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    ​"To the fans of the Dead Serious saga. Writing nearly a quarter-million words across this series has been a reckoning in its own right, and I couldn't have done it without the folks who keep asking, 'What does Vernon do next?'
​This book is dedicated to anyone who's ever felt like the world was ending but kept moving forward anyway. It's for the dreamers who find beauty in the ruins and the comedians who find a punchline in the apocalypse. Whether you're here for the zombies, the narrow escapes, or just the Vernon P. Cruddle wisdom, thank you for supporting indie fiction. Grab your gear and lock the doors—we've got a world to navigate, one ridiculous mistake at a time."

      

    



  	
        
            
            ​"In the event of a zombie apocalypse, please remember: You don't have to be the fastest runner. You just have to be faster than the person next to you."
— Anonymous Survivor
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Chapter 1: Six Months Later
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Six months after the end of the world, I discovered that the apocalypse has a middle. Not an end—the end of the end would imply that things go back to normal, and normal was a concept that had been retired along with cable television, drive-through restaurants, and my ability to buy discount cereal on a Tuesday. No, the apocalypse has a middle, and the middle is this: a period where the screaming has stopped but the quiet hasn’t figured out what it wants to be yet. A period where you’ve survived the crisis but haven’t solved it. A period where you’re alive and you know it and you’re trying to figure out what alive means when the world that defined it doesn’t exist anymore.

Camp Granger, six months in, was a hundred and fifty people who were collectively figuring that out. And I want to be clear: when I say “figuring that out,” I mean it in the loosest possible sense. We were not a well-oiled machine. We were a moderately greased collection of anxious humans, held together by a chain-link fence, a cafeteria, and the stubborn refusal to die that is apparently the one thing every surviving person has in common. If stubbornness were currency, we’d be billionaires. If competence were currency, we’d owe money.

We had a garden on the football field. Darlene’s garden, though calling it Darlene’s garden slightly understated the situation, because Darlene didn’t just garden—she governed. She governed the tomatoes with the same iron authority she brought to the laundry and the council and our marriage. The tomatoes grew in neat rows because Darlene told them to grow in neat rows, and the tomatoes, like everyone else in Darlene’s orbit, complied. The beans were productive. The corn was tall. And the sunflowers—Lily’s sunflowers, which she had planted as seeds and nurtured from sprouts to stalks with the dedication of a scientist and the tenderness of a child—were now taller than she was, which she measured every morning with a ruler and a solemnity that suggested she was conducting the most important research in human history.

We had a school. In the old classrooms, because the classrooms were there and the children were there and someone had to teach them, and that someone turned out to be Mrs. Delaney, a retired English teacher who had arrived at camp three months ago with a suitcase full of books and the unwavering conviction that literacy would survive the apocalypse even if nothing else did. She taught reading and writing and occasionally burst into tears because she missed her library—not the books, she had books, but the building. The quiet of it. The smell of it. That particular library smell that is equal parts old paper and carpet cleaner and the collected silence of a million stories waiting to be opened. I understood. I missed things too. I missed the Pic-N-Save and the self-checkout machine and Gerald the garden gnome with his smug little face. You don’t choose what you miss. Missing chooses you.

Marcus taught archery on the football field, which was a sentence I never expected to say about the teenager who’d arrived at Camp Granger staring at his dead phone and communicating exclusively through shrugs. Marcus was eighteen now. He’d grown four inches and approximately eight hundred percent in confidence. The crossbow was still his weapon of choice, but he’d added a compound bow to his arsenal, and he taught anyone who wanted to learn, which was everyone, because in a world where the dead walk, the ability to hit a target from a distance is no longer an extracurricular activity. It’s a life skill. Literally.

We had Gloria’s cafeteria, which served three full meals a day and had become the social center, the meeting hall, the therapy room, and the church of Camp Granger, all in one cinder-block room that smelled like soup and cleaning solution and the complicated, layered scent of a hundred and fifty people trying to rebuild a life. Gloria ruled the kitchen with a ladle and a look that could curdle milk at fifty paces. She had not mellowed in six months. She had not softened. She had, if anything, become more Gloria—sharper, louder, more certain that hot food was the load-bearing wall of civilization and that anyone who disagreed could eat cold soup and think about what they’d done. Her cobbler had achieved legendary status. People marked cobbler days on their calendars. There was a rumor that a man had traded a working flashlight for an extra serving, which Gloria neither confirmed nor denied, because Gloria understood that mystique was part of her power.

