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  Chapter One


  He was walking at a steady, measured pace, as if he had somewhere to be but wasn’t in a hurry to get there. Exactly where that might be, he didn’t know. He wasn’t concerned about this lack of knowledge, though. He just kept putting one foot in front of the other, figuring that he’d know where he was going once he got there.


  There were some things he did know, however. His name, for one. David Croft.


  And as for where he was at the moment, he guessed somewhere downtown, based on the businesses he passed: Skyline Chili, Chipotle, Five Guys Burgers and Fries… But something wasn’t right. He was walking down the middle of the street, but no angry motorists were honking at him.


  There were cars, but none of them were moving. The vehicles sat empty, parked in front of buildings at awkward, haphazard angles, sometimes with a wheel or two over the curb, or they sat abandoned in the street, doors open, no sign of their owners. A number were dented in various places, windows cracked or broken out entirely, as if the vehicles had been in collisions.


  Even stranger, everything was old. Really old. The surface of the street was fissured with cracks and riddled with potholes. The paint of the street lines was worn almost completely away, and what little remained had faded almost to the point of invisibility. The cars were rust-eaten, tire rubber rotted and sloughing off rims. The buildings’ facades were shot through with cracks, their signs dingy and chipped, windows broken, the glass that remained dirt-streaked and clouded. Greenish-black growths—some large, some small—covered everything. The growths reminded David of bread mold, except wet and sticky looking.


  Other things were wrong too.


  The sky was a strange sour-yellow, like pus oozing from an infected wound. No clouds, no sun, just that noxious yellow. The light from the pus-sky made everything seem hazy, as if he were viewing the world through grease-soaked cloth. The air was flat, thick and stale, and it made him think of an attic that hadn’t been opened in decades. It had the same smell of dust, decay and long-empty hours. The sound of his footfalls was muffled, as if he walked in cotton-swaddled shoes. It’s like the air’s weary, he thought. Too tired to properly conduct sound.


  What had happened? Why had everything changed?


  Up to this point, he’d been emotionally disconnected, walking calm and uncaring, as if in a dream. But now he began to feel the first faint stirrings of panic. And it only got worse when he realized he had no idea what he’d been doing before he’d become aware that he was walking.


  “Maybe you are dreaming. Did you consider that?”


  The voice came from his left, and although it surprised him, he was still emotionally numb enough not to be startled by the way it cut the silence like a knife, or by the fact that the speaker seemed to have somehow read his thoughts.


  Without breaking stride, he looked to his left. Walking alongside him was a skinny teenage boy wearing a Megadeth T-shirt, faded jeans with frayed cuffs, and old running shoes that looked as if they might fall apart at any moment. He was of medium height, half a head shorter than David, with straight blond hair that hung past his shoulders. His hair was matted and greasy, as if he hadn’t washed it in a while, and the clumps of acne spread across his narrow, angular face also suggested a lack of basic hygiene.


  David frowned. There was something familiar about the kid. He thought maybe he knew him, but he couldn’t remember how. He wasn’t a friend of either of his children, David was certain of that. Both Steve and Lizzie were still in elementary school. Maybe the kid was someone David had once hired to work at Country Time Buffet. He’d been manager there for close to ten years. The majority of the employees were local high school and college kids, and there tended to be a high turnover rate. They might only work a few months, sometimes just a few weeks. They came and went so fast that after a while they tended to blur together in his mind. Still, David usually didn’t forget a name, and it irritated him that he couldn’t recall this boy’s.


  “I’m Simon,” the kid said, as if reading his mind once again.


  “I knew a Simon once.” His voice was raspy, and it was an effort to get the words out, as if he hadn’t spoken for a long time. But the words came easier as he continued, his voice sounding more and more natural. “His last name was…Milligan. He lived in the same neighborhood I did when I was a kid. He was a few years older, and he used to pick on me a lot. Once he followed me into the restroom at a McDonald’s and punched me in the stomach a couple times just for the hell of it. He had skinny arms like you, but he still put plenty of muscle into those punches.” He remembered trying to suck in gasps of air afterward, remembered the leaden ache in his gut. “You look a lot like him, but he’d be almost forty now. You can’t be him.”


