked at the overlook had corpses locked into their seats, their
mildewed eye sockets afforded a permanent view of the ridges rolling toward the
east like the gray waves of the ocean. Stephen and DeVontay sat at a picnic
table to divvy up the snacks.


“Maybe
we should just start our own little compound,” Campbell said. “We could fix up
that office, board the windows, and be able to see anybody coming a mile away.
We’ve got enough ammo to protect ourselves.”


“No
good,” Hilyard said. “Shipley’s unit could come in with a grenade launcher and
have the place smashed to toothpicks in thirty seconds. And we’d pretty much be
beef stew.”


“Not
to mention how easily the Zapheads could surround it,” DeVontay said. “Sure, we
could shoot them, but if they came in packs like we saw down in the valley,
they’d eat all our bullets and keep coming.”


“No
Zaps up here,” Campbell said. “Haven’t seen any since the night Rachel left.
Maybe they’re smart enough to head downhill where it’s warm while we’re getting
colder by the hour. I say we wait it out.”


“We
have to find Rachel,” Stephen said. He’d taken off his backpack and was sitting
on it, staring out across the mountains.


“She’s
probably dead, kid,” Campbell said. He leaned into the front window of one of
the abandoned cars and waved at the corpse belted behind the steering wheel.


“Don’t
say that,” DeVontay said.


“Well,
it’s probably true. We’ve just been chasing dreams and smoke for weeks. Who’s
to say this Wheelerville even exists?”


“It’s
something,” Hilyard said. “Better to be moving toward a goal than walking in
circles or sitting around waiting for the vultures to drop.”


Campbell shook his head in disgust. “Haven’t you guys
forgotten what she is now?”


“She’s
Rachel,” Stephen said. “We have to help her like she helped us.”


Campbell tried the door of the car and it opened with a creak.
He buried his nose in the crook of his elbow to ward against the smell as he
reached across the driver and checked the glove box. He came out with a
pamphlet that he unfolded and quoted: “‘The Blue Ridge Parkway is America’s most-traveled scenic roadway, stretching for four-hundred-and-sixty-nine miles
across rugged mountains and pastoral landscapes, providing recreational
opportunities for all ages.’” He tossed the pamphlet into the driver’s
putrefying lap and yelled into the back seat. “Hear that, kids? Fun for the
whole family!”


Stephen
drew his arms around his body, knotting himself into a protective hunch and
staring at the ground. The sight made DeVontay’s blood boil. He and Rachel had
worked hard to bring the boy back from a state of near catatonia after they’d
discovered him trapped in a hotel room with his dead mother, and Campbell was undoing their progress.


But
  Campbell had already grown bored with his taunting of the corpses. He walked
to the front of the car, where the concrete lip of the overlook gave way to a
tumbling fall of boulders, briars, and scrub brush. The drop had to be at least
three hundred feet, but Campbell perched on one leg, spread out both arms, and
leaned forward as if flying. “I’m the king of the world!”


DeVontay
wanted to play out the rest of the movie Titanic and push the asshole
over the edge. But that would only damage Stephen more. If DeVontay was selling
the message of hope and unity, that meant working together, as much as Campbell was getting on his nerves.


Hilyard,
who leaned against the scenic attraction’s wooden sign—Thunder Ridge
Overlook, Elevation 4,360 Feet—and studied the map, called Stephen’s name.
The boy gave him a morose stare, but he sauntered over when Hilyard gave him a
“Come here” nod.


As Campbell checked the doors of a Honda C-RV, DeVontay joined the others. Hilyard passed the
frayed map to Stephen and pointed to a spot on the wiggly blue line that marked
the parkway’s track across the mountains of North Carolina. A bleary star of blue
ink marked Rachel’s best guess of the Wheelerville compound’s location. “Here
we are. Near Milepost 289. Two miles west and we reach our marker. See?”


Stephen
ran a dirty index finger along the blue line. “This way?”


“Yeah.”
Hilyard lifted his head to stare toward the southeast. “So, based on the map
and the position of the sun, can you tell me which town down there is burning?”


DeVontay
was so absorbed in Campbell’s antics he’d scarcely had time to study the
horizon. The haze that gave the Blue Ridge its name was barely evident, and he
guessed the view stretched about two hundred miles. A thin thread of black
smoke wended up from a pocket of hills in a distant valley.


One
benefit of the apocalypse is the pollution has cleared up a little. But I guess
all that leaking nuclear radiation is taking its place.


Stephen
called out the town names on the map. “Siler Creek, Boone, Newton,
Stonewall—that’s where those men locked us up, right, DeVontay?”


“Yeah,
but nobody traps Batman and Robin for long, do they?” DeVontay didn’t like to
dredge up those horrible memories of the Zaphead attack and subsequent
massacre—or the haunting image of the Zapheads carrying away the dead—but he
was grateful to Hilyard for engaging the boy and drawing him out of his
melancholy. The man possessed enough leadership skill to become a military
officer without losing his heart along the way.


“Pecks
Mill,” the boy said with conviction. “That’s right, isn’t it?”


“You
are correct,” Hilyard said. “Give that man a Reese’s Cup.”


As
DeVontay fished out a candy bar, he asked Hilyard, “What do you think is
burning?”


“That’s
a college town. Evans-Lawson. Old stone buildings, probably wouldn’t be a bad
place to fortify. Could be some survivors there, sending up a signal. Or…”


DeVontay
mentally filled in the words the man didn’t want Stephen to hear. Or
Zapheads are turning it to ashes.


“Charlotte,” Stephen said, reading from the map and pointing south. “That’s where you and
Rachel came from.”


“That’s
right,” DeVontay said. “Hard to believe we’ve walked this far since August.
Less than four months.”


“It’s
November already?” Stephen asked, counting the months on his fingers. “We
missed Halloween.”


DeVontay
gave him an Almond Joy. “Trick or treat.”


We
didn’t need costumes this year. We already had plenty of monsters.


Campbell rejoined them, carrying a plastic guitar case he’d
salvaged from a vehicle. “Fender Strat. I’ve always wanted one of these.”


“An
electric guitar in a world without power?” DeVontay asked. “On the other hand,
your path to the top of the pop charts should be pretty clear. Unless the
Bieber Zaphead is at large.”


“Just
don’t play ‘Free Bird,’” Hilyard added, “or I’ll take one of those strings and
hang you from a tree.”


“Don’t
worry, I’m strictly British rock,” Campbell said, breaking into a raucous but
off-key chorus of The Who’s “My Generation.”


“Keep
it down, or every Zaphead within a hundred miles will be on us,” DeVontay said.


“That’s
just it,” Campbell said. “There’s nothing up here. No Zapheads, no deer, no
survivors, nothing. It’s like we reached the top of the world and the party’s
already moved on.”


“I
wouldn’t relax too much,” Hilyard said, gazing at the rocky ridges above the
road. “If we follow the parkway, we’ll be out in the open. Anybody watching
from up there can pick us off.”


“How
good can your men shoot?” DeVontay asked.


“They’re
not my men anymore,” Hilyard said. “But let’s just say I wouldn’t bet your life
on it. Mine, either.”


“So
you like my idea of staying here?” Campbell said. “We can beef up the ranger
station and—”


“That
idea gets worse by the minute, with you threatening to give us a concert. Let’s
move. Milepost 291 is less than two miles away. But stick to the shoulder
closest to the ridge tops. The trees will give us some cover.”


Hilyard
led the way and the others fell in behind him, crossing the two-lane road and
walking in knee-high grass. They’d gone barely a hundred yards when Campbell chucked the guitar into the ditch. “Thing’s getting heavy,” he said.


They
soon came upon a metal sign that read “Designated Scenic View. This sign
funded by a grant from the U.S. Department of the Interior.”


“Look
at that,” DeVontay said. “They had to put up a sign to tell people to enjoy a road
that didn’t have signs cluttering it up.”


“Now
that you look back at it, the human race was kind of screwed up,” Hilyard said.
“Poisoning our food, breeding way past our planet’s capacity to feed us, and
piling up enough weapons to kill ourselves a hundred times over.”


“I
read something that suggested we would never achieve interstellar space travel
because, otherwise, some advanced civilization out there would have already
reached us. The theory went that intelligent beings never made it past the stage
where they could destroy themselves, as if extinction was the predetermined
outcome of evolution.”


“Maybe
the universe doesn’t want us to get there,” Hilyard said. “We just had
some help getting killed off.”


They
went another mile without incident, passing a few vehicles along the way,
including two that had rolled off the road and upended below the bank. No one
bothered to check them out. DeVontay was happy with the snacks and bottled
water from the ranger station, and Wheelerville—if it existed—probably had a
food supply rich enough to get them all through the winter. As Campbell had just rediscovered, anything not absolutely essential to survival was dead
weight.


Shortly
after passing the concrete pylon marking Milepost 290, they came upon an RV in
the middle of the road.


“Easy,”
Hilyard said, motioning them to duck down among the weeds. “Looks like it’s
been occupied recently.”


“Should
we go into the woods and circle around it, just in case somebody’s in there?”
DeVontay asked.


“Looks
like it’s full of bullet holes,” Stephen said.


“Maybe
somebody got chased inside,” Campbell said. “Could be your soldier boys got
into a shootout.”


“If
Wheeler’s compound is near here, this counts as the neighborhood,” Hilyard
said. “Better to know if we’re in the bad part of town. You guys wait here and
watch my back.”


As
Hilyard slunk along the ditch line, Campbell asked DeVontay, “How long do we
let this jarhead run the show?”


“He’s
kept us alive so far, and he knows the territory better than we do.”


“Yeah,
but don’t you think he’d roll with his Army buddies the first chance he got? No
matter how nice he’s being to Stephen? That military brainwashing runs deep.
He’d sell us down the river in a heartbeat if it served the national interest.”


“We’re
not a nation anymore.”


“I like
him,” Stephen said, shooting Campbell an accusatory glare. “He’s brave and he
doesn’t whine and complain all the time.”


Hilyard
dashed across the road to the RV, hunching low. DeVontay gave a cursory scan of
the surrounding forest, but his attention was drawn back to the lieutenant.
Hilyard pressed his body against the side of the RV, rifle at the ready. He
slid along the length of the vehicle until he reached the door. He yanked it
open and shoved the barrel of his rifle inside.


Nothing.
DeVontay wasn’t sure if he was
relieved or not. The parkway was so bleak and lifeless that he might have even
welcomed a Zaphead attack.


Hilyard
entered the RV and after a moment, he returned and waved them forward. By the
time they got there, Hilyard had completed a sweep of the motorized home.


“Look
at this,” Hilyard said. “Baby clothes and diapers. Hell of a world to bring a
little one into.”


“Here’s
some dried blood,” Campbell said. “And holes in the roof. Looks like they held
a war here.”


“No
bodies, though,” DeVontay said.


“Maybe
the Zapheads hauled them all away. I can’t imagine any survivors taking the
time to perform a decent burial,” Campbell said.


“DeVontay
would,” Stephen said.


That
wasn’t exactly true. DeVontay had buried a few people along the way, but he’d
passed up numerous other chances. The whole enterprise seemed like a waste of
energy, and the notion of resting in eternal peace was laughable given the
chaos that reigned on solid ground.


“Looks
like nobody’s been here in a while,” Hilyard said, prowling through the
cabinets in the tiny kitchenette. “Food’s been raided, if they had any in the
first place.”


“I
say we get out of this sardine can,” Campbell said.


“Hey,
you’re the one that wanted to hunker down in the ranger station,” Hilyard said.
“This place is just as easy to secure.”


Campbell stuck a finger in the ripped paneling where a slug
had torn through the metal exterior and penetrated the RV. “Against Zaps,
maybe, but not bullets.”


Stephen
picked up a blue plastic rattle from a cot. He shook it, and the noise was far
more depressing than joyful. He tossed it to the floor.


After
they returned to the road, Hilyard scanned the asphalt around the vehicle. He
bent and held up a little brass sleeve. “This isn’t military. Must have been
survivors.”


“Well,
they didn’t survive for long,” Campbell said, nervously eyeing the forest.


“Maybe
it was Franklin Wheeler and whoever is with him,” DeVontay said.


“Only
one way to find out.” Hilyard started down the parkway, this time walking the
double yellow lines that ran down the middle of the road. “We’re almost to
Milepost 291.”
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The
secret to good sauerkraut was to squeeze out enough brine to submerge all the
leaves.


Franklin
Wheeler had made the fermented cabbage a staple of his food supply after
learning how simple it was to make and how long it kept. Over the years, he’d
hauled in several ten-pound sacks of salt as part of his preparations. Doctors
claimed all that pickled food was bad for the blood pressure, but not many of
them were exactly around at the moment to bitch at him.


Wouldn’t
be surprised if some German is mashing up a batch right now in a Bavarian cave.
Unless the Zapheads have already taken Europe.


He
sealed up a couple of Mason jars and tucked them away on a shelf in the root
cellar. He wasn’t sure how many years the sauerkraut would keep, but so far,
the longer he kept the food in the cellar, the better it tasted. He couldn’t
say the same for the pickled beets, since he had no vinegar. They’d turned into
a bitter red wine that might have offered some medicinal benefit but was just
as likely to poison him. If he wanted to get drunk, he’d piece together a still
and turn out some clear moonshine that would burn a blue flame both inside and
out.


But
times like these called for a clear head. Not that he’d ever been accused of
having such. No, he was the wacko libertarian, the armchair terrorist, the Dr.
Doom of the survivalist crowd. He was fringe long before Y2K, and about the
only positive to come out of being an early adopter was he’d quickly figured
out that the militia movements and the hardcore Constitutionalists were just
another power structure. No, a man was better off going his own way, not
defining himself by the value systems—or a lack of values—contrived by others.


A
side benefit of solitude was that he slipped off the government’s radar.
Posting Internet manifestos was a fool’s errand, anyway. Why, if you taught
everyone in the world to be self-reliant and survive whatever catastrophe was
going to deliver the hammer blow, then you’d been in exactly the same situation
when it was all over. A world with way too many people, most of them without
enough sense to piss a hole in snow.


Still,
the solar storms had done more than just clean out the gene pool. They spawned
an entirely new life form. Zapheads were human in shape and size and color, but
their operating systems had been wiped clean and rebooted. Even the government
couldn’t have concocted such an obscene clusterfuck. So this one was on God or
the universe, whichever way you wanted to assign the blame.


Franklin stacked some apples and pears in a wooden bin next to
the potatoes. The spring that oozed ice-cold water up from the rocks ensured
that the root cellar maintained its refrigeration year round, and the cellar
was dug deep enough into the bank that even the deepest freeze wouldn’t damage
the crops. But Franklin had a suspicion the weather was clusterfucked, too,
because already the November temperature seemed to be running about ten degrees
cooler than usual.


He
latched the door on the cellar and checked his array of solar cells. A couple
of the batteries had already drained low and seemed to be weaker on the
recharge. He would have to augment the system with a wind turbine, assuming he
could find any parts down in the dead cities. With very little of the world’s
electronics shielded by Faraday cages when the storms swept the planet, he’d
likely have to put that project deep on the back burner.


He
gathered his rifle and considered climbing the lookout platform. The weapon was
an option of last resort. He and Jorge had discovered the Zapheads responded to
violence with violence of their own, and they had strength, numbers, and
determination on their side. And if he fired even a single shot, Sarge’s bunker
boys might be able to locate him. He’d been alone in the compound for weeks
since parting with Jorge, and he was starting to feel invisible. But
complacency wasn’t in the survivalist playbook.


So
when he heard the whisper of leaves and the crack of a branch beyond the
camouflaged walls of his compound, his first thought was “Wildlife.” He
ran a no-kill operation, drawing milk from the goats and eggs from the
chickens, but he’d need extra protein in winter, which meant deer meat. He
wished he’d mastered the crossbow, but the complex contraptions seemed like
more trouble than they were worth. That was the type of weapon that
skinny-legged men in tights should use, not a wild-bearded mountain man. True,
nobody was around to stereotype him, but self-image was important.


Even
though he wasn’t ready to hunt, it wouldn’t hurt to monitor the deer population
and behavior. No complacency allowed. And if any of Sarge’s soldiers were out
there, well, they’d likely walk right past his compound. They knew he was
somewhere within a fifty-mile radius of their bunker, but exploring several
hundred miles of rough, raw Blue Ridge wilderness was a little different than
looking for a battleship from an airplane.


Franklin came to a crevice in the fence where he could nudge
aside some dead branches and peer through the chain links. A shadow moved
between the trees maybe fifty yards away.


Despite
his earlier resolve, his instinct was to raise the rifle and sight down the
barrel.


If
it’s got sparkly eyes, shoot it.


The
figure shifted and came briefly into view. It was human, all right, or at least
human-shaped.


He
managed only a glimpse of clothing, but it wasn’t military camouflage or khaki.
He focused through the rifle’s telescopic sight. The late-afternoon sun threw
long, slanting shadows from the nearly bare trees, and the forest was etched
with black lines. He couldn’t be sure whether the person was moving closer to
the compound.


What
if it’s Jorge?


Franklin didn’t believe the man would return without his
family. The two of them had escaped from Sarge’s unit and teamed up with two
other survivors. During a Zaphead attack that killed several soldiers and their
new companions, Franklin had discovered that Zapheads wouldn’t attack unless
provoked. The behavioral change suggested humans had a chance to survive
despite the much greater numbers of Zapheads.


Still,
even survivors brought risk. He’d already seen how Sarge’s unit had turned
violent and barbaric. Franklin was never a big believer in law and order,
preferring personal responsibility as the guiding principle, but if the
government’s trained soldiers couldn’t even hold the chain of command, what
hope was there that civilians could work together without killing each other?


Keep
walking. Whether you’re a Zap or a human, I don’t need the drama.


His
scope tracked across a brown eye. Was that a mutant spark, or a speck of
sunlight?


The
figure stepped into a clearing, a column of golden light pouring down. Franklin didn’t want to believe it. She was supposed to be dead.


Rachel?


He
almost called out to his granddaughter, a surge of joy rushing through him, the
first he’d experienced since the cataclysm. But what if she wasn’t alone? What
if she had been followed?


He ran
across the compound to the concealed gate, hoping the goats didn’t see him and
bleat for grain. He removed the chain and slipped quietly into the forest.


Franklin didn’t approach Rachel directly. Instead he eased
down the slope and away from the compound. The forest was crisscrossed with
animal paths of varying widths, many of them narrow threads of mud. Franklin had spread a thick layer of leaves around the camp’s entrance to conceal any
footprints, so he wasn’t worried about any intruders marching right up through
the front door.


He
estimated the pace of her progress and circled around so she was between him
and the compound. Satisfied that no one was following—either Zaphead or
human—he approached her from behind, hoping she wasn’t armed.


If
she’s gotten this far and lived this long, she’s probably developed some
survival skills. I don’t want to be on the receiving end of them.


But
  Franklin couldn’t help feeling a bit of pride. Of all the Wheelers, she had
the most similar temperament and constitution to him, although her youthful
optimism had yet to be tempered by the years and the many fools that would
plague her. She was the only one he could trust with the compound’s location,
and after nearly four months, here she was. She’d even correctly translated the
series of stones he’d stacked near the Milepost 291 sign, pointing the
direction of his home.


