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Part One:

Wisconsin

 

  

Chapter One
 

All of his nerve endings started working again at the same moment, and for the first time in over fifty years Edward Schuett tried to scream. He failed. There were not enough of his vocal cords back in his throat yet.

Eventually, the pain became so strong that he nearly passed out, and as he lay on the floor the agony became a sort of background noise while he slowly became aware of his surroundings. He was in someplace dark, someplace cavernous. As he thrashed about he occasionally felt his limbs smack various things strewn about him, but he didn’t yet have the presence of mind to wonder what any of these stray objects might be. The debris he sent skittering away made echoing noises, but he couldn’t yet begin to guess where he might be or what he was doing here, or even who he was. These questions occurred to him on some level, but he didn’t have the concentration yet to dwell on them.

The pain didn’t go away completely, but it receded enough that he was able to feel other sensations. He felt heat, an uncomfortable warmth just below the skin that coursed through his entire body. There was an alien thumping sensation in his chest, and his ribcage moved uncontrollably up and down to force air in and out through his mouth and nose. He couldn’t remember at first what these things were, and fear passed through his mind for a moment before he remembered them from the past, from some distant moment he couldn’t think clearly on. This was a heartbeat. This was breathing. These were things he was supposed to do, and the realization came to him that for the longest time he hadn’t done either.

Then there was another sensation, something that he was most decidedly not supposed to feel at all. It started in his stomach, a gurgling like something liquid was boiling over inside. Then it felt like a tickle moving up his throat. The muscles in his stomach involuntarily clenched, and instinctively he rolled over onto his side before the sensation fully overcame him. His stomach clenched again, and this time he felt something come up and fill his mouth. He opened it and finally made a retching noise as a thick dark stream spewed from between his lips. The instant it was out he felt a little better. Some of the pain was even gone, although it still throbbed throughout his entire body in time with his heart, and he turned over on his back. He lay there for a long time, and eventually he lost consciousness.

When he woke back up again the pain had come back some, but it wasn’t at quite the debilitating level it had been before. He was still on his back in the exact same position he had been before, but now there was a subtle difference in the light around him. The place he was in was still dark, but not so dark now that his eyes couldn’t adjust and pick up ambient light from somewhere. He didn’t know what that meant yet, didn’t even know what anything that had been happening to him really meant, but it allowed him to at least begin to get his bearings. He sniffed something nearby, a sensation that simply by itself felt strange and new, and he realized that his sense of smell wasn’t working completely right. It was working enough, though, for him to know that the puddle of vomit that had come out of him earlier was right next to his head. He turned and looked at it, and a dim part of his brain knew he should have been revolted by what he saw. Instead, however, he just stared at it, trying to understand it and failing.

In the thin light it was impossible to tell the exact color, but the vomit was something dark and thick, either red or blue or possibly black. There were chunks sticking out of the thick sludge, chunks that probably would have been unidentifiable even in full light, but parts of it were moving, too. The moving bits came up out of the dark sludge and squirmed about, and they were a much lighter color than the rest of the vomit. Maggots, he realized, and unless he had been lying here for a lot longer than he thought (which could admittedly be possible, since he only had the vaguest sense of what time was at the moment anyway) then they had to have come from inside him just like the rest of the vomit.

The movement of his head to look at the vomit had made him dizzy for a moment, but it dissipated quickly enough. He tentatively moved his arms and legs, little flexes of the muscles here and there, and although parts of his limbs felt stiff and unresponsive, even tingly like they had fallen asleep, he still felt like they were strong enough that he might try getting up. He planted his hands at his sides and tried to push himself into a sitting position. At first he didn’t seem to have the muscle control to do such a simple maneuver, and besides fumbling around trying to get his arms to move the right way he also felt a sharp pain and stiffness in his back. He gritted his teeth, but the pain now was nowhere near as bad as it had been when he’d woken up earlier. This was pain he could get through. After several false starts he was finally able to push himself into something like a sitting position, and he could finally get a better look at the place around him.

He recognized the type of place he was in right away, but it took him several confused minutes before he could think of the right word for it. He was on a linoleum floor, and on either side of him there were rows of light colored shelves. There were some boxes and packages up on the shelves and a few more littered around him. He reached out to grab one of the packages, struggling to get his fingers to move right, and the package slipped out of his hand. After a few more tries he managed to get a weak hold of it, and he was able to bring it up closer to where he could see it in the dim light. The package had a cardboard backing with some sort of plastic bubble attached to it. The plastic was dented and cloudy with age, but it had originally been clear and he could still see something inside that looked like a little man holding a gun. An action figure, he remembered it was called. They were all around him. He was in a toy aisle, and the echoing cavernous building around him had to be a department store.

His first thought was What the hell am I doing here? His second was Who the hell am I, anyway?

He sat unmoving in the middle of the toy aisle, attempting to ignore the returning queasy feeling in his stomach, and tried to think. His name came to him after not too long, but that didn’t help him much. His name was Edward Schuett, but he couldn’t place any memories to go with the name. It seemed meaningless for now without any context. He had a few brief flashes, a momentary passing memory of sitting on a couch drinking a beer and watching NASCAR on television with a woman sitting next to him, but the memory felt random and unimportant. As much as it gnawed at him that he couldn’t remember much, it seemed much more important to figure out what was going on in the here and now. And in the here and now he was sitting in a toy aisle about to throw up again.

The reflex in his throat came upon him once more, and another stream of vomit flowed out to join what was already next to him. There was not as much this time, but he didn’t yet have the sense to be grateful for this. The fluid that finished dribbling out his mouth didn’t seem to have quite as many maggots this time, and that at least felt like some small triumph. He moved to get farther away from the puddle, managing a kind of crab-like shuffle despite the continued stiffness of his arms and the general uncooperativeness of his legs. He looked down at the legs, trying to see what if anything might be keeping them from working properly, and for a moment he didn’t see anything that could give him a clue. The jeans on his legs were old and molding, though, with multiple tears and holes all up and down them. They felt strange against his skin, stiff and yet moist at the same time. There might have been stains all over them, but he couldn’t be sure in this light. He reached out to feel them, trying to understand why they might look this way, and that was finally when he saw his own skin.

He stopped when his arm came into view, realizing that its motion was far jerkier than it had any right to be even after being so stiff, but that hardly seemed like the most important detail at the moment. Again he had a vague flash of memory, this time of himself barbequing outside. He saw his arm in the memory, decent sized in the bicep with forearms that might have seen a little more development than the other muscles. In the memory there was a tattoo on his inner left forearm of four playing cards, two aces and two eights fanned out. It was that tattoo that told him what he was seeing in the memory and what he was seeing now were indeed the same arm, but that was where all the similarities ended. The tattoo now was barely visible with just the faded outlines of the cards all that remained. Despite the dim light he could still tell that the color of his skin was completely wrong. In the memory his arm had a light tan to it, but now the skin was much darker, darker than anything that could be achieved just from the sun. Although it was still hard to tell in the wan light, his skin might have been a sort of grayish green.

And it had holes in it, deep decayed holes with maggots squirming inside.

Edward screamed again, and this time he had more success. His voice cracked and he didn’t achieve much volume, but at least it was recognizably a scream. He pulled the arm out of his view as the scream echoed through the cavernous store, not wanting to admit what he had seen, but he couldn’t un-see it. The damage to his arm was so horrible that he shouldn’t be able to move it, but even as he sat there he could feel more sensation returning to it. He could move his fingers now with more ease. And that led to his first truly coherent train of thought.

Whatever was wrong with him, it couldn’t just be his arm. If he checked the rest of himself he would probably see the same improbable decay. And with that kind of breakdown of the flesh, there was no way he should have been alive.

His hearing hadn’t fully returned yet and he was too busy thinking about his current horrifying state to concentrate on anything else, so he didn’t hear the moans from elsewhere in the store that responded to his scream.
  

Chapter Two
 

More time passed before Edward tried to stand up again. He knew something was very wrong with him, but his mind wouldn’t let him confront all the implications yet. Instead, he sat on the floor, rocking slightly, trying to keep his thoughts blank. But as his nerve endings worked better he came to realize, even through the still-present ache through his entire body, that parts of his legs were actually growing more numb. He tried to move them and felt the tingling sensation that let him know they had fallen asleep on him. This was enough to get his mind once again focused on self-preservation, and he attempted to stand once more to wake them up. It was easier now, especially since it occurred to him this time that he could hold onto the shelves for support.

When he was finally in a standing position he took a deep breath. It was at once an unfamiliar sensation and a great relief. He had never thought that a simple breath could taste so sweet. The breath reassured him that, no matter what was wrong with him or what strange disease he might have, he was alive. For now that would have to be enough.

He walked down the aisle in slow, deliberate steps, having to concentrate on each one or else collapse once more to the floor. Even though he tried to keep his thoughts on the task at hand, his head was clear enough now that he could wonder what exactly had happened to both him and the store around him. He still couldn’t remember many details about himself, but considering his physical state that might be a blessing.

The department store, on the other hand, felt like a safe thing to contemplate. His first thought was that the store had to have closed down at some point and he had just stumbled into it, except there were the shelves to consider. A closed down store wouldn’t have all the merchandise on the shelves, but this place was still well stocked. As he made it to the end of the toy section and turned into a wider central aisle he found there was more ambient light, and he had a better view of his surroundings. He passed out of the toys and into housewares, glancing every so often down the aisles for anything that might be a clue. Most of the items here didn’t look they had been touched. Toasters, microwaves, blenders, and other such appliances were all forgotten, although here and there boxes or display models had been knocked off the shelves. Some shelves were nearly empty, though, leaving only a few towels scattered around. In the utensils section, most things were still there but all knives were gone. Although he knew these things should have been clues he still couldn’t put it together.

At least the layout of the store was familiar. It was a Walmart, specifically the one he remembered always going to for his groceries. That, in turn, sparked a few more memories. He remembered coming here to get brats and buns for a cookout. A Fourth of July cookout, in fact. The cookout had been a last minute idea, since Julia had suddenly found out that she didn’t need to work that day and they would be able to spend the holiday together. He’d come here, bought what he needed, went home to fire up the grill, but then…

Wait. Julia. The woman he had remembered sitting on the couch with him watching the race. That had been Julia. His wife. As soon as he remembered that, another memory came unbidden into his mind. The memory of holding her hand as she screamed, a memory that at first might have seemed like something terrible. It was terrible to begin with, since the pain she had been in was so bad and he had wanted to do anything at all to take it away, yet the memory was still happy. The pain had ended with the birth of their daughter.

He was married, and he had a daughter. Dana. These memories made him stop in his tracks and take another deep breath. He didn’t know how he could have possibly forgotten these things, but now that the memory was back he no longer felt so scared.

That still didn’t answer the question of what had happened here, though. The more he wandered the store the lighter it got, so the light had to be coming through the front doors, but the light didn’t show him anything that made the answer look simpler. All the items on the shelves had a thick layer of dust on them, so thick he couldn’t even see many of the labels, and several aisles were thick with old cobwebs. Whatever had happened here occurred a long time ago, but that didn’t seem possible. As far as his newly returned memories were concerned, the Fourth of July cookout had been yesterday, but the state of the store proved otherwise. His memories were not as fresh as he had initially thought they were. He didn’t want to think just yet what that might imply about Julia and Dana’s whereabouts.

The closer he got to the grocery section of the store the more he realized that, oddly, someone at some point had used this store as their home. The shelves in the grocery aisles were, unlike the rest of the store, picked clean, and in one far corner of what had once been the deli section he could see a mountain of trash and emptied tin cans. In the open spaces near the checkout lanes Edward saw several tents. A few were still standing while most looked trampled, but every single one of them looked as if they had been abandoned many years ago.

“What the hell happened here?” Edward murmured, and was shocked at the sound of his own voice. It sounded scratchy, out of tune, but still the relatively young voice he’d once possessed. It occurred to him now that if whatever had happened here was years in the past then he should have been much older, but he didn’t sound old. He thought for a second that he wanted to find a mirror and see what he looked like, then remembered the hideous mess that was his arm. On second thought, maybe he wasn’t ready to see himself after all.

The biggest sign that something had once gone wrong here, however, was the west entrance near the grocery section. Normally there should have been two sets of glass doors, one on the outside of the building leading into an area full of carts, vending machines, and a few video games, and the second leading into the store proper. Neither set of doors remained. Just inside the second set of doors there was a beat-up Hummer, its front windshield cracked and its front passenger-side bumper imbedded in the cinderblock wall. Glass from the two sets of doors littered the ground, sparkling in what light came in from outside. Colors were easier to make out here, and there were several dark splotches on the ground and walls that could only be dried blood. Edward stared at it all, trying to concentrate long enough to put together some scenario that would explain the scene. He was inspecting the Hummer, its driver-side door still open, when he heard a noise somewhere behind him in the store.

Edward spun around, or at least did his best to spin. His balance still wasn’t one hundred percent, and he tipped over and had to catch himself on the hood of the Hummer. He blinked several times, looking into the gloom further in the store, but his eyes had already adjusted to the light and the darkness farther inside looked deeper now. The noise had been low and light, and now that he thought about it maybe he hadn’t heard anything at all. His hearing was still fuzzy, although his sense of smell was strong enough that he thought he could detect something in the air, a dank and musty odor that still somehow included the lightest whiff of honey. It was possible he was only smelling himself, considering he did had a ripe odor like decaying feces. The odor would have made him sick if it didn’t for some reason feel comfortable and welcoming.

He had almost convinced himself that there hadn’t been any sound to begin with when he saw someone moving down at the farthest end of the store. There was a wide clear aisle that went all the way from the front doors to what he assumed were the doors to the storage area in back, and he thought he saw a humanoid figure moving slowly in the shadows. Edward stared at the distant figure for several moments, not quite believing his eyes, before he called out.

“Hey!” he said, holding his hands to his mouth to help project, but he was afraid he still might not be loud enough for the person to hear. “Down here! Please, you’ve got to help me, I think something is wrong with me!”

For several seconds Edward didn’t hear anything, and he thought the person hadn’t heard him. Then, low and echoing down the aisle, Edward heard the figure moan. The noise was deep with a rattling quality to it. It didn’t sound like a noise a human should have been capable of making.

Two more moans rose up from somewhere in the store. Whatever the hell this thing was, it wasn’t alone.

Edward slowly put down his hands and took a step back. He still didn’t have enough control over his feet to do the motion properly and he had to grab hold of the Hummer’s door to steady himself. The figure moved down the aisle, but it wasn’t moving fast. In fact, given its speed and distance, Edward thought most people would have easily been able to outrun it. Edward, unfortunately, did not seem to be like most people at the moment. He didn’t think he could run.

He wasn’t sure if he wanted to, either. Judging from the moan and the slow inexorable way the figure walked, he guessed it wasn’t something he wanted to meet. A part of him even felt a deep fear as the figure came closer, every step bringing it toward the light where Edward could see it. Yet he wasn’t as afraid as he thought he should have been. He couldn’t explain it, but some deep part of him felt excited.

Edward heard another moan, one from outside, and he turned on the smashed-in entrances. Whatever was coming from out there wasn’t in sight yet, probably just around the corner from the entrance, but he got the feeling that it had heard him. There was another noise outside, a distant rumble, but he couldn’t quite place it yet. That noise didn’t seem as important right now, anyway. That was something far off, and whatever or whoever was approaching him from all sides was much closer. He could even hear the slow shuffle of feet coming down the aisle. He wasn’t sure what he expected to see when he turned to look, but it sure wasn’t the putrefied walking corpse that moved toward him.

Edward screamed and stumbled backward, this time not catching himself, and falling flat on his back. He flailed helplessly for precious seconds, unable to get up off his back, before his hand found the doorframe of the Hummer and he could pull himself back up into a sitting position, then back up on his feet.

In the time he’d been on the floor the dead thing had come closer and was now only about fifty feet away. There was no denying that it had been human once, probably female, but he could only recognize that by its humanoid outline. The skin was dark, almost black, and it had no more hair on its head. It reached out in his direction, and at this distance Edward could see that its fingernails had long ago fallen off. A few scraps of cloth still clung to it over the shoulders and at the waist, but the rest of its clothing had rotted away long ago, revealing patches of flesh stretched tight over its bones and what little muscle it still had. It moaned as it came closer, and again the sound was echoed by both something somewhere in the store and another one from outside.

Another memory suddenly came to him as the adrenaline started pumping through his veins. This wasn’t the first time he had seen a creature like this. The first time had been on the day of the cookout. He’d seen one coming across the neighbor’s yard. Julia’s scream and Dana’s crying at the sudden noise had attracted more of them, and soon waves of the things had been coming at their house. He’d seen other people, people that were still living, also running and screaming down the streets. He even remembered seeing one of the creatures bite James Rohmer from across the street, and James had fallen to the ground immediately, twitching and foaming at the mouth. Edward hadn’t seen what had happened after that, because he’d grabbed Julia and Dana to pull them back into the house and lock the doors after them.

These things might not be fast, but he had seen what could happen when a lot of them grouped together for an attack. He couldn’t be sure now if the moaning noises were an accurate indication of how many of the undead things were in the area, but there had only been one moan that he could hear from outside. He stood a better chance of escaping with his life if he ran (or did the closest he could manage) for the entrance than if he stayed in here and tried to elude however many might be hiding in the shadows.

He turned and did a staggering, stumbling jog for the light. The tingling feeling had mostly left, but the pain stayed, growing more pronounced in his knees with the sudden motion of his legs. After only a few steps his lungs burned with the effort. Running, apparently, wouldn’t be an option yet. When he turned to look at the thing following him, however, he saw that even at his slow speed he still moved far faster than the creature ever could.

He made it out the door and stopped just long enough to get his bearings and try catching his breath. He wheezed, and his lungs felt like there might be fluid in them, but he thought maybe he could force himself to keep up his run if it were in very short bursts. A quick look around revealed another one of the things standing less than twenty feet to his right, but even though it shuffled around a little, it didn’t look like it was moving closer. Edward walked away from it as fast as he could anyway, and looked around at the parking lot.

There was no doubt about it. This was the same Walmart he remembered, which meant he still had to be in his home city of Fond du Lac. There were a few abandoned cars in the parking lot, and several of the lampposts had their glass smashed out. There might have been a makeshift barricade of shopping carts and various items from in the store that had once surrounded the entrance, but it had been smashed apart at some point, probably by the Hummer. All the shopping carts were rusted with age now.

The sound he had heard earlier from out here was louder now, and he was certain that it had to be a truck or car of some sort. It was a ways off but loud, and Edward looked around for the direction it came from. He thought he could see it driving down the road toward the store, a rusty-red speck. He smiled, although the expression hurt his cheeks. Whatever the hell had happened here, whatever was wrong with him, at least he was not alone.

Edward looked back over his shoulder at the entrance and saw the dead thing that had been following him shamble out into the open, with at least one more visible inside. Edward took a few deep breaths in anticipation of running again, but after a few seconds it became apparent there was no need. Instead of coming for him the creature shuffled over to the one that had been outside, and it stopped. If there had been eyes in the first thing’s head, eyes that weren’t glazed over with thick cataracts, Edward would have thought it was staring at the second one. The third one came out and approached the other two, and the three monsters stood there, not doing anything other than swaying slightly in the gentle breeze.

Edward couldn’t help but lose his earlier fear as he watched them. None of them looked terribly hostile. The more he watched them the more he realized just how different they were from the ones he’d seen the day of the cookout. Those had been freshly dead and reanimated while these had obviously been in their current states for a long time, but that wasn’t the most important difference. The ones he had originally seen had looked bloodthirsty and ravenous, going after any living thing that moved in a slow and unstoppable wave. These three… well, if he were forced to describe their behavior, he would only be able to call it “minding their own business.” It was completely unlike what he would have expected from the undead.

Edward heard something that sounded like a whoop of delight from behind him, and he turned in time to see the truck turn at a high speed into the parking lot. It was a standard pickup truck, a Ford, although it looked like it had seen better days. Even through all the trauma he had just been experiencing, Edward still felt a part of him fill with disgust—he was a Chevy man, through and through. It was a recent model, as far as he could see from here, but it still looked ancient and decrepit. The paint job was mostly gone, leaving only the color of rust, and there were multiple dents in the doors. The engine sounded sick, like it was in desperate need of some tender loving care. That wasn’t too surprising, though. What else would they expect from a Ford?

There was one thing very different about the truck, though, and it gave Edward pause. In the bed of the truck, held down with chains, was what appeared to be a large cage. It took up the entire bed and was perhaps six feet high, but it looked significantly newer than the truck. There might have been a person in the cage, but it was hard for Edward to tell. The truck was moving fast and didn’t have much in the way of shocks anymore, so whoever sat in the cage was being rattled and tossed around. For a moment Edward’s heart beat irregularly. For some primal reason he couldn’t explain, that cage made him more fearful than the three undead things just a short distance away.

Someone in the truck whooped again, and the truck turned so it was headed straight for the west entrance. Edward thought he could make out two people in the front, one of whom was leaning out the passenger side window with a pair of binoculars in hand. As the truck sped closer the passenger disappeared back through the window for a moment. When he came back out seconds later he had a handgun and fired several times at Edward.

Edward screamed and ducked, then did his best to stay low as he ran back for the cover of the entrance. As he passed the three undead they all turned their heads at the truck, and their previous calm demeanor completely disappeared. All three made snarling noises and started their slow shamble towards the intruders. Maybe, in whatever passed for minds among their kind, they hadn’t perceived Edward as a threat or as something they might want to eat. These newcomers, however, were apparently fair game.

The truck skidded to a halt on the far side of the first wave of ruined shopping carts, its driver’s side facing the entrance. Edward ducked inside behind a tipped over claw-grabber machine and peeked out to watch whatever the hell was happening. The passenger side door opened and then slammed shut, and the man who had been in the passenger seat came around the front of the truck. He was tall and lanky with a knitted cap on his head, and he wore a wide, ridiculous grin. He was probably in his late teens or early twenties, judging from the spotty facial hair on his cheeks and chin. He raised the gun and pointed it at the nearest of the three creatures coming toward him, and Edward did his best to make himself small behind the broken machine. He hoped it was dark enough this far beyond the entrance that the kid with the gun couldn’t see him, but he prepared himself to run deeper into the store, just in case.

Before the kid could squeeze off any more bullets, however, the man who’d been in the driver’s seat got out and slammed his door. “Damn it, Charlie, you can be a real fucking psycho sometimes!”

“What?” the kid, Charlie, said. “I was only shooting at the fresh one.”

“We can get still get cash for a fresh zed just like we can for a rotter.”

“Not as much. So what’s wrong with using it for target practice?”

“What’s wrong is I’m the one in fucking charge and I have the motherfucking truck. So if you want to continue getting a cut for what I bring in, then you will do what I fucking say, got it?”

The driver didn’t appear too worried about the three monsters moving right for him. As they got within twenty feet of him he merely backed away, apparently confident that he could move far faster than any of them could. The driver was a few inches shorter than Charlie and had about fifteen more years and fifty more pounds on him. Both of them were in jeans and t-shirts, although their clothes were dark with dirt. Neither of them looked very clean.

“Right, right, got it,” Charlie said. He tucked the gun into the belt of his pants and then went back around to his door. While he opened it and rooted around behind his seat, the driver walked around to the back of the truck, still moving away from the undead. The undead snarled and held their hands out to grab for the man, but they were still too far away. The driver, however, didn’t look too comfortable with how close they were getting.

“Would you hurry up already? These three are starting to give me the willies.”

“I’m fucking trying, just hold on for a minute,” Charlie said. “The prod got wedged in behind the seat again.”

“How many times do I have to tell you to be more careful with that thing? If you break it then I can’t exactly bring in any more zeds to pay for another one.”

“Would you relax? Jesus, I’m not going to break it.”

As Edward kept his eyes on the driver he finally remembered the person he’d seen in the cage. After a few more seconds a head came into view from inside it, and now that the truck was closer he could tell that it also belonged to one of the undead creatures. The cage had a padlock on it, and the driver pulled out a key but didn’t open the lock yet.

Charlie cursed one more time as he gave something in the truck one final yank, and he almost fell over when the rod in his hand came free. The rod looked like a Taser at the end of a long metal pole, and although Edward had never seen one before he figured it was probably some kind of cattle prod. “Got it, Ringo,” Charlie said.

“Good,” the driver, presumably Ringo, said. “Now knock these three fuckers out before the get over to me and chew on my fucking skull.”

Charlie ran around to the other side of the truck, and one of the three undead did a slow turn and came toward him while the other two continued their slow march on Ringo. Charlie didn’t waste any time in sticking the business end of the prod in the creature’s gut. The air crackled and hissed, and the undead thing collapsed to the broken blacktop. The thing shook uncontrollably for several seconds with thick mucus-laced foam forming at the corners of its mouth, then stopped.

The other two turned to Charlie as well, but they weren’t anywhere near quick enough to get him before he shocked them, too. Ringo took the key and stuck it in the lock as Charlie pushed the end of the prod through the cage’s bars and shocked the captured one. The first one he’d taken out was twitching by then, but it didn’t look like it would be mobile again for another minute or so. Ringo opened the cage as Charlie set the prod against the truck, and they both grabbed one of the undead’s arms to raise it up and throw it in the cage.

The two of them worked swiftly, working as a team that was obviously well-practiced in this sort of thing, but Charlie had to stop a couple times to re-shock the undead things. When all four creatures were in the cage Ringo locked it back up, but they didn’t immediately get back into the truck and leave. Instead Charlie fiddled with the prod, trying unsuccessfully to twirl it like a baton while Ringo stared into the store’s entryway. He didn’t look like he could see Edward in his hiding place, but Edward tried to make himself smaller behind the claw-grabber machine anyway.

“Hey,” Ringo said, “did that fresh zed seem odd to you?”

“All zeds are fucking odd,” Charlie said as he barely managed to catch the prod before it fell. He stared at it a moment, as if debating what to do with it, then leaned it against the truck again before moving to Ringo’s side. “Why? See something weird?”

“You didn’t think that motherfucker was moving a little fast?”

“If it was fresh then of course it would move a little faster.”

“Not that fast. And another thing. How the hell did a fresh zed get this far out from civilization? If someone had been bitten recently it would have been closer to town.”

“Maybe it was bitten and just walked out here after it died.”

“Wouldn’t have looked that fresh.”

“Then maybe someone else came out here looking for zeds to sell and got bit by one of the other three.”

“Yeah, maybe. Still seems weird, though.”

“You think too much.”

Ringo snorted. “Or maybe the rest of humanity doesn’t think enough. Come on, let’s go in after it.”

“Go into the dark cavernous building after something that likes to eat human flesh. Yeah, that really sounds like you’re thinking good.” Despite his words Charlie didn’t hesitate to go back and grab the prod.

“Here, give me the cattle prod,” Ringo said. “You get your gun out and cover me just in case.”

“Whatever happened to you not wanting me to shoot it?” Charlie asked.

“Whatever happened to you shutting the fuck up and just doing what I say?” Ringo said, then walked through the entryway.

Edward didn’t have time to think of what he should do. The time to try running to hide in the store had long since passed, so he merely stayed where he was, hoping the two men would be so anxious to get inside and find him that they would walk right past without even noticing him. But Ringo’s eyes moved to look at everything, and as soon as they turned to look at Edward, Ringo yelped and jumped back to step on Charlie’s feet.

“Sweet Jesus, it’s right there!” Ringo pointed, and Charlie pushed him aside to get a clear shot at Edward.

“Don’t!” Edward yelled. “Don’t shoot!” He instinctively put both hands in the air, but in his crouch he couldn’t keep his balance without holding onto the tipped over machine, and he again fell backward onto his butt.

All three of them stayed exactly as they were for several moments. Edward didn’t dare move while Charlie had the gun pointed at him, but for now it didn’t appear like he was going to use it.

“Holy shit,” Charlie said. “Did that zed just speak?”

“I don’t know what a zed is,” Edward said, although he could make a good educated guess by now, “but I’m not one. Please. Something is wrong with me. I…I think I need a doctor.”

Neither of the two men moved for several more seconds. Edward took that as a good sign and slowly lowered his arms. They weren’t going to shoot him, or at least he hoped not, and maybe he could get them to stop freaking out long enough to give him some idea what was going on. There was far too much he didn’t understand, and no way for him to piece it all together on his own. He needed friends right now.

That thought didn’t last long. As he tried to stand back up, Ringo rushed forward and jabbed him in the chest with the prod. Edward would have screamed if the electricity didn’t set his jaw tight. The current running through him was still a relief compared to some of his earlier pain, but it was enough to knock him unconscious again.
  

Chapter Three
 

The Ford hadn’t been originally designed to fit a cage with five people inside in its bed, so the cage was terribly cramped. Edward didn’t think Charlie and Ringo ever cared whether their zombie passengers were comfortable. Edward woke in the cage to find one of the creatures’ arms jammed at an awkward angle in his armpit and a foot pressing uncomfortably in his crotch. As soon as he became fully conscious again he screamed, certain that at this proximity one of the zombies would finally decide it was time to make him their snack. But other than the barest acknowledgement of his screaming, none of the zombies paid him much mind. Charlie in the passenger seat was different, however. He turned around and looked at Edward through the back window, bit his lip, and then looked out again at the road in front of them. No matter how much Edward screamed and begged to be let out, neither of the two men acknowledged him again for the rest of the journey.

When Edward finally calmed down and realized he wasn’t in any immediate danger he took a deep breath and tried to think this all through. The first conclusion he had to come to was, despite his memory suggesting that the Fourth of July cookout had only been a day or two ago, the actual amount of time that had passed must have been much greater. Years, maybe even decades had gone. He could see the proof in the state of the city as the truck passed through it. The Walmart was on the northwest edge of Fond du Lac, past Forest Mall and a large number of smaller strip malls. None of these looked like they were used anymore. The truck drove past them all, going an unsafe speed over a road broken up by years of neglect. A few of the stores and fast food restaurants they passed were boarded up, but most simply looked abandoned. One or two looked like they had burned down. Edward’s initial thought was that at some point the Apocalypse had come upon the world, and the more he thought about the day the undead attacked the more he realized he wasn’t far off.

Although he tried to avoid the thought, memories of Julia and Dana came to him unbidden. He didn’t know how long it had been so he had no way of knowing how old they would be or if they were still alive, but he felt some hope. After all, here he was, stricken with some strange disease yet still very much alive. If it had happened to him, it could have happened to them. They could still be out there somewhere.

The farther the truck went into the city the smoother the ride became. They had to take an alternate route around a collapsed overpass at the freeway, but the road after that point looked like it might have been repaved in recent years, although not very well. The buildings continued to look rough and derelict for a time, but after they had travelled about five miles all structures suddenly came to a stop and gave way to a wide expanse of open ground. Edward sat up in the cage and leaned against the bars, trying to get a better idea of what he was seeing. He remembered this area. It had been a few businesses, a couple of factories, and the start of a residential area, but it looked now like it had been all been bulldozed. A half-hearted attempt had been made to clear the open space, although garbage and occasional wood and rubble littered it all. Looking out further down the road he saw that the empty zone was about half a mile wide, and on either side of the road it continued on in a slight curve. He suspected that if he were able to see the entire thing from a bird’s eye view, the no-man’s land would have formed a rough circle.

He saw why the empty zone had been created as the truck approached the other side. A cement wall had been erected around the inner part of the circle, about seven feet high but with fifteen foot towers at regular intervals. Beyond the wall Edward could clearly see more buildings, and these, finally, were as he remembered them. There were the obvious cosmetic changes on some of the more recognizable houses, and here and there were new buildings he didn’t recognize, but everything beyond the wall at least looked like it was being used. Had he seen this place first, he would have never realized anything had gone wrong with the world.

Edward’s heart beat faster. His own home was somewhere in there. He might be able to get some clues here, if only he could get away from Charlie and Ringo.

He absently scratched at his chin as the truck slowed. Whatever strange thing had happened to his skin was starting to itch, but he ignored it. Most of the pain that had plagued him earlier had receded into an occasionally annoying ache, and his thoughts and senses all felt much clearer now. He still didn’t want to look at himself, though. It wasn’t like whatever had affected him was going to clear up any time soon.

The truck came to a full stop at a wooden gate. There was a guard house next to it, and Edward watched as a woman came out and walked to the driver’s side. Her hair was cut short and done up in an unfamiliar hairstyle with pink highlights. She had a rifle in hand, and even though the whole thing was painted pink with silver zebra stripes it still made her look formidable. She looked bored as Ringo rolled down the window, not even bothering to glance at the cage.

“How many you declaring today?” the woman said. She looked like she was in her late twenties and she wore thick glasses. She was chewing something that Edward initially thought was gum until she turned her head and spit out a wad of tobacco-darkened saliva.

“Actually,” Ringo said, “we’re not sure.”

“How the hell could you be not sure? You’re the one that fricking caught them.”

“Yeah,” Charlie said, “but we’re not really sure about one of them.” He turned to look through the back window, and when he saw Edward staring back at him his eyes went wide. “Holy shit. Ringo, take a look.”

Both Ringo and the woman turned to look at Edward. The woman raised an eyebrow, but Ringo’s jaw dropped. “Holy shit,” he said, and Charlie nodded at him.

“That’s a really fresh one,” the woman said, taking a step closer to the cage. The zombies took an interest in her and tried to reach through the cage, but Edward stayed back. “Hope you realize no one’s gonna pay jack shit for it.”

“Please,” Edward said to her. “I don’t know what’s going on but you got to let me out of here.”

“Jesus Mary Joseph!” the woman said as she took a leaping step back away from the cage. “That zed just talked!”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what we said,” Ringo said. “But that’s not even the freakish part anymore. It actually seems to be healing.”

Edward tried to take this all in. It had already occurred to him that they thought he was a zombie like the others, probably due to his appearance. But he hadn’t known he was healing. He finally took another look at his arms and realized that, even though they still had an unhealthy color to them, the deep wounds and rotted flesh were repairing themselves. With the mysterious healing he also became aware of how incredibly hungry he was, which he supposed made about as much sense as anything else. Of course he would be building up an appetite if his body was healing so fast. That, of course, didn’t explain why the healing was happening so quickly or why his body had needed to heal in the first place.

At least he knew there was no way he could be a zombie, although that didn’t tell him much.

“So what are you going to do with it?” the woman said to Ringo.

“Would you stop calling me ‘it?’“ Edward said. “My name is Edward Schuett. I don’t have a single fucking clue what is going on but I didn’t do anything to deserve being locked up in a fucking cage, so will one of you people just let me the fuck out?”

The woman’s eyes went wide. “Um, hi? How…how are you?”

“I’m in a cage with zombies. How would you be?”

“Okay, this is…unbelievable,” the woman said.

“Yeah, we’re right there with you,” Ringo said. “Could you please open the gate so we can get in and try figuring out what the fuck is going on?”

“Yeah, sure,” the woman said. “But shouldn’t we…you know, let him out?”

“I’m not letting out a zombie to roam free,” Ringo said. “Especially not right at the city gate. I don’t care if he can talk.”

“I’m not a Goddamned zombie!” Edward said. The shout cracked from the strain on his still-rough vocal cords. “I just want to know what the hell is going on!”

The woman looked at Ringo, who shrugged. She moved closer to the cage, being careful to stay out of the grasp of the zombies’ hands, and dropped her voice low. “You said your name was Edward Schuett?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll see what I can do, okay? I’m not sure exactly what’s going on, but I’ll see if I can get some people to come talk to you before these guys can do anything to you, got it?”

He didn’t get it, not really, but he supposed that was better than he would probably get from the two in the front of the truck. He nodded, and the woman went over to the gate to open it. Edward watched her stare at him as the truck passed through and into the city, hoping that someone would start making some sort of sense to this all very soon.
  

Chapter Four
 

Rae Neuman rested her custom pink rifle on her shoulder as she closed the gate and stared after the truck, attempting to understand what she had just seen. The man in the cage, Edward Schuett, had definitely been a zombie. There was no doubt about that. No living person could have that much rotted away skin and still continue to breathe. But then, a true zombie couldn’t talk. Never. In the almost fifty years since the undead Uprising, no one had ever heard a zed do anything more than moan or hiss.

She’d told the zombie, or man, or whatever he was, that she would do whatever she could to try straightening this out, but she didn’t know where to start. Who the hell was she supposed to call in the event of a talking, apparently sentient zombie? The person to talk to would probably be one of those zombie researchers, but there weren’t any in Fond du Lac anymore. There wasn’t a need. Except out in the boonies, the outer ruins of the old city, zombies were rarely heard or seen. No one worried about them anymore except when it came to entertainment, so there hadn’t been a reason to keep an expert around for a long time.

But she didn’t doubt that she had to do something, and quickly. Ringo sometimes had a good head on his shoulders, but from what little she had seen of Charlie she wouldn’t be surprised if he just shot the zombie—Edward, although it was still hard to think of a zombie as having a name—purely so he wouldn’t have to deal with this.

Rae went into the guard shack and grabbed her cell phone from where she had left it on the window sill. Her boyfriend had given it to her a couple weeks ago as a present to celebrate her new job as a gate guard. The phone made her the envy of all her friends, since so few of them could afford one yet, but she was never quite sure what to do with it. She’d heard from a few old timers that there had once been a time when everyone owned one, and most people had used them all the time. Her generation, however, hadn’t quite gotten used to having them again. Cellular towers and wireless communication had been restored to some parts of the country about fifteen years ago, but here in Wisconsin the technology renaissance had come later. She supposed people in the more populated areas of America would think that meant Rae and all the people here were backwater hicks, but she didn’t give a rat’s ass what they thought. It was her people that had been the ones to take back most of the country from the zeds, doing it all by themselves without the military help that the coasts had, so she figured those stuck up coast bastards could just suck it.

She fiddled with the phone, trying to figure out who she should call to alert about what she had just seen, but nothing came to her. Maybe she was just being a bleeding heart in thinking she needed to call anybody in the first place. Talking or not, Edward was a zed. His kind, if a virus-infected corpse could really be said to have a “kind,” had wiped out three-quarters of the Earth’s population before she had been born. Her parents had always told her stories about the early days of the Uprising, mostly as a way to scare her into not getting out of bed at night when she was supposed to be sleeping. Even though no zombies had gotten past the circular Empty Zone around Fond du Lac since she had been eight, her parents had still taught her how to use rifles and handguns just in case the zombies ever made a resurgence. If either of them had been alive today they would have been horrified at the idea of helping a zombie.

It was easier, however, to not care about a zombie when they were old and rotted and only had a passing resemblance to anything human. Edward looked like a living human, and if his weird regeneration continued at the rate Ringo and Charlie had hinted at, then he wouldn’t even be recognizable as a zed soon. That might not get him treated any different if those two still sold him to the Jamboree, though.

Finally Rae just dialed the first and only number that popped into her head, and her boyfriend Johnny picked up immediately.

“Rae, I know how much you want use your new phone,” Johnny said, “but I don’t think Merton Security is going to smile on the idea of you using it while you’re supposed to be on the job.”

“Hi to you too, sweetie. Gee, that greeting really makes me feel loved.”

“Sorry, but I just know how much you love your job and I wouldn’t want you to do anything to jeopardize it.”

Rae resisted the urge to sigh into her phone. She didn’t love her new job at all, actually, just like she didn’t really want to use her new phone. The phone just seemed decadent to her, a technology her parents had not needed during the Uprising so it couldn’t be that much more important now, despite how popular they were becoming again. And even though gate guard had once been a dangerous and noble profession, it was really pretty useless these days. Sitting in a shack with a kick-ass rifle she never got to use was just boring.

“I’ll keep it short, then,” Rae said. “I just wanted to know if you or anyone else at Merton might still have a phone number of one of those zombie experts that moved away last year.”

“Well, I don’t. I never really had to deal with any of them. But I’m sure their numbers are still on file at the office somewhere. Why?”

“Uh, nothing really, I guess. I just saw something…um, strange.”

“Strange like how?”

“Strange like…well, have you ever heard of a talking zed?”

Johnny was quiet for a few moments. “Um, no. Rae, zombies can’t talk.”

“Right, I know that, but what if one could?”

“They can’t.”

“Well I just saw one doing exactly that, so I guess they can.”

“You’re not drinking while on duty, are you?”

“No, damn it. And this is not a joke either. Two guys off into the ruins getting zeds for the Jamboree just came back in, and one of their zeds was talking. Looked fresher than it should have, too.”

“Maybe it was just so fresh it could still say some random things or something like that.”

“But it was an actual coherent conversation. Almost like it could think and everything.”

“Now you’re just being dumb. That’s completely impossible.”

This time Rae did sigh. Sometimes she just wanted to kick Johnny’s ass when he said things like that. If he didn’t keep her supplied with practice ammo whenever she wanted it she probably would have left him by now.

“I saw it with my own eyes. Something was extremely strange with this zed, and I just thought someone with some sort of expertise should know.”

It was Johnny’s turn to sigh. “I’ll see if I can get a hold of one, alright?” He said his standard “I love yous” and hung up, but Rae didn’t think he was actually going to make any call.

Rae set the phone back down on the window sill and picked up her rifle, holding it close to her chest as she stared out the window and thought. A zombie named Edward Schuett. Academically she always knew that zombies had once been alive, and on rare unfortunate occasions people still contracted the Animator virus and turned into zeds, but most undead that she saw had been that way since before she was born. People like Ringo brought zombies in every so often, but Rae had never thought to wonder what they might have been like in life. She had certainly never wondered what any of them were named.

Now, however, one had a name anyway. Edward. Now that she knew that much, she felt compelled to know more. She picked up the phone again, this time dialing one of her coworkers to see if he could finish her shift in the gate house.
  

Chapter Five
 

Although Edward knew he should be concerned more about his fate at the moment, he became distracted by the scenery as the truck moved through the city and actually felt some relief at being in a familiar environment. While the world outside the bulldozed circle had looked like Armageddon, here within the new confines of the city life looked almost like it should have. They passed an elementary school, and to his shock there were children playing in the fenced off playground. That was just such a normal thing to happen, and everything he had encountered up until now had been anything but normal. A few of the children saw the truck pass and stopped their playing to watch and point, but Edward didn’t feel awkward about suddenly being the object of so much attention. The existence of children in this strange new world gave him hope, although not for very long. When he thought of them for too long his mind turned to memories of Dana, and his heart sank. Maybe she was still out there somewhere, but from what little he knew so far he didn’t think he could muster much hope. Even if she was out there his little six year old girl wouldn’t be so little anymore. For all he knew, enough time might have passed that she could be a teenager by now. She might not even remember him anymore.

There were other landmarks he recognized, although most of them were not exactly the way he remembered them. The truck passed the building that had once been Edith’s Bakery, but it looked like it might be some kind of pawnshop now. In the distance looming over the rest of the city he could see one of the tallest structures in Fond du Lac, the hotel that had constantly changed hands and been renamed every so often from the Retlaw to the Clarion to the Ramada. The sign on the top of the building now declared that it was Merton Tower, but he couldn’t be sure if that meant it was still a hotel or not.

The truck occasionally passed people going about their business on the streets, although few gave the truck and cage a second glance. Those that did often did a second take as they saw Edward in the back with the zombies, and he kept hoping that someone would realize what a horrible mistake had been made, that a human had for some improbable reason been mistaken for a zombie and was being unjustly kept where the undead could kill him at any moment, but no one said anything. They just stared at him.

The zombies, for their part, thankfully didn’t look like they were going to be attacking him anytime soon. Often they would try to stand up in the cage only to fall all over each other when the truck hit another bump in the road. They treated Edward no differently than they treated each other, which made Edward more disquieted than comforted. He knew he wasn’t a zombie, but no one else here seemed to realize that, not even the real zombies. He wondered if he could get Ringo or Charlie to give him a mirror when they got to their destination, for no other reason than to see what everyone was seeing about him that he couldn’t.

Even though many of the places they had passed looked like they were thriving despite the apocalyptic scenario outside of the city, the truck ended up pulling into the driveway of a run-down two story home with its paint chipping and its roof sagging. The world had managed to continue on just as it once had, apparently, right down to being divided into haves and have-nots. Both doors of the truck opened at the same time to let Edward in on the middle of an argument.

“What’s to discuss?” Charlie said as he jumped out of the passenger side and slammed his door. Edward couldn’t help but notice he had his pistol out again.

“Absolutely nothing. Because again you seem to forget that I’m the one who’s in charge,” Ringo said.

“Bullshit you’re in charge. You’re the one with the truck. That don’t give you the right to be making that kind of decision.”

“That’s right. My truck, but also my zed prod and my cage and my gas and all kinds of other shit. If you don’t like how I decide to do this then you can just find another partner. Go ahead, just try. You’re not going to be making the same amount of cash with someone else, not with how scarce zeds have become. I’m the one who finds them. You just help haul them into the cage.”

“I’m also the one who can shoot this motherfucker’s head clear the fuck off,” Charlie said, raising his gun at Edward and pulling back the hammer.

“Jesus Christ!” Edward yelled as he ducked down, expecting a bullet to fly right through where his head had been. When there was no shot Edward looked back up. Charlie was walking briskly down the driveway and onto the sidewalk, cussing under his breath and waving his gun the whole way.

“What the hell was that about?” Edward asked Ringo, but Ringo didn’t answer. He was too busy rooting around behind the seats for the prod again.

“Damn it,” Edward said. “Answer me! I have a right to know what the hell is happening here!”

Ringo closed the door, the prod now in his hand. He looked unnerved and shook a little as he spoke. “You don’t have any rights what-the-hell-so-ever. You’re a fucking zed.” Ringo shook his head. “Jesus, I must be losing it. Arguing with a fucking zombie.”

“I am not a zombie,” Edward said. “I know I must look…strange, and I have no idea what’s going on with me, but I’m not a zombie. I’ve seen them in action. They’re mindless and just kill and eat anything in sight. Have I done anything that would make you think that about me?”

Ringo paused, and for the first time he looked Edward in the eye. “No. No you haven’t. That’s the weird part. And that’s why I’m not taking you with the others. You’re getting out here.”

“You’re letting me go?”

“Hell no. But I need to put you somewhere while I take the rest to the Jamboree. I don’t know if they’ll want to buy you when they see you or not, but I don’t want to take that chance. I don’t know how the hell you’re able to talk and think, but I don’t think most people around here would appreciate just how different that makes you. Maybe you’re not really a zombie, and if I ever find that out for certain I’ll gladly let you go. But if you are? Aw hell, I could make way more money off of you than I ever would by selling you to be shot at by a bunch of tourists at the Jamboree.”

Edward nodded, and Ringo shocked the other zombies through the bars before he went around to the back of the cage and fumbled with the keys. Edward wasn’t sure exactly what the Jamboree was, but he had already come to the conclusion that he didn’t want to go there. Ringo sounded like he was just going to lock Edward up somewhere else, but that was probably a better fate than any of the zombies would get.

Ringo kept the prod out and ready to use on Edward if he made any sudden moves, but Edward didn’t need the man upset. What he really wanted to do was rush the damned man and beat the hell out of him for locking Edward in a cage, but Ringo would likely only take that aggression as a sign that he really was a zombie. It would be better for now the keep calm and let everything happen.

“Can you at least tell me how long it’s been?” Edward asked.

“How long what’s been?” Ringo asked. He gestured for Edward to move back behind the house into the overgrown back yard, and Edward did as he was shown.

“How long it’s been since…well, since all this. The zombies, the abandoned parts of the city, the weird bulldozed area and the wall, all that. It looks like the world ended.”

Ringo paused before answering. “How the hell could anyone not know that?”

Edward continued to move, but he couldn’t resist the urge to be sarcastic. He had to have some sort of way to release all his tension. “Gee, maybe because I’m a zombie and I’m not all that smart. Please, just tell me.”

“The Uprising was over fifty years ago. Old news.”

Edward didn’t say anything. Fifty years. It no longer seemed so likely that he could find Dana after all.
  

Chapter Six
 

Ringo locked Edward in a storage shed out back and then left. Edward could hear the truck rumble to a start and then drive away, leaving him alone to try to piece together everything he had learned so far. He sat back against the shed’s far wall and tried to concentrate, but everything that had happened today had completely drained him and he drifted off to sleep instead.

There was nothing restful about his slumber. Even unconscious, he could feel the odd tingling and pain in his body as all the festering wounds continued to mend. He twitched and fidgeted as he slept, and strange red-tinted dreams came to him, dreams that were part bizarre incomprehensible images and part memories. The memories didn’t tell him much, just visions of walking long distances through ruined neighborhoods and streets with occasional blood-spattered violence that his mind wasn’t quite ready to show him in total. When he woke up these dreams stayed at the corner of his thoughts, just waiting for a time when his mind might be willing to deal with what they needed to show him.

He stretched his arms after he came to and stood up to stretch his legs, but that caused its own share of pain and a few cramps. He’d slowly been getting used to it all now, and rode out the agony as well as another bout of nausea. It was only when he was certain that he could keep the contents of his stomach down that he realized there wasn’t anything in there to begin with. The hunger in his stomach was minor pain compared to everything else, which struck him as odd. He didn’t know when the last time was that he had eaten, especially since he wasn’t sure how long it had been since he first woke up in the store, but it had to have been hours. He would have thought he would be hungrier than this. Come to think of it, he wasn’t sure when he had last needed to use a bathroom. He hadn’t felt the need to urinate at all, although from the scratchy and uncomfortable feeling of his underwear in back he suspected he might have had an accident at some point in the past. He didn’t want to think too hard about that for now, though.

There were a lot of other things he needed to think about, however, with his thought process finally working at full capacity. All of this was a lot to take in and he vaguely wondered if he was going through some sort of shock. That would make sense, wouldn’t it? His mind shouldn’t have been able to accept everything that had happened to him so far. At the moment, though, he thought he could deal with it. It might catch up with him later psychologically, but for now he felt calm.

Fifty years. He couldn’t bring himself to accept such a big number yet. That was longer than he had been alive (or at least believed himself alive, since apparently his true age would be somewhere around eighty-three). Whatever had happened, everything he remembered was now the distant past to many people. He didn’t think that any of the people he had met so far in this freakish nightmare version of his world were even old enough to remember the time Edward came from.