We had Dale’s fence. Double-ringed now, the inner ring chain-link and razor wire, the outer ring a Frankenstein construction of car panels, steel cable, and reinforced posts that Dale had designed, built, and maintained with the obsessive devotion of a man who had found his life’s work at age fifty-nine. The fence was Dale’s masterpiece. Better than the irrigation system, better than the legal pad, better than any plumbing job he’d done in thirty-four years. He walked the perimeter every morning at dawn, nine-iron over his shoulder, checking every post, every joint, every strand of wire, the way a doctor checks a patient’s vitals—methodically, thoroughly, and with the quiet understanding that the fence was the only thing between us and the things outside, and that its health was our health. Dale’s fence was, I told him once, the greatest piece of plumbing he’d ever done. He said the fence wasn’t plumbing. I said of course it was—it kept the bad stuff out and the good stuff in. He thought about this for a moment and then nodded, because Dale respects a well-made argument even when it comes from a man who once put the doctor on fence repair.

We had Darlene’s council, which ran the camp through a democratic process that involved more meetings than I had thought humanly possible. There were meetings about food distribution. Meetings about work schedules. Meetings about meetings. There was one legendary meeting—three hours, forty-seven minutes—about whether the bathroom schedule should be adjusted for daylight saving time, which no longer existed because clocks were now decorative, but which Hank insisted was still relevant because, he claimed, the government would reinstate daylight saving time when the conspiracy was revealed. Nobody understood what conspiracy. Hank didn’t clarify. The meeting adjourned without resolution, which was, in its own way, the most democratic outcome possible.

And we had the radio. My radio. Every evening at sunset, I sat in the principal’s office—my office now, though I still used the folding chair because the leather chair felt like wearing Briggs’ skin, metaphorically speaking, and some metaphors are too uncomfortable to sit in. I’d flip the PA switch, key the microphone, and broadcast. Not to the camp—to the world. To whoever was out there, listening, surviving, holding on.

I never knew who was listening. That was the strange part. I talked to an audience I couldn’t see, couldn’t measure, couldn’t verify. For all I knew, I was broadcasting to empty air, my voice dissipating into static, absorbed by a world that had bigger problems than a middle-aged man’s nightly monologue about his dog and his cereal and the time he got stuck in a revolving door. But I did it anyway. Every night. Because talking is what Vernon does, and the dark is where words matter most, and if there was even one person out there—one survivor, one holdout, one scared human hiding in a bathroom or a basement or a Costco—who heard my voice and felt less alone because of it, then the broadcast was worth every second of static.

The broadcasts had connected us to other settlements. A dozen of them, scattered across the region like stars in a constellation that nobody had drawn yet. Some were large—a hundred people or more, organized, defended, functioning. Some were small—a family in a farmhouse, a couple in a bunker, a man and his cat in a gas station. All of them listening. All of them responding. All of them hungry for the same thing: the knowledge that they were not the last. That somewhere, on the other end of a radio signal, other people were alive and cooking and building and arguing about bathroom schedules.

It was those settlements that started the trouble. Not trouble—that’s not fair. Opportunity. The kind of opportunity that looks like a very long road with no guardrails and zombies on the shoulders. The settlements needed things we had—seeds, medicine, expertise, Gloria’s cobbler recipe (which Gloria refused to share because she believed, correctly, that a monopoly on cobbler was a form of strategic power). And we needed things they had—ammunition, military knowledge, agricultural capacity, the ability to survive in ways we hadn’t figured out yet. The space between those needs was a road. A network. An idea.

The idea was Riya’s. She’d arrived at Camp Granger three months ago, walking through the gate with a backpack full of engineering textbooks, a toolkit that weighed more than she did, and the demeanor of a person who found the zombie apocalypse to be a solvable engineering problem. Riya was a biomedical engineer. Thirty-two. Indian-American. The kind of person who looks at a broken water filtration system the way Mozart looked at a piano—with understanding so deep it resembled love. Within a week, she’d fixed the water. Within two weeks, she’d designed a wind turbine from car parts. Within a month, she’d proposed the Network.

The Network was simple in concept and terrifying in execution: connect the settlements. Trade routes. Communication channels. Shared defense. If one settlement is attacked, the others respond. If one has surplus, it shares. Nobody’s alone. A skeleton of civilization, fragile and imperfect, assembled from the bones of the old world and the will of the new.

The Network needed a face. A voice. Someone to travel between the settlements, meet the leaders, shake the hands, establish the trust. Someone the radio listeners already knew. Someone they trusted. Someone who was, against all evidence and common sense, the voice of the apocalypse.

“You,” Darlene said. We were in the laundry room. She was folding sheets. She said it the way she said most things that would dramatically alter my life: while doing something else, as if it were obvious, as if the conclusion had been reached hours ago and she was simply informing me of the verdict.

“Me.”

“You’re the voice on the radio, Vernon. They know you. They trust you. God knows why.”

“Darlene, I can’t even find the emergency exit in a Costco. I put the doctor on fence repair. I flooded the bathroom. I once got lost in our own backyard. You want me to be the ambassador of human civilization?”

