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CHAPTER 1


Camp Ryder




Who are the real victims in all of this?


The infected or the survivors?





 


 


Gunshots perforated the darkness of Lee’s dreams, yanking him violently out of sleep.


He sat upright on a cot in almost complete darkness, his sleep-blind eyes struggling to focus and make sense of what was going on around him. Half in and half out of sleep, Lee’s mind conjured up the nearest memory of darkness and gunfire: the dim stairwell in the Petersons’ house, the haze of cordite hanging in the air, the stench of the infected.


His breath caught in his chest. Dread hammered at the back of his mind. Something horrible had happened in the Petersons’ house. Something terrible and irreversible…


Jack had just been bitten!


But no. That didn’t make sense.


Because wasn’t Jack already dead?


He had to shake his head to clear the images of the Petersons’ house and Jack in the bedroom, covered in blood. He knew they were false. This wasn’t the Petersons’ house. It was… someplace else. Someplace safe, he thought. But maybe not so safe anymore, because there’s screaming and gunfire coming from outside.


Another gunshot rang out, this time very close to him.


Adrenaline pumped like a piston in his guts. His heart rate quickened.


Slow down. Evaluate your situation. Try to remember.


Try to remember what the fuck you’re doing here.


He took a moment to look around and work through what he was seeing.


He was not in complete darkness, as he’d first thought: A single gas lantern glowed dimly against dull corrugated-steel walls. He was completely naked, save for a thin white bedsheet that had been spread over him from the waist down. He lay on a cot in what looked like a shipping container and his back was in excruciating pain, though he couldn’t remember why. His tongue felt thick and pasty. And he had no weapons.


Where’s my damn rifle?


From somewhere outside he heard Tango howl.


Tango! he thought, almost jumping off of the cot, but stopping himself as the sound of it reverberated and echoed. That’s not right. That doesn’t sound like Tango. The howl tapered off into a throaty snarl that didn’t sound much like a dog anymore. It was human.


It couldn’t be Tango, anyway.


Because he was dead too.


And with that thought, the rest came back with sudden and overpowering force. Tango was dead. Jack was dead. He’d lost his rifle at Timber Creek. Someone named Milo had ambushed them. He remembered crawling through a boarded window, nails carving through the flesh of his back. Red and Blue saving their asses with Molotov cocktails. Angela and Abby and Sam just barely making it to Camp Ryder…


The survivors. Camp Ryder. Wasn’t there a ten-foot-high fence around the compound? How the hell did the infected get inside? It was an infected he’d just heard; he was sure of it. But who was shooting at them? The questions all struck his brain in rapid succession.


I can’t just lie here, he thought. I’ve got to move.


He ripped the white sheets off of himself and stood, staggering through a flash of lightheadedness. The questions still rolled around in his head, but he couldn’t answer them now. Most of his thoughts were still muddled, but two things were coming through with piercing clarity: He needed a weapon—anything would do better than his bare hands—and he needed to get out of the shipping container. Running on instinct, these desires became a white-hot need, as real to him as his need to breathe.


That howl again, this time just outside the shipping container.


A shotgun boomed and the pellets struck the steel walls.


Flashlights from outside played across the wall, casting the wavering shadow of a man running straight for Lee. The movements were unmistakably wild and animalistic.


A short, sinewy form lurched around the corner of the shipping container just in time for another blast of buckshot to scoop its legs out from under it like a rug had been pulled. The infected hit the ground hard on its back and attempted to stand again without any regard to its injuries. Its wide eyes glistened feverishly in the lamplight as its shredded right leg twitched about, pulled in different directions by rearranged muscle fibers. It collapsed with a hissing sound and began to drag itself toward Lee, leaving a thick trail of blood behind.


Like a car with a faulty transmission, Lee’s mind finally dropped into gear. He lunged for the table with the medical equipment. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for, but if anything was to be a weapon, it would be something on the table. He swept his hands back and forth like a blind man feeling in the dark, knocking over a metal tray with a few scalpels and forceps soaking in alcohol. The tray clattered to the ground and sent the instruments skittering across the floor. He thought about diving for one of the scalpels, but it wouldn’t bite deep, and given infected people’s pension for not even registering flesh wounds, he decided he needed something with a little more stopping power.


Lee grabbed the heaviest object he could find—a big microscope that felt like it was solid metal. He spun toward the infected and found it nearly close enough to grasp his legs. Lee shouted in surprise and jumped back, grabbing the microscope by the eyepiece with one hand and smashing it down as hard as he could on the head of the infected. The heavy base of the microscope made a wet cracking noise as it dented the skull.


The crazed man on the floor thrashed and drew in a loud, gasping breath. His eyes turned skyward and he began to convulse violently. The sight of it soured Lee’s stomach almost instantly. He stared, frozen, for several of his rapid heartbeats before swinging again. The bludgeon struck his attacker in the temple. His eyeballs bulged and the top of the skull mashed into a strange, cone-like shape.


Lee swallowed hard against gorge in the back of his throat. He dropped the microscope and took a faltering step back, trying to catch his breath while his pulse ran away from him. The pain in his back, all but forgotten for those brief few seconds, suddenly spread over his body like he was soaked in kerosene and playing with matches.


He staggered toward his cot but didn’t make it. He lost his feet and planted his hands and knees on the floor as he felt his stomach suddenly reject whatever was inside of it. He felt the splatter on his arms and then hung his head, breathing hard and spitting.


Pounding footsteps behind him.


Still keyed up, Lee turned toward the sound and lashed out with both fists.


“Hey! Whoa!”


Lee focused on the face, kneeling down next to him.


A broad face with a wild man’s beard. A Colt 1911 in one hand, the other gripping Lee by the shoulder and shaking him gently. “Can you stand up?”


Lee wiped vomit from his lips and searched his mind for this man’s name. “Uh… Bus?”


“Yeah.”


Lee became suddenly aware that he still had no clothes on. He stood up shakily, with Bus supporting him. “Can I get some pants?”


The big man pointed toward the foot of the cot where a pile of clothing was folded neatly beside Lee’s old Bates M6 boots. “It was all we could rustle up for now.”


Lee nodded and stepped to the cot, straddling his puddle of vomit—rice and beans, he remembered. It was a pair of athletic shorts and a green T-shirt with a yellow smiley face on the chest. It was a far cry from his trusted MultiCam pants and combat shirt, but at least he had his boots back. The harsh reality of his last four days had only strengthened his opinion that these were the best boots ever made.


Inside one of the boots, he noticed someone had stashed his GPS device. Before Doc and Jenny had begun to operate they had tried to take it from his hands, and Lee had refused to give it up. It appeared either that they had succeeded in removing it when he’d fallen asleep or perhaps that Lee had dropped it and they had been kind enough to put it back for him. Either way, finding it snug in his boot immediately increased his trust for these strangers. He’d made clear one simple wish and they’d abided by it.


At the entrance to the cargo container, a younger man appeared holding a big hunting shotgun. He was skinny, but he had a round, childlike face and a patch of blond hair that stood off of his head like a halo. Despite his cherubic features, Lee guessed him to be about twenty years old. As he entered, he looked first at Lee, then to Bus, then to the mess of what once was a human being on the floor.


“Holy shit…”


Lee pulled on the athletic shorts and spoke to Bus. “How’d they get in?”


“I guess they found a hole in the fence. Or made one somehow; that’s the only thing I can think of.” Turning to the young man, Bus said, “Josh, give Captain Harden your pistol.”


