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CHAPTER 1


A Capacity for Violence


Angela closes the bedroom door. Her hands are shaking and the knob rattles noisily. She stands there in the hallway and stares at the door, at the flimsy fiberboard construction of it. And she knows that it won’t do her any good. It won’t keep him inside if he gets loose.


It is just after eight at night and the hallway is dim. Just the barest hint of the setting sun, turning everything into blues and grays. The air is still hot and humid inside her house and it smells like sickness and the rank of her own sweat. The power has been out, and she has not showered in more than a week.


From behind the closed bedroom door comes a mongrel sound. Like a dog fighting for a scrap of meat. She steps away from the door, one hand clutching her stomach, the other pulling her frazzled blond hair out of her face. She wants to feel pity for him, but there is only dread as thick as clotted blood. She cannot stop shaking.


“Is Daddy okay?”


Angela turns. Finds Abby standing there, an image of herself thirty years ago. The girl is dressed in her jeans, sneakers, and a bright pink top, everything colorful and bejeweled with rhinestones. Twinkling in the darkness of the hall.


Angela tries to answer but chokes on her words. She rubs her sweat-slick forehead and swallows hard. “Daddy’s not feeling well right now.”


“But is he gonna be okay?”


“Honey…”


“Is he sick like the other people?”


Inside the bedroom, he begins to thrash. The sound of the wooden bedframe rattling. He moans now, mournfully, painfully, but it soon fades to a sound of rage. A gnawing sound. Chewing. Trying to chew through the leather belts she’s used to strap him to the bed.


Tom…


Angela turns away from the door and takes her daughter by the shoulders. “Come on, honey. Stay with Mommy.”


She goes to the bathroom where the last of their water lingers at the bottom of a bathtub. There are a few empty jugs piled in the corner between the clogged toilet and the bathtub wall. The bathroom smells like a sewer—they’d stupidly used it for a day after the pipes stopped producing water. She’s concerned about the water being in the same room as all those germs, but what choice does she have? They need to go somewhere, and they need water to get there.


Wherever “there” might be.


Maybe a FEMA camp will still be open for them. Maybe some National Guard troops will come by soon and pick them up, take them to safety. Whatever might happen, they can’t stay here in this house. Not with Tom going crazy in the next room.


I could kill him.


And she had thought about it already. Thought about it for a long, long time. Sitting there next to his bed as he sweat profusely and muttered nonsense and soiled the sheets. She had thought about it as she held the printouts of his last e-mail to Trisha, whoever the fuck that was, before he took the flight out to Cincinnati for a “business trip.” The papers had grown damp and limp in her hands, a confrontation that would never be made, and she just kept staring at this man who was a stranger to her in more ways than one.


Thinking about just doing it.


Getting it over with.


Before he tried to hurt her.


Before he tried to hurt Abby.


But she couldn’t go through with it. Or wouldn’t, though it amounted to the same thing. So she had tied him to the bed with leather belts from his closet. And she wasn’t going to untie him when they left. And that was as cruel as she was able to be. To leave him there to die, wallowing in his own filth.


She left the printouts on the nightstand, as though Tom might come to his senses one day and read them. Now, she doesn’t know what to feel, not toward Tom or the situation or the whole goddamned world. All she knows is that she is Abby’s mother. And Abby is still alive. Abby still needs her.


Angela’s knees crack as she crouches down next to the tub. There are tears in her eyes now, though she is not sure when she started crying. She makes no effort to hide them from Abby, just grabs a jug, uncaps it, and dips it into the tub of water.


“Help Mommy fill a water jug,” she says quietly.


Abby’s blue eyes well up. “Why can’t I see Daddy?”


“Because Daddy is sick, and I don’t want you to catch it.”


“But you were in there and you didn’t get sick.”


Angela feels her stomach tighten like she might vomit. Between the smell of the bathroom and the emotional vertigo, she feels nauseous. “Mommy’s okay. I’m a big girl and I don’t get sick very easily.”


Please God, don’t let me get sick.


The slopping sound of water filling the jug. She pulls it up from the tub, dripping and cool. She twists the cap on and reaches for another water jug. But then stops.


The house is quiet. Tom isn’t growling or thrashing in the bed.


Angela stands, takes a firm hold of Abby’s arm, and moves toward the bathroom door. She leaves the other jug where it is. She steps out into the hallway, Abby’s arm in one hand, the filled jug of water in the other. The bedroom door is still closed. She turns her back to it but then realizes she has forgotten something.


Something she needs.


She turns back down the hallway and stands there. The thing that she needs is at the end of the hallway, leaning against the corner nearest to the bedroom door, seeming to mock her as she considers the distance between her and it as though it is a chasm. It is Tom’s softball bat. The only decent weapon in the house, and she’d been lugging it around with her everywhere she went. But in the tumult of distractions, she’d left it there.


She stands frozen in the hall, for a moment unwilling to go to the door.


But the door remains closed. Everything beyond it is quiet.


“Abby,” she says quietly, “stay right here and don’t make any noise.”


Abby doesn’t respond. She just stands there staring at her feet with her lower lip stuck out, nostrils flaring rapidly.


Angela steps lightly to the end of the hallway and takes hold of the slim, rubberized grip of the bat. It is an aluminum one, but it still has some heft to it. From inside the bedroom there is nothing but silence. Not even the sound of his labored breathing. The center of her gut aches to look in at him, to see him, maybe even touch him one last time. And then as rapidly as the feeling appeared it is replaced with the cold, bitter truth.


He got himself sick on a trip to fuck some whore in Cincinnati.


Almost didn’t make it back before they canceled all the flights.


Almost left his family to die…


Almost? He did. He’s leaving us right now, and it’s just Abby and me.


Just Abby and me.


She turns, takes a step.


A floorboard underneath the carpet creaks.


It is like she has stepped on a landmine. From behind the door comes the most wretched, horrifying sound she has ever heard. Some high-pitched screech of rage and hunger, and the explosive cracking of heavy wooden boards as they give way. The rhythmic slamming of furniture being lifted completely off the ground and crashing back down on its feet. And she thinks that there is no way Tom can do these things because he just isn’t strong enough.


She flies down the hall, seeing nothing at all but Abby at the end with her blue eyes open so wide that they seem to encompass her entire face.


“Abby! Go!”


In the bedroom there is catastrophe. Glass breaking. Wood breaking. Walls breaking. Things are being thrown, shattering, cracking, booming against whatever surface they collide with. And under it all is the sound of his screams coming through clenched teeth. The kind of scream that makes the belly ache and scrapes the throat raw. The kind of scream that only comes from a madman.


She seizes Abby by the arm, hauls her along with her. They move past the laundry room, past the basement stairwell, into the kitchen. Everything is dark in the waning daylight, dreamlike and smudged together. Black around the edges. Her heart beats itself to death against the cage of her ribs. From deeper in the house, the sound of the bedroom door opening and slamming against the opposite wall. Footsteps pounding down the hall.


She bolts around the kitchen counter, ripping open the back door, and then flies out into the yard, into the overgrown grass. Outside is only slightly brighter than the darkness inside the house. The gray-green earth below, the pink-splashed sky above. She keeps going straight ahead, legs pumping, dragging Abby along with her as they move through the knee-high grass.


Shapes ahead.


Pale shapes at the edge of the gray woods.


She cannot go that way. She spins just in time to see Tom lurching out of the house, still in nothing but his soiled boxers. He stumbles into the yard, strings of drool hanging from his mouth, linking to glistening patches across his chest and down to chunks of vomit that still cling to his abdomen. His dark hair is pressed in random directions by sweat and heat. His eyes are unfocused, wild, and feverish. His right arm hangs awkwardly, the wrist crumpled into a claw and bleeding where the leather belt had bitten into his skin as he repeatedly yanked against it, eventually breaking his own bones to get free.


“You bitch!” he screams at her.


For a moment it freezes her. Is it him talking or delirium? Is he angry with her for leaving him tied to the bed, or has he just gone insane?


“Tom.” Angela winds up the bat, ready to swing. “Go back to bed!”


“You bitch! You bitch! You bitch!”


Abby sobs hysterically.


Tom lurches for them. For Abby.


Angela steps into his path and swings the bat in a hard right arc. It cracks him across the temple and Angela is already moving again, this time back toward the house. Her mind is almost blank but for the imperative of flight and survival. There is no conscious thought. No decisions. Only escape.


She heads toward the big orange ladder, still leaning against the side of the house from Tom’s attempt at cleaning the gutters. She latches on to it and shoves Abby up, yelling at her: “Go! Climb, Abby! Climb!”


The little girl’s panic causes her arms to be unwieldy and she fumbles up the ladder, losing her grip several times. Angela realizes she is still holding the water jug and the softball bat; and for no other reason than the bat is in her strong hand and she needs it to support her child, she drops it and keeps the jug.


They hurtle over the top of the ladder and onto the roof. Angela spins, her jeans scraping on the rough grit of the shingles, and she kicks the ladder off. Below them, in the backyard, three of the shapes from the woods are still racing toward them—a man and two women. They dodge the falling ladder and crowd underneath the roof, jumping and screeching and clawing at the siding.


Angela stares down at them, holding her daughter to her chest while the little girl wails, soaking her mother’s shirt. Angela is wide-eyed and feels nothing but the hammering of her own heart, and she wonders if she’ll ever be able to gather all the shattered pieces of herself back together.


It seems so out of control that if it weren’t for the girl in her arms, she wouldn’t care at all. How can you care about something so completely incomprehensible? How can you make sense of it? How can you quantify it to a point where feeling one way or the other will do you any damn bit of good?


Below them, Tom begins to stir, hitches himself up.


The thing that was once Tom.


Was once her husband.


She scoots herself and Abby away from the ledge, up to the crown of the roof where they can’t see the backyard anymore. Where Abby can’t see her father go insane beneath them.


Abby cries, “What’s gonna happen to us?”


Angela’s voice is distant, emotionless, shell-shocked. “Somebody will come for us, honey. Somebody has to come for us…”


* * *


Angela opened her eyes and found herself in darkness.


The air was cold and musty with the smell of greasy engine components. She tried to fight off panic and had trouble breathing for a moment. Like she was drowning in a tub of dirty engine oil. She could picture where she was, even though she couldn’t see. The rusted box of a shipping container, filled with abandoned mechanical components. A place to put things to keep them out of the way until they might be useful again.


She could hear people moving about outside, so it must’ve been daytime, but no light reached her in the trailer where Jerry had thrown her away. She caught her breath and calmed herself, the memories fading like storm clouds that have passed on, rumbling in the distance as they leave a path of beaten fields behind them. She listened to the pulse of her heart and eventually it was steady.


She sat for a long time in one position, then another. Her mind only wandered so far. It ran a circular groove around the same questions, like a dog on a short chain: Where was Abby? Where was Sam? Where was Lee? And was he even still alive? What was happening outside of these four rusted walls?


How long had she been locked away?


Days, she thought, but she couldn’t be sure.


It was difficult to gauge the time. She slept when she wasn’t tired, remained wide-awake when bone-aching weariness tried to blanket her. She’d been given water and food once, but it had been a while ago. Now she felt starved and her mouth was dry as sawdust.


How long were they going to keep her there?


How long were they going to keep her from seeing her daughter?


She jolted at the sound of the chains being drawn back from the doors of the shipping container. She rose unsteadily to her feet. Felt faint for a moment, felt her scalp tingle with lightheadedness. Outside the doors she could hear murmured voices. She strained to pick out what they said, but it was like the darkness dampened her ears as well as her eyes.


