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1

Wyatt

Everything you think you know about zombies is wrong. Zombies are alive and unwell and want to eat your face. But not your brains. They don’t have the dexterity or tools to open your cranium. Oh, and the zombie virus? No such thing. It’s not a virus but a parasite, a tiny protozoan that spreads via your brain’s pathways. It actually does eat your brain.

Now, a zombie will absolutely chow down your arm or leg. At least at first, when they’re bloodlusty and move so fast your eyes can’t track them.

The first zombie phase is called zombie fresh. There’s no outrunning a zombie fresh. Just hope they’re chasing somebody slower than you.

The second zombie phase is the longest. They’re what we call shamblers because they have a shambling gait. They’re hungry like fresh, but rot has set in. Their coordination’s way off—their lizard brain’s gone haywire—so we outrun them easy, but they can stampede faster than a cattle herd. The last zombie phase is the ugliest. The shambler’s connective tissue dissolves, and it melts into a glob of greasy zombie guts. A Humpty Dumpty.

Wyatt had never seen a Humpty Dumpty up close and personal.

Until today.

From the engine of the zombie train, Denver’s Union Pacific North Yard looked like a mess of spaghetti strands, penned in by collapsing service buildings and rusting freight cars covered with grime. More like a graveyard than a railyard. The weather was sunny and 83°, unseasonably warm for October. Ahead, the tracks disappeared under a mishmash of freeway bridges, and in the distance Wyatt spotted a weird shape sitting right on the track switch.

“Shut. The. Front. Door.” Wyatt zoomed in with binoculars. “Conductor, we need a cleanup on aisle five,” he said, thumbing the mic.

Wyatt stood in the freight train’s cab next to the engineer, Pez. His leg bounced as he stared at the shape in the distance. This was his first switch throw as a brakeman. He didn’t want to screw it up.

“Wyatt?” Marti’s voice crackled over the speakers. She got her daily iron supplement eating nails for breakfast. “Cleanup on aisle five? Is that a joke?”

“No. I mean, yes, but I’m not joking.” His chest tightened with worry. Why had he tried to be funny? “It’s what Pike used to say.”

“Your brother’s conductor days are done, so get over it,” Marti said. “What’s the situation? We good to go or not?”

“Negative, boss,” he said, feeling like a scolded toddler. “A zombie’s sitting on the switch. It’s a Humpty Dumpty.”

“I’m busy in the caboose,” she said. “Get Cheddar to lend a hand.”

She was in the caboose? That couldn’t mean anything good. Was she trying to sabotage him? Clearing the track was hard work, and Cheddar wasn’t into physical labor. “Maybe Tuna instead?” Wyatt said. “He’s fourth up.”

“Tuna’s busy, and Cheddar’s third up, right after you.” Her voice turned icy. “Unless you want Diesel.”

I’d rather smooch a zombie fresh, Wyatt thought. “I’ll take Cheddar,” he said, his voice rising. He exhaled to let the nerves pass and switched to public address mode. “Cheddar, cleanup on aisle five. Bring Twinkies.”

He hung the mic up and focused the field glasses on the zombie plopped on the track a mile or so ahead. “Pez, you won’t believe this.”

“More bighorn sheep?” Pez asked from the control box. He was a beanpole with stilts for legs. Chopped-up curly black hair full of cowlicks. Brown face covered with grease. He wore a white tank top and overalls, which stank of sweat and diesel fuel. “Or a buffalo herd?”

“Look for yourself.”

Pez leaned out the side window. “Too fat to be no deer,” he said. “Not shaggy enough for buffalo.”

“It’s a Humpty Dumpty!” Wyatt felt his anxiety turn to exasperation. “Wearing a Dolly Parton wig.”

“How’d an ol’ Dumpty make it ’cross the rail yard?” Pez sounded the air horn three times—a warning. “What’s with the wig?”

“I’m psychic now? Slow Lucille down.” Wyatt thumbed the PA again, anxious to get the job done. “Cheddar! Stop stalling!”

Pez eased the brake valve. Air hissed out the pipes. Lucille was the train’s name, and her locomotive was a yellow-and-black diesel, model DDA40X. Her riders had one unbreakable rule, and Marti enforced it ruthlessly. Never stop the zombie train.