Now
it would be her home, too.


As
he crept up on her, alert to any movement around them, he couldn’t help
noticing she had changed. She wore a bulky tan coat to ward off the cold, but
she moved with stilted awkwardness. Her brown hair hung across her shoulders in
uneven, oily strands. Her hands were empty, although she carried a canvas
satchel that dangled from one shoulder by a leather strap. Now that he could
see her face, she looked much older than her twenty-five years.


So
much older that he was no longer sure this was Rachel.


She
didn’t appear to be wandering, though. She moved with purpose, her head up and
alert. She was looking for something.


And
then her hand went to her face and slid up her cheek. She tugged at her right
earlobe. It was an unconscious gesture, and one of Rachel’s habits since
infancy. Even while nursing, she would grip her ear with her tiny fingers.


He
stepped from behind the tree. “Rachel!”


She
turned and glared at him. Like an animal. Her eyes flashed golden and red like
the heart of a volcano.


The
hell?


But
the illusion passed and it was just his beloved granddaughter, haggard, cheeks
streaked with dirt, and dark wedges under her eyes, but beautiful nonetheless.


She
held out her arms to him.


Franklin grinned, an unfamiliar expression. He took three big
strides toward her and stopped. “Rachel?”


She
remained motionless, her face blank. No recognition in her eyes.


At
least they weren’t sparking.


But
she didn’t look right.


If
only she would speak.


Or
smile.


Or
blink.


Then
he realized she wasn’t looking at his face. She was looking at the rifle in his
arms.


He
rested it against a tree and lifted his hands as if to say, “Just playing it
safe.”


And
then she smiled, and it was like the sun breaking through the clouds, the dawn
of a whole new day, a radiance that warmed instead of burned or destroyed.
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Her
grandfather’s compound wasn’t quite like she’d pictured it.


For
one thing, it was far more ramshackle and cluttered. Rachel expected a tidy,
efficient cluster of small buildings, with stone walls and modern luxuries.
Instead, the place looked cobbled together out of scrap lumber and baling wire,
and the garden and animal pens were closer to mud holes than carefully arrayed
landscape. The only obvious nod to the Twenty-First Century was the solar panel
attached to the slanting tin roof of an outbuilding. Chickens roosted on the
little wooden pen that housed several goats, their manure streaking the boards
with white and gray. The discord of the setting made her uneasy, despite Franklin’s attentiveness and affection.


They
sat beneath a tree at an upended wooden cable spool that served as a table. She
wasn’t hungry, but she ate some of the pumpkin soup anyway. At least it was
warm, and Franklin was eager to care for her. She’d told him about her escape
from Charlotte in the immediate aftermath of the storms, the encounter with the
troops in Taylorsville, and DeVontay’s serving as a decoy so she and Stephen
could escape. She skipped the part about the farmhouse and the change she’d
undergone.


“Have
you heard from the rest of the family?” Franklin asked.


“Nothing.
I suspect they’re all dead.” Rachel should have felt some remorse for her
mother’s loss, but everybody had lost people close to them. And she didn’t know
how to feel about those in her life who might be alive, dead, or changed. They
were like actors from an old movie seen late at night—floating memories whose
faces she could barely picture.


“Yeah,
I guess we’ve had plenty of time to get used to the idea.” Franklin dug a piece
of cornbread out of a cast iron skillet and offered it to her, but she shook
her head.


“Thank
you for trusting me enough to tell me about this place.”


“I
knew you’d make it,” he said, spooning his own soup with a steady motion as he
slurped and talked. “If anybody could beat the odds, it’s you. Besides, I
didn’t want to end up one of those lonely old bunker coots who drinks his own
urine for twenty years.”


She
smiled. She was relieved the others of her kind hadn’t followed. She’d finally
figured out that their proximity not only agitated her but also caused her eyes
to glint and spark. That was why she’d lost it back in the camp with the group.
She hadn’t wanted to kill her companions. She had needed to kill them.


But
since she was alone, she could control her behavior. And the longer she was
away from the others—New People, that’s what they call themselves—the
more human she felt. She could almost forget what she was.


Almost.


“Who
are these people you’re traveling with?” Franklin asked. “Charlotte’s a long
way from here.”


“I’ve
been with people at different times. Some of them are organized, but there are
also bands of psychos who take what they want.”


“Oh,
yeah, I know about those.” Franklin put his soup bowl to his mouth and slurped
at it. Juice ran down the salt-and-pepper wires of his beard. “Me and this
other man got captured by soldiers who want to establish a new government with
their sergeant as King, President, Czar, and High Priest. We barely got away.
The way I see it, they’re a bigger threat to me than the Zapheads are.”


Rachel
winced at the word that now seemed so crude and childish. “Zapheads?”


“Yeah.
The muties. The ones who turned during the storms. Isn’t that what they called
them in the big cities? It was all over the news.”


“Sure,
Grandpa, I know what you mean. The word just sounds so…I don’t know.”


“Politically
incorrect? Fuck, yeah. They don’t have rights, they don’t have feelings, and
they don’t get a special name so they can feel good about themselves. They’re
standing between us and the life we want to rebuild.”


Rachel
had to be very careful here. “So what’s the goal? Do you just want to hide out
in this compound until it’s all over?”


“We’ll
worry about tomorrow when it gets here. If it gets here. But I’m
wondering one thing. How did you make it a hundred fifty miles on foot without
a weapon?”


“I’ve
killed. I had to, early on. Then I got smarter and started evading them.”


Franklin crammed the cornbread in his mouth and small yellow
crumbs flew out as he spoke. “What about the people you were traveling with?
Did you have any showdowns with the Zaps?”


“The
cities and highways were bad. I’d guess maybe only one in a thousand survived
the storms. A lot of bodies are out there rotting.” With those odds, she should
have felt lucky to be alive, but she wasn’t sure how alive she was anymore.


“Sounds
about right,” Franklin said. “From what I can tell, the Zapheads outnumber us a
hundred to one. I suspect that’s a worldwide rate. My ham radio was shielded so
I made contact with a few people on the waves, but now every bandwidth is dark.
I don’t know if those folks died, their batteries lost power, or the Big Zap
did something to the atmosphere. That probably means no government, no army,
and no cavalry to ride in and put the pieces back together.”


“I
thought you didn’t want the pieces to fit back together. That’s the
point of this compound, isn’t it?”


“‘Wheelerville.’
That’s the name of the place. Pretty lame, if it’s just me, but we’re likely to
have others at some point.”


Rachel
tensed. “Others?”


“That
man I was telling you about, the one who escaped with me. We got caught in a
battle between some soldiers and Zaps, and he probably saved my life. He went
to look for his family. And if he finds them, he might bring them back, assuming
there’s nothing better out there.”


“So
much for your loner image, Grandpa.” She pushed her bowl away and pulled her
coat more tightly around her. The air was chilly and the sky foreboding, the
clouds like clumps of wet ash.


“Well,
we might need numbers to make it. Sarge—that’s Sgt. Shipley, according to the
name stitched on his pocket—runs a military goon squad of maybe thirty-five men
or so intent on taking over the world. And since I’m right on their border, I’m
probably one of the first to go.”


“We’ll
have numbers. The group I was with is headed this way. And one of the guys said
some survivors in Stonewall knew about your compound.”


“Might
be why all the birds are gone.”


“Birds?”


“You
spend enough time up here, you get used to the soundtrack. And when a note goes
sour, it really stands out. Something spooked the animals.”


“Might
be the people I was with.”


“Yeah,
and may be something else. Best to scout it out. But if it is your people, how
come you’re here and they’re not?”


“The…Zapheads
attacked us. We got scattered. I figured the best thing would be for all of us
to meet up here later. We had a better chance of slipping through if we
separated.”


She
described the members of her group, pointing out that Hilyard had been part of
the same military unit that Franklin was worried about. 


Franklin stood and collected his rifle. “We’d better go out
and rescue them. Assuming they didn’t all get killed.”


That
wasn’t part of the plan. Rachel had arrived early so she could spare her
grandfather, not lead him into hell. She was still human enough to know she
loved him, and therefore wanted him to survive. If he was part of the human
group, and things went bad, she wouldn’t be able to stop it.


But
now that she was here, away from the influence of the New People, she could
barely remember why she had split. Stephen needed her, and both DeVontay and
Campbell had saved her life. Even Lt. Hilyard had risked himself to help them
all. They were good people. Old People, but with heart and a strong will to
live.


“I
need to rest first,” she said.


“Oh,
okay, that was stupid of me.” He helped her to her feet and motioned toward the
structure that was half tree house, half rustic cabin. “Got a couple of beds
inside, pick your poison.”


He
reached for her satchel, and she put a protective hand over it. “I can carry
it. I made it this far, didn’t I?”


She
smiled, and the old fool fell for it. He stared into her eyes with adoration,
or maybe he was studying them for something. “My, but you’re all grown up now,”
he said. “You look different on the Internet. What’s it been, five years?”


“You
haven’t changed much. The beard’s a little longer and has a little bit more
gray, but other than that you don’t look a day over a hundred and ten.”


He
had a good laugh at that. “Okay, you go settle in and get warm, and I’ll take a
peek outside and see if anything’s happening.”


She
entered the dark cabin, which was as cluttered as the compound. A little
propane grill and a metal basin served as a kitchen, and a mattress took up
much of the floor. A head-high loft held another bed, and several sleeping bags
and foam pads were rolled up and tucked away beside it. A radio and a dusty
computer sat on a desk, a single electrical cord running through a hole in the
wall. One end of the single room was dominated by a wood stove, with split
firewood stacked on the stone hearth. The room was askew, the angles out of
true. For all his ingenuity, her grandfather wasn’t much of a carpenter.


She
wasn’t really tired, but she sat on the bed anyway, just in case he came
inside. She opened her satchel and took out the metal butane lighter. There
were some books, maps, and papers piled on the desk, and no doubt its drawers
he’d plenty of combustible material. If she needed to give a signal, she could
always set the cabin on fire.


Rachel
doubted it would come to that, though. She flicked the lighter into bright life
and stared into the flame for a moment. Then she closed the lighter with a snap
and looked around.


There.
That’s better.


The
radiance of her eyes illuminated the room.


Much,
much better.


She
might grow to like it here. It wasn’t home, but it would do for a while. After
all the killing, running, and destruction, she welcomed a chance for
reflection. She could already feel the influence of the New People fading, like
an echo off the walls of a well after a pebble is dropped into the water.


She
had a choice now. She could be herself again. A survivor, working with others
to build a worthwhile life.


What
the New People—the Zapheads—offered was a different life, maybe even a
better one. But it wasn’t natural, was it? It wasn’t her life.


She
rose to her knees and looked into the blank computer screen. In its smeared
surface, she could see the fire darting in her eye sockets.


Freak.
Look at you.


She
put her hands over her eyes and warm tears wet her palms. Real tears, not like
the crocodile tears she’d squeezed out to get sympathy from DeVontay and the
others. Used as a tool to serve the better way.


But
was the New Way truly the better way?


If
only Rachel could explain it to them, maybe they could help her. But they
wouldn’t understand. DeVontay, Grandpa, Campbell, and certainly not Stephen.


She
needed time. If the New People stayed away, she wouldn’t have to kill. She
could think for herself. She could feel. She could remember.


When
the sparks faded from her eyes, she tucked her satchel under the grimy pillow
and went outside, where dusk crept from the edges of the world. The sun was
hidden behind a boiling mass of thunderheads to the west, and the entire sky
was bruised and angry-looking.


She
touched her jeans over the spot where the dog had bitten her and inflicted a
dangerous case of gangrene. The Zapheads had healed her, but they had also
harmed her. A surge of anger rushed through her, but it also carried pleasure.
Because those were human emotions.


And
she wanted to be human more than anything.


She
ran her finger along where a scar should have been. What have you done to
me?
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Something’s
wrong.


Franklin couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but Rachel was
not the same person he’d known years ago. But with all that had happened in the
meantime, how could she not have changed? Even ordinary life events, like
graduating from college, becoming a school counselor, renting an apartment, and
dealing with the dating scene would have made her a stranger. She was an adult
now, not the child he’d tried to guide and inspire over the years.


And
she had been forged in a new kind of fire, as well—a post-apocalyptic chaos
that no amount of coaching could have prepared them for.


Perhaps
she had suffered more trauma on her journey than she cared to share. Franklin understood that. It was a Wheeler trait: Never let them know you hurt.


The
wind had picked up, and brown leaves skirled from the trees. The flurry helped
camouflage Franklin but also made it more difficult to detect motion. He was a
quarter of a mile below the compound, making a circuit of the perimeter. If he
encountered anyone, he wanted Rachel to be safe. The animal trails here were
familiar to him but not so overused that they were obvious to anyone but a
trained tracker.


The
temperature had dropped so much that he was already planning a fire for his
return. He was scouting around for deadfall he could haul back to camp when the
pattern of the foliage changed.


Damn.
Almost walked right out into the firing line. It’s hell getting old.


He
eased behind a stunted stand of balsam and rhododendron, evergreens that were
as thick in November as in May. He studied the fluttering movement that was
barely visible through the scraggly branches, unsure of its source. It looked
like cloth, maybe military fatigues. He eased his rifle barrel into position
against his shoulder and sighted through the scope at the target a hundred
yards away.


Definitely
military, but why is it moving like that? He’s shimmying and shaking like a
redneck hoeing down at a square dance.


He
tilted the scope lower, and the crosshairs were centered on an opened backpack,
the contents scattered as if a black bear had been pawing through it. He
focused again on the glimpse of uniform. It seemed to be billowing. Maybe this
had been someone’s camp and—


The
cold circle of steel in the back of his neck broke his thoughts.


“Don’t
move, old man, or your brains will be buzzard food.”


Franklin sighed. Who was he trying to kid? He was out of his
league in the apocalypse, no matter how much he’d prided himself on prepping.
The new world was always one step ahead of him.


The
guy behind him sounded young and irritable, which was not a stable combination.
  Franklin said, “Does shitting my pants count as moving?”


The
guy gave a raspy bark of a laugh. “Wheeler. I knew you were still alive, no
matter what they said.”


“Do
I know you?” Franklin asked, without turning around.


“Not
really. You probably saw me in the bunker, but I’m just another crewcut.
Nothing you’d remember.”


“You’re
one of Sarge’s boys, huh? So how come I’m not already dead? Or do you just like
talking?”


The
gun barrel bit deeper into his flesh. “Couple of reasons. One, a gunshot would
let everybody know where we are, Zap and human alike. And two, I figure you
have some information that just barely makes you worth more dead than alive.”


Great.
Captured again. He’s going to march me back to the bunker and I’ll be right
back where I was a month ago, only with Sarge a little bit more psycho. I think
I’d just as soon go ahead and die here.


“I’m
not going back there,” Franklin said. “You guys are probably eating each
other’s livers with pinto beans and pot liquor by now.”


“Who
said anything about going back there? Especially when you have a nice little
set-up of your own.”


“No
way. Go ahead and shoot. I don’t give a damn.”


“Oh,
I think you do. Because I heard your sweet little granddaughter was on the way
here. And she won’t be that hard to find. Because you wouldn’t stray too far
from home if you’re waiting for her.”


Does
everybody left in the whole goddamned world know about my compound? Guess I
should have gone dark a decade sooner.
“You heard wrong. It’s just me and a few goats.”


“I
don’t need to hear about your love life, Wheeler. I need shelter and
protection.”


“So,
what, have you gone rogue from the Rat Patrol?”


“Put
down your weapon and I’ll tell you about it.”


Franklin mulled his options and decided he didn’t have any. If
this soldier was part of a squad, his comrades would be raising hell looking
for him. And if any of Rachel’s friends came along, a misunderstanding could
lead to gunplay. And both of those scenarios would probably draw Zapheads from
all over the mountain.


He
leaned his rifle against the gnarled tangle of rhododendron and rolled slowly
into a sitting position. The soldier was right—Franklin didn’t recognize him.
He wore a green parka with the hood up, the synthetic fur framing his face. His
blue eyes were hollow and bloodshot, and thick brown stubble populated his
upper lip and chin. An M-16 was slung over one shoulder, and the barrel of his
9mm pistol was as gaping as a subway tunnel to hell.


“How
did you get away from Hayes and his unit?” the soldier asked.


“Killed
them deader than Elvis. But it’s okay, because they needed killing.”


“You’ve
got a lot of lead in your pecker for such an old fart. But you’re right. Hayes
was as loony toons as Sgt. Shipley.” The soldier worked his free hand inside
the chest of his parka and came out with a cigarette. He perched it on his
cracked lips, repeated the motion to withdraw a Bic, and lit his smoke.


“So,
here we are,” Franklin said. “Two strangers, a million miles from nowhere.
Shooting the shit while the world dies.”


“Get
up. You’re taking me to your compound.”


Franklin rose and wiped the mud from his pants. “Do I get to
carry my gun? We might need it if we run into trouble.”


The
soldier scooped up Franklin’s rifle and slung it alongside his own. “This ain’t
a buddy-cop movie. Head on back down to my camp site.”


Franklin walked ahead of the man toward the backpack. He soon
saw that the dangling cloth was a uniform shirt strung between two branches. A
scarecrow to fool the shitbirds like me.


“A
couple of other privates went AWOL with me, but they wanted to try for a big
city,” the soldier said. “Figured they’d find some sane survivors. Mostly I
think they wanted to get as far away from Shipley as possible.”


“Sounds
like a wise move. Why didn’t you go with them?”


“Not
sure. Maybe I got intrigued by the Wheeler myth.”


Franklin waited while the man collected his goods and crammed
the shirt in the pack. He tossed the pack to Franklin, who let it bounce off
his chest and tumble to the ground.


“I’m
not your pack mule,” Franklin said.


The
soldier took a deep, final draw off his cigarette and flicked the butt to the
ground as he exhaled a tumbling pillar of smoke. “Look, I’m not trying to be an
asshole, but we’re going to have to come to a meeting of the minds. I’ve got
the guns, so that means I have the upper hand for now. It’s nothing personal. I
even kind of admire you in a way. But the longer we stand here and play out a
little power struggle, the more likely both of us end up dead.”


Franklin nodded. “Fair enough. But if it looks like you’re
taking me back to the bunker, the struggle is for real.”


The
soldier nodded back. “Fair enough. My name’s Kruetzman. From Idaho.”


“For
real? I didn’t know people actually came from Idaho.”


“A
lot fewer of them now.”


“A
lot more Zapheads, though.”


Kreutzman
stuck his 9mm in a hip holster and collected his backpack. Franklin relaxed a
little. Who am I trying to kid? I’m not ready to die quite yet. The end of
the world is just getting interesting.


“Okay,
let’s see this legendary compound of yours,” the soldier said.


“How
can I be sure you’re not a plant? I show you the compound, you kill me and
boot-scoot back to your unit and sound the alarm. Then Sarge’s boys come wipe
out whoever else is there and torch the place.”


Kreutzman
considered a moment, and then shucked Franklin’s rifle from his shoulder and
returned it. “If you don’t like what goes down, you’ll have a fighting chance.”


