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   CHAPTER ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   It couldn’t end like this.
 
   Not after all they’d endured. A hundred and twenty miles on foot, scavenging for food and shelter in search of a legendary survival compound in the North Carolina Mountains.
 
   Not after fighting through mutants, maniacs, and a military at war with everything that moved. 
 
   Not after surviving an infection that left Rachel Wheeler half Zaphead, then walking into the lion’s den to end the deadly conflict between humans and Zapheads.
 
   Not after DeVontay Jones had given his heart to her when the universe around them screamed at the foolishness of such a hopeful act.
 
   But the end could never be happy, because it was the end.
 
   As he carried Rachel’s body through the streets of Newton, DeVontay was unwilling to accept the truth. Smoke from smoldering fires drifted across the bleak, gray skyline, competing with the sweet rot and metallic blood of the dead. The December air was brisk but he barely felt the chill. Dust clung to the dried tears on his face. Even though he could only cry with one eye, it had done double duty.
 
   “Where are you taking her?” asked Franklin Wheeler, trailing a few steps behind.
 
   As Rachel’s grandfather, Franklin had more right to Rachel’s burial care than DeVontay did, but she was still warm. DeVontay could convince himself that she wasn’t completely gone. As long as he didn’t let her go, she was still his.
 
   “Someplace safe,” he replied, knowing the words were foolish.
 
   The only safe place was in the grave, and even that might not spare Rachel from the Zapheads and their ambitions of mass revival.
 
   One of Lt. Hilyard’s soldiers waved from the top of a building, flashing a hand signal that DeVontay couldn’t translate. A single gunshot cracked on the far side of town, and DeVontay realized the battle had all but ceased. The apocalypse hadn’t done a good enough job of killing—the survivors were intent on finishing the job the solar storms started.
 
   Hilyard stood with one foot on the parapet of a two-story building, leaning against a brick chimney splotched with tar. He returned a hand gesture to the soldier that DeVontay took as an “All clear” signal.
 
   “Did we win?” DeVontay asked.
 
   “Won’t be any winners here,” Franklin said, glancing around at the corpses on the street. Most were Zapheads, but a few uniformed men were scattered among them, as well as a female member of the makeshift civilian militia led by Hilyard.
 
   Although the Zapheads fought ferociously, the end result was a massacre. Their mutant rage was no match for automatic weaponry and grenade launchers. But DeVontay would waste no sympathy on them—they were to blame for Rachel’s death.
 
   No, YOU are.
 
   He’d vowed to protect her and he had failed. He’d lost her when the Zapheads changed her so that she was half mutant, and they’d summoned her to Newton to further their takeover of the world. DeVontay’s fellow survivors refused to roll over, though, and their attack on the town caught the Zapheads by surprise.
 
   But a victory here meant nothing. Zapheads still outnumbered humans a hundred to one across the globe, and they were evolving and adapting while the Earth’s former masters struggled to rebuild a workable society. And the worst enemy was not the Zapheads but themselves.
 
   “What about the hospital?” Franklin asked.
 
   “Full of Zapheads. That’s where the Zaps were taking bodies—ours and theirs.”
 
   “If they’re all dead, what’s the problem?”
 
   “I don’t want her around them.” DeVontay headed across the square where the street was less cluttered with vehicles and corpses. He would gladly carry her back to the mountains if he could and plant her in the silence of soft loam and sleeping stone.
 
   A man sat on a concrete bench in the town square, beneath a bronze statue of a mounted cavalryman. He held the quivering, weeping form of a young girl.
 
   “How is she?” Franklin asked the man.
 
   “Bueno.” The man stared wide-eyed over her shoulder. DeVontay recognized hollow pain in the man’s eyes. Loss was cheap in a world where billions lay rotting away. And at least he had his daughter.
 
   DeVontay’s shoulders ached from Rachel’s weight, as if death had tripled her gravitational pull. He considered resting on the bench beside Jorge, but he was afraid he’d never rise again.
 
   “And this is…Rachel,” Franklin added, gently touching the corpse’s hair with a trembling hand.
 
   The man broke from his dark reverie with a hoarse bray of a laugh. “You found your granddaughter and I found my wife.”
 
   “Guess wishes come true after all,” Franklin said, burying his emotions beneath his trademark cynicism.
 
   “You brought her from the jail, si?”
 
   “Yes, the Zapheads killed her.”
 
   “Not Zapheads. It was my wife. She killed them all.”
 
   “The Zapheads swarmed the jail—”
 
   The girl yanked her face from where it was burrowed in her father’s chest and looked at them with wild, bleary eyes. “It was the babies. The babies made her do it.”
 
   DeVontay didn’t want to hear any more of this madness. Rachel had been shot. But the cause of her death didn’t matter. Just the fact of it.
 
   He continued on his way, crossing between a truck and an SUV blocking the street. Ahead was a row of businesses with plate-glass storefronts—a candy store, a real-estate agency, a lawyer’s office, and a wedding shop whose display featured a mannequin bride in a flowing, ruffled white gown. DeVontay indulged a bizarre fantasy of dressing Rachel in it for the ceremony they would never have, and just as rapidly dismissed it as sick. The white would have been a lie, anyway—they’d managed a torrid and hasty coupling before the final battle but never reached the stage of pledging stupid promises of forever in a world already over.
 
   Still, his heart gave an extra twist as he staggered past the mannequin and down the sidewalk. A bleeding mutant sprawled across the sidewalk, pools of red welling from great gaps in its back. A woman, judging by the thick, curly hair, someone who likely harbored her own dreams of matrimony and family before the solar storms erased them.
 
   He hadn’t expected Franklin to follow him—or maybe he’d simply stopped thinking about others. So when the footsteps scuffed the concrete behind him, he spun into a defensive stance.
 
   “Easy, DeVontay,” Franklin said, reading his mood. “We still have to care for the living, too.”
 
   “You’re taking this well. I thought you loved her.”
 
   Franklin’s gray eyes clouded. “I did. I do.”
 
   “It’s done,” DeVontay answered. “I don’t care anymore. I don’t give a damn if we’re the last of the human race. Let the Zaps have it.”
 
   “We survive,” Franklin said. “That’s what we do. Rachel would say as much if she was here.”
 
   “Look around. What have we ever accomplished? A sad little stack of bricks full of rot and stains and violence and hurt. We think we deserve to last only because we’re aware of our own fragility, but our self-importance tricks us into thinking all of this—the sky, the air, and everything behind it—was made for us. God’s happy little playground, where His children applaud their own reflections because we were made in His image. Well, if this is His mirror, then God’s one sick son-of-a-bitch.”
 
   The sidewalk slid beneath his feet, and at first he thought it was an earthquake, or maybe a burst of the small-grade explosives used by the soldiers during the attack. Then he realized it was not his body but his mind that shifted, as if his skull had cracked open like a bowl of butterflies.
 
   He leaned against the passenger door of a sedan, nearly dropping Rachel. Franklin rushed forward to take her weight, and the passing of the burden was metaphorical as well as physical. Franklin cradled her with a strength that belied his sixty-odd years while DeVontay recovered.
 
   “Where do you want her?” Franklin whispered after a moment.
 
   DeVontay glanced down at the Zaphead corpse a dozen yards away. Did it really matter? Dead was dead.
 
   At the end of the street, the row of adjoining businesses graduated into larger commercial sites with their own parking lots cluttered with silent vehicles. One structure exhibited a false solemnity, with an ordered colonnade shielding a drive leading to a wide front door, shrubbery not yet gone completely wild, and pristine black shutters flanking white-curtained windows. DeVontay almost laughed.
 
   A funeral home.
 
   Franklin saw it at the same time DeVontay did. “I think we could all use some rest.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   How do you take care of a baby?
 
   Stephen didn’t know. He had a cousin, Bobby, who was only six months old when Stephen’s mother took them on a family visit. All Stephen remembered was a bunch of crying—red-faced wailing, really—until the baby either had his diaper changed or his mother’s boobie stuffed in his mouth to shut him up. Both of those choices were horrible, but tickling Bobby’s toes and saying “goo goo gah gah” sure hadn’t done the trick.
 
   But Kokona wasn’t Bobby, who was probably long dead. Kokona had caramel-colored skin and wide, almond-shaped eyes that sparked and gleamed and glittered. Bobby was pale and pudgy and smelled of a weird combination of soap and toilets, while Kokona smelled outdoorsy, like fallen leaves and sunny flowers. Amid the dusty, gritty confines of the pawn shop, her freshness was even more evident.
 
   With Bobby, you just had to keep guessing what was wrong. If the boobie or the diaper didn’t do the job, you blamed gas, or the room temperature, or loud noises, or any of the thousand exotic diseases babies developed, and then ruled them out one by one until the problem was solved. Such a process might take eighty years. Kokona, though, offered another option.
 
   He could ask her.
 
   “Do you need anything?” he whispered, even though the street outside was mostly quiet after the uproar of the last hour.
 
   Kokona, lying in her nest of blankets, smiled up at him as if he was her big brother and poppa and momma all rolled into one, which was a little startling. “I’ll be hungry soon, but right now I am happy to be alive,” she said in her tiny, high, and weird-but-cute voice.
 
   Stephen glanced around at the tools, jewelry, musical equipment, and other clutter that people had traded in for a fraction of its value. All the stuff looked sad and worthless to Stephen. He’d chosen the shop because it was tucked away from the main drag of Newton and featured iron bars in the windows, which suggested safety. The door had a heavy brass deadbolt that added to his sense of security, but now he felt more like a prisoner than a king in a fortified castle.
 
   One thing for sure, there wasn’t much food in here. A cramped office in the back of the store held a little waist-high fridge, but Stephen didn’t want to step over the rotted old bald guy to open it and forage. Besides, the stink had likely seeped into any edible food in the room, and a carton of milk would’ve long since soured. He’d closed the office door facing a grim reality of After: it sure was hard to find a boobie when you needed one.
 
   “What about Rachel?” he asked Kokona.
 
   “She’s gone dark.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   Kokona’s eyes dimmed and she looked past Stephen to the grimy window, where the afternoon sun painted a gray world. “She might be…old again. Not one of us.”
 
   Stephen softly exhaled the breath he’d been holding. That was good news. If she was human, he could find her, and then find DeVontay, and they could go back to Franklin Wheeler’s compound and live happily ever—well, at least they’d be together. He’d gladly milk goats ten times a day if only they could all return there and be a family.
 
   But if Rachel was no longer a Zaphead, then Kokona couldn’t help him find her. He’d have to wander the streets searching, and although Kokona would likely protect him from her fellow mutants, Sgt. Psycho Shipley’s storm troopers would gun him down on sight.
 
   “But she might be something else?” Stephen hated to ask the question, but he needed to know all the options. That was the basic lesson Rachel and DeVontay had taught him during their five months of survival in the wake of the solar storms that killed his mother and billions of others.
 
   Hope for the best and plan for the worst, and then expect something even crazier than the worst.
 
   Kokona understood. “I can heal her.”
 
   “Even if the other babies are dead?”
 
   “Maybe I can heal them, too.”
 
   Stephen didn’t want to think about that kind of power. It sounded like something only Jesus should be able to do. He wasn’t sure he believed in Jesus as much as Rachel did, but he liked the idea better when it was in the pages of a book or something way up in the sky where you could ignore it if you wanted.
 
   “How do we find her, then?” He didn’t like trusting his life to a creature that couldn’t even walk, and he couldn’t be sure if Kokona would betray him if given the chance. They were enemies, after all. Different tribes.
 
   “I can lead you to the place where I last felt her thoughts. Where the babies died.”
 
   “I don’t want to see that.”
 
   “Are you going to stay here forever?”
 
   Kokona was right. Stephen managed to make it to Newton on his own, holing up at night and hoofing it during the day, but he wouldn’t last long here—especially with a baby to tend. He looked around for something to use as a weapon. There was a rack of guns and rifles behind the counter, but they were all locked together with a cable. He knew how to shoot, but that kind of noise would attract not only Zapheads but Shipley as well. No, he needed something sneaky.
 
   He prowled through the shelves of tools, discarding a large metal wrench, a double-bladed ax that was way too heavy, a weed trimmer that required batteries, and an Army surplus trenching tool that combined a small shovel with a short pick. He found a thin blade with a canvas sheath that looked like it was useful for weeding a garden and not much else, but it was light. He couldn’t picture himself attacking an armed grown-up with it, but just carrying a weapon gave him comfort and confidence.
 
   He attached the sheath to his belt. There was a baseball cap on the counter. The bill was a little grungy, it bore a John Deere logo, and probably belonged to Baldie, but he adjusted the strap and snugged it down on top of his skull. The familiarity gave him a little comfort. He returned to Kokona.
 
   “Have you thought about leaving me?” she said.
 
   Stephen was surprised. “No way. I’m your carrier now.”
 
   “I couldn’t stop you.”
 
   “Maybe. I don’t know your powers or anything like that.”
 
   “‘Powers? I don’t understand.”
 
   “I’ve read a lot of comic books,” Stephen said. “X-Men, the Fantastic Four, Superman. A smart baby that can talk would fit right in as a superhero, except the action scenes would be a little weird.”
 
   “I am not a hero. I’m just Kokona.”
 
   Stephen looked through the bleary glass to the street outside. “Well, it would be cool if you could make a force field so nobody would shoot us.”
 
   “Healing people is a kind of power, isn’t it? If you got shot, I could heal you.”
 
   Stephen recalled the old woman who was with Kokona when they met. The woman’s ankle was shattered, and yet she’d protected the baby even when Sgt. Shipley and his evil sidekick Broyhill threatened to kill her. And after Broyhill stabbed her, Kokona did nothing to stop the bleeding.
 
   So Kokona was either lying or she had some reason to let the woman suffer and die. Stephen now questioned his self-image as a white knight riding to the rescue of an innocent victim.
 
   Maybe I didn’t even have a choice. Maybe she MADE me.
 
   He returned to her side and knelt over her. Looking at those beautiful eyes that shone like miniature suns, he felt a chill instead of warmth. He should leave her. But without her, he’d probably never find Rachel.
 
   “Looks clear outside,” he said, keeping his voice steady. Compared to the freaky mutant Zaphead python that tried to squeeze the life out of him the day before, Kokona was like a rag doll. He could handle her. “Ready to go?”
 
   Kokona grinned with dark pink gums. “Whatever you say, Stephen.”
 
   As he picked her up and balanced her weight against one shoulder, she said, “Don’t be afraid.”
 
   He thought he’d hidden his fear. What if she could read his mind, like she apparently sensed the other Zapheads and Rachel? He didn’t know how to shut down or shield his thoughts. They didn’t teach that in comic books.
 
   “I’m good,” he said. “My friend DeVontay said I was a brave little man.”
 
   “Was he your carrier?”
 
   “I walk on my own.” He said it more forcefully than he intended. “Come on. Let’s go find Rachel.”
 
   And maybe the Zaphead nursery after that.
 
   She wriggled in his grip and Stephen almost dropped her. He wondered if she’d sensed his anxiety. Smelled it. Like something rotten deep inside him.
 
   He hauled her to the door and unlatched the deadbolt. He eased the door open, wincing as it emitted a squeak that seemed loud and jarring enough to wake the dead guy back in his office. He poked his head out and scanned both directions, as well as the windows of the nearby buildings and houses.
 
   And Stephen realized he’d have to trust her with his life. “Which way?”
 
   She waved a tiny hand toward the sun that was sinking fat and red into the smoky western horizon. “Go there go now.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   Franklin was used to losing Rachel.
 
   He’d lost her the first time in a shopping mall when she was six years old. He was at the newsstand kiosk talking with the proprietor about Middle East policy and Rachel was right there beside him, thumbing through a copy of Ranger Rick. But somewhere in the middle of Franklin’s rant about shadow enemies in the sand, he glanced down and she was gone. He waded through the milling people who seemed to be in no hurry to get nowhere, frantically searching Toys R Us, the Sugar Shack candy store, and even Old Navy.
 
   He was about to take that final emasculating step—contacting mall security and dealing with rent-a-cops who would probably grill him as if he were a murder suspect—when he found her in the foyer, where a scary-looking bald clown was twisting balloons into animals.
 
   The second time he lost her was when he turned his back on the world, slipping first into the militia movement and then opting for the solitude of his mountain compound. Although he managed to maintain some contact via the Internet, he’d missed her transition to adulthood.
 
   He’d lost her the third time when the solar storms wiped civilization off the map. Even though he hoped she would survive and join him at his compound, the odds weren’t great and he’d figured her among the billions dead.
 
   Then she’d turned up at Wheelerville, except she was half mutant due to a transformation after the Zapheads healed her severe dog bite. And the mutant half won out, compelling her to come to Newton to help the Zapheads communicate with the humans they sought to replace as the world’s rulers.
 
   So death, despite its finality, wasn’t a crippling blow to Franklin. He’d killed her off by degrees in his mind and heart, just as he’d walled away the rest of his feelings. Jorge’s family, Lt. Hilyard, DeVontay, Stephen, and the other survivors brought him back to the human race, but he almost resented the contact now. Because emotions were painful, and love and friendship couldn’t last in the face of time’s ceaseless erosion.
 
   As he left the funeral home where Rachel rested in a casket lined with polyester batting, he closed the lid on her image and focused on the small clusters of survivors gathering near the town square.
 
   Lt. Hilyard gave him a grim nod as he joined the group. Brock and Sierra, the leaders of the ragtag civilian militia that helped Hilyard’s troops defeat the Zapheads and drive off Sgt. Shipley’s squad, eyed Franklin warily as if he might erupt in a fit of wild rage. Jorge still sat sullen-faced on the bench, Marina on his lap. Hilyard had appropriated the lethal grenade launcher Jorge used to kill his wife.
 
   “Six dead,” Brock reported to Hilyard, as if he were a junior officer instead of a frat boy with an AR-15.
 
   “I lost two of my soldiers,” Hilyard said, “so I’m down to eight. We have enough to hold the town unless Shipley drums up some reinforcements.”
 
   “What about the Zappers?” Franklin said. “Even if we cleaned up the town, there are probably more in the outskirts. And if the babies can sense each other, then maybe some other Zap tribes know what happened here.”
 
   “The babies know,” Jorge said in a hollow voice.
 
   “Mommy wanted them to change me,” Marina said in a quivering voice. “Into one of them.”
 
   Jorge squeezed her tightly and she pressed her face against his shoulder as if she could burrow her way out of After. Her vulnerability tugged at Franklin and caused him to wonder about Stephen.
 
   The boy’s surely dead. If the Zapheads didn’t get him, the winter did.
 
   He shook away the thought. Best to focus on the living now.
 
   “What do you think, Lieutenant?” Franklin asked. Even though Brock’s militia assigned Franklin lofty status as a notorious outcast, Franklin deferred to Hilyard. Not only was the man a trained military leader, but Franklin didn’t want responsibility for anyone’s safety. Everyone he touched seemed to die or go over the edge.
 
   “The downtown’s easy enough to defend and the fires are about out,” the craggy-faced Army officer said. “We can post a few lookouts on the rooftops, push some cars to barricade the streets, and sweep the rest of the town to clear out any strays. Probably enough food and supplies to buy us time to regroup and settle on a long-term plan.”
 
   “What about all these bodies?” Brock asked.
 
   “Stack ‘em in the hospital like the Zaps were doing.”
 
   “Except the Zaps wanted to bring them back to life,” Franklin said. “According to Rachel.”
 
   “They can heal wounds,” Jorge said. “I’ve seen that. But I can’t believe in resurrection.”
 
   Franklin was about to offer a mocking bit of religious cynicism, but he froze with his mouth gaping open.
 
   Resurrection?
 
   Rachel?
 
   No. It was too insane. Even though the solar storms had twisted science like a cosmic pretzel, sparking a mutant race with strange powers, death was a barrier that no power could breach.
 
   Still, he couldn’t turn his mind away from the idea.
 
   Hilyard barked out some orders to Brock and Sierra and flashed some hand signals to a soldier on a distant rooftop. 
 
   Franklin paid no attention to their strategizing. “Jorge, can I ask Marina something?”
 
   Jorge’s dark brow furrowed. “She’s not doing well.”
 
   You killed her mother. I don’t think you’re doing so well, either. “This is important.”
 
   Jorge stroked her long black hair and kissed her temple. “Can you talk with Mr. Wheeler? Remember how he helped us when we left the farm. Just for a minute, and then we’ll find a quiet place to rest.”
 
   “What’s going to happen to Mommy?” the girl asked, her nose clogged from weeping.
 
   “Don’t you worry about her,” Hilyard said. “My men will make sure she has a nice resting place, too.”
 
   Franklin doubted that. Jorge’s grenade had cut Rosa into pieces, as well as the mutant infant she carried. Their bodies were out of sight, concealed by the concrete jail facility and its cluttered parking lot. Just more meat cooling in the December sundown, waiting for maggots and vultures to clean up the mess now that no Zapheads were around to collect the bodies.
 
   Franklin knelt beside the girl so he could speak softly. “The Zaphead babies. Were they all in the jail?”
 
   Marina wiped at her eyes. “Not all of them. They said they were waiting for one more.”
 
   “And that baby was in Newton?”
 
   “Yes. It was in the school with the rest of the babies, but people took them when those soldiers started shooting.”
 
   “There were nine at the school,” Jorge added. “All of them could speak and read, and they were learning about us.”
 
   Only seven babies lay in the carnage of the sheriff’s office, along with the gunshot victims found in the jail cells. Franklin didn’t know what kind of hell had erupted in there, but Rosa was at the center of it. Counting the baby she’d fled with, that made eight tiny victims.
 
   He recalled Rachel’s final words: “The ninth.”
 
   She was telling them to find the last baby.
 
   But why? Surely she didn’t think the baby could save her. Or bring her back to life.
 
   She was part mutant, though, so she knew more about their mysterious workings than anyone.
 
   Maybe she wanted Franklin and DeVontay to protect the baby and allow it to finish the mission she’d undertaken herself—to bridge the humans and Zapheads so they could learn to coexist. Franklin wanted no part of that job. He’d given up on the human race long before the solar storms exposed the frailty of his kind, and he’d be damned if he’d stick around to watch mutants run the show.
 
   Rachel was a healer, a school counselor with deep religious faith, and she was relentlessly optimistic. It wasn’t fair that she was dead and Franklin still breathed the gritty air in a world he rejected at every turn.
 
   But life wasn’t fair. That was God’s greatest joke—giving humans just enough brains to imagine themselves special while setting up the universe as a random roulette wheel that tilted wildly as it spun.
 
   “You all don’t really believe the Zaps were planning to bring everybody back to life?” Brock said. “I know they stacked up the dead like bowling trophies and Barbie dolls, but why do they want these rotten, stinking, bloated things anyway?”
 
   “You haven’t been paying attention,” Hilyard said. “Have you ever looked at a dead Zaphead? I mean, really looked at it?”
 
   Brock thrust out his chin in defiance. “Dead is dead, man.”
 
   “They don’t decompose,” the lieutenant continued. “Just like they don’t seem to age.”
 
   “None of the babies at the school learned to walk,” Jorge said. “They developed mentally but not physically.”
 
   “Whatever happened during the solar storms, it changed them at a biological level,” Franklin said. “A thousand scientists soaking up taxpayer dollars could figure it out eventually, but right now all we have is our eyeballs. And it looks to me like a new kind of science.”
 
   “This last baby,” Hilyard said. “If it’s still in town, we need to find it. Maybe it can tell us about any other Zapheads in the area. If the babies are their leaders, we can’t let any of them escape.”
 
   “But it needs a human to take care of it,” Jorge said, glancing past the jail to the site where he’d murdered his wife. “It won’t be alone.”
 
   “Survival of the fittest,” Franklin said. “It’s time to choose sides.”
 
   He headed back to the funeral home. Did he dare play God and try to bring Rachel back to life?
 
   He wasn’t sure how DeVontay would react, and he wasn’t even sure of his own motives, but Rachel would want him to try.
 
   The ninth.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   The shadows grew long on the street ahead of Stephen as the sun hit the distant mountaintops. His arms ached from carrying Kokona, but he didn’t dare complain. The buildings and houses had thinned out, which was weird. He thought Rachel was downtown, and they seemed to be heading out of town.
 
   “Are you sure this is the right way?” he asked, careful not to sound concerned.
 
   “We have to go the long way so we don’t run into the military men,” Kokona said. “They would kill both of us.”
 
   “Maybe they all got killed already.”
 
   “Not all of them. Most of the bullets were for New People.”
 
   She didn’t seem angry about the massacre of her tribe. But Zapheads never seemed to care whether they lived or died.
 
   They passed a big white house with a bare oak tree in the yard and a dusty minivan in the driveway. A bicycle lay on its side in the brown grass, silver streamers on the handlebars. Stephen wished he could mount it and pedal away, back to the summers of his Charlotte childhood where he had a mom and a best friend named Alex and a turtle named Ned. Except he was still in his childhood.
 
   And he realized that for the rest of his life, even if he made it to a hundred, he would be stuck in After. In a world with mutant talking babies, crazy soldiers, and no video games. If not for Rachel and DeVontay, as well as Franklin Wheeler, he would have no reason to go on.
 
   “You said the babies were in the jail,” Stephen said.
 
   “With Rachel,” Kokona said, her voice sounded small and hesitant. “We’ll be there soon.”
 
   Stephen tried to picture the geography from his mountaintop view of the town two days ago, but all he could recall was the courthouse in the center of town. If he could find the domed white building, or at least spot the flagpole with its tattered stars-and-stripes, he would feel better about his situation. Newton was so small it didn’t even have a Walmart. How could anyone find their way around without a Walmart?
 
   Dark was fast approaching, and they’d have to find a place to spend the night soon. “Do you even need to sleep?” he asked the baby.
 
   “I don’t have to, but I can. I close my eyes and remember what I’ve learned.”
 
   “Do you hear the others of your kind? Like, in your head?”
 
   “It’s not like hearing, exactly. I feel them.”
 
   Stephen thought of the comic-book characters he knew. Professor X, the leader of the X-Men, was a genius who could read minds and control others. He used his powers for peace but often got drawn into violence despite his best intentions. He didn’t think Kokona had that kind of telepathy. She certainly hadn’t read his mind as far as he could tell.
 
   “Maybe it’s like bees or ants,” Stephen said. “Where the whole hive thinks with the same mind.”
 
   “No. Because the babies are smarter. If we all thought alike, the bigger ones would be smart, too.”
 
   “I guess so. People aren’t like that. We let grown-ups run things.”
 
   “From what I can tell, that wasn’t working so well,” Kokona said.
 
   “It’s not working so well now, either.”
 
   “We’ll figure it out.” She smiled up at him as if they had all the time in the world.
 
   The street narrowed and now there were no more stores, just houses. Vehicles were less frequent, too, many of them parked in gravel drives. He didn’t see any bodies, and he was glad. After all that shooting and Zapheads on the attack, the streets should be littered with the dead.
 
   “I’ll need to eat and sleep soon,” Stephen said.
 
   “One of these houses might be safe. I don’t think anyone’s around.” 
 
   Stephen switched arms so Kokona’s weight moved to his left shoulder. She now felt like a wet sack of beans. He wondered if he’d have to change her diaper. That would be icky. He’d changed his cousin Bobby’s diaper once, and it was gross.
 
   “I wish I could sense my people like you can sense yours,” he said.
 
   “Then you could tell the bad ones from the good ones,” Kokona said.
 
   “Except for my friends, all of them are bad.”
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Eleven.”
 
   Her eyes glimmered. “Really?”
 
   “Well, ten and almost a half.”
 
   “So you won’t be a grown-up for a long time.”
 
   “Neither will you.”
 
   “I won’t grow any bigger. Just smarter.”
 
   Stephen thought that was really weird. Comic-book weird. “You mean I’ll have to carry you forever?”
 
   “You or somebody else.”
 
   Stephen didn’t want to think too much about that. “I’m tired, Kokona.”
 
   She waved her arm down the street, to a low, gray concrete building that had a metal door and two small windows like eyes. “Go there.”
 
   The building was a little out of place among all the houses, and it looked like some kind of small factory. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to find food in it, and the inside would be dark. He’d rather rest out in the open, maybe in a garage or on a patio, even though the air was growing colder. And for food, you couldn’t beat a convenience store—Slim Jims and Snickers bars really kept the wheels turning.
 
   “Looks kind of spooky,” Stephen said.
 
   “It’s safer than a house. A person can’t fit through the windows, and nobody can bust through that door.”
 
   Stephen was used to the high, precise voice of the little baby, but her intelligence was still shocking. She seemed to be getting smarter by the minute, even though Stephen hadn’t taught her anything. She was learning on the fly.
 
   If she’s this smart by herself, what would happen if a bunch of these babies got together?
 
   He knew what would happen: they’d figure things out and take over. Even though Kokona was cute and helpless, he couldn’t forget what the Zapheads had done to his friends and how many times they scared the heck out of him. When it came right down to it, she was the enemy.
 
   Rachel said Jesus loved his enemies. You had to turn the other cheek and forgive them. But if you turned your cheek to a Zaphead, it might rip the meat out with its fingernails and then pluck out your teeth one by one like daisy petals.
 
   One thing for sure, he couldn’t carry Kokona much further. He headed for the building, keeping an eye on the houses lining each side of the street. The town was quiet, with just a few ribbons of orange from distant fires shimmering against the clouds. The gunshots had ceased, which made it even harder to judge his location. Despite the calm, Stephen felt vulnerable wielding nothing but a knife.
 
   When they reached the building, Stephen found the door slightly ajar, cool air drifting from it. He could barely make out the letters on the metal sign above the door: MORELAND CHEMICALS. A sign below it featured several colored circles designed to let firefighters know about hazardous materials on site.
 
   “Might be polluted in there,” Stephen said.
 
   “Are you afraid of becoming a mutant?”
 
   Stephen took that as a dare, so he shoved the door open with his foot and entered without checking the interior. Kokona’s eyes were bright enough to illuminate the entrance, and Stephen could make out rows of barrels and shelves lined with boxes and plastic jugs. A blocky, oily-smelling fork lift sat in the middle of the open concrete floor. The place stank of chemicals, and Stephen wondered how he could possibly fall asleep here.
 
   A soft glow emanated from the back of the building, and he thought a loading bay door might be open. Then the glow broke into pieces and moved, like fireflies in summer twilight. Something scuffed and shuffled, causing Stephen’s ribs to clench with anxiety.
 
   Zapheads.
 
   He backed toward the door and was about to turn when he bumped into something. Something tall.
 
   “Take it easy, Stephen,” Kokona whispered.
 
   He nearly dropped her onto the hard floor. “You knew.”
 
   “They won’t hurt you. I needed a carrier to bring me to my tribe.”
 
   “I should have let those soldiers kill you.”
 
   “Don’t be angry. They will hurt you if you attack them.”
 
   Stephen thought about drawing his blade. Three Zapheads blocked his exit, two adults and what looked like a female teenager. He’d have a hard time fighting his way through them. But maybe he could use the weapon against Kokona.
 
   If she’s dead, will the Zapheads swarm me?
 
   At least a dozen approached from the rear of the building. He didn’t want to die here, all alone except for some freaks that used to be human. He tried to picture Rachel’s face, but he was too scared to concentrate. He clung to Kokona so hard that she made little gasping sounds.
 
   “Make them back away or I’ll hurt you,” Stephen said.
 
   “No, you won’t.”
 
   Stephen wondered if Kokona had some form of power over him as well as the Zapheads. Because she was right. He couldn’t hurt her. He was her carrier.
 
   “What now?” he asked.
 
   “Get some rest. You’re going to need it. And then we’re taking a walk. All of us.”
 
   The Zapheads stood around him without making a sound, their eyes glittering. As he slid to a sitting position on the concrete, he knew he wasn’t going to sleep a wink.
 
   Kokona grinned at him and patted her chubby hands together with delight. “We’ve learned from your people. We must do whatever it takes to survive. And now we understand revenge.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   DeVontay didn’t like leaving Rachel in a casket, resting on a bier in front of rows of silent, empty chairs.
 
   It was bad enough that her skin hadn’t cooled. But her blood hadn’t even completely dried, just became a gummy ooze in her chest. He could almost believe she wasn’t dead—not fully dead—given the world’s strange new chemistry. Franklin offered one last wild thread of hope, and DeVontay was going to pull it until the fabric of his sanity unraveled.
 
   He kissed her on the forehead and whispered, “Sleep tight, my love,” and gently closed the casket lid before following Franklin back to the square.
 
   Hilyard divided Brock’s fittest militia members into five groups of four, placing one of his enlisted men in charge of each team. The lieutenant didn’t trust Riff Raff, who deserted Shipley’s unit to help Jorge, but Franklin and DeVontay took him into their group. Jorge didn’t want to leave his daughter, but he joined Franklin’s group when Sierra played big sister and successfully distracted Marina from her mother’s death. They played hopscotch with lines drawn using packets of lime Kool-Aid.
 
   Despite his grief, DeVontay admired Hilyard’s organizational skills. Those who weren’t part of the search teams had securely barricaded the central downtown area and gathered provisions for the forty or so survivors. Sentries, their heads barely visible against the skyline at sunset, were spaced across the rooftops in a defensive perimeter. Inside an alcove, a fire flickered, a couple of people hunched over the flames preparing food. Everyone was armed except the few children.
 
   Hilyard gathered the squad leaders just as dark was settling. “Okay, people, you’ve got your assigned sectors. Sweep from the north back toward the river and get back before dawn.”
 
   “Won’t we all get lost in the dark?” Brock asked.
 
   “Squad leaders have night-vision goggles and scopes.”
 
   “Sweet.” Brock slapped his AR-15 like a kid going on a camping trip. “Lock and load and let’s roll.”
 
   A female corporal in Hilyard’s unit chuckled. “This isn’t a Stallone movie, Brock.”
 
   “Hey, I’ve always wanted to say that. So shoot me.”
 
   “If you forget to duck if you’re in front of me, I can oblige,” she replied.
 
   “We’re on the same side here,” Hilyard said. “And don’t forget that Shipley’s still out there, and we don’t know the full size of his unit.”
 
   “I’d reckon maybe thirty left,” Riff Raff offered.
 
   “They have night-vision gear, too,” Hilyard said. “But we have an advantage over the Zaps. We don’t know how well they can see in the dark, but their eyes will give them away a mile off.”
 
   “So is this one of those search-and-destroy missions?” Franklin said. “Where we shoot everything that’s not us?”
 
   “We need that baby alive. And for all we know, if this resurrection business is legit, that baby could be out there right now tagging a whole army back to life.”
 
   “With a human helping it,” Jorge said. “That’s someone I would be pleased to kill.”
 
   “No firing unless absolutely necessary,” Hilyard said. “Shots will bring down heat we don’t need. Plenty of time to play hero later, if this war shapes up like I think it will. Let’s do this job and then worry about saving the world later.”
 
   As they split up, DeVontay fell in behind Franklin and the female corporal, whose last name was Volker. No one dared to ask her first name. She was “Corporal” to them. Jorge and Riff Raff brought up the rear, seemingly best of pals due to their mutual combat against the Zapheads earlier in the day.
 
   As the squad worked its way several blocks north, heading for the high school, the sun limned the distant ridges with a volcanic red blaze for a minute, and then darkness slammed down like a black door. The night was moonless, and even the stars seemed muted, as if the Earth were drawing back from the rest of the Milky Way Galaxy and seeking out its own bleak corner of the cosmos.
 
   DeVontay moved more on instinct than sight, although his lone eye quickly adjusted. The windows of the buildings and houses and cars seemed to glint with menace, although there was little light to reflect. A soft December wind rattled bone-dry leaves, awnings, and loose trash in an imitation of scurrying footfalls that kept the whole group on edge. Despite the chill in the air, sweat dotted DeVontay’s brow.
 
   The high school was their first target, on the theory that the baby might return to a familiar location in search of other mutants. The stench of the mass open grave at the football stadium rolled over them in a rancid wave, tinged with the scorched, ashy smell of the burned-out school.
 
   We’ll have to burn those bodies if we end up staying here. Unbidden, another thought came on the heels of that one: And we’d better do it before something brings them back to life.
 
   “The school is terreno malo,” Jorge said. “Bad ground.”
 
   “Smells like a lunchroom lady’s ass,” Riff Raff said, snickering at his witticism. 
 
   Volker turned from point, night-vision goggles giving her the aspect of an insect. “Keep it down back there.”
 
   “Aye-aye, ma’am sir,” Riff Raff said.
 
   DeVontay wanted to elbow the guy in the gut. The soldier couldn’t understand that this mission was bigger than just saving a group of survivors—Rachel’s life was at stake.
 
   She’s dead, he reminded himself. Everything else is just a bizarro fantasy. But just keep clinging to that hope. It’s all you got left.
 
   They stopped at a chain-link fence at the edge of the parking lot. Dark humps of bodies were scattered among the cars, trucks, and buses, still lying there after Shipley’s attack. Volker paired off DeVontay and Franklin and directed them to circle the property. Since Jorge was familiar with the school’s interior, she sent him to explore the burned-out brick shell with Riff Raff riding shotgun. She took a position atop a maintenance shed that afforded a view of most of the school grounds. DeVontay glanced back once and, even though he knew where she was, she seemed to blend with the night and all he could make out were the lenses of her night-vision gear.
 
   “Stick to the shadows and we’ll do fine,” Franklin said.
 
   “I don’t think a baby’s going to be outside this time of night, especially as cold as it is.”
 
   “There’s more to it than a Zaphead baby. No telling what’s walking around tonight.”
 
   DeVontay adjusted his grip on the rifle Hilyard had given him. He didn’t want it. He’d had enough of killing and dying, and his depth perception was crap because of his monovision. But Franklin talked him into it as the soldiers warily eyed him, and now DeVontay was glad of it. “What do you mean?”
 
   “It’s just like when Shipley sent scouting missions to probe the town. Hilyard thinks a Zaphead army is standing around asleep on their feet, just waiting for a bugle call. So we’re basically glorified bait.”
 
   They kept along the fence until it opened onto a scruffy patch of landscaping that bordered several tennis courts. At least a dozen bodies were sprawled on the painted concrete surface, and DeVontay wondered which of them were Zapheads. They would still be warm, their cells treading water and awaiting a touch that would spark them back into action.
 
   Mutation: The gift that keeps on giving.
 
   “Shipley had the right idea,” DeVontay said. “Torch the town. Burn them out.”
 
   “All except Rachel, you mean.”
 
   DeVontay wasn’t sure about that. She used her last breath to tell him about the ninth baby, so she understood its importance. But she was one of them. How could he guess what she wanted?
 
   Glass shattered with a brittleness that set DeVontay’s teeth on edge. “That must be Jorge messing around inside the school.”
 
   They passed the tennis courts and cut through the parking lot, veering well away from the rot of bodies piled in the football stadium. The main building itself was blackened, and half the roof had collapsed. The taller section, probably the gym, had lost one wall. Half of the windows were broken and many of the others had gone gray with smoke. DeVontay imagined Jorge and Riff Raff picking their way through the melted plastic and blistered metal of the hallways.
 