Josh pulled a Ruger LCP out of his back pocket and held it out toward Lee. It was a tiny pocket pistol that could fit in the palm of his hand, and essentially worthless on a moving target past a range of about twenty feet. Just as Lee was about to take it, Josh jerked his hand back and looked at him suspiciously, an expression that didn’t quite fit on his face. “I’m gonna get this back, right?”


Lee honestly didn’t know, so he just looked to Bus for clarification.


Bus shrugged back at him. “I’ll get you something better when we have time.”


“Then I guess you’ll get this back,” Lee said to Josh and accepted the gun. He pulled the magazine out of the well. It was a .380 caliber with only four rounds left in the magazine, plus one in the chamber. He would have to get in close to use the thing effectively. Still, it was better than a microscope. He shoved the magazine back into the gun and stomped his feet into his boots. The GPS device he slipped into the pocket of his athletic shorts.


Josh pointed out to the darkness of Camp Ryder. “I think we got most of ’em.”


Bus just shook his head. “We don’t know that. Get everyone in the square.”


“A’ight.” Josh spun on his heel and ran off into the night.


Bus looked Lee over. “You okay? Didn’t get bit?”


Lee gave himself a quick once-over before answering. “Think I’m good.”


“Let’s get moving.”


Lee followed the big man out of the cargo container at a jog. “What’s ‘the square’ and why is everyone going there?”


“This ain’t the first time we’ve been attacked,” Bus said cryptically.


Lee found himself just rolling with it, the way you roll with the nonsensical facts in a strange dream, simply accepting the unacceptable because there are no other options. Lee felt like he was about to understand, anyway. He was about to get a crash course in how Camp Ryder dealt with attacks.


In a way, Lee felt strangely at ease being the follower. Over the course of the four days, it hadn’t just been about his own survival but the survival of everyone in his little group. Angela, Abby, Sam, and until recently, Jack and Tango, had all depended on him to survive. Now it appeared that Bus was the head honcho, the man with a plan, and the absence of responsibility was like dropping an eighty-pound rucksack off his shoulders. And Lee had to admit, while he didn’t know Bus well enough to say he trusted him completely, the man had a rock-steady attitude about him. There was something hard and unbreakable inside of him, and Lee could respect that.


Outside of the shipping container, he could see the stretch of gravel and dirt that made up the center of Camp Ryder, like some Main Street in an old western movie but much narrower. To either side of the gravel stretch, the survivors had used anything and everything they could find to construct small shelters for themselves and their families. It reminded Lee of the shantytowns he’d seen in third-world countries.


Who am I kidding? Lee thought numbly. This is a shantytown. And America is a third-world country now.


Lee noticed that the shantytown was beginning to churn with bodies, like an anthill after you scuff the top layer off. People in raggedy clothes were emerging out of cars and shacks and tents. Everyone carried flashlights or lanterns in one hand and a weapon in the other. A few had firearms, but mostly it was axes, shovels, crowbars, and baseball bats. It felt like a lynch mob. The townspeople heading out to find Frankenstein’s monster.


They ran past Lee and Bus, toward the center of Camp Ryder where a large but shallow pit had been dug and lined with bricks and stones. A fire pit, perhaps? It appeared to be full of ash. Lee guessed correctly that this was “the square.”


Suddenly remembering something, Lee stopped and began craning his neck around, trying to see through the jostling crowd and the darkness. To Bus, he spoke with a measure of urgency: “Where’re Angela and the kids?”


Bus motioned for him to keep walking. “Josh is telling everyone to gather in the square. They’ll be there.”


As they walked, Bus snatched an ax handle from where it was leaning up against a tent. It was thinner toward the base of the handle and thicker at the top where the metal ax-head was missing, which made it perfectly weighted for a striking weapon.


“Harris!” Bus yelled.


A man in the growing crowd of people looked up.


“Captain Harden is borrowing your ax handle.”


The man nodded and gave a thumbs-up.


The ax handle was pushed into Lee’s arms. He noticed that someone had written on the handle in Magic Marker: BRAIN BUSTER.


Cute.


Lee cinched the drawstring of his shorts up tight and stuck the little Ruger LCP in his waistband. Bus stepped in front of the crowd and looked like he was hurriedly counting heads. Lee estimated about fifty, which was close to the number Bus had given him last night. As he looked out over the crowd, he could see a tangled mess of blond hair on the other side of the crowd. In the glimmering lamplight, he could see Angela’s face, etched in worry. As the crowd shifted, he glimpsed the two children, standing to either side of her.


A fear he hadn’t realized he’d been harboring released its vise-grip on his stomach. He thought about calling to them but decided against it. They were here with the group. They were relatively safe. For now.


Josh ran up beside him and stopped to catch his breath for a brief second. “That’s everyone.”


“Hopefully,” Bus murmured.


“So…” Lee looked around at the gathered mass of people. He noticed that everyone had their backs to the fire pit and had placed their flashlights at their feet, creating a bright, noisy gathering. Lee was about to ask what the plan was but suddenly managed to figure it out on his own. He turned so his back was also to the fire pit and got a solid grip on the ax-handle.


He looked at Bus and shook his head. “I can’t say I like this idea.”


Bus only shrugged and then shouted to the crowd. “Alright, folks, call ’em when you see ’em!”


Lee saw stony faces, all etched in harsh light and deep shadows. Glimmering and fearful eyes stared out into the darkness. Weathered hands twisted tighter and tighter grips on an assortment of opportunistic weapons. Those with firearms were at the front, pointing their hunting shotguns and deer rifles out at the suspicious stillness.


Circling the wagons.


The quiet of the night felt forced. Like a breath taken and held for fear of someone hearing. Even the night birds and chirping crickets were conspicuously absent.


Lee shifted his weight and tried to focus on anything that lay beyond the ring of light created by the dozens of flashlights.


The silence stretched uncomfortably.


Someone whispered, “Why aren’t they attacking?”


And another: “This is weird.”


And still another: “Are you sure there are more?”


Someone’s dog began barking.


Then a shout: “I see movement!”


The group collectively tensed.


“Over by the trash bins!”


Heads turned, everyone simultaneously spinning in the same direction. Lee followed suit because he didn’t know where the “trash bins” were. He saw a collection of old steel shipping containers, identical to the one that held Doc’s medical station. The tops of the containers had been removed so that they looked like big, open sardine cans. Several of them were filled with the monumental amount of trash that came from refugees all jam-packed in and living together.


In the murky shadows of the trash bins, Lee strained to see the movement.


A couple of the stronger flashlights probed the darkness, but didn’t reveal anything. The darkness was becoming disorienting. He realized he still wasn’t thinking clearly, wasn’t operating like normal. The injury and the lack of food and water had taken more of a toll on his body than he’d thought, and he was only just beginning to recover. He kept repeating in his mind, It’s time to do work. It’s time to do work. Because that was what he used to tell his squad when they had to focus on completing a mission.


It’s time to do work.


“There!” someone shouted.


A flash of movement between two trash bins.


“I see it!” A man with a deer rifle stepped forward a bit, but then hesitated. “Why isn’t it coming at us?”


A chunk of trash suddenly shifted and that strange, unearthly screeching sound echoed out at the band of survivors. Lee couldn’t see any details of the figure, but it ran straight at them. Just as it was within twenty-five yards of them it suddenly stopped and veered off. For a moment, it trotted along the edge of their lights, like a wolf probing a herd for weaknesses.


The entire crowd seemed frozen and perplexed, like everyone was trying to figure out what the hell this one was doing.