Franklin figured he wouldn’t get a much better commitment of
trust than the ability to shoot the guy in the back. But he was reluctant to
let more people into his circle, which was already larger than he’d ever
imagined. As he’d told Rachel, there was strength in numbers, though. And if worse
came to worst, better to have somebody trained in the art of combat.


“Worse
comes to worst,” hell. I thought I had imagined the worst, but the Big Zap went
beyond anything I could ever dream up. Even if I was asleep, I wouldn’t believe
it.


But
this was the hand they’d been dealt. The Zaps had all the aces up their sleeves
and God held the jokers, and he was playing with house money anyway. None of
them deserved to be spared the effects of the solar storms, but here they were,
making the best of it. Maybe it wasn’t great, but no creature ever asked to be
born, they just got squirted out slimy and squealing into the world and told to
deal with it or get out of the way for the next one.


“This
way,” Franklin said, heading uphill through the woods. The sky had taken on a
wintry gray above the skeletal talons of bare branches. Each day since the end,
  Franklin had carefully marked the days on a calendar and he was pretty sure
today was the seventh of November. But if he had awakened from a coma and found
himself in the mountain’s chilly, damp environs, he would have sworn it was
nearly Christmas.


I
don’t know if Santa’s making his rounds or not this year, but one thing’s for
sure: there won’t be a whole lot of Thanksgiving.


He
was struck by an absurd image of a manger scene featuring Zapheads gathered
around a glittery-eyed little savior, and he drove it from his mind by thinking
of Rachel. Which reminded him. “How did you hear about my granddaughter?”


“We
ran into a couple of soldiers from a different unit. They were stationed at Ft. Bragg, and ended up in a shitstorm of Zaps in Taylorsville. Half the town burned down
around them, and only a handful of them got out. They met some civilian
survivors there, and one of them was apparently your granddaughter. Some guy
dimed out the directions to your compound, but it was the same vague bullshit
we already had. But now the legend’s built up so everybody thinks you’ve got a
fifty-room marble castle with an indoor swimming pool, Jacuzzi, and bowling
alley where naked island girls bring you drinks with little paper umbrellas in
them.”


Franklin chuckled. “Yeah, keep on looking for that one. What
else did they say about her?”


“One
of the soldiers said she was hot, but considering the competition these days,
that don’t mean much. And, nothing personal, if she shares your genetic code,
I’m betting against it.”


“I
built the place for her. Sure, I got off on the image of the grizzled old
hermit delivering manifestos from a hidden cave, but I didn’t see much point in
just pissing my days away. It had to matter.” He waved vaguely at the entire
world and the vault of heaven that stretched beyond comprehension. “This
has to matter.”


“I
wouldn’t waste much time on philosophy,” Kreutzman said. “There’s dead, and
there’s Zap, and there’s whatever we are. And I’ve got a feeling the first two
are going to be around a lot longer than us.”


“Zap
activity’s been way down the last few weeks,” Franklin said. Despite his
meandering route up the slopes, the compound was only three hundred yards away
now. He’d have to decide how to handle Kreutzman soon. “If Sarge wasn’t sending
out patrols to stir them up, we might even be able to get through the winter in
peace. Buy some time to figure out the next move, and who knows? Maybe the Zaps
will freeze off in the cold.”


“Sarge
has already figured out the next move. All-out war. Genocide. As he
says,”—Kreutzman shifted into a parody of Sgt. Shipley’s gruff bluster—“‘You’re
either with us or against us.’”


“That’s
real comforting. Bad enough that the human race is on its last legs without us
killing ourselves off. I swear, sometimes I think the human race is determined
to be its own extinction event.”


Kreutzman
lowered his voice and said, “Might not be up to us.”


Franklin turned in the direction Kreutzman was staring, along
a western ridge where high pines shaded the forest floor. Shapes moved in the
near darkness, lesser shadows that stood out among the scabbed bark and mossy
boulders.


Kreutzman
glanced at Franklin and his eyes widened at the rifle pointed at his chest.


“You’re
either with us or against us,” Franklin said.
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The
first shot came from a copse of high white pines somewhere to their left.


Campbell was bringing up the rear, staring at the tips of his
boots as they churned up mud on the animal path. He was tired and almost
drowsing on his feet. The explosion of the gunshot was so jarring after the
long silence of the forest that at first Campbell thought the thunderstorms had
returned.


But
when the bark erupted six inches in front of his face, sending a thin sliver of
wood into his cheek, he knew he’d gotten way luckier than he deserved. He
dropped to the ground even as Hilyard issued the command. Campbell rolled onto
his side, trying to maneuver his rifle off his shoulder, but the strap was
tangled around his elbow. He braced for impact as he wriggled toward a pile of
deadfall where three rotten trees collected moss.


“Are
you hit?” Hilyard asked.


Campbell wiped at his face and his hand came away bloody, but
the flesh was in one piece. “I’m good,” he said, appalled that the words had
almost squeaked out of his mouth. For all his bluster of the last few days, he
was still chickenshit at the core. Hilyard was right—he’d gotten complacent
from days of downtime and the notion that Zaps had migrated from the mountains.


“Stay
down,” DeVontay called to Stephen, who was huddled into a ball near a rock
cleft barely big enough to shield a house cat. DeVontay was out in the open,
but he found a shallow gulley and got busy squirming into it as if trying to
tunnel his way to China.


Hilyard
took cover behind the trunk of a thick maple, looking around to make sure they
weren’t surrounded. “Shooter at ten o’clock,” Hilyard said.


“What
the hell does that mean?” Campbell yelled back.


Hilyard
gave an exasperated expression, as if to sigh “Civilians,” and pointed
toward the pines.


“Could
have just said ‘Up in the pines.’” Campbell knew he was talking too fast and
loud, but he couldn’t help it. He finally wrestled his rifle free, but he was
afraid to stick his head up and aim. Not that he knew what he was aiming at.


“Think
there’s only one of them?” DeVontay called.


“No
way to tell,” Hilyard said. “I don’t think he’s from my unit, or we’d probably
all be dead by now.”


“So,
what do we do?” Campbell asked. “Just wait here until dark and try to sneak
away?”


He
didn’t like that prospect, because sunset was at least two hours away, and
maybe the theory of the Zapheads was wrong and they were crawling all over the
place.


“Keep
your eyes open and make sure none of them sneak up on us from below,” Hilyard
said. “DeVontay, squeeze off a round to serve as cover for me so I can work my
way uphill.”


“I
can’t shoot for shit.”


“Doesn’t
matter. Just make a boom. Whoever it is will duck.”


DeVontay
fired a shot and Hilyard dashed to the next tree. Great, Campbell thought. At this rate, five years and ten thousand bullets from now, problem
solved.


But
he shifted his gaze away from Hilyard’s slow advance, monitoring the forest
behind them. The tree trunks were silver and black, the shadows thick between
them. The laurel and fern offered plenty of hiding places for a sniper. Maybe
Hilyard had walked them right into a trap. So much for military genius.


But
what if it was Hilyard’s old outfit? Why would they want to kill him and the
other two when Hilyard was their real target?


Campbell lodged the butt of his rifle against his shoulder and
sighted down the barrel. If he took out Hilyard for them, they’d probably let
the rest live. Hell, they might even give him a reward, buddy up and invite
them back to their bunker. Sure, Hilyard had said they were all psychos now,
but that’s just what Hilyard would say, wasn’t it?


Maybe
Hilyard was the real problem. That made sense. He could have gone all brass
tacks on the unit, following orders given before the Big Zap. Orders that
didn’t mean shit in After. Men like Hilyard couldn’t throw off two decades of
indoctrination that easily, even in a catastrophe. If anything, they’d get more
conservative and by the book, because that was how they were trained to deal
with emergencies.


And
the unit would have rightfully mutinied and tossed him out on his ass. And
maybe Hilyard drafted him and DeVontay as new recruits to help him take back
the bunker. All that talk about Wheelerville was just a chance to regroup, pull
in some more warm bodies, and have a base to launch a counterattack. And that
battle was sure to end in lots of bloodshed on both sides, at a time when the
human race already had the odds stacked against it.


When
you think about it that way, I’m doing all of us a favor. One bullet in the
back, and I can be a hero.


He
even went as far as putting his finger on the trigger. But he couldn’t do it.
Killing a man was hard enough when it was a stranger a great distance away.
Even killing Zapheads wasn’t a walk in the park.


Ah, hell with it. Maybe somebody else will shoot him.


Then he saw movement below, in a clearing where
blackberry briars and poison oak vines tangled together in a reddish-brown
snarl. He scooted lower so the top of his head was concealed, peering through a
gap between two logs. “DeVontay,” Campbell called in a whisper. “Behind you.”


DeVontay rolled over, pushing his backpack in front of
his face as if the nylon sack and its contents would stop a bullet. His rifle
barrel slid out and quivered.


“See him?” Campbell said. “Down there in the briar
patch.”


“Can’t see nothing. Only got one eye, remember?”


“Don’t talk too much.” Hilyard was now fifty feet up
the slope, crawling on his hands and knees. “Makes it easier for them to
pinpoint your location.”


Great. At least they can’t call in air support and
Napalm our asses.


“So, are you going to shoot or not?” Campbell said.


“I don’t know who that is. Might be Rachel, for all I
know.”


Stephen sat up. “Don’t shoot Rachel!” he wailed.


A man’s head appeared above the vines and briars. In
the slanted shadows of evening, Campbell couldn’t be sure of the man’s dress,
but he had a crewcut. That was evidence enough for him. He squeezed off a shot.


The man ducked back into the scrub. Campbell put a
finger in his ear and tried to rub away the ringing. Missed by a mile.


“So there’s at least two of them,” DeVontay said.
“We’ve still got them outnumbered.”


“We were outnumbered when there was only one of them,”
  Campbell said. “Must be Army or he would have yelled at us to stop shooting.”


“Maybe we should make a run for it,” DeVontay said. “I
don’t think we can outgun them.”


“Run where? And what about Stephen?”


“I can run faster than you,” the boy said.


Another shot rang out, this one from the side, and
skipped off a rock above Stephen’s head with a keening whine. DeVontay fired
wildly back in that direction, more out of anger than having a reasonable
target. Campbell unleashed a couple of shots himself, wondering how many were
left in his magazine. He had one extra magazine in his backpack, but that would
mean he’d have to stand, shuck his backpack, and dig around in it while keeping
one eye on these invisible but well-armed attackers.


Hilyard was now out of sight, too, probably up in the
hardwoods near the stand of pines. Campbell studied the terrain, wondering
where he might get a better view of the surroundings. Assuming he could
actually make his legs work. The chill had seeped into his bones, and his knees
felt like jelly.


“I
got an idea,” DeVontay said.


“I
hope it involves bulletproof vests.” Campbell had never been all that witty,
but he couldn’t stop his mouth from rambling nonsense.


“One
of us is going to have to flush him out. Since I can’t hit the side of a barn,
I’ll head down the trail as fast as I can, and when the guy pops up to shoot
me, you take him out.”


“That
doesn’t sound like an idea. That sounds like suicide.”


“We
can’t stay pinned down here forever.”


“I
guess you’re right,” Campbell said. “But maybe if we sit tight, Hilyard will
bail us out.”


“By
himself? We at least have to try.”


“What
about Stephen?”


“Just
keep your head down, Little Man,” DeVontay said to the boy. “We’ll have some
crackers when this is all over.”


“How
about another Reese’s Cup?” the boy asked.


“Deal,
but only if we get to split it.” Like Campbell, DeVontay was forcing himself to
joke. The strain in his voice was evident.


“I
just had another thought,” Campbell said. “If any Zapheads are around, all this
shooting is bound to draw them out.”


“Do
me a favor and quit thinking.”


Campbell settled in and pointed his rifle at the briar patch.
This couldn’t be any harder than shooting zombies in the Left 4 Dead video
game, but those animated avatars didn’t shoot back, and he could always pull
the plug on them or hit the reset button. His hands shook, but he was sure
DeVontay’s must be shaking even more.


“Ready
when you are,” Campbell said.


“Okay,
on three. Thousand-one, thousand-two, thousand—”


A
volley of bullets strafed the trees directly above them, but DeVontay shouted “Three,”
and jumped out of his hole. He carried his rifle across his chest, which slowed
him down but seemed to help his balance as he slipped and skidded down the
trail.


Sure
enough, the guy in the briar patch fell for it, rising up and sighting down the
barrel of a nasty-looking weapon. Campbell could see now that he wore a
camouflage uniform and dark gloves, his broad face chapped red by the cold and
wind. Campbell took a breath and lined up the sight, then squeezed the trigger.
A three-round burst belched from the muzzle, and he repeated it. The weeds
flapped and swayed as bullets tore through them, and a line of red dots
appeared on the man’s upper torso. He threw his arms in the air, his weapon
flying from his hands, and then he pitched forward into a thicket of briars.
His body hung there, suspended and oozing blood.


Got
the bastard.


Still,
it was luck. The soldier must have thought so little of them as an adversary
that he exposed himself. His comrades probably wouldn’t be so stupid.


DeVontay
was just a dark shape flitting between trees when a shot came from yet another
direction. DeVontay cried out and tumbled to the forest floor.


“DeVontay!”
Stephen yelled, hurling himself from his hiding place in the rocks and dashing
pell-mell through the woods.


“Get
down, kid,” Campbell yelled, swiveling his rifle back and forth to track any
movement around them.


The
boy ignored him. Campbell cursed under his breath. The kid never had a chance. Maybe
it’s better this way. One little jolt of pain, and then he’s free of all this.
Better than being captured by Zapheads.


More
shots rang out, and Campbell lost track of their origin. They seemed to be coming
from several places at once. And then Campbell saw a soldier slip out from
behind and tree and follow Stephen.


Shit.
Watching the kid get shot is not so easy, either.


Campbell shoved his backpack out of the way, squeezed between
the deadfall that served as his cover, and ran after them. He lost his footing
and banged hard against an oak, nearly losing his weapon. He recovered his
balance, looked around, and decided he couldn’t get a good shot at the soldier,
who had veered uphill instead of pursuing in a straight line.


Now
  Campbell could see what their stalker was doing—he was maneuvering himself to
the top of a slope so he could fire down on both DeVontay and the boy. DeVontay
was sitting up, so at least he was alive for the moment, but he’d lost his
weapon.


“I
told you to stay,” DeVontay said as Stephen ran to him, dropping to his knees.


“You
got hurt.”


“It’s
nothing. Just took the wind out of me.”


Campbell wanted to warn them about the sniper getting into
position, but that would compromise his element of surprise. His best
chance—the best chance for all of them—was to get off a clean shot.


Don’t
think too much. Just pretend it’s a zombie on a computer screen.


But
before he could zero in on his target, another soldier came down the trail
toward him, yelling. Campbell gasped and panicked, spraying several bursts at
him. He wasn’t sure if he’d hit the man or if the soldier had jumped out of the
firing line. He was almost out of ammo, and his backpack with the extra
magazine was forty yards away.


DeVontay’s
gun.


Campbell ran toward them, waving at them to stay down and
pointing up at the ridge where the soldier had taken position. Campbell swiveled and fired off two more shots before the hammer fell on an empty chamber.


He’s
going to shoot the kid.


Campbell jumped, intending to knock Stephen to the ground
where he’d be a smaller target, but before he reached the boy, a searing pain
erupted in his back like someone had jammed a red-hot poker up his spine and
twisted it in circles. His legs instantly went numb. He tried to take another
step but flopped forward on his face.


A
flurry of shots erupted all around him, but the sounds came to him as if
underwater. He tried to breath but his lungs felt like bricks. He closed his
eyes, but the darkness behind them frightened him, so he rolled over and stared
up at the bare treetops, which looked like thin, black fingers reaching down to
drag him away.


He
must have lost consciousness. He wasn’t sure how many seconds passed—it might
have been minutes—but when he blinked awake, a bearded man, Hilyard, and
another soldier stood above him. DeVontay knelt on one side, holding his hand,
but Campbell couldn’t feel it. Stephen knelt on the other side, tears streaming
down his face.


“You
saved his life,” DeVontay said. His jacket was ripped at one shoulder, a raw
gap of torn meat visible through the fabric.


Campbell wanted to explain everything, all the calculations
he’d made that were designed to save his own skin, but words just seemed like
too much trouble.


He
stared up at the old bearded man. “You must be Wheeler,” he managed to wheeze.


“Yeah,
son. Don’t talk. Just lay back and try to breathe.”


But
  Campbell couldn’t help it. He had to laugh, although it turned into a gurgling
cough. This was the great Franklin Wheeler? The wizard of a utopian Oz who had
the apocalypse all figured out? This was the salvation of the human race they
had traveled nearly two hundred miles to see?


Why,
he looks more like some skeezy-assed wino in the Dumpster behind the homeless
shelter.


Then
  Campbell looked at Hilyard’s face, and he knew. His journey wasn’t going to
end at some survival compound on an idyllic golden mountaintop.


His
eyes widened as he mouthed a few nonsense syllables. DeVontay leaned down to
put his ear near Campbell’s lips.


Campbell whispered, “Tell Rachel I…hell, you know.”


DeVontay
nodded. “I know.”


The
sky went such a solid shade of gray that it was like a curtain had been draped
over it. Campbell’s last thought before he slipped away was: What I wouldn’t
give for a Zaphead to come along right about now and fix me.
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“What
do you think?” Wanda Eisenstein said. “Still glad you don’t have a gun?”


Jorge
looked over the parapet. They were on top of a plumbing supply store, which was
in a fenced lot at the edge of town. Stacks of pipes, old ceramic toilets, and
rusted metal motors were scattered around the property, and the rest of the
neighborhood featured the same industrial clutter. Rows of rundown houses lined
a narrow, unlined street leading to the faded brick buildings of downtown. A
tall, domed building dominated a hill above town, shredded United States and North Carolina flags undulating from a steel pole atop it. It was a postcard of
the declining American South. But the architecture was of less interest than
the crowd occupying the street.


“How
long have they been here?” He’d never seen more than a handful of Zapheads at a
time. To see this many at once was so numbing that he could barely comprehend
their numbers.


“Ever
since Day One,” the stocky, middle-aged woman said. “I used to come down here
and raid the grocery store, and they were easy to dodge in the early going. I
was more worried about other folks like me. Desperate scavengers who didn’t
know what in tarnation was going on.”


“Didn’t
the survivors band together?”


Wanda
gave him a cockeyed squint. “What planet have you been living on? You think
people suddenly come around to teamwork and understanding once their backs are
against the wall? When it’s dog eat dog, the big dog eats first.”


“You
lived here. You had friends here.”


“I
drove a delivery van for the Newton Times. Three editions a week,
up before the birds every morning. I didn’t have friends.”


“What
about your family?”


“My
family? They’re like people I read about in a book a long time ago. Better to
leave them there than to find out what happened to them.”


“I’m
going to find my family, even if I walk through hell and back.”


Wanda
nodded toward the street full of milling Zapheads. “Well, I reckon that counts
as hell, so maybe you should just head on downtown. But I wouldn’t count on the
‘back’ part of that deal.”