   From this side of the school, Volker was out of sight. There were fewer vehicles, too, aside from a fenced lot that held scrapped vehicles, probably for auto mechanics class. Tall pines shielded the school from the surrounding neighborhood, and Franklin veered toward the trees, little more than a silhouette that would quickly fade from DeVontay’s vision if he didn’t keep up.
 
   “Maybe we should look inside the building with the other guys,” DeVontay said. “Seems more likely the baby would consider it home if they were living here for months.”
 
   “If so, then the baby would likely summon other Zappers,” Franklin said. “Besides, Volker’s the one calling the shots.”
 
   “I’m surprised,” DeVontay said. “The legendary Franklin Wheeler following orders. And from a government authority, no less.”
 
   “I didn’t choose this war,” Franklin responded. “It chose me.”
 
   “I didn’t choose Rachel, either. She just happened.”
 
   “About that,” Franklin said. “I was a little protective of her, and I’m sorry. I could see that you cared for her. But I didn’t want to lose her.”
 
   “Me, either. But I guess that just happened, too.”
 
   “Unless we find this ninth baby.”
 
   “And what if the baby does bring her back from the dead? Won’t she be one of them? All the way, not just halfway?”
 
   Franklin stopped and DeVontay nearly bumped into his back. “Would you be willing to live with that? A Zaphead Rachel that probably couldn’t remember you? Or what being human was like?”
 
   “None of us remember what being human is like.”
 
   The wind shifted and pushed away the corrupted air, delivering the deeper, loamy aroma of the distant mountains. Franklin took an exaggerated sniff. “Ah. I miss the compound.”
 
   DeVontay was about to ask if Franklin planned to return there once all this was over. But “all this” wasn’t something you just walked away from, like a bad vacation. You couldn’t hide from the end of the world.
 
   Their circuit of the property was nearly complete. They headed up an incline that put them at a higher elevation than the school, and in the ambient light the courthouse ruins were visible in the distance like the chalky skeleton of an ancient dinosaur. A few fires glinted here and there, mostly toward the southern outskirts along the river.
 
   Sgt. Shipley brought a pack of matches when he should have brought a nuclear warhead.
 
   “Not a bad little place to start over,” Franklin said.
 
   “What, you think we’ll settle down, plant vegetables, learn to harvest wind and water power, maybe even round up some pack animals?”
 
   “Kind of silly, isn’t it? The one thing people forgot—back in the Before times, I mean—is their little utopian visions didn’t mean you could roll around in the daisies all day dreaming up poetry. No, at some point, somebody was going to have to do a hell of a lot of work. These agrarian societies don’t feed themselves.”
 
   DeVontay grinned despite his somber mood. “Well, once we form a government, I’ll be sure to nominate you for dictator.”
 
   “The only true democracy is death,” Franklin said, heading down toward the parking lot and the maintenance shed on the far side of the line of buses.
 
   DeVontay started after him and then paused. Something seemed different about the parking lot. Weren’t there more bodies before?
 
   He rubbed his good eye. Grief’s a bitch. It’s got you hallucinating. As soon as the numbness wears off, you’re going to be in a world of pain.
 
   Franklin was already striding across the lot, moving between silent rows of steel and glass and rubber. DeVontay hurried to catch up with him, scarcely looking around.
 
   There was a body in front of him, a black heap that was barely distinguishable from the asphalt. DeVontay stepped over it.
 
   Part of it quivered.
 
   DeVontay forced himself not to look back.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   Franklin navigated the vehicles and knotted bodies as if he were walking through a mine field, focusing on the shed where Volker was keeping watch over them.
 
   He imagined the school building’s interior was nearly pitch black, and he wondered why the corporal hadn’t yielded the night-vision gear to Jorge or Riff Raff, or led the patrol herself. The place seemed plenty dead, and the stink was getting to him. He was eager to wrap up the search party and head toward the center of town.
 
   He stopped beside a Japanese sedan, a Honda or Toyota whose dark color he couldn’t make out. At least the passenger area seemed clear of bodies. He leaned against it, catching his breath as he waited for DeVontay to catch up.
 
   Something flashed to his left, maybe fifty feet away. It was like a match or a cigarette lighter, an illumination easily ignored in the days of street lights, neon signs, and cell phones. But in the black ocean of the parking lot, the light was like a beacon. It faded so fast that he couldn’t even be sure he’d seen it.
 
   Then another flash, behind DeVontay.
 
   And another, but this one didn’t fade.
 
   The parking lot winked with dozens of lights, as if the sky had shaken down its stars. One of the dark humps wriggled and rose from the asphalt. Two tiny volcanoes radiated orange and red from the silhouetted mass.
 
   “Franklin!” DeVontay called, and then the parking lot came alive, shadowy forms rising all around.
 
   Zapheads.
 
   Franklin wasn’t sure whether they’d been lying there playing possum all this time or whether some external event had suddenly sparked them back to life, but none of that mattered now. He raised his semiautomatic and tracked the muzzle from one shape to another, but he couldn’t pull the trigger.
 
   Volker said to hold fire.
 
   But where was she? Wouldn’t she have noticed and warned them?
 
   “On the car,” Franklin shouted to DeVontay, taking his own advice and rolling onto the hood of the sedan like a man in a lifeboat yanking his legs away from sharks. Metal rippled and bent beneath him as he scooted up the windshield and perched on the roof.
 
   DeVontay was twenty yards away, kneeling on the luggage rack of a minivan. He’d moved even faster than Franklin.
 
   Dozens of Zapheads approached them, while others melded back into the shadows of the school building.
 
   “Do we shoot?” DeVontay said.
 
   “That will just bring more of them.”
 
   “I thought we’d killed them all.”
 
   “Maybe we did. Like that matters anymore.” Franklin shouted toward the distant shed. “Corporal!”
 
   No answer.
 
   A metallic screech and thumping came from the school, and two hunched figures fled from an open door. A cluster of Zapheads burst out of the yawning darkness behind them.
 
   “Volker!” Franklin shouted again.
 
   “Volker!” echoed the Zapheads in unison.
 
   Shit.
 
   He was waiting for Volker to fire the first shot, or else issue the command to do so. But what if his paranoid notion was right? What if Hilyard had sent them all out as bait, with the intention of carrying the battle beyond the secure stronghold downtown? Volker could already be scurrying away, making good time thanks to the night-vision gear, laughing all the way.
 
   But before he decided to break protocol, Jorge did it for him, unleashing a spray of M-16 bullets that ripped the air like broken thunder. Riff Raff opened fire, too, streaming curses as he spun wildly. Franklin dropped to his belly on the roof of the car, more worried about friendly fire than mutants.
 
   Zapheads folded and tumbled back to the ground all around them. DeVontay joined in the fray, raising to one knee and aiming carefully, popping off one shot at a time.
 
   What the hell. In for a penny, in for a pound.
 
   Franklin rolled and worked his elbows until he could aim his weapon, and he squeezed the trigger hard enough to hurt. More Zapheads spilled from the school’s various openings and orifices and crevices, and these things had none of the lethargy of the tribe they’d massacred in Newton that day. These Zapheads moved.
 
   If they were learning, they must have skipped the survival lesson in gunfire, because they soaked up bullets like a hayfield taking rain. Whether they’d been resurrected or were dying for the first time, they did it by the dozen.
 
   Franklin’s ears rang from the percussion, and cordite hung heavy over the parking lot. Brass casings rattled against metal, and Franklin emptied his magazine in less than a minute. Jorge fled for the row of buses while Riff Raff backpedaled toward the school, evidently thinking he’d be safer inside. But just as he reached the entrance, two burning coals of hell appeared behind him and sinewy arms snaked out to pull him into a fierce embrace.
 
   Riff Raff twitched and fired wildly with one hand, his M-16 spitting three-shot bursts against brick and metal, nearly shearing his own head off in the process.
 
   But perhaps a mortal self-inflicted wound would have been a better fate, because two more Zapheads pounced on him, knocking his rifle away and tearing at him. Riff Raff’s scream was like a sword cleaving the sky, but it abruptly transformed to a choking gurgle as a Zaphead rent his throat. Franklin was almost grateful for the poor visibility, although it didn’t spare him the sight of blood spouting from the soldier in a pulsing arc.
 
   Franklin called to DeVontay to get his attention. The chain link fence was maybe fifty yards away, and if they could reach the gap near the maintenance shed, their firepower would buy them some time. He slammed another magazine into place, checked behind him to make sure no Zaphead was close enough to hug, and rolled from the sedan. The drop jarred his knees—I’m getting way too old for this shit—but he kept his balance, waving for DeVontay to follow him. DeVontay squeezed off one last shot and then slid down the minivan’s rear, bouncing off the bumper and tumbling awkwardly to the ground. He tried to stand and his left leg gave way, even as he jabbed the muzzle of his rifle into the asphalt to use the gun as a crutch.
 
   Franklin glanced just once at the fence—he could easily make it now, especially since the Zapheads would go for the easy meat—and muttered “Shit” under his breath. Should have stayed on my mountaintop.
 
   But DeVontay was family now, in a way. Maybe the only way that mattered. The human family was shrinking by the minute, and unless people figured out a way to bring themselves back from the dead before the Zapheads could, the battle for the top of the food chain was already lost.
 
   His AR-15 magazine held twenty rounds, and there were at least thirty Zapheads coming their way. But he’d already given up his chance for a safe retreat. He dashed toward DeVontay, who was dragging himself up using the minivan’s bumper. A Zaphead female with wild hair and bony limbs leapt at him, her eyes flickering with whatever strange energy burned inside her. DeVontay dodged just in time, and she slammed heavily into the vehicle’s quarter panel. DeVontay, from a sitting position, swung his rifle by the muzzle so that the stock cracked into the back of her knees, and she flopped down beside him.
 
   As DeVontay crawled backward like a three-legged crab, Franklin leveled his weapon and sighted down the barrel. But he didn’t trust his aim at this distance. The Zaphead rolled after DeVontay, hands and knees scraping the asphalt so hard that she came up bloody.
 
   A sound issued from her—something between the shriek of an animal and a disconnected set of syllables—as she lunged for her prey. DeVontay managed to get a knee up and wedge it into her chest, but she hooked her hands into claws and raked for his face. Franklin was still twenty yards away, sizing her up, wondering if he’d reach DeVontay in time.
 
   But before he could plan his attack, the back of her head erupted in a spatter that extinguished the lights of her eyes. Then came the echo of the gunshot, and Jorge stepped out of the shadows, smoke curling from the muzzle of his weapon.
 
   Franklin flipped a half-salute at him but Jorge was already seeking his next target. By the time Franklin reached DeVontay, the young man had wriggled from beneath his mutant attacker and was busy wiping her brains, skull, and miasma from his face.
 
   Franklin knelt beside DeVontay as Jorge sprayed bullets around the parking lot. “The kind of gal that wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer, huh?”
 
   “You just have to push the right buttons,” DeVontay said, wincing as Franklin tried to help him stand. “Argh. Leg…not doing so hot.”
 
   “Broken?”
 
   “Don’t think so. Just hurts like hell.”
 
   Franklin ducked under DeVontay’s armpit and came up bearing the most of the man’s weight.
 
   “I’ll just slow you down,” DeVontay said. “Better leave me.”
 
   “No way. I want you around when Rachel comes back, just to see the look on her face.”
 
   “You’re a stubborn bastard, aren’t you?”
 
   “No worse than you. I just have the advantage of crotchety geezerhood.”
 
   They wobbled forward a few steps, adjusting their balance, and DeVontay flung aside his rifle so he could hang onto Franklin’s jacket. Their progress was slow, and without Jorge’s covering fire, they wouldn’t have made it. But within a couple of minutes, they reached the woods past the fence line. Jorge sprinted after them, pausing every eight or ten steps to turn and fire.
 
   Franklin saw no sign of Volker, and he was about to tell DeVontay his theory of her betrayal when he saw the goggles in the grass. One lens was cracked, and a dark streak of what could only be blood painted the nosepiece. By the time Jorge caught up, Franklin had collected them, wiped them dry, and slung them around his neck.
 
   Now there was no escaping from the darkness, unless he shut his eyes.
 
   And that was the last thing he wanted to do.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “Interesting,” Kokona said.
 
   Her eyes reflected in the window, joining with the light from the group of Zapheads behind Stephen to imbue the charred classroom with a dull glow. Stephen nearly screamed when he’d seen DeVontay get attacked, but Kokona had warned him to remain silent.
 
   “Interesting,” said one of the Zapheads behind him, in a raspy whisper. The room stank of their strange body odor. It reminded Stephen of visiting a welding shop with his uncle, that aroma of sweat and hot metal mixed with a swampy rot.
 
   Stephen watched as Franklin and DeVontay limped to safety, along with the man who helped rescue DeVontay. As joyous as Stephen was to discover DeVontay was still alive, the distance between them might as well be a million miles. Several packs of Zapheads milled around the grounds just outside the building, but they seemed more confused than menacing. Stephen suspected that was Kokona’s doing—as if she’d orchestrated the entire attack with her mind.
 
   “You can put me down now.” Kokona’s small voice carried weight, as if she knew Stephen would obey.
 
   Of course, Your Highness. You made me bring you here. You always get what you want.
 
   And Stephen hated himself for his part in the ambush. He’d held Kokona on his lap as the two men entered the building, and two others—whom he hadn’t identified as DeVontay and Franklin until later—circled the school. He’d watched with a sick mix of fascination and horror as Zapheads crept up to the shed where the soldier stood guard. They had climbed the walls like thick-legged spiders and taken her before she could shout or fire a shot. Stephen turned away, but not before the mutants had yanked away pieces of her like wings from a fly.
 
   Stephen settled Kokona on the teacher’s desk at the front of the room, adjusting the blanket around her so she wouldn’t catch a chill. She stared up from that rounded face, exotic eyes strobing ribbons of light across his face. The comic books had it all wrong. The evil overlord wasn’t a knobby and gnarled monster from across the galaxy. It was a cute little Asian baby that commanded a willing, fearless, and determined army.
 
   “As I suspected,” Kokona said. “Your people came for war.”
 
   “No. Rachel left a safe place in the mountains because you and the other babies summoned her.” Stephen forced himself not to get angry because he was so scared he might start screaming. And he had a feeling the room full of Zapheads wouldn’t like that. “She turned her back on our world to help you. To help us live in peace.”
 
   “Rachel Wheeler is a liar.”
 
   “Well, you should know, since you’re the one who made her what she is.”
 
   Kokona’s eyes dimmed to a smolder. “We weren’t ready for her. That wasn’t meant to happen. But once we saw that we could learn from her, we saw value in letting her live.”
 
   “So you could read her mind all along?” Stephen balled his fists, but he jammed his hands into his pockets to hide the display of aggression. The nearest Zapheads shifted restlessly, a wet clicking sound in their throats.
 
   “Not exactly. We had a connection. An understanding.”
 
   “And now it’s gone.”
 
   “Along with the other babies. They could be far away by now.”
 
   His mouth went dry. “Or dead,” he whispered.
 
   “If she betrayed us, she’ll be dead sooner or later.”
 
   Stephen was no longer sure he could trust anything she said. For all he knew, she could be lying herself. Kokona might know where Rachel was and just didn’t want Stephen to find her.
 
   She clearly exerted some kind of power over him; otherwise, why couldn’t he jab his thumbs into those glittering eyes and then squeeze her tiny, cocoa-colored throat until she died so hard even a million superfreak mutants couldn’t bring her back?
 
   “It’s been long enough,” Kokona said. “We can go outside without being shot.”
 
   Stephen took that as a command to lift the baby and carry her from the room. The Zapheads followed, twelve or fifteen of them, fat and thin, most of them adults but all of them bigger than Stephen. More had collected at the school, seeping from the dark in all directions. The gunfire had barely diminished their numbers. He guessed there were maybe a hundred mutants, silently walking the halls or standing in dark corners like sleeping statues.
 
   The facility was much bigger than his old elementary school. When the two men had crept into the school, he’d heard them breaking glass and crunching their shoes on the crispy floor even from several halls away. The hiding Zapheads could have jumped them at any time, but like the ones lying out on the school grounds pretending to be dead, they just waited for Kokona’s silent command. As dark and creepy as it was inside the ghostly shell of the building, Stephen still dreaded going outside where all the bodies and stink were.
 
   As Stephen carried Kokona down one hallway after another, Zapheads came out of classrooms and offices to fall in with the crowd following behind. They made little sound besides a slight shuffle of feet and whisper of soiled clothes, although the smaller ones made occasional clicking noises. Soon they came to an exit and Stephen held his breath to brace for the carnage outside.
 
   Kokona must have felt him stiffen. “Don’t worry. The danger’s gone.”
 
   Meaning his friends. Humans were the danger.
 
   He backed the smoke-stained door open to protect Kokona, and they came out under the stars. Bodies were heaped among the vehicles just as before, only now there were puddles of fluid around them like black oil.
 
   Kokona ordered him to kneel by the nearest body. It was a woman, middle-aged and sprawled on her back. Her eyes were open but devoid of any spark of light or life. Her makeup was smeared and face dirty, and her white hair was a wiry snarl. In her old life, she could have been a teacher or administrator at this very school. A moist hole appeared high in her shoulder, and the top button had been sheared off her blouse. Blood coated her belly.
 
   Kokona reached out her delicate hand and placed it on the woman’s face. Stephen felt it more than heard it—a humming like a transformer on a power line. His very bones vibrated on a subtle level, and his toes tingled. Kokona’s voice echoed inside his skull, but the bits of sound didn’t quite form words, but instead reeled like a carnival ride. Her mouth was closed, though, focused on whatever she was doing with her hand.
 
   She’s inside my head.
 
   He wondered if this was what Rachel experienced when she’d been altered by the mutants. A wave of dizziness struck him and he sat on the cold asphalt, his arms going limp. Kokona kicked and wriggled out of her blanket to maintain contact with the woman’s flesh. An aroma like baked ham filled the air, sweet and salty and greasy all at the same time.
 
   Kokona pulled her hand away and the tension left Stephen’s body. She giggled and crawled back into Stephen’s lap. The little finger on the dead woman’s left hand twitched, and then all the fingers curled like a spider drawing back from a flame. Her eyes opened, and a miniature lightning bolt raced across one iris. Then came another and another, and soon both eyes roiled with flickering waves of red, orange, and yellow.
 
   She writhed for a couple of seconds and twisted to one side, rolling to her hands and knees. She stood, unsteady for a moment, face blank, and then she merged with the crowd of mutants.
 
   “Over there,” Kokona said, pointing to the next body about fifteen feet away.
 
   Although his legs felt like Jell-O, Stephen found himself standing, the baby in his arms. Before he was aware of moving, he was already bending over the next dead Zaphead, a young man with a beard and mustache with the top half of his head blown away. Bits of bone and gray matter gleamed beneath Kokona’s radiating gaze.
 
   “I don’t think there’s enough left of this one,” Kokona said.
 
   Stephen was glad. Bad enough for Zapheads to come back from the dead without them leaking chunks from their shattered bodies. He wanted to vomit, but he hadn’t eaten in hours. And he couldn’t run, because Kokona owned him.
 
   He tried to distance himself from the scene, turn it into make-believe so he wouldn’t go crazy. Maybe a comic book, Slave of the Starry-Eyed Baby or Return of the Never Dead. He wanted to laugh but his lungs held no air. Like Rachel, all he’d wanted to do was help, but he’d ended up losing himself in the process.
 
   He obeyed as she ordered him to the next corpse. This one had a row of bullet wounds stitched up its leg, along its crotch and torso, and around the rib cage—eight or nine wounds in all. It was a teenager, not a whole lot bigger than Stephen, and he was struck by a disturbing thought.
 
   That could be me. I could have been turned into a Zaphead during the solar storms and become part of this tribe. I could have been killed for the second time and then brought back to life yet again.
 
   But whatever sympathy he might have felt dissolved under Kokona’s command and he lowered her to the boy so she could touch his face. The bizarre ritual was repeated, and the electricity and confusion swirled through Stephen. He wondered if he was losing part of himself with each resurrection, as if he were the battery Kokona was drawing from in order to jolt another Zaphead back to life.
 
   How long would he last until he was used up?
 
   And this compulsion to serve Kokona—was it really that different from what he’d felt for Rachel and DeVontay, or even his own mother? Was this what love felt like, to give yourself until you were all gone?
 
   He’d always imagined love was scary. It always looked like that in the movies and comic books.
 
   And now he knew. It wasn’t even death that was terrible to consider, or even the return from death. It was this endless giving, this lack of will, this loss of self.
 
   When the mutant boy’s eyes flicked open and filled with sparks, Kokona laughed and flung her hands together with delight. “Patty cake, patty cake, baker’s man, make me a cake as fast as you cannnnnnnn,” she squealed in her creepy little voice.
 
   This was love.
 
   He wanted to cry.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   “Holy hell,” Franklin whispered, peering through the night-vision goggles he held to his face.
 
   “What is it?” DeVontay said, wrapping a torn curtain around his knee for support.
 
   “I’m not sure, but we didn’t do a very good job of killing.”
 
   They’d taken a position at the window of the second floor of a nearby house, deciding to watch the school for a while before returning to Hilyard and the others. Franklin was also curious whether Hilyard would send support after hearing the firefight. If his suspicions were correct, the lieutenant had already written them off as collateral damage.
 
   But he’d deal with that later. Whether they reported back or decided to strike out on their own, they needed to know what they were up against. So when the mutants returned to their dead tribemates rather than chase the humans who’d unleashed the fatal bullets, Franklin assumed they’d collect the bodies as they usually did.
 
   Instead, more Zapheads emerged from the school and they gathered around one of the fallen, and Franklin couldn’t be sure what was happening. It was almost like a memorial service. Except something wasn’t right.
 
   “Give me those,” DeVontay said, ripping the goggles from Franklin’s grasp. He mashed them against his face for a moment, trying to focus. “Can’t see shit with only one eye.”
 
   Jorge, who had taken Corporal Volker’s rifle, peered through the scope. “There’s a boy down there.”
 
   “No surprise,” Franklin said. “Zapheads come in all shapes and sizes.”
 
   “Take another look.”
 
   Franklin took back the goggles and fitted them over the bridge of his nose. He squinted hard, wishing he wasn’t so old that his vision was failing along with everything else. “It’s a boy, all right. Holding something. A lump that might be a backpack or a sack of food or something.”
 
   “What is unusual about the boy?” Jorge said. His voice had remained remarkably calm since he’d murdered his wife, which disturbed Franklin even more than a sobbing fit would have.
 
   “Nothing. Just another Zaphead.”
 
   “Look closer, my gringo friend. His eyes.”
 
   “What is it?” DeVontay said.
 
   “Damn.” Franklin drew in a sharp breath. “They’re not glowing. That’s not a Zapper.”
 
   DeVontay jerked with a start, banging his forehead against the glass as he tried to get a better view. “He’s one of us?”
 
   “Take a look,” Jorge said, passing Volker’s night-vision-equipped rifle to DeVontay. “Maybe this will work better.”
 
   Franklin couldn’t make sense of what the boy was doing, bending over the dead Zaphead. With that big group of mutants gathered behind him, why didn’t he run? What was wrong with him?
 
   “That’s a baby he’s holding,” DeVontay said.
 
   “The ninth,” Franklin muttered under his breath.
 
   And then the dead Zaphead—the woman near the school entrance he’d shot himself, nailing her twice—opened her eyes and moved, then slowly stood.
 
   “She was dead,” Franklin said. “All the way.”
 
   “I told you so,” Jorge said. “This is what they want to do.”
 
   Franklin hadn’t really believed in all the miracle bullshit. Sure, he’d witnessed the strange powers of the mutants and heard stories of their healing. They’d certainly changed Rachel—saving her life while simultaneously condemning her to a mockery of humanity—and Jorge had described the Zapheads’ plan to revive all the dead humans they’d collected in Newton.
 
   And now, even though he was witnessing it, he couldn’t accept it. God’s big prank on the human race had come full circle. Eternal life wasn’t a reward for a soul redeemed of sin. It was a parlor trick for monsters.
 
   “We need that baby,” DeVontay said.
 
   Franklin laughed. “And just how do we do that? Must be a hundred Zappers down there now.”
 
   “A hundred-and-one,” DeVontay said. “It just brought another one back to life.”
 
   “We should tell Lt. Hilyard and the others,” Jorge said. “We are only three. We have no chance.”
 
   “Wait a sec,” DeVontay said, squinting through the scope. “That boy’s wearing a baseball cap.”
 
   Franklin adjusted his goggles. “That can’t be Stephen.”
 
   “His note said he was looking for Rachel. And if they turned him into a carrier, he won’t be able to run. I carried one of them. I know. You get to where you love them.”
 
   “My wife was willing to sacrifice everything for her mutant baby,” Jorge said. “Even our daughter. They are evil.”
 
   Franklin hoped Jorge wouldn’t suggest killing the boy, even assuming one of them was a good enough marksman to take him out. And he wasn’t eager to debate the nature of good and evil with a man who’d killed his wife in a fit of self-righteousness. But as Stephen helped the baby resurrect two more Zapheads, he knew the odds of human victory had shifted from one-in-a-million to zero.
 
   Survival of the fittest, and we don’t have any evolutionary trait that can match that one. If anything, we’re getting worse as we go.
 
   “We don’t have time to get reinforcements,” Franklin said. “We never considered that if the ninth baby could bring Rachel back to life, it could bring them all back to life. If that baby makes it downtown where all the dead Zapheads are, it’s over. We need to end this here.”
 
   DeVontay stood so suddenly he dropped the rifle. “No. We need that baby alive. To save Rachel.”
 
   Franklin turned from the window. “Look, I love her, too, but she wouldn’t risk all these innocent people.”
 
   “Damn it, nobody’s innocent anymore, Franklin. And how do you know what she would want? You loved her as a reflection of yourself, somebody to carry on your ideals. You’re just as bad as all the politicians and oligarchs and royalty you claim to despise. Your little fiefdom, your rules.”
 
   The goggles allowed him to see the twisted grimace on DeVontay’s face. “That’s wrong, son. I threw in with the crowd here. Joined the human race. I always did seem to side with the losers.”
 
   “Rachel didn’t take sides. She saw the possibilities of a world where the mutants and us could live together and build a new world. And you want to take that chance away.”
 
   “I didn’t make that decision.” Franklin jabbed a thumb beyond the window toward the parking lot, where yet another broken Zaphead lifted from a puddle of blood and rejoined its tribe. “They did.”
 
   DeVontay closed his eyes, although the lid of the prosthetic one didn’t fully shut, giving him a sly, sinister aspect. He exhaled heavily. “We take the baby. And get Stephen back. Other than that, you can kill as many as you want.”
 
   As if it matters. Unless we kill them all, including the baby.
 
   “Okay,” Franklin said. “It’s worth a shot. And if the baby won’t help us, it’s dead. I don’t suppose it has the power to bring itself back from the dead.”
 
   “The other eight didn’t.”
 
   “What do you think, Jorge?” Franklin scanned the room behind DeVontay, realizing the Mexican hadn’t spoken in a while. “Jorge?”
 
   DeVontay pointed out the window, where a man’s silhouette slipped down the street, the thin stick of his rifle barrel pointed at the sky. He was headed toward the school.
 
   “Damn,” Franklin said, grabbing his backpack and shrugging his arms through the straps. “So much for making plans.”
 
   DeVontay collected the rifle with the scope, grunting in pain as he stood.
 
   “You going to make it, or do I have to carry you?” Franklin asked.
 
   “I’ll get along fine. Anything besides having to smell your old-man body odor.”
 
   Franklin led the way as they headed out of the room and down the stairs, DeVontay limping but otherwise gamely keeping up. Franklin had adjusted to the weird green view afforded by the goggles, but he still bumped his knee on a coffee table as they crossed the living room. Outside, the air had grown even chillier, and the only sound was a few insects in the trees.
 
   “Hilyard still hasn’t sent anybody to check out the gunshots,” Franklin said.
 
   “Or maybe he has, and they saw they’re outnumbered.”
 
   “Well, we can’t wait now. Let’s do this.”
 
   They both fell silent as they retraced their route back to the school. Jorge was nowhere to be seen, and Franklin was worried his friend would become a one-man vigilante squad intent on taking down as many mutants as he could. He secretly hoped Jorge would kill the baby. Now he was afraid of what Rachel would become if she returned, especially given DeVontay’s attitude. What if Rachel became fully mutant, gained her own powers, and decided it was time to rid the world of the vermin?
 
   Once they covered the two blocks to the border of the school property, they angled near the football stadium to maintain the element of surprise rather than coming through the gap in the parking lot fence. Franklin expected to hear a burst of semiautomatic fire at any moment, along with Jorge’s wild ranting. The rot of corpses was far worse here, and even with the goggles limiting detail, he could make out the mass of bodies heaped in the stadium stands. A four-legged shadow slipped from the open mausoleum, dragging something from its jaws—a wild dog or other predator scrounging a late-night snack.
 
   They kept to the shadows as they approached the parking lot from the rear, shielded by the school buses. The Zapheads moved as a unit, the crowd shuffling forward as Stephen and the baby repeated the same ritual over and over—bending down, touching a prone form, and two eyes sparking with renewal.
 
   Even from this distance, the fear was plain on Stephen’s face. But in the glow of dozens of Zaphead eyes, something else was visible, too—an intense concentration, as if in wonder of the miracles he was helping to perform. The wispy-haired infant he held seemed delighted, patting her little hands together and giggling. A few of the Zapheads imitated her chuckles, making the tableau even more sinister.
 
   “I don’t see Jorge,” DeVontay said, as they pressed behind a big Chevy Suburban with tinted windows and flat tires. The weird susurrations of the mutants allowed them to talk in hoarse whispers without being overhead.
 
   “I hope he doesn’t go rogue before we figure out how to play this.”
 
   “If he kills that baby, I’m killing him.”
 
   Franklin didn’t doubt it. The baby had become the center of the universe, After’s new messiah. “Even if we could shoot worth a damn, we don’t have enough rounds to take all these Zappers down. So I guess it’s going to come down to using our brains.”
 
   “That’s not very comforting.” DeVontay glanced around at the brittle, burned-out shell of the building and the row of school buses. “Maybe we’re thinking about this wrong.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “We’ve been acting like the baby is the key. But it looks like Stephen is part of the deal, too. The other babies were helpless without a human carrier, because the Zapheads don’t seem capable of caring for them. Why else would he be there?”
 
   Franklin peered through the tinted windows. The boy and the Asian baby were busy bringing another Zaphead corpse back to life, meticulously working their way to the far end of the parking lot. “Yeah, they look like best buddies. Joined at the hip.”
 
   “So, what if we cut the connection?”
 
   It took Franklin a moment to understand. Or maybe he didn’t want to hear it, because the idea had been stirring in the back of his mind as well. “You want me to shoot the boy?”
 
   The sudden pop high overhead jolted both of them, and their faces gleamed with a silvery brilliance as night vanished.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   Another pop, and bright phosphorescent streamers corkscrewed down from several hundred feet overhead.
 
   DeVontay had never seen these in real life. But movies had given him plenty of instruction, some of it even useful. “Flares,” he said.
 
   “Hilyard?” Franklin said. “He had some flares for that grenade launcher.”
 
   “Maybe,” DeVontay said. “But why?”
 
   The burning phosphorus fluttered down, illuminating the parking lot, revealing the silent army that glanced up as if at an arriving god. The flares outshone their eyes, and the harsh light cast them in stark contrast to the surrounding darkness. Ribbons of light swam in car windows, casting watery reflections across the asphalt. There was a moment of complete silence and stillness, like a black-and-white photograph, that gave a false illusion of peace.
 
   Then hot metal raked across the parking lot, dinking off sheet metal and shattering glass.
 
   Red tracers zipped hot stitches.
 
   The roar came a split-second later, a staccato metallic belching as gunpowder exploded in a fusillade. The shots hailed from all sides, but DeVontay guessed only half a dozen sharpshooters were at work.
 
   Someone shouted and another responded, voices from beyond the border of night.
 
   “That’s not Hilyard,” Franklin said, as they both hugged the cover provided by the Suburban. “That’s Shipley. I’d know that sadistic bellow anywhere.”
 
   Zapheads jerked and twisted, their limbs flung out by the impact of slugs. They folded, spouting red, and sprawled on the ground one after another. Stephen pitched forward with the mutant baby in his arms, and for one terrible moment, DeVontay thought the boy had been shot. But he flopped onto the body of a Zaphead, using his elbows to soften the blow to the baby, and burrowed down alongside a corpse.
 
   “They laid an ambush,” Franklin said.
 
   “Where were they when we were in trouble? They had to be around. Maybe even watching.”
 
   “Must’ve wanted to get them all out in the open before they attacked. If we’re not bait for one army, we’re bait for another.”
 
   Franklin poked his head up to the passenger-side window and peered through. The window exploded and showered both of them with tiny rectangles of glass. DeVontay fished a shard out of his cheek and wiped a wet, slick streak across his face.
 
   “We have to get Stephen out of there,” DeVontay said.
 
   “I thought you wanted him dead. Make up your mind.”
 
   “We need both of them. Him and the baby.”
 
   Another half dozen Zapheads fell as they spoke, and some turned toward the origin of the gunfire, where muzzle flashes erupted here and there from the surrounding trees and streets.
 
   “Go there go now,” shrieked a clear, high voice. “Take them.”
 
   “Take them,” the remaining Zapheads shouted. The display of unity was even more chilling than their bright eyes, as was the lack of fear or even excitement in their voices.
 
   They scattered and advanced into the teeth of the bullets, moving fast but with deliberate steps—men, women, and adolescents, charging through the smoke that drifted across the parking lot. More dropped, but they seemed heedless of the death that drilled the air around them. Maybe on some level they knew the death wasn’t a permanent condition for them.
 
   The gunfire eased to a few sporadic bursts as Shipley’s men apparently retreated. The first line of Zapheads melded into the darkness, only the strange reddish-yellow glow of their eyes marking their presence. The last flare sputtered and fizzed out and the parking lot fell dark again, bullets banging against the flanks of the school buses.
 
   “We need to roll now,” DeVontay said, sensing an opportunity.
 
   “You crazy? Shipley’s men won’t hold back just because we’re human.”
 
   DeVontay let his weapon clatter to the ground. “I need you with me on this, Franklin.”
 
   Franklin tugged on his unruly gray beard. “Ah, hell with it. I’ll take the boy. You take the baby.”
 
   “You sure he won’t be too heavy for you?”
 
   “I’m only sixty-five. Even though I feel a hundred and ten. Assuming my old-man stink doesn’t kill him.”
 
   DeVontay grinned to hide his fear over what they were about to do. “Well, if your heart gives out, I’ll make sure our little friend brings you back.”
 
   “Not funny.” Franklin slung his AR-15 over his shoulder. “Okay, where do we meet up?”
 
   “Head back downtown. Remember that tractor trailer rolled up in the yard of that house? Maybe five blocks down?”
 
   “I can find it.” Franklin tapped his night-vision goggles. “I’ve got these, but how are you going to see?”
 
   “I’ll have the baby. It comes complete with a built-in flashlight.”
 
   The firing was now down to a shot or two every fifteen seconds, and their eyes had adjusted back to the weak light. DeVontay tapped the side of the Suburban as either a good-luck charm or a signal to launch Operation Probably Wind Up Dead, then sprinted around the vehicle and limped toward Stephen and the baby. Franklin veered behind him, both of them running low and silent.
 
   DeVontay couldn’t see their targets, since quite a few dark heaps pocked the pavement, but he moved on memory, judging the direction and distance. A few twin sets of glowing eyes pierced the surrounding gloom, but if the Zapheads were looking his way, they gave no sign. A bullet skipped off the asphalt in front of him, sending up sparks and a spray of fine gravel.
 
   Should have let Franklin lead the way, since he has the goggles.
 
   But he was eager to get this over with, one way or another. Rachel’s body lay in whatever weird state a half-mutant would enter instead of death, and he had no idea how many minutes she had left—if any—before her condition became permanent.
 
   He was determined to grab that baby.
 
   And save Stephen.
 
   And then save the rest of the world.
 
   No problem.
 
   He nearly tripped and a tight band of pain seared his ankle. He thought he’d been shot, but when he looked down, he saw a hand clamped around his leg. A Zaphead on the ground, oozing blood from three big holes, clung to him with grim commitment despite its wounds. It was a black woman, he saw, someone who’d been his age when the solar storms struck, an age she would stay as long—or as many times—as she existed.
 
   DeVontay tried to kick free, but she held tight. He grunted with effort as he drove a boot down onto her chest, sending little spurts of blood out of her wounds. Now he wished he had his rifle, but he figured it would be useless and only slow him down. He let his weight go and drove both knees into her abdomen, but she still maintained her grip.
 
   “Let me go, damn it,” he said in a rough whisper, grabbing her curly hair with both hands. He lifted her head and banged it against the asphalt—once, twice, and again—each blow like the thump of a melon rolling off a cart. Fluid seeped beneath her crumbling skull.
 
   And still she held on.
 
   A volley of gunfire broke out, but it was away from the parking lot. Somewhere, someone screamed—a very human scream that was simultaneously comforting and unnerving.
 
   DeVontay twisted the Zaphead from side to side, and then sat back so he could drive a kick against the offending hand. Bone broke under his blows, and he worked at the fingers with his own, bending them backwards one by one until they snapped. When only two remained, he was finally able to wriggle free and struggle to his feet. He’d wasted precious seconds he couldn’t spare, and now he was disoriented.
 
   He used the outline of the school building and the row of school buses to navigate himself back on track, and he dashed down a line of cars, keeping low to use them for concealment. He emerged from the end of the row, open in the strange haze of starlight, and saw them.
 
   Stephen was huddled against a corpse, his arms protectively embracing the baby.
 
   “Stephen!” DeVontay called.
 
   The bill of the baseball cap lifted and the lower part of Stephen’s face revealed itself. “DeVontay?”
 
   “Hell, yeah, Little Man. It’s me.”
 
   DeVontay expected the boy to push away the baby and run toward him, but instead he only hugged her tighter. He closed the thirty feet between them but was chilled when the baby’s intense, laser-like eyes turned on him.
 
   He glanced around to make sure no other Zapheads were in attacking range. Where the hell is Franklin?
 
   “Come on, time to go,” DeVontay said.
 
   “He’s my carrier,” the baby said, in a distinct and brittle voice.
 
   DeVontay could see both their faces in the glow of her eyes. Stephen’s was smudged with dirt and charcoal, pale, with dark wedges beneath his eyes, while the baby was round-faced, plump, and cherubic. Practically angelic.
 
   How could something so innocent-looking unleash so much terror?
 
   As if DeVontay had to ask. Somewhere inside the mutants was a human core, and they adapted by mimicking the humans they interacted with and observed. What else could they learn but hate and fear?
 
   “Come on, Little Man,” DeVontay said, reaching a hand for Stephen. “Rachel is waiting.”
 
   A bullet shredded the air over his head and he ducked low, close enough to study the baby’s expression. It was a girl, Asian and beautiful, half swaddled in a blanket. He looked at Stephen’s face and saw they wore the same unreadable expression.
 
   “We have to get away from the gunfire.” DeVontay forced himself to remain calm.
 
   “He stays with me.” The baby spoke with an imperiousness that belied its size.
 
   “You’re coming, too.”
 