“Three-quarters mile to the switch,” Pez said.

“Give me a head start.” Wyatt gave Pez a fist bump and opened the side door. He felt a rush of cold air. He wanted to prove that he wasn’t just Pike’s little brother. That he could stand on his own two size-thirteen feet. “With Cheddar helping, we need all the time we can get.”

Pez puckered up. “Thought you and Cheddar was best friends.”

“One and only best friends, and Ched’s the smartest kid on the train. Maybe the world.” Wyatt grabbed a coal shovel and got ready to jump from the footboard. “But it doesn’t make him run fast.”

True, Cheddar was the slowest runner on the train, but he’d also saved Wyatt’s bacon so many times, they’d never be square. “I take it back, Pez,” he said, tugging on the yellow band around his wrist. “What I said.”

The engineer nodded. “It’s took back.”

If everything went according to plan, the train would follow a spur from Denver to Cheyenne and then continue on the northern loop. Lucille would travel from Colorado to Wyoming to Utah and back. One big circle. It was how they survived, three hundred and fifty-seven days after the outbreak, and surviving was all that mattered.

“Wyatt!” Cheddar’s footsteps clomped on the engine decking. He was pear-shaped, with wispy blond hair and a face so pink cheeked, he looked like a middle-school Gerber baby. He wore khaki pants and a blue polo that he tugged down like a window shade. “Don’t leave!”

“Hurry!” Wyatt yelled. Last time they’d rolled through the North Yard, he’d helped Pike with the switch, and it had gone flawlessly. Now he’d settle for just keeping the train on the tracks. “Before Marti chews our butts to nubs.”

“Sorry, Wy. Had to finish the soup.” Cheddar was panting when he reached the ladder. “The littles get cranky when lunch is late.”

“Next time let Tater handle the soup?” Wyatt had never wanted to be second-in-command of a train loaded with orphans. He never wanted a zombie apocalypse either, only a normal life with his mom and his brother. But you play the hand you’re dealt. “We’ve got to throw that switch now or—”

“Wyatt!” Pez yelled. “Engine two’s losing compression, ASAP! I gotta fix it ASAP, and we’re clean outta bubble gum and baling wire!”

“That’s two ASAPs, and you only get one,” Wyatt said, more impatient than ever. Pez was always crying wolf about Lucille’s health. If it wasn’t a flummox in the engine, it was a gremlin in the hydraulics.

“Lucille’s been limping since the Flatirons.” Pez pointed at a gauge blinking red. “If the Big Ten switchback turns hadn’t been downhill, engine two woulda blowed.”

“I’ll tell Marti after we throw the switch,” Wyatt said. “Ched! Count of three, we jump. Three!”

The air horn sounded. Wyatt jumped off the side ladder and hit the ground running. Cheddar climbed down gingerly. His foot slipped on the bottom rung, and he fell onto the embankment, teetering toward Lucille’s churning wheels.

“Cheddar!” Wyatt yelled. “Watch out!”

“Huh?”

“Move!”

Wyatt tackled Cheddar, and they rolled down the rocky embankment, an instant before Lucille’s wheels could amputate Cheddar’s toes. Their most valuable rider had almost died, and it was Wyatt’s fault. What would Pike have said if he’d seen that epic screwup?

“Can you believe my luck?” Cheddar said before his knees buckled, too.

Of course Wyatt could believe it. He’d just seen it. “First rule of clearing track, Ched? Always keep your feet,” he said as he scrambled up and raced ahead, zigzagging between endless lines of rusting boxcars. “Hurry! We’ve got seven minutes before Lucille reaches the switch!”

Cheddar checked his watch. “Seven minutes, thirty-eight seconds to be precise.”

“Brake Dude!” a voice called. Behind them, a scrawny, greasy-haired kid jumped down from the engine’s back ladder. “Diesel said for me to tag along.”

“Not Festus,” Cheddar said, gasping for breath. He was definitely better at making soup than running. “Festus is a walking demolition crew, and since when does Diesel give orders?”

