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Chapter One – Friday Morning
Jessica
“One more day until the end.”
Jessica startled badly, enough that she dropped the tub of margarine.  Turning her head, she fixed a glare at the teenager who had come up behind her.  “Joey, don’t do that.”
“What?” he asked, sounding somewhere between distracted and unconcerned as he reached up and opened one of the top cabinets.  He was tall, already as tall as Brett had been, and had no problem reaching the upper shelves.  Jessica had to use a folding step stool to reach up there.
“Don’t sneak up on people like that.” Jessica said, trying to inject sternness in her tone.  “It’s not polite.”
“Mom, I wasn’t sneaking.” Joey said as he hauled a soft sided lunch cooler down.  “You just weren’t paying attention.”
“Shush.” Jessica said, collecting the margarine and grabbing the jelly out of the shelf on the inside of the fridge door.  Before she could close it, Joey had bustled over and was trying to reach past her.  “And wait your turn.”
“Fine.” he said, heaving a labored sigh and stepping back.  As soon as Jessica moved away from the fridge, he half dove inside, rummaging in the deli drawer for the lunch meat.  Jessica collected the plate of English muffins fresh from the toaster off the counter and went into the dining room.
“Candice, breakfast.  Turn that off and come eat.” she called toward the front room as she unloaded margarine and jelly and plate onto the table.  She heard the television switch off, and a moment later her youngest daughter came through the open doorway looking anxiously at the table.
“Thanks Mom.” she said as she slid into her chair.  There was already a steaming ‘breakfast bowl’ awaiting her, a microwaved concoction of potatoes, scrambled eggs and cheese.  Jessica couldn’t stand them, way too much salt and processed food, but Candice loved the things.  It saved Jessica the time necessary to make something more elaborate each morning.
Making her regular resolution to ignore what her mother would think of feeding her kids something that came ready to heat and eat from a factory, Jessica told herself single mothers had to pick their battles.  With the addition of a muffin, placed on a little breakfast plate, Candice would be all set.  Jessica made sure the butter and jelly were within her youngest’s reach, then went back into the kitchen.
“Until the end of what?” she asked.
Joey looked up from the sandwich he was assembling on the counter next to the fridge.  “Huh?”
“Now you’re not paying attention.” Jessica said.  “One more day until the end of what?”
“Oh.” he said, grinning.  The easy gesture came naturally to him, and Jessica felt a little pang of longing stab at her.  He looked so much like Brett.  It was a good thing, but it made it harder sometimes.  She shook the dark thought aside as he continued speaking.  “Until the end of try outs.  Coach is going to post the first and second teams after practice this afternoon, and then the season starts next week.”
“Ah.” Jessica said.  She picked up her mug of coffee and took a large gulp.  “And?”
“And what?”
“And do you think you’ll make the cut?”
Joey shrugged, his expression suddenly a little guarded.  Jessica smiled fondly at him as he refocused his attention on the sandwich.  “You’ll do fine honey.  You’ve been practicing a lot.”
“Yeah, but Billy Tanner is faster.” he said, sounding unhappy as he layered a second piece of cheese onto the quarter inch of turkey and ham already atop the bottom slice of bread.  “And Dante is taller.”
Jessica sipped coffee as he closed the sandwich up with the other slice of bread, then started fitting it into a sandwich bag.  It took a little doing.  The bags were designed for normal sandwiches, not the Dagwood style monstrosities Joey scarfed down.  “If you suck, then you suck.” she said after a moment.
“Mom!” Joey said, turning indignantly and giving her as much of a glare as he obviously felt he could get away with.
“Well it’s true, isn’t it?” she said, making her eyes radiate innocence as she smiled at him from behind the coffee mug.  “Last day of try outs doesn’t leave much time to get any better, does it?”
“What happened to parental support?” Joey moaned mournfully, dropping the sandwich into the cooler and opening another upper cabinet drawer.  He took down two bags of ‘single serving’ chips and added them to the cooler.
“This is me supporting you.” Jessica told him.  “You’re going to do fine.  Relax.”
“Jeez, maybe you could try a little harder to be helpful?”
“Make sure you put some fruit in that cooler.” Jessica said.  “See, that’s helpful.  Fruit is good for you, helps you run faster.”
“Billy isn’t faster because he eats fruit.” Joey said, but he opened the fridge again and dug into the fruit drawer.  He added a pair of apples to the cooler, then started zipping it closed.
“That’s because Billy’s mother must not love him as much as yours does.”
“Mom.” Joey said, moaning again.  At seventeen he was well into the stage of being embarrassed by parental affection.  Jessica found it as funny as it was a little saddening; it meant he was almost grown up.  She didn’t know what she’d do when he went off to college next year.
“Mom!” a female voice called from further back in the house.
“And that’ll be the regularly scheduled Friday morning crisis of the closet.” Jessica said, putting her coffee down.  “Excuse me.”
“Tell her whatever she’s looking for, it’s too short.” Joey said as Jessica turned to leave.  “School year’s not even a month old yet and I’ve already had three guys ask me who she’s dating.  Seniors mom, seniors.  Make her wear a burka or something.”
Jessica hid her smile by completing her turn.  She went through the living room and hung a sort of u-turn around the wall that separated the living room and the stairwell.  Standing at the top of the stairs, still wrapped in a robe, was her middle child.  Jessica sighed audibly.  “Sandra, honestly, you’re going to miss the bus if you don’t hurry up and get dressed.”
“Mom, I can’t find my black skirt.” Sandra said, her tone trying to convey the extreme gravity of this to her mother.
“Which black skirt?” Jessica asked, not entirely unreasonably.  Sandra had more clothes than Jessica herself did, which was impressive considering Jessica’d not only had longer to collect them, but also did the lion’s share of the purchasing for her daughter’s closet as well.
“The new one with the pleats.  The one I got last week.”
Jessica’s head was shaking as soon as the word ‘new’ came out of Sandra’s mouth.  “That’s not for school.”
“Mom!” Sandra said, not shrieking but definitely with a note of outrage that increased her volume several notches.
“Absolutely not.” Jessica said firmly.  “I told you when you got it that it was for weekends and dates, not school.”
“Oh my God!” Sandra said.  “Why?”
“Because.” Jessica replied, using the unyielding logic American parents had been employing on their children for generations.  “Now get dressed.  And not in that skirt.  School clothes.  Something presentable.”
“You’re killing me.” Sandra said with a huff, turning on her heel as she started back for her room.
“Not yet.” Jessica called after her.  “But if you and your sister miss your bus, I will.”
“Drama.” Sandra’s voice floated back down through the closing door.
“Oh there’ll be drama.” Jessica said, shaking her head as she went back into the kitchen.  She reclaimed her coffee and took it with her as she returned to the dining room to check on Candice.  The ten-year-old was just finishing the last few bites of her muffin.  She looked up as Jessica came in.
“Why can’t Sandy wear that skirt to school?”
Jessica shook her head, though without heat.  “Because it’s not school clothes.” she said.
“Oh.” Candice popped the last bit of muffin in her mouth, then squeezed out of the chair and picked up her plate.  The empty ‘breakfast bowl’ was already on it.  “So what’s she going to wear then?”
“School clothes.” Jessica said firmly, though she couldn’t help her involuntary glance in the direction of the stairs.  “School clothes are for school.  It’s not complicated.”
“You know you’re in the minority, right?” Joey asked as he came in with cereal and milk.  Setting them down, he took the bowl he’d wedged under his arm out and collapsed into the chair untidily with it.  Of course, the ‘bowl’ was suitable for serving soup to an entire table.
“Minority?” Jessica asked.
“On the clothes thing.” Joey said as he started opening the plastic bag inside the cereal box.  “Some of the stuff girls are wearing these days . . .” he grinned like only a teenage male contemplating an attractive female could.
Jessica allowed herself a slight frown.  “Well, you’re the big brother, so I’d appreciate it if you’d help keep your sisters on the straight and narrow.”
“Like I need his help.” Sandra said as she entered from the front room.  “With these clothes no boy’s ever going to look at me.  I might as well turn lesbian, that’s who’ll be interested in me dressed like this.”
“Language.” Jessica reprimanded sharply.  “And you look fine.” she added, taking in the more sensible skirt her daughter had put on.  This one came past her knees and didn’t reveal most of her legs.
“No complaints from me sis.” Joey said, crunching cereal audibly.  “If you get a girlfriend it’ll make my life easier.  The guys will stop bugging me about asking you out.”
“What’s a lesbian?” Candice asked as she came back in.
“Oh God!” Jessica said, resisting, with difficulty, the urge to throw her hands up.  “Enough!  Sit, eat!” Jessica said, pointing at Sandra.  “Honestly, for someone who claims to not like drama you create quite a bit.”
“I’m–” she started to say, but stopped when Jessica turned the pointing finger into a raised one.  She considered the look on her mother’s face, then sat down and reached for the other English muffin.
“You’re eating, then you’re walking your sister to the bus stop.” Jessica said as Sandra started putting the barest amount of jelly on her muffin, skipping the butter entirely.  She was firmly entrenched in the teenage girl phase, where how she looked and what she ate was critical.  Jessica was fine with all of it except for how it complicated school mornings.  She told herself, again, there was no way she’d given her mother this much trouble when she was Sandra’s age.
“Good o–” Joey started, only to stop when Jessica swiveled her finger to him, pointing once more.
“And you, I can just find something to do tonight other than staying home so you can use my car.”
“Could we go to the movies?” Candice asked hopefully.  “I’ve been good.”
Jessica let out a chuckle of laughter, mostly at the look of horror that was resolving across Joey’s face.  “If your brother and sister manage to get to and through school today without anymore drama, you and I can find something in the downloads we can watch together.  If not, then we’ll see.”
Joey and Sandra eyed her silently, one spooning cereal up while the other nibbled on the muffin.  Neither said anything as Candice clapped her hands twice innocently, though Jessica saw their eyes flicker a bit.  Draining the last of her coffee, she went into the kitchen and rinsed the mug out before sticking it in the dishwasher.  Her big travel mug was already full, lid on and waiting for her to grab.
Jessica dumped the last dregs in the coffee pot down the sink and rinsed that out before sticking it back in the coffee maker.  She heard a low undercurrent of conversation going on in the dining room, but it was too faint for her to make out, and didn’t sound all that heated regardless.  She knew better than to inquire after what they were talking about, or to try and demand they not take advantage of her absence.  She was a mother now, but she’d been a kid herself too.  She knew how it went.
“Okay, bye kids.” she called as she collected her purse and the travel mug off the counter.  “Have a good Friday.”
“Wait!” she heard Candice half-shriek, her voice cutting right across the somewhat unenthusiastic goodbyes Joey and Sandra were offering.  Jessica turned, smiling, as footsteps sounded, then Candice ran into the kitchen with her arms outstretched.  “Nosy kisses!”
“What was I thinking?” Jessica said, leaning down and wrapping her arms around her daughter as she arrived with a thump.  “Leaving without nosy kisses.”  She rubbed her nose across Candice’s, who giggled after a few seconds and squeezed her arms around her mother to end the hug.
“Bye Mom!”
“Be good.” Jessica said.  “Hear that?” she added, raising her voice.  “Be good!”
Acknowledgements drifted in from the dining room as Jessica opened the door to the garage.  As it closed behind her, she heard Sandra say something to Candice that provoked a somewhat outraged response.  “One more day.” she muttered, digging her keys out of her purse so she could unlock the car.
The drive down Highway-124 was uneventful, as it usually was this early.  The real crunch didn’t start hitting until closer to eight am, and she was usually well settled into her work day by the time that happened.  When she reached the office and unlocked the door to the suite, her eyes darted automatically to the clock on the wall above the receptionist’s window.
Ten after seven, which matched with what her phone had showed only moments before, and tracked with what the radio deejay had said just before she pulled into the lot.  It wasn’t that she didn’t remember the time so much as she harbored the tiniest notion the universe might be trying to play a trick on her.
Deciding to believe the office clock, she shoved the irrelevant thoughts aside as the office suite’s alarm beeped twice as a reminder that it was active.   She hustled over to the door that led into the office’s workspaces, turned left through it into the office fronted by the reception counter, and flipped down the cover on the security system.  Tapping briskly, she disabled the alarm, then backed out into the hallway and went to her office.
Dropping her purse on the floor between desk and wall, she half sat and half fell into her chair and paused to take another sip from her coffee.  Without looking, she tapped the button on her desk phone to put it on speaker and batted at the mouse to wake the computer up from sleep mode.  She sipped again as she punched into voicemail, savoring the warm, strong, sweet caffeine, then sat back and cradled the cup in her hands as she waited for the first message to play.
“Hello, this is David Jordan.” A male voice said, sounding hoarse and nasal.  “I’m scheduled for today, uh Friday, but the instructions you sent said I shouldn’t come in if I’m feeling sick.  I am sick, so we’ll need to reschedule the appointment, probably no earlier than Tuesday next week.  Uh, thanks.”
Jessica frowned and rolled her eyes, then leaned forward and set her coffee aside.  Her fingers tapped across the keyboard as she entered the screensaver password, then she clicked the scheduler application up.  Clicking again, she shifted the primary view to Friday, then paused as her eyes flicked down the listing.  There, ten thirty, David Jordan.  Jessica right clicked on that entry and selected reschedule, then clicked ok.  The appointment vanished off the schedule, and reappeared in the to-do section.
Lifting her coffee again, Jessica tapped on the phone to delete the message and sipped as she listened to the next.  Two more cancellations, which she marked, and one patient calling for clarification on the pre-procedure instructions.  Jessica made the appropriate notations in the day’s to-do list, then frowned as the receptionist’s voice came from the phone.
“Hi Jessica, it’s Mary.  I’m not feeling very good today, not at all.  I’m going to stay in bed and make my husband get some orange juice from the store before he goes into work.  Sorry.  Hopefully I’ll be feeling better Monday.”
Jessica closed her eyes briefly in frustration.  Mary was a nice person, but Jessica harbored an innate suspicion of any absence that timed itself at the beginning or ending of the week.  It came off as a desire for a three day weekend.  Or worse, in this case, a four day weekend.  Labor Day was Monday.  That was her lack of caffeine talking, she decided, since Mary was generally reliable.  She took a large gulp of coffee, then clicked to bring the big view of the to-do list up on her second screen.
In addition to the cancellations, there were nearly a dozen new schedule calls to make, all the lab results to get entered into the system, the weekly inventory so she could put reorders in, calls to all of Tuesday’s patients so they did their pre-procedure stuff, and at least two hours of entry and reconciliation for accounts.  Normally Mary would handle the labs and most of the calls, now Jessica would have to do all of that in addition to handling all the front desk duties.
Scowling, she got up and turned the room’s lights on, then headed deeper into the office for the break room, flipping more lights on as she went.  In the break room she started the coffee machines brewing, fixing one with a double strength batch.  While they started popping and ticking, she opened the dishwasher and pulled out the waiting room carafes, then went into the cabinets next to the dishwasher for one of the extra carafes.
Leaving the coffee to brew, she headed to the lab room, where she found the fax machine was full of the results that had come in overnight.  Collecting the papers up, she took them with her to the reception desk.  The stack of paper went down on the desk next to the keyboard, and she bent beneath the desk to hit the button to start Mary’s computer warming up before she headed back into her own office.
Clicking through the programs she kept permanently open, she generated the report on the month’s accounts, including all the un-reconciled entries that needed to be checked and coded before the accountant closed the books for August.  These papers she also dropped off in reception, then she went back to the break room.
The coffee was done brewing.  She filled the two waiting room carafes, tightened down their lids, and walked them up to the table in the customer area where they lived.  The supply closet behind the receptionist desk provided two tall stacks of styrofoam cups, and she set out plenty of extra sugar and creamer packets.  She didn’t want to have to fool around with resupplying penny-ante crap like coffee creamer for the patients once the day got going in earnest.
The extra carafe she filled with the double strength coffee, added generous portions of sugar, and cream from the quart of special French vanilla cream in the refrigerator that was labeled “Jessica’s”, and carried it up to Mary’s desk, swirling it as she walked to mix properly.  She scribbled “Do Not Touch – Jessica’s” on a sticky note, and slapped it across the top, then positioned it on the end of the desk.
That settled, she retrieved her travel mug from her desk, drank half of what remained, then started looking over the faxed lab results, comparing them to the morning’s schedule of appointments.  Any belonging to patients who were coming in early needed to be entered in first.  After identifying two that were due in before ten am, Jessica pulled up the relevant patient records and started typing.
She was interrupted a few minutes later by the office door opening.  Leaning forward, she cracked the customer window open and saw Doctor Morris entering.  He saw her looking out at him, and smiled ruefully with a sad shake of his head.  “Mary called in sick?” he asked her.
“Sadly.” Jessica replied, managing a smile that combined resignation with determined cheerfulness.  “We’ll manage though.”
“You always do, Jessica.” Dennis Morris said.
“Coffee’s on in the back.” Jessica said, waving a hand vaguely in the direction of the back of the office.  “And Mrs. Nittney canceled this afternoon’s appointment, so you’ll probably be able to get out of here early.”
Dennis’ eyes brightened, he liked to get out ahead of the traffic when possible, especially on the weekends.  By six pm on Fridays, his preferred place was the back deck of his Johns Creek home, sipping a cocktail and flipping steaks on his grill.  “Weekend’s looking up.” He said with a chuckle.  Then his eyes lit up and he gave her a hopeful glance.  “Hey, if Mary’s out, that means you made your special coffee, doesn’t it?”
Jessica gave him a wounded look, and lifted a porcelain mug onto the counter.  “I know you crave what I’ve got, so I poured you a cup.”
“Bless you Jessica.” Dennis said as he stepped over, reaching for it.
Jessica moved the mug behind the glass window and gave him a look of mock fierceness.  “But you have to promise not to get grumpy if I have to call Darshan and tell him the books might not be ready for him until Tuesday.”
“Promise.” Dennis said, his eyes tracking the mug as it disappeared behind the frosted glass.
“Doctor.” Jessica said sternly.
“Honest Jessica, I promise.” He said, moving his eyes to her face.
“Okay then, here you go.” Jessica said, handing him the mug.
He sipped greedily, then closed his eyes happily.  “Heaven in a cup.”
“If you’d learn how to make coffee, you could have it whenever you want.” Jessica noted with a grin as she printed out a copy of the day’s schedule.
“What would I have to look forward to then?” Dennis said in a dreamy voice.  “Besides.” he opened his eyes and gave her a wink.  “The other doctors would make fun of me if they knew I was making my own coffee.”
“Go.” Jessica said firmly, making a shooing motion.  “I’ve got more than enough to do, and I know you’ve got patient notes to finish dictating.”
“Spoilsport.” Dennis said, but he went.
Jessica shook her head fondly as he vanished through the waiting room door.  Dennis Morris was a pretty good boss, especially for a doctor.  She could do far worse, especially considering some of the horror stories a few of her friends in the building had about their doctor bosses.  She found her place on the screen, matched it up to where she’d left off from the lab result, and resumed typing.
* * * * *



Peter
The garage door rumbled up as Peter lifted it, protesting a little as he again reminded himself to get some oil on the rollers.  Blinking at the morning sunlight, he glanced around at the small back lot of his garage and nodded in satisfaction.  The landscaping company was keeping up their end of the bargain; keeping the grassy area neatly trimmed.
The previous owner had let it run nearly wild, which was one of the reasons, Peter suspected, he’d gone out of business.  Peter liked things neat, and he’d found a company that was willing to maintain it for free in exchange for his handling the routine maintenance on their trucks.  It was a good deal for both parties; Peter got to stay busy and didn’t have to fool around with the shop grounds.
“Not that I’m really in business myself.” Peter muttered with a grin, turning to look at the ’95 Ford Taurus waiting for him.  Nancy Killian was a very nice lady who had taken early retirement when the economy went south in 2008, and now lived very frugally on her 401K savings and teacher’s pension while she waited to be eligible for her non-reduced Social Security benefits to kick in.
It was only possible because she owned her own house, from the death of her husband five years ago and the subsequent life insurance payout, and the kindness of her neighbors and family.  Like Peter, who was more than happy to work on her car when it needed attention, so long as she was willing to help Amy out in the back garden and keep his wife company.
Which Nancy was, since she missed the interaction she was used to having at school, and lacked the funds to ‘go wild’ as Nancy termed it.  He suspected she rather regretted having to retire, and wondered again why she didn’t act on Amy’s suggestion; which had been to advertise as an assistant and lesson preparer for home schooling parents in Gwinnett.
Well, it wasn’t no problem of his.  If she wanted to watch daytime television and bitch about being bored sometimes, that was her lookout.  Humming tunelessly, Peter rolled his primary tool cabinet over to the Taurus, then walked to the lift controls and thumbed the proper button.  The hydraulic lift thrummed to life as it began rising, taking the sedan from ground level up where he could comfortably walk beneath it and get a good luck at the front end.
Nancy said it was ‘making a noise’ when she turned, which Peter suspected meant there was probably some grease needed and maybe a few loose things tightened.  If she were unlucky, it could be something in the hydraulics that handled the steering, but he hoped not for her sake.
When the Taurus was far enough off the ground, he released the lift controls and picked up his shop light.  Still humming, he clicked the light on and started checking the steering.  He’d barely gotten the first of the day’s grease on his hands when his phone vibrated.
“Damnit.” Peter muttered, tearing his gaze away from the left side of the steering and pulling the phone out of his pocket.  The display said ‘Home’.  He flipped it open with a grunted “Hey sweetie.”
“Peter, I forgot, we need milk and cold cuts.” Amy’s voice said, as the chattering hens that passed for morning talk show hosts murmured in the audio background behind her.
“Now?” Peter asked, wedging the phone against his shoulder as he studied the left side of the Taurus’ steering rack.  A couple of the bolts looked suspiciously loose, and he reached to start checking them.
“No, when you come home for lunch.”
“Alright, milk and cold cuts.  Ham okay?”
“Peter.” Amy’s voice replied with a stern undertone.
Peter rolled his eyes.  “A little ham never killed anyone.” he said mildly as he tested bolts with his fingers.
“Well the occasional wife has when her husband won’t follow the doctor’s orders to cut back on salt.”
“Honey–” Peter began, only to have Amy cut him off abruptly.
“Shush.  Low sodium turkey or chicken, and make sure you get it from the deli counter too.  You can stand in line for a minute or two if necessary to get something better than that garbage they package up and hang next to the baloney.”
“Yes dear.” Peter said in resignation.  He missed ham, along with bacon, potato chips, and a whole other host of foods Amy had banished from the house in recent years.  He missed them a lot.  It wasn’t that he didn’t agree with the health benefits of a better diet.  It was just that he wasn’t sure if longer life was worth living with all the fun stuff ripped out of it.
“Thank you.”
“Okay, bye.” Peter said, leaving her to hang up as he checked a last few bolts before he finally closed the phone and returned it to his pocket.  One of the nuts was a little bit loose, but not nearly enough to be a problem.  He pursed his lips as he considered what might be wrong with the Taurus.
Before he barely got his hands back into the steering the phone rang again.
“Sonofabitch.” Peter muttered, pulling it back out.  This time the display showed “LRS Range.”  He flipped the phone back open.  “I don’t want to hear it, you still owe me three beers.”
“Those last three shots were bullshit, I done already told you.” a man snapped back in a tone of considerably amusement.  “The bet was you make three out of five in the black.  You Peter, you.”
“I did make ‘em.” Peter grinned.
“The hell you did.”
“I pulled the trigger on each one.”
“Yeah, and Frank gave you corrections on two through five.”
Peter’s grin broadened.  “Yeah, and thanks to his expertise I put shots two, four and five right in the money zone.”
“That’s cheating, so they don’t count.”
“Bullshit, my gun, my scope, my finger on the trigger, my beers.”
“Why you gotta go and be like that?”
“Because you ran your mouth about how I was getting too old.”
“You are old Pete.”
“So are you Mike.” Peter chuckled.  “And I, unlike you, can still shoot.”
“What’re you gonna do if Frank ain’t around?”
“Reload more often.”
Mike laughed.  “Asshole.”
“Better than being a Ranger.”
“Oooooh, ouch.  Now play nice, jarhead.”
“What time are you going to be at the bar tonight?” Peter asked, glancing up at the car above him.  Jawboning with Mike was fun, but he had just enough of a start on the steering that he really wanted to figure out what the problem was.
“Oh probably around eight, maybe eight thirty.”
“I see.  Hoping I’ll have a few and forget you owe me three?”
“April 24th, 1989.” Mike said smugly.
“Now who’s fighting dirty?” Peter grinned.  “Listen, I got grease on my hands and a car on the rack so we’re gonna have to table this until tonight, okay?”
“Yeah, sure.  Just remember, you cheated.”
“You’re embarrassing yourself.”
“Yeah, but I play fair.”
Peter closed the phone without shooting another comeback at Mike, knowing from long prior experience this sort of back and forth could go on for quite a while.  He stuffed the phone back in his pocket, waited several seconds as if daring it to ring again, then reached up to the Taurus’ front end once more.
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl opened his eyes, then closed them again almost immediately in a hard wince.  His head was pounding, and the small amount of light filtering into the bedroom around the heavy black blanket draped over the curtain rod to block the window was more than enough to hurt his eyes.
He rolled over and reached blindly around on the floor until his fingers contacted what felt like yesterday’s jeans.  Removing the sunglasses from the case fastened to the belt, he fumbled them into place over his eyes, then squinted around the room cautiously.  Better.
A slight movement on the bed behind him reminded him of last night, and he glanced over to see Bethany – sorry Elizabeth – snuggling up against the pillows as she slept.  The blankets had fallen off her chest in the night, and Darryl paused to admire the view before his head throbbed again.  She had really nice breasts.
Rolling out of the bed, he stumbled naked for the bedroom door, down the hallway beyond, and into the kitchen.  The fridge door opened at his heavy tug, and he grabbed a can of Natural Light out of the cardboard case sitting on the top shelf where most people kept milk or pitchers of tea or juice.
The can fizz-hissed as he popped the tab, and he tipped his head back as he began downing the beer as rapidly as possible.  When the last bit gurgled out of the can, he threw it in the sink and belched gratefully.  Grabbing another can, he wandered back down the hall and into the bedroom with it.
Bethany was still sprawled on the bed, though she had rolled over into the space he had vacated.  She was even more on display than before, and he paused again to admire the view.  That reminded him of the pressure building in his bladder, and he stepped into the bathroom to relieve it.
As he pissed, he could feel the alcohol in the first beer starting to enter his bloodstream, abating the hangover induced headache.  Shaking himself off, he hit the lever to flush, then grabbed the second beer off the bathroom counter and went back into the bedroom with it.  When he popped the top, Bethany jerked upright, and turned her head to him.
“Hey girlie.” Darryl said, making sure to flex his upper body as he lifted the can for a drink.  “How you feeling?”  He had the easy unconcern with his nudity of any confident man who worked out and knew he looked good.  Bethany had really liked hanging onto his biceps while they’d fucked last night.  With any luck she’d be in the mood for a morning romp, which would suit him just fine.
Bethany didn’t respond, but just stared at him.  Darryl lowered the can after a moment, looking at her curiously.  “You alright?” he asked again.
The stripper started trying to get out of the bed, moving clumsily.  She seemed to be having trouble getting her legs untangled from the blanket.  Darryl watched for a moment, then sighed.  Just his luck, the new girl was a meth head or something.  Completely unable to function without her fix.
He wished, again, Aaron would start drug testing the new strippers before he hired them.  But Darryl knew what the club’s manager would say; it was a waste of money, and it didn’t matter how coked up they were so long as they got naked and separated the men from their money.  The club thrived on the girls to bring the guys in, and enjoyed a healthy rake off of the girls’ tips and fees to boot.
“Want some help?” Darryl asked as she managed to get to his side of the bed, struggling across the mattress as if it were a great effort.  Bethany was still looking at him, like her eyes were on a rope connected to him.  Her flailing hands stretched out to plant on the bed as she tried to drag herself forward.  One of the hands missed the bed entirely, and she toppled forward in a tangle of limbs and blanket with a heavy thump as she hit the floor.
“Shit!” Darryl blurted, setting his beer on the dresser and taking the two steps necessary to lean down over her.  “Take it easy, I’ll get you back to your place and you can fix, okay?”  He reached and grabbed her under the arms, hoisting her to her feet with ease.
When he touched her, her head started swiveling around to look at him once more.  As he lifted, she stared at him blankly.  The first thing that struck him was her eyes, which had been lively and expressive, sexy, last night.  Now they fixed on him without wavering, wide and unblinking.  She looked . . . well dead.  She looked dead.
“You should keep some on you if it’s that bad.” Darryl said as he got her to her feet, the blanket sliding down to pool around her ankles.  She had a good body for a meth head, Darryl thought admiringly, though he knew it wouldn’t last.  It never did once you started fixing.
That’s why he stuck to beer and booze, all that did was pack on extra pounds, which could be dealt with easily enough if you remembered to hit the gym.  And that was never a problem for him, especially considering how much the girls liked it.  Plus it made his job easier, which was just bonus atop bonus as far as he was concerned. 
He was still thinking about how long her looks would last when her hands suddenly closed around his upper arms with surprising strength, gripping his biceps hard enough to make him wince from the pressure.  Far harder than her slight form seemed capable of doing.
“Hey!” he blurted, stepping back and shoving at her.  She’d not squeezed him that hard last night, not even when she was in the middle of orgasming, and it hurt.  She lost her grip on his left arm, but the right stayed clamped on, and her mouth opened as she leaned closer to him.
“You trying to bite me!” Darryl said incredulously, putting his free hand on her forehead.  Then he grunted and pushed harder, as he felt the effort she was exerting trying to lean closer to him.  Her mouth opened and closed like she was gnawing on something, and she was exerting a lot of pressure against his hand as she strained to lean forward.
Darryl jolted his shocked mind into gear, and twisted his arm as he yanked.  It slipped free of her fingers, the fingers making grabbing motions as he got loose of her.  Darryl shoved her, hard, and Bethany toppled over onto the bed.  He flexed his forearm, where he could see the marks her fingers had left in his skin.  “What’s the problem, girlie?” he said angrily.  “You came back here last night, I didn’t drag you.  And you weren’t drunk when you came neither.”
Bethany sat up with jerky motions, like a windup toy that had missing teeth in its gears.  Her eyes, still vacantly open, fixed on him, and she started to get off the bed.  “No, homie ain’t playing none of whatever you’re on.” Darryl said as he backed up, holding his hands out in front of him placatingly.  “I ain’t taking no charge from the po-lice, ‘specially when I ain’t done nothing.”
She managed to regain her feet, and lurched for him, still silent.  “Back off girlie.” Darryl said warningly.  “I’m serious, this ain’t happening.”  Bethany gave no sign that she heard him.  She merely continued stumbling forward.
“Alright, don’t say I didn’t warn ya.” Darryl said as she drew near enough to make another grab for him.  Slipping back, he let her fingers close again on empty air, then reached out and grabbed her wrists.  Pivoting, he swung her around, then shoved her into the bathroom.  She stumbled backwards and crashed into the sink, her head rolling unsteadily on her neck, but she didn’t go down.  Darryl stepped forward, snatching at the door knob to jerk it closed.
“Just calm down, okay?” he said loudly, holding onto the doorknob with one hand to prevent her from opening it and coming out.  “Let me find your phone an I’ll figure out who your dealer is, give that homie a call and get him over here to hook you up.” 
A thump, rather heavy, rattled the door, but as he reflexively tightened his grip on the knob, he realized it wasn’t twisting.  Another thump shook the door, then another.  He looked at the door, puzzled, then shook his head.  “Damn girlie, you forgot how to use a door too?”  His only answer were more of the continued banging on the door as Bethany threw herself against it.
Darryl backed slowly from the door, his eyes narrow, then he shook himself and glanced around the bedroom.  Throwing the blanket aside, he found his pants and yesterday’s underwear next to the bed.  Skinning into them quickly as Bethany continued hammering on the bathroom door, he was just buckling his belt when the latest thump was immediately followed by the sound of breaking wood.  Looking up, he saw a long crack in the middle of the door, running vertically across its length.
“Daaaaammm.” he muttered, staring at it.  The bathroom door was a typical interior model, and pretty cheap at that, but it was still more substantial than a ninety-eight pound stripper should be capable of breaking through so quickly.  Shaking his attention from the bathroom, Darryl looked around again.  His boots were near the door, where Bethany had thrown them the night before after taking them off for him, along with the socks.  He grabbed them up, looked around for his shirt, then shrugged and wrenched open the second drawer on the dresser as the bathroom door cracked further.
Snagging the first shirt he saw, he left the bedroom and pulled the door closed behind himself.  In the main room, he felt secure enough to pause to pull the shirt over his head, but a heavy splintering sound from the bedroom spurred him back into motion.
He ran into the kitchen and grabbed three beers, then headed for the front door as further sounds of breaking wood came from the bedroom.  Darryl left the apartment, paused for a moment, then dug his keys out of his jeans pocket and locked both the knob and deadbolt on the door before hurrying downstairs.
He didn’t stop until he was outside on the front stoop, where he dropped his boots and then, more gently, set down the beers.  Glancing up at the apartment building with a twist of anger, he pulled his phone off the clip on his belt and ran his thumb through the unlock sequence on its screen.
His contacts were one of the main screen icons, and he scrolled and tapped the correct entry in the list as he sat down.  The phone was silent for several seconds, then it started ringing.  On the fourth one, he heard the call being picked up, then Charlie’s voice was in his ear.
“DJ, this better be good.” came the irritated, and sleepy, voice of his high school friend.
“Yo, Char-man.  Listen, I need you to get a unit over to my pad, like quick an shit.” Darryl said urgently, trying to convey serious need with his voice.  “Before one of the neighbors makes the call, and I’m looking at a BP situation.”
There was a pause, then Charlie spoke again.  “What’d you do?” he asked, sounding more awake.
“Nothing.” Darryl insisted.  “I hooked up with one of the new girls last night, and we came back to my place for some fun.”
“Which one, the cute one or the tall one?” Charlie asked.
“Don’t matter.  Listen, everything was cool, right?  We were making out on the couch, drinking and listening to some tracks, then we transferred into the bedroom for a little horizontal action, ya know?  Everything’s still cool, then this morning, I wake up, and she’s asleep, right?  Then she wakes up, and she’s like, whack or something.  Girlie tried to bite me, came at me.”
“So what’d you do to her?” Charlie asked again, the amusement having leached out of his tone to be replaced with irritation.
“Nothing, on my gran-momma’s grave, honest.  She just woke up, came at me, tried to bite a chunk out of my arm.”
“What’d she say?”
“Didn’t say a thing.  Girlie dead quiet the whole time.  So I put her in the bathroom, that all.  Didn’t hit her, didn’t put a mark on her.  Just put her in the bathroom.”
“Then why don’t I hear her?” Charlie asked.
“’cause I’m outside, out front.”
“Why’d you leave?”
“Something ain’t right with that girlie, ya hear me?  She weren’t using, weren’t even trying to use the knob to open that door.  It don’t have a lock on it, not ‘less you the one inside.  She just start hammering on the door.”
“Beating on the door?” Charlie asked, sounding skeptical.
“Yeah.  And getting through too.”
“Say what?”
“You heard me.” Darryl said, annoyed now.  His headache wasn’t nearly gone enough to be putting up with this shit this early.  “Girlie up there beating her way through the bathroom door.  Probably working on the bedroom door now, rate she was going.”
“And you’re out front, right?”
“Yeah, I left man.  Locked the front door.  You gonna sort out a pair of friendly uniforms for this shit or gonna let me be BP?”
“And you didn’t do anything to her?”
“Damn cuz, I done told ya.  Didn’t touch that girle, just last night when we was partying, and she was down with that.  There ain’t a mark on her I laid, hand to God.”
“Alright, let me make a call.  You gonna be out front?”
“Yeah, guess I need to be here, right?”
“Yeah, you need to be there.” came the dry response.
“Alright, thanks man.  Good looking out.”
“Word.”
The line clicked dead, and Darryl fumbled it back into the clip on his belt.  Looking back at the building, he bent down and grabbed one of the cold beers, popping the top and draining it in a series of long swallows.  Belching as he finished it, he crunched it on one large hand, then lobbed it at the garbage can twenty-five feet away.  It rattled off the back rim, then fell inside.
“Jacobs drains a three.” he whispered, then squinted up at the sunlight through his shades.  “Shit.”  Sitting down, he started putting on his socks.  It was way too early to be facing a black perpetrator situation.  He really hoped Charlie got the call in and had some understanding cops turn up.  He didn’t need any hassles right now.  His life was working out reasonably fine even though he’d missed any chance at hoop stardom.
He liked how things were going.  This was not cool.  A girl wrecking his pad was completely not cool
* * * * *
 



Chapter Two – Please stand by
Jessica
Jessica looked up as she heard the waiting room door open, and was relieved to see the deli delivery man instead of another patient when she cracked the frosted window enough to peek out.  About time, as far as Jessica was concerned; she was ready for a break.  She was keeping up with the push of covering for Mary’s absence fairly well, but lunch was the perfect excuse to catch her breath and gather energy for the home stretch before the weekend started.
The waiting room was empty at the moment, the shuffling up of earlier appointments into spots opened by cancellations having actually created a small window of time where there were no patients waiting.  She welcomed the break, and knew it would have the added advantage of keeping Doctor Morris in a reasonably good mood, since he’d have time to actually sit and eat as well.  He didn’t mind the occasional calmer day, just so long as it wasn’t a regular occurrence.
“You look hungry.” the deli guy said as she slid the window open.
“So ready for lunch.” Jessica answered as she opened a drawer and pulled out the office credit card.  The deli guy smiled as he started unloaded his soft cooler, stacking clear plastic deli containers with sandwiches and salads on the counter.  These were followed by single serving bags of chips, then six large styrofoam cups with lids that he took from the cup holders studding the outside of the cooler.
“Here you go.” Jessica said, handing over the card when he closed the cooler’s flap and slung it back over his shoulder.
“Alright.” he smiled as he took it and pulled out a smartphone.  There was a sticker on the back of the phone with the deli’s logo on it.  His fingers danced across the screen, paused, then tapped a few more times before he swiped the card through the small reader attached to the top of the phone.  He waited a few moments, tapped something, then held the phone out to her.  Jessica used her finger to sign the screen, and he took the phone back and tapped some more.
“There you go, enjoy.” he said, handing back the card.  “Receipt should be in your email in the next few minutes.”
“Thank you.” Jessica said, sorting through the boxes to find her salad.  There, on the bottom, of course.  She stood up and lifted the other boxes out of the way so she could slide her chicken ceasar free.  As the deli guy left, she sat back down and pushed the computer’s keyboard out of the way to make room for her lunch.
Reaching out for one of the cups with one hand, she tapped the intercom button on the phone with the other.  “Lunch is here.” she announced.  She had the lid on her salad open, and the initial forkful into her mouth, before the first of her coworkers showed up.
“You gonna eat your chips?” Bryan asked as he collected his sandwich.
Jessica shook her head and made a vague motion with one hand as she chewed, picking through the salad with her fork as she loaded another bite.
“You sure?” Bryan persisted, and Jessica glanced up at him.  He looked like he expected her to change her mind, and she rolled her eyes at him.
Swallowing, Jessica gave him a mock stern look.  “Yes, I’m sure.  Now take them and leave me be.  This is probably the only peace I’m going to have all day.”
“Schedule’s clear for lunch?” he asked as he picked up two bags of chips.
Jessica nodded.  “I was able to get in touch with the two noon appointments and move them around, thankfully.  Now scoot.”  She made a shooing motion and lifted the fork.  He shook his head with a grin, grabbed one of the drinks to go with the two bags of chips that he’d claimed, and disappeared back into the depths of the office.
Over the next two minutes the rest of the lunches were claimed, the last by Doctor Morris, who looked longingly at her carafe of coffee before she relented and motioned for the mug he’d helpfully brought with him.  Once the doctor had vanished with his meatball sub and another cup of her ‘special’ coffee, Jessica flicked on the radio, tuning it to AM750 so she could hear the midday news.
As she resumed eating, the lunchtime traffic guy finished up his report and turned the program back over to the host.  “Thanks Crash.  Now, returning to our top story, schools all over the metro Atlanta area are reporting disturbances that have interrupted classes.”  Jessica paused, fork midway between her lips and the deli box of salad, as the words registered.  She waited, concentrating on what was being said.
“–reporters are still trying to get further details, but what we do know is the problems appear to be medical in nature.  Fire-Rescue personnel have been called to a number of schools, and even now more calls are going out from others.  Parents, listen up, I’m going to run through the list again.  This information is on our website as well, and we’re updating it as updates come into our studios.  Okay, starting in Barrow county –”
Jessica was barely listening at that point.  Dropping her fork, she managed to not knock her salad to one side, merely sliding it out of the way, as she reached for the keyboard and mouse.  Clicking, she brought up the web browser and opened a new tab to Google.  Typing quickly, she clicked again, and then clicked on the top link as the search gave her the news station’s address.
She had to stifle a mild curse as the website loaded slowly, since it, like all television and radio station websites, was packed with stupid scripts and applets that took time to push down to a connecting computer and activate.  Finally the computer finished initializing all the crap, and her eyes were drawn almost immediately to the animated red banner scrolling across the top quarter of the site, just below the station’s name and call letters.
“Atlanta area schools experiencing medical emergencies – click here for story.” it read.
Jessica clicked, waited for the next page to load, then looked frantically across the information.  There.  She clicked on a link off to the right that promised a list of affected schools.  A pop-out box expanded on the screen, and she clicked again for Gwinnett schools.  She felt her breath catch as she saw, right near the top of the list, Central Gwinnett High.  Jessica made herself scroll the list, dreading what she might see, and sure enough, there was Lawrenceville Elementary.
Since Brett’s death, all she had, all she had left of him, were the kids.  She was only just now as finished as she felt she ever would be at putting herself emotionally back together from the loss.  Now, the thought of something happening to Joey, Sandra, Candice . . . it was unthinkable.  Except she was thinking about it, and the scenarios her mind was supplying were not at all comforting.
She stood up and walked quickly out of the front desk area, ducked into her office to grab her purse, then went to the break room in the back.  She felt a bit light headed and unsteady, and paused in the doorway with one hand on the frame for support.  Her coworkers were gathered at the table, Tynisha, Monica and Danielle talking at one end while Joe and Bryan ignored everyone and read a newspaper and book respectively as they ate.
“Where’s Doctor Morris?” Jessica asked, keeping her voice level only with tremendous effort.
Eyes flicked up to her, but Monica was the one who answered.  “In his office.”
Jessica turned immediately and went back up the hallway, then took the small side corridor that terminated with Morris’ office and the server room on either side.  His door was standing open, and she stepped into the doorway as she rapped her knuckles on the doorframe.  Dennis Morris was just taking a huge bite out of half of his sub, and he had to settle for cocking an eyebrow at her as he chewed.
“Dennis, something’s wrong at my kids’ schools.  It’s on the news, something medical.  I have to leave.” Jessica said, still managing to keep her voice mostly normal despite the panic she felt.  “I’m sorry to leave you short handed–” she started to continue, but he was waving one hand at her as he swallowed enormously and shook his head.
“No, no, go.” He said seriously.  “We can manage.”
“Thank you, Doctor.” Jessica said, turning to leave, relieved and eager to get going.
“Jessica!” he called as she took a step.  She paused, then slid back so she could see him again.
“I hope everything’s okay.  Call me if there’s anything I can do.” Dennis said in a serious, concerned tone.  His face showed compassion and understanding as he met her eyes.
“Thank you.” Jessica said, feeling grateful even though she was sure the numb feeling that was starting to spread through her was keeping her from sounding like it.
“Go.” he said again, and Jessica did.  She strode rapidly through the office, out through the waiting room, and into the hallway of the medical building.  Her finger jabbed at the call button when she reached the elevator lobby.  While she waited, she opened her purse and dug out her keys, and her phone.  Swiping her finger across the screen to unlock it, she scrolled through the contacts and dialed the high school just because she came to it first on the list.
She held the phone up to her ear, waiting.  After a moment, she heard a busy signal.  “Jesus.” she muttered, taking the phone away from her ear and tapping to end the call, then redialing the same number.  A few seconds passed, then the busy signal sounded again.  Biting her lip, she scrolled through the contacts again until she found the entry for Candice’s elementary school.  The number dialed, and after a few moments started ringing.
She wedged the phone between her shoulder and ear as she jabbed impatiently at the elevator button again.  “Come on, come on.” she muttered as the phone continued ringing.  The elevator light lit, and the soft tone sounded to alert those waiting that the elevator was about to arrive.
Jessica silently cursed the slow elevator as she waited for it to finish settling itself behind the doors.  When they finally started opening, she squeezed sideways through them and stabbed her finger on the close button, followed by the button labeled “1”.  She repeatedly pressed the close button as the phone continued ringing.
The elevator finally took the hint, and started its glacially slow cycle of closing the doors.  Jessica realized the phone was still ringing as they finished closing, and the elevator started downwards.  She took the phone off her ear and looked at the information on the screen.  Yes, she’d dialed Lawrenceville Elementary.  But no one was answering.  She ended the call, redialed, and put the phone back to her ear as the elevator continued its maddeningly slow progress.
By the time the elevator reached the ground floor, she was still listening to the unanswered ringing at Lawrenceville Elementary, and gave up as the doors began opening.  She dropped the phone into her purse and squeezed out of the elevator as soon as the doors had parted enough to permit her.  Now she did run, startling the building’s security guard behind his desk as she went past him with loud clicks of her heels on the polished tiles of the lobby floor.
She eschewed the revolving doors in favor of the normal ones off to the side, one of which she hit with both hands at full speed.  It flew open and slammed against its hinges with a rattling crash.  She ignored it as she hurried down the building’s front walk and into the parking lot.  One good thing about her schedule was she always got a space at the front of the lot, and she was at her Honda in seconds.  Jessica saw her fingers shaking as she fit the key into the door lock, and took a deep breath as she got in.
The engine roared to life when she twisted the key in the ignition, and she made herself take the necessary seconds to put the seatbelt on.  Then she glanced behind her briefly as she shifted into reverse, before backing quickly out of the parking space, shifting into drive and heading for the exit.
She went rather faster than was necessary as she skirted down the edge of the parking lot, and slowed only slightly as she approached the road.  Glancing in both directions to ensure it was clear, she squealed the tires as she took the turn very sharply, already accelerating as she straightened out.
The speed limit on the street that bordered the hospital and surrounding medical office buildings was twenty-five.  Her Accord managed to hit fifty before she reached the four-way stop located almost directly in front of the hospital.  She looked in both directions, saw a car on the right coming to a stop, and took the right turn with more tire squealing.  The next intersection was only fifty or so yards away, and was clear at the moment, so she blew that stop sign too, turning left and keeping most of her momentum.  As the car built speed, she reached with quick glances to turn the radio on and find the news station on her presets.
“… we’re on the corner of Charles Allen Drive and 8th Street, Sabrina.  Authorities won’t let us any closer than that.  All the streets bordering the school have roadblocks in place by City of Atlanta and Fulton County Police.  The scene here is a little alarming.”
“What’s going on at the school, Sandra?  What can you see?” the host asked.
Jessica was pressed into her seat as she took the broad curve around the back of the large shopping center and bore down on Highway-124.  She gripped the steering wheel tighter as she listened, her eyes looking ahead to the traffic light, willing it to turn green.
“There are a number of ambulances here, and fire trucks as well.  They’ve all got their lights on.  Some of them are parked in the street, which is very unusual.  The police officers manning the roadblock won’t let us past, but they did say there are responders here from two different local fire stations, and–” the reporter’s words were drowned out by a loud siren.
Braking sharply, unwillingly but equally unwilling to blow through four lanes of busy cross-traffic, Jessica brought her car shuddering to a stop at the traffic light and immediately reached to turn the radio up.  The siren coming from the speakers sounded like an ambulance, she wasn’t sure, but she was reasonably certain it wasn’t a police car.  After a few seconds the sound of the siren faded somewhat, and the reporter’s voice could be heard again.
“That was another ambulance coming through.  In addition to the rescue vehicles, from our position here we can see people moving about in the vicinity of the school.  There are hundreds, and some are on stretchers, or lying on the street.  Whatever’s happening, it has apparently completely disrupted classes.”
Jessica jerked as the light in front of her turned green, and she hit the gas.  She held on as the car powered through the left turn to head north on Highway-124.  She almost immediately had to slow, then stop again, as the cars ahead of her blocked off both lanes, at the next intersection with its red light.  She switched her attention back to the radio as she tried to shove the swirling anxiety far enough back down within her to stay focused.
“Okay, keep us updated Sandra.” the host was saying.  “Staying with the breaking story, we’ve got a spokesperson from the DeKalb County School Board on the phone, Steve Sorrin.  Mr. Sorrin, there are a lot of schools around the metro area that are having problems right now, and I know there are a lot of anxious parents listening that want to know what’s happening.  Our calls to the schools we know are affected are going almost completely unanswered, and only some are busy; a lot of them are just ringing without being picked up.  What can you tell us about what’s happening?”
“Sabrina, I can only address what’s happening in the DeKalb school system, but I think speak for all the metro area school boards when I say the safety of students is our number one priority.”
The light turned green, and cars starting moving.  Jessica followed them through the intersection, then put her foot right to the floor and swerved the Accord into the right hand turn lane.  She roared past seven cars before cutting back into the travel lane, pressed back in her seat as the Honda’s engine responded with surprising acceleration.
“We started getting reports from various schools just before eleven thirty.” the school board spokesman was saying as Jessica flew through the next intersection and went around the normal traffic by using the turn lane again.  This time she cut off a car that was turning out of the cross street, earning her an angry horn honk she completely ignored as she gripped the steering wheel tightly and focused on her driving.
“What we’re hearing is a number of children are sick.”
“Sick, in what way, Steve?” the host interjected.
“The ill children appear to be almost catatonic.” Steve said.  “They’re not talking, they’re almost completely non-responsive.”
“Children are collapsing?”
“No, that’s what’s so strange.  They’re still mobile, but they’re not acting normally.  We’re hearing that some of them are being very disruptive.”
“In what way?”
“Grabbing fellow students, even teachers.” Steve said.  Jessica used the last bit of turn lane available to her to again pass a block of vehicles that were driving normally.  She was up to seventy miles per hour, and knew the next stretch of 124 was less developed than the commercial section she was in now.  She really hoped she wouldn’t get blocked off by traffic.  She was out of turn lanes.  “Some of these assaults have resulted in injuries.”
“What kind of injuries?”
“Well, there’ve been some bites, some scratching.  Some of the assaults have knocked people over and there’ve been bumps and bruises from falls, folks hitting stuff when they fall, that sort of thing.”
Jessica shook her head as she listened and started weaving between both northbound lanes, threading through the cars ahead of her.  More horns were sounding behind her, which she continued ignore, as she cut several people off by squeezing her Accord through spaces barely large enough for it to fit.
“And this is happening at all the schools?” Sabrina was asking on the radio.
“Well, again I can only talk about what’s happening in DeKalb, but yes, all the schools we’ve heard from are basically saying the same things are happening.”
“So this probably isn’t some sort of environmental issue?”
“We just don’t know.” Steve said.
Jessica again reached the front of the latest block of cars, and had nothing but clear road ahead of her.  She accelerated sharply, barely noticing when the dashboard’s engine rpm gauge began threatening its red zone as the speedometer hit triple digits.  She stopped listening to the radio, ignored the scream of the engine, and kept her eyes on the road and her foot on the floor.
* * * * *



Peter
“Honey?” Peter called as he opened the door leading in from the garage.  “I’m back.”  Silence greeted him, and he frowned as he glanced behind himself.  Amy’s Accord was right where it’d been when he left earlier.  “Amy?” he called, stepping into the kitchen and set the bag from the grocery store on the counter.
The house was still quiet, and he moved into the living room, glancing in at the dining room as he passed its doorway.  It was empty, as was the living room.  He hastened through the house, not quite hurrying, but moving more quickly than normal, as he headed for the bedrooms at the back.  Amy knew when he liked to take lunch and typically was waiting when he came through the door.  Her absence whispered, faintly, a bit of concern.
The television in the master bedroom was on, tuned to HGTV and showing some telegenic landscaper discussing the right types of flowers and bushes to go in the front planting beds for some house.  Peter ignored the asshole, who wouldn’t be doing any of the work he was talking about once the camera had gotten footage of him lovingly planting the one ‘example’ bush or flower or whatever.
Their closet was open, and there was a pile of fresh laundry in the middle of the bed.  Unfolded.  Peter’s face blanked, and he made himself check the bathroom as a way to calm himself.  Amy never left laundry unfolded, she was even more of a neat freak than he was.  He’d married her before he knew what kind of house she kept, and had been away on base or assignment for long stretches of their marriage, but her housekeeping certainly complimented his natural preferences nicely.
The bathroom was empty, even the tub when he stepped over to it and checked behind the shower curtain.  He went back into the bedroom and checked the floor on the far side of the bed, then in the closet.  He wasn’t sure if he wanted to find her lying there, or not, but he couldn’t not check.  His wife was not there.  He wasn’t sure how he felt about that.
Going back into the hall, he looked in the two spare bedrooms, which were also empty, then headed for the basement door, still not quite hurrying.  There was, however, more energy in his movements than there had been thus far in his search.  When he opened the door down into the basement, he saw the lights were on and relaxed a little.
“Amy?  I’m home.” he called down the stairs.
There was silence for a long moment, then he heard something, someone, moving.  No voice answered him, and he couldn’t help the cold chill that ran up his spine as his mind supplied a scenario that involved a burglary or home invasion, with the perp still down there.  His hand reflexively went to his belt, but he wasn’t wearing the sidearm he’d become accustomed to having at the ready when he was in the Sandbox.
He had his backup piece, the one he had let Amy ‘forget’ he wore around, but as he considered drawing it, he decided he was probably overreacting quite seriously.  This wasn’t the third world, and he wasn’t in a combat zone.  Calmly.  Proceed calmly.
“Who’s down here?” Peter said loudly as he took the stairs rapidly.  He wasn’t concerned about quiet or surprise so much as he was answers.  He had a typical Marine’s confidence in his ability to handle anything that might come up.  His concerns at the moment were centered around what was going on and where his wife was.
Still, there was no answer.  He looked around quickly as he reached the bottom.  To the left, he saw the boxes of old junk and mementos they still hadn’t found places for upstairs, including the old lawnmower he kept meaning to fix.  On the right, he saw the washer sitting with the lid down, the dryer next to it with its door open.
And a slight figure with long graying hair tied back at the base of the neck wearing a faded housedress standing off to the side near the high, narrow window up near the ceiling.  She seemed to be looking out the window, which didn’t show anything beyond a bit of one of the bushes.  And was too small for anyone except a contortionist to get through.
“Amy?” Peter said uncertainly.  “Didn’t you hear me calling?”
The figure turned, and Peter saw a blank look on his wife’s face, rather than the smile, or occasionally the frown, he was accustomed to seeing.  The smile was for normal times, the frown she reserved for when he’d screwed something up, in her opinion.  But neither expression was in evidence now, only an emptiness that didn’t look like her at all.  And her eyes, normally so alert and alive, looked even more vacant.  They fixed on him immediately, and she stumbled towards him.  Other than the scrape of her slippers on the bare concrete, she was silent.
Peter stared at her in shock.  In addition to her complete lack of recognition, of him, her husband, she was so incredibly pale.  The skin on her face and neck was so white it was almost translucent.  “Amy, what’s wrong?” Peter asked as her arms came up when she was almost to him, her body wobbling as if she were having trouble staying upright.  He reached for her automatically.  Her hands closed on his work shirt with surprising strength, and she pulled, hard.
“Sweetheart!” he blurted as he stumbled off balance, colliding with her.  His wife toppled over backwards, still gripping his shirt, and he half bent even as he reached for her arms to stop her fall.  He noticed, almost absently, her hands and forearms did not share the pale color on her face; they were bluish-purple and seemed bloated.  And the flesh beneath his fingers was not only unnaturally . . . squishy . . . but it was cold too.
She still made no sound, not even a grunt or a gasp as she crashed to the ground, though he grunted as her weight hung from him.  “God, are you alright?” he exclaimed, as a feeling of panic, deeply uncertain panic, started bubbling within him.  Her head came up, and he searched her face looking for some sign, any sign, but her eyes swept across his face almost like he wasn’t even there.  They fixed on his hands, gripping her arms just above the elbows, and she bent forward, up really, abruptly.
Peter yelled in surprise as he realized she was about to bite him, and released her, snatching his hands away in an instinctive reaction.  He felt, actually felt, her teeth scrape across the skin of his left forearm as he stepped back.  She collapsed to the floor as his hands stopped supporting her, and he stood staring in shock at his wife.  A moment later, she started trying to sit up.  She moved slowly, hesitantly, like her body wasn’t working correctly.
“Something’s wrong.” he whispered, trying to quell the panic bubbling within him.  His hands were cold, cold from contact with her flesh.  She shouldn’t be cold.  He and Amy had been married for over thirty years, and he’d deployed to active warzones five times during his career.  He’d seen death, he’d seen injury, and he’d killed people.  Not often, not even as often as a Marine who was tasked with front line combat, but he’d done his share.
None of it had prepared him for this, the feeling of helplessness and fright that gripped him as he watched his wife loll about on the floor in utter silence, without the faintest sign she recognized him or even knew who she was.  Strangely, that complete lack of recognition in her eyes scared him more than any of her other physical . . . symptoms, at the moment.  That she could look at him and not react like the Amy who knew and loved him, even if she did occasionally call him an idiot who should listen more and talk less.
His training took over.  Unless it was critical, only if there was no other course of action available, the correct procedure was to call for the right personnel to handle a situation.  There was always someone to handle whatever came up, even if it was an officer you merely dumped the responsibility on.  This seemed clear enough though, and he stepped back, to the stairs, as he reached into his pocket and all but ripped his phone out.
He thumbed the keys without looking away from Amy as she managed to sit upright.  Her head, her empty eyes, remained fixed on him as she struggled to get her feet under herself and rise.  Peter raised the phone to his ear and reached for the banister, stepping backwards up the first few steps.  The phone rang, then rang again, and was picked up.
“Nine-one-one operator, what is your emergency?” came a cool, calm, and slightly bored female voice.
“Peter Gibson, 2342 Westridge Court, Snellville, 30078.  I need an ambulance here, now.  My wife has collapsed . . . she’s having some kind of episode.” Peter said into the phone, speaking rapidly and clearly.  “2342 Westridge Court, Snellville.  Ambulance.”  Amy was still struggling to get to her feet, and from the look of it might take some time to accomplish the task.  She had never been the most athletic of people, but she was acting like she was a drunk toddler.
“Okay sir.” the operator said, and he could hear keys tapping on her end of the line.  “I’ve got your location.  Do you know your wife’s medical history?”
Peter’s hand clenched around the phone, and he only kept his voice even by virtue of years of experience in the service.  “She has high blood pressure and a bit of arthritis.  That’s it.”
“Is she conscious, is she alert?”
“She’s conscious, but she’s not alert.” Peter answered, watching Amy as she continued trying to stand.  “She’s not talking.  She doesn’t seem to recognize me.”
“Is she visibly injured?”
Peter paused, then decided it wasn’t lying.  He couldn’t see any wounds, at least, nothing that looked overly traumatic.  No cuts, no impalements, nothing like that.  But her hands and lower arms did look like they were bruised, and he supposed that technically qualified.  He couldn’t imagine what in the hell was causing it, but that didn’t matter.
“Yes, she hit her head when she fell.” he said, deciding to lie at least a little.  “And both her arms are heavily bruised.”
“Do you know how the injuries occurred?”
He heard a slight change in the tone of voice of the operator.  It confused him for an instant, then it occurred to him she might be assuming this was some sort of domestic dispute gone too far.  Peter took a moment to step, hard, on his self control.  When he spoke, his voice was even.
“I don’t, she was like this when I got home.  Please, I’m retired military, and we’re both in our fifties.  We need some help.  She needs help, fast.  Please.”  He heard the needy almost-whine, the pleading quality, in his voice, and didn’t care.  He needed them to get here as fast as possible, and didn’t want to be scheduled down the list.  God knew he drove past enough ambulances everyday in the area, they could spare one now that he needed one.
“The call’s already gone out sir.  Stay on the line while I check with the dispatchers in your area.”
“Thank you.” Peter said.  He waited, gripping the phone in one hand, the railing in the other, as he watched Amy finally get one of her feet under herself and start to rise.  She moved like she was very, very, old.  Like she had all but forgotten how to control her body.  And that horribly empty expression stayed on her face the entire time, silently watching him as she staggered upright.
“Okay, sir?”
“Yes.” Peter said, stepping back up another level on the stairs.  He wasn’t sure why he was backing up, and stopped there on the third step when the thought crossed his mind.
“The ambulance is enroute to your location, should be there in five to seven minutes.” the operator said.  “Let me confirm the address you gave me.”  She read it back, and Peter nodded involuntarily.
“Yes, that’s correct.”
“Good.  Now, normally I’d stay on the line with you, but we’re starting to see a high call volume here so I need to have you wait for the paramedics while I move on to the next person who needs help.  The ambulance is on the way.”
“I understand.  Thank you.” Peter said.  Amy was shuffling determinedly towards him.  Based on what he’d seen, he wasn’t at all sure she’d be able to climb the stairs.
“Okay sir.  They’ll be there shortly.”  There was a pause, then the operator added, “I hope your wife is okay.”
“So do I.” Peter said softly.  The line went dead, and he continued to hold the phone to his ear for a few seconds before shaking himself and snapping it closed.  Amy was halfway to the stairs, and he watched her for a moment before a thought occurred to him.  If she couldn’t climb the stairs, like it looked like she was going to try to do, she might hurt herself when she fell.  He put the phone in his pocket and considered the situation for a moment.
“Damnit.” he said, ashamed of what he was thinking.  He darted down the steps and backed away from her.  She changed course, sluggishly, and continued to pursue him.  Peter backed further, then glanced around the basement.  There, his eyes lit on the old sofa, the one Amy had been after him to donate to the Salvation Army for the last month, since they’d had the new one delivered.  He waited for her to shuffle over close to him, then went around her in a wide circle and hurried over.
He snatched the sofa cushions off and threw them on the floor, then bent and quickly shoved them together to form a rectangle of padded fabric.  Glancing up, he checked on Amy’s progress, then stripped off his belt.  Holding the loose belt in his hands, he waited anxiously, feeling sick to his stomach.  When she was almost to him, just in front of the cushions, he circled around her again.
She turned slowly, still tracking single mindedly on him, still eerily quiet.  Peter steeled his resolve, then reached out and shoved her shoulders as hard as he dared.  His wife toppled over backwards, landing on the piled cushions rather than the bare concrete of the basement floor.  He darted forward with the belt outstretched and looped it around her ankles, quickly cinching it in on itself, then stepped back.
Amy was flopping around on the cushions, but didn’t look hurt by the fall.  Based on her struggles, he judged it would take her even longer to sit up on the uneven and shifting surface the cushions provided.  And with her legs restrained, he doubted she’d be able to stand.  A strangled sob erupted from his chest as he watched the woman he loved flopping around on the floor, but he reached deep down and found what he needed to turn to the stairs.
Quickly, he vaulted up them like he was twenty years younger, and all but ran for the front door.  Hands flying, he threw back the security chain that would only allow the door to be opened an inch and unlocked the deadbolt and knob before tugging the door open wide.  Darting outside, now he did run, for the street.  He halted at the curb and scanned in both directions.  Nothing.
“Five to seven minutes.” he repeated, like a mantra.  Automatically, he pulled his phone out and looked at the time, then thumbed up the recent call list.  They should be here in the next two minutes.  He looked at the street again.  “Come on, come on.”
He stayed there until he saw the ambulance coming down the street.  They were driving with their lights on but no siren, and didn’t appear to be in any particular hurry.  Peter waved his arms anxiously at them, and they turned into the driveway when they got to his house.  It was all he could do to not curse as the driver took his time parking the vehicle.
“Where’s the victim?”
Peter blinked, then realized a second paramedic had gotten out of the ambulance and come around from the passenger side.  He was holding two bags in his hands and looking at Peter expectantly.
“In the house.” Peter said.  “Basement.”
“Okay.  Let’s go then.”
Peter led the man into the house and down the stairs into the basement.  Amy had rolled off the couch cushions, but was still floundering around on the floor.  She seemed stymied by the belt around her ankles.  There were some marks on her face and chin that hadn’t been there when Peter’d left her . . . scrapes or something.
“Why are her ankles restrained?” the paramedic asked as he set the bags down next to Amy and knelt.
“She kept trying to go up the stairs.” Peter said, feeling helpless.  “Her coordination is gone – I was afraid she’d fall and hurt herself.”
“This is damned odd – ow!” The paramedic yelped as Amy grabbed onto one of his arms and started to bite him just above his wrist.  The man had good reflexes even if it seemed he’d been caught off guard, and managed to yank his hand away just before she managed to get her teeth set in him.  He was left with a bite mark, but it didn’t look too bad.  There was only a little blood.
“Okay, patient is disoriented and aggressive.” the paramedic muttered, standing and moving back from Amy.  He plucked a radio off his belt and keyed the microphone.  “Hey Tim?”
“Yeah?”
“We’re gonna need the backboard down here, and make sure you bring all the restraints down too, okay?”
“Got it.”
“What’s wrong with her?” Peter asked, hating how he sounded.  His voice was desperate, not calm; pleading, not confident.  He couldn’t help it.
“Sir, that’s a determination for the doctors to make.  We’re just here to stabilize her and get her transported.”
Peter watched, his feeling of helpless unabated as the second paramedic joined his partner.  They got Amy strapped onto the backboard, using nylon straps to immobilize her.  It took both paramedics to get her positioned and restrained, she kept trying to fight them.  All without a sound, always eerily silent but insistently combative.  They finally tried sedating her, but it didn’t even make a dent in Amy’s efforts.
The two of them carried her up the stairs and got her onto the stretcher that had been left in the living room.  Peter watched as they just fastened the backboard onto the stretcher, then rolled Amy outside on it.  He trailed after them, unsure what to do.
 “Where are you taking her?” Peter asked as they wheeled it down the walk towards the driveway where the ambulance waited.
“Gwinnett Medical.” one of them said over his shoulder.  “Are you riding with us?”
Peter hesitated, then shook his head.  “No.” he said.  “I don’t think she’ll be coming home tonight, so I’d better follow you so I’m not stranded at the hospital.”
“You know where the hospital is?”
“I do.” Peter said as he closed the front door, remembering to lock it.  Amy wouldn’t like it if he left the house unlocked.
“You can follow us, but you’re not an emergency vehicle even if we are carrying your wife.”  The paramedic who’d been bitten said.  He didn’t seem too upset about his injury, seeming to take it in stride as part of the job.  They shoved the stretcher into the back of the ambulance expertly, letting the rear deck of the vehicle fold the stretcher’s legs up as they fed the stretcher in.
“She seems stable for the moment, but if we get another call and have to expedite our arrival, or if her condition deteriorates enroute, we’ll have to go lights and sirens.  If that happens, you can’t trail us when we start blowing through intersections.  If a cop catches you, or the traffic cameras, you’ll be ticketed.”
“I understand.” Peter said, watching as the one who’d been bitten climbed into the back of the ambulance with Amy, and the other started closing the doors.  The last thing he saw before they blocked his view was his wife’s raised head, her empty eyes tracking the paramedic next to the stretcher.
“Okay, we’re going to roll out then.”
“Go, I know the way.” Peter said, turning toward the garage.  He flipped up the cover on the keypad as he heard the ambulance door open and close behind him, and punched in the garage code to open the door as the vehicle’s engine started.  By the time he’d gotten into his GTO, the ambulance was already out of the driveway and headed up the street.  Peter fired the sports car up and backed out, barely remembering to hit the button on the remote clipped to the passenger side sun visor to close the garage door.  He shifted into first and accelerated after the ambulance, catching up just as it reached Highway 78.
He waited behind the ambulance for a break in traffic, then turned out behind them, heading east on 78.  The ambulance made it to the next intersection, then its lights came on, and the siren started wailing.  Peter felt his heart lurch, but his hands on the steering wheel were steady as he gripped it carefully and followed until he finally caught a red light at Fountain Drive.
The ambulance raced east on 78, weaving around cars that were too slow, or their drivers too oblivious, to get out of the way.  Peter swallowed hard.  He made the turn onto Highway-124 behind the usual huge line of cars, 78 and 124 being two of the major thoroughfares in this part of Gwinnett, but almost immediately started darting in and out of traffic, working the GTO up to the head of the pack of cars each time they were bunched up by a traffic light.
When he rolled into the parking lot of the hospital twenty minutes later, he still looked calm, but inside he was numb.  He couldn’t honestly say how he’d gotten here, his driving had seemed to have been almost entirely on automatic responses.  Or the decisions he’d made while driving had been immediately discarded by his mind as irrelevant.
Either way, he didn’t care; he was here.  That’s what mattered.  He jabbed sharply at the button on the ticket machine at the entry to the emergency room parking lot, waited impatiently for the crossbar to rise without bothering to take the ticket the machine spat out, then slid the GTO into the first open space.
He didn’t bother locking it, merely thrust the door open, got out, and slammed it behind himself as he started running for the double doors.  He didn’t care if he never saw the car again, just so long as his wife was okay.  Peter slowed to a rapid walk as he passed inside, and made right for the first admitting window he saw.  The woman seated behind it wearing medical scrubs was calling someone’s name, but Peter got there before whoever she’d called could respond.
“My name is Master Gunnery Sergeant Peter Gibson.” he said in his command voice, reaching into his pocket for his wallet.  “My wife, Amy Gibson, was being brought here ahead of me.  Where is she?” he said as he pulled out his military ID card, which he used to get onto the bases in state to access the exchange stores, and slapped it down on the counter in front of the woman.
He didn’t normally throw his military service in people’s faces, which a lot of his buddies did since these days it often got some preferential treatment, but right now he’d take any advantage that would get him closer to Amy and seeing her made well.  Plus he was pretty damn sure they wouldn’t let just anyone walk in and claim to be a relation to a patient without proof.  The military ID might take care of both issues.
The woman eyed him in surprised irritation, then her eyes flicked down to his card.  A moment later she looked at him.  “If you’ll wait a moment Sergeant, I’ll check for you.”
Peter didn’t bother to correct her as she made the common civilian mistake of shortening his rank, which was the same thing as demoting him multiple grades.  It didn’t matter.  What did matter was that she turned to her computer, and her fingers were typing Amy’s name.  He waited, leaving the card in his hand on the counter, as she finished typing and looked at the screen.  Then something flickered past her eyes, something embarrassed and sad, and she looked back to him.
“Sergeant, you need to wait a moment.”
“I need to see my wife.” Peter replied.
“I know.  But I need to get someone to come talk with you first.” she said apologetically.
Peter said nothing, merely gave her the same look he’d given his Marines when they explained they had to go do something they already should have dealt with.  She wilted under his stare almost immediately, and pushed back from the desk.
He watched her scurry away from the window and disappear around a corner, and looked down at a sharp pain to see he was gripping the plastic coated ID card hard enough for its edges to start biting into his hand.  Forcibly, he relaxed his grip, but he didn’t put the ID away, in case he needed it again.
He waited almost a minute, and was considering if yelling might speed things up, when the door on the wall to his right opened, and a tall woman in a doctor’s coat came out.  She looked around, and came over to him as he turned.
“Mr. Gibson?”
“Yes.” Peter answered.  “Where’s my wife.”
“I’m Doctor Lambert.” the woman said.  “Come with me please.”  She turned back to the door and pulled it open.  Peter followed, catching the door on his shoulder as he did so.  She led him down a hallway bordered by offices, most of which looked to be dedicated to admitting clerks, then turned the first corner.  She stopped at a doorway and gestured for him to enter.  Peter looked, and saw only another office, and stopped in the hallway next to her.
“Where’s my wife?” he asked again.  Amy was not in the room the doctor wanted him to go into.
“Mr. Gibson, I need to talk to you about her, and it might be best if we did that in here.”
Peter resisted, again, the urge to shout, and made no move to enter the office as she’d requested.  He felt a cold feeling spreading through his body, but marshaled his willpower to gaze back at her calmly.  He felt like screaming, like yelling.  Or throwing things, that was always a good release.  But he didn’t do any of that.  He just stood there facing her.
“Tell me Doctor, what’s wrong.” he asked, his voice as calm as he’d made his face.  It was simply the only thing he could think of to avoid delaying things further.  He knew that civilians would not respond well if he went into a full on shouting fit.  Hell, towards the end of his last tour some of the younger Marines hadn’t responded like they should have.  What was the world coming to?
The doctor’s face contorted with something, an expression he recognized after a moment as a mixture of embarrassment and sympathy.  He began to brace himself.  “Mr. Gibson, we don’t know what’s wrong with your wife.”
“Is she dead?” Peter asked, his voice still even only with the most intense of effort.
“That’s . . . we don’t know.”
Peter blinked, then his eyes narrowed.  “How can you not know?” he asked sharply.  “Is she alive?”
Lambert was looking increasingly uncomfortable.  “We don’t know.”
Peter opened his mouth, closed it, then closed his eyes and drew a deep breath.  Exhaling very slowly, he opened his eyes and looked at the woman, who was still watching him awkwardly, sympathetically, and with no small measure of embarrassment.  “Doctor, I’m just barely holding it together here.  My wife is either dead, or she’s alive.  So can we stop . . . whatever’s happening here, and you just tell me what her status is.”
“Mr. Gibson.” The doctor said in a strained voice.  “I assure you, I am not playing games, and I am not trying to make this any harder than it already is.  But we honestly don’t know what’s wrong with your wife.”
“Explain.” Peter said, only just barely keeping from snapping the word at her like an order.
She thrust her hands into her coat pockets, and sighed.  “The paramedics couldn’t find a pulse, and couldn’t hear a heartbeat, or breath sounds when they were transporting her.  But they reported she was still moving.  When we admitted her, we confirmed what they’d told us before arrival.
“I thought they were just poorly trained, rookies or something.  Or that they were missing something, or maybe in too much of a hurry.  But I’ve had a number of medical personnel check your wife after I did, including other doctors.  We’ve tried ten different stethoscopes and three different ECG machines, and they all tell us she’s dead.”  She sighed again.  “Or, she should be.”
Peter said nothing, merely waited.  He watched the doctor visibly gather herself, and after a moment she continued.  “Your wife has been examined by three doctors now.  Her body is not holding heat, and there are signs of lividity in her limbs.  Her heart does not appear to be beating and she does not appear to be breathing.
“We’ve tried a variety of drugs, and she’s not responding to any of them, not even adrenaline delivered directly to the heart.  But she is clearly conscious and still moving.  It’s . . . we don’t know what it is.”  She sighed and shrugged her shoulders helplessly.  “A doctor from neurology is on his way down, and technicians are bringing an EEG machine for him to check your wife’s brain patterns with.  Beyond that, I don’t know what to tell you.”
“Can I see her?” Peter asked.
The doctor opened her mouth, but before she could answer Peter heard shouting.  It sounded like it was coming from the waiting room, and he turned involuntarily.  The doctor stepped out of the doorway of the office and peered down the hallway, just in time to see one of the admitting clerks appear looking wildly in all directions.  The man’s eyes seized on Lambert’s white coat immediately.
“Doctor, we need you out here, stat.  The first units are rolling in from the schools, and …”  He hesitated, seemingly searching for words, then finally shrugged.  “We’re gonna need everyone.  Doctor Paulson is on the way down, and he’s apparently calling a lot of other personnel out of the wards to help.” was all he finally said, his eyes flicking to Peter at the last moment as if he was editing himself because of Peter’s presence.
“Mr. Gibson, I’ve told you all I can.  You need to wait outside while we work on your wife, and all the other patients.” the doctor said as she took a step in the direction of the waiting room.
Peter reached out involuntarily, then made himself stop as she hurried down the hallway.  The shouting increased in volume outside, and he closed his eyes as he drew a breath, willing it to be a calming one.
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl was finishing the last beer he’d brought down with him when he saw the flashing lights.  “Finally.” he grunted, crunching the can and chucking it into the garbage can with the others before standing up.  He watched as the Gwinnett County Police cruiser rolled slowly down the street and turned into the little parking lot in front of his building.  He tapped out a fresh cigarette and lit it with his silver Zippo as the cruiser stopped on the curb in front of him, and made sure he was looking as harmless as he could for someone of his size and build as the two cops got out.
“Darryl Jacobs?” one of them asked.
“That’s me officer.” Darryl nodded, taking a deep drag on the cigarette.  “I work security at the Oasis, got a girlie who dances there upstairs in my apartment going crazy.”
“And you ain’t the reason?” the cop who’d been driving asked skeptically.
“Hey, I called Officer Prince because I need this sorted out calmly and peacefully.” Darryl said, still working hard at looking and sounding harmless.  “You can check at the club, ask the manager or the bartenders or the other bouncers.  Girlie goes by Bethany, real name’s Elizabeth.  She rode home with me last night voluntarily, weren’t drunk or nothing.  We partied some, went to bed, then went to sleep.  No problems, didn’t bother the neighbors, nothing.”
“So what’s the problem then?” the first cop asked.  He was the black one, mid twenties and built like he was a runner, and Darryl tried hard to reach a connection with him as he shrugged and put on a confused expression.
“Woke up, took a leak, and when I came back she was awake.  She fell out of the bed trying to get up, then when she did get up, came at me. Tried to bite me.”
“What’d she say?” the white cop asked, still holding that very cop expression of bored skepticism as he came around the front of the cruiser and joined his partner on the sidewalk.  Darryl had seen that expression a lot, especially since he’d started bouncing at the O.  Fortunately for him, it was usually directed at the drunks who he called the cops in to collect after they caused a problem.  Having it directed at him was why he’d called Charlie.
Darryl took off his sunglasses, hooked them into the neck of his t-shirt, and shrugged again.  Four beers had done a good bit to drive away the hangover  “That’s the thing, she didn’t say a word.”  He took a drag on the cigarette and shrugged a third time.  “We had a good time last night, no fighting.  She slept here.  Woke up, and was different.”
“And when we go up there, we’re not going to find any marks on her, right?” the white cop asked, still wearing that dangerous expression.
Darryl put up his hands.  “Hey man, I ain’t touched her.  We partied last night, like I said.  There ain’t a thing wrong with that girlie that I done to her.  Give Officer Prince a call, he’ll confirm I’m straight.  I ain’t got no record, and I don’t have to beat the girlies to get along with ’em, ya know?
“She came at me like I said.  I fended her off, didn’t hit her.  Swung her around, put her in the bathroom.  On her feet, didn’t even knock her down.  She started beating through the door.  I backed off the door, it don’t lock, right?  She still beating on it, still ain’t talking or nothing.  So I got out, made the call.  I don’t need no trouble, I ain’t done nothing.”
“Alright, you stay here.” the black cop said, giving his partner a look after he leveled a cop stare at Darryl.  “We’ll head on up and check it out.”
“No problem, I’ll be here on the steps.” Darryl said, reaching very slowly to his belt and unhooking the carabineer with his keys.  “Unit M-15.” he said, flipping through the keys until he found the one for the door.  He got it off the ring and held it up.  “That’s what you need to get in.”
The black cop took the key from Darryl, gave his partner another look, and went past Darryl to the front door of the apartment building.  The other cop eyed Darryl up a moment longer, then followed after the first one.  They vanished through the door, and Darryl sighed.  He sat down on the top step and put his shades back on, hurried through his cigarette fast enough to wince at the last few drags from the heat, then started another one.
When he stubbed that one out, he sighed and glanced behind himself at the building.  Whatever was going on in there, they were still dealing with it.  He really hoped his pad wasn’t torn completely apart by the time this was done.  Sighing again at that thought, he pulled his phone out and checked through his messages.  Usual bullshit and hi-how-you-doing stuff.  He tapped a few texts back, then sent one to Charlie saying the unit was here and so far things were good, thanks for looking out.
He was just about to flip through some of the tracks he had on the phone to find one he felt like listening to when he heard a heavy thump behind him, followed by another one.  Standing up and turning around, he saw the cops emerging from the apartment building with Bethany held between them.  She was handcuffed, stark naked, and silently struggling to lean her head at the men.  They were holding her at arms’ length between them, their grip down on her elbows where she couldn’t reach.
Her mouth was making motions like she was chewing, and her eyes still had that dead look he’d noticed earlier.  And she wasn’t saying anything, not even grunting or gasping as the cops dragged her down the sidewalk.  Darryl’s gaze flicked down to her feet, which were bare and scraping along the concrete, and he winced slightly.  That had to hurt, but from her complete lack of reaction, you wouldn’t think so.
Neither did she seem to mind the marks Darryl could see on the side of her face, reddened patches that looked like she’d been hit.  But most of her flesh had a sort of grayish pallor beneath her dark coloration.  It looked unhealthy.  And, when they went by him with her, he noticed her back and buttocks looked sort of bloated.
“Damn.” he said mildly, stepping well off to the side, standing on the small patch of grass that bordered the sidewalk and the front of the building.
“Bitch bit me.” the white cop said angrily as they went past.
“Still trying to bite too.” the other one commented as they got her down the steps and headed for the cruiser.
Darryl said nothing as he watched them slam her down over the trunk of the cruiser, and the black cop put his hand on the back of her neck to hold her there as she continued silently struggling, while his partner opened the rear door.  They pulled her back up and tried to put her in the back of the car the usual way, by pressing down on her head to get her to bend enough to fit through the door, but Bethany wasn’t cooperating.  The white cop cursed when she almost got her teeth into his arm again, and finally they managed to lift her between themselves and slide her in on the backseat horizontally.
Darryl wondered why they hadn’t tasered her; that was usually what happened to anyone who didn’t instantly cooperate with police, but kept his mouth shut.  The black cop slammed the door closed as his partner walked around to the trunk of the cruiser and stuck his key in the lock, looking really pissed.  The black cop turned to Darryl and came up the steps, holding out the door key.
“Sorry your pard got hurt.” Darryl said as he took the key back.
“Let me see your hands.” the cop said.  Darryl blinked, because that was usually the first line in an arrest.  But the cop’s own hand wasn’t hovering over his gun, nor anything else on his belt.  So Darryl held up his hands and spread the fingers wide.  The cop looked at them for a long moment, then made a twirling motion with his finger.  Darryl rotated his hands the other way so the cop could see the backs.  “Make fists.” the cop said.  Darryl complied, and waited while the cop examined his knuckles.
“Okay, I think you’re probably in the clear.” the cop said finally, shaking his head and turning to the cruiser.  The white cop was holding his arm out to the side, pouring a brown bottle of clear liquid across his right forearm, still looking angry.  “Need your ID.” the black cop said over his shoulder as he opened the front passenger door of the cruiser and reached inside.
Darryl pulled out his wallet and opened it to his driver’s license as the black cop came back with a metal clipboard.  Flipping the top back, he pulled out a book of carbons, moved the cardboard divider under a fresh form, then snapped the clipboard’s holder down on the pad.  Taking Darryl’s license and slotting it into the clip on the holder, the cop produced a pen from his shirt pocket and started writing.
Darryl remained silent except to answer the occasional questions he was asked as the cop wrote, since he noticed the pad was not a ticket book, but a statement form.  He glanced past the black cop, at his partner, who was now washing off his arm with water from a gallon jug.  Inside the car, Darryl saw Bethany had managed to right herself in the backseat, and was now pressed against the window.
Her mouth was making those chewing motions, and her attention remained fixed on the two men on the steps with rapt focus.  She didn’t look away until the white cop finished tending to his arm and closed the trunk before walking to join his partner.  Darryl noticed Bethany’s empty eyes followed the white cop’s progress as he passed by the cruiser and came up the steps.
“Alright.” the black cop said finally, plucking the driver’s license out of the clip and handing it back to Darryl.  While Darryl put it away, the cop showed the clipboard to the white one, who was silent as his eyes flicked down the form.  Darryl waited, and finally the white cop nodded impatiently.
“Read through this, tell me if there are any errors or omissions, anything you think needs to be in the report.” the black cop said, holding the clipboard out to Darryl.  “She’s high as anyone I’ve ever seen right now, but once she sobers up she might decide to try and put this on you.  So it’s to your benefit that everything that happened be listed here.”
Darryl took the clipboard and removed his shades again, squinting at the form.  The cop’s handwriting was a little sloppy, but his words were concise and easy to follow.  Darryl took longer to finish than the white cop had, and he looked up when he was finished.  “That’s how it went down.” he said.  “Don’t see anything left out.”
“Good, sign there then.” The cop said, handing over the pen and pointing at the bottom.
Darryl signed, then surrendered the pen and clipboard.  One of the carbon copies was torn off and given to him, and then both cops headed for the cruiser.  Darryl watched them get in, shut off the lights, then reverse out of the parking lot.  As they accelerated away, he heaved a sigh of relief and folded the report form before putting it into his wallet.  Then he looked at the key in his hand, then back at the building.
“Damnit.” he muttered, heading up the walk.  As he mounted the stairs to the second floor, he threaded the key back into place on his ring.  When he got to his door, he found it standing open, and stepped inside gingerly.  The lights in the living room were on, and he looked around expecting to see a mess.  But aside from the low table in front of his couch being knocked out of place, and the ashtray and remotes for his entertainment center having been spilled on to the rug, it wasn’t that bad.  He closed the front door, then cursed again.
“Fuck!”  The inside of the door had a pair of wide depressions on it, just above chest height, where the painted wood surface was cracked and slightly cratered.  He peered at the damage in dismay, finally deciding it looked like Bethany had been beating on it with her hands, repeatedly.  From the looks of the door, she might have eventually gotten through, but it would have taken her awhile.  And that was a solid wood door too, not one of those flimsy interior ones that had a skeleton framework overlaid with thin veneer.
That thought caused him to glance down the hallway, and he hastened towards his bedroom, where he stared in dismay at the door there.  “That whack bitch!” he cursed again, looking at the splintered mess of the door.  Part of it was still hanging from the hinges, but the majority of the door was lying in the hallway where it had fallen under Bethany’s assault.  He stepped over it and glanced at the bathroom, which was even worse.  It had split into several pieces, all of which were scattered on the carpet just in front of the doorway.
Darryl felt his fists clenching, and reminded himself to relax.  He would have to get with someone to have both doors replaced; he knew better than to let the apartment complex do the work and add it to his rent.  He’d end up paying enough to replace the doors in half the building if he did that, plus they’d keep his security deposit whenever he moved out.  And there was no guarantee he’d be able to get the cost of the replacements out of Bethany, especially since she was going to be looking for work.  He’d see to that; no way he was going to let her keep working at the club after this.
“And this weekend was looking so good too.” he muttered angrily, turning away from his bedroom.  Stomping down the hallway, he closed and locked the front door behind himself.  He pulled out his phone and glanced at the screen as he went back downstairs, then tucked it away after he was back outside.  “I got me some time, need to get away from this crap.”
Darryl strode angrily to his Harley Softail and dropped his leg over before settling into the seat.  He pulled his key off the detachable ring on his carabineer, flipped back the cover on the motorcycle’s dash and unlocked the ignition.  He set the switch to run, and turned to the oversized hard bag on the back right of the bike.  It unlocked to reveal his helmet, which he pulled out and jammed on his head before flipping the lid on the hard bag back down.
After buckling his helmet strap down, he put his hand on the engine cylinder and grunted.  Warm enough.  He fingered the ignition, and the engine rumbled to life, then blatted throatily as he revved the throttle.  Pulling up the kickstand without looking, he backed out of the space, still venting his irritation by blipping the throttle to make the engine rumble, then dropped into first gear and roared out of the parking lot.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Three – Remain calm
Jessica
Jessica jammed her foot on the brake pedal and held on to the steering wheel as the Accord shuddered to a halt in the street.  She’d nearly been broad sided at Sugarloaf Parkway when she’d slowed to a mere forty miles per hour before blowing through the red light where it crossed 124, and again at Moon Road when she almost didn’t see a UPS truck coming from the right side.  But she’d made it, until this.
She was a block away from Candice’s school, which was two blocks closer than the high school.  There was a single police cruiser parked sideways across the middle of the road, lights on, and the police officer standing in front of the cruiser was looking at her with an angry expression as she stopped.  Jessica jammed the gearshift into park and turned the engine off after the Accord’s right side tires bumped over the curb, but left the door open as she stepped out of the car with the keys in hand and ran at the officer.
“Ma’am, ma’am.” he was saying loudly as she neared him.  “Ma’am, you need to get back in your car and move it.”
“My children are in these schools.” Jessica said urgently.  “All three of my children.  What’s happening.”
“Ma’am, move your car.” the officer said, looking rather frazzled around the edges.
Jessica clutched at his arm.  “What’s happening at the schools?”
“I don’t know, but you can’t leave the car in the street like that.” the officer repeated.
“Tow it then.” Jessica said, leaving him and breaking into a run.  She ignored the shout he raised behind her as she sprinted past the cruiser with its rotating blue lights, toward the swirl of red lights she could see up ahead.  As she ran, she saw two fire trucks parked haphazardly across the street, their lights on.  When she drew near enough to see the elementary school, she saw the parking lot jammed with more ambulances than she bothered to count, along with two county EMS trucks and a third fire truck.
There were so many rotating red lights that even the noontime Georgia sunlight wasn’t enough to wash out them out.  They gave the scene a somewhat surreal glow, their flash and flicker illuminating the crowd’s faces in brief strobes of color.  The crowd, almost entirely children, milled about uncertainly, marred by more than little crying and yelling and sobbing.  Those adults she saw looked either confused or concerned, even the rescue personnel.
Jessica ran into the parking lot and slowed to a rapid walk, scanning around at the faces she saw, looking for anyone familiar.  She saw a mass of rescue personnel at the front doors of the school, though they appeared to be struggling with people as if trying to restrain them.  After a moment she saw the people they were fighting with were children, some of them kindergartners and first graders by their size.  Jessica stopped in shock, watching as the children were actually pushing the adults back.
“That shouldn’t be possible.” a small corner of her mind whispered to her.  Then she saw some of the children were biting, even chewing, on the adults trying to restrain them.
She watched in horror as one little girl who couldn’t be more than seven bit down on the forearm of a tall fireman and took a chunk of flesh out with her teeth.  She swallowed her mouthful without blinking as he yelled and snatched his arm away from her, then stepped forward after him with blood dripping down her chin.
Jessica tore her eyes away from that horror and looked around again, then behind her as she heard a pair of fresh sirens.  Two police cruisers skidded to a halt next to the fire trucks, and three police officers jumped out.  They stood still for a moment, seeming as if they were trying to size up the chaos, then ran toward a firefighter that waving his hands and shouting for their attention.
She watched as the foursome consulted together briefly, the firefighter gesturing urgently at the fighting between the adults and students at the doors of the school.  One of the officers shook his head and said something, but was cut off as the firefighter shook his head in response and pointed again as he said something else.
A moment later, Jessica watched as the police ran over to the mass of people at the school’s doors.  She saw them reaching for things on their belts, and heard shouting.  A moment later they were pointing whatever was in their hands at the crowd there.  She heard three faint cracks, far too quiet to be gunshots.
Jessica recoiled in horror for a moment, then forced herself to calm down slightly.  She could see the pistols were still in the holsters anyway, and then a moment later realized they must be using tasers.  Not that those were much better, but at least they were less likely to kill.  Jessica stared numbly at the scene as two rescue personnel yelled and scrambled back from the scrum at the door, but she saw the tasers were aimed at the children.
She supposed she should be appalled, should be something, to stand there watching three police officers firing tasers into a crowd of children.  But she was overwhelmed by what she was seeing, a feeling that only got worse when she clearly saw one boy of about ten walking towards the officers with the twin prods of a taser clearly visible in his chest.
Jessica could see the officer pressing the button, and looking in confusion at the device in his hand, as the boy staggered forward.  A moment later she saw the child grab onto the officer’s arm with both hands and pull himself closer.
Jessica looked away abruptly.  Candice couldn’t be inside the school.  Jessica arrived at this conclusion by the simple expedient of knowing if her youngest daughter was inside, there was no hope of Jessica getting in to look for her through . . . whatever that was happening.
She scanned the crowd in the parking lot again, and her heart leapt as she saw Marissa Poplar, who taught Candice’s fifth grade class, standing amid a cluster of children near the wooded edge of the parking lot.
Grimly, Jessica started making her way through the swirling crowd of kids and teachers, trying not to knock anyone over as she hurried.  As she searched, she began to notice there didn’t seem to be as many students in the parking lot as there should have been.
It seemed to her there were maybe half the number that attended the elementary school present, and that was putting her closer to the edge of hysterical panic.  She battered her emotions down with brutal efficiency, telling herself she had to hold it together.  She kept moving through the crowd, looking in all directions.
When she was a few yards away from Mrs. Poplar, Jessica spotted Candice standing with some classmates, looking around with wide eyes and a scared expression.  Jessica called, and her daughter’s head came around, her eyes searching.
“Mom!” Candice yelled, breaking into a run.  Jessica watched as her daughter wove around kids and adults alike, and collided with her mother at near full speed.  Jessica wrapped her arms around the girl, scarcely noticing the impact of her arrival beyond stepping back to avoid being knocking over.
“Candice!” Jessica said, hugging her fiercely.  “Are you alright?”
“Mom!  What’s going on?  I don’t know what’s going on.” Candice asked, her normally cheerful voice thick and on the edge of sobs.
Jessica shook her head and squatted down in front of Candice so she could see her better.  “I don’t know.  Are you alright?”
“I’m okay Mom.” Candice said, her eyes bright with a film of gathering tears.
Jessica looked her over quickly.  The jeans and blouse from this morning were intact, not even smudged with dirt, and she couldn’t see any blood or sign of injury on her youngest.  Jessica brought her gaze back up to the girl’s face and forced a smile she really didn’t feel.  “Don’t cry, you’ve got to hang in there for me, okay?  Can you do that?  We need to go over to the high school and find your brother and sister, and I’m not leaving you here alone.”
“Okay.” Candice said with a sniff.
Jessica smiled again, knowing it surely didn’t look natural, but it was the best she could manage by way of reassurance.  Sirens out on the street caused her to look in that direction, and she saw three more police cars speed past the fire trucks.  She stood up and had to step on a renewed surge of panic that threatened to spill out of the small space within herself she’d allotted for it.
The high school was in that direction, the direction those police cars were going.  Based on what was happening here, she couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going on at the high school that police were roaring through a school zone, with the street cluttered with rescue vehicles and personnel and . . . victims . . ., so fast.  She couldn’t afford to panic, she had to find her kids.
“Come on.” Jessica said, taking Candice by the hand and heading for the street.  She threaded through the crowd, refusing to look in the direction of the doors where there was a lot of shouting.  Some of it sounded like men and women in pain, and most of it was edged with a frantic note she knew rescuers tried to avoid as a matter of professionalism.
“Mom, why are those kids doing that?” Candice asked in a loud, nervous voice.
Jessica shook her head and kept walking, keeping a firm grip on her daughter’s hand.  She knew where Candice was looking, what she was asking about.  “I don’t know.  Stop looking.”
“But–”
“Watch me, or watch where you’re walking.  Don’t look over there.” Jessica said firmly, using the best Mom voice she could muster at the moment.  She felt something in her right hand, and looked down to see her car keys.  She realized she’d left her purse in the car, then dismissed it as irrelevant.  The keys went into her pocket, and she continued threading through the parking lot.
As they reached the sidewalk and turned right toward the high school, it occurred to Jessica someone should be challenging her, stopping her, from walking off with a child in tow.  There were procedures, even in the middle of a school emergency and evacuation.  Especially during an emergency.
But no one stopped her or even seemed to notice, and she wasn’t sure if she was grateful she didn’t have to argue with someone, or angry that it was possible to show up at a scene like this and simply leave with kids.  She shook the thoughts off and kept walking, staring anxiously at the other school.  She had Candice, that was all that mattered as far as she cared about the elementary school for the moment.
The road here dipped for another hundred yards, then rose again and climbed the hill as the high school’s property began on the left.  Past the fenced athletic fields, Jessica could see the lights of more rescue vehicles, most of them the red of fire and medical, but with some blue for police as well.
Some of the fire trucks were visible, parked in the street as with at the elementary school, but by the reflections of emergency lights coming from behind the school buildings she could tell that parking lot was crowded as well.
She walked quickly, forcing Candice to half trot to keep up.  Jessica maintained a tight grip on her daughter’s hand, completely unwilling to let her go.  Candice didn’t protest the pace, merely clutched at her mother and stayed at her side.  As the two of them started up the hill from the bottom of the shallow valley, Jessica began to hear voices from the high school parking lot.
She concentrated as she walked, and began to resolve them into shouting, yelling, and some screams.  Her heart lurched within her again, and she had to dig deep to hold the still swirling panic at bay.  There was no good reason for that much commotion to be going on ahead, and it frightened her.
Two blocks had never seemed to take so long to cover, and every step brought the aural chaos closer to clarity, but finally Jessica reached the high school and glanced repeatedly in both directions on the street before hurrying even faster across it.  Candice had to break into a jog to keep up with her mother as they went over to the high school, but still didn’t utter a single word of complaint.
Jessica slowed back to the fast walk as they stepped back onto the sidewalk once more.  They rounded the corner of the last building that was in the way of what was happening in the main parking lot.  Jessica stopped in horrified shock at the scene revealed there.  It was . . . chaos incarnate.  Utter madness.  A complete shambles.
People, students and adults, were everywhere.  Many were bloody, and those who weren’t looked frantic, panicked, and some were beyond that, all the way to fully terrified.  The noise was incredible now that she was in a direct path to those generating it, without the buildings blocking it.  Hundreds of voices shouting, screaming, and yelling; some in pain, others in terror, and a few isolated souls trying vainly to bring order to the mass of disorder.
The largest clump of people was also the closest to her, gathered off to the right, on the very edge of the parking lot away from the entrance, next to the sidewalk.  It seemed to be about half students and half teachers.  Many were sitting, most of them clutching at wounds that stained their clothes and skin bright red.
Jessica saw a lot of the injuries were on arms, but she saw bleeding legs and torsos as well.  A few clutched at their heads or necks, red seeping and welling out around their fingers.   What she didn’t see were nearly enough medical personnel tending to them; there were over a hundred, maybe even as many as two hundred, people in that group, but she only saw three rescuers tying to help them.
Sweeping her gaze across the haphazard scattering of fire trucks, ambulances, and police cruisers in the parking lot, Jessica saw more people milling about them.  There were firemen and paramedics digging in the vehicles for supplies and gear, she saw several police men sitting in cruisers with injuries of their own, and several more officers pulling things out of the trunks of their cars.
One officer turned from his vehicle with the long, black shape of a shotgun in his hands.  As she watched numbly, the officer jacked the slide on the foregrip and hurried towards the school buildings.  She couldn’t imagine what was going on that would bring so many firemen and paramedics so soon, that needed a shotgun.  At a school.  It was absurd.
Biting her lip she looked in the direction the armed officer was going.  It was hard to see clearly past all the rescue personnel and vehicles, she could only catch bits and pieces of what was happening.  There seemed to be a lot of fights happening, knots of rescue personnel struggling with students like she’d seen at the elementary school.  And there seemed to be a lot more emergency responders who were injured.
But unlike down the street, here the conflict was not restricted to the entrance.  It had spilled out of the school and was happening outside.  And here, the students were not aged five to eleven.  These were children as old as seventeen and eighteen, many of them well into, or done with, their full adult growth.  Jessica knew from her own son, and some of his friends on the football team, that some of the ‘children’ were taller and stronger than some adult men.
Jessica closed her eyes tightly and allowed herself one brief moment where she just breathed, gathering her willpower and cramming the fear further down within herself.  Then she opened her eyes and turned to Candice, who was staring with wide, unblinking eyes at the scene.
“Candice.” Jessica said, too focused to be proud of how calm she made her voice sound.  Her daughter didn’t respond, and Jessica squeezed and shook her hand sharply.  “Candice!”
The girl’s head jerked, then turned and looked up at her mother.  The ten-year-old’s face was pale, and Jessica could tell she was close to, or already in, some stage of shock.  She had to hope Candice could hold it together long enough for . . . whatever was about to happen to be finished.
“Sweetheart, listen to me.  No matter what happens, you hold my hand and don’t let go.  You stay with me.  Do you understand?”
“Yes.” Candice said after a moment, her voice faint.
“Yes what?” Jessica pressed, needing to be as certain as she could that Candice was tracking and had heard and understood.  “What are you going to do?”
“Hold your hand.” Candice repeated.
“And?” Jessica prompted.
“Stay with you.”
Jessica smiled, and though she tried, she really tried, to make it reassuring, she knew it probably came out as more of a grimace.  “That’s my brave girl.  Okay, come on.”
She started for the group of people on the edge of the parking lot, feeling Candice staying close at her side.  She swept her gaze across the crowd for any familiar faces as she approached  Jessica was hoping to see one of the teachers she knew, but honestly she would settle for any familiar face, including any friends of Joey or Sandra.
Her eyes lit upon Mrs. Jordan, who she remembered from Sandra’s class schedule as her English teacher.  Joey had been in her class when he was in ninth grade.
“Mrs. Jordan!” she called, changing direction to make for the teacher.  She called again, then a third time, and finally the teacher’s head came around.  Her eyes, her face, showed she was nervous, and she seemed to be shaking, twitching, as she finally focused on Jessica and realized she was the one calling to her.
“Mrs. Jordan.” Jessica said as she got close enough to talk without having to yell.  “I’m Jessica Talbot, Sandra and Joey’s mother.  What’s going on?  Where are my kids?”
The teacher blinked, and Jessica saw she was holding her left elbow, though she didn’t see any blood.  She waited, then tried again.  “Mrs. Jordan, hello?”
“Yes?” the other woman said quietly, and Jessica had to suppress a frown.
“What’s happening?”
“The . . . students.” Mrs. Jordan said, still in that quiet voice.  She sounded dazed, in shock, and Jessica had to steel herself to patience as she waited for the words to come out in ones and twos.  “Started . . . acting strangely . . . biting people . . . hurting . . . wouldn’t listen . . .”
“Have you seen Sandra?” Jessica asked when the teacher’s voice trailed off.  She tried to think back to the class schedule.  “She’s in your second period, English.”
“Don’t . . .” Mrs. Jordan was staring blankly at her, and Jessica realized the teacher wasn’t going to be much help.
She turned away and started circling the group.  Her eyes lit on a very pretty girl with long blonde hair, and she surged forward, jerking at Candice’s arm.  “Alicia!  Alicia!”
The girl turned, and she saw Jessica.  Her face was stained with tears, and Jessica saw blood on the sleeve of her dress, centered on a torn flap of cloth just above her elbow.  Alicia hurried forward and flung herself at Jessica, who reached to hug her son’s girlfriend with one arm, the other still holding Candice’s hand.
“Mrs. Talbot!” Alicia said, sounding half hysterical.  Jessica could feel the girl squeezing on her, hard, as she buried her head in Jessica’s shoulder.  “Oh my God!”
“Alicia.” Jessica said, patting her on the back.  “Alicia, I need you to tell me what’s going on.”
“Oh my God!” the girl repeated.  “It’s horrible.”
“Alicia!” Jessica said sharply, summoning her Mom voice.  “Talk to me.  What’s happening?”
“People are acting strange.” Alicia said without releasing Jessica, which she was fine with for the moment since the girl had her head right next to Jessica’s.  It made it easier to hear her through the noise in the parking lot.
“Strange how?”
“They’re biting people.” Alicia said, and Jessica could feel her shaking.  “It started in fourth period.  A few kids just suddenly got up and started attacking.  While that was going on, a few more started doing the same thing.  The teacher, the rest of us, we were all yelling.  Some of the guys were trying to break it up, then some of them were bit.
“Then some of them started biting.  Then we heard more yelling.  When I went out in the hall, there were people running everywhere, and it was happening there too.  It’s crazy!”
Jessica bit her lip for a moment.  “Alicia, have you seen Joey?  Or Sandra?”
“Oh my God!” Alicia cried, bursting into tears.  “Joey!”
Jessica resisted an overwhelming urge to shake the girl, or slap her, and settled for patting her on the back again.  She forced her voice into a soothing tone.  “Alicia, where’s Joey?”
“I don’t know!  Inside I guess.  He bit me!” Alicia said, suddenly stepping back as Jessica’s insides twisted with a surge of fear.  Jessica looked past the fresh tears rolling down the girl’s face, further disrupting her makeup, and at her arm as Alicia raised it for inspection.
“He bit me.” she repeated, her fingers holding the rent in her sleeve open.  Jessica saw teeth marks in the skin, jagged and gaping where Alicia’s flesh had been torn.
“Where did he bite you?” Jessica asked.
“Here!” Alicia half shouted, holding her arm up higher.
Jessica resisted, again, the urge to slap Alicia, though it was difficult.  “Where in the school did he bite you?” she persisted.
“In the east hallway.” Alicia sobbed.  “I saw him and ran over, and he just grabbed me and bit me.  He didn’t say anything, just leaned down and . . .” she shook her head, shuddering.
Jessica opened her mouth, but before she could say anything further, she heard a loud crack, then another.  Gunshots, her mind supplied, and she whirled toward the school, not even noticing as her sudden turn caused Alicia to stagger back.
More shots sounded, along with a surge in screams and shouts, but emergency vehicles were blocking her view of the entrance.  She saw heads turning in that direction all over the parking lot, including rescuers who were struggling with students.  She saw a few police draw their guns and sprint in that direction.
“Candice, come on.” Jessica said, stepping away from Alicia and tugging on her daughter’s hand.  She hurried across the parking lot, threading around ambulances and trucks, as more guns were fired.  At each shot, she flinched, and felt the numbness within grow.
All she could think of was her kids; Joey and Sandra might be in there, and people were shooting.  By the time she broke past the last vehicle and reached the front walk of the school, she was running, dragging Candice alongside her with an iron grip.  Her daughter didn’t say a word, merely stumbled along next to her.
When Jessica finally got a clear view of the front doors of the high school, she stopped in shock, her hand flying to her mouth in horror.  Nearly everyone there had blood on them, and more was visible on the concrete, on the grass, on the doors.  There was a knot of students in the pair of double doors that comprised the school’s front entrance, all of them trying to get out.  None of them were screaming, or yelling, or showing any emotion at all.  Every child’s face that she could see looked blank and empty.
That would have been strange enough, with everything that was happening, but what made it worse was when they didn’t react, at all, when they were shot.  A pair of police, a male and female officer, were standing almost side by side about ten feet away from the doors, their pistols out and pointing at the students.  They were shooting into the crowd of students, with two more police behind them pointing guns at fire and medical personnel, presumably to hold everyone else back and give their fellows room to aim at and shoot the kids.
Jessica saw half a dozen students were already on the ground, in the doorways and in front of the doors, but they were still moving.  As she watched, more were staggering and falling as bullets slammed into them, knocking them down.  The police were shooting low, shooting them in the legs, she saw.  None of the wounded students seemed to even notice their injuries, apart from the physical effects of losing use of a limb.
They were trying to crawl forward, even as other students walked past and on top of them.  Some of those trying to walk were falling as their legs and feet caught or turned on the obstacles formed by their classmates.  Those that merely fell, without being shot, were trying to get to their feet.  And some of those were being knocked aside as more students walked past and into them, knocking them down again.
As bad as that was, as unreal as it seemed, Jessica saw blood on the faces of nearly every kid trying to get out of the school.  Not smears of blood on the cheeks and forehead, like someone who’d been splattered, or who’d wiped a wounded arm or shoulder across their face.
No, the blood was on, in, their mouths.  She remembered the elementary school, where that little girl had been chewing on a fireman’s arm, and what Alicia had just told her.  She couldn’t help the dazed, cold feeling that paralyzed her as she stared at the front of the high school.
Candice made a whimpering sound, and Jessica looked down as she suddenly remembered her youngest daughter.  The girl’s face was bone white, and her lower lip was trembling.  More shots were fired, and Candice flinched violently as if they were hitting her.  Her eyes, wider than they’d been even over the past few minutes, more than they’d been back at the elementary school, were fixed on what was happening at the high school entrance.
That jolted Jessica into action, her mother’s instincts taking over and giving her a purpose.  She reached and grabbed, turning and pulling Candice to face her, putting her back to the scene.  Her daughter buried her head in Jessica’s stomach, and she wrapped her free arm around her mother.  Her other hand clung to Jessica’s like a claw, leaving Jessica with only one hand to stroke through Candice’s hair.  Jessica could feel the girl shaking, crying, and Jessica hugged her tighter as she looked back up.
The shouting was coming from the officers who were pointing their weapons at the rescuers, and from those who were being threatened.  She focused on the voices, trying to pick them out through the continued sound of shots, and the background of idling engines and the other people in the school parking lot.
Even as people shouted and screamed at them, the police were shouting back at the same time as they exchanged terse comments with the officers who’d joined them and were standing in shock or confusion as they saw what was being done.
“They’re just kids!  What are you doing?  Stop, stop, they’re sick, they need help!”  The rescuers were shouting.
“Stand back!  Back off!  Keep back!  They’re attacking people!  Leg wounds will heal!  We’re not shooting to kill!  The tasers aren’t working!  They’re hurting people!” was mostly what the police were shouting.
Jessica stood there, stroking Candice’s hair almost absently, feeling like she was in the headlights of an oncoming car, as the confrontation played out and the shooting continued.  There were well over a dozen students down at the doors now, maybe closer to two dozen, but the police officers seemed to be partially correct.
Whatever was going on, the tasers were having no effect; she’d seen that herself back at the elementary school.  And the students who’d been shot were not crying out in pain, or even stopping.  They continued to try to leave the school, to close on the people gathered beyond the doors, reaching to drag themselves forward with slow, jerky action like they’d forgotten how to move properly.
As she watched, the two officers who’d been firing stopped.  Then she realized they were out of ammunition, as she saw them removing the magazines from their pistols and reaching for replacements from their equipment belts.  When the steady thump of bullets ceased, the crowd of students at the school doors seemed to suddenly surge forward.
None of the students moved any faster; those in the lead were just no longer being knocked down and becoming fresh obstacles for those behind.  The depressed oval shape of students at the door bulged out as they cleared the doors and spread out, making their way past their classmates on the ground.  Some of those on their feet fell or tripped over others who were already down, but as many more managed to get past and head for the nearest person they saw.
Jessica’s eyes swept through the confusion, as rescuers started darting forward and grabbing at students.  The kids tended to respond by grabbing back, and, just as she’d seen at the elementary school, leaning in or pulling on whoever they got their hands on and trying to bite.  A fresh wave of yelling started, as those who were bit reacted, though some of the rescuers had firefighter coats on, which were apparently too thick for the students to bite through.
The police were shouting for the EMS personnel to separate and get away, which was mostly being ignored.  About as many fresh rescuers were coming forward to assist with trying to subdue and help the students as there were injured rescuers stumbling away with fresh injuries or trying to tug themselves free from a student who had latched onto them.
And the students who had grabbed someone were hanging on hard and tight.  There didn’t seem to be any level of physical distress or discomfort that dissuaded them.  She saw one boy who had the look of a book or computer nerd, pasty skin and slightly built, clinging to a male fireman’s arm.  The fireman was shoving at the boy’s forehead with his free hand and landing knees to his attacker’s midsection to no avail.
Then she saw a familiar face appear at the doors of the high school, and her world seemed to stop.  She stared in shocked, numb horror, as Sandra stumbled out of the doors with a blank look on her face, a laser like fixation in her gaze, and blood dripping from her mouth.  Then she jerked and stumbled as a bullet hit her thigh, falling in slow motion without the slightest sign of pain or concern.  Jessica screamed.
* * * * *



Peter
Gwinnett Medical Center was as chaotic a scene as any Peter had ever seen.  Including warzones.  Once the forward base he’d been stationed at in Afghanistan had been hit by a strong insurgent force just after two patrols had returned following ambushes they’d been badly shot up in.  That had been bad, with explosions and bullets hammering everything amid the screams of the wounded and dying.
At least there, those involved had been military.  Even if some of them had lost morale temporarily, there had still been a base of training and experience they could use as a floor.  It had given the officers and NCOs something to seize upon as they organized the response and got control of the situation.
Here and now, Peter saw nothing but confused shouting that often worked at odds, a complete lack of any sort of order or procedure, and very little in the way of anyone attempting to improve upon the situation.  A part of him wondered why the police that were present, or even the medical staff who surely had similar training in crisis management, didn’t try to organize things.
The parking lot outside was full of emergency vehicles.  More continued to arrive.  Ambulances, police cruisers, even fire trucks were being left on the landscaped grass that bordered the lot.  He saw more, along with a fair number of civilian cars, lining up as far down the little ‘road’ that circled the hospital’s campus as far as he could see in either direction.  And beyond that, the sidewalk separating the hospital’s property from the actual street was starting to fill too.
There was a lot of blood evident, though a lot of these injuries didn’t seem to be terribly life threatening.  There were a few people that were sporting wounds on torsos, necks or faces that he assumed were pretty serious; but the majority seemed to be on arms and legs.  Some folks were having trouble walking and leaned on friends or makeshift crutches.  A good amount of the noise was coming from these, as they cried or cursed about the pain they were in.
But worse still were the ones who seemed to be like Amy.  Some were arriving strapped down to gurneys, but only a few.  Many were being frog marched, or more often dragged, in by police and firefighters.  He saw handcuffs, zip ties, rope, even tightly wrapped blankets being employed as restraining devices.  Without fail each one fought against those holding them; struggled constantly to try and go after anyone they laid eyes upon.
The best thing about the sick ones was their silence.  Or maybe that was worse.  Peter wondered absently which it might be.  They weren’t adding to the verbal confusion, true; but it was eerie and more than a little creepy to see them being manhandled, often showing signs of rough handling in the form of bruises or visible injury, and not raising even the slightest grunt or gasp of response.
Regardless of their audibility, the worst part was definitely their eyes.  Every time he looked at one of them, even when they weren’t looking at him, all he saw in their dead gaze was Amy.  She looked back at him from every slack expression, reflected in each face he saw no matter how different they actually were, physically, from Amy.  Young or old or neither, black or white or whatever, man, woman, adult, child; each one looked like his wife.  His wife who apparently was neither dead nor alive.
In and around the fuss and noise being raised by the wounded, and those occupied with trying to restrain the sick ones who were like Amy, was the real source of the confusion.  The emergency responders and the ER’s medical staff all seemed to be yelling at each other, and when they weren’t yelling at other uniforms they often turned to yelling at patients.
The arguments seemed to almost exclusively center around who was going to be treated and when.  Wounded civilians and emergency responders alike were demanding immediate attention from doctors and nurses, who fended them off as they shouted at each other and tried to get at specific patients they seemed to select almost at random.  Surely they had some reason, but whatever criteria they were using, Peter couldn’t recognize it.  It might as well be random.
Peter felt his pocket vibrating.  His phone, he realized, and pulled it out.  “Hello?” he said, automatically flipping it open and putting it to his ear without bothering to look at the display.  Maybe Amy had been admitted upstairs and they were calling to let him know.
“Pete?  Listen, have you seen the news?”
Peter turned away from the jam packed waiting room and covered his other ear.  “Who is this?”
“George.”
“Oh, hey George.”  He tried to suppress his annoyance.  It wasn’t George’s fault the hospital hadn’t figured out how to help Amy yet.
“Pete, you okay?  You sound strange.  Where are you anyway?”
“Hospital.”
“Oh fuck!” the man on the phone cursed.  “What’s wrong?  Did you get bit?”
Peter blinked, then shook his head.  “No, I’m fine.  It’s Amy.”
“Oh man . . . is she okay?”
Peter considered the question for several seconds, then closed his eyes.  “No.” he finally said.  “They tell me she’s probably not.”
“Probably?”
“Look George, this really ain’t a good time.” Peter started, feeling a stirring of irritation.
“Tell me about it.” George said.  “What do you think, is this it?”
“George–” 
“I mean, it’s looking bad, right?  Hate being right man, it sucks.”
Peter closed his eyes and drew a deep breath.  “George.” he said after a moment.  “If you don’t either hang up and leave me alone, or start making sense, and I mean right now, then I’m going to hunt you down.” he said with a definite edge of anger in his voice.  “And when I find you–”
“Zombies Pete, jeez.  It’s all over the news.”
Peter blinked and glanced at the nearest television, mounted up above head level on the wall.  He hadn’t been paying much attention to them, lost in his thoughts of Amy and his lethargic observation of the activity in the waiting room.  He couldn’t hear what they were saying, he could barely hear the phone, but he saw the word ‘Live’ in one of the upper corners.  The scene looked remarkably similar to what he was witnessing here at the hospital, except it was outside in front of a building.
“Explain.” Peter said as he eyed the screen.
“Fuck, listen.  Zombies are among us.  It’s the apocalypse.  What’ve I been telling you guys all these years.”
Abruptly his irritation flashed over into anger, and Peter found himself gripping the phone very tightly.  “That’s it.” he growled.  “I told you this isn’t a good time.  My wife is on a bed in the hospital and the Goddamned docs can’t even tell me for sure if she’s alive or dead.”
“Pete–”
“At some point they’re gonna get their shit together long enough to tell me if I’m married or widowed.” Peter continued, feeling the warm glow of anger igniting brightly enough to finally burn through the helpless sensation he’d been tangled in about Amy.  “And when they do, either way, I’m going straight to your place.”
“No, I ain’t–” George said quickly.
“And if you ain’t there, I’m gonna check your damn cabin next.”
“Yeah, that’s a good–”
“And if you’re not there, I’ll just keep looking.” Peter said louder, stepping over George’s attempts to break in.  “And eventually, I’ll find you.  When I do, my foot is going so far up your fucking a–”
“Gunny!” George shouted at him from the other end of the phone.
Finally pausing in his tirade, feeling like he was only just getting properly rolling, Peter counted to three, taking a breath on each number.  “What?” he finally said after the third breath.
“You wanna come kick my ass, fine.” George said, sounding neither angry nor irritated.  In fact Peter thought he sounded a little afraid.  And not from the threats Peter was directing at him; George had been shrugging those off for over twenty years.  No, this was something else.
“I’ll even bend over so you can do it properly.” George continued.  “But you gotta listen to me.  Answer me straight.  Have you been paying attention to the news?  Have you watched it or heard it in the last two hours?  Teevee, radio, internet, anything?”
 “No.” Peter said shortly, looking at the television again.  There was a caption on the bottom of the screen that said the pictures were coming from the Georgia Tech campus.  It looked like some sort of riot, but one where half the people involved weren’t bothering to run or shout.
“Then listen to me.  I ain’t making this up, it’s what they’re saying on CNN and Fox and MSNBC and the rest.  This ain’t Gonzo George talking, this is the fucking news, okay?  We are in the middle of a zombie apocalypse, or the beginning of one anyway.  They ain’t using that word yet, but that’s what it is.”
Peter opened his mouth to say something, what he wasn’t exactly sure, but his anger switched off so abruptly it left him momentarily speechless.  “Bullshit.”  He finally said.
“No, not bullshit.  Real shit.” George insisted, and he didn’t sound like he thought it was even a little funny.  “You said Amy’s in the hospital, right?”
“Right.”
“Well, what’s wrong with her then?”
“They said they don’t know.” Peter said slowly.
“And they ran her vitals, right?  Scanned them, checked them on the machines, right?”
Peter’s irritation was starting to reignite towards anger again.  “Alright, you’re about to head back into foot-in-ass territory George.”
“No Gunny, honest, I’m not disrespecting your wife.” George said quickly.  “You said they said she’s ‘probably not’ okay.  Well, that sounds like they think she should be dead, but isn’t for some reason.”
George was silent for several seconds, and Peter was too.  He thought about what Lambert had told him.  The cold numbness was starting to return, eager to grab hold of him again.
“Gunny?”
“Keep going.” Peter said quietly.
“Um . . . look, I’m real sorry about Amy, okay?  I mean, she was a good woman.  But if she should be dead, but isn’t, then she’s like a lot of other people the news is calling ‘sick’.” George said.  “And I’ll tell you, the news is behind internet right now.”
“Internet?”
“Yeah man, the internet.  People are putting posts up online, trading notes, pictures, videos.  And before you go off on me again, some of it’s coming from med staff; it ain’t just random people speculating, okay?  I’ve seen footage, medical charts, test results . . . it all adds up to the same thing.”
“And you say it’s zombies?”
“Shit, if the shoe fits, you know?”
“Zombies aren’t real.” Peter said looking over his shoulder at the ongoing crush of chaos in the waiting room.  His eye fell on a pair of officers struggling to restrain a man who was silently fighting them.  “That’s bullshit hysteria.”
The man was handcuffed, looked to be at least a hundred pounds out of shape, and of only average height.  Despite all of that, he was on the verge of breaking loose from the two pairs of hands trying to keep a hold of him.  His head kept swinging back and forth as he tried to get his mouth on the officers.
“No man, serious shit.” George said.  “What else would you call someone who’s got no vitals and is still walking around?”
“They’ve got to have vitals.” Peter said, wincing as he heard the wistful, almost whining, tone in his voice.  “They’re just not running the right tests.”
“Right tests?” the man on the other end of the phone laughed in Peter’s ear.  It was not a laugh that denoted amusement.  “Gunny, when there ain’t no heartbeat, when there ain’t no brainwaves, there ain’t no other tests they can run.  You know the rule of threes same as me.
“First part, three minutes without air.  Well, there are people in hospitals that haven’t drawn a breath in over an hour.  That ain’t had no pulse at all.  And the whole time, they’re trying to bite the doctors and nurses.”  George took a deep breath.  “You gotta wake up to the truth Pete.  The word is zombies, and they’re here.”
“They’re missing something.” Peter said, unable to find a hole he could poke in the logic but still trying to avoid the conclusion being reached.  It led to a place where Amy was beyond hope, and worse, and he wasn’t sure if he could go there.  Not yet.
“When then?” a tiny corner of his mind whispered expectantly, accusingly.  He shook his head, trying to still the voice.  
“Damnit, there ain’t nothing to miss.” George said, sounding annoyed.
“Zombies aren’t real.” Peter said again.
“They are now.  Pete, trust me.  You need to watch your ass.  It’s time to run for the hills and ride out the end of civilization as we know it.”
Peter hesitated, torn.  What George was saying was, on its face, absurd at best and rubber-room paranoia at worst.  But if it wasn’t just George saying it . ..  he thought again about what Lambert had told him about Amy.  How she didn’t have a heartbeat, how she wasn’t breathing.  And he thought back to how she’d acted in the basement of the house, how she’d acted like . . .
“Oh fuck!” Pete said tightly, trying to keep from wailing like a child.  He sucked down a long shuddering breath, trying to hold the sob back from coming out.  She was really dead.  “Damn, damn, damnit!”
“I’m sorry Gunny.” George said.  “Amy was a good woman.  Hell, she kept up with you for, what, thirty years?”
“Thirty-three.” Peter said, feeling a rim of moisture on his eyes and blinking as he took another breath.  Keep it together.
“Thirty-three years and she kept up with you all that time.” George said admiringly.  “I feel for you man.  Take a moment, but don’t hang up.”
“Hang on.” Peter said as gruffly as he could, trying for manly rather than desperate.  Taking the phone off his ear, he held it down against his thigh and faced the wall.  After a moment he slammed his forehead into it, hard enough to raise a flicker of dizziness.  He put his right hand out and steadied himself against the wall for a moment, then his hand formed into a fist and he pounded on the wall several times.  Damnit.
After maybe a minute or so he took a long cleansing breath, held it for a three count, then exhaled slowly.  When he put the phone back to his ear, his voice was even, almost polite.  But with an edge of detachment and disconnect.  “Okay, I’m here.”
“Sorry Pete.” George said, sounding like he meant it.  “Now, you said you’re at the hospital?”
“Yeah, Gwinnett Medical.”
“Listen, that really ain’t a good place to be.”
Peter glanced over his should reflexively.  The chaos had not abated.  “It’s pretty hectic, but sooner or later the PD here ought to try to get things put onto some sort of an even keel.  I mean, they ain’t MPs, but they don’t have to deal with a bunch of pissed off Marines either, so how hard can it be?”
“No, listen.  Hospitals are ground zero right now.”
“What?”
George sighed.  “Where do you go when you get hurt or sick?  Where do you take your family and friends when they need help?  Think about it Gunny.  Everyone’s going there, and an awful lot of them are sick or about to be.  You need to get out.  There ain’t nothing you or anyone can do for Amy if she’s sick, and if you don’t want to be next, or worse, then bail out while you can.”
Peter eyed the crowds again.  “And go where?”
“I’d say get the hell out of town, get away.  Get far away.  People are dangerous right now.  Bunch of walking bite bombs just waiting to explode and turn everyone they can get their hands on into more of the same.  Me, I’ve got some more calls to make, then I’m loading up and headed for my cabin.  You’re welcome to meet me there.  I’m telling all the guys the same thing.”
Peter opened his mouth, but before he could say anything he ducked involuntarily as a gunshot rang out.  He was on the floor almost before the echo started reverberating from the waiting room walls.  The phone was gone, he’d dropped it, but he didn’t need it at the moment anyway.  Instead, his right hand was snaking down to his ankle.  His fingers thrust up under the hem of his pants, and they came out gripping a pistol.
The Kahr PM45 he kept as his standard carry weapon was a small gun, small enough that it almost seemed to vanish in his hand.  But it had five dependable .45 ACP rounds in its magazine.  Even without the barrel length of a ‘normal’ pistol to work with, they still delivered enough energy to cause significant damage.
His left hand came around to the slide, racking it back automatically to strip the first round off the magazine and into the chamber.  In the moments while he ducked and drew, and readied weapon and himself, his eyes were tracing across his surroundings.  He gripped the gun and tried to find the threat.
There was a lot of shoving happening near the door.  The jumble of bodies was confusing, shifting and moving energetically.  Some civilians were stumbling clear, though none of them had the look of sick people – zombies, as George was calling them.  They just looked like ordinary people who were wounded.  Other people were trying to shove closer, police officers who were also drawing guns.
Another pair of shots sounded.  This time he barely flinched, his ears now primed to expect and deal with the familiar aural assault of gunfire.  Instead, he was able to pinpoint the shooter.  It was a fairly tall officer standing in the wide doorway that connected parking lot to waiting room.
His service piece was in his hand, jammed into the side of a person who had their face buried against the officer’s shoulder.  The cop was screaming, face twisted in pain, as he fired another pair of shots into his assailant.
Peter’s eyes narrowed as he saw the attacker just rock and jostle a little under the bullets’ impacts.  That was it, just a bit of swaying as the bullets hit, and no other reaction.  There was no spray of blood, no fresh shout of pain, no nothing.  The man’s arms stayed locked around the officer, his face pressed up against him.  As Peter continued watching, as much fascinated as he was concerned, he saw the attacker’s head rear back with something red and dripping clenched in the teeth.
He felt his stomach turn over as he realized what George had to be right.  The right word was zombie.  There was no other term that fit.  He watched the formerly human mouth gulp and swallow, and a chunk of the officer’s flesh vanished down the throat.  A bloody piece of the officer’s uniform shirt remained visible at the corner of the zombie’s mouth, a fragment or a larger piece that just hadn’t been swallowed yet Peter couldn’t say.  But it didn’t seem to bother the zombie as it leaned in for another bite.
The victim, still screaming in pain, thrust the pistol at the zombie before it could get its teeth back in him.  Peter winced, knowing what was coming and what it was likely to do in the press of bodies around the door, but knowing there was nothing he could do to prevent it short of shooting the officer himself.  There was simply no way he’d be able to be heard in time to stop it.
The officer, his pistol pressed in between the zombie’s closing jaws, panic fired off four rounds.  The first was enough to cause the back of the zombie’s skull to explode outward in a wet spray of chunky bits.  The other rounds simply unnecessarily added to the carnage and gore.  Mostly by hitting people in and around the doorway as they exited the zombie’s disintegrating skull.
Peter saw people tumbling to the ground and winced again.  There was a real chance of being trampled if you lost your feet in that press of bodies.  He realized the screaming seemed even louder, and not only from the doorway.  He swept his gaze across the room again, automatically rechecking after his focus on the door and what was happening there.
There were two other zombies that he could see from his vantage point on the floor that were now in the middle of successful assaults.  Both were restrained, with handcuffs and zip-ties respectively, but the police who’d presumably been escorting them had either lost control or been inattentive enough for the same result to have occurred.  Now each zombie had a mouth full of person and was contentedly chewing.
Peter decided he’d been wrong.  The room had not been in chaos before.  It had just been loud and unruly.  Now it was in chaos, or at least making a much better case for an award of that description.  Most of the police were drawing weapons, which was dangerous unless the shooters were well trained.
In his experience police were rarely more than casual shooters, at best, and that was stretching the definition of ‘shooter’ rather generously.  If they began firing, whether it was one or all of them, the result was likely to be a blood bath.  Bullets tended to keep going once fired, until something stopped them.  Bodies were not always enough; sometimes you could shoot through one person and hit another behind them.
Zombies seemed to be almost materializing from within the crowd, though Peter surmised it was probably just more inattention on the part of those who had been minding them.  But it didn’t matter.  No one wanted to be near them or the police, and the screaming was deafening.
The people the ER staff had stationed on the doors that led deeper into the hospital were utterly insufficient against the tide of people that now suddenly pressed them, all eager to get away from the teeth and guns in the waiting room.  Some weren’t even willing to go wait their turn, or to try and fight through the press at the doors.  They were taking other steps.
A man on the far side of the room hefted a potted plant in both arms and flung it at the nearest window.  With a barely heard crash the floor to ceiling pane of glass shattered.  Two more windows were broken as well.  People began spilling out into the parking lot through the newly formed openings, avoiding the fighting and bodies that were clogging the exit doors.  Peter took one more look around the room and made his decision.
Rising cautiously from the floor, he stayed in a low crouch and shot out the nearest window.  It shattered as easily as the others one had, and he ran out, bending low from the waist and knees.  His GTO was unmolested in its spot.  Sliding in behind the wheel he first locked the doors, then dug his keys out.  The big engine rumbled to life without hesitation.
As he backed out of the space he heard more gunfire sounding from the direction of the waiting room.  He ignored it as he shifted gears and drove forward, honking his horn and weaving around people who were lingering in the lot.  The gate at the little booth where you were supposed to pay for your parking was up, the booth unoccupied.  Peter cleared it without slowing, leaving the lot behind as he accelerated for the street.
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl pulled into the parking lot of the Del Rey and skirted around the edge of the lot until he swung into the front row, where there was a line of about twenty other bikes parked against the front of the building.  He braked as he put his feet down, then walked the bike backwards at the end of the line and lowered the kickstand.  Shutting the Softail down, he got off and took off his helmet, locking it into the bike’s hard bag before headed into the bar.
The interior was dimly lit, mostly by neon signs advertising various brands of beer, though there were a few actual lights on the ceiling overhead, grudging adding their standard illumination to the multiple colors of light coming from the advertisements.  He saw a few of his friends at the pool table, and a few more at a table in the corner, but he waved at everyone in response to a few raised voices of welcome as he headed instead for the bar.
Pinky saw him coming, and a smile creased his discolored features as he grabbed a glass out of the cooler.  “Yo DJ.”
“Word Pinky.” Darryl said, dropping onto one of the stools.  “You reading my mind.” he said, gesturing at the tap the bartender already had the glass under, filling it with beer.
“I try, I try.” Pinky said, grinning again.  His face bore a birthmark on the left cheek, an unevenly shaped section of skin where his normal coloration was not present, leaving a pinkish swirl on his dark features.  A lot of guys would be pretty pissed, at life in general, over something like that, but Pinky never seemed to mind; he even encouraged the nickname he’d had since high school.  “Heard you rode one of the new girls home with ya last night.” he said as he set the full glass on the bar.
“Man.” Darryl said, grabbing the beer and taking a large drink.
“Come on now, tell it like it is.” Pinky laughed, folding his arms and leaning against the back counter.
“Girlie not right in the head.” Darryl said as he lowered the beer.
“Yeah, but was she right in the sack?”
Darryl grimaced.  “Girlie was fine last night, ya know?”
“Oh I know, but I wanna hear about it before I make a run at her.” Pinky said, still grinning.
“That ain’t a good idea cuz.”
Pinky eyed him.  “What, she got a dick?”
Darryl snorted, glancing over his shoulder.  One of the brothers in his club was still dealing with that from two years ago, when he’d hooked up with, what he’d thought was, a woman at a rave downtown.  When they’d gotten back to his place though, the woman had turned out to be a transvestite.  “Naw man, but she crazy.”
“Crazy good?” Pinky asked.
“Naw, crazy whack.  Girlie woke up ‘bout an hour ago, came at me.  Didn’t say nothing, no screaming or anything, just tried to get her hands on me.”
“Shit, for real?”
“Word.  And broke two doors in my pad, and put a big dent in the front too.” Darryl confirmed, taking another drink.
“Shiiiit.  So where she is?” Pinky asked, his grin fading slightly.
“Po-lice got her.  And get this, she bit one of them cops, bit him right in the arm.”
“Damn.”
“They carried her out butt naked in handcuffs, and she still trying to bite ‘em the whole time.”
“Man, that one on the house then.” Pinky said with a shake of his head as he flicked his eyes at the glass in Darryl’s hands.  “You gotta go to court?”
“Dunno.” Darryl shrugged.  “But if I do, just to witness.  Got CP to call it in for me, got some friendly cops over to take care of it.”
“Guess she ain’t hot enough for that shit then.” Pinky said with a sigh.  “And she was so fine too.”
“Girlie ain’t fine enough to put up with getting bit.” Darryl said with another shrug.  “Yo, I’m gonna go talk with the brothers.  Hook me up with a plate of nachos, big plate, all of it.”
“Yeah, sure.” Pinky said with a nod.
“Good looking out.” Darryl said, reaching out to bump fists with him.  He picked up his glass and turned for the pool tables as he heard Pinky hollering back into the kitchen.  Darryl wandered across the bar, stepped up onto the pool section, and claimed a stool on the wall.  After taking another drink, he set his beer down on the counter and dug his cigarettes out of his pocket.
“DJ, you looking a little fucked man.” one of the pool players said with a smirk as he lined up a shot.
Darryl looked at him with a flat expression as he tapped a cigarette out, stuck it in his mouth, then returned the pack to his pocket and pulled out his Zippo.  After lighting up and snapping the lid of the lighter closed, Darryl shook his head.  “Man, don’t even.”
“So how was she?”
Sighing, Darryl watched as the cue ball slammed into the four and sent it off at a sharp angle to drop into the side pocket.  “Last night, she fine.  Today, she whack.  Cops took her in.”
Exclamations of surprise and amusement sounded from the players, all of whom were his brothers in the club.  Darryl followed that by relating the story again, though he embellished it a bit more than the version he’d told to Pinky.  When he was done, he lit another cigarette and shook his head.  “Dunno what got into that girlie.  Meth I guess, maybe she needed her fix to act right.”
“What you gonna tell the O?” asked one of the players.
Darryl shrugged.  “Nothing I guess, ain’t my problem.  Ain’t like there ain’t enough girlies for the stages anyhow.  Listen, Big Chief, what you got going on Monday day?”
Big Chief, the one who’d greeted Darryl when he came over, shrugged as he watched Mack study the table.  “Not too much.  Thinking about taking a cruise up 75.”
“Hey, if you don’t, I could use you and your truck.  Need to get those doors in my pad replaced.”
Big Chief shrugged again.  “Gimmie a ring around noon, we’ll see.”
Darryl inclined his head, then turned as he caught movement on his left.  Shandrice was coming over with his nachos on her platter, along with another round of beers.  He suppressed a groan, though he was hungry.
“Hey DJ.” she said, giving him a wink as she easily balanced the platter one handed and set the plate of food down on the counter next to him.
“Hey girlie.” he said, giving her a grin he hoped was friendly without being inviting.  She’d been after him for months, and he knew it weren’t for no casual hookup either.  Shandrice was twenty-eight, afraid she was starting to fade a little physically, and had got it in her head it was time to get married and have a man around.
Trouble was, she was a clingy, controlling woman, and a lot of guys were put off by it, Darryl included.  She was sexy, but he didn’t need no girlie hooking into his life and running it for him.  No sir, not Darryl Jacobs.  Plus he knew too many guys who got married, then divorced, and ended up working two jobs just to pay off the alimony and child support bills they were loaded down with.
“You working tonight?” she continued as she set a fresh beer next to his half empty one.
“That’s the plan.” Darryl said, lifting his old glass and draining it.  She reached to take it from him, allowing her hands to linger on his as she gave him a look, and he had to suppress another groan.  He removed his hand and reached for his wallet.  She didn’t seem to take the hint, waiting while he pulled out a ten and a five and dropped them on her tray.
“I was thinking about coming by when I get off.” Shandrice said.
“Sure, but you’ll be sitting alone.” Darryl said as he put the wallet in his back pocket and grabbed the plate of nachos.  “Man don’t like us fucking off when we on shift.”  Which, while convenient, was also true; Aaron Booth, the night manager at the Oasis, wanted everyone working to keep the club making money, not goofing off.
Darryl liked the job, getting paid for being polite and looking tough while keeping the place calm and incident free was the best gig he’d ever had, and it paid good.  He’d worked there for five years now, and had no intention of screwing a good thing up.  Plus the scenery at the strip club was excellent.  If you had to stand around for eight or ten hours a night, better to do it with a lot of sexy flesh around to watch.
“They don’t give you breaks?” she asked.
“Yeah, but we gotta take ’em in the back.”
“Shandrice, leave my man be.” Bobo said from two tables away.  “We thirsty.”
Darryl shot Bobo a grateful look as the waitress turned.  He could tell by the set of her shoulders she was annoyed at the older biker, but she sauntered over and started unloading beers onto the edges of the tables.  While his brothers distracted her and claimed their fresh beers, Darryl dug into his food hungrily.
The nachos were good here, especially when you got them loaded like these were.  Thick cut chips, fried fresh and sprinkled with two kinds of grated cheese, none of that tasteless cheese sauce crap a lot of places used.  Ground beef and shredded chicken next, then more cheese, and topped with pico de gallo, guacamole and sour cream.
Darryl shoveled them into his mouth hungrily, crunching his way through the plate.  He was still in pretty good shape, though he’d put on ten or fifteen pounds since his college days when he’d been trying to land a spot on the basketball team.  It took a lot of food to fuel his frame, which, so far, was still letting him not worry to much about how he ate.
He had packed away most of the nachos when a droning beep-beep caught his attention, causing him to look up.  The televisions mounted up near the ceiling of the bar in various locations were all showing black screens with white lettering that read Emergency Alert System.  Boos and curses erupted from the bar, mostly the Dark Dogz bikers, since the alert was interrupting the ball games and music videos the televisions had been showing.
“What the fuck they doing, running a test in the middle of the damn day?” groused one of the pool players, shaking his head as he walked around the table and considered his next shot.
Darryl’s attention focused on Bobo, who was looking at the nearest screen with a curious look on his face.  “That ain’t no test.” the biker had time to say before the beeps stopped and a man’s voice came over the speakers, sounding from every television in the bar.
“The Centers for Disease Control has issued a Health Alert for the metropolitan Atlanta area.  A Health Alert denotes a medical or biohazard condition of the highest importance that affects the designated area or areas.”
“What the fuck?” Darryl muttered, echoing a number of others, as more people left off whatever they were doing and turned to look at the televisions.  The message was repeating, even as it scrolled in text form across the screen.  After the second time, there was a burst of static, then a different voice, still male, started speaking.
“Due to current events, the CDC is, and is instructing all medical facilities to be on heightened alert status to monitor for a unusual disease pattern associated with today’s events.  The origin of this disease pattern has not been determined, but may be a result of chemical or biological agents.  This Alert applies to the entire metro region, including all surrounding suburbs and counties.  The CDC recommends all citizens remain aware of the following symptoms of this unknown disease.
“The symptoms are disorientation; confusion; a lack of awareness or acknowledgement of surroundings or communication; pale or cold skin; lividity, or discoloration of lower limbs and extremities; lack of motor coordination; and aggression.  Victims suffering from this unknown medical hazard are to be considered a danger to themselves and others.
“Should you know, or see, someone displaying these symptoms, please contact the CDC or the nearest medical facility, immediately.  If you are unsure who to contact, please use the 911 Emergency system so they can best direct your call.  Do not approach victims if it can be avoided.
“To better facilitate the response to this Health Alert, all citizens are encouraged to avoid using the phone unless absolutely necessary, so as to keep lines open for authorities and first-line responders.  More information will be released as it becomes available.  Message repeats.”
Darryl watched as the text of the message scrolled across the screen, just above a pair of blinking lines that continually displayed a phone number labeled as the CDC Hotline, and an email address and website URL that both ended with dot gov.  There was a moment of silence, then the burst of static sounded again before the same voice began repeating the message.
“What’s up with that?” Low asked, looking away from the television.
Darryl didn’t say anything, thinking of Bethany, and how a lot of what the message was saying seemed to describe her.  He caught Bobo studying him, and set his plate with the remaining nachos aside.  The older biker looked at him for a moment longer, then turned and raised his voice.
“Yo, Pinky!  Gimmie one of them remotes.”
Darryl looked at the bar, where Pinky was turning from the television above the mirror behind the bar.  The bartender looked confused, and he opened his mouth to say something, but Bobo cut him off.
“The goddamn teevee remote, give it to me.” he said, dropping his pool cue and walking toward the bar.
“Yeah, sure.” Pinky said after a moment, reaching under the bar.  His hand came out with a plastic television remote, which he held out to Bobo.  The biker took it, and stood at the bar, pointing it at the television as he pushed buttons.  Darryl watched the television switch to one of the local stations, then flip through some others in rapid succession.  They were all showing the same black EAS screen, with the same message.
“It ain’t gonna show anything else until the cable company stop the EAS feed.” Pinky offered after a moment.
“Yeah.” Bobo said slowly, leaving the channel on one of the local stations and keeping the remote in his hand as he waited.  The message finally ended, and the EAS beeps started sounding again.  Then the screen blinked to solid black, flickered for a few seconds, and stabilized on a newscast.
Bobo immediately pointed the remote back at the screen and raised the volume.  Darryl started to walk over, followed by a few others, but Bobo spoke without turning away from the television over the bar.
“Turn those other screens the fuck off.” he commanded, and Darryl found himself changing direction in automatic obedience as he reached up to slap the power button on one of the televisions in the pool area.  It went dark, followed over the next few seconds by the others in the bar as people hit the buttons.  A moment later, the only sound was that of the local NBC affiliate’s daytime news anchor’s voice.
“–are becoming overwhelmed all over the metro area.  Eleven Alive has spoken with officials in Clayton, Cobb, DeKalb, Fayette, Fulton, Gwinnett and Henry counties, and they’re saying their emergency responders are not only tapped out at full capacity, but that they’re calling in off duty and trained volunteer personnel to help bolster their responses.  We’re working on contacting officials in other metro area counties, but have no statements to give you at this time.”
“This shit for real?” asked Shooter.
“Shut up.” Bobo said, still without looking away from the television.
“The first notice of problems apparently started in school and college campuses across the city.” the anchor was saying.  “Around eleven am this morning, students started acting quote strangely unquote, with reports of some of the affected students being aggressive even as they seemed completely unresponsive to any attempts to talk with them.  When medical responders began arriving at the scenes, they found chaotic and panicked situations as teachers and unaffected students struggled with or fled from the victims.
“We’d like to show a clip from Stone Mountain High School in DeKalb County, which was sent in via email, apparently filmed by a student there.  We should warn you, some of what you’re about to see is very graphic.”
The anchor vanished from the screen to be replaced by a shot of a crowd of people and a cluster of ambulances and fire trucks, with a concrete building painted red and brown in the background.  Darryl heard a lot of shouting, mixed in with some screams and crying, as the camera shakily panned across what he guessed was a parking lot at the school.  He saw blood on some people, and a lot of those who didn’t seem to be fire or medical personnel looked either shocked or in pain; though some of the rescuers were sharing those expressions.
“Oh my God.  Oh my God.” Darryl could hear, very close to the camera.  The voice, which was male, was repeating, saying the same thing over and over, as whoever was holding the camera started walking closer to the school.  Darryl surmised the voice must belong to whoever was shooting the video, and watched silently with the others in the bar.  After a few moments, the viewpoint had moved between a number of emergency vehicles, and he saw sidewalks that bordered the parking lot’s curb and terminated at a number of double doors.
Darryl blinked, hearing mutters from those standing next to him.  There was a . . . shuffling mass of people, kids, who looked completely expressionless as they emerged from the doors through a number of firemen and paramedics who were hopelessly outnumbered.  Nearly everyone on the screen was bloody, though most of it was on the students’ faces and necks.  As he watched, rescuers were trying to restrain the students, but when they did, the kids were grabbing onto them and trying to bite.
“Fucking zombies.” someone said.
“Shut up.” Bobo said again.
“It is man.” Zeebo protested, though he flinched a little when Bobo took his attention off the television long enough to fix him with a steady, threatening glare.
Darryl said nothing, watching as the firemen, as paramedics, started going down under the weight of numbers.  In many places students were getting close enough to grab onto them, and were bearing them to the ground.  Fresh screams, voices full of pain and surprise, sounded as blood flowed and flesh tore.
Darryl saw one female paramedic writhing beneath a trio of kids who were chewing on her limbs, both legs and one of her arms.  She was beating her free hand, closed into a fist, desperately at the back of the neck of the student fastened onto her other arm.  The blows seemed to have no effect; the teenager merely continued eating her arm.
“Again, that was the scene just over twenty minutes ago at Stone Mountain High School.” the anchor said as his image replaced the gruesome footage.  “We’re being told the governor is about to make a statement, so let’s go to the Capital Building downtown now.”
The screen changed again, showing a podium with the state seal adorning it.  A pair of flags, the United States’ and Georgia’s state flag, flanked it behind and to either side.  Darryl heard a jumble of voices, which he guessed were reporters, then a raised voice cut through the din.  “Ladies and Gentleman, “The Governor of Georgia, George Deal.”
A vaguely familiar figure appeared in frame, coming from the left and walking briskly to the podium.  He looked a little … dazed, Darryl guessed the best word was, but the politician’s suit was sharply creased and his tie was firmly knotted around his collar.  The man rested his hands on the edges of the podium and gazed out at the people listening, looked across the cameras broadcasting his image, then cleared his throat.
“This is a confusing, a very confusing day, for everyone in the state.” he said, and the voice Darryl remembered from the blizzard of campaign ads last year seemed more hesitant, less confident, than it had during the election.  “I can tell you that my office is in constant communication with officials in all parts of the state even as I stand here speaking to you now.  I’ve also brought some folks with me to try and answer the questions I know are coming, but I’d ask you to hold them, please hold all questions, for the moment.”
He raised his hands and made waving down motions with them, then cleared his throat again and replaced them on the podium.  “At this time, I am declaring a state of emergency across the entire state of Georgia.  This is accompanied by a curfew, which will go into effect in a little over four hours, at five pm.  My office feels this is the best way to deal with whatever is happening, but I want to assure all the citizens of Georgia, that this is for your own protection.”
Governor Deal drew a deep breath, then continued.  “The curfew is to try and stop the spread of whatever this disease is.  My instructions to all the police agencies in the state are to simply direct that citizens return to their homes.  There are not to be arrests, and there is not to be any use of force or crowd dispersal tactics.  Everyone, authorities as well as citizens, are urged to remain calm, and to follow these instructions.
“At this time, all businesses and places of public gathering are to close.  Go home.  Go home and wait for further communications from my office or your local authorities.  All members of the Georgia National Guard, active or reserve, are to contact their commanders and bases immediately for instructions.
“I am directing that all local authorities and all medical, fire, and rescue departments cancel all leaves immediately, including all hospitals and clinics; public or private.  If you are a fireman, a policeman, a doctor, a nurse, a paramedic, whether a regular employee or a volunteer, please contact your supervisors and staff immediately.  We need you.”
The governor drew another deep breath, then forced a smile that Darryl felt was anything but reassuring.  “Now, I know there are a lot of questions, and I’ll tell you now we don’t have all the answers yet.  With me are representatives from the CDC, Grady Memorial Hospital, the State Patrol, and the Georgia State Defense Force.”  he gestured to his right, and the camera panned across to show four people, three men and a woman, all standing in a line.
Behind them, Darryl saw a cluster of other people, who all had the look of aides and assistants; most of them with phones either at their ears or positioned before their faces as they tapped briskly.  Despite the obvious attempt to project confidence and assurance, Darryl saw some of the eyes looked worried.
“I’d like to start with Doctor William Shreve, of the CDC.  Doctor Shreve?”
The governor stepped aside from the podium as the camera panned back to him, and a moment later a middle aged man with a rather noticeable bald spot and wire framed glasses took the governor’s place at the podium.
“As Governor Deal requested, I’d like to again ask that all questions be held.  I will tell you everything I can, which is to say, everything the CDC knows at this time.”
“Big Chief.” Bobo said abruptly, turning and looking around the bar.
“Yo?” Big Chief said from behind Darryl.
Bobo pointed the remote at the television and lowered the volume several notches.  “You driving your truck today?”
“Huh?  Nah man, got my bike.”
“Okay.  I’m thinking we ought to head on out to the clubhouse.” Bobo said.  “Maybe start the party tonight instead of waiting until tomorrow afternoon.  And I think having the truck would be a good idea.”
Big Chief seemed a little puzzled, but he shrugged after a couple of moments.  “Sure, I guess.”
“Everyone else, unless you got something better to be doing, I’d say you ought to come along out to Watkinsville tonight.” Bobo said, raising his voice a bit further so everyone could hear him.
“Fuck man, I got work in a couple of hours.” Darryl said.
“Ain’t gonna be no work.” Bobo said, pointing at the television.  “You heard the man, right?  He shutting everything down ‘cause of this problem or whatever.”
Darryl hesitated, then took his phone out.  “Let me give Aaron a call and see what he says.”
Bobo seemed a little exasperated, disappointed, but he just nodded.  “Well, I ain’t waiting around here too long.  I’m gonna take me a piss, then I’m gonna fill my bike up and ride on out.  Anyone who coming needs to get their shit in gear.”
“Hold up.” Low said.  “We spreading the word out on this or what?”
“How you mean?” Big Chief asked.
Low shrugged.  “Like, we going out there because things maybe getting bad here, right?  So what about my momma and kid sister?”
“What about them?”
“If we bailing out of the city ‘cause it ain’t safe, then they need to bail too.”
Bobo studied him for a moment, then flicked his eyes across the other Dogz.  “Yeah, you right.  Call your momma, or go get her.  We got room.”
“Not that much room.” Zeebo pointed out.
“Then we make some.” Bobo shrugged.  “Tents or something.”
“Shit.”
“I ain’t wanna hear no more bitching about it.  Call family, but only family.  No friends or friends of friends.  If they ain’t a Dog or a blood relative, then they ain’t coming.” Bobo said.  “We can make some room, but there a limit.”
Darryl turned away from the old Dog and stuck his finger in his ear as his phone call was picked up.  “Yo, Shelia.” he said when he heard a woman’s voice answer over the sound of loud music on the other end.  “It DJ.”
“Hey DJ, how you doing?”
“Fine.” Darryl said.  “Listen, where Aaron at?”
“I dunno, in the back doing something I think.”
“Y’all seen the news yet?”
“You know you can’t hear nothing over the music.” Shelia chided him.
Darryl grimaced.  The Oasis had a lot of televisions, always tuned into sports of some kind just like here at the Del Rey.  Obviously no one had taken any particular note of what was happening.  “I need to talk to Aaron.”
“Alright.  Hang on.” Shelia said, and the call was put on hold.
“I’m just saying, we ought to maybe bring some supplies if we gonna camp out there all weekend.” Shooter was saying to Big Chief.  “We can stop somewhere in Loganville maybe, there a lot of places all long 78 out there.”
“Man, I’ll bring the truck, sure.” Big Chief said with a little irritation evident in his tone.  “But I’m loading my bike up in the back.  Then there the tool box.  And who gonna pay for all this?”
“You know the brothers gonna chip in.” Shooter said reasonably.
“They better.” Big Chief said darkly.  “I ain’t fronting no three day party on my own dime.”
“DJ.”  The phone was off hold, and he could only hear the faintest amount of music coming from the call now.
Darryl yanked his attention back to the phone.  “Aaron.”
“You better be in the hospital or something.” Aaron said, sounding annoyed.  “If you’re calling to skip out on me, and on a holiday weekend Friday too.”
“I ain’t sick.” Darryl said, thinking ‘yet’.  “But I guess you ain’t seen the news?”
“What news?”
“You in your office?”
“Yeah, why?”
“Get on the computer I guess.  Check out what the governor just said.”
“Why don’t you just tell me.” Aaron said.
“You gonna check it, so might as well start now.” Darryl answered.  “But there a curfew going up at 5 tonight.  All businesses are supposed to close.”
“What?” Aaron half yelled.
“Like I said, check the news.  I just saw it on the teevee, live broadcast.”
“Are you kidding me?” Aaron said angrily.  “Labor Day weekend, college football starting with games here in town, fucking tourists and shit all over the place looking to party, and you’re telling me I’m supposed to close up?”
Darryl shrugged.  “That what the man done said.”
“Fucking hell.  There better be a real good punch line here somewhere DJ, cause I’m not laughing so far.”
“It ain’t no joke.” Darryl protested.  “I told you to check.”
“Oh I’m checking.” Aaron said.  “And if this ain’t for real, you better be here for your shift.”
“It’ll check out.” Darryl said.  “If it does, you closing up, right?”  There was a long silence.  “I mean, if there a curfew, you gotta close don’t ya?”
“I guess.” Aaron said finally, and Darryl could hear the resentment and unhappiness simmering in the man’s voice.
“Okay, so I’ll keep an eye on the news.” Darryl said.  “And if the curfew gets lifted, I’ll give you a ring, okay?”
“Yeah.” Aaron said, now sounding distracted.
“Okay then.”  Darryl hesitated a moment, then shrugged.  “Good luck.”
“Whatever.”
Darryl heard Aaron hang up, and tapped the button on his phone that put it back into standby.  He wondered what had prompted him to add the good luck.  It wasn’t like the world was ending or anything.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Four – For your own safety, please stay home