So the question was, how did he get from then to now? For some reason, the first thing that popped into his head were all those stupid science fiction movies Julia had loved so much, stories where someone got trapped in the wrong time. That idea was absolutely ridiculous, and it had the added side effect of bringing Julia to the forefront of his mind. He didn’t want to think about her, not yet. He didn’t want to consider the idea that she might be fifty years older and frail, or maybe even dead…

No, best not to think about her. Not yet. Not until he was more ready to deal with this. He had to keep his mind back on figuring out what had happened in the first place.

Time travel, then, was too idiotic to consider, but he supposed it was no less insane than the idea of dead people walking. He had seen that with his own eyes, and not just today. That had begun on that Fourth of July fifty years ago now. And if he had any hope of understanding how he had made it to this point, then he needed to better reconstruct that day in his memory.

There had been no sign that anything was out of the ordinary for most of the day, and the first time he had begun to wonder if something was wrong was when he had heard a car crash somewhere a few blocks away from his house. No, wait, maybe that wasn’t the first he had heard. He vaguely remembered something he’d heard when he’d gone for supplies at Walmart, something the cashier had said. The girl, a bored-looking twenty-something, had mentioned some sort of scare she’d been hearing about down in the direction of Chicago, some virus or something. She’d said it was being mentioned all over the place on Twitter and she’d asked him if he wanted to by one of those surgical-type masks. A lot of people had been coming in to get them, she had said. Edward had nodded politely and left, holding his tongue against all the obscenities he’d wanted to say to her. It had just been more hysteria created by morons who would believe anything the media told them, just like all the people that had been afraid of the West Nile Virus and the Swine Flu.

Except he supposed that hadn’t been the case. The outbreak that had begun in Chicago hadn’t been false hysteria after all.

When he had actually been doing the cookout, though, it had been the car crash that had made him uneasy. Dana was playing on her swing set and didn’t even hear the noise over her own delighted giggles on the swing. The sound hadn’t been too terribly loud, so Edward tried to pass it off as a fender bender and go on cooking his brats. Julia came out and asked him if he had heard it, and he said he had, but she wasn’t too worried. She was more curious than anything. Edward wouldn’t really call her a gossip, but she always wanted to know the latest news about their neighbors, and he supposed she wanted to know if it had been anyone she knew.

Edward was too preoccupied with making sure the brats were perfect, that sweet spot where they were cooked all the way through but not darker than a deep brown on any side, to notice that Julia went around to the side of the house to the front. He did hear, however, when she screamed.

The first thing he did when he heard the scream, even before he had checked for Julia, was to look for Dana. She was still on the swing set, sitting at the top of the slide, but her little six-year old eyes were wide as she looked in the direction of the side of the house. Edward turned to look at the same place and completely forgot about the brats.

Julia was running toward him holding her left wrist. He could see the blood dripping from it and splashing on the grass as she ran, but he didn’t yet fully register that she was hurt. As he abandoned the grill and went to stop her in her panicked flight he became aware that hers wasn’t the only scream in the air. Somewhere else in the neighborhood there were other screams, men and women both, as well as other noises he couldn’t quite identify yet. The noises were loud and yet deep, like the wind blowing through empty canyons, sounds that had no right being heard in a quiet neighborhood in Heartland America.

“Get Dana inside! Get her inside!” Julia screamed, and even though Edward had no idea what was happening his instincts told him to do exactly what she said. He ran to the swing set and grabbed his daughter as Julia ran in the house through the back door, and as he was pulling the startled and now crying girl off the slide he looked in the direction Julia had come from. He saw the first of the monsters coming around the side of the house, a creature that looked human except for its uneven walk and the unidentifiable guts hanging from the wide gash in its stomach. His hand went up to cover Dana’s eyes, but he couldn’t look away. He couldn’t help but continue staring even as the thing shambled closer, and only when he saw a second one coming up behind the first did he realize he should be running for the safety of the house.

As soon as he was through the door Julia slammed it behind him, although she wasn’t able to manage much force. She looked pale, and the blood was still flowing from her arm at an alarming rate. He set Dana down in the living room and ran to get something to bandage Julia’s arm, although all he’d been able to find on such short notice had been a couple of t-shirts. They at least slowed down the blood, and while Julia slouched exhausted in Edward’s arms he had stared out the living room window to see all the insane carnage going on outside. He had no idea what those things were or what they wanted, but they were ravenous, attacking anything that moved and ripping it apart with their teeth.

Edward didn’t know how long he sat there watching, but when he came to his senses again he realized Dana was no longer in the room with them. He called her name, but she didn’t answer. When he tried to move Julia out of the way so he could go look for Dana, however, she didn’t budge. She was just dead weight in his arms. That scared him at first until he noticed her shivering. He put a hand to her head, ready to test for a fever or something, and that was when she bit him.

He remembered yelling and pulling away from her as she first fell to the floor and then began crawling after him. He moved away, suddenly very frightened of the vacant and unfocused look in her eyes, but all memories after that faded to a hazy intense blur in his mind. All he could remember was the smell of burning brats coming in through the window, and with that he had begun to feel very, very hungry.

The shed he was in now didn’t have any windows, but it was poorly constructed enough that light shone through several wide gaps in the roof slats, and Edward used the feeble light to look at his hand where Julia had once bit him. His arm still looked rotted and festered, although decidedly less so than it had when he had first woken up. His body really did appear to be healing itself. There was a faint outline near his thumb and forefinger that might have once been the impression of teeth, but they wouldn’t have been recognizable if he hadn’t known what he was looking for. It might even have just been his imagination. He continued staring for a long time until he was finally able to forcibly accept the truth.

Everyone he had met so far was right. Edward was a zombie. Or at least he had been one yesterday. He had no idea what he was now.
  

Chapter Seven
 

With her rifle Spanky slung on a strap over her shoulder, Rae biked through the streets of Fond du Lac to the North Side. According to what little history Rae knew about the city, the northern end had once been the site of Lakeside Park. Her parents had once told her that the park had included a playground and various rides, all situated on the shore of beautiful Lake Winnebago. The lake was still there, as well as the marina and historic lighthouse that had lit the way for boats to get into the harbor, but everything else had changed. The playground equipment and broken down carousel had been hauled away long ago, and all the canals that had wound their way through the park had been filled in. The barn from the old petting zoo was all that still stood, and it now served as the entrance to the Jamboree.

Rae locked her bike up at the bike rack next to about thirty others. People like Ringo could afford a little gasoline for their cars thanks to all the money they brought in with the increasingly rare zombies (and didn’t have any real choice in the matter, since it was kind of hard to pull around a cage full of zombies on a ten-speed), but most other people had to make do with simpler transportation. Rae had seen on television how people on the coasts were starting to have huge amounts of oil imported in again, but as usual everyone in the center of the country had to make do with the dregs.

The Jamboree didn’t look open for business just yet, as it was still far too early in the day for any big crowds, but there at least seemed to be some activity as the Jamboree’s employees prepared for the night’s show. Rae walked up to the front entrance in the converted barn and waited while a bored looking teenage boy came up to the ticket counter.

“I’m sorry, ma’am,” he said with a tone that made it evident he had given this same line hundreds of times before. “We are not quite opened for business yet. Show times are every Wednesday and Friday from eight p.m. to ten p.m. Tickets will be available—”

“I’m not here for tickets,” Rae said. The Jamboree’s new days and hours were news to her, but they weren’t surprising. Her parents might have mourned the loss of a carousel from days gone by, but to her the Jamboree was the place of fond childhood memories that was slowly slipping away. Built shortly before she’d been born, a few years after the government had declared their “victory” against the zombie Uprising, it had originally been a way to get rid of more zeds while both making a profit and giving the people a way to “get back” at the creatures who had wiped out three-quarters of the human race. People still came to watch the Jamboree, but not as many anymore. Those who did come were older. The younger generation had forgotten what the zeds had done to the world and didn’t understand why they had to be exterminated like vermin.

The other more pressing problem for the show, however, was how few zombies there were left out there anymore. No one had ever developed an inoculation against the Animator Virus, but humanity had become highly adept at surviving anyway. Fewer people being bitten meant fewer new zombies, while the old ones were rounded up and brought to places like this.

The Jamboree wouldn’t be around forever, and Rae felt a deep sense of melancholy whenever she came here. People were forgetting the older ways too easily, losing their heritage.

“I’m actually here looking for one of the zed dealers,” Rae said. “Guy named Ringo. He been around yet?”

The boy shrugged, somehow managing to look even more bored now than when he had started the conversation. “Don’t know. They don’t come through the front, so I don’t really have to deal with them.”

“Right,” Rae said with a sigh. She moved to go around the ticket counter and into the Jamboree, but the kid suddenly became more animated.

“Wait, no. You can’t go back there. You can come back at one of the showtimes on Wednesday or Friday from—”

“Kid, I’ve got business to take care of.”

“Well, you can’t go back with your rifle. No outside weapons allowed in the Jamboree.”

Rae blinked. That was a new one, but she supposed it had been as inevitable as everything else about the Jamboree’s decline. In its early days people had been encouraged to bring their own weapons, partly because it wanted to insure that people were prepared if anything in the show ever got out of hand, and partly because the Jamboree hadn’t owned enough of its own weapons to pass around to all the people who wanted to take part in the festivities.

Now they must have had enough weapons but not enough people. And lawmakers had started passing gun laws, which was just ridiculous. What if the common person on the street needed to kill some zed outbreak? Rae could have sworn that the world had lost all its common sense.

“Spanky doesn’t leave my side,” Rae said. “He just doesn’t.”

“Then you can’t go in, because no outside weapons…”

“…are allowed in the Jamboree. Right, I heard you the first time.” Rae rolled her eyes as she reached into her pocket and pulled out her security badge. “Except I think I’m going to be an exception.”

The kid scrutinized her badge, and she was thankful that he finally showed a small amount of respect in his expression. Even Merton Security had lived long past its heyday, but at least the company still had some pull. Rae hadn’t been sure that she’d wanted this job to start with, but it still gave her a little prestige.

“Okay, I guess you can go in with it,” the kid said. “If the guy you’re looking for is here, he’ll probably be at either the loading dock or the cell block. On the far side of the stadium.”

Rae nodded and went past the ticket counter into the lobby. It was dark at the moment and empty except for a single woman restocking candy at the snack bar. There was a hall going off to her right that she suspected would lead to the back storage rooms and the cell block, but Rae didn’t go that way immediately. Instead, she went up the short flight of stairs and passed through a double set of doors, taking a deep breath and staring out at the stadium, the real home of the Jamboree.

The stadium was the largest structure that had been built in Fond du Lac since the zombie Uprising, and although Rae supposed it wasn’t nearly as big as similar places in other cities, it still managed to impress her even now. When she had been a little girl the place had seemed absolutely massive, though, an epic place where amazing things always happened. The seats could hold several thousand people, designed back in a time when every one of Fond du Lac’s ten thousand remaining residents had crowded into the Jamboree at least once a week. There were even more people in the city now, the result of an entire generation mating indiscriminately trying to repopulate the world, yet fewer people crowded into the stadium.

As much as she relished the memories of the place, however, Rae’s melancholy only grew at the sight of the place outside of peak hours. The sky was dreary and threatened to drop a drizzling rain on the muddy open space within the stadium, making the lonely, depressed feel of the place even worse. On the main field area several stages were set up on the sides complete with posts to tie zeds to, where they would be whipped or have their flakey flesh pealed from their bodies, or sometimes just plain shot. A couple of motorcycles were parked off to the side with chains attached to a hook at the back. Rae remembered the awe she had felt when she had first seen them in action. Four chains from four separate motorcycles would be attacked to a zed’s individual limbs, and then the motorcycles would race away from the zed, ripping the zombie into four pieces. If the motorcycles were fast enough they could sometimes pull all four limbs off at once, leaving a fifth piece behind in the form of a powerless torso. Sometimes the zed had been tougher than it looked, and the motorcycles would spin their wheels in the mud as they tried to pull it apart. The zombies in these cases would usually give a peculiar high pitched moan, much to the cheers and laughter of the audience.

Some people who came to the show would even pay extra to shoot their own zombies. Kids that did this were given special badges and ribbons as souvenirs. Rae still had all of hers stashed away in a box in her closet.

There were many other ways here to destroy zeds for the amusement of a humanity that wanted revenge for what the zombies had done, but Rae couldn’t look at them anymore for now. It was all just a reminder that people were forgetting. Her parents had taught her to never forget and never forgive these things, but others apparently hadn’t learned the same lessons. Times were changing, and probably not for the better.

Apparently more than just the times were changing, though. At least one zombie had gone through something, and it was time to stop reminiscing and find out what the hell was happening.

Rae walked past the rows of seats until she got to an exit marked with signs saying “Employees Only,” and she went through to find herself a dingy, dimly lit corridor. She could hear voices down the hall and followed them, not entirely sure she was going in the right direction until she also heard the moans of zombies. She continued following them past a couple of offices until she found herself in a wide open room full of cages. There were over a hundred cages in here, each one big enough for a single zombie, but only about fifteen were occupied. As she walked passed them a couple of the zombies charged her with their hands out to grab at her, only to hit the bars and stumble stupidly back. Rae looked at each one but none of them appeared to be the mysterious Edward Schuett. She tried to see if any of them were the other zeds she had seen in Ringo’s truck, but that was a lost cause. All zombies looked the same to her.

Beyond all the cages there was a loading dock, and here Rae found Ringo in a quiet conversation with someone behind a nearby desk. The man behind the desk was counting out a stack of bills, and Ringo stared at the money with a bemused look on his face.

“Are you sure that’s all you can give me?” Ringo said. “I brought in four. How many people actually bring in that many at a time anymore?”

“Not many. You’re still one of the best, Ringo,” the man behind the desk said. “But we can’t pay more money than we have.”

“What the hell ever happened to supply and demand? Supply is way down these days.”

“And so is demand. I’m sorry. Really I am. We’re all struggling lately. But this is the best I can do.”

“Yeah, well, just see how long I keep this up at prices like this,” Ringo said.

“If you stop that will be a shame, no doubt in that, but I’m serious. I can’t do anything else for you.”

Ringo sighed and grabbed his cash, and that was when he noticed Rae standing a few feet away. The man behind the desk noticed, too, and he stood up.

“Sorry lady, I don’t know how you got back here but we don’t allow people to bring in their own weapons any—”

 


“She’s with Merton Security,” Ringo said quietly.

“Oh,” the man said, “well, of course. Welcome. How can I—”

“I’m actually here to talk to him,” Rae said, pointing at Ringo. “Probably want to do it in private, right, Ringo?”

Rae didn’t exactly like her job, but as she sat there watching Ringo fidget like a kid who had just been caught playing with his parents’ semi-automatic, she had to think there were times where it was worth it.

She followed Ringo out of the loading dock and back to his truck, where he reached in and pulled a pouch of tobacco and some papers from his glove compartment. He offered some to Rae, and they both rolled a cigarette on the hood of his truck while they talked.

“So I would guess you’re here to talk about the one weird zombie I picked up.”

“Edward,” Rae said. “He said his name was Edward.”

“Yep, that he did,” Ringo said. He put his finished cigarette in his mouth and lit it, then lit Rae’s. “Christ, a zed isn’t supposed to have a name.”

“Not supposed to talk, either,” Rae said.

“I’ve got to tell you, I don’t have the slightest clue what I’m going to do with it. I thought at first maybe I could sell it somewhere special, like as part of a freak show or something. But I’m the one who’s freaking out here. These things aren’t supposed to happen.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. I tried to contact one of those zombie experts, even.”

Ringo didn’t look too happy about that. “I don’t think that’s really your place. The damned thing is mine, and anything like that is shit I should be doing myself.”

“In the event that thing is really sentient and conscious,” Rae said, “I don’t think you have any right to be calling it yours.”

“I’m the one who caught it, so it’s mine. Jesus, don’t go trying to act like it actually has feelings or a soul or anything.”

Rae thought as she took a long drag on her cigarette, then spoke. “And how do you know it doesn’t have a soul?”

“It’s a fucking zombie, that’s how. It died. Its soul is gone.”

“I’d usually be more than happy to agree to that, but just playing Devil’s advocate here. Did you happen to notice if it was breathing again?”

Ringo leaned against his truck and was silent for several seconds. When he spoke again his voice was quiet. “Yeah, I kind of did.”

“And if it’s breathing, then maybe it has a heartbeat. And it certainly seems to be able to think. So yeah, it was dead. But by any definition I guess it’s alive again. And if it’s alive, then maybe it has a soul.”

Ringo shook his head and flicked his cigarette away, noticing too late that he had only been half done with it. “I will never believe that those things could possibly have souls. They kill. They go up to people that look just like them and eat them. How can you possibly say that something that destroys something so close to its own kind could ever have a soul?”

Rae took another long drag and blew a cloud of smoke into the air, thinking about what Ringo said. His words made a certain amount of sense, she supposed, but she wasn’t sure if his logic was infallible. She had two gut instincts warring inside her. One fell in line with the words her parents had always said, all the things about how the only good zed was one with a bullet hole through its brain. The other kept coming back to that pleading look that had been on Edward’s face.

“Okay, so maybe most zombies don’t have souls,” Rae said. “But this other one is different. Even if it doesn’t have a soul, it’s still a living, thinking creature. And I can’t let you just keep it locked up in…um, where do you even have it right now?”

“None of your damn business. Now look, are you here on official Merton Security business, or are you here just to satisfy your own fucking curiosity?”

She supposed she could lie, but there was always the slight possibility that a lie could come back later and lose her the job. “As far as I know Merton doesn’t know anything about this Edward yet. The only people who know anything weird is going on are you, me, and your idiot friend.” She supposed Johnny knew, too, but she didn’t think that would make much difference. He was too interested in himself and his job to care much about some random weird zombie. Or at least she hoped. If he did get it in his head to tell someone at Merton she didn’t think anyone there would stop to consider questions of a zombie’s rights or soul. They would probably just see a smart zombie as a threat that needed to be eliminated immediately. Suddenly Rae wasn’t so sure if involving Johnny had been such a good idea, not if anybody hoped to get to the bottom of this situation without just shooting Edward in the head.

Ringo looked at his tobacco pouch like he wanted to roll another cigarette, then apparently decided against it. “Yeah, the problem with Charlie, though, is that last I saw him we didn’t part on good terms. Meaning he was threatening to blow that zed’s head off. He could be out drinking right now and blabbing to everybody about what he saw.”

“And if he does,” Rae said, “we’ll likely have people storming your place with torches and pitchforks looking for a piece of him. Please tell me you didn’t actually just lock Edward up somewhere at your home.”

Ringo grimaced. “It’s in my shed out back.”

Rae tossed her butt to the ground and smeared it out with her boot. “Which means we should probably move him.”

“What do you mean ‘we?’“ Ringo said. “I already fucking told you. My zombie to do whatever I fucking want with it.”

“And if you want to keep you miracle money-making zombie then you’ll let me help, got it?”

“Why are you even here? What the hell is it you’re getting out of this?”

That was a good question, one Rae had been wondering about for most of this conversation. She’d never wanted anything to do with zombies, and a smart, talking zombie shouldn’t have been any different. But it was different somehow.

Rae shrugged. “Maybe I just feel sorry for him.”

“It. You mean you feel sorry for it.”

“That’s what I said. Now come on. Maybe if we talk with it we can even figure out what happened that made it so special. You mind putting my bike in your truck and giving me a ride?”

“Sure, but would you mind putting your rifle in back, too? It might be a little large to fit in—”

“Not a chance in hell. Now let’s go.” She was so interested in getting her bike loaded and going to see the mysterious zombie that she forgot she had put her cell on silent, and she didn’t feel it vibrate.
  

Chapter Eight
 

Ringo hadn’t bothered to take anything out of the shed before he’d locked Edward in, and Edward considered for a while if he wanted to arm himself with any of the shed’s tools before Ringo came back. Ringo had the prod, but if he were quick enough Edward thought he might be able to knock it out of Ringo’s hands with a well-timed hit from a shovel. There was a weed whacker in here, too, although it was the electric kind and there wasn’t an outlet in the shed. Edward wondered if it would look threatening enough anyways, but that was just stupid. The weed whacker didn’t even look like it had been used in all the years since the zombie apocalypse, so it might very well just wimp apart if he grabbed it from its hook on the wall.

After enough time, however, he decided fighting his way out of here was a terrible idea. On a practical physical level it sucked. Although he was feeling much better now than when he had first woken up, he still felt stiff in most of his joints. Even if he could fight off Ringo, Edward still didn’t think he could run as well as he used to. Of course, for all he knew that had nothing to do with his zombie-like condition. That could just be that he was technically somewhere around 83 years old now.

And if he did run, where would he even go? If the condition of his arms matched the condition of his face, then Edward didn’t think he would be able to pass for an average human yet. For all he knew, everyone on the outside had heard about the freakish zombie that could talk, and if he were running around people might look for him.

Besides, he didn’t want to run. He only knew the bare bones about what had happened to the world, and he didn’t want to be out there in this new way of life while he was all alone. He wanted to know what had happened to his wife and daughter. He wanted to know what had happened to his home. And he really wanted to know how the hell he could be a zombie that was apparently in the process of being cured. Even though his fate was uncertain if he stayed, he thought he could get more answers from Ringo than out on his own. And Ringo would be more inclined to give answers if Edward didn’t simply attack him when he opened the door next.

Edward was only aware of the passage of time thanks to the subtle changes in light through the roof slats. The time had to be late in the afternoon, possibly coming up on dusk. He’d had a watch on him the day of the cookout, but at some point in the long time between it had vanished from his wrist. He’d also had a cell phone in his pocket, but the pockets of his jeans had also worn through long ago and everything that had been inside them must have fallen through. Not that the cell phone would have done him any good, anyway. He wouldn’t have been able to check the time unless he had turned it off and conserved the battery (and he wasn’t even sure if the battery would have worked after that long), and he couldn’t even be sure if the provider had survived the zombie uprising or war or whatever it had been.

It suddenly occurred to him that he was sitting here locked in a shed with some sort of zombie virus while he worried about his cell provider, and he had no choice but to laugh for several minutes. Then he had to cry for several more. By the time he was finished he actually felt a sense of relief. Whatever else was currently wrong with his body, at least he could still cry.

He didn’t know how much longer it was, but soon after he started pondering this issue he heard Ringo’s noisy truck pulling up into the driveway. He stood and waited by the door as he heard footsteps moving across the grass, and he waited anxiously as he heard a key rattling in the lock. He was determined to stand here and look completely harmless, as civilized as someone could when wearing only rags, the perfect picture of…

The door opened and Edward cried out as someone shoved the business end of a pink rifle in his face.

“Sweet Jesus, put that thing down!” he yelled. The woman holding the rifle, the same one he’d seen at the gate, looked shocked at his surprise, then sheepishly lowered the weapon. Ringo stood off to the side of the door snickering to himself.

“Sorry, I guess,” the woman said. “I just needed to be sure you weren’t going to try anything.”

“I don’t want to try jack,” Edward said. “All I want is for people to stop trying to kill me long enough so I can get some damned idea how the hell all this is happening.”

“Well, I suppose it’s about time we talked, isn’t it?” the woman said. “But not right yet. We need to move you first. Ringo’s friend—”

Ringo snorted. “I sure as hell wouldn’t call him that.”

“Ringo’s helper, Charlie,” the woman said, “he could always come back and try something. We need to move you some place safer while we figure out what to do with you. Once you’re moved, then we can talk.”

“Where are we going?” Edward asked.

“My place for now,” the woman said.

“I don’t suppose you can get me something to eat when we get there?” Edward asked. Ringo and the woman both tensed noticeably. “What?”

The woman raised her rifle slightly like she wasn’t sure if she wanted to aim it at him again or not. “And what exactly are you hungry for?”

Edward shrugged, and one of the last memories from before everything went hazy came back to him. “I don’t suppose you guys still have brats, do you? They haven’t just sort of vanished into history over the last fifty years?”

Ringo let out a single “Ha!”

The woman raised an eyebrow but grinned and lowered the rifle again. “This is Wisconsin. Of course we still have brats.”

“What,” Edward said, “you expected me to want brains?”

“I’ve never known a zombie to be too particular about what part of a person it eats,” the woman said. “But I guess I sort of thought something like that.”

Truthfully, what really started Edward’s stomach rumbling was the thought of raw brats, but he didn’t think that would go over too well with these two just yet.

Ringo and the woman led him back to the truck, and Edward was grateful that at least the woman’s guard seemed to be down. Ringo still looked edgy about being so close to an unrestrained zombie. Even though the man hadn’t been completely terrible to him yet, Edward was starting to not like the man so much.

Ringo went around to the back of the truck and fussed with his keys for the lock. “Okay. In you go.”

Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to argue with armed people, but Edward was starting to get annoyed at this treatment. “Why do I have to get in the cage again? Haven’t I proven yet that I’m not going to do anything to you guys?”

“There’s not room enough for three people in the front,” Ringo said. “And besides, you may not be acting much like a zed but you still stink like one. I ain’t having you sit up there and stain the seats with your zombie muck.”

He was probably right, but that didn’t keep Edward’s anger from flaring up. This was all getting ridiculous. The woman must have seen this, because she spoke up.

“I’ll get in the cage with you, if you want.”

Ringo’s jaw dropped. “Why the flying hell would you want to do that?”

“It’ll give me and Edward the chance for that talk he wants.”

“Are you a complete fucking idiot?” Ringo asked. “I’m not going to lock you alone in a cage with a fucking zed.”

“I don’t think I have anything to worry about from him,” the woman said to Ringo. “And even if he does try something?” She patted her pink rifle. “I think Spanky can take care of me just fine.”

Ringo gave an unhappy snort and went back to opening up the cage. “Right. Fine. I just hope you know what you’re doing.”

Edward stared at the shockingly pink rifle. Ringo could hope all he wanted that she knew what she was doing. Edward simply hoped that she didn’t have an itchy trigger finger.
  

Chapter Nine
 

The woman told him to keep low in the back of the truck as it started up and backed out into the street. Made sense, Edward supposed. He already looked suspicious enough as it was. It would look even stranger if someone saw that the cage held not only a regenerating zombie but also a normal human who didn’t look the least bit afraid. She stayed on the opposite side of the cage and kept “Spanky” pointed at him the entire time, but she left her finger off the trigger.

“I’m Rae Neuman,” the woman said.

Edward gave a half-hearted salute. “Edward Schuett.”

“Right. You already said that.”

“I also said I’m not a zombie, but… maybe you guys were the ones who were right on that one.”

“Yeah,” Rae said. “I figured you haven’t actually had a good look at yourself yet, so I had Ringo grab a mirror before we came out to get you.” She reached into her pocket and gingerly pulled out a piece of glass that looked like it had once been part of a car’s rear-view mirror. She held it out to Edward, and he took it, careful not to look in yet.

“I’m not sure that I actually want to see,” Edward said.

“I really think you should,” Rae said. “It might be kind of a shock, but just be grateful you’re seeing yourself now rather than earlier.”

Edward nodded and took a deep breath. He might have stopped denying that he had, at some point, been a zombie, but acknowledging that and seeing the proof of it were two different things. Everything up until now had almost felt like a dream to him, a terrible dream that just wouldn’t end, but seeing what he looked like would likely finally drive home the reality of it. A part of him wanted to hold onto the hope that it was a dream for just a while longer.

He remembered Dana again, and her myriad little cuts and bruises from random acts of childhood. He’d always told her the best way to remove a Band-Aid was to rip it off quick and get all the pain over with. If he didn’t get this over with and look then Dana would have a hypocrite for a father. Wherever she was, if she was still alive somewhere (and the memory of her disappearance before Julia had bit him gave him hope that she could still be out there in some shape or form) then he wanted to continue being a good influence for her.

He held up the shard of mirror in front of his face and forced himself to stare. The shard was small enough that he couldn’t see his entire face at once and doubtless didn’t get the full effect, but he was absolutely grotesque. He inhaled sharply and fumbled with the shard, almost dropping it, cutting the tips of his fingers when he caught it again. The blood that welled up from the cuts was probably darker than it should have been, but he didn’t pay it much mind. He was still trying to accept what he had just seen. With another deep breath he raised the mirror again, this time forcing himself not to look away.

His eyes were the first thing he saw. The irises looked like they were the right color, but the whites were more of a dark gray, almost black in places. It dawned on him that they were probably bloodshot, but the dark color of his blood kept them from looking pink like they should. From there he moved the mirror, carefully chronicling all the disturbing details of his current face. He had not been an ugly man at all when he was younger, although he supposed to anyone other than Julia he would have been considered average rather than handsome. So he hadn’t been terribly vain. But now he couldn’t believe that he was actually allowing anyone to see his face. His skin was pale grey with veins of blackish green running through. His cheeks were sunken in, and in several places the skin was pitted with deep open sores covered in dark dried pus. His hair was patchy on his head, looking like a field of dead grass that had been salted in random places to keep life from growing on it. His lips were ragged and uneven, like something had eaten them away in places, and he supposed that was very likely exactly the case. His gums were black and several teeth were missing, leaving the broken ones that were left to poke out in random directions.

For all these horrible details, however, he could clearly see that everything seemed to be healing. From his blackened gums several small, shiny bits of bone shown through that appeared to the beginnings of new teeth. A few of the pits on his cheeks looked like they were not so dry as they had once been, and where the pus flowed a little more freely the skin might have been knitting itself back together. The open patches on his skull had the slightest hint of peach fuzz to suggest a new head of hair in the future, even in the places where he had already been bald. And all of this was hours after Ringo and Charlie had first noticed that he looked to be healing. Edward couldn’t guess yet the rate that these changes were occurring, but he didn’t think he would look anything like this by this time tomorrow. Even the cuts on his fingers tingled like they were healing faster than they had any right.

“Jesus Christ in heaven,” Edward said. “This is insane.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Rae said. “So, you want to tell me everything you know about all this?”

“Lady…Rae, I don’t know jack.”

“Then why don’t you start by telling me anything you remember. Anything at all.”

Edward sighed and gave her the abbreviated version of everything he had remembered while in the shed and everything from the moment between waking up in the store and getting taken by Ringo. Rae said nothing while he talked, nodding occasionally as she rubbed the stock of her rifle. She held onto the thing like a child might a teddy bear, but Edward didn’t say anything about that. She didn’t strike him as the kind of person who would take it favorably being compared to a little kid.

“And that’s it?” she asked, peeking her head up to look over the side of the truck as it slowed to a stop. He was about to ask if they were at her place yet, but from his position he could see a stop-and-go light in front of them. It felt strangely comforting that, even with the apocalypse come and gone, things like traffic lights could still exist.

“It’s at least everything I remember,” Edward said.

“Well, none of that really tells me shit, except that whatever is causing you to regenerate apparently started some time last night or early this morning.”

“Yeah, but that doesn’t give us a reason why,” Edward said. “Can I ask some questions now? Please? I think I’ve been in the dark long enough.”

“I’ll answer whatever questions I can, I guess, but I don’t know how much help I’ll be.”

“Then I guess you should start with…um, what the hell actually happened?”

“What which happened when?”

“Well, the end of the world. The zombie armageddon.”

Rae raised an eyebrow. “Zombie armageddon? That’s a new one. Why the hell would you call it that?”

“Well, that had to be what it was, right? The end of the world? Everything now is the post-apocalypse?”

“Jesus, that’s an exaggeration if I ever heard one,” Rae said. “I mean, yeah, things got bad back in those days. They say three-quarters of the world’s population was wiped out…”

“Holy fucking shit! Three-quarters? How the hell am I exaggerating, then?”

“Because, look around you.” She gestured around the truck, then remembered that he couldn’t actually sit up and look. “Or, at least think of everything you’ve seen so far. I know this is probably different than you remember, but you’re from fifty years ago. Of course things are going to be different. Different doesn’t exactly mean bad.”

“But…all the ruins outside that weird open perimeter circle thing…”

“Have been that way for as long as I can remember,” Rae said. “No change, not really. You’ve got some people living way out in the boonies trying to farm now, but otherwise there’s nothing new or different. Last I checked the world was continuing on just fine, no end in sight. And it sure as hell looks like it will continue that way for a long time.”

Edward shook his head, not understanding how anyone could miss the severity of what had happened. The world had changed drastically and into something he couldn’t recognize. An untold number of people throughout the world had died. He had no idea how someone could look at an event in history like that and not think it was the apocalypse. But he didn’t think he was going to convince this woman, and whether she was talking to him civilly or not right now he still didn’t think it would be a good idea to get into an argument with her while she was still holding a rifle in hand.

“Okay, so it wasn’t the end of the world. What do you call it, then?”

“We call it the Uprising, but I’ve never thought that was a very good term for it. Uprising implies they were downtrodden or something like that, like they were slaves that fought back. They weren’t. They were just people. They died, they got back up, they ate people. Those that they didn’t finish eating got back up, too.”

Edward felt a shiver at the matter-of-fact way she described it. “How is that even possible? Dead people getting up and walking. Was it magic or something?”

“Don’t be a moron. I don’t know, I guess there were probably some people that thought that at the time. Some people still do. Lot’s of people thought God was punishing everybody. Couple of religions sprung up because of it. It was a virus though. The Animator Virus.”

“So, it was like a plague? How did it start?”

“Don’t know. Occasionally you’ll hear new studies or news reports about it. Government keeps saying new things every so often. Most people don’t even bother with official explanations. Some nutjobs have got all kinds of conspiracy theories. But, I don’t know, I guess most people just don’t care.”

“Don’t care? Jesus Christ, what the hell is wrong people in this time? How could anyone not care?”

“Easy. It was over fifty years ago. It’s history. Most people are too busy trying to pay their bills or get married and have kids or things like that. They can’t be bothered with wondering about some mysteries that are half a century old. It’s like…um, I don’t know, I’m not so good with history. It’s like people in your time would have acted about things that happened during World War I, maybe. The thing with the Nazis.”

“I think you may be thinking of World War II.”

“Maybe. But it’s something in the past that happened, it affected things, but it’s the past. Where the zeds come from is less important to daily life than the simple fact that they exist.”

Edward sighed. “Alright. So you don’t know where this Animator Virus came from, but it made the dead come back to life and try to eat people. The first I remember of this thing, it was starting somewhere around Chicago. Is that right?”

Rae squinted her eyes and looked up at the sky in thought. “Yeah, I guess that sounds familiar. Somewhere around there. Spread quickly, because people die and then rise so quickly after a bite.”

“Right, that much I was able to figure out from my memories. So what happened after that?”

“Spread across the whole country, then the world. I don’t know a whole lot about the ways different places fought against it. Most of that is military history, and while I guess I’ve always enjoyed that I never had much time for it. There are a few things everybody knows about: the Korean Nuclear Pact, the Battle of Atlanta, the Greater and Lesser Texas Purges. Mostly what I know is the things my parents told me. They lived through it, told me about all the local stuff that happened, taught me how to fight against it if it ever happened again. The zeds are still out there, as I guess you of course know, and they still bite. It could always happen again. My parents were sure it would.”

“And me? Are you expecting me to try biting you?” Edward asked.

“I’ve still got my rifle pointed at you, don’t I?” They both looked at the rifle at the same time. Her hands were relaxed on it, and it pointed off to the side. Rae readjusted it so it pointed at him again, and Edward had to fight not to smile at the way she blushed.

A thought suddenly occurred to Edward. “So your parents lived through it?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Are there records somewhere of everyone that survived? Somewhere I could look to see if people I knew came through it okay?”

Rae shook her head. “Not really. Not very good records, at least. People weren’t too concerned at keeping accurate records while they were fighting to survive. Lots of journals have survived. The history sections of bookstores have been filling up with them in recent years. Personally, I think a lot of them are fake, but the ones that have been proven real are the biggest source of info on that sort of thing. Other things that I guess were probably around in your time, social security numbers and birth certificates and death certificates and all that, those all have only come back within the last twenty years or so. If you’re looking for information on anyone in particular it will be a nightmare finding anything.”

Edward took a deep breath and stared at his hands folded in his lap. If what Rae said was true, then there likely no way for him to ever find out what had happened to Dana. Except maybe from the personal recollections of survivors, he supposed. If he could do a little more digging there…

“Who were your parents?” Edward asked. “How old were they when the…um, Uprising happened?”

Rae smiled, and Edward couldn’t help but notice that she let the business end of her rifle slip away from him again.

“John Neuman and Annie Heine. They were…oh, I don’t know. Maybe twelve or thirteen when they first met. Just a few days after the zeds really hit Fond du Lac. They found out that a large group of survivors had taken one of the junior high schools as a hideout. Dad came in with his own mother and father. Mom was part of a group of children. A woman had been going around trying to find lost and wandering kids that had been orphaned, and she took Mom and some others to the school. That group eventually grew, and after many years they were able to clear all the zeds out of a central part of Fond du Lac. They created the Empty Zone around it and built the wall, and the city was able to continue on for years before the government finally got around to reclaiming the state, but in the meantime the city was on its own.”

Edward didn’t hear most of what she said. The instant Rae had mentioned the group of children Edward had felt his heart beat faster with added hope. That would have to have been what had happened to Dana. If that woman had found Dana and taken her to safety, then maybe Rae’s mother had actually met Edward’s daughter.

“Your mother,” Edward said. “Is she still alive?”

Rae frowned and sighed. “Mom died a few years after Dad did. Took me a long time to admit it to myself, but she more or less drank herself to death. Couldn’t handle not having him around anymore.”

Edward’s heart sank, but tried not to let his own setback overshadow the pain he figured Rae probably felt at the memory. “Oh. I’m sorry. How did your father die?”

Rae’s mouth tightened into a thin line, and whether she realized it or not she aimed Spanky at him again. “Bit by a zed while guarding the Empty Zone. Mom shot him in the head immediately after. Never had the time to turn.”

And with that, Edward decided it was time to be quiet.
  

Chapter Ten
 

Rae felt relief when Edward stopped asking questions, yet at the same time she wished he would continue. It felt good to talk about her parents again. Most people, even Johnny, didn’t care to listen. They’d been brave people who had lived through a bizarre time, and neither of them had deserved to go out the way they did. If Edward had wanted her to continue she would have gladly done so, although it felt strange that the only person willing to let her go on about her life was a zed.

Rae was having an increasingly hard time thinking of him as a zombie, though. As she watched she thought she could see the way the open sores in his face knitted back together, very small but noticeable the harder she looked. And he sounded and acted living. He got angry and annoyed and saddened and hopeful when she said things, the emotions evident on his face. A zombie shouldn’t feel any of those things. A zombie was just a thing, not really even a monster if Rae really thought about it. Zombies were just a part of the environment, a force of nature, and a force of nature didn’t care about anything.

So, by Rae’s definition, Edward couldn’t be considered a zombie. He couldn’t really be considered a living human being yet, either, not when he could heal that fast (and even the cuts on his fingers were gone now, replaced only by scars that seemed to be fading already) or live when there had been so much damage to his body. If he was neither zombie nor human, then Rae had no other way to classify him.

The truck pulled over and came to a stop, and Rae slowly poked her head out of the truck bed to see. They were just down the block from her apartment building. Rae hunched back down and raised a hand to put through the bars of the cage so she could rap on the back window. “Hey! Psst! Ringo, you need to pull up closer. We need to get him in as quick as possible. It’s bad enough I have to take him up three floors before we get to my apartment.”

“Can’t. There’s too many cars parked in the way.”

“Really?” That was strange. Although Rae’s new job paid well, she hadn’t been at it long enough to move any place nice, and this entire neighborhood was full of people that couldn’t afford the luxury of a gas-using vehicle. Everyone used the bus or bikes or walked. Never in the entire time that Rae had lived here had she ever seen more than two cars parked on the entire length of the street.

But as she poked her head up again, she saw that there were at least five other cars parked now, all of them newer models. Seeing new cars anywhere in the city was uncommon, but these all looked especially nice. The only people in Fond du Lac that she knew could afford these things were a few of the higher-ups at Merton Security.

“Aw shit,” Rae said as she slouched down again. “It doesn’t take a genius to figure this one out.”

“What?” Edward asked. “What is it?”

“It’s got to be people from Merton. And there aren’t many reasons why the higher ups would be in this neighborhood.”

“Back up. What the hell is Merton?”

“Well, I guess that all goes back to the Uprising, too. After the first several months of having to randomly fight off zombies, Lyle Merton got it in his head that people would pay to have others doing the zombie killing for them. I guess it was a mess at first, since it was basically a war zone and it was kind of hard to determine what a dollar was worth when no one was even sure if there was still a government. So Merton came in and people gave him all this money they thought was worthless, and boom, when the government shows up and says it still exists, Merton was suddenly the richest man in the whole region and in charge of security for everything. There’s companies like Merton Security all across the country, but Merton doesn’t have the same power it once did ever since Lyle Merton himself died.”

“You know,” Edward said, “for someone who says she doesn’t know that much about history you sure are able to talk a lot about it.”

“Well all the stuff about Merton I have to know. It was part of my orientation. Who do you think owns the gate I was stationed at?”

“So why are they here then?”

“Why do you think?” Rae asked. “It would be great for public relations for them if they suddenly caught the world’s only talking and thinking zombie.”

“Oh,” Edward said. “Oh shit. So what, are you going to turn me in?”

“I don’t know. Let me think,” Rae said. She nervously tapped Spanky’s stock and tried to concentrate. Ringo had said that he hadn’t told anyone about Edward yet, and although Charlie had probably blabbed his mouth around by now he wouldn’t know that she had anything to do with it. So the only person that would have been able to tell Merton anything to lead them here would have been Johnny. She couldn’t remember if she had told him not to talk about it, but even if she had he probably would have said something anyway. He was too much of a company man to keep something like this from them. Rae now had to make a choice. She could either try to take Edward somewhere else, or she could let them have him. She had no idea what they would do to Edward if they got him, although they probably wouldn’t kill him outright. They would probably study him first, but she didn’t think Merton’s idea of “study” would be very scientific.

But why should she risk her job over this man in the cage with her? She didn’t know him, and all debates aside she still couldn’t truthfully call him a man. She looked at him on the other side of the cage and the way he stared back at her. She couldn’t really tell his emotions from his expression at the moment. Maybe he was pensive, but any rational thinking person would be right now while she decided his fate. There might have been a hint of anger at the thought that she might betray him, and there might have been a hint of hope that she wouldn’t. There was no way to be certain, but she didn’t doubt that underneath that scarred flesh he was at least feeling something.

She wondered what her parents might have done in this situation, but they probably would have already shot him. To them he would have been a zombie and nothing more. They were the products of a different time. Maybe it was time for Rae to embrace being part of a new era.

“Okay, look,” Rae said. “They probably don’t even know you’re here. They’ll know that I’ve seen you because I was asking around about zombie experts, but probably not that I’ve actually been with you and talking to you. So I’ll go in alone and talk. I’ll get rid of them as quick as I can, then I’ll be back out and we’ll figure out somewhere else to put you. Are you okay with that?”

Edward snorted, and Rae could hear some of the anger and frustration coming out in his voice. “Not like I have much of a choice.”

“I wouldn’t get too snippy with me just now, Ed. At the moment I’m the only thing resembling a friend that you’ve got.”

Edward stared at her for a moment, then sighed and nodded. “Sure. You’re right. I guess.”

Rae bit her lip, then set Spanky down facing away from him and moved closer. “Look, I’ll help you figure something out, okay? If you want to figure out why you’re like this, if you want to find out whatever happened to your family, I think I can help. We can look through what little records there are and see if there’s something in there that can point towards your daughter. I promise, I’m here to help you. Got it?”

Edward stared at her again, and this time when he nodded he did it with a little more enthusiasm. “Yes. Okay.”

“Good,” Rae said, then went back to the window and knocked on it again. “Ringo, let me out.”

Making sure that no one was watching—and the street was pretty quiet right now with darkness coming—Rae got out of the back and filled Ringo in on her thoughts while she pulled out her bike. Ringo wasn’t happy about any of it.

“So, what? You just want me to sit out here on the street with a damned zed in the back of my truck while you try to get rid of people from the most powerful company in the city?”

“They’re not as powerful anymore as they want everyone to believe,” Rae said. “And fuck no, I don’t want you to sit here. That would be idiotic. When they come back out they would see you, moron. Just…I don’t know. Drive around for a little bit, and then make sure you’re parked near the corner of Merrill and Park in about half an hour. I hope that’ll be enough time. Hopefully I’ll have thought of a new plan by then.”

“Remind me again why the hell I’m doing what you’re telling me?”

“Because you know as well as I do that Edward is something really fucking special.” She pointed at Edward, who was still sitting in the cage staring out into space and ignoring their conversation. Both Rae and Ringo had forgotten to close the cage after taking out the bike, yet Edward had made no move to escape. She lowered her voice just in case Edward was listening anyway. “And the thinking and speaking part, that’s nothing. I mean, look at him. He’s still healing. He looks like he might as well be freshly dead now. Nothing is supposed to be able to do that, not human, not zombie. This is beyond anything you or me are comprehending right now. You got it? This is way bigger than either of us.”

Ringo looked skeptical, but he shrugged. “Maybe. Maybe not.”

“Just keep going with this for a little while longer, okay?” Rae said.

“Sure. I guess. But there better be a whole shitload of money in it for me at the end of all this, you hear me.”

“Fine. We’ll do what we can. Just drive him around, okay?” She snapped her fingers at Edward, and he looked at her. “We’ll keep the cage unlocked, if that’s fine with you. I don’t think you have anything to gain by trying to get away.”

Edward shrugged. He didn’t look so hot, but Rae supposed that was to be expected.

“Alright, Ringo, get going,” she said. Ringo got back in the front and drove off. Rae watched, not realizing until he was half a block away that she had left Spanky in the back.

“Oh shit. Ringo, wait, come back!” She dropped the bike and ran after the truck for several feet before realizing it was pointless. She wouldn’t be able to catch up with him, and it wasn’t like she wasn’t going to see her baby again. The rifle would still be there when she met up with them in half an hour.

Trying to keep herself calm, Rae entered her apartment building and carried her bike up the three floors to her apartment. It would be best if she acted like nothing special was going on. The people from Merton would probably be waiting for her either outside her apartment or, if Johnny was with them and had his key, inside. They would wonder why she had left her job early, but Rae thought she could come up some story that would suitably cover her tracks. The important thing was that they not think she’d had any more contact with Edward other than the brief interaction at the gate. She was just some random peon who had seen something weird and asked a few questions about it. Nothing special, nothing worth talking about further.

The skuzzy hall outside her apartment was empty, but as she approached her door she thought she heard voices coming from inside. Taking a deep breath, she tried the handle to find that the door was already unlocked. Putting on an expression that she hoped was suitably confused and disturbed, she went in.

“Hello?” she asked. “Johnny, is that you?”

“I’m here,” Johnny said. He sat on the sofa in her front room, and stood as she came through the door. The other three people with him stood as well. Rae pretended to be surprised to see them.

“Oh,” she said. “Um, hello? Who are all you?”

“Rae, this is my immediate supervisor, Lauren Aguilar,” Johnny said, gesturing at the stout woman immediately to his left. “I told her everything you told me on the phone.”

“Oh, well, I’m sure that was nothing anyway.”

“Nothing?” Aguilar asked. “Johnny said you saw a zed that could talk.”

“Yeah, it did,” Rae said. “But I’m sure there’s got to be a logical explanation. Zeds just don’t do that.”

“You’re right, they don’t,” one of the other two men in the room said. He was well-built, balding, and stood ramrod straight in a finely cut suit. The other man wore a similar suit, although he was shorter and had a full head of dark hair. “So if you saw one that did, we need to take this very seriously. More seriously than you seem to be.”

Rae went rigid. All of a sudden she wasn’t sure she could control this situation. “I’m sorry, and who are you?”

“My name is Jean DuFresne,” the balding man said. “And my associate here is Mallicka Patal. We are both here representing the CRS.”

Rae’s breath caught in her throat. The Center for Reanimation Studies. Zombie researchers. “Oh, um, hello. I had no idea that you would be able to get here so fast. I assume you’re going to want to find this zed now and study him.”

“No ma’am,” Patal said. “We are not here to study him. We are not actually with the organization itself. They have merely hired us for security purposes.”

“I’m not sure I completely understand what you mean,” Rae said. She glanced at Johnny. He was staring at the floor, fidgeting. “Johnny, what’s going on?” He still wouldn’t look at her. “Johnny, answer me.”

Finally he looked up. “I’m sorry, Rae. But they say this is very dangerous stuff. That zed is supposed to be…” He paused as he stared at her hands. “Rae, where’s Spanky?”

Rae debated whether or not she should continue lying at this point. There was obviously more going on here than she had anticipated. Maybe Edward was dangerous. Maybe there had been something about him that he hadn’t been telling, or something he hadn’t realized was wrong. But it wouldn’t feel right to just turn on him because she didn’t know what was going on. She hadn’t really known what was going on to begin with, after all.

“I think I left him in the gatehouse,” Rae said.

“No, you would have gone back for him,” Johnny said. “You never just leave Spanky anywhere. For God’s sake, you take him to bed with us.”

Rae blushed, looking at the three other people in the room. Aquilar looked like she was trying not to laugh, but DuFresne and Patal looked alarmed.

“Did you leave your weapon in the truck, ma’am?”

Rae stopped breathing for several second. “How… uh… what truck?”

“The truck that dropped you off,” DuFresne said. “The one with the zombie in the back.”

“No, wait,” Rae said. “How did you…”

“We were watching you, ma’am,” Patal said, his voice sounding panicked. “We had people watching the truck when it pulled up. Now answer the Goddamned question! Is your weapon in the truck?”

Rae looked at everyone as her heart beat faster, then shrugged. “Yes. I left it in the back.”

“Shit!” DuFresne reached into the pocket of his coat and pulled out a cell. He hit two buttons then put it to his ear and shouted into it. “The Z7 is armed! Do you hear me? If it looks like it’s about to fight back, you have official permission to blow its head off!”
  