“Shoot it!” Bus shouted at the man with the deer rifle.


The rifle barked.


Lee watched the dirt at the infected’s feet explode. Sympathetic gunfire followed the rifle shot as the tension became too much for some trigger fingers to handle. The night was abruptly engulfed in a volley of shotgun blasts and rifle fire. A scattershot of rounds caught its legs, then ripped into its shoulder, pummeled its chest, and finally split its head open.


It wasn’t until that moment when Lee watched the miserable thing collapse to the ground that a small, familiar voice cut into his brain, dissipating the fog of disorientation and reminding him of who he was, and how he had been trained.


Watch your lane.


When learning to operate in a squad, each member would have a designated “lane of fire” to watch for enemies. If you were constantly checking to make sure that your buddy wasn’t missing things in his lane, then you were probably missing things in your own lane. In other words: Stop worrying about everyone else and do what you know you’re supposed to be doing.


Squad Tactics 101.


Watch your lane.


Lee spun around just in time to see two clawlike hands latch onto a young teenage girl and yank her backward. Lee watched the girl’s dark hair fly up like it was suddenly in zero gravity as she was pulled to the ground. Her eyes locked onto Lee, and he saw a scared indignation, as though she were thinking, This isn’t supposed to happen to me.


The infected was an older female. It hunched over the younger girl and lunged for the neck. The girl let out a small cry and her hands came up, trying to block the infected’s mouth from reaching her jugular. The old woman bit down hard on the girl’s wrist and Lee heard tendons snap.


He managed to yell, “Behind us!” and then swung for the fences. The ax-handle connected just behind the ear and left a deep hollow in the old woman’s skull.


It was only then that Lee realized there was a second infected. It lunged out of the darkness and seized hold of the teenage girl and began to backpedal, trying to drag her away from the crowd, looking at the other survivors and hissing aggressively. It pulled her by the shirt collar with one hand and hammered the girl’s face with the other, knocking her unconscious after two or three blows.


Lee jumped forward and wound up for the swing. A gun went off just to the right side of his head. The infected’s throat exploded and it collapsed into a writhing ball. Lee instinctively recoiled from the noise of the gunshot so close to him. As Lee clenched his jaw against the ringing in his ears, the crowd swarmed around him, yanking the girl away from the infected and then bludgeoning it to death.


He looked to his right, where the gunshot had just come from, and saw a man drop a small revolver to the ground. His face was ashen. He rushed past Lee and slid to his knees next to the girl and began to wail.


The gathering erupted in confusion.


Everyone was yelling and pressing forward to hover over the girl. A younger man in the crowd turned and looked at Lee with accusatory eyes, as though Lee had done something wrong, as though it was his fault that the girl had been attacked. In a flash of anger, Lee thought about using the ax-handle on him too. But in the back of his mind he thought, Isn’t it your fault? Shouldn’t you have been paying attention? You’re the professional here…


Over it all he heard Bus yelling, “Steve! Steve!” and the man who had fired the revolver wailing: “Oh Jesus! Oh fuck! Come on, baby! Wake up! I’m so sorry, baby!”


The girl’s father?


Bus tried to push past with the rest of them, but Lee was thinking a little bit more clearly now, thinking about how those infected had hid from them and flanked them. There could be more. And if they didn’t find where the intruders had come through, there would be more. He reached out and caught Bus with a firm hand to his chest. “Are there any others?”


Seeming to ignore him, the big bearded man craned his neck to see the girl on the ground, then abruptly realized that Lee was speaking to him. “What?”


Lee pulled the man closer, speaking low so as not to be overheard and start a panic. “Are there any other infected?”


“Uh…” He tapped his Colt 1911 against his thigh and wiped his sweaty brow. “Shit. God. I don’t know.”


The group was already scattering to the wind. Doc and Jenny were pushing people out of the way and Doc’s skinny voice was needling at the crowd: “Everyone get the fuck outta the way! Someone help me lift her!”


More people than necessary to carry a 120-pound girl stepped in. Everyone was trying to get a hand in to help and becoming more of a hindrance. The girl’s father cradled her head in his arms as they moved her quickly toward the medical trailer.


Bus was staring at the girl again, so Lee shook him gently to get his attention. “Grab a couple guys. We need to close whatever hole those fuckers came through and then do a perimeter sweep.”














CHAPTER 2


Investigation


Bus seemed to gain his senses again. He reached out with a thick arm, coarse with wiry black hair, and grabbed Josh as the young man attempted to run past and join the crowd as they whisked the bitten girl off to Doc’s medical trailer.


“You’re with us,” Bus said, and when he spoke he had returned to his normal steady tone. “We gotta find where they’re coming through the fence.”


“But what about Kara?” Josh’s eyes were wide and concerned.


Bus looked the young man in the eye. “Let Doc handle that. You can’t do anything for her right now. We have other things to take care of. Now let’s go.”


Josh didn’t argue further. He nodded once and then both men turned toward Lee.


He quickly surveyed his surroundings and made a decision. “We need a fourth…” Lee spotted a familiar face. Miller, wasn’t it? The man in the red bandanna who had helped them escape Timber Creek with the use of some Molotov cocktails. Lee waved him over. “Hey! Borrow you for a second?”


Miller took a second to recognize him in the darkness, but after shining his light a few times in Lee’s face, he came running over, hand on his holstered .38 Special to keep it from flopping around on his belt. “Yeah?”


He was roughly the same age as Josh, but taller, and his features were more gaunt. While Josh gave the impression of someone much younger, everything about Miller was older, from the squint of his eyes to his confident-but-not-cocky stride. There was something else there too. Something in the tilt of his head, in the set of his jaw. Miller liked to fight.


Lee pointed to the fence behind the trash bins, as it was the closest section of fence to their current location. “We’ll both start there. Run the fence line in opposite directions and see if we can find where the infected are getting through. If you find the hole, post up and secure it as best you can until we all meet back up.”


Three heads nodded quickly.


“Bus, you and I will go clockwise. Miller and Josh, you guys go counterclockwise.” Lee and Bus took off for the fence at a trot and began walking briskly along it, inspecting the integrity of the chain links as they went.


Lee had asked for Bus to team up with him because he wanted a chance to talk to him. There were things about their most recent encounter that disturbed him and he wanted to get Bus’s thoughts on it.


While they walked, Lee spoke. “What happens to the girl now?”


“Kara?” Bus mumbled absently. “Doc will amputate and hope for the best.”


Lee almost stopped in his tracks. “Amputate? Are you kidding me?”


Bus shook his head, looking briefly run-down. “No. The faster they cut off Kara’s arm, the better chance she has of not contracting FURY. Doc figures it works about half the time, which is better than a hundred-percent chance of infection. Only problem is that most of the time the amputation goes septic. Or they lose too much blood.” Bus swore bitterly. “We just don’t have the medical equipment. It’s like the fucking Stone Age again. Like Civil War surgeons just hacking off limbs with saws and crossing their fingers.”


Lee couldn’t think of anything else to say. The concept of amputation to prevent bacterial infection through a bite or open wound seemed to be a reckless medical maneuver, but when faced with the certainty of turning into one of them, the amputation had a cold practicality.


Lee pressed on. “Did you notice anything about those last infected?”


Bus didn’t answer immediately. He stalked along and painted his flashlight over the length of fence before them but found it to be secure. When he finally spoke, he seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “I remember how they were a month ago.” He stopped walking and turned to look at Lee. “They were disjointed and confused. Lost. Insane. They attacked each other just as often as they attacked us. I don’t know what the hell is going on or how it’s happening so fast, but the groups are changing. Learning. And they’re doing it quickly.”


