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They were eight miles south of the Blue Ridge Parkway when Rachel Wheeler first got the urge to kill her companions.

They’d dismounted their horses as the terrain had grown steeper, DeVontay leading one of the pack animals just ahead of her. Dirt flew from the horse’s rear hooves, a clump of it bouncing off Rachel’s shin. The motion of the creature’s legs irritated her. She hated its power, its energy, its aliveness.

DeVontay’s aliveness bothered her as well. Tall and dark-skinned, his shirt sleeves rolled up past his muscular forearms, shoulders straight despite the weight of his bulging backpack, he appeared vibrant and healthy. Except when he turned to look at her, that one dead glass eye catching the dappled sunlight that broke through the canopy of leaves overhead.

“You okay, Rachel?” he asked, stopping for a moment.

No, I’m not okay.

But she smiled, because that was expected. That was the human thing to do.

And she was human. Wasn’t she?

“Not much farther,” she said, casting about on the forest floor for a heavy stick or broken branch she could use as a club. His skull looked inviting. She imagined it split open, with red blood and gray brains boiling out of it. But now that he and the horse were at rest, the inner dissonance faded. She could scarcely remember what the irritation felt like.

Behind her on the narrow trail was Stephen, slowing them all down with his little-boy steps. Out of sight below them, Campbell led the other horse they’d appropriated from the valley below. The North Carolina forest was brilliant with late autumn, yellow and scarlet leaves skating down from the high branches to make a colorful carpet on the dirt.

“Do you think he’ll be expecting you?” DeVontay said. “It’s been almost three months. He’s probably given up hope.”

“No,” Rachel said. “Even if my grandfather thinks I’m probably dead, he’ll still be waiting.”

Franklin Wheeler wasn’t the optimistic type, but he’d promised Rachel he’d stay at his compound at Milepost 291 “until the buzzards haul off my creaky old bones.” She hadn’t had any contact with him since the solar storms back in August ripped the world apart, shut down civilization, and wiped out billions with electromagnetic radiation. And a new kind—the mutant Zapheads whose physiology had been irrevocably altered—had ascended to the top of the food chain as a result.

Seems like so long ago. A lifetime.

“We’ll be exposed out on the parkway,” DeVontay said. “Maybe we should ditch the horses. The terrain’s getting too steep for them. This is mule country.”

“What kind of message would that send Stephen? That we just toss things aside when they no longer suit us? He’d probably worry that we’d be getting rid of him next.”

“Yeah, better keep you,” DeVontay said, patting the animal’s neck. “We don’t want to haul all that junk ourselves.”

DeVontay tugged the reins and the horse lifted its big hooves. As they continued up the trail, Rachel’s rage returned. The motion of both the man and the animal caused her an almost physical pain.

Stephen shouted something. He wasn’t alarmed but was clearly excited.

“Keep it down,” DeVontay ordered in a stage whisper.

Rachel finished his sentence in her head: Or the Zapheads might get us.

“I’ll check,” Rachel said, relieved to get away from DeVontay before she attacked him.

She backtracked thirty yards, passing an outcropping of granite slabs that looked like it had been shot into the earth from an alien spacecraft. Stephen was just beyond it, kneeling in the leaves, clawing at the ground. Campbell’s horse clopped in the forest, scuffling leaves. He must have taken a detour through the woods even though DeVontay told them to stay together.

“What is it?” Rachel asked Stephen.

He held it up. “A gun.”

“Stephen, you shouldn’t be handling that. Put it down. Gently.”

She looked around. What was a gun doing out here in the middle of nowhere?

None of them were armed. DeVontay and Stephen had narrowly escaped a Zaphead attack after a rogue band of survivors killed the people they were with. She and Campbell had fled from a farm where Zapheads kept them as involuntary guests, but her experience there had changed her. The Zapheads healed a vicious wound in her leg, and she’d felt strange ever since.

