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    For the ones who grew up behind walls—real or imagined, concrete or fear.
For the children who were told the monsters were outside, only to discover the cracks had always been there.
And for every quiet kid clutching a puzzle, every fierce girl who widened the hole just to see what was on the other side, and every big brother who carried his little sister through the end of the world.
This one is for you. May you find the strength to keep holding on, even when the Wall starts to crumble.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Sometimes you put walls up not to keep people out, but to see who cares enough to break them down." — Socrates (adapted)
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What Was Supposed to Hold
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The Wall went up in 2099—the very ass-end of the twenty-first century, if you want to get technical about it, and I suppose we should, considering what came after.

They call it the Wall, but not because some contractor named Wallenstein or Wallaby built the goddamn thing. No sir. It’s called the Wall because the land it sits on rolls and heaves like a drunk trying to find his way home on a Saturday night, all those hills and valleys making the structure twist and snake across the landscape until, from far enough away, it looks like some gigantic child wrote WWWWWW across the horizon in cement and rebar and forgot to lift the pencil. One long, ugly scrawl of letters that never quite learned to stand up straight.

Behind it? Oh, behind it you’ve got your standard post-apocalyptic welcome package: ruined cities where the buildings lean like bad teeth, land so poisoned and barren it makes the Dust Bowl look like the Garden of Eden, and—here’s the kicker, folks, the real blue-plate special—zombies.

I shit you not. Zombies. The shambling, groaning, brain-eating sons of bitches from every third-rate horror flick your grandfather watched back when Netflix was still a thing. According to the history books (and who knows how accurate those bastards are anymore), the world’s first bona fide zombie apocalypse kicked off on New Year’s Eve, 2096. Try to picture it: champagne corks popping like small-arms fire, fireworks painting the sky in colors that didn’t have names yet, people crushed together in Times Square and Piccadilly Circus and Shibuya Crossing, all those beautiful, stupid, trusting people packed in tighter than sardines in a can. Dozens of the world’s busiest celebration spots turned into all-you-can-eat buffets in the space of an hour. The zombies must have thought they’d died and gone to heaven—which is funny, considering.

Where they came from, nobody knows. When they first showed up, nobody knows that either. How it happened? Take a number and get in line with everyone else who’s got a theory. By the time 2096 wheezed its last breath and rolled over into ‘97, there were already hundreds of the walking dead spreading the infection like a bad cold, popping up in places so far apart they might as well have been on different planets. So yeah, they’d been around a while before the big reveal. Probably years. Maybe decades. Hiding in plain sight the way the worst things always do.

The world spent three years shitting itself in terror—and I mean full-on, pants-down, explosive terror—until humanity finally did what humanity does best: we adapted, we organized, we built a wall. Drew a line in the sand, or more accurately, drew a line in concrete forty feet high and thirty feet thick. Okay, zombies, that’s your side. This is ours. One day, when we’ve got the tech and the balls, we’ll come over there and finish what you started. Wipe you out the same way you wiped out half of us.

Typical human thinking. Lock yourself in a cage and call it victory.

They named that cage Moneybag—and if that doesn’t tell you something about human priorities, I don’t know what would. The last human civilization, trying to live like everything was normal, trying to pretend the country didn’t share a border with Hell itself. Everything outside the Wall was dubbed Hades, which was almost poetic if you ignored the millions of corpses that came with the territory.

Today is the Wall’s seventieth, counting from the day the first section of the Wall went up. There are celebrations—ticker-tape parades, politicians making speeches that would put a glass eye to sleep, young couples walking hand-in-hand down streets lined with paper lanterns, everyone inside the city limits having themselves a grand old time. Meanwhile, the people living along the border—the poor saps, the ones who couldn’t afford to move deeper into the safe zone—are screaming their goddamn heads off about the Wall starting to crumble, and nobody’s listening. Nobody ever listens to the people on the edges. That’s how the world works, always has.

“They’re eating the Wall!” some nobody screams from way out on the fringe, some dirt-poor farmer or factory worker whose name will never make it into any history book. “The zombies are eating the Wall!”

“Studies show that zombies only consume human brain tissue,” replies some self-important jackass in a thousand-dollar suit and a pink bow tie that looks like a tumor on his neck, “and only when the human subject is still alive. If the cranium remains intact, the bitten individual undergoes transformation into a zombie approximately six hours post-contact. Therefore, my good man, zombies do not eat walls.”

Pink Bow Tie doesn’t mention that those studies are seven decades old, doesn’t mention that evolution is a bitch that plays favorites with nobody.

“The zombies are trying to get through!”

“Research indicates that zombies possess no human-level cognitive function,” Pink Bow Tie continues, probably mentally drafting his memoir already. “They operate on pure animal instinct, responding primarily to auditory stimuli. Visual and olfactory ranges extend no more than three meters.”

Here’s the thing, friend. Here’s what Pink Bow Tie and all his buddies in their climate-controlled offices don’t understand: humans adapt. Humans evolve. That’s Natural Selection 101, and it applies to the whole spinning world.

Zombies evolve too.

We can hear whispers now from a hundred yards away. Our vision’s sharpening up real nice—we can count your fillings when you smile. And we’re thinking now, really thinking, not like our ancestors with their argh and their ungh and their shuffle-shuffle-groan routine. The cracks in the Wall have widened into holes, and the holes are about to become gates. These teeth—my teeth, our teeth—are tired of grinding through concrete and steel. That shit gives you a headache that lasts for weeks.

We want fresh brains. Soft, warm, thinking brains.

We’re coming through this year.

And brother, you better believe we’re bringing our appetites with us.
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The Day He Left
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Illyrian cowered behind Mrs. Raisor’s backside like a rabbit trying to disappear into a hole that wasn’t there.

He would have preferred to hide behind her back—that would have been the dignified thing, the brave thing—but at seven years old he was small for his age, malnourished-small, and he barely came up to her hips. His face pressed against the substantial swell of her rear (and oh, didn’t that just add shame to terror?), his small fingers clutching the hem of her skirt just below her knees with such desperate strength that the fabric bunched and twisted. Mrs. Raisor shifted her weight from foot to foot, and Illyrian knew she was uncomfortable, knew it in the way you know things when you’ve spent your whole short life learning to read the moods of adults who hold your fate in their callused hands.

“Illyrian,” she coaxed, her voice taking on that syrupy, false-sweet tone adults use when they’re trying to make something terrible seem like a gift. She pried at his fingers—gently, but with the persistence of someone who has done this before and knows exactly how much pressure to apply. “Come on, now. Don’t be rude like that. That’s your daddy from now on.”