Jessica
“Jessica?” the firefighter asked, looking very rushed and frazzled, but also very worried and concerned, as he stopped.
Jessica didn’t respond, staring blanking at the side of the fire truck in front of her.  There were tear stains on her face, mixed in with her eyeliner and trailing down her cheeks in black and tan streaks as her makeup ran  The firefighter tried again.  “Jessica?  Mrs. Talbot?  Hello, are you okay?”  Jessica still remained sitting, her eyes fixed on nothing, as if the vehicles and people weren’t even there.
“Mommy.” Candice said in a small voice, shaking Jessica’s hand.  “Mommy, there’s a fireman here.”
The sound of her daughter’s voice seemed to break through the fugue state that had enveloped Jessica, penetrating the horrified shock that had wrapped her mind and soul as a defense.  Jessica stirred, blinked, then slowly turned her head to look at Candice.  The little girl was sitting next to her on the curb on the far side of the parking lot.  When Jessica looked at her, Candice pointed.
Shifting her gaze, Jessica tracked her leaden eyes right, then up along the legs and body of the firefighter.  When her eyes settled on the man’s face, she blinked again as recognition flared in a small piece of her mind that hadn’t completely shut down.  “Steve.” she said in a dull voice.  “I haven’t seen you since . . . shortly after the funeral I guess.”
The firefighter knelt down, putting his hand on her shoulder.  “Jessica, are you alright?”  His eyes traveled across her, seeming to fixate on the blood that was on Jessica’s blouse.  “Are you injured?”
Jessica blinked again, then looked down at herself.  There was blood on her clothing, smears of it on her left sleeve up near the shoulder.  She didn’t remember being hurt.  Then she remembered, Alicia had been hurt.  Alicia had hugged her.  Jessica managed a slight shrug.  “I’m fine, that’s not my blood.”
“Are you sure?  What about you bunny rabbit?  Are you hurt anywhere?” Steve said, looking at Candice, who shook her head quickly.
“Are you sure?” the firefighter repeated, smiling at Candice.  “It’s okay, I’m a fireman.  I help people.  I was friends with your daddy.”
Candice made a little sound, and clutched at Jessica’s arm, turning her head behind her mother.  Jessica’s face changed, and she looked fiercely at the man kneeling in front of them.  “Don’t talk about Brett, not right now.  Not after …” she trailed off, looking involuntarily in the direction of the school entrance.  It was again hidden behind the mass of rescue vehicles that filled the parking lot, but she knew.  She knew what lay beyond them.
Steve flinched as if she’d hit him, but he maintained his reassuring smile.  “Okay, I’m sorry.  But you’ve got to talk to me Jessica.  What’s wrong?”
Jessica blinked again, and felt fresh tears well out of her eyes.  The gentle wind that was gusting through the parking lot felt very cold on the tears glistening on her face, and she shook her head slightly.  “Joey.  Sandra.” she said after a moment, as Steve waited.
The man’s face changed, suddenly twisted with sorrow.  “Oh no.” he said quietly, and Jessica felt her tears flowing again.  It was all could do to hold herself from breaking into full out, anguished sobs.  She had to be strong, she had to be strong for Candice.  She glanced down, but her daughter still had her head buried in the back of Jessica’s arm.  She couldn’t see her mother crying again.  Jessica swiped hastily at her face, and drew a deep breath.
“Where are they?” Steve asked, looking over his shoulder.  The shooting had stopped a little while ago, and Jessica had been forced away by a female paramedic who’d been shouting something about Candice not needing to see what was happening.  But before she’d been led away, and left here on the curb, Jessica had seen police wading into the dozens, dozens upon dozens, of students they’d shot, brandishing fistfuls of zip ties.
The injured teenagers had silently, but persistently, continued to fight against the police; and it took two or three officers to restrain, drag out, and bind each victim’s hands behind their backs.  Then the police had quickly realized that wasn’t enough, and started tying the student’s ankles too.
The teenagers were left in a long line on the grass next to the wall of the school, still writhing, some of them inching forward even without use of their limbs.  Even with the gunshot wounds that decorated their legs, and in some cases their abdomens where an officer’s aim had been off or rushed.  None of them seemed to mind the wounds, they just kept trying to get at anyone near them; anyone who was still walking and talking.
They seemed to completely ignore each other.  It was beyond the pale that as many gunshot wounds as had been inflicted hadn’t killed some of them, hadn’t at least caused someone to start crying and screaming in pain.  But they remained silent, passive save for their constant effort to move.
“They’re over there.” Jessica said, gesturing at where she knew the victims were being kept.  “My son, and my other daughter.  Lying on the grass, shot by the police, and trying to . . . to . . .”
Steve reached out and squeezed her shoulder again.  “I know.” he said quietly.  “I know.”  He left it unsaid, apparently as equally unwilling as Jessica to voice the unthinkable.  Rumors were starting to spread, probably started, and egged on, by the students who were not among the victims.  Jessica had heard the word zombie, drifting on the breeze, swirling through the rumble of idling images and background of conversation, more times in the last twenty minutes than she had ever expected to outside of a horror movie’s review.
“Listen.  Jessica.  Listen.”  He shook her slightly, and Jessica frowned as she pulled her gaze, unwillingly, from the direction where she knew her other children were.  She found him staring intently at her.  “You need to listen to me.  Are you tracking, can you hear me?”
“I hear you.” Jessica said, feeling a little annoyed at his tone.  She was not a child, and having him talk to her like she was one irked her.  But she couldn’t seem to summon up enough emotion to actually get angry at him.  She felt so cold, so very cold, like nothing really mattered.  First Brett, and now this.
“Okay, listen then.  You need to go home.  If you’re not hurt, you need to take your daughter and go home.  This is not the place you should be.”
That did give her enough fuel to power a spark of anger, and Jessica’s voice was sharp as she glared at him.  “My kids, my Joey and my Sandra, are here.  My husband is . . .” she cut that off before she said it, feeling Candice at her side.  “My place is here.  I’m their mother.”
Steve shook his head.  “No, you’re not listening to me.”  he reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small pad, then a pen.  Clicking it, he wrote something on the pad.  “The CDC has declared the entire area a medical hazard zone.”
“What area?” Jessica asked, confused.
“Atlanta.  Everything.” Steve said, tearing the paper off the pad and grabbing her free hand.  “The entire metro area.  Whatever’s happening, they don’t know what it is.  They recommended, and the governor has agreed, that until we can get a handle on this, the best thing is for everyone to go home and stay safe.” he thrust the paper into her hand and forcibly closed her fingers around it.
“What about my k-k-kids?” Jessica said, unable to keep her voice from breaking.  A swell of willpower she didn’t know she had held back the sobs yet again, and she blinked rapidly to keep from bursting into fresh tears.
“Use that.” Steve said, raising her wrist in his hand so that the piece of paper was in front of her face.  “That’s the number to the CDC hotline, the CDC website, and the State of Georgia DHS number.”
Jessica looked at the crumpled paper in her hand, then shifted her fingers and got it flattened out enough to peer at.  She saw phone numbers and an internet URL written on it.  Steve continued speaking as she stared at the inked numbers and letters like they were something foreign and unrecognizable.
“CDC is taking control of the response.  They’ll be handling everything.  Anyone who’s a victim, they’ll be making the arrangements to house and care for them until they figure out what’s going on and what can be done.  That’s how you get in touch with them.”
“I need to be with them.” Jessica began, but Steve grabbed her shoulders and shook her sharply.
“Listen. To. Me.” he said sharply.  She blinked at him, and he shifted his hands to her face, holding her head between his hands and leaning in until he was almost nose to nose with her.  “Brett was my friend.  I know we’ve drifted apart since he died, but he wouldn’t want this.  He wouldn’t want you here like this.  He wouldn’t want me to just stand by and not do something.”
Jessica was blinking rapidly, feeling the tears still threatening to erupt and shatter her tenuous semblance of control.  Steve leaned closer still, almost hugging her, as he put his mouth right in her ear, her left ear, on the side furthest from Candice.  “You still have a child who needs you.  Brett’s child.  Your child.  You have to take care of her.” he whispered urgently.  “Can you do that?  For Brett?”
Drawing a deep breath, Jessica closed her eyes, exhaled, then drew another one, more slowly.  “You’re right.” she whispered.
“Okay.” Steve said, sitting back on his haunches and releasing her.  He studied her as she wiped her face one more time, then stood up as she shifted.  Reaching down, he held out his hand and waited patiently while she turned to Candice.
“Candy Bear, get up.  We’re going home.” Jessica said, reaching across herself awkwardly to stroke her fingers across her daughter’s hair.
Candice lifted her head out of the side of Jessica’s arm, looking fearfully up at her mother.  “What about Joey and Sandy?” she asked in a quavering voice.
“The firemen and doctors are going to look after them.” Jessica said, keeping her voice even, almost the tiniest bit cheerful, with enormous and heart shattering effort.  She also managed a slight smile as she looked down at Candice.  “They’re sick, and they can’t come home right now.”
“But we’re going home?”
“Yes.  So get up, okay?”
Candice nodded, and Jessica looked up at Steve, who was still standing in front of her with his hand outstretched.  She put her in his, and he gripped and pulled her to her feet with one strong arm.  Candice rose, mostly under her own power, but leaning and pulling a little on Jessica’s hand, which she continued to cling to tightly.
“Where’s your car?” Steve asked once Jessica and Candice were on their feet.
“Down the street, past the elementary school.” Jessica said, nodding in that direction.  “Unless they towed it.  I guess I’ll call a cab if that happened.”
“Okay, off you go then.” Steve said, patting her hand before releasing his grip.  “Come find me if you can’t get home for any reason and I’ll figure it out, but go home if you can.”
Jessica nodded and started walking, then stopped and turned back.  “Steve.” she called.  He had started for the front of the school, but stopped and looked at her.  “Thank you.” she mouthed.
Steve smiled confidently, and nodded to her, then made a shooing motion.  Jessica faced front again, and resumed walking.  She led Candice out of the parking lot, past the cluster of teachers and students that were gathered on the sidewalk, and headed down the street.  Candice said nothing, and Jessica didn’t either, as they walked downhill, then up and past the elementary school.  It looked largely the same as the high school, though there were fewer police cruisers there.
When she neared the roadblock, she saw it had been increased to three police cruisers and five officers.  A very large crowd of people were gathered there, and though the panic was still visible, it wasn’t the hysterical, out of control thing that was happening in the school parking lots.  That was probably only because they didn’t know exactly what was happening at the schools.
Jessica was noticed by the crowd almost as soon as she appeared with Candice, and shouting started.  Their voices, their shouts and yells and pleas, didn’t seem to register with her as more than noise.  Jessica just sort of watched them curiously as she approached.  It wasn’t until she was close enough to make out faces as more than just “object, face, human” that she could make out some of the words.
“What’s happening up there?”
“Are my kids okay?”
“What was that shooting we heard?”
Jessica shook her head.  Two of the police had turned and noticed her approaching.  As she watched, the other three had raised things in their hands, and were shouting back at the crowd.  Jessica was grateful to see they weren’t pointing guns, but beyond that couldn’t honestly say she had any real reaction.  Her eyes lit on her car, the Accord still sitting on the sidewalk at the edge of the road, just in front of the roadblock.  It looked unmolested.
“Ma’am, are you injured?” one of the officers said, and she shifted her gaze away from her car to see he’d separated from the others manning the roadblock to approach her.
Jessica shook her head.  He pointed at her arm, and she glanced back down as she again remembered the blood Alicia had transferred when she’d clutched at Jessica.  “This isn’t my blood.” Jessica said out loud.
“Are you sure?” he persisted.
“Yes.  I’m fine.  The firefighters told me to go home.” she said.
“Okay.  How are you getting home?” he said doubtfully.
Jessica realized he thought she was in shock, which she probably was.  But she had a purpose, and she knew what to do.  She could drive home.  That much she could do.  “My car’s right there.” she said, pointing with her right hand at the Accord.
He glanced at it, then back to her.  “That’s your car?”
Jessica reached into her pocket and displayed the keys, showing the Honda logo on the ignition key.  “Give me a ticket if you want, but I was told to take my daughter and go home.”
He shook his head.  “Turn right here, go up that street.” he pointed to the right of the roadblock, at the cross street.  “You’ll never make it through the crowd if you try to go that way.”  From the look of the crowd that was mostly spilling up the street towards 124, Jessica agreed with him.
Jessica nodded again.  He fell into step ahead of her, shouting at the crowd as they continued yelling questions at Jessica.  She had no answers for them, for any of them, and just kept walking.  The police officer pulled a metal cylinder out of a loop on his belt, and waved it around at the crowd.  Whatever it was, it was sufficient to clear a path and allow Jessica to reach the door of her car.
Opening the driver’s door as the officer physically blocked people off, Jessica put Candice inside.  “Let go of my hand now.  Scoot over.” she told her daughter.  Candice seemed reluctant to let go, but did after a moment.  Jessica’s left hand felt very cold as the girl released her grip, and she realized her palm was sweaty.  She hit the button on the door panel to lock the doors, then slid into the driver’s seat as soon as Candice has clambered over to the passenger side.
Slamming the door, Jessica quickly started the engine and drove away before the police lost control of the crowd and they mobbed the car.  She drove down the small side street to the next intersection, then braked at the stop sign and reached over to Candice’s side of the car.  She drew the seatbelt down and buckled it across her daughter, then put her own on before looking to see that the way was clear.
Taking her foot off the brake, she turned right and drove to the next intersection, which was Highway-124.  As she stopped to wait for the light, she noticed her hands were shaking.  After a moment, she clenched the steering wheel tightly and waited for the light to change.
The full impact of the situation didn’t start to hit her until she realized she was on her street, only a few houses away from hers.  Jessica had no memory of the drive, couldn’t have told anyone how, exactly, she’d gotten here.  She had to clench the steering wheel tightly to keep her hands from shaking like an epileptic’s.  It wasn’t like her to zone out like that behind the wheel.
Jessica pulled into the driveway, stopped in front of the garage, then remembered the clicker.  Reaching over to Candice’s side, she pushed the button and watched as the garage door started rolling up.  When it had retracted, she slid the Accord in and shut the engine off, very glad to be home.  After a moment, she pulled the keys out of the ignition and turned to Candice.
“We’re home.” Jessica said.  The little girl was sitting quietly in the seat, as she had the entire time, and didn’t respond.  Jessica reached out and brushed her hand through her daughter’s hair, trying again.  “Candy Bear, we’re home.”
Candice blinked, then looked at her mother.  “We’re home.” she repeated dully, then reached to unbuckle her seatbelt before opening the door.  As Candice got out, Jessica noticed her purse lying on the floorboard, and leaned over to pick it up out of sheer habit.  She released her seatbelt and got out as Candice opened the kitchen door.  Jessica followed, hitting the button on the wall control to start the garage door lowering before going inside and kicking the kitchen door closed behind her.
She watched as Candice went into the living room, then her attention was drawn to the blinking red light on the phone.  Jessica walked over, and took the receiver off the wall cradle to look at the display.  Seventeen missed calls.  She frowned.  She was on just about every telemarketing and advertiser’s list known to mankind, but that many calls with the day only half over was odd.
Then her eyes widened slightly, and she put the receiver back in the cradle before digging into her purse and finding her cell phone.  Swiping the screen lock off, she saw there were twenty-five missed calls.  Tapping quickly, she brought up the call list, and saw every one of them came from one of the same three numbers.
Glancing into the living room, Jessica saw Candice had seated herself on the living room sofa, right in the middle.  She hadn’t turned on the television, and she hadn’t gotten down one of the books from the shelf, but she wasn’t crying, and Jessica saw she was breathing normally.
Jessica hesitated, then decided to make the call first.  She tapped the screen to reverse one of the numbers on the call list, and held the phone up to her ear as it started ringing.
The first ring had barely finished when she heard the call get picked up, and then an anxious woman’s voice was answering.
Jessica drew a deep, relieved breath.  “Hi Mom.”
“Jessica!  Thank God!  I’ve been calling and calling.  Where are you?”
“I’m at home.” Jessica said quietly.
“Are you alright?  Where are the kids?”
Jessica glanced into the living room again, where Candice was still sitting on the sofa, then pulled back into the kitchen and went over to the sink.  “Do you know what’s going on?” she asked in a low voice.
Sharon Patterson was silent for a moment.  “Well, the news said there’s some disease.  The CDC is involved, and the governor was on a little while ago saying he’s declaring an emergency.”
“They’re right.” Jessica said, still speaking just above a whisper.  “There is a . . . disease.  Something.  I don’t know.  But it’s horrible Mom.  Just horrible.”
“Jessica, you didn’t answer my question.” Sharon said.  “Where are the kids?”
Jessica closed her eyes, leaning heavily on the sink and putting her hand on the edge and gripping tightly.  “Candice is here with me.”
“And Joey and Sandra?” Sharon asked, her voice rising anxiously.
Jessica was silent for a moment, then shook her head slowly.  Her voice broke as she answered her mother.  “They’re sick.” she whispered.
“Where are they?”
“I don’t know.” Jessica said, struggling to limit her breakdown to just her voice, and to keep her voice from rising hysterically.  “I mean, they were at school.  I heard on the radio something was happening, so I left work and went to get them.  Candice is fine, but Joey and Sandra have . . . whatever it is.  They told me the CDC is taking over the situation.”
“They?” Sharon asked quickly.  “They who?”
“The firemen, the EMS crews.  At the school.  They said all the victims are going to be held by the CDC.”
“What’s wrong?  Do they know what’s wrong?”
“I don’t know.  I don’t think they do either.” Jessica said, sobbing slightly as she sucked down a deep breath.  She knew if she started crying again, it might go on for a while.  She couldn’t have that.  She drew another breath, looking at the little violet plant on the window sill above the sink, happily growing in its pot.  The window beyond revealed the backyard, which needed its grass cut.  Jessica found the mundane view rather comforting at the moment.
“Why don’t you know?  Where did they take my grandchildren?”
“Mom, I don’t know!” Jessica snapped, then glanced over her shoulder.  She didn’t hear anything from the living room, and took three steps to peer around the edge of the wall.  Her daughter was still on the sofa, still just sitting there.
“How can you not know?  You’re their mother!”
“Mom!” Jessica said, feeling anger and actually welcoming it.  The burn was helping her fend off the other emotions, the pain and sorrow, and the helplessness.  “They won’t release them.  They’re keeping everyone who’s got it.  They gave me some information, some numbers, a site on the web, where I can check to find out what’s going on.”
“Have you checked yet?”
“Damnit Mom!” Jessica whispered angrily.  “I went to the schools the second, the very second, I heard.  They wouldn’t let me take Joey or Sandra, and wouldn’t tell me where they were taking them.  I’ve only just walked in the door with Candice.  You have no idea what I’ve been through, what Candice has been through.  It was . . . Mom you have no idea how bad.”
“I’ve been watching the television.”
Jessica was momentarily stymied.  “What’s it saying?”
“We’ve seen some things.” her mother said after a moment.  “Even your father agrees with the governor.  And you know that’s saying something.”
Jessica shrugged helplessly, unable to keep a shaky laugh from slipping past her lips.  Her father was a die hard libertarian; as far as he was concerned, much past laying roads and funding schools and emergency services was too much for the government to be doing.  “Dad’s home?”
“Yes, he closed the shop an hour ago.”
Jessica was silent, thinking.  After a moment, she felt like crying all over again.  She was thirty-nine years old, and had married, and buried, a wonderful man after having three lovely children with him.  She was good at her job, doing by herself what Doctor Morris used to have two people handling before he hired her six years ago.
She’d navigated the funeral of her husband, been there for her kids through the entire grieving process, and gotten them and herself out the other side of it intact and whole.  She’d hung on to the house, keeping the mortgage and insurance and medical bills all paid up, gotten the car fixed when it quit working a few months ago, and even mowed the grass regularly enough to keep the county from ticketing her.
And now, listening to her mother’s voice on the other end of the phone call, she was ashamed of the only thing that occurred to her to say.
“Jessica, are you there?”
She closed her eyes, and leaned on the sink again.  “Mom, I need you.” she whispered.  “Can you come down here?”
“Are you alright?” Sharon asked, sounding a little alarmed.
“I don’t know.” Jessica said, still whispering.  “After Joey and Sandra . . . I’m not sure.  I’m trying.  I’m trying so hard.  But I really need some help.”
“Is Candice alright?”
“She’s not sick.” Jessica answered.  “But like I said, it was bad at the schools.  She saw some things . . . it was bad Mom.  Please, can you come down here?”
“Of course.” Sharon said immediately.  “Hang on.”
Jessica heard her mother yelling at her father, telling him to put on his shoes and go start the car.  He yelled something back, too faint for her to make out, but then her mother was back on the phone.  “Jessica honey, we’ll be in the car shortly.  Will you be alright until we can get there?”
“I’ll have to be.” Jessica said automatically.
“That’s right.” her mother said bracingly.  “You’re the mom, you’ve got to be strong.”
“I’m trying, but I need help.”
“Honey, you be strong for Candice, and I’ll be strong for you.” her mother said.  “Don’t you worry about a thing, just stay there in the house until we can make it down.”
“Okay.”
“Now, let me talk to Candice.”  Sharon said next, using her own mom voice.
“Okay, hang on.”  Jessica lowered the phone and went into the living room.  Her daughter was in the exact same spot.  Jessica sat down on the couch next to her and looked across the room.  Candice was staring blankly at the television.  Jessica put her arms around her daughter’s shoulders and squeezed gently.  “Candice.”
The ten-year-old blinked, and turned to look up at her.  Her expression didn’t change.  Jessica held up the phone.  “It’s grandma.  She wants to talk to you.”
Candice looked at her for a moment, then reached out a hand.  Jessica gave her the phone.  Candice took it, then climbed up into her mother’s lap.  Jessica wrapped her arms around the girl and rocked her gently as Candice put the phone to her ear.
“Hi grandma.” she said, then listened for a moment.  “No, I’m okay.”  Another pause, then “I’d like that.”  Jessica continued rocking her as she listened again.  “Yes, in my room.”  Candice listened again, then nodded slightly.  “Okay.  Love you.”
Candice craned her head and looked up at Jessica.  “Grandma wants to talk to you again.”
Jessica smiled and kissed her daughter’s forehead, then took the phone back.  “Mom?”
“Jessica, I hear your father in the garage, so I’m going to hang up now so I can throw some things into a bag.  But I’ve got my cell phone here in my purse, and we’re on the way.  You should keep an eye on the news if you’re up to it.”  Sharon said.
“I think I am, but it might be a problem.” Jessica said, thinking of Candice and what the reporting might be covering.
“I talked with Candice about that.  She’s going to get her music player and use the head bud things.”
“Ear buds.” Jessica corrected automatically.
“Right.  I think she probably wants to be with you, and that’s good.  So she’s going to get those, and you’re going to stay informed so you know what’s happening.  Alright?”
“Okay mom.”
“I love you honey.  We’ll be there in a few hours.”
“I love you too.  Drive safe.”
Her mother hung up, and Jessica glanced down at Candice.  “Grandma says you want to listen to your MP3 player?”
“Yeah.” Candice said.  “I’ll get it.”  She slid out of Jessica’s lap and walked out of the room.  A moment later, Jessica heard her on the stairs.  Jessica leaned over and put the phone on the side table, then shifted her position to the end of the couch.  She adjusted the throw pillow and settled herself comfortably, then picked up the remote for the entertainment center and waited.
Jessica supposed she ought to be ashamed of herself for having to lean on her parents to help her through this, but all she actually did feel was relief.  Relief that they were on the way, that they’d be here soon to help her figure out what was supposed to happen.  She realized, as she sat there waiting, that when she’d gotten home, she had no further plans.
The only plan had been to get home, with Candice; but beyond that, nothing had occurred to her.  Even now, sitting on the couch, she realized the only plan, the only thoughts, she had were the ones her mom had just given her.  Be with Candice and watch the news.  She blinked several times as she felt her eyes starting to tear up a little.  She couldn’t do that.  She had to hang on a little longer.
A minute later, she heard footsteps on the stairs again, and Candice reappeared pushing the ear buds into her ears.  The girl sat down next to Jessica, then rotated her legs as she stretched out on the sofa and laid her head in Jessica’s lap.  As she looked at the MP3 player in her hand, Jessica hit the power button on the remote.
The familiar clicks and muffled whoomps sounded as the television and sound system speakers came to life.  After a moment, the screen lit with the Emergency Broadcasting System, white letters displaying and scrolling across a black background.  The scroll proclaimed something about a state of emergency having been declared for the Atlanta area.
Jessica glanced at the numbers showing on the cable box, then changed the channel over to one of the local affiliates.  The bottom of the screen had scrolling text on it, like one of the financial or sports channels; something she couldn’t remember ever seeing on the local news before.  Both nighttime anchors were at the desk, in the middle of the afternoon, with grave expressions as they faced the camera.
“–downtown looks like something out of a disaster film.  A number of the hotels in the tourist district there seem to be overrun, though our WSB crews haven’t been able to get close enough to find out if they’re the source or are merely caught up in this horrifying event.
“The downtown Georgia State University campus is only a few blocks away from where the worst of the disturbances seem to be happening.  And the capitol–” the man’s voice faltered suddenly, and he turned his head to the side and coughed quickly.
The female anchor took over for her colleague smoothly.  “As Justin was saying, the capital building is about a mile away from the major hotels, and half a mile from the downtown GSU campus.  Tamylin Carpenter, covering the story from the capitol, is telling us the governor has been evacuated.  She filed this footage only minutes ago.  Once again, we have to remind you, what you’re about to see may be disturbing to sensitive viewers.”
Jessica glanced down quickly, but Candice was lying with her head facing into her mother’s midsection, her hands folded over the mp3 player as she held it against her chest.  Her eyes were closed, but they flickered briefly when Jessica reached down and stroked a stray strand of hair off her daughter’s face.  She looked back to the television.
The screen switched away from the news desk to a busy building corridor.  Jessica saw the view jostling and shaking as the camera operator followed a crowd of people, and was shoved and bumped by more who surrounding him or her.  The camera was trying to maintain focus on what looked like a knot of state troopers, their distinctive ‘smoky bear’ hats marking them as clearly as their blue uniform shirts.
In their midst, she glimpsed a gray haired man wearing a suit that she supposed was the governor; he was being hustled along the corridor as she heard voices, mostly male, shouting angrily and commandingly for people to move aside.  Other voices were shouting questions that were ignored as the group kept moving.
The ring of troopers burst through the doors, and sunlight flooded the image.  A moment later, the camera operator reached the doors and stepped to one side, then forward to the edge of the steps.  The image stabilized as he stopped moving, and got away from the press of pushing and shoving people following the governor  Jessica could see more people, most of them reporters by the microphones, recorders, and cameras she saw them holding, rushing after the governor and being held back by the rearmost state police.
As the governor and his cordon of officers crossed the street, the camera remained where it was.  The governor disappeared into the parking deck that served the capitol, as the camera panned up just in time to catch a police helicopter coming in for a landing on the helipad on the top of the parking deck.  Jessica waited, watching as two people got out of the aircraft.
After a moment, she realized they looked odd, then blinked as the camera zoomed its focus in closer to the helipad.  They were wearing what looked like riot gear, heavy helmets with full face visors, and bulky body armor.  Despite the gear, they moved quickly as they ran away from the helicopter and vanished down the steps to the helipad.
Jessica continued watching, and about half a minute later saw them reappear with the governor between them.  Each officer had one of the governor’s arms, and they ran him over to the waiting aircraft.  As they helped him into one of the helicopter’s seats, Jessica heard screaming and shouting over the distant noise of the helicopter’s engine and blades.
The camera jostled around for a few moments, swinging slightly, then restabilized and centered again on the helicopter.  Jessica could see the pilot glancing over his shoulder as the two riot armored men got back in.  The moment both doors were closed, the pilot looked forward and the aircraft lifted off.  The camera tracked it for a few seconds, as it flew up into the sky, then the image swung down and to the left quickly enough to give Jessica a moment’s queasiness.
When the view stabilized, she was looking down the street in front of the Capitol building.  The main administrative center for the state government could be seen in the background of the image, a pair of tall office buildings that locals called the Twin Towers.  But what drew Jessica’s eye, immediately, was the uneven crowd of people she saw coming closer.  The camera zoomed in again, and Jessica drew a sharp breath of alarm.
The people all looked just like the students at the schools.  Indeed, some of them had Georgia State University apparel on, and others backpacks around their shoulders.  They moved with the same shambling, uncoordinated gait, had the same empty, expressionless looks on their faces.  The mass, it looked to be more than fifty people, was approaching the capitol.  As she watched, she saw a pair of people darting closer even as everyone else in frame seemed to be backing off.  The pair were media people, a cameraman and on-air reporter clutching a microphone.
Jessica held her breath as they moved right to the approaching crowd of victims.  The reporter seemed to be calling to the people, waving the microphone at them in broad, sweeping movements.  There was no response, other than the closest victims almost immediately changing the course of their forward progress to angle directly to the pair of reporters.
After maybe ten seconds, the reporter seemed to give up, and swung around to face the camera.  The man holding the camera started walking backwards as the reporter began walking forward, and the microphone came up to his mouth.  This continued for perhaps another ten seconds, as the reporter spoke into his microphone.
Then Jessica drew a sharp breath, as she saw one of the victims getting close to the reporter.  The cameraman saw it too, and she saw him reach out a hand toward his colleague, making an urgent motion.  Rather than move, the reporter glanced over his shoulder.  As he did so, the victim’s flexing fingers made contact with the reporter’s shoulder.
Jessica’s hand flew to her mouth as the reporter was pulled over backwards, stumbling to the ground.  The victim went down with him, and she saw the head lowering over the reporter’s body.  The cameraman abandoned all pretense of covering the scene, letting the camera fall from his shoulder into one hand as he stepped forward and grabbed the reporter’s ankle, pulling.  The reporter slid a few feet, but the victim remained hunched over him.  She could see the reporter struggling against the victim.
A few moments later, as two more victims reached the reporter on the ground, Jessica saw the cameraman drop the camera to the street and put his other hand on his coworker’s ankle.  The man heaved, and the reporter slid out from beneath the victim above him.
Jessica saw blood on the reporter’s chest, and he was yelling something as he beat frantically at the victim with both hands.  The cameraman ran backwards maybe a dozen steps, dragging the reporter by the foot with both hands.  He didn’t stop until they were about ten feet from the leading edge of the crowd.
Then he bent down and got the reporter to his feet, pulling one of the man’s arms around his own shoulders.  Stumbling, the reporter was led away, leaning heavily on his cameraman.  As they came closer, Jessica watched as the WSB camera operator tracked the pair of media.  She saw the blood was coming from the reporter’s upper chest, where his shirt was sporting a jagged hole.  A spread red stain was rapidly soaking the front of the man’s shirt, and by the time they reached the front steps of the capitol his head was lolling weakly.
Jessica heard more shouting, as did whoever was shooting the footage, because the image swung sharply to the right.  She saw about ten state troopers gathered in the street just beyond the capitol steps.  As the camera came to them, they began throwing things down the street.  The camera held them for a few seconds, as they each threw something, then tracked left to show smoking canisters bouncing on the street in front of and in the midst of the approaching crowd of victims.
Whatever it was, and Jessica thought it was probably tear gas or some such, it didn’t seem to bother the victims at all.  They continued their shambling, shuffling progress; moving closer to the now scattering group of people in front of the capitol building.
Some people were running down the street, away from the crowd.  Others were pushing back inside the capitol.  A few were running across the street and disappearing into the parking deck.  Jessica watched as the WSB camera operator held their position, capturing the scene with broad pans that took in as much as possible, until the leading edge of the approaching victims were only a dozen feet away.
At that point the camera backed up, holding focus, until the image jerked sharply.  The view swung crazily, and Jessica was able to figure out a moment later the operator had taken the camera off his or her shoulder, and was inside the building.
The view switched, and she was looking at the WSB anchor desk again.  The male anchor cleared his throat, and when he began speaking, his voice was steady and professional again.  “Again, that footage was shot only minutes ago at the Capitol Building downtown.  We don’t yet know what the status is of the reporter who was injured, nor do we yet know where the governor is being taken by State Police.  However, we have new information that’s just come in from the CDC.  Erin?”
The female anchor faced the camera as the image changed to a tight shot of her.  “The CDC has just issued an update on the situation through fax and on their website.  As we understand it, this was sent to every medical facility in the country, not just here in Georgia, and is also being transmitted to emergency responders.”
The image shifted to the right, and a text box appeared above her shoulder.  Erin looked down at a piece of paper in her hand and began reading.  “The CDC has determined that victims of this disease are exhibiting both aggression and a lack of comprehension of their actions.  Victims are identifiable by a lack of coordination and fine motor control and unresponsiveness to verbal or visual stimuli.
“In all cases, they seem to be hyper aggressive to anyone near them.  Many are inflicting injuries, some of them very serious and life threatening injuries, to those who attempt to aid them.  The CDC is urging anyone coming into contact with victims of this disease to move away, immediately.  Do not try to assist them, do not try to restrain them.  Contact emergency responders.”
* * * * *



Peter
Peter made sure the garage door was down and closed fully before he went into the house.  It seemed strange and barren, which he told himself was silly.  He’d only been gone a little while.
“But Amy will be gone forever.” a voice whispered in the back of his head.
Abruptly the enormity of it seemed to materialize on his shoulders as one massive weight.  He wasn’t prepared for it, for the surge of emotion and pain that he could no longer hold back, and dropped to his knees with a wail.  Peter felt the unmanly tears rolling down his cheeks and didn’t care.  He cried harder, hammering his fists on the clean linoleum titles of the kitchen’s floor.
“Goddamnit!” he shouted.  “Motherfucker!  Why?  Why?  Why?”
No answer came.  Peter brought his fists down over and over, screaming, as the tidal wave of agony rolled out.  He could barely breathe, his sobs were coming so thick and fast, but he didn’t care.  Passing out would be a blessing.  He didn’t even realize he had moved on to knocking his head against the floor until a sharp pain, accompanied by a serious wave of dizziness, sent him sprawling over on his side.
When he finally got control of himself, Peter rolled onto his back to catch his breath.  The unaccustomed feeling of tears on his face embarrassed him, a little, but he shrugged it off.  Thirty-three years was worth a few tears.  Even if he did have to shed them in private.  He’d never really considered the possibility of Amy’s loss.  He had always assumed he’d go first.
He was ashamed to face what he had been blithely assuming would be her burden to bear.  Now that he knew, he regretted every risk and every bit of absence.  He could have spent that time with her, and instead he’d been off here and there, across some ocean or another, or on the other side of the country.  Leaving her to deal with his absence, leaving her with the possibility of his never coming back.
It was not fair.  Then or now.
Eventually he managed to get himself off the kitchen floor.  The bag of groceries was still on the counter where he’d left it.  It had been there for, what, a couple of hours or something now.  He didn’t even try to decide if the milk and meat were spoiled or not.  It was pretty far down the list of things he gave a shit about right now.
The bag went into the garbage can without a second thought.  He carefully made sure the lid was all the way down, just the way Amy preferred it to be, then looked in the refrigerator.  The twelve pack of the one vice he was still allowed was on the bottom shelf, and he took a can with him before going into the living room.
Turning on the television, he settled back in his recliner and popped the top on the Coke while he waited for the fifteen year old picture tube to warm up.  The soda was cold and sweet as he took a long drink.  When it hit his mouth he realized how thirsty he was and tipped head and can alike back eagerly.
The last couple of mouthfuls were gurgling out as the television finally decided it could stop being decorative.  The sound came up first, and the screen slowly began changing from uniform black to a lighter shade, then towards gray, then individual colors.  He put the can down on the table next to the chair and lifted the remote again.  He flicked over to CNN using the numbers on the remote, then thumbed the volume control a few times while the screen finished sorting itself out.
“–ill trying to get a statement from the President or at least a member of his cabinet.” Peter heard an unfamiliar reporter saying.  “Those members of Congress who have issued statements or spoken with members of the press are asking more questions than they’re answering.  No one in Washington seems to have any information, and frankly, people are getting a little desperate for some.”
The screen finally resolved into something coherent.  He saw one of the nighttime anchors sitting behind a desk.  The backdrop was one of those new computer generated ones the big news channels had fallen in love with over the last couple of years.  Peter didn’t see the point, news was news.  What was the point of trying to dress it up in fancy clothes.  But he barely even acknowledged his mental tisk over the practice.
Instead, he was studying the screen.  The backdrop right now was showing a map of the continental United States, with shades of red and orange and yellow splashed across it.  From what he could tell, nearly all the colored patches corresponded to a major city or metropolitan area.  The caption above it read ‘Outbreak in America’.
The bottom of the screen had the usual scroll of text, but instead of stock prices or something else he didn’t care about there were what looked like city names and numbers.  After a moment he realized they had to be some sort of a casualty count, and frowned, barely listening as the anchor continued lamenting how they were having difficulty getting anyone at the Federal level to issue a statement.
If the numbers were indeed a count or estimate of . . . well he assumed they were concerned with sick people at the moment, then they were bad.  Really bad.  Off the top of his head he wouldn’t want to have to try and pass any sort of test on geographical census data, but if there really were two million people in New York who had been afflicted by this zombie disease, then that was bad.  That had to be a significant percentage of the city’s population.  And seventy thousand in Orlando?  He knew that was a huge piece of the total citizen count there, even allowing for whatever tourists might be at the nearby theme parks.
Peter tuned his ears back into the anchor, realized the man was still blathering about what they didn’t know, and frowned.  Changing channels, he tried Fox News, but they were basically doing the same thing as CNN–complaining about the lack of response from senior administration officials and running the same kind of graphics and counts just in a slightly different format.  Peter tried one of the local stations, hoping to find some actual news.  He needed to know what was going on.
WXIA had similar text scroll filling the bottom of their feed.  The image was of downtown, right next to the capital he realized after a few seconds when the caption on the video registered with him.  ‘Governor evacuates capitol’  He turned the volume up further as he saw a helicopter with state police markings lifting off, and the camera tracked along with it for a few moments before swinging down to frame a street full of people who looked barely able to walk as they slowly staggered toward the camera.
A reporter approached, trying to ask the sick people questions.  Peter watched as he let himself get too close to the approaching horde and was brought down.  When teeth sank into the man’s shoulder, Peter cursed.  “Fucking idiot.”  He watched as the cameraman teamed up with the idiotic reporter left off trying to cover the scene and helped his colleague away from the zombies.
“Again, that was the scene less than an hour ago at the capitol downtown.” one of the news anchors said as the feed switched back to the news desk.  “Since shortly after getting airborne, the governor has taken the extraordinary step of asking the population of downtown Atlanta to evacuate.  Atlanta and Fulton police and fire are currently involved in this effort, and are asking anyone needing assistance to please contact nine-one-one.”
Peter frowned, pursing his lips in a silent whistle.  That was a lot of people . . . he frowned again.  The news seemed to anticipate the line of his thoughts, or perhaps it was just the most obvious place for the flow of information to go next.  Regardless, he saw a map of metro Atlanta replace the anchors.  And not the usual cutesy type of graphic they would normally throw up during a typical newscast’s traffic report.
It took him only a moment to recognize it as being drawn directly from the Georgia Navigator website.  Peter often considered the network of traffic cameras that enabled a real-time view of what was happening on the area’s interstates the best of the legacy left to the city following the 1996 Olympics.  It wasn’t as picturesque as the parks and tourist spots with their plaques, but it was a whole lot more useful.
As the anchors’ voiceover continued, Peter shook his head at the information on the screen.  All three – technically four – interstates leading out of the heart of the city were showing blockages, many blockages.  Some insert videos appeared in the corners of the screen and began cycling through various cameras.  He had to squint to make out the labels on each, but it didn’t really matter.
They all showed a similar scene; highway lanes that should have been filled with flowing traffic instead depicted cars lined up motionless behind tangled masses of vehicles turned sideways or off their wheels.  Some of the video revealed people on foot, moving along the shoulders of the roads, even between the stationary vehicles.  While Peter admired their initiative in getting themselves away from danger however they had to, he knew ultimately the abandoned cars were only going to make an already disastrous circumstance worse.
Abruptly he rose from the chair and  headed for the bedroom he’d shared with his wife.  Perversely, his half of the closet was more neatly organized and laid out than hers.  Part of that was that he had less in his half, even accounting for the uniforms and associated items he’d retained despite his having retired.  But most of it was long habit.  Once you got into a good one, it could be hard to break.
Forcing himself to ignore the dresses and shawls on the other side, Peter pulled a set of neatly folded utilities off the back shelf and tossed them on the bed.  He emptied his jeans pockets out onto the bed as well, then paused and cursed.  His phone, he’d dropped his phone at the hospital and left without finding it.  Annoyed, he checked his pockets again to make sure they were empty, then sat down and stripped off his clothing.
The only thing unfamiliar about the utilities when he put them on was the faint scent of the fabric softener Amy used on the laundry.  He wasn’t used to the utilities smelling Downey fresh.  It was odd.  He shook his head and laced his boots back up, then filled his pockets once more.  With a second set of clothing tucked under his arm he left the bedroom and went into his ‘man cave’.
The closet there was dominated by a large object with an old blanket draped over it.  Pulling the blanket aside, he bent to the keypad of the gun safe to enter the combination.  His fingers hesitated a little over the numbers, as yet again something reminded him of Amy.  The combination was Amy’s birthday added to his in a certain order.  He drew a deep breath as he managed to get it entered correctly and opened the safe.
The interior was divided into two halves; the left filled with shelves for pistols and other small items while the right was left open for long guns.  He only had two, the AR-15 that had all the modifications and toys that made shooting it a lot more fun than a military issue M-16 was, and a Benelli Super 90 shotgun.  He had never had any interest in hunting or long range shooting, so those two weapons were all he needed if he wanted to shoot something besides a pistol.
His holstered M45 was on the top shelf, where he could get to it quickly at need.  The next shelf down had filled magazines and a partial box of rounds, and the one below that more unopened boxes of .45 and 5.56 rounds and twelve gauge shells.  All neat and orderly, ready for whenever he wanted to head out to the range.
The M45 was ready to go, he knew, but he checked it over anyway out of habit.  He was as particular about his weapons as he was about anything else he did.  Or, he liked to tell people who commented on it, especially about his weapons.  Mistakes could result in something getting killed, and not always the right someone either.
His fingers flew over the modified 1911, his eyes a little distant as worked.  The pistol reminded him of his lost phone.  When he was satisfied with his inspection, he loaded and safed the M45, then reholstered it and clipped the holster onto his belt.  The remaining filled magazines went into his breast pocket, and he left the safe open for the moment and dropped into the desk chair.
He kept his address book, the same one he’d had since he was a teenager, in the top right drawer.  The creased leather binding creaked a little as he opened it, and he had to remind himself to be careful as he flipped through the age stiffened pages.  There, his finger tapped the entry he wanted, and he turned to the phone.
Scooping it up, he cradled the receiver against his shoulder and dialed quickly, then sat back and waited.  It seemed to take a long time, longer than was normal, but finally the call went through and he heard it start ringing.  And ring, and ring, and ring some more.
Peter listened with an absent frown, paging idly through the address book and staring at the names while he waited.  If Dan didn’t answer, he could maybe try to reach him through the administrative office at Clay, but failing that he’d have to decide if he’d call someone else or–
The line was picked up, and he heard Dan’s voice.  “Foreman.”
“Captain, it’s Gunny Gibson.” Peter said quickly, letting the chair come forward.  Dan sounded distracted, he thought.
“This isn’t a good time Pete.”
“That’s why I’m calling sir.”  He thought he heard activity, a lot of activity, in the background of Dan Foreman’s side of the conversation.  Voices, engines.  Something was going on.  “I know a little about what’s going on.”
Foreman laughed humorlessly.  “Then you know I’m busy.” 
“Sir, I was wondering if maybe you could use another man.”
Peter waited.  He heard a few engines starting up in the background.  “Pete, we’re only being called up as a precaution.  We haven’t been given any deployment orders yet.” said Foreman finally.
“It’s only a matter of time sir.” Peter said.  “You know how long it takes higher authority to decide.  Especially civilian authority.”
“I think you might be over reacting just a bit.” Foreman said, a note of careful patience creeping into his tone.  “And anyway, I don’t have a shortage of bodies.”
Peter frowned.  “What, everyone’s already reported in?”  Foreman hesitated.  Peter waited a few moments, giving him a chance to maybe say something, then pounced on the pause.  “How many have acknowledged the call up?”
Foreman still hesitated, and Peter stepped in again after another couple of seconds of pause.  “You need me sir.”
“What about your wife?” Foreman finally said.  “You’re out Gunny.  Doesn’t she need you?”
Now it was Peter’s turn to hesitate.  “Amy’s–” he closed his eyes, swallowed hard, and forced himself to say the words.  “Amy’s dead sir.”
“Oh – I’m sorry Gunny.”
“Thank you sir.” Peter replied.  “But I need something to do, I want something to do.  I can’t just sit on my hands and watch this on the damned television.”
“Okay look, I’m not gonna lie.  There’s . . . it’s half cluster-fuck and half sky-is-falling right now.  A lot of the command staff at Clay isn’t even on base.  The civvies are doing a lot of yelling and screaming right now.  It might take hours before we even get the confirmations we need to legally roll out.”
Peter shrugged involuntarily.  “Then there’s time for me to maybe get there sir.”
“Where, from Snellville?”
“That’s where I am at the moment sir.”
Foreman sighed.  “Nothing for it.” he said, the words not sounding like they were really directed at Peter.  “Look, I managed to get some of the base admin staff to agree to organize themselves into an ad-hoc intel group.  They’re keeping track of what the news is saying and are updating a report for me every half hour.”
“I’ve seen some of it first hand sir.” Peter said.  “It’s not good.”
“No.  Look, the chances of me managing to get the paperwork to properly recall you anytime in the next week are fuck-all, but I’m willing to worry about that later if you are.”
“This isn’t about pay sir.” Peter nodded.  “There’s things that need doing.”
“No shit.” Foreman sighed again.  “Okay, grab your gear and haul ass.  If we do roll out, or if they give you any crap at the gate when you get here, just call me back.”
“Hoorah sir.”
“Watch yourself on the drive over.  The roads are a fucking disaster.” Foreman said, then the line went silent.  Peter hung the phone up and pondered for a moment, then turned back to the closet.  His pack was in the closet next to the gun safe.  He heaved it out and started checking through the contents.
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl turned comfortably in the seat of his Softail, holding the bike in-line one-handed when he heard the horn behind him.  He was riding nearly on the painted dashes separating the two eastbound lanes of Highway 78 and was last in the little column of cycles.  They were all riding in ones and two in the right hand lane, cruising steadily east at just under seventy miles per hour, and Darryl had settled in at the end of the column just so he didn’t have to do much except keep his bike humming along.
Behind him however was Big Chief in his F-250.  When Darryl looked back, he saw Big Chief making a ‘come here’ motion at him.  Darryl checked the left lane, but the closest other vehicle was about a mile back, so he swung over and let his speed fall off.  As the truck moved up to pace him, Darryl snapped up the visor on his helmet.
He loved his Harley, but he also didn’t like eating bugs when he rode.  So, full helmet.  He was a minority in this view among the Dogz however; most of them wore little pot helmets, or open faced helmets .  Darryl didn’t care what they liked, or what they said.  He didn’t have to pick shit off his face, or spit it out of his mouth, at the end of a three hour ride, and that was how he liked it.
“DJ!” Big Chief yelled, leaning out his open window a little.
“Yeah?” Darryl shouted back.  The wind whipping past them made it hard to hear, but he was used to it.  The trick was to watch the other person’s lips as much as you could, sort of lip reading to fill in the gaps when their voice was snatched away by air currents or roaring motors.
“Bobo say call him.”
“What?”
“Bobo.” Big Chief repeated.  “Call Bobo.”
Darryl stared at Big Chief for a moment, then checked forward automatically.  He was pretty sure he knew exactly where they were, and unless he was very far off, they were close to the turnoff for the clubhouse.  Once they left 78 behind, it was less than a few minutes of little back roads before they’d be there.
“Now?” Darryl yelled, making an exaggerated shrugging gesture with his right arm.  “We almost there.”
Big Chief lifted his phone to his face and said something, then listened for a few seconds.  He nodded, said something else, then put the phone down.  “When we there.” Big Chief yelled out the window.
“Alright.” Darryl said, irritated.  Their ride was pretty normal now, but back in Snellville and Loganville, where 78 was more a regular road than an almost interstate, it had been pretty chaotic.  It had not been pleasant threading through all of that, and he had been enjoying the ride since.  For some reason there were a lot of wrecks this afternoon, more than Darryl thought was explainable simply due to all the business closing at the same time.
Well, most of the businesses.  Some places they’d passed either hadn’t gotten the word yet, or were ignoring it for some reason or another.  They’d hit up a Kroger in Snellville that was still open, though it was very busy with people clearing out the milk and bread aisles.  Darryl had never understood that peculiar Atlanta tradition, that of all the stores immediately selling out of milk and bread the second anything bad happened to the city.
It didn’t bother the Dogz.  They’d used ATMs, ATM cards, and a couple of credit cards to pay for their groceries.  Most of it was beer, a lot of beer, but there were the typical cook-out and party foods as well, like burgers, hot dogs and ribs.  Darryl was sort of hoping no one’s bike broke down before they made it to the clubhouse; the back of the F-250 was pretty full with the food and stuff they’d loaded into it around Big Chief’s bike.
Still wondering why Big Chief, or Bobo, or both of them, hadn’t just waited the less than ten minutes until they were at the clubhouse, Darryl added throttle and pulled back ahead of the truck again.  He swung back over into his spot at the end of the column and switched hands on the handlebars, controlling the bike with the right only while he flexed his left hand a few times.
Sure enough, they were right where Darryl thought they were.  A few minutes later he saw the little sign on the side of the road that announced Smith Cemetery Road was coming up.  Almost as soon as the sign whipped past, Darryl saw the flashing yellow light at the intersection ahead.
Dropping his throttle off again, Darryl coasted the last half mile to the turn and braked only at the last little bit before leaning into the turn lazily.  They were an hour outside of Atlanta and about twenty minutes from Athens.  This was farm country, probably would be for the next hundred years.  They’d been passing actual farms, with crops planted or herds of cows or horses grazing, regularly for the last fifteen miles.
Darryl liked it out here; not that he was ever going to be a farmer himself.  He liked the city, with all its bustle and money and conveniences.  But allowing for that, it was nice to leave that crap behind and get out to where you could party and make some noise without worrying about the next door neighbors calling the fucking cops on you.
People lived out here, people who weren’t farmers; but it was about half and half.  And it was hard to find someone this far out who wasn’t inclined to leave others alone so long as they themselves weren’t being bothered.  Not like in the city, where the slightest thing could set people off.  In a lot of places in Watkinsville, going to see your neighbors meant walking a half mile or more.
They rolled down the little back roads without incident, though Darryl was struck by something that seemed off.  It took him most of the five minutes from 78 to the clubhouse to finally put his finger on it.  There didn’t seem to be anyone out.  The houses were all shut up tight with no one out in the yards.  It was unusual for a Friday, especially a holiday weekend Friday.
Darryl was still musing about it as he turned onto the lake road.  It stretched off through densely packed pine trees, interrupted only by a paved or, more frequently gravel, driveway that would head off to one side of the road or the other to a house.  The lake, such as it was, made this a slightly better part of Watkinsville to live in, but even here the crush of development had been successfully staved off.  The houses were still spaced well apart.
The road finally broke out of the trees at the southwestern end of the little lake.  It technically was a lake, but calling it that made it sound a lot cooler than it really was.  It was definitely too big to be a mere ‘swimming hole’, but it wasn’t nearly big enough for boating or any of the usual activities you saw on a lake these days.
A couple of locals kept canoes, and every spring the county would spend a couple hundred dollars on fish to make sure it stayed stocked, but it wasn’t the kind of lake that was a tourist attraction.  For all that, it was still a pleasant little spot.  The near side, along the south and eastern shores, still had trees that ran right up to the waterfront except where a house had displaced them.
What Darryl had always found rather stupid about the lake was its name.  Lake Oconee.  That didn’t seem to be worth even a tiny amount of fuss, unless you knew there was another Lake Oconee in Georgia.  The other one was enormous, with hundreds of miles of shoreline filled with docks and waterfront houses.  It was about thirty miles to the southeast and was the other half of a reservoir lake that Georgia Power operated for one of its hydro-electric dams.  He’d never figured out which one had been named first, but however it had come about, he’d always thought it was petty silly.
The land along this Lake Oconee’s northern edge had once been a farm, or probably several farms.  Darryl could never remember.  The land had been clear cut of trees back when that was real work that took months of back breaking labor.  Well before the invention of chain saws.  Half of that side of the lakefront, the southern half, was now owned by a local company that cut lawns, trimmed trees, and grew and transplanted grass sod.
The other half of the cleared area was owned by Bobo.  A rickety split rail fence, old as hell and not good for anything except letting squirrels and groundhogs climb to get away from snakes, marked most of the border between the lawn company’s lot and Bobo’s.  That was only indication of where the edges of the section Bobo owned began and ended, but it was a good couple of acres that stretched back from the lake a ways.
Two buildings stood on the land.  An old clapboard barn that desperately needed most of its old lumber replaced with newer, less weather worn wood; and an even older stone farmhouse that was right next to the barn.  And stone meant stone.  Not concrete blocks or bricks.  Actual stones, some of them three and four feet in diameter, had been mortared together into walls that would proudly serve a European castle.
The farmhouse, now referred to as the clubhouse, dated back to the late 1800s.  Bobo’s great-great grandfather, or great-great-great grandfather, or however many generations back it was, had built the building when he’d worked the farm.  As originally designed, the building was laid out with two very large rooms.  Bobo’s grandfather had added an expansion in the back that was regular concrete block, so it didn’t match.
But that was fine, since you couldn’t see it from the road.  And it doubled the inside area.  And he’d also put in a rather scenic porch that stretched all along the front, a nice seven foot wide covered porch where he could sit and smoke or drink after the day’s work.  The Dogz did much the same thing on it, though that was probably where the similarities to Bobo’s family’s use of the building and the Dogz’ ended.
The barn no longer contained farm equipment; all that had been sold by Bobo, either to other farmers or to metal scrappers, when he’d been discharged from the Army.  Now it was used only to park motorcycles when the Dogz were in residence.  There was a loft, but none of the Dogz went up into it.  The wood didn’t look all that safe.
As for the farmhouse nee clubhouse, it was basically one big party pad.  There was a single bathroom with modern plumbing, and five little bedrooms that effectively served as ‘hook up’ rooms for when a Dog wanted to get private and horizontal with a woman at one of the parties.  A ‘modern’ kitchen had been installed at the same time as the addition had been put in, but in this case the only thing modern in the kitchen was the refrigerator, which was less than five years old, and the microwave, which was even newer.
Those changes to the original design left about two and a half big rooms; half because the kitchen and bathroom had been carved out of one of the three remaining spaces.  The other half had been turned into a TV and game room, game in this case meaning video games.  The televisions were old ones, but there were six of them hooked up to a pair of game consoles, some DVD players, and a satellite dish.
The smaller of the two remaining ‘big’ rooms had been turned into a game room, game this time meaning pool and darts and foosball.  The biggest room had couches and chairs lining three of its walls with a fairly rough bar on the fourth; this tended to be where general hanging out and occasional dancing happened.  It and the game room both shared a sound system with speakers hung in each room, so you could hear whatever was being played both places.  Though, to be fair, when the Dogz were partying, you could stand a hundred yards out from the clubhouse and hear what was being played.
Darryl rolled slowly across the patchy gravel ‘driveway’, occasionally walking his feet across the ground to keep the bike upright, as he wove his way around the deeper potholes.  The driveway was sorely overdue for some fresh gravel, but the Dogz kept putting it off.  Or, more precisely, they’d voted to upgrade the speakers a couple of months ago and put off the gravel for another time.
He rolled around to the back of the barn, to the doors the Dogz tended to leave open to make getting in and out easier.  Bikes were already filling in along the sides of the barn, where stalls used to be.  Darryl eased in and walked his Softail back against the northern wall before shutting it down and pulling his helmet off.
“Think any of that beer we bought is still cold?” Shooter asked.
“Fuck that.” Low said, shrugging.  “There ought to be at least a case left over from last weekend in the house.  That for sure is cold.”
“Unless someone snuck up here and drank it.”
“Better not have.” Shooter said, making a fist and shaking it around at everyone mock menacingly.  “That ain’t right.”
“I ain’t carrying all this shit in the house myself.” Big Chief yelled as he got out of his truck.  “Everyone come grab something and get it inside.” 
Darryl hung his helmet on the handlebars by its strap and paused to stretch his arms and back out a little before stepping off the Harley.  He tapped a fresh smoke out, lit it, then called Bobo.
“DJ.”
“What up Bobo?”
“How it looking out there?”
Darryl dragged on the cigarette, enjoying the tobacco after the long ride out, and glanced around.  “We just got here, but things look okay.  What you worried about?”
“I mean, are there any problems?”
Darryl walked out of the barn, trailing a big cloud of smoke, and looked around again.  “Things quiet man.”
“No people wandering around, no fighting or anything like that?”
“Naw, it cool.” Darryl replied, hitting the cigarette again.
“Okay.” Bobo said, though he sounded like maybe it wasn’t okay.
“There something we maybe should know?” Darryl asked after a moment.
Bobo was silent for a few seconds, and when he answered his tone was uncharacteristically cautious.  “I’m listening to the radio.  Shit getting bad.”
“Like how?”
“Like they’re saying downtown is turning into some sort of, I don’t know, riot or something.”
“Riot?”
“Fuck DJ, I don’t fucking know.”  Bobo’s voice, having moved towards irritated anger, subsided as he breathed into the phone for a moment.  Darryl took another drag on his cigarette, waiting.  When Bobo spoke again, he was calmer.  “I don’t know what to call it, and I don’t think the radio do either.  They just saying everything downtown going crazy.  Lot of people getting hurt and killed down there.”
Darryl heard music start inside the clubhouse, quickly turned up loud enough for the thumping bass to be heard through the stone walls.  “We ain’t downtown.”
“No, we ain’t.” Bobo said.  “But some of our people gonna be coming from there.  And downtown ain’t the only place where things getting bad.  I called some people who are at home, and they checked a little for me.  Athens kinda bad too, and a bunch of other places like New York and Los Angeles . . . this ain’t just us down here.”
“Shit.”
“Right.” Bobo said, sounding stronger and less uncertain.  “So, I need you to do two things for me.”
“Anything Bobo.” Darryl said, flicking his cigarette butt into a metal barrel at the end of the clubhouse’s big porch.
“First, don’t let the party get out of hand.  They gonna party, fine.  But no one should get fucked up.  Keep a lid on.”
Darryl pondered that one.  He wasn’t sure how feasible that might be.  He didn’t know if anyone was ready to dive into a bottle this early, but if they were, it would almost certainly require a fight to keep them out of it.  “Bobo, I ain’t sure this the best time for me to be bouncing here at the clubhouse.”
“Yeah it is.” Bobo said immediately.  “And you can tell anyone who gives you shit about it to call me.”
“Where you at?”
“Leaving Snellville now.” Bobo said.  “Probably thirty or forty minutes out.”
“Man, watch yourself heading through 78 that way.” Darryl warned.  “The road pretty fucked up when we went through.”
“I’m good.  So, second thing.  Anyone who shows up, you need to look them over and make sure they ain’t sick.”
Darryl was silent for several seconds, pondering.  Then, “How the fuck I supposed to figure if they sick or not?”
“It don’t take no doctor to figure out this kind of sick.” Bobo said, sounding quite certain.  “If they ain’t talking, if they having trouble walking, if they keep trying to come at anyone near them, then they sick.”
“Okay, so watch out for sick people.”
“And if any show up, you gotta put them down.”
Darryl paused on the steps of the porch.  “What’s that mean?”
“I ain’t kidding around DJ, you know what it mean.  Dogz, friends or family, locals, anyone.  If they sick, they can’t be there.  They gotta leave or they gotta be dropped.”
“Man, just ‘cause I go strapped don’t mean I like plugging folks Bobo.” Darryl said.  “It just a hobby, it fun like riding and playing pool.”
“Well, it ain’t for fun no more.”
“Bobo–”
“This for real DJ.” Bobo said firmly.  “You get that piece of yours and keep it on you.  Be ready to use it.  Go turn on the teevee if you don’t understand why.”
“What channel?” Darryl asked after a moment.
“Any of them.  Anything local if you want it to be around here, but they all talking about the same thing.  This thing.”
Darryl gazed out across the lake.  The water was rippling slightly in the breeze, reflecting the strong Georgia sun like a shifting mirror.  He heard some birds chirping in the trees on the other side of the lake.  It all sounded normal, looked normal.  “I ain’t going down for no shooting.” Darryl said finally.
“You fine.”
“I’m serious man.” Darryl insisted.  He had a tough guy image; liked his tough guy image, but it was mostly just that.  An image.  Oh he was about as strong as he looked, and he was six four, and he did ride a motorcycle and know how to fight.  And how to shoot.  When push came to shove, Darryl had never doubted his ability to handle himself.  It was part of what made him such a good bouncer; that image and the confidence he had behind it.
But he wasn’t a hell raiser.  At least, not like most normal people assumed anyone who looked like him and rode a motorcycle would be.  Darryl was fully capable of dealing with a lot of shit, but he didn’t start it and didn’t cause it.  He’d seen too many of his friends get taken down by the cops for all sorts of things, some of them pretty stupid.  Darryl liked his life too much to want to waste it rotting in jail.  Especially for a gun or murder rap.
“DJ, listen.” Bobo said.  “I swear on my momma’s grave, my hand to God, just keep anyone who sick away from the clubhouse and you ain’t gonna have no trouble.  If any of them get in though, there be a lot of hurting and bleeding.  I talking to you ‘cause you got more than two bits of brains to rub together, and you a calm guy.  Just keep your eyes open and that gun handy.  I be there soon to take over.”
“Alright.” Darryl said, almost muttering.  “Fine.  Keep your foot down and get here then.”
“I rolling.  You hold the fort until I get there.”
The call clicked off as Bobo hung up.  Darryl stared at his phone’s screen for a few seconds, then tapped it into standby mode and stuck it back in the holder on his belt.  Turning, he walked back over to the barn, looping around to the back doors and reentering.
Unlocking the left hard bag on his bike, he lifted out the spare helmet that had been last worn by Bethany the previous night.  He wondered, for a moment, if she was okay.  After Bobo’s comments in the past few minutes, he wasn’t so sure she was.  The bottom of the hard bag had a false bottom.  It wasn’t an actual secret compartment, but it would pass a casual glance.
Beneath it was a holstered pistol and three magazines.  Darryl picked the gun up and popped the restraining strap off before drawing it from the holster.  The Glock 26 was small, almost vanishing into his hand as he held it.  It was designed to be small, and it was.  With only minimal effort the weapon effectively disappeared when Darryl wore it beneath a loose shirt.
He studied the weapon for a few moments, then put it inside the hard bag long enough to clip the holster to the side of his belt and adjust it comfortably so it was on the front of his right hip.  The Glock went back in with a tactile click as the fitted holster snapped into the hollow of the trigger well to hold the weapon securely in the holster.
The extra flush magazine, the backup that had come with the weapon, went into his front left jeans pocket.  The other two, both the extended magazines the news was so fond of waxing hysterical over, went into his back left pocket.  They looked pretty absurd when loaded into the small pistol, but they held thirty-three rounds each and made range shooting a lot more enjoyable.  Once you got them loaded, you could shoot for a minute or two before you had to screw around with ammo again.
Darryl sighed as he replaced the false bottom and helmet, then closed the hard bag up.  He started to turn away, then went into the other bag and found the half carton of cigarettes he kept there.  He pulled a fresh pack out and slid it into his left pocket next to the flush magazine, then headed back outside and around to the front door of the clubhouse.
The noise level inside was easily equal to the Oasis.  Big Chief and Bones were puttering around in the kitchen, fitting stuff into the fridge.  This was harder than it sounded, since the bottom three shelves were nothing but cans of beer.  Darryl wanted a beer, but he didn’t want to be dragged into helping with the organizing.  Instead he cruised over to the game room.
“DJ, what the word?” Zeebo asked as Darryl entered.
“Bobo headed this way.” Darryl shrugged, tapping a fresh smoke out.  “He say we shouldn’t get too partied out before he gets here.”
“He better hurry then.” Stony laughed.  He was leaning over the pool table, cue in hand as he lined up a shot.  “I’m feeling a big one coming on.”
“Don’t talk about your ass.” Psycho said, leaning on another cue.  “That’s nasty.”
“Homo.” Stony said.  “Three in the side.”, then snapped the cue forward.  The cue ball skidded forward and tapped the designated ball before reversing and rolling back across the table.  The three went right into the side pocket, while the cue ball bounced off the far rail and came to a stop in line for a pretty good shot on the four ball in one of the far corner pockets.
“Man, you ain’t drunk yet?” Psycho shook his head.
“Not yet.” Stony grinned.  “You fucked.”
“I guess.” Psycho shrugged.
Darryl leaned back against the wall next to the doorway.  A ledge had been installed on the walls just above waist height, for much the same reason as in bars.  It was a convenient place to set drinks and ashtrays down.  There was already an ashtray within easy reach, and he could glance over his shoulder and see right to the front door of the clubhouse from here.
“DJ, you gonna play?” Low asked, gesturing to the table that he’d just finished setting up for a break.
Darryl shook his head.  “Nah, gonna chill for a bit first.”
“You can play me in a minute.” Stony laughed.  “Four in the corner.”  He hit the cue ball with a hard snapping motion that rocketed the number four ball into the corner pocket while leaving the cue ball right where the four had been.  “And five in the other corner.”  Stony continued, rotating around the table and using another backwards English shot to tap the five in while drawing the cue ball up the table towards the six on the other end.
“Not for no money I ain’t.” Low said.
“Fucking cheap bastard.” Stony observed as he leaned down to line up his shot on the six.
“Damn straight.” Low shot back.  “You a hustler.”
“It ain’t hustling when I tell you I’m gonna win.”
“Can’t beat me if I don’t play you.”
“Loser.  Six in the corner.”
“Not winning, not losing.  Just smart.”
“Hah!” Stony chuckled, then shot.  The cue ball skipped off the six at a sharp angle.  The six rolled off to the corner and dropped in while the cue ball took two cushion bounces and stopped in a position that looked suspiciously optimal for a combination shot that would let the eight get dropped in a single shot with the seven.
“Come on DJ, don’t leave me hanging here.” Low said.
Stony, leaning down to line up his shot on the eight ball, glanced over at Darryl and grinned.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Five – Glad I could help
Peter
Peter took his foot off the GTO’s gas pedal as he frowned at the GPS stuck to the windshield next to the rearview mirror.  It was a newer unit, and one of its features was traffic tracking that was fed by radio signals sent by a subscription service.  The service drew from a number of sources, including the Navigator information provided by G-DOT, and he had found it quite accurate.  Atlanta’s traffic was legendarily bad even on good days.
Today was not a good day.
The little GPS screen had been showing the top end, the section of I-285 on Atlanta’s north side, was heavily congested.  That wasn’t unusual, especially for a bad day, and he had been expecting it.  However, the ETA number in the bottom left corner of the GPS screen had just jumped from a touch under forty-five minutes to well over three hours.  Peter cursed.  Simple heavy traffic had, at least somewhere between here and I-75, had probably just turned into a complete blockage.
He ground his teeth, then reached into the pocket of his utilities and pulled out Amy’s phone.  Snapping it open with his thumb, he glanced over his right shoulder before slowing further to let the car there pass him before putting his foot down and jerking the steering wheel.  The GTO darted across two lanes of traffic, earning him horns and middle fingers from the drivers he cut off, which he ignored as he settled into the right hand lane half a mile from the next exit.
Barely looking at the road, he used his thumb dial Dan’s hastily memorized number, then punched the call through.  Jamming the phone on his shoulder, he slowed, down shifted to third, and took the Peachtree Industrial Boulevard exit, reaching quickly to turn the radio off.  As he heard the phone ringing, he hung onto the steering wheel with both hands and accelerated through the turn as he curved north, cutting along the inside shoulder of the exit to pass a slow moving sedan.
“Foreman.”
“Captain.” Peter answered as he straightened the GTO out and accelerated further after sliding back through the gears to fifth, pushing his speed past seventy before he was even beyond the barricade wall that separated the exit from the north moving lanes on Peachtree Industrial.  This section of the thoroughfare, known to G-DOT as State Route 141, was closed access just like the actual Interstate he’d left moments ago.
“Where are you?”
“Top end, but GPS is telling me there’s just about no chance I’m getting through that way.”
“Yeah, it’s a cluster-fuck that’s headed for epic proportions.  I haven’t seen it this bad since the last time Gwinnett voted down the MARTA expansion, when that tanker over turned and took out the utility poles?  Christ, I thought the traffic jams that night were bad.
“Anyway, there are three different snags between Spaghetti Junction and the Cobb Cloverleaf, and one of them is I don’t even remember how many semis that are wrecked and overturned somewhere around Ashford Dunwoody.  You’d better get off quick before you’re mired in the backup.”
“Already done sir.” Peter said, glancing over his shoulder as he slid into the flow of traffic.  As he did, the phone slipped down and he barely caught it before it vanished down between the seat and door.  Straightening the GTO out in the middle lane, he blew past three cars in the right hand lane, then got back in that lane and exited at Tilly Mill Road.  As he braked, he got the phone back into place.  “Sorry sir, maneuvering.  I’m going to pick my way across on the back roads.”
“How long?  I think some of the lead might be about to come out of the process on my end.”
Peter shrugged involuntarily as he thought, thinking about the maze of back and forth he would have to traverse to get across the north side of Atlanta without using the interstate.  Not for the first time, and not the first native resident of the city to do so, he cursed the lack of good options for moving around the metro area that didn’t involve the interstates.  “Probably most of an hour, even pushing it.”
“Push it Master Gunnery Sergeant, that’s a direct order.”
“Semper Fi sir.”
“Good man.  I need you here.  Over half my people are God only knows where, and of those that even responded to the call-up, most of them are saying it’ll be hours before they can report.  This is not a good time for a unit commander to be unable to handle the missions being given out.”
Pete braked hard at the intersection, pumping the pedal as the GTO’s tires threatened to lock up under the deceleration.  He reluctantly came to a halt as about two dozen cars went by in either direction, then pulled out against the red light and made a left onto Tilly Mill.  The muscle car’s engine responded enthusiastically as he fed it gas, and the GTO jumped past the cars in front of him before the road narrowed back into a two lane road.
“Doing my best Captain.”  He hesitated, then made himself say the next words.  “If I don’t get there in time, just do what you have to sir.”
“Oh no you don’t.” Dan Foreman said with a wry snort.  “My highest NCO on hand is a staff sergeant who’s career Guard, and everyone beneath him is a corporal or lower.  I need you here, so hurry up.  I ain’t dealing with all this shit with a guy who works at a carpet installer’s all month.”
“Semper Fi.” Peter said again.
“Alright, drive.”  The captain hung up, and Peter folded the phone back into the shirt pocket of his utilities as he flicked the radio back on and concentrated on his driving.  Clay National Guard Center, which was what the retasked Atlanta Naval Air Station had been renamed when the Navy gave it up as active facility, was located in northwest Atlanta, just outside the Perimeter.  Normally it was about forty-five minutes from his house.  Today . . .
As he drove, a small portion of his attention was listening to the radio, as the disc jockey, an outdated term that had nothing to do with what the person did now, but one that hadn’t been retitled, struggled to keep up with the flood of news on this extraordinary day.  The voice that normally had a wry note of amusement as he told listeners about some bit of trivia related to the classic rock band just played that die hard fans had known for decades, or who announced which band was touring with half their original members and coming to town, was now reading down a list of hospitals that were still accepting emergencies in an almost monotone.
“–edmont Hospital, and all Emory facilities except the one on Crawford Long Drive.  Officials are urging everyone to follow the CDC guidelines issued a little while ago, and avoid all contact with anyone who appears to be suffering from this disease or risk injury to yourself or the victim.  Officials continue to urge everyone with wounds or injuries that are self-treatable to do so and avoid coming going to the hospital, as every facility in the city is becoming overwhelmed with patients.”
Peter eyed the oncoming lane, then gunned the engine and pulled around a minivan that was traveling the speed limit; cutting back into his lane less than five seconds before the compact car went past in the opposite direction with a blaring horn.  He glanced at the GPS, then scowled as he saw the turn he would soon be forced to make that would require him to drive south for almost a mile before he could resume a more westerly direction.
“Back to the schools, parents if you haven’t heard yet, you need to pay attention to this.  All schools, public and private, elementary, middle and high, are closed due to the overwhelming number of victims that seem to be kids.  Those kids who are not sick are being held somewhere on or near the school grounds until someone comes to claim them.  If your kids are not at the school or at whatever designated evacuation area is listed in your child’s student handbook, then there’s supposed to be someone from the school there who will tell you where they are.”
“Now, back to traffic, and there’s a lot of it today.  I’m going to run through the major snags again, and the known alternate routes to get around them.  If you’re just now getting in the car, I gotta warn you the interstates are completely unusable in most of the city.  Okay, starting with–”
Peter saw a figure lurching out into the road less than a hundred feet ahead.  He slammed on the brakes, his mind too paralyzed by shock and surprise to remember to pump them to avoid locking the tires.  Rubber burned and squealed on the asphalt as the GTO shuddered into the earliest stage of a fishtail, which he quickly corrected before it caused him to lose control.
The person in the road never looked at him, never seemed to notice the car hurtling towards them, as he desperately swerved right; moving the muscle car half off the road and into the grassy shoulder.  It wasn’t going to be enough, he saw at the last second.
The right front corner of the GTO exploded through a mailbox, fortunately a cheap wooden one that was simply pounded into the ground on its own little stake, rather than one of the more substantial decorative brick ones, or one that had been set into concrete on a sturdy four by four post.  Almost immediately after the mailbox, Peter saw the left side of the bumper slam into the pedestrian.  The impact seemed to happen in slow motion, as he clung to the steering wheel with his mouth open in horror.
First the head seemed to roll suddenly toward him, as the body was moved in the direction the car was going, still at forty miles per hour despite the brakes.  Then the person was lifted and sent hurtling forward at an angle, spinning with arms and legs flying uncontrollably.
Peter just had time to think “oh sh–” before he saw the figure slam into the windshield of the SUV in the oncoming lane.  He pulled further off the road, hitting another mailbox, though this one only snapped off and was rolled beneath the car with a few thumps and bumps.  The GTO felt for a few moments like it wanted to swerve and get loose, but he corrected automatically and kept the car from sliding out.
When he managed to bring the GTO to a halt, Peter clung to the steering wheel for several long seconds, listening to his pulse beating a tattoo in his ears as he drew heavy breaths.  Then he turned and looked over his shoulder.  The SUV had come to a stop almost in the middle of the road, and he heard a woman screaming hysterically.  There was no traffic coming in his lane, so he set the brake, then opened his door, popped his seatbelt, and ran for the SUV.
When he drew near, he saw the windshield was completely caved in, with a pair of legs sticking out and lying on the hood.  Stopping at the driver’s door, he wrenched it open and blinked in shock.  The upper half of the pedestrian’s body was lying in the seat.  It was a man, perhaps seventy or seventy five years old.  His neck was at an angle that just looked wrong, and Peter knew instantly the man’s spine was broken.
Feeling sick about it, Peter looked at the driver.  She was sitting behind the steering wheel panting heavily, her face white with terror as her breath whistled in and out between clenched teeth.  There were shards of safety glass in her hair and stuck to her blouse from the broken windshield.  Her eyes were darting around with a jerky motion.  She seemed to not be able to decide what to look at.
It was obvious in an instant she was not dealing well with what had just happened.  To be fair, Peter wasn’t entirely sure how well he would handle having a person just suddenly appear and crash through the windshield of his car with such abruptness.  The woman’s head was moving a little in time with her eyes, tracing a circuit from where the windshield had been to the man’s body in the passenger seat, over and over, so Peter surmised she didn’t have a spinal injury of her own.
Reaching out, he grabbed her by the shoulder and shook her.  “Are you okay?” he said loudly.  She stopped panting; but her head didn’t stop its circuit.  Peter shook her harder.  “Ma’am?”
Finally she responded, turning to look at him with wide, unblinking eyes.  “What happened?”  She whispered.
“You’ve been in a car accident.” Peter said as gently as he could.  “Are you okay?”
“I think so.” she said.  “What happened?”
Peter realized she was in, at least mild, shock.  He shook his head and hit the button on her seatbelt, then tugged her from the vehicle.  As he pulled her out, he saw the man, the pedestrian, blink his eyes and fix them immediately on Peter and the driver.
“Shit!” Peter blurted, stumbling back and only barely remembering to keep a grip on the woman.  She sagged against him as he pulled her out of the vehicle, and he got his hands under her arms to keep her from collapsing to the asphalt before looking in amazement at the zombie.
It had to be a zombie.  Surely nothing else that was, or that had used to be, human would still be . . . whatever the zombie was right now after having gone through the windshield.
He noted, almost immediately once he was paying attention, that the skin of the man’s face and neck was pale and white, and not from a lack of sun.  It looked just like Amy’s had.  There were also cuts on his face, but Peter now saw none of them seemed to be doing more than oozing the barest hint of blood.
Yes, the neck was broken.  He could clearly see a bumpy angle that foretold of a snapped spine.  Yet the man’s eyes were open, and he was watching Peter and the woman with a now sickeningly familiar air of rapt attention.  Other than the eyes, the zombie wasn’t moving.
“Jesus Christ, are you two okay?” Peter heard from his left, and he turned to see a luxury sedan stopped just short of the SUV.  A man wearing a suit was standing next to the car, behind his open door, and staring from them to the windshield of the SUV where the legs still protruded.
“I’m fine, but I think she’s in shock.” Peter said, shaking his head again and turning to the man.  He hefted the woman in his arms and sort of dragged her sideways, her feet not really doing more than scraping along the asphalt, as he approached the passerby.  “She doesn’t seem hurt, physically.”
“Fuck, what happened?”  The man was still staring at the SUV.  He seemed fascinated by the half of a person he could see draped across the hood.
“That guy walked out into the road.” Peter said, deciding to go with the shortest version that might stop the questions long enough for him to get back under way.  “Can you look after her for me?”
“Why?” the man said, suddenly switching his gaze over to Peter.  “Where are you going?”
Peter reached the man’s car and leaned the woman against the hood.  As she slumped against it, still looking dazed, Peter jabbed a thumb at his fatigues.  “I’ve got to report to my unit.”
“You’re going to leave?”
“Orders.” Peter said with a shrug, taking his hands off the woman and letting them hover as he waited to see if she was going to fall over.  She seemed able to stay mostly upright with the car as support, so he stepped back and pointed at the SUV.  “The guy, there, the one half in and half out of the car?”
“Is he dead?” the man asked, still sounding a little annoyed that Peter was apparently not going to stick around.
“I don’t know.”  Peter answered truthfully, thinking of what the doctor had told him about Amy, and what he’d just seen as a person with a broken neck showed no sign of pain or shock and remained seemingly conscious.
“How can you not know?”
“You been listening to the radio?” Peter demanded abruptly.  “The teevee?  Anything?  You know what’s happening today?”
“Yeah, why?”
Peter pointed again.  “He’s one of them.  A victim, a disease victim.  Don’t go near him, at all.  Just leave the car there, leave him alone.  Get her somewhere, I don’t know.  See if she’ll tell you where she lives, or take her home with you.  Whatever you do, don’t leave her here.”
“You’re leaving her with me?” the man said, his annoyance obviously growing.
Peter drew a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and gave the man the same look he’d perfected for use on Marines who complained at being assigned fatigue detail or some other task they didn’t want to do.  “I’m a United States Marine, and there’s a goddamn emergency.  I need to report to my unit.  You will put this woman in your car and take her with you until you have a safe place to leave her.  Do you understand?” he barked.
The man regarded him hesitantly, and a few moments passed.  Peter lost his patience and took a step as if he were going to come around the car at the driver.  The man threw up his hands.  “Okay, okay.  It’s just, I mean, a lot to deal with.”
“Take care of her.” Peter repeated, giving him another dose of the look before turning and jogging back to the GTO.  He took a moment to examine the front of the still idling car, but other than the right headlight being destroyed, and some dents in the bumper and grill, the car looked okay.
Sliding back behind the wheel, Peter revved the engine experimentally and eyed the gauges.  Nothing was showing trouble, and he shut the door and rebuckled his seatbelt before glancing behind him.  The man was at the front of his car with the woman, just getting her off the hood.  Peter waited a moment, and saw the man start around to the passenger side of his car.  Nodding absently, Peter pulled back out onto the road and resumed his meandering track through the north Atlanta suburbs towards Marietta.
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl’s head turned when the clubhouse door opened again.  Dogz had been trickling in for the last half hour, well Dogz and some extra people, but this time he finally saw Bobo’s form filling the doorway.  He paused there, just inside the door, looking around at the people in the clubhouse, before catching Darryl’s eye.
Straightening up, Darryl grabbed his current beer and the empty from the one before that and headed for Bobo.  The older man pointed at the television room.  Darryl grimaced, but headed that way.  Bobo beat him to the doorway, and stood looking at the crowd of kids who were clustered around the two game consoles.  Both were running fighting games, and the noise level was high as the kids reacted to the on-screen violence with cheerful enthusiasm.
“Bobo, maybe we should talk outside?” Darryl suggested after a couple of seconds.
Bobo glanced back at him, then into the room again, before sighing audibly.  “Yeah.  Out back though.”
Surprised, Darryl followed Bobo over to the back door, and outside.  About thirty feet from the house was a large fire pit.  The shallow depression had been dug down about eighteen inches below ground level and encircled with stones to a diameter of four feet.  Scattered around the pit very haphazardly were lawn chairs, some barely holding together while others looked newer and more sturdy.  Bobo grabbed one of the newer ones and dropped down into it.
“How many kids here now?” Bobo asked without preamble, before Darryl had even had time to do more than glance around for a chair of his own.
“Man, I ain’t kept no count.” Darryl shrugged.  “Maybe ten so far.”
“Shit.” Bobo said, shaking his head.  “You look at the news yet?”
“Naw, I been keeping an eye on the front door like you said.  Plus the kids stay out of trouble when they busy playing the games, so . . .” he shrugged again.
“Look.  Sit down, I need you to listen to me.”
Darryl moved one of the chairs to face Bobo’s and sat down.  His beer he set on the ground nearby, but the empty he’d brought as an ashtray he nestled in the cup holder on the arm.
“You listening?” Bobo asked.
“Shit Bobo, I’m fucking listening.” Darryl said, annoyed.  Bobo was acting like he was one of the kids, rather than pushing towards forty.
“Okay, here the thing.” Bobo said, ignoring Darryl’s frown.  “You know I been overseas in the Army, right?”  Darryl nodded.  “Lot of places in the world ain’t got the kind of infrastructure and services we take for granted here in the States.
“Been around when all sorts of fucked up diseases broke out and washed over everyone in the area, things we only read about in books here.  Shit like cholera and malaria, and other things that make them look like a case of the sniffles.”
“Yeah, we lucky.” Darryl shrugged, dropping his finished cigarette in the ash can and pulling out his pack.
“I think our luck done run the fuck out.”
Darryl paused, fresh cigarette poking out of the pack and halfway to his lips, eyeing his brother Dog.  “What that mean?”
“You just been chilling, but I kept up on the news on the way out here.  Whatever this is, it bad and getting worse by the minute.  I think they already lost control of it, they just don’t know it yet.”
“What do you mean, lost control?”
Bobo grimaced and leaned forward.  “They’re trying to deal with this like it a normal disease, just isolate everyone and wait for doctors or whoever to figure out how to treat it.”
“Yeah, so?”
“Well, I’m thinking that ain’t gonna work.”
Darryl didn’t snort, but he did stick his fresh smoke in his mouth and traded the pack for his Zippo.  “Man–”
“I’m serious.” Bobo insisted.
“Yeah, I see that.” Darryl nodded, lighting his cigarette and drawing on it deeply before snapping the cap down on the lighter.  “This only been going for a couple hours now.  How come you’re so sure its gonna be so bad?”  Darryl paused.  “Hold up–how bad you saying it gonna be?”
“Bad, real bad.  Like everything collapse and the end of everything bad.”
Now Darryl did snort, not quite in derision, but definitely with a strong dose of dismissiveness.  “You totally tripping.”
“Not even.” Bobo shook his head.  “Let’s go look at the news.  Better, pull that fucking fancy ass phone of yours out and look at the headlines.”
“So tell me how you figure it gonna be the end of days or whatever.”
“They running out of police and ambulances to send into downtown.  Hospitals are turning away anyone who ain’t sick with this thing, or hurt real bad from a regular sort of accident.  The governor calling up the military and starting to deploy them, they ain’t even waiting for full units to show up.  They just grabbing anyone wearing a uniform and throwing them out to start trying to help.”
“Sounds like they just taking shit serious.” Darryl shrugged.  He ashed his cigarette over to the side, away from his chair, then dragged on it again.  “For a change.” he added, thinking of all the things that so called ‘leaders’ in American argued about instead of just getting on with fixing.
“Yeah, they taking it serious, but they already losing.”
“Now we back to how you know that when they don’t.  You out here chilling with me, they in the capitol dome or wherever with information we ain’t got.”
“Damnit!” Bobo said sharply, then stopped and took a deep breath.  “Look, call it a hunch if you want, but things about to get bad and I think we ought to be ready.”
“So what’s ready mean?” Darryl asked, trying to sound conversational instead of skeptical.
“We need to keep an eye on what’s going on around here, for starters.” Bobo said.  “No strangers, no one we don’t know good.”
“It ain’t like we ever had much of a problem with walk ins.” Darryl pointed out.
“Yeah, but if brothers go thinking this is some big ass party weekend, they’re gonna start inviting folks in that could cause problems.”
“Okay, fine.  I’ll help you pass the word around.  This a Dogz weekend, only Dogz and family and close buds.”
Bobo looked like he wanted to argue with the phrasing, but he nodded tightly after a few moments.  “And we gonna need to lay in some supplies.”
“We fixed pretty good right now.” Darryl shrugged.  “I mean, we probably need to do another beer run tomorrow, but that ain’t nothing new.”  There were already nearly twenty Dogz at the clubhouse, and if every member of the club turned up they’d have nearly fifty on hand.  Figuring probably about a twelve pack per Dog just for tonight, yeah another beer run would be needed, possibly tonight.  He wondered if maybe they should send a few guys out to pick up a keg.
“Naw, I’m talking about food.  Supplies.  Things we need to live.”
“How long we gonna be here?” Darryl asked, breaking off his musing about the beer situation.
“Maybe a long time.” Bobo said.
Darryl laughed.  He couldn’t help it.  “Bobo, you totally tripping.”
“It ain’t tripping if I right.”
“Man . . . okay, look.”  Darryl took a last pull on what was left of his cigarette and dropped it into the ash can.  “You a Dog, a good Dog.  I respect you, all the way.  And not just for what you done.” he added, gesturing around at the property.  “For who you are.  But, I mean, we here.  More coming.  What you saying we ought to do tonight, tomorrow; start knocking over stores and putting up a wall or something?”
Bobo said nothing, just gazed steadily at him.  Darryl read the look, and shook his head.  “Man, that what you thinking we ought to do, ain’t it.”
“DJ, you need to listen.”
Darryl shook his head again, standing up this time.  “Bobo, I’ll help keep the peace this weekend.  No problem, I do that most of the time anyway.  I’ll even help keep an eye out for any strangers or whoever that might wander on up.  But you need to chill the fuck out.  Have a beer.  Hell, have several.”
Bobo scowled.  “Okay, fine.  Let’s just kick back and watch the world end.”
“World ain’t gonna end bro.” Darryl said.  “Everything fine.  Just one more thing that gonna keep the news busy for a few days, then everything back to normal.  Just chill.”
* * * * *



Jessica
Jessica started slightly when the doorbell rang, having lost herself in a kind of fugue state as she stroked Candice’s hair and watched the increasingly troubling news that was coming across the television screen.  Candice, however, sat bolt upright in a rush so quick it caused Jessica’s slight startle to continue into a full upper body quiver of alarm.
“What’s that?” her daughter asked.
Jessica shook herself free of the surge of emotion and produced a smile she didn’t feel.  “The door, it’s probably grandma and grandpa.”
“Oh.” Candice said, leaning back against the cushions with a look that said she wasn’t entirely reassured.
Jessica remembered the television, and quickly hit the button that turned it off.  Standing up for the first time in hours, she put the remote on the side table and went into the entry hallway.  Peering through the peephole lens in the door, she saw her mother standing on the step, rummaging in her purse as she waited.
Jessica unlocked the deadbolt and knob locks, and opened the door feeling an enormous wave of relief.  “Mom.” she said.
Sharon Patterson looked at her daughter for a long moment, then stepped forward and pulled her into a hug.  It was all Jessica could do to not start crying as her mother’s arms enfolded her, and she put her face into the older woman’s shoulder.
Part of her still felt ashamed for needing the help, for needing the comfort, but she still felt dazed and numb after the day’s events.  There were things she felt that perhaps needed doing, things she should be saying to Candice or doing for her, but she couldn’t seem to focus her thoughts long enough to catch them in her mental net before they slipped away.
“There, there.” Sharon said, patting Jessica on the back.  “Don’t fall apart on me now, it’ll be better soon.”
“I’m so glad you and dad are here.” Jessica said with a thick throat, her voice slightly muffled.  She cast her eyes up without taking her head off her mother’s shoulder and saw her dad straightening from the back of the truck with a double handful of plastic grocery bags.
“Well, we would have been here sooner but the roads are a mess.  And the grocery store!  It’s like there’s snow forecast for tonight.” Sharon told her, still rubbing Jessica’s back.  “How’s Candice doing?”
“Better, I think.” Jessica replied.  “A little skittish, but I guess that’s not unusual considering.”
“Hmm.” Sharon pushed Jessica back and gave her a look that was stern in expression, but touched with compassion and a bit of humor around the eyes.  “Okay then, buck up.  We’ll get things sorted out.  Why don’t you help your father with the rest of the groceries, and I’ll go say hi to Candice, okay?”
“Okay.” Jessica said, dabbing at her eyes with her fingers, which a little moist, but her cheeks were still dry.  That was something, she supposed.
Sharon gave her a nod, and went past her into the house.  Jessica walked down the front path to the driveway as William Patterson stood watching her.  “Hey there kiddo.” he said when she was almost to the driveway.
“Hey dad.” Jessica said, a little softly, but her tone and voice were even.  “Thanks for coming down.”
“Aw, it weren’t a problem.” Her father shrugged.  “Getting all this into the house, now that might be a something of a chore though.”
Jessica peered into the back of the truck and blinked in surprise.  There were at least twenty bags resting in the truck bed under the camper top, maybe even thirty.  “Wow.  What’s the occasion?”
“Nothing’s too good for my little girl.” her father said with a smile, but she saw the serious look in his eyes.  “And I have a feeling we might be staying longer than we usually do.”
Jessica thought about the news she’d been silently watching all afternoon, about what Steve had told her at the high school, then nodded.  “I suppose so.”
“Come on, grab something.  The quicker this gets inside, the less likely your mother is to get on to me for being lazy.”
Obediently, Jessica started hooking her hands through the loops on the plastic bags, as her father started for the front door.  She loaded herself with what she could manage and followed with bags dangling from each hand.
As she stepped inside, she heard Candice giggling, and a surge of joy ripped through her at the sound.  When she came around the corner of the entry hall, she saw Sharon sitting on the sofa with Candice draped across her lap, tickling the little girl in the stomach as she made silly noises.
“Okay, time to get up.” Sharon said after one final tickle, as Jessica went past with a smile.  “You want to help me cook dinner?”
“What are we having?” Candice demanded as she sat up and pushed hair out of her face.
“You can help me decide if you want.” Sharon said with a chuckle.  “But I already picked something out for dessert.”
“Cookies?” Candice said at once.
“Maybe.” Sharon teased.
“Aww…”
“None of that.  Let’s go, into the kitchen and you’ll see.”  Sharon pushed the ten-year-old to her feet, then stood herself and shooed Candice into the kitchen ahead of her.  Jessica stepped around them both, heading back outside for another load.
It took Jessica two more trips, and her father one big one, but they emptied the truck onto the counters and island in the kitchen.  By the time Jessica came in with her second load, her mother already had the pantry, half the cabinets, and the fridge and freezer doors standing open as she busily tucked the groceries away.  Candice was helping, fetching items out of bags and bringing them over to her grandmother, who was directing with occasional requests for various things she spotted in the bags.
When Jessica made to start helping, Sharon waved her off and continued the unpacking.  Her father put a pair of bags, luggage, down at the end of the sofa, then sat down and immediately turned on the television.  Jessica looked quickly at Candice, then back in the living room, when she heard the entertainment center coming back to life.
But her dad was already adjusting the volume so it was only audible as the barest buzz of voices in the kitchen, and Jessica subsided as she leaned on the doorway and watched her daughter slowly returning to a semblance of normality.
In a few minutes, her mother had seemingly magically transported the mass of groceries out of the bags, which Candice wadded up into a large ball before stuffing in to the second garbage can Jessica kept by the garage door for recyclables.  The decision of what her daughter wanted for dinner seemed to have been settled as well, because there were a pair of large gourmet frozen pizzas left out, along with a bag of frozen French fries.
“Alright you.” Sharon said to Candice once everything was put away.  “Wash your hands, then get out two pizza pans and a baking sheet for the fries.”  Stepping to the corner of the wall separating the kitchen from the living room, she raised her voice slightly.  “Bill, turn that off and come in here.  Help your granddaughter get all this into the oven without burning the house down.”
Jessica looked a question at her mother, but was quickly and silently shushed as her father agreeably turned the television back off and came into the kitchen.  Sharon addressed herself to Candice again, who was standing at the sink trying to reach the soap on the back counter.
“Now while you and grandpa get dinner started, your mother and I are going to make sure the guest bedroom is made up.”  Sharon went back over to the sink and handed Candice the dispenser of soft soap, then gave her a little poke in the ribs that elicited a giggling squirm.
Turning around, Sharon made a little ushering motion at her daughter.  Jessica led the way through the living room, up the stairs, and to the hallway linen closet.  By the time she entered the spare bedroom with a set of fresh sheets in her arms, her mother was there, sitting on the bed.  When Jessica appeared, Sharon had a serious look on her face.
“Shut the door Jessica.”
“What?”  Jessica asked, stopping in confusion.
“Shut the door, put all that down, and come sit with me a minute.” her mother said.
Slowly, feeling like she’d done something wrong, Jessica closed the door and came over to the bed.  She dropped the sheets across the quilt and sat down next to Sharon.
“Now, tell me.” Sharon said.  “Tell me what happened to Joey and Sandra.”
Jessica felt a sinking sensation in her gut, and she involuntarily shuddered as the fresh memories snapped back to the forefront of her mind.  “I went to the schools when the radio said there was a problem.” she began haltingly.  “Candice was at the elementary school, and she was fine.  But a lot of other people, most of them kids, weren’t.  Mom, there were things happening there, being done by children, kindergartners, that were ….”
Sharon reached and grasped Jessica’s hands, giving them a squeeze.  “Go on.”
Jessica shuddered.  “I took Candice, and we went down the street to the high school.  When I got there, it was chaos.  Firemen, paramedics, police; everywhere.  People were hurt, screaming, all in the parking lot.  I found Joey’s girlfriend, and she said she’d seen Joey inside when everything . . . started.  She said he’d bit her, that he didn’t know who she was.”  She could feel her voice starting to crack as she related the story.
“And then?” Sharon prompted, squeezing her hands again.
Jessica drew a deep breath.  “And then, there was shooting.  It was coming from the entrance to the school.  I ran over . . . mom, they were shooting students.  Police, shooting at them, as they came out of the school.  They never cried, they never seemed to even notice they were being shot.  They just f-fell over, kept crawling forward.”
“There’s more.” Sharon said quietly.
Nodding reluctantly, Jessica took another breath.  “Candice was with me.  I wasn’t letting her out of my sight, out of my grasp, not with everything that was happening.”
“That was the right thing to do.” Sharon said firmly, though there was a sad look on her face.
“Mom, she saw the shooting.  It terrified her.” Jessica said, half in protest, half in shame.
“It was better than what could have happened if you’d not found her, or if you’d left her somewhere.” Sharon said.
“I keep trying to tell myself that.” Jessica said quietly.  “But then I saw her.”
“Who?”
Jessica couldn’t help it.  The tears started flowing, rolling down her cheeks in hot, fat drops.  “S-s-s-sandra.” she blubbered, feeling like she was back in Dalton, in her old bedroom, pouring her heart out to her mother over some boy she liked who hadn’t asked her out to the dance.
“Sandra . . .” her mother prompted encouragingly.
“She was in the school, coming out.” Jessica got out between sobs.  “She didn’t recognize me mom.  She was like the others, sick, and she didn’t recognize me.”
Suddenly Sharon’s arms were around her, hugging her tightly.  Jessica buried her face in her mother’s neck, her breath coming in choking heaves as the dam she’d walled everything up behind started cracking.  As the tears fell and the sorrow spilled out, she clung to Sharon and let the words tumble forth.
“They s-s-shot her.” Jessica managed.  “They shot her, and then Joey too when he came out a minute later.  They shot them both, then handcuffed them like all the others.  They wouldn’t let me near them.  They made me get away from the doors.  They made me leave.  Said they were going to put them with all the other s-s-sick people.  Until they figure out w-w-what to d-d-do.”
Sharon was crying too, Jessica could feel it, but her mother’s voice was strong as she spoke quietly.  “Sweetheart, it’s a terrible thing.  A horrible thing.  Just about everything that’s going on today is.  But you did the best you could.”
“No, I failed them.” Jessica wailed, barely able to keep herself from shouting or screaming the words with the final, barest shred of her self control.  “They needed me and I just s-s-stood there.  I don’t know where they are, and I can’t help them.”
“You didn’t do anything wrong.” Sharon said soothingly, rubbing her daughter’s back  “You came as soon as you found out.  You got Candice, you kept her safe.  Joey and Sandra will have to wait for the doctors to tend to them.”
“They don’t even know w-what’s w-w-wrong w-with them.” Jessica said, and that was the last straw, the final piece of whatever had been obstructing, blocking, her already runaway emotions.  She cried onto her mother’s shoulder, just let the anguish and pain out as she clung to her mother and cried.
It hurt so much, so very much, and she couldn’t think of a thing she could do to make it better.  All she knew was keeping it inside wasn’t helping.  So she took her fingers out of the cracks in the dam and rode the torrent of tears as her frustration and shame and sadness unleashed.
Eventually the flow started tapering off, as the pool of sorrow finally began to empty.  She could feel Sharon rocking her, hugging her.  It felt reassuring, it made her feel safe.  She became aware of her mother murmuring words, talking softly to her.
“There, there.  Let it out.  That’s right.  Mommy’s here sweetie.”
Jessica could feel the enormous wet spot her tears had made on Sharon’s blouse, and giggled abruptly, almost hysterically.
“Feeling better?” Sharon asked softly.
“I think I ruined your shirt.” Jessica said as her humor subsided, but she did feel better.  She’d emptied all the things she’d locked away inside her, all the feelings and emotions she’d had to keep at least somewhat under control for Candice’s sake all afternoon.  Now that she’d done that, she still felt sad, still had a vague sense of discontented shame and failure at being unable to protect her family, but now there was room for the tiny stirrings of pride and hope.  Her mother was right, she’d gotten Candice out, and kept her safe.  That was something.
“Oh pshaw.” Sharon said.  “It’s just a shirt.  You’re my Jessica.”
“I’m really glad you’re here.” Jessica said as she sat back and wiped at her face.
“That’s what family’s for.  We love and help each other when the world’s too busy to care.” Sharon said.  Her face was wet too, but the light in her eyes was bright as she smiled.  “Now, you go into your bedroom and wash your face, change your clothes.  I’m going to go into the hall bathroom and do the same, then we’re going to go downstairs and eat pizza and French fries and try to get Candice thinking about normal things instead of bad ones.”
“Yes mom.”
“Good, now scoot.” Sharon said, making a shooing motion with both hands.
Jessica got up and went over to the door, then paused with her hand on the knob.  “Thanks mom.” she said, looking over her shoulder.
“Everything’s going to work out.” Sharon said, flashing another smile.  “You’ll see.  They’ll figure out what’s wrong and fix it, and it’ll all be better.  Until then, we’ll just stay out of their way so they can work it through.”
“I hope so.” Jessica said quietly.
“I know so.  Now go, clean yourself up so you don’t look like you’ve been crying like a schoolgirl.”
Jessica smiled, and slipped out into the hallway.  She heard Candice talking to her father downstairs, it sounded like he was debating the merits of various ice cream flavors with her, and smiled again.  She went down the hall to the master bedroom.  When she turned on the light and caught sight of herself in the dresser mirror, she chuckled ruefully.
Her mother was right, she looked a frightful mess.  All of her makeup had run from the crying, leaving streaks and tracks all down her cheeks and face.  Her eyes looked huge and wide from the film of tears that still lingered.  And her hair needed a good brushing.  She closed the bedroom door, then slipped off her shoes while she stood at the closet and pondered.  Finally she pulled out a pair of casual slacks and a knit shirt and laid them out on the bed.
The work clothes went into the hamper by the bathroom door, then she bent over the bathroom sink in her underwear and washed her face and neck twice before she dared to look in the mirror over the sink.  She looked a little pale, but refreshed and a lot better.  Jessica dried off with a towel, then ran a brush through her hair and pulled it back into a pony tail with a scrunchie.  After dressing, with her abulations completed, she felt a lot better.
When she emerged and went back downstairs, she saw her mother was already in the kitchen, wearing a clean blouse and watching as Candice carefully measured out flour.  A small bowl of eggs was already out, the sugar canister was open, with a bag of chocolate chips next to them both; all stood waiting for their turn to be added to the mixer.
“We’re making cookies!” Candice declared with something a lot closer to her normal cheerful demeanor as she dumped the measuring cup of flour into the mixing bowl.
Jessica smiled.  “Sounds good.”
* * * * *
 



Chapter Six – Night falls
Peter
“Johnson, see if that fucker will start.” Peter yelled.  He waited a moment, then yelled again, louder.  “Johnson!”
The Guard private’s head jerked around, fixing on Peter when he waved his arm over his head.  Peter pointed at the semi truck that was jack knifed, but still on its wheels, less than twenty yards from the three other semis that had overturned and blocked the west bound lanes of I-285.  The accident site was just east of the Chattahoochee River, thankfully just west of the Northside Drive exit.  A little further east, and it would have likely been impossible for traffic to reroute without even worse problems than the police were already reporting.
“Sarge, I can’t drive stick.” the Guardsman shouted back.  The east bound lanes, on the other side of the center divider, were clear up until almost to Spaghetti Junction, where I-85 and I-285 merged and formed a complex cloverleaf of elevated ramps and turns to allow traffic coming from either direction, from either interstate, to change over or pass through as the drivers desired.  Here, with east bound traffic moving at speed on the other side of the interstate, and all the military vehicles idling, the noise level was high.
Peter scowled, partly at the bastardization of his actual rank, and partly at the stupidity of the man.  “Johnson, I didn’t tell you to fucking drive it, I told you to see if it’ll fucking start!” Peter shouted back.  “Get in it, hold the clutch in, and turn the damn key.  Don’t make me come over there.  You won’t like it son.”
Johnson blanched at the look on Peter’s face, and quickly turned, breaking into a jog as he headed for the semi.  Peter watched him go for a moment, then slipped through the three feet of space between two of the overturned trucks.  There he found Captain Foreman huddled with the one lieutenant who’d made it in before the company deployed, the senior county police officer who was on site, and the driver of the Guard company’s HEMTT M984 recovery vehicle.
“It’ll move it.” the driver was saying, gesturing at one of the overturned trucks.  “But dragging it like that is gonna finish destroying the truck.  And where am I supposed to put it?”
Foreman’s eyes flicked to Peter as he joined the huddle, but the captain directed his words to the driver.  “Stevens, I don’t give a damn if it shreds it into seventeen thousand little pieces, I need it moved, and the other two as well.  This road’s gotta be open.”
“Put it on the shoulder.” Peter offered, pointing.
“All of them?” Stevens asked in an unhappy tone, turning to look in the direction Peter was pointing.
“Yup.” Peter said with a nod.  “Just drag the first one far enough down, and the others will slide in right behind it.  They can stay there until the civvies get their shit together and decide to come clear ‘em up.”
“And until then, the road will be open.” Foreman finished.  “The debris might put holes in a few tires, but it’s that or leaving the blockage here until, hell, tomorrow or Sunday.”
The driver turned back, opening his mouth again, but Foreman held up a finger.  “Discussion over.  You have your orders corporal.”
“Yes sir.” Stevens said, still visibly unhappy, but he turned and started toward the odd looking vehicle that was idling a couple dozen yards away.
“Christ almighty, save me.” Foreman muttered, shaking his head.  “Pete, how’s it looking on the other side of this mess?”
Peter shrugged.  “There’s about a dozen cars that look to be movable, I got guys checking and doing that now if so.  Any that aren’t we can either push off, use the 984 to drag, or maybe use some of the mobile cars to move the others.”
“What about that fourth semi?” Foreman asked, glancing at the cab and roof of the trailer that were visible past the top edge of the overturned trucks.
Peter grinned.  “Now that’ll be the rub, maybe.  If it’ll start, and the fifth wheel ain’t totally jammed solid, we should be able to just drive it off to the side.  And if not . . .” he trailed off, and Foreman grinned abruptly.
“984 it?”
Peter nodded with a chuckle.  “Yup.”
Foreman glanced back at the 984, which was only just now starting to roll forward.  Built to recover disabled tanks and other military vehicles on active battle fields, the armored recovery vehicle didn’t look like much to the untrained eye.  But the articulated crane mounted on its forward aspect could lift thousands of pounds under the right conditions, or pull quite a bit more.  It wasn’t as good as a M88 Armored Recovery Vehicle, but Peter was confident it would be able to shift just about anything they might encounter in Atlanta.
Though the merged mess several tractor-trailers could make when they all slammed into one another was making him wonder if his expectation might be proven false.
“Sure am glad you boys showed up.” officer Samuels said, shaking his head as the M984 continued forward with Guardsmen walking beside it.  “They were telling me it was going to probably be sometime tomorrow morning before they might be able to find the right kind of tow trucks and be able to get them out here.”
“Downtown Connector?” lieutenant Watson asked.
“Yeah.” the Cobb county policeman said with a shudder.  Peter kept his eyes on the 984 as it came forward at a walking pace, but he shared Samuels’ estimation.  When he’d finally arrived at the Guard base in Marietta, and reported to Foreman, he’d immediately been plugged into the same information loop the captain was receiving.
The situation downtown was bad, and not just on the interstate, though what had happened to the Connector was about three clusterfucks that had been jammed together, put in a blender, mixed with concrete and nightmares, and then spread untidily out across the highways with an epileptic giant’s ice cream scoop.
Two different north-south interstates came together at Atlanta, I-75 and I-85.  Both merged together for about eight miles as they cut through the center of the city, before diverging again.  One of the busiest stretches of interstate highway in America under normal circumstances, the day’s events had encouraged a far higher number of drivers than was normal to hit the asphalt at the same time.
Peter still didn’t know, and from what he heard neither did the civilian authorities, what exactly had happened on the roads; but a few hours ago there had been a series of incredibly impressive accidents that had completely closed the major north-south artery out of downtown.  The exact occurrences didn’t really matter regardless; what they’d done did.
For all intents and purposes, only Atlanta’s surface streets were now available to the metropolitan populace.  Those were normally only barely adequate for surface traffic in the various localities that comprised the larger entity known as the Atlanta area.  They were almost worse than if there’d been nothing when it came to what was happening on them now.  Which largely amounted to most everyone who lived in or within a now uncomfortable distance of downtown trying to get out through them.
“Excuse me sir.” Peter said to Foreman as he watched the ground crew supporting the 984 start struggling to hook up the cable to the first of the overturned semis.  They were about to try to tie onto the truck’s axle, which was liable to pull off under load.
“Carry on, Master Gunnery Sergeant.” Foreman said with a wave as he turned to Watson.
Peter strode over, shouting to get their attention.  “No, Goddamnit!  The frame, the fucking frame!”  When the Guardsmen looked up in confusion as he approached, Peter shook his head.  “Christ, you’re risking tearing the axle off, probably get someone killed when it catapults forward.  Here.”  he got down on one knee next to the truck, tapping a thick piece of the underlying frame of the truck.  “This, solid metal.  No joints, no bolts.  There’s no telling what might have happened to the axle fittings when the truck wrecked.”
Haltingly, but with gathering speed as Peter showed them, the cable was secured properly, and then everyone backed off.  When all the people on foot had cleared away, the 984 driver used the winch to draw the cable taunt, then revved up the engine and started backing slowly.  With a tremendous scraping noise, the semi was dragged along the asphalt on its side.  It was going too slow to produce sparks, but Peter had already designated half a dozen privates to stand by with fire extinguishers just in case.
The 984 made it over to the left hand lane with its burden before the trailer’s king pin began bending.  Peter started to wave his arms, then stopped himself.  The 984 was only moving about three miles an hour, and the weight of the cab was sufficient to prevent what he had been warning might happen if the axle had come off.
Sure enough, a couple dozen feet of progress later, the pin detached from the cab’s fifth wheel, and the trailer stopped moving as it came free.  The 984 driver, his head up out of his hatch, stopped the military wrecker, but Peter walked forward waving for him to keep going.  Stevens looked at him, hesitated, then started the big recovery vehicle backing up again; now dragging the cab alone.
As he was watching the truck ease over to the shoulder, he heard some shouting from the other side of the wreck.  It sounded a little panicked, and his head came around.  Peter scowled, then turned to look for one of the Guardsmen who he’d been yelling at when they hooked up the first truck.
“You saw where to attach the cable?” he asked quickly, running over and grabbing the man by the arm.
“Yes Sergeant.”
Peter scowled, but nodded.  Fucking Army, fucking National Guard reservists; no manners, no memory.  “Good.  If I’m not back by the time the trailer’s clear, do it like that on the others.  Don’t use the damn axles.  Understand?  Hook up to frames only.”
“Yes Sergeant.”
Peter left him to it and jogged around the blocking vehicles.  He saw a small knot of Guardsmen standing just to the side of the jack knifed semi.  One of them was holding his arm close to his chest, cradling it like it was hurt.  Peter saw Captain Foreman walking towards them, and sped up to beat the officer there.  Never let the officers be the first on the scene, not even decent ones like Dan.
“What’s wrong?” Peter asked as he arrived.
“Fucker bit me!” the injured Guardsman said angrily, holding up his arm to show the torn and bloody sleeve of his fatigues.
“Who?” Peter asked, glancing around.  He didn’t see any zombies in sight, though he’d heard a lot of the Guardsmen still using terms like ‘victim’ or ‘sick people’.
“In that car.” another of the Guardsmen said, pointing at a ridiculously large SUV with a crumpled front end and bloody, cracked windshield.  The damage to the windshield looked obvious, to Peter, like it’d come from within.  Like a person or other objects inside had hit it under deceleration.  The blood stains, overlapping on the cracks, seemed to confirm it as far as he was concerned.
Peter winced, thinking the driver of that had probably been taken to the hospital.  He wondered idly if it would have been better if maybe they’d just died in the accident, then shook his head to clear his thoughts.
“Problem?” Foreman asked as he joined the group.
“Possible victim.” Peter said.
“I thought the damned police said all the sites we’re clearing have been swept for casualties.”
Peter shrugged.  “Dunno sir.”  He reached out and tapped the Guardsman who’d pointed on the chest.  “Come on.”
Without waiting to see if the man was going to argue, Peter started for the wrecked SUV.  The driver’s door was standing open, and he approached cautiously.  The car looked empty, so he stepped up on the running board of the oversized truck with a car’s styling and peered in the backseat.
Lying there, on the floorboards in front of the rear bench seat, was a young man in his early twenties.  Well, not a man anymore.  Zombie.  The pale, vacant expression and fixed intent gaze were unmistakable.  So too were the wounds that didn’t appear to be actively bleeding but also didn’t have nearly enough clotted blood on them to explain why.
There was a trail of dried blood across the zombie’s face and cheek that seemed to have come from an ugly cut on his forehead, but despite the rather serious nature of the injury it didn’t seem to be bothering the zombie in the slightest.  Peter was still trying to get past that; how zombies seemed utterly oblivious to any injury, no matter how serious.  Only actual damage that removed physical function, like a broken or missing limb, seemed to bother then.
The zombie was trying to clamber out of the back of the vehicle, and making a poor effort at it too.  He seemed to be having trouble sitting up from the floorboard.  As Peter watched, he was trying again.  The zombie seemed unable to notice, or to reason out, that his shoulder was caught under the edge of the back seat.  A human would just twist and shift to move clear; but the zombie was just trying to simply force his way past the obstacle.
Throughout the effort, the zombie’s eyes remained fixed on Peter.  They were open wide, tracking his every movement hungrily, and showed no other sign of life.  Just that steady and unblinking gaze devoid of any warmth or inattention.  Single-minded.  Peter shuddered, still not used to it.
His face grim, Peter reached into one of the leg pockets of his utilities and pulled out his work gloves.  As he put them on, he caught the eye of the Guardsman who’d joined him.  “Alright, you’re going to open the door, and then stay out of the way.  Got it?”
“Got it.”
Peter finished tightening his fingers into the gloves, then nodded to the other man.  The Guardsman wrenched the rear door open, and Peter leaned in.  Grabbing the zombie by the ankles, he pulled him out of the back of the SUV.  When he had the lower half of the man out, he dropped the feet and stepped back.
The zombie lingered for a moment, half in and half out of the vehicle, then leaned forward and started to stand.  Peter waited, a few feet away, as he produced a long zip tie from another pocket and stuck it in his mouth, holding on to it with his teeth.  He wanted to see what the zombie tried to do next before he proceeded.  Better safe than sorry.
When the zombie finally regained his feet, it took a staggering step forward, toward Peter, then another.  Peter stepped in and got a hold on one of the wrists, which were outstretched toward him as the fingers flexed eagerly.  Forcing the man through a twist and a spin with a lot more effort than he’d expected to need, Peter got the zombie turned around and pushed it face first up against the SUV.  Grunting with strain, Peter captured the other wrist, and bent them both down to the base of the man’s spine.
“Cuff him.” Peter got out through teeth still clenched around the zip tie.  Orders were still to detain and transport the ‘sick’ and ‘diseased’ to the nearest hospital or CDC designated holding area.  Peter thought it was dangerously stupid, but orders were orders.  Apparently people, including the leadership and command structure of the city and National Guard, were not ready to begin shooting without there being an imminent threat to life.
Peter wondered, just a little as he struggled with the zombie, if it was wrong to want to just start shooting them.  Then he thought about what had happened at the hospital and shrugged mentally.  Time enough to sort out morality later.  Death didn’t allow for much time to weigh pros and cons.  Only the living had the luxury of philosophy and scruples.
After a moment, as he had to press harder on the zombie to hold him in place, Peter glanced quickly to the side.  The Guardsman was standing there with a sick expression on his face, not moving.
“Goddamnit!” Peter roared, first almost losing, then almost swallowing, the long strip of plastic in his mouth.  “Cuff him!”
Blinking, the Guardsman came forward and took the zip tie, then reached hesitantly to fit it around the zombie’s wrists.  Peter grunted again as the zombie flexed its arms against his hold, not twisting or fighting as a normal person would, but merely pushing with raw strength alone.
He heard the distinctive sound that gave the zip ties their name as the Guardsman finally got the end seated in the zipper and pulled.  Peter grabbed the end from him and gave it a second tug when the Guardsman stepped back.  Then, satisfied, he took hold of the zombie’s upper arms and kicked its legs out from under him.
As the man fell, Peter caught and lowered him so he didn’t crack his jaw or nose on the asphalt.  He stepped back hastily when he saw the man’s head turn, starting to chew on the toe of his boot.  Pulling out another zip tie, Peter secured the victim’s ankles, then straightened and stepped away and rotated his wrist as if feeling for an injury.
“Fucker is strong.” he muttered, then turned, eyes searching across the scene.  He spotted one of the Cobb County police officers who were ‘supervising’ the accident scene.  Mentally marking the man’s location, Peter then turned back to the Guardsman and grabbed him by the arm.  Heaving with his shoulder to start him off, Peter walked him away from the victim, then shoved him back against the hood of the SUV and jabbed his finger in the man’s chest.
“When you’re given an order, you fucking follow it.  Immediately!”  He said, face furious as he leaned in to put his nose inches away from the Guardsman’s.
“But sarge–” the man began, only to have Peter poke him in the chest again.
“That’s Master Gunnery Sergeant.” he growled.  “I don’t care what you do when you’re not out playing soldier in the woods one weekend a month, you’re active now, and you will follow the chain of command and obey and execute the orders you’re given by your superiors!  Is that clear?”
The Guardsman hesitated, and Peter saw his eyes flick worriedly in the direction of Foreman, still standing a short distance away.  “I asked, is that clear?” Peter repeated.  The ad-hoc and sudden appearance of Peter in the unit’s midst hadn’t been taken with the automatic acceptance that might have been hoped for.  It wasn’t anything like open revolt or disdain, but there was an undertone of uncertainty in how some of the Guardsmen reacted to him.
Peter had to keep reminding himself the Guardsmen were reservists, many of whom weren’t even former active service.  One weekend a month and two weeks a year wasn’t always enough to do much more than really offer an introduction into proper military protocol.  But he had assured Dan he could handle it, and he never said something he didn’t intend to follow up on.
“Clear, Master Gunnery Sergeant.” the Guardsman said with a nod as Peter glared at him.
“Good.” Peter growled, stepping back.  “Now check the back of this vehicle to make sure there’s not another one in it, then see if the engine will start.  If it does, move it off the road.”
Peter spun and headed for the police officer he’d spotted.  As he passed Foreman, he saw the captain wink at him, and just shook his head slightly with an even more faint shrug in response.  “Officer?  Officer, we got another one over here.” Peter called when he was a dozen strides from the policeman.
* * * * *



