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“It doesn’t hurt?” Christmas asked. It was the answer that most disturbed him.
Luis shook his head, cracking a smile that split the great wound beneath his empty eye socket. Fissures opened in the sinew over his cheekbone and bled, yet he never lost his grin. Despite the mutilation, Luis had insisted on applying his makeup. His remaining flesh was painted bone-white, his lips black; a corpse clown. A velvety top hat sat at a jaunty angle on his head, baring part of his ragged scalp.
Christmas helped Luis button his jacket. It was difficult for the performer to do so himself, what with his missing fingers. Turning to peer through the tent flap, Christmas said, “Full house.” Luis snapped up his cane and used his teeth to tug at the gloves on his hands, half of their fingers empty and dangling.
“Of course,” he replied, his voice a hoarse croak. It amazed Christmas that, when standing before an audience, Luis was still able to command the room, bringing the crowd to an awed silence so that they could hear him speak. He was a mere shadow of the man he’d once been; as his body wasted away, he’d given himself over completely to the performance, withdrawing from the others, withdrawing from Christmas, his mind gradually slipping away as he became one with his circus persona.
“I’ll announce you,” Christmas said. Luis nodded, and Christmas stepped through the flap, raising his arms into the air as he strode toward the center ring.
“Your attention please!” he shouted. The audience immediately sat up and stared at him, jittery with anticipation.
“It’s time for the man of the hour! The dancer among the dead! The King himself—Eviscerato!!”
Christmas gestured toward the tent flap. He waited. They waited. All was silent.
Then it began.
* * *
He started out juggling heads in Mexico City. Standing brazenly in the middle of the street, the twenty-year-old Luis heaved severed skulls into the air, bystanders gasping as the heads’ rolling orbs and gnashing teeth plummeted toward Luis’ open, fleshy hands. He’d deftly catch each one by its hair, swinging it back up, smiling at his audience. He never looked at the heads. He never looked for the police. The police, in fact, often stopped to watch the show, sometimes handing Luis food vouchers and patting his shoulder. It was the same for them as it was for everyone else: Luis’ illegal performance stirred their spirits more than did any singer or puppeteer. He braved the reality they were living in, unlike the government, which hid within the city walls and pretended that the world had not changed in a hundred years.
A hundred years since the plague had struck—early in the twenty-first century, a virus had erupted in the southern U.S. and hitched a ride with fleeing immigrants into Mexico. A virus that, some believed, was supernatural in nature. They called it the Lord’s judgment. They called it Man’s sin. They called it the end.
Yet a century later, Man was still here. But running, and hiding, while the undead roamed free.
Luis didn’t believe in running or hiding. He juggled. He danced. He captivated his audiences. Then he’d met Christmas, an American, and together they’d conceived the idea of a traveling show.
There was no money to be made. The occasional food vouchers, perhaps, but mostly they dealt in bartered goods—and they set their sights on los Estados Unidos. For there, many cities still stood, protected by the military. And in the badlands, the fallen states, stubborn people still lived amidst the packs of ravenous dead.
In those people Luis saw the spirit he himself possessed, and indeed, the badlanders received him with great enthusiasm. Word spread quickly of Eviscerato and his caravan of performers. Word especially spread of the animals used in the act. The dead ones.
The U.S. strictly enforced a law that prohibited making any sort of profit off of human rotters. Animals were another story, and so Christmas and Luis set about gathering a host of creatures from the badlands: wolves, horses, even bears. The shambling beasts were netted and dragged back to the camp, to be placed in hastily erected cages. Then, before a packed house, Luis danced among the creatures, taunting them, stabbing at them, riding their backs and severing their noses and plucking out their eyes while cheers shook the tent.
The dead animals generally posed little threat. They fed only on their own kind—a common trait among each infected species—and were sluggish in defending themselves. Besides, not even a live bear could win against a chainsaw. It was Christmas who came up with the notion of sewing a midget performer inside the bear’s gut, then slicing the animal open so that the midget somersaulted through a hail of blood into the center ring. It became one of their most popular acts.
The dead animals generally posed little threat. But, as Christmas warned time and time again, there was always a risk.
It was a risk that Luis did not fear.
So, one night, when he’d stumbled and a ragged wolf had clamped down on his arm, flaying it to the bone, the great Eviscerato had done nothing to fight it off. Instead, he rose and swung the animal through the air on his arm, playing to the shrieking audience, whose horrified cries turned into applause as he knelt and bit into the wolf’s hide, tearing loose a rotten strip of meat and spitting it onto the ground.
“You’re infected,” Christmas whispered after the show, kneading his hands and pacing in circles. An outsider might have thought that the circus manager was fretting over the loss of his biggest act, but Luis knew that he was mourning the inevitable demise of his friend.
“It might be weeks. Months,” Luis said in an attempt at being reassuring.