The
air had a fresh-scrubbed cleanliness after the hard rain, although a faint
whiff of decay lingered. Jorge wondered how many dead bodies lay in those
houses and cars, and how many had been slaughtered by Zapheads. He understood
Wanda’s reluctance to entrust her life to other survivors—Jorge’s initial
instinct was to take his family as far away from populated areas as possible.
But he wasn’t sure the end result would have changed much. With humans heavily
outnumbered, gathering in groups would have just made them easier targets.


Not
targets. Prey.


“They
didn’t all gather right away,” Wanda continued. “First you’d see two or three
at a time, and then half a dozen moving in a pack. No way that many of them
turned here. They come from all around.”


“Looks
like they just walk back and forth.”


“Oh,
they’ve been working hard. Doing a little housekeeping.”


“What
do you mean?”


Wanda
waved her hand at the cluster of houses. “Collecting.”


Jorge
noticed that the Zapheads were moving much more purposefully than he’d assumed.
What he’d taken as a pointless trudging up and down the streets now suggested a
pattern. They traveled in lines almost like ants, occasionally bumping into one
another and sometimes veering wildly off to the side, but always maintaining a
single direction. They repeated monosyllabic clicks, moans, and grunts, bits of
sound that wanted to be words. The combined effect was like the murmur of a
crowd at a public gathering just before the main event—an air of anticipation.


A
group of three Zapheads came toward them, and Jorge crouched lower, although
they weren’t looking along the skyline. All three were female, and their
clothes were in relatively good shape—threadbare and dirty, but not hanging
from their bodies in swaths of rags. They turned into the lawn of a small house
that had toys strewn across the yard and a swing hanging from a tree branch by
two rusted lengths of chain. There was no car in the driveway, which gave Jorge
some hope that the house had been unoccupied when the solar storms struck. He
couldn’t bear the thought of those children dropping dead on the scraggly lawn,
or turning into Zapheads and scrambling to destroy anyone who might have
survived unscathed.


No
bodies are lying in the streets. Even if scavengers had eaten them, bones would
remain.


The
Zapheads ascended the three porch steps, clinging to the rail to maintain
balance, and one of them walked into the door, bumping hard into it, and
staggering backward as if surprised to discover it was solid.


“Watch
this,” Wanda whispered, laying her shotgun on the pebbled tar of the roof and
folding her elbows across the parapet as if waiting to be entertained.


A
second Zaphead grabbed the doorknob. Instead of twisting it, the mutant yanked
backward, losing her grip and falling into the one directly behind her. The
first one bumped face-first into the door again, and the third one moved to the
window and slid her hands over the glass as if expecting it to part like water.
If the sight of the haggard creatures hadn’t been so chilling, Jorge would have
been reminded of American slapstick comedy as they banged and clawed at the
house’s entrances.


Then
they turned toward one another and huddled, appearing to have some kind of
conversation with sounds instead of words. The second mutant grasped the
doorknob again, wriggling it up and down. Then she turned the knob as if by
accident and pushed it open. The three of them entered the house.


“They’ve
figured out doors,” Jorge said, wondering what else they had learned in the
weeks since he’d observed their behavior.


“Yeah,
it takes them a while, but they can get into things now,” Wanda said. “I’ve
seen them in cars, stores, churches, and even the police station. Sometimes
they just smash the windows if that’s the only way in. But that’s why I quit
coming in to town. Too risky, so I started raiding houses on the outskirts.”


“Is
that why you were staying in a barn? Because houses are no longer safe?”


“Part
of the reason. Keep watching.”


The
first Zaphead, a short gray-haired woman, came onto the porch dragging a
bundled sheet. At first Jorge thought the Zaphead was gathering food, but the
sheet bulged with ungainly swells. Then an arm flopped out from a fold in the
fabric. The meat was slick with decomposition, but it was clearly a human limb.
Jorge was hardened by the things he’d witnessed since August, but still his
stomach churned and a bolt of acidic bile sluiced up his throat. He fought it
back down, wishing he had a drink of water.


The
Zaphead knelt and unpeeled the sheet, revealing the corpse of a child maybe five
or six years old. The body had decayed enough that Jorge couldn’t tell the
gender, but the pajamas were a faded pink. The Zaphead scooped up the dead
child and tucked it over her shoulder like a sack of chicken feed, retracing
her route across the lawn and onto the street.


“Jesus
Christ,” Jorge said.


“They’ve
been gathering bodies all over town.” Wanda rolled into a sitting position, her
back against the parapet as she looked out at the mountains on the opposite
horizon. As if to cleanse her eyes of the sight they’d just endured.


“I’ve
seen them carry off the dead, but those were fresh ones. They also carry their
own kind. I never dreamed they’d be gathering the older corpses. I don’t
believe they’re eating them—I’m not sure they eat anything—but what are
they doing with them?”


“Never
followed them to see. This is the first time I’ve been to town in three weeks.
Since then, it looks like five hundred more of them have shown up.”


Jorge
was about to look away when the other two Zapheads came out of the house. They
carried a body between them, one holding the feet and the other holding the
wrists. This corpse was a little larger than the first, but still
heartbreakingly small. The corpse’s head lolled down so that her long black
hair brushed the ground. She was wearing eyeglasses that slipped off and fell
to the ground. The Zaphead bearing the weight of the upper torso stepped on
them with a bare foot, crushing them. The grisly ensemble continued down the
street without pausing.


“It’s
not just the dead,” Wanda said, fishing a can of sardines out of a jacket
pocket. She twisted the metal ring and reeled back the top, then tilted the can
to her mouth and slurped at the juice. The strong odor of the oily fish
triggered Jorge’s nausea again, and he put one hand over his mouth. Wanda
pulled out a piece of fish, held it up above her mouth, and took it like a
SeaWorld seal being rewarded for performing a trick.


“Not
just the dead?” Jorge’s head reeled just as much as his stomach. He’d come to
accept the Zapheads as violent killers whose sole purpose was to destroy any
living thing that crossed their paths, but here they were acting communally and
working toward some sort of unknown goal.


“They’ve
collected some live folks, too.”


She
was about to shove another sardine in her mouth, but Jorge grabbed her wrist.
“Live folks?”


“Yeah.
Sometimes they walk them in, like prisoners. But sometimes they have to carry
them. Because the people don’t want to go, of course.”


“You’ve
seen this and did nothing to stop it? To save those people?”


Wanda
shook from his grip and shoved the fish in her mouth, chewing with a loud
smacking sound and speaking around her food. “Heroes don’t last long these
days.”


He
wondered about the Zapheads’ range and how far they would carry bodies. It was
possible Shay and Robertson—the daughter and father who had been killed while
traveling with Jorge and Franklin—had ended up in Newton. Jorge was struck with
a horrible thought. What if Rosa and Marina were here?


He
crawled across the roof to the metal ladder that provided access from the back
of the building.


“Where
are you going?” Wanda called.


“To
find out where the bodies go.”


Wanda
jammed a final handful of fish into her mouth, licked her palm, and wiped the
hand on her pants. She gathered her shotgun and said, “All right, then. Wait
up. You need somebody that knows their way around town.”


“I
thought you were more interested in saving yourself.”


“Oh,
I will, if it comes to that. In the meantime, might as well amuse myself.”


After
they descended to the ground, Wanda ran her finger along the dusty window of an
abandoned truck. She traced out a rough map of the town, featuring lines
crisscrossed in a grid. “There’s only four main roads in and out, and they
curve like crazy because of the hills.” She drew an X between two of the lines.
“That’s the courthouse, that building with the dome. We’re here, three streets
over.”


“Has
anyone fought the Zapheads here? An organized attack?”


“I
used to hear gunshots once in a while, but you remember what I said about
heroes. Sure haven’t seen any Army or National Guard. The county jail is locked
and bolted, and the hospital is full of Zapheads. There just ain’t anyplace
left where a group could hole up and defend themselves.”


“What
about schools? Their cafeterias would have enough food for a small group of
survivors.”


“The
elementary school burned down. The high school’s on the back end of town, on
the other side of the courthouse. There’s a wastewater treatment plant by the
river. It doesn’t have any windows and the property is fenced in. Heck, there’s
even an animal shelter a mile out of town. Plenty of good places to barricade
and make a go of it, assuming you had enough food.”


“I
made deliveries myself. In Mexico. You soon discover the best routes for
everything. Since you drove these routes, you know all the shortcuts. Show me
around, please. That is all I ask, and then you can leave.”


“You
sure about that? Can’t you picture your skinny little butt being dragged down
the street by the freaks?”


“I
am looking for my family. Until I am sure they aren’t here, I stay. And once I
know for sure, I go to the next town. And the next.”


Wanda
nodded and looked around the industrial lot. “Okay. I got nothing better to do
for the rest of the day. And then I’m back to the sticks. But if we come across
any food, I got dibs.”


“Fair
enough.”


They
crept out the gate and around the back alley, keeping to the side streets and
moving from car to car, from garage to shed, and from Dumpster to alcove. They
saw a few Zapheads moving in small groups, but they didn’t appear to be on the
hunt. One group was carrying a collection of dead bodies, “housekeeping,” as
Wanda called it. She pointed out the main landmarks of Newton, using the
courthouse’s dome as the orienting hub.


They
gradually worked their way closer to the center of town. Jorge wondered if even
the mere presence of Wanda’s gun would somehow give them away, as if the threat
of violence was something Zapheads could sense. After all, the Zapheads had
stopped attacking him and Franklin once they quit fighting back. If the mutants
were truly interested in destroying the human race, they’d passed up a good
opportunity to mark two more off the list.


“There’s
the hospital,” Wanda whispered. They’d taken cover behind a pickup truck,
parked along a street where no Zapheads were evident. The hospital was an
inelegant, boxy stack of bricks with metal framing around the windows, what
Jorge understood to be mid-century construction. The sliding doors to the
emergency room were parted, and an ambulance filled the bay just outside it.
Jorge wondered whether the final patient had changed during the solar storms,
or if the driver had collapsed for the final time at the wheel. Either way, the
diagnosis was grim.


“I
don’t see anyone moving,” Jorge responded.


“They
cleaned it out last week. Took them a couple of days. I reckon it was filled
with the first wave of people affected. You know, back when nobody knew what
was going on.”


Jorge
wasn’t interested in a closer look. Without any activity, the structure offered
little hope of finding Rosa and Marina. “Maybe we should follow them and see
where they are taking the bodies. If they are holding any survivors captive, it
seems those people would be in the same place.”


“Assuming
there’s any rhyme or reason to their shenanigans. For all we know, they might
just like to play with dead things, like kids poking at roadkill with a stick.”


Something
clattered to the ground behind them, and they both turned. A metal sign
announcing a real-estate sale had blown to the ground.


“That
was a little loud,” Wanda said.


As
if to support her statement, a cluster of four Zapheads came around the corner
of the intersection, moving between cars and glancing around with those blazing
eyes.


“Gosh
darn it to hell,” Wanda whispered.


The
Zapheads fanned out onto both sidewalks, murmuring as if to themselves. Since
Jorge couldn’t be sure how they communicated, he didn’t think waiting it out
was the best move. They could easily be cut off. And even though Jorge believed
the Zapheads wouldn’t hurt them if they didn’t fight back, the theory weighed a
little differently when the threat was closing in and multiplied by the dozens.


“That
way,” Wanda said, pointing toward the hospital and the narrow street beyond it.


“Don’t
shoot unless you have to,” Jorge said.


“I
only have five shells in the tube. That’s just enough to piss them off.”


“How
fast can you run?”


She
flashed him a yellowish grin. “As fast as it takes.”


“Go.”


She
broke into an ungainly trot, slowed by the weight of her twelve-gauge. Jorge waited
a beat, monitoring the Zapheads’ response. He half expected them to break into
a graceful lope like a pack of feral wolves, but the nearest one stopped at the
sight of her. The mutant was male, just a few inches over five feet, bald, and
wearing the dirty blue uniform of a laborer. One foot was bare, and the other
sported a leather boot with loose, frayed shoelaces trailing out behind.


The
mutant didn’t attempt to chase Wanda. Instead, he tilted his head back and
quite clearly said, “Old People.”


 Not
in any tone of alarm, but more as if stating a fact.


The
other Zapheads quickly mimicked it, and soon the call spread to other streets.
No chance of outrunning them now, not with Zapheads all around.


But
he wasn’t going to abandon Wanda, not after she’d risked her life to help him.
He broke from cover and dashed after her, trusting her knowledge of the town’s
streets. She avoided the hospital parking lot, which was jammed with dusty
vehicles but offered no long-term hiding places. She started back the way they
had come, but then changed direction, and seconds later, Jorge saw Zapheads
coming that way.


A
row of medical facilities, doctor’s offices, and clinics lined the adjacent
street, and they looked as empty and lifeless as the hospital. At one point,
Wanda looked back at him, but he waved her forward. He was already catching up
to her, and he didn’t want to waste breath.


The
Zapheads didn’t appear to be in any hurry to capture them, and certainly their
behavior was less aggressive than during Jorge’s previous encounters. They
acted like they had all the time in the world and were secure in their
strategic and numerical advantages, as well as their physical superiority. They
reminded Jorge of the men on the Wilcox farm where he’d worked who would hunt
deer in a group, knowing that even if they missed out on meat, they’d still
have plenty of beer to drink afterward.


Wanda
headed up an embankment sparsely covered with trees, and Jorge saw an
electronic sports scoreboard towering above the hill that read, “Newton High,
Home of the Wildcats.”


“The
high school,” Wanda wheezed. “Maybe we can hide there.”


The
Zapheads had yet to ascend the embankment, but Jorge could hear them calling.
Wanda motioned him forward. “We can get there faster by cutting through the
football field.”


The
smell hit them almost like a tidal wave of raw sewage. As they topped the
ridge, Jorge could see a metal-sided concession stand and the thin yellow arms
of a set of goalposts. The grass on the field was knee high and fading to
brown, and puddles of water stood here and there. But Jorge could care less
about the decrepit field conditions, because of what filled the concrete
stands:


Several
thousand dead people propped in stiff, awkward poses, bits of bone gleaming in
the sun, rot glistening, all of them staring sightlessly at the field, unaware
the season had been permanently cancelled.







 


 


 


CHAPTER
NINETEEN


 


 


 


“Which
way? Wanda asked.


But
Jorge couldn’t think, couldn’t move, couldn’t feel. If not for the stench that
was almost like a solid, grasping thing, he would have ascribed the horrifying
sight to a nightmare and expect to awaken screaming in bed next to Rosa. But his lungs couldn’t stir enough air to utter any sound, and all his dreams took
place in Mexico. He was dimly aware of Wanda tugging on his shirt sleeve,
dragging him back from his brief flight from sanity.


“We
either run or fight,” Wanda said. “But you don’t look like you’ll be worth a
darn at either.”


“Did…did
you know?” he managed.


“I
suspected they were up to something. So did you, even if you never pictured this.
But it wasn’t going to be pretty no matter what.”


The
mutants ringed the hill that he and Wanda had just left. A chain-link fence
stood between the stands and the parking lot beyond the field. The concrete
stands on the visitors’ side were empty, apparently waiting to be filled with
the freshly dead. The brick buildings of the school rose in the distance, their
refuge hopelessly far away.


Wanda
swept her shotgun back and forth, tracking the barrel across the horde of
Zapheads behind them. The weapon was worthless at that distance, and even if
she could shoot them, their numbers would absorb the pellets and just keep
coming like the tide.


“Come
on,” Jorge said, sprinting across the field.


His
fellow laborers on the Wilcox farm had been big football fans, which they
viewed mostly as excuses to drink on autumn weekends. He knew enough about the
sport to consider it utterly American—extreme violence broken by endless stretches
of plotting and scheming, all wrapped in the glossy sheen of corporate
advertising and nationalism. The player with the ball had the goal of running
to the far end of the field without getting knocked to the ground. That sounded
to Jorge like a worthwhile ambition.


Wanda
was right behind him, but the Zapheads didn’t accelerate. Instead, they
descended the hill to the bowl of the field as if the game was already over.
They were several dozen in number, young and old, moving with a solemn
persistence that was more disturbing than if they had been galloping and
howling. Jorge glanced up at the stands, half expecting the ghoulish crowd to
break into cheers. He just reached midfield when several groups of mutants
emerged from behind the opposite stands and swarmed toward him and Wanda.


“More
of the freaks,” Wanda said, wheezing and sucking for air.


“Up
there.” Jorge pointed to the stands full of dead people and split off toward
them.


“You
crazy? Run through that stinking mess?”


“By
the ticket booth. There’s an open gate. We can make it to the school.”


“Might
have bodies crammed to the rafters in there. Dead kids.”


“No
choice.”


They
reached an asphalt track that ringed the field and climbed a set of concrete
steps to reach the stands. Some of the bodies appeared mummified, as if the
blood had dried inside the skin, while others bulged with excrescence and rot.
They wore the clothes they had likely died in, although a few of them were
naked and glistening with decay. Jorge slipped and caught a metal rail with one
hand. As he pulled himself up, he nearly fell into a corpse at the end of a
row. Its eye sockets were two writhing pools of maggots. Flies buzzed in a
black fleet, cutting crazy loops in the air.


The
bodies leaned against one another, and here and there they were propped up with
posts and wire. Some had fallen forward, bent at an unnatural angle. One dead
woman held an infant, its little pink knit cap sodden with putrefaction. Small
children leaned against adults, all past aging now. A flock of ravens erupted
from the heads and shoulders of the dead, disturbed from their feeding. The
mass of bodies melded into a blur of green skin, black lips, slimy clothes, and
squirming insects.


Wanda
lagged behind, and Jorge thought she had fallen, too, but she waited at the
front row, facing the Zapheads that streamed across the field toward them.


“Hurry!”
he called, still ascending the steps, the cloying stink of rot thick in his
nostrils.


“Go
on,” she said with a wave. “Find your family. I’ll be okay.”


A
low chant drifted from the Zapheads, unintelligible sounds that hinted at a
rhythmic pattern. It was remarkably similar to the murmuring drone of the
American football crowds Jorge had seen on television. Jorge hesitated, not
wanting to abandon the woman after she’d taken a risk to help him. But she
stood there in a determined pose, her shotgun looking as useless as an umbrella
in a hurricane.


She
can catch up later. And they won’t kill her if she doesn’t fight.


He
was justifying his own selfish actions, but if he died here, or was captured,
then Rosa and Marina would be on their own. He fled to the top of the stands
without looking back, crossing the littered concourse to the ticket booth and
the open gate beside it. A white-haired woman in a sweatshirt that read “Go
Wildcats” hung from an electrical cable in the ticket booth. Before her sat a
metal cash box, the bills held in place with small rocks. Her collapsed mouth,
lacking any teeth, was a black maw erupting in a soundless scream.


Jorge
passed through the gate as the first shotgun blast echoed across the shallow
valley.


No
Zapheads stood between him and the closest classroom building. Pumpkin-yellow
school buses were parked along a fenced basketball court. Jorge briefly mulled
their potential as hiding places but decided he could too easily be trapped.
Two one-story wings branched off from the main school building, and Jorge
plotted his alternatives if the nearest door was locked. In the chaos
immediately following the solar storms, most schools immediately activated
lockdown drills, but staff members sometimes remained on site. Jorge hoped the
building wasn’t full of dead children. He wasn’t sure he could bear that.