The doors clanked loudly. Harsh light erupted through the shadows. She squinted against it, felt her pupils constrict painfully. A gust of wind came in with it, seeming to give the light substance, and it chilled her instantly. She shrugged her shoulders, wrapped her arms around herself.


A silhouette stood in the center of the opening. She could not see the details of it, but she knew who it was. She could see the casual coolness of his body language, the long jacket hanging down to mid-thigh. The shotgun slung from his shoulder. A sawed-off contraption of his own creation.


She took a step back, feeling exposed. Her palms were moist and clammy. Every time she thought of him, every time she thought of that damn gun, she just pictured it bursting Bus’s chest open. She saw her hands sinking into the gore. The stickiness in the webbing of her fingers. The way it clotted under her fingernails. Bus looking up at her and saying, “Take it. You have to…”


She swallowed. Took a breath. “Where’s my daughter?”


Jerry stepped into the trailer, regarding her blankly. His hair was combed nicely, as it seemed to always be, no matter the situation. The only thing that told her that Jerry had been under any stress at all over the course of the past few days was the pale stubble along his jaw. Usually he kept himself shaven.


She waited for him to speak. His eyes meandered unpleasantly over her. The silence became long and deliberate. Just another weapon that Jerry wielded to chip away at her.


He crossed his arms. “You’re a bit of a conundrum, Angela.”


She considered that for a moment, not sure how to take it. Pretty sure it wasn’t a compliment.


He took another step closer. “Reminds me of that old saying about women: Can’t live with ’em; can’t kill ’em.”


Angela wanted to hold his gaze, but she was tired and her eyes drifted off to the right, to the open doors, hoping to see someone she knew, someone who would help her, but there was only the expanse of dirt and gravel that made up the backside of the Camp Ryder building, where people rarely went. The “backyard,” they called it.


“Let’s just be honest, shall we?” he said flatly.


She clenched her jaw. Didn’t respond.


“It would be easier for me if you were dead.” He spoke thoughtfully. “And yet I didn’t kill you. I had an opportunity to kill you, but I didn’t. Which, in retrospect, was a poor decision on my part. However, now everybody knows that you’re in this trailer being held captive. And there are quite a few people in Camp Ryder who still view you in a positive light. So, if I were to kill you right now then I think people would… dislike that. So now I find myself in a dilemma, Angela. A conundrum.”


He ran a palm gently along the side of his hair. “If I keep you locked up, people will start to wonder why. Sure, there are only maybe a half dozen or so who think of you as a friend. But they’ll talk. And then others will talk. And before I know it, everyone’s beating down my door and telling me to set you free. So obviously I can’t keep you locked up here indefinitely, despite how much I’d like that. On the other hand, if I let you out to see your children, then what reassurance do I have that you’ll play nice?”


Angela grasped at the one hope that seemed tangible. “Please, Jerry. Just let me be with my daughter. I won’t cause problems.”


“Ah.” Jerry smiled without pleasure. “You say that now, but when some time has passed and you’re getting comfortable again, you’ll talk. You’ll have… unkind things to say about me. You’ll be the little bad apple that spoils the whole bunch.”


Angela shook her head firmly. “I won’t, Jerry. I won’t. Just let me be with Abby.”


Jerry’s eyes glimmered with a strange light. He reached out to her, speaking as he did. “I’m going to let you be with Abby. I’m going to do that for you, Angela…”


His hand touched her shoulder, glided up toward her neck.


Without thinking, Angela jerked her body away and swatted at his hand.


Jerry lurched in close, so that she had no room to run, and he reached the other arm around her shoulder and pulled her down. She wasn’t sure what he was doing, but then she felt his fist slam into her stomach. Just once. But surprisingly hard.


She doubled over, wheezing, and then collapsed onto her side.


She tried to catch her breath, tried to force air into her lungs, but it just kept leaking back out of her mouth with a weird groaning noise. It shocked her, but then the pain started to grow. Dull at first, and then sharp. Made her stomach feel hollow and achy.


She finally caught a breath and coughed. She watched a gob of saliva fly out of her own mouth and hit the metal floor, still trailing a glistening strand back to her lips.


Jerry sank down to his knees over her, put his hand on her neck, squeezing hard enough to let her know that she should be very still, but not so hard that it pinched her airway. Then he leaned down close to her face so that his lips brushed her ear and his hot breath moistened it.


“You see, Angela, I would never hurt you. Not like that. Because I’m just not that kind of person. But I know men who are. And if I were to allow you this kindness, if I were to let you stay in Camp Ryder and live peacefully with your child, and if you were then to repay my kindness with disrespect… well, then those men who do things for me might find you, Angela. Maybe in the middle of the night when you’re snug in your bed, cradling your daughter. They might find you there, and they might do terrible things, Angela. Things that don’t heal with time. Things that fuck you up in the head. Things that might fuck Abby up in the head, because she’ll see it happen. She’ll see every bit of it. Do I make myself abundantly clear?”


Her face pressed against the floor, staring at the trail of her own spit across it, she nodded slowly under the pressure of his hand on her neck. “Yes, I understand.”


Then Jerry stood up and brushed off the knees of his pants. He regarded her with disdain, then turned and left her lying there, apparently with nothing further to say. Behind him, the doors to the trailer remained open, and another freezing gust of wind whipped through as though it might sweep her out of the enclosure like a pile of dead leaves.


Angela coughed again and sat up, rubbing her neck. She shook all over. But there was something else to it besides plain old fear. There was a tension that spread itself across her frame. Like there was a winch in the core of her body and it was connected by steel cables to all of her limbs, and someone had just tightened it a few notches. The kind of tension that eventually breaks, and breaks violently.


She picked herself up off the floor, the throbbing in her gut making it difficult to stand up straight. She bent over, hands on her knees for a moment, staring at the ground, trying to make the pain subside. Finally she forced herself upright and stepped to the edge of the trailer.


She stood there, looking right and then left.


No guards.


No people to see her leave.


She could run right now. Escape Camp Ryder.


But where else would she go?


She wrapped her arms around herself, feeling suddenly and incredibly alone. Abandoned. Without hope. Like she was caught behind enemy lines. What was there for her now? To quietly go about her life like everything was normal? Ignore Bus’s murder? Ignore Jerry’s threats?


She touched her stomach again, found it tender like a bruise.


A reminder that Jerry was not all frills and politics, as he often seemed.


He was capable of violence as well.


But so am I, she thought, remembering the feel of the bat as it struck her own husband’s skull and toppled him. Because Abby stood right behind her. She remembered the smell of gun smoke in a dark upstairs hallway in some little abandoned house with Lee battling for his life, and she remembered how the shotgun bucked in her grip, remembered watching that lead payload as it ripped flesh and bone from human beings. And she never stopped because Abby stood right behind her.


I am violent if the right buttons are pushed. She looked up into the gray-clad sky and her mouth tightened into something harder than what it had been before. She brought her gaze back down to the dirty world she lived in, and she stepped out of the shadow of the trailer and went to find her daughter.














CHAPTER 2


Anomaly


Jacob stood at the window to the neonatal room of the Johnston Memorial Hospital in Smithfield. The same place where parents had stood to look in at their newborns. Now, though, the light of a few halogen lamps gave the place a more severe appearance, and there was nothing good inside.


It seemed a perverse place to house one of these things, but it made the most practical sense. Concerns about infant abductions had caused the hospital to make the room somewhat of a fortress to keep people out. But it also worked to keep things in. With lockable doors and a reinforced, shatterproof window, it provided Jacob and Doc Hamilton with opportunities to watch their subject without being within arm’s reach of her.


So Jacob watched her, feeling a little queasy.


She was crouched against the back wall, regarding him with unreadable eyes. She was naked and horrific. The protuberance of the thing growing inside of her seemed oddly large. Perhaps indicative of some other medical problem. She still appeared dirty, but Jacob and Doc Hamilton had cleaned the worst of it off the first time they had her sedated. Partly just to relieve themselves of the smell, though it didn’t last long—she continuously defecated in the corner of the room.


The way she was crouched, Jacob could see the cause for his current concerns.


Significant vaginal bleeding.


He broke the uncomfortable eye contact with the creature inside the room and looked to his right. Doc Hamilton stood there with the ultrasound cart, gloves already on, and a syringe in his hand loaded with Propofol. A cold, nervous sweat began to break out along Doc Hamilton’s heavily receding hairline. He was a staunch supporter of Jerry, and their difference of beliefs was a source of unspoken tension between the two of them. Jacob also knew that Doc Hamilton had been slipping information to Jerry. Sort of spying on Jacob and his experiments.


On the cart with the ultrasound machine was a tray from the hospital cafeteria, slopped with some canned chicken, beans, and corn. Pretty decent eating by today’s standards, and it seemed sacrilegious to give it to one of these beasts. But they wanted to keep their subject’s pregnancy viable as long as possible. And that meant giving her as much nutrition as they could.


Everything had to be coordinated. The giving of meals, the running of tests, the checking on any medical problems such as the bleeding. It all had to be compiled into one session, because they didn’t want to keep pumping her full of drugs. Though the sedative was considered mostly safe for a pregnancy, it also wasn’t intended to be given on a daily basis, so they tried to give the minimum amount and make their sessions brief and fruitful.


Beside Doc Hamilton, two other men stood. One held a riot shield and a pistol. The other held the makeshift dogcatcher’s pole that Jacob had originally caught his test subject with. They looked at Jacob, seeming a little nervous even though they’d done it twice already. They were two of the regular guards, and though it seemed they didn’t like what had happened at Camp Ryder, they also didn’t really resist it. And when Greg and his crew came knocking, they were clearly friends.


Jacob nodded to them. “Just remember to be gentle.”


“As gentle as we can be.” One smirked to the other.


Jacob turned back to the window. The creature still stared at him, though she had leaned forward, one hand supporting her weight. Jacob got the distinct impression that she’d seen him look away and was going to use that opportunity to creep up closer to him. Unconsciously, he stepped back away from the window.


The sound of the doors unlocking drew her attention. But she didn’t attack. She recoiled, scrambling away from them on all fours, hissing and screeching at them. This was how she had reacted each time. Defensive, until she was cornered. Then she would start lashing out.


Jacob and Doc Hamilton watched as the two men got her into the corner, using the shield to protect themselves and to pin her down while they got the dogcatcher’s pole around her neck.


“We got her! Come on!”


Doc Hamilton was surprisingly quick for such a small man. He ran in and slipped quickly between the two men, sticking the writhing form in the side and squeezing the payload into her bloodstream. She became more violent at first, but that was typical. After perhaps thirty seconds, the fighting slowed, and her screeching turned into a hollow-sounding moan. And maybe ten seconds after that she was completely unconscious. Arms and legs twitching. Eyelids fluttering.


“All right.” Jacob pushed the ultrasound machine into the room. “Get her up on the bed.”


There was already a bed there in the room, kicked off to the side. She didn’t use it—at least not as intended. She would push it into the corner, creating a little den with it, and she would hide underneath sometimes, and often sleep there. But never on it. Like she feared being exposed.


The two guards hauled her up, one at her feet and the other at her head. As they waddled backward toward the bed, they heard the steady dribbling sound of liquid hitting the floor. The guard at the feet glanced down and grimaced.


“I think she’s pissing herself.”