Colors and sounds seemed amplified, in much the same way she imagined psychedelic drugs might alter normal perception. Small movements annoyed her. And she’d seen the reflection of the small, animated flecks of gold in her own eyes. She wasn’t sure how much of a Zaphead she was, but she’d made her choice.

She was going to be human and resist the urges that boiled away inside her.

Yet here was a gun.

Stephen studied her, as if not fully accepting her as the woman who’d adopted him after his mother’s death. He’d changed, too, no longer the innocent, scared child. He held the rifle in his hands as if it were a toy, his eyes slit, face creased with worry.

You’re disobeying me. I said put it down. Now, you brat.

But what she said was, “Stephen, you know what DeVontay would say.”

“But I found it. It’s mine.”

“We’ll let DeVontay decide.” She walked toward him, one palm turned up. “Let me have it.”

Stephen held the rifle as DeVontay had taught him, barrel pointed down and to the side, but he looked like he could swing it up in a heartbeat. It was a little heavy for him, and a long magazine protruded from the stock just in front of the trigger. Probably an automatic or semi-automatic, a weapon designed to pump a hail of bullets as fast as possible.

“There’s blood on it,” Stephen said.

Rachel could make out the gummy, brown splotches on the stock. The blood wasn’t fresh, but it hadn’t dried and flaked away in the weather, either. The weapon had likely been dropped sometime since the last rain three days ago.

“Could be some people around,” Rachel said. “Bad people. Like the ones that caught you before.”

“So it’s good we have a rifle now, huh?”

“Yes, but let me hold it for you until we figure this out.”

Stephen lifted the rifle a couple of inches. “Because I’m a kid, right? Because I’m helpless.”

“No, you’re the Little Man,” she said, using DeVontay’s pet phrase for the boy. “I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

Or to hurt me, either.

DeVontay probably heard the murmur of their conversation but wasn’t coming back down through the woods to see what was happening. He must have decided it wasn’t an emergency and wasn’t worth trying to turn the big horse around on the narrow trail. Campbell was somewhere off to the left, maybe fifty yards away, snapping branches as he made a noisy passage through the trees.

“I know how to shoot it,” Stephen said, curling one finger around the trigger. “And we’re supposed to kill Zapheads now, right?”

“No, no, that’s not what we do. We try to avoid them.”

“What happened to your eyes?”

She’d been easing closer but now stopped. “Huh?”

“Your eyes. They have the lights in them like the Zapheads do.”

“That’s just the sun reflecting in them.”

“How come they don’t reflect like that in DeVontay’s or Campbell’s?”

Rachel considered rushing him, but that might cause him to panic. He was starting to annoy her. No, he was starting to really piss her off.

“Put it down,” she said coldly. “Now.”

“You’re scary,” Stephen said.

“Guns are scarier.” She didn’t like the way the boy was looking at her, his eyes shaded by the bill of his Carolina Panthers cap. She strode toward him, forcing herself to remain calm, stretching out her hand for the rifle, now only ten feet away.

He raised the barrel, which quivered, the muzzle like a black eye seeking light.

He’s going to shoot me.

But then she was close enough to grab the gun and tug it away. He let go and looked down at the coagulated blood smeared on his hands. He wailed, “I’m sorry,” and she knelt before him and gave him a hug.

“It’s okay, hon,” she said. “Like DeVontay says, it’s good to be scared. It means you’re alive.”

Rachel picked up the rifle and checked it over. She put her finger on the safety mechanism. Even if Stephen had pulled the trigger, the gun wouldn’t have fired. It was a military-grade weapon, and the magazine appeared to be half full of brass jackets. It fired three-shot bursts, if she remembered correctly, or one shot at a time. Plenty enough to finish the job.

A big brown horse snorted and clopped out from the trees, Campbell astride its back. The animal also carried several canvas bags of supplies and a bed roll the group collected from a house where they’d rested for a week. “What’s going on?”

She could do it. Flip the safety, spray a burst in their direction, and then get DeVontay. Destroy them all.