Wanda’s
shotgun blasted again. Three shots left. But at least she was still alive.


The
door was locked. Jorge wiped the grimy film from the glass and peered inside.
No bodies, and no movement, just a clutter of open lockers, books, and papers
strewn along the tiled floor. A window to his left was open, a better option
than trying for another door.


Two
Zapheads appeared at the ticket booth, heading for the school. He crept to the
window, crouching low, and checked inside the room. Three rows of empty desks
faced a dry-erase board at the front of the class, where math problems were
scribbled in blue. Jorge could almost picture Marina sitting in a desk by the
window, surrounded by noisy, happy children totally oblivious to the potential
horrors of the world. He climbed through the window and rolled to the floor,
checking to make sure the Zapheads hadn’t seen or sensed him.


Another
shot thundered in the distance. Two remaining.


He
went into the hall, his footsteps jarringly loud in the silence. The air was
stale and carried just a faint whiff of corruption, but this section of the
building was apparently clear of decomposition. Keeping to the shadows in the
gloomy corridor, he passed the open doors of several classrooms, all of them
unoccupied and dusty. He had no specific plan, but the deeper he penetrated the
building, the more likely he could evade detection.


Jorge
turned the corner and came upon a wider hallway. A door creaked open in one of
the off-shooting corridors, and a shaft of light flitted across the floor ahead
of him. He pressed back against a row of lockers, waiting, holding his breath.
The shadows of three figures shrank as their originators drew nearer. One very
distinctly said, “Old people here.”


Jorge
backtracked a few feet and pushed open the first door he reached. He slipped
inside and the door swung closed just as the voice repeated its odd phrase.
Jorge waited in near-total darkness, the only light admitted by a row of glass
bricks along the back wall. His eyes adjusted enough to see that he was in a
restroom, likely the women’s, judging by the lack of urinals. The three
Zapheads outside all spoke at once, although the phrases seemed to overlap and
make no sense. It certainly wasn’t conversation. Jorge was reminded of the
parrots in the pet store where he purchased pet food for Mr. Wilcox’s cats and
dogs. The brightly colored birds articulated words with no emotion or
intention, and Jorge couldn’t understand how anyone could live with such an
annoying creature in the house.


The
Zapheads stopped talking just after they passed the door. Jorge’s heart climbed
the ladder of his ribs and lodged in his throat. Then their voices came closer
until they were just outside the restroom.


Jorge
opened the door to the nearest stall and slipped inside, twisting the latch and
climbing onto the toilet seat. He slipped and almost plunged a foot down into
the stagnant water in the bowl, but he grabbed the top rim of the stall wall
and regained his balance. He pressed a palm against each wall to steady himself
just before the door swished open.


“Old
people,” one of them said as they entered, the words booming off the ceramic
tile and porcelain. The room grew brighter, as if they had switched on a small
flashlight, and then Jorge realized the luminance was cast by their eyes.


Jorge
was angry at himself for backing into a corner. He was cut off and didn’t even
have a window he could smash as an emergency exit. His only escape was through
the door. Which meant battling his way through the mutants.


If
I stay quiet, they will go away.


To
his horror, they came directly to the stall in which he was hiding. The
glinting sparks must have increased with their excitement or anger or whatever
sense guided them, because the floor around the toilet brightened noticeably.
One of them said, “Turn turn turn.”


The
door shook a moment, and then the silver latch turned and popped free.


Jorge’s
vision of a heroic dash for safety vanished. He could barely move, and he
worried that he would collapse and drop into the toilet. A final indignity for
the late, great human race.


“Old
people,” a teenaged girl said, expressionless, dark-haired, and dressed in a
dirty white sweater and blue skirt. Her knees were scabbed and scraped, one
sock rolled to her ankle. She might have been a student at Newton High School in her past life.


“Come
now,” said a man Jorge’s age who looked Hispanic, his black hair slicked back
in greasy strands. The sparks in his dark eyes jittered wildly as he spoke.
“Come now come.”


They’re
talking to me.


The
third mutant, a tall bearded man, stood behind the others with his head tilted
slightly, almost as if he were dozing. They didn’t project the slightest air of
menace. Jorge might as well have been a parent showing up for a P.T.A. meeting
and being directed to the library. But that didn’t make his pulse rate any slower,
and the social anxiety of mixing with Americans was nothing compared to the
chilling strangeness of his present company.


He
could smell them, a mix of metallic vapor and body odor. He wanted to scream,
but that might incite them.


What
if you act like they do? If they respond to violence with violence, maybe
they’ll ignore you if you pretend they don’t exist.


“No,”
he said.


The
Zapheads looked at one another. Although their faces remained expressionless,
their behavior changed and became a little more restless. As if they were
confused and not sure what had agitated them.


“Come
now come now,” the Hispanic Zaphead said.


He
stepped off the toilet, gripping the handicapped bar. “I have to go.”


“I
have to go,” repeated the bearded man.


“Come
go,” said the teenager, as if the words had no connection and she was jamming
them together through some automatic response.


Jorge
emerged from the stall, careful not to bump into any of them. He walked slowly,
avoiding looking into their eyes lest he break down in a fit of madness. He
pulled open the bathroom door and went into the hall while the three Zapheads
carried on their inane conversation.


More
groups of Zapheads blocked the hallway from either direction.


How
did they know where I was?


He
wouldn’t be able to fight his way through.


But
he was going to try.


He
lowered his head and shoulders like he had seen the American football players
do and then charged as if he were trying to bust through the helmeted human
wall. Crossing the white line triggered celebrations from the crowd. In true
football, what was called “soccer” here, the goal was to avoid contact and put
the ball in the net. The American way was to injure as many people as possible
on your way to a score. Now Jorge understood what it meant to be an American—crush
anything that stood in your way.


He
plowed into the first wave of Zapheads, knocking several of them to the floor.
He flung out his elbows, driving into soft flesh. Then he swung his fist into
the face of a dark-skinned man and waded into their midst, glancing at the door
a hundred feet down the corridor. A hand grappled at his shoulder but he
shrugged it off. He was almost free of the crowd but hesitated when he
encountered a boy of maybe twelve, who looked up at Jorge with an innocent
face, the yellow coruscation in his eyes the only thing marking him as
different.


He’s
not much older than Marina and he doesn’t know what he is. But I won’t let him
keep me from her.


He
bumped into the boy and slipped from the grasp of several Zapheads surrounding
him. Although the mutants yanked at his clothes and raked at his face, none hit
or kicked him, as if they were deliberately restraining themselves from
violence.


Despite
the cool, stale air, Jorge was slick with anxious sweat. He flailed out with
his fists, striking skull and cartilage, blood erupting from the nose of a
glittery-eyed woman who didn’t even blink at the blow. The Zapheads at the far
end of the hall closed in, but they moved with no sense of urgency. As if they
knew they had already won.


Jorge
groaned in frustration against the mutant tide around him, and a chorus of
voices mimicked him. The din echoed off the metal lockers and cinder block
walls. The Zapheads almost seemed to be laughing at him, but their faces were
emotionless.


With
a giant shove and a twist of his elbows, he broke free and bolted to the door
at the end of the hall. The Zapheads came after him but were in no hurry. As if
they had forever.


They
could have killed me, but they didn’t. 


He
jerked the door open and entered darkness, cool air circulating to suggest a
large, open space. His relief was only momentary, though, because around him
little bits of light twinkled like stars against the backdrop of an endless
universe.


A
galaxy of Zapheads.
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Rosa couldn’t believe it.


When
the door opened and the silhouette of a man filled the entrance from the
hallway, she thought: He’s almost the same size as Jorge.


But
of all the people the Zapheads had brought to the gymnasium since Rosa and
Marina had arrived, none of them had entered alone. They were all herded or
carried by Zapheads, collected from miles around until there were maybe thirty
survivors on site. With each new arrival, Rosa looked hopefully for Jorge’s
face, hiding her eagerness and subsequent despair from Marina.


But
it was Marina who recognized him first. “Daddy!” she squealed with joy,
triggering the same cry from the Zapheads in the gym.


The
girl ran across the varnished floor, her shoes squeaking, and the Zapheads even
vocalized the squeaking sounds. Rosa, who had been teaching Spanish to a
toddler of maybe a year old, tried to stand, but her adult Zaphead companion
rested a hand on her shoulder. “Stay here now.”


“É
les mi marido.”


The
woman didn’t seem to care that this was her husband or even understand what
that meant. The toddler named Rudolph, though, said “Neuvo Gente.” His
name for “New People,” a phrase the older Zapheads had yet to learn. In the
days since she had been confined here, she had almost grown comfortable,
adapting to the horrible circumstances but believing things were better for
Marina than when the Zapheads were trying to kill them.


Now,
though, with the sight of Jorge dropping to his knees as Marina leapt into his
arms, she was appalled that she’d surrendered to her new role. “I must go to
him,” she said to the toddler, realizing she was asking permission from this
fragile creature that she could so easily choke into lifelessness.


“Do
you love him?” Rudolph asked.


“I
love him more than anything except my daughter.”


The
tiny voice sounded delighted. “You can’t love two different people. Not as you
described love to me.”


But
 Rosa wasn’t listening. She broke from the clutch of the Zaphead guardian and
headed across the gym. Some of the survivors called to her, curious and confused.
The humans rarely talked to one another, a self-imposed suppression due to
their fear of an unknown punishment, but Jorge’s entrance had caused a
disturbance that broke up the routine of teaching and caring for the young
mutants.


The
tears broke just as she reached him, and Jorge gave them a crushing embrace.
“You’re alive,” he whispered in a hoarse voice.


“We
knew you’d find us, Daddy,” Marina said. “Mommy kept saying so.”


“Nothing
will separate us again,” Jorge said, glancing behind him at the Zapheads
gathered in the doorway. “Nothing. No matter what they do.”


Rosa buried her face against his shoulder, happy to lose
herself in his sweat and smell and strength. “Jorge,” was all she could manage
to say.


After
a moment, Jorge pulled away and peered at them both. “Have they hurt you?”


“We’re
both fine,” Rosa said. There was no chance to say more, because already the
Zapheads crowded around them. Some survivors were brave enough to leave their
posts, but they kept their distance, watching.


“What
is this place?” Jorge asked, at last getting a look at the scale of the
operation.


“A
nursery. A school. A…” She wanted to say “prison” but one of the infants might
hear her.


“We
teach the New People,” Marina said. “They take care of us and we take care of
them.”


“And
all these real people?” Jorge asked, glancing around at the humans and their
sleeping areas in one corner of the large room, where blankets and food
cluttered the floor.


“The
Zah—the New People keep us here,” Rosa said.


Cathy
came over, carrying Joey, and said, “Welcome to Newton.”


Rosa could see the confusion on her husband’s face. “Joey
led us here. That’s why we left Franklin’s place.”


“We
thought you were dead then,” Marina said, her mood darkening. “We were scared.”


Scared
of Joey, Rosa wanted to add but
didn’t trust the infant’s reaction. She and Marina had grown used to the
cunning, unnatural intelligence of the mutant babies, but it would be a shock
to Jorge.


Joey
saved her some explaining. “I am glad we didn’t have to kill you,” the infant
said. “Bienvenidos a nuestra casa.”


Jorge’s
mouth parted and his eyes widened, but Rosa shook her head as a warning.


“Bienvenido,”
said one of the adult Zapheads, and then others repeated it.


“They
speak Spanish now?” Jorge asked, pressing Marina against him and wrapping a
protective arm around Rosa.


“Hablamos
español,” Joey said. “And English. And any other languages we hear.”


“But
you’re just a few months old!”


“The
newer, the better.”


“Come
meet the others, Jorge,” Cathy said. “Settle in, so Rosa and Marina can go back
to their work.”


The
Zapheads that had blocked Jorge’s exit now retreated, letting the door swing
closed and sealing off the gym. Rosa took Jorge’s hand and led him to the
bleachers where a couple of dozen humans sat whispering to one another. She
introduced him to some of her new friends—fellow inmates—and Marina
showed her father the two blankets, bundle of clothes, and pile of food that
marked their quarters.


“The
New People brought this for us,” she said. “From the houses in town. There’s
food in the cafeteria, too, and we catch rain water from the roof in pots and
pans.”


“What
else have they brought here besides people?” Jorge said.


“They
let us help the babies,” Rosa said, knowing she was rationalizing their
impossible situation. “They haven’t threatened us. But they won’t let us
leave.”


“We’ll
leave when we’re ready.”


“No,
we can’t do that. It’s too dangerous.”


Jorge
looked around at the bizarre nursery and mutant community center. “And staying isn’t?”


“I like
it here,” Marina said. “You get used to them after a while. I even like little
baby Rachelle that I’m teaching Spanish. And there’s a New People girl that
knows my name now. She doesn’t have a name, though.”


Jorge’s
fists clenched. “We’re not ‘New People.’ We’re human beings. Americans. How can
anyone live in this filthy prison?”


“We’re
functioning here,” Rosa said. “We have a place to use the restroom—”


“It’s
out in the woods,” Marina said. “You have to squat like we did at Mr. Wheeler’s
place, but there’s a lot of toilet paper from the school. And there are other
children here to play with.”


Rosa was worried about her daughter. Marina had adapted
easily to this strange place, almost as if it was a summer camp. She had made a
few friends in the little free time the Zapheads allowed them, and the humans
ate meals together and talked in low voices about their situation. Some had
been separated from loved ones, or were the last living members of their
family, and many wallowed in a persistent state of numbness. A couple of the
men talked of rebellion, but the odds were a hundred to one against them. Even
Rosa herself had come to accept this school as her new home. One she didn’t
particularly like, but a place she was determined to make the best of.


Before
Jorge could respond, a commotion erupted and the double doors flew open on the
far side of the gym. A cluster of mutants pushed their way in, and a chubby
woman shouted and grunted as she struggled against the encircling mob.


“Get
your freaky hands off me, you monsters,” the woman screeched.


“You
monsters,” the Zapheads repeated, and the phrase spread across the expanse of
the gym, the highly intelligent infants saying it first, and then their adult
guardians.


Once
inside, the crowd parted and the woman tumbled to the wooden floor, kicking at
her assailants. “Get away from me!”


“Wanda,”
Jorge said.


“Do
you know her?” Rosa asked.


“She
helped me. Brought me to town. I thought they had killed her.”


Wanda
wobbled to her feet and the Zapheads backed away, several of them shouting at
her, “Here now stay.”


Cathy
walked over to her, carrying Joey, and Jorge followed. Rosa wrung her hands for
a few seconds, wishing her family would not become involved, but Marina skipped after her father, cheerfully humming “Ring Around the Rosie.” By the time Rosa caught up, Jorge was helping Wanda to her feet.


“I
figured you for a goner,” Wanda said to him.


“I
heard the gunshots,” he replied. “I thought they would kill you.”


“Oh,
I took a few down before they got me.” The woman rubbed a bloody gash on her
forehead. “They bleed as red as we do.”


“You
have a severe injury,” Joey said. “May we heal you?”


Wanda
stared at the infant in a mixture of horror and surprise. She glanced at Jorge,
then Cathy, then Rosa. “Is he really…?”


Jorge
gave a grim nod. Rosa said, “They can all talk, but the babies seem to grasp
the meaning better.”


“Great
God a’mighty, if it gets any crazier, my brains are going to leak right out of
my ears.”


“We
can repair that, too,” Joey said, lifting his tiny hands toward her.


“Don’t
you put your dirty paws on me, you little freak.” Wanda backed away from the
infant and Jorge guided her back to the human quarters by the bleachers. The
Zapheads went about their business of collecting the dead and teaching their
infants and the furor died down to a muted rumble.


Rosa found a damp cloth to clean Wanda’s wound as the
woman and Jorge described how they ended up at the school. Rosa shared their
story as well. Jorge’s and Wanda’s disbelief faded a little bit, because the
reality was all around them: the Zapheads were forming a community. It was an
awkward social order with uncertain rules, and the babies and children were the
guiding influences, but it was working in its bizarre fashion.


But
when Rosa tried to express her view, Jorge dismissed her with a frustrated
shake of his head. “No. We’re escaping as soon as we get a chance.”


There
was another tumultuous uproar near the double doors and several Zapheads
carried in two bloody bodies.


“Them
are the ones I shot,” Wanda said with a defiant sneer. “They got me, but I got
my licks in.”


Cathy
carried Joey over to the corpses, who were borne aloft a moment and then
balanced on their feet. Rosa had seen this before, and she decided explanation
was not only useless, it was beyond her lingual ability.


The
first wounded Zaphead lolled forward, supported by several of its brethren.
Joey uttered some phrases they couldn’t make out in the din, and then the baby
patted his little hand along the streaming, bloody pocks. The rivulets slowed
almost instantly, and the blood turned from wet and shiny to darker, shrinking
away until it vanished altogether.


“¿Lo
que está sucediendo?” Jorge blanched until his face was almost
wheat-colored.


“They’re
fixing her, Daddy,” Marina said, with childlike happiness. “Good as new.”


In
less than a minute, the seriously ravaged Zaphead stood erect under her own
power, fingering the holes in her clothes where the shotgun pellets had
entered. Joey then repeated the healing process on the second one, while Jorge
and Wanda protested the unnatural aberration.


But
who is to say what is natural now? Rosa didn’t dare challenge her husband in his current state, though. He would learn soon
enough. And come to accept the new ways, just as she had.


Shortly,
Cathy came over with her bloody-handed baby, and Joey said to Wanda, “See. I
can treat your injury if you like. You will be good as new, right, Marina?”


Marina clapped her hands in a playful patty-cake motion.


Wanda
drew back and narrowed her eyes. “I don’t have a gun no more, but I still got
teeth and fingernails. Come near me and I’ll wrap your diaper around your neck
and squeeze until your yellow eyes pop out.”


Joey
giggled. “That’s okay. I can fix myself, too.”


Cathy
sniffed at her mutant wunderkind. “Speaking of diapers…”
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“Why
did you run away? DeVontay asked her, leaning against an oak tree and watching
a bird.


Rachel
couldn’t explain. If she told him she was afraid of becoming a Zaphead, then
he’d keep a close eye on her and maybe even restrain her again. If she told the
truth—that she wanted to find the compound and kill her grandfather—then she
would be exiled or killed herself. But the truth was an ever-changing thing,
because now that she was here, she absolutely adored Franklin Wheeler. All her
childhood memories of him came back to her: the patient way he’d taught her to
fish and play chess, the support he’d given her when her sister Chelsea had
drowned, and all the books he’d given her that weren’t just good but also
worthwhile.


It
had been two days since Franklin had brought the group back to the compound.
Her joy at seeing DeVontay and Stephen—human joy—had been muted by the
sight of Campbell’s body draped across Hilyard’s shoulder. “This is one corpse
the Zaps aren’t getting,” DeVontay said, holding his bloody shoulder.


They’d
performed a solemn burial outside the compound, with Franklin offering a
rambling eulogy that basically amounted to expressing confusion at the current
state of existence. Since then, they’d been busy settling in, storing the last
of the vegetables from the compound’s garden, and healing from their long,
dangerous journey.


