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 Chapter 1:  Shackled 
 
      
 
    “Where are we?”  Randy asked. 
 
      
 
    It was a valid question since he’d been unconscious the last twelve hours.  They’d been a very eventful twelve hours.  They’d been captured by the Brotherhood and handcuffed in the back of a pickup truck.  Kelly had managed to kick one of the guards out of the back of the pickup truck before they’d driven a couple of hours to wind up locked together in a closet.   
 
      
 
    “A Red Lobster I think.”  Caitlyn answered. 
 
      
 
    “Cool.  I love the bread.  What are those little rolls called?  Cheese rolls?”  Randy asked.  His head was pounding.  Every part of his body hurt.  His mouth tasted like he’d brushed his teeth with the water from a backed-up truck stop toilet.  There was something very wrong with both his foot and his shoulder.  He really needed to swing by an urgent care once they were done doing the closet prisoner thing. 
 
      
 
    “Cheddar Bay Biscuits.”  Myriah chimed in.  She hated sea food but loved the biscuits there.  It was one of those conundrums in life that you just had to see through sometimes. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.  Those are delicious.  So is the waitress on the way or are we just hanging out in this moldy little room because we’re getting some sort of VIP treatment.  Somebody let me know what’s up.  Is everybody ok?”  It was pitch dark and hotter than hell.  On top of hurting all over Randy was lying in a puddle of his own sweat.  His numb hands were cuffed together behind his back.  He was freaking out worrying about Kelly and the kids.   
 
      
 
    “What’s the last thing you remember?”  Caitlyn asked him.  Randy felt a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach at Caitlyn’s words.   
 
      
 
    “We were being chased.  We were blasting away out the back window.  Then it all gets a little hazy.  Is everybody ok?  Why am I cuffed?” 
 
      
 
    “We’re all ok.  Mom flipped the van.  The Brotherhood guys grabbed us before the Zombies could get in.  Everybody’s ok.  I think mom may be knocked out, but I checked and she’s breathing.  They knocked her around after she kicked one of them out of the back of the truck.  They told us to rest up here then locked us in.  The only ones awake right now are you, me and Myriah but everybody’s ok.” 
 
      
 
    Randy sat up to go around and make sure for himself that everyone was ok.  Sitting up made him too woozy to actually be able to move around though so he quickly lay back down.  He didn’t want to black out again.  It sounded like they didn’t have a ton of time to figure out a plan to survive the mess they were in.  Knowing how the Brotherhood worked he was surprised they were still together.  He needed to be tough for the girls.  He needed to be tough for his wife.  He just couldn’t come up with anyway this ended well for them.  He began inching his way along the dirty tiled floor to check on Kelly. 
 
      
 
    A bright light filled the space.  Two men in camouflage were standing outside the doorway pointing rifles in the room.  Bright sunlight filtered in from down the hallway.  Randy knew he should keep his mouth shut and cooperate. 
 
      
 
    “Only two of you with assault rifles to guard us.  Aren’t you worried one of the little girls may have an imaginary friend who’s going to attack you?  End of the damned world and you pricks are locking up little kids.  Why are you so scared of us?  Why don’t you just let us go?  You really get your jollies off killing little kids and their parents?”  Randy finally shut up as he realized he wasn’t doing a great job of following his own advice for getting out of this mess.   
 
      
 
    “Sit up and shut up.  We’ve got water.  We’ll take you one at a time to a bathroom down the hall.  Anybody tries anything and we’ll just leave you tied up in the closet to marinate in your own piss until we’re ready to leave.”  One of the guards stepped in the room.  He helped Zoey sit up then tilted back the water bottle for her to drink out of.  The other guard stayed back in the hallway pointing his rifle into the small room.  They didn’t seem like they were planning on taking any chances.  The guard with the water bottle circulated around the room giving each of them a drink.   
 
      
 
    Kelly had to be woken up before she was able to drink any water.  They watched her with concern as the guard nudged her a few times then finally dumped some water on her head.  The head dousing trick worked.  Kelly woke up enough to suck down the offered water.  Randy forgot to be pissed off at the guard he was so happy to see Kelly wake up.   
 
      
 
    True to their word the guards marched them each out of the bare room they were being held in over to a bathroom down the hallway.  It was an actual bathroom with buckets of water for flushing and rolls of toilet paper.  Used to having to go in houses with crazy spiders everywhere or outside in the woods Randy was pleasantly surprised by the accommodations.  He finished his business in the bathroom and used the bucket of water to flush it all away.  He remembered hearing his grandma talk about using the outhouse when she was younger and thinking she must be as old as the dinosaurs.  Yet here it was barely two generations downstream that they were going to be back to outhouses before you knew it.  Hell, an outhouse would be an upgrade over most of the places they got stuck using.   
 
      
 
    “How long do you think we’ll be here for?”  Randy asked the guard as he was being marched back to the small room that they were being kept in.   
 
      
 
    “Until you’re moved.”  The guard answered expressionlessly.   
 
      
 
    None of the other guards were very talkative either.  Once they’d taken their wards to the bathroom and gotten them fed and watered, they inspected each of them for any medical issues.  Randy didn’t like the way the men decided that all the prisoners seemed healthy enough to make the trip north to Georgia.  They said it in such a way that it had a definitive tone of dark finality to it.  He knew they were being dragged up there to face the powerful man whose sister they’d killed.   
 
      
 
    “Can we get some food for the kids?”  Kelly asked when it looked like the guards were going to shut the door and walk away. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll get you some in a bit.  You’ll all live for now.”  The guard answered back evenly before shutting and locking the door.  Once again, they were left in total darkness except for the tiny patch of light under the doorway.  Handcuffed, hungry and feeling helpless Randy sat in the corner surrounded by his family.  Each of them was physically touching him or Kelly in some way.  Longing to find some source of comfort in this impossible position they were in.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2:  Hush 
 
      
 
    “They don’t look like they’re planning on leaving anytime soon.”  Kyler typed onto his phone and showed Krantz.  Krantz stared down at the typed message on the phone shaking his head slowly side to side.  Then he busied himself typing on the phone. 
 
      
 
    Krantz handed Kyler the phone back.  Kyler glanced down then walked around showing everyone else the typed-out order.  They were typing everything on the phone since the Zombies camped out by their trucks on the side of the interstate had learned a new trick.  It seemed a few in the herd had developed enhanced auditory capabilities.  At least that was what it’d looked like from the tree Kyler had been watching them from.  The order Krantz had typed out made perfect sense for the situation they were in.   
 
      
 
    They couldn’t get back to their trucks.  The Zombies didn’t seem to be going anywhere. Most importantly, they needed to follow the order they’d been given to get down to Florida and make sure the people the boss was looking for didn’t escape up the gulf coast side.  Krantz was looking to have them move through the woods to try to locate one of the guard stations set up to watch people on the interstate.  Once there they could notify the powers that be what’d happened and see how they were ordered to commence.  Kyler was assuming they’d either be given new vehicles or new orders.  
 
      
 
    He doubted they’d go back to closing down the massive supply warehouses the Brotherhood was establishing.  The Brotherhood attempted to compartmentalize who knew where the warehouses were located.  He didn’t want to know the location of more than the one they’d just secured.  Having that kind of information in your head could be hazardous to your health.  Especially if one of the warehouses you’d worked to close up was raided and the Brotherhood came looking for the rat who’d given it up.  At the end of the day they may just kill everyone who knew where they were.  Kyler didn’t think they’d do that to the members of the Brotherhood but the common people who were unloading trucks and such were probably screwed. 
 
      
 
    The men moved with exaggerated care gathering their gear together and prepping to move out.  They were all on edge after the rumor of the Zombies who could hear them from thousands of yards away had circulated.  The idea had percolated in all their heads over night leading to most of them barely getting any sleep.  Tired and fearful they began beating their way through the dense Georgia forest.   
 
      
 
    Having grown up locally and most of them having some sort of military background they were able to move relatively quietly.  The ones who’d done a lot of hunting in their youths seeming to melt into the forest.  Membership in the peoples guard didn’t have a lot of formal requirements.  If you had some sort of military background, knew how to shoot, or just happened to like wearing camouflage and had killed a few Zombies you could get in at the lower levels.  Once you’d proved yourself in Zombie clearing operations, you’d gradually get promoted up the chain.  There were no written tests.  Promotions were based on your commanding officers recommendation.  If you were able to survive clearing Zombies out of towns for a year then you were considered qualified.  Pretty much everyone was pretty motivated to get promoted out of that assignment because the longer you did it the more likely you’d end up dead or infected. 
 
      
 
    The troop Kyler was moving through the woods with now were the cream of the crop.  That’s why they’d been chosen to close down the warehouses.  Everyone was ex-military except for Kyler.  Most of them were former marine infantry or the equivalent ground pounders from the other branches.  They’d have a lot of advantages if they were sneaking through the woods to carry out some kind of guerilla warfare on a human population.  Unfortunately, a lot of the lessons these men had learned in their training and in actual combat didn’t apply when Zombie fighting.   
 
      
 
    For instance, a lot of the fire laid down against a traditional enemy was intended to keep their heads down so they couldn’t get a clear shot at you.  Another tactic used by small units was to walk towards the enemy firing away like crazy in the hopes of breaking them and sending them running.  When a normal human being sees the head of the person next to him blown to pieces and realizes he could be next he loses the urge to run forward.  These standard tactics of modern warfare didn’t apply when fighting infected humans who’d shrug off flesh wounds to themselves and keep on coming.  Zombies didn’t care if you shot every Zombie around them, they’d still charge headlong into your fire.   
 
      
 
    This had led to a whole new doctrine of warfare needing to be created to accommodate for fighting an enemy that didn’t care about dying.  An enemy that didn’t utilize any sort of supply lines.  An enemy that didn’t use machines or gather intelligence or do any of the things the military men had trained all of their lives to combat.  An enemy that kept developing new and creepy abilities like being able to run and jump faster than should be possible.  Hearing the Zombies may have developed yet another new ability wasn’t something the soldiers wanted to hear.   
 
      
 
    Kyler slithered through the woods casting nervous glances in the direction of the road.  He’d been the one tasked to go see if the Zombies had moved out enough for them to reclaim their vehicles again.  He’d been chosen for his ability to move quietly in the woods and because he was light enough to easily climb trees.  Kyler had verified the Zombies hadn’t left the area the vehicles were in but that they also seemed to be in their active listening state.  They were wandering around the cars and moving into the woods doing that odd shuffling and sniffing thing they did when they suspected people were around.   
 
      
 
    The seventeen men moved as quietly as possible through the woods.  They’d left plenty of distance between themselves and the road.  Whether it was the new acute hearing or just bad luck one of the men in the rear of the pack managed to run into a Zombie that’d wandered deep into the woods.  Kyler had seen plenty of times where a small group of five or six men could attract a group of Zombies, so he’d been waiting for this to happen.  Between his past experiences and the weird behavior of the Zombies out by the road it’d only been a matter of time.  Still, he’d hoped they might manage to get lucky. 
 
      
 
    The soldier who’d run into the wandering Zombie immediately sprinted for the infected with a blunt samurai sword he’d been hauling around.  The hardened metal easily smashing into the cranium of the unwelcome visitor.  The soldier had reacted so quickly and viciously that everyone watching thought he may have been able to avert the attack that would’ve otherwise been forthcoming.  The Zombie had started screeching but the massive blunt trauma to its brain pan had worked as fast as any mute button ever would.   
 
      
 
    On pins and needles the soldiers froze in place waiting to see what would happen next.  Seconds seemed like hours as Kyler froze along with the rest of them.  He felt a small spark of hope igniting.  That flame was immediately doused with a wave of cold sweat and fear at the sound of vicious screeching breaking out nearby.  They’d all been thinking the Zombies were still up by the road but judging by the volume of the screeching a large number of them had ventured into the woods.  Whether it was due to an enhanced sense of hearing or some other sense that’d led them to be so close to the retreating patrol didn’t much matter at that point.  It was time to run and gun.   
 
      
 
    More accurately, it was time to scatter and try to hack their way out of this mess.  Standard procedure for this kind of cluster used to consist of the unit focusing their fire on the enemies weak point and trying to break through.  Now it was more of an everyman for themselves then meetup at a predetermined spot if you happened to survive kind of deal.  Not bothering to look around Kyler broke into a sprint.  All around him the sounds of Zombie screeches egged him on.  He didn’t bother pulling out a weapon of any sort yet.  If he had to stop and fight before he put some distance between himself and the bulk of the screeching horde, he was more than likely going to die.  It was pretty much the old adage about not needing to be faster than the bear but needing to be faster than the other people being chased by the bear.   
 
      
 
    Ignoring the branches and briars ripping at his skin Kyler ran for everything he was worth.  He didn’t feel bad about it considering that’s what everybody else in the unit was doing right now as well.  He did wish his body hadn’t taken so much abuse in the last couple of months.  He had to run through the pain from his various injuries.  He ran around a tree and straight into a Zombies back.  It was a big one.  It’d been standing on the other side of the tree sniffing and trying to figure out which way to run.  Kyler had just answered that question for it. 
 
      
 
    Kyler found himself with both hands on the wide back of the flannel wearing Zombie.  Without thinking about it he grabbed the flannel and drove his legs as hard as he could.  Channeling memories of driving practice dummies across the field during pop warner he pumped his legs hard and drove.  The Zombie went down.  Unfortunately, so did Kyler.  Lying on the struggling Zombies back avoiding the limbs flailing around trying to reach him Kyler tried to find his knife.  He finally found it on his back below his pack where it’d worked itself to while he’d been running like a madman.   
 
      
 
    Kyler caught a couple of moldy elbows to the nose from the excited Zombie while he was trying to get the knife loose.  Once he had it out, he sat up straight putting all of his weight into driving the knife as deep as he could into the Zombie’s back.  The Zombie was screaming in frustration at having an uninfected human so close and not being able to get its teeth into him.  Kyler ripped the serrated knife out of the Zombies back and stabbed down again.  The tone and pitch of the screeching didn’t change a bit.  The Zombie was completely impervious to the pain of being stabbed in the back.  All it cared about was getting at the meal it so desperately craved.  The meal that was currently squatting on its back carving on it like it was a Thanksgiving turkey. 
 
      
 
    Kyler rolled off the blood-soaked flannel covered back of the beast and started to run again.  The Zombie reached out and grabbed him by the leg.  The damned thing was still alive.  Kyler fell to the ground struggling to rip his ankle out of its grip.  He could see the Zombie was already trying to bite him through his combat boot, so he kicked hard with the heel of his boot straight into the Zombies jaw.  The Zombie lost a few teeth but continued to try and gum its way through the tough leather until an ax crashed down into its face.  Having its face smashed in did the trick.  The Zombie finally slipped off into oblivion.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez reached down and helped Kyler to his feet.  With neither saying a word they started running through the woods again.  Kyler ran cautiously for the first few feet before noticing how loud the screeches around them had gotten.  At that point he threw caution to the wind and went full throttle.  Rodriguez was following right behind him.  He was the more seasoned of the two of them.  He knew that when running like crazy through the woods it was nice to have someone taller than you are breaking through the undergrowth ahead of you.  Rodriguez got a nice clear trail broken by Kyler for him.  In return Rodriguez kept looking behind them to make sure they weren’t being followed.   
 
      
 
    Screams and gunfire broke out behind them.  In this kind of situation none of them were ever supposed to pull a gun.  It just attracted more Zombies and made everything worse.  If you’re a wounded guy on the forest floor and a Zombie is gnawing on your leg though you pretty much have the perfect reason to throw the rule book out the window.  If they did survive then they typically weren’t even chewed out at as deep down everyone knew they’d do the same exact thing in that situation.   
 
      
 
    That was the other main difference between them and the units that came before the Zombies.  They weren’t fighting for a mission or for god or for country.  They were fighting for survival.  Other than the men in the Brotherhood the rest of them were part of the people because they had no choice.  There was no deep allegiance.  There was no esprit de corps.  These men would fight together for as long as they felt that it benefitted them.  As soon as it no longer benefitted them, they were out.  The people were held together in a giant web made up of intimidation, addiction, and fear with the Senator and his top leaders sitting in the middle of the web growing fat off all the flies. 
 
      
 
    His pack was heavy.  His breathing was hard.  He was coated in sweat.  On hearing the gunshot, he reached down deep and found that reserve of energy he needed.  He took the adrenaline that was still trickling into his system and used that to push him to run even faster.  The sound of a few more shots drifted to them over the steady roar of the Zombie screeches from behind.  That didn’t bode well for the bulk of the team actually making it to the rendezvous point.  Determined he wasn’t going to be one of the ones left behind Kyler ran until his legs wouldn’t move anymore.  He ran until he was seeing black dots floating in the air in front of him.  He ran until he couldn’t get the air into his lungs fast enough to keep him going.  When he couldn’t go another step, he forced himself to keep going.   
 
      
 
    A dried-up stream running through the woods tripped him up.  He fell forward rolling down to the mud and pine straw covered bottom the stream had created.  Rodriguez followed him down into the gully a few seconds later.  He collapsed in the mud beside Kyler and worked on getting his breathing under control. 
 
      
 
    “Anybody else?”  Kyler asked in a low whisper once they’d spent a few minutes getting their breathing back under control.  Rodriguez shook his head and held up his finger in a shushing gesture.  He turned and crawled back up the side of the gully.  He was up there for a minute looking around before crawling back down. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re good.  Let’s get to the rendezvous point and see if anybody else made it,  you good to go?” 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded and they began moving as quietly as possible along the bottom of the gully towards the interstate. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3:  What We Do for Our Children 
 
      
 
    “This would be way be way easier if we could just kill them.”  Miller said.  “I don’t see what’s so special about them.  They’re murdering traitors.” 
 
      
 
    “Traitors or not we have orders.  We have to keep them alive until we get them up to Georgia or get them handed over to someone to get them up to Georgia.  Besides, I’m not really up for murdering a woman and her kids in cold blood.  No big deal on the man.  He’s the one who’s probably been doing most of the actual killing anyway.”  A tall, muscled man dressed in camouflage with a big bushy beard answered.   
 
      
 
    “Except the woman’s the one we actually saw kill Green.  She kicked him right out of the damned truck.  They’re both murderers.  I’m with Miller.  We should be able to just hang the two of them from a telephone pole then turn the kids over to bride school.”  A third man said.  
 
      
 
    They were sitting around a table in a secluded section of the Red Lobster they’d picked to hide out in until the massive herd of Zombies from the city settled down.  The three of them had been together since the beginning.  They’d all been reservists who’d been doing their mandatory two weeks up in Pensacola.  They’d stayed together since then as they were all rednecks with similar military backgrounds.  Similar in that none of them had been in combat roles.  They were two ground mechanics and one who’d been in personnel his whole career.      
 
      
 
    The people’s army didn’t much care what branch you’d been in.  Especially in the early days.  All that mattered was that you’d worn a uniform and knew how to take orders.  Being able to shoot straight was a definite bonus.  The three of them had seen everyone around them die.  Their families had disappeared in the tsunami of death that’d come along in the early days of the Zombies.   
 
      
 
    They may not have started out bloodied and experienced but they’d more than made up for it by this point.  All three of them had long ago lost track of how many Zombies they’d put down.  The normal humans they’d been ordered to kill weighed heavier on their minds.  They’d been sent to round up deserters before.  They’d been dispatched to secure towns held by militia or other groups that weren’t willing to bend to the power of the new people’s army.  They’d rounded up groups of survivors and forced them into the camps for the leaders to do with what they will.  Along the way they’d done things that made it hard to look each other in the eye.   
 
      
 
    The man who led them now was a gunnery sergeant.  Gunnery sergeant Gonzalez had been a scout sniper in the marines before all this went down.  He’d been sent to provide intel on securing the port in Tampa on his last official mission.  His command structure had evaporated while he was on the mission leaving him rudderless in a state where he had no ties.  He’d used his considerable skills to build himself a place in the middle of nowhere Florida before hearing about the Brotherhood.  Tired of being alone he’d sought them out and been whole heartedly accepted by them.  Men with his background were suddenly way more valuable than people with an MBA or Computer Science Majors.   
 
      
 
    Placed in charge of a ten-man team he led missions in the different regions controlled by the Brotherhood.  The Senator didn’t want any particular regional commander to grow too powerful, so he made sure to send in units like the one Gonzalez commanded to ensure everyone was staying loyal.  Gonzalez would be the one to get the order to take out a commander if he got onto the Senator’s kill list.  It wouldn’t be the first time he’d put his sniper skills to use for the Brotherhood against their own strayed commanders.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez was sitting on the floor behind the bar nursing a bottle of warm tequila.  One of the worse things to his mind about the apocalypse was that most of the beer and liquor had to be drank warm.  Anytime he ended up in a place with actual ice cubes he made sure to take full advantage of the situation.  A man with his particular skillset was kept out in the field most of the time though.  He’d been handed the current crew he was commanding about six months prior and was still working on forming them into an effective fighting unit.   
 
      
 
    He took another sip of the top shelf tequila and looked around to see if there were any bar snacks still edible.  The way everything had been jammed full of preservatives you were pretty safe eating anything still in a wrapper or jar.  He found a jar of pickles, but the lid came off without that little pop you’d get from something that’d been sealed properly.  He sighed and sat back down on the carpet.  He tried to keep his mind off the fact that he had little girls handcuffed and shoved into a dark closet.  He’d have been ok with doing it to the parents, but the kids were getting to him.   
 
      
 
    He took another long pull on the warm tequila.  He pulled his wide brimmed hat down over his eyes and leaned back against the bar.  He had his men setup on guard detail.  He’d instilled the fear of god in them to not let him down when they were on guard duty.  They knew he wouldn’t hesitate to slit their throats if he caught them sleeping when they were supposed to be watching over the team.  He was a hard man made even more so by the brutality of the world they now lived in.  
 
      
 
    Knowing how bad the world had become made his current mission all the more distasteful.  It was bad enough he had little girls tied up in the closet.  It was even worse that he knew he was going to be responsible for transporting them to men who’d be taking them to be sold into slavery.  The little ones would almost certainly go to bride school to be brain washed into true believers in the cult the Senator was building up.  They’d probably both have opium habits before they hit puberty.   
 
      
 
    The two older girls had almost certainly bore arms against the Brotherhood.  They may or may not be killed in front of their parents.  That’d be at the whim of the Senator.  By the time the prisoners actually made it to the camp the Senator was in, his temper may have cooled to the point where he’d let them go back to bride school.  He’d still have them watch their parents executed in some grisly fashion first to show them what would happen if they didn’t change their ways.  The mom and dad were doomed.  It was just a question of how savage and prolonged their deaths would be.   
 
      
 
    His men were mostly bachelors now.  Their families killed in the early days of the spread of the disease.  Gonzalez still had a wife and two daughters.  They were living in a camp up in Georgia reserved for the families of field officers.  He hadn’t seen them in over a year but was able to do radio conversations with them whenever they were near a base.  Assuming that the base was setup to allow for that.  The families of the field officers were kept safe and secure, but they weren’t allowed to leave.  This was supposed to be for their safety but in reality, it was to keep the field officers on an invisible leash.  If his kids weren’t under the control of the Brotherhood Gonzalez would have had no problem killing any of his men who disagreed with him and letting this family of seven get back on the road to freedom.   
 
      
 
    Legs creaking, he stood up and walked towards the closet they were keeping the family in.  They were stuck here until the Zombie threat outside had died down.  He would’ve risked movement at night with just his men.  Carting along a family complete with a toddler through a Zombie infested night just didn’t seem like a good time.  Especially when the loss of that family would result in him and his men being demoted down to Zombie clearing.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez motioned to the man standing watch over the locked door.  The man nodded and moved back into the shadows.  Gonzalez unlocked the door and looked into the dim room.  The occupants were all blinking at the late afternoon light that’d seeped in when he opened the door.  He worked to keep the pity out of his eyes at the sight of the little girls curled up around their mom and dad.  The mom looked back at him with eyes full of fire.  She’d already killed one of his men.  Green had been a sloppy moron though, so Gonzalez wasn’t going to lose any sleep over that one.  He met the mom’s intense glare with an air of indifference before looking over at the man of the house.  
 
      
 
    “Get up.”  Gonzalez said simply.  He watched Randy move with exaggerated care to get to his feet.  He winced in pain every time he moved.  Once he was up Gonzalez stepped out of the closet and waved for Randy to follow him.  Randy shuffled behind him with his head down.  Gonzalez led him down the hallway a few feet. 
 
      
 
    “You can stop the act.  I know you’re not hurt that much.  I know if you didn’t have those handcuffs on that you’d have already made a move.  I brought you out here to have an honest discussion with you where your girls didn’t have to hear.” 
 
      
 
    “You like keeping little girls locked in a closet?”  Randy asked him.  He’d been telling himself to control his temper and try to befriend this guy.  Once again, his mouth seemed to have come up with a different plan. 
 
      
 
    “Not my call on who gets locked in a closet.  Since your family likes murdering men like me, I feel much safer with all of you locked up.  Eventually we’ll get you somewhere you can be separated and guarded better.  At that point the cuffs can come off and you can be made more comfortable.  You’ve already shown how dangerous you are.  Your wife killed one of my men on the way over here.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll try and be more polite to the assholes taking us to be slaughtered.  Maybe you could just let us go?  Or, do you just really like killing families?  Makes you happy to see little girls get ripped apart?”  Randy saw a switch flip behind Gonzalez’s eyes and thought he may have crossed some line.   
 
      
 
    He knew he’d crossed some line when Gonzalez stepped forward and slammed a fist into his stomach.  Randy curled over in pain from the blow. 
 
      
 
    “I pulled you out of that room to try and explain reality to you.  You and your wife are going to be executed.  Your kids may still be able to live though.  They’ll be separated and married off when they come of age, but they’ll live.  If you cooperate, I’ll make sure that happens.  I don’t want to see your girls die any more than you do.  If you don’t cooperate then we’ll use them to make sure you do.  Make sure your wife understands too.  The Senator doesn’t really care if those little kids make it back whole or not.  I’ve got no problem cutting off their toes and making a necklace out of them for your wife to wear if you can’t do what you’re told.” 
 
      
 
    Randy charged Gonzalez.  Hands cuffed behind his back, tired and hungry, still reeling from the punch to his stomach he got his shoulder into the grizzled Gunny and rammed him back against the wall.  Ignoring the punches raining down on the back of his head he put everything he had into trying to hurt the man who was threatening his children.  Gonzalez grabbed the back of Randy’s neck and fell to the ground smashing Randy’s face into the cold tiled floor.  That took the fight out of him.  The guard had run over when he heard the fighting going on.  Gonzalez had him grab Randy and drag him back to the closet.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez walked back over to the bar.  He was breathing hard from the intense confrontation with Randy.  Between that quick fight and the mom glaring at him like a mama bear watching out for her cubs he was beginning to see how these otherwise normal looking people had been able to keep their family alive and together this long.  His respect for them was off the charts.  He wasn’t going to allow that to get in the way of his duty to his employer though.  As much as Randy and Kelly were willing to do whatever it took to save their daughters Gonzalez was also ready to do to ensure the safety of his family.  He took another drink wondering how he was going to be able to look his wife and kids in the eyes when he finally did see them again.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4:  The Chattahoochee 
 
      
 
     “We’re actually not too far from the rendezvous point.”  Kyler whispered.  They’d taken the concept of operational silence to a whole new level now with the fear of certain Zombies being able to hear them over greater distances.  It would’ve been better for humanity if the Zombies had developed the ability to breathe fire or shoot lasers out of their eyes.  If the extra sensitive hearing was a widespread phenomenon then no one was going to be safe.  Especially no one in any type of semi-permanent settlement.   
 
      
 
    “If there’s anybody left to meet up with.  I guess I made the right decision running with you.  You must’ve swallowed a rabbits foot or something.”  Rodriguez finished tying his combat boot and they continued walking through the woods towards the river.   
 
      
 
    The much easier path would’ve been to go up towards the interstate and catch one of the side roads that inevitably run parallel to most major interstates.  In Kyler’s and Rodriguez’s experience the easier path was the one that normally ended up being a death trap.  The more miserable path normally got you where you were going.  Albeit in a much more roundabout and inconvenient manner. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got plenty of time.  They’ll hold until at least midnight to see who all might show up.  I bet Krantz made it out.  He’s too mean to die.”  Kyler said.  Rodriguez just grunted.   
 
      
 
    They kept moving through the forest towards their goal.  Eventually they heard the sounds of a large body of water flowing through the woods ahead of them.  Breaking through a last burst of dense undergrowth they found themselves on the side of a large river.  They took in the sight of the Chattahoochee without leaving the shelter of the trees.  They had no desire to make themselves visible to whatever eyes may be patrolling the river.  It was a good way to get yourself shot if someone mistook you for a Zombie.  Normally people didn’t take pot shots unnecessarily as the noise would only serve to summon more Zombies.  It wasn’t unheard of for men on islands in the middle of a river to be given a pile of ammunition to work on thinning down local Zombie hordes though.   
 
      
 
    They’d walked south to get to the river.  They needed to turn west to get to the bridge.  Kyler could just make where the bridge crossed to the other side of the river up ahead of them.  They turned and began walking that way.  An hour later they were standing alone underneath the interstate where it crossed over the river.   
 
      
 
    “Still plenty of time for them to get here.”  Kyler said sitting down on a large hunk of concrete.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll see.”  Mumbled Rodriguez.  He sat down on the other side of the concrete hunk so that between him and Kyler they could see under both sides of the bridge.  If any of their party did show up or if any Zombies decided to check out the covered area under the road, they should be able to see them before they were on top of them.  They checked their weapons and drank some water then settled in to wait.  Rodriguez shifted around uncomfortably on the jagged concrete.  All of the running had opened up the wound on his rear from where he’d rolled out of a moving golf cart onto his own knife blade.  He could feel the back of his boxers getting wet from the blood seeping out around the bandages.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was taking a mental inventory of all the pains and aches in his body as they sat there as well.  He didn’t have any seepage currently but plenty of spots on him felt like they’d been ripped out then put back backwards.  He’d been avoiding mirrors out of the fear that he looked like some kind of monster now that a good part of his neck and face had been severely burnt.  He briefly considered asking Rodriguez how he looked but realized the futility of that idea before it even fully formed in his head.   
 
      
 
    It was getting pretty late when Rodriguez stood up behind Kyler and made the password sound.  The answering double cough came back almost immediately.  Kyler had spun around to see who’d shown up.  A couple of shadowy figures approached out of the murk. 
 
      
 
    “That you Rod?”  One of the shadows asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Me and Kyler made it.  What took you guys so long?” 
 
      
 
    “Hid up in a tree most of the day with those things swirling around underneath us.  Watched them rip apart most of the team.  It was bad.  Anybody else show up?”  The soldier asked in a hushed voice. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody yet.  Just you guys.  You see anybody else coming this way?”  Rodriguez asked. 
 
      
 
    “I think I’m it.”  Another dark shape said emerging out of the darkness.    
 
      
 
    “That you sir?”  Rodriguez asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I’m the last one.  I waited behind watching and don’t think anybody else made it.  We might as well head out.”  Krantz said gruffly.   
 
      
 
    Kyler could understand the gruffness.  The man had spent the day watching the men whose lives he was responsible for getting torn apart by the infected.  It didn’t matter if the Zombies had developed some magical new power of hearing.  They were still just a bunch of half-naked insane cannibals.  If Krantz couldn’t keep his men safe from them, it didn’t say a lot for his leadership skills.  Or, at least that’s what Krantz would be thinking to himself right now.  In all reality keeping any large group of people alive in this new normal was a herculean feat.   
 
      
 
    “Where to sir?”  Asked Kyler.  Based on the finality of the order Krantz had just given there wasn’t much use in waiting around to see if anyone else was going to show up.  It looked like they were down to a total of six men now.  Kyler wondered if that meant their trip to Florida was going to be put on hold now.  Six men may not be considered enough to get the job done.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll head to the interstate and cross the river then hike down the side of the road until we find a vehicle we can commandeer.  There should be another radio post coming up.  We’ll make contact with them and let command know our status and get our new orders.  We’re probably getting scrubbed out of this mission since we should’ve been in Florida yesterday.”  Krantz stopped talking for a second to let that information sink in before continuing.  “Get your gear together.  Let’s use what’s left of the night to get over the bridge and find some place we can snag a car.” 
 
      
 
    Krantz gave everyone a minute to take care of any calls of nature or grab a snack or whatever they needed to do.  When everyone seemed ready, he led them up the side of the embankment to the interstate.  The moon was over half full, so visibility wasn’t horrible.  Standing on the interstate Kyler could see most of the way across the bridge.  It wasn’t a hideously long bridge, but he still didn’t like the idea of getting stuck in the middle of it.   
 
      
 
    “We’re lucky we’re not swimming.  A lot of other states blew up their bridges to try and stop the virus from spreading.”  One of the soldiers said when he noticed the way Kyler was staring into the darkness.   
 
      
 
    “Keep your mouths shut or we’ll all be swimming.  Or have you forgotten the Zombies seem to have picked up some new talents?”  Krantz chastised the man who’d been quick to offer up the blown-up bridge trivia to Kyler and everyone else.  Kyler kept his mouth shut as he didn’t want any questions about where he’d seen destroyed bridges up north or what he’d done up there.  At this point he’d pretty much forgotten what his cover story was supposed to be.  Only that everything had been loosely based on the truth so that he didn’t have to remember too many lies. 
 
      
 
    In a single file line, they hiked across the bridge.  It’d been cleared of any cars that’d once been stalled out on it.  Kyler assumed that was thanks to the crews the Senator had sent out all around the state to clear the roads.  Cleared roads let them move soldiers around faster and get supplies wherever they were needed more efficiently.  Roads were the secret weapon of the Roman empire.  The Senator was living up to the Roman heritage of his title.   
 
      
 
    The Romans hadn’t had to deal with enormous roving bands of the infected though.  Not for the first time Kyler found himself thinking how much simpler the apocalypse would be if all the Zombies would just hurry up and die.  How they were still alive in such large numbers was a complete mystery.  He was sure somewhere in some secret government lab there was a team of scientists who had some clue what was going on, but their knowledge was going to be too little too late at this point.   
 
      
 
    Halfway across the bridge Krantz held his hand up to signal them all to stop.  Kyler watched while the soldier who’d taken point walked slowly towards a lump lying on the side of the bridge.  The soldier slung his rife and pulled a Louisville slugger out of his pack.  He whacked the lump in the head a few times before jogging back to his point position to continue leading them across the bridge.  Krantz dropped his hand and the line moved forward. 
 
      
 
    Kyler glanced over at the lump on the side of the bridge.  In the path of the herds that traveled up and down the roads there was generally a sub section of followers that were beat to hell and could barely keep up.  Being Zombies these hangers on would drag themselves down the road behind the herd until their bodies finally gave out.  They may be missing limbs, paralyzed by being run over by cars, or just ravaged so much by the disease that they could no longer function but whatever the reason whenever one was spotted it was killed as quickly as possible.  This wasn’t out of any sort of compassion.  It wasn’t even out of any sort of fear the creature could somehow still manage to attack them.  It was based on the hard-learned lesson that mobile or not if the Zombie spotted regular humans it would start up the screeching that could be the death of anyone nearby. 
 
      
 
    The ones left behind always gave Kyler a sense of hope.  If he didn’t see tire tracks across their back or entrails being dragged along behind them then there was no way to know what had killed them.  He hoped it was the virus finishing them off.  That would mean that the disease may be finishing off the rest of them as well.  Otherwise, at some point these massive herds of Zombies were going to combine.  Kyler didn’t like to think what was going to happen when massively large herds were augmented by the Zombies with the new exceptional hearing capabilities.  No human settlement on dry land was going to be able to survive for long with that happening.  No matter how tall the walls or how high you stacked the boxes of ammunition eventually you’d just get overwhelmed.  It just wasn’t possible to survive if a million or two Zombies showed up on your doorstep.   
 
      
 
    They made it across the bridge with no more interruptions.  On the far side they stopped long enough to verify none of the cars pushed to the side of the road looked like they were in working condition.  Once they’d verified that they were still going to need to walk they set off at a brisk pace.  It was a good distance to the next exit and Krantz was hoping to get them a vehicle by daybreak so they could keep on moving.  He was a little nervous what the command team was going to make of them not being able to complete their original mission then taking days to make contact to explain why.  He also wasn’t looking forward to explaining how he’d lost most of the men under his command. 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Rodriguez maintained the pace set by the man running point.  Neither of them was particularly in the mood to go for a late-night jog but there wasn’t too much they could do about it.  They knew Krantz must have a reason for pressing them so hard.  It wasn’t like Rodriguez wanted to tap Krantz on the shoulder and tell him that his ass cheek was killing him.  Kyler was sure most of the men running done the side of the road with them had similar aches and pains to what him and Rodriguez were dealing with.   
 
      
 
    By the time they made it to the first exit the fast pace had slowed to a brisk walk.  They’d valet jogged for long enough to give them all a sweaty sheen.  Their sweat covered bodies got chilly when they stopped jogging.  Kyler had been right when he thought every man there had aches and pains.  You didn’t make it this far into the apocalypse as a member of the guard and not have gotten beaten up some along the way.  You ended up either fighting or running for your life at least once a month.  Half of the time you ended up doing both at the same time.   
 
      
 
    The sun was coming up when they climbed over the guardrails and took a shortcut through the woods to check out a subdivision they’d glimpsed from the top of an overpass.  The other side of the interstate had looked more industrial.  They all liked their chances of finding a working vehicle in the expensive looking houses instead of on the industrial looking side.  Plus, the expensive looking houses couldn’t physically contain as many Zombies as the warehouses could.  Less potential for Zombies was always an attractive element in any choice of destination. 
 
      
 
    Kyler fervently hoped if they did find a car that it was easier for them to jack it than the last time that he’d stolen an expensive collector’s car out of a nice home.  He didn’t think the six of them would be able to fit into a tiny convertible Sting Ray anyway, so they probably weren’t doomed to repeat that eventful night.  The small group beat their way through the brush on the side of the road.  They climbed down a small incline to get on the two-lane road that passed under the interstate.  The road went in the direction they’d seen the massive roofs of the homes they were hoping hid some working vehicles.   
 
      
 
    They walked through the open gate of an exclusive looking neighborhood.  The tasteful sign sitting at the top of an elegant looking water feature declared it to be ‘Stone’ something or other.  The last half of the sign was hidden by the top of an oak tree that’d fallen over on top of it.  The gate was tilted open on one side with a UPS van having crashed through at some point in the past.  About twenty feet in from the gate was the remains of a UPS driver still dressed in the tattered remains of his brown uniform.   
 
      
 
    They walked down the side of the wide paved road with stately oaks spreading shade over them.  The first home they passed had all the hall marks of having been used as a Zombie nest.  The front door was hanging off one hinge, multiple windows were broken, and there was a stench emanating from it that was palpable enough to create an invisible wall.  There may or may not still be Zombies hanging out in the home but Krantz chose to pass that one up for now.   
 
      
 
    The next home looked like it was in better shape.  The grass needed to be cut, and the leaves could use some serious raking but otherwise it looked about the same as it probably had when the apocalypse got underway.  Kyler supposed that rich people used higher quality building materials and paint.  That would explain why their houses held out longer.  Krantz motioned for Kyler and Rodriguez to move in and check this one out.   
 
      
 
    They walked slowly up the long driveway towards the large grey colored home.  It looked like it was at least a five thousand square foot home.  They weren’t real concerned with what was in the house.  The oversized three car garage at the end of the driveway was their primary focus.   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Rodriguez were both too short to see through the windows lining the top of the garage doors.  Knowing Rodriguez couldn’t do it because of his injury Kyler dropped to all fours so Rodriguez could stand on his back and look in through the windows.  Rodriguez dutifully stepped up on Kyler’s back to take a look.  Inside the garage he saw a Range Rover and a nice-looking sedan.  He hopped down off Kyler’s back and helped him up.  Kyler looked at him expectantly.  Rodriguez motioned for Kyler to stay put and jogged down the driveway to get Krantz and the others to move up on the house so they could work together to get inside. 
 
      
 
    Breaking into houses wasn’t an issue in the apocalypse if you weren’t concerned with making noise.  You could walk up to any empty house and break a window to get in.  There were two main issues with this approach.  The first being that the noise would attract any Zombies in the neighborhood to come see what was going on.  The second was that the noise would attract any Zombies who may happen to be hanging out inside the house to wander over and see what was going on.  It was best to try and avoid both of those issues by breaking in as quietly as possible.   
 
      
 
    Like the thieves of every era the survivors in the apocalypse were opportunistic.  Why break into a house when the one across the street had an unlocked door?  Why break into a house at all if you could find an unlocked car with keys in it sitting in a driveway?  In the case of this house the front door was a monstrosity that didn’t budge when they tried opening it.  The sliding glass doors around back had been securely locked as well but the door leading to the bathroom had opened easily enough with a credit card swipe to disengage the lock.  Rodriguez had kept his wallet through this whole ordeal just to have credit cards with him to open doors.  He even still had a twenty-dollar bill in the wallet that he couldn’t make himself throw away.  Cheap bastard. 
 
      
 
    They moved efficiently into the large home and quickly cleared it.  Kyler was amazed at how pristine the place was.  There was that musty smell you got from every house that’d been sitting vacant but otherwise the place looked great.  Like you should be able to pick up the remote and turn the massive flat screen on to see who was making it to the Superbowl this year.  With the house cleared they stacked up on the door leading to the garage.  They went in fast and efficiently verifying there were no threats in the garage. 
 
      
 
    Kyler walked over and noted the towels lining the bottom of the garage doors.  He’d already clocked the mummified heads of the man and woman sitting slumped over in the front seats of the Range Rover.  Krantz was motioning for them to check the sedan and see if it was in working order.  Not being able to help himself Kyler stole a peek in the back seat of the Rover first.  Two small mummified figures were seat belted in the back.  A mummified baby was resting for eternity in a baby seat.   
 
      
 
    Kyler turned away in revulsion and went over to where the rest of the team was working on getting the sedan gassed up and ready to go.  They had a manual car charger with them that one of the men was currently winding up and using on the battery to make sure it had a charge before they tried starting it.  Rodriguez walked quickly down the garage doors kicking the towels away from the bottoms of the doors.  When they were ready, they all piled in and started the car up.  No one had suggested they try using the Range Rover instead although it would’ve fit their requirements a lot better.  As used to death as they all were that situation was just too sad. 
 
      
 
    With the door manually lifted they headed out to the main road and took off to try and locate the closest outpost so they could report in and get their orders.  Kyler remembered something he’d been told when they’d started driving down the interstate towards Atlanta and had to answer the radio man who’d reached out to them for the password to be on the road. 
 
      
 
    “I thought if we didn’t have any way to answer the password challenges over the radio, they’d shoot us.”  He asked out loud.  They were all crammed in the car with the ability to talk as much as they wanted.  It still felt weird to say stuff out loud like that. 
 
      
 
    “That’s right.  Luckily, we have a backup code.  I need everybody on the right side of the car to hang a piece of clothes out the window.  Rodriguez, I need you to set the cruise control for thirty-seven miles per hour and not change it.”  Krantz ordered.  “Be ready to stop on a dime when they come out to challenge us.  Let me do the talking.  We should be fine.  Unless they shoot us.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler looked over to see if Krantz was joking.  He didn’t look like he was joking.  Great. This was going to be a really long car ride.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5:  Improvise, Overcome, Adapt 
 
      
 
    Gonzalez snapped his Colt up in the air off the carpet from beside his head where it’d been laying.  He couldn’t see anything in the dark of the restaurant.  He trusted his instincts to wake him up though. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Gunny.  It’s just me.”  Miller said.  “Zombies seem to have cleared out.  I was going to hit the roof and take a look with the NVGs.”  Miller began breathing normally again once Gonzalez lowered his hand cannon back to the floor by his side.   
 
      
 
    “Thanks Miller.  I’ll go up with you.  Give me five to take a piss and grab some water.” 
 
      
 
    Miller went to the back area of the restaurant to wait for him.  Gonzalez stood up letting a wave of dizziness wash over him.  He was guessing that was due to the half empty fifth of Tequila sitting on the bar.  He did need to slam some water as soon as possible.  He went to the bathroom and took care of his urgent bladder issue first.  That task completed he drank all the water in his canteen on his way back to the bar.  At the bar he drained a large plastic water bottle he’d left sitting behind the bar specifically for the purpose of rehydrating after his intended overindulgence. 
 
      
 
    He opened a bottle of Tylenol and popped a handful of those on his way to meet up with Miller.  Miller was standing by a door in the kitchen waiting patiently for Gonzalez to show up.  Gonzalez nodded at Miller who slowly opened the door letting Gonzalez pass through it first.  Once Gonzalez was outside Miller used a piece of wood to wedge the door partially open before following Gonzalez over to the ladder that provided roof access.  The ladder was in a locked cage that they climbed over so they could climb the rest of the way up.   
 
      
 
    At the top of the ladder they stepped onto the roof by the large HVAC units.  Gonzalez took off his pack and dug through it coming up with a pair of night vision goggles in a hard case.  They took turns wearing the goggles and staring out into the parking lot and surrounding area.  Neither of them caught a glimpse of any Zombies wandering around.  That was a good sign.  Zombies were like roaches.  If you saw one there was probably a hundred around that you weren’t seeing.  Zero was the acceptable number of Zombies for Gonzalez to conclude that it was safe to try and get word back to command that they’d acquired the targets.   
 
      
 
    “Hey Miller.”  Gonzalez whispered motioning for Miller to stand closer so he could tell him something.  “Across the street somewhere is the Kissimmee airport.  Me and you are gonna go over there and let command know the situation and see what they want us to do.  Do me a favor and run downstairs and let everybody know we’re taking a walk but should be back before morning.” 
 
      
 
    Miller went down the ladder to let everyone know what him and Gonzalez were up to.  Gonzalez walked over to the edge of the roof facing the direction the airport was in and stared down into the street.  If there was a bunch of Zombies wandering around down there, he’d much rather see them while standing on top of the roof than once he was standing on the road.  Satisfied that nothing was moving he turned and went down the ladder after Miller. 
 
      
 
    On the ground he waited until Miller came back out the door from the kitchen.  Miller was carrying a large crowbar.  Gonzalez had one of the long-handled throwing axes he preferred.  He’d stocked up on them in the back of one of those bars that let people throw axes at blocks of wood for fun.  Evidently, they were all the rage for corporate events based on the flyers he’d found lying around the place.  He was still having a hard time understanding how anyone thought getting the accounting department together to get drunk and throw axes was a good idea but whatever. 
 
      
 
    Gonzalez led the way across the street with Miller following in his footsteps.  For scout missions like this the two-man team worked well when you were worried there may be a large number of Zombies somewhere in the vicinity.  Gonzalez picked out their path and was responsible for looking for threats in front of them.  Miller was responsible for making sure nothing was going to clip them from the sides or behind.  Since there was just the two of them it was easier to stay quiet and move quickly. 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later they were standing outside the locked door of the control tower for the Kissimmee airport.  Gonzalez had Miller keep a look out while he unlocked the combination lock the air traffic control tower door was secured with.  The Brotherhood had made it a requirement for every region to make sure all airfields had combination locks on the control tower and working radios in the control towers.  The combination was the same for all of them based on some variables depending on the state you were in.  Anybody with a bolt cutter could still get in pretty easily but it kept out the Zombies and random riff raff.  It also made it easy to tell if the space had been entered by someone who didn’t know the code. 
 
      
 
    This one opened easily and minutes later Gonzalez and Miller were squatting at the top of the tower trying to work out how to use the radio that’d been placed up there.  It was plugged into an UPS that turned out not to have its battery hooked up.  Once they had the battery hooked up the radio came to life immediately.  With the technical issues resolved Gonzalez told Miller to wait outside while he called command.   
 
      
 
    As soon as Miller was out of listening distance Gonzalez reached out to command on a fairly secure frequency following the instructions he’d been given.  He was pretty sure he had the encryption piece turned on correctly.  He gave a brief update on their status and was told not to proceed with transporting the prisoners up the coast to Atlanta.  He was told to move the prisoners from the Red Lobster over to the airport and then turn the prisoners over to the pilot who’d be landing there the following night to transport them.  Gonzalez acknowledged the order then signed off.  He took a few minutes to disengage the battery and put everything back the way they’d found it before going downstairs to get Miller. 
 