Jacob nodded, following them with the ultrasound cart but avoiding the yellowish puddles left behind. “She’s heavily sedated. Not unusual.”


They hefted her onto the bed and then vacated quickly, wiping their hands off on their clothes, their noses wrinkled in disgust.


Jacob pulled the ultrasound up beside the bed. Doc Hamilton hurried over, disposing of the needle in one of the biohazard bins, and then plugging in the machine. While they waited for it to boot up, Jacob put the tray of food on the floor and slid it away from them; then he gloved up and began squeezing the tube of light-blue gel onto the pregnant belly.


“Doing good, Stacey,” Jacob said softly as he worked.


Doc Hamilton regarded him with some distaste. “Why you gotta name the damn thing?”


Jacob glanced at him. They’d already been through this. “We have to call her something.”


“How about Subject One?”


To Doc, the creature before them was just a science experiment. He didn’t want to consider that she had once been a person, and he thought that Jacob’s naming of the thing spoke of some sort of hopeful naïveté, as though Jacob thought they might coax this damaged thing back to sanity. Jacob had named her, but not because he thought she was still a person.


Jacob shrugged. “She looks like a Stacey.”


“You must’ve had a very bad encounter with a girl named Stacey,” Doc mumbled.


Jacob smiled. He’d never actually known a Stacey—at least that he could remember. But for some reason when he thought of what to call the creature lying unconscious before him, he just kept thinking of her as Stacey. No idea why. She just was.


“It’s ready,” Doc said, handing Jacob the ultrasound wand.


Jacob pressed it against the swollen stomach. The thing called Stacey twitched a bit, but then lay still again. She made an unpleasant gargling sound, drool coming from the corner of her mouth. The speaker on the equipment crackled like a garbled radio transmission. Fluidic sounds of something squirming through the amniotic sac inside.


The heavy, steady thump-thump of Stacey’s heart.


Then a more rapid beat.


Jacob steadied the wand, kept it there. He eyed the screen.


Doc Hamilton leaned around to get a look at the screen. “Looks like it’s still alive in there.”


He almost sounded disappointed.


Maybe Jacob was too. He didn’t really know how he felt about it.


Doc frowned after almost a minute passed. “That…” He made a face. “That heartbeat doesn’t sound quite right.”


“No?” Jacob eyed his partner. Doc Hamilton was the general practitioner. Granted, he was no OB/GYN, but Doc probably had a lot more experience with pregnant women than Jacob had, since Jacob had essentially none. Jacob knew about small things. Viruses. Bacteria. Infections.


Not reproduction.


Doc Hamilton raised his wrist and looked at the wind-up watch he still had strapped to it. He seemed utterly focused on it, the little second hand moving about and Doc’s eyes watching it like a hawk, all the while the air in the room filled with the strange slish-slosh of the fetus’s movements and the rapid thip-thip-thip of its heart.


“What’s wrong with it?” Jacob asked.


“Well.” Doc lowered his wrist. “I guess there’s nothing wrong with it, per se.”


Jacob frowned at the other man, trying to get to the meat of what he was saying.


But Doc just stared at the screen, shaking his head. “It doesn’t make any sense.”


* * *


Greg hated Arnie’s little red Geo. In a world where you were lucky not to be walking, he still hated Arnie’s little red Geo. It stank of decades of decaying fast food, tiny morsels that were lodged somewhere down in between the seats and glued there by soda. Since those glory days of overindulgence, Arnie had shrunken—all that skin that used to be stretched tight by his immense stores of fat now swung around loosely inside his clothing—but when Greg was stuck in the front seat, with Arnie driving beside him, he couldn’t help but picture the man at his fattest state, driving with his knees while he double-fisted cheeseburgers.


With four men crammed into it, the smell became that much worse. With the weather hitting a cold spike over the last few days and true winter coming on, people were using the outdoor shower stalls less and less. Instead, most of them opted to give themselves a “wipe down.” This consisted of wiping your armpits and crotch with a wet cloth. Or a baby wipe, if you were lucky enough to find one.


Great to make sure they didn’t grow a fungus, but it didn’t do much for the smell.


So Greg sat in his quiet misery while Arnie drove them down the highway.


West toward Lillington.


In the days following Jerry’s movement and the deactivation of the radios at Camp Ryder, there had been no word from OP Lillington. They’d heard from Doc Hamilton and Jacob at Smithfield. They’d heard from OP Benson. But nobody had seen hide nor hair of Old Man Hughes and his group.


In Jerry’s opinion, Smithfield was necessary, because it was a hospital. OP Benson kept the roads between Camp Ryder and Smithfield clear, so that anyone who needed serious medical attention could go to Smithfield and see Doc Hamilton. But OP Lillington was just a waste. Another drain on their resources. It only existed so that Captain Harden could expand his area of influence and use Lillington as a jumping-off point for his operations.


So Jerry sent Greg, Arnie, and the new guy, Kyle, to scout it out. The fourth passenger, crammed in tightly with the others, was Professor White, the leader of the group from Fuquay-Varina. He’d been curious about Lillington and had been pressuring Jerry into letting him take a group to go check it out. Greg supposed that he held some sort of attachment to Lillington, or perhaps to Old Man Hughes and his group, since they had shared Lillington for a short time.


Who knew what Professor White was thinking?


But he’d been very insistent. To the point of accusing Jerry of covering things up. Suggesting that OP Lillington had contacted Camp Ryder but that Jerry just refused to render any help to them. And there were other issues souring their relationship. Professor White felt he’d been promised that as soon as Captain Harden and Bus were overthrown and the supplies accessed, they would all immediately make a run for the mountains. A mass exodus to escape.


Obviously Jerry was in no hurry to do this, and each day it became more evident that it wasn’t going to happen. Which left White feeling betrayed. And Professor White had never been shy in his attempt to sway the court of “public opinion,” if you could call a few dozen survivors living in shanties the “public.”


White’s presence in the already cramped car was a result of him butting heads with Jerry for the umpteenth time in the past forty-eight hours. White wanted to know what had happened to Lillington, and Jerry assured him that he would send a group out to investigate. At which point White insisted that he be a part of it. And if he didn’t get what he wanted he was going to make a stink.


So he got what he wanted.


They turned onto South Main Street and hit the bridge over the Cape Fear River. Arnie slowed them down but didn’t stop. They continued rolling until they were across the river. They trundled over a set of train tracks and Greg leaned forward in his seat, motioning Arnie to a stop. He pulled out a pair of binoculars and glassed the downtown area of Lillington, the little square of buildings where the outpost had been set up.


“Why are we stopping here?” White asked, shifting abruptly in the backseat and setting the vehicle to rocking.


A look of mild irritation passed over Greg’s face. He pulled the binoculars away from his eyes and waited for White to quit fidgeting so the car would be still, and then he put the binoculars back up and continued to scan, slowly, carefully.


“We’re checking the area, Professor,” he responded, his voice less than enthusiastic.


“So you do think that someone is there,” White pronounced triumphantly.


Greg sighed and dropped the binoculars in his lap. “I think that if I blundered into unknown situations without checking them out from a distance, then I’d be dead by now. I can’t see any movement in or around the buildings.” He glanced back at White. “Hostile or otherwise.”


“So…”


Greg turned fully in his seat and looked at White. The professor regarded him with that usual pinched expression that sat amid all of his snow-white hair. His head slightly inclined, looking down through his thick glasses at Greg. Like he resented being forced to converse with such a lowbrow specimen.


Greg adjusted his Yankees ball cap. “Let me explain something to you, Professor. You might be able to manipulate Jerry and get what you want out of him by threatening to trash him publicly, but I don’t like you. I am not beholden to you. I don’t give a fuck what you think or say. I only allowed you to come along with us today as a favor to Jerry. And given the fact that I generally regard you as an idiot, whose survival so far defies logic and probability, I’m going to need you to sit back there and shut the fuck up. Okay?”


Professor White stared back at Greg, looking somewhat shocked.


But silent, at least.


Kyle sat beside Professor White and looked tense and awkward. Which wasn’t difficult for him. He was one of those guys whose awkward stage somehow lasted well into his twenties. A thin, gawky neck. Just a smattering of unsightly facial hair that clumped at his cheeks and his chin, leaving the other areas bare.


Arnie grinned, chuckled. His loose folds of empty skin quivered under his chin like a wattle.


Greg turned back around. “Go ahead and take us in, Arnie. Slow and easy.”


“You got it, boss.”


They rolled on, Greg and Kyle readying themselves for whatever they might find, while Professor White sulked. They rolled their windows down and laid their rifles on the doors, barrels protruding out, though it was tight to maneuver a rifle in such a small vehicle.


They stopped at the intersection of South Main Street and Front Street, kitty-corner to OP Lillington. The ring of red brick buildings had been partially secured—most of the windows and doors were boarded or covered with some sort of barricade. A few were still open, giving it the look of an abandoned project.


Greg leaned forward again, looked up to the roof of the building, and watched it for a minute.


“No watchman?” Kyle asked.


Greg just shook his head. “Go ahead and take us around back.”


Arnie took them into the entrance, a narrow alley wide enough for a single vehicle. The end of the alley was usually barricaded by a car, which the guards at OP Lillington would roll out of the way for incoming friendlies, like one might open a gate.


The barricade car was rolled away. No one around it.


They crept past, then stopped in the middle of the open space, surrounded completely by all those buildings. The other barricades still stood intact—the Dumpsters and tires and other abandoned cars still stacked up and crowned with loops of barbed wire. It was only the entrance that had been left open. Like an abandoned house with the front door hanging off its hinges.


Greg opened his door, stepped out. He took a moment to survey his surroundings while behind him the others squirmed their way out of the tiny hatchback car. It was very still there in the center of OP Lillington. Greg would still check the interiors of the buildings, just to say that he had, but he already knew that the place was abandoned. He could tell just from the immense silence of it.


“Hellooooo?” Professor White yelled. “Anybody here?”


Greg spun on the man. The professor had his hands cupped around his mouth like a megaphone and took another deep breath to continue his shouting. Greg slapped the hands away from his mouth, then stood there, glaring.


“What the fuck are you doing?”


White looked concerned. “I was trying to call out—”


“Didn’t I tell you to shut the fuck up?”


“But what if there are people around?”


“And what if they’re the wrong people?” Greg shook his head. “Jesus, it really is astounding that you’ve lived this long.” He turned away from the professor, stood without moving for a moment, feeling out the ensuing silence, listening for sounds of anything that might be coming for them.


Nothing.


Greg started walking for the buildings. “Kyle, you’re with me. Arnie, stay with the professor, please. Make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.”


“You got it.”


“I don’t need a babysitter, Greg!” The professor sounded indignant.


“Oh, I think you do,” Greg said without turning around.


They cleared the buildings and found nobody, just as Greg had suspected. Nor did they find any sign of somebody. Or any clue as to where they had gone. Like OP Lillington had never existed.


In the quiet darkness of one of the buildings, Kyle spoke up. “You think the infected got them?”


Greg considered it but shook his head. “No. There’d be bodies. Blood.”


“You think…” He lowered his voice. “Maybe the hunters got them?”


Greg just made a face of consternation. “The who?”


Kyle glanced around uncomfortably. “Some of Harden’s guys were talking about these new infected they were calling hunters. Said they were big and fast. Said they hunted like animals. Ran in a small pack. Grabbed people and carried them away, instead of tearing ’em apart right there like the normal infected. Maybe that’s what happened here. Maybe the hunters got them all. Carried them away.”