“I
couldn’t trust myself,” she said, choosing a middle ground. They were in the
woods outside the compound, collecting firewood. DeVontay’s shoulder was still
sore, but fortunately the bullet had passed cleanly without nicking any bones.
Still, his left arm was in a sling, and he joked that he was becoming closer to
half a man with every passing day. Rachel didn’t find it funny, since she was
in danger of becoming half a Zaphead herself.


“I
trust you,” he said. “So does Stephen. Whatever changes you went through didn’t
hurt you.”


“I’m
glad we’re all here.” She lifted a fallen locust pole from its blanket of damp
leaves. “This is about all I can handle on this trip.”


DeVontay
collected a thick hickory branch and said, “Okay, we’ve got about an hour’s
worth of heat. At this rate, we’ll be stockpiled by next summer.”


“Feels
like February already.” She glanced at the sky, which was now clearly visible
through the scraggly canopy of bare branches. The gray clouds had lingered for
days, which helped suppress the glowing sparks in her eyes. The temperature was
below freezing and they were all working hard to prepare for the cold months
ahead. She led the way back to the compound, DeVontay scuffing leaves behind
her so they wouldn’t leave a trail.


“Maybe
we should have stayed in the city,” he said. “At least it’s warmer there.”


“We
don’t know that. If the weather patterns have wildly shifted, there might be a
foot of snow in Charlotte right now. I like our odds better out here.”


“You
said ‘our.’ Do you mean me and you, or all of us?”


She
slowed and gave him a look. “Don’t talk about you and me.”


“Because
of Campbell?”


“Because
of everything. I’m sorry Campbell died. I know he had feelings for me, and he
probably saved my life, but it never clicked between us. Even though I figured
you were dead, I couldn’t just move on from your memory like that. And
then…well, then I changed.”


“We
all change. The important thing is to stick out the changes together. That’s
what you do in a relationship.”


She
rested her burden on a stump so she could easily take it up again. “I’m not
ready for that. Until I figure this thing out—”


He
tossed his firewood aside and wrapped his good arm around her, tugging her
against him. The heat came off his body in waves, despite their bulky jackets.
She looked into his eyes, and then focused on his lone good eye. Somewhere in
there, the real DeVontay was hiding. She wondered what he saw inside her.


She
wanted to resist as his face dipped down toward hers, but she was frozen, as if
the surrounding frigidity had seeped into her bones. His breath wafted across
her cheeks in a warm fog. It smelled of the turnips and potatoes they had eaten
for lunch. His lips touched hers and electricity raced through her entire body,
scaring her.


Rachel
recalled the encouraging words DeVontay often shared with Stephen: It’s okay
to be scared. It means you’re still alive.


But
what if this tingling was something else? Some kind of adrenaline trigger or
endorphin rush that would kickstart the dormant mutation inside her?


Could
she risk it?


Love
is always a risk. And one I’m not willing to take.


She
couldn’t resist lingering, though, letting their tongues briefly explore. Her
heart pounded wildly against her rib cage. Would it really be so terrible to
just surrender and accept whatever happens? Isn’t this as natural as anything
else that’s happened to the world? Doesn’t love have a right to exist, too?


“Rachel!”
Stephen called from just outside the compound gate.


She
pushed herself away from DeVontay, inadvertently bumping his shoulder and
eliciting a grunt of pain. He reached for her again but she danced away,
retrieving her log and heading for the compound.


“He
can’t see us,” DeVontay said.


“I
know. But we better catch up with the others.”


“You
can’t run forever. I’ve already covered a hundred and fifty miles to keep up
with you.”


She
laughed. “I can run for one more day, at least.”


Stephen
met them and helped Rachel carry the wood while DeVontay obscured their tracks.
With all the new traffic, the entrance to Wheelerville was becoming a black
quagmire, and Franklin already planned to move the gate to the opposite side of
the ridge once the weather cleared. Hilyard and Kreutzman were busy stringing
up apple slices on a piece of fishing line, intending to let them dry in the
sun. Franklin was in the animal shed, milking the goats. After Rachel and
Stephen dropped their contributions on the pile of logs, stumps, and branches,
Kruetzman took an ax to the wood and laboriously turned out pieces that would
fit in the cast-iron woodstove.


The
rest of the group gathered at the makeshift table outside the cabin. As they
pitched in to process the fruit for storage, Hilyard asked, “See anything out
there?”


“Pretty
dead.” With only one functioning arm, DeVontay wasn’t much good at slicing
apples. But when Rachel reached for the knife, he gave her a narrow-eyed glare.


“I’m
surprised Shipley hasn’t sent out more patrols. After we killed three of his
men, I figured he’d declare an all-out war.”


Kruetzman
delivered a crisp blow that cleaved a log in half and paused to rub his hands.
“They might have gone AWOL like me. For all we know, the unit has mutinied
again. Might be anarchy over there.”


“Or
the Zapheads could have attacked them,” Stephen offered.


“I
don’t think so, son,” Hilyard said. “Even though they’re a few miles away, we
would have heard the gunshots. And Shipley has enough ordnance to level a small
city. No matter how many Zaps attacked, it would be a massacre.”


“The
Zaps would do it anyway,” DeVontay said. “They seem pretty ignorant of
mortality. From all we’ve seen, they’re just as likely to tackle a senseless
suicide mission as come up with a plan that might work.”


Franklin emerged from the shed carrying a tin pail of milk.
“Hurry up with that wood, Kreutzman. We’ll need a fire tonight.”


“As
cramped as your little love shack is, we ought to throw off enough body heat to
keep each other warm,” the soldier responded.


“Okay,
smartass, you’re welcome to build an addition any time you want. I didn’t
expect to provide food and shelter to half the human race.”


“For
all we know, we might actually be half of what’s left,” Hilyard said.


“Like
Noah’s Ark without the spiders and snakes, huh?” Franklin entered the
springhouse, where he kept the milk buckets partially submerged in the ice-cold
water.


“Noah
only took two of each kind,” Kreutzman said. “Might make reproduction a little
more awkward with what we’ve got. Hard to pair off when we’ve only got one
female.”


Rachel
blushed at the implication. She’d abstractly considered that someday humans
would have to breed again and replenish their population. But the reality of
it—from making love to enduring a pregnancy to delivering and raising a child
in this hostile world—was something she could only imagine stronger women
pursuing, not herself. She could barely contemplate her romantic attraction to
DeVontay, and she still wasn’t sure how much of that was due to circumstance.
If she had met him at a party six months ago, she likely wouldn’t have given
him a second glance.


At
least you’re feeling something. At least you’re not a New Person. Because when
you were like them, you wanted to kill him, not kiss him.


Hilyard
broke the uneasy tension by saying, “So, Private, do you propose a raiding
party to steal women from the next village?”


Kreutman
slammed the ax into a chunk of beech and left it there. “Wouldn’t hurt to
explore a little. Maybe get a deer to string up for jerky.”


Franklin came out of the root cellar, shoved the sagging
wooden door into place, and said, “If it stays this cold, we can just hang the
meat from a tree. Just have to tie it out of reach of bears and coyotes.”


Stephen
held up his palm and stared at it. “Hey! Did you see that?”


“What?”
DeVontay asked.


Stephen
grabbed at the air as if chasing dandelion tufts. “Snow!”


Rachel
tilted her head and gazed at the sky. The soft white specks drifted on their
lazy way to the ground, almost lost against the turbulent ceiling of the sky.
The afternoon grew suddenly darker and Hilyard gathered the pile of apple
slices DeVontay had cut. “All right, people, we better move this circus
indoors. Looks like winter’s knocking.”


“Give
me a hand, Stephen?” Kreutzman asked, and then instructed the boy to load his
arms with firewood.


Rachel
walked over to help. “Women can do more than just breed, you know,” she said,
gathering a load that was much too heavy for her to carry.


“I
guess I’ll take first watch,” Kreutzman said. “It’s getting a little frigid
around here.”


“Now,
now,” Franklin said. “Everybody’s got to pull their weight.”


“What
about that white hen of yours that quit laying?”


“She’s
earned her retirement. You haven’t yet.”


Once
inside, Franklin lit a fire in the woodstove while DeVontay and Hilyard sliced
vegetables that would be put into a cast-iron pot on the woodstove. Rachel
gutted a pumpkin, saving the seeds so they could dry behind the stove. By
candlelight, Stephen read one of Franklin’s books—a tattered paperback of Slaughterhouse-Five
by Kurt Vonnegut—while occasionally asking Rachel or DeVontay what a certain
word meant and how to pronounce it.


“Couldn’t
we ease him into Vonnegut?” Rachel asked. “Maybe start with Isaac Asimov or
John Steinbeck?”


“You’ve
seen my library. Most of the books I had to use for kindling. But Vonnegut is
somebody you can read over and over if you have to.”


“I
would have thought you’d be stocked up with Karl Marx, John Locke, and Ayn
Rand,” Hilyard said. “Or at least some Lao Tzu.”


“I
don’t have time to be smart anymore. Plus, most of what I thought I knew no
longer applies. Seems like the bulk of our intellectual duty now lies in
forgetting how it used to be and learning what works today.”


“Heil,
Kamerad,” Hilyard said. “What kind of social structure are we going to
build? Shipley created a fascist dictatorship, the Zapheads created some kind
of communal anarchy, and it looks like we’re heading toward a true democracy,
where everybody gets a say.”


“Not
really,” Franklin said. “This is still my home and you all are guests. I reckon
that makes me king for now.”


That
was the Franklin that Rachel knew and loved. His gruffness was a front for his
wounded hopes. She was reminded of something she’d heard in graduate school: “Scratch
a cynic and you’ll find a disappointed optimist.”


“Well,
Mr. Hilyard’s a lieutenant, so he outranks you,” Stephen said.


“A
king decides whose head gets chopped off,” Franklin said. “And get those muddy
feet off the bed, or you’ll be sleeping outside with the goats.”


They
had rearranged the layout of the cabin to accommodate the extra people, leaving
the loft for Stephen and Rachel. She’d enjoyed precious little privacy, besides
in the ramshackle outhouse beyond the animal pens. Several sleeping bags were
spread out on the floor, and Franklin claimed the cot for himself. Kreutzman
had threatened to string a row of hammocks in the main room, but so far he
hadn’t followed through. The close quarters created a slight tension and plenty
of interesting odors given the lack of running water, but so far they had
managed to function as a loose tribe.


DeVontay
rubbed the lone window with the bottom of his fist to remove the condensation
and then peered outside at the rapidly settling dusk. “Ground’s covered
already,” he said. He turned to Stephen. “Good news. School will probably be
cancelled.”


“Don’t
count on it,” Rachel said. “Not until you know what ‘pilgrim’ means.”


“I
think he does,” DeVontay said. “I think we all do now.”
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The
snow began in earnest a week after DeVontay and the others arrived at
Wheelerville.


By
then, they had settled into a routine. Kreutzman had taken on the role of
hunter and scout, often spending entire days in the woods. Hilyard became de
facto chief of security, manning the lookout post and helping Franklin build another surveillance platform on the back end of the compound. DeVontay and
Rachel stocked and dried food, including salted flanks of deer that were dried
to jerky over an open fire. Autumn squash, cold-weather greens like collards
and kale, and stores of potatoes, beets, and turnips rounded out their diets.
The sweets and snack foods DeVontay had collected on the journey were nearly
depleted, and the exercise, fresh air, and organic food had them all feeling
healthy and energetic.


Stephen
buried himself in Franklin’s small library, and soon declared George Orwell’s Animal
Farm his favorite book of all time, even better than Spiderman. Franklin managed to resist explaining the political allegory of Orwell’s classic, although
he did joke that the other animals should have discovered the wonders of bacon.
He spent his mornings on his shortwave radio, rationing the voltage in the
solar-powered batteries while scanning the various bandwidths in search of a
callback. DeVontay’s shoulder was finally healing, although a few days of fever
provided a scare of something more serious. Hilyard and Kreutzman buried the
three dead soldiers from Sgt. Shipley’s unit in shallow graves, not because
they felt their former comrades-in-arms deserved respect, but to deter
scavengers—the natural ones like coyotes and the unnatural ones like Zapheads.


DeVontay
was relieved that Rachel’s symptoms had vanished and her temperament had
improved. They didn’t talk much of her changes, as if they’d mutually agreed that
her mutation had never happened. They grew closer in some ways, but the
intimacy was diminished by their lack of privacy. DeVontay suspected Rachel was
cautious, too, after Campbell’s affections had created conflict between him and
DeVontay. Kreutzman was clearly interested in her and didn’t seem to take
DeVontay seriously as a rival. DeVontay suspected racism but didn’t know the
man well enough to judge him—not that he didn’t harbor his own suspicion and
resentment.


With
dark coming earlier each day, the group had time to discuss their plans. Franklin wanted to fortify the compound and prepare for the inevitable showdown with
Shipley. Hilyard favored a reconnaissance mission to locate the military bunker
in anticipation of a surprise assault. Kreutzman thought surviving the winter
and then moving into the valley and settling in a town was the best move.
Rachel was content to stay where they were, arguing that they’d come all this
way for refuge and that they had not discovered any better alternatives in the
last few months. DeVontay was the only one to consider the mutants part of
their future—he was worried that the others had put them out of mind in the
face of more immediate problems.


DeVontay
was restless from spending so much time around the compound, and one morning he
asked Kreutzman to take him out on a patrol. Since they only had four rifles in
their inventory, DeVontay borrowed Hilyard’s pistol. “I can only lift one arm
anyway,” he said.


“Just
make sure to keep me to your good side,” Kreutzman said. Like the other men,
he’d given up shaving, and his beard was thick and unruly. But his growth
lagged behind Franklin’s impressive possum-colored facial wool. “Don’t want you
mistaking me for a Zaphead.”


“I’ll
keep an eye out for you,” he said, pushing on his glass eyeball to elicit a
giggle from Stephen.


Rachel
gave him a hug good-bye, refusing to kiss him in front of the others. “Be
careful,” she said. “I don’t want to lose you again.”


“You’ve
got a flare,” Hilyard said. “Pop it if you run into trouble.”


“Aye-aye,
sir,” Kreutzman said with an insouciant salute.


“Give
that salute to Shipley and you’ll be picking teeth up off the ground.”


“Sarge
would probably skin him alive and drop him in the Zaphead pit,” Franklin said.


“You
think he’s still holding some of them prisoner?” Hilyard asked.


“He
only had half a dozen when I boogied out,” Kreutzman said. “He claimed he was
conducting research, but it looked like torture for entertainment to me. That’s
one of the reasons I decided to get the hell out of there. A psycho with an
armory is a man best avoided.”


“Keep
that in mind while you’re out there,” Franklin said. “Don’t take any chances.”


“It’s
a world with melting nuclear power plants, a million rampaging mutants, and a
bunch of high-caliber crazies who shoot everything that moves,” DeVontay said.
“What could possibly go wrong?”


“Remember
Code Red?” Franklin asked Stephen.


“Yeah.
If the dookie hits the fan, we get the heck out of Dodge and meet at the Milepost
291 marker.”


“Be
sure to take a coat,” Rachel said. “It won’t do any good to get there and then
freeze to death.”


DeVontay
smiled. That was a Rachel thing to say. She was back.


The
snow in the forest suffocated all sound, and DeVontay and Kreutzman hiked half
a mile before either of them spoke. “So, what’s the plan, bro?” Kreutzman
asked.


DeVontay
was scanning the ground for deer prints, the silver mist of his breath
billowing from his mouth and nostrils. “What do you mean?”


“You
sticking it out here with the geezer wearing the tin-foil cap, or are you
taking the honey and heading for the beach?”


“I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Come
on. Remember television? This is like the cast of a reality show. Which is not
reality. No way we make it through the winter without getting cabin fever and
chopping each other to bits with an axe.”


“We
have food, shelter, and heat. We’ve got it pretty good, compared to what I saw
in the cities.”


“Where
it was eye for an eye, right?”


“Funny.”
DeVontay hid his annoyance and tugged his wool cap farther down his forehead.
“We’re doing all right. We haven’t had to shoot anybody since we reached
Wheelerville, and we haven’t been shot at. No Zapheads in sight. Been pretty
chill for an apocalyptic hellscape, if you ask me.”


“Sure.
But how long can it last?”


“For
as long as we’re willing to put in the work.”


“You’re
shitting me, right?” Kreutzman wiped his nose with a gloved hand, studied the
result, and then brushed his glove clean against his jacket. “Old Man Wheeler
is a ticking time bomb. That brand of paranoid schizophrenic is a snake
swallowing its own tail. He’s liable to wake up one morning and think the
Zappers are beaming secret radio messages into his brain, telling him to kill
us all.


“And
the lieutenant—he’s brass balls through and through. He talks like the unit
kicked him out when Shipley took over, but plenty of guys were grumbling under
their breaths even before Sarge got a wild hair. The world goes all to shit and
Hilyard’s sitting there following protocol. What kind of idiot still goes by
the book when the pages have been written in backwards Chinese ink?”


“He’s
done right by us so far. He risked his life to save us.”


“Yeah,
but he got you shot.”


“We
won that round, and that’s all that matters,” DeVontay said.


“And
the boy—dead weight, man. I know you’re fond of him, and it’s cool to play hero
or father figure or whatever. But what are you getting out of the deal?”


Kreutzman
suddenly lifted his M16 toward the treetops and sighted down the barrel.
“Bang,” he said. He grinned at DeVontay. “Just a squirrel. Not even worth a
bullet.”


“We’re
supposed to take care of each other, especially the vulnerable,” DeVontay said.
“That’s what makes us human. If we can’t maintain some of that in After, then
it doesn’t even matter whether we make it or not.”


“‘After’?
What kind of hippity-dippity horseshit is that? Do we have special names for
everything now?”


“There’s
Before and there’s After. Makes sense to me.” The trail narrowed and
intersected a creek that cut a zigzagging black line through the field of
white. DeVontay wondered if they should turn back, but Kreutzman would likely
take the suggestion as a sign of weakness.


“And
that brings us to your lady friend,” the soldier said. “I guess that’s reason
enough to stick around. She seems like a real sticky honeypot to me. Wouldn’t
mind finding out, but then you guys say she has some kind of Zap infection
inside her. I mean, is it worth the risk just to dip into that sweet stuff?
Might pull it out to find it’s shooting little fireballs or something.”


DeVontay
stepped in front of Kreutzman and their faces were only inches apart. “If I had
two good arms, I’d bust you in the mouth. Hell, I might do it anyway.”


“Ease
off, Romeo. You’re losing sight of the big picture. We need a woman around the
place, even if she doesn’t do anybody’s laundry. But we should be sharing, just
between fellows. Like you said, we all got to work together.”


“I
don’t think there’s going to be a ‘we’ that includes you. You’re right; it
won’t last, so you might as well bolt. You have your rifle and ammo. I’m sure
you can take care of yourself until you find a new home.”


“Oh,
you’d like that, wouldn’t you? Leave the honeypot all to you. Well, I’ve got a
different plan.” He leveled his rifle at DeVontay. “You die out here. What a
tragedy that we got ambushed by Shipley’s soldiers. She’ll be sad for a little
while, maybe get all Zap-eyed for a couple of weeks, but then the lid’s open
and all that sweet honey is there for the taking. I’ll even manage to be
sensitive.”