“I found a gun,” Stephen said to Campbell, who swung off the back of his horse, nearly losing his balance.

“Nice,” he said. “We need some protection. Let me have it, Rachel.”

“No. I’ll take it to DeVontay.”

Campbell’s tousled hair gave him a sleepy aspect, but his lip curled in a sneer that was wide awake. He pushed his glasses up his nose. “Who voted him king?”

“He’s taken care of us for two months. And he’s gotten us this far.”

“Sure, but who got you away from that farmhouse full of Zaps? Where was he then?”

“We need to all stick together now.”

“So your wacko grandpa can squirrel us away in some survival compound and turn us into beef jerky?”

Two quick movements of your fingers. Flip this safety and pull the trigger, and you can shut him up. Forever.

“Stop it,” Stephen shouted, clamping his hands over his ears. He was ten years old again, despite the growing up that had been forced upon him in that cataclysmic flash of light.

Campbell shot her a look that seemed to blame her for the outburst. But he made no move to comfort the boy.

“What’s going on down there?” DeVontay called.

“We found a gun,” Rachel said.

“Hold on. Don’t move.”

Rachel imagined him tethering the horse to a tree so he could walk down the trail. She was glad he’d take the decision out of her hands, because she didn’t trust herself right now.

“Don’t you wonder what that gun’s doing out in the middle of nowhere?” Campbell asked.

“Looks like somebody was shooting it pretty recently.”

“All that blood makes me think somebody was shooting back.” Campbell surveyed the forest around them. “But I don’t see any bodies.”

The mountain slopes were shadowed by the late-afternoon sun, a slight chill in the air. The moist odor of loam and rotted wood mingled with the acrid smell of dying leaves. Back in the old days, the Before, November would have been the perfect time for a nature hike. Now it seemed like an unending trudge through a steep landscape that was busy dulling the fall colors toward gray and brown.

All to chase a promise made by her grandfather, who was probably either dead or changed into...

...the thing she was becoming.

She eased the safety forward and aimed the weapon at the figure coming down the trail. She had practiced very little, but she figured close was good enough if you fired enough bullets.

“Rachel,” DeVontay said. “It’s me.”

I know.

But as she sighted down the barrel, she made the mistake of looking at his face. This was the man who sacrificed himself so that she and Stephen could escape from Zapheads a month ago, and he’d risked his life to save her from a band of vigilante soldiers in Taylorsville. And he’d kissed her with those soft, full lips.

The anger suddenly left her. As Rachel lowered the gun, the anger and emotional chaos dissolved. She felt empty and foolish. She needed these people.

“Sorry,” she said. “I’m just a little jumpy.”

“We’re cool,” DeVontay said, nodding at Stephen but ignoring Campbell.

“We might be in the middle of a war zone,” Campbell said. “What the hell’s a military weapon doing out here?”

“Might be some other survivors around,” DeVontay said. “But we can’t trust anybody.”

“I thought this hillbilly paradise was supposed to be safe,” Campbell said. “That’s why we came, isn’t it?”

“Nowhere is safe anymore,” Rachel said. “But my grandfather was prepared for something like this. If we can make it to his compound, at least we’ll have a chance.”

“Nobody could be prepared for something like this. The sun goes ballistic and suddenly everybody either drops dead or turns into crazy-brained killers. Your grandfather’s probably dead and gone to rot by now.”

Rachel didn’t want to think about that. “Either way, his compound will be there. We don’t have any better options.”

DeVontay looked up from checking the weapon. “When the first snow hits, we might wish we’d stayed in the city.”

“Too many Zapheads there,” Stephen said.

“Well, we’re not the only ones who know about this compound,” DeVontay said. “Those soldiers in Taylorsville were headed this way. And if there were any survivors from Stonewall. That might even be one of their guns.”

“Franklin Wheeler wasn’t much of a secret,” DeVontay said. “That group down in the valley knew about it, too.”

“Great. So everybody’s going to play ‘King of the Hill’ using high-caliber weapons.”