Greg shook his head again. “Bullshit.”


“Well, what do you think happened?”


Greg shrugged nonchalantly. “I don’t know, Kyle.”


Before they exited the building, Greg found a good pry bar lying near one of the outer doors. He picked it up, judging its heft. He seemed satisfied and left the building. In the back parking lot, Arnie and Professor White sat on the hood of the Geo, the professor looking sour and Arnie looking amused.


Greg walked over to the professor and motioned with the pry bar. “Let me show you something, Professor.”


White slid down off the hood and Greg led him toward the entrance. As he passed, he gave Arnie a small nod, and then Arnie and Kyle hopped into the Geo. As Greg and White exited the former OP Lillington, the little old car rattled to life, the fan belt squeaking loudly for a few seconds.


White looked back. “Where are they going?”


Greg rolled his eyes. “Relax, Professor. They’re gonna swing around and pick us up.”


“Well, what’s so important out here?”


Greg just kept walking until they reached Front Street, and there on the corner, he stopped. He pointed across the street with the pry bar. “You see that, Professor?”


White squinted. “What?”


“Directly across the street. Don’t act like you can’t see it.”


White frowned with irritation, stepped past Greg. “My eyes aren’t what they were…”


Greg hit him in the side of his right knee with the pry bar. White cried out in pain, his leg seizing, and he stumbled, trying to grab at his knee. Greg swung again, this time catching White’s hand as it gripped his knee, the impact crushing his fingers. White screamed and collapsed onto the ground, holding up his injured hand.


“What are you doing?” he screamed.


Greg ignored him. He swung the pry bar down and finally hit White’s knee straight on, breaking the bone and inverting the joint. Then he went to work quickly on the other leg, getting into a sort of rhythm as he hammered down onto the kneecap while Professor White screamed on and on. He felt the second knee break and then Greg stood up straight, breathing hard.


He dropped the pry bar on the ground.


Professor White sobbed uncontrollably. “It hurts! It hurts!”


Greg raised his voice over White’s blubbering. “While conducting a routine scouting operation into the disappearance of the group at OP Lillington, we were attacked by a pack of infected. Unfortunately, during the ensuing struggle, we were unable to save Professor White.” He bent down and made eye contact with White. “How’s that sound?”


“You bastard!” Spittle flew from White’s mouth. “You fucking bastard!”


Greg just shook his head. “You should’ve learned when to keep your fucking mouth shut, Professor. Sometimes the squeaky wheel gets the oil. Sometimes the squeaky wheel gets gone.”


“I’m sorry,” White muttered. “I won’t say anything else! I promise!”


But Greg had already turned his back on the professor. He walked to the Geo and sat down inside, closing his door against White’s rising voice as it begged and pleaded for them not to leave him there. Greg motioned Arnie on, and they sped off, leaving the professor on the sidewalk, hollering desperately as he attempted to crawl after them, dragging his crumpled legs behind him.


Greg looked into the backseat at Kyle.


The kid’s face was pale.


“You gonna be okay with this?” Greg asked.


Kyle seemed shaky, but he nodded. “Yeah. Yeah. I’m okay.”


* * *


The pain in his legs was blinding. Like they were caught in a mechanical crusher, one of those big ones they used to turn cars into little cubes of scrap metal. He crawled after the vehicle, dragged himself along the sidewalk, elbows and palms scraping into bloody messes against the rough pavement.


The car made the turn onto South Main Street, heading toward the bridge over the Cape Fear River. Heading back toward Camp Ryder. And then it disappeared. White lay there, one arm outstretched after the vehicle like he might just reach out and grab it. Then he collapsed, weeping in agony and despair.


He lay there for a moment, just trying to overcome the pain. Just trying to make himself move more. He didn’t want to die right there, but the pain was so bad he didn’t think he had the strength to keep going. Maybe Greg would come back for him. Maybe it was all just a cruel trick, to teach him a lesson so that he wouldn’t talk bad about Jerry anymore.


“I learned my lesson!” Professor White screamed in desperation. “I’m sorry!”


A scraping growl echoed off the buildings.


Fear flooded his system. He evacuated his bowels in terror.


“Oh, no! No!” He hitched himself up onto his raw and bloody elbows, trying to look behind him. All he saw was a lean, sinuous form ducking behind a building, only a block from him. “No, no, no! Somebody help me! Please! Help me!”


He looked back toward South Main Street and there, just in front of the railroad tracks, he could see a figure. Standing there next to the woods. At first he thought it might be an infected, but it was astride a dirt bike. White didn’t know whether it was friend or foe, a bandit or just a regular survivor. In that moment, it didn’t matter. He would take anything over being eaten alive.


He raised his hand weakly. “Help! Help!”


The figure rolled forward on the dirt bike.


“Over here!” White yelled excitedly—someone was going to save him! “Please! Help me!”


The dirt bike worked its way around the railroad tracks, and then onto the road. And when it hit the concrete, it turned, heading away from Professor White, and the engine gunned, loud enough that he could hear it over his own cries for help. He thought maybe it was a mistake; maybe the man on the dirt bike just needed to get around a median or something.


But in the following quiet, he could hear the sound of the dirt bike’s engine fading.


Fading.


And then nothing.


He stared in the direction it had disappeared to. Who the hell was it? Why wouldn’t the person come help him?


A guttural noise behind him.


He looked and didn’t see anything.


The same noise again, this time from above.


Professor White looked up. And screamed.














CHAPTER 3


Isolation


It felt odd for Angela to drift through Camp Ryder like a stranger, the eyes of passersby regarding her with some suspicion and sometimes pity. As though she were a poor refugee, filthy and harrowed by the dangers of the road. But an outsider nonetheless. Did none of them remember just a few days ago when she had helped to mend their clothes? Brought them food and water when they were sick?


She found herself walking with her head down, skirting the edge of the Square. In the few days since she’d seen it last, The Square seemed to have been abandoned. There were no cars or trucks parked near the gate from neighboring settlements, no little shops set up to receive customers and to trade wares. Just the big fire pit, filled with nothing but ashes, and a few people gathered around it to talk quietly.


She was saved by a familiar voice, gravelly but kind.


“Angie!”


She turned and found Keith Jenkins picking his way through a row of shanties. The old man was one of the few who had stood by Lee, loaning him his pickup truck to make the trip to Bunker #4 months ago. Since then he’d spent a lot of time with Sam, filling a sort of grandfatherly role as he taught the kid how to hunt and trap small game. Keith Jenkins had become more a member of Angela’s family than almost anyone else she’d met at Camp Ryder.


She tried to call back to him, but suddenly she just broke down. Tears came hard, and she didn’t know whether they were from the jarring loneliness he’d just pulled her out of or from the happiness of finally seeing a friendly face.


He put an arm around her as they met. “Come on, Angie. I got your kids at my place.”


His breath was sharp and sour, but she took comfort in his being there. She walked with him, leaning into him and sobbing quietly into her hand, her eyes barely able to see what was in front of her, just a watercolor mash-up of graying plywood boards and blue tarpaulin. She’d never felt so simultaneously miserable and relieved in her life.


Keith had taken her to his shanty and inside she found Abby and Sam. The boy stood by reservedly, a small smile on his lips. Abby broke down and wept hysterically upon seeing her mother. Angela’s tears seemed to dry up under her clenched eyes as she held her child fiercely and didn’t move from the floor of Keith’s shanty for a long time.


She hated it. She hated Abby seeing these things, experiencing these things. Abby was changing. Going colder on the inside, so slowly that Angela was the only one who could notice. A steadily growing stoniness to her demeanor, and when she wept it sounded more angry than sad.


She was losing her little girl, bit by bit.


Keith brought her a bottle of water, the plastic stained and scratched up from months of reuse. She drank it thirstily and he got her another, told her she was welcome to any of his food whenever she was up to it.


She made her way over to a plastic crate and sat on it, still holding Abby in her arms. She kissed her girl and pulled the hair out of her eyes. She looked up at the older man who sat across the small shanty from her. “How long was I gone for?”


A shadow passed over Keith’s eyes, as though he were dismayed that she didn’t know, but he hid it quickly and took the question straight on. “You were out for two days, hon.”


Angela nodded. “Keith, what’s happened?”


Keith looked around them with some obvious discomfort, then crossed the room and took a seat on his mattress, close to Angela. He made a circumferential motion with his finger. “Thin walls and unsympathetic ears, Angela,” he said in a low tone. “We have to be careful.”


He looked pointedly down at Abby.


Angela understood quickly. She squeezed her daughter again, kissed her neck, then pulled her up off her lap. “Honey, why don’t you go play with Sam?” She looked at the skinny thirteen-year-old boy. “Sam, can you and Abby play outside for a minute? Just…” Her hands wavered. “Just right outside the door. Please. Don’t go far.”


Sam nodded. “We won’t.” He put his arm around the little blond girl—big brother and little sister—and guided her out the blue tarpaulin flap.


Keith smiled sadly. “He’s a good kid, Angie.”


“I know.”


He looked back at her. “Been asking where Lee’s at.”


Angela’s hand went to her face again. Her voice was barely a whisper. “I don’t know, Keith. There was talk about someone who had been sent to kill him—I don’t know all the details—but I think it was Eddie, that new guy.”


Keith raised an eyebrow. “Vicky Ramirez’s husband?”


Angela shook her head. “He’s not her husband. It was all just an act to get inside the damn gates. Vicky didn’t know what it was about, but I think Eddie killed…” She swallowed hard. “Lee and him left together just a few hours before all of this went down, and then we couldn’t get Lee on the radio.” She hung her head, her dirty, bedraggled hair obscuring her face. “What happened, Keith? What the hell happened?”


Keith sighed heavily. “Best I can tell, Jerry’s been in cahoots with that little weasel fuck from Fuquay-Varina, Professor White. It looks like Jerry killed the radio antenna on top of the Camp Ryder building, and his boys came hauling in here, opened up the gates for Professor White and his idiots, and they all got rifles.”


The old man shook his head. “Most of the people who would have stood up to some shit like that are gone with Harper and LaRouche now. There are a few good people left, but not enough to make a stand, and everybody else supports Jerry.”


Angela raised her head. “You said Jerry took down the radio antenna?”


Keith nodded. “Unplugged it, I think. Not sure if he’s plugged it in again or not.”


Angela considered this. “Maybe that’s why we couldn’t get a signal out when we tried to reach Lee.”


“That would make sense.” Keith rubbed his thumbs together. “Bad timing, though.”


“So what’s happened since I’ve been gone?”


“Marie’s been pretty scarce.” Keith looked at the ceiling of his shack. “Jerry has his boys distribute rations instead of having her cook community meals. Vicky disappeared—guess now I know why. Couple other families took off right when things went down. Jerry hasn’t come out and said so much, but I think he’s forcing out the families who just got here. The ones who haven’t been able to contribute much.”


“Oh my God.” Angela’s eyes widened. “He can’t do that!”


Keith shrugged. “My opinion? He already has. You know how he’s been about newcomers. Wants us to cloister ourselves off. Nobody leaves; nobody comes. He thinks we can just isolate ourselves and hoard our supplies and everything will pass in the end.”


“What about the other settlements?”


“Haven’t heard from any of them except Smithfield. I think he’s keeping them in the loop because he wants to keep the hospital. From what I can gather through the grapevine, he’s kept OP Benson staffed to keep the roads between here and Smithfield open, but everyone else is in the wind. Lillington, Broadway, Newton Grove… haven’t heard from any of them. Pretty sure he’s cut them off.”