Chapter Eleven
 

Edward slumped further in the truck as it pulled away from Rae’s building. The woman had done many things so far that would lead him to trust her, but there was still a fear in the back of his mind that she would turn him in. He couldn’t help it. His nerves were too frayed from everything that had happened so far. Earlier he had been able to maintain something resembling calm, but now he felt the shakes coming on. All of this was too much for one man to deal with. He wanted to curl up in the cage and go to sleep in hopes that he would wake up and none of this had happened. But he had already been to sleep once and woke to find the whole world was still a nightmare. He didn’t think it would work a second time, either.

He looked up as the truck came to the end of the block and saw Rae staring after him, and again he doubted for a moment her intentions. Maybe she was staring because she thought she wasn’t going to see him again. Maybe Ringo was taking him in to whoever was in charge and she had known all along. That didn’t make any sense at all, especially with the door unlocked and only held shut by a metal latch, but he still dwelled on it.

Then he saw her rifle on the floor of the cage near the door and smiled. Right, that made much more sense. She hadn’t been staring at him, she’d been staring at “Spanky.” He sat up a little and leaned over to pick up the gun. Before the Uprising and his reawakening he’d known as much about guns as most men in Wisconsin. He’d gone deer hunting every November and had kept a locked cabinet full of hunting rifles in his den. He would have thought he would recognize the make and model of Rae’s rifle, but he didn’t. It looked similar to the rifles he had used during his brief time in the Army, but besides the obvious customization there were other differences. It was lighter, for one thing, and didn’t appear to have any wood or metal in its composition. He wasn’t quite sure where to load the bullets, either.

Edward nodded, admiring it. He supposed all the differences made sense. This was fifty years from the time he knew, after all. From what Rae had said, the world had gone through a short dark age and then came out of it to rediscover all the ways and technology of before, but one thing that had continued to evolve through that whole time would have been weapons. Weapons manufacturers would have developed guns specifically for use against zombies. Technology had probably temporarily gone back to the Middle Ages, but mankind hadn’t been willing to go back to axes and arrows. Humanity hadn’t been able to afford that sort of leap backward.

He set the rifle back down. He really did want to sleep, but he supposed he should concentrate right now on what he should be doing next. Rae had been able to fill in some gaps in history, but he knew none of the information that was important to him. If this Merton Security company was so intent on getting a hold of him, and admittedly he wasn’t sure yet why or even if they really were, then that would make it difficult for him to find someone that might give him answers about why he was different than other zombies. As much as that weighed on his mind, though, the question he wanted answered most was about Dana. Rae had given him a place in time to start looking for her, but his gut filled with fear at what he might find. If she was alive still she would be fifty-six or seven by now. She likely wouldn’t even recognize him. And what if she wasn’t alive anymore? Neither of Rae’s parents were still alive, and they had both survived long after the Uprising. As much as he didn’t want to admit it, it might be easier for him in the long run if Dana’s fate remained a mystery.

There was Julia too, and although he hadn’t allowed himself to hope before, it suddenly occurred to him that she might still be out there as well. She had become a zombie before he did, he realized that, but whatever it was that made him special could have made her different, too. Even if it hadn’t, she could still be wandering around out there somewhere, and if he could come back from being undead then he could find a way for her to come back, too.

He closed his eyes and put his hands to his forehead. No, he couldn’t allow himself to think like that. He couldn’t allow himself to get his hopes up over something that was so ridiculously implausible. His wife was gone, and probably so was his daughter. They were probably both dead, or undead, or undead and then dead again if someone had killed or destroyed them after they had come back. There was no chance he could ever have them back. Everything he had ever wanted and worked for in his entire life was more than likely gone.

Tears began rolling down his cheek, but Edward didn’t have the time to cry properly before the truck’s brakes screeched and he slammed against the side of the cage from the momentum.

“Ow! Shit, Ringo, what the hell?” Edward said as he banged on the back window. But unlike when Rae had knocked, Ringo didn’t answer.

“Ringo?” Edward said, poking up his head to look through the window. Ringo was staring straight ahead, his hands tight and white on the wheel. Edward was about to ask what he was looking at, then looked through the front window.

Two cars had pulled across the street in front of them, blocking the way forward. They were newer, unidentified models, just like the ones Edward had seen in front of Rae’s apartment.

Edward turned around to see two more cars pull up behind the truck. They stopped about fifty feet behind, and for several seconds no one in any of the vehicles moved.

Edward’s first thought was that Rae had set him up after all. She had known this was going to happen, right? But that was stupid. There was the cage door, and also if she had set him up she wouldn’t have been stupid enough to leave the rifle behind where he could grab it. Or maybe she just hadn’t thought a zombie would ever be smart enough to operate a rifle. Or maybe…

Or maybe nothing. Rae probably hadn’t known this was going to happen, but it didn’t matter to Edward right now. All the mattered was that all his hopes at being able to do anything about his new condition and life were wrecked before he’d had any chance at all. He was screwed, all because some agency he’d never even had a reason to hear of before today suddenly decided that he might be a threat or might be something interesting to dissect. None of these people cared that he was going through hell and he had no family anymore and no friends in the God-forsaken new world.

And he was sick of it. Without thinking of it anymore, he cleared away enough of his tears to see, then scrambled for the rifle from where it had skidded when the truck stopped.

“Stop!” someone screamed, and Edward ducked down in the truck bed as a gun went off and a bullet whistled past somewhere over his head.

“Holy shit, what the fuck is going on?” Ringo screamed from the front, but Edward ignored him. Instead he looked at the rifle in his hand. The trigger, at least, looked exactly like any other he had ever seen. He could use it if he must, although he had no idea how many bullets it had. He searched for the safety to make sure it was off, not even sure if the rifle had one, and he heard several car doors in front of and behind the truck open and many people get out.

“Confirmed,” a female voice said from somewhere behind the truck. There was another sound as a car raced down the street towards the altercation, but that seemed incidental to Edward at the moment. “We have the Z7 trapped and it is armed.”

There was a squawk from a walkie-talkie followed by a static-covered voice that Edward couldn’t make out, but he could tell that the voice on the other end was frantic.

“Driver!” a man called out from in front. “Get out of the truck now and step away from the vehicle.”

Ringo’s door opened just enough for him to call out. “On whose God-damned authority do you think you’re doing this?”

“Joint task force from the CRS and Merton. You are harboring a biological weapon.”

Biological weapon? That was almost funny enough to make Edward snicker. Fifty years may have passed, but the government still used the same terminology. Then he realized that he was supposed to be the so-called biological weapon. There was no way the government would react the same way for any other zombie out there. He had to wonder just what it was that they thought was so dangerous about him.

“You people are absolutely crazy!” Ringo said, but he slowly opened the door and got out of the truck, keeping his hands up in the air as he stepped away. “You rat-shit government bastards better not harm my truck, you got that?”

“Step clear, sir,” the male voice said again, and Ringo left Edward’s limited vision from in the bed.

“You, the zombie in the truck!” the female voice said. “We know you can understand us and we know you can use that rifle. Throw it out of the truck now!”

He was surrounded, and they had already shown that they were willing to fire on him. His hands tightened on the rifle, shaking, and he stared down at them. They were mostly healed, with only a few smaller spots of missing flesh and a slightly unhealthy color to his skin. He probably looked nearly back to normal, but he didn’t think any of these people would care. He was just a monster to them. They didn’t give a shit that he could feel and think, that he was in pain and mourning his family and angry that everything had been taken away from him. These people would never care. And they wouldn’t care for a single second if he stood up right now and they all had to shoot him down. If he really was still a zombie then he might be able to survive bullets to most of his body, but a single headshot would kill him for real.

And he couldn’t bring himself to care. He had nothing, no chance, and if they were going to kill him in cold blood then just for this moment he didn’t care as long as he took a few of them down with him.

A car screeched to a stop behind the truck, and a new female voice screamed. “Stop! Everyone stop! Stand down! Don’t shoot him!”

“He’s armed!” the first woman said. “DuFresne gave us permission to take him down!”

“DuFresne doesn’t have the slightest fucking clue what he’s doing. I order every single one of you to lower your weapons.”

Edward held his breath, trying to listen for any sounds that the people surrounding the truck were complying. He couldn’t tell for sure. He could hear other people now murmuring as footsteps came closer. A lot of people, probably not just the ones who had stopped the truck. This whole incident had likely caught the attention of everyone living in the buildings around them, and they were coming out to see what the fuss was about. Although Edward definitely didn’t want to see anyone innocent hurt, he hoped at least that the onlookers would make the people from the cars think twice before they fired.

After a few more seconds of silence from behind the truck, the new woman spoke again. “Sir? You in the truck? Can you talk?”

Edward took a deep breath and tried not to let his voice sound like he had just been crying. “Yes.”

There was a murmur from a few people. “Sir,” the woman said, “could you please sit up where we can see you?”

“No, you’ll shoot me!”

“We won’t shoot you, sir. Please, I’m sure you’re very confused right now. I can help.”

“Yeah, confused sure as hell is right. I might even say I’m a little pissed off at the way I’m getting treated so far, too.”

There was a pause in the woman’s words that Edward probably wouldn’t have heard if he hadn’t been relying solely on his ears. “Pissed off. Yes, I’m sure you are. But we’re not here to hurt you.”

“Sure as hell could have fooled me.”

“I understand. I’m sorry. There was a miscommunication. The people we asked to help us bring you in, they don’t truly understand what you are.”

“And just what the hell am I, huh? Would someone please finally answer me that?”

“Yes, sir, I will, but I need you to throw the gun out of the truck first. Can you please do that for me?”

It could be a trick. In the past he might have believed that was just a paranoid way to think, but after everything that had happened so far he figured he had a right to be paranoid now. They could just want him disarmed so he would be easier to shoot. But this new woman that had suddenly shown up talked to him unlike most people had so far. Even Rae had been unwilling to treat him like a person at first. This woman, however, kept calling him ‘sir’. Not zed, not zombie, not monster, not thing, but ‘sir”.

And she actually sounded like she knew what she was talking about when she said she knew what was going on.

“I’ll do it, but on one condition.”

“What is it, sir?”

“I’ll do it if you stop calling me sir. I worked for a living, thank you very much.”

The woman made what was perhaps the most shocking sound since he had woken up. He had almost forgotten how wonderful that sound was. She laughed.

“Absolutely. What’s your name?”

Edward threw Spanky out through the bars and heard it clatter on the road. He stood up with his hands where everyone could see them. There were a few gasps from onlookers, probably at the still-sorry state of his face, but they weren’t as bad as he would have expected earlier. He could probably pass as a regular human by now, albeit one with a serious skin condition. For some reason that brought him a great deal of satisfaction.

“Edward,” he said. “Edward Schuett.”
  

Chapter Twelve
 

By the time she reached the crowd gathered around the cars and truck, Rae’s lungs burned from the speed with which she had been pedaling her bike. The crowd was several people thick, and Rae had to stand on the pedals before she stopped in order to see anything. There didn’t appear to be much to see. Edward stood on the road behind the truck as two men, dressed much like DuFresne and Patal had been, quickly patted him down for more weapons. More men and women dressed the same way, either people from Merton Security or the CRS, were moving swiftly through the crowd and confiscating any cameras or recording devices. Many of the onlookers loudly protested this, but the security people made no effort to hide the guns strapped in holsters underneath their jackets. The crowd might be angry, but they were the descendants of survivors. They knew a time not to fight when they saw one.

Rae got off her bike, dropped it, and pushed past several people in the crowd. She could see Edward, his brow furrowed and his mouth tight from the emotion he was holding in, but he didn’t resist as the security people led him to one of the cars. An African-American woman in her forties stood by the car nearest to Rae, and she watched Edward with even more intensity than all the curious onlookers. Everyone else here looked mildly shocked at the appearance of the man who had been in the truck, but Rae didn’t think most of them knew what he really was. Edward may have looked sickly now, but not undead. His healing was continuing at an astounding rate. Only this one woman looked at him like she knew what Edward was, although she didn’t look at all fearful of him. Instead, she had a hesitant, hopeful look on her face. Rae tried to push past her so she could get to Edward, but the woman saw her and snapped her fingers at the nearest security personnel. A beefy woman nearby immediately stopped confiscating cameras and grabbed Rae by the shoulders.

“Damn it, let me go,” Rae said. “I’m with Merton.”

The African-American woman looked at Rae, then gestured to the security woman with her head, indicating that they move out of the crowd. The security woman pulled Rae over to the sidewalk, far enough away from all the commotion than none of the onlookers would be able to overhear them.

“You’re Rae Neuman, correct?” the woman said. “I’m Danielle Gates, Chief Director of Special Projects for the Center for Reanimation Studies.”

Rae blinked. She had heard that name before. “Do you mean you’re the local chief of these things, or…”

Gates smiled. She had the smile of someone who had been practicing disarming expressions for most of her life. “The whole country. I was at the field office in Chicago when I was informed that a woman at a small city’s gate had seen something interesting.”

“Look,” Rae said, “you’ve got to listen to me. I don’t know what you people think he is…”

Gates’ smile temporarily disappeared. “I’m afraid that’s classified.”

“I’m just saying, he’s not dangerous. You can’t kill him, please.”

Gates raised an eyebrow. “You’re referring to Mr. Schuett as ‘him,’ not ‘it’.”

Rae hadn’t even realized that. “Um, I guess I am. But he can actually think. He remembers things from before. You can’t hurt him.”

Gates paused. “Why would you think we were going to kill him?”

“The guy at my apartment, DuFresne. He gave the order to shoot.”

Gates’ smile disappeared again, and this time Rae wasn’t sure that it would be returning any time soon. “Mr. DuFresne will be properly reprimanded, I assure you. He reacted in a manner outside the parameters he had been given. Let me ease your mind when I say that Mr. Schuett will not be harmed in any way.”

Her tone was soothing, but Rae’s mind didn’t feel the least bit at ease. “So what are you going to do with him then?”

Gates gestured to the woman who had been holding Rae by the shoulders. “Would you mind please retrieving Miss Neuman’s B-36?” The woman nodded and left them alone for the moment. “Miss Neuman…Rae. May I call you Rae?”

Rae didn’t feel comfortable with where this might be going. “No, I don’t think so. You can go right on calling me Miss Neuman, thank you.”

Gates didn’t seem surprised by this. “Fine then. Miss Neuman, we appreciate both your help and the help of Merton Security in finding and identifying Mr. Schuett. You will be rewarded handsomely for keeping an eye on him for us. Because that is exactly what you were doing, correct? Keeping an eye on him? And not possibly trying to let someone as unusual and potentially dangerous as a thinking zombie loose?”

Rae didn’t speak. She was sure her expression said enough to this woman. She wanted to kick Gates in the shin, grab Spanky, and then take Edward somewhere far away from these people. She didn’t know why she suddenly wanted to protect him so much. She’d only just met him. But he seemed vulnerable, and while these people might have been able to give him his answers, she had no idea what else they might do with him. Gates’ assurances could be sincere, or she could work for the same government that had basically ignored the heart of the country while protecting the elite citizens of the coast during the worst point in the world’s history.

But Rae couldn’t do anything. Any attempt to help Edward now would only result in her getting arrested or possibly even shot.

Gates put a hand on Rae’s shoulder, and Rae resisted the urge to take it off while breaking a few fingers. “You will receive a bonus shortly, and I’m certain I can get you a promotion with Merton. The condition, of course, is that you don’t talk about this to anyone. You forget that you were ever a part of his story. As far as any of these people watching here know, all they saw was a sick man trying to evade custody for some reason. They don’t need to know who he really was. Ever. And if they do and we find out it was your doing, not only will you not be receiving that bonus, you will lose your job and your apartment. We’ll even take away your stupid gun.” To emphasize the words, Gates put out a hand for the returned security woman to place the rifle in. Gates handed Rae the weapon. “I trust you’ll be on board with us about this?”

“Of course,” Rae said. She wasn’t sure how convincing that sounded, so she added, “As long as my bonus and promotion are good enough.”

Gates snorted and took her hand off Rae’s shoulder. That final mercenary line seemed to do the trick, and Gates eased. “Good. It will be. Good day then, Miss Neuman.”

Gates walked away, moving swiftly between all the security people, giving them orders, and going in the general direction of the Merton employees who were talking to Ringo. From what little she knew about him, Rae was certain he wouldn’t have an issue taking a bribe to stay silent. That was the smart thing to do now.

Rae heard a wheezing noise from behind her and turned to see an elderly gentleman walking up to her. He was tall with a scraggly beard but only a few patches of hair on his head. His glasses were thick and the glass was yellow with age. He was probably older than anyone Rae had ever seen before, old enough to remember a time before the Uprising. All the commotion had probably attracted him, and all he would want was to know that everything was still safe and fell in line with the status quo.

“Miss,” the old man said. “Miss, what was it? What happened here?”

Rae looked for Gates. She had apparently finished talking with Ringo and was getting into the car that had Edward in it. The windows were tinted so Rae couldn’t see him, but she knew he was in there.

“They found a zombie,” Rae said. “A zombie that can talk and think…and heal.”

The old man gasped, but Rae didn’t look to see his expression. Instead she slung Spanky over her shoulder and went for her bike, thinking of where the nearest news outlet would be for her to tell all this to. Rae didn’t give a crap whether or not she got her money, and she had hated her job enough that she had never really wanted to be promoted anyway. Her apartment was a shithole that she could easily replace. The government could take all those things from her if they wanted.

As for them trying to take Spanky, well, Rae was pretty certain that the old-style NRA had once had a saying for that.
  

Part Two:

California
  

Chapter Thirteen
 

Edward was surprised when he wasn’t put in handcuffs before being escorted to the car. The two men led him to a back seat before closing the door for him, then both got in the front. Neither of them talked, although the one on the passenger side kept glancing back at him like he expected Edward to try something stupid. Edward, however, didn’t think he would have the energy to try escaping right now even if he wanted to or thought he could actually make it past all the other security personnel crawling over the area. He was tired again, his body ached, and he still hadn’t had any chance to eat.

For a moment Edward thought the hunger in his gut was causing an olfactory hallucination, but when he took a deep breath he realized the car smelled like food. And not just the scent of the two men in front (he was too mentally worn out right now to be alarmed that he had just equated them with food) but something else, a scent from long ago, greasy and meaty. He looked up at the dashboard and saw a brown and blue bag sitting there. From the scent and the shape of the contents bulging at the bag’s side, Edward guessed it held a burger of some sort and fries. He’d never seen the logo on the bag before, curlicued letters spelling out the name Zappy’s, but that didn’t matter. It was food.

The man in the passenger seat saw where Edward’s gaze went, and he grabbed the bag to hand back to Edward. “Danielle got this for you. She said that if you really were a Z7 then you would need the protein.”

That made absolutely no sense to Edward, but he snatched the bag from the man’s hand and opened it, tearing the bag a little in the process. The french fries were on top, and he grabbed a handful and stuffed them into his mouth. They were great, despite being cold like they had sat in the car a little too long, but his stomach still lurched a little bit at the taste. He forced himself to chew and swallow, thinking it had been so long since he had eaten that his stomach just wasn’t used to having food in it again, but the more he ate the queasier he felt. As much as he was sure he needed the food, he didn’t want to eat any more. If he threw up, it might very well be the same black maggoty mess he’d had in him back in the Walmart, and he didn’t want to see any of that again.

The other door opened and the black woman who had talked him out of the truck—Danielle, he assumed from the man in front’s comment—got in beside him. She looked at the torn bag in his hands and smiled. “Does it help any?” she asked.

“No,” Edward said. “In fact I think I might throw up.”

Danielle nodded. “I thought that might be a possibility. Why don’t you try the hamburger? Don’t eat the bun or anything, though. Just take off the meat and try that.”

Edward stared at her for several seconds, then did what she said. He pulled the burger, a large and greasy third-pounder, out of its carton and took the meat from the bun. His stomach stopped rolling as the smell of beef hit his nostrils. He nibbled at it at first, allowing the juicy taste to spread over his tongue. It tasted amazing. In his memory it had only been perhaps a week since he had eaten a hamburger, but he had to remind himself that, in truth, it had been over fifty years. After fifty years any burger, even the cheapest fast food there was, would taste like the most delicious thing ever. It also stopped most of the rolling in his stomach. But not all. Edward took another, bigger bite and sighed as he chewed.

“Good?” Danielle asked.

“Yes,” Edward said. “But…”

“But what?”

Edward thought about it. It tasted good and familiar, but it still didn’t feel quite right. Something was missing. Nutrients, maybe, parts that had been cooked off. But that didn’t feel like a natural urge, and he didn’t want to admit it.

“Is it that it’s not raw?” Danielle asked.

Edward paused, then nodded. Danielle nodded back, then reached into her expensive looking jacket and pulled out a pen and a small notebook. She flipped it open and jotted a few words down.

“What are you doing?” Edward asked. “Taking notes on my eating habits?”

“That’s exactly what I’m doing.”

Edward chewed the rest of the meat in silence. He was still hungry, perhaps even hungrier than he had been before, but he didn’t think he could finish the fries or the bun. The driver started the car and drove off, leaving the crowd of onlookers behind. Edward had thought for a moment that he had seen Rae somewhere among them, but he supposed she didn’t matter anymore. Her part in his story was probably over.

“Can you tell me who you are?” he asked.

“Danielle Gates, Chief of Special Projects for the Center for Reanimation Studies.”

“Is that what I am, then? A special project? Some experiment that escaped?”

She chuckled. “I think maybe you might have read too many books in your life, Mr. Schuett.”

“Hate books. They bore the hell out of me. So if I’m not an experiment, then what am I?”

“You are something we have expected could exist for a long time but have never actually seen.”

“I’m sorry, but that kind of tells me jack crap.”

“My apologies, Mr. Schuett. I promise we will give you a more detailed idea of what we know when we get where we’re going. Until then, I’m more concerned about your safety and comfort.”

Edward snorted. “I’m not really sure what kind of comfort you think you can give me right now.”

“We’re going to do everything we can for you. You just need to trust us.”

Edward didn’t say anything back. After everything that had happened so far, his trust was something few people would be able to earn easily.
  

Chapter Fourteen
 

The car drove through the city and back out through a gate into the Empty Zone. While they went, Gates explained that she and several others in the CRS had flown in on the Center’s private jet as soon as they had heard that some random security guard had been asking questions about zombies that didn’t act like zombies. They had asked local contractors and people within Merton to bring him in to safety, although Gates had a scowl as she said they had obviously ignored the part about “safety.” Edward paid attention to all this but didn’t speak. He listened for anything she might say that would give him any more information, but she was keeping tight-lipped for now. The only information he’d learned had been before she got back in the car, when the man in the passenger seat had called him a Z7, but he had no clue what that was supposed to mean.

The airport was several miles outside of the new boundaries of Fond du Lac, built on the same location as the municipal airport Edward remembered from his own time. It was mostly the same, although there were significantly fewer personal aircraft and much tighter security surrounding it. Edward guessed the security was purely for the purpose of keeping out the few stray zombies, since he couldn’t imagine the place, small enough originally, to ever host commercial flights. That one airstrip had been enough for the jet, though.

The men at the gate let the car through, and the driver pulled right up near where the jet was parked. The stairs were already set up and ready, and a youngish man, maybe around Rae’s age, stood at the base. Edward waited for a moment as everyone else got out of the car, expecting someone to open his door for him and grab him to be detained somewhere. After several seconds of waiting, though, Gates looked back through her own still-open door at him.

“Well, are you coming?”

“I thought I didn’t have a choice.”

“Are you saying you want to stay now? Not get your answers?”

“No. I guess not.”

Edward got out, and while Gates went over to the driver and talked to him in a whisper for several seconds the man who had been at the base of the stairs walked over. He had a leather bag in his hand, and as he approached he opened it.

“Are you him, then?” the man asked.

“Um, I guess.”

“Mr. Schuett, this is Dr. Concordia,” Gates said. She walked over to join them as the driver got back in the car and drove off. “If you wouldn’t mind, he’d like to do a few tests before you get on the plane.”

“Okay, first, what kind of tests?” Edward asked. “And second, where exactly are we going?”

“We’re going someplace where we can hopefully answer a few questions—the main campus for the Center for Reanimation Studies located at Land’s End University in California. In your time I believe it was called Stanford.”

“California,” Edward said. Strangely, given the circumstances, he felt a growing excitement. He’d barely even left the state for most of his life. The only thing resembling a vacation he’d ever been on had been when he’d gone with Julia to visit his in-laws in the Upper Peninsula, but that had been far too nerve-racking to be enjoyable. Not that he thought this trip would actually be fun, but that small excitement remained.

Of course, that still left a problem. He wasn’t stupid. There was a good chance this was a one-way trip. Whether they decided to keep him somewhere for further study or at some point they decided he was too much of a problem and disposed of him, it wasn’t likely he would be returning to Wisconsin any time soon, if ever. That part wasn’t so hard to accept. After all, this place wasn’t his home anymore, not really. But there still might be things here he wouldn’t be able to get anywhere else.

“Wait, my family,” Edward said. “That woman Rae, she said she was going to look for any records of what happened to them.”

Gates paused and gave him a concerned look. “I do hope you realize how jumbled the records are from that time. There is very little likelihood that any such information exists.”

“Rae already filled me in on that. But please, if you want me to cooperate, can’t you please have someone look?”

Gates frowned but still took out her pad and pen to jot down a few notes. “It’s not impossible. But you do realize that if you want anything we find, we will need your full and unconditional cooperation on everything. Understood?”

“Understood completely,” Edward said. He hoped she didn’t hear the hesitation in his voice. He had the sneaking suspicion that he might learn to regret that agreement later.

“Okay then,” Gates said. “Dr. Concordia, whenever you’re ready.”

The doctor gestured over to the stairs. “Perhaps you would like to sit down, Mister…”

“Schuett,” Edward said. “Why would I need to sit down?”

“I’ve been asked to check all your vital signs and do a few tests,” Dr. Concordia said. “Although it might be helpful if you told me any symptoms you’ve been feeling?”

“Symptoms?” Edward asked. “Um…”

“Edward, Dr. Concordia was brought here on last minute notice,” Gates said. “He has been sworn to secrecy as to anything he finds with you, but I thought it might be…call it telling, if he came into this blind with no expectations about what he will find with you.”

“You mean,” Edward said, “you really can’t tell just by looking at me?”

“You’re pale and seem to have some sort of bad skin condition, but other than that I cannot gather anything just by looking at you,” the doctor said.

Edward looked at Gates. “But, I just looked in a mirror maybe half an hour ago…”

“Let the doctor do his job,” Gates said. “We’ll discuss the details later.”

Edward took a seat on one of the lower stairs, and Dr. Concordia opened his case. Mostly it contained standard doctor’s tools, although there were a few devices Edward didn’t recognize. The doctor took out an object slightly larger than his hand, a squat black cylinder on a square base. There were buttons and a digital readout on the base, but the cylinder was completely smooth except for a small black opening over the readout. The doctor kneeled next to Edward, put the device on the ground, and then pulled a syringe and rubber cord from the case.

“Hold out your arm, please,” the doctor requested. Edward did. It was a good thing Edward wore short sleeves, since otherwise Dr. Concordia would have needed to roll up the filthy and ragged cloth. The doctor wrinkled his nose in disgust as he wrapped the cord around Edward’s forearm and swabbed the crook of his elbow with alcohol, and Edward was reminded how terrible he probably smelled.

“I don’t suppose there’s any way I could get some new clothes anytime soon?” Edward asked Gates.

“That’s one of the things I asked the driver to get while we’re waiting here,” Gates said. “I’m sure those old things smell just as bad to you as they do to us.”

Actually, Edward thought there was something vaguely pleasant and reassuring about the way they smelled, but he was sure that wasn’t how he was supposed to answer. Instead he just stayed quiet.

The doctor used the syringe to fill a vial with Edward’s blood, then stuck it in the opening of the black device. Immediately it began to whir. “What is that thing, anyway?” Edward asked. The doctor gave him a confused look.

“Uh, what does it look like?”

“Don’t have a clue,” Edward said.

“How could you not know…” the doctor started, but Gates cut him off.

“Remember what I said, Doctor. No unnecessary conversations with Mr. Schuett.” Gates looked at Edward. “It’s similar to the blood centrifuges doctors used in your time, but portable and capable of greater analysis in a shorter timeframe.” The doctor frowned when she said “in your time,” but he didn’t speak any more.

The rest of the tests were pretty standard. The doctor checked his blood pressure and his heartbeat, as well as some basic tests for eye movement or pupil dilation or whatever the hell it was. Edward didn’t really know what most of the tests were actually supposed to discover.

The black device was still whirring as the doctor put all his instruments away. “On the outside, he seems mostly fine,” he said to Gates. “A few irregularities, although nothing I would consider alarming if not for his pale coloring or the scabs on his skin.” The doctor looked back at Edward, and he paused for a moment, blinking several times. “Although I must not be paying nearly enough attention as I should have. When he first got out of the car his skin condition seemed worse to me.”

After a few more seconds the device stopped whirring and instead made a ding like an egg timer. The doctor stooped down to look at the readout. “Now let’s take a look at this. Most levels look fine. Hmmm, some very strange blood sugar levels. What about…” He pressed a few buttons. “Looks like he tests negative on all major diseases. Wait…” He stopped pressing buttons and stared down at the device. He didn’t move for many seconds, but when he did he stood up and slowly backed away from Edward.

“What is it, Doctor?” Gates asked.

“I think you already know,” the doctor said. “Or else I wouldn’t be here.”

Edward noticed that Dr. Concordia suddenly wouldn’t look him in the eye.

“The Animator Virus?” Gates asked.

“In unprecedented levels. Miss Gates, what the hell is that thing?”

From a person to a thing in just a few minutes. Edward would have felt hurt if he hadn’t already been half-expecting that response.

Something about his feelings must have shown on his face, because Gates looked at him, gave him a pitying look, and the gestured at Dr. Concordia. “Doctor, let’s go talk over here,” she said. “Bring the blood tester so we can take a closer look at the results.”

The two of them moved out of earshot, but he continued to watch them. Gates looked calm through the whole conversation, but the doctor’s demeanor kept changing. For several minutes he grew more and more agitated until Gates put a hand on his shoulder and appeared to say soothing things. He calmed down as he showed her various things on the blood tester. Whatever else it said, it couldn’t have been simple because they talked for an awfully long time.

After a couple of minutes Edward stood up and paced around at the base of the stairs. He didn’t dare go too far from them for fear that Gates might think he was trying to get away. He wondered if he even could. The three of them appeared to be alone out here, but that couldn’t possibly be the case. After all the commotion they’d gone through just to get him here, there had to be some sort of guard. Edward sniffed instinctively. It was strange, but he almost believed he could smell Gates and Dr. Concordia. They smelled like meat. He tried not to think about that.

Or maybe that wasn’t his imagination. Maybe that had something to do with being a zombie. He sniffed again, and this time he thought he caught more than just the two of them. There was a slight breeze, not enough that it blew away the scents of Gates and Concordia, but enough that he didn’t think he would smell anyone downwind from him. Upwind, however, there was definitely something.

He closed his eyes and took a deep breath through his nose. There was a single something some distance away, something with the smell of rot and mildew and yet…was that…honey? No, not quite, but to him it smelled similar. Edward recognized that scent. He’d smelled it earlier in the day (had it only been a day so far? It felt to him like years had already passed) inside the Walmart. He’d sniffed that odor just before the first of the other zombies had shown up.

He opened his eyes and looked in the direction of the scent. There was a fence in that direction and then nothing but an open field, although it was covered in tall grass. From this point of view Edward couldn’t see anyone or anything out there, but he knew one of the undead was wandering around. He couldn’t tell if it was coming this direction or not, but since it was upwind he doubted it could smell any of the live people at the airport.

Neither Gates nor Concordia seemed to notice. He was the only one that could smell it.

A sharp crack echoed through the air, and both Edward and Concordia jumped. Gates, however, barely appeared to notice. It sounded like a gunshot, although at first Edward couldn’t tell who had been shooting or at what. Then the scent from the field began to fade. Edward glanced around and finally saw someone at a window in the control tower. It was far enough away that he couldn’t be sure, but the person might have had a rifle.

Apparently he hadn’t been the only one to notice the zombie. Maybe they always kept someone with a gun up there to make sure the occasional random zombie didn’t get too close, but Edward didn’t think that was the case.

He was suddenly completely certain what would happen if he wandered too far from the plane.
  

Chapter Fifteen
 

The plane was not scheduled to leave for another hour yet. He continued to wait outside it for ten minutes before Gates was finished with Concordia. By the end of their conversation Concordia seemed agitated again, but Edward didn’t think that was because of him this time. Something about Gates’ demeanor had changed. She no longer looked so calm, and there was now something vaguely threatening about the way she put her hand on his shoulder. Edward thought of the sniper in the tower again, and he guessed Gates was informing him that maybe Concordia might meet a sniper of his very own if he discussed anything he’d seen here.

Gates dismissed Dr. Concordia as the car came back. The driver stayed in the car and drove the doctor home, wherever that might have been, while the other man got out and approached Edward and Gates. In one hand he had another bag from Zappy’s. In the other he had a plain button-down shirt, a pair of jeans, a belt, and slippers.

“I had to guess at the sizes,” the man said to Gates. “I know you’re in a hurry, so I stopped at a thrift store I found on the outer edge of the town rather than going all the way to a department store. Sorry about the slippers, but they didn’t have much else.”

“That’s fine,” Gates said. “All we need is something to make him comfortable until we reach Land’s End. And the rest?”

The man held up the bag. “You should have seen the look on their faces when I asked for three raw hamburgers.”

Gates took the bag and clothes and handed them to Edward. “There’s a small bathroom on the plane where you can change. We’ll have the pilot get ready to go in the mean time. Once we’re in the air, I can give you what few answers I know. Any other answers will have to wait for more tests at CRS headquarters.”

She led the way up the stairs and pointed him in the direction of the bathroom once they were inside. The jet was small, obviously intended for private flights rather than commercial ones. Nothing about it would have made Edward think he was on technology that should have been fifty years from what he remembered, but he wasn’t terribly surprised by that. He left the bag of hamburgers on one of the seats and went into the cramped bathroom. Changing in it wasn’t easy, but it felt very good to get the nasty old rags off his body in favor of something that had actually been made within the last decade. He still could have really used a shower, though, especially after he stripped off his underwear and discovered the truly awful surprises waiting for him. Based on the maggot-ridden filth he had vomited up earlier he guessed that, as a zombie, his digestive system hadn’t worked properly, but some of what he ate still went through his system and out the other side.

Wiping himself down took nearly twenty minutes, and even then he only stopped because he ran out of toilet paper.

When he came out, Gates was seated near the bathroom door. The other man sat on the far end of the plane, but he continued to look back at them. Edward guessed he probably had a gun ready to come out of some shoulder holster if Edward showed any signs of something wrong. Gates, however, appeared relaxed.

“I was getting ready to send in a search party,” Gates said. “Be honest, was there anything wrong I should know about?”

Edward wanted to say that anything wrong with him in the bathroom was none of her business, but he still wasn’t completely sure where he stood with this woman. Anger or sarcasm wouldn’t likely make anything better for him. Besides, he figured this was probably the part where he would finally understand a few things. That did wonders for his temper.

“I…um…it appears that I had an accident at some point. Many of them. Over the course of several decades.”

Gates’ eyes went wide, but she nodded. “The reanimated don’t have any bowel or bladder control. Urine comes out by itself sporadically, while feces…well, anything they eat slowly builds up in their system until it just, um, kind of pushes itself out continually.”

That was far more information than Edward had wanted to know, but that didn’t mean the information wasn’t something he might need. “Is that…that something that’s going to continue for me now?”

“Honestly, we don’t know. Many of your body functions seem to be normal again, so we hope not. It’s not like we have any diapers for you if it does continue. Most of this stuff that you’re learning about yourself just now, I’m learning it right along with you.”

Gates instructed the other man, whom she referred to as Mendez, to take Edward’s old clothes and store them. Mendez did not look happy about that at all, but Edward was more interested in the fact that Gates didn’t just have him throw them away. For all he knew, they were going to study his tattered, shit-stained clothing the same way they were going to study him.

Edward sat down in the seat next to Gates. “So, you really don’t know what’s so different about me.”

“We do and we don’t,” Gates said. “I suppose that, to make you truly understand, I should start with a brief history of the last fifty-odd years. That bizarre woman you were with in the truck, did she tell you much about the Uprising?”

Edward told her all Rae had said. It didn’t take long, and by the end Gates was shaking her head.

“Figures. One of the biggest, most destructive time periods in history and those redneck outlanders can’t even be bothered to learn the most basic facts about it.”

“Um, outlanders?” Edward asked.

“All the people who live in those little boonie towns like this one. When humans managed to turn the tide against the zombies, it was the major cities on the coasts that were reclaimed first. It took longer for the military to secure all the more remote places. So civilization returned to some places a full twenty or thirty years before the most overrun places in the middle of the country. But I’m getting ahead of myself. Let’s start at the beginning. Chicago.”

Edward listened to the entire tale so intently that he barely even noticed when the jet started up, taxied down the runway, and flew off. When Gates was finished, he’d regret not taking that last moment to say goodbye to Wisconsin.

He had no way of knowing that he would be back this way, and that when he returned he would have most of the country searching for him.
  

Chapter Sixteen
 

“As near as anyone was ever able to pinpoint,” Gates began, “everything started in a suburb just outside Chicago. I say near as we can tell because, as your gun-happy friend pointed out, records from that time are spotty. Massive efforts have been made to recover any and all physical records. Some information was even waiting on the internet, when the tech people were able to gain back some ground on communications technology. Too many servers were destroyed in various accidents, especially since no one figured for a while that such things would ever be needed again.

“The virus spread quickly, as I’m sure you can guess, but the human race lucked out a little bit. The speed with which it started acting is the same thing that kept it from spreading even faster. You see, the virus only took a couple minutes to turn someone from a healthy, living and breathing person into a zombie, so the people that were infected couldn’t move very far before it got them. What started outside Chicago on that July Fourth morning reached your region by the afternoon. I’m sure that much you’re already familiar with.

“After that, most places and people got smart. There were still holdouts, people who didn’t take proper precautions because they believed it was just the media causing a needless panic, or people with ridiculous conspiracy theories, or other such nonsense. But they were the exceptions. Flights, trains, and buses got shut down, quarantine areas were created. The system worked, and one week after the first outbreak of the Animator Virus, everything was under control.”

“But that doesn’t seem to line up with everything else I’ve seen and heard so far,” Edward said.

“That’s right. It doesn’t. Things did indeed get worse, but no one really understood why for years after. It wasn’t until the Center for Reanimation Studies came into existence that the world discovered why everything continued to go to hell. That was nearly fifteen years after the initial Uprising. During that time the Animator Virus continued to spread, and continued to do things we didn’t think it should be able to.

“You see, the reason the initial quarantine failed and the rest of the world ended up infected was we kept running into new kinds of zombies. No one understood at first, especially with the widespread panic and the shoot-now-question-later philosophy everyone was taking, which admittedly is probably the only thing that kept everyone alive for a while. But no one tried to study the changes or catalogue the differences observed in different zombies. In fact, there were anti-science groups that cropped up and actively killed anyone who tried to study these things. In their minds, the scientists were probably the ones who had created the Animator Virus in the first place. Even today, these groups still exist. Mostly in Texas, thanks to the purges. Trust me, don’t try to say you’re a scientist in Texas.

“So, jump forward to around thirty years ago. The Center for Reanimation Studies existed, but it wasn’t at Land’s End yet. Well, I guess Land’s End didn’t even exist yet, but you know what I mean. CRS had grown from a division of the Center for Disease Control in Atlanta. They had finally caught a large number of zombies to experiment on and test. And that was when they made the first real breakthrough. They discovered that there was not just one kind of zombie, but four. Four distinct kinds each with their own traits. The first kind, designated as Z1s, were what you initially saw and what turned you.

“The second kind, Z2s, did not appear to be any different at first glance. All reports seemed the same. They moved at the same speed as the originals, did the exact same shambles and moans. But the early CRS had noticed discrepancies in the reports about how long the Animator Virus took before it turned its victims. After the first month, people reported taking up to a day to turn people. The CRS didn’t have any samples of the earliest virus by that time, so the difference would have been purely theoretical except for the obvious change that occurred nearly a year later. The government by then had thought they had everything under control and were ready to start clearing out the middle of the country. That’s when we started seeing the Z3s. With them, the virus didn’t need to be directly passed through blood or saliva anymore. Any fluid from a zombie could pass it, and the virus remained active for several days in the fluid. The virus had been mutating all this time, you see, and it made the Animator Virus nearly impossible to stop.

“Years went by. For a long time, hygiene practices changed. Even today, you’ll still find some older people who are obsessive about it. Eventually things once again got under control on the coasts. By the time the CRS in Atlanta discovered the variations in zombies, the Z4s had started showing up. Now here’s where things start to get interesting, I think. The Z4s were slightly faster than the Z3s, which should have made them more formidable. But they didn’t spread the virus as fast, and Atlanta was having more ease keeping them under control. That’s when they started the tests on zombie specimens. They learned some new things about how the zombies worked, but most importantly they discovered that the Z4s weren’t infected with the more aggressive version of the virus after all. They were infected with an earlier version, nearly identical to what had been seen in the Z2s. Do you understand what I’m getting at here? The Animator Virus wasn’t mutated in these specimens. Instead, it was the zombies themselves who had changed long after they’d been infected.

“Everyone who is alive today probably owes their lives to the researchers there in Atlanta. Their work on the different types of zombies eventually led to more effective ways to hold them back. Since then we’ve eliminated all zombies in more urban areas, and they can only be found in occasional small hordes wandering around the countryside. Most people know not to go out that far anymore.”

“But that’s only four kinds,” Edward said. “Mendez mentioned earlier something about one called a Z7.”

Gates glared at Mendez. “Well, Mendez should know better than to let something like that just slip his lips unless he wants to be reassigned to some remote CRS facility in Cornhole, Idaho. But I suppose it doesn’t matter now. Yes, you’re correct. There are more known varieties. Two, in fact. Z5s and Z6s. And they are the reason the CRS has its main headquarters now at Land’s End instead of Atlanta. When the people in the Atlanta CRS started studying some of the captured Z4s, they accidently triggered something in a few of the zombies’ genetics. That’s what it boils down to, you see. The original person’s genes. Some react to the virus in one way, staying Z1s or Z2s, while others after some time turn into Z4s. Something has to be done to them to trigger the change into a Z5 or Z6. The Z5s were fast. And I mean very fast. They could sometimes chase down a dog running at full speed. And the Z6s had limited intelligence. Not a lot at all, but just enough. They could hide on purpose. Some could use tools. Between those two new strains, the CRS could no longer really hold them. They escaped. They infected everyone around them at a rate that exceeded the heyday of the Z3 strain. The government had no choice, really. They had to take care of it before the Z5s and Z6s could escape. They firebombed the city. Every man, woman and child who lived there was killed. To this day Atlanta still isn’t fit for humans.

“And then there’s you, Mr. Schuett. A zombie unlike any we’ve ever seen before, but there has long been speculation that something like you could exist, a zombie possessing full human memory and intelligence, complete human capabilities, and even looking human, but you still have a heavy concentration of a Z1 strain in your system. Version Z7.

“And it doesn’t seem likely to me that such a thing could exist by accident. I believe someone changed something in you on purpose, even though such experimentation has been forbidden for years. Someone went out of their way to create you—the world’s first super-zombie.”
  

Chapter Seventeen
 

Edward didn’t ask any more questions for the rest of the flight, and Gates didn’t volunteer anything else. That was perfectly fine to Edward. What she had already said was more than he thought he could handle right now, anyway. He wasn’t comfortable with the way she continued to call him a zombie, since he failed to see what, if anything, really made him different from an ordinary human by this point (with the exception of the continued trips he had to make to the bathroom since his bowels continued to act more like a zombie than a regular person, but the less said about that the better). But Gates kept her distance from him, and Mendez continued to keep his gun out and pointed in Edward’s general direction.

He tried to keep himself distracted by watching through one of the windows as the land passed by below them, but the view, as breathtaking as it was in the sunset, still acted as a reminder that he was in the wrong time and a wrong world. Even though he had never flown before, he knew more or less what he was supposed to see as the jet flew over the Midwest. Julia had described to him once how all the roads and farmland turned the ground into a huge checkerboard pattern for as far as the eye could see, with the occasion town or city breaking it up. Those colossal squares seemed to be a thing of the past, though. He could sometimes see the outlines of where they had once been, but the roads that had divided them were fewer. He didn’t think that most of the land was crops anymore, either. Huge portions of the land had gone back to their natural states after fifty years of being left to themselves. Sometimes he thought he saw small patches that might have been farmland, but these were only near small, worn-looking settlements. If what Rae said was right, even that much development was rather new. It had taken such a short period of time for America to devolve back to an earlier state, it seemed.

Staring out at the empty land, it finally hit him just how much time had really passed. Everything he had known was gone, and there would be no such thing as familiar in this new world. Even Rae and Gates’ brief history lessons had done little to educate him. He had no idea who the president was, or what had happened to the president he remembered. He wasn’t even sure that America still had a president. For all he knew it had turned into a monarchy or something. NASCAR? Did that still exist? It had to in some form, right? Or had that been another aspect of his culture that had been neglected and forgotten when corpses had started shambling around and eating people? Baseball? Football? Mexican food? Did anything he had loved still exist?

Was Dana still out there somewhere?

He hadn’t realized he was crying until Gates handed him a Kleenex. Or maybe he should just call it a tissue. Maybe the Kleenex brand didn’t exist anymore.

“Thank you,” Edward said.

“You’re welcome,” Gates said. “What were you thinking about?”

“Nothing. Everything. Hey, I don’t suppose you could tell me who’s currently the king of the United States, could you?”

Gates gave him a funny look. “There is no king. There’s a president.”

“Good. That’s good to know.”

The jet landed long enough to refuel at some remote airport. Edward was allowed to get out and stretch a little, but he made sure not to wander very far. He remembered the sniper in Fond du Lac, and figured Gates would have likely called ahead to make sure there was similar security here. Again somebody went to get food—actual meals for Gates, Mendez, and the pilots, raw meat for him. He did his best to ignore his urge to gobble it down with only the bare minimum chewing. At least his hunger was no longer at the same level it had been before. And the people around him no longer smelled like food. That was a very good thing.

As near as Edward could tell, their refueling stop was somewhere just east of the Rocky Mountains. By that time it had grown completely dark, and he could no longer see anything they passed over. Only occasionally did he think he saw any lights to mark towns or settlements, but they were nothing but tiny far away dots.

He didn’t know how long he stared out the window, but when he stood to go to the bathroom again he realized that Mendez was asleep closer to the front of the cabin. Gates had his gun now, and while she didn’t keep it pointed at him she still kept it within easy reach. She had bags under her eyes by now, and her notebook was again in hand as she scribbled a few notes.

“Do you mind if I ask what you’re writing down?” Edward asked.

“For starters, I writing that it appears you need less sleep than a human.”

“Could you please stop referring to me as though I’m not a human?”

All that got for a response was a few more jotted down notes.

“What do you mean I need less sleep? I slept before you found me.”

“But for how long?” Gates asked. “From what I’ve been told, you were only out of anybody’s sight for a few hours.”

“Yeah, I guess. Maybe an hour or two?”

“And here it is, quite late by your time zone, yet you don’t appear to be tired.”

Edward hadn’t thought of that. Ever since the tingling of regenerating wounds had dissipated and he’d gotten something to eat in his system, he hadn’t felt anything at all like fatigue. “Do zombies sleep?” he asked.

“Not any of the variations I’ve ever observed,” Gates said. “But I guess a Z7 must need to at least a little. Tell me, when you slept earlier, did you dream at all?”

Edward remembered the vague red-tinged memories he’d had while he’d napped in the shed. He still couldn’t recall any clear details, but he remembered enough to know they’d been somewhat violent and disturbing. “No,” he said. “Not at all.”

Gates eventually slept, too. Maybe she forgot for the moment that he was supposedly dangerous, because she didn’t bother waking up Mendez first to watch over him. Initially he thought about trying to take the gun from her before she woke up, but that was just the part of him that resented the way he’d been treated so far. Taking the gun wouldn’t actually do anything useful in the long run. It wasn’t like there was anything he could do with it to get away while in the air. Also, although he had no delusions that he was anything other than a prisoner right now, he didn’t think he would try getting away even if he could. He had already learned more from Gates about what may or may not be happening to him than he had by himself or with Rae. Cooperating would hopefully get him even more answers.

Or it could get him dissected in the end, for all he knew. But going along with it seemed the only intelligent move for now.

He stopped staring at the gun and went back to staring out the window. He did, however, see out of the corner of his eye as Gates, apparently not sleeping at all, checked that the gun was still next to her before quickly writing something more in her notebook.

When he first started seeing lights on the ground, Edward at first thought he had to be hallucinating them. They started out sparse, but as the plane continued the lights became more concentrated.

“Excuse me,” Edward asked. “But where are we right now?”

Gates leaned over and looked out the window. “That’ll be us starting to come in over California.”

“Looks like the population is much denser down there.”

“It is. When the Uprising happened, those who weren’t complete rednecks realized there really would be safety in numbers and headed to the coasts. That way the government was better able to protect them. Those who decided they wanted to be the lone wolves ended up having to fend for themselves for years. It increased the population here but drastically depleted the population out in the wilds.”

That didn’t sound at all like what Rae had said, but Edward didn’t comment. He suspected that neither of those sides of history really told the whole story.

Although he wouldn’t have known exactly what cities should have looked like in the air back in his own time, he still suspected they wouldn’t have looked exactly like this. There didn’t appear to be much in the way of suburbs. The cities were bunched together into tighter masses with very little in between. It wasn’t until the plane started its decent, however, that Edward could really see how different things were.

“Is that Los Angeles?” Edward asked.

“Huh? Um, no. Los Angeles is much further south. That’s Stanford.”

“That’s Stanford?” He tried to remember anything he’d ever heard about Stanford, but there wasn’t much. He’d never had any reason to care one way or the other about the place. He’d heard of the university, of course, but didn’t know anything about the town around it. He was pretty sure it had been rather small. That was why it was a bit of shock to see it now as a bustling metropolis full of skyscrapers. “I don’t understand. How did it go from…um, whatever it was before, to this?”