  Simon smiled. “Didn’t say I was. So…where you headed?”


  “I…” He thought for a moment. “I don’t know. Just out walking, I guess.”


  Simon nodded as if what David had said made perfect sense. “Considering all the restaurants around here, I thought maybe you were looking for something to eat.”


  David started to say that he wasn’t hungry, but then he realized that he was. Extremely. In fact, he couldn’t remember a time in his life when he’d been hungrier. It wasn’t just that his belly was empty. It felt like something gnawed at his stomach lining, something with long teeth and sharp nails, furiously biting and scratching as it tried to tear its way out of his gut. It was an awful, horrible feeling, and there was nothing David wanted more than to make it go away.


  He looked at the run-down, abandoned restaurants around them. Then he looked to Simon.


  “I don’t suppose you have anything to eat?”


  The young man shook his head. “Nope. Guess you’ll just have to keep searching.” He said this with a hint of a smile, his tone almost challenging.


  David felt distant, muted irritation, as if his emotions were encased in thick layers of ice. But the emotion was stronger than any he’d felt since he’d found himself walking down this street, and he suspected the ice was beginning to melt.


  They walked silently for a time, and although David was certain he’d never met Simon before—this Simon, anyway—he felt a kind of comfort at having the younger man at his side. It wasn’t that they were friends. How could they be if he didn’t know the guy? But having him here felt right somehow, as if this was the way things were supposed to be.


  There were questions he should be asking Simon: Who are you, exactly? Why does the town look so damn strange? Where the hell is everyone? Not that Simon would necessarily know the answers, but as there wasn’t anyone else around at the moment to ask, David figured the kid would be as good a person as any to start with. But he felt no pressing need to ask his questions.


  It’s like a dream, he thought. In dreams, the weirdest things could happen and you’d take them in stride. You didn’t question them, didn’t even think of doing so. It was kind of like that now. David knew things weren’t right, but that was okay. All he had to do was keep walking, and everything would get sorted out in due time. He had no logical reason to feel this way, he knew that, but sometimes a man had to operate on faith, he supposed. Besides, maybe this was a dream. It sure as hell didn’t resemble any reality he was familiar with.


  They continued down the street in companionable silence. They passed a Ben and Jerry’s, and David’s stomach cramped so hard it felt as if a giant fist were squeezing it to a pulp. He took in a hissing breath, slapped his hands to his abdomen, and doubled over. He’d had appendicitis in his early twenties, and his appendix had burst while his girlfriend at the time had been driving him to the hospital. That had hurt like a motherfucker, but it was nothing compared to the pain he was feeling now.


  David had stopped walking, and Simon stopped too. David, still doubled over, looked up at the younger man and saw him gazing back with cool dispassion.


  “Did you know that without mucus a human’s stomach would digest itself?” Simon said. “Bet that would hurt like shit, huh? But from the look of things, not as much as you’re hurting right now. You jonesing for a pint of Cherry Garcia or maybe some Chunky Monkey? Too bad the store’s closed. Too bad they’re all closed. You want to eat in this world, chief, you can’t just walk into a restaurant, whip out your debit card and order two of everything. You have to work for your meals now. More than that, you have to fight for them.”


  David was still bent over. His stomach hurt so fucking much he thought it might explode out his ass any second. Simon bent down until his mouth was close to David’s ear, and he whispered a question.


  “Are you a fighter, David?”


  David wanted to tell the kid to go fuck himself, but he couldn’t concentrate past the pain well enough to form words. His eyes were squeezed shut, and he heard the scrape of a shoe. At first he thought Simon was leaving—and he was surprised to discover how distressed this possibility made him feel. But then he heard whoever it was take a second step, then a third, and he realized the sound was coming from somewhere out in front of them. More than that, the footsteps were nothing like Simon’s. His running shoes made soft rubbery slaps on the asphalt. But these were shuffling, dragging footsteps, as if whoever made them had trouble raising their feet off the ground.