She leaned in. “We have to do something.”


Keith looked at her sternly and spoke very slowly, as though each word was of paramount importance. “You best be very careful who you say that to. Not everybody thinks like you and me.”


“Who can we trust?”


“Right now? Nobody.” Keith rubbed his weathered face. “Hon, you want everybody to be asking, ‘Hey, whatever happened to that Angela woman and her daughter?’ then you just keep asking questions like that. Get you and your girl thrown out of here in a heartbeat.”


Angela balled a fist against her leg. “Keith…”


He looked at her. “What?”


“I’m gonna tell you something, but you can’t tell anyone else about it. You can’t tell them I told you a secret. It can’t get back to Jerry that I said a damn word. Understand?”


“Well, maybe you just shouldn’t say anything at all.”


She shook her head vehemently. “No. I can’t let this lie, Keith. Not this.”


Keith avoided her eyes, found the dirt floor.


“Bus wasn’t killed in a firefight with Jerry’s men.”


The older man’s eyebrow twitched, but otherwise he gave no indication of even having heard her.


Angela continued. “I was in the room with Bus when all this went down. We surrendered, Keith. We threw down our weapons and we unlocked the door. And Jerry and his men come barging into the room, they surround us. And then Jerry and Bus are arguing about the infected and Jerry starts yelling for Bus to shut up. And the next thing I know, Jerry points that big, sawed-off shotgun right at Bus and shoots him in the chest.”


Keith closed his eyes and grimaced as though he were being forced to eat something he wanted none of. “Goddammit, Angela.”


She reached out and grabbed the older man’s shoulder. “Keith, listen to me.”


“I’m listenin’.”


“Bus didn’t die right away. He was alive for a few more seconds, and I ran over to him, knelt down next to him. I was asking them to help, asking them to get something to stop the bleeding, but nobody moved.” Angela realized that her throat was constricting again. “They all just stood around and watched him die. But he said something to me, Keith. He looked right at me and he said, ‘Take it, Angela. You have to take it.’ ”


She swiped at her eyes as though they had betrayed her. “I didn’t know what he was talking about. I didn’t realize it because I was too confused. I was thinking about Abby and getting back to her and that was the only thing I could grasp.” She jabbed her index finger into her thigh to punctuate her next words. “But he was talking about this! He was talking about Camp Ryder. He was telling me not to let it die, not to give up on it.”


Keith grimaced. “He was dying, Angela. You have no idea what was goin’ through that man’s head. For all you know, he could have been delirious.”


She shook her head. “No. You weren’t there. You didn’t see his eyes. He looked right at me when he said it.”


“Angela…”


“This is our home,” she said abruptly, as though she had issued an argument that could not be refuted. “This is our life. And we’ve worked hard to make it safe, to make it a place that’s worth living in. Jesus Christ, when I first got here I thought about killing myself every miserable day. The only reason I didn’t was Abby. But you know what? We turned it around. We made our lives worth living again.” She pointed outside. “Now that man has come along and is taking all of that away. He’s taking it all away from us, Keith, and no one wants to do a damn thing about it.”


“Plenty of people want to do something about it.” Keith leaned away from her. “I’m just not sure it’s the right time.”


“It’s the only time we have.” She put her hand on his knee. “You have to help me.”


The old man heaved a sigh and looked at her for a long moment. “You know, when I was growin’ up, just startin’ to feel my oats and all, my pops told me that blond women were nothin’ but trouble.”


Angela hung her head and cracked a long-suffering smile.


Keith patted her hand and gave it a squeeze. “I never did listen to my pops.” He rose, his joints complaining with loud pops and cracks. He looked down at the woman sitting before him, her eyes just looking so cold despite the smile on her lips. Like they’d forgotten what it felt like to have hope. His smile faded quickly as he looked at her.


He shoved his weathered hands into his pockets and his normally kind face grew stern. “You can’t afford to be runnin’ around talking to folks about this stuff. You let me do that for you, okay?”


Angela considered it for a moment, then nodded. “Okay.”


“We gotta keep this real quiet.” He turned partially away from her, eyes on the dirt floor again. “I see a lot of folks dyin’ if we don’t keep it shored up good and tight.”














CHAPTER 4


Separation


LaRouche stepped out of the Humvee, followed by Father Jim. Their boots crunched on gravel half buried beneath a layer of weeds. Jeriah Wilson remained in the driver’s seat, the engine still running. His right hand rested on the wheel, the two stubs of his missing fingers twitching. He eyed the building in front of them. He seemed skeptical, as usual.


LaRouche rubbed his grimy fingers under his nose. “Kinda looks like home, doesn’t it?”


The old warehouse looked like it had been abandoned long before the collapse. The parking lot leading up to it was cracked through, and tall brown weeds struggled to exist in the narrow fissures. Windows took up one side of the building and appeared to belong to the offices of whoever had worked there. Mostly, the glass was broken out, but a few panes remained, dark with dirt and mildew, creeping vines twining their way through the window frames and rooting themselves in the soft, damp carpet inside.


It was buffered from the main road by a cluster of office suites housing a range of businesses—an alarm company here, a catering company there. Behind those businesses, a hard-packed gravel road led back behind a fence with a rusted padlock and dead kudzu hanging on the barbed-wire coils. Some quick use of the bolt cutters had opened up the fence for them and they now sat just inside the gate.


“Little overgrown.” Wilson hung his elbow out the open window.


“It’ll do for the night.” LaRouche nodded toward a pair of bay doors large enough for a tractor trailer to get through. “Me and Jim will clear it and see if we can’t roll those doors open. Maybe we can get the trucks inside.”


“Roger ’at.”


“Hey…” LaRouche scratched at the overgrowth of his chin and looked at the young Air Force cadet in the driver’s seat. “Give it another try.”


Wilson sighed, the dark skin of his face twitching into a subtle grimace. “All right,” he said quietly. “I’ll try again.”


LaRouche tapped the hood of the Humvee, ending the conversation. Then he and Jim hefted their rifles and moved out. LaRouche led and Jim followed, just a few paces behind. They slipped in through a section of broken windows and found themselves in a spacious office. The walls were ripped apart, completely gutted of copper pipes and wiring. Jagged sections of plate glass crunched and snapped underfoot like thin sheets of ice. A ragged bird’s nest sat abandoned in the joist of a pair of two-by-fours.


They stuck together as they moved through the maze of offices, each adjoining the other, with a common break room in the middle of it all. The light scrape of their boots across tile and carpeting was the only noise in the building.


They exited the office area and entered a dark hallway. LaRouche stood there in the shadows for a moment, letting his eyes adjust and taking a deep whiff of the air. It smelled of a dank old building and nothing more. No body odor and feces. No smell of recently lit fires from other squatters.


When his eyes had adjusted, LaRouche moved down the hallway to where it opened into a cavernous space, roughly twice as big as the interior of the Camp Ryder building. The tiny sounds of their feet on the ground and their pants legs brushing together echoed back to them in the huge empty space. A crack in the roof exposed a sliver of daylight. Water dripped through the ceiling. Big fat drops that landed loudly into a puddle. The sound was even and rhythmic, as if it were set to a metronome.


They worked around the entire inside of the area, finding nothing to indicate that anyone or anything had taken up residence in the abandoned warehouse. When they were comfortable with the area, when every dark space, every closet, every bathroom stall in the building had been cleared at the muzzle of a rifle, they moved quickly to the bay doors. The latching mechanism keeping them in place was simple enough and had been left unlocked.


Nearly fifteen minutes had passed by the time Jim rolled open one of the bay doors, cranking the chain while LaRouche stepped out into the dull light of the shrouded sun and waved their small convoy inside. The vehicles rolled into the warehouse—Wilson’s Humvee, then the LMTV, the HEMTT tanker, and finally the second Humvee to bring up the rear. They cut a wide circle around the evenly spaced support beams and positioned themselves in order, oriented toward the door. So they could escape quickly.


LaRouche gave one last look around the exterior of the warehouse property, seeing nothing but a few piles of trash and some overgrown shrubs that threatened to consume the fence. He backed into the shadows, then turned and nodded to Jim, who let the chain slide noisily out of his hands and the rolling bay door rattle back down into its place.


As the echo of the rolling door bounced around the man-made cave of a building, the rumble of the four trucks rolled into a high idle and then died, one by one. Hydraulics hissed and engine components ticked, and then the space became clamorous with the noise of opening doors and the babble of conversation as LaRouche’s team climbed out of their vehicles and began pulling down their packs and gear.


LaRouche’s eyes glided over them for a moment as the smell of diesel fumes rolled into him, hot and pungent. To any one of his people he would seem to be focused in that moment, but in fact his mind jumped from topic to topic, asking questions but not staying long enough to receive an answer. First he thought of the Red Man in his cargo pocket and how long he could make it last, and then he thought about food and water and how long he could make that last, and finally he thought of bodies lashed to telephone poles, crucified and gutted where they hung…


“What’s that look for?” Jim asked from beside him.


LaRouche snapped his head right, found the ex-priest regarding him with the half curiosity of someone who already has a good idea of the answer to his question. LaRouche realized that he was baring his teeth just slightly—his bottom lip quirked down to expose a row of teeth that were gradually yellowing with tobacco stains and lack of brushing.


He let the expression slide off of his face and pulled the sling of his M4 from around his shoulders, then touched the raw spot where the nylon had managed to get through his layers of clothing and rub at the bottom of his neck. He leaned the rifle against the wall, then dove into his cargo pocket and retrieved the chaw.


“They’re out there,” LaRouche said quietly as he worked.


Jim planted his hands in the pockets of his parka. “Yeah.”


LaRouche rolled the wad of tobacco into his cheek, brushed a few stray pieces off on his pants, and then replaced the pouch. “Just hope they stay the fuck out of our way.”


Jim only nodded.


Wilson joined them, looking between the two older men with a taut expression.


LaRouche knew what it meant. “No luck, huh?”


“No.” Wilson crossed his arms. “I tried four times while you guys were clearing the building. Still getting nothing.”


“Alright,” LaRouche said. “Until we know what’s going on, I think we should do all intersquad communication on a subchannel and stop attempting to make contact. We will keep one of the Humvees monitoring the main channel, in case Camp Ryder attempts to contact us.”


Wilson looked at the other two men, and they stared at the floor in front of them.


“It’s been two days,” Jim said, speaking carefully. “I think we’re at a point now where we need to decide what we’re going to do.”


LaRouche cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?”


Jim took off his tortoiseshell glasses and inspected the lenses. “I know this isn’t going to be the popular opinion with you guys, but I think we need to consider going back.”


LaRouche waited for a moment. “Okay.” He opened his palms. “Why?”


Jim seated the glasses back on his face. “I think something is wrong. We haven’t been able to raise Camp Ryder on the radio in two days. I know the mission is important, but so is Camp Ryder. If they’re in trouble, we should go help them.”


“We don’t know that they’re in trouble,” Wilson said. “You’re just assuming that because we haven’t been able to get the radios to work. Could be something as simple as one of our repeaters going down.”


“But do we want to take the chance?” Jim asked. His voice was low. “I don’t think we should take chances with other people’s lives. We need to work on the side of caution here.”


“And if we go back now, and it turns out that nothing was wrong, then that’s six days gone. For nothing.” Wilson addressed himself to LaRouche this time. “You heard Lee when he briefed us. We’re already behind the ball on this thing. We don’t have time to waste.”