“Ambassador is a strong word. Let’s say... representative. The human equivalent of a welcome mat. Non-threatening, mildly useful, and impossible to take seriously as a weapon.”

“Thank you, Darlene.”

“You’re welcome.” She folded the last sheet. Set it on the pile. Looked at me with those eyes—the eyes that had been looking at me for thirty years, through first apartments and leaking roofs and trombone neighbors and zombie apocalypses, and that still, somehow, contained something that might be called faith. Not in me, exactly. In the universe’s inexplicable decision to keep me alive and put me in rooms where things happened.

“Go,” she said. “Connect them. Build the Network. Be Vernon.”

“Being Vernon is what got us into most of these situations.”

“And it’s what got us out of all of them. Go.”

So. Six months after the end of the world. Vernon P. Cruddle, the man who ran into a glass door and argued with self-checkout machines and once lost a standoff with a garden hose, was going on a road trip. Not to the Pic-N-Save. Not to the Costco. But across the broken landscape of the post-apocalyptic world, to meet strangers and build bridges—metaphorical bridges, though given my track record, probably a literal bridge at some point too—between scattered pockets of humanity that had survived the worst thing that had ever happened and were now, tentatively, reaching toward each other in the dark.

I was not qualified for this. I was not qualified for anything. But qualification, in the apocalypse, is a luxury that nobody can afford, and doing the thing badly is always better than not doing the thing at all. That’s the Vernon P. Cruddle philosophy. It’s not inspiring. It’s not motivational. You won’t find it on a poster with a picture of a sunset. But it’s true, and true is what the world needs right now, more than competence, more than strategy, more than a man who can read a fuel gauge.

True and a voice on the radio and a dog waiting at the gate.

KnoWhutImean?

Vernon thought about the particular quality of this moment — the way it sat in the timeline of the apocalypse, the way it connected to every moment before and every moment after, the thread in the web that was Vernon’s life, which was itself a thread in the web of the Network, which was itself a thread in the web of whatever civilization was being built from the wreckage of the last one. Every moment connected. Every thread held. The web persisted.

Camp Granger at dawn was the color of possibility — gray giving way to gold, the daily rehearsal of beginning that the world staged every morning regardless of what had happened the night before.

The morning coffee was the worst coffee Vernon had ever tasted and the best coffee Vernon had ever needed, the two qualities existing simultaneously because the apocalypse had dissolved the boundary between terrible and essential.

Vernon’s morning began the way every morning began: with the awareness that the world was broken and the decision, made before coffee, to function anyway.

Biscuit’s morning routine was the most reliable system in Camp Granger — more reliable than the water pump, more consistent than the generator, more predictable than Dale’s color-coding, which was saying something because Dale’s color-coding was so predictable that Hank had built a conspiracy theory around it. The routine: wake up. Stretch. The full-body, theatrical stretch of a golden retriever who considers each morning a personal triumph and who celebrates the triumph through the maximum possible extension of all four legs simultaneously. Find the tennis ball. This step required zero effort because the tennis ball was always within nose distance, positioned by Biscuit’s sleeping self with the unconscious precision of a creature whose relationship with the ball was not recreational but spiritual. Carry the ball to Vernon. Present the ball with the ceremonial gravity of a knight offering a sword: here. This is the important thing. The day begins with this.
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Chapter 2: The Expedition
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The expedition team was assembled with the same careful consideration that goes into choosing a surgical team, if the surgical team was being put together by a man who once assigned a doctor to fence repair and who still, six months later, had not fully lived that down. Dale brought it up at least once a week. “Remember when you put Dr. Patel on the fence?” he’d say, usually at a moment when I was trying to project authority. “F.R. First Response. Not Fence Repair.” “I know, Dale.” “Just making sure.” Dale was going to put that on my tombstone. HERE LIES VERNON P. CRUDDLE. HE PUT THE DOCTOR ON THE FENCE.

But the expedition team. It mattered. It mattered more than any team I’d ever assembled, which was not a large category because I had never assembled a team for anything. The closest I’d come was organizing a neighborhood barbecue in 2017, which had resulted in a grease fire, a noise complaint, and Darlene telling me I was “banned from hosting” until further notice. The further notice had not come. It had been seven years. Some bans are permanent.

Dale was first. This was non-negotiable. I did not ask Dale to come. Dale informed me that he was coming, the way the sun informs you that it’s morning—not as a request but as a fact of the universe that you could acknowledge or ignore but could not change. Dale had been with me since the garden rake on Maple Street, since the first drive to the Costco, since the membership card question that still made him wince when he thought about it. Dale went where I went. This was the arrangement. This was the deal. Vernon and Dale were a unit, the way a car and its seatbelt are a unit—the car does the driving and the seatbelt prevents the car from killing everyone.