Lee pictured the dark shape darting out of the trash bins and circling the edge of the lamplight while they sat in their encirclement, weapons pointed out. The cold, blood-crusted talons dragging that young girl to the ground and the other trying to carry her off.


“Like a wolf pack,” Lee said, almost more to himself than to Bus. “Adaptation. Evolution. It doesn’t seem like they’re mindlessly attacking anymore. It seems like they’re hunting us.”


Bus stopped and looked Lee in the eyes. “Bullshit,” he said.


Lee shrugged. “Think about it. That’s the first time you’ve ever seen them come from both directions. Usually they’re in one solid group and they just charge you. This was different. It was like they were trying to distract us so the other two could get in close.”


Bus didn’t answer. He just started walking along the fence line again. The truth was that the words were bitter. It was not an “aha” moment, it was an “oh, shit” moment. The infected were bad enough as a mindless herd. The thought of them in small packs, hunting them like prey, was a hard pill to swallow.


But Lee wasn’t willing to ignore the situation either.


“This is the first time we’ve seen them maneuver like that.” He followed along with Bus while he spoke. “When the situation changes, your tactics need to change along with it. If they’re getting smart enough to get past your chain-link fence, we’re going to need to think of something else to keep them out.”


Bus shook his head fiercely. “Even a dog can dig himself under a fence. That doesn’t mean anything. They’re mindless shells of what once were human beings. They’re just running on autopilot now. There’s no evolution in this.”


He sounded distraught, as though he were attempting to convince himself. I reject your reality and substitute my own. Lee decided not to push it. He just hoped Bus had other things on his mind and wasn’t this unreceptive all the time.


Lee had to admit to himself that it was difficult to tell with the infected. Sometimes their actions seemed like the result of logical thought, and other times it just looked like instinct. Most of them appeared to be able to manipulate tools, but they weren’t using them properly; they were simply using them as blunt objects to strike out with. Just because a monkey can strike somebody in the head with a wrench doesn’t mean it can fix your sink. They all seemed to hold on to some rudimentary intelligence, but it also seemed to vary from individual to individual. Just as some were more aggressive than others, some were more intelligent than others. But then the question arose again, was it intelligence or instinct? Lee kept coming back to the example of a wolf pack. When a pack hunts, singles out the weakest prey, and then flanks it to take it down, is the success of their hunt based on a premeditated plan or ingrained animal instinct?


A voice came hollering across the compound. “Bus!”


Bus and Lee both looked and saw Miller running up, breathing heavily. “I think we found where they came in.” He took a big gulp of air. His eyes darted back and forth, carrying grave meaning. “I think you should take a look at it.”


Miller turned on his heel and started jogging back across the compound. They followed behind him, their flashlights strobing up and down as they ran. Lee took a sidelong glance across the center of the compound and saw the crowd at the medical trailer being pushed out by a man Lee didn’t recognize. From inside the trailer Lee could hear screaming, high-pitched and wretched. Doc had begun the amputation.


“Right here.” Miller had stopped and was pointing.


They turned the corner of a shanty made out of aluminum siding and blue tarp. Lee and Bus looked forward as they slowed to a walk and approached what Miller pointed at. Confusion passed over their faces followed by a deep, dreadful uncertainty. They looked at each other and then back at the object of their attention.


An opening had been peeled back from the fence, from top to bottom. The chain links had been pulled away and rolled up like two sides of a scroll. Only they weren’t pushed inside, but pulled outward and tucked in so neatly to create the man-size breach in their defenses that it left little room for question about who or what had done this.


It was then that Lee and Bus both noticed a low, husky voice, quietly intoning some strange narrative: “… but only slowly they neared the foe. As they neared him, the ocean grew still more smooth; seemed drawing a carpet over its waves…”


“What the fuck is that?” Bus glared and shot his flashlight toward the sound of the voice. The flashlight played around a bit and then found the culprit. Nestled in a patch of overgrown grass at the corner of the shack was a small black CD player, round and glistening like an insect’s head; the two bulbous speakers stared up at them like compound eyes.


“… the breathless hunter came so nigh his seemingly unsuspecting prey, that his entire dazzling hump was distinctly visible…”


Bus moved swiftly forward, raising his foot as though to stomp the thing out of existence, but Lee’s hand shot out and grabbed him by his arm, hauling him backward. Bus looked at him like he was about to turn that foot on Lee, but then understanding dawned.


Lee nodded. “Might want to check that out real good before you go stomping around it. Depending on who put it there, it could be booby-trapped.”


Bus managed a halfhearted smile. “That’s why I keep you around.” He gestured toward the CD player. “I’m guessing you have much more experience with booby-traps than I do. You tell me.”


The voice, supremely ignorant of the circumstances, continued its droning: “… the blue waters interchangeably flowed over into the moving valley of his steady wake…”


Lee gave the big man a humorless smirk and leaned forward with extreme caution. He shined the flashlight first around the immediate area of his feet, then lit up the patch of overgrown grass. When he saw nothing to alarm him he stepped forward and peered down into the nest of grass, working the flashlight around at different angles.


“… the hunters who namelessly transported and allured by all this serenity, had ventured to assail it; but had fatally found that quietude…”


Lee let out a long breath and relaxed a bit. Then he knelt down and stabbed the top of the CD player with his finger. The black cover popped open and the disembodied voice went silent. Underneath, a white disk spun madly at first, and then came to a gradual stop. Lee reached his hand in and plucked the CD from the tray, looking at the title and reading aloud: “Moby Dick by Herman Melville. It’s an audiobook.”


Bus’s face was made of granite. “Hilarious.”


Lee shook his head. “I don’t think it was a joke.”


Miller chimed in, pointing to the neatly clipped ends of the chain links. “Pretty sure someone cut his way through this… looks like bolt cutters.” Bus regarded Miller with a dubious look, to which Miller responded drably, “I wasn’t always the upstanding citizen I am now.”


“Milo?” Lee suggested.


Bus crossed his arms. “I don’t see who else would be interested in fucking with us, and given our recent tiff, I think that’s a pretty good deduction.”


“Why not just attack us?” Josh finally spoke.


Lee offered a possible answer. “Because a day attack is too easily defended and they know they can’t be out in the woods at night because of the infected. So they use the infected. Cut a hole in the fence. Put a CD player with just enough volume to attract the infected but not get noticed by us.”


“Kind of clever if you think about it.” Bus stared grimly out at the dark woods. “Audiobook just sounds like some guy talking. Music would have caught our attention.”


Everyone who had survived up to this point seemed to know that the infected had nearly superhuman hearing at night when they became more active. Lee had to assume that because of this, Camp Ryder enforced noise discipline at night. Even at the low volume it had been set at, the CD player had probably been the loudest noise coming out of the camp, though it probably would have gone unnoticed by regular ears or dismissed as a quiet family discussion.


Lee stood up and stepped to Bus’s side. “I think maybe you should tell me about Milo.”


Bus nodded, then pointed to Miller and Josh. “You two patch up that fence. Only one of you working at a time; the other keep watch. Don’t let anyone else sneak in. I’ll send someone else down to help you.” Bus turned to Lee. “Walk with me.”


* * *


The two men walked through the darkness, their flashlights casting a dull glow off the ground before them and just barely illuminating their tired faces. Most everyone had gone back to their makeshift homes, but a few stragglers still made their way through the dark. Unlike the deep silence of early morning, there was still a whisper of excitement—quiet voices echoing out of wood and tin shacks, holding furtive conversations. Lee had to wonder: How many other infected were in the area to hear those barely audible whispers?