  Doing his best to ignore the agony ripping his guts apart, David opened his eyes and straightened.


  The Ben and Jerry’s sat on a corner, and a woman walked on the cross street ahead of them. She moved through the intersection slowly, feet dragging, arms hanging limp at her sides. She looked to be in her early twenties, had strawberry-blonde hair, pale skin, and piercings in her right eyebrow, nose and lower lip. She wore black slacks and a light-blue, short-sleeved shirt that displayed colorful, intricate tattoos on her arms. They were images of fish, David realized. Koi, from the look of it. He thought she might be a college student. The university wasn’t far from here. She didn’t turn to look at them as she made her way through the intersection. She kept her gaze fixed straight ahead, her head tilted slightly back, nostrils flaring as if she were following a scent.


  A small park was located on the other side of the street opposite Ben and Jerry’s, and the woman headed toward it. The park wasn’t very big: a couple acres of land, a few trees, a jogging track, and a small playground set consisting of swings and a slide. Everything was tainted by age and corruption—grass dead and dry, trees leafless husks, track broken and cracked, swings hanging by a single chain, slide eaten by rust, and everywhere patches of that ugly greenish mold.


  David wanted to call out to the woman, wanted to make her stop. Maybe she knew what was going on around here. Even better, maybe she had some food. He was so damn hungry! He inhaled, intending to shout, but as he breathed in he smelled something wonderful. Something delicious. Something so goddamned amazing that it was like every holiday meal he’d ever had in his life—Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter—combined into a single wondrous, beautiful, intoxicating smell.


  It was food.


  The pain in his gut eased. Not completely, just enough so it was no longer debilitating. He started walking toward the park, trailing the woman. He was dimly aware that Simon followed behind him, but the teenager’s presence barely registered in his consciousness. His mind was focused like a laser beam on a single goal: finding the source of that fantastic smell.


  As David entered the park, he experienced a feeling of familiarity, as if he’d been here before. The feeling was so strong that for a moment it caused him to forget about the hunger tearing at his insides. Images and sound flashed through his mind. A boy and a girl, neither yet ten, playing on the swings—the equipment no longer broken and rusted, the grass around them green, the sky above them blue. The girl, the younger of the two, laughed as they swung in unison, the boy scowling and protesting loudly that his sister was copying him and he wanted her to stop. Lizzie, he thought. Steve.


  His stomach cramped anew, pain burning through his midsection like a red-hot spear. The agony drove the images from his mind, and he refocused his attention on the koi woman. She was heading for the playset, her pace increasing as she drew closer to it.


  There was a plastic bench nearby, a place for parents to sit and watch their offspring play. The bench wasn’t empty, though. A small cage sat on it, the kind of thing you’d get at a pet store to keep a hamster or gerbil in. There was something inside, some kind of animal, but it wasn’t alive. It had been cooked, skin crispy and golden brown, and it was the source of the delicious smell that had drawn him here. He couldn’t tell what kind of animal it was. Something small and lean, with not a lot of meat on it. But he didn’t care. It was food, and that was all that mattered.


  It seemed to be all that mattered to the woman too. She made a beeline for the bench, and David wondered if she was also experiencing overpowering hunger. It didn’t seem possible that anyone could be as hungry as he was—although up to now he could never have imagined that it was possible for anyone to feel like this. So utterly and profoundly empty, as if there were an entire universe of nothingness inside him screaming to be filled.


  “Looks like she beat you to the noms,” Simon said.


  David ignored him. The woman ran the last few yards to the bench, and she snatched hold of the cage with swift ferocity, as if she feared the small metal prison was alive and might escape if she didn’t get hold of it fast enough. She held the cage up to her face, nostrils greedily sucking in the meat’s delicious aroma.


  David was surprised to find that he was running. He didn’t remember telling his body to do so, but that was okay. He wanted to get to the meat before the woman took it. No, more than wanted. He needed to, in the worst goddamned way.


