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    For the ones who left
and the ones who couldn't.
And for every quiet hour
when the memories still crawl back.

      

    



  	
        
            
            There is a difference between a man who is dying
and a man who has already died
and simply refuses to finish the job.
The second kind is harder to bury.
And much harder to forget.
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A Note Before We Begin (And You’re Going to Want to Read This One, Folks)
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So, here’s the deal.

And I mean that sincerely—here is the deal, laid out plain and simple the way your uncle might explain why you shouldn’t stick a fork in a light socket. Some lessons you only need to hear once. This is one of them.

This is the second book.

Go ahead and let that sink in for a second. The second. As in, there was a first one. As in, somewhere out there—in a bookstore, on a shelf, floating around in the digital ether of whatever device you’re currently holding—there exists a book that comes before this one. It has a beginning. It has characters you’re going to meet in about thirty pages and think, hm, I feel like I’m supposed to know these people, and you’ll be right. You are supposed to know them. You were supposed to meet them the first time around.

That book is called The Hole in the Wall.

If you haven’t read it, close this one. Go on now. Shoo. I’m not kidding—I’ve got that slightly disappointed look on my face, the one my wife Trys gives me when I track mud through the kitchen for the third time in a week. That look. You know the one.

Go read Book One.

I’ll wait.

––––––––
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Now, for those of you still here—the holdouts, the rebels, the ones who eat dessert first and think instructions are merely suggestions—let me acknowledge something. Some of you are reading this series backward on purpose. You started here, at Book Two, and you plan to work your way back to Book One when you’re done. Maybe you’ve already read the back of this book and the middle three chapters and the dedication page. Maybe you read the acknowledgments first, which—honestly?—might make you a more interesting person than most.

Fine. Okay. I respect it.

You’re a unicorn, friend—one of those rare and slightly baffling creatures who finds a movie on cable, starts watching it twenty minutes in, and somehow enjoys it just as much as the people who watched from the opening credits. There’s a name for people like you, though I’m not entirely sure it’s a flattering one. Still, there’s something almost brave about it. Reckless, sure. A little chaotic, absolutely. But brave.

We’ll call it your superpower and leave it at that.

––––––––
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Alright. With the housekeeping out of the way—and God, I do hate housekeeping, always have, ask anyone who’s seen my desk—let’s talk about where we are.

Welcome, everyone. Truly. Welcome back to those of you returning, and welcome for the first time to the unicorns.

When we last left our survivors—Illyrian, Cake, Emm, and the one they’ve taken to calling Dumb, which is a nickname that tells you something about the group dynamic and something else entirely about the person who earned it—they had finally, finally clawed their way out of Batavia.

Batavia. What a place to have survived. What a smoking, screaming, teeth-and-rot nightmare of a city to have walked out of with your limbs still attached. The zombie wave hit Batavia the way a freight train hits a cardboard box—not with malice, exactly, but with a kind of terrible indifference that is somehow worse. Our four survivors made it out. Barely. In the way that “barely” sometimes means the difference between everything and nothing at all.

They thought the hard part was behind them.

People always think that. It’s one of the great human traditions—right up there with assuming the strange noise in the basement is just the pipes, and that the political situation will sort itself out, and that the dog only looks mean.

Their new sanctuary is called Yam.

And Yam is—well. Let’s just say Yam has its own ideas about what “sanctuary” means. The mysteries have begun to stack up the way bad weather stacks up on the horizon: slowly at first, then all at once, until the sky is the color of a bruise and the wind has teeth.

There are questions here. Dark ones. Uncomfortable ones. The kind that, once asked, have a nasty habit of staying asked, rattling around in the skull at 3 AM when the house is quiet and the shadows look just a little too solid.

What connects the zombies to one another—not just here, not just in Batavia, but across the whole broken map of this world? From Rending to Inward. From the gutted heart of Batavia to the crumbling outskirts of Duane. From Harris to Nautical. There is a thread running through all of it, thin and dark as a wire pulled taut, and if you follow it long enough, if you’re brave enough—or maybe just foolish enough, which in this world amounts to the same thing—you might not love what you find at the other end.

And then there’s Hades.

The things in Hades—and I use the word “things” with full knowledge of what it implies—they’ve breached the Wall. They’re spreading. The infection is moving through Moneybag like rot through old timber, quiet and inevitable and deeply, deeply patient. The last real bastions of what might generously be called human civilization are flickering now, guttering like candles in a draft.

So I’ll ask you what our survivors are too tired and too scared to ask themselves:

Is there anywhere left in this world that’s truly safe?

I suspect you already know the answer. People who pick up books like this one usually do. But knowing the answer and living the answer are two very different animals, aren’t they?
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Happy Reading.

(Go ahead. Turn the page. They’re waiting for you.)

—R.S.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Man Who Forgot How to Stay Dead
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The first zombie wasn’t a sick person.

He was a dead man. A dead man who just... came back.

I want you to understand that. Really sit with it. Because there’s a difference—a vast and terrible difference—between a man whose heart is still pumping thin sick blood through collapsing veins, and a man whose heart has stopped completely, whose eyes have gone the color of old dishwater, whose skin has started doing that thing skin does when nobody’s home anymore. That waxy, somehow tightening thing. Like the body is slowly becoming a mask of itself.

One is a tragedy. The other is something else. Something without a clean word in any language I know, and believe me, I’ve had a long time to look for one.

It happened in 2090. I think.

Or 2091. Maybe 2092. The years blur together the way old watercolors do when they get wet—the edges bleed into each other until you can’t tell where the blue ends and the gray begins. Who the hell remembers trivial details like that anymore? I don’t. I don’t even remember the year I was born, which should probably bother me more than it does. There are worse things to lose than a birth year. I know that now. I know it the way a man who’s lost his hands knows that a paper cut is no big deal.

But lately—lately—the memories have been crawling back.

That’s the right word for it, too. Crawling. The way things crawl when they don’t have the strength to walk. Dragging themselves along on raw elbows, leaving streaks in the dust. It started with faces. My daughter, Zarah. Six years old, maybe seven. She used to hold my hand when she was scared of thunder, and I can still feel the exact shape of her fingers—four little question marks wrapped around my thumb. Then came voices. My wife, Sashra, telling me I worried too much, telling me that things had a way of working out. She said that a lot. She was wrong, in the end. Things worked out the way a car accident works out—inevitably, and badly, and in ways nobody planned.