Lee looked up at the sky and saw the faint glimmer of dawn to the east, or perhaps it was his imagination. It wasn’t until you spent time outside of the comfort of civilization that you began to realize why people in ages past feared the night. The night was long, it was uncomfortable, and it was dangerous. The dawn marked the end of the dark misery and the return of warmth and safety.


“You know what time it is?” Lee looked briefly at Bus.


“About four in the morning.”


Lee felt his heart sink. The light to the east was just his imagination after all. Dawn was two long hours away and there would be no sleeping after this. The pain in Lee’s back was beginning to catch up to him.


A dark figure strode up to them as they crossed the center of camp. All Lee could see was the figure’s right side, illuminated by the cold blue light of an LED lantern. As the figure approached, it raised the lantern up to eye level and Lee recognized the pursed face and the balding dome of his head, washed out and pale in the glow. The angle of the light cast shadows that made his face look weirdly severe.


Lee thought he remembered Miller calling the man Bill.


He was the one who had resisted bringing them back to camp, only to be convinced by Lee’s arguments and Miller’s pleading to give them a chance. He was of average height, and probably average weight before he had been forced to ratchet down on his belt during these lean times. He was probably in his forties and going bald on top, with a ring of wiry gray-brown hair. Overall, his body language and his facial expression communicated to Lee that he was not a pleasant person to be around.


“Bus.” He nodded to his superior with respect then turned a somewhat disdainful eye on Lee. “Are you supposed to be up? I thought Doc wanted you recuperating.”


Lee was about to respond, but Bus cut him off, and Lee was grateful. He was too tired to argue. With a dismissing wave of one meaty hand, Bus said, “Harper, we have a problem. Captain Harden is just helping me out, and then I will let him go straight back to bed.”


The man’s cold silence said enough.


Lee quirked his eyebrows. “So is it Bill or Harper?”


“Bill Harper,” he said with a grumble. “Miller’s the only one who calls me Bill. Everyone else calls me Harper.”


Lee nodded. “Harper it is.”


Bus led the trio toward the Ryder building. The larger structure towered over the shantytown like a castle amongst the villagers’ mud huts. It was a two-story cement structure with very few windows that Lee could see. Purely industrial, with very little to beautify it. Lee wasn’t sure what it had been used for prior to the arrival of its current occupants, but he immediately began looking for its strong points, its weak points, and how it could be improved as a defensive location. If a firefight occurred, the thin walls of the shanties would provide very little protection. This building would have to be their defense.


It had a lot going for it. In addition to no windows and concrete walls, Lee could only see one entrance, which was two steel doors flanked by narrow sidelights—too narrow for a man to squeeze through. The roof looked like it was easily accessible, and Lee imagined some sandbags and a few machine gun nests up there could lay a pretty damn good field of fire on any attacking force.


Infected or otherwise.


Lee pointed up toward the big building. “What do you guys use it for?”


“When we first got here, we all lived inside,” Bus explained. “We very rarely left. The security of the fence was no big deal, because the building was our security. We welded the cargo-bay doors shut, which left only two sets of double doors to worry about—the ones you’re looking at now and another set on the opposite side. We had everyone in there, but it was only about twenty people.”


They reached the double doors and Bus pushed them open. Lee noticed the smell first. It was the smell of the refugee camps outside Al-Waleed and the smell of a homeless shelter he’d once visited in D.C. It was sweating bodies and grimy clothes, exacerbated by the warm air. Lee could only imagine how much worse it smelled during the day.


After the double doors, a short hallway opened into the main portion of the building where Lee could see that the Ryder trucks had once been serviced. But instead of trucks and tools and lifts, Lee only saw another collection of shanties, these built less sturdily than the ones outside and more for the purpose of privacy. Lee thought there were about fifteen different dwellings crammed into the space, most of them with a lantern glowing inside. All the lamplight eking through wooden slats cast a kaleidoscope of light on the ceiling.


Bus guided the three of them to the right and they began to ascend a metal staircase. “After the shit officially hit the fan and FEMA tucked its tail and ran, we started getting a steady trickle of survivors. We tried to take in only people who had something to contribute, but…” Bus trailed off. “It was tough. A lot of tough decisions had to be made.”


As they reached the top of the stairs, Lee spied a panel of glass to his right: a large window belonging to an office that overlooked the floor. In the dark window, Lee could see his reflection staring back at him and it almost stopped him in his tracks. He was thinner than he remembered; his neck and arms just bundles of taut cords with flesh stretched over them. His once-tidy crew cut was slightly overgrown and four days worth of beard had grown in thick.


He was shocked to discover that the once gentle set of his face had turned into hard angles. His lips were pressed, the corners in a slight downturn, his jaw set as though preparing for a blow. The eyes that his last girlfriend, Deana, had always told him were kind now shone cold and savage. He forced his face to relax, and there he could see some semblance of the person he remembered. But it was only a grim parody. That person didn’t exist anymore.


Lee realized Bus was still speaking and tore his attention away from the harsh visage in the window, refocusing on the conversation.


“I’ve always believed that we shouldn’t turn anyone away—more manpower, you know? But a lot of people don’t agree with me.” Bus opened the door to the small office overlooking the floor. Lee supposed it had once housed a foreman or supervisor. Inside, it was sparsely furnished with a few folding chairs, a large desk, and a big corkboard with a county map pinned to it. Bus stepped behind the desk but didn’t sit. He continued speaking as he stood there, fishing through one of the desk drawers. “Even being selective, we eventually got too crowded for everyone to fit in the building, so we allowed people to start making their camps outside. Seeing that it was safe, some of the people who were living in here decided to move out too. You think it looks cramped now, you should have seen it before.” Bus sighed. “Pretty soon, we’ll have too many for that, and then we’ll have some real problem-solving to do.”


Bus finally found what he was looking for and pulled out a bottle of whiskey. He smiled wanly at it and gestured his two companions toward the folding chairs. “Have a seat, gentlemen.”


Harper and Lee both took a chair facing the desk.


Bus snagged the chair behind the desk and hauled it over to the front, so the three men were positioned in a small circle. He took his seat with a sigh, adjusting the straps of his holster. He leaned back and unscrewed the cap off the whiskey. “Wish I could say it was good stuff, but it ain’t.” He took a swig and offered the bottle to Harper, who accepted.


“So…” Lee tapped his fingers on his knee.


There was a long, awkward silence as Bus stared at Harper, who stared at the bottle in his hands. Harper seemed to take notice of the silence and looked up at Lee. “Did we have a problem you were going to help us with?”


Bus leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “Harper, we found a hole cut in the fence. Someone had put a CD player on the ground, playing an audiobook to attract infected. We think it was Milo.”


Harper deflated with a single long sigh. He leaned back and finally took a swig of the whiskey with a violent grimace on his face. Then he passed the bottle to Lee. “Yeah… Milo.”


Lee smiled unsurely. “What’s the backstory on this guy?”


Harper looked to Bus and seemed to be waiting for him to take the reins.


“Uh-uh.” Bus folded his arms. “You tell him. Milo’s your brother.”














CHAPTER 3


Blood Ties


Lee eyed the plastic bottle in his hands as he waited for Harper to collect himself. It was a fifth of whiskey—bottom-shelf stuff, which was a shame, but Lee didn’t want to offend. He took a sip and swallowed fast, trying to avoid letting the harsh liquid sit on his tongue for longer than necessary.