“If we lay low, we have better odds,” DeVontay said. “Zapheads respond to noise and react to violence by imitating it. If we stay out of the way, they may forget all about us.”

“Genius at work,” Campbell said, throwing his hands in the air. “So we just give them the world and slink off into a cave somewhere.”

Campbell had been antagonistic ever since they’d joined up with DeVontay and Stephen. Rachel was worried that Campbell felt possessive of her. True, she probably owed him her life. But survival was going to be a group effort.

The Zapheads want to survive, too, and there are a lot more of them.

She didn’t want to think about the intuitive link with the Zapheads she’d experienced down in the valley. Bad enough her eyes were affected, but she’d also endured emotional extremes since the Zapheads inflicted the electromagnetic changes that healed her gangrenous leg. They’d somehow infected her, but not in any viral sense—the treatment altered her in ways she could barely recognize, much less understand. 

But she was still in control. Of course she was.

“We still don’t know what we’re up against,” Rachel said. “The Zapheads are changing their behavior. Adapting or evolving, becoming more communal. They have some sort of intuitive link going on. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it telepathy, but they’re definitely working together in some sort of socialized pattern.”

“Yeah, gathering up all the dead,” Campbell said. “That’s one way to boost the old community spirit.”

“Remember what they did at the courthouse in Taylorsville,” Stephen said. “Where the Zapheads arranged all the bodies around like they were still alive. Like they were dolls.”

“Jeez, kid,” Campbell said. “You’re giving me the creeps.”

DeVontay’s horse whinnied nervously. DeVontay chopped the air with his hand and they all fell silent, listening to the forest around them. As the soft noises of nature—a distant, gurgling brook, a breeze through the crisp leaves, the chattering of crows and verios—emerged around them, Rachel realized how loudly they’d been talking.

DeVontay motioned for everyone to remain still and crept up the trail, holding the rifle up and ready to fire. Campbell’s horse snorted and he gave a tug on the bridle to hush it. Rachel put a protective arm around Stephen.

“I’d drop that if I were you,” came a voice from somewhere uphill from them.

On the granite outcropping crouched a man in a Kevlar vest and khaki cargo pants, pointing a weapon at DeVontay. He was maybe fifty feet away, his face cold, eyes hidden by aviator shades. His rifle barrel held steady on his target, as if he had all the time in the world. DeVontay eased his own weapon to the carpet of leaves before raising his arms in surrender.

“Anybody else armed?” the soldier called to the group. “If so, throw it down slow.”

“No,” Campbell said, sullen and defeated. “All we have is our mouths.”

“Good,” the soldier said. “Then keep ‘em shut.”

As the man descended the granite promontory, Rachel’s homicidal rage returned.



CHAPTER TWO
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DeVontay Jones didn’t like this.

He didn’t like it at all.

He’d been captured by a rogue Army platoon in Taylorsville and then imprisoned by a band of survivors in Stonewall, all while dodging Zapheads along the way. Now, just as they were approaching the promise of peace and a chance to settle down, along came another asshole with a gun.

And Rachel...her eyes...

He hadn’t wanted any explanations for her odd behavior. Campbell told him how the Zapheads inflicted a weird hands-on healing of her leg. Despite the strange glint in her eyes and the echolalia she’d exhibited, repeating phrases over and over, DeVontay preferred to believe she was in a state of shock. Nothing a little rest wouldn’t cure.

She was in no shape to deal with this. And Campbell had been sullen and bitchy ever since they’d teamed up in the valley. Even Stephen seemed unstable, as if the trauma and anxiety had piled up on his little shoulders until he was ready to break.

Once again, DeVontay would have to be the man.

No matter how scared and exhausted he was.

The soldier was close enough that DeVontay could see the single silver bar on his shoulder. A lieutenant. Someone with experience who might be able to help them. Or a trigger-happy psycho pushed past the breaking point along with anyone else still unlucky enough to be breathing.