Darryl
“You think anything gonna come of all the bullshit they dealing with up in Atlanta?” Tiny asked.
Darryl shrugged.  “Dunno.”
“Think we far enough away if something does happen.”
“Dunno.”
“Shit DJ, you know anything?”
Darryl grinned.  “Dunno.”
The party had spilled out of the clubhouse.  Or, rather, it had been induced to migrate outside by the smells of grilling meat and the folding table of condiments and side dishes.  The outdoor speakers had been hung, both front and back, and turned up enough to risk one of the neighbors across the lake calling in a noise complaint if any of them wanted to use their patios or back yards and didn’t like the selection being played.
In the backyard, a fire had been started and allowed to collapse into coals in the fire pit, and the iron grates had been set in place over it for cooking.  Burgers and hot dogs had gone on first, enough stack up several plates to beyond full.  Now ribs were grilling, smelling wonderful.  Darryl knew they’d have been better if they’d been done slower, but people were hungry, and even quick cooked ribs would work out okay.
People had continued to arrive.  True to his promise, Darryl had kept an eye on the newcomers; setting himself into one of the comfortable wooden chairs on the front porch.  The little table next to him was big enough for an ashtray, a fresh beer, and his pack of smokes.  The kids who were roaming around sufficed to fetch him a fresh beer at need, and with the tunes and some conversation, Darryl was enjoying the last vestiges of the afternoon quite a bit.
He couldn’t remember the last time there’d been this many people at the clubhouse.  It had to be up past a hundred now, probably more like a hundred and twenty.  The kids were hard to get a count on, most of them only stopped moving if they were glued to a video game controller.  It was pretty unusual for this many kids, really any, to be here.  There wasn’t a rule against it, exactly, but the clubhouse was considered to be an adults hangout.
But whatever anyone other than Bobo thought about what was happening today, just about every Dog or Dog family member had decided a trip out to the clubhouse was a fine idea.  Dozens of cars were lined up next to the barn, which itself was so full of motorcycles some had been parked up against the back of the farmhouse.
Fortunately most of the newcomers had brought things with them.  Some had dragged along sleeping bags and pillows for later, others had thought to bring more chairs and lawn furniture.  Most had brought drinks, beer winning out by a three to one ratio over soft drinks or hard liquor.  A number of bottles had been added to the bar though, and the bar was definitely open.  The music kept getting louder as the party got busier.
Soon, Darryl thought as he tapped out a fresh smoke, the serious drinking would begin.  Without the promise of a ride, which Bobo was flatly forbidding through sheer force of personality, the only thing to do would be drink and party.  Darryl knew that’s exactly what was going to happen; was happening in fact.  If there was no reason to stay sober enough to take a ride on the bikes, most of the Dogz would not bother limiting what they drank.
It suited him just fine.  He lit his latest smoke and reached for his beer.  Just as his hand closed on the cold can, he heard something over the music that made him pause.  The music was loud, coming from multiple points in and around the clubhouse, but beneath it he heard something else.
“Someone screaming?” Tiny asked in his deep, rumbling voice.  The biker was one of two Dogz in the club who were taller than Darryl, in fact Tiny was the tallest by a good bit.  He towered a full head past Darryl’s own six foot four, and was built like the construction worker he was.
“I ain’t sure.” Darryl said, straining his ears.
“Man, people need to relax.  Party just getting started.” Tiny said, shaking his head and sipping from the plastic cup he’d brought out to the porch with him.  Darryl had already asked; it had a generous measure Jägermeister in it.
Darryl stood up, his hand drifting towards the Glock still riding his belt beneath his shirt.  “Watch the front for me.”  He said, turning to go into the clubhouse.
“Watch for what?” Tiny called after him.  Darryl didn’t pause, he just went through the clubhouse at a fast walk.  The screams seemed to be coming from the backyard.  As he went past the kitchen he saw a couple of the girls who were tending to whatever tasks needed doing looking curiously at him.  
As he neared the back door, the screaming grew louder.  Not just louder, there were more screams now.  It wasn’t just one person, or even two or three.  It sounded like more.  He didn’t run, but he quickened his pace until he was almost jogging by the time he reached the back door.  Bursting outside, Darryl paused as he surveyed the scene.
At first glance, he thought maybe a brawl was happening.  It was rare for any serious fighting, defined as something that sent a brother to either the hospital or jail, to occur, but it did happen occasionally.  But Darryl discounted this theory almost immediately when he saw at least two children visible amid the knots of tussling bodies.
Now that he was out back, the screaming had resolved itself into two kinds.  The first was the kind that happened during almost any fight, people yelling advice or making calls for the participants to knock it the hell off.  The second kind though, that was what had drawn his attention.  It was pain fueled, filled with a measure of panic and adrenaline that allowed it to carry over every other noise competing for listening space.
“What the fuck is going on?” Darryl asked loudly.  He saw a couple of children sitting on the ground near the fire pit with adults leaning down over them.  There was blood visible, and one of the kids looked to be having a seizure of some kind, he was shaking so much.  The wounds they were bleeding from were raw and ugly, not scrapes or minor cuts; but gaping injuries that looked serious.
“Some of the kids just collapsed, then started attacking people.” Evil said.
Darryl glanced at him briefly, partially in shock, but mostly struck by recollection from the news he’d seen in the Del Rey earlier.  And Bobo’s urgings as well.  People were getting sick.  Be looking for people who are sick.  And now it was here.  “Oh fuck.” Darryl said slowly, not really cursing as much as groaning verbally.
Evil’s comment told Darryl what to look for, and now it was easy to pick the details out.  There were three separate fights ongoing, each one centered around a kid.  Two of the kids were small, definitely in elementary school; but the third was old enough to be taller and bigger.  Not quite up to full adult size, but close.  And all three, big or small, were ignoring the adults who were trying to pull them off whoever they were clinging to.
Darryl saw Ratboy, Ape and Hooligan were the ones doing a lot of the second kind of yelling at the moment.  They were the ones the three kids who were the cause of everything were attached to.  Each Dog had a child hanging off an arm, or in Ratboy’s case his neck, where the child seemed to be busy chewing and gnawing.  Blood was flowing, thick and bright, around each child’s mouth.
Two or three Dogz were trying to pry the kids off their current victims, with little success.  Darryl wouldn’t have believed it if he wasn’t looking at it with his own eyes, here in person, but a girl who had to be six or maybe seven was resisting the combined efforts of Bones, Shooter and Fish as they tried to pull her away.  Her arms and legs were locked around Ratboy’s chest and midsection, her face buried against the side of his neck.  Ratboy’s screams were starting to weaken.
“Move!  Fucking move!” Darryl heard.  His eyes snapped over as Bobo suddenly appeared, running with surprising speed for someone of his age and size.  It wasn’t fair to call Bobo fat, but he was heavy, and he was nearing sixty.  Yet the old biker sprinted toward the closest brawl, a familiar and deadly shape visible in his hand.
A woman behind Darryl started screaming abruptly.  A couple of other people in the backyard were yelling or screaming as well.  Darryl made out a few calls of ‘stop’ or ‘what you doing?’, but if Bobo heard them or thought they were directed at him, he ignored them.
Bobo arrived at the first group of wrestling, pulling bodies and shouted again.  Darryl watched as brothers abruptly stepped back from Ape and the boy chewing on him as they registered the pistol in Bobo’s hand.  When everyone was out of the way, Bobo leaned in and put the gun to the side of the assailant’s head and pulled the trigger without delay.
Darryl didn’t even have time to blink.  The gunshot sounded in unison with shouts of surprise and anguish, and with a sudden shower of . . . stuff . . . from the far side of the boy’s head.  Despite the shocking suddenness of the incident, Darryl dimly noted there wasn’t nearly as much blood as he would have expected.
The boy went limp immediately, falling away from Ape as the biker scrambled back on his ass.  The man’s arm was bleeding heavily, and Darryl made another observation almost absently as he saw Ape’s wound seemed to be far more bloody than the kill shot on the boy who’d caused it.
Bobo took one quick look at the boy he’d shot, then darted for the next one.  Here the bikers trying to pry the girl off Ratboy had already scattered.  Bobo was able to run up and jam the gun in between the girl’s head and Ratboy’s neck without having to wait for people to get clear.  Darryl had time to recognize Bobo was angling the gun so the shot would go past, not into, Ratboy, then it went off a second time.
Another spray of gore, again more chunky than bloody, and the girl abruptly went limp and released Ratboy.  The biker staggered back a couple of steps and collapsed to his knees.  Blood gushed out around his fingers, running over his hands that were clapped over the wound in his neck.  His eyes kept darting around, looking for a lifeline that could save him.  Darryl didn’t know if there was anything they could do.  It looked like a lot of blood coming from Ratboy’s neck.
He heard a third gunshot, and jerked his eyes to the final child attacker.  While he’d been looking at Ratboy’s dire straits, Bobo had dealt with the last problem.  The little body, corpse now, tumbled away from the Dog he’d been trying to eat.  There was a pause of maybe a couple of seconds, where almost everything seemed to stop.  Then, just as abruptly, it seemed like everyone was yelling or shouting or screaming all at once.
A couple of people pushed past Darryl, and he dimly realized he was still sort of standing in the doorway.  As he moved, he further realized the people coming past him were women, and they were running towards the children.  No, that wasn’t entirely true.  Two of them were running at Bobo.  And they weren’t the only ones; three more Dogz were just beginning to step toward him.  They looked angry.
Darryl swore and broke into a run.  His boots weren’t the best for running, but they’d do in a pinch.  It wasn’t like he was about to do twelve minutes on the court.  It never occurred to him to draw his gun; he wasn’t intended on shooting anyone.  He’d never needed a gun to solve problems before, and wasn’t about to start now.  This was something he could handle, though he wasn’t sure, yet, how he’d keep five people from piling onto Bobo all at once.
Bobo apparently had other thoughts, about guns and being piled on.  He raised the pistol into the air and fired twice, then dropped it level to point at those who were encroaching upon him.  They froze.  Well, four of them.  The fifth, one of the women, was blubbering at the top of her lungs as she continued toward Bobo.
Darryl lengthened his stride, reached out, and managed to wrap her up in a bear hug only a few steps short of Bobo.  Staggering, trying to keep from knocking her over, Darryl spun her away from the older biker.  He let her go, but she turned almost immediately and tried to get past him again.  Darryl pushed her back twice, then went back in for another bear hug when she kept trying to reach Bobo.
“Let her go!” Zeebo shouted.
“Put the fucking gun down.” Chrome yelled.
“Back off.” Bobo yelled back.  “Y’all need to calm down.”
Darryl felt the woman in his arms shifting and leaned his head over to the side just in time.  Hers snapped back, trying to head butt him, but only thumped against his neck fairly uselessly.  He had her arms enfolded, so she couldn’t do much except wiggle and strain against his, but a moment later she was trying to kick him.
Frowning, Darryl realized he wasn’t sure how to proceed.  Normally, at this point when someone he needed to restrain was doing this, he’d apply a pain hold to get them to comply.  Occasionally he would do a little damage of his own to encourage them to knock it off.  He didn’t want to do either of those things now.
But as she tried to inflict damage on him, she was crying loudly, and didn’t seem to be really very interested in actually hurting him.  She just wanted him to let her go.  Through her tears she kept repeating ‘Michael’ and ‘killed’ over and over.  He didn’t want to escalate things, or actually hurt her.  He just didn’t want her to hurt anyone else, or force Bobo into maybe shooting her.
As he tried to think of something to do, a trained voice boomed out and cut through the chaos in an instant.  “In the name of the Lord our God, stop this madness!”
All the yelling and talking went silent immediately.  The woman in his arms stopped struggling.  Darryl looked over at the clubhouse, where an elderly man wearing slacks and a buttoned shirt was standing in the doorway, seeming to look at everyone at once.  The man’s stooped shoulders straightened as much as they were able for someone in his eighties, but when he spoke again, there was no doubt he was who had shouted a moment ago.
“There’s enough pain and suffering happening today.” he said, his face composed in stern lines though his eyes flashed fiercely.  “There ain’t no need to be adding to it.”
“He done shot three kids Mr. Soul!” Smoke said, pointing a finger at Bobo, who hadn’t lowered his pistol.
“Were they hurting others?” Mr. Soul asked, shuffling forward slowly.  “Seems to me, as I look at what I see here, they were.”
“That ain’t no cause to go shooting kids in the head.” Stick protested.
“They had gone to be with our Lord.” Mr. Soul said, his voice loud and sad.  “But their bodies remained to do Satan’s deeds, and that could not stand.”
There was silence except for some sobbing.  The woman in Darryl’s arms had ceased her struggles, and hung limply against him.  Her head was turned, and he thought she was looking at the teenager who had been attacking Ape, but when she spoke he realized she might have, instead, been looking at Mr. Soul as he hobbled closer.
“He in Heaven now?”
Mr. Soul’s face was still stern, but now his eyes were shading towards compassion rather than challenging defiance.  “Sister, He tends His flock like a shepherd, gathering the lambs in His arms and carrying them close to His heart.  Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His faithful.  Your boy’s with God now.”
The woman took a staggering step forward, and Darryl released her.  She made it almost to the dead teenager who lay motionless on the grass next to the spray of brain and bone before collapsing to her knees.  Her wail was loud and heart wrenching.  Mr. Soul reached her a moment later, leaning down and patting her on the back and saying something only she might be able to hear.
Darryl glanced around, checking the reactions.  Shock; a lot of shock.  A little anger, still, but less than there had been a few moments ago.  And confusion in varying degrees.  He moved closer to Bobo, wanting to be in position to assist in case the spell Mr. Soul had seemingly cast ended, and the anger moved back to the fore.
“Nine-one-one busy!” Big Chief said suddenly.  Eyes moved to him, and he held up his phone as if to illustrate what he meant.
“So try again.” someone said after a few moments.
“I done tried three times.” Big Chief said, looking puzzled.  “It won’t go through.”
“What you calling nine-one-one for?” Low asked.
“Ambulance.  We need us an ambulance don’t we?”
“Couple of ambulances.” Mad muttered unhappily.
“No ambulance gonna help us.” Bobo said loudly.
Smoke turned back to Bobo with a hostile expression.  “No, you just don’t want the cops out here to haul your ass in for killing kids.”
“Ain’t gonna be no cops neither.” Bobo said, sounding more irritated than angry, or afraid.
“Yeah, why?”
“Because we are in the end times.” Mr. Soul said, straightening and raising his voice again.
“This ain’t no time for preaching.” Chrome grumbled.
“This is the perfect time.” Mr. Soul said before he walked out a little more from everyone, then turned so he could better face them all at once.  “While you’ve been out here partying, Brother Bobo and I have been watching the news.  Believe me when I tell you we are at the beginning of our final test on this Earth.”
Darryl heard some mutters, but no one quite dared to raise any actual protest.  Mr. Soul was a retired Baptist preacher, retired only because his congregation had insisted after his third heart attack.  The life of a preacher was consumed by the needs of his congregation, and it had been wearing Mr. Soul out.  But even in his twilight years, or perhaps especially, he had lost none of the fire and passion that had brought him to preaching in the first place.  His stamina might be lacking, but that was all.
“Everyone stay calm and listen.” Bobo said.  His voice, though louder, didn’t quite carry as much as Mr. Soul’s trained tones.  Everyone heard him though, and heads turned.  Bobo lowered the pistol slowly, but kept it in his hand and in view.  “Some of the people on the news is using the word zombies.  And the pictures they showing make it hard to argue with them.”
“You for real?”
Bobo shrugged, but he also nodded once.  “That what happening.  Downtown, around Atlanta, and now here.”  He gestured at the dead kids, and at the wounded.  Some people were busy using paper towels and washcloths to clean and slow the blood flow.  Ratboy was lying flat on the ground, slowly bleeding out.  Darryl was already thinking of him as dying, rather than merely wounded.  There was just so much blood on the grass around him.
“So what that got to do with us?”
“It got everything to do with us.” Bobo said tightly.  “We here, ain’t we?  Zombies here, ain’t they?”
“Ain’t no zombies here.”
“No?  What you think they was?” Bobo demanded, pointing at one of the kids he’d shot.
There was silence.  Darryl looked, like nearly everyone else, at Mr. Soul.  The preacher smiled and spread his hands as if welcoming their questions.  “Evil takes many forms, for Satan is eternally devious and patient.”
“Look.” Stony stepped out from the densest portion of the crowd, near the clubhouse.  “I ain’t disrespecting you Mr. Soul.  But just cause you say they zombies . . . that crazy talk, ain’t it?  Zombies ain’t real.”
Mr. Soul shrugged slowly, as if the challenging question was of no consequence.  “You’ve eyes so you might see what God wants you to see, even if Satan tries to trick you.  Look now at what has happened here, and know truth.”
“Yeah, look.” Bobo said, moving to the closest of the wounded Dogz.  “See, that ain’t no cut, and it ain’t no tear neither.  That a bite, a full on taking a chomp and eating it bite.  See, come look.  Don’t just hear me and wonder.  Walk on over here and look.”  He pointed at the gaping hole in Ape’s arm, and in Hooligan’s too.  Darryl looked, and couldn’t think of anything else to call the wounds than what Bobo had.  They were bites, sure as sure could be.
“So, they was trying to eat people?”
Bobo nodded.
“Why?”
Bobo shrugged and glanced over at Mr. Soul as if asking for help.
“We have always been caught between Heaven and Hell.” the preacher said.  “Today, Hell is a little closer than it was yesterday.  We’re to overcome it, same as we are everything else Satan sets in the path we walk to God.”
“How?”  Darryl was startled to discover he’d asked that question.
Bobo turned to him, giving him a measuring look.  Darryl was suddenly a little embarrassed; Bobo had tried to warn him about this a couple of hours ago, and he hadn’t listened.  Now four people were dead, and five others were hurt.
“We need to stop fucking off and get ready for what’s coming.” Bobo said.  “There new rules in play, and we gotta know that or there ain’t gonna be no tomorrow for us.”
Bobo looked around slowly, taking his time to study each face before moving on to the next.  People shuffled their feet, or glanced around to see how others were responding, but no one said anything.  Bobo finally finished his survey and moved towards the fire pit.
“Rule One.  Until we know how people turning into zombies, everyone gotta be watchful.  Stay in big groups, don’t wander off in small ones.  Big group, there a chance to stop someone if they start trying to eat somebody.  Small group, more likely a zombie gonna get you.
“Rule Two.  Everyone armed, all the time, everywhere.  Even in the bathroom.  If you old enough to drive, you old enough to help defend us.”
“We ain’t got no guns for that.” Shooter said.  “I mean, I can loan someone my backup piece, but even then . . .” he shrugged.  Darryl knew he was right; appearances of being big bad bikers to the contrary, the majority of the Dogz were just guys who enjoyed riding motorcycles and hanging out with their friends.  Even without checking there would be few weapons available to put in people’s hands.
Bobo nodded.  “I getting to that.  Rule Three.  Dogz first, everyone else second.”
Darryl frowned, turning that one over in his mind.  At first impulse, it sounded pretty redundant.  The Dogz always focused on their own first.  That was sort of the whole point of being in the club.  But, as he thought a little more, his brow furrowed.
One of the women beat him to the conclusion.  “What that mean?  You kicking out anyone without a patch?”  She looked familiar, and Darryl placed her after a few moments as an ex-girlfriend of Stick’s.  An ex-girlfriend who’d been with Stick longer than most of his exes, one who might have maybe married him if things had gone a little differently.  What was her name?
Darryl was still trying to remember that when Bobo replied.  “Naw, that ain’t quite what I mean.”
“Well?  What then?”
“If you got a patch, you a Dog.  If you here now, or if you family, then you a Dog too.”
“My family ain’t all here.” Needles said loudly.
“Then make some calls.  Everyone who got family left outside, you make some calls and tell them to get here.  But they need to hurry, ‘cause based on what I seen on the news, there ain’t much time before things get real bad.  But no one coming here is gonna stay who ain’t being vouched for by a Dog.”
Darryl saw a few of his brothers pull phones out, while a few more started trying to argue.  Bobo shook his head definitely.  “End of discussion.” he said flatly.  “Now, here’s what we gonna do.”
* * * * *



Jessica
“You look tired.” Jessica remarked to Candice, who was belatedly covering a yawn as she sat back from the empty plate of cookies.  “Why don’t you go take your bath and get into your PJs, okay?”
“Okay.” Candice said agreeably, pushing back from the table and making as if to pick up her plate.
“Thank you for remembering sweetie, but mommy will take care of that.”  Jessica said quickly, making a motion for her to leave the plate on the table.
Candice nodded, then turned and left the dining room.  Jessica surveyed the remains of the meal, one of her daughter’s favorites.  Pizza with chicken and pineapple, French fries with barbecue sauce, and grandma’s cookies.  Only a few pieces of the two pizzas were left on the circular baking pans in the center, though there were probably two or maybe three servings of fries still in the paper towel lined basket.
When she heard Candice’s footsteps on the stairs, Jessica waited another few seconds, then gave her mother a look.  “Mom, did you dose my daughter?”
“Why Jessica, would I do that?” Sharon asked innocently as she nibbled on a cookie and raised her eyebrows.
“Yes.” Jessica said with a firm nod.  “You used to do it to me until I caught you crushing up the allergy pills.  The glass of milk you were going to hand me, with the pills in it, was right next to you on the counter.”
“Ah, and times were harder after that.” Sharon said with a smile.  “Candice needs to sleep, and after what she’s been through it might come harder than you or she’d like.  I gave her a children’s dose.  Sometimes it can be handy if something induces drowsiness.”
Jessica sighed, but couldn’t really find an argument she felt like making.  Her mother was probably right.  “Well, I’d better get this cleaned up.”  She said, standing and starting to stack plates.  Sharon helped, taking the serving dishes into the kitchen behind her.
Jessica pulled down a pair of Tupperware containers to put the leftover pizza and fries in, and dumped the cookies into the cookie jar on the counter while her mother rinsed the plates and glasses before putting them in the dishwasher.  She took the dish cloth into the dining room and wiped the table down, then came back into the kitchen just as her mother was tucking the baking sheets into the dishwasher next to the other dishes.
“There, now let’s sit down and find out what’s going on.” Sharon said.
Nodding, Jessica went into the living room, where her father had already claimed the remote and turned the television over to his favorite newscast.  Jessica settled herself in the recliner Brett had always favored, while her mother joined William on the couch.  Her father gave her a quick glance, his eyes warm and welcoming.  But she could see the worry in them, especially as he flicked them back to the television.
The screen was displaying a map of America, with swaths of red and orange marked all across it.  Cities were labeled with dots and text, black outlined with white that showed up quite well against the colors.  She looked automatically at Georgia, and saw Atlanta was coated in red, with nearby Athens similarly crimson hued.
For some reason she found that, momentarily, funny.  The color they were using was the same as the UGA sports teams.  It almost made her smile, she felt her lips starting to curve for an instant, but then the image of Joey and Sandra earlier this afternoon flooded in to chase the humor away.  She blinked twice and resumed examining the map.
The northeastern United States had a callout box in the upper right corner of the screen, since on the big map it looked like a solid red mass.  In the callout, she saw every city that was marked was also covered in red.  Glancing across the rest of the map, she noted that while the major west coast cities, like Los Angeles and San Francisco were red, nearly all of the marked and shaded areas in the adjoining states like Nevadan and Arizona were orange or even yellow.
She realized someone on the broadcast was speaking, a voice she’d been ignoring as she studied the map.  Shaking herself mentally, she started listening properly so she could hear what was going on.
“–CDC is reporting outbreaks all across the country.  While there are reports that even the smallest of communities have seen citizens come down with the disease, locales with the greatest population density seem to be suffering the worst.  Schools and universities seem to have been hit especially hard, rough estimates put it at as many as two-thirds of the country’s student population having fallen ill.”
Jessica drew a deep breath, thinking of Joey and Sandra again, as she listened to the news anchor and his admirably calm and even voice.  The graphic on the screen disappeared, replaced by the set of the ABC national newscast.  Charlie Jennings’s suit was as sharp as ever, but his expression was touched, just a little, with an extra measure of graveness.  His eyes seemed troubled, despite his professional demeanor as he faced the camera.
“We’d like to turn now to one of those experts, Doctor Peter Davidson, board certified in infectious diseases and internal medicine at John Hopkins.  Doctor Davidson has consulted with the CDC and the World Health Organization numerous times over the past fifteen years, and is currently the lead researcher on a long term study into avian flu.”
The camera pulled back and panned a little to reveal a middle aged man in a suit sitting next to Jennings.  His tie was knotted crookedly at his collar, and Jessica thought he looked rather tired.  He didn’t smile as Jennings turned to him, only nodded as he waited for the first question.  “Doctor Davidson, you’ve been in contact with colleagues around the country this afternoon, including some at the CDC.  What can you tell us about the medical situation.”
Davidson hitched himself forward in his chair, frowning slightly as he opened his mouth.  “I can say this is unlike anything I’ve ever seen.  There are still virulent and deadly diseases in the world, but we’ve never encountered one quite like this.”
“How does it differ?” Jennings prompted.
“Well, it’s an irrelevant argument which aspect of this disease is ‘worse’.” Davidson made little quote marks with his fingers, “But the fact that it seems to strike without any visible symptoms or signs before a victim is identified, combined with the unchecked aggression they thereafter exhibit, are among the most complicating factors for us as we try to get a handle on it.”
“Let’s talk a little about what symptoms there are once someone has become a victim.” Jennings asked, his voice still sounding professionally grave.
Davidson grimaced.  “Aside from aggression, which is a very troubling symptom, victims seem to lose most of their motor coordination and become almost completely unresponsive to either verbal or physical stimuli.  Additionally, their bodies seem to go into some form of hibernation or low metabolic state, similar to what we typically see in drowning victims pulled out of freezing water.  Furt–”
“Let’s stay with that a moment.” Jennings said abruptly, clearly listening to his producer in his ear piece.  “Because we’re seeing a number of reports from medical personnel around the country that victims seem to have no detectable signs of life.”
Davidson frowned slightly.  “Well, clearly that’s impossible.”
“Why?” Jennings asked.
“Because if victims had no life signs, they would be dead.” Davidson said after a moment that he seemed to spend finding the right tone of voice that wouldn’t come out as too insulting.  “And victims of this disease are clearly not dead.”
“Doctor Davidson, we have confirmed reports of, and in some cases have had copies of the monitor records faxed or emailed to us here at ABC News, of victims showing no activity on heart or brain monitors, that they are showing no lung function to indicate breathing.”
Jessica’s hand flew to her mouth in shock, and she was grateful Candice wasn’t in the room.  Without the need to censor her reactions for her daughter’s benefit, she was free to vent the dismayed horror she felt at those words.  Two of her children were victims, and even though the thought had occurred to her that they might well die of this, she hadn’t really faced that prospect head on yet.  It left her feeling even more helpless than she already was.
“I wouldn’t be in a position to directly refute any results that I’ve not had a chance to review.” Davidson said on the television, his polite veneer slipping a bit as his annoyance, or maybe his impatience, with this line of questioning began to show.  “But I can only say I’ve been in touch with a number of colleagues around the world, and I know they’re being overwhelmed with the size and scale of today’s outbreaks.  Mistakes happen when a hospital becomes swamped with more patients than it’s designed to handle.”
“So you’re saying these reports must be errors?”
“They have to be.” Davidson said with a not quite sniff.  “Without a heartbeat, without at least autonomic brain function, the human body ceases to operate; and the victims of this disease are clearly functioning.  At least on some level.  It’s simply going to take time to learn more about what this is, what causes it, and then ultimately how to treat it and beat it.”
“So you’re confident a treatment can be found?” Jennings asked.
“Well confident is a rather arrogant word for something as widespread and devastating as this outbreak, and only hours after we became aware of its existence.  But I can’t imagine anything less than a near total application of our available resources being put to work on the problem.  There shouldn’t be any of the usual delays of meetings and politics, both governmental and within the medical community, to prevent us from diving right in on the problem.  I’m sure if our total resources are applied that we’ll be able to get some sort of a grip on this and work towards a treatment, and then a cure.”
Jessica had lowered her hands to the arms of the recliner, and was clenching her fingers tightly enough into the thick overstuffed cushioning to feel the hard wood frame beneath.  She sent up a silent prayer as she hoped with all her being the expert was right.  Jennings’ next question, therefore, did not please her at all.
“But with diseases such as AIDS, SARS, cancer, Alzheimer’s, to name but a few, still going unsolved, how can you be so sure?”
“Bastard.” Jessica whispered, hating the newsman for throwing water on the flicker of hope she was trying to keep kindled.
Davidson seemed to echo her sentiment, for now he openly scowled.  “Charlie, I think we have to have hope a cure can be found.  And I can only emphasize my faith in the ability of the worldwide community of medical professionals to accomplish miracles when the funding is made available, and when the normal barricades and roadblocks that often get in the way of important research are removed.”
Jennings nodded, but he turned away from the doctor and faced the camera directly.  “As we warned you at the top of the hour, the President is addressing the nation tonight.  Our White House reporter has just told us the President is entering the White House Press Room now.”
As Jennings spoke, his image was replaced by a handsome wood podium bearing the Presidential Seal, with a pair of American flags behind it, and a layered blue background that had the oval White House emblem prominently positioned.  A man with glasses who she only faintly recognized as maybe being the White House press secretary was talking, but the sound was still tuned to the ABC studio so the audience could hear Jennings.  That changed after a moment, however, as the feed switched over.
“–stions on a limited basis, because most of the likely questions are better addressed by others we have standing by to answer them.” the man was saying.  Jessica thought he looked a little harried, which she didn’t think was a good sign for someone who arguably had the preeminent job in the field of public relations.  “And now, the President of the United States.”
There was no applause, and the press secretary didn’t even try to lead any, which Jessica thought was an even better sign of how serious things were.  The familiar figure of the President stepped behind the podium, his appearance and face as poised and sharp as ever.
“Good evening.” the President said as he gripped the podium with both hands and gazed out across the room.  “The events of today have thrust us into the midst of a crisis unlike any I think we’ve ever faced as a nation.  From my meetings throughout the afternoon with my advisors, and with various state and federal government officials and agencies, I think it’s safe to say we are facing a crisis.
“So, first of all, I want to assure all Americans that your government is aware of the problem.  Our full resources are being marshaled to deal with the events of today.  Those resources will remain dedicated to the managing and resolution of this issue for as long as necessary until we can achieve that goal.  I will not allow partisan divisions or politics as usual to divide us in this time of crisis.  To put it simply, you are either part of the solution or part of the problem.
“We have seen today that an estimated ten to fifteen percent of our citizens have been afflicted by a strange and terrifying disease, in a matter of hours.  Were this something we might call a normal disease, if such a thing exists, that would be already be a grave circumstance in itself.  But those who are being stricken by this illness are causing problems far beyond their own sickness, through no fault of their own.  Their actions are complicating our ability to respond effectively, and are creating additional aspects to the crisis beyond the purely medical issues.
“So, as your President, I urge you, I urge all of our citizens, to help us help you.  If you have training or experience in emergency response, if you’re a medical professional current or past, if you’re someone with military service and still able in mind and body, then I urge you to contact your local authorities now.  Find out where they can use your skills and your abilities to best help your community.  This may be a widespread crisis, but resolving it starts with each of us, and begins at the local level.
“If you’re not in a position to join the crisis responders in some capacity, then I urge you to stay home.  We are still seeing new victims appear, and I am told that, right now, we don’t ultimately know how many will be affected.  And because of this disease’s unique nature, once someone becomes sick they lash out at anyone near them.
“Some confirmed victims were driving upon the onset of their symptoms, and that has contributed to a number of terrible accidents that have claimed the lives of thousands, injured thousands more, and created obstructions on our streets and highways that is further hampering our ability to reach and render aid to those who needed it.
“So, again, stay home.  If you become a victim, you will be safe in your home; safe from harming others, and safer from causing yourself harm.  You won’t be behind the wheel of a vehicle and risk injuring or killing yourself when you lose control of that vehicle.  You won’t be outside to begin wandering around where you can act out against your neighbors and friends, or where you might risk endangering yourself by walking into a hazardous situation.
“If someone in your home becomes sick, the best thing you can do is to confine them somewhere in your home, behind a closed door, and stay away.  Contact your local authorities immediately so they can be taken for treatment.  I encourage people to create a schedule of regular communication with their family and friends, by telephone or email, or even just opening a window and calling across the back fence.  Human contact can be comforting in times of crisis, and will permit your loved ones to alert authorities if you become sick.”
The President cleared his throat quietly, and shifted his stance behind the podium.  “Now, this order has already gone out to the states by way of the governors, and to the individual units through the Department of Defense’s established chain of command, but I know things are confused in many communities in America tonight.  So I would like to take this moment to repeat the announcement personally.”
He looked directly in to the cameras as he continued speaking.  “As of six pm, Eastern Standard Time, all members and units of the National Guard are ordered to mobilize for duty.  Unless otherwise directed by your chain of command, starting with myself and the Joint Chiefs, all units and unit commanders should contact your state authorities for assignment.  If your local commanders cannot provide you with an assignment and area, check with your superiors in your regular chain of command for orders.
“But in the absence of any orders from either of those two sources, then I am personally directing, as your Commander-in-Chief, that all members of the American military, active or reserve, get out into your communities and help however you can.  Your nation needs you, now more than ever.
“Orders and plans are being drawn up now for the deployment of regular military units on similar missions of aid and assistance.  Again, since what’s been happening today has created so much confusion, I am repeating what is already being communicated through the normal channels and procedures in place.  All military personnel should report immediately for duty.  If you are a member of the military who is traveling or otherwise away from your assigned unit, then you should report immediately to the nearest available military unit or base for orders.”
The President paused again, seeming to study the assembled reporters in the press room, then smiled reassuringly.  “The events of today seem shocking, and they are.  But the most important thing everyone can do is to not panic.  America is a country founded by ordinary citizens that came together in pursuit of a shared ideal, and today should be considered nothing more than the latest in a long series of tests of that same beginning.  We are strong when we act as one, when we come together as one, and I would ask everyone to remember that.
“Now, I know there are questions, but I’ll warn you now we simply don’t have answers for all of them.  And I would further ask that you remember that while I am the President, I am not a doctor.  I have several doctors here to attempt to address those types of questions.  So, I’ll take a few and do my best, then turn you over to the people I’ve brought with me so they can give you the best information we have available.”
He pointed at someone sitting almost directly between himself and the cameras focused on him from the back of the room.  “Jennifer?”
“Mr. President, there are a lot of rumors and speculations flying around right now.  There’s one word that keeps coming up repeatedly.  What do you say to the description of the victims as ‘zombies’?”
Jessica gasped, and as she did she expected to hear . . . something from the room full of reporters and government officials.  What, she wasn’t sure; scorn, laughter, disdain?  But whatever she was expecting to the simply incredible question, the room in Washington remained silent, awaiting the answer.
The President didn’t seem surprised or dismayed by the question.  He didn’t even blink.  “I would say this is real life, not a story.  Those stricken by this disease are our family and friends, our sons and daughters, our husbands and wives.  They are citizens of America who need our help, and we will help them.”  He pointed again.  “Caren?”
“Mr. President, to the best of my knowledge, medical centers all over the country are completely overwhelmed by the number of victims they’re struggling to receive and treat; disease victims as well as injuries related to the events of today.  What is being done to help relieve that burden on their available space and personnel?”
“One of the many things our nation’s military is being mobilized to do is address that very problem.” The President said.  “Field hospitals and military medical personnel are deploying across the nation.  I’m told the first of the mobile hospital units should be active within the hour, and by midnight there should be more than a hundred in place, each one with the capability to triage and treat even the most severe injuries.”  He pointed again.
“Sir, most of us are focusing on our own cities and communities, and to a lesser extent the United States as a whole; but this problem is striking all around the world.  Have you been in contact with other world leaders, and what can you tell us about what’s happening beyond our own borders?”
“I’ve talked to the leaders of over two dozen countries in the past few hours, and the State Department and our Secretary of State and our Ambassadors have been in contact with dozens upon dozens more.  I can tell you we are not the only country, the only people, who are dealing with this.  Apart from offering the assistance of any American assets that are local to the country in question, I don’t really have anything to say about what’s happening elsewhere.”
The President started to point again, but the same reporter spoke again, his voice insistent and slightly louder.  “Mr. President, follow up.  Have any of those leaders indicated they’ll be offering assistance to the US?”
“Don, I really have nothing else to say about what’s happening elsewhere at this time.” The President said firmly, pointing at someone else.  “Peter.”
“There are over four dozen cities across the nation that are experiencing particularly heavy outbreaks, and some of those city centers and areas of greatest population density are in chaos.  Is there a plan for restoring order to those cities?”
“That’s a question General Dempsey is the best one to answer, so I’d ask him to address that in a minute.” The President said, glancing at someone to his left that wasn’t in frame.  “Okay?”  He seemed to be listening to an answer the camera couldn’t pick up, then nodded and turned back to the room, pointing again.  “Yes, Brianna?”
“Are there any plans for some form of martial law to help control the spread of the outbreaks?”
The President frowned.  “At the federal level, not at this time.  I know most the nation’s state governors have declared states of emergencies, and we are doing our best to assist them in response to those declarations.  But no, I’m not aware of any of those governors having declared martial law.”
“Mr. President–”
Whatever the next man had been about to ask was lost as number of things happened in rapid succession.  Jessica saw a pair of arms reach in from the left side of the camera’s shot, green sleeved with gold embroidery on the cuffs.  The President’s head was only just starting to turn, reacting to the touch as the hands seized upon his upper arm, when there was a lot of shouting.  Then a balding, gray haired man in a uniform leaned into the picture and bit the President on the side of the neck.
“Oh my God!” Sharon exclaimed, sitting forward.
“What the hell?” William was shifting up as well, eyes wide as he stared at the television.
Jessica just sat there, too shocked and numbed to react.  There was blood on the President’s neck.  His face was contorted in pain.  The man who was biting him was almost expressionless as his teeth tore through the President’s flesh.  Two more men appeared in frame, one from either side.  Both grabbed whoever was on their side – the left the biter while the right put hands on the President – and both tugged to try and separate the Commander-in-Chief from his assailant.
They strained, and the President yelled in agony as the attempt to pull the soldier of him increased the tearing action of the bite.  Jessica realized the two additional men must be Secret Service when they abruptly had guns in their hands.  The level of sound coming from the television was immense now, like watching an action movie.  William had turned the volume up so they could easily hear the news, and now was too stunned to think about lowering it.
As the shouting in the White House press room spiraled past merely chaos, the Secret Service agents’ guns started going off.  The one on the left jammed his pistol in between the bodies of President and assailant and pumped about half a dozen shots into his chest.  The gray haired biter rocked some under the impact of the bullets but otherwise stayed fastened on the President’s neck.
The President started collapsing, and the agent on the right caught and supported him.  Reaching around behind the President with his gun, he laid the barrel of the weapon right up against the attacker’s head.
“Oh Jesus!” Jessica blurted, just as the agent fired.
The soldier’s head just sort of exploded.  One instant he had a head, in the next two thirds of it seemed to have been converted into bits of flesh and bone that left the space they had formerly occupied in a rapidly widening spray of gore.
The President sagged against the agent on his right, as the other one was finally able to pull the attacker away.  Four more agents appeared in frame, closing in around the President in a tight formation.  Physically manhandling their charge, they lifted and held the President between them and propelled him out of the room nearly at a run.
As the two agents who’d been first to the podium stood over the body of the headless man on the floor, the sound abruptly lowered dramatically.  The news anchor’s voice came on, the normally trained and confident tones sounding hushed and shaken.
“Shocking images from the White House.  A unprovoked and frankly insane attack upon the President of the United States –”
On screen more people were flooding into the camera’s shot.  Lots more Secret Service agents, identifiable because they wore suits and had guns visible in their hands, starting to form a line across the front of the room.  A number of the others wore Navy uniforms, and at least one was probably a doctor, by the way he didn’t seem upset by the brains and blood at his feet and how he seemed to be giving orders to the others who weren’t armed.
“We’re obviously going to keep all of our White House resources on this story.  At this time we don’t know–”
Jessica heard feet on the stairs, and looked away from the television immediately to her father.  William stared back at her almost blankly for a moment, then seemed to remember he had the remote.  Just as he muted the sound, Candice appeared in the living room.  Her hair was wet, and she now wore pink pajamas with tiny flowers printed on them.  Jessica forced a smile, hoping it came out naturally, and held out her arms.  Candice came over and slid into her lap.
“All clean?”
“Yes.” Candice said.
Jessica hugged her and took the opportunity to take a quick sniff, but she smelled soap and shampoo, and decided the bath probably had been taken.  “And you brushed your teeth?”
“I did.” Candice said, with the faintest hint of exasperation that was normally irritating to Jessica.  Now though, she welcomed anything that indicated Candice was acting normally and not stuck in a funk, or worse, over the day’s events.
“That’s my girl.” Jessica said.  “Ready for bed then?”
“I want to sleep in your bed tonight.” Candice said cautiously after a moment, sounding hesitant.
Jessica smiled and gave her a squeeze.  “Sure you can.  You can keep it warm for me, for when I lay down.  How’s that?”
“Okay.”
“Okay then.  Hugs and kisses.” Jessica said, and Candice twisted in her grasp to fit her arms around her mother.  The girl hugged Jessica tightly, then leaned her head back to brush her nose across Jessica’s a few times.  “Love you Candy Bear.”
“Love you mom.” Candice said, wiggling off her lap and starting for the hallway.
“Hey, no hugs and kisses for grandpa and grandma?” William asked with a smile, as Sharon patted the sofa.  Candice smiled back and jumped onto the sofa, landing between them and stretching out her arms.  Jessica’s parents hugged the little girl in unison, and then accepted kisses in turn as Candice turned from one to the other.
“Good night sweetie.” Sharon said.
“Sleep tight.” William told her.
Candice went back upstairs, and Jessica smiled at her back as the girl departed.  William waited until they heard Candice had gone back upstairs, then unmated the television.  The picture still showed the White House press room, which now looked anything but orderly and stately.  People were on their feet, milling about, shouting soundlessly as the news producers kept the audio from that room muted.  Cameras were now against the line of agents, angled up and over to get pictures of what was happening.
Jessica listened to the voice over, which was recounting what she’d just witnessed, and sighed.  “I don’t suppose we can fix any of this with pizza and cookies?” she ventured, hoping with all her heart it might just be that simple.
Sharon barked a small laugh, and Jessica looked at her mother in time to see her shaking her head.  “No dear, I think that stops working about the time you quit believing in Santa Claus and the Easter Bunny.”
“Pity.” Jessica said as she returned her attention to the television.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Seven – Yeah, that’s bad
Peter
“Just move it!” Peter yelled.  The Guardsman at the wheel of the car shrugged, and Peter saw him do something to the gearshift of the minivan.  The vehicle started forward, its engine still making that chugging, whining sound that foretold of damaged belts and probably deeper problems as well, but it only had to move about thirty feet to be on the shoulder.
“Gunny!”
Peter turned at the shout, and saw Captain Foreman waving at him from next to the command humvee.  He had a radio headset on, and as Peter jogged over, he saw the captain looked worried.  As he stopped next to the humvee, Foreman took off the headset, handing it back to the driver and gesturing for Peter to follow him.
They walked away from the humvee, past its rear, and away from the bustle of activity as the guardsmen swarmed over the accident site on I-75.  The Guard vehicles’ headlights cast the interstate into patterns of bright and shadow that made it hard to see sometimes.  They were learning, at cost, that things lurked in the shadows tonight.  Things that were hungry.
“Sir?” Peter asked when they stopped, and Foreman gave him the same worried eyes.
“That was Captain Philmore.” Foreman said.  “His people are south of here.  He wants us to join him downtown.”
Peter took off his floppy cap and scratched at his bald spot for a moment.  “Where are they?”
“They’re trying to clear the Connector at Tenth Street.”
“So what’s the problem sir?  Did their ARV break?”  Peter asked, wondering if maybe there was something that might need the services of a second 984.  Then, as that thought crossed his mind, he found himself trying to estimate what could have happened at a civilian accident site that a single 984 couldn’t deal with.  He really hoped some semi-trucks hadn’t performed one of the mating dances he was dreading.
Foreman shook his head.  “He says they’re . . . meeting resistance.”
Peter considered that for a moment.  The Guard unit had cleared four other blockages, two of them on 285 before backtracking west to I-75 and starting to work their way south down that artery.  This was their fifth stop, and while it had been hard work, the worst part hadn’t been the physical labor of pushing vehicles or preparing them for pulls or tows.  No, the worst had been the zombies.
Peter had used that word a few times, and he wasn’t the only one, though the majority of the Guardsmen continued to employ the euphemisms that were starting to wear thin.  Peter was sure some of the objectors to the Z word knew someone, or had heard of someone they knew, who might be one.  It didn’t matter.  Whatever you called them –the sick, the diseased, victims, the zombies – they were showing up everywhere.
Wandering on the highway, drawn by the activity.  Trapped in vehicles, having been missed in the triage driven haste earlier emergency responders had taken to focus all efforts on the living.  Trapped under the wrecks, having been thrown clear during the accidents before something else, a car or truck or whatever, rolled or skidded in atop them.
Nearly all of these zombies, particularly those who were under rather than in vehicles, sported grisly and often horrific wounds.  And far beyond simple lacerations and broken bones, and beyond even enough visible blood to make a trauma surgeon take pause.  There seemed to be no shortage of caved in faces or broken skulls or missing limbs.  Worse still were those unfortunates who had been burned, or who had suffered injuries that caused gaping wounds in their body cavities.
Peter considered himself a tough guy.  Just hours ago, even as recently as late afternoon, he would have described himself in such terms.  He had seen wounds before, even bomb victims.  He’d thought nothing could ever be worse than assisting the survivors of an IED or suicide bomber attack; Marines screaming in agony from burns scattered amid the heat and blast mangled bodies of their comrades would have been his previous top choice of most horrible thing ever.
If he could handle that stoically and without veering off task, he could handle anything.  He’d found out he was wrong.
Men, women, even children, with various previously internal organs now not only exposed, but dangling fully outside their bodies.  Someone whose heart or lungs were not only visible but actually protruding from them should not be calm and silent about it.  They certainly should not get up and stagger towards you, eager to grab hold and start chewing.  And even allowing for the injuries or the mobility problems; surely when they tripped over their own dangling spill of intestines it ought to elicit even a momentary reaction.
Well it was generating reactions.  Just not in the zombies.  The zombies didn’t seem to care about anything so long as they could get hands and teeth upon someone.  The Guardsmen . . . they were mostly weathering the graphic assaults poorly, at best.  A number had been injured, some seriously enough for Captain Foreman to be required to call for medical transport.
And it seemed Foreman’s unit wasn’t the only one having such problems; the wait for one of Clay’s roving medic teams to arrive and handle treatment and transport was growing longer.
Some of the injuries seemed minor, but with words like ‘zombie’ gaining circulation strength, many of the injured Guardsmen became panicked.  Peter couldn’t really blame them, though he tried his best to do his job.  Which was to keep the unit on task and working.
He hated it, hated having to tell a man with a deep bite but no other injury to calm down and get back to work, but those were the orders.  He hated even more having to argue with the others in the unit about working alongside someone who’d been bitten.  He harbored faint hope that this was not like the movies, that the bites and other wounds received from scuffling with a hungry zombie wouldn’t result in the obvious.
Maybe those were just the movies, that this was just some unidentified chemical attack or parasite or something.  That there was a non-horror story reason for what was happening, one that didn’t mean what the word ‘zombie’ was ultimately going to happen.  He wasn’t holding his breath though.
One thing he had done, with Foreman’s blessing, was pull those who seemed the most calm, who were displaying proper self-control and equanimity, off other duties and form them into a security squad.  Now they were tasked with nothing except guarding against, and dealing with, the zombies when they appeared.
The security squad had helped to, somewhat, settle the morale of the rest of the unit; but Peter was still concerned.  Now he glanced around at the site they were working, trying to evaluate the work’s progress.  The men, and women, were getting good at the clearing.  It wasn’t that hard when you didn’t care about anything except getting the road open.  Only the zombies were a serious problem.
“Well sir.” Peter said finally, seizing on the can-do attitude all NCOs were required to generate at the bat of an eye, “We can be out of here in maybe fifteen minutes, ten if we push it.”  Foreman was quiet, and Peter frowned slightly after a few moments.  “Or should we just move out now?”
The captain hesitated, then shook his head.  “No, let’s finish up here.  I have a feeling that once Philmore has us with him, we’ll probably stay joined up for a while, maybe the rest of the night.  Let’s at least get this cleaned before we roll out.”
“Roger that sir.” Peter said, turning and looking across the scene again.  He plucked the radio off his belt and keyed it.  “Stevens.”
There was a moment, then the radio crackled with the answer.  “Stevens, go.”
“Stop being so fussy.” Peter said.  “We got orders to roll out ASAP, so do what you can to expedite the rest of the clearing here.”
There was a pause, then the driver of the M984 came back, sounding wryly amused.  He had learned to be pretty cavalier about how the vehicles were moved, to be only concerned with moving them.  Clearly, however, he thought there maybe was some other level of restraint he could remove from his approach to the clearing effort. “Will do sergeant.”
Peter looked across the lanes of pavement again, evaluating.  The interstate’s own street lights were almost unnoticed in the powerful gleam and glare of the unit’s own headlights.  When they arrived at a site now, they automatically parked and positioned the trucks and humvees to add to the illumination of the scene.
The M984 was clearly identifiable by the distinctive pattern and spacing of its light suite, designed to let the vehicle operate in exactly these types of conditions without external lighting aid.  Right now it was using the articulated arm to right an overturned car.  Peter went in that direction, and started giving specific orders to those assisting Stevens as he moved the wrecks.
This stretch of I-75 was on an incline, so Peter took advantage.  There were already enough vehicles moved off to the side to allow him to have someone get behind the wheel of something and steer while others leaned their shoulders and backs to getting in the vehicle into motion.  Once it was, the Guardsman, or woman, would simply hop out and they’d leave the whatever it was to roll off to crash into the growing mass that was off to the side.
Between the M984 and the roll and go strategy, they had three of the four lanes opened by the time Peter’s radio crackled again.  He stepped back from a truck that had rolled over before slamming into a sub-compact; both vehicles were going to need the crane and winch to move.  Picking the radio off his belt again, he keyed the microphone.  “Gibson, go.”
“Gunny, time to go.” Foreman said.
Peter glanced around, then nodded.  “On it sir.”  Hooking the radio back into place, he cupped his hands around his mouth.  “Back on the vehicles, move out.  Let’s go, we’re rolling out.”  A couple of the corporals took up the call, and in moments the Guardsmen were headed for their assigned places in humvees and trucks.  Peter jogged over to the nearest police officer as the Guardsmen started loading themselves up.
“We’re heading out, orders.” Peter said, to both explain and forestall the expected objections.
The officer merely nodded though, his eyes flicking to the last blocked lane, which was the left lane.  “Guess we’d better rearrange the cones then, and put out some more flares.”
“Yeah.”
“Thanks for the help.” the man said, keying his own radio and calling for the senior officer on the scene.
Peter left him to the task and jogged over to the humvee he’d been riding in.  Everyone else was already in their seats, and he stepped up on the edge of the open passenger door and looked around one final time.  He didn’t see any more Guardsmen who looked to be still afoot, so he dropped into the seat and lifted his radio again.
“This is Gibson, vehicles sound off go-no-go for departure.”  He held the radio up next to his ear so he could hear more clearly, and listened as each vehicle’s driver checked in to confirm they had all their assigned people, marking them off his mental list of the unit’s transportation.  When he’d filled in all his boxes, he nodded sharply and keyed the radio.  “Captain, we’re good to go.”
“Move out, head south.” Foreman said after a few moments.  “10th street, exit 250.  We’re in a hurry, but stay together.  Be advised, there’s supposed to be another blockage at exit 254, so be prepared to use the shoulder.”
Peter grabbed onto the doorframe to brace himself as the driver stepped on the gas a little too enthusiastically, though it could be fatigue starting to build up.  They’d been working hard for hours now, and most of the Guardsmen had either been at their civilian jobs or already on base, before events had started happening.  Fatigue could only be held at bay by surprise and the press of things that needed doing for so long.  Peter said nothing, merely hung on as the vehicles shook themselves down into a single file convoy formation and sped south along I-75.
Sure enough, just before they got to Moores Mill Road they saw a trio of police cruisers parked across the interstate, lights going, with flares and cones set up to indicate the road was blocked.  Well, not entirely blocked; there was technically some space for them to fit through.  The Guard vehicles slowed and threaded their way through the blockage, the lead humvee using a little bumper to nudge two wrecks a bit more out of the way, before they got back up to speed and continued following 75.
Foreman came back on the radio, his voice echoing from both the vehicle’s under dash set as well as the hand units Gibson and one of the backseat corporals wore.  The captain read out a new frequency.  “We’re joining unit Pappa David.  Switch over to their frequency.”  He repeated the numbers again.  Peter reached to change the humvee’s radio so the driver could concentrate on the road.
As he started trying to adjust his handset, what he heard coming from the vehicle’s radio caused him to furrow his eyebrows.  The voices were, well panicked was the only word, the strong emotion in the voices underlined by clearly audible gunshots in the background.  He wondered who had decided to take the lid off.  Then he wondered how bad it might be if they had.
As he got his handset shifted to the new frequency, Peter left the volume alone despite the stereoscopic echoing the multiple radios were now creating in the vehicle.  He didn’t want to risk missing any important traffic, and based on the amount of shooting he heard it was going to get much louder.  
“Pappa One-Four, pulling back some more.  They’re too close again.”
“No shot, no shot!  Fuck Tanner, move that piece of shit.”
“Pappa Six, Pappa Two-One, we got a jam on the mount, might take a minute to clear.”
Peter started to see flashes up ahead, staccato strobes that could only be weapons fire; and only some of them looked like small arms.  The others had the distinctive look of machine guns, he was sure of it.  Few things lit up the night like automatic fifty caliber fire; at least, almost nothing else the Guardsmen might have been issued today.  As they got closer, the sound started to penetrate through the roar of the humvee’s engine and the rush of air past the vehicle’s open window.
As impressive as the firefight was in the moonlight, his eye was inevitably drawn to the Downtown skyline.  Normally lit up like it was posing for any nearby photographers, tonight Atlanta was lit in a different manner.  The orderly and twinkling lights that normally framed the buildings were mostly gone; power was out in a lot of the buildings.  They weren’t dark however.
A number were on fire, and their flickering illumination gave the city a vaguely sinister look.  He saw three different skyscrapers ablaze, though two of them were smoking more than actually burning.  The third however, was pretty well engulfed, and Peter frowned.  The Westin Peachtree was a landmark in the city for its distinctive cylindrical construction as much as for its height.  From the look of it, no one would be admiring it anymore.  Based on how bad the fire looked, he couldn’t believe the building could be salvageable even if firefighters could reach it immediately.
At a break in the radio traffic, he heard Foreman come on the circuit.  “Pappa Six, this is Bravo Mary Six, approaching from your north, ETA forty-five seconds.”
“About time.” Peter heard a less panicked, but no less stressed, voice respond.  “Slot in as our second, double time.”
“Pappa, what’s the frag?”
Peter’s frown deepened as he heard Philmore curse.  “Fuck, everything south of our line.”
Reaching for the AR-15 he’d brought along from home, Peter glanced over his shoulder at the backseaters.  “You heard the captain.” he said as he lifted his personal weapon, having declined the offer of a service issue M-16.  “Vorees, get on the mount.  Rest of you, load and for fuck’s sake double check your safeties.  Keep them pointed out the windows.”
He opened the flap on the ammo pouch on his belt, extracting a loaded magazine as the soldiers behind him nodded back.  Shifting the weapon, he let the barrel hang out the window as he inserted the magazine, then pulled the charging handle and made sure he still had the safety on.  Similar metallic clacks and sounds came from the Guardsmen riding in the back seat, and the noise in the humvee increased as one of them threw back the roof hatch to clear access to the top mounted M2 Browning.
They were less than half a mile away, and he could see dozens of flashes now.  Each flash represented a weapon, and there were a lot of them.  He wondered if maybe there was an organized gang of looters that was resisting arrest, then shook off the thought as stupid.  Even looters would be shooting back.  It wasn’t until the humvee was within two hundred feet that he could finally make out what they were firing at.  His mouth dropped open, and he heard curses and amazed grunts from the Guardsmen in the vehicle with him.
In the distance, maybe a quarter mile off, was the bridge across which 10th Street went above the interstate.  Just beyond that was a now familiar tangled mass of vehicles, including three semi trucks, that were twisted and overturned across and through a couple dozen smaller vehicles.
In the foreground he saw four humvees in a rough line abreast across the highway.  All of them had their reverse and brake lights lit, and two of the four were spitting fire from machine gun mounts.  There were figures riding in the open doors, or walking backwards between them, figures wearing BDUs, with rifles pressed to their shoulders.  The heavier vehicles that should have been accompanying the unit, trucks at least, were not in evidence.  Just the humvees.
Between the wrecked cars and the National Guard unit was a solid mass of zombies.  Peter couldn’t see how anyone could possibly use any other word to describe them.  It was the only one that fit.  How else would you describe a shuffling, shambling horde of people all staggering forward under the fire raking across them.  Humans, no matter how fevered or delirious or angry, would never take such punishment without shattering into a disorganized and demoralized mass that retreated or at least sought cover.
Not here, not the zombies.  They didn’t even seem to mind the bullets slamming into them.  They ignored all injury, old or new alike, as they pressed inexorably forward.  Most of the fire they were taking was 5.56mm, from the M-16s wielded by the Pappa Guardsmen.  The normally dependable rounds seemed to have almost no effect.  Zombies would flinch from an impact, rocking back under the energy of a hit, but never stopping.
There were two M-2s raking them, and at least those bullets were heavy enough to present something even zombies ‘noticed’.  If having arms and legs blown off, or taking repeated torso hits by the heavy rounds, and being knocked over qualified as something that needed to be ‘noticed’.
Peter wasn’t entirely sure it did; the zombies almost immediately started trying to get up after ‘noticing’ it.  The bullets and the subsequent damage they caused seemed to be nothing more than a minor irritant to the zombie horde.  He couldn’t even tell if they were bleeding; there sure weren’t the sprays of blood he knew would be present if a human mob were taking such fire.
Peter heard cursing, turned in automatic response to tell the Guardsmen to focus, then realized it wasn’t just them.  He had unconsciously joined them.  The scene was just that surreal.  He glanced around, expecting to see someone with a camera, but there wasn’t.
‘This is really happening’ a corner of his mind insisted.  ‘Buck the fuck up Marine’.
“Okay, get ready.” Peter said, catching his headshake and turning it into a slow roll that looked like he was loosening his neck up.  He reached out and tapped the thigh of the Guardsman, well woman really, who had stood up behind the M-2 their humvee mounted.  She dropped into the center of the back bench seat and looked at him.  Her eyes were big and wide.  The flashes of gunfire behind him lit her face oddly.
“When you fire, keep your aim point low and the bursts small.” Peter said loudly, deliberately letting his tone drift into harshness.  She didn’t look like she was too eager, or too ready, to handle what was about to happen.  Peter was hoping a little command authority might snap her back to the task at hand.
“Sarge, they’re people.” she protested, sounding very unhappy.
Peter gave her a long look, considering what to say.  “Just watch your fucking line of fire.” he said after a few moments, abandoning any thought of something uplifting and motivational when he realized he couldn’t think of anything that didn’t sound ridiculous.  “Last thing you want is to put rounds through a friendly.  Understand?”
She opened her mouth, hesitated, then nodded twice with short choppy movements.  She didn’t say anything further.  Peter gave her a brisk nod back, and she stood back up to man the mount.  He eyed the other two soldiers in the back but they didn’t look as disturbed as Vorees.
Facing forward, he saw they were nearly to the besieged Guard unit.  Glancing in the side mirror, he saw the distinctive headlights of the five ton trucks with them were swinging off to the side of the interstate, along with the ARV.  He grunted in approval; it got the bigger vehicles out of the way for the humvees to back up as they engaged, plus let the troops riding the trucks dismount and add their fire to the effort.
Bracing against the dashboard, Peter gripped his AR-15 tightly as the driver braked sharply about twenty feet behind the line of Pappa David vehicles.  Their humvee was slotted in between two of the others in front of him, Peter was pleased to see.  It was a good sign the driver knew to do that without having to be told.  But Peter turned and grabbed the man’s shoulder as the humvee came to a stop.
“When you back up, you fucking go easy or you’re gonna spill us out.”
“Got it sarge.” the Guardsman said quickly, glancing briefly at him before looking back forward with the aura of someone watching a gigantic wreck unfolding in slow motion; eager to not miss a single detail but afraid to watch.
Peter cranked the volume on the vehicle’s radio to near max, then opened the passenger door and put his right boot on the running board, pressing himself back against the door frame with his left.  He settled the AR-15 firmly in his hands, tight against the sling and his shoulder for good control.
He peered through the optical sight on his weapon at the approaching zombie horde.  He tried, he really tried, to just view the entire mass as one big target.  But, inevitably, his eye drifted to individual people in the crowd.  Zombies, he kept telling himself they were just zombies.  But as he adjusted his aim, his eye fell upon one woman who was the right age to be a typical college student.
Her Georgia Tech t-shirt was bloody and ripped, hanging off her by one shoulder and revealing a lot of skin.  If it weren’t for the blood it almost looked like the shirt was supposed to be worn that way.  She had been pretty, he noted almost immediately, as he took in the blonde hair and attractive features.
But now the eyes were fixed and hollow, her features slack and lifeless, skin pale higher up but mottled and bruised lower down.  And she was covered in a lot of blood.  She staggered forward with the other zombies, and as he watched she ignored a bullet impact high up on her left shoulder.  The wound did not bleed, merely opened up a hole that would have any normal person down on the ground screaming in pain.  She just kept pressing forward.
“Bravo Mary elements, be prepared to check your fire.” Captain Foreman said on the radio.  He was shouting, clearly trying to make sure he was heard by everyone despite the gunfire.  “Papa David will be maneuvering back to reload and grab a quick breath.”
Which would normally mean, Peter knew, they were going to let their weapons cool for a few moments.  Now, however . . . Peter didn’t begrudge the soldiers a minute to try and collect themselves.  This was an insane situation no one could have been fully prepared to deal with. 
The humvees in front of them began backing up, some of them jerking a little as the drivers hit the gas too abruptly.  They all settled down before they became a hazard however, sliding in reverse past the newly arrived vehicles.  Behind, well in front of them really but headed in the same direction, came the dismounted Guardsmen.  They were turning and running to fall back from the encroaching zombies.  Those whose faces Peter could see clearly had no interest in being left alone in front.
Peter blinked and realized his aim had drifted away from the Georgia Tech student.  Swallowing, he deliberately didn’t try to find her again, and kept his gaze as unfocused as he could let it get and still be sure of where his rounds would go.  He didn’t need to see any actual details, didn’t want to see such things.  The mass was so big almost anything he fired would hit.
The last of the Papa vehicles and men made it past Peter’s unit, and the radio crackled again.  “Bravo, open fire.”  Peter flicked his selector switch to semi auto and squeezed the trigger.  The rifle rocked him slightly, surging back against his shoulder, but he controlled it with the ease of decades of practice.
Still refusing to pay attention to what he was aiming at, beyond ensuring his sights were on the shambling expanse of flesh that was slowly encroaching toward him, he had his second round on the way a second after the first, then the third.  The pattern of steady aimed fire, as aimed as he could make it without looking too closely anyway, was a trained instinct that he fell right into immediately.
He was waiting for it, expecting it without really knowing that he was, but he still flinched a little when the Browning opened up less than a foot from him.  The machine gun fired fifty caliber rounds that were capable of penetrating the engine block of most vehicles in the world.  Part of that was their size and weight, and the rest was the muzzle velocity they fired at.  Bottom line, the damn thing was loud when it went off.
Especially when you were next to it.  Now, as the Guardswoman manning it sent a long burst forward, the light and noise so close to him were enough to make him flinch involuntarily.  Vorees was sweeping the weapon from left to right in a tight arc about as wide as the humvee.  As Peter kept squeezing off shots of his own, he saw the heavy fifty caliber rounds ripping through the zombies in twos and threes.  The noise was incredible, and he kicked himself for not putting in his earplugs.
Peter had spent some time over the years researching the history of the Corps, somewhat out of a sense of duty and esprit de corps, but also out of interest and even curiosity.  A good part of that research had covered World War II and the often overlooked and incredibly bloody campaign the Corps had fought from island to island across the Pacific Ocean after Pearl Harbor.
During that war, repeatedly, the Japanese defenders of those islands had launched wave attacks into fixed positions covered by crew served weapons.  Some of those attacks had even succeeded, the enemy soldiers soaking up the fire of sometimes multiple machine guns that raked them with belt fed rounds until enough of their surviving brethren could overrun the positions.
When Peter had read such accounts, and then when he’d seen a Hollywood reenactment of some similar battle or another, he had marveled at the courage, and been thankful modern combatants had learned to not do stupid shit like that.  But the zombies were beyond anything that could reasonably be called smart, and showed signs of neither tactics nor self preservation.  They simply walked right into the fire of dozens of rifles, which was bad enough, but also the mounted machine guns.
As bad as that was, the worst part was that not all of them were even falling when hit, even when hit by one of the Brownings.  Getting hit was only a problem for one of the zombies if it fell, or was knocked, over.  Wounding seemed to be a non-issue, except where the wound involved a limb being lost.
In those cases, the zombies that were unable to stand because of having lost a leg or more rarely seeming to be unable to regain their feet without the use of an arm to prop themselves up while they rose merely began crawling.  Without a sound, without crying or panting or anything; they just walked and crawled forward steadily.  Hardly without pause.  They didn’t even seem to notice, or care, if other zombies walked on or tripped over them.
Lack of blood or not, the scene was beyond his worst nightmares.  None of his extensive prior combat experience had really prepared him for the sight of a shuffling mass of civilians that walked determinedly, unhurriedly, into such a hail of gunfire and didn’t seem to mind beyond the inconvenience of being knocked over or losing the use of a limb.  They weren’t even flinching, not even blinking, as the fire raked them over.
He started focusing on the horde again, involuntarily, as he struggled to come to grips with what he was seeing, as if his mind demanded confirmation that his decision to remain visually detached couldn’t provide.  When he started looking properly, what he saw was sickening.
There were people with gaping holes in their chests that were getting up and continuing forward, holes that you could see through, that had ribs and organs showing or spilling out of.  He saw arms blown off, and beyond a twisting from the impact, the person – the zombie – continued approaching.  And still, the entire time, without a sound, without a single cry of complaint or scream of pain.
It was unreal, and Peter realized the fire was slackening.  His left ear wasn’t cringing under a vicious assault of heavy rounds firing off nearly next to his head at about two a second.  Then he realized, to his shame, his own weapon was half lowered.  He covered by hitting the magazine release to let the mostly empty magazine drop out of the AR-15, fumbling at his ammunition pouch for a fresh one as he turned his head to the gunner on his left.
“Your orders are to fire that weapon!” he barked sharply.
Vorees looked at him, and now he saw she was in shock.  He grimaced as he got the new magazine seated with a click that was felt rather than heard, then reached over the roof of the humvee and grabbed her arm.
“Goddamnit, your buddies are here!  They need you.  Now fire that weapon!” he shouted.
“Sarge . . .” she stammered, and her eyes flicked past him to the zombies.
“Now!  I don’t care if you have to close your eyes to do it.  Just keep it level and in line with the vehicle and fire until we leapfrog back.”
She visibly swallowed, and flinched as he jerked the charging handle on his weapon.  Then, and Peter couldn’t believe she actually did it, she closed her eyes and squeezed the trigger, sort of waving the mount back and forth across about five inches of traverse.  He decided that was fine for the moment, and turned back forward, bringing his weapon back to his shoulder and resuming his own fire.
They stayed on line for another minute, maybe a little longer, then the mass of flesh was within fifteen feet of them and seemed almost undepleted.  Ragged, battered, tattered; but still intact and continuing to press north.  He shot steadily, still not really focusing on his aim beyond ensuring the rounds were sent into the approaching mass, then would reload and resume.  Finally Peter felt the driver hit him on the leg, and dropped back into the seat.
“Pulling back?” he half shouted.
“Yeah.”
Peter turned and managed to get the attention of the backseaters, the two door gunners pulling back inside after the machine gunner dropped away from the mount and sat staring numbly through the windshield.  Patting his pouch, Peter realized he had shot through half his ammo already.  It wasn’t like he’d been issued a proper patrol load; they weren’t expecting combat.  He put a new magazine in his weapon, then jabbed a finger at the shaken Vorees.  “Crawl into the back, hand up some more mags.” he ordered sharply.
She blinked, transferred her far away stare to him, then turned and eeled over the backseat and into the cargo space at the far back of the vehicle.  Their gear was back there, mostly tools and stuff, but also the packs that had not been needed until now.  They needed them now, or at least the extra ammunition that was supposed to be in them, and Peter watched a moment as she grabbed the first one and started opening flaps.
“Bravo Mary, leapfrog back.”  Foreman’s voice ordered from the radio, and Peter grabbed the back of his seat as the driver accelerated smoothly backwards.
“When we’re up again you get on the mount.” Peter told Hanover, the Guardsman behind him, who looked a little dazed, but otherwise seemed to be tracking properly.  The man nodded, and Peter watched him pull his door closed and jam his weapon in between it and the seat before sliding over to the middle of the seat.  As Hanover stood up behind the M2 mount, Vorees got the first handful of magazines out.
Peter grabbed the four she was proffering and tucked them quickly into the pouch on the left side of his equipment harness.  He took a moment to make sure they were oriented properly in the pouch, so he could grab and reload without having to look.  As he satisfied himself about their positioning, the humvee braked to a halt.  Peter looked forward again.
They were back in the second rank again.  The weapons of Philmore’s unit were up and firing once more.  Peter stood up out of the door, shading his eyes reflexively against the harsh illumination of the street lights on the Interstate’s center divider as he studied the zombie horde.
What he saw did not make him happy.  It didn’t even look like they’d made a dent.  If anything, the numbers seemed larger.  Behind the front line of the approaching zombies he could see the 10th Street overpass, fenced along both sides as a shield against pedestrians throwing things down on the normally busy lanes of traffic below.  It seemed to be . . . moving.
Ducking his head back inside the humvee, he snapped his fingers sharply as he spoke.  “Vorees, there’s an ILBE pack back there with a set of binoculars in the bottom left pouch, on the side.  Hand them up here.”
“Sarge, I don’t know which one you’re talking about.” he heard the Guardswoman say in a voice touched with a frantic edge.
Peter kept his voice calm, trying to use his tone and manner to keep her from falling past the edge she clung too.  “There’s only one pack back there that’s different than the others.” he said encouragingly.  “That’s the one.”
It shouldn’t be that hard for her to figure out, even in the shadowed interior of the vehicle.  The Guard all used older packs that were much more like, well, older backpacks.  His ILBE was a modern piece of equipment that looked like something a mountain climber might use.
Holding his hand outstretched toward her, Peter turned and looked forward again.  There was movement along either side of the overpass, where the fences ended as the overpass was no longer needed.  It was just a little bit of a hill, something that would take a person maybe a few seconds to run up or down, between the street above and the Interstate below.
“Bravo elements, engage as best you can, and watch your line of fire.  When in doubt, don’t shoot.” Foreman’s voice said from the radio.
Hanover opened up with the Browning, followed a few moments later by Manning, shooting from the driver’s side rear door.  As Foreman’s unit resumed firing, adding their weight to that of Philmore’s, Peter frowned.  It wasn’t helping.  That much fire would erode a human mob even if it didn’t disperse it through sheer terror and pain.  The zombies just kept coming.
Something pressed into his hand.  When he withdrew his arm from inside the vehicle, he saw the requested binoculars.  Dropping the strap over his head reflexively, he flicked the little lens caps off hurriedly and raised the binoculars to his eyes.  It took him a moment to dial the focus in, but only a moment, and the west side of the overpass leapt into view.
Zombies were coming down the hill, though it was really more of a falling dominos process than what humans might do to descend properly.  It didn’t seem to bother the zombies however, which was good since it seemed even the few that were somehow able to stay on their feet tended to be knocked off them by a falling and skidding zombie behind them.
At the bottom they rose and stepped off the edge of the low wall separating the small bit of grassy shoulder from the Interstate’s breakdown lane, falling again, and then they were of a level with the rest of the zombie horde.  And with the humans.  Frowning, Peter shifted his gaze to the back of the horde pressing north towards the Guard position, using the height the humvee gave him to see past the zombies.
“Fuck me.” he breathed, his words unnoticed amid the hammer and crack of weapons.  The horde was huge.  He stared through the binoculars at the trailing edges of the zombies for a few seconds, then kicked himself mentally and ran through the process of generating a decent estimate.  It was nearly a thousand he decided after another couple moments of calculation.  At least.  And growing.
Peter let the binoculars fall on their strap and grasped his AR-15.  Settling the weapon into place against his shoulder, he drew a bead on one of the front rank zombies, letting the red dot centered in his optical sight slide up until it rested in the middle of the zombie’s face.  He ignored the details his mind was picking out, business suit, male, missing a lot of skin and tissue from the left side of its face, and forced himself to stay in target mode.  Just another target.  That’s all it is.  Just another target.
The AR-15 bucked against his shoulder almost of its own accord, and he blinked as he scanned the front rank of zombies through the sight, then adjusted his view down a little.  There.  He saw a pair of legs wearing gray dress pants vanishing beneath the shuffling feet of zombies still up.  Two tripped and went down, but they were already pushing themselves up to rejoin the advance.  The one he’d shot stayed down.
Peter picked out another one and repeated the experiment.  Another headshot, and someone who may or may not still be alive would need a new secretary if they were, as a middle aged woman who definitely looked like an administrative worker went down missing the top third of her skull.  She did not get back up.
Flicking the safety back on, Peter let the weapon fall back to his side on its sling and unhooked his radio.  The handset was old and much more bulky, heavier, than was the norm in front line service, but he was familiar with it.  Before he could depress the microphone button, intending to try and get the unit’s targeting altered to maybe actually kill some of the zombies, the speaker crackled with a shouting voice that seemed on the verge of panic.
“More behind us, and coming from the west!”
Peter’s head snapped to the right.  Various parts of the Connector had retaining or support walls along the sides, holding back earth as the highway cut through hills, or to hold up overpasses and signs.  This section had a wall that was maybe fifteen feet high to the east, but the west was effectively open.  Just a low wall at the edge of the breakdown lane, not any sort of obstacle to someone on foot.  Well, and a slight slope up to the exit ramp road, but that was it.
Even a zombie wouldn’t have to climb up or down, it could just walk into it and fall forward in either direction, get back up, and continue.  Which was what was happening.  Peter saw a line of figures descending the low rise from the exit road and the streets beyond that were part of Downtown.
A lot of figures.
They were all over that flank, emerging from the exit road as it stretched up toward 10th Street.  Many were already on the interstate, flooding around the trucks and the ARV.  He saw zombies reaching up, dragging at soldiers who had been hanging out of their windows or doors, more zombies beating on those same doors.  Some zombies were already down on their knees next to victims, where a lot of screaming and thrashing and bleeding was happening.
None of the heavy vehicles had a driver visible behind their wheels.  And there were far too many zombies around them for anyone to make it through.
“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Peter breathed, twisting around to look behind them.  He studied the lanes to the north for a moment, then lifted the binoculars for a better view.  “Fuck!” he cursed, shouting loudly enough to be heard over the Browning right next to him.
The binoculars let him see what was happening, why it was happening, and how bad it was.  Just as at 10th Street, zombies were descending from the side of the 14th Street overpass and flooding into the Interstate as they moved to investigate what was happening.  With the wall on their east side, and zombies coming at them from the other directions, the Guardsmen were trapped.
“What?” he heard, and glanced over to see Manning giving him a questioning look.
Anxiously he looked back to the west.  This wasn’t supposed to have been a combat deployment.  Just a whole lot of drudge work clearing wrecks, assisting the overwhelmed police departments in keeping the roads open.  The Guard were reservists, men and women who only occasionally put on their BDUs and remembered they were soldiers.
No one had kept an eye on the flanks until it was too late.  Peter could already see it would take a miracle to fight through and get at any of the heavy vehicles.  The horde to the south was the largest, but the zombies on the north side were also building numbers rapidly.  He was not at all sure a humvee would be able to plow through that many bodies.  If they tried, and were wrong, then it was death.
Peter allowed himself three long seconds to think.  The humvees were designed with high ground clearances and four wheel drives.  But they weren’t tanks.  They weren’t heavy vehicles.  Oh sure, they were in the SUV weight class, and had more power than most SUVS, but still.  Was it enough to ride through forty or fifty ranks of humanoid bodies, packed in shoulder to shoulder, front to back.  Who would not be trying to get out of the way, but instead grabbing at the vehicle, at the doors and windows . . . 
He abruptly decided he wasn’t interested in trying that unless he absolutely had to.  He keyed his microphone.  “Break, break.”  the cross-talk ended after a couple of frustratingly long seconds, and he spoke again.  “Bravo Six, Bravo Two-One.”
“Go Two-One.”
“Sir, it’s time to dance with BOB.” Peter said quickly, knowing Foreman would correctly interpret his comment.  There was a lot of panic and chaos within the unit as the soldiers trapped in and around the trucks fought and died, but Peter didn’t want to jumpstart any more before it was absolutely necessary.
“I agree.” Foreman said.  “Got any recommendations?”
“East is preferred.”
There was a pause, which Peter used to step out of the humvee.  “Vorees, gimmie that ILBE, now.” he said.
She blinked at him for a moment, then muscled the large pack up and over from the cargo area.  Peter opened the rear door and stood the pack up correctly, then turned and backed into as he slipped his arms through the padded straps.  When he straightened and stepped away, the pack was in place.  He was tugging the dangling adjusters to tighten the straps when Foreman spoke again.
“Concur, get it setup Two-One.  Break.  All elements, all elements, dismount and form up on Two-One to go up the wall to the east.”
The retaining wall to their east had a fence atop it.  It wasn’t as dramatically curved inward, away from the interstate, at the top like the overpass fence was, but it was still there for the same reason.  To keep people from jumping down into the interstate, or easily throwing things down into the lanes.  Peter had never understood why some people would try to jump down; there had to be easier ways, better ways, to commit suicide.
But that fence gave them a chance.  They needed to move quick, and the fence was going to make it possible to get climbing ropes set much more rapidly than would have otherwise been possible.
“Bravo Two-One copies.” Peter said, dropping the radio back on his belt and releasing the binoculars.  “Hey, rally up, cease fire, cease fire.” he shouted.
The Guardsmen in ‘his’ humvee stopped firing as they turned to look at him.  Peter kept his voice at a shout, seeing helmeted heads in other nearby humvees turning to look at him as well.  “Climbing ropes, grapnels.  We’re going up the wall to the east.”
“Fuck.”  “You’re kidding.”  “Aw man.”
“Can it.” Peter said.  “Grab whatever there is and come on.”  Peter jogged towards the center divider between the north and southbound lanes.  It was a little higher than the wall that held the landscaping back from falling into the breakdown lane to the west, but only a little.
Peter managed to sort of tumble and roll sideways over it, knowing better than to try hurdling it.  He was too old for shit like that, and in too much of a hurry to do a more reasonable climbing type of crossing.   He landed on the far side stumbling, a touch dizzy, but on his feet and still moving.  Weaving a bit like he was drunk, but still moving.
As he headed for the wall he glanced north and south automatically, though he was checking not for cars but where the zombies were.  The ones to the south were closer, though most of them were still on the southbound side of the interstate as they pressed north.  He could already see a few zombies tracking his progress, easily denoted by how their heads fixated on him, moved as he moved.  It was damned eerie, and ominous.  He would rather they have not noticed him, at least not yet.
Peter also abruptly realized the lack of fire pressure from the Guardsmen would let all the zombies close in quicker.  And that any who were on the less crowded northbound side of the interstate would be able to close without being tripping each other in a tight pack.
When he reached the retaining wall that was the only thing between their possible salvation and becoming a late night snack for over a thousand zombies, he dropped his pack.  Digging through the compartments in it rapidly, he didn’t bother cursing what he didn’t have.  No grapnel – it wasn’t the sort of thing he’d thought to have on hand – but he did have a hundred foot length of rappelling cord.  There was also a pair of pliers that had snips beneath their grasping pads.
Standing up as Guardsmen began joining him, he shrugged back into the pack and dropped the pliers/snips into a convenient pocket.  He separated out about a fourth of the rope, holding it in his hand while dropping the rest at his feet, and raised his voice in a shout.
“Grapnels?  Rope?  We’re going up that wall!”
Peter looked around, trying to keep his expression calm, to keep the edge of desperation that he could feel threatening to spill out across his features hidden.  Heads were shaking, and he felt his heart sinking a little.  He looked at the fence again, trying to think.  Maybe he could use a combat knife, or even a fucking rifle, and throw that over the fence to hold the rope while someone climbed.
“Sarge, what about this?”
Turning, Peter saw a Guardsman holding up a curved metal hook, a heavy duty one that Peter recognized instantly as intended for use with an equally heavy chain while towing a vehicle.
“That’ll do.” Peter exclaimed, grabbing for it greedily.  He got the end of the rope threaded through the hook’s connector, knotting it tightly in a triple knot that lacked finesse or style but would do the job for the next few minutes.  Standing back from the wall, he spun the hook on the end of the rope counter-clockwise several times, building up some speed, before letting it fly overhand towards the top of the fence.
He was low by a few feet, and the hook didn’t catch on the fence as it clattered off with a dull clunk.  Peter gathered the rope back in and tried again.  This time he went for height, aiming well over the fence, and succeeded.  The hook sailed over the fence with plenty of room to spare.  Quickly he pulled the rope back, crossing his fingers mentally as he did.
The hook came back into view as he hauled the rope in, dangling from the top edge that was curved away from the interstate.  Finally the hook caught in one of the links near the top.  Peter frowned a little as he tugged on it experimentally.  It would hold, but he couldn’t say for how long.  Pulling on an individual wire in the fence was going to make it bow like mad when any real weight got put on it.
“Someone volunteer.” Peter said, reaching into his pocket and pulling out the pliers that were going to double as wire cutters.
“I’ll go.” said a female Guardsman.
Peter eyed her briefly.  The nametape on her BDUs read Whitley.  She appeared light and in decent enough shape.  She looked like she could make it up and get the job done.  “Okay, here.” he slapped the cutters into her hand.  Reaching out, he grabbed a coil of rope off another soldier’s shoulder, pulled the M-16 off hers, and draped the rope in its place.
“Up you go, tie this off around one of the poles, then start cutting a hole.” Peter said, glancing south again.  They had maybe a minute before the closest zombies could close up on them.  The ones to the north were further back.  “Everyone else, cover her as best you can.  Watch your damn fire.  If there’s another set of cutters or wire snips or something handy, someone else go up and help her cut through.”
Peter stepped back a little more, eying the fence.  There were some zombies visible along the fence, but only a few.  He unslung his AR-15 and shot twice while Whitley was still climbing, clearing away the zombies closest to where she’d hit the fence at.  Other rifles began firing, further out along the fence, and he left them to it as he grabbed his radio off his belt once more.
“Bravo Six, Bravo Two-One.”
“Talk to me.”
“Sir, recommend everyone bail on the vehicles and hop over to this side.  We should be ready to evac momentarily and could use some fire pressure to hold the way open.” Peter said before jamming the radio up against his ear.  The rifles of the Guardsmen firing in support of Whitley were going off in rapid succession, making it hard to hear.
“Understood.” Foreman said.  “Last call everyone.  Dismount and form up on Two-One, get ready to egress to the east.”
There was a lot of fighting happening around the western most of the vehicles.  Zombies were flooding around them, but fortunately they were being distracted by Guardsmen who had been slow to get to the northbound side of the interstate.  Unfortunately for those Guardsmen, who were having almost no luck trying to fight clear of the greedily grabbing hands and teeth.  However, their deaths were providing a distraction that slowed the zombies down.
That’s all it took, really, Peter laughed with more than a little mania.  Just find a convenient human and sacrifice them as bait.  Zombies were easy to distract.  All you needed was something, someone, they wanted to eat, and you could dance naked in the moonlight for all the attention the zombie would pay to you.
Tearing his eyes away from the dying, and worse, on the other side of the interstate, Peter looked back up.  Two more soldiers were on top of the wall next to Whitley, standing on the concrete and clinging to the chain link fence.  One of them had a pair of snips in his hand and was working to open up a hole with her.  The other had a pistol and was firing through the fence.
More soldiers began arriving, and Peter checked south reflexively.  He pointed in that direction and got most of the new arrivals shooting.  He didn’t particularly care if they got kill shots off or not, so long as they delayed the zombies.  The soldiers would need time get up the rope and through the fence.
“Gunny.”  Peter turned as Foreman arrived, with another man with captain’s bars on his collar tabs, and a pair of privates who were mostly watching to the west.
“Captain.  And captain.” Peter nodded to both officers.
“How are we doing?”
“Well sir.” Peter said, cracking a grin and raising his hand to about mid-chest level.  “It’s currently stacked this high, and rising fast.”
“That’s pretty bad.” Foreman said with a chuckle.  His voice sounded amused, but the look in his eyes was worried.  His expression was strained around the edges.  Peter didn’t blame him.  He was worried too.
“Could be worse.” Peter said, glancing up again.  He saw the hole in the fence was down to just a few remaining links before it was finished.  “We could be facing the other kind of zombie.”
“What other kind?” Philmore asked.  “And you two are fucking crazy, you know that?”
Peter shrugged.  “The fast kind.  Don’t you watch any movies?”
“Through!” Peter heard a female voice shout behind him, and he looked back up to see Whitley and the other soldier ducking through hole they’d just finished cutting in the fence.
“Sirs.” Peter nodded to them both again.  “Double time, up the rope.” he yelled.  “Clear any threat out to fifty feet and hold.”  He cupped his hands over his mouth.  “Whitley!”
“Yo.”  The Guardswoman reappeared at the top of the wall, looking down at him.
“As soon as you’ve got some covering fire up there with you, start cutting another hole.” Peter called up.  “And faster this time.  Get a rope down when you’re done.”
“Roger.”
Peter adjusted the AR-15 on its sling so it wouldn’t swing out of control, then stepped into the line of soldiers waiting on the rope after eight had gone up.  Centering his weight, he jumped and grabbed hold of the rope with both hands.  The ILBE threw his balance off some, and he cracked his knee painfully against the concrete wall.  Peter swore and winced as he hung on and pulled his feet up towards his chest.
As quickly as he could, feeling his arms and hands and shoulders protest while they supported his full weight, Peter got his legs and feet situated on the rope properly.  It took a moment to get it wrapped around his left leg, then he used his right foot to pull a loop of the rope down and around his left foot.  When he clamped his feet together, the right pressing down on the left with the rope caught between them, he was able to straighten his legs and push himself higher.
Fortunately for the sake of his arms, and for the need for speed, he was able to keep the rope in place around his legs as he climbed.  That saved him from having to hang from his arms while he got his legs and feet repositioned from scratch each time.  Still, he was panting heavily when he reached the top of the wall.  He was getting old, and the pack was heavy.  He was happy as hell the wall wasn’t very high.
A Guardsman had stationed himself at the top to help the climbers.  Peter didn’t complain as the man pulled him up and over, tumbling him out onto a stretch of dirt next to the street that paralleled the Connector’s east side.  There was a line of trees planted here in lieu of a sidewalk, spaced about every ten feet.
Peter didn’t care much about any of that except that the dirt was easier on his knees as he scrambled away from the top of the rope.  There were a lot of men yet who had to come up.  When he reached the street he rose and grasped his weapon, looking around properly.  He didn’t bother to hide the deep breaths he was drawing.  There was no time for vanity, and he’d didn’t care what any of the younger soldiers might think.  He’d made it up the rope, and fast enough to not be the reason anyone died.
Whitley and the other soldier with snips were almost done cutting a second fence hole, and they had a rope at their feet ready to tie off and drop down.  There were about fifty zombies nearby, but ten were already down.  10th Street was just to the south, and was the closest problem.  There were a lot of zombies, well past two hundred already, starting to stagger and stumble around the corner at 10th and toward the soldiers, but there was time yet before they could reach the position.
“Fuck.” Peter cursed, too softly to be heard over the sound of gunfire.  Directly across the street was a building, offices or apartments he couldn’t tell, but it was big and tall and, right now, in the damn way.  He could see metal gates had been dropped over the exterior of the doors, so he was guessing office building.  All that really mattered was they didn’t have the equipment necessary to break into the building and shelter within.  He knew better than to ask if anyone had explosives; there was no way.
He looked left.  The fence that screened the Connector in that direction stretched off north, toward 14th Street.  There were a whole lot of zombies on 14th he remembered, he didn’t bother to use the binoculars to check.  It almost surely looked just like what he was seeing at 10th Street here.  But just past the building that was across the street was a slight hill, heavily landscaped with green stuff.  It was passable.
Peter snapped his weapon to his shoulder and worked his way through the magazine he had loaded, killing eight more zombies before the AR-15 went empty.  He reloaded, then shot another five before he felt comfortable moving about twenty-five feet north, away from the fence holes.  He used the binoculars and eyed the green space.  He could see street lights on the far side of the expanse, a landscaped mass of trees and low bushes that had been planted as decorative ground cover.
Whatever, exactly, was up there, it couldn’t be much worse than where they were now.  It simply couldn’t be, or they’d be dead.  Peter took another long look, then jogged back to the fence holes.  Both ropes were now in use.  Despite this, there were maybe thirty Guardsmen still on the Connector below.  And hundreds of zombies who were very, very close to them now.
“Cover down.” Peter started shouting, grabbing Guardsmen and pointing them at the Connector below.  Up top was fine for the moment.  They needed to get more rifles covering the men still waiting to come up.  As Guardsmen began lining up along the fence and shooting down at the zombies, Peter glanced desperately at the two who were currently making the short climb.
The main problem was they were reservists.  Sure they’d been trained, but then all but a handful had gone back to civilian life.  One of the things that happened with active duty troops was their physical fitness tended to be maintained.  It was hard to slack off and add pounds without your superiors noticing when you were on base.  When you worked a desk or sat behind a steering wheel all day, and ate crappy food in front of the television at night, it was hard to keep fit.
That was in evidence now, as Peter watched the troops struggle up the rope.  They were expending a lot of effort for every couple of inches of progress.  Their technique was wasteful and sloppy, and it was clear their conditioning was barely up to the task.  He scanned the troops left below, trying to see who was down there.
“Gunny.”
Peter turned, not, quite, sighing in relief when he saw Foreman.  “Sir.”
“Gonna be tight.” Foreman said unhappily as one of the climbers got high enough for arms to reach down and haul him the rest of the way up.
“Captain Philmore?” Peter asked, returning to his examination of those below.
“He said he was going up last.  Said he could ‘afford to be heroic’ since I was here.” Foreman said in a sour tone.
Peter had just now spotted the other captain.  He was on one knee with his weapon up and firing.  Zombies were now within fifteen feet of the climbing ropes.  The remaining Guardsmen were being pressed into a compact knot of bodies as they ran out of room to yield to their attackers.  Peter started to raise his AR-15, then hesitated and glanced over at Foreman.
The captain was standing at the fence, looking down with his own weapon slung.  Peter looked around, saw hardly anyone had a backpack with them, and scowled.  Foreman caught the expression on his face and returned an unhappy grimace.  “Right.  Do me a favor, get these assholes along the fence to switch to single shot.  We’re probably going to need the ammo.  I’d tell them to cease fire but . . .”
Peter nodded, his own expression twisted unhappily now.  “Hey, slow fire.  Aim, take the time to aim.  Head shots, hear me?  Aim for the head.  Anything else is a waste of ammo.” he started shouting over the bark and crack of M-16s.  
The units Clay had deployed into the city had initially been intended for crowd control and to assist civilian authorities as extra labor and expertise for things like clearing wrecks or setting up field ‘hospitals’.  Their weapons and ammo had been issued almost as an afterthought.  They had not deployed for combat operations.  What extra ammunition the Guardsmen might have had was lost in the vehicles they’d abandoned on the Connector below.
Effectively, the unit only had a limited amount of firepower left before they were out.  Peter’s mind whirred as he shouted at and shook soldiers, trying to get them to stop raking the zombie horde below and fire in a slower, more controlled fashion.  He tried to keep his thoughts focused on what was going to happen next, for the troops up top, and on how they’d have to manage the ammunition situation.
He had a pretty strong idea what was only seconds from occurring down below and didn’t want to dwell on it.  When it started, he couldn’t help but watch despite his hope to just move on with the job.  It was like being a passenger in a car driving on ice; plenty of time to see what was about to happen and effectively able to do nothing to prevent it.
The first of the soldiers still down on the Connector to be grabbed was a tall and fleshy man who’d lost his helmet somewhere.  He was pumping rounds into the zombies as fast as his finger could work the trigger, probably wishing for the long since removed fully automatic fire mode the M-16s used to have.
A pale hand with a mottled pattern of purple and blue and black visible beneath the skin made contact with his arm.  The Guardsman tried to step back, but he was already pressed up against the remaining soldiers.  There was no room, and it would have only bought him a couple of seconds anyway since there were zombies everywhere.  He jabbed the barrel of his weapon up against the zombie’s head, which was leaning in towards the arm it had gotten a grip on.
The zombie’s head exploded, but three more were already latching on.  His pain fueled yell was lost amid the others that were rising.  It took only seconds.  One moment, there was a knot of men, and a few women, firing rifles at the encroaching horde.  In the next, the weapons were silent, or being used as erstwhile clubs, as blood flowed beneath gnawing teeth.  Weight of numbers bore the humans down as zombies grabbed at any part of a person they could.
As the last of the people vanished beneath the swirling mass of zombies, Peter finally managed to turn away.  It felt like he was leaving a piece of himself clinging to the fence, still staring in sick horror at the scene below, but there was nothing he could do.  He knew if he’d had something heavy and explosive enough, maybe some phosphorus shells, he’d blanket the area below just to spare the poor bastards what was happening to them.
“So.” Foreman said as Peter faced him again.  “North looks the best.”
Peter cleared his throat twice before he felt his voice was going to come out evenly.  “Actually sir, 14th looks just like 10th.” he gestured behind him to the south, where zombies were continuing to stagger off the overpass and toward them.  “But that hill there, we can hop up and then maybe find a path that isn’t already infested with these fuckers.”
Foreman glanced at the landscaped hill Peter was pointing at, then nodded.  “Move us out Gunny.”
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl gripped the panic bar above his head tightly as Low swung into the parking lot of the Wal-Mart.  Burnout and Needles, with EZ and Joker riding tandem behind them, were angling away from the doors of the store toward a van that was parked all by itself nearly in the middle of the lot.  Darryl could see EZ pointing at it.
Behind them, 78 was visible in the distance.  This was a rural Wal-Mart, one that served the county and plied the normally brisk traffic that zipped back and forth between Athens and Atlanta.  Tonight though, 78 was almost deserted.  For a Friday night, especially, that was strange as hell.  Football fans and college kids would normally keep the lanes on the highway filled as they went one way or the other, either joining the party in the college town or going the other way to find supplies or visit family or friends.
Low braked behind the pair of bikes as EZ and Joker hopped off.  Darryl waited, glancing around the deserted parking lot.  The store looked closed, in compliance with the governor’s order for all businesses.  The sporting goods store they’d just come from had been equally quiet.  The only problem had been the lack of a second cargo capable vehicle for them to boost.
EZ was wasting no time.  He did something to the van’s door with a long strip of metal and opened it, then slid into the driver’s seat. Darryl saw him bend beneath the dash.  Seconds ticked past, then the van’s brake lights came on and he saw smoke coming from the exhaust.
“Did he get it?” Low wondered.
Joker jumped into the passenger side of the van when EZ leaned over and pushed the door open.  As soon as the second biker was inside, EZ had the van moving.
“Guess so.” Darryl shrugged.  EZ was turning toward the side entrance to the big store.  Low took his foot off the Silverado’s brake and followed, glancing wistfully in his mirrors as the two bikes accelerated around the slower vehicles and shot across the parking lot.  Darryl knew the feeling.  He missed his bike too, but bikes were shit for hauling anything except one or two people.
The van pulled around to the right as they neared the automotive service center entrance.  Low went past and parked just past the door, close to the wall.  He glanced at Darryl, who nodded.
“Yeah, this good.”  Darryl opened his door and got out just as EZ started backing the van up.  He curved around as he came, putting the van slightly at an angle behind the Silverado so its rear doors were facing directly at the truck’s tailgate.  The two motorcycles came back past and stopped ahead of the truck.
While the others were finishing parking, Darryl walked over to the door of the building, glancing disinterestedly past the closed and hours of operation signs to the store within.  He saw the same low level of security lighting they’d seen at the last store, but no movement.  That was good.
He was a little less happy there’d only been the one vehicle in the parking lot, but a second cargo carrier was going to have to do.  He knew a lot of travelers and truckers usually parked at the stores, which the company apparently encouraged since their parking lots were usually incredibly large, and they found most of those stopping while traveling would often head into the store to make purchases before resuming their trips.  Darryl had been hoping to find maybe a six wheeler truck or even a RV.  Surely they could pack a lot of crap into a RV; but the van apparently was it.
He studied the store’s interior as he heard the engines behind him shut down.  At the moment, the store looked quiet.  If anyone else had the same ideas the Dogz had about getting ready for what Bobo was sure was coming, they weren’t here yet.  Darryl just hoped their luck kept holding.
Satisfied for the moment, Darryl stepped to one side and waited for his brothers to join him.  When the other five had, he nodded quickly.  “Alright, y’all know what we grabbing.  Pairs, stay with your partner all the time.  Same rules if any problems come up, just deal with it.  Get shit loaded as quick as we can, there a lot of things we need to get done before anyone gonna be able to sleep.”
Heads nodded, and Darryl grunted.  He stepped back in front of the door, adjusted his distance, then raised his foot and kicked in the glass.  He was careful to not lean to heavily into the motion, to avoid putting his whole leg through and risking the myriad of razor edges that were cracking and falling as it shattered.  After a moment, he kicked a few more times to dislodge some stubborn shards that were persisting around the edges of the door frame before bending and stepping under the single metal bar that served as a divider and door handle.
As he straightened, he glanced around quickly, then jogged forward to clear the little waiting room where people waited for the ‘automotive technicians’ Wal-Mart employed to finish puttering through their oil changes and tire rotations.  Looking around again, he was struck at how odd it seemed to see the cavernous store seeming so empty and quiet.
When Low joined him, Darryl led the way as the Dogz jogged up to the front of the store.  There, they used the flimsy metal sign stands, normally displaying in-store advertisements for the latest DVD or some special that was being run in the optical center or nail saloon, to smash through the doors that separated the store from the entryway where the shopping carts were kept.  Taking two each, the Dogz scattered in pairs as they’d done on their previous runs.
Darryl headed back for the camping section with Low trailing behind him, and turned the carts to face in the direction he’d be going once they were loaded before heading down the first aisle.  He’d learned that little trick at the sporting goods store; the carts got pretty heavy when they were loaded full.
From the aisle, he grabbed six battery powered camp lanterns, ferrying them back to the cart two at a time, then filled the rest of space with as many sleeping bags as he could fit in.  The basket at the front of the cart, where kids were supposed to sit, he crammed with camper’s first aid kits and bottles of water purification tablets.
For the second cart, he started with a pair of camp stoves, then a big armful of the little propane bottles that fueled them.  A box claiming to be a waterproof and ready to assemble twelve foot square pavilion caught his eye, so he took that, along with as many air mattresses as he could fit into the cart.  He finished the second cart off by loading the front basket with boxed pocket knives and multi-tools, and all the supposedly waterproof matches he could find on the shelf.
While he’d been doing that, Low had loaded up on tents, tarps, a lot of rope and bungee cords, and some ponchos.  As Darryl dumped his armful of matches into his second cart, Low reappeared from the aisle carrying hand sized boxes in his hand.  Darryl looked, but the way the biker was carrying them prevented Darryl from making out the labels, especially in the dim lighting.
“What those?” he asked.
“Binoculars.” Low grunted with a shrug, cramming them into one of his carts.  “Might come in handy.”
Darryl grunted back, then started maneuvering his carts.  By pushing one and pulling the other, and by wearing his gloves to keep the hand he was using to push with from getting compressed too much on the turns, it was possible to get the carts back to the door where the truck was parked.  When he got there, he found EZ and Joker were back; Joker handing stuff out through the broken door to EZ, who was tossing it into the back of the van.  He’d kicked most of the broken glass out of the way so he could lift and twist as he handed things through the missing pane.
“Here, y’all load this shit too.” Darryl said, stopping his two carts just behind the four the brothers were already working on.  “We going back for some more.”
“Got it.” Joker grunted, the face that was normally so ready to laugh and tell some funny story lined with concentration as he worked to unload the stuff he and EZ had retrieved.  
Darryl turned without a word and jogged back up to the front of the store, where he and Low grabbed two more carts each.  Another trip to the camping section cleaned out just about everything Darryl thought might be of the most use to the Dogz, though they did make a quick stop at one of the aisle displays on the way back to fill what space remained in the carts with batteries of all sizes from the cardboard stand.
This time, when he and Low got back, there was a traffic jam of carts at the automotive waiting room, and Burnout and Needles were outside helping load things into the two vehicles.  Darryl looked over the carts waiting to be emptied, and was about to ask how much room was left in the vehicles when he saw the brothers outside illuminated by headlights.
Burnout, who was up in the back of the truck accepting things Needles passed along from Joker, looked toward the front of the parking lot and cursed.  “Fuck.”
Darryl stepped to the side of the door and motioned Low back out of sight as well.  “Don’t look at me.  What is it?” he said quickly.
“Cops man.” Needles said, looking at the headlights.
“Okay, okay.” Darryl said, though he felt like cursing as well.  As fucked up as things were today, he had a black man’s instinctive distrust of getting a fair shake.  And, to be fair, they were stealing; but it wasn’t like they were taking things from people.  Wal-Mart could afford the loss, especially since they weren’t likely to be doing much selling with everything effectively shut down until, if, things got better.  
“They probably going to try and arrest y’all.  Just play it cool, don’t do nothing stupid, let me and Low handle it.”  Darryl said just above a whisper, as the headlights came closer.  “We gonna try to get the drop on ‘em.  Y’all dive for cover when we start up, unless they decide to leave you alone.”  Darryl put his hand on the grip of his Glock and drew it out of the holster, then gave Low a significant look.  The biker looked at him with wide eyes for a moment, then nodded and drew his brand new Taurus pistol.
Sporting goods super stores weren’t well known for it, but they often had rather excellent selections of both ammunition and guns.  So far as ‘typical’ pistols and hunting shotguns and rifles were concerned anyways.  And the stores weren’t as armored, alarmed, and as likely to be staked out by the owners as actual gun stores.
Darryl had made it his first stop, where they’d basically cleaned out the aisle of ammunition, along with two carts of long guns and pistols, until he finally called it off when the Silverado started sagging rather low on its shocks.  In fact, he was pretty sure they’d probably done some sort of damage to the truck by loading it down so heavily, but there was time to worry about that later.
Now each Dog in his group was packing a pistol and at least one extra magazine.  Darryl hadn’t let them spend the time necessary to dig through the haul, wanting instead to get back out and bring in more supplies.  There’d be time enough for fine tuning armaments later, he’d reasoned, but he was now glad he’d told each of them to unbox a pistol and bring it.
He heard the engine of the cop car become very noticeable as it pulled up next to the van, then heard a door open.  “Hands, hands now.” a commanding male voice said.  Darryl watched as Burnout and Needles raised their hands up above their heads.  “You, step out of the doorway.”  Joker ducked beneath the door’s dividing bar, moving slowly with his hands outstretched, and then stood waiting.
“What’re you guys up to?” a different voice asked, sounding tired and amused.
“What it look like.” Darryl heard EZ reply.  “Fucking world ending.  We getting ready.”
“Looting?”  Darryl heard the second voice said dryly.  “Getting started a little early aren’t you?”
“Look man, we know there ain’t no talking our way outta this, so why don’t you just go ahead and take us in.” Burnout said from the back of the truck.  “Probably safer in jail anyhow.  Shit getting bad out here.”
“Yeah, yeah.  Alright, up against the side of the truck.”  Darryl heard footsteps, then more as his brothers moved around to the far side of the truck.  He saw Low, out of the corner of his eye, heft the Taurus questioningly, and Darryl made a wait motion with his left hand.  He waited, listening, feeling his heart beating rapidly in his chest, and regripped the Glock carefully to ensure he had it comfortably in his hand.
Darryl had suffered his share of run-ins with cops over the years, few black men in Atlanta, and especially black bikers, could really avoid them, but he was effectively a clean cut citizen.  He’d gone to college.  True, he’d barely graduated, and had only gone hoping to make it onto the basketball team, but he had a degree.  Athletic training; useless at actually getting him a job, but then he’d never really planned on using it.  It did come in handy when he was at the gym doing his own workouts, but that was about the end of it.
But despite his intimidating looks and tough hobby and macho job, he was not the stereotypical biker you saw on television or in the movies, always ready to throw down, always in the middle of running drugs or guns or something else equally illegal.  Darryl was, as a mother might say, a good boy.
So now, as he waited for his chance to bail himself and his brother bikers out of this mess, he was nervous.  But he believed Bobo was right, and nothing he’d seen so far had convinced him that was the wrong estimate to make.
Deep down, Darryl was still sort of hoping things would even back out and return to some semblance of normality.  Even though he might be on the hook for the stuff he’d done so far today if things calmed down, he figured a jail stint wouldn’t be such a bad thing compared to what Bobo thought was going to happen.
But he knew one thing; until he saw rather substantial proof that things were getting back to normal, he was going to do whatever it took to stay in a good position to live through it.  That meant they had to deal with the cops.  It meant the usual rules were off.  
“You guys know the position.” he heard the first voice say.  “Come on, hands on your heads, spread your legs.”
“Unit 477, change that Code 54 to a 42, we’re 10-95 with four at the moment, need some more transport here when available.” Darryl heard.  A moment later, a tinny voice squawked back on the cops’ radios.  Darryl bent down, not quite kneeling, then carefully peered around the edge of the broken door.  He saw the four bikers standing against the far side of the truck, but the cops weren’t visible.  He thought he saw a way to sort this out, and pulled back for a moment as he thought.
Turning his head, Darryl caught Low’s gaze, pointed to himself, then mimed walking with his fingers, finishing up by putting a finger to his lips to signal for quiet.  Low nodded after a moment.  Darryl then pointed at Low, then pointed at the ground with a finger he jabbed downward twice urgently as he held up his pistol and pointed it out the window.  He waited, while Low tried to interpret his meaning.  After a few seconds, the biker lifted the Taurus, pointed to himself, then at the ground as he mimed shooting out the door.  Darryl nodded, and Low did as well.
Hoping Low truly did understand what he wanted, Darryl shifted his weight carefully as he peered back outside again.  He still didn’t see either cop, so he dropped down as low as he could and duck walked carefully through the lower half of the broken door, being careful to place his boots only on asphalt and not atop any of the remaining glass shards.
Moving cautiously, he went right, breathing a silent sigh of relief when he had the van between himself and the cop car he could hear idling on the far side.   He paused and looked beneath the van, and saw two pairs of uniformed feet wearing shined shoes, one of them between the van and the cop car, the other set up closer to the front of the van.
Quietly, he crept down the side of the van, then looked under the corner of the rear bumper again.  Both cops looked like they were facing the four Dogz they had lined up next to the truck.  Darryl raised himself to a bent over crouch, drew a deep breath, then straightened up and stepped around the van’s back corner.  The Glock came up in both hands as he took in the two cops, both with their backs to him, one in front of the cruiser, the other standing just past the open driver’s door.
Darryl had a moment to consider, but he’d already decided he wanted to take out the furthest cop first.  If he took the closer one, the second might have the chance to duck down behind the car, and then it would get messy.  He put his sights on the far cop, telling himself it was just like being at the range, and took another moment to make sure his aim was steady.  The familiar trio of glowing sight dots slid into view, aligning together to scribe a straight line from pistol to target.  Darryl waited a moment, just a moment, to ensure his hands were steady, then squeezed the trigger back.
The Glock kicked in his hand, and the cop’s head exploded.  Darryl blinked at the gout of gore as the cop started falling forward, then mentally kicked himself and tracked left.  The second cop had raised his gun, but was looking at his partner rather than turning to face the threat behind him.  Darryl put the sights on the man’s back and squeezed off a pair of shots.  He had time to register both had hit, and the cop stumbled forward, falling to his knees.
Darryl heard footsteps running, but kept his attention on the second cop.  The man was still moving, and Darryl remembered bullet proof vests covered backs as well as fronts.  He squeezed off two more shots, missing with the second, but knocking the cop down on his face.  Darryl heard the man gasping for breath, and shot him in the ass just because that was the most convenient target.  Blood spurted, and the man emitted a wheezing yell of pain.
Another gun opened up, and Darryl flinched before he realized it was one of his brothers.  He saw rounds striking on and around the down cop, and shifted back to be almost entirely behind the van.  He didn’t think the asphalt would give really great ricochets, but didn’t want to find out the hard way he was wrong about that either.  As he got himself back behind the van’s bulk, peering cautiously around the corner, he saw one round hit the cop in the head, and there was another sickening display of what a bullet did when it went through a skull.
It was way worse than the movies.
“They dead.  It me.” Darryl said loudly, not quite shouting, but trying to make sure his voice carried.
“You cool.” he heard EZ say, sounding almost casual.  Darryl stepped out from behind the van and walked up the side, edging around the pooling blood coming from the second cop’s shattered head.  He saw EZ standing there with a smoking pistol in his hand, looking grimly satisfied.  The other three were looking a little shocked, and when Darryl glanced that way, he saw Low standing behind the broken door with his gun sort of pointed vaguely up.
“Damn DJ, you stone cold.” EZ said as he flicked something on the pistol and shoved it back into the holster on the back of his belt.
“Y’all okay?” Darryl asked, lowering his gun quickly.  His hands were shaking, badly, and he could feel his heart hammering in his chest.  He looked at the first cop he’d shot, thinking to double check the man was dead and not able to bother them anymore.  That was a mistake, he realized almost immediately.  Just before he felt a wave of nausea roil within him.
Clamping his jaws together, Darryl looked away.  The blood was everywhere.  It was still leaking out of the shattered ruin of the man’s head. The nine millimeter bullet had done a real number on him.  It was not something Darryl wanted to see again, and he took a deep breath as he felt his insides lurch again.  It would completely trash his cred if he threw up, but that’s exactly what he felt like doing.
 “Yeah.  Sure.  Fuck.” he heard from the brothers, but it was EZ who spoke up in a tone that wasn’t startled or touched at all with fear.
“They done called for backup.  We gotta hustle.”
Darryl jammed the Glock back into his holster, then remembered the radio call they’d made before he’d taken them out.  “Yeah, we out of here.”  He was breathing through his nose, making himself do it slowly.  He still wasn’t sure if he was going to vomit or not.  Breathe in.  Hold it, count to three.  Breathe out.
“But grab all that shit we already got first.”  He added when he was sure he could speak without spraying his stomach contents everywhere.  His finger hit the magazine release on his pistol, dropping the nearly empty one into his left hand.  He tucked it into his pocket and slipped the other flush magazine in to reload.  His Glock was nice and small, but the flush magazines were low capacity as a result.
“Fuck man, more coming.” Low whined.
Darryl shook his head sharply.  “Stop bitching and start throwing shit in the damn cars.”  He went over to the door, motioned Low out of the way, then pulled the closest cart out through the broken door.  As he started heaving stuff into the van as fast as he could, not caring if some of it broke or not, the others moved to help him.  All except EZ, who instead hopped into the driver’s seat of the van and reached back into the open cargo area to rummage around in the stuff already there.
“What you doing?” Darryl asked as he continued to throw things out of the cart.
“Cleaning up them cops.  Don’t worry, I got it.” EZ said as he grabbed what looked like a towel.
Darryl finished emptying the cart, then shrugged and kicked it out of the way and turned to the door.  “Low, stop fucking standing there, get them carts!  And make damn sure you safe that gun.” he snapped.  The biker blinked at him for a moment, then fumbled his pistol in the equally new holster before starting to wrestle another of the full carts through the door.
Darryl heard cloth tearing as he started emptying another cart, but couldn’t see what EZ was doing.  They were down to one cart to empty out when EZ reappeared, at the side of the Chevy as he scanned through the stuff in the bed.
“Where that lighter fluid I saw.” he asked when Darryl straightened to glance at him.
“What?” Burnout said, but Needles jumped up on the back bumper of the truck and dug beneath the pile of stuff, looking a lot more nervous than he normally did.
“Here.” the jittery biker said, holding up a can.
EZ grabbed it out of his hand, and Darryl looked at what was left.  Low and Joker were shoving the last cart of stuff into the back of the van, so he walked past the open back doors of the boxy vehicle to see what EZ was doing.
The man had opened the driver’s side rear door of the cop car up, and was squirting lighter fluid liberally across the interior and side of the car.  There was also a long strip of towel dangling from the cruiser’s gas tank, long enough to curl its loose end on the pavement next to the car.
“Y’all drag them bodies over here closer to the car.” EZ said without pausing what he was doing with the can of lighter fluid.
Darryl blinked, then decided he didn’t care, and didn’t want to take the time for argument or explanation.  He used his foot to roll the second cop’s body over, which put it right at the bottom edge of the car.  Needles went around the front of the car, and Darryl was moving to help when he saw Needles was moving the first body okay.  He instead checked the back of the van, which was getting full.
“Close up, load up.  We going.” Darryl said, then raised his voice.  “EZ, you done?”
“Yeah, roll out.” EZ said.  Darryl glanced behind himself as he opened the passenger door of the Chevy, and saw EZ squeezing the last of the lighter fluid onto the remains of the towel.  The towel had a fat knot, bigger than fist sized, in the end, which was where EZ was directing the stream of liquid.  Darryl slid into the truck next to Low, and engines started up as Burnout and Needles kicked their bikes to life.  The truck was still idling, since EZ was the one who knew how to hot wire it.
EZ, holding the dripping towel out from himself, opened the driver side door of the van and got in while making sure to keep the towel over the pavement.  Darryl heard him shout again.  “Y’all go, I got this.”
Darryl exchanged a look with Low, then leaned over and hit the horn briefly.  When Burnout and Needles glanced back at him, he made shooing motions through the windshield.  They both dropped their bikes into gear and accelerated down the side of the building.  “Go.” Darryl told Low.
As the truck started moving, Darryl watched in the side mirror.  He saw the van’s exhaust start puffing smoke as the engine turned over, then the reverse lights flashed briefly as it was shifted into drive.  EZ’s other hand emerged from the still open door, beneath the towel, and suddenly there was fire licking up from the towel.  EZ swung the towel back against the side of the van, then forward as he tossed it into the rear of the cop car.
“Fuck.” Darryl breathed as he heard the whoomp-woosh of all that lighter fluid igniting at once even from a couple dozen yards away.  The van peeled away from the cop car as it started burning.  Darryl couldn’t tear his eyes away from the sight.  Flames were roaring out of the open doors a good ways past the roof, and the side of the car was on fire as well.
As Low neared the corner of the Wal-Mart and made to turn down the back of the building so he could circle around and get out of the parking lot on the far side, Darryl saw and heard the cop car explode as the gas tank went up.
Darryl exchanged another glance with Low, but said nothing as the van raced down the open area behind the building that was normally used by the fleet of trucks that supplied the store with the thousands of items it sold.  Low took the other corner pretty fast, but under control, and a minute later they were back on 78 and headed east.  Darryl remained tense until they were several miles away without having seen any cops, but didn’t fully relax until they were turning onto the lake road.
When they pulled up, Darryl saw a pair of Home Depot rental trucks were being unloaded into the barn.  And the van, along with Burnout and Needles, had beaten them back as well.  When Low finished angling the van back to the open barn doors, Darryl got out and paused to tap out a smoke and light it.  He reminded himself he needed to make sure some cigarettes, a lot of cigarettes, got grabbed from somewhere.
He’d tried quitting once, about seven years earlier at the urging of a girl who’d been trying to move herself into the role of his girlfriend.  It hadn’t taken, the quitting or the girlfriend, but he remembered how irritable and angry he’d been for that week.  The slightest thing seemed to enrage him beyond reason, and nothing made him happy.  He didn’t want to go through that, not now, and was pretty sure it wouldn’t be good for the club either if they did.  Most of the Dogz smoked.
“Stone Cold Dee Jay!” Joker said with a huge grin as Darryl put his lighter away, dragging out Darryl’s nickname into far more than two syllables.  “Ice Man Dee Jay!”
“What?” Bobo asked from the back of one of the Home Depot trucks, pausing as he shoved bags of powdered concrete toward the edge.  The trucks were basically heavy duty passenger trucks that had big engines, massive suspensions, and flatbeds instead of box beds.  Both were heavily loaded down, their contents being slowly emptied into the barn where bikes were normally parked.  The bikes not in use were all up against the back of the clubhouse to make room in the barn.
Darryl looked briefly at the bikes, then involuntarily toward the back of the property.  He didn’t see any flashlights back there, and wondered if that meant the burials were done.  Ratboy had died before they could get organized and rolling on the supply runs, as had one of the kids who’d been attacked.
Bobo had detailed four Dogz off as guards to watch over the clubhouse, and four more to drag the bodies, the kids who’d been shot as well as the two other dead people, out to be buried.  Darryl was kind of glad he’d drawn supply runs.  He wasn’t sure he wanted to handle the bodies, and he damn sure didn’t want to be standing around in the moonlit darkness burying any.  It was too damn creepy.
“County PD showed up at that last Wal-Mart.” Darryl said, a lot more calmly than he felt.  He dragged on the cigarette to cover his nervousness.
“And?” Bobo asked after a moment.
“And DJ took ’em out.” Joker piped up with a laugh, making a gun with his finger and thumb.
“You get away clean?” Bobo asked sharply.
Darryl hesitated a moment, then nodded.  “Yeah, I think so.  They both dead, and EZ torched the car.  Weren’t no one following us on the way back.”
“Good.” Bobo grunted.  “Come on, help get this shit into the barn.”
Darryl waited a minute, finishing his cigarette quickly, then pitched in to help with the unloading.  When all four vehicles were empty, he lit another cigarette as he studied the interior of the barn.  He noticed a row of gas cans sitting near the front, flinched, then got close enough to nudge at one with his boot.  It rocked easily; empty.  He walked over to Bobo.
“Them cans full yet?” he asked.
Bobo looked up from his own survey of the supplies, then grunted.  “Not yet.  An I got three barrels that’ll hold gas too.”  He pointed, and Darryl saw a trio of brand new metal fifty-five gallon drums sitting in one of the barn’s corners.
“I’ll take care of it.” Darryl said.
“You sure?”
Darryl glanced at Bobo, but in the dim light of the barn’s single inadequate bulb, the older biker’s features were too shadowed for him to make much out.  “Yeah.” Darryl replied.  “You going out again?  There anything else we need?”
Bobo shrugged.  “The barn ain’t full, but Big Chief doing good.”  He waved a hand at the clubhouse.  “Perv say he done been back once already, with a full load.  I more concerned about whether we got enough shit here to fence us in tomorrow.  It ain’t light; took us a long time to get it all loaded up.”
Darryl didn’t even bother trying to evaluate exactly what Bobo might mean by ‘fence us in’.  He just nodded.  “I’ll grab them cans and drums and get ’em filled up.  We can strip the gas station we hit at the same time.  That ought not take too long.  We’ll run them back here, unload everything, then head back out and join up with you.  Help you get another batch of shit on the trucks and back here, then we see where we at.”
Bobo nodded.  “It’ll go quicker with more on it.  Thanks bro.”
“It all good.” Darryl said, then raised his voice.  “Yo, my guys.  Get them empty gas cans and them barrels.  Cans in the van, barrels on the truck.  We gonna go fill ‘em.”
* * * * *
 



Chapter Eight – Goodnight
Jessica
Jessica closed the lid on her laptop with a shudder, then lifted the remote and killed power to the entertainment center.  The television and speakers shut down, and she sat there for a moment.  She didn’t know how she was going to sleep, when all she could think of was shaky cam footage of crowds of people running from other, slower, crowds of victims.  Of zombies.
Online she’d found her favorite news sites were doing the same thing the radio and television stations were doing; covering nothing but the disease outbreak.  And they were linking to sites that were more interested in posting anything relevant, rather than perhaps using editorial discretion to try and censor the more horrific imagery and stories that were happening today.
The internet wasn’t bothering with euphemisms and extra words to describe what was happening.  They threw the term zombie right out there, and any discussion about it was only over the kind of zombie that had appeared, not whether or not they were zombies.  Most of these debates were meaningless to Jessica, at best a waste of time, and in the worst cases full of people who threatened to drag focus away from how to deal with and resolve the problems the zombies were creating.
So far, the most often suggested plans seemed to involve everyone figuring out how to barricade themselves up somewhere, alone.  That way, if they turned, they couldn’t hurt or infect anyone else.  Jessica wasn’t sure how feasible that idea was, even discounting how everyone would manage to keep feeding and clothing themselves if the machinery of life stopped being operated.
The proponents of this plan also seemed to make no allowance for children.  Some of them even pointed to the enormous numbers of outbreaks in the nation’s schools as a reason to abandon all children.  Said they were risks, that they were a threat to everyone else.  Jessica couldn’t do that.  She just couldn’t.
She might be able to let go of Joey and Sandra, though she still harbored a faint hope, desperate though it might be, that someone would figure out how to fix the ‘zombie’ problem.  But Candice . . . she would rather die than let her only remaining child go.
Sighing, Jessica set laptop and remote on the table next to the recliner, then rubbed her face tiredly.  She was tired, and she knew she needed to sleep, but it was going to be hard.  And she refused to take something to aid her sleep; she didn’t dare.  Someone might call about Joey or Sandra, Candice might need her in the middle of the night, or something else, something worse, might happen.  She shuddered involuntarily, then got up.
Her parents had retired about half an hour ago, with her mother promising to handle breakfast.  Jessica knew that was really just a courtesy notification; you just about had to threaten violence to keep Sharon out of the kitchen when there was a meal that needed to be prepared.
Dinner had been an anomaly, purely for Candice’s benefit, to have been an unwrap and bake meal rather than something involving what Sharon termed as “real cooking”.  Jessica knew that no matter when she rose tomorrow, her mother would have whipped up something far more elaborate and involved than what Jessica normally managed for the first meal of the day.
Walking into the kitchen, she poured out the last inch of undrunk tea in her glass, then stuck it in the dishwasher.  It was only half full, but considering what Sharon was likely to do tomorrow . . . Jessica bent under the sink and pulled out the box of dishwasher detergent.  Filling the soap slots, she replaced the box, then closed the dishwasher and got it started on its cycle so it could be unloaded in the morning, ready to be filled up after Sharon tore through the kitchen making breakfast.
Jessica went through the house, double checking the doors, then quietly went upstairs and half crept down the hallway.  The door to the spare bedroom was closed firmly, and no light shined from beneath it.  Her bedroom door stood half open, and when she got to it she saw Candice had dragged the enormous stuffed panda bear in with her.
Pausing in the doorway, Jessica took in the sight and smiled.  Her daughter lay on her side, both hands and one leg flung over the stuffed bear that was almost as big as she was.  Brett had won that for her four years ago, when Candice was six and had gone berserk when she’d seen it at the Gwinnett County Fair.
Jessica leaned her head on the doorframe, remembering.  Brett had turned to her, and given her a knowing look, then bent down and suggested a couple of rides they both knew Candice, and Sandra too, who had only been ten back then, would eagerly enjoy.  He said he needed to go to the bathroom, but they should go ahead without him.
When Jessica and the girls got off the Ferris wheel, which had followed the merry go round, a kiddie roller coaster that did little except go up and down without being too fast, and a spinning car ride, Brett had been waiting for them with a big smile on his face.  Candice took one look at the panda bear beside her father and shrieked in delight, tackling the bear in a full on charge, wrapping her arms around it and laughing.
Jessica felt a shimmer of tears forming, and wiped at her eyes quickly.  She was done with crying, she’d done far too much of that already today.  Brett had been so pleased with himself, especially later that night in bed, when he’d told Jessica how upset the carnival game operator had been when Brett had spent less than six dollars winning the bear at the baseball throw.  She remembered laughing when Brett told her how much more angry the operator had gotten after Brett had won the bear, and then told him that he’d been an all-state pitcher in high school.
“I miss you.” Jessica whispered, then blinked and shook off the memory.  Crossing to the bed, she pulled the covers Candice had kicked off back up, making sure to cover Mr. Bear as well as her daughter.  Working by memory and feel, she quietly opened drawers, finding one of her nightgowns and changing for bed.  She was just finishing brushing her teeth in the dark at the bathroom sink when she heard a car alarm go off outside.
Jessica paused, listening for a moment, then took a final few swipes at her back molars with the brush before starting to rinse it off.  The alarm was coming from too far away to be her Accord.  She was swishing water around in her mouth when a second alarm joined the first.  Putting the cup down, Jessica quickly spat into the sink to clear her mouth.
Then, grabbing for her robe, she went back into the hallway.  Somehow, she managed to pull the bedroom door closed, shrug into the robe, and get downstairs without stopping or tripping over anything.  Pausing at one of the front windows, she pulled the curtains aside and peered outside curiously.
Lights were on at the Johnsons’ house across the cul-de-sac, illuminating the driveway and front of the house.  She didn’t see anything amiss, but their cars were both flashing their hazard lights which indicated it was their alarms going off.  As she looked she saw porch lights go on at the Zhous’ house, next door to the Johnsons’.
Movement caught her eyes, and she looked back to the Johnsons’ driveway.  She watched for a few moments, not sure what had drawn her attention, then she saw something moving around between the cars.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t standing, and she wasn’t sure if it was an animal, or maybe a person trying to hide.  The lights there were positioned such that it caused a shadowed area between the cars, and she couldn’t make out was she was looking at.
The Johnsons’ porch light came on, and she saw their front door open.  Pete Johnson appeared, wearing a robe and sweat pants.  He also had something in his hand, and Jessica frowned automatically as she made it out as a gun.  She was not a fan of guns, especially not after today.  Pete came down the single step from his porch and walked down the front walk to the driveway.  He paused next to the closest car, his wife’s Hyundai, then slowly walked around the rear of it to look between them.
Jessica heard him saying something loudly, but not loudly enough for the words to be discernable other than as a distant chatter of a voice.  He seemed to be talking to someone that was between the cars, and Jessica frowned again.  Surely tonight, after everything that had been happening, even car thieves would be taking a break.  She was contemplating getting the phone from the living room, maybe trying to put a call into the police for Pete, when she heard him yell suddenly, saw him using the pistol in his right hand to beat at something down at his knees.
He stumbled backwards, tripping and falling to the driveway.  Jessica winced involuntarily, but he didn’t crack his head on the concrete.  He was kicking with his legs, but she still couldn’t see what he was trying to deal with.  The shadows were too deep between the cars.  She let the curtain fall and was halfway to the phone next to the couch when she heard the gunshots.
Jessica froze for a moment, then hustled into the living room and grabbed for the cordless phone.  Spinning back the other way, she unlocked the front door and threw it open, dialing as she ran outside.  Pete was pulling himself backwards along the driveway as she ran down her driveway, and she saw Mrs. Zhou standing on her porch watching.
“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” A voice said from the phone Jessica was pressing to her ear as she ran, sounding a lot more stressed and hassled than she imagined the 911 operators were supposed to.
“Yes, my neighbor is being attacked by someone trying to steal his cars, there’s shooting going on.”
“Ma’am, what’s your location?”
“291 Summer Pond Drive, in Lawrenceville.” Jessica said as she reached the halfway point of the cul-de-sac.  She could see the now all too familiar sight of blood on Pete’s sweatpants as he sat up, pointing the gun back between the cars again.  She heard typing coming from the phone, then the operator actually sighed.
“Ma’am, there are very few police available in your area to respond to anything except a very serious emergency.”
“Pete, Pete!” Jessica called as she came within a few steps of his driveway.  “Are you okay?”
“Stay back Jessica.” he said, glancing quickly over his shoulder at her before looking back at whatever he was aiming at.  Now that she was closer, she could see his sweatpants were ripped on the right calf, and the blood coming from his leg.
“Look, my neighbor is hurt, he’s bleeding.” Jessica said into the phone, trying and failing to keep the irritating from her voice.  “Someone’s attac….” she trailed off as she finally drew within fifteen feet.  Her eyes were close enough to resolve the subtle differences in the shadows between the cars, and she saw Mr. Wagner, who lived two houses down, dragging himself forward with one arm and a blank look on his face.
“Oh my God!” Jessica blurted, stopping in her tracks.
“Jessica, keep away from him.” Pete said, scrambling backwards without rising, awkwardly moving with only his legs and one arm, trying to keep the gun steady on Mr. Wagner.
“Ma’am?  Ma’am?” Jessica heard from the phone, but she was barely listening.  Her eyes were fixed on Mr. Wagner as he pulled himself forward, pursuing Pete.  Mr. Wagner was a nice man, a retired Delta airlines pilot in his late sixties who prided himself on having one of the nicest looking lawns in the neighborhood.  She often passed him on her way home each day from work, and most weekends as well when she ventured out on errands, out working in his yard.  He always gave her a friendly wave when she went by.
Now, there was no sign of any emotion on his face, friendly or otherwise, as he clutched at the driveway with his fingers and crawled after Pete.  Mr. Wagner’s nose looked broken, and there was blood dripping down across his lower lip.  As he opened and closed his mouth, she saw his teeth were bloody as well.  He’d been shot in the shoulder, and that arm was dragging almost completely limply next to him, with only a few jerky twitches to indicate it wasn’t completely immobilized.
“Ma’am?  What’s happening?  Talk to me, what’s happening?”
Jessica found she had backed several yards away, and only remembered the phone when the operator all but shouted.  “It’s one of them.” she said into the phone, feeling her grip tightening around the plastic receiver.  “One of the disease victims.  Like at – like on the news.” she said, changing what she had been about to say at the last instant.  She’d wanted to say ‘like at the school’, but decided without really knowing how she’d thought about it that might confuse things too much.
“What’s the victim doing?” the operator asked, her voice suddenly less harassed and a lot more professionally brisk.
Jessica jumped as Pete fired the gun again, almost dropping the phone despite the death grip she had on it.  She couldn’t help the little scream that escaped her lips.  Mr. Wagner had been hit in the face, and when her eyes registered what the bullet had done, she did drop the phone.  It slipped from her suddenly slack fingers and clattered to the cul-de-sac’s asphalt, utterly forgotten as she stared in horror.
The right half of Mr. Wagner’s jaw had shattered under the impact of the bullet.  She could see into his mouth and cheek in a way that was disgusting.  There was almost no blood, just the faintest film of red liquid that wasn’t even trickling, more like a slight oozing, that came from the injury.  Despite the horrific nature of the wound, it didn’t seem to bother Mr. Wagner at all.  The remaining half of the jaw continued opening and closing, and he continued his steady progress from between the cars as he pursued Pete.
Jessica saw Pete sliding backwards again, and darted up to him abruptly.  “Here, get up.” she said urgently, reaching down to try and help him.  She lifted with her hands under his arms, almost staggering as he pulled heavily on her as he rose awkwardly.  He glanced briefly at her, then threw his left arm around her shoulders.  Jessica helped him limp backwards, looking back over her shoulder, then saw the mailbox.
“Here, lean on this a moment.” she said, changing direction and backing over to it.  When he had a grip on the post, she left him and ran to the phone she could see lying on the street.  Scooping it up, she pressed it to her ear and heard a buzz of background noise, similar to an office.  “Hello, hello?”
“Ma’am?” the operator said immediately.  “What’s happening?  Are you alright?”
“The victim, the zombie, he’s attacked my neighbor.  He’s been shot twice, but he’s still coming.”
“Who’s been shot, your neighbor?”
Mr. Wagner was half in and half out of the light coming from the security fixtures on the front of Pete Johnson’s house.  He had ceased his crawling, and was now struggling to rise.  As she watched, he tried to lift himself with only his left arm and succeeded only in pushing himself over on his side.  His right arm was no help at all, and the lack of its use seemed to be confusing him.
“No, the victim.  My neighbor’s shot the victim.” Jessica blurted.  “But my neighbor, Pete Johnson, he’s been injured.”
“Okay, there are people on the way now.” The operator said, her tone still, finally, professional, with no trace of the earlier exasperation present.  “How many victims are there?”
“Just the one.” Jessica said, but she turned and looked around to make sure, remembering from the school how they never seemed to make any noise.  There were lights on at half the houses that she could see, and almost a dozen people were in view, standing on their porches, or in their driveways and front yards.  No one, apart from Mr. Wagner, seemed to be anything other than normal.  She looked back to the Johnsons’ driveway in time to see Mr. Wagner fall over on his side again, as he tried and failed again to get up.
“You need to keep everyone away from the sick person.” the operator said.  “Is that going to be possible?”
“I think so.” Jessica replied.  “He’s . . . hurt.  He can’t seem to get up, and when he crawls he isn’t very fast.”
“Okay, so just keep everyone away.  Get inside if you can, and close and lock the doors.  Try to keep an eye on the victim so you can tell the team where he is.  Can you do that?”
“Yes.” Jessica said, glancing at Pete.  He was leaning heavily on the mailbox, panting a little.  The leg of his sweatpants was now bloody all the way to his ankle, and she realized he probably needed help walking.  “I need to help my neighbor walk, his leg is hurt.”
“I’ll be here.  If you get disconnected from me, you can call back and give your address again, or just wait it out.  A team is on the way.”
“Sure.” Jessica said, tucking the phone under her arm.  She hurried back to Pete.  “Nine-one-one says everyone should get inside, stay away from . . . him.” she said as she reached him, flicking her eyes at Mr. Wagner, who was still trying without success to get up.  Pete didn’t respond, and when Jessica looked at him, she saw he was looking pale, his eyes wide.
“Pete?”
“Pete!” Jessica heard a woman’s voice scream, and looked up to see Rebecca Johnson running from the house, wearing a robe that was loosely tied at her waist, too loosely.  Even had she not been moving fast enough to cause the bottom of the robe to stream out behind her, the top was gaping enough that she was effectively naked.  Jessica had time to notice her neighbor was a natural redhead, and that she had some rather interesting . . . jewelry . . . on her nipples before the woman arrived and nearly knocked her husband over by clutching frantically at him.
“You’re hurt!” she blurted, as Jessica staggered when she hastily braced Pete against the arrival of his wife.
“It’s not bad.” Pete said through gritted teeth.  Jessica thought if it were bad enough that he couldn’t stand or talk without sounding like he was in pain it was probably bad enough.
“What happened?” Rebecca said, sounding both worried and confused.
“You need to get inside.” Jessica said quickly, glancing back to Mr. Wagner. He had abandoned trying to rise on all fours, and had now rolled over and managed to get to a sitting position.  Now, as she looked at him, she saw he was making much better progress at rising like that.
“What, why?”
Jessica sighed, knowing what was about to happen.  “Nine-one-one is on the way, and they said to get back inside.”  She gestured towards the zombie.
Rebecca looked at the driveway, and screamed when she saw Mr. Wagner.  The shot away piece of his jaw was clearly evident, and from this angle his nose was obviously bent in an unnatural direction.  Plus there was the bullet hole in his shoulder.  Jessica blinked, and had time to wonder just what kind of gun Pete had shot Mr. Wagner with before she shook the thought off and reached out to grab Rebecca by the shoulder.
“Rebecca.  Rebecca.” She shook the woman a few times, and Rebecca finally stopped screaming.  It might have been because she ran out of air, but rather than refilling her lungs and continuing, she looked at Jessica with a slightly dazed look in her eyes.  “Help me get your husband inside.”
“Yes, yes.” Rebecca said faintly.  Between them, the two women managed to help Pete hobble across the lawn and into the house.  Jessica helped ease him down on the couch, which mostly involved making sure she made sure he didn’t wave the gun in her direction as he half sat and half fell into the cushions.  He was sweating, and Jessica reached out to grab Rebecca by the arm again.  “Get some towels, something, wrap up his leg while you wait for the ambulance.”
“Ambulance?” Rebecca asked, sounding like an uncertain child.
Jessica took the phone out from under her arm and exhibited it before the woman’s face.  “Yes, ambulance.  Nine-one-one is coming, but Pete probably needs that leg bandaged while he waits.”
Rebecca nodded slightly and went past Jessica, presumably to get something for the bandaging, then stopped and looked back at her. “Where are you going?”
Jessica pointed across the street, to her house.  “Nine-one-one says everyone should stay inside, and I have to make sure my daughter is okay.”
“But–”
“Look, call them yourself, give this address, and you can talk to the operator, okay?” Jessica said, stepping to the doorway and peering out cautiously.  She could just see Wagner at the rear of the cars, he was still sitting rather than standing.  She looked across the cul-de-sac, at her house, and suddenly noted she’d left her front door standing open.  “I have to go.  Call nine-one-one if you need to talk to someone.”
“Jessica.” Pete said in a slightly gasping voice.  Jessica paused, then stepped back to the edge of the wall and looked into the front room.  “Thanks.” he said with a nod, giving her a grateful look.
“You’ll be fine Pete.” Jessica said, managing a smile.  She looked around again before she went back outside, then started across the front lawn at a fast walk.  Mr. Wagner’s head came around as she moved, and she shuddered.  She was into the street when she saw him fall over on his back, having twisted his head so much he overbalanced and toppled himself back to the driveway again.
Shuddering again, she broke out into a fast jog as she ran up her driveway, up the front walk, and through the door.  Closing it behind her, she heard her own breath coming fast, faster than the brief jog really dictated.  She felt her heart beating within her chest, and closed her eyes as she took a slow, deep breath.
When she exhaled, she could feel the difference in her pulse, then remembered the phone in her hand.  Putting it back up to her face, she took another breath.  “Hello?”
There was a pause, and she was just wondering if she should maybe call them back, when the operator came back on the line.  “Yes, hello?  How are you doing there?”
“I’m fine.  Listen, the house you need to go to is 280 Summer Pond Drive.  It’s right across the street from the address I already gave you.” Jessica said.
There was the sound of a keyboard, then the operator spoke again.  “I’m updating them now.  How is everyone doing there?”
“I’m fine.” Jessica repeated.  “It’s my neighbors, at 280, the Johnsons.  His leg is hurt, he’s in his house with his wife, and the . . . victim is in the driveway right now.”
“Is he moving?”
“Yes, but he seems to be having trouble getting back up.  He’s been shot a couple of times.  One of his arms isn’t working.  It . . . it has him confused I guess.  He’s sitting on the driveway right now.”  Jessica replied, turning to the window and lifting the curtain to look back across the street.  Sure enough, she could see Mr. Wagner was still on the driveway, and was still not on his feet.
“Good, that’s good.”
“Listen, I have to go.” Jessica said.  “My daughter is here, and I need to check on her.”
“I understand ma’am.  Make sure your doors are locked.”
“Yes, thank you.” Jessica said, turning and closing the deadbolt before twisting the locking tab on the door knob.  She pushed the button on the phone that killed the connection, then peered out the peephole quickly.  The little viewing glass wasn’t good for anything except checking her front porch, so she sighed and turned to put the phone back.  She heard a noise and froze, clutching the phone.  Then she heard it again, and her blood ran cold.  It sounded like someone was moving around upstairs.
Forcing herself to try and not overreact, she walked quickly to the bottom of the stairs and hit the switch that controlled the lights in the upper hallway.  They came on, taking the stairs from shadows to an almost normal illumination.  She didn’t see anyone, but a moment later she heard a voice.
“Jessica?”
“Dad.” Jessica said in relief, going up the steps quickly.  Her father was wearing the same pajamas, well the same kind anyway, he’d been wearing since she was a little girl; white cotton with blue pinstripes.  He was at the door to the hallway bathroom, and he looked curiously at her with an expression that showed he was half asleep.
“What’s wrong?”
She shook her head.  “Nothing, just a problem across the street.  The police, or someone, is on the way.”
He blinked, and some of the sleep left his face.  “Are you okay?”  He said more alertly.  His eyes tracked down, and he frowned.  “You were outside?”
Jessica looked down, and saw bits of grass sticking to her bare feet.  “Yes, but I’m going to bed now.”  She saw the frown forming, and shook her head with a wry smile she hoped didn’t look as forced as it felt.  “You should go back to bed too.”
“You’re sure everything’s fine?” he asked after a moment.
“Yes.  Goodnight dad.”
“Okay, goodnight sweetie.” he said, turning on the light in the bathroom.  Jessica went past him and turned off the hallway light before easing her bedroom door open.  Candice was still asleep in the bed, though she’d shifted position and was now lying with her back pressed up against Mr. Bear.  Jessica smiled, glad the girl hadn’t been woken up by what was happening outside.  She was fairly sure that would have probably been a step back in the progress Candice had been making in calming down, recovering, whatever the word was, since the events at the schools.
She used one of the washcloths hanging on the rack in the bathroom to clean her feet off, hung her robe on its hook on the back of the door, then slipped under the covers next to Candice.  As she settled herself on the bed, Candice stirred a bit.  Jessica lay on her side and watched her daughter’s unconscious face, taking comfort from the steady in and out of her breath, and the normal, half-content and half-thoughtful look all children seemed to have when asleep.  It took her a long while, but she finally drifted off.
* * * * *