   DeVontay reached for the baby and Stephen rolled away, the bundle clutched to his chest. “No! Leave Kokona alone!”
 
   His cries were loud enough to draw the attention of both Zapheads and Shipley’s unit, but the cars must have shielded their view. DeVontay pulled at Stephen, trying to extract the mutant from his arms, but Stephen leaped to his feet with startling energy. As the boy turned to run, he slammed into Franklin.
 
   “Rachel’s looking for you,” Franklin said.
 
   That seemed to get through to him. He blinked, as if finally recognizing DeVontay and Franklin. “She’s…she’s here?”
 
   “We can take you to her,” DeVontay said. “But we have to do it now.”
 
   As if to punctuate his urgency, a swarm of bullets strafed the parking lot, penetrating flesh and metal. A cry sounded in the dark, followed by Shipley ordering his men to fall back.
 
   The boy was ashen-faced, looking down at the baby in his arms. “Kokona?” he whispered.
 
   “Don’t go,” she said, her eyes ramping up the intensity, like a rocket ship powering for liftoff.
 
   DeVontay seized the baby and yanked her from Stephen’s arms, ignoring the boy’s pleas. He sprinted toward the row of buses, intending to reach the dark street beyond, his legs aching. Over the roaring in his ears and the crack of gunfire, he heard Franklin and Stephen yelling.
 
   But he didn’t dare look back.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Jorge Jiminez was in a dark place.
 
   Mentally, emotionally, and physically.
 
   Since the solar storms in August that had disrupted his life as an immigrant laborer on a Tennessee farm, he’d accepted that his relatives in Mexico were likely dead. At the very least, he’d never seen them again. Many of the fellow survivors he’d encountered were now gone as well.
 
   But the most searing scar came when he killed his wife Rosa. He could almost blame the Zapheads and the controlling power of the babies she’d tended, but he’d witnessed her slow surrender to them as if she found their promises better than the ones Jorge had pledged.
 
   Her final act of betrayal—offering Marina to the Zapheads—was too much for any man to bear. All the vows he’d made to both his wife and God dissolved in a red tide of fury that led him to aim the grenade launcher at her as she fled with the last mutant child. But that wasn’t the end. Another Zaphead infant remained, and the remaining survivors were determined to find it.
 
   Well, he’d had enough.
 
   Dios ha muerto.
 
   God is dead.
 
   And so evil wins.
 
   Entering the ruins of the school and discovering the army of Zapheads had accomplished nothing but the death of his friend Riff Raff. How many more would die? Wasn’t it time they left the world to the Zapheads and retreated to the most remote corners of the Earth? Of course he would prefer his native Baja California, but Franklin’s mountain compound served the purpose just as well. If they had stayed, Marina would have a mother and he’d have a wife, and the world could turn as it wished.
 
   Jorge wasn’t proud of abandoning Franklin and DeVontay, but this was no longer his war. He would return to the stronghold Hilyard established in downtown Newton, get Marina, and head west. They almost certainly wouldn’t reach the Southwestern desert, but at least they could follow the setting sun each day, carrying the knowledge that each step took them further from the horrible memories of this day.
 
   He was halfway to the encampment when the gunfire broke out anew, a number of guns that suggested an organized military assault. He didn’t turn back. If anything, he fled even faster, although he was unsure of his direction.
 
   This section of town featured industrial shops, automotive garages, and building supply stores. The scant starlight reflected off the glass, and he moved from vehicle to vehicle, keeping to the street. He didn’t know what was lurking inside the buildings or houses. For all he knew, the Zaphead hordes could be stirring in a strange slumber, waiting for the moment to attack. Although Hilyard and the militia, as well as Shipley’s soldiers, had massacred rows and rows of Zapheads, the mutants seemed to be congregating on Newton as if summoned from hundreds of miles away.
 
   Another reason to leave this place.
 
   The Zapheads were just as likely to rule Mexico, as well as the rest of the world, but he’d rather die at home. America was no promised land after all—without its politics and law and culture, it was just another stretch of dirt in which to dig graves.
 
   Something clattered in the street ahead, as if the wind had knocked over a garbage can and pushed it across the sidewalk. But the air was still and cool. Shadows moved, several of them, stealthy and quick.
 
   Jorge leaned against the side of a sedan and peered over its hood, his M-16 against his chest.
 
   No glowing eyes. Not Zapheads.
 
   He relaxed just a little. The silhouettes were likely members of the militia, sent out by Hilyard to investigate the shooting. It could also be one of the other scout squads. Either way, Jorge would let them pass.
 
   At least, that was his intention. But he’d learned the hard way that the universe couldn’t care less what he did or didn’t want.
 
   The click of the revolver hammer behind his head was as loud as metallic thunder.
 
   “Drop it, Pedro,” the voice said.
 
   Jorge started to turn toward the familiar voice but the cold muzzle stopped him, indenting a circle in his cheek. “Sergeant. I can explain—”
 
   “Doesn’t matter,” Shipley said. “Whether you lie or tell the truth, I won’t believe you, so may as well save your breath. My guess is you don’t have a whole lot of it left.”
 
   Jorge shifted his eyes enough to see the man. He was in full battle gear, complete with body armor, night-vision goggles, and helmet. Shipley’s facial hair had grown out, but the rocky terrain of his face was evident around the goggles.
 
   Jorge took his time setting the rifle on the hood of the sedan. So he would die here, never seeing Marina again. The darkness inside him took on the aspect of the surrounding December. It was season of endings. What man could push against it?
 
   “Do you know anything about that little shitstorm back there at the school?” the sergeant said.
 
   “If I told you, you wouldn’t believe me. You said as much yourself.”
 
   “Yes, but I asked you anyway.” The sergeant drew out a cigarillo with a plastic tip, jabbed it into the crevice of his mouth, and flicked a lighter to life, twin flames reflected in his lenses. He kept the revolver steady as he inhaled, and then let a stream of sweet blue smoke roll into the sky.
 
   “We were looking for Zapheads.”
 
   “Well, you sure as hell found them. Ever since I sent that advance mission, I figured they’d return to the school like chickens come home to roost. The creatures don’t have much for brains.”
 
   “We wanted to make sure the baby was dead.”
 
   “The baby?”
 
   Shipley seemed genuinely confused by the answer. Maybe he didn’t know of the infant’s intelligence or its leadership role. Jorge suddenly saw a possible way out of this, a bargaining chip. “Yes. We killed all the other babies except one, an Asian baby.”
 
   “There’s still one left? Where is it?”
 
   Since Shipley was unlikely to believe him anyway, a lie was as good as the truth. “We captured her downtown after the battle. Lt. Hilyard set up a fortified area, and he plans to hold out there until he can use the baby to control the Zapheads. Or else wait for the Zapheads to come for her, and then wipe them out.”
 
   “That sounds like bullshit to me.” Shipley puffed hard on the cigarillo, heating its tip to a red cherry. He pulled it from his mouth and waved it beneath Jorge’s nose, the smoke stinging his eyes and making him tear up. The intense heat sent an electric rope of pain through his skull.
 
   “I swear,” Jorge said, exaggerating his fear a little. But only a little. Enduring Shipley’s captivity with Franklin, Jorge had remained reserved and acquiescent while Franklin bristled with defiance. Shipley likely marked him as a coward, which would lead the sergeant to believe Jorge would fold under the suggestion of torture.
 
   Shipley gave a piercing whistle. As he returned the cigarillo to his mouth, several men emerged from the shadows, outfitted in the same manner as the sergeant. Ready for war.
 
   “Look what I found, Broyhill,” Shipley said to the tallest one.
 
   “If it ain’t the beaner. Where’s your buddy Franklin?” Broyhill said in a tone as if he’d chewed gravel for dinner.
 
   “I haven’t seen him since he abandoned me and your men up in the mountains.”
 
   “We lost four good men on that patrol,” Shipley said. “What happened to them?”
 
   “We were attacked by Zapheads and got scattered. I don’t know what happened to the others. Franklin ran away, and I got cut off. I was barely able to get away alive.” That was almost the truth, except that he and Franklin had killed two of the soldiers.
 
   “Why didn’t you return to the bunker?” Shipley asked, his voice calm as he smoked. “Those were your orders.”
 
   “I was lost in the forest. When I saw the town, I thought I could find enough food to survive.”
 
   “Do you know what happens to people who disobey orders in wartime?” Broyhill said, as if he were eager to administer the death sentence.
 
   “Hold on a second,” Shipley said. “He’s going to tell me more about Hilyard’s plans, and then you can have your fun.”
 
   Broyhill snorted and stepped back. “Hell, the night is young.”
 
   A few gunshots burst in the distance, and Shipley cocked an ear to listen. “McCutcheon’s squad must have found some more Zaps. Too bad we couldn’t erase them all when we had them surrounded at the school.”
 
   “Well, it’s not so easy when they get up as fast as you can knock them down,” Broyhill said. “Them bastards can sure eat some bullets.”
 
   Shipley moved the tip of his shrinking cigarillo near Jorge’s left eye. “You wouldn’t happen to know what the Zaps were doing there, do you?”
 
   “Gathering like they always do.” Jorge forced himself not to blink, fixing his gaze on Shipley’s goggles. He could picture the cruel, psychotic eyes hiding behind them. “Becoming a tribe.”
 
   “Bringing themselves back to life. We saw that shit. We couldn’t see how they were doing it, but first they were dead and then they weren’t. Then they were attacking us.”
 
   He couldn’t let Shipley know that the ninth baby was at the school. His life depended on planting the belief that the Zaphead’s little leader was in Hilyard’s custody. And that Jorge could give them access to it.
 
   “They’ll be after the last baby,” Jorge said. “It has the power to summon them with its mind.”
 
   Broyhill and the other men laughed, but Shipley tossed his smoke to the ground and leaned forward until their faces were only inches apart. “That’s so crazy I almost believe it. Because you don’t have the brains to dream up something like that.”
 
   His heart was pounding so hard he was almost certain Shipley could hear it, but he forced himself to remain calm. For Marina’s sake.
 
   “I can prove it,” Jorge said. “I can get you the baby. And Hilyard, if you want him.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Kokona seemed to grow lighter in his arms rather than heavier.
 
   DeVontay waited by the tractor trailer as planned, hiding in the shrubs bordering the porch of a house. But as the minutes stretched into perhaps an hour, he couldn’t afford to stay longer. Especially as gunshots popped sporadically closer.
 
   The baby had shut her eyes while held in DeVontay’s embrace. In the darkness, he couldn’t see her, but parental instinct took over and he gently rocked her, even though he knew Zapheads didn’t really sleep. He even started humming “Rockabye Baby.”
 
   At one point, he must have fallen asleep himself, because he jerked his head alert and realized he’d been talking to Rachel, in a sunny meadow at a farm where they’d spent a few peaceful weeks in autumn. In the dream, there was no apocalypse, but they’d been arguing over a pig. DeVontay wanted to butcher it, but Rachel wanted to keep it as a pet. Despite the grim nature of the dispute, they were both giggling playfully.
 
   “You were calling her name,” Kokona said. Her wide eyes illuminated both their faces.
 
   DeVontay was disoriented. “Whose?” he said, although he already knew.
 
   “Rachel’s.”
 
   “She wanted to help you. All of the New People.”
 
   “I know. Partly to help you and the others, partly to help us. Partly to help herself.”
 
   DeVontay realized Kokona might know more about Rachel than he did. After all, he didn’t have the advantage of a telepathic connection. He couldn’t help but feel the Zapheads had only half the story—Rachel’s human half would have remained hidden from them, beyond comprehension. “We need to learn to live together, or we all die.”
 
   “Not all of us,” Kokona said.
 
   Her words chilled him, and he realized his bones ached from midnight’s temperature drop. He shivered against the winter air.
 
   “I’m cold,” she said, as if picking up on his thoughts.
 
   DeVontay tugged and folded her blanket so that most of her body was covered except for her face. He couldn’t believe how naturally he accepted her ability to carry on a conversation.
 
   Adapt or die. Maybe both.
 
   “And I’m going to need a change soon,” she said.
 
   “A change?” DeVontay asked.
 
   She gave a shy grin. “I have to pee pee.”
 
   “How about if I just…ummm…pull your pants down and let you do your thing?”
 
   “I can’t stand, silly. I’m only a baby.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll hold you, then.”
 
   He laid her down on the blanket and carefully pulled down her little cotton pants. She wore white knitted booties that were gray with neglect. She had no diaper. He avoided looking at her bare bottom as he awkwardly held her over the grass. “Okay, make pee pee.”
 
   “I’m not the first ‘Zaphead’ you’ve seen naked, am I?” She delivered the slang term for her tribe with a sneer, as if mocking a racist slur. Kokona seemed to enjoy his embarrassment.
 
   “I don’t know—I mean, that’s not something we should talk about.”
 
   “It’s okay. We’re just like you.”
 
   “We’ve killed each other, we’ve worked to establish new societies, and we both think we’re special. So, yeah, we’re just alike.”
 
   Except one of us can come back from the dead.
 
   He felt her little ribs tense beneath his hands as liquid spattered against the ground. He was glad it was dark and that her eyes radiated away from him. “Do you believe we can live together?” she asked.
 
   “I think so. It will take some work, but we can do it.”
 
   “Rachel believed it, too.”
 
   “That’s why she was willing to risk everything. For your people as well as ours.”
 
   “She’s dead, isn’t she?”
 
   DeVontay was about to ask how she knew, and then just sighed. “Will you bring her back?”
 
   “I’m finished,” she said.
 
   DeVontay wasn’t sure at first what she meant. Then he realized, and he laid her on the blanket again. “Sorry I don’t have anything to wipe you with it.”
 
   “That’s okay. If I get diaper rash, I’m going to cry a lot, though.” She giggled again, and DeVontay almost forgot she was a powerful mutant baby that could talk. “When daylight comes, maybe you can find a drug store and get some Pampers and ointment.”
 
   “So you’re okay with this?”
 
   “You have me, don’t you? What am I going to do, run away? Scream for the police? Find a telephone and call in an Amber Alert?”
 
   “How did you learn so much?”
 
   “I had good teachers.” She sounded almost wistful, her eyes smoldering to a deeper shade of red.
 
   “You’ll help Rachel. Won’t you? The way you helped your people in the parking lot?”
 
   “Bring her back from the dead. It’s okay to say it. We don’t think death is any big deal.”
 
   DeVontay swallowed. Assuming it would even work, he wasn’t sure how much Rachel’s body had deteriorated, or if she would have brain damage. The Zapheads seemed immune to death’s degradation, but Rachel was part human. The first of her kind.
 
   “Will you?” He realized he sounded desperate, like a child pleading for a piece of candy.
 
   “Yes, but there’s a price.”
 
   Isn’t there always?
 
   He pulled up her pants, swaddled her in the blanket again, and held her to his chest. “Whatever it is, it’s worth it.”
 
   Kokona’s eyes burned with an intensity that he couldn’t look away from. “She’ll become one of us. All the way. Forever.”
 
   DeVontay didn’t trust himself to speak. Who was he to make such a bargain? But there was only one possible answer. The selfish one. The human one. “Anything,” he whispered hoarsely. “Just bring her back to me.”
 
   She gave a smile. Her skin looked so soft and flawless, he couldn’t help stroking her cheek. Her tufted hair was solid black and would have been thick and glossy if she had grown up. But of course, this is the way she would stay. Forever.
 
   He was beginning to hate that word.
 
   “I can’t wait for them any longer,” he said. No gunshots had sounded for a while, and he felt the battle had moved on. Nobody—Zaphead or otherwise—had appeared on the street, and the stillness of the middle of the night had descended on the area. It was as good a time as any to return to the stronghold.
 
   And Rachel.
 
   “You like Stephen,” Kokona said, as a fact, not a question.
 
   “Yes, we grew close while surviving together. Rachel loves him, too.”
 
   “Yet you left him back there where he might get shot.”
 
   DeVontay didn’t like the veiled accusation. Something about Kokona’s expression made him think he was being tested. “Franklin can protect him.”
 
   “You chose Rachel over the boy.”
 
   DeVontay couldn’t fend off the burst of temper. He was exhausted and his nerves were raw. “I’d choose her over me, too. I’d gladly die so that Rachel can live.”
 
   He stood on stiff legs and carried Kokona to the edge of the shrubs so he could study the surroundings. Still no movement anywhere. The coast was as clear as it was ever going to be, and he didn’t want Rachel to lay in that casket another second longer than necessary. No matter what she would be when she rose from it.
 
   As he navigated the street and headed back toward Hilyard and the others, as best as he could determine the direction, he realized Kokona could have yelled out at any time to summon her mutant tribemates. Even with her tiny vocal chords, her voice could carry for hundreds of yards in the silent night.
 
   “Will you take care of me?” she asked.
 
   What kind of question was that? She was a helpless baby. And cute as hell. “Of course.”
 
   Kokona smiled and cozied into his embrace. “Good. You’re my carrier now.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWELVE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Uh-oh, SpaghettiO’s.” Franklin pressed the can of pasta into Stephen’s hands, along with a spoon.
 
   “What does that mean?” Stephen asked in the dark.
 
   “That TV commercial. Don’t you remember?”
 
   “I barely remember TV, much less ‘Uh-oh, SpaghettiOs.”
 
   For the millionth time since the end of the world, Franklin was reminded that he was getting as old as dinosaur dung.
 
   Their path to the rendezvous point with DeVontay was cut off by a mass of Zapheads who filled the streets beyond the school. The mutants moved like waves in the dark, their bright eyes bobbing on the inhuman sea. Even though Shipley’s attack was over, they were agitated, cruising for the chance to destroy. Or maybe waiting for their dead to return.
 
   Franklin and Stephen took refuge in a house on the northern side of the school, which afforded some concealment and time to scrounge for food. In the kitchen, with the aid of the night-vision gear, he found some plastic bottles of water, a big box of raisins, the canned pasta, and a sealed package of Oreos. Franklin wasn’t in the mood for cold tomato sauce, but he could just hear Rachel in his head, telling him to mind the boy’s nutrition.
 
   They ate the meal in silence sitting in the living room, the only sound the smacking of lips and the spoon clinking against the can. Franklin was afraid to light a candle. The cookies were a little stale, but he ate three and Stephen consumed more sugar than he should, but Franklin thought about a condemned prisoner’s last meal and let the boy go for it.
 
   He was grateful the mutants had collected most of the bodies in the town, but an unpleasant odor lingered in the house. Franklin was tempted to open some windows despite the winter chill.
 
   “Won’t DeVontay wait for us?” Stephen asked after he was full. The boy huddled under some blankets on the sofa, unable to sleep despite Franklin’s urging. Franklin wanted to nod off himself but every time he closed his eyes, he pictured a mob pushing through the doorway.
 
   “He can’t stay there all night,” Franklin said. “Too dangerous.”
 
   “The Zapheads can find them no matter where they go.”
 
   The boy spoke so quietly that Franklin wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “What’s that?”
 
   “Kokona can bring them to her with her mind.” Stephen described how he’d found Kokona and escaped Shipley and Broyhill, eventually ending up at the school where he’d helped Kokona bring Zapheads back to life. “She made me help. It was like I was powerless. Even worse, I wanted to help her.”
 
   Franklin bit back a curse. Why didn’t he think of that? Or maybe DeVontay did suspect Kokona’s powers, which is why he’d insisted on taking the baby. DeVontay was protecting Stephen, or else he had secret motives of his own.
 
   “Then we have to get back to the stronghold,” he said. “If Kokona reaches Hilyard and the others, the Zapheads will swarm them and there goes the little dream of a new human settlement in Doomsdayville.”
 
   “Sgt. Shipley and his soldiers are still out there. If he finds us, he’ll kill us. He’s mad at me.”
 
   “Me, too. Let him get in line. Plenty of Zapheads want to kill us first.” Franklin checked outside the window, and all he saw were a few glimmering ribbons of reflected light. For a wild moment, he thought about heading back to his mountain compound, taking Stephen with him. The two of them could make a good go of it, and Franklin could teach Stephen all the boy would need to know to survive on his own.
 
   But Stephen wouldn’t want to survive on his own. What kind of future was that? Franklin had even abdicated his own isolationist desires in the face of grim reality—if they didn’t rebuild the world, the human race ended here. Millennia of evolution, adaptation, and migration would come to nothing, and alien archaeologists of the future would wonder what the hell happened here, assuming humans even left a lasting mark.
 
   No, they were truly all in it together, no matter how far you ran. They were all clinging to the same soft marble suspended in a vast sea of uncaring universe, where even God needed an all-powerful telescope just to notice you existed, and if He so much as blinked at the wrong time, well, there went your entire history.
 
   Like Rachel, DeVontay, Hilyard, Brock, and the others, he’d cast his lot here in Newton. Even Jorge, despite his personal tragedy, seemed to find comfort in raising his daughter among other humans. And they needed him. The fiercely idealistic individualism he’d clung to as a badge of honor now seemed like a sick stripe of selfishness.
 
   What he wanted didn’t matter for shit. Who got what they wanted in this world, anyway?
 
   Well, psychotic sociopaths usually turned out okay, and heaven knows, we got plenty of them to spare.
 
   “We probably have a couple of more hours before light,” Franklin said. “We can circle around town to avoid the Zapheads, then figure out how to rejoin the others.”
 
   “What about DeVontay?”
 
   “He’s smart. He’ll be fine.”
 
   Unless Kokona starts controlling him.
 
   Franklin jammed a couple of the water bottles and the last of the raisins into his backpack. He heard Stephen moving in the dark, bumping into furniture. The boy was undoubtedly exhausted, but hopefully he could hang in there until they reached the stronghold. “Careful. Don’t break a leg, because I don’t want to carry you like a Zapper baby. The door’s over here.”
 
   Outside, the scorched stench of the school and the rot of a stadium full of corpses gave the air a greasy thickness. The streets were quiet, the houses brooding, and a thin skin of frost lay on the grass and the windshields of cars along the street. Stephen gasped at a burst of movement, but it turned out to be a calico cat scurrying across the sidewalk to vanish in a drainage ditch.
 
   Look out for the Zaphead mice, my little feline friend. I always figured cats and cockroaches would be the last things standing. Well, and maybe politicians.
 
   With Stephen keeping close behind, Franklin headed toward what he thought was the east. A patchwork of clouds hid most of the stars, and even with goggles, the darkness slowed their progress. At least the Zapheads’ eyes would be easier to see in such conditions.
 
   They must have walked half a mile, avoiding open lots and wide streets, instead sticking to alleys and tree-covered yards. Stephen tripped once, ripping the knee of his jeans and scraping his skin, but he gamely refused to stop and rest. The land assumed a mild incline, and they emerged from a stand of bare trees to see the ruins of the courthouse that dominated the town. This section of town featured two-story apartments and townhouses, and their black hulks rose around them like forgotten castles.
 
   “The stronghold is a few blocks below that,” Franklin said. “We can be there in maybe forty-five minutes.”
 
   A groan behind them caused Franklin to swivel with his rifle leading the way, finger sliding to the trigger. Over the course of the journey he’d relaxed his guard a little, lulled into a false sense of security, but now the adrenaline surged through him. He was ready to kill in the space of one heartbeat.
 
   “Duh—don’t shoot me,” came a strained voice some fifty feet away, muffled by its echo.
 
   Franklin squinted into the darkness. Although he reasoned that the speaker wasn’t a threat or else Franklin would already be dead, he still stepped protectively in front of Stephen. “Who is it?”
 
   “One of you.”
 
   “One of you who? There’s lots of ‘yous’ running around out here.”
 
   “A…human.”
 
   Yeah. Obviously. You haven’t tried to tear my ears off the side of my head and your eyes aren’t glowing like the headlights of hell.
 
   Franklin told Stephen to wait where he was and he stepped toward the voice, which originated from an apartment vestibule off the main street. Now he could make out the man’s form, sitting up against a low brick wall alongside a metal fence. His hair looked wet, and Franklin realized it was blood. He wore body armor and camouflage gear, but he had no weapon or helmet. One of his legs was twisted at an impossible angle, a sharp sliver of bone sticking out from a gash in his pants below his calf.
 
   “Are you with Hilyard?” Franklin asked, although he didn’t recognize the man.
 
   “I was, in the old days. Before the shit hit the fan.” The man tried to grin but it turned into a wince of pain. “You’re that dude…the hermit. Saw you at the bunker.”
 
   “So you’re with Shipley.” Even though the soldier looked helpless and, indeed, headed for the buzzards’ breakfast, Franklin kept the muzzle of his rifle trained on him. “Looks like you got what you deserve.”
 
   “I did what I had to do, after Hilyard deserted us,” the man wheezed.
 
   “That’s not the way I heard it. Shipley led a mutiny and took command. And that’s what I saw while you assholes were holding me prisoner.”
 
   “Shipley took command, all right, but somebody had to, once Hilyard went rogue. You got anything to drink?”
 
   Franklin didn’t have much mercy to spare for the enemy, but a little show of humanity was a good last lesson for the man to take with him to the Pearly Gates. Taking care not to alter his aim, he eased his backpack from his shoulders and fished through it for one of the water bottles. He knelt and held it out, bracing for the man to lunge at him.
 
   But the man merely reached with a weak, trembling hand and took the bottle, then struggled trying to twist the cap free. He was probably in his early twenties, barely old enough to raise a beard, but trauma had given him a wizened, taut visage that made him look like he was going on eighty.
 
   The soldier chuckled darkly and said, “I was hoping for whiskey but I guess this will have to do.”
 
   He finally managed a drink and the first swallow caused him to cough. Franklin stepped back to the street, keeping one eye on the wounded soldier, and called Stephen. When the boy arrived, Franklin said, “Just stay behind me, no matter what.”
 
   Franklin knelt again in front of the soldier, whose eyes were now closed. A long open furrow of flesh ran from just beneath his jaw to the top of his scalp. For a moment, Franklin thought the man was dead, but he coughed and jerked alert. “Where…am…I?”
 
   “Paradise.”
 
   “Where’s that water?” The man still held the bottle but couldn’t feel it.
 
   Franklin said, “Why would Hilyard go rogue?”
 
   “We got…word from McLean, Virginia. The government bunkers outside D.C. The president died, but a handful of cabinet members made it out.”
 
   “Word? How did you get word?” Franklin was so intrigued he forgot his caution. 
 
   “Shielded radio. Shortwave. Lots of bunkers were protected. They have combat gear, trucks, tanks, even some choppers and few single-engine planes. Not just there, but Colorado, Nevada, Oregon, Maine, a few other places. And not small bunkers like ours, but goddamned caverns as big as the Superdome.”
 
   Franklin wondered if the man was delirious, but the information jibed with his own paranoid beliefs: no matter what the catastrophe, the U.S. government would find a way to save its own ass. They didn’t extort all those trillions in tax dollars just to give it to the poor.
 
   And if the man was lying, he had little to gain. He was dead either way, and this was quite an elaborate story to concoct in the final hours of his life. And, really, with his small, beady eyes and pinched forehead, the man didn’t look all that creative.
 
   Franklin lifted the bottle so the man could take another sip. He could feel Stephen watching over his shoulder and saw no reason to make the boy look away. He’d already witnessed far worse in the last four months.
 
   “What’s your name, son?” Franklin asked.
 
   “Denny Fernandez.”
 
   “Hell of a name, Denny. So, why didn’t Hilyard like this news from the government? He’s under their command.”
 
   “Because he was already used to running the show. Once you get a taste of the throne, you don’t want to give it up.”
 
   Power and ego corrupted people’s minds, but that didn’t match the behavior he’d witnessed in Hilyard. But of course, wasn’t that what was happening right now? Gathering as many people as he could, taking charge, and running things by his own rules? Franklin had gone along with it simply because Denny Fernandez here was right—somebody had to be in charge. But now he was reevaluating all of Hilyard’s actions since the officer had shown up at his compound with Rachel, DeVontay, and Stephen.
 
   True, Hilyard fought Shipley’s troops, but if this man was telling the truth, then Hilyard was likely hungry to regain his bunker. Shipley was no saint, either, but the throne seemed to drive anyone who perched on it just a little batshit, whether the kingdom was a dozen square miles or an entire continent.
 
   “The government,” Franklin said. “What’s their plan?”
 
   “Orders are to secure…” The man’s voice grew fainter and he closed his eyes again. “My leg hurts like a son of a bitch. But I can’t really feel the rest of me. Just a little cold.”
 
   “It’s winter, son.” Franklin looked up and the first blush of dawn tinged the ribbed clouds in the east. He pushed his goggles down beneath his chin so he could meet the dying man’s eyes. “But all things must pass.”
 
   The man attempted to straighten up as if for parade inspection. “Orders are to secure any nearby towns and eliminate any mutant resistance, sir,” the soldier recited as if from some dim memory. His last sentence was spoken with the force of all his remaining energy. “Stand your ground, because the United States Cavalry rides again.”
 
   The soldier let out a gurgling sigh and sagged into his final rest. Franklin stood and looked at Stephen, who shook his head. “The cavalry?”
 
   “Television,” Franklin said. “Some asshole always thinks he needs to tame the Wild West instead of letting it be. The only thing that changes is the horses.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   DeVontay’s hope that he could sneak the baby into the stronghold proved to be a false one.
 
   A sentry challenged him three blocks from the square, shouting down at him from a metal fire escape. DeVontay held up his free hand to show he was unarmed, keeping the other under Kokona. “I’m one of you,” DeVontay called up to the man, who kept his weapon trained on him.
 
   “Tell him ‘Don’t shoot until you see the whites of their eyes,’” Kokona whispered. “Or ‘eye,’ in this case.”
 
   “You’re a real comedian, aren’t you?”
 
   “You’d better quit talking to me, or he’ll get suspicious.”
 
   “He’s got a rifle pointed at me. I don’t think he needs any encouragement.” DeVontay took a few steps forward, glancing around to see if any other sentries were watching. Someone could be behind a window, and the sun reflecting off the glass would conceal him or her. He would just have to chance it.
 
   “I’m DeVontay Jones,” he said to the sentry, a civilian in a jean jacket and wool cap. “I just returned from a scouting mission.”
 
   The muzzle didn’t waver. “Where’s the rest of your squad?”
 
   “They’re on the way. Corporal Volker sent me ahead since I found a survivor.” DeVontay offered the blanketed bundle up for viewing.
 
   The man squinted down, unsure of what he was supposed to be seeing. “A baby? Surviving after all this time?”
 
   “Found her in a house, along with some fresh blood. The corporal figured the mother or father must have recently been killed.” DeVontay hoped invoking Volker’s rank would carry some weight with the man.
 
   “That don’t make no sense,” the man said. “There can’t be any survivors in town that we don’t know about.”
 
   “We both know that’s not true. A smart person can hold out for months without anybody even knowing they exist. Zaphead or otherwise.”
 
   “I thought you guys were looking for a Zapper baby.” The guy sounded dubious now.
 
   “We were, but I just follow orders.” DeVontay gave a “whatever” shrug. “Come have a look if you don’t believe me.”
 
   Kokona kept her eyes closed, and DeVontay made sure her face was toward the dawn. That way, if any light squeezed out from between her lids, it could be mistaken for sunlight. But she looked for all the world like a normal sleeping baby.
 
   The sentry looked around as if seeking guidance, then eyed the narrow metal stairs leading to the street. “I’m not supposed to leave my post.”
 
   “I understand,” DeVontay said. “I guess I’d better check in with the lieutenant. He’ll know how to handle this. Going to be a pain in the ass, if you ask me. The thing starts bawling, and next thing you know, every Zaphead east of the Mississippi is going to be closing in on us.”
 
   The sentry looked out at the horizon as if the worst was already coming to pass. “Those things creep the hell out of me.”
 
   “Babies, or Zapheads?” DeVontay joked.
 
   “Both.”
 
   “Well, I’ll ask Hilyard not to put you on diaper duty, how’s that?”
 
   “Appreciate it, brother.”
 
   DeVontay gave a little wave of acknowledgment as he strolled past, careful to hide his limp even though his legs throbbed with several injuries and the strain of the long walk back. Turning the corner, he saw several people gathered around a trash barrel, warming their hands over a fire that oozed greasy black smoke. They didn’t see him, or didn’t care, and he entered the first door he came to, hoping no one was inside. It was a florist’s shop, the refrigerated cases full of wilted brown bouquets behind their glass doors.
 
   Kokona opened her eyes. “You could throw a whole lot of funerals with those.”
 
   “Pipe down, you squirt.” DeVontay walked to the back of the shop. The funeral home was still a block away, but it was outside the fortified perimeter Hilyard had organized around the main square. He’d seen the lines of vehicles blocking the streets, and no doubt snipers protected the area from above.
 
   The back of the shop featured a short hallway, with an office on one side and a musty restroom on the other. The back door was latched with an iron bar, and the lock was a button type that simply required a twist. He swiveled the bar and turned the knob, but before he exited, Kokona said, “So you think your ‘human baby’ trick is going to keep working?”
 
   “You have any better ideas?”
 
   “What do they deliver flowers in?”
 
   “Hell if I know.”
 
   “I thought you were a romantic.”
 
   “Yeah, but I was a poor one,” he said. “Didn’t have money for any flowers.”
 
   “Well, now you can have all the flowers you want. But what would you deliver them in?”
 
   He opened the storage closet, where vinyl wreaths, metal stands and rings, and gift boxes were stashed in disarray. The middle shelf featured a selection of wicker baskets, some of them tightly woven and strong enough to carry a cinder block.
 
   Or a baby.
 
   DeVontay glanced outside to make sure no one was coming, and then he placed the basket on the floor and tucked Kokona inside. It was a perfect fit, more snug than a baby carriage. He grabbed some polyester bunting and piled it over her until she was hidden.
 
   He lifted her and tested the weight. The handle strained a little but seemed sound enough. But how would he smuggle her to the funeral home without arousing suspicion?
 
   “Mmmf mmmf,” Kokona said, her voice muffled by the fabric.
 
   DeVontay peeled back enough so that he could see her. “What’s that?”
 
   “I’m food. You found some canned goods in a store and you’re bringing them to the kitchen.”
 
   “I don’t know about any kitchen,” DeVontay said.
 
   “Neither will anyone else.”
 
   DeVontay couldn’t argue with that. And he didn’t want to delay any longer. Rachel had died nearly eighteen hours ago. Kokona had revived Zapheads who were more than three days dead, but Rachel was half human. There were no guarantees, but the sooner the better. “Okay, let’s go for it.”
 
   He hoisted the basket under one arm and leaned it against his hip, and then steadied himself as he limped to the back door and pushed it open. The door led to a narrow alley full of shadows and trash. A strip of sunlight marked the intersection with the street, and DeVontay headed toward it, eyeing the rooftops for sentries.
 
   “Don’t look up,” Kokona said from beneath the fabric. “You’re just going about your business.”
 
   “In a world full of killers.”
 
   “Safe zone. You’re supposed to relax.”
 
   “You act like you’ve done this before.”
 
   “Maybe I read it in a book.”
 
   “Hush, now. Food doesn’t talk.” DeVontay walked into the sunlit street, gave a casual glance at the barricade of cars to his left, and continued toward the funeral home a hundred feet ahead. Two armed women stood talking under a ragged awning, but neither looked his way. DeVontay’s heart pounded not just from the threat of getting caught, but also because of what waited under the casket lid.
 
   He entered the home, which was just as he had left it, and made his way to the viewing room. When he reached the casket, he suffered a horrifying thought: What if she’s gone?
 
   But when he lifted the lid, there she was, which was almost as horrifying. Her skin hadn’t marbled, and she was still warm to the touch. No odor of corruption or decay lingered. The flesh around her eyes was a little purplish, but in the dimness, DeVontay could find no other flaw. Even the fatal wound in the center of her chest seemed unchanged, the blood not coagulated.
 
   “Rachel,” he whispered, and she looked so fresh, he almost expected her to answer.
 
   But she remained silent, and DeVontay set the basket on a chair in the front row. He uncovered Kokona, whose eyes were bright enough to match her smile. She patted her hands together. “Patty cake, patty cake!”
 
   “It’s time.” DeVontay lifted Kokona and held her over Rachel as he’d seen Stephen do back at the school. “Do what you do.”
 
   Kokona put her hands on Rachel’s face. “WHEE-ler, WHEE-ler, WHEE-ler,” she chanted, and then giggled.
 
   It occurred to DeVontay that, days ago, the Zapheads had welcomed Rachel as some kind of queen, perhaps even a messiah, the one who would lead them into the future. But the powers of the mutant babies had intensified, allowing them to summon and influence the rest of their tribe. With all the other babies dead, Kokona was the most powerful creature around. Would Kokona see Rachel as a threat?
 
   Or would Kokona force DeVontay to help her resurrect the other eight babies?
 
   Worry about that later. If there IS a later.
 
   A wave of heat raced through him, like a flash fever, and then he swayed with a rush of dizziness. His ears rang with a high, piercing whine. He was suddenly so weak he could barely hold Kokona aloft. He leaned against the casket to steady himself.
 
   Kokona pressed her hands against Rachel’s cheeks for maybe thirty seconds. DeVontay broke out in a clammy sweat. His mind raced with images of fire and blood, turbulent storms sending jolts of lightning around the perimeter of his skull. Kokona was like a glowing coal in his hands, but he didn’t drop her.
 
   The intense charge quickly faded, and DeVontay whispered, “Is it done?”
 
   Kokona didn’t answer. He half expected her to recite some sort of magic spell, although he’d seen nothing about her powers to suggest the supernatural. Just strange new science. DeVontay pulled the infant into a hug and stared down at Rachel. She lay motionless, not even an eyelid flickering.
 
   “Rachel, come back,” DeVontay said.
 
   Perhaps hearing him, she opened her eyes.
 
   They glowed like newborn suns formed from the hot mist of nothingness.
 
   DeVontay gasped in a mixture of awe and terror. This was what he wanted, yet he still wasn’t sure it was the right thing to do. This was playing God. But he was just human enough to do it anyway.
 
   Kokona squealed and clapped her little hands in delight.
 
   DeVontay leaned close to her face, gripping the edge of the casket with his free hand, Kokona balanced in the other. “Rachel, can you hear me?”
 
   Her eyes shifted back and forth, irises glittering gold against the volcanic sclera. She parted her lips, and a soft popping sound came out, as if air had infiltrated abandoned hollows.
 
   She stared at Kokona, whose own eyes glistened with a surging light.
 
   DeVontay said, louder. “It’s me. DeVontay.”
 
   She kept her gaze on Kokona as she spoke. “WHEE-ler.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   She remembered some things.
 
   Most were from after the change:
 
   The New People healing her gangrenous dog bite and making her New, too. The tribe calling her from the mountain to join with them and build a new way. The babies understanding they had more power than she did. Their voices going blank in her head as she returned to Newton to help them. The wild-eyed woman surrounded by tiny, bloody corpses aiming a gun at her. The universe exploding in her chest, followed by a kind of sleep. 
 
   A sleep that wasn’t fully dreamless, because pictures from Before emerged from the whispering murk:
 
   The feel of wet grass under her feet as she chased butterflies on a summer morning. Her first kiss with a boy at a school dance while “I Want To Hold Your Hand” played on bass-heavy speakers. The rush of panic when she realized her little sister Chelsea had been gone for far too long under the dark waters of a laughing lake. The day the sun blasted the planet with enough radiation to alter it forever.
 