“What do you want?” DeVontay asked. They didn’t have much food, and the gun lying on the ground had been their only weapon. The horses had some value, but in this rugged mountain terrain they were almost a liability. They didn’t have much to offer in hope of appeasement.

Of course, the officer could want Rachel for recreation, the same reason those men in the Stonewall compound had kept their women locked away.

The sun might have tossed the lid on our coffin, but we’re doing a damned good job of pounding in the nails. We’re all getting less human by the day.

Rachel edged closer to the rifle on the ground, her fingers twitching. The lieutenant noticed and pointed his weapon at her. “Easy,” he said. “I don’t want to shoot.”

“Because if you shoot, the Zaps will find you,” Campbell said. “They’re around here somewhere. I can just feel them.”

“We haven’t seen any for two days,” DeVontay said, wondering why Campbell was trying to provoke the man.

“They’re around, all right,” the lieutenant said. “But if you stay quiet, they won’t bother you.”

“That’s why we aren’t carrying weapons,” DeVontay said. “They get stirred up if you fight them. But if you ignore them, they chill out.”

“They’re anything but chill,” the lieutenant said. “Ask a couple of my buddies what they can do. Just don’t expect an answer, because they don’t have any tongues.”

The lieutenant scooped up the rifle and checked the magazine. “M16A2. Probably from my unit.”

“Were you battling Zapheads around here?” DeVontay asked, relieved that the solder seemed a little more relaxed and less threatening.

“No,” the lieutenant said. “Each other.”

“Great,” Campbell said. “Only a handful of us left, and we still haven’t figured out who the enemy is.”

“So,” Rachel said to the officer. “Are you going to shoot us or what?”

DeVontay didn’t like the way she was looking at the armed intruder. Were her eyes glittering? It was hard to tell with the sun drifting down through the quivering leaves. But Stephen drew back from her as if she smelled bad. The boy had remained silent throughout the standoff, his face pale.

“That depends,” the lieutenant said.

“If the Zapheads swarm us, you’re going to want another shooter,” DeVontay said.

“I thought you said we could just close our eyes and they’d go away.”

“Not if you’re acting like you’re ready for war. I think they can sense aggression, like a wild animal.”

The lieutenant scanned the forest around them. “It’s not the Zapheads I’m worried about.”

The moment his back was turned, Rachel leapt at him, a high-pitched clicking noise issuing from her throat. She caught him in the shoulder, knocking him off balance and sending the confiscated gun tumbling to the ground. DeVontay was startled, unable to move, but Campbell rushed forward as if he’d been expecting her to attack.

“Get the gun,” Campbell grunted at DeVontay, but the soldier had already flung Rachel away and swung his own automatic rifle in her direction.

“No!” DeVontay and Stephen yelled in unison.

Rachel scrambled up from the mud and leaves of the forest floor. Before she could launch herself at the lieutenant again, DeVontay tackled her, bracing for a hail of bullets. He wasn’t even sure why he considered Rachel more dangerous than an armed man, but he hugged her with all his might. She struggled and kicked in his embrace, and they both tumbled to the ground.

“Don’t hurt her,” Stephen yelled, jumping on DeVontay’s back. Even though the boy only weighed about eighty pounds, his knees drove the air from DeVontay’s lungs.

“Stay down,” DeVontay whispered in Rachel’s ear, hoping to calm her. But she seemed beyond hearing, thrashing like a wild and wounded animal. DeVontay didn’t know how long he could restrain her, and he didn’t trust the lieutenant not to shoot.

He rolled her so that she was on her belly, hoping his weight would pin her in place. Stephen climbed on his back, wrapping his thin arms around DeVontay’s neck and restricting his breath. DeVontay lost his balance, and she turned beneath him. Needles of pain lanced up his forearm.

Holy hell, is she BITING me?

He jerked his arm away from her face, warm blood staining his shirt sleeve. Her eyes were wide, and golden flecks shimmered there as if a fire was trying to erupt inside her skull. He didn’t want to hit her, but she clawed at his face and tried to bite him again.

