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      To William Beaner, Matt Montgomery, and Steve Selogy. Three wise men who are a little crazy, but keep me sane. 
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      Frost had covered everything. It crunched under Lee’s feet as he made his way steadily through the woods. He wore his parka, zipped all the way up and the hood pulled over his head. A shemagh was around his neck, pulled up to cover his mouth. But still the cold air stung him. It got under his clothes and pried at his injuries. It made his damaged ankle joint ache like an old man’s and his progress was slow and plodding as he favored these complaining parts.

      Lee breathed the air slowly as dawn began to break through the wooded landscape. It smelled of the nothingness of frost. All the other smells – the tree bark, the leaves, the moss – had been frozen in place. The air seemed to freeze his sinuses. Particularly painful to his broken nose. Reset, but still swollen and probably forever crooked. It was the coldest it had been yet. Maybe around 20 degrees, which was not horrible in general, but pretty damn cold for North Carolina.

      He stopped at the crest of a rise and stood for a moment. A tall form. Thinner than he’d ever been, so that his clothes and coat hung loose on him. But for all the size he’d lost, he was not weak. Underneath those loose-fitting clothes he was battered and scarred, but possessed a wiry sort of strength that came only from endless abuse.

      He knelt down. His knees cracked threateningly when he did so, the stitches in the gunshot wound on his left side screaming at him. His face showed none of this. His dark eyes were as cold as the air around him.

      He looked back the way he had come. Over the skeleton trees he could see Camp Ryder rising out of the forest. The walls built up with surprising speed over the course of the last several days – a last-ditch effort to keep the hunters out. Spikes and barbed wire. Like some reverse supermax prison, designed in a third-world country. Designed to keep things out, instead of in.

      Lee didn’t know how long it would last. They hadn’t made contact with the hunters since the assault on Camp Ryder, but the threat of them still hung over everything. Worse than the packs. Worse than the hordes. These ones were smarter, faster, stronger.

      He pulled the shemagh down with a gloved hand. Rubbed the beard he had scissored back to a reasonable length the day before. He watched his breath plume out of him and for a brief moment it obscured his view of Camp Ryder and gave him a sense of melancholy that he could not explain. Equal measures of regret and responsibility.

      You cannot be what you once were. 

      The fog of his breath dissipated and he could see Camp Ryder again. Quiet and still in the early morning hours, smoke trails rising from the fires that were keeping people warm. Soon it would be alive again. Soon it would be awake. Because ‘first light’ was when the people of Camp Ryder would render their judgment on those that had betrayed them, those that had fought for Jerry. The trials had already been held, overseen by a committee of survivors led by Angela. The facts already weighed. The mitigating and the aggravating. Now the only thing left was to dole out the punishment.

      A soft crunch of leaves behind him. A warm snout nudged his elbow.

      Lee lifted his arm, put it around Deuce. The dog and the man leaned into each other for a brief moment of warmth. The dog still held his one paw up. Not broken, it had been decided, but probably sprained. He seemed to be getting more movement back into it and was able to put more weight on it than he had before. But it had never slowed the dog down. The dog just kept going, doing what he was supposed to do.

      ‘You smell anything?’ Lee asked quietly.

      The tawny dog looked around, as though he understood the question. His pointed ears always erect and alert. Scanning like a radar dish. His long, lupine nose constantly working at the air. But Deuce stayed quiet. Didn’t whine. Didn’t growl. There were no infected nearby. At least for now.

      ‘Come on,’ Lee said, as he stood up and began walking again. The dog followed his lead.

      Lee cradled his rifle in one arm. Or at least the rifle that had become his rifle. The one he’d taken from a dead man named Kev after he’d crushed the man’s throat with his bare hands. Tore at him like a wild animal. It was strange how different experiences seemed to have different chemical reactions within your brain. Some horrible things only calcified you. Made you harder and more calloused. You did them and you never thought about them again. Other experiences seemed to be caustic, and they broke you down, ate through you, and stung when you least expected them to. And there was never any rhyme or reason to it, it seemed.

      Lee had done all manner of things. He had killed men in many different ways. But for some reason, the crushing of Kev’s throat stuck with him. Sometimes he could feel the little tiny bits of cartilage in Kev’s neck, cracking under his fingers. Sometimes he heard a noise and it made his heart stop because he thought it sounded so much like the strange, gasping, rasping sound that Kev had made when he ran out of air. A few nights he had dreamt vividly of that moment, and woke up with his heart pounding.

      This is how it is now, he told himself. There is no room for mercy.

      He made his way through the winter forest, following what had become a familiar path. He recognized small things that sat dimly in the morning light. A copse of evergreen shrubs that grew low to the ground. A patch of briars. An outcropping of stone coming out of the hillside as he began to descend the other side.

      Every so often he would glance down at Deuce, make sure the dog was still beside him. Check to see how the dog was acting. Deuce just continued to limp along beside the human that he had decided to trust. Forever soldiering on. Just the two of them.

      Lee’s ‘escapes’ from Camp Ryder were against the better judgment of Jenny, their resident medical professional. Though she had been quiet and very reserved since everything that had happened during the assault on Camp Ryder, she’d spared no words to scold him about wandering out of the gates when he was supposed to be resting. It was not only dangerous, she said, but also would slow his healing.

      After the second disappearing act, Angela joined in.

      Lee humored them by forcing a smile and a nod, but he never told either of them that he wouldn’t do it again, because he knew that he would have to. Because he had to do what was required, no matter how ugly it was. All the people at Camp Ryder could turn their gazes away from the truth, they could hold on to morals and ethics – they had that luxury.

      Lee did not.

      But Lee would not take it from them. He would not spoil that dream for them. Because they needed to believe the ideals and laws of the country they still subscribed to. And no matter how much of a dog and pony show that was, Lee knew he couldn’t take it away from them.

      So he would do what needed to be done.

      But he would do it quietly, and they would be none the wiser.

      He came to the edge of the forest. He stopped, just outside the trees, Deuce making slow circles around him. Sniffing the ground, then the air. Before him stretched cropland, washed pink and yellow in the morning light. It was all open acres of harvested wheat that had never been tilled or replanted. Weeds had begun to sprout up during the abandoned summer but were now brown and dead as fall turned to winter. Still, the view gave him pause each time he came upon it. The seemingly endless acres of open fields, rolling down into shallow ravines where sometimes fog would huddle.

      Not now, though. Now it was too cold.

      But Lee could look at those fields, and some small vestige of himself that dared to take uncertain glances at the future would think that one day they would plant those fields again. And he wasn’t sure why this part of him insisted on being optimistic, when every other part seemed to have shrugged off optimism in place of cold reality. But he didn’t overthink it. He accepted it. And he looked out on the fields and he thought about sprouting grain seed and cornstalks grown taller than a man.

      He allowed himself that moment. And then he continued on.

      He followed the edge of the woods for a time. Twice Deuce let out a low growl and looked off into the fields. Lee stopped both times and stayed very still, eyes searching in the distance where Deuce was focused. The weeds in the field were tall, and infected could easily hide there if they just crouched down. Lee thought he saw movement in one of the shallow ravines several hundred yards from him, but then Deuce quieted. Lee gave it another minute and then kept walking.

      After about a mile along the edge of the woods, he came to a road. What had once been a well-traveled highway, now barely visible under a layer of fallen leaves. The shoulders encroached unevenly, swallowing the edges of the road in soil and brown grasses. And where the fields always gave him hope, this old road gave him a sense of loss. A sense of loneliness. Like he might be the last human being on the face of the planet.

      He did not go to the road, but stayed off of it about fifty yards. He found the same spot he had used before, where an old elm tree with drooping branches provided him with a curtain behind which he could watch the road in secret. He sat down slowly in that place, the tree shading him from what little warmth could be gleaned from the rising sun. Deuce sat beside him, quiet and reserved.

      By now, at Camp Ryder, Angela would have noticed that Lee had snuck away again. Jenny would be livid that he was putting strain on his injuries. But Angela would mostly just worry about him. And she would have already seen to what needed to be done. Tallied the vote. Rendered the judgment.