My name is Ziyon.

Though lately a bunch of disrespectful kids—none of them older than sixteen, none of them old enough to know a single blessed thing about the world that was—have started calling me Dumb. Just Dumb. Like it’s a name. Like they looked at me shuffling through the gray rubble of what used to be a city and decided that was the whole story. Sometimes they even call me Dumb-Dumb, which means there are two of them, usually, egging each other on the way kids always have and always will even at the end of the world. I’ve been called worse. I’ve been worse.

But it stings, if I’m being honest. Something that dead shouldn’t still be able to sting.

––––––––
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How did I become a zombie?

I ask myself that in the quiet hours, which is most hours now. The world is very quiet these days, in the specific way that things are quiet after the noise has been beaten out of them. Not peaceful. Just... empty. Like a house after the family has gone.

Why am I still here, when so many others have faded? When I watch the others—and there are others, shuffling through the ruins in their twos and threes, jaws working at nothing—I can see the blankness settling in behind their eyes like fog moving across a low field. Slow. Patient. Inevitable. They’re going away, all of them. Going somewhere I apparently can’t follow, not yet, not for reasons I understand.

Maybe I’m too stubborn. That would be Sashra’s answer. You’re too stubborn to die right, Ziyon. Too stubborn to do anything right.

I think I used to be part of something.

The memory of it is slippery—like trying to grab smoke with your bare hands—but the shape of it is there. Some kind of program. Government-backed, I think, or maybe military, or maybe that particular knot that forms when governments and militaries and corporations all grow into each other so tightly you can’t tell where one ends and the other begins. A black-budget thing. A we-don’t-talk-about-this-at-dinner thing. We went through the whole ringer—training and conditioning and what they called surgical “enhancements,” which is a polite, bloodless, bureaucratic way of saying they cut you open and put things inside you and sewed you back up and told you it was progress.

I don’t think anyone intended for the world to end up like this.

Or maybe they did. That’s the thought that comes in the really quiet hours, the ones just before what passes for dawn now. Maybe someone—some smiling man in a clean office somewhere, someone who ate lunch every day and drove home to his family every evening and was perfectly ordinary in every way that counted—looked at the numbers and the projections and the models and decided: burn it down. Maybe someone wanted to drop hellfire on our heads and salt the earth and start fresh. People have wanted that before. History is littered with men who decided the world needed to be emptied before it could be filled back up right.

It’s possible. I’ve stopped pretending it isn’t.

––––––––
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The clearest thing I remember is that program itself. Not my daughter’s face. Not my wife’s voice. Not my own name some mornings. But the program—the long corridors and the fluorescent lights that hummed a note just slightly too high, the smell of antiseptic that got into the back of your throat and lived there, the endless parade of people in white coats carrying clipboards, always with the clipboards, as if the clipboards were what kept chaos at bay.

A long, long series of experiments. At first—and this is the part that makes the whole thing so perfectly, exquisitely horrible—at first they were a massive success.

That’s always how it starts, isn’t it? With the success. With the champagne and the press releases and the glowing reports. They found ways to eradicate disease from the cellular level up, rewiring the body’s own systems like electricians who’d finally figured out the building’s original blueprint. They found ways to boost physical strength—not just a little, not just exercise-better, but wrong-better, shouldn’t-be-possible-better. And they found ways to unlock human potential that nobody had even known to look for, things buried so deep in the double-helix that they’d just been sitting there for fifty thousand years of human history, waiting.

It felt like a miracle. I want you to understand that. We weren’t naive. We weren’t stupid. It felt like a miracle because by any reasonable measure, it was.

We cadets were all screened. Extensively. Obsessively. Only the “perfect” specimens—no genetic defects, clean medical histories going back two generations, psychological profiles that fit inside very specific, very carefully-drawn lines. They were looking for prime material. Clay that would take the shape they pressed it into.

But despite the checks, a few desperate people managed to slip through the cracks.

There’s always a crack, isn’t there. The wall looks solid until the water finds the seam.

––––––––
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There was a guy who was legally blind. He’d learned to compensate so well, had trained himself to navigate the world so precisely without full sight, that he’d gamed every vision screening they’d put him through. We called him Patch, though he didn’t wear one—it was just what we called him. Midway through the program, when the “enhancements” started interfacing with systems they hadn’t fully mapped yet, his eyes just gave out. Not gradually. Not with warning. He woke up one morning and both eyes were simply done, finished, offering nothing but a faint reddish glow behind lids that had swollen shut. They sent him home. He walked out of the facility holding a nurse’s arm, his face perfectly composed, and I have never stopped thinking about what was going through his mind in those moments. What you think about when the last light goes out.

There was a middle-aged woman—Dr. Something, she’d had a Ph.D. in something, she was brilliant in the specific way that makes other brilliant people feel small—with a small growth. Just a small growth. The intake screening had flagged it as benign, and someone in some office had signed a form and filed it away and decided the risk was acceptable. In no time at all, that benign tumor stopped being benign. The enhancements accelerated things, or confused them, or both. That small growth became an aggressive cancer that ate her alive from the inside with an appetite and a speed that left the doctors speechless. It took eleven days. I counted. You count things when you’re in a place like that. You count everything, because the counting makes you feel like the numbers still mean something.

A few teenagers had gotten in through some forgery scheme—ruined lungs and livers from whatever they’d been doing to survive on the streets, which I never asked about and they never offered. The program found them almost immediately. Their bodies had been compromised before the first needle went in, and the enhancements didn’t rebuild them, just accelerated the existing damage into something catastrophic. Organ failure, one after another, like dominoes falling. They were shipped home—wherever home was for kids like that, which probably wasn’t anywhere you’d want to be sent—before the program even hit its stride. I hope they lived. I don’t know that they did.

Then there was a little girl with diabetes.