“Help me,” he shouted at Campbell, who was frozen in place. “Grab her arm.”

The lieutenant shifted his rifle back and forth, unsure who was the biggest threat. DeVontay hoped the man didn’t decide to just kill them all and be done with it. But he was more worried about Rachel at the moment. She was scary as hell, her strength almost supernatural, as if she’d been possessed.

“Stephen, grab her other arm,” DeVontay commanded, shrugging the boy from his shoulders.

“Leave her alone,” the boy wailed, drumming his small fists against DeVontay’s shoulder blades.

“We have to stop her so we can help her,” DeVontay said, as Campbell joined the fray. Together they managed to hold her so she was no longer attacking DeVontay, but she bucked and writhed underneath them, mewling and clicking noises pouring from her throat. Stephen finally realized DeVontay wasn’t trying to hurt her, and he sat on her legs so that she stopped kicking.

DeVontay looked up at the lieutenant. “Okay, you’ve gotten a good look. You for us or against us?”

“I’m not on anybody’s side but my own.”

“You didn’t shoot us. So that puts you ahead of all the other people we’ve run into lately.”

“This isn’t my fight.”

“We need to tie her up,” Campbell said. “We can’t sit on her all day.”

“You have anything in your pack?” DeVontay asked the lieutenant.

“All my supplies are back at camp. I didn’t plan on playing rodeo cowboy.”

“The horses. You got a knife? Cut the bridle into leather strips.”

The lieutenant removed the magazine from the second weapon, slid it into a pocket of his camo cargo pants, and walked to where Campbell had tethered his horse. He pulled a Ka-bar commando Bowie from a boot holster, the blade flashing in the sunlight. “Your horse might run off,” he said.

“It’s tame,” DeVontay said. “Besides, it’s curious. We’re probably pretty damned amusing.”

The horse had drawn as close as it could to the struggle and strained against the bit of leather running from one of the bridle’s iron rings to the trunk of a sapling. Its head was cocked as if watching them out of the corner of one eye.

“Easy, boy.” The lieutenant drew the knife across the leather and then trimmed the bridle from the horse’s long brown face.

Rachel gave a lunge beneath them, but she was unable to budge the three bodies atop her. The bite wound on DeVontay’s arm throbbed and, despite the coolness of the late-autumn air, sweat poured down his face. His glass eye felt like dirt had wedged around the socket. His ribs ached from the blow Stephen had landed, and his legs were sore stems of rubber.

What I wouldn’t give for a hot tub right now. Just five minutes of the way things used to be.

Unlike Rachel, he didn’t have any sort of religion to fall back on in troubled times. If times stayed this troubled, he might have plenty of opportunities to come up with one. Right now, the best he could do was utter a “Goddamn.”

“She’s mellowing out,” Campbell said.

DeVontay sensed that she’d relaxed but was unwilling to trust her. She might be playing possum, waiting for an opening. And those teeth—she’d definitely been the beneficiary of white suburban dental care. But her dentist, however much pride she may have taken in her work, was unlikely to have considered cannibalism as a possibility.

The lieutenant parked his rifle in the crook of his arm and knelt over the group. They were all panting from exertion. The horse, now free to follow its own volition, poked its head over the lieutenant’s shoulder.

“Tie her feet,” DeVontay said.

The lieutenant gave a shake of his head as if to say, I don’t believe I’m getting dragged into this. But he complied, asking Stephen to move up a little so he could reach her ankles.

“Not too tight,” Stephen said. “You’re digging into her skin.”

“Got to be tight enough,” the lieutenant said. “You don’t want her kicking you in the goose-eggs.”

Rachel closed her eyes, and DeVontay was relieved to be spared the sight of those chaotic storms. “How long has she been like this?” DeVontay whispered to Campbell.

“Like I told you. Ever since the farmhouse. Those Zappers did something to her.”