      
 
    Halfway down the stairs he heard screeching followed by gunshots.  Hefting his axes, he ran down the stairs in time to see Miller getting ripped into by a couple of teenage sized Zombies.  Another Zombie lie bloody and broken on the floor in front of the door thrashing around.  The front door to the control tower was on the other side of them.  It was wide open.  A series of loud screeches was echoing in from outside as Zombies rushed to see what the commotion was in the tower.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez buried an ax in the back of each of the teens heads then ran to slam the door shut.  It was a heavy door that opened outwards.  He engaged the lock on it and leaned back hoping for the best.  A few seconds later it sounded like the Jolly Green Giant was knocking on the door.  Gonzalez pictured the scene outside where Zombies must be throwing themselves at the door trying to get in.   
 
      
 
    “Help me.”   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez spun around.  He’d completely forgotten about Miller.  He’d written him off as dead when he saw how deep the Zombies had ripped into him.  You could see the actual muscle on his chest where the Zombies had ripped his clothes and skin off.  The poor bastard was also missing an ear and a decent sized chunk of his neck.  He’d sat himself up on the stairs and was pressing one hand into his neck to try and stop the bleeding.  Most alarming of all was the fact that he was pointing his pistol directly at Gonzalez with his other hand. 
 
      
 
    “Sure man.  What do you need?”  Gonzalez asked.  He realized he had no weapons in his hands.  He’d left the axes embedded in the Zombies skulls so he could get the door shut.  He held his hands up to show he meant no harm. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not going to get infected.  I’m bleeding too much.  It’ll wash the infection away.  I just need you to bandage me up, so I don’t bleed out.”  Miller said.  His eyes were starting to glaze over as he slipped into shock.   
 
      
 
    “Cool man.  Just let me grab my first aid kit out of my bag.  I can shoot you up with antibiotics and everything.  I have a ton of ace bandages in there I can use too.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t screw with me!  I swear I’ll kill you!”  Miller screamed before the arm holding the pistol started to dip down.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez had been watching carefully.  At the first sign of Miller’s head dipping and the gun lowering he made his move.  He swung a powerful haymaker into the side of Miller’s head.  He grabbed Miller’s pistol off the stairs where it’d fallen when he hit Miller and shoved it in his backpack.  Then he grabbed one of his axes and proceeded to demolish Miller’s head.  He did it partially to honor the pact that none of them would let any of the rest of them get infected.  Mostly, he was pissed that Miller had had the gall to aim a pistol at him like it was somehow his fault.   
 
      
 
    When his rage subsided Gonzalez kicked the bodies off the stairs and proceeded back up to the top of the tower.  From the top of the tower he could see just how screwed he actually was.  The ground around the tower appeared to be undulating in the darkness.  Knowing he was going to regret it he put on the NVGs and stared down to confirm that the whole damned tower was now surrounded by a herd of Zombies. 
 
      
 
    Sitting down he connected the radio to the UPS and fired it back up.  Once he was talking, he explained briefly what the situation was.  He was told to standby.  A long couple of minutes passed before the radio crackled back to life and he was told the plan hadn’t changed.  He was to have the prisoners in the tower by the next night for pickup.  He confirmed he understood the orders then disconnected the radio and kicked it to the side.   
 
      
 
    He sat there wishing he’d brought the tequila bottle with him.  It was useless to try and argue against the orders he’d just received.  Someone important had decided he was tired of waiting for the prisoners to be delivered.  They wouldn’t care what it’d cost the soldiers in the field to get them there.  It was left unspoken that not completing this mission successfully would have serious consequences for his wife and little girls.   
 
      
 
    He rummaged through his pack again pulling out the handheld that he used to communicate with his team.  In the field they only turned them on when they needed them.  You didn’t want to be trying to sneak past a group of Zombies and some loud ass voice comes across the radio asking you what your twenty was.  He clicked the power button on and pressed the send key. 
 
      
 
    “Z-Killers One this is Z-Killer Actual, over.”  Gonzalez transmitted and waited nervously for a response.  Miller had told them they were leaving to check out the tower, so they should’ve turned on a radio to monitor in case they were needed but who knew if they’d done it or not.  He breathed a sigh of relief when he heard the radio crackle with a response. 
 
      
 
    “Z-Killer Actual, this is Z-Killer One.  What’s your status?  Over.”  The reply came back loud and clear.  Gonzalez paused for a second gathering his thoughts.   
 
      
 
    “Miller is KIA.  Tower is surrounded by a herd.  We need to transfer the cargo to the tower ASAP.  We’ll need a distraction to pull the Z’s away.  Over.”  Gonzalez released the transmit key and sat down in a leather chair in front of the complicated looking panel full of dead electronics.  They needed mortars or fireworks or something.  That was how they cleared most of the towns for looting.  They setup and shot off something big and loud down the road to get the Zombies to all leave.  There’d be some that didn’t follow the booms, but it was way easier to quietly take out a dozen than to try and go toe to toe with a herd.   
 
      
 
    The acknowledgement to his transmission came in after a noticeable pause.  The rest of the team in the restaurant needing a few seconds to take in Miller being dead.  They were also trying to figure out what they could do to get a few hundred Zombies to go hang out somewhere else by morning.  Gonzalez signed off but kept the radio on telling them to update him if they came up with any ideas.  All he could think of was getting a couple of them to hike a half mile down the road and see if they could find something to set on fire.  Something really big that would hopefully make a lot of noise.  A guns and ammo store would be nice.  Or maybe they could figure out where Disney stored all their fireworks.   
 
      
 
    “Z-Killer Actual this is Z-Killer one.  Over.”  The sudden broadcast startled Gonzalez so much he almost fell out of his chair.  Chastising himself for being an idiot he pressed transmit on the walkie. 
 
      
 
    “Z-Killer One this is Z-Killer Actual.  I read you loud and clear.  Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Z-Killer Actual there’s a couple of gas station around here.  We may be able to blow those up.  We’ve got maybe three hours before dawn.  Over.” 
 
      
 
    Gonzalez thought that sounded like a fine idea.  Typically, they thought of gas as a scarce resource they needed to safeguard.  This wasn’t a typical situation.  He didn’t think they were going to magically come up with any better ideas in the next hour or so.  He really missed Google.  There was probably a massive firework store right by them that would’ve been perfect, but they’d never know.  He decided to go with a half-ass plan well executed being better than an awesome plan that you didn’t have the time to execute.  It wasn’t like they had much of a choice. 
 
      
 
    “Roger that Z-Killer One.  Send them.  We need these Z’s as far from the airport before daylight as we can get them.  Make the call.  Over.” 
 
      
 
    “Acknowledged Z-Killer Actual.  Sending team to make a boom.  Z-Killer One out.” 
 
      
 
    With nothing to do but sit and wait Gonzalez impatiently paced around the control tower.  He knew the team that went out would’ve cut their radio off until they got someplace that they felt talking was safe, so it was pointless asking for an update.  There’d either be a giant fireball accompanied by a loud boom or there wouldn’t be.  Gonzalez had almost given up on anything happening.  Sunlight was starting to peek over the horizon.  He had a great view of it from the control tower.  He sat and stared knowing it may be the last sunrise he ever saw. 
 
      
 
    A loud whooshing noise made him spin and look out a window on the other side of the control tower.  A building about a mile away was shooting flames up in the air.  He looked down at the Zombies who’d been crowded around the bottom of the control tower and saw them start streaking across the parking lot towards the flames.  He smiled to himself.  It looked like this might work out after all.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6:  Cruise Control 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez stopped the sleek Audi at the on-ramp and turned around to look at Kyler in the backseat.  He was squished up against the window looking out for Zombies.   
 
      
 
    “Hey Kyler, we need to hang some clothes out the window.  You got extra pants in your bag or anything?”   
 
      
 
    “I stopped carrying extra pants.  I just grab new ones and change whenever we pass a department store.” 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Going to need you to take yours off and hang them out the window then.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler thought about arguing or asking someone else to do it.  Rodriguez rolled the window down enough for Kyler to be able to fit his arm through.  Krantz pointed out a Zombie that was running down the road towards them.  Understanding the urgency and not wanting to have to worry about being shot at on the road Kyler nodded.  He tugged his pants off over his boots and stuck them out the window.   
 
      
 
    “Thirty-seven on the cruise control right sir?”  Rodriguez asked Krantz who nodded distractedly.     
 
      
 
    Rodriguez pulled them out on the interstate and started driving south towards Atlanta.  Kyler kept one hand on his pants to keep them from flying out the window.  Two exits up he heard a radio crackle to life.  Krantz pulled his walkie up out of his lap and answered with the pass phrase.  Rodriguez pulled them off the exit and they followed the directions given to them over the radio to a fire station on a side road.  The garage opened up and they rolled in quickly to avoid the parade of Zombies that’d started following them through the streets. 
 
      
 
    The garage closed behind them and a couple of guys in camouflage walked towards the sedan.  Kyler and everyone else started piling out of the car.   
 
      
 
    “Why aren’t you wearing your pants?  You piss yourself or something?”  One of the men from the fire station asked staring at Kyler with a confused expression on his face. 
 
      
 
    “Because the code for them…”.  Kyler shut up as his face turned beet red.  It hadn’t occurred to him to question Krantz.  If Rodriguez had been the one to originally say it then Kyler would’ve probably called BS.  As it was, he was standing in his boxers in front of a bunch of grown men who were laughing their asses off.   
 
      
 
    Even Krantz was cracking up.  Rodriguez was physically unable to get himself off the floor he was laughing so hard.  He’d occasionally look up and see Kyler standing there in boots and boxers and lose it all over again.  Kyler tried to get his pants back on over his boots and managed to get them stuck about hallway up.  Rodriguez had tears pouring out of his eyes he was laughing so hard at that point.   
 
      
 
    Kyler finally got himself back together again and left to find water.  One of the men from the fire station went with him.   
 
      
 
    “They got you good man.”  The older man said.  He was chuckling under his breath a little bit still. 
 
      
 
    “I guess we could all use a laugh after the last few days.”  Kyler said.  He was filling up his canteen from the cistern the men at the fire station were using to gather rainwater.  He paused to guzzle down all the water he’d put in the canteen then fill it again.  The two of them walked back to where everyone had gathered around a bunch of chairs that’d been setup on the main floor of the large garage.  Kyler took a seat behind Rodriguez and leaned forward to ask him where Krantz was. 
 
      
 
    “I still can’t believe you actually took your pants off.”  Rodriguez looked like he might go into another laughing fit for a second.  He managed to hold himself together though.  “Krantz went with the local dude to call into command and report in.  He should be back in a few minutes with what our next set of orders is going to be.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler leaned back in the chair and just enjoyed not being in fear for his life for a few minutes.  The local guys brought out a case of beer that was actually a little bit chilled.  Kyler took one of the ones being passed around and sipped at it while he sat there.  He had no desire to fall into the alcoholism trap he saw so many others falling into, but a nice cool beer wasn’t something he felt like passing on at the moment.   
 
      
 
    They sat and talked and drank until Krantz came back down the stairs.  He looked up when he noticed everyone had stopped talking to stare at him.   
 
      
 
    “We stay here.  The fugitives have been caught and are being shipped up here via plane.  They’ll land them in the middle of the interstate.  We’ll pick them up and take them to the Senator then get our next orders.  So, get some rest.  They’ll be here sometime tonight or tomorrow night.  Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “What makes these people so important?  This seems like a lot of work to punish a couple murderers.  All this and they’re just going to execute them once we get them to the Senator anyway.”  Kyler spoke up.  He knew everyone had been thinking it.  From the hesitancy of his response Krantz had been thinking about it too. 
 
      
 
    “As far as I know one of these douchebags killed the Senator’s sister who was also the governess of the education program we’ve been building up.  The Senator is probably looking for a little payback for his sister and looking to set these poor bastards up as an example.  Either way he’s the man in charge so we’re getting it done.  Also, thanks for volunteering.”  Krantz finished off with a smile. 
 
      
 
    “Volunteering?”  Kyler asked.  Rodriguez punched him hard in the arm.   
 
      
 
    “Shut up dude.”  Rodriguez whispered. 
 
      
 
    “I need you and Rodriguez to run down to the highway and verify there’s nothing on it that may screw up the landing.  We need about a quarter mile to be policed.  Mark it off with something we can stick road flares in for when the planes inbound.  Any questions?”  Krantz waited for any questions.  On not hearing any he told everyone else to go to bed and sent Rodriguez and Kyler with one of the fire house men to get a couple of bikes and whatever else they needed.   
 
      
 
    “Thanks man, this is awesome.”  Rodriguez said looking at the two mountain bikes they’d been provided.  They also had a couple of bows and five cans of spray paint.  The spray paint was to use to mark the road in case something happened that caused the plane to end up coming during the day instead of the night.  It was the apocalypse, so it wasn’t like plans always came together the way you hoped. 
 
      
 
    They’d been given directions to take some back roads that’d get them down to the interstate without being seen by any Zombies.  That was the plan anyway.  They’d only gone a few feet when Rodriguez let out a howl of pain.  Kyler skidded to a halt on his bike to see what was wrong.    
 
      
 
    “No worries man.  I just can’t sit is all.  I totally forgot half my ass cheek got sliced off and tried to sit down on this tiny freaking seat.  I’m good.  I’ll stand and peddle.”   
 
      
 
    They continued on down the path they’d been shown.  No Zombies showed up as a result of Rodriguez having squealed like a stuck pig when he sat on the bicycle seat.  The service road ended at an old cell tower with a rusty chain link fence surrounding it.  They ditched the bikes and hiked through the narrow strip of woods separating them from the interstate.  Neither of them said a word as they carefully scanned the road for any Zombies.   
 
      
 
    They strung the hunting bows they’d been given.  Kyler kind of doubted how useful they’d be against Zombies since it wasn’t like him or Rodriguez were Robin Hood.  They could both hit a tree from about twenty feet away fairly consistently.  As far as hitting a moving target at a greater distance in an area of the body that’d cause them to actually die.  It was hard enough killing Zombies when you were rocking an M-16.  Kyler filed the bows away in the area of his brain reserved for things that he considered to be of marginal value.  He’d been about as excited being handed the bow as he would’ve been if they handed him a scientific calculator.   
 
      
 
    Knowing they were being watched from above they located the proper mile marker and painted a big orange line on it.  They painted some big arrows then walked down that side of the road checking for any garbage that may be big enough to flip a plane over.  It turned out there was a lot of crap on the interstate that looked like it could do some damage to a plane.  None of them had even noticed it in the car as they just drove around anything that they saw laying there.  Most of the big stuff had been removed by the crews that’d been sent to clean up the roads but there was still plenty of junk.   
 
      
 
    Kyler looked up from rolling a blown-out tire into the ditch to see Rodriguez staring at something in the road.  He walked up to join him.  Laying in the middle of the road were the remains of a few Zombies.  It looked like they’d played chicken with an eighteen-wheeler and lost.  They’d been twisted into all kinds of interesting shapes.  For some reason they were all naked.  Kyler didn’t know if that was because they’d been running around the interstate in the buff or if the truck had knocked their clothes off when it hit them.   
 
      
 
    The bodies seemed pretty fresh.  Vultures had been working on the good parts.  Eyeballs and testicles had been ripped off.  All the easy to get soft pieces of choice flesh were gone.  What was left was a pile of meat and bones that stunk to high heaven.  Kyler had no idea what it meant to stink to high heaven, but he decided right then and there that this was now his measuring stick as far as stinking went.  Rodriguez was poking the remains of a leg with his boot trying to scoot it across the road.  It wasn’t moving.  It looked like the congealed flesh had glued itself to the road.   
 
      
 
    “We don’t need bows.  We need shovels.”  Kyler whispered at Rodriguez who glumly nodded.   
 
      
 
    Kyler set his pack on the floor and pulled out a couple of pairs of heavy-duty work gloves.  He’d grabbed them to throw on when he knew they were going to be going hand to hand with Zombies.  The tough material should help protect him from getting bit.  They were plentiful enough he could just throw them away when the fight was over to avoid worrying about any infected gunk that may have gotten on them.  He tossed a pair to Rodriguez and the two of them took on the beyond disgusting job of moving the remains off the road.   
 
      
 
    Four hours later they were done clearing the strip they’d been assigned.  Kyler finished spray painting the last line on the road and they turned to head back.  Off in the distance in the direction they needed to go a lone shape was stumbling down the road towards them.  They were both exhausted so moved off the side of the road and popped a squat in the bushes to wait for the Zombie to go past them.  They waited for about thirty minutes before Rodriguez finally motioned at his bow then pointed at Kyler’s.   
 
      
 
    Kyler understood immediately.  They both knew it was a bad idea.  Kyler wanted to get back to the base and sleep and Rodriguez was thinking about the cold beer though.  They both pulled an arrow and crept through the trees in the direction of the loner Zombie.  When they were as close as they were going to get without being seen they lined up and took their shots. They both missed. 
 
      
 
    The Zombie stopped and looked around.  It did the sniffing thing and turned slowly in a full circle trying to figure out if the weird noises it’d just heard meant there were normal humans in the area.  When the Zombie had its back facing them, they both shot again.  Kyler’s arrow bounced off the Zombies shoulder and landed on the ground, but the one Rodriguez shot stuck in the Zombies back.  It didn’t appear to do any real damage, but it did stick. 
 
      
 
    The Zombie started to turn faster in tighter and more agitated looking circles.  The lone arrow sticking out of its back a constant reminder of their inability to bring the Zombie down quietly.  They systematically took turns missing the target until the Zombie finally suspected something was going on in the woods and started walking towards them.  Kyler and Rodriguez hid behind trees and waited until they could hear the snuffling sounds of the Zombie approaching close to the tree line that they were hidden in. 
 
      
 
    Kyler pantomimed a countdown from three on his left hand where Rodriguez could see it.  When he reached zero, they both stepped out from the cover of the trees with an arrow notched and let them fly.  They both missed.  The Zombie charged screeching at them.  Rodriguez used his bow like a baseball bat and cracked the Zombie across the face.  The Zombie ignored the pain and threw itself teeth first at Kyler.  Kyler sidestepped and then jumped on the Zombies back when it landed on the ground.   
 
      
 
    Knowing the most important thing was to keep the Zombie quiet he put both hands on the back of the Zombies head and pressed its face into the ground as hard as he could.  He was straddling the Zombies back with both his knees firmly pressed down.  Rodriguez pulled out a knife and busied himself making holes in different parts of the Zombies body trying to kill it without splattering blood all over both of them.  In most fights they ended up walking around with drying Zombie blood all over them.  It was pretty gross.  Plus, there was always the fear of infection as well. 
 
      
 
    Kyler held the Zombie’s head pressed into the ground while it thrashed around.  Feeling like he was sitting on some kind of slowly deflating air mattress from hell.  When the blood went from flowing and spurting to just a slow ooze, they knew the job was done.  The heartbeat had stopped.  Another big clue it was finally dead was its head stopped straining back against Kyler’s grip.  Stripping off their work gloves and throwing them to the ground they continued the trek back to the fire station.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7:  Hurry Up and Wait 
 
      
 
    Gonzalez stood in the control tower watching black smoke billow up into the sky.  His men had managed to set not just one, but two gas stations on fire.  That meant there was a lot of smoke.  There’d been a couple of decent explosions as well.  Not to mention the random bullets going off from where they’d left ammunition sitting around the locations knowing as the fire spread the bullets would eventually go off.  As a distraction it was extremely well executed.  They probably couldn’t have come up with anything better even if they’d had plenty of time to plan and scout the area. 
 
      
 
    The problem may turn out to be that it’d worked too well.  It was still early in the day, but the fires showed no signs of slowing.  The streams of Zombies running towards the noise didn’t seem to be getting any smaller either.  If too many Zombies decided to show up and check out the noise, then that could cause a while other set of issues.  Those streams may just flood the area enough that there’d be Zombies backing up into the airport again.  If the flooding didn’t screw them over then the Zombie activity still might keep them from getting a window to actually move the prisoners from the Red Lobster over to the airfield.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez had the radio on in the hopes that he’d get some sort of reprieve.  It wasn’t like air travel was all that reliable post apocalypse.  There was only one local pilot he knew of and that guy was constantly flying missions all over Florida.  They had a few others sitting with him on the flights so he could get them trained up, but it wasn’t like anyone wanted to trust those guys quite yet.  Gonzalez thought that relocating a family of prisoners up to Georgia couldn’t possibly be at the top of the list of priorities.  Unless the Senator himself had indicated if they didn’t make it up there then heads would roll down here. 
 
      
 
    That kind of threat was taken very literally in the new normal.  The regional commander would make sure anything that might cause him to lose his position or his head was a top priority.  No matter the waste of resources in a time of extremely scarce resources.  It was stupid but the Senator had managed to bring back the stupid.  He’d also brought back some semblance of order and had a plan for the future.  Gonzalez wasn’t sure he agreed with the plan or even really understood it, but he was happy with being a part of it.  He was scared for his families lives but he was also proud his skills were able to put them in an environment that would be the envy of ninety percent of the people on the planet today.   
 
      
 
    In the sunlight he’d figured out where the roof of the Red Lobster was.  He couldn’t see the streets between the tower and the restaurant as they were blocked by buildings, but he could see enough Zombies going that way to know it wasn’t safe yet to move the prisoners.  He was hoping it’d be safe by that evening.  He wasn’t blind to the irony that he was losing men to keep prisoners safe who would be executed as soon as they got them to their destination.  He decided not to think too much about that as it seemed like it might be the first step on a path to madness and he’d left the tequila behind. 
 
      
 
    Unable to rest and needing to do something he picked up the radio and pressed the send key. 
 
      
 
    “Z-Killer One this is Z-Killer Actual.  How do you read?  Over.”   
 
      
 
    “Z-Killer Actual this is Z-Killer one.  Hear you loud and clear.  Over.”  The response came back within seconds.  That meant they were doing what they were supposed to be doing.  Gonzalez hit the send button again. 
 
      
 
    “Status the patrol that went out to hit the stations.  Over.”   
 
      
 
    “MIA as of now. They haven’t reported back in.  Probably hunkered down in some hiding space waiting for the herd to clear out.  Over.”  Came back the response.  It made sense.  After they blew up the first station then moved to the second there would’ve been no way for them to make it back to the restaurant.  They’d probably picked out a hiding spot before they even started working on blowing up the first station.  It’s what Gonzalez would’ve told them to do.  It meant he had less men now to guard the family and transport them over to the tower.  He hit send again. 
 
      
 
    “10-4 Z-Killer One.  Stand by for instructions.  Let me know if they do show up prior.  Over.”  Gonzalez put the mic in the slot that held it on the radio after hearing the crew at the Red lobster acknowledge his order.  There wasn’t much to do now but wait for darkness and hope the Zombies stopped coming by then.  If they hadn’t then they were screwed.   
 
      
 
    The sunlight was starting to fade away which should’ve made the mission easier.  Unfortunately, the gas stations were still burning merrily away.  Which meant they still had a steady stream of Zombies wandering over to see what was going on.  In addition to attracting Zombies like moths to a flame something kept exploding periodically as it burnt making super loud noises that were attracting even more Zombies.  Sitting there thinking how screwed they were Gonzalez jumped again when the radio squawked on. 
 
      
 
    This time it was command calling.  Gonzalez answered and told them his status when asked. 
 
      
 
    “Z herd has been drawn to another location.  Still a lot of Z activity around the airport.  Advise wait until morning for another status check before attempting a landing.”  Rodriguez went ahead and gave an honest situation report and waited for the repercussions.  He was too stressed and hungover to try and come up with a good lie.  Command acknowledged and told him after a short delay that they would check back in on the situation in the morning.  Rodriguez acknowledged as neutrally as possible.  Inside he was doing backflips.  He’d half expected them to insist he somehow magically lure the Zombies away.  Like he was some kind of Zombie pied piper. 
 
      
 
    He hopped on the walkie and let his team know they had a reprieve.  There was still no sign of the two men who’d gone out to rig the gas stations.  When they did show up Rodriguez was going to have a talk with them about overachieving.  The night sky looked like videos he’d seen of oil wells burning during the gulf war.  How those two had figured out to do that was beyond him.  One of the men who’d gone out was a qualified airplane mechanic so he may have been able to rig something. 
 
      
 
    With nothing he could accomplish in the meanwhile Rodriguez found a couch in the break area and dragged it into the control tower close to the radio.  He’d been worried he’d unplug something important if he tried moving the whole contraption into the break room.  Still stressed beyond belief he closed his eyes to get some sleep.  It was going to be an early and chaotic morning.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8:  Delay of Game 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Rodriguez collapsed into the cots they’d been given.  They’d made it back to base without running into any more issues.  Which was a good thing since they were both exhausted.  Rodriguez had completely opened up the wound on his posterior again.  Kyler felt it went well beyond the bounds of their strained friendship for him to have to be constantly nursing the man’s butt.  Regardless he’d cleaned the wound and slapped new antibiotic cream and bandages on it.  He’d done it all ignoring Rodriguez’s sarcastic comments and really hoping no one opened the door and walked in on them.  Especially since Rodriguez kept saying he was going to declare his love loudly if he heard the door open.   
 
      
 
    Wiping the sticky lotion off his hands he used a copious amount of hand sanitizer on himself before crawling into his own rack for the night.  He’d made a note to himself to replenish his first aid supplies.  He wanted to make sure he snagged a lot of those rubber gloves the doctors wore when they had to do gross stuff like rub antibiotic on some dude’s hairy ass.  He’d rather apply mascara to a Zombie than be forced to stare at Rodriguez dropping his pants again.   
 
      
 
    “You know you’re going to be sad when my butt heals, and you don’t get to rub it anymore.”  Rodriguez called out from his cot across the room.   
 
      
 
    “It’s weird how you can zero in on exactly what I’m thinking.  It’s like you’re some kind of psychic or something.” 
 
      
 
    “More like psychotic.  I just hope they don’t make us go police the damn highway again tomorrow.  I don’t feel like scraping up any more Zombie pancakes.  I wonder if the pilot can just like parachute the prisoners down to us?”  Rodriguez replied. 
 
      
 
    They’d been told when they got back that the plane wasn’t coming in that night.  It sounded like it would actually be coming the morning after the next night now.  There’d been some kind of delay on the other end.  They’d been glad for the reprieve.  It meant that after spending the day doing manual labor in very stressful circumstances, they now got to spend at least the next twenty-four hours resting before they had to do it all over again. 
 
      
 
    Kyler lay there thinking of a suitable reply.  He never got around to the reply though.  The next thing he knew he was blinking in the light of the sun.  Someone had come into the room and thrown open the curtains.  Kyler sat up feeling groggy.  His body felt weird.  He realized it was probably because he hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in who knew how long.  He threw his legs out over the side of the cot and sat up.  Across the room he saw Rodriguez gingerly doing the same thing.  Krantz was standing over by the window looking out. 
 
      
 
    “You guys have a nice rest?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  Kyler responded.  Rodriguez had nodded his head along with him. 
 
      
 
    “Good.  Rodriguez you go downstairs and get some breakfast.  Kyler I’m taking you with me to do another sweep of the road.  It’s a crappy day out so I’m hoping the Zombies stay in their nests for the day.  Rodriguez, I want you to make sure you’re taking care of yourself.  After breakfast get the dressings looked at and get back in bed.  No booze today.  Understood?”  Krantz stared at Rodriguez.   
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  Thank you, sir.”  Rodriguez said.  He left the room to go grab breakfast.  Kyler worked on putting his kit together and tying his boots.  He’d allowed himself to get a little more comfortable last night before passing out than he normally did.  The fire station seemed solid enough to withstand a herd and the people inside it were all professionals.  He knew the worst enemy he could face out here was complacency.  Every once in a while, you had to let your guard down though, or you’d fall over dead from a stress induced heart attack.  He tried to think of the exact time when taking your boots off to go to sleep had started to seem like a luxury to him. 
 
      
 
    “You ready?”  Krantz asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  Where are we headed?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to see the road you policed yesterday and make sure nothing new has decided to die on it.  I wanted to look around and make there wasn’t a herd or anything hanging out that might impact the landing.  Command let me know that this mission’s got eyes on it all the way up to the Senator.  I don’t want any screwups to be our fault.  Brotherhood brands or not we could still get orders to go clear out Zombie nests or religious nut jobs or sent up north to spy on those guys.  We live on the edge of death already.  No need to make our lives even harder by not doing a doublecheck.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler kept himself from asking for more details about the religious nut jobs or spying on the people up north.  This was more than Krantz had ever said to him before at one time.  He didn’t want to screw that up by asking too many questions.  Instead, he just nodded and stood up ready to rock.   
 
      
 
    They took the same path him and Rodriguez had taken the day before.  They were offered bows again, but this time Kyler just shook his head to decline.  Krantz took one of them and casually tied it off to his pack.  They scouted out the entire section of road Rodriguez and Kyler had cleared the previous day.  It was still about as clean a road as you could hope for in the apocalypse.  A small convoy with three hummers and a Penske moving truck passed by them while they stood in the woods.   
 
      
 
    On seeing the convoy Krantz decided they should wait and see if any Zombies came tagging along behind the vehicles.  They sat in the woods for a solid thirty minutes before Krantz got the idea to call up to the radio men in the fire station and ask them to check and see if any of the other stations nearby where seeing any Zombie activity.  They were told there was a group of about ten Zombies loping their way down the interstate in the direction the convoy had taken.  They should be passing by them in about twenty minutes. 
 
      
 
    Ten Zombies was too many for them to take on without using guns so Krantz opted for them to stay hidden in the woods and observe.  Once the Zombies passed by their hiding spot, they’d head back to the fire station for the night.  About twenty minutes later a group of Zombies ran right on by them.  The Zombies must be slightly adrenalized as they were all running at a sprint.  Neither Krantz nor Kyler so much as breathed in the brief seconds the Zombies were streaking by them.  Both of them flashing back to the new paranoia about the adrenalized Zombies having beefed up auditory capabilities. 
 
      
 
    Kyler got to thinking that if he was a pilot in this day and age he’d absolutely have insisted on landing in the morning as well.  At night there was no telling what random Zombie may wander out of the woods and stand on your makeshift landing strip just waiting to go through the windshield of your plane.  If it wasn’t a Zombie waiting, there was always the chance that a vehicle may pick that time to come cruising down the road as well.  Most people still used their headlights at night but not everyone did.  Plenty of military had NVGs and didn’t necessarily have to turn on their headlights to drive safely.   
 
      
 
    They arrived back to a bustle of activity at the fire station.  The senior NCO for the men at the radio post immediately grabbed Krantz and pulled him aside to brief him on something.  Kyler went off to find Rodriguez.  He found him lying in his cot with a small bottle of Jim Beam.   
 
      
 
    “I thought you were going to focus on healing?”  Kyler asked pointing at the bottle and grinning despite himself.  The world was so screwed up and the trauma so great that you couldn’t really get pissed at anyone for having some sort of coping mechanism.  For a lot of people that coping mechanism had unfortunately become some sort of substance abuse.  So many people were hooked on drugs that seeing someone who stuck to just alcohol abuse was refreshing.   
 
      
 
    “It’s medicinal.”  Rodriguez slurred from the cot.  He hadn’t even bothered to look over when Kyler had entered the room. 
 
      
 
    “Dude.  What if I’d been a Zombie busting in the room?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “Then I’d have killed you.  Or you’d have eaten me.  Or, I might’ve killed you while you were in the process of eating a chunk of me.  Who the hell knows?  Why you bugging me with stupid hypotheticals?  What’s going on downstairs?  Everybody got all excited about something about an hour ago but since then I’ve heard nada.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah you might want to work on sobering up.  There’s definitely something going on.  I’ll go see if I can find out more.”  Kyler started to leave. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come with.  Give me a second.”  Rodriguez stood up to go with Kyler then fell back down onto the cot.  The cot rolled away from him and Rodriguez ended up landing on the floor.  Kyler walked over to help him up and noticed the back of Rodriguez’s pants were soaked in blood.   
 
      
 
    “Holy hell man.  What happened?  Did you try riding a horse or something while I was gone?”  Kyler ignored the mumbling coming from the fully passed out Rodriguez and worked on putting the cot back together.  Once he had the cot set back up, he put some fresh bedding on it.  Not wanting to get blood all over the new bedding he took Rodriguez’s boots and blood-soaked pants off.  Once he had the pants off, he grabbed the collection of bandages and first aid supplies he’d snagged expressly for this purpose.  Luckily the fire house had been fully stocked with trauma supplies.   
 
      
 
    He was intently focused on trying to get all the blood off Rodriguez’s butt cheek when someone coughed above him.  Looking up he saw Krantz and the fire station NCO staring down.  Feeling a little awkward about his current position Kyler glanced up at them then and said hi.  Then he went back to cleaning off the bloody butt cheeks spread out before him.   
 
      
 
    “We were coming to see if Rodriguez and you were up for a road trip.  I’m going to go with Rodriguez needs to rest up some more and that no one besides you is going to want to be his nurse.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to be his nurse either sir.”  Kyler said.  Krantz looked like he was fixing to answer when the NCO interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “That cut needs more than just bandages.  Let me go grab my kit and I can get him sewn back up.  It’ll heal a lot faster that way.  Keep cleaning it and get the area sterilized as much as you can.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded appreciatively.  He’d been thinking they should be doing more than just trying to hold the gash together with butterfly bandages.  He hadn’t been sure how to go about it though.  Rodriguez seemed content to just walk around bleeding all over himself, so they’d never really solved the treatment issue.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Command lost contact with a whole looting team earlier and they wanted us to go get our eyes on the area and report what we find out.  It’s only about thirty miles from here so we should be able to make it there and be back by tonight.  We may have to wait until night to move in though.  Anyway, I’m going to take the rest of the team and knock that out.  You stay here with Rodriguez in case the plane lands early.  If it does just collect the prisoners and drag them back here until we get back.  Try to water down whatever Rodriguez is drinking so he can help out.  Got it?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  Sounds pretty straightforward.”  Kyler answered.  Krantz nodded at him then turned and walked out of the room.   
 
      
 
    The NCO came back in as Krantz was leaving.  They worked together to get Rodriguez up on the cot.  With the experience of someone who’s been there and done that the NCO sewed Rodriguez back together and slapped on a professional looking dressing. 
 
      
 
    “What’d you do before all this?”  Kyler asked him as he was getting ready to leave. 
 
      
 
    “I was a corpsman.  I’m probably one of the preeminent authorities alive today on sewing up soldiers.  Although it used to be a lot more IEDs and shrapnel and less Zombie teeth and claws.” 
 
      
 
    “You sew up people who get bit?”  Kyler asked curiously.  A sad expression passed over the man’s face.  A look all too familiar to anyone alive today.  A look of profound loss.   
 
      
 
    “Not anymore.   Learned my lesson on that one the hard way.  Watch out for your buddy.  I left a pack of antibiotics there.  Make sure he adds that into the mix.  Also, get him to drink less.  Alcohol screws up the healing process and makes him an easy target for Zombies.”  The corpsman left Kyler sitting in the room with a snoring, mostly naked Rodriguez.   
 
      
 
    Kyler waited about fifteen minutes then pulled the blankets up over Rodriguez and forced him to wake up and take one of the pills.  The things were the size of horse pills which made Kyler wonder If maybe they were horse pills.  Veterinary clinics were as open to be looted as any CVS and the medicine probably worked the same.  Or, at least if the medical professional that’d just sewed up Rodriguez said it’d work then Kyler trusted in that.  As dirty as this world had become it may be a better idea to just switch to antibiotics strong enough to cure a horse anyway.   
 
      
 
    Once he’d gotten Rodriguez to take his medicine Kyler wandered down the hall and asked if there were any clothes he could pick through.  Most of the places people made into bases had a room full of clean clothes.  People weren’t super interested in washing clothes too much anymore.  At least not out in the outposts.  Not when there was an entire Ross store down the road with enough clothes in it for them to wear new outfits weekly for years.  The station had a room with clothes laid out in a few boxes.  They had a different room people had been slinging the dirty clothes in as well.  Kyler took the opportunity to change into some new pants and a fresh shirt.   
 
      
 
    Once he’d updated his wardrobe, he grabbed some new pants he thought may fit Rodriguez and a couple pairs of boxers before heading to the kitchen area.  In the kitchen he took a pop top can of beans and a plastic spoon and shoved it in his pocket.  With nothing else he could think of to do he headed back to the room with Rodriguez.  He settled back into his cot after checking on Rodriguez to make sure he was doing ok.   
 
      
 
    Hoping the plane full of problems took its time getting there Kyler finished getting comfortable in his cot and quickly fell asleep.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9:  99 Problems 
 
      
 
    Randy watched as his daughters were walked one by one down to use the bathroom.  None of the guards had said a word to any of them since he’d tried attacking Gonzalez.  He was still kicking himself for doing that.  It’d done nothing but make the guards much more watchful and earn him a beat down.  He couldn’t believe he’d tried to take down an obvious bad ass like Gonzalez with his hands literally tied behind his back.  He’d deserved the beat down he’d gotten.  Not to mention the WTF look Kelly had given him when he’d been tossed back into the closet.  He’d actually been happy for the door to be closed and darkness to settle over them, so he didn’t have to see the disappointed look on her face. 
 
      
 
    All of the guards were super nice to the little kids.  They’d obviously been given orders not to talk but that didn’t stop them from trying to make the girls laugh.  They at least had the decency to look a little ashamed of themselves for shackling up kids and locking them in a closet.  Myriah and Caitlyn got roughly the same treatment Kelly received.  It was more like polite indifference than anything else.  Randy, they treated like a convicted murdering piece of garbage.  Which was exactly what he was in their eyes.  The case could be made that this was all Randy’s fault.  If him and Tony had just stuck with the program, they’d all still be living safely in the Brotherhood camp.   
 
      
 
    They’d have had to take orders and may have gotten separated.  They’d have lost some of their individual freedoms.  They wouldn’t be sitting in a closet with handcuffs on waiting to be shipped off to some concentration camp to be executed while their girls were drugged up and forced into arranged marriages though.  Randy couldn’t believe after all they’d been through.  After everything they’d done that this was how it was going to end.  The guard brought Caitlyn and Doreen back in and shut the door.  Those were the only two allowed to go two at a time since the soldiers had no desire to assist in toilet time with the toddler.   
 
      
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?”  Kelly asked Randy in the darkness. 
 
      
 
    “Really?  Cash literally sitting around in stores and banks for the taking and all you can offer me is a penny?  You need to up your game if you think you’re getting access to my cranial conjugations.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you even know what conjugation means?”  Kelly asked him.  It was too dark to see her but by the tone of her voice he knew she was smiling. 
 
      
 
    “I know it starts with a ‘C’ and sounds smart.”  He responded. 
 
      
 
    “You mean like my name?”  Caitlyn chipped in out of the dark.  The kids were always so quiet now that it was sometimes hard to remember they were there.  Especially squished into the dark little closet.  It was beyond sad how they’d learned to retreat into themselves.   
 
      
 
    “This is an ABC kind of conversation.”  Randy told her.   
 
      
 
    “That’s great you two.  How about we get it together and add a little focus to maybe trying to escape or at least survive the current situation?”  Kelly said interrupting the banter she knew would just keep on going if she didn’t step in.   
 
      
 
    “Well.  We’re handcuffed and locked in a closet guarded by a bunch of goons with guns.  I had a pleasant conversation with one of our hosts and he told me we’re being transported up to Georgia and then probably separated.  They’re already wary of us my dear since you knocked one of them out of a moving truck and I tried to head butt their leader to death with my hands tied behind my back.  Anybody else got anything?”  Randy asked sarcastically.  He only realized how much of a jerk he was being when he heard Myriah start sobbing.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn and the other girl’s all snuggled up on Myriah at Kelly’s direction to try and cheer her up.   
 
      
 
    “Real smooth.  You do realize that whatever we say in this room may be the last memories they have of us, right?”  Kelly whispered to Randy.   
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t actually thought of that.”  Randy said letting the truth of that statement sink in.  
 
      
 
    “Well I think we need to face reality.  We’re both dead.  We need to do what we can to try and keep Caitlyn and Myriah from going down with us.  You said they’ll probably just put the littles in their training camp, right?  That’s a hell of a lot better than being dead.  At least they’ll be taken care of and have a chance.  They’re strong girls.”  Kelly’s voice broke and she was the next one crying.  All the girls including Myriah came over to try and comfort their mother.  It was all made awkward since none of them could hug the others except for the three little girls.  The guards had given up trying to tie wrap their arms together since the handcuffs didn’t fit and no one considered them a threat anyway.   
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly had both burnt some brain cells trying to come up with a way of using the littles hands to help them out of this situation but came up empty.  The best they could do was maybe get the girls to run out the building while they all charged the guards when the door opened.  Then you just ended up with the adults in the party either dead or beat to crap and the littles wandering around outside during a Zombie apocalypse.  If there was one situation where you really wanted your kids to have adult supervision outside it was during a Zombie apocalypse.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry babe.  The kids will be fine and if we can see a way out of this, we’ll take it.”  Randy whispered in Kelly’s ear once she’d gotten the sobbing under control and everyone had gone back to their places.  Each person making themselves as comfortable as possible on the dirty, hard floor with no pillows or blankets.  They were scattered around on the floor in various states of fitful rest when the door opened to that room for the final time.  As they were picked up and pushed out of the tiny, dark space Randy found himself already missing it.  It may have been uncomfortable and cramped as hell but at least he’d had his family with him, and they’d been relatively safe. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t feel my wrists man.  Can you loosen up these cuffs some?”  Randy asked one of the guards who’d seemed the most approachable.  He spun around and shoved his bound wrists towards the man 
 
      
 
    “How about you just sit down and hope your hands don’t rot off?”  The guard replied before pushing him hard into the hallway wall face first.  Randy felt the cartilage in his nose go crunch.  He took the hint and settled down to sit with his back against the wall while blood flowed freely out of his nostrils onto the front of his shirt. 
 
      
 
    Zoey ran over to him and started patting his nose with her shirt trying to stop the blood flow.  She was crying and asking him if he was ok.  Doreen started standing up to come over as well.  One of the soldiers pushed Doreen right back down on the ground and got in her face telling her to stay down.  When that soldier got finished with Doreen he walked over and grabbed Zoey by the shoulder.  The pissed off looking soldier shoved her down on the ground beside Doreen.  He told them both to sit there and shut up or he’d hurt their dad a lot worse.   
 
      
 
    “Everybody just needs to calm down.”  Randy said.  He gave Kelly a hard look.  She had that look in her eye like she was ready to try knocking someone off a truck again.  Probably the guard who’d gotten in Doreen’s face and dared to toss Zoey around like she was nothing.  If Randy could get his hands loose, he’d happily join her in beating the living crap out of that guy.  However, in their current situation they really needed to start using their brains more than their hearts.  Realizing he’d actually managed to get everyone’s attention he continued. 
 
      
 
    “You guys have a job to do and we respect that.  We’re not going to be a problem.  Just tell us what you need us to do.”  Randy said.  He tried to say it as sincerely as possible but unless these guys were complete idiots, they’d read between the lines really quickly.  He doubted he could earn their trust at this point but if he could just set them at ease a little bit one of them may slip up enough for them to make a move.  What said move may be was completely lost on him.  Unless Zoey was able to grab a pistol and shoot four grown men dead before any of them could pull a weapon.  As far as Randy knew all Zoey knew about pistols was that she wasn’t allowed to touch them. 
 
      
 
    “Hey babe.”  Kelly said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Randy answered. 
 
      
 
    “When we get out of this mess the first thing that we’re doing is teaching all the littles how to handle a gun.”   
 
      
 
    “Works for me.”  He whispered back.  God, he loved her.  Randy and the family sat in the hallway waiting to see what would happen next.  It was dark outside and inside.  One of the men had dropped a couple of red glow sticks on the floor so they could watch the prisoners and make sure none of them tried anything.  What exactly they were supposed to try was beyond Randy.  He thought about asking them if they knew anything they should be trying.  So far, his best effort had amounted to poking some dude in the belly with his head while getting beaten up.   If they wanted to keep an eye on someone it should probably be Kelly.  She was the one who’d managed to kill a guy while handcuffed in the back of a pickup.   
 
      
 
    “Listen up!”  The current soldier in charge said in a loud whisper.  He waited to make sure everyone was quiet.  Even though everyone had already been quiet when he started talking.  
 
      
 
    “Here’s the deal.  We’re moving out to a tower across the street.  It’s two blocks and a large parking lot away.  In normal times we’d all stroll over and be there in like five minutes.  This is how we’re going to do it.  I’m going to let Gunny know that we’re on the way and I’m going to take an adult and one of the little kids with me.  We’re going to take off your handcuffs so you can carry the little kid.  When we get to the tower you set down the little kid and we put the handcuffs back on you.  Once we make it, we’ll let you know over the radio to send the next group.  We’ll keep it up until we’re all at the tower.  Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t we all go at once?”  Randy asked even though he knew the answer already. 
 
      
 
    “Large groups of people moving are more likely to attract Zombies than small groups.  Since you’re still alive I’m going to assume you already knew that though.  Any real questions?” 
 
      
 
    “Is there a bathroom in the tower?”  Kelly asked.  The guard told her he wasn’t sure which led to them using the facilities in the restaurant one final time.  Once that was done, they were paired up by the soldiers and told to get ready.  The soldier with the radio walked down the hall and had a quick conversation with Gonzalez to let him know they were on the way.  He came back in with his gun pointed at Randy and had one of the other soldiers take off one side of Randy’s cuffs. 
 
      
 
    “Grab the girl and let’s go.”  The soldier ordered indicating Randy should pick up Zoey.  “Remember I will shoot you in the back if you screw around.  We’re allowed to deliver you dead or alive.” 
 
      
 
    With those cheerful words in mind Randy hefted Zoey into his arms and they went out the side door of the restaurant.  The soldier had been pretty vague about which way to go once they got outside the building.  It occurred to Randy as he was getting poked in the back by the barrel of a gun to direct him which way to walk that by separating them into groups it also kept any individual group from trying to escape while making the move to the tower.  Randy would have to somehow incapacitate the soldier guarding him and then manage to get himself and Zoey to safety knowing his wife and the rest of his kids were screwed.  If he could’ve figured out a way to do it, he would’ve gone for it.  He could put Zoey somewhere safe then try and get back to free the others.   
 
      
 
    He was considering if he should just start screaming his head off and try to attract a bunch of Zombies when they made it to the parking lot bordering the control tower.  Randy almost tripped before noticing they were walking over a smashed section of chain link fence that used to surround the parking lot.  He’d never known Kissimmee even had an airport.  He assumed this was one of the small regional or private ones that were dotted around the area.   
 
      
 
    Before he knew it, they were in front of the door to the tower.  The soldier who’d marched them over rapped gently on the door with his bare knuckles.  It was opened from the inside and Gonzalez ushered them inside.  Once inside Gonzalez cuffed Randy back up and then sent the soldier with them to stand watch upstairs where the radio was in case command called.  Gonzalez had Randy and Zoey sit down in the corner of the room at the base of the tower to wait for the others.   
 
      
 
    “You know you’ve got some dead bodies in the corner over there.”  Randy pointed out to Gonzalez.   
 
      
 
    “You want to join the pile?”  Gonzalez asked him. 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m good.  Just figured I could help you move them or maybe we could sit somewhere not facing the pile of dead bodies.”   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Why don’t you go ahead and shut up or I’ll have you gagged so I don’t have to listen to you.”  Gonzalez said without a trace of humor or compassion in his voice.  Randy nodded and kept his mouth shut.  He didn’t doubt for a second that Gonzalez would happily carry out his threat. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later there was another soft rap at the door.  Gonzalez opened it up and Kelly came in holding Doreen.  Gonzalez repeated the process of having her cuffed and then sitting down in the corner with Doreen.  Randy smiled at her but kept his mouth shut.   
 
      
 
    “You know there’s a pile of dead bodies over by the stairs?”  Kelly asked Gonzalez a few seconds later. 
 