She shouldn’t have been there. She was twelve years old. I don’t know what story she told, what paperwork someone faked, whose signature ended up on which form, how a twelve-year-old child wound up in a facility full of adults being pumped full of experimental biological enhancements. But she was there. Her name was Celia and she had dark braids and she used to hum to herself while she ate, some song I never recognized. Within the first week, her foot started rotting. Not from anything dramatic—not from some catastrophic reaction to the enhancements, not from some visible and comprehensible disaster. Just a tiny scratch she’d gotten one ordinary morning, maybe on a doorframe, the kind of scratch you don’t even look at twice. In a diabetic body already being pushed hard by the program’s protocols, that tiny scratch became a wound, and the wound became something much darker. I remember the smell. I will always remember the smell. It is a smell that has no comfortable distance from you; it gets in.

They transferred her out before the week was over. I never heard what happened to her. Some mercies are just not knowing.

––––––––
[image: ]


And then, there was the man with Mad Cow Disease.

His name was Harlan. He’d been a farmer, before, or maybe a rancher—there was something agricultural about him, something about the way he stood that suggested he was comfortable with large slow-moving things and open horizons. By the time he showed up in the program, the disease had been working on his brain for years, quietly, the way termites work on a house foundation—all the damage happening in the dark where nobody’s looking until the floor suddenly isn’t there anymore.

Somehow, he was the only one who didn’t fall apart during the conditioning.

I’ve thought about this more than I’ve thought about almost anything else. Why Harlan? Why did the man with the degenerative neurological disease sail through protocols that had destroyed healthier, stronger, younger people? The doctors didn’t have an answer. They had theories—something about the way Mad Cow had already rewritten certain cellular communication pathways, making his biology receptive to the enhancements in ways that a “normal” brain wasn’t—but theories were all they were. He didn’t meet the requirements, not technically, not on paper. But he survived every stage. He thrived, even. He ate his meals and did his drills and went to sleep at reasonable hours and woke up looking better than he had the day before, and the doctors wrote it all down in their clipboards with expressions that I now understand were not just excitement but something closer to greed.

And then one day, he just died.

A perfectly normal death. Heart failure, I think, or maybe it was a stroke—something quiet that happens to the body when the body has simply had enough. He was here, and then between one breath and the next, he wasn’t. No drama. No warning. No final words worth repeating. The monitors flatlined and the doctors rushed in and did the things doctors do, and then they stopped doing those things and stood back, and Harlan was gone.

Quiet.

We buried him properly. There was a small ceremony, the kind you have when someone dies in a place where formal grief is inefficient. People said things. I don’t remember what. Everyone stood in the right shapes and made the right sounds, and afterward someone cried, I think, though I don’t remember who.

Nothing weird about it.

Everyone mourned for a day and then moved on.

And so did he.

––––––––
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That night—that specific, ordinary, late-spring night with stars visible through the facility’s high windows—Harlan clawed his way out of the dirt with his bare fingers and rose from the grave.

I want you to think about that for just a moment. About what it would take. Six feet of compacted earth. The weight of a casket lid. The absolute, physical work of it. And yet he did it. However long it took, however much of the night it consumed, he did it. He came up through the ground the way things come up through the ground in bad dreams, and he stood in the moonlight in his burial clothes with dirt in his hair and under his fingernails and packed into the corners of his mouth, and he walked.

He walked around like a living man.

Not shambling. Not the lurch-and-groan of the B-movies I half-remember from before the world ended. He walked the way Harlan always walked—steady, unhurried, slightly bow-legged from years of whatever it is that makes men bow-legged. He walked to the edge of the facility grounds and stood there looking at the dark tree line for a long time, and when the night guard found him and screamed, Harlan turned and looked at the guard with those dishwater eyes, and I think—I think, because this is the part where memory gets both clearest and most treacherous—that he was confused. That something inside the wreckage of him was confused about why the man was screaming. About why everything suddenly felt so wrong when he was just trying to stand outside for a while and look at the trees.

That’s where it all started.
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The Caper Program.

That’s what they called it. Caper. Like it was a light thing, a jaunty thing, an adventure. I heard once that the name was someone’s idea of a joke—a “caper” as in a scheme, a gamble, a bright and slightly illegal bit of fun. I heard it was an acronym. I heard it stood for something that sounded impressive in a boardroom but hollow everywhere else. It doesn’t matter. Names don’t matter. What the program was matters.

It was supposed to create soldiers who wouldn’t stay down. Not if you poisoned them. Not if you shot them twice in the chest. Not if you hit them with something that would have killed a platoon of ordinary men. The pitch was simple and seductive in the way that pitches always are when they’re selling something monstrous in a beautiful box: imagine soldiers who could survive anything. Imagine sending men into situations that would kill anyone else, and having them come walking back out, still functional, still operational, still yours.

The program praised itself for “curing” Harlan’s brain disease. They put that in the reports. Subject H-7 shows remarkable neurological recovery, unprecedented in CJD cases. They hyped it as the miracle that would end all incurable illnesses—not just the soldier application, but the humanitarian application, the legacy application. Cancer. Alzheimer’s. Everything that eats us alive from the inside. This was going to fix it.

What it actually did—what it did to Harlan, and eventually to all of us, to the whole teetering, ridiculous, beautiful world—was teach the human body to refuse the ending. To fight death the way it fights infection. To mount an immune response against the cessation of all things.

It made humans forget how to stay dead.

––––––––
[image: ]


I heard, later, from someone who had access to the observation logs before everything went sideways, that Harlan ended up in more pain than he’d ever been when he was actually sick. Every dead cell in his head kept sparking back to life—not the right kind of life, not the clean efficient cellular respiration of the living, but a frantic, confused, increasingly desperate kind of life, like a fire that’s been doused with water but keeps finding new things to catch. His tissues and organs fought to survive even as they rotted. Both things happening simultaneously, in the same flesh, fighting each other and losing and fighting again.

His heart stopped, but his blood kept flowing. Pushed by something that wasn’t a heartbeat—something more like a persistent memory of a heartbeat, the body’s insistence on continuing a pattern it had followed for sixty-some years.

His body shut down, but he still craved meat. Hot, living meat. Because something in the cellular breakdown created a kind of hunger that the program’s architects hadn’t modeled and couldn’t have predicted—the body, unable to fuel itself through normal metabolic processes, reaching for the most direct source of the proteins and minerals it needed to keep its impossible war against death going for one more hour, one more day.