He managed to get it down without too much of a grimace and passed the bottle on, then leaned back in his chair and looked at Harper. In the well-lit room, there was much more to see than just the harsh lines that his lantern had thrown on his face. Lee noted his dirty hands, blistered and torn up from hard work but lacking that permanent, calloused thickness of a lifetime of manual labor. The wrinkles on his face that seemed unpleasant in the darkness now looked like old smile lines and laugh lines that had simply fallen into disuse. A scowl seemed to be his predominant expression now.


Having the full picture, Lee realized it wasn’t so much that Bill Harper was a naturally unpleasant person but that he’d become unpleasant due to his circumstances. And really, who could blame him? Maybe he’d once been a happy, soft man, living a soft life, with a soft job. But now, in the harsh reality of the new world, he had to fit in, had to find his place, and most of all, had to survive. Harper was in the process of turning into a colder, harder, more pragmatic version of himself.


Harper seemed to gather the story and then began speaking with a loud exhale. “Milo and I were born ten years apart. I’m older. Our mother was raising us by herself, so by the time Milo was starting school, she wanted me to get a job. So I got a job. I finished school. Got a scholarship. Worked my way through college. But Milo… he never cared to be committed to anyone, let alone to his family. He was the wild one. While I was working, he was partying, getting locked up, and costing me more goddamn money. I can’t remember how many times I had to wire Mom money to bail him out.


“Milo just never grew up. He lived with my mom in their shitty-ass trailer until she died a few years back from lung cancer, thanks to sixty years of Virginia Slims. Then he sat in that trailer and continued being the shitbag that he is. Meanwhile, I’d become successful. I worked for a bank, made a 100K-plus salary, and I owned some land outside Wilkesboro. Even though he never worked for shit in his life, I think Milo resented my success.


“When all this went down, Milo shows up out of the blue at my property and starts talking about family and how we’re blood and we owe it to each other. Just a whole big chip-on-the-shoulder bullshit speech. I know my brother, even though we were never close, and he’s a manipulator. But damn me, I’m a weak man and I didn’t want to rock the boat. He was family, after all, so me and my wife took him in.


“Then they evacuated us. First to Wilkes County Airport, and from there they bused us and choppered us over to the camp in Sanford. That lasted less than a day before it got overrun by infected.” Harper stopped there and laughed bitterly. “At the time, they didn’t really know much about noise discipline around the infected, so you have the camp in Sanford, with almost no perimeter defense, bright lights on twenty-four/seven, choppers landing and taking off at all hours of the night. Seemed like they attracted every fucking crazy in the eastern half of the state.


“Anyway”—the bitter smile fled from Harper’s lips and now there was only that slate-gray scowl—“Milo made it out, but not my wife. Not a trade I would have brokered. But me and him were alive and we started walking. Didn’t know where we were going. Just surviving. Eventually we came across Camp Ryder before their requirements became a little more stringent, and Bus here let a fumbling banker and his asshole brother stay.


“After about a week, Milo started getting stir-crazy. Started talking about how we needed to fight the infected. You’d have thought he woke up one day and believed he was in a war movie, the stupid fuck. He disappeared for a day and came back riding a goddamn Hummer with a machine gun on the back, driven by two other worthless shitheads he’d found—he’s always been a magnet for shithead friends. He just pulled right into Camp Ryder like he owned the place and laid down an ultimatum: We could join him and fight the infected or we could get in his way and suffer the consequences.”


Harper’s eyes darkened. “Naturally, we told him to go fuck himself. He drove off without a word, but just as he was about to drive out of sight, he let a burst loose from that .50-cal on his Hummer.” Harper rubbed his face. “Hit a ten-year-old girl and her mother. This was before Doc came here, so we lost the mother almost immediately. Thought the girl was going to pull through, but her wound went septic and she died.”


Harper straightened up in his chair and planted his hands on his knees. “Ever since then, he has been collecting other people like himself—criminals and lowlifes—and running around pillaging everything and everyone. And that is why there is no love lost between us, and why I will put a bullet in his brain the next time I see him.”


Lee raised his brow. He thought of the people who had attacked them at Jack Burnsides’s house and later burned Lee’s house to the ground. They had a Humvee, and the description was very similar. The thought put a flash of heat down his back. “Any other group out there causing problems, or is it pretty much just Milo?”


Bus fielded the question. “From what we can tell, if there were any separate groups, they’ve all been absorbed into Milo’s. We estimate he has about thirty men, but they’re kind of scattered around the county. He usually only keeps ten or so with him.”


Lee took a long moment to lean back in his chair, stare at the floor, and consider the ramifications of this new information. At first glance, Milo was an enemy to be defeated. At second glance, Milo was the leader of another group of approximately thirty survivors. It seemed pretty obvious that Bus wanted Milo and his group wiped off the face of the earth, but Lee had to consider what was best for his mission. Granted, given their previous actions, Lee didn’t think they would be very open to the concept of allying with him, but the only way to find out would be to talk to them.


Lee kept those cards close to his chest.


Bus took a sip of harsh whiskey and shuddered. “Okay… now that we have our history lesson behind us, I need to steer this toward the meat of the conversation: the breach in the fence.” Bus capped the whiskey and set it behind him on his desk. Then he crossed his arms and allowed a sour expression to push through his heavy, bearded face. “Someone cut that fence up, and I need to know who and when.”


Harper puffed out air and looked around the room, without much to say.


“Well”—Lee looked between the two other men—“I’m going to say it happened at night. Probably sometime within the last two hours.”


“Okay…” Bus waited for elaboration.


“I can’t imagine it taking the infected that long to track down the source of the noise. Even with their hearing at night, they would still have had to be pretty close by,” Lee explained. “I think if we say it happened any earlier than maybe an hour or two, we’re being unrealistic. In all likelihood, they were at the fence within minutes.”


Bus looked skyward as though trying to figure something. “That doesn’t make any sense. If it was placed recently, it would have been nighttime. Milo’s men would have had to travel through the woods at night, which kind of defeats the whole purpose.”


“If I was them, I would have had someone set up in the woods before dark,” Lee said. “Somewhere close to the fence, so when the time came, they could cross the distance without too much noise.”


“They’d still have to get out,” Bus argued. “And if you’re sending in one man, why not send in twenty and take the place over?”


“Because no matter how quiet they are, twenty men will make more noise than one,” Lee answered. “As for getting out after setting the trap, all the guy would have had to do was run along the fence to the dirt road and he’d be home free.”


Bus considered this, then looked to Harper. “Who was on watch?”


“Sue and Stan,” Harper replied.


“You may want to speak to them,” Bus put in.


Lee leaned forward. “How often do they check the fence? Once an hour? Once a half hour?”


Harper seemed to resent having to answer Lee’s questions, but he squinted and did some arithmetic in his head. “Takes about ten minutes to walk the perimeter, then they spend another ten or fifteen minutes on their sentry points… Yeah, probably between twenty and thirty minutes.”


“Plenty of time to snip-snip and plant the talking box,” Lee said. “Then run to the dirt road and make a good escape. May have had a car waiting out at the road. If the guy moved fast enough, he would have avoided the sentries and the infected.”


Harper seemed to be coming around to Lee’s point of view. “And at that point, there’s no harm in running, even if it makes more noise. In fact, it may have just increased the odds of attracting infected to the area. The guy running doesn’t care because he’s about to get in a car and drive away.”