      By now, he would be walking. The last man to be judged. He would be walking, and he would be thinking about how he was going to survive out here, all by himself.

      What was his name?

      Kyle, Lee remembered. Kyle, who was complicit in the murder of Bus and Keith Jenkins. Kyle, who went and got Abby when Jerry had demanded it, knowing full well what Jerry might do to that little girl just to get Angela to talk. Kyle, who acted all distraught and remorseful. Kyle the young kid, who I almost feel bad for.

      Almost. 

      A great deal of the testimony against Kyle had come from Sam, the rest from Angela. Sam told everyone how he had been playing soccer and went to retrieve the ball when it was kicked out of bounds. How he had stumbled on Kyle and Arnie, at the back of the Camp Ryder building with Keith Jenkins. How Arnie had swung the pipe that brained Mr. Jenkins, but Kyle urged him to finish Mr. Jenkins off. Then Greg had come and threatened Sam and Abby into silence for what he had seen. Sam told all of this in an unwavering voice, reliving a nightmare for the benefit of others and doing it without flinching.

      Angela told how she had been taken upstairs into the office to be questioned by Jerry, just before the assault to take Camp Ryder back. It had been obvious that Jerry wanted to use Abby and Sam against Angela, to harm them in order to coerce her into talking. And when he sent for them, Kyle raised no objections, but simply went to get the children, following his orders, never stopping to think.

      And maybe Lee did feel bad for him. Maybe the kid named Kyle had gotten in over his head. Maybe he had never meant to do the things that he was forced to do. Maybe even now he regretted every one of those decisions. But did any of that excuse his actions? Did being sorry for what you did make everything all better?

      No. What’s done is done, and cannot be taken back. 

      Actions have consequences. 

      The people of Camp Ryder, the ones that put their votes into jars – little pieces of paper with guilty or not guilty written on them – they had decided what those consequences would be, and while Lee spoke quietly to Angela in the back rooms, he sensed the temperature of the group. He knew what they had been through, and knew that they were only trying to hold on to something there. Some semblance of that old world that they so fondly remembered.

      So Lee did not argue with their judgments. It was not his place to do so.

      His job was not to govern them, but to protect them.

      He should have protected them before. He should have handled Jerry when the man had become a problem, before he could sink his teeth into Camp Ryder and split it right down the middle into two warring halves. He should have handled Professor White when he was merely a dissenting voice, before he could arm his group to help Jerry take over Camp Ryder. He should have handled Shumate those many long months ago when Lee had escaped from him in the hospital in Smithfield.

      But he had let Shumate get away. And then Shumate had captured him again, quite recently, and forced Lee into a pattern of actions that still disturbed his sleep. He had let Professor White foment rebellion, and he had let Jerry divide the camp, and now the bodies were stacked up to be buried and the space to bury them was running out.

      He had tried so hard to be just, to be righteous. To let the dissenters speak. To not pursue the enemy that was fleeing. Sometimes he had felt that he was being too harsh, but apparently he had not been harsh enough. Because every mercy had been used against him. And the people he cared for had paid dearly for those mercies.

      Loose ends always come back to bite you in the ass. 

      He would not make these people pay the price. He would settle their debts for them.

      Behind their backs if need be.

      It was the only thing he could do. He could not give them medicine, or food or water, or arm them against the threats that surrounded them. He had done what he could before his GPS had been stolen, before he had been betrayed by the remnants of his own country. There was no longer a Project Hometown, and so Lee no longer viewed himself as a Coordinator. Everyone still called him ‘Captain,’ but to Lee, that identity was fading fast.

      At the end of the day, when all those things were stripped from Lee, he found that what was left could still be useful. Because what was left was skill and knowledge. The skills to do what was necessary, and the knowledge of why they needed to be done. That was what made him useful to Camp Ryder – even to North Carolina and what little bit of society remained inside of it. Lee could still help them survive. He could still pass on the things that he knew. And he could still fight.

      Those were things that could never be taken away from him.

      So he waited underneath the barren elm tree, knowing that the low-hanging branches, frosted and reflecting the morning sun, would hide him. His stomach clenched hard to fight the gradual ebbing of his core temperature. And perhaps also to fight the feelings. Not any particular feeling, but just feelings in general. Mercy. Pity. Anger. Indignation. None of those were of any use to him at that moment, though they all swam around him.

      No. What he needed now was just coldness. Cold like the ground he sat on. Earth that was fertile, but dormant. Saving its energy. Saving it for another time. And just like that earth, he saved all those feelings for another time. When they would mean something. When they could bear fruit in his life. But now, they were only weaknesses.

      Just as the sun began to break over the tops of the trees, Lee saw the figure walking. It was a slow, steady pace. The pace of a man with nothing in front of him and nothing behind him. Just an existence of stasis. Walking. Putting the miles down on the road.

      Beside Lee, the dog stirred, his ears rotating in the direction where the man walked.

      He stayed quiet, though. This was not an infected.

      Lee’s rifle remained in his lap as he watched the figure approach. He wondered if he should talk to the man, but then wasn’t sure what good it would do either of them. Perhaps it was just an attempt to assuage Lee’s own vestigial guilt. Maybe he felt like Kyle wasn’t as bad as the others.

      But he was, wasn’t he? Because ignorance was not an absence of guilt. Because following orders didn’t make things okay. It was up to the individual to determine when the lines of morality were crossed.

      Lines of morality? Lee almost laughed at himself, but the air was too cold and too still for laughter. Lee had the sense that the world would have fractured around him if he had laughed. So he didn’t. He just raised his rifle, leaning the foregrip on his knees to support it, and then he squinted through the iron sights. No scope today. Just irons. You had to learn to use your irons before you could use an optic, and using them was like going home.

      You put the circle around the post.

      You put the post on your target.

      You pull the trigger.

      Here, Lee hesitated. He stared out across the expanse of road between him and Kyle, the young man who walked, ignorant of what targeted him through rifle sights. The young man that wandered now, homeless and futureless. Banished from Camp Ryder. Marked with a brand on his wrist, so that if anyone from Camp Ryder ever found him inside the Hub again, they would kill him on the spot.

      That was the solution that the people of Camp Ryder had come up with.

      But Lee counted on a different solution.

      Something much more final.

      Lee took a deep breath. Put the top of the post just underneath Kyle’s chin. Then he exhaled and he waited for that respiratory pause. That one, long, half second of time where your body was completely still. And when he felt it, when he somehow knew on some primal level, that the bullet that would leave his rifle would hit his target just where he wanted it to… then he pulled the trigger.

      Kyle stumbled backward, then fell to his knees. Then he scrambled for the side of the road – heading for the woods, Lee thought, but he didn’t make it very far. Just barely made it to the overgrown shoulder, in fact, and then he seemed to go limp. Not dead yet, though. Lee could still see his chest rising and falling in great, big, panicked gasps. He could even hear him from across the distance. The feathery sound of someone trying to speak but unable to.

      Lee wondered if Kyle knew why this was happening to him.

      He stepped out from underneath the old elm tree, and he stood there in the tall grasses and weeds that lined the shoulder of the road. He could see clear across them to Kyle, and he wondered what he should be feeling in that moment. He thought that there were probably hunters that had shot animals and experienced more emotion.

      I’ve got no soul anymore, some part of Lee welled up.

      But Lee just shook his head. Stuffed it down. I’m just tired. Just very tired, is all. It’s hard to feel when you’re tired.

      He got up and made his way out from under the elm tree. Even in the cold, dense air, he thought he could still smell the others – that tinge of corruption just barely tainting the air. The smell of rot. Various stages of decomposition. None more than a few days old.

      He stood there at the edge of the road for a moment, looking around and checking to see that nothing else was watching him, nothing had yet been attracted by the sound of the single gunshot. Still, Deuce seemed a little extra cautious, and hesitated a few steps behind Lee, his tail hanging a little lower than usual.

      The dog stared at Kyle’s form, still moving, but faintly now.