Daddy. The word hung in the air like a lie, like the smell of something rotting behind the walls.

He was too old to piss himself—seven was too old, way too old—but Illyrian sobbed anyway, harsh little gasps that hitched in his throat. His whole body trembled like a leaf in a November wind. Through tears that made everything swim and blur, he studied the enormous man standing before them, this creature who supposedly wanted to make him his son.

Wanted. Past tense. Had to be past tense by now, because who would want a sniveling, scared little coward like him?

Mr. Gumm didn’t look anything like the father Illyrian had conjured up during all those sleepless nights at the orphanage, staring at the water-stained ceiling and inventing a parent out of wishes and desperation. In his fantasies, his new dad was a thin man with wire-rimmed glasses perched on a narrow nose, hair slicked back and parted neat as a knife-cut down the middle, maybe a little stooped from years of sitting at a desk. He wore striped shirts (sweaters were acceptable, even preferred in winter), trousers hitched high above his belly button in that old-fashioned way, and polished dress shoes that clicked importantly on linoleum floors.

Mr. Gumm was—Jesus Christ, there was no other word for it—huge. Not fat-huge but big-huge, twice the size of a normal person, with shoulders that could block out the sun and arms thick as fence posts. And his head—oh God, his head—was bald as an egg, shiny-slick under the orphanage’s fluorescent lights, not a single hair to part or comb or slick back with hair gel. He wore denim overalls (the kind farmers wore, the kind that said poor and manual labor and everything Illyrian had secretly feared) over a white undershirt that hadn’t been white in a long time, stained gray and yellow with old sweat and God knew what else. On his feet were work boots so massive they looked like they could swallow Illyrian whole—swallow him up and digest him, and nobody would ever know what happened to the scared little orphan boy.

One of those boots could crush my skull, Illyrian thought, and immediately wished he hadn’t.

Illyrian had wanted a father who worked in an office somewhere—a clean place with carpeted floors and water coolers and secretaries who wore perfume. The kind of dad who left at seven in the morning with a briefcase (always a briefcase, leather and important-looking), came home by six at night, maybe ten if he had to work late on something crucial. But Mr. Gumm was a plumber. A plumber. He worked with pipes—spent his days elbow-deep in other people’s filth, in the hidden rot beneath houses, in the darkness where things gurgled and dripped and occasionally exploded.

Those huge muscles weren’t from tennis or golf or any respectable hobby. They were for fixing pipes and hauling pipes and wrestling pipes into submission. His fingers—Illyrian could see them even from here—were rough and scarred from years of patching pipes, probably cut a thousand times on sharp metal edges and scalded by steam and frozen by water that had no business being where it was. His clothes carried the smell of dirty pipes, that mixture of rust and mold and sewage that never quite washes out. And Illyrian knew, because Mrs. Raisor had told him with evident relish, that Mr. Gumm hated pipes—despised them—ever since the incident with the leaking toilet that had nearly killed him when he got trapped inside a sewer line for three hours, up to his chest in shit and screaming for help that didn’t come.

That’s the man who wants to be my father, Illyrian thought. That’s the man I’m supposed to call Dad.

“He’s just a little shy,” Mrs. Raisor said, and her voice had taken on that modest, apologetic tone that meant she was lying through her teeth. Shy wasn’t the word for Illyrian—not even close. The right word, the true word, the word that kept him awake at night, was cowardly. “But he’s the smartest kid here. No one in the orphanage is as bright as Illyrian.”

A lie and a truth all mixed together, the way Mrs. Raisor liked it.

Not exactly the smartest. There was Toren, actually—Toren with his quick fingers and quicker mind—but Illyrian figured Mrs. Raisor wanted to keep Toren around a while longer. Toren was useful. Toren knew how to be charming, how to make the donors smile and reach for their checkbooks. While he...

Mrs. Raisor had tried again and again to get rid of Illyrian. She’d put him in the front during visiting days, coached him on what to say, even forced him to smile until his face hurt. All because he was such a hassle—too scared, too quiet, too prone to nightmares that woke the other boys. Too everything and not enough of anything else. But nobody wanted to adopt him.

Nobody.

Not until Mr. Gumm.

“Yeah.” The enormous man smiled for the first time, and it transformed his face from something frightening into something... else. Not exactly friendly, but maybe—and Illyrian barely dared to think it—not entirely dangerous. He’d been standing there tense as a spring for the last several minutes, jaw clenched, looking as scared as Illyrian felt, which seemed impossible because what did a man that big have to be scared of? “My wife saw him solve a ghost cube about a month ago. At the church fundraiser.”

A month ago. Someone had been watching him. Someone had been planning this.

Keeping his distance—and Illyrian noticed that, noticed how carefully the man stayed back, like Illyrian was some feral animal that might bolt—Mr. Gumm crouched down low, down to Illyrian’s level. His knees popped audibly. He held out his hands, those massive scarred hands, palms up in a gesture that might have been surrender or invitation or both.

And there, cradled in those rough palms like something precious: a brand-new ghost cube. Not the donated piece of junk Illyrian had been solving over and over in the orphanage dayroom, the one with the stuck corner and the missing piece that someone had tried to glue back on. This was pristine, perfect, still in its packaging, the transparent pieces catching the light and throwing tiny rainbows across the man’s calloused fingers.

A bribe, Illyrian thought wildly. The way you’d lure a stray animal.

That morning—it was a Tuesday, gray and cold, the kind of morning when you can see your breath inside the building because the orphanage could never quite afford to heat the place properly—Mrs. Raisor finally managed to get Illyrian out of her hair.

Just like that. After seven years of nobody wanting him, seven years of being returned or passed over or simply ignored, he left.

Left with a man twice his size who smelled like pipes and fear.

Left, lured away by the promise of a cube he could solve, a puzzle that made sense, something with an answer he could find if he just thought hard enough.

Left, and somehow—though he would never understand exactly when it happened—stopped crying.

The door closed behind them with a soft click, and Mrs. Raisor went back inside to Toren and the others, and Illyrian understood with the cold clarity that sometimes comes to children in moments of transition that he would never see that water-stained ceiling again.

The truck—because of course Mr. Gumm drove a truck, a battered Ford that had seen better decades—waited at the curb like a mouth.

And Illyrian, clutching his new ghost cube, walked toward it on legs that barely held him up, wondering if this was how you got adopted.

Or if this was how you disappeared.