Christmas shook his head. “Days. Maybe hours, Luis! You can never tell with the plague!”
“My spirit is strong,” Luis said firmly. “It only depends on the strength of one’s soul, and I know I—”
“You always wanted this, didn’t you?” Christmas snapped. “You always dreamed of becoming one of them. You think there’s some mystery there that must be solved, some goddamned revelation to be had. There isn’t! You’re going to die, and the virus is going to take over and you’ll be no more.”
“I’ve seen rotters who remember,” Luis protested, clenching his fists. “I’ve seen them try to drive rusted-out cars. I’ve seen them use axes. I’ve seen them try to swim in the Pacific—even though they didn’t need to keep themselves afloat, they tried. They try!”
“Memory and spirit are two different things.” Christmas slouched on a wooden stool and looked toward a distant fire, where the others were roasting a freshly killed deer. “You, the Luis I know, will die.”
“But you’ll live on,” Luis replied. “And you’ll have everything you need. Because my new act is going to sweep across this country like the plague itself.”
“New act?” Christmas looked warily at him.
“We’ll have to restrict ourselves to the badlands,” Luis went on, as if he already had the entire plan mapped out. And he did. “We won’t be able to perform in the cities, but that’s just as well. People there still trade money like it has value. You and the others will be able to retire after I’m gone, living off your reputation alone—I promise.”
“What is this act?” Christmas said. “Are you talking about parading your undead body around the ring?”
“No, no. I told you, I still have plenty of time left. I haven’t died yet, John.”
“What,” Christmas repeated, fear creeping into his voice, “is this act?”
“Rotters.
Human ones.”
* * *
Luis was right.
The show was a runaway success.
Christmas could only cover his eyes in horror as Luis danced among a group of chained undead, passing within inches of their jaws and hands, laughing all the while—and then giving himself to them. Letting them bite his shoulders, his arms. And he bit them back. The audience always reacted to that. They saw it as a last act of defiance against the plague. Eviscerato became a hero.
Before Luis’ performance, there were others. Spinner, the tightrope walker, would traverse a taut rope suspended over a cage full of hungry dead. The mute Fire Juggler would hurl his torches toward the tent ceiling while the Strongman, with his massive hammer, crushed the legs and bodies and heads of attacking rotters.
Christmas appointed Nickel to be the zombie handler. It wasn’t common to refer to the undead as “zombies”, but Luis felt it spiced up the show. When it was time, Nickel would slip a noose over the neck of each rotter and lead it to its place in the act. Chained to a rolling platform for Eviscerato, or caged beneath the tightrope, or trussed and blindfolded to be released into the Strongman’s playground.
The rotters were easy to find in the badlands. Ferals usually hung around ghost towns. They often gathered in packs, following one another as if someone had a clue as to where the meat was. They were usually underfed and in bad shape. Simple to catch.
It seemed all too easy, all too convenient, that these aberrations of nature now provided the means for John Christmas and his employees to live. It sickened him how they had shattered their values and cut out their souls in order to fit the undead into their wretched existence.
Spinner fell from his tightrope into a pit of rotters. Nickel was savagely bitten. The Strongman lost his footing one evening and was trampled before the others could clear the undead away; his eyes and mouth filled with tainted blood, he’d stalked without a word from the tent and never spoke again.
And Luis...
Luis only smiled.
* * *
“Your attention please! It’s time for the man of the hour! The dancer among the dead! The King himself—Eviscerato!!”
Christmas gestured toward the tent flap. He waited. They waited. All was silent.
Then Eviscerato leapt into the tent, throwing his arms in the air, eliciting a deafening roar from the crowd. He danced toward the center ring, waving gaily.
“My dear, dear friends!” He cried, still smiling, blood dripping from his chin. “Tonight I have such a special treat for you.”
As the performer gave his spiel, Christmas glanced outside the flap. He saw the Strongman there, waiting, but oddly postured in the shadows, his great hammer dragging in the earth behind him.
Nickel was closer. The light revealed his face.
He stepped into the tent and pulled the flap down, and he was dead and Christmas saw it and the audience saw it, then the canvas began to blacken as the tent was set aflame and the Strongman stormed into the seats for his meat.
And Eviscerato danced, and danced, and danced. Through the fire and the smoke and the blood he performed, in his mindless, gleeful reverie; he danced until all the colors swirled together and swam, together, in chaos.
February 16th, 2109
It’s only the third week of the tour and I’ve already learned so much—about everything, not just the badlands and the war but the plague itself. I’ve even learned some things I never knew about the Great Cities. I don’t know if you’ve heard it back home but they’ve taken to calling the safe zones the “Great Cities” now, not just because most of them are on the Great Lakes (save for our Cleveland) but because the Senate is trying to raise morale among the people. The message is that America is still here. We still have something to fight for.