      Lee considered the dog’s reaction for a moment. Clicked his tongue. ‘C’mon.’

      Deuce followed, reluctantly.

      By the time they reached Kyle, he had stopped moving. Lee stood over the man, looking down at him. Kyle had died on his back, face up to the sky, mouth open and teeth red, hand over the hole in his chest. For the briefest of moments, as Lee stood there, he thought that Kyle was looking at him, recognizing him, and knowing why Lee had done what he did.

      ‘Because loose ends always come back to bite you in the ass,’ Lee mumbled to the emptiness around him. ‘Just like Shumate.’

      Deuce growled.

      Lee stiffened at the sound of it, instinctively shouldering his rifle. He looked first to Deuce, his gaze ricocheting off the dog and then following the canine’s intense focus, up the road and into the woods. Lee stooped. Moved his head around and tried to see through the trees and into the woods.

      No movement. Yet.

      With more urgency now, Lee slung the rifle onto his back and bent down with a gripe and a groan to hook his fingers underneath Kyle’s armpits. The underside of the man’s body was wet with blood – still warm to the touch. Lee’s nose curled, distastefully, and he lifted the dead weight, the stiches in his side suddenly afire.

      ‘Come on, you heavy bastard,’ Lee strained under his breath, despite the fact that Kyle was the lightest of the four men he had killed like this. The only four men that had taken up arms against Lee during the assault on Camp Ryder, and lived to be captured, tried by committee, and exiled.

      ‘Had to do it,’ Lee continued as he worked his way backward, dragging the body off the road to where it would be hidden in the tall grasses and weeds to the side. The same place as the others. The others that he could smell even stronger, now that he was so close to them. ‘Had to do it this way, Kyle. I know you weren’t a bad guy, but you weren’t innocent, either. I don’t like it, but it’s just the way things are now. You know?’

      What the fuck is wrong with me? 

      Talking to dead men. 

      Lee stopped, a little out of breath. He noticed that Deuce refused to step off the road and was prancing and whining now. On the verge of barking. His attention was still affixed down the road. More intent now. Like he was seeing something Lee was not.

      Lee looked down the road.

      Froze.

      Still standing there with his back and hamstrings aching, his finger hooked under dead-Kyle’s warm, bloody back. Breath caught in his chest.

      Straight down from him, less than thirty yards away, another man stood, staring right back at him. Except it wasn’t a man. Not really. Not in any way that counted anymore. It stood on two feet, but the way its shoulders were hunched, its head low and feral, naked as a primitive man – Lee knew what it was.

      Lee’s first instinct was to break for his rifle, still strapped to his back. But something about the stillness of the moment caught him off guard, made him pause, even as his mind scrambled, Are there more? There’s always more. They’re flanking me. Cutting me off. This is a hunt. Right now, I am their prey.

      Deuce was barking.

      The thing across the way seemed equally transfixed by Lee. Like the two were in a duel, each waiting for the other to make a move. It looked like it was holding on to something, but over the tall grasses, Lee could not tell what it was.

      Lee let Kyle’s body slump out of his grasp, trying to free his hands to get to his rifle, but Kyle’s body fell forward, and the movement could not be hidden. The thing across from him twitched when it saw the movement, and it snarled loudly, but did not make a move toward Lee. Rather, it took a step back. Still clutching whatever it had in its hands.

      I know what it has, Lee thought, stomach turning.

      The thing hunched low, snatched down to get a better grip on something, its head dipping out of sight. When it came back up, a half second later, it held what was left of a man. A man that had once been fat, but then lost all of that fat from starvation, leaving only a thick flap of loose skin around his belly, which had been opened up and emptied out, like a voluminous leather bag robbed of its contents. The creature had its jaws clamped around the corpse’s neck, and it began tugging backward, eyes still focused on Lee as it did so.

      It reminded Lee of a leopard, dragging an antelope into a tree.

      Somehow his rifle had gotten off his back and into his hands. Like it wanted to be shot. Like it wanted Lee to take this thing down. This terrifying and repulsive thing. But by the time Lee broke eye contact with it and raised his rifle to sight through the irons, all he could see was the bottom half of the corpse – pale gray legs with old boots and tatters of pants still clinging to them – and it slipped into the trees with a muted rustle.

      Maybe that was why the hunters hadn’t bothered to attack Camp Ryder for the last few days.

      They’d been dining on the bodies that Lee left behind.

      Following him like seagulls follow a fishing trawler.

      Waiting to feast on the aftermath of whatever he left behind.

      Lee realized he was shaking badly. Deuce was still on the road, whining and growling and moving around in tight, tense little circles. Lee looked down and saw that Kyle was far enough off the road that he would not be seen by passersby. He would not be seen by anyone from the Camp Ryder Hub. At least not for a while. And probably not before the hunters came and harvested him up.

      But there’s no more after that, Lee thought. No more free meals.

      And then where will you go? 

      He stumbled, pulling his feet out from under Kyle’s body. Then he crossed the road at a painful but deliberate jog, looking over his shoulder to make sure he wasn’t being followed.
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      He sat in a cage. Some sort of wooden box, constructed mostly of plywood and two-by-fours and built directly onto the back of a flatbed truck. A sort of mobile holding cell. His hands were still bound, though they had been loosened to allow some circulation, and they had been placed in the front. He could feel his face. The rough-hewn features grown even more haggard and severe. The beard growing and itching. The hair wild and unkempt. The features of a wild man.

      Sometimes he would shift where he sat. Other times he would notice that he was incredibly hungry. The bullet wound in his arm ached fiercely. He kept smelling it to see if it was becoming infected. He didn’t think that it was.

      But the physical discomfort did not bother him much. As he sat there in the dark, surrounded by the muted noises of the camp huddled just outside his holding cell, he would occasionally feel a rising sickness in his gut, and panic would follow. It would attack him in a sudden onrush, making his whole body twitch and his heart begin to pound, his breathing becoming ragged and heavy.

      Then when the panic subsided, when the feelings of sickness were gone and his stomach no longer threatened to void what little it contained, he would roll over onto his side, facing the wall of the holding cell, cheek pressed to the wooden floor, right at the joint where the shoddy build had left about an inch of space between the wall and the floor – just right there in the corner.

      He could press his face down into that corner and he could suck in the cold, unbreathed November air that chilled its way through the crack and crystallized his muddled mind. And when he held his face down as close as it would go, he could see out of the crack with his left eye. He could see the other cages across from him, the ones with the wooden bars so that he could see inside.

      He could see their faces.

      He bent down there now, first with his eyes closed, just breathing the air, settling himself. It smelled of the plywood and boards that his cage was constructed of – the piney, raw smell of them, but also the tangy odor of the pressure treatments. But once your nose became accustomed to that, you could smell beyond it. You could smell the air outside.

      It smelled like autumn. Oaky, with a hint of campfire smoke. Vehicle exhaust. The distinct rank of many, many people living in one place. Better than the overpowering scent of himself and his pinewood box, though.

      He opened his eyes.

      Gray light, turning yellow.

      It was early morning.

      The fifth morning, possibly? Maybe just the fourth.

      His stomach clenched, aching in the background of his mind, wanting food. He had not eaten since he’d arrived here. Since he’d spoken to the man named Deacon Chalmers. They gave him water on occasion, but not food. They told him that he needed to purify himself. They told him he had to fast for five days. That it would clear his mind and cement his decisions.

      Then he would be required to ‘prove’ himself.

      He knew what the proof was.

      Sometimes he dreaded it. At other times, he had no strong feelings about it. He’d done worse things, hadn’t he? Maybe. He wasn’t quite sure, and things weren’t coming in clear right now. Sometimes the ‘proof’ felt like it would be easy to accomplish. After all, it would be a stranger, wouldn’t? He could kill a stranger. He’d already killed a friend.

      Across from him, the shapes that occupied the neighboring cage were huddled under blankets, watching the men that passed by, their eyes wary and uncertain. The eyes of the abused – always waiting for the unknown moment when they would be called upon again to experience pain.