Darryl
“Fuck, look at that.” Needles said in a disgusted tone as the van ahead of them turned into the Kroger parking lot.  Darryl said nothing, merely studying the parking lot, and the activity he saw near the closely spaced doors of the grocery store.  “Maybe we ought to find another store.”
“Follow Bobo.” Darryl said finally, but he reached into his pocket and made sure the extra shotgun shells were still there.  He had the two ridiculous thirty-three round magazines for his Glock with him as well, but he was hoping not to need any of the weapons.  Much less the hundred or so rounds of ammunition he was carrying for the pistol and shotgun.  First, because he didn’t want to have to shoot anyone else.  But second, because he was hoping a show of force would dissuade any attempts at interfering with what the Dogz wanted to do.
Their vehicle count, non-bikes that is, had grown to eight, not including the two Home Depot trucks.  They’d taken ten minutes after getting back from their second Home Depot trip to throw together two crude wooden boxes that were then lashed down on the back of the flatbeds.  It wasn’t pretty, and the extreme haste with which they’d nailed them together showed, but it gave the flatbeds foot high walls that could keep things from sliding off.  Things like groceries.
The two converted flatbeds were in the lead, with Bobo driving the first one since he was in charge.  They had Big Chief’s F-250, the Silverado and three more trucks, the van, and a pair of SUVs they’d torn the back seats out of.  And a big Cadillac, simply because it had a full tank of gas and they could cram six people in it to give them extra hands without giving up otherwise usable cargo space.  Even with the Cadillac they’d still brought ten brothers on bikes to strengthen their numbers.
Bobo’s truck pulled right into the fire lane at the front of the store, parking a couple of vehicle lengths past the three pairs of double doors at the front of the store.  The other Dogz vehicles slotted in behind him as instructed, and doors opened immediately.
“There can’t be nothing left in there.” Darryl heard Needles say just before they both got out.  Darryl hefted the shotgun in his arms and glanced around, checking to see the others on the ‘escort group’ were present, but also looking at the other people who were nearby.  The non-Dogz.  He couldn’t think of them as threats, or as enemies, but Bobo’s rule was clear.
There were the Dogz, and then everyone else.  They had to put Dogz first, period.  Time enough later to care about helping other people, maybe.  If it was safe.  If they could.  But helping others wouldn’t do anyone he cared about any good if it got Dogz killed.  And according to the people they had manning the clubhouse, including Mr. Soul and a few others who had been assigned to monitor the news, things were getting worse by the hour.
Now, Darryl gave his blank eyed stare to a white couple who had been in the process of leaving the store when the Dogz convoy rolled up.  The look, at least, was something he was well practiced at.  It was the same look he gave drunks and rowdy patrons at the Oasis when they started moving towards the lines they weren’t allowed to cross.  It was a look that told anyone they were in for a bad time if they kept on like they were, but at the same time made it clear Darryl was just doing his job.  Nothing personal.
There’d been no time to give lessons or anything to the other Dogz, but Darryl had mentioned they should focus on being mostly silent and watchful.  He’d found a heavy eyed stare often worked better than words.  Words could be argued with.  A look was much more difficult to dispute.
It worked now, at least partially.  The couple stopped, and he saw the woman blanch.  Her eyes darted quickly along the line of bikers, some of whom had their denim or leather vests on.  And everyone who’d been designated as an escort or a vehicle guard carried a long gun of some sort; either a shotgun or a rifle.  Plus every Dog had a pistol holstered in plain view.  She immediately plucked at the sleeve of the man she was with and whispered something urgently to him.
Whatever it was, the man ignored it.  “What, you guys taking over?” He asked loudly.  Darryl suppressed a sigh, not eager to see where the man’s confrontational tone might take this line of questioning.
“Naw, we here for the same reason you are.” Bobo said, coming around the truck he’d been driving and approaching the doors.  “You take what you got and just go on about your business.  Don’t bother us and we won’t bother you.”
“What if I want to come back in for more?”
Darryl stepped forward and made a motion with the shotgun, not missing how the woman’s eyes immediately moved first to him, then to the weapon in his hands as it jerked to the side twice.  “You hear what that man said?  Don’t bother us, we won’t bother you.  Now clear out of the way or we gonna find out if your girlie there is a good nurse.”
The man opened his mouth, face settling into angry lines, but the woman violently tugged on him.  He looked at her, and she shook her head and said something in a very low voice.  Darryl watched as he studied her for a couple of seconds, then looked down at the cart he was pushing.  It was full of food, most of it things Darryl knew the Dogz weren’t interested in taking anyway.
With a sullen glower, the man turned the cart to the right and began pushing it down the sidewalk; the quickest route to get around the Dogz vehicles on the curb.  Darryl watched them for a few seconds, then traded meaningful looks with Bobo.  The older biker gave him a significant nod.  Darryl returned it, then raised his voice.  “Escorts and Grabbers, let’s go.”
EZ moved up with him, walking just slightly behind and to his left as Darryl went through the doors of the store.  Just as at the other stores they’d visited it was lit only with security lighting.  It was dim, but more than enough to see by.  Just as long as you didn’t try to do any serious reading.
The store looked untidy, even what of it he could see from the entrance.  Most of the racks of candy and stuff that lined the register aisles were nearly empty, with only a few stray packages having fallen to the floor.  Some of these had been trampled, their contents spilling out and staining or scattering across the cheap industrial style tiles.  Darryl saw people moving further in, beyond the registers, pushing carts they were filling with things.
He heard more shopping carts start rattling behind him, a lot of them, and stepped forward to clear the doorway.  EZ stayed with him, and the two of them stood still, patiently waiting while the Grabber Dogz behind them got the carts they’d need to haul food back to the convoy with.  It seemed to take too long to Darryl, but that could just be how exposed he felt.
Most of the people who were moving around in the store were glancing over at the Dogz.  Some had stopped and were watching them.  A couple were ignoring them, just continuing to loop around from one aisle to the next as they grabbed things they were after.  Darryl saw a few weapons, mostly firearms, but the Dogz were by far the most numerous and heavily armed group he saw in the store.  By far.
“We ready.” he heard a woman say behind him, Jody.  She was the ex-girlfriend of Stick, and had risen to the top of the pecking order of the women at the clubhouse.  Well, she’d been sort of verbally fighting her way into the top contender’s bracket, when Bobo had stepped in between trips back to the clubhouse to settle the bickering among the woman and name Jody as the one in charge of organizing the supplies.  Darryl knew there was some resentment that was probably simmering over that, but he didn’t care at the moment.
And he wasn’t sure Bobo cared, either now, or tomorrow, or ever.  Bobo was as focused as Darryl had ever seen him.  Bobo was often the one who kept the Dogz on an even keel, helping manage the comings and goings of various brothers, making sure people contributed to the cost of the parties and of maintaining the clubhouse.  But since the incident earlier, he was taking no shit off anyone, for any reason.  Bobo spoke, and expected things to happen promptly.  Period.
Oddly enough, Darryl was reasonably sure there was actually less unsettled feeling among the Dogz over Bobo taking control than there probably was among the women over Jody.  The Dogz were used to pecking orders in the club.  The Dogz didn’t have a heavily structured rank system like bigger clubs often did, but they were guys, and guys were used to having people be in charge.  It was a guy thing.
The wives and girlfriends though, some of them seemed to almost enjoy the bickering.  Darryl had only caught a little of it since everyone had begun gathering at the clubhouse, but it had only gotten more spirited since Bobo began spurring the Dogz into action.  He hoped the women would settle themselves as the Dogz seemed to have.  If what was happening in Atlanta spilled out into the surrounding area, he didn’t think quibbling over who was doing which chores would help keep them safe.
“DJ, you there bro?” EZ asked.
Darryl shook his shoulders and glanced behind himself, seeing the carts lined up and ready to go.  “Sorry, just tired.”
“Have a smoke.” EZ suggested.  “Keep you awake better.”
“Yeah.” Darryl said.  “Let’s get to the first aisle though.”  He led the way down the broad space between the self-service checkout registers.  Jody had some very clear suggestions, orders really now that Bobo had confirmed she was in charge of the supplies, about what they needed to be getting.
Some of Darryl’s ideas, and apparently Big Chief’s on his previous food runs, were not the same as hers.  She said they already had more meat at the clubhouse than they could fit into the refrigerators, and needed to focus on shelf stable stuff.
So Darryl led the way, carts rolling behind him, right over to the canned goods aisle.  There were some cans rolling around on the floor, but the shelves still had plenty of items remaining on them.  Darryl went all the way to the end of the row and stepped out to keep watch on the cross aisle, EZ covering the other direction behind him.
As Darryl pulled his pack of smokes out of his pocket, one handed so he kept the shotgun at least somewhat ready, he heard cans start clattering into the shopping carts.  The sound was fast and furious, apparently little effort or time being wasted on stacking them neatly.  He got a cigarette stuck into his mouth, traded the pack for his Zippo, and took a single glance back into the aisle as he lit his smoke.  He saw whole shelves of cans were being cleaved into the waiting carts unceremoniously, heedless of any that might miss and fall to the floor.
As Darryl returned his lighter to his pocket and puffed on the cigarette, a trio of middle aged men emerged two aisles over.  They had a cart each, stocked mostly with the kinds of things Big Chief had been bringing back, and getting yelled at by Jody for.  The men seemed a little taken back to see Darryl standing there, shotgun held loosely across his chest in both hands.
“Uh, we were gonna get some canned stuff.” one of them ventured after a few moments.  Darryl shook his head and shifted the cigarette into the corner of his mouth, using only his lips and tongue to move it.
“Wait until we done.”
“There gonna be anything left then?” one of the men asked in a challenging tone.  Darryl had already noted all three men had holstered pistols, pretty good ones too.  The one who was talking to him just now had a Sig Sauer.  Darryl didn’t know which model it was, but Sig was not known for being a budget handgun manufacturer.  Their weapons were pricey, and generally well made.
“Ain’t got no problem with you.” Darryl said instead of directly answering the question.  It never paid to argue in these sorts of situations, he knew from experience.  Better to just explain how things had to happen, and go from there; not get caught up in debate.  “Leave us be, we leave you be.  But the way things are, just give us some distance.  Okay?”
The man with the Sig frowned, but said nothing when Tank stepped out from the aisle to join Darryl and EZ.  Tank was another construction worker, and lost out in height only to Tiny.  What he missed in a few inches of vertical reach though, he made up for in bulk and muscle.  His build matched his height and profession, and his general demeanor was something he’d developed over the years.
Darryl supposed when you went though life being the big guy in every situation, it would color your outlook.  Tank’s was one of confidence in his ability to handle any physical challenge.
“We here for the same reason you is.” Tank rumbled.  “Don’t bother us none, we won’t bother you none.”
“Right.” one of the men behind Mr. Sig said with a short nod.  The Sig guy turned and looked at him, his expression a little cloudy, but he turned with the others and they went up a different aisle with their carts.
“We full up.” Psycho said.  Darryl backed into the aisle, then turned and walked sort of sideways as he now brought up the rear of the line of carts.  It was awkward, and he kept weaving a little like a drunk, but it let him watch behind them as he moved.  A few loose cans got in the way of his boots, but Darryl had expected that, and was keeping his feet low enough that he only kicked them rather than stepping down on and tripping over them.
They got back outside without incident, where the Dogz who were on the Guard team waited.  The teams were Bobo’s idea, and the situation here at the Kroger was making Darryl quite glad for the division of their available manpower.  They had some people designated to do nothing but load and haul stuff, the Grabbers.  They were all armed, but that was the only thing they were supposed to be responsible for; getting things back to, and in, the vehicles.
The Escorts went everywhere the Grabbers did, and protected them.  And while those two groups were off doing the looting, the Guards stayed with the vehicles.  They were supposed to make sure the vehicles weren’t messed with; either the things loaded in them, nor the vehicles themselves.
Most of the convoy vehicles were hot-wired, and couldn’t easily be shut off or started back up unless you were, like EZ, an accomplished car thief.  So it was especially important to not leave the vehicles alone where someone could just hop in and be gone in seconds.
Darryl watched the doors with EZ and Tank, making sure no one coming from inside the store could bother them without warning.  Behind him, the other Escorts fanned out a little to cover the Grabbers as they transferred everything from the carts to the convoy.  It took about as much time as it had to get the carts loaded, then Big Chief called out, and they headed back in.
“More cans?” Darryl asked.  The aisle hadn’t been empty when they’d left it.
“Yeah.” he heard Jody reply.
“Hope them assholes is busy somewhere else.” EZ muttered.
Darryl agreed, though he didn’t say anything.  When he turned into the aisle he half expected to see the men there, but they weren’t.  Darryl moved back down to the far end and resumed his guard position there while the Grabbers started grabbing.  That trip cleared most of what Jody said was worth taking from the shelves.  She insisted some things were a waste of time, like canned broccoli, since few people would willingly eat it.
After dumping the rest of the cans into the vehicles, their third trip headed over to soups, where they applied more Jody logic as they cleared most of that section as well.  A few things, like split pea, were ignored, and Darryl couldn’t blame her.  Split pea soup was nasty stuff.  After that, they took every bit of sugar and tea and coffee they could find, which actually wasn’t as much as Darryl would have expected.  Well, at least as far as tea was concerned.  All the tea in the store fit into only two carts.
Some of the convoy vehicles were starting to get full, at least as far as weight went.  Darryl knew that when you were dealing with things that were heavy, like canned goods, weight usually mattered more than space.  Bobo had most of the soups and bagged sugar loaded onto the ‘flat beds’, saying that would leave room for things that were lighter, and more likely to blow around, in the more enclosed vehicles.
While two Grabbers stayed behind briefly to do a little load shifting, the rest of the Grabbers went back into the store with the Escorts.  The next several loads they hauled out brought boxes of crackers, cans of shortening, and jars or bottles of oil.  They brought out flour and rice, two whole carts that were the sum total of all the spices, along with a lot of salt, in the store.  A lot of peanut butter and jelly, crammed into left over cart spaces.  One trip of nothing but dried pasta.  
Darryl got confused when Jody finally directed them to make a pass through the refrigerated section.  She was the one who had said the clubhouse was running out of cold storage, after all.  But he didn’t have to say anything, one of the other women who was on the Grabber team raised the question.
“We got some coolers, and can get some more if we need to.” Jody said as they walked.  “We can rotate ice packs between the coolers and the freezers to keep stuff cold enough.  At least until we can get it cooked in the next day or two, and then as long as we eat it pretty quick it’ll be fine.”
Darryl shrugged.  All he knew about cooking was that he liked to eat it.  He led the way through the dairy section, where they found no milk or cream remaining, but plenty of cartons of eggs and packages of cheese.  They came back through the bread aisle just as an experiment, but as Darryl expected there was nothing left there either.
“We done?” he did ask when they got back and started adding the cold stuff to the loads, mostly packing it into the van.
“Almost.  One, two more trips.” Jody said as she handed eggs over to Little Chief, who was kneeling inside the van and stacking things quickly but carefully.
“What else can we take?” 2C asked, sounding somewhere between exasperated and curious.
“We ain’t get anything out of the powered drinks section yet.” Jody pointed out.  “Or you wanna drink boiled lake water until things get better?”
“We got the tea and coffee.”
“Yeah, but we got kids with us.  Plus that’s where they store the milk.”
“Milk was all gone.” 2C protested.
“Sure, all the cold milk.” Jody grinned.  “But there probably still lots of powdered milk left, and maybe some of boxed milk that’s good at room temperature until you open it.”
“An we need to grab at least a couple of carts of stuff like soap, razors, that kinda shit.” Bobo said.
“Tampons.” Jody nodded.
“I don’t need to know the details.” 2C said hastily, which brought a couple of laughs from some of the Dogz.  2C, short for 2-Cool, was named that because he maintained an aura of being cool and confident no matter what was going on.  Apparently even he was unable to handle specifics on female hygiene without flinching though.
As it turned out, there wasn’t as much milk on the shelf as Jody had apparently been hoping.  They were able to fit all the powered and boxed milk in the store into one trip, and still had room left over for a detour on the way back through the hygiene section.  One cart of soap, another of shampoo, and a two more of various items seemed to satisfy Jody.
The convoy was now basically full.  The trucks, which were all little light trucks like Ford Rangers and Nissan Frontiers except for Big Chief’s F-250, were sagging on their shocks.  So was the van, though the SUVs were holding up a little better mostly because their interiors limited what could be packed in somewhat.  Only the Home Depot trucks seemed to have available weight remaining, though in their case they were nearly out of room in the makeshift ‘beds’ their flatbeds had been converted into.
As the drink powders and packages of bathroom items started being loaded into the vehicles, Bobo caught Darryl’s attention with a shout.  When he looked around, he saw Bobo gesturing to him.  Darryl went over and stood sort of sideways, so he could keep an eye on the store doors.
“Take two Escorts, Vivian and another Grabber, and go clean out the pharmacy best you can.”
Darryl stared at him for a moment, a little confused, then managed to get his tired brain to catch up with Bobo.  “The pharmacy?  Uh . . . yeah.  Okay.  What we need?”
“Vivian works in a doctor’s office, so whatever she thinks y’all should get.” Bobo shrugged.  “But make sure you get a lot of stuff for pain and infection.”
“Just two carts?”
“Yeah, just two.  That ought to be plenty.  Don’t take too long neither, just fill up and get back out here.  We’ll probably we waiting on you.”
“Okay.” Darryl said, reaching out and grabbing Smoke by the elbow as he went past with an armful of soap.  “Dump that in a car and come with me.”
Smoke eyed him for a moment, then changed course and dropped all the soap into the back of the closest truck.  “I need a cart?”
“Yeah.”  Darryl said, looking for Vivian.  He was about to shout when he saw her in the ‘airlock’ formed by the store’s sets of inner and outer doors.  She already had a cart, and was looking at him expectantly.  He nodded and headed that way.  EZ and Evil were near the doors, covering them as well as the sidewalk to either side.
“Yo.” Darryl pointed at them as their heads came around.  “Come on, we gotta cover these two on a quick trip inside.”
“What we getting?” EZ asked as Smoke went around Vivian and grabbed an empty cart from the rows parked inside the ‘airlock’.
“Drugs.” Darryl answered.  “Bobo say we need some.”
“But we already got drugs at the crib.” Evil protested, looking confused.  “Needles done brought his whole stash, and Stony an Psycho got some too.”
“No fool, medicine.” Darryl said, scowling.  “Like from the pharmacy.”  He watched as EZ led the way in, Vivian close on his heels, then looked back to Evil.  “They bring any weed?”
“Shit yeah man.” Evil laughed.  “I thought you knew.”
“Naw, I was busy guarding for Bobo.” Darryl shrugged.  He stepped back into the store behind Smoke, who was following Vivian.  Darryl covered the right side, glancing frequently behind himself, as Evil covered left.
The pharmacy was clearly visible from the doors, off to the left a little with a sign that loomed above the store’s shelving.  It looked unmolested, though some of the over-the-counter items in the shelves surrounding it looked as disordered and picked over as a lot of the rest of the store did.  The frosted glass windows on the pharmacy counter were closed, and when Vivian tried the door over to the side it rattled without opening.
“Locked.” Vivian announced.
Darryl scowled again, giving the door a quick look.  It was wood, or at least he was pretty sure it was wood.  He hefted the shotgun, trying to decide if it would be better to try and shoot out the lock or hinges, or just kick it in.  EZ spoke before he could make a decision.  “Naw bro, like this.”
The biker reversed his shotgun and hammered the stock sharply against the closed customer window.  It fractured with a fairly loud tinkle of breaking glass, but less loud than a gunshot.  EZ gave Smoke a look.  “Need a hand getting up and over the counter?”
Smoke shook his head, but he did move down to get away from the pile of broken glass before heaving himself up and walking, bent at the waist, over to the broken window.  He eased through, dropped down, and tried the door from the inside.  It swung open with a click.
“Presto.” EZ said smugly, moving past the open door and taking a watchful stance.
Vivian shoved her cart at Smoke, and pushed his in next when he grabbed hers and pulled it through.  Darryl turned his back on them, listening as he kept a look out.
“What we want?” Smoke asked.
“Anything with codine, codone, or ‘cet on the label.  Like Percocet.” Vivian answered, sounding distracted.  “Or if it say it for pain.  And anything that say it an antibiotic or for infection, or if it have ‘cillian on the label, like penicillin.”
“Fuck.” Smoke said.  “How I gonna know all that?”
“Damn–look.” Vivian said.  “Here . . . everything on this shelf.  And . . . that one too.  Grab all that while I look for more.”
Darryl heard pill bottles began rattling into carts as Smoke obeyed.  It seemed to take forever, but he knew it had to be only a minute or two, before he heard Smoke speak again.  “Okay, they empty.”
“This one, this one, and this one too.” Vivian said.
More bottle rattled and thumped into the carts.  Darryl saw a few people looking at the trio of Dogz standing guard on the pharmacy, but none of them made any move to step closer.  They just kept looping around the aisles with their own carts, grabbing whatever it was they thought they needed.
Darryl wondered how successful the other looters were going to find their trip, now that the Dogz had showed up and cleaned out what Jody said were the best things to take.  The store wasn’t empty by any means; there was still meat and lots of fresh produce, for example.  And cereal, he remembered, and the potato chip section hadn’t been completely gutted when the Dogz had went by it.  He supposed you could live a while on cereal and beef, if you had too.  Until the beef went bad, then it would just be dry cereal.
He shook the thoughts off as he saw the same trio of men from earlier, the ones with the expensive pistols, appear near the front of the store.  All of them were pushing their carts, now packed full of various things.  The first two were watching forward, but the third, the one who’d confronted Darryl, was looking in his direction.  His eyes made contact with Darryl’s, and the biker was sure he saw the man smile at him.  It wasn’t the kind of smile that was a nice one.
Behind him came a rather large sound, like an entire shelf had just been cleaved off into one of the carts.  Pills shook like seeds in gourds as they bounced and pinged around inside their bottles, tumbling into the cart.  Darryl blinked and involuntarily started to turn, then caught himself and stayed on watch.  He saw the three men from earlier head through the doors at the front of the store.
“Good.” he grunted softly.
“What?” Evil asked.
“Nothing.” Darryl shook his head.  “How it going in there?” he asked, raising his voice some.
“Almost done.” Vivian called back.  “Okay, there room, so take all this too.”
“Hey, where you going?” Smoke protested.
“Taking this half cart out front and look for first aid stuff.”
“Fuck.”
“You fine.” Vivian said.  “Everything from here to here, in the cart, then come on out.”
Vivian came out of the pharmacy a moment later, dragging a cart half full of pill bottles with her.  They weren’t the little orange bottles the pharmacy normally gave you either; these were bigger, in different colors or shapes, holding what had to be at least a thousand pills per.  There was also a rather thick hard bound book with a title on the spine that included the words ‘drug’ and ‘handbook’.  It was in the cart where a kid would normally sit.
“Hey, don’t wander off.” Darryl said as she started past between him and EZ.
“I ain’t going but right here.” Vivian said, pointing at one of the little aisles right in front of the pharmacy, where all the over-the-counter stuff was kept.  Darryl frowned, but stayed in position as he watched her push the cart in between the short shelves, stop, and lean down out of view.  Behind him came more loud sounds of shelves being rapidly cleared.
Darryl started having to ward off the urge to fidget.  The clock in his head seemed to be running long.  He looked toward the front of the store, half expecting to see one of the Dogz standing there making ‘hurry up’ gestures, but no, none of his brothers or anyone else who’d come along on the looting run were visible there.  Vivian was tossing brown bottles that seemed to be heavy into her cart, moving quickly.
He was about to say something when he heard Smoke’s cart moving.  Turing his head, he saw the biker pushing it out of the pharmacy, full nearly to the top with bottles.  Darryl opened his mouth, but before he could say anything he heard gunshots from outside.  At first it only sounded like one or maybe two guns going off fairly quickly.  But in moments he heard more than that.  A lot more than that.  There was a lot of shooting happening.
“Shit, that’s it, we rolling.” Darryl said, flexing his fingers on the shotgun and starting forward.
“I–okay.” Vivian said, throwing a last pair of things in her cart and moving around to its handles.  Leading the way, Darryl walked quickly past the silent and dark registers, peering anxiously out through the windows along the store’s front wall.  There was still shooting, though not as much now.  It sounded like it was back down to one or two guns firing.  Tank was covering the doors, but he was the only one.
Suddenly angry, Darryl went through the ‘airlock’.  There should be at least one other Dog watching the doors with Tank, but the big biker was alone in observing Darryl’s little group emerge from the store.  The other Dogz Darryl could see were looking forward, in the direction the convoy vehicles were facing.  Some Dogz were already in the vehicles, though he saw guns in a lot of hands as they peered at the disturbance.
“What’s wrong?” Darryl asked loudly between another pair of shots.  They were pistols, he was sure now.  He couldn’t see who was doing the shooting, but it was coming from the front of the convoy, on the other side of the lead Home Depot truck.
“Sick people.” Tank said shortly.
“You mean zombies?” EZ asked.
Tank shrugged.  “Whatever.  Heard Bobo telling someone to get away, then he told them to stop.  Guess they didn’t.”
Darryl scowled and opened his mouth as he turned his head toward one of the Escorts in view who was staring forward instead of where he was supposed to be looking.  Before Darryl could say anything a man yelled in pain up near the front.  Darryl frowned, then grabbed EZ by the upper arm and leaned in close to make sure the other man heard him.
“Cover the fucking doors with Tank.”
“It’s cool.” EZ nodded, turning.
Darryl jogged forward.  “Guard where you’re supposed to be guarding.” he yelled.  “Stop all looking in the same fucking direction.”  He had to grab a few more of the Escorts and Guards to get them to listen, but by the time he’d made it up to the front he was a little happier.  Still pissed, but less than he’d been seconds earlier.  There was a reason people were supposed to be watching in different directions.
When he got to the lead truck he saw Little Chief slumped against the steering wheel.  There was blood on his shoulder and neck.  Mad had the door open and his t-shirt off, having wadded it up into a makeshift bandage he was pressing against Chief’s arm.  Darryl spared that a single glance, wondering how in the hell Chief had managed to get hurt while sitting behind the wheel, then checked forward.
Five bodies were sprawled out on the pavement.  Oddly, even though they appeared to have been shot a bunch of times, there was almost no blood.  Not on their wounds, nor on the ground around or beneath them.  He wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.  It was less gory, but it seemed . . . wrong.  Wasn’t killing supposed to be messy, like that was part of the price you had to pay when you did it?
“Bobo.” Darryl heard himself ask.  The older biker was standing next to the Home Depot truck’s front wheel, his battered Beretta in his hands.
“How’s Little Chief?”
Darryl glanced inside the truck.  Chief was sweating as he climbed out of the driver’s seat, trying to fend off Mad’s attempts to keep the makeshift bandage in place.  But he looked up at the mention of his name.  “Hurts like a mother fucker.”
“Get everyone mounted up.” Bobo said.  He turned to the left and gazed across the parking lot.  Darryl glanced in that direction almost automatically.  He saw some cars, driven in by other looters he assumed, and a couple of people who seemed to be hiding behind their vehicles as they peered this way.  But nothing that looked like a zombie or a problem.
“DJ.” Bobo said, and Darryl started.  He couldn’t figure out why he was so tired.  Normally he didn’t even go to bed until about five in the morning.  But whatever the reason, his focus was drifting and it was a problem.
“Yeah, right.  Sorry.” Darryl said, then turned and raised his voice into a loud shout.  “We rolling!  Hop on your rides!”
He went down the line of vehicles quickly.  Doors were opening and closing as Dogz slid into seats.  Motorcycles roared as their engines came to life.  He looped around the back of the convoy and went up the other side.  When he reached the Silverado he opened the door and stepped up on the floorboard so he could see over the vehicles.  “We ready.” he called forward.
Bobo was still studying the parking lot, but he turned and gave Darryl a quick glance before nodding.  Still with his Beretta in his hand, Bobo slid in behind the wheel of the Home Depot truck.  Little Chief was in the passenger seat now, with Mad crouched in the space behind the seats fussing with the bloody shirt.
Dropping into his own seat, Darryl pulled the door closed.  Making sure his shotgun was on safe, he wedged it in between his knees so it wouldn’t flop around inside the truck and dug in his pocket for his cigarettes.
“What the fuck happened to Chief?” Low asked.
“Dunno.” Darryl shrugged, sticking a smoke in his mouth.  He flicked flame to life on his Zippo, then dragged deeply.  “Worry about it when we get back.”
“He gonna make it back?” Low asked as the truck ahead of him released its brakes and started forward.
“Dunno.” Darryl said again.
* * * * *



 
Chapter Nine – Running on empty
Peter
“Christ Almighty, there some place they ain’t?” someone behind him muttered.  Peter didn’t bother to turn, nor did he say anything.  The last several hours had been hard on everyone, and the weekend warriors he was stuck with were barely holding it together.  A few, technically, weren’t.  He knew there was only so much gung-ho by-the-book bullshit they could tolerate before they started snapping.
Instead he nudged the point once, and made a hold here signal.  Johns nodded once and sank to one knee, peering around the corner silently.  Peter took another good long look at the street to the north, but the zombies there didn’t seem to have noticed them yet.  They would soon enough, especially if the unit tried to move in that direction.  In the mean time, he could leave the Guardsman covering point to do just that.
A couple of the zombies wore the tattered remains of costumes, something he was still shaking his head over.  There had been a convention of some sort happening this weekend, something that drew people into the city with the intention of wandering around dressed up colorfully.  Zombies were bad enough, and seeing children or the elderly staggering toward you with the same pale skin and hungry eyes of a ‘normal’ zombie was worse still.
But for some reason the prospect of having his throat chewed out by a zombie dressed as a comic book or movie character just really bugged Peter.  He would have preferred the zombies all be a little more generic.  Or, at the very least, maybe the apocalypse could have waited a week or two more before kicking off?
Shaking his head as a zombie wearing a ninja outfit tottered about amid the others blocking their path, Peter reached into his pocket and pulled out the smartphone he’d appropriated from one of the Guardsmen.  The cellular network was down, or at least it had been every time someone checked.  The phone wasn’t much use for anything Peter was used to using a phone for.  But phones apparently had turned into little handheld computers sometime when he wasn’t paying attention, and this one was one of those.
It had a mobile version of a street map program he was familiar with from home.  And this one worked offline, or perhaps it just kept the local area’s maps in its memory.  It didn’t matter how it was working, just that it gave a proper map view of the area.  Among the many things that would have been given to the Guardsmen as they deployed were this for a combat operation, and that they were lacking, were maps.
The phone’s screen lit, and once he’d swiped his thumb across the unlocking icon the map filled the screen.  Peter scrolled carefully, still unused to the touch screen gadget, and tracked along the last couple of twists and turns they’d made until he found their current position.
A quiet footstep caused him to glance up, and he nodded as Foreman joined him.  “Sir.” Peter greeted him in a low voice.  Whispers tended to carry further than just speaking quietly, so he didn’t whisper.  Foreman had a smartphone in his hand too, and Peter could tell almost immediately he was looking at the same map.  “Not sure what our best bet is right now.”
Foreman grimaced as he zoomed his map out and scanned around the area with his finger, dragging the map in a circle about their current location so he could check out the surroundings.  “I know what I’d do if someone would answer the Goddamned radio calls.” he muttered softly, too softly for anyone except Peter to hear.
Peter said nothing, merely scrolled his map while trying to provoke something that might qualify as ‘A Good Idea’.  So far, the best he or Foreman had been able to come up with was to keep moving, and when pressed, run.  It seemed like the zombies were everywhere.  No one had told Peter how the zombies were being created, but it was ultimately an academic question when there were so damned many of them.
For some reason, probably a bad one, the radio was going unanswered.  They had some communication trained soldiers with them, and the radios had been checked as best as was possible while moving nearly constantly.  The radios were fine, or seemed to be.  There just didn’t seem to be anyone monitoring the frequency.  Surely someone at Clay, at least, should be on communications watch; but theirs was not the only Guard unit deployed tonight.  There were a couple of likely answers to those questions, and none of them boded well.
About two hours ago Peter had decided, and very carefully kept to himself, that out of all the places to be stuck in during a zombie apocalypse, the middle of a big city was not a good one.  Especially one that was playing host to a number of different events at the same time, each one guaranteed to draw extra people in that would normally be elsewhere.  Labor Day was on Monday, and Atlanta had been gearing up for a very busy weekend.
In addition to the science fiction convention, apparently a big one that drew tens of thousands of participants, there had been two college football games scheduled.  The first would have been earlier tonight, and the second tomorrow; both in the Georgia Dome.  All four teams involved in the games were out of state schools, and each had brought thousands of fans along to root for them.
Then there was the three game series the Braves had been supposed to play as well, also having been scheduled to have started earlier tonight.  And rounding out the sports draws was a NASCAR race on Sunday.  To be fair, the race would be happening south of the city at the Speedway, but some of the fans had apparently taken hotel rooms within the city rather than closer to the track.
There were representatives of all of the above mentioned groups amid the zombies that were hounding and harrying the Guardsmen through the streets.  In addition to the not infrequent ‘comic book’ zombies, there were zombies wearing the colors and clothing of all four of the college football teams, more decked out in Braves hats and shirts, and others sporting attire emblazoned with the faces and names of various race car drivers.
Added together, they actually out numbered the ‘regular’ zombies.  Peter caught himself before he chuckled, mindful of the need for quiet.  Whatever a zombie wore, be it tights or sweatshirt or business suit or plain and simple blue jeans; they all wanted to eat you.  They were slow, but their numbers almost made up for that.  Well, and the fact that they seemed to be around every corner, on every street.  Hungry roadblocks.
As bad as all of that was – the lack of phones and communication, the concentration of workers and visitors in the area, and the press of buildings and concrete canyons that limited the ability to maneuver – the worst probably was the exact makeup of Atlanta itself.  The part of Downtown that actually met the stereotypical image of a downtown area, big buildings and such, wasn’t really all that big.  Pretty quickly the skyscrapers thinned out and were replaced with neighborhoods of houses.
The neighborhoods surrounded Downtown, any of them differing from a suburban development only in the size of the lots (invariably smaller) and the age of the houses (usually much older).  Rather than providing a buffer zone that perhaps could have broken up or maybe even ‘absorbed’ the crush of the zombies, they had instead fueled it.
Peter and Foreman had been trying, kept trying still, to break either north or east.  It had seemed logical; they were east of the Connector and on the northern side of downtown.  It was a laudable plan, one Peter couldn’t see anything wrong with.  They just weren’t able to execute it.  Instead they were being herded south and west, further into downtown.
Peter hadn’t seen any evidence of intelligence in the zombies yet.  It didn’t seem to matter much though; the reactionary instincts they were driven by was serving well enough.  See humans, pursue humans.  And, once those two steps were completed, eat humans.  He shuddered briefly.
Regardless of how the zombies were doing it, whether by design or accident, the result was the same.  The unit was being herded further and further into downtown.  At every hungry and eager roadblock they had to turn away from the chance to get out into the suburban areas that, presumably, would be less heavily infested.
They kept having to dodge deeper into the city, where Peter knew they’d run out of room to run.  Sooner or later.  And, unlike the map, Atlanta was a city of hills.  Maybe not like San Francisco was, but still bad.  There were few streets that were level.  Every stretch tilted at some angle.  You were constantly feeling the burn in your knees as you went down, or in your thighs as you went up.
It was killing them.  Well, not true.  The zombies were killing them.  The running was just wearing them out.
“Shit.” Foreman said.  He looked up to see Peter giving him a look that wasn’t quite a recrimination, but still with enough rebuke in it to be visible.  “Right, I know.” he muttered more quietly as he stepped closer and moved around to stand next to Peter.  Holding his phone up so they could both see the screen, Foreman pointed without touching the screen.
“Every time we try to go east of Piedmont we’re turned back.” he said softly, the frustration evident in his tone.  “Maybe if we can get further south, but there’s no way to know for sure.”
“Honestly sir, I’m not sure how much longer we can keep everyone on their feet.” Peter said very quietly.  “They’re just not used to this.”
“Hell, I’m not used to it.” Foreman agreed.  “And I’ll bet you aren’t anymore either.”
Peter frowned, though not without a trace of humor.  “Hoorah sir.  Whatever it takes.”
“Right.  That’s you and me, and maybe a handful of others.  What’re we going to do, leave everyone else to fend for themselves?”
“Maybe we can rest up somewhere?”
Foreman sighed.  “If I knew help was coming, no question.  But you’ve seen what we’re dealing with out here.”
“They haven’t caught us yet.” Peter pointed out.
“No, but they’re persistent.  I’m afraid if we hunker down we’ll be treed in and trapped.  What do we do then?”
Peter suppressed a sigh and looked at the map.  “Maybe we can split off a group of runners, try some misdirection to open a hole?”
Foreman shrugged.  “If they get cut off they’ll have even less chance than all of us would in the same situation.  Plus we probably won’t be able to cut them clear.”
Peter nodded unhappily.  The unit looked like it was in decent shape, everyone dressed in BDUs and carrying a rifle.  It was almost just costuming though.  Some of the soldiers were down to their last magazine.  If they shared out what was left Peter figured that might average it out to three magazines per soldier.  With zombies ignoring all wounds that weren’t kills to the head, the unit effectively had enough ammunition for one stand up fight against a pack.  A brief fight.
After that the rifles would be no better than clubs.  Peter didn’t like to think about what would happen then.  Still–
“Maybe we can find some improvised weapons, clubs, long ones.  Something like that?” Peter suggested.  “We could try to find a way east that doesn’t have an overwhelming number of zombies on it and beat our way through.”
“Contact rear.” a voice said loudly, not shouting, but sounding almost like one in the quiet.  The city, normally alive with the engines and tires of vehicles whipping through on the Connector, more rolling through the streets, was now eerily quiet.  The voice came from the back of the loose formation of Guardsmen, and heads turned.
While Foreman straightened and peered in that direction, Peter checked to make sure the soldiers who’d been assigned coverage duties didn’t get distracted from their areas.  A few twitched and flinched like their instinct was to look at the contact report, but none actually did.  Peter nodded approvingly with tired pride.  They were learning.
Switching his attention, he looked toward the back of the group.  Sure enough the pack they’d encountered one street and two corners back was now rounding on them again.  There was a little swearing, some groans, but they lacked heat.  Peter gave Foreman a shrug when the captain turned back to him.
“Whatever.” Foreman said, dismissing it.  He held up his phone again.  “Look, let’s see if we can get south of the Connector here.”  His finger hovered over, but did not touch, the screen.  The Connector cut southeast right as it entered the center of downtown, not curving back due south until it had gone almost a mile.  “Maybe we can pick our way through to the south and break that way.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Peter said, though he wondered in the back of his head.  That was in the direction of the heart of the hotel district.  All these damned sports and science fiction fans had to have been staying somewhere.  He just hoped that maybe the number of zombies the unit had been encountering meant the areas that had birthed most of them were less populated now, that the zombies had scattered out in search of something juicy to eat.
“Alright, we’re moving.” Peter said, just a touch louder than a normal speaking tone.  “Try to keep up.  South.” he added for the point’s benefit.
Johns was already on his feet and moving.  He left the northern corner and crossed the street to the southern one, swinging around it to go in the indicated direction.  The block was clear in that direction, except for the abandoned car about three-quarters of the way down.  Then, just after the cross street, a double handful of zombies milled aimlessly.  Several of these were already looking up, noticing the movement.
Peter watched as Johns gave the abandoned car a wide berth.  The soldiers had learned the hard way one of the worst aspects of the zombies, apart from their desire to eat anyone they could lay teeth on and their irritating ability to be undeterred by nearly any amount of injury.  Once you got past those details, you were left with a surprisingly big problem when dealing with the zombies.
They were damned quiet.  They didn’t breathe, pant or gasp like humans would; and they certainly didn’t snarl, howl, or growl.  Peter found that a bit annoying too; the movies always made sure monsters had distinctive sounds.  Not so with the zombies.  The process that converted, animated, whatever, them from humans into zombies stilled their hearts and lungs.  No breathing, no air moving in and out, and thus there was no sound.
The only sound they did make was whatever their feet scraping or stumbling or stepping across the ground made.  That could be enough, sometimes, but the zombies didn’t seem to have a uniform level of individual coordination.  Oh they were all pretty bad compared to even a clumsy human, but some of the zombies could walk a lot closer to normal than others.  The slightly more able zombies made less noise when they staggered towards you, dragged their feet less.
It made them quieter, which  made them more dangerous.  Plus the zombies tended to stand around, or wander very slowly, moving more slowly than a person might crawl, when nothing had triggered their pursuit instinct.  They had a number of wounded from, and had lost four dead, when a Guardsman rounded a corner or obstacle and found they were already within grabbing range of a hungry zombie.
As Johns went around the car, a Ford Taurus with a huge impact dent on its front end that looked suspiciously like it had hit someone, Peter stopped and turned.  The zombies to their north, a pack of at least fifty, were moving this way, but he could see the last members of the unit just now making the turn.  So long as you kept moving at a brisk walk you could stay ahead of a zombie.
But zombies didn’t get tired.
Satisfied the Guardsmen were still keeping up, Peter turned back front and followed.  There were about ten soldiers ahead of him, Johns followed by another pair who were assigned to watch Johns’ flanks so he didn’t have to divide his attention, then a clump of soldiers who had passed Peter when he stopped.  They moved cautiously, their rifles moving in concert with their heads as they swiveled and turned to look in all directions.
Peter glanced up after a couple of steps.  The Westin Peachtree still burned, more visible now that they were closer to it.  If they kept going in this direction, unlikely considering the runaround the zombies were giving them, they’d be near the hotel soon.  Peter hoped they found a breakthrough to the east before they got that far; he didn’t want to get anywhere near the Westin.  Word was it had been on fire since around sunset.  He didn’t like the sound of that.
As that thought slid through the back of his mind, he heard the snap of gunfire.  Instinctively he whirled, checking, but even as he turned he realized the fire was too distant to be anyone in the unit.  He caught Foreman’s eye, and jogged back several yards to join him.
“That’s not civvies.” Foreman said, carefully keeping his voice neutral.
Peter nodded.  He could see the hope in the back of Foreman’s eyes, and took his lead from his friend.  It wouldn’t do to get the unit excited before there was something certain to be hopeful about.  “Military, gotta be.” he said calmly.  The chattering crack-snap of M-16s being rapid fired was distinctive, but he also heard heavier weapons going off.  And there were a lot of them.
This was Georgia, a key Southern state, and there were a lot of weapons floating around.  Part of Southern culture was guns, but not this many.  Not all in the same place.  Peter cocked his head, trying to fix the location.  The buildings in the area distorted and redirected the echoes, but he was pretty sure they were off to the southwest some, but not too far.
“Southwest?” Foreman asked after a moment, clearly having been doing the same thing as Peter.
“I think so sir.”
“Okay.  Find them as quick as you can.”
“Got it.” Peter nodded.  Raising his voice, he addressed the entire unit.  “Double time, we’re going after whatever that is.  Shooters, you’re plowing the road for us.”  He broke into a run as the rest of the Guardsmen lifted their pace to a jog.  Peter caught up with Johns just as the point got close enough to the intersection to begin seeing what the cross-street looked like.
“Southwest.” Peter told him, settling into a position a few feet behind and to the side of Johns and his two backup flankers.  “As best you can obviously.”
“Well we’re taking a right here then.” Johns said unnecessarily.  He led the ragged column, which was a generous application of the word if there ever had been one, around the turn.  The handful of shooters, those who Peter had noticed seemed able to actually hit what they aimed at, had to take down about ten zombies as they made the turn.  Their path west was still clear as they started passing West Peachtree Street, but Peter saw the flankers heft their rifles into firing position as they entered the intersection.
A moment later he saw why.  To the south it wasn’t a problem.  There were probably seventy or eighty zombies in the street there, but they were all headed away from the unit, probably toward the mass of gunfire that was still going off to the southwest.  But to the north there was another forty or fifty zombies, and they were also headed south.
Peter took another long look west, trying to evaluate.  If the echoes weren’t throwing him off too much, they were close to whatever was doing all the shooting.  They were on North Avenue, which went across the Connector two blocks to the west.  He brought his weapon up to his shoulder and took a fast look through the optical scope, not wanting to take the time to lift the binoculars.  Sure enough, the overpass where North traversed the Interstate was pretty thick with shuffling bodies.
So whether or not the unknown shooters were close, the unit was going to have to either reverse course or cut south on the next cross-street.  And if Spring was as tangled up as West Peachtree, they could easily end up surrounded.  Peter looked over his shoulder, then stopped jogging long enough to turn and walk backwards for a few steps to get a better look.
“Well, our trailers should get past these fuckers anyway.” Peter muttered to himself, seeing the soldiers bringing up the rear of the unit were likely to clear past West Peachtree before the zombies to the north could close the intersection.  Turning back forward, he caught up to Johns again and tried to remember to breath evenly, steadily, as he jogged along.  Holding his breath wouldn’t change the odds any.
As they spilled into the intersection at Spring Street, Johns and his left side flanker looked south towards Linden Avenue, while Peter and the right flanker looked north.  Peter winced a little, seeing another large zombie pack that was headed right for them.  The leading elements of the pack were maybe twenty feet distant.  He resisted the urge to swear, with difficulty, and glanced south quickly.
What he saw gave him a long pause, longer than he’d intended.  He could feel the zombies to the north reaching out to get their hands on the unit.  They were the closest threat to him, and he and Foreman needed to do something about them extremely quickly.  But what was happening to the south was just that surreal, and he had to take several seconds to look.
A block past Linden was where the Connector curved southwest, so there was the overpass for North Avenue to their west as well as another for Spring that was two blocks south of where he stood.  He could just see the Spring Street overpass as it went across the interstate.  But between that and where he stood was a convoy of humvees and fire trucks.
They were stuck on Spring, just south of Linden where the curving off-ramps that connected Spring to the Interstates below terminated.  The two lead hummers were skidded sideways, one over turned on its side and the other jammed up against its under carriage.  Directly behind it was the first of the fire trucks, trapping it against the wrecked hummer.
The rest of the vehicles in the convoy were stuck together, a little untidily and occasionally at angles indicating their drivers had tried to avoid the nose-to-tail chain of collisions, but they were all touching and crammed in.  A teaming mass of zombies blanketed the intersection of Spring and Linden, flooding around the vehicles and down the off-ramp, pounding on the doors and windows.
“Captain!” Peter shouted, kicking himself back into gear.  Whatever was going on at Spring and Linden, and there was a lot happening there, it meant nothing to the men and women with him if they were trapped and eaten by zombies.  He looked away from the gunfire that was spitting from within the surrounded humvees to find Foreman just arriving next to him.
“Shit, they’re trapped.” Foreman observed as he stopped and looked at the fighting to the south.
“We’re about to be too.” Peter said, grabbing his friend’s arm and pointing at the encroaching zombies to the north.
“Engage north.” Foreman said after a single glance in that direction.  “Clear everything with teeth that way that’s coming here, at least a block out.  Or slow them down somehow.  I’m going to try to raise someone over there.”  He lifted his radio and started fiddling with the frequency knob.
“Firing positions, take out everything north of us.” Peter bellowed, waving his arms and pointing north as heads turned to look at him.  “Flanks, cover east and west.  Take your fucking time, conserve ammo!”
Peter waited until he saw most of the unit was shooting north along Spring, then brought his AR-15 up and settled himself.  Forcing himself not to give into the crawling need for haste that was enveloping his spine, he settled the dot in his sight on the forehead of a man with half the skin on his face missing beneath the bill of the Tennessee ball cap perched on his head.  His thumb clicked off safe and into semi, and he squeezed off the shot.
His round took the zombie right below the orange ‘T’ logo on the hat.  As the zombie collapsed, Peter hardly had to adjust his sights at all.  The zombies behind that one were doing what zombies always did, press forward without bothering to take notice, or cover, as they staggered toward their next meal.  Peter shot another Tennessee fan, then a trio of zombies wearing Auburn attire, and added a man with a Jeff Gordon t-shirt to his tally.
He was just lining up on a zombie who was still dressed in some comic book or cartoon character’s outfit when he heard several rounds zip past him.  He often liked to tell people, when they asked for whatever reason, that once you’d been shot at it was an experience and sensation you never forgot.  There was a lot of noise, with a lot of rifles firing that made it quite hard to hear, but he instinctively threw himself to the pavement as something in the back of his mind told him to.
Cries of pain and surprise erupted from a number of the Guardsmen around him as bullets took them.  Peter twisted, staying low, and saw muzzle flashes from the trapped convoy swinging in their direction as the soldiers within fired indiscriminately.  “Down, down, down!” he shouted.  “Everyone down, incoming fire south.  Down!”
Soldiers went down, some diving prone positions while others were collapsing as blood flowed.  Peter took a fast count and came up with about ten wounded from the fuckers to the south.  “Keep clearing north, keep an eye on the flanks.” he shouted, then looked around, staying flat and begrudging every inch he raised his head trying to see better.
He finally spotted Foreman near the southeastern corner of the intersection, a few feet off the sidewalks.  Peter low crawled over and roughly shook the captain’s boot twice when he was close enough to reach.  “Sir, you find their frequency?  We need them to watch their line of fire.”
He heard, faintly beneath the gunfire, a gurgling groan.  Peter crawled closer, and then saw the blood that stained Foreman’s utilities.  “Oh shit!” Peter snarled, twisting his arm back to one of the lower pouches on his pack.  He yanked out the surplus medical kit he’d picked up as part of his personal gear.  It didn’t have any of the injectors for pain, those were illegal without a prescription, but otherwise was stocked with everything he needed for emergency treatment of most combat wounds.
“Captain.” Peter said urgently as he opened the flat plastic kit and grabbed a pre-packaged bandage.  “Captain Foreman.”  He ripped the waxed paper open and got the bandage out as he tried to get a sense of where the injuries were.  Spurting blood, pulsing in time with Foreman’s heartbeat, drew his attention to the right hip.  Ripping at the cloth, he widened the tear and revealed a bloody expanse of skin.
His fingers drew a sharper groan of pain from Foreman as he probed the skin, but he found the wound and pressed the bandage down atop it.  He held it in place while he frantically wiped away blood with his free hand, looking for the exit hole on the back of his friend’s body.
Finally, as the bandage started soaking through, he gave up and grabbed a fresh one from the kit.  Either he was missing it, or there was only the entry hole.  That was bad.  If there wasn’t an exit wound, then the bullet was still inside.
Peter ripped open the second bandage with his teeth and slapped it down atop the sodden pad already in place.  Almost as a way to distract himself from the thought of the hip wound, he got his pocket knife out.  The knife wasn’t a switch blade, just a standard folding knife, but the way his thumb snapped it could have been mistaken for a spring loaded one.
Still holding the bandages in place, he got the knife into the bloody hole he found midway up the right side of Foreman’s shirt.  Pulling outward to avoid cutting Foreman, he slit the shirt open wide enough to see bloody skin beneath.  Dropping the knife, he grabbed the rent in the shirt and pulled hard, opening it up further with a rip.  Where was the wound . . . there.  He got a third bandage out and opened it with his teeth, then got it into place.
The bandages were sticking from the blood by now, so he left them alone long enough to pull out some tape.  Long strips went down across the bandages in big Xs, long because he was hurrying and also because it gave more surface area to stick and hold the bandages down with.
“Captain, talk to me.” Peter said, shaking the man a little rougher than was probably necessary as he glanced up and around.  Most of the zombies to the north were down, but there were still enough that it would be risky to try and move that way.  Someone would probably get grabbed.  And not only were the zombies from the North Avenue overpass beginning to make their way in this direction, he also saw that more zombies were headed to them from West Peachtree.
“Fuck!  Fuck!” Peter cursed, shaking Foreman again.  “Damnit captain, talk to me.”
Foreman’s eyes fluttered several times, then stayed about two-thirds open as they fixed on Peter.  “Gunny.”
“Yes.” Peter exclaimed.  “It’s Gunny.  How you doing sir?”
“Not good.” Foreman said with a faint smile that was far more grimace than grin.  “Hurts.”
“I know sir, but I don’t know if we have any shots.”  In fact Peter was certain they didn’t.  One more thing they hadn’t been issued due to the hasty deployment and the fact they weren’t supposed to have gone into combat.  And Peter didn’t have any, because having morphine when you weren’t a doctor could get you in pretty serious trouble.
Foreman shrugged very slightly.  “Doesn’t matter.”  His eyes drooped.
“Fuck, stay awake sir.” Peter shook him.  “Don’t clock out on me yet.”
“You–” Foreman coughed twice, and Peter saw flecks of red appear on his lips.  His lips pressed together.  Damnit, if Dan was coughing up blood, then it was bad.  “You got an ambulance in your back pocket?”
“Fuck!” Peter swore, looking around again, willing something good to happen.  The scene seemed to snap back into focus for him.  Zombies closing from three sides, four whenever the ones to the south got done eating everyone in the convoy.  There were screams and yells, mostly coming from the trapped vehicles a block away, but also coming from right around him.  “Fuck!” he shouted again, frustrated at the helplessness of the situation.
“Slipping.” Foreman coughed again, drawing Peter’s eyes back to his.  He smiled again, revealing bloody teeth this time, when he saw Peter’s angry expression.  “Retirement . . . you’re slipping.”
“So are you sir.  Stay with us.” Peter said.
“You could . . . get whatever . . . needed.” Foreman said, his breathing coming in labored gasps.  “Now I’ve . . . seen everything.”
“Captain, don’t let go.  I can get you out of here.”
“Hell you say.” Foreman chuckled, just for an instant, before grimacing painfully.  “What’s . . . what’s the word . . . to the south.”
Peter looked again.  The vehicles were well and truly swamped with zombies.  He saw maybe half as many muzzle flashes as before, and he could clearly see zombies had made it through the windows of a number of the humvees.
“They’re gone sir.”
“Right.” Foreman drew a deep breath, then lifted his head a few inches and looked around at the Guardsmen nearby.  “Okay, you’re in charge.”
“Don’t need the headache.” Peter said.  “I’m getting you out of here.  I’ll find a doctor, there’s got to be one, or a nurse or a fucking vet somewhere.  I’ll get you to one.”
Foreman reached up and grabbed hold of the front of Peter’s utilities.  “Asshole.” he muttered.  “Shut up.  Listen.”
“Sir, you’re giving up.” Peter said, reaching to put his hands around Foreman’s.  “Don’t give up.”
“No, I’m doing the last thing I can.” Foreman said.  “Wounded . . . whoever can’t walk.  One mag, leave ’em here, cover you.  Get the fuck out.”
“Sir.”
“Damnit!” Foreman said sharply, then lapsed immediately into a coughing fit.  He sprayed blood across the front of Peter’s utilities, then released his grip and covered his mouth with his hand.  It took him a while to get control of himself, long enough that Peter looked around again.
There was maybe thirty seconds, if that, before the first zombie made it to the intersection.  There were just too many coming from the north and west, with a whole bunch more less than a minute away to the east.  Zombies, ready to chow down.
“Pete.” Peter looked back down, and saw Foreman staring up at him.  “Look south.”
“They’re gone sir.”
“Fuck!” Foreman cursed softly.  “Stop arguing.  Look . . . parking garage.”
Peter turned his head and looked south again.  On this side of Spring and Linden, on the right, was a parking structure.  He opened his mouth, then his eyes noticed, really noticed for the first time, the tube that stretched across the street from the garage’s third floor to the building opposite it.  The horde besieging the convoy was beyond the parking garage!  The road between here and that garage was clear.
When he looked back at Foreman, the captain gave a weak nod at the light in his friend’s eyes.  “Good man.  Now go.  Get out of here.”
“Sir–”
Foreman’s hand went to the holster on his right hip, and he drew his pistol.  The weapon was covered in his blood, but that wouldn’t keep it from working.  “Get or I’ll shoot you before I do myself.”
Peter hesitated.  More than anything, more even than he’d wanted the doctor at Gwinnett Medical to give him good news, he wanted Dan Foreman to live.  A corner of his mind scolded him, but he’d been through more with Dan than he had with Amy.  “I can carry you out.” he began.
Foreman thumbed the pistol’s hammer back.  It took him three tries, but Peter didn’t interfere.  The officer raised the gun even more slowly than he’d cocked it, and Peter frowned as the barrel poked at the front of his utilities.  “I just gave you an order Marine.” Foreman said weakly.
“Goddamnit all to hell!” Peter swore.
“Good, anger, good.” Foreman said.  “Use that.  Now take everyone who can run and go.”
Peter sat back, hesitated, then opened his mouth.  Foreman stopped him with a shake of his head.  “I know.  Take care Pete.”
Peter looked south again, but the shooting was largely stopped.  Or, rather, he couldn’t see much of it anymore.  He heard some distant gunfire from that direction, but it was behind enough zombie bodies that stray rounds probably couldn’t threaten the other survivors.
“Form up!” Peter shouted, grabbing the medical kit and his knife as he popped to his feet.  Heads snapped to him, and he made a winding signal above his head with one hand.  “Form up, everyone who can move.”
“We’re leaving the wounded?” A swarthy man asked, sounding shocked.
“Anyone who can’t keep up gets left behind.” Peter shouted, hating every word as much as he hated himself for saying them.  “We’re moving out, right now.  You wanna stay and get eaten, that’s your choice.”  He got the medical kit closed back up and stuffed it into the pouch on his pack.
Gripping his AR-15, he ignored the sticky blood on his hand and pointed at the pedestrian tube.  He wouldn’t blame anyone for not following him south.  It looked like he’d be headed right into the horde swarming over the convoy, so he gave just enough explanation to hopefully convince them.  “We’re going to duck in that garage, then cross through the tube into the hotel.  There we can hole up or break out on the other side of the block.  Let’s go.”
“But–”
“No time, no argument.  Anyone who’s coming, follow me.” Peter shouted.  He jogged south with his weapon held at port arms.  He was leaving his friend to die, and quite honestly wasn’t sure if he really cared whether anyone followed him or not.  Things had been disintegrating rapidly over the past few hours.  He wasn’t sure if things like military discipline, once so important to him, even applied any longer.  He did know he didn’t have the time to ponder things, not now.  Later.
Booted footsteps behind him told that at least some Guardsmen were coming.  Peter looked the convoy with its zombie besiegers over almost casually, fairly disinterested in it if he was truthful.  He just wanted the zombies to stay focused on the vehicles for another fifteen seconds.  That’s all.  Just fifteen more seconds and he could be at the parking garage.  There weren’t any zombies spilling out of it, so he figured its levels would be clear for the moment.
However, as he ran, Peter saw people inside the vehicles.  The humvees were going to fall, it was just a matter of time.  Maybe if one of the hummer passengers was packing a minigun with a huge box of ammo they might be able to shoot their way clear.  Since Peter wasn’t betting on a minigun being handy, those people were effectively dead.  The unit hadn’t even been able to hold the intersection to the north; the only chance they had to clear Spring and Linden was if a couple of God’s angels came down to lend a hand.
The fire trucks though . . . he saw other people in there too.  The trucks were higher off the ground; the zombies couldn’t get at the windows.  Their doors were also sturdier, fire trucks were still built pretty solidly even in the modern era of efficiency.  It didn’t change whether or not Peter and his people could cut the firefighters out of there, but maybe if they stayed locked up in the trucks they could hold out for a while.
For all the good it would do.
Shrugging mentally, Peter switched his attention to the parking structure.  Fumbling with the tactical light he’d fixed to the under barrel mounting rail, he got it on and panned through the garage quickly as he approached.  The main entrance was closer to the intersection, along with the pedestrian doors, but he didn’t see any need to go that close to the horde.  The garage used half-walls everywhere a load bearing wall wasn’t needed, and he could see right into the dark interior of the open building.
It looked clear.  He hoped it was.  He reached the wall and went over it with the same tumbling and rolling motion he’d used back on the Connector.  His boots slammed down inside a little quicker than he’d expected, and he winced as something in his ankle protested a bit.  The last thing he needed was to fuck up one of his legs.  But he was in, and he brought the AR-15 up.
Only a little moonlight filtered in through the open walls, leaving his tactical flashlight to probe through the gloom alone.  From what he could see it was deserted, of both zombies and cars.  He considered the hotel across the street for a moment as he looked around, trying to make sure there wasn’t a zombie about to lurch out of the darkness at him while he waited for a couple more guys to get over the wall to back him up.
“Maybe we can grab off a ride?” one of them panted as he joined Peter.
Peter hesitated, then shook his head twice.  “No.  What happened to the convoy outside could just as easily happen to us.  That’s why the captain had us moving on foot.”
“Fat lot of good it’s done us.” someone muttered.
“You’re welcome to take off anytime you want.” Peter said without looking to see who was complaining.  “When the shit’s this deep . . . I ain’t got time to file a report.”  His light was reflecting off something that turned it red, and he stepped off in that direction.  He moved quickly, but as quietly as he could, swinging the AR from side to side to cover his front as best he could.
Nothing came out of the darkness to try and eat him.  He made it to the stairwell as he heard a particularly gut wrenching series of screams coming from the intersection outside.  Peter ignored them, reaching for the doorknob with one hand while trying to keep his weapon leveled at the ready.
“Cover me, I got the door sarge.” a Guardswoman said, slipping up on his left.  He couldn’t remember her name . . . she had climbed up and cut through the fence back at the Connector.  Peter shrugged it off, not important right now.  He realized she was looking at him, and he nodded slightly.  In one quick motion she jerked the door open and stood back out of the way.  Peter’s light revealed only a vacant concrete stairwell.
He moved inside, checked up to make sure something was maybe lingering, then started climbing the stairs.  They had a gritty surface that gave good traction, but also was loud beneath his boots.  As he reached the half-landing and swung around to check the rest of the stairs up to the second level, the noise level increased as others started up behind him.
Peter led the way up to the third level, pausing only to check that the way was clear of any hungry zombies.  The same Guardswoman pushed up next to him when he got to the door.  He could have kicked the door open, using his foot to depress the panic bar across its interior, but he let her push it outward while he covered.
The third level did have a few cars on it, maybe a dozen or so, but he ignored them.  He really didn’t want to screw around with vehicles right now.  He wanted to break contact and think, catch his breath, wait for daylight.  The cars would be here, and if they weren’t then there were bound to be others around somewhere.  He wasn’t concerned about it.
There was another Exit sign hanging over the pedestrian tube on the east side of the level.  The lights were out, but its lettering reflected red when his light swept over it.  Peter went that way, still cautious.  The gloom retreated as the tube, covered with a circular glass or maybe plastic roof and sides, let in enough moonlight to see by.
As he crossed through it, Peter took one glance down at the intersection to see what the zombies were doing.  He saw a couple wandering toward the parking deck, probably following soldiers they’d spotted, but the horde was still thronging the wrecked convoy.  Peter very purposefully did not look north.  Instead he reached the far side and checked the door.
The knob turned, but the door moved less than half an inch when he tried it.  He frowned and pushed harder.  The door wouldn’t budge, and he heard a creaking.  Peter stepped back and swept the tactical light around the edges of the door, then cursed as he saw something filling the hinge side from within.  “Fuck me.” he muttered.
“What’s wrong?” someone behind him asked.
“Door is jammed from inside.” Peter said, trying to think.
“I could try to dismantle the knob.” a thin man said, coming forward and tapping them.  “Got a Leatherman here.  Pull the knob, there should be nothing left locking it.”
“How long?” Peter asked.
The soldier shrugged.  “Could be five minutes, maybe longer if they secured the screws with glue or something.”
“Screw that.”  “No way man.”  “Are you for real?”
Peter ignored the protesting voices behind him and shook his head uncertainly.  “The knob’s turning, I don’t think it’s locked.  It feels like they wedged something in to keep it from opening.”
The Guardswoman who’d been backing Peter up stepped past him and held her hand out to the other soldier.  “Give me your Leatherman.”
“What?”
“Now!” she insisted.  “You want to get out of here or wait for the zombies to make it up through the parking deck and wander in here for a sub sandwich?”
“What’s your idea?” Peter asked, glancing back through the tube.  The remaining soldiers were clumped up close behind him, all waiting for the door to be dealt with.  There were more than he had thought might keep following, which was a welcome surprise.  He also saw those at the back of the little column were watching the garage side of the tube already, another welcome surprise.
“Wedges you said?” she answered as she grabbed the proffered multi-tool the first soldier held up.  She examined the attachments quickly and unfolded a long metal tool from it.  “Sarge, shine that light on the hinge crack.”
Peter checked that his safety was on, then complied.  She probed the crack with the tool, which was a serrated knife.  “Yeah, wedges.” she said, tapping something in the crack with the blade, then patting her pockets with her free hand.  She pulled out an ammunition magazine and began hammering on the end of the Leatherman with it.  After the third hit, Peter could tell she was making progress.
“Got it.” she said about ten seconds later.  She found two more wedges, though the one next to the middle hinge seemed to take as long as the other two combined to knock out.  It finally gave though, and she ran the blade around the bottom, then along the top by stretching up on tiptoe.  “That’s the last of them I think.”
“Okay, try the knob again.” Peter said, readying his weapon.  She reached out from the side of the door and turned the knob, then pushed on the door.  It opened this time, and Peter swept around with his light.  He saw a hallway stretching out away from the door that was dimly lit.  It looked like emergency lighting, the kind that usually ran off batteries.  It was just enough to see where you were going, but not enough to really be good for much else.
“Cover my ass.” Peter said quietly, stepping forward.
“With you sarge.” the Guardswoman said, handing the Leatherman back and hefting her own weapon.  She eased in right behind Peter, staying almost close enough to touch him, as he moved slowly down the hallway.  There were stores on either side of the hallway; a gift shop, coffee bar, sandwich shop, and newsstand.  Their security gates had been dropped, and they were deserted as he went past.  Just past the newsstand the hallway broadened out onto an open space.
Peter panned his light around slowly.  It was the hotel’s lobby, he realized.  The hallway opened out into a sort of balcony that surrounded the lobby below.  There were tables and chairs scattered around the floor where people could sit and drink their coffee and read their newspapers while they watched the comings and goings in the lobby below.  The elevator bank was on the far side, but he looked further and spotted a stairwell in the corner on his right.
“Someone get that door closed behind us.” he said quietly.  “Make sure it’s closed good and tight.” 
He heard the order being passed back down the line of soldiers, but didn’t pay much attention.  He was still examining the building’s interior.  The stairwell door was dented, right about chest high in a rough circle maybe two-thirds the width of the door.  He frowned, pondering, then shone the light on slung under his AR slowly around the rest of the level.
“Sarge?” the Guardswoman whispered.
Peter started very slightly.  The light had just illuminated a puddle of something on the floor near the elevators.  Any other time, on any other day, and he would have said he wasn’t sure what it was.  Especially in a hotel.  But today, with everything that was going on, his mind instinctively filled in ‘blood’ without hesitation.
“What?”
“Do you think that’s blood?”
“What was your name again soldier?” he said after a moment spent studying the blood.  He couldn’t think of what else it was.  It was smeared across the floor toward the elevator, and as he followed the trail with his light he saw footprints had tracked through it in several directions.  Further, that it was on the floor of a hotel, even in the middle of, or especially in the middle of, an apocalypse like this couldn’t be a good sign.
“Whitley.  Sarah Whitley.” she whispered back.
“Okay, two things.” Peter said, still speaking quietly.  “First, stop whispering.  It carries further than a low tone.”  His light revealed a couple of potted plants, typical corporate corridor dressing, but overturned and lying on their sides.  Dirt had spilled out from the decorative pots, and he saw some of it had been trampled on.
“Two?”
Peter blinked, then glanced over his left shoulder.  Whitley was holding position tucked in right behind and to the left of him, staying within arm’s reach.  He had felt her there, moving with him like she was attached by string, as he moved through the hotel.  Her face showed a little strain, stress lines creasing the skin around her eyes and across her forehead, but she met his gaze fairly steadily.
“Two, shut up unless there’s something to report.”
“Oh.  Sorry.” she said, copying his quiet voice.
Peter looked back, then started moving quietly towards the stairwell door.  After a few steps he was near enough to the decorative safety wall that ran around the balcony area to see down.  The first foot of the wall was wooden, or at least faced with wood, but the rest was glass except for the posts spaced a couple feet apart.  He glanced down as he eased along the balcony, then frowned.
The emergency lights down there were less effective, or maybe they were mostly out.  But what of them there were, and the moonlight coming in from the east side of the lobby, revealed a sight that made him stop almost in mid step.  He froze for a second, staring, then carefully lowered his foot the rest of the way.  Peter hesitated, then angled his light down for a better look.
There were faces staring back up at him.  Blank, pale, with dead eyes that held a hint of intent hunger.  Over two dozen, lining the railing of the second floor.  And at the bottom, in the lobby, he saw over a dozen more, also looking to the third floor and the noisy warm meat they sensed.  Someone next to Peter cursed, and a second flashlight beam joined his, flitting around the lobby as if the holder couldn’t believe it.
Peter backed away from the balcony railing and looked at the others.  Knowledge of what lay below was spreading fast via low voices and quick looks down as the soldiers finished trickling in from the hallway.  Peter examined the third floor again, but saw no zombies up here with them.
Just to be safe though, he went down to where the balcony terminated against the dented stairwell door before turning to face everyone.  He gave himself a count of five, making sure his voice was under control and absent any sense of frustration or defeatism before he spoke.
“Okay, ammo check.  Go through all your pouches, and anyone with a pack check that too.” Peter said quietly.  He pointed with the tactical light.  “And then I need a no-shit reality check.  Anyone who qualified Expert with rifle and who isn’t too freaked out by the shit we’re in, over here.
Suiting action to words, Peter went over to the spot he’d indicated, then shucked his ILBE and started going through it.  He took the opportunity to stuff a few energy bars into his pockets, along with a pack of batteries for the light in case he needed them later, then pulled out his last three filled magazines.  In total with what he had in his ammo pouch, there were five.
But he also had two boxes of rounds, ammunition he’d brought with him from home, at the bottom of the pack.  He left them there for the moment.  Those he didn’t want to invade just yet, unless the current ammunition situation was more dire than he suspected.  There was also a box of .45 rounds for his M45 and Kahr, but the only three spare magazines he had for those were already in his secondary pouch, and were full.  He didn’t want to contemplate being down to only the pistols.
Peter kept the 5.56 magazines in his hand and stood up, shrugging his arms back into the ILBE’s straps once more.  Four soldiers had stepped over to join him.  The Army didn’t emphasize marksmanship to the extent that the Corps did, but even allowing for their Guard status, Peter had been hoping for more than that.
He looked the four who’d stepped over, trying to determine their mental state.  They met his gaze steadily and without shirking, their hands and body movements seemed controlled, and their breathing was even and regular.  No tremors, no twitchy reactions or flinches–as far as he could tell they were tracking okay.  But four, five including himself, probably wasn’t enough.
“Okay, anyone qualify Sharpshooter?”  Peter said.  “And whose hands aren’t shaking?”  Two more Guardsmen stepped forward.  Peter blinked, and decided not to ask about Marksman qualifiers.  Six would have to do.
“Alright then.” he said.  “First, I want to get everyone organized again.”  Losses from zombies had eaten away at the already pretty casual grouping the Guard had been set up in before being thrown out into Atlanta to try and help.  The constant running had prevented any real attempt to get things straightened back out, but Peter was done screwing around.  There was the time now, so he was going to get it sorted out.
“Okay, shooters, spread out a bit.  Now, you, and you, and you, with me.”  He indicated the Guardswoman who’d been glued to him, along with the soldier with the Leatherman and another completely at random, based on nothing more than how nervous the man seemed.
“You three are on my fireteam, you move with me.  Stay close, two or three yards max.” he told them, but making sure everyone could hear him.  “I’m lead and point, I cover front.  If we’re moving, that’s front.  If we stop moving for some reason, the direction we were going is front.  You cover back.” he said, pointing at Whitley.  “No matter what, you’re responsible for covering the fireteam’s six.”
She nodded with a determined expression, and Peter gave her a sharp nod back.  He’d picked her because she seemed to be tracking well and seemed ready to do whatever was necessary to get through this.  That was someone he wanted covering his ass.
“You’re covering left, and you’re covering right.” Peter said, pointing at the other two he’d picked out in turn.  They each nodded back.  “Okay, got it?  Your job is to cover your arc when we’re moving, when we’re stopped, whenever.  Period.  No matter what the fuck is going on, you cover your arc.  Sing out if you spot incoming, keep me updated on what’s there, how many and how far.  Clear?”
“Clear sarge.”  “Got it.”  “No problem.”
Peter nodded, hiding his trepidation.  It normally took weeks of intensive training for a fireteam to begin to gel as a tactical unit, and months before they functioned flawlessly.  That was why he’d assigned arcs and simplified their roles to the bare minimum.  All they had to do was stay with him, watch their arc, and speak up.  Hopefully it wasn’t too complicated for them to manage.
“Alright.  Everyone else, these are the other fireteam leaders.” Peter said, gesturing at the shooters.  “If you’ve got buddies or friendships or whatever, feel free to group up.  Team leads, you’re each on your team’s point.  Assign your other sectors however you want.”
Peter waited for the groups to sort themselves out, and was prepared to wait a couple of minutes if necessary.  He was keeping an eye on the rest of the floor that was ‘behind’ them, but if there were any zombies up here they were not showing up.  This was still a safe spot for the moment.  He really hoped there wasn’t a horde about to come over from some hallway out beyond the elevator bank that he couldn’t see.
But, to his partial surprise, the soldiers sorted themselves out into the other fireteams pretty quickly.  He waited until he’d seen each leader confer with his people, until heads had nodded pretty much across the board, then snapped his fingers twice to get their attention again.
“Okay, good.  Whatever arc you’re on, you’re covering that irregardless of what’s going on in that arc.  If you’re covering left and there’s another fireteam on your left, you still cover left.  Got it?  Is anyone not clear?  You always cover your arc, period, no matter what.”
Heads nodded, and Peter nodded.  “Okay, next thing.  Whenever possible, I want the points to do as much of any shooting as possible.  We don’t have the ammo to waste, right?  We need every shot that can be a kill to be a kill.  Anyone who does shoot, I want you to take your time with those shots if at all possible.  Think about your fundamentals, your breathing and your grip and steady aim on the weapon.  Head shots, kill shots.  Only when you have to, but when you do make it a kill, okay?”
Head nodded again.  Peter waited a few moments, hoping the message was sinking in properly.  “Okay, teams, figure out your ammo.  Everyone should have one, two if possible, spare mags.  Anything beyond that come pile it up in front of me.”
That finally drew a bit of contention.  Peter made a slashing motion with his hand.  “Shut it.  The extras are going to be divided between the shooters.  They’re supposed to be doing as much of the shooting as possible, and they’ve got the training and talent to do it the best, so that’s how it’s going to be.”
“But–” someone began to protest, and Peter shook his head.
“End of discussion.  Two mags tops, the rest for the shooters.  If everything goes good we’ll be running more than shooting anyway.  So come on, give ’em up.  You want to live, work with the team.  If you’re not happy, then you can take off on your own.  I won’t stop you.”
There was still a little muttering, but the fireteams huddled together and compared notes on who had what.  Magazines started exchanging hands and coming forward to be piled on the floor before Peter.  He waited until everyone looked done, then squatted and counted through the magazines quickly.  Then he divided them into six even groups and took the two that were leftover for himself.
“Shooters, one of these is yours.” Peter said, indicating the piles.  It wasn’t much, just four magazines per person, but if even a third of them contained kill shots then that was over two hundred dead zombies.  As they started collecting the ammunition, Peter glanced around again, trying to determine if anyone looked like they were ready to argue.
He saw a little resentment, but only a little, not even really as much as he might see on a normal day in a typical barracks or base workshop.  That was good.  He just wanted out, out of Downtown for starters, and then . . . just out.  Peter shook himself mentally, throwing off the irrelevant thoughts.  Time enough for all of that shit later.  Right now, there was still work to do.
“First thing, clear out the lobby, so we can get back outside see about breaking out of Downtown.” Peter said when the last of the shooters had collected their ammunition.
“Why don’t we just hole up in here for a while?” someone asked.
“Yeah.” another put in.  “Take a load off.”
Peter shrugged.  “No power, for one.  No food, for another.  Third, what’s to say the situation won’t be worse tomorrow?  Maybe the zombies see better in the daylight?  Maybe more will show up.  Who knows.  Right now, unless something even more fucked up has happened outside in the last ten minutes, east ought to be relatively clear.  All the zombies were headed west, so there ought to be a cleared space we can run through.  I want to break that way and see if we can slip out.”
He waited, as if inviting comment, but there weren’t any.  Peter moved to the balcony railing and glanced back down into the lobby again.  The zombies were still there, which wasn’t great, but there didn’t seem to be more of them than there had been previously, which was good.  And his fireteam members had moved with him when he went over to the edge, which was also good.  That was all they had to do.
He considered for a moment.  Maybe flaking out in the hotel wasn’t a bad idea . . . no.  He discarded the idea.  He wasn’t going to waste Dan’s death just squatting less than a block away.  He was getting out, and with as many of the Guardsmen as he could take with him.
“Shooters, we’re clearing the lobby.” Peter said, glancing over his shoulder.  They moved to join him, spreading out along the railing as they hefted their weapons.  “Take your time, this is a chance to make sure you’re tuned up and ready.  Make each shot a kill.” Peter said as a reminder.
He settled the AR in against his shoulder snugly and put his eye to the scope.  The zombies weren’t moving, which he also considered a good sign.  And not just for the easier targets it made them.  He was hoping that meant there wasn’t a way up here they could use.  Then he sighed.  If there wasn’t, and the zombies were smart enough to at least know that, then that was bad.  It would have been better if they were completely mindless.
Putting the red dot in his scope on the top of a business suited male zombie’s head, he breathed in and let it out slowly.  The trigger squeezed back almost of its own accord.  His weapon kicked briefly against his shoulder, and he lifted his head to look down without the scope.  The zombie was on the floor, motionless with a fairly disgusting crater where the upper curve of its skull had been moments before.
A rifle cracked next to him, then two more.  Three more zombies went down.  As he evaluated that, two more zombies died, then another.  That was good too.  The shooters were hitting their targets.  He just hoped their skills would hold up when they got outside.  Setting his eye back behind the scope, Peter drew a bead on another zombie.  Before he could fire, a blood curdling scream erupted behind him.
Peter spun around, the AR still up and against his shoulder.  The yelling was coming from a soldier with another who was busy chewing on him.  Peter’s light settled on the two, and he frowned unconsciously as he evaluated the scene in a heartbeat.  The zombie Guardsman had been fine just moments before.  Peter recognized him.  He caught himself starting to consider it, then shook himself.  Later.
Dropping his weapon so it dangled from the sling, Peter drew the M45 from his holster.  As he did, two more soldiers abruptly began yelling as soldiers next to them attacked as well.  As Peter blinked in disbelief, something made him spin around.  He didn’t know what it was, but it saved his life.
The Guardsman he’d assigned as his fireteam’s left flank was in the process of reaching for him.  The man’s eyes were fixed and hungry, suddenly devoid of any sense of life or reason.  Just seconds before he had been a living breathing man.  Now he was abruptly a zombie.  It made no sense to Peter, but it didn’t matter.  He had even less time to react to this than he’d had to acknowledge the preternatural instinct that had made him react to the sudden threat.
He thrust past the grasping hands with his left arm, getting his left hand planted on the zombie’s forehead.  The teeth made clicking and gnashing sounds as the zombie strained with its neck muscles to push against Peter’s hand, trying to angle close enough for a bite.  The zombie’s hands closed on Peter’s arm, and Peter had to tighten his fingers against the zombie’s skull like he was gripping a ball to prevent his arm from being pulled down to the hungry mouth.
“Sarge!” he heard Whitley blurt, but there was no time.  Peter reached past and under the zombie’s arms and put the muzzle of his pistol against the hollow of the man’s throat.  He took an extra half second to angle the gun up a bit, just a bit, then pulled the trigger.  Right as he did, Peter ducked his head down, again on instinct.
The .45 bucked in his hand, and suddenly there was no resistance.  The hands on his arm went slack, and the head in his hand stopped pushing forward.  Peter looked and saw the zombie was in the process of collapsing.  He stepped back as the Guardsman folded to the floor like a puppet with its strings cut.  The head was wobbling on the neck gruesomely, and when it lolled over to the side in a way nature never intended human heads to move, Peter saw there was only a bit of skin connecting head to body.
He pointed and fired the pistol a second time.  The bullet entered the skull and shattered it explosively.  A pool of blood was almost instantly on the floor under and around the body, with bits of bone and body and brains visible in it.  Peter shook himself as he realized he was staring at the gore at his feet.  He looked around.
There were six other struggles ongoing.  Each one had a zombie somewhere in the middle of it.  He saw a soldier near one of the fights lifting his M-16 into a firing position, beginning to aim.  Peter jolted himself into action.
“Do not fire!  No rifles!” he shouted, but it was too late.  The zombie the Guardsman was aiming at was atop its victim, worrying away at the victim’s forearm like a dog with a bone.  The man beneath him was screaming in pain as he beat against the zombie’s head with his free hand.  Another soldier had his hands on both the zombie’s feet, trying to pull it off, but the zombie was hanging on to the victim as it chewed.
In the next moment, even before Peter’s ears had registered the chatter-crack of the M-16 firing, the zombie’s head exploded and sprayed itself across the victim.  As the zombie collapsed, its head a shattered ruin that was leaking what little remained within it over the man it’d been trying to eat, Peter saw the victim’s struggles were a lot more feeble now.
“Goddamnit, watch your fire!” Peter shouted, waving his hands above his head as he saw other weapons being readied.  “The fucking rounds are going to hit people behind your targets.”  Two more cracks sounded.  Peter felt like screaming himself, as he saw the jacketed bullets were doing exactly what he was trying to warn about.
At close range they were usually going to go right through a torso and come out the other side with enough energy still remaining to be dangerous.  A limb, very likely to do the same.  A head . . . the skull was tough but it and the brain didn’t really slow the rounds down enough when fired from only a couple feet away.  Zombies were dying, but so were their victims, as the Guardsmen fired without care for the background of their shots.
Before he could try to exert any control over the situation, it was all over but the bleeding and crying.  He stood with the M45 naked in his hand for long seconds, his head swiveling around as he checked the area and tried to spot any additional threats.  Finally he bent his elbow and let the pistol point up at the ceiling.
The formerly quiet open corridor was now filled with pants, gasps, moans and no small amount of cursing.  Eight Guardsmen had apparently converted spontaneously and done what all zombies did, try to eat someone.  The shoot-through fire had exacerbated the casualty count considerably, even a cursory glance told that tale.  The only good thing Peter could think as he listened to the moans of the wounded was it probably made their ammunition situation better.
Peter watched as the zombie bodies were shoved out of the way and first aid treatment of the wounded started.  He drew a deep breath, then reached into one of the pockets on his utilities.  He popped the magazine out of his pistol and holstered it to free up his hands, then loaded a pair of loose .45 rounds in to replace the ones he’d fired.  As he drew and loaded the pistol once more, one of the soldiers raised his voice.
“What, they just up and show up now?” he demanded.  His voice was well past the edge between stressed and panicked, and he hadn’t slung or put aside his M-16.  The rifle was clutched in his hands, not quite pointing at the others, but close enough to make people who noticed nervous.  “The fuck man?”
“Calm down.” Peter said loudly, lowering the M45 but keeping it in his hand.  The man’s eyes flicked over to him, then he stepped back.
“You’re probably next sarge.” he said.  “You’ve got blood all over you.”
Peter glanced down briefly.  There was blood splattered across the front of his utilities.  He shrugged as he looked back up.  “It’s just blood, I’m not wounded.”
“You’re all just zombies who haven’t gotten hungry yet.” he soldier said, his voice now beginning to shade past panicked into hysteria.  “Oh man, no way.  No way I’m sticking around for that.”
“Fine, leave then.” Peter told him.
The man’s eyes swung back to him, and his rifle started to lower.  Peter’s arm snapped up to level the pistol at the man’s head as he put all his decades of command experience into his shout.  “You point that weapon at me and I will kill you!” Peter barked.  “Point it up or sling it or put it down, but do not point it at me.”
To his credit, the man froze with the M-16 in sort of a forward carry position, like he had it ready to drop level and attack with the non-existent bayonet on its end.  His eyes were wide and fixed, and his voice high and hysterical, as he met Peter’s gaze and responded.  “Not sticking around for you guys to eat me when I ain’t looking.”
“Then go.” Peter said, gesturing with his left hand toward the door they’d all come into the hotel by.  “There’s a door there, or you can go up the stairwell behind me and pick out a room, or down to the lobby.  Take your pick.”
“Yeah, right.” the man snorted.  “Soon as I try, you’ll take me down for deserting.”
Peter shrugged, but the pistol in his hand stayed rock steady.  “Nope.  Even if I cared, which I don’t, there isn’t anyone to report you to.  Least, not that I can get in touch with.”
“What about later?  When you get out of here, what then?” The man demanded.  “Some MPs gonna knock on my door and haul me off, right?”
Peter sighed.  “Make up your mind.”
“Huh?”
“Either I’m going to turn into a zombie and eat you, or I’m going to get out of here and snitch you to higher authority.” Peter replied.  “Or, option three.  You can just leave in any direction you want and no one here is going to bother you anymore.”
“Seriously?”
Peter wanted to curse, but he just smiled very slightly.  “Seriously.  But if you’re leaving, leave now.  My arm’s getting tired.”
“Uh . . .” The Guardsman stared at him for several moments, blinked twice, then looked around at the others.  Peter kept his eyes on him, but he didn’t see anyone else moving to join the would-be deserter.
Though, honestly, Peter didn’t think deserter was the right term.  He couldn’t imagine of anything as bad as the situation in Atlanta that cut off communication with the rest of the nation that might leave someone else to actually communicate with.  At least, no military or command structure anyway.  He really, really, hoped he was wrong.
But he also really, really wanted this guy to decide.  His arm actually was getting tired.  It was rather taxing to hold a gun aimed and ready to fire for anything longer than maybe half a minute.  Sure some tough guys could do it for quite a while, but it was an effort.  Peter had very little to prove, or maybe he just didn’t care anymore, but he wasn’t going to let some hysterical coward shoot him if there was anything he could do about it.
“Okay, I’m leaving.” the man announced.
“Fine.”
“I’m headed that way.” he elaborated, jerking his head over his shoulder towards the door to the pedestrian tube.
“No problem.”
“I’m going alone.”
“Not for long.” Whitely muttered behind Peter, but so softly he was sure the panicking soldier couldn’t hear.
Peter shifted his aim as the man stepped back, then again.  The only movement in the hallway was the man leaving and the efforts of those soldiers who were providing first aid to the wounded.  The man backed down the corridor until he was nearly halfway to the tube door.  Peter tracked him with the pistol until the man finally turned and started walking with his back to them.  Only then did Peter lower the gun, though he kept it in his hand and watched.
He kept his eyes on the departing man’s back until it vanished through the tube door.  Then he switched his attention to the wounded.  “Okay, how are the rest of us doing?”  Glancing around, it took a lot of effort for Peter to keep his expression calm and confident rather than angry or frustrated.  In the last ten or so minutes their numbers had gone from respectable to a couple handfuls.
There were five dead, two of them due to the rifle fire of their fellows.  Four more were hurt seriously enough that they probably wouldn’t make it another hour.  Especially if they had to move at all, which in one of the cases would be difficult with the damage he’d suffered to one of his legs.  There were a handful of walking wounded, but three of those had been bitten by the zombified Guardsmen.
Peter didn’t interrupt any of the first aid activities, but he was thinking furiously.  It was the wounded that were the big problem, and Peter could tell he wasn’t the only one dwelling on it.  The way the ‘healthy’ soldiers’ eyes kept flicking back and forth, trading glances or sneaking looks at him or at the wounded . . . it gave away what they were thinking.  At least two of the wounded were doing it too, he noticed, and he wasn’t sure if that was good or bad.
Desperate people did desperate things.
Hernandez finally asked the question, though to his credit he came over to Peter and spoke very quietly and confidentially.  “What are we going to do about the wounded?”
“I’m not sure.” Peter told him.  “We don’t know for sure what’s going to happen.  It feels like any decision will probably be the wrong one.”
“Wrong for who?” Hernandez asked.
“Us.”
The soldier shrugged.  “Look sarge.  There’s a whole lot of fucked up going around right now, but I for one would rather be around to feel bad about some of the shit I had to do in order to survive.  Can’t feel bad if you’re dead.”
“That’s cold.” Whitley said.  She was still behind Peter, standing close enough that he could feel her presence.  She hadn’t moved except to swivel or step with him since he’d setup the fireteams. 
“Hot, cold, whatever.” Hernandez said.  “Normally I’m all for honor and glory, all that shit.  But I’m pretty sure the honorable decision having been made won’t make getting eaten by zombies feel any better.”
“It’s still an assumption.” Peter said.
“Yeah.  And?” Hernandez said, not entirely unreasonably.  “This ain’t the movies, but they’re the only thing I got to go on right now.  And in the movies, you get bitten or whatever by a zombie, you turn into one.”
Peter said nothing.  As silly as trying to decide a life or death choice over movie logic seemed to him, he had nothing with which to refute Hernandez’s reasoning.  He opened his mouth, hesitated, then turned his head toward the recently converted zombies who were scattered on the balcony floor.
“Do any of these guys have wounds somewhere?” he asked, raising his voice slightly.  When a few heads turned to look at him, he gestured at the zombified Guardsmen who had just done their best to eat everyone up here.  “Bites or scratches, anything aside from the bullet wounds that killed them?”
Some negative answers came back, most of them tentative, and Peter scowled a little.  “Well, help check them out.”
Suiting actions to words, Peter holstered the pistol and snapped out his pocket knife.  Squatting next to the nearest zombie, he unbuckled the man’s belt and equipment harness, then started cutting off the utilities so he could get a better look at the body.  He could tell there was some hesitation, but then a couple of the soldiers found knives and started doing the same thing to other zombies.
When he finished cutting the pants and shirt clear, Peter sat back on his heels and studied the zombie carefully.  It looked normal and was even still warm to the touch, with none of the lividity or drained appearance he’d noticed on other zombies.  Probably because it had been alive until only a few minutes ago.  Perhaps if it had been given a chance to wander around for a few hours the more gruesome ‘dead body’ features might have begun appearing.
But as he rolled the body over, then stood up after half a minute or so, Peter frowned.  The zombie’s head was a pretty large mess thanks to the bullet that had killed it, or maybe that was killed-killed it, but he couldn’t see any thing that looked suspicious.  There were a few bruises on the body, one on the arm, another up on the right shoulder, and a third on a knee; but no cuts, no punctures or anything that broke the skin.
“Okay, not sure what I’m supposed to be checking for.” he heard Swanson, another of the fireteam leaders say as Peter considered the zombie he’d stripped to the briefs.
Standing up, Peter shrugged.  “Bite or cut.” he said thoughtfully.  “Anything that might indicate why they changed.”
“Well, this guy’s clear then.” Swanson said after a couple of moments.
“Are you sure?” Hernandez asked.
“Pretty sure.” Swanson replied, running his fingers lightly over the dark flesh of the zombie soldier he’d stripped down.  “I think I see some bruises here, kinda hard to tell with a black guy, but nothing that’s bleeding except the shots in his neck and head.”
Peter glanced over idly, too lost in thought and too inured against graphic gore at this point to be bothered by the trio of shots that had shattered the zombie’s skull and neck.  Swanson seemed correct, that zombie didn’t look like he had any non-bullet wounds either.  At least, again, none that seemed to match up to a movie defined infection vector.
“This guy’s got some scratches on his forearm.” Smith piped up from near the railing.  He held up the zombie’s limp arm as heads turned in his direction, and he pointed at the marks on the corpse’s skin.  “Look like fingernail scratches to me.”
“How the fuck would you know what caused them?” a woman asked as she finished winding a bandage around a man’s leg.
“Come on Crawford, you know how it is.” he said with a grin.  “My girlfriend likes to use her claws when she’s hot and bothered.”
“Forget I asked.” Crawford said with a moue of discontent.
Hernandez moved over and studied the supposed fingernail scratches carefully, then moved on to examine the rest of the zombies.  Peter circulated as well.  Out of the eight zombies, one had a bite and one other beside Swanson’s had injuries that weren’t explained away as bullets or by the night’s rough activity.
Peter finally shrugged.  “Not a lot to really go on.” he said when Hernandez, who was taking longer to study the zombies, eventually finished his perusal.
“Well something’s turning people.” the soldier said, though his expression said he really wanted to say something else.
“Okay, look.” Peter said, gesturing to him as he stepped away from the main body of the group a couple of yards.  Whitley was still moving with him, and he almost started to tell her to stand off, as he waited for Hernandez to join him, then decided against it.  She was doing exactly what he’d told her to do, better than other fireteam members were supposed to be doing.  And he might want the backup.
“I’m not going to just abandon people, at least not ones who are still mobile and have a chance, on speculation and hunch.” Peter said quietly when Hernandez was standing next to him.
“Sarge, how are we going to maneuver if we’re carrying guys who can’t walk anymore?” Hernandez pointed out, not entirely unreasonably.  His tone was a touch hot, but his eyes were steady and level as he met Peter’s.  “We’ve been on our feet for hours, and unless we can shoot our way clear of any zombie problems speed is the only defense.”
“What, you want to abandon them?”
“We could park them in a room.  This is a hotel, isn’t it?”
Peter was shaking his head, though he was angry and ashamed that part of him had already considered that very thing.  “That’s a death sentence.”
“Not necessarily.  If we can get out, we can retool and come back with reinforcements to cut them loose.”
Peter frowned, glanced at the others, then lowered his voice to just barely above a whisper.  “I’m not entirely sure there’s anyone who might be able to come back with us, assuming we even make it out of the hot zone.”
Hernandez’s frown matched Peter’s.  “That convoy came from somewhere.”
“Yeah, and they had vehicle mounted radios.  Assuming the reason we can’t reach anyone is due to the range on our handhelds, where’s the cavalry for those poor fuckers outside?”
“It’s only been, what, ten or fifteen minutes?”
Peter shrugged.  “Yeah, and before you say it, let me point out if there was still a functioning command structure beyond Downtown Atlanta, do you think they would’ve sent just a single convoy in if there were more troops available?”
“Who’s to say they didn’t?”
“Then where are they?  Anyone else in Downtown who was able would’ve showed up by now.  We’d hear them firing up the horde outside.”
Hernandez’s frown twisted into an ugly scowl, but his eyes were thoughtful.  Peter shrugged.  “I’m not saying it’s all gone to hell, but I’m not ready to write two guys off just yet.”
“So if you knew we were completely fucked, you’d be willing to cut them loose?”
“I didn’t say that.” Peter snapped, catching himself by the third word and lowering his voice as heads turned.  He grabbed Hernandez by the arm and drew him a few more steps from the others.  “Look, we’ve still got enough people to get the two who’re immobilized out of here.  Even if we have to switch people out, we can keep them with us.”
“Sarge . . .”
Peter shook his head.  “Look, if you wanna split on your own like that other guy, then fine.  Same deal, no problem.”
“Fuck that.”
Peter almost laughed at the immediate answer Hernandez gave him, in a voice that was a little shocked and a lot definite.  “Then I’m still in charge.”
“I ain’t saying you ain’t.”
“Good.  Glad that’s settled.” Peter said.
Hernandez looked unhappy, and almost said something, paused, then almost said something else, before finally shrugging and turning back to the others.  “Alright my guys, come with me.”
“Where?” the two who were still alive, though they stood up and grasped their M-16s.
Hernandez glanced back at Peter, then gestured at the closed shops lining the corridor back to the pedestrian tube.  “We’re going to bust those open and check for anything that we can use to rig up crutches or stretchers or something.”
“You’re with Hernandez.” Peter said, pointing to a Guardsman who he knew was the last one still alive out of the fireteam he’d been assigned to just before the zombies converted.  “Ten minutes, then we’ll figure out how to move without it if you guys don’t turn anything up.” Peter added to Hernandez, who nodded.
Peter returned it, then unslung his AR.  As Hernandez moved towards the shops, Peter eyed the zombies still in the lobby below, then sighed.  Settling his weapon back against his shoulder once more, he drew aim on one of the upraised foreheads.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Ten – Tired
Darryl
“The fuck . . . you say he was shot?”
Vivian nodded.  “That’s what it look like.”
Darryl frowned, glancing automatically at the others in the room to see their reactions.  The lounge was crowded with people.  Every seat against the wall was occupied, and more were sitting on the floor.  There was a big pile of sleeping bags against the bar, some of which had been appropriated to act as cushions for those sprawled on the floor.
It seemed that not everyone had heard, or maybe they just weren’t paying attention.  Needles and Joker were in the far corner of the room, furthest from the bar, smoking a joint with a couple of others.  A few other conversations were going on, quietly, near them.  Of those who seemed to be paying attention to what Darryl considered the main conversation, all of them seemed angry or upset.
Except Bobo.  The old biker sat on one of the bar stools, arms folded with a stony expression completely lacking in surprise on his lined face.  He caught Darryl studying him.  Darryl wasn’t sure, but he thought he saw a flicker of approval when Bobo caught his gaze.  Then Bobo addressed Vivian.
“He gonna make it?”
Vivian twisted her hands a little, looking unhappy.  “Shit, I don’t know.  I ain’t no doctor and I ain’t even no nurse.”
“You work in a doctor’s office don’t you?” Shooter asked.
“Yeah, but I mostly do paperwork and stuff on the computer.  Sometimes I take vitals and histories, maybe help wrap a bandage or something, but nothing more than that.  I ain’t no nurse.” she repeated.
“You’re the closest thing we’ve got.” Bobo said in a surprisingly gentle voice.  “I know a bit of first aid, but just basic stuff, and it been a long time since I done anything with it.”
Vivian twisted her hands again.  “Well, near as I can tell, the bullet still in his arm.  There a lump, next to the bone, right where the wound is.  He says it hurts something fierce when you poke at it, and that’s through the pain killers I gave him.”
“Its gotta come out.” Bobo said quietly.
“Yeah, but I don’t know how to get it out.”  Vivian looked around.  Her face made it clear she really wanted someone else to volunteer to handle the problem of Little Chief’s wound.
“Hang on, how he get shot?” Darryl asked, still trying to puzzle that one out.  He hadn’t seen it, but when he’d gotten up to the front of the convoy . . . he couldn’t remember anyone being anywhere that seemed likely for them to have been able to accidentally shoot a Dog.
“I don’t know.” Vivian said.
“Who was up there with him?” EZ asked.
Darryl’s eyes flicked to Bobo, but the man seemed to be thinking.  It was Mad who spoke up.  “Chief was in the truck.  Bobo was outside, next to the door, shooting at the zombies.  I was back near the bumper.  I saw Bobo move forward as the last zombie went down.  That when Chief yelled.”
“So what you saying?”
Mad shrugged.  “I ain’t saying nothing.  That what I saw, that it.”
“Did one of us shoot him by accident?” Darryl asked slowly.  He looked around, trying cover the fact that he was mostly watching Bobo and Big Chief, but neither of them seemed to mind when his eyes met theirs.  Better, he hoped, neither looked nervous or shifty.  But if they weren’t the shooters, then who?
Bobo sighed.  “Look there was other people in that parking lot, and not all of them was all that happy with us.  I didn’t see no one take a shot, but that don’t mean they didn’t take one anyway.”
“If that what happened, then it make at least a little more sense.” Big Chief said a little sourly.  “Maybe they was shooting for you.”
Mad shrugged.  “Maybe.  If someone was trying for Bobo, they maybe could’ve hit Little Chief when he moved.”
“It don’t matter.” Bobo said with a note of finality in his voice.  “Anyone feel like volunteering to pull that bullet out of Little Chief?”
People glanced around, eyes flickering nervously.  It was clear no one wanted to volunteer.  Darryl swallowed, suddenly embarrassed.  Little Chief was one of his brothers, a fellow Dog, and needed help.  He was starting to try and marshal his nerve to speak when another voice broke the silence.
“Fuck, I’ll do it.”
Eyes went to Jody, who was standing near the door.  She looked defiantly back at the faces studying her.  “He need our help or he gonna get sicker.”
“Maybe we can find a doctor?” Burnout suggested, but he sounded reluctant to even suggest it.
Bobo shrugged.  “News say all the hospitals and stuff are either overrun or evacuated or something.  Unless you know where some medic live out here, and can convince them to come back with you, I think we on our own.”
“Fuck.” Low said, scowling.
“Yeah, fuck.” Bobo shrugged again.  “Big Chief, go look in your toolbox and bring Jody some pliers.  Needle nose be the best.”  Big Chief nodded and got up to leave.
Bobo looked at Jody.  “Scrub them pliers off real good, then boil them in a pot of water for ten minutes, then do it again to be sure.”
“Yeah, I know that much.” Jody nodded.  “I can’t sew him up though.”
Bobo hesitated, glancing around briefly, then shrugged a third time.  “It just a hole, right?  Not a big cut or anything?”
“Just a hole.” Vivian confirmed.  “But it deep.”
“If he ain’t die yet, and if he don’t catch no infection or something, I guess he won’t need no stitches.  He can live with a scar, it better than dying pretty.”
Darryl nodded along with a lot of others, but he was secretly hoping it was actually true rather than just a case of collective hope.  All he knew about first aid was you were supposed to try to stop the bleeding.
“I bet it gonna hurt like hell when I try to find that bullet.” Jody said.
“Probably.” Bobo nodded.  “DJ.”
“Yo?” Darryl asked, straightening a little.
“You and Tank go with Jody and hold Little Chief down while she pulling that bullet out of him.  He start to moving and thrashing around while she in there with them pliers and it could fuck him up worse.”
“I–sure.” Darryl said, changing his mind just as he started to speak.  He could do that much, at least.  It was a way to help.
“Okay.  Now, before you go get busy on that, how we fixed for food?”
Jody’s expression turned thoughtful.  “I ain’t got no written inventory or calculations or anything, but we ought to be okay for a few weeks at least.  Probably longer if people ain’t gonna bitch about a lack of variety.  Tomorrow we’ll get it sorted and stacked up properly so we can see what we got, around all the cooking and stuff.  There room in the basement for more though, and it help a lot if someone go and get some more coolers and ice packs.”
Bobo looked around the room, then brought his eyes back to her and nodded.  “Okay.  Here what I want to do.  Tomorrow we gonna be busy working around here, so we ought to grab anything we can before then.  So I gonna take the two flatbeds and twenty Dogz back over to that Home Depot for another load.”
“Shit, ain’t we got enough building stuff?” Fish asked, looking a little annoyed.
Bobo frowned.  “Maybe, but like I said, now’s the time to make sure.  One more load.  While that happening, Big Chief gonna go back out with another twenty people.  There a bunch of gas stations out along 78 they can hit.”
“That just junk food.” Jody pointed out.
“Some of it.” Bobo said.  “Some of it a little more substantial, but it better than nothing, and they ought not need no big ass group of people to handle it.  Plus it ought to be quick as hell for them to clean them stations out.”
“What about the rest of us?” Darryl asked.  He’d noted Bobo had allocated less than half the available hands, even if the kids were excluded.
“They gonna guard the fort here.” Bobo said grimly.  “Two shifts.  One from now until about five, and the other from five until about eight.  I want to start working then, and there’ll be a lot of folks outside keeping an eye on how things are.”
“How many?” Darryl asked, glancing back in the corner where Needles and Joker were still smoking the joint.  It occurred to him it would probably be a good idea to have enough people on each guard shift to prevent any fucking off.  Or, more likely, to cover for when some fucking off happened.
“Four or five.” Bobo said after a moment.  “That ought to be enough, and if it ain’t when they start shooting up a storm that’ll get the rest of us up.”
“Yeah.” Darryl nodded in agreement.  He looked up as Big Chief came back in with three pairs of pliers in his hands.
“Good.” Jody said, taking all of them from him and walking out of the room.
“So what we doing?” Big Chief asked as she left.  Bobo grinned, and Big Chief grimaced.  “Oh fuck.”
* * * * *



Peter
Peter blinked several times as Dorne’s team, on point, led the way north.  The tired survivors were moving north on Courtland, with an emphasis on tired.  Peter’s eyes were burning with fatigue, almost as badly as his body was.  He’d been up over twenty hours now, most of them on his feet and the last six literally running for his life.  Well, there was a good bit of power walking for his life mixed in there, zombies were slow, but the principle held.
He was fucking tired.  They all were.
“What about the bus?” Dorne asked, stopping and turning to call back as quietly as he could.  Peter blinked again, then forced his eyes to focus properly as he looked where the soldier was pointing.  They were just north of Baker Street, about a block back from where they’d left the latest concentration of zombies behind.  Peter figured without even turning to look the hungry fuckers had probably merged at the intersection to the south and were starting to come after them.
Courtland had an exit down to the Connector that merged in just ahead of the Baker/Courtland intersection.  Dorne was pointing to the west, down where the exit peeled off from the Interstate and started curving up to the Downtown streets.  About fifty, maybe sixty, yards after the exit diverged from the Connector he saw a Marta bus skewed across the two lanes.
“What about it?” Peter asked.
“Maybe it’s running.”
Peter shook his head, and took several moments to make sure his voice was calm when he spoke.  Tired, definitely, but calm.  Yelling and snapping and throwing anger at people was not needed right now.  “If it’s not, we’re risking getting boxed in.”
“What?”
Peter hooked a thumb over his shoulder.  “The ones behind us would follow down there, unless you want to try and detour off several blocks, try to lose them, pray for no others to pick up on us, then circle back here just to go down and check on one bus.”
 “Maybe the Connector isn’t as full of zombies as it was earlier.” Dorne said, but Peter heard the wish in the response.
“You willing to bet your life on that?”
“Fuck.”
“Right.” Peter nodded.  Dorne turned his back and started north again.  Peter rolled his head around once in each direction, then worked his shoulders in sequence.  Left, then right.  Squeeze the muscles, then relax.  Then he worked each arm, up, around, down, around again; then forward, and finally back.  The stretching boosted his circulation a little, and the rush of blood flow helped drive away just a touch of the fatigue.  It wasn’t enough.
Peter finally did look behind himself.  Sure enough, the horde from Baker street had merged and was trailing after them.  The unit was moving just fast enough to add to its lead, but hours of walking and running had sapped away any chance of the brisk walking that had enabled them to reliably pull away from previous zombie packs.
They were down to only seventeen now, and one of those, Jenkins, was able to walk only with someone supporting him.  His left leg had caught a bullet back at the hotel next to Spring and Linden.  He had gamely hobbled along with them as they tacked back and forth through Downtown, never uttering a single word of complaint.  Peter admired the soldier’s fortitude, but even, or perhaps especially, Jenkins’ ability to keep moving was finally flagging.
No one’s adrenaline was unlimited, and willpower and determination only went so far.  Peter had always prided himself on his levels of the last two qualities, but he was also in his fifties.  If the ‘kids’ among the Guardsmen who were in their twenties were beginning to stagger from fatigue, then he had to take it as a warning sign.  Even if he was able to deny his body’s need for rest right up until the moment he fell over, the others might not be as gung ho.
Peter hated it.  The thought of stopping somewhere terrified him.  He’d seen far too many hordes and packs this night.  The streets of Downtown were covered in zombies.  The numbers had to be in the tens of thousands.  Time and time again they’d been chased by groups that filled the space between buildings shoulder to shoulder, rank after rank deep, all hungry and eager to seize the living.
But unless a way out presented itself sometime in the next few minutes, which didn’t seem likely, it was time to circle the wagons somewhere and hole up.  Rest, recuperate, and try to figure out a plan.  He had no idea what that plan would be, beyond what had basically been the strategy so far.  And that wasn’t working.  Logic and reason dictated he should go with something else, but he couldn’t think of what.  Maybe some time off his feet, off the streets, would shake something clever loose out of his addled mind.
He was just scared as hell that once they stopped, a couple thousand of the wandering zombies would collapse around wherever they went to ground at, and they’d be trapped with no way to get out.  But if they didn’t stop soon, they’d collapse and be caught in the streets too tired to run any more.
As they crossed over the Connector for about the tenth or twelfth time Peter did take the opportunity to look in each direction with his binoculars.  There was a rather large tangled mess of a wreck visible to the southeast, just past the Baker and Piedmont overpass, but northwest looked mostly clear.  Except for the zombies he saw in each direction, probably an easy couple hundred both ways.  All it would take would be a single scent, or whatever they used, of the living and the zombies would coalesce into a pursuit horde.
They were blocked off from going east as they crossed the Ralph McGill/Courtland overpass by mass of zombies.  West was deeper into Atlanta, and they’d been through several streets off in that direction recently anyway.  But a block further north on Courtland he spotted something that looked pretty good.  Not as good as an escape route, but almost as good.  He hoped.
It looked a lot like part of the continuing wave, small but persistent, of redevelopment Atlanta had been experiencing ever since the ’96 Olympics.  The entire block had been converted into apartment style townhouses or condos or whatever.  There looked to be a couple hundred units in it.
They screamed their newness, looking better and more modern than just mere good maintenance could have explained.  If nothing else, the pavement of the parking lots and drives he could see gave it away.  Tightly fitted red brick and lacking either the wear or stains that would inevitably have affected something that was older.
But the thing that drew his attention, beyond all that, better than all of that, was the fence he saw bordering the property’s surrounding sidewalks.  The fence was black metal with its posts sunk into the concrete.  Peter was too tired to quicken his pace, but when his feet finally got him close enough he reached out and experimentally tugged on it.
“Stopping.” he called, turning his head to make sure his voice projected to Dorne’s fireteam.  He saw the soldier glance back, then stop.  Peter gestured for him to come back, and pointed at the townhouses when Dorne’s face showed confusion.
“What’s the plan sarge?” Whitley asked.  Peter turned to see her standing with her back to him, barely two feet away, surveying their surroundings.  To the south, in the direction she was covering, he saw their latest zombie pursuers were being reinforced by new additions from Ralph McGill.  The combining mass of the bastards were distant at the moment, but would inexorably stagger close enough to be a problem.  They always did.
Peter looked away from the zombies and focused on the Guardsmen clustering around him, too tired and rushed to even reprimand those of them who forgot to cover the various arcs they should have been.  “Mendez, you look like you’re in good shape.  Can you climb this without help, or are you too tired or something?”
The soldier, the tallest in the group, sized the fence up for a second, then shrugged.  “Probably, why?”
“Because we’re going over, and if you can do it without aid then you get to help boost the rest of us sad sacks up.” Peter said, gesturing over his shoulder at the fence.
“Thanks a lot sarge.” Mendez said, but he managed to accompany the seeming complaint with a brief grin.
“Clean living will get you killed.” Peter agreed, glancing at the southern zombie pack.  “Let’s go, quick like bunnies.  Smith first, then Candles.”
“Actually, I should help boost people.” Candles said, stepping up beside Mendez who was settling himself into a crouch next to the fence.
Peter opened his mouth, then shut it.  It didn’t matter, and they had no time to argue about it.  “Fine.”  He pointed at Dorne instead, who nodded and started slinging his weapon.
Smith was already stepping into Mendez’s linked hands, who straightened up and pushed as Smith reached for the top of the fence.  The vertical rails that made up the fence – much more decorative than mere chain link – were thankfully square topped, not spiked.  Smith grunted as he levered himself high enough with Mendez’s help to get his left boot planted on the top of the fence, then stepped over and dropped down on the far side.
It was only a seven foot ‘fall’, and was on grass, but Smith grunted heavily and staggered like he was dizzy when he came down.  He shook his head twice, once as if to settle himself, and a second time to forestall any questions as Peter started to ask if he was okay.  “I’m fine.  Next man, hurry up.” 
Dorne managed to edge over the fence and sort of climb down using his hands, almost rappelling the short distance.  The two of them positioned themselves opposite Mendez and Candles, ready to ease everyone else over.
“The next man ain’t a man.” Crawford said as she stepped into Mendez’s linked hands and reached for the top of the fence.
“Whatever.” Smith said, ready to catch or assist when she got to his side.  Roper was going over with Candles’ help a few feet away.  Peter eyed their progress for a moment, then shucked off his ILBE and stepped back several steps from the fence.  With a grunt of effort, far more than it should have cost him, he swung the pack down then back up and released it.  It sailed over the fence and landed in the grass on the far side.
“Double time, double time.” Peter said, glancing south again.  The zombies were doing their thing, inevitably getting closer and closer.  There was about half a minute before they were here.  “Jenkins, there’s no way this isn’t gonna hurt.” he said, looking at the wounded soldier as he stood with his weight on his good leg and watched the progress of the climbing.
“Don’t matter.” Jenkins said, shrugging.  “I’ll leave the leg here on this side if it comes to it.  I ain’t getting eaten.”
“Good man.” Peter said.  The fence crossing continued in rapid order, fast enough that Peter was pretty sure Nailor might be limping for a while, but that didn’t matter right now.  When it was down to just Peter and Jenkins, Peter helped Candles and Mendez lift Jenkins up so he could get his hands on the fence top.
It had to hurt.  Peter couldn’t believe Jenkins didn’t even grunt, only breathed a little faster and harder, as he effectively bore his weight on his wounded leg while he got his right boot positioned.  But he didn’t say a word, just hung on while they supported him, then tumbled down on the other side into the waiting hands there.
Peter looked south again, then stepped into Mendez’s hands.  The zombies there were close, uncomfortably close.  Figuring there was no more time for delicacy, Peter stepped from Mendez’s hands to his shoulder, then to the top of the fence.  He dropped down on the far side between Smith and Roper, landing heavily enough to stagger all three of them.
But the clock in his head was ticking, and he turned to gesture at Mendez almost immediately.   “Come on, hurry up.”  Peter said, jamming his knee through the bars to serve as a stepping point.  Mendez looked south as well, then used Peter’s knee to start his climb.
Candles just unslung his M-16, checked the safety, then tossed it over the fence as he stepped back about ten feet.  He breathed in and out twice, puffing fast and audibly, then ran at the fence and jumped.  His hands closed on the top of the bars as his feet came up to catch his weight before his body slammed into the fence.  He hung there for a moment, then kicked against the fence strongly with both legs.
The man flipped over the fence, rotating in mid air as he used only one hand on the fence to stabilize himself.  Hernandez and Swanson, who had been moving to help him, hastily got out of the way.  Candles came down lightly on the other side like it was the easiest thing in the world.
“The fuck?” Hernandez asked.
“I free run as a hobby.” Candles said, shrugging as he picked his M-16 back up.
Peter barely noticed, his attention focused on Mendez and the zombies.  The tall soldier was still clambering down the inside of the fence.  The leading edge of the pack was only feet away, arms outstretching hungrily.  “Let go, now!” Peter said sharply.
Mendez hesitated for one brief instant, then let go of the fence top with both hands.  Peter grunted as the man’s weight came down on him, and he fell back with Mendez atop him.  He managed to twist and shift a little before he hit, angling a little so Mendez went somewhat left rather than straight down, but it still hurt when the man’s weight sandwiched Peter against the ground.
“Shit!” Whitley blurted as Peter’s breath wheezed out.  His vision was blurry, spots dancing around the edges, but he raised his head.  Zombies were right on the outside of the fence, already reaching in.  Peter felt hands grabbing his feet, then more hands were suddenly lifting and pulling at his shoulders.  He and Mendez were slid away from the fence enough to be safe, and Peter was only able to nod his thanks as his vision cleared enough for him to recognize Smith and Crawford as having done the pulling. 
“You guys okay?” Smith asked.
Mendez rolled off Peter.  “Fine.  Sarge, you gonna make it?”
“Sure.” Peter gasped.  “Just.  Need.  Breath.”
“Come on, you can rest inside.” Smith said, hauling on him.  Peter staggered upright with Smith’s help, leaning against him for a few seconds.
“Right.  Inside.” Peter wheezed, looking around for his pack.  He pushed away from Smith and managed to walk upright under his own power to where his pack lay in the grass.  Carrying it by the top grab handle in his left hand, Peter gestured at the nearest of the townhouses.  “That way, second floor.”
“Right.” Dorne said, gathering up his team and moving off.  Peter tried to keep his eyes moving, studying the grounds of the development, but he was mostly occupied with trying to catch his breath.  It felt like he had a collapsed lung or something, and it was really all he could do to keep moving and not double over.
Dorne led the way over to the closest building.  It was eight units, four down and four up, with a single stairwell of decorative metal railing enabling access to the second floor.  When Peter got up the stairs near the back of the pack, leaning and pulling heavily on the railing, he found Dorne and Mendez studying the doors.
“So, shoot the lock out?” Mendez asked quietly?
“No.” Peter said, his voice hoarse but more or less even.  “Too loud.  Try to kick one in.”
“The zombies already know we’re in here.” Swanson said.
“Yeah, but the shot will be heard for blocks and blocks.  I don’t want to wake up to find they’ve enveloped the entire fence line.”  Peter said.
“Well, these look like security doors sarge.” Mendez said, knocking on the nearest experimentally.  Peter blinked at the solid sound.  It might even be a metal reinforced model, and even if it wasn’t it was surely solid hardwood.  “Not sure we’ll be able to get one open without a ram or shots.”
Peter frowned, still trying to fully get his breath back.  He was saved from having to come up with something when Swanson spoke up again.
“Look, the complex office should have a key box somewhere.  One team can retrieve the ones we need.”
“You idiot.” Crawford said quietly.  “How is that door gonna be any easier to get through than this one?”
“Because it’ll be the damn office.” Swanson said testily.  “There’s probably glass and stuff to make it pretty and useless, like you.”
“Fuck you, I’m more use than you’ll ever know.” Crawford shot back.
“Whatever. Go on, go look.  We ought to be okay for a few minutes.” Peter said.  Hernandez, who was Swanson’s team lead, nodded and gathered up Crawford and Barker by eye.
“Mendez, you and your guys go take a fast turn around the inside of the fence, okay?” Peter continued.
“Make sure it’s intact?” Mendez asked, unslinging his weapon.
“Yeah.” Peter nodded.  “I’d go but frankly I’m too damn old and you’re too damn heavy.  Just one lap, but a good one.  If the fence is intact all the way around then we’re in good shape.”
“Relax sarge.  We got it.” Mendez said.
“Good.  We’ll hold here unless there’s shooting.  Well, ’16 fire anyway.” Peter amended, considering.  Each team had at least two side arms, which were different from the distinctive sound the M-16s made.
The two fireteams left, and Peter sat down at the top of the stairs to finish catching his breath.  He kept his AR-15 out and across his knees though, and his position let him cover the stairs against anything approaching.  He wasn’t goofing off, he was watching.  He kept telling himself that as he struggled to even his breathing out and tried to look alert.
The others scattered around the landing, a few standing behind or near him so they could also watch, with the rest either flanked out to the side, or at the landing railings to keep watch from there.  Most of them didn’t even bother to pretend they were doing anything other than resting, though there were enough eyes open that it wasn’t a problem.  There was only the one stairwell up anyway.
Mendez got back first with his team, making a thumbs up sign to indicate everything was good on the perimeter.  Peter nodded tiredly, and was otherwise content to say nothing.  A few minutes after that, Hernandez’s team returned with a metal box that had bits of painted drywall sticking to one side.
“What, you guys just ripped the bastard off the wall?” Roper asked, sounding amused.
“Why the hell not?” Swanson said, setting the box down and kneeling in front of it.  “We might want to change units for some reason.  This saves us another trip.”  Metal jingled and clinked as he rummaged through the box, then he came out with a cheap wire ring that bore a single key and a small plastic tab with the door number on it.  Peter, on his feet again, took it from him and handed it to Whitley.
“Open it, cover me.” Peter said, hefting his AR into a carry position that left it pointing down but ready to snap up in an instant.  Whitley unlocked the door, then turned the knob and pushed on it from the side.  The door creaked a little as it swung open to reveal a dim darkness.
Peter edged forward slowly, listening.  The short entryway seemed to open up into a large room that expanded off to the right, but he sensed another one on the left too.  There was a scattering of moonlight streaming in from a window or something up ahead, but the angle was wrong to let enough in to do more than just turn the room from pitch black to indeterminate shapes and shadows.
“Light switch.” Whitley whispered from behind him.  “Trying it.”
Waiting, Peter heard the switch flip once, then several more times.  “No good.” she whispered.  He wasn’t surprised; most of Downtown seemed to be without power.  He reached forward slowly and flicked on the tactical light on his AR, then panned it around.  The beam revealed a neat but minimally appointed living or sitting room.  One couch, two upholstered chairs, entertainment center, shelves with books and DVD cases, and a coffee table.
On the left was a kitchen, and to the right he saw a second hallway.  He eased into the residence, still listening hard for any disturbances beyond his and those behind him.  The hallway had a trio of doors; ahead, left and right.  These turned out to be a bathroom and two bedrooms, though one looked to have been converted into a sort of office / fitness center, with a desk and a treadmill set up inside.  He checked in the closets and behind the shower curtain, but the unit was empty.
Peter slid the tactical light off the under rail of his AR, then slung the weapon.  “Okay, we’re holing up in here.”
“How long?” Smith asked.
“Until we’re rested, someone rescues us, or we get a good bug out idea that won’t wait.” Peter answered.  “Speaking of which, who’s up for taking the first watch.”
He was prepared to endure a certain amount of grumbling, but none surfaced.  Instead there were a few seconds of silence, then Candles spoke up.  “I’m good for a few more hours.”
“Yeah, me too.” Dorne said.
“Need three, preferably four.” Peter said, leaving unspoken the reason why.  Everyone was hoping it wouldn’t happen anymore, for numerous reasons, but there had been more spontaneous zombie conversions.  Fortunately they hadn’t been as bad as the earlier incident, but if it happened while everyone was sleeping, it could be much worse.
Peter normally might have been willing to post an inside guard of only two, but until they knew for sure what was going on with the conversion thing, he wanted enough people conscious to give everyone better odds of having at least one person stay human if others started getting irrationally hungry.
“I’ll stay up.” Whitley said.  Peter waited.  He was exhausted, and really wanted to grab some immediate shut-eye.  He was willing to take a middle watch, which was a shit one that interrupted your sleep schedule, but he desperately wanted a couple hours of sleep first.  It was the main reason he was asking for volunteers; if he ordered someone as tired as he was, it might be a problem.
“Fuck it, I’m on first too.” Barker said.
“Okay, good.” Peter said.  “Everyone’s sleeping in here, so we’re all in one place in case anything happens.”  No one objected to that, even though it meant most of them would have nothing more than a section of carpet to sleep on.  Peter assigned three other watches of two hours each, putting himself on the second.  That would take them to the afternoon, and give everyone at least six hours of sleep.  He just couldn’t think much beyond that right now.
“Questions, comments?” Peter asked, making his tone light.  “No?  Okay, first watch, stay alert.  Close the door, lock it.  Everyone else, flake out.”  Peter claimed one end of the couch and collapsed on it.  “Double check safeties.” he said as he ensured his AR was safed.  Clicks sounded as others followed suit.
As he jammed his weapon between his knees, using the ILBE to steady it so it sat butt down with the barrel pointed up at the ceiling, Whitley stepped over to him.  “Sarge, let me have that light.” 
“Oh, yeah.  Here.” Peter said, handing it to her.  He briefly considered giving her the batteries he had in his pocket, then shrugged it off.  He was going to be awake in two hours, and the light should be good until then.  Then something occurred to him, and he unsnapped a pouch on his pack.  “In fact, hang on.”
He rummaged around in the pouch, then closed it and checked another.  “Ah, here we go.”  He pulled out a fistful of glow sticks and handed her two.  They were small, the same kind kids usually used on Halloween when they trick-or-treated, but they were good for eight hours.
“You want the light back?” she asked.
“No, watch standers might need it.” Peter said.  “Now leave me alone until it’s my turn.”
She retreated, shaking the sticks to mix the chemicals up.  He twisted his shoulders back and forth several times, digging a comfortable depression into the couch cushions, then folded his arms across his chest and let his head droop toward his right shoulder.  He saw and heard Whitley snap the glow sticks, then closed his eyes as the green light filled the room.
Ignoring the light and the movements and sounds of the others as they settled themselves down, Peter let his awareness slip away.  He was asleep in seconds.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Eleven – The next day
Jessica
Jessica woke to the smell of cooking and the sight of sunlight filtering through the bedroom curtains.  She yawned and stretched for a moment, then her head snapped around abruptly when her extended arm contacted nothing but pillows and sheets on the bed next to her.  Candice was not there, and neither was Mr. Bear.  Sitting up, she told herself to calm down.  Her parents were in the house, and Candice knew enough even under normal circumstances to not leave the house without telling her mother where she was going.
Still, Jessica got out of bed with rather more urgency than was her norm, and grabbed her robe.  As she shrugged it on over her nightgown, she saw Mr. Bear on the floor at the foot of the bed.  Stepping past the enormous stuffed animal, she opened the bedroom door and hastened down the hallway.  As she descended the stairs, the cooking smells started to resolve themselves.  Frying grease, probably bacon or sausage, a lighter, sweeter scent, and something else that smelled like bread.
The television was on when she entered the living room, and she saw her father sitting on the couch, fully dressed with his hair neatly combed, a steaming mug of coffee on the table next to him, and the remote in his hand.   He looked over as she appeared.  “Good morning sleepyhead.”
Jessica smiled, a touch weakly, but genuinely.  “Morning dad.”  She was about to ask where Candice was, then she heard her daughter giggling in the kitchen, and instead asked “How did you sleep?” as she belted the robe about herself.  Her thoughts flashed back to Rebecca from last night, and she wondered if Pete was okay.  She purposefully didn’t think about Mr. Wagner, save for remembering he had been the cause of the recollection.
“Oh fine, fine.” William said with a smile in return.  He lifted the coffee mug for a sip, then nodded at the television.  “Thought I’d see if things were any better out there.”
Jessica glanced at the screen, which was showing a graphic of the Atlanta area.  Colors were shading across the map, mostly red and orange in and around downtown, and then radiating outward from the city center in streaks and splotches.  There were fewer red or orange areas once she looked away from the center of the city, though there was plenty of yellow and dark yellow there.  The closest marked area to Lawrenceville seemed to be around Gwinnett Place Mall, which was right next to I-85 about twenty miles away.
“Are they?” she asked after a moment.
Her father grunted noncommittally, and the look he gave her held a measure of, almost, carefully hidden concern.  But his voice was neutral and touched with just a hint of optimism as he spoke.  “They’re saying military and medical units are pouring into Atlanta and getting themselves organized.  With any luck, they’ll get a handle on things soon.”
Nodding distractedly, Jessica went past him and entered the kitchen.  She saw her mother, also dressed and with her hair still wet from the shower, supervising as Candice attempted to flip a piece of stuffed French toast.  The girl was using both hands to manipulate the big spatula as she stood at the stove and tried to lift the toast high enough.  As her head was only a few inches above the level of the griddle covering two of the side burners on the stove, she had to stand up on tip toes while trying to manage the flipping.  Candice was concentrating so hard the tip of her tongue was sticking out of one side of her mouth.
Jessica smiled as Candice got the toast off the griddle, then tried to turn it.  She didn’t quite have enough height or coordination to get it rotated over properly, and the toast fell off the spatula and back to the griddle.  The top piece of the French toast slid partly off the bottom, spilling out some of the filling that had been sandwiched between the two layers.  Candice stomped her foot in frustration, then glanced over and saw her mother.  “Mom!  Grandma is teaching me how to make your favorite breakfast.”
Sharon smiled indulgently as she relieved Candice of the spatula and deftly flipped the toast over so it could cook on the other side.  “I bet your mom wants a good morning hug.”  She was adjusting the lie of the two halves of the toast so they were lined up again, and then quickly scraped the spilled filling off the griddle and dumped it in the sink by snapping the spatula with a quick flick of her wrist.
Candice, who had looked up at Sharon when the spatula was lifted from her fingers, turned back to Jessica, then smiled and skipped across the couple of feet between them.  Jessica bent down with her arms outstretched and scooped her daughter up into a hug, groaning theatrically as she straightened up with the girl in her grasp.  “Oooofff!  You’re so big already, I’m not sure we should be feeding you French toast.”
“But it’s yummy!” Candice protested as she draped her arms around Jessica’s neck and laughed.
“It is yummy.” Jessica agreed.  “I guess you’ll just have to eat it and keep growing.  Did you sleep okay in mommy’s bed?”
“Yes.”
“And what about Mr. Bear?  He was on the floor when I got up.” Jessica asked mischievously.
“Mr. Bear doesn’t sleep.” Candice protested gravely.  “Mr. Bear is a toy.”
“You got me there.  Nosy kisses then, okay?”
Candice beamed and leaned forward so she could rub her nose across Jessica’s, then giggled again.  “Grandma said we should let you sleep.”
“And have you been behaving for grandma and grandpa while I slept?” Jessica inquired as she leaned back and studied Candice.  The shell shocked expression and demeanor from yesterday seemed a distant memory, and the only thing keeping Jessica from knowing it wasn’t a completely normal morning was the absence of Joey and Sandra.  She banished the dark thought as Candice nodded eagerly.
“Yes.  Grandma said she was going to cook up a storm and needed some help, so we made coffee, bacon, scrambled eggs, grits, and stuffed French toast.”
“Wow.  It’s a good thing grandma had you to help her then.” Jessica said, leaning down to deposit Candice back on the floor.
“She’s been a big help.” Sharon said as she dipped another piece of bread in egg.  “Weren’t you about to set the table for grandma before we tried flipping the toast?”
“Oh yeah.” Candice said with a guilty start.  She went over to the counter on the other side of the sink and carefully lifted a stack of plates with silverware on them.  Turning, she walked slowly past Jessica and into the dining room.
“Stuffed French toast?” Jessica inquired with a grin, catching her mother’s eye.  “My, you are feeling inspired this morning.”
“Breakfast is the most important meal of the day, you know that Jessica.” Sharon said archly.  “And there’s no reason it has to be something as boring as oatmeal.”
Jessica laughed, knowing full well her mother hated oatmeal with a passion.  “Thanks for keeping her occupied.” she said as she went over to the cupboards near the sink and took out a clean coffee mug.
“Oh, it’s no bother.” Sharon said as she quickly transferred the fresh piece of toast to the griddle and started spreading creamy purple filling with chunks of blueberry and banana on it with a spoon.  “I thought you could use the rest.”
“It looks like it did her some good too.” Jessica said quietly, nodding in the direction of the dining room, where they could hear plates and silverware clinking as they were put on the table.
“A good meal, a good night’s sleep, and a little love are often all someone needs to move past a bad thing.”  Sharon replied as she dropped the spoon back into the bowl of filling and dipped another piece of bread for the top layer of the French toast.
Jessica sighed.  “Well it’s tomorrow, so I guess we can only hope everyone else got food, sleep and love, and they’ll be able to fix whatever this problem is.”  She poured coffee into her mug, then turned to the refrigerator for the cream.
“Have heart.” Sharon told her with a smile as she finished sandwiching the latest piece of toast into place, then used the spatula to transfer the previous piece over to a baking sheet that already had six other browned toast sandwiches on it.
Jessica was stirring sugar and cream in her coffee when Candice came back into the kitchen with empty hands.  “Table’s set.”
“Candy Bear, why don’t you be a dear and put the orange juice, butter, syrup and powdered sugar out for me.” Sharon said as she flipped the just assembled toast on the griddle.
Candice grinned agreeably, then moved past Jessica and opened the refrigerator.  She lifted out the gallon jug of orange juice with both hands and started back into the dining room.  Jessica took out the syrup and put it on the island for her daughter, and moved the canister of powdered sugar from the back of the counter to the island as well.  She downed her first cup of coffee while Candice finished ferrying things into the dining room and Sharon got the stuffed toasts into the oven to finish cooking.
“Well, things look to be in order here, thank you again mom.” Jessica said as she put her mug down next to the coffee pot.  “I’m going to go hop in the shower and get dressed.”
“Take your time.” Sharon said as she wiped her hands off on a dish towel and glanced around the kitchen as if taking inventory.
Jessica went through the dining and front rooms, pausing briefly to glance out the front windows out of idle curiosity.  At first, she didn’t see anything that looked particularly amiss; everything seemed quiet, no wandering people with aggressive intentions and a strong need for medical assistance.  The Johnson house, in particular, looked quiet, with both cars still in the driveway.
Then it hit her, she didn’t see anyone out.  Nor did she hear anything.  Normally, by this point on a Saturday morning, the neighborhood was starting to come alive with lawnmowers, people out in their yards, or in their garages with the doors rolled up as they puttered around with this or that.
Not today.  Jessica shuddered internally and let the curtain fall.  Going back upstairs, she closed the door to her bedroom and took off her robe.  She looked through her dresser drawers until she found one of her favorite shirts, a green jersey knit pullover with a scooped neck and flowers embroidered around the hem.  Laying it out on the bed, she found a pair of comfortable jeans, clean underwear and socks, and a pair of sneakers from the bottom of the closet.
Leaving it all to wait on the bed, she went into the bathroom and turned on the shower.  After stripping her nightgown and underwear off, she dropped them into the hamper and stepped into the shower cubical.  She stood under the water for a minute with her eyes closed and face tilted up to the spray, enjoying the simple sensation as the shower splashed over her and ran down her body.
Then she sighed regretfully and soaped up her loofah.  After washing and conditioning her hair, and giving herself a good rubdown with the loofah, she allowed herself another minute of just enjoying the fall of water before closing the valves and stepped out on to the thick mat next to the cubical.
It took her a couple of minutes to comb her hair out, and she reminded herself she really needed to get it trimmed soon; it was moving past the middle of her back again.  As she combed, Jessica frowned at the slight shadows she saw under her eyes in the mirror.  “Stress will do that.” Jessica told her reflection soberly, then grinned.  She was only thirty-nine.  That wasn’t old yet.  Still, she dried her face off and took a minute to apply a little makeup to remove the signs of . . .stress . . . from her features.
Snapping a scrunchie around her wrist so she could pull her hair back into a pony tail after it had a chance to dry some, Jessica went back into the bedroom and dressed.  She felt almost normal when she left the bedroom, with only the sight of Joey and Sandra’s bedroom doors, each standing half open to reveal empty rooms, marring the sensation.  Setting her face purposefully in a pleasant smile, she descended the stairs again and found her mother was just finishing laying the food out on the table in the dining room.
“Bill, we’re ready to eat.” Sharon called, smiling at Jessica as she reappeared.
“You sure?” her father called back, sounding wryly amused.  “I could use some fresh doughnuts maybe, or you could mak–”
“Hush you.” Sharon said primly, stepping back into the kitchen and pointing a finger at him.  “There’s plenty for everyone, so let’s sit down.”
Jessica reached to tousle Candice’s hair fondly as her daughter went past with a glass of milk, earning her a grin as Candice carefully set the glass down at her place and pulled her chair out.  William emerged and shared a quick smile and a hug with his wife before selecting a chair as well.
“Jessica, why don’t you say grace.” her father said.
She hesitated a quick moment, then nodded and reached out across the table.  They all joined hands around the plates and serving dishes, and Jessica closed her eyes as she bowed her head.
“Heavenly Father, thank you for this day.  Please bless this food and allow it to strengthen and nourish our bodies for the challenges you have ahead of us.  Be with us all as we attempt to meet those challenges, and keep us safe and whole.” Jessica said quietly.  “Thank you for family and friends, and for all the wonder and beauty you send.  In Jesus’ name, amen.”
“Amen.” her parents murmured, and Jessica opened her eyes to see Candice nodding solemnly.
“Especially be with the doctors helping Joey and Sandra.” Candice added in a serious tone.  “We miss them.”
Jessica smiled and squeezed her daughter’s hand.  “Yes, we miss them very much.”
“Amen again.” Sharon said, reaching for Candice’s plate and starting to dish scrambled eggs and grits onto it.  “How many pieces of bacon do you want?”
“Three.” Candice answered.
“Three?” Sharon said with a chuckle.  “Are you going to have room for any French toast?”
“Yes.” Candice said with a firm nod.
“Alright then.” Sharon used her fingers to transfer three strips of crispy bacon onto the plate and held it out to the girl.  “There you go sweetie.”
“Thank you.” Candice set the plate in front of her and picked up her spoon.  “Mom, pass the butter please.”
Jessica leaned forward to slide the butter dish closer to her daughter, then used her fork to maneuver a stuffed French toast onto her plate.  Her mother had already put the powdered sugar and syrup near her, and she sprinkled a generous spoonful of sugar across the top before lacing it with just the lightest touch of syrup in a swirl.
When she applied knife and fork, warm filling oozed out from between the two pieces of egg soaked bread.  The taste was heaven, dense and chewy bread contrasting with the cream cheese, flavored with mashed up banana and blueberries.
She closed her eyes as she chewed, then made an appreciative noise.  “Mom, it’s never quite the same when I try to make it.” Jessica said when she opened her eyes to see Sharon smiling as she watched.
“I keep telling you, you beat the eggs too much.” her mother said as she loaded grits and eggs onto her own plate.  “It makes them too tough when they’re cooked.”
“Grandma let me scramble the eggs.” Candice said as she used her spoon to stir butter through her grits.  “I used the whisk.”
“When it comes to French toast and scrambled eggs, listen to grandma.” Jessica said as she cut another bite.  “She’s right.”
* * * * *