“Once Atlanta was gone, the main branch of the CRS had to go somewhere. Stanford University was the second best source of research on the Animator Virus, so this is where it ended up. The government channeled a lot of money into here, and private companies, once they realized business wasn’t just going to cease because of the zombies, realized there was a lot of money to be made in everything from research equipment to CRS housing. It wasn’t like it was terribly easy at that time to ship things across the country or even have people live in suburbs. The result was the fastest growth for a city ever seen in the country’s history. And all of it is centered around Land’s End University and the CRS.”

Edward squinted, trying to get a better look at the details of the city, but they were still too high up and it was still too dark, even with the amazing amount of light the city seemed to give off. After fifty years he would have expected a city—especially one so new and modern—to be some barely recognizable future dome or some other such science fiction nonsense. Maybe there should have even been flying cars. But he couldn’t see anything like that. He supposed humanity had been too busy dealing with other things to bother with the future dreams of the past.

“Am I going to get to see any of it?” Edward asked.

Gates looked thoroughly amused. “This isn’t a vacation, Mr. Schuett.”

“So what then? Are you going to be sticking me in some cage as soon as we land?”

“This isn’t a prison either.”

“Just what the hell are we going to be calling it then?”

“Call it…a hospital stay. An extended one.”

“And is this hospital stay ever going to actually end?”

Gates didn’t answer. She just put her hand back on her gun. He supposed that was answer enough.
  

Chapter Eighteen
 

Unlike the other two airfields where they had landed, the airport in Stanford was a full-fledged commercial one, or at least as far as Edward could tell. He only got a brief glimpse of it as the plane taxied down the runway. It took a couple of minutes before he was allowed to go for the door and stairs, as the plane didn’t actually go up to a terminal, but instead stopped near a makeshift military-looking station where someone erected a curtain around the door. Edward could still see things from out of the windows, so he could only assume the curtain was there to keep anyone from seeing him.

There was a plain-looking van waiting to pick him up within the curtained-off area. It was hard not to notice the very distinct difference in style between this thing and the vehicles he had seen in Fond du Lac. Most of the cars and trucks there had been older and run down, sure, but even the nicer car Gates had picked him up in looked more like the cars he remembered from his own time than this thing did. Somehow it managed to look blocky and sleek at the same time. Also, the tires didn’t appear to be made out of rubber, but some kind of plastic. If the van was typical of the difference between Wisconsin and California, then he couldn’t even begin to guess what other styles and materials and technologies had changed.

Three people waited outside the van as they came down the stairs. One was obviously a guard, evident by both the studied way he stood next to the open back door of the van with his hands clasped behind his back and the rather large handgun he had in a shoulder holster. The second person, an Indian woman in her late forties, was dressed in a neat suit that would have made Edward mistake her for a business executive if it weren’t for the satchel in her hand and the stethoscope around her throat.

The third person made Edward do a double take. If the girl standing there had been twenty years older, an inch or two taller, and had maybe a few more pounds on her, then she would have looked exactly like Danielle Gates. She even wore a nearly identical suit.

Neither the guard nor the doctor paid Edward much mind as he approached with Gates ahead of him and Mendez behind. Gates’ lookalike, however, stared right at him, her eyes roaming up and down like she was trying desperately to see every part of him at once. She appeared surprised by whatever she saw.

“This must be him,” the doctor said, but she still didn’t acknowledge Edward, instead directing the comment to Gates.

“Correct,” Gates said. “You’ll want to do your own tests, I’m certain. The PVA that inbred yokel doctor used on Mr. Schuett here back in Wisconsin looked ancient and about as reliable as Shannon Casanova at a tennis convention, but it did appear to confirm our suspicions. This here is our not-so-mythical Z7.”

The doctor gave Gates a grudging look. “We’ll just see,” she said.

Edward wasn’t sure what confused him more: that something was obviously going on between Gates and the doctor that they probably weren’t going to tell him, or all the words and expressions Gates had just used that were completely beyond his comprehension.

“There is no way,” the younger version of Gates said. Unlike the doctor, she spoke directly to Edward. “There has to be some mistake. You don’t look like a reanimated at all.”

“Liddie, why are you even here?” Gates asked the younger version of herself. “You’re supposed to be supervising the Althocain trials.”

“Mom, really, what the hell is there even to supervise? You inject the Althocain into a human, it does nothing. Inject it into a reanimated, it jerks around for a couple hours. Just like all the other test runs. Pardon me if I thought this was more important. And interesting.”

“You’re not going to move up in the CRS if you keep shirking your duties like this,” Gates said.

“Then stop giving me duties a monkey can do.”

The doctor gave both women a poorly hidden sneer as she set down her case and opened it to pull out another device like the one the doctor had used in Wisconsin. This one looked more compact, but otherwise Edward couldn’t see much of a difference. Assuming these things were the PVAs Gates had mentioned, he couldn’t see why this one would be any superior to the other.

A fold out table had been set up near the van, and the doctor set the PVA on it and proceeded to pull out a needle to draw blood. Edward didn’t wait for her to ask and rolled up his sleeve. The doctor’s eyes went wide and Liddie gasped. Even the guard fidgeted a little.

“Holy Christ on a cracker,” Liddie said.

Edward frowned and looked at Gates. “Did I do something wrong?”

“That’s…that’s not possible,” the doctor said.

“What?” Edward asked. “Could someone please fill me in here?”

“You rolled up your sleeve,” Gates said.

“So?”

“The reanimated don’t see that someone is about to draw their blood and then roll up a sleeve to help. They try to eat the person instead. Also, I’d guess Dr. Chella is a little surprised that you’re speaking.”

Dr. Chella started to repack her case. “This is ridiculously childish, even for you, Gates. You come back here with your supposed Z7 and it’s a fake. Not only is it a fake, but not even a very good one. Well this is it. I’m reporting your little prank directly to the president, do you hear me? You’re finally done.”

Edward looked at Gates, who did nothing but stare at Dr. Chella with a smirk. The doctor finished packing up again and turned to the guard. “Well, are we going to get out of here?”

Now it was the guard’s turn to look confused. “Ma’am, um, Director Gates hasn’t given us permission to leave.”

“Chella, are you done throwing your hissy fit now?” Gates asked. “Because the Z7 still has his sleeve rolled up for you.”

“I am so sick and tired of all your…” Dr. Chella began, but Gates cut her off.

“Whether you like to admit it or not, I am your boss. And as your boss I am ordering you to take Mr. Schuett’s blood and test it.”

Chella glared at Gates and Edward, even throwing an evil eye at Liddie despite the young woman having done nothing except suppress a giggling fit during the whole exchange, then unpacked her equipment once more. The tests were pretty much the same as the ones conducted on Edward in Wisconsin, except for the fact that Dr. Chella was decidedly less careful where she stuck the needle in his arm. She had to jab him three times in all before she finally found the vein, probably because she didn’t even bother to look at his arm for the first two tries. When she finally tested his blood both she and Liddie leaned over to intently watch as the little screen showed the results.

“That’s impossible,” Dr. Chella said.

“Yeah, I’ve been hearing that a lot lately,” Edward said.

“You really are a reanimated,” Liddie said.

“You know, I’m starting to think I really don’t like being called that any more than I like being called a zombie,” Edward said.

“This is…this is insane,” Dr. Chella said. “There cannot be an honest-to-God Z7.”

“I think it’s time you and I finally had a long overdue talk,” Gates said to her. She turned to Liddie. “You really want something new to do? I’ll have you be the one to escort Mr. Schuett to Land’s End. It will give the doctor and I some time to go over what this all means.”

Liddie gave her mother a mock salute, then held the back door open for Edward to get in. “After you, good sir. If I can call you sir, that is.”

Edward sighed. “I suppose it’s a step better than ‘reanimated.’“

Liddie took the seat next to him while the guard went around and got in the driver’s seat. Once Liddie slid the door closed he could no longer hear any of the conversation between Gates and Chella, but he could still hear them talking very heatedly.

“It’s comforting, really,” Edward said.

“What is?” Liddie asked.

“After fifty years, at least one thing is still the same. The government officials still act like spoiled brats.”

Liddie’s laugh felt like the first normal thing he’d heard since he’d woken up in the Walmart.
  

Chapter Nineteen
 

When Dana was seven, Edward and Julia had made plans to go to Chicago for a weekend with her. That had been about the time Dana had begun an obsession with dolphins, and Julia had thought it would be a good idea to take her to the Shedd Aquarium for her birthday. But it hadn’t been the dolphins and aquarium that Edward himself had been excited about. It had been the buildings of downtown. He’d spent all of his life in Wisconsin, and most of it just in Fond du Lac. Skyscrapers weren’t something he’d ever had a real chance to see. He’d briefly seen some of the towers in Milwaukee on the rare occasion he got to go see a Brewers game, but he knew Chicago would make Milwaukee look like a bunch of shacks. He wasn’t quite sure why he’d been so excited to see them. There had just been something about the idea that tiny people could really build things so huge. He never got to see them, however. He’d busted his foot pretty bad at work the week before Dana’s birthday. They’d had to skip Chicago that year, even though they all promised themselves they’d do it the next year. They never did.

That memory came back to Edward as the van drove through the new (or at least new to him) version of Stanford. There were several skyscrapers, all with designs and architecture he would have never been able to imagine. One even looked like a hundred-story pyramid. It was breathtaking. Unlike on the plane, it suddenly became a lot easier to forget his current situation.

It helped that Liddie Gates didn’t have the same severe and serious aspect as her mother. The young woman smiled at him the whole time they drove. She also didn’t take the precautions her mother had. There was no gun pointed at him during this journey, no notebook, and certainly no talk about preserving his soiled underwear.

“So, um, hi,” Edward said.

“Oh, hi! I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t really do a formal introduction. I’m Claudia Gates, but I prefer…”

“Liddie. That much I got,” Edward said. “I’m Edward Schuett.”

“Edward? Not Ed or Eddy?”

“No, Edward. My dad was never big on nicknames. A career military man. Everything always had to be exact with no shortcuts.”

“Well it’s good to meet you, Edward.” She held out her hand for him to shake. Edward didn’t take it. He just stared at it.

“Is there something wrong?” Liddie asked.

“It’s just…not a lot people have offered to shake my hand over the last twenty-four hours. Most of them have either tried to cage me or shoot me.”

“You don’t have to shake it if you don’t want to,” Liddie said, but she didn’t pull her hand back. The smile never left her face.

Edward hesitated, then took her hand. He couldn’t help but smile back.

“Can I ask you something?” Edward asked.

“Probably, but I reserve the right to pretend I don’t know what you’re talking about if it’s something I’m not supposed to tell.”

“Are there a lot of things you’re not supposed to tell?”

“In the CRS? Of course. What else would you expect?”

“I don’t know. It’s not like I’ve ever heard of the CRS before today.”

“What, have you been living under a rock?”

“No, apparently I’ve been a zombie.”

“Oh. Uh, right. So what did you want to ask?”

“That thing back there. What was that? Between your mom and the doctor?”

Liddie’s smile finally disappeared as she rolled her eyes. “That horrible witch of a woman keeps making power plays and failing.”

“Uh, I’m assuming you’re calling the doctor the witch, and not your mother?”

“Oh, don’t make the mistake. My mom can be a horrendous bitch too when she wants to be, and that’s usually quite often. But the difference between them is that Mom is good at it.”

“I’m still afraid I don’t completely understand.”

“Dr. Chella wants Mom’s job, and has used every excuse she can possibly think of to get it. For the longest time, I was her pet reason.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can run circles around Chella when it comes to almost anything regarding the CRS. I grew up there. I’ve never even really been anywhere else. I know all the science about the reanimated and I know every theory, every computer. Hell, I could give you a reasonable prediction of what each scientist at the center will bring in for lunch. But I don’t actually have a degree in anything, so Chella’s tried to prove I have no right to all the responsibilities Mom sticks me with. But she eventually got shot down on that one by the president himself. She knew her reputation was on the line, so the next thing she decided to latch on to was Mom’s pet theories about reanimated evolution. Chella said there was no hard proof. Except now Mom has it, I think.”

“You think? If I understand all this Z7 stuff, and admittedly I’m not really sure that I do completely, then I’m all the proof she needs, ain’t I?”

“Well, yeah, if you’re actually a reanimated. You still just look like any other human to me.”

“The last thing I remember before twenty-four hours ago was being attacked by my apparently dead wife nearly fifty years ago. So you’ll pardon me if even I’m wondering just how human I could possibly be at this point.”

“Oh,” Liddie said. She didn’t seem to have anything to add to that.

Edward’s attention went back out the window. He stared for several minutes, trying to find more ways to associate this new world with the one he had known. There wasn’t a lot to see in the middle of the night, but everywhere he looked he saw more evidence that the world had moved on without him. The cars here were different, the architecture was different, even the design of the street signs was different. At least in Fond du Lac the city had maintained some semblance of the place it had once been. This city, however, had not really even been here fifty years ago. The van may have been much more comfortable, but Edward actually found himself feeling nostalgic for the sights from Ringo’s cage.

They passed a squat building with a bright sign out front. The name of the place read “Zappy’s” in shockingly bright blue letters surrounded by what might have been a bull’s eye.

“What is up with these Zappy’s places, anyways?” Edward asked. “Are they sort of like McDonald’s?”

“What the hell is McDonald’s?” Liddie asked back.

“Wow, never thought I’d see that day,” Edward said.

“So you really don’t remember anything of the last fifty years?”

Edward almost said that he didn’t, but he remembered the brief flashes he’d had in his dreams. He couldn’t be certain that they were memories, but that was what they felt like. It just didn’t seem possible that he could have been shambling around for nearly half a century and not have registered any of it.

He looked at Liddie and the expression of genuine curiosity on her face. She hadn’t asked the question so she could further study him like her mother had. She wanted to know because she honestly thought of him as more than just a scientific specimen.

“I kind of had flashes when I was dreaming,” Edward said. “Like the last fifty years really were just a dream or something like that. I don’t really remember anything other than that.”

“I’m sure that with all our know-how we can help you remember,” Liddie said.

Edward thought of the red tinge to his dreams. Bright red fading to maroon, like blood. He wasn’t sure he wanted to remember anything from that time. Maybe it was better to ignore it and pretend he’d just been in a really long sleep. A zombie Rip Van Winkle, maybe. But then there was that last memory of Julia biting him, and Dana. That memory, at least, he needed to find. He needed to know what had happened to them.

“Maybe,” Edward said. “Is that really what you intend to do? Help me?”

“Of course it is. What else are you expecting us to do?”

“Dissect me?”

“What do you think we are, monsters?”

“How would I know?”

“Trust me, we’re not the monsters,” Liddie said. “We’re the ones who are making sure the monsters never come back.”

Edward was tempted to tell her that back where he’d come from the monsters had never really left, but it was already obvious to him that Stanford would be a completely different world than the one he’d already seen. She probably honestly believed what she said.

Edward, on the other hand, still had no idea what to believe.
  

Chapter Twenty
 

The world was red again, all other color sucked out of it. He felt like he’d just come from somewhere, someplace foreign and unfamiliar and full of confusion and pain. There was none of that here. He could sniff the air and catch something that maybe once upon a time he would have thought to be putrid, but now smelled like honey. The scent was all around him. It was intoxicating. It was comforting.

There were other forms around him, forms that he would recognize as being like him if he had anything like self-awareness. All of them shuffled down a street. Sometimes forms would break away from the group for some inexplicable reason, sometimes others would join them. There was no real pattern to the movements that he was capable of noticing, but he didn’t care. What he did care about was the new scent that had come to his nose from some light breeze. There was something else nearby, something like the forms around him and yet not like them at the same time. A scent that felt fresher. A scent that made his long-forgotten stomach try rumbling, even though it hadn’t quite been able to do that for a long time.

There were subtle shifts in the honey odor, and all the forms around him moved at once toward the new scent. Several of the forms at the edge of the group broke off and went in two separate directions while all the others drifted to either side of the street. With fewer forms so close to him he felt more sluggish. He would have said he felt a growing confusion, if he had even been capable of understanding what that word meant. Nonetheless there was still that honey scent in the air, ebbing and flowing and generally assuring him that this was what the horde needed for right now.

He had no way of comprehending time or how much of it passed as he stood there on the side of the street. All he knew was that the fresher odor suddenly became stronger. The honey scent changed ever so slightly again, and he began to move.

Something ran down the street. He didn’t know what this thing was supposed to be, although on some level he recognized that it was similar in shape and size to the other forms. It was like them and yet not at the same time. It had no honey scent, and therefore it was something he needed to attack.

It didn’t look where it was going. Instead it looked back over its shoulder as several forms came after it. They weren’t moving very fast, and there was no way they could catch it. They didn’t need to. The rest of the horde came out into the street. It didn’t know what was happening until it was already being ripped apart.

Edward ripped right along with all the others. He could feel the flesh coming apart under his hands as others tried to tear the pieces away from him, but he didn’t care. He had enough of the meat in hand to raise to his mouth and take a great big bite. His rotting teeth were still able to tear through the skin, although one chipped on a bone. He barely felt it. He didn’t even taste anything as the bits of the horde’s prey slid over his tongue and down his throat. It took only a brief time for the horde to reduce the thing to little more than a skeleton. Then Edward went back to shuffling down the street, reveling as always in that honey scent, and was not even aware that anything had happened.

It wasn’t like the movies. Edward didn’t wake up right away, sitting up straight in bed and screaming at the horrible nightmare he’d just had. He came out of it gradually, and his subconscious tried desperately to keep wakefulness from coming. Part of him might have been aware that he should be sleeping for much longer, that the mere two hours of sleep should not have been anywhere near enough for him to feel so rested. Another part of him, however, didn’t want to let the dream go. It had been comforting. It had been like home, completely unlike where he was when he came fully awake.

The room was uncomfortably small, and even with only the small bed that had been brought in it still felt cramped. There were no toilet or shower facilities. After all, if the few cryptic things Liddie had said when they brought him in late at night were any indication, this room wasn’t intended for a breathing human to live in anyway. It was simply the best the CRS had been able to set up for him on such short notice. The room smelled of disinfectant, but underneath that Edward thought he could still smell something comforting and sweet. Something like honey. Up until recently, another zombie had been in here.

He knew the fact that he could tell that should have bothered him, but he had other issues right now. Even if he looked like a normal human, had a heartbeat like a normal human, and had to eat (more or less) like a normal human, his bowels were still apparently closer to that of a zombie. He had soiled himself in his sleep.

He got up from the bed and grimaced as he stood. He’d stripped down to just his pants while he’d slept. Normally he would have slept in just his underwear, but he was pretty certain that somewhere in this room there were cameras watching him. He hadn’t wanted to give anyone a free show. That choice had kept the mess from getting on his bed, but instead it was all over the back of his pants. He could feel it sticking to his skin. He went over to the door, trying to ignore the unpleasant feeling all up and down the back of his legs, and knocked.

Liddie had told him to just let anyone outside the door know if he needed anything, that they would provide him with any food or take him to a bathroom or shower, that they would even provide him with entertainment once they had a more permanent room set up for him. Edward understood that the implication of all that, even if Liddie herself didn’t understand or at least acknowledge it, was that he was not able to leave the room on his own accord. Just to test that theory, he tried to open the door by himself now. It was locked.

There was an observational window in the door, but the view was blocked by a sliding panel from the other side. He could hear footsteps from the other side, and he took a deep breath as he tried to think how he would say what he needed. This wasn’t exactly a situation he had a lot of practice in, and he didn’t want to talk about it any more than he had to. Zombie virus or not, this was not something a grown man should have to worry about. He even considered maybe not saying anything and just pretending nothing had happened. He might save some face that way, although he realized that would only be for a little while. There wouldn’t be much time before the stink made his embarrassing situation quite obvious.

The panel slid aside, and Liddie smiled through at him. There were bags under her eyes, but nothing else about her made her look tired.

“Hi,” she said. “Are you having trouble sleeping?”

“Um, no. I think I’m done for now.”

Liddie frowned. “You only slept for two hours.”

“Well, I don’t feel tired.”

“So was there something you needed?”

Edward opened his mouth but didn’t say anything yet. Just what the hell was he supposed to tell her? “Is…is there someone I could speak to about something?”

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“No, I mean, uh, about something I need.”

“Right here. I volunteered to be the first one to look after you. Just consider me your liaison for any and all needs.”

Edward bit his lip. He couldn’t tell her. If he were talking to a man on the other side, then maybe he could say something, albeit in a very quiet manner with as many euphemisms as possible. Her mother would have been even better. That woman had, after all, already probed him for all the intimate details about this sort of thing. Liddie, on the other hand, just didn’t seem like someone he could talk to about this.

“Really, I need to talk to someone else,” he said.

“Whatever it is, I can help.”

“No, not with this.”

“What, you don’t think I can do it? Whatever it is, I’m just as capable of taking care of the problem as anyone else around here. Or do you not trust me?”

“I’m not sure if I trust anyone around here yet.”

“Not even me?”

“I don’t really know you, Liddie. But you do seem more trustworthy than some.”

“Then why won’t you tell me?”

“Damn it, Liddie. It’s…it’s a personal problem.”

“Oh.” Liddie’s frown disappeared and her face softened. Even though Edward didn’t think there was anyone else in the hallway to hear, she lowered her voice to a whisper. “Is it that one thing you had a problem with before?”

“Um, I’m not sure. Which one thing would that be?”

“The thing in your file. You know…the pants thing.”

Edward backed away from the door with a horrified expression. “I already have a file? And that’s already in it?”

“Look, it’s not a big deal. If that’s the problem, then—”

“No. I’m fine. Really. There’s nothing wrong.”

“Edward. It’s okay. You don’t have to be embarrassed.”

“This isn’t right. I shouldn’t have to deal with this. None of this is right.”

“Edward, listen to me. It’s okay. We can take care of it. I can even make sure this doesn’t go in your file, at least not this time.”

Edward didn’t look at her for nearly a minute. She stayed on the other side, not moving, waiting patiently for him to talk again.

“This is all bullshit,” Edward said finally. He wasn’t quite sure what he was referring to at the moment. It could be his accident, or his situation, or just everything in general. Liddie didn’t ask for him to elaborate.

“I know it is. Let me help you fix it, okay?”

There was a click as she unlocked the door. Edward quickly threw on a shirt and exited the room, walking carefully so none of the mess in his pants dislodged and fell on the floor. This was already horrifying enough as it was without leaving a trail of shit all the way to the bathroom.

Edward had gotten a quick look at some of the CRS facilities when they had brought him in, but once the van had pulled up at the back door of some moderately tall skyscraper the people who were waiting for him hadn’t allowed him to stop long enough to look. He knew from the drive in that the building was somewhere in the center of the city—the very center, according to Liddie’s idle chatter—and he’d been able to piece together from various other clues that the lower floors of the building housed Land’s End University. The upper floors belonged solely to the Center for Reanimation Studies. He’d been ushered right through a series of non-descript hallways to an elevator that his handlers had to operate with a key. Although he didn’t know exactly which floor he was on, it had to be somewhere near the top. The elevator ride had been very long.

After that he’d been quickly brought to his room, so now was his first chance to see the facilities that were, for lack of a better term, his new home. He’d expected a sterile, drab series of hallways with no real decoration, and other than a few random generic landscape paintings on the walls he was right.

“You guys aren’t much for decorating, are you?”

“Not on the lab levels, no. Some of the other floors are a little more homey. If you want, we can probably find a painting to give your room a little more color.”

“Thanks, but no. Although, if you find me a Dale Jr. poster, then maybe we can talk.”

“Who’s that?”

“Seriously? You mean no one here remembers all the NASCAR legends?”

“What’s NASCAR?”

“Ugh. Never mind.”

She led him to a unisex bathroom down the hall, but not before taking him past several more doors like the one he’d been behind. Most of them were empty, but four of them had zombies behind them. No, scratch that, five. There was another further down the hall. He knew that was another thing he shouldn’t have been able to tell, but by now it didn’t surprise him. He could tell by that honey scent in the air.

“Tell me, can you smell that?” he asked Liddie.

“Um, yeah. Sorry. It’s getting pretty strong now, but I know where I can get you some extra pants really quickly.”

Edward blushed. “No, I mean…whatever.”

She left him alone to go into one of the bathroom stalls and came back several minutes later with a pair of scrub pants. He’d cleaned himself up by that time, although he still needed a damned shower. He shoved the soiled pants underneath the stall door and winced when she hissed at the smell.

“So are you going to keep those, too?” he asked.

“Are you joking me? Why the hell would I do that?”

“Your mother did it.”

“And yet again I need to remind you that I am not my mother.”

Edward finished pulling up his new pants and then opened the door. Liddie was gingerly shoving the old pants into a garbage can and then tying off the bag.

“Hey, Liddie?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For, you know, treating me like a human being.”

She gave him a bemused look. “Someone has to. And look, to be completely honest, I’m not sure how much of that you’re going to be getting from anyone else.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I’ve already overhead some of the plans my mother has for you. Don’t worry, no one’s going to do anything to hurt you. But she sure does plan on getting every bit of scientific data she can out of you.”

“So what, they really are going to dissect me at some point?”

“Hey, I just promised you that wouldn’t happen, didn’t I? But if I were you I’d cooperate with everything. Some people like Dr. Chella are just looking for excuses to make trouble, and you could be the perfect excuse.”

Somehow, Edward didn’t find any of that the least bit reassuring.
  

Chapter Twenty One
 

Once she got some sleep of her own, Liddie was able to convince her mom to let her sit in on the directors’ meeting the next morning. It wasn’t terribly hard. Liddie knew everything about this place, and there was rarely a time where she didn’t have some useful tidbit to contribute to any planning meeting. This one was different however. Liddie didn’t even register until after she sat down at the table with her mother, Dr. Chella, and Chella’s assistant Dr. Emmanuel that the television monitor on the far wall was actually on. There was another monitor in the room for when they needed to have meetings with other people in distant locations, but that one was much smaller. This one was only supposed to be used for one person and one person alone.

“Mom, uh, Director Gates?” Liddie asked. “Is he actually going to be talking to us?”

“He talks to us all the time, Claudia,” Dr. Chella said. “We just don’t usually see any reason for you to be here when he does.”

“Well this time there is a reason, Chella, so just let it go for now,” Liddie’s mother said.

“I thought we were just going to be discussing Edward,” Liddie said. Her mother raised an eyebrow, but Liddie wasn’t sure why.

“We are. Don’t you think Mr. Schuett is someone he’s going to be interested in?”

“I suppose,” Liddie said. “I guess I hadn’t thought about it that much.”

Dr. Emmanuel rolled his eyes. He was another one that thought Liddie had no right to all the access she had, but Liddie didn’t care. She was reasonably certain the only reason he had this job was because someone had blackmailed Chella into giving it to him, but she had never found the hard proof of it.

The monitor blinked a couple times as it established a connection with Washington, D.C., and the President of the United States appeared before them.

“Director Gates, Dr. Chella, I hope you’re both well,” he said. Liddie was too starstruck to care that he didn’t acknowledge her, although she had to stifle a smile at the way Dr. Emmanuel bristled at his exclusion.

“Sir, we couldn’t be better,” Liddie’s mother said. “I’m sure you’ve already been fully updated on what we’ve discovered.”

“I have. I have to say how shocked I am. And that I owe you an apology. You’ve predicted this event for a long time, but I must admit I was starting to doubt you. Certain people were very vocal that your obsession with this was getting in the way of your work. I’m sure you feel vindicated.”

Chella fidgeted in her chair.

“Thank you, sir, but now is not the time for that. There are certain things we need to discuss. Specifically, what is to be done with the Z7.”

“I understand your devotion to studying the specimen, but it would probably be in the best interest of the American people to destroy it immediately.”

“Wait, what?” Liddie asked.

The President blinked and looked at her for the first time. “I’m sorry, but I don’t believe we’ve been introduced?”

Liddie’s mother cleared her throat. “Sir, this is my daughter Claudia. She’s second in charge of special projects. I thought she should be here today because I think she might be able to play an important part in any operations regarding the Z7.”

“And I don’t think any such operations would be prudent,” the President said.

“But why?” Liddie asked. “He’s not a danger to anyone.”

“A reanimated capable of reasoning? My apologies, but I think such a thing is very much a danger. Everyone knows what just a few Z5s and 6s did to Atlanta. A Z7 in my book would classify as a weapon of mass destruction that no human should try to control.”

“Edward is about as far from a weapon of mass destruction as someone could possibly get,” Liddie said.

“I’m sorry. Edward?” he asked.

“Yes sir, that is something that might not have been in any of the early reports you’ve received,” Liddie’s mother said. “You see, there’s more to the Z7 than was originally hypothesized. It doesn’t just possess greater intelligence. It looks and acts completely human. If it weren’t for the high concentration of the Animator Virus in his system and a few physical abnormalities we are still attempting to chronicle, he would seem to be no different than you or me. His name is Edward Schuett.”

The president took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “This…is not something I was prepared for, Director Gates. You’re telling me this man is not really a reanimated at all?”

“He is, sir,” Dr. Chella said. “The tests I’ve run have proven it.” Liddie turned to her with a confused look. Last night the woman had refused to acknowledge that Edward was anything more than a practical joke, yet now she was the first to jump in and say what he was. Liddie would have had to wonder what her game was if the woman didn’t reveal it right away. “From what I’ve seen, I believe you were right the first time. This thing is dangerous. We cannot let it continue to exist here. The director is putting everyone in danger.”

“He’s not a ‘thing’,” Liddie said. “Not only does he have a name, but he was talking about having a family once. A life. And he’s an American citizen, sir. You can’t just kill him for no reason.”

“You say he had a family?” the president asked. “How long ago was this?”

“About fifty years ago,” Liddie said.

“And he was a reanimated that whole time?”

“Yes.”

“Miss Gates, what do you think this thing has been doing that whole time? Knitting? Playing solitaire?”

“Sir, I’m not sure that I understand what you’re—”

“It was killing. That’s what the reanimated do. It killed people. It isn’t even alive by any legal definition, even if it can talk and act like a human. It gave up any sort of American citizenship it had a very long time ago. So if I order it destroyed, it will be destroyed, do you understand?”

Liddie didn’t say anything.

“With that said, if this thing is capable of reason then it might just be capable of cooperating,” the president said. “Director Gates, you want to study it. What exactly do you have planned?”

She outlined a few tests she wanted to do. It was really very basic stuff. Cognitive tests, reflex tests, tests of Edward’s tissue samples. “But most importantly,” she said, “I want to see if we can get it to remember anything of the past fifty years. We’ve learned so much about the reanimated, but there are still things we don’t understand. How they group together, how they sense when humans are near, how and why they migrate the way they do. The Z7 may just be the key to unlocking some mysteries we’ve been trying to understand ever since the first days of the Uprising.”

The president looked at Dr. Chella. “And I assume you have a well thought-out argument against this plan?”

Dr. Chella hemmed and hawed, but there was nothing about what she said that could be considered “well thought-out.” Even with all his prim and proper posturing, Liddie thought for just a moment that she might have seen the president roll his eyes.

“Director Gates, you’ve already talked to this thing. Has it given you any reason whatsoever to believe it might not be willing to let you experiment?”

She hesitated. “Maybe. It did show a willingness to fight when we picked it up in Wisconsin. But it wants to know all the details about what it is just as much as we do. We can use that. Even more so, it wants information regarding its family.”

“It has a family?”

“It did when it was alive fifty years ago. It seems to be under the impression that some of that family might still be out there somewhere.”

“And have you found any information about this family?”

“You know how the records are from that time, sir. But that doesn’t mean we can’t fake it. I’ve already commissioned a team to forge some fake documents. It won’t know any different.”

Liddie looked at her. This was the first she had heard about any of that. She knew there was nearly no hope of finding out what had ever happened to Edward’s daughter, but the idea of lying to him about it horrified her.

The president nodded. “Okay then. I believe I will let this continue, but from now on I want daily reports. I want to know everything, no details left out. And if this thing so much as sneezes in a threatening manner, I will order it destroyed. Is that understood?”

Liddie’s mother nodded. “Absolutely, sir.”

“And I’m sure you’ve already taken precautions, but I still need to stress this as well. This is top secret. You may pick a few of your top people for the research, Director Gates, but beyond that the only people who are to know of this thing’s existence are the people in this room.”

“I’ve already done everything I can about those precautions as well. The number of people that even know he’s here on campus is minimal, and most of them are being told he’s an outside consultant.”

“Good. Tread carefully with this, Gates. After all, I’m sure that I will hear if there’s even the smallest slip up.”

Dr. Chella actually smiled at that. Liddie would have reached over and smacked the woman if she didn’t think even her mother would fire her for that.

“Thank you, sir,” Liddie’s mother said. The president nodded, and the monitor went blank.

Liddie sat quietly next to her mother while Dr. Chella and Dr. Emmanuel stood up and mumbled to each other. Her mother opened up a file folder she’d had in front of her and began thumbing through the documents inside, but Liddie could tell she wasn’t really looking at any of them. She knew that look on her mother’s face. She’d seen it ever since she was a little kid. This was the look when she expected Liddie to throw a tantrum and was preparing to give her daughter a severe talking-down.

Well, Liddie wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction this time. She was an adult now, after all. She was fully capable of having a calm adult conversation about things that upset her. There would be no yelling involved. Really.

Once Chella and Emmanuel were gone, Liddie spoke in a quiet, measured voice. “You never said anything to me about the fake documents.”

“That’s because I was hoping you would come to that conclusion yourself,” her mother said. “Actually trying to find records of his daughter would be a wild goose chase and a waste of resources. But we need him to be cooperative.”

“So your answer is lying to him?” Liddie noticed she was beginning to raise her voice and made a conscious effort to bring it back down. “And something else. What was all that while you were talking with the president where you kept referring to Edward as ‘it?’ You were talking like he was another reanimated, and he’s not.”

“He is, Liddie, at least in the eyes of most people. Especially to the president, who hasn’t had a chance to meet him yet. I was merely talking in a way that the president would comprehend. If I had referred to Edward as a ‘he,’ that would have made the president think I was getting attached.”

“Referring to a person as a person isn’t getting attached. That’s just giving him basic human dignity.”

“Dignity like you tried to give him when you helped him with his soiled pants last night?”

Liddie was surprised for a moment, but she supposed she shouldn’t be. There were cameras all over the place in here. They would have seen her go into the bathroom with a fresh set of pants and come out with the garbage bag. Her mother had probably even retrieved it from where she had thrown it away simply so the pants could be studied.

“So what now?” Liddie asked. “You don’t want me to let the big bad reanimated monster feel like a human anymore?”

“Actually, just the opposite. I want you to continue doing exactly what you were doing last night. I want you to be his friend.”

This time Liddie was surprised enough that she couldn’t speak.

“Of course, I want you to maintain some professional distance,” her mother said. “You must be very careful not to get too attached. We don’t know enough about him yet, either as a Z7 or a person. I mean, really, for all we know he was convicted child molester or serial killer back before he died. It isn’t like we can check his records or anything. Or he might one day not be able to control his reanimated impulses and try to eat someone. But until that happens, we need him happy, or at least happy enough that he goes along with whatever we need.”

“Mother, I’m not going to pretend to be something just because you ask me to.”

“I’m not asking you to pretend anything. I’m asking you to show the same sort of compassion I would like you to show anyone else. Because let’s face it, I can’t be the one to do that. I have far too many things to take care of. All I’m asking is that you talk to him. Let him confide in you if he needs it. If you’re so convinced he really is completely human despite his condition, then don’t let him forget that. Remind him what being a human means.”

Liddie stared at her. “Mom, I do hope you understand this is a weird request. It’s like telling a kid to go to someone’s sleepover because they don’t have any friends.”

Her mother smiled. “You thought that was weird? You never said anything about it.”

“That’s because Jamie was…well, I felt sorry for her. I thought maybe you were right.”

“Of course I was. I’m your mother.”

She kissed Liddie on the forehead and left the room, leaving Liddie to contemplate Edward and that long ago friend Jamie. The problem with Jamie was they had become friends after all, best friends, but only up until high school. That was when Jamie had slept with Liddie’s boyfriend.

That wasn’t exactly the sort of friendship Liddie wanted to have again.
  

Chapter Twenty Two
 

It was tough for Edward to tell how much time passed. He never got a chance to go outside and none of the rooms he went between had windows. He would have tried to judge the number of days by the number of times he slept, but he never slept for more than two hours at a time and even then it seemed like he got sleepy at completely random intervals. He didn’t want to ask anyone, though. Keeping track of time was the sort of thing any old person should have been able to do, and he refused to admit he couldn’t.

Other things, at least, seemed to get easier. He still couldn’t hold down anything other than meat, but as time went on and his body no longer made any obvious changes he no longer felt the urge to eat it raw. Even better, his bowel problems started to get under control. For what seemed like several days after he arrived at Land’s End he had to wear adult diapers. He would have simply called them Depends, but Liddie didn’t know what that meant; they were apparently just another brand name that had disappeared a long time ago. His accidents became fewer and fewer, however, and soon he was able to go without them.

His room, too, changed for the better. He didn’t have to stay in that cramped little cell for very long. Liddie came to him several times asking him unusual questions ranging from his favorite color to his rest index ratio, which he had no idea what that was, but he eventually figured out that was something to do with advanced beds that hadn’t been invented yet in his time. He didn’t know what it meant until she came and led him to his new room, although it was really more of an apartment. It had been built in the facility just for him, and he could still smell the fresh paint and brand new carpet. She’d put a rush order on the place, apparently, and refused to let any of the tests on him start until he had a comfortable place of his own. That gesture alone would have meant a lot to him, but the cap on it all was the yellowed yet framed poster of Dale Earnhardt Jr. she’d put on his wall. She hadn’t know who Dale Jr. was, but she’d found out and searched high and low for it just for him.

He’d been nervous about all these cryptic tests Liddie kept mentioning, but once they actually started they proved to be little more than annoyances. They started out by taking only a few blood samples, but once it was discovered that he regenerated blood just as quickly as he could regenerate any other wound they began taking far more than a normal human would have been able to survive. All it did was make him feel slightly weak once in a while. There were also treadmills and various strength tests, the results of which surprised everyone including Edward. He’d always had a decent amount of strength, but he’d never been what he would call a bruiser or anything, and he certainly had never done very well running. But on the treadmill he could now keep up a good jogging speed for nearly an hour without getting winded, and he could generally lift more than he’d ever been able to in his previous life. The only side effect was that every time he pushed himself to that level he craved raw meat again.

This was all just the beginning, he was assured. Not only would there be more complicated and involved tests in his future, but they were going to see what they could do to help him recall events during his missing fifty years. On the outside he acted like this was something he was okay with, even excited about. After all, it was possible there might be something in there that could give him information about Dana or even Julia. But inside he was scared out of his wits at the idea of remembering. The red-tinged dreams had continued, except he knew damned well they were more than just dreams.

He was brooding on his brand new couch about that exact issue when Liddie knocked at his door. The door still remained locked whenever he was in here, but at least he didn’t have to ask for permission to go the bathroom anymore thanks to the toilet and shower of his own right in the apartment.

“Are you decent?” Liddie called from outside.

“About as decent as I ever am,” he called back with a smile. He’d only been in the new apartment a short time, but that had already become their familiar call and response every time she came to see him. She visited at least twice a day, once to collect him for the day’s battery of tests and once to just talk. They didn’t usually have a lot to talk about, but it was nice to have her around. It wasn’t like he ever had anyone else to talk to that didn’t want to stick another needle in his arm.

Liddie opened the door, but she didn’t come in right away like normal. Instead he heard some grunts and mumbles from the hallway.

“Liddie, is everything okay?” he asked as he started to get up from the couch, but Liddie’s voice stopped him.

“Don’t come out here,” she said. “Just stay on the couch and close your eyes.”

“Are you sure? It sounds like you need some help out—”

“No, don’t come out. You’ll ruin the surprise!”

Edward shrugged, sat back down, and closed his eyes. “Okay, they’re closed.”

“Good. No peeking, no matter what you hear,” she said. What he heard was more grunts, and he realized that she wasn’t alone. For a moment he almost panicked and opened his eyes. Maybe someone was coming for him. Maybe Liddie was just trying to distract him while some goons came to take him out. Maybe the CRS had for some reason decided that their precious Z7 was too dangerous after all.

Then he relaxed. He barely knew Liddie, but he believed she was trustworthy enough that she would never spring something like that on him. She would warn him and try to save him, or at least he hoped she would.

There were some bumping noises and someone cursed. It sounded like there were at least two other people with Liddie, and they were coming through the door slowly.

“Careful,” Liddie said. “It took a lot of convincing to get my mother to approve this thing, and I don’t think I can get her to approve another one if this one ends up broken.”

Edward raised an eyebrow without actually opening his eyes.

“Put it right over there. We can have someone move it later if he’d prefer it somewhere else.”

“Liddie? Can I open my eyes now?”

“Just a second. Okay guys, that’s good. You can go now.”

The two extra people left, leaving Edward alone with Liddie and whatever they had brought in.

“Okay,” she said. “Go ahead.”

Edward opened his eyes and gasped at one of the largest televisions he had ever seen in his life.

“What’s all this about?” he asked.

“Happy birthday, I guess.”

“It’s not my birthday. Or at least I don’t think it is.”

“I thought about asking you, but I thought that might give away that I was planning something. Really, I thought it might be something to help you pass the time, since you can’t exactly do much socializing or get outside.”

Edward got up to take a closer look at it. It was longer than he was tall and held up by a stand connected to the back, but for all its size it didn’t look heavy. He took a look at it from the side and was shocked to see it was nearly paper-thin. There was a small bulge on the side that he couldn’t identify, but there was a slot in it for something.

“I’ve got some other things for you, too.” Edward finally looked at her and realized she had a folder in her hands. “Now, I hope you realize how tough it was for me to get this first thing. I had to do a lot of research on your time, and I had to find some archive somewhere that actually had these recordings.” She opened up the folder just enough to pull out a small disk about the size of a golf ball with a hole in the center, then slid it into the slot on the television. The screen turned itself on, and despite its apparent lack of speakers the television suddenly blared the sound of cars speeding around a raceway. Edward backed away and gaped at the image.

“Oh my God. Is this what I think it is?”

“This is the last NASCAR race ever recorded,” Liddie said. “It would have been the day after you were bitten, if my research is right. Despite the spreading infection, some people tried to pretend that life was going on as normal. You can see in the stands that there are fewer people, but the race wasn’t interrupted at all. It was a long time before the Uprising was under enough control that organized sports events started up again, but by then there was a fuel shortage problem. NASCAR never made a comeback. But there is at least this. I even know who won, but I’ll let you find that out for yourself. I’ve got recordings of other races, too, although those you might have seen.”

Edward smiled as he saw the familiar number 88 race around the track. “It’s great. Thank you. Makes it feel a little more like home.”

“Well, that’s not really the most important thing. There’s something else. Something important.”

“What is it?”

“You really need to sit down for this.”

Edward shrugged and went for the couch. Liddie lightly touched the edge of the TV screen. He thought maybe she was going to turn it off so they could talk in quiet, but it sounded like the TV got louder instead. It wasn’t a lot, and maybe she hadn’t even done it on purpose, but it was strange enough that he took note of it.

Liddie took a place next to him on the couch, sitting closer to him than she usually did, and he had a sudden uncomfortable feeling. Ever since the Walmart, people had done their best to stay as far away from him as possible. Liddie hadn’t gone to the extremes that some others had, but she still hadn’t let herself get this close before.

She took a deep breath before she opened the folder. “Dana Schuett. Born June 10, 2004. Died April 29, 2055.”

Edward’s heart missed a beat.

Liddie’s voice wavered as she spoke. “It took some time to find all this. Take a look in the folder and you’ll see everything we discovered.” She handed him the folder. He took it with shaking hands and looked at the first item. It was a printout of an obituary. The photo wasn’t very clear, and at first he didn’t understand he was supposed to be looking at his daughter. But it had to be her. She had his prominent chin, although her mother’s high cheekbones were no longer so noticeable. She was also in her fifties.

“You can see from the obituary that she changed her name. That’s because she got married when she was in her twenties, although the ways to make it federally recognized didn’t exist again until she was thirty one.” She paused. “And you can see at the bottom of the page that you were listed as having passed before she did.”

Edward wasn’t interested in that so much at the moment. He had just found out that his daughter had lived through the worst of the Uprising, had even gotten married and maybe even had children of her own. Did that mean he had grandchildren out there somewhere? But even as these questions went through his mind, his eyes still went to the bottom of the page like she had said.

For the second time in less than a minute it felt like his heart stopped. This time, however, it was not out of joy. Someone—he had to assume it was Liddie—had written something there in a clear feminine hand but with tiny letters. They were so small he could barely read them, but they were there:

Everything in this file is fake.

Before he had time to say anything she reached over and flipped to another sheet of paper. “You can see here that we found hospital records indicating she gave birth at least once, but elsewhere in the file you’ll see where we think we have evidence she had at least one other child before they started keeping records again.” She pointed at a place on the paper near the bottom, just above another tiny note:

They’re watching. Pretend you believe everything I say.

Edward knew he should speak, but he didn’t know what would sound convincing. He wasn’t even entirely sure yet what was going on. Either the things she was saying or the things she had written down were a lie, but he was too shocked to come to any other logical conclusions.

“So, um, what did she die of?” he asked. He hoped he sounded sufficiently choked up. It wasn’t exactly an act.

Liddie’s voice was quiet and unsteady. Edward realized now why she had turned up the volume on the television. She wanted to cover up any flaw in her performance for the security cameras.

“Here. We were able to obtain a copy of the death certificate.” She turned to another page. This time she didn’t need to direct him where to look for the next message.

They’re doing this to get your cooperation. They have no intention of looking for any real evidence. You have to pretend this all satisfies you for now.

He forced himself to look at the fake death certificate. “Accidently killed by friendly fire when her husband was defending their home against an undead attack?” he asked. He felt sick. They had wanted to make it look real, he understood that, but if they were going to give him the false fate of his daughter couldn’t they have at least made it a less bloody and painful death?

“Yes. I’m sorry,” Liddie said. Edward looked up at her. She really did sound sorry. In fact, her eyes looked a little watery. That could have just been part of the act for the cameras, but he found himself meeting her gaze. Her eyes didn’t waver. He thought she honestly was sorry, sorry for being a part of tricking him, maybe sorry for playing with his feelings.

Or maybe he was reading the wrong things into it. For all he knew this was all some complex mind game, another experiment to determine how inhuman he was.

“We know that at least her youngest child is still alive,” Liddie said, gesturing for him to turn to the next page. “So you’re a grandpa.” This sheet was intended to look like an article from a Wisconsin news site. The article was text heavy, but a small portion had been highlighted for his benefit. His granddaughter, the one that didn’t exist, had apparently been named to her school’s honor roll. Underneath, it said:

Rip off these messages as soon as you can and destroy them. Be careful you’re not seen.

Edward nodded. “This…this is a lot to think about. I think I need some time to sort this all out in my head, if you don’t mind.”

“Of course,” she said. She started to get up, but he touched her arm before she could.

“Liddie, I suppose I should thank whoever did this.”

“I’ll make sure they know,” Liddie said. She hesitated, then leaned in and gave him a hug. She kept her mouth close to his head, presumably where none of the cameras could see her speak, and whispered into his ear. “I swear to God I will help you find out what really happened to her.”

Edward hugged her tightly back, then let her leave.
  

Chapter Twenty Three
 

It took Edward every part of his soul to keep from screaming any time he saw somebody from the CRS other than Liddie. He wanted to beat them, hurt them, and yes, there was even a small urge to try eating them. All of that would be too good for them. They had blatantly played with his emotions in trying to feed him the fake file, and he wasn’t sure that he would be a strong enough person to fight off those animal urges if the circumstances were any different. Liddie was the only one that kept him grounded. Despite some of his earlier reservations, he now believed she was the only person he could trust.

Not that there weren’t still some nagging doubts in his mind. The senior Gates had obviously been a part or at least aware of the plan to trick him, and Liddie had certainly seemed up until this point to be loyal to her mother. He couldn’t comprehend what her game might be, though, if the CRS knew she had told him the file wasn’t real. No. At some point he had to trust somebody, and she was so far the only one who had earned it.

Unfortunately, they didn’t have any chance to talk about it. She visited him regularly, even more now than she had before the file, but they were both acutely aware they were being watched the whole time. They could talk and learn more about each other, but there was still that secret between them that could never get mentioned. Edward felt a constant paranoia that someone watching would see some subtle gesture or clue when they were together and figure out what had happened, but if that happened he never saw any evidence of it.

Enough time passed that he almost forgot about the whole thing. As angry as it made him, he still had almost begun to think of this place as his home. If things had continued on uninterrupted, he might have eventually been able to forgive them.

Then Dr. Chella did something he never would have expected, and that was the beginning of the end of his stay at the CRS. She had an idea. A good one. Too good.

Dr. Emmanuel and Liddie came to take him for the day’s tests like normal, but Edward knew right away that something was different today. Normally they took him in one direction down the hall, but Dr. Emmanuel gestured the other way.

“Where are we going?” Edward asked Liddie. He’d learned a while back not to even bother asking Emmanuel. He never even acknowledged that Edward could talk.

“Not a clue,” Liddie said. “Manny, where are we going?”

“I told you not to call me that,” Emmanuel said, but that was all he gave as a response. Liddie just shrugged and motioned for Edward to follow him. If she wasn’t concerned, then that was good enough for Edward.

He led them to an area close to where they’d kept him on the first day he’d arrived. Edward could smell that familiar honey flavor on the air again, but by now he’d grown used to it. He could smell it on the scientists sometimes when they came to him after observing some of the other specimens. It made him uncomfortable yet calm at the same time, but it had become little more than a background odor. It was stronger today, though. He couldn’t begin to guess why.

Dr. Emmanuel opened a door and pointed for Edward to go in. The door was reinforced just like any of the other doors in this hall, but there was another door right next to it that looked decidedly less secure. With a quick look at Liddie to make sure she still didn’t look worried, he went in and allowed Dr. Emmanuel to close the door behind him. He could hear it lock.