“Since never.” Wyatt clenched his jaw. Everything about Diesel got on his nerves. His rotten attitude. His giving orders when he was only fifth up. “It’s a free country!” he yelled back at Festus. “If you want to be a zombie’s lunch buddy, you’re welcome to get eaten!”

Festus landed in a gully, then popped to his feet, knocking prairie grass from his shirt. “Meant to do that.” He wore a stained tie-dye T-shirt and baggy jeans. His stringy red hair was tucked beneath an oily ball cap. The bill hid a pasty face so sharp-nosed and pointy, he looked like an underfed sewer rat.

“Follow orders, Festus,” Wyatt yelled, feeling the weight of the train—and expectations—bearing down on him. “Or you get two days of latrine duty.”

Festus bowed his head. A hint of shame crossed his face, only to be replaced by a smile. “Might be worth cleaning toilets to grind your nerves.”

“Suit yourself,” Wyatt said and swung the coal shovel over his shoulder. “Come on, Ched! Let’s go! Pick up the pace!”

Two hundred yards later, Wyatt reached the zombie. The Humpty Dumpty weighed three hundred pounds, easy. Dressed in overalls with no shirt. Its fleshy pumpkin head was covered with a wig of yellow hair.

Still panting, Cheddar looked back at the looming locomotive. “Lucille’s closing fast.”

Wyatt poked the fridge-sized gelatinous lump with the shovel. The blade sank into the Dumpty’s belly. This one was more ripe than usual, and he’d never seen one dressed in a wig and wearing lipstick.

“What a sick joke,” Wyatt said, “playing dress-up with a dying thing.”

But was it a joke? They hadn’t run into humans in Denver the last two loop runs. Before that, they’d seen stragglers. On overpasses. Near campfires. In fenced parking lots. Were there any kids left?

A screeching howl interrupted Wyatt’s thoughts. On the overpass that spanned the yard, dozens of shambling zombies pressed against the chain-link fence. Thick as flies, they screamed as they tried to break through the wire.

“Were those there a minute ago?” he asked Cheddar.

“Not that many.” Cheddar pointed at the road leading to the overpass. “More are on the way.”

“A shambler convention. Just what we need.” Wyatt tried to play it off, but so many zombies made him jumpy. He handed the shovel to Cheddar, then pulled on the switch handle until his face turned red. “Won’t budge.”

“Brute force won’t work, Wy,” Cheddar said. “Use the shovel to lever the Dumpty off.”

Festus grabbed for the shovel. “I’ll help.”

“No, we’ve got this,” Wyatt said, cramming the shovel under the Humpty’s flabby backside.

The metal tip stuck, like it was buried in concrete, and the zombie snorked.

Wyatt twisted the wooden handle. “Ched, gimme a hand.”

Cheddar grasped the shovel. Together, they leaned hard on the grip. After a few seconds, the zombie rocked forward, and its buttocks lifted off the ground.

“Steady pressure,” Wyatt said. “Don’t want to break—”

“Dog pile!” Festus screamed and dived on them.

Crack!

The handle snapped in half. All three boys hit the ground hard, and Lucille rolled on unmercifully, her shadow looming as she blocked out the sun.
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Ryle

When zombie screams reached her hiding spot, Ryle hopped up to have a look. She knocked damp straw off her pants and eased open the boxcar door. Whoa. Zombies were swarming the Pecos Street overpass. Just like Parcheesi had planned.

At three p.m., a horn sounded three times.

Finally, she thought, the zombie train has arrived.

“Is it them?” Vash whispered, and sat up, on high alert. A minute ago she’d been dead asleep. The girl had ears like a rabbit and eyes like a hawk. “Is it the right train?”

What other train could it be? Ryle bit her tongue. No reason to set off Vash’s temper. “Shh. Don’t wake the littles yet. In case there’s a fight.”

Ryle peered through the doors again. From here, she could see the glob zombie sitting on the rails where the switch should be. She didn’t understand how it got there, but it didn’t take a genius to know it was Parcheesi’s doing.

Vash joined her at the door. “What’s it look like?”

“Stay inside.” Ryle nudged her back into the shadows. “If they spot us, Parcheesi’s plans will be blown.”

“Girl, they ain’t seen me,” Vash said.