You wouldn’t know it from touring the badlands. Our convoy has passed through at least a couple dozen ghost towns. Not a soul in sight, not even a rotter. But I don’t guess the undead would have any use for an unpopulated city, would they?
We’ve seen a few badlander communities. They’re shanty towns set far back from the highway and the ghost towns. No one has approached the convoy at any point. They don’t trust the Senate. That’s why Gillies has come out here. He’s a brave man, Mom (divorced too, FYI) and it’s an honor to be his aide. I’ve spent most of every day with him. That’s how I’ve learned so much in such a short while.
He says that the Great Cities region will be expanded to include St. Paul to the west and Lansing to the east. They’ve decided that Chicago will be the capital city. All in all, parts of seven former states will be inside the Wall when it’s complete. Senator Gillies says there are big plans in the works for Cleveland, too. I don’t know what, so don’t ask! Maybe I’ll know by the time I get back.
I’m putting as much as I can into this letter because there’s no postal service beyond Utah. Can’t trust that a lone rider will be safe any further south. We’re rolling through the Utah desert as I write this. The Army commander says there’s a large group of badlanders out here, and Gillies wants to stop and talk to them about the Great Cities.
Why would anyone choose this wasteland over civilization? That’s what I’m going to ask them. Maybe they just don’t know about the work being done.
Gillies said that the withdrawal could begin as early as 2111. The Wall won’t be finished then, but that’s actually a reason why he wants to pull the troops out of the badlands. The Wall’s completion would be safeguarded by the military, and then I guess it would become their job to patrol it. The withdrawal is just another reason why everybody should be heading north now.
The most interesting discussions we’ve had, though, have been about the undead. They supposedly only outnumber us by five hundred to one now, but that’s because the human population has dropped so sharply. However, the Senate maintains radio contact with Europe, and they say things might actually be worse there than here.
The plague virus isn’t just a virus. It doesn’t behave that way. Gillies believes there’s more to it, something otherworldly. Some people turn only hours after being bitten while others take weeks. There’s no real proof that it has anything to do with biology. It could just as well depend on one’s spiritual constitution, and that’s what he says it is. You know what? I believe it, too.
That’s why Gillies calls the plague God’s judgment. Even though it began on an Army base what, 102 years ago—he says that their tampering with nature is what brought on the Lord’s wrath. He’s a very spiritual man. I think most of the Senators are, but especially Gillies. His father was a religious teacher at a place called Seminarium Vita. He told me that his father died trying to minister to the undead.
It’s also because of the virus’ otherworldly energy that the rotters have a sort of aura about them. I’d never heard about that before but I know now that it’s true. I’ve seen dead insects rise in a rotter’s wake. Sometimes, at night, the soldiers hang bags of fireflies around the perimeter of our camp. I’ve seen the bags light up and start thrashing seconds before a stray rotter walked into camp and into a hail of bullets. Yes, even though bullets don’t kill rotters, the troops still use guns. They shoot out the rotters’ knees and then torch them. (Sorry if that seems morbid. I thought it was interesting.)
You remember when I read Darwin to you? His observations are present in the undead. Not just undead animals, but people too. See, if a rotter feeds often enough, it can “regenerate” tissue. Anything from skin to bone to brain matter, they can grow back. Those undead lead the packs and get stronger, while the others rot away... Senator Gillies says that some rotters have the potential to relearn things like speech! Wouldn’t it be awful if a rotter looked and sounded like a healthy human being? Luckily that’s only in theory.
Those rotters that run like the wind... I’ve seen them. “Alpha zombies,” as the commander calls them. I’ve only seen a few, and they didn’t last long against our troops, but Lord they were frightening.
I guess that’s it for now. I want you to know that I am safe and I am happy. Believe me when I say that our men and women in uniform are up to the challenge, and only the best of the best were handpicked to protect the Senate President’s convoy. I think we’re going to make a real difference out here. We’re going to save the badlanders.
I love you, and I’ll see you in a month’s time.
Todd
* * *
Mom never got the latter.
It was lost in the ambush. An ambush by rotters.
Heavy with stains of blood, the letter fell into the Utah sand and was forgotten in the unfolding chaos. Then, eventually, it was buried, and finally the elements claimed it and erased the words that a naïve young man had written to assuage the fears of his worried mother.
October 18th, 2112
Every Main Street in every town in the badlands looked the same. The leaves had turned and fallen from the trees encroaching on empty businesses; plants grew in smashed windows and uprooted the sidewalk. The sun bleached crumbling brick and cracked asphalt, The rust-eaten skeletons of cars sat in the street, now home to small animals, the entire city slowly being reclaimed by Nature; the last signs of human life nothing more than scars fading in her flesh.