The room was stark white with a high ceiling, completely featureless and without furniture except for the large mirror that took up most of a wall. He’d seen enough cop shows to know it had to be two-way. That could only be where the other door had led. He could hear some vague murmuring from the other side before an intercom came to life and Liddie spoke to him.

“Um, Dr. Chella is here and she wants me to speak to you about a few things.”

“Can’t she talk to me herself?” Edward asked.

More murmuring, then Dr. Chella’s voice replaced Liddie’s. “I suppose I should call you Mr. Schuett. Do you mind if I do that?”

“I guess not. What’s going on? This a new test?”

“More like an elaboration on an old test.”

“Well? Do I get to know what this is going to be about or are you just going to make it a fun surprise?”

“First, I need to ask you a question. Have you felt any swelling in your nasal cavities?”

“I’m assuming that means my nose. No.”

“Close enough. How about anywhere on your skin?”

“No.”

“Your armpits?”

“What? No! What the hell is this about?”

“We noticed something on the scans we did on you two days ago. There was some inflammation of your sweat glands, especially under your armpits. It reminded me of something else I’d seen. Scans of most reanimated show tumors at certain parts of their bodies. It has been something that has baffled the CRS for a long time. The reanimated are supposed to rot, of course. Their functions slow down so much that all non-vital organs and extremities start to deteriorate, but at a certain point the deterioration stops. They seem to remain in that same state indefinitely, but one part still grows. The tumors. Except they don’t act like tumors in humans. And even more importantly, the sites of these tumors correspond with the inflammations on your own body.”

“Okay then, so what does that mean?”

There was a pause. “I have a theory.”

“Which is?”

She didn’t respond. However, he heard the door unlock, and immediately after two armored guards appeared at the door. There was someone between them, and at first Edward thought it was another guard of some sort. The figure had a mask over its face and thick clothing over its whole body. Then Edward noticed that it had cuffs on its wrists and ankles. There were thick protective mittens on its hands. Edward still wouldn’t have know what it was if the honey scent hadn’t suddenly hit his nostrils. This thing was one of the zombies.

The guards pushed it into the room and then hurried out. It stumbled and fell to the floor, not even trying to break its fall. Edward thought he heard something crack, like a breaking bone, and he winced. The zombie didn’t make any sound like the fall had hurt, though. After lying on the floor for several moments it began to moan and struggle to get up, but it couldn’t manage with the cuffs on.

Although Edward’s first impulse was to back away from it, he resisted the urge. This was the first time he’d been in the presence of a zombie (unless he counted himself) since that first day he’d woken up, but he remembered the way they had practically ignored him. He didn’t think this one was going to be any different, but even if it did attack him he didn’t have anything to fear. He was faster and stronger, and he didn’t even have to worry about getting infected like a normal human would. The virus was already thick inside his system.

Someone on the other side of the mirror, however, wasn’t quite as calm about it. As soon as the zombie had been pushed into the room there’d been a series of noises from the other side, and now that his attention was back on his hidden audience he realized it was some kind of scuffle. The intercom clicked several times like someone was trying to turn it on but couldn’t figure out how, then he heard Liddie’s voice.

“…bitch! You’re going to…Edward! Run for the…”

“Liddie?” he called. “It’s okay.”

There was some more scuffling before Dr. Chella’s voice came back on. “One moment, Mr. Schuett.” The intercom went silent, but he could hear what sounded like a heated discussion from the other side. Liddie had probably forgotten that he wasn’t in any danger, or else she had heard something about this test that he didn’t know yet and she wasn’t happy about it. Either way, anyone on the other side of that mirror was most likely not giving him full attention right now, leaving him alone with the zombie.

It still struggled to get up off the floor. Edward couldn’t help but feel sorry for it. To everyone else in this building, the pathetic creature in front of him was a monster, or at the very least a biohazard. If he took off its mask he would see a haggard face, rotted skin, maybe even eyes that had gone white with cataracts. That was what he had looked like, he realized. He remembered the putrid state of his own skin as he had first glimpsed it in the twilight of the department store, a memory that made him look at his arm again. Perfectly clean and smooth flesh, healthy looking. Even his tattoo was gone, its last remnants having faded away as his body had healed even the scars it had gathered before he’d been bitten. But no one had yet been able to figure out what made him different than this thing in front of him. No, that was wrong to think in those terms. He couldn’t call it a thing. If he was so much like it, and he wanted to call himself a person, then he had to call it a person as well.

All noise from the other side of the mirror had stopped, but he didn’t receive any further information from either Liddie or Chella. This was obviously some sort of new test, but he had no clue what it was supposed to accomplish. He called out, asking what he was supposed to do, but there was no response. The zombie, on the other hand, groaned. In its efforts to get back up it had twisted its body into an awkward position with its arms pinned underneath it at a bad angle. The position looked painful, but Edward wasn’t sure if a zombie could feel pain. He thought back through all the red hazed memories that had come back to him through his dreams. Had he ever felt pain during those missing fifty years? He wasn’t sure. Nothing like that had come back to him. Maybe he hadn’t, but he could feel it now. He was more human than zombie now, even if no one other than Liddie wanted to act like it. And if he could come back, who was to say that none of these others might one day? They’d been human once, they might be human again, so why not treat them as though they were human now?

Edward squatted down next to the zombie and put a hand on its shoulder. It stopped moving. Was it waiting for something? Was it even capable of intentionally waiting for something? He remembered the way the zombies in his memory had moved together as one, how they had stopped and waited to trap their prey. So yeah, the zombies could wait, but what would possess them to do that? He hadn’t remembered thinking anything through, making any plans, and it hadn’t looked like any of the others had either. Yet they had coordinated their movements anyway.

He took a deep breath, not even realizing he was doing it, and the honey smell hit him harder than before. He immediately felt compelled to do…something, but he didn’t know what. He stopped moving, trying to ward off the sudden compelling feeling that he shouldn’t be in control of his own body. The awareness hit him that there was something nearby, many somethings, things that he could consume and become stronger, more stable, more capable of following along with the horde.

He backed away from the zombie, and the bizarre feelings subsided. As strong as they had been, he knew on some level that those compulsions should have been stronger. Had it all come from the zombie?

The zombie started struggling again. The urges came back, although they were still well within his control. Was it the fact that this zombie was in distress? He got closer again, this time putting a hand near the mask like he intended to remove it. The scent subsided, and all inhuman urges disappeared again.

He stepped away again. Edward was sure that to the people on the other side of the glass it looked like he was doing the Hokey-Pokey or something, but the scent grew strong again and supported his suspicions. The odor was some kind of distress call, or at least a way of communicating. It was like the zombie was calling him for help. If he didn’t know any better, he would say the zombie was actually scared.

He wasn’t sure if this was what Dr. Chella wanted and expected him to do or not, but if his hunch was true he couldn’t let this continue. At the very least, he had to get the zombie out of that uncomfortable position.

He went for the mask again, this time doing his best to ignore the changes in the air’s smell. The mask was like a modified baseball catcher’s mask, likely designed to keep the zombie from biting anything. It would be important for the zombie to have it on around humans, but by now he was pretty certain the zombie posed zero threat to him. With the mask off, Edward helped the zombie into a sitting position and took a closer look at it.

Edward had no way of knowing how old the zombie really was. Its skin decay might have given a clue as to how long it had been dead, but if what Dr. Chella had said earlier was true then there came a certain point where a zombie didn’t noticeably rot anymore. So this one could have been anywhere from several weeks to several decades dead, for all he knew. But there was enough flesh that Edward might still tell about how old it had been when it had turned. At the very oldest, the boy in front of him couldn’t have been over fourteen.

Edward looked at the mirror out of reflex, trying to see Dr. Chella’s reaction to the revelation, but of course he couldn’t see anything. And really, how did he expect her to react? It wasn’t like this would be the first time she had seen the boy. He had probably been property of the CRS for a while now. She had observed him, done tests on him, poked and prodded him, and to her none of that would have been wrong. In fact, to most of the world that would have been perfectly acceptable or even commendable. Even Liddie, despite treating Edward with dignity, probably thought of this boy as nothing more than another test subject. This wasn’t a boy to them at all. It was a thing.

Maybe Edward wasn’t thinking rationally about this. Whatever it looked like, the zombie was completely different than whoever it had been while alive. It didn’t have a personality, morals, hopes, or dreams. And when left to its own devices it would gladly kill a human being. Something like that surely couldn’t be allowed the same rights or status as a person.

Yet there was still that one nagging fact. Edward had been like this once too, and now he wasn’t. Somewhere inside this zombie’s brain it still had all it needed to go back to being the boy he once was. All that was needed was to figure out what could push a person back.

The zombie kid stared blankly at him. That spark of humanity might have still been in there, but there was absolutely no outward sign of it.

The door opened again, and the two guards came back in. The odor in the air grew again, but it had different feel, like it was sweeter. This wasn’t like earlier, when Edward could interpret the sickly sweetness to something like fear. This felt more like…what exactly? Excitement? Joy? Anticipation? He couldn’t say for sure, but it had more of a positive connotation to it. Edward thought he understood. Two real humans were entering the room, but the zombie couldn’t classify them as humans. If his memories were accurate, it couldn’t even classify itself as a human. It had only the most rudimentary self-awareness. To it, the humans were just as much things as he was to them.

Both guards were armed with the same kind of shock prods Edward had seen in Wisconsin, although these looked to be newer models. They both ignored Edward and went for the zombie, prodding it right at the base of its head. The zombie went into convulsions and went to the floor. Edward backed away and both guards surrounded it, one holding his prod ready to shock it again while the other, for some reason, stooped down to unlock the zombie’s cuffs and removed the mittens. They had left the door open, and a few seconds later Liddie came in. Her hair was somewhat mussed up, but otherwise there was no clue what had been going on behind the mirror.

“Edward?” she said as she stepped in. “Are you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?” Edward asked.

“I thought it was going to hurt you.”

Edward shook his head. “I don’t have anything to fear from him.” He made a conscious effort to refer to the zombie as “him” rather than “it.” Even if he’d been thinking that way to himself, he didn’t want to continue it.

The guard finished unlocking the zombie and went out the door. The other one gave the zombie another shock, although there didn’t appear to be any good reason to do so. The zombie was still too out of it to react much, but Edward winced. Even Liddie fidgeted uncomfortably.

“Come on,” Liddie said. “I don’t have the slightest clue what Chella thought this would accomplish, but whatever it was it obviously failed. Let’s…”

The door shut and clicked as the two guards locked it from the outside.

“What the hell?” Liddie asked. She ran over to the door and knocked on it. “Hey, we’re still in here. Let us out!”

There was no sound from the other side.

Edward looked back and forth between the mirror and the zombie on the floor. Not only had the guards taken the hand and ankle cuffs, but also the mittens and mask. There was only one reason they would do that with an unarmed human in the room. They intended for the zombie to attack her.

“Hey!” he screamed as he ran up to the window to pound on it. “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Even as he said the question, though, he thought he already had the answer. He stepped away from the window, knowing full well that nothing he said would change Dr. Chella’s mind. It was one thing to poke and prod him and treat him like a thing, but she was willingly putting Liddie in danger here. The woman wasn’t just on a power trip anymore. She had crossed the line into full-blown psychopath.

Liddie joined him at the window, being sure to give the zombie a wide berth, and did her own yelling. “Chella, you bitch! What is going on?”

“Liddie,” Edward said, “are you in on this?”

“Huh?”

“Just please, tell me you’re not in on this. This isn’t just a prank you’re in on?”

“I’m not in on anything. I don’t have the slightest clue what’s going on.”

“I think I do,” Edward said. “It’s a test.”

“A test of what?”

The zombie started to moan and twitch. Liddie moved as far away from it as she could. Edward stayed right by her side.

“A test of my humanity,” Edward said. “A test to prove I’m more human than zombie. If I don’t kill it, it will kill you.”

“What? No, Edward, that’s insane. That can’t be what…” She stopped in mid sentence and looked back at the mirror. “Chella, that’s insane. Don’t do this!”

Honey in the air. Edward sensed it before he even looked back over at the zombie. It was getting up, and it knew there was something else in the room, something foreign to it and hostile, but maybe also edible. Something that would help it, be useful to it. When it stood straight, Edward felt a subtle change in the scent. The change was like…an invitation? No, more like halfway between an invitation and a command. Join it. Become part of the horde. Make the horde stronger. Make the horde more capable. Help the horde feed.

Edward was vaguely aware that Liddie was somewhere nearby frantically trying to find something to use for defense. Did she realize at this point that he might be just as much of a threat as the zombie? It didn’t matter, because Edward didn’t succumb to the scent’s invite. He could feel all the subtle changes in the scent and the way it tried to work its way into his system, but it wasn’t built to compel something or someone with conscious control. And as Edward became aware of all those subtleties, he also felt the tiny ways in which he contributed to them.

The zombie took several shambling steps toward Liddie. Without looking at her, Edward heard her fumbling around in her clothes. Of course, he realized, anybody who worked in close proximity to zombies would always keep something on them as protection. Edward didn’t know what it was, and he didn’t look to find out. He was too preoccupied with that heady, unseen mixture that filled the air. The zombie added to it, and Edward added to it. The zombie was what gave the scent its invitational feeling, so what was Edward giving it? The feel of something that wanted that invite? Maybe that meant Edward could take that away, change it. He could concentrate, make it do something…

Liddie was never aware of the minute change in the scent. She wasn’t even aware that some primitive form of conversation was going on directly in front of her. But Edward was aware of it, and more importantly the zombie was aware. If this was a conversation, then Edward guessed that what he had just done was equivalent to making random barnyard animal noises in the middle of a serious discussion. His end of the conversation made no sense, and it thoroughly confused the zombie.

It stopped. That was all it did. It didn’t even stop for very long, a second or two at most. The instant it did, however, Edward heard a commotion from behind the mirror. The door unlocked and the two guards rushed into the room, but they didn’t both go for the zombie this time. One smashed it across the face with the shock prod, but the other came straight for Edward. He didn’t move, wanting it to be completely evident that he had no intention of doing anything to resist, but the guard either didn’t notice or didn’t care. He brought the prod down on Edward’s head, and Edward fell to the floor.

He had a sneaking suspicion that he had somehow failed the test.
  

Chapter Twenty Four
 

Liddie had heard her mother raise her voice on a few occasions, but that had always been the limit to her anger. She’d done well throughout her entire life in keeping any temper she had completely hidden from the public, only allowing Liddie to see it when she had no other choice. Even with that, however, Liddie had expected her mother to at least scream in all her righteous indignation.

What she hadn’t expected was for her mother to punch Dr. Chella in the face right in front of the President of the United States.

“Bitch!” her mother screamed. “Fucking bitch! I’ll rip your lying murderous fucking head off!”

The conference room was in complete turmoil, which was an interesting trick considering there were once again only four people and a television image in it. Dr. Emmanuel simultaneously tried to hold off Danielle Gates and help Dr. Chella back to her feet from where she had fallen on the floor after the punch. Liddie’s mother tried to get past him for another shot while Liddie did her best to hold her back, but that was a challenge. It was like trying to hold an angry rabid ferret. Even the president himself shouted, screaming for everyone in the conference room to calm down and act professional. The only person who was calm at all was Dr. Chella. She’d had a stern and dour expression only seconds before Danielle’s fist had hit her face, but now, even with blood running over her lips from her nose, she smiled. That horrible creature actually smiled. Even as she tried to make sense of everything that had been happening, Liddie realized that somehow Dr. Chella had just won her years-long power struggle.

“If everyone in that room doesn’t be quiet and sit down this instant,” the president yelled, “I am going to fire every last one of you and give your jobs to the janitors!”

Her mother stopped trying to fight Liddie off and let Liddie guide her to the nearest chair. It frightened Liddie to see her mother in this state, but she was actually a little disappointed her mother hadn’t gone further. Or better yet, her mother could hold Chella down while Liddie stomped right through the woman’s ovaries. After all, if there was anybody here who had a real reason to be angry it was Liddie.

“Sir,” Dr. Chella said as Emmanuel helped her up. “If I could have permission to go clean up my face before we continue the conference…”

“No you may not,” the president said. “I may not have caught everything that was said before Director Gates came in and greeted you, but I heard enough to know you have some serious explaining to do. Did you honestly lock the young Miss Gates in a room alone with two reanimated and leave her to die?”

“I did no such thing,” Chella said. “Junior over there was never in any danger. I would never put another human being in harm’s way.”

“My ass,” Liddie muttered under her breath. That got a warning look from the president, but he said nothing to chastise her.

“Then just what exactly could you possibly have expected to accomplish with this little stunt?” the president asked.

“Sir, I’ve only just shown to the world how the reanimated nearly destroyed the human race, and maybe even given us exactly the clue we need to destroy all that remain.”

The president only looked surprised for a second before he regained his composure. “Continue.”

“It’s pheromones, sir. So obvious an answer that someone should have figured it out by now, but nobody did.” She neglected to add Nobody but me, but Liddie knew the sentiment was intended all the same.

“Pheromones,” the president repeated. “You’ll excuse me if I ask you to tell me what that means. The term sounds familiar.”

“They’re a chemical factor released by certain species to trigger specific responses. They are a common phenomena among insects.”

“Insects? And just how are things that started out as humans making these chemicals that only insects are supposed to have.”

“I suspect it’s not exactly like insects. You must remember, sir, I’ve only just now made this discovery. The actual difference between these new pheromones and the ones science is already familiar may be very great. Or small. We simply can’t be sure yet. But I do know where they come from: the so-called tumors.”

The president rifled through a series of papers spread out on his desk. “Those would be, let’s see…the anomalies you discussed in one of your reports.”

“Correct. They were never tumors at all. They’re glands of some sort that we’ve never seen before. I believe now that they are what created the pheromones. And the anomalies in the reanimated nasal cavities are the pheromone receptors.”

“And what exactly is so important about these pheromones? What do they actually do?”

“Don’t you see, sir? That’s how the reanimated communicate. That’s how they find these groups they become part of, that’s how they seem to know when other reanimated are in the vicinity, and most importantly that is how they sometimes appear to coordinate their attacks. When alone they only have their individual empty brains to work with. But once they’re together, the pheromones make them into a sort of hive mind. Like one creature in many bodies.”

“But these pheromones can’t be something that you’re just discovering now. The glands you talk about must have been in the earliest reanimated specimens. So why is this the first I’m hearing of them?”

Again, Dr. Chella didn’t even try to hide her malicious smile. “I’ve had my suspicions for a while, but I couldn’t study them. Director Gates had been so obsessed with the idea of a Z7 that she took funding away from all other research.”

Director Gates stood from her chair. “That is a blatant lie! I was only taking funds from programs that…”

The president put his hand to his head like he had a headache. “I will not tolerate any more outbursts, Gates. Dr. Chella will finish having her say.” Liddie looked at her mother, who looked back. She wondered if her mother had just noticed the same thing she had. This was the first time in either this conversation or the last that the president hadn’t referred to her as “director.”

“Dr. Chella,” the president said, “I’m still failing to see how this has anything to do with locking a member of the CRS senior staff in with two reanimated, one of which we still don’t understand in the slightest.”

“And that was exactly the problem. We don’t understand that thing. We don’t know what it’s truly capable of. Or at least we didn’t. We do now. I had a theory, and unfortunately it required the younger Gates to believe she might be in danger, but my theory turned out to be true.”

“And are you going to tell us this theory, or are you going to continue acting like a drama queen and making me ask you questions every few seconds so you can make yourself feel smarter?”

Dr. Chella paused at that. Her moment of discomfort secretly delighted Liddie, but she had a feeling that delighted moment wouldn’t mean a whole lot for much longer.

“Sir, I’m only trying to say this: the Z7 is capable of rational thought, but it was obviously affected by the pheromones. I could see the way it looked when the reanimated was going for Miss Gates. It looked euphoric. That alone wouldn’t be so bad except for the other issue. For just a few seconds, it was able to control the other reanimated. And if it can control one, it can control others. It can do this, yet it is obviously not on our side.”

“That’s the most idiotic thing I’ve ever heard!” Liddie said. “Edward is just like any of us! You can’t just say—”

“Miss Gates?” the president said. His voice was unexpectedly quiet, and Liddie stopped. “I do think a terrible mistake has been made here. You’ve allowed yourself to get too close to the subject to see the truth. This is not a man. He may look like a man and talk like a man, but he is not one. He is a reanimated. A zombie. A zed, if you want to use the slang of those yokels in mid-country. And if Dr. Chella’s claim about what he can do is even slightly correct, then that actually makes him something worse. It makes him the only thing in known history with the ability to control the worst bioweapon ever unleashed on the planet Earth. And that is simply not acceptable.”

The president contemplated his hands for a moment. “Between this and the broadcast that went out on TV an hour ago, I do believe I have no choice. This particular project is terminated. The Z7 is to be destroyed. Dr. Chella, since you obviously have no misguided personal feelings in the matter like certain others do, I’m putting you in charge of making sure this thing is shot in the head and burned immediately. After that, I will review the particulars in this matter and determine if any further disciplinary action is warranted.”

Liddie leaned forward. “Mr. President, you’re acting illogically here. Just let us do some more experiments to prove he’s not a threat.”

“My word is final, Miss Gates,” the president said. The screen then went blank.

Dr. Chella and Dr. Emmanuel stood up. “I’m sorry it had to happen this way,” Chella said. “Really I am.”

“You lying fucking bitch,” Liddie said. “Don’t even fucking say that. You’re not sorry in the slightest.”

Dr. Chella looked at the screen as though making sure that the president couldn’t still listen in on the conversation. “You’re absolutely right. This may just be the happiest moment in my entire life.”

“I won’t let you do this,” Liddie said. “You’re not going to just kill an innocent man.”

“The president himself ordered it,” Dr. Emmanuel said. “You can’t go against that. It would be treason.”

“And you know as well as any of us do that this thing isn’t innocent,” Dr. Chella added. “No matter what it can do or say now, it once couldn’t do anything other than hunt down and kill people. And it absolutely disgusts me that you treat it as though it were as good as us.”

Liddie looked at her mother. The woman still had that look of righteous indignation on her face, but that was probably more from having her daughter threatened and her authority challenged. She probably didn’t care what happened to Edward as anything other than an experiment and theory she’d been trying to prove. But maybe that was enough. As long as she cared about Edward on some level, she wouldn’t want to destroy him.

Liddie made an almost imperceptible nod in Chella’s direction, but her mother caught it. Liddie hoped her mother realized what she was planning and wouldn’t try to stop it at the last second, but then her mother knew her better than anyone else. She had probably already realized that when or if this day came, Liddie wouldn’t let anything happen.

Liddie stood up, followed by her mother. “You don’t understand what you’re doing,” she said. “If you go through with this, you will…” She interrupted herself by punching Dr. Emmanuel in the balls.

He screeched and hunched over, putting him in the perfect position for Liddie to knee him in the chest. Liddie then grabbed him by the shoulders and threw him against the wall, although that was less to hurt him than to get both him and her out of the way of her mother and Dr. Chella. Dr. Chella stood there, too shocked to consider now might be a good time to defend herself, as Liddie’s mother ran up to her and punched her once more in the face. There was an audible crunching noise this time, and her mother screamed and pulled back her hand, but Chella didn’t say anything. Her eyes simply rolled back as her nose went from merely bleeding to completely smashed, and then she fell to the floor. She didn’t move, although she was at least still breathing. That was good. Liddie hated the woman with a fiery passion, but it would have made things so much worse if they had accidently killed her. As it was, Liddie suddenly realized, both she and her mother had just completely obliterated their careers and possibly gotten themselves a jail sentence for assault and battery.

Liddie wasn’t sure how her mother felt about it, but to Liddie it was worth it.
  

Chapter Twenty Five
 

Edward had just been entering another of the disturbing red dreams when all the lights in his apartment came on at once and woke him up. His first reaction was relief, but that didn’t last long. No one ever interrupted him at this time of day. Something was up.

He heard the front door open, but he didn’t move from his bed until he heard Liddie speak. “Edward.”

He threw on some clothes quickly and went into the living room. Liddie stood in the open door. She looked disheveled like she had just been running or exerting herself in some way. She also had what looked like a laptop bag over her shoulder and a pile of clothes in her hand.

“Liddie, what’s going on?” Edward asked.

“You need to change into these clothes immediately,” she said. “It’s time for us to leave.”

“Leave? To where? Am I being moved?”

“No, leave as in leave permanently and never come back. Dr. Chella has been ordered by the president himself to terminate you.”

Edward blanched, but went to take the clothes. “Is she coming for me right now?”

“Um, no. I actually, uh, locked her and Dr. Emmanuel in a supply closet.”

He couldn’t help but smile at that, and despite the worried expression on her face only moments earlier Liddie smiled, too. He took the clothes and looked at them. They were janitor’s coveralls and a beat-up pair of shoes. They weren’t anywhere near the right size for him, but he supposed that was a minor problem at the moment.

“But how am I supposed to get out?” Edward asked. “They’re probably even watching this on the security cameras right now and calling in the guards.”

“My mother is working on that right this instant.”

“Your mother?”

“And it’s not going to be just you getting out. We both have to come with you. Considering all the laws we’ve already broken in the last fifteen minutes, I don’t think we can expect to get out of this with only slaps on our wrists.”

Edward put the coveralls on over his clothes. His heart was racing, yet he didn’t actually feel scared. He’d wanted to do this for as long as they’d been keeping him here, but he’d never really thought it would be possible. Any plans for escaping had been pure fantasy, although in the more recent ones he hadn’t been leaving alone. The fact that Liddie would really be coming along actually gave him butterflies in his stomach.

“Was it about what happened in that room?” Edward asked.

“Mostly,” Liddie said. “I’ll explain everything Chella said if we manage to get out of here. But there’s something else, too.” She gestured at the computer bag. “I didn’t even know about it until just now, but apparently it was all over the news tonight.”

“What was?”

“You, actually.”

Edward was too shocked to say anything to that, so he just finished putting on his shoes and went out into the hallway. He thought for a moment about going back in and grabbing his NASCAR video, since it was likely a rather rare find in the modern world, but he kind of doubted he would be able to watch it at any conceivable point in the future. It felt a little strange leaving the apartment knowing it would be the last time, but it wasn’t like it had ever been his home. He wasn’t sure that he would ever have a real home ever again.

Just as he was leaving the apartment, Danielle Gates jogged down the hall and met them. She looked even more out of sorts than Liddie, thanks mostly to her horribly swollen hand. He nodded at her and she nodded back, but he didn’t really have anything to say to her. In none of his escape fantasies had she ever been along for the ride. From the very beginning she had struck him as someone who put duty first, possibly even before her own daughter. But he had to be wrong about that. Liddie had to be the only reason she was helping. He certainly didn’t think she really cared one lick about him.

“I distracted the guard in this floor’s security station, then hit him and tied him up. No one should realize anything is wrong for at least an hour. I swear, I’ve physically attacked more people today than I previously have in my entire life.”

“So how are we actually going to do this?” Liddie asked.

“You can both go down in the elevator together without anyone getting suspicious,” Danielle said. “Or at least I hope so. But from there you’ll have to temporarily split up. It would look strange for one of the senior staff members of the CRS to be palling around with a janitor. Direct Edward toward one of the back exits. Probably by the canteen area. He shouldn’t look too strange there, just another low level employee trying to get lunch. You can then go to the motor pool and get one of the vans, but you have to remember what I showed you that one time about disabling the tracking device. Go around to the exit and pick Edward up, then get the hell out of Stanford. If you’re lucky you’ll get about an hour before anyone realizes something is wrong, and even longer before they realize he’s not anywhere in the building.”

Liddie stared at her for several seconds without speaking, then replied softly. “You’re not coming with us.”

“I can run interference for you here. Even if I can only get you a few extra minutes, that still may be enough for you to get Edward out.”

“But you’ll get arrested for this,” Liddie protested.

“Maybe,” Danielle said. “But maybe from here I can show people that Dr. Chella is a dangerous quack.”

“Why are you really helping me?” Edward asked.

“You are the proof of my life’s work,” Danielle said. “Others may think you’re dangerous. Even I’m not entirely sure you’re not, especially if there’s any truth to Dr. Chella’s theories. But I will not have everything I’ve worked for destroyed just because a clueless politician got paranoid.”

Edward nodded. He had suspected it could be something like that, but something about the way she spoke made him wonder if she wasn’t being entirely truthful. “That’s it?”

Danielle glared at him, then looked to Liddie. “I suppose there’s something else I should say, since I have no idea how long it might be before I can see you again. About the file I gave you to give to him.” She turned to Edward again. “It was a fake. I’m sorry, but I did what I needed to do to get you to cooperate, and I would do it again.”

“I already told him, Mom,” Liddie said.

“I know. I knew the very next time I talked to you after you took it to him.”

Liddie blinked. “But you never said anything.”

“That’s because I already saw the way you were looking at him. I didn’t think much of it. I figured it would pass. It didn’t.”

“What are you talking about?” Edward asked.

Danielle actually smiled at him. “You may be an anomalous super zombie, but at your core you’re still a just another clueless man. Just why the hell did you think she was spending all that time with you? It sure as hell wasn’t because she thought you were a fascinating test subject.”

Edward understood her meaning, but he wasn’t sure he believed it. When he looked over at Liddie, however, she wouldn’t meet his gaze.

“I’m taking a very big leap here, Mr. Schuett,” Danielle said. “In letting her take care of you, I’m assuming that you aren’t dangerous, either as a zombie or a person. I hope that’s not a wrong assumption.”

“No,” Edward said. “It’s not.”

“That’s good, but just in case, I feel compelled to tell you that I made sure my daughter grew up knowing jujitsu.”

“I’ll, um, be sure to keep that in mind.”

“We’ve got to go,” Liddie said. “You never know when we might run out of time.” Liddie kissed her mother on the cheek, and they both took a moment for one last hug. Then Liddie led Edward to the nearest elevator. It wouldn’t open without a key code. He noticed her hesitate before punching the numbers in.

“Last chance to turn back,” Edward said. “By doing this you’re probably giving up everything you’ve ever worked for.”

“None of this was ever anything I’ve actually worked for,” Liddie said. “It’s what Mom worked for. I just came along for the ride. It’s probably about time I took my own path.”

She punched in the numbers, but it took an agonizing amount of time for the elevator to reach their floor. Neither of them said anything, and the ding of the elevator stopping at their floor startled Edward. They got in and faced the door as it closed. It took him several seconds to realize they stood closer together than was strictly necessary. Their hands were close enough to brush against each other. After a few more moments of hesitation Liddie took his hand. Neither of them looked at each other, but they didn’t need to. That simple touch said things they may have started thinking but hadn’t brought themselves to actually say.

Then an image flashed in his mind of Julia, sitting next to him on the couch and cuddling as they watched a movie, their hands roaming over each other and touching in ways that were completely innocent yet thoroughly intimate. She’d been gone for fifty years. She wasn’t even like Dana, where he could try convincing himself that she still might be out there alive. She had become a zombie before he did, and even if she was still wandering around out there, which seemed highly unlikely, there did not appear to be any way that she could be like him. Yet none of this had fully hit him yet. By his own internal clock it felt like he’d only seen her a few weeks ago. To him, she might as well have still been alive.

Edward let go of Liddie’s hand and side-stepped away. He hoped it wasn’t too obvious, but he couldn’t do that just yet. He wasn’t ready, and honestly didn’t think he would be ready from quite some time yet.

Liddie still didn’t say anything. He didn’t even look at her to see if his action had hurt her at all. All he could do was hope she understood.

The awkward moment faded away the instant the doors opened. This wasn’t the same elevator he’d been brought up in, and the area outside was unfamiliar. She stepped out quickly, but he hesitated and looked around to see if there was anyone watching. Based on something Liddie and Danielle had said earlier about the evening news, Edward suspected it was probably pretty late in the day and there wouldn’t be too many people around. But the majority of the building was a college, and he had no idea what kind of activities a school in this day and age might have going on. The elevator at least didn’t open onto anything that looked like a major hallway, since it was pretty featureless except for a few utilitarian-looking doors. He thought he saw someone walk by near the end of the hall, but otherwise there was no one here.

Liddie pointed down the hall in the opposite direction. “Go that way,” she said in whisper. “Take a left when you see a sign for the canteen, but go past the canteen entrance and take the next right. I’m not down here a lot, but I’m pretty sure there’s an emergency exit at the end of that hall. I’ll head to the motor pool. Wait by that exit until you hear me knocking from the other side.”

“What am I supposed to do if somebody comes by and asks me about something?”

“Just, I don’t know, pretend you really are a janitor. Do whatever you can to not look suspicious.”

“I don’t even know what suspicious is supposed to look like these days.”

“Do your best,” Liddie said. She leaned toward him for a second like she intended to do something more, but then backed away. “Try not to panic or anything, okay?” She went off in the opposite direction she had told him to go. He was on his own for the moment.

He went down the hall, but even going the fifty or sixty feet to his first turn felt like an impossible trial. There were cameras mounted near the ceiling, and he did his best not to stare at them. A janitor wasn’t supposed to even notice those things most of the time. He had to keep reminding himself that he was supposed to be top secret, that no one other than the security personnel on his one floor was supposed to know that he even existed, but he kept thinking about all the ways he might be making himself conspicuous to whoever might be watching those cameras. All it took was one over-eager security guard to send someone to check on him, and this would all be over practically before it had begun.

He saw no one else in the halls, however. When he passed the canteen he saw one bored young man in a hairnet behind the counter and a very tired looking student with his nose nearly pressed against some kind of tiny personal computer, but that was all. These people had probably been in and out of here over and over during the last several weeks, yet they’d been completely unaware that something like Edward was right over their heads. No one anywhere even knew he existed except a rare few. If he got caught now and was terminated like had been ordered, no one would care. For all intents and purposes he really didn’t exist.

So what, then, was he supposed to do with his life now? Any minute now Liddie would knock on that door and they would be on the run, with people from the government giving chase soon after. Where were they supposed to go? He supposed he could try going back to Fond du Lac in an effort to discover what had really happened to Dana, but he had to admit that even that one hope he’d clung to now seemed like something he couldn’t find out. After all, the CRS had known that was something he wanted so they would look for him there first. He could escape, but he had no purpose.

Liddie took longer to get to the door than Edward had expected, and he had started to pace by the time she finally knocked. All this worry and paranoia were becoming a bad habit for him. If he kept this up he might become the first zombie in history with neuroses. The thought nearly made him laugh, but he stifled it right away. Didn’t want to draw attention to himself, after all.

The sound of knocking made him jump, and he looked up at the nearest security camera in the corner as though checking to see if it was watching him. He knew that made no sense, but it felt like the thing to do anyway. It wasn’t like he really knew what security devices around here were capable of, anyway. For all he knew the stupid camera could shoot a net to hold him until the guards came to collect him.

Liddie knocked again, more urgently this time, and Edward finally opened the door and went out.

“You had me worried for a second,” Liddie said. “I thought maybe someone had found you.”

“Just letting my imagination get the best of me,” Edward said. “To be completely honest, I’m scared out of my mind right now.”

Liddie gave him a nervous smile. “Good to know I’m not alone. Come on, the van’s right over here.”

They were in an alley that looked similar to where they’d originally dropped him off, with a van parked and running right nearby. Edward looked around and noticed there were cameras here on the outside of the building, too. If they had avoided looking conspicuous before, they were probably failing miserably now. But that hopefully wouldn’t matter. All they needed was a few more minutes.

Liddie ran around to the driver’s side. “Get in. The quicker we get moving, the more likely we can get out of the city before anyone gets sent after us.”

“Are there cameras around the city they can use to find us?” Edward asked.

“Yeah, but that won’t be any problem once we get beyond the city walls. They don’t really have a reason anymore to keep watching the wastelands, and I’ve already disabled the van’s tracker.”

Edward got in, and Liddie was already pulling away before he could close the door. She sped out of the alley and almost hit another car as she turned onto the street.

“Don’t speed,” Edward said. “That will just attract the attention of some cop.”

“Can’t afford not to. We have no idea how much time we have left before someone notices you’re gone. Or else maybe discovers Dr. Chella locked in a closet.”

“But if we get pulled over that will just take even longer. Assuming there are still cops and they do still pull people over.”

Liddie sighed and eased her foot off the accelerator. “Sorry. First time I’ve ever been on the run. My mom may have taught me a lot of things, but this was never one of them.”

“You said there’s a wall around the city?”

“Of course. There’s a wall around every city.”

“Are we going to have any trouble getting out?”

“We shouldn’t. The only time anyone ever really scrutinizes anyone is when they’re coming back in. You know, to make sure there’s no illegal reanimated with them or that they’re not infected or anything.”

“So how long before we get there?”

“At this time of night? Not long. Ten minutes at the most.” Liddie hesitated, then pointed at the computer bag she’d left in the footwell of his seat. “Just enough time for you to take a look at that.”

“What is it, anyway?”

“Proof that not the whole world is against you.”

He opened up the bag and pulled out an extremely thin computer. “How do I turn it on?”

“Just touch the screen. I already loaded it with the recording of tonight’s news.”

“One of you mentioned that before,” Edward said. “What was on the news that I would need to know about?”

“For starters, it’s one of the reasons the president gave to have you terminated. He mentioned it during the conference, but I hadn’t seen it yet by that point. I got a quick look at it though when Mom gave it to me. We both thought it would be important for you to see.”

Edward touched the screen. “Do I need…” He was going to ask if he needed to do anything else, but the news report immediately started by itself. A woman who looked to be in her mid-forties sat behind a news desk. Although her hair was in a completely unrecognizable style, nothing else about the scene looked much different than a news cast from his own time. “Welcome back,” the woman said. “Our top story this evening is something that cannot possibly be believed, but several witnesses from the Wisconsin borderlands claim it to be absolutely true. The reanimated have been with us for far longer than anyone wants to remember, but we have always thought we knew what they were capable of. Since Atlanta, no further variations of them have been reported, but some have always claimed that there could be one more, known as a Z7. Up until now, these claims have been treated as nothing more than wild conspiracy theories. But now there may just be evidence. Is there really a Z7? One Wisconsin woman insists there is. Please welcome on tonight’s program Miss Rae Neuman.”

Edward gasped as Rae came on the screen. She’d cleaned herself up and wore a suit, but she was still recognizable as the gun-toting woman who had first treated him like a person when no one else would.

“Thanks for having me,” Rae said.

“Is this a national newscast?” Edward asked.

“Yes. The entire country saw this early this evening.”

The newscaster began asking her questions about what had happened in Fond du Lac, occasionally interrupting the interview to show some of the evidence that the network itself had gathered about the existence of a Z7. There were a few blurry pictures of the standoff in the back of Ringo’s truck, and a few other witnesses were mentioned. Most of them looked like yokels, or at least were portrayed as yokels by the newscast. As the interview continued it became evident to Edward that the newscaster didn’t really take Rae seriously.

“This woman is treating Rae like a joke. Why the hell would the president consider this something threatening enough to have me killed over?”

“Don’t you see?” Liddie said. “Even if most people don’t take this seriously, some people will. That’s enough. I didn’t get a chance to watch the whole thing, but my mother told me this Rae woman was arguing that you should have rights and that the government was keeping you against your will.”

“Which is all completely true,” Edward said.

“Yes, and that’s a problem. Maybe you saw a little of this when you first woke up and maybe you didn’t, but there’s a lot of political tension between the middle of the country and the coasts. Some places, like that town where you were found, have rejoined civilization pretty easily but a lot still resist. They still after all these years resent what they think of as the government leaving the center of the country to die. Any issue relating to the reanimated is liable to stir them up. Some people might think the government is holding a legitimate person against his will, and they’ll want to fight the government over it. Other people will see you as a terrible bioweapon that shouldn’t be allowed in the hands of anyone, especially not the government, and want to fight them over that. So you see, your existence, any way you look at it, is dangerous. And that’s not even including Chella’s theories.”

“You still need to tell me what exactly she…” Edward began, but a sound like a cell phone went off in Liddie’s computer bag and interrupted him.

Liddie looked at him with a hint of panic in her eyes. “That’s my cell.”

“Is there any reason anyone would be calling you right now?” Edward asked.

“No. Only people from the CRS should have that number.”

Edward pulled the cell out of the bag and looked at it. It listed a number on the display screen, but it contained far more digits than phone numbers had possessed in his own time. He recited the number, but Liddie shook her head.

“I’ve never heard of that number before. In fact, that doesn’t even sound like a Stanford number.”

The phone stopped ringing, but started up again only seconds later.

“Think you should answer it?” Edward asked.

“What if it’s someone trying to track us? We can’t have that. In fact, we need to get rid of it altogether or else the CRS can use it to find us.”

The phone stopped and started up again. “Whoever it is, they’re not stopping,” Edward said. “What if it’s your mother trying to warn us about something?”

Liddie gave him another look, then took the phone. She looked around at the few other vehicles on the road, probably to check if anyone was following or watching them, then pulled over onto a side street and answered the phone.

“Who is this?” she asked. There was a pause as she listened to the other person. “Well pardon me if I think it is important. Tell me who you are.” Pause. “That’s for me to decide. How did you even get this number?” Longer pause, which included Liddie giving Edward a confused glance. “Maybe he is.” Pause. “We’re already doing that, but I still don’t see any reason to trust you with any information beyond that.” Pause. “Yes, he’s right here.” Pause. “Yes, but I’m not…” Pause, and then finally she handed the phone to Edward. “Uh, this guy wants to speak to you. He even asked for you by name.”

Edward took the phone. “Hello? Who is this?”

An old man with a raspy voice answered. “I already told the young Miss Gates that I’m a friend. At this point I’d expect you to distrust a claim like that, but for now you have no choice but to accept it. Judging from how quickly she was able to get the phone to you, I’m going to assume that you’re both together and on the run?”

“Why would you assume that?”

“Because my contacts already alerted me about the president’s order to have you destroyed. These same contacts gave me the inkling that Miss Gates might have an interest in your well-being, so I hoped that by contacting her I could convince her to help you escape. I’m glad to find out that this at least is a step I can skip.”

“What exactly is it you want?”

“I want to help you. I’ve been trying to help you since you woke up in that old Walmart.”

Edward looked at Liddie with surprise. How many people had even been aware that that’s where he had first come to? The answer was even fewer people than had known of his existence in the first place.

“And just how have you been trying to help me?” Edward asked.

“As soon as I heard rumors through my contacts in Merton that you were awake, I tried to find you. I was there when the CRS came to pick you up in Fond du Lac, but I got there too late and had to watch them carry you off. I thought maybe you might be in capable hands with the CRS, but I was wrong I see.”

“So that’s why you’re calling now? You want to help me?”

“Maybe. But I need to see you. I can give you some answers no one else has. You need to come find me.”

“And where do I do that? Are you in California?”

“Unfortunately it won’t be that easy for you. I’m going to give you an address and you have to remember it, especially since I think it is a very bad idea for you two to be carrying around a phone they can track you with. You have to get to Illinois. Specifically, Winnebago, Illinois. Go to 210 North Elida Street. I might have to do a few tests to make sure you’re who I think you are, but after that I can give you answers not even the CRS or the government know.”

“And how would you even have these answers?” Edward asked.

“Because, Mr. Schuett, I am the man who created you.”

And then the old man hung up.
  

Part Three:

Cross-Country
  

Chapter Twenty Six
 

Liddie looked in the rearview as the van approached the Stanford outer gates. On the outside, at least, she looked calm and perfectly put together. She had fixed her hair while they had been pulled over, so at least she didn’t look like she’d just attacked a government scientist. This was something she’d learned from her mother, that ability to look like she had everything under control even when things were not at all right. She’d need that once they got to the gate, since on the inside she was scared completely out of her mind.

She’d worked out a cover story with Edward on the way here, and although it had some risky parts, she was still reasonably certain it would hold up. She’d ripped off the patch on his coveralls that said “janitor,” but she’d kept her ID that identified her as a higher official with the CRS. Assuming that they’d made it here in time before CRS security could alert the gate guards, she would be able to just tell them that she was on a research excursion for the CRS to collect data on wild reanimated migratory patterns. It was a legitimate study that CRS scientists had been working on for some time, and hopefully it wouldn’t draw that much attention. She could just say Edward was a maintenance assistant going with her to fix some equipment, although there was a possibility someone would question why they were going out so late. The reanimated population was low enough these days that going outside the city limits in the daylight was relatively safe, but night was another story. Hopefully she could convince the guard that some field equipment needed immediate service or else it would compromise some experiment. She just had to hope the guard wasn’t smart enough to ask why they weren’t bringing armed guards with them.

They stopped at the gate booth and waited for a guard to come to the window and ask what they were doing, but even though there was a light on inside nobody came to them. Liddie peeked her head out the van’s window into the booth only to find the guard fast asleep on a chair.

“That’s just ridiculous,” Liddie whispered to Edward. “A reanimated could just walk right up the gate to find a way in and this guy would never even know.”

“Or a reanimated could walk up and find a way out,” Edward said.

“Maybe,” she said. She opened the door and, leaving the engine running, approached the open window of the gate booth. She supposed she was lucky the night was warm enough that the guard hadn’t closed the window. This meant she could probably just reach in and hit the switch to open the gate, then jump back in the van and hope to get out before the guard could wake up and realize what was going on. It would be risky, though. If the guard heard the noise and woke up before the gate was all the way open, he could still shut it again before the van had a chance to get through. She had to wonder what her mother might do in this situation.

My mother wouldn’t take any shit from someone like this, Liddie thought, then smiled.

“Hey!” Liddie yelled through the window. The guard startled awake and almost fell out of his chair. “Just what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

The guard tried to blink the sleep from his eyes. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I was just…can I help you?”

“You can help by giving me the name of your supervisor.”

“Excuse me?”

“I’m on an urgent errand to fix a reanimated tracking monitor so that thousands of people in this city can sleep at night knowing they’re safe from the undead, and just what the hell do I find? Our first line of defense sleeping at his post.”

“Excuse me, but just who the fuck…” Liddie flashed her CRS ID before he could finish that thought, although she did it quickly enough that he couldn’t see the name. “Oh. Oh shit. Please, it was just a really quick nap.”

“A really quick nap? Well it would have been a really long nap if a reanimated had gotten past that gate and bitten you. I’m going to see you fired for this.”

“No, please, I swear it won’t happen again!”

A sudden flash of inspiration came to Liddie. “Your superiors, if they want to communicate with you they use a walkie-talkie?”

The guard showed her the thumb-sized device hanging from his belt. “Right here, ma’am.”

“Give it to me. I want to speak with them myself.”

“Uh, I’m sorry, I can’t do that. I’m not supposed to let anyone else use it.”

“Do you want me to also report that you were trying to prevent me from letting your superiors know about your mistake? Because I’m sure that will make you look so much better in their eyes.”

The guard cringed, then handed her the walkie-talkie. Liddie took it and turned back to the van.

“Hey!” the guard said. “You can’t leave here with that.”

“I’ll be reporting you from out in the field. I’m already running dangerously far behind because I had to wake your lazy ass up. I’ll return shortly and you’ll be getting it back. In the meantime, if I were you I would start trying to come up with an excuse that won’t get you fired.”

The gate was already opening as she got back into the van. Edward stared at her wide-eyed, but with a smile. “Okay, I didn’t catch all of that from here, but what I did catch was pretty impressive.”

“My mother’s training strikes again,” Liddie said.

“What is that you took from him?”

“His walkie-talkie.” She handed it to him, then drove through the open gate.

“This is a walkie-talkie? That’s even more impressive.”

“What, didn’t they have walkie-talkies in your time?”

“Yeah, but they weren’t anything like… wait, what do we need a walkie-talkie for, anyway? Can they maybe track us with this like they could the phone?”

Liddie shook her head. They’d tossed the phone out the window soon after the mysterious call. As much as they would have liked to try getting a hold of the strange old man again, she knew it would be too risky. “These models are cheap throwaway types. Not even worth putting trackers in them. And I took it because I think we can use it to fake out our pursuers for a while. When the CRS security realizes we’re gone, they’ll likely contact all the gate stations to be on the look out for us. You can just pretend to be the guard and say you haven’t seen anything. By the time we’re out of range they will still be thinking we’re somewhere in the city.”

“Good idea,” Edward said. Liddie nodded, trying to keep a confident outward attitude. On the inside, even now that they appeared to be home free, she was petrified. The obvious problem now seemed out of the way, but that meant she now had to face exactly what she had done tonight. She had thrown away everything she’d ever known in her life. Her career, her family. Admittedly, she hadn’t had much beyond that. Her friends were more like acquaintances that she occasionally met for drinks without sharing anything more than inane conversation. Her apartment had been sparsely furnished and contained few possessions. Yet it hadn’t felt like her life had been empty. Her career with the CRS had felt meaningful, like she was making an important contribution to the continued existence of the human race.

She looked over at Edward, who was still staring at the walkie-talkie with wonder. At what point had she made the decision that his life was worth more than all that? From a purely logical perspective, it seemed crazy. He was only one person, and if she had stayed at the CRS she could have gone on contributing to research that could have helped so many more. Now that her mother was very likely fired and going to jail, that meant that Dr. Chella would be in charge, and Liddie was pretty certain she didn’t care a lick about helping anybody but her own reputation.

But that was really a narcissistic way of thinking about things, wasn’t it? Had Liddie’s contribution really been more than anyone else’s? More than once she had felt like she hadn’t really belonged there. She wasn’t a scientist. She’d simply been a bureaucrat making sure all the chemicals and testing equipment had been in the right place. She hadn’t been helping anybody. Now was her chance to do some real good for a real person.

Briefly she thought to herself that Edward was more than just any old person, that he was someone special, but she pushed that thought away for now. That awkward moment in the elevator had been enough to tell her he didn’t quite want anything to do with that. At least, not yet.

“Okay, so, we need to make a plan,” Liddie said.

“Well, the first part of any plan we come up with has to be get as far away from Stanford as possible,” Edward said.

“Yes, but what after that? Do we go find this guy that just called us?”

“I certainly don’t know what else we would do at this point.”