––––––––
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Mr. Gumm was a quiet man—the kind of quiet that settles into your bones and makes you wonder what he’s thinking behind those watery gray eyes. When he wasn’t flashing that awkward smile of his (the kind that never quite reached his eyes, you know the type), he’d rub his face with the palm of his hand, a gesture so habitual it seemed almost ritualistic, as if he were trying to wipe away something only he could see. Sweat, maybe. Or memories. Hard to tell with quiet men like Mr. Gumm.

After living with him for a while, Illyrian came to understand the habit the way you come to understand the weather patterns of a place—gradual, inevitable, unremarkable until suddenly it becomes part of the landscape of your life. Mr. Gumm was a plumber, and Christ, what a profession that was. He worked with mud and damp air that clung to your clothes like the breath of something dying, with the smell of rust that got so far up your nose you could taste iron in your morning coffee. He crawled through street pipes where God-knew-what waited in the dark, through residential sewer lines choked with the detritus of ordinary lives, through the greasy, wet food-waste sludge in restaurant and hotel drains all over the city.

The kind of work that made a man want to scrub himself raw at the end of the day, but never quite feeling clean.

That hand rising to wipe his face—yeah, that was just reflex. Muscle memory from hours of hard, grimy work that left marks you couldn’t always see but could always feel. The kind that stayed with you.

Their interactions were simple, almost primitive in their economy: eye contact (brief, acknowledging), standing at a safe distance (always a safe distance, as if proximity itself might be dangerous), exchanging those awkward smiles, then both of them rubbing their faces in unconscious synchronicity. Illyrian had picked up the habit by his third day in the Gumm house, the way kids pick up accents or nervous tics from the adults around them.

It got worse—and by worse, I mean really entrenched in his neural pathways—after Mr. Gumm invited him to come watch him work one day. Illyrian, in one of those impulsive moments that define childhood and sometimes haunt it, agreed to tag along. Being around rotting organic waste, moss the color of something that had died and come back wrong, and dirty water that seemed to whisper secrets as it sloshed through ancient pipes—yeah, that really did make your hands instinctively want to shield your face. To create a barrier between yourself and the world’s filth.

Or maybe to hide from what you might see looking back at you from those dark places.

His wife, Mrs. Gumm, was the complete opposite—and isn’t that always the way? Tall and slender where he was stocky and hunched, with short black hair cut in a no-nonsense style that somehow looked elegant on her. She was great at starting conversations, the kind of woman who could draw words out of a stone if she had a mind to. She cooked food that made the whole house smell like love and butter, had a warm smile that actually did reach her eyes, and loved drawing Illyrian out to talk, even though he hated it with the passion of a boy who’d learned early that words could be weapons.

Their house sat on Triad Street in Rending—and if that name doesn’t give you a little shiver, you haven’t been paying attention—just a two-hour drive from the capital on a good day, longer if the fog rolled in thick from the north. They’d been married ten years without any kids, a fact that hung in the air sometimes like smoke from a fire you couldn’t quite locate. They adopted Illyrian because Mr. Gumm had gotten so busy with work lately that Mrs. Gumm was lonely on her own, rattling around in that house like a marble in a tin can.

At least, that’s what they told him. Illyrian suspected there were other reasons, the kind adults keep locked up tight in the basement of their hearts.

Illyrian was called the little hero of the house—the second-in-command after Mr. Gumm. In his opinion, Mr. Gumm’s leadership was more than enough to protect the family from whatever needed protecting against. But whatever, it was their call, their game, their rules.

He refused to go to school, and the Gumms let him refuse, which should have been Illyrian’s first clue that something in this town wasn’t quite right. He was terrified of slides after being pushed down one by Ronnie Keller at the state home and landing upside down, his neck bent at an angle that still made him wake up sweating some nights. He was scared of swings that seemed to arc too high, of teachers with eyes that saw too much, of crowded cafeterias where the noise could swallow you whole, of classrooms with rows of desks crammed together like teeth in a predator’s mouth, of desk partners who might hurt you or worse, ignore you completely.

So Mrs. Gumm homeschooled him herself, teaching him from books that smelled like vanilla and old paper, the good smell of knowledge that had survived.

Living with Mr. and Mrs. Gumm turned out to be incredibly easy. Way easier than the orphanage (where Mrs. Raisor’s hand had been quick and her eyes cold) or school (where the other kids had been creative in their cruelties). They let him mess with his Rubik’s cubes all day, those little puzzles of order in a disordered world. They let him read whatever he wanted—Stephen King novels, Ray Bradbury, even the Good Book when the mood struck him. And they never, ever hit him the way Mrs. Raisor sometimes had, her palm cracking across his face like a thunderclap, leaving stars in his vision and shame in his heart.

There were no kids calling him weird names (Freak, Orphan Boy, Dead-Eyes), no one throwing him into dumpsters where the garbage stank of rot and broken promises, no one forcing him to hand over things he liked. He didn’t mind sharing—sharing could be good, sharing could be a kindness—but sharing became scary when you had to take a punch to the face first, when generosity was extracted rather than given.

There were no more bullies around Illyrian.

Except one.

A girl named Cake.

Now, Cake—and what kind of parents name their kid Cake, you might ask, and you’d be right to ask it—was the daughter of an old friend of Mrs. Gumm’s. Same age as Illyrian, give or take a few months, and she lived on the edge of Moneybag, which was the name of the whole region, the whole territory enclosed by the Wall. The Wall with a capital W, because there was only one that mattered.

Cake loved wearing shorts because they made it easier to kick and run around—two things Illyrian hated most, activities that required a kind of physical confidence he’d never possessed. She always wore an oversized parka that could hide a whole pack of cookies Mrs. Gumm gave her every time she visited with her mom, smuggling them like contraband. The girl’s curly, shoulder-length hair had a reddish tint from too much time playing in the sun, like a bunch of worms dangling from the top of her head as punishment for some crime he couldn’t name.

Cake hated Illyrian on sight, the way some people just know they’re going to hate you, the way a dog knows there’s something wrong with a person before that person even opens their mouth.

“I think she did it on purpose,” Illyrian whispered after Cake and her mom finally left, the house suddenly quiet in their absence. He showed off his red, throbbing toe that the little wrecking ball had stepped on with her scuffed sneaker, grinding down like she was putting out a cigarette.

“She just has her own way of showing affection to friends,” Mrs. Gumm said, chuckling in that way adults do when they’re trying to smooth over the sharp edges of childhood warfare. She pressed a cold compress to his toe, her fingers gentle.