DeVontay didn’t want Stephen—or the lieutenant—to hear this, but he needed to know. “Is she turning into one of them?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t seen any other cases of spontaneous mutation, have you? As far as I can tell, the Zaps were formed in the first blast of the solar storms.”

“But we don’t know what’s happening out there,” DeVontay said. “It’s not like we can tune into CNN.”

“Our intel was that the mutations happened in the first wave of electromagnetic radiation,” the lieutenant said. “That’s why there were reports of riots and attacks even before the power went dark. The radiation escalated in waves over a couple of days, doing the rest of the damage.”

“Damage? Is that what you call six billion dead?”

The lieutenant shrugged. “I didn’t sign up for this shit.”

Campbell moved to one side so the lieutenant could bind Rachel’s wrists together. Her flesh turned red against the leather, but by the amount of strength she’d exhibited, DeVontay didn’t want to take any chances. She grunted as the knot tightened. DeVontay sighed with relief and stood on trembling legs. Rachel was trussed up like a pig ready for the barbecue spit.

“Sorry about this,” DeVontay said to her.

She opened her eyes. The apology was not accepted.

“Now what?” Campbell said to the others. “We carry her all the way to the top of the mountain?”

“What’s wrong with her?” the lieutenant asked. He’d removed his sunglasses and his crewcut and gray eyes made him look a lot less evil. “She’s acting like those crazies in the city, right after the Big Zap.”

“She might be infected,” DeVontay said.

“Bullshit. These things aren’t zombies. I haven’t heard of any fresh ones turning. If anything, they’re dying off.”

“Not as fast as we are. In the past two months, I’ve watched survivors blow each other to bits.”

“So have I.” The lieutenant stroked the neck of the horse, which had remained in their company. The horse snorted in pleasure. “That’s why I’m out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“You going to tell us what happened to you?” Campbell said. “Since it looks like you’re joining us?”

“I haven’t made up my mind about that yet. Depends on what you do about her.” He nodded to Rachel.

DeVontay wondered if the soldier wanted to put her down. That seemed to be how the military reacted to anything they couldn’t understand. Rachel was helpless at the moment, vulnerable, and he was torn between fear and protectiveness. They’d come a long way together, but was this the same woman he’d known before?

Stephen didn’t suffer any doubts about Rachel. He bent over her, whispering soothing words.

“Don’t get too close,” DeVontay said, the ache in his arm reminding him of her capabilities. “She might bite.”

“She’s okay now,” the boy said. “See?”

Rachel had stopped squirming and lay there looking up at them, breathing evenly. Her eyes held none of the strange sparks. They were wet with tears, and thin trails of them leaked down the sides of her face. Stephen shook her shoulder and said, “Tell them you’re okay.”

“What happened?” she asked, lifting her arms and staring at the leather strap that girded them together. “Really, guys, this is creepy.”

“You...” DeVontay didn’t know what to tell her. She wouldn’t believe the truth. He barely believed it himself. And he wasn’t sure if she had fully recovered from whatever seizure or violent fugue she’d experienced. She might be faking it for all he knew, just biding time until they freed her and she could attack them again.

“You freaked out,” Campbell said. “You jumped these people. You bit DeVontay.”

She shook her head from side to side, moaning “No.”

“You don’t believe me, then why is there blood on your chin?”

“Campbell, stop it,” DeVontay said, made uncomfortable by Rachel’s tears. “That’s not helping.”

“You people make up your minds,” the lieutenant said. “It’ll be dark soon, and I don’t want to be standing around in the middle of the woods. All this commotion might have stirred up some Zapheads.”

“Where’s your camp?” DeVontay hoped the lieutenant wouldn’t abandon them, especially without a weapon and ammunition. Firing a shot would only draw more of the mutants, but he wasn’t willing to leave himself helpless to defend Stephen.

“So now you trust me?” the soldier said, wiping at the stubble on his chin.

“We don’t have a choice,” DeVontay said.