“But can we trust him? How do we know it’s not some sort of trap? The CRS could have found a way to make that call and have us think it came from somewhere else.”

“But why would they send us all the way to Illinois then? If it was the CRS they could spring a trap on us much closer, I would think.”

“A trap from someone else?” Liddie asked. “Is there anyone else you could think of that would want to get their hands on you.”

“Sure, maybe, if anyone else knew I existed. It’s not like any of those conspiracy theorists you were talking about would know your private number.”

“So we’re going to say this guy is the real thing. But saying he created you? That can’t be true, can it?”

“How would I know? For all I know I was made a Z7 by a secret conspiracy of Democrat lawn gnomes.”

“What’s a lawn gnome?” Liddie asked.

“Never mind. I’m just putting my vote in for Illinois. Do you have a vote for anywhere else?”

“No. It’s not like I’ve actually left Stanford enough to know anything about anywhere else, so Illinois might as well be as good a place as any. The only problem then is how are we going to get there?”

“Are there still roads that will take us there, or were they left alone to break up for all these years?”

“A little of both,” Liddie said. She gestured at the terrain around them. Immediately beyond Stanford there was an empty zone, just like Edward had probably seen in Fond du Lac, but beyond that the landscape was much different. Any buildings that had once existed out here had all been bulldozed and the natural landscape had been allowed to grow back. The only thing that didn’t grow out here were large trees. Every so often the area cities would send teams out to trim the trees back, making it far harder for the reanimated to hide so near the city. Further beyond they could both see the lights of other nearby cities. Unlike the cities in mid-country, the cities on the coasts tended to be much closer together, and the roads between them were meticulously maintained.

“Anything that didn’t lead anywhere important has been left to nature over all these years,” Liddie said, “but major interstate highways are still sort of kept up. Or at least they’re supposed to be. Most people with half a brain avoid travelling over land, so sometimes the local government doesn’t bother to keep up with them as they should.”

“So we should be able to drive the whole way?”

“More or less.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Well, there’s still the problem of gas. Also food. Shelter we shouldn’t have to worry about too much. That’s why I grabbed a van instead of one of the cars. I figure it’s easier to live out of a van.”

Edward looked like he was thinking about that. “About how long of a drive would this be?”

“I don’t really know off the top of my head. How far is it? Maybe two thousand miles? I suppose we could probably make it in two days or so, if we don’t run into any trouble on the way.”

“Okay, so how’s this thing’s gas mileage?”

“Terrible. It only gets 94 miles per gallon.”

Edward made a choking sound.

“Are you okay?” Liddie asked.

“Yeah, I’m, uh, fine. It’s just…94 miles per gallon. Holy shit.”

“Sorry about that. We’d probably get better gas mileage on a riding lawnmower.”

“Um, right. So how many gallons per tank?”

“Only ten on this thing. Nearly a full tank now, so if we really want to use this thing the whole way then we’d need to find fuel at least twice somewhere along our route.”

“Do you think we can do that?”

“We’ll have to actually go into some of the cities, but I suggest we do that as little as possible. Those photos they showed of you on the news were pretty grainy, but all it takes is one mid-country hillbilly to realize who you are and start taking potshots at us.”

“And I suppose we’ll have the same issue with food.”

“Probably, but we may just have to go without that as much as possible. See, our biggest problem now that I think about it might be money.”

“Do you not have enough?”

“I’ve got some pay cards, but most of them are official cards in my name that can be traced. The few generic pay cards I have might be enough, but some of these mid-country hick towns don’t even use the same currency as the coasts.”

Edward nodded. He was quiet for a long time before speaking again. “Do we actually have a chance to pull this off?”

Liddie tried not to hesitate in her response. “We’ll be fine. It will be nothing but a smooth ride from here.”

“Are you lying?”

“Maybe.” She looked at him, being sure to make eye contact in the hopes that he knew she meant this. “But I will do everything in my power to help you.”

He smiled and put his hand between them where she could easily reach. After only a moment she took it. This time he didn’t let go right away.
  

Chapter Twenty Seven
 

They drove for three hours before they finally had to stop. According to the van’s built in map device—something that concerned Edward at first, since he thought a GPS satellite could possibly be used to track them, but Liddie assured him that modern systems didn’t work like that; Edward simply had to take her word for it—they pulled over somewhere in the Tahoe Forest. By this point they were pretty certain they weren’t being followed. The expected call had come in on the walkie-talkie about half an hour out of Stanford, which was good since Liddie said they were almost out of range. Edward had pretended to be the guard just like they had planned, and they hadn’t had any reason to believe the CRS even thought they were out of the city yet. It appeared they had gotten out free and clear, at least for now.

They had to sleep, though. Liddie looked pretty ragged by this time, and she wasn’t exactly making straight lines down the road. Edward wasn’t so concerned with her crossing over into the next lane, since they had yet to see another vehicle anywhere past Sacramento, but she hadn’t been kidding about how bad some of the roads had gotten. All it would take was for her to sleepily hit a deep pothole while going seventy-five for them to go spinning end over end into the wilderness. Edward would have taken over, except not only did the van have several controls he was unfamiliar with, but he also hit one of his sporadic tired periods at around the same time. They pulled just far enough off the road where no one travelling by would see them, locked all the doors in case there were any reanimated in the area, and both fell asleep in separate seats.

It didn’t take long before the world was red again. There were other forms around him, but not as many as he sometimes remembered. He couldn’t count to be sure, but he knew this was a very weak horde. Beyond that he didn’t know much of anything.

Several of the forms around him were familiar, inasmuch as anything could really be familiar to him, although one was more so than all the others. He didn’t know why, but he felt compelled to keep close to this one. It just felt right. Sure, it felt right to stay near any form, but this one was…special? He didn’t actually know that word, but he knew the feeling. The honey scent this one gave off felt unique to him. No other form seemed to notice it. If he had been capable of feelings, he would have been proud that he could feel it when no other could.

They were in a field, although he could see a squat building in the distance. He no longer had the capability of trying to figure out what that building was, nor did he much care. The horde had gotten the scent of something meaty, something without the correct scent, and they were making their way toward it. There was a very faint whiff of sweetness on the wind, others like him that had caught that same prey-scent and moved toward it. With a few subtle changes in that distant odor, he started moving in a different direction, still going toward the prey yet now in a zigzag pattern. He had no idea why he should do this, but he wasn’t the only one who followed along. All the other forms in his small horde, including that one he wouldn’t stray from, followed suit. No questioning, no thought, no attempts at understanding it.

The first shot echoed through the air, and the head of one of the forms nearby exploded in a shower of skull fragments and brain matter.

The form collapsed, and the odor it gave off was no longer so sweet or enticing. It was offensive, putrid. It made his head hurt. He tried to move away from it, as did every other form around him, but as soon as he was far enough away from it the distant sweet smell took over again. Back to zigzagging. No stopping. Must follow the horde. So he did. All others around him did. Back and forth, getting closer to the target.

Another head exploded. Again, all the forms attempted to scatter, and again the scent demanded otherwise. Almost time. He didn’t know what it was almost time for, but he knew it was true and he obeyed. He looked at that familiar form, almost as though he was reassuring himself it was still there. It looked at him at the same time.

The next shot was not the clean headshot that had taken out the others. One moment he was looking at a familiar face, something he still felt some phantom attachment to, and then the next its entire lower jaw was gone. He heard the sound of the gunshot only as teeth and destroyed flesh pelted his face. Darkened blood splattered over him, but he noticed none of that. All he noticed were the form’s eyes. He saw something change in them at that moment, but he lacked the ability to understand what that meant. They went wide, staring at him, and then the form dropped. The awful stench it gave off was somehow so much worse than what had come from the others. It offended him in a way the others hadn’t. He felt something from inside, something long forgotten and hidden, wrestle to come to the surface as phantom emotions of grief and horror. All of it wanted to come out in a scream of rage, but all he managed was a low moan.

Somewhere nearby there was a scream, followed by the sound of flesh ripping and tearing. The other part of the horde, the one that had been directing his group on what had basically been a suicide distraction run, had found the shooter. But he didn’t care. He was missing his chance for nourishment, and the sickly sweet odor on the breeze invited him to join, but he couldn’t just yet. He felt compelled to stay here, next to the one that for some reason he didn’t understand he had needed. He knew something was gone, something he could never get back, but his mind simply couldn’t comprehend what was missing.

Then the moment was gone. He didn’t remember why he was standing here, looking down at just another corpse. The world was full of them now, so why would this one be special? He wandered off to join the others, always following the lead of the slight hint of honey in the air.

Edward woke with tears streaming down his cheeks. It took him several seconds before his brain caught up with what his heart already knew, and he realized that he had just remembered the death, or at least the second death, of his wife.

He was draped over the second row of seats in the van, while Liddie snored softly on the back row. He wasn’t sure if he’d been making any noise as he’d cried in his sleep, but at least it hadn’t disturbed her. However, it didn’t feel right to be here next to her at this moment. It felt disloyal to Julia’s memory, almost like he was…well, like he was cheating on her.

There weren’t a whole lot of other places he could go, though. It was either in here or out there, where other zombies wandered around looking either for more zombies to group up with or prey to feed that hunger they didn’t quite understand. But Edward didn’t actually have anything to fear from them, did he? To them, and indeed to most of the world, he was no different. They accepted him among them where no one else would.

He was very careful not to make any noise as he got up from the seat and slid open the back door. He closed it again softly but firmly. Edward wondered for a moment if he should open it again and lock it from the inside, ensuring that nothing would be able to get in and get Liddie, but he didn’t think zombies would be able to open the door. Or, at least, one or two zombies wouldn’t be able to open the door. From what he could remember, a large number of zombies might have been coordinated enough to figure it out. But a quick sniff seemed to confirm there weren’t that many in the vicinity. There was…one. Somewhere out in the forest. Somewhere near. After one last check to make sure Liddie was asleep and content, he walked off in the direction of the pheromones he sensed out among the trees.

The terrain was rough. There wasn’t any path out here, not even any game trails that he could find. Thick bushes obscured the ground, and several times he nearly tripped on exposed roots or animal burrows. At one point he even stubbed his toe hard enough that he thought he broke it, but the throbbing pain disappeared far quicker than it should have. Pain. That was something he never remembered in any of the dreams. As a zombie, a full-blown one complete with menacing groan and shambling walk, he hadn’t felt the holes in his flesh or the slow rotting of his limbs. And he certainly hadn’t felt any emotional pain. That one moment when he had seen Julia die was a rare exception.

He wiped the tears from his cheeks, but more replaced them. This was what he got for being more human again. Pain. Loss. Fear of being caught and killed. Was this really so great? He might have been better off if he had never come back. He would still be in the Fond du Lac area somewhere, wandering aimlessly looking for nothing except the occasional prey. It would be a pure and simple life nothing like this. He wouldn’t feel regret at the idea that he had killed people over and over for decades. He wouldn’t feel sorrow that his wife—and yes, he had to face reality now, probably his daughter as well—was long dead. He wouldn’t be on the run. Yes, there would always be the possibility of someone wandering out in the middle of nowhere with a gun coming up and shooting him in the head. He might end up at the Jamboree Rae had talked about. And he wouldn’t have destroyed Liddie’s life and career.

He stopped as the ground in front of him dropped off into a gully. There were too many trees to allow much moonlight to filter through here, but there was still enough light that he could see the gully’s lone occupant. It was a woman, perhaps a little fresher looking than most zombies he had seen, but most definitely not alive. Her clothes looked like they had started out as a business suit, although they were too coated with grime and dead leaves for Edward to be sure. One whole side of her face had been skinned, probably from the fall into the gully, and there were even places where the bone showed through. She wandered back and forth at the bottom of the gully, occasionally trying to walk up the side and falling back in. Edward had no idea how long she had been here or how she got here. Who had she been?, Edward wondered. Had she had a family? Children? No family at all except for a house full of cats? Did someone out there miss her? Or did no one care?

She tried to go up the gully wall again and failed. She just couldn’t grasp the idea that she couldn’t walk straight up it or that she might need to hold onto some of the bushes with her hands. Edward snorted. This was what he had been nostalgic for just a few minutes earlier. A life stripped of all meaning. He’d been the incredibly lucky one. He’d been given his life back. It wasn’t the same one he’d known, and it never would be again. But he could build a new one.

He started to turn back in the direction of van, but the woman moaned and he looked back. She stared up at him, and the pheromone scent on the air changed. Join, it said without words. Become. Hunt. Follow. He didn’t feel that same moment of compulsion he had back with the boy in the CRS, but he could still feel all the subtle variations. On some level he could still understand them all, too. He hadn’t been able to use that understanding in any effective way at the time, but he hadn’t really given it any thought, either. It had just been a knee-jerk reaction. Now that he was alone, though, and didn’t have to worry about this zombie potentially doing something to Liddie, maybe he could control the scents a little better. Maybe he could actually use them to communicate, if anyone could really be said to communicate with the undead.

He concentrated on the pheromones. Now that Liddie had told him Chella’s theories, he found it easier to picture them in his head. A chemical floating on the air currents, coming from him, wafting to the zombie, being picked up with whatever those special receptors were in her nasal cavities. He concentrated on all that, and he pushed. The effect was immediate, just like it had been back in that room, and the zombie woman reacted in the same way. She froze, completely confused by the garbled message she received. Well, at least he knew how to do that. He could stop a zombie dead in its tracks. But could he do more? It had never seemed in any of his dreams like there was one zombie in charge, more like a consensus of all zombies. Some might want to do one thing, some might want to do another, but the strongest pheromones, the ones released by the most zombies, were the ones that all others obeyed as though they had wanted to do that same thing all along.

Strength, he realized, was the issue. The zombie down there in the gully wanted him to come down and join her. All he had to do was figure out how to tell her to do something else, and make it stronger.

He closed his eyes and let the memories come back to him. There was one freshest in his mind, one he’d rather not think about, but there was still something useful there. He’d received an order and he had followed it, despite the order putting him in danger. He thought he could remember the shape of it in his mind, the slight scent, the way it had touched him. He could recreate that. Just remember everything about it. Remember everything…and then push out.

He opened his eyes and looked down at the zombie. She was trying to get up the gully wall again, and although she still couldn’t quite make it she at least made it a little farther up before she fell down. Mostly that was because instead of trying to climb it straight up, she was moving at it at an angle, a zigzag.

He experimented with it a little more before he turned back. He tried various things, assorted messages to this woman about what she should do, although most of them resulted in nothing more than that confused deer-in-the-headlights look. With a few differences in the scent, though, he at least managed the command away, sending her further down the gully. Maybe she would find a way out somewhere down there. She could come across a spot flat enough that she could walk out and go on about what passed for her life now. He had no idea what might become of her. It was entirely possible she might find some sort of salvation, something like he had. Or she could join a horde and hunt somebody down. Or perhaps she wouldn’t find a way out at all. He didn’t feel like he had any right to judge her, no matter what her path might be.

Liddie was awake and looking nervous inside the van when he came back. She looked relieved as he came back to the door and opened it, although she also looked like she was trying her damnedest not to show it.

“Where did you go?” she asked.

“I guess I just had some things to work out in my head.”

“And did you?”

He sat down on the seat next to her and held her hand. Nothing else yet. This was all he thought he was ready for. The memory of Julia’s death, while technically very old, was still fresh in his mind. He had no idea how long it would take him to accept that and move on, but at least he had a general idea what, or rather who, he wanted to move on to.

“Yeah, I guess I sort of did.”

She fell asleep again next to him, and while he couldn’t sleep he at least stayed next to her through the whole night, never letting go of her hand.
  

Chapter Twenty Eight
 

The strangest thing of all for Liddie was how easy it became to forget that she was on the run from the government with a talking and thinking reanimated sitting in her passenger seat. She didn’t even realize until now how long it had been since she’d thought of him in those terms. The last time Edward had been nothing more than a “reanimated” to her had been before he’d gotten off that plane with her mother. As soon as she’d seen a normal human-looking face greeting her with a mix of expectance and apprehension, he’d simply been a man. Now he was a man she was going to be with for a long time, most likely, and it was her turn to be apprehensive and expectant.

There was a lot of driving to do, and a lot of silence for them both to fill along the way. She’d already learned quite a bit about him and his previous life while he’d been in custody with the CRS, but at the time she’d still been going for a pretense of professionalism and had left her own life out of the conversation. Now he asked all these questions about her, and she was embarrassed to admit she didn’t have a whole lot to tell. Her whole life had been with the CRS, and she hadn’t had much outside of it.

“What about friends?” Edward asked as they drove through the Nevada desert. They’d gone past Reno about an hour ago, going into the city only long enough to find a Zappy’s for lunch and put some more fuel in the van. They didn’t stay any longer than they had to. A couple just passing through by van was a strange enough sight to cause a few people to ask all the wrong questions, and they hadn’t even wanted to dine in at the Zappy’s for fear of someone taking note of Edward’s meat-only diet.

“Of course I had friends,” Liddie said.

“You never mentioned them while we were at the CRS.”

“That’s because…okay, so I guess my friends weren’t really much of friends. I think the last really good friend I had was in high school.”

“And her name was?”

“Jamie.”

“Is there any particular reason you stopped being friends with her.”

“Is this really something you want to know?” Liddie asked.

“Just trying to get to know you better. Because honestly, you strike me as the kind of person who should have lots of friends.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you’re just…I don’t know, friendly. And compassionate and caring, I guess.”

Liddie sighed. “Jamie slept with my boyfriend, if you must know. In fact, she did it just two days after I let him take my virginity.”

“Ouch. Sorry. You don’t have to talk about that if you don’t want.”

“No, it’s ancient history. And to be honest, I’ve never really talked to anyone about it. Not even my mom. I could tell her anything, usually, but that was a particularly busy time for her at the CRS. Right after that I started helping her at the CRS more. Stanford’s population exploded, Land’s End University became huge, and I was needed for all this administration work. Went right into it. So I just let Jamie have the son of a bitch. She popped out a bunch of youngsters from him, according to what I heard, and then he went and cheated on her.”

“Is that something you wish you had?”

“What?”

“Youngsters.”

“No. Never had the urge.”

“I didn’t either, until Julia discovered she was pregnant with Dana. Changed my perspective.”

“I just never saw the point. Plenty of other people were doing it. It wasn’t like the rest of the world needed me to repopulate it.”

“So, what, that was it then?” Edward asked. “No attempts at dating after that? No urge to at least have someone else in your life?”

“Oh, I tried dating. Sort of a disaster, really. Lots of students from Land’s End, one severely misjudged coworker with the CRS. I mean, it’s not like I’ve been celibate. Probably would have been better if I had.”

“Someone from the CRS? Anyone I met?”

Liddie bit her lips shut. Edward raised an eyebrow. “Really?” he asked. “Who was it?”

“I’m not telling. You’d laugh.”

“No I won’t.”

“Trust me, you would.”

“I promise. Come on, the suspense is killing me here.”

“Um, okay, fine. It’s just, um, I might have once had a drunken New Year’s Eve moment in a closet with…uh, Carter.”

“Actually I don’t think I ever met him.”

“Yes you did. You just knew him better as Dr. Emmanuel.”

Edward didn’t say anything. Liddie looked over at him and realized he was biting the inside of his cheek and desperately trying not to laugh.

“You promised.”

“I know.”

“Because, well, you know how it is. After a few drinks even the biggest dirtbag can begin to look good. Stop laughing!”

“I’m not laughing! See how much I’m not laughing. Words cannot express how much I’m not…STOP!”

She didn’t even realize what he was saying at first. Her eyes had been on him for the last minute, so she hadn’t seen what was ahead. He couldn’t have been paying any attention either, because there was no way he would have missed the reanimated in the middle of the road. Her brain immediately did calculations of the situation and she hit the brakes, but perhaps she didn’t hit them as hard as she could. They’d been going pretty fast yet the road had been in as much disrepair as all the others they’d been on. Slowing down too quickly would end in an accident, she knew. And the group of reanimated, about five in all, seemed so far away when she hit the brake. She didn’t expect the distance to close so quickly. She swerved a little, but not enough. Somewhere in her mind, she still didn’t consider it that important if she just ran down a few reanimated.

Three of them were out of the way in time. Two were not. She hit one of them head on, and the van still had enough speed that the thing’s rotting body splattered apart on impact. Its head slammed into the windshield and cracked it just as blackish-red blood smeared all over it. There was a second thump, but Liddie only barely heard it over her and Edward’s screams.

The van skidded to a halt at an angle, and for one second it tilted at an odd angle on the left two wheels. Then the van thumped back down to all four, and everything went silent except for their ragged gasps of breath.

Edward spoke first. “Are you okay?”

“I think so,” Liddie said. “You?”

“Yeah.”

They sat there for a few more seconds in silence before Edward undid his seat belt and opened his door.

“Wait, where are you going?” Liddie asked.

“To check on the damage,” Edward said. He got out, and after a few more moments to catch her breath Liddie followed.

Liddie wrinkled her nose as she looked back at the highway behind them. Skid marks went back for longer than she could estimate, but that wasn’t the most prominent new feature on the asphalt. A streak of gore trailed behind the van for at least forty feet. Most of it was completely unrecognizable, but here and there Liddie thought she could see parts that might have once been ribs or internal organs. Off the side of the road a complete arm lay in the dirt.

“Oh dear God,” Liddie said. “It’s like they came out of nowhere.” She said it to Edward, but he wasn’t listening. He walked a bit off the road and gestured to the three remaining reanimated. They’d shambled in three different directions, but now that the initial moment of shock was over they all walked toward each other again, and once they were all within ten feet of each other they started shambling back to the road, directly toward the van.

“Oh hell,” she said. “Get back in the van, quick.”

“We don’t have anything to worry about from them,” Edward said. His voice was so soft she could barely hear it over the wind.

“But they’re coming right for us.”

“They smell prey,” he said, “but that’s not their biggest emotion right now. They’re scared. We scared them.”

“Edward, they don’t have emotions.”

“No, I guess not really. Not completely. But they do have something.”

He stared intently at the three, and they all stopped. Liddie remembered the way the reanimated had frozen during Dr. Chella’s experiment, but they stopped for longer this time. They actually stared at Edward, then turned away.

“Edward? Did you just do that?” Liddie asked.

“Yes. They still smell you, but they no longer think of you as prey. Or at least I think that’s what I told them. I’m still not really sure.”

It didn’t matter. Whatever they thought, if they could be said to think at all, it still kept them walking in the other direction. They made no sign of turning back.

“That is really eerie,” Liddie said. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

“It’s rather new for me, too,” Edward said. “And I’m still not even sure I’m doing it right.”

“Come on,” Liddie said. “We’ll need to clean off the van before we—”

“Not yet,” Edward said. “There’s something else.”

He walked back down the road, but Liddie couldn’t tell why at first. Even Edward looked a little lost. He kept glancing at the side of the road, bending down to take a closer look at the bits of gore left behind by the exploding reanimated, and even occasionally sniffing the air. He finally went completely off the road at right about the place where the van had hit the reanimated, going twenty feet out into the desert to stoop next to some scrub bushes. Liddie followed, not sure what he was looking at until she was almost next to him.

“Is it dead?” Liddie asked.

“Oh yes,” Edward whispered. The last reanimated, the one she’d hit but hadn’t seen, lay in the dust. Its entire body was twisted at a terrible angle, and now that she was closer she could see that she’d asked a stupid question. Its head and chest were completely caved in so that Liddie couldn’t even tell if it had once been a man or a woman. Its clothes looked like little more than rags, although its denim jeans seemed to have held up remarkably well over the years.

“So we don’t need to worry about it,” Liddie said. She turned to go back to the van, but Edward stopped her.

“Liddie, wait. I need your help.”

“With what?”

“With burying him.”

“What? Why?”

Edward stood up and glared at her. “What do you mean, why?”

“It’s just a reanimated.”

Edward reached down and felt around at the reanimated’s waist. He apparently found what he was looking for in one of the pockets and pulled it out, showing it to Liddie. It was a nylon wallet, badly worn with age but still intact. “If he was just a zombie, then why would he need this?”

“He probably just had it on him when he died. Most zombies probably did.”

“Liddie, do you seriously mean to tell me that you still don’t get this?” He opened the wallet and started pulling things out to hand to her. “Look at these. Look at all of these.”

She looked at each one in turn. There were a couple of pay cards of the early design, the kinds they’d stopped making when she was just a kid. There were places on their backs for signatures, but the ink had long since been smeared away. There was a condom, its silver wrapper broken through in a few places to show the crumpled and brittle latex inside. There were some pieces of paper that Liddie didn’t recognize at first, but after closer inspection realized had to be battered old-style currency. A penny with a hole in it that had been tucked deep into one of the wallet’s pockets. A scrap of yellowed paper with the hastily scrawled words “For the birthday, Sat.,” followed by a telephone number. A folded photograph so faded that Liddie had to hold right up to her face to see what might be a young woman with long hair holding a dog. And the last thing Edward pulled out, a laminated card which he kept a hold of and read it out to her.

“Timothy North,” he said. “Apparently from Seattle, Washington. This driver’s license expired, what, twenty-eight years ago? A long way from home, isn’t he? How do you think he got all the way into the Nevada desert?”

“Well, reanimated migration patterns being what they are…”

“Damn it, Liddie, stop thinking like you’re still in the CRS just for one second and think about who this man was. Because that’s what he was. A man. With a family, probably. Look at all that stuff in his wallet. Don’t you see any story there? Can’t you picture this man maybe going on vacation to Las Vegas or something? Maybe he had his girlfriend with him. Maybe they were going to elope, get married in some cheesy little chapel where the guy doing the ceremony is an Elvis impersonator. Anything like that, because whether any of that is true or not, this man had a story. It’s a story that got cut short. But what if this guy in Illinois is the reason I became a Z7? What if he can do that again? That means this man’s story could have started up again, but now it won’t. And because of that, excuse me if I’m going to take a moment to mourn him, because this man could have just as easily been me.”

He took all the contents of the wallet back from her and carefully placed each one back where he had found it except for the driver’s license. Then he folded the wallet back up, put it back in the reanimated’s pocket, and got to his knees to dig a hole next to the body with his hands.

“Edward, don’t do this,” Liddie said.

Edward turned to her with a look of genuine anger. “Look, at this point I really don’t care if—”

“You’ll rip your hands up if you try to dig like that,” Liddie said, and Edward’s expression softened. “Let’s go back to the van first and see if there’s anything we can use as a shovel.”

They were able to pull apart a couple pieces of plastic from the interior of the van. They made terrible shovels and the grave ended up being only a foot deep, but it was enough to satisfy Edward. He added in what pieces he could find of the other reanimated, although neither of them could stomach doing that for long, and placed them next to the body. They then covered it up and used one of the makeshift plastic shovels as a grave marker. As a final gesture Edward leaned the driver’s license next to the marker. It wasn’t the kind of memorial that would last long enough for anyone else to ever find it, but for now at least they could both see that this was the final resting place of Timothy North, whoever he may have been.
  

Chapter Twenty Nine
 

Even though their route took them right past Salt Lake City, they didn’t try to go in. Considering the shape the van was in after the accident, they figured that stopping anywhere they didn’t have to might result in a whole lot of unwanted attention. It didn’t seem like it would be much of a problem, considering they thought they were in good shape until they at least got through Wyoming. They had enough fuel to go for a while, and they’d bought enough extra at Zappy’s that, as long as they ate sparingly, they would have enough until the morning. It was still a risk, considering the onboard map said there wouldn’t be any communities on their route after this until they reached Laramie, but Liddie told Edward it was a risk they should take. After all, Salt Lake was a mid-country city with a reputation for taking matters into their own hands, and if they recognized Edward as the Z7 they certainly wouldn’t wait for any official authorities to pick him up.

Neither of them noticed the first problems with the van until they started through the Rocky Mountains. Edward thought he heard the engine cough a little, but the noise didn’t repeat for long enough that he almost started to think it was his imagination. As the roads became steeper the noise occurred more frequently. By the time they had nothing surrounding them but large ledges of rock on one side and steep drops into pine forests on the other, they both knew they were in serious trouble.

They pulled over for a while for Edward to take a look under the hood, but that didn’t do them much good. Edward only had a very basic idea of how to fix a car, just enough that he had been able to keep his family’s car going long enough for payday to roll around so he could get someone else to fix it properly. Even that much knowledge wouldn’t help at all here, though. For starters, the van didn’t have anything in the way of emergency tools except for the spare tire and a jack. Vehicles like this had never been intended to go out this far from civilization, way beyond the motor pool and the CRS’s own mechanics. And even if they did have things to fix it with, Edward wouldn’t know where to start. This thing was fifty years beyond anything he had ever messed around with, and many of the components and gadgets under the hood were completely unrecognizable to him. Liddie couldn’t help out, either. All her expertise had been in administration, with a little bit of knowledge for scientific equipment. This kind of thing had always been done for her. At no time in her life had she even needed to change a flat tire.

Even with so little idea of car mechanics between them, it was obvious to see what had happened. From somewhere under various wires and tubes Edward pulled a putrid green finger, and it looked like there might be other pieces still in there. When they’d smashed the zombie, not all of it had ended up on the road and windshield. Some of it had gone through the front grill or under the severely dented hood. Edward took some time removing everything he could find, but several of the auto parts looked like they had been worn or broken from sharing their already cramped space with rotting body parts.

They briefly debated what to do. There was nothing else they could do but continue along and hope none of the damage was severe enough to strand them before they got to Laramie.

Through most of the Rockies, Edward thought fortune had smiled on them. It wasn’t until they started coming back down again out of the mountains that the simple engine coughs became more like burps, and soon were accompanied by groans and screeches. Liddie winced at every noise.

“How much further do we have until Laramie?” Edward asked when the first barely-noticeable tendril of smoke appeared at the edge of the hood.

“Thirty miles,” Liddie said. “Or at least I think. Whatever’s happening with the hood, I think it’s messing up the computer system, too. The map keeps shifting on the screen.”

Thirty miles. Edward nodded. They could still make that. Even if the van broke down before they made it there, it should still be close enough that they could walk there. Or at least he could walk there. Unfortunately, Liddie might be a different story. The land around them was mountainous with very little else on the landscape except grass and the highway. There weren’t many places she could go for cover if zombies were around, and with night approaching again she might not see them coming. He could try keeping them away, but he still didn’t trust his strange little pheromone ability enough to test her life with it. Even worse, they’d been eating and drinking sparingly all day. That didn’t leave them with a lot of energy to head out for another thirty miles on foot. Edward was pretty certain he could manage if he had to, since the CRS had tested his abilities to continue on for a time without food or water, but again Liddie didn’t have that advantage.

“Just keep going,” Edward said. “Maybe we can still make it.”

In response, the van made a very loud and unhappy thump from under the hood. The smoke immediately got much worse.

“Shit,” Edward said.

“Keep trying to go?” Liddie asked.

“That depends,” Edward said. “Does this model of van have any known tendency to explode?”

“Um, there might have been a recall at one point…”

“No, you know what? It’s probably much better if I don’t know. Looks like this is all she wrote. Pull over.”

Liddie pulled over to the shoulder and killed the ignition. There was a noise like something breaking under the hood. Edward seriously doubted that anything would happen if she tried turning the key again.

“Okay, so now what?” Edward asked.

Liddie stared at the blank monitor on the dashboard where the map had been. “Well, we sure are not going to be getting to Illinois any time soon.”

“And Laramie?” he asked. “Any chance we’ll find a way to continue on from there?”

“I don’t really know,” Liddie said. “It depends if someone has a vehicle we can buy with what little money we have, which I don’t think is likely. And that would only be if the residents are friendly to outsiders.”

“Do you have any reason to believe they wouldn’t be?”

“This is mid-country. No one is friendly to outsiders. But I can’t recall hearing about anything worse than normal from around here. I guess we really won’t know one way or the other until we actually make it there.”

“Do you think they would recognize me there?” Edward asked.

“No more or less reason than anywhere else,” Liddie said. “I don’t know. Is there anything you can do to make yourself look less like you?”

“Nothing more than what I’m already doing,” he said as he rubbed his chin. He hadn’t shaved since the escape from Stanford, but he only barely had any stubble. That was one of the bizarre little details of being a Z7, apparently. Before, he’d been the kind of person who could get five o’clock shadow half an hour after shaving. Now it took days before there was enough hair on his face to bother going over it with a razor.

“Guess it will have to be enough,” Liddie said. “Come on, let’s get going.”

“Do you really think that’s a good idea?” Edward said, gesturing at the sky behind them. The sun was already low over the mountains.

“Maybe not,” she said. “For all we know, if we come in after dark they’ll mistake us for reanimated and aim for our heads. But what are we even going to do until then?”

“We’ve got a little bit of food left,” he said, “but maybe we should leave that until the morning. You know, make sure we’re as full as we can be before the walk. Thirty miles on foot is not exactly going to be easy.”

Liddie nodded. “So what then?”

“We should probably use the van again as shelter tonight, but for now it should be okay if we build a fire, shouldn’t it?”

“Won’t that attract reanimated?”

“I’ll be able to tell if any are coming, and maybe even get them to go away. Come on, what do you say? We can use it to keep warm for a while, maybe even find a stick we can sharpen and roast stale hamburger patties over an open flame.”

Liddie smiled. “Like they used to do back in your time when people went camping?”

“Yeah, just like that. Well, no, except for the hamburger patty thing. Not exactly traditional camping food.”

“Do you even know how to start a fire?”

“I know how to pretend I know how to start a fire. Does that count?”

Liddie laughed, and they both got out of the van to search the terrain for burnable wood. It wasn’t easy, but after some searching Liddie found the very old remains of a wooden fence that might have once marked the borders of someone’s property. They brought it back to the road and set it up on the shoulder, being sure to keep it far enough away from the grass to prevent a brushfire. Actually lighting it was a hassle. Edward remembered seeing people start fires in various outdoorsy ways on television and in movies, and he even had a vague recollection of some of the tips he’d been taught back when he was a boy in Cub Scouts, but none of it was easy. It took them both a long time of messing around with the wood and cussing it out before they finally got a moderate fire going. Liddie actually went as far to skewer one of the burgers, bun and all, on a stick they had found. She thought the idea was hilarious.

To Edward’s surprise, he couldn’t help but smile along with her. He had to admit it. This was actually kind of fun. For the moment they could forget why they were out here in the first place and all the bad things that had happened up until this moment. The CRS seemed like a long time ago, and all the obstacles that were still in their path felt far off. As they sat side by side in front of the fire, watching the sun vanish behind the Rocky Mountains while eating their ridiculous burgers-on-a-stick, Edward actually felt a little bit at peace.

“You want the rest of this?” Liddie asked as she pulled the final hamburger from her stick and fished the meat out from the well-done bun.

“Sure.” He took it and ate it slowly, staring all the while at Liddie as she licked ketchup from her fingers. She smiled at him and watched him right back as she ate the bun. They were both sitting cross-legged, and Edward suddenly became aware that she was close enough for their knees to touch. It gave him a little thrill to have her so close. She saw where he was looking and put a hand on his knee.

“Is this really what camping was like back then?” she asked.

“Kind of. I didn’t get to do it a lot. I’d always hoped to get out and do it more once Dana got a little older. Do people not do this at all anymore?”

“Far too dangerous,” Liddie said. “I wouldn’t dare sit out here in the open, in the dark, if you weren’t around to do that thing. Have you had to use it at all, yet?”

“A zombie moved by somewhere to the north of us a while ago,” he said. “But I think the wind was wrong for it to get a whiff of us.”

“It’s refreshing,” she said, “being away from all the people. Being alone.” Something about the soft way she said the words made him look into her eyes. She stared back, and Edward felt a flutter in his chest. He hadn’t felt anything like this since he’d first started dating Julia, that moment of anticipation when he thought a relationship was about to take a new, unexpected, yet welcome turn. She leaned closer, just enough to give him a hint at what she wanted, and he matched the movement. Closer together, so close, but Edward couldn’t quite make himself move across those vital last inches. He wanted to, he really did. The thought of Julia was still there, though. His wife, the one he’d never been able to even give a funeral.

Something about him must have given away his thoughts, because Liddie leaned away and the moment was broken. “You’re still not ready, are you?”

“For a moment there I thought I was. But I guess maybe I’m not.”

Liddie nodded and scooted a few inches away from him. Edward felt a small emptiness the instant she moved away. “Can I ask you something?” she asked.

“Go ahead.”

“What happens after we get to Winnebago?”

“I don’t know. Unless we can find some sort of ride in Laramie, that might just be a long time off yet.”

“Suppose its not. Suppose we luck out and get a vehicle and make it all the way to Winnebago by tomorrow night. What happens then?”

Edward shrugged. “We find this man and hope it’s not all some sort of weird trap, and hopefully he can give me some answers.”

“All right, assume that. We’re there, he has all the answers. And after that?”

He frowned. “Liddie, I’m not sure I get what kind of answer you’re looking for from me here.”

“We’ve travelled halfway across the country already. This is so far from anything else that I’ve ever done that I don’t have even the tiniest inkling what comes after that.”

“I guess I don’t either. This isn’t exactly common for either of us here. I don’t know. Maybe…find a place where I can resume something that looks like the way my life was before?”

“You can’t have your life from before. It’s gone. Just like mine. It’s not coming back.”

“Liddie, is that what this is about? Are you having regrets that you did this?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. No. No, not regrets. I’m just scared.”

“I’m scared, too, if that means anything.”

Liddie nodded. She was silent for a long time, then she abruptly stood up. “Guess maybe it’s time to get some sleep. The earlier we wake up, the earlier we can start off for Laramie.”

“Yeah, I suppose,” he said. “I’ll put out the fire.”

She just nodded and went back to the van. Edward couldn’t help but think he had missed something vital in that conversation, but he didn’t know what.
  

Chapter Thirty
 

A dim part of his mind, one that was fading quickly, could still recognize the smell coming in from the open window. Brats, burning on a grill. But those words no longer had much meaning to him, and the smell was nothing more than a distraction. Other scents on the air concerned him more. Through the window he clearly caught something new, something completely unfamiliar yet so enticing at the same time, a shifting and swirling odor of honey. It was everywhere. He should have been able to detect it before, but “before” no longer had any meaning. No before and no later, just now.

The window wasn’t the only place where the scent came from. He looked around and saw something else in the room with him, something familiar in shape and thick with the sweet scent. His mind had no name for it anymore. It was just a form that moved and acted like he did. He felt an attachment to it, an urge not to leave it. He didn’t know why, nor did he care. He just knew that was the way things were.

He milled around the room, occasionally bumping into things that he no longer had names for, and the other form did the same. The sweetness from outside urged them both to join it, but they couldn’t figure out how so they just continued shambling here and there.

He soon became aware of one more odor, but this was oh so much different. This one was foreign and meaty, and it filled him with an urge to rip and shred. The other form had to notice it as well, but neither of them could find it. The smell seemed to come from behind a door, but neither of them knew how to use a door handle. So they continued that way for a long time, shambling and walking into the door and then shambling some more.

The light outside had changed by the time the door finally opened. He stood on the far side of the room from it, not even looking, but as soon as the door opened just a crack the smell grew stronger. He turned to it, and a small thing darted out and toward another door. He wasn’t fast enough to catch it, and the other form missed it as well. It went through the door, shutting the door behind it, and he could hear it babbling, saying things he couldn’t understand. Eventually the noise stopped, and there was no more scent. He shambled about some more, not concerned with the fact that he hadn’t done anything other than that all day.

Time passed. He didn’t understand that, nor was he capable of wanting to. Sometimes that small thing would come back, and he would try to catch it again, but it was always too fast. It felt familiar somehow, much in the same way the other form shambling around the room did, but this thing didn’t have the honey scent and therefore it was not something he couldn’t try eating. He was aware sometimes of hunger, and when it got truly bad he couldn’t move quite as much. Many times it got so bad he fell to the floor, unable to pull himself back up. The first time this happened, he was there for a very long time before the meat appeared in front of him. The meat was putrid and rotting, and he didn’t know how it had come to be right where he needed it, but it was enough to restore some of this strength.

The food continued coming, but only when he was at his weakest. Eventually he saw the small scampering thing place it there in front of him, then scamper away to some hiding place. He didn’t know why it did this, nor did he care. He just accepted it.

The small scampering thing didn’t stay small. He was unaware of years passing, but the thing was always there, always growing. Sometimes it would stay in the room long enough to talk to him, speaking words that meant nothing, leaving only when he tried to kill it. It began to look more and more like the other form in the room, despite its ragged clothing and skinny body. Or maybe it was because of the ragged clothing and skinny body, since the form had wasted away to little more. Somewhere in his head there was a part of him that still felt more for this thing than just the lust to rip it apart and eat its flesh, but even on the rare occasions where that part of him surfaced it didn’t stay long.

He wasn’t aware enough to realize the moment when everything was different. The time came when he was too weak to move, and the thing came in and left meat for him and the other, but it didn’t leave. As he ate and regained his strength, he heard that the sounds it made this time were so much different than normal. Crying, the old him would have known it as, but now he couldn’t recognize it. It left the door it normally used open wide and sat down on the floor between him and the other, and it had something in each hand. He didn’t know what to call them anymore, but Edward’s mind, now coming up from its dreaming memory, recognized them both. His daughter, now a young woman after having stayed with them for so long, had a bottle of whiskey in one hand in one hand and a razor blade in the other.

“I can’t do this anymore,” she said, or at least that was what he thought she said through the tears. “I’ve tried. I really did. All these years I thought you might come back. Shows just how fucking stupid I am.”

She took one last swig from the whiskey bottle, waited for her long-dead parents to come for her, and then, right as their stiff fingers were about to touch her flesh, she put the razor to her carotid artery and pulled it across her skin.

For the first time since the dreams had started, Edward woke screaming. But the memory didn’t fade away with sleep. The memory continued coming back to him even in full wakefulness. He felt Dana’s blood splash his skin and watched her pleading eyes as the light faded from them. She had to be in her late teens by this time, for she had developed an ample bosom just like her mother’s, and that chest stopped rising and falling as she collapsed to the ground. She’d been with them that whole time, never leaving their side, always hoping in her childish way that her parents would come back to her. She’d never left, never tried to rejoin other people. Maybe it had driven her mad. Maybe she had gone nearly feral, no longer even capable of living around anyone that wasn’t part of the walking dead. Or maybe she had just loved them too much to let them finally leave without making sure they had one more meal to keep their strength up.

“No no no no oh God no!” he screamed inside the van. Liddie was next to him, shaking him by the shoulder and telling him to wake up, it was only a dream, but he was already awake and the memory continued.

His fingers went right for the wound at her throat, where they found enough purchase under the skin to rip her throat clear off. Julia didn’t bother trying to pull off pieces but instead dropped to the floor next to their daughter’s body and bit into the face, her teeth popping Dana’s eye before pulling it from the socket and chewing. Dana still had enough life in her to try screaming at that, but all that came from the ruins of her throat was a wet gurgle. They continued eating, gorging themselves until their stomachs distended. And when it was all finally over, they both stood up and walked out the door in the direction of that sickly sweetness that had enticed them for so long. If there had been any part of them that had been aware of what they were doing to their own flesh and blood, it had been unable to surface through their bloodlust.

“No no no no,” Edward continued saying, but it was no longer a scream. He’d been so loud moments earlier that his throat already felt raw, but still he continued to mutter as the tears streamed down his cheek. The memory was so horrible, so overwhelming, that he thought he could still feel Dana’s hot blood covering him. As he came back to himself, however, he realized it was nothing so horrible. Liddie had joined him on his seat, and she clutched him tightly as he rocked and shivered.

“Shh, it’s okay,” she said. “Whatever it is, it’s okay.”

“No, no it’s not,” Edward said. “I killed her.”

She stopped rocking with him for a moment, then caught herself and joined him again in the gentle movements. “Who? Who did you kill?”

“Dana. I killed my Dana.” He knew that wasn’t technically true, since Dana had really been the one to take her own life, assuring that there was no way she would come back like her parents had, but it was true enough. And saying that he had killed her didn’t even feel as horrible as the truth. Simply killing his only daughter would have been the better option.

“Edward, it was just a dream.”

“No. No it wasn’t. She’s dead. She’s been dead all this time and I ate…” He couldn’t allow himself to finish. It was too much. Everything everyone had been saying about him all this time was true. He was not human. He was a monster, a disgusting thing that had no right to continue existing on this Earth. “Kill me,” he said. “Please, for the love of all that’s holy, you have to kill me now.”

“Edward, no. I won’t.”

“Kill me! I’m nothing! I’m a thing! I can’t…I don’t want to…”

“No,” she said softly. The word was so calm that it brought him back to himself a little, at least enough that he was able to look her in the eye.

“I don’t deserve to live,” he said.

“I won’t kill you, and I won’t let you hurt yourself either,” she said. “Not now, not ever.”

“But I’m a monster.”

“I never believed that, and I never will. That wasn’t you. You had no control over it. But you have control now, and I believe you’re strong enough to face it. You can go on. And I can help you, if you want me to.”

He saw that soft look in her eyes again, the same one he’d seen by the fire. She meant every word of it. She really believed. He didn’t think he’d be able to believe any of that without her.

There was no flutter in his chest this time, no anxious moment of anticipation. He moved his head toward hers, and the angle of his body against hers made the whole act clumsy, but their lips still met. Liddie was too shocked to do anything at first, but as soon as she recovered she pushed back, returning his kiss and gripping him tight to her. With her hands holding him he no longer shivered, and he moved around trying to get into a less awkward position without breaking contact. His hands brushed against her breasts, and although his first instinct was to recoil from the touch and apologize profusely he instead let them hover there, lightly touching them and enjoying the way they rose and fell against his palm. Then his hand went lower, sliding over the swell of her chest and down her stomach. Her own hands began to move lower, but they stopped just above his waist. She pulled away slightly, breaking the kiss, and spoke quietly through gasping breaths.

“Edward, are you sure you’re ready?”

“I don’t know.”

“I don’t want you doing this if you’re going to regret it later.”

“Later I might regret not doing it.” She nodded. He wondered idly if this was love for her. It might be. He knew it wasn’t for him, not yet, but he thought it quite easy for the day to come when it was. She wasn’t Julia, and she never would be. But she was someone just as wonderful, just as beautiful, just as strong. He didn’t deserve her. A monster like him deserved nothing. And yet somehow she disagreed. She saw the man he had once been and could be again. He pressed his hand harder against her stomach and continued down as they kissed again, and she reached for the zipper of his coveralls.

The moment was awkward as they both removed each other’s clothes. The van had seemed spacious enough earlier, but now the roof seemed lower as they bumped it taking off their shirts, and the seat felt too small to accommodate both their bodies lying down, even one on top of the other. Yet at the same time the location seemed strangely right. They’d met in one of these vans, and now they were moving to the next level in one. But that was nothing compared to how correct it felt to Edward to touch her smooth bare skin. She was warm, full of life, so much different than anything he had felt for nearly fifty years. Touching her brought home the reality she had been trying to instill in him moments earlier. She was right in that he was different. He wasn’t a lifeless monster. He had blood pumping through his veins just like her.

As they made love the time seemed to have no meaning, just like when he’d walked the planet without any real life in his body, but unlike then he could still attach meaning to the moment. It was not a perfect moment, but he knew it was what they both needed. It was what they both had to have in order to feel truly alive.

They finished with her on top, and with a deep, satisfied breath she gently let herself down to lie over him on the seat. He held her back firmly, enjoying every time her chest pressed against his from her breath. She chuckled softly for no apparent reason.

“Something funny?” he asked.

“No, not something you’d find funny at least.”

“How do you know without trying it on me?”

“Heh. Well, the thought just occurred to me that you’re pretty okay at that for someone who hasn’t practiced in fifty years.”

He chuckled too. “Better yet, think of it this way. You just made love to someone old enough to be your grandfather.”

“Ew, we’re not even going to talk about that. For all intents and purposes in my mind you’re only a few years older. Which is funny, since I’m the one who’s completely exhausted. You look like you could go again.”

He said nothing to that, instead caressing her back and enjoying the way it felt under his hand. She felt a little cold, though. Next time they would need to find themselves a blanket or something.

“Edward?” she asked. “Are you going to be okay? I mean, both about us and about, you know, what you remembered?”

“We’ll deal with any problems as they come up. Right now, are you okay?”

“I…I just feel cold, is all.”

“We should get you dressed again. We can snuggle again after that.”

“No, not yet. Don’t let…let…don’t let go…”

She started shivering against him.

“Liddie? Is something wrong?”

“Edward? Don’t let…Edward?”

“Jesus, Liddie. You’re practically shaking. Are you sure…” He looked into her eyes, knowing instantly that look. She was scared. Terrified, in fact. Somewhere among all the memories that he had recovered since waking up, something about this moment seemed familiar, but his brain wouldn’t let him face it yet.

Her chest heaved several times against him in quick succession, and then stopped.

“Liddie? Liddie, what’s going…” That mental block in his head finally moved, and he realized exactly what was happening. “No, oh God no. Liddie! Wake up! Don’t do this!”

There was nothing really for her to wake up from. Her eyes were still open, staring directly down into his, but they were unfocused, without any inner light. She moved, squirming slightly on top of him, but there was no rhythm or purpose to any of it. Her chest didn’t move, and there was no rhythmic thumping of her heart from behind her breast. But worst of all was the way she smelled, starting off small and barely noticeable but growing quickly.

Edward continued to hold her tight, calling her name softly as the van filled with the scent of honey.
  

Chapter Thirty One
 

Edward spent the rest of the longest night of his life outside under the stars. He hadn’t been able to stay in the van. The pheromones had been so strong that he couldn’t block them out, and they mixed with the scent of lovemaking. He couldn’t stand that right now. He didn’t even bother to put his clothes back on. He simply closed the door of the van behind him, leaving her trapped until he could figure out what had to happen next.

For several hours he tried not to think of anything at all, but eventually he didn’t feel he had any choice but to go back to that horrible moment and try figuring out what had happened.

Edward went to stand next to the van and put a hand against the window. There was still some fog inside the windows from their lovemaking, but enough of it had cleared away that he could see her shape inside the dark van. Every moment he stood there he hoped something would prove that he had been mistaken, that she really wasn’t infected. Infected. That was the only word he could use to describe her right now. He didn’t dare use the Z or the R words.