      
 
    “Mano.  Shut your puta up or I’m going to knock both of you around some.  Callate.  Damn!”  Gonzalez stood up and took a few steps towards them before he seemed to change his mind and sat back down again.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry.”  Kelly said.  She didn’t look sorry though. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.  You know why you and your husband were in the first two groups to come across?”  Gonzalez asked looking at them both to see if either had an answer.  “See.  I figured the first two groups had the best chance of making it over here alive.  The demonio they may not notice two or three small groups but by the fourth if there’s any of those man eaters around they’ll notice.  My specific orders are to get you and your wife up to Atlanta.  The kids they were a little vaguer about.  So why don’t you just sit there nice and quiet and see if all your kids make it or not.  If you can’t keep your mouths shut, we’ll go with the gag idea.  Got it?” 
 
      
 
    Kelly nodded miserably.  The fight had been taken out of her now that she knew the main reason her and Randy had been sent across first.  She stared at the door willing there to be a knock.  As if produced by the strength of her willpower alone there was a gentle rapping on the door and Caitlyn walked in escorted by another soldier.  Caitlyn was holding Ali’s hand.  At a warning glance from her mom and dad she refrained from pointing out the messy pile of corpses they were being forced to stare at.  
 
      
 
    A final rap on the door and Kelly was able to breathe again.  Randy caught himself trying to stand up to go welcome Myriah and her guard into the tower.  He assumed that would be another action Gonzalez would disapprove of.  He didn’t have to sit and stare at dead bodies for very long though.  Gonzalez had them all walk up the stairs.  At the top he locked them in the breakroom with two of the soldiers.  They did get to remove the cuffs from their wrists.  One of the soldiers produced a bag of tie wraps and used them to tie Randy’s, Caitlyn’s, Myriah’s and Kelly’s feet together though.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  That should keep your hands from falling off.  Sit down and keep your mouths shut.  We’re waiting for your ride to show up.  Once it does, we’ll get you loaded up, and you’ll no longer be my problem.  Open your mouths and my men here are now under orders to start with the pistol whipping.  Now lay down and get some sleep.” 
 
      
 
    Randy looked at Kelly and sighed.  They pushed the two couches together then crowded into the makeshift bed to try and get some rest.  Kelly and Randy shut their eyes, but they were both busy trying to figure out a way out of this mess.  A way that didn’t end up with them dead and their kids enslaved.  What they needed was some sort of miracle at this point.  Their attempts to come up with a plan quickly giving way to the prayers of those who are starting to lose all hope.  The desperate promises to god if only he’d help them out. 
 
      
 
    Looking up Randy saw the two guards were sitting up alertly on the other side of the room.  The guards held their weapons ready keeping a watchful eye over them prisoners.  That observation sent him back into the prayer mode of planning. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10:  Sentinels 
 
      
 
    “Wake up.”  Kyler rolled away from the prodding finger and whispered order.  He’d been in the middle of a dream where his mom had actually survived the Zombie bite.  In the dream she’d taken him on a boat to a cabin on a small tropical island.  The island was surrounded by crystal blue water.  The tranquility of the dream was shattered by the prodding he was getting in the real world.  Dazed and saddened to be dragged back to reality he swam up through the murky depths of his unconscious to see what was going on.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez was kneeling beside his cot poking him with his finger while looking over towards the window in the room that faced down on the street.  He poked at Kyler again to wake him up and narrowly missed poking out his eye.   
 
      
 
    “What the hell man?  What’s going on?”  Kyler asked.  He was a little freaked out by the look on Rodriguez’s face.  The guy was typically pretty unflappable, so it was disconcerting to see him acting like a kid who’d just snuck out of his room to watch Chucky and then decided they needed to sleep with mom and dad afterwards.  Rodriguez put his finger to his lips in the universal gesture for telling someone to shut the hell up and pointed at the window.  Kyler got up to walk over and look out. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down.  There’s like three Zombies out there but they’re acting weird man.”  Rodriguez whispered. 
 
      
 
    “They’re Zombies dude.  They are weird.  What are you talking about?  Did you mix your medication with booze again?”  Less than three minutes prior to this odd conversation Kyler had been swimming in a lagoon under the watchful eye of his mom.  Deciding he wasn’t going to get anything intelligible from Rodriguez he pushed him out of the way and walked over to peek out the window.   
 
      
 
    At the window he angled himself so he could see out the crack in the curtains without being seen from below.  In the street he saw the three Zombies Rodriguez had been talking about almost immediately.  It wasn’t so much that the Zombies were acting super weird as that they were acting kind of normal.  They were standing in a small group staring up at the window he was looking out of.  They didn’t move or screech or bounce around or do any of the things he’d have expected them to do.  They weren’t doing the sniffing thing or any of that.  They were just standing there staring.  Kyler carefully backed away from the window and slunk back over to Rodriguez. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah that’s messed up.”  He told him.   
 
      
 
    They were sitting there at a loss as to what to do next when the door to their room slowly opened and the fire station NCO duck walked his way in.  Kyler nodded at him then shot a questioning look at the window.  The NCO duck walked right on over to the window and carefully looked out before walking back over to them.  The look on his face matched the confused, frightened expressions on Kyler and Rodríguez’s faces.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah there’s another five doing the same crap in the back.  Just standing there and staring.  They’ve been there for like an hour.  I came up here to check the front and make sure you two were keeping your heads down.” 
 
      
 
    “Heads down and keeping quiet.  We good in here?  Can they can get in?  You want us all to go to a central space and go into lock down or what?”  Kyler fired off the questions in a whisper.  He was thinking fast about what they needed to do.  One thing they couldn’t afford to do was make a bunch of noise then have to scrub the mission to fly in the prisoners.  It didn’t sound like that would be well received by command.  Kyler shrugged that concern off since he wasn’t really on-board with rushing the family of supposed war criminals along to the Senator to be massacred anyway.   
 
      
 
    “I’m going with leaving a lookout here and everyone else gathering in the rec room to nap until these things get bored and leave.”  What the petty officer in charge of the fire station outpost was leaving out was what they’d do if the things didn’t leave.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  We’ve got a plane coming in tomorrow morning we have to run a meet and greet for.”  Rodriguez chimed in.  He’d been quiet up to this point.  Probably busy trying to process this new and highly disturbing Zombie behavior.   
 
      
 
    “Who stays here and guards and who hangs out in the rec room?”  Kyler asked.  He kind of already knew the answer.  With an apologetic grin the petty officer handed him a walkie.   
 
      
 
    “Two clicks every fifteen minutes if all is good starting at five minutes past the hour.  Three clicks if there’s something you want me to come put my eyes on.  Five clicks if we all need to go to battle stations.  No need to wait the full fifteen minutes if we need to go to battle stations.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.  I’ll try not to wait on pressing the button if everything goes to hell.  When do I get relieved?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll send someone up in four hours.  We’re going to stand the overnight watches so just need you to stay alert during the day.  That way you’re fresh for the plane rendezvous in the morning.” 
 
      
 
    “What about Krantz?”  Rodriguez asked.  “He could come wandering back at any time.  Pretty sure he doesn’t want to walk into those Zombies at night.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Come with me.  We’ll get you settled in the rec room then we can try hitting him on the radio.  We’ll keep trying until we get him.  He’ll have it off if he’s near where he could get heard by anything, but he may power back up on the way back.  He told us to try him on the hour if we needed to let him know anything about the incoming plane or relay any orders or anything.  He may be out of range soon so let’s hurry.”   
 
      
 
    Once Rodriguez and the petty officer had left the room Kyler worked on getting the cot into a position where he could easily look out the window without making himself visible.  He was also racking his brain trying to remember the name of the guy in charge of the outpost. He’d told them when they first met, and Kyler just hadn’t paid very close attention.  He’d always sucked at names and this time hadn’t been any different.  Now he was worried if he did have to communicate verbally over the radio it’d get awkward.   
 
      
 
    Looking out the window Kyler decided he had worse things to worry about than the possibility of an awkward radio conversation.  There were now four Zombies standing out on the street and they looked like they’d moved forward about five feet.  They were standing in a rough line staring at the station.  He felt like they were staring through the window straight at him.  He knew they shouldn’t be able to see him from where they were standing.  He just couldn’t shake that creepy feeling like was being watched.   
 
      
 
    He continued to watch.  For the first hour nothing happened.  The Zombies continued to just stand there.  Kyler began to become less concerned as he wondered if maybe this was just the final stages of the Zombies brains rotting thanks to the crazy high fever from the virus.  What they were assuming was staring may just be the first symptoms of some sort of catatonic seizure.  In an effort to de-creepify the situation Kyler made up names for the four Zombies that were currently occupying his time.   
 
      
 
    He named the old man missing an eye pirate Pete.  The two disheveled kids who looked kind of similar he decided were twins named Heckle and Jekyll.  The woman in gore covered yoga pants and a dirty sports bra he christened Susan Sommers.  He was happy his obsession with Three’s Company reruns on Nick at Night was finally paying off.  It turned out naming them didn’t do anything to make the Zombies any less creepy.  The situation got exponentially creepier when for no apparent reason all of the Zombies took five more steps towards the station then simultaneously cocked their heads to the left as if they were all listening for some sort of signal.   
 
      
 
    That was enough for Kyler to press the radio send button three times.  He didn’t have long to wait before the guy whose name he couldn’t remember slithered into the room.   
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?”  Kyler asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Steve.  That all you needed?”  Petty Officer Steve asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  There’s another one out there now and they all just did some kind of synchronized march towards the building then stopped and tilted their heads at the same time.” 
 
      
 
    “So, I guess that means it isn’t a coincidence they did the exact same thing on the other side of the station.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler was shocked into silence by that statement.  He just stared at Steve with his mouth agape.  That was the freakiest news he’d ever been given.  Steve sat there looking out the window at the four in the front of the station allowing time for Kyler to process. 
 
      
 
    “What do we do?”  Kyler finally asked. 
 
      
 
    “I say we wait until twilight then we kill the bastards.  Kill them quietly.” 
 
      
 
    “How?”  Kyler asked.  He was waiting for Steve to say bow and arrow so he could tell him to get bent.  
 
      
 
    “We’re working on that part.  Wish we had some silencers but what we’re thinking right now is getting a couple of guys on the roof who don’t suck with the bow and seeing if they can do some damage without being seen.  Problem is we only have one guy who doesn’t suck with a bow.  Rodriguez already told us you’re completely useless.  We’ve got a crapload of arrows so it could work.  As long as the archer isn’t seen.  Those freaks actually lay eyes on somebody then who knows what kind of hell that stirs up.” 
 
      
 
    “Works for me.  We should focus on the front first then do the back.  We need to get guys with hand weapons ready to rush out and finish off the Zombies if they do see the guy on the roof.  That way we can get them put down before they can scream for too long.” 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking.  We’ve already got our archer headed to the roof.  He used to do a lot of bow hunting so he’s the guy.  I want you to stay here and tell us if we need to rush out and finish off the rest of them or not.  That’s a pretty solid plan.  Rodriguez told me you weren’t as stupid as you look.”  Steve said.  “Two clicks any time after the arrows start flying and we’ll charge out the front door with machetes and axes.” 
 
      
 
    Steve left when Kyler nodded.  Kyler was thinking they probably didn’t need to kill the Zombies outside.  By morning they may be gone anyway.  He understood where Steve was coming from though.  First of all, the damned things were just creepy and needed to be killed.  Who knew if they’d be gone by the morning or not?  They wouldn’t have time to deal with them as the plane was landing.  They also didn’t want Krantz and company to come strolling back into a Zombie ambush.  They still hadn’t turned their radios on so had no way of knowing about the extra creepy staring Zombies. 
 
      
 
    Kyler stared out the window with the radio gripped tightly in his hand.  He saw Susan Sommers take an arrow directly to the boob.  The arrow must’ve stuck in a bone or something as she didn’t fall over or anything.  She actually didn’t even move.  She just suddenly had an arrow sticking out of her breast.  She continued to stand there with blood seeping through her sports bra as another arrow slammed into her head.  That arrow ripped off a big patch of her scalp before bouncing into the street.  Again, there was no movement from the line of intensely staring Zombies.   
 
      
 
    The rain of arrows from the roof continued.  One finally punched right through the yoga pant rocking Zombie’s head and she collapsed to the ground in a lifeless pile with the arrow sticking up like some kind of punk rock hair accessory.  Heckle and Jekyll were next.  Jekyll went down with an arrow through the heart pretty quickly while Heckle looked like a bloody pin cushion by the time he sagged down to the ground.  None of them made any move to defend themselves or look for the source of the arrows striking them down.   
 
      
 
    With just the old pirate looking Zombie left Kyler began to relax.  He’d built up this encounter in his mind to the Zombies suddenly having Keanu Reeves Matrix type powers.  It was beginning to look like his earlier guess at some sort of brain damage may have been more accurate.  Pirate Pete didn’t last very long.  Either the archer on the roof was getting more accurate or he just got lucky with his first shot.  The arrow went right through the empty eye socket scrambling whatever was left of Pirate Pete’s brains.  The hapless Zombie collapsed silently to the ground.   
 
      
 
    Kyler sat there wondering what the signal was supposed to be for all clear.  He finally went with a single click.  When he got nothing back in response he sat there wondering if he should click again.  He held off on doing anything because he was paranoid that’d lead to the group downstairs rushing outside to take care of the now defunct group of Zombies.  Steve finally poked his head in the room and asked how it was going.  Kyler let him know all the Zombies were dead in the front.  Steve nodded and told him to stay and keep watch in the front room for now while they worked on the Zombies in the back.   
 
      
 
    It was dark outside when Steve showed back up in the room with Rodriguez in tow.   
 
      
 
    “That was some weird shit.  We got them all.  We had to go out and clean up a couple in the back since it got too dark for Milton, the guy with the bow, to see what he was shooting at.  We’re going to go out front and collect the arrows then settle in for the night.  I’m going to send someone up to watch out this window with a pair of NVGs.  They’ll switch those off each shift, so we’ll know if anything weird is happening in the front or the back.  For now, you two can try and get some shut eye.  I’ll wake you up if anything comes over the radio about the plane or any orders from Krantz.” 
 
      
 
    Steve left.  Rodriguez slammed a handful of Tylenol and another of the antibiotic horse pills.  Kyler looked out the window but couldn’t even make out the street below it’d gotten so dark.  Weird how dark it got without power.  In the days before this all happened, he couldn’t remember it ever being this dark in a town.  Out in the woods it’d get dark but anywhere near a bunch of people the darkness was normally driven away.  Whether through some instinctual fear of the night or just as a byproduct of modern living darkness had been banished from the surroundings for most ‘civilized’ people.   
 
      
 
    Kyler had just fallen asleep when Krantz woke him up to get a report on what’d happened while he was away.  Kyler went through all the weird Zombie activity and how they’d taken care of it while Krantz listened stone faced.  When he was done Krantz shook his head in exasperation. 
 
      
 
    “Just what we needed right?  More weird Zombie crap.  I don’t know why they don’t just all start falling over dead.  Although it sounds like these did the next best thing.  Anyway, nothing from command yet on the plane so just plan on it showing up butt early in the morning.  That way it won’t suck as much when I wake you up butt early in the morning.”  Krantz said. 
 
      
 
    “Hey.  How’d the thing go you went to check out?  That camp ok?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “No. They were all ripped apart.  We did see a couple of Zombies just standing in the woods staring at where the camp had been.  Sounded a lot like the Zombies in the story you just told me.  Sweet dreams princess.  See you at butt early.”   
 
      
 
    “No kiss?”  Kyler was able to get out before Krantz left the room.  Middle finger high in the air Krantz exited the room. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11:  Now Boarding 
 
      
 
    Gonzalez paced the top of the tower watching the gas stations continue to burn.  Not only had the fires not slowed down, they appeared to have ignited some neighboring buildings which were now also going up in flames.  At this rate their distraction technique was going to end up attracting every Zombie within fifty miles.  There weren’t many cutting through the airport or this side of town yet but that was only a matter of time.  It was drizzling outside so he had some small hope that’d help contain the fire.  He’d love to see a nice big thunderstorm roll through.  He bet if he’d taken his family down the street and dropped a few hundred dollars for them to get into Disney for the day the rain would’ve come pouring down.   
 
      
 
    He’d gotten the call around four in the morning that the plane would be landing immediately after first light.  He’d been ordered to make sure the landing strip was clear, and the prisoners were ready to go.  He’d acknowledged the order and signed off.  Then he’d spent a few minutes trying to calculate when ‘first light’ would be.  He’d finally said screw it since he didn’t have a Farmer’s Almanac handy and Siri was permanently offline.  He’d send his men out to check at five then every hour after that until the plane landed.  He was pretty sure it was still dark at five.  He definitely wasn’t going to call command back like some kind of dumb ass and ask when ‘first light’ was. 
 
      
 
    From the top of the tower he watched as the sun came up bathing the world in orange and red.  He felt the weight of a new day settling over his shoulders.  The weight of leading his team and carrying out his mission.  He was down to six men now.  They still hadn’t heard back from the two who’d gone out to cause the needed distraction.  Damned if those two pyromaniacs hadn’t taken their orders way too seriously.  At this rate the whole city may end up burning to the ground.  He assumed they were trapped in a building surrounded by Zombies. They’d probably end up being burnt alive if they didn’t eat their own bullets first.  He put them out of his thoughts.  There wasn’t anything he could do for them now unless they were able to miraculously make their way over to the tower.   
 
      
 
    There wasn’t anything he could do for the family downstairs either.  Despite his best efforts he found himself admiring the hell out of them.  If he’d had the cojones, he would’ve broken his family out of the Brotherhood camp and went to find a free place for them to start over.  That’s all the father downstairs had been doing.  If you couldn’t tell the man was worthy of respect just from meeting him and knowing some of his story you could tell it by the woman he’d married.  That was one bad puta.  She’d killed one of his men and all he could do was respect her for it.  Green had gotten out of line with her kid and paid the price.  You didn’t get between a mama bear and her cub.  Kelly was one hell of a mama bear.   
 
      
 
    They’d raised great kids too.  It broke Gonzalez’s heart to see them all huddled together in the breakroom or on the floor of that closet.  He was glad they hadn’t called his bluff on hurting the kids to keep the parents in line.  There was no way he could’ve done anything to any of them.  He could talk the talk but when it came to kids, he had a soft spot.  The longer he was away from his own daughters the bigger and softer that spot grew.  The more he thought about what he was doing right now the more disgusted he was with himself.  The thought of what would happen to his own daughters if he screwed up this mission was the only thing keeping him from just leaving the break room door unlocked and having his men take a walk with him for a few minutes. 
 
      
 
    He really regretted ever catching the family.  If he’d had a clue what they were all about and what they’d been running from he’d have been happy to just let them keep going.  At the time he’d just been reacting to the gunshots and the radio and riding the tide of the Zombies to catch their prey.  He was good at being the hunter.  He’d been one for a long time.  He’d hunted men in the alleys and jungles of South American countries way before the world fell apart.  His country had turned him into a hunter and set him loose.  They’d set him loose with a French passport in case he got caught.  That had really amped up the adrenaline quite a bit since it told him he was on his own if he got caught. 
 
      
 
    The radio crackled to life.  The voice on the far end asking if the runway was clear.  His men had checked it and cleaned off the debris they’d found lying on it.  There were no Zombies on it yet but that could change at any second.  He told them it was clear as of now, but he couldn’t guarantee it’d stay that way for too long.  He was told to stand by to move as soon as the plane landed.  It would taxi to the runway as close to the tower as the pilot could get.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez signed off and took a deep breath to calm his nerves.  He shouted down the stairs to let his men know to get the prisoners moved to the bottom of the tower and ready to roll out on his order.  He heard the men moving the family.  He smiled to himself at the sound of one of the little girls asking if she could get carried.  He had to contain himself from running over and offering to take on that task.  No matter how good it would’ve felt he just thought it’d make him even more of a monster.  He wondered what the guards at Auschwitz had felt like when they got their first train car full of children to gas.  How many of them justified what they did knowing their families would suffer if they didn’t do it?  How many did it out of fear for their own lives?  After the first five train cars did it get easier.  At what point did you lose your soul?   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez watched as a plane banked and lined up with the main runway to come in for a landing.  He turned on his heel and raced down the stairs letting his men know it was time to head out the door to the tarmac.  Three of his men picked up the little girls.  They’d already taken the tie wraps off the ankles of the adults and put the cuffs back on.  Gonzalez opened the door to the tower and led the way towards the tarmac at a fast jog.  Behind him the men followed along holding the little girls and prodding the adults with their rifle barrels.   
 
      
 
    They were less than fifty feet from where the plane would be coming to a stop when they saw the first Zombie running towards them.  It’d already started screeching loudly as it sprinted towards them.  In the distance more screeches could be heard as others in the area took up the cry.  Gonzalez looked to see where the plane was and noted it was still pretty far out.  It looked like the pilot recognized the danger though as he was taxiing over faster than would normally be considered safe.   
 
      
 
    Not wanting to attract even more Zombies Gonzalez pulled out his machete and grabbed a man to come with him.  He ordered the rest of them to get the prisoners on board the plane.  He then broke into a fast jog for the Zombie running towards them.  At the last second, he dodged the Zombie jumping at him and spun in a neat circle slamming the dull side of his machete into the back of the Zombies head.  The man he’d picked to come with him caught up and calmly dropped to one knee and bashed in the Zombies head with a carpenter’s hammer. 
 
      
 
    The first threat neutralized Gonzalez locked onto two more Zombie running at them from the road on the other side of the tower.  Breathing hard, he started jogging straight for them with his man covering his flank.  He tripped up the first one sending it to the ground knowing his partner would take care of finishing that one off.  The second Zombie running for them was a little girl.  Gonzalez lifted his machete and steeled himself to do what was necessary.  He brought the weapon down hard on the little girls head.  Her knees wobbled as a gush of warm, red blood coursed out of her skull swirling around the blade of the machete.   
 
      
 
    Gonzalez looked at the pathetic body of the girl lying on the ground.  He realized it didn’t stir the emotion in him it used to.  He started thinking again about the train cars steaming into the concentration camps full of little kids.  Had this little girl Zombie been the train car that cost him his soul?  Was he now so hard that his own kids would never be able to love him?  Dropping all vestiges of professionalism and seized by a sudden impulse to just do what he thought was right he turned and ran for the plane.  He sprinted as fast as he could trying to get there before it was too late.  Before he’d sent that heroic family with the little angels off to their fate.   
 
      
 
    He was too late.  He got there as the plane was already speeding up to take back off.  He stood there panting like a dog after a long run with sweat covering his body.  The man who’d been with him caught up wondering what the hell had gotten into him.  Gonzalez heard a steady roar.  He shrugged off one of his men who was trying to get him to look at something.  Controlling his breathing for long enough to look up he saw that the damn had broken.  Zombies were pouring into the airport by the hundreds.  All of them running straight for Gonzalez and his team.  Gonzalez pulled his rifle up and started taking shots.  The rest of the men turned and ran.  None of them made it very far. 
 
      
 
    Gonzalez went down laughing maniacally as he pulled the trigger repetitively.  He knew this army of demons had come to pull him down to hell.  To punish him for everything he’d done wrong.  God had given him the chance to rescue a family.  The opportunity to atone for his sins.  He’d let that chance slip away.  He’d taken that chance and flung it as far from him as he could.  His last thought before he worked the barrel of his weapon up high enough to jam it in his mouth and pull the trigger was that at least now his kids would never have to meet the monster their father had become. 
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly watched from the window of the luxuriously appointed corporate jet they’d been loaded into.  Randy looked around thinking that with a shortage of pilots they’d at least made sure they had the best possible planes to fly.  They’d been shoved into the plane quickly by the soldiers who’d taken them this far.  The soldiers had been told they weren’t getting on the plane and needed to get moving if they were going to survive.  One of the soldiers had tried to come on board anyway and gotten a pistol aimed at him for his troubles.  He’d turned and backed off while the crew on the plane had gotten the door shut and the plane swung around to begin taxiing for a quick takeoff.   
 
      
 
    While they were swinging around, they saw the Zombie herd surge onto the grounds.  The Zombies who’d initially been lured into the area by the gas station fires had overflowed into nearby streets.  The herd was close enough that the one Zombie screech had set a thousand of them in motion.  Kelly watched horrified as the men they’d been guarded by were swarmed by fast moving Zombies.  There was no way any of them were going to survive.   
 
      
 
    Even worse than having to see their captors suffering a brutal death was the life or death slalom course run their pilot was taking them on.  The plane veered sharply to the left then to the right throwing them out of their tasteful leather seats.  The kids were all screaming their heads off and trying to figure out how the seatbelts worked.  Everyone over the age of ten had their hands cuffed behind their backs so holding on was pretty much impossible.  The two soldiers sitting in the front of the plane watched impassively as everyone in the back bounced around.     
 
      
 
    The plane was divided into multiple sections.  Randy, Kelly and the kids were seated in the back of the plane in a section with a beige divider separating them from the front of the plane.  There was a section on the other side of the divider that looked like it had a huge, plush couch on one side and a couple of large, leather recliners on the other.  The recliners were wrapped around a couple of mahogany tables set in the floor of the plane.  The whole interior reeked of wealth and privilege.  The kind of plane billionaires smoked thousand-dollar cigars in while jetting off to buy islands or do whatever it is that billionaires do. 
 
      
 
    They felt a huge amount of force as the plane fought against gravity to get them off the runway.  The pilot struggling to get them airborne before they collided with any of the Zombies streaking towards them.  The pilot somehow pulled off some sort of pilot magic and got them in the air.  Randy righted himself in his chair and made sure Kelly and the kids were all ok.  Kelly poked him on the shoulder and pointed with her knee towards the two guards up front.  They both had weapons on them and looked like they knew how to use them.  They also looked entirely too calm following that chaotic take-off and landing.  These were men who’d done this type of thing before.  They kind of reminded Kelly of Gonzalez.   
 
      
 
    Once they were in the air and flying one of the guards got out of his seat and walked back towards them.  He made sure they were handcuffed securely then got them all into their own seats and fastened in with seatbelts.  He went to the front of the plane and screwed around with the TV until it came on.  He then screwed around with the knobs some more until he was able to insert a disc.  A few seconds later they were flying in a luxury jet watching SpongeBob SquarePants Season 2.  If it weren’t for the handcuffs, the armed guards and the certain execution at the end of the trip it would’ve probably counted as one of the best days they’d had since the whole apocalypse mess had started. 
 
      
 
    They sat in surreal silence watching SpongeBob at twenty thousand feet while the apocalypse happened in another world far beneath their feet.  Random breaks in the cloud cover showed a world that didn’t look all that much different from what they’d have seen looking out a plane window pre-apocalypse.  Looking down reminded Randy how much open space there was.  How many forests and rivers had been untouched before and would now be quick to revert to their primal state.  Handcuffed in a plane with seasoned, armed guards watching their every move Randy felt something he hadn’t felt in a long time.  Real hope. 
 
      
 
    Kelly leaned over and kissed him on the cheek then turned with her back to him so they could hold hands.  They flew like that in comfortable silence just enjoying being a family.  They sat like that in peaceful bliss for about ten minutes before the door to the next section of the plane slid open and a man dressed in a business suit stepped in.   
 
      
 
    “Bet you never thought you’d see me again.”  The man said smiling with his hand resting on the butt of the Colt 45 stuck in the waistband of the expensive looking suit he was wearing.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12:  The Welcome Wagon 
 
      
 
    Krantz woke Kyler up butt early as promised.  Rodriguez and the rest of the team got to sleep in a little later as Krantz wanted to get in position first to watch for the plane.  The plan was for them to meet the plane and off-load the prisoners.  Once the prisoners were off-loaded the rest of the team would come down in the two pickups provided by the fire station outpost.  They’d meet up on the road to get the prisoners loaded and then be off before any Zombies showed up.  That was the plan anyway. 
 
      
 
    The outpost was on full alert tracking Zombie and vehicle sightings along the interstate in both directions.  The outposts on either side of this exit knew to tell anyone driving down the road to stop and wait for the all clear before continuing.  Knowing they probably weren’t coming back Kyler and Krantz shrugged into their full kits before heading out the door.  Petty Officer Steve was there to see them off and reassure Krantz that he’d be manning the radio personally to make sure everything went as planned.  They said their goodbyes and headed off down the path.   
 
      
 
    They didn’t bother snagging a set of the mountain bikes this time.  Those were a bitch to ride when you had all of your gear strapped on.  Instead they just set out on foot across the street disappearing quickly into the weeds and brush along the trail they used to get down to the interstate.  The rest of the team would be getting up in about fifteen more minutes to pack their gear in the truck.  Then they’d sit around waiting for the word to move to the staging area.  Once Krantz radioed in the plane was in sight the team would drive the trucks down to the interstate on ramp.  They’d stand by at the on ramp until they got the order to come meet up with them.   
 
      
 
    Like every plan in the apocalypse there were a few million things that could go wrong.  That was one of the reasons the radios were so important.  Adapting to new situations quickly was a skill pretty much every field soldier had at this point.  The ones who weren’t good at it were mostly dead or wandering around infected.  If something did go wrong, they’d communicate by radio to figure out a work around to complete the mission.   
 
      
 
    To be clear on what their mission actually was Krantz had pulled them all into a room the night before.  The prisoners needed to be put in the pickup trucks and driven about thirty miles down the interstate.  They were headed for the exit that would take them to the camp that they were supposed to drop the prisoners off at.  They were to keep the entire family alive with emphasis placed on keeping the man in the group alive.  Krantz had skimmed over that part as he didn’t really see any point in trying to tell his men not to protect a bunch of little girls.  If anyone on his team intentionally let a little girl die, he’d shoot them himself. 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Krantz made it down to the interstate right as the sun was coming up.  Keeping an eye on the sky and a radio speaker plugged into his ear Krantz led the way down the side of the interstate to check on the patch of black tar they’d cleaned off for the plane to land on.  They verified everything looked good then picked out a spot on the north end of the strip to wait.  An hour later they were still waiting.  A quick radio check revealed none of the outposts on either side had spotted anything and that no Zombies or cars were coming their way.   
 
      
 
    “How long does it take to fly here from Orlando?”  Kyler asked.  They were outside and typically would’ve maintained strict operational silence.  Kyler was feeling pretty safe since the radio operators had let them know there weren’t any Zombies actively moving around in this area.   
 
      
 
    “About an hour and a half for a regular plane.  That’s counting going up and coming down.  I don’t know what kind of plane they‘re using to fly the prisoners up here though.  Let’s give it another two hours before we get worried that they’re not coming.  Pilot could very easily get lost too.  No satellite beacons or radio towers or any of that.  He’ll be flying using a compass and landmarks.  Probably just follow I-75 like you’d do if you were driving.  That’d be the easiest way to get here.  He’d still have to calculate where he was though, so he’d know when to look for the landing spot.” 
 
      
 
    Krantz sat down abruptly and turned his eyes to the skies again effectively ending the conversation.  Kyler took the hint and shut up.  He turned his own eyes upward and scanned the sky as well.  Still not seeing anything he felt around on his body to make sure his weapons were in easy reach.  It was something he did about once every five minutes out in the field.  He also made sure his pack was on his back in a way that’d be easy to drop it if he needed to.  He had a machete, a hatchet and a carpenters hammer dangling off the webbed belt he’d taken to wearing. 
 
      
 
    He’d made the move to the big, green army surplus belt since there was no way a regular belt could hold all the weapons that he needed to drag around with him.  He’d actually been using a tool belt he’d snagged a at Home Depot for a long time.  He’d switched to the green webbed belt as the other one had made him feel like some kind of homicidal Bob the Builder.  Sitting in the weeds staring up into the sky waiting for the family to show up he was supposed to escort to their execution he decided if he got the chance that he was going to switch back to the tool belt from Home Depot instead.  
 
      
 
    Interrupting his musings on which belt would work the best Krantz punched him in the arm and pointed up at the sky.  He was intently listening to the speaker plugged into his ear as well.  Kyler stood up and raised his eyebrows ready to do whatever needed to be done.  Krantz pulled out the Motorola handset and pressed the send button then gave the coded order to move to the staging point.  Kyler wasn’t a hundred percent sure why they were bothering with code words and such.  As far as he knew the only people who cared about this family was the Senator and the soldiers tasked to deliver them.  He supposed the family would be pretty interested in their fate but doubted they were in a position to try and figure out code phrases. 
 
      
 
    Kyler finally caught sight of the plane.  It went from being a shiny dot on the horizon to an actual plane buzzing the interstate in a matter of less than a minute.  They watched as the plane circled the interstate.  They assumed the pilot was putting eyes on the road to make sure it would serve as a safe landing strip.  Kyler was hoping they’d stick to the plan of landing with the plane at the northern most end of the strip.  Otherwise him and Krantz were going to have to triple time it to the southern end to off-load the prisoners.   
 
      
 
    The plane suddenly made some sharp banks then shot up straight into the air.  It dove down again and buzzed right over their heads before disappearing out of their sight.   
 
      
 
    “Is it coming back?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    Krantz shushed him as he listened intently to the speaker in his ear.  He finally hit the send button and ordered the drivers to head over and pick them up.  While they waited for the pickups to arrive, he let Kyler know what was going on.   
 
      
 
    “Pilot said the interstate wouldn’t work and they were going to try FTY instead.  We’re going to head that direction as soon as they get the trucks down here.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded absently.  It seemed odd to him that the plane had made all those evasive maneuvers.  He assumed it was because the pilot was trying to figure out if he could land there or not.   
 
      
 
    “I thought we were doing the interstate because FTY was no good for landings right now?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what I thought too.  I’m going with the pilot probably knows better which airstrips around here are the safest for him to land on.”   
 
      
 
    The trucks rolled up in front of them and Kyler jumped in the back of one while Krantz got in the front of the lead truck.  The trucks started to move then stopped suddenly.  Krantz stuck his head out of the small pickup and yelled so the men in the backs of both the pickups could hear him. 
 
      
 
    “Zombies spotted headed this way.  They probably got stirred up by the plane.  Anyway, they’re the fast ones that like to jump so stay frosty.”   
 
      
 
    Krantz poked his head back in and the pickups rapidly accelerated down the road.  With the wind whipping though his hair Kyler tried to keep his eyes peeled for any adrenalized Zombies pouring on the speed to try and catch them.  He wished he’d asked someone how far away the airport was that they were headed to.  He knew Krantz wasn’t going to be letting up on the pace anytime soon.  They needed to meet the plane there and off load the prisoners before a bunch of Zombies started showing up.  If that happened, the plane would probably take off without off-loading the prisoners.   
 
      
 
    It was way too windy and noisy in the back of the truck to hold any kind of conversation with the other guy stuck with him.  Rodriguez was up in the passenger seat of the little green Toyota they were driving.  Kyler didn’t know if that was thanks to his seniority or thanks to the butt cut that wouldn’t go away.  The other truck had Krantz in it and was leading the way.  Kyler carefully strapped his rifle to his pack laying in the truck bed and took out his newest toy.   
 
      
 
    The jet black tactical semi-auto shotgun had been given to him by Petty Officer Steven as a going away present.  They had an armory full of SWAT gear and things they’d looted from the local law enforcement offices and gun stores.  Kyler had been happy to make room in his pack to strap in the lethal looking weapon.  He thought it’d be the perfect thing for shooting any of the adrenalized Zombies that tried to hop in the back with them.  He had the magazine loaded with alternating buck shot and slugs.  He didn’t have to kill the Zombies just keep them from getting in the bed with him.  If they got a face full of lead at eighty miles per hour, they weren’t going to be bouncing up off the concrete to keep chasing them anytime soon. 
 
      
 
    Not that they’d be going eighty miles per hour for much longer.  They’d be turning off the interstate soon to take smaller roads to the airport.  The smaller roads wouldn’t be as well cleared as the interstate was so the drivers would need to adjust their speeds to accommodate.  That part of the journey where they slowed down to navigate around obstacles in the road would be the time when Kyler would be putting the shot gun through its paces if the road that they took happened to be harboring a bunch of the infected. 
 
      
 
    There was always the possibility that they’d just wind up taking a leisurely drive over to the airport and picking up the prisoners with minimal hassle.  That was the scenario everyone had as number one on their wish list.  The more typical scenario was them getting swarmed at some chokepoint in the road and losing at least one of the trucks.  All to pick up some people who were destined to be executed anyway.  What a waste. 
 
      
 
    True to the pessimism that pervaded the post-apocalyptic world the first bend they came around was only partially cleared.  They drove as far as they could before confronted with the reality of a massive bulldozer that blocked most of the road.  The parts that weren’t blocked by the dozer were blocked by the pile of cars it’d been pushing off the side of the road before the operators were swarmed and eaten by Zombies.  Kyler wasn’t a professional forensic investigator but by this point he’d seen more death than he cared to remember.  He was able to look at a pile of bodies and intuit how they’d died.  The more he knew about how other people died the less likely he was to make the same mistake.   
 
      
 
    The dozer was empty but bones and remains were scattered all around it.  Some of the bones still had military clothing wrapped around them.  From where he was sitting, he could just make out some rusty weapons poking out some of the piles.  That was all he needed to visualize what’d happened the day the road clearing crew had been sent to clear this one off.  He wondered why they hadn’t sent another crew at a later date to get it cleaned off though.  The road did lead to an airport, so it did have some strategic importance.  Like today for example it would’ve been nice to be able to get to the airport without hitting this traffic jam. 
 
      
 
    They were lined up along the side of the road with Krantz looking down into the field beside them trying to see if they could go around this mess when he got a call.  Everyone stood around watching as Krantz listened to the speaker he had in his ear.  He suddenly started waving his hand around in the air and pointing at the trucks for them to get back in.  Krantz ran over to the truck Kyler was in and told the driver to turn around and get back to the interstate.  The driver asked what to do then. 
 
      
 
    “Turn north and haul ass.  The plane didn’t come over here it crashed somewhere further north!  We’ve got to move!”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13:   Any Landing You Can Walk Away From 
 
      
 
    “You remember Captain Donaldson right Kelly?  He’s the guy whose team shot at us and took Gordon on the 417.”  Randy said reminding Kelly about their ill-fated run down the toll road where they’d been surrounded and had their pilot taken from them.  He’d gotten a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach at the sight of the man.  It brought home where this flight was taking them. 
 
      
 
    “Captain O’Donnell actually.  Your commanding officer according to the oath you betrayed.  You can’t imagine how happy I am to see you all again.  Your girls look like they could use some food.  Maybe even some sunlight.  We have all kinds of canned pasta up in the next section of the plane if you’d like to send them up there.  We’re going to reserve that section for everyone not wearing handcuffs.” 
 
      
 
    “Go ahead girls.”  Kelly told them.  “Zoey you make sure Doreen gets plenty to eat and doesn’t make a mess in the nice plane ok?”   
 
      
 
    Neither Ali, Zoey, nor Doreen wanted to leave so it took a little cajoling but finally the little girls all left for the middle section.  One of the guards got up and went with them to help prepare the food and make sure they didn’t get in any trouble.   
 
      
 
    “Now it’s just us adults.  Well, at least adults and the two old enough to be tried as adults.”  O’Donnell said smiling.  “I guess you know why I’m glad to see you again?” 
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly stared daggers at O’Donnell while Myriah and Caitlyn just tried as hard as they could to avoid looking at him.  When it became apparent none of them were going to speak up O’Donnell kept right on talking. 
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to see you again because you caused me quite a bit of trouble when you deserted your post.  That alone would’ve been enough to have you crucified as a warning to others.  We wouldn’t have wasted a lot of time looking for you though.  Definitely not the resources we poured into it this time.  Do you know why we poured those resources into the search?  Do you know why I pulled everyone in my region off guard duty just to try and find you?” 
 
      
 
    Once again Randy and Kelly just stared at O’Donnell.  He got up and walked over to Myriah.  He pulled his arm way back then backhanded her in the face.  Her head rocked to the side and she yelped out in pain.  He pulled his hand back and hit her again.  Myriah was now openly crying with blood running down her lip and the side of her face starting to swell. 
 
      
 
    “Because I killed that woman!  The principal!”  Randy blurted out.  He’d almost ripped his wrists off trying to get them out of the cuffs so he could rip off his seatbelt and get his fingers locked around O’Donnell’s neck.  He could visualize doing it and oh how sweet it would feel. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a major part of it yes.  The main thing though is I was sent a communication from the Senator himself saying if I didn’t find his sister’s killers and bring them to him for retribution that he’d take out his grief on me instead.  She died on my watch, so I’m not entirely pleased to be on this flight either.  If you hadn’t decided to be a murdering, traitorous, piece of garbage then I’d still be relaxing in my lake side mansion drinking thousand-dollar bottles of wine.  Instead I’ve been coordinating a damned man hunt for the last three months.  I was being laughed at the whole time because who the hell takes that long to find a family running around in the apocalypse with a bunch of freakin’ kids with them.”  O’Donnell stopped venting and took a deep breath trying to regain his composure.  He’d lost his calm demeanor and now just looked pissed. 
 
      
 
    “We’re just trying to take care of our girls.”  Kelly spoke up.   
 
      
 
    O’Donnell walked over to Myriah and slapped her hard again on the other side of her face.  He slapped her a few more times before going over to Caitlyn and doing the same thing.  When he was done both girls were black and blue and bloody.  Myriah was sobbing and trying not to choke on the snot and blood running down her face into her mouth.  Caitlyn had tears and bruises but looked more pissed than hurt.  Kelly was sobbing loudly and screaming for him to stop.  Each strike to her girls hurting her more than she could bear. 
 
      
 
    “What do you need from us?”  Randy asked coldly.   
 
      
 
    “Why would I need anything from you?  You’re a walking dead man.  You and your wife are going to be ripped apart and fed to Zombies.  Probably while your kids watch.  All before the sun goes down today.” 
 
      
 
    “You said you were worried because his sister died on your watch.  What can we do to help you?”   
 
      
 
    O’Donnell stood still and shot Randy a confused look. 
 
      
 
    “Is there something we can say that’d help you out?”  Randy clarified his question.  Kelly and the kids were also looking at hm strangely now.  Then a light clicked on in Kelly’s eyes as she understood where he was going with the offer.   
 
      
 
    “I can’t think of anything.  You should be less worried about me and more worried about your wife and kids.”   
 
      
 
    “I am.  If you can think of something for me to say, then I’m happy to say it.  You just let my wife and kids live.”  Randy said.  He heard Kelly breathe in sharply next to him.   
 
      
 
    Wham!  O’Donnell hit Randy so hard he felt his teeth wobble around in his skull.  Randy looked up just as O’Donnell’s fist came crashing back down at his face again.  Not thinking it’d actually do any damage but hungry to strike back Randy head butted the incoming fist with his forehead.  He felt the hit from O’Donnell, but something went wrong with it.   
 
      
 
    He opened his eyes back up to see O’Donnell cursing and holding his hand.  Randy’s head butt had either broken or sprained the guys wrist.  Randy was really hoping for broken.   
 
      
 
    “I’m going to enjoy watching you die.”  O’Donnell managed before he left for the middle section of the plane where the kids were. The guard who’d taken the little kids up front had shut the door so they wouldn’t have to see whatever happened.  The guard who’d stayed in the back of the plane with them had kept his mouth shut.  He’d sat there with his hand on his pistol staring ahead impassively the whole time his boss beat the crap out of the prisoners.   
 
      
 
    “Prick.”  Randy said spitting out blood.  “You like working for a guy who beats on girls?”   
 
      
 
    The guard glanced over when he realized Randy was talking to him.   
 
      
 
    “You’re really questioning my life choices right now?  Maybe try not deserting your post and killing everybody in sight.  Shut up and sit there quietly or I’ll come over and take a few swings myself.”  The guard looked pissed.  He looked down at the bloody spot on the carpet where Randy had just spit.  “Stop spitting on the damned floor.” 
 
      
 
    O’Donnell walked back in and told the guard to drag everyone to the middle section and work on getting them cleaned up.  It sounded like he was more worried about the interior of the plane getting blood stains all over it than he was about his boss seeing he’d beat the crap out of them when they landed.   
 
      
 
    “Mommy!  Daddy!  What happened!”  Shouts from the little girls as soon as they were marched into the middle section of the plane.  Kelly went down on one knee to nuzzle the girls since she wasn’t able to hug them with her cuffs on.  The guard had them stand still while he got napkins from the wet bar area that he used to clean the blood off their faces.  Looking down Randy realized they were standing on tile now versus the carpet that’d been in the other room.  Much easier to clean blood up in here.  Not the most reassuring reason to be moved. 
 
      
 
    Once the guard was done cleaning them up, he went into the back of the plane with a roll of the paper towels and some cleaner he took from under the wet bar.  They were ordered to sit down at the decadent leather couch that wrapped around the polished mahogany table.  Once they’d all sat down O’Donnell watched as Randy’s and Myriah’s noses continued to bleed all over the place.  He considered the blood for a second before ordering Myriah’s and Kelly’s cuffs removed.  
 
      
 
    “You two need to focus on not bleeding on that couch.  I promise you’ll regret every single drop.  I’m not uncuffing your husband so you get to be a good wifey and hold his hanky for him.  I want all of you with your seat belts on nice and tight.  I see the seatbelts come off or you try anything besides stopping the blood from getting everywhere you’re going to regret it.  Understood?”   
 
      
 
    “This is the pilot speaking.  We’ll be approaching the landing area in about ten minutes.  Please make any last-minute preparations then get seat belted in for the landing.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly and Randy both perked up at the voice.  O’Donnell noticed and something clicked in his head.  He disappeared up front towards the cockpit after telling the other guard to get in place to watch them closely.  He reappeared a minute later with another blast from the past. 
 
      
 
    “Gordon!”  Kelly called out in surprised recognition.  The old pilot standing in the hallway next to a grinning O’Donnell smiled back at her.  He looked around and took in the whole group.   
 
      
 
    “You found your daughters!”  He said.  He moved forward to hug her but was blocked by O’Donnell.   
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t be getting too close considering why we’re dropping them off old man.  I just thought it may be neat for you to see them again.  See what eventually happens to those who try and get away with crap in my region.  Now go land this thing.” 
 
      
 
    Gordon ignored the order to get back to the cockpit and stood there taking them in.  He saw the little girls with tear streaked faces.  He saw Kelly holding the paper towel to Randy’s blood drenched face.  Next to Kelly he saw Myriah smiling at him through her own blood-soaked paper towel.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll be landing soon.  You guys all have your belts on, right?”  Gordon asked.  Kelly said yes wondering why he furtively shot her a wink.  “Ok.  Captain you have about ten minutes to do whatever you need to do before you should get your belts on too.  I’ll call it out over the overhead if you need to get belted any sooner.” 
 
      
 
    Then Gordon was gone leaving a still stunned Randy and Kelly wondering if they’d just imagined him.  O’Donnell stood there gloating for a second before walking towards his seat.  He ordered the guard to clean the prisoners up and get everything locked down.  The other guard came walking back into the room holding a bunch of used paper towels.  He headed for the trash can on the other side of the bar.   
 
      
 
    The plane took a sudden nosedive throwing everyone not seat belted against the bulkhead.  Randy felt like he was going to pass out a second later when the plane pulled up sharply then banked to the left.  The two guards and O’Donnell were flopping around the plane like loose change in the dryer.  Randy ducked as O’Donnell came flying over the top of them when the wall suddenly became the floor.   
 
      
 
    Kelly was as confused as the rest of them at first.  Then she remembered the odd wink Gordon had thrown her direction.  She elbowed Myriah in the stomach.  Myriah gave her a hurt look.  She was trying not to puke, the pane they were in was fixing to crash, and her mom was jamming her elbows into her ribs.  Kelly held up her free hands.  She hissed at Myriah to be ready to take off her belt and fight.  Randy looked over questioningly.  He felt like he was going to blackout from all the g-forces they were pulling.  The plane banked hard in the other direction and O’Donnell and his two men flew to the other side of the plane slamming into that bulkhead.   
 