Jim rubbed his head, seemed exasperated. “Wilson… we’re talking about our friends. Our families.”


Wilson raised an eyebrow. “We’re also talking about the entire eastern seaboard, Jim. We’re losing time as we speak. What happens if we don’t blow these bridges in time? There’s more at stake than just our friends and families.” Wilson seemed not to like the sound of the words coming out of his own mouth and looked like he’d tasted something sour. “It sounds harsh, but it’s the truth.”


Jim’s jaw locked. “Fine. Let me and four others take one of the Humvees and backtrack.”


LaRouche gave him a pained look.


Jim continued. “We’ll head back toward Camp Ryder, but we’ll check the repeaters as we go. If we can find the problem and fix it, and reestablish contact with the camp, then we’ll head back and rejoin you guys.”


“Absolutely not.” LaRouche shook his head.


“Why?”


LaRouche spit off to the side and wiped a string of tobacco juice from the stubble on his chin. “I’m not splitting up the team,” he growled. “Jesus, Jim, you know what’s out there right now—you’ve seen it with your own eyes! We’re already looking at long odds. I’m not gonna cut my team in half.”


Wilson spoke evenly. “Well, then we really only have two choices. We either all go back or we all go forward.” He shrugged. “I say we go forward.”


“I say we go back,” Jim said stubbornly.


They both looked at LaRouche.


The sergeant shook his head. “We’ve gotta keep going. I said it two days ago, and I haven’t changed my mind. We’ve got a job to do and Lee is counting on us doing it as quickly as possible. Whatever is going on…” He trailed off for a moment, then simply stated, “We’re gonna keep going.”


“LaRouche…” Jim began.


“Decision’s been made,” LaRouche said curtly.


The ex-priest looked at him from under his brow. LaRouche knew that Jim wouldn’t defy him, but that didn’t mean that he agreed with all of LaRouche’s decisions. In fact, he seemed to disagree more often than not.


“Does everybody else know the situation?” Wilson asked.


“Seems like it would just invite argument.” LaRouche sighed. “I hate to keep things from them, but it’s better that we make the decisions and go with them, or we’re going to be sitting around, discussing it for days on end.”


Wilson shifted uncomfortably. “Sarge, you know I have your back, whatever decision you make. But I don’t think that keeping it a secret is going to go over well.” He turned partially so he could look at the others as they pulled out blankets and foodstuffs to prepare dinner. “Some of these guys have family back at Camp Ryder. I don’t think it would be right not to give them the option of going back.”


LaRouche pursed his lips in irritation but didn’t respond immediately.


“I know you don’t want to split up the team.” Jim lowered his voice. “At least explain the situation. Let them come to their own decisions.”


“How many have family back at Camp Ryder?” LaRouche asked.


“Joel and Dorian both have wives, and Nick has a wife and a kid.”


“Fine.” LaRouche snatched his rifle off the wall. “We’ll do it your way.”


He marched over to the group of ten that had formed a tight circle between the LMTV and the tanker, enjoying the residual warmth of the engines as they laid out their bedrolls and got a few small propane camping stoves burning. Wilson and Jim followed behind but kept their distance, as though they feared being present for the backlash.


LaRouche stopped in front of the group and held up a hand. “Listen up for a second.”


The sound of quiet conversation and the clank of cookware ceased and the eyes of the team went to LaRouche, who did not look happy.


LaRouche looked back at them. “At this point, you all know I don’t beat around the bush, so I’ll just spit it out. It’s been two days since we’ve had any radio contact with Camp Ryder. We have no idea what the problem is. Could be something as simple as a malfunction with one of our repeaters…” He cleared his throat. “Or it could be that something very serious has happened at Camp Ryder that is preventing them from responding to us.


“I’ve considered the options, and my decision remains the same as it has always been. We were given a mission, and we’re going to complete it. We’re not turning back. We’re not splitting up the team to send anyone back. I know that a few of you have wives and children back at Camp Ryder. I also know the threat we’re facing ahead of us. If we encounter the Followers, I’m gonna need every gun I can get. Not to mention the importance of the mission.”


He found the faces of Joel, Nick, and Dorian, and he looked directly at them when he spoke. “If you choose to leave, I won’t stop you. But I won’t help you either. You’ll go with what you have on you. You won’t get any extra food or water or ammunition. I can’t loan you a vehicle or send anybody with you to watch your back. I’m not doing this to be a dick, but like I said, I still have a mission, and I intend to complete it no matter what.”


Of the three men, Nick seemed to be the most perturbed. He stood up, raised one of his long, thin arms in question. He was a tall man, in his thirties. He had a skeletal face and an awkward gangly-ness to his stretched-out frame. His deep-set eyes were close together, and a thin blue vein bulged noticeably under his left socket, so that it seemed no matter what his mood, he appeared to be intensely angry about something. He stood there, his shoulders cinched in a permanent shrug. “We can’t make it back to Camp Ryder by ourselves. It’d be fucking suicide.”


“Yes, it would.” LaRouche nodded.


“Well, you’re not giving us much of a choice, are you?”


“No, I’m not,” LaRouche said. “But that’s the situation. If we don’t make it to the bridges, if some jack-fuck religious fanatics wipe us out before we can do what we came here to do, then we’re talking about annihilation. Everything south of us gets wiped out.” LaRouche shrugged. “So, no, I’m not giving you much of a choice. Because I don’t have much of a choice to give.”


He shook his head and turned away from them. “I’ll take first watch.”


* * *


He found a rusted old ladder on the outside of the building, leading up to the roof. With a bottle of water and a pop-top can of ravioli, LaRouche climbed to his post just as the last shade of gray collapsed from the sky and left complete and utter blackness.


He looked back and forth across the sky but saw no sign of moon or stars. Somewhere above him was a thick cloud cover, and the wind buffeted against him. Perhaps he wasn’t doing anyone any favors by taking the first watch—it seemed like there might be a late-night storm coming through, just in time to soak the other two watchmen.


He climbed up on a dusty air-conditioning unit, scared away something that hissed and scuttled loudly across the rooftop, and nearly fell off in surprise. When he had recovered his heart, he flicked on a flashlight for a brief moment, scanning the top of the roof. There was nothing to see.


“Fucking rat.” LaRouche felt a shiver work down him.


He had settled into position on the top of the air conditioner. He turned off the flashlight and scanned the perimeter of the property, though his eyes were still light-dazzled and he couldn’t see much. He closed his eyes and listened, but there was nothing but the wind rattling through leaves and the creaking of massive timbers in the forest behind him.


He removed the wad of chaw from his cheek but didn’t throw it out. He wiped the dust from a section of the aluminum box and set the moist brown ball there. Then he popped the top on his canned ravioli and considered that he had once thought canned pasta was disgusting. Now it was the most flavorful thing he’d had in months.


He ate the ravioli with his fingers. When he was done, he licked the sauce off and wiped them on his pants. He took a long gulp of water. Put his tobacco back in. He situated himself more comfortably and draped his arms over the cold metal of his rifle, shrugging his shoulders against the wind.


His three hours of watch dragged on mercilessly.


The rain didn’t come for him, but the rat did. It scurried around the edges of the roof, always disappearing before LaRouche could turn on his flashlight. He wasn’t sure what he was going to do when he caught the bastard in the light. Shooting it would make too much noise, and it would be far too nimble to stomp to death. But at least it occupied him until the next watchman clambered up the ladder to relieve him.


It was Joel. Even in the darkness, LaRouche could tell it was him. His pale skin seemed to glow, and his white-blond hair stood out in a round puff on top of his head. LaRouche had always thought “Q-Tip” would make a good nickname for him.


LaRouche nodded to Joel and stood from his spot on the air-conditioning unit. “You taking next watch?”


Joel nodded.


LaRouche stood facing the man, waiting for something. Either for Joel to speak or for himself to come up with some piece of wisdom to offer. But he had nothing. And apparently neither did Joel. LaRouche took a step forward, put his hand up on the other man’s shoulder.


“Listen…” he began.


“I’m staying,” Joel said quietly.


LaRouche looked down. Closed his mouth.


“I’m scared, man.” Joel’s voice wavered slightly when he spoke, though in the darkness LaRouche couldn’t make out his expression. “I’m scared for my wife. I’m scared for what might be happening. But you know what?”


LaRouche looked at the man. “What?”


“I’m getting used to it.” He took a breath. “There’s just… there’s just no getting away from it. There’s always something new to worry about. And if there’s something wrong at Camp Ryder, you know… what the hell are we gonna do about it?”


LaRouche wasn’t sure, but he thought maybe Joel was crying.


“I mean, it’s not like there’s anyone out there taking hostages. Either nothing has happened at Camp Ryder—which I hope to God is the case—or something has. And we’re already too goddamned late. And if we’re already too late, then… then there’s no point in going back.”


A miserable noise escaped the man. “Jesus… is it wrong that I can think that way? It’s my wife I’m talking about.”


LaRouche squeezed the man’s shoulder. “Joel. We don’t know that anything has even happened.”


“Why can’t we reach them?”


“When there are multiple theories, the simplest one is usually true.”


“What?”


“What’s simpler to believe?” LaRouche faced the man and spoke with a confidence that he had to pull up from a shallow and fast-dwindling well. “That someone or something has somehow overrun all of Camp Ryder, and that no one remains to answer our radio calls—including no one at any of the outposts? Or that there’s a problem with our radios?”


There was a long moment of silence between them.


Joel eventually sniffed loudly and LaRouche could see him nod his head in the gloom. “Yeah. That makes sense.”


LaRouche gave him a gentle slap on the arm. “It’s gonna be all right, man.”


“Yeah.”


“I’ll see you in the morning.”


LaRouche made his way down the ladder again, growing more and more tired with each passing rung. The ladder left little oxidized particles of metal behind on his hands and made them gritty and smelling like blood. Inside the warehouse again, the light of a single wind-up flashlight cast a weak glow, barely illuminating the forms of his eleven sleeping teammates.


He had already laid out his bedroll so that he could simply move quietly to his spot, lie down, and pull the blanket up over his chest. He was asleep before he knew it.


It seemed he had only just closed his eyes when he opened them again and found the warehouse illuminated by great swaths of yellow morning light. His breath plumed in the air and he realized it was the clank and rustle of people gathering their things that had awoken him.


He leaned up, found Jim folding up his bedroll, his eyes puffy and red, his hair a matted mess, face creased deeply by hard sleep. Jim regarded him warily.


“Jesus.” LaRouche threw off his blanket. “When were you gonna wake me?”


“You’re usually up by now,” Jim explained. “Figured if you weren’t waking up with this racket, you probably needed the sleep.” Jim looked around briefly and he lowered his voice. “Listen… I haven’t seen Nick this morning.”


LaRouche stood up, rubbing his face and his eyes and looking around quickly to confirm Jim’s claim. “Shit. Did he have a watch last night?”


“No. Wilson’s up there now.”


A voice mumbled behind them. “He left.”


LaRouche spun and found Joel, pulling his pack up onto one shoulder. In the light, strain showed on Joel’s features. The definition of careworn.


“He left?” LaRouche demanded.


“At first light.” Joel avoided eye contact. “Didn’t say nothin’ to nobody. Just grabbed his shit and left. I just happened to wake up as he was leaving.”


LaRouche bared his teeth again, an expression that was probably becoming familiar to his team. He raked all ten fingers through his hair. He swore once quietly. Then again with more volume.