He was alive and dead at the exact same time.

The living and the dying occupying the same body like two tenants in a one-room apartment, each of them trying to throw the other’s things out the window.

All because of his disease. And that program. And the smiling men with their clipboards who decided that the ending of things was a problem to be solved.

––––––––
[image: ]


My name is Ziyon, and I have been dead for a long time, and the memories keep crawling back.

Zarah. Her four small fingers, four little question marks.

Sashra, telling me things work out, her voice warm and infuriating and gone.

The hum of fluorescent lights. The smell of antiseptic. A farmer named Harlan standing in moonlight with dirt in his hair, looking at the trees.

The Caper Program.

The miracle that ended the world.
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The kids call me Dumb. Sometimes Dumb-Dumb. I let them, because what I know—what I carry around in this dead and persistent chest of mine—is heavy enough without adding anger to it. Let them have the joke. They’re young. They’re alive, the real kind, the kind with futures that might actually exist.

I just hope they stay that way.

I hope, very much, that they remember how.
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The Rot Beneath the Bandage
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Illyrian had been to Yam once before. He was almost eight years old at the time, and the city had left the kind of impression that cities leave on children who don’t know yet to pay attention to them—a smear of heat and noise and too many strangers, already fading by the time they were back on the highway heading home.

Mr. Gumm was working on a massive office building project in Baring, not far from Yam. These were serious projects, the kind that kept a man away from his family for weeks at a stretch, the kind that paid well enough that you didn’t complain about missing your kid’s baseball game or the sound of your wife’s laugh over the dinner table. He had to stay on-site for over a month. At the end of the first week, Mrs. Gumm packed a bag, took Illyrian by the hand, and rode the long-distance bus from Rending to Baring to visit him. Illyrian ate peanut butter crackers from a foil pack and watched the flat countryside scroll past the smudged window and thought about nothing much. That was the luxury of being almost-eight. You could think about nothing much and it was perfectly fine.

Until that trip, whenever Illyrian heard Genesio the Plumber, all he pictured was his dad squeezed under someone’s kitchen sink—that broad back bent awkward, the crack of his jeans riding low, his voice muffled and echoing through copper as he banged on pipes with a wrench and muttered things you weren’t supposed to repeat at school. That was the image: a man wedged beneath someone else’s house, solving problems that smelled like sulfur and old standing water. It was an honest living and there was nothing wrong with it, but it was small. It was kitchen-sink-sized.

Baring changed that.

He actually saw his father there for the first time—not Mr. Gumm the kitchen-sink plumber, but Genesio Gumm, the man who knew where the guts of things were buried. Construction crews drifted to him like planets finding a sun. Architects spread rolls of blueprints across folding tables and waited for his verdict with something that looked almost like reverence. They would have sat there until Friday without remembering to eat or shower, they were so deep in the building’s water and gas lines—those invisible systems that breathe life into dead concrete, that make a building something more than a very expensive cave.

Watching his father like that—competent and unhurried and known—was one of those small, permanent things. Illyrian stored it somewhere he couldn’t quite name.

So naturally, he refused to go back to Rending with his mom. This is what eight-year-olds do when they discover something wonderful and are told the time is up: they simply decline. Mrs. Gumm made the appropriate noises about school nights and clean clothes and the cat needing to be fed, but she was also watching her husband hold court in the yellow construction light, and she understood. She headed home alone. Illyrian stayed in the company trailers with Mr. Gumm and learned to play poker with the site foreman and ate scrambled eggs off paper plates every morning and thought this was about the best week of his life.

When the job wrapped up, Mr. Gumm took on one last small gig—a private consultation, one of those gray-area jobs men in his trade sometimes picked up on the back end of bigger contracts—and brought Illyrian to Yam the day before they were supposed to head back to Rending.

It was a good day. The unremarkable, easy kind, which Illyrian would later understand was its own rare gift. They visited a cousin who lived in a second-floor apartment that smelled like cinnamon and cat litter and felt like somewhere somebody actually lived. They checked out the city’s oldest library, a squat stone building with reading tables worn smooth by a hundred years of elbows. They ducked into a shopping mall just to hide in the air conditioning, wandering past stores selling things neither of them needed, which was fine—they weren’t there for the stores. They bought two overpriced bottles of fizzy water at a fancy café, some chromium place with script lettering on the window, just so they could use the customers only restroom without feeling like criminals. They ate lunch at a hole-in-the-wall tucked between the office buildings downtown, the kind of place with four tables and a woman behind the counter who called them honey and meant it.

Late that afternoon, they caught a ride with Fate.

That was her actual name. Fate. Illyrian had always found it slightly alarming, the way you find slightly alarming anything that feels like it means something but you can’t quite work out what. She was an old college friend of Mrs. Gumm’s—one of those women who seemed to occupy whatever room she was in without trying, the kind of person who never appeared to be rushing and yet always arrived exactly when expected. She was passing through Rending on her way somewhere else, and so they folded themselves into her car and let the city unspool behind them.

Illyrian was drowsy in the backseat, half-watching the highway, when Mr. Gumm tapped the glass.

“I worked on that one too, Illyrian. But the project got scrapped.”

He was almost asleep. He had to blink himself back into the moment, lean across the seat to look.

On the side of the highway—not exactly beside it, but set back just enough that you’d miss it if you weren’t watching—sat a sealed subway entrance. The structure itself was unremarkable: a concrete stairwell descending into nothing, the kind of thing that could have been beautiful once, designed with all the civic optimism of a city that believed in itself. Now it was something else. Boards had been nailed across the entrance in a crosshatch pattern, the wood weathered gray and ancient-looking even if it wasn’t. No Trespassing signs had been plastered everywhere—not just one or two, but many, overlapping, as though whoever put them there had wanted to be very sure the message was received. Someone had sprayed something on one of the boards in red paint, but they were moving too fast for Illyrian to read it.

Then it was gone. Just highway and scrub grass and the blue sky doing what sky does.

“Oh, that—” Illyrian bounced his knee, reaching for the memory. He’d read about it somewhere, one of those news stories that his brain had filed away in the miscellaneous drawer. “The Coronary Project. That huge underground rail project from ten years ago? The one meant to connect all the major cities in Moneybag?”