“Parcheesi said the guy in charge is superhuman.”

“Huh. Sounds like one of her stories to me.” Vash shook her head. “You know she exaggerates to make stuff sound scary.”

“Never say that to her.” Ryle knew that Vash wasn’t Parcheesi’s biggest fan. “Gear up and be ready for my signal.”

“You’re the boss.” Vash bumped Ryle’s fist, and they waggled their fingers like their fists had exploded. “Till Parcheesi gets back.”

Ryle tensed up, irritated. Even though Vash was teasing, it was true. Until Parcheesi joined them a couple of months ago, Ryle had been boss. Now she was Parcheesi’s second, and that rubbed her wrong.

While Vash got ready, Ryle checked her own gear.

Rope? Check.

Knife? Check.

Attitude? Ch—

Voices.

Her ears perked up.

She heard two, no, three voices. One low and the others higher pitched. Then she heard footsteps. The first kid came into view—a tall boy with olive skin and dark hair. He wore a cowboy hat, a gun belt, and fancy boots. Seriously? He reached the glob zombie first and tried to throw the switch. Nothing happened. The tracks didn’t budge. Two more boys ran into view. A big kid, wheezing. A little one, hopping around like a caffeinated bullfrog.

These were the superhumans Parcheesi was all worried about? Ryle watched, laughing to herself, as the boys dogpiled a shovel and landed in a tangle of arms and legs.

“They’re clueless,” Ryle whispered to Vash. “I got this.”

“And I got you, but . . .” Vash paused. “You ain’t having second thoughts about—well, you know?”

Truth? Ryle had had second thoughts every time Parcheesi talked about Nirvana, but she’d survived the wasteland for months, fighting feral kids for food, water, and safe places to sleep. It had worn her down, and she needed a reason to hope.

“Too late for second thoughts,” she said, as much to herself as Vash. “You want to live, don’t you?”

Vash shrugged. “We all going to die at some point.”

“Not before,” Ryle said and slid the boxcar door open, “we get a chance to live.”
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Wyatt

Festus pointed to the broken shovel protruding from the Dumpty’s buttocks. “Talk about an atomic wedgie.”

“Not funny,” Cheddar said. He was not one to laugh in the face of danger.

Lucille’s horn sounded again, filling the train yard. It was answered by a sudden, earsplitting shriek. Wyatt’s blood ran cold, and all three boys looked to an overpass above the yard, where the chain-link fence had begun bending from the zombies massing against it. If it fell, the herd would devour the train and everybody on it.

Wyatt stared for several seconds, then another blood-curdling scream jolted him into action. “Quick! You’re the physics genius!” he said to Cheddar. “How do we eject that zombie?”

“A lever.”

“Ched! We just tried that.” And failed. Wyatt felt his confidence melt. Focus on the job, he thought. Ignore the zombies! Focus on the train!

The Dumpty listed to the side like a cow chewing its cud. Except it wasn’t a cud. The zombie was eating its own tongue.

Wyatt closed his eyes, but he couldn’t block out the wet, squishy chewing that made him want to hurl. “Let’s push it!” he said.

Cheddar shrugged. “If we push on the Dumpty, its skin will rupture.”

“It’ll pop like a stinky grape?” Festus’ eyes lit up. “Woo-hoo! Let’s poke the zombie! Diesel said Dumpties is full of soup.”

“More like putrefied Jell-O.” Cheddar put his glasses back on. “Or haggis.”

Festus poked the Dumpty, then smelled his finger. “What’s hair gas?” His lips puckered up like he’d sucked a rotten lemon.

“Haggis.” Cheddar adjusted his glasses. “A Scottish pudding of oatmeal, suet, and cow organs boiled in a sheep’s stomach.”

“You two knock it off!” Wyatt said. “Do you not see the train barreling down on us? The bloodthirsty zombies up there on the overpass?”

“Sweet!” Festus scurried away. “I’ll find a stick to poke it.”

“Sorry, Wy,” Cheddar said.

Wyatt held out his hand. “Twinkie.”

“Twinkie?”

“To bait the zombie!”

“Twinkie.” Cheddar pulled a snack cake from his pocket. “Two minutes, one second until impact from the train.”