He packed his golf bag, which now contained not just the original Callaways but a curated selection of clubs that he had evaluated and ranked by zombie-fighting efficacy. The nine-iron was still his primary—he’d used it so often that the shaft had a slight curve and the head had a dent that he called “character.” He packed his legal pad—volume four now, the first three having been filled with operational assessments, supply inventories, guard rotation schedules, and the most comprehensive documentation of a zombie apocalypse that would ever exist. He packed his Costco visor, which he wore every day without irony and which had become as much a part of his identity as the nine-iron. And he packed enough color-coded highlighters to document every mile, every encounter, every settlement, every observation. Dale was going to chronicle this expedition the way Meriwether Lewis chronicled the Corps of Discovery, except instead of the Louisiana Territory, it was zombie-infested suburban sprawl, and instead of Lewis, it was a retired plumber from Maple Street in a Costco visor.

“Dale,” I said, watching him pack. “We’re going for maybe two weeks. You’ve packed enough highlighters for a semester.”

“You can never have too many highlighters, Vernon. Yellow for logistics. Green for route information. Orange for threats. Pink for contingencies. Blue for opportunities. Red for—”

“For what?”

“For things I haven’t categorized yet. Red is the open category.”

This was Dale. Color-coded to his soul. And I loved him for it, in the way that you love the person who has saved your life through spreadsheets and fence construction and the quiet, unwavering insistence that preparation is not paranoia—it’s plumbing. You prepare the pipes before the water flows, or you get a flood. Dale’s whole life was preparing pipes. My whole life was creating floods. Together, we were a functional water system.

Terrence was second. He arrived at the staging area—the school parking lot, which we’d converted into a vehicle depot—carrying the fire axe and nothing else. No bag. No supplies. No change of clothes. Just Terrence, six foot four, two hundred and fifty pounds, and an axe. I’d learned not to question Terrence’s packing choices. Terrence packed what Terrence needed, and what Terrence needed was himself and something to hit things with. Everything else was someone else’s problem. In the months since the horde attack and the battle with Drake, Terrence had expanded his vocabulary to approximately twenty words, which represented a three hundred percent increase from our early days and which I considered a testament to the healing power of friendship and regular meals. Our relationship was the simplest in camp: I talked, he listened, and when something tried to eat me, he hit it with an axe. I had been in more complicated relationships with toasters.

“Terrence,” I said, “you ready?”

He nodded. Adjusted the axe on his shoulder. His nod contained more meaning than most people’s speeches: I’m ready. I’ve been ready. I will always be ready. Let’s go.

Marcus was third. Eighteen now, though he carried himself like someone older, someone who had been compressed by the weight of the world and had come out the other side denser and more focused. The crossbow was a permanent fixture on his back, slung over his shoulder with the casual familiarity of a musician carrying a guitar. His phone—still dead, still carried, clipped to his belt like a relic—went everywhere with him. I’d asked him once why he kept it. He’d looked at it for a long moment and said, “It has pictures of my mom.” I never asked again.

Marcus had changed in six months. The detached teenager who’d stared at the sky with headphones on, who’d communicated through shrugs and eye rolls and the occasional peace sign, was gone. In his place was something sharper. More present. A young man who’d discovered that the world needed him and who had risen to meet the need with a quiet intensity that reminded me of Terrence—few words, all action, everything that mattered said through what you did rather than what you said. He still didn’t talk much. But when he talked, people listened, because Marcus saw things. The quiet ones always do. While the loud ones are busy talking—and I say this as the loudest one in every room I’ve ever been in—the quiet ones are watching. Cataloging. Filing. Building a picture of the world from observations that nobody else thinks to make.

“Marcus,” I said. “You sure about this? Alma could use you on the fence.”

He looked at me. The look said: I’m sure. Don’t ask again. He was Alma’s nephew in spirit if not in blood—the machete woman and the crossbow kid, both sharp, both quiet, both carrying bladed weapons with the easy competence of people who had found their purpose.

Riya was fourth. She was coming because the Network was her idea, because she wanted to assess each settlement’s infrastructure personally, and because Riya was the kind of person who designed the spaceship and then insisted on being on the crew because she didn’t trust anyone else to fly it properly. She packed tools, testing equipment, a notebook filled with diagrams that belonged in a graduate seminar, and a hammer. The hammer was not for engineering. The hammer was because Riya was practical enough to know that not every problem in the zombie apocalypse could be solved with math. Some problems required hitting things. I respected the duality. Riya was a woman who could calculate the load-bearing capacity of a bridge and then cross it while swinging a hammer at the undead. The apocalypse needed more people like Riya. It had gotten Vernon. The universe has a sense of humor.

Biscuit was not coming.

This was Darlene’s rule, and Darlene’s rules were the closest thing to natural law that Camp Granger recognized. Gravity pulled things down. Darlene’s rules kept things in order. And Rule Number One of this expedition was: the dog stays.