      
 
    One of the guards started screaming in pain.  A blood-soaked bone was sticking out of his forearm.  O’Donnell saw them looking and pulled out his pistol.  He’d started to shout some sort of threat at them when the jet did a full-on spin throwing the unfettered Brotherhood goons all over the interior of the plane.  O’Donnell lost his grip on his pistol and it went flying away from him.  Kelly desperately followed the trajectory of the pistol as it bounced around the plane.  When it came to rest on the bottom of the couch that they were sitting on she unhooked her seat belt. 
 
      
 
    Kelly fought the vertigo away and grabbed the pistol.  The plane went into a sudden series of climbs and dips that sent them all bouncing around.  One of the guards had managed to get into a seat and get the belt wrapped around himself and fastened.  He caught Kelly by the arm and pulled her roughly to him.  He put her in a headlock, and she put the pistol she’d claimed up to his chest and pulled the trigger a few times.   
 
      
 
    The boom of the high caliber pistol echoed in the confines of the upgraded tin can they were flying in.  Kelly’s handed were covered with blood.  Her first thought after pulling the trigger was that there was no way they were getting all that blood cleaned up before they landed.  She caught herself looking down to see if she was over carpet or tile.  Pulling herself out of the weird state the vertigo and violence had put her in she looked around the cabin for O’Donnell.   
 
      
 
    She didn’t see him, but she did see the guard with the broken arm laying on the floor.  He’d passed out from shock or blood loss or pain or something.  Either way it didn’t look like he was in the fight anymore.  The door to the cockpit was open.  O’Donnell screamed for them to stand down and stay out or he’d kill Gordon.  Completely ignoring the command Kelly went to unlock the cuffs on Randy using the key she took out of the dead man’s pants.  When her hands proved to be too shaky to get that figured out, she handed the key to Myriah to do it.   
 
      
 
    She stepped over to the guard laying on the ground and quickly disarmed him.  Deciding that they didn’t need to drag around prisoners ever again she shot him in the head.  She turned around and Randy was standing there.  She handed him the pistol she’d taken off the man she just shot.     
 
      
 
    “Hey babe.  It’s ok.  Good job.  Let’s finish this.”  Kelly and Randy approached the door to the cockpit.   
 
      
 
    The cockpit door flew open.  Gordon was standing there in front of O’Donnell with a knife pressed to his throat.   
 
      
 
    “Any closer and I’ll cut his throat!”  O’Donnell yelled.   
 
      
 
    “You cut his throat we’ll all die.  Including you.  How about you put the knife down and we have him fly us somewhere neutral and we all go our own ways.”  Randy offered. 
 
      
 
    “No.  Step back.  We’re landing now.”  O’Donnell said.  The knife was suddenly retracted from Gordons neck and slid deep into his abdomen.  Gordon shuddered with the pain.   
 
      
 
    “Why’d you do that!”  Kelly screamed stepping forward trying to get a clear shot at O’Donnell.  O’Donnell kept the plane walls and Gordon between him and Kelly.   
 
      
 
    Kelly shot five times through the plastic partition O’Donnell had been hiding behind.  The first two shots missed and smashed into the dials and gauges on the right side of the cockpit.  The third shot nicked O’Donnell’s shoulder causing him to yelp in pain and spin  towards his left.  The fourth shot hit his collar bone and the fifth shot drilled through the center of his forehead blowing a big wad of bloody grey matter out the back of his skull.   
 
      
 
    One of the shots had punched a hole through the windshield.  The window broke apart in a section before stabilizing.  The wind streaming in blew the chunky brain goop all over Kelly and Gordon.  They ignored the biohazard getting stuck in their hair to concentrate on more pressing matters.  Kelly squatted down next to Gordon to check out the knife wound.  It was gushing blood still.   
 
      
 
    “We need to sit him down!”  Kelly yelled at Randy.  Gordon looked up at Randy and then patted him on the shoulder.  He smiled at both of them while Kelly was trying to walk him out of the cockpit.   
 
      
 
    “You found your babies.  I’m done for.  Let me get this plane on the ground before I take you all with me.  Patch me up then get in the back and strap in.  It’s going to get really bumpy.”  Gordon yelled over the sound of the rushing wind.  He continued to beam at them proudly with blood leaking between his fingers.  Randy could see pieces of brain and random trash swirling around in Gordons sparse grey hair and bushy beard.   
 
      
 
    Kelly tucked a small travel pillow against Gordons side and helped him sit back in the pilot’s seat.  The trees below were way too close for comfort and they were moving way too fast.  She ignored the view from the cockpit while wrapping duct tape around Gordons waist as tight as possible to hold the pillow in place and slow down the bleeding.  He grunted a little bit with the pain of it all but smiled and patted her on the hand when she finished and kissed his cheek.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  I’m going to try and set us down on the interstate north of where we were supposed to have landed.  Might even make it over the Tennessee border if we get lucky.  I won’t try it if I start feeling worse before then.  Can’t risk the mountains.  I just want to make sure I get us set down before I pass out or something.  Get in the back and make sure everyone’s wearing their belts.  Make sure there aren’t any loose objects laying around.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly said thank you one more time then headed back into the main cabin.  She worked with Randy to get everyone fastened in and make sure there were no loose objects.  Once they’d done everything that they could they belted themselves in and held hands.  The plane began to angle down.  They felt the thump as the landing gear was lowered.  Hoping Gordon was able to stay conscious long enough to get them safely on the ground Randy started spouting orders off. 
 
      
 
    “The second we hit the ground I need everyone up and moving.  We need to clear this plane and be gone before the Brotherhood show up.  Before the Brotherhood find us there’ll probably be a mess of Zombies anyway.  We’re not going to be landing quietly.  Hold on.” 
 
      
 
    “Stay with your buddy!”  Kelly added. 
 
      
 
    The tires touched the road.  They felt the sudden deceleration as the brakes were applied.  It seemed to be going pretty smooth then there was a loud banging noise and the plane went sideways off the road into the trees.  That was the last thing Randy remembered before he blacked out. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14:  The Gauntlet 
 
      
 
    Kyler held his shotgun with both hands and put his back firmly against the cab of the pickup truck.  They’d outrun the Zombies on the interstate when they’d been scrambling to get to the airport.  That meant those Zombies were now going to be directly in their path as they backtracked to head north to try and locate the wreckage of the plane the prisoners were in.  This should be an interesting scenario.  He’d never been in the back of a pickup truck purposefully driving towards Zombies before.  Normally they were driving in the opposite direction as quickly as possible.   
 
      
 
    The two pickups in their group slowed at the intersection with I-75 to shift over to the on ramp to go north.  A lone Zombie was bounding up the ramp to attack the first truck.  The driver followed standard protocol which was to slow down if you couldn’t avoid the Zombie.  Otherwise it’d just jump and come through the window.  If you slowed down, then hopefully the Zombie would go to one side or the other and you could then accelerate to get away from it.  The lead driver had developed his own twist on this standard trick.  He slowed down and stuck his arm out the window inviting the Zombie to come get him.   
 
      
 
    It was probably something he’d done successfully a few times before based on the nonchalant way he did it.  Kyler kept his head stuck over the side of the truck bed to watch what happened.  He personally thought the driver was taking a needless risk.  There was a lot that could go wrong for a very limited reward.  There was also the matter that something working on most of the Zombies didn’t mean it’d work on all the Zombies.  That proved to be the case this time. 
 
      
 
    The driver stuck his arm out and waited for the Zombie to notice it.  The Zombies eyes lit up like those of a pit bull seeing a toddler waving a steak around in the air.  The Zombie made a beeline for the side of the truck.  It was moving impossibly fast.  The driver realized his mistake and jerked his arm back in the truck frantically pressing the button to send the window up while simultaneously trying to swerve away.  If he’d stayed calm, he might have made it.  As it was, he screwed up the window going up automatically by pressing it repeatedly to try and make it go faster.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie got inside the cab of the truck.  It pulled itself through the window using the driver’s arm and shoulder like a ladder.  A few moments later gun shots rang out.  The driver and the Zombie were both kicked out of the front of the truck.  Krantz slid over into the driver’s seat and knocked on the window behind him to let the guys in the bed of the truck know that one of them was welcome to come sit up front.  One of the soldiers in the back hopped out and ran around to jump in the passenger’s seat.  As soon as he was in the truck Krantz started driving again.  They drove past the bullet riddled bodies of the Zombie and the soldier Krantz had kicked out of the truck.   
 
      
 
    On top of everything else going on Krantz had just rang the dinner bell loud and clear for any Zombies within a couple mile radius.  He hadn’t had much of a choice in the tight confines of the truck as to whether to pull the trigger or not.  Knowing Krantz he’d probably considered trying to slide in with a knife while the Zombie was busy munching on his driver.  What’d stopped him from trying that was how fast the Zombie had moved to get in the cab in the first place.  This Zombie was obviously one of the gifted ones the virus had strengthened by unlocking some evolutionary gifts.   
 
      
 
    Special or not the Zombie had just had a significant impact on the possibility of them surviving the drive up the interstate.  At least they knew a section of it was nicely cleaned up which should help with dodging Zombies.  They should be good all the way to the Tennessee border as far as the road went.  Once they hit the border there may be some issues if they hadn’t found the plane yet.  He wondered if the Tennessee border was guarded the same as the one that he’d crossed coming down I-95 to get into Georgia in the first place. 
 
      
 
    Kyler figured they’d cross that bridge when they came to it.  He just hoped whatever militia had taken over Tennessee was friendlier than the one in South Carolina had been.  The men in South Carolina hadn’t attacked him but they hadn’t helped a lot either.  He’d stuck to I-95 like it was the yellow brick road to avoid being shot and left to rot.  At this point the border to Tennessee seemed about a million miles away.  A quick glance behind them showed a few of the adrenalized Zombies already trying to catch up with them as they barreled down the on ramp to the interstate.  He turned and looked in front of them and saw more Zombies coming at them from the front.   
 
      
 
    They needed bigger trucks.  The little pickups Petty Officer Steven had provided from the fire station were the ones middle class kids who lived in the country got as their first car.  Small and light without much power.  They were light enough that they did have decent acceleration and a good bit of ‘zip’, but they definitely weren’t built for steam rolling through a mob of hyperactive infected humans.  If it’d been Kyler’s call, he would’ve pulled over and ditched the trucks and taken a little break from the mission.  There was probably a nice place in the woods nearby for a team picnic.     
 
      
 
    Unfortunately for them Krantz was in charge and he acted like his next promotion depended on them finding that plane before anyone else did.  Kyler didn’t know what they had on the guy, but he was enthusiastically loyal, and duty bound.  Most of the people in the people’s army and even the ones elevated to the Brotherhood weren’t trying to die for the Brotherhood.  They were trying to survive in a world gone mad.  Most of them didn’t have the luxury of time to consider where they thought their ideologies best fit in.  They lived in Georgia or Florida and didn’t want to be drugged up and treated like slaves, so they joined up with the group that was in charge.   
 
      
 
    Krantz’s enthusiasm got him about half a mile down the road before the second Zombie who ran into them busted through the windshield.  Krantz tried to swerve and lost control rolling the tiny truck into the ditch on the side of the road.  The man who’d been in the back was thrown out of the truck.  The truck then rolled over on top of the guy before coming to a rest.  The driver of the truck Kyler was in skidded to a stop beside the overturned truck.  They all sprang out to help.  Everyone except for their driver who took it upon himself to be the person responsible for staying in the truck and repeatedly yelling at them to hurry up.  As if they were trying to take their time. 
 
      
 
    Zombies were converging on the crashed truck from multiple directions.  Rodriguez setup on the side of their pickup with his AK and started blasting away at the ones closest to them.  Kyler and another soldier ran towards the pickup to see if anyone had survived.  Kyler slid on his stomach up to the driver’s window and poked at Krantz’s bloody forehead.  Kyler was sure he had to be dead based on all the blood.  His eyes popped open making Kyler involuntarily let out a yelp like a scared little girl.   
 
      
 
    Pushing the deflated airbag out of the way Kyler pulled out his Gerber and hacked away at the seatbelt.  He succeeded in cutting through the tough material without cutting through any critical parts of Krantz.  Krantz tumbled down to the ceiling of the truck.  The other soldier came back around and helped Kyler pull Krantz out.   
 
      
 
    “Anybody else make it?”  Krantz asked trying to stand on his own and mostly succeeding.  Kyler looked to the other soldier for confirmation. 
 
      
 
    “No sir.  People need to start wearing seatbelts.” 
 
      
 
    Taking that information for what it was they all moved up the hill towards where Rodriguez was now laying down a steady stream of fire.  The driver had gotten out of the truck and was doing the same.  Hearing the screeches of the Zombies rising above the roar of the assault rifles encouraged Krantz to quickly wrap up the recovery process from rolling his truck.  He let go of Kyler’s shoulder and ran on his own to hop in the back of the pickup waiting for them.  Kyler followed behind with his finger on the trigger of his shotgun watching for any Zombies that might make it past Rodriguez and the driver. 
 
      
 
    The soldier who’d helped Kyler rescue Krantz began to climb into the back of the pickup after Krantz threw himself painfully in.  As the soldier stood to step over the side of the pickup, he was knocked off by a Zombie that’d launched itself through the air at him.  The Zombie rode the soldier like a sled down the steep incline towards where Krantz’s totaled pickup was.  Ignoring Rodriguez yelling for him to get in the damned truck Kyler ran to see if he could help the guy.  He got close enough to see the Zombie rip out the man’s throat with its teeth.  Seeing he was too late to help he fired a couple of shots into the Zombies back and turned to run back to the truck.   
 
      
 
    The truck was gone.  Kyler stared at the spot the truck should be sitting at.  His peripheral vision caught some movement and he saw the green pickup swinging around the interstate and back over to where he was.  They must’ve done a quick loop to lead some of the Zombies away from the area.  Kyler ran as hard as he could to meet the pickup and jump in.  He saw a Zombie running towards him from the opposite direction but judged he didn’t have time to take an accurate shot at it.  Instead he just focused on putting even more effort into getting to the pickup as fast as he could.   
 
      
 
    He almost jumped completely over the bed of the truck he was running so fast and jumped so hard when he got close.  Krantz was leaning over the side shooting at the Zombie chasing him.  The truck accelerated before Kyler had even landed in the bed.  Krantz grabbed for Kyler and caught him before he flew out over the tailgate.  He slammed him to the ground to keep him in the truck.  Not having the luxury of time to just lay in the bed of the truck they forced themselves to sit up.  Kyler took the left side and Krantz took the right side.  Kyler’s head still ringing from slamming into the wheel well when Krantz knocked him to the ground.  Krantz was nursing a mild concussion from the accident he’d just ran away from.   
 
      
 
    The next few miles were straight out of a virtual reality first person shooter set in hell.  The adrenalized Zombies were all over the place.  Their slower moving cousins in the large herds still working their way towards the sounds of gun fire and screeches.  Zombies slammed into the front of the truck and either rolled over the top to land in the bed with Kyler and Krantz or got stuck in the windshield.  Rodriguez invented a new tactic for driving straight into a gauntlet made up of the adrenalized Zombies.  He shot out the front windshield and shot the Zombies as they came at them.   
 
      
 
    It wouldn’t work with a herd since they’d just crawl into the small truck through the windshield.  With the Zombies moving in singles and small groups though it was going to work for as long as Rodriguez had ammunition.  Knowing Rodriguez, Kyler felt safe assuming the ammunition supply should be pretty substantial.   
 
      
 
    In the back of the truck Kyler wondered if there was a church nearby so he could officially be wed to the little black assault shot gun he’d been given.  The shot gun seemed to aim itself it was so easy.  Light and with minimal kick he’d been blasting Zombies out of the air as easily as if someone had handed Mr. Miyagi an actual fly swatter.  The shorter barrel and wide spread of the buck shot made it easy to hit the target versus having to do all that aiming crap like you did with a rifle.  Aiming while driving in the back of a bouncing pickup truck at Zombies who came screaming at you out of nowhere was pretty much impossible. 
 
      
 
    Krantz was managing to hold down his side of the truck but Kyler had caught him eyeing his shotgun a few times.  Krantz was rocking an AK he had dialed down to semi-auto.  It required aiming and didn’t pack the same kind of punch that buck shot did.  That meant even when shooting accurately into the Zombies they didn’t necessarily sway from their original course after he shot them.  He’d had a couple of them land on him already.  Kyler had to jump over and help him fight them off until they eventually died from the holes Krantz had already put in them.   
 
      
 
    Kyler’s whole world shrank down to the back of the bouncing pickup.  He kept track of the number of time’s he’d fired the shotgun to make sure he knew when he needed to reload.  He kept his eyes on his side of the truck watching for the unnaturally fast Zombies to appear and make the leap to get at them.  He’d track the Zombie and fire once they got close enough for him to get the maximum result out of pumping either the shot or the slug into it.  He aimed for center of mass and most times the Zombie disappeared in a riot of flailing limbs after he pulled the trigger.  Occasionally he missed and had to shoot the same Zombie twice.   
 
      
 
    If it’d just been the Zombies coming at Kyler, then they’d have been good.  It wasn’t though.  Krantz was having a rough time keeping up on his side given his inferior weapon for this kind of fight.  The nausea and weakness associated with the concussion he was suffering from weren’t helping either.  Rodriguez and the driver up front kept getting hammered by Zombies trying to jump through the windshield to get at them.  Even when Rodriguez plugged them full of lead their carcasses still slammed into them.  That meant they were driving at a snail’s pace compared to how fast the adrenalized Zombies were coming.  Rodriguez and the driver were both barely conscious from all the abuse they’d been taking up in the front seat. 
 
      
 
    Everyone was rapidly running out of ammunition.  Pretty soon they’d be pulling out pistols followed by knives and machetes.  Seeing the writing on the wall Krantz began looking for a place for them to ditch.  They’d need to break contact with the Zombies they were having the running fight with now and see if they could disappear on foot into the woods.   
 
      
 
    “If we keep going the cars that we left beside the road should show up at some point!”  Kyler said raising his voice to carry over the wind and sporadic gunfire.  He’d been looking to see if they passed where they’d had to leave their cars before thinking they probably would need to switch vehicles soon.  This pickup wasn’t going to take much more abuse.  He’d feel a lot better in the bigger, beefier, more powerful pickups they’d driven here in the first place.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Let’s try and disengage and get into the woods!”  Krantz yelled back at Kyler over the wind.   
 
      
 
    Kyler leaned forward to let the driver and Rodriguez know as soon as the coast looked clear to drive them over to the side so they could bail out and make a run for it.  The driver nodded and Rodriguez looked relieved.  They’d spent the last ten minutes having partially dead infected cannibal bodies slamming into the cab with them.  They were both covered in blood, guts and other bodily fluids.  Bruised and battered beyond belief they were more than ready for the nightmare to be over. 
 
      
 
    Plans made Kyler spent more time looking forward then beside them.  He was hoping to spot the lull they needed to get over to the side and make their escape.  They had a few Zombies coming for them immediately but after that it didn’t look like any more were currently on the horizon.  Kyler pounded on the hood and the driver sped up.  All three of the Zombies dove straight in the windshield.  Kyler heard Rodriguez shooting like crazy and screaming along with the screeching blood thirsty Zombies. 
 
      
 
    The truck turned hard to the left and felt like it was going to tip over.  Instead it drifted off the road and ran into a tree before coming to a stop.  Up front Rodriguez was screaming like a madman and shooting into the pile of Zombie flesh sharing the cab with him.  Looking through the back-window Kyler watched the Zombie on the driver’s side sinking it’s teeth into the side of the drivers head.  At least the man had been knocked unconscious so wasn’t having to experience being eaten alive.  Kyler put his shot gun up to the glass and blasted into the cab twice.  The drivers head exploded leaving his decapitated body up front next to an equally dead Zombie.   
 
      
 
    Screeches sounded from behind them reminding Kyler there was never time to rest if you wanted to stay alive.  He followed Krantz as he rolled out of the truck bed.  Rodriguez popped out of the passenger door followed by an avalanche of cadavers.  He was literally dripping with blood.   
 
      
 
    “You look like the chic in that Carrie movie.”  Kyler said.   
 
      
 
    “Save your breath.  We need to commence running for our lives.”  Krantz said.  His eyes had gotten big looking over the top of the truck.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez started to spin to look but changed his mind when Krantz turned and hauled ass for the woods.  Not wanting to be the idiot who died turning around to look for the monster in the scary movie when everyone else took off running Rodriguez limped as fast as he could behind Krantz.  Kyler did glance up the hill then immediately sprinted past both Rodriguez and Krantz in the race for the woods. 
 
      
 
    At the top of the hill a group of about thirty Zombies had gathered.  They’d come looking for the source of all the gunshots they’d heard echoing up and down the interstate.  One of them noticed the three men running for the forest and let out a long roar before jumping down the incline to give chase.  The others immediately zeroed in on them and let out their own fierce hunting cries leaping after their comrade.   
 
      
 
    Kyler hit the woods and didn’t slow down.  Limbs and briars ripped at his skin.  Behind him he heard Rodriguez and Krantz busting through the brush hot on his trail.  All around them the woods were erupting with the screams of their pursuers.  The infected who’d been supercharged by a demonic virus and now wanted to rip them apart.  Kyler spun around with his shotgun to see how far behind him Krantz and Rodriguez were.  They were right on his tail, so Kyler turned the spin into a complete circle and kept beating his way through the woods.   
 
      
 
    The woods ended abruptly where a subdivision began.  Kyler hurtled a short fence without even thinking about it and noticed a shed on the corner of the property.  Changing course abruptly he ran over to the shed and flung open the flimsy front door.  Rodriguez and Krantz caught up and ran towards him.  Rodriguez had some issues getting over the fence but Krantz helped him over.  The three of them all crammed into the shed and Kyler pulled the front door shut right as Zombies began appearing out of the woods. 
 
      
 
    Most of the Zombies kept right on running.  A few walked more slowly with their heads shaking as they searched for the prey they knew must be nearby.  One cocked it’s head and just sat there listening.  Within seconds of the shed door being closed they were surrounded by their pursuers.  The Zombies shuffled around the shed searching for them for about twenty minutes before wandering off in different directions in pursuit of new prey.  Kyler kept the door shut for thirty minutes then slowly cracked it open.  Once he’d confirmed there were no Zombies outside the three of them climbed carefully out of the shed and started marching north in parallel to the interstate.   
 
      
 
    Once they’d gone about a mile, they cut into the woods so they could walk beside the road again.  They were hoping their vehicles were only about a ten mile hike up the road.  If they could make it to their trucks and get moving again then they may be able to stay on task for the mission.  They’d even have a real radio system to communicate with again.   
 
      
 
    Motivated or not their bodies weren’t able to handle much more that day.  Krantz finally called for them to stop and rest for a few hours when Rodriguez fell forward into the grass and didn’t appear to be trying to get up anytime soon.   
 
      
 
    “If we stay here until dark it’ll be a hell of a lot safer walking down the side of the road.”  Kyler whispered to Krantz. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I guess this mission is pretty much FUBAR at this point anyway.  We get the truck tonight and drive north to the border to show we tried and then call it in.”  Krantz answered. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a plan to me sir.  We need to find some new clothes somewhere along the way.  We’re all disgusting.”   
 
      
 
    “Considering we’ve spent most of the day rolling around in a Zombie blender and we’re still alive I’m ok with looking like an extra from Chainsaw Massacre.  I’m not really sure what level of hygiene you’ve reached when you’re getting a rash from the Zombie blood squishing around in your boxers.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded somberly.  He almost laughed until he realized this was their reality and not a bad joke.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15:  The Last Mile 
 
      
 
    It was light outside.  Randy opened his eyes a little further.  He looked around.  He was at a loss as to where he was.  A living room leaning sideways with white furniture and huge red stains.  Someone was calling his name.  He looked to his left and saw Myriah was in a full-on panic.  He started to smile at her and say he loved her.  She slapped him and screamed some more.  Randy fought to pull himself back to reality.  He knew something was off.  He just couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
      
 
    “Get up!  We have to go!”  Myriah screamed at him again.   
 
      
 
    “Go where?”  Randy asked.  He reached up and felt the big knot on his head from where something in the plane had struck him when they landed.  Landed being a useful term for what they’d done even if it didn’t convey all the nuances of clearing a path through some hundred-year-old trees.   
 
      
 
    “We’re going to die!  Mom and the others are outside.  Gordon’s dead.  Ali’s knocked out!  The Zombies are coming!  We have to go now!”  Myriah continued yelling.   
 
      
 
    Randy pulled himself together and followed Myriah down the steep slope of the wrecked interior of the plane through the hatch leading to the section of the plane they’d started off in.  The crash had popped the hatch open so getting out once everyone regained consciousness and could move around again was fairly easy.  It just required someone sliding down first then catching everyone else as they came out.  Kelly had checked on Gordon in the cockpit and discovered a branch had come through the windshield.  Before leaving she’d reached down and held his cooling hand for a second.   
 
      
 
    “Your daughter would’ve been so proud of you.”  She’d whispered.  Tears in her eyes she’d gone to round everyone up and get them off the plane. 
 
      
 
    Randy hopped down through the open hatch and landed on the pine straw carpeted forest floor.  Caitlyn was carrying Ali.  Kelly handed him a pistol and gave him a quick kiss.  Myriah plopped down beside him and Kelly handed her a pistol. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to get moving.”  Kelly whispered pitching her voice so they could all hear her.  
 
      
 
    They couldn’t hear any screeches yet but the plane smacking into the woods had to have made some noise.  If there weren’t Zombies here already, they’d be on the way soon enough.  The Brotherhood would also be hot on their trail.  With no time to rest or plan Randy nodded and looked around to see which way to go.  Kelly pointed out the way back to the interstate.    
 
      
 
    “There’ll be Zombies and Brotherhood out on the road.  We need to find a car and some backroads.  Keep heading north until we get out of their territory.”  Randy said.  Kelly nodded.  She still had tears in her eyes from crying over Gordon and she was freaking out about Ali.  The little girl dangled limply from Caitlyn’s arms.  Ali was breathing and seemed fine in every aspect except she just wasn’t waking up.  Her long hair rocked back and forth as Caitlyn lugged her through the woods. 
 
      
 
    Randy led the way.  He clambered over the broken trees and airplane parts.  Kelly and him both helping the children through the area ripped apart by the plane smashing through.  It looked like a tornado had cut a narrow swath through the woods and ended up hitting an airplane.  They beat their way through about thirty yards of the mess before hitting the interstate.  They climbed up the embankment past the remains of the car that’d clipped the wing of the jet leading to the destructive path they’d carved through the woods.   
 
      
 
    The road was a road.  Grey concrete with chunks missing and its surface cracked thanks to the lowest bidder methodology of the United States government infrastructure procurement division.  At least the Zombie apocalypse had brought an end to government by bureaucrat for a little while.  Not that the homicidal, empire building, would be dictator of the world Senator from Georgia was a much better option. 
 
      
 
    Randy turned right then turned left.  He looked up at the sun and over at Kelly.  Kelly shrugged her shoulders.  She knew he was trying to figure out which way was north so they could start walking in the correct direction.  She had no idea.  They’d been stripped of all their gear when they’d been captured.  That meant they’d lost their navigational equipment as well as their weapons.  Their navigational equipment had consisted solely of a compass Randy had grabbed out of an outdoor supply super store.  They’d mostly used it for figuring out which way was north or south. 
 
      
 
    “We need to figure out how to use the sun or the stars or the moss growing on trees to tell direction.”  Randy joked trying to defuse the tension in the air.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll see if I can pull up a video on YouTube.”  Myriah said pretending to pull out her phone.   
 
      
 
    That led to an awkward sad silence as they all reflected their phones had been taken and tossed as well.  That meant all the pictures they’d been carrying in the memory of those little devices was now gone.  Kelly wished she’d been able to hang on to her phone from before this all started.  Even the new ones they’d picked up along the way would’ve been wonderful to have.  Those had contained pictures of Kelly’s mom and Eric and Tony and everyone else that’d sacrificed so much to help them survive.  They’d become family as well and losing those pictures had been tantamount to losing them all over again.  Now they were doomed to fade away bit by bit in the memories of those still alive.   
 
      
 
    Randy flipped a mental coin and started hiking in the direction he thought looked hillier.  He was going with the direction the mountains got bigger in was the direction they needed to be headed.  Kelly didn’t have any better guess, so they all trudged along in the direction Randy had selected.  Occasionally, Randy would think he spotted a Zombie in the distance and they’d duck into the woods to hike for a while.  Out of the ten times he thought he saw one he was right five times.  The third one he saw being the only one that truly concerned them.  That one came running down the road full speed and looked like it was going to run right past them.  It’d come to a stop close to them though and started sniffing at the air.  Then it’d cocked it’s head to the side appearing to be listening.  They lay in the weeds being as silent as possible.  All of them ready to pop up and sling some lead if the Zombie took one step off the road towards them.   
 
      
 
    “That was weird.” Kelly whispered once the Zombie had finally run off down the road. 
 
      
 
    “I think they’re getting smarter.”  Randy said.  It wasn’t something any of them really wanted to consider.  Dumb Zombies were more than horrifying enough.  Living in a world where the demons were getting smarter was a whole new level of terrifying.   
 
      
 
    “Maybe the dumb ones are all finally dying off so the only ones we’re seeing now are the smart ones.”  Caitlyn said. 
 
      
 
    Randy thought that was some good thinking and was going to say so when he noticed the interstate sign up ahead.  He sped up a little bit so he could see it more clearly.   
 
      
 
    “575 North.”  He announced when everyone caught up.   
 
      
 
    “Cool.  We were going the right direction after all.”  Myriah said.  Randy started to say something snarky to her but lost his train of thought when he saw her battered face and the dried blood on her lip.  Instead of the sarcastic remark he gave her a hug and a kiss on the head.  That led to a small hug fest as the little kids insisted that they should get kisses and hugs too.   
 
      
 
    “Hopefully this throws the Brotherhood off.  Gordon said we were going to be landing on 75.  He must’ve either picked this on purpose to throw off the pursuit or he was just out of it and a road looked like a road.”  Randy thought out loud.    
 
      
 
    “Either way.  We need more walking and less hugging.  We need to be somewhere safe tonight.  I don’t like standing on the edge of a major interstate where the Brotherhood could swing by at any second.  Once they figure out where the plane crashed, they’re going to be on us quick.”  Kelly said urging them all to get moving again.  “Chop chop.”   
 
      
 
    Randy was more motivated by the large green sign he could see in the distance than the urgings of his spouse.  He took Ali from Caitlyn and carried her up on his shoulder as they continued to walk down the side of the road.  Without even thinking about it he continued to speed up as he felt more of an urgent need to see what the sign said.  What if they’d flown backwards or something?  Randy had no clue where 575 was in relation to other roads.  It was an odd number, so he knew it ran north and south.  Kelly had shaken her head when he asked her if she’d ever heard of it. 
 
      
 
    The green sign revealed the exit to Ball Ground, Ga was only one mile away.  Randy read it again to make sure he had it right.  The towns of Jasper and Talking Rock were going to be farther along.  He’d never heard of any of those places. 
 
      
 
    “Ball Ground?”  Kelly asked coming up behind him. 
 
      
 
    “Beats the hell out of me.  Let’s hope they don’t have many Zombies and are overstocked on easy to start cars.”  Randy replied. 
 
      
 
    “Sound like my kind of place.”  Kelly concurred. 
 
      
 
    They walked up to the exit and stopped for a quick break to drink the water they’d taken from the plane.  There’d been water bottles and soda and snacks at the bar.  It’d all been smashed up on the landing, but they’d grabbed what they could find.  Randy thought longingly about the ice-cold beer that had been sitting in the fridge.  A cold beer was something only apocalypse billionaires could have now.  Like the Emperor of China was probably sitting in a fortress on some mountain top surrounded by samurai with gold plated machine guns enjoying an ice-cold Bud Light.   
 
      
 
    About an hour and two potty breaks later they were sneaking through the woods towards a subdivision.  It was still light outside so they were doing their best to avoid being seen by any Zombies that may be out and about.  So far, they hadn’t seen any since leaving the highway, but they knew that could change in a heartbeat if they weren’t careful.  Everyone had lapsed back into silent mode.  Ali had come to when they stopped for the water break.  Kelly had poured a little bit of water in her mouth and on her brow.  A few minutes later Ali had puked like she was trying out for the Exorcist.  She got the part plus a Grammy and whatever other awards there are in other award shows for ‘best projectile vomiting scene’. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was happily scraping puke off the front of her shirt.  A giant weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  They’d all been worried about Ali.  There hadn’t been anything they could do besides continue to carry her along though.  They couldn’t have hooked her up to an IV and hydrated her or done any of the things people would normally do for someone in a coma.  It served to remind them all how fragile their lives were.  It illustrated how easily they could die now from something that would’ve just required a co-pay to take care of in their old lives.   
 
      
 
    Zoey slid forward and patted Randy on the back.  She motioned she had something to say so he bent down.  Zoey put her face next to his ear and whispered in a serious tone of voice. 
 
      
 
    “How come the bad man didn’t beat up mommy?”  Zoey asked. 
 
      
 
    Randy considered the question.  He wanted to say something better than the truth.  Something a little more helpful and inspiring than just that the bad man hadn’t gotten around to beating on their mom yet.  He didn’t know how to tell her he’d used his own forehead to smash the guys hand.  He needed to remember that little trick to try on the next guy who had him tied up and was beating the crap out of him.  Based on his luck it was bound to happen again soon.  He finally came up with something.  He pulled Zoey close and whispered back in her ear. 
 
      
 
    “He saw how much your mommy loves her daughters and it scared the man.  He was too scared to touch her or to touch any of you guys again.”  He hoped that was at least a little reassuring for his little princess.  He gave her a kiss on the forehead and watched as she wandered off looking at least partially satisfied with his answer.   
 
      
 
    Randy handed Doreen off to Myriah to watch.  The toddler weighed basically nothing.  Rather than being a burden to carry her along it was mostly just sad to feel how small she was becoming.  Like they didn’t have enough to worry about Randy and Kelly were both now on the lookout for kids multivitamins.  Preferably the gummy chewable ones since half their kids hadn’t figured out how to swallow a pill yet. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  You and me babe?”  He asked Kelly.   
 
      
 
    Kelly nodded.  They’d leave the kids in the woods and approach the houses on their own.  The fewer of them moving the less likely to get noticed by any Zombies that decided to show up.  There was more than likely a few wandering the hallways of their homes still.  How those infected didn’t starve to death was a big mystery but there it was.  It was one of the reasons Randy considered the term Zombie more appropriate than the term infected.  Sick people eventually died.   
 
      
 
    They made sure the kids were setup in a secure area back from the trees and moved out.  The kids watched their parents moving through the trees towards the first row of large homes.  It was a good subdivision as far as cars should go based on the size of the homes.  They were all large with the expensive looing rock facades on the front of them.  The kind of homes people who had peaked somewhere near the top of the corporate ladder could afford.  Caitlyn moved around as her leg grew numb from the weight of Doreen, Ali, and Zoey all trying to lie on it. 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn and Myriah watched their parents disappear around the side of one of the homes.  They were going to try breaking in through the back of the house.  It was always so much easier that way.  These houses may look like castles from the front but in the back, there was almost guaranteed to be sliding glass doors that could easily be knocked off their track.  If not a slider then some flimsy door leading to an inside bathroom that could be broken into in about five seconds.  Worse case a bedroom window was about to get smashed.   
 
      
 
    “What’s that noise?”  Myriah asked.  She was sitting straight up and looking all around.  They couldn’t see much from where they were at due to the leaves on the trees.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.”  Caitlyn said.  The noise sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it.  It continued to grow louder until they both nodded at almost the same time.  Pretty sure what it was but still not positive Caitlyn motioned for Myriah to take the kids so she could sneak over to the edge of the woods to get a better look.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll go.”  Myriah said leaving the tiny clearing they were sitting in quickly before Caitlyn could protest.  Myriah slipped through the trees to the overgrown bushes by the large wooden sign at the entrance to the subdivision.  From there she watched as a lone helicopter thundered past them headed up the interstate.   
 
      
 
    The helicopter suddenly flew away from the highway and circled the subdivision before disappearing in the direction of the main town.  Myriah ran through the trees back over to where Caitlyn was sitting.  All the kids had been yanked out of their naps by the odd sound of the helicopter passing.  Doreen was doing her best not to cry while Caitlyn held her.  Zoey and Ali were both rubbing Doreen’s back trying to help Caitlyn keep Doreen from crying.   
 
      
 
    The back of the home Randy had randomly chosen for him and Kelly to bust into had proven to be a lucky pick as far as access went.  The sliding glass door was standing wide open.  The mummified remains of a few people were spread out around the backyard including one large hulk with a Vikings jersey on who was draped over a large grill.  The back of the home had one of those really nice, expensive outdoor kitchens everyone wants but most people can’t afford.  It looked like this homeowner was going to be spending eternity enjoying his.   
 
      
 
    Inside the home wasn’t much better than the backyard.  There were a few more bodies lying around in the final stages of decay.  Animals had made the interior into their home.  Bugs were still feasting on the years old flesh still clinging to the bones.  It was weird to think that the people who’d owned the home had ended up as beef jerky for any stray dog that wandered in.  Holes in the walls from gunfire painted the picture of the home being besieged then falling to the Zombies who’d swarmed it.  Very likely the first Zombie had been a member of the household who’d gotten sick and then turned.  People like to think they wouldn’t fall for that when they watch Zombie movies.  When your mom or your wife stumbles towards you with that Zombie hunger are you really ready to blow her head off?  Assuming you even had a loaded weapon sitting around somewhere you could get to before she had the chance to take a bite out of you.   
 
      
 
    Kelly was pulling a shotgun out of a corpses skeletal grasp when they heard the helicopter coming.  Both of them froze then slowly turned their heads to look at one another.   
 
      
 
    “Upstairs.”  Kelly whispered.   
 
      
 
    Randy followed Kelly up the stairs where they found a window that they could see the trees the kids were hiding in from and another window they could see towards the interstate from.  Randy was thinking the helicopter was probably coming from the crash site.  If they’d been any slower getting off the interstate, they may have already been taken prisoner again.  They watched as the helicopter circled around over them before continuing to fly reconnaissance around the rest of the town. 
 
      
 
    “Hopefully they think we already got into a car and took off.”  Kelly said. 
 
      
 
    “I hope so.  If they figure out that we’re here still, then we’re dead.”  Randy replied. 
 
      
 
    “I guess this kind of screws up the plan of snagging a car and heading up the interstate to freedom.” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  Randy was trying to come up with the best way to get out of this mess.  He was coming up with a big old blank so far. 
 
      
 
    “We move at night.  We stay on foot and we head north still.  If we can get into the next territory, we should be safe.  I don’t think he’s going to go to war to try and find us.  I get the feeling the people up in South Carolina may hate the Brotherhood.”  Kelly said when Randy didn’t qualify his one-word response with any more details.   
 
      
 
    “That sounds right.  Maybe we can find some three wheelers or something and take the back roads.  Those helicopters may not even be for us.  We may be caught in the middle of them expanding.  I don’t think the Brotherhood is going to be happy with just owning Florida and Georgia.  I think they’ll try and grab more.  We need to head either very far north or maybe turn west.  They may not hunt us forever, but we still won’t be safe in any territory they control.  The Senator must’ve had a West Virginia kind of love for his sister to go to all this trouble.” 
 
      
 
    “Gross.”   
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  Let’s see what kind of supplies they have in here then hurry back to the kids.  I’m not going to feel safe until we get lost in the woods somewhere.”  Randy said looking around the room they were in for anything that may be useful.  He’d switched from hoping for a car in the garage to hoping for camping gear and a couple of three wheelers.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16:  Hot Pursuit 
 
      
 
    “Helicopters?”  Kyler asked looking up at the row of dots on the horizon.   
 
      
 
    “Search and rescue.”  Krantz said sitting up at the sound of the helicopter blades beating in the air.  “They must be trying to find the wreckage.” 
 
      
 
    “Seems pretty excessive.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Well I’m tired of walking.  Try to wake up Rodriguez.”  Krantz pulled out his walkie and shoved the speaker in his ear before walking out to stand in the middle of the road.  Kyler prodded the unmoving Rodriguez while he watched Krantz start waving his arms in the air.  The group of helicopters thundered by overhead shaking the ground and putting them in the middle of a dust storm.  Kyler resigned himself to walking.   
 
      
 
    A single helicopter broke away from the group and came back to hover over where Krantz was standing.  Krantz looked over and waved for Kyler and Rodriguez to join him.  Rodriguez worked his way up to standing and stumbled out to the middle of the highway with Kyler.  The helicopter continued to hover until they were all in the middle then it descended rapidly.  A chorus of demonic screeches broke out from the tree line as Zombies heard the thumping of the blades and intuited it meant their prey was near. 
 
      
 
    The helicopter rotated and blasted away at the edge of the forest with the dual machine guns mounted on the front of it.  It stopped firing after a few bursts and touched down.  The men in the passenger compartment stuck weapons out and started firing at the approaching Zombies while yelling for them to get on board.  The three of them wasted no time jumping into the helicopter.  The helicopter immediately shot back into the air to try and avoid the adrenalized Zombies who were hopping towards them like NBA stars on pogo sticks.   
 
      
 
    They were passed helmets to wear that allowed them to communicate with the rest of the people in the helicopter.  Kyler assumed they could be patched into whatever channel the pilot decided to connect them too.  He also knew he was so far down the totem pole he might as well not even have a microphone in his helmet.  He was patched into the channel everyone else in the helicopter was communicating on currently, so he was at least able to listen in while the important people talked. 
 
      
 
    “You’re Krantz right?  The guy who was supposed to pick up the people on the plane from Florida this morning?”  Someone asked on the open channel.  Kyler assumed it was whoever was in charge of the group in the helicopter. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  We were dispatched to pick them up, but the plane never landed.  My team got swarmed by a group of the adrenalized infected.  We took off in pursuit as soon as we were told the plane had crashed.” 
 
      
 
    “This your whole team?”  The voice in charge asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  This is what’s left of it.” 
 
      
 
    “See anything we should know about?” 
 
      
 
    “No sir.”  Krantz answered after a few seconds consideration.  The other voice went off the air for a couple of minutes and Kyler assumed that meant the other voice was talking to someone else. 
 
      
 
    “You’re all Brotherhood, right?”  The voice asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  Krantz answered immediately.  He produced his ID card and handed it to one of the men sitting by the open area by the cockpit.  He signaled for Kyler and Rodriguez to show theirs as well.  Rodriguez immediately passed over a crusty looking card he pulled out of his wallet while Kyler frantically dug around in all his pockets trying to remember what he’d done with his.  The man next to him reached over and yanked up his shirt revealing his Brotherhood brand.  The man who’d been looking at the IDs nodded at seeing Kyler’s back and handed Krantz back their cards. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  You now report to me.  We’re heading to support the Chattanooga outpost.  We made a run at Tennessee through the pass and encountered some light guerilla type resistance.  We’re working on wiping them out.  As a side mission we’re trying to track down the traitor who took out the governess down in Florida that your team was supposed to pick up.  They were being flown up here to be tried and executed.  The plane they were on veered way off course and crash.  We want to find them and make sure they’re good and dead.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s attacking us in Chattanooga?”  Kyler asked forgetting he wasn’t important enough to talk.   
 
      
 
    “Some militia out of Tennessee.  We’re going to decimate them then take Tennessee and add it to the Brotherhood territory.”  The man answered before realizing it was a nobody who’d asked the question.   
 
      
 
    “Where do you need us?”  Krantz asked.  Their new man in charge snorted dismissively at Kyler before answering.   
 
      
 
    “I honestly don’t know.  We’ve got a VIP in the group, but he’s got plenty of guards.  We have men on the way for the assault.  We need to send in a team to check out the wrecked plane when we find it.  We’ve got a ton of balls in the air so I figured picking you up would help out.” 
 
      
 
    “You picked us up to get more hands on your balls.”  Rodriguez snorted on the common channel.  He then proceeded to crack up as did over half the men listening in.  Kyler held his breath waiting for them to get kicked out of the helicopter.  Instead their new commander grinned real big and told Rodriguez to shut the hell up and let the adults talk.  Kyler let out his breath and punched Rodriguez in the arm.  He wanted to take off his helmet to tell him to lay off the jokes until they weren’t sitting on the edge of an open door a thousand feet above the ground. 
 
      
 
    The conversation died down while everyone focused on searching for the wreckage and preparing for the firefight coming up in Chattanooga.  Krantz pointed out their vehicles still sitting beside the road as they soared over them a minute later.  A few minutes after that the man in charge got on the comms again. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Wreckage has been found.  The plane veered off onto 575.  We’re going to circle around and drop you off at your vehicles so you can get up there and investigate.  We want to make sure the traitors are dead so get some pictures.  Report in at the next town up afterwards.  We’re setting a bird down there to check out the town in case the prisoners managed to walk away from the crash.  Once you confirm they’re dead you’ll meet up with those guys and fly on up to meet us in Chattanooga.  You’ll report to a man named Roberts who’s the warrant officer in charge of that flight crew.  Any questions before we drop you off?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  What’s the name of the town we’re meeting up with them at?”  Krantz asked. 
 
      
 
    “It’s only a mile or two from the wreckage.”  The officer gave Rodriguez a crooked grin as the helicopter set down and they started unstrapping their helmets.  “It’s called Ball Ground.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler hurried to help Rodriguez get his helmet off before he could say anything.  They got themselves disconnected and stepped out onto the road.  The helicopter immediately soared back into the sky.  They ran away from the blast of rotor wash beating down on them.  Dust and debris managing to find every opening in their clothing.  They blinked painfully from the tiny particles of grit getting shoved into their eyes and right up their noses.  Kyler didn’t know about the others, but he personally would’ve considered selling his soul right then for a shower and some clean clothes.  He’d been marinated in the gushy insides of Zombies all day and now he’d just topped it off with a dirt shower.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s go!”  Krantz ordered jogging towards where their vehicles were sitting beside the road up ahead.  Hopefully they were still gassed up and full of supplies.  The sooner they got inside the trucks the sooner they could stop worrying about some ironman Zombie swooping in and ruining their day.   
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes later they were huffing and puffing in the grass by the cars they’d left sitting beside the road what felt like a decade ago.  Even though it’d really only been about a week.  Two slow Zombies walked towards them from the vehicles.  For some reason those two had chosen to hang out there instead of following the rest of the herd to wherever.  Krantz and Kyler pulled out their machetes.  Rodriguez was still busy trying to catch his breath and waved them forward.  Shaking his head at Rodriguez Krantz motioned for Kyler to take the one on the right.   
 
      
 
    Since it was a one to one fight against a couple of slow-moving Zombies, they didn’t bother with anything fancy.  They each walked towards their designated Zombie and when they were close enough started bashing away until the Zombies fell to the ground.  Feeling more winded than ever Kyler wiped the blood off his machete before shoving it back into his belt.  He hopped in one of the supped-up F-150s and waited for Rodriguez to crawl in beside him.  There were still waters on the floor so each of them grabbed one and started drinking while they waited for Krantz to get his truck in gear.   
 
      
 
    “I think I’m bleeding internally.”  Rodriguez said in between sips of water. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stop and get band aids.”  Kyler said after looking at Rodriguez to make sure he was screwing around.  The pained grin on his face said it all. 
 
      
 
    “Cool.”   
 
      
 
    In front of them the brake lights on the back of the truck Krantz had claimed flashed on.  A second or two later Krantz drove the truck up onto the road.  Krantz was driving with one hand while he messed around with the radio with the other.  A minute later they heard Krantz’s voice break in and ask for directions to I-575.  One of the nearby outposts got them to read back what mile marker they were at then gave them some quick and concise directions.  Kyler had a brief flashback to being able to just ask Siri how to get somewhere then the car talking you turn by turn through the route.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll be back to waiting for lightening to strike somewhere to make fire in a couple of generations.”  Rodriguez said.  He was thinking along the same lines as Kyler. 
 
      
 
    “As long as they don’t run out of whiskey before you die right?”  Kyler joked. 
 
      
 
    “Amen brother.” 
 