      LaRouche watched them, intensely, breathlessly. He searched their faces. There was one in particular that he was looking for. The one with the green eyes – he didn’t know her name. She was a small thing, and he didn’t think she was much more than sixteen or seventeen years old. She was not particularly pretty, but her eyes were sharp. Clear. They reminded LaRouche of who he was. They kept awake some small part of him that was trying to curl up and die.

      For some reason that he could not explain, that girl gave him something while he sat in his little cage, starving and thinking and alternately tormenting himself into a panic and soothing himself into a lull. He sought her out when he bent down to this little crack in his cage. Sought out her sanity.

      But now he couldn’t find her.

      He feared perhaps she’d been taken away the previous night, and not yet returned. That was what they did. They took the girls away for the night and returned them in the morning. Sometimes just late at night, though most of the men preferred the female company. Preferred a warm body next to them. Maybe it helped them sleep. Maybe it reminded them of the wives they had lost.

      But they were all lost, weren’t they?

      Every fucking one of them.

      LaRouche included.

      He searched the faces again, the concern for the girl supplanting his other worries for a brief moment, and the absence of them was almost a relief, even if they were only replaced by another bad thing. Then he began to wonder why he should care about the girl at all.

      You’ve got your own problems, he thought. Though, when he tried to picture them, all he could think of was a man on a cross. A man with his guts ripped open and spilled out on the ground. The proof of his loyalty.

      The proof is in the pudding, he thought to himself nonsensically, staring up at the dark ceiling. What am I doing here? Am I accomplishing anything? Or am I just… floating along?

      The panic began to rise in his chest again.

      He took a deep breath and closed his eyes.

      A rattle came from the door of his cage, and by the time he had managed to sit up, swallowing hard against a little flame that licked up from his stomach and into his throat, the door was open and morning light blinded him along with a rush of cold air and smells that had before been muted, but now assaulted him straight on. And with them came the fresh recognition of his own stench – body odor and stale urine.

      A man stood in the light. It was barely an hour past dawn and the sun had yet to even fully rise above the trees, but still he found himself squinting and holding up his hands as though to shade his eyes. For a brief moment, he saw himself as the man must have seen him. Pathetic.

      The man named Clyde set down a bottle of water. The label was worn away so that only the little patches of white paper still clung to ancient glue. The bottle was scratched and scarred and tinted with dirt, though the water inside looked clean enough.

      LaRouche reached for it eagerly. Almost aggressively. As though Clyde might have snatched the bottle away if LaRouche was not quick enough. He guzzled the water, not realizing how dry his lips were until he tried to part them to take the drink. The water was ice cold and it extinguished the flame in his belly, at least for now.

      It also awakened his stomach and the hunger hit him like a cramp.

      LaRouche lowered the bottle, gasping for air. When he’d taken a few breaths, his voice came out and it sounded like a reasonable facsimile of the voice that he remembered as his own. ‘How long are they keeping me in here?’

      Clyde had his oily hair pulled back into a short ponytail this time. He pushed his large-frame glasses up his nose with a knuckle and eyed LaRouche. His expression was aloof. Enigmatic. LaRouche had a hard time reading the man. From the few interactions they’d had, LaRouche had found Clyde to be… reserved?

      No. Something worse than that.

      Clyde had done things. Just like LaRouche. And LaRouche knew that his own lack of emotion and words were not from being reserved, but rather from a quiet sort of misery. The kind that you could not escape.

      Clyde’s breath fogged in the air as he spoke. ‘You need to come with me.’ He stepped to the side of the doorway and stood, expectantly.

      LaRouche regarded the other man for another moment, and his stomach flipping two ways. First, elated, glad for the chance to be out of the cage. Then apprehensive. Wondering what was about to happen. Wondering if this was some other test he had to endure. Another test of his loyalty to the Followers. Of his belief in their mission.

      LaRouche slid forward until his feet hung off the edge of the flatbed truck. After sitting and lying down for so long, the feeling of gravity pulling blood into his feet was almost painful. Like if he set his weight on them, they would burst. So he did it slowly, like someone with bare feet might test out ice-cold floors.

      When he supported his own weight, his feet stung and his knees creaked. His back ached from being upright for the first time in days. Clyde watched him, taking visual stock of LaRouche for the first time since he’d been captured in the woods along the river, broken and empty.

      Like a cracked bucket.

      A cracked pot.

      Wasn’t that another phrase for crazy? Cracked pot?

      That was a good description for LaRouche. Crazy and empty.

      Clyde gestured to LaRouche’s arm, where the bandaging looked alternately brown and yellow. ‘How’s that?’

      LaRouche followed Clyde’s pointing finger to the wound on his left arm. ‘Could use a fresh bandage.’

      Clyde nodded, and that was the extent of the conversation about LaRouche’s wounds. Now the man that seemed strangely educated and out of place in this world nodded his head in the direction of a cluster of large, canvas tents. ‘Go to the one on the right.’

      LaRouche began walking. All around them was the sprawl of the Followers camp – one of many, LaRouche had gathered. This one had taken up residency on a small farm. The original constructions stood out like monuments to a forgotten world. The farmhouse. The carport. The barn. The woodshed. A few moldering one-ton rolls of hay backed into a lean-to that might have once been used for livestock sheltering.

      But amid all of this old-world stuff was the evidence of what the world had become. Cars and trucks and campers and tents were crammed in, almost touching each other, filling up the space between the farmhouse and the barn, and between the barn and the woodshed. They bustled and buzzed like a hive. Men with rifles moved about their morning business, all wearing white armbands that bore the black circle and cross of the Followers of the Apocalypse. The only empty space seemed to be the spaces left for the campfires. Some of the fires burned in pits lined with stone or cinder block or brick, and others had been lit in fifty-five-gallon drums.

      LaRouche looked over his shoulder again. Looking for the girl with the green eyes.

      Clyde followed his gaze. ‘What are you looking at?’

      LaRouche shook his head, then addressed himself to the tent as he approached it. ‘Nothing. Just looking.’

      Clyde walked abreast of him, rather than behind. He had a rifle, but he didn’t point it at LaRouche. It remained slung on his back. When he spoke, his voice took a quiet, musing quality. ‘You’re not a prisoner, you know.’

      LaRouche watched the ground pass under his feet. ‘What am I then?’

      ‘Just someone doing what the rest of us had to do.’

      LaRouche thought about asking him who he’d had to kill, but decided to leave it. Clyde seemed particularly irritable this morning. Probably not in the mood to answer questions. And what business of it was LaRouche’s, anyway? It would have no effect on what was expected of LaRouche. That seemed to have already been decided.

      ‘How long until I can eat?’ he asked instead.

      Clyde reached the tent and pulled aside the flap. ‘Soon,’ he said as he gestured LaRouche in.

      LaRouche ducked into the dim interior of the tent. It was spacious, and high enough for him to stand up fully. There was a metal flue that dropped down from the roof, meant for a wood-burning stove, though there was none. It was cold inside. And it was empty, save for a chair, a table, and an unlit gas lamp.

      The chair stood conspicuously in the middle of the room.

      Clyde pointed to it. ‘Sit.’

      LaRouche did so. The chair was a metal folding one. Ice-cold. No cushion. But it still felt like a relief to sit in a chair, rather than huddle on the ground. After however many days he’d been in the holding cage, the short walk to the tent seemed to have fatigued him. Or maybe it was the dehydration barely staved off. Or the beginning of starvation.

      Clyde crossed to the table and busied himself with the lamp. As he worked, he spoke without looking at LaRouche. ‘Deacon Chalmers has made it very clear that you are my responsibility,’ he said, his voice bearing very little inflection. LaRouche could not interpret how the other man felt about this new responsibility. ‘He’s also asked that you reveal what information you can for our war parties before we send them out.’

      A glow simmered against the tent wall and then grew until it was bright enough to illuminate the tent. It wouldn’t be needed for very long – once the sun cleared the trees, it would glow through the heavy canvas fabric. But at least now they could see each other’s faces.