This particular Main Street in central Colorado had only a few cars in the road. There was a minivan that had run up onto the sidewalk, and a police cruiser abandoned in the middle of the street. At the end of the street, however, blocking off a municipal plaza, was a barricade of vehicles scorched by fire
And at the other end of the street, hanging from a traffic light, was a man in a noose.
He’d hung himself that very morning, and the rotters scattered throughout the area had begun to take notice. Raspy moans issued from desiccated throats, and creaky joints made scraping sounds as the dead started to move.
The moans increased in volume, attracting rotters from nearby streets. It wasn’t long before a mob of several dozen shuffling corpses was advancing inch by inch toward Main Street, most of them with no idea why; they just followed the sounds.
Rotters who would have once growled menacingly at their competition could now only gurgle on the rotten paste filling their windpipes. They hadn’t fed in perhaps years and had just stood, silent, patient; waiting for food to come along as they decomposed. The virus could only fight off the elements for so long. The dead in this Colorado city were nothing more than shambling husks. But most of them still had arms, and fingers, and most important of all, teeth. And they all had the hunger.
They closed in on the hanged man from all directions. The man wore a dark suit. He was pale and hairless and thin. A pleasant breeze carried the odor of decay through the air, though none of them could smell; had they been able to, they might have noticed the lack of any odor coming off the hanged man.
Closer, closer. Thick saliva gathered behind swollen lips. Hands groped through the air. The moans all came together in a maddening crescendo.
The hanged man had one arm behind his back. Strapped to it was a blade: a long, curved implement made from fused bone, sharpened to a razor’s edge on both sides. Its tip rested against the noose around the man’s neck.
His eyes opened. They were dark and lifeless, doll’s eyes. They stared coldly down at the undead.
A shoulder sling and wrist straps secured the enormous curved blade to his right arm. A leather thong bound around his hand, he simply flicked his wrist; and the noose was severed.
The man came down in a tight crouch, sending plumes of dust into the air with his impact. Before any of the stupid, shambling dead had a chance to register what was happening, to even hazard a guess at what the man really was—he rose and thrust the blade out and spun with a battle cry that killed the dead’s senseless conversation, as if he were an unwelcome guest; and he most certainly was.
As he spun, rising, the blade cutting upward in a sweeping arc—heads flew off of shoulders and rolled through the air. And those slashed across the torso opened up and rotten gray guts spilled onto the street. Stomachs burst and vomited their contents onto the man’s feet. He threw the blade out again, spinning in the opposite direction, and cut down a dozen of them at once.
They were dead, the ones he’d struck—dead and deader. They would not rise again.
The others came at him. He planted the tip of the scythe blade in an emaciated rotter’s gut and ripped through his sternum and skull, halving the bastard. The blade turned and tore downward, through the legs of another undead, then reversed course and decapitated a hissing female. Her open throat continued to hiss as foul ichor spayed into the air.
The man barreled into a line of rotters, lifting one off its feet and divorcing its legs from its torso with a mid-air strike. He whirled to knife through the kneecaps of the others, and they fell limp, never to get up again. Every blow with the scythe blade was a death blow. The blade seemed cursed; no, enchanted.
He had forged it himself, binding and shaping the bone with dark magic, then endowing it with the power to kill the unkillable—to reap the undead. Such a task had been his burden, as he had once been the Reaper himself.
For thousands of years little more than a silent record-keeper, marking the passage of souls from one plane to the next, the Reaper had felt obligated to take on a new role with the rise of the undead. It was more than just a plague on humanity; they upset laws and balances set before time began. With every fiber in his being he’d hated them... and with that, he himself had begun to change, even as death had.
He’d found will, and righteous anger. And when he’d found her—the one he dreamed about, the child from the swamp-house—that had been it. He had relinquished his role as Death and bound himself to the mortal coil upon which shuffled Man himself.
He was still a supernatural being, yes, but so much more fragile than he had once been. Unharmed, he might live for an eternity, but if the undead were to overcome him, and tear him apart, he’d simply be gone. No afterlife awaited the pale man with the black eyes. He was a spirit made flesh, and this was his only life.
But he had accepted all this without hesitation because it meant saving her. Lily, the child who, once he found her, helped him to find himself. She had been forced to live among the undead in the swamp-house by her mad brother, forced to treat the cadaverous predators as kin. And the Reaper had—
You simply lost it. You lost it.
But what he’d gained had been worth the price. He was alive now. And he had begun to sleep, and to dream, and in his dreams he saw the little girl and he knew he had to find her again. To ensure her safety, of course, but more than that. Their bond seemed beyond his understanding.
Upon entering this strange new life, the former Death had chosen a name for himself: Adam. And it was as Adam that he spun like a grim dancer through this sea of severed limbs and putrid gore. He’d already cut down a third of the mob; the end was near, at least for today.
Leaping atop the police cruiser, he vaulted off the roof’s edge and took down a row of rotting fiends before they could flinch. Some of the undead had begun to slow in their approach, but the lure of the flesh was too great. None would flee, making Adam’s job all the easier.