   But lying there looking up at the beautiful child, everything seemed new. Air, language, the heat burning inside her—a cauldron of life she had never known was so urgent and vital.
 
   A fantasy is as good as a memory. Both are only real because you say so.
 
   And this new state—where her human self ran in the background like files on a computer while the revived Rachel surged with energy and ideas—wedded fantasy and memory into a hallucinatory stew.
 
   She immediately recognized Kokona, although they’d never met. The Asian baby with the beautiful eyes was sister, daughter, mother, and God all rolled into one. Kokona’s smile was warm and welcome, like a sunrise after a long winter.
 
   The dark-skinned man beside her—whose eyes didn’t burn and one was made of glass—made sounds with his mouth, and she repeated those sounds, although they had no meaning. The only meaning in her life was the child he held, and Rachel instinctively understood the man’s only value was in his care of the child.
 
   “Hello, Rachel Wheeler,” Kokona said, and the voice was like warm water poured out and bathing her.
 
   Rachel knew that name. She turned her head from side to side, flexing stiffened cords of muscle. Soft cloth on either side, a satin pillow under her head.
 
   Why am I lying here? I’m not sleepy at all.
 
   She sat up, looking around the strange platform and the rows of padded chairs around the room, its odd podiums bedecked with artificial flowers, thick red curtains hanging as if waiting to be drawn down at the solemn close of a stage play. This was a place for endings. Not New People.
 
   “Careful, honey,” DeVontay said, gripping her shoulder with a clumsy, dark hand. She comprehended his words now—their language was simplistic, it was stored in the nebulous computers inside her—and she understood his crude term of endearment.
 
   Affection. And his face…so serious.
 
   She wanted to laugh, in an imitation of Kokona’s gleeful giggle. His good eye rolled down to the center of her body, and she reached for the itching, wet spot on her chest. She wiped at it, and then concentrated so that the energy flowing through the rest of her swelled to a silent crescendo. She lifted the damage away—the memory of it, the fantasy of it—and tossed it into the air where the world absorbed it. The fabric covering her still bore a hole, as well as the red stains of leakage, but the flesh was now whole.
 
   DeVontay’s lone eye widened, and Kokona said, “Don’t be so surprised. This is what you wanted.”
 
   Rachel felt a ripple of something she identified as jealousy—not of DeVontay’s attention on her, but rather Kokona’s attention on DeVontay. Even though she recognized it as an old emotion, she was aware she would carry two worlds inside her: The human past and the mutant New.
 
   She didn’t want to be in this cushion-lined chamber any longer. She pushed her legs over the side and wriggled down until she was standing. DeVontay nearly dropped the child as he struggled to help her, not realizing she was perfectly capable. More than capable. More of everything.
 
   “How do you feel?” DeVontay asked.
 
   Feel? Feelings don’t matter anymore. You recognize them for what they are. They are fantasy and memory, and neither of those are real unless you make them so.
 
   Feelings aren’t fact. Feelings aren’t truth.
 
   Feelings ultimately fail.
 
   She accepted these truths, but something inside her tumbled and flipped like butterflies over wet grass.
 
   “Where are the others?” she asked Kokona.
 
   “Waiting.”
 
   DeVontay suddenly embraced her in a hug, Kokona pressed between them. He shook with a sob. “I thought you were gone. I thought I’d lost you.”
 
   “I’m here. I’m found.” She didn’t hug back. She couldn’t explain with words, because he would never understand. She wasn’t his to lose. She belonged to the New People.
 
   “I found Stephen,” DeVontay said, and that name tugged at her, too, summoning up fantasies and memories. “Franklin’s bringing him. But we need to get away from here. Hilyard and the others will probably kill you. Both of you.”
 
   Of course they would. The old Rachel thought New People and Old People could live together, but now she saw that was another fantasy. The only way After could work was if the Old People were removed. Old must always make way for New.
 
   But Stephen…
 
   You promised. You said you would be there for him and take care of him.
 
   Because of Chelsea…
 
   “How is he?” she asked DeVontay.
 
   “He carried me,” Kokona said. “He helped me fix some broken people. But the soldiers shot them again.”
 
   “Not all of them,” DeVontay said. “I mean, not all of you. Damn, this is confusing.”
 
   He laid Kokona down in the shiny silver box with the cushions and fabric. “You’ll be safe here.”
 
   Kokona kicked and wailed. “No. You have to hold me. I did what you wanted, and now you belong to me.”
 
   “No,” DeVontay said, his face contorted. “I belong to Rachel. And we’re getting out of here.”
 
   Anger. That emotion always led to violence with humans. That was why you had to deliver violence in return. Words and feelings could never bridge the two tribes. Feelings were not facts, and there was only one truth:
 
   Survival of the fittest.
 
   And the reason why Old and New could never live together.
 
   “Rachel, we need to leave,” DeVontay said, reaching for her.
 
   She flung out an arm to repel his advance, and the blow was so swift and powerful that it drove the wind from his lungs and sent him reeling against the shiny box. He dropped to his knees, gasping and wheezing. He stared up at her in disbelief.
 
   “I’m not leaving,” she said. “I live here.”
 
   “They’ll kill you.”
 
   “We’ll see about that.”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   Oh, that word. The ultimate fantasy. Laughing would have been too human. The New way was to let such words stay back there in the silent computer, where electrons fired and faded and facts formed themselves.
 
   “You can carry me now,” Kokona said. “You know how.”
 
   “Yes.” Rachel couldn’t save Chelsea, but she could save Kokona and the rest of their tribe. But Chelsea was only a memory. Why did it stir her inside and cause her to suffer an uneasy feeling?
 
   DeVontay got to his feet and took a wary step toward her. “I love you,” he said, without fear or anger.
 
   The way he said it made love sound like more than a fantasy. Like it was a fact.
 
   The veiled computer in her head whirred and smoked. She was new, but not all the way. She was still Rachel Wheeler. Not all the way Rachel either, but enough.
 
   She was afraid to speak. Kokona was in her head, breaking apart her thoughts. She couldn’t trust which was fantasy and which was fact. She brushed past DeVontay and grabbed the baby, then raced for the door. She was across the room in three steps and nearly slammed into the door.
 
   “Rachel!” DeVontay called from behind her. “Don’t go out there. They’ll—”
 
   Kokona’s voice filled her head: GO THERE GO NOW.
 
   She still possessed memories of doors and knobs and streets, as well as bullets, pain, and love. She still carried all the facts of her life, and the new tide of voices and thoughts couldn’t totally swamp them. She remembered the idea that used to glow inside her, the voice that hushed all the others. It was named “God,” and it was just a fantasy, but for her, it was also a fact. The contradiction jarred her and prevented her from slipping into thousands of mutants tugging her under their tide.
 
   She was still human.
 
   No matter how many times the Zapheads changed her, she couldn’t leave herself behind. She couldn’t lose the memories and fantasies. But she also knew her eyes were glowing. The Old People would kill her.
 
   As Rachel burst into the sunlit street, Kokona laughed in her ear. “Let’s find those dead babies.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   “What happened out there?” Hilyard asked.
 
   The lieutenant had set himself up a sweet little command post in a bank building, taking the president’s office in the back. Nice oak desk, oil paintings of sailboats, soft leather chair. Franklin could see how things were now. His natural paranoia had always served him well, and he wasn’t going to give up now just because he had rejoined the human race.
 
   Brock stood behind the officer, rifle slung over his shoulder, arms crossed. The frat boy looked like he was adjusting just fine to military life. Maybe Sierra was impressed, but more likely she was out there running things while the men played tin soldier.
 
   Franklin didn’t think the truth would hurt, although he certainly wasn’t going to share all his information. Just the part that would keep him and Stephen alive until they could figure out the next move. He’d left Stephen in the care of Sierra, who was also watching Marina. Jorge, who’d arrived at the downtown stronghold half an hour after Franklin, slouched in a chair by the door, rubbing his bleary eyes.
 
   “It’s all true,” Franklin said. “We got ambushed at the school and fought our way out. I’d guess there are maybe a hundred of them. I can’t be sure, but it seemed like more showed up as the night went on.”
 
   Hilyard, who managed to remain ramrod straight while perched in the cozy high-backed chair, gave a curt, grim nod. “We heard the gunfire. I didn’t want to risk sending out more resources until we knew the enemy strength.”
 
   So, we’re just a “resource” to you? That’s what career Army does to you. Brass tacks and bullshit.
 
   “We didn’t bug out right away,” Franklin continued. “We wanted to see what the deal was. The baby was there, all right. Bringing the dead ones back to life.”
 
   Hilyard didn’t seem overly surprised, or maybe he maintained his stony countenance as a matter of professional pride. “What did this event look like?”
 
   Franklin shrugged and lied a little. “One of the Zapheads held the baby while it put its little hands on the face of the dead Zaphead. Fifteen seconds later, abracadabra, another Zap on the hoof.”
 
   “Is that how you observed the event, Jorge?”
 
   Jorge pushed back his hair and said, “I didn’t see any of that. I became separated from the others. I was fortunate to make it back here at all.”
 
   “You missed all the fun,” Franklin said, carefully watching Hilyard for a reaction. “Things got crazy when Shipley showed up out of nowhere.”
 
   One of Hilyard’s eyebrow s might have twitched, but other than that, business as usual. Brock smirked and snorted, but then realized that probably wasn’t the proper comportment.
 
   “Shipley’s bunch gunned some of them down, but the baby brought them right back. Kind of like a no-win situation, if you need a cliché. When the Zappers attacked Shipley, they all scattered. I have no idea where they are now—Shipley or the Zaps.”
 
   “The other squads returned before midnight,” Hilyard said. “None of them engaged the enemy. So we can assume they are massed in that sector.”
 
   “They’re likely on the move. Seems to me like they were a lot more aggressive. Not like the early days, but with some brains behind it. And like they knew if they died, no problem, they’d be back on the front lines tomorrow.”
 
   “Not ideal,” Hilyard said. “Combines the mindset of the Japanese kamikaze with the sheer endless waves of Red Chinese. A most formidable enemy.”
 
   “We’ve got ammo and the grenade launcher,” Brock said. “As long as they don’t hit us the same time as Shipley does, we can handle them.”
 
   “I saw Shipley’s troops headed out of town, toward the north,” Jorge said. “Back toward the mountains.”
 
   “Retreating, huh?” Hilyard said. “I’m not surprised. ‘Hit-and-run’ is the only tactic he knows.”
 
   “Let me take a squad out after him, sir,” Brock said. “With a couple of your men along, we can head him off before he makes it back to his rat-hole.”
 
   Hilyard waved a hand of dismissal without bothering to turn around. “He’s not the primary threat right now.”
 
   No, because you’ve got your little kingdom sewn up, don’t you? With Shipley out of the way, there’s nobody to challenge your throne.
 
   “The Zapheads may take care of the problem,” Jorge said. “There are many of them.”
 
   “And your one-eyed friend DeVontay?” Hilyard asked. “Missing in action or casualty of war?”
 
   “Missing,” Franklin said. “Guess we lost a resource. Wouldn’t be surprised if he turned up sometime today, but I’m going out looking for him after I get a snooze in.”
 
   “No one leaves the fortifications without permission,” Hilyard said. “If the Zapheads are massing for an attack, we’ll need every warm body we can get. Too bad you didn’t kill the baby.”
 
   “Speaking of which, what happened to the other eight babies? If this ninth baby can bring them back to life, that’s a whole lot of faith healers running out building a Zap army of the dead.”
 
   “They’re in the hospital with the rest of the corpses,” Hilyard said.
 
   “We’re gonna burn that shit down,” Brock said with a disturbing amount of glee. “Hitler’s ovens won’t hold a candle to the great Newton Zap Extermination.”
 
   Jorge stood and headed for the door. “If you amigos will excuse me, I should rest.”
 
   Hilyard frowned as the Mexican exited, as if the man had violated protocol by not only waiting for his dismissal but in failing to salute. Franklin bit back a smile, but he was grinning like a poached possum on the inside. Joys were few and far between in these dark days, and he didn’t mind seeing a government weasel choke on his own sense of formality.
 
   “One thing that’s got me bothered,” Hilyard said.
 
   “What’s that?” Franklin deliberately avoided adding the expected “sir.”
 
   “You two civilians made it back alive, along with Stephen, who just happens to turn up in Newton.”
 
   “You know the boy is tougher than buffalo jerky. He’s a fast learner.”
 
   “Yeah. He walks thirty miles through Zapheads and Shipley’s unit, not a scratch. But one of my highly trained corporals doesn’t pull through. And you show up with her goggles and rifle.”
 
   “She died honorably, doing her duty,” Franklin said. Feed the man a heap of his own cow flop and see how it tastes.
 
   “Overcome by events,” Hilyard said. “I expected better of Volker.”
 
   Disappointed in one of your “resources”? I think whatever the military stored in that bunker has boiled your brains, because you’re almost as bad as Shipley.
 
   Franklin forced himself to consider that the dying soldier’s final words might have been a lie. Maybe the soldier had seen it as a duty to feed false information about Hilyard and Shipley, one last personal badge of honor to flash at whatever afterlife club he tried to enter. Franklin didn’t need much to push him over into conspiracy theories and shadow motives. But these little Mussolini wannabes were playing low-stakes poker while their race faced extinction, and that’s what really jammed sand in Franklin’s craw.
 
   If he was willing to go “All for one and one for all,” then so should the rest of the survivors.
 
   But he didn’t want to sit here all morning. He was pretty sure DeVontay had returned with the baby, and that Rachel was alive again. When it came to resources, his granddaughter was one he valued most highly. She was better than buried backyard gold.
 
   “Well, Lieutenant, looks like you have things organized pretty well around here,” he said, standing on weary legs. “The Zappers won’t have a chance.”
 
   “We got enough food and ammo to hold out until spring,” Brock said. “We’re good to go.”
 
   “We set up a barracks across the street in that clothing boutique. Smells like incense and hippies in there, but otherwise it’s dry and comfortable. See Page, she’ll set you up. There’s breakfast if you want it, over at the drug store.”
 
   Franklin gave the man a salute just for kicks. “Thanks, Lieutenant.”
 
   As he left, he was thinking: Screw the barracks. I’m going to see Rachel.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Stephen hadn’t felt this safe in a long time.
 
   There weren’t many soldiers around, just enough of them to make him feel safe. And these troops didn’t seem to be psychos, although he wasn’t sure how anybody could tell the difference until they started doing psycho things. But a lot of normal people were around, too, even though most of them had guns. And kids—there were even kids here.
 
   The nice woman, Sierra, gave him a bowl of soup that tasted of tin cans, but at least it had lots of ingredients, unlike the plain cans of green beans and pinto beans he’d been eating for weeks. Sure, he’d rather have some Slim Jims and candy bars, but a little nutrition wouldn’t kill him.
 
   “Is it warm enough?” Sierra asked, giving him a smile that reminded him of Rachel’s. She wore her blonde hair pulled in a ponytail, and it shone in the sunlight through the window as if she’d recently washed it.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “It’s yummers.”
 
   The little girl with them, who was a year or two younger than Stephen, looked at him for the first time since they’d been introduced. Her eyes were red and sad, hollowed out like she’d seen something bad and couldn’t forget it. Well, Stephen could relate to that.
 
   “What does ‘yummers’ mean?” She pushed her spoon around in her soup, not eating anything.
 
   “Good,” he said, giving an exaggerated rub of his belly. “You know. Yummy.”
 
   “Oh.” She looked out the window and far away.
 
   Sierra, sitting beside her, put an arm around her. “You need to keep your strength up, Marina. Just try to get down a few bites, okay?”
 
   Stephen made a show of really chowing down, slurping and lapping and shoveling his food into his mouth, juice leaking down his chin. He even tilted back his head and let out a huge belch, which caused her to smile. He didn’t really care much for girls, but since the solar storms he’d not met many kids besides those at the compound in Stonewall, and that hadn’t turned out so well.
 
   They sat in the front-window booth of a drug store, which was warm because the stove burned propane gas, and Sierra said the tank was full so they left all the burners on. An old man with a white apron tended some pots at the stove, and he had some kind of meat sizzling on the steel griddle. Even with the vents open, the air was smoky and greasy.
 
   People had been coming in and out all morning, some of them sitting on round stools at the counter, others taking booths and chatting. Sierra and others drank from ceramic mugs of coffee, which smelled kind of stale and bitter but that didn’t stop anybody.
 
   This is a solid set-up, except for the Zaphead army roaming the town. Franklin’s compound is pretty cool, especially the goats, but it’s good to be around people for a change.
 
   The only problem was that no one would tell him where Rachel was. Franklin wouldn’t answer him and just said they’d catch up with her later, which was weird, because Franklin usually didn’t beat around the bush.
 
   “You walked a long way on your own,” Sierra said to him.
 
   “Yes, ma’am, I came to find Rachel Wheeler.”
 
   Sierra glanced away, ignoring him, and said to Marina, “He’s very brave, just like you are.”
 
   Stephen wondered what the girl’s story was, and then decided it didn’t matter. Everyone had stories these days. Everybody had lost somebody. And what you did when that happened was find new people. It was natural.
 
   Now the girl had found Sierra, and at least she still had her dad. Although her dad looked a little hollow-eyed himself. He’d come into the store, talked to her for a moment, drank a bottle of orange juice, and left again, restless and quiet. Franklin had talked about the Jiminez family, but the wife was nowhere around. Stephen figured that was the cause of their shared misery.
 
   “Did you see any Zapheads?” the girl asked Stephen, finally meeting his eyes again.
 
   He wanted to brag and tell about how he’d been surrounded by a whole pack of them, and how the baby had brought them back to life while he held her, but that would probably scare her. In truth, he was still scared himself. He didn’t know how many people knew about this resurrection business, but a thing like that could cause a panic. The peace wouldn’t last, so why upset people for no good reason? Let them eat their fried canned ham and pretend for a while longer that they were in a normal small town, going about their day.
 
   “I saw some Zappers,” Stephen said. “But I ran like crazy.”
 
   “That’s smart,” Sierra said. “You must have—”
 
   “My momma wanted me to be a Zaphead,” Marina cut in. “She killed all the babies.”
 
   “Bummer,” Stephen said. She was kind of breaking the rules. You didn’t talk about real stuff. That destroyed the illusion. They were all sitting here having some chow before school and work and all that, whatever people did in Newton, and she had to blow it.
 
   She’s only a kid. Give her a break.
 
   Stephen figured it was a good idea to change the subject. “Do you like comic books?”
 
   “No,” she said, looking down at her cold soup. “I like to draw.”
 
   “Well!” Sierra said brightly. “I’ll see if I can find some paper and crayons.”
 
   After she left to prowl the stationary section, Stephen said, “Grown-ups never tell you the full truth. That’s what I like about Rachel. She was a school counselor, so she’s real good with kids. Maybe you can talk to her?”
 
   Marina shook her head. “No.”
 
   “It might help. I promise, she doesn’t just mouth a bunch of mumbo jumbo. She actually listens.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   “It’s hard at first—”
 
   Marina flung out an arm, swept her bowl of soup to the floor with a crash, and stood with a sudden force that startled Stephen. The conversation at the lunch counter died, and the popping of griddle grease was the only sound. That made Marina’s words pound even more like a rain of blows: “I can’t talk to her because MY MOMMA KILLED HER!”
 
   Stephen sat back, staring at the black-haired girl, not understanding. The girl had cracked. Sierra ran from the back of the store, dropping the items she’d gathered. While she wrapped her arms around Marina, Stephen watched the girl’s face go from contorted to blank again, skin stretching like Mister Fantastic’s in the comic books.
 
   Rachel’s here. DeVontay and Franklin both told me she was waiting.
 
   But the way Sierra was looking at him—that pathetic, half-truth gaze as if she pitied a sick puppy—told him all he needed to know.
 
   Several sensations hit him at once. A coldness crept up from his fingers and toes. His head burned with a sudden fever. The soup roiled in his stomach and roped several acidic inches up his esophagus. Voices picked up their conversations again, just more coffee chatter on a perfectly normal day in Newton. The store blurred, and then the tears broke and spilled down his cheeks.
 
   “I was supposed to…” He wasn’t even aware he was talking. “She…”
 
   The seat squeaked beside him and a hand touched his shoulder. “Sorry. I didn’t mean it.”
 
   He nodded. Why blame her? She was just a kid.
 
   The sorrow was so big all he could do was focus on a small thing: the soup spattered on the floor, like watery blood, gleaming white shards of ceramic accenting the pattern. She could draw, all right, even when she didn’t have crayons.
 
   But as he danced around the truth of it, anger sliced through the numbness.
 
   DeVontay lied to me. Franklin lied to me.
 
   A thin arm snaked around his shoulders and her head rested on his shoulders. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   And he understood she was sorry not for saying it, but because it happened. He let her keep her head there for a minute. He didn’t sob, at least he managed that much, because he didn’t want Marina to feel him shake. He was brave, a Little Man, and Rachel would want him to set a good example.
 
   And he knew exactly what Rachel would want him to say. “I’m sorry about your momma,” he said, managing to keep his voice from cracking while still being audible.
 
   When her hand found his, her fingers were so frail, he was afraid to squeeze back, so he just let his hand lay there like a fish. He’d never held hands with a girl before. It wasn’t as gross as he always thought it would be. Then she trembled, and his shoulder was wet beneath his shirt, and she snuffled a good, juicy double-load of wet snot.
 
   They held each other and shared a cry, his silent and stern, hers gooey and loud. The others went about their business, Sierra went to warm up her coffee or something, and Stephen let the emptiness grow inside him.
 
   When he was full of it, he just closed his eyes and listened to Marina’s breath.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Franklin was headed for the funeral home, under the pretense of preparing his granddaughter for her burial, when DeVontay came out of the building and stood under the shade of the portico.
 
   “I couldn’t wait any longer,” DeVontay said, but there was something wrong with his face. As if he was staring into dark water at the bottom of a well and his reflection was missing. “I couldn’t leave Rachel alone.”
 
   “Me and Stephen got cut off by Zappers.”
 
   DeVontay nodded. “So he made it, too. That’s good.”
 
   That was when Franklin realized something was very wrong. Where was Kokona? Had DeVontay already done it? Why hadn’t he waited? “Did it work?”
 
   DeVontay nodded again, a wooden gesture, like a ventriloquist’s dummy repeating a rehearsed move.
 
   Franklin strode toward the door, heart jumping in an uneven rhythm. He was half afraid, half ecstatic. He’d accepted that he would take Rachel any way he could get her, as long as she was alive. Glittery eyes, killer impulse, even vegetative coma.
 
   But when he pushed the door open, he saw the casket angled off the bier, the bottom resting on the floor and the lid flung open. It was empty.
 
   Franklin turned, the question already forming on his lips.
 
   “Rachel took the baby and ran,” DeVontay said. “I couldn’t catch her. She was…fast.”
 
   So she could walk. She came back from the dead. We really did it. We played God, and God help us.
 
   Somehow the miracle lost its power because he hadn’t witnessed it. Intellectually he accepted it because he’d seen the revival of the Zapheads. Even now, he couldn’t think of her as a Zaphead. Until he saw it for himself, she was Rachel.
 
   Back from the dead. A hell of a thing.
 
   “Was she all there?” he asked, glancing up and down the street as if expecting her to come walking up. “Like, able to think and talk?”
 
   “Sort of,” DeVontay said.
 
   “Damn it, man, talk straight. Is she Rachel again or not?”
 
   “Yeah. But she’s gone. She’s not one of us anymore.”
 
   “Worse than before?”
 
   “She acted like she didn’t know me.”
 
   Seeing her as a half-mutant had been horrible enough, but at least she’d known the people around her. But even then, the pull of the Zapheads was stronger than anything the human world offered her. And her new tribe no longer had any interest in peaceful coexistence. If she was fully changed now, wouldn’t she be eager to exterminate all humans, even those she once loved?
 
   “You should have waited for me,” Franklin said, although he wasn’t sure what he would have done. Sealed her in the casket? Killed her again?
 
   “I was afraid of brain damage if it didn’t happen soon. But I should have known better. Kokona was so eager to help.”
 
   “Why did Rachel take the baby?” Franklin twisted his beard so tightly that several wiry hairs broke loose between his fingers.
 
   “The baby—she controls whoever carries her. I thought I was getting her to help because she didn’t want to die. But she’s the one who got what she wanted.”
 
   Franklin wanted to slap the man out of his stupor. Just because he was moony-eyed in love didn’t mean he had to lose his senses. “Where are they going?”
 
   DeVontay looked past the square to the big building beyond the jail. Only the top floors of the hospital were visible from here, windows gray and silver in the sun. “The other babies.”
 
   “Why? The other babies are dead—holy shit. No.”
 
   “Kokona wants to bring all the babies back.”
 
   “That hospital’s full of Zappers. They could raise an army. How long ago did they leave?”
 
   “Fifteen, twenty minutes.”
 
   “And you’ve just been standing here all this time?”
 
   “They’ve won. It doesn’t matter anymore. Between what we saw last night, and with more Zapheads on the way from all over, we don’t have a chance.”
 
   “Damn it, DeVontay, I’m going to kick your ass. Do you think Rachel would put up with you talking that way? Now, come on, let’s get over there and deal with it.”
 
   DeVontay laughed. “What? You’re going to tell Hilyard and have him send in the storm troopers?”
 
   “They plan to burn down the hospital. One big funeral pyre.”
 
   “Maybe that’s for the best.”
 
   “I don’t know you anymore, son.” Franklin headed back toward the stronghold. He didn’t know if a weapon would help, but he wanted to be ready for anything. He was breathing hard and his lungs were on fire by the time he reached the square, waving at the sentries so he wouldn’t be gunned down. Hilyard established an armory in the bank along with his command post, but Franklin had hidden his rifle upon returning to the stronghold that morning.
 
   People moved along the streets, talking and smoking, while others sat in the sun and cleaned and reloaded their weapons. Franklin avoided interaction and kept his gaze on the ground, but Stephen’s voice froze him in place because he could tell immediately: He knows.
 
   The boy ran up to him and pounded him twice on the chest with the bottoms of his fists, but then seemed to gather himself. The pain was evident on his face, but also a cold resolve. “She’s dead and you didn’t tell me.”
 
   Franklin got down on one arthritic knee so he could be near eye level. “She’s not dead, Stephen. Listen very carefully, and don’t do anything to draw attention. You can be cool, right, Little Man?”
 
   “Don’t call me that.” Stephen delivered the venom in a steady tone but with plenty of suppressed anger.
 
   “She’s alive, but she’s one of them now. Not like before. She’s—”
 
   The boy’s mouth fell open. “You resurrected her?”
 
   Franklin glanced around to see if anyone had overheard. To the others, it probably looked like an old man and a kid sharing sorrow over a tragedy. Nothing remarkable at all about that.
 
   “DeVontay and Kokona did. But Rachel took the baby to the hospital, where all the dead Zaps are. I’m going to get her.”
 
   “I’m coming with you.”
 
   “No, Stephen, it’s not—”
 
   “Don’t give me that bull dookie. Nothing is safe anymore. And what’s the worst that can happen? You let her get killed again? I think I can handle it. I’ve had lots of practice.”
 
   Franklin nodded. “Okay. But she’s not Rachel anymore. She might not recognize us. She might even try to kill us.”
 
   “Kokona will be controlling her. But we promised to help each other, didn’t we?”
 
   “Yeah.” Franklin gave another look around. Someone had tied an American flag to the Confederate cavalry statue. Franklin wondered if the perpetrator appreciated the irony of the act. Probably not. “All right, let’s go. Keep your eyes straight ahead.”
 
   “What about DeVontay?”
 
   “He’s no good. Out of it.”
 
   Stephen nodded. “All right.”
 
   They walked side by side for several blocks, slipping through the barricaded street and heading toward the hospital. None of the sentries hailed them, and Franklin didn’t even look up to the rooftops to count them. Apparently Hilyard hadn’t imposed any restrictions on movement, much less a state of martial law.
 
   When they reached the Jeep where Franklin had hidden his weapon, he asked Stephen if he wanted a gun.
 
   “I had a knife but Kokona made me drop it,” Stephen said. “I would have killed her if I’d known what she had planned. I mean…I could have killed her if she let me.”
 
   “I’m putting a bullet in her. Whether she wants me to or not.”
 
   “Right in the head,” Stephen said. “Make those eyes go dark forever. And there won’t be anyone around to bring her back.”
 
   They crossed the jail’s parking lot, which featured splotches of blood here and there among the vehicles. Franklin was surprised Hilyard hadn’t posted sentries at the hospital, but the lieutenant assumed Kokona was far away, organizing the mutants to attack. He probably didn’t believe Zapheads could actually return from the dead. Who could blame him?
 
   They circled around to the back of the jail, approaching the hospital from the side rather than the emergency room entrance. The bay doors had been jammed open to make transportation of the dead easier. Two ambulances were parked near the entrance, which gave them cover as they made their way inside. The odor hit them right away, a fecund tide of stale, cool air.
 
   Stretchers had been wheeled into the hallway and waiting room, and on these lay the bodies of dead humans, respectfully covered in sheets. Stains and dried blood blotched most of them, and here and there a mottled hand dangled off the side. The Zapheads, though, had been tossed willy-nilly on the tiled floor, some in piles, others propped up obscenely in waiting-room chairs.
 
   “I don’t see any babies,” Stephen whispered.
 
   Franklin waved the barrel of his rifle toward a set of swivel doors beside the admitting station. “Must be back there.”
 
   “Where it’s dark.”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Franklin thought about ordering the boy to wait here, but he couldn’t leave him with all these corpses. He eased open one of the doors, which led to a corridor that held a line of sick bays partitioned off with curtains. He’d have to prop the doors open to allow light because there were few windows on the first floor, and most were in patient rooms. He wheeled the nearest gurney against the door, and when he jammed it in place, he recognized the long black hair spilling from beneath one end of the lumpy, rumpled sheet. This was Rosa Jiminez, or what was left of her.
 
   “Can’t be far,” Franklin said, waiting for Stephen to join him. They navigated the corridor, checking each bay as they passed, wary of every shadow.
 
   As their eyes adjusted to the emergency ward’s dimness, Franklin noted a metallic, medicinal odor. The ward was a clutter of blankets, bandages, drip feeds, and diagnostic instruments. In the immediate wake of the solar storms, this place must have been a madhouse. The floor looked carpeted in spots, but it was actually patches of dried blood that had grown a fuzz of mold.
 
   “Why would they put the babies back here?” Stephen asked.
 
   “Don’t know,” Franklin said, although he was beginning to suspect the babies were not here. He wasn’t around during the clean-up, and he could just imagine Brock deciding to pile up the babies and burn them on the spot, or dump them in a creek somewhere.
 
   The gloomy hospital was giving him the creeps, and he couldn’t take another lungful of the bad air. “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   A screech and clatter, and suddenly they were in near darkness. The gurney containing Rosa’s body had rolled out of the way, allowing the doors to swing shut.
 
   Except it wasn’t an accident.
 
   Three sets of burning eyes hovered in the black.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   The rules had changed.
 
   And Jorge accepted that the stronghold in Newton would never be able to withstand the Zapheads for long, not when the mutants could summon new recruits from the ranks of their dead. And Franklin’s mountain compound would only be secure as long as no Zapheads ever discovered its location. The big cities would be worse, and even his yearning to head back to Mexico seemed more like suicidal folly than an actual plan.
 
   If he only had himself to consider, he still might try to cross the country. But he had to think of Marina. And he could only imagine one place he’d felt secure since the solar storms: Shipley’s bunker.
 
   So if betraying Hilyard was the only way to protect his daughter, he’d pay that price a hundred times over. Too bad Franklin and the others would have to die, too, but in the end they weren’t family. They weren’t blood. They were foreigners. When it came down to his daughter or the human race, there was no debate.
 
   After leaving Marina at the drugstore in the care of Sierra, he returned to the bank where Hilyard had established headquarters. When he entered the office that now served as an armory, a college-aged man with a scruffy goatee and wire-rimmed eyeglasses was sitting in a chair by the door, flipping through a rumpled copy of Sports Illustrated. The man set the magazine aside and dispensed the kind of dark humor that so many adopted to deal with their terror. “Wonder if the Lakers will win it all this year.”
 
   “My bet is on the Bulls.” Jorge didn’t know one basketball team from another, but he’d heard a fellow farmhand complaining about the Bulls.
 
   “They haven’t been worth a damn since Jordan left,” the man said. “Maybe they can recruit some of these Zappers, though, and make a playoff run.”
 
   “The Zapheads will all be dead by the time we’re done with them.”
 
   “Ha, that’s the spirit. Kick ass and take names. I’ve already shot three of them myself. What about you?”
 
   “I’ve killed a dozen.”
 
   “That’s a lot of notches in the belt, my friend. I’m surprised the lieutenant hasn’t given you a promotion.”
 
   “I haven’t joined his army.”
 
   “Yeah, I know what you mean, but times have changed. I was on a camping trip with some buddies when things went haywire. We were hiking the Appalachian Trail one minute, and the next, the four people I was with just dropped dead. I was lucky, because I watched the highways and figured things out so I avoided the worst of it. When I found Brock’s group, man, I was so glad to not be alone anymore.”
 
   Jorge stared at a framed print of a pastoral landscape, a flower-filled meadow bright with gold and green. “I had a family.”
 
   “Holy shit,” the man said. “You’re the guy who greased his wife. That’s some heavy baggage, man.”
 
   Jorge feigned a moment of sorrow, shuddering a sob while closing the door behind him as if he didn’t want anyone to witness his unmanly display. The guard looked away with embarrassment and picked up the magazine again.
 
   Jorge eyed the assault rifles leaning against the wall. Piled on a desk were two dozen different handguns of all styles and sizes, magazines, and boxes of single bullets and plastic-coated shells. Five or six hunting knives with wicked-looking blades were jammed tip-first into the desk’s wooden surface. A wild array of other weapons were scattered around the room, stacked on shelves, or arranged across the couch cushions: sawed-off shotguns, compound bows, crossbows, a steel-handled bludgeon that resembled a medieval mace, and even a black-powder musket.
 
   He crossed the room, sniffing audibly, to where the grenade launcher lay beside the ammunition and two crates of grenades. He touched the grenade launcher so the guard would know its meaning to him. “For me, this is personal.”
 
   “Sure,” the guard said, picking his way around the emotional landmine. “I don’t blame you.”
 
   “So many weapons.”
 
   “Yeah, we’ve been scavenging the town, and that’s just from like a mile radius. Amazing what civilians keep in their houses. Some of this is military grade, and some of this is so illegal that even law enforcement and military are banned from using it. It’s like most of the population was hoarding and waiting for an excuse to cut loose, but they never got the chance.”
 
   “As a friend of mine says, you can’t count on the government to save your bacon.”
 
   “Got that right. Dog eat dog out there.”
 
   Jose picked through a box of ammunition, looking for a magazine for his AR-15. He found two and stuffed them in his jacket pockets. 
 
   “Hey, man, you have to sign for those first,” the guard said, holding up a clipboard. “This isn’t personal, either. I just do what the boss tells me.”
 
   Jorge picked up a Glock and tested its heft, as well as a metal cylinder lying beside it. The guard, evidently eager to change the subject, said, “A nine mil. Not a bad choice.”
 
   Jorge lifted the cylinder. “What is this?”
 
   The man rolled up his magazine and shoved it in his back pocket as he stood. “That’s a suppressor. What they call a ‘silencer’ in the movies, but it’s not really silent. You can get the same effect by shooting though an oil filter, a bundle of steel wool, or even a pillow in a pinch.”
 
   “So if I wanted to shoot a Zaphead and not have his friends come running, this would be good?”
 
   The guard took the pistol from him, grabbed the cylinder, and showed Jorge how to screw it on the threaded end of the barrel. “It will still make a little pop. The sweet trick is to use subsonic ammo.”
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “Heavier bullets with a slower velocity so they don’t break the sound barrier. You can hear them whizzing through the air almost like a fat insect. You lose a little power but in the right situation, it’s a good trade-off.”
 
   “I’d like to try that sometime.”
 
   The guard popped out the Glock’s magazine, thumbed the rounds from the spring-loaded sleeve, and loaded some rounds from a different box. He held the pistol out to Jorge, butt first. “A war hero like you, you deserve it. Just make sure you get a few blocks out of town first. Hilyard will chew me a new asshole if he finds out.”
 
   “So this attachment is so quiet no one in town will hear me?”
 
   “As quiet as a champagne cork.”
 
   “Good.” Jorge lifted the Glock and shot the man between the eyes.
 
   After the man collapsed, Jorge took an extra magazine for the Glock, and then grabbed a canvas satchel and shoved in as many grenades as he could fit. He jammed the Glock in his jacket pocket and collected the grenade launcher, already bonding with the familiarity of its cold steel and the memory of its firepower.
 
   “You are correct,” he said to the corpse on the floor. “That was quiet.”
 
   He exited the room after checking to make sure no one was in the bank’s lobby, collected his rifle where he’d left it beside the front door, and then walked onto the street as casually as he could.
 
   He barely made it half a block before a burly man in a leather vest asked, “Hey, what are you doing with that launcher?”
 
   “It’s okay,” Jorge said without pausing. “I signed for it.”
 
   After two blocks, he found a fire escape and climbed two stories high, and then an access ladder allowed him to scale the final story to the roof. It wasn’t the tallest building in town, but it was centrally located and would allow him to kill in several different directions.
 
   He settled into a sitting position at the parapet, where he could see the statue in the town square and the drug store cattycornered from the bank. If Marina stayed put, she would be safe enough until he could reach her. With Jorge’s help, Shipley should have control of the town by sunset. Jorge couldn’t provide a mutant baby as promised, but Shipley would gladly accept the gift of his enemy’s death.
 
   Perhaps even Franklin’s as well.
 
   Shipley’s men would be taking up position around the town, assuming they avoided Zaphead contact. Jorge opened the satchel, collected a forty-millimeter green grenade outfitted as a signal cartridge, and loaded it into the launcher to fire first, and then filled the rest of the cylinder with standard high-explosive cartridges. He laid out his other weapons and ammunition around him.
 
   Then he leaned against the parapet to wait.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Kokona wanted Rachel to take her to the other babies at the hospital.
 
   Rachel would let her think they were headed that way, but she also didn’t want Kokona to know she wasn’t compelled to obey. It took Rachel some time to separate Kokona’s thoughts from her own, and at first she’d been afraid Kokona could read her thoughts as well—that the baby knew of Rachel’s deception.
 
   And behind Kokona was the weight of all those other voices, the tribe whose thoughts were channeled in Kokona. These voices combined into one was much more overpowering now that she had returned—
 
   I was dead.
 
   “I have no milk for you,” Rachel said. “I can’t nurse you.”
 
   “I’m not hungry,” Kokona said.
 
   “And you need a change.”
 
   “No, I don’t. Go to the hospital now.”
 
   “But I have to feed you first. As your carrier, it’s my job.”
 
   After leaving DeVontay and the funeral home, Rachel headed west, intending to circle back to town while avoiding both the armed humans barricaded around the square and the New People gathering in the north. Despite Kokona’s protests, Rachel traveled the open roads with their abandoned, dusty vehicles and silent houses. She’d moved with tireless vigor, her body fueled by some force beyond her perception, and now she understood why the New People seemed impervious to pain and exhaustion and hunger. Because they were.
 