“Hey, Sarge!”


LaRouche turned and found Wilson stalking into the warehouse from outside.


LaRouche raised his eyebrows in question. “Did you know Nick left?”


“Nick left?”


“I guess you didn’t.”


Wilson reached him and looked around conspiratorially. “I think we got another problem.”


LaRouche snatched up his rifle from beside his bedroll. “Of course we do. What is it?”


Wilson turned on his heels and began walking briskly outside, this time with LaRouche in tow. Through the dingy abandoned offices, with their wet carpets and torn walls and vines creeping in through the windows, Wilson led him to the large open panel of missing glass that had been their entry and exit. There he pointed east.


At first LaRouche thought it was a storm cloud, dark and ominous, looming toward them from the eastern horizon, seeming to be silhouetted by the rising sun that shoved through the dark mass in dazzling ribbons. But it was too narrow. And LaRouche could see it boiling; he could see it rising angrily. Far enough that he couldn’t smell it yet but close enough to see the billows.


A black column of smoke.


“Get everybody mounted up,” LaRouche said. “We’re moving in five.”














CHAPTER 5


Head Check


Lee stared at colors.


Golden brown, like the sun on sand.


Like a sand dune that stretches up, up, up and overtakes every shred of blue sky.


But it didn’t smell like dust, or the shit-reek of oil fields, or the smell of open sewers in a third-world country. It smelled like musty carpet. Mildew. Wet dog. A distinct “inside” smell. The smell of something lived in long enough to soak up all the smells of human habitation but since abandoned.


There was pain.


Feverish, aching pain that soaked his whole body. Throbbing pain in his ankle that bulged at the joint, slow and deliberate. Spiking pain in his head that jacked through the seams of his skull to the beat of his own pulse.


Lee moved his head, saw that the sand dune was a wall, painted that golden sandy color, made bright by the sunlight pouring in through the windows. He had no clear thought upon waking, but instead… panic. Confusion and disorientation as his mind tried to match his whereabouts to someplace he knew, someplace from his memory. But what he saw was unfamiliar to him, and his memories were shattered into bits and pieces.


He was cold. Shivering, actually. But part of him was warm, near his legs.


He looked down along the line of his body.


He lay on his side, facing the wall. His hands were tucked tightly into his chest and clutched in his red right hand was a blood-spattered KA-BAR, the wood handle sticking to his fingers, his fingers sticking to each other. A brown and tan dog was curled at his legs and stirred when he moved, raising its lupine face and regarding him with golden eyes and perked, pointed ears.


Beyond the dog at his feet, he could see a linoleum entryway. Then a door hanging open, and outside, the world. Bright and cold.


Lee sat up sharply, ignoring the pain it caused. The sight of the door standing open like that set his heart to ricocheting around in his chest cavity. The dog lying next to him jumped out of his way as he heaved himself across the entryway and kicked the door shut.


Trembling from cold, from fear, from pain, he got to his knees. Put his bloody hands against the door and straightened just slightly so he could peer out the half-moon-shaped window at the top. His breath hit the glass, frosting it in front of his face.


There was a neighborhood out there. A bunch of tract-built houses, twenty or so of them crammed into a cul-de-sac street. The houses directly across from him seemed intact. One a little farther down was blackened around the windows, the vinyl siding melted and pocked, the roof collapsed. The street and sidewalk were empty and scattered about with trash that clung to overgrown front lawns.


Lee scanned the streets, his pulse still knocking.


Unsure what he was looking for. Unsure what he was afraid of.


He put his back to the door and slid down to a crouch, trying to catch his breath.


“What’s wrong with me?” Lee whispered desperately. “What the hell is going on?”


Lee raised his hands to his head. Felt the sting and the hot, fleshy groove along his scalp. He recoiled from his own touch but seized on the memory of the wound. Yes. He knew he had that wound. He knew that he’d been shot in the head. He was hurting. Maybe the confusion was because of that…


“Okay,” he muttered under his breath. “Okay. Okay.”


The dog stood in the middle of the floor, head cocked. It stared at him for a moment, then seemed to relax a bit. It licked its chops and one of its hind feet came up tentatively to scratch at its side for a moment. The dog watched its own paw, as though it moved of its own volition and it was leery of its intentions. It itched itself, then sat.


Lee closed his eyes and hung his head between his knees. It seemed to alleviate some of the pain. His breath slowed. His heart rate slowed. His thoughts seemed to slow, to stop swirling around like they were dust motes caught in a cyclone. He forced himself to think. Focus. One thing at a time.


How did I get here?


He remembered running. Remembered cold, gray branches whipping at him. The brown and tan dog just ahead of him, barking as the two of them ran through the woods. The cold ache in his lungs. Salt in his mouth as snot ran into it.


Before that.


Before that there was waking up, just like now. Except it had been dark out. He’d been confused. The dog was barking at something. He had the knife in his hands. He was looking for something else but couldn’t find it.


Before that.


Just a set of dark, regretful eyes behind a small silver revolver.


Eddie Ramirez…


It was like he had backed up his spring-loaded memory as far as it would go, and now he’d released it. It rocketed forward through a blur. The eyes, the gun, the waking, the pain, the confusion. Then running. Barking. Fear. Hard hands. Growling. Gnashing teeth. Straining muscles against something strong. Much stronger than him. Pulling him down. He remembered slashing out with the knife, targeting arteries. Then there was more running.


He’d slept at some point—it was dark, very dark. He was cold but exhausted. He slept in a pile of leaves, gathering them up over him like a blanket. Then there was a noise that woke him and he ran without thinking. Tripped and fell. An old barbed-wire fence. He got up and kept going.


Then he ran through a backyard. Across the road. The dog was beside him, but it didn’t bark. Lee kicked open the door to a house—this house. He fell in the entryway. His body finally gave out and he didn’t get up. He just closed his eyes. Went back to sleep before his mind had time to make sense of anything.


Lee opened his eyes. The realization of it hit him like a cramp in the gut.


My GPS! Eddie Ramirez has my GPS!


“Okay,” he repeated, rolling onto his hands and knees, and then finally taking his feet, supporting himself against the wall. “Need to move. Need to keep moving. Need to get going.” He bent down and grabbed his knife from the floor, groaned as he did so. “I’ve gotta find him.”


He evaluated himself. Cold and in pain. Beyond that, he was hungry and incredibly thirsty. He stumbled forward, still touching the wall, still holding the knife in a death grip. Another thought occurred to him: Had he even cleared the house before he passed out?


No. Because he hadn’t even shut the door behind him.


He swore under his breath. There could be infected in the house. He could have woken up to find himself being eaten, ripped apart like prey for a wild animal.


“You’ve got to get your shit together,” he whispered to himself. “No more mistakes.”


His mouth became silent, but his mind continued on.


Because there’s no one here to help you.


Because you’re alone.


As he thought the last word—alone—things became a little clearer, and his mind traced through the faces of the people he had left behind. Angela. Harper. Bus. LaRouche. Father Jim. Julia. Marie. They were all back at Camp Ryder… No… That wasn’t right. He’d sent some of them away.


Something about bridges. Bridges over the Roanoke River.


He shook his head, then cringed at the wave of dull pain that it brought. He knew why he had sent them away, could feel the truth rattling around in there, but all of his memories were jostled out of their proper place. He just needed to pick them up and put them back where they belonged. At least, he hoped it would be that easy. He hoped that the wound on his head had not scrambled his brain permanently.


He continued cautiously through the living room and stumbled into the adjoining kitchen. It was a small, dingy room, cluttered with dishes and dirty pans that were piled high in the sink and on the surrounding countertop. A collection of cans huddled at the far end of the counter, beyond which a garbage pail overflowed onto the kitchen floor. The cans were from soups and beans and vegetables and meats, their tops pulled back and covered in a greenish-white fuzz.


Lee’s stomach rumbled audibly. He moved to a door that looked like it belonged to a pantry. Opening it created a stir of tiny claws that scrambled away from the light and shot into dark corners and holes. Little granular bits of mouse shit covered the shelf space. A box of Hamburger Helper with the corner chewed to bits. Some baking soda. A small bag of cornmeal.


He took the cornmeal and left everything else. It could be eaten raw, mixed into a coarse dough with nothing but a little bit of water, if he could find that. He continued through the cupboards and cabinets but found them empty. In a drawer he found an old packet of mayonnaise. He squeezed it into his mouth because it was high in fat and calories and he knew he would regret leaving it. Then he moved to the refrigerator.


He hesitated, because a refrigerator without power for several months could smell almost as bad as a dead body. He took a deep breath, covered his mouth and nose with the crook of his arm, and opened the fridge. It was surprisingly barren. He shut it quickly anyway. Opened the freezer on top and found only a bag of green beans, long since thawed and rotted away into a dark sludge.


He closed the freezer and turned away.


Down the hall, with three bedrooms and a bathroom. He entered the first bedroom to the left. It was a child’s bedroom—a boy. Full of Disney characters and action figures. He checked under the bed and in the closet just to be safe. There was no one hiding in the room. Nothing of interest, and something about it being a kid’s room bothered him. He moved on.


He went into the bathroom. No water in the toilet reservoir, but he wasn’t to that level of dehydration anyway. He checked under the sink, found nothing but a box of tampons and some drain cleaner. He moved up to the medicine cabinet. He riffled through the collection of bottles inside, reading the labels of each. An ancient bottle of prenatal vitamins. Some acetaminophen and ibuprofen, which he emptied into his pants pockets. There was a brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide and some cotton swabs.


He took these items down and closed the medicine cabinet. He looked at the mirror, uncomfortable with what it showed him. He stood in stark contrast to his own memories of himself. Like he’d been transplanted into another man’s body. His face was gaunt and drawn, his beard disheveled and wiry-looking, with bits coming in gray on his hollow cheeks. His eyes were dark and sunken, seeming wide as though they were perpetually surprised.


He looked unhealthy at best. Psychotic at worst.


He turned to inspect the right side of his head. The hair was matted and clumped with dried blood. The long, open wound looked swollen and angry. He reached up, still holding his KA-BAR, and extended one shaky index finger, which he used to cautiously probe at the wound. It smarted viciously, felt hot to the touch.


It’s getting infected, he realized.


Then he thought of all the blood on his hands, and how much of that was his and how much belonged to a dead infected somewhere in the woods? Had any of it gotten into his wound? Was his confusion a result of the bullet wound to the head… or was he going mad?


He left the hydrogen peroxide and the cotton swabs on the bathroom counter. He marched down the hall, teeth clenched. He found the washer and dryer and a wire rack above them that held what he needed. He grabbed a towel from the rack, and then took the bottle of bleach. Then he returned to the bathroom.


At the sink he soaked the towel with the bleach and used it to scrub his hands until he could see his pale skin underneath. The towel turned into a washed-out red. Like watercolor. He threw the filthy towel into the tub and opened the package of cotton swabs and the hydrogen peroxide. He wet the swabs with the peroxide and got to work cleaning his wound.


It was slow, painful work with the cotton swabs, and the hydrogen peroxide hissed and bubbled against his split skin. A pile of red cotton swabs began to accumulate in the sink until he finally had the wound clean enough to see through the scabbed blood. He considered stitching it closed but dismissed the idea. That would be the worst thing to do for it at this point in time, when infection was already probable. Closing the wound now would only be like putting a lid on a petri dish and hiding it in a warm, dark place. His best bet would be to keep it clean and bandaged.