“That’s the one.” Mr. Gumm reached back and gave Illyrian’s head a quick pat—an absent gesture, the kind you make when your hands know what your mind is somewhere else doing. “Any kind of underground construction needs plumbers and fitters to make sure you don’t hit the existing lines. You have to map everything out first. Every inch. You have to know where the old world is before you start building the new one on top of it.”

“There are already tunnels under Yam,” Illyrian said. “From the Zombie Terror. Before the Wall. That’s why they started the project here.” He watched the back of his father’s head. Mr. Gumm had gone still in that particular way he sometimes had, as though listening to something outside the range of ordinary hearing. “But the whole thing just disappeared from the news. One day it was everywhere and then it was just... gone. So it failed?”

Mr. Gumm didn’t say anything.

His eyes stayed fixed on the passing scenery even after the entrance was long behind them, even after there was nothing to look at but ordinary highway afternoon. His hands were in his lap.

“Canceled or failed?” Fate asked from the driver’s seat, catching Mr. Gumm’s eye in the rearview mirror in that way that adults do when they are having a conversation over a child’s head, speaking in the language of glances. “I always thought it was strange. They called in all you construction guys—all the plumbers, the fitters, the tunneling crews—and then suddenly the project just died. Not slowly. Just died.”

Illyrian looked between them. Neither face told him anything.

“Were there still zombies down there or something?”

“Impossible,” Fate said, and her voice was steady and even and just a little too deliberately casual, the way a voice gets when it’s been instructed. “They sent in several survey teams before a single shovel went in the ground. Everyone came back safe and sound. They didn’t report anything weird—nothing unusual, nothing wrong. Just the old tunnels needing cleaning. They mapped every inch of it. Every passage, every dead end, every chamber going back a hundred years. The project was moving right along. The designs were finished. The crews were ready to break ground.” A pause. Small. Barely there. “Then it just stopped.”

In the backseat, Illyrian nodded and looked at his hands and said nothing more about it.

He figured—the way children figure things, which is to say quickly and without real examination—that there must’ve been some leftover horror down there. Something the survey teams hadn’t put in their reports. Some smell, some stain on the stone, some feeling in a tunnel that went deeper than their maps showed. He assumed Mr. Gumm and Fate simply didn’t want to scare him, which was kind, but also the kind of kindness that made a certain type of child more scared, not less.

But he thought about it later—lying in his bed in Rending, listening to the house settle and the distant sound of the neighbor’s television—and the explanation began to feel like a shirt that didn’t quite fit. You put it on and the collar was too tight and the sleeves were the wrong length, and you couldn’t ignore it no matter how many times you tugged.

Because here was the thing about Moneybag and its massacre sites: they used them. They had no choice. Land was land.

Linden still had its concrete trenches, the soft ground full of old mines where the local militia had held off the hordes for eleven terrible days. A museum stood there now, and a gift shop, and on weekends families walked the trenches with audio guides and bought refrigerator magnets and ate kettle corn. Potent had built a famous university on land that used to be an entire infected settlement—the buildings gone now, the mass graves located and marked and built around. Even Nautical, where Cake was from, had once been a military checkpoint while the Wall was being built. That was where they’d pushed the last of the infected across the border and into Hades before sealing the gates. There was a monument there, a tall black stone with names on it, and a park, and a farmer’s market on Thursday mornings.

Every major site of the Terror had been reclaimed. Moneybag hadn’t had a choice, and so they’d made the choice, and they’d lived with it. You built on the bones. You put up signage. You moved forward, because that was what you did when forward was the only direction left.

Those tunnels under Yam shouldn’t have been any different.

They’d mapped them. Every passage. Every dead end. Survey teams had walked every inch of the old world underground and come back and said: nothing weird. Nothing wrong. Just old tunnels. Just the dark.

So the project should have moved forward.

The designs were done.

The crews were ready.

And then it just stopped.

Illyrian lay in his bed in Rending and looked at the ceiling and thought about a sealed subway entrance on the side of a highway, boards nailed across it like something that needed to be held shut rather than simply closed. He thought about all the No Trespassing signs, redundant and overlapping, excessive in their insistence.

He thought about his father’s hands going still in his lap.

He thought about Fate’s voice, carefully level, saying: everyone came back safe and sound.

And then, quietly, like water finding the crack in a foundation wall—that place in his mind where the questions lived started to fill with something cold. Because safe and sound was a phrase you used when safety and soundness had been in question. You didn’t say it about people who went to check a supply closet. You said it about people who came back from somewhere that might have taken them.

He didn’t sleep well that night.

He didn’t think too much about why.

So what had made them bury it forever?

The question sat in him for years, the way the wrong questions do—below the surface, turning slow, patient as sediment.
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Illyrian couldn’t decide if it was a good thing or a bad thing—they’d been in Yam for over a month now, and they were still alive.

He’d lain awake plenty of nights turning that one over. Still alive. On the surface, it sounded like winning. But he’d learned something in the last few weeks that he suspected most people in Yam already knew, the same way you know without looking that there’s something wrong with a room the moment you walk into it: still alive wasn’t really the opposite of dead anymore. It was something in between. A hallway. A waiting room with bad magazines and flickering lights and a receptionist who wouldn’t make eye contact.

That day—the day Illyrian got bitten and finally realized he was immune—the building they were hiding in was swarmed by Type-2s. He still thought about it more than he should. He’d replay it when he was trying to sleep, when Dumb was snoring in the corner and Emm’s small chest was rising and falling with the total unconscious peace that only children and the genuinely dead can manage. He’d see it all again behind his eyelids like a home movie nobody asked to make: the broken glass, the smell (God, the smell, like copper and spoiled meat and something almost sweet underneath that was worse than either), the sound of them moving. The wet, dragging sound.

Believe it or not, the zombies weren’t even the biggest threat. It was the couriers.