DeVontay’s
breath settled in his lungs like sacks of ice. His heart turned over and then
galloped in place. He was scared, but most of all he was angry. Kreutzman had
never really bought into the vision. DeVontay didn’t trust the man, yet he’d
joined him for a nice little wilderness stroll where anything could happen.


You
deserve to get shot for being such a dumbass.


“You
look like you’re used to this,” DeVontay said, hoping to buy some time while
glancing around at the trees and terrain. The pistol was holstered on his hip,
and in no Wild West fantasy could he envision himself performing a daring
quick-draw. “I’ll bet those two guys who went AWOL with you ended up on the
wrong end of your gun, too.”


“They
had their little plans, and theirs didn’t fit mine. Somebody’s always got to
lose, and it’s not going to be me.”


DeVontay
lifted his chin and bellowed, “Hey.”


Kreutzman
laughed. “Nobody’s going to hear you. We’re nearly a mile from the compound and
three or four miles from Shipley’s bunker. But I can’t risk shooting you right
here. Hilyard or Wheeler might see your blood in the snow, and I’d have to drag
your body to a hole somewhere. But the creek ought to take care of the mess. So
get walking or start praying to whatever burr-headed African god you worship.”


DeVontay
stared down at the gun’s barrel and was the first to blink. As he sloshed
through the four inches of snow, he thought of Rachel’s last words to him. I
don’t want to lose you again.


His
senses heightened as they took stock of their final impressions. He’d never
realized so much was going on all at once: the brittle tinkle of water falling
over stones in the creek, the soft sigh of the wind batting tiny pellets of
snow against the trees, the soothing texture of the moist air on his cheeks,
and the clean scent of the snow above the rotting autumn beneath his feet. This
was so beautiful and peaceful, and aside from the penetrating chill, it wasn’t
so bad as an image of heaven. He could easily die here amid the stark trunks of
trees, the deep evergreen fronds, and the water that spilled crystal mysteries
dredged from the deepest cracks of the Earth.


But
not this way.


Not
by the hands of somebody who didn’t value the—


“Hey!”


The
call came from somewhere above them, and DeVontay’s first thought was that
Hilyard must have followed them. But then other voices repeated the word.


“Hey!
Heyheyhey. Heeeey!”


“The
fuck?” Kreutzman spun, seeking the source of the words.


DeVontay
kicked at Kreutzman’s rifle, and it went off with a muffled crack.
Kreutzman screamed and curled his shooting hand, dropping the weapon. His
trigger finger was twisted at a grotesque angle, and as he grabbed his wrist,
DeVontay lunged at him. They tumbled down the ravine toward the creek, bouncing
off trees and rocks, their feet slipping when they scrambled for purchase.


DeVontay
ended up on top of Kruetzman when they sloshed to a stop at the water’s edge.
His wounded shoulder shrieked with raw nerve endings, and the fall had knocked
the wind out of him. He fumbled for a rock, intending to knock Kreutzman out
cold and mash his face into the shallow creek until the bubbles stopped. But
their grunts echoed back at them from all round.


Kreutzman
twisted his face away from the icy water. “Get off me, you black motherfucker.”


“Motherfucker!
Motherfucker!” chanted the voices.


DeVontay
released Kreutzman to go for the pistol, but Kreutzman exploited the opening to
drive an elbow in DeVontay’s wounded shoulder. It was like a steel spike had been
driven into his collarbone. The scab busted and oozed juice down his biceps,
and his arm went numb. With only his good arm to keep Kreutzman pinned, he
drove a knee into the base of Kreutzman’s spine. The soldier groaned in agony
and flopped into the creek.


DeVontay
clutched the back of Kreutzman’s scalp and drove his skull into the wet stones.
The resulting moist sloosh, like the dropping of a watermelon, horrified
DeVontay so much that he released his quarry and rolled onto his back, staring
at the silver and black lines of branches overhead as he fought to catch his
breath.


“Motherfucker!”
someone said, and DeVontay turned to see a man with glittering eyes, holding
Kreutzman’s rifle like a walking stick.


More
silhouettes came out of the chiaroscuro of the wintry forest.


They
gathered in the mud around the two men, their eyes glinting with tiny orange
slices of fire, white smoke boiling from their mouths as they chanted
“Motherfucker, motherfucker, motherfucker.”
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“I
bet they’re coming,” Stephen said.


Rachel
peered into the forest, but all she saw were the stark lines of trees and
swelling shadows as dusk crept in from the four corners of the world. The storm
had eased, but the ground was coated with a new skin of snow. Up on the lookout
platform, the air was so cold it worked through the layers of Rachel’s clothes.
She only owned two outfits and she’d donned both to take a turn as watch.
Stephen insisted on coming with her, and Franklin agreed, saying the boy should
take on more responsibility.


“I
can’t see the forest for the trees,” Rachel said. “And I can’t see the trees
because these branches are in the way.”


Stephen
lowered the binoculars and rubbed the foggy lenses on his coat. “Do you think
the Zapheads are evil?”


“I don’t
know. I don’t think people can decide such things. Only God.”


“But
if God made them, and God has a divine plan like you said, then they’re
supposed to be just the way they are, even if it means they want to kill us.
God put sharks in the ocean and they eat people.”


Rachel
had dwelt a lot less on theology since the solar storms. She’d made a
half-hearted effort to inspire Stephen, hoping the idea of a loving God would
provide comfort and strength. But Stephen now seemed more interested in
spiritual matters than Rachel did.


Zapheads
have no use for a god. They don’t care about right or wrong, good or evil. Like
nature, they simply ARE.


And
why should I believe in God if He’s willing to let me become a Zaphead?


“Maybe
the Zapheads are like the people in Fahrenheit 451,” Stephen said.
“They’re burning the cities because they want to erase the past.”


Stephen
had devoured the Ray Bradbury classic that posited a future where books were
outlawed and firemen burned books instead of saving buildings. He declared it
“probably almost as good” as Animal Farm. By the time he worked his way
through Franklin’s library, he would be one of the smartest little boys in the
world. Franklin challenged him with themes and ideas from the books, and
Stephen was bright enough to apply those lessons to their current bleak
situation.


“I’m
not sure they know or care about the past,” she said. “Maybe they just act on
instinct.”


Stephen
lowered his voice. “What’s it like?”


“What’s
what like?”


“When
you act like a Zaphead. When your eyes glow and stuff. How do you feel?”


Her
instinct—her human instinct—was to lie. But she had a responsibility
here, didn’t she? If she wanted the group to understand the mutants, she was in
some ways an ambassador for their kind. She wondered if the Zapheads would be
as welcoming, or if they would burn her for her human traits. A Halfling Joan
of Arc.


“You
ever had one of those dreams where something’s chasing you but you can’t see
what is, and you run and run and you’re not getting anywhere?”


“Yeah,
and you wake up tired.” Stephen peered through the binoculars again and scanned
the woods.


“Like
that, except you also…you want to hurt people.”


“Oh.
Is that the real reason you ran away from us?”


It’s
impossible to fool a child. “Yeah,
but I was wrong. The farther away from the Zapheads I got, the less those kinds
of thoughts came to me.” She put an arm around his shoulders and gave him a
hug. “That’s why I’m better off sticking with you guys. You remind me of who I
am and what’s really important.”


“DeVontay
will be glad to hear that.”


She
tried to keep the worry out of her voice. The two men were supposed to return
an hour ago. She didn’t want to think of them lost in the dark. “Well, as soon
as he gets back, you can tell him.”


Stephen
let the binoculars drop to his chest and pointed. “There they are!”


He
cupped his hands to yell but Rachel grabbed his wrist. “Wait. We have to be
sure. Did you see their faces?”


“No,
but there’s two of them.”


She
squinted into the gloaming, looking for shadows to separate from the larger
blackness. “Why don’t you climb down and tell Franklin and the lieutenant?”


“Maybe
they got a deer.”


“You
like deer better than Slim Jims now, don’t you?”


“I’m
getting used to not having store stuff. But maybe we can go visit some towns
sometime.”


That
was something DeVontay had suggested, but Franklin favored waiting for spring.
Even if they raided remote cabins, they probably wouldn’t find much usable
food. Not many items were worth carrying for miles. Occasionally someone
returned from a scouting trip with a few cans or bottles, and the group
celebrated the arrival of those treats like a holiday. Maybe the men had
wandered far afield in search of such processed treasures and lost track of
time.


Stephen
wielded the binoculars again. “That’s weird. They didn’t come any closer.
They’re heading toward the big rocks.”


“Let
me see.”


Stephen
wrestled the strap from around his neck and passed the glasses to Rachel. She
focused in the direction he pointed and saw immediately that the two men
weren’t DeVontay and Kreutzman. They both carried rifles and DeVontay had taken
a pistol.


She
whispered, “Hurry, go tell the others. Code Yellow.”


“Zapheads?”


“I
don’t think so.”


Stephen
hurried to the wooden foot pegs and scuttled down like an agile monkey. He
dashed to the cabin, which was revealed only by a soft amber rectangle where
firelight leaked from a window. Rachel hadn’t brought a weapon with her, mostly
because she didn’t fully trust herself. Fortunately the two intruders didn’t
seem to know the whereabouts of the compound and their current course would
take them farther away with each step.


Rachel
rubbed her hands together, hoping friction would generate some heat inside the
knit wool mittens. I wish DeVontay was here to warm me up.


What
if DeVontay and Kreutzman had encountered these men? DeVontay could be out
there bleeding his life away. She hadn’t heard any gunshots, but the mountain
terrain could swallow noise or exaggerate its origins, especially with muffling
layers of snow draping all surfaces.


The
door to the cabin opened and Rachel climbed down to meet the others. Franklin
and Hilyard were armed, and Stephen waited in the doorway. “Which way did they
go?” Franklin asked her.


She
pointed west. “They missed us.”


“They
might circle back. Did you see any others?”


“No,
but I didn’t really look. It wasn’t Zapheads or…I would have seen their eyes.”


“Could
be Shipley’s bunch on patrol,” Hilyard said. “Or it might be some hunters who’ve
wandered off the beaten path. We’re not the only ones who head for high ground
when things go to pieces.”


“Maybe
we should just lay low and let them go on past and get lost in the dark,” Franklin said. “We’re not at full strength.”


“It’s
often a good idea to avoid a fight,” Hilyard said. “But I’d like to go out and
take a look anyway, just in case there are more. If Shipley’s men surrounded
the compound while there was just the four of us, it could get ugly fast.”


“He
could burn us out with grenade launchers anyway,” Franklin said.


“Yeah,
but he has no idea what we have. With your reputation, I don’t think anyone
would be surprised if you had a couple of nukes wrapped in tin foil and
squirreled away somewhere.”


“In
the old days I could have scored some Napalm and TNT, but I was too liberal for
the patriots and too constitutional for the radicals.” Franklin patted his
rifle. “Now all I have is Bessie here. Good enough to take care of business.”


“So
I’m supposed to stay here with Stephen and keep the home fires burning?” Rachel
asked.


Franklin gave her an affectionate look, his beard and wild
hair like that of some fantastic wizard. The dusk made his features seem even
sharper. “We’re old. You guys are the future. That makes you more important
than us.”


“Whatever
happened to your old saying that everybody was equal, even assholes and
astronauts?”


“All
of you should stay,” Hilyard said. “I’m trained for this. And if those are my
men out there, I want to give them a chance to surrender before I shoot them.”


“Fine,”
  Franklin said. “But I’ll be up on the platform if you need backup. And like
you said, better to avoid a fight if possible. Rachel, take Stephen inside and
wait.”


Rachel
knew better than to argue with her grandfather. Much of his self-image was tied
up in protecting her, as if all his old revolutionary ideals had honed to a
single narrow mission. It was annoying but sweet. She nodded and kissed him on
the cheek. Unlike with DeVontay, she thought showing affection for Franklin set a good example.


Once
inside the cabin, Stephen parked himself by the tiny window, pressing his face
against the glass. “I won’t be able to see anything.”


“That’s
okay. Because nothing’s going to happen.” Rachel sat on a handmade chair by the
woodstove. “When you’re bored, you can come over here and get warm.”


“When
am I going to be old enough to carry a gun?”


“After
you’ve read all of Franklin’s books and taken safety lessons from Lt. Hilyard.”


“Rachel?”


“Hmm?”
Despite the anxiety, or perhaps because of it, she was suddenly drowsy.


“Your
eyes.”


“What
about them?”


“That
fire stuff. It’s back.”


That
sent electric jolts of adrenaline through her. She stood and paced the floor,
then stopped to check her reflection in the window. Sparks in her eyes.


Oh
God, they’re here.


But
calling on God would do nothing for her now, not after she’d turned her face
away from the light. “It’s okay. I don’t feel any different.”


“You
said it made you violent.”


“I
won’t hurt you.” The split lengths of stove wood weighed maybe four pounds
each. Long and thin and splintery. As thick as a baseball bat. And about as
easy to swing.


“We
better tell Franklin,” Stephen said, drawing away from her.


“No.
We don’t want to bother him. He has enough to worry about.”


Like
me taking the ax and chopping him into bits while he’s asleep.


She
crossed the little room to the door and yanked it open. “Motherfucker,” she
whispered.


Stephen
grabbed her by the coat and tried to drag her back into the cabin, but she
shrugged him off and stepped outside. When he again attempted to restrain her,
she shoved him with both hands so that he flopped into the snow.


It
had grown darker just in the few minutes they’d been inside, and a wave of
indigo ink rolled slowly in from the east, the surrounding treetops invisible. Franklin hissed at her to stay inside, but she continued to the gate.


Go
now go.


She
didn’t belong here. She never had.


Franklin almost caught her before she made it beyond the
fence. “Get back in here. You’ll get shot wandering around in the dark like
that.”


“I
have to find them.”


“DeVontay
and Kreutzman will be back any minute. You don’t want Kreutzman to think you’re
a deer, do you?”


She
didn’t turn around. “I know where they are.”


“Damn
it, Rachel, you can’t just go off on your own. We agreed to a sensible plan and
you’re going to screw everything up.”


“If
I don’t go to them, they’ll come here. And I love you too much for that.”


“What
are you talking abou—”


He
must have gotten a good look at her eyes then, because his mouth froze open.
She could even feel the heat in her pupils, like twin pits of hellfire. But
unlike the last time this happened, she maintained a distant memory of what
she’d been like before. As if she’d carried some of the human Rachel into this
transition.


And
she hated that Rachel.


“They
have DeVontay,” she said.


Franklin had never looked so frail and broken down to her as
he did now, slumped and gray-skinned in the light reflected by the snow. But
acceptance was etched in the creases of his face. The world played by new rules
and his libertarian ambitions were as insignificant as the snowflakes that were
already doomed to become water and transpire into vapor.


“This
isn’t a fight you win with bullets, is it?” he asked.


“It’s
a fight we were born losing.” She dared to give him a hug. “I’ll come back if I
can, but if not, please promise not to come after me.”


“I
can’t make a promise like that. You’re my granddaughter. You’re our future.”


“If
I don’t go, we won’t have a future.”


Her
determination must have burned as brightly as her irises, because Franklin relented. “Okay. I’ll try to explain it to Hilyard and the boy.”


She
didn’t say anything else. She parted the camouflaged gate just enough so that
she could slip through, and then hurried into the woods before she surrendered
to the impulse to turn and scream at him:


“Motherfucker!”
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DeVontay
wiped the blood from his brow and noticed that his glass eye had become
dislodged and popped free during the fight.


He rolled
to his knees, looking up at the Zapheads gathered around them. They seemed as
thick as the trees, watching with a similar silence.


Kreutman’s
face lay out of the water, but blood trailed from his nostrils to be carried
away by the creek. DeVontay wasn’t sure if the man was dead, and he didn’t
really care one way or another. Was two against a hundred any better odds than
one against a hundred?


No,
he was done just the same. By Kreutzman’s hand or by the ravaging hordes of
mutants, the mechanism of delivery didn’t matter. Time to get it over with.


He
closed his eye and waited.


Trickling
water, the whisper of snow dropping from branches, his heartbeat in his ears.


He
kept on sucking cold air into his lungs, exhaling, and repeating the process,
savoring the sweet silver of the air.


Ten
seconds or two minutes later, he glanced around. The Zapheads surrounded him
almost with reverence, waiting.


And
he realized that they would soon find Wheelerville if he didn’t somehow draw them
away. Lying there feeling morose and nihilistic accomplished nothing. If he
could serve a purpose and help Rachel, Stephen, and the others, then his loss
wouldn’t be a total waste. Hell, he’d already done that once and it had worked
out. Who cared if the Zapheads were smarter now?


He
rolled to his knees, pushing himself up with his good arm, ignoring the pain in
his shoulder.


“Okay,
people,” he said. “Come and get me.”


“Get
me!” said a woman of about fifty, wearing a soggy cardigan and an ankle-length dress
smeared with mud. “Get me!”


But
the Zapheads didn’t make any attempt to seize him. He stepped toward the
nearest one, the man holding Kreutzman’s rifle, and drove his fist into the
man’s chest. “Fight back. You know you want to.”


“You
know you want to,” the man said, looking down at his chest.


Then
a high, thin voice interrupted. “We want peace.”


A
woman stepped forward carrying a bundle, and DeVontay had drawn back his arm to
strike her when he noticed that her eyes held none of that peculiar lambency.
“You…you’re human?”


But
the woman said nothing. The high voice came from the bundle of blankets in her
arms. “She’s Old People like you. But she didn’t want to fight. And she is
still alive.”


DeVontay
reached out and parted the blankets. A round, dark-skinned face peered up him
with bright, intelligent eyes. “Hello,” the baby said.


She
couldn’t have been more than nine months old. DeVontay looked around at the
other Zapheads as if seeking an explanation, and then realized they would be no
help at all. He asked the human woman, “How?”


“They
learn,” the woman said.


“Why
don’t you ask me?” the baby said, blinking as a snowflake rested on her
nose and melted away.


Somehow,
this was even more horrible than a rampaging horde of mindless savages that
tore people to pieces, shattered windows, burned cities, and dismantled any
sign of the human race. This was the ultimate profanity, a final insult to
civilization. The Zapheads mocked their words, and now they managed to mock the
very progression of life itself.


“Okay,”
DeVontay said to the child. “How are you able to talk?”


“We
learn from your mistakes.” The first white edges of enamel were poking through
the nubby pink gums. “That’s why we still need you. Until we know all your
mistakes, you’re still useful.”


“Maybe
you’re the ones making a mistake.” DeVontay wondered if these Zapheads knew
about firearms. Even though they’d collected Kreutzman’s weapon, none of them
had lifted it into a shooting position.


Maybe
it’s time they learned how a pistol works.


He
wasn’t sure he could shoot the infant. But every part of him rejected this cute
little monstrosity. He couldn’t let such an abomination exist, not while even
one human remained.


He
slowly slid his fingers to the holster but found it empty.


“We
have your guns,” the baby said. “I’m not ready to be dead. We know how to heal
wounds, but we can’t fix death yet. Soon.”