Peter
“Sergeant.”
Peter’s eyes flicked open and his head came up with a start.  His mouth was dry from having hung open while he’d slept, and he could feel a wet spot on the shoulder of his utilities where he’d drooled.  His eyes darted around the room for a quick moment, memories flooding through his brain and slotting into place as he remembered where he was and what was going on.
The apartment, townhouse, whatever.  Downtown.  They were taking shelter here.  Zombies.
Peter blinked and looked around more closely, but everything was calm.  No one was in the process of trying to eat someone else.  Roper and Swanson were sitting up and looking around like he was, while Barker was still trying to wake Crawford.  The woman was laying on the floor against one of the walls curled up almost in a fetal position, and by the looks of it was a heavy sleeper.
Blinking again, Peter met the gaze of Whitley as his hand dropped away from the grip of his holstered M45.  She said nothing about his instinct reaction to grab for the weapon, merely leaned in a little closer so she didn’t have to talk loudly.  Peter wasn’t sure it mattered, those who were sleeping looked like they were out, but it was probably the polite thing to do.
“Nothing’s wrong.  Your turn for watch.” she said in a quiet voice.
Peter nodded slowly, then sat up and perched on the edge of the couch for a moment.  He felt like hell, and it wasn’t just the room either, which was warm with no power and no windows or doors open.  His eyes were gummy beneath lids that felt like their insides were covered in grit, and his body ached like it hadn’t in years.  The couple hours of rest felt like they’d done nothing to ease his fatigue, and a lot to make him stiff and sore.
“I’m up.  Sack out.” Peter said to Whitley, gesturing vaguely around the room. After handing him the tactical light, she backed off and picked her way through the motionless bodies to an empty spot on the carpet large enough for her to stretch out in.  As she settled down, Peter scrubbed his hands across his face briskly for a few moments, trying to force some blood flow to help drive away the desire to go back to sleep.
Grabbing his AR, Peter stood up and slung it behind his shoulder before cautiously trying some in-place stretching.  He twisted his arms and torso around a few times, then did some slow and even more cautious bends at the knees and waist.  It helped a little, but hurt a lot.  He glanced down at his feet and bent with a groan to hook one of his hands through his pack’s top handle.
Hoisting it up, he stepped over the expansive back of Mendez who was stretched out face down almost in the middle of the space that served as the open ‘doorway’ between living room and kitchen.  The man’s snores were light but constant, and oddly reassuring.  Snores meant he was still breathing, which meant he was still alive.  Peter didn’t figure zombies snored, or slept for that matter.
One of the glow sticks he’d given Whitley was on the counter separating the kitchen from the living room.  Peter heaved his pack up next to the stick, then began poking through the pouches and compartments.  The pale green light of the glow stick was sufficient for him to find and verify the label on the small pill bottle he turned up.
As he opened it and started pulling out the cotton balls squished inside to keep the pills from rattling, Roper joined him at the counter.  His face was eager and hopeful when Peter looked up.
“Those what I think they are?”
Peter shrugged.  “Just a little something to cut the edge.  Fuck!”  A couple of dull pings and clatters sounded as the first cotton ball came out and a number of pills dropped out onto the counter.  Peter clapped his hand down, capturing some, but he was sure several more had gone off on Roper’s side.
“Can I have some?”
“Look around on the floor.  I think some fell on the carpet.”  Peter looked under his hand.  There were five pills there.  He separated two out, then scooped the other three back into the bottle.  He kept the bottle in his hand as Roper picked up the glow stick and knelt down with it.  As the light level dropped, Peter fumbled for the sip tube of his CamelBak pouch.
The pills went down with several mouthfuls of tepid water.  He drank some more, focusing on the wetness to better ignore the warmth his body had applied to the pouch that went down his back.  An idea occurred to him, and he peered through the near darkness until he identified the stove.  His fingers searched across it until he found the knobs, and he twisted one of them experimentally.
“Hot damn.” Peter exclaimed quietly as he heard the gas flowing from the burner.  It wasn’t going to light without help, since the power was out and the igniters were electric, but he was pretty sure they could handle that.
“What?” Roper asked.  The green light of the glow stick had returned, and Peter turned to see Roper standing on the other side of the counter.  He was counting through something in his palm.
“Gas is separate from power.” Peter said with a wry grin.
“Yeah, that’s usually the case.”  Roper said, sounding distracted.  “Is the water still working?”
Peter turned the stove off and tried the sink.  Water pattered out of the faucet when he lifted the handle.  “Things are looking up.”
“Yeah.  Two of these is a dose?”
“Two, give me the rest.” Peter said, turning the sink off as well and returning to the counter.  Roper handed him a couple more pills, then came around the counter and started rummaging in cabinets.  Peter got the pills back in the bottle, stuffed the cotton in after them, and tucked it away in his pack once more.
“Well, the good news is after these kick in, I can put something edible together.  Assuming there’s anything edible around here.” Roper said.  Peter turned to see Roper was leaving the cabinets he checked open.  “Ah, finally.”  The soldier took down a glass and filled it from the sink, then swallowed the pills.  “Fifteen minutes and the power of acetaminophen will chase my pain away.”
“Good for what ails ya.” Peter agreed.  He was studying the cabinet contents in the glow stick’s circle of light.  Pots and pans, plates and bowls, one of glasses and cups that Roper had been searching for, but the one he focused on held a number of cans on the bottom shelf, with some familiar boxes and packages on the upper one.  “Are those ramen noodles I see?”
“Sure are.” Roper said, putting the glass down and reaching up to poke among the food.  “And whoever stocked this stuff did us a favor.  Just with this alone I can put together a batch of hearty soup that’ll feed everyone.”
“You a cook?”
“Was.  I switched to logistics when I reenlisted.”
Peter leaned back against the counter.  “Why?”
Roper shrugged, though it took Peter a moment to recognize and decipher the gesture in the odd green light.  “I guess I found out cooking isn’t as much fun when you’re doing it for hundreds, three times a day.  Plus the career opportunities are a lot better in logistics.  Warehouse management jobs pay good, and there are a lot of them.  Well paying cook jobs, uh, not so much.”
Peter grinned.  “Yeah, I guess I can see that.”  He sensed movement behind him and turned, his hand drifting towards his holstered pistol.  The impulse to draw temporarily abated  when he recognized Swanson.  Peter studied him however, long enough that apparently the other man realized what Peter was doing.
“Hey, I’m still me.” Swanson said, holding his hands up.
Peter moved his hand away from the M45.  “Good.”  Then he realized he was actually violating his own order, and changed his position.  Where he’d been standing let him watch only the kitchen, which wasn’t the reason he and the other three were supposed to be up, so he shifted over to lean on the opposite counters.  Now he could see the living room, though some of the floor was out of sight behind the divider counter.  He frowned as his eyes swept through the room.
“Where’s Crawford?”
“Bathroom.” Swanson said, shrugging.  “Hey, I heard something about the stove working?”
“Yeah.” Roper grunted, now busy taking cans of food down out of the cabinet.
“So, what’s the chance of coffee then?” Swanson asked, the hopeful tone in his voice almost comical.
“Depends on if there’s coffee in here somewhere.” Roper said, still absorbed in the contents of the cabinet.
“How long then?”
Roper turned and gave Swanson a look.  “What, you jonesing for a fix or something?”
Swanson held his hands up again.  “Hey, I’d love some, but I’m okay.  But Crawford, she’s a fiend all the way through, and she’s not the only one.  She said something about having a headache.  It’ll help us out if you can come up with something.”
“Us?” Peter gave him a look.
Swanson shrugged again.  “I know her.  She can get pretty unpleasant if she doesn’t get her fix.”
“What does she normally do on deployments?” Peter asked curiously.
“Bitch a lot.” Swanson said, his tone completely devoid of any humor.
Peter opened his mouth, then saw a silhouette appear in the hallway that led to the bathrooms.  He flinched, his hand starting to move back down to his holster once more, before he saw the figure was picking its way through the sleeping figures scattered around the living room.  A zombie wouldn’t move past, it would start snacking.
“Fuck me, I need some coffee.” Crawford said as she arrived and leaned on the counter next to Swanson.  “What’re the chances the people who lived here were civilized?”
“Christ, give me some time to figure out what’s going on.” Roper said in an annoyed voice.
“I’m not in the mood.” Crawford said.
“Patience.” Peter said, trying to intercede before things had time to really light off.  Morale could yaw wildly on even small matters unless a firm hand was taken.
“Look, I have a raging headache.  I need coffee.”
“Sarge has some pills that might help.” Roper said as he moved over to the stove and started opening cabinets there.
“Tylenol.” Peter said with a shrug when he saw Crawford’s eyes move to him.
“No good.  I need coffee.” Crawford said, pulling out a pack of cigarettes from her pocket.  Peter hesitated, then turned and fished a bowl out of the cabinets behind him.  He stepped forward and dropped it on the counter in front of her, then retreated to his spot.  Crawford stuck a cigarette between her lips, then sparked a small lighter to ignite the end.
“Hey, light me too.” Swanson said, pulling out a pack of his own.  Crawford waited while he got one out and positioned, then lit it before putting everything back in her pockets.  “Aaahhh, that’s better.  Thanks Cindy.”
Peter started as Roper made a sort of strangled sound that was somewhere between a bark of laughter and inhalation of surprise.  He glanced over, a little annoyed, and saw Roper had spun around and was staring at the two smokers with a wide grin on his face.  “Cindy?”
“Swanson you stupid fuck-head.” Crawford said in resignation, shoving at him.
“Ouch.  I forgot.  Lay off, okay?” Swanson swayed away from her.
“Fuck you.” She hit him in the arm again.  “You’re just lucky I’m too tired to kick your ass right now.”
“Your name is Cindy Crawford?” Roper asked, sounding like this was the greatest news ever.
Crawford said nothing, just glared steadily at him as she drew on her cigarette.  Roper returned the gaze with interest, polite but expectant.  Peter opened his mouth, then decided to see how things played out.  So far the only one in any trouble was Swanson, and even that was probably not going to boil over until later.
“Look, I found coffee filters, so there’s probably some coffee around here.”  Roper finally said after about half a minute.  “And since it’s not in any of the cabinets, I bet I know where.”
“If you can find it, so can I.” Crawford told him.
“Yeah, but can you make it without the coffee maker?” Roper asked with an even wider grin.
“Sarge might know how to.” Swanson said, apparently eager to try and earn some good behavior points for himself.
“Leave sarge out of this.” Roper said.  “So, how about it Crawford?”
Crawford glared at him for another couple of moments, then sighed heavily.  A cloud of smoke roiled up around her, lit eerily in the greenish light of the glow stick.  “My mother was pretty doped up from the pain drugs and labor when she had me.  She didn’t catch what dad had put on my birth certificate until they got me home from the hospital.”
“How old are you?” Peter asked, finally injecting himself back into the conversation.
“Twenty-four.” Crawford said.  She tapped ash into the bowl, glanced briefly at Peter, then returned her steady glare to Roper.  “My dad was a fan.”
“I’ll bet.” Roper said, sounding highly amused.
“Look, I answered your question.” she said with a touch of desperation.  “Now are you going to hold up your end or not?”
Roper went over to the refrigerator and opened the freezer.  A moment later he pulled out a foil bag that had the Starbucks logo on it.  “Hipsters always keep their stash in the freezer.”
Peter sighed.  “I don’t even want to know.”  When the other three, all decades younger, gave him an odd look, he waved his hand in a dismissive gesture.  This was probably not the time to try to explain what ‘yuppies’ had been.  In his opinion, a precursor to the ‘hipster’ label making the rounds today.  “Forget it.  Just make the coffee.  In fact, if there’s a pitcher or something around here, make a lot.  The other watches–”
He trailed off as a tremendously loud and ominous sound came from outside.  Peter’s hand dropped again to the grip of his holstered pistol, but even as his fingers closed on the grip he knew he was being foolish.  There was no way that was something zombies were doing.  If nothing else it was way too loud.  He pushed away from the counter, heading for the sliding glass doors that led to the apartment’s balcony.
When he got there and swept the vertical blinds aside with one hand, he stood peering out curiously.  Nothing seemed out of order for a moment, then his eyes were drawn to motion.  His gaze went up, and up, and up some more, until he was looking south at the city skyline.
“Jesus.” Peter breathed.  The Westin Peachtree, having been on fire since the previous day, was finally giving up the fight.  It was barely four blocks away, and as he watched its torturously slow collapse he wondered if that was far enough away.
The hotel’s structure was making tormented sounds, slow and groaning and punctuated with other more complicated sounds of breaking and fracturing as the building tipped eastward.  He could see fragments of the building cracking and shattering to fall free of the structure, hear the steel and metal of its frame protesting its own weight as it bent away from vertical.
“Fuck me.” he heard someone say next to him.  Looking over quickly, Peter saw Candles had awakened and was looking out at the same scene.  In fact most of the room was conscious now, and staring like they couldn’t believe it was happening.
Peter heard something snap in the collapsing building, a sound so loud it reverberated through the city like a titan’s gunshot.  He noticed several of the upper floors had already folded up against others below them.  A serious shower of debris began as the building tipped further to the east, far enough that gravity was able to begin pulling pieces out rather than down.  Abruptly the building’s tilt became too much to resist any further.  As the angle reached about thirty degrees off vertical its sideways motion abruptly accelerated.
Peter knew the hotel was on Peachtree Street.  He was trying to remember what buildings were east of the Westin, but he couldn’t get his thoughts to summon the information forth.  He felt trapped, unable to look away yet sickened to be watching as the landmark building disintegrated and spread itself across the even more historic street.
It was an Atlanta joke, one it often took tourists or newly arrived transplants years to fully appreciate, just how many streets in the city contained the word ‘Peachtree’.  There were a lot of them.  Peachtree Circle, West Peachtree, Peachtree-Dunwoody; it was like the city’s planners over the decades had thought it was the best possible name for a thoroughfare.  But this was the actual Peachtree street, the first one.  The only one about which you could just say ‘Peachtree’ and have another native know what you meant without further clarification.
“It’s just a street.” Peter told himself, though he knew it wasn’t.  It was a piece of Atlanta character, just like the collapsing building.  He watched with a sick feeling twisting his insides as the stricken structure went out of view behind an intervening building.  But the sound when it slammed into whatever was across Peachtree to the east was the loudest accompaniment yet.
It wasn’t really the actual volume level so much as it was the duration.  The impact, the sound of the Westin hitting the adjacent building, seemed to go on and on.  It was like hundreds of distinct impact events were rolling together in a single long sequence of sound.  Peter could feel the sound like a physical presence, on his face and hands, and he realized the glass doors in front of him were shuddering in their frames.  The bass of the event was enormous.
He could no longer see what was happening to the Westin.  A huge cloud of dust was boiling up in the dawn-lit sky.  It was as if a gigantic sandbox had been dropped straight into an even more gigantic vertical fan.  The dust of the destruction was spreading, rolling out as much as it was up, carrying with it a cacophony of breaking concrete and snapping steel.
“Wow.”  Swanson said from behind him.
Peter stepped away from the glass doors.  He glanced around.  Most of the soldiers in the apartment were awake and either sitting up or standing so they could see what was going on.  Peter felt some of the eyes fixing on him as he turned from the glass, and forced a casual shrug.
“Show’s over.  Nothing we can do about it.  Sack back out.”
Candles continued to look out the glass, holding the blinds apart, and a few others lingered for longer looks at the cloud of hotel remains, but most everyone else took the advice.  Peter picked his way back over to the kitchen and resumed his spot in the corner of the counters, leaning back so he could see the living room.  He knew from experience his attention might drift if he sat down, so he needed to stay on his feet.
“So, coffee.” Peter prompted as Crawford rejoined them and lit another cigarette.  He idly wondered what would happen if she ran out of the cancer sticks while suffering from caffeine withdrawal.  It would probably be either amusing as hell or seriously dangerous, depending on who she focused her ire upon.
“Sure.” Roper said, sounding a little dazed.  He pulled a pot out of the cabinets and started filling it from the sink.
“One of you loan Roper a lighter so he can get the stove going.” Peter said.
Crawford dug through her pockets immediately, coming out a moment later with a cheap purple lighter that was half empty.  “Here, my backup.”
“So sarge, you were a Marine?” Swanson asked quietly as he dropped his cigarette butt into the bowl that was serving as ashtray.
“Am.” Peter corrected automatically, though a part of him wondered if a zombie plague would be enough to do what wars, politics, and over two hundred years of a constantly changing world had been unable to end.  He found the thought of no more Corps bothered him more than the notion the country might be done for did, and wondered if that made him unpatriotic.  “I just draw a pension instead of a paycheck now, that’s all.”
“Right.” Swanson said, tiredly shrugging instead of launching into one of the halves of the argument that Army usually supported when discussing the ‘once a Marine, always a Marine’ concept.  “Ever seen anything as fucked up as this?”
Peter had to jolt his train of thought to consider the question, tearing himself from the irrelevancy of whether or not his pension check was going to be sent next month.  It probably didn’t matter; what good was a check if the banks were closed?  Or if the stores were too?
“I’ve been in Afghanistan and Iraq, with us and half the first world militaries bombing and shooting them down to bedrock searching for Saddam, Bin Laden, suicide bombers, whatever.  I’ve spent months sailing around in ships off the coast of whatever the current flash point was at that time, waiting for it to either calm down or boil over.
“Friends of mine, Army guys like you, told me about the Mog in the 90s, said it was a real third-world shithole even before they started running missions that shredded buildings and blocks.  So that sounded no fun, even before all hell broke loose.  But you know what this really reminds me of?”
“What’s that?” Crawford asked, sounding like she almost even was interested in the answer.
Peter smiled without humor.  “I was part of the relief mission the US mounted after the tsunamis damn near leveled Japan.  This is like that, just without all the water.  Whole towns abandoned, buildings crumbing and burning, cars wrecked and resting in the damndest places.”
“But no zombies.” Swanson said quietly.
Peter sighed.  “No, that’s new even for me.  For everyone, I expect.  Even if you love horror movies, I doubt anyone really ever expected to see shit like this.”
“Yeah.” Swanson shrugged.  “So, what’s gonna happen you think?”
“What, with the zombies?”
“Well, with everything.” Swanson said, his face resolved into a tired, matter-of-fact expression.  “Zombies, government, all of it.”
Peter hesitated, then decided they were past platitudes and lies, of omission or otherwise, in an effort to keep morale up.  Modern soldiers were rarely the simpletons and ‘whatever the CO says’ types that had been a little more common even as recently as the 80s.  Anyone who was still alive, especially in the middle of downtown Atlanta, probably had an idea how bad it was.
“I don’t know.” Peter said with a shrug.  “I like to think it’s only this bad here, but I just don’t think so.”
“It’s gotta be just Atlanta, or maybe Atlanta plus a couple of other cities like us.” Roper said, though the wistful hope in his voice was obvious.
“The cellular network is down, but that’s not all that surprising with the power out.” Peter said.
“Yeah, and buildings collapsing.” Crawford said, a touch sourly.  “A lot of the antennas for this part of the city are atop buildings like the Westin.”
“But it’s the radios that concern me more.” Peter continued after a moment.  “Georgia has a lot of bases, so there shouldn’t be any shortage of units who can respond to what’s happening here.”
“McPherson is in East Point.” Swanson said with a nod.  “That’s only, what, twenty or twenty-five minutes away depending on traffic?”
“McPherson was closed last year.” Roper objected.
“Not completely.” Swanson shot back.  “There’s still some guys there.  I mean, not as many as there were, but some.”
“Regardless,” Peter said, stepping in to forestall further bickering, “Clay is about the same distance away in the opposite direction.  And we know Clay is, or at least was, operating in support of the Guard units that we know were activated.  And everyone’s off-air.”
“You think they’re all dead?” Crawford asked.  She was eying the stove with a cross expression on her face.
“Crawford, if you don’t stop watching the pot it’s not going to boil.” Roper spoke up.
“Fuck you.  Hurry up.”
“Physics bends for no man.” Roper grinned.
“Shut it.” Peter said.  “It’ll be ready when it’s ready.  Keep smoking until it is.”
“I’ve only got one extra pack.” Crawford said, sounding even more querulous.  “And I’m down to three smokes in this one.”
“Keep smoking.” Peter repeated.  “We can do some scrounging in some of the other units tomorrow, today, whatever.”
“It’s not tomorrow until you’ve slept.” Swanson said.
“You slept.” Crawford said tightly.
“Yeah, but not enough.  That just made me feel more tired.”
“Getting back to the radios.” Peter said, suppressing the desire to sigh, “Clay should be talking to us, and even if they’re not at least the other units in the city should be looking for contact.  But everyone’s gone, so if they’re not dead then they’re ineffective.”
“Fuck.” Crawford said, lighting another cigarette.
“Yeah, it’s not good.” Peter agreed without humor.  “And even if something has fucked over Clay and the local units, higher should have had time to route reinforcements here by now.  I mean, fuck, there’s Hartsfield and the runways at Clay, there shouldn’t be a shortage of landing strips for infantry, at least, to be stuffed into a transport and sent here.”
“So everyone else is dead.”
“I didn’t say that.” Peter half snapped at Swanson before catching himself.  “We just don’t know.  It could be a matter of this . . . this–”
“Zombie uprising.” Swanson suggested.
“Total apocalypse.” Roper put in.
“Cluster-fuck.” Crawford finished.
“Whatever this is,” Peter continued firmly, “has just got the entire country bogged down trying to handle it.  That everyone’s just busy, that’s all.”
“Well I hope like hell they’re doing better than we are.” Swanson said fervently.
“It’s boiling.” Crawford said, pointing at the pot.
Roper glanced down and grinned.  “Not quite, that’s a simmer.”
“Fuck you.”
“Hey now, I can still change my mind.”
“So can I.” Crawford said darkly.
“Oh please, I’ve got three inches and about forty or fifty pounds on you.” Roper said, still grinning.
Swanson straightened and stepped away from Crawford, and sort of peeked around the edge of the wall at the end of the counter so he could still see into the kitchen.  “Dude, don’t test her.  One of her hobbies is MMA.”
Crawford grinned abruptly and left the cigarette between her lips as she started cracking her knuckles, slowly, one at a time.  “You didn’t think I was going to go through life named Cindy Crawford and not be able to do something about it, did you?”
“Finish making the coffee.” Peter told Roper.
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl awoke to the smell of meat and eggs being cooked.  He sat up, his momentary confusion deepening as he registered he wasn’t in his bed.  Or any bed.  He was on a sleeping bag that had been stretched out behind the bar in the lounge.  The bag was thin padding at best, and the concrete block floor beneath was hard and unyielding.  It had left him stiff, and a little sore in a couple of places.
Glancing around, he heard the snores of others nearby.  2C was sprawled face down on another sleeping bag next to him, with Spider and Smoke beyond him in sequence.  2C was snoring so loudly Darryl was amazed he’d gotten any sleep at all with that going on next to him.  His memory was waking up, as slowly as his body it felt, and reminding him of the events of yesterday.  Of why he was here instead of back in his apartment.
Groaning, he saw the little pile of things that normally rode around in his pockets next to the sleeping bag.  His boots formed the base of the stack, while the holstered Glock was right on top.  Darryl scooped the gun up and clipped it onto the side of his belt, then gathered everything else into his arms and rose slowly.  His muscles protested any movement after the period of inactivity.
He put everything on the bar top, then managed to pull his boots on one at a time without falling over.  As he crammed things back into his pockets, wallet, knife, some spare change; he lingered over the phone long enough to see the time.  Frowning, he glanced at the nearest window.  It was blocked by a heavy curtain, but there was sunlight visible at the edges; not coming into the room, but visible as it fell upon the thick fabric from outside.
He had slept maybe four hours.  As he fumbled a cigarette out of the pack he frowned slightly.  Even more odd, he felt tired, but not like going back to sleep.  He wasn’t sure why.  Lighting the smoke up, he inhaled deeply and drew the first nicotine of the day into his lungs.  It felt good, made him think this could almost be just another morning after at the clubhouse.  After a huge and tripping party.
Snorting silently, Darryl stepped around the edge of the bar and picked his way across the sleeping forms scattered all across the floor.  A few stirred as he went past, but no one really woke up.  He made it to the door without stepping on anyone and crossed the hallway into the kitchen.
It was as busy as he’d ever seen it.  Tamera, Monique and Vivian were busy at the counters and stove, while Jody was up on a wooden stepstool fussing around with the contents of a cupboard.  Darryl could see flour and shortening on the upper shelf, while the bottom was packed full of a wide array of spices.
“Morning DJ.” Tamera said as she lifted patties of meat out of a cast iron skillet that probably dated back to the building of the house.  The large stoneware platter on the counter in front of her had a pretty large pile of them already, but she had another of raw ones that were going in to the skillet as cooked ones came out.
“Damn, you looking fine today.” Monique cooed, winking at him.
“Leave the man be.” Jody said as she climbed down from the stool.  “He just woke up.”
Monique gave Jody a dirty look as she returned her attention to the pan she was working a spatula through, which was full of slowly solidifying scrambled eggs.  The counter on her side of the stove had another stoneware platter with a mound of eggs already on it, next to a bowl that was probably full of more eggs awaiting their turn on the heat.
“You sleep okay?” Bobo asked from the table near the window.  Darryl glanced over and saw Bobo studying him over the rim of a steaming mug of something, coffee probably.  Mr. Soul was slowly working his way through a plate of food next to him, and the rest of the spaces at the table were filled with kids who were also eating.  Darryl was surprised to see there was a mostly even mix of older and younger kids there, and that the bigger ones were attentively watching and helping the little kids with their food.
“Yeah, I guess.” Darryl said slowly, dragging on his smoke again and deciding to linger at the doorway until he finished it.  He did, however, lean forward and grab a stray beer can out of the garbage can inside the door to use as an ashtray.
“Surprised you up without being rousted out.” Bobo said, his eyes laughing a little.
“There gonna be a lot of shit to do today.” Darryl shrugged, remembering Bobo’s comments the previous night.  “Guess that on my mind.”
“What you drinking, DJ?” Jody asked, closing the cupboard and walking over to a counter that had several battered pitchers on it.
Darryl almost asked for a beer, knowing there had to be a lot left after the party yesterday had been aborted by more pressing issues.  But he remembered his college days, struggling to run the court against sober guys, and decided at the last moment against it.  “Tea I guess, if there any made.”
“No coffee?” Mr. Soul asked abruptly.  Darryl glanced over, but the old preacher didn’t look up from his plate.
“Don’t got much of a taste for it.”
“Takes all kinds.” Mr. Soul nodded as he used his knife and fork to cut a bite out of the biscuit in front of him.  Darryl saw it was a sandwich biscuit, with a patty of the meat covered in melted cheese between the two biscuit halves.  Suddenly he was starving; it smelled wonderful.
“Here, tea.” Jody said, pouring into a disposable plastic cup.  She came over and thrust it into his hands, then went to the table.  “Who done eating?  Mark, you and your brother is done, you just playing with your food now.  Out, go back to them bedrooms and stay out of trouble for the next hour or so.”
“Can we go outside?” The seven year old asked as he agreeably slid out of his chair, leaving the remains of a biscuit behind.
“Hell no.” Jody shook her head.  “Stay inside.”
“Awww.” Mark frowned, sounding as terribly put out as only a kid denied a wish could be.
“There be plenty of things we be doing outside pretty soon.” Bobo told the child.  “Now mind what you been told in the meantime and go back into them bedrooms.”
The two boys ran out of the kitchen, squeezing past Darryl in the doorway and heading down to the ‘hookup’ rooms.  Darryl sipped his tea, which was cool but a long way from being properly cold, then took a last drag off his cigarette and stubbed it out against the top of the can before dropping the butt inside.
“You want some of everything?” Jody asked him as she cleared plastic picnic plates off the table and dropped them into the sink.
“Uh, yeah.” Darryl nodded, moving to take one of the vacant chairs at the table.  “There gonna be enough?”
“Oh we fine.” Jody said as she rapidly assembled a pair of biscuit sandwiches, then added a big scoop of eggs to the fresh plate she pulled from an open package.  “Least for now.  Big Chief, that damn fool, spent most of his time last night before we went out together getting stuff we gotta eat up quick or it’ll go bad.”
“He didn’t know no better.” Vivian pointed out as she finished rolling out a fresh batch of dough.  “Men don’t know nothing about what a kitchen needs.”
“Amen.” Mr. Soul said, sitting back from his plate.  “My beloved wife, bless her departed soul, fed me for over fifty years and I couldn’t tell you hardly anything that she needed to do it with.”
“Well, we got enough jobs to go around for everyone.” Bobo said.  “Unless they got a better skill that needs doing, all the men gonna be busy working outside today.  Then guarding, and probably some other stuff too.  Same goes for the women; unless you better at something else, you elected to handle stuff the men ain’t doing cause they busy elsewhere.”
“I ain’t complaining.” Jody said, turning with a full plate that she put down in front of Darryl.
“Yeah.” Monique said.  “I in no hurry to be sweating outside on that fence you been talking about.”
Darryl tried one of the biscuit sandwiches first, which turned out to be breakfast cheeseburgers.  They were pretty good, though he would’ve liked some ketchup or something with them.  He looked around the table and spotted an open bottle of hot sauce.  Grabbing it, he added a few shakes to each of his biscuits and tried them again.  Much better.
“There still some things we gonna need.” Jody said to Bobo as she filled a pot of water, a big pot, and transferred it to one of the stove’s back burners.
“I figure.” Bobo nodded.
“Naw, not just food.” Jody said as she lit the burner on the stove and covered the pot with a lid.  “We way short on a stuff we gonna need if we gonna have a whole bunch of people living out of here.”
“Clothes.” Darryl said.  He was wearing the same ones as yesterday, same as probably everyone would be.
“Yeah, and a lot of other stuff too.” Jody nodded.  “Pots and pitchers and other stuff we need in the kitchen, like foil and plastic bags.”
“Make a list.” Bobo said.  “Get everything we done already got inventoried and stacked and whatever.  Write down whatever you think of we missing.  Later today, after we done outside, we’ll do at least one run to try and fill it.”
“Alright.” Jody said.  “I ain’t nagging, I just saying.”
“Make a list.” Bobo repeated, then drained his coffee and stood up.  “I gonna start rousting folks up.  Jody, you have any problems in here you can’t handle, come get me.”
She nodded.  Darryl looked at Vivian for a few seconds, his eyes a little blank as he thought back to before he’d gone to sleep.  “How Little Chief doing?” he ventured cautiously, wondering if anyone had checked on him.
“He still okay.” Vivian said without turning from what she was doing.  “I looked in there a little while ago, he still laying on the bed.”
Darryl was quiet for a moment, and she glanced at him briefly.  “He breathing, I checked.”
He nodded, trying to show with his expression he hadn’t been accusing her.  The bullet had come out reluctantly, and the wounded biker’s skin had held a gray sheen beneath his normal dark tones by the time they’d finished.  Darryl hadn’t liked it any more than he knew Chief had, but to Little Chief’s credit he hadn’t fought against the two holding him down while Jody probed in his torn flesh with the sterilized pliers.
Well, much anyway.  Darryl hoped he didn’t have to go through anything like that again.  It had not been fun.
Shoving the unpleasant thoughts from his mind, Darryl managed to finish eating just as the first wave of bleary eyed Dogz appeared in the doorway.  He pushed through them to get out of the way, retreating to the front porch to have another smoke.  Shortly a bunch of them joined him with plates and cups, a lot of them grumbling about having slept on the floor.  More and more came out, until Darryl saw just about all of the men were outside.
“Okay.” Bobo finally said when most of the brothers had been given a chance to eat.  “Here what happening first.”  He pointed at Tank.  “Me and Tank, we bossing the construction of a fence.  Now, we got ourselves a lot of hands and some tools that’ll make this go pretty quick, but it gonna be work.  I don’t wanna hear no fucking bitching about any of it.”
Bobo glared at everyone, his expression clearly challenging anyone to raise a protest.  “Anyone who don’t believe me after some of the shit we saw and done last night, or who ain’t remember the news, you welcome to take ten minutes and go have another look at it.  TV still working, there plenty of fucked up shit you can go look at on any of the channels.  That’s why we doing this.  If you don’t want to . . .” he turned and pointed at the road that stretched out around the lake and headed out through the trees.
“There the damn road.  You can hit it whenever you want.  But if you staying here, you gonna work.  If everyone pitch in and don’t slack off, it ought to go nice and easy.  Then we kick back for a bit, then do a little more looting, then we gonna just hunker down.  But if we gonna make it to then, there some work that gotta happen first.”
Some of the Dogz shuffled their feet.  Others, including Darryl, lit fresh cigarettes.  A few muttered, but very quietly and not nearly loud enough to carry and be audible beyond maybe whoever was standing next to them.  Bobo swept his eyes back and forth along the faces watching him, slowly evaluating and waiting, then finally nodded.
“Okay, so first up, that barn full of a bunch of stuff.  Use the trucks to haul it all out to the perimeter where we gonna need it.”
“How we gonna know where that be?” Low asked.
“Bobo gonna mark it all off.” Tank said.  “He know what he doing.  And I’ll be keeping an eye on what needs loading and hauling.”
Bobo nodded.  “There a big ole mess of work gloves in the barn, so anyone who wants some grab a pair and let’s get started.”
In the light of day, the piles of stuff looted out of the home improvement stores looked a lot bigger.  Darryl claimed a pair gloves.  They were cheap and thinner than the ones he used in the gym, but he knew better than to let his hands get all banged up.  The leather would pad his skin out against rough handling, and he needed his hands to stay usable  Especially now.
There were plenty of Dogz available, even allowing for those that were up on the clubhouse roof with guns keeping watch.  Tank formed everyone into a long line that stretched out of the barn and split at the end to veer to each of the two Home Depot trucks.  They handed things – bags of concrete, fence posts, long heavy boards – from one man to the next, feeding the piled materials out to the trucks where they were loaded.
When they had the trucks loaded, EZ and Low were assigned to drive them.  When the Dogz came around to the front of the clubhouse again, they saw Bobo working across the grass about thirty or so feet out from the buildings.  He had a can of spray paint in one hand, a little surveyor wheel that was brand new in the other, and a plastic bag that rattled with more cans jammed over one shoulder.  He was marking big Xs on the ground at regular intervals.
The Dogz started unloading things next to each mark, a bag of concrete, a fence post, and some of the long boards.  After Tank saw how the unloading was going, he grabbed off some of the Dogz who were milling a little aimlessly and took them with him back to the barn.
There were tools to be carried out, mostly hammers and shovels, along with boxes of nails.  Tank told them to drop at least one of each next to the first ten marks, then keep going around putting nails down until they were out.  There were also a pair of gas powered augers, still in their shipping boxes, that needed to be opened up, assembled, and gassed up to ready them for use.
“Okay, anyone run one of these before?” Tank asked as the augers were carried out to the first pair of marks.  He had a can of spray paint in his hands.
When no one volunteered, Darryl shrugged and stepped forward.  “I seen it on teevee.” he lied.
“Okay, I’ll take that.” Tank said.  “You an Spider work one of them.  Uh, Tiny an Evil, y’all grab the other one.”
Darryl had seen the picture on the boxes before the machines were taken out, and moved to one side of the nearest auger.   Spider came with him, but hesitated, clearly not sure what to do until Darryl reached down and grasped the handles.  Then Spider got the idea and lifted it with him.
Each was a digging tool that took two men to operate.  The handles formed a big horizontal X, with the drill pointing down.  With a man on each end of the machine, their job was to hold it steady as the big drill bit chewed a hole down into the ground.
Tank picked up one of the fence posts and held it next to the auger Darryl and Spider were balancing between them.  He eyeballed the post and drill bit for a few seconds, then used the bright orange paint to mark a broad line of color about two thirds of the way up from the bottom of the bit.
“Fuck, you getting paint on me.” Spider complained, stepping back a bit as paint splattered onto his jeans.
“Shut up, it don’t matter.” Tank explained.  “That how far you drilling down.”  He pointed, and the two bikers moved over to the first of the marked Xs on the ground.  They set the bit into place on the X, then looked at Tank.
“Just so you know, this might want to kick against you as it digs.” Tank warned them.
“Wait, what’s that mean?” Spider asked.
Darryl had already guessed the meaning though.  “He mean the drill turning, and if the ground too hard or there a rock or something, there gonna be resistance.  It’ll try to move us instead of turning the drill.”  He figured that was why Tank had been happy to have him and Tiny as half of each team; they were big guys who were not lacking in strength.
Tank grinned.  “That right.  If it hit a tough spot, you gotta hold on to the fucker, keep it from spinning you instead of the bit.  If it get away from you it’ll probably mark you with a bruise you be feeling for the next couple of days.  One way to keep it under control is to lift it up a little bit, then let it drop back down, when it starts slowing and chugging.”
“Great.” Spider said sourly, but he tightened his grip on the handles and set his feet wider apart as Tank reached for the pull starter.  Darryl did likewise as Tank quickly primed the auger, then gave the cord’s handle an experimental yank.  The engine turned over without catching the first couple of times Tank pulled on it, then on the fourth try it coughed and caught, rumbling to life.
Tank pointed at a squeeze bar on Darryl’s right side handle.  Darryl shifted his grip over to put his hand next to it, then goosed the squeezer briefly.  The engine revved higher and the bit turned briefly.  He nodded at Tank, who stepped back a couple of feet as Darryl gave Spider a look before compressing the throttle again.
The auger revved up again, and the bit started turning.  Its own weight did most of the work, but it definitely wanted to turn against the men’s hands.  Darryl leaned into it as the drill’s tip began churning downward into the ground.  It only took him a few seconds to figure out how to stand off-set to the side a little and lock his arms, which let him lean into the torque pushing against him.  That let him use his body and his legs to provide most of the needed resistance.
After about half a foot the engine started to change pitch, straining as it tried to keep the bit moving.  Tank shouted something Darryl couldn’t hear over the noise, but he saw Tank making an up and down gesture with his hands.  Spider was watching Darryl, and lifted when Darryl jerked his chin up as a signal.  As they lifted, loose dirt spilled out of the hole, spinning off the rotating drill.  The engine reached its full power roar again after a moment, and they let the machine lower back into the hole.
Tank watched them go through this cycle one more time, then turned to Tiny and Evil to get them started as well.  It didn’t take long to dig the hole out, though it was harder work than Darryl had figured it would be.  The auger really wanted to move the men instead of the bit, and it was tough keeping the top section stable so the engine turned the bit.
When the painted section of the bit began to disappear into the ground, they lifted the auger out.  Then they had to carry it around the next X, where Tiny and Evil were busy working, to the one beyond them.  Carrying the machine was almost as hard as holding it while it dug was; it was heavy and they were a bit more tired than they had been from the effort of holding it steady.  Darryl helped Spider position the bit in the center of the X, then made a wait motion with his hands.
He got a cigarette going, then gave it to Spider when he made a ‘give me one’ gesture.  After Darryl lit a second for himself, he left the smoke in the corner of his mouth and made sure Spider was ready before he revved the engine up for the second dig.  They hung on, holding the auger steady and occasionally heaving it up to spill out loose dirt that was starting to bind the bit.  By the third hole they’d settled into a good rhythm.
It didn’t take very long to get the holes dug.  Not nearly as long as Darryl would have guessed, even after he’d seen how fast the machine was compared to having to do it by hand would have been.  Georgia clay was notorious for being tough ground, but the augers bore steadily through it without major incident.
By the time the two teams of drillers had worked their way around the entire perimeter, the front section of fence was almost entirely done.  When they finished carrying the augers back into the barn, Tank called for a break, waving everyone over to the porch.
“Going good.” Tank said several times as Dogz got up under the porch so they were out of the sun.  “Drink something, rest a few minutes.”
Several of the women had brought out a couple of pitchers of tea, again cool but not iced.  Darryl would have liked some ice, but he didn’t complain.  He remembered Jody having pointed out how tight cold storage was, and he assumed that meant any ice, and the freezer itself, was being used for keeping food.
Most of the Dogz had shed their shirts as the sun continued rising in the eastern sky.  The day was hot and humid, a typical Georgia morning in late summer, but not as bad as it could have been.  Darryl noted that Monique lingered over a couple of the guys to admire them, making some suggestive comments before she moved onto the next man waiting with an empty cup.
He sipped his tea and lit a fresh smoke, frowning mentally.  A small handful of the women present at the clubhouse were steady girlfriends, but most were in the category of ‘baby mommas’ or ex-girlfriends.  Bikers generally were pretty wild and free spirited, and the Dogz perhaps more than most.  Oh they didn’t tend to get buried neck deep in a lot of illegal activity like most ‘civilians’ assumed any biker gang, or club, was; but they tended strongly toward independence.
Women were always around.  Even Bones, the fat brother who was named for his ability to eat through an entire bucket of chicken until there was nothing but bones left, had his share of women who liked his confidence and attitude.  But women tended to come and go, or circulate through the club like they were groupies following a tour of musicians around.
Most of the women at the clubhouse right now had been called in simply because the brothers had assumed it was going to be a big weekend party.  Some were also present because they had children whose fathers were Dogz, but even there a lot of those women were still present because they were fun to have around when the tunes got loud and the beer was ice cold.
As Darryl watched Monique though, he wondered about her behavior.  She’d had a fling with Big Chief that had ended about two years ago.  And he knew there’d also been a story going around that she’d aborted a previous baby after spending a few months screwing Madman.  Yet here she was, doing everything but flashing her tits at the brothers, talking up any guy who showed the slightest interest in her.
It didn’t make a lot of sense to him.  He was one of the Dogz who kept women at a further arm’s length than most, but he wasn’t celibate or gay.  He liked women as much as anyone; he just didn’t want to get tied down.  And with shit disintegrating all over the damn country, hell the world, it didn’t make a whole lot of sense to him, what she was doing.
Who in the hell had time for screwing around with zombies out looking for someone to eat?  When the government was well on its way to fully collapsing?  But he kept his own counsel as Monique continued to linger even after her pitcher was empty.  She didn’t leave off her chatting until Tank announced the break was over and chivvied the men back out to continue work on the fence.  Darryl thrust the thoughts aside as he got back to it.
The fence was not complicated to put up and would win no awards for attractiveness.  But it would slow down anyone trying to get in.  At each hole a bag of concrete was dumped in, then a bucket of water was added.  There were only six of the buckets, but some of the older kids were busily ferrying them back and forth from the hose on the back side of the house.
The fence post itself was used to mix the water and dry concrete together for a minute, until it turned from wet powder into a muddy sludge.  Then the post was stood upright and held in place while a support was nailed in at forty-five degree angle to keep the post from moving around or sagging before the concrete had a chance to harden.  Darryl wondered if those were going to be removed, but then decided it wouldn’t hurt to leave them up.  They might help brace the fence if it had to hold off a press.
Finally they nailed the cross-beams into place.  Bobo had chosen, and looted, heavy two by twelve boards that needed two guys to lift and hold in position while two more nailed them to the posts.  It wasn’t really a weight thing, but a matter of how many hands one had to manage the long board.  They had plenty of hands, so they threw manpower at the problem.  More men went behind these crews and nailed a vertical board over the back of the posts where the ends of the cross-beams met to reinforce the joins.
It wasn’t a pretty fence.  The look was haphazard and rushed, but Darryl couldn’t see anything really wrong with it.  Not structurally.  A human could climb it, but the news didn’t show the zombies as really having any real coordination or physical prowess.  The cross-beams were close enough together that only a child would be able to squeeze between them, and the bottommost cross-beam was purposefully placed too close to the ground for even a kid to crawl under.
Bobo and Tank had constructed a gate that was even uglier than the fence itself.  Basically they built a fence section without attaching it to the posts, instead nailing together a rectangle of boards.  To hang it they used a solid line of hinges, attaching them one after the other from top to bottom while a couple of guys held the gate in place.  When they were done, they propped a couple of boards up under the non-hinge end of the gate to keep it from pulling the fence post over before the concrete had a chance to set.
Darryl heard the word ‘overbuilt’ being thrown around, but he agreed with what Bobo seemed to think.  Who cared what it looked like, or how bad it was compared to a ‘real’ gate or a ‘real’ fence.  Just as long as it kept zombies out.  And, if armed men guarded it, there was a decent chance it would keep people out too.
When he crowded into the TV room with a couple of the other Dogz with his lunch, which was hamburgers and potato chips, what he saw on the news didn’t change his opinion about the fence one bit.  Who gave a shit how it looked.  Just so long as it worked.
* * * * *



 
Chapter Twelve – Take all necessary precautions
Jessica
Jessica sat in her recliner with a sick feeling in her stomach, watching as images of downtown Atlanta played out on the television.  For most of the day she had been glued to the news, free to watch with Candice perfectly happy to stay in the front room where she had full reign over the kids’ television.  So while Candice enjoyed uninterrupted access to the X-Box, something she normally had to compete with her siblings for time on, her mother and grandparents were in the living room watching the city disintegrate.
Three of the four Atlanta network television affiliates had evacuated their studios hours earlier.  WAGA, the Fox affiliate, had tried to evacuate, but they were apparently surrounded by thousand of sick people who were swarming across the Druid Hills area near Emory University.  Jessica had thought that a little odd, because the CDC was headquartered in the same area, and she would have expected the government would do everything possible to keep that accessible.
WAGA, WXIA, and WGCL were controlling their broadcasts from studios outside the city, tapping into their transmitters and using borrowed or mobile resources to continue their reporting.  WSB had gone off the air about eleven.  That had quickly gotten coverage from the other three stations, not because they were gloating or because they particularly felt Atlanta needed to know what had happened to their fellow broadcaster, but because the majority of the news was focusing on downtown.
That was where WSB’s transmission tower was, and fires had ravaged through downtown quite badly.  Jessica found it almost impossible to fathom how a city made mostly of concrete could burn, but burning it was.  Already, estimates put it at as much as fifteen percent of downtown either actively burning, or smoldering from fires that had already come and gone.  ‘Experts’ – though Jessica wasn’t sure what qualified someone to be an expert on this sort of situation – were saying a lot of the fires probably had started from car accidents, with restaurant and hotel kitchens responsible for most of the others.
About two-thirds of the images the stations were showing of the carnage, the horror, were apparently coming from security cameras on buildings.  Of the rest, they were a mix of helicopter teams shooting from the air and people who seemed to almost be making a game of darting around the edges of the downtown area to grab shots.  Jessica had never understood ‘storm chasers’, the folks who raced toward a tornado or hurricane; what some of the freelancers capturing images in Atlanta were doing made even less sense to her.
And it was bad.  Normally a significant chunk of a major city being aflame would be the story, but not now.  No, now it was the hordes of sick people who were roaming the streets and investing the buildings, stalking the healthy.  Jessica was past being shocked at this point by anything she saw.  Panicked fleeing, no problem.  She’d seen dozens of shots of people fleeing shambling pursuers.  People shooting at or fighting with other people, again healthy individuals fighting to get clear of ill ones; a little worse, but still relatively tame by comparison.
Even the images showing what happened when the victims, the zombies, were able to get their hands on someone they wanted, were able to seize and hold them, she was almost utterly numb to now.  Apparently so were the broadcasters, for anything remotely approaching normal standards of censoring shocking or violent imagery and subject matter were completely absent.  She’d seen people being killed and eaten.  She’d seen people being eaten and then dying of the wounds inflicted by those eating them.  She’d even seen a few people being torn apart, and then eaten, by crowds of the zombies.
Not even the videos of the military really phased her at this point.  At first she’d taken heart from the images of military convoys rolling briskly down the road, tanks and trucks and humvees packed with soldiers all looking ready for action.  Then she noticed some of the same shots seemed to be repeating a lot.  And that other of the shots didn’t seem to be from anywhere she recognized as being in or near Atlanta.
And there were also reports coming out, more on the internet than from the television news, that a lot of the military units were in trouble.  Some of them were being scattered and attacked from within, as members of the units abruptly converted and began trying to eat their fellows.  Jessica supposed there was only so much of that a platoon or company or whatever could stand before they stopped being useful for any sort of mission.
Other of the units, ones that apparently did manage to get themselves to a site where they could try to help, were having mixed results.  There were a few shots, some of them also being recycled heavily, that showed the soldiers manning barricades they made with their vehicles while they fired weapons into crowds of approaching zombies.  Jessica didn’t even really blink when she saw some tank cannons being used on the crowds.  The violence didn’t bother her a lot right now.
What did, however, was how little use it seemed to be.  She was pretty sure, and the internet was heavily speculating along the same lines, the reason a lot of the shots of the military were being so recycled when other fresh footage kept showing up was because it wasn’t working.  The military was failing.  However, why, it didn’t matter.  What did was that the ‘strategy of containment’ she’d heard some of the media talking about was failing.
To be fair to the military, they apparently were being at least some help.  There were reports of units successfully escorting survivors out of ‘hot zones’ of the outbreak.  And more reports of other units assisting with the setting up and maintenance of evacuation points near the worst hit areas across the country.  Atlanta was surrounded in all directions by a number of the points, which appeared to be lots of tents and trucks of supplies.  But she noticed there seemed to be far more evacuees at them than there were ‘staff’, if that was the right word to use for people who were medically or crisis trained and who were trying to assist the evacuees.
Jessica kept her laptop with her constantly, surfing the net for information while the television droned in the background.  She had one tab in her browser that was dedicated to the CDC website she’d been given yesterday.  She wasn’t sure if the site was even being updated, despite the time/date stamp that generated every time she clicked refresh.
The link that was supposed to go to ‘Victims in CDC Care, Georgia, Atlanta area’ always showed a little popup box that read ‘no information is available at this time, please check again later’.  She kept telling herself it was because they were so busy curing people that they didn’t have the time to update the website.  She tried hard to keep telling herself that.
The newscasters on the television, their voices normally so professionally calm, so completely controlled as they read out the news of the day, had long since abandoned all but the barest shreds of such standards.  Now they sounded as numb as Jessica felt, and several times some anchor or another had broken down in sobs, or had their voice choked off by their own emotions, as they narrated the latest horrific atrocity.
“Okay, we’re going to cut away from this to take you to the Governor’s Mansion in Buckhead, where Governor Deal is about to speak.” the anchor’s voice said.  The images showing an army unit stationed across the southern end of the Downtown Connector, just north of where it diverged again into I-75 and I-85, abruptly vanished to show a shot of crowded room.
Jessica thought it rather looked like a hotel ballroom, but there were a lot of people in it, and they weren’t wearing formal clothing.  She saw a lot of cameras and microphones, as well as smartphones, tape recorders, and laptops all out in hands or on tables.
She recognized the Governor standing in a cleared space, talking with a group of people either wearing suits or military uniforms.  The suit wearers looked stressed and tired, with ties loose or absent at their collars, suit jackets missing, and sleeves rolled up.  The uniforms were fatigues, not formal military dress, and while they looked a little more controlled than the civilians, there was still an edge of franticness in their posture.
Abruptly the Governor turned to the room, raising a microphone in one hand up to his mouth.  “Hello, is this on?  Can everyone hear me?”  He seemed to be listening to what people in the room were saying in response to the question, then his head turned and he made a motion with the microphone to someone who wasn’t in frame.  A moment later, when he spoke again, his voice was considerably louder.  “Is that better?  Yes?  Okay, good.”
He looked tired, something Jessica had never seen in a professional politician before.  Not outside of a movie in any event.  And even there, even in movies that involved world wars or massive terrorist events, Presidents, Governors and Mayors almost always seemed to show up with their clothes freshly pressed, ties tightly knotted, and hair neatly combed.  It was a leadership thing, an image-as-reassurance thing.
Whatever thing it was, whether or not it actually worked, Deal didn’t seem to ascribe to that school of thought.  Or maybe he was too busy to care.  Jessica wasn’t sure.  But he looked frazzled and tired, not poised and polished.  His tie hung completely loose around his neck, his jacket looked rumpled, and his shirt definitely needed pressing.  There was a shadow on his face that indicated he needed to shave, and his hair was untidy like he’d been running or something.
“We’ll skip the usual formalities.” Deal said, and even his voice sounded exhausted, defeated.  “I am announcing the declaration of martial law across the entire metropolitan Atlanta area, starting now.  In addition to the circumstances downtown, in Druid Hills, in Marietta, around Hartsfield Airport, and other places; there is looting and violence that is unrelated to the medical situation.  In some instances, police officers are being attacked and even killed by individuals they attempt to apprehend for crimes being committed.”
“Well it’s about time he did that.” Sharon said.  Jessica looked at her mother, seeing her face touched with a little anger, and her mouth firmly set.  Next to her on the couch, William was silent, but Jessica saw agreement in his eyes.  Amid the constant stream of reports showing sick individuals, or the destruction and mayhem erupting across the area, had been stories showing stores being stripped almost bare.  In some areas there had been mobs of people fighting with each other as they struggled to seize items from the shelves and get outside with them.
“To be clear, and to make it simple, anyone inside or within thirty miles of 285 should consider themselves covered by this declaration.  Anyone out on the streets will be detained and either escorted home or taking to holding areas being arranged now.  Go home, everyone needs to go home.  The best thing everyone can do to help us try and resolve this situation is to stop distracting our emergency services personnel who have been working since yesterday.”  Deal said, looking around the room as he spoke.
Jessica could tell there were questions being directed to him, but all the microphone in the governor’s hand, or the camera, was picking up was a faint buzz of voices.  Deal made a waving motion with his free hand and shook his head.
“Please, there’s just no way I can answer questions at this time.  The order is self explanatory.  If you are inside the Perimeter, or within thirty miles of it, you need to go home.  This is for your safety as much as your safety as our ability to better focus our available resources.”
Deal paused briefly as one of the civilians near him stepped forward, whispering in his ear.  The governor nodded.  “Ah, yes.  Regarding martial law, there is an exception.  If your area is currently marked red on the disaster maps the media is showing, which we are updating hourly, or if your area is suffering from large numbers of disease victims, you should not stay home.  You should evacuate.
“Most of these areas have been cordoned off, or are in the process of it being done.  If you’re stopped at a checkpoint or by a patrol just tell them which evacuation point you’re going to, and you will be allowed to continue”
The governor took a notepad, already opened to a wrinkled page, from his shirt pocket and studied it for a moment, ignoring the buzz of voices that rose in the room as he read.  “Next, nine-one-one and emergency services.  At this time, actually starting about fifteen minutes ago, I have instructed all nine-one-one call centers in metro Atlanta to disregard and disconnect any call that does not relate to either the medical situation or some incident that will result in widespread property harm.”
Now the buzz of voices was loud, and Jessica could make out some angry tones amid them.  Deal shook his head and both raised his voice even as he raised the microphone closer to his mouth.  “Please!  This is important.”  The background noise faded reluctantly, and Deal continued after a moment.  “There is no other way to say this, but we’re in a crisis situation.  There are not enough resources to go around.  We need the lines into the emergency centers kept open, and the firemen, the paramedics, and the police out in the field all free to be able to focus on containing the sick before they cause damage.
“The only exception to nine-one-one calls that don’t involve zo – uh, sick people, is for something like a building fire, a broken water main, a downed power line that’s still active, things like that.  Those situations have the potential to cause as much damage – or in some cases more – as the sick.  Those need to be dealt with as well, so they should be reported.  But the other calls, any other call, should not be made.  And if they are, they will be disregarded.”
The reporters were shouting questions at the governor now, and Jessica heard words like ‘murder’ and ‘assault’ being thrown out, but the governor just shook his head.  “Look, I’m not going to say people can’t defend themselves, and I’m not going to tell people to take the law into their own hands, but we are fast running out of warm bodies to send out to deal with things.  If everyone obeys the order to stay home, the only problem that should be left to handle will be the sick.”
“Jessica.”
She turned her head from the television as her father spoke her name, and found him looking at her with an expression she couldn’t remember ever seeing on his face before.  He looked serious and concerned to a level that went far beyond his normal mild mannered demeanor.  “Dad?”
“Do you still have Brett’s gun?” he asked soberly.
“What?” Jessica asked, shocked.
“Brett’s gun.  Did you get rid of it?”
Jessica stared at him for a few seconds, not hearing whatever was being said on the television.  “Why do you want to know?” she finally asked.
“Sweetie.” her father pointed the remote at the television and muted it.  “If you still have it, I want you to go get it for me.  We might need it.”
Jessica opened her mouth, then closed it.  She remembered Pete from last night, shooting Mr. Wagner.  But that had been self defense.  And the television, all those horrible scenes of what was happening downtown.  She heard, now that the television’s speakers were off, the faint sounds of Candice’s game in the other room, and found herself getting up before she realized she’d decided.
“It’s in my closet.” she said faintly.
“Do you want me to go with you?” her father asked gently.
She shook her head.  “No, I’ll get it.”
Feeling light headed, she went upstairs and into her bedroom.  Pulling the string dangling from the closet light to turn it on, she unfolded the little step stool she kept on her side, then stepped up and start rummaging through the things on the top shelf.  Very little of it was hers, since she found it inconvenient at five foot seven to easily reach the shelf.
Instead, she preferred to keep her things on the floor, or on the shelves lower down.  In the very back corner of the top shelf she found the metal box she’d made Brett buy for his pistol the week after she’d learned she was pregnant with Joey.  It had stayed there for the past couple of years, unneeded and almost forgotten.
It was heavy in her hands, which she saw were shaking a little, as she shoved things out of the way so she could slide it closer to herself and extract it.  When she stepped down, she almost dropped it, but tightened her grip just in time.  She stared at it for a few moments, then left the closet light on and the step stool out as she went back downstairs with it.
“Here.” Jessica said, handing it to her father when she reentered the living room.
He took it from her and set it on his lap, then looked back up at her.  “I hope you remember the combination.”
Jessica nodded.  “Zero four nine five zero.”
William began rolling the dials on the front of the box with his thumbs, inputting the number.  Jessica sat down as he worked.  She remembered the first two lock boxes Brett had come home with, both of which she’d made him take back.
The first had used a key, which she had pointed out could be found by the kids and thus the box opened.  The second had used only a three number combination, which she had similarly pointed out was not secure enough for her comfort.  So he had gotten this one, and she had reluctantly ceased her protestations.
The box clicked open, and her father reached inside.  The stainless steel pistol looked large and dangerous in his hand as he took it out and drew it from the nylon holster.  She flinched a little as he worked the slide with a loud metallic clacking, peering in the gun for a moment, then doing something with his thumb that made the gun click, then click again.  Setting it next to himself on the couch, he pulled a rectangular magazine out of the lockbox and examined it briefly, then took a box of bullets out as well.
“Dad, where are you going to keep it?” Jessica asked as he opened the bullets and started inserting them into the magazines.
“On me.” William said without looking up from the weapon in his hands.
“All the time?” Jessica persisted.  “I don’t want Candice to get her hands on it.”
William stopped and looked at her.  She half expected him to be angry.  Instead, his face was sad and hurt.  “Jessica, honey, that’s not going to happen.  It’s going to stay with me, even when I go to the bathroom, where the door will be locked.”
Jessica thought of the police officers shooting into the crowd of students at the high school yesterday, and felt her eyes starting to moisten.  She forcibly banished the image, replacing it of memories of Joey and Sandra’s last birthday parties.  They’d been so happy then.  “Promise?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Sharon whispered something sharp to him, her voice too low for Jessica to hear, and he gave her a look before returning his eyes to Jessica.  “Sweetie, nothing’s going to happen to any of you while I’m here, certainly not my granddaughter.  This is just a precaution.”
Jessica wanted to argue.  She didn’t like guns.  One of the worst fights she’d ever had with Brett had been over his wanting to own and shoot a gun.  He’d always say it was just a precaution, that it was a fun hobby, that it was for when the worst happened; she still didn’t like them.  Yesterday had been a mixed bag as far as she was concerned.  Part of her hated them more than ever for what had happened to Joey and Sandra, but another part of her was questioning that reaction after seeing what was happening out there.
“Just be careful dad.  Please.” Jessica finally said, twisting her hands in her lap.
* * * * *



Peter
The living room was quiet except for the scrape of spoons in bowls and a steady undercurrent of slurping and chewing sounds.  Peter would have been willing to believe that twenty-four hours ago these men and women, the survivors of over two units of Georgia National Guard, were at least moderately mannered and reasonably polite individuals.  If so, they weren’t acting like it now.
Most of those conventions had been set aside as they sat scattered across the living room of the appropriated apartment, hungrily consuming the food Roper had put together using things he’d found in the kitchen.  Mostly it was two pots of soup thickened with ramen noodles; one based on canned chicken soup while the other was made of canned beef and vegetable soups.
To compliment the soups, really to stretch them further, he’d used the oven to toast a loaf of wheat bread that had been found atop the refrigerator.  A number of soldiers had protested when they realized what Roper was doing, but he’d just showed them the side of the margarine container.  It didn’t say it needed to be refrigerated, he’d pointed out.  So after a generous slathering of that on the slices and a sprinkle of garlic, it was ersatz garlic bread.
Peter was on his second bowl of soup.  He had effectively inhaled the first, and was now making himself down the second more slowly.  The rest had helped, everyone, but Peter especially felt a lot better.  Of course, he was still loading himself down with pain killers to chase away the aches.  It had been years since he’d endured the kind of physical activity he’d gone through in the last day, and he knew there was likely more in store.
“What about that meat in the freezer?” Smith asked abruptly, dropping his bowl on the carpet and sitting back.
Roper shrugged.  “Some of the packages are still partially frozen, but to be safe I’d only use the beef.  Chicken goes bad real quick.”
“So steaks then?”
Hernandez leaned forward and ladled a bit more of the chicken soup into his bowl.  “There’s seventeen mouths here.  There’s probably not enough in there for all of us.”
“Well, how long are we staying?” Roper asked after a moment.
Eyes flicked over to Peter.  He had been listening, but it took him a few seconds to realize they were deferring to him.  Wiping his lips slowly on the cuff of his utilities, he set his bowl aside and sat straighter.  “That’s the big question.”
“I want to get the fuck out of here.” Candles said.
“It ain’t so bad here.” Barker spoke up.
“Maybe, but how long until the zombies figure out a way past the fence?”
Peter made a patting motion in the air before him before anyone started going off on Candles’ comment.  “Hang on.”
“So, what’s the plan then?” Candles asked.
“Look, we spent a lot of time last night trying to slide past the zombies, and all it did was whittle us down.”
“No shit.”  “Yeah.”  “Fuck.” were the responses that bounced around the circle of soldiers.
Peter nodded soberly.  “Now it looks like the zombies eventually get bored, or forget, or something.  They weren’t stacked up along the fence this morning, and if they stayed fixated they would have still been there.”  He’d spent a some time on the little balcony after he’d woken the second time, at least until his presence started being noticed by zombies who stopped wandering and started congregating, and it had been the first thing he’d noticed.
“You’re saying the fence is going to hold?” Hernandez asked.
“Probably.” Peter said.  “At least, it should.  If we stay under cover and don’t attract the attention of any packs.”
“So we’re just gonna sit in here?” Candles asked, frowning.
“I want to spend the afternoon scouting and scrounging through some of the other units in the complex.” Peter said, choosing to respond positively.
“Oh man.” Oliver moaned.  “You’re kidding, right?  Just squat and wait to be eaten?”
“We’ll check the fence again to make sure.” Peter replied.  “But it’s wrought iron welded to posts set in concrete.  Unless the zombies figure out how to drive I don’t think we’ve got a lot to worry about if we’re careful to not hang around outside encouraging them to mass up on us.”
“Why don’t we just boost some cars?” Dorne asked.  “How many did we see in here last night Mendez?”
Mendez scratched his chin for a moment.  “Dunno.  More than enough for us to use.  Hell, I’m pretty sure there are enough for us to waste some if we want.”
“That’s crazy.” Whitley said.
“What, wasting cars?”
“No, thinking we can just drive on out of here.  What about all the zombies?  You can’t just ram a car through that many.”
“Why not?” Candles demanded.  “Sarge here is a mechanic, so I bet he knows how to jury rig something to get them started.  And once it’s going . . .”
“Some of the streets are covered fifteen or twenty deep with zombies, for starters.” Whitley said a touch impatiently.  “Hundreds of them, more than hundreds.  A fuck-ton lot of them.  Unless there’s a bulldozer or a steam roller or something, how do you expect to get through that many?”
“Drive slow but don’t stop.” Candles shot back.  “Shouldn’t be that much of a problem.  Cars weigh enough to push through.”
“Well–” Peter started to interject, but Whitley was talking.
“And what about the gates?” she demanded.  “There’s no power, so if we get them opened up there’s no guarantee we can get them closed again if we need to.”
“So?” Hernandez asked, sounding genuinely confused.  “We’d be gone.”
“So, that plan requires all of us to go along with it.”
“Okay–” Peter tried again.
“No way.” Smith said, folding his arms and setting his face in a stubborn expression.
Peter picked up his coffee and took a long sip, as much for the caffeine as to cover his frustration as the argument continued developing.  The mug had a caption on it that read ‘Important Stuff to Know’, then below that a numbered list.  The first entry was ‘Keep your mouth shut!’, followed by blanks for numbers two through ten.  When Peter had first seen it, he’d decided whoever had lived here either had an odd sense of humor, or friends who did.
“You just want to sit in here?”
“Yup.” Smith said, nodding.
“What the hell for?” Candles demanded.
“Doom 3.”
Everyone blinked, staring at the Guardsman and waiting for him to say something more.  Peter was as caught out as much as everyone else and was still trying to get his thoughts back on track when Candles finally spoke.
“What in the fuck does that mean?”
Smith grinned suddenly.  “What, I’m the only one who played that?”
“The game?” Mendez asked, sounding puzzled.
“Sure.” Smith said.  A few heads nodded cautiously, but everyone was still eyeing him expectantly.  He looked around, then heaved a sigh and spread his hands.  “Okay, look.  In the game, you’re a guy stationed on a base on Mars when some science weenies there accidentally open portals into Hell.”
“Yeah, so?” Hernandez asked.
“Well that means there’s all these demons and zombies and shit that start tearing the base and everyone on it apart.  You’re the hero, so you’re running around trying to survive and figure out what’s going on so you can maybe do something about it.  Eventually you fight down into one of the restricted levels where you find one of the key scientists hiding.”
“Sounds like us.” Crawford muttered.
“Yeah, but we’re not smart.” Swanson said with a laugh.
“Hey speak for yourself.” Oliver said.  “I aced the hell out of the ASVAB.”
“Big talk from someone who’s flunked Intro to Biology twice.” Dorne said, grinning.
“Anyway.” Smith said while Oliver gave Dorne the finger.  “The scientist explains why the monsters are there and says you need to go through a particular portal he can create using the equipment in the lab there.  It’ll let you go straight into Hell, where, according to him, you can stop all the monsters and shit from coming through and shredding everything on Mars.”
“So what happens next?” Jenkins asked, shifting against the cushions he was leaning against.
“I dunno, that’s where I quit playing.  Which is my point.  That was a stupid as hell plan that guy had, so I said no fucking way.” Smith said.
There was another moment, then several people started trying to talk at once.  Peter made out “dumbass” and “you stupid fucker” among the comments being directed at Smith, though there were other things being said to him in a mishmash of simultaneous accusation.  Smith waved his hands in the air, as if he were trying to fend off the verbal barrage with gestures.
“Hold up, hold up.”
“Thanks for story time with Specialist Smith.” Candles said, sounding pretty annoyed.  “Now let’s get back to reality.”
“No, you don’t understand.” Smith protested.  “The game said the only way to proceed was to go into Hell, and I decided that if I were that guy there’s no way I’d fucking do that.  So I quit playing.  I always imagined loading up on coffee and camping in the corner of the lab for a couple of weeks with my gun pointed at the door until the reinforcements from Earth arrived.”
“Dude, seriously?” Hernandez started to say, but Peter stood up and clapped his hands twice.
“Knock it the fuck off.” Peter said, loud enough to cut through all the by play.  He didn’t play video games, but Smith’s seemingly irrelevant story reminded him of a movie from the early 80s.  It had been a while since he’d seen Wargames, but he remembered the computer at the end of the movie, which was trying to learn how to play games, decided some games weren’t worth playing.  That it was a waste of time and effort to bother playing.
“I think what Smith is trying to say is we spent all last night trying to get out of the city, and all we accomplished was get most of us killed or eaten.” Peter said slowly.
“Killed and eaten, you mean.” Crawford muttered.
Peter gave her a sharp look, and she shrugged.  She didn’t say anything further as Peter continued.  “Sure we’re rested and fed now, and we’ve had some time to wrap our heads around what we’re facing, but I don’t think we should just charge back out there so fast.  I want to look around in the apartments or condos or whatever they are here and see if we can find a way to contact someone.”
“Who?”
“Anyone.” Peter said, suppressing a sigh.  “Preferably Clay or someone in either the Georgia Guard or regular military chain of command; but honestly I’d settle for some kid in Smyrna or whatever.  Anyone who can tell us what’s going on beyond the shit we’re stuck in right here.  Anyone who maybe can help break us out of here, fill us in on what we need to know to have a chance to cut ourselves clear.”
“There’s no power.  There ain’t no phones.” Candles protested.  “What are we going to hunt around for, a magic wand?”
“Look!” Peter shouted, his grip on his temper finally starting to slip.  “Calm down and listen for a minute.”  He resisted the urge to put his hand on the grip of the pistol holstered on his right side.  That might escalate things in the apartment in a way that would be dangerous, and completely unnecessary.
There was really only one thing, technically two, Peter might be willing to shoot anyone else in the room over.  Destroying or opening the fence, or if they tried to hurt someone else.  Apart from keeping either of those things from happening, Peter didn’t care about much else at the moment.
Candles had subsided, though he looked angry.  “Here’s how I see things.” Peter said more calmly.  “Unless and until I get in touch with some higher authority, I’m assuming the shit has well and truly filled the pot, and we’re deep in it.  And not in a ‘things are bad so we need to hold on for rescue’ way either.  I’m saying there might not be anyone left who’s able to rescue us.”
Silence filled the room as Peter paused to let the weight of his words sink in a bit.  He glanced around at the faces watching him, then sighed.  “What I’m saying is I don’t think it matters all that much to anyone except us whether or not we get out of here.”
Candles opened his mouth, but Hernandez leaned in and spoke before the other could.  “So what, we should just sit in here and wait to die?”
“No, that’s not what I’m saying.  I intend on living, and I want to get out of here.  But if there’s a disagreement on how we go about that, then I’m not going to ride roughshod on anyone’s ass.  If you think you have a better plan, then fine.  Head on out, go do whatever.”
“So what, it’s every man for himself?” Candles asked.
Peter shrugged.  “Sort of, yeah.  I think our best chance is probably to still work together.  But like I told whats-his-name last night, if you want to split, I ain’t got the time or inclination to stop you.”
“We’re deserters then?” Mendez asked, sounding a little shocked.
“No.  We’re . . . look, it’s not deserting if there’s no one to report to.” Peter said.  “And right now we are definitely cut off and on our own.  If what’s happening here is even half as bad everywhere else, then I’m pretty sure it’ll be weeks, probably months, before what’s left of the armed forces, hell the government, get their shit together and organized again.”
“Fine, then I vote for grabbing off some of those cars and rolling out of here.” Candles said.
“I vote we sit in here until we come up with a good plan.” Smith interjected on the heels of Candle’s statement.  “Going out there on a hope and a prayer is proven suicide.”
Peter shook his head as Candles glared at Smith.  “Whitley’s right.  Using a vehicle from here means the gate has to be opened, and that screws over anyone who wants to stay.”
“So everyone should come then.”
Whitley threw her hands up.  “Aren’t you listening?  You want to go, then go.  But just because you can leave doesn’t mean you have the right to make the rest of us come with you.”
“Well I think Candles is right.” Hernandez said.  “We should get the hell out of here, and we’ll have time to work on the cars without being bothered.  It’s a good plan.”
Peter waved his hands.  “Okay, cards on the table.  I’m pretty sure we’re just a bunch people stuck in the middle of a fucked up situation, not a military unit.  Not anymore.  But having said that, as a guy who’s stuck here right now, I’m not going to take it well if anyone tries to fuck me over.”
“Say what?” Roper asked.  Peter ignored him, keeping his eyes on Candles and Hernandez, who seemed to be the most eager to split.  They were studying Peter cautiously, though Candles had more anger in his expression than Hernandez’s did.
“If you want to leave, then leave.  I’ll even help you climb over the fence.  But, at least for a while, I plan on holing up in here.  That fence is basically almost all of the reason I want to do that.  If you fuck with the integrity of the fence then that fucks me over.”
Candles’ eyes narrowed as they met Peter’s, and the Marine felt himself stilling.  As moments ticked by, staring at Candles’ face, Peter abruptly realized he was completely ready to shoot the other man.
He hadn’t drawn his pistol, but he knew, absolutely knew, he could fill his fist with the M45 and put at least one, probably two or three, bullets into Candles before the Guardsman would be able to get his M-16 off the floor and into a firing position.  A piece of him was shocked at the notion, but he knew he’d rather be alive to feel bad about it.  He was completely ready to kill whoever he had to in order to live.
He really didn’t want to have to though.
“Okay, deep breaths.” Swanson said after a moment.  “Everyone just ease down.  There’s no urgency.  We’re safe here.  We’ve got time to argue about this all day if that’s what it takes.”
“I don’t want to sit around in here bitching when we could be on the move.” Candles said, keeping his eyes on Peter.
“No one’s saying you have to.” Smith said.  “You can go or stay, however you want.  But I’m with sarge.  The fence is why staying here is gonna work.  So whatever you do, don’t fuck with the fence.”
Candles opened his mouth, but other heads were nodding around the circle.  Hernandez leaned in again and touched him on the shoulder.  Candles looked at him angrily, but Hernandez just shrugged and spoke pretty calmly.  “They’re right.”
“So you’re going to just squat in here with the rest of them?” Candles demanded.
“Maybe, maybe not.” Hernandez said.  “But the fence is what’s giving us the time to argue about this like a bunch of old women.  And maybe there’s a satellite phone or something around here.  For sure there’s probably food.  I’m willing to give it at least a day.”
Candles threw his hands up as he rose suddenly to his feet.  Stomping a little, he left the living room and went into one of the bedrooms.  Peter watched him go, thinking the man probably should have taken his weapon just as a matter of safety, but equally as glad Candles hadn’t.  He clearly needed to cool down.
“What about the rest of you?” Peter asked after the bedroom door Candles had vanished into had audibly closed.
“I’m with you sarge.” Whitley said immediately.  “Safety in numbers, and you’re experienced.”
“I’m not sure anyone can honestly say they’re trained for what we’re stuck in the middle of.” Peter said, but other heads were nodding in agreement with Whitley.  Roper, Swanson and Smith primarily.  Mendez gave a single jerky nod, almost a mirror of what Crawford did.
“I’m willing to sit things out here for the time being.” Hernandez spoke quietly, his tone even and unchallenging.  “I’m not saying for how long, but at least until tomorrow.  And even if I decide it’s time to head out, I won’t fuck with the fence.”
Peter nodded.  “I appreciate it.”  He ran his gaze over the rest of the Guardsmen, the ones who hadn’t indicated what they were thinking.
“Oh fuck.” Oliver said.  “Look . . . okay, fine.”  He swallowed visibly, then gave a shaky laugh.  “I’ll hang in here for the time being.  At least today, unless something happens that changes circumstances.”
“I’m all for getting out of here as soon as we can.” Barker said as Oliver laughed weakly again.  “But I’m not eager enough to not think it through.  There was too much running and not enough planning last night.”
“So you’re with the sarge?” Johns asked.
Barker shrugged.  “Like Hernandez said.  I’m a friendly, but our paths might split at some point.”
“Fair enough.” Peter said.  “So, here’s what I think we should do for the next couple of hours.  Let’s check some of the other units for things that we can use, food, weapons, and especially any way to communicate out.”
“So what are we looking for?” Smith asked.  “I mean about the comms.” he added hastily when eyes turned to him.  “Food, weapons, sure I get that.  I ain’t an idiot.”
“Jury’s still out on that.” Crawford muttered.  “Grab any cigarettes you find, I’m down to my last pack.” she said a little louder as Smith gave her a dirty look.
“Check any phone we find, mobile or land line.  If one’s working, we’ll use it.  I don’t know how likely we are to find one, but a satellite phone or a ham radio is probably what’s most likely to actually help us.” Peter said.
“Computers.” Mendez said abruptly.
“What?” Swanson said.
Mendez shrugged.  “Laptops will still work, at least if they’ve still got batteries.  Some of them might have an aircard or something.”
“Worth a shot.” Peter said.  “I figure we can start with the other units in this building, then maybe check some of the ones immediately adjacent if things are going well.”
“Okay, so by fireteams?” Hernandez said, rising and slinging his M-16 across his chest.
“Unless someone wants to sit out.” Peter replied.  “And I want to keep at least one team here in this apartment to hold the fort and act as a ready reserve in case someone has trouble.”
“Trouble?” Crawford asked moodily.
“Like we open an apartment up and find a bunch of zombies or something, right?” Swanson said, and Peter nodded.
“No sweat.” Mendez said.  “A few we can handle.”
“Then let’s get to it.”
* * * * *
 



Chapter Thirteen – What should we do
Jessica
Shouting drew Jessica’s attention from the laptop screen.  She looked up, saw her mother giving her the same expression of confusion, and quickly set the laptop on the table next to the recliner before jumping to her feet.  She couldn’t help but move quickly, hastily, as she crossed the living room and went through the entry hall to the front room.
Candice had paused her game, but was still on the floor in front of the television when Jessica appeared.  “Mom, what’s that?”
“I don’t know Candy Bear.” Jessica said, forcing a slight smile.  “Let me take a look.”
“I want to see.” Candice said, scrambling to her feet as Jessica bent next to one of the windows and lifted back the curtain.  Jessica said nothing, her eyes roaming across the cul-de-sac, searching for the source of the fuss.  She saw nothing at first, then, as she bent and leaned to her right to look up the street as best she could, saw several people out in the yard in front of a house.
“Jessica, what’s wrong?” she heard her father ask from behind her.
“I don’t know yet Dad.” Jessica said without looking away.  “A few houses down, across the street.  There are people out in their yard.”
She heard the deadbolt on the front door being thrown back, and straightened in alarm.  “Dad, what are you doing?”  She asked as she stepped back so she could see around the little bit of wall between the front room and the door.  Her father paused with his hand on the security latch, glancing at her.
“Seeing what’s wrong.”
“Dad, just leave it alone.” Jessica said quickly.  “You know what’s going on.”
“Yes, which is why I need to find out if it’s happening here.” William said calmly, sounding for all the world like he was mentioning that he was going to head out to the driveway in pouring rain to fetch a forgotten bag in the car.  Jessica opened her mouth, but Candice spoke up from behind her.
“Mom, why are they hitting that woman?”
“What?” Jessica said, whirling around.  Candice was kneeling on the couch, leaning over its back with both hands holding the curtains apart so she could peer out through the window.  Jessica bent down and looked, and sure enough, she saw a female figure on the ground in the house’s yard with three people gathered around, kicking at her savagely.  A few yards away from that, a woman was standing bent over a child who was holding his arm and crying.
She heard the door open, and before she could say anything, saw her father emerge onto the front porch.  As he walked to the driveway, she saw Brett’s pistol resting in the holster on her father’s belt.  Jessica bit her lip as William paused on the driveway and shaded his eyes, looking across the street.  She looked back to the altercation.
She didn’t know those people, they had moved in two months ago and Jessica had been too busy with the kids’ summer activities, and then the back to school fuss, to go over and say hi.  Her inclination was to stay in the house, to leave them to deal with it.  For the problem to stay away, far away.  She considered feeling ashamed of that impulse, but Candice’s breathing next to her managed to drive that reaction away.  But her dad was heading for the altercation . . . and she couldn’t bear to let him go over there alone.
The beating the three people were administering to the woman on the ground was brutal, as they kicked her over and over in the head and torso.  But it didn’t seem to be having much of an effect.  As she watched, she saw one of the attackers suddenly stop kicking, as the woman grabbed his foot.  He staggered back, hopping on one leg, as he tried to kick her free.  She continued to hang on, and Jessica blanched when she saw the head start raising up to the man’s foot.
“Candice, go sit on the couch with grandma.” Jessica said as her father started across the street.
“But–” Candice began, but Jessica stood back from the window and grabbed her daughter.  Swiftly she pulled her off the couch and set her on her feet, leaning down to look her square in the eye as she kept hold of Candice’s shoulders.
“Go sit with grandma, now.  You’re not in trouble, but I need you to go sit with grandma.” Jessica said in her sternest mom voice.  “Go, now.”
Candice gave her a look that was a shadow, a flashback, of some of the expressions Candice had worn yesterday at the schools, and Jessica gave her a quick smile.  “You’re not in trouble, I promise.”
“Mom.” Candice said as Jessica released her.
“Go sit with grandma.”  Jessica repeated again, pointing without looking as she turned to the front door.
“Mom, be careful.” Candice said from behind her.
Jessica went outside and pulled the door firmly shut behind her.  Her father was across the street by now, walking quickly and only one house away from where the confrontation was happening.  Jessica saw the man who’d been grabbed suddenly yell, now in pain rather than anger, and topple over backwards.  The woman he’d been kicking had her face pressed up against his leg.  Jessica broke into a run, feeling her hair stream out behind her as she sprinted to join her father.
William stepped onto the lawn while Jessica was still running.  The shouting started to resolve into words instead of mere volume.
“Get her away from him!”
“Let my daddy go!”
“Get her off!  Get her off!”
The child, and the woman clutching at him, were both screaming; the woman backing up and taking the child with her as she stared in horror at what was happening.  The two men who were still on their feet were leaning over and tugging at the woman, one of them trying to pry her hands loose while the other sought to get a grip on her head.  The man on the ground was gasping in pain and trying to scrabble backwards on one leg and his hands.
“Get back from her.” Jessica heard her father said in the same voice he used when he was on the floor of his furniture factory.  It was his boss voice, the one that said he was in charge and wasn’t interested in hearing discussion.
“The hell I will, she’s trying to eat my brother!” the man who was struggling to pull the woman’s head back.
Jessica saw her father unsnap the top of the holster, and his hand drew the shiny pistol forth.  “If you want me to help, get back off her.”  William said again.
The man tugging on the woman’s hands glanced back.  His eyes fixed on the gun, widened, then he was grabbing instead at the other man.  “Joe, move.” he said as he pulled the man back a step.
“Jesus Jerry, you lost your mind?” Joe said as he tried to break the hold and dive back down on the woman.
“He’s going to shoot her, fucking move.” Jerry said, his voice strained with the effort to keep a hold on the struggling Joe.
Joe finally looked at William, paled a little, but stopped fighting.  They both backed off, and William raised the gun in both hands as he stopped about a yard away.  Jessica came to a halt behind her father as he aimed at the woman, afraid to say or do anything that might startle him.  A second that seemed to stretch and stretch passed, as William held the gun pointed at her, then he pulled the trigger.  Jessica jumped, unprepared for the incredibly loud bang as the pistol fired.
She saw the woman on the ground jerk as a hole appeared in her back, jagged and gaping.  Bits of . . . things . . . flew out from her body, but she didn’t release the man on the ground.  The gun fired again, and a second hole appeared an inch away from the first.  The wounds overlapped a little, and Jessica put her hand to her mouth as she realized she was looking inside the woman’s body.  There was something white visible through the holes, and Jessica blanched when it occurred to her it was probably the woman’s spine.
“Shoot her again!” Joe said angrily.
“Get her off, oh God!” the man on the ground gasped as sweat beaded his face and neck.  “She’s chewing on my leg.”
William moved closer, standing just out of arm’s reach of the woman as she clung to the man’s leg with her head making a little bobbing movement.  The pistol boomed again, and a third hole appeared in her.  This one was on the back of her shoulder, and Jessica saw that hand suddenly fall from the man’s leg as he kicked and struggled.  Her father walked quickly around the man, to his other side, and aimed again.  He shot, hit her in the back again, frowned and re-aimed, then shot a fifth time.  This time he hit the other shoulder, and the second arm went limp.
“Let’s pull her off him now.” her father said, holstering the pistol and moving quickly to get a hold of her feet.  Joe and Jerry darted forward, and the man on the ground emitted a blood curdling yell of pain as they dragged the woman backwards.  Jessica saw something stretching from his leg to the woman’s mouth, then abruptly snap.  She flopped and wiggled as she was hauled across the grass, away from her victim, and Jessica saw she was chewing on a piece of something still in her mouth.
“Get him and get clear.” William ordered, stepping back and drawing the gun again.  Jessica looked around, seeing a few faces in windows, one person about six houses down watching from their front porch, but that was it.  She saw the two men get their hands under the wounded one’s arms and pull him away, near the driveway.  Jessica looked back to the confrontation, realized she was sort of in front of her father, and hastily stepped to the side as he looked at her and started to motion.  He nodded as she moved, waiting for the others.  As soon as they were two yards away, William pointed the gun at the woman on the ground.
Jessica flinched as her father fired.  A gout of dirt and grass erupted from the yard next to her head.  He fired again, and the woman’s head shattered in a spray of bone and . . . other things.  The woman finally stopped moving and just lay there, face down in the yard with fist sized holes in her and a rather large crater in her skull.  Jessica looked away quickly from that, not interested in the details.  Her awareness expanded away from her father, the gun, and the body on the grass.
The man was gasping in pain, and Jessica saw blood, a lot of blood, coming from his leg.  He sat up and reached for the leg of his jeans, tugging it back.  There was a jagged oval bitten out of the flesh of his calf, just above the ankle, that was bleeding heavily.  Jessica felt light headed, but she grabbed Joe, who was leaning over the man he’d said was his brother.  “Do you have a first aid kit in the house?  Bandages?  Anything?”
“I don’t know.” Joe said tightly as he stripped his t-shirt off and started whipping it into a strip.  “I don’t live here.”
“I’ve got one in the trunk of my car.” Jerry said, standing up and digging in his pocket.
“Drew.” the man on the ground gasped as his brother started tying the t-shirt around the hole in his leg.  “I’m fine, how’s Drew?”
Jessica looked up at the woman, who had stopped screaming and was standing there with her arms squeezing the boy to her possessively.  The child, he looked to be about five or six, was still crying, and Jessica saw his left arm was bloody below the elbow though she couldn’t see the wound.  It might be under his hand, which was clamped around his forearm tight enough that she could see his knuckles were white.  She went over to the pair, seemingly not noticed by the woman, who kept her eyes on the man on the ground.  Jessica knelt down in front of the boy.
“Hi, is your name Drew?”  The boy nodded, his eyes wide through the tears streaming down his cheeks.  Jessica smiled and gestured to his arm.  “You want to let me see where you’re hurt?”
“Okay.” the boy quavered, his voice thin and hesitant as the tears dripped down his cheeks.  His fingers loosened, and his hand moved to reveal a wound almost identical to the one in the man’s leg.  It was in the meaty part of his upper forearm, on the outer edge.  Jessica’s smile faltered a little when she saw how deep it was, there were what she was sure were the bones of his forearm visible at the deepest part of the . . . bite mark.  She glanced up at the woman, who was drawing breath in heaving gasps.
“Ma’am.” Jessica tried, not knowing her name.
“Fisher.” her father said from behind her, and Jessica glanced at him quickly.  He nodded to the porch, and Jessica looked that way to see a small sign mounted on the wall next to the open front door that read “The Fishers”.  The sign was shaped and painted to look like a fish, a happy fish.  Cute.  Jessica looked back to the woman, trying again.
“Mrs. Fisher?  Hello, Mrs. Fisher?  We need to get your son bandaged, he’s bleeding.”
The woman’s eyes stayed on the body on the lawn, looking past Jessica with a fixed gaze.  Jessica waved her hand in front of her face.  “Hello, Mrs. Fisher?”  No response.  Jessica tried snapping her fingers, and got only the briefest of blinks.
“Joe, go get Maggie and Drew inside.” the man on the ground gasped as Jerry returned from his car with a white plastic box labeled ‘First Aid’ with raised red letters.
“But Jim–”
“Go help your nephew.” the man said sharply.  “I’m fine.”
“Actually, this looks pretty bad” Jerry said as he peered under the edge of the shirt on Jim’s leg.
“Help me up, let’s get out of the yard before you realize how much you’ve forgotten from that summer of lifeguarding.” Jim said with a brief, a very brief, chuckle.  “Ow, ahhhhh.”
Joe was approaching the woman and the boy.  “Maggie, we need to go inside.  Drew needs that arm looked at.”
There was no response.  Jessica stood up and put her head near Joe’s ear.  “She’s in shock.” Jessica whispered.  “I think.  You might have to carry her in or something.”
Joe frowned at her, then glanced back to his sister-in-law.  “Okay, Maggie.  It’s time to go inside.”
Jessica held her hand out to the boy.  “Drew, you want to come inside with me while your uncles . . .” she glanced quickly at Joe, who nodded, “. . . your uncles help your dad up?”
“Yes.” the boy said, his voice a bit stronger.  Jessica wasn’t sure how it was going to work, she couldn’t tell how tightly Maggie was holding onto her son, but Drew was able to duck under his mother’s arms and step away.
“Good.” Jessica said, putting her hand on the shoulder of his uninjured arm and turning him gently.  “Right back inside then.”  She guided the boy up the two steps to the porch, then through the door.  The house was identical to hers save for the furniture and paint and carpet, which didn’t surprise Jessica.  Most of the neighborhood had been built to the same plans by the same developer about twenty years ago.
She looked to the right, and sure enough they had arranged their front room as a sort of second living room.  “Why don’t you sit down over there, on the chair.” Jessica said, pointing him at one of the upholstered chairs.  Jessica could hear the television on in the other room, saying something about air travel being curtailed.
As he sat down, Jessica heard heavy breathing, and some grunting, behind her.  Turning, she saw her father and Jerry coming through the door, Jim’s arms draped over each of their shoulders as he hopped painfully between them on his good leg.
“Damnit Joe, carry her in here by force if you have to.  Get my wife back in the house.” Jim shouted back through the door.
“On the couch.” Jerry said, mostly to William, as they turned into the front room.  Jessica grabbed the end of the low sitting table and dragged it out of the way, clearing room for them to get the injured man to the couch without impediment.
“What happened?” Jessica asked as she straightened from moving the table.
Jim gave that brief laugh again as he sank down on the cushions and Jerry lifted his wounded leg up on the couch.  “We were in the kitchen, didn’t hear the door over the teevee.  Drew did though.”
“There was a woman pounding on the door.” the boy said.  Jessica looked at him, and saw he was staring at his father as Jerry opened the first aid kit on the carpet and started looking through it.
“Damnit Drew, what have we told you?” Jim asked, his voice strained with pain.  “You don’t answer the door, ever.”
Drew’s tears intensified, and Jessica reached automatically to pat him on the back, trying to comfort him.  Jim’s breath hissed out as his brother loosened the t-shirt on his leg and peeled it back, but he was looking at the boy.  “Drew, Daddy’s not mad.  But you have to listen, you have to do what we tell you.  It’s important, especially now.  You understand?”  He was trying to sound gentle, fatherly, but the pain was ruining the effort.
“Yes.” Drew whispered, his voice barely audible and thick with sobs.  “I’m sorry.”
“Okay . . .ARRRRGGGHHH!” Jim said, then shouted in pain as his brother poured something from a small bottle over the wound.  “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”  He yelped, pounding a fist on the back of the couch.
“Sorry.” Jerry said, but he sounded distracted rather than apologetic, as he capped the bottle and set it aside.  “Disinfectant.”
“Christ . . . that . . . hurts.” Jim panted.  Jessica could see the liquid pooling in the gaping wound on his leg, and the jagged edges of flesh were bubbling in some places.
“Well what do you want me to do?” Jerry demanded as he started folding the bloody t-shirt to a clean spot.  “Let you bleed out and die of shock sometime between now and tomorrow?”
“Bathroom.” Jim gasped.  “Cabinet.  Pills.”
“Master bedroom?” Jessica asked automatically, still rubbing Drew’s back, feeling his little body heave with sobs.
“Yes.” he said, gritting his teeth and inhaling sharply as Jerry dabbed at the wound with the t-shirt.
“I’ll go look.” Jessica offered.  When no one objected, she headed for the stairs.  At the end of the hall, she found the bedroom in the expected place, but had to walk around the bed to get to the bathroom.  They’d put their bed on the wall leading to it, rather than against the far wall as she had.
The light switch was in the same place though, and she opened the medicine cabinet, her eyes scanning.  She saw a bottom of aspirin, but looked at the labels on the prescription bottles she saw.  One of them was labeled ‘Percodan’, and rattled when she lifted and shook it.
She looked on the sink counter, but didn’t see a glass or cup of any kind, so she took the bottles of painkillers and went back downstairs.  Moving through the living room, she entered their kitchen and started opening cabinets.  A big pot of something was simmering on the stove, it smelled like soup or stew, and she saw a cutting board out with a half chopped carrot.  When she found cups, she put water in two, turned off the stove, then returned to the front room.
Joe had got Maggie into the house, but it was really just a change of location.  She was sitting in one of the other chairs, her eyes still fixed and distant.  Jessica frowned slightly, but put the cups down on the sitting table and opened the bottle of prescription pain killers.  There were about a dozen left in it, and she shook two out into her hand.
“Here.” she said, stepping closer and reaching past Jerry to press them into Jim’s hands.  She turned to get him one of the cups of water, but when she turned back he was dry swallowing them.
Shrugging mentally, Jessica shook out a third pill, then went back into the kitchen.  Taking up the knife from the cutting board, she scraped the carrots aside, then put the pill down and set the knife blade into the little divider line in the middle.  Glancing around, she snatched up a towel that was draped over the sink faucet and dropped it over both knife and pill, then smacked her hand down on the back of the blade.  There was a muffled crack-thump as the knife split the pill.
She had to shake the towel over the counter to find the two pill halves – they had shot off into the folds of cloth – but finally found them when they dropped out of the towel.  She reset the blade on one of the halves, covered it with the towel again, and hit it harder to split the half again.  When she found the quarter pieces, she took them with the half back into the front room again.  Picking up one of the cups, she hesitated, then looked at Jim.  Maggie didn’t look any better, so Jessica didn’t bother directing the question to her.
“Is Drew allergic to aspirin?” Jessica asked, thinking of Candice.  Her daughter was, she’d been hospitalized when she was three with hives and terrible stomach pains.
“No.” Jim gasped.  “Takes it . . . all . . . the time.”
“Okay.” Jessica said, kneeling down in front of the boy.  “Drew.” she said softly, holding up the cup.  “You need to take this pill.  It’ll make the pain better.”
Drew blinked wetly at her, then looked at her hands.  He reached for the pill quarter she was offering with trembling fingers, and almost dropped it twice before he managed to get it into his mouth.  Jessica didn’t relinquish the cup after that, but merely let him guide it as she supported and tipped it for him to sip from.  She saw him swallow several times, then lean back a bit from the cup.
“All gone?” Jessica asked, realizing she hadn’t asked anyone if the boy knew how to take pills yet.  Some children didn’t learn how to do that until they were much older.  But Drew opened his mouth and showed nothing but tongue and teeth, so Jessica nodded and gave him a smile.  “Good.”
Putting the cup down on the table, she looked back to the couch.  Jerry was busy taping a sterile pad into place on Jim’s leg.  Maggie was still staring vacantly into space, and Joe was watching what Jerry was doing with a slightly angry expression.  Her father was standing in the entryway, just past the wall.  She caught his eye, and he gestured subtly toward the door.  She frowned, then nodded after a moment.
“Are you going to be okay?” she asked, facing the couch but kind of directing the question at the room.
“Probably not.” Jim gasped with that same little chopped off chuckle.  “But thanks for helping.”  He turned his head awkwardly and looked at William.  “Both of you.”
“Sorry we can’t do more.” Jessica’s father said with a sad shake of his head.
“I gave Drew a quarter of a Percodan.” Jessica said.  “Just so you know.”  She didn’t want them over dosing the boy, but she knew that bite had to hurt.  If his father’s reaction was anything to go on, when they tried to clean the wound on his arm it was going to be hard on Drew.
“Joe, you hear that?” Jim asked, and his voice sounded a little less stressed.
“What?” Joe blinked, then looked from his brother to Jessica and nodded.  “Yes, half a Percodan.”
“A quarter.” Jessica said.  “He’s probably about fifty pounds, that really should be enough.  And he might go to sleep from it.”  She hesitated, thinking of what the governor had said earlier, than pressed ahead.  “You might want to call nine-one-one, or maybe drive into a hospital.  Those bites look pretty bad.”
“We’ll be fine.” Jerry said as he slapped his brother on the arm and picked up the first aid kit.  Rising, he headed for Drew’s chair.
“Okay.  Good luck.”
“Thanks again.” Jim said, and he was definitely sounding better.  Jessica knew from experience how quick those pain pills could kick in, and was relieved for his sake.
“Let’s go Jessica.” her father said from the entryway.  She nodded and picked her way through the room to join him as he opened the door.  He went out onto the porch and down the walk to the driveway.
Jessica couldn’t help but look at the body on the lawn.  It didn’t seem to have moved, which she was grateful for.  Some of the images the news had been showing were pretty graphic, and she wasn’t really sure how well she might react if the sick woman was still . . . alive, or whatever, after having been shot six times, including once in the head.
They walked back to Jessica’s house, and she found she was having to quicken her stride to keep up with her father.  When she glanced at him, she saw he was looking just about in all directions as they walked.  “What’s wrong?”
William was frowning, but his voice was almost routinely absent as he continued looking around.  “If they’re this far out . . . that could be bad.”
“This far out?” Jessica asked as they reached her driveway.
“I was hoping . . . I was hoping this was maybe just contained to city centers.” her father said, still sounding distracted.  “According to the news that’s where it’s been the worst.”
Jessica thought about that as they went up the walk to the porch.  As she opened the door and stepped inside, she heard Candice call out almost immediately.
“Mom?”
Her daughter appeared at the entrance to the living room, looking hopeful and worried.  “Mom!”  She ran to Jessica and flung her arms around her mother.
“It’s me sweetie.” Jessica said, hugging her back.  “Everything’s fine.”
“We heard shooting.” Candice said, her face pressed against Jessica’s stomach.  “Grandma wouldn’t let me go see what was going on.”
“Grandma was right, I’m glad you listened to her.” Jessica said, stroking Candice’s hair gently.  “There was nothing out there you needed to see.”
“I needed to see if you were okay.” Candice said, and Jessica heard the beginning of tears in her voice.
“I’m fine.” Jessica said, putting as much reassurance into her tone as she could.  “And I’m glad you’re okay.  That’s why you needed to stay here with grandma.  So I’d know you’d be fine.”
“I’m glad.” Candice said quietly.
“What, no hug for grandpa?” Jessica heard from behind her.  Glancing over her shoulder with a wry smile, she saw her father closing the door and grinning at Candice as she peered past Jessica.
“I’m glad you’re okay too grandpa.” Candice said, leaving Jessica and going to hug him.  Jessica noted he kept his right hand over the holstered pistol, hugging the girl only with his left.  He met her eyes, and she couldn’t read the look in them.
“Bill, maybe we talk about heading to one of the FEMA sites.” Sharon said after a moment.  Jessica watched her father hesitated as he hugged Candice, then shook his head slowly once.
“Why not?  If things are getting that ba–”
William shook his head again and cut his wife off, something he hardly ever did.  “No.”  He patted Candice on the back, then leaned down a little.  “You go play your games some more for grandpa, okay?  I’ve got to talk something over with grandma.”
Jessica noticed Candice’s hesitation, but the girl nodded agreeably enough after a moment, and quickly enough that she wasn’t entirely sure her parents caught it.  After Candice went back into the front room, William pointed and the three adults filed back in the living room.
“I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Dad, I know you don’t like government, but if it’s safer . . . ?” Jessica spread her hands a little as she stood in front of her recliner without sitting down.
“No, that’s not it.”
“Then what?” Sharon asked, sounding a little irked.
“There are going to be a lot of people there.” he said.
“Right, but there will be protection too.  The military is supposed to be guarding them, so it should be safer.”
He frowned.  “Think it through.”
“Think what through?”
“They keep saying this is some sort of a disease, but if it is, it’s spreading unlike any other we’ve ever seen.  People are still just up and . . . turning, even people who are staying away from others.” William sighed.  “What happens if you put a lot of people together in one place?  And some of them start changing?”
Jessica felt a chill ripple through her.  Sharon’s frown deepened.  “So what are we going to do then?”
“Stay here, try to stay safe.” Jessica’s father said unhappily.  “However we can.”
“Hrumph.” Sharon snorted.  “Well, I’m going to go start supper.  I’m tired of sitting around watching the news.”
She turned and went into the kitchen with a bit of a thump in her step, the same one she always had in her stride when she was less than pleased.  Jessica looked at her father and managed a weak smile she didn’t really feel.  He gave her one back that she was sure was just as much for show as hers.  They both sat back down and went back to watching the television.
* * * * *



Peter
Peter was keeping an eye on the situation beyond the fence, peeking through the vertical blinds over the sliding glass doors regularly.  The zombies out on the street seemed to like to wander around unless something caught their eye.  Without having to check, Peter knew their growing fixation with what was happening inside the fence was due to the comings and goings of the Guardsmen.
The teams came and went, at first fairly frequently.  Then, less often as Roper said they  had enough food for the moment, and they started poking through apartments further away from the one they’d designated as home base.  Finally the radio on Peter’s belt crackled. 
“Hey sarge?”
Peter unhooked the radio and adjusted the volume knob slightly before answering.  “What’s up Mendez?”
“Yeah, we’re in . . . where are we again guys?” Mendez said.  “Ah, T-7.  Anyway, there’s a desktop computer in here that’s connected to a satellite modem setup.  As far as I can tell it should be good to go if we can get power to it.”
Peter thought for a few moments.  They were plenty of apartments in the complex yet to be checked, but he wasn’t holding his breath for a generator to turn up anywhere.  It simply wasn’t the kind of thing he’d ever expect an apartment dweller to have around.  “Can you bring it back here?”
There was a pause.  “Uh, it’d really be better if we left it in place.  I wouldn’t want to screw anything up by trying to unhook it all.  Plus taking the satellite dish would mean un-snaking some cables that go through the walls, and the dish itself is bolted to the building’s roof.”
Crawford, who was lingering in the small entry hallway to the apartment so she could smoke without getting yelled at by any of the non-smokers spoke up.  “A couple of the places we ransacked had them battery things Smith was talking about.”
“UPS units.” Whitley said.
“Yeah, them.” Crawford drew on her cigarette and turned her head sideways so she blew out of, instead of into, the door.  “Maybe we could run around and collect a bunch of those.”
Peter frowned.  “Aren’t those things supposed to only be good for a minute or two.”
Crawford shrugged.  “We could plug them up together or something I guess?”
The radio in Peter’s hand sounded again.  “Hey, did I hear someone say they needed some power?”
“Yeah smart guy, what’ve you found?” Mendez said before Peter could respond.
“Well, I think I just became the Goddamned hero of the day.” Johns said, and Peter could definitely hear the grin in the man’s voice.  “We found an apartment where whoever lived here was apparently a big camper.  There’s enough gear here for two or three carloads of city pukes to ‘rough it’ hipster style out in the sticks.”
Peter waited a moment, as Johns stopped speaking.  When the man didn’t resume, Peter depressed his transmit button.  “Okay, so what’s the good news then?”
“There’s a huge honking inverter here, right next to a little mini fridge and a set of camp lights and some other stuff that uses power.”
“Inverter?” Peter asked, then his eyebrows went up.  “Like for a car?”
“Bingo.”
“Hey.” Mendez broke in.  “How big is it Johns?”
“It’s portable, less than a foot square.  Not too heavy, weighs about as much as a bag of sugar I guess.”
“No you fucking idiot, the rating.” Mendez snapped.  “The power rating.”
“Uh . . . how do I tell that?”
“Christ, look on it.  It should be marked somewhere.  How many watts?”
“Oh.” Johns sounded a little sheepish.  “Says 1500 watts.”
“Mendez, is that enough to run that computer?” Peter asked.
There was a pause, then the Guardsman’s voice came back, sounding optimistic.  “I think so.”
“Great.  Johns, look around for any extension cords, and get them and the inverter over to Mendez.” Peter said.  “And for fuck’s sake, be careful you don’t drop it.”
“We’re on it.”
“Good.  Mendez, you hold there.  What are you again, V-7?”
“T-7.  Tango-7.”
“Okay, sit tight.”  Peter clipped the radio back on his belt and picked up his AR where he’d left it next to the glass doors.  “Where’s Hernandez?”
Crawford nodded from her position at the door, indicating he was outside.  Peter brushed past her and found Hernandez standing a little back from the back side of the upper landing.  The Guardsman was eyeing the zombies that were in view along the fence.  Peter joined him and studied the fence for a few moments as he slung his weapon behind his shoulder.
There were maybe fifty or sixty zombies at the fence, all of them pressed up against it.  They’d been watching the humans moving inside the complex for the last hour or so, as the recon teams ran around searching apartments.  They were like dogs who were fascinated by the actions of nearby humans.  Hungry, ravenous dogs.  Peter almost wished they were dogs; at least dogs would show some emotion if they were going to act that way.
Not the zombies.  They were just there.  You knew what they wanted, what they were going to try to do, but they themselves showed no reaction or visible opinion about it.  It was as if they were just a force of nature, or robots or something.
“It sounds like we might have a way to find out what’s going on.” Peter said when he got tired of looking at the zombies.  It didn’t take long.  They were still unsettling to him.
Hernandez nodded.  “I heard it.”
“You okay to hold the fort here then?” Peter asked.  “I’m going to take Whitley and head over to see about getting the power run in.”
“Yeah, that’s no problem.”
“Okay.” Peter nodded, started to turn away, then reached out and clapped the soldier on the shoulder.  “Hey, cheer up.  Things are looking better.”
“I hope so.”
Peter hid a small frown as he turned and went back to the door of the apartment they’d taken over.  “Whit– oh good, there you are.”
The woman was just stepping out of the apartment, her M-16 in hand.  “Right here sarge.”
“Come on, let’s go see about powering that computer up.”  He turned and went down the stairs.  Her footsteps sounded right behind him.  As he glanced around the parking lots, he heard her skip forward two steps to come abreast with him.  “Vehicle.” he said conversationally as they walked.  “Need a vehicle.”
“Car right there.” Whitley pointed at a Chevy Cavalier in a space about thirty yards away.”
“I’m hoping there’s something bigger around here.” Peter said.  “An older SUV or a full sized truck ideally.  I don’t want to have to fool around with the stupid ignition code module, and the more power it’s already set to generate for itself the better we’ll make out.”
“Okay, old SUV or a big truck, got it.” Whitley nodded.
The complex was configured like a miniature city only a block in size, with little streets that wound around between the neatly laid out buildings.  It took about five minutes to briskly walk around clockwise, glancing down the cross ‘streets’, but Peter finally spotted a Ford Bronco on the east side of the complex.
Changing direction to approach it, he stopped at one of the landscaped flower beds and used his pocket knife to pry out one of the decorative brick border stones that edged it.  “Watch out for flying glass.” he said to Whitley as they finally reached the SUV.  She turned her head, and Peter threw the stone from about ten feet away.  He closed his eyes right as he threw, but he heard the flat cracking sound of breaking safety glass, followed almost immediately by the whooping siren of the Bronco’s car alarm going off.
When he looked, he saw the driver’s window was broken with a rather large hole through it, though a lot of the glass still clung to the opening.  Peter unslung his AR and used the barrel to clear the window out, then reached in and unlocked all the doors.  Reslinging his weapon, he opened the driver’s door and reached in to pop the hood, then went around to the front and raised it up.
It took him a few moments to orient himself, but he was able to neutralize the after-market alarm by cutting it off from the vehicle’s battery.  As the siren went silent, Peter pursed his lips as he considered the engine compartment for a few more moments.  “Ah, there you are.” he muttered, spotting the starter solenoid.  Using the blade of his pocket knife, he completed the circuit.
The Bronco’s engine immediately started turning over, and caught after a second.  Peter closed the hood and slid back behind the wheel.  Using the knife again, he was able to jigger the steering lock off without too much trouble.  “Okay, hop in.” he told Whitley, hitting the button to unlock the doors..
“Damn sarge, you got me wondering now.” she said as she got in on the passenger side.
“Why?” Peter asked, shifting into reverse and backing out of the space.
“That was fast.  You have a misspent youth or something?”
“Hell yes.” Peter grinned.  The gas gauge was showing just over half a tank was left, he saw as he glanced at the dashboard.  That should be enough for the moment.  “But I know how to do that because I’m a damn fine mechanic.”
“I see that.”
“To be fair, this is an old fucking car.  The new ones are a lot harder to work around a missing key.”
Peter drove around to building T and bumped the Bronco up over the curb, putting it as close to the hallway and stairs all the ‘T’ apartments opened out onto as he could without blocking them off.  As he set the brake and got out, movement on his left caused him to spin and crouch.
“Woah, hold up!” Smith blurted, holding his hands up and out to show he was harmless.
“Don’t sneak up on people, for fuck’s sake.” Peter grunted, removing his hand from the grip of his M45.  “Especially in the middle of this zombie shit.”
“Didn’t know you were jumpy.” Smith said with a grin.
“Fuck jumpy.” Peter said.  “I’m alive.”
“Yeah.” Smith turned as the rest of his team joined them.  Candles was nominally one of Smith’s people, but the angry Guardsman was still sulking back at ‘camp’.  He’d been replaced by Oliver, who was unhappy but in a more general and fearful sense.  Oliver just wanted to be safe, where as Candles was pissed about the others not signing onto his preferred plan.
“How much cord is there?” Whitley asked.
“We found two.” Johns said, shrugging.  “Dunno if it’ll be enough.”
Peter eyed the bundles Harper had in his left hand.  “Bet they’re not.  Give all of it to me and I’ll get started on hooking it up.  Check with Mendez and see if there are any cords in that unit, then scrounge some of the other units in this building and see what you can come up with, okay?”
“Yeah, got it.” Smith nodded, turning to the stairs.  “He’s in seven, right?”
“Right.” Peter said, taking the inverter Johns handed him.  The unit definitely looked like it was designed for a camper who liked to bring some urban luxuries with him.  It had four sockets on one end, and a long length of cable on the other that would connect directly to a vehicle’s battery with clamps like on jumper cables.  He set it carefully aside and leaned back into the Bronco, popping the hood open so he could work.
“Sarge, they might need me upstairs.” Whitley said.
“You’re with me.” Peter replied.  “This will only take a minute.”
“It’ll fuck us over if those idiots upstairs start plugging things in willy-nilly.” she protested mildly.
“What, you know more about it?” Peter asked, raising an eyebrow.
“I do electrical work, both service and civilian.” she said with a nod.  “In fact I contract out to a couple larger shops, or at least I did before all this started.”
“Hmmm, good to know.” Peter said as he started unwinding the cables on the inverter.  There was more than enough for him to set the inverter on the sidewalk underneath the SUV, then pay the cables out and up to the engine compartment.  Carefully he clipped the clamps into place, then knelt and eyed the inverter.  There was a switch on its front face.  When he thumbed it, a green light lit reassuringly.  
“Well, let’s go keep willy and nilly from happening then.” Peter said.  He plugged one of the extension cords into the inverter, then headed for the stairs to the second floor of the building, paying the cord out as he went.  It was a short cord, he had to plug the second one into the first halfway up the stairs.
The door to number 7 was standing open, with Dorne leaning against the wall next to it on guard.  Inside, Peter found a pretty cluttered living room that had every inch of wall covered with shelves and bookcases.  There were some books on those shelves, but mostly he saw cases for DVDs.  There had to be thousands.  The cord in his hands ran out right as he entered, so he dropped it and frowned.
“Where you guys at?” Peter called as he took in the entertainment center at a glance.  The television alone was bigger than his dining room table.  Well, that probably made sense.  Whoever lived in downtown Atlanta probably had money.  The rent couldn’t be cheap.  And someone willing to keep that many movies on hand probably wanted to watch them on a nice screen.
“Back here.” he heard a voice respond.
Peter turned that way and saw Teves standing at the little intersection of the hallway.  As Peter moved to join him, he saw the layout was identical to the apartment they were camping in.  He heard activity in both bedrooms, but Mendez’s voice had come from the right so he turned into that one.
“Inverter’s hooked up.  We need at least one more cord to stretch into here.”
“Yeah, I heard we needed more.” Mendez said without emerging from the closet.  Peter took another couple of steps in to clear the doorway, to let Whitley in and also so he could see Mendez better.  The Guardsman was digging through the closet’s contents without much concern for how he left them; there was a growing pile of items and boxes at the man’s feet.
“Where’s the satellite come in at?” Whitley asked.
“In here.” Mendez said, then cursed almost in unison with a particularly loud thump.  “Goddamnit, that hurts.”
“I need to have a look at it.”
“Yeah, well its all yours.” Mendez backed out with a scowl on his face and a multi-plug power strip in his hands.  “I found three of these, but no extension cords.”
“There’s more around here somewhere.” Peter said reassuringly.  Even in the middle of Atlanta hipster central he’d lay incredibly long odds against there not being at least one more extension cord somewhere in the complex.  Probably, if they bothered to find them all, they’d turn up at least a couple dozen.  They were just one of those things people tended to have for one reason or another.
“Good.”
“Sarge.” Whitley interrupted from the closet.  “Lend me your tac light.”
Peter unlimbered his AR and slid the light from the mounting rail beneath the weapon’s barrel.  Whitley’s hand was outstretched behind her as she poked at something in the closet, so he slapped it into her grasp.
“Thanks.”  She turned it on and shined it on the left side of the closet, high up on the wall, then frowned and backed out.  “Is there a chair or something I can stand on?”  She asked as she pulled the Leatherman out of her pocket.  The previous owner was one of those who had converted and tried to eat them the night before, so Peter figured he wouldn’t mind that she’d appropriated it from him.
“Desk chair, right here.” Peter pointed.  There was a standard looking office type chair, with wheels on the bottom and reclinable.
Whitley scowled.  “No thanks, nothing with wheels while I’m working with wires.”
“I’ll find something.” Mendez said, but Peter shook his head.
“No, stay and help here.  I’ll do it.”
Peter went back out in the main living area, but the only furniture was an enormous couch and a long coffee table positioned precisely in front of the equally large television.  He spent another few seconds peering around the room, then shrugged and went outside.  In #8 he found a small dining table setup in the corner of the living room, complete with four wooden chairs.  Peter grabbed one and went back to #7.
“Here, this ought to do you.” he said as he reentered the bedroom.
Whitley looked up from the back of the computer desk and saw what he had and grinned briefly.  “Yeah, perfect.”  She positioned it in the closet and climbed up on the seat.  She propped the tactical light up on her shoulder, holding it there by leaning her head down atop it.  With her hands freed and able to see, she started sawing at the wall with one of the Leatherman’s blades.
“Yo, everyone decent?” Smith called from the living room.
“You find more cord?” Peter called back in lieu of a proper greeting.
A few moments later Smith entered, paying out a yellow extension cord behind him.  “Sure did.  Two more, in fact.  Which was good, since they’re both really short for some reason, though I guess we’re good.”  He shrugged as he made it to the desk without running out of cord.
“No we’re not.” Whitley grunted as she continued sawing at the wall.  “The satellite gear is wired into the house circuit directly, so I need to splice it in to something that’ll run off the inverter.  Anyone know how to strip wire?”
“Sure.” Smith said with a shrug.  “I mean, it won’t be pretty, but it’ll be stripped.”
“Great.  Cut the female end off that other cord you found, then separate and strip the wires inside.” Whitley said.  “And, just to be clear, you’re doing this without plugging it in.”
“What do you take me for, a retard?”
“Well you did compare this shit we’re stuck in to a fucking video game.” Mendez told him.
“Hah fucking hah.” Smith said.  He pulled a pocket knife out and went back into the living room.
Whitley worked for another minute, then the sounds of the sawing stopped.  “Okay.  Uh, someone check the room light for me.”
“What?  Why?” Mendez asked.
“Because I didn’t flip the house mains, and I’m just nervous about the power.” she shot back.  “Trained habit.”
“I can go hit the breaker if you want.” Peter said.
“No, no.” Whitley sighed.  “Just . . . someone humor me and toggle the light switch a few times so I’ll feel better.”
“Okay.” Peter said, shrugging at Mendez who was giving him a look of ‘what the fuck’.  He went to the doorway and flipped the light switch up and down a few times, making sure to do it hard enough that it sounded audibly as it went back and forth.  “How’s that.”
“Lovely.”  Whitley said.  Peter couldn’t see what she was doing, but judging by the lack of cursing or any long periods of inactivity he guessed it was going okay.  By the time Smith came back with the extension cord butchered to her specifications, Whitley seemed satisfied with whatever she’d done in the wall.
“Where’s, oh good.  Give me that.” She said, looking around and holding her hand out to Smith.  He gave her the cord.  “Do NOT plug this in yet.”
“You’re kind of a bitchy bitch, anyone ever tell you that?” Smith said.
“Yeah, your mom every Saturday night when I short change her after she gets me off.” Whitley shot back as she turned to face into the closet.
“Guess I can fill in for her then, since today’s Saturday.” Smith said with a smirk.
“I know, she’ll be so disappointed.” Whitley said.  “But she’s a lousy lay anyway.”
“Hey now.” Smith said, his grin turning a little forced around the edges.
“Don’t start shit you can’t take.” Whitley said with a chuckle.  “And . . . this is done.”  She got down from the chair and moved it out of the way.  The cord hung from the left closet wall, and she picked up the plug end and the power strip Mendez had found.
“Okay, everyone ready?”
“Just do it.” Mendez said, dropping into the wheeled chair in front of the computer desk.  Whitley shrugged and plugged the power strip into the end of the cord that led in from the inverter outside.  Pulling it over to the desk, she moved the plugs that fed the computer gear from the wall outlet to the power strip, then plugged the closet cord in too.
“Let there be no fire.” Whitley muttered as she flipped the switch on the power strip from off to active.  A red light lit on it immediately.  Mendez waited a second or two, as if giving her a chance to stop him, then reached down and hit the power button on the front of the computer.
Immediately there was a whir and a hum as the computer powered up.  “We have lift off.” Mendez said with a grin.  He hit the button on the widescreen monitor to turn it on, then waited for the boot up cycle to complete.  Peter tried not to fidget, but it was a chore as he watched the messages that never made any sense to him come and go on the monitor as the computer did whatever it did when it went from off to on.
Finally the familiar Windows desktop screen came up, and Peter allowed himself a faint smile.  “Is it working?” he asked.
“Well, it’s not quite done yet.  This guy’s got a bunch of stuff configured to run at boot.” Mendez said, moving the mouse around.  “Let’s just cancel the anti-virus, don’t give a shit right now.  Same for the program updates.  Hey Whitley, look at the sat modem.  Is there a ready light?”
Whitley knelt and craned her head behind the desk.  “Uh . . . green power, yellow incoming, yellow outgoing.”
“Okay.  Might take it a minute.” Mendez said.  He clicked a few more things, then sat back and folded his arms.
“What’s wrong?” Smith asked.
“Waiting on the dish.” Mendez replied.  “If it’s turned off it has to find the satellite again and sync up.  That can take a couple of minutes sometimes.”
“Oh.”
They waited in silence for another minute until Whitley finally spoke again.  “Okay, greens all the way down.  Try it.”
Mendez clicked an icon on the desktop.  The computer thought about it and then changed the screen to an internet browser.  Peter saw the Google home page come up.  “We’re in?”
“Wait.” Mendez said, clicking a link near the top.  There was a pause, longer than Peter was used to waiting for the internet, then the screen filled in with a bunch of text and pictures.  Peter moved closer, standing behind and to one side of Mendez so he could see the screen better.
“We’re in.” Mendez said.  “Those are current article links.  Google’s servers are still active.  Or at least their news servers are.”
“And I guess some newspapers are too.” Smith said, moving closer as well.  Whitley joined them behind Mendez, who was now clicking on links in rapid succession.
“Just starting a few things loading . . . net seems slow, and it’s not just the satellite either.  Haven’t had to surf like this since my dialup days.” Mendez said absently.  He finished opening tabs, then clicked over to the first new one.
“Holy fuck!” Whitley blurted.  Peter could only nod in silent agreement, staring at the monitor with the rest of them.  The top of the screen read ‘New York Times’, then the date, then a big picture of Times Square that appeared to have been taken from above.  It was a sea of zombies, a mass of hundreds, probably thousands, of walking corpses all packed into the world famous intersection.
A lot of them appeared to be looking up at the camera, their hands and arms stretched up as they tried to reach for it.  Other parts of the picture showed clusters of zombies that appeared to be kneeling down.  Peter could just barely see a body one group was feeding from laying in a pool of blood.  Mendez scrolled the screen after a moment, and a headline and text slid up as the picture vanished off the top of the monitor.
‘Dead everywhere.’ the headline read.  Peter ignored the article beneath it, instead scanning across the screen at the other headlined articles.  Another read ‘Military gone’, a third ‘Federal Government evacuated from Washington’, and a fourth ‘Updated list of Evacuation Points’.
“So it’s not just us.” Smith said soberly.
“Nope.”
“Doom 3.” Smith said without humor.  “Told ya.”
“Shut it.” Mendez said without turning.  He clicked over to the next tab he’d opened.  The screen changed to the Los Angeles Times’ website, which was effectively a mirror image of the New  York Times’.  The picture was smaller, and was of a street Peter didn’t recognize, but it was also covered in zombies.
Another click, and the screen changed, this time to one with a FEMA heading.  “Wait, what’s this?” Peter asked.
“Supposed to be a list of camps or something that FEMA is setting up around the country.  I was going to check our area.”
“Well, check.” Whitley said tightly.
Mendez didn’t say anything, didn’t look away from the screen, but he clicked on a drop down box and selected Georgia.  The screen changed again, this time to a picture of the state on the left side that had colored shading and some dots covering it.  Peter noted almost immediately that Atlanta was covered in red; not a dot, but a blob of red.  He was betting he knew what the red meant, since he was standing damn near in the middle of the shaded area.
“Hmm.” Mendez said, leaning in closer to the monitor.  “Let’s . . .ah, there it is.  This says it was updated two hours ago.  He scrolled, and the picture slid up out of view as he went down the list that was on the right side.  “Okay, this says there’s evacuation points in Cartersville, Cumming, Buford, Monroe, Griffin, Newnan and Villa Rica.”
“What’s at the evacuation points?” Smith asked.
Mendez clicked, waited for the screen to change, then leaned in to read.  The text was coming up very small.  “Hmm, it’s not real clear.”  He clicked back, then tried another, then another after that as well.  “Okay, they claim there’s food and water and shelter.  If it’s a FEMA operation then that means they probably took over a school or something and set up a tent city on the football field.”
“Guards?” Peter asked quietly.  “Military units providing security, anything like that?”
“Doesn’t say.” Mendez shrugged.
“Try to get into NIPRNET.” Peter said after a moment.  “We need to know if we’re cut off or if there’s anyone left who might can get us out of here.”
“How?” Mendez said, looking over his shoulder at Peter with an expression of rebuking confusion.  “I’m don’t have my login information with me.”
“You don’t have it memorized?” Whitley demanded.
“Hey, sue me.” Mendez shrugged.  “They make me change the password every week, so I stopped bothering to remember it and just kept it written down.”
“Where?”
“In a notebook I keep in my locker at Clay.”
“Fat lot of good it’s doing us there.”
Peter reached into his pants pocket and pulled out his wallet while Whitley was berating Mendez.  Opening the well worn leather billfold up, he rummaged around in one of the many little pockets and produced a folded piece of paper.  “Try this.” he said, handing it to Mendez.
Mendez unfolded it carefully.  The paper was old enough and had been folded up long enough that it was sticking a little to itself.  It made a lot of noise as he got it flattened out, the paper creaking and crackling in protest.  “Okay, sure.” he said, propping the paper up against the monitor and grabbing the mouse.  A few clicks opened up a fresh browser screen, and he typed something into the URL field.
The computer hesitated for several seconds, then loaded a page that had some National Guard logos and text scattered around the two boxes in the middle of the screen.  Mendez clicked, then typed from what was on the paper, then clicked again.  Another pause, a long one, then the screen cleared and went to one Peter was familiar with from before he’d retired.
“Yup, Nips is up.” Mendez said.  “Where’d you get the login?” 
“Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you fewer lies.” Peter said, reaching for the paper.  “And give it back.  It’s a trade secret, and I might need it again.”
Mendez grabbed it first and shook his head.  “Hang on, let me copy it down in case I get kicked out.”
“Fine, hurry up.”  Peter said.  There was a coffee mug of pens next to the monitor, along with a stack of several Post-It note pads.  Mendez scribbled the information down quickly, then gave Peter’s paper back to him.
“Okay, Mendez, you stay here with your guys and start figuring out what the fuck is going on.  I’m going to rally everyone up and we’re transferring into this unit so we can all be together while you’re on the computer.” Peter said, turning for the hallway.
“Uh . . . how much gas is in whatever’s powering the inverter?” Mendez asked.
“Don’t worry about it.” Peter said.  There were enough vehicles around the complex that he was sure they could probably keep the Bronco running for the near future.  Idle didn’t use much fuel.  “Whitley, you’re with me.  Smith, get your team and follow.  We’ve got some stuff to carry over.  Roper’s been cooking, and there are some other supplies we need to bring too.”
* * * * *
 



Chapter Fourteen – Wait, what?
Darryl
“That it?” Joker asked, straightening up and not hiding the hope in his tone.
Darryl glanced around the basement.  It was a dank and dark place, just about literally a square hole in the ground.  It dated back to the initial construction of the house, and the only thing that was different now as opposed to then was concrete block had been used to construct proper walls, and a slab floor poured.
Usually it was empty except for the two refrigerators that lived down here, which were old ones the Dogz had picked up from the curb of someone who was throwing them out.  One had worked just fine, basically having been surplus for whoever had owned it.  The second just needed some fairly simple repairs, which were easily accomplished.  They were no longer being used for beer though; now they were stuffed to the gills with meat.
Next to the fridges was a newly built shelf.  It was large and hastily slapped together, even rougher than the fence outside, but it served its purpose just as adequately.  The coolers that were being used to stretch out their cold storage space were now stacked up on the new shelf, condensing them into a smaller area instead of being spread out across the floor.  And the shelf let them at least partially open the coolers’ lids, which made swapping cold packs out much easier and quicker.
The remainder of the space was now covered with stacks and piles of things.  More shelves had been assembled in place without regard for cosmetics or niceties, letting them get some of the food off the floor.  But there were still lots of piles.  Stacks of cans, loosely sorted by general types, reached four and five feet off the floor in some places.  One corner had a rather substantial pile of bagged potato chips.  Stacks of pasta boxes, stacks of bagged rice.
There was still room in the basement for more, but it was definitely getting crowded.  So much so that they had used Tank’s trick of a human chain to hand things down the stairs and into place.  Only four people were in the basement; Darryl, Joker, Needles, and Jody.  Everyone else had been going from the vehicles to the house above, leaving the freshly looted items for the stairwell team to hand down from one to another.
“They saying that all the food.” Smoke called down from the top of the stairs.
“Oh good.” Joker said, rubbing his back and headed to the stairs.  Needles followed, and they clumped up behind the others who were retreating upstairs.  Darryl lingered, seeing that Jody was still fussing with the placement of things.
“You need any more help?” he asked after a few moments.
“Um . . . maybe.” she said, sounding thoughtful as she studied the shelves of coolers.  “Do me a favor.  Go check and see if there any more totes lying around up there.”
“Sure.” Darryl said.  He went up the stairs more slowly than he might usually have done; the day had been pretty damn exhausting.  The fence had gone up quickly, but it had not been a presto-magic event.  It had been damn hard work.  Then he’d gone on another run out with most of the Dogz; first to the same Wal-Mart from the previous night to fill in some of the things on Jody’s list, then a longer run out to another grocery store that was about twice as far from the clubhouse as the Kroger, but in the opposite direction.
Music was playing on the sound system, though at a fairly sedate volume.  Quiet enough that it wasn’t carrying down the stairs.  He couldn’t really hear it until he got to the top.  And when he went past the doorways to the lounge and pool room he saw some of the Dogz chilling, almost acting like they were hiding.  There were more people in the kitchen, though they were all busy with food related things.
When he went out the back door, Darryl found most of the Dogz and the other people that were now staying at the clubhouse.  Another cooking fire, a bigger one this time, was going in the fire pit, and every bit of space on the grill grates had a burger or hot dog or slab of ribs sizzling away.  Bobo was tending the fire pit, a pair of tongs in one hand, a beer in the other, as he flipped and adjusted the food.
Near the pit some tables were set up, with platters of what Darryl assumed was food either cooked or waiting to be cooked visible beneath towels that were draped across them to keep flies away.  He saw several large bowls that were probably coleslaw or baked beans or something like that.  And below them were several coolers, apparently waiting for food to cool and be packed away for later.
Most of the people were starting to settle down, many of them in new lawn chairs.  It was summer, and the Wal-Mart had no shortage of them.  They had managed to cram a whole bunch into the vehicles during their earlier loot run, and they were being put to use now.  Darryl looked around, but didn’t see any piles of ‘loot’ that looked like they hadn’t been sorted yet.  He was squinting over at the various trucks and vehicles parked behind the barn when he heard someone behind him.
“Excuse me DJ.” Tamera said, bumping him aside with her hip as he started to turn to see who it was.
“Sorry.” he said.
“No problem sugar.” she said.  She had a platter of hamburger patties in her hands, which she added to the table and covered with a towel.  Darryl stepped out of the doorway and looked over at the vehicles again, then shrugged mentally after about ten seconds and decided to walk over to make sure.
When he got to the barn, he found it had been reorganized somewhat.  They had grabbed too much concrete, so that had been restacked into a smaller pile.  Most of the wood was gone, having been used up in the fence and other projects they’d completed.  Tools and nails and what wood was remaining had been sorted and stacked neatly as well.
But the freed up space had been overtaken by new items, mostly clothes.  A lot of clothes.  The tired Dogz had gone through the Wal-Mart’s clothing and fabric departments without regard for size or color or style.  Jeans and shirts, men’s and women’s underwear, towels, shoes of various sorts; all had been dumped into piles to be dealt with later.  There were other things, like toilet paper and a bunch things from the ‘housewares’ sections, but he didn’t see any more of the tote containers Jody had asked about.
At least, none that weren’t full when he opened them up or nudged them with his boot.  Darryl checked around a little more, trying to be sure, then headed back toward the clubhouse.  He was about halfway between the barn and the back door when he saw a kid suddenly stiffen and fall over on his side.
Darryl stopped, surprised and shocked, as he saw it happen.  The boy had been standing with a hotdog in his hand, in a group of other kids who were talking about something or another.  None of them had bumped or pushed the one that fell.  And, Darryl realized with a sudden cold chill, the kid on the ground had a big white bandage taped into place on his forearm.
“Move!” Darryl heard someone shouting, realizing only when he drew his Glock and brought it up in a two-handed grip that it was him.  “Get away, get back!”  With his peripheral vision he saw some of the children moving away from the one who’d fallen, though a couple seemed too confused or maybe too scared to obey.  He heard other shouts, men, a few of the women, but they didn’t seem to register with him.  Not as words.  It was just background noise that didn’t really matter.
Darryl settled his sights on the kid on the ground, felt his breath slow like it did when he was on the range, and waited.  He felt a second crawl by like it was mired in tar, then another twice as slow.  Just as he was beginning to question himself, thinking maybe he was more tired than he thought, the kid sat up abruptly.  The boy’s head turned and seemed to almost snap as he centered his view on the closest person to him.  He reached out for the little girl with both hands, hands that didn’t hold the hotdog anymore.
The gunshot surprised even Darryl, and he was the one who’d fired.  He blinked and saw the boy was back on the ground again, once more not moving.  Darryl peered through his sights for another couple of seconds, then looked over them with both eyes and saw some blood and stuff on the grass next to the motionless little body.
Abruptly he could hear properly again.  He heard shouting, yelling, as people who hadn’t had a clear view of what had happened demanded to be told.  A few folks were screaming, their voices rawer with more anguish or panic in them.  He heard someone shouting aggressively for quiet, and dimly recognized it as Bobo. 
Darryl lowered the gun slowly, aiming down at the ground in front of him, but kept it out, in his hands.  He stared at the child lying on the grass, not sure what exactly he was looking for.  The kid had to be dead, surely.  No one could survive that sort of damage to their head and live.  He abruptly felt a sickened, and had to lift his eyes from the sight quickly.
Other people were staring at the broken little body.  Some were looking instead at him, with a mixture of expressions.  Darryl saw a lot of shock and surprise, some anger and disbelief, and, just on a bare few, sympathy.  Bobo shoved through the crowd with his Beretta naked in his hand, glanced down at the dead kid, up at Darryl briefly, then spun around to face the crowd.  Darryl thought he saw a bit of determined satisfaction on Bobo’s face before the biker looked away.
“Where the other one?” he demanded.
There was silence for several seconds, then Vivian spoke up from near the back door.  “What other one?”
“There was three children that got bit yesterday.” Bobo said loudly.  “One died, another just now tried to eat someone, where the third?”
Suddenly there was a mass shuffling of feet on the grass as onlookers stepped away from a woman sitting on the far side of the fire pit.  Darryl had to squint to make her out through the heat shimmer and swirl of smoke that arose from the pit between him and her.  She had her arms around a fairly tall boy who was on the cusp of puberty.  He was standing looking confused and afraid as his mother clutched at him, his eyes fixed on Bobo like the old biker was an oncoming truck.
“No!” the woman sobbed softly.  “He ain’t like them on the news.”
“Shirley.” Bobo said, holding out his left hand, the one not holding the gun, placatingly.  “Ain’t nobody like what going on, but it is how it is.”
“But he ain’t like them!” she insisted, hugging the boy tighter.
“He gonna be, probably soon.” Bobo said reasonably.  “We all seeing what happens, here with our own eyes.  It ain’t just something everywhere else.  It here too.  It why we all here now.  We gotta stay safe and try to survive this thing.  You gotta let him go.”
“No!” Shirley cried, burying her head against the boy’s back.
Her son swallowed slowly.  “Uh . . . what about the two Dogz that was hurt?”
Darryl blinked, then automatically started searching the crowd with his gaze.  The kid was right.  It hadn’t just been three zombie kids and three injured kids yesterday.  Three Dogz had been hurt by the zombie children as well.  Ratboy was dead, his neck ripped open so badly he’d bled out in minutes.  But the other two Dogz, Ape and Hooligan, they’d lived through the attacks.
“I up here.” A voice spoke loudly enough to be heard.
Lifting his eyes, Darryl saw Ape sitting in a lawn chair on the roof of the clubhouse.  His arms bore bandages where he’d been wounded the previous day, stark white bindings that clearly contrasted against his skin and clothing and the shotgun he held propped up against his hip.  Darryl was far enough away from the clubhouse to be able to see two of the other three guards that were up on the roof with him, all assigned to maintain a watch on the surrounding area.
“Ape, bro, he right.” Bobo said carefully.
“How we sure?” Ape asked.  Darryl frowned a little, then decided it wasn’t an entirely unreasonable question.  He tried to think of how he’d be acting, what he’d want to be done, if he was the one who’d been bitten and was now facing the same circumstance.  It was fair to want to be sure.  This was all pretty new.  Scary, terrifying, like something out of a late night horror flick; but still . . . this was life.  Not a movie, but life.  It was fair to want to be sure.
“That kid done changed.” Bobo was saying, gesturing behind him at the boy Darryl had shot.  “He was about to eat whoever he could get his hands on.”
“We sure about that?”
Heads turned back to Darryl, and he was suddenly uncomfortable.  “He fell over, just up and fell over.  Then he was trying to grab one of the children.”  Darryl said, trying to keep his voice even and sure.  He could feel the faint quiver within his chest that was threatening to spill out into his words, and had to focus to sound confident.  “He didn’t try to get up, just reached for the nearest person.”
Ape stared at Darryl from the clubhouse roof, his expression obviously troubled and unhappy.  “So what, you saying he was a zombie when you shot him?”
Darryl hesitated, then glanced at Bobo as if looking for support or reassurance.  Bobo was looking up at Ape, so Darryl wasn’t able to trade glances or get any sort of hint of how to reply.  “I’m pretty sure, yeah.” he said after a moment.
“Pretty sure.” Ape repeated, frowning.  “You want to off me on pretty sure?”
“Bro, ain’t none of this cool.” Burnout said.  He was one of the Dogz on the roof, having moved near enough to Ape that he could be seen by those in the back yard.
“Damn straight.” Ape snorted.  “Y’all think this–”
A scream cut Ape off.  Darryl’s eyes whipped down from the roof to the source of the outcry, which was Shirley.  She still clutched at her son, hugging him to her, but he was no longer standing numbly in her embrace.  Now he was leaning over her enfolding arms, his hands clutching at them, and blood was dripping down his front from behind his lowered head.
There was a sudden stampede of feet as people scrambled away from the pair; one screaming, the other silent.  What had been a sort of corridor abruptly turned into a wide valley as people cleared out.  Darryl found himself moving forward, starting to slide diagonally to get a better line of sight past Bobo.  Before he could get into a good firing position, another figure interposed itself between him and Shirley.
Big Chief stepped in close enough from the side of Shirley and her son to jam his shotgun in tight against the boy’s body, right up against his shoulder.  Darryl winced automatically, instinctively knowing this was going to be hellishly messy, but unable to prevent it, to say anything to stop it.  Big Chief pulled the trigger back, and the shotgun bucked in his hands.  The blast had no where to go but directly into the boy’s body.  By the time Darryl registered the booming report of the gun, the boy was on the ground next to his mother, who stood motionless in shock at what was happening.
Shirley had a splattering of blood on the side of her face, but the main problem was the chunk missing from her left forearm.  It was bleeding heavily, pulsing out from the gaping wound right in the meat of her arm.  At her feet, writhing around unsteadily, was the boy who’d bitten a piece of her flesh out.  Big Chief’s shot had shredded his left shoulder, leaving that arm flopping uselessly.
Darryl was still moving, and he slowed from the rapid dash to a walk as he came abreast with the fire pit.  The wound on the boy’s shoulder was horrific, having been reduced to so much hamburger.  The bones of his shoulder socket and arm were visible in several places.  It was probably a miracle his arm was even still attached.
“Look at that!” Bobo was shouting, trying to cut through the screaming and yelling that had re-erupted.  “Hang on Chief!  Everyone, look at that!”
Darryl didn’t want to look, he’d seen enough.  He heard a few people retching over the vocal chaos.  Violence in the movies was one thing, even slasher movies; but seeing it in person was something else entirely.  There was no determination of how much was too much in real life; what happened, happened.  The damage to the kid’s arm was pretty damn bad.
There was a series of shots, and Darryl realized Bobo was firing the Beretta into the air.  Five shots sounded, finally bringing the chaotic tumult of voices to a halt.  The last of the shots echoed out across the surrounding landscape in the sudden silence.  “Look at him.  Why ain’t he crying?” Bobo demanded loudly.  “He ain’t screaming or fussing or even breathing hard.  That ain’t normal.  Ain’t no one gonna get shot like that an just lay there.”
“He ain’t just laying there.” Chief spoke up.  The sound of his shotgun’s slide was punctuation enough to his statement.  The teenager on the ground was struggling to crawl one handed toward his mother, who was the closest person to him.  Ignorant of the people who were watching him, he tried to reach his one working hand out toward the woman.  When he removed it from supporting his body, he fell face first down against the ground.  Still, without uttering a single sound.
“Shirley, back away.”
She looked up from her bleeding arm, fixing a wide eyed gaze on Bobo.  “He . . . he . . .”
“I know.” Big Chief told her.  “Move on back.”
“He got . . . bit.” Shirley said in a whispery voice that carried like a trained actor’s stage whisper.  “He got bit.  He done bit me.”
“Yeah.” Bobo said, sad and resigned.
Shirley’s lips trembled, and she collapsed to her knees.  Darryl came forward several steps in alarm, but stopped when he heard her speak again, her voice thick through her sobs.  “Do it.”
“What?”
“Just kill us both.” Shirley said, crying as she watched her son look up at her.  He was reaching out to her again, his grasping and flexing fingers only a few inches from being able to make contact with her.  “He . . . I . . . just do it.”
“Chief?” Bobo asked.
Big Chief glanced back at Bobo, and then back at the two on the ground a few feet from him.  He hefted the shotgun, starting to aim.  But he didn’t fire.  “I can’t.”
“What?”
“Damnit, she still a person.”
“So was Deaven.” Shirley said quietly.  She didn’t move as the boy’s fingers scraped across her knee, scrabbling against the cloth of her pants as he tried to find purchase to pull her closer.
“I’ll do it.” another voice said, and Darryl glanced over to see Ape had descended from the roof and was approaching from behind Big Chief.  The wounded biker’s face was composed, features graven in hard lines, but there was a flicker of sadness and regret in his eyes as he lifted his own shotgun.
“Dog–” Big Chief said awkwardly.
“I know.” Ape shrugged.  “Move on back so you don’t get no blood on you.”
Big Chief stepped back several steps.  Darryl stopped, holding position about twelve or so feet away.  Ape lifted his gun and fired when he was standing right on top of Shirley and Deaven.  The boy’s head shattered under the close range impact of the pellets.  Ape jacked another shell into the gun and swiveled it to aim down at Shirley.
“You sure?” he asked.
“Yeah.” Shirley said, still crying.
“Yeah.” Ape said, and squeezed the trigger.  The blast took her in the head too, and slammed her body down against the ground with jarring suddenness.  Darryl swallowed hard, fighting a swirl of nausea.  The mess on the grass next to the two dead people was . . . not cool.  Blood and bits of shattered heads lay heavy and glistening on the grass around them.
“Y’all better find Hooligan.” Ape said, turning to face Big Chief and Bobo.  “Before this spread any further.”
“What–” Big Chief started to say, but Ape didn’t wait to hear whatever it was.  He reversed the shotgun in his hands, sliding the barrel under his chin.  His thumb pressed the trigger back.  The gun roared and went one way, while Ape’s head exploded and his body toppled in the other direction.  He landed on his back just short of Shirley and Deaven and didn’t move.
Darryl bent over, his forearms braced against his thighs, and dry heaved.  His insides were twisting, but he retained just enough control over himself to avoid actually vomiting.  He heaved twice more, making a groaning-hissing sound as air whistled through his mouth, then drew several ragged breaths.  When he straightened, he glanced down at the Glock still naked in his hand, then looked over at Bobo.
“Where the other one at?”
* * * * *