The couriers showed up and surrounded the abandoned restaurant just minutes after the alarm tripped. The police were tied up directing evacuations, and in no time, the Type-2s were cleared out. They were efficient. Professional, even. Watching them work was like watching a road crew fill potholes—methodical, unhurried, bored in a way that should have been reassuring and wasn’t. Illyrian’s group got hauled in for questioning after, and they nearly got caught. The couriers almost spotted the fading bite mark from Keziah on Illyrian’s hand. He’d kept it pressed against his thigh, fingers curled inward, willing himself not to look at it, because he’d discovered that the moment you tried very hard not to look at something, every eye in the room went straight to it by some cruel law of human attention.

Worse, if those guys had reported them to the police, Rances Dulles could’ve tracked them down again. The thought of Dulles still made something small and cold skitter around behind Illyrian’s sternum. Dulles with his neat clothes and his patient smile. Dulles, who looked at you the way a man looks at a door he knows he can open whenever he feels like it. If Poyas hadn’t been there to talk the couriers into letting them go, they’d probably be on a transport back to Batavia by now. Back to Dulles. Back to whatever he had planned for Illyrian’s particular and inconvenient condition.

That was when Illyrian realized Yam had a... unique system.

Unique. That was the polite word for it. The word you used when you didn’t want to say wrong or broken or I don’t understand how this place is still standing and I’m not sure I want to. It was a system that somehow kept the city on its feet, even though it had the third-highest infection rate in all of Moneybag and hadn’t collapsed the way Duane had. He’d heard about Duane. Everybody had. Nobody talked about it directly—they talked around it, the way you talk around a hole in the floor. The people of Yam had done something different. They had simply accepted the truth the way you accept bad weather or a doctor’s diagnosis or the particular face God gave you: they were living among the dead. There would always be walking corpses right there with them, in the streets, in the alleys, pressing their gray faces against windows that rattled in their frames like they were asking to be let in.

In other cities—like Rending and Batavia—zombie extermination was officially a police job. The couriers were only supposed to handle deliveries. That was the rule on paper, anyway, and paper had a real talent for lying. In reality, the couriers were the ones in the trenches. They were the first people citizens trusted to handle the infected, because citizens understood one essential truth that city governments seemed allergic to: the man who showed up mattered a lot more than the title on his badge. But the cops were the ones who got the official credit and the fat bonuses for every kill. The math was simple. The math was also rotten all the way through. It was a corrupt system that had been running for years—grinding along on its own corroded gears—and nobody could do anything about it. Everyone was already too exhausted just trying to get from one end of a day to the other without dying.

But in Yam, the police had openly washed their hands of the zombie problem and left it to the couriers. They didn’t try to steal the credit. The couriers actually got paid properly for every undead they put down. That’s why Poyas said the couriers who stayed in Yam were people who were either tired of living—or just weren’t afraid to die anymore.

That fearlessness. Illyrian thought about that a lot.

It was the same as Keziah—the infected cop back in Batavia who had bitten him. Once you’ve already been bitten, you stop being afraid of teeth. You touch the zombies’ mouths. You punch their teeth out. Because hey. Hey. What are they going to do? He was already infected. The thing that was supposed to be the worst thing had already happened, and here he was, still breathing, still himself, still Keziah, which meant maybe the worst thing wasn’t as final as everyone agreed it was.

Yam was like that, too. The city was so heavily infested that the walking dead almost outnumbered the living. So the survivors just went about their days like death was a guarantee—because it was, eventually, for everyone, everywhere, Wall or no Wall. They lived in a beautiful and necessary illusion, going through the motions as if the world hadn’t fundamentally changed, as if the Wall had never fallen. It was the same illusion Illyrian had grown up inside of. He just hadn’t known it was an illusion until recently.

Because the couriers handled zombies better than the police, the cops in Yam flat-out refused to deal with them. They stuck to civilian matters. You rarely saw police officers shamelessly claiming zombie kills here—the kind of thing Illyrian had seen constantly in Rending, so routine it barely registered anymore, like rudeness on public transit. Here in Yam, it was extremely rare. Not that it never happened.
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“Extremely rare,” Cake grumbled, and she had a way of saying things that made them sound like a personal offense committed against her specifically by the universe. “But because I’m a walking disaster, of course I ran into that exact thing on my very first delivery here.”

She was eating while she talked, which she always did—fuel going in, words coming out, operating on some dual-track system that seemed to run independently of whatever her hands and mouth were physically doing. Illyrian watched her and listened.

“I took down a Type-3. Can you believe that? A Type-3.” She held up three fingers, then appeared to reconsider the gesture and put them down. “And then two cops detained me at the station, saying I was endangering the public.” The air quotes were vicious. “By the time I got out—thanks to one of Poyas’s friends—those same two cops had already claimed the kill for themselves. That kind of bullshit happens every day in other cities, but it’s supposed to be rare here. Rare. Still, of course it happened to me. Because of course it did.”

“Stop calling yourself that,” Illyrian said.

She looked at him. Her eyes were brown and quick and, right now, doing something complicated that she wasn’t going to explain if he gave her a hundred years.

“Calling myself what?”

“A walking disaster.”

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Looked back at her food.

Ever since Illyrian got bitten, Cake had been like this—cycling between the regular Cake and someone else, someone quieter and smaller, someone who seemed to have swallowed all the mean things Ginna and the others had said over the weeks and was now quietly digesting them as if they were true. As if they’d always been true and she’d just finally gotten around to believing them.

Sometimes Illyrian would catch her spacing out. Just gone. Present in body but checked out somewhere else entirely, somewhere you couldn’t follow her without an invitation she wasn’t offering. At night, when she didn’t have any deliveries, she’d sit in the corner of whatever room they were using and stare at nothing with the particular blankness of someone watching a movie only they could see. He never asked what was playing. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

During the day, though, she went back to being the regular Cake—energetic, talking constantly, a full-body communication system that involved her hands and her eyebrows and her whole posture, blurting out whatever crossed her mind without pausing to consider whether the room was ready for it. She carried her weapons the way Illyrian carried Emm: casually, automatically, with the unconscious ease of something that had long since stopped being a choice and become just a part of how you moved through the world.

The weirdest part—and he’d turned this over, examined it from different angles, tried to find a way to make it make sense—was that Illyrian found himself more comfortable when she was acting like her usual chaotic self than when she went quiet at night. The quiet Cake felt like a warning. Like that particular stillness before a storm that isn’t visible yet but is absolutely on its way.