      
 
    They drove until the signs for exiting onto I-575 popped up.  There were occasional Zombies, but they were able to deal with them much easier in the larger, more powerful trucks they were driving now.  If nothing else, they were a lot higher off the ground so the Zombies couldn’t jump in or on them as easily.  It still made for a terrifying ride but now it was more like a safari where you observed the lions but probably weren’t going to be eaten by one.  Of course, the lions they were seeing were driven insane with rabies and could sometimes jump twenty feet further than should be possible.  They were also definitely man eaters. 
 
      
 
    The travel time to the wreckage site would’ve only been about forty minutes in the days when you didn’t have to dodge debris and random Zombies.  Some effort had been put into clearing this road but nowhere near as much as had been put into the major roads.  There was also a decent amount of Zombie activity happening along the road which was a concern.  They’d have a hard time investigating the wrecked plane if it was crawling with the infected.  Krantz must’ve been thinking the same thing since he didn’t bother stopping when they passed the crash site. 
 
      
 
    They drove another mile before he pulled over and parked his truck by the side of the road.  He locked it up and shoved the keys in his pocket.  Kyler did the same with the truck he was driving.  There were so many cars sitting around turning into giant piles of rust that would never be started again.  The owners having gotten infected and wandered away with the keys in their pockets.  Without the chips in those keys most of the latest model cars just weren’t possible to start.  It wasn’t like the people left behind could easily jump on YouTube to learn how to hot wire a car.  It was one reason an auto mechanic was even more valuable in this new normal than a trained soldier.  They were up there with doctors, nurses and pilots. 
 
      
 
    They moved quickly to avoid being seen before disappearing into the woods.  Once in the woods they went in a good hundred feet to be invisible from the road then began walking towards the crash site.  The undergrowth in this section of the forest was minimal allowing for them to move quickly.  It wasn’t long before they could see the trail of broken trees leading into the woods where the plane had come to rest.  There was at least a dozen Zombies moving around in the vicinity of the downed plane. 
 
      
 
    Pissed off he was going to have to risk his life to check and see if the people the Senator wanted executed were dead yet or not Kyler put on a pair of his work gloves and pulled out his machete.  He made sure his hammer was hanging on his belt where he could easily reach it.  It was there as a backup in case he had to abandon the machete.  He saw Rodriguez eyeing his work gloves and stopped to look through his bag for a second pair.  He found one more pair of those and a pair of weightlifting gloves in the very bottom of his pack.  He started to offer the weightlifting gloves to Krantz but Krantz just waved at him with a smile on his face and a pair of metal studded diving gloves that were truly bad ass already on his hands.   
 
      
 
    They helped each other unstrap their packs quietly.  They left them hanging from a tree for easy recovery later.  As ready as they were going to get Krantz led them towards the downed plane.  He was hoping to take out as many of the Zombies as they could before the rest of them even figured out that they were there.  Kyler thought the even better solution may have been to just take a nap and come back later when the Zombies had all left, but no one asked him for his opinion. 
 
      
 
    They snuck through the forest being as silent as they could without stressing every single step.  Kyler had learned in the scouts that one of the biggest mistakes people make moving through the woods is trying to be absolutely silent.  The trick was not to make any sounds that were out of the ordinary.  Watch where you stepped and move methodically.  Remember to breathe so you didn’t find yourself close to your target suddenly realizing you needed to gasp for air.  All of these thoughts and more rolled through Kyler’s head as they edged closer to the wreckage of the jet. 
 
      
 
    The front of the plane was buried in a huge oak.  A branch from the oak had smashed through the cockpit windshield.  Kyler looked at the bottom of the oak searching for branches they could use to climb up into the plane.  There was a ton of loose brush.  A small mountain of dirt had built up in front of the bent landing gear under the plane.  He didn’t see an easy way to climb up that wouldn’t expose whoever was doing the climbing to the infected in the area.  It would also be noisy to get up there with all the loose branches and dirt.  One misstep could cause the whole plane to settle differently. 
 
      
 
    Krantz must’ve come to the same conclusion as he continued working his way around the perimeter of the crash site.  They avoided the side closest to the interstate where a line of Zombies still trickled in past the ones who’d given up and were heading out.  On the far side of the plane from the highway Krantz went down to his knees and motioned for them to do the same.  They crawled slowly through the brush towards the plane looking for a way in.   
 
      
 
    The hatch leading into the plane was wide open.  A few Zombies were standing inside the plane sniffing around.  A few more were standing in the woods on that side of the plane by the door.  The ones inside the plane didn’t look like they were leaving anytime soon.  They probably smelled blood.  There must be something that they were sensing causing them to hang out inside anyway.   
 
      
 
    Krantz counted five Zombies hanging out in the woods in front of them.  There was an unknown number inside the plane itself.  They needed to get inside the plane to see if there were any bodies or not.  They could always lie and say it looked like the Zombies had eaten whoever had been on the plane.  Without pictures of the inside of the plane though someone may call their bluff.  It sucked but they were going to have to figure out a way to get inside. 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez tapped Krantz on the boot and had him crawl back with him about twenty yards deeper into the forest.  He pantomimed grabbing his pack then going and getting one of the trucks by himself.  He’d drive it by the wreckage site and blow the horn a few times to try and get the Zombies attention then take off down the road.  Kyler and Krantz were both nodding along.  It could definitely work.  They’d probably still be stuck with a few Zombies to deal with, but it was considerably better than the current plan of sitting in the woods with their fingers up their butts. 
 
      
 
    Sitting in the woods for another thirty minutes after Rodriguez left waiting for something to happen was the most relaxation Kyler had gotten in a while.  Other than the fear that a Zombie may decide to wander over at any second and attack them it was pretty pleasant.  It smelt nice out in the woods to and he was enjoying just sitting there feeling a slight breeze across his face.  The forest had always been his happy place.  It brought back memories of his dad.  He was completely relaxed when the sound of a horn and some idiot yelling loudly in Spanish drifted to them on the breeze. 
 
      
 
    The screeching started instantly as all the Zombies ran in the direction of the interstate seeking out the source of all the noise.  Krantz and Kyler were too deep in the woods to hear anything once the screeching started.  They quickly crawled back to where they could see the plane clearly again.  It looked like all the Zombies had taken off except for one crawling along the ground where it’d evidently broken its leg jumping out of the plane.  Other than the one on the ground it looked like they were golden.   
 
      
 
    Not caring to waste any more time Krantz stood up and jogged over to the one crawling along the ground.  It never even turned around to look at him.  Krantz just slammed his hammer into the back of its head twice and then walked over to the open hatch leading into the plane.  Kyler met him there.  From where they were standing, they couldn’t see anything except a couple of leather-bound chairs.  The inside of the plane was tilted at an awkward angle.  Wishing there was a better option Kyler grimaced at Krantz who was waggling his eyebrows at him and standing by the door with his fingers interlaced together ready to give Kyler a boost. 
 
      
 
    Kyler put one hand on the bottom of the door and his booted foot in Krantz’s interlaced hands.  Hoping he wasn’t fixing to come face to face with a Zombie he climbed into the open hatchway.  He turned around after verifying there were no Zombies waiting inside to eat him and helped Krantz climb up.  Nothing looked out of the ordinary in the small sitting room they were in.  It was obviously an expensive plane based on all the white marble tile work and expensive looking carpet.  Other than a few bright red stains Kyler didn’t see anything very ominous.   
 
      
 
    Krantz walked over to the door leading to the next section of the plane.  Kyler walked over to join him.  Based on how nice the area they were in now looked Kyler wondered how nice the first-class section must look.  Expecting to have to break the door down Kyler was pleasantly surprised when Krantz just slid open the entrance to the next section.  If the Zombies had figured that out, they could’ve been feasting on the meat in the next room.   
 
      
 
    There was a blood covered man wearing camo seat belted upright in a chair with a couple of holes in his chest.  Another guard was crumpled in the corner with a bone sticking out of his arm and a gunshot wound.  In the cockpit they found two bodies.  One of an older man who must’ve been the pilot and another man in camouflage who’d been shot in the head.  They looked around but couldn’t find the bodies of any kids or women.  Krantz took some quick pictures of each of the other bodies.  Kyler helped by yanking up their shirts so they could identify which ones had Brotherhood brands.  All the bodies except the pilot had the brands. 
 
      
 
    “We’re either on the wrong plane or the prisoners they’re trying so hard to catch managed to kill the guards and escape with a bunch of kids.”  Krantz whispered.   
 
      
 
    Kyler shrugged.  He had no idea how the Cleavers could’ve overpowered the soldiers who’d been on this plane, but it looked like they had.  Which meant they were still responsible for trying to track them down.  He wondered if maybe Krantz’s other guess was right and the family hadn’t been on this plane after all.  The discarded handcuffs and the SpongeBob DVDs seemed to argue for the Cleavers having been on board though.  To have pulled this off the Cleavers must’ve gone all Incredibles on their captors.   
 
      
 
    Krantz dug through the expensive looking whiskey behind the bar pulling out a bottle of Johnnie Walker Blue Label.  He winked over at Kyler. 
 
      
 
    “Need to reward Rodriguez for the distraction idea and execution.  That saved us a lot of work.  Looks like the family made it out.  Time for us to head over to Ground Balls or wherever...” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17:  Roughing It 
 
      
 
    “What?”  Randy asked Kelly.  She’d given him a look after he mentioned trying to find some ATVs and head out into the woods. 
 
      
 
    “You almost killed your daughter on a Jet Ski.  You’ve told me about the moped you totaled when you were a kid.  You have no clue which way north or south is unless there’s a sign on the side of the road telling you which way to go.  You complained the whole weekend we spent at Camp Wilderness.  That’s where Mickey Mouse camps.”  Kelly stopped talking assuming she’d made her point. 
 
      
 
    “If we go in the woods, they can’t find us.  If we stay here, they can.” 
 
      
 
    “If they find us, we shoot them then go into the woods.  I just think we’re safer in a gun battle than with you driving us around on a three-wheeler.  What are we supposed to eat in the woods?  Where do we sleep?  There aren’t any walls to hide behind so now we’re out in the open every night just waiting for a Zombie to meander over and kill us.”  Kelly said.  She had more she wanted to say but she thought that should be enough.  Her husband was a smart man, but he could be a complete moron sometimes. 
 
      
 
    Randy stared at his wife.  He loved her but she could be a real pain in the ass sometimes.  He wasn’t going to try and be Evil Knievel on a freaking three-wheeler with his toddler in his lap.  He decided they should probably see if they could find something that looked safe enough to her but would still work for them to take off road as needed.  They were in a subdivision full of expensive homes in the heart of the South.  There was absolutely guaranteed to be some nice adult toys in some of these garages.  That thought led to him thinking of something else as well.   
 
      
 
    “There should be guns in these houses too.”  Randy brought up.  The first day of hunting season was second only to Christmas as the major holiday in this part of the world.  At least half the houses in this complex were probably full of well stocked gun cabinets.  He was hoping some of them weren’t locked.  Gun safes were the absolute bane of looting houses in the apocalypse.   
 
      
 
    “I talk about trying to be safe and the first thing you think of is trying to find more guns?”  Kelly asked with a smile.  Then she stepped forward and kissed him. 
 
      
 
    “I love you too.  Now let’s go get the kids and see if we can’t find something to drive or a good place to hide.  We need to keep an ear out for that helicopter too.  Not to mention any men they decide to send to check out the town.” 
 
      
 
    They went and grabbed the kids and brought them across the street into the house they’d been sitting in.  There was canned food in the pantry and an old case of bottled waters for them to drink.  Bugs and rats had eaten through a lot of the packaged food that’d been in the pantry.  They’d crashed in enough abandoned houses by now to be used to a certain level of rat and bug infestation.  None of them really liked actually seeing the rodents or bugs though.  Kelly supposed you never really got used to waking up with a rat or a roach crawling across your arm.  Then again, she’d never have guessed in a million years that there’d come a day she’d feel comfortable handing her teenaged girls guns and leaving them to watch over the littles in a house full of decaying corpses.   
 
      
 
    Randy led the way over to the gate in the side yard of the house they were leaving the kids in.  They ducked out that gate and into the gate of the neighboring home.  They’d each grabbed some tools from the garage to use to quietly deal with any Zombies they ran into.  Randy was rocking a hammer and a pair of work gloves.  Kelly had a hoe.  Her plan was to push any Zombies away from her then either beat the crap out of them with the hoe or let Randy kill it.  Randy thought it was just a cop out to try and avoid getting blood and brain bits all over the new clothes she’d just changed into.   
 
      
 
    He was hoping the next garage might have some better hand weapons.  That wishful thinking was fulfilled in spades when they broke in the back door of the next home.  From the Tolkien posters on the wall to the pictures of a chubby guy wearing chainmail and sporting a horrible goatee it was fully possible this may be one of the best houses ever for hand weapons.  That supposition was proven accurate as they stood in a room staring at everything from polearms to morning stars.  Unfortunately, they were the nerfed-out versions that were used at the renaissance faires for nerds to pretend to kill each other. 
 
      
 
    Above the fireplace mantle was a huge broadsword that turned out to be welded onto the hooks holding it to the wall.  Randy figured that out when he tried to pull the sword off the hooks while balancing on the mantle.  The sword didn’t come out but the anchors holding up the mounting hooks did and down came Randy, a good chunk of the fireplace and the heavy ass fake sword.  Kelly stared at the resulting mess trying to contain her laughter.  Not that her laughter mattered too much after all the noise Randy had just made.  Pulling half the wall down plus the big sword on top of himself while falling into a glass covered coffee table with a Narnia chess set had made a good bit of noise. 
 
      
 
    Randy reached a hand up into the air for Kelly to help him up.  She helped him halfway up before letting his hand go and stepping back with a startled look on her face.  A pissed off and hurting Randy started to say something rude before noticing the look.  He followed her stare up to the balcony on the top of the stairs where a Zombie dressed in a full suit of armor was standing.  The full suit of armor included a helmet that had the visor pulled down.  It looked like the visor was tilted forward which could be blocking its sight.  That would explain why it wasn’t screeching and flinging itself off the balcony to try and get at them.  
 
      
 
    Kelly looked down at Randy and shrugged sticking her hand back down for him to grab.  Trying to move much more quietly this time Randy pulled himself up out of the wreckage of the coffee table and the debris from the wall avalanche he’d caused.  The Zombie on the balcony grunting and moving around every time a brick shifted or some other bit of noise escaped Randy’s attempt to quietly excavate himself.   
 
      
 
    Once Randy was standing back up, they took in the sight of the medieval monster on the balcony.  Randy glanced back and forth from the hammer he had in his hand to the hoe Kelly had leaned against the bottom part of the fireplace.  Trying to beat a Zombie in the head who was wearing a metal helmet probably wasn’t the best idea.  He didn’t think the hoe was going to be very useful either.  He stored that comment up in his head to share with his wife once they’d taken care of the plague ravaged knight upstairs.   
 
      
 
    He spun quietly around on his heel and headed into the kitchen.  On the countertop was a knife block with some expensive looking knives sticking out of it.  Randy grabbed two of the biggest knives and walked back into the main room.  He handed one of the knives to Kelly.  She took it but didn’t look super thrilled with what he was implying.  He was going to have to stop letting her change into clean clothes because every time she did this happened.  A day from now she’d be covered in blood and mud strangling Zombies to death with her bra but for today she was clean and deadset on staying that way.   
 
      
 
    Randy sighed and headed for the foot of the stairs.  His idea was to get the Zombie to hear him, so it came down the stairs.  As it passed him, he’d go over the railing and stab the thing through the back of its neck.  Assuming the helmet didn’t go down too far.  From this angle it looked like it was probably pulled up on the neck so he should be good.  Otherwise he’d just knock it on the ground, pull off the helmet and have at it.   
 
      
 
    He got into position at the base of the stairs and smacked the knife blade on the metal railing a few times to make some noise.  His goal was to get the Zombie interested enough to come down the stairs without guaranteeing an uninfected human was standing at the bottom of the stairs.  In other words, he wanted the Zombie to come investigate without screeching it’s head off and summoning every other Zombie in the neighborhood.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie took the bait.  At the sound of the knife blade dinging off the railing it spun around and ran for the stairs.  Not being able to see it misjudged the stairs and tripped at a high rate of speed.  The Zombie tumbled down the stairs end over end to come to rest on the floor by Randy’s feet.  Stunned into being motionless for a second Randy quickly recovered and jumped on the motionless Zombies back.  He ripped off the helmet and spun the head to the side to get at the neck easier.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie already looked like it was dead, but Randy wasn’t big on taking chances.  As long as he was down there, he might as well stab the hell out of the thing.  He shoved the knife into the Zombies throat a few times and watched as the blood slowly drained out of it.  That convinced him the Zombie really was dead.  If it’s heart was still beating, then blood would’ve been spurting all over the place.   
 
      
 
    “Remember when you used to take me to a nice restaurant, and we’d split a bottle of wine then I’d nap through whatever movie I picked out for us to watch?”  Kelly said looking down at her husband as he hacked away with a bloody kitchen knife at the obviously dead, armor wearing, chubby Zombie.  Randy smiled at her then stood up to survey his handy work. 
 
      
 
    “Bite mark on the foot.  Dude should’ve put his boots on first.”  Randy said pointing out the bite mark on the man’s bare right foot.   
 
      
 
    “Rookie mistake.”  Kelly agreed sarcastically.  “Let’s go upstairs and hope he has some real weapons up there.  I’m not trying to encourage any more of your stupid hoe jokes.” 
 
      
 
    They walked up the stairs giving the Zombie a wide berth.  They were used to death but didn’t see any need to wallow in it.  At the top of the stairs was a loft area with a hallway off it leading to some upstairs bedrooms.  The loft area itself was made up like a Dungeon Masters lair.  Not the weird leather wearing, whip wielding kind of dungeon master where you needed a safe word.  This was more the dorky storyteller version with the fifty-sided dice and volumes of books to distinguish between a dragon and an elderberry beast or whatever.   
 
      
 
    This room had a rack on the wall with actual swords on it.  It also had a calendar of scantily clad women with pointy ears riding wolves.  They found throwing stars that they both deemed useless and a couple of versions of medieval battle ax replicas that looked really useful.  Bemused by the house they’d stumbled into they lugged the weapons back over to the house with the girls in it.  The girls were sitting around the kitchen table eating a variety of beans and SpaghettiOs.  They’d covered up the corpses with towels and blankets they’d found around the house.  They took the delivery of the medieval weapons cache in stride. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll take the dwarf battle ax.”  Myriah said.   
 
      
 
    “Long spear thing for me.”  Caitlyn said looking over the pile of Lords of the Ring crap her parents had just dragged in.  She’d thought they were looking for weapons to fight the Brotherhood with.  Good luck stopping an attack helicopter with a replica of King Arthurs sword. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if he got all this stuff out of the sky mall magazine?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “That actually makes a lot of sense.”  Randy responded.  Put a rich renaissance fair regular on an airplane a few times a week with that magazine and a credit card and boom.  He’d always wondered who the hell bought stuff like replicas of the one ring.  Now he guessed he knew.   
 
      
 
    Kelly had left her hoe at the renaissance house.  She’d switched it out for a much cooler looking spear thing.  Randy had held onto his hammer but was now carrying a small ax as well.  He thought the samurai sword he’d found was a lot more practical than the heavy broadsword he’d also dragged over.  Either one was a step up from swinging a machete in an open-air fight.  For close in work like quietly clearing houses he still wanted to stick with hatchet and machete sized weapons.  Kelly obviously just wanted to keep the Zombies as far from her as possible until Randy had a chance to whack them in the head with his hammer. 
 
      
 
    “Should we hit some more houses and see what they have or try and make a run for it?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we want to be out in the open when the helicopter could come swooping in at any second.  We need to wait for it to get dark to make our move.  We might as well see if we can find anything useful.”  Randy answered preoccupied with trying to see over the fence by standing on the chair on the back porch.  He supposed he should just go upstairs to try and look around from one of those windows instead. 
 
      
 
    “You do remember at nighttime those pilots will have night vison and the soldiers all carry those goggles that let them see in the dark right?”  Caitlyn said. 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn’s comment threw the whole plan for a loop.  Kelly and Randy had still been operating with the avoiding the Zombies mindset.  Once you added in helicopters and night vision and all that the complexity level increased about a million times.  Plus, the soldiers up here seemed to be more along the lines of professional, full-time warriors versus most of the ones they’d dealt with in Florida.  In Georgia the Senator had managed to keep most of the reserves and national guard intact.  He’d made his coup legal by moving every fighting man in the state of Georgia under the command of the national guard.  In the absence of any other commander in chief the Senator had assumed that responsibility and moved to seal off the state and contain the viral epidemic. 
 
      
 
    Even with the Senator moving fast they’d still lost hundreds of thousands of soldiers.  Once they found out their wives and children weren’t safe most of the men didn’t heed the call to stand their posts.  They left to go protect their families.  The ones who did stay in the barracks risked getting infected because of the close proximity to each other.  To solve the problem of men deserting they began rounding up the immediate family of the officers and senior enlisted men and putting them in guarded camps to ‘keep them safe’.  It was soon well known your family was only safe if you toed the line and did as you were ordered.  Right or wrong this approach had made it so that Georgia ended up with about ten times more survivors than any other state east of the Mississippi.   
 
      
 
    A disproportionate number of those survivors were in the military.  CDC headquarters was also in Atlanta which was helpful for getting the word out and enacting protocols to limit the spread of the virus.  The state had more people trained in handling this type of situation than any of the other states.  The Senator had made sure to snag those valuable resources and protect them as soon as he’d secured control of the military.  Except for the death of his sister everything had gone more or less the way the Senator had planned since the day the virus had been unleashed.  It was almost like he’d been expecting it. 
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly stood by the sliders in a state of indecision.  It was Myriah who broke the silence with a plan that sounded good on the surface but may be harder to execute than it sounded at first. 
 
      
 
    “What if we just hide upstairs until they leave.”  She said into the silence. 
 
      
 
    “They may search all these houses honey.  They’d find us hiding upstairs.”  Kelly said. 
 
      
 
    “What if we put Zombies downstairs?”  Myriah answered back.  “When they looked in and saw Zombies wouldn’t they just move on to the next house?” 
 
      
 
    Kelly started to say the idea was silly.  Then she thought about it and started to like it.  All except the part about trying to capture a few Zombies to let loose in the living room.   
 
      
 
    “The Zombies would just try to follow us upstairs and attack us.  They’d trigger the soldiers to look here first by screeching their heads off and pounding on the doors trying to get in.”  Randy said matter of factly.  Seeing the expression that crossed Myriah’s face he hurried to reassure her.  “It’s good thinking we just need to figure out a way to make it work or see if we can come up with something else.  It’s a great idea though.”   
 
      
 
    “We could find a house that already has Zombies in it then just climb up to the top floor.”  Zoey said.   
 
      
 
    “From the mouths of babes.”  Kelly said bending over and kissing Zoey on the head.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Mull those ideas over and see what else we can come up with.  Your mom and I are going to checkout the house next door.  Maybe by then we’ll have a plan in place.  You guys keep coming up with the awesome ideas and we’ll keep trying to make them work.”  Randy kissed each of the girls on the head and moved over to the door ready to leave. 
 
      
 
    “If you hear a helicopter or see anyone besides us coming, I want you upstairs in the loft under the pool table.  Caitlyn and Myriah you know what to do if something happens and we can’t get back over here right?”  Myriah and Caitlyn both nodded.  “Ok.  Zoey. Ali. Doreen.  Caitlyn and Myriah are in charge ok.  If they say do something you need to do it right away.  Love you.”  Kelly handed out kisses and hugs that seemed to be much more welcomed than Randy’s then she joined him by the door.   
 
      
 
    “Why do they love you more?”  Randy asked bringing back a running gag that’d been in the family since Caitlyn had been born. 
 
      
 
    “Cause I’m better.  Let’s go.”  Kelly moved past Randy and led the way to the side gate so they could leave and check out the next house.  Her mind was split between what they were doing now and what they should do next.  She forced herself to focus completely on the now.  Planning was great but not if you got eaten by a Zombie because you were distracted.  She figured there’d be plenty of time later for planning when they inevitably got stuck hiding somewhere for days on end.   
 
      
 
    In between the running and fighting for their lives there were stretches where the apocalypse could get pretty boring.  She lived for those times. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18:  Ready or Not 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Krantz grabbed their packs from the branch they’d left them hanging on.  They slipped them on and hiked through the forest until they thought they were about even with where they’d parked the truck.  They turned towards the interstate and popped out of the woods almost right on top of where the truck was parked.  Rodriguez was driving the other truck around somewhere with a trail of Zombies following him.  That left Krantz and Kyler to take the remaining truck and head on up to Ball Ground. 
 
      
 
    Kyler drove while Krantz fiddled with the radio.  After confirming Rodriguez was doing fine and just looking for a spot to ditch his parade of psychos Krantz reached out for Warrant Officer Roberts to see where they should meet up with him at.  Roberts told them to park on the side of the road by the first exit they came to.  They were to ditch the truck and move in on foot to try and avoid stirring up the Zombies around town.  They were trying to get the Zombies to settle back down after landing the helicopter in the middle of a parking lot. 
 
      
 
    “I wonder if the people we’re hunting have a radio.  They could’ve been listening to us the whole time.”  Kyler said.   
 
      
 
    “Very possible.”  Krantz answered.  “It’s not like we’re using secure channels or anything.  They could rip the CB radio out of any big rig.  They’d just have to figure out how to power it up.  I doubt they’ve had time to rig up something like that in between escaping the plane they somehow forced to crash and running for their lives to hide before we got here though.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded his head acknowledging those were excellent points.  He was starting to think there wasn’t much this family wasn’t capable of.  It wouldn’t have surprised him at all to learn that they’d managed to rig up a radio to listen in on them.  It seemed like the kind of thing they’d do to stay a few steps ahead of the Brotherhood.  They parked the truck beside the exit they’d been instructed to use and got out. 
 
      
 
    They grabbed their gear out of the back of the truck and went to setup in the woods to wait for Rodriguez to show up.  They couldn’t stay in the truck since there’d probably be a few Zombie visitors over the next ten minutes.  You could drive a truck all day long and not have too many issues.  Once you stopped is when all your problems eventually caught up with you.  Kyler felt like there was a life lesson in there somewhere.  Or, at least the chorus to a country song.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez skidded onto the grass next to their truck and jumped out the driver’s side door.  He reached in and grabbed his pack and his rifle.  Kyler ran out to get him and make sure no Zombies swooped in from behind and grabbed him.  They’d had a few show up and look at the truck, sniff around a little bit, then lope off into the town or down the road.  One they hadn’t noticed came charging out of the woods on the other side of the road screeching at the sight of Kyler and Rodriguez. 
 
      
 
    Kyler pointed Rodriguez towards the stand of trees Krantz was in and went to take care of the threat running at them.  He needed to shut up the Zombie as soon as possible to keep the screeches from attracting too many of its friends.  He raised his machete and got ready to sidestep and put this one on the ground.  It was a maneuver he’d performed plenty of times in the past.  He’d practiced it with Rodriguez and other guys on the team so many times he felt like he could do it in his sleep.  Rodriguez called it the Zombie two step.   
 
      
 
    He waited for the Zombie to get close then stepped straight for it, counted to one and stepped to the side spinning the machete and his leg to trip up the Zombie and knock it to the ground.  The Zombie skipped right over his foot and shrugged off the impact of the machete on its denim jacket clothed back.  It spun around and leapt straight for Kyler.  Kyler was completely off balance from missing the Zombie with his leg sweep then barely connecting with the machete.  He found himself channeling his high school wrestling moves.  He grabbed the Zombie in midair and slammed it into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Those moves were designed to get an opponent down to the ground then flip them over on their back so you could pin them.  Kyler’s muscle memory and quick reflexes almost earned him a Zombie bite to the face as the infected denim wearing demons teeth snapped together right in front of his nose.  Kyler pulled both his knees up onto the Zombies chest to try and hold it still so he could finish it off with a strong downward chop from his machete.  That move ended up with the Zombie throwing Kyler off him and then trying to jump on Kyler’s back.  Kyler jumped to his feet and sprinted away from the Zombie.  He sprinted right towards where he knew Krantz and Rodriguez should be waiting for him.   
 
      
 
    Krantz stepped out of the shadows with a large hatchet in his hand.  He smashed the blade into the Zombies head as it made a leap for Kyler.  The hatchet twisted around in his hand and flew out of his grip as the Zombie knocked Kyler to the ground.  A flap of skin hung off its forehead dripping blood everywhere, but the Zombie was still in action.  Rodriguez came out of nowhere and slid on his knees to where the Zombie looked like it was doing a pushup on Kyler’s back.  Before it could get its teeth into the back of Kyler’s neck Rodriguez used his momentum to slam his kabar into the Zombies head through its ear.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie turned and tried to get at Rodriguez with the knife sticking out of the side of its head before it finally collapsed on top of Kyler.  The prolonged battle had attracted a lot of attention from the local Zombie population.  The quantity and volume of screeches they had stirred up was in direct contradiction to their orders to sneak quietly into town.  The volume rising steadily as the Zombies moved in on their location.   
 
      
 
    “Back in the trucks.”  Krantz ordered.  He was holding his wrist.  It felt like he’d sprained it when the Zombies skull had knocked the hatchet out of his hand.  He looked around on the ground until he found the weapon.  He picked it up and carried it with him to the truck.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez helped Kyler up off the ground and they ran around to get in the other truck.  Seeing a mess of Zombies streaming towards them they gave up on getting in the other truck and piled into the truck Krantz had already started up instead.  Driving one handed thanks to the pain in his wrist Krantz fishtailed them out of the grass and onto the highway.  He dodged a couple of the Zombies but one managed to scramble across the hood and wind up in the back of the truck.  It was back there slamming itself into the back window trying to get into the cab while Krantz slalomed down the road through a rash of incoming Zombies.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sick of ending up covered in blood every day.”  Kyler said trying to figure out a way to get the skinny, tall sore covered infected out of the back of the truck.   
 
      
 
    “You might as well get used to it.  These things don’t seem to be in any hurry to die.”  Krantz answered while slowing down and then speeding up to try and dodge a small group of the slow Zombies.  The slow Zombies were a remnant of a larger group that’d been walking for hours trying to catch up with the sound of the helicopter coming in for a landing that morning.   
 
      
 
    “Bastards seem to be getting smarter.”  Rodriguez commented.  It was something they’d all noticed and a major fear they all had.  Dumb Zombies mindlessly moving around in big mobs were one thing.  Fast moving infected acting more like beasts of prey than the extras from Night of the Living Dead was a reality they wanted no part of.   
 
      
 
    Krantz drove a half mile past the on-ramp to the 575 before finally pulling over and parking the truck.  Kyler opened his door and jumped out then jumped back in as soon as the Zombie in the back jumped to the ground.  Krantz hit the accelerator and they left the unwanted hitchhiker eating their dust as they drove away.  Another half mile down the road Krantz stopped again and this time they all got out for real.  Knowing they may only have a couple of minutes to get into the woods before the Zombies chasing them showed up, they grabbed their gear and weapons and ran down the weed covered slope into the dense trees beside the highway.   
 
      
 
    They’d let Roberts know they were on the way and he’d let them know where to meet him and the others.  They weren’t planning on really doing any searching during the day anyway.  He’d sent out a couple of men to watch the highways and they were keeping an eye on the main road through the tiny town.  Ten minutes into their walk to meet up with Roberts it started to rain.   
 
      
 
    “Because today didn’t suck enough already…”  Rodriguez broke the silence then coughed and kept on walking.   
 
      
 
    Kyler completely agreed with the sentiment.  At least they were here searching for the family of ninjas versus flying into a pitched battle in Chattanooga.  He wasn’t scared to fight but he was a little worried he’d be on the wrong side in any fight where he bore arms on behalf of the Brotherhood.  Being this close to the border he was considering yet another change of plans if he could pull it off.  Why not just take off one night when he was on sentry duty and go report back in up north like the plan had been all along?  He even had the kind of intel they’d sent him to gather in the first place.  He was really just worried with the Brotherhood brand that they might never trust him again.  Even worse they may ask him to go back and keep on spying.   
 
      
 
    Roberts had set up his operating base in a factory in the middle of town.  The helicopter was sitting out in the parking lot surrounded by a handful of Zombies who’d come over to see what the big thing making all the noise was.  The hope was the Zombies would get bored and leave soon.  If not, they’d just kill them when it was time to leave.  Since they’d be starting up a helicopter to get out of town it wasn’t like they’d be super worried about the noise that firing their weapons would make.   
 
      
 
    Roberts was the pilot and the crew chief for the sleek looking helicopter out on the parking lot.  He’d been an army pilot before retiring and joining the national guard.  He’d been one of the first men to recognize the need to put together camps to protect their families while they tried taking care of the Zombies.  The Senator himself had put Roberts in charge of setting up the first camps and getting them operational.  All while he’d still been leading attacks against the Zombies and carving up the herds before they swamped the defenses they’d been putting up around the small towns.  He was a hardcore Brotherhood leader who was well liked by the Senator and his men.  His official title may still be warrant officer, but he was more like a hybrid warrant officer general.  He led his helicopter squadrons into battle while also helping design and architect their overall strategy for securing Georgia and Florida and expanding into the neighboring states.   
 
      
 
    The main strategist behind the Brotherhoods command and conquer strategy was playing cards with another two guys in the back of the factory when they were escorted over to meet him.  Roberts stood up and shook each of their hands introducing himself as Chief Warrant Officer Roberts and listening intently as they each gave their titles and what they’d done so far in the Brotherhood.  He’d asked them to each tell him a little something about the action they’d seen so far and they’d each obliged.  He’d seemed especially keen to understand more about the journey Kyler had taken from the north on his way join up with the Brotherhood.   
 
      
 
    Krantz busted out the digital camera they’d used to take pictures of the inside of the airplane and they shared the images with Roberts.  He nodded and said he wasn’t surprised the cockroaches had managed to survive.    
 
      
 
    “The family joined up with us down in Florida.  We allowed the men into the people’s army.  They were fed, given weapons and their kids were being taught in one of our schools.  The first Zombie swarm that came through the men deserted their posts and shot their way out of the school to take the family back on the road.  They left big holes in the defenses that led to kids getting ripped apart by the infected.  They even killed the governess who was the principal of the school.  The governess was the Senator’s sister.  He gave a simple order to capture this family and bring them back to him for punishment.  You wouldn’t believe the pain in the ass it’s been to do that.  Anyway, we’ll get it done here in this oddly named little nowhere town.  I’m planning to just send the Senator a video of them all getting executed.  Otherwise we’ll get hit by a damned tornado or something trying to get them back to him.” 
 
      
 
    “What about putting the kids in bride school?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “That option was when we were still showing mercy.  Now I think the better story is that the whole family of traitors was put to death.  If we need girls for bride school, I can walk into any of the camps and buy peoples daughters for a box full of canned pasta.”  Roberts responded. 
 
      
 
    Kyler bit down his response about murdering little girls.  The hard-faced man in front of him didn’t look like he held a lot of compassion for people he considered traitors.  He must show some love to his own men or they wouldn’t follow him like they did.  It was obvious the rest of the world could go screw itself though as far as this guy was concerned.   
 
      
 
    “What’s the plan then sir?”  Krantz asked.   
 
      
 
    “It’s dark and rainy.  We throw on some NVGs and sweep different sectors to see if we can flush out the traitors tonight.  If that doesn’t work, we’ll fly around tomorrow morning looking for them.  If that doesn’t work, we have an outpost where the highway goes into the mountains that we already have looking out for them.  We’ll send some men in the woods to search as well.  I’ve got trucks full of men on the way to each major town on this highway to clear them out.  Every man in the clearing party is being told if he finds the traitors, he gets a month off to be with his family back in the camps.  His family will also get bumped to a higher status at the camp because whoever finds them gets an instant field promotion.  That promotion goes for any of you if you find them too.” 
 
      
 
    “When are we headed out?”  Rodriguez asked. 
 
      
 
    “No time like the present.  Let’s get you guys linked up and back in the field.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler pulled on the expensive looking NVGs he was handed and let Rodriguez show him how to turn them on.  The goggles were meant for special operations teams so were very ruggedized.  They also had secure communicators built right into them.  At a guess each set probably cost more than a nice car.  Kyler didn’t care about the cost but loved that they were being given some cool toys.  If only the mission wasn’t to find a family and drag them out in the street so they could video their execution.  Hopefully the family was long gone.  He was hoping this just turned into a night of terrifying encounters with Zombies that yielded nothing useful   
 
      
 
    Kyler, Rodriguez, and Krantz were being sent out with three men from Roberts crew to check a subdivision that was close to the first exit off the highway.  It would’ve been the first place the family would’ve seen after the plane crash.  It would’ve been their first chance to stop to look for supplies or a place to hide and rest.  It was as likely of a place for the family to be as anywhere else. 
 
      
 
    Getting to the subdivision they were assigned to search ate up the better part of an hour.  They moved through the darkness from building to building staying low and quiet to avoid attracting any attention.  If all went well, they’d get to the subdivision and check it out without running into any Zombies.  If they did have any encounters, they’d do their best to take them out quietly.  Any loud noises would pretty much ruin the operation for the night since no one would be able to move around with Zombies all over the place.   
 
      
 
    Krantz had been placed in charge of the mission out of deference to his rank.  The three men that came with them were all experienced at these types of night ops.  They moved with the easy confidence of long-time professionals.  Kyler felt like he was the only person there who didn’t fit the mold.  He felt like a poser when he took his turn to move across the street to the alley on the other side.  Like a kid playing dress up and the adults were humoring him by letting him play with a set of NVGs and a fully loaded automatic weapon.   
 
      
 
    The expensive toys were pretty awesome.  Kyler was a huge fan of actually being able to see where he was going when running through the dark.  He’d had his share of trampolines and swing sets almost killing him when he’d been running full speed at night through backyards.  The steel toed boots he habitually wore were an absolute necessity in this line of work to avoid breaking your toe every time you had to run through debris strewn streets.  He was thinking if he could snag himself a pair of these goggles, he may be able to get away with just wearing a pair of running shoes instead. 
 
      
 
    Krantz held his hand up when they got to the sign in front of the subdivision.  Everyone stopped moving and keyed off his hand signals.  Instead of approaching via the road leading past the open gates into the community Krantz led them into the woods surrounding the houses.  They stopped again at the edge of the woods to survey the homes.  They’d do a quick loop of the homes first to see if they noticed anything out of the ordinary.  Any sign of lights in a house, any noise coming from a home, or any homes that seemed to have attracted the attention of a bunch of Zombies would be immediately targeted.   
 
      
 
    Krantz split the team in half with the three soldiers they’d been assigned going left and Krantz leading Kyler and Rodriguez around to the right.  They moved low and quiet keeping their eyes and ears open.  They met up ten minutes later with the men who’d gone left.  Neither party having seen anything they stayed split up and went back through the homes they’d just looked at.  There was no time to do more than a superficial check of each home since the neighborhood had well over a hundred houses.  Considering the family that they were searching for would be trying to hide seven people though even a superficial search should do the trick. 
 
      
 
    By the tenth house Kyler was positive this was a huge waste of time.  Not only was there no way they’d be able to finish sweeping the entire neighborhood before dawn he also didn’t think the family would’ve stayed around to be found.  Krantz opened up another gate and they rolled into yet another backyard to see what they could find.  Rodriguez went and tapped on the sliding glass door a few times to see if he could stir up any action on the inside of the home.  He heard noise from inside and stepped back to see what would happen.  A few minutes later a small family of Zombies were in the living room sniffing the air and looking around.  The smallest one walked right by the sliding glass door and Kyler could see its arm was broken and just flapping around in the soiled onesie it was wearing.     
 
      
 
    They backed out the gate and hit the next house.  This one nothing came to the door, so they had to actually go inside and check it out.  Hatchets and machetes at the ready they stacked up and entered the home.  They took about ten minutes to clear it then left.  They kept this up until there were only a few houses left to check.  They only had an hour before the sun was due to start coming back up.  On top of that they’d just been notified that they’d be flying out to Chattanooga first thing in the morning, so they absolutely had to be back on time if they wanted a ride.   
 
      
 
    Krantz led his exhausted team into the second to last home they needed to check.  This one had all kinds of Dungeons and Dragon looking stuff everywhere.  A barefoot guy in a suit of armor was lying at the bottom of the stairs.  Congealed blood was pooled up all around him.  Rodriguez went down on one knee and poked at the blood.  It quivered around showing its liquidity and indicating this death hadn’t occurred too long ago.  If the knight had just fallen down the stairs and broken his neck, then why was there a knife laying in the pool of blood?  Who’d taken the time to carve up the Zombies neck like that?  Without a word spoken between them hatchets and machetes were tucked away and the real weapons came out.   
 
      
 
    They cleared the house paying a lot more attention to everything this time around.  Kyler had noticed the broken coffee table and wreckage on the fireplace when they’d first come in but hadn’t really thought about it possibly being recent damage.  Krantz took the camera out and snapped a couple of pictures of the ruined coffee table and the barefoot knight.  Blinking from the light of the flash Kyler made sure to look away the next time the camera was used.  For a little camera it put off a bright flash.  Not seeing anything else suspicious in the house they went out the back door and through the gate.   
 
      
 
    They went to the next house more keyed up than earlier due to seeing the evidence their quarry had actually come through here recently.  Rodriguez tapped on the sliding glass door and they waited the requisite thirty seconds to see if that stirred anything up inside the home.  A Zombie with long stringy hair came tearing through the living room and flung itself at the glass.  The slider vibrated with the impact.  The Zombie stood up and started screeching and beating on the glass.  It did that for a few seconds while they were backing away.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie stopped screeching and started doing that sniffing thing they did. Once it started that the three of them turned to leave the yard.  Kyler glanced back over his shoulder one more time and saw a little girl run out from behind the couch and hug the Zombies leg.  Another little girl came out and dragged her back behind the couch almost immediately.  Kyler whipped his head back to the front.   
 
      
 
    “You see something?”  Krantz asked looking back at Kyler oddly. 
 
      
 
    “No sir.  Something’s going on with these NVGs.  I think the sun may be coming up.” 
 
      
 
    Krantz slipped his off and looked around.  He looked back at Rodriguez and Kyler and motioned they could remove theirs as well.  Without another glance at the house they met up with the other three soldiers they’d been working with.  Looking at his watch Krantz had them double-time it back to meet up with Roberts.  They were all wondering what the urgency was in needing to get to Chattanooga.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19:  Fish out of Water 
 
      
 
    Deciding that trying to move around on the night the helicopter had landed in town may be overly ambitious they made up the den to spend the night in.  The den was a closed off area sporting a really nice sectional.  Easily big enough for a large family to sit around watching movies together.  It must’ve also doubled as a guest room since there was a pull-out mattress.  They made a canned food feast from what they’d scavenged from the houses before working on getting everyone to sleep.  It’d been a long and super stressful day, so it didn’t take a lot to get the kids to nod off.    
 
      
 
    Kelly and Randy were likewise exhausted so Myriah and Caitlyn got volunteered for the first watch.  They were to let their parents sleep for four hours then wake them up to take their turn.  Typically, they’d have split it up more but with the helicopter nearby and it being the first day they’d gotten loose it seemed smart to double up on the watch.  Myriah and Caitlyn each took a bedroom upstairs on opposite sides of the house.  Caitlyn focused on the front of the neighborhood while Myriah looked out over the backyards and the large open space in the middle of all the homes. 
 
      
 
    An hour after the sun set Caitlyn was daydreaming about meeting Justin Bieber at a refugee camp when she thought she saw some movement outside by the front of the neighborhood.  All thoughts of the Bieb were pushed aside as she moved closer to the window to try and see if there was actually anything there or not.  A couple of minutes later she saw some shadowy shapes run across the street before splitting off in different directions.  They moved so fast if she hadn’t been staring at the exact right spot, she’d have probably missed them.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn crawled on her hands and knees out of the room to tell Myriah what she’d seen.  Myriah nodded and started paying a lot more attention out the window.  If there were people looking for them then there was a good chance that they’d come at them from the back.  Caitlyn could’ve simply spotted some Zombies running around outside, but it seemed unlikely since it was the middle of the night.  They weren’t in a position to take any chances anyway.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn told Myriah to stay upstairs and on high alert without doing anything that could be seen from the outside.  Unable to think of anything else to do she headed down the stairs to let her parents know what she’d seen.  Moving quickly and quietly through the pitch-dark house she rapped lightly on the door to the den before sliding the heavy barn door to the side and walking in.  The den was completely dark, so she had to feel around on the couch to finally figure out where everyone was laying.   
 
      
 
    Normally they’d have put out some glow sticks to see by but, in this case, they were way too weary of how close the people searching for them may be.  They knew that if someone was searching the area, they’d probably come at night which meant no lights for them.  It wasn’t that big a deal since they all wore their boots to bed anyway in case they needed to wake up and get out quickly.  The boot habit also helped with avoiding stubbing their toes as they stumbled around looking for somewhere to pee in the middle of the night.  To cover the bathroom in this case they’d taken a bucket and filled it with a few scoops of Tide from the laundry room to mask the smell.  They’d set it up right in the corner of the den.  No one wanted to walk through a house full of corpses in the middle of the night to go pee when trained killers may be surveying the neighborhood. 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn found her dad and nudged him until he finally woke up.  She immediately whispered that it was her and not to freak out.  You never knew what may happen when you woke someone up since nightmares were a very common occurrence.  If you started poking someone and they happened to be dreaming of a Zombie poking them there was a good chance you’d catch mouthful of fist if you woke them up too soon without identifying yourself immediately.  In this case Randy just sounded sleepy. 
 
      
 
    “It’s two in the morning already.”  He grumbled trying to see Caitlyn in the darkness.  “That sucks I feel like I just fell asleep.  Everything good?”  He asked casually sitting up on the couch bed while trying to wiggle out from underneath Zoey and Ali’s feet.  Middle of the apocalypse or not he still got stuck with feet while Kelly got the less painful and much more loving top parts of their children.  The girls had even gargled their way through half a bottle of Listerine before going to bed.  They’d been having ‘gargle matches’ so their breath was like walking into a spa.  He’d gotten stuck with getting kicked all night while enjoying the apocalyptic aroma of the bottom of the children’s footwear.   
 
      
 
    “I saw people.”  Caitlyn said quickly.  She was nervous as hell.  People could come through the front or back doors at any second with guns blazing.  No way they were escaping again.  Getting away from the Brotherhood the last time had taken the mother of all miracles mixed with a crap load of luck.  They couldn’t be caught again.  Caitlyn put her hand on her pistol and gripped it hard.  She knew how she planned to go out if the Brotherhood decided to come through the door guns blazing. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean you saw people?  Hang on a second.”  Randy poked Kelly hard.  She woke up gasping for air and swinging her arms around wildly.  Doreen cried out from being knocked off her mom.  Zoey yelped in surprised pain when her hair got caught in a button on Kelly’s sweater.  Realizing his mistake Randy worked to help quiet the kids down and get Kelly pulled out from under the pile of children she’d accumulated on top of her.  Once those tasks had been accomplished, he asked Caitlyn to finish up what she’d been saying.   
 
      
 
    “I was looking out the window and I saw something over by where the sign is but wasn’t sure what it was.  Then I saw a group crossing the street really fast.  I think they’re here looking for us.”  Caitlyn said trying to keep her cool even though she was freaking out. 
 
      
 
    “How many?”  Kelly asked.  No answer came back from Caitlyn. 
 
      
 
    “How many did you see cross the street?”  Randy clarified. 
 
      
 
    “Oh.  I don’t know.  Like between six and ten of them.  It was just something I caught out of the corner of my eye really.  It’s pretty dark outside.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get the sheets and towels off the corpses and huddle up in the den.  If they come in, we blast them right back out.  Hopefully they just peek in the windows and keep going.  No way they have time to check every house in this whole neighborhood.  Not with one helicopter full of guys.”  Randy said. 
 
      
 
    “What if we make a run for it?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Too risky.  We don’t know where they have men setup to watch for us.  They’ll be expecting us to freak out and make a run for it.  These guys Caitlyn saw may be here just to try and flush us out.”  Randy answered. 
 
      
 
    “What about the kids?  We can fight but the littles can’t.  There’s got to be somewhere safe we can hide them.”  Kelly was starting to freak out.  She was pissed they’d let themselves be trapped like this.  They didn’t have anything to show for their day other than a bunch of canned food and some flea market knight crap.   
 