“Darlene—”

“The dog stays, Vernon.” She didn’t look up from the supply checklist she was reviewing. “You are going into unknown territory with unknown dangers and a track record of finding every possible way to almost die. Biscuit is eleven years old. He has arthritis in his back legs that Dr. Patel—the actual doctor, not the fence repairman—has been treating with the last of our glucosamine supplements. He is the emotional support system for every child in this camp. He sleeps with Lily every night. He visits the elderly residents every afternoon. He sits with people who are sad and does not leave until they are less sad. He is, by any objective measure, more important to this community than you are.”

“That last part hurt, Darlene.”

“The truth often does. The dog stays.”

Biscuit was standing between us during this conversation, looking back and forth with the expression of a golden retriever caught in a custody negotiation. His tail was doing a slow, uncertain wag—the wag of a dog who knows he’s the subject of a discussion and is waiting to see which side offers the better deal. In the old world, the better deal was whoever had the treat. In the new world, the better deal was wherever Lily was, because Lily was Biscuit’s person now, his small human, his reason for getting out of the dog bed every morning.

I knelt down. Held his face in my hands. Those eyes—brown and warm and deep, containing more love and trust and sheer canine optimism than any ten humans combined. Biscuit’s eyes were the argument against nihilism. You couldn’t look into those eyes and believe that the world was without meaning. The meaning was right there, wet-nosed and golden, wagging its tail.

“I’ll be back, buddy,” I said. “You stay here. Take care of Lily. Take care of Darlene. Take care of everyone. That’s your job. The most important job in camp. More important than mine.”

Biscuit licked my nose. His tongue was warm and his breath was terrible—Biscuit’s breath had never been good, even before the apocalypse, and six months of camp food had not improved it—and it was the most comforting sensation in the world.

Lily cried at the gate. She stood there with Biscuit’s collar in one hand and a tennis ball in the other—tennis ball number five, the latest in an ongoing series that had begun at the Costco and had become a symbol of everything that mattered: hope, play, the insistence on joy in a world that had tried very hard to eliminate it. She cried the way children cry—openly, honestly, without the adult filter that turns grief into something polite and manageable. Adults cry in private, in showers, in pillows pressed against their faces. Children cry where they stand, with their whole bodies, because they haven’t learned yet that grief is supposed to be contained.

I knelt down. Hugged her. She was bigger than she’d been six months ago. Growing. Kids do that. The world ends and kids keep growing, because growth doesn’t take orders from catastrophe. Lily was eight now. She could read. She could write. She could identify every plant in the garden by name. She could shoot a bow—not well, not yet, but Marcus was teaching her, and she had the focus and the stubbornness.

“You hold onto that tennis ball, okay? Biscuit’s going to want it when I get back.”

“Promise you’re coming back?”

“Always.”

Same promise I’d made before the horde run. Same word. Same weight. I was running up a tab of promises with this kid, and the interest rate was my entire soul. But what do you tell a child? You tell them always. You tell them you’re coming back. You tell them the truth wrapped in the kindest lie, which is: the world is unsafe but you are loved, and the person who loves you is going to walk back through that gate no matter what it costs.

Darlene gave me a walkie-talkie. Military grade, thirty-mile range, salvaged from The Bridge settlement during a trade—our first official Network transaction, which Dale had documented on the legal pad with a gold star. She pressed it into my hand with the firm, no-nonsense grip of a woman handing over both a communication device and a threat.

“Check in every night,” she said. “Every night, Vernon. Not every other night. Not when you remember. Every. Night. If you miss a night, I’m coming after you, and I will be angrier than the zombies.”

“I believe you.”

“You should. I’ve survived twenty-six years of marriage to you. Zombies are a downgrade.”

She kissed my cheek. Quick. Practical. A Darlene kiss—efficient, purposeful, containing the maximum amount of I-love-you-don’t-die in the minimum number of contact milliseconds. Then she stepped back, crossed her arms, and became the woman at the gate—the woman who watches people leave and holds the place together until they come back.

“Bring everyone back, Vernon,” she said.

“Including me?”

“Especially you. Who else is going to do the radio? I tried it while you were in the bathroom last week. People complained. Said I was too efficient. Not enough stories about cereal.”

I got in the Silverado. Dale shotgun, map already unfolded, highlighters arrayed on the dashboard like a box of tactical crayons. Riya and Marcus in the back seat, Riya already studying her notebook, Marcus already scanning the road ahead with that quiet, watchful focus. Terrence in the F-150 behind us, alone, because Terrence occupied the spiritual space of three people and the physical space of approximately one and a half, and because the F-150 had the axe and the axe had Terrence and that was a complete unit.