“Then I don’t want to be friends with her. I’m shorter—she could squash me flat.” Illyrian stood on his tiptoes, rubbing his face the way Mr. Gumm did, the gesture already becoming his own. The cold water soaked his foot, sending little shivers up his leg. “Why does she keep coming over anyway?”

“There’s a crisis on the border right now,” Mrs. Gumm said, and something in her voice changed, went flat and careful. “A lot of livestock are dying—sounds like some disease spreading around there. They need water, new clothes, medicine. The water here is clean and flowing fine. We’ve got tons of old clothes we don’t use anymore—better to give them away, right? And Cake says she loves my cooking.”

Mrs. Gumm winked, but Illyrian caught something behind it. Fear, maybe. Or knowledge of something she wasn’t saying.

“The border actually seems kind of nice,” Illyrian remarked, remembering the trip. “I went there once with Mr. Gumm. It was quiet. Peaceful. Cool, too.”

“More like freezing,” Mrs. Gumm corrected, starting to clean up the basin and compress cloth with movements that were just a little too quick, a little too jerky. “Water freezes over there, Illyrian. And people are scared to go out at night.”

She paused, and in that pause, the whole world seemed to hold its breath.

“Anyway, the place you guys visited was Yam—even though it’s small and pretty quiet, Yam’s still urban, just close to the Wall. But Islynn and Cake live in Nautical—right up against the Wall, surrounded by mountains and forest, far from any real city. They’ve only got one road in and out.”

One road in, one road out. Like a trap, Illyrian thought but didn’t say.

“Speaking of,” Mrs. Gumm said, her voice brightening artificially, “have you cleaned your room yet?”

Illyrian’s room was full of books stacked in towers that leaned like Pisa, a bunch of Rubik’s cubes Mr. Gumm had bought him over the years (each one a small declaration of love in primary colors), and a big whiteboard stuck to the wall where he worked out math problems and drew elaborate maps of imaginary places where walls didn’t exist and fathers didn’t disappear.

Mrs. Gumm used to be a teacher, back before whatever happened that made her stop, and her former students adored her—no surprise there, given how she could make you feel like you mattered, like you were more than just another body taking up space in the world. They’d drop by every now and then with gifts or just to visit, and when that happened, Illyrian would hide in his room pretending he didn’t exist until Mrs. Gumm dragged him out to show him off like a prize: “This is my son.”

My son. Those words never got old, never lost their power to make his chest feel tight and warm.

Mr. Gumm was pretty impressive in his own way too, in that quiet way some men have of being impressive without making a big production of it.

Even though he was just a plumber—and never underestimate plumbers, friends and neighbors, because they know where all the shit flows and that’s power of a kind—he was friends with the most important person around: none other than Mr. Stonewall, the President of Moneybag. From what Mrs. Gumm told him, Mr. Gumm and the president had been friends from middle school through high school, bound together by the strange alchemy of adolescence and small-town proximity. They were distantly related too—like cousins of cousins of cousins squared a few times over, the kind of connection that meant something in places like this.

The president’s first name was Bailey, but everyone called him Bay since that was his childhood nickname, and he didn’t mind. He was the kind of man who wore his informality like armor. Despite his last name—and Stonewall literally means a wall made of stone in the dictionary, which you have to admit is pretty on-the-nose—President Stonewall had a melancholy face that somehow conveyed both sadness and comfort. He loved smiling at everyone, but it was a tired smile, the kind of smile a man wears when he hasn’t slept in ten days but is still trying to be polite, still trying to hold it together for the sake of everyone who’s counting on him.

His eyes were so gentle they made people feel completely at peace—and then sleepy. Maybe that’s why so many nodded off during his speeches, dropping into dreams while he talked about municipal budgets and water treatment and the ongoing maintenance of the Wall.

Always the Wall.

President Stonewall and Mr. Gumm had a lot in common in personality and demeanor, even though they were built totally different—one tall and stooped, the other compact and solid. They were like the numbers 1 and 0, both kind of gloomy in that way men get when they’ve seen things that weigh on them.

President Stonewall was the kind of father figure Illyrian had always wanted: middle-parted hair (always neat, never a strand out of place), pressed shirt (white or pale blue, professional), skinny and hunched over like a question mark, like a strong gust of wind could blow him away and scatter him across the territory like dandelion seeds.

But Illyrian didn’t complain—he was pretty happy with Mr. Gumm, who didn’t talk much, smiled awkwardly, and rubbed his face in that perpetual gesture of erasure or cleansing or whatever it was. Besides, having Mr. Gumm around was basically a guarantee they’d never have plumbing leaks, which in a town called Rending seemed like no small thing.

So now Illyrian had a dad who was a plumber and friends with someone powerful, a mom who was a beloved former teacher with secrets in her eyes, and his own rank was second-in-command of the household after Mr. Gumm.

Life was good. Life was stable. Life was the best it had ever been.

(If you’re thinking that’s when things went to shit, friends and neighbors, you’d be absolutely right.)

Illyrian didn’t have many chores. When he wasn’t helping Mrs. Gumm around the house, studying with her at the kitchen table while afternoon light slanted through the windows, or sitting quietly with Mr. Gumm rubbing their faces in companionable silence, he’d be alone in his room, lost in books or puzzles or the private thoughts of a boy who’d learned to live inside his own head.

Then one day—and isn’t there always one day, one moment when everything pivots—Mr. and Mrs. Gumm seemed to decide it was time to give Illyrian a promotion. It happened to coincide with his eleventh birthday, exactly four years after he’d come to live with them, and they gave him a new “job” as a birthday present. They were clearly way more excited about this news than he was, their faces shining with something that looked almost like desperation dressed up as joy.

Mrs. Gumm’s eyes welled up with tears that caught the light, and Mr. Gumm rubbed his face harder than usual, trying to hide his own tears, trying to maintain that stoic facade that was already crumbling.

“A little brother or sister?” Illyrian asked, his voice small.

“You’re going to be a big brother!” Mrs. Gumm announced, hugging him as tight as her tightening sweater would allow, her body warm and solid and real against his. “You really are our lucky charm and bring us so much happiness, Illyrian! We’d never be this happy if you hadn’t come into our lives.”

That was the sweetest thing anyone had ever said to him, and for a moment—just one perfect, crystalline moment—he forgot all his worries: What would the baby look like? What would it do to him? What was he supposed to do with it? When was it coming? How should he act around it? Would it be quiet like Mr. Gumm or cheerful like Mrs. Gumm? What if it hated him on sight like that border thug Cake?