      LaRouche felt the rise in his heart rate. He avoided Clyde’s gaze, and he began to picture the men he had left behind. The men he had abandoned after… after… what he had done. But each time he pictured them, he realized they were dead. Lucky, and Joel, and Father Jim. Who was left but a few men that he only knew in passing?

      Except Wilson.

      He could picture Wilson quite well. He pictured him as he saw him most frequently. In profile, driving the Humvee. The small-statured Air Force Academy cadet that somehow managed to hold it together better than everyone else. The man that always made the good decisions. The only one that had ever been able to talk LaRouche down. The one that understood the seeming psychosis that took over men’s minds here at the end of the world, but never had succumbed to it himself.

      Wilson, LaRouche thought. He was a good man.

      Clyde turned to him, then leaned back against the table and crossed his arms. ‘I want you to understand something, LaRouche.’ Clyde said his name hesitantly, as though he wasn’t sure he was saying it right. ‘Chalmers made it clear that I was free to hurt you, if necessary. But I’ve no intention of doing that.’

      LaRouche’s jaw clenched for a flash. He thought of the girl with the green eyes and for the first time since he’d come here, bound and blindfolded, he thought about getting away. Then the thought died, halfway out the door. It was ridiculous. Where would he go? What would he do? He had made an enemy of the only friends he had left in the world. And now his old enemies were the only people that would take him in.

      LaRouche stared at the dirt floor and said nothing.

      Clyde made a tired sound. A long pause. Then: ‘Why are you here?’

      LaRouche thought it was an odd question. ‘Because you brought me here.’

      Clyde pulled himself off the table and walked over so that he stood in front of LaRouche, looking at him with something akin to disgust. ‘Yes, I brought you here. I found you. In the woods. Drunk. Sitting at the base of a tree with a gun in your hand and it seemed to me that you were waiting to die, or thinking of doing it yourself.’

      LaRouche didn’t respond. It was an accurate assessment, he thought.

      ‘But why do you think you were there?’ Clyde asked.

      I know why I was there, LaRouche thought. Instead, he said, ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean do you believe that it was purely coincidence?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘I think you do,’ Clyde said. ‘I think you know, just like I knew, the day Deacon Chalmers found me. I think you know, but you’re wrestling with it. And the sooner you accept it, the sooner you submit to it, the sooner things will become much easier for you.’

      Providence, he means. LaRouche stared straight ahead into nothing. Destiny.

      Was I destined to be here? Was everything purposefully leading to this? 

      It was a slippery rationale. It had a dangerous way of soothing the conscience.

      ‘What were you going to ask me?’

      Clyde pushed his glasses up onto his nose again. ‘Just about the people you came from.’

      LaRouche met the other man’s gaze. ‘You know about them. Or at least Deacon Chalmers does. You had one of our guys. You tortured him. Carved words in his chest. Shot him dead. Nick was his name. I’m sure he told you everything you need to know.’

      Clyde sniffed, eyes narrowed. ‘I don’t know him. Didn’t deal with him. I’m sure Deacon Chalmers would know more about it. He generally supervises… those types of things.’

      ‘Then he’ll know about the people that I came from,’ LaRouche said with some finality. ‘I’ve got nothing else to add about that.’

      ‘You know that he’ll expect you to cooperate.’

      ‘I feel like I have.’

      Clyde’s eyes narrowed. A man inspecting a chessboard for his best move. He reached into his pocket and withdrew a knife. For a split second, LaRouche thought that the man aimed to use it on him. To extract information. Would it be so different from the man that LaRouche had captured? The man that LaRouche had strung up by a rope and burned with a cigarette lighter? The man he had murdered in cold blood when he knew he would get no more information out of him?

      But instead, Clyde put the knife to LaRouche’s bindings and he cut through them, freeing his hands. Then he folded the knife again and put it back into his pocket. He straightened and found eye contact with LaRouche.

      ‘You’re not a prisoner,’ he said simply. ‘But if you walked away right now, where would you go? Would you go back to them? The people you’re trying to protect. Would they take you back? Would they forgive you for what you did?’

      LaRouche stared at his wrists. His free hands. He twisted them around. Worked the joint. They felt painful and stiff. Then he rested his hands on his legs, palms down, and thought about Clyde’s question for a very long time, though he already knew the answer. He knew the answer, but he had yet to voice it. He had yet to speak it into reality.

      And he still did not. He simply shook his head.

      Clyde put a hand on his shoulder. ‘What’s past is past,’ he said. ‘We are your family now.’
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      Harper didn’t want to run.

      He forced himself to walk. Stiff. Tense. Eyes wide and his whole body buzzing with sudden and heart-palpitating fear. Down the narrow alley. Red brick walls to either side. No windows. No doors. The ground underneath his feet was paved with red brick as well. Just a big blur of red brick, somewhere in the town of Eden, North Carolina. He kept moving forward, his back to the entrance and the street beyond. His back to the threat.

      Don’t run, stay calm, don’t run… 

      Because running would be loud.

      The footsteps would pound and echo. His rifle magazines would jostle and clank together. Bad idea. Best to just walk. Slow and steady wins the race. Stay calm and collected. What was that thing Lee always said? Something about slow and fast… slow was fast… no…

      Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. 

      Yeah, that’s it. 

      Slow is smooth. Smooth is fast. 

      But then, about halfway down the alley, when the teetering scales of speed versus quiet equaled out, he broke into a sprint. It was sudden. Surprising to even himself that he could move that fast when only an hour ago he’d been so stiff he could barely pull himself upright after a shitty night’s sleep. But he did it, and he did it fast, breath clenched in his belly, one giant cringe from start to finish.

      He reached the end of the alley and turned.

      A rifle stock almost slammed him in the face.

      Julia pulled back at the last minute, glaring at him. ‘Don’t come runnin’ up on me…’

      ‘Shh!’ Harper hissed.

      The irritation fled from her features, replaced by concern. Whispering, she said, ‘Are they…?’

      Harper nodded. He let his breath out in a slow, shaky exhale. Took in fresh oxygen. Then he looked around the corner that he’d just turned. They were just a few blocks from where the river bisected the city of Eden. The building they were huddled behind was some boutiquey shop – the kind that Annette used to get lost in for hours.

      Behind the shop, where Harper and Julia hid, was a natural area long overtaken by weeds, brown and dead with autumn and disrepair. A stone fountain and benches sat overgrown and unused. A fence ran along the border of it. Maybe it had been a backyard at one point. Maybe a neighborhood park. Now it was just camouflage for a man and a woman trying not to be noticed.

      Where Harper stood, on the back side of the business, there was a wrought-iron gate. On the street side of the alley, there was a wooden gate. Harper had propped the iron gate open with a loose brick so that it wouldn’t creak so noisily when he opened and closed it. The wooden gate on the other side was completely ripped off its hinges. Pieces of it were in the street. Harper wasn’t sure how that had happened.

      Something had died in the boutique shop, Harper was pretty sure. And somewhat recently. Just standing next to the place, he could smell it. Not all the time, but when it hit him, it was like a gut-punch.

      I knew this was a fucking bad idea… shitfire! 

      But it hadn’t exactly been his idea.

      He’d awakened that morning with no intention of creeping into Eden and trying to get a closer look at how many infected had crossed the river and infiltrated the town. But then Charlie Burke, one of the remaining seven of his rapidly dwindling team, had decided today was the day to do some recon.

      Harper didn’t want to do the recon, but he couldn’t stand the thought of more of his people throwing themselves into harm’s way. Nor could he let them see how fearful he’d become. So he lied to Charlie and told him that he’d been thinking about doing the same thing. Then he’d packed his things and made for the door.

      And then, of course, Julia had insisted on coming along.

      So his plan to keep his team out of danger had backfired. Now instead of Charlie being in the shit, it was him and Julia.

      Stupid, stupid, stupid. 

      In the silence of his own thoughts, he could hear something snuffling around at the mouth of the alley. He and Julia stayed frozen on the back side of that boutique, surrounded by lifeless plants, leafless trees, overgrown flowerpots. He wanted to turn and see what Julia was doing, wanted to take the litmus test of her expression, but was afraid to take his eyes off the mouth of the alley.