She barely acknowledged him. She sat on the seat, the very same seat where they had just been loving and caressing each other, but she couldn’t quite get the posture down, like her legs didn’t want to bend and let her rest. She kept trying to rise, bumping her head on the ceiling and forcing her to plop back down. He knocked softly on the window once, hoping to get some sort of reaction to make himself believe she was still in there. She turned her head at the noise, but nothing else.

This was his fault. There was no way to deny that, but he hadn’t quite figured out how yet. Had he maybe bitten her in the heat of the moment? Possibly, although he didn’t remember that. It hadn’t even occurred to him, nor probably her, that something as simple as a love bite could be dangerous from him. He’d heard from numerous doctors that he still carried the Animator Virus, but he’d all but forgotten that his bite would then have the same effect as that of any other zombie.

He thought back to the moments before and during sex, and he shook his head. No, that couldn’t be it. He went over every moment, every movement of both their bodies, but there hadn’t been a bite. He was sure of it. Perhaps…could it have been the kissing? Out of all those times that they had almost kissed only to have him decide against it at the last moment, had he been unknowingly saving her life from him? He thought back to what he remembered about becoming a zombie, about how long it had taken for Julia to turn after she’d been bitten or after she had bitten him. He supposed that with a simple kiss the virus might have taken longer to enter her system, but that didn’t seem correct either. He thought about the AIDS virus and how it supposedly could not be passed through kissing. That must have meant something about the mouth prevented it from spreading or something like that, right? So what else could it have been…

He gasped and slid down to a sitting position against the side of the van as the answer finally came to him. Given the amount of time it had taken for the virus to take hold of her, he could work backward and figure out right about the moment she had been infected. What had she been exposed to just a minute or two beforehand that she hadn’t been exposed to before? His semen. The virus had passed to her when he had come inside her.

He was the first person in human history to pass on the Animator Virus as an STD.

He had a fresh bout of crying for several minutes before he wiped away the tears, stood up, and looked back inside the van. There was no noticeable change. She still didn’t even look dead. Except for the vacant look in her eyes and the loose way she held her limbs, she could have passed for being alive. She wouldn’t look like that in a few days, or maybe even a few hours. Her skin would sag and take on a sick hue. Soon her flesh would begin to rot, her eyes might gloss over with cataracts, her blood would darken to near-black. Anyone who saw her would forget that she had once been anything other than infected. They would forget because none of them understood the way he did: this wasn’t the end.

The revelation came to him and made his breath catch in his throat. Or course it wasn’t the end. He had told her as much when they’d buried Timothy North in the Nevada desert. Her mind was gone and everything that made her who she was had retreated to the deepest depths of her brain, but she could continue on like this for a very long time. She could be hurt or damaged in so many ways, yet as long as there was no damage to her head she could survive anything else. And she could come back. Somewhere in her Liddie still existed, a whole person hidden and waiting to return exactly like Edward had. Edward remembered the brief moments in his memories where he had nearly felt his old awareness return, just long enough to feel some sort of kinship with the woman he had loved. Did Liddie feel that same thing now? When he was next to her, did she still feel a connection she was incapable of understanding? Edward bet she did. And he could bring all of that back.

All he had to do was figure out how to make a Z7.

It sounded like an impossible task, but he himself had already proven that it could be done. The answer was in Winnebago, Illinois, or at least he hoped so. That had to be the only thing the old man could have meant when he said he had created Edward. He thought back to everything Liddie’s mother had told him about the different variations of zombies. The CRS may have never gotten down to what exactly had caused him to become a Z7, but the Z5s and Z6s had to be created by tinkering with their genetics. It was entirely possible that this old man, whoever he was, had done something to his DNA and forced the change. So if this person could do it to him, why not Liddie as well?

The idea excited him, but his smile disappeared quickly when he realized how hard the rest of the trip would be. The van was broken down, so if he didn’t go on foot the rest of the way to Illinois then he would need to find another ride. But he didn’t have the slightest clue how to get one in this strange future world. He didn’t know any of the customs, he didn’t know exactly how to use Liddie’s pay cards (which may have looked similar to credit cards but seemed to have a more complex money system attached to them), and he didn’t even know exactly where he had to go from here without the van’s map. Liddie had been his guide through all this, but she couldn’t help now.

It wasn’t like he could go into any towns or settlements anyway anymore, not with an infected woman tagging along trying to eat the townsfolk.

All of these questions worried him, but he refused to let them get him down just now. He had a reasonable hope that he could make things right, and that had to be enough.

He opened up the door and went back inside. Liddie’s scent was still strong, but now it no longer seemed so horrible. He sat down on the seat next to her, still hoping she would show some little sign that she recognized him. She didn’t even look at him, but she stopped trying to stand up and instead sat quietly by his side. He supposed that would have to be enough for now.
  

Chapter Thirty Two
 

The sunrise brought with it a whole host of problems, most of which he had considered last night but for which he still hadn’t found answers. Strangely, though, the biggest problem for now was simply getting dressed.

Edward himself had no problem getting dressed. It was Liddie who caused the biggest issue. When Edward had left the van earlier to take a leak, he’d smelled several other zombies nearby. When he came back in some of the pheromones must have wafted in behind him, because Liddie kept moaning and trying to claw her way out the door. He would have worried about her opening it by accident and getting away before he could stop her, but she wasn’t even groping at the handle. She groped for the glass, as though she couldn’t understand why her fingers couldn’t go through to the other side. Her restlessness made it nearly impossible to get her clothes back on. Part of the problem was also that he didn’t feel comfortable touching her naked body now. It felt wrong, like a violation of her personal space, to touch her without her permission. It didn’t matter to him that he’d had plenty of permission last night. That was completely different, and now even so much as accidently brushing her hip as he tried to pull her pants back on felt like a perverted thing to do. He kept apologizing to her every time a finger grazed her skin. Once or twice she moaned at that, and Edward liked to pretend that was her way of saying he was forgiven, but he knew that wasn’t true. He supposed he could try using his limited control of the pheromones to keep her from twitching around so much, but that would have felt like just as much of a violation as touching her.

All that time struggling to get her decent again, however, gave him plenty of time to think. He thought he had a plan, or at least the partial beginning of one. So far the van had done a pretty decent job of keeping her from wandering off, and he didn’t have any reason to think it couldn’t continue on like that. If he could keep her here in the van, then he could go alone into Laramie, try to find some vehicle for cheap that would at least take them some distance, and maybe even find a map. Then he could come back and get her, and they would be back on their way to Winnebago.

He didn’t feel comfortable just leaving the van so close to the side of the road where someone could see it, though, so he took an hour trying to get it off the road. He hadn’t seen anyone else out here since the van had broken down yesterday evening, but he didn’t want to take any chance of someone finding it. If someone did happen along, the best case scenario would be them going on along with their business and then reporting wherever they ended up that they seen a strange sight back along the highway that might need investigating. Worst case scenario involved rednecks with itchy trigger fingers looking for a zombie to use as target practice.

In the end, he couldn’t do a lot to hide it. Even when switching it into neutral, which was complicated even further by him having to figure out how to put the unfamiliar controls in neutral to begin with, he had a hard time pushing it. There was a ditch along the side of the road that the van wouldn’t be able to go over, and no real cover for miles around to hide it behind anyway. In the end he found a particularly steep section of the ditch and, with Liddie safely outside while he did it, pushed the van in. The van was too big to be completely hidden, but once he threw some dirt and dust over it the van at least looked like it had been there for while. Hopefully that would discourage anyone who came by and just glanced at it.

Liddie had already started wandering off down the road by the time he was finished, and it took him some effort to round her back to the van. Again he realized the task would have been easier if he just gave her an extra nudge with the pheromones, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it. It felt a little silly, but he couldn’t help but think that sort of thing was akin to mind control, and he refused to force Liddie to do anything with that sort of power. He opened up the van door, preparing to have to give her a little push in, but was surprised when she got in all by herself and sat down on the now-at-an-angle seat. He shrugged and was about to close the door, but she gave a long moan. He stopped and stared, but she simply looked ahead like he wasn’t even there. Edward tried to close the door again, and once more she moaned. The noise almost sounded sad.

He paused. There was still no indication that she knew or cared he was there, but he had to wonder.

“Liddie?” he asked. “Are you there?”

No answer.

“Listen. I’ve got a plan. I think I can help you, or at least I think I’ve figured out someone who can. But I’ve got to go do some stuff before that can happen. Just stay here, okay? I promise to God that I will come back for you.”

No answer.

He debated for a second whether or not to say anything more before deciding on just giving her a peck on the check. Her skin had lost all its heat and was even starting to feel a little rough to the touch. That wasn’t really the way he wanted to remember her, and he wasn’t sure if he could do that again any time soon. When he closed the door this time, however, she remained silent. He hoped that meant she got the message.

The sun was the only way he had to keep track of time as he walked to Laramie. He left when it was only slightly over the horizon and finally got his first glimpse of the city when the sun was directly overhead. From this distance it looked just like any other town he’d seen, with a ring of broken down structures surrounding what looked like a wall, although it was much higher than any of the ones he’d seen in mid-country, and what could have been a thriving community inside.

He spent the rest of the way trying to figure out what he would say. His coveralls might make for some interesting questions, but he thought he could work that into a convincing lie. It would probably even work better if he mixed in just a slight amount of the truth. But once he got inside, he had no clue what he was going to do. If he could he would need to get some food, since he was starving and starting to feel quite sluggish, but he didn’t want to spend any more money than he had to.

He was so busy imagining what it would taste like right now to bite into a savory plate of raw steak or ground beef that he didn’t hear the commotion from one of the guard towers as he got closer. The towers were tall, even taller than anything Stanford had stationed around their perimeter, and had he been paying attention he would have already been able to see several people staring down at him as he passed the first ruined buildings just outside the city. He did finally notice them, however, when they shot at him.

“Holy shit!” he screamed, jumping back as a bullet ricocheted off the broken pavement in front of him.

“Wait, stop!” someone said from up in one of the towers. “It’s a human!”

Edward waited for another shot. When it didn’t come, he tentatively began walking again. There was something different about the setup here, but he couldn’t place his finger on it until he got closer to the walls. Unlike with most of the other towns and cities he had seen, there was no cleared-away ring immediately surrounding the wall. The wall, too, looked different. Others looked like they had been planned and built up with fresh material. This one seemed to be made out of random bricks, cinder blocks, and large stones thrown together with a cheap concrete badly poured over them. He tried to remember if Liddie had told him anything about Laramie, but he didn’t think even she knew much about it other than it was a sizable place on their map. From what he could see, it didn’t look like the kind of place that had done a lot to distinguish itself.

“Hey, you!” someone said from the nearest tower. “If you’re really a human then say something!”

Edward had been rehearsing this moment in his head. “Please, you’ve got to help me. I need to get back to Denver.”

“And just who the fuck are you?”

“I’m a maintenance worker with the CRS,” he said. He had figured that was an easy enough way to explain why he wore coveralls instead of normal clothes. Liddie had mentioned at one point during the long miles between Reno and Salt Lake that there was CRS facility in Denver, but they mostly studied the effects of the high altitude on the zombies and weren’t considered a major part of the organization.

“CRS?” the tower guard asked. “What the fuck is that?”

Edward blinked. That wasn’t good. As far as he had seen so far, almost everybody knew who the CRS was. If he was in a place where they weren’t known at all, then he truly was far from civilization. Suddenly he wasn’t sure that he wanted to go in here at all, but he had no other option at the moment that he could see.

Someone else in the tower spoke up. “They’re those scientists shitheads that were poking around out here last year, remember? Hey, you out there. What’s your name?”

“Edward.”

“Well, Eddy, what’re you guys doing back up here, and why the flying fuck would any brainiac like yourself actually be out here alone?”

“I…I was part of a team. We were doing some routine repairs on some field equipment when a group of reanimated came out of nowhere. I’m the…um, the only one who got away. Please, I haven’t eaten in almost a day, and I need water. And I have to find a way to get back to Denver.”

He heard the two voices talking to each other in low tones. One of them sounded like he was trying to hide laughter. Finally the first one spoke again. “Well all right then, Eddy. I’m sure we can find some food for you, but I don’t know about anything else.”

Unlike other towns, this one had a huge double set of doors instead of just a gate. They looked cobbled together from pieces of scrap metal, and both of them were rusted so badly they hurt Edward’s ears as some armed men pushed them open from the other side. Edward thanked them as he went in, but they both just scowled in response.

Just on the other side of the doors a steep set of stairs led up to the towers, and one of the men came down at a cautious pace. The stairs looked about ready to break apart under his weight. He was tall and skinny, with long knotty hair and clothes that were full of tears and moth holes. Edward’s dusty coveralls looked like a tuxedo next to him.

“Well then, I guess we should welcome you to Laramie,” the man said. Edward looked over the town around him and tried not to gape at the site. When he had first woken up, the ruins outside Fond du Lac had definitely given him the illusion of a post-apocalyptic world. The town itself had cracked that illusion, and Stanford had completely shattered it. Laramie, however, put that illusion back together good as new. Many of the buildings closest to the wall were still somewhat recognizable for the quaint little family homes they had once been, but they all looked like they’d been built before the Uprising and had barely been maintained since. Further away and closer to the center of town there appeared to be newer buildings rising up over the others, but just because they were newer didn’t mean they looked safer to be in. One building, rising up at least six stories, looked to be built with the same mismatched style as the outer wall and appeared to be lopsided. The streets were bustling with people and makeshift tents and booths had been set up on what had once been lawns but were now little more than muddy pits. The rare pieces of clothing that looked newer than fifteen years old appeared to be homemade.

Yes, this was most definitely not Stanford anymore.

The man from the tower smacked Edward on the shoulder. “Hey, don’t you go doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“I’ve seen that look before when some asswipe wanders up here from Denver or somewhere. That’s the look of you thinking the place you come from is so much better. Well it’s not, so fuck off.”

“I didn’t say anything like that,” Edward said.

“You didn’t need to. Just remember, you better mind your fucking manners around here. We don’t like fucking rude people, got it?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Good for you. Now look here. I got to go run and have someone report to my super that you came wandering in here, but for now you can go get yourself something to eat and the boss will be by to talk to you in a while, got it? Just head on down Arena Street here until you actually get to the arena. Right across the street you’ll see a building with a sign that says it belongs to Stupid Jerry. You go in there and tell them Bert sent you in and you need the Dumbass Wanderer special. You got all that?”

Edward nodded that he did, not because he actually understood any of it but simply because the guy was starting to give him the creeps. He supposed that would have been rather funny, a zombie being creeped out by someone, if he didn’t think that mentioning the joke out loud would get him killed.

He followed the directions Bert had given him. Stupid Jerry’s turned out to be what passed for a diner in this town, and the Dumbass Wanderer special was something the establishment had worked out with the Laramie security forces. They would feed the occasional human that ended up this far out (almost never on purpose) and the security people would foot the bill. That didn’t mean the waitress at Stupid Jerry’s was happy to serve him, nor did it mean the food they served him much resembled food. The special consisted of some soft substance (possibly mashed potatoes) mixed with meat (rabbit was Edward’s best guess) and some kind of sauce (which was pretty much unidentifiable) all served on a ceramic plate which, through some miracle of previously unknown chemistry, was somehow rusty.

Edward did his best to force it all down as though he were exactly as starved as he had claimed. The potatoes threatened to come up, but the meat worked just fine for him. The sauce, which tasted like little more than maple syrup heavily seasoned with pepper, made him think that pretty soon he might recreate his early CRS pants accidents.

He was just finishing it up when Bert came through the door with a short but very muscular man in a duster and a cowboy hat. Edward had to look again to make sure he wasn’t hallucinating, but the man was real enough. The hat looked practically new, but the duster was ripped in many places and pretty well shredded where its too-long length dragged on the floor.

“Hello there!” the man said as he walked up to Edward’s rickety table. He had an enormous smile on his face and stuck out his hand for Edward to shake before he’d even come fully through the door. “Bert here told me your name is Edward. That correct? And he also told me you’re here from the C-R-S.” He said the three letters slowly, as though he were pronouncing them for the first time in his life.

“Um, yes, but I wasn’t really supposed to end up here.”

“Yes, yes, Bert told me all about that also. Tell you what, I’m going to join you and sit down. Do you mind if I sit down Edward?”

Edward was starting to think that he did mind, that there was something not quite right about the way this guy was going on, but he didn’t think it would be a good idea to say no.

The man took a seat. “I suppose I should tell you my name, especially since I hope we become really good friends, Edward. Name’s Billy Horton. I run security for a good chunk of Laramie.”

Edward nodded. “I’m sorry, did you say friends?”

“I did indeed, Edward, I did indeed. Would you like that?”

“Um…”

“Now, now, don’t go answering that just yet. Don’t go jumping the gun. I think I should like to talk to you a little bit first. Can we talk?”

The problem, as Edward saw it, was not whether or not he could talk but whether or not Horton could ever stop. Edward didn’t know quite what he was going to do yet, but he did know he needed to do it quick. He highly doubted Liddie could overheat in the van, and he was pretty confident she couldn’t escape, but the idea of her out there alone was making him nervous.

“Sure,” Edward said.

“That’s good. Real good. I’ll cut to the chase, because we don’t like wasting time around here, you know what I mean? Bert said something about you wanting a way back to Denver. Is that right?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’ll tell you what. I’ve got a truck that maybe I can give you completely free of charge and you can get right on back there right away. You like the sound of that?”

Edward forced himself to keep his mouth from dropping open. That sounded perfect. Too perfect. “Yes, that would be so great. But…”

“But what, Edward?”

“It just seems to me that Laramie might be the kind of place that needs any vehicle it can get.”

“Well, every place is like that, isn’t it? But we’ll be willing to give one up maybe, that is if you can give us something in return.”

“I’m sorry, but I don’t have much. I’ve got some pay cards.”

“We don’t want your plastic pay things, Edward. No one real uses those things. But you do have access to something we need. You see, I’m not just part of the security forces around here. I’m also a business owner. I’m a thriving business owner. Too thriving. What I sell, people buy, but I don’t have as much to sell as I used to. And that’s where you come in, my very good friend. I think I could use someone who works for a place like the C-R-S as a, why don’t we call it a business partner?”

This wasn’t good, but Edward thought it couldn’t hurt too much to play along at the moment. He needed to get that truck, and the sooner the better.

“I’m listening. What kind of business?”

“I’m in the entertainment business, Edward. Did you see that place across the street when you came in?”

“Um, yeah. Bert called it the Arena.” He’d seen it, but he hadn’t been sure what it was supposed to be. From the outside it just looked like a big round building, about two stories high and taking up a whole city block.

“That’s what it is, all right. And in that Arena we keep people happy. They’ll pay the big bucks to go in and watch even when they don’t have the big bucks.”

“Some kind of sports thing?” Edward asked.

“Oh hell yeah, biggest and best sport in the world, Edward. Killing fucking zeds.”

Edward tried not to let any of his horror show on his face. “You know, I think I’ve heard of other places that do that.”

“But no other place is anywhere good as mine. You should see some of the setups I have. I have this giant saw I made, yes? And it spins around and around and drops down onto the zed. Great stuff, you’d think, yeah? Except the way I have it set up, it doesn’t cut all the way through the zed. It slices them all the way from groin to the base of their neck. Never touches the head, so they’re pretty much split in half but they’re still moving! It’s a classic!”

Edward felt the Dumbass Wanderer special trying to come up again, although this time he wasn’t sure he would be able to stop it. “I’m afraid I still don’t understand. What does this have to do with me?” He half expected Billy Horton to scream that he wanted Edward to be the next attraction in his show and jump at him from across the table. Edward was suddenly painfully aware of the grainy photo that most of America had seen. His only hope was that these people didn’t even have television, or at least were too busy watching their formerly living citizens get ripped apart to bother watching the news.

“Well, I’ll tell you something, Edward. There used to be a time when the fucking zeds were ankle deep around here. As I’m sure you saw on your long hike here, that’s not so much anymore. And if I want to continue offering fine quality entertainment, I need more zeds. And that’s something I hear maybe this C-R-S might just have.”

“I’m not so sure they would be so easy for me to get.”

“Oh, I’m sure you’ll be putting your job on the line and all. I can get why you might be hesitant. But I pay top dollar. Usually I use real money, but I just know I could get some of that plastic monies you have.”

Edward wanted to reach across the table and punch this guy in the face, but this sounded like the kind of deal he could fake easily. He just needed to play along a bit longer. “And all I would need to do is bring you…zeds? Sounds like it would definitely be worth a risk or two, if you really have the kind of money you say you do.”

“Oh, I sure do, Edward, I sure do. I have to, in order to keep all those guys I got out there patrolling the wastelands.”

“They…patrol?”

“All over. As far out as I can send them. What do you say, Edward? I give you a vehicle and maybe you get me a pipeline of zeds?”

“Sure,” he said. “Absolutely.” Anything to get that truck. Anything to get the hell out of this hellhole before it was too late.
  

Chapter Thirty Three
 

Edward had feared for a minute as Billy Horton gave him the keys to a rusty old Ford pickup that it would be like the van, complete with controls and features he didn’t know how to operate. But it was a good old model, probably ugly-looking under the hood from all the jury-rigged parts, but it ran and that was all that mattered. He must have been slipping. He was starting to actually like the sight of Fords.

He gave Horton all the right assurances that he would be in contact soon and took the keys from the man, all the time trying not to act like he was in a hurry. He didn’t know how many men Horton had out there or even if they searched for their zombies anywhere near the van, but he felt now like he was running against a clock.

He sped down the highway as fast as the truck would take him, which unfortunately wasn’t that fast anymore. He ignored the way the truck shimmied horribly with every bump and pothole in the road and how it felt like it might shake apart if it went anything over forty-five. After what felt like too long he saw the van in the ditch, although instead of making him sigh with relief it made him wince. The dust and dirt hadn’t done much at all to keep it from being visible from the road. If anyone else had been along here recently, they had definitely seen it.

He pulled the truck right up next to the ditch and hopped out, leaving the engine running. The van looked exactly as he had left it, but he wasn’t reassured until he scrambled down into the ditch, opened the back door, and saw Liddie sitting there. The smell inside the van was horrible now, and not because of the pheromones. The zombie bowel issue had apparently finally hit her.

“It’s okay, Liddie,” he said. “When you wake back up I will completely deny that this ever happened. Now come on, we need to get out of here right now.” He held his hands out for her to grab so he could help her out, but she just stared at them. Although he didn’t like doing it, he tried giving her a little nudge with the pheromones. All respect for her aside, they didn’t have time to do this the right way. They could have minutes or they could have hours before any of Horton’s men found them, but he had no way of knowing for sure and didn’t plan on risking it.

He must have fumbled a little with his control of the pheromones, because she froze and looked around frantically. He tried again, and this time she came to him. He helped her out, taking just enough time to give her a strong, heartfelt hug and a kiss on the cheek.

“Time to get the hell out of Dodge,” Edward said, then held her hand to lead her out of the ditch. He looked up, trying to find a hand hold that she could use too with the right cajoling from him, and instead saw the barrel of a rifle pointed right at him.

The man holding the gun stood in the back of the truck, and the shocked look on his face would have been priceless if not for the threatening way he held the weapon. “Don’t move, freak,” the man said. “Don’t you dare fucking move.”

He kept the rifle pointed at Edward with one hand as he pulled a cell phone out of his pocket with the other. He pressed a button and held it to his ear. “Billy, your guess paid off, but you are never in a million years going to believe the sick shit I just saw…No, he’s got a zed with him, had it hidden out in some abandoned van, but you need…Yeah, I can do that. But hurry up, though. I don’t want to hang around this perverted bastard any longer than I have to.”

He put the phone back in his pocket. “You’re going to be in some deep shit now, you twisted fuck,” he said.

Edward stared at the guy and tried to wrap his head around the situation. It was obvious by now that the man had been in the back of the truck the whole time. Edward had been in too much of a hurry to look back there. But that didn’t make a lot of sense to him.

“What exactly is going on here?” Edward asked. “What are you doing in the back of my truck?”

“Not your truck, fuckstick. This is Billy Horton’s truck.”

“Which he gave to me.”

“Oh, wake the fuck up. He only let you have the truck because he realized there was something seriously fucking wrong with your story. I was up there in the tower with Bert when you came in. What, you think we’re all just dumb fucking hicks that can’t tell which way Denver is? You didn’t come from the south, you came in from the west.”

Edward debated whether or not he should deny it and try to continue on with his cover story. They obviously knew he wasn’t what he said he was, but maybe he could sow enough doubt in this man’s mind that he would let his guard down. After all, he really didn’t want to be still standing here when Horton showed back up.

“That’s because that’s where our research equipment was set up,” Edward said. “I swear to God, I wasn’t lying about any of it. I just want to get this nightmare over with and go home.”

“Really? And what the fuck was that I saw when you let that thing out of the van, huh?”

Edward would have cussed if he didn’t still think there might be a way to get out of this. This man had seen the kiss. Edward looked over at Liddie and tried to decide if she could still pass at all for being alive. She might, he realized, if the man didn’t get too close of a look at her. She was still fresh enough, although if the man got a real close look he might see all the telltale signs that she was a zombie. Of course, no one in their right mind would get that close to zombies. They would go in for the attack if they so much as got a glimpse of a living person.

Which, Edward suddenly realized, was exactly what she had right now. She was looking directly up at the man in the back of the truck, yet she made no move to go after him. Either Edward was holding her back with the pheromones without even realizing it, or there was still enough of her in there to think about the situation and act accordingly. He prayed to God it was the second. Either way, that gave him an idea.

“What the hell do you mean, ‘that thing?’“ he said. “This is Dr. Gates.”

“Bullshit. Do you think I was born yesterday? I know a fucking zed when I see one.”

“How the hell could she be a reanimated?” Edward asked. “If she was, she would be trying to kill both of us by now.”

The man looked confused at that, and he lowered the rifle a little. It was still pointed at Edward, but that was a step in the right direction.

“Yeah, I guess that’s weird,” the man said. “But just look at her. She’s not moving and she’s not talking.”

“She’s in shock, okay?” Edward said. “The entire rest of our team was killed. She hasn’t said a thing since then.”

The rifle lowered just a little more. That was good, but this was taking too long. If Horton was coming out here in a vehicle like this truck, he wouldn’t arrive that quickly. But if he had something better—and Edward had to assume that this truck here was the worst thing Horton had, just in case Edward really had been about to take it somewhere else—then going at a flat-out speed even over the rough road still wouldn’t take very long. For all Edward knew, Horton had already been on his way when the man called in. He had to hurry this up.

“Why didn’t you bring her with you into Laramie?” the man asked.

Edward decided a little bit of pretend outrage was in order. “Are you fucking deaf? I just said she was in shock. It was hard enough getting her this far. I saw this abandoned van and thought she would be safe here as I went into town.” He toned his voice down, going this time for pleading. “Please, just let us go. I’m telling you the truth. Why the hell would I lie?”

The man hesitated a moment longer, then lowered the rifle completely. Edward found it ironic that such a question was what finally convinced him. It never occurred to the guy that a lie could be more believable than the truth.

“Shit,” the man said. “I’m really sorry. It’s just Horton had this feeling about you, and his hunches are usually right. He thought you might be hiding something out here.” He climbed over the truck’s tailgate, leaned the rifle against the nearest tire, and bent down to offer Edward a hand up out of the ditch.

“Apology accepted,” Edward said. He grabbed the man’s hand and yanked. The man lost his balance and tumbled into the ditch. Before he could move from his landing spot Edward kicked him square in the ribs. Whether it was because Edward lost his focus for a second or the sudden action spooked her, Liddie came out of her calm moment and went straight for the prone man on the ground.

“Liddie, no!” Edward screamed. He used that same burst of random pheromones that had stopped the teenage zombie back at the CRS, and it was just as effective in stopping Liddie. But that didn’t feel like enough to Edward. It wasn’t enough to just confuse her. He felt like he had to appeal to that part of her he still knew was inside, to bring it closer to the surface. The man moaned on the ground, apparently not aware yet that a zombie stood right over him and wanted desperately to rip him apart. Edward pulled back slightly on his control of her, talking all the while.

“You don’t want to do this. You have it in you to resist all those urges. I know you can.” He didn’t want to add that he hadn’t been able to do that himself, mostly because he didn’t want to hear it. She could be the one that was different, he just knew it. “Just leave him where he is, and let’s get up to the truck. Can you do that? Can you follow me?”

He felt her own pheromones struggling against him, trying to convince him to join her in eating this thing, this prey. In fact, the honey scent was far stronger than it should have been. After a moment Edward realized what had to be happening. There were other zombies coming this way. He could smell at least two other sources of pheromones, and they themselves had picked up the traces of meat in the air. Between Liddie and the two approaching arrivals, Edward thought maybe it wouldn’t be the best idea to try letting Liddie be herself right now. The urge from the pheromones would be too great, and as much as this man had pissed Edward off, he didn’t want Liddie to get her first taste of human flesh just yet. In fact, if he had his way she never would. When she finally came back, she would be able to do it with a clear conscience.

That left him with a choice, though. He couldn’t take this guy with them, but did he really want to leave him here to possibly get eaten? Did he really deserve that fate? He could leave the rifle behind, far enough away that the man could reach it before the zombies got here but not before Edward and Liddie made a clean getaway. That meant, however, that the zombies would be the ones to get shot, or worse, get taken back to Horton’s hideous arena. They might not have been real people to anyone else, but they were real enough to Edward and they hadn’t asked for the fate this man would give them.

This wasn’t a decision Edward was ready for yet. Human or zombie? Where did his loyalties really lie?

Edward pulled Liddie up the side of the ditch, then quickly ushered her around to the passenger side of the truck. After she was in he ran back to look into the ditch. The man was just starting to get up, and Edward could now see the two zombies coming up over a hill about five hundred feet away. He grabbed the rifle, hefted it in his hands like it could tell him the right answer that way, then made his decision and threw the rifle in the back of the truck (although this time he looked to make sure there was nothing else back there other than the tarp the intruder had hid under). The guy could get away easily enough if he ran, but the zombies wouldn’t have a chance if he had the gun. It was the closest thing he could think of to a win-win.

Edward got in the driver’s side, ignoring the way the guy screamed at him from the ditch, and pulled a tight u-turn so he was headed back east on the highway. This time he ignored the way the truck creaked and groaned with every crack and hole in the road. He didn’t have time to worry about making sure the truck survived. Horton would be on his way, and in all likelihood he would be coming up this very stretch of road. If Edward had known anything about the local terrain he might have tried to find a way around that wouldn’t possibly result in a confrontation, but Edward couldn’t risk getting lost or stranded so close to Laramie. His time here had been brief, but he’d already worn out his welcome.

He could see something coming toward him from over a mile away, but he couldn’t see exactly what yet. Whatever the vehicle, Edward had to assume it was Horton and he wasn’t going to just let Edward go by easily. He briefly hoped for a moment that Horton would think he was the other guy coming to meet him, but Horton seemed to have told him to wait at the van, and Horton didn’t seem like the kind of guy that many people chose to disobey. Also, Edward realized, the guy back at the van had still had his phone on him. He’d probably already told Horton exactly what had happened, complete with lurid tales of Edward kissing a zombie. No, Edward realized, this was about to get very ugly.

He could see now that the other vehicle had started out its life as a truck, but it didn’t look much like one anymore. A cowcatcher had been mounted to the front, and it had been jacked up and given larger wheels. The whole thing still looked rusty and decrepit, but there was no mistaking that this thing had been built to not let anything in the road stop it. It was moving straight down the middle of the highway, and as soon as the two vehicles were close enough to see each other it moved over so it was heading directly at Edward on the right side.

It had to be Horton, but he didn’t look like he had any intention of playing nice. He was going to catch Edward in a game of chicken, yet Horton had no reason to be the first to back down. In a head-on collision, Edward would obviously be the one to lose.

Suddenly Edward was painfully aware that neither he nor Liddie were wearing their seat belts.
  

Chapter Thirty Four
 

She heard and saw everything that happened around her, but comprehended very little of it. Only when the form with her, the one that always tried to stay so close to her side, talked or touched her did she feel like she could understand the unfamiliar world around her just a bit better. When he spoke, things came to her, things that she could no longer recognize enough to call memories, and she nearly felt something beyond just physical sensations. The sweet honey scent he gave off, which was so much more overpowering than any other odor, made her feel more grounded and calm. Even now, when this other form was obviously quite agitated, she felt slightly more lucid. Not lucid enough, however, to understand why the truck she was in suddenly tipped at a wild angle.

Everything was a blur. Suddenly the world was sideways, and she would have been scared if she was still capable of such an emotion. The one next to her immediately grabbed hold of her, covering her body as glass rained all around them and they were thrown around in the cab of the truck. There were horrible crunching, screeching noises all around her as the truck continued to move across pavement, and then the world turned again as the truck tipped over the rest of the way and came to a rest upside down.

“Aw, fuck me sideways,” the other one said. He let go of her and patted her up and down, then did the same to himself. She let him, not knowing or caring what it meant. She could smell blood in the air, most of it coming from the other one, and something about his shape didn’t look correct. There was a sound from somewhere outside the truck, and then voices. She didn’t understand a thing any of them said, but she could smell their owners. They were something other than her and this other one, something living. She had to get to them, to attack, to rip, to eat, but as she tried to stand up she had incredible difficulty. She had no clue why.

“Damn it, Liddie, stop squirming around for a second so I can help you. You can’t stand up when you’re upside down.”

Those words had more meaning than anything the other voices said, and although they still sounded like gibberish to her she still had a small sense of their meaning. It helped that the sweet scent coming off of him ebbed and flowed with each word. She let him pull her into a lying down position on the ceiling of the truck. He looked like he was about to help her through the now smashed front windshield, but he stopped. She waited.

“Okay, look. Just stay put, you got that? Don’t try to move. Whatever you see out there, whatever you hear…and yeah, whatever you smell, don’t try to get out? Do you understand?”

She didn’t say or do anything. On some level some of the words had made sense, but she had great difficulty turning them into any concept she could grasp. Still, the orders she got through the scent where unmistakable. Wait.

He crawled out through the window, and she waited. Or she tried to. At first it was easy. The scent stayed strong in the cab, and there was no mistaking what it wanted her to do. But something felt strange. She’d felt this odd sensation several times already, although she hadn’t been able to articulate it to the other one and it had faded quickly enough that she hadn’t been able to act on it. The urge to stay by him was strong, and that honey smell in the air was dissipating enough that it couldn’t compete with this other urge. She had brief flashes in her head—thoughts of seeing the other one for the first time, recollections of her skin against his, fractured pieces of memory where she had held his hand. If her heart had still been able to beat faster at these thoughts it would have.

Suddenly she needed to get closer to him again, even if she still didn’t understand. It simply felt important now.

She reached out into the shattered glass on the blacktop, ignoring the way it sliced up her hands, and pulled herself out inch by slow inch. There was a loud noise from very close by, a sound like a small explosion that echoed out over the wide open country. A dim part of her brain could focus enough to see that the truck was at a diagonal across the road with the back end pointed in the direction they had come. The other one (and wasn’t there something else she should have been calling him? There was a word or a name there, but she just couldn’t quite grasp it yet) was at the back end, peering around the side with some weapon in his hand.

“Horton, all we want to do is leave,” he said. “There doesn’t have to be any issue between us.”

Another voice said something, although that almost-understanding she had with the other one didn’t come to her for this voice. It meant nothing, but Edward’s did. She just wanted to…

Edward.

The name came out of nowhere. She still couldn’t understand any of the other confusing sights and sounds that had happened within the last couple minutes, but she understood that this one by the back of the truck was called Edward. She could remember that much, just as she could understand that he would be happy with this revelation.

She stood up at the front of the truck, getting ready to shamble over to him and try to let him know somehow, but she never even took her first step. There was a shot, and the bullet passing through her brain took that name away from her forever.
  

Chapter Thirty Five
 

Edward tried to make it look all the way up until the last second like he was going to ram Horton’s truck head on, then let off the gas and swerved to the left. Unfortunately, it looked like Horton had been expecting that. The trucks almost passed each other, but Horton turned right into Edward’s truck and sliced across its side with the cowcatcher. Edward fought the instinct to hit the brake and instead tried to correct the truck’s path as it swerved with the impact. The truck teetered on two wheels, looking for a moment like it could go either way, and then tipped to its side. Edward threw himself across the seat and over Liddie just as the windshield shattered and showered his back with shards. He yelled obscenities when the truck tipped again as it continued to slide, throwing both him and Liddie to the ceiling. He could feel one of his arms break as Liddie’s full weight fell on it, but he didn’t scream. There was pain, but it wasn’t as much as he thought there should have been. Maybe that was one of the advantages of being a Z7. He still had a zombie’s tolerance for pain.

Somewhere outside he could hear the other truck screech to a halt, followed by the sound of doors opening and slamming and someone, possibly Horton, yelling orders. Edward let Liddie go, and she immediately started moving as though she were trying to stand up while upside down. In any other situation it might have been funny. Edward tried to help her, but her movements were too frantic and confused for him to get a good hold on her.

“Damn it, Liddie, stop squirming around for a second so I can help you. You can’t stand up when you’re upside down.”

She stopped, and he was able to get her into a better position. “Okay, look,” he said. “Just stay put, you got that? Don’t try to move. Whatever you see out there, whatever you hear…and yeah, whatever you smell, don’t try to get out. Do you understand?”

She didn’t give any sign whether she understood or not, but he didn’t have time to reiterate the point. He worked his way out the broken window and took stock of the situation. The truck was between him and Horton, so at the very least he had some cover for the moment. He got to his feet, being sure to stay crouched very low and out of sight, and looked around for the rifle he’d thrown in the back of the truck. It could have been thrown clear from the road, for all he knew, but as he made his way around the side of the truck he found that he’d gotten lucky for a change. The rifle was poking out from under the bed of the truck, and although it looked scratched up it didn’t otherwise look damaged. He grabbed it and gave it a looking over as he made his way to the tailgate. It seemed to be a similar model to Rae’s custom rifle back in Fond du Lac, so he thought he could operate it if needed even with the broken arm. He listened carefully for the sound of anyone coming, but Horton’s truck had stopped some distance away. Edward could hear Horton yelling orders at one other person, but it didn’t sound like they’d come any closer. He poked his head around the side of the truck but immediately pulled it back as someone shot at him.

“Listen up, pervert!” Horton yelled. “Just step away from the truck real slow, and maybe we won’t shoot you like you deserve.”

“Horton, all we want to do is leave,” Edward said. “There doesn’t have to be any issue between us.”

“No issue? Listen wanderer, Ritchie already reported back to me about what he saw you doing to that zed. We don’t tolerate any of that kind of sick shit around here. And you have to be crazy if I’m going to let a zed leave my town if it’s not in pieces. In fact…”

There was another shot, and Edward had no idea what he was shooting at until he heard the body fall behind him. He turned to see Liddie on the ground. Most of her head was gone.

“Liddie!” he screamed. “Oh my God, Liddie!” He ran to her, forgetting to keep low and out of the line of fire, but Horton didn’t shoot again. Edward kneeled next to her and, ignoring the gore and brain matter that smeared all over his coveralls, clutched her body close to his. He looked into the ruins of her skull, searching for any hope that the shot hadn’t been the killer Horton thought it was, but there was no way. She was gone for good this time, and no old man in the middle of Illinois could possibly do anything to bring her back.

“Shit, you crying over there?” Horton yelled. “You better cut that bullshit out. You’ve got to be seriously warped in the head if you actually care that much about a corpse. You better step out from behind the truck real slow now, or else we’re going to come over there and make you step out.”

Edward went quiet. He held Liddie’s body for a few more second before he softly lowered her. One of her eyes had been blown from its socket by the bullet, but the other was still there and still open. He closed it.

“Wanderer, Goddamn it, you have to the count of three to surrender your fucking ass,” Horton said. “You hear me? One!”

Edward wiped what he could of Liddie’s brains from his coveralls, then wiped away the tears that had been forming at the corners of his eyes. He stood up without saying anything.

“All right, that’s good,” Horton said. “Now we’re getting somewhere. Now drop the rifle and slowly get your ass over here.”

Horton’s truck was about fifty or sixty yards away and parked lengthwise across the center of the highway. Horton and Bert stood next to the truck with their rifles up and ready to fire. Neither of them took refuge behind the truck. They probably didn’t expect Edward to give them any trouble anymore. Edward walked toward them, not moving in any hurry but not taking it slow, either.

“Hey, I told you to drop the fucking gun!” Horton said. “Drop it now or we’ll drop you!”

Edward didn’t think twice as he threw the rifle out off the road. He didn’t need it anyway.

“Okay then, now just hold up and stop right there so I can send Bert to check if you have any other weapons.”

“I’ve got a weapon,” Edward said softly. “But I’d just like to see you try taking it from me.”

Bert gave Horton a puzzled look. “What did he just say?”

Horton shook his head. “I said stop!”

“And I said take if from me!” Edward said. He sped up, not quite moving at a jog but very clearly heading straight for Horton.

“Hell with this,” Horton said, and he pulled his trigger. The bullet hit Edward square in his chest. Unlike with his arm, he really felt this pain. All of a sudden all his breaths burned, and he thought he could feel air escaping from the gaping wound as he broke out into a flat run. But even without being able to properly breathe, Edward kept moving. It was easier than he’d expected. After all, he’d been practicing moving without breathing for almost fifty years.

“What the fuck!” Horton yelled as Edward jumped the last few feet toward him. Bert tried to shoot Edward, but the shot missed completely. Neither of them were prepared for this move, just like Horton wasn’t prepared for the next one. He brought the rifle up to ward off Edward’s attack, but the move left his hand exposed. That was all Edward had wanted anyway.

Horton screamed, more out of shock than pain, as Edward bit him. He dropped the rifle, but Edward grabbed it before it could hit the ground.

“Bert,” Horton screamed, “shoot this crazy son of a bitch!”

“I can’t,” Bert said. “He’s too…”

Edward turned around and shot Bert in the leg. Bert himself screamed and dropped to the pavement. The rifle fell out of his hands and Edward ran to take it before Bert could come to his senses and go for it again. Once he had both guns Edward stepped away from them both. He didn’t even bother to aim the weapons in a threatening manner.

“Don’t kill us!” Horton said. “Please, I can pay you.”

“It’s too late,” Edward said. “I’ve already killed you.”

Horton looked like he was about to say something, but no words came out of his mouth. He started to shiver noticeably. Bert watched this, completely unaware of what was going on.

“Billy, you okay?” Bert asked. “Holy shit, what the fuck did you do to him?”

Edward didn’t answer. He just watched as the son of a bitch who had killed Liddie dropped to the ground, shook violently for a few seconds, then stopped. That was all Edward really needed to see. He went over to Horton’s truck to make sure it still had the keys in it as Horton got back up. Horton didn’t even need any of Edward’s special orders to know that his dinner was desperately trying to crawl away.

Edward didn’t take any satisfaction as Bert’s screams turned to gurgling croaks, but neither did he cringe from it.
  

Part Four:

Illinois
  

Chapter Thirty Six
 

Larissa pulled her ATV up to the entrance of what had once been an abandoned Culver’s restaurant just north of Winnebago, Illinois. When they’d chosen the building the interior had been coated in thick layers of dust, and the walk-in coolers had still contained the desiccated remains of long-decayed food. It wasn’t in quite the same sad shape now, but no one had made the effort to fix it up properly. They’d chosen it because it was one of the few buildings on the outskirts of town that looked like a stiff wind wouldn’t blow it over, but that didn’t mean they were going to stay here long. Neuman Security was still in its infancy, and they weren’t sure yet where they were going to call home.

Rae Neuman came to the door as Larissa got off the ATV and took her rifle from over her shoulders. Rae had given all of her new “employees” explicit orders to keep their weapons ready at all times. They didn’t know who, or maybe what, they would be facing, but Rae knew that a threat could pop up at any time. Just because she had confidence that they’d be getting some action soon, however, didn’t mean the others believed her.

“Yet another round of the town and we’ve still got jack shit,” Larissa said. “This is getting to be a little ridiculous, Rae.”

“Oh don’t give me that,” Rae said. “You would be finding just as little action if we had stayed in Fond du Lac, and you know it.”

“Yeah, but if I had stayed in Fond du Lac then at least I would know Merton was going to be paying me sometime soon. You still haven’t proven to me that you will.”

“Everyone will have their Goddamned pay, but you’re still going to have to wait. If you don’t fricking like it, then you can walk back up to Fond du Lac.”

Larissa grumbled but went inside. Rae didn’t think she had to worry about the girl leaving, at least not for a while. The girl was only barely an adult, and she hadn’t had a chance to get out and do anything with her life yet. Even if she found this boring, it was still better than her previous job desk-sitting in the Merton building.

Larissa was one of only a handful of the first wave of people Rae had recruited from Merton when she walked out on the job a couple of weeks earlier. Few people had believed her stories of a thinking, talking, human-looking zombie at first. Some, such as Larissa, had heard enough of the idle talk from onlookers on the day of Edward’s standoff that they at least gave Rae a chance to make her case. Rae had walked out of Merton that very day, not wanting any part of the cover-up. Johnny had tried to talk some sense into her, so she’d walked out on him as well. That would have been the end of it if she hadn’t dug deeper, looking for evidence to back up her claims. A few questions to the right people had turned up the term Z7, as well as a few key names in the CRS that she could use to at least make her story believable to a few more people. The real coup, however, had been finding the picture of Edward someone had taken just as the CRS was taking him out of the back of Ringo’s truck. It had been enough get the attention of a few somewhat disreputable media outlets. She had made her appearance on national television almost a week ago, and that was when things had gotten interesting. Merton Security didn’t (she hoped) have any idea where she was right now, although she couldn’t expect that to continue for long.

“Please tell me Cory finally got those old grills working,” Larissa said.

“Yeah, he did,” Rae said, “But that doesn’t mean he can cook worth a shit. And the dumbass didn’t bother to clean them off before he turned them on for the first time. So beware, the entire kitchen area smells like burning dust.”

“Hell, I don’t care,” Larissa said. “I’ve been patrolling the town all morning. I’m starved.”

“All morning? You’ve only been out for an hour.”

“And I didn’t wake up until almost eleven, so it was all of my morning.”

She let Larissa go back into the kitchen while Rae proceeded to the dining room and the makeshift command center Cory had set up. He’d pushed together any old tables that could still stand by themselves and covered them with the yellowing city maps the old man had found for them. Broken salt and pepper shakers marked the places where they had sentries around the town, while chopped up pieces of straw represented the zombies that had been found so far and pushed out of the town limits. Larissa, Jojo, and Luke had wanted to kill the zombies they’d found, but Rae made it perfectly clear that if any of them killed a zed then she would put a hole in that person’s head to match. Her parents were probably spinning in their graves over such an order, but Edward had put a significant amount of doubt in her mind when it came to the reanimated. So she kept the zeds out of town, far away from the old man, but did nothing else to them.

“Did I just see Larissa come in?” Cory asked.

“She went in back to see if she could burn lunch less than you could.”

“Damn it, she knows that the first thing she’s supposed to do when she comes in between patrols is report to me.”

“You and I both know her reports are less than reliable anyways. What did Jojo and Luke have to say when they came in?”

Cory indicated the maps. “Look for yourself. I sent them both off to see if they could confirm this, but do you see anything weird here?”

Rae sat down on the least-rickety looking chair she could find and stared at the maps. Shakers indicated Luke and Jojo’s approximate locations, both on the west side of town. A normal patrol would have taken them all around the town with Larissa and occasionally Rae acting as extra sets of eyes looking west, but Rae could see right away that there was a major discrepancy that hadn’t been on the maps yesterday.

They’d been tracking at least eighteen zombies in the area immediately surrounding Winnebago. Jojo had found some paint that hadn’t gone completely bad in the ruins of an old hardware store, and they’d been using the brightest they could find to tag the zombies with marks on their chests and backs so they could be seen from a distance. If a zombie showed up without a tag, they knew it had to have just recently wandered in. They’d had a few of those new additions in their first two days here, but not in the days after that. The straw pieces on the map were colored with the same paint as their respective zombies, giving them an idea where each one was. Everyone on patrol kept track of which ones they saw where, and reported it in to Cory.

The strange thing now, however, was most of the straw pieces had been removed from the map.

“Well, it’s kind of obvious, isn’t it?” Rae asked. “So the question is where did they go?”

“I don’t think you’re actually seeing what I’m talking about,” Cory said. “Take a look at the pattern.”

Rae pulled out her canister of chewing tobacco, put a pinch in her mouth, and chewed as she tried to see what Cory saw. Out of the eighteen zombies that called the area around Winnebago their home, only six were left. The answer came to her quickly. She’d been preoccupied with the disappeared zombies, not with the position of the ones that remained. All six were to the east and slightly south of the town.

“Did someone kill them?” Rae asked.

“They’re already dead. I keep trying to tell you that, but it’s like you aren’t paying attention.”

“I’m paying plenty of attention. I just don’t have the same limited idea of what death means anymore. Answer the question.”

“No, I don’t think so,” Cory said. “If they were dead, we would have found bodies.”

“So twelve zeds just vanish, no bodies, and it doesn’t affect the ones in a specific area. Whatever’s going on, why doesn’t it seem to be happening on the east side of town?”

“I wondered that, too, but then both Luke and Jojo told me that had to use the shock prods more than usual today. Those six remaining zeds? They were trying to get into town.”

“You think all the others are hiding somewhere in town?”

“No, I don’t. Look.” He threw the rest of straws on the map, placing them randomly around the town. “These six were trying to get into town. They were all going the same direction. Do you see now?” He pushed the six toward town but stopped them at the first groups of wrecked buildings. Then he pushed all the others in the same direction. There was no town or security detail to stop them, so they all kept going.

Rae pulled out the old mayonnaise jar she’d been keeping under the table as a spittoon and spit a wad of dark saliva into it, then stared at the map. They were all heading west.

“And when did this start?” she asked.

“All the zeds were accounted for as of the midnight patrol.”