      
 
    “The car in the garage.”  Caitlyn said.  “We tested it while you guys were out and it’s working.  The keys were hanging on the hook right by the garage door.” 
 
      
 
    Randy held himself back from snapping at her.  Why hadn’t she mentioned the car in the garage was working?  That was a way better asset than the spear thing her mom had replaced her hoe with.  Biting back his frustration Randy tried to think of what they could do with the car.  Kelly was pissed at not being let in on the car working as well but she recognized they were all freaking out right now so let it slide. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s put the littles in the trunk.  Show them how to use the lever to get out.  The car should protect them from any stray bullets if it comes to that.”  Kelly decided and instantly started getting the little kids moving.  It was chaotic trying to get them through the pitch darkness of the house into the garage to climb into a trunk then show them how to open it from the inside.  They were all scared to death and tears were flowing freely.  None of them wanted to get shut into a trunk in a dark garage.  Kelly’s tears were flowing harder than the kids and she was having a hard time keeping her sobs quiet. 
 
      
 
    Once they had the kids crammed into the trunk the rest of them went back in the house and positioned themselves around the first floor with the weapons they’d taken from the plane.  They had three pistols and two AR-15 assault rifles.  Most of them had a full magazine but they didn’t have any extra.  The pistol Kelly had was missing the bullets she’d used on the men she’d killed in the plane.   
 
      
 
    Kelly setup in the kitchen.  Randy positioned himself in the den and Caitlyn and Myriah were both upstairs on the balcony.  They were attempting to have multiple angles of fire to wipe out anyone who came in through either the sliding glass door in the back or tried to kick in the front door.  Kelly was loving the open concept floor plan at the moment since it gave them all kinds of advantages in defending against people coming in the house.   
 
      
 
    They got setup and started waiting.  They waited so long Kelly went out to bring the kids in the trunk some snacks and make sure they were ok.  They’d all fallen asleep cuddling with one another, so she’d shut the trunk and walked back in the house.  It occurred to her as she was walking in that if all of them were killed then the kids would just be stuck hiding in a trunk in the middle of a Zombie apocalypse.  She couldn’t think of anything she could do about that at the moment other than make sure they didn’t lose.  
 
      
 
    The continued to wait.  Kelly’s mind wandering back to the kids suggestions to put a couple of Zombies on the bottom floor of the house.  She wondered if they could’ve gotten the guy in the knight suit to wander over if they hadn’t killed him so fast.  She felt around on the counter for the Twizzlers they’d looted from the house next door.  Maybe some sugar would help her come up with a better idea than sitting in the house waiting to die.  She found the Twizzlers in between the random cans of beans and absently started gnawing on one of them.  One nice thing about the apocalypse was that running for your life kept you in great shape.  Calorie counting didn’t even make it into the top hundred things to worry about anymore.   
 
      
 
    Upstairs Myriah blew out two quick breaths to let them know she’d seen something.  Randy had also noticed the brief flash of light in the neighbor’s yard.  He adjusted his grip on the rifle and made sure his axe was in easy reach for when he ran out of ammunition.  They’d have one chance to waste these guys.  If they didn’t take them out in the first round of the fight, then they were screwed.  Randy was determined to wait until the last possible second to pull the trigger and start the firefight.  He wanted them so close they couldn’t miss.   
 
      
 
    In the kitchen Kelly set her rifle on the counter and ripped off her jacket.  She kept her pants and shirt on but kicked off her shoes and socks.  She grabbed every can with a pop top and dumped the contents of each of them on her head.  Once she’d done that with six cans of food, she rubbed the mess all over her body making sure to get plenty on her face.  She was looking for something else to rub on her when there was a loud tapping on the sliding glass door.   
 
      
 
    She rubbed the food a little harder into her face and poured her water bottle on her crotch before opening her mouth and screaming as loud as she could.  Praying the kids wouldn’t take that as a sign to start shooting she kept up the screaming as she sprinted across the floor and leapt over the family room couch.  Stumbling a little as she hit the ground on the other side, she threw herself as hard as she could at the sliding glass door the surprised soldier was backing away from.   
 
      
 
    In a glance she took in the NVGs and weapons and knew they were screwed if this didn’t work.  She smashed face first into the sliding glass door.  She bit her tongue hard enough to feel a piece of it come loose.  Her mouth instantly filling up with blood.  She let none of the pain show on her face.  She instantly stood up and attacked the glass door as hard as she could praying it wouldn’t come off its track.  She rammed herself into it a few more times then backed off and did her best impersonation of a Zombie sniffing at the air.  She sensed the men leaving and thought that her gamble may have actually worked.  She continued to stand there and sniff at the air until Doreen came running across the floor trying to find her mommy.    
 
      
 
    Kelly felt Doreen latch onto her leg then looked down to see Zoey yanking Doreen off her.  Zoey dragged Doreen back into the shadows behind the couch.  Caught flat footed Kelly fell out of character.  She looked to see if the soldiers had left or not.  She half expected to be shot right then and there.  By the early predawn light, she saw one of the soldiers over by the fence still wearing his NVGs.  He appeared to be looking right at her.  Kelly went back into her sniffing motion again half-heartedly hoping that maybe somehow, she could still pull it off.  When she looked back again the soldier was gone.   
 
      
 
    She stood there pretending to sniff for a few more minutes.  She didn’t know what else to do.  She was shaking with terror.  She expected to feel bullets ripping her apart any second.  She wanted to look and see if Zoey and Doreen were ok, but she couldn’t make herself break the routine she was doing.  She just kept going until Randy walked over and wrapped his arms around her pulling her back into the shadows.  She noticed he was shaking too. 
 
      
 
    “I love you babe.  That was awesome.  Never do it again.”  He whispered to his wife who’d been carrying a hoe around earlier so she wouldn’t mess up her new clothes.  He sniffed her hair when he kissed her getting a whiff of kidney beans mixed with beefaroni.  Whatever concoction she’d poured all over herself had worked.  Her quick-thinking gamble had saved their lives.   
 
      
 
    “They’re leaving.”  Caitlyn confirmed.  She’d come downstairs to let them know she saw the men join up with a few others to head out of the neighborhood.  Myriah had shifted over to that side of the house to look out the window and make sure they didn’t come back.  With the sun coming up they’d be able to keep watch much easier.   
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  Kelly asked.  She was scraping food off herself with a roll of paper towels she’d found in the pantry.   
 
      
 
    “We survive.  We survive until we find someplace that we can actually start to live again.”  Randy answered.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20:  Take the High Road 
 
      
 
    Kyler frantically worked on trying to strap himself into the helicopter.  He was sitting on the side by the open cargo door watching the world stream by below them.  As much as they worried about Zombies being everywhere, he’d forgotten how much open, empty space there was in the US.  There was a lot more to this country than cities and turnpikes.  The best thing about the woods and open space was that it appeared to be Zombie free.  At least from a thousand feet up in the air.   
 
      
 
    They flew over the woods until they ran into a major interstate Kyler assumed was I-75.  The helicopter turned and they flew above the road traveling north.  Below them Kyler caught site of a few convoys of large green trucks.  He wanted to ask Rodriguez about what he was seeing but couldn’t figure out an easy way to do so.  it was difficult to ask questions when everything he said would be transmitted to everyone else on board through the party line communication system they were rigged up to.  He almost did it anyway.  He was desperate for some sort of interaction to keep him from nodding off and falling to his death.   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t a long flight anyway.  Before he knew it, they were settling down in a field in the middle of an island popping up out of a river by a small city.  The city was surrounded by mountains.  The open area on the island looked like it’d been made recently.  Making the open area appeared to have had involved lots of gasoline and explosives.  It was a crude but workable place for helicopters to land.  A small dock below was lined with men carrying supplies being offloaded from large fancy pontoon boats that’d been pressed into service. 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Rodriguez were immediately assigned to the work gang bringing up barrels of fuel and heavy crates filled with more machine gun rounds for the helicopter.  Kyler was sweating in the cool breeze from all the manual labor when him and Rodriguez finally got a break.  Krantz and the other men from the helicopter crew had disappeared on one of the luxury boats to go report in. 
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  Kyler asked Rodriguez. 
 
      
 
    “Now we wait.  It’s the number one skill of any soldier.  The ability to loaf on demand while looking busy.  Master it and you have mastered life.”  Rodriguez lapsed into a weird Spanish mimicking Confucius Asian accent.  Kyler stared at him for a second before throwing out a courtesy laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Anyway, I meant what do you think we’ll be doing here?  We going to be parachuting behind enemy lines or any of that movie stuff.” 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  My guess is a show of force and then Tennessee concedes to some deal the big wigs hook up where they remain an independent region but pay taxes and provide resources as needed back to the Senator.  Something like that so the local main guy doesn’t lose face.”  Rodriguez responded quickly.  Kyler was impressed.   
 
      
 
    “How are you guessing all of that?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been to enough third world shit holes to recognize a buildup of force for show when I see it.  No way those guys have the same resources the Senator does, or they’d have already come over the ridge and blown us to hell before we could establish a beachhead here.  The US is basically a bunch of little feudal states now, so the government is going to be whoever has the biggest guns and the most men who know how to use them.  It also helps we’re first on the draw.  I’m guessing everywhere else is still trying to get their Zombie problems under control.”  Rodriguez explained.  He’d taken on the air of a lecturer at an academy explaining how the world worked to a classroom full of glassy eyed plebes. 
 
      
 
    “Anything that keeps me from getting shot at works for me.”  Kyler said.   
 
      
 
    “Oh.  There’ll still be some killing.  You can’t have peace talks until some people have been killed.  Just hope it’s not us.  Hope the other side isn’t stupid too.  They’re going to be the problem here.  They may gamble the Senator doesn’t have the resources to really roll in and take them over.  We’ll see what happens.”  Rodriguez stood up and walked back towards their helicopter.   
 
      
 
    They hadn’t been given any orders as to what to do once the helicopter had been refueled and its weapon systems loaded back up.  With a lack of any orders Kyler wanted to go wander around and see what was going on.  Rodriguez told him that was a bad idea.  They’d be sitting right by the helicopter until Krantz decided to come back.  If they were caught out wandering around somewhere, they may end up shipping over the mountains with the other grunts to be part of the first wave or something.  Even worse they may be seen wandering around by an officer and ordered to do more manual labor.   
 
      
 
    “Our best bet is to guard the helicopter until they get back.”  Rodriguez concluded. 
 
      
 
    “Guard it from what?  We’re on an island covered in soldiers that’s surrounded by mountains and Zombies.”  Kyler argued. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up and guard.”  Rodriguez said sitting down on the edge of the helicopter with finality.  Sighing, Kyler sat down beside him and played with the blackjack game he’d found in one of the houses back in Ball Ground to pass the time.  The game reminded him of the ‘probably not a Zombie’ they’d seen in that last house they checked.  They’d all assumed it was a real Zombie because it definitely had done all the things a real Zombie normally did.  In the alien world of NVGs the look had been real enough.   
 
      
 
    Kyler’s mind kept snapping back to that little girl running out and grabbing the Zombies leg then being pulled back by the other little girl.  The look he’d seen in the ‘probably not a Zombie’s’ face when he’d glanced back.  He’d had them.  All he had to do was raise the alarm and they’d have surrounded the house and taken out the traitors in a few minutes.  He could have been on his way to a vacation spot for a month with a field promotion and some glory.  Instead he was humping barrels of airplane fuel around a burned-up island waiting to be shipped off to die in a land grab for an army he was supposed to be spying on. 
 
      
 
    He’d do it again in a heartbeat.  No way he was going to be a part of dragging little kids out into the street to murder in front of their parents.  Thinking back to Rodriguez saying they now lived in third world dictatorships he related this to the videos of ISIS chopping off people’s heads.  Even then he couldn’t remember ever hearing of a video where they executed kids in the street in front of their parents while rolling the camera.  That was a whole new level of messed up.  That was an excellent reason for him to desert and return to the north the first chance he got.   
 
      
 
    A few hours later the sun was going down and Kyler was wondering if maybe the blackjack tables were still working in Las Vegas.  He’s taken his digital fifty tokens up to over a thousand.  Rodriguez poked him and he looked up to see Roberts, Krantz and the rest of the crew walking back towards the helicopter.  Krantz threw a bag to each of them that held a greasy mess of meat shoved into freshly baked bread and a bag of chips.   
 
      
 
    “Fresh venison and freshly baked bread.  It’s like what god eats for lunch.”  Krantz said smiling at them.  “I see you two are making sure the helicopter doesn’t float away.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  Thank you, sir.”  Kyler said with his mouth full.  He didn’t know how they’d managed fresh baked bread, but it was wonderful.  He was used to eating things like a cold can of creamed corn, so something freshly made like this was ridiculous.   
 
      
 
    “Thanks sir.”  Rodriguez echoed around a mouthful of the delicious sandwich.  “This mean we’re going over the ridge tomorrow?” 
 
      
 
    “Can’t get anything past you can I.  It does indeed.  Eat and get a good night’s sleep.  Tomorrow should be interesting.  Remind me tomorrow night I have something to give you if we’re still alive.”  Krantz said cryptically on his way out to find where the officers on the island were bedding down at.   
 
      
 
    “What the hell does he have for me?”  Rodriguez asked quietly spreading his sleeping bag out underneath the helicopter.  It turned out only officers actually had anything resembling beds yet on this little bit of paradise.  It dawned on Kyler what Krantz may be talking about. 
 
      
 
    “Blue label whiskey?”  Kyler said.  “I think that’s what he snagged for you on the plane when you took off to lead the Zombies away.” 
 
      
 
    “What!  Why the hell is he holding out on us.  That’s the good shit!”  Rodriguez said sitting up and looking like he was going to go look for Krantz. 
 
      
 
    “He’s probably worried you’d drink the whole bottle tonight and have a hangover tomorrow making you useless.”  Kyler answered. 
 
      
 
    “I can control myself.”  Rodriguez slurred. 
 
      
 
    “You’re drunk right now aren’t you?”  Kyler asked.  
 
      
 
    Rodriguez grunted then held up a small bottle of whiskey to toast Kyler before taking a big slug of it and flipping him off.  With that expression of his affection he turned over in his sleeping bag and promptly passed out.  Kyler lay awake a little longer with his mind working on how he was going to get out of the mess he’d gotten himself into.  Exhaustion eventually kicked in and he fell asleep too. 
 
      
 
    The morning came too soon.  Especially for Rodriguez who looked like he might have woken up during the night and dove back into the bottle again.  Krantz walked up to the helicopter whistling.  The bastard looked like he might have even taken a shower.  He was definitely wearing a clean uniform.  Kyler and Rodriguez pulled their gear together and headed for the latrine.  Officers evidently had bunks and showers while they’d slept on the ground and been given directions to a hole and a bucket of water. 
 
      
 
    “You ready to fight today?”  Rodriguez asked him. 
 
      
 
    “Why?  You know something?” Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “I know we got the equivalent of a steak dinner last night.  The military believes in breaking out the good food before they send you into battle.  It’s kind of a screwed-up tradition since after a while you start to dread the sight of good food.” 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez finished up his business and headed back for the helicopter.  Kyler hurried up and followed him.  When they got back Roberts and the rest of the crew were standing around  watching the bank across the river.  Kyler heard some faint booms coming from a boat that was cruising along the bank over there.  He realized the low humming noise he heard was probably the screeching of the thousand infected who’d come to the river to see what the noise was. 
 
      
 
    With no fanfare the bank slowly turned an orangish red color and a thick black smoke drifted into the sky.  The Zombies were being lured down to the river then set on fire.  Brotherhood troops had laid down a bunch of napalm the night before then waited in the morning until there were enough Zombies to make it worthwhile before setting off the trap.  The Zombies would ignore the pain from the fire as long as they could see a normal human standing out in a boat waving at them.  That’d keep them from wandering back into town while they were on fire and burning the whole place down.   
 
      
 
    “Figure a hundred thousand Zombies in Chattanooga.  They napalm a few hundred every morning.  City will be cleared out pretty good in less than a year as long as they don’t run out of the stuff to make napalm or the Zombies don’t get any smarter.”  Rodriguez said startling Kyler out of the trance he’d fallen into staring at the flames. 
 
      
 
    “Or all the noise doesn’t attract more of them to come down here.”  Kyler said to Rodrigues approval.  Krantz yelled for them to stop watching the Zombie roast and get in the damned helicopter.  Noticing all the other men had their weapons out and strapped on Kyler and Rodriguez took a minute to do the same.  At around nine in the morning helicopters started lifting off and flying along I-24 toward the Appalachians.  The first to get into the mountains started taking small arms fire.  They noted the positions the fire was coming from and kept right on going.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was watching out the side of the helicopter when they lifted off and joined the aerial conga line snaking along the interstate.  The helicopters behind the lead choppers started slowing down to take out the areas where the small arms fire was originating from.  The bursts of high caliber machine gun fire echoing in the air like thunder.  The smoke from the guns mixing with the smoke from the burning Zombies on the beach.  A rocket shot out at one point from a location on a mountain and two helicopters raced to destroy the position the missile had come from.  They answered that single handheld missile with multiple rockets launched at the area the missile had originated from.   
 
      
 
    Kyler’s helicopter took a single burst of fire on one side that none of the passengers even noticed.  It blended in with all the other noise they were hearing.  The pilot noted the muzzle flashes from the nearby mountain and sent a stream of lead into the area.  They either killed the ones who’d shot at them or motivated them to spend the rest of the day running as fast as they could away from the battle. The long line of helicopters continued to snake its way through the mountains and into Tennessee proper.   
 
      
 
    They flew another thirty minutes before the helicopters broke off and landed in different groups miles apart.  They sat on the ground while Roberts sat in the front coordinating the attack on his radio.  The Tennessee brigade as they called themselves were currently holed up near the town of Winchester.  They’d been working on clearing out the area and building out the new government for Tennessee based around the waterways and islands.  Government was a fairly loose term as they were more like loose collections of looters held together by the ex-military leaders with the most men and guns. 
 
      
 
    The biggest and baddest warlord was the leader of the brigade.  That was who they were looking for on this assault.  They sat in the helicopters for a few hours waiting for word that either the brigade had surrendered, or they needed to move in with guns blazing.  Roberts had been shipping men over the mountains and into Tennessee for months now to make this happen.  They had an equal number of troops on the ground to the brigade.  Ground pounders were good to have but the helicopters gave them total air superiority.  Roberts was monitoring to see if the enemy tried to put any fighters or anything in the air since then he’d need to call on their planes which had been driven to local air strips and were ready to scramble if needed.  He was hoping he didn’t have to use them since fighter pilots were a very finite resource as was the number of usable planes on hand.  Not to mention they were fuel hogs. 
 
      
 
    The local warlord didn’t have much of a chance really.  Another hour of waiting and Roberts signaled for everyone to get back in the helicopter.  They’d been sitting in a field in the middle of nowhere with a couple soldiers including Rodriguez and Kyler on Zombie sniping detail.  That meant they had to stand outside and shoot any Zombies they saw.  They were in a remote enough location where the noise didn’t really matter.  They were going to be leaving soon anyway and the sounds of the rotors were louder than a hundred gunshots.    
 
      
 
    They all piled back into the helicopter and flew for about fifteen minutes before landing on a small island next to a large group of men.  All of the men were armed except for the five bloodied prisoners sitting on the ground with their hands bound together by zip ties.  The island with the warlord on it had been taken quickly and efficiently.  The warlord may have the same number of armed men, but he had nowhere close to the same number of real soldiers the Brotherhood boasted.  The warlord had retreated to the island to plan the defense against the helicopters coming through the mountains.  The ground attack had caught him completely by surprise.    
 
      
 
    Roberts stepped out of the helicopter and went to speak with the men in charge of the group who’d taken the island.  Once he’d spoken to them, he walked past the prisoners again and spoke on the radio for a few minutes.  Then he stood by and waited while another helicopter landed on the island.  Above them two more of the gunships flittered around like giant deadly hummingbirds as a constant threat to anyone who may decide to try something stupid.   
 
      
 
    A tall man in a suit with a long black jacket got out and walked towards the prisoners.  Curious what the man was talking about Kyler walked over so he could hear better.  A fierce looking man with a very lethal looking Uzi eyed Kyler aggressively as he started getting too close to the man.  Deciding he didn’t care enough to get any closer Kyler stood where he was to listen in.    
 
      
 
    The Senator met Roberts halfway and shook his hand.  Then he walked over to the defeated warlord.   
 
      
 
    “You know who I am right?”  He asked the man.  The man looked up and nodded.  The nod earned him a slap to the back of the head from one of the armed men standing behind him.  The Senator just stood there until the man remembered his manners. 
 
      
 
    “You’re the man who controls Florida and Georgia.  The Senator.”  He finally said.   
 
      
 
    “Very good.  Except now I also control Tennessee and we might as well say Alabama as well.  Although Alabama has completely fallen apart so there’s no real control there per se.  You now report to Roberts here.  Your mission is to continue expanding throughout the state like you’ve been doing.  Only now you do it our way and we own you.  The only reason you’re not dead is because it’s easier to take over the land if I just can take over an existing governing structure.  Otherwise it’s just a big mess of hillbillies and Zombies like Alabama is.  Do you understand?” 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.”  The man said defiantly. 
 
      
 
    “Hmmm…. I don’t think you do.  Bring his family.”  The Senator said.  He turned around and one of his aides handed him a pair of wire cutters.  The Senator waited until an attractive blond woman and three little blond kids were dragged in front of him.  The woman and two of the kids were crying.  The teen boy was staring at the Senator with hatred spewing out of his eyes.  The Senator pointed at the boy and the men holding him smashed him to the ground and held up his hand.   
 
      
 
    “Wait.  I understand completely.  We’re good sir.”  The once defiant warlord was now groveling.  He may be a hard man, but the Senator knew how to quickly find a man’s weak spot.  He smiled at the warlord then snipped off one of the boys fingers.  The boy joined his sisters and mom in bawling.   
 
      
 
    “Now you understand.  We’re going to arrange for your family to stay at one of our camps in Georgie where they’ll be safe while you work on turning Tennessee into a territory that I can be proud of.  If you do a good enough job you may even get to be in charge of a region of it.  Now do you understand?”  The Senator asked again. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  The broken man said.   
 
      
 
    “Excellent.  Now I believe you.  Do what you’re told, and you’ll be seeing your family again in no time.  Screw around and we’ll send you pieces to remember them by.”   
 
      
 
    The Senator turned and got back in his helicopter.  The wife and three children were shoved in with him.  The helicopter took off immediately disappearing into the distance with its escort.  The man on the ground stared after the helicopter with a heartbroken expression until it finally blinked out of sight.   
 
      
 
    “That was efficient as hell.”  Rodriguez said.  Kyler nodded in agreement.  Efficient and evil.  He felt like he needed a shower just for being on the Senators side.  He wondered if they’d be issued storm trooper armor anytime soon.  He stared at the small finger lying in the dirt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21:  The Clearers 
 
      
 
    Kelly stood in one of the upstairs bedrooms with the curtains open to let in the light.  She had a couple of towels and a jug of water she’d found out in the garage that she was using to try and clean herself off.  She had a pile of clothes on the bed she’d hauled from the master suite downstairs to try on.  She’d completely stripped down for her sponge bath which meant she’d already had to chase Randy out of the room.  All of the kids were sitting around the room with her.  It made her nostalgic for the old days when the kids would all congregate wherever she ended up at in the house to talk and play.  She’d felt like she never got a second alone but when she did it always felt a little off until one of the kids would end up rambling into her.   
 
      
 
    “You think they’ll come back?”  Myriah asked.  She’d asked that question five different ways already that day.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t think so.  There’s a lot of places for them to search for us so I doubt they’ll check here twice.  The longer it takes them to find us the less important we’re going to become.”  Kelly answered patiently.  She couldn’t exactly get mad at Myriah for asking if the bad men were going to come back and try to kill them again any time soon.  It was a legitimate thing for a teenaged girl to be freaked out over. 
 
      
 
    “I keep thinking it’ll be like when someone escapes from prison.  They’re all over the news for a few days then it just kind of fades away unless they’re caught.”  Caitlyn added. 
 
      
 
    “Zoey!  Do not feed your little sister the noodles falling out of my hair!”  Kelly said emphatically to a giggling Zoey who was being egged on by an equally guilty looking Ali.  Kelly smiled down at them as she gently nudged Doreen towards Caitlyn.  It wasn’t like a little ‘hair-ghetti’ as Zoey was calling it was going to be the worst thing to happen to Doreen in the last few weeks.   
 
      
 
    Kelly didn’t really feel clean, but she felt much better than she had before.  She couldn’t actually remember the last time she’d really felt clean.  One of her requirements for their forever home was a nearby lake or river so they could rig up some kind of hot water shower.  She didn’t think that was too much to ask for.  It was amazing how her life goals had been reduced to wanting a hovel somewhere remote that had a place you could pour lukewarm water on your head every once in a while.  It’d be pretty luxurious if each of them got to have their own bathroom bucket as well she thought wryly. 
 
      
 
    She finished dressing and headed downstairs leaving Myriah and Caitlyn to stand watch for an hour or two.  She was planning on taking a quick cat nap then letting the girls sleep until early afternoon before switching off.  None of them had gotten any sleep the night before.  Even after the soldiers had withdrawn, they’d all been too wired to fall asleep.  Except for the littles.  They’d been so happy to be out of the trunk that they’d all passed right out.  Kelly doubted they even really understood that men had come to the house trying to kill them.  She was happy they didn’t seem to know that. 
 
      
 
    Randy was downstairs using a shovel to move the dried-up cadavers on the floor of the living room to the formal dining room area.  He was planning on pouring detergent all over them to help with the smell and then covering them up with a tablecloth.  He just couldn’t take watching the kids run around playing by a bunch of dead bodies any longer.  He knew that kids grew accustomed to new environments and experiences much faster than adults.  He still didn’t want to live in a world where using a dead body as the target for a coin toss game by a bunch of pre-teens was considered normal. 
 
      
 
    “If any men come in here searching for us, they’re going to take one whiff and know someone’s been here.”  Kelly said snaking her arms around his waist.  She was referring to the heavy smell of Febreze in the air.  Randy had found a few cans of air freshener in the hallway closet and immediately went to town.  He’d thought Kelly would love the idea of being in a house that didn’t smell like dead bodies had been marinating in it for years. 
 
      
 
    “If they try to come in just act like a Zombie again and scare them away.”  Randy responded.  He’d been disappointed to find out she’d come down the stairs fully dressed.   
 
      
 
    “Your turn.  I just got all that crap out of my hair and I think I’m missing a chunk of my tongue.  Anyway.  Nap time.  I told Cait and Myriah that we’d sleep for an hour or two then take over for the rest of the day.  Hopefully we can be on the move by tonight.  I feel way too exposed here.  Last night was way too close.”  Kelly finished with a haunted look in her eyes.  She was remembering how close they’d come to getting caught the night before.  How close they’d come to getting themselves killed and leaving their little girls stuck in a trunk to try and live through this hell all alone.  Randy stepped in and held her for a few minutes until she felt herself getting her composure back. 
 
      
 
    They went and lie down next to where the littles had all congregated in a pile of kicking feet and open mouth breathing in the middle of the mattress in the den.  Randy joined them in slumber town minutes after crawling into the bed.  Kelly lie awake a little longer stroking Doreen’s hair and taking the time to just adore her precious girls.  Exhaustion finally carried her away despite her fears she wouldn’t be able to sleep.  Her tears and drool mixing together to wet the sliver of pillow she was able to pry away from Zoey. 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn shook them awake four hours later.  Kelly looked at her phone confused on what time it was.   
 
      
 
    “I couldn’t sleep.  Myriah’s asleep upstairs.  I just walked back and forth between the two rooms, but I can’t stay awake any longer.”  Caitlyn was slurring her words she was so tired.  Kelly quickly got up and gave her spot to Caitlyn.  She went to wake up Randy then thought better of it.  Hopefully the watch today was going to be a big waste of time so she might as well let him sleep.  At least then then one of them would be coherent come nightfall.  Judging by his snoring he wasn’t trying to wake up anytime soon anyway.   
 
      
 
    Kelly walked up the stairs after grabbing another bottled water.  She took a warm can of diet coke with her as well.  It would inevitably turn out to be flat and tasteless, but she was hoping that didn’t impact the caffeine content.  She was pretty sure that expired soda wouldn’t kill you any faster than fresh soda would.  At the top of the stairs she looked out all the windows in the back of the house again before throwing a blanket over Myriah.  She’d fallen asleep sitting up in a lounge chair in the loft looking out the window facing the front of the neighborhood.   
 
      
 
    Kelly popped the top on the warm can of chemicals blended together to produce the addictive liquid that mimicked the taste of the also-addictive sugar filled variety.  It tasted pretty bad, but anything was better than another bottle of melted plastic flavored warm water.  Considering the sodas used metal that didn’t melt in the heat and combine with the liquid they were containing it might be healthier than bottled water at this point.  Not that it really mattered.  They should be so lucky to live long enough to die from some sort of bottled water plastic related cancer. 
 
      
 
    Bored and tired Kelly snooped through the long dead homeowners possessions.  The game room had a bookshelf with a bunch of photo albums lining one of the shelves.  The ones you could order online after uploading the pictures you wanted in it.  Kelly had loved the ones they’d had at their old house.  She wished she’d been able to hold onto them.  She very much doubted she’d be able to open up Amazon and pull her pictures out of the ‘cloud’ anytime soon.  She had zero desire to try and fight their way back down to Florida to retrieve anything either.  All she really valued in this world was currently sleeping under the roof of this oversized crypt.  
 
      
 
    She was looking through pictures of a trip the family had taken to Nashville when motion from the street caught her eye.  She looked out the window and saw two large Penske moving vans rolling into the neighborhood.  Both of the trucks had chain link fencing welded around the fronts and tops of them.  They had slits cut through multiple places in the back.  A ladder was welded to the side of the Penske so that you could climb to the top of it. 
 
      
 
    On the top of each of the trucks were mounted machine guns surrounded by boxes full of ammunition.  Men in camouflage stood on the top of the trucks smoking and staring dead eyed into the homes they were driving past.  The chain link fencing welded around the tops of the trucks was beat to hell.  It looked like it’d still serve the purpose of stopping any of the adrenalized Zombies from just jumping up on top of the Penske to chomp away on whoever was manning the guns. 
 
      
 
    These were the clearers.  These were the men who were sent to clear out the towns and cities so that the looters could go in and collect everything to be brought back to the warehouse to be stored.  Like the men who’d jumped off the boats at Normandy these guys knew their life expectancy could be measured in hours once they rolled into one of these towns to get to work.  Once the bullets started flying and the Zombies started swarming their job was to stand up and bring the fight.   
 
      
 
    Despite the short life expectancy, it was a billet that most of the looters eagerly volunteered for.  The only path to promotion the looters had was to get selected to be a clearer and perform well in that capacity.  A good clearer who managed to stay alive for a year was eligible to be promoted into the regular people’s army.  Once in the people’s army they’d get privileges like being able to visit with their families on a regular basis.  The pecking order in the Brotherhood controlled states had been hacked out in blood and sacrifice.  The Senator finding a way to control everyone by offering what they most wanted.  Protection for their loved ones.  That same protection encouraged loyalty by separating them from their loved ones until you did well enough to get to see them again.  The system had come together so gradually most of the people hadn’t even noticed it was happening until it was already done. 
 
      
 
    The clearers had been ordered here to clear the town.  They’d do their best to kill every Zombie within the city limits.  Once they’d killed all the Zombies that would come at them, they’d go door to door clearing the homes.  For the clearers that survived doing all of that then they’d start all over in a new neighborhood once this one was done.  If they were swarmed by more Zombies than they could kill, they’d go ‘turtle’ on them.  That meant they’d all retreat into the cargo bay of the truck and sit quietly until the Zombies left.  Lots of times the Zombies swarms would dissipate overnight, and they’d just continue the fighting the next day.  Sometimes they’d end up stuck in the truck for a few days waiting for the Zombies to clear out.  They kept at least a week’s worth of food in the truck at all times. 
 
      
 
    The driver of each truck was typically the most senior person on the team.  They were the ones who were up for promotion into the ranks of the army soon.  They were desperate to prove themselves while also being wary of dying before they got their promotion.  They were in charge of using the radio to communicate status back to HQ.  HQ kept a map of all the sites that’d been cleared and were ready to be looted.  The team leads as they were called directed the team locally via walkie and were responsible for making sure no houses were skipped.  In addition to the regular clearing job they’d also been given photocopies of a family of traitors that they should be on the lookout for.  If they found them, it meant instant promotions for the team.   
 
      
 
    Kelly watched from the upstairs window as the trucks positioned themselves to block the main entrance.  They parked back to back at the entrance completely blocking the road coming into the subdivision.  Men climbed up the sides of the vans moving into position.  Kelly stared down at the activity wondering what the men were getting ready for exactly.  She grabbed Myriah’s shoulder and shook her awake. 
 
      
 
    “Go get your dad.  Wake up Caitlyn.  Tell your dad to come up here and tell Caitlyn to get everybody ready downstairs but stay quiet and hidden.  You got it?”   
 
      
 
    “What do you want me to do?”  Myriah asked.  Kelly saw the fear in Myriah’s eyes.  The poor girls lips were already quivering, and she looked close to tears.  Kelly felt bad about telling Myriah they’d be safe there today.  Obviously, they’d been wrong to think it’d be safe to stay here another day.  It was a mistake that may end up costing them everything.   
 
      
 
    “I want you to come up here with your dad.  I may need you to be the messenger between us and Caitlyn.  I’m sorry they came back honey.  Make sure your pistol is ready to go and you can get to it.  We may need them.”  Kelly said. 
 
      
 
    Myriah turned and jogged down the stairs sobbing.  Kelly hoped she didn’t go into a full-scale panic attack even though in this particular case a full-scale panic attack was completely understandable.  They’d just survived a night of hunters in the neighborhood and now it was like the Brotherhood had doubled down on finding them.  This wasn’t a handful of guys checking doors at night.  These guys looked like they were here to do some damage.  Kelly hefted the comforting weight of her rifle.  Not that it would do a ton of good if they had to go head to head with the guys on the machine guys outside.   
 
      
 
    “Hey babe.  Thanks for letting me sleep in.”  Randy had crept up the carpeted stairs to hug her from behind.  Myriah was standing quietly behind him with tears streaking down her face.  She was still letting out the occasional sob and struggling with a case of the hiccups. 
 
      
 
    “We can’t fight them.  There’s too many of them and they’ve got machine guns.”  Kelly said.  She let herself break down a little bit in the comfort and security of her husband’s arms.  He held her tighter and told her sweet lies like it was all going to be ok and that they’d figure out a way to get through this.   
 
      
 
    “Attic?”  Randy blurted. 
 
      
 
    “You want to hide in it?”  Kelly asked.  It might work she thought to herself.  It wasn’t like these guys would be trying to find Zombies up in attics.  Randy looked elated for a second then he seemed to deflate. 
 
      
 
    “Shit!  We’ve screwed up the inside of this house too much.  Anybody who comes in here will think something’s been going on and search the whole house.  We’ve got dead bodies that’ve been moved and chef boy ardee all over the place.  Even the den looks like people have been in it recently.  I don’t know how we can go around putting all the dust back where it needs to be and sucking the Febreze out of the damned air.”  Randy put his face in his hands and bent over for a second taking deep breaths to try to reign himself in.   
 
      
 
    Seeing her dad at a complete loss looking like he was thinking about giving up made Myriah break down completely.  She sat on the ground and buried her face in her hoodie.  She began crying in earnest.  Randy looked up and saw her but couldn’t think of anything to say to try and comfort her.  Kelly sat down beside Myriah and started rubbing her back.  Randy realized how beaten they looked.  They had to come up with something. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  They’ve got machine guns and more men than us and we’ve messed this house up to the point I don’t think we can hide that people have been here recently.  We’ve got a handful of guns with limited bullets and a car in the garage that works.  We’d just have to drive through the huge moving trucks with the machine guns mounted on them to get out.  What kind of Mad Max bullshit is that anyway?”  Randy said trying to lighten the tension.  Kelly barely acknowledged that he’d been joking and Myriah was too young to have any idea who Mad Max was. 
 
      
 
    “What are they doing now?”  Kelly asked getting up and offering Myriah a hand. 
 
      
 
    “They’re all getting ready for something I just don’t know what.”  Randy said staring down at the activity by the trucks.  Between the two trucks there were easily thirty to forty armed men down there moving around.  They didn’t seem to be trying to be quiet either.  Randy could actually see a few Zombies running down the street towards the trucks.  None of the men seemed particularly worried. 
 
      
 
    Shots rang out and the Zombies running in the road fell to the ground and rolled around a little bit before dying.  Randy and Kelly stared at each other with their mouths open.  What kind of crazy people shot their weapons in the middle of the day?  That was going to attract every Zombie within a mile or two.  Staring out the window the men down below still didn’t seem too worried.  The number of Zombies running towards the truck was steadily increasing.  The answering gunfire increased in sync with the rising numbers of Zombies headed in their direction.    
 
      
 
    “What the hell are they doing?”  Kelly asked quietly.   
 
      
 
    “Trying to get all the Zombies to come to them so they can kill them is my guess.  I mean why else would they park those trucks there and make all that noise.”  Randy answered.  They continued to stare down at the street where the Zombies were really starting to show up now.  The men on the trucks firing steadily into the crowds of Zombies.  They were firing in all four directions as the large moving trucks became surrounded. 
 
      
 
    “What the hell are they going to do when those Zombies start sweeping over the top?”  Kelly asked.  She was in awe of the men down below who seemed fearless in the face of the oncoming wave of death.   
 
      
 
    They watched as the moment came when the fences around the top of the truck seemed like they might not hold any longer.  Adrenalized Zombies ran over the backs of their normal brethren to leap up and hoist their way onto the top of the truck.  Nothing happened.  The Zombies slowly just started to calm down.  Some started to leave the area although most just milled around by the trucks looking pissed for being cheated out of some tasty flesh.   
 
      
 
    “They must be in the trucks.  I bet they pop back out in a little while and start the whole process again.”  Randy said after they observed for a little bit longer.   
 
      
 
    “Worse case they’d have to spend the night in the truck then they could move it forward a little bit to get away from the piles of dead Zombies and do the whole thing all over again.  Wash, rinse, repeat.  As long as the trucks full of extra bullets and food they could just do this over and over.”  Kelly mused. 
 
      
 
    They both sat still contemplating what this may mean for them.  If the people in the truck were stuck until the Zombies wandered away, then that gave them a window when they could possibly make a run for it.  That would’ve worked fine if they were back further in the neighborhood.  The house they were in was close to the front though and they were going to have the same issue the guys in the truck were having.  They were surrounded by Zombies.  There were some who’d stopped to hang out after the noise from the truck died off and some that looked like they were leaving to wander elsewhere.  The large open area behind the house was covered in random wanderers. 
 
      
 
    “We could try and get in another house.  That way if we get stuck hiding in the attic, they wouldn’t be able to tell someone had been living in it at least.”  Randy said breaking the silence. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to sit in a dark attic trying to keep everybody quiet while men with guns rip the house apart looking for us.  If they found us, we’d have no chance.  Right now, I think we have a chance.  We just have to time it right.”  Kelly said.  Her hope was that the Zombies around the house would thin out before the Zombies around the trucks did.  If that happened, they’d be able to make a run for it and hopefully get out of the neighborhood without being seen by Zombies or the Brotherhood. 
 
      
 
    “I think you’re right.  We just all need to suit up and be ready to haul ass the second the coast is halfway clear.”  Randy kissed Kelly as they sat down to plan out the route they’d take once they made the call to pick up the kids and run for their lives.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22:  A Blue Label Day 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez and Kyler were reclining on leather chairs in a small cabin on the edge of the island.  The cabins were part of a string of upscale hunting lodges that’d been built for both serious hunters and adventure seeking business executives.  Krantz had left them there while he’d accompanied Roberts to another planning session.  Rodriguez was busy getting wasted off the blue label Krantz had finally gotten around to giving to him.  Kyler had been subjected to almost an hour of Rodriguez telling him how damned good it tasted.  The descriptions becoming more grandiose the more Rodriguez drank.   
 
      
 
    Krantz showed back up to check on them as the sun was starting to go down.  Kyler had already lit the gas lantern sitting on the ledge by the oven in the small kitchen in the cabin.  In addition to the kitchen and dining areas there were two sets of bunk beds and a bathroom.  The bathroom had been turned into a storage area and was full of bottled water and crates of Yahoo.  Rodriguez had lost interest when he couldn’t find any ice.  He’d hoped the refrigerator was hooked up to solar or something.  The search for ice had led to a lecture about how much better the whiskey would taste over ice.  If Kyler could’ve found some ice, he would’ve gladly beaten Rodriguez with it until he stopped talking. 
 
      
 
    “I see you’re enjoying the whiskey.”  Krantz said smiling crookedly at Rodriguez.  Rodriguez was splayed out in the leather recliner with the remainder of the bottle sitting on the end table beside him.  He had a half full tumbler of the brown liquid swirling in a cup in his hand.  One way you could tell it was an upscale cabin was it had the proper glasses for drinking a fine whiskey.  Rodriguez had been happy to tell Kyler all about how the proper glass was essential.   
 
      
 
    “Grab a glass sir.  Join me.  The kid here doesn’t drink.  Something about his uncle molesting him or something.”  Rodriguez grinned stupidly waiting for Krantz to go and grab a glass. 
 
      
 
    “Only because I’ve been dying to open this and see what it tastes like.  Just the one though.  The three of us are shipping out tomorrow and I don’t want to feel as bad as you’re going to in the morning.”  Krantz answered. 
 
      
 
    “This stuff is too expensive to give you a hangover.”  Rodriguez promised with that same stupid looking grin plastered on his face.  One look at him reaffirmed all the reasons Kyler avoided any kind of binge drinking. 
 
      
 
    “Where are we shipping out to?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “The Senator asked Roberts where his sisters killer was.  He had to tell him they got away.  Roberts trusts us and since we were already on the case, he wants us to go meet up with the clearers and keep up the search.”  Krantz answered simply.  He was swirling the liquor around in his cup and holding it up to the lantern to look at it.   
 
      
 
    “You gonna take a picture of it or drink it sir?”  Rodriguez slurred comically looking offended that Krantz wasn’t swilling down every bit in his glass and asking for seconds immediately.  Krantz smiled and raised the glass to his lips taking a generous sip.   
 
      
 
    “That’s good.  That’s really good.  Anyway, first thing tomorrow morning we fly back.  I’ll come by and get you.  Be ready.  If I have to leave you here, you’ll end up fighting with the Willie Nelson brigade to take back Broadway.”  Krantz finished the rest of the liquor in his glass, started to tell Rodriguez to go easy on the liquor and visibly thought better of it, said a simple goodnight instead and walked out the door. 
 
      
 
    “You think maybe you – “  Kyler cut himself off.  What did it really matter if Rodriguez drank himself into oblivion?  Like plenty of men Kyler had known Rodriguez was a functional alcoholic.  He’d get up in the morning, drink a water and be good to go.  They were on an island in the middle of what’d been enemy territory up until that afternoon.  Kyler imagined a lot could still go wrong with all of that which was why he was happy they were getting the hell out of Tennessee in the morning.  At least on an island Zombies weren’t going to show up in the middle of the night to attack them.  That was good because if they did Rodriguez would be completely useless. 
 
      
 
    The next morning Krantz didn’t show up at their cabin until about ten.  Kyler was awake staring at the roof of the cabin.  He’d woken up to the sight of Rodriguez spread out on the floor face down with no pants on.  His body was pointed in the direction of the door, so Kyler thought maybe he’d been heading outside to pee and just gotten confused.  Who knew?  He’d yelled at Rodriguez to get up and get dressed.  Once Rodriguez had pulled some pants on and found a water bottle, they’d both gone back to sleep expecting Krantz to come disturb them at any second. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning gentlemen!”  A chipper looking Krantz announced as he came through the door.  “Grab your crap and let’s get out of here.  We’re next on the docket to leave.  You’ve got three minutes.” 
 
      
 
    Three minutes was more time than either Rodriguez or Kyler needed.  They both slept in their clothes.  Normally they did anyway.  Evidently a bottle of blue label is a lot like tequila in the making your clothes fall off category.  Kyler shuddered at the memory.  Standing up to walk outside he grabbed his backpack and slung it over his shoulders.  His M-16 was hanging off his arm fully loaded and ready to rock.  His machete, hammer and pistol were hanging off him where he could easily get to them.  He had knives shoved everywhere he could stick them without risking cutting himself.  He didn’t want to end up with a scar like Rodriguez had on his posterior. 
 
      
 
    It was kind of depressing that he didn’t have anything he cared about losing anymore.  He’d lost all his pictures on his phone and that’d been the last thing that really mattered to him.  If he ever managed to get away, he was going to see about returning up north and going back to his old house.  He’d love to grab some of the family pictures to keep.  He’d stayed awake plenty of nights wishing he had a picture of his mom to look at every once in a while.  He was scared every time he closed his eyes that his memory of her was going to fail him.   
 
      
 
    Krantz led them down a path through the trees to the other side of the island where there was a large field.  Two helicopters were sitting out on the field with Brotherhood men milling around them.  Krantz walked them over and they all sat around the helicopter until someone decided it was ok for them to leave.  As in all military operations once they were told it was ok to leave, they were expected to go from zero to a hundred miles per hour in no time flat.  Within minutes of receiving the order the rotors were spinning. Five minutes after the order was issued, they were in the air headed for the mountains.   
 
      
 
    Krantz hadn’t told them if they were being let off in Chattanooga or taken all the way back to Ball Ground.  If finding the traitors hadn’t still been important to the Senator, then they’d probably have gotten stuck in Tennessee helping out with that operation.  If they did get flown all the way to Ball Ground, then Kyler guessed that meant they really did have some prestige.  Aviation fuel couldn’t be that plentiful and keeping these birds flying was probably challenging the mechanical skills of whoever they had servicing them.  He decided he could get used to flying around as his primary mode of transportation.  Every time you drove somewhere you ended up fighting for your life against Zombies.  Up in the helicopter you could just wave as you flew over groups of them impotently screeching up at you.   
 
      
 
    He imagined the longer into the apocalypse they went the more dangerous it’d become to fly around in the machines though.  When you’re surrounded by raving cannibals trying to eat you alive and human bandits trying to shoot you all the time.  Preventative maintenance can sometimes fall to the wayside.  Given the value of the machine they were in and the scarcity of everything needed to keep it flying he was pretty surprised when they didn’t land in Chattanooga.   
 
      
 
    It was a pleasant surprise though.  He hadn’t been looking forward to having to make their own way back to Ball Ground.  He definitely could’ve used another one of those toasted venison sandwiches though.  Just thinking about it made him drool and his eyes get a little bit dreamy.  He shifted his gun around and stared at the trees streaming past down below.  His trance like state interrupted by Krantz coming over the channel to tell them to get ready to get out.  It was time to get back to the reality of the constant risk of a misstep resulting in a Zombie snacking on your genitals.   
 
      
 
    “Get ready.  The clearers are already in town, so the Zombies are all stirred up.  They’re going to drop us in a field outside of Ball Ground and we’re going to hike in.  If they drop us off any closer, we’ll just risk getting swarmed.  Be ready to dismount in ten mics.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Rodriguez both acknowledged the order then watched the ground intently to see what kind of fun they were going to be dropped off in.  Rodriguez tapped Kyler on the shoulder and pointed towards the subdivision by the first exit.  The streets around the houses were crawling with Zombies.  It looked like someone had kicked over a fire ant mound on that side of town.   
 
      
 
    They were dropped off in a field behind the elementary school.  As soon as their feet hit the ground, they took off running for the trees.  The noise caused by the rotors was going to act like a homing beacon for any nearby Zombies.  The chopper pilot had said he’d fly low on his way out to broaden the area the Zombies would be looking for fresh meat in.  The pilot didn’t want to make too much noise and screw up the clearers plan though.  They also didn’t want to waste a bunch of fuel flying around in circles, so it was a situation where Krantz had to be happy with what they were willing to do for him. 
 