      More snuffling.

      Something leaned into view. Picked at a few pieces of debris with a long, lanky arm, then disappeared again.

      There’s your closer look, you stupid fuck. 

      You satisfied? Now get back to camp before you get more of your people killed! 

      Deep breath in. Let it out.

      It wasn’t that he was so terrified of one infected. But he knew that it took only one screech, one howl, and then the whole damn horde was rushing toward them. And that did terrify him.

      He turned to Julia. She stood there, clutching her rifle in front of her chest in a pale, bloodless grip. Her dusty, yellow-brown hair hung in unwashed and unkempt strands around her face. Her features, once soft, were now locked and hard. Blue eyes intense.

      ‘It’s okay,’ he said quietly. ‘We’re good. But they’ve come across.’

      Julia swore under her breath.

      ‘Yeah, I know…’

      He was interrupted by the sound of something running down the alley.

      Feet slapping. Breath heaving. Growling.

      Harper was able to turn just in time to see it shoot out of the alley and slam into Julia. His rifle snapped to his shoulder but he had the presence of mind not to pull the trigger when the thing and Julia were so close. Julia had managed to angle her body and get her rifle between herself and the infected, and they hit the ground in a tangle of limbs, the air coming out of Julia in one sharp syllable of blunt-force pain.

      Harper lurched out to grab at the thing, but the second that Julia and the infected hit the ground, she bridged her back and rolled the thing beneath her. He tried to adjust for a better angle, wanting to shout, but conscious of drawing more attention, so he just kept hissing, ‘Pin it! Pin it!’

      She thrust the rifle downward, the top of the chamber sliding beneath its gaping jaw and cutting a shriek off into a choking, gasping sound. Its hands were like talons, taking swipes at her. Harper decided to forget about taking the shot. He needed to get in there.

      He dove in, adding his weight to Julia’s on the thing’s throat.

      The three beings, fighting to death in a strange sort of silence, punctuated by sharp breaths and the sound of boots scraping the bricks, and bare feet slapping the ground as the creature began to try to spasm its way out of their control.

      Harper tried to think of ways to kill it.

      Then he decided that they should just choke it to death.

      But that could take time…

      Julia’s hand shot out and grabbed the brick that Harper had used to prop the gate open. Then she smashed it into the thing’s face. Almost instantly, the writhing seemed to stop, though the body still felt rigid beneath them. All the muscles clenched. Except its jaw. That was still snapping, the teeth clacking loudly. Julia hit it again, then raised her arm for another blow. But the last one had caved its temple in. Malformed the face. Thick blood that Harper thought looked more pink than red began to come out of its nose. Blood, and other things. Gray things. Like worms. Coming out of its ears now, too.

      Its eyelids were fluttering, but the jaw was clamped shut now.

      No other movement besides that.

      ‘Holy fuck,’ Julia said breathlessly, dropping the brick.

      Harper gasped for air. Looked behind them to make sure no other unwanted guests were on the way. The alley stretched out. Narrow. Dark. Empty. He rolled off the thing, standing up and feeling the beating of his own heart like a loose engine knocking around inside a car. It almost hurt. It did hurt.

      ‘Harper?’ Julia asked, standing up, still breathing hard. ‘You okay?’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said thickly. ‘I’m good. Let’s get the fuck out of here.’

      They fled the scene like murderers, though guilt wasn’t what drove them. Not anymore. It had never been the case for Harper, but for a while there, Julia had been on the fence. Where exactly is the moral line between killing and murder? When do you get to decide when an insane person needs to die? Does a person ever stop being a person?

      Pointless arguments, now. Morals were the luxury of the civilized.

      They slipped through the natural area, out the back, and found themselves in the parking lot they had been through earlier. They crouched at the bumper of an abandoned pickup truck that still smelled of gasoline fumes and rusting tools. Both of them looked around, looked to see if anything else might see them. But it was quiet. At least on this street, Eden seemed abandoned.

      They hurried through the parking lot and out onto the street. It curved away to the right and to the left it was nothing but some huge warehouse for things unknown. There was a sign on the gate that said weapons were not allowed on the property. Also a sign that detailed the hours for RECEIVING, but no other indication of what the warehouse held. It had a nice fence around it with a barbed wire top. Might have been a good choice for a base of operations, but now it was a little too close to danger.

      They made it down the road and around the building, to the bridge over the Dan River. There they could see the Humvee sitting and waiting for them. Harper couldn’t help himself, but he stared into the windshield as he ran toward it, always half-expecting to see a stranger in the driver’s seat, or splashes of gore from the driver he’d left.

      But as he drew close he saw that it was just Dylan Harmon, one of the few that was still left alive out of Harper’s team. Rumor had it that Dylan had been somewhat romantic with Marie back at Camp Ryder, and had volunteered to keep an eye on Marie’s sister Julia, or some such nonsense. At first Harper had resented it, but since then he had come to realize that he was not the best at keeping his team alive. Half of them were dead.

      Poor choices, perhaps.

      Bad leadership, perhaps.

      Too many risks taken.

      Still, Dylan was a decent guy, Harper supposed. A little redneckish, but decent.

      Harper just wanted his old team back. He wanted Nate and Devon back.

      He climbed into the front passenger seat of the rumbling truck, planting his rifle between his legs and then leaning back, taking big gulps of air. He didn’t want to close the door just yet – he needed the cold outside air. He wanted to put his hand to his knocking chest, but didn’t want to admit to himself how frail that would look. There would be questions about his heart, and that was ridiculous.

      He knew he was approaching the proverbial hill, but felt like he was still too young for that shit.

      ‘You okay, boss?’ Dylan twanged.

      Harper forced himself to nod and closed his door. ‘Yeah. I think I’m a little dehydrated. That run hit me harder than I thought.’ As Harper spoke, he noted how fidgety Dylan seemed. Like he had something else to say and was waiting for his first opportunity to spill it out.

      Julia climbed in, closed her door. ‘Let’s go, Dylan.’

      Dylan nodded, cranking the steering wheel. The truck jolted into a tight turn. ‘Boss, the radio’s been off the chain for the last ten minutes. I think they’re here.’

      ‘Nate and Devon?’ Harper asked, hopefully.

      ‘Naw,’ Dylan said as he righted the truck, now heading out across the bridge to the other side of the river, leaving the small town of Eden behind them. But Dylan was smiling now. ‘The Marines, I think.’

       

      Harper had staged his group off Old State Highway 87. Among the clusters of country homes sitting on one or two acres, they’d located what Harper qualified as a mansion. It was tucked back in the woods and surrounded by a fence. Granted, it was only a simple, white cattle fence, and nothing that would keep the infected out if they really wanted to get over it – but it was better than nothing. And the mansion was defensible and just a mile down the road from their objective. It was the best they could do for now.

      They rode down the long drive, the sun yellow and bright through the wintering trees. Everything seemed cold and still. Harper might have considered it beautiful at one point. Now he craned his neck to see through the trees, to see if the mansion they’d left behind was still standing, or just a hollowed-out husk. Wasn’t sure why he thought this – clearly Dylan had just received radio contact from them.

      But it seemed that everything Harper did lately was marred by unexpected consequences. Since Mike had murdered his wife, Torri, and then committed suicide with a bullet to his own brain, Harper had found every decision clouded by an infinite number of possible negative outcomes. The positive outcomes were in there somewhere. Maybe. But it was difficult to find them.

      Julia accused him of becoming trigger-shy. But she had her own set of issues to work out.

      All Harper wanted to do was blow the fucking bridges along the Smith River that separated east and west Eden. Find a damn base of operations in Eden, where they could mount simple, straightforward, search-and-destroy missions along the bottleneck created between Eden and the Appalachian Mountains. Just like Lee planned. Simple and effective.

      It had taken the Marines long enough to get here with what they needed to cut the infected hordes off – a shitload of ordnance and someone that knew how to use it to cut bridges – and they were fast running out of time. But at least they were here now. At least they could stop the flow before too many more infected crossed the bridges from east to west, and they lost the town of Eden forever.