I started the engine. First try. The Silverado always started on the first try, which still felt wrong after six years of the Ford Ranger’s three-try protocol. The Ranger was gone—stuck in a soybean field on Route 40, slowly being reclaimed by the soybeans, a silver monument to the dumbest and bravest thing I’d ever done. The Silverado was newer, cleaner, more reliable. I didn’t love it. You can’t love a truck that starts on the first try. There’s no relationship there. No negotiation. No hope and prayer and the little engine cough that says maybe. The Ranger and I had an understanding. The Silverado and I had a transaction.

We pulled out of Camp Granger. Through the gate. Past the fence—both rings, Dale’s masterpiece, gleaming in the morning sun. Past the garden, where the tomatoes were red and the beans were green and Lily’s sunflowers stood tall like a row of golden soldiers saluting our departure. Past Lily, waving with one hand, wiping her eyes with the other, tennis ball clutched to her chest. Past Biscuit, sitting next to her, tail still, watching me go with those eyes. Those terrible, beautiful, knowing eyes that said: come back. Come back come back come back.

I waved. Because I always wave. Because waving is how Vernon P. Cruddle says goodbye, and hello, and I see you, and I’ll be back, and everything’s going to be okay, even when he doesn’t know if it is. A wave is the smallest promise. A hand in the air, open and visible, saying: I’m here. I was here. I’ll be here again.

The road opened up ahead of us. Empty, cracked, overgrown, leading somewhere we’d never been. Behind us, the camp shrank in the rearview mirror—the fence, the school, the garden, the sunflowers, the people, the dog. Getting smaller. But not disappearing. Never disappearing. Because home doesn’t disappear when you drive away from it. Home moves into your chest and rides with you, heavy and warm, reminding you with every heartbeat what you’re coming back to.

Here we go again.

KnoWhutImean?

Biscuit’s presence was the constant. In every scene, in every chapter, in every moment of the apocalypse that involved Vernon P. Cruddle, Biscuit was the thing that didn’t change. The world changed. The zombies changed. The settlements grew and shrank and grew again. But Biscuit was Biscuit — golden, warm, tennis-ball-dependent, the living proof that some things survive the end of the world not because they’re strong but because they’re good.

The team moved through the world with the particular dynamic of five people who trusted each other with their lives and who annoyed each other with their habits, which was the definition of family.

Leaving Biscuit behind was the thing Vernon did not talk about in the broadcasts. The thing he carried privately. The weight that the voice on the radio could not express because expressing it would make it real and real was too heavy for airwaves.

The team’s departure was witnessed by four hundred people who had nothing to do but watch and worry, which are the two activities that non-combatants excel at.

The expedition’s supplies were packed according to Dale’s system, which involved a checklist of 247 items organized by category, sub-category, and the particular Dale innovation of “worst-case deployment scenario,” which described, for each item, the exact conditions under which it would be needed and the exact color of highlighter that those conditions warranted. Vernon’s contribution to the packing process was standing near the truck and asking “do we need this?” about items that Dale had already packed, which Dale handled with the patience of a man who had spent a year managing Vernon’s relationship with logistics and who had developed the coping strategy of responding to every question with “yes, Vernon” regardless of the item in question.
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Chapter 3: The Road
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The world outside Camp Granger’s fence had changed in six months, and the change was the kind that sneaks up on you—not dramatic, not sudden, but pervasive, the way a slow leak changes a basement from dry to damp to ruined without ever making a sound you’d notice over the television. The roads were still there. The buildings were still there. The cars were still rusting on the shoulders of highways that nobody drove. But nature was making its move. And nature, I was learning, is not patient because it’s polite. Nature is patient because it’s inevitable.

The asphalt was cracked everywhere, fissures running through the blacktop like veins on the back of a hand, and from every crack, something green was reaching. Weeds. Grass. Saplings that had found a foothold in the space between the road and the earth and were growing with the quiet determination of things that have been waiting their whole lives for this moment. In six months, the cracks were inches wide. In a year, they’d be a foot. In five years, the road would be a memory, a suggestion of pavement under a blanket of green. The world was rewilding itself, and it was doing it with the enthusiasm of a student who’d been given an unexpected snow day—fast, joyful, and with absolutely no regard for the structures that humans had spent centuries building.

Trees had dropped limbs across lanes, creating obstacles that required navigation and, in one case, a chainsaw that Riya had packed with the prescience of a woman who thinks about trees the way Dale thinks about fences. We stopped three times in the first ten miles to clear debris, which was annoying but also strangely beautiful, because the limbs were thick with leaves and the leaves were green and alive and doing their thing, converting sunlight into oxygen, performing the fundamental miracle of biology without any human input whatsoever. The trees didn’t need us. The trees had never needed us. We were the ones who’d needed them, and now that we’d stepped away from the controls, the trees were fine. Better than fine. Thriving.