“Don’t say ‘impact.’” Wyatt waved the spongy cake under the Dumpty’s nostrils till it snorked to life. “You know you waaaant it.”

The zombie came at Wyatt with its nose. Not its arms. Not its legs. Not even with its brown, craggy teeth. Just a nose that it tried to use as a spear. Poor thing. It wasn’t its fault it had turned. It was still a living human being. It wasn’t dead.

Yet.

Wyatt pulled the cake away, but the Dumpty still didn’t budge. “Ched, stand clear. In case it gets hinky,” he said. He heard Marti’s voice in his head. Do your job. Just do your job.

Cheddar backed up. “Clear.”

“Found one!” Festus ran toward them with a branch. “Can I poke the hair gas?”

“No, you’ll put your eye out,” Wyatt said. “And poking’s disrespectful to the person the Dumpty used to be.”

Festus pursed his lips, the tumbleweeds in his brain tumbling. “Was it respectful to whack it with the shovel?” He jabbed Cheddar’s belly. “Cheeseboy’s stuffed with hair gas, too.”

“Wyatt! Cheddar!” Marti’s voice echoed from Lucille’s external speakers. “Stop screwing around! Throw that switch!”

Behind them the air horn sounded, and air brakes hissed. Lucille’s horn blasted three more times, which was Pez code for You’re going to die.

Festus laughed maniacally. “So the train misses the switch,” he said. “Big freaking deal. Ain’t life or death.”

“Stop!” Wyatt snatched Festus’ stick. “Let’s gang tackle it. It’s our only chance.”

Lucille’s horn blasted again, and the zombies on the overpass screeched in response, and Wyatt’s hair stood on end. Then on the overpass, Wyatt spotted something terrifying. Bodies streaking along at inhuman speeds, scaling the fence.

“Zombie fresh!” Festus yelled.

The most dangerous and vicious of all zombies—lightning fast, murderous, and hungry. They reached the razor wire, shoving their arms and chests against it, ignoring the chunks of flesh being torn off. Under their weight, the fencing buckled. How could there be so many zombie fresh here? Why had they swarmed to this spot?

“One minute!” Cheddar said, eyes locked on his watch.

“Train’s coming! Woo-hoo!” Festus grabbed the stick back. “Better poke it fast!”

“Shut it!” Wyatt yelled over the zombie shrieks, his mind pinballing.

“Ahem,” a voice came from behind them. “You boys sure like to cut it close.”

Wyatt’s head snapped around.

A stranded stood behind them.

A girl.

Pointing a wooden bō right at his face.
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Wyatt

The girl holding the staff had spiked purple hair and brown skin and wore faded jeans, a red Henley under a wool sweater, and Iron Ranger boots. She looked like a catalog model—until she pressed the bō against his left nostril. “One twitch, and I’ll bust your nose like a ripe cantaloupe.”

“Hi?” Wyatt said, surprised how calm he sounded.

The girl waved Wyatt aside. “Move.”

“Don’t take another step!” Festus whimpered, waving the stick. “I ain’t afraid to use this!”

“You’re afraid of your own shadow.” The girl slipped a lasso off her shoulder. “There’s lots of dead out here, kid.” She pointed to the zombie fresh pushing through the razor wire. “Care to be one of them?”

The train horn sounded. Lucille was right there. Right! There! Barreling down on them! The girl was marching straight to the Dumpty. “Thanks for the offer,” Wyatt yelled and ran after her, “but we’ve got this.”

“Must be why your train’s about to wreck.” She looked back, face part smirk and part sneer. “My name’s Ryle. You’re Wyatt, Cheddar, and Fester, and you’re all boneheads.” Ryle lassoed the Dumpty, then whistled through her fingers. “Vash! Tie this off!”

Another girl jumped from a boxcar and caught the tossed rope. She was smaller than Ryle, with a darker complexion and high cheekbones. Her hair was dyed, too, and shaved on the sides. She wore a brown Henley, heavy boots, and hiking khakis.

Cheddar checked the switch, then his watch. “Thirty seconds!”

Vash tied the rope around her waist, then climbed back up the boxcar. She flashed the thumbs-up.