  He heard a voice inside his mind then. His own, gentle but forceful.


  Don’t you think it’s more than a little weird that someone cooked an animal, put it in a hamster cage, and left it sitting on a park bench? Does that seem in any way even close to normal?


  It didn’t, but David didn’t care, wasn’t capable of caring. The hunger had too strong a hold on him. That meat could have been full of poison-coated razor blades, and he still would’ve wanted to sink his teeth into it, tear off warm, greasy mouthfuls, and swallow them whole—flesh, metal, toxin and all.


  Up to this point, the woman’s face had shown no expression, but as her fingers fumbled at the cage latch, she grimaced in frustration.


  “Open!” she shouted, as if she expected the cage to obey her command. “Open!”


  It refused to listen, however, and she smacked the flat of her hand against the cage door, jostling the meat inside. Why doesn’t she just open the door? David thought. Was it wired shut somehow, maybe even welded shut? The thought that he might not be able to get to the meat sparked panic, and he ran faster.


  “That’s mine!” he yelled as he reached the woman. He grabbed hold of the cage and tried to yank it out of her hands, but she held on tight.


  “No, it’s mine!” Her eyes flashed with animalistic fury and she bared her teeth at him.


  He felt the urge to do the same. More, he wanted to tear the cage free of her grip, raise it over his head and slam it down onto her skull with all his strength. He was bigger than her, stronger, and felt certain he was infinitely hungrier. That gave him a fuck ton of incentive. And once she was down on the ground bleeding and moaning, he would keep hitting her over and over until nothing was left of her head but a pulpy smear or the cage popped open and gave him access to the meat—whichever came first. He almost did it too. Was this close…


  He stopped pulling on the cage, although he didn’t let go of it.


  “Look, we’re both hungry, right? You’re having trouble opening the cage. Let me try. If I get it open, I’ll split the meat with you.” It was hard to think past the hunger, and he had to concentrate like a son of a bitch to even conceive of the words, let alone get them out. But he did.


  When he was finished, the woman continued to glare at him for a moment, still showing her teeth. But then her anger drained away, and her expression became impassive once more.


  “Do you think you can do that?” she asked. Her tone was calm enough, although there was an underlying tension in her voice.


  “Yes,” he said, the same tension in his own voice. In truth, he had no idea if he could open the cage. It was taking everything he had just to keep from attacking the woman. He suspected she was fighting a similar battle within herself.


  Behind him, Simon said, “This should be interesting.”


  Again, David ignored him. He removed his hands from the cage.


  The woman didn’t acknowledge Simon’s comment, didn’t so much as glance in his direction. She kept her gaze fastened on David. She didn’t release the cage, but she turned it around so that he could reach the door. He took a moment to examine it, but he could see nothing special about it. It opened and closed by a simple sliding latch, that was all.


  “The proverbial piece of cake, right?” Simon said. “Nothing to it.”


  “Shut up,” David muttered. He reached for the latch, but then hesitated. Even though he knew that all he had to do was take hold of the latch’s metal pin with his thumb and forefinger and slide it to the right, his fingers felt suddenly thick and clumsy, his hand a useless lump of meat. He felt a surge of anger, and he wanted to smack his hand against the cage just as the woman had done. But he restrained himself. Moving with the slow torturous care of a man trying to defuse a bomb, he reached out, took hold of the pin and slid it to the side.


  The cage door fell open.


  David’s hand—no longer so clumsy—reached inside the cage, grabbed hold of the meat, yanked it out and brought it to his mouth in a single swift motion. He sank his teeth into its soft succulence, flesh popped, savory, wet warmth exploded in his mouth, and he experienced a foodgasm unlike anything he’d ever known.


  The woman shrieked in fury, flung the cage aside and grabbed for the meat. David twisted to the side to protect his prize and jabbed a hand toward her. The flat of his palm struck her solidly on the breastbone. The impact sent her stumbling back, her legs bumped into the bench, her knees buckled, and she fell into a sitting position with a thud.