      
 
    Screeching Zombies were starting to show up on the edges of the field they were running through.  Kyler felt the familiar fear tinged adrenaline flooding his system.  The thought occurred to him that maybe he’d survived so long because he had such an easily triggered flight response.  He let the terror coursing through him pump his legs to the point that he left Rodriguez in his dust and easily outpaced Krantz.  He was the first one to get to the woods.  He kept running until he was about thirty feet in before slowing to wait for the other two to catch up.   
 
      
 
    Breathing hard he watched Krantz bash his way into the woods directly behind him.  Rodriguez was about ten feet back from Krantz and looked like he’d spent the morning trying to play the bagpipes for the first time.  His face was bright red and he looked beyond nauseous.  That bottle of blue must not be sitting right with him.  Seeing they were behind him Kyler asked Krantz where they were trying to go.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s get to the trucks so we have the radio to talk to the clearers and so we’re mobile.  We’ve got some other places to check besides Ball Ground.”  Krantz huffed.  He was in about the same shape as Rodriguez as far as aerobics went.  He had the advantage though since his body wasn’t pulling double duty fighting off alcohol poisoning.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was a natural athlete who was young and hadn’t picked up any vices yet.  He’d been beaten, burned and cut but he was still in excellent shape.  Krantz pulled out a compass to try and figure out the right way to go.  The sounds of screeching coming from the patch of woods they were in had him tucking that right back in his shirt and just pointing for Kyler to move deeper into the woods.  Each of them was sporting their preferred hand weapons at this point.  Krantz had put his badass leather armored gloves on.  Kyler realized his generic five for twenty-dollar work gloves were tucked deep in his backpack where he couldn’t easily get to them.  He guessed that was why Krantz was an officer while he got to share a cabin with Rodriguez. 
 
      
 
    At the edge of the woods was a road they needed to cross that had Zombies moving around all over it.  Between whatever the clearers were doing and the helicopter buzzing overhead this town was turning into a Zombie street festival.  They couldn’t get across the street.  Krantz tried to make contact with the clearers using his handheld but didn’t have any luck.  That could’ve been since he just tried sending clicks and whispers.  There were way too many agitated looking Zombies rolling around where they were at to risk making any human sounding noises.  Especially since they knew there were now new and improved Zombies out there with superior auditory capabilities.   
 
      
 
    Sinking into the bushes about ten feet back from the road they sat and stared at one another.  There were  Zombies crashing around in the woods near them as well as the ones out on the road randomly making noise.  Kyler was ok with the ones that randomly made moaning and snorting noises.  He vastly preferred them to the eerily quiet ones that sometimes seemed to just appear out of nowhere.  Krantz had agreed with that opinion when Kyler mentioned it.  Rodriguez had just snorted and said the only good Zombie was a dead Zombie.   
 
      
 
    Krantz pulled out a notebook and scribbled a message across the first page of it before handing it over to Kyler to look at.  Kyler read it and passed it along to Rodriguez.  It said what they were all thinking.  Unless the Zombies surrounding them decided to leave, they were pretty much stuck sitting there until nightfall.  Kyler put his back against a tree and pulled out the little blackjack game.  He made sure the volume was turned off and hit the bet button.  He studiously ignored Rodriguez staring at him waiting for his turn to play with the cheap little handheld game.   
 
      
 
    Passing the time in complete silence while infected, insane, supercharged cannibals roamed all around them was starting to become way too routine Kyler reflected as the sun slowly set.  The shadows lengthened as Rodriguez tried to beat Kyler’s score on the blackjack game.  Judging by the pissed off look on his face it wasn’t playing out the way he wanted it to.  Smiling to himself at the look on Rodriguez’s face Kyler glanced over at Krantz.  Krantz was standing up but hunched over.  He looked like he was trying to see through the bushes to see if the road was clearing out at all yet.  Considering the time of the day the Zombies should be wandering off the road and bedding down soon.   
 
      
 
    As soon as Kyler thought about the fact that the Zombies should be bedding down soon, he realized they may have made a serious error in where they’d decided to hang out.  He poked Krantz in the leg to get his attention.  Krantz turned around to see why he was being poked.  He saw Kyler wanted to tell him something, so he handed him the pad with the pen shoved through the spiral metal part of it.  Kyler scribbled in the pad and passed it back to Krantz.  
 
      
 
    A fat Zombie in overalls sauntered into the middle of the little clearing they were in looking for a place to lie down.  It saw the three uninfected humans staring at it and opened its mouth to let out a screech.  From out of nowhere Rodriguez appeared and shoved the blackjack game deep into the Zombies mouth.  The Zombies eyes got big and it stepped forward grabbing Rodriguez in a bear hug.  The good ol’ boy looking Zombie looked like half its face had either rotted off or just transformed into one giant blood blister.  It’s one eye was almost hidden by the massive pus- and blood-filled growth on its face.  The eye that was visible had gone comically round when it opened its mouth to screech and instead found itself inhaling a video game. 
 
      
 
    That enormous blood blister face was now rubbing all over Rodriguez as the Zombie tried to work the game out of its mouth to get its teeth into him.  Rodriguez had the work gloves on and was holding tight to keep the game crammed in.  Kyler took his hatchet and hacked away at the hillbillies leg trying to make it fall over.  He didn’t have the right angle to hit the Zombie in the head.  Krantz took out his machete and started sawing at the things face trying to force it back from Rodriguez.  The fat bastards giant blood pimple burst spraying Krantz’s hand down and completely soaking Rodriguez.   
 
      
 
    A look of complete disgust covered Krantz’s face as he steadfastly kept his hand and machete in place to keep the beast off Rodriguez.  The face was just one big bloody flap of purplish skin on one side now after spewing all the pus and blood all over Rodriguez and Krantz.  Krantz was fighting the Zombie and dry heaving at the same time.  Trying to ignore the smell of the septic pus that’d sprayed from the Zombies face Kyler worked his way behind the beast to carve away at the back of its big melon.  He hacked into the skull and could actually see the brain before the Zombie finally fell to it’s knees.  It’s dirty, flabby, sore covered arms letting go of a thoroughly traumatized Rodriguez when it finally collapsed onto the pine straw covered ground.   
 
      
 
    The brief, intense battle had been fought in complete silence.  The only noise the slight sound from the dry heaves and the noises made when their weapons struck flesh and bone.  Rodriguez took two steps away from the massive carcass of the bloated hillbilly who’d almost finished him and fell to the ground gasping.  Krantz was pulling out an economy sized tube of hand sanitizer and wiping himself down.  When he finished up with the sanitizer, he handed it to Rodriguez who applied it liberally to all of his exposed skin.  It burnt like hell but if it kept you from getting infected then it was worth it.  If it didn’t actually kill the virus it did at least leave you smelling like lemon pledge. 
 
      
 
    Krantz bent down and picked up the notebook he’d dropped as they all moved back into the forest to give themselves more of a buffer from the road.  He read what Kyler had written while the light was still available for it to be legible.  He hit Kyler in the head with the book then slid it back into the large pocket on the side of his pants.  Kyler smirked remembering what he’d written.  Rodriguez just looked back and forth between them until Krantz handed him the notebook to read.  Rodriguez looked like he might whack Kyler with the notebook as well for a second.  Instead he just grinned and handed the book back to Krantz who put it back away again with a chagrined smile playing at the corners of his lips. 
 
      
 
    ‘We should go a little deeper in the woods in case a Zombie decides to pick this spot to nest for night.’   
 
      
 
    Kyler was a little peeved that they’d gotten ticked at him for pointing out the obvious.  Even if he’d pointed it out a few seconds too late at least he’d thought of it to begin with.  On the plus side he was the only one who hadn’t been covered in goo when Krantz had used his machete on the Zombie like Dr. Pimple Popper going for a record pop. 
 
      
 
    In the dark the forest made all the normal forest noises.  Knowing that some of those creaks and snaps were more than likely due to Zombies bedding down for the night made every noise seem more ominous than normal.  They gave it another hour then Krantz led them across the street through a parking lot out onto another street.  He basically just went west until they ran into the interstate.  Instead of walking down the middle of the road and risking being noticed he took them through the woods.  Once there he turned confidently to the right and kept walking.  Rodriguez and Kyler obediently following him to the next mile marker.  Krantz squinted to make out which mile marker it was.  Once he saw it, he flipped around without missing a beat and marched them with just as much confidence as before in the opposite direction.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was impressed.  Krantz had done it so smoothly that for a second Kyler had been arguing with himself whether they’d been going the wrong way originally or not.  Like there was some other reason they’d flip around and go the other way.  Deciding he didn’t care as long as he ended up sitting in a nice truck at the end of the day he trudged along.  Twenty minutes later they were rewarded by the silhouette of a truck on the side of the road up ahead.  Krantz grabbed the keys and they all piled in.  Once they were sitting there Krantz started the truck and turned it around to drive to where they’d left the other truck. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  I’m going to drop you two at the other truck.  I’m going to pick up a driver and we’re going to do sweeps on the roads and see if we can’t find the traitors.  I’d love for us to take tonight off, but I feel like we’ve already lost too much time as it is.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Krantz both nodded.  They were exhausted but they understood the mission needed to come first.  Kyler felt a little dirty acting like he was going to obey the command to search the area thoroughly.  No one else knew that he’d already picked a side as far as the refugee family they were chasing went.  He’d drive around aimlessly all night though.  Rodriguez would more than likely drink himself into a stupor anyway.  Kyler liked the idea that he seemed to have finally mastered the art of loafing while appearing busy.  He’d get to practice all night long. 
 
      
 
    Krantz pulled up to the other truck and waited for them to start it up.  Once they’d headed off to drive the roads that he’d asked them to cover he got on the radio and asked the clearers for a status.  The clearers in Jasper and Talking Rock both reported everything looked normal and no sign of the traitor family.  The clearer in Ball Ground came on and said he may have something.  
 
      
 
    Feeling like he should be turning on sirens and blue lights Krantz turned the truck to drive over to where the clearer team lead was waiting to meet him.  A few miles away Kyler listened to the radio interaction and felt a sinking pit in his stomach. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23:  Hundred Yard Dash 
 
      
 
    “How’s it looking?”  Kelly asked Randy.  He’d just come out of the back bedroom.  He’d gone in there to see if the Zombies where settling down yet or not.   
 
      
 
    “A little bit better.  There’s still a couple I still see strolling around.  All that noise today got them all riled up.  How about with the guys out front?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    “Still hiding.”  Kelly said gesturing at the window for Randy to take a look.  In the dimming light Randy could just make out the shapes of the two large moving trucks parked in the front of the neighborhood.  From the angle they were looking out at he couldn’t see the road but from the intensity of the gunfire earlier there must be a ton of bodies lying around it.    
 
      
 
    “I wonder how they get the trucks out when they’re surrounded by all those bodies?”  Randy wondered out loud.  It was worth thinking about.  If the trucks just sat there building up huge drifts of dead bodies, then they’d have a hell of a time digging their way out when they were done.  They must either move the trucks each night or spend a ton of time manually shifting the bodies around each night.  He got more excited thinking about it as he thought he may be on to something that could help them.   
 
      
 
    “Fire?  A bulldozer?  Giant snow shovels?  They all get out and just shovel the bodies to the side?”  Kelly started rattling off her guesses at how the problem could be addressed.  The answer to that question could be the key to their escape from this mess. 
 
      
 
    They sat there brainstorming for about fifteen minutes before Randy went back and checked outside again.  This time he came back in the room sounding relieved.  
 
      
 
    “I can’t really see anything so I want you to look too but I think we can make a run for it now.”  He told Kelly.  She got up and took a look out the window.  She couldn’t see much more than vague blobs out in the darkness but none of them seemed to be moving or Zombie shaped.  Deciding that was going to have to be good enough they went downstairs to get the band back together.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn had been working on getting everyone ready.  They were all sitting on the edge of the pull-out bed in the den fully dressed.  Each of them had their own backpacks and gear strapped on as well.  Caitlyn and Myriah both had their weapons shoved in the straps from their backpacks.  The way they carried the pistols speaking to their experience with wearing them at this point.  Caitlyn had taken to firearms like a fish to water while Myriah still held her pistol like it was a snake that might decide to bite her at any second.  Randy and Kelly shrugged into their gear then spent a few minutes staring out the back sliders into the darkness.   
 
      
 
    Randy gave Kelly a quick peck on the cheek then rounded up everyone to stand by the back door.  He squatted down so he was at the same level as the littles.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  We’re going to try and get out of here as fast as we can.  There are too many bad guys around here, so we want to go somewhere else.  We need to go fast and quiet.  Caitlyn will carry Doreen.  Myriah I want you holding on to Zoey and Doreen’s hands.  Your moms going to lead, and I’ll cover the rear.  We’re headed for the trees on the back side of the neighborhood.  If we get split up hide right where we lose you at and stay there.  If you wander too far away, we might not be able to find you again.  Everybody understand?  Any questions?”  Randy waited but everyone was silent.  It reminded him of the somber silence of mourners standing around a coffin at a funeral. 
 
      
 
    “I love you guys.”  Kelly whispered before she opened the back door and stepped out into the shadows.  Randy waited for the children to follow her.  Even though Kelly may be a little bit navigationally challenged she still had better eyesight than him.  Her eyesight was one of the reasons he’d asked her to run point on their evacuation.  He was in the back because it was the most dangerous spot to be in.  This is where the Zombies would hit first if they noticed something odd about the group traipsing around in the dark.  It also put him in position to watch over the kids and make sure none of them got lost.  He was paranoid about losing one of them.  It wasn’t like he could use an iPhone app to track them down or call the police to help him look for them.  The first chance he got he wanted to find some walkie talkies of some kind so he could make sure each kid had one and knew how to use it. That way they’d have some chance of finding them if they did get separated.   
 
      
 
    They’d made it about twenty yards from the house when the sound of trucks starting up drifted to them across the homes.  It was soon followed by the sound of rifle fire.  Kelly started running towards the houses on the side of the neighborhood by the woods.  The houses they needed to reach to get out of the subdivision.  Movement and sounds all around them fueling her need to get everyone moving as quickly as possible.  Caitlyn was running with Doreen flopping around on her shoulders in a fireman’s carry right above her backpack.  Myriah was pulling Zoey and Ali around like a couple of miniature water skiers across the overgrown grass.  A house directly in front of them began spewing out a line of misshapen screeching blobs.   
 
      
 
    Kelly couldn’t really see them in the dark as more than vague shapes, but they were between them and the woods.  Considering there was plenty of noise in the air already she decided to just roll with it.  She started punching rounds through everything in front of her she saw that looked humanoid or moved.   She slowed from a jog to a walk to try and be as accurate as possible.  Reaching the house as two more Zombies emerged, she plugged both of them as well.  Stepping over the dead bodies she waved for everyone to keep following her.   On the other side of the neighborhood it sounded like the shooting may be tapering off.  Luckily it was still plenty loud enough to attract the Zombies who’d started moving towards the sound of Kelly’s firing. 
 
      
 
    Kelly checked to make sure Caitlyn was right behind her then ran around the side of the house by the woods.  The rest of the crew snaked along behind her until they got to the bushes by the edge of the home.  Kelly paused there to watch as some shadowy shapes ran by.  One of them was screaming as it ran by unable to contain its excitement at the possibility of rending human flesh.  That scream was echoing around the whole neighborhood as it erupted from other throats.  Glass shattered and doors were ripped off hinges as Zombies who’d been trapped in homes for years finally broke out leaving the bodies of their half-eaten families to continue to rot. 
 
      
 
    Kelly held her magazine up to the sky trying to see how many rounds she had left.  Unable to figure it out she popped the magazine back in her rifle and made sure she had a bullet ready to go in the chamber.  She stood up to leave.  Randy put his hand on her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    “Shouldn’t we wait until we see a break?”  He whispered in her ear. 
 
      
 
    Kelly shook her head side to side and put a finger to her lips to shut him up.  Randy backed off.  One of the rules of being the point person was that you got to pick the direction and pace for everyone else.  It was kind of the same rules that applied to her being the mom in the group.  Kelly hesitated then turned and made sure everyone was looking at her.  She pretended like she was running really fast until everyone nodded that they got it.  They needed to run as fast they could to get across the road. 
 
      
 
    Kelly unslung her rifle and handed it to Myriah indicating that it was low on ammunition.  Then she took the pistol from Myriah and made sure it was ready to shoot.  After verifying that is was, she hoisted Zoey up with her free arm keeping her other arm free to use the pistol.  She nodded at Randy to do the same thing.  He slung his rifle and scooped up Ali pulling his pistol out and making sure it was good to.  Satisfied with how they were arranged to get across the street Kelly started moving in that direction.  She went slowly at first but once out in the open she took off running.  Caitlyn carrying Doreen with Myriah right behind her and Randy on their six.  Kelly was so focused on running she missed the two Zombies who started skipping towards them from out of the ditch.  Randy fired the pistol five times and those Zombies stopped moving.  The noise from the gunfire attracting the attention of more Zombies.   
 
      
 
    Kelly ran past the bodies of the Zombies Randy had killed and tripped running through the overgrown ditch.  Zoey and her both fell into the rock and mud-covered bottom of the ditch.  Kelly tried to hold onto Zoey and ended up losing her pistol in the tall weeds.  She picked up Zoey and tried to find the pistol until Randy bumped into her.  He hissed at her to leave it because they needed to get out of sight immediately.  Recognizing the wisdom of his words Kelly hitched Zoey up on her shoulder and followed Randy into the woods being much more careful of where she stepped this time. 
 
      
 
    Once they’d all made it into the woods Randy took the lead.  He had a marginally better sense of direction than Kelly did but more importantly his body was better at breaking through the briars and spider webs.  If they wandered blindly into a Zombie nest, he wanted to be the one in the lead as well from a fighting perspective.  For someone who’d never been in a real fight until the Zombie apocalypse he was definitely a quick learner.  Kelly said he was just naturally mean.  Whatever it was he felt like you could throw him in any biker bar in the old USA and he’d be able to hold his own now.   
 
      
 
    They pushed on through the dark until they ran into the highway.  Zombie noises still audible all around them.  It was nighttime but all the shooting had kicked off a Zombie rave.  Randy turned right at the highway to go north and started walking along the edge of the woods.  He wanted to be able to get the group to duck into the woods to hide if they needed to but also knew they needed to make decent time, or they risked being found out in the morning.   
 
      
 
    He led them up the side of the road occasionally having them stop and stay quiet when he heard something.  They passed two large pickup trucks parked on the side of the road, but both were missing the keys.  Kelly complained she should’ve married a car thief instead of a computer programmer.  If she had, she may be riding right now instead of stumbling through overgrown weeds weary of stepping on a sleeping Zombie.  They’d rummaged around in the trucks trying to find keys and anything else of value and ended up with some waters and granola bars.  Randy had been careful to make sure that the trucks didn’t look looted.  No sense in making it easy on the Brotherhood to figure out which direction they were headed.   
 
      
 
    The highway split off and Randy bore to the right.  They’d been at it a few hours and nerves were frayed.  Everyone was tired and aching.  They were making minimal progress with all of the stumbling they were doing.  Kelly had hurt her ankle when she fell earlier so that was slowing them down as well.  When they ran into a two-lane road that disappeared into the woods Randy didn’t have to think twice about leading his family down it.  He’d already been nervous as hell walking down the main road in plain sight of anyone who happened to drive by with NVGs on.  If they had headlights on, he figured they could jump out of the way and hide in plenty of time.  
 
      
 
    They walked down what Kelly considered one of the worlds darkest roads for another forty minutes before seeing an asphalt paved single lane private drive leading off it.  They crossed the street and headed down the small drive.  Randy took the first dirt and weed covered driveway on the left to walk up to a house that’d probably looked old and crappy way before any of this Zombie stuff happened.  A decrepit looking RV was parked behind the large two-story home.  The RV was sitting at a crazy angle on three deflated tires with some wooden fence posts propped against it.  In the dark it was impossible to tell what color the house was painted but it was possible to see that all the paint was flecking off it.  There was a big shed in the side yard that Randy was hoping might contain what he was looking for.   
 
      
 
    The shed had a rusty padlock holding the two aluminum doors on the front of it shut.  The roof looked like it’d been half blown off though so Randy boosted Myriah up to see if she could look down into the shed and see anything.  She shoved her head bravely into the massive pile of dust and cobwebs with a flashlight they’d found back in one of the trucks in the glove compartment.  She saw piles of tools on the workbench and a riding mower with a wagon attached to it.  She saw what might be jugs of gas for the mower as well.  Not seeing anything else she climbed down and let her mom and dad know what she’d seen.   
 
      
 
    “Worth making a lot of noise for?”  Kelly asked.   
 
      
 
    “Maybe but I was hoping for something a little speedier than a riding mower.  We don’t want to be slow and loud.  Fast and loud would be ok.  Let’s keep looking.  If it was easy to get in, I’d say let’s get some of the tools for weapons and to help us break into other places but yeah.”  Randy let the sentence hang and started walking towards the attached two car garage on the bottom right of the home.   
 
      
 
    Kelly and the rest of them followed along.  Myriah busily trying to shake and rub all the cobwebs and dirt out of her hair.  She was pretty relieved her dad hadn’t asked her to try and wiggle into the shed and grab them out some tools.  She’d almost volunteered to do it until realizing how much it would suck.  She wasn’t completely sure she could do it silently either.  She sped up to catch up with her dad who was now standing and staring at the garage doors. He waved for Myriah who came over and they repeated the process except this time she just had to look through the windows on the garage versus sticking her head into the opening scene of an arachnophobia film.   
 
      
 
    She couldn’t tell for sure, but she thought she might see what her dad was looking for.  One side seemed to be covered in camping gear and some kind of vehicles with tarps covering them.  The shelves on that side were completely covered in boxes and bags of random junk that bled down into where the possible vehicles they were looking for were sitting with covers on them.  The other side of the garage was taken up by a small sedan.  That was the only car they’d seen on the property which made them all hopeful that no one was home.  This time her dad was a lot more excited about what she’d seen. 
 
      
 
    He immediately started trying to lift the garage doors.  Neither of them budged when he pulled on them.  They held a whispered conference to discuss how to get in.  Breaking a window on the garage door seemed like it’d cause a lot of noise for possibly zero reward.  There was no guarantee once they broke it that they’d be able to squeeze anyone through it or be able to reach the emergency release rope to unlock the door.  They decided to go in the house and work their way to the garage that way.  Kelly and Randy got Caitlyn and the kids comfortable and out of sight on the side of the home then walked around to the back.   
 
      
 
    The back of the house was framed by a big wooden deck.  The deck felt like all the wood was rapidly rotting away.  The owners must not have believed in spending a bunch of money on sealant.  Randy and Kelly cautiously ascended the rickety stairs.  At the top was a row of sliding glass doors and windows.  Looking at the sliding glass doors Kelly saw the people had shoved wooden posts in the bases of them, so they didn’t bother trying to wedge those open.  She always wondered how many people got robbed paying eighty bucks a month for a security system because they didn’t have the wooden posts in their sliding glass doors.  Low tech for the win! 
 
      
 
    They couldn’t get in through the doors which left breaking a window as the next option.  There may be other options but so far breaking a window had always worked.  Randy picked up a metal chair off the dilapidated porch and got ready to swing it.  Kelly grabbed his arm to keep him from swinging it then checked all the windows to make sure they were locked.  When she couldn’t get any of them to open, she shrugged and stepped back.   
 
      
 
    Randy rammed the leg of the cheap little metal chair into the windowpane that should be right above the lock for the window.  The glass in the windowpane shattered making entirely too much noise.  He stepped back and Kelly went to check and see if she could reach the lock and get the window open.  She got up to the window then jumped back like she’d accidently tinkled on an electric fence.  Randy looked at her oddly setting the chair down and making sure he could get to the machete on his belt.  He walked up close to the window trying to be as quiet as possible so he could take a peek in.  He couldn’t see inside due to a lime green curtain covering the broken window on the inside.   
 
      
 
    Using the barrel of his rifle he gingerly moved the curtain over to the side and tried to take a look in.  He hesitated to put his face too close as he kept envisioning a long arm snaking out and grabbing him by the hair then pulling him into the hole.  He looked over at Kelly who was standing there staring at him.  The look on her face made it obvious there was no way in hell she was getting near that hole.  The impatient expression also made it glaringly apparent she fully expected him to hurry up and stick his head in to take a looksie.  Sighing, he moved closer to the hole and the low intense growling noise coming from it. 
 
      
 
    He looked in but still couldn’t see anything.  The sun was starting to come up, so it wasn’t totally dark outside anymore.  He could see the floor and counters over on the side of the house the windows were on.  The side he was on the faint light available was being blocked by the heavy citrus colored curtains.  Meanwhile, Kelly had walked over to the sliders and was trying to see in from that angle.  Randy heard some scuffling noises and a loud bang from inside the house directly under the window.  He heard Kelly snort then saw her hop back a step.  She saw him looking and waved him over. 
 
      
 
    Randy stared down at the mess of a Zombie Kelly was pointing at.  It looked like a really fat old person with a bad case of chickenpox had gotten all the fat sucked out of them then been rolled in something that made them break out in massive boils that were bursting and seeping fluid constantly.  It was impossible to tell if it was a man or a woman lying on the floor trying to get it’s flaccid arms to knock on the door.  The face was tilted up in their direction, but you couldn’t make out the eyes there were so many boils surrounding it.  The mouth was gnashing up and down like a demonic goldfish, and those weird growling noises were periodically echoing out of it.   
 
      
 
    The thing apparently couldn’t stand up so was just kind of crawling around on the floor.  Randy wondered how long it’d been laying in the house before they’d woken it from stasis by banging away on the window.  He looked behind it to make sure he didn’t see any other mystery guests crawling around inside the home.  Not seeing any he told Kelly to stay there and keep the things attention.  He went back over to the window and gingerly reached through the broken section to unlock it.  Once he had it unlocked, he slowly opened it while Kelly thumped her foot into the glass in front of the oozing crawler to keep its attention. 
 
      
 
    Randy stepped through the window and down to the floor with one foot.  He raised his other foot and lifted it through the window to get inside the house.  The foot he’d already put inside slipped on the goo trail from the crawler.  He fell backwards cracking his head on an end table.  His machete went flying in the air when he fell.  He was dazed for a second then when he looked up the damned crawler was almost on top of him.   
 
      
 
    He kicked his feet backwards to get away from the thing and tried to jump back up.  Kelly was at the window looking in.  As soon as she saw the situation, she stuck her hatchet through the window for Randy to use.  Randy saw the hatchet and reached for it as the crawler surged forward teeth first and latched onto his boot.  Completely panicked Randy kicked down as hard as he could shattering the bottom of the crawlers jaw.  He ran away from the crawler into the kitchen.  The crawler was moving faster than it had any right to be able to move.  In the dark kitchen Randy turned and ran for the front door.  The crawler stayed right on his tail.  
 
      
 
    He realized at the last second if he opened the front door the crawler would be outside with his kids.  Instead of running out the door he turned sharply to the left and ran up the stairs.  The crawler stopped at the bottom making high pitched mewling noises.  Randy stared down at the thing now that he had the ability to really look at it.  The virus had really messed this one up.  It was wearing what had once been a bathrobe but was now fabric fused into parts of its skin.  Loose folds of greyish skin hung loosely off the skeleton of the creature.  There didn’t appear to be any muscle mass in the legs whatsoever.  The face might as well have been the face of something from another planet.   
 
      
 
    Randy looked down at his belt and verified he still had a hammer shoved in one of the loops.  He pulled it out and started walking down the stairs.  The crawler must’ve sensed him coming as it got more and more agitated the closer that he got until it seemed to be almost levitating with energy it wanted to get at him so badly.  The squealing noise it was emitting was getting higher and higher.  It looked like a deflated cocoon blowing in the wind.  Randy almost put his hammer away and pulled out his pistol instead.  He knew they still had a lot of work to do there though so instead he knelt down on one knee and slammed the hammer into the crawlers head.   
 
      
 
    The result was as disgusting as he’d anticipated.  It took three more hits before the thing finally died.  His arm was coated in a thick, stringy substance by the time he was done.  The smell was indescribable.  He walked back towards where Kelly was staring in his direction from the window.  He got close enough to see her and see the relief in her eyes that he was alive.  Without thinking about it he stuck his hand out to help her in the window.  She took one look at his hand and told him she’d meet him outside the garage.  Before he could argue she was gone.  His wife was brave, but she didn’t do gross or stinky purposefully unless a baby diaper was involved. 
 
      
 
    He walked into the kitchen and squirted dish detergent all over his arm.  He used the soap to get as much of the nastiness off his skin and clothes as he could then wiped himself down with napkins.  He stood in the kitchen for a second trying to remember what the hell he’d broken into the house for in the first place.  He finally remembered he was just trying to get in the garage.  Giving the dead crawler a wide berth, he worked his way around the bottom floor of the home until he found the door that let him into the garage.   
 
      
 
    He knocked on it lightly a few times but didn’t hear anything on the other side.  He opened the door and stepped in next to the car Myriah had seen through the window.  Squeezing between the car and the cluttered workbench he maneuvered around to the center of the garage.  He was excited to see what was underneath those tarps.  The shapes looked right.  A tapping on the garage window freaked him out until he looked up and saw it was just a grinning Myriah being held up in the air by someone once again.  Putting off moving the tarp for a second he reached behind him and pulled the red cord securing the garage door 
 
      
 
    As soon as he pulled the cord the garage door popped up a couple of feet.  Kelly and the others immediately entered the garage and began poking around.  Randy pulled the tarp off and threw it on top of the car.  Underneath the tarp were two ruggedized and expensive looking camouflage colored four wheelers.  On the other side of the ATVs was a pile of camping and hunting gear.  The only thing missing were the actual weapons.  Randy sighed at that knowing he’d need to go back inside and see if he could find any hunting rifles.  He knew that there were bound to be some stashed away somewhere in the home.  He was kind of surprised they hadn’t been proudly displayed in the living room in true redneck fashion.   
 
      
 
    The workbench had a pair of loppers mixed in with a bunch of other random tools.  Caitlyn held those up earning her a silent golf clap from the rest of the family.  Randy was feeling a lot more optimistic about their chance of making it out of Georgia now.  They just needed to check the house for weapons and any other supplies then bust the shed open to get the gas containers and that wagon Myriah had seen.  Once they had all that they could hit the trails and four wheel their way right on the hell out of Brotherhood country.  It may suck everywhere else too, but they could worry about that when they got there. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24:  Tightening the Noose 
 
      
 
    The clearer team leader met up with Krantz on the side of the highway by the first onramp.  His name was Bruce.  In the old world he’d been a telemarketer trying to get people to sign up for carpet cleaning services.  After work he spent most of his time working out and surfing dating sites trying to pick up women.  He listed his profession as structural architecture and had even read through a couple of wikis on what that meant so he could live the lie.  Unless of course he picked up a girl who wanted to actually see him spend some real money.  If that happened his backup plan was normally a forgotten wallet and an invite back to his place to help look for it.  So basically, the guy was a slime ball.   
 
      
 
    The apocalypse had been good for him.  He’d survived his time as a looter and due to his impressive physical appearance been quickly promoted to the clearing teams.  He found that he liked the work.  He didn’t enjoy the constant terror of sitting in the truck with the Zombies trying to work their way in, but he liked killing.  He’d actually fantasized about killing some of the women he’d picked up on dates back before this ever happened.  If they’d fallen for the wallet back at his place trick and then irritated him in the slightest, he might have given in to his urges.  The Zombie apocalypse had given him the freedom to blast human beings apart as part of his nine to five.   
 
      
 
    He’d risen up to be team leader rather slowly.  He didn’t understand why it’d taken so long since he was so passionate about his job.  That passion was why his supervisors were all a little freaked out by him.  Nobody should wake up in the morning excited about hopping on a machine gun and shooting the shit out of a bunch of infected human beings.  Regardless of their opinions they never could pinpoint a specific reason not to promote him, so he’d eventually gotten the nod and been moved to the team leader position.  The Ball Ground clearing was supposed to be one of the last jobs he was in charge of before being pulled up into the regular army.  He was a little worried he might not have the freedom to exercise his passion so thoroughly once promoted. 
 
      
 
    Bruce rolled up to the truck Krantz was driving on a scooter.  It was the standard scooter they loaded on the trucks to enable them to get around the town quickly.  It’d been used a few times as a last resort escape vehicle as well with mixed results.  The electric scooters were way quieter than a dirt bike or something like that would’ve been.  They were basically the perfect vehicle for getting around town at night without waking up all the Zombies crashed in the buildings around you.  They also kept dirt bikes hanging off the ceiling and walls of the trucks for those times when quiet didn’t matter as much as speed.   
 
      
 
    “Good evening sir.”  Bruce said to Krantz once he rolled down his window. 
 
      
 
    “Evening.  I understand you have some information on the fugitives you’d like to share?”  Krantz responded to the smarmy roid freak on the scooter. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  Bruce got off the scooter and walked over to stand by the truck.  Krantz didn’t bother getting out he just rolled the window all the way down.  Bruce held up a cheap looking digital camera and started showing him pictures.   
 
      
 
    “What are these pictures of?”  Krantz asked.  Bruce had been nervously clicking through random pictures of the inside of a house and some dead bodies lying on a road.  
 
      
 
    “Sorry sir.  We think the fugitives were staying at this house.  These are pictures showing they dragged a bunch of dead bodies under a table in the dining room and poured detergent on them to try to make them stink less.  The den has a bed that was pulled out and looks like someone recently slept there.  Upstairs there’s evidence of someone recently giving themselves a sponge bath.  Here’s a picture of a bucket they were using to take pisses in.  They’d filled it up with detergent to make it smell better.  Here’s some crayons and pictures that we found that looked new.”  When Bruce showed the still image of the crayon drawings Krantz got excited.  He knew the traitors were traveling with their children.   
 
      
 
    “Anything pointing to when they were here?”  He interrupted Bruce who was showing a picture of a bunch of canned food that’d been poured out all over the island in the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  We were doing clearing drills last night.  That’s basically where we roll into a neighborhood and setup and let the lead fly.  We’d already knocked out the day one drill and were starting on the night drill.  We all knew we were looking for the traitors sir so everyone on my team had their eyes open.  The one abnormality one of my guys noted was the sound of shots fired that weren’t coming from us.  No one really thought much of it at the time.  It’s kind of hard to tell when shots are coming from somewhere else when you’re shooting to stay alive.  This morning I sent out the teams that got the pictures on this camera and they also found some dead Zombies on the other side of the neighborhood that looked like fresh kills.  That would match up with the shots my men heard the night before.”  Bruce wrapped up his report flourishing the camera showing shots of bodies with holes in them laid out on the asphalt.   
 
      
 
    Krantz took the camera from Bruce and started going backwards through the photos.  There were lots of photos showing the inside of the house and the dead bodies on the street but not any showing which house Bruce was saying the fugitives had been hiding out in.  There also appeared to be an inordinate number of photos of dead women in the photos prior to the ones of the house Bruce had been showing him.  Bruce reached in the window and grabbed his camera back when he saw Krantz was going a little far back in the memory.   
 
      
 
    “That’s all the picture we took here sir.  Make sense that they were probably here though?”  Bruce asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Seems like that’s the case.”  Krantz said distractedly.  He was thinking this meant the family had probably been in the house the night they’d gone around checking the neighborhood.  
 
      
 
    “Which house did you take the pictures in?”  Krantz asked looking back up at Bruce. 
 
      
 
    “This was one of the houses in the front.  Next to one where some guy had on a full suit of armor.”  Bruce looked like he was daring Krantz to ask about the suit of armor guy.   
 
      
 
    “I remember the suit of armor guy.”  Krantz said.  What he didn’t say was he remembered the next house there’d been a Zombie banging on the sliding glass door.  It’d been getting close to time to leave so when they saw the Zombie, they’d just marched right on out.  Now he found himself wondering if the family had maybe captured a Zombie to shove downstairs or if the Zombie had even been a real Zombie.  He wasn’t about to admit that they may have been fooled by a fake Zombie to Bruce though.  The pictures of the canned food poured out all over the kitchen painted a picture of how they could’ve been fooled.   
 
      
 
    The main thing he got out of the visit with Bruce was the fugitives were close.  Krantz had been given operational control of the three separate cleaning crews now operating on I-575.  Knowing that the fugitives were somewhere around here he decided he needed to switch the objectives for the clearing crews.  He’d give the order to move them from their clearing missing to actively searching for the fugitives over the next few days.  He had Bruce standing right in front of him, so he decided to just tell him directly. 
 
      
 
    “The town clearing can be put off for a few days.  The new priority is tracking down the traitors.  Based on what you’re telling me they should be around here somewhere.  I need your team looking for them and I’m going to get the other teams looking as well.  Let everyone know there’s a guaranteed promotion for the team who finds them first.  Also, I need someone good from your team to come with me as a driver.”  Krantz requested. 
 
      
 
    “I’d be happy to drive for you.”  Bruce responded immediately.   
 
      
 
    “No.  I need you leading your team.  Send me over a good driver who’s smart.  I’ll wait here for them to show up.”  Krantz said.  He needed Bruce to stay with his team.  He also thought Bruce was kind of creepy.  He got a little grossed out thinking about having to spend the night in the truck with the guy.  There was just something off about him.  Luckily Bruce didn’t seem to realize he’d been passed over by Krantz.  Or, at least he didn’t let it show in his actions. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.  Give me about five minutes to get on the way and get someone out here to drive.  I’ll hit them up before I leave.  They should be out here soon.  We have another scooter they have access to.  If you can just help them put it in the back of the truck that should work.”  Bruce said.  He stood there for a minute to see if Krantz had any additional feedback.  Krantz had become super interested in reviewing the notes in his notebook.  Bruce took that as the sign it was and scooted away.   
 
      
 
    Krantz breathed an involuntary sigh of relief at Bruce leaving.  He hadn’t realized how much the man had been bothering him until he was gone.  Now that he was gone, he had to wait until the new driver showed up to partner with him.  He was on the edge as far as using the radio to coordinate the search for the fugitives, but he didn’t see any way around it.  He’d just have to chance that they weren’t monitoring the radio.  He’d get the group to use different frequencies and bounce them around to different channels so that even if they were being monitored it’d be complicated to follow everything going on.  The other thing he could do was practice some information overload.  He’d let them know to fill the airwaves up with chatter to make it even harder for anyone listening in to get any useful intel.  He could do things like tell complete lies at the top of every even hour and let the different groups know those times would be the lie times.  
 
      
 
    Brainstorming through how he could do this without hiring a bunch of Navajo Indians to talk in code it occurred to him he was working this hard to try and catch a family running around with a bunch of kids.  This wasn’t an elite group of special ops soldiers he was after.  He realized he was probably overthinking it by a lot.  He needed to chill out and get this operation moving so he could get himself a nice desk job back at HQ.   
 
      
 
    He got on the radio and made contact with the clearers in Ball Ground to get a status on his driver.  He put the clearing mission on hold and told them they were now dedicated to trying to find the fugitives.  He gave them their search sectors and roads but not what times to be anywhere.  They could figure that out on their own so he could avoid doing it over the radio.  Might as well apply at least the minimal operational security.  Done with them he checked in with the other two clearer groups and assigned them search zones as well.   
 
      
 
    He’d drawn a circle on the map around the house in Ball Ground where it looked like they’d been last night.  He made sure they had men headed out to block any roads leading out of that circle.  He’d extended it assuming they might have been able to snag a vehicle as well.  If they made it outside that circle, he assumed they’d head north so he had men guarding the passes into the mountains.  The clearers would be going door to door searching all the houses in their zones.  They’d quietly kill Zombies as they went so, they’d actually still be knocking out the clearer mission as well.  They’d just be doing it in a much more dangerous and less efficient way.  Krantz was ok with that as long as the mission was completed.   
 
      
 
    The clearer themselves were ok with the added risk as well.  They knew they were expendable.  They knew they had to earn their keep.  With the promise of an easy promotion dangled in front of them they leapt at the opportunity to risk their lives searching for this family.  The few who grumbled about it were quickly shut down by the others since if anyone on the team found the fugitives, they’d all get bumped up to the regular army.  Orders given Krantz waited for his driver to show up then ordered him to drive south first.  He wanted to just make sure the family hadn’t tried to be sneaky and set off south instead.  He intended to drive for about twenty minutes looking for any sign of the family.  If he didn’t see anything, he’d reach out to the outposts in that direction to get them to keep an eye out.  He wanted to move north pretty soon though to check in physically with each of the clearer groups.   
 
      
 
    While Krantz drove south Kyler and Rodriguez drove north.  They reasoned that if the family was headed north and hadn’t been caught yet then they must’ve gotten off the main road the first chance they had.  Kyler drove while Rodriguez stared out the window.  Kyler had to focus on the road in front of them to avoid crashing into anything.  In the days since the outbreak the Brotherhood worked on clearing the main roads and any others that were deemed strategic.  Evidently a scenic secondary road around the town of Ball Ground did not match either of those criteria.   
 
      
 
    On the highways you had to worry about stalled cars, accidents, living and dead Zombies all over the road and that sort of thing.  These secondary roads the main problem was that nature was creeping back in on them.  Branches and pine needles covered the concrete making it slippery and hard to negotiate.  You definitely couldn’t go very fast without risking a spin out into a ditch.  A fallen tree could render these roads pretty much impassable.  There weren’t going to be any road crews swinging around cleaning up the trees and patching the potholes any time soon.   
 
      
 
    Of course, the secondary roads sometimes had the same problems as the main road and when they did the smaller size of these roads caused the issues to be exacerbated.  A car wreck on the highway you could just drive around it.  A car wreck on one of these roads could render it impassable.  A group of Zombies was also considerably harder to deal with in the confined space as you lacked the space to maneuver around the Zombies that you had on a larger road.  The little roads always made Kyler think of Custer riding into a valley and looking up to see red faces staring down at him from every direction.   
 
      
 
    Moving slowly and sitting in a truck with the headlights on made them easy targets for anyone who wanted to ambush them.  Someone could have a tank parked five feet into these trees they were driving past and they‘d probably never see it.  If a certain family saw them coming and jumped in the woods to hide, they’d be able to shoot into the truck from about ten feet away.  Keeping that in mind Kyler made sure he was ready to jam his foot down on the pedal at the first sign of trouble.  They’d probably just spin out and crash into the ditch, but it’d be better than getting shot at by a desperate family at point blank range.   
 
      
 
    “How much longer are we going to look for these assholes?”  Rodriguez wondered out loud.  He was getting pretty bored staring out the open window at the endless trees going by while Kyler drove over and around junk laying in the road. 
 
      
 
    “If they make it another week without being caught then they’re probably not getting caught.  They could be pretty much anywhere by then.  I know we have lots of people but tying up almost a hundred fifty people to keep looking for them?  It’s a bit of overkill if they ask me.”   
 
      
 
    “If they’re smart, they’ll just grab some tents and go setup in the middle of the woods somewhere.  They sit there for a couple of weeks then I think you’re right.  The search will die down and they’ll be able to get out as long as they avoided the main roads.”  Rodriguez seemed to ponder his own statement for a minute before opening his mouth and saying.  “But they won’t do that.’ 
 
      
 
    “Why not?”  Asked Kyler.  He was genuinely curious what Rodriguez was thinking.   
 
      
 
    “These people are like scared rabbits.  They’re going to be hauling ass to the finish line.  Finish line being the state line in this case.”   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  They’ve been pretty good at escaping so far.  They must be smart.  I’d love to know how they managed to bring that plane down and get away.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah good point.   If they’re still alive at this point, they’re bound to have some skills.  People who can fight through this garbage and keep a bunch of kids alive at the same time.  They’ve got to be fierce.”  Rodriguez said with some dawning respect as he actually put some thought into the people they were chasing.  Until then they’d just been faces on a piece of paper to him.  An objective versus a living, breathing group of people with kids. 
 
      
 
    Kyler pictured the face of the Zombie smashing into the window back at the subdivision.  That woman had been smart enough to fool them.  She’d also had the balls to smash her face into the window half naked covered in gunk in front of men hunting her with automatic weapons.  He’d definitely say she ranked as fierce.   
 
      
 
    “You really good with dragging them out in the street and popping them right there?  Even the kids?”  Kyler asked him. 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez hesitated for a second.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t think it’ll come to that.  If it does though and it’s a direct order, it’s not the same as you just doing it yourself.  You’re just the guy who has to flip the switch on the electric chair. It’s someone else who’s ordering you to do it and it’s the guy your frying’s fault for pulling the crime in the first place.  They’ll probably waste the parents but not the kids anyway.”   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I don’t even know about killing the parents.  I’ve got no problem killing Zombies or people who are shooting at me.  I just don’t know about hunting down and killing some people who are just trying to escape to someplace they can raise their kids.  Like this world isn’t hard enough you know?”  Kyler said.  He was only partially focusing on the road.  He wanted to hear what Rodriguez had to say.  He needed to hear it to know what would happen if they did find the family.  Kyler had already made up his mind he was going to let them go.  Now he was wondering if he’d have to kill Rodriguez to let them go.  Hopefully they just never found them.  
 
      
 
    “They should’ve thought about that before they killed a bunch of our men.”  Rodriguez said without any sympathy in his voice.  “This world’s hard enough without people like them killing the ones trying to keep them safe.  As far as the kids go, I don’t think it’ll come to that with them.”  He turned his head back to searching out the window for any sign of the fugitives they were looking for ending the conversation.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  You’re right.”  Kyler said quietly.  On the inside he was loudly cheering for the murdering family to make it to the state line and be gone.   
 
      
 
    They drove in silence with the sun coming up.  The driving got much easier once he could actually see.  They got to a part of the road where a truck hauling a boat had jackknifed into a tree that was spanning the entire road.  Rodriguez made a note on their map and waited for Kyler to figure out how to turn the truck around on the narrow road.  After a minute of Kyler screwing round with the backup video trying not to get them stuck Rodriguez took pity on him and got out to direct him on the fifty-point turn to get out of this mess.   
 
      
 
    “Rover one this is clearer main actual over.”  Came across the radio.  Kyler waved at Rodriguez to get back in so he could hear whatever Krantz had to say.   
 
      
 
    “Clearer main actual this is rover one over.”  Rodriguez had grabbed the mic to answer.  Kyler always screwed up the radio lingo.  Rodriguez did too but he knew it better than Kyler. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your twenty rover one?  Over.”  Rodriguez consulted the map and responded with the name of the street they were on and that they were turning around now to head back to the highway.  Krantz acknowledged their message and signed off.   
 
      
 
    Driving back was easier than driving out had been.  The sun being up helped a tremendous amount.  It wasn’t long before they knew they were close to the highway.  Up ahead they saw the white pickup truck Krantz was driving.  Kyler slowed down to pull over so they could meet up.  His stomach was once again doing flips.  He hoped the information the clearers had given Krantz wasn’t going to make him suspicious.  He didn’t know how that could happen in this situation but his guilt over not telling Krantz about the kid in the house was clouding his reason.   
 
      
 
    They parked by the first little private road heading into the woods and got out to see what Krantz wanted. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25:  Colorado Carwash 
 
      
 
    Randy finished arranging supplies around the kids in the wagon.  They’d done pretty well for themselves with this house.  They’d collected a ton of camping equipment plus the four wheelers plus a nice collection of weapons and ammunition from the walk-in closet upstairs.  The prepper who’d owned this house must not have been home when people started turning.  Kelly had made Randy leave some of the guns behind and flatly refused to let him take the compound hunting bow he found.  He’d envisioned himself silently shooting arrows into sentries off the top of a guard tower.  She’d envisioned him completely missing any target and probably hurting his hand or wrist.   
 
      
 
    She’d crushed that dream along with his desire to take all the guns with them.  She did agree they should take every last bullet though.   
 
      
 
    “We’re not giving you guys guns.”  Kelly told Zoey for the fifth time.  She shot her husband a pissed off look.  He’d come downstairs and handed each of the little kids a .22 revolver.  He’d found six of them upstairs along with a box full of ammunition for them.  Considering the rest of the weapons were much higher calibers he assumed the .22s were for the kids or maybe for some backyard target practice.  He’d shoved the smaller weapons to the side immediately once told he wouldn’t be able to take every single gun with them. 
 