But he needed to find some antibiotics.


He checked a few orange prescription bottles in the medicine cabinet, but they were old and the labels worn so that he could barely read what the prescription was for. He found a tube of antibiotic ointment and delicately spread a thin salve across the split in his scalp. He then closed the medicine cabinet again, avoiding looking at himself in the mirror, and left the bathroom.


In the main bedroom he overturned the mattress, hoping for a gun. No such luck. He ransacked the closet and the chest of drawers. Nothing of use, but he did take a white cotton T-shirt from one of the drawers. He split it into a wide strip and used it to bandage his head.


As he did this, moving room to room, the dog followed him. It padded along quietly, sometimes with its head down low, sometimes staring up curiously at whatever Lee was doing. Lee took a moment to stop and look at the dog. Odd that he hadn’t really thought twice about the dog following him, but when he put his mind to it, he knew the dog belonged with him.


After a long moment’s thought, he pointed with his knife. “Deuce.”


The dog’s tail stirred, the barest hint of a wag.


“Yeah. That’s what I named you.” Lee nodded to himself. “You can smell ’em, can’t you? You can smell ’em from a long way off?” He knelt down and reached out one hand. The dog shied away from his touch at first, but then let him scratch behind the ears. “And you haven’t growled, so we must be good, right?”


Deuce yawned, smacked his chops.


“Right.” Lee smiled, but his face felt unsuited for the expression. He let it fall and stood up. It felt good to talk to someone, even if the dog couldn’t talk back. So he kept it going. “Well, there doesn’t seem like a whole lot of good shit in this house. I think we should move on.”


They left out of the back door and crossed to the neighbor’s house. Lee peered through windows while Deuce trotted around and marked all the shrubs he could find. Lee found the back door locked and barricaded, so he moved cautiously around to the front. It was a two-story house, with a door in the center and two second-story windows to either side of the front door so it looked like two eyes. Closed into these windows were white bed sheets that clung stiffly to the side of the house and didn’t stir in the breeze.


Lee tried the door without success, then put a shoulder into it. It rattled loudly and he took a step back, looking around and down both sides of the street, like a burglar worried about the neighborhood watch. Deuce crept into the front lawn and stood there, tongue lolling.


A rustle of leaves from a natural area between houses drew his attention.


A pair of squirrels erupted from a bush and shot up a tree, one after the other.


Lee took a breath to calm his jangled nerves and then turned back to the door. With a sudden grunt he put a foot into the door, just to the side of the knob. The door burst open with a crack of wood, rebounded off its hinges, and almost came to a closed position again before Lee put his hand in the way and stopped it by stepping through into the residence.


He moved through the house carefully, much in the same way as before. He felt clearer than when he’d first woken up, his mind more focused. In the living room he found a large fish tank, still full. The sides of the glass were speckled with algae, the top of the water a thick layer of pond scum. Two large and exotic-looking fish floated amid the green layer, their bulbous eyes gray and sightless.


A soft click of claws on the foyer tiles caused him to spin.


Deuce stood partially through the doorway, sniffing the house hesitantly. His ears were forward, tail level. His body language was neutral.


Lee moved on.


The kitchen was cramped. A table took up much of the floor space and was parked in front of the back door to barricade it. He left it where it was. Lee searched the narrow kitchen and came up with a can of corn and a half-full gallon of water from the pantry. He uncapped the water and sniffed it. It smelled fine. He took a sip, swished it around in his mouth. It was cool on his tongue and tasted slightly of plastic, but otherwise it was okay. He took a longer drink, then recapped the jug.


He rummaged through the drawers, pulling up a can opener when he found it and setting to work on the can of corn. He opened it and ate it there, fishing out every last kernel. What was left in the bottom of the can was murky-looking water. He pulled out the cornmeal he’d taken from the other house and mixed small amounts into the water until he had created a thick paste.


Deuce sat before him very attentively.


Lee scooped a big wad of the paste onto his fingers and held it down to the dog. Deuce moved in quickly and it was gone from Lee’s fingertips in a flash of pink tongue. Lee pulled out another mouthful. “Go ahead, buddy. You earned it. You already saved me once.”


Lee ate the last half of the cornmeal. He took a moment to think more than five minutes ahead. He stood quietly in the kitchen, leaning against the counter and looking out the kitchen window into the backyard. The yard ended in a thin patch of trees that separated this house and the house on the next street over. Through the layer of trees, the houses on the next street looked strangely untouched. Like he could just step through that bit of forest and find himself in a neighborhood without violence and chaos, with joggers and dog walkers and people in robes stepping out to get the newspaper. Fresh cups of coffee in hand.


He looked down at his dirty old boots. Mud-caked and blood-spattered. Bits of leaves still clinging to them. He didn’t want to think about a neighborhood without violence and chaos, because such a thing was not real. He would not delude himself. This was the world. This was his world. He may as well have been born into it, because everything else was so long gone, it seemed that it had never existed.


Think about what you need to do, he told himself.


Eddie Ramirez shot you in the head and stole your GPS.


You need to get your GPS back.


How the fuck are you going to do that?


It was easier said than done. Eddie had a big head start on him. He’d taken Lee’s Humvee. And Lee could only take an educated guess as to where the other man was heading at that moment. But he knew that he should know where Eddie was going. He just couldn’t make it clear to himself. He closed his eyes, his face scrunching up in what looked like pain, but he was only trying to think. His scattered mind seemed to be avoiding him. Like something recently forgotten that only recedes deeper into your mind the more you try to haul it to the surface.


Lee touched his head where it ached, as though the overstress and confusion and multitude of questions were going to split his skull open like an over-pressurized pipe. Whatever wires had been jarred loose by taking a bullet graze across his dome, Lee could feel that he wasn’t thinking as quickly or making connections as well as he’d done before. He felt stunted. Like his thoughts were being suppressed. Like he had the truth rolling around in there, but he just couldn’t lock it down into place.


He started with what he knew and tugged at the thread gently.


Eddie Ramirez. He stole my GPS and tried to kill me.


Why?


Because…


Because…


Because of Abe Darabie.


Lee’s eyes popped open. His fingers suddenly wrenched down into a fist.


That one little thread had suddenly unearthed the whole ugly truth that had been hiding beneath the silt of his injured mind. And it hit him like a gut-punch, just like the first time he’d learned it. Abe Darabie—his closest friend—had sent people to kill him. To terminate him. To execute him. To keep him from opening any more of his bunkers. Because that wasn’t in the cards. It wasn’t in the plan to let North Carolina live. It wasn’t in the plan that Lee’s portion of the mission actually be successful. Lee was just a waste of resources. A rogue operative.


A nonviable asset.


“Motherfucker,” Lee mumbled under his breath. He looked at the dirty dishes surrounding him on the kitchen counter. For a brief moment he wanted to sling them across the room. Just to see something besides himself get broken.


But he didn’t. He just looked at them, slowly shaking his head as the picture became clear. The whole terrible picture. And he silently argued with himself, his own mind opposing himself like a madman:


Everything east of the Appalachians has been written off. We’re in a dead zone. A no-man’s land. And then there’s everything west of the Appalachians. All the interior states, surrounded by mountains. A convenient buffer between them and all those overpopulated coastal cities.


So if I were to make a guess, I’d have to say Eddie Ramirez is heading west. West with my stolen GPS, to cross the Appalachians. Probably into Tennessee.


So, great. You’ve really narrowed it down.


Somewhere near the border of Tennessee and North Carolina.


In the fucking mountains with a two-day head start.


I’ll find him.


There’s no fucking way you’re going to find him.


I will. I have to.


The sound of Deuce growling snapped him out of it.


For a moment he stood confused, as though the growl required interpretation. Then abruptly he dropped to the ground. He fumbled with the knife in his hand. Felt his heart lodge firmly in his throat. He put his back to the cabinet doors. Leaned out just slightly, peering around the corner. From there he could see straight through the living room and to the front door. It still hung open from when Lee had kicked it in.


It was open about a foot, and through that opening he could see a thin sliver of the world outside. Green-brown lawns. The charcoal strip of the street. A single mailbox. He waited there, not breathing, not moving, his whole body just a bundle of muscles and nerves locked down and ready to bolt at any minute.


Beside him, Deuce stood stiffly. The hair along his spine had risen and his head was lowered. He continued to growl, but it was low, subdued.


Lee focused on the door again. He couldn’t see any movement outside, and Deuce was not barking yet. But his window of opportunity to get the hell out of the house was rapidly closing. He had to assume that the infected that Deuce smelled were moving closer. And all Lee had was his knife. If he was still in the house when they got close enough to sniff him out or hear him moving, it would be all over. He might take one. Maybe two. But after that they would overpower him.


Lee reached out and poked the dog gently in the side of his neck.


Deuce looked at him and grumbled.


Lee put his finger in front of his lips. “Shh.”


He rose slowly from his crouched position, eyes still locked on the front door. When he was on his feet, he turned and faced the back door. There was a window in that door, and through it Lee could see the backyard and the strip of woods beyond. Then the next street over. More houses. Lee stared at them for a long moment but saw no movement.


Deuce growled again, this time a little louder.


“Alright,” Lee said. “We’re going. Just stay quiet.”


He pulled the table out of the way as quietly as he could and opened the back door. It creaked loudly, the weather stripping cracking as it separated from the door. Lee grimaced at the noise and swore under his breath. With the door open, he leaned out and looked both ways.


All clear.


He stepped through the door, Deuce on his heels and then trotting past him, casting wary glances back behind them as they headed for the trees. He didn’t want to be in the house, but the woods weren’t much better. The last few days had been dry, and the leaves would be loud. He wasn’t sure how far away the infected were, but he always assumed that they were in earshot.


He jogged to the woods and then slowed. “Shit!” He turned back to the house, one hand flying to his head. He’d left the jug of water sitting on the kitchen counter. His feet moved unsurely, as though one foot wanted to go back and the other wanted to go forward.


He looked through the woods to the back of the next line of houses. He could hole up in one of those, take a minute to barricade the doors and windows, keep watch and wait for the neighborhood to be clear of infected before running back for the water…


He shook his head.


Bullshit. He wasn’t going to get himself killed over a half gallon of water, no matter how thirsty he was. And he sure as hell wasn’t going to escape one house just to cram himself into another one less than a hundred yards away from the first.


He stepped into the woods with fresh urgency, picking his way as quickly and as quietly as he could. The dried leaves and twigs felt more like tripwires and sensors, threatening to give him away at each step.


Deuce was already on the other side of the strip of woods, looking back at him with what seemed like impatience.


Yeah, I’m working on it…


Lee forced himself to focus completely on the forest floor and where he put his feet. In his mind he pictured a pack of the filthy creatures tumbling around the corner of the house and seeing him picking his slow progress through the woods, locking onto him like a pack of wolves on a wounded deer.


Just get to the other side.


His feet hit grass. He looked up and found himself in another back lawn and he broke into a jog. Deuce lingered for a few seconds, sniffing the air, his body language cautious. The houses here were packed close together so that the sides of two adjacent houses created a narrow alley perhaps ten feet wide. Lee went to the left of the house directly in front of him, making for the street on the other side.


Halfway down that narrow alley, he stopped and looked behind him. Deuce wasn’t following.


“Deuce,” he said in a loud whisper. “Come on!”


When he faced forward again, something large and dark stood in front of him and it lashed out and turned his vision into stars, and he tasted blood.
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