Peter
“Damn Roper.” Dorne said as leaned forward to spear another piece of beef with his fork.  As he transferred it from the serving platter to his plate, he gave Roper a curious look.  “Why’d you quit as a cook?”
“Logistics pays better.” Roper said with a shrug.  “Plus cooking in a base kitchen or for a company in a field kitchen . . . not fun.”
“People gotta eat.” Smith pointed out.
“Then people can learn how to cook.” Roper said with a shrug.  “I did.”
“Cooking is over rated.” Crawford said with a sniff.
“Says the girl who packed away two plates.” Swanson said, then leaned back hastily with his hands up in front of his face.  “Hey, hey, hey!  Not cool.  No stabbing!”
Crawford lowered the fork she’d raised threateningly and gave him a long look.  “You talk too much.”
“Maybe, but I can say one word and – ow!”
“Still talking?” she asked in a tone of false sweetness as he recoiled from the slap she’d landed on the side of his head.
Swanson glowered at her for a moment, then looked down at his plate.
Peter was about to intervene to head off further argument, or violence, when he heard Mendez yelling from the back bedroom.  Peter came to his feet a little too fast, staggering as his balance shifted, but he recovered and shoved past Johns and Barker enroute to the source of the yell.  By the time he got past the circle of eating soldiers he wasn’t as alarmed; his initial thought was something violent was happening, somehow, but Mendez’s tone didn’t seem quite right for something like that.
“What?” Peter asked as he reached the bedroom, pausing in the doorway and surveying the room quickly before entering.  It was empty except for Mendez at the computer desk.  He looked up as Peter appeared, and his normally darker hued face was notably pale.
“We’re fucked.” the Guardsman said, gesturing at the monitor.  “Oh man, we’re so totally fucked sarge.”
“What are you talking about?” Peter asked, stepping into the room.  He couldn’t help himself from taking one more look around, double checking for the absence of any zombies or other problems, before he focused on the computer screen.
“It just went up on the news sites.  They’re going to level Atlanta.”
“Say that again?” Whitley demanded from the doorway.  Peter glanced over to see her standing there with her M-16 clutched before her.  Her knuckles were whitening as she gripped it tightly.  He knew she’d heard it, or she’d be calmer.
“Hang on, you’re sure?” Peter said, making a wait gesture at Whitley.
“Pretty damn sure, but if we wait until tomorrow morning then we’ll have complete confirmation.  That’s when they’re going to drop them.”
“What’s the ordinance?”  Peter asked, fearing he was going to hear a word he really didn’t want to hear.
“FAEs.” Mendez replied.
Peter frowned.  “I–wait.  Come with me.” he crooked a finger at Mendez and turned back to the doorway.  “Whitley, back in the big room with everyone else.”  She opened her mouth, but he shook his head before she could speak.  “Just wait.  In there so we can all have a fit about it at the same time.”
She preceded them back into the living room.  “What’s all the fuss?” Harper asked.
“Good news, we need to leave pretty soon.” Peter said as a starter.  “So Candles, you can stop pissing attitude around.”
Candles studied him, his sullen expression now coloring with suspicion.  “Why?”
“Bad news, what’s left of whoever’s still in charge is going to destroy Atlanta tomorrow.” Peter said, steeling himself for the reaction.  About three seconds passed, then nearly everyone in the room started either yelling or trying to talk.  Peter rode it out silently, letting the initial pulse of panic get out, then raised his hands.  It took almost a minute to get the soldiers calmed down enough for Peter to resume.
“Okay, yeah, it’s fucking bad.  I know that.  Thanks for making sure.  Mendez, what’d you find out.”
“Tomorrow–” he began, but Peter cut him off.
“Yeah, I got that part.  Back up a bit.  What did you find out before the FAE news hit?”
“Oh.” Mendez swallowed, then reached into the breast pocket of his utilities.  He produced a somewhat thick wad of paper that he unfolded and paged through for a moment.  Peter saw barely legible scribbles on the sheets, but whatever he thought about them Mendez could apparently read his own writing.
“Well, first off, this is happening everywhere.” Mendez began.
“What’s ‘everywhere’?” Smith asked.
“I mean everywhere.” Mendez said, looking up.  “It’s not just Atlanta, or Georgia, or even the Southeast or the States.  Canada, Mexico, all over South American and Europe, Asia, hell even Australia.  Some places are less, ah, covered than others, but zombies are just popping up, keep popping up, all over the place.”
“So we’re definitely on our own.” Johns said quietly.
“Yeah, that’s for sure.” Mendez said.  “Next thing, America.  It’s kinda hard to pick details out of the hysteria that’s all over what news is available, but major cities and most of the military have been hit the hardest.  No one knows where the outbreaks started happening first, but by the time reports began to be noticed beyond local levels they were everywhere.
“As far as military response, it looks like a lot of the active duty personnel either converted early, before they started to get deployed, or shortly after.  And I guess a lot of those who didn’t turn were either eaten or killed, because the best figure I found is estimating something like three-quarters of the services are gone.  And there’s a lot of disagreement over how low that estimate probably is.”
“Fuck me.” Barker swore.
“No, fuck us.” Nailor said with a weak humorless laugh.
“What about the Navy?” Candles asked.  “They’re self-contained out on the ships aren’t they?  Is there anything about how many ships have checked in?”
Mendez shook his head.  “No.  Whatever is causing this, the ships are affected too.  A couple have run aground, and most of the others aren’t even responding at all.  Navy’s out too.”
“What else?” Peter prompted.
“Um, okay, so leadership.  The President, Vice-President, and Speaker of the House haven’t been seen since yesterday.” Mendez said.
“Wait, what?”
Mendez shrugged.  “That’s all I could find about it.  If anyone knows what happened, they’re not talking.  A lot of people are speculating they turned into zombies, I dunno.  But the Secretary of the Interior is the one calling the shots, and no one who’s left is arguing with him about it.”
“What about Congress?” Candles asked.
“I didn’t spend a lot of time on it, but maybe half, more or less, are supposed to still be alive.  Some of the reports are monitoring twitter feeds, emails, and stuff from congressional staffers.  It looks like what’s left of Washington is evacuating, but they won’t say where.”
“Why not?” Swanson mused.
“Doesn’t matter, security, too busy to say, whatever.” Peter said.  “Moving on.”
“Right.” Mendez shuffled through his papers again.  “Outbreaks I guess.  I found a list, and we’re fortieth.”
“What, forty outbreaks?”
Mendez looked up with a startled frown.  “What?  Oh, no.  Forty on the list of biggest cities in America.  That’s where Atlanta falls.  Out of the ones above us, only a couple are still reasonably intact.”
“Run that by me again?” Crawford said.
Mendez shrugged.  “Well, it looks like Phoenix is doing pretty good, and except for the Strip, so is Las Vegas.  We’re real bad off, so are New York, LA, Chicago . . . uh” he looked down at his papers again.  “Houston, Philadelphia–” 
“Right, zombies everywhere.” Candles broke in impatiently, just as Peter was about to.  “Moving on.  What about us?”
“Oh.” Mendez fidgeted with the papers for a minute.  “Well, apparently the government has ordered whatever’s left of the military to pull back.  They’re going to try to consolidate them away from the population; it’s an attempt to preserve what’s left of the forces.  And they’re pulling together ordinance packages for the bombings tomorrow.  Apparently they don’t want to use nukes, and there aren’t enough of the FAEs that are big enough.  But the plan is to figure all that out tonight, and tomorrow they’re going to start bombing.”
“Holy Jesus.” Roper said.  “Are they warning people?”
“Well, the word’s out on the news.”
“Shit, we had to jump through some hoops to get word.” Roper said, not entirely unreasonably.
“Hell, we had to jump a fence.” Swanson pointed out.
“And steal a car.” Whitley murmured.
“My point is, are they going to do fly overs, drop leaflets, send teams to announce it?” Roper replied, steadfastly ignoring Swanson’s comment.
Mendez shrugged.  “I don’t think so.  My read is they’re having trouble finding enough people to prep the planes and ordinance, and to fly the missions.  I think there’s a lot of reservists and civilians being involved, and even then they’re short.”
“So they’re going to drop a FAE on us as soon as they can?”
“Not any earlier than tomorrow morning.” Mendez said.
“When tomorrow morning?” Hernandez asked.
“The announcement just says Sunday morning.”
“Fuck, depending on whose definition of ‘morning’ they’re using, that could be a ten or twelve hour range.” Hernandez said in disgust.
“So, what are we sitting around in here for then?” Candles asked.  “It’s time to go.”
“It’s not even dark yet.” Barker said.  “Let’s at least finish eating and put together a plan.”
“My plan is to get the fuck out of Atlanta before they spread a cloud of fuel across downtown and ignite it.” Candles said, starting to climb to his feet.
“Hang on.” Peter said.
“No way sarge.” Candles shook his head.  “It’s time get moving.”
“How?” Whitley asked.  “Unless the zombies dispersed since last night, we’re going to run into the same problems again.”
“That Bronco down there is running just fine.” Candles said, gesturing in the general direction of the stairs that were outside.
“We won’t all fit in it.” Oliver said unhappily.
“Like I said earlier, there are other vehicles around here.”  Candles was slinging his M-16 into a combat carry position.  “How many of us are there, almost twenty?  That’s like four cars, three if we crowd in some.  We can be out of here in, what, five minutes?  Let’s go.”
Peter sighed.  “Modern cars often have a computer that prevents the engine from starting unless the key and its codes are present.”
“So?” Oliver asked, his voice tight and afraid.  “Cars get stolen all the time.  There have to be ways around that crap.”
“There are.” Peter nodded.  “But I’ll probably have to pull the modules and do a bit of rewiring to get the vehicles running.  But that’s not the biggest problem.”
“Yeah, the fucking bombs are.”
“No.  Well, yes.” Peter said, trying to keep his temper in check.  “What I’m talking about though is the zombies.  Unless we can find a clear path out, we’re probably going to still be hemmed in by zombie packs.”
“Cars trump zombies.” Hernandez said.  “I mean, don’t they?”
“Yes and no.” Peter said.
“I drive tanks.” Candles pointed out.  “Trust me, vehicles win.”
“We don’t have a tank.” Peter replied.  “If we did, no problem.  We could roll over almost anything in our path and follow the trail.”
“Same difference.”
“No, big difference.  Civilian cars weigh less.  There aren’t any treads.  The ground clearance is different.”
“Just keep your foot down and keep going.”
“Listen Goddam–” Peter started, a lot more loudly than he’d meant.  He stopped and drew a deep breath, then forced himself to speak calmly.  “If we have to push through a big crowd we’re seriously risking getting stuck.”
“How?” Oliver asked.
“He’s speculating.” Candles said, not quite dismissively, but without any real measure of respect.
“So are you.” Whitley said in an irritated tone.  “Or have you driven through a crowd in a Bronco before?”
Candles opened his mouth, then hesitated.  Whitley nodded.  “Right.”  She turned back to Peter.  “Sarge?”
“Everyone just calm down.” Peter said.  “I’m not staying, and anyone who wants to go I’m happy to bring along.  Anyone who wants to go on their own, that’s fine too.  My position hasn’t changed from earlier.  But it’s not going to kill us to take a few minutes to get our heads on straight and decide what we’re going to do.”
“It might.” Candles muttered, but he stepped back several feet and leaned against the wall with his arms folded, waiting.
“Okay.  Like I was saying, if we try to put a regular car, even a truck or an SUV, through a big crowd of zombies, it could fuck us over.  Bodies could get tangled up underneath the car and break something, or jam the wheels.  Most cars only have the one drive axle.  If those wheels lose traction or don’t have good contact with the ground, then whoever’s in that car is zombie chow.”
“Fuck that.” Smith said.  “I’ll eat a bullet first.”
“Shut it Doom-boy.” Johns told him before looking around.  “How likely is that?”
“Think about it dude.” Harper said.  “If we go fast enough to knock zombies out of the way, the car’s not gonna make it far before it’s totaled.  Slow enough to avoid that, and we’re probably driving over most of them.  Only takes one, a fat one or maybe they roll around underneath in just the wrong way, and suddenly we’re stuck.” 
“Totally fuck that.” Smith said again.
Nailor spoke quickly as Johns turned his head toward Smith again.  “So we’re stuck in here?”
“What about MARTA?” Teves asked.
Roper laughed.  “I hate to break it to you amigo, but I don’t think the trains or buses are running.”
“Fuck you man.” Teves shot back, sounding annoyed.  “I mean the tracks.”
“Yeah, what about the tracks?” Johns said, sounding enthusiastic.  “Stations are all over downtown, we just get to one, then down to the tracks, and we can go out through the tunnels.”
Smith was shaking his head.  “You’re crazy.”
“What?”
“Think about it guys.” Smith said.  “The only reason any of us lived through the shit last night was we had places to dodge when the zombies closed in.  The train tunnels only go two directions, forward and back.  What happens if we get surrounded by a big pack of zombies on both sides?”
“The zombies can’t be everywhere.” Teves said, though he sounded uncertain.  “How likely is it they’re down there?”
“You want to risk finding out?” Whitley asked.  She looked at Peter.  “Sarge, you’re on to something, I can tell.  What’s up?”
Peter stared blankly at her for a couple of moments, then blinked and shrugged.  “I don’t know.” he said slowly.  “Maybe.”  It was the mention of MARTA that had jogged his memory.
The city’s transit system used trains that ran north to south, and east to west, in from the suburbs though the heart of downtown.  But it depended heavily on hundreds of buses that ran routes all through the region, feeding people into the train stations or ferrying them away from the trains on the other end of their trips.
“We passed a MARTA bus abandoned a couple blocks to the south yesterday.” Peter said, his thoughts racing.  “That’s heavy enough to ignore a lot of the problems I just covered.  Plus, if it gets up to a decent speed – say thirty or forty miles per hour – its mass should knock a lot of things in the way aside without much of a problem.”
“That’s your plan?” Candles asked.  “Go a few blocks on foot and hope for the bus to be drivable?”
“No, we drive a few blocks.” Peter said, still using all his experience and maturity to avoid rising to the argument Candles was apparently willing to have.  “And we use the vehicles we get there with to block off the top of the ramp so we have a position to fight from while we see if the bus will run.”
“And then?” Hernandez asked.
Peter shrugged.  “If it isn’t, then we try to dodge our way out of downtown using the vehicles.  Maybe we’ll find another big vehicle, like another bus or something, and try the same thing with that.  If this bus is working, I’d say we head down onto the Interstate and go from there.  Either way, any sort of plan beyond that would be pure speculation.  We’re going to have to make decisions on the fly.”
“Great, so that’s the plan.” Candles said, standing straight.  “Let’s do it.”
“Jesus, calm down man.” Teves said.
“Fuck calm.” Candles replied hotly.  “I don’t plan on being blown up and I sure as hell don’t plan on getting eaten.  What the hell else is there to discuss?”
“Ammo.” Whitley said.
“Yeah.” a few others said.  Candles threw his hands up in the air, but he didn’t say anything.
“Ammo is still a big problem.” Peter said with a suppressed sigh.  “I definitely think everyone needs a hand to hand weapon of some sort.”
“Oh man . . . going mano-a-mano with zombies?” Mendez asked in a troubled voice.
“Weapons are better than bare fists.” Hernandez pointed out.
“My fists are good for it.” Crawford said with a grin.
“Yeah, but then again you’d probably look good paler and with less pep in your step.” Swanson replied.  “And, wait–” he said as she raised one of her fists.  “–if you hit me I’ll tell them about that thing.”
Crawford glared at him.
“What thing?” Oliver asked.
“Yeah, what thing?” Barker chimed in.
“It’s not important.” Peter said, stepping in as he saw Candles stirring restlessly.  “If anyone’s got a M9 with ’em, I’d say that’ll do okay.  If not, then a regular knife that’s got a long enough blade might work.  But there’s plenty of apartments around here.  Go dismantle a table or repurpose a lamp or something to use a club.”
“Clubs probably won’t kill zombies.” Smith said with a frown.
“Probably not, but you can knock them around, use it as a shield or a prop to hold them back or something.”
“Break arms and legs.” Crawford said.  “Especially legs.”
“Zombies don’t feel pain.” Mendez pointed out.  He had produced his M9 from one of his pockets, and was sliding the bayonet knife out of its sheath.
“Yeah, so what?” Crawford replied.  “Broken leg is hard to walk on whether you feel it or not.”
“It’s better than nothing.” Peter confirmed with a shrug.  “But I’d say everyone should get a hand weapon together, because if it comes down to it, we flat out don’t have enough ammo to shoot our way out of a tight spot.  A bunch of clubs or whatever might be the difference.”
“Fucking-A.” Hernandez agreed.
Peter surveyed the soldiers.  Candles was still visibly angry; not frothing at the mouth, but definitely upset.  Hernandez and Barker looked a little impatient too.  On the other end of the scale, Oliver and Mendez looked the most worried.  Everyone else fell somewhere between those two extremes.
“Eat up.” Peter said after a few moments.  “A couple more minutes won’t hurt, and you never know when your next meal might be.  If there’s anything left, I’d recommend throwing it into Ziplocs or something and bringing it along.  It might come in handy.  After that, or if you’re done, go scrounge up a weapon.  And then you can come help me get vehicles ready to roll.”
“I’m good on both counts.  I’ll go with you now.” Swanson said as he rose.
“What weapon did you bring?” Crawford asked.  “And if you refer to your groin I’m going to demonstrate the leg breaking I was talking about.”
“This.” Swanson said, sticking his hand into one of his pack’s pouches and coming out with a sheathed knife.  A big sheathed knife.  He unsnapped the catch strap and drew it from the sheath to reveal a blade that was very definitely not military issue.
“Jesus Swanson, compensating for something?” Crawford asked.
“Where’d you get that, a damn Hollywood prop website?” Johns said, shaking his head.
“Hey, this is cool.” Swanson said, wiping the flat of the blade down his left shoulder a few times to polish it up.  Peter didn’t really see the point of that, considering it was already quite shiny in the sunlight coming in through the balcony doors.  Plus, with all the jags and curves on it, most people weren’t likely to stop to notice how clean it was.
“If by cool you mean ridiculous, then yes.” Crawford snorted.
“You’re just jealous.” Swanson said, sliding it back into the sheath and starting to unbuckle his belt.
“Nope, and if you’re planning on showing your little Swanson off, don’t bother.” Crawford grinned.  “I already know the knife is bigger.”
“Hey, fuck you Ci–Crawford.” Swanson said, and Peter saw Crawford’s eyes flicker dangerously as Swanson changed what he’d been about to say just in time.  “No one’s around to tell me it’s non-reg, and I might need it, so it’s going on my belt.”
“Just–”
“Whatever.” Hernandez cut in as Crawford started in on some reply.  “Let’s get to it.”
* * * * *



 
Chapter Fifteen – Plans
Darryl
Darryl jammed the shovel into the ground next to the loose dirt and stepped back.  He was sweating heavily, but he’d pushed the pace of the burial detail because he wanted to be done as soon as possible.  It was getting dark, and he instinctively did not want to be out here any longer than necessary.  Sure they had the new fence, but the events of the past thirty-six hours had awakened new fears within him.
Life wasn’t simple, or safe, anymore.
“Fuck DJ, you a damn machine.” Tiny said, standing with one foot propped up on his shovel, the handle leaning back against his shoulder as he gripped it in both hands.  “What got into you?”
“Naw, them the machines.” Darryl said, pointing at the two augers lying nearby.  Well, actually they were standing up on their drill bits.  When they’d finished breaking up the ground for the new graves, they’d let the augers drill themselves just far enough into the clay so they wouldn’t fall over.  The rest of it had been shovel work, clearing out the loose dirt.
“You know what I mean.”
“Yeah.  But we done now.”  Darryl was busy lighting up a cigarette.  The loft of the barn now held a literal truckload of cigarettes, courtesy of all the gas stations Big Chief had cleaned out the previous night.  Jody had raised some hell when she’d seen them, saying it was a waste of time and space to have bothered, but she’d been outvoted by the Dogz that smoked.
She’d been so upset about the cigarettes, some care had been taken to hide all the beer Big Chief had also brought back behind the smokes.  It wasn’t any of her business unless she wanted some, and the way she was carrying on no one really thought she did.
Darryl had tucked three cartons of his preferred Marlboro Lights away in the hard bags on his Harley, for a rainy day, but was restocking himself from the cartons that were being stored behind the bar in the lounge.  And he had four packs on him, just in case.  Now if he could just figure out if anyone had thought to pick up any Zippo fuel, he’d be all set to ride out the apocalypse.
“Think this the last of it?” Psycho asked, also leaning on his shovel.
“What?”
Psycho gestured vaguely at the fresh graves.  “Zombies.  People getting eaten.  You know.”
“Yeah, I know.” Darryl said, unable to keep the darkness from his tone.  “And no, I dunno.  We ought to be just about done with any supply runs and shit, so maybe if we just stay behind the fence ain’t nobody else get sick.”
“Yeah.” Tiny nodded.  “That’d be good.”
“Think it likely we gonna be that lucky?” Psycho persisted.
“Bro, I don’t fucking know.” Darryl said, annoyed.  “Anyway, we done here, so I’m going back and get me a drink and sit for a spell.  You bring in all the shovels, while the rest of us drag them augers back, huh?”
“Fine.”
Darryl left his shovel stuck in the ground and went over to the augers.  Mad helped him with the other end of one, while Tiny and EZ lifted the second.  People had sort of drifted back into the clubhouse following the most recent deaths.  The only ones outside now, in the last vestiges of twilight, were the diggers and the guards up on the top of the clubhouse.
This far away, near the back fence line, all of the guards were visible on the roof.  They were only shapes amid rapidly lengthening shadows, humanoids with the unmistakable outlines of long guns in their hands.  But the ground here was reasonably flat, at least on all the immediate approaches to the new fence.  Anyone up there had a good view all around the property, both in and out.
Except over past the barn. Darryl frowned as he carried his end of the auger toward the old barn.  It was taller than the clubhouse.  Its height blocked off direct view from the clubhouse roof to a section of the grounds, and the fence beyond, to the north.  He wondered if he was the first to notice it.  But he couldn’t think of what they could do about it . . . it wasn’t like they could demolish the barn.
And they sort of needed it for storage.  The people they had now were a tight fit inside the clubhouse.  Some holdouts, folks who hadn’t come yesterday, had now joined them, and inside space was getting to be a premium.  Especially since no one wanted to be assigned to sleep in the bedrooms.  In fact, people seemed to want to be around as many others as they could, for safety.
Darryl didn’t blame them.  He felt that way himself.  True, there was some talk about how likely it was for more people to suddenly turn zombie and get hungry, particularly directed at the newcomers who had only recently left Atlanta and its surrounding suburbs.  But that was only a quiet undercurrent for now, set against what might happen if you were near only one or two others, and one or two of those others abruptly decided people were yummy.  Better to be with many people.
He didn’t like to think what might happen if a whole bunch of folks turned at once.  He was currently of the opinion if it came to that, if that many people were abruptly converting and trying to eat the remaining few, that it was all over anyway.  It wouldn’t matter if  you survived the initial dinner bell or not.
They dropped the tools off in the barn and headed into the clubhouse.  The back door didn’t open when Tiny tried it.  The knob just turned without the door moving.
“Damnit.” Tiny muttered, lifting his fist and banging on the door several times.  “Yo, open up in there.  We done with the graves.”
One of the guards peered over the edge of the roof, looking down at them.  Darryl lit another smoke and glanced up without comment, then back to the closed door when he heard a faint voice from within.  “Ain’t no zombies allowed.”
“Fuck you Joker.” Tiny said loudly.  “Open the damn door.”
There was a scraping sound, then the door opened.  Tiny pushed through and reached menacingly for Joker, who was standing with the crossbar that had been blocking the door propped up next to him.
“Hey, I just playing around.” Joker protested, swaying backwards from Tiny’s clutching fingers.
“That ain’t fucking funny.” Tiny said in a low voice, lower than his usual tone.
“Yeah.  But get the fuck inside before you take his head off.” EZ said.
Tiny menaced Joker with one final look, then moved down the hall, making way for the others to file in.  Darryl left Joker to rebar the door as he stopped in the kitchen for the drink he wanted.  A pair of round drink coolers, like the ones on the sidelines of football games, had been setup on the small folding table near the doorway.  One was marked ‘Sweet T’, the other ‘Fruit’ in black marker.
When he held a plastic cup under the spout and pushed the button on the one marked ‘T’, brewed tea poured out.  Even before he sipped he could feel it was colder than the drinks had been all day, and when he did drink he found it was pretty good tea and definitely cold.  Darryl swallowed several gulps down, topped the cup back off from the cooler, then wandered into the lounge.
The interior of the clubhouse had undergone changes throughout the day.  The fruits of the looting runs were not contained to only the kitchen and basement; they were visible everywhere.  The lounge had a number of air mattresses, already inflated and ready to go, leaning against the inside walls, for later that night.  All the windows had been sealed up with plywood sheets reinforced by boards that were laid in a ladder pattern across them and screwed into the walls with big bolts.  Darryl was happy he hadn’t had to deal with that, but had heard a drill had been involved to start the holes in the rock of the walls.
There were only two doors into the house; front and back.  Both had been similarly reinforced, though there the security was in removable crossbars.  In fact there were three crossbars on the doors, though only one each was currently being used.  Bobo said the others were for if they had to retreat to the house under siege, that they were extra security.  Darryl wasn’t sure he liked the sound of that.
The televisions had been rearranged too.  One had been left in the ‘TV’ room, and both game consoles wired up to it for the kids to all share.  Darryl knew that meant there was probably going to be even more fighting than would have been normal, but that wasn’t his concern.  Low did car stereo installations, though he would insist to anyone who wasn’t talking over him he was a ‘mobile electronics technician’.  Whatever his actual title was, he knew how to deal with cables and stuff.
After Low was finished, the result was a pair of televisions each in the lounge and pool room, wired into the satellite dish’s feed and also spliced into the big sound system that normally ran off the stereo.  The box that controlled the satellite lived in the lounge now, so all anyone in the pool room could do was either ignore or turn off the televisions, or walk across the hall to get the channel changed.  Darryl didn’t think that would matter all that much.
Right now there seemed to be two main divisions as to ‘what to do’ among the Dogz.  The first were becoming news junkies, hanging off everything the televisions were saying and showing.  The second seemed to not want to know any details.  This second group wasn’t disputing anything, or telling anyone they shouldn’t pay attention to what was happening; they just didn’t seem to want to immerse themselves in the information stream.
Darryl had sort of, initially, been in the second group by default.  But after what he’d had to do, what he’d seen, he was now firmly a convert to the first group.  Knowing was better than waiting to find out the hard way.  Even if it was uncomfortable being clued in on the details.
As he made to move towards the bar side of the room, where the televisions were, he heard Bobo calling to him.  He glanced around again, this time actually paying attention rather than just looking past people, and saw Bobo sitting on a couch in the middle of the far wall.  He seemed to be holding a meeting, judging by the lawn chairs that had been setup in front of the couch in a small circle.
“What up?” Darryl asked as he wove around people sitting on sleeping bags on the floor, including a ten person poker game that was being played with spare change as chips.
“Grab a seat bro.” Bobo said.  “Low, get the fuck up and let DJ sit down.”
“Why he get the seat?” Low whined, but he was getting up.
“’Cause he been doing shit an you been chilling.” Big Chief pointed out.
“Tank, come on over here.” Bobo said, ignoring the cross talk.  “Chrome–”
“Yeah, I know.” Chrome said, vacating the lawn chair and pointing Tank to it as the big biker wandered over with a can of soda in his hand.
Darryl looked around.  There were some other people who were clearly paying attention to the group with Bobo, but those who had seats seemed to be the ones Bobo wanted to talk with.  He was sandwiched on the couch between Bobo on one side, and Mr. Soul on the other.  In the chairs before the couch were Tank, Jody, Shooter, Big Chief, and Vivian.
“Alright, so it time to go over stuff and see where we at.” Bobo said as Tank settled carefully into the chair, taking his time about it.  Darryl didn’t blame him; the chair looked woefully inadequate to supporting Tank’s bulk.  The chair creaked a little, but fortunately nothing more dramatic happened as the biker sat down in it.
“We here.” Shooter said, gesturing around.
“Yeah we is.” Bobo said.  “And we need to get a little more organized if we gonna stay here.”
“Fuck man, what else we got to do?” Big Chief asked, looking a little pained.  “I mean, we done cleaned out a bunch of the best stores that be close.”
“Naw, this ain’t so much about supplies right now.” Bobo said calmly, though he looked at Jody.  “We good on supplies now, right?”
Jody glanced down at a notepad in her lap, then nodded once, though her mouth was set in a firm line that Darryl recognized as stress.  “We good for now, I think.”
“How long we got on what in the basement?”
She flipped pages in the notepad, frowned, then finally shrugged.  “I’ve been too busy to do much real figuring, just quick doodles and that kinda thing.  But if everyone cooperates, probably five or six weeks before we down to the bare basics.”
“What’s that mean, cooperate?” Vivian asked.
Jody shrugged.  “All the men need to stop eating like pigs.”
“Hey, we been hungry.” Big Chief said, displaying a frown of his own.
“Yeah, it ain’t like you can work all day and not eat.” Tank put in.
“I ain’t saying y’all ain’t working.” Jody shot back, sounding annoyed.  “But if we gotta stay in here, it’ll help a lot if people get used to better portion controls.”
Darryl looked around as he pulled his smokes out.  Big Chief leaned forward and snagged an ashtray off the side table next to Bobo, handing it to Darryl without comment.  Darryl gave him a brief nod as he lit up a cigarette and balanced the ashtray on his knee carefully.
“That fine.” Bobo said to Jody.  “Ain’t no reason to put people on starvation rations just yet, but we can hold the eats down to something reasonable.  But there gonna be a little more work to do tomorrow.”
“What else is there?” Tank asked.
“Bathroom.” Vivian said, looking unhappy.
“What?  We got a bathroom.” Darryl said, exhaling straight up out of deference to Mr. Soul.
“Yeah.” Vivian replied.  “One.  And there’s like a hundred people here.  Shit, more.  I don’t remember the count, but there a lot.”
“Oh.” Darryl said, suddenly abashed.  “Yeah, that bad.” he muttered.
Bobo nodded.  “Yeah, it bad.  So tomorrow we gonna dig out some latrines in the back yard.”
“Latrines?” Shooter asked.  “For real.”
“For real.” Bobo confirmed, his tone unamused.  “The water might not hold out, and even if it do, we can’t keep living out of the one bathroom.  Especially if we need it for showers and stuff.”
“Right.” Vivian said.  “Showers we can schedule.  They gonna be mostly cold ones, but it better than wandering around dirty all the time.  And the damn bathroom smell bad from being constantly in use anyway, so we might as well use some outhouses.”
“Well, I know a few things about how to help with that.” Bobo said, though he grimaced.  “But yeah, they gonna smell some.  That’s why they going in the back.”
“Shit.” Big Chief muttered.
Bobo grinned at him.  “Exactly right.”
“What we gonna do if the water get cut off?” Darryl asked, as the thought occurred to him.
Bobo grinned again, though this time it was more grimace than grin.  And there was a hint of approval in his eyes as he looked at Darryl.  “Yeah, that’ll be interesting.  Especially if we get trapped in here by a horde or something.”
“We all the way out here.” Shooter said, making a jerking motion with his hand.  “This ain’t Atlanta.  Most of the zombies is in Atlanta.”
“So?” Tank asked.
“So, we ain’t gonna get trapped.” Shooter said.
“Maybe, maybe not.” Bobo shrugged.  “We’ll figure shit out as it happens.  But my main emergency plan if the water stop is the lake.”
“Fuck, like that clean?” Big Chief said, making a face.
“It clean enough.  Especially if we boil whatever we gonna drink or cook with.  Plus if it comes to it, we can build a water filter.  It mean finding some other stuff, like a whole bunch of sand, plus we gonna have to do a whole mess of digging, but I know how to do it.”
Darryl wondered about that, but he reminded himself Bobo had been an Army engineer for a long time.  He supposed the Army, of all people, had put some thought into how to maintain drinkable water sources.
“I more worried about the power.” Big Chief said.
“Well, you ought not be.” Jody said, not quite snapping, but with an edge of sharpness.  “If we only get to pick one, pick water.”
“You can’t drink out of no electrical socket.” Mr. Soul said.
Big Chief scowled.  “What we gonna do without power?”
“Manage, same as we gonna do with anything else that happen.” Bobo shrugged.
“But how we gonna find out what going on?” Big Chief protested, gesturing vaguely in the direction of the televisions.  “I mean, they gonna be bombing the fucking city tomorrow.  What if they do something like that again, and we out somewhere that about to be blown up?  What then?”
“Bro, we ain’t gonna need nothing out of Atlanta.” Darryl said, trying to pitch his voice in a reasonable tone.  “It too far for any sort of good looting.”
“Yeah, what about Athens?” Big Chief demanded.  “That ain’t so far from here, and the teevee say it all sorts of fucked up with zombies too.”
“Worry about the shit you can do something about.” Bobo said, sounding a bit annoyed.
Big Chief opened his mouth, but Mr. Soul spoke first.  “Ain’t nothing gonna happen that we can’t handle.  The Lord never puts you on a path you can’t walk if you try.”
Darryl dragged on his smoke, keeping his mouth shut.  He believed in God, but he wasn’t so sure about the whole ‘leave it up to the Lord’ line of thinking.  As far as he was concerned, God expected them to figure things out for themselves.  If it wasn’t supposed to be that way, wouldn’t God do a lot more talking so they’d know to obey him?
“Mr. Soul.” Big Chief said, sounding pained, but Bobo spoke up this time.
“Enough.  If the power go out, we gonna deal with it. We got them generators in the barn, and a decent amount of fuel for them too.”
“Yeah, but if that happens, we gonna need to save it for keeping the refrigerators powered.” Jody pointed out.
“So we can watch teevee then.” Big Chief said, sounding smug.
“No.” Jody said.
“Why not?”
“Because we probably only need to run the generators like twice a day to keep the refrigerators cold enough for it to be safe.” Vivian said.
“Right.” Jody nodded.  “So long as you don’t go opening and closing the doors, a fridge keep itself cold a good long while after the power goes out.  That’ll let us stretch the gas out.”
Big Chief took out a pack of Newports and lit one up, sitting back with a somewhat sullen look on his face.
“Like I said, we gonna take on any problems as they come.” Bobo said, clearly making an effort to keep his voice calm.  “Some shit we can plan for, other shit we probably be a little more surprised by, but all we can do is all we can do.  And one thing we can plan for is our guarding.”
“What about it?” Shooter asked.
Bobo gestured vaguely around.  Darryl glanced across the room automatically, but when the older biker spoke again he realized Bobo meant to indicate the outside, not the room.  “We might want to think about a little training with the weapons, just so Dogz ain’t up there fooling around with the guns instead of shooting if something happens.”
Shooter and Darryl frowned almost in unison.  Jody and Tank, who were sitting on the far ends of the chair half-circle and thus were in a good position to see both men, looked surprised at their united reaction.
“What’s wrong?” Jody asked, while Tank sort of chuckled into his can of soda as he took a sip, trying to cover his laughter.
Shooter looked at Darryl, who just shrugged and made a ‘go on’ motion with his hand.  Nodding, Shooter shifted his gaze to Bobo.  “We ain’t really got a whole lot of ammo.”
“But there’s a big stack of ammo boxes in the barn.” Jody protested.  “And you done moved some in here behind the bar, and put some more downstairs in the basement, and there even some you done put up on the roof.”
“Yeah, but that ain’t as much as you thinking.” Shooter said, after another look at Darryl to make sure he didn’t want to handle the answer.  Darryl was starting to wonder about Shooter’s reaction, but he just stubbed out his cigarette and tapped a fresh one out, keeping quiet while Shooter kept explaining.
“Thing is, we got like fifty, maybe sixty guys who just now handling guns for real for the first time.”
“There some women with guns too.” Vivian pointed out.
“Yeah, but ain’t none of them done volunteered for guard duty.” Tank said abruptly.
Vivian opened her mouth, then closed it and shrugged.  Shooter waited a moment, then went on.  “There a lot of pistol ammo, yeah, but not so much for the long guns.  Not as much as you thinking.  And if we go trying to train Dogz into good shots, it’ll use up a lot of what we got.”
“You kidding, right?” Jody said, still clearly not believing him.
Darryl leaned forward as he snapped his Zippo closed.  “No.  Me and Shooter go to the range together sometime.  You can go through two or three boxes pretty quick, even if you just shooting pistol like we do.  And trust me, that ain’t enough to make someone a good shot.”
“Right.” Shooter said.  “And, like I said, there more pistol than rifle and shotgun ammo.  We can let everyone fire off a few rounds from a rifle, a few more from a shotgun, and like a mag for their pistol, but we ought to be thinking about saving the rest for something dangerous.”
Bobo spoke up as Jody started to speak.  “Now that they got me thinking about it, they probably right.  At least, it matching what I remember from the Army.  We didn’t shoot all that much in basic, and even the infantry guys didn’t shoot that much more than support fuckheads like me.  And they wasn’t all that good at shooting neither.”
“Yeah.” Shooter said, sounding unhappy.  “I mean, we got enough people here that there probably at least a couple who is good at it.  We can try to figure out who they is when we run through the little bit of training we can do, but we either gonna have to get into a lot of fighting, or get a lot more ammo, to do some learning.”
“Let’s not go hoping for trouble.” Mr. Soul said, his voice stern.  “That ain’t right.”
“No, it ain’t.” Bobo said.  “And we can’t go hoping we’ll find a lot more ammo either.  So I guess we gotta take it more careful than I was thinking.”
Darryl turned his head.  “Thinking, like how?”
Bobo shrugged.  “I was thinking about how many people we needed to have up on guard, and was hoping we might maybe get it down to like two or three.  But now, listening to y’all and thinking about it a bit, maybe we ought to go the other way and put up seven or eight.”
Darryl caught Shooter looking at him again.  He tapped the end of his cigarette into the ashtray on his knee, took a drag off it, then finally shrugged when he realized everyone was waiting for him or Shooter to speak up.  And Shooter was apparently waiting for him to do the talking.  He considered for a few more seconds, then exhaled his lungful of smoke.
“Tomorrow then, after we dig them latrines you talking about.  We set some targets or something up, and me and Shooter will run all the guards through a little shooting.” Darryl said, tapping his cigarette again.  “We try to see who better at it than the rest, and then maybe we can split up the good ones so there at least one or two good ones on the roof all the time.”
Bobo sighed.  “I guess we ought to hope we got some shooters in here with us.”
Shooter grinned.  “There only one Shooter here.”
“Fuck, you know what I mean bro.” Bobo said a little impatiently.  Shooter nodded, his expression almost immediately more contrite than mischievous.  “Anyway, that need to happen so we know how many gonna be on a guard shift.”
“Why don’t we just go get some more ammo then?” Jody asked.  “If that the problem . . . I mean, hell.  This Georgia, ain’t it?  We got rednecks with guns all over the damn place around here, don’t we?”
“Yeah, there is.” Shooter said.
“And that why I want to hold everyone in for at least the next few days.” Bobo said.  “I think we done snuck around some before anyone else really got to noticing how bad shit is.  Now that they gonna blow Atlanta up, and the fucking President gone, and shit like that . . . word’s out.”
“Yeah, it’ll probably be pretty wild everywhere for the next little while.” Tank said abruptly.  “Last night we was lucky we didn’t get into any fights.”
Darryl nodded slowly, thinking about the men with the expensive pistols at the Kroger.  If they’d had more people with them, more people who shared their tastes and familiarities with high quality guns . . . that could have been a lot uglier.
“Why don’t we just find a gun store?” Jody persisted.
Both Darryl and Shooter shook their heads again.  Darryl gestured at Shooter again when the other man looked at him, ready to defer once more.
“Gun stores is common targets for break ins and thefts.” Shooter explained.  “And they all run by some guy, or a guy and his family.”
“So?  Everyone busy with zombies and stuff.”
“Right.” Shooter said.  “But see, where we been looting, it’s all been big corporate stores.  Them people that work there, they don’t give a fuck about the store.  Especially if zombies wandering around eating people.  But them gun store guys .. .” Shooter trailed off for a moment.
“They probably all holed up in the stores by now.” Darryl said.  “Them stores is their life, plus now that the world ending and shit, they gonna be even more crazy about guns and shit than they was before.  We probably end up getting into a big ass shoot out if we try to get into one.”
“Plus they ain’t the easiest places to get into.” Shooter pointed out.  “I used to work in one a while ago, just on weekends so I’d get a discount on stuff.  Now insurance and laws is tougher now than they was then, so it probably worse now, but even back then he had himself a brick building with Lexan windows.”
“What’s Lexan?” Vivian wanted to know.
Darryl grinned.  “Lexan is tough shit.”
“That don’t help me none DJ.” Vivian said primly.
Shooter laughed.  “He right.  Lexan is bulletproof glass, though it ain’t glass, it plastic.  It tough as hell.  You ain’t gonna just walk up and break it.  Sometimes there used to be shell casings on the sidewalk outside the store, in the mornings, where some fool had tried to shoot out the ‘windows’” Shooter made little quote marks in the air with his fingers, still laughing.  “Just wasted ammo, and left behind stuff for the cops to identify him by when he done something else stupider later and they catch him.”
“It don’t matter.” Bobo interrupted.  “We gonna stay home and tend the fort for the time being.  Unless some of them zombie packs I seeing on the teevee in Atlanta and shit gonna somehow walk all the way out here and try to get at us, we probably okay.  Let’s just give it some time and see how things go.”
Most of them nodded, Darryl among them.  Unless it came down to a critical problem, he was all for staying behind the new fence and playing a wait-and-see game.  They had vehicles and it would take a lot of trouble for them to not be able to fight and ride their way out if worst came to worst.  And even if they were mostly ‘civilians’ when it came to a gun fight, the Dogz were tough.
“Now, last thing I got.” Bobo said.  “I tired of everyone always running to me all the damn time.  It been going on since last night, and it getting old.”
“You said you was in charge, period.” Tank pointed out.
“Yeah, and I am.” Bobo said.  “But that don’t mean people can’t use their damn heads for more than showing off their hair.”
“Hair!” Vivian blurted out.  Darryl blinked and glanced at her to see she had her hands clapped to the sides of her head, and looked horrified.
“What?” Big Chief asked after a moment.
“Hair!” Vivian said, turning to Jody.  “Fuck, I was due for a relaxer treatment at the salon next week.”
Jody frowned, then muttered something Darryl couldn’t hear.
“You worried about your hair?” Tank asked, sounding quite amused.
“It ain’t funny!” Vivian snapped.
“Sure it is.”
“Look, you want to walk around with a damn afro, that’s your concern.” Jody said.  “But I sure as hell don’t.”
“You’ve got to be kidding me.” Big Chief said, throwing his hands up.  “What the hell are we supposed to do about it?”
“They make over-the-counter stuff for it.” Vivian said anxiously.  “We need to get some of it before too long.”
“If we ain’t going out for food or guns or other shit, we sure as hell ain’t going out for no Goddamned hair relaxer.” Big Chief said.
“Hey now.” Mr. Soul said.
“He sorry.” Bobo said firmly, making a slashing motion through the air with one hand.  “Start a new list, or add it to the one you already keeping.” he told Jody.  “But Chief right, we ain’t going out for that.  We can keep it in mind when we do make some more runs, but until then, I don’t know . . .” he trailed off, obviously trying to think of something to say.
“Wear a hat?” Darryl suggested.
“DJ!” Jody said, reaching out and slapping at him with her notepad.
Darryl grabbed for the ashtray on his knee as it teetered, preventing it from falling, and put his other hand up to ward her off.  “What?  It’ll work won’t it?”
“We ain’t got enough hats.” Vivian fumed.
“Scarves.” Jody said suddenly, leaning back.  “We can rig some up out of some of the shirts I guess.  Make some wraps.”
“Like I was saying.” Bobo said, plowing forward doggedly, “I tired of all the problems coming back to me.  I mean, ain’t everyone in here stupid.  Now, I done already put Jody in charge of all the supplies and kitchen and stuff, since she know it better than I do.”
“She doing a good job with it.” Mr. Soul nodded.  “Fine job.”
“Yeah.” other heads nodded.  Jody looked pleased.
“She is.  But we could use a bit more delegation, so I gonna do some.” Bobo said.  “First of all, any questions about the fence or any construction shit we might be doing, they ought to go through Tank before they get to me.”
Tank shrugged when Bobo gave him a look.  “Sure.  I ain’t no big expert like you is Bobo, but I know my way around a site.”
“You gonna be okay.” Bobo said.  “And if we end up stuck in here for too long I’ll teach you some stuff.”
“Sure.”
“Gun stuff, anything about the guns, everyone gonna talk to Shooter.”
Shooter sat back.  “Just cause my name Shooter don’t make me no damn expert.”
“Maybe not, but you and Darryl the closest we got to gun guys, and I got something else for him, so you it.” Bobo said.  “You shot a lot of stuff, so you know what you doing.”
“I guess.” Shooter said, still looking a little uncomfortable.
“If any problems come up with the vehicles or the generators, that’s you Chief.” Bobo continued, gesturing at Big Chief.  “You the club mechanic already, but since all hell breaking loose and I halfway to loosing my mind anyway, let’s just make it official.”
“No problem.” Big Chief nodded.
“Vivian, you in charge of them drugs we got stashed in the back closet.”
“Bobo, I done already told you I ain’t no doctor.” she protested immediately.
“And I ain’t making you one.” Bobo said.  “But you know more than the rest of us about them pills.  At least you got some idea what is needed for what.”
“Needles knows drugs.”
“Needles is halfway to being a damn crackhead.” Darryl said, frowning.
“Right.” Bobo nodded.  “And he mostly just know what feels good anyway.  You the pharmacist until further notice.  In fact, tomorrow I gonna see if we can put a lock on that closet door so it ain’t just standing open for anyone to wander on back there and help themselves.”
“That necessary?” Vivian asked, still unhappy.
“Yeah, I think so.” Bobo said.  “I see how bad diseases and shit can get if there ain’t the right drugs to treat it.”
“Like zombies?” Big Chief asked.
“No–fuck!” Bobo glared at Big Chief for a few moments.  “That different, and you damn well know it.  Anyway, like I said, I wanna get them locked up and either way, Vivian in charge of them.”
“Fine.” she said a bit huffily, folding her arms.
“As long as we got the teevees to keep an eye on, Mr. Soul the main news watcher for us all.” Bobo continued, turning to the old preacher.  “Anyone need to know what been going on everywhere else, they ought to go ask Mr. Soul before they go off an start looking for rumors.  I done seen how rumors can get bad too, so Mr. Soul gonna be the one we rely on to keep us filled in when we too busy with other stuff to sit and watch the teevee.”
“You just making me do this because I’m old.”
“Maybe.” Bobo shrugged.  “But it needs doing.  And you a smart man Mr. Soul.  You probably the best one even if you was still young.”
“Bobo, you don’t have to butter me up.” Mr. Soul smiled.  “I’m happy to keep track of what’s going on.”
“Good.  Which brings me to you.” Bobo said, turning to Darryl.  “Bro, since the bottom done fell out and it started raining shit on us you done a lot to help.”
“It ain’t no problem.” Darryl said, uncomfortable.
“Yeah, for a lot of Dogz it was.” Bobo said seriously.  “Like Shooter said, we all ‘civilians’.  We got all sorts of crazy shit happening, and you keeping your head in place.  And I halfway to losing mine with all the questions and stuff.  So I picking you to be my lieutenant.”
Darryl stared at him, stunned.  “Uh . . . bro, I don’t know.” he said after a couple of seconds, feeling awkward.  He wasn’t sure about this.  He just liked seeing things getting done, not being a boss to the others.  As far as he was concerned, it was about the Dogz, not any one of them in particular.
“I do.” Bobo said firmly.  “You the best one to keep the Dogz moving in the right direction.  So just in case I do end up losing my mind, I making it official so there ain’t no questions.”
“So what, we in the Army now?” Big Chief asked.
“No, but we ain’t just joy riding around on the weekends neither.” Bobo said.  “I the Top, and DJ the second.  If I ain’t around, then DJ the one who decides.  Even if it’s just deciding who else gonna decide.”
* * * * *



Jessica
Jessica started awake in the darkness and lifted her head.  Beside her, Candice stirred restlessly in her sleep.  She’d wanted to sleep in mom’s bed again, and Jessica had seen no reason, and hadn’t wanted, to tell her no.  It was as much a comfort for her as it was for her daughter.  Jessica glanced around the darkened bedroom, then looked at the bedside clock.  The digital numbers glowed green in the dimness, split only by a few splashes of moonlight coming from the bedroom windows.
She listened carefully, trying to figure out what had woken her.  She’d only laid down about an hour ago.  Jessica had been surprised to find herself yawning right after dinner; she usually didn’t go to sleep until around midnight, and it wasn’t like she’d spent the day really doing anything.  It was probably the stress, there was more than enough of that going around.
She had finally put some music on to help break the endless barrage of ‘horrible’, ‘worse’ and ‘horribly worse’ the television had been pumping out.  She had almost wanted to put a DVD in, something happy or at least not quite so depressing, but couldn’t bear to tune out what was happening.  Something important might be reported, something that would make a difference, and she’d need to hear it. So far, that hadn’t happened though.
She heard something, a faint noise, coming from the hallway.  Jessica sat up abruptly, trying to place the sound.  A thumping, like banging on a wall.  She felt her heart race as the thought of one of them beating on the house went through her mind, and she quickly slid out of bed.  Jessica grabbed her robe automatically, thrusting her arms through the sleeves as she went around the bed and made for the door.  In the hallway, she didn’t hear anything when she paused to listen.  After a few moments, she started for the stairs.
Joey’s door was still standing open, his room unused since Friday morning, and she paused when she spotted the glint of his bat propped up against the table under his window.  She hesitated, then stepped inside and picked the metal cylinder up, hefting it experimentally in her hands.  Jessica took a quick look out through the window, scanning the lawn and street below.  Everything looked quiet, no wandering figures, just some lights on in houses across the street giving any sign of life at all.
Turning back, she went downstairs quietly, still listening, and went over to the front door.  It was still locked, and when she cautiously peered through one of the windows in the front room, the same scene as from Joey’s room, now from ground level, greeted her.  She walked through the front room slowly, through the dining room, and paused at the door leading from the kitchen to the garage.  Quiet, and it was locked too.  The view from the kitchen window revealed an empty back yard, nothing there but the eight foot wooden privacy fence, the swing set and sandbox that Candice barely played with anymore, and the patio furniture.
She went around into the living room and peeked through the curtains covering the sliding doors, peering through the glass.  A better view of the same nothing, the same quiet scene that gave no hint of what she feared.  Her father had been more than a little put out when he couldn’t find anything to use for boarding up the glass doors, which, once he’d brought it to her attention, were obviously a huge entry into the house.
He’d settled for shifting the couch to sit in front of them, though Jessica had been forced to help him move it across the living room.  He was in his sixties after all, and the couch was one he’d built for her as part of the wedding present when she and Brett had gotten married.  It was a solid wood frame upholstered with thick, dense padding, and was heavy.  She wasn’t sure how much better it was to have it in front of the sliding doors, but it had put a dent in his grumbling, so she’d helped.
Jessica stood looking through the glass a moment longer, then let the curtains fall.  The house was quiet.  She was hearing things, letting her fears get the better of her.  Glancing at the bat clutched in her left hand, she sighed, then went back upstairs.
As she reached the top, she heard a sound.  It was kind of a squishy, ripping sound.  Jessica froze, cocking her head, then crept forward slowly.  Her parents were in the spare bedroom, opposite the hall bath and Joey’s room.  Jessica paused at their door and listened.
She heard the sound again, and when she put her ear to the door, right next to the frame, there was an even fainter sound . . . a sort of rhythmic sound.  Jessica blanched as her heart skipped a beat.  Please God, no.  She found she’d closed her eyes in brief, automatic prayer, and opened them slowly.
With a hand that trembled visibly, she reached for the doorknob and carefully turned it, pushing gently to open the door when the knob had disengaged the latch.
The smell hit her before her eyes even began resolving anything in the dark bedroom.  A heavy smell, thick and salty with an unpleasant tang of iron.  There was a shape on the bed, moving a little.  No, two shapes, one atop the other.  But only one of the shapes was moving.  The sound came again, that wet, stretching sound of something solid and porous being torn.
“Mom? Dad?” Jessica heard herself say.  The voice that split the darkness didn’t sound like hers.  It sounded like it belonged to a stranger, to an unfamiliar child.  There was no response, and she heard that other sound again, the sound of someone with no manners eating a steak dinner.
Jessica fumbled on the wall and flipped the light switch up almost completely by accident.  The bulbs’ illumination flooded through the room like a physical presence, and she blinked against the sudden brightness.
The bedside lamp had been knocked over, as had the vase of plastic flowers Jessica kept on the headboard to give the room a little more color.  But that wasn’t what captured her gaze.  Her mother was lying atop her father in the bed, her head bent over his neck.  There was blood on the sheets, a lot of blood.
Her father’s legs were tangled in the sheets, twisted and bent.  One of his arms was at his side, under his wife’s body as she lay draped across him.  The other was bent up between their chests.  The woman’s head bent a little, and Jessica heard that terrible tearing sound again as her mother bit off a piece of her father’s neck.  The chewing resumed, horrible and surreal.
“No.” Jessica whispered, standing frozen in the doorway.  Her entire body felt numb, like all the energy and life had fled and left her a pale shadow of a person.  She swayed on her feet.  “Oh God, no. No.  No!  NO!  NO, NO, NO!” she said, her voice rising hysterically and growing in volume with each repetition, as if the word alone, as if wishing hard enough, could somehow change the scene before her.
She was still screaming when she reached out with the bat gripped in both hands as she jabbed sharply into her mother’s side.  The end of the bat made contact with the woman’s ribs, and Jessica barely felt the impact as she pushed with body and arms.
Her mother rolled off the far side of the bed in a flail of arms and swirl of sheets and nightgown, landing with a heavy thump on the floor next to the wall.  Jessica saw her father staring up at the ceiling, sightless eyes motionless amid a face that was splattered with blood.  His neck had been laid open, across the front and up both sides, one bite at a time.  As his wife was thrown off him, the hand that had been across his chest was pulled to one side, flopping down on the bed next to him lifelessly.
Jessica froze, the bat still in both hands and extended over the bed, over the body, as she stared at the carnage on the bed.  There was just so much blood, so much it hadn’t even soaked into the mattress yet.  Pools of it were rippling next to her father’s body as the mattress settled when her mother rolled off.  Jessica suddenly drew a ragged breath that shuddered through her mouth and produced a strangling, sobbing sound as her body reminded her it needed her to breathe.
A head, a pair of shoulders, part of a chest, sat up on the far side of the bed.  The head turned to her, and Jessica screamed as she saw Sharon, saw the thing that used to be her mother, staring at her with empty eyes and a slack expression.  Fresh blood coated her face, dripped down the front of her nightgown.  Her teeth were red and had bits of . . . stuff stuck between them, visible as she made a chewing motion.
Sharon Patterson gazed blankly at her daughter without recognition as she struggled to her feet, her flailing arms beating at, clutching at, the wall and the bed.  Jessica stood frozen as the . . . creature staggered back upright and turned as if about to collapse back on the bed.
The shock of the bat’s impact surprised her.  Jessica blinked as Sharon stumbled back and sideways.  She didn’t realize she’d swung until the vibration of the metal hitting her mother’s shoulder ran up the bat and through her arms.  Jessica watched her mother catch herself on the edge of the window and slowly start to straighten.  Jessica was swinging again before she registered the decision, and Sharon crashed backwards.  Glass shattered, wood splintered, and suddenly her mother was gone.
Jessica blinked, her sluggish thoughts not up to the task of processing what was happening.  She looked at the bat in her hands, then back at the window.  Finally, feeling stupid, she took a stumbling step forward, catching herself on the wall next to the broken window, and looked out.  Nothing, just open air and the trees beyond the fence.  Then it occurred to her to look down.  She craned her head outside a little and looked at the ground next to the house.
Her mother had landed half in and half out of the flowerbed that ran along the house.  One of her legs was bent in a completely unnatural manner, and Jessica saw something sharp poking out of her skin in a place where nothing should be.  But the thing, the thing that had been her mother, was still moving.  As she peered down, she saw the hands scrabbling and scraping across the grass, moving beneath the body and pushing up.  The head was turning, looking up at her.  The blood on Sharon’s face glistened in the moonlight horrifically.
“Mom?” Jessica heard from behind her, and she abruptly spun.  Dropping the bat, she rushed to the hallway door, darting outside and yanking it closed behind her as Candice emerged from the master bedroom.  “Mom, what’s wrong?”
Jessica stared at her daughter, completely at a loss for words.  Candice looked up at her sleepily, her hair tousled and falling over one side of her face.  “I heard shouting.” Candice said after a moment.
Something deep within her applied charged paddles to her insides, jump-starting her thoughts and helping her generate an awareness that could lead her beyond the paralysis.  Jessica shook herself violently.  She drew a breath, exhaled, and knelt down.  Reaching out, she grasped Candice by the shoulders and pulled her close, hugging her tightly.
“Sweetie, you know I love you, don’t you?” she whispered, her voice wobbling a little as she tried to focus herself on something other than the horror, the terror, and the agonizing pain that had a stranglehold on her.
Candice seemed confused, but her arms went around her mother.  “I love you too mom.”
“Candy Bear, I love you so, so, so much.” Jessica whispered, forcing herself to relax her hold on the girl after a moment when she felt how tightly she was squeezing.
“Mom, what’s wrong?” Candice asked, and her voice was afraid.
Jessica pushed her daughter back and held her by the shoulders, looking right into her eyes.  They were wide, the whites seeming enormous in the dim hallway.  “Candice, I need you to listen to me, and do everything I say.  No questions.  Can you do that for me?”
“Mom–”
“No questions.” Jessica said sharply, more sharply than she’d intended.  Candice flinched, and Jessica softened her tone.  “No questions.” she repeated more gently.  “Get dressed, as fast as you can.  Jeans and a shirt.  As fast as you can.  Then I want you to put clothes into your Dora backpack, as many clothes as you can fit.  Jeans and shirts, as many as will fit.  As fast as you can.”
“Okay.” Candice said, her voice weak and threadbare.  “But–”
Jessica shook her head quickly.  “No questions.  Get dressed and pack clothes in your backpack.  And, please sweetie, please, please, please.  No matter what, not for any reason, do not open grandma and grandpa’s door.”
“What’s wrong?” Candice whispered.
Jessica stood and turned her daughter, pushing her into the bedroom.  “Get dressed, get the backpack.  Stay in your room, or come into mine.  As fast as you can.”
Jessica watched as Candice glanced back at her as she walked over to her dresser, opening one of the drawers.  Jessica flashed a smile she didn’t feel at all, and turned to her bedroom.  Leaving the door open so she could see if Candice came out, Jessica wrenched open drawers on her own dresser.  She flung a stack of jeans out on the bed, followed by the first stack of shirts and blouses she found.  She whipped her nightgown off over her head so fast she heard a part of it ripping, completely ignored as she flung the thin garment aside and grabbed for jeans.
She slid into them, buttoned and zipped up, then tugged a shirt on.  Lunging for the closet, she grabbed the duffle bag Brett used to take with him to the gym.  Dragging it down, she knocked what seemed like half the shelf’s contents off in her haste, but she ignored all the thumps and clatters behind her as she spun back to the bed with the duffel in hand.  It was empty and clean, having been washed and sitting on the top shelf waiting for its owner.
Jessica flung it on the bed now and thrust clothes inside.  She grabbed a pair of sneakers from the closet and put them in the bag, jammed her bare feet into a pair of loafers, then ran back around the bed to her dresser.  There was room in the bag for a little more, and she decided to grab socks and underwear.  Two belts, at the last moment, just because she saw them coiled neatly in the drawer when she went for socks.  She jammed everything into the duffel without the slightest concern other than that the items were inside.
Zipping the bag closed so quickly her fingers smarted from the tight grip she used on the metal tab, she grabbed the twin handles of the bag and went back into the hall.  Candice was sitting on the floor in front of her dresser, the Dora backpack she’d stopped using last year lying next to her.  She was just starting to put her shoes on, but looked up when Jessica appeared in the doorway.
“You have clothes in your bag?” Jessica asked.
“Yes.” Candice said, looking confused and scared.
Jessica stepped into the room and opened her daughter’s underwear drawer, then picked up the backpack.  She opened the secondary compartment and thrust underwear and socks in, then zipped it closed and motioned for Candice to get up.  “Come on sweetie, you can put your shoes on in the car.  Here, put this on now.”
Candice got up uncertainly, still holding one sock in her hand.  Jessica turned her daughter quickly and helped her slide her hands through the backpack’s straps.  They were a little tight, but Jessica ignored that and picked up the sneakers Candice hadn’t put on yet.  Grabbing the girl’s hand, she pulled her out into the hallway and down the stairs.  She purposefully went through the front room, through the dining room, and into the kitchen so they didn’t have to go through the living room.
Jessica clamped her arm down on the sneakers as she jammed them under her arm to free one of her hands, the other still gripping Candice’s tightly.  She grabbed her purse from the hook next to the door, slung it over her shoulder one handed, then used the same hand to unlock the door and throw it open.  Almost dragging Candice through the door, she dug her keys out of the purse and got the car unlocked.
“Get in sweetie.” Jessica said, pulling Candice into the car by the arm.  Her daughter stumbled up on the driver’s seat, then climbed across to the passenger side.
“Here.” Jessica said, reaching in and dropping the sneakers in her lap, then throwing the duffle and her purse into the back seat.  She slid in behind the wheel, closed her door quickly, then hit the button that locked all the doors.
“Mom, what’s wrong?” Candice asked as she struggled to get her arms out of the too tight straps of the old backpack.
“We have to leave sweetie.” Jessica said, fumbling as she tried to jam the key into the ignition.
“Why?”
The key slid in.  Jessica twisted it immediately to start the engine, then started to reach over to the passenger visor to the garage door remote.  She paused, her finger not quite touching the button, as a thought occurred to her.  She closed her eyes and listened to the engine idling contentedly for a moment, trying to decide.  She felt torn, like there was no right answer.  No, that wasn’t quite true.  Not quite.
She might not know exactly what she should be doing, or what was coming next, but she did know any path that led to safety, that had more on the side of protection and surety, was the path she should follow.  It didn’t matter where such a path went, just as long as it stayed safe.  If that path twisted toward danger, then that was when to choose another.  But until that fork in the road . . .  she felt Candice’s presence next to her like a magnet, and made her decision.
“Candy Bear, mommy forgot something in the house.” Jessica said, turning the car off and jamming the keys into her pocket.  “I’ll be right back.  While I’m gone, you stay in the car.”  She twisted to look at her daughter, making sure she caught Candice’s eyes with hers.  “Stay in the car.  Don’t get out of the car, you hear me?”
“Yes.” Candice said softly, nodding with a wide eyed gaze that made her look younger than she was.
Jessica nodded back, forced a smile that she hoped was more reassuring than it felt as her cheeks stretched it forth, then opened her door.  She closed it and hit the button on the remote to lock the car again, then went back inside the house.
The familiar surroundings already seemed alien and threatening.  She lingered at the door to scan around, looking and listening, then crossed the kitchen to the open doorway dividing kitchen from living room and paused again.  It seemed clear, though she’d never noticed just how many shadows cloaked the room’s nooks and crevices; each one grinning malevolently at her with a promise of some hidden horror.
“Get a grip.” Jessica whispered to herself.  “You’re the mom.” she said softly, her voice choking off in a strangled sob that sounded like a wounded animal.  She crossed the living room, made the stairs, and went up them as lightly and quickly as she could.  At the door, she paused to gather her courage, then delayed another couple of seconds by glancing up and down the hallway as if checking for threats.
Then, out of excuses, she opened the door and stepped inside the spare bedroom.  Her father’s body was on the bed where he’d died, drawing her attention automatically.  She felt her eyes moistening despite her resolve, and shook herself violently as if trying to dislodge some insect that was crawling across her skin.  Tearing her eyes away from the blood and gore, she cast her gaze around quickly.
The bedside table held William’s watch, but nothing else except the lamp and alarm clock and vase of fake flowers that always lived there.  She tugged open the drawer on the table, but it was empty aside from the little potpourri sachet she changed every few months so the room didn’t get overwhelmed with that empty smell that always seemed to thicken up in a vacant area.
“Come on.” Jessica muttered, looking around again.  Floor next to the table and bed, nothing but blood stained carpet and the bat.  The bat!  Jessica leaned down and took it in hand, then lingered long enough to peer under the bed.  Just a clean expanse of carpet over to the other side, where the bloodstains picked back up.  She stood and looked around a third time, then jammed the bat under one arm and quickly went through the dresser drawers.  Clothes, which she rummaged through quickly without success.
“Damnit Dad!” Jessica cursed as the last drawer opened to reveal nothing, her mother having obviously chosen to not use the bottom most one to spare the effort of needing to bend that far over.  “You promised.” she muttered, turning and scanning around the room again.  It was the spare bedroom, and only had the barest amount of furniture.  The clutter and crowding that almost inevitably defined a room with a regular occupant was absent, just the bed, two tables, the one dresser, and the closet.
Jessica yanked open the drawer on the table on the side of the bed her mother had been sleeping in.  Still nothing.  Jessica vented her frustrating by slamming the drawer closed, almost catching her fingers.  Then a thought occurred to her, and she blanched.  Turning her head, she looked at the corpse, at her father, on the bed.
“He promised.” she whispered, making her way back around the bed again, her loafers squishing slightly in the blood on the carpet.  Gingerly, reluctantly, she reached out and slowly, very slowly, slid her hand under the pillows her father’s lifeless head rested on.  The weight of his skull seemed to be immense, and she gritted her teeth as a quavering grunt rippled up from her chest.  Her heart was pounding, she did not like this, but her fingers contacted something that was as heavy as her father’s head.
When she got it out from beneath the pillow, she almost teleported away from the bed, eager to be away from the body.  The holstered gun came with her, gripped tightly in her hand despite feeling like it weighed hundreds of pounds.  When her back bumped into the wall next to the door, she stood and panted like she’d run a marathon, trying to slow her thudding pulse.  A few tears were clinging to her cheeks and eyes, and she blinked several times to clear her vision.
She forced herself to draw a slow and steady breath, interrupting the quick in and out that was sure to make her hyperventilate.  Another, slow inhalation, pause, steady exhalation.  Better.  Jessica looked at the gun in her hands almost as an experiment, as if testing to see if it would set her off.  The gun’s shiny steel glinted at her around the black nylon of the holster and the dark checked rubber on the grip.  She stared at it like it was an alien device for a moment, then frowned as another thought occurred to her.
Looking around again, she glanced at the closet.  Stepping a little closer, she spotted the gun’s box on the top shelf.  When she reached and pulled it down, the weight confirmed the spare bullets had to still be inside.  Jessica set the holstered weapon atop the box and hugged both to her chest, gripping her son’s bat in her right hand, and very purposefully did not look at the bed as she left the room.
She descended the stairs much more quickly than she’d gone up them.  Now that she had what she’d come back for, all she could think of was Candice waiting in the car.  The dark interior of the house with its suddenly looming and irrationally unfamiliar shadows was something she found easier to brush aside now.  But as she crossed the living room, a heavy thump on her left caused to her startle so violently that she tripped over her own feet.
Stumbling down to her knees, the gun hit the carpet with a heavy thump, followed an instant later by the lock box it was supposed to live in.  Jessica barely caught herself with her abruptly empty hands before she cracked her chin atop the metal box.  Sprawled on her hands and knees, she blinked as if taking mental inventory, then snapped her head over to the side as she heard another thump.  This time it was accompanied by a cracking sound that echoed loudly through the room.
The sofa was in front of the sliding doors that opened out into the back patio and yard, where her father had insisted they move it too earlier.  And the curtains were drawn.  But, as she looked in that direction with a wild expression of alarm, the thump sounded a third time.  And this time it was paired not with nothing or with a crack, but with an ear splitting shattering as the glass panel of the door broke and fell apart.
As she registered the door’s destruction, something thrust through the curtains.  She saw . . . fingers, grasping and clawing, clearly evident through the heavy curtains.  Jessica let out a shriek, she couldn’t help it.  Her pulse was beating fast enough to put her right through the roof if only she could pair its energy to wings or a propeller.  But there was nowhere for the terror fueled hammering of her heart to take her unless she got moving, and she felt glued to the living room floor as she stared at the groping arm on the other side of the curtains.
Jessica heard her breath whistling in her ears as she sucked air in and out, and made a tremendous effort to look away from the sliding doors.  The lock box was right under her, between her arms.  As she shifted to a kneeling position and reached to gather it back up, she realized she’d managed to hang onto the bat when she’d gone down.  She tucked it back under her left arm, grabbed the gun, and started to stand.
There was a ripping sound, and despite her desperate determination, Jessica glanced over.  Whatever was on the other side of the curtains was pulling and weighing on them heavily enough to start to bring them down.  She shook herself and ran for the garage, fumbling frantically at the knob.  Behind her, in the living room, she heard the curtain rod come down from its brackets.  The doorknob slipped through her fingers as if it were actively trying to defy her, as she juggled the items in her arms and tried to seize hold.
Finally she got a grip and the door opened.  She spilled out into the garage and stumbled for the car.  Candice was looking at her with a clearly alarmed expression, and Jessica raised her voice.  “Unlock the doors!”
Her daughter stared at her for a moment, then Jessica heard the locks click.  Jessica wrenched the door open more by force of will than actual physical action, not exactly sure at which point during its opening when she’d managed to get a hand onto the latch.  But it opened, and she dropped into the seat behind the steering wheel as she tried to shed herself of the items in her arms.  The holstered gun she thrust up on the dashboard for the moment, which let her all but hurl the box and bat into the backseat.
“Mom?” Candice asked, her voice clearly tinged with an element of panic.
“Everything’s fine.” Jessica said tightly as she dug her keys out of her pocket and fumbled through them to find the correct one.  When she found it, it took her four tries to get it slotted home in the ignition.  The Accord’s engine came to life again, and Jessica had a fresh surge of panic when she realized the doors were still unlocked.
Hitting the button, she winced as she felt something in her index finger protest the force with which she pushed.  ‘Get a grip’ Jessica thought, taking a second to draw a breath and try to calm down.  She was on the verge, and it wasn’t good.
“Is something in the house?” Candice asked.
Jessica took another breath, then nodded tightly.  “That’s why we can’t stay here.” she said as she reached for the button to open the garage door.
“What about grandma and grandpa?”
Jessica closed her eyes.  “They can’t come with us.”
She heard Candice draw a breath, like she was about to say something, about to ask the question.  But the question didn’t come.  Jessica avoided looking at her daughter, instead focusing on the rearview mirror, waiting for the door to roll up out of the way.  She mentally cursed as she saw the truck on the driveway behind her.  Her throat felt tight when it occurred to her neither of her parents were ever going to drive that truck again, but she banished the thought almost instantly.  Instead, she twisted in her seat and looked at the available room.
Finally, the garage door finished its cycle.  Jessica shifted into reverse and backed out, cranking the steering wheel around almost immediately.  The Accord left the garage at an angle and bumped onto the grass next to the driveway.  Jessica steered down the side of the driveway to clear the truck, then back over to avoid the curb before rolling out into the cul-de-sac.  She was so intent on avoiding her dad’s truck she never saw the figures staggering towards the car from two different directions.
A heavy bump rocked the car as the rear bumper clipped something.  Jessica braked instinctively, looking from the rear view to the side mirrors curiously.  As she searched, trying to figure out what she’d hit, Candice’s scream brought her head snapping around.  Rebecca Johnson was less than two feet from the passenger side of the car, arms outstretched.  Jessica froze, aghast at what she saw.
Her neighbor, former neighbor, wore only a skimpy negligee and boy shorts.  The strap on the left side of the top was broken, leaving it to hang down and flap open, revealing her chest from shoulder to abdomen on that side.  The side of her neck, across her shoulder and her right arm to just above the elbow had been eaten down to the bone.  Jagged flesh and ripped, torn muscle were visible around sickeningly white bone that was only partially stained red.  Her head wobbled on her neck unsteadily as she approached, and her left arm flopped about in stark contrast to the purposeful reaching of her right.
Save for the fixed intensity in her eyes, her features were alien in their lack of expression.
“Mom!” Candice screeched, shrinking back from the door.  Rebecca reached the car, and her hands slammed against the passenger window, hard.  Cracks spread across the glass immediately, and Candice screamed again.  Movement behind the car drew Jessica’s attention, and she saw Pete Johnson in the side mirror, sitting up on the pavement.  His face, neck, and chest were stained with dried blood, his face as slack as his wife’s.  His head was fixed on Jessica, eyes locked to hers in the mirror.
Jessica’s hand clicked the gearshift into drive, and her foot slammed down on the accelerator, without conscious thought.  Tires squealed as the engine revved abruptly.  The seat seemed to reach out and punch Jessica in the back as it slammed into her.  The car pulled forward, and she blinked as she saw she was headed at an angle destined to put her through her mailbox instead of up the street.  She twisted the steering wheel, narrowly missing the mailbox.
Fighting with the wheel as the car swerved, throwing her to the left as the car veered right, Jessica straightened out and was flung the other way.  She heard Candice drawing rapid breaths that had a hint of whimpering in them, clinging to Jessica’s arm tightly enough to make steering difficult.  Jessica felt her own pulse pounding, her heart hammering away in her chest hard enough to make her head hurt.
The end of the street was fast approaching, where the neighborhood dumped out onto the main side road that led back to Highway-124.  A part of her mind, a very small and distant part that wasn’t consumed by voracious panic, whispered that this might be a bad thing.  Her frantic eyes went to the speedometer; she was past fifty miles per hour.
“Shit!” Jessica blurted, jamming her foot on the brake, and automatically reaching to try and prevent Candice from catapulting forward into the dashboard as the Accord slowed.  She could feel her shoulder and elbow protesting, but she held her daughter back long enough for Candice to get her own hands off Jessica’s arm and braced defensively against the dash.  The car shuddered to a halt at the stop sign, and Jessica looked wildly around the vehicle, checking windows and mirrors.
The streets, both the cross street in front of her as well as the neighborhood access behind her, looked quiet.  She couldn’t see through the web of cracks on Candice’s window however, and that was enough for Jessica to check that there were no cars coming before pulling out, slightly less enthusiastically.  She felt safer in motion for the moment.
Jessica drew a deep breath, forcing herself to try and even her breathing out.  “Put your seat belt on.” she said tightly.
“Mom, those were sick people.” Candice said in a small voice, as she sat back in the seat and reached to pull the belt down across herself.
“Yes, I know.” Jessica said, staring through the windshield and trying to think.  “Are you okay?”
Jessica heard her daughter click the seatbelt into place.  Her mind was starting to kick into gear, and she abruptly twisted in her seat.  The purse wasn’t on the seat anymore, but when she felt behind her on the floorboard her questing fingers contacted it.  Pulling it up and forward to her lap, she slowed to about fifteen miles per hour as she dug in it.  Her phone filled her hand, and she used her thumb to unlock the screen before dialing shakily.
Pressing the phone to her ear, she checked the mirrors again while she waited for the call to go through.  There were no other cars on the street, no headlights approaching or cruising up behind her.  She let the car putter along just past creep and waited.  Finally the phone gave her a busy signal.  Frowning, she tapped the screen to end the call, then redialed very slowly and deliberately.  Maybe she hadn’t hit the correct numbers on the screen.  Nine, one, one, send.
The wait this time seemed to stretch and stretch as she held the phone to her ear.  Busy signal again.  Jessica stared at the phone, then looked back out the windshield at the deserted road.  In the distance up ahead she could see 124, the traffic light showing red to her.  No cars were passing in either direction, but she did see figures on foot; a couple on or next to the road with more visible on the four lane thoroughfare ahead.  They moved with shambling, staggering gaits.
As she neared the first, she had to swerve around when it didn’t get out of the road.  Her illuminating headlights revealed blood stained clothing and a glimpse of the now horribly familiar empty-yet-hungry expression.
“Mommy, there are a lot of sick people around here.” Candice said in a tiny voice, barely audible over the sound of the car.
Jessica didn’t say anything, clutching the phone in one hand, holding onto the steering wheel with the other, as she tried to think of something, anything, to do.  As she did, a light illuminated on the dashboard, drawing her attention.  Jessica blinked at it numbly for a moment.
“Oh no . . .” she muttered quietly.
She hesitated as the car approached the intersection, torn.  Maybe there was someone in the neighborhood she could take shelter with . . . no.  She thought of whatever had crashed through the glass doors from the back yard.  And the front of the house had a lot of windows on it too.  It wasn’t safe.  There were zombies wandering around now, and all it would take was one to catch her or Candice unawares and it was all over.
Dithering further, Jessica almost didn’t swerve to avoid the zombies that were starting to notice her car.  She realized she’d not only almost hit them, but that she was nearly into the middle of the intersection, and hauled the wheel around to head north on 124.  There weren’t any close gas stations in either direction, but two or three miles north they started appearing fairly regularly, so she went that way.
“Where are we going?” Candice asked quietly.
“Sweetie, we can’t stay at the house anymore.”
“But–”
“Candice, please!” Jessica said a touch sharper than she’d intended.  “Mommy needs to think.”
“Okay.” Candice said in a small voice.
“Thank you Candy Bear.” Jessica said, sparing a brief smile before she returned her full attention to her driving.  She noticed, almost immediately, there seemed to be a lot of dark spots on the road.  Normally 124 was well lit with streetlights and additional illumination from the stores and other buildings that lined it; but tonight there were entire blocks that were lacking power.  She wondered if that was a worse sign than she instinctively thought it was.
The first several gas stations she passed were dark, and she kept going.  Others had light but were empty with the closed signs hanging on their doors.  As she neared Highway-316 she spotted a Shell station that was lit up like a beacon, and her heart leapt further when she saw movement inside the well lit store.
However, just as she slowed and started to turn off 124 she saw the figures inside the store were not human.  Not any longer.  She jerked the car back onto the road just in time to avoid hitting the curb as she aborted the turn.  As she reached the big intersection at 124 and 316 – for the first time ever empty except for her Accord – she tried to think back to the specifications for her car.
She couldn’t remember exactly what the manual said about the low fuel light.  Obviously she was running out of gas, but she couldn’t remember if it came on when she was down to one gallon remaining, or two, or some other amount.  The car got excellent mileage, and two gallons of fuel was actually quite a lot unless she was taking a long trip.  But she couldn’t remember for sure, and the uncertainty was clawing at her nerves as she kept driving with the little light on the dashboard glaring accusingly at her.
Jessica decided to head west on Highway-316, which would take her toward I-85.  If she didn’t find anything along 316 itself, which the Georgia Department of Transportation had built up to an interstate in all but name, then surely something along I-85 would be open.  If she made it that far.
“Please, please, please don’t let us get stranded out here on foot.” Jessica prayed silently as she drove right through the series of red lights and turned onto 316.  She kept her speed low and begrudged any amount of pressure she had to put on the accelerator.  Two exits down she saw a QuikTrip sign that was illuminated and took the exit lane to have a look.
The station was to the right as she came off 316 and just as well lit as the sign that towered up into the sky so drivers on 316 could easily see it and be reminded they could stop if they wanted to enjoy all a QuikTrip offered.  Jessica turned onto the intersecting road and drove slowly toward the gas station.  The doors into the store were standing wide open, but she didn’t see anyone inside.
She hesitated a few seconds, but she could see the faint glow of LED panels on the gas pumps, and that decided it for her.  She pulled into the lot and circled the pumps slowly, looking carefully around for anything dangerous.  As far as she could tell the area was deserted except for her and Candice.  Jessica slid the Accord in at the far end of the pumps and put the gearshift in park.
“We need gas.” Jessica said as she reached for Brett’s gun.  “Candice, are you listening?”
“Yes.  We need gas.”
“Right.  Now hopefully we can get some here.” Jessica said as she looked at the holster.  It had a big plastic clip that looked fairly secure, and she hooked it onto the waistband of her jeans on the right side.  It was light, it had to be, but the gun in it was quite heavy.  It dragged at her jeans as she tugged on it, making sure it wasn’t about to fall off.
“I need you to help me while I’m seeing about the gas.  I need you to help me keep a good watch for what’s happening around us, okay?  If you see anything moving, a person, a car, anything, you need to tell me immediately.  You understand?  Don’t wait.  Let me know at once, okay?”
Candice’s eyes were wide, and Jessica could tell her daughter was both confused and scared, but the girl nodded.  “Good.  And you stay in the car.  Don’t open your door or window for any reason.”
Candice nodded again.  Jessica forced a smile she didn’t feel, then looked over her shoulder carefully before opening her door.  She got out, then reached in to open the back door so she could find her purse.  Digging through it, she grabbed the first credit card she saw in her wallet, then closed the door and turned to the gas pump. 
It took her three tries, but she finally got her credit card to fit into the slot on the gas pump.  Jessica prayed silently as she pulled it out, glancing around as she waited for the miracle she needed.  The car had to be low, she needed gas.  She needed the pump to work and let her fill up.
The QuikTrip’s parking lot was still clear, she saw as she swept her eyes over and over the white concrete with its neatly landscaped grass borders.  Her eyes kept darting around nervously, as fingers of ice seemed to crawl up and down her back.  She felt the weight of the gun, riding heavily in the holster on her right side.
She wasn’t entirely sure how to operate the weapon.  The manual that came with it was supposed in the lock box.  Brett had showed it to her when he’d first gotten it, given her a little demonstration of how to load and ready it for firing, but she couldn’t remember anything.  She knew there was a safety, she thought that was the little wheel like lever on the side, and she knew what the trigger was supposed to do.  But as far as whether or not she could actually make the gun fire . . . Jessica was not sure.  She needed to test it, she reminded herself for the twentieth time since leaving the house.
Blocking the thoughts the house generated once more, refusing to dwell on anything except the immediate priorities, Jessica looked back at the gas pump.  The authorization was taking too long.  On a normal day, she swiped her card and the pump beeped readiness at her by the time she got the gas cap off.  She peered at the display, afraid of what she might see, but it still showed the ‘Processing’ message that indicated it was thinking about something.
Abruptly, the message changed back to the default ‘Insert Card or Prepay’.  Jessica almost swore but caught herself just in time as she looked around the parking lot again.  Still clear, no zombies.  She stuck the card back in the slot, drew a deep breath, and pulled it back out slow and steady.
“Mommy, is it going to work?”
Jessica put the card back in her pocket as she looked at Candice, waiting in the passenger seat and watching her anxiously.  The girl’s eyes were almost comically wide, looking big and round in the dark interior of the car, cast in shadows by the overhead lights of the gas station’s big awning.
“I don’t know sweetie.” Jessica said in a voice that was louder than she liked, but not nearly quiet enough to suit her.  She instinctively felt like whispering and creeping, not blundering about making a racket.  Something told her attention might not be the best thing to be drawing right now.
“What if it doesn’t?” Candice asked.  Jessica almost, almost, snapped, but caught herself just in time.  The question, impolitic as it might be, was reasonable.  Part of her was even proud of Candice for recognizing the need to try and look ahead to possible actions and necessities, even as she still felt like screaming in frustration.  None of this was Candice’s fault.  She couldn’t take it out on the girl.
“We’ll figure something out.” was all Jessica said, but as she spoke she heard an engine.  She lifted her gaze and saw headlights approaching from the south.  Jessica felt a surge of hope that shifted to terror almost immediately.  She . . . she didn’t know what to do.  People could help, but people could be dangerous.  There were no police to help, no friends or passersby that might ensure civility stayed the rule.  She watched the headlights resolve into the large shape of a truck, one of the oversized models she used to see on the commercials when Brett would watch football or baseball.
This one wasn’t pulling a camper, but she did see a rumpled tarp fastened down tightly over the bed, objects jutting up against it from beneath making it obvious there was cargo being hauled.  Jessica realized she was staring and glanced away, looking around the parking lot out of frantic embarrassment as much as a need to make sure she wasn’t being approached by a zombie while she gawked.  No, no zombies.  Not yet.
She looked at the gas pump.  The message had reverted back to the default instruction.  Jessica was trying to decide whether she would burst into tears or maybe scream in frustration when she saw the headlights sweep across her from behind.  Whipping her head around, she saw the truck turning into the gas station.  Her earlier considerations of what the truck might hold retreated in the face of sheer, abject panic that left her paralyzed with indecision.
The truck took the turn into the lot slow, seeming to pause just as its tires left the road, then accelerated slightly and swung over to one of the inner pumps.  Jessica watched numbly as the truck parked on the far side of the second pump over from her.  Its engine shut off, and the sudden return to the eerie silence emphasized how loud the rumble of the truck had been.
When the driver’s door opened, Jessica’s body finally unlocked.  She put her hand down on the holstered pistol, almost blinking in surprise both at how natural it felt, and how she’d automatically gone for the weapon.  She kept praying, though at the moment she wasn’t asking for gas or for her car to keep working.  Never in her life had she been more aware of being a female, of how being a woman instead of a man could affect how others saw and reacted to her.
“Hello.” the man who climbed down from the truck said in a normal sounding voice.  “There any gas?”
Jessica stared at him, ready to do something, but not sure what.  She was afraid, but hopeful, lot of things in between, and caught indecisively amidst them all.  He closed the truck door and stepped to one side of the pump to look at her.  He wore fatigues, but his were not the familiar beige ones she’d seen in news reports for the last decade as America concentrated on bombing various desert based countries back into the Stone Ages.
His were green and black and brown, splotched patches of color that seemed randomly daubed across his shirt and pants.  The baseball hat on his head was black and red, a Bulldogs hat she realized distantly, and one that looked comfortably well worn.  He also seemed older, maybe in his fifties, and was carrying a not inconsiderable belly that made her instinctively know he wasn’t a soldier.
None of that really bothered her all that much.  No, what she focused on immediately were the weapons he wore.  A pistol hung under his left arm, with another in a holster high on the right of his belt.  He also had a pair of knives that she could see, strapped across his chest and left thigh respectively, but the guns were what concerned her.
She saw something spill across his face, and felt herself tense.  “Hey!  Hey!  Easy now!” he blurted, stepping back a bit so he was partially hidden behind the gas pump.  “Calm down!  Just calm down, okay?”
Jessica realized she had Brett’s pistol in her hand.  She couldn’t remember taking it out, and she found herself blinking at it stupidly.  After a moment, as she heard Candice breathing very rapidly behind her, Jessica lowered the gun a little and found her voice.
“What do you want?” she got out, not shouting, but with enough strength that her tone didn’t waver.
“Gas.” he called back.  “Same as you I’d figure.”  He peeked out at her from behind the pump.  “I just need to fill up.  I ain’t gonna bother you none.”  His hands, empty she saw at once, emerged from behind the pump.  When she didn’t say anything, he wiggled his fingers and rotated his hands to make it clear he wasn’t holding anything.  “You gonna shoot me?”
“I . . . I don’t want to shoot anyone.” Jessica said after a moment.  “But . . .”
“I know.” the man replied, keeping his hands in view as he stepped slowly out from behind the pump.  “I don’t blame you.  Look, I’m Lonnie.  Lonnie Wilkerson.  I live a few miles down Sugarloaf Parkway, down there.”  He pointed south, keeping the gesture slow and simple.  “I ain’t sick, and I’m not gonna bother you at all, okay?”
The silence stretched out for several seconds, until Jessica realized that was her cue.  She had to kick herself mentally twice to get her gears unstuck, but she managed a nod.  “Okay.”
“Okay then.”  Lonnie lowered his hands slowly.  “Pumps working?”
“I . . . I don’t know.” Jessica said, lowering the gun but keeping it in her hand.  It was so heavy she wasn’t sure what would happen if she did fire it.  It seemed like it would likely knock her around like an enraged horse, and she reminded herself for the twenty-first time to read the damn manual and at least fire it once so she could be certain she knew how.  “It’s not taking my credit card.”
He nodded, looking at the store.  “Been inside?  The pumps probably just need to be turned on from the register.”
Jessica glanced at store, then quickly back to him.  “I don’t know how to do that.”
“Okay.  So, I’m going to go inside and see if I can get them working.”  He paused, as if waiting to hear any objection she might raise.  Jessica just blinked at him, knowing she was coming off like she was slow in the head, but not sure what to say.  She knew his simple statement shouldn’t leave her so uncertain.  It wasn’t like he was saying anything complicated.
“Alright then.  Sit tight.” Lonnie said after a moment, nodding again and turning.  He trudged across the parking lot to the open doors and paused, clearly looking around.  His right hand drifted down to the holster on his belt, and Jessica found herself starting to lift her own pistol back up.  But he didn’t draw the gun.  Instead, he stepped inside, moving slowly in an odd rocking gait.  She watched him slide along the register island that was positioned in the middle of the store, then behind the counter.  His head dipped as he studied the controls there.
As she watched him, Jessica realized with a start she hadn’t checked the parking lot in a long time.  Hastily she looked around wildly, the icy fingers gripping her back making her movements panicked, but no zombies were in view.  She looked again, then a third time, then bent slightly to look inside her car.  “Candy Bear, you’re still helping mommy keep an eye out for anything bad, right?”
“Yes.” Candice said, nodding so solemnly it would have been funny if Jessica wasn’t so hysterically reassured by the girl’s sincerity.
“Good.  Keep watching.  The man’s trying to make the pumps work, then we’ll get some gas.”
“Okay.”  Candice said, turning to look out her window again.  There were a few spots that could still be seen through, places where the cracks Rebecca Johnson had caused didn’t convert the window into an opaque mess.  Candice peered through one carefully, studying the pavement beyond the cracked window.
Jessica straightened and surveyed the parking lot again, then turned back to the store.  She saw Lonnie look up at her after several seconds, then he moved to the edge of the counter closest to the open doors.  “Try it now!” he shouted out to her.
Hesitantly, Jessica looked at the pump.  She had to read the little display three times before she believed her eyes, but it now showed ‘Select Grade’.  “I think it’s working!” Jessica called back.
“Good.” Lonnie yelled back.  She watched him come out from behind the island, but rather than leave the store he instead disappeared towards the back.  Jessica watched for a moment, but he didn’t reappear.  She fumbled the pistol back into the unfamiliar holster, then lifted the pump’s nozzle and slapped at the big button marked ’87 Octane’.  The light on it went green, and the little display read out ‘Begin Fueling’.
Suppressing a whoop, Jessica held the nozzle ready as she spun her gas cap off with her other hand.  When she got it off and slid the nozzle into position, and fuel began gurgling into the tank, she felt tears of relief streaming down her cheeks.  “Thank you God.” she said feelingly as she held onto the nozzle and looked around the check her surroundings again.
The Accord’s tank was not large, and she was just finishing with the fill up when Lonnie reemerged from within the store.  His arms were full, bags dangling from his left elbow while he carried what looked like three flats of bottled drinks before him.  He grinned as he met her gaze.  “I already loaded the truck up, but there’s room for more and every little bit might come in handy.  You and your girl hungry, thirsty?”
Jessica hesitated as she watched him reach his truck and set the drink flats on the expansive hood.  When he turned, he sifted through the plastic bags as he untangled them from his arm, then started toward her holding one out.  It was lumpy and round, clearly holding more than just a couple of items.  Jessica stepped back instinctively, flattening against the Accord, and found her hand had slapped back down on the grip of the pistol.
“Okay, okay.” Lonnie said, stopping at once.  “You’re right.  I’m sorry.”  He waited a moment, then gestured in the direction of the store.  “I’m going to walk over there some and put this down, then go back to my truck.  You can get it, don’t have to come near me at all, okay?”
“Fine.” Jessica said, not taking her hand from the pistol.
“Alright then.”  Lonnie eased a dozen steps back in the direction of the store and set the bag down carefully, obviously taking care to ensure it didn’t spill open as he released it.  Then he retreated.  She looked around, again checking, no zombies, all good, then back at the truck when she heard one of its doors open.
Lonnie was out of sight behind the far side of the big vehicle, and she found herself gripping the pistol so hard her hand hurt.  But after a moment he reappeared and started gathering the flats of drinks up in his arms.  He gave her a non-committal smile when he saw she hadn’t moved.
Jessica considered for several more seconds, as he got the drinks off the truck’s hood, then she finally started moving sideways.  She edged towards the bag slowly, keeping her attention in his direction, but he seemed focused on getting the looted flats into his vehicle.
When her foot bumped into the bag, she leaned down slowly and fumbled with her left hand until she got her fingers hooked through the handles.  She paused, wary, as she saw Lonnie appear at the tailgate of his vehicle, moving toward the pump.  She heard him unscrewing a gas cap, then the metal on metal sound of the nozzle as he rattled it out of its slot and got it into place.
Straightening with the bag, Jessica looked around, then checked its contents.  She saw bottled water and canned soda, single serving bags of various types of nuts, a few wrapped pastries, and some mixed hard candy.  When she looked up, she flinched violently when she saw Lonnie standing in view next to his gas pump, watching her.
He smiled reassuringly when he saw her reaction.  “Easy, easy.” he said, leaving his hands hooked in his belt comfortably.  “I just got a selection of stuff that should do you okay, unless you’re allergic to nuts or something.  There’s plenty more inside, it ain’t hardly been picked clean at all ‘cept the milk.  Folks done already grabbed all that.”  He nodded towards the bag in her left hand.  “That enough for you?”
Jessica shook herself and forced a smile.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not – thank you.  There’s . . . just a lot going on right now.”
“Lord, ain’t that the truth.” Lonnie said, taking his hands off his belt then suddenly freezing when she flinched.  “Easy now.  I got a can of snuff in my pocket up here, just gonna get it out, okay?”
“Sorry.” Jessica said, though she watched him carefully and left her right hand resting on the grip of the pistol.  A small corner of her mind was already noticing how natural that seemed, almost like her hand was supposed to be there if it wasn’t doing anything else.
Lonnie reached up to his left breast pocket and withdrew a small flat can with a green wrapper.  She watched as he fitted it into his left hand comfortably, then smiled at her before snapping his wrist twice.  His fingers thumped against the top of the can solidly, then he pulled the lid off and tucked it underneath the can before pinching some of the contents out and tucking them into his lower lip.  He worked his mouth for a few moments, seeming to settle the snuff as he liked, then closed the can up and put it back into his pocket.
“You got somewhere you’re going?” he asked.
Jessica hesitated, then nodded.  “Yes.” she lied.  “What about you?”
“Oh, I got family west.  Thought I’d head that way, see how they’re doing even if they are Goddamned Auburn fans.” Lonnie said, shaking his head.  He worked his lips for a moment, then spat on the concrete.  “Auburn . . . well I guess now I might can find my way into forgiving them that, what with everything that’s going on and all.”
Jessica nodded again.  “Probably for the best.”
“I guess.” he said with a shrug.  “You sure you’re okay then?  I got me some gas cans there in the back I’m gonna be filling up, and I know my way around the area pretty good.  I don’t mind helping out some if you need it.”
“No.” Jessica said automatically.  “Thank you, but – we’re fine.  We’re fine now.  Thank you for . . . everything.” she said.  “You’re very kind.”
“Shit, ain’t nothing.  Like anything else, just gotta know the trick.” Lonnie spat on the concrete again.  “Well, you be careful.  There’s a lot of bad shit out tonight.”
“I will.” Jessica said, starting to sidle sideways to the Accord.  “You too.”
Lonnie nodded and turned back to his truck.  Jessica kept sliding along for a few more steps, watching to see what he did, but he only walked unconcernedly away from her.  She shifted into a more normal stride, though her head stayed turned in his direction, and hastened back to her car.  Sliding in behind the steering wheel, she dropped the bag in Candice’s lap and picked the keys up from the center console where she’d left them.
When the engine started, she eyed the dashboard gauges briefly.  The fuel indicator was zooming reassuringly towards ‘F’, so she shifted into drive.  As she pulled away from the pumps she saw Lonnie raise a hand in a final wave, and she nodded unconsciously as she turned back onto Sugarloaf and headed for 316.
She flicked her high beams on as she curved around onto 316 West and let her speed settle around fifty.  What she really wanted was a place to sit and think, but somehow she didn’t like the idea of doing that on 316.  There were no lights, for starters.  The dark was frightening right now.
“Mommy, was that a bad man?” Candice asked as Jessica reached for her phone, which was resting in its little cradle hooked up to the car charger.
“What?” Jessica’s thoughts, which were zooming through a mental list of things she might could do now that she wasn’t terrified of being stranded without gas, stalled as Candice spoke.  Jessica gaped for a moment, then drew a deep breath and glanced over at Candice.
“You seemed scared of him.” Candice said, seeming sober beyond her years, as she met Jessica’s eyes.  “Was he a bad man?”
Jessica considered for several seconds, took another breath, then sighed.  “I don’t know honey.” she finally said.
“He helped us, didn’t he?” Candice asked, and Jessica heard plastic rustle as the girl sifted through the contents of the bag.
“He did.” Jessica said after a moment.  “But I couldn’t know he was going to help.  He might have not helped, or he might have been a bad man.  I didn’t know, so I had to be careful.”  She glanced over at Candice again.  “Do you understand that?”
The girl pulled a can of soda out of the bag, and Jessica tensed.  She had an insane vision of Lonnie somehow having done something to the things in the bag . . . but what could he do to a can of soda?  It was metal and pressurized.  She contented herself with listening for the hiss as Candice popped the tab on the can.
“I think so.” Candice said after she’d taken a drink.  “It’s like the dog rule, isn’t it?”
Jessica was thrown for a loop again, and blinked several times before she decided she was lost.  “What do you mean?” she asked.
Candice shrugged.  “Daddy always said that when you’re near a dog that you don’t know, you have to be careful.  He said you’re supposed to be nice and wait to see what the dog does before you decide what you’re going to do.”
Jessica smiled sadly.  “Ah.  Yes, it’s like the dog rule.  Just like dogs, there are nice people and bad people and people who don’t care either way.  You have to be careful, because you don’t always know what kind of person they are and it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
“Yeah.” Candice said.  “I’m glad he was a nice man.”
“So am I Candy Bear.” Jessica said softly, reaching to stroke her fingers through her daughter’s hair.
“So now what?”
Jessica sighed again.  “Mommy’s still trying to think about that.”  She stroked Candice’s hair again, then picked up her phone and used her thumb to unlock the screen.  Normally she didn’t like to do anything else when she was driving, but she didn’t have any real plan and she needed to come up with one.  She pulled up the list of recently dialed numbers and started working her way down it again.  Everyone she’d already tried was either not answering or going straight to voicemail.
If she couldn’t connect with someone, she only had three real visions for a possible plan, and she didn’t really like any of them.  The first was to go to Dalton, to her parents’ house.  She had a key, and the big house sat on two acres of land that was bordered by trees.  There weren’t any really close neighbors, but those in the area who were friendly with her parents would likely remember and know who she was.
The problems she could see with that plan started with Dalton itself, which was over a hundred miles away.  Normally that was about two hours of drive time via Interstate, basically just zipping right up I-75.  But with everything that was going on, and especially now that it was dark, she was wary of driving that far.
The roads might not be clear, and she didn’t like the thought of having to pick her way through on back roads.  Running out of gas might be the least of her worries if she had to do that, but it was only one of the ways that solution could lead her and Candice straight into disaster.
The second option was to try to find a refugee center or camp or whatever.  The Governor had said there were areas being setup around the region to take in evacuees.  She figured she and Candice certainly qualified as evacuees.  The problem was . . . she didn’t know where any were, not exactly.  She was sure at least some of the locations had been mentioned on the news, but she couldn’t think of any.
Worse, some of the numbers she was trying included friends and former co-workers of Brett.  Most of them were fire fighters like Brett had been, or were friends with other people with emergency response jobs.  Just like everyone else she was trying, they weren’t picking up.  What worried her most about that was that nine-one-one and the two firehouses she had direct dial numbers for in her contact list, the ones Brett had worked at before his death, were all going as unanswered as everything else she tried.
The third option, perversely, was the one she liked the least.  Simply go home.  It was familiar, she knew where it was, and there was food and shelter there.  But she really didn’t want to do that.  She didn’t know if she could bring herself to . . . do anything to her mother.  Plus her father’s body was still upstairs, and if she returned there, that would have to be dealt with somehow.  She couldn’t imagine how she’d be able to get it moved, and she didn’t know where she’d move it to anyway.
Ultimately, she didn’t feel safe there.  The house was basically open for anyone, anything, who seriously wanted to get in, and the zombies seemed to always be serious.  The big glass doors that opened out to the back yard, all the windows on the ground floor . . . she thought she’d rather do almost anything else than have to stay there.
Jessica put the phone to her ear as the first number started dialing.  Ahead she saw the signs for I-85, and she could already see the lights that illuminated the interstate’s lanes during the night.  She’d pull over somewhere on 85 and make her calls.  Her prayers were now for someone to answer one of them.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Sixteen – Showtime
Peter
“Alright, last time, anyone unclear on how this is supposed to work?” Peter said loudly over the sound of idling engines.
Mendez shrugged.  “Follow the car in front.  Touch bumpers and push if it stops or gets stuck.”  Heads were nodding along as he spoke, which was reassuring.  More of them were looking nervous.  It was a lot harder to ignore the zombies when they were standing only a few yards away, rather than dozens when you were also inside a safe building.
Now there were quite a few gathered up along the fence.  Some were reaching through, straining as they tried to reach for the humans on the other side.  Others just stood, staring hungrily.  Peter wasn’t sure which kind were more disconcerting.  They were all pretty unsettling.
“Right.” Peter nodded at Mendez.  “Blade people, you want to take another few practice stabs?”
“Fuck, it ain’t that hard.” Candles said.
“We’re about to step back out into the thick of it.” Peter said mildly.  “This is the time for people to get settled and ready.”
“We’re already in the thick of it.” Candles said.
“Dude, chill.” Hernandez said.
“Yeah, we’re going.” Whitley pointed out.  “Dorne, you said the gates were all set?”
The guardsman nodded.  “Totally.  Pull the last couple of bolts and the gate moves without power.  Slide and drive.”
“All front shotgun guys, you’re cover for Dorne when he opens the gate.” Peter reminded them.
“Some of us riding shotgun ain’t guys.” Whitley pointed out.
Peter grimaced.  “It’s just an expression.”
“I know, it’s fine.” she shrugged.
Peter glanced around.  “So, everyone okay?  Let’s hit it.”
He turned and got into the Bronco.  He’d siphoned some gas out of several of the vehicles they weren’t using to get the SUV’s tank up to about two-thirds, which should be enough one way or another.  As he settled his AR on the seat next to him he heard car doors slamming shut as the others piled into their own waiting vehicles.
In addition to the Bronco, he’d hot-wired three other sedans of various makes, a pretty well maintained Jeep Cherokee that he was wondering why the owners hadn’t fled with, and a completely riced out Honda CRX.  The street racer looked odd next to the other, more utilitarian vehicles, but Peter had actually been pretty happy to see it.
He wasn’t entirely sure the car had the power to plow through a big zombie crowd on its own, but that was fine.  They could push the little racer through.  What made it valuable to Peter was its low clearance.  The previous owner had, among many other modifications, lowered the car considerably.  As a result, there was not enough ground clearance for a body to get stuck underneath.
Crawford was driving that, at her insistence.  She revved the engine up a few times, then pulled up a couple car lengths before braking.  Peter swung in behind her, and eyed his rearview mirror until he saw the others sort themselves out.  He didn’t really care about the order so long as Crawford was first and he was second, and Smith was last in the Jeep.
When everyone was ready to roll, Peter blipped his high beams momentarily.  Crawford took off, sedately, in response and headed down the short stretch of street to the gates.  There were actually two sets of gates into the complex, but they’d decided to use the west ones since they opened out onto Courtland Street.  That would give them a straight shot down to the ramp where they’d passed the bus, and Courtland didn’t look overly crowded with zombies at the moment.
The shadows were long already, even though the moon was well up and almost completely full. For some reason the dark made the zombies that much scarier, even though it was silly.  Broad daylight, middle of the night; what did it matter?  The zombies would eat you either way.
Crawford braked just shy of the gates, and Swanson hopped out of the passenger side.  Peter couldn’t figure the two of them out.  They bickered a lot, and Crawford seemed to like threatening Swanson almost as much as Swanson seemed to like being threatened, but they didn’t have the ‘vibe’ of being lovers.  Based on their familiarity, he was convinced they’d served together before, but beyond that it was just strange to watch them go at one another.
Whitley had her door open before Peter finished stopping on the CRX’s bumper.  She ran to join Swanson at the fence, yelling something that made his head turn.  Peter couldn’t hear, but whatever it was Swanson was taken off guard by it.  Whitley grabbed his arm and pulled, and he moved with her off to the right of the gate.
Others joined them, Harper and Teves setting up on the left side of the gates while Nailor joined the other two on the right.  All of them started stabbing zombies through the fence’s vertical bars while Dorne fiddled with the gate’s drive train.  When powered, it would roll the gate aside, but without power it was like the gate was anchored in place.  But Dorne apparently knew something about how they worked, and now Peter watched as he removed something small and metal, throwing it aside.
After pulling something else off, Dorne grasped the gate and started pushing.  It moved, sliding to the right steadily.  He had it open in seconds, and moments after that the ‘gate team’ as Smith had called them once during the planning were running back to their vehicles.  The gate team had cleared or at least wounded most of the zombies who’d been gathered at that part of the fence, and the two who moved into the opening created by the gate were bumped aside as Crawford rolled through.
“Damn she’s eager as hell.” Whitley muttered, breathing hard as she slid back into the Bronco next to Peter.
“Yeah, she’s not lacking in confidence.” Peter agreed, taking his foot off the brake as soon as he saw Whitley was in.  Her door slammed as he reached the gate, and he turned left to line up behind Crawford.  There were two shots behind them, but when he looked the other vehicles were beginning to move.  Shrugging, Peter checked the street ahead.
Zombies were scattered across Courtland randomly, with a lot of those in view near the fence.  That was already changing, as zombies turned and began staggering into the street.  But Courtland looked basically clear up to the big intersection at Ralph McGill Boulevard.  Just a bit past that was where the off-ramp from the Connector joined up with Courtland.  That was where they were headed.
Peter blipped his high beams as he saw the Jeep start moving. Crawford took off again, faster than Peter would have liked, but still reasonably sedately considering.  It was just that when he wanted to hold to fifteen or twenty miles per hour, thirty seemed overly quick.  He accelerated to catch up, settling in close enough behind her to have gotten a middle finger from her had this been a normal drive without things like zombies or bombs in the equation.
Crawford swerved, the CRX darting to the right smoothly as she cranked the wheel, then back to the left a few seconds later.  Peter followed, and saw in his mirrors the rest of the ersatz convoy sinuously weaving like a snake around zombies in the way.  The instructions were to not ram or run over anything they didn’t have to.  The vehicles would last longer that way.
When they reached Ralph McGill Peter looked in both directions.  East was clear for about three blocks, but to the west, at the next intersection, he saw a fairly large crowd milling about.  “Fuck, I hope they stay there.” Whitley said.
“Pray.” Peter said with a shrug.  “Maybe it’ll get heard.”
“Sure, why not.”
Crawford moved the CRX over to the left as far as she could as the meridian separating exit ramp from street ended.  Peter swung over with her, then followed as she began a wide U-turn to the right.  She clipped three zombies during the turn, knocking two of them aside while the third seemed to get hung up somehow on her hood.  Peter frowned, but concentrated on staying with her and not hitting the Honda.  He risked a single glance at his mirrors, and saw the other vehicles still with them.
Crawford finished her turn and began rolling down the exit ramp.  A few seconds later, she swerved over to the right, putting the CRX almost in the grass between the asphalt and the beginning of the retaining wall at the Courtland/Ralph McGill intersection.  Peter had an idea what she was doing and didn’t follow her over; instead he slowed some.
Sure enough, a moment later she jerked the Honda very sharply back to the left.  The zombie on her hood tumbled off into the grass.  Peter watched as she got the CRX under control and stabilized right on the dotted line dividing the ramp into its pair of lanes.  He closed back up on her bumper.
About fifty or sixty yards ahead was the bus, just in front of the overpass that allowed Ralph McGill to cross over the Connector and exit ramp.  Peter eyed the big vehicle critically, beginning his evaluation.  It was sitting at an angle across both lanes, front end against the retaining wall on the left.  Long black lines of skid marks on the asphalt showed that it not been left that way in a calm and routine fashion.
There was just enough room at its rear end for a vehicle to fit around by going onto the grass.  Peter hoped Crawford wasn’t going to try to put the street racer she was driving over the uneven surface without good reason.  The Honda was so low Peter had no idea how the former owner had dealt with things like speed bumps.  Fortunately Crawford did stop near the back of the bus, but shy of the grass.  Peter pulled out around her and slowed to crawl, more out of a concern for what might be on the other side of the bus than for the Bronco’s suspension.
As he eased past the bus he put the high beams back on.  The underside of the overpass was already fully dark where the SUV’s headlights didn’t hit.  He saw immediately why the bus had stopped where it had; there were two cars and a small pickup blocking the lanes.  Peter paused so the headlights stayed on the scene and studied it carefully.
“See anything moving?” Peter finally asked.
“Nope, looks okay for the moment.” Whitley replied.
“Okay.”  He cranked the wheel over and turned sharply to the left, then backed up to the right some so the Bronco’s headlights covered the front of the bus.  “Let’s get to it.” he said, setting the brake and opening his door.
Peter stepped out and slung his AR behind his shoulder, then folded the Bronco’s seat forward so he could reach his ILBE.  Carrying it in his left hand by the top handle, he headed for the bus.
“Ramp is blocked behind us.” Smith said, coming around the back of the bus.  “Took all three cars and the Jeep, but the only way anything’s getting past without moving them is crawling or climbing.”
“Good.  Guards posted?”
“Hernandez and Mendez are setting their people now.  And mine are right behind me.” Smith said, turning as other Guardsmen started coming into view, Candles leading them.
“So far, so good.” Peter muttered.  Then, louder.  “Set up and watch the Connector.  Roper, Oliver, you two hold position there.” He pointed at the back of the bus.  “Keep an eye open in both directions and sing out if there’s a problem.”
“Got it.”
Peter turned back to the bus.  Dropping his pack near the door, he dug his hands through the rubber fittings that covered the cracks between them and pulled.  Slowly, moving but reluctantly, the doors parted.  Peter had just gotten them fully open when two things happened almost simultaneously; a cold and squishy hand grabbed his wrist, and a gun went off, twice, right next to his head.
“Jesus!” Peter blurted, instinctively pulling back even as he clawed for his pistol.  The expected resistance was already gone, and he stumbled and fell on his ass in the road.  But his M45 was out and pointing vaguely in the direction of the bus as he tried to focus his thoughts past the ringing.  His left ear felt like it was completely submerged in water.
Whitley was standing to his left, her M-16 up and against her shoulder.  Her mouth was moving, but he couldn’t make out what she was saying.  Peter blinked and saw a zombie corpse sprawled on the steps of the bus, right next to the driver’s seat.  There were pieces of . . . head and brains he guessed . . . splattered across the left side of the windshield and the left window and the driver’s seat.
Whitley moved back, her rifle still trained on the bus steps.  Peter shook his head, trying to drive the unpleasant sensations that were interfering with his hearing away.  Scooting back a few feet, he rose to a crouch, paused for a moment, then pushed fully upright.
“I said, are you okay?” he made out Whitley’s voice finally.  “Sarge?”
“Fine.” Peter said, putting hand to his left ear experimentally.  Brushing his fingers across his ear, he looked at them reluctantly.  He’d half expected to see blood or something on them, but apparently he wasn’t bleeding from the ear.  It just felt like he maybe was.
“Not so loud, I’m right here.” Whitley said.
“I can’t fucking hear anything out of my left ear.” Peter said, purposefully pitching his voice lower than hers sounded to him.
“Yeah, well, sorry.  I figured you didn’t want to get eaten.”
“No.” Peter said, holstering the pistol.  “Cover me.”
“Just stay low.” Whitley advised as Peter went forward and grabbed the zombie’s body by the ankles.  The man, now dead for good, took effort for Peter to move.  The zombie was a little thick around the middle, but Peter set himself and gave a stronger tug.  The body moved, and Peter stepped back half a step before tugging again.  Now it was sliding easier, and he slowly walked backwards pulling.  The zombie’s head bumped sickeningly as it came down the steps, and Peter averted his gaze hastily.  He didn’t need to see that.
He felt a final thump as the body came completely out of the bus, and Peter pulled it about five yards away before releasing it.  When he looked back at the bus, he saw there were more bits of brain and bone on the steps.  Peter pulled his AR around on its sling and got it into his hands, flicking on the tactical light as he raised it up.
The bits of zombie weren’t wet, not like he supposed they should have been.  If you shot a person in the head, there’d be blood and stuff.  It would be wet, and wet things tended to glisten and shine like dry things didn’t.  But the bits on the steps were dull and sort of crumbly.  He wasn’t sure if that was more, or less, disturbing, but it was definitely not good.
Peter eased forward a few steps, then slowly tracked his AR along the line of windows.  He didn’t see anything else inside except seat backs, but he took his time, carefully watching.  When he’d swept the light back to the front, he moved forward cautiously and went up the steps very slowly.
From the inside, the bus was very dark.  The windows had tint on them, filtering what light did reach under the overpass out.  Between the tint and the overpass above, it was damned dark inside.  Peter uttered a silent curse.  He spoke without turning his head from the bus’ interior.  “Whitley, get up here and cover my ass.”
Peter edged forward as she mounted the steps.  Carefully he shined the light to either side of the aisle at the first pair of seats.  After a moment he stepped back and drew the M45 again.  The tactical light came off the AR’s mounting rail, and he let the rifle dangle behind him from the sling as he crossed his wrists to hold the light in parallel with his pistol.
His spine tingled as he moved forward again.  He hadn’t been afraid of much since he was a kid, but now he felt like he was eight years old and needed to go out into the back yard after dark to fetch a forgotten toy.  That had happened to him once, and he’d been more and more terrified as he’d crossed the yard to retrieve his football.  When he’d gotten the ball into his hands, his nerve had suddenly broken and he’d ended up pelting back to the house at top speed, his breath coming in great gasps as his heart hammered.
Now he kept his breathing even, but his pulse was quickened.  Even though he was a fully grown man, armed and with Whitley’s reassuring presence, and rifle, at his back, the bus’ dark interior lit all those old feelings.  But it had to be cleared.  He didn’t want to risk altering the balance of what discipline was left by retreating and having someone else do the dirty deed.  So he kept moving forward, swinging light and gun from one side to the other, checking between and under the seats.
Halfway back he found a body.  His boot came down on a floor that was tacky, sticky, at the same time his light fell across an outstretched hand.  Peter stopped and willed himself to take a deep breath.  The hand wasn’t moving.  It was fine.  No movement was fine.  He leaned forward a little more and angled the light for a better view.
It was a woman, lying face down in a pool of what was obviously dried blood.  The back of her shirt had been torn and ripped away, and her flesh savaged with teeth and nails.  He could see her ribs, stark and white where they weren’t stained red or pink or maroon by blood.  Peter wasn’t an expert on anatomy, but he was pretty sure there weren’t supposed to be so many, if any, empty spaces inside a human body.
Peter was taking another deep breath.  In a sick and disturbing way, the half eaten body was almost reassuring.  Blood and gore, that he could handle.  Zombies even, no problem.  Having them lunge at him from the inky blackness was the problem.  His breath caught though, when he spotted another hand.  A small hand, barely half the size of the woman’s.
It was sticking out from beneath the corpse’s torso.  Peter frowned, his fear moving back to the fore.  “Oh man.” he muttered.  The fingers on that small hand were wiggling, slowly opening and closing like they were trying to grasp at something that wasn’t there.
“What?” Whitley asked.
Peter started a little.  His hearing, at least in the right ear, was coming back.  Her voice sounded like it was filtering through cotton or wads of newspaper, but he could hear her.  “Body.”
“Dead?”
“Dunno.” Peter said.  “There’s two.”
“Well?” Whitley asked.
Peter scowled, irritated.  Then his annoyance increased, because he realized he was not irked at her but rather himself.  What did he expect?  This kind of thing was going to happen.  If he were backing her up, what would he have her do?  Peter edged forward just enough to get a clear line of sight at the back of the woman’s head and put the M45’s sights on the back of her head.
“Firing.” he said, in case Whitley wanted to do something to protect her ears.  Peter waited two more seconds, then squeezed the trigger back.  The .45 bucked in his hand, but the normally deafening report was as muddled and faded as Whitley’s voice had been.  The woman’s head twitched, but there was none of the explosion of bloody gore that always happened in the movies.
“Oh shit.” Peter said.
“What now?”
Peter ignored the question.  He could only think of two reasons why the shot didn’t produce the expected mess.  One was that she’d already bled out fully and had been dead long enough for her body to settle somewhat.  The other was that she’d been a zombie, which definitely would explain the lack of wet stuff coming from her shattered skull.  And if the second case were true, then whatever was beneath her might be–
Abruptly, Peter shook his head once like he was trying to discourage a fly.  Focus.  Stay on task.  He didn’t trust his hearing right now, but if there were other voices, or crying or something, in here Whitely would have said something.  There could only be one explanation for what was under the woman.
He slid forward a bit more, then reached out with his right boot to nudge at the body.  Nothing much happened, so he got the toe of his boot stuck in beneath the remnants of the torso and lifted with a sort of kicking motion.  The body rolled over and off to reveal a smaller body.  Peter didn’t allow himself to think about it.  It was just a target.  That’s all, just a target.
His pistol lined up almost of its own accord, and he fired again before the second zombie could take advantage of the removal of the weight that had trapped it.  Peter watched with defocused eyes, waiting for any movement.  After ten seconds he looked away, satisfied but sickened.
“Okay, continuing.” he said over his shoulder.  As he edged forward again, resuming his sweep of the seats, he heard Whitley gasp as she was able to see what he had shot.  Peter ignored the reaction, forcing himself to pay attention to all the places other zombies might be concealed around the seats.  He reached the end of the bus without finding any more, and sighed softly in relief.
“Grab Roper and the two of you get those bodies out of here.” Peter said, lowering the pistol.  “Not Oliver.  He’s closer to the edge.  I’m going to see if this thing will run.”
Whitley preceded him back to the front, where she exited down the steps as Peter dropped into the driver’s seat.  He holstered the M45 as he scanned the dashboard and controls.  Sure enough, the keys were still in the ignition.  He’d half suspected they would be, but when he turned the ignition, nothing happened.  Nothing at all.  Peter frowned and thumbed the switch on the side console labeled ‘Running Lights’.  Nothing.  Peter sat for a moment, thinking, then went down the steps.
He undogged the engine compartment and lifted.  The cover raised up with a creak as its hinges protested ineffectually.  The locking bar that held it in the open position was slick with oil or grease and slipped through his fingers a few times as he tried to get it set.  When it finally cooperated, he shined his light inside.
He wasn’t familiar with buses.  He had never actually worked on one.  Or, at least, not one like this.  There had been a few school type buses he’d helped maintain twenty years ago when he was stationed at Pearl in Hawaii, but that was it.  But he knew engines, especially diesel engines.  There were only two things he could think of, that he’d have any chance of fixing, that explained why the bus seemed to be without electrical power.
First he had to find the batteries though, which, as he peered around with the light tracking across the engine’s bulk, he saw weren’t on this side.  “Damnit.” Peter muttered, stepping back and rising.  Whitley was approaching with Roper following, and she gave him a raised eyebrow.
“Still checking.” Peter said absently as he stepped around them and headed for the back of the bus.  He looped around the vehicle to the other side.  Sure enough, just as Smith had described, the other vehicles they’d rode out from the apartments in were parked across the ramp.  The jeep was backed in between the Hyundai and retaining wall, sealing the gap without making it hard to drive out if they needed to move it.
The eight soldiers covering the barricade were all facing south, towards Courtland, except Hernandez.  He was keeping watch in the direction of the bus, and Peter realized after a moment the tall soldier was saying something.  Peter couldn’t make it out, his hearing was still cloudy, so he shrugged and gave a wave off gesture.  If it was important, Hernandez would yell louder or come over.
But it couldn’t be that important.  Peter could only see about twenty zombies on the ramp beyond the roadblock.  Not enough to be a problem.  Not yet anyway.  Peter’s job was to get the bus running if at all possible so they’d not be here when enough zombies to be a problem appeared.  Standing around jawboning wasn’t going to do anything except help serve the zombies dinner.
He opened up the driver’s side engine cover and grunted as he saw a pair of batteries there.  Sticking the light in his mouth, he reached in and started fiddling with the cables as he checked them.  Everything connected to the batteries seemed solid, no wear or cuts that he could see, nothing loose or disconnected.  Peter sat back and took the light out of his mouth.  “Fuck.”
Standing, Peter went over to the barricade.  A few of the heads turned to face him as he approached, but he waved everyone back except Crawford.  She came over just as Peter reached Hernandez.
“What was the shooting a few minutes ago?” Hernandez asked.
“Zombies.” Peter said with a shrug.  “They’re taken care of, but my hearing took a bit of a hit.  Listen, pull the Jeep out of the roadblock and stick the CRX in its place.  Park it over there.” Peter said, turning and pointing at the front of the bus.  “At an angle as close to that open cover as you can, but leave room for the Bronco to fit in next to it.  ”
“Okay.” Hernandez turned and raised his voice.  “Barker, hop back in that Jeep.”
“What?  Why?”
“Cause we’re swapping it for the Honda.” Hernandez explained.
“That little rice rocket?” Barker said with a scowl.  “The Jeep is a better block.”
Peter had to think, turning over the words in his mind to be sure he’d heard and deciphered them correctly, but he was pretty sure he caught the gist of it.  He answered as Hernandez opened his mouth to reply.  “Yeah, but the CRX probably can’t help jump the bus as well as the Jeep can, so move damnit.”
“And find me two sets of jumper cables.” Peter added to Hernandez as he turned to head back around to the other side of the bus.  “If they’re short ones, get others and we’ll splice them together to extend the length.”
“On it.”
Peter left them to handle the Jeep’s switch and returned to the Bronco.  He met Whitley as she started to come around the back side of the bus.  “Gonna have to try jumping it.” Peter said with a shrug when he caught the quizzical look on her face.  “Fuckers left the lights on or something; it’s flat.”
“Hell, can we jump something this big?” Whitley asked, spinning on her heel to fall into step with him.
“Maybe.” Peter sighed.  “Usually when I jump a big vehicle like this I have a dedicated jump pack that’s designed to work with it.  But the Bronco and Jeep might be able to get it to turn over if we hook both of them up.”
“Okay.  The bodies are out.  Roper threw up in the back of the bus though.”
“Whatever.” Peter said as he reached the idling Bronco.  He backed and filled a few times to get the SUV turned around fully, then eased back past the bus.  The Jeep was already in place, jammed up against the retaining wall.  Barker was just climbing out of the passenger door.
Peter stopped and stuck his head out the broken window on his door.  “Turn the headlights and anything else electrical off.  Make sure the hood is popped.  Put it in neutral.  And stay in there!” he shouted.
Barker paused, then pulled his legs back into the Jeep and closed the door.  Peter swung around and angled the Bronco in as close as he could without touching the bus with the SUV’s bumper.  It was a tight squeeze, but he was able to get out the driver’s door after he pulled the hood release.
“Jumper cables.” Hernandez said, meeting him at the back of the Bronco.
Peter looked at them, then took one end of each and walked to stretch them out.  Peter looked at the lengths, then over at the bus and the two idling SUVs.  “Hmm, gonna be tight.”
“Well these are the best we’ve got.” Hernandez released the cables and gestured vaguely at the barricade cars.  “And there’s only one more set, but they’re little dinky Mickey Mouse ones.  Whoever owned the Altima apparently was relying on a cellphone and Triple A to get them out of any problems, because the only thing in that trunk is the spare tire.  There isn’t even a damn jack.”
“Takes all kinds.” Peter shrugged.  “Whitley.”
“Here.”
Peter stepped back and turned.  Whitley was standing right behind where he’d been a moment ago.  “I need to put a bell on you or something.”
“You couldn’t hear it right now anyway.” Whitley said with a smirk.
“Which is your fault.”
“Hearing loss or being eaten.  Tough one sarge.”
Peter scowled.  “Get in the Bronco.  Stick it in neutral and rev the engine up when I tell you.”
“Roger.”  She started over to the Bronco, slinging her M-16 as she went.
“You need a hand?” Hernandez asked.
“No, I don’t want to pull anyone else off the barricade here.” Peter said.  “Wait, go tell Roper to get in the bus and sit in the driver’s seat.  Then cover the barricade.”
“Got it.” Hernandez started towards the back of the bus.  Peter went to the open engine compartment and sorted out the cables, laying them each out apart from one another.  He also clipped the negative clamps on each end of each cable onto the cord to make sure the clamps didn’t touch and spark.  Electrocution was the last thing he needed right now.
As he lifted the hood on the Bronco he heard Roper calling his name.  Turning, Peter saw the Guardsman had opened up the driver’s side window of the bus and was peering out at him.  “What’s the deal?  Sitting here is disgusting, the seat’s covered in blood and bits.”
“Check all the switches in there.” Peter said, pointing at the bus.  “Make sure everything is off.  Then wait for me to give you further instructions.”
“Okay.” Roper said, looking down at the console.
Peter picked up the loose ends of one of the jumper cable sets and considered the Bronco’s battery for a moment.  Cautiously, standing back and reaching in so he didn’t touch the Bronco, he clipped the positive clamp of the cables down on the Bronco’s battery.
Turning to the bus, he attached the other positive clamp to one of the batteries’ corresponding terminal.  Back to the Bronco again, where he moved the negative clamp to the negative terminal on the battery.  Then to the bus, where he moved the last clamp to a convenient engine bolt that was at the limit of what the cable could reach to.
Working quickly but carefully, Peter repeated the process with the Jeep, connecting its battery to the remaining battery in the bus.  When he had them both wired up, he released the breath he’d been holding.  Nothing had exploded.  Sparks were always a danger, and batteries sometimes leaked gas.  Electrocution would be bad, but so would being set on fire by the explosion, or burned by splattering battery acid.  It was just all sorts of bad if anything went wrong.  But so far so good.
“Roper!” he said, speaking loudly.
“Try it?”
“No!” Peter said, shaking his head.  “Wait for me to tell you, not before.  All those switches checked?”
“Yeah sarge.  Everything’s off.”
“Okay.  Turn the key on but don’t try to crank it.  Just wait.”  He jammed his tactical light into his pants pocket, then ducked out beneath the cables running from the Bronco to the bus.
He took a quick glance at the barricade.  There were at least a double handful of zombie bodies draped over the hoods and trunks of the cars that were parked between the retaining walls on either side of the ramp to Courtland.  The asphalt stretching off south was starting to fill with more, these mostly on their feet and staggering to join the scrum at the barricade.
So far, the cover team was keeping them back without having to use any precious ammo.  The clubs, some of them four and five feet long, were being used to knock and shove the zombies back from the cars.  Those with bayonets or blades were moving back and forth, trying to stab any zombie that got too eager in its efforts to get past the obstacle between itself and the warm food it wanted.
Peter shuddered as he watched one zombie stagger back with a damned crease in its skull from a club.  Even in the moonlight, Peter could see a bit of bone or brain, something white anyway, peeking past the zombie’s brown hair.  He turned his head away from the barricade and, standing about ten feet back from the bus and wired up trucks, cupped his hands around his mouth.  “Okay!  You guys rev the engines up!” he shouted.
Whitley stepped on the Bronco’s accelerator, followed a few moments later by the Jeep as Barker followed suit.  Peter waited, counting slowly to thirty in his head.  He really didn’t want to have to sit here charging up the bus battery with the two SUVs, but putting a little bit of a trickle charge in it might help somewhat.
“Roper!  Give it a go!” Peter said when he finished his count.  He saw Roper’s head turn to him, and Peter gave him a thumbs up when the Guardsman didn’t seem to have heard him.  Roper nodded and turned forward.  A moment later Peter heard the MARTA bus’ engine turning over.  It cranked for about ten seconds, then abruptly he heard the throaty rumble as the big diesel caught and began idling.
“Alrigh–shit!” Peter said, elated for an instant before there was an loud boom.  He ducked involuntarily, flinging his hands up to cover his face and head, but now there was only an echo.  When he peeked out past his arms he saw smoke rising from the Jeep’s engine compartment.
“Oh fuck me.” Peter groaned, straightening up and running forward.  Whitley was leaning across and rolling down the passenger side window as he came.
“Sarge, his–” she shouted.
“I know.  Back yours up when I tell you.”  Peter yelled, starting to unhook the jumper cables that connected the Bronco to the bus.  He had them off in moments and flung them aside, then dropped the hood on the SUV.  “Okay, back it off!” he said, making a ‘go away’ gesture to Whitley as she stared at him.
“The fucking Jeep is on fire.” Roper said loudly.
“I fucking know!” Peter said, reaching back into the bus’ engine compartment and unclamping the other set of cables.  The smoke coming from the Jeep was now joined with heat, which he could feel on the back of his neck as he disengaged the clamps.  Not good.  He took an extra few seconds to drop the engine compartment closed, then stepped away.  As he did, he saw Barker tumbling out of the passenger door of the burning Jeep.
“Barker, pop the brake release in that thing!” Peter shouted.
“Screw that!” Barker exclaimed.
“I got it.” Peter heard Hernandez say loudly.  He’d scarcely turned his head when the tall Guardsman went past him and flung himself across the front seats of the Jeep.
“Roper, back up!” Peter shouted.
“There’s no room!” Roper yelled back.
“You – fuck it.” Peter swore, turning and sprinting for the back of the bus.  As he rounded the rear he saw Oliver standing there with his M-16 out and panning around nervously.
“What–”
“Get out of the way!” Peter said loudly.  “Going to move the bus, stand clear.”  He didn’t wait to see if Oliver had heard him.  He just ran up to the front of the bus and up the steps.  “Move!  Let me get there.” Peter said to Roper as he came aboard.
Roper scrambled clear and Peter dropped into the seat.  Flames were beginning to engulf the engine of the Jeep, licking up a couple of feet high.  Peter stepped on the brake pedal as he scanned across the console controls.  He slapped at the emergency brake button in case they’d been set after the accident, then thumbed the running and head lights active just because he happened to see those switches.
Dropping the gear shift into reverse, he started backing up before he checked the mirrors.  As the bus started moving and he looked at the one on his side, then at the other one, he swore.  Either whoever had been driving this when it wrecked was short as hell or someone had fiddled with them between the wreck and now.  Both showed him nothing but the sides of the bus.
“Roper, hang your head out the door and tell me if I’m about to hit the wall back there.” Peter said quickly.
“I–on it.” Roper said, clattering down the steps and sticking his head out the open doors as Peter cranked the steering wheel to start the bus turning to the left.  There was a grinding, crunching noise that he felt more than heard as the Jeep’s front bumper scraped across the side of the moving bus.  The heat from the blazing Jeep was radiating in through the open window on his left, but Peter ignored it as he continued backing up.
Abruptly, the grinding stopped as the bus backed up enough for the Jeep to begin rolling.  The Connector was below the grade of the city proper just about everywhere it traversed through downtown, including here.  That meant the ramp went up to join with Courtland, which meant there was a down slope that could pull the Jeep forward.  As the bus got out of the way, the Jeep went downhill, past its front and toward the trio of wrecked cars under the overpass.
“Uh–” Roper started to say, then there was a thump as Peter backed the bus into the retaining wall behind him.  Peter rocked back against the seat as he slammed on the brakes, then turned his head to glare at Roper.
“Thanks for the heads up.” Peter said sourly.
“Shit, sorry sarge.” Roper said weakly.
“It’s fine.”  Shifting into drive, Peter spun the steering wheel to the right and crept forward.  The headlights were almost unnecessary right now, as the Jeep fire was really getting underway.  Peter hoped there weren’t any pools of dried gasoline around the wrecks, which would add unnecessary energy to the blaze.
He slowly curved the bus around to the right, then shifted again and backed up to the left once more.  In another thirty seconds he had the bus facing the wrong way on the exit ramp, straight at the wrecks between him and the Connector’s southbound lanes.  Setting the emergency brakes with a loud hiss as air released from the lines, Peter pushed past Roper and tipped his head back.
“Folks, we are fucking leaving!” he screamed as loudly as he could.  He saw Mendez’s team, who had scattered away from the wrecks when the bus started moving forward, trotting toward him.  He turned to shout in the direction of the barricade they’d set up closer to Courtland, but Hernandez’ and Smith’s people were already coming.
Well, all except Crawford.  She was getting back into the CRX.  Peter frowned.  “What the hell is Crawford doing?” he asked loudly as the first of the barricade teams got near enough to hear him over the rumble of the bus’ diesel engine.
“She wants to ride point for us.” Swanson said with a shrug.  “Crazy bitch.”
“I–whatever.” Peter said, abruptly deciding he didn’t give a fuck.  If she wanted to risk it, fine.  He didn’t ask her to.  Right as that thought went through his head, there was another boom.  This one was much softer than the resounding report of the battery exploding, but still loud enough to make him flinch.  Peter turned to see a small ball of smoke roiling up from the Jeep fire, lit hellishly in the flickering flames.
“All aboard.” Peter said, climbing back into the bus and sitting behind the wheel again.  He took a moment to study the side console again, then hit the rocker switch that activated the internal lights.  The panels on the bus’ ceiling lit with a soft white light that was very welcome after the gloom of the powerless city.
“Team leads, sound off when all accounted for.”  As Peter spoke he looked for his people.  Roper, check.  Oliver, check.  Whitley . . . shit.  He didn’t see her.
“Sarge, you forgot this.” Whitley said.  He took his eyes from the ‘rear view’ mirror that only let the driver see the passengers rather than behind the bus to see Whitley standing next to him.  She had his ILBE in her hand and a wry grin on her face.  “I think you broke that Jeep.”
“Yeah, well, the insurance can bill me.” Peter said, pointing at the floor in front of the fare machine.  Whitley dropped his pack next to the column bolted to the floor where passengers put in their tokens or fed their dollar bills to pay for the ride.  “Team leads, how we doing?”
“Team Two good.” Hernandez said.
“Three here.” Smith added.
“Team four ready.” Mendez finished out the count.
“Cripple, accounted for.” Jenkins said from the from ‘handicap’ seat at the front where Johns had dropped him.
“Okay, we’re rolling.” Peter said, hitting the lever that closed the doors.  They hissed closed, and he bumped the brake release with his fist, then shifted and put his foot on the gas pedal.  The bus accelerated forward.  Peter angled to the right as much as possible, toward the back end of the pickup that was lying on its side.
There was a space between the truck and the retaining wall, about half as wide as was necessary for the bus to fit through.  Peter lined up on that gap and kept his foot down.  The bus was a big, heavy vehicle.  It didn’t have room to get up to any sort of dramatic speed, but its mass was more than sufficient to knock the pickup aside when Peter hit its back end.
A few curses floated up from the Guardsmen behind him, as the bus juddered under the impact, but Peter ignored that.  The rest of the ramp looked clear.  He glanced down at the dashboard labeling, then toggled the turn signal stick to switch the high beams on.  As the bus reached the Connector and he started turning left, which was technically the wrong way to go, Crawford zipped past in the CRX honking her horn.
“Crazy bitch.” Peter muttered.
“Way to go sarge!” Smith shouted happily, and several others cheered along with him.  Peter glanced in the passenger mirror briefly.  For the first time Peter could remember they looked genuinely relaxed, almost cheerful.  He allowed himself a brief smile and concentrated on his driving.
The Interstate was not exactly clear, but neither was it blocked.  There were numerous vehicles wrecked or abandoned, but most of them were either off to the side on the shoulder or in the left lane.  Or, rather, the right lane since the bus was going north in the southbound lanes.  And there weren’t nearly as many zombies as he had grown accustomed to seeing over the last day.  Maybe two or three dozen were in view at any given moment, which wasn’t bad at all.
Whitley tapped him on the shoulder.  Peter started and glanced sideways at her.  She pointed back into the bus, and Peter looked up in the mirror again.  Mendez was looking at him, and this time Peter heard the question.
“So where we headed now?”
“The wrong way.” Candles said, coming forward.  He kept a hold on the overhead grab rail as he moved up, even though the bus was only going thirty.
“What’s wrong with going north?” Dorne asked.
“There was an enormous zombie pack on the interstate last night.” Candles said.  “Just a few miles north of here.  We’re headed right for it.”
Peter nodded.  “Yeah, but at least a few might have wandered off the road.  And unless something incredibly fucked up happened since then, we know there’s probably a clear shot at least up to the Top End.”
“Why not just go south?” Candles persisted.  “It might have fewer zombies, give us a better shot.”
“Yeah, but it might have uncleared road blocks.” Peter said tightly.  “We’d have to turn around.”
“So?” Candle asked.  “If it’s clear, we go.  If it isn’t, we detour.  What’s the big deal?”
“There’s only a quarter tank left in this thing.” Peter said, pointing at the dashboard.  The gauge was actually below a quarter.  He knew buses like this, designed and sold exclusively for city transit agencies, were usually able to fill up once and run their route for a whole day.  But he wasn’t sure.  He didn’t know the mileage, nor did he know how big the tank was.  There could be enough fuel to make it another hundred or more miles, or there could be just a few tens remaining.  It made him very nervous.
“Lay off.” Hernandez said suddenly, standing up as Peter saw Candles opening his mouth to say something further.  Peter’s eyes flicked to Hernandez, who was frowning at the other Guardsman.  “Sarge is doing fine.  Leave it.”
“I’m just trying to make sure we get out.” Candles protested, for the first time looking the tiniest bit embarrassed at himself.
“Relax and enjoy the ride.” Hernandez said, not exactly confrontationally, but with a faint edge to his words.  “We’re getting out.”
Candles scowled, but he dropped into the sideways facing handicap seats opposite Jenkins and looked forward out the windshield.  Peter met Hernandez’s eyes briefly in the mirror and gave him a small nod, which was returned along with a smile before the other man sat back down.
“Here, take these.” Peter told Whitley as they passed North Avenue.  She was standing on the steps, ahead of the white line passengers were supposed to stay behind.  Peter undraped his binoculars and handed them to her as she looked at him.  “Check ahead as far as you can see.  10th Street isn’t far off.”
Whitley dropped the strap of the binoculars over her head and held them to her eyes as she looked forward.  After a moment she changed position, leaning back against the divider between the stairs and the seats, using her legs to push her back securely against it.  That let her take her other hand off the stair rail so she could focus the binoculars.
“Uh . . . okay there’s a big damn wreck about, I don’t know, a mile or so ahead of us.” she said after a moment, speaking loudly so Peter could hear her clearly.  “It looks thin in a couple spots in the middle, there might be a way through but we need to get closer to tell.”
“What about zombies?” Candles asked.
Peter glanced back at him, then shifted his attention back to Whitley.  He gave her a look that said ‘well’, and she put the binoculars back to her eyes.  “It’s dark.  Just moonlight, but . . . yeah I’m pretty sure I see a lot of movement on the other side of the wrecks.”
“Okay.” Peter said, frowning as he eased off the accelerator some to let the bus’ speed fall.  “Anyone know if Crawford has a radio?” he asked loudly.
Heads shook as he eyed the soldiers behind him, and Peter suppressed a desire to curse.  He let their speed fall all the way to about ten or twelve, it was hard to tell exactly when the bus was going that slow, and leaned forward as they approached the 5th Street overpass.  10th Street was about half a mile north, just beyond the wreck that Captain Philmore’s unit had been tasked with clearing yesterday before the zombie packs had coalesced and prevented the work from happening.
Peter saw the blockage, a now familiar tangle of trucks and cars and tractor-trailers that had spread and twisted themselves across the Interstate lanes.  He rolled closer, studying the vehicles as the bus approached, trying to evaluate it.  There were a couple of thin spots in the middle, but only in the sense that instead of there being three or four or five vehicles stacked in a row, or the heavy mass of a semi-truck, there was only a single vehicle.  But as for a clear lane the bus could fit through, he didn’t see one.
“Damnit.” Peter muttered, taking his foot off the accelerator entirely as he thought.  The bus might punch a hole through, but he wanted to save any wear and tear on the front end or the drive train as long as possible.  He only saw, maybe, fifteen or twenty zombies close to the blockage.  Those could be cleared pretty quickly by a couple of sure shooters, which maybe gave them a chance.
The bigger problem, or the next one perhaps, was beyond the road block of wrecks.  There, still milling about, were the hundreds of zombies that had descended upon the Guard units the previous night.  Probably still thousands.  Interstates were designed for cars, not people, and a lot of humanoid forms could fill in across the asphalt if they stood shoulder to shoulder.  Which the zombies basically were doing.
“Okay, here’s my next plan.” Peter said loudly, braking about a hundred yards shy of the blockage.  “Team Leads, get up here.”  A few moments later Hernandez, Smith and Mendez were clustered in the aisle next to the driver’s seat.  Peter pointed at a SUV in the middle lane.  It was on its wheels and sideways across the lane, its front bumper against the back of a trailer that had separated from its tractor, its right rear side pressed up against a pickup.
“That SUV, right there.”  Peter said.  “See it, the beige one that’s on its wheels.”
“Yeah.” Mendez said slowly.  Smith nodded, and Hernandez did a moment later, though a little suspiciously.
“It’s the only thing in the way there.” Peter said.  “We move that, and we can roll right through.”
“How the fuck are we going to move it?” Smith asked.
“Push.” Whitley answered, taking the binoculars from around her neck and handing them back to Peter.
“There’s fucking zombies out there.” Mendez  protested.
“Yeah, and the longer we stand around bitching about it the more there’ll be.” Hernandez said suddenly.  “So let’s just do it and get gone.”  Turning, he raised his voice.  “On your feet people, we gotta move one damned car out there and we’re good.  Let’s go.”
Peter crept the bus forward again, this time stopping about twenty yards short of the line of wrecks.  He hit the lever that opened the doors, then set the brakes and twisted around in his seat as the Guardsmen, some grumbling, started filing off.  “Jenkins, can you drive this thing?”
“I guess.”
“Good.” Peter said, waiting until the last of the soldiers had cleared out down the steps.  Standing up out of the driver’s seat, Peter helped Jenkins stand up and shift in behind the steering wheel.  “Okay, see that?  That’s the brake release.  It’s like the parking brake in a car.  Hit that, then put it in ‘D’ and step on the gas.  Got it?”
“Yeah.  When am I gonna do any of that?”
“Just in case.” Peter said.  “That’s the door control.  Close it behind me, so nothing sneaks up on you, okay?”
“Sure.”
Peter left Jenkins studying the controls and gauges on the dashboard and console and went down the steps.  Shots were sounding ahead as some of the others started targeting the zombies closest to the road block.  Peter jogged forward, then brought his AR up and joined his fire with theirs.  In seconds the last of the stragglers were down, leaving only the mass of the pack further away.
Peter eyed them briefly, trying to estimate as he thought back to what he’d learned and observed since all this insanity began.  If they were lucky it might be forty seconds, maybe as much as a minute, before the next closest zombies could reach them.  In ninety seconds, no more than two minutes tops, a good chunk of this edge of the pack could be enveloping the wreckage.
Unhappy at how little time they had, Peter slung his AR and ran to join the others gathering at the SUV.  The driver’s door was open, and as he arrived Swanson slid out from behind the wheel.  “Brake is off, let’s give it a try.”
Hands grabbed onto the SUV all along the driver’s side, some dropping down on one knee to get a grip on the bottom running board, while others braced themselves to push against the side or against the doors.  Peter found a spot near the rear wheel and pulled on the back of the wheel well.  The SUV didn’t budge, and he frowned.  Pulling again, harder, he felt it move just a tiny amount, rocking a little against its shocks.  It felt like the right side was what had moved; this side wasn’t for some reason.
“Fuck this, no way.” Oliver gasped after a moment.
“Yeah, it ain’t happening.” Harper said, stepping back.
Peter dropped flat on his front and fumbled the tactical light out of his pocket.  Quickly he shined the light on the back wheels, then scooted forward and looked at the wheel next to him and swore.  The brake pad on that wheel was stuck closed, clamped down on the wheel.  Peter thought furiously, then had an idea that was either brilliant or really dumb.  He didn’t have time to weigh its merits though.
Rolling out from beneath the SUV he looked around.  “Swanson!”
“What?”
Peter glared up at him.  “Give me that stupid fucking knife you’re carrying.”  He held out his hand.
“What?  Why?”
“Now Goddamnit!” Peter roared.
Swanson flinched a little, but he fumbled the knife out of the sheath he’d looped onto his belt and settled on his left hip.  As Peter took it from him, he raised his voice.  “Shoot some more zombies, buy us a little time.  Um . . . Hernandez, get under here with me.”  Hernandez was the Guardsman who looked the strongest.
Peter scooted back under the SUV and probed with the knife blade.  It took him five excruciating seconds but he managed to wiggle the blade in between the brake pads and the wheel.  The sharp edge of the blade was as thin as any knife’s was, but the back end, where all the silly decorative jags and such had been cut, was quite thick.  It might hold out just long enough for him to pry with it.
“What?” Hernandez asked, sliding in under the SUV from the other side of the wheel.  Above them, spreading out around the SUV, the Guardsmen’s weapons were starting to crack rounds off at the encroaching zombie pack.
“Help me pry this fucker back.” Peter said, wrapping both hands around the handle of the knife and tugging.  The angle was awkward, he couldn’t really get a good position to either push or pull with full strength.  He was reduced to sort of jerking against it and flexing his muscles as he tried to move it.
“I’m out.” someone shouted.
“Me too.”
Hernandez’s hands closed in around his, and Peter felt him pulling cautiously.  He also felt the pad give a bit.  “Come on, harder.” Peter grunted, jerking on the knife again.  Hernandez’s grip tightened, and Peter compressed his lips as the pressure on his hands built painfully.  But he felt the pad move again, then a bit more.  “Come on.” Peter grated.  “Pull!  Pull!  Pull!” He grunted, trying to coordinate a rhythm for Hernandez to work with.
“Sarge, we’re barely making a dent!” Peter heard Whitley yell loudly.  Peter, in the instant of attention he gave over to the thought, figured there were maybe half the rifles still shooting.  He closed his eyes and kept throwing his strength against the knife’s hilt, willing the brake to move.
His hands were screaming in agony, but the pad finally wedged out and away from the wheel.  “Okay, done.” Peter gasped, and dropped the knife as soon as Hernandez’s hands left his.  Peter couldn’t get all of his fingers to work properly, but he didn’t need his fingers right now.  He scrabbled back out from under the SUV and staggered to his feet.
“Push the car!” he yelled over the sound of the rifle fire that was targeting incoming zombies.
“Did you fix it?” Candles asked.
“Push damnit.” Peter gasped as loudly as he could, reaching for the wheel well again.  He could barely feel it when his hands came into contact with the inner edge of the well again, but when he tugged along with the others he felt the car move.
“Yes!  Move motherfucker!” Smith shouted as the SUV rolled back from the overturned semi trailer.  After the SUV had moved a few feet a couple of the soldiers were able to move around and push on it properly from the front end.  That got it going pretty good after a few seconds, and abruptly the path was clear.
Except for about a thousand zombies.  A double handful were only a few staggering steps from being within arm’s reach of the closest soldiers.
“Bus!” Peter gasped, turning.  There were spots in his vision, and he suddenly felt a little light headed.  He stumbled and almost went down as he tried to break into a jog.  As he caught himself just in time, an arm abruptly looped itself around his waist, lifting.  Whitley got her shoulder braced up under his as he threw his own arm across her shoulders, and with her help he managed to break into a fairly ugly looking stagger towards the bus.
He heaved himself up the steps and collapsed into the handicap seats right behind the driver.  His hands were both bleeding, the left more than the right, from compression cuts and wide abrasions the knife’s hilt had left across his palms.  There were also white marks on the insides of his fingers that were throbbing steadily.
“Team leads, sound off!” Whitley shouted.  Peter looked up, trying to blink away the blurriness in his vision.
“Two.”
“Three good.”
“Four go go go!” Mendez said.
“Am I driving?” Jenkins asked.
“Yes!” about half the people on the bus shouted back.
“Okay!” Jenkins blurted.  There was a hiss and a rattle as the doors closed, then a rumble as the brakes released.  They’d barely started rolling forward when the bus suddenly braked hard enough to throw Peter sideways into the back of the divider that separated the driver’s seat from the handicap section.
“She cut me off!” he heard Jenkins mutter.  Peter craned his neck and saw the CRX, Crawford presumably back behind the wheel, was in front of the bus and rolling straight for the pack of zombies that was squeezing through the opening in the tangle of wrecked vehicles.
“Close up behind her.” Peter said, shaking his head.  The pain was receding, and his head wasn’t feeling quite as thick.
“What’s she doing?” Whitley asked wonderingly.
“Trying to act as a cow catcher.” Peter said, pushing against the seat and standing.  He managed to get himself leaning forward against the driver’s divider as Jenkins stepped on the gas again.  With his feet and legs pushing on the floor, he was able to wedge himself against the divider somewhat securely.  “Follow her.”
“How close?” Jenkins asked.  “Hang on!” he added quickly, much louder.  There was a crunch of metal as the bus scraped through the blockage.  The driver’s side of the bus was dragging along the back of the trailer on the left, but they were still moving.  It was just a scrape, not enough to stop them.  Peter saw the CRX cutting, pushing, through the zombies, but he figured it couldn’t last.
“She’s probably going to stall out pretty damn quick.” Peter said, blinking a few times.  He was so tired.  “Probably after the first few ranks of zombies.  Just ram into her from the back and keep going.”
“Uh, okay.” Jenkins said, sounding uncertain.
Peter said nothing, just watching through the windshield.  The little CRX was about fifteen or so feet ahead of the accelerating bus, but it was slowing rapidly as it plowed through zombies.  Bodies flew, mostly back, but some off to one side or the other.  Just as he’d expected, the car was tuned for looks and going fast on a street, and that cost it much of the torque and power that would keep it moving against the mass of zombies in its path.  However, as it stalled the bus was abruptly closing on it fast enough to be alarming.
“Keep going!” Peter said as he felt the bus slow a little.
“We’re going to hit her.” 
“Hit her then!” Whitley said in an annoyed voice.
Peter managed to get the fingers of his right hand to close around the railing on the outer edge of the driver’s divider just as they hit the back bumper of the CRX.  Peter felt a shudder, dimly heard a faint crunch of metal on metal, but they were still moving.  “Put your foot down!” Peter said.
“How fast?”
“Put the fucking pedal on the fucking floor.” Peter yelled.  He saw the CRX weaving, just a touch, as the bus pushed it from behind; saw Crawford visibly struggling with the steering wheel as she tried to keep the racer lined up ahead of the bus.  Jenkins finally complied, and the bus’ engine roared very loudly.  There wasn’t a dramatic burst of acceleration, but there was enough to be felt.
“Yeah man, yeah!” he heard Teves yell as their speed crept up slowly, a bow wave of zombies tumbling over and around the CRX as it plowed forward with the bus’ power behind it.  There was a crack as one zombie went all the way over the top of the Honda and managed to smack head first into the passenger side of the windshield.  It slid down against the glass, but with the bus jammed up against the CRX’s back bumper that was where it stopped.  Peter saw it moving, under its own power, and starting to try and stand up.
Peter saw Whitley’s lips moving, and thought his hearing was going out again.  He couldn’t hear what she was saying, but it looked like she was voicing some sort of prayer.  Shrugging it off, he focused on the path ahead.  They were maybe halfway through the mass of zombies and still going strong.  He could see the far side of the pack approaching, where it thinned out rapidly and became road with some zombies rather than a whole lot of zombies covering the road.
The zombie caught between the CRX and the bus turned its head and saw the humans on the other side of the large panes of safety glass.  It paused on one knee and slammed a fist into the windshield.  Peter wasn’t sure if he would be able to shoot effectively, his hands were still trembling and throbbing.  He also wasn’t entirely sure it was a good idea to take out the windshield.  The longer they could keep that glass intact, the better it probably would be for them.
He was saved from having to decide when the zombie slipped suddenly and fell off to the side.  Refocusing, he looked at the CRX critically.  He saw Crawford still struggling behind the wheel, but now with more than just steering.  Some shots sounded, and he realized her windshield had probably collapsed.  The CRX’s shape, the same shape that made it so good as a make-shift cowcatcher, also tended to roll a lot of what it hit forward over the hood where it then impacted the windshield.  There were only so many impacts it could take before breaking.
“She’s going to die.” he heard Jenkins moan.
“Keep going.” Peter repeated.
“I’m going!”
“Good.”
The bus roared through the zombies, rocking as some zombies managed to get under the wheels one way or another.  But the weight and mass and power of the big vehicle were telling, keeping it in motion.  Bodies were being ground beneath the bus, causing it to judder as zombies fell beneath.  And an enormous percentage were being shunted aside by the CRX.
It was working.  They were breaking through.  Peter heard cheers start again as they broke out the far side of the pack and back into open road.  He felt the bus slow almost immediately.
“Christ, what are you stopping for?” he heard Candles ask.
“I think Crawford might be hurt or something.” Jenkins said.  “She’s weaving a lot.”
“Don’t stop here!” Candles said.  “The damn zombies are right behind us.  Go some more.”
“I don’t want to drive anymore.” Jenkins muttered, loud enough for Peter to hear, but he kept going.  Peter was ignoring everything else as he focused on the CRX.  He could see Crawford in the driver’s seat, her left hand still on the steering wheel making corrections.  But she didn’t seem to be paying much attention to her ‘driving’.  Jenkins might be right, the CRX was weaving a lot more as the bus pushed it along.
“Slow down.” Peter said abruptly.
“Sarge, we’re too damn close to the pack.” Candles said immediately.
“I said slow down, not stop.” Peter shot back.  “Something’s wrong with her, and I’m concerned she might lose control of the car.  We can drop down to ten miles an hour and still keep opening the distance to the zombies.”
Candles muttered something Peter didn’t hear, but the Guardsman didn’t object further as Jenkins eased up on the accelerator.  The bus shed speed, falling to about jogging pace.  Peter shifted his position, finding places where he could look in the mirror on the passenger side.  The zombie pack was being left behind, and the channel the bus had rammed through was slowly filling in as the zombies turned to pursue their prey.
They traveled about half a mile like that, the CRX being shoved along by the MARTA bus, until Peter finally tapped Jenkins on the shoulder.  “Stop for a minute.  Open the door.”
“Here?”
“Yeah.” Peter nodded, flexing his fingers.  The pain wasn’t gone, his joints ached whether he was using them or holding still, but the throbbing was slowly receding and feeling was starting to return.  He put his hand on the grip of the M45 in his holster as an experiment, and decided if necessary he’d be able to draw and fire with at least some facility.  “Whitley, cover right when we stop, okay?”
“Got it.” Whitley said.  Her expression was strained, with wide eyes and pale skin, but she shifted her M-16 into firing position and gave a single jerky nod.  Jenkins braked to a halt, and the doors hissed open.  Whitley clumped down and turned to the right, facing back the way they’d come.  Before Peter could follow her, Swanson shoved past him abruptly.
“Sarge, you’re dead on your feet.” the soldier said.  “Stay here, I’ll get her.”
Peter had time to blink, then Swanson was down the steps and sprinting for the CRX.  The little Honda had rolled forward about twenty or twenty-five feet when the bus stopped, coming to a halt off to the right a little.  Peter saw Swanson pull on the handle of the driver’s door, then pull again with both hands.
“Is it locked?” Barker asked from behind Peter.
Before anyone could answer, Peter saw Swanson abruptly duck away from the door.  He got clear, moving toward the rear of the Honda, just as a trio of shots sounded and the safety glass on the driver’s window exploded outward.  The barrel of Crawford’s M-16 poked out of the opening, followed a moment later by her hand groping at the roof.
“How long to get her?” Whitley yelled.
“Coming out now.” Peter heard Swanson holler back.  He was back at the window, pulling on Crawford’s arm and shoulder to help her through the shattered window.
“Hurry.” Whitley replied.  Peter looked out the right side bus windows and saw a pair of zombies only fifteen feet distant, staggering closer.  He descended to the bottom step and reached into his ammunition pouch to check what was left in it.
“Whitley, kill those two.”
“I’ve got maybe half a magazine left.” she replied.
“I’ve got more.  Kill them, then take this mag.” Peter said, pulling a fully loaded thirty-round magazine out of the pouch.  He had two left, the one in his AR and one more, then he was down to the loose rounds in the boxes that were buried in the bottom of his pack.
Whitley’s weapon barked almost immediately.  Her first shot dropped one of the zombies immediately, but it took her another four to track in for a killing blow on the other.  She ejected the magazine and turned to Peter with it.  He traded her for the full one, stuffing her nearly empty one in with his other empties.  As he got it tucked away he glanced forward again.
Crawford was out of the CRX now, walking to the bus cradling her right arm by the wrist.  Swanson was right behind her, acting as if he expected her to collapse or stagger at any moment.  But Crawford’s stride stayed sure, and she made it to the bus without incident.  Peter moved back from the door as she mounted the steps, still closely followed by Swanson.
“You okay?” Peter asked.  There was gore all across her front, from her face down to her legs, and her right sleeve had a long tear on the forearm.  No, a burn, he realized after a moment’s inspection.  The edges were scorched black, and the opening lacked any of the loose threads that would be present with a normal rip.
“Did you get bit or something?” Hernandez spoke up.
“Yes, and no.” Crawford said.
“You don’t look like it’s no.” Hernandez observed.
“Yes I’m okay, no I didn’t get bit.  This is zombie blood.” Crawford said.  “The windshield caved in, and I had to shoot a bunch of them that were hanging on and trying to pull me out.”
“What’s wrong with your arm then?”
She snarled wordlessly as she suddenly held her arm out and spread the edges of the hole in the sleeve with her left hand.  Peter saw a line of reddened skin, already blistering, that he recognized immediately as a burn caused by the barrel of a hot weapon.  “There, happy?”
“No.” Swanson said.  “You need to change shirts or bandage that burn, or both.  If those blisters break, you could get zombie smeared across the wound.  There’s no way that’ll be good for anyone.”
“Pervert.” Crawford said, shooting him a dirty glance.
“Yeah, yeah.” Swanson grinned.  “Any excuse to get you out of your clothes.”
Whitley came up the steps.  “Is there some reason we’re just sitting here?”
Peter shook his head, embarrassed.  He’d been completely distracted by Crawford’s condition.  “Jenkins, move us out.”
“Uh, no.” Jenkins said, heaving himself up out of the seat.  “It makes me nervous when people yell while I’m driving.”
“Christ.” Whitley said angrily, reaching past him and hitting the lever for the doors.  They closed behind her, then she gave Jenkins a shove toward Peter.  The injured Guardsman stumbled on his bad leg, his face twisted with pain, as Peter reached and managed to catch him.
“Sit down.” Peter muttered, directing Jenkins down into the handicap seats as Whitley took over the driver’s seat and got the bus moving.  Swanson was following Crawford further into bus, past the seats close to the front that were occupied by the soldiers.
“Oh my God, who yakked back here?” Crawford asked loudly as they got halfway down the aisle.
“Roper.” Whitley called back.
“Jeez dude.” Crawford said, her face wrinkled in disgust.  “Your cooking smells a hell of a lot better the first time around, did you know that?”
“Hey, you haul out a four year old zombie leaking brains on your boots and see if your stomach cooperates.” Roper shot back.
“Sarge.”
Peter turned away from the developing back and forth, leaning in next to Whitley.  “What’s up?”
“Where we headed?” the woman asked.  She was building speed, steering casually around the scattering of zombies that were on the road ahead.
Peter hesitated for a few moments.  “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” he finally admitted.  “Sorry.”
“S’okay.” She shrugged.  “You got us this far.”
“It was a team effort.” Peter pointed out.
“The hell it was.”
* * * * *