He pushed all those questions aside and got busy with extra chores, throwing himself into usefulness the way kids do when they want to prove their worth. Mrs. Gumm couldn’t climb stairs as much anymore, her belly swelling with new life, so he started hanging the laundry, his arms aching as he stretched to reach the line. He learned to cook a little—nothing fancy, just scrambled eggs and toast—so she wouldn’t have to stand in the kitchen so long. Then he was taught how to iron without burning himself, the hiss of steam and the smell of hot cotton becoming familiar, becoming home.

When Mrs. Gumm reached her seventh month, something happened.

The Wall—the massive barrier that framed Moneybag, that kept them safe from whatever was outside (and no one talked about what was outside, not really, not in specifics)—had developed a hole.

About a foot and a half wide, it was discovered in the farming area near Nautical, close to where Cake lived. When the news first broke—crackling across radios and scrolling across TV screens in urgent red letters—Mr. Gumm happened to be right near the scene, out on a service call at a local residence

A man named Rushton, whose cows had been dying.

Silence fell over everything in just a few hours, a silence so complete it felt like the world had been wrapped in cotton. Offices and schools let out early, houses locked doors and windows (and you could hear the locks clicking all down the street, click-click-click like a chorus), streets went dead quiet in a way that made your skin prickle. Every news channel showed the Wall being patched, crews working under harsh floodlights, but people were told to stay indoors until it was confirmed safe.

Safe from what? they didn’t exactly say. Didn’t need to say. Everyone knew. Or thought they knew. Or feared they knew.

By that night, the hole in the Wall was sealed, concrete and rebar and whatever else they used knitting back together like scar tissue. The news anchors smiled their professional smiles and said everything was fine now, everything was back to normal, nothing to worry about.

But Mr. Gumm didn’t come home.

The next morning, they still weren’t allowed outside. The streets were only patrolled by police working 24-hour shifts, searching for whatever creature might have slipped into the city through the breach. Officers with tired eyes and hands that rested too close to their weapons, looking at shadows like the shadows might look back.

Mrs. Gumm tried reporting her husband missing, but the response wasn’t reassuring.

We’ll do our best, ma’am. We’ll follow up later. Please report again if he’s still not home in 24 hours.

Basically, they were busy hunting a creature they hoped not to find—one they feared had snuck in through the Wall, something from Outside—and that took priority over a legal resident who just happened to be a plumber. A man. A husband. A father.

Of course, they didn’t say it that bluntly. They didn’t have to.

Mrs. Gumm called a few acquaintances near the border, her voice getting higher and thinner with each call, including Cake’s mom Islynn. Had anyone seen Mr. Gumm? No one had. The last sighting was at a guy named Rushton’s place, where the cows had long since died from some outbreak, their bodies bloated and wrong in the fields. The house was now eerily empty—lights off every night, windows dark like closed eyes.

Rushton himself, who’d called about his water lines, hadn’t been seen since either.

It took a full week after Mr. Gumm disappeared for Illyrian to realize this was the first time he’d ever truly missed someone. This was the first real loss he regretted, the first time absence felt like a physical wound in his chest. Not a toy snatched at the orphanage by bigger kids, not a reduced meal portion because Mrs. Raisor was in one of her moods.

Losing Mr. Gumm was the first loss that made his heart pound painfully, irregularly, like it might stop altogether. Every time he saw the empty chair at the dinner table—Mr. Gumm’s chair, still pushed in exactly where he’d left it—Illyrian’s eyes welled up with tears he couldn’t quite shed, couldn’t quite swallow.

In the second week after Mr. Gumm went missing, one morning Illyrian stepped out of his room still in pajamas and fuzzy slippers, face unwashed, teeth unbrushed, looking like hell and feeling worse. Mrs. Gumm suddenly greeted him with a hug.

With her big belly between them—the baby that Mr. Gumm would never meet, that was becoming increasingly clear—she held him, but not as tightly as usual. Her grip was weak, like she was fading, like she was becoming less substantial.

She started crying on his shoulder, her tears soaking through his pajama top, hot and wet and final.

She told him he’d been promoted again: now he was the head of the household.

Which meant Mr. Gumm was never coming back.

Which meant Mr. Gumm was dead.

That same morning, Mrs. Gumm went to Nautical escorted by a police officer to identify the body. Illyrian was left with neighbors—the Hendersons, who meant well but whose house smelled like cabbage and old people—waiting for confirmation even though it was already almost certain, even though everyone already knew how this story ended.

Near midnight, Mrs. Gumm came home. Her eyes were swollen nearly shut, red-rimmed and destroyed.

So yes, it was definitely Mr. Gumm.

They recognized his clothes—the blue work shirt with his name stitched over the pocket, the canvas pants with the reinforced knees. But the body had to stay on the border, sterilized and buried there in ground that had gone bad, while his clothes were burned in an incinerator that ran day and night. That was standard procedure to prevent disease outbreaks, especially given the Wall breach and the fact that where they found him wasn’t exactly the cleanest place on earth.

Wasn’t exactly a place at all, really. More like a wrongness that had taken up residence in the world.

Illyrian sat quietly with a blank face, keeping Mrs. Gumm company while she grieved her husband for two hours. He didn’t know what to say—what do you say when the good thing in your life gets taken away? What words exist for that?—so he said nothing. Just sat there, present, the way Mr. Gumm would have done.

After she fell asleep in the living room, exhausted by sorrow, he covered her with a blanket—the good one, the one with the flowers—and went up to his room.

The moment he closed the door, the dam inside his head broke.

Tears streamed down his cheeks, hot and fast and unstoppable. He started to lift his hand to wipe them away, to clear the tracks of his sobs, but then he remembered Mr. Gumm’s habit. That gesture of the palm across the face, that perpetual motion of trying to wipe away something that wouldn’t be wiped away.

He let his hand drop back to his side, hanging limp and useless, while the tears just kept coming.

Outside, beyond the Wall, something moved in the darkness between the trees.

But Illyrian didn’t know that yet.

He would, though.

Oh yes, he would.
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The Hole in the Wall, Part 1
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Cake Morrison spotted the hole first—of course she did, she was always the one who noticed things, the watcher, the worrier, the kid who saw cracks in the world before they split wide open—but it was Iden Colquitt who opened his big stupid mouth and shouted what they were all thinking: “Let’s go in there, come on!”

The chorus rose up immediately, that mob-think eight-year-olds do so well: “Yeah, let’s go! Let’s GO!”