And I am not a man of flesh. They could not consume me. Although some have tried...
He climbed the barricade of vehicles at the end of the street and ran onto the municipal plaza to make his last stand against the horde.
When they came at him he spun right into their midst, cutting a crimson swath through the center of the mob, ripping it apart at the seams and scattering the shell-shocked remnants across the plaza; he then flew at those stumbling about the edge of the plaza and slew them with surgical precision. A pair of rotters attacked from behind. He turned on his heels and skewered them both. Their guts churned as they struggled, fluids spilling down their threadbare jeans, and then both fell still. Adam yanked the blade free and watched them drop. They were the last. It was done.
His own clothes were soaked through with gore. He’d taken this nondescript suit off of a corpse after shedding his reaper’s robes. A spongy mold was beginning to grow inside the jacket, feeding on the blood that suffused it. He figured it was time to trade up. Maybe this time he could find a pair of pants that felt less awkward, since he didn’t have a—
Movement to the left. He spun and saw a shadow disappeared into the old town hall.
Uncommon for a rotter to run; then again, this one had just seen dozens of its contemporaries mowed down by a single man. Maybe they were getting a little smarter. Adam wasn’t really interested in the reason for it, though. It only made his mission more complicated.
Stealthily he crept up the steps of the town hall building and peered through the open doors. He saw a lobby, littered with debris and dimly lit by the sunlight spilling through a fractured ceiling high overhead. As he entered, the floor creaked loudly beneath his bare feet. It felt like the whole thing might come down on his head at any moment.
Somewhere in the building, footsteps creaked in response to his. From upstairs. Up the grand staircase, past the soiled American flag and the faded photos of city councilmen. Adam padded across the floor like a tiger after its next meal. Another creak led him down a narrow hallway lined with empty offices. The windows were all shuttered, allowing only a few slits of light into the corridor. Any moment now he’d find his prey cornered in one of these rooms, and he’d pounce.
He passed a doorway, just barely registered a silhouette standing in the room, and stopped short.
It might’ve had its back to the doorway. Maybe not. He had to strike.
Adam leapt into the room, and the rotter swung something at the shutters and they came crashing down, flooding the room with light, temporarily blinding him—
But he saw enough.
It was a thin-haired, stocky rotter in coveralls. He was holding a shovel. He was the one from Jefferson Harbor, Lily’s town. The one with the shovel who had separated him from the girl—and who was supposed to be dead—but now he was here and he was bearing down on Adam with the shovel pointed at him like a spear.
No time to think. Adam deflected the shovel with the scythe and threw an elbow into the side of the rotter’s head. It stumbled right into a wall—through it—and into the next room. Adam followed through a shower of sawdust.
The floor groaned as the rotter rose to face him. Shovel met blade again, and this time it was Adam who was knocked off balance. He fell on his back and rolled aside just in time to avoid being impaled. The rotter caught his ankle and hurled him across the room with inhuman strength.
This was much more than just a zombie. Something had changed, and Adam knew why. When the bastard had ambushed him in Jefferson Harbor, he’d done something that defied all undead instinct: he’d tasted of the Reaper’s flesh, swallowing a pound of Adam’s otherworldly constitution before collapsing on the ground. Adam had revived to find the rotter lying inert and assumed he was finished. Wrong.
What had his false flesh done to the rotter? And had he actually followed Adam all the way here from Louisiana?
Again, no time to think, and Adam paid the price for his hesitation. The shovel bit into his side and he felt himself propelled through the air like a rag doll, crashing through a paper-thin wall and into a railing and nearly toppling over it to the lobby below.
He turned, ducking as he did so, and the shovel whistled over his head. He thrust the scythe at the rotter. No purchase. He had to get closer. But that damn shovel was beating him back with every effort, and he felt the railing pressing into his back, then he heard a sharp crack and suddenly there was nothing at all supporting him.
Adam dropped through space, through beams of light and dust motes, down down down to the floor where he landed on the shattered railing and felt a sort of pain he’d never felt before. It knifed through his spine, from his neck to his buttocks, and he arched his back with a cry of pure agony.
He had no bones, was only God’s clay, but his new life had blessed him with a knowledge of suffering, and he felt now as if he’d been snapped in half by the fall. And the rotter was thundering down the stairs.
Thunder. The entire chamber was rumbling. It was all going to come down.
As the rotter crossed the lobby toward him, Adam forced himself into a kneeling position and swung his blade into a nearby column. It bowed and exploded outward, and a balcony dropped from the upper levels with a boom that shook the foundations of the town hall.
Adam rolled out of the way of falling plaster and wood, landing right at the rotter’s feet. He swept the undead’s legs out from under him.