Jessica
“Mommmmmmm . . .” Candice said, drawing the syllable out warningly as she sat twisted around in her seat looking out the rear window.
Jessica looked up from the phone’s screen in frustration and fixed on the rear view mirror again.  That same zombie, the one wearing a dirty State Police uniform, was approaching again.  It had noticed them shortly after Jessica stopped for the first time.  She’d pulled up past the next exit, but it apparently had followed them.
“Thanks Candy Bear.” Jessica said, moving the gear shifter into ‘D’ and focusing on the road again.  85, at least this section of it, seemed in reasonably good shape.  She’d been half afraid, from what the news had said and been showing, she’d find piles of burning cars and hordes of zombified drivers blocking the road.  There had been a rather large collection of wrecked and abandoned vehicles just south of Exit 108, but they were all off on the shoulder.  The lanes, so far, were clear.
She drove for a mile, then stopped in the emergency lane again and returned her attention to the phone.  Messages had been left for everyone who had voice mail, basically ‘Hi, this is Jessica Talbot, please call me as soon as you get this, I need some help.’  Now she was using the data feature on her phone, something she hardly ever did, to try to figure out some safe place to go.
The CDC’s page looked, at first glance, like it was being updated, and her heart had leapt.  Then she’d noticed the timestamps, which showed the most recent update was hours ago.  And, when reviewing what was posted, she realized it wasn’t of any real use to her anyway.
It was all things like ‘do not approach anyone you suspect of being sick’ and ‘take all appropriate measure to safeguard yourself and loved ones from contact with sick individuals’.  Nothing about ‘go here for safety’ or ‘contact such and such agency for further instructions’.  She needed something concrete.  They couldn’t stay out here like this forever.
Now she was using Google to locate and check local sites for entities that might, that should, be organizing the effort to deal with what was happening.  Frustratingly, she had found they were of even less use.  She’d checked sites for Gwinnett, DeKalb, Forsyth, Hall, and Cobb counties; both their ‘main’ county home pages as well as those for the respective police departments.
Nothing.  In fact, DeKalb’s even showed what was clearly a pre-programmed message listing some activities citizens might like to attend in Decatur and Stone Mountain during the Labor Day holiday.  Worse, none of the phone numbers to various county offices and departments were being answered, when they rang through at all.  A lot of those calls just gave fast busy signals, or clicked back to dial tones after she tried to call them.
A handful of vehicles had passed her since she’d reached 85 and started working her phone in earnest.  One was a convoy of five trucks, all big passenger trucks like Lonnie’s.  No one stopped.  In fact, none of the passing vehicles even seemed to slow.  She was prepared to chase after any emergency vehicles she spotted, but they were all regular people.
Those people had plans.  Why in the hell couldn’t she come up with one?  Jessica looked at the phone’s rectangular screen in frustration, feeling tears threatening her vision.  She could not cry.  She couldn’t afford it.  She had to make a decision.  She realized her breath was starting to shade towards sobbing, and made a concerted effort to even her breathing out, trying to stay calm.
“Think.  Think damnit.” she whispered inaudibly, trying to do just that.  She stared at the Google page as she tried to think of something to look for that might help.  Something Joey had exasperatedly explained to her last year bubbled up to the top of her mind.
“Mom, this is not that hard.” he’d explained, when she was having trouble finding something.  “Use Google.”
“I am.” she’d told him.  “But I need to know what to search for.”
“You’re making this harder than it needs to be.” he’d said, leaning over her shoulder to type on the laptop’s keyboard.  She’d looked at what he typed with a large dose of skepticism, but when he hit enter, and the list of search results came up, her jaw had dropped.
“There, look at that.” Joey had said smugly, stepping back and leaving her gaping at the screen.  “Don’t try to guess what you’re looking for, just ask Google.  Type it like you’d ask a human and see what comes up.  That’ll almost always get you somewhere useful.”
Now, as Jessica clutched her phone and sat huddled in the driver’s seat of her car, she remembered what he’d told her and managed, for the first time since Friday, to think of him without a huge swell of sorrow threatening to hammer through her emotional dams.  Slowly, she typed her query out on the keyboard displayed on the screen, then tapped search and waited.  Seconds passed, while the phone waited for the data connection to reply, then the screen changed and loaded as information filtered through.
‘Evacuation sites near Atlanta, Georgia’ showed in the search box at the top of the screen, and below that links were cascading down the screen.  The brief blurbs accompanying each link seemed promising.  She tapped the third link in the list and bit her lip as she waited for it to load.
Finally it did, and she found herself on a site that was clearly not designed for use on anything less than a computer with a full screen, but she didn’t care.  As she zoomed back as much as she could and still legibly read, and used her finger to scroll back and forth as she did, her heart leapt.
“Yes, finally.” she breathed, studying the information.  According to this, there were over a dozen locations in the region that were setup and able to receive refugees.  They were all outside Atlanta, but she had her pick of four that were within an hour of where she was right now.  The closest looked like it was near Buford, and she reached to tap the link next to that one that purported to be the address and a map showing where it was.
The phone’s ringer went off before her finger could touch the screen.  She started violently and almost dropped the phone.  Jessica blinked as a bar across the top of the screen appeared, showing ‘Dr. Morris (home) calling’.  Below that were accept and decline icons.  Jessica’s finger was trembling as she tapped on the green icon and put the phone to her ear.
“Hello?”
“Jessica!  Dear God, are you okay?” Dennis Morris said, sounding equally relieved and concerned.
“Yes.” Jessica replied, closing her eyes and forcing her hand to relax before she crushed the phone and broke it.  Her palm was hurting, so tight had her grip been.  “I’m so glad to hear from you.  You have no idea how glad.  Is everyone okay there?”
“Trudy and I are fine.” Dennis said.  “But we can play twenty questions about ‘how are you’ later.  Your message said you needed help.  What’s wrong?”
“We . . . had to leave the house.” Jessica said.  “I’m in the car with Candice and trying to find somewhere safe.  I just found some information about refugee camps outside the city–”
Dennis cut her off.  “Forget that.  You should come here, as quick as you can.”
Jessica hesitated.  “Are you sure?”  Then she blinked, amazed she’d actually asked that question.  She glanced at Candice in the seat next to her, still diligently scanning around the car to make sure nothing bad got near them.  Jessica winced involuntarily.  “What I mean is, is it safe there?”
“Yes.” Dennis said.  “Jessica, listen, there’s way too much to explain over the phone right now.  My hand to God, come here and you’ll be safe.”
Jessica put the car in gear and looked behind her quickly to ensure the road was clear, then pulled out into the travel lanes.  There was an exit just ahead where she could get off.  Doctor Morris lived in Johns Creek, which was west of here.  “How are the roads there?  Anything I should know about blocks or wrecks or anything?”
She heard him breathing for a moment, then he spoke.  “There are some sick people wandering around in the area, at least that’s what I’m told.  But you shouldn’t have any trouble getting here.  You remember where the house is, right?”
Jessica frowned as the Accord climbed the exit ramp.  “Yes, I know just where it is.”  She came to a rolling stop, the kind that could get you a ticket, at the top of the ramp as she looked in both directions, then turned left through the red light and headed west.  “What do you mean?  Who’s telling you about the roads?”
“Jessica, just get here.  Before the sun comes up.”
“Doctor . . .” Jessica said sternly.
“Christ . . .okay, short version.  You remember my brother?”
Jessica blinked.  There was a wreck ahead, just past the west side of the interstate, but there was easily enough room to drive past.  Why would Dennis ask her that?  “Tyler?” she asked slowly, thinking back to the Christmas party last year.  She knew she’d met him, but for the life of her couldn’t seem to summon a clear memory of having done so.
“That’s right.” Dennis said.  “He’s here now with some of his people, and more are on the way.”
Jessica was silent, still confused.  She kept her high beams on and pushed her speed up to well past the four lane road’s limit.  If she remembered correctly, she could follow this around for a few miles, then cut south and west and she’d be at Peachtree Industrial.  From there it was basically three more turns and she’d be at Dennis’ neighborhood.  “His people?” she finally asked, trying to find something she could use to figure out what Dennis was trying to explain.
“Damnit Jessica, I told you this was too involved to get into over the phone.” Dennis said, sounding frustrated rather than angry.  “Look, how long until you get here?”
“Um . . .” Jessica considered. “I don’t know, fifteen minutes, maybe.”
“Good.  Don’t stop for anything, there’s nothing you need to bring except you and Candice.  When you get here I’ll explain what’s going on.”
“Okay.” Jessica said, still confused but unwilling to push him on it.  He was probably right, explanations could wait.  She’d be there shortly.
“Be careful Jessica.”
“I will.”  Jessica hesitated, then smiled very slightly.  “Thank you Doctor.”
The line went dead, and Jessica dropped the phone back into its cradle.
“We’re going to Doctor Morris’ house?” Candice asked.
“That’s right.” Jessica said distractedly, trying to pay attention to the road.  The road was clear, but there were a fair number of cars parked on one shoulder or the other, or, more uncommonly, sitting tangled in pairs or trios in a wreck of some sort.  The speed limit was forty-five, and though she was ignoring that, she didn’t feel comfortable pushing past sixty in the dark and with the likely possibility of one or more of the lanes being blocked as she zipped along.
“He’s your boss.”
“Yes, I work for him.” Jessica said, though she left unsaid that she hoped that were still true.  She would love to be able to go back to the office and return to the regular routine of managing it for Dennis.  That would mean things were back to normal, which could only be a good thing.  Somehow, she didn’t think that was going to happen anytime soon.
“So that means he’s a good guy, right?”
“Yes, Doctor Morris is a good guy.”
“Good.” Candice said, sounding content.
Jessica gave her a quick smile, but didn’t pull her attention from the road ahead.  “We’ll be there soon.” she said, silently thinking the sooner the better.  The road finally curved around to the south for a mile, then ended in a T-intersection, where she turned right to reach Peachtree Industrial.  It was less than a minute before she did, and she swung out with another rolling stop against the light after looking in both directions.
It was creeping her out how strange the roads looked.  It wasn’t the abandoned or damaged cars that was bothering her.  It was the lack of other traffic.  Even though it was the middle of the night, it was Saturday night.  Atlanta’s traffic was legendary for a reason.  The emptiness on the roads was alien and disconcerting.  She never thought she’d wish for a bit of traffic, but as she zipped along Peachtree Industrial, she found herself wishing, a little, for that bit of normality.
When she saw a particularly nasty looking wreck ahead, where a four door sedan that looked like it was probably in bad shape even before the impacts had been mangled between a van and a jeep, she slowed while she sized things up.  The vehicles were twisted together across both of her lanes, leaving only the oncoming ones clear.  Jessica let her speed ease down from sixty to a more sedate forty while she studied the road, but it was just one more wreck.
Satisfied, she swung across the center line to the wrong side of the road and put her foot back on the accelerator again.  She was just about to make it past the accident site when a humanoid shape suddenly silhouetted itself in her headlights.  Jessica didn’t have time to form any thoughts or to say anything, not even to gasp or scream in surprise.  Her hands twisted sharply on the steering wheel, trying to veer left and avoid the impact.
Distantly, she heard Candice inhale swiftly as the car started to change course, and then there was a heavy and violent thud that rocked Jessica forward against her seat belt.  She’d almost missed the figure, but only almost.  Rather than hitting just to the right side of center, she’d changed the point of impact instead to the front right corner of the bumper.
An instant after she heard and felt the collision, something heavy and . . . squishy . . . hit the windshield on Candice’s side of the car.  The safety glass fractured immediately, converting into a web like pattern rather than shattering explosively.  The difference was almost academic, as Jessica couldn’t see through it clearly anymore.
When whatever it was that she’d hit rolled off the windshield, up and over the roof, she barely noticed.  The car felt like it was starting to skid around to the left, and she jammed her foot down on the brake as she fought for control.  She couldn’t see!  And all she could think of was how bad it would be to run off the road and straight into a building or utility pole.  As she tried to correct for the skid, she felt the car heeling right, then start wobbling violently as she tried to tame the back and forth motion into something resembling a straight line.
She was still trying when she lost the battle, as the car’s wobble slowly, so terrifyingly slowly it seemed, turned into a tip to the left.  Jessica gasped as the world rotated around her, hearing Candice screaming.  The Accord came off its wheels and down on its left side with a skittering thud.  She heard a series of rapid bangs, something punched her in the head from two different sides, and suddenly everything went black.
The next thing she knew, someone was shaking her.  Candice, it had to be Candice.  She heard the girl’s voice, high and thin with terror, pleading with her.  “Mom!  Mom!  Wake up!  Mom!”  Something was wrong with her hearing.  Her ears were ringing so loudly Candice’s voice seemed to be coming at her from the top of a very deep well.
And everything seemed off kilter, wrong somehow.  She didn’t know what it was, but it was confusing.  Disorienting.  Jessica shook her head a few times, trying to drive the cobwebs away.  “Mom!  Are you alright?  Mom!”
Jessica opened her eyes and blinked several times, as if that would pull her thoughts back on track.  Wreck.  She’d wrecked the car.  Oh God!  She realized she was on her side, against the door.  The seat belt was digging painfully into her shoulder and hip.  That was why things felt so wrong, well part of it anyway.
“Candice?” she asked, turning her head to the right, up really.  Her voice came out thick and slightly slurred, and she tasted blood in her mouth.  The salt and iron tang was unpleasant and scary.  She could feel her lips acutely; they were swollen like she’d been hit in the face, making it hard to shape words properly.
Her daughter’s face came into focus slowly, reluctantly, as if her eyes were still remembering proper function.  The girl’s expression was drawn wide and white with stress, her eyes frantic and desperate as they fastened upon Jessica.  Candice hung against her seatbelt above Jessica, feet braced against the center console to support herself as she shook Jessica with her left hand.
“Mom!”
Jessica bent her arm at the elbow and awkwardly patted the girl’s hand as it shook her shoulder.  It took her three tries to even make contact.  “Okay.  It’s okay.” She muttered, then blinked and shook her head again.  It made her dizzy, but she felt some of the ice on her thoughts starting to come loose.  “Are you okay?”
“I think so.” Candice said anxiously.  “My ears and nose hurt.”
Jessica blinked again, then swept her eyes around the interior of the car.  The windshield was still a pebbled pattern of a thousand small cracks.  The airbags had deployed, now hanging limply from the steering wheel, the passenger side of the dash, and along both side headliners above the doors.  Her head had been nestled in the curtain bag to her left.  She heard a sound and realized the engine was still on, sounding very odd.  She reached out and fumbled for the ignition, finally getting her fingers on the key and turning to switch it off.
As the engine reluctantly died, her hearing improved a little.  Her ears were definitely trying to recover from all the airbag deployments, which might take some time.  She remembered Brett having told her once the airbags basically used what he described as shotgun shells to trigger.  Hazily she wondered if the airbags hadn’t been worse than just tipping over would have been, but she thrust the thought aside.  It wasn’t helping at the moment.
“Alright.” Jessica said, then spat to the side to try and clear her mouth.  She didn’t dare look at what came out when she did, but her mouth was clearer.  “Phone.  Candice, help me find my phone.  We need to call Doctor Morris.”
“We need the police.” Candice said, though her head was already swiveling around as she searched the interior of the car.  “An ambulance.”
Jessica shook her head very slightly.  “They’re not coming.  They’re all busy trying to help sick people.”
“You’re sick.” Candice said, stretching from within the restrictions of her seatbelt for something on her side of the car.
Jessica blinked, then made her voice sharp.  “Never say that.”
“What?”
Jessica spat again, then continued a little more gently.  “Candy Bear, right now sick means something bad.  Don’t say sick unless they’re like the people on the news, okay?”
“Okay.”
“I’m serious.” she persisted, thinking of someone hearing that word and immediately shooting or killing whoever was being talked about, before an explanation could be given.  “You say injured, or hurt.  Don’t say sick unless they’re like . . .” she floundered to a halt abruptly.
“Like Joey and Sandra.”
Jessica blinked, then had to step hard on her emotions to avoid bursting into tears.  “Yes, like Joey and Sandra.  And anyway, I’m fine.” Jessica said, silently hoping that was true.  Her body was continuing to report in, and she felt bruises and aches all over.  The worst was her knee, the left one.  It throbbed steadily, though when she reached down she didn’t feel any rips or tears in her jeans, nor did it feel wet like it was bleeding.  It just hurt.  A lot.  “Just find the phone.”
“I am.” Candice muttered, still straining towards something on her floorboard, out of Jessica’s sight behind the dashboard.  Jessica fumbled at her seatbelt, finally getting her fingers on the button and disengaging it.  The belt came loose and she slumped the final few inches to the side of the driver’s compartment.  She clamped her mouth shut to avoid cursing when her knee hit the door.  Painfully, moving carefully, she shifted until she knelt against the driver’s side window.
Straightening as best she could, she saw the phone lying at the far front of the passenger side floorboard, out of Candice’s reach.  Jessica grabbed the charger cord that still connected the power socket to the phone and tugged, reeling it in.  Candice finally got hold of it as Jessica tugged on the cord, and gave a sound of triumph.  “Got it.”
“Thank you sweetie.” Jessica said as her daughter handed the phone over.  The screen was cracked, but responded as she swiped to unlock it.  She could feel more damage, cracks, on the phone’s case as it rested in her hand, but she ignored all that as she used the recent calls list to call Dennis.
On the second ring the call was picked up.  “Hello?”
Jessica paused, confused.  The voice was male and unfamiliar.  “Dennis Morris?”
“He’s busy.  Who is this?”
“Jessica.  Jessica Talbot.  I just spoke with him.”
“Ah.” The man sounded like he was making a checkmark on some list he was maintaining.  “You’re enroute?”
“No!” Jessica said, trying to keep from shouting.  “There’s been an accident.  My car’s overturned.  We’re stranded here.”
“Christ.” she heard the man cursing, then some background voices.  They were just a touch too indistinct to make out, but there were more than two or three.  She couldn’t tell if they were arguing or yelling or talking, but they didn’t sound like they were having a calm conversation.
Jessica felt her hand growing warm as it clutched the phone and made herself loosen her grip.  The phone was her lifeline, literally.  “Hello?”  She said loudly, trying to get the attention of whoever had taken her call.  “Hello!”
“Right.” The voice was back.  “Location, where are you?”
Jessica frowned, trying to think.  “Peachtree Industrial Boulevard.  North of Highway-120, not too far north.  I was almost to it.”
“Okay.  What kind of car?” She had the distinct impression the man was writing, his voice now had that unique flat quality people tended to adopt when they were splitting their attention.
“It’s an Accord, Honda.  Silver.” Jessica said quickly.  “It’s overturned, on its driver’s side in the road.” she added, trying to anticipate his questions even as she glanced around, then out the rear window of the car for confirmation.  Yes, they were still in the road.  She could see the pavement stretching out in that direction.
“Are you secure?”
“Secure?”
“Are there any zombies nearby?” The man asked calmly.  “Is the car intact?”
Jessica looked around.  She did not consider this intact.  The news had showed her far too many scenes of zombies beating their way into vehicles that were surrounded.  Even if the windshield weren’t already damaged, she knew this wasn’t safe.  “No, it’s not.”
“Okay.”  Her hand was still warm, almost hot now.  She shifted, holding the phone in a sort of claw grip.  Jessica realized the man’s voice was fading.  “You need to–” she heard faintly, each word quieter than the one before it, until she couldn’t hear him anymore.
“Hello?  Hello!”  Jessica looked at the phone, but the screen was black.  She shook it in frustration, then put it back to her ear.  “Hello?”
“Mommy?” Candice asked fearfully.
“Something’s wrong with the phone.” Jessica said as calmly as she could manage.  She had no idea why it wasn’t working now.  Turning it over, she felt heat radiating from the back, not enough to be dangerous, but definitely warmth.  A lot of warmth.  It didn’t make any sense.  Her phone never did that.
“Mommy.”
“What sweetie?” Jessica asked, still perplexed over the phone.  Maybe the wreck had done something to it.
“I hear someone walking.”
Jessica forgot the phone instantly, letting it slip from her fingers.  “What?”
“Footsteps.” Candice said, pointing at the windshield.  “Don’t you hear them?”
Jessica held her breath and listened, cursing the persistent distraction the ringing sensation in her ears was providing.  Her hearing was still struggling to recover from the aftermath of the airbags.  Everything seemed to be clouded by sound she knew wasn’t really there.  She concentrated as seconds passed.
Finally, as she opened her mouth to say she couldn’t hear anything, she abruptly did.  Feet scraping on pavement.  Such a simple thing, normally so innocuous, but now enough to send icy chills through her very soul.
“Quiet.” Jessica whispered, reaching up and putting her hand on Candice’s shoulder.  Straightening further, her body an awkward fit for the sideways car, she managed to get her head close to her daughter’s.  “Be.  Quiet.” she breathed into Candice’s ear.
Candice grabbed Jessica’s hand with both of hers, clasping it tightly.  Jessica could feel the girl’s pulse strongly, felt her own heart beating rapidly.  Jessica squeezed Candice’s hands reassuringly and waited, praying.  ‘Please.  Please God, let it keep going.  Please let it go away.’  She breathed as shallowly as she could, trying to minimize any noise.  Seconds ticked past.  She strained her ears, trying to figure out what was happening outside the car.
A loud thump behind them made Jessica jump, catching her breath, as Candice let out a sound halfway between a shriek and a scream.  It was loud, enough that it hurt even through her already partially deafened hearing.  Jessica’s head came around, looking at the back of the car.  There was a figure visible right at the rear window.  As her eyes found it, its hands and arms raised again, coming down against the window.  The car rocked slightly under the blow.
Candice’s hands on Jessica’s were squeezing hard enough to hurt, a lot, as the girl’s breath came very rapidly, like she was running.  Jessica’s mind locked for a second as she stared at the figure to the rear of the car.  It hit the rear window again, this time raising a crack, and Jessica’s instincts kicked in.
She just hoped the questions the man at Dennis’ house had asked meant someone was coming.  She didn’t know what she was going to do if no one came.
“We’re getting out of the car.” Jessica said, trying to free her hand from Candice’s death grip.  She wouldn’t let go, and Jessica tugged harder.  “Candice!  Let go!  Get ready to unbuckle your seatbelt.”  Jessica said urgently.  “Let go of me!”
Candice’s grip finally slackened, and she reached for the seatbelt’s buckle.  Jessica shifted her arms, trying to brace for what she knew was coming.  There was a click, and suddenly the seatbelt was no longer holding the girl in the seat above Jessica.  She tried to support her daughter, but Candice was heavier than Jessica expected.
Jessica’s breath wooshed out with an ‘oof’ of surprise as Candice fell down into her arms.  The extra weight also made her press down harder on her left knee, which responded with an immediate spike of throbbing pain that she barely contained without crying out from.
“Good.  Good.” Jessica got out, struggling to catch her breath, as she tried to shuffle aside far enough for Candice to fit next to her.  The car rocked again, and she leaned over to look in the back of the car.
There, she grabbed her purse and dropped it over herself, angling the strap across her body from the right shoulder as she settled the bag on her left hip.  She scanned around the backseat, trying to ignore the thump she heard only a couple of feet from her, then leaned back further to check under the front seats.
Finally she spotted the lock box, sitting askew under the passenger seat.  It resisted her fingers’ attempts to get a grip.  The latest thump was followed by another cracking sound, and she darted a desperate look at the rear window.  There were multiple cracks showing in it now, and one of them was enormous.  She scrabbled at the box, slowly, so terribly slowly, managing to coax it out.  When it finally came loose and fell into her hands, she shoved it into her purse.  As it fit in she again blessed the oversized ‘Mom’ purse she’d carried ever since a few months after Joey was born and realized why moms had big purses.
The baseball bat was also in the back seat, laying atop Candice’s Dora backpack and Jessica’s duffle bag, but Jessica ignored the bags in favor of the bat.  Clean clothing was the least of her worries right now, and the lock box with the box of bullets inside it was heavy enough.  Grabbing the bat, she turned her back on the rear of the car and raised the bat above Candice’s head.  “Cover your eyes, look at me.” she told Candice.
The girl darted a fast look at the bat, then up at Jessica, before clapping her arms around her head and leaning in against her mother.  Jessica gripped the bat tightly in both hands and punched it forward into the windshield.  There wasn’t room to swing the bat properly, and she knew she wasn’t very strong, but the already damaged glass sagged outward under the bat’s end.  Jessica hit the glass several more times, opening a hole that rapidly widened.
She heard a similar crunching sound behind her, and risked a glance over her shoulder as she hammered the bat into the windshield.  The rear window also had a hole in it now, and clumsy hands were tearing at the edges.  She could see a slack face with intent, dead eyes peering through at her as the hands worked to get through.
Jessica squeezed down mentally, forcing everything from her mind except the bat and the windshield.  She hit the front glass over and over, as fast and as hard as she could.  Chunks were flying loose as the bat knocked pieces out of the way.
As the windshield was cleared, she spotted another figure maybe thirty feet distant.  She tried to focus on the glass that was in her way, but she couldn’t help but sneak quick peeks.  The zombie was definitely shuffling directly toward the Honda.  She felt her lips, still thick and heavy from the impact with the airbag, tightening as she dealt with the last of the windshield that was in the way.
“Okay.” Jessica said, panting as she lowered the bat and shook Candice with one hand.  The girl looked up frightfully, and Jessica’s hand on her shoulder pressed to turn her around.  “Out.  Climb out the front sweetie.”
Candice turned, saw the zombie, and shrank back against Jessica.  “Sick!” she stammered, pointing.
“Yes, sick.” Jessica said pushing at the girl’s back.  “Out, get out of the car.  We have to get out of the car.”
Candice was small, and she only had to step through the space the windshield had formerly occupied.  Jessica had to twist sideways, squeezing past the steering wheel and edging her way through, and it took her longer.  Her knee spiked pain as she got out and stood for the first time, making her stagger as she tried to walk and straighten.
The night air seemed almost cold after the confines of the car.  Jessica shifted the bat into her left hand and looked around quickly.  They were just shy of an intersection.  The east side of the street was undeveloped and covered with pine trees, though she could see buildings that started in the lots just at and past the intersection.  The other side of the street here had been turned into a small office park.
Now that she was out of the car, she could also see the humanoid figures that were slowly encroaching.  The one just ahead was now within twenty feet, but there were a handful of others in view, all fixated on Candice and Jessica.  She stepped painfully to the side, feeling Candice moving with her like she was tethered, and saw the zombie at the back of the car was just starting to abandon its work on the rear window.  Its face lifted, and she shuddered as she saw it make a chewing motion, staring at her.  It took a staggering step toward them.
“Mommy–” Candice said, her voice high and thin.
“This way.” Jessica said, starting for the buildings.  Every step was agony, and after a dozen feet she was limping heavily.  Her knee throbbed painfully, and then it started feeling like it was going to buckle.  And Candice kept bumping into it, almost clinging to Jessica as she hovered to her left.  “Candice, get on my right side.” Jessica said through gritted teeth, glancing around to see where the zombies were.
“I’m scared.” Candice said, and Jessica thought she sounded it too.  If her voice shifted another few steps up the vocal scale she’d be about ready to shatter glass with words alone.  Jessica shifted the bat and gripped the end as she leaned on it like a cane.  When she took another step it still hurt, but the bat helped some.  It gave her support when the muscles in her leg rippled and spasmed, let her use her arm to hold herself upright without falling.
“I’m scared too.” Jessica gasped.  She kept limping, toward the office park.  The parking spaces in front of the series of two story buildings were all empty.  She supposed that meant everyone had left before things got really bad, having gone home. Which, as far as she was concerned, was probably a good thing.  It should make for fewer zombies here, which was good.
Jessica looked around, noting another couple of zombies visible in the furthest reaches of the office park’s lots, too far away to be immediately threatening.  Some of them didn’t even look like they’d noticed Jessica and Candice yet.  Turning her head, she almost stumbled when the bat skittered unsteadily on the pavement, and she nearly went down.  A hiss of pain escaped her lips even as she tried to clamp them together to contain it; her knee felt like it was on fire.
“Can–Candice.” Jessica got out as she managed to keep her feet.  “Look.  Behind us.  Keep an . . . eye on what’s . . . behind us.”  She drew a deep breath, trying to focus.  “Let me know if anything gets closer than twenty feet.”
“I don’t know how far that is.” Candice said in a small voice, the same voice she used when she was in trouble.
Jessica smiled despite the pain in her leg and pointed at the painted crosswalk to their left, at the main entrance of the office park.  “See that?  That’s about twenty feet away.”
“Okay.”
“Good girl.” Jessica said as they reached the curb.  She shuffled her feet to use her right leg to step up over the curb.  The heavily landscaped grass was like a thick and spongy carpet.  It gave the bat a bit better of a grip than the hard pavement, and she tried to quicken her pace as best she could.  As she hobbled toward the beginning of the lot, she scanned the buildings ahead, trying to decide what to do.
The buildings were all free standing, looking almost like they could be miniature apartment complexes or maybe college dormitories.  Save for the signage and the glass panel double doors, they definitely had the look of townhouses more than conventional commercial buildings.  They were the only kind of shelter she could possibly see reaching, so she kept moving.  She needed to get off her feet sooner than later; if her leg folded up, that was almost certainly the end.  She couldn’t do that to Candice.
“How close are they?” Jessica said after she stepped down into the lot without falling.
“We’re a little faster than they are.” Candice said.  “More than twenty feet.”
“Good.” Jessica said, angling for the closest of the buildings.  She didn’t know what was inside them, and she imagined it probably didn’t matter, so take the closest.  She wasn’t sure how long she could stay on her feet.  The pain was getting bad.  She could feel the muscles in her calf and thigh starting to quiver regularly as they tried to compensate for whatever was going on in her knee.
As she made straight for the front door, a thought occurred to her.  She reached for her purse with her right hand, twisting it across her body so she could reach inside.  Fumbling around, not daring to take her eyes off her surroundings for fear of losing her balance as her knee continued to pulse in agony, she dug through the contents.  The lockbox was in the way, but as she got her hand beneath it, she felt around frantically until her fingers finally closed on a small cylinder.
When she got it out and held it up so she could see, she nodded.  Using her teeth, she got the cap off and spat it out to the side.  When she reached the building she leaned the bat against the wall next to the door and shifted her weight onto her right leg.  Twisting the cylinder, she watched the lipstick poke forth, then tried to write on the wall with it.
In her haste she pressed too hard with the first couple of strokes and tore a chunk off the top of the lipstick.  Twisting some more out, she used a lighter touch, and found it went on okay as she wrote.  The contrast could have been brighter but her usual makeup preferences were fairly subdued so this would have to do.  It still showed up pretty well against the building’s brick though, especially when she finished her scribbling by going over the letters again to make them thicker.
‘Jessica Talbot Inside.  Help!’
Twisting the lipstick back down, she jammed it in her jeans pocket and looked behind her.  The zombies were headed this way, she counted seven in view, but the closest was only just about to reach the parking lot.  She looked at the door and pulled experimentally on the handle, but it just rattled as it resisted her tug.
“Figures.” Jessica muttered, considering her options.  Taking up the bat, she limped back a step.  “Candice, get behind me.” she said.  “Face away from the door.”
The girl moved away from the door, and Jessica hefted the bat in both hands.  Closing her eyes, she swung at the doors as she looked away, fearful of the possibility of flying shards.  She felt her balance shifting as the bat went forward, and her knee flared with fresh agony as it was called upon to support her.  She heard glass shattering, and she almost dropped the bat when it seemed to pause for just an instant, then continue forward.  It threatened to pull her off her feet.
Opening her eyes, she saw the glass was gone, lying in shards scattered across the entryway.  Jessica limped forward, breathing heavily, and peered inside.  The entry was dark, lit only by what moonlight could reach inside and a faint and dull red glow that came from a corridor on the left.  She edged through the broken door, glass crunching beneath her loafers, then glanced back outside.
The first zombie was into the parking lot now, staggering determinedly toward them.  Jessica tried to estimate based on how fast it was moving and came up with maybe thirty seconds before it could reach the door.  Not bad, but not good either.  “Candice.”
The girl’s head turned, she’d been facing away from the door as instructed.  That had put her looking at the zombies.  When she faced Jessica again, she looked like she was about to cry.  Jessica could actually see her trembling, shaking like she was cold.  She steeled herself, trying to armor her heart against the need to offer comfort.  There wasn’t much time.  “Come on sweetie.” was the best she could manage as she gestured for Candice to join her.
Candice slipped through the door and followed as Jessica limped across the carpet.  She checked the corridor and found, as she’d hoped, the glow was a ‘Exit’ sign hanging over a closed door.  The red light was enough for her to make out the door itself, and the graphical sign at chest level depicting stairs.  When she tried the knob, it opened without a problem, revealing a stairwell lit by the faint gleam of more red lighting.
Taking out the lipstick again, she wrote ‘Upstairs, help!’ on the door as quickly as she could, then put it back in her pocket.  “Stay right behind me.  Make sure the door is fully closed.” Jessica said as she limped forward and put her hand on the stair rail.  This was probably going to hurt, but she was unwilling to risk the elevators, even if they were still working.  And she didn’t want to stay on the ground floor.  Something made her instinctively want to get upstairs.  It just seemed the safer option.
Gripping the railing tightly, Jessica took the first step on her right leg, then paused and took a deep breath.  As she tried to step up with her left, she pulled on the railing to try and use her arm to help as much as it could.  It wasn’t enough.  Pain exploded through her leg, and she stumbled to her knees.  When her left knee hit the stair tread, the explosion turned into a nuclear detonation.  The bat clattered away, lost from her grip as she clung to the stair railing and screamed.
She realized her eyes were closed when she managed to turn the scream of agony into a panting that threatened hyperventilation, and was able to hear Candice crying.  Opening her eyes, she saw Candice standing next to her, looking frightened and as if she wanted to help but wasn’t sure how.  Tears were streaming down the girl’s cheeks, glinting hellishly in the red emergency lighting.
“Okay.  It’s okay.” Jessica ground out, trying to relax her jaw against the pain fueled urge to keep her teeth clenched.  She pulled with her arms and used her right leg only as she attempted to stand.  She managed to regain her feet, foot really, since almost any weight on her left hurt so much.  “Where’s the bat?” she half whispered, trying to keep from screaming.
Candice looked around, saw it lying on the floor next to the door, and picked it up.  “Here.” She said in a very small voice, holding it out.
Jessica shook her head.  “Carry it for me.  Is the door closed?”
“Yes.” Candice said, still sounding like she was littler than she was.  “I checked it twice.”
“Good girl.” Jessica panted.  She considered how she wanted to handle the stairs, then shuffled painfully over to the other side, which gave her a railing on her left.  She leaned heavily on the railing, supporting her weight with her left arm as she mounted the next step.  Her right leg was sufficient in conjunction with the railing for her to lift herself up.  She began to take the stairs one at a time, using her right leg only.
She’d made it two thirds of the way up when she heard a thump on the door at the bottom.  “Jesus.” she muttered.  “Don’t they ever give up?”  Now that she was basically not using her left leg at all, the pain was subsiding from an active and insistent presence to more of a background sensation.  It still hurt, but it wasn’t as sharp, and she was able to block it out better when it wasn’t so front and center.
Jessica didn’t want a repeat of what had happened at the bottom of the stairs though, she couldn’t risk it.  So she kept doggedly at the stairs, taking them one at a time, feeling the seconds tick past as she labored up each step far more slowly than she would have liked.  She finally reached the landing at the top and paused with her hand on the door knob, listening.
The thumping from below was steady, but it sounded solid, not hollow, and was unaccompanied by any sounds of actual destruction.  Just a steady thumping as the zombie, or zombies, beat on it.  She hoped the door would hold, though it should be good enough to last a long while.
Even for a fairly small building like this, it was obviously zoned commercial, and that meant the minimum that should have been permitted for the emergency stairwells should be a twenty minute exposure to fire.  That meant decent metal or thick treated wooden doors, which surely would withstand even several zombies for a reasonable amount of time.
Opening the door cautiously, she peered out.  An empty hallway, a short one, with standard industrial style carpet.  “Candice, I need the bat back.”  When the girl gave it to her, Jessica got it propped up under her like before, then limped heavily out into the hallway.  Again, the only light was the red exit sign above her, marking the door for occupants in the event of an emergency.  The hallway ended to her right almost immediately, with a pair of doors on opposite sides marked as restrooms.
The other way clearly led out to the main area of the building.  Jessica went in that direction, wincing every time her left leg had to take even a little of her weight.  The end of the bat was digging into her hand as she leaned on it, and she took great care to make very sure of how she shifted and placed her weight on the bat for fear of it slipping out from beneath her.  There wasn’t a convenient railing here, and if she went down she wasn’t entirely sure she’d be able to get back up.
When she left the small side corridor, she stood for a moment as she tried to get her bearings.  Closing her eyes, she thought back to entering the building, turning into the stairwell corridor, and now here.  That should put the front side of the building . . . that way.
Properly oriented, she hoped, she hobbled up to the nearest door, a standard wooden interior type.  The sign next to it proclaimed it to be ‘Ralston Survey Group, Suite 2B’, its lettering barely discernable in the faint glow of the exit sign.  The knob did not turn; it was locked.
Jessica shook her head and glanced up and down the broad passage.  There were three more doors on the correct side of the building, but her leg . . .  “Candice.” she said finally.
“Yes mommy?” the girl said immediately.  She was hovering right next to Jessica, not quite touching her but clearly wanting to.
“Check the doors on this wall.” Jessica said, patting the wall.  “See if any of them are open.”  She didn’t like having to have Candice do it, but it would be quicker, and Jessica could see her no matter which of the doors she tried.  “If one opens, do not go inside.”
“Okay.”  Candice scampered to the right and tried the next closest door.  Jessica heard the knob rattling, and Candice shook her head.  She went past her mother to the other side of the passage and tried the next.  Jessica felt her heart sinking.  She wanted to get inside one of the offices, but she really didn’t want to have to break in.  She figured she could probably use the gun to shoot the lock out of the door if necessary but –
The door to 2D opened at Candice’s touch, and Jessica opened her mouth to reiterate her instructions.  But Candice had already released it and backed away.  She looked at her mother with a hopeful expression.  “This one’s open.”
“Good.” Jessica said, hobbling that way.  She eased past Candice and pushed through the door cautiously.  The room beyond was dim but brighter than the corridor, lit by moonlight that streamed in from an internal door standing open opposite her.  She limped forward to that door and found a pretty standard office; desk and chair, two visitor chairs, computer, shelves with books, and a little table that held a coffee machine.   The windows behind the desk admitted enough moonlight see reasonably well by.
Jessica went past the desk and peered out the windows.  She had positioned herself correctly.  Peachtree Industrial was visible outside, the Accord laying forlornly on its side in the street, just past the wreck that had concealed the zombie she’d hit.
As she swept her gaze from one side to the other, looking as far in each direction as the window permitted, she saw two zombies off to the left, and one to the right.  They were quite distant, seeming to be wandering aimlessly on the road.  They didn’t look like they were headed to join however many were currently pursuing Candice and herself.
“Close both doors.” Jessica said, sinking into the big chair behind the desk with a sigh of relief.  “If there’s a lock, lock them.”
Candice turned and immediately went to the outer door and pulled it shut, then came back and closed the room’s door with a soft click as the tongue went home in the latch.  There was a second click when she pushed the button in the middle of the knob to lock it.
“Good.” Jessica said, swiveling the chair slowly with her right foot so she was sitting sideways to the desk.  That would let her see both the door and look out the windows.  She kept her left leg stretched out as much as the chair permitted.  Bending made it hurt more.
“Now what?” Candice asked, still using that small voice that bespoke fear.
Jessica looked at her and felt a wave of emotion flooding through her, almost strong enough to chase away the pain in her leg.  Relief, that they were safe for the moment.  Pride, that Candice had held it together without collapsing.  Terror, at what could have happened.  Anger, at having put her daughter in this circumstance.  And love.  A wave of care and concern and love so overwhelming that it all but cleared the other emotions out of the way.
“Now you come here.” she said as normally and warmly as she could.  “And hug me while I hug you.”
Candice’s lower lip trembled for an instant, then she bolted around the desk.  She flung herself at Jessica with such force the chair rolled back several inches.  Candice’s arms went around Jessica, and her head came down on the woman’s shoulder.  Her slim body shook and heaved as she sobbed, and Jessica felt the tears dampening her neck even as she enfolded her daughter in a heartfelt hug.
“There, there.” Jessica murmured, holding her own tears back with enormous effort.  She stroked a hand down Candice’s back and whispered soothingly.  “We’re okay.  It’s okay.”  She blinked, trying to keep her eyes dry and clear, and looked surreptitiously out the window.  She hoped she wasn’t lying.
* * * * *
 



Chapter Seventeen – Being brave sucks
Peter
“Okay, so that’s why no one’s been answering our radio calls.” Peter said sourly.
“Yeah, there’s no one left.” Whitley agreed.
“Shit, we’re going in there?” Harper asked incredulously, looking past Peter at the scene visible through the windshield.
“You can get out here if you want.” Whitley said.  “But we need more ammo.”
“Fuck, this is the South.” Harper protested.  “There’s gun nuts everywhere.  Why we gotta go in there for it?”
“Stop whining.” Candles said.  “Clay’s the best place to get proper gear.  We only gotta make it to the armory and inside before we’re loaded for bear.  It looks like most of the zombies are hanging out near the administration buildings and barracks.”
“You guys are crazy.” Harper muttered.
Whitley reached for the door handle.  “You want out?”
“No.” Harper said quickly.  “But we shouldn’t go in there.”
“Noted.” Peter said crisply, though he glanced back at the others in the bus.  Barker and Johns both looked a little uneasy, and Nailor seemed uncertain, but they didn’t say anything when Peter’s eyes came to them.  “Okay.  Let’s go.”
Whitley took her foot off the brake and stepped on the accelerator.  The bus surged forward along Cobb Parkway, then turned left into the main entrance of the base.  One of the gates at the security building was standing wide open, which should never happen.  Their observation from the road had already revealed why though; zombies were wandering all through the facility.
One zombie emerged from behind the security building just as the bus approached the open gate, apparently drawn by the roar of the diesel engine.  Peter winced, knowing what was coming.  Whitley kept her speed steady at thirty miles per hour and didn’t flinch when the right front of the bus went over the zombie.  The figure just vanished, one second staggering towards the bus eagerly, the next gone beneath it.
Peter swallowed as the bus bumped over the body, but didn’t say anything.  The road curved very slightly as it stretched away from the gates.  Whitley followed it into the base, ignoring the little side streets that led to on-base housing and the PBX stores, past the first of the parking lots where base personnel and visitors could park their vehicles, and finally turned onto the first road that led into the base proper.
She had to weave the bus some to avoid other zombies, but couldn’t entirely avoid them all.  Three more were run over, each one nothing more than a thump and a couple of bumps before it was no longer an issue.
Candles chuckled.  “That’s what I’m talking about.  Heavy metal, yeah.”
Whitley’s lips compressed slightly, and her eyes flickered briefly to the Guardsman in the mirror above her.  But she didn’t say anything, and neither did anyone else.  The bus went through the last parking lot, threaded between the two primary administrative buildings, and out onto the northern runway aprons.
There were two C-130s parked off to the left, near the hangers at the end of the apron.  One of them was listing to the left, due to damage caused when someone had managed to ram a truck into the left side landing gear.  The other looked okay, but it didn’t matter.  None of the people on the bus were pilots, and the runways were too covered with wandering zombies to make takeoff easy.
Whitley went across the main runway, several taxiways, then down a side road on the far side that was lined with trees.  Peter didn’t know exactly where to go, he’d never really gone much past the front section of the base, but Whitley seemed sure and none of the other Guardsmen raised objections.  A minute later Whitley slowed to a crawl and peered forward as she leaned on the wheel.
“One of those?” Peter asked.
“Yeah, the one with the angled roof.” Candles said.  “The two round ones are vehicle bays.”
“Vehicles?” Peter asked.
“Yeah, hummers and five tons.  Repair shops” Whitley said.  “And there don’t seem to be too many zombies over here.”
“Makes sense.” Hernandez said, having risen and now hanging onto the overhead railing as he looked over Peter’s shoulder.  “Barracks and housing are all on the other side of the base.  Only reason to come over here is to load up or fix something.”
Peter studied the scene.  There were five zombies in view, three of them already having noticed the bus.  The armory was a typical building, concrete block with a pair of big roll-up doors for when major loading or unloading operations were happening.  He hadn’t considered it until just now, but laying hands on some humvees would be a good idea.  They were still fuel hogs, but compared to the bus they were models of efficiency.
“Okay, park as close to the right loading bay as you can.” Peter said.  “Shooters will clear the zombies in the area, then cover while the carry teams head inside and grab stuff.”
Whitley nodded, and the few remaining soldiers who still had rounds racked back the charging handles on their weapons in a series of metallic clacks.  Peter was still hoarding the boxes of AR rounds in the bottom of his pack, and at the moment it looked like he’d be able to keep doing so.  Unless there was a problem inside the armory, they’d likely soon have all the ammunition they could handle.
The bus started forward again, approaching the front of the building at just past a walking pace.  Whitley turned early, too early, then let the turn widen out somewhat when she realized.  The bus swung slowly around and ended up parked at an angle to the loading door.
“Jam the front bumper right up against the wall.” Peter said, pointing.  Whitley looked where he was pointing, then crept the bus forward another couple of feet until it bumped into the building’s wall with a solid sounding thump despite the low speed.
“Okay, grab and go.” Peter said, charging his own AR and leading the way down the steps when Whitley hit the door control.  They hissed back, and Peter came down looking to the right.  He’d taped gauze into place around his abraded palms, but the wounds weren’t bad enough to keep him from using his hands.  At least, not the AR, not at close or medium ranges when he didn’t have to make any thread-the-needle shots.
He went toward the back of the bus cautiously, then paused about halfway down and crouched to look beneath it.  The closest zombie feet he could see were too distant to be an immediate threat, so he hugged the side of the bus and covered left as he neared the edge of the armory.  Experience downtown had taught him the zombies, always eerily silent, could ambush you if you went around corners and obstacles blindly.
There weren’t any zombies on the far side of the building however, and he stepped out past the back of the bus.  Hernandez already had his M-16 up to his shoulder, aiming, and as Peter scanned around the area the man’s weapon cracked.  A zombie about twenty-five feet distant fell.
“Nice shot.” Candles said, stepping up near Hernandez and dropping to one knee.  He propped his elbow up on his upraised knee, steadying his weapon as he aimed.
Peter left them to handle the zombies in view and gestured to Smith and Dorne.  “Give me a hand.”
“With what?” Smith asked.
Peter pointed at the closer of the two vehicle bays.  “I want to see if there are any hummers in there.”
“Why?” Dorne wondered.  “We got the bus, right?”
“Hummers are better dude.” Smith said.
“I like the bus.”
“You would.”
“Just come and cover me, okay?” Peter said, not interested in a protracted debate while they were standing around in the open.
“Whatever.” Dorne said, shrugging.  He followed Smith and Peter as they went over to the building.  Peter tried the personnel door, then the big double-wide roll-up door.  Both were locked.  “Damnit.”  he muttered.
“Uh sarge?” Smith said.
“What?
“Allow me.”
Peter stepped back as Smith brushed past him.  When he saw the Guardsman pointing his weapon at the door, Peter stepped back a couple more feet and made sure he was to Smith’s rear.  Smith fired, once as if to test out how it would go, then several more times in rapid succession.  The rounds blew through the wooden door next to the door knob, and on the fifth Peter saw the door move a little.
“Ta-da.”
“Thanks.” Peter said, shaking his head.  “Want to go first?”
“Hell no.  Right behind you sarge.”
Peter stepped back up and nudged the door with his boot.  It swung inward, and he eased in carefully.  The interior was dim, but he saw a light switch on the wall next to him.  They’d seen the power outages seemed to be mostly in downtown, and other parts of the base had security lighting on, so Peter reached out and flipped the switch experimentally.
With a faint crackle the overhead fluorescents lit, flooding the building with stark white light.  A short hallway stretched out before him, an open doorway on his left a little ahead where he knew the paperwork for the vehicles in the bay was done and kept until being filed with the base admin pukes.  Beyond that were two more doors, both marked with pictograms indicating they were restrooms.  Then the last door at the end, which opened out into the big workspace.
Peter moved slowly, taking his time.  The office was empty, as were both bathrooms though they could stand a solid cleaning.  When he stepped out of the hall he paused, his instincts lighting off.
“What?” Smith asked after Peter had stood almost fully blocking the door for over half a minute.
“You don’t smell it?” Peter answered softly.
He heard Smith take a sniff, then another.  “Smells like a garage to me.”
Peter frowned.  The air was heavy with the odor of gas and oil and grease, ever present in any working garage, but beneath those familiar smells was another.  Fresher.  Fouler.  Something was rotten in here, and he didn’t like it.  There were three humvees in the building, one of them straddling a lift.  A parts cage was in the far corner, and tools were on tables and in rolling chests along all the walls.  It looked normal, but he didn’t trust it.
“Hello?” Peter called, finally tired of waiting for something to happen, but unwilling yet to push into the room.
He waited for several moments.  The workspace remained quiet.  Peter was about to step forward when he heard a muffled thump.  He scanned around as he heard another thump, but nothing looked out of the ordinary.  Then he noticed the humvee on the lift was rocking slightly on its shocks.
“There.” Peter gestured at the suspect vehicle.  “See it?”
“Yeah.” Smith said, doubt no longer present in his tone.
“Gonna check it out.” Peter said, moving forward slowly.  He crossed to the humvee, weapon up and pulled in tight to his shoulder, his eyes examining the vehicle carefully.  When he got close enough, he peered inside.  Front seat, back seat; both empty.  This humvee had a hard shell cover on the cargo area at the back, so he eased around and looked in the back window.
“Oh man.” Peter said, his nose wrinkling as he recoiled a step.
“Zombie?” Smith asked.
“I guess.” Peter said, fighting the urge to vomit.
“How bad can it b–?” Smith said, stepping around and looking into the back of the humvee.  His voice trailed off, and he stepped back from the humvee as well.
“Okay, I believe you two.” Dorne announced.
“I didn’t say anything.” Smith said.
“Yeah, but it’s gotta be bad.” Dorne shrugged.  “Since no one’s shooting yet, I guess you two can handle it without me.  I’m going to go push the button for the bay doors.”
“Right.” Peter said, shuddering.
“Sarge, do we have to do anything about it?” Smith asked as Dorne started walking over to the front wall of the bay.
Peter opened his mouth, then hesitated.  After a moment, he shook his head.  “I guess not.  Unless it turns out we need the vehicle.”
“There’s two more.” Smith said hopefully.
“I’m agreeing with you.” Peter said.  “I don’t think that one’s going anywhere, so let’s just leave it.”
“Good.”
There was a rustle and hum as the door started rolling up, metal rollers sliding back in their tracks as the electric motors powered the door up.  Peter stood still, waiting, until the door was fully up.  He saw a couple of the shooters outside covering the door as it retracted, but they relaxed when they recognized Dorne and Smith and Peter inside the bay.
“So check that one there.” Peter told Smith, pointing at one of the other humvees.  “If it starts, leave it running and check the fuel gauge.”
Smith nodded and started over to the indicated vehicle.  Peter went to the third one himself.  He quickly, but carefully, checked the interior out before opening the driver’s door and sliding in behind the wheel.  Out of habit, he checked that the parking brake was set before he put his finger on the starter button and pushed.  The engine turned over and caught immediately.
Peter revved the engine a couple of times, but it sounded fine to him, and had three-quarters of a tank of fuel.  He got out and walked around the humvee a second time.  He finally decided it was either already fixed, or had been put in the shop to have some scratches on the right front panel touched up.  Some officers got real anal about penny-ante shit like that.
“Other one’s fine too.” Smith yelled, and Peter glanced over to see the second humvee idling with trace wisps of black smoke emitting from its exhaust.
Peter walked over.  “Gas?”
“Half.”
“Okay.” Peter nodded.  He glanced around, jerked his head.  “Help me put a few things in them.”
“What are we grabbing?”
“Tools.” Peter said as Smith followed him over to the nearest work table.
“What for?”
“I’m a master mechanic.” Peter explained.  “I can fix a lot of broken shit, but I need tools.”
“Okay, I guess that makes sense.” Smith shrugged.
“Shut up and help.” Peter said, slinging his AR and rolling a standup tool chest away from the wall.  With Smith helping, he was able to get the tool chest loaded, along with a pair of oversized tool boxes that he glanced through briefly before deciding to take.  The items he was grabbing weren’t as good as a full shop, and they were definitely not as good as the ones he had in Snellville at his own shop, but they’d do.
He also, to a considerable amount of bitching from Smith, got an empty five gallon plastic gas can filled from one of the shop barrels of motor oil.  While Smith was pumping the oil into the can using the barrel’s hand pump, Peter found three more gas cans and threw them into the humvees as well.  They were empty too, but they’d come in handy if they had to ferry fuel back to one of the vehicles.
“There, done.” Smith said as he finished loading the gas, now oil, can into the back of the humvee.  Peter glanced over, prepared to remind the Guardsman, but saw that he’d already used a cargo strap to lash the can to the side of the cargo space’s wall so the can couldn’t tip over.
“Great, let’s get ’em outside and see how everyone else is doing.”
He rolled out of the building slowly and parked near the bus, but out of the way so the bigger vehicle could back up without hitting the humvee.  As he headed for the bus, Whitley came around the rear apparently looking for him.  “What’s the story?” Peter asked.
She seemed more cheerful than she had when they’d pulled up.  “We’re golden.  They’re hauling stuff out and packing it into the bus as fast as they can.”
“There’s a weight limit you know, even for a bus.” Peter said, glancing at it in concern as he tried to judge if it was riding lower than it was supposed to on the shocks.  It didn’t look like there was a problem.  He hoped he was just being overly cautious for no reason.  Actually, he decided he probably was.
After all, he’d seen MARTA buses during rush hour with every seat filled and more people packed standing room only all down the center aisle.  That had to be something like sixty, maybe seventy people aboard under those conditions.  Considering that the average American weighed more than two hundred pounds, he was definitely being too cautious.  A case of 5.56 was about thirty pounds, so ten of them was effectively one fat man.  The bus could handle some weight.
“I know, but after all the crap we’ve been through, no one’s all that eager to hear about how we shouldn’t take this or that.”
“Well what are we taking?” Peter asked.
Whitley shrugged.  “Lots of ‘16 ammo.  I stopped counting cases at thirty.  More ‘16s, so we have extras and parts, plus some M203s.”
Peter shook his head.  He couldn’t say he would turn down having grenade launchers handy, but he also couldn’t honestly say how useful he thought they’d be against the zombies.  They didn’t wound like people did, and grenades were designed to wound not kill.
“I was coming to find you and ask if we should bother with any SAWs or not.”
Peter opened his mouth, then hesitated.  Machine guns hadn’t been all that useful Friday night; wasting a lot of rounds for every kill shot they managed to land.  But if things were as bad as they seemed, zombies might not be the only threats soon.  “A couple, two or three.” Peter said finally.  “And enough ammo to keep them going for a few fights, but let’s not go crazy on them.”
“That’s kinda what I thought you’d say.” Whitley nodded.  “I got two loaded on the bus now.  I was wondering what else we should bring though.”
“Like what?”
She shrugged.  “There’s at least a little of just about everything in there sarge.  Hand grenades, mortars and mortar rounds, long guns, mines . . . hell I think I even saw a flamethrower or two stuck way in the back.”
Peter considered briefly.  “Make sure we bring a box or two of hand grenades, and a couple of the long guns.  If there are M-24s, bring ten.  And ammo.  Don’t bother with the rest of it.”
“Got it.” Whitley said, turning to head back around the bus.
“Hey, you okay to keep driving that thing?” Peter asked.
“The bus?  Sure, why not.” Whitley said with a shrug, stopping to glance back at him.
“Okay, then you’re on it for the time being.”
“Where we headed next?” she asked him.
“Finish loading, then we’ll have ourselves a quick pow-wow and hash it out.”
In short order the soldiers tired of playing the parts of kids in a candy store, and the trail of explosive goodies packing aboard the bus trickled off.  Peter whistled the shooters all in, and everyone gathered aboard the bus with the doors shut for security.
“Okay, so we’re out of immediate danger.” Peter said.  There were some ragged cheers, which Peter didn’t bother to dissuade.  He even grinned tiredly himself.  “We’ve got transportation, we’re loaded for bear, so it’s time to decide what our plan is.”
“I’m with you sarge.” Whitley said immediately, speaking loudly.
“Kiss ass.” Candles said, though he didn’t sound too put out or angry as he spoke.
“Fuck you for fucking with her.” Mendez said.  “I’m with sarge too.”
“Yeah.  Right on.” a couple of other voices said.
Peter spoke up as Candle’s expression began flashing towards actual irritation.
“You haven’t even heard what I want to do next.” he said, smiling like it was funny.
“You’re not crazy.” Whitley said.  “And I’m pretty sure you’re not suicidal either.  So what’s your plan?”
Peter took a breath.  “Okay, I think we should head for one of the evacuation points.  The FEMA camps that are supposed to be outside of Atlanta.”
Whatever people had thought he was going to say, some of them clearly had not expected that.  There was an immediate tumult of noise as people exclaimed or protested or tried to weigh in with comments.  Peter waved his hands, trying to encourage them to quiet down so he could be heard.
“Hang on, give me a minute to explain.”
“Sarge, people are dangerous.” Hernandez said, looking a little sullen.  “Those camps would be like magnets for any zombies in nearby.”
“Hell, they’d be buffets for anyone who converts in one.” Johns pointed out.
“That’s why I want to go.” Peter said.
“We don’t even know if any of them are still there.” Candles said.
“The last information I found was current as of six pm.” Mendez said.  “That wasn’t that long ago.”
“Yeah, but it’ll take us hours to get to the closest one.” Johns frowned.  “And there’s no guarantee it’ll still be there.”
“Then we go to the next one on the list, and the one after that, and another after that, and so on until we find one that’s still there.” Peter said simply.
“What in the hell for?” Candles asked.
Peter shrugged.  “I want to help.  I have the training and the will, so that’s what I want to do.”
“We just got clear of one big mess of zombies, one that’s so big whatever’s left of the government wants to drop a fucking fuel bomb on them, and now you want to head right into another big mess of zombies?” Hernandez demanded.
“Well, what’s your plan then?” Whitley asked, glaring a little at him.
“What, me?”
“Yeah, you.” Whitley said.  “You’re so sure sarge is wrong, what’s your great idea?”
Hernandez hesitated, but Candles stepped into the void  almost immediately  “We find someplace defensible and hunker the hell down.”
“Yeah, like where?” Swanson asked.
Candles grimaced, but he gestured broadly as if trying to indicate there were so many options it was hard to list them.  “Take your pick.  There’s houses and stores and buildings all over the place.  We go find something good and fortify the hell out of it, then wait until shit isn’t so fucked up.”
“What makes you think it’ll get less fucked?” Roper asked.
“What makes you think it won’t?” Candles replied.
“Whether or not things get better, I don’t think running to the nearest mall and barricading ourselves in is a good plan.” Roper said with a frown.
“I didn’t say mall.” Candles shrugged.  “But now that you mention it, that doesn’t sound that bad.  We could destroy all the stairs and escalators, and the zombies would have no way to get at us.”
“Great, how’d we get down?”
“Ladders.”
“Food, bathroom, cooking, what about all that?” Mendez asked, sounding somewhere between mild disgust and actual curiosity.
“A mall would have plenty of room for stuff to be stored.  We could lay in stocks.”
“So, just so I’m clear on your plan,” Dorne said suddenly, “you want to both fort yourself up and squat in a mall, but also go out scrounging for supplies so you don’t have to go anywhere?”
Candles reddened a little.  “Any plan’s going to have to allow for resupplying, whether you’re sitting or mobile.”
“Well, I don’t like that plan.” Dorne said, folding  his arms.
“Mall wasn’t my idea.” Candles pointed out.  “We could pick a bank, or a motel, or a house or something.  Like I said, its not like there aren’t a lot of options around here.  We can find something good.”
Whitley threw up her hands, then stepped forward.  “Okay, show of hands.  Who’s for what Candles wants to do?”
Peter glanced around.  Hernandez raised his hand, followed a moment later by Johns, Harper, and Teves.  He kept his expression calm, but that actually was better than he’d feared.
“There you go, you’re out voted.” Whitley said with more than a trace of smugness.  “That’s five, which ain’t enough.”
“Okay, hold on.” Peter said, waving his arms over his head to draw everyone’s attention back to him.  “As far as I’m concerned, we’re past things like ‘desertion’ and court martials.  I will say that I’m keeping the bus and the two humvees outside with me, since it sounds like I’ll have enough people to drive all of them, but other than that if anyone wants to go off on their own, that’s fine.  I won’t stop you.”
“Well, I ain’t going out to any of the FEMA camps.” Hernandez said.  “I’m not a coward, but I think that’s a pretty stupid idea.  According to what Mendez found on the news, big concentrations of people are where all the zombies are.”
“I’m not going to make you.” Peter confirmed with a nod.  “I won’t even make you feel bad for not wanting to come.  In fact, before we roll out of here, I’ll even help you carry some more supplies in from the armory.  And I’ll help you find a vehicle somewhere nearby so you’ve got wheels.  I’ll do that for anyone who wants to split.”
Hernandez studied him for a moment, then nodded.  “I’ll want to take two cases of ammo with me, and an extra M-16.”
“Okay.” Peter nodded again, his expression calm.  “Who else?”
“Same for me.” Candles said, standing up.  “I think you guys are crazy, and we’ve all got a better chance if we stay together and barricade ourselves in somewhere, but I’ll settle for heading off alone or with whoever wants to come with me if it comes to it.”
Peter glanced around.  “Okay, so that was five for the forting plan.  It doesn’t matter to me if you’re going off together or alone, but are all five of you out?”  There was a long pause, then Johns, Harper and Teves all nodded slowly.
“Okay.  Anyone else not going with me?”
He waited, but no one spoke or raised their hand or otherwise indicated themselves.  Peter let the seconds tick away, then finally forced a brief smile.  “Okay.  So five are leaving.  Let’s get another ten cases of ammo and five more ‘16s in here, then we can roll out and go find you guys a couple of vehicles.”
“You going to teach us how to hot wire a car?” Johns asked.
Peter shrugged.  “I’ll show you, but you’ll probably have to practice some to get good at it.  I’m not planning on spending more than a few minutes on it.  Lessons aren’t part of the deal.  My advice would be to make sure you get somewhere safe before you start practicing.”
“Whatever.” Candles said, squeezing past Peter and pausing at the front of the bus, looking out the windows.  When he seemed satisfied there weren’t any lurking zombies, he turned and hit the door lever.  “Let’s grab the last load and get out of here.”
“One thing though for the people who’re staying.” Peter said suddenly.  Several of the soldiers gave him puzzled looks.  Peter smiled and shrugged.  “Stop calling me sarge.  Call me Gunny.”
* * * * *



Jessica
Jessica opened her eyes, and then suppressed a violent start of alarm only because she had Candice draped across her.  The girl had fallen asleep in Jessica’s lap, her legs on either side of her mother’s to keep most of her weight off Jessica.  Candice’s head was nestled on Jessica’s shoulder, the girl’s hair mingled with Jessica’s.  Even in the dim moonlight Jessica could clearly see the tear stains on her daughter’s face, the tears having been smeared around with fingers and left to dry.
Her leg hurt.  Not as much as it had, but still a lot.  Jessica craned her head so she could see the door to the office.  It was still closed.  Next she listened carefully, trying to still her breathing some while she strained to hear anything past the sound of Candice’s steady breaths.  After perhaps half a minute she decided she couldn’t hear anything.
‘Not smart girl.’ Jessica thought darkly, suddenly extremely angry with herself.  Falling asleep, in the middle of nowhere . . . that could have been very, very bad.  Lethally bad.  Well, not exactly in the middle of nowhere.  Jessica glanced out the window.  Peachtree Industrial was quiet, the scattering of wrecked cars interrupted only by five wandering zombies.  She wondered where the others were.
Frowning, Jessica tried to order her thoughts.  The sleep had done her a little good, but her knee was still throbbing fiercely.  No car, unless she could figure out a way to get the Accord back onto its wheels.  Fat chance of that.
She looked at the desk, seeing the phone’s display was still dark, indicating it wasn’t plugged in.  Or, rather, that it didn’t have power..  No one used the old style phones anymore, the ones that drew their power from the phone line.  No, they were all powered by the wall socket, and some didn’t even use the phone lines anymore.  Now they made and received calls via the internet.
Jessica tried to think.  She knew about where they were; just north of Highway-120, which was known variously as Duluth Highway or Abbotts Bridge Road.  She thrust aside her usual spurt of irritation over Atlanta’s annoying habit of naming the same road multiple things depending on where along its stretch you might be, and tried to summon a map in her mind.
If she hadn’t crashed, she would have turned right on 120 and gone about a mile and a half before turning north into Dennis’ neighborhood.  He lived sort of in the middle of his sprawling neighborhood, which was designed with winding roads and large lots that reflected the wealth of those who lived there.  Worst case, she was about two miles from his house, three at most.
She bit her lip.  Carefully she shifted Candice over to one side of the chair, scrunching herself into the other.  The girl didn’t wake as she was moved, and Jessica paused to make sure she was still breathing.  No, she was fine, just O-U-T like a light.  Jessica reached out and put a hand on the desktop and carefully heaved herself up out of the chair.
Her knee immediately protested the movement as much as it did at not being somewhat horizontal.  Jessica hopped on her right leg for balance, still leaning against the desk, and bent to examine her injury.  After a moment she realized that wasn’t going to work; there wasn’t enough light and what there was she blocked when she leaned over.
She slid her butt onto the desk, sitting on it so she faced the window.  Her leg didn’t look too abnormal beneath her jeans, but when she touched it she could feel the swelling beneath the denim.  Her flesh was almost spongy in places, and her stomach roiled a little at the sensation.
“Focus.” Jessica whispered, fighting the urge to cry.  She couldn’t afford the time for tears.  The safety this building provided might only be temporary, and regardless they couldn’t stay here forever.  Unless there was a fully stocked mini-grocery somewhere else on the floor, and maybe a chainsaw so she could break through the door that guarded it.
They weren’t that far from Dennis’ house.  He’d said to get there, that they’d be safe there.  That word, safe, beckoned to her like a siren song, like a magic spell that was warm and comforting.  But to get there . . . she didn’t know if she could walk two miles on her knee.  She sure as hell couldn’t run on it.
She thought back to before she’d fallen asleep.  The fast limp she’d managed had been enough to stay ahead of the zombies, even pull very slowly away from them.  So her speed might be okay, she just had to be able to stay on her feet until they got to Dennis’.  That was the problem.  She wasn’t sure if she could do that or not.
Jessica glanced around the office.  The lettering on the book spines was hard to make out, but they seemed to all be accounting and computer related.  She spotted a book she had in her own office, ‘Excel Secrets’.  She got off the desk and managed to pick the bat up without falling over.  Leaning on it once more she hobbled over to the door and put her ear to it.  She counted silently in her head as she listened.
After a full minute, or at least a count up to sixty, she heard nothing that made her think there was anyone, or anything, out there.  Carefully she eased it open and peered around.  The front office was dark, but she waited another thirty seconds, as if inviting anything that lurked beyond to try for her.
Nothing attacked.  Jessica thrust the door open fully so the moonlight from the windows could illuminate the room better.  Pretty standard looking area, a combination secretary’s station and waiting room.  Nothing special, and nothing that looked like it might be of use.  There was another door next to hers, a short distance away.  Jessica hobbled painfully over and listened at it for several moments, then knocked lightly and listened again.
When she tried the knob, it turned easily.  Beyond she found another office that was almost a twin of the one she and Candice had sheltered in.  The only real difference were the decorations; the other one was professionally spartan, while this one had a lot of University of Georgia sports paraphernalia on the walls.  Jessica was about to frown again when she spotted a large UGA banner hanging on the wall next to the door.
She grabbed at it, ripping it from the wall with a light pinging of thumbtacks as they were forcibly dislodged.  The fabric of the banner was silky, and it was plenty large enough.  Jessica held it experimentally down in front of her legs to confirm, then nodded.  Draping the banner over her shoulder, she went back out into the front office.
As she dropped into the secretary’s chair, she first started going through the drawers.  Secretaries always kept things squirreled away.  Sure enough, in the back of the middle drawer on the right she found a ‘get me through the day’ package consisting of bottle of Tylenol, a box of fruit-and-granola bars, and half of a six pack of Cokes.
The bottle of pills rattled when she took it out, and Jessica frowned.  There was a box of tissues on the front corner of the desk.  She had to stand up on her good leg to reach them, but she took three and layered them flat on the desk before opening the bottle.  There were a lot of pills in it.  She dumped out a good sized pile atop the tissues, separated out two, then folded the tissues up around the pills before putting the little package in her pocket.
Jessica popped open one of the sodas and chased down the pair of Tylenols, then got to work on her leg.  After folding the banner into a wide strip of cloth, she hitched her jeans up a little to create some slack on her thigh, then wrapped the makeshift bandage around her knee.  Keeping it as tight as she could, trying to ignore the protestations her knee offered up, she got the banner tied off behind her knee in a double knot.
When she stood again, the bandage helped.  Her knee didn’t feel quite so much like it was going to buckle, and the tight pressure of the bandage helped to remind her not to bend it.  Jessica hobbled around the office for a few more minutes, checking through the front office as well as the second one as thoroughly as she could, but turned up nothing better than the bat to use as a crutch.
There was a potted plant in the front office, some sort of long bamboo tree or something, but it was far too thin to support her weight.  She did briefly consider maybe trying to rig up some sort of brace for her knee with the bamboo, but after thinking about it for a minute realized she didn’t know how to go about trying it, and so abandoned the idea.  The best thing she could do was take a rubber stress ball and cut it in half before using a lot of tape to affix the halves to the handle end of the bat.
That gave her hand some cushioning.  She wanted to use one of the halves on the far end of the bat, the end that would go on the ground.  That would have probably given it better traction against the surfaces she leaned it upon, but she didn’t want to do that with nothing better than thin scotch tape to use as a fastener.
As satisfied as she could be with the makeshift cane, Jessica rummaged around in the secretary’s desk again.  On the back of a sheet from a pad of telephone message blanks, Jessica carefully drew out a line map of her best recollection of where they were and where Dennis’ house was.  She took her time, making sure to label everything clearly.  Then she wrote down Dennis’ full name and title, home address, and his cell and home phone numbers at the bottom of the page.
Folding it into quarters, she hoped she was being overly paranoid.  It made her feel morbid and terrified to think this piece of paper might be needed, but she couldn’t bear the thought of not having it ready if the worst happened.  She tucked it into her pocket, carefully ensuring it was well down and not likely to work its way out.
With that settled, Jessica hobbled back into the office where Candice was sleeping.  Her daughter was still curled up in the chair.  Jessica sat down in one of the visitor’s chairs and pulled her purse over to her.  The lockbox was inside.  She got it open, then removed the box of ammunition.  It, the manual, and two extra magazines were the only things in the lock box.  And the lockbox itself was heavier than she liked; not as heavy as the ammunition, but still a weight.
Discarding the lockbox on the desk, she stuffed the ammunition back into her purse, the magazines into her back pockets, then opened the weapon’s manual.  Skipping past all the patent and manufacturer identification stuff at the front, she read the manual slowly and carefully, ignoring the strain on her eyes doing so in the low light conditions caused.  To her surprise, mostly since the manual didn’t seem all that thick and she expected anyone who’d buy a weapon probably already knew most of it anyway, it had comprehensive instructions for how to use the gun.
It was actually a lot more complicated than she’d assumed; guns were just point and click, right?  Wrong.  There was a section on how to use the sights to aim properly, another on how to hold and fire it so as not to disrupt your aim, and a third on how to load and reload both the pistol and the magazines when they needed more bullets placed in them.
Taking the gun out, carefully keeping it pointed sideways at the wall so it wasn’t aimed at herself or at Candice across the desk, Jessica studied the weapon while referring to the book.  There were several controls on the pistol, but the two she spent the most time on were the safety and the magazine release.  When she held the gun they were within easy reach even though her hands were maybe a bit smaller than the gun’s design assumed.
When she pulled back on the slide, which the manual said was necessary to load the first bullet from the magazine, it took a lot more effort than she’d expected.  Her fingers slipped several times until she figured out how to get a grip and tug with one hand while pushing with the other.  There was a metallic clacking sound as she got the slide back, then a louder one as it snapped back forward.  She wasn’t sure if she’d done it right, but a sentence in the manual described how the ‘shooter’ could pull the slide back just a little and look in the chamber.  When she did that, she saw a bullet there.
There was another lever that lowered the hammer without firing the bullet, which she used.  Jessica flinched as the hammer snapped down, but, as promised, the gun didn’t go off.  She triple checked the safety, then spent a minute on the magazine; making sure she knew how to drop it out and insert it back in.
When she was done she wasn’t sure she was ‘ready’ to use the gun, but at least she now knew how.  She checked the safety several more times, then when she managed to assure herself the gun was ‘safe’, hesitantly holstered it again.  She tucked the manual into her purse next to the box of extra bullets, then stood once more.
The Tylenol had kicked in, sort of, and the bandage was working some.  Her knee still hurt, and it was still swollen, but the edge was coming off the pain.  She knew just enough about sprains to know wrapping them too tightly was likely to only ‘move’ the swelling to other locations, in this case probably into her lower leg, but Jessica figured that would be okay as a temporary thing.  At least, she hoped it was.
Sighing, she took the bat in her left hand and hobbled around the desk to where Candice still lay sleeping.  She hated to wake her up, but there was no way Jessica could carry her, and she didn’t want to stay here.  In fact, her nerves were crawling unpleasantly over how long she’d already stayed.
“Candice.” Jessica said, gently shaking the girl on the shoulder.  Candice stirred a little, but remained sleeping.  “Candy Bear, time to get up.” Jessica said slightly louder.  “Come on, wake up.”
On the third shake her daughter’s eyes opened.  Candice looked around quickly, seeming to come fully awake in an instant.  She was tense, and her voice wavered on the edge of fear as she spoke.
“Mom, what’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” Jessica said.  “Well, nothing new.” she added.  “I want to see if we can’t get out of here.”
Candice sat up in the chair.  “Did someone come to rescue us?”
Jessica shook her head slowly.  “I don’t know if anyone is coming, and I think sitting around here hoping for it would be bad.”
“So what are we going to do?”
The question seemed simple and logical, but the combination of fear and expectation in her daughter’s tone seemed to tear at Jessica’s heart.  Candice was afraid, but she also trusted Jessica would figure out whatever needed to be done in order to make it all better.  Jessica just hoped she could deliver on that trust.
“Sweetie, Doctor Morris said we would be safe at his house.  I don’t have a map, but I know where we are, and where he lives.  We should be able to walk there in an hour or two.”
“Walk?” Candice asked, her voice rising with the first stirrings of serious panic.  “Outside?”
“Yes, outside.” Jessica said patiently.
“But . . . what about the sick people?”
“We’re going to have to just stay away from them.” Jessica said gently.
“Can’t someone just come and get us?”
Jessica made her voice calmer, and purposefully lowered it to try and trick Candice into assuming things weren’t so bad.  After all, if they were, wouldn’t mom being yelling and screaming?  But here was mom, talking normally.  Mom wasn’t worried, so neither should you be.
“Candy Bear, things are different now.  I don’t know when they’ll get better, but for the time being we have to be ready to do whatever we can ourselves.  To do whatever is necessary to keep ourselves safe.”
“Then we should stay in here.” Candice said immediately.
“We’ll get hungry pretty soon.  And there’s no showers or bathtubs.  And we’ll need clean clothes at some point.” Jessica pointed out.
“I don’t want to go outside.”
“I know.” Jessica said.  “I don’t either.  But we can’t stay here.”
Candice was silent, and Jessica waited patiently.  She could see her daughter was thinking, could see the fear still dancing on the edge of panic in her eyes.  The girl turned in the chair a little, looking out the window.  Jessica continued waiting.  Finally Candice stood up.  “Okay.”
“Okay?”
Candice nodded.  “Okay, let’s go to Doctor Morris’ house.”
“That’s my brave girl.” Jessica said, holding her free arm out expectantly.  Candice stepped into the embrace and hugged her, obviously being careful not to jostle against Jessica’s left leg, or to make her mother over balance.
“I’m not brave.” Candice said quietly.  “I’m scared mommy.  I want all the bad stuff to go away.”
“Listen to me.” Jessica said firmly, even though she agreed with everything Candice said.  “It’s okay to be scared.  I’m scared too.  But being brave means you do what you have to even when you’re scared.”
Candice was silent for several seconds.  “Can you walk very far?”
“I think so, but I’m going to use the bat here as a cane.  And we don’t have to go fast.  We only have to go fast enough to make sure no sick people catch us.”
“Zombies.”
“Right.” Jessica said, perversely wishing Candice wasn’t so ready to accept all this horribleness so easily.  She wasn’t sure why she wanted a tantrum or hysterics; that wouldn’t be better, but it seemed like maybe it would be a more normal reaction.  She settled for hugging the girl once more, then turned.  “Okay, so are we ready to go?”
“Uh . . . I have to go to the bathroom.” Candice said after a moment.
Jessica hesitated.  The building’s power was out and she’d seen only the exit signs mandated by the fire code.  There was no emergency lighting, which meant the bathrooms were going to be pitch black.  She glanced around, hoping for some sort of light source to just materialize, but no flashlight or candle appeared.
“Okay.” she finally said.  “But the bathroom’s going to be very dark.”  Probably best to let Candice start getting herself ready for what was coming now.
“I know.” Candice said somberly.  “There’s no power.”
“That’s right.” Jessica nodded.  “Let’s go over some rules though, okay?”
“Rules?”
“Right.” Jessica nodded.  “These are important.  They’re the most important rules I’ve ever set for you, so listen good.”  Candice’s eyes were big and round, but they remained fixed on her mother’s face, and the girl’s expression was attentive.
“Never let one of the sick people touch you, for any reason.” Jessica said.  “You run, you jump, you climb; you do whatever you have to, but never get near them, and never let them get near you.  Never.  Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“Second rule, you have to listen to me and do everything I say, when I say it.  You can’t stop to think about it, or to ask questions.  If I tell you to do something, you need to do it, immediately.  That’s very important.  Clear?”
“Yes” Candice said again. 
“Good.  Now, next.  Don’t assume anyone we meet isn’t sick.  They could be and just not showing yet.  Or you could make a mistake, and think they’re not sick when they already are.”
Candice frowned.  “I’m not sure . . . what does that mean.”
Jessica smiled.  “It means, until you’re absolutely, positively, completely, one hundred percent and nosy kisses to seal the deal sure, you assume anyone else we meet is dangerous.”
“Dangerous, like how?”
Jessica thought quickly, running through what she’d seen on the news and read on the internet.  It wasn’t quite accurate to say nothing else was being discussed on the internet since Friday; she’d seen boards and comment threads where people were throwing around ideas for survival techniques and how to secure an area against incursion.  However, it was all but true.
“If they’re talking, they’re not sick.” Jessica said finally.  “If they can answer questions you ask them, they might not be sick . . . yet.  That doesn’t mean they’re not dangerous, it just means they’re not a zombie yet.”
Candice nodded.  Jessica hesitated, not sure how to fully articulate this subject to a ten-year-old.  “Now, this is important.  Candy Bear, a few hours ago you mentioned the dog rule, remember?”  Another nod.  “Well, that’s in effect for everyone we meet, everyone we see, okay?
“There are still good people, but with everything that’s going on, there are more bad people around now.  And for the same reasons we have to be ready to do whatever we can for ourselves, to keep each other safe, those same reasons are why most of the bad people are now able to be bad without getting caught.”
“Because there’s no one to catch them now.”
“Right.  A lot of the bad people can be as bad and as mean as they want, and there’s no police or anyone to stop them from doing it.  So . . . I know it may not make a lot of sense, but you have to be careful of people now.  Very careful.  You have to be ready for anyone to be a bad person.  And even for some people who act good to suddenly start acting bad.  That’s especially important.”
Jessica studied her daughter’s face, searching for any sign of confusion or wonder, but she still saw only abject attention and utter focus.  It was a look she really wished she wasn’t so relieved to see there; Candice was only ten-years old for Heaven’s sake.  She should be worrying about her turn on the video game, fighting with her brother and sister, and starting to think about things like makeup and boys.  Anything but this.
Candice waited.  Jessica shook herself mentally and smiled.  “Now, one final rule.”  She hated herself for having to even bring this up, but she had to do it now.  While there was time.  If something happened, she couldn’t depend on it being like the movies.  There might not be time for a heart felt speech just before the end came.  But she hated it.
Bracing herself, she spoke slowly, and calmly, with all the love she could muster in her tone.  “Sweetie, if something happens to me . . .”
“Nothing’s going to happen to you!” Candice said immediately, her voice rising toward panic again.
“Candy Bear–”
“No!” Candice said loudly, and she actually stomped her foot, like this was a discussion about whether or not she had to go to bed.  “You’re going to be fine.”
“I–”
“You have to be.”
“Candice!” Jessica said sharply.  “Listen to me.”
The girl looked up at Jessica, fresh tears spilling out of her eyes.  “You’re going to be fine.  Everything’s going to work out.”
It took almost everything Jessica had to keep from breaking down at that point.  Her voice was much huskier, throatier, with unspoken sobs when she continued.  “I’m not planning on going anywhere.  But I wasn’t planning on zombies or bad people either.  I love you more than anything in the whole world.  You have no idea how much I love you.”
Now her voice did break, just a little, and Jessica drew a deep breath.  “Because I love you so much, I have to try to keep you safe in case I’m not able to be there to do it.”
“Mommy, I don’t want you to go away.”
“I don’t want to.  But I can’t know, not nosy kisses sure, something might not happen to me.  I mean, look at my knee.  So, listen to me.  If something happens to me, you remember the rules, okay?”
“Okay.” Candice whispered, her voice barely audible.
Jessica reached into her pocket and took out the paper she’d prepared.  “I wrote down Doctor Morris’ address here, and drew a map as best I could.  See?”  She unfolded it, holding it down where Candice could see it in the scattering of moonlight that came in through the windows.
“Here’s us right now.” Jessica tapped one side of the little map.  “And here’s where Doctor Morris lives.”  Her finger moved to the other side.  “His house is in a big neighborhood of other big houses.  This is his address here, and here are his phone numbers, and his full name.  Doctor Dennis Morris.  See?”
“Yes.” Candice said quietly.
“You take this and put it in your pocket.  If anything happens, I want you to try and get to Doctor Morris’ house.  If he’s there, he’ll help you.”
“He’s a good guy?”
“Yes.” Jessica said, praying everything she’d just explained about how bad people were more likely to not hide didn’t apply to Dennis.  Despite what she’d told Candice, she wasn’t one hundred percent sure.  She was ninety-nine point nine nine nine percent sure.  She’d worked for Dennis for quite a while now, and he’d always been a good and kind man, one of the best bosses she’d ever had.
But . . . anyone could have a dark side waiting to get out.  When it came to Candice, she couldn’t honestly say she was totally, completely, sure about anyone.  But there wasn’t anywhere else to go, wasn’t something better and safer she could think of to tell Candice to do as a backup plan.  And she was more sure about Dennis than she was about anyone else in the world.  With mom and dad, Brett, Joey and Sandra all gone . . . Dennis was her last hope.
“Here.” Jessica said, refolding the paper and holding it out to Candice.  “Don’t lose it.”
Candice still hesitated.  Jessica waited.  There was time to be patient, for her to let Candice work through whatever was going on in her head.  Finally the girl took the paper, handling it like it was dangerous.  She held it for several seconds, then slowly tucked it away in her pocket.
“Having that doesn’t mean something bad’s going to happen to me.” Jessica said quietly.
“It’s just in case.”
Jessica nodded.  “Right.  It’s just in case.”
“Let’s not talk about it anymore, okay?” Candice said, still whispering.
Jessica blinked in surprise, then reached out and brushed her fingers through Candice’s hair.  “Okay.  So, any questions before we go?”
Candice started to shake her head, paused, then screwed up her face in thought.  After several seconds, she shook her head twice.
“You’re sure?  Now’s the best time to ask.
“Well . . . what if the zombies are still at the door downstairs?” Candice asked after a moment.
Jessica shrugged, keeping her voice light.  “Then I’ll either use Daddy’s gun, or we can maybe try to climb out one of the windows.  But we won’t know until we go check.”
“I know.  I’m ready.”
“Alright.”  Jessica gave Candice one last squeeze, trying to put an eternity of warmth and love into that single gesture, then gave her a gentle push toward the doorway.  “Let’s go then.”
Limping after her, Jessica was pleased to see Candice didn’t open the door to the hallway.  She stood clear, waiting, as Jessica went to it and laid her ear against it.  Jessica knocked twice on the door, then stood patiently and listened.  After nearly a minute of hearing nothing from the other side, Jessica eased it open just enough to look out into the hallway.
The red of the emergency light still glowed from the side corridor, the only illumination in the space.  Jessica felt her heart hammering in her chest, but focused on paying attention.  She decided the way was clear and stepped out into the hall, then spoke quietly.  “Okay Candy Bear, stay right behind me.”
“Okay.”
Jessica limped down the hallway slowly.  When she reached the corner she stopped and listened for another few seconds, then looked around it without going past.  Empty and silent.  She went to the bathroom door and repeated her knocking and listening routine, then again after pushing the door open enough to see through.
It seemed empty.  Jessica went through the doorway and slowed her already painfully hindered pace even further; not trusting the metal end of the bat on the tiled floor.  She remembered, clearly, how much falling had hurt.  That was only one reason she needed to be as careful as she could to avoid a repeat of that incident.
The bathroom was as dark and foreboding as she’d feared.  After moving around the wall at the entry, she couldn’t see a thing.  Jessica frowned, then, still standing next to the entry, tried one final test.
“Hello?” she called in a voice slightly louder than a normal speaking tone.  “Anyone in here?”
She waited, but nothing came from the inky blackness to try and eat her.  She told herself that surely meant the room was empty, was safe, but the darkness had her extremely nervous.  Jessica spoke again, more quietly this time, without turning.
“Candice, we’re going to move up until we find the stalls.  Stay with me but don’t knock me over.”
“Okay.”
Jessica went forward slowly, holding her right hand out in front of her.  She didn’t want to fall over, or smack her nose on a wall or anything.  Her hand contacted something that felt like a metal wall, and she traced along it to the left.  She found she’d guessed right a few moments later when she found a corner that had a moving section of metal wall.  It was a stall door.
She felt along it to the next stall, then stopped.  “Candice, feel that stall next to you there?  Right behind me?”
“Yes.”
“Good.  Go in there.  Use the toilet, and don’t dawdle.” Jessica said.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m going to use this one here, right next to you.” Jessica said.
“Okay.”
Jessica waited until she heard Candice go into the stall and close the door, then went into the next one.  “Candice, stay in there until I’m done and I come out first.”
“Okay.”
She heard clothing rustling as Candice took her jeans down, which prompted Jessica to do the same.  She hesitated over the pistol, but decided to leave it in the holster.  She didn’t want to chance losing it in the darkness, and while it might take her longer to get to it with her pants down around her ankles, at least she’d know where it was.
When she was done and had her clothing back in place, she opened the stall door and came out.  “Candice, are you ready?”
“Yes.”
Jessica moved past the stall, feeling with her fingers until she was right at the corner again.  After adjusting her position so she was next to, but not right in front of, the door, she spoke again.  “Okay, come on out.”
There was a creaking sound as the door opened, then a few moments later Jessica felt Candice’s fingers touch her back.  “Mom.”
“What?”
“Are we going to wash our hands?”
Jessica almost laughed, the question was so normal yet so entirely inane in these circumstances.  “We can at least rinse them off I guess, if we can find the sink and if the water’s running.”  It occurred to her the bathroom might have those new style faucets, the ones that worked off motion sensors.  If that was the case, the water wouldn’t come on.
But when she found the sinks and felt along them, water flowed after she turned a knob that felt fairly standard.  Jessica didn’t bother feeling around for soap, she just rinsed her hands off one at a time, then dried them by wiping the water off on her clothes.
“Okay, ready?”
“Yes.”
She did the knock and listen at the door again, then went out into the hallway and did it again on the door to the stairwell.  There was no such thing as too much caution as far as Jessica was concerned.  One mistake could be one too many.  She heard nothing on the other side of the stairwell door, even after she eased it open and knocked and listened again.
The stairwell had the same amount of light as before; lit by the exit signs at each of the doors.  It was just enough to see by.  Jessica paused at the edge of the railing, eying the stairs with distaste.  She already knew her knee wasn’t up to taking them with any sort of speed.  And it would put a lot of unnecessary effort on it, not to mention hurting much more, if she had to go down, then back up.
“Candice.”
“Yes mommy?”
Jessica was hating herself again.  She tried to reason it was the best solution, that it was the best way to keep Candice safe; but a voice in her head that sounded a lot like Sharon’s was telling her she was a horrible, terrible person for even thinking of it.  Much less to say it.
It wasn’t fair.  If there were zombies on the other side of the door, Jessica would have to kill them very quickly or she’d be dead.  She wouldn’t be able to flee up the stairs fast enough to avoid them.  Then she’d be dead, and Candice would be trapped in the building without anyone to help her.  Jessica told herself this was a risk, but it was a small one, a controllable one, and the best one.  The one that would lead to safety the quickest and surest over any other risk.
Not for herself.  But for Candice.  Even though Jessica hated herself to the core for even concluding it.
“Listen carefully.” Jessica said, putting her hand on the holstered pistol.  “Here’s what I want to do about any zombies that might be at the door downstairs.  I can’t go up and down the stairs very well with my knee hurt like this, but I don’t think the zombies can go up them very fast either.”  ‘You hope’ Jessica told herself silently.
“I want you to go down the stairs very slowly.  Listen carefully.  If you hear anything strange, or if you hear something that sounds like a person, come back up here immediately.  When you get to the bottom, I want you to stand there and count to sixty while you listen.
“If you still don’t hear anything, I want you to knock on the door very loudly.  Use your fists.  Hammer on it, okay?  Then put your ear up against it and listen while you count to sixty again.  If you still don’t hear anything, I want you to beat on it again, and listen again, and count to sixty again.  If it’s still quiet, then I want you to open it, but be ready to run back up here.  If you hear anything at anytime, run back up here.  Don’t stop to think, don’t stop to look again, just run back to me.”
“Okay.”
Jessica told the voice in her head to shut up, the voice that was berating her.  “Whatever you do, you DO NOT go through the door.  Any questions?”
“No.”
“Okay.  Be very careful.  Unless you’re running back up, go very slowly.  Do everything very slowly, very carefully.  Take your time.”
Candice nodded.  Jessica smiled, making herself do it, when what she wanted to do instead was cry at her own weakness.  “Alright, you’re up kiddo.  Take your time.”  She drew the pistol and used her thumb to flick the little lever from ‘safe’ to ‘fire’.
The girl nodded again, then started down the stairs.  She moved steadily, stepping down, then bringing her other foot down to the same stair so she could stand there and listen for a few seconds before taking the next step down.  Jessica watched her go, holding the gun in both hands as she prayed with all her might for nothing bad to happen.
It was terrifying to simply stand there and watch her youngest, her only, child descend through the demonically shadowed darkness.  Jessica gripped the pistol, carefully keeping it pointed away from Candice in case it went off, hardly blinking as she tried to be ready for anything that might materialize to threaten Candice.
When the girl reached the bottom step, the last one before the bottom, she paused for nearly a minute.  Jessica could see her peering around over and over, but said nothing.  Candice finally took that last step down, and went over to the door.  She looked up once at Jessica, who smiled and nodded in an exaggerated motion.  Candice nodded back, and looked at the door.
Raising her little hands, she pounded on the door like she was pitching a fit over being denied some privilege.  It was very loud, especially in the enclosed confines of the stairwell.  She stopped beating her hands against the door after about five seconds, then put her head against it.  Jessica waited, feeling the grips on the gun biting into her palms a little as she squeezed on it tightly.  When her fingers started to tingle a bit she made herself relax her hands.
After about ninety seconds by the count in Jessica’s head, Candice lifted her head from the door and used her hands to pound on it some more.  This time her daughter listened for nearly two minutes, before she stepped back a little and reached for the door handle.  Jessica caught her breath, and raised the gun.
‘Please God.’ she prayed.  ‘Please watch over my daughter.’ she whispered soundlessly as she raised the gun and aimed down at the door.  Candice pushed it open.  She seemed to be standing much too close to it as she did so, but Jessica realized with a fresh surge of fear the girl’s strength was too slight to be able to do it without putting a good amount of her body weight into pushing on it.  She was only ten-years-old.
Just as Jessica opened her mouth to say something, Candice stepped back from the door.  Jessica started to put her index finger on the trigger, but paused when the door swung shut without incident.  Candice moved back up after about ten seconds and opened the door again.  This time she stood there, holding it open.  Jessica waited, gripping the gun anxiously, as seconds dragged past on their way to a full minute.
Finally she felt reasonably confident the hallway beyond was empty.  “Candice.” Jessica called down.
At the sound of Jessica’s voice, Candice leapt back from the door with a squeak of fright.  She was on the fourth step before the door even began closing, and had made it all the way back up by the time it had.  She arrived panting and breathless, clinging to the railing next to Jessica.
“I was just going to say come back up here.” Jessica said gently, suppressing the urge to laugh.
“You said come back up if I heard anything.” Candice said in a loud whisper.  “Don’t stop to think, just run.”
“That’s my girl.” Jessica clicked the pistol’s safety back on, then holstered it before giving Candice’s shoulder a squeeze.  “Okay, I think it’s clear down there, so let’s go down together.”
Jessica gave Candice the bat to carry, and went down using the left side railing to support herself, taking each step slowly and carefully.  Perversely, she though going down was harder than going up had been.  Maybe that was just nerves, she didn’t know.  But she was sweating by the time she made it to the bottom, and her left hand trembled from the strain she’d placed on it.
“Mommy needs to rest a minute.” Jessica said quietly, deciding to take this moment.  Who knew what was going to happen after they went out that door.  Here was safe.  She waited until her breath was coming evenly, and her arm wasn’t trembling anymore.  Then she took the bat back from Candice and limped forward to the door.  She did the knock and listen routine before opening it, just in case, but she still heard nothing.
The door opened easily at her touch.  Jessica waited, ready to stumble back if something lurched out at her, but nothing did.  She leaned her head out after a few moments and studied the hallway beyond.  It was lit by the red glow of the exit sign above, and a scattering of moonlight coming through the building’s front door just beyond the end of this corridor.  Jessica spoke quietly.
“Candice, hold the door open so I can go out, then stay behind me.”
“Okay.”
“Remember how I had you keep a watch for me yesterday?”
“Yes.”
“Good.  I want you to do that again.  Until I tell you to stop, or until we get somewhere I say is safe, I want you to look around at least every ten seconds, okay?  Keep watch behind us and to the sides.  I can’t look around very well with my leg like this, not and still keep moving, so you’ll have to be my eyes.”
“I can do that.” Candice said, sounding very certain.
“Good.  Okay, hold the door then.”
Candice moved up next to Jessica and took over the door, which left Jessica free to put her right hand down on the holstered pistol and limp out.  She stopped almost immediately, looking behind the door, but there was just the end of the corridor.  Terrified, but slightly satisfied, she headed for the main hallway.
At the corner she paused and listened, then peered around it in both directions quickly.  She saw only empty hallway in one direction, and the parking lot outside and Peachtree Industrial beyond that in the other.  Well, and two zombies.  One was in the parking lot.  The other was out on the road.  Both looked to be wandering aimlessly.  She was sure that would change.  She was also sure those weren’t the only two in the area.  There had been more earlier, they couldn’t have all just left.
Taking a fresh grip on the bat, Jessica hobbled around the corner and toward the front door.  Shards of glass crunched beneath her foot and the bat as she went across them, and crunched louder still when she ducked through the empty doorframe and ground the shards against the concrete.  Jessica glanced around quickly, and turned right.
There were about ten zombies in view, but when she reached the end of the building, she saw another ten staggering about in the parking lots deeper within the complex of office buildings.  Jessica eyed them all, calculating furiously.  Only two had noticed Candice and herself just now, but she knew that would change.  Even so, as long as she was able to maintain this speed, she would be able to cut across them before they could turn and close the distance.
She headed for the cross street at the edge of the complex.  By the time she was almost to it her knee was throbbing, but Jessica ignored the discomfort.  Unless she wanted to flee back into one of the buildings and get treed by the zombies again, they were committed.  Her intention had been to try to follow the road, but two things changed her mind as she stepped up onto the landscaped border separating parking lot from the cross street.
First, she knew that was the longer path.  Going by road would involve going several blocks down to Highway-120, then following it north-ish.  She couldn’t summon the exact route in her head, but she remembered the road meandered a bit, which would add to the trip’s time.
Second, and more important, there were zombies on Peachtree Industrial, which following the roads would require her and Candice to go towards.  And as she limped along, she realized it would be that way every step of the journey.  She didn’t know if such a thing existed, but she knew that even if it did, she wasn’t an expert on zombie behavior.
But what she did know was the zombies seemed attracted by what they could see and to a lesser extent on what they could hear.  Going down the road in full view of God and everyone else screamed danger to Jessica.  When she looked right, north-ish along the cross street, she decided she liked her second plan much better than her initial one.
The little cross street was exactly that, little.  It terminated about two blocks away, existing only to serve as a connector for a miniature neighborhood of small houses.  Beyond them was forest.  Well, trees at least.  She normally wouldn’t think of traipsing off through the trees, at night no less, but these weren’t normal times.  Zombies sure as hell weren’t normal.
Strange as it seemed, she liked the idea of heading off through the forest better.  They very well might end up in amid the trees anyway.  Actually, she was pretty certain of it.  The odds of no zombies being on the street ahead of them as they traveled were certainly non existent.  The damned zombies were everywhere.  So why not just go straight through the trees, and maybe have to deal with fewer of them in the first place?
Decided, Jessica turned north and headed up the cross street.  She eyed the houses they passed half hopefully and half afraid, but they all looked quiet.  No lights, which didn’t surprise her; the power seemed to be out here.  But she didn’t see flashlights or the flicker of candles either.  She wondered idly how many of the occupants were now out wandering around, and how many of them weren’t picky anymore about what they ate when they were hungry.
It didn’t occur to her to stop.  Maybe she might have thought about it if she noticed something in one of the residences that made her certain someone, someone human, was home.  But nothing caught her eye.  And stopping to knock on doors would require her to . . . she didn’t know, lose the zombies some how.  Maybe circling around the houses or something.  It would be a risk.
It was easier to just keep going.  Painful, but easier.  Safer.
“How are we doing Candy Bear?” Jessica asked quietly as they neared the cul-de-sac at the end of the street.
“Fourteen are following us.” Candice answered, sounding scared but like she was handling her anxiety well enough.
“Okay, and are we pulling away or are they catching up?”
“What – oh.  We’re a little faster than they are.”
“Good.  Okay, we’re going to cut through the trees here in a minute.” Jessica said.
“I know.” Candice said.  Then, a moment later.  “Maybe the zombies will be slower there?”
“What makes you think that?” Jessica asked, almost absently, as she studied the houses along the cul-de-sac.
“Well, they don’t seem to walk very good on the road.  I bet they’ll fall down a lot more than we do, trip over things and stuff.”
Jessica smiled.  “I hope so.”  She also hoped she would fare better than the zombies.  To her surprise, when they left the asphalt behind and entered the trees, it wasn’t as bad as she’d feared it might be.  The bat actually got better traction when she leaned on it on grass or dirt than it did on the unyielding pavement.  And the uneven ground seemed to trip the zombies up far more than it did her.
Still, Jessica had to pay close attention to her footing, more so than she would have liked to.  The night seemed dangerous and alive, and she feared what she couldn’t see through the trees.  She tried to move quickly but quietly, so she could hear if anything was approaching, but it wasn’t working as well as she’d like.
Eventually Candice’s voice broke her concentration with a question.  “What’s that?”
Jessica frowned but didn’t look up from watching where she was putting her feet and cane.  Or, rather, foot and bat.  She listened, but she couldn’t hear anything beyond the rustle of Candice’s and her own footsteps. 
“Mom, what is that?”
“What’s what?”
“That noise.”
Jessica listened, but she still couldn’t hear much of anything past the rustle of pine needles and sticks beneath her feet.  “I don’t hear anything.”
“It sounds like . . . I don’t know.  Water I think.”
Jessica’s head snapped up straight, and she almost fell over.  Wobbling precariously, she lurched sideways and would have fallen over if there hadn’t been a tree about two steps to her right that she was able to reach just in time.  Leaning against it, Jessica bit her lip as her knee throbbed and protested the sudden motions.
Her injured knee seemed to have settled into a sort of sulk over being forced to walk with a limp and a pseudo cane; but it was apparently prepared to make its dislike of such unstructured activity like staggering sideways without warning abundantly clear.  It didn’t like it.
“Mom, are you okay?” Candice’s voice was afraid.
“Fine.” Jessica panted.  “Fine.”  She pushed off the tree, took a very fast look behind at the three zombies still tracking with them, and started limping again.  As she walked, limped, she was able to distract herself from the pain in her knee with silent recriminations.  How could she have forgotten?  She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten something like that.
Shortly she heard it too, her loud-music abused ears finally catching what Candice’s younger, fresher ones already had.  And a minute or so later, she saw it through the final screen of trees.
“Damnit.” Jessica groaned as she looked at the river.  Of all the things to forget about, the fucking Chattahoochee River wasn’t one she would’ve put high up on the list.  In fact, it was pretty damned important to have remembered it.  Especially when she was on one side and where she needed to be was on the other.  Jessica looked up and down the banks, but no bridge, makeshift or otherwise, appeared.  “Damnit!”
“Mom, how are we getting across?”
Jessica looked back at the zombies following them.  The closest was maybe twenty or twenty-five feet away.  She didn’t have but seconds to decide.  She knew there was a bridge to the left, the one Highway-120 used to cross it.  It would mean detouring all the way over to it though, which might be as much as a mile.  If she went right, she didn’t know how long until they came across a bridge.  And her knee was killing her.
A stick breaking beneath a zombie’s foot caused her to make up her mind.  It was just one river.  There was a current, but not a heavy one.  This was no white water river, and it wasn’t that wide.  Wide enough, but not prohibitively so.  Maybe two hundred feet, probably a bit less.  And the night was warm, so they wouldn’t freeze to death by getting wet.  All they had to do was swim across.
“Candice, we’re going to swim across the river.” Jessica said quickly.
“Do we have to?”
“Yes.  Come on, let’s go.”
“I’m not sure.” Candice said, sounding slightly more panicked than she had since leaving the office buildings.
“There’s no time.” Jessica said anxiously, looking at the zombies.  “Come on.”  Jessica splashed out into the water.  It was colder than she’d expected.  Well, not exactly cold, but cool enough that under happier circumstances she would’ve found it pleasant to swim on a summer night.  Some other summer night.  Some night that wasn’t so damned scary.
She could also feel the current pushing against her.  It wasn’t fast, but it was enough that if they lingered in the water too long without compensating for it they could be drawn downstream quite a ways.
Jessica paused just at the point where she was about to loose contact with the river bed and picked up the bat.  Jamming the fat end into her purse, she got the bag’s strap wound twice around the bat’s handle, then looked back.  Candice was closer to the river bank, being shorter than Jessica.  The first zombie was only moments from passing the last tree before the water started.
“Let’s go.”
“I-”
“Candice!” Jessica said sharply.  “Remember the rules.”
The girl’s face cleared abruptly, going almost blank.  She nodded once, and kicked off from the river bed.  Jessica shifted and pushed Candice further out, then followed.  She wasn’t sure how well this was going to work, but she found the extra weight she was carrying, and her wet clothes, didn’t hinder her as much as she’d feared.  Her main concern was Candice.
“Candice, you need to stay close to me.” Jessica said, using a breaststroke and kicking with only her good leg.  Candice was still in a dog paddle, which wasn’t good.  That was a very inefficient stroke, one that would likely leave her tired out before too long.  “And we need to swim that way.  Look at me, look where I’m pointing.”
Candice’s head turned, and Jessica pointed at a forty-five degree angle, halfway between up river and straight across.  “Swim in that direction, okay?”
“I don’t think I can swim that far.” Candice said, then gave a little scream.
Jessica was already turning her head, having heard the splashing from behind.  The first zombie was entering the water.  It occurred to her she was making an assumption, but she thought it was a safe one to make.  Even so, she held her breath as she watched the zombie come closer.  It was close enough that she’d been seriously panicking if this were level ground.  As it was she was still afraid, but she stroked backwards, further from the shore, as she watched.
Sure enough, as the zombie’s feet left the ground beneath the water, the current began moving it.  It floated, but made no effort to swim; instead thrashing and splashing as it reached out for the two humans that were so tantalizingly close to it.  As it began slipping downstream, Jessica turned back around and saw Candice was frantically splashing up a storm of her own, trying to propel herself away from the thing.  Almost all of her effort was wasted, doing little to move her and a lot to make noise.
“Candice!  Candice!” Jessica said loudly, trying to make herself heard over the water.  The girl was drifting in the same direction as the zombie, though a bit slower since she was making an effort to avoid going that way.  Jessica closed the distance quickly and reached out.  “Candice!”
Her daughter uttered another scream as Jessica’s hand closed on her shoulder, but she cut it off almost immediately when her head came around.  Almost immediately Jessica found herself pushing with the hand she had out, to prevent Candice from trying to hug her.  “Calm down.  Shhhh, shhhh, it’s fine.  Everything’s fine.  Calm down.”
It took several seconds, but Candice stopped splashing around so much, and Jessica managed to keep her from pulling them both under.  “Okay, listen.  Are you listening?”
“Yes.” her voice was small and afraid.
Jessica smiled, trying to be as reassuring as she could.  “Okay, you remember how to float?”
“Yes.”
“Okay.  I want you to float, on your back.” Jessica said.  “And hold onto my shirt, up near the collar, alright?  You just do that, float and hang on, and I’ll get us across.  Can you do that for me?”  Jessica heard more splashing behind her, and didn’t bother to turn.  That would be another zombie going into the river.  After having seen the first one flounder, she wasn’t concerned.
“I think so.”
“Good.  So roll on over and start floating.”
Candice twisted in the water, bringing her legs up and spreading all her limbs out.  She bobbed a little as she settled into the position, but Jessica didn’t see anything that looked like a problem.  If Candice could hold that position, that would be enough.  Just as Jessica started to move around to in front of her daughter, something grabbed onto her foot and pulled.  With a surprised yelp that turned quickly into a gurgle, Jessica went under.
While the night was fairly well lit due to the bright and full moon, below the surface of the water that light scattered and diffused quickly, leaving everything much more murky.  Jessica twisted around and saw only a dark humanoid shape, but it was tugging on her bad leg and angling its head towards her as she came down.
She instinctively wiggled and flexed her leg, trying to pull free, but only made the pain in her injured knee that much worse.  The torque and strain it was under as she thrashed and the shape pulled on her hurt enormously, and she stopped herself from gasping just in time.  She didn’t have that much air as it was.
Maybe on land it might have been different, but in the water she had no leverage, no purchase with which to avoid being reeled in.  Whatever was pulling on her, and Jessica was pretty damn sure it was a zombie, it was strong enough to haul on her one handed with great success.  Jessica kicked with her left leg just as the zombie got her foot down in front of its head.  The zombie’s head rocked back, and her knee screamed, but the zombie didn’t let her go either.
Clamping her lips together tightly, Jessica used her right leg and kicked down like she was stomping on a bug.  The zombie’s head rocked back again and again and again, but still the fingers wouldn’t release her.  Her lungs were starting to burn, and her left knee felt like it was engulfed in red hot fire, but the zombie still clutched at her.
Desperate now, Jessica kept kicking down as she fumbled for the holster on her right side.  Her kicks grew weaker as she divided her attention, and she felt fingers scrabbling at her right leg, trying to get a hold.  If that happened it was all over but the first bite.  She got her thumb into the strap that secured the weapon against falling out and popped it off.  She didn’t have the faintest idea of whether or not the gun would work underwater, but she was out of options.
The pistol was heavy in her hand as she drew it, its stainless steel construction glinting even in the odd lighting.  It seemed to take her far too long to bring the gun around, like she was stuck in orbit or perhaps mired in mud.  Jessica got her left hand onto the gun, wrapping it around her right hand just like the manual had indicated she should.  The safety clicked as she felt for it, and she had to hope she’d done it correctly.  There was no way to see the markings next to the little lever.
She gave one final kick, then held her right leg cocked as if winding up for another one, out of the way.  She could see the zombie’s head clearly now, at least as far as its outline.  Jessica took one brief moment to try and refine her aim, but there was no time.  She squeezed the trigger.  The gun bucked heavily in her hands, badly startling her.  Worse was the noise, incredibly loud and seeming to buffet her physically.
The bullet had taken the zombie in the back of the head, right along the back curve of its skull.  A cloud of red was swirling around it, misting the water crimson.  But its fingers weren’t releasing her, and its right hand was still reaching up to grab at her ankle.  Jessica pointed the gun down and fired a second time, better prepared this time for the recoil and aural impacts.
Nothing.  She’d missed.  Jessica wanted to scream, but she was down to the last bits of air in her panicked lungs.  She made herself aim properly, taking an agonizingly long second to line up the pistol properly on the zombie’s face.  That face was upturned, brighter than the hair on its head, a patch of pale reflection below the hair and above its shirt.  There was a circle of blackness in the bottom middle of that pale patch, as it opened its mouth in preparation for a meal.
Jessica pointed the gun at that black circle and fired.
This time the effect was immediate.  As the gun pushed against her and her ears and knee protested, the fingers on her leg abruptly went slack.  Jessica kicked down with her right leg, felt her shoe come down in the middle of something that was a lot squishier than a head was supposed to be, and suddenly she was breaking the river’s surface.
Jessica drew a huge breath of air instinctively, then sputtered and started coughing as she inhaled water along with the necessary oxygen.  She heard Candice crying and saying something, but whatever it was Jessica couldn’t make it out.  Retching, Jessica coughed and spit several times, gurgling as she aspirated most of the water back out, and struggled to stay up.  Finally she caught her breath, and the panic started to recede in time with the steady flow of air.
“Mom.  Oh God, Mom!”  Candice was calling.  Jessica blinked water out of her eyes, reaching to wipe at them with her left hand as she looked around.  Candice was about fifteen feet away, still dog paddling.  Her eyes were wide, her expression frightened, as she stared at Jessica.
“I’m here.” Jessica said, trying to act calm.  Her heart was hammering away inside her chest, and her knee felt like it was like to throb right off her leg, but she tried to focus past those things.  She twisted in the water, looking at the river bank.  No other zombies were in view there.  Two were visible mostly as thrashes just below the surface a bit downstream, while the third floated face down.  The back of its head was missing, and its skull was full of red water.
“Oh God.” Jessica said, turning away quickly.  She felt her stomach lurch, and just as she thought about trying to keep from doing it, she threw up.  The vomit was mostly bile that splattered out across the river and her face, as she tipped her head back to avoid swallowing more water when she opened her mouth.  Jessica heaved several times, then managed to stifle any further ones even though her stomach was still churning.
“What’s wrong?  Mom?  Mom, I’m scared.”
Jessica stroked away from the floating pool of bile, then took a mouthful of water that she rinsed with.  Spitting, she realized she still had the pistol in her hand.  She put the safety on and held the gun up out of the water so she could verify the lever was in the correct position, then put it back in the holster.  It took her several tries to get the strap refastened, but she made sure it was in place correctly.  After what had just happened she had no intention of losing the gun in the river.
With her hands free, Jessica swam over to Candice using arms alone.  Her knee was a solid wash of pain, and she wasn’t sure if she could kick with it even if she needed to.  She got near Candice and offered a smile she knew was weak.
“No problem.”
“Are you okay?” Candice demanded, her voice still high and afraid.
“I think so.” Jessica said, trying to keep from wincing as her knee continued to throb.  “Come on, the quicker we get across, the quicker we can get out and be that much closer to getting to Doctor Morris’ house.”
“I’m still scared.” Candice said.
“So am I.” Jessica told her as she moved around in front of her daughter.  “But what did I tell you about that?”
Candice swallowed hard.  With her daughter’s head tipped back out of the water, Jessica could see her throat gulp down the fear.  “That being brave means doing what you don’t want to, even if you’re scared.”
“That’s right.” Jessica nodded.  “So, come on.  Roll over, start floating.  Hold onto my shirt like I told you.  No, better, hold onto my purse strap.  See, right here.”
She felt Candice’s fingers close around the strap where it crossed over Jessica’s right shoulder blade.  “Hold on good and tight.” she said again, then started pulling with a breaststroke at the forty-five degree angle she’d indicated a minute ago.  Candice’s weight wasn’t bad, and Jessica found a stable rhythm pretty quickly.
It was slow going, slower than she liked, but progress was progress.  Candice kicked some, which helped a little, but Jessica did most of the work.  She fixed her eye on one particular tree pretty quickly and used it to track her position against the current’s efforts to float her downstream.  She was willing to accept a certain amount of side slipping, but she didn’t have to fight against it nearly as hard as she’d feared.
Still, Jessica was starting to tire when she neared the far side.  She stopped, treading water and stroking against the current, and carefully studied the bank.  It was as tree lined as the one they’d just left, but the moon was still out, and she had pretty good vision at this point.  Her eyes were well adapted to the conditions, and the river actually helped by giving a clear space with no shadows, and even reflected a small amount of light up against the trees.
“What’s wrong?” Candice asked.
“Nothing.” Jessica said, making her voice soothing.  “I’m just checking before we get out of the water.”
“For zombies?”
“Yes, for zombies.” Jessica said.  The river bank looked quiet, without even any squirrels or whatever running around.  She swam the rest of the way in, until she felt ground beneath her feet again.  Standing on her good leg, she got the bat loosened from her purse, then waded forward a few steps.
“Is this shallow enough for you to stand in?”
Candice’s fingers relaxed their death grip on the purse strap.  Jessica turned, prepared to assist, but Candice found her footing quickly and stood without help.
“Good girl.  Come on.”  Jessica limped forward.  Even after she left the water it was harder to walk now.  Her clothes, especially her jeans, were holding a lot of water.  She felt much heavier, and that scared her a little.  Speed and separation were the only things that kept you safe from a zombie.  She instinctively feared anything that altered that dynamic.
“I’m cold.” Candice said.
“Nothing we can do for it except keep walking.” Jessica said calmly.  “Walking will help keep you warm, so let’s go.”  She wasn’t concerned, the night was warm enough to prevent any problems.  Candice was just afraid.
‘I’m afraid too.’ Jessica told herself.
“How far are we from Doctor Morris’ house?”
“I’m not sure honey.”  Jessica was having to pay more attention to walking, limping, now.  Her wet clothes had significantly altered her balance, and she didn’t want to fall.  And her knee was absolutely killing her.  Then something else occurred to her, and she swore.  “Oh shit.”
“What?”
Jessica was silent a moment, thinking.  The paper she’d given Candice . . . that was probably useless now.  “I want you to memorize something for me, okay?”
“What?”
“Where we’re going.”
“I’ve got it written down.”
“Sweetie, the water probably ruined the writing.  So just listen, okay?”  Jessica recited Dennis’ home address, number and street name, in Johns Creek, and made Candice repeat it back to her seven times while they walked.  “Don’t forget that, okay?”
“Just in case?”
“Yes, just in case.”  Jessica nodded, then started as she heard sounds from up ahead.  They were a little distant, and not loud enough to be truly alarming, but she was certain they were gunshots.
“What was that?”
“Someone’s shooting.” Jessica said absently.  Normally she’d be unhappy to hear gunfire, but right now that might be a good sign.  If, of course, it was people shooting at zombies, and not people shooting at people.  And unless there were a lot of shots, which, either way, would indicate something really bad was happening in that direction.
But there were only a handful a shots, at least that she could hear.  The echoes of the last one faded, and no more sounded.  Jessica pondered that for a little while, using it to distract her from the pain in her knee.  The uneven ground, even with the baseball bat, was making it hard to keep from jostling her bad leg.  And if a dip or a rock or some other ground level obstacle caught her off balance, she had to press harder on her left leg to avoid falling.
That just made her knee hurt worse.  Jessica realized she was starting to pant a lot, using rapid breaths to try and fight against the agony.  With the exertion of walking she realized that might lead to hyperventilation, and if that happened at best she’d have to stop to catch her breath.  At worst she could pass out.  Either would be bad.  She didn’t hear anything that sounded like zombies nearby, only hers and Candice’s footsteps, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any around.  She could never assume there weren’t some nearby.
“There’s a road.” Candice said, and Jessica blinked.  A jet of cold fear shot through her when she realized she’d allowed her attention to drift away into a sort of fugue state.  Bad, bad, very bad.  She shook her head and peered through the trees.  They were thinning out a little, and she could see a black stretch of asphalt up ahead.
“Anything around us?” Jessica asked quietly, terrified at her lapse in concentration.
“No, I’m still checking.”
“Good girl.” Jessica said with relief.  “I’m so proud of you.  You’re doing really good.”
“I’m still scared.”
“Yes, but you’re still brave too.” Jessica smiled.
“I – being brave sucks.” Candice said after a moment.
Jessica almost laughed, but stopped herself just in time.  She was afraid the distraction might make her fall over.  She settled for another smile.  “I agree.  But it’s gotten us this far.”
“I know.”
When they reached the road, Jessica allowed herself to pause next to one of the trees at the edge of the tree line.  She used the moment to try and even her breathing out, and looked around, trying to think past the pain in her knee.  The road looked vaguely familiar.  To the left she thought she recognized Highway-120, maybe a quarter mile away.  On the right she saw a street branching off to the north, and past that this road starting to curve around north as well.
“Where are we?”
“I think we’re on the south side of Doctor Morris’ neighborhood.” Jessica said slowly.  Two years ago she’d managed to take a wrong turn as she left his house, and spent a few minutes ‘lost’ in the neighborhood’s winding streets.  She’d eventually found Highway-120 again and had only then realized she was south of the turn off from 120 she normally used to get to Dennis’ house.
“So which way?”
“This way.” Jessica said, regripping the bat and stepping out.  If she was where she thought she was, it wasn’t far.  And, fortunately, the road was clear of anything, zombie or otherwise.  She led the way across, taking her time and remembering the bat was far less stable as a cane on the hard asphalt.  Though off road was more painful to walk on with her bad leg, grass and dirt perversely gave much more solid support when she leaned on the bat.
They plunged back into the trees on the far side of the road.  Less than fifty feet in Jessica saw houses off to the left.  Jessica knew immediately they had to be where she expected, and didn’t bother veering over that way to check for a street sign.  Dennis lived sort of in the middle of the neighborhood.  She kept going, limping past a second set of houses shortly after the first, then a line of them on the right.
When she saw fenced tennis courts ahead on the right, barely visible through the trees, she wanted to jump and scream for joy.  They were close. You could hear the balls being hit from Dennis’ back porch when people were playing, and if the courts were there, then . . . yup.  On the left was the man-made lake that Dennis’ house backed up against.  He had one of the best lots in the neighborhood.
“We’re almost there.” Jessica said, trying to keep her voice even.  She didn’t want to celebrate until she knew they were safe.
“Are you sure?” Candice asked, sounding doubtful.
“I’m pretty sure.” Jessica said.  Before she could say anything further, a gun went off up ahead, much closer than the previous shots had been.  It was very loud.  Jessica flinched violently and had to reach for a tree with her right hand to avoid falling over.  The gun fired several times.  Whatever was being shot at didn’t object that she could tell; there was no screaming, and nothing seemed to shoot back.
“I’m fine.” Jessica said, only gritting her teeth a little, when Candice stepped up next to her, little face upturned anxiously.
“Come on, you said we’re almost there.” Candice urged.  “Just be brave.”
Now Jessica did laugh, clutching at the tree for balance.  “You’re right.  But you’re also right that being brave sucks.”
“Let’s go.” Candice said, tugging lightly on Jessica’s damp sleeve.
Resisting the urge to go too fast, Jessica hobbled on.  She changed course when she saw they had reached the northern edge of the little ‘lake’, which was really just an attractive puddle of water.  A couple dozen feet after she altered to the left, she saw house roofs jutting up through the trees.  Now she did go faster, wincing with every step, but unable to keep herself from walking quick enough to need to use her left leg more.
Jessica recognized Dennis’ house out of the three that were in front of her immediately as she drew level with the last of the trees.  It was large, even compared to the rest of the neighborhood.  Jessica didn’t handle Dennis’ personal finances, but she saw all the numbers at the practice.  Unless his personal spending habits were insanely proliferate, he could easily afford to live just about however he wanted.
His house reflected that.  It wasn’t fair to call it a mansion, but it was definitely a house worthy of a little envy.  Jessica usually had some when she came here for one of Dennis’ holiday parties, but never more so than now.  Right now it looked like Heaven.  It was lit up, and not just from within.  She frowned a little.  That was odd.
There were big flood lights setup on the upper level of the sprawling three tiered deck of the back porch, right next to the gas grill that was bigger than the front of her Accord.  Two more lights were out on the back lawn, pointed away from the house to illuminate the grounds.  Every window in the house seemed to have light streaming out from it.  The houses to either side of it were dark.
As Jessica pondered this oddity, several things happened in rapid succession.  First, she noticed a dark shape moving on the second level of the porch.  Second, a gun went off.  And third, she heard a bullet zing past and hit a tree somewhere behind her.
Jessica startled badly and fell down when she tried to dive for cover.  As she went to ground she managed to reach for Candice and drag her down as well.  Her left knee hit something hard, something harder than mere dirt or grass, and she screamed again.  Her knee hurt so much, it was bringing tears to her eyes.  She could feel them squeezing out of her eyes in big fat drops, pain fueled and icy-hot with terror.  It took enormous effort to clamp her lips down to stop the need to keep screaming.
“Who’s there?” a voice called out.
Jessica was gasping, trying to stop her panting breaths.  She couldn’t seem to get a handle on what her knee’s specific complaints were, it just kept protesting insistently that it hurt, hurt, hurt!  But she was able to still her thrashing a lot when she heard Candice shouting.
“Stop shooting at us!”
“Who are you?”
“Ask . . . Doctor Morris.” Jessica got out around gritted teeth, rolling onto her side.  Maybe if she got off her front and got the knee up into the air it would hurt less.  Yeah, that was the ticket.  Perhaps touching it was what was making it hurt so much right now, the weight of her body, of even her leg, pushing it down against the ground.
“We’re looking for Doctor Morris’ house.” Candice yelled.
“Why?”
“Talbot.” Jessica gasped.  “We’re . . . Talbot.”
“My mom is Jessica Talbot, and he told us to come here.”
Jessica’s hands were hovering over her knee.  She wanted to clutch at it, to try and squeeze the pain out, but she was afraid to touch it.  Even the feel of her damp jeans on it seemed to be too much.  She settled for starting to fumble for the knots in the folded UGA banner.
“Mom, what can I do.” Candice was asking.
“Off.” Jessica gasped.  “Bandage . . . too tight.”
Candice’s fingers pushed Jessica’s aside, and she started trying to loosen it.  Jessica realized she couldn’t hear anyone else talking, nor was there more shooting.  “What’s happening?”
“I don’t know.” Candice said, her voice edged with panic again.  “This is too tight.  I can’t get it loose.”
Jessica’s vision was starting to get a little dim, as black spots swirled before her eyes.  It wasn’t Candice’s fault, but as she tugged on the bandage, it was pulling on the knee, and that hurt.  Then she saw a shape appear above Candice, above and behind her, looming over them both.  Her hand fumbled for the holstered pistol as ice folded in around her heart from all sides.
“Hey now, none of that.” a male voice said, bending down and reaching to put a hand over hers before she could draw the gun.
Candice screamed and fell over sideways in shock as the man reached down past her.  Candice scrabbled sideways across the ground and Jessica saw a knife appear in the man’s other hand.  He was wearing all black, a shirt and pants that both had lots of pockets, with a thick, bulky vest over the shirt that had more pockets than the shirt and pants combined.  The knife had been drawn from one of the vest pockets, up high near the shoulder.
“Please.” Jessica begged, struggling against his hand to try and get the gun out.  They were so close.  It wasn’t fair.
“Calm down.  You’re going to get hurt if you don’t stop thrashing around so much.”
“Leave my mom alone!” Candice screamed, suddenly hurtling in from the side.  Jessica had a single instant to be afraid for her daughter, with that big knife in the man’s hand, and a second instant to be amazed at Candice’s courage.  She wasn’t even a fifth of the man’s size; she was so tiny and small and frail next to his height and bulk, but she launched herself into him with both hands balled up into fists and flailing about as she hit at him.
The knife was gone.  Jessica couldn’t see it anymore.  She was momentarily afraid that was because it had been used to stab Candice.  But while Candice was shrieking and yelling, it was in anger and fear, not pain.  The man was grappling with the ten-year-old like she was a wildcat.  His hand left Jessica’s as he struggled to deal with Candice, and with both arms he was able to quickly wrap her up in his.
That left Jessica free to finally get the pistol out, and she clicked the safety off as she brought the gun up.  “Let her go.”
“Calm down.” the man said, his voice even.  “I’m not going to hurt either of you.”
“Let me go!” Candice yelled, wiggling as she tried to slip out of his grasp.
“You’re right.” Jessica said.  “Let her go or I’m going to make sure of it.”
“Don’t shoot.” the man said, and he turned slowly.  Jessica blinked at him, her thoughts dulled by the pain still radiating outward from her left knee, and before she could recognize what he was doing, he’d put Candice between himself and Jessica.  She raised the gun automatically, trying to draw a bead on his head, but he ducked down a little so she couldn’t see enough of him to be sure of a good shot.
“Someone get Doctor Morris!” the man shouted.
“Why?” a different voice called back.
“Just do it!” the man shouted back, his tone annoyed.  “Now!”
“Let her go.” Jessica said again, though she knew she wasn’t in a good position.  She couldn’t see where she could shoot the man except maybe in one of his legs, and that wouldn’t really help her any.  He’d still have his hands on Candice, and he looked strong enough to twist her daughter’s head right off without much effort.  And, Jessica realized as her eyes continued roving over what she could see of him, he had a gun of his own.
His was black.  It was in a holster on his left thigh, and she could tell from the hammer and back end that protruded out around the holster and the straps that it was an automatic like hers.  Beyond that, and the fact that it was black instead of shiny steel, she was clueless.  But it was definitely a gun.  And just because he hadn’t pulled it out yet didn’t mean he wouldn’t.
“You need to calm down.” the man said, his voice even and calm once more.  “I can tell from your face, from your expression, that you’re hurt.  Probably in shock.  I know from experience what a lot of pain can do to your ability to think clearly”
“Who are you?”
“Austin.  My name’s Austin Carter.”
“Why are you here?”
“I work for Tyler Morris.”
Jessica blinked.  Before she could try to parse that answer, she heard Dennis shouting from somewhere nearby.
“Jessica?  Jessica, is that you?”
“Dennis?” Jessica called back, a surge of relief flooding through her.
She heard feet pounding on wooden steps, then the dull thudding of someone running across the grass.  Candice stilled her struggles, but Austin didn’t release her.  His face remained calm though, continued to look at her without malice or anger.  Moments later, Dennis Morris ran up next to her.
“Jessica, why are you pointing a gun at Austin.”
“You know him?” Jessica asked carefully.
“Yes, he’s helping us.”
“He pulled a knife.” Jessica said, trying to find an explanation that wouldn’t sound ridiculous.
“I was going to cut off the wrapping on your knee.” Austin said, his voice still nice and level.  “Which is swollen enough that the wrap has to be hurting like hell.”
“Jessica, just put the gun down.” Dennis said, and his tone was the one Jessica heard so often at the office.  It was the one he used on patients, the one that said he was the doctor and knew what he was doing.  The one that promised everything would be okay if you’d only trust him.
Jessica lowered the gun slowly, then clicked the safety on.  She drew a breath that shuddered despite her best effort to keep it even.  Austin opened his arms, and Candice scrambled away from him immediately.  Austin stepped back, moving with a surprising amount of grace, and Dennis took his place at Jessica’s side.
“Damn, he’s right Jessica.” Dennis said, an edge of grimness leaking in around his practiced doctor voice.  “Your knee is swelling up like a balloon.”  He turned his head, looking over his shoulder at Austin.  “Where’s that knife?”
“We should get inside before you start working on her doctor.”
“Knife.” Dennis said commandingly.  “I can at least get that wrap off, then we can move her.”
Austin bent down and picked up the knife out of the grass.  Jessica blinked at it warily.  It really was a big knife, as long as her forearm and gleaming in the moonlight.  Dennis accepted it without a qualm and gave Jessica a reassuring smile when she tracked her gaze from the blade to his face.
“Don’t move or this might hurt more.”
“Okay.” Jessica whispered.
Dennis reached down to her leg, and she felt the pain spike as a band of pressure increased across the front and side of her knee.  Then abruptly the pressure lessened, and the pain did too.  It still hurt, but it wasn’t nearly as sharp and insistent as it had been.
“Oh God!” Jessica said, trying to hold back more tears.
“We need to get inside.” Austin repeated.
“Jessica, can you walk?” Dennis asked.  “I won’t hold it against you if you say no, your leg looks pretty bad.”
“I don’t know.”
“Be brave mom.” Candice said.
Jessica laughed, just a single bark of laughter before she gritted her teeth again.  “You’re right Candy Bear.  Uh . . . I may need someone to lean on though.”
“You want me to take the gun, or you going to put it back in the holster?” Austin asked.
Jessica blinked, then looked down awkwardly to see the pistol was still in her hand.  She was still looking at it fuzzily when Austin’s hand appeared in her field of view and took the weapon from her fingers gently.  She looked up as he did something to it, then tucked it into a big pocket on the leg of his trousers.
“Alright, up you go then.” he said almost cheerfully, leaning down over her again.  Jessica didn’t even have time to reach for him before his hands had slid under her arms and scooped her up to her feet like she weighed nothing.
“Whoa.” Jessica said dizzily, swaying in his grasp.  Being vertical didn’t seem to be much of an improvement, even though her leg hurt a lot less now that Dennis had taken the ‘bandage’ off.  She looked down, blinked twice, then felt her eyes opening very wide.  “Oh God.” she moaned.  Her knee was heavily swollen, so much so that even through the jeans she could tell it was bad off.  It was obviously a lot bigger than the right one, which had slack within the damp denim.
“We really need to get back inside.” Austin said again.  Abruptly Jessica found herself over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry, with only a vague memory of him having lifted her up.  He started walking.
“Candice?  It’s Candice, right?” she heard Dennis saying.  “I’m Doctor Morris, I work with your mom.  You want to come inside with us?”
“Mom said you’re a good guy.”
Jessica was concentrating on not throwing up.  Vertical was worse than horizontal, but this seemed worse than either of those options.  Her arms and legs dangled against Austin as she lay draped over his shoulder, her left knee flashing pain every time it bumped against his back.  Her stomach was twisting in knots, and she was having to concentrate to avoid feeling like she wanted to throw up again.
Dennis chuckled.  “I like to think so.”
“Is he a good guy?”
“Who, Austin?”
“I was a boy scout.” Austin said without stopping.  “Does that help?”
“Really?” Candice asked.
“Scout’s honor.”
“Candice.” Jessica called weakly.  “Go with Doctor Morris.”
Austin carried her up the steps of the porch’s levels without any sign that her weight bothered him at all.  Jessica caught a brief look at another man wearing a black outfit very similar to Austin’s, then she was being carried through the back door and she lost sight of the other man.
“Candice.  Where’s Candice.” Jessica muttered.
“She’s right behind us.” Austin said.  She heard other people, but caught only glimpses as she was carried through the house.  Austin went into a room that looked like a spare bedroom, judging by the unlived in look and lack of any personal effects, but the bed felt wonderfully soft as he lowered her onto the spread.
“Wow, you’re strong.” Candice said.
Austin turned and did something that made Candice giggle, something Jessica couldn’t see with his back to her.  Then he was stepping aside, and Jessica saw Dennis coming toward her with a big plastic box in his hands.
“I’ve been worried sick all night.” Dennis said as he set the box down on the chest at the end of the bed.  The lid came off with the dull snap of plastic fasteners being released, then he was rummaging around inside with both hands.  “What happened?”
“I wrecked the damn car.” Jessica said, suddenly embarrassed.
“I was told you called in and said something about an accident, but then we had problems of our own, and we couldn’t spare anyone to go search for you.”
Jessica wondered about that, but then dismissed it immediately when Dennis held up a fairly large syringe and started stripping the cap off the needle.  “What’s that?”
“Well, you’re in luck.” Dennis shrugged.  “Things might be in flux here–”
“No, we’re stable.” Austin said from the door.  “Anyone who was going has already gone.”
Dennis shrugged again.  “Whatever.  But as it turns out, Tyler’s people left some things behind when they scattered.”
“We didn’t all scatter.” Austin said, his tone holding a hint of censure.
“No, you didn’t, but most of your former colleagues are gone now.” Dennis said sadly.
“The situation is . . . pretty new to everyone.”
“Whatever.” Dennis said again.  “The good news for you though,” he said – looking down at Jessica briefly before he did the doctor thing with the syringe, thumping it with his finger a few times and squirting some of the contents up into the air – “is they brought a lot of gear with them that didn’t all get taken away when they left.”  He tore open a little packet with his teeth, then pushed Jessica’s sleeve back and swabbed her bicep with a cloth pad that was cold on her skin.
“Little stick.” Dennis said, then jabbed the needle into her arm.  Jessica didn’t even notice the prick, as the throbbing of her knee was overwhelming nearly all other sensations.  A few moments later, as Dennis set the needle aside and rummaged in the box again, she felt a wave of numbness flooding through her body like a blessing.
“Oh . . . oh that’s nice.” Jessica murmured as the pain in her knee just abruptly drifted away.  One moment it was there, throbbing and pulsing and making it quite clear that it was injured and she should pay attention to it.  The next moment she just wanted to lay there on the table and enjoy laying there.
“Yes, it works quite quickly, doesn’t it?” Dennis said with a grin.
“What?” Jessica blinked, feeling her thoughts ticking over slowly like they were stuck in first gear.
“Morphine.” Dennis said.  “Now, what did you do to your leg?”  He held up a pair of blunt nosed medical shears.
“Car accident.” Jessica murmured.
“This happened in the wreck?” He was cutting the left leg of her jeans, working up from the cuff toward her knee.
“I guess.” Jessica said, shrugging slightly.  “I hit it then, and all the walking since made it worse.”
“She fell in the stairs too.” Candice said.  “She screamed a lot when that happened.”
“When was that?”
“Just after the accident.” Candice said.  “When we were running from zombies.”  The girl had moved around to the far side of the bed, where she was hovering near Jessica’s head.  She didn’t lean on the bed, and she didn’t touch her mother, but her body language made it plain she was not going anywhere.
Jessica heard Dennis make a sound in the back of his throat, and looked down.  He’d bared her leg to mid thigh, and she thought she’d probably have reacted pretty badly if the morphine wasn’t taking all the pain and need to be concerned right away.  As it was, she felt a faint swirl of nausea in her stomach as she saw what she’d done to herself.
Her knee was very badly swollen, along both sides of the joint as well as above and below, though more below on her calf than up on her thigh.  There was a round bubble of flesh just below her knee cap that was pushed out a couple of inches from the normal line of her skin.  And the swollen skin across her knee was mottled in hues of red and blue and purple that were quite unsightly.
“I’m surprised you were able to walk on that.” Dennis said sadly.
“Mom is brave.” Candice said.
“I’ll say.” Austin muttered loudly enough for Jessica to hear.
“Well, more good news, mostly.” Dennis said.  “I don’t have everything I’d like to, but what I do have I can use to drain all that fluid out.  I have some antibiotics here that I can load you up on to counteract the risk of infection since I’ve only got the one needle to use to drain you with.  I don’t know what we’ll do about later, maybe we can make a stop somewhere and pick up some more supplies.”  He looked over at Austin questioningly.
Jessica wasn’t sure what Dennis meant, but apparently Austin did.  He frowned a little, but his voice was still calm and even when he spoke.  “That’s a question for the boss.  But you’re the doctor, so I suppose he’ll listen to you.”
“I’m his big brother.” Dennis said with a casual familiarity Jessica recognized from having watched her own children interact with each other.  “He’ll damn well listen or I’ll thump him a good one.”
“Doc, I gotta tell you, I’d have to try and keep that from happening.”
“You just remember who’ll patch you back together if you screw yourself up.” Dennis snorted.  “And make yourself useful, go get me a container.  I’m going to need something to drain all this into.”
“How big?” Austin asked agreeably.
“Big.”
Austin left, and Dennis sighed.  “Jessica, why didn’t you call again?”
Jessica blinked up at him.  She heard and understood everything that was going on, but when she tried to formulate an answer it seemed to take her considerable effort to find the words.  “The phone broke.  I don’t know, something happened to it.”
“You couldn’t find another one?”
“The closest buildings didn’t have any power.”
“Damnit, that’s right.” Dennis grimaced.  “Power’s out all over the city.”
“Not here.”
He shook his head.  “No, here too.  But there are two big generators running in the garage.  Tyler’s people set them up before they began leaving.”
“What’s wrong?” Jessica asked.  “Why are people leaving?”
“It’s . . . complicated.” Dennis sighed.
“I’m not going anywhere.” Jessica murmured.
Dennis smiled.  “Yeah, not on that leg you aren’t.  How far did you have to walk?”
“From Peachtree Industrial.”
“You came down Abbotts Bridge on foot?” his eyebrows were raised, and his eyes wide.
“We came through the woods.” Candice said.  Jessica turned her head and saw her daughter was looking up at Dennis calmly.  She reached out a hand, which Candice took immediately.  Her little face looked, well not content, but far more at ease than it had since . . . well since dinner time.  Since before everything had gone to hell.
“You’re damn lucky.” Dennis breathed.  “You have no idea.”
“Why?  It was that or stay where we were, and I didn’t know if anyone was coming for us.”
“That was sort of the last straw for when Tyler’s people started leaving.  They were already on edge about the announcement about the bombing runs, and when hordes started appearing out here, they said all bets were off.”
Jessica frowned.  “I don’t know what that means.”
Dennis grimaced.  “I don’t want to get into it right now, not with you all hopped up on morphine, but the short version is we had maybe fifty or sixty people here, and now we’re down to fourteen.”
“Sixteen, counting you and your daughter.” a female voice said.  Jessica turned her head and saw a red haired woman standing in the doorway.  Austin loomed behind her, though to be fair he was just standing there.  Jessica supposed it took work to avoid the appearance of being threatening and dangerous when you were as big as he was.
“Vanessa Morris.” she said, moving forward with a deep porcelain bowl that had an intricate design of flowers encircling it just below the rim.  “Dennis says you’re the heart and soul of his office.”
“I just keep it running.” Jessica shrugged.  “The rest of us are out of work without him there.”
Vanessa wore a skirt suit and a polite expression of attention as she handed the bowl to Dennis.  “I want to apologize for the mix up that resulted in you getting stranded out there.”
Jessica frowned slightly.  “I wrecked my car when a zombie stepped out in front of me.  I don’t see how that’s your fault.”
“Yes, but you did manage to call in with your location.” Vanessa said, stepping back and standing next to the door.  Austin had taken up a position in the doorway, his hands hooked on his belt casually.  “The person who took your call was one of those who left, and he neglected to do so in an orderly fashion.  Your information was lost in the transition.”
“Jessica, this is probably going to feel a little weird, but don’t move, okay?” Dennis said.
Jessica looked down and saw Dennis had the syringe in his hand again, along with another alcohol pad.  “I’m fine.” she assured her boss.  “Or, I guess the morphine is.”
“Okay.”  He swabbed her knee gently with the pad, leaving it tingling and cold.  “You might not want to watch this, it could get a little gross.”  He paused for a few moments, as if waiting for her to look away, then just shrugged slightly and dropped the pad.
Setting the needle against the side of the big bubble of swelling on the front of her knee, he pushed it in, then started pulling the plunger back.  Fluid, yellow but with a red tinge to it, began filling the syringe.  Jessica took one look at it, realized that was inside her, and hastily averted her eyes.
Vanessa had crossed her arms, and she smiled when Jessica looked around at her.  “So anyway, like I was saying, I’m glad you made it here, and I’m sorry you had to go though so much to do so.”
“We’re here now.” Jessica said.  Dennis was right.  It did feel extremely odd as he drained her knee.  Not painful.  More like there was pressure that was being released.  She felt the needle leave her flesh, an odd sensation that also didn’t hurt, then heard something splattering against porcelain.  She had to suppress a shudder when she realized that was probably the drained fluid being emptied into the bowl.
“I’m also sorry, but after Dennis gets done treating your knee we’re going to need to examine you.”
“What?” Jessica blinked.
“It’s a safety precaution.” Dennis said.  He jabbed the needle back in her.  Jessica did not look down again.  He knew what he was doing, and she didn’t need to see the details.  “Vanessa, I guess that’s why you’re in here?”
The woman nodded.  “It occurred to me you might not want to disrobe for Dennis, even though he is a doctor.  So I’m your other option.”
“I’m not following you.” Jessica said slowly, feeling like maybe she should be alarmed or something.  The morphine was still working though, stealing away all the sharp edges and heaviest parts of her emotions.  She felt nice and relaxed.
“You’ve been out there, on foot from what I heard.” Vanessa said briskly.  “Did you encounter any zombies?”
“Yes, we had to run from . . . well many I guess.” Jessica said.  “Do you need a count or something?”
“No, but we need to be sure your only injury is that knee.  By the way, Dennis, I assume it’s just a bruise or something?”
“Probably a very bad sprain.” Dennis said.  “I can’t know for sure without a scan, or until she’s had a few weeks to fully heal so I can see how it reacts, but I think it’s just a sprain.”
“But no broken skin?”
“No, not until I started poking needles into her.”
“Right.” Vanessa nodded.  “But we need to be sure.” she repeated, looking at Jessica.  “I hope you understand.  It’s just a quick peek, and we’re done.”
“Peek at what?”
Vanessa sighed, looking a bit frustrated, but Dennis spoke up.  “Ease up Vanessa.  She’s had a rough night, and I just gave her a big dose of morphine.  Exercise a little patience.”
“I – you’re right, of course.” Vanessa said, her expression smoothing over contritely.  “My apologies.  Jessica, you need to be examined to make sure you don’t have any bites on you.  Everyone here who’s left the house and returned has been examined, and if you’re going to stay you and your daughter need to be as well.”
Jessica blinked, then nodded slowly.  “I suppose that makes sense.”
“I’m glad you agree.  Like I said, it’s just a precaution, but it’s an important one.  I doubt you’ll have to go through it again, since your injury and your daughter’s age make it unlikely we’ll need to have you do anything outside a secured area.”
“I won’t mind if you want her to do the exam.” Dennis said.  Jessica heard him emptying the syringe again, and she risked a look down.  The big bubble on the front of her knee was already half the size it had been, and the pressure was lower.  The morphine was working beautifully to kill the pain, but she knew even without it her knee would be hurting less.  All that pressure that wasn’t there anymore had to mean less pain.
“Uh . . . nothing personal Dennis, but you’re married.” she said, summoning a grin.
* * * * *