“Vash, when I say jump,” Ryle commanded. “Jump.”

“The Dumpty’s innards are mush,” Wyatt said. “The rope will just slice it in half.”

“Innards? What TV western did you escape from?” Ryle turned and barked, “Vash! Jump!”

“Ten seconds.” Cheddar’s voice cracked. “Nine.”

Vash jumped, and the rope went tight. The lasso cut through flesh, and the Dumpty snorted in surprise. Wyatt was about to say I told you so when the zombie made a squishy gurgle noise like Spam ejected from the can.

It tumbled off the tracks.

“Now!” Ryle yelled.

Wyatt yanked the pull rod, and the track switched just as Lucille rolled past the switch. Not a second to spare.

“We did it!” Cheddar dropped to the ground. “Too close. Too close.”

Ryle squatted beside the Dumpty and cut the rope with a multi-tool. Then she did the necessary thing to end its misery.

“Quick thinking,” Wyatt said, not even trying to hide his admiration.

“Rope cuts skin, not bone.” She offered him a handshake. “Even the squishy ones still have spines. Unlike some humans.”

“Ouch.” Wyatt flinched. “Do you usually jump right into zombie removal?”

“Zombie removal. Zombie herd feeding frenzy.” She slid the bō under a strap on her back while Vash coiled the rope. “One call does it all.”

She reminded him a little of Marti—skilled but arrogant. He owed her a solid, no doubt about it, and honor demanded payback. A hot meal was the least he could offer, right?

“I’m Wyatt.”

“I’m still Ryle.”

Lucille’s horn sounded three times in quick succession as Pez flashed a thumbs-up. Wyatt watched Lucille veer to the right, blowing dust as she passed. He counted twelve cars after the locomotive—fuel car, map car, sightseer lounge, dining car, infirmary, three sleepers, two boxcars, and an open flatcar for vehicles, trailed by the bright red caboose.

Marti stood atop the caboose. She was short for almost thirteen, with light brown skin and curly hair, and she was dressed in body armor. Jaw set. Arms crossed. Staring hard.

Wyatt’s heart sank. That meant he’d pay for his screwup. “That’s our cue,” he said, feeling strangely optimistic. He’d failed, but it wasn’t the end of the world. The zombie train was still running the loop. “Thanks for the help, still Ryle.”

“You’re welcome,” she said. “Wyatt. Cheddar. Fester.”

“It’s Festus!” Festus whined.

“I call ’em like I see ’em,” Ryle said. “So long, boys. Don’t get yourselves eaten.”

Wyatt wasn’t ready to let Ryle go. They could use a fighter like her. “We owe you for saving us, and there’s plenty of food on Lucille.”

Cheddar cut him a look—only the conductor could invite strandeds to ride. He pulled Wyatt aside. “Maybe you’re being hasty.”

“It’s just one meal.”

“Isn’t it convenient that these two showed up in the nick of time? Who put the Dumpty on the tracks? What about the deer carcasses?”

Wyatt whispered, “What deer carcasses?”

“The ones near the railyard overpasses, Captain Oblivious. You saw Marti on the caboose? She’s . . . displeased.”

Wyatt tugged at his yellow wristband, a nervous tick he’d inherited from his mom. “Marti doesn’t scare me.” Which was a bald-faced lie.

“She scares you, me, and the rest of the riders. The only one who didn’t fear her was Pike, and you know what happened to him.” Cheddar caught himself. “I’m sorry. That was insensitive.”

“Yo, Wyatt,” Vash called. “We might be interested in some grub. But it depends.”

“On?” Wyatt asked.

Vash knocked dust off her clothes. “On what kind of train you got. Know what I’m saying?”

Wyatt had no idea what Vash was saying. “It’s a . . . train?”

“It’s a train! Hear that, Ryle? Your boy says it’s a train.” Vash laughed and leaned on Ryle’s shoulder. “Ryle’s top dog of our crew. Why’d she want to ride with y’all boneheads?”

Vash’s laugh echoed across the rail yard, and the zombies on the overpass responded by screeching louder than ever. Wyatt’s blood ran cold.