“Let me up from here,” Rachel said. “What’s wrong with you? All of you?”

Stephen helped her sit up, giving her a hug. His eyes were moist with tears, and he sniffled. “Ray Ray,” he said, like a toddler. “Please don’t be scary anymore.”

“I’m not scary. I was just...I felt something.”

Felt something. DeVontay wondered if there were Zapheads around that had somehow influenced her behavior. In the valley, the glinting in her eyes had faded as they’d put distance between themselves and the Zapheads that were collecting bodies. And the radiance returned not long before the lieutenant had appeared. But how could DeVontay tell the others? He couldn’t abandon Rachel. They still needed her to find her grandfather’s compound.

And what about your feelings for her?

They’d kissed once, a fleeting and untimely intimacy that neither of them was willing to push further. But under different circumstances...

He wished he could separate his attraction for her from the immediate demands of survival, but what point was another day if it held nothing but breath and food and water? A man needed hope if he wanted to live instead of merely survive.

“We have to do something with her,” DeVontay said.

“My camp’s half a mile to the west,” the lieutenant said. “Just a lean-to, but there’s a rock shelf that provides some cover.”

“Are you willing to take us on, at least for the night?” DeVontay asked. Stephen looked at the lieutenant with desperate, pleading eyes. Campbell was sullen and stone-faced. The horse was the only one of the group who expressed any excitement at the prospect of an adventure, vigorously twitching its tail as it nibbled on some ferns.

“I haven’t made up my mind,” the lieutenant answered after a moment. “It’d be nice to have a sentry while I slept. But I need somebody I can trust. Right now, you guys barely seem to be able to handle a woman.”

DeVontay didn’t know if the man was being deliberately sexist or if he was implying that Rachel was something more than just a woman. “We’ve handled lots of things.”

“Oh, yeah? How many have you killed?”

“People, or Zapheads?” Campbell cut in.

“Either.”

“We’ve all killed,” DeVontay said. “Even the boy.”

DeVontay sold the lie with a cold stare. Stephen’s mouth opened in surprise but he didn’t say anything. Campbell nodded grimly.

The lieutenant didn’t quite buy it, but he didn’t push the issue, either. Instead, he tossed the automatic weapon to DeVontay, although he kept the ammunition magazine. “All right, soldiers. You’re drafted. Now saddle up.”

Wild West joke. Hilarious. “Can I borrow your knife, lieutenant?” DeVontay asked.

“Call me Hilyard,” the lieutenant said, pulling the commando knife from his boot and holding it out by the tip. “I’m a civilian now, I suppose.”

“Thanks, Hilyard. I’m DeVontay, that’s Campbell over there with the horse, and the boy’s named Stephen. That woman’s named Rachel.”

“You going to be responsible for her?”

“I have been for a while.” DeVontay took the knife and knelt beside Rachel. “Are you okay now?”

“Sure,” she said. “We’re going to Milepost 291, right? See, I remember.”

“That’s right.” DeVontay gave a weary smile, relieved that her tears were drying up. He could handle mutant behavioral changes, but he couldn’t handle vulnerability. They had to be tough now. Or, at least pretend to be, for Stephen’s sake. “But we have to rest first.”

“Just for the night. We need to get to my grandfather’s camp soon.”

“Just for the night.” DeVontay sliced the leather strap from her legs and helped her to her feet. “I’m going to leave your hands tied for a little bit, just to make sure.”

Her eyes narrowed, shooting hot anger at him, but he ignored her glare. Rage was better than sadness, as far as he was concerned. “I wouldn’t hurt you,” she said.

“It’s not just me,” he said, nodding to Hilyard, who was already heading up the trail, moving between the cluster of large granite slabs and deeper into the forest. Stephen took Rachel by the elbow and guided her up the trail, and DeVontay followed, the knife thrust in his belt and the empty rifle on his shoulder.

Campbell tried to capture the horse, but it danced away from him as if playing a mischievous game. “Okay, pal, you’re on your own.”
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