   Except the infants.
 
   The same newness that made them perfect vessels for incredible mental development also created a need for that development to be fed—the tiny nuclear furnaces in their bodies required additional energy. She used this knowledge to buy more time, because she wasn’t sure she could withstand Kokona’s power.
 
   “When is the last time you ate?” Rachel asked, using speech because she wasn’t sure she could keep her words distinct from the many other thoughts that crowded her mind.
 
   “I think yesterday, when the boy fed me.”
 
   The boy’s name—Stephen—flashed across her mind, as well as an image of him from Kokona’s point of view. She was horrified that she’d nearly forgotten him, although she supposed being dead gave her the best possible excuse. Now that his memory stirred inside her, it threatened to overwhelm her, but she suppressed it so Kokona wouldn’t realize his importance to her.
 
   “Is he still alive?” Rachel asked, adjusting her grip on Kokona without breaking her brisk pace.
 
   “Why do you care?”
 
   “Because he was your carrier. He delivered you to me, so he played an important role in our victory.”
 
   “I have you now. The first one to cross over. So I don’t need humans anymore. We don’t need them.”
 
   “We came from them.”
 
   “As they came from the monkeys,” Kokona said, with ferocity lacing her small voice. “But should we exalt the monkey because of it?”
 
   “No, but we don’t need to kill the monkey, either.”
 
   “We would if the monkey wanted to kill us.” Kokona’s eyes narrowed to fervid slits. “Maybe it was a mistake to create you as a carrier. You haven’t joined the New People yet, not fully. You seemed more compliant when you were only half New.”
 
   “And you seemed more compassionate toward humans back then.”
 
   “Because we shared your desire to live in harmony. But now we know that is impossible. Once we’ve killed them all, we can one day learn to bring them back and make them New.”
 
   “Like you did with me.”
 
   “Yes, but obviously we didn’t succeed. Because you still haven’t fully joined us.”
 
   They reached an intersection that featured commercial development on the corners, and a Food Lion grocery store stood behind a gas station. “We can find food there,” Rachel said, hoping to distract Kokona before the baby probed her thoughts even more deeply and discovered all the things she was hiding.
 
   Kokona squinted up at the sun, which was almost directly overhead. “Okay, but then it’s off to the hospital. The others are waiting.”
 
   Rachel had a sense of the hundreds of New People converging on the town. Or, more accurately, she perceived Kokona’s sense of them. And when Kokona brought the other babies back to life—as well as the hordes of other dead at the hospital—then they would exterminate the humans of Newton.
 
   But Rachel had successfully planted the idea that Kokona was hungry. Maybe the baby had other weaknesses. For now, Rachel was grateful for the reprieve. She was about to cross the intersection to the grocery store when Kokona said, “Three of us are about to die.”
 
   Rachel looked around, seeing no signs of life. The area had been swept clean of bodies—currently still undergoing decomposition at the high school football stadium—and the adjacent garage, computer repair shop, Laundromat, and barber shop were dark. Rachel was about to ask what Kokona meant when she felt the intense, searing penetration in her flesh. But the sensation wasn’t pain, exactly—more of an abstract observation of an event.
 
   A short series of pops, muffled by distance, followed the sensations, and Rachel recognized the sound as gunshots coming from the eastern side of town. The tide in Rachel’s mind churned and roiled for a few moments, forcing Rachel to pause and recover her balance.
 
   “Death is loss,” Kokona said. “But only for a little while.”
 
   The turmoil inside her passed and Rachel understood the void caused by the deaths of three members of her tribe had smoothed, like ripples fading after a stone has broken the surface of a lake.
 
   “I wanted to stop the killing,” Rachel said. “Surely you can see that’s a worthwhile goal. When I was human, I couldn’t stand to see the humans die. Now that I am New, I don’t want us to die, either. Both tribes have value. We’re not that different.”
 
   Kokona gave a sad grin. “Most of what I know came from humans—what was taught to me by carriers and the books they shared. And one thing made clear by human history is that those who are different must always die. Tribe versus tribe until only one remains.”
 
   Rachel didn’t want to explore the matter, so she thought: Hungry hungry hungry. She summoned the memory of a yearning in her stomach.
 
   “Food,” Kokona said. “Now.”
 
   They crossed the parking lot to the grocery store, and Rachel’s thoughts drifted to DeVontay and the stricken look on his face when she’d rejected him. He wouldn’t understand her reasons unless he became New. But she didn’t wish him dead. She didn’t wish any of them dead. Because when humans died, especially those you cared about, the surface of the psychic lake stayed turbulent for years.
 
   But she pushed the thoughts away before Kokona noted them. If DeVontay, Stephen, and her grandfather were still alive, she would resist the part of her that wanted them to join her. Such desire was human, and she needed to be more than human now.
 
   The automatic doors of the grocery store had been jimmied open by scavengers or else by New People retrieving corpses, and Rachel slipped through the three-foot gap into the dark interior. The checkout counters were still piled with goods—moldy packages of shrink-wrapped meat, cans, bottles, boxes of cereal and detergent, and shriveled produce. Shopping carts were parked here and there, some containing sagging paper bags and the occasional purse. The place had a sour, musky odor spiced with the chemical brilliance of cleaning products.
 
   “Humans had many needs, didn’t they?” Kokona said. “All the better that they should welcome death. It’s simpler.”
 
   The aisle signs were barely visible in the gloom, but Rachel instinctively knew where the infant section would be—beside the toilet paper and feminine hygiene products. She soon found the baby formula and jars of mashed peas, bananas, and carrots. “Solid or liquid?” she asked Kokona.
 
   “If I can’t have a breast, I will take the formula,” Kokona said. “The idea of a spoon shoved in my throat makes me gag.”
 
   Did she learn that, or did she steal the knowledge from someone? Or is there any difference?
 
   Life was stealing. You took what was there and you took what you needed as long as you could. Food, ideas, breath, time. You gave none of it back.
 
   Love was the only thing you stole that you ever returned.
 
   She understood this now, even though it no longer mattered.
 
   The shelves contained a variety of powdered formulas that had to be mixed with water, but there were several brands of premixed plastic containers. Rachel opened a package containing a baby bottle, filled it with formula, and put the rubber nipple to Kokona’s lips. The combined glow of their eyes created a halo around them, an echo of the sacred bond between mother and child.
 
   “You love me,” Kokona said. “All my carriers love me.”
 
   Then Kokona took the nipple with a contented smile.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY
 
    
 
    
 
   “That might not have been the best move,” Stephen said, ears still ringing from Franklin’s semi-automatic burst.
 
   “I had to kill them,” Franklin said.
 
   “But they heard us.”
 
   “I don’t think Rachel and Kokona made it here yet,” Franklin said. “We can’t do anything about all the Zapheads, but if we can find those babies, we can take care of them ahead of time.”
 
   Stephen didn’t like that idea. The hospital was spooky enough as it was, with all those bodies piled around, but Franklin wanted to go even deeper? The corridors were dark, and the curtains would be drawn in many of the room windows. And the hospital was four stories tall. That was a lot of possible places to hide eight little things.
 
   “Those babies could be anywhere,” Stephen said.
 
   “Yeah, but the people ordered to collect the bodies wouldn’t have carried them up the stairs,” Franklin said. “They probably tried to keep the job as simple as possible.”
 
   “Then why didn’t they dump them with the Zapheads out in the waiting room?”
 
   “Hilyard might have realized their significance. The hospital makes the most sense— but it’s possible he had them taken to another location, or plans to use them to torment the Zapheads. Maybe spear them on stakes like Vlad Dracul’s son used to do to his enemies’ heads to show what a badass he was.”
 
   “That would mean nothing to the Zapheads,” Stephen said. He’d heard about Vlad the Impaler in comic books. “They don’t get scared or mad. They get even.”
 
   Franklin nodded down the corridor, where the shadows resembled walls of tar that would suck you in and sigh as you vanished. “We check out the first floor and then boogie out of here before Hilyard sends a scout team. Deal?”
 
   “Sure,” Stephen said. “What about the dark?”
 
   “Wait here.” Franklin went around the nurse’s station, opened a closet, and made a clatter as he dumped supplies to the floor. He came out with a glass bottle of clear liquid and a long cotton bandage. He laid his rifle on the counter, unscrewed the bottle’s lid, and wormed the cotton until one end was submerged in the liquid. He fumbled in his pocket and came out with a box of wooden matches.
 
   “Let there be light,” he said, striking a match and applying it to the other end of the cotton.
 
   “Where did you learn that?” Stephen asked with admiration.
 
   “Same place I got my second wife. The Internet.” He held out the makeshift lamp to Stephen. “You have to carry this. I need both hands for the gun.”
 
   The cotton wick was already burning toward the mouth of the bottle. Stephen took the bottle, watching the flickering bands of light on Franklin’s face. “You almost look like a Zapper when the fire reflects in your eyes.”
 
   “That’ll be the day. Careful when the wick burns down, it might get hot. But the alcohol won’t get enough air to really combust, so it should be safe. Just don’t drop it or you might have to do a ‘Stop, drop, and roll.’”
 
   “The Human Torch,” Stephen said. “That would definitely be uncool.”
 
   Franklin returned to the swinging doors and jammed the metal stand of an IV drip inside the door handles. “That won’t keep them out forever, but it should slow them down.”
 
   Franklin led the way, with Stephen keeping close. The flames threw long licks of light across the walls, and they began opening doors one by one, finding only empty beds for the most part, blankets tossed carelessly on the floor, food trays and towels slung around the room. One of the rooms contained what looked like the mummified corpse of an old woman, and the smell was so overpowering that Stephen tucked his nose into the crook of his elbow.
 
   “Sorry, ma’am,” Franklin said, closing the door. “I forgot the Zapheads used this place for storage, too.”
 
   A number of the larger rooms were not for patients but instead were examination wards and labs. They encountered radiology, oncology, and several other “ologies” that Stephen couldn’t spell. One ward featured a small waiting room in which a dozen or so dead people sat on vinyl couches, all of them positioned to face a blank television mounted on one wall.
 
   “Are you sure Zappers don’t have a sense of humor?” Franklin said.
 
   “Not unless you think it’s funny to rip somebody’s head off and use it as a soccer ball.”
 
   They had just exited another empty patient room when distant booming blows resonated from the far end of the corridor.
 
   “Doesn’t sound like Zappers,” Franklin said.
 
   “Survivors. Think they’ll shoot us?”
 
   “No telling what Hilyard will do if he thinks we disobeyed an order or crossed some kind of imaginary line. Hell, he could even accuse us of desertion and have us face a firing squad.”
 
   “But if we can find the babies, then Rachel and Kokona will come for them sooner or later, right?”
 
   “That’s the idea.”
 
   “And you don’t want Hilyard or anybody else to see the two of them?”
 
   “They’re both dead, in that case. And there won’t be anybody to bring Rachel back this time around.”
 
   “Well, we better hurry then.” Stephen changed hands so that he held the lamp in his right hand.
 
   “Hold on,” Franklin said. “Where would I put dead bodies if I thought I might want to get to them later?”
 
   “I mean, the refrigerator is the obvious choice. At least for cannibals and serial killers.”
 
   “You’re kind of right. In a hospital, there’s only one really big cooler. You always put the morgue way in the back, on the bottom floor, so patients aren’t exposed to what amounts to bad publicity. They usually have their own elevator as well as exit, so the aftercare industry vultures can swoop in without anyone the wiser.”
 
   Franklin hustled Stephen deeper into the bowels of the hospital, the banging and shouts diminishing behind them. Stephen switched hands with the lamp, cupping his free hand over the front of the wick to keep the draft from extinguishing the flame. “What if the babies aren’t here?”
 
   “Well, then we wasted a few bullets and might get shot or burned alive for nothing.”
 
   “Kokona thought they were here. But once they died, she lost her connection. The other Zapheads could have picked up on the hospital.”
 
   “That would explain the Zaps that came at us back there,” Franklin said. “But if they really wanted the babies, they would’ve sent more.”
 
   “There might be more. Or they could’ve already collected the babies and left.”
 
   “But only Kokona can bring them back to life, right?”
 
   “Yeah. If she wants to.”
 
   Franklin shoved open a set of swinging doors, and the flame revealed a cluster of men and women in surgical scrubs lined across a stainless steel table. Their bodies were shrunken in the dry air, and the odor was strong enough to make Stephen’s eyes water. Several pieces of diagnostic equipment and lamps were arranged around the table, and Stephen realized another corpse was underneath them, the top of its head peeled away and revealing a cap of white bone.
 
   “Guy must have been under the knife when the storms hit,” Franklin said.
 
   “No babies here,” Stephen said, not very interested in sightseeing. The smell caused the little bit of soup he’d eaten to gurgle in his stomach and try to swim up his throat. He backed away fast.
 
   As they took a turn in the corridor, a hollow boom echoed down from somewhere above them that seemed to run the height of the building. “Stairwell,” Franklin said. “Or the elevator shaft. We’ll have company soon.”
 
   “Let’s find that morgue and get out of here.” Stephen was nearly running now, with Franklin panting as he tried to keep up. Stephen barely looked at the doors blurring past, eager to find some windows and sunshine before he went nuts.
 
   Stephen stumbled and nearly tripped, lowering the lamp to reveal the uniform of a security guard filled with what looked like a couple of hundred pounds of rotten sausage.
 
   “Stephen,” Franklin said. “It’s here.”
 
   Stephen turned to see Franklin at a metal door with two rectangular signs posted on the wall beside it. They read “Pathology” and “Medical Examiner.”
 
   More pounding came from the stairwell, like footsteps drumming down toward them. Stephen hurried behind Franklin, holding the lamp up over the old man’s shoulder, but he didn’t need to see to know they’d found what they were seeking. The smell said plenty.
 
   The room was tiled, with several metal tables, counters, and shelves of glass jars filled with sections of organs, intestines, and other body parts, as well as rows of books shielded by glass. But those were barely visible because bodies were stacked along the walls—maybe thirty or forty in all. It was apparent they were Zapheads because of their lack of decomposition, but the blood on the floor had gone rancid.
 
   And on a table, piled unceremoniously, were the babies, arms and legs jutting in all directions. The one on top had gory holes where its eyes should be, and parts of it were missing. A length of intestine snaked from its soiled diaper.
 
   Stephen almost wished they hadn’t found them.
 
   Because suddenly the soup refused to stay down.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   When DeVontay returned to the square, Hilyard was putting several of Brock’s militia members through drills, teaching them the basics of maneuvering as a group. The civilians, three women and a man, didn’t seem to be getting the hang of it, but the lieutenant kept a patient demeanor. He gave DeVontay a cold glare, as if not trusting him, but DeVontay ignored him and continued across the square toward the drug store, drawn by the vibrant activity behind its windows.
 
   Although the sun was already tracking into afternoon, the morning chill hadn’t diminished, but DeVontay scarcely noticed it.
 
   I should have gone with Rachel, no matter what.
 
   Her rejection still stung, even though he knew it wasn’t her. And as pathetic as it was, he burned with an odd jealousy because Kokona chose Rachel over him as a carrier. But he understood. They were of the same tribe, and he would forever be an outsider—the enemy.
 
   Two people sat on a bench by the cavalry statue, and several soldiers were visible as they stood watch at the barricade of cars. DeVontay saw no one on the rooftops, but he knew sentries were posted there and monitoring the surrounding streets. Tension hung in the air, and a sudden eruption of crows against the skyline caused everyone in the square to jerk with a start. One man reached for his gun before realizing the disturbance originated from the natural world.
 
   DeVontay entered the drug store and, despite his morose mood, the aroma of grilled meat made him hungry. Several people were queued up at the counter, receiving plates of food served by a man even older than Franklin. Others were at the prescription counter in the back of the store, inventorying the medicine and collecting what was useful. DeVontay looked around for Stephen and didn’t see him, so he took a stool at the counter.
 
   “What’ll it be, friend?” the old man said. “We’ve got canned ham, veggies, beans, and applesauce. Coffee, soda pop, or OJ to drink.”
 
   He looked at the plate of the man beside him. “What he’s having looks good.”
 
   “House special, coming right up,” the old man shouted at a scrawny young man with a bad complexion who worked the grill. To DeVontay, he said, “That’ll be nine ninety-five plus tax.”
 
   After a beat, he grinned at DeVontay with yellowed false teeth. “Kidding, son. You got to keep your strength up to defend the empire.”
 
   DeVontay looked around at the booths, where several groups of people picked over their plates or sipped coffee. He recognized Sierra, who sat a table with Jorge’s daughter Marina. Sierra’s assault rifle was propped beside her. He waved to her, and when his steaming plate arrived, he joined them.
 
   “Hi, DeVontay,” Sierra said. The girl wouldn’t look up at him, bent over a piece of paper and scrawling with a crayon across its white surface. Other crayons were scattered in front of her. DeVontay admired her ability to tune out the chaos around her and their grim situation to focus on an act of creation and beauty.
 
   “Hi,” he said. “Where’s Brock?”
 
   “Holding down the fort. Literally.”
 
   “He’s really taken to this military business, hasn’t he?”
 
   “Seems like one of those guys who just needs direction.” She shrugged. “As long as he’s happy, I guess the end of the world was worth it to him.”
 
   DeVontay dug into his food, welcoming the salty sweetness of the meat. He glanced out the window and saw that Hilyard had collected a new group of civilians, putting them through those same brisk paces. “What do you think of the lieutenant?”
 
   “We’re lucky to have him. We’ve got a sense of purpose now. We did okay before, but it’s so much better to have some organization and a plan.”
 
   “I’m not sure holing up in Newton is such a great plan. Not with Zapheads on the move.”
 
   “So what would you do if you were king?” Sierra toyed with her empty coffee cup.
 
   “Stick with Brock’s original plan. Take the fight to the Zapheads.” He didn’t really believe that, especially not now that such an attack would endanger Rachel, but he wanted Sierra to think he was bold.
 
   “I can understand your desire for revenge,” she said, glancing at Marina. “The loss is still fresh.”
 
   “It’s not that.” He tilted his head forward in a conspiratorial manner, unsure of how much Hilyard had told everyone. The officer had possibly withheld information to keep up morale. If his people thought the enemy was invincible, they’d be less likely to risk their lives for one another. “The longer we wait, the harder it’ll be to beat them.”
 
   “No way. We’ve got guns, ammo, food, shelter, and a decent defensive position. We’ve got the advantage now.”
 
   “We’re still outnumbered, even after yesterday’s massacre.”
 
   “I was on one of the scouting missions. We didn’t see anything, but we heard you guys had an encounter.” Sierra stroked Marina’s hair, and the girl looked up briefly and smiled.
 
   “Ran into maybe a hundred of them, but we fought our way out. And rescued Stephen. He came to the mountains with Rachel and me, and—”
 
   “He didn’t know Rachel was dead,” the girl said, not pausing with her drawing.
 
   DeVontay froze with his fork halfway to his mouth. “You told him?”
 
   “My momma’s dead.” She shook her head. “What do I care?”
 
   Sierra frowned in sympathy. “He was mad at first, but then he just kind of went blank. Like he wasn’t sure what to feel.”
 
   “Where did he go?”
 
   Marina put down her blue crayon and selected the green. “He went with Mr. Wheeler. I saw them out the window.”
 
   Franklin?
 
   He reached across the table and gripped Marina’s wrist to stop her drawing. She looked up with wide, wounded brown eyes. “Which way were they going?”
 
   Marina jabbed her crayon up the street. “Toward the jail where my momma died.” Her façade broke and tears welled in her eyes. Sierra stroked her hair and embraced her in a hug.
 
   The gesture reminded him of Rachel comforting Stephen, and it gave his heart a twist. He pushed his plate away. “Got to go.”
 
   “I wouldn’t,” Sierra said. “Somebody reported shots fired inside the hospital. Could be Shipley.”
 
   “I think I know who it is.” As DeVontay stood, he pointed at Sierra’s rifle. “Can I borrow this?”
 
   “What happened to yours?”
 
   “Lost it coming back from patrol last night.”
 
   “Why don’t you sign one out from the armory?” Sierra nodded across the street. “It’s over there in the bank building.”
 
   “No time.”
 
   She looked into his eyes, then realized one of them was artificial, and she focused on his good eye. “All right,” she said, digging into the knit handbag beside her. She pulled out an extra magazine, the metal sleeve packed with maybe twenty rounds.
 
   “You got eight rounds loaded. But in case you need more.” She slid the magazine across the table toward him.
 
   “Take care of Marina,” DeVontay said. “We need to protect our future.”
 
   “Take care of yourself. It’s not smart to go out there alone.”
 
   As he returned to the street, he wondered if Rachel was in the hospital with Kokona. What if they had encountered Shipley’s men? They would see her eyes and that would tell them all they needed to know.
 
   When he turned the corner, he went to the barricade of cars at the end of the block. A woman in a parka with a rifle slung over her shoulder was smoking a cigarette, sucking in smoke with a pained expression.
 
   “Hi,” DeVontay said. “Did you see an old man and a boy head this way maybe an hour ago?”
 
   “The bearded guy, Franklin Wheeler? Yeah, they were scavenging from what I can tell. Lord knows the man needs it, considering how awful his wardrobe is.”
 
   “Thanks. I’m going to check on them. I kind of adopted the boy, and that old man’s crazy.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. I was kind of wondering about that—why would somebody trust that crazy old coot with their kid?”
 
   DeVontay squeezed between two vehicles to head down the street, waving to the guard in thanks. “Remember my clothes,” he said. “I don’t want you to accidentally shoot me.”
 
   “Easy to remember,” she said. “Your fashion sense is about as awful as Franklin’s. But if you got flaming eyes—uh, I mean eye—then I put you down.”
 
   “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”
 
   Someone fired a gun—not inside the hospital, but on the far side of town—and he wondered if Shipley’s men had encountered Zapheads.
 
   It was just as likely that someone got spooked on a scouting mission. DeVontay was ready for anything, his fingertip resting on the trigger guard. When the jail came into view, he fought off memories of the horrors he witnessed there. The babies were horrible enough, but discovering Rachel’s corpse was one of the most devastating moments of his life.
 
   Second only to watching her corpse walk out the door.
 
   He headed for the hospital, hoping Kokona couldn’t control Rachel as easily as the mutant baby had controlled him.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   “All better now?” Rachel patted the disposable Pampers that covered Kokona’s bottom. “Dry and comfy?”
 
   “All better,” Kokona said.
 
   Rachel smiled. She’d never really thought about having children of her own. Well, she’d thought about it, as something she’d probably do someday just because that’s just what people did. But she’d never actually considered the entirety of it—getting pregnant, carrying a fetus inside her, enduring the unimaginably painful stretching as life forced its way from a place smaller than itself, and then encountering the solid, undeniable fact of a creature that would win her endless devotion.
 
   “What are you thinking just now?” Kokona asked.
 
   Rachel wondered if this were some kind of test. Or maybe an admission that Kokona couldn’t read her mind. But she could feel Kokona inside her, almost as if Kokona were as much a part of her as a fetus would be. The other New People were there, too, like a murmuring crowd waiting for Rachel to step into its midst.
 
   “I was thinking that I enjoy taking care of you.” Rachel grabbed a stocking cap from its merchandizing hook, removed the price tag, and snugged it down on Kokona’s head. The cap was white and fuzzy, with long sheep ears dangling down the sides. “You’re so cute!”
 
   Kokona giggled and slapped at the sheep ears, tugging them with her little fingers. “That’s soft.”
 
   Rachel grabbed a hand mirror framed in pink plastic and turned so Kokona could see herself. The baby fell quiet and reached for her reflection, and Rachel understood this was her first real encounter with herself—that she might have an identity distinct from the rest of her tribe.
 
   “My eyes are like yours,” Kokona said. “I knew this as a fact but it’s different when you see it.”
 
   “You’re a chip off the old block, all right.”
 
   “Like mother, like daughter?”
 
   Rachel put the tip of her finger on Kokona’s nose and pushed lightly. “I’m your carrier, silly. Not your mother.”
 
   Is it a fantasy, or does Kokona look disappointed? Does she have any memory of her real mother?
 
   Rachel finished dressing Kokona and laid her on a blanket as she collected a quilted diaper bag and filled it with items the baby would need. She adjusted the straps so she could wear it as a backpack. She was about to collect some food for herself out of habit and realized she wasn’t the least bit hungry. She slipped the diaper bag on her back and cuddled Kokona in her arms.
 
   Kokona looked up with those sizzling eyes, and in their fiery twin furnaces, Rachel detected—or imagined—a yearning. She sat on the cool floor and leaned back against the bundles of diapers. With the weight of the baby against her chest, she was consumed with a motherly desire to be able to feed Kokona from her own body. What more precious gift could she offer than her very self?
 
   “This is new,” Kokona said.
 
   “It’s new to me, too.” She wasn’t sure what Kokona meant, but the initial invasion of the other voices of her tribe had faded and she’d become more attuned to her own thoughts and memories. She wasn’t quite Rachel—she suspected there was no going back once that genie was out of the bottle—but her core was intact.
 
   “You’re different,” Kokona said. “We knew it when we changed you at the farmhouse. We wanted you to be like us, but you’re not. You’re the first—neither fully human nor fully New.”
 
   “I am one of you.” Rachel didn’t want Kokona to feel threatened. This baby still wielded immense power, and Rachel was unable to resist her desires. The bewilderment in the aftermath of her revival still circled her mind like swarms of ghosts. If she didn’t fight to anchor herself, she would be swept into them and vanish forever. But she had to hide that struggle from Kokona.
 
   “And this ‘God’ inside you?” Kokona asked. “We haven’t learned that.”
 
   Rachel had forgotten God. Or, more accurately, she knew the word but it carried no meaning or feeling. She understood it as an idea, not something she’d once felt as a powerful presence in her life. Perhaps that was another thing death took from her. “God is when all are one.”
 
   “So the New People are God?”
 
   “God loves no matter what.”
 
   “Does God love me?”
 
   “I suppose so. I mean, yes, of course. God loves all creation.”
 
   “Do you love me?”
 
   The question was so odd in the silence of the abandoned grocery store and coming from such tiny plum-colored lips that Rachel couldn’t comprehend it. “What made you think that?”
 
   “I learned it from you. But I don’t understand.”
 
   “We don’t love,” Rachel said. “We are New.”
 
   “But it’s in your head. I know you’re hiding things, but you can’t hide that. It’s too big.”
 
   There are other big things in my head. Can you see them or hear them or know them?
 
   Kokona’s expectant expression didn’t change. Rachel decided the baby was telling the truth. She wasn’t even sure if the baby was capable of lying, but she’d been taught by humans, so anything was possible.
 
   Was even love possible?
 
   “I feel you,” Rachel said. “I feel all of us. We’re all New People. That’s a form of love.”
 
   “That’s not what I mean. Do you love me?”
 
   “Love is when you do things for someone because you care for them. What if I only do things for you because I’m your carrier?”
 
   “Like putting this cap on me? I didn’t make you do that.”
 
   “Maybe you did, in a way. Because I couldn’t help myself.”
 
   “Because you wanted to be helpless.”
 
   Rachel shook her head and smiled at the child’s intuitive intelligence. “Then maybe that’s a kind of love.”
 
   “Do you love me as much as you loved Stephen?”
 
   The name jolted something loose deep inside her. “You didn’t tell me what happened to him.”
 
   Kokona winced, and Rachel realized she had shouted, her words echoing through the cavernous metal rafters of the store. “He was taken by one of the Old People. One of the humans.”
 
   More memories and faces emerged from the mist but they refused to solidify. They were facts, but they were also fantasies. Their presence disturbed her, but their vagueness disturbed her more.
 
   “Don’t worry, we’ll soon be able to make him New,” Kokona said. “After we bring back the babies.”
 
   “The babies? Where are they?”
 
   Kokona giggled. Her eyes glistened intensely, their radiation creating a soft globe of light around them in the dark interior. “Did you think I didn’t know? Your little game. Tricking me into hunger, coming here, talking to me of mothers and daughters.”
 
   Rachel tried to send a wall of fog over her mind to hide all the things inside that she had yet to sort out, but Kokona was already in there. Burning away the fog like a morning sun. “How—”
 
   “I learned from you. From humans.”
 
   “Then you know of love, too. You know why I want to save the people I loved.”
 
   Kokona’s face curdled in disgust. “You’re not New at all. You’re a thing that came after New. And you couldn’t leave your memories behind.”
 
   Rachel rolled to her knees, pushing Kokona toward the ground, repulsed by the twisted face and glittering eyes, made all the more terrible contrasted with the sheep-eared cap. “Go away go away,” Rachel said, setting the baby stomach-down on the grimy tiles.
 
   She rose and took off running.
 
   “Rachel Wheeler,” Kokona called in a commanding tone.
 
   Her name reverberated in Rachel’s head with a hundred voices. She stopped. What am I doing? I can’t leave her. I can’t leave THEM.
 
   She returned to the baby, bent down, and tenderly scooped her up.
 
   Kokona nodded in approval. “You’re my carrier.”
 
   The memories dissolved. “I am your carrier.”
 
   “This is why I brought you back. Because humans can hide their thoughts. You can’t.”
 
   Rachel kissed Kokona on the forehead. How had she not seen how beautiful the child was? How perfect. A new messiah for a new world. Who was Rachel Wheeler to question this miracle? “I love you.”
 
   “I know. We’re going to the hospital now. Go there go now.”
 
   “Go there go now.”
 
   Rachel headed down the aisle to the front of the store, and a dull, rhythmic thrumming arose. She passed through the checkout counters and the booming grew louder as she reached the entrance.
 
   Before she squeezed through the sliding doors, she heard them, and then saw them:
 
   Two hundred New People with radiant eyes, chanting “KOH-ko-nah, KOH-ko-nah, KOH-ko-nah.”
 
   Half of them bore firearms, while the rest, even the little ones, held knives, sections of metal pipe, heavy wooden sticks, short lengths of chain, and other stabbing or bludgeoning weapons.
 
   “Your dream of peace was a lie,” Kokona shouted over the rumbling. “But you’ve taught us what really matters. We’ve finally learned what we really need to know to survive.”
 
   Something inside Rachel tumbled and stirred in the fog. Faces formed—DeVontay, Stephen’s, Franklin’s, her dead sister Chelseas’s. But they were only memories, and memories weren’t facts.
 
   This was the fact.
 
   “Go there go now,” Kokona commanded.
 
   And Rachel did.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   “Easy back there,” Franklin said, although the going was pretty difficult for him, too.
 
   They’d piled the baby corpses onto a stretcher—Stephen pausing once to throw up again—and hauled them out a side door that locked itself behind them, and now they were working their way around the squad of Hilyard’s soldiers and militia that filtered through the hospital. The morgue’s exit led to a loading dock and an enclosed pen for the hospital’s dumpsters, affording them concealment from anyone on the ground, although they would be visible to anyone looking down from windows on the building’s east side.
 
   Fortunately, the afternoon shadows made them more difficult to see. A service van and a semi-trailer gave them cover to reach an outlying clinic where the hospital’s parking lot met that of the jail.
 
   Franklin glanced through the rows of vehicles and saw several people fanning out around the building to search the grounds. Two of them—one in uniform and the other a plump woman with wild hair and sunglasses—stood at the entrance to the emergency room.
 
   Stephen struggled to keep up, although Franklin stooped low in order to take more of the weight in front. His back screamed with painful knots and his knees trembled with effort, but he was determined to get well away from the hospital before they rested.
 
   “Mr. Wheeler?” Stephen asked, in a shaky voice.
 
   Franklin glanced behind him but couldn’t see the boy. “What?”
 
   “We dropped one.”
 
   Franklin shook his head, whispered a cussword, and said, “Ease ‘er down.”
 
   They rested the stretcher on the pavement. Franklin picked up the baby that had fallen. A small red hole in its temple gave way to a jagged maw on the other side of its head. He couldn’t tell its gender, but the fact that it was still warm—as Rachel had been in repose—gave him the creeps. He half expected the damaged infant to open its eyes.
 
   “Look, Mr. Wheeler,” Stephen said, surveying the people around the hospital.
 
   Franklin nestled the baby into the pile, issued a quiet “Stay there,” and joined Stephen. A man in dark trousers and a hoodie knelt by a sedan near the emergency entrance, working a length of hose into the vehicle’s gas tank. Around him were several five-gallon fuel cans. He put the hose into his mouth, appeared to inhale a few times, and then pushed the end of the hose into the can, spraying a stream of bluish-gold liquid.
 
   “Siphoning gas,” Franklin said. “Brock said he’d burn it down, and I guess he meant it.”
 
   “But they would’ve burned the babies,” Stephen said.
 
   “That’s the point.”
 
   “And probably us if we were still in there.”
 
   “That might be the point, too.”
 
   Stephen gave him a quizzical look, and Franklin said, “Remember when Rachel would say ‘Expect the worst and then be ready for something even worse than that?’ Well, I’m the one who taught it to her.”
 
   “Why would they want to kill us?”
 
   “I don’t think they’re trying. I just think they don’t care. That’s why Hilyard sent us out last night. Hell, he probably sees me as a threat to his little empire.”
 
   “But you found me, so it was worth it.”
 
   Franklin affectionately rubbed the top of the boy’s head so that his ball cap wiggled. “Yeah. And we’ve got the babies, so we have what Kokona and the Zapheads want.”
 
   “Then Rachel will come for us?”
 
   “I hope so, son. But if they light that hospital, that’s going to draw Zapheads from miles around.”
 
   Two others joined the first man in siphoning gasoline, and they carried the jugs of fuel inside the emergency entrance. Half a minute later, they emerged, and Brock was with them. Soon smoke boiled out of the hospital, and the wind carried a stench of burned plastic and bad barbecue.
 
   “Let’s get out of here while they’re occupied,” Franklin said, taking up the front of the stretcher again. Stephen struggled to lift it, and Franklin knew the boy wouldn’t be able to go much farther. Although each baby was light, their combined weight was almost as much as Stephen’s. This was their last bargaining chip, the only thing that would keep Kokona from ordering the Zapheads to kill them all. That job would be pretty easy, especially given how Hilyard had divided his troops instead of solidifying their defensive positions.
 
   And Brock would gladly turn their last chance to ashes. Just more proof that Hilyard was going into “Alamo” mode, determined to make a last stand in Newton. Which made it all the more odd that Shipley had come down from his secure bunker to take him on.
 
   Those guys really don’t like each other.
 
   Nothing surprising there. The human race on the brink of extinction, and instead of working together to overcome the challenges, they face each other down like two gunslingers fighting over a ghost town.
 
   They kept rows of cars between them and Brock’s squad as they transported the eight little corpses. Neither of them had the stamina for a long trip. They could stash the babies in a car, or even go a few blocks into the suburbs and find a house, but neither of those options would be easy to defend if necessary.
 
   But the decision was made for them when someone clanged a metal pot three times in the stronghold. That must have been an arranged signal, because Brock gathered his militia and returned to the square, leaving the hospital to the inferno he’d started in its base.
 
   Franklin was about to announce another rest stop when a scattering of shots came from the other side of town.
 
   “Who’s that?” Stephen said.
 
   “Shipley probably ran into some Zapheads.”
 
   “I hope Rachel’s not with them.”
 
   “As soon as we find a safe place to stash our treasure, we’ll go look for her, okay?”
 
   “Sounds good. Mind if we trade places? I don’t want to look at them anymore.”
 
   “All right, partner, let’s put it down and do the switcheroo.”
 
   Stephen rubbed his shoulders, leaning against a car to relax a moment. Franklin scanned the skyline near the stronghold. He could see only one lookout. He and Stephen would be visible with binoculars, but only if anyone was looking for them. If Brock assumed the babies were still in the morgue, then he’d consider his mission accomplished.
 
   The hospital spewed a black column of smoke into the air, although no flames were visible through the windows. Despite the fabricated block structure, there was plenty of flammable material inside, so while it wouldn’t go up like a haystack, the fire would soon find enough fuel to crack glass and collapse ceilings.
 
   Franklin studied some of the babies. Despite the makeshift lamp, the morgue had been too dark to provide any details, and he’d scarcely looked at them in the carnage of the sheriff’s office because he’d been too consumed by Rachel’s death. A death that turned out to be temporary, but he couldn’t have known that at the time.
 
   Several of them had been shot, although the one with the mutilated eyes had been shredded by the grenade Jorge fired at his fleeing wife. But others appeared to have been strangled, judging from the ligature marks around their tiny necks.
 
   “I get killing Zapheads,” Stephen said. “Especially if they’re attacking you. But these babies couldn’t hurt anybody.”
 
   “They were calling the shots,” Franklin said. “They won’t kill you with their hands, but they can sure kill you with their minds. Like Kokona was trying to do to you.”
 
   “I don’t think she would have hurt me while she still needed me. And it was a little scary—well, bringing those dead Zappers back was a lot scary—but I didn’t really feel in danger. I know that sounds weird, but it was almost like she wouldn’t let any harm come to me while I was her carrier.”
 
   “Yeah, and plantation owners tried not to damage their slaves when they whipped them. Don’t go confusing a failure to hurt you with a desire to keep you safe.”
 
   “Maybe you had the right idea all along. Just hide from the world and let the world be whatever it wants to be.”
 
   Franklin studied the boy’s dirty, tired face. “Easy for me. I only have ten years left, maybe fifteen tops. You, though, you’re going to have to deal with this for decades.”
 
   “I can’t think that far ahead.”
 
   “Yeah, but the day-to-day adds up. And you won’t be able to hide. You’re going to need other people.”
 
   “I don’t want to live in a world where I’m going to be fighting Zaps the rest of my life, or running from crazy people with guns. I don’t mind the scrounging for food part—that’s kind of fun in a way, and there’s plenty enough just laying around to last for years. I don’t even miss TV that much anymore.”
 
   “You need family.” The wind shifted and drove smoke toward them. Franklin switched his rifle strap to his left shoulder and looked around. “If we go for the jail, they’ll see us, and if we go out much further we risk running into Shipley or Zaps.”
 
   “What are you going to do once we find a place? You just said we can’t do this alone.”
 
   Franklin wiped his coat sleeve across his mouth. “Make some kind of deal with the Zapheads.”
 
   “If it’s just the two of us, they can just swarm us and take the babies.”
 
   “That’s what I figure. We need the protection of Hilyard’s stronghold, but we can’t let him or Brock know about the babies. So we have to smuggle them in somehow, or else store them close enough that we can get to them when we need them.”
 
   DeVontay stepped from between two cars. “What about the funeral home? I hear it’s the best place to put dead people.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   They had learned.
 
   In the beginning, when the electromagnetic radiation scrambled their bodies and brains, they were raw, primitive creatures, with all emotion and empathy stripped away, reduced to lashing out at the confusing and hostile world around them.
 
   But through babies like Kokona, who quickly adapted to their surroundings and spread that knowledge to the other New People, they discovered a different path was possible—one of integration rather than destruction.
 
   They uniformly surrendered to this possibility, following the lead of the babies and what they were taught by humans like Rachel. It couldn’t rightly be called “trust,” for they had no concept of such a thing, but they saw a way forward in which they could thrive as a tribe, while letting humans survive as best they could in a world that was radically new and hostile to them, too.
 