“I rescind the invitation,” Wyatt said, tipping his hat to Ryle, his tone more stern than he intended. He wanted to sound calm, but inside, the urge to run made him itch. “Lucille doesn’t stop for anybody.”

Ryle stared at him, and Wyatt felt himself relax. Her eyes were big and brown and unblinking. Her mouth knitted into a frown, like she was thinking with her face. “Vash,” she said. “Call the kids.”

Vash whistled. “Step up and mount up!”

Four kids jumped from Vash’s boxcar. They were littles, all younger than eight, dressed like they’d stepped from a magazine. But their hungry faces were dirty, thin, and drawn. They definitely needed a hot meal. Baths, too. Marti was not going to be happy. A couple of skilled fighters was one thing, but six mouths to feed?

Too bad. No matter how vexed Marti got, Wyatt never turned littles away.

“My crew.” Ryle eyed Wyatt like she was trying to read him. “Got food for us all?”

“Plenty,” Wyatt said before he was interrupted by a loud crash.

On the overpass, the fence collapsed. A wave of zombie fresh jumped from the bridge. They slammed to the ground, shattering bones, then rose and began lurching toward Lucille.

“Get left, get eat!” Festus sprinted for the moving train. “That’s what Diesel always says!”

Wyatt turned to Ryle. “Can the little ones run?”

“Like deer,” she said, waving for Vash and the kids to follow.

They all jumped the tracks and tore through the rocky dirt, sprinting after Ryle. Cheddar trudged behind, and Wyatt glanced back at him, then at the roof of the caboose.

Empty.

Marti had left her post.

Ryle reached the caboose as a pint-sized girl reached for the platform railing.

“Not the caboose!” Wyatt yelled. “It’s . . . we . . .” He swept the little up and sprinted past the flatcar and ahead of Ryle to the second boxcar. He swung the girl inside. “Up you go!”

“Behind you,” Ryle said and handed him a small boy.

Wyatt swung him onto the deck. A third kid went in, followed by Vash, who helped the fourth little aboard. He turned back to Cheddar, whose face was blister red, and pushed him onboard.

“Thanks, I . . .” Cheddar huffed, then pointed straight ahead—a concrete wall had magically risen from the ground. “Wy! Look out!”

A sign on the Washington Street bridge read:

ROAD ENDS

1000 FEET

You’ve got to be kidding me, Wyatt thought. “You first!” He offered Ryle a hand. “Get in!”

“Not a chance!” Ryle yelled.

“I’m trying to be polite!”

“In the zombie apocalypse,” she screamed, “polite gets you killed!”

Can’t argue that, Wyatt thought, and grabbed a ladder rung as a blur of color screamed past him and tackled Ryle, pulling her down toward the wheels of the moving train.





[image: image]

5

Ryle

Ryle and the zombie rolled down the gravel embankment, locked in combat. The zombie’s mud-stained pedal pushers were ripped to shreds, just like its T-shirt emblazoned with the words FREE HUGS.

Ryle came up bleeding, a six-inch gash in her knee, making the zombie’s eyes go wild. “No free hugs!” Ryle yelled. “I’ve got mouths to feed, and I don’t mean yours.”

The zombie’s red eyes were so filled with blood, they bulged from the sockets. Just-turneds were the absolute worst. Stupid fast. Ferocious appetites. Rage machines.

“Zombie fresh!” Wyatt yelled from the boxcar. “They’re vicious!”

“Way to state the obvious!” Ryle yelled, ramming an elbow into the zombie’s gut.

Then she kicked it, popping out its knee. But the just-turned didn’t flinch. This was no glob zombie.

“Any advice, armchair quarterback?” she called.

Was Wyatt actually going to watch from the sidelines after she’d saved the train’s bacon—and Wyatt’s, too? Wait. Deal with the problem at hand, the one trying to eat your face. Time to improvise. If she couldn’t hurt the zombie, she’d take away the thing it required.

Air.

She went for its neck, but the zombie sank its teeth into her arm. The pain turned her stomach, mixed with terror, and instantly morphed into rage.

“Let go!” Ryle punched it twice, but its teeth were bear-trap tight. “You walking piece of liver loaf!”

“Ched! Watch the kids!” Wyatt swung down from Lucille
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