  He felt two equally strong but conflicting impulses just then. The first was to run, to get as far away from the woman as possible so he could enjoy his repast in peace. The second was to bend down, grab hold of the discarded cage with his free hand and beat the woman to a bloody pulp. He was leaning toward the latter, as it would ensure that he would get to keep all the meat for himself. He went as far as taking a step toward the cage—but then he stopped.


  A deal’s a deal, he thought.


  Using his teeth and hands, he tore the meat in two and held a chunk out to the woman. She looked at him for a moment, gaze clouded with suspicion. But then she rose from the bench and reached out to take David’s offering with a grateful smile.


  “Thanks.”


  “Isn’t this a touching scene?” Simon said. “Damn shame it has to end.”


  The woman raised her share of the meal to her mouth, but before she could take a bite, her head exploded in a shower of crimson.


  Kate watched as the round from her deer rifle—a Browning BAR Mark II Lightweight Stalker—found its target. The zombie jerked as she lost the top half of her head, then she fell limply to the ground, like a life-sized mechanical doll whose switch had just been flipped off.


  “Nice,” Nicholas said. “Best shot you’ve made all week.”


  She didn’t respond, nor did she turn around to look at him. She kept her rifle up and sighted on the second zombie’s head.


  “One chore says you can’t make it two for two.”


  Nicholas enjoyed his little games, thought they made the day go faster. Kate didn’t care one way or the other, but she usually indulged him. After all, it wasn’t as if they had anything better to do. On any other day, she would’ve taken him up on the bet. But not today…not when the zombie she had her gun trained on was her brother. Or rather, what was left of him.


  The two of them stood a hundred yards from the playset, next to a large oak tree on the southern edge of the park. It was early November, and most of the leaves had changed color and fallen from the trees. They’d had to be careful to avoid crunching any of the leaves while walking through the thigh-high grass. Most of the time zombies seemed unaware of their surroundings, and they usually moved slower than a glacier made of molasses. But when meat was nearby, their systems revved into high gear. Their senses became sharper, and their reflexes became quicker—almost as quick as a human’s. Even the smallest noise could catch their attention. And while Kate was by this point a practiced hunter and could pick off a charging zombie with relative ease, she preferred to kill them from a distance. When zombies got a whiff of meat, especially when it was still alive, they moaned, yowled and hissed in a way that reminded Kate of a pissed-off cat. Not only was it creepy as hell, the sound drew other zombies like sharks to blood in the water.


  “Something wrong?” Nicholas asked.


  Kate didn’t answer. She knew the question he was really asking: Why hadn’t she shot yet?


  Eight months ago the plague had hit. She didn’t know the scientific name for it, but the media had called it Blacktide because of how unbelievably fast it had spread. In less than a month, two-thirds of the human race was dead. Of the surviving third, three-quarters became zombies. The rest—whether through some kind of immunity or sheer dumb luck—survived and remained human. Kate had been one of the fortunate, although there were days when she didn’t count herself as such. She knew David and his family hadn’t shared her immunity. One day, before everything had really turned to shit, she had gone over to their house to check on them. David, Sarah and the kids were gone, their front door left wide open, but their golden retriever Sasha—or at least her savaged, half-eaten corpse—had been left behind, along with a dozen or more bloody handprints on walls and doors. Some made by children, most by adults.


  That was the day Kate had become a Ranger.


  For the last six months—in addition to making supply runs—she had helped patrol Lockwood, killing zombies and disposing of their bodies in the fire pits outside town. And all that time, she had kept an eye out for her brother and his family, but she had never once caught sight of any of them. Until now.


  Each day before going out, she told herself that if she spotted one of them she wouldn’t hesitate to shoot. She wouldn’t be killing them; she’d be setting them free. It would be a mercy, a last act of love from a family member. And she believed that, she really did.


  So why couldn’t she pull the trigger?