Vines climbed the walls of every building we passed. A McDonald’s had a tree growing through its drive-through window, branches reaching out where the speaker used to be, and I had the absurd thought that the tree was trying to order something. “I’d like a number three with a side of photosynthesis, please.” Nobody laughed. The joke was for me. Most of my jokes are for me. This is the advantage of talking to yourself—guaranteed audience, guaranteed laugh, zero judgment.

A Walmart was half-consumed by ivy, the blue signage barely visible under a curtain of green. A gas station had wildflowers growing from the gutters, a cascade of color spilling down the canopy like nature’s version of Christmas lights. A church had moss on every surface, giving it the appearance of a building that had decided to become a hill and was making excellent progress.

The animals had noticed the change. Deer were everywhere—not hiding, not fleeing, but standing in the open with the casual confidence of a species that had just received an enormous promotion. A buck with a twelve-point rack stood in the middle of the highway as we approached, chewing grass with the calm superiority of a creature that had watched humanity collapse and was deeply, smugly unsurprised. I slowed the truck. Honked. The buck looked at me—looked through me, really, the way a homeowner looks at a trespasser—and continued chewing. He turned and crossed the median at his own pace, each step deliberate, unhurried, dripping with the authority of an animal who knew, with absolute certainty, that this was his road now.

“The deer have really taken over,” I said.

“The deer were always here,” Dale said, studying the map with his yellow highlighter poised. “We just had cars.”

“We still have cars.”

“Two cars, Vernon. The deer have thousands. They outnumber us. They’ve outnumbered us since before the ice age. We were just too busy watching television to notice.”

Dale was in a philosophical mood, which happened occasionally when the road was clear and the map was straightforward and his brain had excess capacity that wasn’t being consumed by threat assessment and inventory management. Philosophical Dale was interesting. Philosophical Dale made observations about deer and ice ages and the relationship between civilization and the animals it displaces. I enjoyed Philosophical Dale. He showed up about once a month, stayed for an hour, and then was replaced by Practical Dale, who wanted to talk about fence post spacing.

We saw birds too. Hawks circling overhead, more of them than I’d ever seen, riding the thermals with the lazy grace of predators who had figured out that the food chain had been dramatically reorganized in their favor. Crows, in massive flocks, moving across the sky like dark clouds. Turkeys in the fields—wild turkeys, fat and bold, strutting through the soybeans like they owned the place. Which they did.

Zombie encounters were sparse for the first twenty miles. Scattered shamblers, alone or in pairs, doing the old mosey—slow, aimless, arms out, the familiar shuffle that I’d grown almost accustomed to. Almost. You never fully get used to seeing a dead person walk. Your brain rebels every time, firing alarm bells from a place deep in your evolutionary wiring that knows dead things should stay dead. The lizard brain. The ancient brain. The brain that kept your ancestors alive in a world of predators by screaming WRONG WRONG THAT IS WRONG every time something violated the natural order. My lizard brain was tired. It had been screaming for six months. But it was still screaming, because the lizard brain doesn’t have a snooze button.

Terrence handled the stragglers from the F-150. He’d pull ahead, stop, dispatch whatever needed dispatching with the axe—one swing, maybe two, efficient and final—and then continue. It was routine. Drive. Stop. Swing. Drive. Like a commute, if your commute involved periodic acts of violence against the undead. Terrence’s commute face was the same as his regular face: blank, focused, unrevealing. I sometimes wondered what Terrence thought about while he was dispatching zombies. Baseball? Dinner? The philosophical implications of violence against creatures that were already dead? Or nothing—just the axe and the swing and the next mile. Terrence’s inner life was the greatest mystery of the apocalypse, and I suspected it would remain unsolved.

But at mile twenty-two, something happened that was not part of the routine.

We came around a curve—a long, sweeping bend through what used to be a suburban development, houses set back behind overgrown lawns and fallen fences, the kind of neighborhood where people had barbecues and argued about property lines and mowed their lawns on Saturday mornings with grim determination. My neighborhood. Not literally—this was fifty miles from Maple Street—but the same energy. The same blue shutters and white siding and garden gnomes, now buried under six months of unchecked vegetation.

A group of zombies ahead. Maybe eight. In the road. Clustered. Normal. Tuesday.

Except.

One of them looked at us.

Not the vacant, predatory head-turn that zombies do when they detect sound or movement—the primitive, reflexive orientation toward stimulus that is the zombie equivalent of a sunflower turning toward light. This was different. This zombie’s head came up and its eyes—milky, dead, but focused—tracked the Silverado as we approached. Followed us. Watched us. The way a person watches a car pull into their driveway. With awareness. With recognition. With something that lived behind those dead eyes and was processing what it saw.

Then it did something worse.