Bus took a breath to speak but someone started banging on the office door, causing the whole thing to rattle. Lee looked up and could see a dark figure standing on the walkway outside through the smoky glass. Bus let his breath out in a slow, defeated huff and Lee got the feeling that Bus already knew what the person wanted, and it wasn’t good.


“Come on in,” Bus said, just loud enough to be heard.


The door swung open and a boy’s face on a large man’s body stepped in. The big kid easily stood over six feet and probably weighed more than two hundred pounds. He wore dirty old overalls that made him look like a farmhand and wrung a tattered-up baseball cap in his hands. His eyes were red and strained and his whole body shook.


“Uh… Bus…” The kid looked at the floor. “We lost Kara. Doc tried, but…” The kid sobbed once then shamefacedly stared at the floor with his mouth closed tight.


A low, miserable noise came out of Harper as he leaned back and set his gaze on the dingy ceiling tiles. He bared his teeth as though experiencing some deep physical pain. Bus stood up suddenly and stepped over to Harper, putting a big hand on the other man’s knee and patting it slowly. To the kid, who appeared on the verge of losing himself again, Bus gave his shoulder a quick squeeze and thanked him for coming to tell them. The kid nodded and hurried out.


Harper stood, shaking his bald head.


Steady as usual, Bus spoke calmly. “We should go down there.”


* * *


The medical trailer was a mess of gore.


The infected that Lee had brained with the microscope had not been removed but simply pushed to the side, like a pile of dirty laundry. A dark stain ran from the coagulated pool where the creature had first fallen to where it had been shoved aside. It lay up against the wall now, half on its side, half leaning on the wall, with one dead arm slung limply over its face. Lee could still see those blank eyes, as lifeless as a doll’s, staring at the ceiling.


Doc had used Lee’s cot to conduct the operation, amputating Kara’s arm in a futile attempt to save her life. No anesthetic. No blood transfusions. Not even a real operating table. Just a dirty cot draped with thin plastic sheeting, now streaked and dappled with blood.


Outside, the sound of grief was like fingernails on a chalkboard to Lee. The weeping of families always made him feel strange and tense, and he thought of Afghani mothers pulling their limp children out of the ruins of a hut that a misguided JDAM had nearly disintegrated. Bus and Harper were with the people as they groaned and wept for another one lost. Not the first. Certainly not the last. But another one.


Only Doc remained in the tent. The younger man sat on a crate at the table where all his medical equipment lay, his scraggly brown hair hanging over his face. He stared straight ahead, perhaps at his bloody hands that lay like dead things on the table, or perhaps simply at the wall.


The sounds of grieving began to move away from the medical trailer. Lee took a few steps over to the table where Doc sat and put a hand on his shoulder. The skinny medical student cringed and shrugged it off.


“Wasn’t supposed to happen like this.” He shook his head slowly. “It wasn’t.”


Lee didn’t immediately respond. He felt awkward, like a bull tiptoeing through the proverbial china shop. Finally he decided to forgo the platitudes and stick to the facts. “Doc, you’re barely even equipped to stitch someone up after a bad fall, let alone perform major surgery. It had to be done, and you were the one who had to do it. No one blames you that it didn’t turn out well. It’s just the way that one went.”


Doc’s head tilted back and a strange, humorless chuckle escaped him. He met Lee’s gaze and there was something intense and disturbing in it. Something that immediately made Lee uncomfortable. “You don’t get it, man. It’s my fault. And they will blame me. Maybe not now, but they will. They will eventually blame me.”


Lee opened his mouth to speak, but a heavy hand fell on his shoulder.


He was preparing to turn and address the person, but then the hand was suddenly pressing down on him and spinning him around. Lee had just enough time to see the incoming haymaker and throw his left arm up to block. His arm absorbed most of the blow but whoever the hell it was had thrown his body into it and the fist still bounced off the side of Lee’s head, causing him to stumble.


What the…?


Subconsciously, Lee’s feet spread wide and his elbows tucked in. He didn’t recognize the face, only the dark, aggressive shape, narrow slits of eyes, and a grimace broadcasting the next blow, this one a stiff right uppercut aimed at his solar plexus. Even as he saw the incoming strike, Lee’s mind raced, trying to explain what was happening. It couldn’t be an infected—it displayed too much control. But why would anyone in the camp want to hurt him?


Was it one of Milo’s men?


Lee pivoted to avoid the blow, but it still caught him in the side and had enough steam behind it to send a bolt of pain into his ribs. Lee managed to trap the arm against his side and held it tight. His attacker tugged back, attempting to free himself. Lee got low and sent a swift knee into the side of his attacker’s thigh, crunching the common peroneal nerve and toppling his attacker almost immediately.


Lee went down with him, still holding his attacker’s arm. He cocked his free hand back and was ready to deliver a hammer blow to the larynx and end the fight instantly when he took a breath and looked down, only to find a kid staring back up at him. Maybe a little more than a kid. But definitely less than a man.


Lee stopped himself.


The moment seemed to stretch awkwardly as he stared, shocked, at the eyes of his attacker and saw nothing but pure loathing. The only thought circling in Lee’s head came tumbling out of his mouth: “What the fuck’s wrong with you?”


There was shouting and Lee realized he was surrounded by a crowd that had poured in through the mouth of the medical trailer during the brief struggle. The shouting had a distinct sound to it that told him the crowd was not on his side.


A voice broke through the background noise. “Get off my son!”


Lee looked up in time to see a boot catch him in the shoulder and shove him backward. Lee didn’t resist the force but rolled with it. He felt the cold steel floor across his back and then white fire from his stitches. He winced as he recovered and got his knees back under him.


More shouts: “Did you see what he did?”


“He’s one of them!”


“He let those fuckers in!”


Are they talking about me?


Then Doc’s voice, stressed and high-pitched above the others: “Would everyone get the fuck out of my trailer? Get the fuck out! OUT!”


Lee fought off the blazing pain in his back and focused. In front of him he could see Doc’s back, his arms spread wide. They swooped rapidly back and forth as though the crowd that had gathered was a flock of birds that might be shooed away. Over the tops of Doc’s shoulders, Lee caught the stares of several people and he didn’t like what he saw.


Anger.


Mistrust.


Hatred.


The man that Lee had earlier identified as Kara’s father stepped forward quickly and pulled the kid up off the ground. Get off my son, he’d yelled. Which meant that Lee’s attacker was Kara’s brother.


They were all family.


The crowd absorbed Kara’s father and brother as they backpedaled, all eyes still on Lee while Doc raved at them to get out. Watching those people stare at him, Lee thought that he had never felt so abundantly alienated, so obviously on the outside. Did they truly blame him for what had happened? Was it just because he was a stranger to them? Or was there something else that he was missing?


Bus made his way through the gathered people like a ship’s bow cutting through water. He did not look happy. The man was nearly a head taller than everyone else, and Lee could see his eyes glaring from underneath furrowed brows.


“What the hell is all this about?” he shouted.


Lee wasn’t sure whether the question was directed at him or the hostile crowd. The big man now stood between Lee and the crowd, with both arms stretched out as though he were holding the two parties away from each other by the sheer force of his will.


Kara’s father stepped out of the crowd but didn’t try to get past Bus. He just pointed one finger at Lee and began shouting. “He’s with Milo! He’s gotta be! We heard about the breach in the fence! He did it! It had to be him!” Spittle flew from his mouth as he screamed, his cheeks and forehead becoming red with rage.


Lee could tell that Bus hadn’t expected that. He stood there, looking taken aback.