The rotter hit the floor with a solid thud. He was all meat, wasn’t he? Healthy as a living man but with the appearance of a cadaver. Bloodshot eyes glared at Adam from skeletal sockets. The thing fumbled for its shovel, but Adam got it first and he brought it down on the rotter’s face with a wet crunch.
The staircase crumbled. The roof was sagging. Time to go.
Adam dove out the front doors and was followed by an eruption of debris as the building fell in on itself. Dust blanketed the plaza, and Adam pressed his face into the ground and covered his head while hunks of wood and marble skipped across the concrete like wayward missiles.
At last the world settled. Adam looked up and took in the scene. A work of classic architecture, centuries old, a testament to Man’s spirit, now dust; for the sake of one rotter. And Man would not rebuild. Not today. Such was the plague.
* * *
By twilight, the man with the scythe was gone. There were only the voices.
You feel him in your bones. You taste him in your mouth—quickly now, before he’s gone too far and you lose him!
Get up! Get after him!
You are the end of him. You are the Omega. It is what you must do.
Aren’t you aching for his flesh? Isn’t your black blood on fire? What’s keeping you? GET UP!
A cacophony of disembodied voices crowding out the rotter’s own animal thoughts. These voices, spitting and howling, arguing with him and with one another—they were his conscience, or had at least taken its place. Voices young and old, speaking in all tongues yet perfectly understandable to him. It was their rage that made it all so clear, more so than any of their pleas or threats. He felt their collective rage in his rotten core, like flames rising to warm the walls of a broken-down furnace. It was the rage that drove him, and the lingering taste of the Reaper’s flesh—the memory of it sending chills through his bones even as his black heart fluttered to life.
The Omega clawed his way out of the rubble where the town hall had stood. Using the recovered shovel to pry his legs free, he climbed down from the ruins and surveyed the plaza.
A few other rotters were standing around the site, swaying slightly as their blank stares turned toward the Omega. He approached the nearest one, a female with sagging breasts and belly, and he raised the shovel.
It cleaved into her heart with a brittle snapping of ribs. She staggered, arms swinging at her sides, face expressionless. She tried to turn and walk away.
The Omega sank the shovel into the tough meat of her back and wrestled her to the ground. Then he fell upon her.
Yes!
Devour her, all of her! Take her energy into yourself. We’ll need all we can get.
Cleanse your body! Drive out the rot!
He fed. Pus was spat from the lips of abscesses in his legs and back. Writhing maggots were forced from his ears and hair. The fungus in his innards boiled away. As his body grew stronger—as they grew stronger—all impurities were driven from him, and his latest wounds began to scab over. He felt the broken bones in his face being manipulated and healed together; and he ate ravenously.
They knew how to use the virus’ dark energy. He was a mere animal, maybe less, dead and dumb; but they took care of him. And they drove him across the badlands after the scent of the other. Soon would come the inevitable, the final feast... the Reaper.
Fill your gullet to its brim. Then go after the other ones. Feed!
When next we cross paths with him, it shall be our last meeting.
More than five months had passed since the exodus from Jefferson Harbor, and Voorhees still didn’t know what had become of Lily.
As he boarded a bus on the outskirts of Chicago, someone caught his arm. It was Killian, a young officer he’d met during his orientation. “I found her,” Killian said.
They got a seat together near the back and waited until the bus got moving. “I can’t believe buses run between the cities like this,” Voorhees muttered. “All those miles of lonely highway...”
“And not a rotter to be seen,” Killian said. She nudged his arm and smiled. “So, do you want to know where your girl is or not?”
“She’s not my girl.” Voorhees frowned out the window. “I don’t know if I want to know. She was the last living citizen of the Harbor... I was supposed to protect them all, and I got one little girl out. Then she’s taken from me the second we enter the Wall. Who knows what’s happened.”
“Well, do you want me to tell you? It’s nothing bad, Voorhees.”
“Tell me.”
“She’s in Gaylen, the same city where we’re headed. A young couple took her in. They’re seeking permanent custody.”
Voorhees let out a long, tired sigh. “So she’s safe, then.”
“She’s safe.”
“Now I can start worrying about what’s going to happen to me.”
“You’ll be fine. I’ve got your back.”
“You’re half my age.”
“Really? I didn’t think you were that old.” Killian smiled again, leaning toward him. “It’s a joke, Voorhees. When’s the last time you had a laugh?”
“I don’t remember what my laugh sounds like,” he replied.
She saw he wasn’t kidding and whistled. “That’s gotta change. You’re okay now. You’ve come a long way from that place. You’re in the Great Cities now—and you’re gonna be a real cop again. Did they not mention that to you, repeatedly? You’re gonna be a Gaylen P.O.—of course that means Peace Officer here, not Patrol Officer—but it’s the same thing.”
“I was a senior officer in the Harbor.”