A bunch of dumb kids with scraped knees and grass-stained T-shirts, Cake would think later, years later, when the nightmares still came. Kids who didn’t know any better. Except she had known better, hadn’t she? Her mom had told her the stories, sitting on the edge of Cake’s bed while the shadows grew long and the room grew dark. Stories about what happened in the Time Before, when Moneybag didn’t have any wall protecting it, when Hades pressed right up against their backyards like a disease. Brain-eaters, Mom called them. Teeth like tiger fangs, claws like the talons on the stuffed grizzly in the town hall, and poison in their bites that turned your blood to black sludge.

So Cake told them. She told them everything Mom had said, word for word, the way kids talk when they’re trying to convince other kids of something important, something true.

They laughed in her face.

“Zombies aren’t real!” Iden snapped, and his voice had that edge of hysteria that meant he half-believed it himself but would die before admitting it. “My big brother says it’s just something grown-ups made up so we won’t wander too far or stay out too late. Like the boogeyman. Like stranger danger.”

“Your big brother,” Cake said—and she could feel the mean rising up in her throat like bile, but she said it anyway because sometimes the truth was mean, “got in trouble with the police for doing bad stuff.”

Iden’s face went the color of a fire engine, red from his collar to his hairline. “He just got chewed out by that cop! They didn’t take him to jail!” His voice cracked. “And anyway, he’s not bad! He was just messing around with firecrackers and one accidentally went into someone’s house—that’s it! That’s all!”

“It was the firecracker’s fault,” Dwier Marchbanks said, nodding like some eight-year-old Buddha dispensing wisdom. “If you don’t like playing with us, Cake, then go play by yourself. Get lost!”

And just like that, she was voted off the island.

The whole pack of them—Mom called them Cake’s friends but Cake knew better, had always known better, friends didn’t make your stomach hurt this way—started pushing and shoving to get through the hole. They yanked each other’s shirts, elbowed ribs, pulled hair. But the opening was too small, even for Vivette Landry, who was so tiny her mom still bought her clothes from the toddler section at Walmart.

“Cake! Make the hole bigger!” Vivette’s voice was shrill, demanding.

Cake blinked at her. “How?”

“Punch it, kick it, whatever! You’re strong!”

And there it was, the thing Cake had been waiting for all summer without knowing she was waiting for it: praise. Even backhanded praise was better than none, and wasn’t that the terrible truth of being eight years old and desperate to belong? So she forgot about Mom’s stories—forgot them the way you forget a dream five minutes after waking—and stepped up to that hole like she was approaching an altar.

She scraped at the crumbling cement with her fingernails, feeling bits of concrete lodge under them, feeling the rough edges bite her palms. She kneed it, kicked it with the toe of her sneaker—the left one, the one with the hole near the big toe. The hole widened. Just a little. Just enough for Vivette’s head to fit through.

That’s when Cake saw it.

Movement. On the other side of the Wall. Something shifting in the shadows, and later she would swear—swear on her life, cross her heart and hope to die—that whatever moved back there wasn’t moving like a person should move. It was all wrong, the rhythm of it, the wrongness of it.

“YOU LITTLE PUNKS!”

The voice came from above like the wrath of God, and Cake’s heart nearly stopped.

Seraphin Dumont. The old man whose house pressed right up against the Wall like it was trying to climb through to the other side. War veteran—which war, nobody seemed to know or care, just “the war” like there had only ever been one. One milky eye that looked like a peeled egg, one leg that dragged behind him like a broken tail, one hand that ended in a knotted stump at the wrist. But none of that slowed him down when he wanted to move, and his aim was better than most men with two good eyes.

He was the neighborhood boogeyman, the monster parents invoked when their kids wouldn’t behave. Seraphin will get you. Old Seraphin sees everything. Better watch out or Seraphin will come knocking.

Stuff started raining down from his second-floor window: a plastic bowl (full of something wet and horrible), a wooden walking stick, a soup ladle that whistled through the air like a missile. His aim was terrifyingly, impossibly good. The bowl—Cake saw it happen in slow motion, the way you see car crashes in slow motion—landed perfectly on Iden’s head with a wet THWACK.

The screaming started then. High-pitched, panicked, the kind of screaming that stripped your throat raw. They scattered like roaches when you turned on the kitchen light, running in all directions. Iden was the loudest, bawling his eyes out, running in frantic circles around the dry fountain in the town square with that bowl still stuck on his head like some nightmare crown.

They ran to tell the adults, of course they did, because that’s what kids do when the world turns upside down. But the grown-ups just shrugged.

“That old guy’s gonna die soon anyway,” the man at the coffee stall said, not even looking up from his newspaper. “Leave him be. Besides, you kids were asking for it. Why were you playing right next to the Wall? There’s trash everywhere, dangerous junk, and monsters.” He looked up then, and his eyes were flat and serious. “You’re not scared of zombies? They’re right on the other side, you know—right behind that wall. The Wall’s the border between Moneybag and Hades.”

But hearing it so many times had blunted the edge of fear. It was like when someone tells you not to think about elephants and suddenly that’s all you can think about, except in reverse. The more they said zombies, the less real it seemed.

Cake forgot about the shadow she’d seen moving behind the Wall.

She forgot about the hole.

After that day they never played there again—Seraphin’s aim was too good, his temper too foul. Plus the spot was right next to the livestock pens, and the herding dogs never shut up, barking and barking until you wanted to scream. Hidden behind stacks of old lumber, giant discarded pipes, and mountains of trash that nobody bothered to clean up, the place became the kind of forgotten corner that exists in every town: the dead space, the blind spot, the place where bad things could happen and nobody would notice until it was too late.

Between grumpy, stinking Seraphin and the rotting cow carcasses that were always cleaned up a week too late (the smell, Jesus Christ, the smell), even the locals gradually stayed away. Most people either moved into the city or went to live with relatives in the next town over. Property values dropped. Houses stood empty. The kind of slow rot that settles over a place like mold.

Three years passed.

Cake was eleven.

A group of women who made crafts out of recycled junk—the kind of women who wore hemp bracelets and smelled like patchouli and believed in the basic goodness of humanity—decided to scavenge there.

They found the hole in the Wall.

By then it was big enough for a grown adult to walk through. Easy.

Around the edges of the crumbling cement were dried blood smears, brown and rust-colored in the harsh morning light. Bits of torn meat caught in the cracks, already starting to rot in the heat. And there, leading away from the hole—God, God—drag marks. Like something heavy had been pulled through, hauled across the ground, and then swallowed by the mountains of garbage.