   But ultimately humans revealed themselves incapable of changing their nature.
 
   And so must be destroyed.
 
   Rachel understood all this now, through Kokona.
 
   For all Rachel’s efforts in bridging the two tribes, in the end, one could transform but the other couldn’t.
 
   As the New People encircled the town, Rachel could feel Kokona sending out a summons like a radio broadcast reaching multiple frequencies. They moved through a still and silent neighborhood, the sinking sun glinting off car windows. Somewhere a dog barked, a sound made all the more forlorn by its isolation.
 
   “There are more of us on the way,” Kokona said, glaring up with those commanding eyes. “Including some babies and their carriers.”
 
   “Then you don’t need me,” Rachel said.
 
   “Yes, I do. Hannibal needed his elephant, Napoleon needed his horse, Rommel needed his tank.”
 
   “You’d force me to help exterminate my own people? That would be—”
 
   “Would be what? Inhuman?” Kokona gave a gleeful laugh, reminding Rachel that, no matter how much she mutated, she could never fully join them. Although her sister Chelsea slid silently beneath the surface to be forever lost, Rachel would not allow it to happen to her.
 
   Kokona laughed again, as if she could sense Rachel’s defiance and found it amusing.
 
   They were part of a group of ten or so New People, heading toward the center of town. Some of the groups had already encountered resistance, and Rachel could feel the conflict building in Kokona’s mind—the tiny mutant was moving the groups around like a child prodigy playing chess, positioning them for a final checkmate.
 
   “I can’t wait to see the look on your people’s faces when they see we’ve learned how to use guns,” Kokona said. “Thank you for that.”
 
   Rachel wished she could drop the baby, or slam her against a wall, but she was helpless to do anything but trudge along behind the group of armed mutants. Despite the weapons they’d collected, they didn’t exhibit much familiarity with them, and Rachel hoped they would be ineffective.
 
   “Oh, come now, Rachel Wheeler,” Kokona said. “You know you want to kill them all.”
 
   “Kill them all!” shouted the group in unison.
 
   “I don’t want to kill anyone but you,” Rachel said.
 
   But she couldn’t toss away the baby and run. A type of physical magnetism seemed to bind them, but even stronger than that was the emotional and mental pull. It was a psychic gravity that caused agony if she tried to escape, although she soon discovered that she could seemingly let her thoughts operate on two wavelengths—the hive mind as controlled by Kokona, and the remnant of her human self that swam undetected beneath it. She couldn’t know for sure how deeply Kokona could probe into this second layer, but the chasm between the two layers grew stronger by the hour.
 
   She couldn’t help but believe this was a uniquely human gift that even the supreme intelligence of the baby couldn’t penetrate. It was a type of a faith forged in a new fire. No matter how powerful Kokona was, Rachel clung to one who had all power. It defied fantasy and memory and fact.
 
   She called it “God” but it didn’t need a name. It just was.
 
   And as long as she maintained that one true connection to her innermost self, she possessed the one thing that no telepathic mutant could take away: her soul.
 
   Kokona might have sensed turmoil, because her little caramel-colored face sagged into a frown, but a burst of gunfire disrupted whatever thoughts she pursued.
 
   Bullets raked around them, thunking off the sides of houses, breaking glass, and hammering cars like a hailstorm. Air hissed from a punctured tire. Several mutants dropped soundlessly to the ground, but Rachel could imagine their unformed screams.
 
   “Hide now,” Kokona yelled, and Rachel fled the street, ducking behind a freestanding garage. Part of her wanted to run toward the fusillade in a double-suicide mission, but Kokona’s control of her was too dominant. And the human layer wasn’t sure Kokona could revive her a second time.
 
   “Show me,” Kokona said, and Rachel poked her head around the corner of the garage, holding Kokona under her chin so the infant could view the street. The shots appeared to originate among a cluster of vehicles in the intersection ahead, as if the humans had been caught out in the open, not expecting an encounter from behind.
 
   Rachel took satisfaction in watching two more mutants fall down, their firearms tumbling to the pavement beside them. The mutants had no concept of self-preservation, and they charged toward the unseen snipers on Kokona’s silent command.
 
   One of the mutants, a tall male outfitted in an imitation of a soldier, lifted his rifle and gave an awkward jerk as the weapon discharged. He hadn’t aimed, and Rachel was relieved that this new evolution of violence looked ineffective. Yet knowing how quickly Kokona and the mutants adapted, she wouldn’t be surprised if they were expert shots within a day or two.
 
   “Only three of them,” Kokona said, looking up at the sky as she concentrated. “We can take them.”
 
   Rachel wasn’t sure if Kokona was intelligent enough to count the oncoming rounds and calculate their points of origin, but the mutants reacted as if they knew where to charge. Two of them brandished knives, either not realizing or caring that they were outgunned. One dropped dead, and behind them, another—a teen with baggy trousers and a ponytail wrapped in a strip of pink fabric—lifted a pistol and yanked at the trigger. No shots popped, and Rachel realized she must not know how to operate a safety.
 
   A scream pealed from the intersection, and Kokona giggled. “Your tribe doesn’t have eyes in the backs of their heads.”
 
   More mutants converged on the cluster of vehicles, and the gunfire diminished to a series of short bursts. A man bolted from behind a pick-up truck and ran across the yard of a weathered townhouse, and a mutant emerged from a brown scraggle of shrubs and took him down. The man groaned and shouted and Rachel struggled with a deep instinct to help him.
 
   Yet part of her was glad to watch the mutant pound on the man’s back with her fists while others of her tribe closed in with sticks and rocks and burning eyes. Within seconds, the man’s cries turned to shrieks, and Rachel could almost taste the blood in the air. Mutant arms rose and fell and grabbed and tore, and the man’s whimpers were the only sound besides the dull pummeling of meat and the rending of cloth.
 
   One of the mutants emerged from the swarm with the man’s rifle, instantly heading toward the intersection where the two other humans were busy dying under the cold ferocity of their attackers.
 
   “Go now,” Kokona said.
 
   Rachel returned to the street and joined the other mutants. As they passed the first dead mutant, Kokona silently forced Rachel to kneel beside it. Kokona laid her hands upon the corpse, and Rachel twitched with the energy conducting through both of them and into the lifeless mass of muscle and bone. The corpse jerked once, twice, and opened its eyes.
 
   Rachel couldn’t help but feel she’d lost a little of herself in the act of revival, drawn from her human side and given to this anonymous mutant. The radiance of her gaze before her seemed to diminish, like a flashlight whose batteries had been drained.
 
   “It’s a kind of love you can never understand,” Kokona said.
 
   She knew the love born of resurrection. Her faith was founded upon it. But whereas her spirituality promised redemption, this profane rebirth was designed to mock life and nature and hope.
 
   But she was weak in the face of it. And wasn’t her own existence now a mockery?
 
   As Kokona steered her toward the next target, they rounded the street corner and saw the hospital in the distance, columns of smoke twisting into the air and flames glimmering behind the windows.
 
   Kokona screeched in dismay, and the shrill cry reverberated through a thousand mutant skulls and then out through their throats and across their tongues.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   “That’s not good,” DeVontay said.
 
   He’d seen Franklin and Stephen struggling with the stretcher while leaving the hospital, and he’d crept up after making sure Brock’s crew hadn’t spotted them. They’d carried the tiny corpses to the funeral home, veering several blocks out of the way even though they were all exhausted.
 
   While Stephen stood watch, he and Franklin enclosed the babies in the casket that formerly housed Rachel. Now they gathered in the foyer of the funeral home. They needed a viable plan, but it sounded like the world was busy making other plans of its own. The gunfire around the perimeter of the town had expanded from a single source to scattered points in several directions.
 
   “Doesn’t make sense,” Franklin said. “That’s probably coming from half a mile away. Hilyard wouldn’t send patrols out that far.”
 
   “It’s got to be Shipley,” Stephen said.
 
   “Unless he found some new recruits, that’s way too many guns in play.”
 
   “Maybe Shipley learned how to bring them back from the dead,” DeVontay said.
 
   Stephen shot him a look of horror as Franklin muttered, “That’s not funny.”
 
   “There’s one other possibility,” DeVontay said.
 
   “I’m not sure I want to hear this,” Franklin said, pushing aside the curtain with the barrel of his rifle. The street outside was empty, but they could see people taking up defensive positions along the rooftops a few blocks away.
 
   “Zapheads have learned to use guns.”
 
   “The worst got crazier,” Stephen said. Then, to Franklin, “Just like you said.”
 
   “I’m a crusty old pessimistic son-of-a-bitch, but I really hate it when I’m right,” Franklin said.
 
   “I could sense their hostility building through Kokona,” DeVontay said.
 
   “Me, too,” Stephen said. “We’re lucky. We’re probably the only carriers who survived.”
 
   “Well, we know they use weapons to smash people,” Franklin said. “And we’ve seen them with guns, although they carry them like clubs instead of aiming them. But if they’re getting smarter—”
 
   “Rachel knows how to shoot,” DeVontay said. “If they’re connected, then Kokona would have her knowledge. I suspect it’s way deeper than the bond she formed with Stephen or me.”
 
   “I don’t think she read my mind,” Stephen said. “But it was weird. Kind of like being in a fog and wanting to do everything she said. I mean, no way would I bring a Zaphead back to life if she didn’t make me.”
 
   DeVontay gave an affectionate tug on the bill of Stephen’s cap. “Nobody’s blaming you, Little Man. We’ve all done stuff we didn’t want to do. And I understand better than anybody. Hell, I just gave Kokona the woman I loved.”
 
   “If the Zaps are armed, then Hilyard’s going to need every warm body he can get,” Franklin said. “And I don’t think we can hold off a bunch of them from here.”
 
   “But from what that soldier told you, we can’t really trust Hilyard,” DeVontay said.
 
   “He didn’t sound like a liar,” Stephen said. “But it was hard to tell from all the blood in his mouth.”
 
   Poor little guy. Even if we all make it through this, that boy’s going to have nightmares for the rest of his life. But I’ll make sure he gets a chance to find out, no matter who has to pay.
 
   “Either way, we’ve got others to think about,” Franklin said. “Jorge and Marina, and all those survivors who got dragged into this war.”
 
   DeVontay shook his head. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear you were becoming a humanist.”
 
   “Well, now I finally have the alternative shoved in my face. But if we make it, please don’t ever bring it up again. I’ve got a reputation to protect.”
 
   “You got it, Franklin.”
 
   “So we go back to the stronghold? Lay low until we figure out what the Zaps are up to, and where Kokona is keeping Rachel?”
 
   “Either that or we take on Zap Nation all by ourselves,” Stephen said. “If this was a comic book, I’d already be out there in body armor and a cape.”
 
   “And I’d have to set aside one of these caskets for you,” DeVontay said.
 
   “So you’ve appointed yourself the official undertaker of After?” Franklin said, giving the street another round of surveillance. “You’re going to be a busy man.”
 
   DeVontay cracked the front door and a gunshot blasted from several blocks over, followed by a muffled scream. “Whatever it is, it’s getting closer.”
 
   “We know the Zappers’ telepathy won’t work with the dead ones,” Franklin said. “Even Kokona won’t know the babies are here.”
 
   “How will we negotiate if she has a whole army trying to kill us?” DeVontay asked.
 
   “Once she finds out the hospital is burning, it can only go two ways: either she thinks the babies are dead and is so angry she wants to wipe out every human within a hundred square miles, or she’ll think Hilyard has them in the center of town. She’ll attack either way.”
 
   “Between Hilyard and Shipley, that’s fifty people against who-knows-how-many Zapheads,” Franklin said.
 
   “Don’t forget they can come back from the dead, and we can’t,” Stephen said.
 
   “Hey, I’m the doomsayer around here,” Franklin said. “Don’t go trying to steal the crown.”
 
   “No problem. I like my cap better anyway.”
 
   “So we throw in with Hilyard until we figure out the next move?” DeVontay asked.
 
   “Sounds like the best option. I don’t trust him, but it’s probably the best way to find Kokona,” Franklin said. “Get her to come to us.”
 
   “And Rachel,” Stephen said. “Don’t forget her.”
 
   “Nobody’s forgetting her, son. That’s what this is all about. We don’t know who she is or what Kokona has turned her into. She might even want to kill us. But we’re not leaving Newton until it’s settled.” Franklin eyed Stephen and DeVontay. “Agreed?”
 
   “I’m in,” DeVontay said, and Stephen added a “Damn right.”
 
   “No cussing until you’re old enough to shave,” DeVontay said, easing the door open wider. “Let’s do this.”
 
   DeVontay led the way, crouching low and sprinting despite his aching legs, glancing back once to make sure Stephen was right behind him. Franklin brought up the rear, sweeping the barrel of his rifle back and forth. DeVontay’s palms sweated around the stock of his own weapon, but he was glad for its weight now. More gunshots popped in the distance, and the brusque stench of the burning hospital hung in the air despite a breeze.
 
   When they were within sight of the first barricaded street, DeVontay stood and waved a hand over his head. Something chinged to the left of him, near his feet, followed by a metallic clap and a brief puff of smoke from among the carefully arranged vehicles.
 
   “Hey,” he yelled, waving frantically. “Humans here. Don’t shoot.”
 
   And I hope that’s not something Zapheads learned to say while we were gone.
 
   A head appeared over the barrier, and someone shouted back, “Hurry up then.”
 
   DeVontay reached the barricade and squeezed between the vehicles, followed by Stephen and Franklin. A little old lady with wispy white Einstein hair and glasses grinned at him with crooked teeth and patted her bolt-action rifle. “Sorry about that. Thought you was a Zap. Good thing my aim’s as bad as my eyesight.”
 
   “Who’s in charge here?” Franklin asked.
 
   “My eyes ain’t so bad that I don’t know handsome when I see it,” the old woman said. “Where you been all my life?”
 
   “Racking up divorces and IRS notices. So I’m kind of off the market right now.”
 
   “Playing hard to get, huh? Well, come find me after the battle and we’ll just see about that.”
 
   One of Hilyard’s soldiers came out of a whitewashed stucco building that bore a painting of a hairstyle above the door. “What’s going on out there?”
 
   “We were foraging and heard the war break out,” DeVontay said. “Any news?”
 
   “Enemy to the north, east, and west, probably engaged with Shipley,” the soldier said. “We don’t have an estimate of their strength, but one of our scouts said they’re carrying small arms.”
 
   “Bastards finally figured out the Second Amendment,” Franklin said. “Where do you want us?”
 
   “Report to Hilyard at TOC. He’s got lanes set up.”
 
   Franklin flipped a salute. “Gotcha.” Then he saluted the old woman and headed toward the bank in the town square. DeVontay checked the barricade and saw only two more armed civilians among the array of vehicles. If the Zapheads made any kind of concentrated assault, this position would crumble like a sand castle at high tide.
 
   If the other fronts are this weak, we’re in even worse shape than I figured.
 
   They were crossing the square when Sierra dashed from the drug store to join them. Charcoal smears adorned her face like barbarian makeup, and a bandolier of gleaming brass bullets crossed her chest. She had a pistol holstered on the hip of her camouflage trousers and her ponytail was bunched in a severe knot. DeVontay could see why Brock was so smitten with her. Just as he could clearly see Brock was out of her league—as was pretty much any other man on the planet.
 
   “Where’s Marina?” Stephen asked.
 
   Brock’s not the only one with a crush.
 
   “She’s inside with the other kids. Why don’t you stay with them?”
 
   Stephen jutted out his chin. “No way. I want to be where the action is.”
 
   DeVontay thought about ordering Stephen to obey, but realized none of them were really his parent. Hadn’t the boy proven himself over the last four months?
 
   Besides, his experience with Kokona would come in handy if they managed to force a standoff with her and her bottomless mutant army.
 
   Gunshots came from a rooftop a block away. Someone leaned over the square from three stories above and waved. “Zappers in sight.”
 
   “Where did you get the extra gun?” DeVontay asked Sierra.
 
   “The armory. In the headquarters building.”
 
   “The bank, you mean.” DeVontay gave Stephen a gentle slap on the back. “Come on, Little Man. You’re in the Army now.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   When they entered the bank, the first thing Stephen noticed was the smell.
 
   There was no death, and none of that stale, rotted-food stink that plagued many houses and buildings in After. This place smelled kind of like comic books. He guessed it was from all the paper, although banks had pretty much stopped using cash during the Twenty-First Century. But there was another odor beneath that, like hot metal or old sweat.
 
   While he and DeVontay waited in the bank’s lobby, which was nothing but counters without chairs, Franklin headed down a hallway and turned the corner out of sight. DeVontay tried a door with an electronic keypad beside it, yanking hard as if he expected it to be locked. Instead, it swung open easily and he almost fell on his butt.
 
   Stephen could see the man lying on the floor inside the dim room. His head lay in a thick puddle of blood, and flies swarmed around it. That meant he’d been dead for a while.
 
   He could also see the rifles leaning against the wall. “Looks like we found the armory.”
 
   “Looks like somebody else did, too.” DeVontay stepped into the room, and Stephen followed. The man had a little round hole in the center of his forehead.
 
   How can such a little hole leak so much blood?
 
   “Why would anybody shoot him? It’s not like you have to try real hard to steal a gun these days,” Stephen said.
 
   “We’d better go tell—”
 
   “Don’t bother,” Hilyard said from the doorway.
 
   Franklin stood behind the lieutenant, pulling on his unruly gray beard and frowning. “Looks like you’ve got a rat in the shithouse.”
 
   “If Shipley has infiltrated our unit, we’re in serious trouble. With the Zaps on the offensive, we can’t afford to watch our backs and our fronts at the same time.”
 
   “We need to load up on ammo and get Stephen outfitted,” DeVontay said to the grim-faced officer. “We need every warm body we can get.”
 
   Hilyard bent and picked up a clipboard, then placed it on the desk beside the handguns. “Just sign for whatever you take. Situation grave, but we’re sticking with protocol.”
 
   Hilyard gathered an M-16 for himself and tucked a couple of magazines under his armpit. He fished a pen from his shirt pocket and made an elaborate show of filling in the form, then tossed the pen on the clipboard. “See you gentlemen on the front lines.”
 
   “Where do you want us?” Franklin asked.
 
   “It’s not going to matter one way or another, but you might as well take the hospital side. That smoke’s bound to draw most of them. Brock’s over there, so just tell him you’ve been assigned to his squad. He’ll get a kick out of that.”
 
   Stephen didn’t like the vacant gaze in the officer’s eyes, as if he was looking through the walls. “So what gun should I use?” Stephen asked him.
 
   Hilyard plucked an AR-15 from the sofa and handed it to Stephen. It was lighter than he would have thought, and shorter than the guns DeVontay had taught him to shoot with. It almost looked like a toy.
 
   “That’s the same as Franklin’s, so if he goes down, you can scavenge his ammo,” Hilyard said.
 
   “I’m not going down,” Franklin said. “I’m watching my back. Because I don’t trust anybody. Served me well for more than sixty years, so why stop now?”
 
   Hilyard studied him a moment, and then nodded down at the corpse. “You think he picked the wrong side?”
 
   “I’m just wondering why Shipley’s out there fighting Zapheads on his own when we could join forces and at least have a chance.”
 
   Stephen could tell Franklin was agitated by more than just the muffled shots at the edge of town. But he was busy concentrating on Hilyard’s shoving a metal sleeve full of bullets into the empty slot in the gun stock, and then showing him how to flip the safety. “Semi-automatic, so every time you pull the trigger, it fires,” the lieutenant said. “The magazine has twenty rounds.”
 
   DeVontay gathered some more magazines for his M-16, as well as a holstered knife that he attached to his belt. He grabbed a pair of binoculars hanging from a coat rack and slung the strap around his neck. Stephen was about to ask for a pistol but decided his hands were full as it was. Besides, he was eager to get away from the dead guy, whose body was making gurgling noises as gas escaped from his orifices.
 
   “So, what about Shipley?” Franklin asked. “How come he ended up with the bunker and you were the one that got kicked out?”
 
   I can’t believe he’s going to tell him what that dying soldier told us about Hilyard. Even Franklin’s head is not THAT hard, is it?
 
   But apparently Franklin was just hinting around, teasing him like you’d poke a snake with a stick, staying just out of reach.
 
   Hilyard said, “As far as I’m concerned, the people within these walls are the good guys. And if anybody happens to get caught in the crossfire between us and the Zaps, well, that’s just the price you pay for treason.”
 
   “How come you didn’t tell us the U.S. government is still intact?” Franklin asked.
 
   That got him. Knocked him between the eyes, just like you do with the snake when you’re done playing.
 
   “That’s classified information,” Hilyard said. “Who told you that?”
 
   Stephen noted the officer was so surprised by the revelation that he forgot to pretend it never happened. Any fool who’d ever read a comic book or seen a war movie knew that the best secrets weren’t even on the radar, and that nobody knew anything. Or that the people who knew stuff ended up dead. Hilyard’s weak denial was all the proof they needed of the truth.
 
   “It just might be in the public interest to know we have some help on the way,” Franklin said. “Might take months or even years, but it’s out there. No way that yours is the only shielded bunker the military ever built and stockpiled.”
 
   Hilyard pursed his lips, his face like a cliff. “That’s a false hope, Franklin. There’s no way we’ll be able to re-establish a country, and right now, this is all we have. And it sounds like the Zaps are getting closer. Even if you think the U.S. military is going to swoop in and save us, they’re probably not going to get the job done before sundown.”
 
   DeVontay collected an extra magazine for his M-16 and headed for the door. “He’s right. We’ve got to take care of our own.”
 
   Stephen knew he meant Rachel, but nobody could mention her name—since everyone else in Newton thought she was dead.
 
   Talk about your secrets that never happened.
 
   Stephen turned to follow him but Hilyard barked at his back. “Son, you need to sign for that.”
 
   “He’s not signing anything. We’re pretty much seceding from the union.” Franklin laughed despite the gravity of the moment. “Hell, I’ve been dying to say that for years.”
 
   “Don’t laugh too hard,” Hilyard said, nodding at the dead man. “Whoever did that took a grenade launcher and a case of grenades. That’s a whole lot of killing power.”
 
   Franklin draped an arm around Stephen’s shoulder and ushered him out of the armory. “Then we just have to hope it’s one of the good guys, right?”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   Rachel prayed, and whether God existed or not, the very act reminded her she was human.
 
   And that was enough to keep her self-aware as she transported Kokona from one skirmish to another, reviving dead mutants as fast as they fell. Some were merely wounded, and Kokona would heal their afflictions and send them back into action. Others took several seconds to restore to functional capacity.
 
   The enemy seemed to be retreating toward the center of town, toward the burning hospital. Rachel didn’t recognize any of their attackers as members of Hilyard’s unit or Brock’s militia, not that it would have made any difference. Despite her deep personal revulsion toward violence, the New part of her took a grim satisfaction whenever one of them dropped dead, either from a bullet or a mass mutant attack.
 
   When a human fell, a mutant would collect the weapons and distribute them, and although the mutants had little capacity for individual thought, they seemed to understand the nature of their work. Of course, each of Kokona’s commands reverberated through her head, and she found herself repeating certain phrases that roared louder than others.
 
   “Go there,” she called, in unison with half a dozen other mutants near her. Kokona waved her little arm toward the center of town. They moved forward in a herd, neither hurrying nor taking advantage of the concealment offered by vehicles and buildings. A burst of bullets raked through them and a mutant fell on each side of Rachel.
 
   “Make New,” Kokona ordered, and the familiar twitch and tension of muscles swept through her and she found herself lowering Kokona to them one by one, repeating the ritual that stirred sparks and reignited electrons and sucked heat and vigor from her body and gave them to another. And each mutant rose afterward, wiping away the last of the wounds that marred its flesh, Rachel felt a piece of her go with each act.
 
   “What happens when I’m used up?” she asked Kokona.
 
   “I’ll have to go back to human carriers, I suppose,” the baby said.
 
   “And if you’ve killed them all? Who will carry you then?”
 
   “You’re not the only we brought over halfway,” Kokona said, although Rachel detected a hesitation. Rachel suspected there were others like her, but they were few and scattered widely across the world. Kokona was nearly helpless without a carrier, and it was unlikely she’d be able to get near a human without killing or being killed.
 
   If I get the chance, I should kill myself.
 
   But that wouldn’t work, because Kokona would simply bring her back over and over again until she was drained and discarded for the final time.
 
   She could see humans atop the buildings ahead of them, popping their heads over the parapets and squeezing off a few rounds, and then ducking back down as the mutants returned fire. The New People possessed poor aim, but the sheer numbers of guns and shots increased dramatically, which also increased the odds that they would eventually hit a target. Rachel sensed more mutants approaching from farther away, an outer ring that encircled the first, so that there were two waves rolling toward the human defenses. But there were humans caught between the first ring and the stronghold, and right now they were suffering severe casualties. Rachel had counted eight dead, and no doubt more had fallen in other parts of Newton.
 
   Another volley of bullets strafed their tribe, and a handful of mutants collapsed in front of her. Without being told, she bent to her task, even as bullets glanced off the pavement and vehicles around them. She helped Kokona revive a teenaged girl in a royal blue wool coat with silver hoop earrings, and blood pulsed from the side of the girl’s neck. After Kokona jolted the girl back to life, she opened her burning eyes.
 
   As she sat up, the gush of blood already slowing to a trickle, another round caught her in the cheek, shattering bone and teeth and peeling away half a pound of flesh. Rachel dutifully helped Kokona revive her again, and this time she stood and walked forward with her lower jaw hanging loose from her face.
 
   Kokona grinned up from Rachel’s embrace. “Doesn’t this feel like God’s work?”
 
   Does she know? Is she in my second layer?
 
   Evasion. Trick her.
 
   “I need to change your diaper.”
 
   “Oh, no. These quilted Pampers are wonderful. I can bring a hundred back to life between changes.”
 
   A bellow came from behind them, and Rachel turned to see a tall man charging, a machine gun spitting smoke and metal. He wore a uniform, and his hair was cropped close to his misshapen skull, an unlit cigarette crushed between his teeth. Then pain flared in her arm, and she looked down to see strips of muscle and white bone, reddish-pink flesh peeling away.
 
   The human layer felt the pain—hot acid lacing outward in an expanding network—but the New part of her responded by adjusting Kokona’s position in her good arm and clamping her opposite hand over the wound, warm blood trailing between her fingers.
 
   The man circumvented the center of the horde, instead trimming a few mutants from the edge of the crowd. Several mutants turned their guns toward him and fired, but their shots were wild. The man ran down the adjacent street, his weapon crooked in his elbow and pointed at the sky.
 
   “Are you hurt?” Kokona asked.
 
   Rachel took her hand away—the human part was lost in a red fog of agony—and studied the wound. Was she imagining things or was the wound smaller than it had been only seconds before?
 
   She placed her hand back on the ragged flesh and mimicked the process by which Kokona drew her power to resurrect the dead. Since the energy was going back to the same source from which it originated, the circuit completed itself in a closed loop, with no loss. Ten seconds later, she removed her hand and the skin was intact, although slick red smears coated her arm.
 
   I can heal myself.
 
   Kokona noticed as well, and said, “Good as New.” Then, perhaps realizing the wordplay, she giggled, heedless of the bullets whizzing by and the mutants dropping around them. “Maybe, when we form our society, ‘Good as New’ can be our motto.”
 
   The mutants cornered the man who’d shot her, backing him down an alley that ended in a high block wall, trash cans and power meters girding the rear of buildings on both sides. Kokona ordered Rachel to fall in behind the crowd of mutants crushing toward him.
 
   The man dropped his rifle and attempted to scale the wall, but it was far too sheer and featureless for handholds. He scooped up his weapon and turned, eyes bulging with hate. The human part of Rachel felt a surge of sympathy and an understanding of his anger, but the mutant part of her accepted the tribe’s need to remove a problem—a disease.
 
   He flung away his cigarette and sneered. “Go straight to hell, Zappers.”
 
   The soldier unleashed a barrage of bullets, but it abruptly faded and he futilely tugged at the trigger as the front wave of mutants stepped over the fallen and converged on him. Kokona implored Rachel forward to witness the man’s demise, which was accomplished with squeals and grunts and at last a long, hissing sigh of surrender.
 
   When the remaining mutants backed away with their trophies of metal and gore, Rachel bent to her task and revived the mutants who were killed or disabled in the standoff.
 
   “I wonder,” Kokona said, after the last one was repaired, “if you could bring me back from the dead.”
 
   The question isn’t “could,” the question is “would.”
 
   But Rachel kept that to her human self, while the mutant self answered, “I would try with all my power.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   Franklin looked up from his position behind a Subaru SUV and studied the street ahead. He’d seen movement a block farther on, a shift of longer shadows as the sun approached the western horizon, but he couldn’t tell if the source was human or Zaphead.
 
   Zappers don’t scream.
 
   He didn’t know what was worse: imagining the hordes of mutants that surged through the outskirts of town, or to actually come face to face with the reality of them.
 
   DeVontay had taken Stephen to the second floor of the building on the corner, so they could cover two directions if necessary. But the real reason was to remove Stephen from harm’s way as much as possible.
 
   The Little Man’s got a heart the size of Montana. I hope he doesn’t waste it all on killing instead of loving somebody.
 
   Brock and two women were on the rampart of vehicles with Franklin, so he felt a little better about their odds. Brock outlined a plan whereby they would drop back and flee via a fire escape if Zapheads breached the line. Franklin was about to mention that Zapheads could climb stairs, too, but he figured the illusion of safety was just as good as the real thing. And he was just enough of a gentleman to feel a need to comfort the women, although they actually looked tougher and more combat-ready than he did.
 
   He closed his eyes and pictured his remote mountain compound, the garden frozen over, the solar panel filmed with dust and pine resin, the cabin whistling as wind tickled its cracks. He wondered how his goats were faring and whether they found enough forage on the bleak winter ridges. Would a survivor one day stumble upon its ruins and wonder about its builder? Or would a mutant note it as an archaeological reminder of a tribe that once plagued the planet before yielding to a stronger, more adept kind?
 
   From high overhead came a whoof, and Franklin looked up to see a tuft of bright red smoke, laced with sunset to make it seem on fire, and then the cloud trailed out and spread a hundred feet high.
 
   A signal flare? What the hell for?
 
   “Here they come,” said one of the women, a redhead with freckles and bright green eyes that were almost as piercing as a Zaphead’s.
 
   Franklin snapped alert and settled the elbow of his aiming arm across the hood of the Subaru, tucking the rifle butt against his shoulder. The percussive clatter of guns above told him the lookouts had drawn first blood. Several Zapheads rounded the corner, one of them a girl not much older than Stephen, her dress damp with blood.
 
   Franklin swallowed hard and shifted his aim away from her.
 
   I know it’s no time to be getting sentimental, but damned if I’m going to be the one.
 
   “Hold fire until they’re closer,” Brock yelled with a panicky voice, his adopted military bearing dissolving under the heat lamp of action. “Can’t afford to waste ammo.”
 
   But he ignored his own order and a moment later unleashed a hail of bullets, followed by the redhead. Franklin aimed carefully, not sure aiming even mattered since there were so many of them, and gently squeezed off one shot before aiming again and repeating the process.
 
   The Zapheads fell like soggy bowling pins, but others swarmed over them and continued on. That’s when Franklin saw what they were carrying. Metal dinged as if struck with tiny hammers and glass tinkled to the pavement.
 
   “Enemy fire!” Brock swapped out the magazine of his M-16 and wildly sprayed rounds before him, even though the Zapheads were about fifty yards away. Franklin saw only two Zapheads fall before Brock was forced to swap out his magazine again. The redhead was fairly steady, and the other woman acted totally unfamiliar with her weapon, checking it after every shot as if not believing it actually worked.
 
   Franklin drew a bead on a fat man in a business suit—he’d unconsciously settled on limiting himself solely to male targets—and fired. The job was easier if he pretended it was some government asshole, come to seize his unregistered gold or force him to vote Democrat. He knocked down three that way, although it took half his magazine, and he was about to accept that the damned government was going to win like it always did against a free man, because the government—
 
   Kuh-WHOOOMP.
 
   The explosion came from somewhere behind him, at street level, accompanied by a brittle rain of glass and chunks of concrete. Somebody shrieked like a rabbit taken by a hawk, and another man shouted in anger. Franklin glanced back toward the square, even though he was afraid to take his eyes off the fast-approaching enemy. A curling plume of dust caught the sunset and glowed with an angry orange hue.
 
   “That’s high-grade,” Brock yelled. “Don’t tell me these sons of bitches know how to shoot artillery, too?”
 
   Franklin didn’t think the explosive was of a high caliber, since its destruction was localized—although Franklin figured the casualty would probably say it was a total ass kicker, thank you very much. In fact, it sounded sort of familiar—it reminded him of the grenade Jorge had launched to murder his wife and the mutant baby she carried.
 
   Jorge had taken the launcher from one of Shipley’s men, and it was possible that Shipley had plenty more such weapons. Lobbing grenades at the stronghold while the Zapheads launched a full-scale frontal assault seemed too diabolical even for Shipley, though. So it was probably whoever had taken the launcher from the armory. None of it made sense. But the barricades now seemed a little foolish, like daisy chains trying to hold back an avalanche.
 
   “Grenade,” Franklin shouted at Brock.
 
   “Where’s it coming from? I didn’t hear the airstream.”
 
   “It’s got to be close, then. Maybe one of the roofs—”
 
   Then his lips went numb and his vision went white and his rifle felt like a rubbery eel in his hands. His teeth clacked in his skull. A tsunami of white noise pummeled his ears and gave way to a high-pitched whine. When he opened his eyes, he found himself underneath the Subaru, looking up at the rusted muffler.
 
   Bits of rubble and silver rectangles of glass rolled off the car. He tried to move his arms but couldn’t. All he could do was roll his head to one side to view the street. The redhead was propped along the frame of a motorcycle, her torso lacerated with shrapnel, skin already going white from shock. He tried to call to her, but he couldn’t hear if any sound came from his mouth.
 
   For a moment, he wondered if the blast had paralyzed him, but he could wriggle his toes. With the force of will, he slid his arm along the pavement to touch his face. Aside from grit and sweat, he couldn’t detect any damage, although the percussion still roared around his head like a lug nut in a hubcap. The keening in his ears eased and gave way to the sounds of battle. He scooted a few inches at a time, digging the heels of his boots into the ground for traction, until he was clear of the vehicle.
 
   Another explosion rocked the square, this time at the barricade two blocks down. Hilyard emerged from the plume of dust, gripping his shoulder with a pistol-fisted hand. Two bodies were splayed on the street near the cavalry statue, and a soldier tended to one of them, ignoring the blood running down his own scalp.
 
   “Brock?” Franklin called.
 
   The young man had abandoned his previous post and now pressed into the doorway of a shop, rifle clutched to his chest. “Where’s it coming from?”
 
   “Inside job.” Franklin coughed and sat up. Although he felt as if his joints had been stretched and then snapped back into place, he didn’t think anything was broken. He wiped his nose with a dirty sleeve and it came away bloody, but not plentiful enough to alarm him.
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?” Brock flitted from the recessed doorway long enough to fire at the mass of Zapheads and duck back again.
 
   “Traitor. Spy. Turncoat. Dirty double-crossing son-of-a-bitch.”
 
   Franklin elbowed his way to his rifle ten feet away. Bullets wailed overhead as the Zapheads poured on the barrage of small-caliber fire. Luckily their aim was poor, but if they drew much closer, then geometry would be on their side.
 
   Another explosion roared, this one on the parallel block, and Franklin mentally plotted the impact points of the different blasts. There was only one possible origin: directly above them.
 
   “Up,” Franklin shouted to Brock, who seemed more worried about the impending horde than the enemy within.
 
   “What the hell you talking about?”
 
   Franklin pointed to the rooftop above Brock. “Coming from inside the stronghold.”
 
   “We have sentries posted up there.”
 
   “They must be too busy mowing Zappers to notice.” Franklin used his rifle as a crutch to help him wobble to his feet. He ached as if he’d aged twenty years in two minutes.
 
   Well, I never figured on making it to the rocking chair anyway. May as well die on two feet.
 
   He limped to the fire escape that clung to the side of the building and scaled it one slow step at a time. From that height, he could see farther beyond the stronghold. Dozens of Zapheads massed, and that was just in this one section of town. There were probably hundreds surrounding Newton.
 
   At the first landing, he steadied himself against the rail and fired two shots at the closest wave of Zapheads, but he’d lost track of how many rounds he had left. He might need them.
 
   “Franklin!” came a voice from across the street. “Are you okay?”
 
   He turned and saw DeVontay’s dark face in the window, furrowed in concern. “Been better, but I’m still kicking. I found the rat, and I’m going to flush it out.”
 
   DeVontay scanned the roofline above Franklin. “I don’t see anything.”
 
   “Well, keep an eye out anyway.” Realizing what he’d just said, he added, “No offense.”
 
   “None taken. Watch your ass, old man.”
 
   Franklin dragged himself up another flight of stairs, coming to a metal ladder that led the final twelve feet to the roof.
 
   This is going to hurt.
 
   He slung his rifle over his shoulder and took the first few rungs with no problem, although his palms were sweaty and his ligaments shrieked. The rifle swung back and forth from its strap, the butt banging against the metal. A salvo of lead stitched itself along the top of the building above him, showering him with brick chips. At the halfway point, he glanced down and saw just how precarious their position was. With Zapheads approaching from all sides, it seemed like only a couple of dozen fighters were on the firing line to resist them.
 
   When he reached the top, he eased his head over the parapet.
 
   Jorge?
 
   The Mexican faced away from him, legs spread slightly as he balanced the grenade launcher in his arms. The fat barrel of the weapon tilted down into the square. Beside him was an open ammo crate, several green cylinders scattered around his feet.
 
   Why?
 
   But questions didn’t matter, and neither did answers. Franklin hooked his left elbow under a ladder rung and shrugged the rifle from his shoulder. He nearly dropped it before clutching one hand around the stock and bringing it under his chin to rest on the rounded concrete top of the parapet.
 
   Franklin glanced at the adjacent rooftops and saw no snipers or sentries. Jorge’s rifle lay beside him on the tarred surface, a litter of shell casings glinting golden in the sun. Maybe it was a jump, but only one conclusion made sense, and Franklin didn’t have time for any others: Jorge had turned against them all.
 
   Jorge squeezed the trigger and rocked slightly with the kick of the launcher, and its muffled release was followed by an explosion below—and a human scream.
 
   Franklin wriggled up high enough to bring the AR-15 to bear, sighting down the muzzle at the man who had been his friend—a man who had saved his life.
 
   Franklin owed him one last chance. “Jorge!”
 
   Jorge turned, startled, the launcher lowered beside his waist. His eyes were sunken, and the scruffy facial hair, cornered expression, and angled chin even made him resemble a rat.
 
   “Drop it,” Franklin commanded, calm despite the bullets crisscrossing the sky around him.
 
   Jorge gave a slow shake of his head. “We should’ve never left home, amigo.”
 
   “Drop it.”
 
   Jorge jerked up the barrel of the launcher and fired, and Franklin could hear the projectile whistle past his head—the airstream actually ruffled his beard. Franklin squeezed the trigger once, twice, and a third time as Jorge performed a spastic tango and dropped the launcher.
 