Doc sounded like he was on the edge of panic. “I don’t know what you’re fucking talking about. The captain has been in the medical trailer all night.”


Kara’s father—Steve, wasn’t it?—directed his ire at Doc. “How do you know he was here? You were in the Ryder building for almost an hour. He could have done it then.”


Bus tried stepping in. “Steve, this is ridiculous…”


“Ridiculous?” Steve shouted. “Ridiculous that I don’t want to trust the guy who just got here? Is it so crazy what I’m saying? Have we ever had a breach like that in our fences before? Someone cut that shit—Miller said so himself. And here we are, harboring strangers. So who do you think did it, Bus? One of us?”


Bus floundered for a moment. He could say that it was Milo’s men who cut the fence, but Steve and his supporters obviously believed that Lee had allied himself with Milo. It was also clear that they were so incensed at this moment, nothing Bus could say would sway their opinion. Bus needed time to let the people calm down. And he needed Lee to speak with them. If Lee could do that, he could convince them, just like he’d convinced Bus.


Forced to ride the fence, Bus nodded curtly. “Okay. Everybody out. Let me handle this.”


“How are you going to handle it?” Steve demanded.


“Steve,” Bus said with a quiet warning in his voice. “You know me. You know you can trust me. Now go. Let me handle this.”


Steve seemed to consider the words as he stared at Lee with barely controlled anger. His fists, balled at his sides, his lips a thin gash across his face, tears welling up in his eyes. But eventually he nodded to Bus, and he turned away from them.


The hostile grumble of the crowd died to a low murmur as everyone followed Steve out of the trailer. Lee stood up, feeling weakness in the muscles along his spine, and then a brief chill washed over him that stung at the wounds on his back and then quieted. The two men faced each other a few feet apart, and Lee waited.


“Are you okay?” Bus spoke quietly and for the first time Lee sensed the complicated depth of the relationship between Bus and the people of Camp Ryder. The strong man, yes. The figurehead, yes. Their brave spokesman, yes. But he was not in control in a situation like this. When fear was the dominant emotion, he issued orders and people listened, because fearful people needed a leader. But when anger took over, the mob became more powerful, and the leader became just a mouthpiece.


Lee nodded slowly. “I’m assuming that was Kara’s family.”


“Yes.” There was a long silence, in which Bus looked deep in mental calculations. After a moment, he looked to Doc. “How long until his stitches heal?”


Doc, flustered and sweating now, raked a finger through his natty hair. “Uh… six weeks until I take them out.”


“How long until he’s healed enough to go out?”


Doc looked at Lee, his jaw muscles bulging and a vein beginning to stand out under his left eye. “Probably a week before I could be sure the wounds won’t get infected. But they won’t be properly healed and they could tear open and renew the chance for infection.”


Bus let a slow, deep breath hiss through his teeth. “Captain, is there any proof you can give me that you aren’t with Milo’s men?”


Lee’s stomach dropped.


Was this for real? Were they all serious about this? An hour ago, he was their friend, and now they were accusing him of being a spy for Milo? It bordered on absurdity. But as absurd as he thought it was, he had no way to refute it. No way but to simply deny the charges. “No. I don’t have any proof. Just my word.”


“Okay. We’ll figure something out.” Then Bus turned. “Miller! Harper!”


The two men appeared suddenly out of the crowd, appearing red-faced and uncomfortable. They walked awkwardly into the medical trailer, flanking Bus. Miller on the right, Harper on the left.


Lee tensed. He eyeballed the two men, finding himself evaluating them as he would an enemy combatant. He did not want to harm these people, but if it came down to violence, he intended to be the one walking away. Harper looked mean but Lee was confident in his earlier assessment of the man. As hard-assed as Harper had become, he’d still led a cushy life prior to the collapse of society. Lee could probably overpower him easily. Miller posed a bit more of a problem. He seemed like he enjoyed a fight and had the look of someone who got into his fair share of them. While he might not have any formal training, experience was more important. Lee hedged his bets that Miller was a stand-up fighter. He would need to take his legs out.


Bus looked at Lee but spoke to his men. “Watch the captain while Doc tends to him.” Bus swiped a quick hand across his brow. “I’m sorry, Captain. But I don’t think you should leave the trailer for right now.”


Lee’s shoulders pinched up slightly. “Am I being arrested?”


His eyes traveled back and forth among Bus, Harper, and Miller. None of them had an answer for him, because it was the truth, but they didn’t want to admit it. He was being arrested. He had come to Camp Ryder and promised them supplies and assistance, and rather than accept his help, they were holding him in a trailer against his will.


Looking the gift horse in the mouth.


Lee had the urge to tell them to go fuck themselves. He could make a break for it, still in possession of the GPS. He could continue his mission with another group, one less paranoid and less hostile. But the nagging thought occurred to him: What if there’s no one else?


And what about Angela and Abby and Sam?


And what about the mission?


He had to focus on the mission.


In this surreal situation, the concept of the mission was, for once, a comfort. It grounded him and gave him a sense of the big picture. This was not personal, it was business, and his business was the completion of his mission. This was a community that he could render aid to, a community that eventually could not only provide stability in the region but a waypoint for him to base further operations out of. This was the first step.


But he had to earn their trust.


It would not be given.


The only alternative was to abandon them. If he abandoned them they would conclude that they had been right about him all along. Either their group of survivors would wither and die, or eventually Lee would have to deal with them again. And they would be much harder to convince the next time around.


If Camp Ryder was going to be an asset to him, it was now or never.


Lee stood up and very slowly raised his right hand. With his left, he pulled up the smiley-face T-shirt, exposing the small pocket pistol he’d stuck in his waistband. He watched them all stare at the pistol, even some of the people outside. The implication Lee made was obvious. A guilty man, someone spying for Milo, would have kept the weapon so he could later escape with it. Instead he was choosing to cooperate.


Lee nodded to Harper. “Go ahead.”


Harper glanced up at Lee’s face, his eyes sharp as arrowheads.


Lee thought that maybe Harper would get some sort of satisfaction from this, considering he had not been a fan of Lee’s to begin with, but he did not appear to be enjoying himself. In fact, he looked even more miserable than usual.


“Miller,” Harper spoke quietly. “Take the gun from Captain Harden, please.”


Miller stepped forward cautiously. Lee could see that Miller was at odds with himself. Part of him wanted to believe in his friends and family, that Lee was the enemy, that the untrustworthy outsider had been the cause of all this great misfortune. The other part of him knew that this was wrong, that Lee was there to help.


A third part was just scared that Lee was going to snap his neck if he got too close.


But Lee remained as frozen as though he were sculpted of marble. Miller stepped forward slowly, his eyes meeting Lee’s, and in them Lee could see a silent apology. He plucked the gun from Lee’s midsection.


Someone from the crowd yelled, “What about that thing in his pocket?”


And another: “Yeah, take it away from him!”


Miller and Lee both glanced down at his right front pocket and the handheld GPS unit bulging awkwardly from the athletic shorts.


Miller didn’t move for it. He looked at Lee as though asking permission.


Lee shook his head slightly and said, “Don’t.”


The younger man nodded and retreated.


There was a disapproving grumble from the crowd and Bus spun on them. “That is his personal property and we won’t be taking it from him. He’s been detained based on your accusations but we’re not treating him like some common criminal.”


The gathering remained silent this time.


Bus turned to Doc. “See to him, Doc.” Then to Lee, “I am truly sorry, Captain. But the situation being what it is, you may have very limited time to recover. I think you may have to produce what you promised sooner than either of us expected.”
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