“Nothing I can do about that, buddy.” Killian patted his arm. “Look at it this way. Being a beat cop means less time filling out reports and more time doing the job.”
“Paperwork is the job—”
“Oh, you’re hopeless.” Turning from him, Killian stared ahead. Feeling guilty, Voorhees tried to think of something to say. “Hey, I’ll be getting paid again. That’ll be nice.”
“Social Services explains in orientation that you earn credits, but what they don’t tell you is that, as a P.O., you don’t have to pay for everything like the rest. Explaining that is my job.” She had been in the Great Cities for a year, and had only been in Chicago to help run orientation. With a sideways glance toward the other passengers, Killian slipped a card from within her jacket and handed it to Voorhees. “It’s a forever pass for medical services. Any hospital, any time. Everyone else has to spend their credits on day passes and hope that the line for the doctor isn’t too long.”
“What about emergencies?”
“They still bill people’s accounts. Costs a lot more too. But not for you.”
“How many emergencies do you think go unreported as a result of that?” he asked.
“People can afford medical care, it’s not like they’re being paid minimum wage. Hell, minimum wage isn’t even minimum wage anymore. You know full-time parents with multiple kids earn as much as a Senate aide?”
Voorhees pocketed the medical pass. “Any other perks?”
“Discounted food and entertainment. All the food in Gaylen is grown or raised on farms. Beef is expensive as hell.”
“You said entertainment?”
“Sure. You know the live music in Chicago? They do that in Gaylen too. And he rugby teams are always looking for new players if you think you’re up to it. Plays, too, chosen by the Senate. Our city admin, Senator Cullen, writes some himself. Really fucking boring unless you’re stoned, but that costs an arm and a leg—”
“What?”
“Nothing. Anyway, all the P.Os live in the same building, a refurbished hotel on West Avenue. They’ll put you on the top floor. You think it’s a steal but then you find out the heating is shot. Course, they’ll still dock your pay for it”
“Yeah, back to the drugs.”
“C’mon, Voorhees. Everyone needs a break once in a while. It’s just pot.”
“Yeah, I’ve heard of it. Do you smoke on the job?”
She glared at him. “Of course not.”
“Good.”
“Which reminds me, Gaylen’s a dry city. We do still have some moonshiners underground but we usually just let that go. Alcohol’s not as much of a problem when no one drives.”
“I was about to ask. These buses travel between cities though. And run on ethanol?”
“Yeah, and so do the generators in town, but the good news is Gaylen’s hydroelectric plant came back online last month. They’ve been working to keep that thing alive for the last fifty years. Not a bad investment. Technology, industry may have stagnated in the last century, but we didn’t. We’re surviving.”
Surviving. That seemed to be enough for most. Voorhees grimaced. “And is the water as clean as Chicago’s?”
“Cleaner.” Killian’s smile had returned. It was probably contagious in most circumstances. Voorhees had forgotten what it felt like to smile. Every waking moment since he’d been born had been a losing war against the undead. Every day was the end of the world. And now he was supposed to believe in this walled paradise, this new Eden, established by the same government who’d left everyone in the badlands to die?
Of course they would say it was one’s own choice to remain in the badlands. But it had been hard to swallow the radio broadcasts about a rotter-free safe zone.
Well, here it is. Right outside your window.
Gaylen, on the southern tip of Lake Michigan. His new home. He tried to focus on that, rather than the nightmares of the past with their strange characters and unanswered questions. He especially tried not to think about the cloaked specter of Death, astride a pale horse, charging into the undead hordes.
Life is normal now, he told himself.
“We celebrate holidays, too,” said Killian. “Halloween is coming up. You know what that is? On that night...”
Voorhees shut his eyes and tried to block out the rest of her words. He tried to think about health benefits and utilities and neighbors but he simply hadn’t been bred for such a life. There was no after the apocalypse in his mind. All they had here was the Wall, and he couldn’t wall out his memories.
They were dangling by strings from the lowest branches of the trees surrounding the rock quarry. Adam peered into their lifeless dark eyes and saw his own soulless gaze, doll’s-eyes blinking curiously.
They were alarms to announce the presence of afterdead. Afterdead... he hadn’t called the rotters that since he’d shed his robes. It seemed so long ago. Strange, when he had existed for ages; as Death, every moment had been the same, and time without meaning. A thousand years or a day, it had mattered not to him. But now he marked hours, days, weeks. He rose with the sun and would observe the changing of the seasons. He bore scars on his hands and feet, and in his reflection he saw not a being frozen in time but a man living his life.
In his reflection, in the lizard’s eyes, he saw torchlight, and spun to meet the young woman climbing out from the sea of shadows that filled the quarry.
She stopped short, gaped at his face. “Is it you?” she asked, blue eyes shining. “Are you the angel?”