DeVontay’s
head reeled, and he wasn’t sure whether he was concussed from his fight with
Kreutzman or if the entire Milky Way Galaxy had just tilted on its axis and
thrown gravity askew.


“Soon,”
echoed several of the surrounding Zapheads.


DeVontay
shook his head at the woman carrying the Zaphead. “This is wrong.”


“You’ll
see,” she said. “It’s better this way.” But she sounded as if she was reciting
from a script, almost devoid of emotion. Her hollow eyes gazed into the
shrouded forest.


Several
Zapheads dragged Kreutzman from the creek. DeVontay couldn’t tell if Kreutzman
was still breathing. As much as he hated the man, he was compassionate enough
to hope he was mercifully dead and beyond whatever strange surgeries the
Zapheads sought to inflict.


Rachel
had changed after one of their “healings.” The cure planted a cancer deep
inside, one that ate away at identity and personality and humanity. Better to
die than to transform into something so alien.


“Your
shoulder hurts,” the baby said, fumbling a chubby arm from the folds of the
blanket and reaching toward him. “May we treat you?”


“I’m
good,” DeVontay said. “But I’m too tired to fight anymore. And I don’t think I
have any mistakes to teach you.”


“Oh,
we didn’t come for you. We came for Rachel Wheeler.”


“WHEE-ler!
WHEE-ler! WHEE-ler!” the Zapheads chanted, before the name fell away into a
series of unintelligible grunts. The adult Zapheads appeared to have a
functioning memory span of mere seconds, while this awful child-thing displayed
a mature and hypersensitive awareness of the world around it.


DeVontay
couldn’t know what sort of senses the tiny mutant employed—the Zapheads had
always acted in concert, as if some hive mind operated somewhere deep inside
them, but if they were evolving and adapting, fine tuning the firing of their
synapses, maybe they’d developed some kind of telepathy or extrasensory
perception. DeVontay was neither a scientist nor a mystic, but he readily
admitted that the universe operated on far more complex wavelengths than he
could ever comprehend.


But
if the Zapheads already knew Rachel’s location, he had no hope of tricking
them. He wasn’t ready to accept they were smarter than he was.


“What
are you going to do with Rachel?” He would never have imagined himself talking
this way to an infant, but something about the fierce intelligence in those
wildly glimmering eyes made DeVontay feel like the child here. That chubby-cheeked
countenance was already imbued with a thousand years of knowledge and
experience. 


“It’s
not what we’re going to do to Rachel,” the infant said. “It’s what she’s going
to do for us. All of us.”


“She’s
not one of you.”


“I
wouldn’t presume to know what she is if I were you.” The infant flashed a
toothless grin. “Although perhaps you can find out. Let us heal you.”


“I’m
not hurt,” DeVontay said, even though blood streamed down his face and soaked
his jacket, and his injured arm had slipped free of its sling and hung limp and
useless at his side.


“As
you wish. Rachel was our first, and that was an accident. We didn’t understand
at the time. Now we’ve learned.”


The
woman holding the baby shivered visibly, although the Zapheads seemed
impervious to the cold. Dusk had advanced as DeVontay confronted the mutant
infant and his bizarre tribe, and now he couldn’t see the rear ranks of
Zapheads except for their eyes. But he could sense them poised around him, the
air fraught with anticipation. 


“What
if I leave now?” DeVontay said, knowing he shouldn’t have asked the question.
He should have acted instead, even if the odds were hopeless.


“Humans
value their freedom.” The child seemed almost bored now, her nostrils flaring
and sending steam into the night. “Or at least your illusion of freedom. That’s
nothing but pride dressed up as ignorance of your own insignificance.”


“She
gets like this,” the woman holding her said. “I blame the people in Newton.”


“Newton? What’s in Newton?”


“The
beginning,” the infant said. “We’d like you to join us.”


Some
of the Zapheads eased back into the darkness, carrying Kreutzman with them.
DeVontay was relieved that they were heading downhill following the creek
instead of ascending toward the compound. But several dozen mutants remained. And
DeVontay would have to fight them all.


He
glanced at the Zaphead holding Kreutzman’s rifle, and the move was so obvious
the infant didn’t even need telepathy to read DeVontay’s mind. The child
erupted in a gleeful giggle. “You don’t want to fight us. And you refuse to
surrender. So what shall we do?”


DeVontay’s
toes were numb from the cold, and his fingers ached. One way or another, he’d
have to make a decision. He stuck his hands in his jacket pockets and found the
flare Hilyard had given them. “I’ll go with you, as long as we all go
together.”


“Your
plan to lure us away from the compound is admirable,” the infant said. “I
accept. Because Rachel is coming regardless. And your other friends…there’s no hurry.
We learn more every day.”


DeVontay
followed the line of tracks in the snow made by the Zapheads who had already
left. The woman carrying the dark-skinned infant walked just behind him. The
Zapheads held back a moment as if to make sure he wasn’t playing a trick, and
then they all fell in behind them. The combined luminance of their eyes lit up
the path just enough to keep DeVontay from bumping into trees or falling into
the creek.


The
volley of gunfire ahead was so sudden and sharp against the wintry silence that
at first DeVontay couldn’t place the noise. Then more shots erupted. Judging by
the volume, they could only have come from Shipley’s Army unit.


“They
die,” the infant said, with no more emotion than if she was talking about a
sand castle being swept into the sea.


“Those
men will kill all of us.”


The
baby almost sighed. “Death is not important. The New People will last no matter
what. It’s your own kind you should be worried about.”


DeVontay
noted the infant naturally assumed DeVontay was concerned about the Zapheads. Maybe
I’m not the only one who suffers from pride. Maybe that’s a flaw I can
use later.


“But
we have no choice,” the infant said loudly enough for the others to hear.
“Violence creates discord, and we can’t tolerate discord. Ease the suffering.
Make peace.”


That
was apparently an order of some kind. The Zapheads around them dissolved into
the night like a stealthy pack of panthers, muttering jumbled combinations of
the baby girl’s words. They wouldn’t have a chance against armed soldiers,
especially since their eyes made them easy targets.


But
DeVontay didn’t care which side won. The chaos created an opportunity.


Only
he, the woman holding the bundle of swaddling, and the infant remained by the
creek.


He
headed into the woods away from the popping of gunfire, already bracing for the
utter darkness that awaited.


“What
would you like me to tell Rachel?” the infant called after him, stopping him in
his tracks.


Someone
screamed in the distance.


And
Zapheads didn’t scream.







 


 


 


CHAPTER
TWENTY-FIVE


 


 


 


“What
the hell were you thinking?” Hilyard said. His night-vision goggles reflected
tiny twin wedges of the moon.


“You
don’t know her,” Franklin said. “I do.”


The
gunshots peppered the slopes below them in a staccato rhythm. Once in a while,
a scream or cry pierced the night in the distance. Franklin could only imagine
the battle being waged out there in the darkness. From the platform, all they
could see was the occasional muzzle flash in the distance.


“Sounds
like all hell is breaking loose, and DeVontay and Kreutzman might be in the
middle of it.”


“We
just have to stick it out. We can’t go out there with Stephen, and we can’t
leave him here by himself.”


“Judging
by the gunfire, I’d guess maybe a dozen soldiers out there. The bunker is vulnerable
right now, and if enough Zapheads are swarming, they might take us all down.”


“How
many Zaps do you think it would take to beat a dozen trained and well-armed
men?”


“Under
normal circumstances, maybe a thousand,” Hilyard said. “In conditions like this,
a hundred might do it. Casualties don’t matter to Zaps. They can stack them
like cordwood and keep on trucking.”


“So
you don’t think Shipley was coming to get us?”


“I
suspect one of his scouts spotted a mass movement of Zapheads. If he’s gone so loco
that he thinks he’s fighting a holy war, he won’t employ the soundest strategy.
The book would say fortify the bunker and hold a defensive posture. But he
might be too impatient for that.”


“Guessing
the thought process of a lunatic is as foolish as understanding what the
Zapheads are after.” Franklin glanced back at the cabin, where the boy was
waiting, probably watching from the window.


“Then
why did you let Rachel go out there alone?” Hilyard asked.


Franklin could never explain. He’d seen the signs, the erratic
behavior, and the occasional gleam in her eyes—a literal gleam. She had never
fully come back from whatever had happened to her in Zap captivity. There was a
restlessness sleeping inside her, and although her instinct had won out enough
to bring her here, she couldn’t stay for long. And although it broke Franklin’s heart, he couldn’t keep her caged. That would go against everything he ever
stood for and every principle he believed in.


Freedom
doesn’t just mean that you get to be free, but you have to let everybody else
be free, too.


“I
didn’t let her do anything,” Franklin said. “We all have our callings.”


A
brilliant burst of red light burned a hole in the darkness. “Flare,” Hilyard
said, peering through the binoculars in frustration.


“Is
it ours, or theirs?”


“Can’t
really tell. But Shipley’s men wouldn’t use it unless they were calling in
reinforcements and showing their location.”


“I’ll
bet it’s our guys.”


“It’s
suicide to go out there now,” Hilyard said. “Bullets flying, God knows how many
Zaps wandering around, and it’s black as tar. You’d be more likely to trip and
break your neck as to take a slug or get your heart yanked out of your chest.”


“This
is my home. I have to protect it. And Rachel will come back when she’s finished
with whatever she has to do.”


Hilyard’s
face was largely hidden by the darkness, but his eyes reflected the moonlight.
“Yeah, you’re right. And those are my men out there getting slaughtered. It
wasn’t a battle I would have sent them into, but that doesn’t matter now. I
should be with them.”


“Even
though they kicked you out in the cold?”


“I’d
guess most of them are praying for a little spit and polish by now. Anarchy
isn’t such a good foundation for a new world order.”


As if
to punctuate his words, another volley of gunfire erupted. Franklin tried to
picture the soldiers with their night gear and automatic weapons against an
enemy that didn’t care whether it lived or died. Maybe everybody—and everything—was
fighting for its home.


“So,
once an officer, always an officer, huh?” Franklin said.


“Those
are my men,” Hilyard repeated.


Although
he couldn’t see the lieutenant’s eyes, the determination in his face was
evident. Franklin nodded and shook the man’s hand. Hilyard climbed down from
the platform.


“I
took an oath,” Hilyard called after reaching the ground. “I know you have no
use for governments, but I still believe in the United States. At some point,
we’re going to win. And it’s worth dying for.”


“We’ll
agree to disagree on that one, but that doesn’t mean I don’t wish you the
best.” Franklin flipped him a casual salute and watched until Hilyard worked
his way into the thick shadows of the forest. Then he descended and entered the
cabin.


“Stephen?”
he called.


He
expected the boy to be watching from the window, or perhaps sitting by the
woodstove reading a book. But the cabin was empty. It was too small for hiding
places.


He
was about to open the door and yell into the compound, thinking the boy might
have gone to the outhouse or the animal pen, when he saw the note on his desk,
written in a careful but uneven hand:


 


Mr. Wheeler,


Thank you for your hospi—hospa—for being nice and
letting us stay here. I hope we can come back real soon. Rachel needs me out there.
She took care of me when I had nobody else. I owe her.


Please don’t follow me. And please tell DeVontay
thanks for all the candy and Slim Jims.


 


Stephen


P.S. I borrowed your copy of Animal Farm but I promise
to take care of it and bring it back one day.


 


“Shit,”
  Franklin said.


He
glanced around the cabin that had gone from overcrowded to barren in just a few
hours. The dream that had sustained him for years now looked plain foolish and
delusional in the candlelight.


So
much for utopian compounds removed from the troubles of the world.


The
muffled gunplay was barely audible now, as if the war was taking place in a
foreign land. DeVontay and Kreutzman would arrive soon, and they could form a
plan. Running off into the night would help no one.


Maybe
Hilyard was right. Anarchy wasn’t sustainable. Franklin’s highest purpose was
to stay here and maintain an outpost of sanity and reason in a world turned
sideways. 


He
pulled out a copy of Benjamin Franklin’s autobiography and sat by the
woodstove, hoping some wisdom would strike him like the great patriarch’s
legendary bolt of lightning.







 


 


 


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SIX


 


 


 


The
guns popped around him.


DeVontay
realized that, even with the moonlight reflecting off the snow, the soldiers
wouldn’t be able to tell him from a Zaphead.


Maybe
they could see that his eyes didn’t burn, but would any of them bother to look?
They were likely shooting anything that moved. DeVontay had ignited the flare
to get a sense of the terrain, but the red incandescence had merely served to
trigger a volley of gunfire.


Worse,
the battle had spread along the slopes around them, and he couldn’t tell which
direction offered the safest way out. Not that he could risk leaving now. Until
he found out what this smug mutant brat knew about Rachel, he was staying.


But
he had no desire to serve as target practice, either, so he squatted behind a
tree in the darkness. Not that he could hide from the baby girl. Her human
porter held her close, apparently unfazed by the bullets whizzing around.


“Don’t
be afraid to die,” the baby said to DeVontay. “It’s only temporary.”


“What
do you know about dying? All your kind does is kill.”


“We’ll
learn to fix you,” the baby said. “We’ll make all of you new. Right, Lisa?”


The
face of the woman was illuminated by the intense brightness of the infant’s
eyes. The blank expression was replaced by slight animation, and Lisa smiled.
“The newer, the better.”


DeVontay
saw a pair of glinting eyes maybe fifty feet to his left, and then a muzzle
flash erupted.


That
Zaphead—it’s shooting a gun.


So
they finally figured it out. Took them long enough, considering how many people
they’ve seen shooting at them. And each other.


“We
don’t want to kill, you see,” the baby said. “But if we must make peace, we may
as well do it quickly. You Old People have taught us much.”


“Well,
if you weren’t trying to bash our brains in all the time, you might have seen a
better version of us,” DeVontay said. “When humans get backed into a corner,
they come out fighting.”


“I
look forward to talking with you when peace is made,” the baby said. “Once
we’re in Newton, we can explore these differences. Not that it will change
anything.”


“I’m
not going to Newton.”


A
three-round burst trimmed a branch overhead and it dropped into the snow. The
armed Zaphead returned fire.


They
copy our behavior. So the more these soldiers fight, the longer and bloodier
the war will be.


Judging
by the less frequent screams and the diminishing gunfire, DeVontay figured only
two or three soldiers remained. The Zapheads were “making peace” with ruthless
efficiency. Already the guns sounded more distant, as if the men were
retreating and simply spraying cover fire. But cover fire wouldn’t work on
Zapheads. They didn’t duck because they didn’t care if they got hit.


The
baby seemed unperturbed by the battle raging around them. She almost seemed
happy, and at one point she yawned, putting a little brown fist to her mouth.
With her eyes closed, she was even crushingly cute. But when those eyes were
open, they served as reminders of the solar storms that had wiped the slate
clean and pushed Zapheads to the top of the food chain.


DeVontay
heard a wet splat, and he thought a clump of snow had fallen from a high
branch.


A
dark red dot appeared in the center of Lisa’s forehead, the entry wound evident
in the spotlight of the baby’s gaze. She sagged forward as her eyes rolled up
as if to see what had given her such a sudden headache, and as she collapsed,
the infant bleated a pathetic wail.


The
bark on the tree behind Lisa was splotched with blood, brains, and bits of
skull. The swaddled infant slid from her grasp and skated several feet across
the snow.


DeVontay’s
horror turned to a rush of triumph.


The
creepy little shit doesn’t look so omnipotent now, does it?


The
blanket that swaddled the baby had unfolded upon impact with the ground, and
two little arms flailed at the air. “Whaaaaa,” the baby cried, and the noise
was mimicked by five or six Zapheads within earshot, creating an eerie soundtrack
to the battle’s end.


DeVontay
took three strides forward, slipping in the snow. He lifted a boot to crush the
mutant and dowse those fiery eyes forever.


He
hesitated and a clump of mud fell on the baby’s cheek. She wriggled her head
and blinked, bunching up her nostrils.


If
only it would speak, he could crush its head.


But
the baby batted his hands together, helpless fingers curled.


It’s
just a baby.


She
lifted her arms up toward him. A helpless, innocent creature seeking a porter.


A
father.


DeVontay
knelt and lifted the child from the ground, brushing snow from the blanket
before it melted and caused discomfort.


“Dah-dah,”
she said.


“I’m
not falling for that. I’m just not the monster you think I am. That you think
all of us humans are.”


“We
have much to explore. In Newton.”


“I’m
not going to Newton.”


The
baby grinned. “Of course you are. You want to see Rachel.”


“How
did—”


“She
was an accident. We didn’t know what we were doing. That’s why she isn’t
finished yet.”


“She
got better.” DeVontay found himself whispering as the last gunshot rang out,
followed by a choking groan of agony, mimicked and mocked by a dozen voices
that sounded like the gibbering ululations of chimpanzees.


“Not
as better as she is going to be soon,” the baby said. “What is your name?”


DeVontay
thought about lying, or ignoring her, but he told her.


“Dee-von-tay.
I like that.” The baby appeared to concentrate a moment, tiny face scrunched,
and then she said, “They are all dead now. We shall gather them and go home.”


The
baby drew a breath and tensed her muscles as if trying to stand in DeVontay’s
arms. Then she let out a high, piercing cry that seemed to fill the forest: “Go
now go.”


“Go
now go!” The call was repeated by two, four, dozens, and then hundreds of
voices along the slopes.


The
Zapheads had brought an army. This war was over before it even started.


DeVontay
considered dumping the child in a dark, swirling pool of the creek.


The
child grinned at him as if reading his mind.


Damn
it. Why did I have to be so goddamned human?


“Go
now go?” DeVontay asked.


The
baby clapped with delight. “Go now go.”







 


 


 


CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN


 


 


 


Dawn
sent its red fingers reaching across the snowy landscape just as Rachel reached
the town.


Her
shoes were wet and her coat heavy with perspiration, but after two days of
nonstop walking, she had arrived. The first night she had passed through the
battlefield in the forest, not mixing with the Zapheads who collected both the
human dead and the New People that had fallen. At one point, she’d come upon a
creek where the snow was churned and stained a deep scarlet.


She
stooped and picked up an object that reflected the light of many stars and the
single sliver of moon.


She
held the glass orb aloft and measured it against the sky as if it were a
planet.


It
seemed familiar, but she didn’t know why.


She
put it in her pocket and went on.


Over
fences, down muddy streets, across frothy waterways, past rows of silent houses,
driven by instinct like a salmon thrashing upstream to spawn. Night became day
became night and then became now.


The
snow wasn’t as deep here in the valley, and the air was clean.


She
sensed them long before she heard them.


But
soon the sound filled her head and drowned out all the other noises.


It
was faint at first, but as she headed for the gleaming dome of the courthouse
on the hill, the murmur gradually swelled into a mighty chorus.


“WHEE-ler!
WHEE-ler! WHEE-ler!”


There
were thousands of them.


She
didn’t need a map. Her people already knew this place, so she knew it, too.


Rachel.
My name was Rachel.


That
was turbulence she would happily leave behind.


Time
to be new.


She
reached the school as the chants swelled to thunder, jubilant voices that reverberated
off the bricks and glass of Newton.


“WHEE-LER!
WHEE-LER! WHEE-LER!”


The
thing that had been Rachel Wheeler headed for the football stadium.
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