  David wasn’t just her brother. He was her twin. Fraternal, of course, but from the day they were born, they’d shared a bond just as deep as if they had been identical. But that should’ve made it even easier to shoot, shouldn’t it? If their positions were reversed, she’d want David to put a bullet into her brain, and she was certain that was what he’d want her to do for him.


  Still, she hesitated.


  David stood there, blood smearing his mouth and chin from the squirrel he’d bitten into. Blood on his hands from where he’d torn the animal in two in order to share it with the other zombie—and wasn’t she having a hell of a time wrapping her head around that? She’d never seen a zombie do anything like it before. With them, it was every dead man for himself. He still held on to his half of the squirrel, the back end, she noted with a twist of nausea, tiny entrails dangling from it. He held the nasty thing down at his side, momentarily distracted by the sound of her gunshot, Kate guessed—but not so distracted that he would let go of his grisly little treat. Once zombies got hold of food, they didn’t release it. Not willingly, anyway.


  She was surprised by how much he still looked like the David she remembered. His clothes were filthy, covered with old bloodstains, dirt and mud. If she hadn’t known that he always wore a light-blue, short-sleeved shirt to work and navy-blue pants, she would’ve been hard-pressed to guess their original colors. He also always wore comfortable black work shoes, the kind with thick soft-rubber soles for people who were on their feet a lot. He’d lost one of them along the way somewhere, the right one. The black sock on that foot had been worn through some time ago, and its remains hung in tatters around his ankle, leaving his foot exposed. His brown hair hung tangled and matted down to his shoulders, and his face was covered with patchy stubble. Once someone became a zombie, their hair continued to grow for a couple months, although the rate of hair growth eventually slowed and finally stopped altogether. Facial hair ceased growing even faster, usually after only a week or two. She had no idea why. She wondered if there was anyone left alive in the world that did know or—for that matter—cared.


  His skin was leathery, his complexion sallow, eyes cataract milky. He stood awkwardly, left shoulder higher than his right, head canted to the side, left foot turned slightly inward. She wondered if he’d been injured sometime during the last six months. Zombies weren’t alive, but they weren’t exactly dead, either. As far as Kate knew, there wasn’t a word for what they were. They ate, they breathed—although infrequently—and they even excreted. Their shit was a foul clear liquid that smelled like sulfur and rotted meat. They also healed, if slowly and at times imperfectly. She wondered if that’s why David carried himself the way he did.


  But for all the terrible changes Blacktide had wrought in her brother, he still looked like David to her. More, he felt like David. And even though she desperately wanted to do her duty to him as his sister, as the last living family member he had in the world, she could not bring herself to shoot him.


  The entire time she had been struggling with her feelings, David had merely stood and looked at her, his face expressionless, eyes cloudy, dead and dull. She wondered what he saw when he looked at her and what, if anything, he thought or felt.


  On impulse, she reached out to him with her mind.


  “David? Are you in there?”


  David stood frozen in shock, unable to believe what had just happened. Up to this point, the most serious injury he had ever witnessed in person was when an old man had slipped on a patch of ice outside of Walmart one winter. The man had broken his hip, and David still remembered the horrible snapping sound and the man’s scream as he hit the ground. He’d called 911 and waited with the man, talking with him to keep him calm until the paramedics arrived. But this…this was in a whole different league. Hell, a whole different galaxy. This was the Super Bowl…no, the goddamned Olympics of physical injuries. The woman’s fucking head had exploded right in front of him, like someone had stuck a firecracker inside of a melon filled with red juice and meaty pulp.


  But that wasn’t the worst of it. Far worse was the thing that had killed her.


  The creature—he didn’t know what else to call it—stood some distance away, next to a gnarled, rotted tree that looked as if it might fall down any second. There were two creatures, actually. The second stood several feet behind the first, but David wasn’t worried about that one, not right now, mostly because it wasn’t the one pointing a rifle at him. At least, he thought it was a rifle. The weapon was fashioned from organic material instead of metal: lengths of bone lashed together with strips of what looked like muscle and tendon. It looked like some kind of avant-garde sculpture rather than a rifle, but he’d seen what it had done to the woman’s head, and he knew that whatever kind of bizarre weapon it was, it was functional.