She nodded. “Something’s going on west of here. Any ideas?”

“Not a clue. If we really want to know, we’ll have to send someone out there to scout it.”

“The old man hasn’t said anything?” Rae asked.

“He hasn’t left the library. Jojo went in to check on him, make sure nothing had happened, and the old man just shooed her out again. Although, yeah, now that I think about it Jojo said he looked kind of excited when she said most of the zeds were gone. You think he has something to do with it?”

“You know him just about as well I do. What do you think?”

“I think that if that crazy old fucker isn’t behind the disappearances, he at least knows what’s caused them.”

“Then I say we go ask him,” Rae said.

She was about to go into the kitchen to tell Larissa to keep an eye on the place while they were gone, but Luke came in through the door before she could do anything.

“Holy shit guys. You need to come see this.”

“What is it?” Rae asked.

“Me and Jojo found the zeds. Rae, look, I know you’re got this whole pacifist thing going with them, but I think maybe you should rethink that for today.”

“Come on, quit teasing us, honey,” Cory said. “Are you going to tell us or not?”

“No, Cory, this is something you’ve got to see to believe. If Larissa’s here she should probably come, too. And everyone should bring their guns.”

Larissa and Luke took their ATVs while Rae and Cory took his car. They didn’t have to go far. There was the remains of a major highway just north of the Culvers, and they all found Jojo huddled behind her own ATV with a pair of binoculars in hand and her rifle at the ready nearby. Rae went to her side with Spanky in her hands, and the others soon joined them.

“You moved,” Luke said. “Weren’t you further down?”

“I had to get back closer to base,” Jojo said. Her deep voice quavered a little. That was odd and a little disturbing. Jojo had always been the stupidly brave sort. “They’re moving faster than they should.”

“Can you still see them?” Luke asked.

“Yeah, but you won’t need to binoculars for that very soon.”

“Give them to me,” Rae said. Jojo handed her the binoculars without argument, and Rae pointed them where she had been looking. It was immediately apparent what had rattled the two of them. Down the road she could see all the painted zeds that had disappeared, and far more besides. She couldn’t be sure of the exact number, but she thought fifty would be a conservative estimate. It was a true horde, the kind her parents had told her about in hushed tones, the sort of thing a human had to get away from as fast as possible if they wanted to survive. But although her first instinct was to run, her heart started to calm the more she stared. Jojo was right. They were coming fast, and the longer she looked the easier it was to tell why.

“Stand down, everyone,” Rae said. “Put all your rifles away.”

“Okay, that is now officially crazy,” Luke said.

“No, it’s not,” Rae said. “This is exactly what we’ve been waiting for.”

She focused the binoculars on one particular zombie, the one at the very front. It wasn’t usual for zeds to follow one leader like that, but apparently they had made an exception here.

Edward Schuett was finally here, and he had brought with him his own zombie army.
  

Chapter Thirty Seven
 

At first, Edward made the corpse of Billy Horton follow him as a punishment. He used Horton’s truck to get a reasonable distance from Laramie, but it was an older model with gas mileage more like what Edward remembered from his own time and it ran out in what he guessed was somewhere in Nebraska. He forced Horton to spend all that time in the truck bed. For a while he was even petty enough to force Horton to lean over the side where all the various insects would splatter in his face, but that got old. In fact, the whole idea of vengeance against this man lost its appeal very quickly. The man who had killed Liddie was gone, and he wasn’t coming back. Even if Edward did learn the secret to turning a regular zombie into a Z7, Horton wouldn’t get that treatment. Let the bastard wander around and eventually get shot in the head.

Once Edward had to go back to walking, however, he found having Horton around made some things easier. After some practice he figured out how to use the pheromone to make the zombie flush out small animals from their hiding places, where Edward could then pick them off with Horton’s rifle to feed himself. He used the next zombie he found for pretty much the same use at first, but that didn’t feel right. Edward didn’t give a rat’s ass about Horton, but the new one could maybe be saved by whatever process had turned Edward. It gave Edward some satisfaction that maybe he could help at least one person where he had so terribly failed Liddie. So Horton continued being Edward’s lapdog while the new one was closer to Edward’s equal. He made the next one follow him as well, and the next.

Pretty soon he wasn’t just picking up stray zombies in his path. He sought them out, sniffing for any hint on the wind that a zombie was nearby. And he sent out his own pheromones that grew stronger with every zombie added to his horde. The more he found, the further his reach.

The problem, however, was keeping them fed. He couldn’t stop them from eating entirely, since if they started starving they became slower and less responsive. He could push them to greater speeds with the pheromones, but that only went so far, and the various animals they found were generally too fast for the zombies to get them on their own. The horde grew too quickly for Edward to be able to feed them, especially since he only had a limited amount of ammunition and he had to use that for his own hunting if he ever wanted to reach Winnebago. Eventually he let a few go that were too slow to keep up.

Several times the thought occurred to him that he could feed them all if he just descended on a town somewhere. Even with the security all these places had in mid-country, they wouldn’t be expecting a horde that could coordinate their movements on this scale.

He could save all these zombies easily if he only killed living people. The irony was not lost on him, and he couldn’t bring himself to take that step. Not yet, at least.

Nearly a week after he and Liddie escaped from the CRS, Edward saw the first sign announcing that Winnebago was close. At the start of the journey he thought he would receive this moment with excitement and anticipation, but now there was no real joy at knowing the end was near. He knew that this mysterious old man had all the answers, but Edward didn’t have the slightest clue what he would do with the answers once he found them.

He could smell the group standing in the road at the edge of the town long before he saw them. The other zombies smelled them, too, and Edward had to work to keep them from going into a hungry frenzy. He had to admit that the smell of living meat ahead of them was enticing, then remembered that it wasn’t too long ago that thinking of a human as meat had repulsed him. He snorted at the memory, but without any humor.

Within a couple minutes he could see them. They were all armed, and Edward almost paused to consider what to do next. They hadn’t done anything to him yet that would justify attacking them, but at the same time they stood between him and the last thing in his life that had any meaning. He could send the horde to plow right through them, both taking care of their little roadblock and revitalizing the zombies at the same time. Or the group could be smart and try to run, but Edward didn’t have faith anymore that people could be that intelligent. All those people, the living ones, the humans, they all thought they were so much better. They had never given much thought to what would happen if they pissed off the wrong zombie, because pissing off a zombie had never been possible before. If people didn’t wise up very soon, there was an unfortunate possibility that Edward would have to teach them.

That whole line of thought became moot, however, when he saw one of the people motion for all the others to put their weapons down. Edward continued, hoping this wasn’t some kind of trap, until he got close enough to see the leader. Or, rather, until he was close enough to see her bright pink and silver rifle.

For the first time in almost a thousand miles of travel, Edward smiled.

He didn’t even need to concentrate too hard anymore to manipulate the pheromones into a stop order. The horde instantly ceased moving. He had enough experience now to know they would stand completely still for a couple minutes, and if he did nothing to reinforce the pheromones the zombies would then get fidgety. In about ten minutes they would begin to mill around, in fifteen they would probably try to attack the human in front of them. He had about that long to talk.

Leaving the horde behind at what he hoped was a non-threatening distance, Edward continued on down the road. Rae stepped away from her group but didn’t come the rest of the way to meet him. Edward stopped a couple feet away from her, and she gave him a cautious smile.

“Hey there, stranger,” she said.

“Rae, I never in a million years would have expected to see you here.”

“And I would have never expected to be here. But it’s been a strange couple weeks.”

“Yeah, I know how that one goes,” he said.

“I would say you probably know it a whole hell of a lot better than I do,” she said, pointing first at the horde behind him and then at the large bloodstained hole in the front of his coveralls. Edward had practically forgotten it was there. The wound had healed within a day, although he could still feel the bullet jabbing tender parts inside him if he breathed too hard. “I bet you that’s going to be quite the story.”

“I hope you don’t mind, but it might just be one I keep to myself.”

Rae nodded. “We were told you were coming and you wouldn’t be alone, but I expected at least one more person with a heartbeat. Where’s Claudia Gates?”

Edward sucked in a breath. “How the fuck did you know about her?”

“There’s a certain old man around here. I think you might have talked to him at least once. He claims to have a lot of secret contacts in high up places. Those contacts apparently told him that the CRS was planning on putting you down, and they got him in contact with her. He told me that the younger Gates was with you when he talked to you and that she would be by your side. So where is she?”

Edward said the words slowly. “Wyoming, in a grave a lot shallower than she deserves.”

Rae fidgeted. “Oh.”

“The man who killed her is back there,” Edward said, cocking his thumb back over his shoulder. “Maybe if I ever see Liddie’s mother again I’ll turn him over to her. She can dissect him, if she wants.”

Rae looked less comfortable around him by the second. “You turned him into a zed?”

“He deserved worse.”

He noticed she held Spanky a little tighter in her hands, but he didn’t care if she suddenly got the urge to shoot him. He could understand her discomfort.

“Edward, what happened to you?” she asked. “This isn’t the person I met a couple weeks ago who just wanted to find his daughter.”

He snorted. “I’m sorry. I really am. But most people wouldn’t describe me as a person anymore.”

“Well I still do,” she said.

“Good,” Edward said. “That makes one of us.”

 


* * *

 


Cory, Luke, and Jojo were so engrossed in the bizarre powwow happening down the road from them that none of them noticed as Larissa backed away from the group and ducked out of sight behind a telephone pole off the highway. It was a terrible hiding place, but it wasn’t like she needed them not to see her. She just needed them to not see the phone she pulled out of her pocket. None of the others in the group had been able to get a signal out here, but Larissa’s phone was different. It ran on the same principles as the one that crazy old man kept, but Larissa’s had been given to her for completely different reasons.

She pushed a button. She didn’t need to do anything else, since the phone could only call one number.

“He’s here,” Larissa whispered into it. “And it’s a situation, uh, crap I can’t remember. Um, C? Yeah, situation C. No, I’m positive. Yes, that one. Okay. Don’t worry, I’ll do exactly like you told me. I’ll see you soon, Dr. Chella.”
  

Chapter Thirty Eight
 

Rae nervously fingered Spanky’s trigger. Edward was quite a sight, standing before her in ruined and blood-darkened clothing with his own personal army behind him. Everything she had done over the last several weeks had been due to the idea that an innocent man had been caught in circumstances beyond his control. He had plenty of control now, but he no longer seemed so innocent.

Ghostly memories of her parents screamed in her head, telling her to shoot him. He looked more human now than ever, but on the inside he might have gone in the opposite direction. This was not something her parents would have wanted to live.

In her own mind, however, Edward still was not a something. He was a someone. Whatever he had gone through and seen since he had left Wisconsin, she refused to believe it could possibly be enough to completely get rid of that scared yet determined man she’d first met.

She lowered Spanky, and his muscles visibly relaxed. There had been some sort of unspoken standoff here, but she wasn’t sure which of them had won.

“I suppose we should do this, then” Rae said. “The old man has been waiting for you. From what my lieutenant said, he’s probably even expecting you right now.”

Edward raised an eyebrow. “Your lieutenant? Since when do you have a lieutenant at Merton?”

“I don’t have one at Merton, I have one here. I told you, it’s been an interesting few weeks.”

“Why don’t you fill me in on our way to…I’m guessing this man is waiting for me at 210 North Elida Street?”

“That’s the place,” Rae said. “But, um, should you do something with…you know, them first?” She pointed back at the horde behind them.

“Do your people have ways of keeping them away without hurting them?” Edward asked.

“Low-level shock prods with every one of our vehicles, a few nets for larger groups. Don’t worry, I won’t let any of my people hurt your, um, I guess those would be your people.”

“I’ll do my best to return the favor, but mine don’t take orders too well.” His body tensed for a second, making Rae think something was wrong, until all the zombies dispersed in different directions. Not a one of them came toward Rae’s group.

“Okay, how the flying fuck did you just do that?” Rae asked.

“I smelled nice at them.”

Rae couldn’t tell if he was trying to be sarcastic or if that was really what he had done, but she didn’t think she really wanted to know.

She motioned for him to follow her, and they went back to the rest of her group. “Edward, go ahead and meet Neuman Security.”

Edward nodded at them. “Hello. Is this your whole group?”

“Unless you count the old man, then yeah. But he’s not exactly part of the team. He’s really more like our employer.”

Luke snorted. “Except he’s not paying us anything.”

Rae rolled her eyes. “He’s paid us in equipment, and damned good equipment considering what little else there is to find out here. Edward, that’s Jojo, Luke, Cory and…” She looked around. “Now where the hell did Larissa go this time?”

Larissa ran up them from off on the side of the road. “Sorry, had to go find a nice private bush.”

“And Larissa,” Rae finished. “Everyone, this is him. This is Edward Schuett.”

They all nodded or gave half-hearted waves, but Rae could see a little bit of fear in all their eyes. She would have reassured them, but she still wasn’t quite sure there was nothing to fear.

“Okay everyone, back to your regular patrols,” Rae said. “Keep an eye out for all our, uh, new arrivals. You know the drill with them. Cory, you continue coordinating everything and let me know by the walkies if there’s anything important. I’m going with Edward into town to see the old man.”

“Good luck,” Cory said. “You know, sometimes I’d rather hang out with the zeds than with that guy. He’s just plain not all there anymore, if you ask me.”

“Not to mention the zeds’ moans are easier to understand than anything that comes out of his mouth,” Luke said. They all got on their ATVs with Cory and Luke sharing one. Rae motioned for Edward to come with her to the car.

“Neuman Security, huh?” Edward asked.

“Yeah. After you were taken away, I started poking my nose in where it didn’t belong about the whole thing. I even thought I could find something somewhere about your daughter…”

“You wouldn’t,” Edward said. His voice was low with dark undertones, and Rae didn’t ask him to elaborate.

“Uh, when I did find enough to go to the press I was very sneaky about it, but as soon as my interview aired Merton tried to come down on me hard. Apparently the CRS had told them to make sure everything stayed quiet, and they wanted a little revenge for me making them look like fools.”

They got in the car, and Rae turned it around to head back into Winnebago. In many places the streets were broken up enough to be completely useless, but Rae had already explored the town enough to know exactly the quickest way to the old man’s place.

“Why did you do the interview, anyway?” Edward asked.

“Because I saw something with you I’d never seen before. A zombie who was actually more human than most humans. I hated the idea that you would be out there and no one would know or care what was happening to you.”

“And how have people actually reacted to it?” Edward asked. “It isn’t like I’ve been able to keep up on popular opinion much in the last week.”

Rae shrugged. “Most people think it’s all a scam. I mean, it wasn’t like the show I was on is exactly considered reliable, but there are enough people that take it seriously. Some think you should be destroyed if you’re ever found. Some think you should have all the same rights as any other human.”

“You say ‘other human’ as though I am one,” Edward said.

“You are, though,” she responded. Edward responded only by staring silently out the window as the car carefully crept over the potholed streets.

“Anyway,” Rae continued, “I’d already lost my job and tossed out my boyfriend by that point, so they sent some people to beat the shit of me.”

“Bastards,” Edward said.

“Oh, don’t worry. They didn’t get a chance to lay a hand on me. The sons of bitches sent Johnny, my ex, with a couple of other thugs, but he froze at just the right moment. He just couldn’t do it. I, on the other hand, had no problem with kicking his ass. Especially since the first thing they tried to do was take Spanky away from me. Nobody ever fucking touches my gun.

“By then I’d been thinking about trying to do some sort of private security gig myself, and I’d already convinced Larissa and Cory to join up with me. Cory got his boyfriend Luke to come along, and Luke convinced Jojo. But we wouldn’t have actually been able to start up if it hadn’t been for the old man.”

“Tell me about him,” Edward said. “So far the only thing I know about him is he’s old.”

“Then you know almost as much as the rest of us,” Rae said. “I don’t even know his name. The first time I saw him was right after the CRS took you. He asked what was going on and I told him, even though that CRS bitch had just told me not to. I didn’t think anything more of that until I started trying to find a picture to prove that you’d been in Fond du Lac. He came to me, said he’d heard I was looking into you. I asked him how, and he said Merton was keeping tabs on me about it, and he was keeping tabs on Merton. He’s been keeping tabs on a lot of people, apparently. Whoever the hell this guy is, he seems to have friends in an insane number of high places.”

“And why does he want to see me?” Edward asked.

“My first guess would be because everyone wants to see you, but he claims he knows things even the CRS doesn’t. He hasn’t been able to prove that to me yet, but he knew to come up to Fond du Lac to find you all the way from here, and he’s got access to equipment that no ordinary hermit can just find on the street. You’ll see what I mean when we get there.”

“So Winnebago is his home?”

“I guess. Not much of a home. This is one of those towns that didn’t have enough strategic value for anyone to try defending during the first days of the Uprising, and it was too close to the first reported cases. So it got left on its own. It’s not exactly the kind of place where you would expect to find a guy like this.”

The car finally turned onto Elida Street, which was one of the few streets around here still marked by a rusting and bent street sign. Most of the buildings around here were too broken up to be lived in, some of them even collapsing in on themselves, but one still looked like it was maintained with some regularity. The sign out front indicated that at one time this had been the Winnebago Public Library.

“This is it,” Rae said. “Final stop.”

She didn’t even bother to pull the car over. Some of the potholes along the curb were deep enough that she might not be able to get the car out of them again, and it wasn’t like anyone else would be coming along to use the street anyway. Edward got out slowly, staring at the building as though it were something to truly behold.

“Edward, are you okay?” Rae asked.

“Yes, I suppose. It’s just…never mind. I want to finally do this.”

Rae led him up to the front door. The glass doors had been smashed long ago and covered up in plywood that was at least slightly less rotten than on other buildings. She opened the door and motioned for Edward to go in ahead of her. She followed and waited for him to take in the sight.

It was still possible to tell that the building had once been a library, but that was mostly because of the books stacked as high as her shoulders in teetering towers of yellowing pages. While some shelves still remained intact, the books had all been removed from them and set to one side so the old man could use the shelves to store the incredible number of folders he’d accumulated over the years. A couple days ago when the old man hadn’t been looking she’d pulled out one of the folders to look at the contents, but it was full of handwritten notes in a sloppy hand she couldn’t read and equations and formulas she didn’t understand. The other shelves had been dismantled and put back together as work tables, and all across the tables there were microscopes, test tubes, small refrigerators, Bunsen burners, needles, and various tools that Rae couldn’t name. And huddled among them all on a stool, fidgeting excitedly as he watched Edward come in, was the old man.

“Are you him?” the old man asked.

“I guess, unless you were expecting some other Z7,” Edward said.

The old man jumped off his stool. That was pretty impressive, considering he had to be well over eighty years old by now. “Really? There’s more?”

“Um, no. I was being sarcastic,” Edward said. “How exactly would you not know I’m the only Z7? You’re the one that made me.”

The old man looked puzzled. “I did?”

“You said you did,” Edward said. “When you called. You said you were the man who created me.”

“Oh, yes, well when you put it like that then I guess I did have something to do with creating a Z7, but that’s not what I really meant.”

“Then could you please finally explain it to me?”

“Yes, yes, I’m so sorry. This should call for a proper introduction. Edward Schuett, my name is Dr. Brendan Bloss and I am the man who created the Animator Virus.”
  

Chapter Thirty Nine
 

For several seconds the old library was exactly the way it had always been intended—completely quiet. Edward stood there with Rae beside him, but he had no clue what to say and Rae’s mouth hung open in shock. Dr. Bloss watched them both with what might have been amusement on his face, but it was hard to tell through his bushy beard. Finally one of them made a sound, but Edward didn’t realize what it was at first. A clicking noise came from Rae. When Edward looked over at her he realized she had just turned off the safety on Spanky.

“That’s a load of horseshit,” Rae said.

“It’s not,” Dr. Bloss said. “Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’m senile enough to make random things up for no apparent reason.”

“There’s no way that could be true,” she said. “One man could never have done that.”

“One man didn’t,” Dr. Bloss said. “I was part of a team.”

“That was fifty years ago. If someone was actually responsible for it, they would be dead by now.”

“Really? ‘If someone was responsible for it?’ Did you honestly think no one was responsible? A single virus wiped out three-quarters of the human race in a completely unnatural way. Something like that doesn’t just happen at random in nature. Well, it does sometimes, actually. Maybe I’m not making my point right.”

“You did all this,” Edward said. He was surprised at just how calm and even his voice sounded. “You nearly destroyed all of humanity.”

“You make it sound like I would have done something like that on purpose. I didn’t.”

“Yet you admit to it,” Rae said. Edward noticed that her grip on Spanky had grown tighter. “Why would you tell anyone that you murdered the world?”

“Please don’t be dramatic. I told you we didn’t do it on purpose. But it’s not something I’d like to take to my grave. I’ve come to grips with the part I played in all this, and I need to make it right, if such a thing could ever be said to be right again. That’s why I’ve been seeking you out so desperately, Mr. Schuett. You are now the key.”

Edward looked to Rae. “Put the gun down.”

“It’s not up.”

“I can see it, Rae. It’s slowly going up to point at his head. Put it down. For now.”

It was the last two words that seemed to convince her. She lowered the rifle but didn’t put the safety back on. Edward was okay with that. Rage and anger at this man were only two of the roiling emotions in his head that he couldn’t possibly map at the moment. If what he said was true, then on some level he was responsible for the deaths of Julia and Dana, even Liddie. Edward knew it was ridiculous, putting the blame for the deaths of three random people on this fragile old man when the blood of millions more was ignored, but that was all it came down to for Edward right now. These next few minutes were the doctor’s chance to make amends, at least to Edward. Whether or not Rae would follow that reasoning was up to her, but for now Dr. Bloss could make his case.

“Explain,” Edward said to him. “Everything. Start at the beginning.”

“The beginning,” Dr. Bloss said. “Let’s see, where’s the beginning?” He actually turned around in place as though he were looking for it. “Oh! I suppose that would be Project: Queen.”

He paused, looking at them both as though that explained everything. Rae made a hurry-up motion with her hand. “Which is?” she prodded impatiently.

“I guess you could call it a sort of bio-weapons program. For the government. That’s how it all started out. Isn’t that how things always start out? Yes, something like that.”

“Those sons-of-bitches,” Rae said. “You can’t trust them now, so I guess you couldn’t trust them then.”

“Wait,” Edward said. “The government created a zombie virus as a biological weapon? How did they actually expect to control it?”

“They didn’t, because that is not what they were trying to do. I was part of project designed to add enhancements to certain soldiers. It was supposed to be a new way of communicating in combat, a method that could not be intercepted or hacked by enemies and could silently allow complex groups to coordinate their maneuvers. The basic idea started with how certain lower species communicate, and we were trying to find a way to get a similar effect in humans.”

“Pheromones,” Edward said. “It was never supposed to be about raising the dead, but about giving people a way to communicate through pheromones. Is that right?”

“Oh yes, very good. You’re correct, after a fashion. What we came up with was actually far more complicated than that, but the idea was similar.”

“I’m not sure I’m following that,” Rae said. “If these fair-o things were just about communicating, how did we end up with zeds?”

“The reanimated were a completely unexpected byproduct of something else we were trying to do with the project. We wanted to give soldiers these abilities, but we were having trouble doing it with any speed. We’d thought we had figured out how to manipulate DNA to the necessary glands and sensory organs, but the process was very slow and very painful. One of my colleagues thought he could speed up the process and essentially get the pain over with in one quick moment. He’s the one that made it into a virus. I assure you, the rest of us would have stopped him if we had known. I spent years trying to figure out the exact nature of it. What I concluded is that there was a flaw in the virus’s structure. It caused the new growth, but that growth was unstable and it tried to break down. Essential parts of the rest of the body would slow down almost to a stop to redirect all their energy into the new growth, which never quite finished and therefore never stopped. In attempting to heal the new growths, other parts of the body would try to heal rapidly too, at least to a point. That is why the reanimated appear dead yet don’t decay beyond a certain point.”

“If you worked for the government,” Edward said, “why did the CRS apparently not know any of this?”

“It was so secret that there was no official record of our science team,” Dr. Bloss replied. “We were stationed not far from here in Rockford. When the outbreak—or the Uprising, as people ended up calling it—began, the rest of my team was the first to be affected. I was lucky, I suppose. I chose the wrong, or maybe the right, moment to go get a late lunch from outside the facility. So I wasn’t in the main lab when it started. I still don’t know to this day who got infected first or how, but I was able to live and find shelter when things suddenly became much worse.”

“But someone in the government still had to know you were there, right?” Rae said. “You said you still have contacts everywhere.”

“You’re correct. There are still certain people who know I exist. Unfortunately, there are not as many as there used to be. If there were, I might have been able to get you sent directly to me, Mr. Schuett, and not to those brainless twits in the CRS.”

“Why not work with the CRS?” Edward asked. “If you’d been helping, you could have shared your research and knowledge with them and stopped things from getting as bad as they did.”

“Oh, there were times when I wanted to. Many times. Then I would find out from my contacts about how this person wanted to control the reanimated as a weapon, or how that person was experimenting on live human subjects. It’s something the government didn’t want the public to know, even if they did declare it in the public’s best interest. The final straw was Atlanta. My contacts were able to tell me things about what was happening in Atlanta before it was burned from the face of the planet. The Z5s and Z6s were no accident, no matter what official line the CRS may have given you, Mr. Schuett. It was people not taking the correct safety precautions, people jumping to conclusions without accurately putting them to the test first. In short, they were doing exactly what my team in Rockford had done, and I wasn’t going to be a part of that again.”

“Then here’s the question,” Edward said. “What does all this have to do with me? How did you make the first Z7? Why release me again out into the wild? Why did you pick me in the first place?”

Dr. Bloss blinked at him. “Mr. Schuett, what are you talking about?”

“What do you mean, what am I talking about? Look at me! I’m that theoretical Z7 the CRS was looking for all those years. If you were the one researching fixing the problem, why just let your answer out to wander in the world?”

Dr. Bloss looked away from them both. “I’m sorry. You seem to be operating under a false assumption. I didn’t do anything to make a Z7. You are purely an accident.”

“Wait, what? How can I be an accident?”

“You’re exactly what the CRS thought you were. Somewhere in your genetic makeup there was just something different. A tiny difference, maybe some junk DNA that wouldn’t even have affected you had you lived out your life naturally. But the virus, constantly trying to evolve, constantly trying to fix your DNA, finally got to a point where it could change. The mistake that was written into the virus in the first place was no longer a mistake when combined with the right random mix. I’m sorry, but you’re completely unplanned, and not part of some great plan to fix everything. You’re just a freak happening.”

Edward held one of the tables for balance. Completely unplanned. Everything that had happened to him had not been for a reason at all. Liddie’s death hadn’t been some sacrifice for a greater purpose, and worse yet there had never been a way to save her. There wouldn’t be a way to save anyone else, either.

“There’s no way to create a Z7 again,” Edward whispered. “I’m the only one.”

“I never said that,” Dr. Bloss said.

Edward looked back at him. “But you just said…”

“That you’re the only one, yes. That you happened purely without any intent, correct. But Z7s? That’s why I wanted you here all along. It happened once, it can happen again. I can be the one to do it.”

“You…you can bring others back? You can make people human again?”

“Only as far as you’ve come back. I don’t think I can ever reverse the change fully. But I do think that, with enough studying of you, I can make other reanimated into Z7s. Maybe not all of them. It’s all in a person’s DNA. But I can do it to some. With enough work, maybe one day I can even do it to most.”

“Zeds as humans again,” Rae whispered. “On a large scale.”

“We can do it, Mr. Schuett,” Dr. Bloss said. “You and I together.”

This was huge. It felt like something Edward should have needed to think about. If Dr. Bloss could really do this, it would change the world. Everything Edward had seen since waking up could be, if not exactly reversed, then at least repaired to some degree. But the colossal possible effects of this were not the first thing that came to mind. Instead he thought of Dana, of Julia, of Liddie. Lives that could have been saved if this moment had come sooner.

There was really nothing to think about.

“Where do we start?” Edward asked.

Dr. Bloss smiled. “We start by celebrating, I think.”

“Rae?” Edward asked. “Can we count on you to help us on this?”

“On the fixing of things or the celebrating?”

“Both, I suppose.”

“I don’t know what I can help fix, but I suppose there might be people who have a problem with helping zeds. I can be your security for that. As for celebrating, if there’s alcohol involved I’m sure me and the others can help.”

Edward smiled. “Do you think you can find something like that?”

“I’m sure we can figure something out.” She pulled out her walkie-talkie. “Hey, Cory. Guess what? I’ve got a special mission for someone.”

They all listened for an answer, but nothing came.

“Cory, you there?”

There was a pause. “Rae? We’ve got a serious problem. Some old acquaintances of both us and your friend Edward are here.”

“Who?”

“Merton and the CRS.”
  

Chapter Forty
 

Despite Dr. Bloss’s assurances that he would be fine at the library while they went to find out what was going on, Edward and Rae insisted he come with them. Edward wasn’t sure what Rae’s thoughts were on the matter, but he had a suspicion they wouldn’t be able to come back for him later. Unless this was just a small group sent here to scout the area and find if Edward or Rae was really here, the CRS and Merton wouldn’t be people they could fight off and expect to never come back. Their only option, as Edward saw it, was to run.

They all got into the car, and Rae sped down the roads without any of the care she had shown on the way here. Edward stared out the back window as the library disappeared behind them. All of Dr. Bloss’s research was in there, fifty years worth of studying zombies in a way the CRS had never even thought to try, right along with all of his equipment. If the doctor really could eventually find a way to turn all zombies into Z7s, he would have to start now from scratch. For a man as old as Bloss, there was no guarantee he could remember key details or even that he would live long enough to recreate it. But as long as they kept the old man with them and alive, they still kept hope.

There was no sign of intruders at the Culver’s, but all the ATVs had returned. Edward noticed that, even in the group’s hurry to get back here, they had all still parked the ATVs facing away from the store. The better to escape, Edward realized.

Rae pulled the car into the Culver’s parking lot, making sure it too was lined up for people to get in easily from the main door and then go straight on out into the street. Cory had reported before they left the library that the two groups were close but not quite here yet, so there was at least enough time to grab all the supplies Rae had packed away inside. Rae ran inside with Dr. Bloss toddling along behind her. Edward, seeing the way he moved, brought up the rear and did his best to act as the doctor’s shield. If anyone from Merton was here yet and decided to take a potshot just for giggles, it would be better for Edward to get hit instead of the doctor. Edward could survive any body shot. He just hoped any theoretical snipers didn’t realize who he was yet and aim for the head.

Dr. Bloss, looking all around himself like the Culver’s was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen in the world, ran right into Rae as soon as they got in. She’d stopped at the old registers and stared at something on the floor in front of her, but Edward didn’t see what it was at first. All he saw was Cory, Luke, and Jojo standing around with guns in their hands. Edward moved around Rae and Dr. Bloss to see that all weapons in the room were pointed at Larissa. The girl was on her knees in front of them with her hands on her head. There were tears streaming down her dirty cheeks, but no one looked sympathetic to her.

“What exactly is going on?” Rae asked.

“I caught her sneaking outside to make a call to someone. That’s how we found out,” Cory said.

“Did you check her phone to see who she was calling?” Rae asked.

“No, it looks like it’s programmed weird. Nothing I’ve seen before. Some really new model. But I did overhear her say something about where we’re located, and that you guys had gone to the library.”

“Did you ask her anything else?” Rae asked.

“No, we figured you’re running the show and would have a better idea what to be asking her.”

“Okay then, talk,” Rae said to Larissa. She snapped off the safety once again on Spanky.

“Please don’t kill me,” Larissa said.

“I’m not going to kill you,” Rae said, pressing Spanky’s barrel against her head, “if you start talking. Are you still working for Merton?”

“Yes. I’m so sorry. I never actually quit them. They gave me a job, to keep track of you. They’d never actually trusted me with anything important before, and I just wanted to prove I could do it.”

“I can’t really say I blame you. There might have been a time when I would have done the same,” Rae said, but she didn’t move her rifle from the girl’s head. “If you told them this was where we went, why didn’t they come after us sooner in the week?”

“You weren’t a high priority at the moment, except I guess that changed when that woman from the CRS called them and said Schuett was on his way here.”

“Woman? Which woman?” Edward asked.

“Her name is Dr. Chella. She’s the one that gave me the phone.”

“Fuck!” Edward said. “That bitch. I thought I was done with her.”

“Not exactly a friend of yours?” Rae asked.

“Only if friends like to cut each other wide open and inspect their insides.”

“Hmph. Typical of the CRS,” Dr. Bloss said. “Why cut a specimen wide open when all you really need is a hole large enough to reach in and feel around with? Can’t really see what you’re doing, but the joy of accidentally finding squishy new things is part of the fun.”

“I really hope you’re joking,” Edward said.

“I think I am,” Dr. Bloss said. “Can never be sure anymore, though.”

“How did she even know to look for Edward here?” Rae asked.

“I don’t know. Something about a map and a van.”

“Crap,” Edward said. “The computer in the van we stole must have still had the map we programmed into it. They must have found it.”

“I didn’t know, and I really didn’t care,” Larissa said. “I just did what I was told. Please, just let me go.”

“Not yet,” Rae said. “How long do we have before they get here?”

“I don’t know. A couple minutes, maybe? They’re waiting outside the south part of town, just far enough away that the patrols wouldn’t see them. I was supposed to give them another call once you and Schuett got back, and they would ambush the place. When I don’t call in, they’ll realize something is wrong.”

“Do we still have the phone?” Rae asked Cory.

He indicated the phone where it sat next to a register. “Right there. How do you want to play this?”

Rae looked back at Larissa. “Was there any other situation where you were supposed to call them?”

“Um. Uh, yeah, there was. If it looked like you were going to stay at the library for much longer, they were going to reposition and take you there.”

“I’m hoping you mean they were going to try taking us alive,” Edward said.

“Only Rae and the others. You that woman wants dead. They’ve got instructions to aim for the head. They never said anything about the old man, but I guess they don’t care what happens to him.”

“They will once they see what’s at the library,” Rae said. “But we can use that as our distraction.”

“But my research!” Dr. Bloss said. “Letting them have any of it would be like letting a child use a precisely tuned guitar as a hammer for smashing protons.”

“Doctor, I don’t think that actually made sense,” Edward said.

“Of course it does.”

“I’m sorry, Doc,” Rae said, “but it’s either sacrifice everything you have at the library or let them catch us. Cory, hand me the phone.” He gave her the phone, and Rae held it near Larissa’s ear. “Stop crying, and don’t do anything else to tip them off. You’re going to tell them that me and Edward are planning to stick around the library for another hour or so. If you do what we say, we won’t fill that empty little head of yours with bullets before we leave. Got it?”

She nodded, but before Rae could press the call button Edward grabbed her by the wrist.

“What is it?” Rae asked.

He could smell it all around them. That distinctive scent of meat, of prey, of everything that was other than him. “It’s too late. They’re here.”

“Everyone, get low!” Rae said. The ducked down by the counter, but there they could probably still be seen outside through the broken windows. It wasn’t just the smell now. Edward could hear movement all around them, the shuffling of fabric or the rustle of walking through tall grass.

“Larissa, how many people are out there?” Rae whispered.

“I don’t know. No one told me.”

Edward closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Twenty…twenty-four…no, twenty five. I think. Some of them might be farther away than I can smell.”

“Okay, that is just creepy,” Jojo said.

“Can you tell where they are?” Rae asked.

“No, not exactly. They’re spread all around.”

“No areas where they have more people grouped up than somewhere else?”

“No.”

“Not a very good formation,” Cory said.

“Yeah, well, what do you expect? It’s Merton.”

“They’re getting closer,” Edward said. “Any moment now, they’ll be coming on in.”

“Everybody cover the exits,” Rae said. “Cory, go to that window over there and concentrate your fire on the area away from the vehicles. Maybe we can get them to think we’re going that way, and then we go the other.”

“Won’t they see through that?” Luke said.

“Fuck, how should I know? Probably, yeah, I guess they would, but I don’t have any other idea.”

“I do,” Edward said.

They all looked at him. “Well?” Rae asked.

“Give me the phone,” he said. Rae handed him the phone, but she didn’t look very certain.

“I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said.

“I haven’t had the slightest clue what I’ve been doing since I woke up in that Walmart,” he said. “Why start now?”

He pushed the call button and concentrated as the other end rang. After only one ring an all-too familiar voice answered. “We’re already in position. Now would be the time to get out of there if you want to live long enough to get paid.”

“You’re paying me now, Dr. Chella?” Edward said. “You know, I might have been more cooperative in Stanford if you’d done that sooner.”

“You,” Dr. Chella said. “Did you kill the girl?”

“Why do you automatically assume that’s what we would do?”

“I’ve read Neuman’s files. She’s the sort of loose cannon that would do something exactly like that.”

Edward smiled at Rae. “The good doctor doesn’t have a very high opinion of you.”

Rae rolled her eyes and made a jerking-off gesture with her hand.

“I’m assuming that means the feeling’s mutual,” he said into the phone.

“Doesn’t matter about the girl,” Chella said. “You’re surrounded and there’s no way out. We’re only here for you. If you come out quietly your friends can go.”

“That’s not the way your girl told it.”

“I can only speak for myself. Merton’s problems with Neuman are their own to deal with.”

“And what exactly happens to me if I do go out there?” Edward asked.

“I’d take you and Miss Gates back to Stanford. You for study, and Gates for trial.”

Edward winced. She still hadn’t realized that Liddie was gone. That didn’t matter right now. He was almost ready. He just needed to keep her talking.

“Study? Really? That’s certainly not what I hear you were trying to do when we left.”

“The president has had a change of heart. He wanted me personally to bring you in, as he feels you may be useful for other things.”

“As a weapon, right? A way to control zombies?”

Dr. Bloss mouthed the words I told you so to him. Edward ignored it.

“I’m not just a weapon or a thing,” Edward said. “I deserve the same rights as everyone else. You can’t use me in this way.”

“You are a zombie,” Chella said. “Legally you’re nothing but a dead body. And your dead body is now going to be property of the U.S. government.”

“I don’t think so. I’m leaving here. My friends inside are coming with me. And all my friends surrounding you are, too. If every single person out there doesn’t put down their weapons right now, then I will not have any problem with them eating you.”

All she gave in reply was a choked sound. He had to imagine the rest of her reaction. Right about now she was probably looking around herself and realizing she was no longer the one with the upper hand. While he’d been talking to her, he’d also been talking to every zombie within a two or three mile radius. He hadn’t been able to bring them all in—they’d become too spread out for that—but he’d been able to call back most of them. Through the pheromones he could tell that a few were still shuffling toward the Culver’s, but at least thirty others were in a ring behind Chella’s men. Every one of the Merton people had been so focused on keeping their guns aimed at the windows and doors that they hadn’t even paid attention the zombies quietly coming up behind them. Some of the zombies had gotten very close, up to almost ten feet.

Chella finally got enough of a hold of herself to speak again. “This is stupid. My people can take out these things before they can attack us. You’re bluffing.”

“I don’t think they can. Rae knows the ways of Merton pretty well, and she doesn’t seem too terribly afraid of them.”

“There no way you could do it without losing some of your zombies,” Chella said. “I saw the way you treated that creature back in the lab. You really do think of yourself as one of them. You wouldn’t put any of them in danger.”

“Maybe you’re right. I wouldn’t dare let most of them get hurt. The key word there, though? It’s most.”

A simple thought, a command released onto the wind, the scent of honey intended for one zombie and one alone. With the walls of the Culver’s in the way it took a moment for that one to receive the message, but it could still smell Edward through the open windows. There was a shriek through the phone, then it cut out as gunshots echoed outside. Everything went silent for a second, then there was screaming.

“Everyone hold your fire!” Chella shouted. “For the love of God, do not shoot!”

“This is it,” Edward said. “Let’s go.”

He stood up and walked to the door. Everyone else stood along with them, but they were all hesitant to move.

“Um, what exactly just happened?” Luke asked.

“Not exactly a good time to ask questions,” Rae said. “Just take advantage of it.” She started to follow Edward.

“Wait, what are we going to do with her?” Cory asked, pointing to Larissa with his rifle.

Rae stopped and went back to her. “A promise is a promise. But you stay in here until we’re gone. If I ever see your face again I’ll blow it off your head, got it?”

Larissa nodded.

The rest of them followed Edward out the door and stopped at the ATVs. Most of the Merton people had moved over to this side of the building, but Edward had made the zombies shadow them the whole way. All of them looked scared as all hell, but none so much as Dr. Chella. Her phone and a handgun were on the ground at her feet, but it didn’t appear that she’d had any chance to turn around and use the gun. The walking corpse that had once been Billy Horton was behind her, his hands tightly gripping her arms and his mouth only inches away from the skin of her neck. He looked like he was bleeding from his shoulder and side, the results of shots the Merton people had gotten off before he’d grabbed her. Edward had to strain to keep him in that position. The shock of being shot combined with the smell of fresh prey right in front of him was making Horton confused and hungry, but as long as nothing went wrong Edward thought he could keep the zombie under control.

“Everyone, put your weapons down,” Edward said. Everyone from Merton hesitated, most of them looking at the zombies creeping up around them.

“What exactly do you think is going to happen?” Chella asked. “We will find you.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Edward said. “You don’t really want me. You want what you can learn from me. And if that’s all you want, all you need is a trip to the library.”

Dr. Bloss made a yelping noise like a small dog with its tail stepped on. Edward held up his hand to him in a stopping gesture. “It’s the only way to get them to leave us alone for good. We can still go on if we just have you, can’t we?”

“I…I think so.”

“Then it’s just like that,” Edward said. “You get everything in the library, we get to leave and go in peace. And when I say we, I’m mean all of us.” He gestured at the zombies gathered around them.

For a moment Dr. Chella looked like she considered it, then she smiled. “No.”

There was a click, and Edward felt a handgun pressed against the back of his head. Edward didn’t dare move, but everyone else turned to look at the girl who had snuck up behind them.

“Dr. Chella,” Larissa said. “I hope you still intend to pay me.”

“Consider yourself as getting a bonus,” Chella said.

“Where did you even get a gun?” Rae asked.

“Shit,” Cory said. “Rae, I’m sorry. I didn’t get a chance to clear all the weapons out of the emergency supplies.”

“Now you guys are all the ones that need to put down your guns,” Larissa said. “Consider them ours now.”

Edward caught Rae’s eye. She should have been scared or worried at a moment like this, but all Edward could see was that she was pissed. He took a deep breath. He had a feeling that if he wanted to keep control of the other zombies in the next few seconds, he was really going to need to concentrate hard.

“How many times to I have to tell people?” Rae said. “Nobody…takes…my…Spanky!” Edward attempted to dodge to his right just as Rae brought up her rifle. It erupted in gunfire even before she had it fully brought to bear on the girl, but that was enough. Edward spun, trying to see what was happening, and watched as blood exploded from Larissa’s stomach. It also brought his face dangerously close to Larissa’s handgun. She convulsed, pulling the trigger and sending a bullet right in front of Edward’s nose.

That was enough to make him lose concentration.

Dr. Chella jerked herself loose just as Horton went for her neck, and the instant she was away the nearest Merton merc brought up his rifle and shot Horton in the head. Had it not been for that, Edward still might have been able to keep hold of the other zombies. But the sudden burst of pheromones from Horton caused all the zombies to moan at once and back away from the scene. The Mertons all saw this as their opportunity.

“Fire!” Chella screamed. The Mertons opened up on their targets, but not all of them were very good shots even at close range, and one or two made the terrible mistake of not going for headshots. The zombies came at them, and the air was filled with screams and moans and blood and exploded pieces of reanimated brains and skulls.

Edward dropped to the ground, feeling several bullets fly over his head. Next to him Rae’s people also opened fire on the Mertons, but even though they were right in the open almost no one shot back. The Mertons all had their hands full.

No, stop, Edward tried to say through the pheromones. Everyone stop, don’t do this! But for several seconds it all continued. That was all the time it took for the entire fight to run its course. The gunfire ended, and Edward looked up at the carnage around him.

Most of the Mertons were dead, but so were most of the zombies. A few of the Mertons had been shot and were trying to crawl away from the creatures they were sure would smell their blood and try to rip apart their flesh, but Edward had regained enough control to keep the zombies from going back into a frenzy. He could smell new pheromone scents being added to the air too, as a few of the Mertons twitched on the ground from their zombie bites. Edward looked over at Rae’s group, but they seemed okay. Jojo had been grazed on the shoulder, but that was all. They all crouched there on the ground, shocked by the sudden beginning and end to the violence. Only Rae moved, walking over to the gutshot Larissa by the door. The girl didn’t look like she would last for very long.

“And just what the fuck was it I told you?” Rae said, then stuck Spanky in Larissa’s face. Edward had the sense to turn his head away before she pulled the trigger.

“Dr. Bloss, are you okay?” Edward asked. He had huddled among Jojo, Cory, and Luke, but he poked his head up to look at Edward.

“That was, um, interesting,” he said. Then he went back to huddling.

Edward stood up and moved among the bodies. So many dead, both human and reanimated. He couldn’t help but feel like he should have somehow been able to stop this. If he had been able to keep better control over the zombies, or if he had handled the situation better, or else maybe…

He stopped in mid-thought as he saw who was sprawled out on her back right in front of him in the parking lot. Horton hadn’t managed to bite Dr. Chella, but her own security detail had succeeded in doing the damage the zombie couldn’t. Her hand was mangled and there was a little blood seeping from underneath her, but Edward had no idea how bad the wound was. She looked up at him, her face still in shock and her eyes not exactly focusing on him.

“Help me,” she whispered.

“Why?” he asked.

“Please…shot.”

Rae walked over to join him. She pointed Spanky at the woman’s chest, but he motioned for her to turn it away.

“Do you think she’s going to die?” Edward asked.

“Probably, unless she thought to have other people like a medic nearby in case she needed them. Wouldn’t bet on it, though.”

“I have a better question, then,” Edward said. “Does she deserve to die?”

“Don’t ask me that,” Rae said. “You’ve got more of a history with her than I do.”

Edward knelt down by Chella’s side. Her breathing looked shallow, and the pool of blood under her still grew. “You were going to have me killed, Chella. Or experimented on, or turned into a weapon, or whatever. Liddie wouldn’t have died if she didn’t want to save me from all that. None of these people would have died if you had just left it alone. All because you thought I was a monster.”

He wasn’t sure if she understood him right now, but he felt the need to continue. “Do you still think that? Am I the monster here?”

Dr. Chella barely managed to croak out the word. “…yes…”

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” Edward said. “Since in my mind it’s the other way around.”

He took her broken hand, raised it gently to his mouth, and bit.

Rae fidgeted by his side. “Are you sure that was what you wanted to do? Even after everything that has happened, you didn’t strike me as the kind of person that could kill someone.”

“That’s not me killing her. That’s me saving her,” Edward said. Dr. Chella began to shiver, and he left her to finish the change while he helped the others pack up.
  

Chapter Forty One
 

As much as Dr. Bloss wanted to stay in Winnebago now that the immediate threat was over, both Edward and Rae decided that would be a bad idea. Even with Dr. Chella gone, both the CRS and Merton would still be looking for them. They were at least able to pack up the most important parts of Dr. Bloss’s research. Then they all headed north.

There was a lot of talk over the next several days about what to do next. Rae kept by her word to help protect everything that Edward and Dr. Bloss intended to do. After all, the attack in Winnebago had been proof enough of what some people would do to get what Dr. Bloss could create. She offered the rest of her crew the chance to leave, but they stayed. They were loyal to Rae down to the last. Edward thought that was pretty impressive for someone who had originally been a lowly gate guard.

The going was tough. Dr. Bloss had to frequently stop off in towns to check on his “contacts,” although he still refused to divulge any further information about them. His contacts at least kept the money flowing. They needed it if they were going to try remaking Dr. Bloss’s lab somewhere else. The journey was even further complicated by the zombie horde that followed them. Edward insisted on bringing every zombie they could find. There was no telling which ones might react to Dr. Bloss’s theoretical treatment. Any chance for bringing just one other person back and giving them a second chance on life was enough for Edward.

Weeks passed, and they continued searching for the right place to stop. When they stopped for the night Rae would often go off by herself to scout ahead, leaving Edward to look after the horde and the others. Sometimes he could sleep, sometimes he couldn’t. He still had occasional memories that mixed in with his dreams, but they no longer had that awful red tint. Sometimes he dreamt of Julia or Dana or Liddie. At first these dreams were nightmares. As time passed, they were not.

It was one of these latter dreams that Rae woke him from one night nearly a month after the events in Winnebago. One moment he was with Liddie, hugging her and wishing things had turned out differently while she assured him everything would be all right in the end. The next Rae was shaking him awake. The sun had just started to rise, but all the others were asleep yet accept for Jojo, who was on guard duty for the horde. All the time they’d spent with Edward had calmed the zombies’ disposition and they could often be allowed out of his presence for hours at a time without starting to look at the rest of the group as a snack, but it still paid to have someone watching and making sure.

“Edward,” Rae said as he sat up from the bedroll he’d laid on the open ground. “I think this is it. I think we’ve found the perfect place.”

Edward followed her without saying anything. He trusted her judgment completely, but he was still surprised when they came over a hill and looked down to where she was talking about. “Well?” she asked. “What do you think?”

“I don’t know,” Edward said. “When we said we were going to find a place for a new lab and possible colony to turn zombies to Z7s, I was kind of thinking…”

“Yes, I’m sure I can guess what you were thinking. But what I’m thinking is that there would be no place more fitting that this. Come on. Tell me I’m not right.”

He couldn’t tell her that. Further in the distance he could see the ruins of yet another town, abandoned to time just like so many other places they had passed, but this was farther away from still occupied towns and cities. There would probably be plenty of supplies and building materials to find there. But the town was not what Rae meant. She meant the huge block of a building immediately at the bottom of the hill. It was the empty remains of an old Walmart.

“It would provide plenty of shelter,” Rae said. “Plenty of space to keep the zombies, and parts of it could be built up into better living areas once there are more Z7s. This could be it. This could be your new zombie colony. What do you say?”

He nodded. All his facial muscles worked into a smile, and for the first time in far too long Edward Schuett laughed.
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