   Franklin scrambled over the parapet as Jorge crumpled into a loose knot of pain. By the time Franklin reached him, Jorge had stopped quivering. Only two of the shots hit the mark, but they were close enough to the heart to finish the job.
 
   Now Franklin had time to ask that last useless question. “Why?”
 
   Jorge gazed at him through half-lidded brown eyes. “Muh—Marina…take care…of her…”
 
   Franklin knelt to retrieve the grenade launcher.
 
   How hard can it be to shoot this damned contraption?
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
    
 
    
 
   DeVontay peered through the binoculars, twisting the knobs although he could make use of only one set of lenses.
 
   “Whatdayasee?” Stephen asked, pressing behind him and peering over his shoulder.
 
   “Franklin’s gone.”
 
   Then Franklin’s head popped up over the roofline, followed by his torso. He held the bulky grenade launcher with its oversize cylinder. Franklin appeared to study the weapon, oblivious of the chaos waging below him.
 
   “He’s okay,” DeVontay said, passing the glasses to Stephen.
 
   The boy took a look in the direction DeVontay pointed. “Man, that’s an ass kicker of a bazooka.”
 
   “Grenade launcher,” DeVontay said. “Now let’s get back to work. We’ve got some Zappers to kill.”
 
   “Don’t think it will do much good,” Stephen said, passing the binoculars back to DeVontay. “They can bring them back as fast as we can knock them down.”
 
   But Stephen took up his post at the opposite window, aimed with steady assurance the way DeVontay taught him, and popped off one round after another, pausing between each shot to make sure none were wasted. DeVontay couldn’t help the rush of pride that surged through him, even though he’d never wanted to raise a killer. Stephen had come a long way from the shattered, nearly catatonic boy who’d clung to a baby doll in the wake of his mother’s death.
 
   I just hope he lives long enough to become a man. Not a Little Man, but a Big Man.
 
   DeVontay sighted his M-16 into the front line of attackers, who were now only twenty yards from the barricade. Brock and the remaining woman on the battlements retreated, and DeVontay laid down a line of cover fire. Four or five Zapheads dropped, men and women and one boy who was not much older than Stephen.
 
   DeVontay tried not to think about the people they’d been, the lives and loves and families and dreams all swept away by an invisible, radioactive tidal wave spat from the nuclear belly of the sun. They died in August, and these things that now used their flesh were the enemies of everything those people believed in.
 
   Even from this distance, the fiery orbs of their eyes were plainly visible, made all the more intense as dusk crept over the ridges in the east and threw long shadows across the town. DeVontay aimed between each set of orbs as he pulled the trigger, switching back and forth between single shots and automatic fire. He swapped his final magazine into place, wondering if he should save the last two rounds for him and the boy.
 
   He scanned down the length of the barrel, aligning the front and rear sights, and he zeroed in on a Zaphead he’d shot only minutes before—its body had folded into meat origami on the sidewalk near a knocked-over baby stroller.
 
   There was a Zaphead beside it, leaning over the body to retrieve the weapon from its fallen comrade, and DeVontay was about to squeeze off a burst when he realized the Zapper ignored the weapon.
 
   Instead, it hovered over the corpse.
 
   And the corpse’s legs twitched.
 
   DeVontay leaned his rifle against the windowsill and grabbed the binoculars. With magnification, there was no mistaking the kneeling Zaphead’s figure and clothing. And the two tiny brown hands that reached out from a bundle in her arms.
 
   “Rachel!”
 
   Stephen raced over to his side. “Where?”
 
   DeVontay resisted Stephen’s tugs on the binoculars, watching with horror and fascination as the dead Zaphead sat up and regained its footing and Rachel and Kokona moved over to the next fallen, bloody heap.
 
   “I see her!” Stephen said. “Are you sure she was dead? Because she looks normal to me.”
 
   “She is…she was…I mean, hell if I know anymore. But check out her eyes, you’ll see.” He gave Stephen the binoculars again
 
   “Full metal Zaphead,” Stephen said. “But she looks just like Rachel.”
 
   Rachel and Kokona seemed oblivious to the scattered volley of gunfire around them, drifting from casualty to casualty like a bizarre pair of battlefield medics. Although they were within range of the survivors fortified in the center of Newton, there were several ranks of mutants in front of them.
 
   Seeing the Zapheads rise from their mortal wounds brought home the futility of their defense, and DeVontay fought off the curtain of hopelessness that threatened to drop over him.
 
   “Let’s go,” Stephen said.
 
   “Are you crazy? We wouldn’t last two minutes out there in no-man’s-land.”
 
   Stephen glared at him. “You lost her twice already. I only lost her once. So I don’t have as much quit in me as you do.”
 
   “But even if we reach her—and that’s a big ‘if’—she’s just as likely to kill us as smile and say hello. Kokona’s controlling her. The whole damn Zap Nation is controlling her. We have no way of understanding her.”
 
   “Rachel’s in there somewhere. She saved me and gave me a reason to live. She taught me hope in this crappy wasteland where I’ll never get to Facebook memes or watch movies or hear Beatles again. That’s worth taking a risk for, and if you don’t see that, maybe you need your other eye back.”
 
   The boy’s dirty face somehow added to his earnestness, and he tugged the bill of the John Deere cap low over his eyes to show he meant business.
 
   DeVontay nodded, watching Rachel and Kokona perform another revival, even as their previous subjects once again joined the fray. Zapheads swarmed over the barricades and wedged their way between the jam of vehicles, working their way toward the center of town with little resistance.
 
   “All right,” he said. “I love her. I believe in her. And if love means anything in the face of extinction, then I’d rather die now than not have it.”
 
   “Cool,” Stephen said, jutting out his chin and heading for the door that led down the stairs.
 
   “Hold your horses, Little Man. Running in there like idiots is the worst thing we can do. We need a little help from above.”
 
   Stephen squinted. “Jesus? You want us to pray?”
 
   “A prayer wouldn’t hurt. But I’m thinking of Franklin.” DeVontay leaned out the window and hollered Franklin’s name.
 
   The old man was out of sight, but in seconds he appeared at the parapet, the launcher resting on his shoulder. He cupped his hands to his mouth to form a megaphone. “Doesn’t look real good.”
 
   DeVontay pointed down the street and shouted, “Rachel.”
 
   Franklin leaned over the parapet for a closer look, muttered something DeVontay couldn’t hear, and lifted a hand as if to say “What can we do about it?”
 
   “We’re going in,” DeVontay shouted. “Cover us.”
 
   Franklin touched his thumb and forefinger in a circle to make an “Okay” sign, and took up a position with the launcher at his shoulder.
 
   “It’s time,” DeVontay said to Stephen. “We get there, grab her, and run for it.”
 
   “Which way?”
 
   “The fastest way.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY
 
    
 
    
 
   Rachel wondered how many resurrections she had left in her.
 
   She’d long ago lost count of the number of corpses she and Kokona revived, and with the sun now touching the western horizon and pouring red lava over the iron-gray mountains, this single first day of her New life felt like a millennium. She couldn’t comprehend the horror of an ageless, unchanging future rolling out before her, and she found herself grateful that Kokona would eventually deplete her and toss her aside.
 
   But for now she was compelled to move from bloody heap to bloody heap, touching the dead and charging them via Kokona’s small hands, the baby’s eyes burning intensely while serving as the conduit between Rachel and the fallen members of their tribe.
 
   Ahead of her, the New People clambered over the makeshift barricade the humans constructed in their pathetic attempt at self-preservation. The screams no longer fazed her, nor did the rattle of gunfire. She couldn’t even hope for a bullet to end her misery, because Kokona would either compel her to heal herself or perform the task on her own.
 
   The corpses were less frequent now, and the gunfire dropped away to isolated pockets of resistance. She wasn’t sure how many humans had holed up in the center of Newton, but there couldn’t be more than two dozen remaining. The fighting transformed from a massed frontal assault to disorganized door-to-door combat, although the mutants moved with a steady persistence that was somehow more disturbing than if they’d howled and jibbered and scrambled among the wreckage. They moved as if they were performing a mildly unpleasant duty rather than carrying out the extermination of an intelligent species.
 
   An explosion in the midst of a group beyond the barricade sent four of them sprawling. “Go there go now,” Kokona commanded.
 
   Rachel gripped the child and headed toward the freshly dead. She was in no more of a hurry than the rest of her tribe. She had a job and she must do it. The instinct was more powerful than any stunted willpower and flailing outrage buried in her second, human layer.
 
   But all the while, her human part—her soul—maintained a constant prayer, a telepathic connection that no other minds could penetrate:
 
   God, remember me. No matter what happens, please remember Rachel Wheeler. Forgive me for my failures and bless me for any good I might have delivered through You to this world of pain and pride and sin.
 
   She couldn’t truly believe in God, not after all that happened, but God didn’t care about her lack of faith. God remained constant as she twisted and turned and denied and begged. God neither demanded nor compelled. God just was.
 
   When she reached the barricade, she turned sideways and squeezed between a truck and a sports car, with a motorcycle jammed between them in a poor attempt to close the gap. A human corpse—a red-haired female—slumped against the junk pile, painted pale by a mercifully permanent death. Rachel avoided her, climbing over the motorcycle’s mangled rubber tire with Kokona clutched against her chest.
 
   When she reached the group of mutant corpses, she recognized two of them as having already undergone her necromantic ministrations. Their new wounds were severe, their skin shredded by shrapnel. One was missing an arm, and Rachel collected the limb and stabbed it back on its stump. Kokona poured energy into the corpse and it soon rolled back into action, flexing the arm whose wet, red scar was already fading.
 
   “You’re getting good at this,” Kokona said. “I think you’ve found your calling.”
 
   “They’ll all be dead soon, and there will be no one around to kill us,” Rachel said. “What becomes of me then?”
 
   “Our work has only begun. All the tribes shall gather, and we find the next village of Old People. One after another until we live in peace.”
 
   “You could have had peace, but you rejected it.”
 
   “We’re still evolving, we do not age, and no disease can touch us. We’re the perfect tribe for this planet, nature’s final answer. Do you really think humans would allow us to live among them? That they could watch with envy as we repaired their infrastructure, cleaned up their nuclear radiation, and brought new technologies into their lives? When each day would bring us a step further along the road to advancement while humans wallowed in the same slime as their ancient ancestors?”
 
   “You’re only as smart as your smartest mind,” Rachel said. “All the mutants only have one thought.”
 
   Kokona smiled and patted a playful hand against Rachel’s cheek. “You can’t hide the human inside, Rachel. But that’s okay. Humans are so weak I’ll not bother to take that away from you until our work is done. Now let’s heal these poor victims of desperate rage and jealousy, shall we?”
 
   And Rachel did as she was commanded, bending to the nearest corpse.
 
   “Rachel!”
 
   The voice sounded unreal, and she assumed it issued from some crevice deep in her soul, a place where memory and fantasy struggled for air. It was familiar but new, like notes of a simple musical scale fused into an original composition.
 
   “Rachel!”
 
   She looked up from the dead female face that Kokona caressed to life beneath them. The boy ran toward her, a gun in his hands, eyes bright beneath the bill of his baseball cap. Behind him was another she knew—a black memory and tall fantasy become fact.
 
   Stephen.
 
   DeVontay.
 
   “Stephen,” Kokona called. “DeVontay.”
 
   Both of them slowed to a walk, moving uneasily toward them. The recently revived mutant opened its fervid eyes and crawled for its fallen rifle a few feet away.
 
   “Stop,” Stephen said, lifting his own weapon.
 
   “Stop,” Kokona said.
 
   The mutant clapped its curled fingers on the rifle and tried to sweep it into its grasp. Stephen fired and the mutant sagged, a fresh and oozing maw in its neck.
 
   “Come on, Rachel,” DeVontay said, standing over her and Kokona. “We’re getting out of here.”
 
   “I can’t,” Rachel said.
 
   “She’s my carrier,” Kokona said.
 
   “Shut up,” DeVontay said.
 
   “I’m her carrier,” Rachel said.
 
   “No, you’re one of us,” Stephen said, swiveling around and sweeping his rifle before him.
 
   Rachel shared Kokona’s silent summons and a pocket of mutants converged on them, instinctively holding their fire because of Kokona. The battle raged on behind them, but the gunshots and screams were now few and far between.
 
   “If you kill us, you don’t get the other babies,” DeVontay said to Kokona.
 
   “The other babies?” Kokona giggled. “Oh, how utterly human. When all else fails, try lying to save yourselves.”
 
   “You want to take that chance? You think you can run this tribe on your own? Burning out one carrier after another? When you kill all of us, who will help you?” He waved at the steadily approaching mutants. “These brain-dead slaves?”
 
   For the first time, Rachel detected a quiver from Kokona of what she could only describe as doubt. As if to prove DeVontay’s point, the approaching mutants stopped twenty feet away, their fiery eyes wide and staring and, for all their turbulence, utterly vacant.
 
   Kokona had commanded them to stop.
 
   “There are others like me,” Kokona said. “This isn’t the only tribe. I can feel us everywhere, all across this land.”
 
   “Yeah, but who will take you to them?”
 
   “Put her down, Rachel,” Stephen begged, his voice nearly cracking despite his brave front.
 
   “You know I can’t do that,” said the mutant part of her, while the human inside screamed: Do it, do it, do it.
 
   “Where are the babies, then?” Kokona asked.
 
   “We’ll show you, but only after you free Rachel,” DeVontay said. “And only if you stop the killing now.”
 
   “I can’t free Rachel. You know that better than anyone. She’s one of us forever.”
 
   “You can’t change her back, but you can let her come with us.”
 
   Rachel hated that she had no voice in her own fate—the human layer roiled with poisonous, futile rage in its embryonic helplessness while the mutant part of her caged the emotion. She could only say what Kokona would allow her to say: “She needs me.”
 
   “I have a different deal for you,” Kokona said to DeVontay, delighted at the game. “You tell me where the babies are and I promise not to let you join us when we learn how to resurrect your kind.”
 
   “I think you underestimate us,” DeVontay said. “We’re even more ruthless and bloodthirsty than you think we are.”
 
   With that, he dashed forward and jabbed the muzzle of his rifle against Kokona’s temple. Rachel drew back in horror, pulling the baby close, but DeVontay fired anyway. The bullet shattered Kokona’s head and her last silent cry reverberated through the group of nearby mutants and across the town—perhaps even across the world.
 
   “KILL HER KILL HER KILL HER killer killer killer”
 
   So much grue and gore spattered Rachel that it took her a moment to recognize the bullet had torn into her flesh as well. She didn’t feel pain, exactly—although the human layer tried desperately to convince her of it—but the damage was enough to mar her functioning. She hugged Kokona against her breasts and the baby’s head lolled forward, the neck and arms limp, a shimmering miasma of brains and bone swimming in the broken bowl of its skull.
 
   Kokona’s last cry was taken up by her tribe, thundering off the brick cliffs of the town: “KILL HER KILL HER KILL HER.”
 
   The mutants crushed forward, closing on Stephen and DeVontay, who fired shot after shot until their weapons were empty. They flung their weapons at their attackers, who appeared to have lost the knowledge of gunpowder and firearms, although they pressed forward with their arms outstretched.
 
   Rachel stared down at the dead baby, consumed by a deep sense of loss. Their connection died along with Kokona, but she still joined with the rest of her tribe in the escalating chant, even though she realized she was the “her” they meant to kill.
 
   DeVontay grabbed her jacket and yanked her toward the barricade. “Come on.”
 
   Now rudderless, she succumbed to his strength, clinging to the baby out of some strange need she could never explain—as if their bond ran far deeper than mother and daughter.
 
   Creator and creation? Maker and the made? Giver and receiver?
 
   A percussive burst in the middle of the pursuing mutants knocked several of them down, followed by four more detonations in brief intervals, until most of them lay in the street, disabled and with no one to return them to life.
 
   When the humans reached the barricade, DeVontay climbed onto the hood of a sedan and dragged Rachel over while Stephen pushed her from behind. “Drop it,” DeVontay shouted at her, but she shook her head.
 
   She was so damaged she couldn’t resist them, and after she slid to her knees on the other side of the barricade, Stephen clambered over and helped her to her feet.
 
   “Come on,” DeVontay said, lifting her into his arms and limping down the bloody, bullet-pocked street. He cradled her in the same manner that she embraced Kokona, firmly and protectively.
 
   “Franklin’s got our back,” Stephen shouted, and Rachel recognized that name, too. The human layer grew stronger the farther she got from the other mutants, but their repetitive cries of “Kill her” still rang from the square, along with more muffled explosions and renewed bursts of small-arms fire.
 
   “You’re wounded,” DeVontay said, looking down at her with concern, each step jarring her body. “Sorry about that. It was the only way.”
 
   No, it was the human way, but he would never understand that.
 
   She eased her elbow forward, careful not to disturb Kokona’s final rest, and touched the wound in her chest. Her finger penetrated the slick hole, sliding between bones to touch her heart. The wound was in the same place as the one that killed her the first time, as a human. She imagined the rough membranes inside were the scar tissue of that fatal entry, and that maybe there was just no escaping death.
 
   That’s the realm of God, and no natural catastrophe can alter the basic truth of the universe.
 
   But she healed herself just the same, working from the inside out.
 
   If she truly believed God lived in all of them, well, God just was.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
    
 
    
 
   “You sure?” Stephen asked, curling his upper lip as if DeVontay had finally totally lost his mind.
 
   Maybe DeVontay had. But if they were spinning the roulette wheel in the game of survival, the more balls in play the better. So when he carried Rachel to the funeral home, he accepted the probability that this was where they’d find their eternal rest.
 
   It might not turn out to be a peaceful rest, but at least they’d have plenty of caskets to choose from.
 
   As DeVontay kicked open the front door, Stephen scanned the street behind them. The center of the square was in chaos, with guns occasionally blasting and Franklin dispensing grenades from his rooftop vigil. “Looks like the Zaps are running wild. Just like the old days.”
 
   “If you cut off the head, the body dies,” DeVontay said.
 
   He eased Rachel onto a pew that ran against one wall of the front parlor, where she lay staring up at the ceiling. With all the blood covering her and the baby still hugged tightly to her chest, he couldn’t tell the extent of her injury. Her eyes were open, still blazing with that profane mutant fire, but she didn’t appear to be aware of her surroundings.
 
   He knelt beside her, took her hand, and whispered, “Rachel. Are you okay?”
 
   “You didn’t care about that when you shot me.”
 
   “You…I don’t see any wound.”
 
   “I healed myself. That’s what I do now.”
 
   “No way.” But DeVontay knew it was not only possible but that she had no reason to lie. He leaned closer, but he couldn’t see anything but blood and a tiny hole in the fabric of her jacket.
 
   She shifted so that she shielded Kokona with her shoulder, as if she was afraid he’d take the baby. “You knew Kokona was holding the whole tribe together.”
 
   “I had to do it. She was helpless without a carrier, and you couldn’t break free of her while she controlled you.”
 
   Rachel finally looked at him, full in the face so that her eyes nearly blinded him, and he could barely recognize her. “Who said I’ve escaped?”
 
   “You’re back with us,” DeVontay said, taking her hand even though it still cupped the baby’s broken body. “Where you’re supposed to be.”
 
   “I’m one of them,” Rachel said. “I can’t ever come back.”
 
   “Gosh, Rachel,” Stephen said, watching the street outside the window. “You don’t want to be a Zaphead, do you?”
 
   DeVontay withered under her glare as she said, “I never had that choice. You made it for me.”
 
   “Okay,” DeVontay said. “I thought it was for your own good. But I admit, I didn’t want to lose you. I’d rather have you as a Zaphead than not have you at all.”
 
   “I already told you, you don’t have me,” Rachel said, stroking the tufts of black, gooey hair on the undamaged side of Kokona’s head. “And quit saying ‘Zaphead.’ We’re New People.”
 
   Jesus, she’s really gone. DeVontay wondered if maybe he should have taken Stephen and fled Newton while they had the chance. He promised he’d stay by Rachel’s side until the end, but hadn’t it actually ended the day before, when Jorge’s wife shot and killed her in a delusional rage? Did pledging to love someone forever apply to mutant transformations and resurrections?
 
   Perhaps this was punishment for his vanity. He convinced himself he was acting on her behalf, but hadn’t it really been about his own need and weakness and lust?
 
   And here was a mutant capable of endlessly healing herself. She would no longer age. Could she bring herself back from the dead? What about other mutants, or was that solely the power of Kokona and the other babies? He studied the baby for any signs of reanimation, but she seemed just as still and lax as ever.
 
   “Somebody’s coming,” Stephen said.
 
   DeVontay reluctantly left Rachel’s side and joined him at the window. Two figures climbed over the barricade, one of them diminutive and spiderlike, the other decked out in military garb. A few seconds later, someone else clambered onto the roof of a Sprint van, and this one was easy to identify by the stooped posture and wild tuft of beard.
 
   Franklin.
 
   The old man had ditched the grenade launcher but was paying it forward with bursts of automatic fire from an M-16. He planted his feet wide and balanced as brass shell casings spit from the gunstock, glinting as they spun in the red-orange glow of sunset. Inside the barricade, the Zaphead hordes swarmed toward whatever target caught their attention, and a long wail of agony reminded them all that the battle was far from done. Amid the gunshots came the murmuring chant, “Kill her kill her kill her,” as if Kokona’s last message would be the one the mutants carried with them until the end of time.
 
   “We need weapons,” Stephen said. “We have to help them.”
 
   “No way we’re going back in there. But maybe somebody dropped a rifle in the street.”
 
   Stephen pointed. “Well, she’s got one.”
 
   DeVontay at last recognized the fleeing figures as Sierra and Marina. Sierra had lost her bandolier and her hair had worked loose into a wild blonde mane, but she otherwise looked unscathed. Marina limped a little, one of her tennis shoes missing, but she was gamely keeping up with the woman who held her by the arm.
 
   DeVontay stepped outside the door. “Over here!” he yelled down the street, waving his arm. He hoped that was the right move—any Zaphead in the area would turn on the sound like a two-hundred pound hornet whose nest had just been kicked.
 
   Sierra saw him and veered toward the funeral home, her rifle tucked across her forearm. Marina glanced back at the murmuring Zapheads in the center of town, tripping as she did and sprawling onto the pavement. Stephen pushed past DeVontay and out the door, sprinting for her and reaching her just as Sierra was helping her up.
 
   Little Man’s braver than I am.
 
   A Zaphead scaled the van beneath Franklin’s feet, and he drove a boot into its face to knock it from his perch. Two others scrambled up the side panels after leaping from the bed of a pick-up truck. Sierra dropped to one knee, aimed, and squeezed off several shots, and the two mutants dropped like bags of wet sand. Stephen helped Marina the rest of the way to the funeral home.
 
   Sierra stood and scanned the surrounding area, making sure the coast was clear, and shouted, “Come on, Franklin.”
 
   Franklin fired a few more rounds and then slid down the side of the van, rolling as he hit the ground. DeVontay could just imagine the man’s stream of cusswords as he awkwardly swayed to his feet and wobbled toward the funeral home.
 
   Sierra ran to help him, and by the time DeVontay was tending to Marina’s scraped knees and elbows, using bottled water and a box of tissues, the duo had joined them in the front parlor, Sierra taking up a post as sentry near the door.
 
   Franklin sagged into a chair and let Stephen take his weapon. “I swear to God, this is my last apocalypse. Way too old for this shit.”
 
   “How did you know we’d be here?” DeVontay asked.
 
   “It’s the only place we have in common besides the school, and that’s the last place anybody would want to be. If you weren’t here, I was going to take any survivors and head for the mountains. From what I can tell, this might be the last of us.”
 
   Marina’s eyes widened and her lip quivered. “My daddy?”
 
   Franklin rubbed his mouth as DeVontay squinted at him. “I don’t know what happened to him, honey, but I bet he can take care of himself. Your daddy’s a fighter. I know he loves you very much, and he’d want you to hang in there no matter what.”
 
   You lying bastard. But at least you’re good at it.
 
   “What about Brock and the others?” DeVontay asked Sierra.
 
   She shook her head. “Didn’t make it. Hilyard got taken down when he was trying to rescue the flag. Idiot.”
 
   “Thou shalt not worship graven images.” Franklin sat up with a groan. “Where’s Rachel?”
 
   “She’s right—”DeVontay turned, but there was only a bloody cushion on the pew where she had lain with Kokona. She couldn’t have gone outside. Where, then?
 
   Something thumped in the viewing room.
 
   Does she know about the dead babies?
 
   “Hold this to keep it clean,” DeVontay said to Marina, waiting until the girl pressed the soggy, red-stained tissue to a particularly nasty scuff on her left elbow. Stephen knelt before her like a miniature Prince Charming, slipping a rubber Croc on her bare foot that he’d scrounged up in a back room. 
 
   Franklin stood with a groan and followed DeVontay into the viewing room, sensing something was wrong. And there was.
 
   Rachel stood over the casket full of dead babies.
 
   She held up the lid with one arm, Kokona cradled in the other. Her back was to them as she flipped the lid all the way open and reached into the lining. She seemed to be arranging them, bending over and talking softly as if tucking them in for a nap.
 
   A tiny hand flopped over the rim of the casket, little fingers wriggling in the air.
 
   “What the hell?” Franklin said.
 
   DeVontay rushed forward to see what she was doing, but the sick knot in his stomach told him he already knew. He pulled Rachel away from the casket, but it was too late.
 
   The babies squirmed and cooed and giggled, their eyes casting a fuzzy halo of orange light around the casket. One of them, a little girl with pink skin and fine platinum curls, rolled over and crawled across two of the others, coming straight for DeVontay. One other baby, the mutilated one with the gory eye sockets that had been killed by Jorge, grinned toothlessly and waved his arms, except one of them ended in a stump just below the elbow.
 
   Rachel turned to DeVontay, her eyes as bright as summer suns. Kokona twitched in her arms, plopped her shattered head against Rachel’s chest, a thick drool of gray matter leaking down her chin as she said, “You were right, DeVontay. You are bloodthirsty.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
    
 
    
 
   “Here they come!” Sierra shouted from the front parlor.
 
   “We’ve got to boogie,” Franklin said. “We don’t have enough firepower to hold them off until dark.”
 
   In truth, Franklin wanted to be away from all of it—Newton, the hopeless struggle of the survivors, the Zapheads and their endless resurrections, even Rachel. They should have let her rest in peace, because death was the only way to escape After, and even that was no guarantee.
 
   “You summoned them, didn’t you?” DeVontay asked Kokona, revulsion and rage twisting his face, his glass eye sparkling with the reflection of Rachel’s stare. “You brought them to kill us.”
 
   Franklin didn’t care why the Zapheads were swarming over the barricades and heading for the funeral home. It didn’t matter. They were Zapheads. This was what they did, and would keep doing it, on and on, forever.
 
   Even after they finally wiped out the human race, they’d still swarm the planet’s surface, chasing down anything that walked or swam or flew, destroying all beautiful things in the path of their fury. Well, to hell with them. Let them have the place.
 
   He couldn’t look at Rachel anymore, not with those alien eyes and blank face, not while she played mother for that mutilated little creature that still seemed way too intelligent even with half her brains missing. Worst of all was the resemblance to her mother, with that slim Wheeler nose and a strong jawline like the one he hadn’t seen in the mirror for thirty years.
 
   He turned away from the writhing mass of little limbs in the casket and the tiny peeping voices that seemed to be saying, “Kill her kill her kill her.” If DeVontay wanted to stand here in the face of madness, let him. Franklin was done.
 
   Marina sat huddled near Stephen, staring at the floor. Franklin limped across the room, his ankle throbbing from his fall off the van, and leaned over Stephen’s shoulder at the window, plucking the rifle from him.
 
   “Hey,” Stephen said. “I need that.”
 
   Sierra gave Franklin a look, and then nodded at the gun, grimacing at some secret pain. “That mag’s half empty. You’ve got enough for a round of mercy kills if you want.”
 
   Franklin wasn’t going to shoot the boy and then commit suicide. Sure, their situation was nearly hopeless, but he valued independence and freedom way too much to take it from anyone, including himself. No, he had other ideas.
 
   “How many are out there?” Franklin said, peering through the curtains. Twilight spread its first thin sheet over the land, the sun offering a gray-red half-light as the day posted its final farewell.
 
   “Hard to tell, but I’m guessing twenty-five or thirty,” Sierra said. “More Zaps than bullets, I can promise you that.”
 
   Stephen backed away from the window and was about to enter the viewing room when Franklin grabbed his shoulder. “You don’t want to see this.”
 
   “Rachel?” the boy called.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Rachel called from the behind the wall. “I tried.”
 
   When Franklin returned to the viewing room, DeVontay was yelling at either Rachel or Kokona, but his rant was unhinged and incoherent.
 
   Hope the poor guy isn’t cracking up, but he should’ve known better than to fall in love at the end of the world.
 
   Franklin put the M-16 to his shoulder and pointed it at Rachel. “I’ve got about ten rounds left. Starting with you, then one baby at a time until there’s nobody left to bring any of you Zappers back from the dead. It ends here.”
 
   “You might think about it first, and what happens if we’re all dead,” Kokona said, and as hard as Franklin tried to avoid looking at the gruesome infant, her shrill, commanding voice demolished his resistance. “We’re only thing holding the tribe back.”
 
   The top of her skull still featured a glistening gap, but pieces of it had knitted themselves back together. Rachel must have fished out the shards of bone and smoothed them into place. She would never be whole again, but she didn’t seem to mind a bit.
 
   Rachel took a step toward Franklin. “Grampa, I didn’t mean for it to be like this. If only you knew what we really are, you’d understand.”
 
   Oh, I understand plenty. Because that “we” you’re talking about doesn’t include me or Stephen or DeVontay. No humans allowed.
 
   Could he do it? He’d killed plenty of mutants, a couple of Shipley’s soldiers, and even his friend Jorge. But Rachel was family.
 
   Flesh and blood.
 
   “I’ll do it right now if you don’t make the Zappers stop,” Franklin said.
 
   A baby’s doddering head appeared above the edge of the casket. “Kill her.”
 
   “Shut up, Brian,” Kokona said. “This is my carrier.”
 
   “She’s everybody’s carrier now,” Brian said.
 
   God damn, what I wouldn’t give right now for my grenade launcher. Hell, I’d even pledge allegiance to the flag AND the United States of America.
 
   “You going to stop them?” Franklin said to Kokona. “Do that ESP stuff and shut them down right now? Or do I blow the rest of your brains out?”
 
   “You wouldn’t hurt Rachel,” Kokona said.
 
   “I’m with the good guys. And that justifies whatever bad thing is necessary. I’m good to hell and back.”
 
   “Leave Rachel out of it,” DeVontay said, and Franklin was worried the troubled man might jump him.
 
   “Can’t. You heard the brat. She’s the carrier.”
 
   Kokona closed her eyes for a moment, and Franklin realized how dark the room had grown around them. “Okay,” the baby said in a hushed voice. “It’s done.”
 
   Franklin backed to the parlor entryway, where Stephen stood mute and wide-eyed with Marina beside him, and said, “See anything, Sierra?”
 
   “Nothing but a whole lot of dark.”
 
   “That’s good. If they were out there, little balls of fire would be dancing all over the place.”
 
   “What now?” DeVontay said.
 
   “If you kill us, you’re still in the same position,” Kokona said. “There are a hundred of us in Newton, and more on the way. They know you’re here. Even if I no longer control them, they’ll find you and destroy you.”
 
   “I want to control the New People,” Brian whined from the casket. Another baby’s high, wailing voice simply added “Kill her.”
 
   “Be quiet, Brian,” Kokona said. “I’m the one she’s carrying now.”
 
   Great. A mutant baby power struggle. Maybe they’re more like us than they want to admit.
 
   “I’ve got an idea,” Sierra said, walking into the room. She slumped in a chair near the casket, bathed in the light of the babies’ eyes. Her charcoal war paint was smeared across her cheeks but failed to hide the paleness of her skin. She drew in a breath and winced, swaying and nearly tumbling from her chair.
 
   DeVontay stepped forward to help her but she waved him off. “Won’t do any good, handsome.” She clamped her rifle between her knees, its butt resting on the floor, and unbuttoned her uniform tunic just above the belly button. A thick bandage on her abdomen was crusted with dark blood and yellow pus.
 
   “Gut shot,” she said. “Septicemia always wins. With modern medical care, I’d be fifty-fifty. But now…probably go into shock by tomorrow, dead before the sun goes down again.”
 
   Franklin admired the woman for not taking herself out. She’d probably bandaged the wound herself, and then expended the last of her energy rescuing Marina. To hell with Hilyard and Brock. This woman deserved the Bronze Star if anybody did.
 
   But Franklin guessed what she was about to propose. It’s not something he would suggest, but he didn’t feel worthy of talking her out of it, either. He’d have done the same if he’d thought of it.
 
   “So here’s the deal,” Sierra said, speaking to Kokona but also eyeing Brian and the others in the casket. “You guys go ahead, and I’ll make sure Snow White and the eight or whatever dwarves keep up their end of the bargain. I’d imagine they’ll send their army after you the minute I fade, but maybe I can buy you a decent head start.”
 
   “No!” Marina said, dashing across the room to give Sierra a fierce hug that probably hurt. “I’m not leaving you.”
 
   Sierra stroked the girl’s hair and gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. “Hey, it won’t be so bad.” She pulled a plastic vial from her pocket and struggled with the cap, and then smiled and passed it to Marina. “Can you open this for me, hon? Prove you’re not a child anymore.”
 
   Marina twisted the cap free and Sierra took it back from her, shaking a couple of brownish-pink pills into her sweaty palm. “Oxy. One of the fringe benefits of running the drug store.”
 
   She tossed the pills into her mouth and chewed noisily. “Ah. That’s the ticket. Well, you folks better get going. The dark will give you some cover, even if it slows you down a little. And it makes the Zaps easier to spot.”
 
   “Well?” Franklin said, glancing from DeVontay to Stephen and finally to Rachel. “Spin the wheel one more time?”
 
   DeVontay looked away from Rachel, a single tear sliding from his good eye, and nodded. “We have to do it for the kids.”
 
   Marina sobbed, and Stephen went to her and put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay,” the boy said. “Your dad knows where our camp is. He can find it again, and we’ll be there waiting for him.”
 
   Franklin shook his head in admiration at the five-star lie. That boy would have a future in politics, if the human race ever got back to business as usual.
 
   “Time’s a-wastin’,” Franklin said. “Let’s get this gypsy caravan on the road.”
 
   DeVontay squeezed Sierra’s hand in gratitude, but she said, “Don’t get all sentimental. I’m doing this because I want the good guys to win.”
 
   “Thank you,” DeVontay said. “We’ll stay good for you.” He looked at Rachel, whose face remained impassive, and added, “For all of us.”
 
   As they gathered in the doorway of the parlor, Franklin stood at attention and gave Sierra a salute. He wasn’t even sure she could see it, because although the viewing room was suffused with radiant light, the parlor was already dark. Stephen’s eyes were shiny with tears, and Marina wrapped her arms around her chest as if desperately trying to hold herself together.
 
   Franklin opened the door, poking the barrel of his weapon into the night air.
 
   “Looks clear,” DeVontay said from behind him. He ushered the two children outside and was about to close the door behind him when Rachel stepped into the parlor, her eyes lighting the way.
 
   “We’re going with you,” she and Kokona said in unison.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
    
 
    
 
   They moved north out of instinct, heading to higher ground, guided by a wedge of waxing moonlight and the Big Dipper, soon finding Highway 321 and making decent time on its open, smooth surface.
 
   They stopped to rest every hour or so, although they had no way to tell time. The night seemed like it would never end to Stephen, but that wasn’t really so bad, because at least he wasn’t alone.
 
   Rachel and Kokona’s eyes served as flashlights, and that made the travel less dangerous, but Stephen couldn’t shake the feeling that things were moving in the woods and yards and houses around them. They didn’t spot any Zapheads, but Kokona could be maneuvering them just out of sight, waiting for the right time to—
 
   To what? If she wanted us dead, we never would’ve made it out of Newton.
 
   Besides, he had to act brave for Marina’s sake. He wished he had a gun, because that would help him look cool. He’d look for one when the sun rose, maybe scavenge in a few houses and come up with some clean clothes and a decent pair of shoes for her, too, and show her how useful he was. Until then, the best he could do was hold her hand and try not to walk too fast.
 
   They spoke little, usually either Franklin or DeVontay whispering instructions, but a couple of hours into their journey, Kokona said, right out of the blue, “I see what you mean, Rachel.”
 
   DeVontay led the way, with Franklin right behind Rachel and Kokona. Stephen suspected the old man was ready to shoot them at the first sign of betrayal, but they all knew the reality was the same as it had been in the funeral home: Kokona could inform the Zapheads where they were, but without Kokona’s protection, they wouldn’t have a chance anyway.
 
   The rise in elevation led them into cooler air and reminded them all that winter wasn’t in a big hurry to leave the North Carolina foothills. At one point, they emerged from an incline into a gentle curve with an overlook. Below them they could see the hospital glowing like a tiny red box. The flames had spread to the center of town, and Stephen thought of all the dead people who were getting cremated. He was glad the wind was blowing the other way.
 
   “How are you feeling?” DeVontay asked Rachel, and Stephen expected her to answer something weird and cranky, like she had been ever since she died and became a total Zap.
 
   Instead, she said, “Better.”
 
   Kokona looked out over the dying town and said, “It looks different from up here.”
 
   “We’ve probably made ten miles,” Franklin said. “I recognize a few of these landmarks.”
 
   Stephen took off his jacket and gave it to Marina, even though he was shivering. She looked at him with big, grateful eyes, as cute as a lost puppy in the moonlight.
 
   She’s going to kill you if she ever finds out you lied to her about her dad.
 
   Stephen pushed the thought away. He was saving her life and that was all there was to it. He didn’t expect a medal, and he didn’t think God would hold the lie against him. The end of the world called for new rules all the way around.
 
   They came to a gas station with a ring of vehicles parked around the pumps. Stephen didn’t recognize it, although surely they had passed it on their initial trip up the mountain a month ago. While Franklin stood watch, DeVontay and Stephen broke into the station and scrounged up some pop-top cans of beans, corn, and sardines, as well as some Slim Jims and stale candy bars. After shoving the food into a plastic bag and giving it to the others, they returned to the store and gathered a variety of beverages requested by the group.
 
   They sat on the hoods of the vehicles, passing the food around. Franklin drank a warm beer that he claimed “tasted like goat pee,” but he finished it nonetheless. Stephen and Marina indulged in root beers, while DeVontay drank a Coke and one of those little bottles of 24-hour energy juice and then declared he was ready to walk a hundred miles.
 
   Rachel refused to eat, but Kokona drank from a vacuum-sealed box of milk that Rachel carefully administered to her. When Kokona was done, Rachel and DeVontay returned to the building and found some disposable diapers, using the luxury of her mutant eyes to shop for other useful items as well. When they came back, Rachel laid Kokona on the hood of a truck and changed her diaper, wiping carefully.
 
   Stephen turned away from the gross scene, afraid Kokona’s brains were going to slide out every time she lay down or wriggled, but Marina went over and helped, and Kokona told them how Marina and her family helped take care of the babies at the school. Somehow, Kokona made it sound like a generous, sweet gesture by people who probably should’ve been trying to kill them instead.
 