      Dylan pulled the Humvee up into the driveway of the ‘mansion’ where the other vehicles were clustered about. Past their bulks, Harper could see the front door of the big house that they’d taken over, and the wide brick steps leading up to it. Men in desert digital camouflage stood on those steps in full battle gear and Harper thought he’d never seen such a wonderful thing in his life.

      Just a bunch of US Marines, there to blow shit up.

      Harper found himself smiling. ‘Fuck yes,’ he murmured under his breath as the Humvee came to a stop. He opened his door and as he stepped out, the door to the big house opened up and two men exited. One was Charlie Burke, the man Harper had left in charge while he went to get his ‘closer look.’ The other was a tallish man that wore the same uniform as the other Marines, but apparently preferred a well-used eight-point cover to the helmet that several others wore. He stood at the top step for a brief moment, looking at Harper like he was sizing him up, then he descended the stairs with purpose.

      Harper ported his rifle, suddenly self-conscious about how he handled it around these men. He walked forward briskly to meet the tall man in the eight-point cover, his hand extended. As the other man drew closer, Harper noted a few things about him. Younger than Harper, but with a certain aggression in his face that silently instructed others to be quiet and listen. Not particularly large or well-built – or maybe he had been at one point in time before food became rationed. Was food scarce for the Marines? Harper thought that it might be the case. Just because you had guns and ordnance, didn’t mean you had food. The last thing Harper noted was the man’s nametag, which read KENSEY, and the three chevrons on his collar.

      The two shook hands, and Harper noted that Sergeant Kensey was one of those types that give a handshake everything they have – an almost painful squeeze, and a slight twist of the wrist, his hand over Harper’s. Harper thought he’d read somewhere that the twisting maneuver was a dominance thing, but frankly, he could give a shit at that moment. There were bigger things to discuss than the pecking order rituals of human males.

      Charlie Burke had accompanied the Marine down into the driveway and now he smiled awkwardly as he introduced the two men to each other. ‘Harper, this is Sergeant Kensey. Sergeant Kensey, Bill Harper.’

      ‘You the leader here?’ Kensey asked, still holding the grip on Harper’s hand.

      Harper nodded. ‘That’s me.’

      ‘Good to meet you, Harper.’ Kensey’s voice was somewhat flat. Not much of an accent that Harper could detect. He released the handshake and glanced at the collection of military vehicles. A slight note of suspicion when he said, ‘Where’d you guys come across all these trucks?’

      ‘Found ’em,’ Harper said shortly, then started walking briskly toward the big house. ‘C’mon. Let’s get out of the cold.’ Harper looked to his right and found Kensey following. Even though Kensey’s demeanor was slightly off-putting, Harper was still relieved to have them there. You couldn’t complain about your backup. He smiled at the sergeant. ‘Glad to have you guys here. You have no idea… well, maybe you do have a pretty good idea… but you got here in the nick of time. Just saw the first few infected crossing the bridges from the east side of the city to the west side of the city —’

      Harper cut himself off as they reached the steps. ‘Sorry. Do you even know what I’m talking about?’

      Kensey grinned, showing sharp-looking incisors. ‘No fucking clue.’

      ‘Excellent.’ Harper shrugged it off, nodded to the other Marines on the stairs, and received placid, almost imperceptible nods back. Harper took the steps, trying to hide how he favored his stiff left knee. At the top of the stairs, he turned and pointed north. They couldn’t see the city over the tops of the trees, but Harper spoke as though they could. ‘The town of Eden is in that direction, right across the Dan River. There’s an offshoot of the Dan River called the Smith River, and it shoots straight up north and cuts the town in half. So far we’ve seen large hordes of infected on the east side, but none had crossed the river to the west side. Until today.’

      Kensey nodded slowly, considering. ‘Okay. And why is this a problem?’

      Harper looked at the other man, eyes narrowing. How much did this guy not know? ‘Well, if we blow all the bridges along the Roanoke River – which is also the Dan River – then any infected trying to get across into North Carolina from Virginia will have to pass through the bottleneck between Eden and the Appalachian Mountains. We want to use Eden as our base of operations to hit them in this bottleneck.’

      As Harper explained, Kensey continued to nod, looking out in the direction of Eden. But Harper got the distinct impression that Kensey was only half-listening. Humoring Harper, so to speak. Nodding to be polite.

      Harper felt his neck flush. The sense that he was the tee-ball kid trying to talk to the major leaguer about the finer points of increasing a batting average. He cleared his throat uncomfortably. ‘Anyway, when we first got here, we saw them inside Eden, but they hadn’t yet crossed the Smith River into the western side of town. If we hit the bridges hard and fast, we can cut them off and only have to do a little bit of cleanup afterward.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Kensey’s breath fogged in the air. ‘Hard and fast.’

      Harper eyed the other man in the ensuing silence. Then his eyes tracked off the Marine, down the steps into the spacious driveway – the type of driveway where expensive cars would line up for a dinner party. Or whatever the hell rich people did. Harper had earned six figures but never really considered himself rich, and never really lived the lifestyle. Would never have spent the money for a house like this, and refused to buy a car that was more than thirty thousand dollars.

      In this driveway there were no fancy cars, just the military vehicles he’d seen for the last few weeks. Humvees. LMTVs. The HEMTT with the wrecker attachment so they could clear a highway that ran between Eden and Camp Ryder. Keep supply lines open, though now, apparently, there were no supplies to be transported.

      ‘Look,’ Kensey said slowly. ‘Harper… whose plan is this?’

      Harper hooked his thumb into the strap of his rifle. His smile faltered. ‘Sergeant, where’re your vehicles?’

      ‘Excuse me?’

      ‘Your vehicles. Your trucks. Whatever you came in.’

      Kensey hesitated for a brief moment. ‘We walked it in. We were dropped by helicopter about five miles out from here – didn’t want the helicopter drawing too much attention to your position.’

      ‘Motherfuck.’ Harper looked skyward, then closed his eyes. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’

      Charlie spoke up, hesitant. ‘What’s wrong?’

      Harper faced Kensey, though he was answering Charlie’s question. ‘What’s wrong is, I may not know a lot about explosives but I damn sure know that these boys couldn’t carry the amount of explosives we need to cut five fucking bridges.’

      Kensey seemed to be reevaluating Harper. ‘Look…’

      Harper clutched his face in one hand. His voice was muffled when he spoke. ‘Please, dear God, tell me the trucks are on their way. Tell me they’ll be here by tomorrow.’

      Kensey raised his voice. ‘Bill…’

      Harper took his hand off his face and glared at Kensey. ‘Don’t you call me that.’

      Kensey seemed confused. Charlie shifted his weight uncomfortably, caught in the middle.

      ‘Only two people called me that.’ Harper spoke deliberately, his voice sharp. ‘My wife, and a very good friend. And they’re both dead. You call me Harper.’

      Kensey’s expression became deadpan. ‘Okay. Harper. Let me explain something to you, Harper. We’re not here to destroy infrastructure that we might need in the future. You know we don’t exactly have construction crews capable of putting that shit back together, right?’ Kensey shook his head. ‘But that’s just my personal thoughts on the matter. Professionally, I’m here on behalf of Colonel Staley. To feel out the situation and determine if we’re going to be investing our resources in this… plan.’

      For the first time in a very long time, Harper was speechless. He balked. His mouth hung partially open and his eyes stayed affixed to the man facing him for a while. His left hand clutching the strap of the rifle on his back. His right hand limp at his side, still but for the movement of his thumb and forefinger drawing rapid circles around each other.

      Really? 

      Really? 

      After everything else that had happened? After all their losses. After they’d fought to reach this point, but gotten here just a few days too late to mount a full defense. After being told about Colonel Staley and holding to the hope that his Marines were going to ride in on white horses and save their asses.

      And now this.