It took a step back. Out of the road. Not a stumble—not the random directional change of a shambler bumping into air. A deliberate step. A conscious repositioning. A creature getting out of the way of oncoming traffic, because it understood what traffic was and what happens when you stand in front of it.

And as it stepped back, it turned its head toward the other zombies and made a sound. Not the usual moan—the long, aimless, wet vocalization that zombies produce the way a radiator produces heat: constantly, without purpose. This was different. Short. Sharp. A bark. Like a call. Like a command. Like a word.

The other zombies moved. Scattered to the sides of the road. Not randomly—organized. Clearing a path. Making way. Like they’d been told to.

We drove through the gap in absolute silence. The only sound was the truck’s engine and the crunch of tires on cracked asphalt. I watched them in the rearview mirror—the inside mirror, the survivor mirror, my old companion from the horde run and the forklift charge and every terrible thing I’d driven away from. The zombies closed ranks behind us. Stood in the road. Watched us go. Eight pairs of milky eyes, tracking the truck until it rounded the next curve and disappeared.

“Did you see that?” I said.

“See what?” Dale was marking our position on the map with his yellow highlighter.

“The zombies. They moved out of the way. One of them told the others to move. I saw it. I heard it.”

Dale looked up from the map. Set down the highlighter. Turned in his seat to face me with the expression of a man who has spent enough time with Vernon P. Cruddle to know that ninety percent of what I say is filler and ten percent is the most important observation anyone has made that day.

“Are you sure?” he asked.

“No. I’m never sure about anything. That’s what I’m sure about. But I saw it, Dale. That thing looked at us. Not at us—through us. It was thinking.”

Dale wrote something on the legal pad. In red. The open category. The uncategorized. The things that haven’t been sorted yet because they’re too new, too strange, too unsettling for yellow or green or orange.

Riya leaned forward from the back seat. She’d been watching. Riya was always watching, the way scientists watch—not with fear but with attention, the focused, methodical attention of a mind that sees data points where other people see chaos.

“Vernon,” she said. “Tell me exactly what you saw. Every detail. The look, the step, the sound, the response. All of it.”

I told her. Every detail. The way the zombie’s eyes tracked the truck. The deliberate step backward. The sharp bark. The coordinated clearing of the road. All of it, described in the rambling, circuitous, overly detailed way that Vernon P. Cruddle describes everything, from zombie behavior to grocery shopping to the time the garden hose wouldn’t uncoil.

Riya listened the way she always listened—completely, without interruption, her engineer’s brain sorting and categorizing and building theories from the raw material of my observations the way an architect builds blueprints from a pile of measurements.

When I finished, she was quiet for a moment. The truck hummed. The road stretched ahead. A hawk circled overhead, riding thermals, untroubled by zombies or humans or any of the problems that happened on the ground.

“Keep watching,” Riya said. “And tell me every time you see it. Every time. No detail is too small.”

“Why?”

“Because if you’re right—and I think you might be—then what we think we know about zombies is wrong. And the things we’re wrong about are the things that get us killed.”

The truck was quiet after that. Dale marked the location on the map in red. Riya wrote in her notebook. Marcus, in the back seat, who had been silent through the entire exchange, said nothing but shifted his crossbow from the right shoulder to the left, which was his way of moving from relaxed to alert without wasting a word.

I kept driving. Eyes on the road. Eyes on the rearview. Watching for the dead that were learning to watch back.

KnoWhutImean?

Dale documented the moment in the legal pad. The legal pad that had become the unofficial history of the post-apocalyptic world, the six-color chronicle of a civilization being built by people who didn’t know what they were doing and who did it anyway. Dale’s legal pad was the most important document in the Network — not because of the information it contained but because of what the containing meant: someone was paying attention. Someone was recording. Someone believed that the future existed and that the future would want to know what happened here.

The road between settlements was the Network’s connective tissue — the physical proof that the settlements were not separate islands but parts of a body, connected by roads that carried food and information and the voice of a man who couldn’t read a fuel gauge.

The first zombie encounter on the road was routine in the way that all zombie encounters had become routine: terrifying, brief, survived through Terrence’s axe and the particular luck that attaches to convoys traveling with a silent man who considers zombie encounters a professional inconvenience rather than a crisis.

Nature’s reclamation was both beautiful and humbling — the reminder that the planet didn’t need humans and that the planet’s response to the absence of humans was to become more itself.

The road taught Vernon something about the world that the camp couldn’t teach: the world was bigger than the fence. This sounds obvious. It was obvious. But obvious things become invisible when you live inside a fence for six months, when the fence is the boundary of your reality, when the world beyond the fence is a radio signal and a rumor. Driving the road made the world real again — real in the way that only physical presence can make things real, the tires on the asphalt, the air through the window, the deer in the road, the gas stations and the overgrown towns and the particular beauty of a world that humans broke and that nature was patiently, indifferently, comprehensively repairing.
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