   Stephen couldn’t help wondering something that was probably on everybody’s mind but were afraid to say: Why did Rachel want to come with us? Was it Kokona’s idea? What exactly is the deal here?
 
   Sometime in the middle of the night, a frilly edge of clouds drifted from the west. The front was silvery in the moonlight but behind it were black masses like lumps of rotten mashed potatoes. The wind picked up, rattling the bare trees so that their branches clacked together like dry bones.
 
   “Looks like a storm’s coming, and at this temperature, that means snow,” Franklin said. “We might have to hunker down for the rest of the night.”
 
   “Shouldn’t we get as far away from Newton as we can?” DeVontay asked.
 
   “We’ve got maybe an hour until it hits. Is everybody okay to keep going for that long?”
 
   Stephen was tired but no way was he going to admit it. And Marina had slowed down a whole lot over the last mile, but she just kept quiet and waited for what everyone else decided. Rachel and Kokona simultaneously said, “We’re mutants. We never sleep.”
 
   “All right,” DeVontay said. “We’ll put in a couple more miles and then start looking for a house.”
 
   The encroaching cloud cover blocked much of the moonlight, and it became harder to see. If not for the glow cast by Rachel’s and Kokona’s eyes, they would’ve had to stop right there and make the best of it. As it was, they managed to grow even more exhausted before the first flurries of snow corkscrewed silently down around them.
 
   Stephen put out his tongue to catch one, but an updraft spun it away, and he danced under it, snapping his jaws at the tiny silver speck. Marina giggled, which made Stephen feel good. She’d forgotten about her parents for a moment. Soon she was dancing along with him, batting at the snowflakes and sending them scurrying like insects.
 
   “Hey,” Franklin said. “This place looks familiar. This is where me and Jorge ended up after we ditched Shipley’s unit and escaped the Zappers.”
 
   “We’re New People,” Rachel gently reminded him.
 
   “Oh, damn. Sorry, Rachel.”
 
   “I don’t mind too much,” Kokona said. “It’s kind of catchy. You could probably call me ‘Jellyhead’ or something because I’ve got all this jiggly stuff up there sloshing around.”
 
   Stephen almost laughed, but that was just a little too weird. Zapheads shouldn’t have a sense of humor, especially about their creepy wounds.
 
   “Whatever,” Franklin said. “There’s a little neighborhood of farmhouses along this gravel road just ahead. Off the path, but it gives us another route up the mountains instead of being out here on the open highway.”
 
   Stephen didn’t think that mattered, since the Zapheads would find them if Kokona wanted them to, but everyone would feel safer if they weren’t so exposed. The snow was now so thick that it limited visibility, and their black footprints trailed behind them on the asphalt.
 
   The gravel road was rutted and lined with leaning fence posts, and the scrubby pastures beyond seemed devoid of livestock. Stephen pointed out a low, swift shadow to Marina, and she looked up just in time to see a twitch of the deer’s tail as the animal bounded away, soon followed by two gangly-legged fawns. They passed a couple of barns and a blown-down shed, and then a pickup truck angled into the ditch. 
 
   “Almost there,” Franklin said.
 
   Stephen was glad, because he’d given his socks to Marina, his shoes were soggy, and his feet were numb. He had a blister on his big toe and figured everybody else had their little problems, too, since both DeVontay and Franklin limped with each step. The two-story house came into view as if it had shimmered out of the whiteness and built itself whole. A rusted tractor sat on rims in the front yard, and a row of steel drums lay on their sides near it.
 
   Franklin went first, and his knock was muffled by the snow that covered the driveway and grass. He went in and returned a minute later. “All clear.”
 
   Stephen followed Marina inside, glancing at the towering pines on the mountain slopes that rose from the valley on three sides. He thought he saw a flash of light amid their dark trunks, and he rubbed his eyes.
 
   Tired, that’s all. 
 
   He closed and locked the door behind him.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
    
 
    
 
   DeVontay awoke with a start, not knowing where he was.
 
   Gray light leaked from the windows, and the air was warm and dry, which meant Franklin had probably started a fire. He was under a blanket, and someone lay beside him. He turned, and there was Rachel staring up at the ceiling. Kokona was nestled in her arms, eyes open as well, although the baby seemed to be looking beyond the walls to a place far away. They were in a bedroom on the second floor, surrounded by dusty and plain furniture, a dresser mirror showing him just how surreal the scene was.
 
   “You snored,” Rachel said.
 
   “Nobody’s perfect.” His mouth felt as if he’d eaten rusty steel wool.
 
   “I liked it,” Kokona said. “It would have been too quiet otherwise.”
 
   DeVontay rolled up on one elbow. He was fully dressed but had removed his boots and jacket before tucking in. He had no memory of falling asleep. “So what’s going on, Rachel? Why did you want to come with us?”
 
   “A hunch,” she said. “Before, when I was half mutant, I grew more human the farther I was from the New People. I thought if I got away from the tribe, the human part of me would have a chance to emerge.”
 
   DeVontay was skeptical. He’d observed that phenomenon, but she’d changed entirely after her resurrection. “Did it work?”
 
   “I’m in bed with you, aren’t I?”
 
   She and Kokona lay on top of the blanket, propped up by pillows, but he could feel the warmth emanating from them. That was human, at least. Still, he couldn’t trust them—couldn’t trust her. He couldn’t help but feel this was all a test or a trick, and that right now a herd of Zapheads was standing just outside the door, making gravelly chuckling noises low in their throats, just waiting to rush in chanting “KILL HIM” at Kokona’s silent command.
 
   “This reminds me of the farmhouse where I was first transformed,” Rachel said.
 
   “I can’t remember that,” Kokona said. “I think I used to be able to, but now I don’t know.”
 
   The baby turned to gaze up at Rachel and the gash in her head glistened with gore. 
 
   You did that to her. And now she’ll be like that forever.
 
   What was wrong with him? He’d wanted her dead, and at the time, he was only upset that he’d failed to finish the job. Was she controlling him again, making him vulnerable?
 
   Rachel said, “Time for Kokona’s breakfast. And the diapers are downstairs, too.” She gently rolled Kokona off her so that she lay in the depression of the bed next to DeVontay.
 
   DeVontay drew away, not wanting contact with the baby even through the thick cotton fabric. “You’re going to leave me with her?”
 
   Rachel actually smiled—and either it was a human gesture, or she was the most devious woman to ever share his bed. “Why don’t you hold her?”
 
   She got out of bed and left the room, closing the door behind her. He was surprised that, as her carrier, she was able to leave Kokona even for a second. Which probably meant Kokona wanted her to. DeVontay sat up and reached for his jacket, not looking at the mutilated infant.
 
   “You carried me,” she said, in a small, wistful voice.
 
   “Because I needed you. To bring back Rachel.”
 
   “I gave you what you wanted, and you’re still unhappy.”
 
   He kept his back to her as he wriggled into his jacket. “It’s the human condition. But you wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”
 
   “You have no idea what I know.” She sounded less like an infant and more like a thousand-year-old sage. “Why are you afraid of me? I can’t do anything to you. Look how little my arms are, and my tiny teeth can’t really bite a chunk out of a big man like you.”
 
   DeVontay thought of Sierra, and he wondered whether she’d already succumbed to her infection or been slaughtered by Zapheads. Were the other eight babies even now organizing the tribe to eradicate anyone who might have survived in Newton, or did Kokona still call the shots? “You control a vicious, invincible army that can’t be killed. What’s there to worry about?”
 
   She was silent for a while, and then said, “If I had been there when you lost your eye, I would’ve fixed it for you.”
 
   He issued a grim grunt of a laugh. “Well, that was a different world back then. The real world, not After.”
 
   DeVontay walked to the window and parted the curtains, letting in a dawn that tried hard to burn through the winter fog. A vigorous coat of snow covered the landscape, fringing the dark green boughs of the pines and clinging to the gray skeletons of oaks and birch. The unblemished view made it easy to believe the solar storms had never happened, and the day could be spent gathering firewood, raiding the root cellar for a good meal, and passing the time sharing stories, dreams, and hopes.
 
   “I didn’t ask for this,” Kokona said to his back. “I didn’t ask to be born, and I didn’t ask to be transformed, and I didn’t ask for the responsibility of making the world safe for my tribe.”
 
   He turned. Her cheeks were damp with tears, and her lower lip quivered. The wail was like that of any human baby, and made him feel just as helpless. Kokona voiced her nameless discomfort in the most primitive, natural way possible.
 
   “WaaaaAAAAH.”
 
   DeVontay couldn’t help but move closer, drawn by the thin layers of liquid over those brilliant, incendiary eyes that gave them a multifaceted sparkle like a thousand diamonds dropped into the mouth of a volcano.
 
   “Shhh,” he said soothingly. “None of us asked for this.”
 
   Her skin was almost as dark as his own, although Kokona’s was more mocha-colored, smooth, and plump. Except for that raw open cleft in her skull, she could have been his daughter, couldn’t she? And was that permanent wound really any different than his missing eye, which had a glass prosthetic jammed in the socket? Didn’t they all carry their damage?
 
   He scooted his hands under her and pulled her up, blankets and all. Her familiar weight on his shoulder gave him comfort, and he rocked her gently back and forth, murmuring her name over and over. Within a minute, she’d stopped crying.
 
   DeVontay hummed a Beatles song, “I’m Only Sleeping,” and he was on the second verse when he noticed Rachel standing in the open door, diapers and a towel stacked in her arms.
 
   “I see someone’s not so grumpy anymore,” she said, grinning at him.
 
   “She was upset because no one was carrying her.”
 
   “That’s not who I’m talking about.”
 
   DeVontay realized they’d both played him like John Lennon played a guitar. But he didn’t care. This was the first time he’d felt almost normal since August.
 
   She crossed the room and embraced him in a hug, with Kokona pressed between them. The baby giggled when they kissed, and Rachel stepped back, the blush on her cheeks complementing the smoldering red of her eyes.
 
   She sniffed the air. “Yes. Just in time for a diaper.”
 
   “Sorry,” Kokona said. “I’m just a baby. What do you expect?”
 
   “How did you know?” DeVontay asked, an echo of the question she’d asked him when he gambled that Kokona was the sole force holding the Zapheads together as a tribe.
 
   And her answer mirrored his. “I didn’t.”
 
   “You become more human the farther away you are from the other mutants. And because you revived Kokona, you thought she might have some of your humanity inside her, just as her resurrection caused you to become more of a Zap.”
 
   Rachel laid Kokona on the dresser and began removing her clothes. “I hoped she’d become more human if she had a chance.”
 
   “That’s a terrible thing to wish on anyone, but I’m glad you did,” Kokona said. “And those two layers co-existing inside me—the mutant next to the human, the New rubbing against the Old—makes for some interesting possibilities.”
 
   “Understanding is a two-way street,” Rachel said.
 
   DeVontay was glad to have the Old Rachel back. Well, she wasn’t quite the same, but somehow the transformation had made her even more beautiful.
 
   Radiant.
 
   They could do this. If Rachel and Kokona could meet halfway, then what use was clinging to his human pride?
 
   There were risks—if Zapheads came near, would their influence cause Rachel and Kokona to lose their humanity and summon their tribe to kill anything Old? Would their human halves eventually succumb to the dominant power of the mutant collective? Would another solar storm sweep its electromagnetic chaos over the planet and erase any vestige of humanity that lingered inside them all?
 
   But nothing was ever certain. Not in Before, and not in After. You spun the wheel and let the ball drop where it would.
 
   “Franklin’s not going to like this,” DeVontay said.
 
   “He’s got a lot bigger heart than he likes to admit,” Rachel said, tenderly cleaning Kokona’s bottom with a moist towel. “What old man can resist his grandkids?”
 
   “And great-grandkids,” Kokona said.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
    
 
    
 
   “You sure about this?” Franklin asked.
 
   “Yes,” Rachel said. “It’s perfect for the winter, and there are plenty of supplies.”
 
   The bunker’s big metal door was open, but if Franklin hadn’t known its location, it would have been impossible to detect. Vines and underbrush had encroached upon it since he’d been there in the fall, held captive with Jorge by Shipley’s barbaric crew. But Rachel and the others had no memories or associations here, so they would be untroubled by the conflicts and deception that haunted its narrow halls and cells.
 
   The solar panels were still doing their job, even with an overcast sky, and the soft glow of electric lights deep in the interior suggested the sodium-ion batteries had not begun to erode. The geothermal properties of the underground construction maintained a constant temperature that made the space efficient to heat and cool. The quartermaster’s store was no doubt outfitted with years’ worth of ready-to-eat meals, medicine, toiletries, bedding, and clothes.
 
   They may screw everything else all to hell, but when it comes to spending money on itself, the government sure knows how to do it up right.
 
   A few leaves had blown in through the entrance, and they crunched beneath the feet of the new arrivals. Franklin kept his M-16 at the ready, not because he thought any troops remained, but because they might disturb a wildcat, a boar, or a hibernating bear that would be dangerous in close quarters. After checking the first few bunkrooms, Franklin relaxed. The bunker had a slightly musty aroma, but the exhaust system would soon circulate enough air to freshen the place up.
 
   Stephen pushed by him and ran into the first bunkroom. “I claim top!” he said, clambering up the metal rungs to bellyflop onto the narrow cot with a massive squeaking of springs.
 
   Marina dashed after him and rolled into the bunk below it, hugging the pillow as she said, “I claim this one.”
 
   “Now, now,” DeVontay said. “Separate rooms for boys and girls.”
 
   Rachel gave him a look. “We won’t have to worry about that for a few years yet.”
 
   “Worry about what?” Stephen said, swinging his legs over the side of the bunk and kicking them back and forth. This was like a summer camp to him, and Franklin was pleased to see the Little Man get to be a boy for a little while.
 
   “Never you mind,” DeVontay said. “But we’ve got to check out the rest of the place before we settle in. And then you’ll have chores.” He twisted his face into an evil, smirking mask and employed an old hag’s fairy-tale voice. “Lots and lots of chores, my pretties. Hahahahaha.”
 
   Franklin led them deeper into the bunker. He hadn’t seen the entire place during his confinement, and it wasn’t as elaborate as he’d imagined, with a cramped kitchen featuring vented propane stoves, a small refrigerator, and a stainless-steel sink.
 
   “This is an amazing achievement,” Kokona said. “I will learn from this technology.”
 
   “We’ll all figure it out together,” Rachel said.
 
   “Here’s where they kept me and Jorge penned up,” Franklin said, peering through the slot into the small cell where he’d wasted days of his life being taunted and deprived. He hooked a thumb to the adjacent cells. “And over there’s where they tortured mutants in the name of science.”
 
   “Barbaric,” Kokona said.
 
   If only you could’ve seen what they did in their little “party pit” outside. You’d come up with a whole dictionary full of adjectives.
 
   The quartermaster’s store held a cache of weapons as well as supplies, including three grenade launchers, rocket-propelled grenades, a .50-caliber machine gun, and plenty of ammunition. DeVontay tried on a canvas belt with holster and slipped a Glock into it, practicing a couple of quick-draws that Franklin ridiculed.
 
   At the end of the hall, they came to Shipley’s headquarters—although Franklin supposed they were actually Hilyard’s. The room was dark but the stench of the sergeant’s cigars still clung to the walls. It was the room across the hall that interested Franklin the most.
 
   The low buzz and static behind the door told him the dying soldier in Newton hadn’t lied about this, either. Franklin opened the door and the tiny communications closet was awash with blinking red lights, blank gray computer screens, and rows of telecomm gear that was now useless in a world without satellites. While some of the machinery might have some value—a small weather station appeared to still post accurate data—the most useful bit of technology in the room was the most primitive: the little shortwave radio on the desk.
 
   Its receiver emitted a crackling hiss, and Franklin sat in the chair before it and worked the dial to change bands. After a few seconds of white noise, the voice came in crystal clear, so methodical and monotonal that Franklin at first thought it was a recorded broadcast:
 
   “Alpha One Niner, this is Bravo Foxtrot Charlie, do you copy, over? Alpha One Nine, this is Bravo Foxtrot Charlie, do you copy, over?”
 
   “Damn,” DeVontay said. “Somebody’s out there.”
 
   “Not just ‘somebody,”’ Franklin said. “That’s the good old Red, White, and Blue.”
 
   He adjusted the dial and noted the bandwidth, then looked down at the sheet of laminated paper featuring a long list of codes. It would take some time to decode any messages, but at least the military base sending the signals saw no need for encryption—there was hardly anyone around to spy on them, and any survivors were more concerned with staying alive than translating doubletalk.
 
   The broadcaster paused for ten seconds and dutifully repeated the message with the exact same cadence.
 
   “Are you going to answer him?” Rachel asked.
 
   “They’ll know we’re here if we do,” Franklin said. “Unless we pretend we’re somewhere else. They won’t have any way to detect who picks up on the signal. It could bounce anywhere in the country, and even across the ocean if the conditions are right.”
 
   “What’s the problem with them knowing?” DeVontay asked.
 
   Franklin shook his head. This guy had a lot to learn about how things really worked. He needed to get up to speed. Especially if he was going to marry Franklin’s granddaughter.
 
   “Okay, right now this is our bunker,” Franklin said. “The minute they learn somebody’s in it, it becomes their bunker again. Sooner or later, they’ll want it in the command structure. There are probably dozens like this one, maybe hundreds, but they won’t bother with the ones that aren’t occupied.”
 
   “Why don’t you just communicate inside your mind?” Kokona said. “You people do everything the hard way.”
 
   “We’ve fought a dozen wars for our independence,” Franklin said. “Millions gave their lives for it. And the biggest war is to stay free enough to do things the hard way. The moment a government—or a tribe—becomes efficient, you’ve got slavery and genocide and thought crimes and morality police. No, we’re doing just fine being individualistic idiots who bumble along making messes and screwing things up.”
 
   “Alpha One Nine, this is Bravo Foxtrot Charlie, do you copy, over?”
 
   “Okay,” Rachel said. “But they might have some information we can use.”
 
   Franklin gave her a look. Did she mean information this strange family could use to survive, or information the Zapheads could exploit to finish the job of wiping humans off the map?
 
   “She’s right,” DeVontay said. “We need to know what’s out there…if there’s any point in going on.”
 
   Going on IS the point.
 
   Franklin sighed. Yeah, he’d have to hang around longer than he’d intended. They needed a crusty old cynic to show them the ropes or they didn’t stand a chance.
 
   “All right,” Franklin said. “I’ll make contact. But nobody speak.” He glared at the baby with the angelic face and misshapen, grisly head. “That means you, too, Kokona.”
 
   “Not even a ‘Goo goo gah gah’?”
 
   “No, and none of that ‘Kill her kill her kill her’ crap, either.”
 
   “I think I’m over that.”
 
   “Good. Here goes.” He clicked the button on the handle of the transmission handset. “Bravo Foxtrot Charlie, this is Rhinestone Cowboy, you got your ears on?”
 
   He released the button and there was a pause, then the voice came in, the monotone lilting up a little in excitement. “Unknown station, authenticate signal, over?”
 
   “This here’s uh one Rhinestone Cowboy, you copy?”
 
   “Roger, Rhinestone Cowboy. Verify, is this Alpha One Niner?”
 
   “Negatory, Charlie. Just a guy in Mississippi sitting around in his underwear, fiddling with dials while the world ends. What’s happening up your way?”
 
   “Unknown station, can you give a SITREP, over? Disregard all before break, what is your current situation, over?”
 
   Franklin winked at the group and said, “Eating some Beanie Weenies and Vienna sausages. Wondering when you boys are going to roll in and save me.”
 
   “We’re working on it, Rhinestone, just planning our mobilization now. That’s why we need your help, over.”
 
   “Anything I can do for the U.S. government, just let me know.”
 
   “Do you know anything about Alpha One Niner?”
 
   “Never heard of it. Unless it’s some kind of Zaphead lingo. They’re thick as gators down here.”
 
   “We’re asking civilians to stay off of this bandwidth. It’s for tactical ops only, break.”
 
   “So you’re in D.C.”
 
   “That’s classified, have to maintain OPSEC, over.”
 
   “That’s exactly what D.C. would say. Well, nice talking with you. This is Rhinestone Cowboy, over and out.”
 
   Franklin pushed the handset away. Ten seconds later, the broadcaster returned to business as usual: “Alpha One Niner, this is Bravo Foxtrot Charlie, do you copy, over?”
 
   From just outside the room, someone said, “I believe that’s for me.”
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
    
 
    
 
   “Shipley,” Franklin said.
 
   The soldier stank of liquor and sweat, and his wild, anxious eyes were streaked with red. At first DeVontay thought the man was a Zaphead, but, no, his eyes were just bloodshot and watery and peering out from a dark and deranged asylum deep inside him.
 
   His hand held a very large pistol, the muzzle big enough that DeVontay could slide his index finger into it. Franklin eyed his M-16, but it was ten feet away, and Shipley knew it, judging from his crooked sneer. DeVontay remembered the pistol holstered on his own hip. He thought about reaching for it, and recalled Franklin’s chuckle at his quick-draw attempt.
 
   They’d all be dead before he could even get his thumb out of his ass.
 
   “Well, well, well, it looks like we’re having a little party,” Shipley said, waving the gun to back them all into the cramped room. “Good. Been a little lonely these last couple of days.”
 
   “Listen, Sergeant. I know Hilyard went rogue on you, and you were right in taking over,” Franklin said, and DeVontay was impressed by how calm he sounded. For his part, DeVontay clenched his hands into fists just so Rachel couldn’t see his fingers shaking.
 
   “Water under the bridge, Franklin.” Shipley leaned against the wall, obviously so drunk that he needed the support. He pointed his pistol at Franklin, and the barrel wavered only slightly. “You and me, on the other hand, we got some unfinished business. Dereliction of duty, treason, crimes against nature, and failure to file a federal income tax return.”
 
   He shifted the pistol over to DeVontay. “And you…you were at the school shooting Zappers. That means you were in with Hilyard.” Shipley then leered at Rachel. “And you brought one back as a pet. Pretty sweet. Might have to keep her around a while to have something to play with later.”
 
   DeVontay glanced at Franklin, and then the M-16. Franklin gave a curt shake of his head to warn him off.
 
   “But this…” Shipley took a step into the room and grazed the tip of his pistol across Kokona’s open wound, “…this is the real obscenity here.”
 
   “It’s just a baby,” DeVontay found himself saying, which instantly shifted Shipley’s hostility back onto him.
 
   “Ah, I get it now,” Shipley said to him. “You’re a Zap lover. Figures. End the world and you still can’t get rid of PC cockroaches. All you minorities stick together, huh?”
 
   “We should all stick together,” Franklin said. “You can’t defend this place all by yourself.”
 
   “Well, I used to have an army.” He swiveled unsteadily and jabbed the pistol into Kokona’s brains. “But the Zappers took it away from me.”
 
   Rachel drew back, pulling Kokona away from the crazed sergeant, but there was nowhere to escape with Shipley blocking the doorway.
 
   The shortwave radio hissed and broadcast: “Alpha One Niner, this is Bravo Foxtrot Cha—.”
 
   Kah-PAKK.
 
   The radio display shattered and the unit flew off the table as the gunshot rattled DeVontay’s eardrums. A metallic odor filled the room as everyone froze in shock at the sudden violence.
 
   “I was getting tired of hearing that damn guy,” Shipley said. “Now, where were we?”
 
   “I was just talking you into letting us join your unit,” Franklin said, still sitting at the desk and keeping his voice level, although DeVontay was pretty sure the old man’s jaw was clenched a little more tightly than usual. “We can be pretty helpful. I know a thing or two about doomsday prepping, DeVontay’s good with machines and engineering, and Rachel is a hell of a cook.”
 
   “I can speak for myself,” Rachel said. “And you know I can barely boil water.”
 
   “Heh heh,” Shipley said to her. “You’re a feisty one. Never tried a Zap, but, well, like I said, I’ve been lonely lately.”
 
   DeVontay didn’t like the way the man looked at her, like she was a juicy steak. But there was more to it than that. This sadist wouldn’t just chew her up, but he’d spit her out, too.
 
   “But first we’ve got to get rid of a little baggage,” Shipley said, reaching out and grabbing Kokona’s frail arm, then yanking her away from Rachel. He held her up like a prizewinning bass he’d just reeled in at a fishing tournament. “With a hole in your skull that big, you should be dead ten times over. What’s the deal here? Is this resurrection shit for real?”
 
   Kokona shook her head. “Why don’t you ask your army? The one we slaughtered down in Newton?”
 
   DeVontay saw something change in the man’s eyes, as if little shutters dropped to separate the man from whatever soul he had left. Shipley slung Kokona against a stack of equipment, and the infant wailed at the impact, eyes wide as she tumbled to the concrete floor.
 
   At that moment, everything seemed to both happen at once and unfold in slow motion:
 
   Shipley aimed his pistol at Kokona lying near his feet.
 
   Franklin’s chair fell over as he stood and bumped into the table.
 
   Rachel bellowed and jumped at Shipley.
 
   And DeVontay dove to scoop up the infant.
 
   The gun banged and DeVontay almost laughed, because the idiot was so drunk he missed from three feet away—
 
   And then the pain rolled through him in searing reddish-orange ripples of hell.
 
   And another bang came, and he wondered if the next wave would be even worse, swelling up into a volcanic tide until it crested his nervous system in a tsunami of suffering.
 
   But no. He was alert, and Kokona’s cute face was only inches from his, her eyes burning as she smiled at him.
 
   “First you killed me, then you gave your life for me,” she said. “Humans are strange.”
 
   Then Rachel was bending over him, and he closed his good eye, and the pain wasn’t so bad now, more like the glowing warmth of a campfire. She unbuttoned his jacket and tore open his shirt as Franklin said, “That’s a nasty one.”
 
   Rachel eased him over onto his back and he saw Stephen standing in the doorway holding a rifle. His face was grim and cold, his eyes half-lidded beneath the bill of his cap. Marina stood behind him, her mouth gaping.
 
   Shipley lay beside DeVontay, a rapidly expanding pool of blood reaching DeVontay’s other shoulder and making it wet, too.
 
   “Don’t you leave me,” Rachel said, tears in her eyes as she fussed with his wound, applying pressure with both hands to slow the bleeding. “Don’t you dare. You can’t bring me back from the dead and then just abandon me here.”
 
   DeVontay tried to speak, but he wasn’t sure any air came out of his lungs. His throat was dry, but he wasn’t thirsty. Just tired. He wouldn’t mind going to sleep, and the concrete seemed to grow softer by the second.
 
   “Let me heal him,” Kokona said.
 
   DeVontay jerked alert and summoned as much wind as he could suck down. “No!”
 
   But Rachel’s hands were already on him. Funny, he didn’t feel all that different.
 
   Maybe she’s mostly human now. Maybe she’s lost her power.
 
   That was an odd thing to be wishing. He’d rather be dead than a Zaphead, and once he was dead, he wanted to stay that way.
 
   “All right,” Franklin said, peering over Rachel’s shoulder and trying to smile, although he anxiously twisted his beard between his knotty fingers. “We’ll do it old school.”
 
   DeVontay almost smiled back, except he didn’t have the strength. Franklin had actually shown some feelings. That almost made it all worthwhile.
 
   Rachel put one bloody hand over his heart. “Still beating strong,” she said.
 
   “Beating for you, honey,” he whispered.
 
   “I’ll check the store room for bandages and meds,” Franklin said, patting Rachel on the shoulder. To DeVontay, he said, “Don’t go away. I’ll be right back.”
 
   Stephen and Marina entered the room. Marina sat cross-legged and pulled Kokona into her lap, soothing and rocking the baby. Stephen laid his rifle on the floor beside DeVontay. “Good thing you taught me to shoot.”
 
   “Good thing,” DeVontay said.
 
   Then he closed his eye and let the concrete pull him down into its dark taffy.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
    
 
    
 
   It was a fine morning to be alive, crisp and sunny and quiet.
 
   The Blue Ridge Parkway was clear, although pockets of snow clung to the shadows, and Franklin made good time. A well-disguised access road curled around the mountain where the bunker was located, and it sported just enough undergrowth that most motorists would never even notice it, much less detect that it served to transport supply trucks and heavy equipment.
 
   Of course, there weren’t a whole lot of motorists left to worry about these days. They rotted away inside the Audis, Fords, Mercedes, and Nissans that protruded from ditches, hung between tree trunks, or sat sinking into the grass shoulders where erosion and gravity would eventually drag them into oblivion.
 
   He’d spent a couple of weeks helping the “family” get organized and secure. At first he’d been reluctant to leave them, but Stephen was already teaching Marina how to shoot a pistol, and Rachel had taken to carrying a weapon anytime she ventured outside the bunker with Kokona. DeVontay was well on the mend, and between the impregnable defensive strength of the bunker and the array of high-powered weapons, they were probably in better shape than just about anyone outside of D.C. Although he’d bet his yard gold that Moscow, Bejiing, Tokyo, and Jerusalem all featured happy little holes where useless bureaucrats lived in pampered luxury and safety.
 
   Franklin promised to return to the bunker in a month or so, and he imagined himself as a seasonal migrant for the immediate future, spending a little time with the family while also enjoying the peace and privacy of his compound. They wanted him to stay for Christmas, but nobody knew what day it was, and it could have already passed. Franklin saw no point in celebrating such a holiday anymore, and New Year’s had never been a big marker for him, either. Years didn’t matter anymore.
 
   So he’d taken a backpack full of food and headed down to the parkway, coming off the ridge near Milestone 302. He felt an obligation to the goats, and he missed his books and garden. Stephen pledged to make a trip off the mountain in the spring to find a replacement for the copy of Animal Farm he’d lost, but Franklin asked him to score some classics instead, like Treasure Island and Swiss Family Robinson. 
 
   The bunker was only about twelve miles from his compound, an easy day’s walk if the weather was good and no Zapheads roamed the land. He’d seen one while stopping at an overlook to scan the long, rumpled horizon to the east. It wandered around a clearing a few hundred feet below him, moving stiffly and without direction, as if the winter chill had slowed its metabolism. He thought about shooting it, but the noise might draw others.
 
   And what was the point, anyway? Even if he knocked one down, thousands, tens of thousands, still dotted the planet. They didn’t have to exterminate humanity to win. All they had to do was not die, and time would do the job for them.
 
   You don’t know that. Might be some couples out there huddled under blankets and breeding away like hairless rabbits.
 
   That was the only advantage humans had. Unless Zapheads learned to reproduce…but he didn’t want to think about that. Bad enough that they clung to the goal of bringing millions of dead people back to join their mutant horde.
 
   Farther along the horizon, more than a hundred miles to the southeast, a gray-black pillar of smoke rose like Biblical retribution. Charlotte was probably already gone, so he figured either Greensboro or Burlington was adding its fuel to the final fire. Assuming his shortwave radio and solar-power supply still functioned, he’d resume scanning the bandwidths at night, charting out any contacts and tracking the decline of his fellow survivors.
 
   He harbored no illusions of organizing a resistance movement, and as far as anyone on the receiving end of his transmissions would know, he was “in Mississippi.” Too many ears might be out there, and if Zapheads kept evolving, they’d probably get the satellites functioning at some point. Along with drones, computers, nuclear missile silos, and all the other wonderful tools of enforced freedom his race had invented. No doubt the Zaps would even up the game considerably, and he could hardly wait to see what sort of mass destruction they dispensed—microbiology and chemistry added plenty of untapped potential.
 
   He wondered how Sierra had ended it. Did she shoot the eight babies before turning the gun on herself, or did she slip away and leave eight cunning, brilliant, but otherwise helpless dictators wailing away in the casket, crying out for carriers that their tribemates had slaughtered? Whatever the outcome, her sacrifice guaranteed their sphere of influence would likely be limited to Newton for a long while.
 
   Unless one of them had lured her within reach at the promise of a healing touch…
 
   Either the mutants were organized and plotting their expansion, or they were scattered as totally random and isolated predators. There were probably other options, but Franklin didn’t want to dwell on them.
 
   He turned away from the view and drew in a deep helping of fresh mountain air. This was the reality—the next breath, the next step, the next Next.
 
   Milepost 291, and the snowy trail that led up between the bare trees to Wheelerville, was just ahead. He didn’t think of it as the last outpost on a hostile planet. It was simply home.
 
   The rumbling came from the distance like static electricity, but thunderstorms were still months away. As it rose up from the floor of the valley, the low droning broke into distinct beats.
 
   Whum whum whum whum WHUMP WHUMP WHUMP.
 
   Franklin jogged out of the roadway, slogged through the muddy shoulder, and took cover beneath a rhododendron thicket. The helicopter soared over, the air throbbing hard enough to hurt his eardrums. The aircraft was dark green and squat, like the torso of a giant metal wasp, the blades a blur as they chopped against the wind. He couldn’t see into the cockpit glass, but the observation windows on the side were bare.
 
   The cavalry rides again.
 
   This was likely just a scouting mission, but it was undeniable evidence that the U.S. government had somehow maintained integrity in the aftermath of the solar storms. Maybe the might of the military would prove to rival whatever technology the Zapheads developed, as well as overcome their sheer advantage in numbers, but as the Blackhawk veered out over the endless rolling ridges and grew smaller and smaller, it seemed awfully insignificant in the vast sea of After.
 
   Franklin kicked the mud off his boots and started up the trail. He wondered if the goats would be glad to see him, or if they’d already forgotten him.
 
   The rest of the world had.
 
   And that was okay by him.
 
   He planned to keep it that way.
 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
    
 
    
 
   “Did you turn on the motion detectors?” Rachel asked.
 
   “Yep,” DeVontay said. “Double-checked the lock and set the alarms. We’re as safe as milk.”
 
   The tiny cell they’d made their bedroom was about ten feet by ten feet in floor area. It held only two cots pushed together, a wooden crate they’d converted to a nightstand, a gun rack that DeVontay adapted so they could hang their clothes from it, and a potted fern that didn’t seem to care too much about the lack of sunlight. Duct-taped to the wall were a couple of pictures Rachel had torn from magazines, colorful scenic shots that helped break up the claustrophobia.
 
   Rachel lay in bed, waiting. She was nervous, but she was glad of it, because that meant she had a good bit of human inside her. She didn’t know how much stronger the human layer would become over time, or if it would one day overwhelm and consume the mutant biology inside her if she managed to avoid any contact with other Zapheads—and she now thought of them as “Zapheads,” not New People.
 
   In a strange way, she hoped she never lost that part of herself. After all, she would rightly be dead if she hadn’t transformed, and she owed the rest of her life to them.
 
   No, maybe that was God, who kept you human when nature wanted you to be something else.
 
   But was there really any difference between God and nature, when you got down to it? Neither acknowledged any masters. She still believed, but faith evolved, too.
 
   DeVontay leaned his weapon by the metal door. “Kids are tucked in. I tried to read them a bedtime story, but they said I was too slow and didn’t know how to pronounce ‘Rumpelstiltskin.’ I think they just wanted me out of there so they can read comic books.”
 
   “Marina’s already trying to draw her own.”
 
   “Kokona’s a good teacher. How is our babe anyway?”
 
   “She’s down. Maybe one day she’ll learn how to sleep, but at least she’s content to lie still all night now and meditate or whatever it is she does.” Rachel knew a little of what Kokona did in those quiet hours, but she let the child have an independent mind without intrusion. The nursery was in the next cell, and Kokona wasn’t shy about venting her distress just as any normal baby would.
 
   “Unless she needs a diaper,” DeVontay said, unbuttoning his shirt. The bandage ran from his neck to below his rib cage and around his left biceps, but it showed only the smallest blot of red. The wound was healing, thanks to the many antiseptics and antibiotics in the store room.
 
   “Your night to change her,” Rachel reminded him.
 
   “Yeah. The endless joys of parenthood.” DeVontay finished undressing and she admired his body as he hung his clothes beside hers.
 
   He killed the light and the soft glow of her eyes suffused the darkness, guiding him to bed. The intensity of her eyes had diminished, but it was another gift she hoped would never fade completely. If they were going to build a bridge to the future, then the world would need creatures like her and Kokona.
 
   He drew close and she welcomed the warmth and the now-familiar tangle of their limbs. “Are we doing the right thing?” she asked.
 
   “Who knows? Keep playing the game as long as you can spin the wheel. You’re the believer. What does God say?”
 
   “Spin it. Spin it with all your might.”
 
   He patted her belly—her womb, from which life of an uncertain nature might spring forth. “Works for me. If there’s an After, why can’t there be a Next?”
 
   “Besides,” she said. “No matter how it turns out, it will pretty much fit the family. Two orphans, a half-mutant mom, a one-eyed jack for a dad, a crotchety part-time patriarch, and the ultimate special needs child—one that will never grow up and is smarter than any of us. So anything we add to the mix will be just right.”
 
   “Okay, then,” he said, his breath on her cheek. “As long as you’re sure.”
 
   “I love you. That’s enough.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   But she wasn’t sure love and faith would be enough. She didn’t know what would happen if DeVontay and the kids aged while she remained unchanged year after year. What if the military unleashed its hoarded forces, and whose side would she take if war erupted?
 
   Once in a while, in the black, still hours of the night, when the faint hum of the air system was the only sound, she would pick up on Kokona’s thoughts, and sometimes, faint voices would answer Kokona back. Rachel wasn’t sure if the voices were growing stronger or weaker—they were like a radio signal whose source rose and fell with the atmospheric conditions—but they never died completely.
 
   Tonight, though, all were hushed.
 
   “Turn off the lights,” DeVontay said, moving his lips toward hers.
 
   She closed her eyes, and the world went dark.
 
   She might not be just Rachel Wheeler anymore.
 
   But she was human enough.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   ****
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   NEXT #1: AFTERBURN
 
   Five years after a devastating solar storm wipes out civilization and spawns a strange race of mutants, Rachel Wheeler and her misfit family must choose whether to hide away or fight to join other survivors.
 
   As their food supply dwindles inside the bunker, radiation from abandoned nuclear plants is altering the world around them. Not only are the mutants building their own cities and weapons, the remaining dregs of the U.S. military are massing for an attack. In this decaying environment, hostile new creatures crawl out from the crevices and up from the waterways to threaten them all.
 
   But as a half-mutant, Rachel’s choice isn’t as simple as mere survival—the mutant way of life might be more promising than anything humans could hope to restore. And Rachel’s next decision could tear apart her family and the entire world.
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   How another group of people faced After.
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   ZAPHEADS #1: BONE AND CINDER
 
   When Mackie Dailey survives a cataclysmic solar storm that wipes out civilization and mutates others into violent killers, he seeks out the one person he cares about most.
 
   But when he returns to a college campus looking for Allie, he discovers she is a Zaphead—nearly unrecognizable as the human he once loved. Mackie becomes caught in a power struggle among a small group of survivors who turn the campus into a stronghold against the Zaphead threat. His old nemesis, Lucas Krider, has taken charge, but Krider’s vision of a new world is just as horrifying as the extinction they all face.
 
   Will Mackie sacrifice himself so the group has a chance to survive, or will his demons turn out to be more dangerous than the strange, rampaging creatures that nature has unleashed?
 
    
 
   See it at Amazon US or Amazon UK
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