For the first time in nearly seventy years, Moneybag declared a national state of emergency.

And Cake Morrison, lying in her bed that night while sirens wailed in the distance, remembered the shadow behind the Wall. Remembered the way it had moved, all wrong, all wrong.

She remembered, and she understood.

The hole had always been there.

They had just made it bigger.
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“I don’t want to move,” Cake whispered, and the words came out small and lost, like a prayer nobody was listening to anymore. She lifted the duffel bag—Christ, it was heavy, stuffed tight with their clothes, everything they owned that wasn’t already lost or burned or stolen—and felt something break inside her chest. Not her heart. Something smaller. Something that had been holding on.

“This place isn’t safe anymore, sweetheart,” Mom said, and her voice had that coaxing quality it always got when she was trying to make the unbearable sound reasonable, the way you might steady a spooked horse toward the glue factory. She took the bag from Cake’s hands, and their fingers touched for just a moment—Mom’s skin paper-thin and cool despite the heat that hung over everything like a funeral shroud. “In a few days they’re closing all the roads into the city. We have to go now. Everyone around here is leaving. Your friends too.”

The words hung there between them, and Cake knew—the way you know things in dreams, or the way you know the monster’s in the closet even when your parents swear it isn’t—that Mom was lying about that last part. Not everyone was leaving. Old Man Seraphin wasn’t leaving. The Hendrys down on Carpenter Street weren’t leaving. But Mom needed to believe it, needed Cake to believe it, so the leaving wouldn’t feel so much like drowning.

“But they’re moving in with relatives,” Cake said, and yeah, there was a grumble in her voice, a sullen teenage quality that she heard and hated but couldn’t quite stop. It was the sound of knowing you’d already lost the argument before it started. “We’re getting crammed into an apartment building with three other families.”

Three other families. Strangers. People who would smell different and eat different food and whose kids would hog the bathroom and whose fathers—if they had fathers—would drink too much and yell too loud and make Mom flinch the way she used to flinch when Dad was sick, really sick, toward the end.

“We don’t have any relatives left, Cake.”

The words were flat. Dead. They lay between them like roadkill.

“What about Aunt Sarah and Uncle Lou? What about my grandparents?”

“They never contacted us again after...” Mom paused, and in that pause Cake could hear all the words that weren’t being said, could hear them screaming in the silence. “After your dad passed.”

Passed. Such a gentle word for what had happened. Like he’d just strolled by, tipped his hat, kept walking. Not the truth, which was that his heart had betrayed him in the middle of the tomatoes, one hand pressed to his chest, the other clawing at the air as if he could grab hold of something solid and refuse to fall. He hadn’t gone quiet, not at first. There had been a sound—raw and startled, almost angry—before his knees hit the dirt. She still heard it sometimes. Three in the morning was the worst. In those thin, airless hours she would lie awake and wonder if he’d known, in that last terrible second, that this was it. If he’d been trying to say her name. If death was just that moment stretched thin as wire, the shock of it echoing on and on where nobody could answer back.

A silence fell then, brief but bottomless, and Mom’s eyes went red the way they always did when she thought about Dad. Her voice trembled—just a little, just enough to make Cake’s stomach clench with a guilt so familiar it felt like an old friend. “I’m sorry, baby. If only there was still someone left on my side of the family...”

Cake still hated the idea of living in a crowded apartment building—hated it the way you hate the dentist’s drill or the sound of breaking glass in the middle of the night—but she didn’t want to make Mom any sadder. Sadder meant quieter. Quieter meant disappearing. And Cake had already watched one parent disappear. So she took Mom’s hand—the bones delicate as bird wings underneath—and kept her mouth shut.

They climbed into the back of the pickup truck, the one offering a lift to the city, and Cake thought: This is what it feels like to be cargo. To be a thing that gets moved from place to place, with no more say in it than a box or a bag of clothes.

Old Man Seraphin poked his head out of his house window—that house that should have fallen down years ago but stood anyway, held up by spite and meanness—and spat carelessly into the dirt. Then he looked at all of them with a grin that would’ve done the Cheshire Cat proud, if the Cheshire Cat had been a malevolent son of a bitch who probably kicked puppies for fun.

“Well, well. Look at this.” His voice was like gravel being chewed. “A whole parade of soon-to-be widows and future orphans, rushing off to the city so the zombies can eat their brains.”

Cake clenched her jaw hard enough to make her teeth ache. The guy at the coffee stall—Johnny Ramirez, who’d lost his left eye to the sickness and wore a patch that made him look like a pirate in a nightmare—had sworn three years ago that Seraphin would be dead soon. Said it with the certainty of a man reading prophecy from the bottom of a cup. That was three years ago. The old bastard was still here, still spitting, still grinning that grin. If the angel of death had ever given him so much as a courtesy glance, Seraphin sure wasn’t showing it. Maybe Death took one look and decided even he had standards.

“You’re not coming with us to the city, sir?” Mom asked, and her voice was polite, so polite it made Cake want to scream. That politeness was armor, she knew. Mom wore it the way knights wore chainmail.

If it were Cake asking—and Christ, she was glad it wasn’t—she wouldn’t have bothered with manners. She would’ve jumped into the driver’s seat and rammed the truck straight through the man’s front door, through his living room, through whatever dark and dusty hole he slept in. The old jerk was lucky Cake’s foot hadn’t reached the gas pedal yet.

“And crowd together with an ocean of people that’ll just pull the zombies right into the heart of the city? No thanks.” Seraphin spat again, and Cake tracked the arc of it through the air, watched it splat in the dust. “I’d rather rot here alone than get eaten or infected.”

“Well, I hope God hears that little prayer of yours—” Cake started, but Mom yanked her hand hard enough to shut her up, hard enough to leave marks that would bloom purple-black by morning.

The engine roared to life with a sound like a beast waking hungry. Accompanied by Seraphin’s grumbling and phlegmy coughing—that cough that sounded like something dying in a bag—the pickup truck began to roll forward, slow as a hearse. Cake stole one last look back, taking in the neighborhood for what might be—what almost certainly was—the final time.

Nautical was dirty and rundown, the kind of place that made the national news only when something terrible happened, which was often enough that people had stopped being surprised. It sat way too close to the Wall—so close you could hear things on the other side sometimes, if you were stupid enough to listen—but Cake had been born here, raised here. This was the place where she’d learned to walk, to talk, to be afraid. Dad’s memories were here, scattered like ashes: the corner where he’d taught her to ride a bike, the diner where he’d bought her ice cream every Sunday, the hospital where he’d—

No. Don’t think about that.