      Harper hadn’t even realized that Julia had followed them up onto the steps, and apparently she had heard most of what was said, because now she stepped forward, her voice shaking and livid. ‘Is this a goddamned joke or something? We were told that we were getting help…’

      ‘And you are,’ Kensey said simply.

      Harper looked past Julia at the four Marines that stood on the wide set of brick stairs with them. They seemed not to really give a shit about the conversation that was happening. They were watching Julia. Smiling and exchanging glances. Maybe they didn’t have too many pretty girls where they came from. Or maybe they were just being Marines.

      ‘Think of us as investors,’ Kensey continued. ‘We need to get to know you and your operation before we agree to the monumental bill that you’re asking us to pay.’

      Julia almost shouted. ‘Do you have any fucking idea what’s out there?’

      Harper reached out and touched her arm. She looked back and when they made eye contact he gave her just the slightest shake of his head. He made his face as blank as he could. There were a million things he would have liked to say in that moment, but none of them seemed like they would do the job. And some part of his old self, the part that knew about good investments, had to admit that Sergeant Kensey had a point.

      Still, he felt misled.

      Harper stepped to the door of the big house and opened it. The air inside was noticeably warmer. He held the door open and gestured Julia inside. Then he looked at Kensey. When he spoke, his words were polite, but his tone still bore an edge to it. ‘When’s the last time you had real coffee, Sergeant?’

      There was hesitation. Kensey seemed uncomfortable with the rapid change in conversation. Like it was a trick.

      Harper pointed into the house. ‘C’mon, Sergeant. We’re letting the warm air out.’

      Julia stepped through. Followed by Kensey. Then Harper.

      He closed the door behind him. The door opened into an enormous living area that would have been impossible to heat without electricity and gas. But there was a large stone fireplace to the right with some chairs clustered around it, and a pile of dismembered wooden furniture to the side. In the fireplace, flames ate through what was left of the coffee table. On the hearth, a large pot was scooted in close to the fire, the sides of it blackening.

      Harper went to the hearth. He could feel anger and frustration inside him, like another man under his skin, flailing about, trying to burst out and take control. But outwardly, he was calm. At the hearth, he took his rifle from his back and leaned it against the stone, then he unzipped his parka. The heat from the fire gushed up at him, almost uncomfortable on his cheeks and ears and hands. It smelled of wood smoke and chemicals. Harper was sure there were untold amounts of carcinogens in the treated, polished wood from the coffee table. But what were a few carcinogens in today’s world? Just a minor annoyance, really.

      ‘Look,’ Kensey said, his tone changed to placating. ‘Harper…’

      Harper didn’t look at him, but he waved the sergeant off. ‘No, no. You don’t need to say anything else. Your position has been made abundantly clear. We’re all very, very clear right now. No need for further explanation.’

      Harper sat on the hearth. Kensey stood beside a large chair, facing Harper. Julia was across from the Marine, staring at him balefully. It was getting easier for Harper to maintain his calm now, though it seemed Julia still struggled with it. There was a collection of ceramic mugs near the fireplace, as well as a strainer, a ladle, and an oven mitt – all items they’d looted from the well-appointed kitchen.

      Harper put on the oven mitt, then slid the pot away from the fire. He opened the lid and closed his eyes as he breathed in the steam that rose from inside. It was one of the best smells he’d inhaled in his life. After a moment, he set the lid down and gathered three mugs, the strainer, and the ladle to him.

      ‘You know, my grandmother was old-fashioned,’ Harper said. ‘Grew up without regular coffee machines. Refused to use one when we bought it for her. To the day she died, she made coffee in a damn pot, just like this.’ He smiled. ‘Best coffee I’ve ever had.’

      One by one, Harper put the strainer over the mugs and filled them with the ladle, the coffee grounds catching in the fine wire mesh, the cups filling with dark, steaming liquid.

      ‘Found some coffee in the kitchen pantry,’ Harper said as he worked, his voice quiet with concentration. ‘A whole, unopened package. Not even expired. Good stuff, too. The kind you paid fifteen fucking bucks a pound for in a health food store.’ The mugs filled, he handed one to Julia, then one to Kensey, who accepted doubtfully. ‘Used to drink that shit so often, I didn’t even taste it. It was coffee, for chrissake. Nothing special. Fill up a travel mug, drink it on the way to work, listening to talk radio and getting myself worked up about bullshit politics.’ He stared down into his own cup for a moment. ‘Who knew I should have just stayed the fuck home and enjoyed my damn coffee?’

      Julia seemed to have relaxed enough to take a seat, but if one were capable of taking a seat contemptuously, she accomplished it. She held the mug up high so that it covered most of her face, but her eyes still glared through the steam at Sergeant Kensey.

      Kensey stood stiffly.

      Harper blew gently over the top of his mug.

      The door opened and one of the Marines leaned in. ‘Hey, Sergeant. You good?’

      Kensey didn’t look back at his Marine. He just nodded. ‘Yeah. I’m good.’

      The Marine retreated, eyeing Harper and Julia with a suspicious glance. Lingering longer on Julia.

      Harper took a sip of his coffee. Scarily hot, but good.

      Kensey adjusted the brim of his cap. ‘All right…’

      Anger flashed across Harper’s face. ‘Shitfire! Sergeant, please! Any one of these days, any of us could wind up dead. So we’re going to take a few moments of silence and enjoy this fucking coffee. It may not be the last cup of coffee in the world, but it very well could be my last. And while I enjoy this coffee, I’m going to think about how to make you understand the urgency of how fucked we are. But I’m going to do it in silence and I would appreciate if you humored me on this.’

      Kensey pursed his lips. Keeping an eye on Harper, he took a slow, tiny sip of the coffee. As though to say he would drink the coffee, but he wouldn’t be happy about it.

      Harper did not return the gaze and let his own fall to the floor, and it stayed far away. His eyebrows twitched together. He took slow, leisurely sips from his coffee. Sitting in the chair across from him, Julia crossed one leg over the other and propped her elbows up on the armrests, her own cup suspended delicately in the air. She kept her eyes on the fire and they glistened some, but Harper could not tell if it was from the dry heat pouring out of the fireplace, or from something else.

      Harper’s own gut was a clenched ball. Even though he was at rest, his pulse was still pounding in his head, beginning to make it ache. It was urgency that pushed him. Made him uncomfortable. What he’d seen on his little foray into Eden was not in itself something to panic about – just two or three of them wandering around. A few more on the bridge that crossed the Smith River. Scuttling along and searching for food. Alive or dead. Anything that their body could digest.

      But where there were a few, there would be more.

      When they’d first arrived at Eden, they’d watched the town from a nearby water tower. The infected were all through the eastern side of the town in surprising numbers. Though they were numerous, there were not so many of them that Harper dismissed the possibility that they were ‘locals,’ so to speak.

      But over the following few days, waiting in this house and sending out scouting parties as they held their breath and hoped for help, they’d seen the number swell. Now there was no argument to be made. In a town the size of Eden, even if every single resident had become infected and stuck around, it would still not even come close to what was on the other side of that damn river.

      Everything was coming true.

      Everything Jacob had told them.

      And now they’re coming across the river, and I don’t know if there is anything I can say to Kensey that is going to stop that from happening. 

      Harper rubbed his face, his fingers scratching through his beard. He took a big breath and looked up at Kensey. ‘Sergeant, has your Marine command taken any steps to recon into Virginia or any other northern state?’

      Kensey considered the question for a moment. Like it might be a trick. ‘Some.’

      Harper waited for him to elaborate.

      Somewhat annoyed, he did so: ‘Couple of flybys of the capitol, attempting to establish short-range comms with anyone that might be left behind. Same through Richmond, and up and down the coast. Negative results.’

      ‘Pilots ever report seeing anything?’

      ‘Besides shit-tons of infected clogging up the beltway? No. Not that ever reached my ears, anyways.’

      Harper nodded, took a gulp of the coffee that burned his mouth and everything on the way down. He stood up from the hearth. Grabbed his rifle, then went to the door, speaking to Kensey over his shoulder. ‘Sergeant, why don’t you come with me? Maybe I can help you make an informed decision.’
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