  They were of a type: tall and ivory-fleshed, hairless, earless and noseless, with eyes like red-hot coals. Their mouths were broad slashes bisecting the lower halves of their faces, lipless lines that, when parted, exposed twin rows of sharp needle teeth. They wore human clothing—jackets, jeans, boots. The second creature, the one that hung back, also wore a ball cap, black with a white skull on it. David had seen that skull face before and recognized it as the emblem for some band or other. The…Misfits, that was it. Punk band, he thought, or maybe alternative. He couldn’t remember. It had a bone-and-meat rifle too, but it wasn’t aiming the weapon at David. Not yet, anyway.


  Though there was no indication of gender in the creatures’ faces, something about the one holding the rifle made David think it might be female. Her jacket hid her upper figure, but her jeans hugged her hips like a woman’s. But it was more than that. She felt female to him.


  David heard a soft whispering then, almost like the sound of a gentle breeze blowing across a field of waist-high grass. It almost sounded like a voice—a woman’s voice—familiar and comforting. He thought he might be able to make out the words, if only the voice were a bit louder.


  “You just going to stand here being a target, or are you going to wake up and haul ass out of here?”


  He’d forgotten all about Simon, but the boy’s words snapped him out of his trance. The whispering died away, and David—after one last look at the she-creature’s horrible red eyes—turned and ran.


  Kate watched as her brother dropped his half of the squirrel and turned around, almost losing his balance and falling over in the process. He then began hobbling away at what for a zombie was an impressive rate of speed. Kate and Nicholas could catch up with him easily if they wanted to. They wouldn’t even have to run; a brisk walk would do it. But she made no move to go after him.


  Nicholas stepped to her side. “I’ll take him out if you want.”


  She kept her gazed fixed on David and her rifle raised. As hard as it was seeing him like this, it was, she realized with some surprise, better than not seeing him at all, and she intended to watch him as long as she could.


  Nicholas continued. “You can tell everyone you did it if you want. I won’t say anything.”


  Despite her desire to keep her eyes on David, she turned to look at Nicholas. “What are you talking about?”


  Nicholas Kemp was a decent-enough looking man, if nothing to write home about. He had ice-blue eyes and an easy smile, and thick black hair that stuck out from beneath his cap. He was in his mid-thirties, a little older than Kate, although he had a certain boyishness that made him seem younger. He’d been her patrol partner for a few months now, and they got along well, but they weren’t close. Nicholas was the kind of guy who, despite being outwardly friendly, tended to keep other people at arm’s length. Kate had never taken this personally, though. In the world after Blacktide, people tended to avoid getting too emotionally close to each other. It was easier that way.


  Nicholas’s tone was gentle as he replied, “You know what I’m talking about.”


  She did. She just didn’t want to admit it, not even to herself. Nicholas went on.


  “I know that’s your brother. You’ve shown me pictures of him, remember? Sure, he looks different now, but not that different. I understand why it’s hard for you to put him down, so I’m offering to take care of it for you. You know, because we’re friends.”


  Are we? Kate wondered. And was this a new gesture of friendship in the world? Instead of buying someone a present to show you cared, you offered to shoot one of their relatives in the head?


  She turned back to watch David. He had reached the far side of the park and was heading out into the street. They could still catch up to him easily if they wanted. She’d reached out to his mind on impulse. They’d always had a special connection, one deeper than ordinary siblings, and she’d thought… Well, she wasn’t sure what she’d thought. But he had hesitated, hadn’t he? Maybe he had felt her reaching out to him, maybe there was still something of him left inside the creature he had become.


  Maybe. And maybe that was nothing but wishful thinking and she was full of shit.


  Without responding to Nicholas’s offer, she lowered her rifle and walked over to the bench to examine the woman’s corpse. Nicholas followed without comment.