He frowned and took a step toward her. “I—”
THWACK! An arrow planted itself in the tree beside him. “Don’t move!” barked a man’s voice.
Another man, old and frail, stepped out from behind the girl with a bow pulled taut in trembling hands. “Do as the boy says, friend.”
“Are you alone?” A third voice called.
“Yes,” Adam replied.
“Are you Army?”
“No.”
“How could you be out here by yourself?” stammered the old man. “Better tell the truth before you get hurt!”
“It’s the angel,” the girl breathed. What did she mean by that?
Gravel crunched beneath boots as a man approached, a man with a hard face, shirtless body slick with sweat. He had a camouflage tee tied around his waist. Combat fatigues. Maybe Adam would have been better off saying he was Army.
The man saw Adam studying his clothing and grinned. “They’re stolen,” he said. “We used to raid Army camps back before the withdrawal. It’s a lot tougher finding something to eat these days, I’m sure you know that—but at least we’re warm.”
The man extended his hand. “I’m Thackeray,” he said. “You look like you’re an albino. Must be brutal for you out here.”
Adam nodded quickly, shaking the man’s hand. “Stand down!” Thackeray shouted over his shoulder.
“Come down into the crater. I don’t want our torches visible up here too long.” Thackeray patted Adam’s back and led him past the old man and girl; she looked woefully disappointed.
* * *
“Must’ve taken a lot out of you to get here,” Thackeray said. “How did you hear about us?”
“I didn’t—I was just passing through.”
“Now that I find hard to believe.” Thackeray smiled. “I know the welcome wagon was a little rough, but you’re in good hands now. Matter of fact, some people around here call me the boss. Not a title I much care for, but it seems to stick.”
He pointed toward the top of the quarry and the darkness beyond. “Tons of rotters in the cities around here. They tend not to wander off in our direction, though. If they ever thought to come a-hunting, we might be in trouble. But for now all we have to deal with is the occasional feral.”
The camp at the bottom of the crater was comprised mainly of Army tents. Small fires burned here and there, but nothing that would attract attention topside. In fact, even as he came down the slope of the quarry Adam hadn’t seen any light at all; the fires were each concealed behind boulders.
The people there were families of all ages, and mother and child alike tensed when they saw Adam; but relaxed when they saw Thackeray at his side.
A large rodent turned on a spit in front of Thackeray’s tent. “Hungry?” he asked. Adam shook his head.
“It’s been overcast the past week,” Thackeray remarked. “Guess it’s a lot harder for you when it isn’t.”
“Yes.” Adam sat on a rock beside the fire. Thackeray stabbed a fork into the rat. Blood ran, sizzling, into the flames.
“We always have to make sure they’re not undead before we eat ‘em,” Thackeray said. “What have you been living on?”
“Uh... mostly berries.” Adam silently begged for the questions to end. He tried to avoid badlanders, and had he not been mesmerized by the lizards with their tiny bells he would have turned and gone in the opposite direction. As much as he yearned for companionship—
(Lily)
He didn’t expect all people to be as accepting as the child had been. The man who’d helped to get Lily out of Jefferson Harbor, Voorhees—he had regarded the former Death with more than a bit of apprehension. But he’d been a good man. Adam had watched him for a long time to make sure of just that.
“You’re lost in thought,” Thackeray said. He chewed an ear off of the rat’s blackened head. “I don’t think you heard a word I just said.”
“I’m sorry. What was it?”
“I said the berries around here are deadly poisonous.”
“Oh.” Why was the man telling Adam that? He was forgetting his own lies.
“Let me try something,” Thackeray said through a mouthful of rat meat, and sank the fork’s tines into Adam’s shoulder.
They both stared down at the handle of the fork. It had gone clean through the new suit Adam had taken from one of the rotters back in town.
“This is where you would express some sort of discomfort,” Thackeray said.
Adam looked across the fire at him. Tentatively, he grasped the fork and pulled it free. “I... it didn’t...”
“I know who you are,” Thackeray said softly. “Josie was right. You’re the angel. The angel of death.”
He reached out and took the fork back. “Sorry for the whole ‘stabbing you’ thing. I’m a little eccentric, they say. Maybe that’s why I can sit across from you and keep a straight face. If the others knew...” He shrugged and took another bite of his dinner.
“How do you know of me?” Adam demanded.
“Most badlanders in these parts have heard of you. I mean, you’ve saved so many lives, cut the undead down right in front of them—did you really think no one would tell?”
“I’ve appeared to many in the past,” Adam said. “I didn’t think anyone would believe them.”
“Well, in a world where the dead walk, nothing seems impossible. I’ve heard old folk say they saw you killing rotters seventy, eighty years ago. Were you?”
“I have been hunting them since it began,” Adam said. “But things are different now. You have to understand—I’m no longer the Reaper.”
“I guess that explains the suit. Sorry for ruining your jacket, by the way.”
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