Even when Poyas and Illyrian agreed it was safer for him to stay locked down in the hideout, he secretly hoped she’d be her normal self and drag him out into the streets anyway, risks be damned. Just force the situation. That was what the regular Cake would do—override the rational decision with sheer momentum and make it somehow work out. But she just shrugged and said, “Okay,” and then she headed out for another delivery, and the door shut behind her, and the room felt slightly smaller than it had before.

What was up with her?

Was she still feeling guilty about him getting bitten? He’d already told her—clearly, directly, more than once—that it wasn’t her fault. He’d meant it. He still meant it. But guilt didn’t really respond to logic; guilt was like a bad tooth, sitting in your jaw and throbbing, and you could tell it all day long that it had no business hurting and it would just keep right on hurting.

One time, Illyrian asked if she ever felt lonely riding solo since they’d arrived in Yam. He told her she could take him on the back of her bike if the delivery wasn’t too far. Besides, Emm needed to get out, too. His little sister could only leave the hideout when Poyas was around, and Poyas only came to Yam once or twice a week, breezing in with supplies and information and that particular energy of someone who existed in four places at once. Illyrian had even admitted to Cake—and this had cost him something, saying it out loud—that he was starting to lose it, being stuck indoors with Dumb every afternoon. Four walls. The same ceiling. The same quality of light through the curtains at the same time every day. It was the kind of thing that started to work on you after a while. Started to change you.

He really wasn’t expecting her answer.

“Don’t.” She didn’t look up from what she was doing. “You stay here. Besides, I’m not alone today.”

He stood there for a moment, parsing that. Then, because he was apparently the kind of person who needed to see things he suspected he didn’t want to see, he went to the window and peeked through the gap in the curtains.

There was a boy waiting on his vehicle.

He looked about their age. Courier uniform, pressed and neat, the kind of neat that suggested either pride or discipline or both. Square glasses that caught the light. And a smile—God, that smile. It was the kind of smile that belonged in an advertisement, wide and white and perfect and relentless, the smile of someone who had never once doubted that the world was basically going to be fine.

Illyrian watched Cake walk toward him and felt something move in his chest. Not the bite. Something else. Something he didn’t have a clean name for, which meant it was probably the kind of thing that got worse when you tried to ignore it.

He let the curtain fall back into place.

For some reason—a reason he examined briefly and then set aside without fully looking at it—he felt depressed for the rest of the day.
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Most courier communities kept a handful of basecamps scattered across Moneybag, with one main headquarters in the city they controlled. Every camp except the main one was usually treated as shared space—couriers from other crews could swing by and crash for a few days if they needed to, the same way you might crash at a cousin’s place after a long drive, eating their cereal and sleeping on their couch and not thinking too hard about whether you were welcome.

But the Poyas and Cake crew did things differently, and in this world—this ruined, infection-riddled, bite-mark world—different had a way of meaning dangerous, or smart, or both at the same time, depending on how you looked at it.

They’d set up a network of secret hideouts outside Inward. Unlike the other groups, whose basecamps were obvious and clearly marked as rest stops—hell, some of them practically had welcome mats—Poyas’s spots didn’t look like basecamps at all. No courier from another group would ever think to stop there. No cop, either, which was the whole point, the beating heart of the whole arrangement.

Take the restaurant building where they’d first taken Illyrian. The one where they’d locked him up like something that needed to be kept away from the general population, which, come to think of it, wasn’t so far off the truth. It was tucked away in the most isolated part of Yam, the kind of address that GPS systems gave up on, where the back half of the building spilled out onto a blocked-off highway like a drunk leaning against a wall. Officially, it still belonged to someone else. The owner knew what was going on—knew and looked away with the practiced ease of a man who had been looking away from things his whole life—and let the Poyas crew use it as a hideout because his business was already bankrupt, already dead on its feet, just waiting for someone to kick the headstone into place. Still, it was an off-the-books arrangement. The kind that had a way of feeling fine, perfectly fine, right up until the moment it didn’t.

The place they were hiding out in now was another one of those secret spots.

It was a clean, minimalist split-level with two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen, and a living room. The furniture was the kind you bought at big-box stores on a Saturday afternoon, nothing special, nothing memorable, the kind of furniture that existed in ten thousand homes and said absolutely nothing about the people who’d chosen it—except, maybe, that they hadn’t been choosing so much as settling. There was a couch the color of old oatmeal. There was a coffee table with a ring stain on one corner where someone had set a mug down ten thousand times in the same spot. There was a bookshelf with actual books on it, which Illyrian noticed but didn’t mention. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know what they’d been reading, that family of three. He wasn’t sure he wanted to make them that real.

“This house used to belong to a family of three,” Poyas said, flipping the light switch as they stepped inside. The overhead light came on with that particular buzzing flicker that cheap fluorescent fixtures do, as if even the electricity was nervous. He kicked off his shoes—a practiced, easy gesture, a man-at-home gesture—and dropped himself onto the oatmeal-colored couch like gravity had personally invited him. “A husband, a wife, and their kid—who was about the same age as you two.”

He said it casually. That was the thing about Poyas. He said everything casually, the way a surgeon might say there’s going to be some discomfort, which was how you knew he’d been living inside this particular darkness long enough that it had stopped feeling dark to him.

“The dad was ordering a ton of medicine. Said he and his wife had all sorts of health complications. The mom was ordering massive amounts of groceries. I kept wondering why they were blowing through money like that in the middle of a crisis.” He paused, and something moved behind his eyes—not regret, exactly, but the ghost of something that had once been regret, worn smooth from being handled too many times. “They actually invited me to dinner once and let me crash on the couch. That was—I think three years ago. I’d just started couriering. I didn’t get it. No one had warned me about the signs.”

The room was very quiet. Outside, the wind moved through whatever trees were left in this part of the world, and it sounded almost like breathing.

“They went to bed like everything was normal,” Poyas said. “I didn’t realize until the next morning that they’d only let me stay because they wanted someone to find their bodies.”

There it was. He dropped it the way you’d drop a stone into still water, and then sat there watching the rings spread out.