  There were a lot of bad things about approaching a zombie, even a dead one, but to Kate the stench was the worst. Zombies shit themselves without any conscious awareness, voiding their bowels like infants, wherever and whenever the urge hit. Since they didn’t remove their pants when they crapped, their clothing became soaked through with the evil-smelling liquid that gushed out of their asses, and as a result every one of them stunk like Hell’s own cesspool. On the bright side, the foul odor made it awfully hard for a zombie to sneak up on a human. Big flaw in Nature’s design there, she thought.


  Up close, Kate could see that the woman looked even worse than David. Her clothing was little more than stained, foul-smelling rags that clung to her frame, and her body was covered with cuts, abrasions, scratches and bite marks. Unlike in the movies, when zombies got hungry enough, they resorted to feeding on one another, although they usually only took one or two bites from their fellow zombies before leaving them alone. Kate had no idea if this was due to some instinct they had for preserving their species, or if their flesh simply tasted as bad as it looked. The woman had several chunks missing from her shoulders, upper arms and thighs. None of the damage had been extensive enough to stop her from functioning, though, and her wounds were in various stages of healing. Zombies’ bodies did repair damage, but at a much slower pace than humans. They healed faster if they’d fed recently, though.


  The headshot had taken her down, but it hadn’t made much of a mess. Instead of bleeding, zombies oozed a tarry black substance from their wounds, and usually not very much of it. It was noxious as hell, smelling something like vomit mixed with bleach, and Kate was grateful that the fuckers only produced a small amount of it when they died.


  “You ever wonder if they avoid biting each other’s vital areas on purpose?” she asked. She was careful to breathe through her mouth so that she wouldn’t catch a strong whiff of the zombie’s foul-smelling black blood.


  Nicholas walked over to the woman and kicked her in the side a couple times, keeping his rifle trained on her head as he did. In the movies, if a zombie took a single shot to the head, they went down like a puppet whose strings had been cut. But in the real world, a headshot didn’t always do enough damage to kill them. It all depended on how much of the brain was destroyed. It wasn’t uncommon for a wounded zombie to play possum and wait for the human who shot it to make the mistake of coming too close.


  The woman didn’t move. Unsatisfied, Nicholas reversed his rifle and used the butt to crush what was left of her head. No use in wasting another bullet on her.


  “I don’t know if they have enough brains for that,” he said. Then he grinned. “This one doesn’t anymore, that’s for sure.” He stepped away from the woman’s corpse and wiped the gore-slick gun butt in the knee-high grass.


  She’d gotten used to his sometimes-morbid jokes. Given the kind of world they now lived in, gallows humor was an accepted part of everyday life. She noticed that despite his proximity to the dead zombie, he still breathed through his nose. More, she had the impression that he was taking deeper breaths than usual, but that was crazy. Maybe he could tolerate the stink better than she could, but no one would choose to drink in this stench.


  He nodded to the bloody half of the squirrel that David had dropped.


  “I’m surprised he let go of his treat,” Nicholas said. “I’ve never known a zombie to willingly release its grip on food. Hell, I’ve seen them continue to eat as they were being killed.”


  Kate had too. She had to admit it was puzzling, but she decided not to make too much of it. Why shouldn’t zombies have some individual idiosyncrasies? After all, they had been human once. Besides, she and Nicholas had more important matters to attend to.


  She inclined her head toward the cage lying on the ground not far from the dead zombie.


  “Wish I could say I was surprised to see that,” she said.


  Before either of them could say anything more, a woman in her late teens with short black hair and café-au-lait skin stepped out from behind a tree on the far side of the playset, a leather-bound journal tucked beneath her arm. She wore a faded jean jacket and battered running shoes that had no laces.


  She gave them a disgusted look.


  “Thanks a lot! How am I supposed to learn anything if you guys keep screwing up my experiments?”


  Kate sighed. Sometimes she’d rather deal with zombies instead of people.


  “Nicholas, stay here and watch Marie. I’m going to take care of David.”


  Before he could protest, she started heading off in the direction her brother had taken. She told herself she wouldn’t hesitate to do what was right this time.


  No matter what.
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