 
Chapter Eighteen – You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here
Darryl
Darryl flicked his Zippo, but the wheel only threw sparks that didn’t catch.  Frowning, he flicked again, then held the lighter up next to his ear and shook it.  “Fuck.”
“Here bro.”
He looked up in time to see something small arcing towards him, barely visible in the moonlight.  His hand came up just in time to almost catch it, but when he missed he managed to pop it up into the air, which gave him a chance to snag it with a second effort.  When his hand closed on it he found it was an oval Bic lighter.
“Thanks man.” he told Tiny before putting flame on the end of his cigarette and inhaling the smoke.  He loved the rush of the smoke into his lungs.  It was an easy luxury, and was a very good way to pass the time when you were stuck watching over something.  He smoked to pass the time on his Oasis shifts, and now he was finding it was just as diverting when he was sitting on the roof with a rifle at the ready.
He made to throw the lighter back to Tiny, but the big biker shook his head.  “Naw, I got another.  That one almost empty anyway.”
“You know if they remembered to get any lighter fluid?” Darryl asked, sticking the currently useless Zippo and the useful Bic in his pocket.
“I think there a few cans in the barn, maybe.” EZ offered.
“Hmm.” Darryl grunted, taking the smoke out of his mouth and tapping ash off to one side.  “Guess I gotta go digging through there tomorrow.”
The thing Darryl had noticed about being out here, something he’d never really been aware of before now, was how quiet it was.  To be fair, normally the clubhouse was jumping with tunes and partying.  If he wasn’t chilling with his fellow Dogz while he was out here it usually was because he’d partied himself into a drunken stupor and passed out.  The next day he’d always be awakened by the resumption, or continuing, of the party.
And even when things had been a little more sedate, there was also a little bit of something going on in the background.  Highway 78 was only about a mile to the northwest, even if it was screened by heavy carpet of trees.  Even in the dead of night, or perhaps especially then, cars and trucks could be heard headed west towards Atlanta or east towards Athens.
Not now though.  Darryl had been on watch for about ninety minutes, and he was still trying to get used to how fucking quiet it was.  There was no distant hum of engines and tires.  No overhead drone of aircraft.  No music thumping below him from the clubhouse.  And the sky, that was also a real eye opener.  In Atlanta the night sky was really more of a dark haze lit from below by the city it was draped over.  Out here, it was a velvet blanket with hundreds and hundreds of individual jewels of light that shone down clearly.
“How long you think it gonna be like this?” Mad asked.
Darryl continued smoking for a few moments, then felt eyes on him and glanced around.  Tiny and EZ were still sitting in their lawn chairs, facing off in the directions they were supposed to be watching, but Mad and Psycho had turned their heads to look at him.  “What, you asking me?”
“I guess.” Mad shrugged.   “I mean, it sort of a philosophical question.”
“Bro, like you know anything about philosophy.” EZ said in a tone calculated to wiggle a verbal knife into Mad’s skin.
“Hey fuck you EZ.” Mad said, his tone proving the blade had struck home.  “I just sitting here thinking and–”
“Yeah, that’s what I smelled.” Tiny chuckled.
“Why y’all gotta go an be like that?”
“Well, what else is there to do?” Psycho said.  “I mean, it boring as fuck up here.”
“We keeping watch.” Tiny replied.
“Yeah, well, it boring.”
“It important.” Darryl said mildly, turning back to gaze across the lake.
“It can be important and boring at the same time.” Mad pointed out.
“Yeah, well . . . it still important.” Darryl shrugged.
“So I thinking, cause it a good way to stay awake.” Mad said, clearly trying to haul the thread of the conversation back on what he saw as the track.  “How long things gonna stay like this?”
“Like what?” Darryl asked after a moment, after he made sure no one else was going to volunteer to offer an opinion.
“You know, with zombies and shit walking around.”
“How the fuck I supposed to know?” Darryl asked, not entirely unreasonably in his opinion.
“Well, you a smart Dog, right?”
“Bro, just ‘cause Bobo gone and made me his bitch don’t make me smart.”
“Yeah, well at least you know that’s how it is.” Psycho laughed.
Darryl shrugged again.  Bobo had called everyone briefly to order just before people started bunking down to get some sleep and made his delegation announcements.  Darryl had been braced for complaints or argument, especially over his part in Bobo’s system, but no objections had been raised.  That had surprised him.
“They gonna figure shit out, sooner or later.” EZ said.
“Who?” Mad asked.
“Who what?”
“Who gonna figure shit out?”
“Oh.” EZ said.  “You know, the government.”
“What if there ain’t no more government?”
“Bro, you need to chill.” EZ said.
“I bored, so I thinking about stuff.” Mad protested.  “What you want me to do?”
“I don’t fucking know.  Have a smoke or something.”
“Dog, it ain’t like I’m asking some far out shit.  This applicable to us.”
“Oh Christ.” Tiny muttered, though his voice was clearly pitched to carry.
“Now what?”
“What you been doing, reading a dictionary?” Tiny asked.
“Just cause you can’t handle no words longer than two syllables don’t mean we all idiots.”
Darryl heard Tiny’s chair creak, and turned to see the big man turning to glare at Madman.  “Alright Dogz, dial it the fuck back a bit.” Darryl said calmly, really hoping that would be enough to prevent further friction.
Tiny raised a finger at Mad briefly, then turned back to face the trees to the north.
“Ain’t no one gonna say something?” Mad asked after a few seconds.
“About what?” Psycho asked.
“Fuck!” Mad said loudly.  “About the shit we done fucking stuck in the middle of.”
“I don’t know, okay?” Darryl said quickly, trying to head off a repeat of the same argument.  “Don’t no one know how it gonna be.”
“Well, what happen if there ain’t no more government?”
“There always a government.” Darryl said, thinking to the history classes he’d barely managed to not sleep through at UGA.
“There ain’t no more President, no Congress, no damn military–” 
“There a Congress an military.” EZ said.
“No there ain’t.” Mad replied.  “Teevee done said they cleared out of Washington.  And Atlanta ain’t the only city that done been turned into a fucking zombie buffet.”
“Teevee said the government was evacuating Washington.” EZ pointed out.  “And if there ain’t no military, who you think gonna be dropping them bombs tomorrow?”
“Today.” Psycho said.
“Naw, tomorrow.” Tiny said with a grunt of laughter.  “It ain’t tomorrow until you done slept.”
“Whatever, sometime before it get dark again, they supposed to be bombing the shit out of a lot of cities.” EZ said, his tone making it clear he didn’t care about the semantics of when today became tomorrow.  “If there ain’t no more military, where they getting the bombs from, and who dropping them?”
“Okay, but if there no more power, and if all the big cities done been nuked, then where that leave us?”
“Mad, you need to chill the fuck out.” Tiny said warningly.
“It leave us here.” Darryl said.  “Maybe it might not be so bad.”
There was a moment of silence, then Psycho spoke.  “How it not gonna be so bad?”
“Well, fuck, think about it.  Who honestly like the fucking retards we got in government anyway?” Darryl pointed out.  “And the cops?  And the banks?  Shit, maybe it good zombies running around cleaning house.”
“Harsh.” EZ said.  “That harsh DJ.”
Darryl shrugged.  “I ain’t saying I glad people getting eaten and shit, but it ain’t my fault, or your fault, or any of our fault it happening, right?  So since we stuck here, maybe it not gonna be so bad?”
“So this gonna be paradise?” Mad asked.
Darryl now knew how Tiny was feeling, as he had to suppress a strong urge to turn around and smack Mad upside the head.  “I didn’t say nothing about no paradise.”
“But you say maybe it a good thing?”
“I didn’t say that neither.” Darryl said carefully, trying not to yell.
“Then what you saying?”
“I’m saying, since you fucking asking, that if there ain’t no more Man or governor or president or anybody, that things still could be worse.  We got food, we got a place to live, and we got a lot of Dogz here to get through this shit with.” Darryl said, flicking his spent cigarette away towards the barn side of the roof.  “I think we got a chance of making out okay.”
“Man, but what if more people start turning into zombies?” Mad asked.
There was a long scrape of aluminum against the concrete roof as Tiny stood up.  “Alright, that’s at least a slap on your damn fool head you got coming.”
“What the hell for?” Mad said, standing up and immediately backing away from Tiny.
“For being a fucking retard.” Tiny growled.
“That ain’t right bro.”
“Yeah, keep on.” Tiny said.  “I can turn the slap into a full-on ass whipping if you want.”
Darryl heard them talking, and knew he should say something to keep them from getting into it like they were about to, but he was distracted by movement on the road.  He squinted through the moonlit night as Mad told Tiny to calm down.  There was a light moving along the road at the southeast corner of the lake.  It was almost to where the road curved around to start coming up the northwestern edge.
“Hey, can it.” Darryl said, remembering he had a hunting rifle in his hands that had a scope on it.  The light was moving in a particular way, up and down, as it traced along the road.  Just like a flashlight in someone’s hands.  And from the motion of the light, it didn’t look like whoever was over there was simply walking through the night; the violent bobbing and swinging of the light looked a lot like someone running.  He abruptly wanted, needed, to get a better look at what was going on over there.
“DJ, it ain’t right he gonna lay hands on me just cause his head too small–”
“Mad, you digging deeper with every word.” Tiny said warningly.
“Shut the fuck up!” Darryl said as he settled the rifle against his shoulder and tried to line the scope up on the light.  He’d never hunted, and he’d never really gotten into long gun shooting.  And he for sure had never been in the military or done any shooting from long range.  As a result, the scope was an unfamiliar object to him.
“DJ, what you doing?” he heard EZ ask.
“There someone over there.” Darryl said as he tried to get the scope centered properly.  “I think they coming this way.”
There was a rustle of shuffling feet and surprised murmurs from the others on the roof with him as they turned to look where he was pointing the rifle.  Darryl looked over the scope and moved the rifle until it was generally lined up with the light, then carefully dropped his eye back to it.
All he could see was a magnified view of the lakeshore.  “Damnit.” Darryl muttered, glancing up and adjusting the rifle again, then peering back through the scope once more.  More lakeshore.  He scowled and drew his view through the scope ‘down’ until he found the road, then swept right slowly.  After a few seconds of not finding what he was looking for he looked up over the scope again.
“Mother fuc–” Darryl cursed.  He was moving his view away from the light, having started from behind it.  He looked back through the scope and went through the process again.  Lakeside, then find the road, then move to the left this time.  He was so surprised when he finally got the target into view of his scope that he almost lost it immediately.
“What is it?” Psycho asked curiously.
“Not sure yet.” Darryl said, his voice almost absently flat as he got more used to how little movement was needed to alter where the scope was looking.  The moon was bright tonight, full but for a slight sliver, but even with that he couldn’t make out fine details.  It was a person, that much he was sure of.
White, obvious from the way the skin of their face and arms picked up the scattering of faint light coming down from above.  Or, maybe, they were just wearing white clothing.  He couldn’t be sure.  Well, he was sure they were wearing white clothes.  He just wasn’t sure about their skin color.  They were definitely running though, the flashlight clutched in their left hand only intermittently illuminating the road ahead of them.
Darryl pondered.  Running and holding a flashlight had to rule out zombie.  According to the news they didn’t move faster than a staggering walk, and they seemed to lose most of their motor control.  He couldn’t remember any reports of zombies using tools or devices of any kind . . . hell they apparently couldn’t even turn a door knob.
“Shit, that a person.” He heard EZ say.  Darryl glanced over after a moment’s thought, weighing his desire to see what the others on the roof were doing against the chore it was going to be for him to find the target in his scope again.  The roof won out, and he saw EZ standing beside his chair and doing the same thing Darryl had been.  Darryl saw the others were looking curiously in the same direction.  Mad and Psycho both had shotguns, not rifles; but Tiny, who also had a rifle, wasn’t trying to use his scope.
“Y’all supposed to be helping watch everything, not just whatever this is.” Darryl said a little sharply.
“There ain’t nothing else out here.” Mad said.
“Don’t matter.  We up here watching to make sure.  You better keep an eye on your part of the fence or I swear to God I’ll shoot you myself if some damn zombie get in here cause you ain’t paying attention.”
There was some muttering, especially from Mad, but they turned back to their sections.  They did, however, glance over occasionally.  Just for a few seconds, then they’d look back where they were supposed to.  Darryl decided he could live with that.  Hopefully.
Darryl returned his attention to the issue at hand.  The paperwork that had come with this rifle was floating in his mind as he tried to remember the crucial details.  He was pretty sure he remembered this scope was variable power, but he wasn’t sure how to adjust it.  Turning so his own shadow wasn’t occluding the weapon in his hands, he studied the scope and spotted a ring of markings near the knobs that did something to the elevation and alignment of the scope.
He lay down on the roof and got the rifle into position, then peered through the scope with his hand on the ring.  When he was looking through it, he twisted the little in-line dial with all the markings experimentally.  The image in the scope seemed to sort of slide closer, and he nodded unconsciously.  Okay then.
Shifting around to look at the light, he realized as he got realigned on it that whoever was over there had veered off the road and to the house right there at the lake road’s curve.  It took Darryl longer to get the scope back onto the ‘target’ this time; it was a lot harder for him to get it centered with the magnification dialed up.  By the time he managed it find the person they were retreating from the house.
No, not retreating.  The person was moving to the next house on the shore.  There were three houses on this side of the lake, all between the lake road and the lake shore.  They were smaller and less ‘vacation home’ than the ones on the eastern side, and had only a few trees and bushes that were clearly planted for landscaping purposes, rather than the thick pine stands on the far side.
As Darryl pondered this, he realized he was looking at a woman.  The moonlight was still not enough to really see well, but the increased magnification on the scope was enough to let him make out the figure much better.  She had long blonde hair and wore a robe over what looked like a nightgown or maybe a long shirt.  Both flapped behind her, streaming back with the speed of her passage along with her hair, as she ran toward the next house.
She looked like she was maybe pretty, for a white girl.  He wasn’t sure.  But what really caught his eye were the streaks of color that were visible on the hems of her clothing.  Both were white, so the difference was readily apparent.  As he studied her through the scope, he was abruptly sure it wasn’t some sort of style thing that was a normal part of her clothing.  They were uneven, irregular.
And they were dark.  Maybe red, maybe brown.  He wasn’t sure.  But they could be blood.
“So what happening over there?” Psycho asked.
“It’s a girl.” EZ said.  “Maybe a teenager, but she ain’t no older than maybe sixteen or so.”
Darryl watched as the – woman, girl, whatever – reached the second house.  She ran up to the front door and pounded on it with her fists.  Darryl swept his view along the front of the house briefly before returning it to her.  The house was dark, and there was no vehicle in the driveway.  And there wasn’t a garage either.  He couldn’t honestly say he’d been paying attention to what the neighbors had been doing over the weekend so far, but he was reasonably sure that house was empty at the moment.
The girl was glancing to her right, in the direction she’d come from.  She hammered on the door again.  Darryl frowned and held the scope centered on her as he reached up and found the magnification adjuster by touch.  Slowly he dialed it back until he was far enough back to see the whole house without moving his scope, then swept carefully to the right.
His view was best on the road, where the surface was even and didn’t create any odd shadows as the nearly constant little rolls and dips in the Georgia landscape played tricks on his ability to see clearly in the moonlight.  He scanned along the road until the trees picked back up, which wasn’t that far on the southern portion of the road.  Near as Darryl could tell it was clear.
“Fuck, she upset about something.” EZ said.
Darryl swung the rifle back to the second house, then tracked left.  He picked the girl back up just as she was nearing the third and final house.  Well, final except for the Dogz clubhouse.  That last house was about half a mile from where Darryl lay, maybe a bit less.  And less still if the girl ran straight for him, avoiding the road and running right across the landscaping company’s field.
After he managed to get the magnification pushed back up again, which was tricky as hell to do while still tracking her in the scope’s field of view, he decided EZ was definitely right.  As she ran towards the last house he saw she appeared to be crying.  And she was barefoot, he realized as she ran up to the door of the house and slammed her fists into it wildly.
He almost asked himself the question, reflexively, but then realized there almost surely was only one answer.  Why would a girl be roaming around the Georgia countryside, barefoot, in her bed clothes, crying?
“EZ, you feel pretty good looking for shit through that scope?” Darryl asked instead, watching as the girl screamed something as she hammered on the door.  She was just far enough away that he only heard a faint sound, something he wasn’t sure he’d even notice if he weren’t watching the person who was making it.
“Huh?”
“The scope.” Darryl said again.  “You picked her up pretty fast.  Faster than me.  You comfortable using it?”
“Uh, yeah.  I guess.” EZ said, his voice a little amused.  “It ain’t that hard, you know?”
“Good.  I think she probably running from something.  Maybe.” Darryl said, watching as she continued beating upon the front door of the house.  There was a vehicle in the driveway of this one, a pretty old four door that looked like it was on its last legs.  But the house itself was dark, and he was beginning to think it was vacant too.  She’d been screaming and attacking the door for about a minute, and surely that would have woken up someone inside by now.
“Yeah, that what I think too.” EZ said.
“So look back along the way she come.” Darryl said.  “See if you spot anything she running from.”
“Yeah, okay.” EZ said after a few moments, his voice now thoughtful.
Darryl didn’t lift his eye from the scope.  The girl was moving.  Turning, she ran out to the driveway and tugged on the door handles on the car.  When they didn’t open she stood next to the driver’s side door for a few moments, her head turning back and forth.  A few moments later she started running again, this time directly at the clubhouse. 
He didn’t stop to ponder why she was coming this way.  It didn’t matter.  Darryl watched her for maybe fifteen seconds, making sure of where she seemed to be headed, then leaned back from the scope and scowled.  “Mad.” he said as he started to get up.
“Yeah?”
“Trade guns with me.” Darryl said.
“What?  Why?” Mad seemed surprised by the request.
“Because I going down to the fence line to intercept her, and I don’t need no damn scoped rifle down there on the ground.”
“Well I don’t know how to use no damn rifle.” Mad whined, clutching the shotgun against his chest protectively.
“Bro, hand the man the fucking shotgun.” Tiny said without turning.
Mad’s eyes flickered to the big biker, then he held the shotgun out to Darryl.  He took it from Mad, then gave him the rifle.  “There the safety.  When you fire, you gotta work the bolt up and back, then forward and down.  But don’t fucking fire unless I do, or unless you see some damn zombie or something about to eat someone.”
“DJ, what you gonna do?” Mad said more than a bit sullenly, holding the rifle in his hands like it was radioactive.
“See what she want.”
“What if she wants in?” EZ asked.  Darryl looked over at him, but the biker was still standing with his own rifle to his shoulder, looking southeast through the scope.
“She ain’t fucking getting in here.” Darryl said decisively.
“But y’all said she in trouble.” Psycho said, turning to look at him.
“So?” Darryl shrugged, moving to the ladder leaning against the back wall of the clubhouse.
“Well, she might need help or something.”
“Bro . . .” Darryl trailed off momentarily, then shrugged again.  “Look.  What Bobo say yesterday?”  Psycho and Madman looked blankly at him for a moment, and Darryl sighed.  “Look, just watch your areas.  EZ, you watch me when you hear me start talking to her, okay?”
“I gotcha DJ.” EZ said.
Darryl went down the ladder as quickly as he could one handed, holding the shotgun out to the side with his right hand.  When he got back on the ground, he jogged around the south side of the house and headed for the front corner of the fence.  The ground sloped gently up from the lake, but even so it took him a few moments to find her again now that he was down on the ground.
He started to drape the shotgun up across his shoulder, then stopped when he realized where that would leave the barrel pointing.  He was pretty sure he wouldn’t fire the gun by accident, but he still wasn’t comfortable having the barrel pointed back towards the clubhouse.  Instead he settled for gripping the stock, finger next to the trigger, and let the pump slide rest against the crook of his left arm, like he was crossing his arms with the gun in them.  He left the safety on the gun off, so it was ready to fire without delay.
The girl was audible well before she got near the fence.  Her breath was coming in great gasps, and she was somehow managing to cry despite the exertion of her running.  Her sobs were like choking gulps that competed for equal time against her need to breathe.  Darryl couldn’t believe she hadn’t collapsed already; she seemed like she was about to hyperventilate herself into unconsciousness.
“That far enough.” he called when she was maybe twenty-five feet from the fence.  She’d clearly spotted him about twenty seconds prior, and as she drew closer Darryl had been able to resolve more detail about her.  EZ was right, she couldn’t be any older than sixteen.  Maybe younger; girls seemed to look a lot older these days for some reason, even though this one didn’t appear to be wearing any makeup or anything.
He was also able to see with much greater certainty, almost total as far as he was concerned, that the stains on her clothing were blood.  In addition to being on the trailing hem of her robe and long shirt, he saw more spots of red color across the lower front of her shirt, and down her left side and sleeve.
As far as Darryl was concerned, that settled his last bit of doubt.  He’d been reasonably sure of what he was going to do while he waited for her, but there had been a tiny voice in the back of his head that kept telling him it was wrong.  That he needed to do the decent thing and help her.  The blood settled it.  There was no way.
“Thank God!” she blurted, stumbling down from a run into a fast walk.  Her head swiveled to look behind her, and when she faced him again she was crying twice as hard.  The tears were starkly visible on her face, glistening in the moonlight.  “Help me.  Please, help me!”
“I said stop.” Darryl called back.  When she continued walking toward him, he lifted the shotgun and put it to his shoulder, but kept it canted down some.  Not quite aiming at her, but ready to complete the motion and draw a bead on her very quickly.
“What – help me!” the girl said faintly, slowing but not fully stopping.  She was still sort of wandering toward him, like a slow walk that wove back and forth as her fatigue or maybe her emotional state left her struggling to walk normally.
“Fucking stop.” Darryl said.  He was jacking the slide before it occurred to him that was a fucking silly as hell thing to do.  Sure enough, an unfired round ejected out of the port on the side of the weapon.  But as it hit the ground next to him, he realized maybe it wasn’t an entirely silly thing to have done.  The sound was distinctive.  Almost everyone, certainly anyone who watched movies or television, knew what a shotgun’s slide being operated sounded like.  And knew what it meant.
She gave a little scream, almost squeaking in terror, but she finally stopped.  She was now maybe fifteen feet from the fence.  “Please . . . I’m Ann Newell.  I live on the other side of the lake.  I need help.”
“There’s blood on you.” Darryl said.  “What you running from?”
Her face seemed to crumble into tears in an instant.  He’d only thought she was crying before.  Now the waterworks were really going.  Darryl had to remind himself what was going on to avoid the automatic reaction her crying threatened to elicit within him.
“My parents, my brothers.” she sobbed.  “Oh God!”
“Look, you ain’t coming in here.” Darryl said when he was reasonably sure she was too busy crying to address his question.
“I need help!” Ann screamed at him.  “You’re not listening!”
“I hear you just fine.” Darryl said, making his voice hard.  He told himself she was just one more unruly customer that he had to deal with, period.  The reason, the story, the excuse . . . that never mattered.  The result did.  He was supposed to handle problems, not solve them.
“Then why won’t you help me?”
“There a lot of fucked up shit going around.” Darryl said.  “Whatever you dealing with, it your problem.”
“No, it’s not just my problem.” she screamed.  “They’re chasing me.”
“Who is?” Darryl asked, glancing automatically at the field between the fence and the road behind her.  He didn’t see anything, or on the road either.  That didn’t mean something wasn’t there, but if something was, he couldn’t spot it yet.
She took a deep breath and tried to compose herself.  Darryl could see it, could already see the story being organized before she even started speaking.  He’d seen that look hundreds, thousands, of times.  Sometimes the story was true, sometimes it wasn’t.  There was always a story, occasionally even a good one, a true one.
It didn’t matter.  It never did.
“My parents pulled us all out of school Friday afternoon when the news started talking about problems.” Ann said, her voice admirably calm compared to the anguish visible on her face.  “Alan . . . changed yesterday morning when he and Aaron were outside helping dad board up the house.  He hurt both of them before they were able to close him up in the shed.  A little while ago . . .” her resolve started disintegrating again, and Darryl almost didn’t need to hear the rest.
“They both changed too.” he said.
“Yes.” She sobbed.  “I heard screaming, but by the time I got into my parents bedroom it was too late.  They were . . . oh God, Mom!”
“Yeah.” Darryl said, deliberately using his professional tone.  The one he used to indicate it wasn’t personal, it was just the way it had to be.  “I get it.  So there two zombies chasing after you now?”
“Yes!  Please, you’ve got to help me.” Ann said desperately.  “Dad had the keys to the car in his pocket, said it was in case we all had to leave the house in a hurry.”
“The other way got people too.” Darryl said, pointing back the way she’d come from.  That direction did, in fact, lead back to the roads that allowed access to and from the lake.  There were neighborhoods that way.  Not big ones, not like in the Atlanta suburbs, but still groups of houses.  Probably four or five dozen at least within the next two or three miles.  “Why didn’t you go there, instead of back here into this dead end?”
“I don’t know!” Ann was crying again.  “I don’t know, okay.  But I’m here now, you’re here now.  Please.  I need help.”
“No.”
“Goddamnit!” She screamed, clenching her fists.  Darryl shifted the shotgun, aiming at her from the hip.  “Why–why won’t you help?”
“We trying to keep from getting sick.” Darryl said, hoping maybe a bit of an explanation might keep him from having to shoot her.  He really didn’t want to shoot her, but he was not going to let her come inside the fence.  “You got blood all over you, and you done said a bunch of your family hungry and eating people now.  You a risk we ain’t gonna take.”
“Please.” she whispered, falling to her knees and folding her hands under her chin.  Darryl had to step, very firmly, on his compassion.  She was young and blonde and almost angelic looking in the moonlight, wearing the kind of clothes the heroine in a horror movie usually was all through the final act.  Everything about her was the very picture of the modern damsel in distress.
“Please.” she repeated, barely audible.  “Please, please help me.”
“EZ.” Darryl shouted without turning.  The answer drifted back to him from the roof of the clubhouse.
“Yeah DJ?”
“You see anything back toward the road?”
“Hang on.”
Darryl waited, keeping the shotgun pointed at her.  Ann stayed on her knees, her hands clasped together, watching him hopefully through her tears.  He scanned the darkness behind her, still seeing nothing.  He felt a minute tick by.  Ann’s breathing calmed down as she finally finished catching her breath.  If she lived on the far side of the lake, then she’d run over a mile to get here.  He really wished she’d run the other way though.
“DJ?”
“What you got?”
EZ’s voice was flat, almost conversational.  “There two people coming down the road.”
“People?” Darryl asked sharply.
There was a pause, a long one, then EZ spoke again.  “Well, they on foot, and they ain’t cars or nothing.”
“How they walking?”
“Like they can barely stand bro.”
Darryl nodded.  “EZ, you keep an eye on them, let me know if they go some other direction than here.”
“Word.”
Darryl looked at the girl.  “Okay, I got a compromise for you.”
“Compromise?” she repeated like the word didn’t make sense.
“Yeah.  You stay here.  There, or whatever.  Outside the fence.  You ain’t coming in.  But you can hang out here while we see where them two zombies is going.”
“What if they’re coming here?” she asked, her lower lip quivering heavily.
“Let’s hope they is.” Darryl shrugged.
“What?”
He made a placating motion with his left hand.  “If they are, we’ll take them out.  Then you can head back and find help.  Maybe there still some cops out or something.  I dunno.”  He sort of doubted it however; the news had made it clear the police and fire departments, and the hospitals and paramedics, had taken most of the brunt of the zombie problem since Friday.  There were very few left anywhere.
“But–”
“No buts.” Darryl said firmly.  “That’s the deal.  If they come over here, we’ll kill them, and you can go find some help without being chased.  You staying on that side of the fence though.”
“I . . .” she glanced behind her, then back at him with a contorted expression of fear and a bit of anger.  “Fine.”
“Good.  So you feel free to get comfortable there if you want.  It a long walk back that way.”
She didn’t say anything, and he didn’t blame her.  Darryl wasn’t sure he’d be unable to keep from cursing up a storm if he were in her shoes.  Though, he admitted, he wasn’t so sure he’d ever actually end up in such a fucked up circumstance as she was.  He’d gone armed since Friday.  True, it had taken Bobo insisting for him to strap the gun on, but since then he’d kept it with him.  He was reasonably confident he’d be able to handle a couple of zombies so long as he was armed.
Minutes went by slowly.  Darryl stood on his side of the fence, Ann stayed kneeling on hers.  He watched the landscape behind her, searching for movement or shapes in the moonlight, but saw nothing.  Finally he heard EZ call down again.
“DJ.”
“Yeah?”
“They maybe half a minute out.”
“Where?” Darryl asked, peering through the darkness and lifting the shotgun.
“Look off to your right some.  Little more.  Yeah, that way.  They coming from there.”
“Okay.  How they look.”
“Like fucking zombies.” EZ said, clearly amused.
“So you want to take some shots at them?”
“Sure.” EZ said, still sounding amused.  There was a scraping, scuffling sound that told Darryl EZ was laying down on the roof, then a long pregnant pause.  When the rifle fired, it boomed loudly, echoing across the surrounding terrain.  Darryl saw Ann flinch violently, but she stayed on the ground and didn’t look behind her.
He heard EZ working the bolt action on the gun, levering another round into firing position, then there was silence again as the biker aimed.  EZ fired twice more, then spoke as he worked the bolt again for his fourth shot.  “Wounded one.  You see them yet?”
Darryl did.  They were only dim shapes, but clearly humanoid.  The one on the right was closer, maybe four or so steps ahead of its partner.  Darryl wondered idly if zombies even had partners, then shook his head and aimed the shotgun.  He waited, not wanting to screw EZ’s next shot up, until he heard the hunting rifle fire again.  The lead figure rocked backward but didn’t go down.  As he heard EZ working his bolt again, Darryl fired.
The Dogz hadn’t been picky when they’d cleaned out the gun and ammo section of the sporting goods store Friday night.  In fact Darryl had been mostly interested in getting in and out as fast as possible, which had led him to somewhat overload the truck they’d stolen.  Ammunition was heavy, much heavier than people who didn’t shoot understood.  The truck had been riding especially low on its shocks, and he’d been a little concerned something was going to break before they’d gotten back to the clubhouse.
About the only thing Darryl and Shooter had done with all the guns since was make sure anyone who was not confident in their shooting abilities was carrying a Glock, since they had trigger safeties that didn’t have to be operated separately, and that they had shotguns, since the spread of their shot was more forgiving to bad aim.  Mad was one of these, and Darryl had his weapon right now.  He was a little curious how well the gun was going to work.
He couldn’t see the shot as it fired, especially not in the moonlight, but he saw the lead figure stagger heavily under the impact of the pellets.  Darryl worked the slide without lowering the gun and fired a second time.  Again the figure, the zombie – it had to be, to be ignoring without apparent effects of getting shot – staggered, but stayed on its feet.
“Motherfucker.” Darryl muttered as he stepped back away from the fence.  He was slowing it down, and could probably use the gun to knock the zombie off its feet, but either his aim was worse than he thought it was or the pellets weren’t penetrating enough to be dangerous.
Against a human it wouldn’t matter so much.  People didn’t ignore a dozen or so pellets ripping into them, even if each one individually probably wasn’t going to do enough damage to kill them.  The pain alone would be enough to drop them.  The damn zombie didn’t seem to care if it was shot though.
Darryl safed the shotgun, then turned and threw it behind himself to keep it away from the fence and Ann.  He didn’t know if she’d want the gun, or want to use it on him, but it wasn’t worth the risk.  Desperate people did desperate things.
As EZ fired again, Darryl saw the front door of the clubhouse open suddenly, and several people poured out.  More than several.  Over a dozen, all of them with weapons in their hands.
“What’s going on?”
“Stay there by the house.” Darryl yelled back.  “It fine.”
“Help me!” Ann screamed.
“Fucking – everyone stay back by the damn house!” Darryl shouted as loud as he could.  “Don’t need no one to go wandering around out here in the dark and getting shot.”
He heard someone else, Big Chief maybe, start yelling at people as Darryl turned back to face the fence.  Movement on his left drew his eyes automatically as he drew the Glock, but he stopped himself from pointing the pistol when he saw it was the girl.  She was scampering away from the approaching zombies, and was audibly crying again.  But she wasn’t trying to get over the fence yet.
Darryl returned his attention to the zombies.  They were closer now, but he didn’t even think about retrieving the shotgun to try with it again.  He liked his Glock.  It was comfortable and familiar, and after Friday night he had no doubt it would be able to kill zombies.  He had thrown the shotgun away because it wasn’t working, and because he couldn’t properly shoot the pistol and hold onto the shotgun at the same time.
Bringing the pistol up in his preferred two handed grip, his feet spreading automatically for a stable stance, Darryl put the glowing dots of the sights into alignment on the nearest zombie.  He could make out features now, it was a man, pretty tall, with blood all down his face and front.  His expression was blank, but there was something hungry in the eyes.
Darryl shrugged those observations aside as well, and let his breath out quickly but evenly.  When he was as still as he was likely to get he squeezed the trigger back.  The Glock bucked in his grip, and the zombie’s head snapped back nearly simultaneously.  As the figure fell, Darryl heard EZ fire again, then swear.
“Damnit DJ, I had him that time.”
“Too bad.” Darryl muttered, shifting his sights to the second zombie.  This one was younger, still a man, but not as old as the first one.  He rushed his shot this time, flinching just a bit as he fired.  Reproving himself, Darryl reaimed, waited a moment to be sure his arms and grip were steady, then shot a third time.  The bullet took the zombie right in the middle of its face, and it toppled over backwards.
“Second one’s down.” Darryl yelled back to EZ.
“Yeah, I see that.”
“Well, there any more?”
“I’m looking.”
Darryl lowered his pistol but kept it in his hand.  “There you go, ain’t no one chasing you now.”
“Sure.” Ann said, her tone acid and bitter.
“Now go on.” Darryl said, gesturing with his left hand in a broad sweep of a shooing motion.  “Ain’t no more cause for you to be standing around here.”
“Please, why won’t you help me?” Ann begged.  “I don’t have anywhere to go.”
“DJ, what’s going on out there?” he heard Low ask from behind him.
“Don’t nobody shoot, and don’t nobody come out here.” Darryl hollered back.  “Look, we already had this conversation, and you know how it is.  Now go on.” he said, gesturing again for Ann to leave.
She hesitated, and Darryl felt something inside himself snap.  It wasn’t like he was enjoying this; why did she have to keep dragging it out, making a tough thing that much harder.  He pointed the Glock at the ground next to her and fired twice.  She screamed and threw her hands up around her head as she flinched violently away from where he was shooting.
“Leave!  Now!” Darryl shouted.
“God damn you!” Ann screamed, loud enough that her voice was cracking.  “I hope you die.”
“Yeah, whatever.” Darryl said, firing again.  “Get.”
Ann turned and ran south, toward where the road curved around the lake.  Darryl watched her go, feeling his jaw muscles clenching tightly as he kept his mouth set in a firm line.  He thought she might want to walk, to save her energy for in case she had to run from something specific later, but it wasn’t no concern of his.  So long as she was leaving.
He watched her for about a minute, until she was distant enough that he was sure she was going to keep going.  Turning, he found the shotgun and holstered his Glock before picking it up.  He thought about trying to find the unfired shell he’d left on the grass near the fence, then decided it didn’t matter right now.  They had others, and it would be too much trouble to find in the dark.  It would be there when the sun came up.
As he trudged across the grass, he saw there were a few less people on the front porch.  One of them was Bobo though, and Darryl thought it might be prudent to fill the top Dog in on what had just happened.
“You alright DJ?” Joker asked.
“Yeah, I good.” Darryl said, though he knew his voice sounded flat and dangerous.  He didn’t care right now.
“So?” Bobo asked when Darryl was only a few steps away.
“Some girl, said she lived across the lake.” Darryl shrugged, double checking that the shotgun was on safe before resting it across his shoulder.  There was no one behind him, or there wasn’t supposed to be, so he didn’t mind letting the barrel point back that way.  “Said her family turned zombie and got hungry.  She was looking for help.”
“Why ain’t we helping then?” Wild asked, sounding confused.
“Shut up.” Bobo explained.
Darryl shrugged.  “She had blood on her.  And she’d been near three zombies.  And she ain’t a Dog.”
“Good.” Bobo nodded, though the look he gave Darryl was not a happy one.  There was approval in his eyes, but his face was sad.  “Nothing else?”
“Naw.” Darryl shook his head.  He wanted a cigarette.  “I going back up to keep watching some more.”
“I going back to bed then.” Bobo said, nodding again.  “Rest of y’all ought to do the same.”
Darryl turned his back on the clubhouse’s porch.  He didn’t want anyone there to see his fingers shaking as he dug his cigarettes out of his pocket.
* * * * *



Peter
The radio hanging off Peter’s epaulette crackled with Whitley’s voice.  “Uh, Gunny.”
He keyed the microphone.  “Go ahead.”  The MARTA bus was slowing, and he automatically dropped further back in case it hit something or otherwise started to panic stop.
“We might want to turn the hell around.”
Peter blinked, then swerved a little so the humvee swung out from behind the bus so he could see.  After a moment of squinting through the darkness he lifted the binoculars to his eyes and took a quick peek, taking his foot completely off the accelerator.
“Oh fuck me.” he groaned.  Dropping the binoculars back around his neck, he hit the radio again.  “Okay, slow down and let me get around ahead of you just in case there’s a problem, then start turning around.  Head back to that truck stop we saw near 75.”
“Copy.”
The bus slowed further as Peter went around it in the left lane.  As soon as he was in front of it, he saw Whitley start cranking the big vehicle over.  The road was a pretty standard rural ‘highway, two lanes in either direction separated by a dirt and grass meridian that presumably allowed room for future expansion should the need ever arise.
“Whitley, don’t go through the meridian.” Peter said into the radio as he eyed the dip the ground between the two stretches of asphalt.
“How stupid do you think I am?”
“Just checking.”
It was going to take her a lot of back and fill, but there was just enough room for the bus to reverse its direction.  Peter made sure his doors were locked and the windows were still rolled up, then lifted the binoculars for another look at the road ahead.
The unit was just east of Cartersville, probably already technically in it.  He studied the mess up ahead, then hit the interior light and lifted the paper map he’d picked up at the gas station they’d stopped at back around Kennesaw.  Peter frowned when he saw they were in the right place, or at least the one Mendez had copied down from the internet listing.
Whitley eventually got the bus turned around, and Peter hauled the humvee through a tight u-turn to follow.  Mendez did the same, and they rolled back over to the oversized truck stop.  They’d learned the power was still hit or miss after they’d left Atlanta, but so far it was more hit than miss.
Cartersville still had it, and Peter watched as Whitley drove into the middle of the biggest empty spot in the large expanse of the truck stop’s parking lot.  That gave a minimum of fifty feet of open area around the bus, which allowed them a chance to keep an eye on what was happening around them.  There were only a couple of street lights in the expanse, but those plus the moonlight were more than enough to see by.
Peter parked the humvee close to the bus doors, grabbed his AR-15 and got out, slinging the rifle behind his shoulder.  Whitley opened the doors as Mendez parked, and Peter glanced around before going up the steps.
“What now?” Crawford asked.
“Is anyone’s phone working?” Peter asked.  He took Amy’s phone out to make his point, holding down the button that powered it up and waiting while the screen cycled and moved towards its ready state.  When it finally finished, he frowned as he saw the little graphic for the connection showed no bars.  Experimentally he tried nine-one-one, but the screen just flashed a ‘no signal’ message to further make its point.
As the negative reports came back, Mendez came aboard the bus, and Whitley closed the doors behind him.  Peter turned the phone off again and returned it to his pocket.  “Mendez, you got anything on any of the frequencies?”
The soldier shrugged.  “I was sort of busy driving, you know?”
“Well check.” Peter said mildly.
“Okay.”  Mendez pulled an oversized radio handset out and started fiddling with knobs.  Peter heard some static, but Mendez had the volume turned down low enough to not override anyone else’s conversations.
“What are we doing here?” Nailor asked without turning from the window he was keeping watch at.
“Trying to figure out a way to see if there’s anyone still alive up there.”
Smith laughed.  “You’re kidding, right?  That had to be at least a couple hundred zombies on the road up there.  Probably more, I was too busy to really count.  What are we even standing around here talking about?”
“We came up here to see about helping the FEMA camp.” Roper pointed out.
“Yeah, but we’re less than a mile from where the camp’s supposed to be.  That many zombies on the ground has to mean the camp’s either gone or soon will be.”
“For that matter, where’d that many come from if not the camp?” Barker said calmly.
“We don’t know that for sure.” Roper said.
“Well, it’s a logical assumption isn’t it?”
“We’ve run from a lot fewer zombies than that in the last twenty-four hours.” Smith said.
“We didn’t have ammo then.” Whitley said from the driver’s seat.  She was sitting sideways in the seat with her legs out in the aisle, though after she finished speaking she turned back to look out the windshield.  Peter looked for a moment too, but saw only three parked semi-trucks and cracked pavement that needed to be resurfaced.
“And how long are we going to have ammo if we go around firing up every pack of zombies we see?”
“Fuck me dude, we’ve got enough rounds in here to shoot for days.” Roper scowled.
Smith shook his head.  “Not the way you shoot.”
“Just because you shot expert–”
“Hey, shut it!” Mendez said suddenly.  Peter turned to him, and Mendez lifted the radio as he adjusted the volume.  Peter didn’t hear static, he heard someone talking, but whatever it was, they finished before Mendez got the volume turned up.  “Last broadcast, this is Bravo Mary One-Three, please repeat.  Over.”
“Who is this?” a male voice demanded.
Mendez looked up at Peter, who shrugged and made a spinning motion with his index finger.  Mendez shrugged and hit the transmit button.  “This is a squad of National Guard near I-75 exit two-eight-five.  What’s your location?  Over.”
When he let up on the button, whoever had the other radio was already speaking.  “-meone know if that’s near here?  Yes?  Thank God . . . uh, hello.  Bravo three?”
“Bravo One-Three, or just Bravo.” Mendez said when the other guy trailed off.  “Say over when you’re done talking, and wait until I do before you start again, to avoid us stepping over each other.  Over.”
“Help us.  We need help.  We’re trapped.”  There was a long pause, then he added, “Over.”
Mendez grimaced.  “Where are you?  How many are with you?  What’s your situation?  Over.”
“-ve me that.” Peter heard a different voice say as the sounds of scratching and bumping came through the radio’s speaker.  He traded looks with Mendez, then the new voice was talking to them.  “Bravo, as far as we know, we’re about the only survivors of the refugee camp here.  Over.”
“Which camp?  The Cartersville FEMA camp?  Over.”
“That’s a roger, the one east of the city on US Highway 41.  You can’t miss it anymore, there’s a whole shit-pot of zombies wandering around here now.  Over.”
Peter grimaced.  Mendez just hit the button.  “How many are with you?  Can you give your exact location?  Over.”
“Have you got a map?  Over.”
Peter turned to Whitley, but she was already reaching over to the side console next to her seat.  She handed him a brand new map of the Southeastern United States, still in the shrink wrap.
“Just a standard road map.  Over.”
“That’ll work.  Over.”
“Wait one.” Mendez said as Peter snapped out his pocket knife and slit through the plastic enclosure.  He got the knife put up and the plastic stripped off quickly, but it took him longer to unfold and refold the map over to north Georgia.
“Got it.” he finally said, locating Cartersville and finding where they’d left I-75.
“Go ahead, over.” Mendez said.
“Okay, if you can find where Riverpoint Road crosses 41, we’re about two hundred yards southeast of that.  There’s at least thirty of us here, though we’re a little spread out.  I can get an exact count if you need it, but at the most there’s not more than forty souls here.  Over.”
“What in the hell?” Peter muttered as his finger followed 41 as it left Cartersville.
“Can’t find it?”
“Not sure yet.  But what does he mean they’re spread out?”
As Peter continued examining the map, Mendez hit the button again.  “How exactly are you able to keep the zombies away from your location, over.”
“’Cause we’re up on the tops of three trailers.  And for all I know there might be some more people around here somewhere, but we can’t tell from here.  Over.”
“Found it.” Peter said.  Riverpoint was a little road only a couple of blocks long, so small Peter was surprised it even had a name.  “Hmm, I guess all this here must be open ground.  The map doesn’t say, but it makes sense I suppose.”  He was studying the area around the intersection of Riverpoint and 41.
“How secure are you?  Over.” Mendez asked.
“Well unless they learn how to jump or climb, and so far they can’t do either worth a damn, we’re fine until we run out of food and water, which will probably be sometime later today.  Over.”
“Okay, tell him to stand by.” Peter said, frowning down at the map.  About four or five hundred yards east of Riverpoint a proper road crossed over Highway 41.  One that Riverpoint looped around from 41 and terminated against a little south of the main road.  Peter looked at the little loop, 41 to Riverpoint to Allatoona Dam Road, and an idea began to form.  He looked up through the windshield at one of the tractor-trailer trucks that was in the parking lot with them.
“What’s your name?  Over.”
“Bennett Burns, call me BB.  I’m the city manager.  Over.”
“Great, a fucking politician.” Crawford muttered, very loudly.
“Okay BB, if you’re stable there, hold tight.  We’re seeing what we can maybe do to help.  Bravo One-Three out.”
“We ain’t going anywhere Bravo.  BB standing by.”
Mendez lowered the radio.  Whitley spoke from her position at the front of the bus.  “I know that look Gunny.  You’ve got an idea.”
“Maybe.” Peter said, pointing out the windshield at the trucks there.  “I was thinking we might could use those somehow.”
“How are they better than the bus?” Swanson asked.
“They’re not carrying us or all our gear.” Whitley said.
“Exactly.” Peter nodded.
“So what, we’re going to run over all the zombies in the camp?” Smith asked skeptically.
“No, though I won’t complain too much if that’s what happens.” Peter grinned.  “But what I was thinking was maybe we could use them to do sort of a pied piper thing.”
He got a bunch of blank looks.  Peter shook his head after a few moments and held up the map.  “Look, if he’s where he says he is, that puts him about here.  We could come in along 41, then turn south down Riverpoint, which parallels this field here where they are.  Then it turns east and comes back to this, Allatoona Dam Road.”
“Gunny, that seems risky as hell.” Dorne shook his head.
“It shouldn’t be that bad.  Look, there’s three trucks in the parking lot here.  We can use two of them to lead most of the zombies off, and the third can stay with the bus as backup and carry all the rescuees.”
“I don’t know.”
Peter suppressed a sigh.  “Look, I’m out here to help people.  If I wanted to fort up and try to ride the end of the world out there’s an almost unlimited selection of places available for me to pick from.  I don’t.  These people need help, and unless someone else shows up in the next hour or whatever, we’re it for them.  If not us, then who?”
“You know what they call a dead hero?” Dorne asked.
Whitney’s voice was sharp, not quite yelling or snapping, but dancing along the edge of both.  “Hey, that’s out of fucking line.”
“It’s true, ain’t it?”
“Then why’d you vote to stay with Gunny?” she demanded.  “Maybe you should walk back to Atlanta, see if you can find Candles.  He’d love the help in the mall or wherever the fuck he picked to sit on his ass.”
“Hey, I’m just talking, same as you.”
Whitney gave him a steady look, again not quite glaring but close.  Nailor spoke after a few moments of silence passed, when no one else ventured any opinion.  “The man said there are a lot of zombies out there.” He offered, sounding doubtful.  “There’s helping, then there’s being stupid.”
“We’re the best option around here for them civvies, and we got a lot of ammo.” Roper said.
“For how long, if we go around shooting up any pack of zombies we run into?”
“We know where we can get more.”
Smith was still frowning.  “And what if they drop a bomb on Clay, or the zombies there get too much for us to get through?  Or what if someone else cleans out the rest of the armory?”
Now Peter did sigh as several of the Guardsmen started arguing, their voices stepping across one another as they sought to put forth their viewpoints.  He caught Whitley’s eye, and they both shrugged almost in unison.  Peter grinned a little, he was beginning to really like her.  If this had been normal circumstances he could easily see himself putting in a recommendation for her promotion toward sergeant.  She had the right attitude and smarts to be a good one.
“Okay, listen up.” Peter said loudly after enduring the argument for a minute or two.  The voices trailed off, some reluctantly.  “Who can drive stick?”  Most of them could, which surprised Peter a little.  It wasn’t exactly a common skill these days, not among Americans.  Everyone wanted their car to be an automatic.
“Here’s how I want to do this then.  I want two volunteers to drive the decoy trucks, and a third to drive the rescue truck.”
There was a long pause, then Mendez, Roper, and finally Crawford raised their hands.  “Okay, and you guys are sure you’re okay with on a manual?” Peter asked.  “I’m going to have to hot wire them bastards, so if you stall out you’re probably going to be completely fucked.”
Their heads nodded, and Peter smiled grimly.  “Good.  Mendez, you and Roper are the decoys then.  Crawford, I want you following us in the rescue truck.”
“Remember, it ain’t no street racer.” Swanson said.  “And you’re gonna have people in the trailer if this works.”
“It’ll work.” Peter said.  “Let’s transfer all the gas cans and stuff into the one hummer, and I’ll drive the unloaded one.”
“What for?”
“To ferry people out from the camp.” Dorne guessed.
“Right.” Peter nodded.  “I don’t want to risk the big vehicles off-road unless we have no other choice.  It hasn’t rained recently, so I’m sure the hummer can handle running back and forth without a problem.  Mendez and Roper go first, raise a lot of hell, then head south to pull most of the zombies away.  The rest of us roll up, and everyone in the bus fires up whatever zombies are left.  I ferry the survivors over to Crawford, and we head back to 75.”
“Assuming all that goes to plan, where next?”
“One thing at a time.” Peter grinned.  “Right now let’s just worry about saving those civilians, then we’ll figure out where to put them.  Any questions?  No, good, let’s move.”
It took longer than he would’ve liked, but fortunately all the zombies in the area seemed to be closer in towards Cartersville.  Very few wandered out of the trees surrounding the truck stop.  And even if there had been enough to be a problem, the parking lot was enormous.  There was plenty of time to notice any unwieldy number of zombies that might approach.
When he got all three trucks started and assured himself they had enough fuel for what he intended, he sent Mendez and Roper off to go get started.  After they left, everyone else got squared away, then there was nothing to do but wait.  Minutes ticked by.  Then finally the radio crackled with a transmission.
“Okay, decoys are headed south.” Mendez said over the radio.
“Copy.  Rescue is rolling.” Peter answered.  He released the button of the radio, leaving it hanging from his shoulder epaulette, and flashed his lights several times.  A few moments later he saw the brake lights on the bus and tractor-trailer release as Whitley and Crawford began moving.
Peter followed slowly, far enough back that he could avoid any road hazards.  He was confident in the humvee’s ability to run over the occasional zombie, pot holes, or other items without major issue, but there was no need to stress the vehicle unduly.  He might need every bit it could give him later, when there was no other choice.  Against that possibility, he was perfectly to content to drive like an old lady, slow and cautious.
Whitley seemed to understand this concept, but Peter was less sure about Crawford.  That was part of why he’d made sure Crawford was going to follow the bus.  Well, that and all their shooters were in the bus.  The doors on the trailer flopped open as the truck accelerated, but if the load inside was shifting it was too far from the open doors to fall out.
They’d emptied about a third of the boxes into the truck stop parking lot to make room.  Peter had harbored a brief hope there might be something useful in whatever the truck was carrying, but the boxes turned out to contain toys destined for some store that would never get to stock them on the shelves.  Die cast cars and plastic action figures were of no use to the soldiers, so the boxes were just left in the parking lot to rot.
Whitley reached the Riverpoint intersection, the signal with its single yellow lamp unlit.  But the moon was more than enough to see decently by.  She took the turn carefully, barely making fifteen miles per hour.  Crawford swung the tractor-trailer around after her and dropped back some, and Peter maintained his separation from the big rig as he brought up the rear.
Almost immediately he saw the FEMA camp.  The emergency relief agency had its ups and downs, and was always at the mercy of whatever local officials were in charge of the individual sites, but this one seemed to have been put together well.  Especially considering how fast it had to have been assembled.
The tents were standard pavilion types; basically aluminum poles that fit together into rectangular shapes to support tarps and weatherproofed canvas coverings.  To anyone who’d been on a major military deployment they were familiar, as was the pattern they were laid out in.  These were positioned in long rows, placed in pairs one after the other, on and on, with wide, drivable lanes left open for vehicles to fit through.
There were a lot of cars parked along the edge of the tent city, and the area on the left side of Riverpoint seemed to have been designated as refugee parking.  All sorts of vehicles were lined up there, surprisingly orderly considering how panicked or unsettled most of those drivers must have been.
Peter ignored the cars.  He stopped as soon as he saw Whitley starting to brake, lifting his binoculars to scan across the tent city.  In the middle of the field, smack in the center of the rows of tents to minimize the walking necessary for anyone living in a tent to reach, was a cluster of four tractor-trailers.  He saw cases of water bottles piled up in the back of one, and knew there was probably food either in that one or in the others.
Atop the trucks, up on the trailers where they were out of reach, were a number of people.  They were on their feet, waving their hands, jumping up and down, and shouting toward the road.  Peter didn’t couldn’t hear them.  He doubted he would be able to even if the bus and truck engines weren’t rumbling, but he didn’t need to hear them.  He knew what they were shouting.  It was obvious for even the most inept student of lip reading and body language.
Surrounding the truck was a large pack of zombies.  It was smaller than what Peter was now used to seeing after Downtown Atlanta, but still numbered well past a hundred.  Way more than even the thirty-seven trapped survivors could handle unless they were armed.  And Peter didn’t see any weapons.  He didn’t blame them for having sought shelter.
Gunfire made him lower the binoculars, startling him a little even though he knew it was coming.  The side of the bus was lit up with muzzle flashes as the soldiers inside shot through the open windows.  It wasn’t as impressive as it probably would have been in a movie, since the soldiers now knew better than to shoot faster than they could aim, but it was still cool to see.
Peter lifted the binoculars again.  Zombies were falling.  Even though the range was long enough to require someone who knew how to shoot, especially since they didn’t have scopes, the zombies compensated for that by not moving very much.  They didn’t seem to notice the bullets slamming into their brethren from behind, and remained content to press against the trucks and reach uselessly up toward the humans above them.
It took several minutes, but there was no hurry.  Three of the Guardsmen shot to the left of the bus, covering the few zombie stragglers that emerged from the parking lot of civilian vehicles, while the rest of the soldiers cleared out the zombies around the survivors.  When the gunfire tailed off and Peter couldn’t see any more standing zombies near the trucks, he took his foot off the brake and came forward at a slow pace.
The humvee rocked a little as it went off road but the field was pretty level.  In fact there was some construction equipment, bulldozers and graders, well off to the southwest.  It seemed clear the field had been about to be the site of some sort of construction, something that would never happen now.  But they’d done a reasonably good job of leveling out the Georgia clay, and the humvee had no problem driving between the rows of tents.
He parked near the cabs of the tractor-trailers and took his time checking his mirrors, looking around, before he opened his door and stood on the floorboard with his head and chest above the vehicle’s roofline.  “Six or seven at a time!” he shouted.  “That’s all I can fit in here.  Keep calm.  We’re going to get everyone out.”
“What if the zombies come back?” asked a man who was trying to help a pregnant woman as she stepped from the trailer to the roof of the tractor.
“We’ve got lots of ammo.  There’s no need to panic.  Six or seven with me and I’ll ferry you over to the truck there.” Peter repeated, pointing at the tractor-trailer idling behind the bus.
“Why can’t we ride in the bus?”
“Because my people are already in it, and they need room to load weapons and shoot.” Peter shouted, glancing around to make sure something hungry wasn’t sneaking up on him.  “There’s plenty of room in the truck.”
There was some grumbling, and one guy managed to twist his ankle in his haste to hop down and be in the first humvee load, but to Peter’s relief there was no fighting or arguing over who went.  He ended up with eight; with a teenage girl riding in the lap of another teenager who looked like he was her brother as he sat in the front passenger seat.
Peter drove back over to the truck.  He was prepared to have to assist people up into the back of the trailer, but the more able bodied ones managed it unaided.  And they then helped the others.  As Peter drove back, he passed four survivors that were running down the clay lane toward the road, apparently not content to wait for a spot in the humvee.
He shrugged.  Personally he would’ve waited for the ride, especially considering how many places there were for zombies to hide in and amongst the tents, but it wasn’t his ass on the line.  If they wanted to risk getting eaten just to avoid having to wait on top of the trucks a little longer, that was their lookout.
As it was, it didn’t take long to get everyone out of the tent city and over to the truck.  He dropped off the last load, and hit the button on his radio as they scrambled up into the back of Crawford’s trailer.
“Mendez, Gunny.”
“Go Gunny.”
“We’re ready to roll here, no problems.  You guys okay?”
“Oh sure, no problem.  Unless you count about a thousand zombies.”
Peter paused, considering.  “So, is that a yes or a no?”
“We’re fine.  Meet you on 75.”
“Roger.”  Peter released the radio and drove up past Crawford and Whitley, making eye contact with each as he gave them a thumbs up.  Whitley led off once more, heading south on Riverpoint and following it around the curve to Allatoona Dam Road.  A left there, then a right on Highway 41, and in minutes they were back at the truck stop.  She stopped without pulling into the parking lot, long enough for Dorne to get out and run back to Peter, then got going again.
“Good job.” Peter said as the other man slid into the passenger seat.
“What?”
“I said good job.” Peter repeated.
“I can’t hear so good, it was really loud in the bus.” Dorne said, not quite shouting, but close.  Peter shrugged and grinned, driving over to the second humvee.  Dorne hopped out and got it going, then accelerated after Peter as both sped down 41 to catch up with the others.
Five minutes later, all the vehicles were back together on 75.  Peter hesitated, then keyed the radio.  “Whitley.”
“Right here.”
“Head north and look for a good place to stop.” Peter said.
“Anyplace, or somewhere we can drop our civvies off at?”
“Either.” Peter shrugged.  “I don’t care.  Restaurant, gas station, strip mall, whatever.  Just somewhere we can have a pow-wow at.”
“I’ll keep my eyes open.”
Whitley led the convoy north several miles before hitting her turn signal and getting off at Exit 296.  Peter had already seen the information signs they’d passed that indicated what franchises were in operation there, and thus wasn’t surprised when he spotted the big Pilot ‘Travel Center’ that Whitley turned towards.
He supposed a ‘travel center’ sounded better than ‘truck stop’, but he was old school.  It was just a big ass gas station that had things you didn’t find in normal gas stations.  As far as he was concerned, that made it a truck stop.
Driving cautiously, Whitley took them in a big circle around the entire perimeter of the Travel Center’s pavement before pulling up to the curb next to the restaurant that was attached to the convenience store portion of the building.  The parking lot was clear of any dangers Peter could see, but he still took the AR with him when he got out, and he didn’t linger as he went around the front of the bus.
“Hold up, not that one.” he heard Swanson say loudly.
“What does it matter?” Nailor asked.
Peter saw the Guardsman had reversed his M-16 and was holding it upraised, ready to break the glass on the door to the Wendy’s.  Swanson was pointing at a pane of glass that had a booth on the other side of it.  “That one, it’s more secure.”
“We’ll have to climb over shit to get in that way.” Nailor complained.
“And so will any zombies.” Smith pointed out.
“Fine, whatever.” Nailor shifted over and smashed in the indicated panel, then used his sleeve to sweep the glass off the table top before clambering over and into the restaurant.  Several others followed him, but Whitley caught on to Peter’s intention as he stood waiting, and went over to the door after she was inside.  She turned something, producing a loud click, and then the door swung open freely.
“Ta-da.” she grinned.  “Wendy’s is open for business.”
“Is it?” Dorne asked as he pushed past her and headed for the kitchen.  Peter started to say something, but the man wasn’t as cavalier as he sounded.  His rifle was in his hands and pointed ahead of him as he went around the counter.  “I’m fucking starving.  Hey Roper, come take a look with me.”
“Look dude, it don’t take a cook to make a damn hamburger at a hamburger joint.”
“No, but it takes a grill.  And you seem to know whether or not we can trust what to eat.”
“Assholes.” Roper muttered.  “I should’ve never said anything.”  But he headed around the counter after Dorne.
The civilians were filing into the restaurant uncertainly.  Some of them looked reasonably alert and calm, but most were a little wide eyed with shock or fatigue or both.  A heavy set man with graying and balding hair came in at the rear of the pack of rescuees, eyed Peter once, and stopped next to him.  “I’m BB.  Thanks seems inadequate to express how damned grateful I am you folks wandered on by.”
“Peter Gibson.” Peter said, shaking the proffered hand.  “And don’t mention it.  Glad we were able to help out.”
“Where you boys based out of?” BB asked.  “And girls.  Don’t mind me, I’m just old fashioned.” he added when Whitley glanced at him.
“We were dispatched out of Clay.” Peter said.  BB gave him a perplexed look.  “Uh, the air base in Marietta?  Used to be Naval Air Station Atlanta?”
“Ah, right.” BB nodded.  “You know what’s happening in Atlanta?”
Peter shrugged.  “Not really.  I mean, we were stuck in downtown as recently as a few hours ago, but I doubt we know much more than you do.  But what I do know is everything’s gone to shit.”
“Yeah, lot of that going around.” BB sighed.  “So what are your orders then?”
“We don’t have any.”
“How’s that?”
Peter sighed.  “Our unit linked up with another one, and both were trapped and killed nearly to a man by converging hordes in Atlanta on Friday night.  It took us about two days to fight clear with not many more people than what you see here now.  We haven’t been able to locate any other units on the radio.  Clay was deserted except for zombies when we finally got back there earlier tonight.”
“Shit.” BB said, puckering his lips like he was going to spit.  “So you’re it then?”
“Near as I can tell, yeah, we’re it.”
“How is that possible?” one of the civilians asked.
“The news said the military and the police and everything was falling apart.” a woman said from a booth fifteen feet away.
“Yeah, but . . . we need help.”
“We helped you.” Whitley pointed out.
“Yeah, but we need more.” the man protested.  “I mean, where are we supposed to go?  Where’s safe?”
“Maybe nowhere is safe.”
“Why are we sitting in here?”
“I’m hungry, I haven’t eaten in twelve hours.”
Peter looked around as the aura of shock or fear or whatever seemed to break on all the civilians at the same time.  They weren’t quite arguing, but they were trading comments and suggestions fast and furious.  He walked over and tapped a couple of the soldiers on the shoulders.
“Keep an eye out the windows, alright?”
Leaving Smith, Nailor and Mendez to keep a look out, Peter headed for the kitchen.  He was just about to go behind the counter when the lights in the restaurant abruptly came on.  There was a general bout of cheering from the civilians, but it wasn’t enough to halt the back and forth that was still ongoing over what was happening, what to do about it, and where they should go next.
“So, good news, the breaker was just tripped.  Probably a surge or something.” Dorne said cheerfully as he emerged from the depths of the kitchen carrying a box labeled ‘ground beef patties, quarter pound’.  “And Roper has grudgingly agreed to work the grill.”
“Yeah, but you better get a couple more people back here to man the assembly line.” Roper said sourly from behind him.  “I keep telling you I transferred out of kitchen services.”
“Bitch, bitch, bitch.  You hungry or not?” Dorne asked.
“I could just make something for me.”
“Hey, don’t be like that.”
“I take it the freezer and stuff are still stocked.” Peter interjected.
“Sure, plenty.  Way more than we could eat even if we squatted in here for a couple of days with five times as many people.” Roper shrugged as he bent down and did something to the commercial sized grill that produced several rapid clicks.
“Good.” Peter considered for a couple of seconds.  “I’ll find at least three or four more people to help back here, and we’ll take a look through the convenience store for coolers and drinks and stuff.”
“Soda fountains should be working.” Roper pointed out, holding his hand over the grill’s stainless steel surface.
“Yeah, but there will be bottled stuff over there.  And, probably, coolers or something.  We can cook a bunch of stuff, grab some drinks, and take it all with us.”
“I guess, but even with ice the burgers will probably only be good for the next day.  Past that and we’re risking problems.  And I don’t have any plastic or anything to wrap them with, so they might get soggy from the melting.”
“We’ll figure it out.” Peter said.  “I’ll tell everyone I send back you’re in charge.  If you want to step back and make someone else flip the burgers, that’s your call.”
“See?” Dorne laughed.  “You’re saved.  If this was a damn Waffle House we’d have to wait for you to work your kitchen magic.”
“Fuck you.” Roper said sourly.  Peter left them to it and went back out front to find the civilians were still chattering away.  He pulled Whitley, Swanson and Barker aside and told them to do a sweep through the store next door, then load enough bottled drinks, preferably water, to last at least two days.
As they went over to the interior door separating the store from the Wendy’s, Peter stepped up onto a chair, then to a table top, and raised his hands over his head.  “Hey, listen up.”  Whitley smashed the glass on the door just then, and it was so effective in cutting through the din of cross talk he suspected she’d timed it that way on purpose.
“Okay, here’s the plan.” Peter said into the sudden quiet.  “First thing, who’s got any experience in a restaurant like this?”
There was a long pause, then hands started going up.  Peter pointed to five in sequence.  “There’s enough food here for everyone to eat their fill, but we need hands to get it all ready.  Any of you mind helping cook and prepare and so forth?”
“Did you guys check everything back there?”
Peter looked at Dorne, who was lingering near the counter.  He nodded, and Peter repeated the gesture.  “Two soldiers will be back there with you, and they’re both armed.  But they can’t guard and cook at the same time, and I’d like to get out of here to someplace a bit more secure as soon as we can.  So if you could help out, that’d be appreciated by everyone, I’m sure.”
The five he’d indicated got up and headed back into the kitchen, and Peter regarded the rest.  “Now, after we get a meal squared away for everyone, I’d suggest we transfer over to the hotels on the other side of the interstate.”  He pointed west where, according to the signage on 75, two motels were supposed to be.  “We can secure them and everyone can maybe grab a shower and some rest.”
“Do you know what’s happening?” asked the same man who’d been helping the pregnant woman asked.  She was sitting next to him, looking flushed and worried, but reasonably calm despite that.
“I probably know about as much as you do.” Peter said.  “We were soldiers, but now we’re just like you.  Survivors.”
“What does that mean?”
“Yeah, what are you saying?”
Peter waved his hands quickly to try and forestall another outbreak of chattering.  “What I’m saying is we’ve tried to get in touch with our superiors, and all attempts have failed.  The National Guard base in Marietta is deserted, and as far as we could tell all of Atlanta is overrun by zombies.  As far as I know, we’re on our own.”
The words seemed melodramatically ominous, but they seemed to hit hard enough to still any automatic reactions to demand more information.  Peter let them all think it over for a couple of seconds, then spread his hands and gave an expansive shrug.
“To be perfectly blunt, I don’t know what the best answer is.  I don’t know where’s safe and where isn’t.  We heard that there might be parts of the federal government and military evacuating to somewhere, maybe the Midwest, but it’s effectively just a rumor for all the confirmation I have.
“I’m glad we were able to rescue you.  I’m glad everyone here is still alive.  But beyond getting some food into you, and maybe finding you a secure location to shelter in, I don’t know what the big picture next step is.”
“You’re not going to leave us?”
“You can’t be serious – you have to stay and protect us.”
“Come on, there’s fucking zombies everywhere and you’re talking about walking out on us?”
Peter started to wave his hands, but another voice cut across the others sharply.
“Settle the hell down.” BB shouted.  Faces turned toward him to find he was glaring at everyone with a scowl.  “These people risked their damned lives to rescue us, and not twenty minutes afterwards you’re haranguing them.  Show some gratitude.”
Silence.  A few muttered ‘thank yous’ drifted out.  The man sitting next to the pregnant woman stood up.  “Look.  I’m grateful.  I really am.  I don’t know how I can properly thank you for getting us out of that camp, so all I can do is just say thank you over and over.  And I will if you want, until you’re sick of hearing me say it.  Thank you, really.
“But my wife here is due in about five weeks.  I need to get her somewhere safe, and not just board the windows up safe either.  I need to know where people are still holding it together, and get there.  She’s gonna need a doctor, maybe sooner than we think.  If asking about all that makes me an asshole, then fine.  I’m an asshole.  I’d rather be an asshole than not do everything I can to keep her and my child safe.”
“What’s your name?” Peter asked, his voice firm but not unkind.
“Steve.” the man said.  “Harris.  This is my wife, Carol.”
“Mr. Harris.  I’m not unsympathetic to your plight, to any of your plights.  And I want to help.  I just don’t know . . . I don’t know where to go.  The phones are hit or miss everywhere we’ve gone.  We got online briefly when we were still trapped in Atlanta and found out enough that we know things are really, really bad.  But . . . beyond that, we’re just like you.  Trying to figure this out as best we can.”
“Well, are the phones working here?” another man asked.
“Yeah, the power’s on.  Maybe the phones are working too.”
Peter glanced around, then pulled Amy’s cellphone out.  Flipping it open, he thumbed the power button.
“I don’t have any signal.”
“Me either.”
“What about the land lines?”
Amy’s phone finished powering up as a young woman got up and went behind the counter.  Peter eyed the screen, but it was showing no bars.  When he tried nine-one-one, it flashed the ‘no signal’ message.  As he shut it off and closed it back up, the woman came back shaking her head.  “It’s just dead.  No busy signal, no nothing.”
“What are we going to do?”
“Eat and rest.” Peter said.  “Then, I don’t know.  We’ll figure it out a step at a time.”
“Got two zombies over here.” Mendez announced suddenly.  Peter glanced over and saw two zombies emerging from the weed strewn grass on the far edge of the parking lot.  They were making right for the restaurant.  “Cover me, I’ll take care of them.”
Peter started to suggest it might not be a good idea to make a lot of noise by shooting, then stopped himself.  Now wasn’t the time to go silent.  And with any luck they’d be out of here in fifteen or twenty minutes anyway.  So he held his tongue and Mendez went outside and around the corner.  Smith shifted, covering him through the windows.
Mendez took his time, pulling his rifle in tight and clearly aiming carefully before he fired his first round.  One of the zombies’ heads snapped back, and the walking corpse folded abruptly to the ground.  Mendez glanced to either side of himself, then drew a bead on the second zombie and dropped him too.
As he lowered his rifle, a resounding boom echoed across the area, like a titanic thunderclap.  It wasn’t loud, exactly, but it was impossible to mistake, and it reverberated over and through the building over the course of several seconds.  Before Peter could really register having done it, he was off the table top and crouching next to it.  Most of the other soldiers had similarly gone to ground, and some of the civilians uttered cries of surprise.
The echoing report seemed to move on after several seconds, and Peter cautiously straightened.  He glanced around, but the noise seemed to have been just that; only a noise.  There was no damage that he could see, no broken windows, nothing was on fire, and the scene outside the windows looked as normal as could be expected.  As far as he could tell there was no threat.
“What was that?”
“Atlanta.” Smith said.
Peter nodded, remembering.  “That was probably the bombs we heard were going to be dropped on Atlanta.”
“Oh shit, really?”
“Why would they bomb Atlanta?”
“If they’re dropping bombs, that means there’s still something left.  I mean, doesn’t it?  They can’t drop bombs if there’s no one left to fly the planes and stuff, right?”
Peter realized most of the people in the room were looking at him.  He shrugged once more.  “Like I said, we’ll just have to take things as they happen.  For now, let’s just eat, then we’ll see about resting and getting cleaned up.  After that, maybe someone will have a good idea and we can go from there.”
* * * * *
 



Chapter Nineteen – Day trip
Jessica
“Oh here you all are.”  Jessica caught just a flash of Dennis’ exasperated eye roll before he fixed a slightly positive expression on his face and turned.
Trudy Morris was a little more than ten years older than Jessica, and was aging as well as either good genes or – more likely in Jessica’s opinion – money paid out to cosmetic surgeons could allow for.  Jessica had always found Trudy to be pleasant enough, but perhaps a little too artificial for her to truly like.  Now, however, even with Trudy’s current behavior, Jessica had a hard time summoning anything but sympathy for the woman.
The Morris children, Wendy and Robert, were both missing.  Wendy was a student at Georgia Tech and lived downtown, in the middle of the worst of the outbreaks in the area.  Robert had apparently been on a school fieldtrip to Fernbank, which was less than two miles from the CDC and Emory University, both also the sites of heavy zombie activity.  Neither Wendy nor Robert had called, attempts to call them went unanswered, as did any calls Dennis and Trudy had made to their schools, teachers, or friends.
Jessica didn’t say it, and Dennis very carefully didn’t either, but it was all but certain both of the kids were either dead or zombies.  Certain enough there were no plans to go looking for them, even before Tyler’s people had almost all deserted.  Almost entirely as a result of the likely fate of her children, Trudy was heavily dosed on Xanax, and it left her placid but with a pronounced tendency to fixate on activities.
Now she held up a honest to God picnic basket, a large one, like you’d see in a romance film.  “I packed a lunch for the trip.  I was going to put it in the car, but the young man on the front porch wouldn’t let me past.  Said I needed to talk to you Tyler.  Can you get him to let me out?”
“Honey, I’ll hang onto that.  We’re not ready to go outside just yet.” Dennis said in a tone of forced calmness.  Everyone except Trudy apparently heard the patience he was putting into his voice.
His wife just nodded, smiling.  “Okay, there’s a few more things I want to pack in the suitcases anyway.  You just hang on to this then, and don’t go forgetting it.  I made your favorite, ham and turkey with the horseradish.”
“Thank you dear.” Dennis said, taking the picnic basket from her.
Trudy nodded, and started to turn to leave, then stopped and fixed her glassy eyed gaze on Jessica.  “Oh, Jessica, I found some of Wendy’s old clothes in one of the storage closets.  I think some of them will fit Candice pretty well.”
“That’s wonderful, thanks Trudy.” Jessica said, and she actually meant it as she put her hand against Candice’s back, unconsciously reassuring herself the girl was still here and safe.
Jessica hadn’t protested much when Vanessa suggested Candice and Jessica not bother putting their damp and dirty clothes back on after the ‘exam’.  However, there wasn’t another child in the house, young or otherwise, which left Jessica having to jury rig some clothing for Candice.  Currently the girl was wearing a shirt big enough to qualify as a dress since it hung down to her knees, with a pair of old swim trunks underneath in lieu of proper underwear.
She also refused to be separated from her mother, for any reason.  Jessica hadn’t yet decided what she’d do when either of them had to go to the bathroom.  It wasn’t like a house’s bathroom had separate stalls like a ‘commercial’ restroom did.  She kept putting it out of her mind as something to worry about later. 
Jessica was in slightly better shape clothing wise, since she could fit into most of Trudy’s without a problem.  In her case, the only real issue was Trudy was rather more busty than Jessica was, which left her completely unable to make use of any of Trudy’s bras.  She felt a lot more undressed than she supposed she should without one, but she had compensated by wearing the tightest shirt she could find under a much looser one.
“So, you were saying?” Dennis said, turning back to his brother as Trudy went back inside.
Tyler Morris was a little bit taller than his older brother, but even though their hair and eyes were different colors, both were almost unmistakable as anything except family.  They shared the same general features and builds, though Tyler’s was more athletic.  And both had the same aura of competence, a uniform expectation of being able to handle anything that came along.
“We’re still having trouble getting hold of anyone who knows anything about the federal evacuation plan.  At least, who has updated information rather than rumor and speculation.” Tyler said as if he hadn’t just been interrupted by the delivery of a picnic lunch at nine thirty in the morning.  “I think it’s best if we just head straight for Knoxville.  I don’t think we have the manpower to roam around picking people up, however much I’d like to get some of them on board.”
“We’ve sent emails and left voicemails for most of them.” Vanessa said.  “I’m sure any who are willing and able will to try to join us there.”
“What makes you so sure we won’t have a repeat of what happened here when we get down to Knoxville?” Dennis asked, frowning slightly.
Tyler smiled, but there was just a hint of tightness in his eyes that Jessica spotted.  “Well, for one thing, there are only four caretaker staff on-site at the moment.  They’re going to need the extra manpower to fully secure the Training Center.  And there are other Eagle facilities in Knoxville we can divert to if we can’t utilize the TC for some reason.”
“I still think we should head for the Lake Lanier property.” Dennis said, frowning harder.
“No, that’s likely to be a draw for a lot of refugees.” Vanessa shook her head.  “It could easily turn into a second or third wave outbreak area.”
“I agree.” Tyler said, fixing his brother with a level stare.  “Trust me, Knoxville is pretty small, too small to be able to fuel any massive hordes like Atlanta is suffering.  It’s half an hour away from Macon, so there will be plenty of opportunities for scrounging without having to travel too far.  And, as I said, there are a number of Eagle properties we can make use of.”
“Dennis.” Jessica said, and held her expression without flickering as the others turned to look at her.  “I think Tyler’s right.  And Vanessa too.  If we go to an Eagle property we’ll probably have reinforcements who’ll come to us, people who’ll fit in without raising a fuss.”
“Not necessarily.” Dennis pointed out.  “We could just be inviting a repeat of what happened here.”
“Dennis.” Tyler frowned.
“No Ty, you’re too close to it.” Dennis said a little sharply.  “What if some of the stragglers show up armed and ready to fight to take control of the facility?  Some of them could even be people who left here earlier.”
“It’s a risk.” Tyler said.  “I won’t lie and say it isn’t.  But I think it’s our best option.  And no matter what, I won’t be going anywhere near Lanier.  Some of the things Vanessa was able to pull out of our servers downtown before she lost the connection included some old government reports on epidemics and disaster scenarios.
“A lot of people are going to be flocking to Lanier.  There are even some FEMA plans for utilizing it as a basing area for long term refugee housing, though I’m not sure how effective FEMA is going to be with the government collapsing.  Trust me, if Lanier doesn’t end up with a zombie problem, then it’ll be dealing with more ‘normal’ disease issues after a week or two of rough conditions.”
“And we could start to see vigilante and gang activity.” Vanessa put in.  “The veneer of civilization is a lot thinner than people think it is.  It won’t take much, or long, for a lot of people to get desperate and aggressive.”
“Dennis, stop.” Jessica said as Dennis opened his mouth again.  His gaze flicked back to her, and she gave him the same sort of look she did at the office.  The one she used when he wanted something from her, and she needed him to understand why she was going to do something else, or do it differently.  It almost always worked, because he trusted her to know what she was doing.
“Worst case, we’ll be far from Atlanta.  If we can’t use any of the Eagle properties down there, I’m sure we’ll be able to find something usable.  Even a small town will have buildings we can move into.  And fewer people means fewer risks, at least until we have a chance to get setup and ready to handle problems.”
Dennis grinned abruptly.  “I never would have expected you to have a flair for the mercenary.”
Jessica smiled, but her eyes had a core of hardness.  She almost said something about Candice and how there was nothing she wouldn’t do to protect her, but changed her mind just in time out of deference to Dennis’ own missing kids.  Instead she shrugged.  “There’s a lot I’m prepared to do if it means safety.  I’ve been through a lot since Friday.”
“We both have.” Candice spoke up.
“That’s right, we have.” Jessica said as brightly as she could manage, hugging Candice against her good side.  “And we’re still here.”
“I like her.” Tyler said, grinning.  “She’s everything you’ve always said she was.  Listen to your office manager Dennis.”
Jessica jumped as the big garage door started rumbling and rising.  She found her hand automatically on the grip of her pistol, which Austin had returned to her following Vanessa’s examination.  The garage door had only retracted partially when she saw Austin duck underneath it and give Tyler a respectful nod.
“Sir, that’s about the last of what we need to load.  Or can load I should say.  We’re either out of room or weight capacity on everything if we’re going to fit all our remaining people in.”
Tyler sighed.  “I wish we hadn’t lost so many of the vehicles.”
Vanessa ignored her husband.  “How far down the list did we manage to get?”
“Everything on the critical section, but not much else.” Austin said.  “If we dump one of the generators we’ll be able to carry more with us.  They each kill an entire SUV off.”
“No, we can scrounge up food and medicine and clothing lots of places, but generators aren’t as common.  Especially good ones like those.” Tyler shrugged.
Jessica was listening, but her attention was fixated on the open garage door like it was dangerous.  Which, as far as she was concerned, it was.  The sun was shining brightly, which she had never found so welcome before.  And there were four men dressed similarly to Austin standing in pairs to either side of the garage, stubby guns she’d heard called MP5s in their hands as they guarded.
But she knew those men only looked dangerous, and that they were actually considerably less so than they appeared.  They worked for Eagle Security and Executive Protection, but they were all regular security guards or even office personnel.  Only Austin was one of the ‘Executive grade’ operatives.
Jessica was still not entirely clear on everything that had happened, but she’d picked up enough to at least have a basic grasp.  Tyler was a senior executive with Eagle, and sometime Friday night he’d started organizing his company’s assets and resources, gathering them to Dennis’ house as a fairly safe staging point.
That had gone well, with surviving Eagle personnel arriving in response to Tyler’s calls, until last night when some of the other operatives had gotten disgruntled over the next steps of the plan.  Apparently Tyler had wanted to move out to Knoxville, but before departing Atlanta his plan had been to take everyone around the city’s suburbs in one big security convoy and try to pick up as many other Eagle people as possible.
This was where the division had occurred.  The operatives had objected to both the risk, which they said was too great, and the need to even bother rescuing ‘untrained’ civilians.  Jessica had taken a while to understand why they used that term, but eventually she figured out the ‘operatives’ were all ex-military of some sort or another.  Even before they’d been hired by Eagle they were tough and dangerous.
Jessica believed that, if Austin was anything to judge the others by.  And assuming that was the case, she agreed with the Morrises that it was a shame all that trained and competent manpower had left.  She would have felt much safer with a couple dozen Austins here.  As it was, even the one Austin was quite reassuring.
“We’ll make do.” Vanessa said.
“Pull everyone back inside, and we’ll have a quick meeting before we mount up and get rolling.” Tyler told Austin.
“Sir.” Austin said, bracing a little but not saluting.  “Guys, in here.” he called, raising his voice some.
The four guards glanced over their shoulders, then came into the garage.  Austin pointed, and one of them went over the wall control and hit the button to start the door closing.  Austin stayed facing the door until it was all the way closed.  Only then did he turn.
Jessica limped in after Vanessa, following her into the dining room.  Dennis was vanishing through another door, presumably heading off to find his wife.  Jessica looked around as the others who remained filed in, then decided she was hurt and there was no sense in standing on ceremony.  She let herself collapse into the nearest chairs and leaned the walking stick Dennis had given her against the table.
Tyler and Vanessa were positioning themselves at the head of the big dining room table.  Both still wore suits, in stark contrast to the tactical gear most of the remaining Eagle people were wearing, and the plain casual clothes Dennis and Trudy and Jessica had on.  Jessica had been wondering a little about the suits, but as she looked at the two of them standing there at the head of the table, she realized it was a subtle way to project leadership.
Everyone else looked like they were a soldier, or a dependent; Tyler and Vanessa looked like they were ready to make decisions and figure things out.  It was strangely reassuring, however odd it might seem at first glance.  As she watched, she saw Tyler was even having Vanessa straighten his tie for him.
The power was off again, the generators having been disconnected and loaded into vehicles for the trip, but the room was well lit from sunlight that streamed through the windows.  It was a little stuffy, and Jessica knew it would become more so if everyone stayed in here too long, but she was prepared to object loudly if anyone suggested opening one of the windows.  The hedges just outside the glass were sturdy, but not nearly enough so to prevent someone, or something, from getting at the windows.
“How are you feeling ma’am?” Austin asked, and she turned her head.  He had decided to stand near the door behind her, which put him quite close to her.  Jessica again noticed how he made anything he did look easy and effortless.  Even simply standing.  He gave every sign that he was ready and able to stand there all day if there was a reason.
“Better.” Jessica admitted.  She was still on painkillers, now some oxycontin Dennis had given her, but even through the drugs she could tell her knee was feeling better.  Not healed, but considerably less painful than it had been.  She hoped Dennis didn’t have to keep draining it, though he’d warned her if she didn’t keep off it he probably would have to again.
But she had a little baggie of pain pills, and another of antibiotics that Dennis had insisted she keep with her.  “Just in case” he’d said.  And her knee was immobilized in a heavily wrapped stretchy bandage that made it almost impossible for her to bend.  She still couldn’t walk without a serious limp, or use of an aid, but all in all she was feeling a lot better.
“I’m glad.  Leg injuries are the most annoying kind of minor injury to have, in my opinion.”
Jessica ventured a guess as she laughed.  “I bet that’s because you’re not happy unless you can run ten miles a day or something, right?”
Austin smiled.  “Not ten, but three to five, yes.  I get restless if I can’t exercise.”
“You run five miles a day?” Candice asked, looking up at him.  She had to do a lot of looking up to see his face; he was amazingly tall, especially compared to Candice. 
“Well not every day.” Austin told her.  “Yesterday I didn’t, and I probably won’t today either, but that’s because I’ve been busy.”
“My husband was like that.” Jessica observed with a twinge of sadness.  “Brett was never happy unless he was busy, and when he didn’t have something to do he went and found something else to do.”
“Daddy played baseball.” Candice said solemnly.  “He was a pitcher for the Gwinnett Firefighters team.”
Jessica heard Trudy talking in her too loud voice and turned her head to look in that direction.  She was being ushered in by Dennis, who was carrying two suitcases for her.  “Candy Bear, can you go over to Mrs. Morris and see if she found those clothes she was talking about?” Jessica asked, pointing to make sure Candice knew which Mrs. Morris she meant.
Candice looked across the room warily, and Jessica instantly saw the hesitation in her eyes.  “It’s just right over there.  We’re inside, and I can see you the whole time.  You like Doctor and Mrs. Morris don’t you?”
“Yes.”
“So help your mom out then, I’m not walking so well.  Or do you want to wander around dressed like a hobo all the time?”
Candice shook her head reluctantly.  “Okay.  Don’t leave though.”
“I’ll sit right here, I promise.” Jessica said.
Candice left, heading around the table and toward the other side of the room.  Everyone else was clustered over there, closer to where Tyler and Vanessa had deigned to establish themselves.
“Was?”
She turned her head again, looking up at Austin.  “I’m sorry?”
“Your husband was a firefighter?”
“Oh.” Jessica smiled sadly.  “Yes, was.”
“When?” Austin asked, his eyes filling in the unspoken part of the question.
“No, not this.” Jessica shrugged, making a small gesture around the room.  “Two years ago.”
“I see.  I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Thanks.” Jessica looked away to see Candice just arriving next to Trudy, who bent down to listen to her with a plastic smile fixed to her face.  “Though maybe it was a blessing in disguise.”
“What do you mean?”
She shrugged again.  “He was a firefighter.  From everything I’ve seen, and knowing Brett like I did, he would’ve been in the middle of all of this.  The odds of him being alive now wouldn’t be very good anyway, so I suppose it was better for me and Candice to have done our grieving already.”
“You still wear the ring.” Austin pointed out.
Jessica glanced down at the white-gold wedding band on her ring finger.  Her engagement ring was in Lawrenceville, in her jewelry box.  She’d only worn it for dress up occasions, since the diamond setting could sometimes catch on things; but she never took the wedding ring off.  Her thumb brushed across it almost absently.
She’d left in such a hurry after . . . well after, it hadn’t occurred to her to retrieve the engagement ring.  The wedding band was all she had left of Brett now.  Well, and the gun she supposed.
“Yes.” she said after a moment, trying to force her thoughts toward the happy ones to keep the sad ones from overwhelming her.  She didn’t want to break down with everyone clustered in the dining room to see.
“It takes time to deal with loss.” Austin nodded.
Jessica glanced down at his hands, but he was wearing gloves that kept her from seeing what she was curious about.  “Are you . . . were you married?”
“No, but my mother died when I was seventeen.  It took me until the end of my second tour to really get all the way over it.”
Jessica saw Candice accept a suitcase from Trudy, the girl carrying it in both hands and starting back toward Jessica.  She knew it couldn’t be as heavy as Candice was making it out to be, it was just that Candice was still growing, and the suitcase looked to be half her size.
Looking back at Austin, she decided to ask something else that had been swirling around in her head since she’d arrived.  “You were in the military?”
“Eleven years in the 75th Regiment.” Austin confirmed with a nod.  “Rangers.”
“Why didn’t you leave?”
He gave her a puzzled look.  “I did, that’s why I work for Mr. Morris now.”
“No, I mean . . . why didn’t you leave last night when the other operators did.”
“Oh.” Austin said, his face blanking just for a moment.
“Mrs. Morris said half of this is for you, and the other half is for me, and that she’s sorry if they don’t fit either of us too good.” Candice said as she finished lugging the suitcase around the table and put it down next to Jessica’s chair.
Jessica glanced at Candice, then she heard Tyler speak up in a loud, confident voice.
“Okay, we’re all here, so if you’d listen up please?”
Reluctantly she faced in that direction.  The little bit of side conversation that was going on stilled, and Tyler nodded pleasantly to the room.  “Now, most of you have heard at least some of this, but we have the time, I think, to go over it properly before we set off.  So, here’s the plan.
“Our goal is Knoxville.  That’s Knoxville, Georgia, not Knoxville, Tennessee.  It’s near Macon, about two or two and a half hours south of here under normal circumstances.  As everyone here knows, these are not normal circumstances.”
Heads nodded, and Tyler nodded back briskly.  “Maps with three different routes between here and Knoxville have been placed in each vehicle we’re using, but those are just backups in case anyone gets separated from us.  If that happens, I want you to remain calm.  Use the maps and join us in Knoxville.
“However, the best thing is for all of us to stay together.  To that end, I want everyone to think convoy.  That means you follow the car ahead of you.  Mr. Carter will be driving the lead vehicle, and myself and Vanessa will be in the second.  I want to be sure everyone understands me on this; stay with the convoy.  Almost anything we might have to deal with between here and Knoxville will be best handled if everyone stays together.”
“Mr. Morris.”
Tyler nodded to a man sitting near him.  He lowered his hand and stood up.  “What if we need to stop for some reason.”
“Excellent question.” Tyler said as the man sat back down.
“Above all else, stay with the convoy.  If you need to stop your vehicle for some reason, like a mechanical problem or some other difficulty, you should honk your horn and flash your lights to alert the vehicle ahead of you.  That driver should do the same, and the next, and so on up the line until it reaches the lead vehicles.  As soon as he thinks it safe, Mr. Carter will stop the convoy and we’ll deal with whatever is wrong.”
Tyler surveyed the room for a few moments, then looked at Austin and raised his eyebrows a little.  Austin stepped forward and cleared his throat, causing heads to turn in his direction.
“Keep in mind we only have three radios and we can’t rely on cell phones.  I’ll have one of the radios, Mr. Morris the second, and the third will be with whoever’s driving the last vehicle in line.  Whoever’s on that third radio, you need to let us know if someone falls out of the convoy with a mechanical failure.  Don’t stop for them, but let me and Mr. Morris know soonest so we can figure out how to handle it.”
Tyler nodded as Austin took a step back.  “Now, be aware, we’re not planning on leaving anyone behind.  But if a vehicle fails with zombies all around, we might not have much choice.
“If everything goes well, we should be able to head straight down I-75 most of the way, but be prepared for detours.  Furthermore, we’re going to be holding the speed down for safety reasons, so don’t expect this to be that two hour journey I mentioned.  Remember, these aren’t normal circumstances.
“Be prepared to stop and stay alert.  If your gas gauge gets to one quarter, signal a stop immediately.  When we do, let us know you need to fuel up, and we’ll find a place to do it at.  Pay attention to your gas, you don’t want to run out since it won’t surprise me at all if we end up having to wind around on some back roads at least part of the way down.”
“What about bathroom breaks, things like that?” another man asked.
Tyler grinned, but it was a politician’s smile, one that was all face and little warmth.  “I’d suggest everyone go to the bathroom now, before we leave.  I know Trudy has prepared some things for the trip down, but if you can’t hold it for as long as four or five hours at a time my advice would be to drink sparingly, if at all.”
Austin stepped forward again, and Tyler shifted his gaze to the tall man after a moment, nodding slightly.  “We have no idea what the conditions are going to be once we leave.  We know it’s bad here in Atlanta, but it could be better or worse once we get away from the city.  This is not a day trip down-state.  You need to think of this as being behind enemy lines.
“Every stop we make in an unsecured area is a risk.  Is a chance to take a leak or a dump in a toilet worth dying over?  If you don’t know if you can hold it that long, then bring a bottle or some towels or something.  Your dignity is a small price to pay for staying alive.”
Jessica frowned.  She didn’t dispute anything being said, but she was trying to think of how much Candice had drunk this morning.  She wasn’t sure.
Tyler started speaking again when Austin indicated he was done.  “Okay, so, last thing.  If we do stop, stay in your vehicle unless you have a reason to get out.  Don’t shut your engines off unless myself or Mr. Carter comes by to tell you to.  And keep your windows at least three-quarters up if we’re moving slower than ten miles per hour, for security reasons.
“If you’re armed, remember you’re shooting for the head.  Whenever possible take your time and aim, because we want you to get used to using the weapons and to aiming carefully.  If you do it often enough it’ll start to become more natural.  Of course, we’re hoping to not get that much practice today.”
There was a bit of laughter, some of it on the nervous side, but with just enough voices that sounded genuinely amused to make the whole of the response cheerful.
“Any questions?” Tyler looked around expectantly.  “No?  Okay, there are bathrooms all over the house.  When you’re done, come into the garage so we know you’re ready to go.”
“Candice, do you need to go to the bathroom?” Jessica asked.
“Not right now.”
“Candice.” Jessica said sternly.  “Did you hear Mr. Morris and Mr. Carter?  We’re not stopping for potty breaks.”
“I don’t need to go.”
“You don’t want to make sure?” Jessica persisted.  “Mommy’s going to go just to make sure.”
“I – okay.”
Jessica nodded and picked up her walking stick.  It wasn’t as good as a full crutch, but it had a proper handle and was considerably more comfortable to lean on than the baseball bat had been.  She let Candice precede her through the house, where Candice surprised Jessica by peeling off at the door.
Leaving Candice outside, where she was apparently content to ‘guard the door’, Jessica went inside and used the toilet, then washed her hands.  She grimaced at her appearance in the mirror.  Her face was a little pale, probably residual shock, and her hair needed a good brushing.  She took a moment to look in the medicine cabinet and was pleased to find a collection of ‘guest amenities’ stocked in it.  She pocketed a square of soap, two toothbrushes and a miniature tube of toothpaste, and a comb for later.
“Okay, your turn.” Jessica said as she limped out.
“I don’t think I need to go.” Candice said again, but she went into the bathroom.  Jessica glanced around the hallway while she waited, and opened a door that looked suspiciously like a closet after a few moments.  Sure enough, she found towels and linens and pillows piled on the shelves.  She took down four towels and shook them out of their neat folds so she could drape them over her shoulder, which was easier than trying to carry them one handed.
A few minutes later Candice came out of the bathroom.  Her hands were wet, so Jessica decided to leave it alone.  She had the towels if worst came to worse.  The suitcase wasn’t in the dining room, but she went into the garage with Candice instead of searching the house for it.
There she found most of the group was already waiting, though not all.  Austin saw her and came over as she limped up.  “I’ve got your suitcase over there.” he said, pointing.  Jessica looked and saw it was sitting near the roll up door.
“Thanks, I was wondering where that got to.” Jessica said.
“I think it would be best if you two rode with me.” he continued.  “We didn’t load the vehicles assuming you’d be a driver, and I’m not sure it’s a good idea for you to be behind the wheel with your leg like that.”
Jessica hesitated.  She was no expert, but her initial impulse was the lead vehicle might be a dangerous place to be.  Then she considered who was going to be driving that vehicle, and changed her mind.  “Okay, if you think it’s a good idea.”
“There’s not really room for you anywhere else unless you want Candice riding in your lap all the way down, or are prepared to ride in different cars.”
“I’m staying with mom.” Candice said immediately.
“I thought so.” Austin said, smiling at her.  “So you two ride with me and you can be together.”
“Good.” Candice nodded firmly, like the matter was settled and done.
Jessica suppressed a chuckle.  “I hope we won’t get in your way.”
“Oh, I’m not worried about it.” Austin grinned.
“Candice, you remember the rules, right?” Jessica asked.
“Yes.”
“Good.  All the rules are still in effect, so stay close to me.”
“I will.” Candice promised.
“Okay, we’re all here.” Tyler said loudly.
Austin turned, abruptly all business.  “Stay alert, don’t assume you’re ever safe, and that includes between here and the cars just as much as it does once we start the trip.  There could be dozens of zombies right outside the door.  Pay attention, it’s cheaper than your life.”
Jessica found herself gripping the holstered pistol again.  The faces she saw around her looked solemn and serious, which she found reassuring even if she knew few of them knew how to properly use the weapons and gear they carried.  Austin waited, as if inviting comment or perhaps giving everyone a chance to get set, then went over and hit the button to raise the door.
The sunlit driveway was clear.  Jessica limped out in the middle of the group, which was the safest spot mostly because everyone was pointing guns outwards.  Austin, his voice loud and commanding, pointed people off to various SUVs that were parked along one side of the long driveway.  It was maybe a bit of an exaggeration, but Dennis’ house really did have a driveway; not just a parking pad where cars were left upon arriving.
The waiting SUVs looked new, with fresh wax and no imperfections in their paint jobs.  They were all black.  Jessica surmised they were probably Eagle vehicles, which wasn’t a surprise; but what did surprise her was that there were only six, plus a four door BMW that looked fast and capable even parked.
She saw what Austin had meant about there being nowhere else she and Candice could ride.  Both Morris couples slid into the BMW, and all the SUVs except the lead one had their back seats folded down to create more cargo room.  She didn’t bother to figure out what had been loaded into the vehicles, instead waiting near Austin as he finished assigning people to vehicles.
He escorted her and Candice up to the lead SUV.  The suitcase went into the back seat, then Candice hopped up after it.  Jessica accepted his help in maneuvering herself into the front seat, which was awkward with only one leg.  The SUV rode kind of high off the ground.  Jessica was still shifting around, trying to find a position that was the least uncomfortable when he made it around to the driver’s side and got in.
“You going to be okay?” he asked.
“Hmm?  Oh, I’m fine.” Jessica smiled.  The SUV was surprisingly roomy.  She rattled around in it like a pea in a pod, and even Austin with his bulk and all the gear he had strapped on had no problem fitting into the vehicle.
“What about you girlie girl?” Austin asked Candice, turning his head to look in the back seat.  “You all set?”
“Yup.”
“Candice, put your seatbelt on.” Jessica said automatically as she decided to refold all the towels she’d taken into a single bundle that she could slide under her foot.
Austin did something to his stubby gun that made it click audibly, and placed it between his seat and the center console.  Then he looked over his shoulder again.
“Your mom says you’ve got some rules to follow?”
“Uh huh.” Candice said.  “They’re important.”
“Well I’ve got one more to add.  Don’t touch the gun here, okay?”  He pointed at the MP5 that was next to his seat.  “It’s dangerous.”
“I won’t.” Candice promised.
“Good.” Austin nodded, then leaned over and took the bundle of towels from Jessica.  “Here, let me.” he said.
Jessica stopped trying to lean forward and reach under her left foot without being able to bend her knee.  He gently lifted her leg with a hand under her thigh, then slid the towels into place.  “How’s that?”
“Thanks.”
“No problem.”  He put his hand on the key that dangled from the ignition and unhooked a walkie-talkie from his vest.  “Mr. Morris, this is Carter.”
“Go ahead Carter.” Tyler said after a moment.
“I’m going to pull out to the street and wait for everyone else to form up.”
“We’re ready here.”
“Okay sir.” Austin stuck the radio back on his vest and turned the ignition key.  The SUV’s engine came to life with a powerful rumble.  Jessica watched in the side mirror as the BMW rolled down the driveway’s slight incline after them.  Austin parked about a block away and waited, eyeing the rearview mirror.  Jessica saw Tyler sitting patiently behind the wheel of the BMW while his wife sat sideways and spoke to the other Morris couple in the back seat.
“That’s all of them.” Austin muttered, taking his foot off the brake when the last of the vehicles finally joined them in a line along the curb.  He drove to the end of the street and turned right, away from Abbotts Bridge Road.
“What was happening on Abbotts Bridge?”
“Huh?” Austin glanced over at Jessica briefly, then returned his attention to the street.
“When I got here, Dennis said there was a big horde on Abbotts Bridge.”
“Yeah.” Austin said, sounding a little sour.  “If it could have just held off forming until, I don’t know, daybreak at least, it might have made a difference.”
“What do you mean?”
Austin was winding through the neighborhood slowly, keeping his speed under twenty miles per hour.  Jessica saw a couple of zombies wandering around, but they were up near the houses.  By the time they could make it down to the street the convoy should be past.  “Mr. Morris was trying to talk some sense into the guys who wanted to leave, and I think he’d almost convinced most of them when Joe’s team came back with word of the horde.”
“How many is a horde?” Candice asked.
“A lot.” Austin said.  “At least a couple hundred.  They didn’t stop to get a count, just turned around and came back.  Anyway, it was too much for most of the guys, and they split.”
“Why didn’t you?” Jessica asked, picking up the thread of her interrupted conversation in the dining room.
He shrugged.  “You want the short version or the long version?”
“I was told this is going to be a long, slow trip.” Jessica pointed out.
He chuckled.  “Well, out of deference to all of my audience, I’ll give you a medium version.”  Jessica nodded as his eyes flicked towards the backseat without turning.  “I had a disagreement with my commanding officer a few years back, this was when I was still a Ranger.”
“How bad?”
“Bad enough.”  Austin turned onto Bells Road as he left the neighborhood and accelerated up to thirty miles per hour.  The big SUV seemed to be crawling at such a slow speed, but Jessica didn’t even think of complaining.  She was still trying to get over the memory of the deafening bangs when her Accord’s airbags went off last night.
“On a patrol I kept my squad behind to help cover a civilian team that was in danger of getting pinned down.  My CO didn’t like that, said the professionals had enough to worry about without having to save ‘amateurs’ who didn’t know to stay away from active war zones.”
“What were civilians doing there?”
“They were a private security contractor escorting a team from the local Red Cross who were trying to evacuate some residents that were too close to the conflict areas.”
“Where was this?”
“Afghanistan.”
“I don’t understand . . . what kind of private security works in Afghanistan.”
He chuckled briefly.  “You know, like what I do now.  Or did, I guess.  Who knows if careers have meaning any more.”
“Mercenaries?”
“There’s a lot of international political baggage to that term, but basically, yeah.  Mercenaries, worked for one of the big British outfits.  They were doing it basically for cost, and partially for humanitarian reasons.”
Jessica considered.  “Partially?” she asked after a moment.
“Well yeah.  I mean, I knew a couple of the guys on that team from before they mustered out and went to work for the Brits, and I know a lot more of them now, and trust me, a lot of those guys were there because they liked the buzz of being in combat.  But they liked getting paid for it even more, and these gigs pay very well.  Or, I guess they did.”
He was silent a moment, then shrugged.  “Also I’m told the company got certain tax benefits for doing things like that; it effectively let them write off the entire cost of everything associated with the contract, so they got training and advertising basically for free.”
Jessica shuddered.  She couldn’t imagine considering something like combat as mere training.  It made no sense to her.  “So what was the problem, for you, then?”
“Like I said, my CO didn’t like that I’d helped them.  He demoted me, started trying to get a court martial to sit to consider a DD on me.”
“DD?”
“Dishonorable discharge.” Austin said as he curved around to follow the road north.
“On what grounds?”
“Bullsh– stupid ones.  But he had friends who were helping him pull strings, and there was no guarantee I wouldn’t go down for something no matter how stupid it might have been.”
“So how does that lead back to Tyler Morris and why you didn’t leave?” Jessica asked, a little confused over this story.
“Well from that point it’s pretty simple actually.  Mr. Morris heard what was happening from some contacts of his and got in touch with me with an offer.  I decided to accept rather than roll the dice fighting an uphill battle.”
“That must have been some offer.”
Austin grinned.  “Not really.  He offered me the chance to have all the training and combat I could stand, and to give me top notch pay and benefits.  And he didn’t lie about a single bit of it either.”
“So you stayed because Tyler gave you a job?”
“I guess you could say that.  But the way I see it, Mr. Morris gave me a fair deal when I was in the process of getting shafted.  A DD would’ve made it almost impossible for me to get hired to anything like what I did in the 75th – no National Guard or police or private security, h– heck a DD would basically blackball me from most rent-a-cop positions too.
“Effectively I would’ve been back to square one with no options but to try and work up some career ladder somewhere against people ten and fifteen years younger than me.”
“I suppose I can see why you’d feel indebted.”
“It’s a little more than that I guess, but that’s a big part.  The rest is Mr. Morris is a honorable guy, a good boss.  He doesn’t just talk the talk, he walks the walk too.  He wasn’t ever an operator, but he doesn’t treat us like idiots or knuckle draggers either.”
“Is that common?
Austin laughed.  “You have no idea how many people we work for, the companies who pay us, as well as the clients who pay for us, who think we’re incapable of wiping our own– uh, of walking and chewing gum at the same time.”
Jessica grinned.  “Well I don’t think that.”
“Most kind.”
“Do you have any gum?” Candice asked.  “I’d like some if you do, please.”
“Afraid not girlie girl.” Austin said.  “Best I can offer are energy bars or MREs.”
“What are those?”
“The bars are like granola, and the MREs are sort of like microwave dinners that don’t need a microwave to cook them.”
Jessica looked back to see Candice wrinkling her nose, and laughed.  “You don’t need anything to eat right now anyway Candy Bear.  We’re not stopping for the bathroom, remember.”
“I know, that’s why I was hoping for some gum.”
Jessica gave Candice a mild version of ‘the look’, though she left off the finger.  Candice sat back with a set expression, not exactly pouting, but definitely feeling at least a little bit put out.  She settled for looking out the window though, and Jessica turned back to Austin.
“Well, I appreciate everything you’re doing, and I hope you’ll let me know if there’s anything I can do for you.” Jessica told him.
“Come on now, don’t be like that.  You’re helping me as much as I’m helping you.”
“How do you figure?”
He grinned.  “It’s either talk to you or listen to the radio, and I’m tired of hearing nothing but bad news.  We’re to the point where I don’t need the news to tell me how bad it is.  I can just look around and see it for myself.”
Jessica glanced down, out of her window, as they wove around a figure crawling across the pavement.  It seemed to be trying to grab at the vehicle’s wheels.  She was sure this was a stupid idea because she could see it had been hit or run over, or both, already.  One of its legs was showing splintered bone that stuck through flesh and pants alike.  She shuddered and looked away.
“What’s wrong?” Austin asked.
She hesitated, then smiled when she heard the strong undertone of confidence in his voice.  He sounded ready to handle anything.
“Nothing.  Just praying for a safe trip down state.”
* * * * *



Darryl
Darryl stepped out of the bathroom carrying a bundle of clothes and his boots in both hands, with the wet towel he’d used to dry off after the shower draped around his neck.  Tiny was there waiting in the hallway and nodded as he stepped past Darryl, locking the bathroom door behind himself.
Feeling refreshed after his shower – but still a little out of sorts after having been forced to sleep, then get up and stand guard, then go back to sleep again – he went barefoot down the hallway to the kitchen.  When he got there, he took one look inside and abruptly decided he was not going in.
“Uh, Jody.” he called hesitantly.  The kitchen was a whirl of activity.  Every counter, and both sides of the so called dining table, was occupied by someone who was mixing or stacking or otherwise preparing some food item or another.  Whatever they were doing, it smelled wonderful, but they also looked busy as hell.
“Damn DJ, you looking extra fine.” Monique cooed.
Darryl resisted the urge to scowl.  She was still playing a hard press with just about any of the Dogz she could get to stand still long enough for her to say something to.  And a few who kept moving.  He wasn’t in the mood, but he also wasn’t in the mood for a fight.
“What’s wrong?” Jody asked, turning from the sink where she was doing something under the faucet.
“This shirt, it too small.” Darryl said, holding up the shirt that had been in the stack of clean clothes he’d been given shortly after awakening.
“Hmm.  Well, it ain’t cause you too fat, that much I can see.” Jody said, shaking her hands over the sink to get rid of a film of water that clung to them.  Darryl shrugged.  He wasn’t particularly modest about his body, especially when it came to women, but usually when a woman looked at him half naked it was because she was on her way to being naked herself.
“Come on, let’s get you one that won’t rip apart at the seams.” Jody said.
“You mean one that’ll fit over them firm shoulders of his.” Monique called as Jody went past Darryl and he turned to follow her.
“Damnit, I wish she’d quit that.” he muttered.
He’d intended the comment to himself, just as a way to vent a little, but Jody answered without pausing as she went down the hall toward the bedrooms.  “She’s scared of being alone.  Don’t mind her unless you don’t want to be alone either.”
Darryl stopped in the doorway of the first bedroom, which Jody had gone into.  The bed and little end table that had been in here were gone, replaced with stacks of neatly folded clothing.
“What you mean?” Darryl asked as Jody bent to a pile of shirts.
“What the size on that one you got there?”
Darryl looked at the tag on the t-shirt they’d given him.  Annoying though Monique was being, she hadn’t been wrong.  He wasn’t fat, and the shirt was way too narrow across the shoulders.  He might have squeezed into it, but odds were it was going to split pretty quick.  “Uh . . . this a XL.”
“How small is it?”
“Too small.”
“No, damnit.” Jody sat back on her heels, then shook her head.  “I’m sorry DJ.  I’m just busy.  I mean, how ‘too small’ is that shirt?” she asked contritely.
“Pretty small.” Darryl said, not sure exactly how to answer her.  “I can barely get my arms through the sleeves.”
“Hmm, let’s try a 3XL then.”  Jody went back to looking through the pile of clothes.  “What were you asking me?”
“Why she scared?  Or, I guess, what she scared of?”
Jody sighed.  “She afraid that since she a ex without no kids she might get kicked out if Bobo change his mind about who can stay.”
Darryl blinked.  “Why she think that?”
Jody paused midway down the stack, double checking the tag, before she pulled it out of the pile.  “Like I said, she just scared.”  She shook the shirt out and held it up in front of Darryl’s chest.  “Hmm, see if this fit.”
“Uh . . . where the dirty clothes going?” Darryl asked, wondering what to do with the bundle in his hands.
“You care if you get the same ones back or not?” Jody asked.
Darryl considered briefly.  “Naw, they ain’t nothing special.”
“They go in here then.” Jody said, lifting the lid on a garbage can.  It looked brand new, and Darryl saw it was half full with other clothes.
“We throwing them out?” he asked as he dumped everything in his hands except the too-small shirt and his boots into the can.
“Naw, but if you want the same ones to come back then I was gonna write your name on them.” Jody said, dropping the lid back down and pulling a silver sharpie marker out of her pocket to show him.  “Bobo said we might see about finding a washing machine or something if things calm down.  Otherwise we’ll be washing by hand.”
“Alright.”  Darryl put the boots down on the lid of the clothes can and pulled the shirt over his head.  It was a little scratchy, but it was brand new so that was to be expected.  It was black, which he liked, but there was a big generic picture of a gray wolf posing in front of a moonlit forest, which he liked less.  But it was clean, which was important, and it fit properly, which was the key as far as he was concerned.
“How that?”
Darryl twisted at the waist, swinging his arms back and forth across his body experimentally.  “Yeah, better.  Thanks.”  The shirt was still a touch snug across the shoulders, but he was used to that, and it wasn’t enough to be a problem.
“You know, Monique not wrong.” Jody said.
Darryl picked up his boots and gave Jody a curious look.  “About what?”
“You do look pretty fine.” Jody said, smiling faintly.  “Maybe in a few days, if we get things settled down some and find a routine we all get used to . . . maybe you and me could spend a little time together.”
His initial reaction was to say no, but he held his tongue, not wanting to hurt her feelings.  As he did, he looked her up and down.  Jody was a curvy woman, and not too short.  He towered over most women, but she was tall enough that she was just short, not dwarfed, next to him.  Her eyes met his with a fairly neutral look, though there was a flicker of something in them he couldn’t quite place.
“How long until things get settled?” Darryl heard himself ask.
Jody shrugged.  “Maybe a couple of days.  Depends on if people kick up a fuss or not.”
Darryl gave her another look, then smiled.  He almost felt like it was a fully genuine one.  “Well, ain’t none of us going nowhere.  Let’s see how it go.”
“I gotta get back in there or lunch ain’t never gonna get done.” Jody said, slipping past him.  She did brush against him as she went by though, and allowed one hand to trail briefly across his biceps.  Her touch left him before he even thought to flex his arm to its best effect.
“Damn.” he muttered after she was gone.  He shook his head after a couple of seconds and pulled his boots on one at a time while standing there, then went back down the hallway without bothering to tie them.
The backyard was again serving as a gathering point.  The fresh air was nice, as was the chance to not be packed inside next to everyone else.  So far the air conditioning was still running because the power hadn’t failed, but he knew if the power went there’d be a lot of outside time being clocked whenever possible.
He traded nods with a few people and claimed a vacant chair, dragging it closer to the main grouping that seemed to be near the fire pit.  He did note, darkly, nearly everyone was sitting on the far side of the fire pit, away from the house, and away from where all the deaths had been the previous day.  The grass in those areas was already turning yellow from the bleach that had been poured on it.
“DJ, what you think?”
Darryl finished sitting down and saw a number of the Dogz looking at him.  “About what?”
“How long until zombies gonna get here?” Joker asked.
“What the fuck kind of question is that?” Darryl said, barely managing not to turn his response into a snap or a snarl.  He tried to cover the extent of his irritation by pulling his cigarettes out and tapping one from the pack.
“Hey, all them zombies tearing through Atlanta, and they saying Athens is a damn hell zone – it a relevant question.”
“Ain’t no need for none of us to go wishing for trouble.” Big Chief said.  He had a beer in his hand, and Darryl suddenly paused with the Bic lighter unlit in his hands, looking around for the cooler.  He could really use a beer.  Maybe a couple of beers.
“I ain’t wishing no trouble.” Joker protested “But we ready ain’t we?  Why not thin the herd out some?”
“Fuck man, that ain’t right.” a couple people muttered audibly.
Darryl managed to catch Big Chief’s eye and made a drinking motion, gesturing to the can in the other man’s hand.  Big Chief grinned and snapped his fingers at a nearby boy who was fiddling with a Gameboy.  The boy looked up, saw Big Chief pointing at Darryl, and ran over to the barn.  Darryl watched him go, then lit his cigarette.
“You a damn fool.” Burnout was saying to Joker.
“No, I for real.” Joker protested.  “If nothing happen them zombies just gonna keep wandering around eating folks, right?  Why not do what we can to clean them out some?”
“Oh . . . Dog, just leave it the fuck alone.” Chrome said, shaking his head.
“Come on now, someone gotta do it.  Why can’t we help a little bit?”
“They dropped some kind of bomb on Atlanta.” Low said, clearly nervous about it.  “That’ll fix it, right?”
Some people shrugged, but it was Tank who spoke first.  “I ain’t never did figure out what kind of bomb they said that was.  News didn’t explain where I heard”
There was a general pause, and Darryl hid a grin.  Typically, most of the Dogz didn’t want to come off as too smart.  Even about something as presumably cool and macho as stuff getting blown up.  EZ was the one who finally answered, but only after several of the Dogz were clearly looking at him to do so.
“It a fuel bomb.” the biker offered when it became obvious he was supposed to say something.  “You don’t know what that is?”
“Naw.” Tank shook his head.  “I know regular bombs, and I guess I know what nukes is, but this one I don’t know.”
EZ grinned.  “It a bomb that got a whole lot of fuel in it, right?  They drop it, and before it hit the fuel get released in a big ass cloud.  It go everywhere, just like air, cause it almost is air at that point.  Air mixed with fuel.”
“What kind of fuel?” Needles asked.
EZ shrugged.  “Just . . . like gas or something.  I dunno.  But after it release all the gas into the air, it go off and make the cloud go off.  Whoomp!”  He made a blowing up gesturing with both hands, holding them together then casting them apart in an upward direction.
“Like a gas main blowing up?” Tank asked slowly.
“Yeah, like that.  But bigger.”
“Whole lot bigger.” Big Chief nodded.  “When it go, if it get dropped right, it as big as a small nuke.”
“Yeah.” EZ grinned.  “But no radiation and shit.  Just bomb.”
“Fuck.”
Darryl saw the boy coming back from the barn with a can of beer in his hand.  He reached out and took it when the boy reached him, giving him a grin and a thumbs up.  Popping the top, Darryl tipped his head back and savored a long drink.  It was even cold.  When he lowered his head and sighed happily, he saw Big Chief smiling.  Darryl tipped his head gratefully in response.
“That don’t mean we ought not kill all the zombies we can get at.” Joker protested.
Darryl abruptly decided he didn’t like where that line of conversation might go.  “Joker?”
Joker looked over at him along with nearly everyone else.  “Yeah DJ?”
“Shut the fuck up about it bro.  Just relax, enjoy the day or something.”
Joker held up both hands.  “Hey, DJ, I ain’t trying to cause no trouble.”
“Then don’t.” Darryl said, then took another long drink.  He frowned at the can a little; it was already half gone, and he didn’t know what the deal with getting more was.
“Hey, hey, hey.” Needles said, standing up and reaching into his pocket.  “I know what we need to chill.”  He pulled a slim metal case out of his pocket and spit it open in his hands.  Darryl couldn’t see what was in it from where he was sitting, but Needles held something up that looked like a cigarette.  Except he knew Needles, so it probably was a joint.
“Yeah.”  “Hell yeah.”  “Shit, right on.” a number of Dogz said at the same time.  Darryl hesitated, then shrugged.  If he couldn’t drain a six pack, firing a burner would go over pretty good too.
“Now there gonna have to be some sharing, so anyone who gonna partake need to get together in a good circle.”
“Fuck you and your circle jerking.” Burnout said, but he got up and slid his chair closer.
Darryl got up, but he looked behind himself at the roof of the clubhouse.  To his surprise he saw a small pavilion had been set up.  It wasn’t much, just some aluminum tube legs that were connected at the top by more to form a hollow square, but they held up a tarpaulin and provided some shade.  That was probably a good idea, especially since sooner or later it was going to rain, but the important thing was he saw five guys sitting up there looking off in different directions.
Dragging his chair into the assembling circle, Darryl went over to Big Chief and leaned in a little so he didn’t have to talk loud.  “Who next up on the roof, and how long?”
Big Chief looked a little surprised at the question ,then shrugged.  “Uh, I ain’t sure.”
Darryl straightened up and looked around.  “Who next on the roof to guard?”  Three hands went up; Burnout, Chrome and Fish.  “When?”
“When what?” Chrome asked.
“When you going up on the roof?”
“Oh, like two I think it was.”
“That three hours.” Shooter offered, giving Darryl a slight nod of understanding.
“Right.”  Darryl said, mollified.  He didn’t have anything against a good buzz, but it occurred to him the guards needed to be reasonably alert or there wasn’t much point in putting them up there.  He sat down and finished off his smoke while the circle finished forming and Needles lit the first joint.
“How much you brought?” Tank asked, accepting the joint after Needles had it going and took a big puff.
“Shit, like a couple of pounds.” Needles grinned.  “Lucky us.  If them zombies had started eating everyone next week I would of done already moved most of it on.”
“Word.” Tank said before taking an enormously big hit off the joint and passing it on.
Darryl waited patiently.  Like he’d told Jody a few minutes ago, there was nowhere to go.  Needles got three more of the joints going, getting up and starting them at different parts of the circle.  When one of them came to him, Darryl took it and pulled a nice long toke.
As the sweet smoke swirled through his lungs, he took another moment to admire the joint before handing it on.  Needles was definitely just a couple of bad days away from being a full on crack head, but he did know how to roll a good joint.  His looked exactly like cigarettes; in fact, at one party, Needles had gotten cigarette style filters and rolled joints with those in the ends.  A lot of people who didn’t normally smoke had fallen for that one.
“Don’t be bogarting bro.” Low said from next to him.  Darryl handed the joint on and glanced over to see how far away the next one was from circling over to him.  He had a minute or two.
“So, I got a question that been bugging me since yesterday.” 2C said lazily.
“It hurt?” Stony asked with a clever look.
“Naw, not yet anyway.” 2C grinned.  “But I serious.  For real.  Heat, Lakers.  How many LeBron gonna score if the Lakers all trying to eat him?”
There was a pause, then just about everyone burst out laughing.  Darryl shook his head, picturing the basketball player trying to dribble around five zombies.  He himself liked to root for the Hawks, even if they did fucking suck most years.  But he also liked watching a good game, and LeBron was damned good.  But even so.
“How they gonna run a game with LeBron against five zombies?” Stick asked.
“Yeah, ref gonna call it for one on five.” Tank said.
2C’s grin widened.  “Not if the ref a zombie too.”
More laughter.  “Wait, there can’t be no zombie pro team.” Evil said.
“Why the hell not?”
Evil shrugged.  “Ain’t enough reporters and shit left around for LeBron to do another ‘Decision’.” he said, making quote marks with his fingers.  “An ESPN busy broadcasting real news.  He ain’t gonna change over to zombie without a hour on teevee.”
This time there were a few boos intermixed with the laughs, particularly from the Heat or LeBron fans.  Darryl accepted the next joint as it reached him and took a long toke.
As he leaned back, he heard the outside speakers come to life as someone inside the house turned them on.  But they didn’t blast music.  Instead he heard an unfamiliar voice reporting on the status of outbreaks in various major cities around the country.  Darryl shrugged, took another quick puff from the joint, and passed it on.
Leaning back, letting the smoke dribble lazily from his mouth and up into his nostrils, he settled in to listen to what was going on as the Dogz continued shooting the shit.  Sure enough, just as he expected, the world was still coming to an end.
###
 



Afterword
I wrote this story because it was trying to claw its way out of my head for a couple of years.  I finally gave up trying to hold it back and sat down to write it.  I’m better now.  A few things come to mind that I’d like to leave you with.
First, I didn’t set this in Atlanta because of another certain zombie franchise that is set in Atlanta.  I set it in Atlanta because I live here, and because I know the city pretty well.  At the risk of sounding pretty damned immodest, I like to think I’m using Atlanta more extensively than the other franchise is.
Second, while I used a lot of memory, real life trips, and some sessions with Google Maps to help me block out scenes, some of the locations have been modified for the needs of the story.  So if you’re also an Atlanta native and notice a store isn’t where I said it was, or that a building is occupied by different tenants than I portrayed it as, that’s why.  Hopefully a minor thing that shouldn’t throw anyone too badly.
I wanted a zombie story that follows the early stages of an outbreak.  I’m not saying it’s never been done, because it absolutely has, but even my favorite zombie stories often seem to blast right past that part to get to the zombie killing pretty fast.  I wanted to explore a little more of the initial portion than I usually see done.
After all, if we ever find ourselves saying things like “this can’t be happening, this is real life” while zombies beat on the door and chew the arms off our next door neighbor, the initial phase of the outbreak will be the most crucial part.  It sets everything else up.  I’m not saying you should run out and start stockpiling MREs and ammo, but I am saying you should maybe do a little thinking now.  Thinking is free.  What would you do?
Finally, I’ll leave you with this hopefully amusing little anecdote about a guy I used to know fairly well.  We’ll call this person Jim.  He was a pretty intense guy.  Went into the military, came out, and both before and after was always a pretty big fan of guns.  Jim wasn’t a violent guy, but he just liked weapons.  He liked having them, he liked maintaining them, and he liked going to the range to shoot them.
As you probably know, not everyone in the world today is as eager to love guns and implements of destruction as Jim is.  Some of these people would occasionally ask him why he had so many guns, why he spent so much time with them as a hobby, and other inquiries along those lines.  In case you’re wondering, Jim had many guns.  Many.
Jim’s answer used to be “Well, they’ll come in handy when the revolution starts.”  At this, most people would edge away from Jim slowly, carefully keeping an eye on him.  Then one day, Jim’s answer to this query changed.  The new answer?
“They’ll be useful if zombies ever attack.”
For some reason, that answer never seemed to bother people.
So, I guess what I’m saying, is even pacifists recognize the need to kill zombies.
David Rogers
Atlanta, Georgia
2013
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Evacuate immediately, by
order of the governor.
Take all necessary
precautions.