Illyrian took off his coat slowly and hung it on the rack by the door. The rack was the cheap kind with four hooks shaped like half-moons, and someone had carved a small flower into the wood near the base—a kid’s work, you could tell, the petals uneven, the lines too deep. He looked at it for a moment longer than he needed to.

“Depression because of the outbreak?” he asked, turning away from the flower. “Or were they all infected?”

“Just the kid,” Poyas replied. He was watching Emm with a kind of lazy affection, swinging the edge of the curtain over the kid’s head like a man with nowhere better to be. “Their teenage son—like I said, he was around your and Cake’s age. From what I saw, only the kid had a bite mark. I think the parents were too scared to report it.” He shrugged one shoulder. “They couldn’t bear the thought of being separated from him. So they decided to all go together.”

Illyrian looked around the room with new eyes. The place was well-kept in a way that felt almost accusatory. Despite the faint smell of dust—old dust, patient dust, the kind that settles in for the long haul—and a slightly musty carpet that had probably been cream-colored once, the house looked like a family had walked out of it three days ago, not three years. There was a child’s drawing held to the refrigerator with a magnet shaped like a strawberry. Illyrian made himself not look at it directly, the way you make yourself not look directly at the sun.

“The police never seized the house?” he asked.

Poyas shrugged. “They don’t even know the residents are gone.”

Illyrian raised his eyebrows before he could stop himself, the judgment rising up in him like a reflex, like flinching away from something hot. “You didn’t report it?”

“Nope.” Poyas said it with the particular flatness of a man who had asked himself that question enough times that the question had worn out. “As far as the civil records go, that family is still living here. People probably just assume they’ve shut themselves in and gone into permanent isolation—that’s become pretty common since the second outbreak, you know? Especially with us couriers constantly coming and going, pretending to deliver packages. The neighbors are too busy with their own lives to check.” He glanced at the window, at the curtain he’d been toying with. “Hell, there are probably other houses just like this one on this very street. Our crew isn’t the only one making hideouts this way. You understand what I’m saying? We’re not the monsters in this story. We’re just the ones who found the room the monsters left behind.”

“What about the bodies?”

Poyas’s jaw tightened, just slightly. A tell. The first real tell Illyrian had seen from him. “I contacted some of my more experienced buddies right away. They buried the husband and wife somewhere on the outskirts—don’t ask me where, because I genuinely don’t know and I made a point not to ask—and they snuck the kid’s body in with a batch headed for the crematorium.” He was fiddling with the edge of the curtain now, not playfully, the way he’d been doing before, but the way a person fiddles with something when their hands need to be doing something that isn’t making fists. “Honestly. They almost chopped the kid up and buried the pieces separately. It would’ve been the safer way to make sure he didn’t turn. More work, sure, a lot more work, but it beats sneaking into a guarded crematorium in the middle of the night with a body bag and a prayer. If the cops noticed extra bodies coming through, they’d get suspicious and start raiding houses. We couriers would be the first ones they’d come for. It also would’ve turned the other crews against us if the police tightened the rules for entering Yam.” He stopped fiddling with the curtain. “But back then, I was a total newbie. Green as spring grass and twice as soft. I couldn’t stomach the idea of—of cutting up a kid who’d just fed me dinner. Who’d shown me his room. He had one of those glow-in-the-dark star kits on his ceiling, the kind where the stars are already peeling because he’d had them up so long.” Poyas exhaled slowly through his nose. “Luckily, no one ever found out. You get lucky sometimes. You try not to think about all the times other people don’t.”

It was at that point that Illyrian noticed Cake had gone unusually quiet. Not the comfortable quiet of someone tired, not the distracted quiet of someone scrolling through their phone—this was a loaded quiet, a held-breath quiet, the quiet of someone who has heard something that has reached down inside them and taken hold of something private and will not let go.

Her eyes were fixed on her shoes, which she still hadn’t taken off. She was still wearing her backpack, too, as if some part of her hadn’t quite committed to staying, hadn’t quite decided whether the door behind her was an entrance or an exit.

He watched her for a moment. He’d known Cake long enough to read the weather of her moods, and what he was reading now was something he didn’t have a name for. Something that lived underneath the other feelings, deeper down, in the place where the water is cold no matter what the season.

“Cake?” He touched her shoulder—gently, the way you touch someone when you’re not sure if touching is what they need. “You okay?”

She looked up, startled, and for just a half-second before her face rearranged itself, he saw something there. Raw and old and very specific, the way grief is always very specific even when it pretends to be general.

“I’m fine,” she said flatly. The two most dishonest words in the language, his mother used to say. I’m fine is what people say when they are so deeply not fine that fine feels like a country they’ll never have a passport to again. Cake let out a long sigh, the kind that carries more weight than the lungs should reasonably be able to hold. “I’m gonna go find something to eat.”

Without waiting for a response—without leaving room for one—she turned and headed out the door. Backpack still on. Shoes still on. Moving with the careful deliberateness of someone making sure no one could read their face.

The door clicked shut behind her.

Illyrian turned back to Poyas. The man didn’t look worried at all. He’d resumed his curtain game with Emm, letting the fabric drift across the kid’s nose, watching the kid’s nostrils twitch. When he noticed Illyrian staring, he raised a hand—not quite a wave, more like a benediction. Don’t.

“Don’t overthink it,” Poyas said, gesturing for Illyrian to close the front door, which was letting in a thin blade of cold air from outside. “Let the kid process it in her own way.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Poyas looked at him for a long moment. The overhead light buzzed. Somewhere in the house—the kitchen, maybe, or the room that had belonged to the boy with the glow-in-the-dark stars—something settled, a small sound, the sound of an old building shifting its weight the way old buildings do, the way all things do when they’ve been holding something too long.

“You’ll understand later,” Poyas said. He looked back at Emm, who had flopped onto her side and was now apparently asleep, the way kids can fall asleep like a switch being flipped, like trust is the easiest thing in the world. “That is—if she decides to tell you herself.”

He left it there. Just left it sitting in the room like that coffee table ring, like that child’s drawing on the refrigerator, like the flower carved into the coat rack by a pair of hands that no longer existed to be held.

Illyrian closed the front door.

The latch caught with a sound like a period at the end of a sentence
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