Whenever Mom and she went to the city to visit relatives or work—back when there were still relatives who’d see them, back when work meant something other than survival—they’d always come back to this place. Always. It was home the way a scar is home to your skin. The thought that they might never return... it felt like someone had ripped one of her legs off and left it behind in the dust, then forced her to keep walking anyway. Forced her to smile and nod and pretend she was whole.

“Don’t look back, kid,” said a bearded man sitting across from Cake. His face was hidden beneath a torn tarp, makeshift shelter from the sun that beat down like a hammer on an anvil. Only his eyes showed, and they were old—not old in years, necessarily, but old in the way eyes get when they’ve seen too much. “You know what the old folks used to say—most likely you’ll end up coming right back here if you keep turning around.”

But Cake looked anyway. Of course she did. Because that’s what people do, isn’t it? They look back even when they know they shouldn’t, even when they know it’ll hurt, even when they know that some doors, once closed, don’t ever open again.

And Nautical grew smaller behind them, swallowed by dust and heat and the kind of silence that feels like the world holding its breath.

Waiting.

Always waiting.
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The apartment building smelled like failure and unwashed bedsheets, and Cake knew every rancid corner of it. Seven souls crammed into three rooms meant for four—if you were feeling generous about the definition of “room”—and none of them wanted to be there. Two teenage girls with their mothers, women with that bone-deep weariness Cake recognized from her own mom’s eyes. Then there was the drunk woman, the one who stumbled and muttered and pissed herself on Thursdays. Like clockwork. Thursdays were piss days.

The teenage girls—Ulissa and Naylie, names that sounded like they belonged to characters in some fairy tale nobody wanted to read—had come from Merit. Seventy miles might as well have been seven hundred the way they acted, huddled together like refugees from a better world, whispering and giggling behind their hands. Orphans, same as Cake, but they had each other. That made all the difference. They looked at Cake the way you’d look at a stray dog: with pity first, then distaste, then not at all.

Outside, the world was holding its breath.

Three weeks since they’d found the hole. Three weeks since someone (and Cake had her theories about who, though nobody asked an eleven-year-old girl her opinion on matters of civic importance) had discovered a gap in the Wall big enough for a grown man to squeeze through. Or a zombie. The hole was meant for zombies, after all. That’s what the Wall was for. Keeping the dead out. Keeping the Moneybags safe.

The thing about zombies—and Cake had done her research, had watched the news religiously, had listened to the adults when they thought she wasn’t paying attention—was that they were easy to spot. Skull cracked open like a hard-boiled egg, the brain scooped out and gone. Bite marks everywhere, ragged and deep. Or the bitten ones, the turned ones, shambling around with that peculiar jerky-jerky walk, moaning for brains like it was a prayer. Like it was the only word left in whatever passed for their vocabulary.

So far, nothing. The streets stayed empty. The apartment building stayed cramped. And Cake stayed angry.

“The hole’s been sealed, right?” Ulissa said that afternoon, sprawled across the bed she and Naylie had claimed, legs dangling off the edge like she owned the place. “The cops must’ve found whatever got through. My mom’s back at work. So why are we still not allowed outside?”

Naylie made that clicking sound with her tongue, the one that said I know things you don’t, the one that made Cake want to put her fist through something. “The police are probably just double-checking. Making super sure there aren’t any more.”

Batavians. That’s what they called the people who lived in the real city, the one with parks and clean streets and hospitals that didn’t smell like death was taking a smoke break in the hallway. The Batavians had everything. The projects had the Wall.

Ulissa stared up at the water-stained ceiling, and Cake could practically see the fantasies spinning behind her eyes. “I saw on the news yesterday—one of the officers is still young. Like, ridiculously hot. All the cops I’ve seen around here are old enough to be getting dementia.”

“Right!” Naylie practically squealed. “So hot! Officer Arundel—even the news anchor sounded unsure whether to call him ‘sir.’ He’s only five years older than us. I’m marrying a cop one day.”

Something mean and sharp twisted in Cake’s gut. “Why marry a cop when you could just become one yourself?”

Both girls turned to look at her like she’d just materialized out of thin air. Like they’d forgotten she existed. Which they probably had.

“Aww, Cake,” Ulissa cooed, and the condescension dripped from every syllable like honey from a spoon. Sweet and poisonous. “You’re still so little. So cute—I had big dreams like that when I was your age too. I wanted to be an astronaut! So dumb, right?”

Ulissa cracked up, and Naylie joined in, their laughter high and bright and cruel the way only teenage girls could manage. “I wanted to be a ship captain! Can you imagine?”

Cake felt her hands curl into fists. “Being a cop or a ship captain or an astronaut isn’t a ‘big unrealistic dream.’ And anyway, I wasn’t saying I want to be a cop! I’m just saying—if we can become something through our own effort, why wait around for someone else to hand it to us?”

They laughed harder. The sound followed her out of the room, down the narrow hallway that smelled like boiled cabbage and broken promises, all the way to where her mother stood, phone pressed to her ear, face gone white.

“Miriah’s in labor,” Mom said before Cake could ask. She was already grabbing her jacket, her purse, moving with that frantic energy that meant something had gone wrong. “The baby’s premature—poor thing. Ever since Mr. Gumm’s been gone, it’s just been her and Illyrian. They must be freaking out—Cake, what are you doing? Stay here!”

“I’m coming!” The words came out fierce, final. No way in hell was she staying in that apartment another second. She snatched her jacket off the hook, started hunting for her shoes. “I can’t stand it here anymore—God, Mom! My jacket smells like that drunk lady’s mouth—”

Her mother’s hand clamped over Cake’s mouth, and she felt the calluses, the rough skin from too much work and not enough hand cream. Behind them, the drunk woman sat slumped in front of the TV, eyes half-closed, mouth hanging open. Watching without seeing.

“Wear the other jacket! Quick, grab it! I just took it off the line this morning!”

The maternity hospital was twenty minutes away by car, which meant forty-five by bus if you were lucky, and luck wasn’t something the projects had much of these days. The hole in the Wall had changed everything. Taxis vanished like smoke. The buses ran erratic routes, picking up passengers like they were collecting evidence. And the police stopped them every five minutes, checking faces, checking papers, checking for the telltale signs of death walking around in a human suit.

They were the leftover people. The ones who couldn’t afford city housing, packed around the Wall like sandbags against a flood. A headache for the
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