      
 
    Kelly ended up agreeing to take eight rifles, four shotguns and all the ammunition for those that they could find.  Feeling much better armed they’d turned to finding food.  The pantry in the house had been fully stocked with canned foods so they took a variety of those.  The box of MREs they found at the bottom of the closet got them both excited.  The plastic bags of “Meals Ready to Eat” should stay unspoiled until approximately the end of time.   
 
      
 
    They buried the three little kids on the wagon underneath a mountain of supplies.  On top of food, camping gear and weapons they grabbed all the gas they could find.  With the littles loaded in the wagon Randy climbed on the four-wheeler and started it up.  Myriah climbed on behind him.  Kelly mounted the other four-wheeler with Caitlyn and got it started.  Randy wished they could’ve found another wagon since there was plenty more supplies they could have pilfered.   
 
      
 
    Driving slowly to get the hang of it they went out of the yard and turned away from the main street onto the driveway that disappeared into the woods.  They drove slowly up the paved road until it started to veer off back towards the highway.  Randy had been expecting this and turned off the road into the woods.  There was no defined trail, but the trees were spaced far apart.  The ground was made up mostly of leaves, roots and Georgia clay.  He looked down at the compass mounted on the handlebars of his ATV and made sure they were going north.   
 
      
 
    They drove slowly through the woods as day turned to dusk.  Before long they could hear drops of rain pattering on the leafy canopy above them.  Randy stopped so they could all get rain gear on.  They pulled a tarp over the pile of supplies and tied it down.  Seeing everyone moving around in the camouflage ponchos Randy voiced the opinion that they just keep those on as long as they were hiding in the woods.  The random hoodies and brightly colored shirts most of them were wearing didn’t exactly blend in.  Kelly was sporting a bright pink North Face puffer jacket.  The thing was so bright it should’ve come with batteries.   
 
      
 
    The rain was making them all even more miserable.  He assumed all the kids would end up with the sniffles, but it was going to massively aid in their escape.  Not only was it covering up their trail, but the rain was also making it so the noise from the four wheelers shouldn’t travel very far.  They were already driving slowly to conserve gas and keep the noise down so as long as they had a decent head start, they should be good to go.   
 
      
 
    It’d be completely dark soon.  He wanted to get camp setup, so they had someplace to sleep while they waited for the sun to come back up.  The problem was he didn’t want to waste the advantages the rain was giving them.  Waffling between risking getting stuck in the dark or having someone see their headlights he decided their best course was to get as much distance between themselves and Ball Ground as they possibly could.  They’d just have to drive slowly and methodically.   
 
      
 
    A large square shadow glimpsed in front of them indicated a house was coming up.  It looked like a big one that may have some more supplies in it.  Other than gas Randy was feeling pretty good about what they already had though.  He stopped his four-wheeler and waited for Kelly to catch up.  She drove up beside him crushing down weeds and branches that were in her way.  One of the worse things so far about driving these through the woods was you couldn’t avoid getting hit in the face by branches periodically.  Not to mention the spider webs.   
 
      
 
    “I say we take a quick look up here and see if they have any gas cans.  If not, we keep going.  I’m hoping we get into the middle of the real woods here at some point.”  Randy said.  Kelly nodded and leaned over to give him a quick kiss.  It turned into a lot of work as they both had to lean way over but the kids saying gross made it all totally worth it.  Everyone sat up a little taller and gripped their guns a little tighter when they rolled into the backyard of a large green farmhouse style home. 
 
      
 
    Randy made a beeline for the shed sitting in the corner of the yard after he’d scanned the area for any obvious threats.  He jumped down off his ride and walked past a chicken coop full of chicken skeletons and loose feathers over to the shed.  The shed was secured with a large wooden lever that could be locked into place with a padlock but wasn’t.  Happy he didn’t have to take the time to use the loppers Randy opened up the shed.  It was full of farming junk including a big red can of gas.  He grabbed the can and got it on the wagon after making Zoey slide way over. 
 
      
 
    The rain had started coming a lot harder while they’d been in the yard.  Randy felt the water dripping down the back of his neck where he’d bunched up the hood of the poncho when he put it on.  In the dark with the rain coming down everyone was getting cold and wet.  Randy cast a longing look at the nice warm, expensive looking home on the other side of the yard.  There was probably even a fireplace inside it.  He sighed before hopping back on the four-wheeler and leading them back into the woods.  Hoping there were no more houses in front of them and that if there were, they weren’t staffed with a bunch of Brotherhood lookouts he flipped on the headlights. 
 
      
 
    It was so much easier to drive when you could see in front of you.  He kept moving at a steady five miles per hour into the rugged country.  He tried to keep them heading due north, but it was almost impossible given the hilly nature of the countryside they were in and having to maneuver around trees and bush.  Kelly followed dutifully along behind him.  He imagined she was cussing him out for coming up with this brilliant idea.  If it got them up to Tennessee or South Carolina without being shot, she’d have to change her tune.  He was really hoping she was going to have to do some tune changing soon because this riding through the woods at night in the pouring rain totally sucked.  He was on the verge of hating himself for having the idea.   
 
      
 
    Back in the wagon the kids were trying to sleep under the tarp.  They were crammed together with all kinds of junk around them.  Ali held up her hand and they stopped for her to take a bathroom break behind the closest tree.  While she was taking care of that Caitlyn and Myriah busted out some crackers and passed them around to everyone.  Randy ate a cracker wishing he had some cheese whiz.  He wasn’t actually sure they’d still made it before the apocalypse happened, but he remembered it being delicious.  If they could find some on the shelves of some rundown grocery store, he was sure it’d still taste just as good as the day it came off the production line.   
 
      
 
    Cheese whiz and crackers dispensed everyone hopped back aboard the redneck express.  They continued snaking through the woods.  It was getting very late, or just pretty early, when Randy slammed on the brakes and flipped off his lights.  He jumped off the ATV and ran back to Kelly who’d already gotten the idea and flipped off her lights.  She may be sleepy, but she was still able to figure out that Randy slamming on the brakes and jumping off his ATV probably meant trouble.  Trouble in this day and age was always best dealt with by turning off the lights and hiding.  If that didn’t work, then it was guns and running for your life. 
 
      
 
    Randy pointed out what he’d seen to Kelly.  Up ahead through the trees he could just make out some lights bobbling around.  They looked like lights off cars on a road.   
 
      
 
    “What do we do?”  Kelly asked.  She’d been hoping they were home free since they’d gotten out of the subdivision.  They’d drive though this horrible weather and eventually end up somewhere safe they could raise the kids.  They’d already been through so much.  How much more could possibly get thrown at them? 
 
      
 
    “We either try and take another route, hide here until they leave, or fight.”  Randy said.  He’d been thinking about what they could do and those were the only three reasonable options he’d come up with.   
 
      
 
    Up ahead the lights suddenly all went out.  It was close to time for the sun to come up but definitely still dark enough where it’d make sense to keep your headlights on.   
 
      
 
    “That doesn’t seem good.”  Kelly commented.  A minute later they heard the high-pitched whine of dirt bikes.  That definitely wasn’t good.  
 
      
 
    “Weapons ready.”  Randy hissed thinking fast.  The enemy knew they were trying to go north.  What if they cut hard to the right?  He’d rather end up in South Carolina than Tennessee anyway.  Even though the people in South Carolina had seemed like total pricks.  The wrong choice right now and they’d be caught.  He doubted they could manage to escape a third time.  The burden of making the choice on which way to go was making him freeze up.   
 
      
 
    “You ok?”  Kelly asked stepping closer to him.  “What do we do?”   
 
      
 
    “We cut east now.  South is right back towards them.  We just saw the headlights to the north and the highway is west.  They’re bound to be patrolling the highway regularly.  Follow me.  Guns ready.”  Randy turned the ATV eastwards and started driving.  He sped up hoping it’d be enough to dodge the men on the dirt bikes who were searching for them. 
 
      
 
    They’d been going for a few minutes when Randy slowed down again.  They were coming up on a clearing and he wanted to keep the noise from their engines down.  Not wanting to risk exposing them by driving through the open yard around the home he turned south to skirt the house.  His choice was rewarded when they heard the dirt bikes in the yard of the house they’d passed up.  These near misses were too much.  This wasn’t sustainable.  Randy’s brain screamed they needed to get out of here and haul ass to the north instead of being driven eastwards like they were now.     
 
      
 
    The high-pitched whine of the dirt bikes got even higher as they were driven around the perimeter of the yard.  Randy was working to get more distance between themselves and the bikes before they turned east again.  There was a copse of trees they had to drive through coming up.  When they drove into them Kelly was the first to notice how they were planted in neat rows.  They’d driven into an apple orchard.  The scary thing about it was with the trees lined up like that it made it a lot easier for someone to see them.   
 
      
 
    Randy noticed they were in an orchard and recognized the same issues as Kelly did.  He rolled the throttle to pick up speed and drove around a particularly big tree.  He hit a large root going too fast and turning too hard.  The wagon with the girls in it and all the supplies started to flip over.  He recognized his mistake and braked the ATV to a quick stop standing up and leaning in the opposite direction to try and counter the weight of the wagon.  The wagon righted itself and all the girls looked up at him with wild eyed expressions at almost being flipped over.  He looked back at Kelly and shrugged his shoulders in apology for his lousy driving and flashed her a quick smile.  She started to smile back at him then he saw her eyes open wide in surprise.   
 
      
 
    A man had stepped out from behind a tree directly in front of Randy.  He looked as surprised to see them as they were to see him.  He had a shotgun on him which he started swinging up to his shoulder while he yelled for them to freeze.  Randy goosed the engine of the four-wheeler and collided with the man.  The shotgun went off and the man went down.  Randy ran him over with the four-wheeler followed by the wagon.  He looked at Myriah and the kids to make sure none of them had been hit by the shotgun blast.  While he was standing up looking back to check on the kids he ran straight into a tree. 
 
      
 
    The expensive ATV was well built.  The shotgun blast had taken out a headlight and damaged the paint but otherwise the machine was still solid.  The other headlight had been shattered from the collision with the tree.  Randy was in a great place to observe the damage since he’d been thrown out of the four-wheeler into the tree before ending up on the ground right in front of it.  Knowing they had to get the hell out of dodge he got back in the seat as fast as he could.  Myriah had a bloody nose from the collision but otherwise seemed fine.  He took a split second to make sure the littles looked ok before he started going back and forth trying to get the four-wheeler away from the tree he’d ran into.   
 
      
 
    Kelly jumped back into the four-wheeler behind them and started driving in their direction.  He hated that she’d probably jumped out to quietly finish off the guy on the ground.  It was necessary but still something he wished he could’ve done for her.  It wasn’t like killing a Zombie.  They’d just taken out a real uninfected person who was just trying to survive in this new normal, same as them.  Maybe the guy should’ve focused more on living in this world and less on trying to hunt down families.   
 
      
 
    Randy put the dead soldier out of his mind.  What was way more important right now was the fact that the guy had gotten off a shot.  Normally all that noise would have freaked him out because of Zombies but now he was more worried about the men on dirt bikes who’d be racing their way.  He got the ATV and wagon unstuck and started driving away from the tree they’d crashed into.  Before he sped up too much, he decided he wanted Myriah to spin around, so she’d be able to shoot at anyone coming up behind them.   
 
      
 
    “Spin around in the seat and get ready to shoot.  If you see a guy on a dirt bike take a shot.  The biggest thing I want you to focus on is not accidentally shooting any of your sisters or your mom.”    
 
      
 
    With those words of encouragement, he started driving as fast as he dared through the orchard again.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26:  Rain, Rain, Go Away 
 
      
 
    Krantz was sitting on the passenger side of the truck staring at a map and talking on the radio.  Kyler and Rodriguez walked over and waited for him to acknowledge them.  Krantz finally looked up at them and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “You see anything down that way?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    “There’s a couple of private drives like this one but the main road is completely blocked off up ahead.  Once these houses are checked we can cross this road off the list.”  Kyler answered. 
 
      
 
    “That makes sense.  There’s going to be a few clearers showing up here to help check out these houses.  They’re on the way now actually.  Once you get all these houses checked move on up to the next road.  I’m trying to keep the search patterns a little random plus talk in person as much as possible.  Just in case they have a radio.”  Krantz said.   
 
      
 
    “Roger that sir.”  Rodriguez said.  They backed up as the truck with Krantz in it reversed and turned around to head for the highway.  Rodriguez went and got them a couple of waters out of their truck.  They leaned against the tailgate sipping on those until a big black SUV rolled towards them from the highway.  When it got close to them it stopped, and the driver’s side door opened. 
 
      
 
    “Hey I’m Bruce.  I’m team lead for the clearers in Ball Ground.  Krantz asked us to come up here and help you search this road.  We sent the rest of the team up to the next road to start securing the area.  Where do you need us?”   
 
      
 
    “You’ve got six armed men with you right?”  Rodriguez asked trying to count the men sitting inside the darkly tinted truck. 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  Bruce answered. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Leave a man out here with a radio and a gun.  We need him to make sure no one tries to sneak past us to get to the highway.  We’re going to check the houses on this drive first then there’s another down the street we need to go look at.”  Rodriguez said.   
 
      
 
    They waited for the men to sort out who was going to stay back and who was going to go with them.  They left the selected man standing beside the road with a walkie and drove the SUV over to the yard of the first home they were searching.  The clearers all piled out of the large truck and started moving towards the home.  
 
      
 
    Rodriguez and Kyler got to the yard after them since they’d walked over.  It hadn’t been a long enough walk for them to bother getting in the SUV.  Kyler watched as one of the clearers headed towards the open shed and the others headed to check the house.  The men moved efficiently.  They had their technique down from their experience going in to search and clear houses that were Zombie infested.  They beat on some windows to see if anything came charging at them then went ahead and broke open a window to get in.  A few minutes later one of the men came out and let Rodriguez know they’d found something.   
 
      
 
    “This looks fresh, the blood isn’t all dried up yet.”  Bruce said pointing at the disgusting mess of a Zombie by the front door that looked like it’d recently had its head beaten in by a very angry person.  Bruce stepped over the putrid mess to investigate deeper into the home.  The back window had been broken where someone had come through to get in the house.  Walking up the stairs they saw someone had looted the former homeowners gun stash.  There were guns scattered all over the room.  It looked like mostly hunting rifles and .22s.   
 
      
 
    “Oh good.  Now they can shoot at us.”  Kyler muttered under his breath looking around the room at the discarded weapons.  Not seeing anything he wanted to grab for himself he followed Bruce out of the room.   
 
      
 
    “They got in the shed too sir.”  One of the clearers reported to them as they came down the stairs.  “Not sure what they took but there was gardening stuff and a riding lawnmower so probably gas.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the garage?”  Rodriguez asked.  No one said anything so they all walked through the house to find the door leading out to the garage.  The exterior garage door was all the way down and secured.  That explained why they would’ve had to go through the house and kill that one Zombie.  The car was still sitting in the garage though.  There was so much junk piled on the other side that there was no way another car would have been able to fit in there.  
 
      
 
    “They were here.  Not too long ago either!”  Bruce said.  He was getting excited.  The thought of capturing the family and getting the promised promotion swirling around in his head.   
 
      
 
    “Alright.  Get your man out by the road to jump on the radio and let Krantz know.  Krantz was just here so tell your man to tell him the targets were last seen where he was last seen by Rover One.  That should sound confusing enough if the people we’re chasing do happen to have a radio.”  Rodriguez said. 
 
      
 
    “True.  I’m standing right here, and I can barely figure out what you’re trying to say.”  Kyler said with a grin.  Inside his heart was racing.  How unlucky were these people?  There hadn’t really been a valid reason for them to have the clearers check this house first.  It just happened to be where they’d pulled over to meet up with Krantz.  On top of not wanting to risk having to execute any little kids Kyler had also realized now that the woman could easily blow his cover.  If she said anything about one of them having seen her through the window with her kid the previous night.  It’d be pretty obvious that’d been him.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez sent one of the clearers to do a second search of the grounds and the house to make sure they hadn’t missed anything.  Kyler guessed he was also making room for them to sit in the front seats of the SUV by sending the guy off on a goose chase.  It’d started raining pretty hard while they were in the house.  Kyler had his suspicions on what the family may have taken from the garage, but he was keeping them to himself.   
 
      
 
    “You still think they’re on foot?”  One of the men crammed in the back of the SUV asked. 
 
      
 
    “Makes sense to me.  If they get in a car and drive down a road then we’re going to catch them.  If they stay in the woods it makes our job a lot harder.”  Rodriguez answered distractedly.  He was turning left to go down the long private driveway.   
 
      
 
    “What if they’re driving through the woods?”  The same man asked from the back. 
 
      
 
    “What are you getting at exactly?”  Rodriguez asked turning in his seat to stare at the guy. 
 
      
 
    “What if they grabbed like a four by four or a three-wheeler or something and they’re going through the woods?  They don’t necessarily have to be on foot.  Plenty of open space and trails around here.”  The man said.  Kyler hoped Rodriguez would just blow the guy off since the man had basically been thinking along the same lines as Kyler had.  It made sense based on the size of the empty space in the garage next to the sedan. 
 
      
 
    “Not a lot we can do about that is there?  We probably have the manpower to cover the roads and try to pick them up that way, but I don’t see how we search the woods and monitor all the roads.”  Kyler said hoping to divert the direction the conversation was headed in.   
 
      
 
    They drove up to a large home at the end of the ridiculously long driveway.  This one was a much nicer looking home with an inground pool.  The pool had turned into a big hole full of green colored slime with a thick layer of pine needles and dead leaves floating near the top of it.  Rodriguez pulled up in the driveway and told the men in the back to get out and search the house.  The men dutifully got out and approached the home while Rodriguez and Kyler stayed in the nice dry truck.  They leaned forward waiting to see if the men Rodriguez had sent out to search the house started getting shot. When the clearers disappeared into the house without being killed, they leaned back in their seats to wait for them to report back.   
 
      
 
    While they were waiting Krantz rolled up beside them.  The rain was coming down pretty hard now.  Rodriguez didn’t look like he was planning on getting out any time soon even though Krantz was staring over at them.  Kyler considered getting out and walking over but thought better of it too.  They were both still sitting in the truck with their seat warmers on pretending like they didn’t understand Krantz wanted to talk to them when the back door opened and Krantz slid in.   
 
      
 
    “You guys afraid you’ll melt or something?”  Krantz asked. 
 
      
 
    “No sir.  We’re observing to make sure the fugitives don’t make a break for it while the clearers are in the house.”  Rodriguez answered straight-faced.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Well based on them having been at the house on the other end of this driveway pretty recently I’m sending word for all the clearers in the other towns to send men this direction.  I already sent the rest of the ones we had here up a road.  They’re going to take their dirt bikes and see if they can’t flush the family out.  If they’re wandering around in the woods, there’s a good chance they’ll bolt if they start seeing guys on motorcycles everywhere.”  Krantz said.   
 
      
 
    “Or shoot the guys on the motorcycles.”  Rodriguez commented. 
 
      
 
    “Then we’ll know they’re close, won’t we?”  Krantz said.  “Anyway, I want you two to get up there where the action is and see if you can help.  I’m going to go see the house you think they were in for myself.  I’ll get the clearers we have here setup to patrol this road so they can’t double back on us.  Then I’ll join you on the other road.  I shouldn’t be more than ten minutes behind you.  Make sense?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  Krantz and Kyler replied.  It made about as much sense as anything else they were doing out here.  Kyler was thinking more and more about it being time to make a run for the border.  Krantz slid out of the back seat and hopped back in his own truck.   
 
      
 
    “That’s a dedicated officer.”  Rodriguez said.  “I can’t believe he actually got out of his truck in the rain to get in ours.  If anybody important finds out he did that they’ll probably take away all of his officer privileges.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded and smiled distractedly.  He thought Krantz was actually a pretty decent guy.  Except for the fact that he was willing to drag a family into the middle of the road and execute the parents in front of their children.  Life was cheap in the apocalypse, but it shouldn’t be that cheap.  Not if they expected to be able to look at themselves in the mirror.  Kyler was stuck wondering if Krantz was a decent guy at heart or just an ambitious son of a bitch.  He wondered if Krantz really was trying to find these people and end their lives just to elevate his own standing.  The questions around Krantz’s motivation bothered him the whole drive up the highway to get on the next road.    
 
      
 
    Rodriguez drove them up the road while Kyler scanned the woods they were passing.  They drove for a solid ten minutes before getting to the next crossroad.  It was a decent sized two lane that went underneath the interstate with no off or on ramp connecting it.  Rodriguez carefully followed in the muddy tracks of the other vehicles that’d come before them to make his way down the slope onto the smaller road below.   
 
      
 
    “They could’ve cut across the road back there and been gone.  Unless they got screwed and someone happened to be driving by at the exact right time we’d have never known.”  Kyler said.   
 
      
 
    “Yep.”  Rodriguez echoed his thoughts.  He’d obviously been thinking about it as well.  “What I suspect and what Krantz is probably betting on is that these guys are tired.  They just want to get the hell out of Brotherhood territory at his point.  They’ve been running for so long that if you drop them out of the sky as soon as their feet hit the ground, they’re hauling ass for the north.  It’s not like we have the manpower to find them if they actually get tricky anyway.  You’ve got to remember we’re tracking down a family with kids here.  Not exactly Seal Team Six.” 
 
      
 
    “True.  I just don’t know if your average Seals could’ve figured out how to escape being tied up in a plane.  I bet most the Seals wandering around today weren’t able to keep their families alive through all this crap either.  This guy did.  Makes him pretty much a badass in my book.”  Kyler pointed up ahead.  “What the hell?” 
 
      
 
    Up ahead in the early pre-dawn light was a couple of Penske trucks with the sides cut out of them and machine guns mounted on the top.   
 
      
 
    “I want one.”  Rodriguez said as he pulled up to the trucks.  A couple of the clearers walked over to greet them.   
 
      
 
    After the introductions the clearer told them they’d dropped men off along the road who’d already told them that Rodriguez and Kyler were on the way.  They didn’t have the manpower to totally cover the roads, but they were trying to patrol and cover sections of the most likely places for the fugitives to show up.  They were busy now unpacking dirt bikes from the trucks to send men into the woods to see if they could flush them out.  Kyler thought back to the comment about riding around in the woods on dirt bikes getting shot at by a desperate family with a lot of firepower.  A family that’d survived this far into the apocalypse probably had a few members that could shoot straight. 
 
      
 
    “Might want to turn the lights off on the trucks.”  Rodriguez said.  He was thinking about desperate people sitting out in the woods with the high-powered hunting rifles they’d taken.  They could be lining up their scopes with the men walking around the trucks getting ready to start shooting at any second.  That’s what he would’ve been doing if he found himself getting surrounded like this.  Find a place and break through.  If nothing else if you shot a few of them, it was going to slow down the others.  The noise from the gunfire would also bring in the Zombies.  That’d make everything more exciting.    
 
      
 
    Taking the suggestion as the order it was meant to be one of the clearers jogged back to the trucks and had them kill the lights.  A few minutes after that one of the men came over and told Rodriguez they were ready to send riders into the woods.  Rodriguez told them to tell the guys to be careful and stick together.  The clearer nodded and waked back over to where the men had setup the ten dirt bikes that they carried with them.  The sound of the bikes starting up drowned out the sounds of the world starting to wake up.  It also overrode the sound of Krantz showing up. 
 
      
 
    “Everything good here?”  Krantz asked from behind Rodriguez and Kyler who both spun around not expecting someone to be behind them.  Rodriguez had a pistol in his hand and Kyler was holding a knife when they figured out that they were facing a very startled looking Krantz. 
 
      
 
    “All good here sir.  Except for officers sneaking up on people and scaring the crap out of them.”  Rodriguez answered.   
 
      
 
    “Sorry about that.  It would’ve been a lot funnier if you guys hadn’t almost murdered me.  Anyway, I’m going to hang out here.  We have men distributed.  I need you both to get in the truck and patrol around the perimeter of these woods they’re in.  They’ll bolt at some point and we don’t want to miss them.”   
 
      
 
    “We’re good to shoot them if we see them, right?”  Rodriguez asked.  He wanted to confirm what the rules of engagement were.  The rules had ranged from them being able to kill these guys to needing to take them alive so some higher up muckety muck could do the honors. 
 
      
 
    “If they surrender take them alive.  If they don’t surrender call for backup and start shooting until they do surrender.  If they all die, then they all die.”  Krantz said looking Rodriguez straight in the eyes.  Kyler felt chills up his spine from hearing Krantz say out loud to open fire on a group that included a handful of little girls.   
 
      
 
    With the rules of engagement spelled out for them Kyler and Rodriguez hopped back in their truck to go drive around until they ran out of gas or got shot in the faces by the fugitives.  Rodriguez must’ve thought randomly jerking the truck around and driving way too fast for the road conditions would make them less likely to get shot.  Or, he was just driving even worse this morning than he normally did.  The possibility of having to get in a gun battle where you’d be throwing bullets at a group that included little girls may have been a good enough reason to drain one of the flasks he always kept on hand. 
 
      
 
    They drove a few miles until the road intersected another two-lane road.  Rodriguez pulled up to that road and checked out the blacktop in both directions.  A man in camouflage yelled the code word of the day out of the woods and waited for them to yell the answer back.  Once they’d responded with the correct phrase the man emerged from the woods and walked over.  He told them he hadn’t seen anything but there were a few more guys spaced out along the roads looking for anything suspicious.  Rodriguez told him that sounded good and to raise them on the walkies if they did engage with the fugitives.  He also warned them they’d confirmed the family was well armed. 
 
      
 
    They drove back the opposite direction on the road they’d just come down with eyes wide open again.  Kyler was keen to spot the men who’d been stationed along the road as lookouts.  It was a game that kept him alert even though it turned out to be an exercise in futility.  They’d have to be pretty bad at hiding to be seen in the early morning rain by a guy driving by at forty miles per hour.   
 
      
 
    They were driving with the windows open to let them hear any gunshots or people yelling or anything like that.  A muffled boom in the distance had them both looking at one another trying to figure out where the noise had come from.  Rodriguez slowed down and they both did their best to listen harder.  Hoping to somehow tune in to some internal biological human triangulation skills they continued to drive slowly down the road.  Rodriguez stopped the car by a small driveway that ran down a big open space where the trees and brush had all been bulldozed away.  The weed filled open space was a solid forty yards wide and ran in both directions as far as they could see. 
 
      
 
    “Fire break?”  Kyler guessed. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like where they put up power poles and clear the land away from underneath them to me.  Except no power poles.”  Rodriguez said looking back and forth as well.  From the directions of the woods the high-pitched whine of the dirt bikes seemed to be converging on a point somewhere close to them.  
 
      
 
    “Rover One this is Clearer Actual.  What’s your twenty?  Over.”  Krantz’s voice came over the radio. 
 
      
 
    “Clearer One this is Rover One we’re at Biddy and Marion over.”  Kyler responded after checking the sign on the road beside them.  He was glad he’d checked since he’d thought the map said Buddy instead of Biddy.  He’d been studying the map while they sat there waiting to see if the fugitives and a bunch of dirt bikes broke out into a gun battle on the road in front of them.   
 
      
 
    “Roger that Rover One.  Maintain position.”  Krantz ordered.  Kyler acknowledged the order and him and Rodriguez got out of the truck and went around to the side away from the woods.  They got setup with their rifles and waited to see what would happen.  They’d left the window down so they could hear the radio in case Krantz started barking out new orders.   
 
      
 
    The sound of shots fired and motorcycle engines revving up broke out in the woods they were facing.  They settled into firing positions with as much of their bodies hidden behind the pickup as possible and waited.  The gunshots and sound of a vehicle got louder and louder until a four-wheeler came flying out of the driveway at top speed hauling a wagon that was bouncing all over the place.  The wagon had little kids in it struggling to hold on.  The four-wheeler was driven by a man with both hands on the handlebars and an assault rifle hanging around his neck.  There was a teenage girl sitting behind him facing backwards. 
 
      
 
    The teenage girl swung towards them as they came out of the woods and started blasting away in their general direction with her gun.  That kind of shooting should’ve made it impossible for her to hit anything.  The front window of their truck shattered though, and Rodriguez suddenly had a jagged cut on the side of his mouth that was leaking big globs of blood.  He ducked back behind the truck and slapped his hand over his mouth.  Kyler joined him on the ground breathing hard.  Neither of them had gotten a shot off.   
 
      
 
    From the backside of the truck they saw the four-wheeler dip down off the road and drive straight into the weed filled open lane going north.  The girl riding backwards on the lead four-wheeler took another couple of shots at them.  A big hole appeared in the passenger side door before the four-wheeler and wagon disappeared down the trail.  Rodriguez and Kyler had both rolled away from the truck and hit the ground to avoid being shot.  Kyler looked up just as another four-wheeler driven by two women flew past them.  The woman on the back of that one was also waving a gun around.  She sent a couple of shots in their direction as well forcing Rodriguez and Kyler to keep their heads down until that camouflaged four-wheeler disappeared down the trail after the other one.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez and Kyler climbed slowly to their feet.  There were a couple of the clearers sitting on dirt bikes in the middle of the road.  The radio was going off with Krantz ordering people to converge on the location.  Kyler watched as the second four-wheeler disappeared from view in the tall weeds that’d grown up along the trail.  He looked over at the men sitting on the dirt bikes.  They each had a rifle slung across their shoulders.  Seeing only two of them sitting there he wondered how many had just gotten wasted by those girls riding backwards on the four wheelers.  It sucked to chase those two sharp shooters when you were driving a dirt bike and couldn’t really shoot back.  At least not with a rifle or shotgun.  He didn’t think the clearers were allowed to have pistols.  That weapon was reserved until you got into the regular army.  Too easy to hide a pistol. 
 
      
 
    The radio was super active now that the fugitives had been spotted.  Krantz was on it ordering them to gather the men on dirt bikes and follow the fugitives down the trail while he tried to get people to head them off.  Rodriguez and Kyler yelled at the two men on dirt bikes to follow the four-wheeler then they got in the truck to follow the dirt bikers.  Another clearer on a dirt bike showed up with blood on his shoulder.  Rodriguez asked the man if he could still ride and when told he could they sent him down the trail after the fugitives as well.  Now with the three bikers providing a meat shield in front of them Rodriguez drove off the road to go down the trail in the pickup.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27:  Totally Screwed 
 
      
 
    Randy drove through the orchard and out the other side of it back into a strip of woods on the other side of the yard of a huge ranch.  The yard was overgrown in weeds now with nature slowly encroaching back into it.  Before long all the houses set off these small roads in the woods like this would be reclaimed by the woods.  For now though there was still a paved driveway leading into the yard that they could use.  Randy considered going back in the woods or jumping on the driveway.  He made his decision based on needing to pick up the pace and needing to provide a smooth ride to let Myriah and Caitlyn have a better chance of accurate shooting.   
 
      
 
    He slowed down driving up to the driveway to tell everyone to get ready to shoot straight.  He told Kelly to not even try.  The two of them were just going to focus on driving.  Finally, he turned all the way around in his seat and told the little girls to hunch down as low as they could get and make sure they didn’t sit up for anything.  He felt the difference when the wagon wheels made it from the rough terrain onto the smooth pavement of the driveway and gunned the engine.   
 
      
 
    Right as him and Kelly started moving on the driveway the dirt bikes popped out of the woods.  The men on the bikes saw them and headed in their direction.  In the open ground like this the bikes were much faster and  way more maneuverable than the four-wheelers they were driving.  Randy noted the men chasing them all had their rifles slung and nothing in their hands to shoot at them with.  He started to yell for Myriah to start shooting when he was deafened by the sound of her rifle going off right behind his ear.  A few seconds later he heard an echoing boom from behind them as Caitlyn started shooting. 
 
      
 
    Randy couldn’t afford to take his focus off the narrow driveway they were on, but he still glanced over towards where he’d seen the bikers last.  He saw two bikes lying on the ground next to their prone riders.  The rest of the bikers didn’t seem quite as excited about catching up to them anymore.  Myriah and Caitlyn kept shooting which drove the men even further away occasionally putting one of them on the ground.  Then they were at the end of the driveway where it ran into the main road.  They’d been driving along a wide-open trail the entire time.  Staring ahead it looked like the trail kept going on the other side of the road.   
 
      
 
    When they reached the edge of the road Randy saw a large pickup truck parked on the side with two men staring across at them with rifles pointed in their direction.  He nudged Myriah with his elbow and yelled for her to look that way.  Understanding exactly what he meant Myriah spun around anticipating she’d need to shoot something.  Seeing the truck, she started shooting at it.  She had no idea if there were people in it or not but figured her dad wouldn’t have elbowed her in the ribs otherwise.  She didn’t actually see the men until they drove past the truck to go down into the ditch on the other side.  As soon as she saw them, she sent a couple more rounds their way.  She wasn’t trying to miss them but to be honest she wasn’t really trying to kill them either.  She just wanted everyone to leave them alone so they could find somewhere to live again without having to hide all the time. 
 
      
 
    Randy drove into the weeds wishing he’d worn sunglasses.  There was no time to try and pick out the best trail, so he just went with blasting straight ahead in the middle of the wide treeless gully they were in.  The tall weeds whipped him in the face as he drove.  He imagined everyone else was protected a little better since he was breaking the trail for them.  He just wished he wasn’t doing it with his face.   
 
      
 
    The nice thing about driving into the weeds was he knew it wouldn’t take long for them to disappear from sight.  It was a good thing they’d all put the ponchos on earlier as otherwise they’d have been soaked to the bone driving through the wet weeds.  On top of the rain now they were getting hit with water from every angle as it shot up from the tires and was wiped all over them by the tall bushy weeds they were driving through.  He sucked up the discomfort and kept the throttle open on the four-wheeler to keep beating through the weeds with the heavy wagon in tow.   
 
      
 
    The wagon was his biggest fear.  He kept waiting for it to tip over or get stuck.  He knew it was slowing them down considerably since it probably weighed a few hundred pounds with all the junk he’d shoved into it on top of the three kids miserably huddled under the tarp.  He had no visibility in front of him.  The tall weeds didn’t present him with the option of being able to see where they were going.  He was driving with his eyes squeezed mostly shut at this point to keep them from being thrashed out of his skull.  There could be a car parked directly in front of them and he’d have no clue until he ran into it.   
 
      
 
    Driving behind Randy was Kelly.  She had Caitlyn riding shotgun with her.  Caitlyn had taken her cue from Myriah and was riding backwards behind her mom so she could shoot at anyone who came up on them from behind.  They were going slower now that they weren’t on an actual road but not that much slower.  The result being on top of the weeds whacking them around there was also the fact that they were being bounced all over the place on the four-wheelers.  All that added up to Caitlyn really wondering if she’d be able to actually shoot anyone if they got close.  She was thinking it’d be a miracle if she didn’t drop her gun altogether.    
 
      
 
    She’d swapped out the rifle for the shotgun her mom had slung over her shoulder.  They were all riding around with weapons dangling off them now.  The guns banging all over the place to make riding the ATVs even more uncomfortable.  She was hoping the shotgun was loaded with buckshot or something that’d be easier to hit the dirt bike riders with.  She wasn’t betting on accuracy to get them out of this mess.  She did like the fact that the bikers hadn’t figured out how to shoot back at them without getting off their bikes.  She was just thinking about that when the high-pitched whine of the bikes reached her ears.  If she could hear them over all the other noise, then they must be close. 
 
      
 
    She pointed the shotgun directly behind them and got it snug against her shoulder.  Holding the gun like that she had to use her legs to hold onto the four-wheeler.  That hadn’t been as hard when they were cutting through the forest and driving up the paved driveway.  Now that they were beating their way through a bumpy ditch it was almost impossible.  The seat wasn’t intended for someone to ride backwards on.  She really wished she’d taken the time to tie herself to the seat or something.  Falling off at this point wouldn’t be conducive to a long and healthy life.   
 
      
 
    A man riding a dirt bike dressed in camouflage appeared out of the bushes behind her.  The man had goggles on and was hunched low over his handlebars trying to keep the bike upright driving over all the bumps.  Based on how quickly he’d appeared out of nowhere to her Caitlyn wondered if they’d popped up out of nowhere to the rider as well.  Regardless she took a shot at the bike knowing she’d missed when her mom had hit a big bump right as she’d pulled the trigger.  The bikers back tire got away from him and he went down in a tumble of limbs and metal bike parts anyway.  One key difference between fighting Zombies and fighting people is that people would actually get scared if you shot at them.  Not that there were a ton of dirt bike driving Zombies out there that would necessarily apply to.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn worked on pumping another shell into the chamber.  Not an easy task while you’re bouncing through a ditch struggling to hang on to the ATV underneath you with just your extremely tired and aching legs.  Up in front of her Kelly was big time impressed Caitlyn was able to hang on and keep shooting.  She was thinking it was akin to riding one of those mechanical bulls on full speed while trying to apply your makeup.   
 
      
 
    Kelly needed Caitlyn focused on the bad guys behind them because it was all she could do to keep the four-wheeler on the path Randy was making for them.  She’d never in her life driven something like this and was hoping she’d never have to again.  Her entire body hurt.  Her arms felt like they were going to fall off from the strain of wrestling with the four-wheeler enough to keep it going straight up the gully.  She’d almost jumped out of her skin at the sudden boom from behind her when Caitlyn took a shot at someone.  Not knowing what was going on and trying to see how the kids in the wagon ahead of her were doing she silently prayed over and over again that they survived this ride.   
 
      
 
    They were driving past subdivisions that backed up to the gully they were in.  From where they were at, they could’ve seen them if they turned and looked through the weeds.  They may have had to stand up on the seats to see all the way over the weeds but the big houses in the subdivisions were well within view.  The neighborhood had a few wandering Zombies in them as well as houses with one or two Zombies lying in a coma like state waiting for some stimuli to call them to their feet.  There was also a pack of the adrenalized Zombies close by that’d already heard the shooting from earlier despite the muting effect of the rain.   
 
      
 
    The adrenalized Zombies sprinted through the woods headed in the direction the noises had come from.  Every time a new shot was fired the Zombies would let out a low screech and tweak the direction that they were running to head more towards wherever the new sound had come from.   
 
      
 
    Oblivious to all the activity they were causing in the Zombie world around them they kept riding through the weeds.  A total of three bikes had presented themselves to Caitlyn and a single shot had sent each of them to the muddy ground.  Caitlyn almost felt sorry for them being forced to come chase her without having the ability to shoot back.  It was kind of like being ordered to go charge an enemies machine gun nest.  Those were the guys who were posthumously given the fancy medals.  What could the Brotherhood possibly have to entice these men to do it?  She decided they must not have much since she was pretty sure she’d missed all three shots, but the men had still gone down.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn put her gun in one hand and held on to the seat with her free hand while she waited to see what was going to happen next.  An unfamiliar growling sound and then a big pickup truck came out of the weeds towards them like a great white shark coming out of the water after a seal.  The truck lurched towards them with the driver and his passenger both staring straight at Caitlyn.  They looked comically surprised at having actually caught up with her.  They also looked like they were getting pretty beat up driving through the tall weeds with the shattered windshield.   
 
      
 
    Surprised by the sudden appearance of the truck Caitlyn gripped the seat tightly with her legs and began swinging the shotgun into position to fire.  The sound of gunfire erupted from the truck as the man driving the truck pointed a pistol in her direction and emptied his clip.  Caitlyn tried to shoot back before she had the shotgun firmly against her shoulder and the recoil when she pulled the trigger made the butt of the shot gun slam painfully hard against her chin.  She accidentally dropped the gun as she scrambled to get her hands on the back of the seat to keep from falling off.   
 
      
 
    Missing her shotgun and not having time to try and pull one of the other long guns off her mom’s back she unholstered her pistol and used that to shoot back at the pickup.  Her rounds were much more on target as she was able to hold onto the bucking seat with one hand while firing with the other.  The truck was basically right behind her now.  They’d only been separated by a distance of about ten feet when she got her pistol out and started pulling the trigger.  The truck surged forward to try and ram them then skidded off to the side when a couple of her rounds went into the cab.   
 
      
 
    Shaking with fear Caitlyn held onto the back of the four-wheeler with both legs.  She kept one hand firmly gripping the metal bands on the back where you could strap gear.  She was crying and she had no idea why.  Overcome with the terror of being shot at and adrenaline and the responsibility of having to protect everyone.  The guilt of having shot and maybe killed real, uninfected humans hit her as well.  Her jaw ached from where she’d been hit by her own gun when she pulled the trigger prematurely.  Crying or not she kept her pistol gripped firmly in her free hand and waited for the next target to appear.   
 
      
 
    Randy had noticed they were driving past a few subdivisions.  He didn’t think driving through this gully was going to be sustainable.  They’d eventually get to a place another road crossed over it where the Brotherhood would be waiting with a firing squad for them.  They were going way too slow to be able to outrun the men who’d be flanking them on the roads.  Without another thought he turned the steering wheel to take them out of the gully and up into the subdivision he could see above the tops of the weeds.  The wagon full of the kids and random supplies was bouncing around behind him as the powerful engine on the expensive four-wheeler slugged along to pull them out of the ditch.  Kelly turned and followed him up and out of the ditch pulling up beside him once they’d gone from overgrown gully to overgrown cul de sac.   
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  Kelly asked.  She was drenched in nervous sweat and her heart was racing.  She felt like a fox who could hear the hunting dogs getting closer.   
 
      
 
    “We find something faster than these four-wheelers and we try to bust through their line before they pin us down.  Once we stop moving, we’re dead.  They already have a good idea of exactly where we are.  We’ve got to mix it up.”  Randy answered her.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve got no problem getting off this stupid machine.”  Caitlyn said.  She was trying to wipe away her tears before the little kids asked her why she’d been crying.  The littles were too busy agreeing that the wagon also sucked.    
 
      
 
    “If the dirt bike riders had pistols, we’d be captured already.”  Myriah said.  “I vote for getting off these death machines as soon as possible.” 
 
      
 
    “Alright follow me.”  Randy said and drove though the tall grass they were sitting in out to the actual paved portion of the cul de sac.  He was looking for a likely garage to raid for a new vehicle when a couple of men in camouflage walked down the street with rifles pointed directly at them.   
 
      
 
    “Hands in the air!”  One of the men approaching them yelled. 
 
      
 
    Randy did the math on what would happen if he went for his gun.  Those guys were locked and loaded and ready to shoot.  He didn’t think they’d hesitate to pull the trigger.  He was actually a little surprised they hadn’t just shot them already.  He assumed there must be orders for them to be captured alive if possible.  Then again if they just stood there then they were all going to be killed anyway.  Torn with indecision he threw his hands up in the air. The final decision being made by the thought of a random bullet hitting Zoey or one of the other little girls in the wagon.   
 
      
 
    The men stopped across from them and talked into the radio some before ordering them to drop down to their knees and put their hands behind their heads.  Frustrated beyond belief Randy looked over at Kelly as he hit his knees.  Kelly’s eyes were full of tears, but her lip wasn’t quivering.  Her expression was feral.  She was just waiting for the chance to leap.  Caitlyn and Myriah both looked scared to pieces.  The little girls were just kind of standing beside the wagon milling around in a circle.   
 
      
 
    The men stood in the middle of the road with guns aimed at them as they waited for something.  That something turned out to be the truck that Myriah and Caitlyn had both put rounds through.  The truck came crashing up out of the brush.  A tall young man with burn scars on his face parking the truck in front of them.  He got out and went to talk to the two men aiming guns at them.  From the other side of the housing complex a few screeches drifted to them on the night air.  The young man took the walkie talkie from the team standing in the street and ordered them to load the fugitives in the back of his pickup truck.   
 
      
 
    The two men advanced slowly on the family with their guns pointed mostly at Randy the entire time.  He stared hard at the men coming towards them.  He wanted them to have eye contact with him.  In his peripheral vision he saw Kelly go for her gun.  He stood up and charged straight at the men screaming as loud as he could to try and distract them.  From behind him he heard shots ringing out from both sides so either Caitlyn or Myriah had also gotten in the fight.  Looking in front of him he could see both the men were laying on the ground already.  He immediately tugged his own rifle up into his hands and started looking for the young partially burnt guy who’d gotten out of the truck.   
 
      
 
    That guy was standing in plain sight with his gun pointed at the ground with a sad smile playing across his lips.   
 
      
 
    “You guys need a ride?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28:  Redemption 
 
      
 
    “Chasing the crazy gun family down a ditch with no windshield.  This is bound to end well.”  Rodriguez muttered loudly shielding his eyes from all the junk flying in through the empty space where the windshield should be. 
 
      
 
    “Yep.  This sucks.”  Kyler volleyed back before spitting out something he hoped wasn’t a bug that’d ended up in his mouth.  ‘Sucks’ didn’t even begin to do this situation any justice. 
 
      
 
    Shots rang out in front of them.  Rodriguez let up on the gas but still ended up smacking a biker who’d been limping through the weeds trying to get back to the road.  Kyler watched the man spin in a circle before falling backwards into the weeds and mud.  A second later Rodriguez cussed even louder as they hit the guys bike and parts of it slammed into the bottom of the truck.  They came to a full stop as Rodriguez tried to make sure the bike wasn’t still stuck under the truck.  He ended up hopping out and kicking the handlebars of the bike out from where they’d gotten wedged in the front bumper. 
 
      
 
    While Rodriguez was freeing the truck from the bikes grip another one of the riders walked out of the weeds in front of them.  He looked like a Zombie at first the way he appeared out of nowhere and the shuffling way he was walking.  One of his legs was obviously not working right.  Rodriguez finished up with the handlebars and ran and got back in the driver’s seat.  Kyler put his rifle down.  He’d pulled it up and aimed it at the man who’d appeared out of nowhere thinking it really was a Zombie coming for them.  Rodriguez drove up beside the guy and Kyler leaned out to tell him to go find the other guy and make sure he was alive. 
 
      
 
    “Those chic’s on the four-wheelers are no joke.”  Rodriguez said.  He was driving forward a little more slowly now trying to avoid running into anymore bikes or anymore of their people.  Thanks to going slow he managed to avoid hitting the third guy they passed although it didn’t look like it really mattered.  Based on the blood and the funny angle the guy’s head was at he wasn’t going to be getting up anytime soon.   
 
      
 
    With no bikers left in front of him to worry about Rodriguez’s foot got a lot heavier on the gas pedal.  They surged forward eating a lot of weeds and dirt.  Through their squinted eyes they both saw the back of a four-wheeler appear out of nowhere.  What Rodriguez focused in on was the barrel of the shotgun pointing directly at them as it swung up onto the girls shoulder riding backwards in front of them.   
 
      
 
    Kyler missed most of what happened next.  Rodriguez had his pistol out and was blasting away then they hit a big bump.  When they landed the girl had a pistol out and was blasting away at them.  Kyler thought they’d gotten off safe and was getting ready to yell at Rodriguez to stop shooting and back off when the truck suddenly swerved hard to the left, spun around, and felt like it may flip before finally coming to a rough stop.   
 
      
 
    When Kyler was able to look over, he saw that Rodriguez was holding his shoulder trying to stop the blood that was pouring out of it.  Kyler ripped off his pack and pulled out the dressing and bandages he kept in there and went to work on Rodriguez.  It took a minute or two, but he thought Rodriguez may actually survive.  Working on that had caused him to lose focus on what was going on around them.  The busy task a welcome distraction from the fact that they’d just been in a gunfight with a young girl riding backwards on a four-wheeler and lost.   
 
      
 
    “Clearer Actual this Clearer Ten.  We have the fugitives in custody.  Sector ten in the subdivision over.”  The message came blasting over the radio reminding Kyler once again what they were in the middle of doing.  Without saying anything he hopped over Rodriguez and pushed him over to the passenger side.  Rodriguez flinched in pain and put his hand on top of the bandages to hold it in place but didn’t say anything otherwise.   
 
      
 
    Kyler drove the truck like he was possessed.  He bounced them through the rough terrain and up into the overgrown grass of a once expensive home.  Up in front of him he saw the four-wheelers parked and two clearers moving slowly towards the fugitives with rifles at the ready.  He slammed the car into park and hopped out trying his best to look important. 
 
      
 
    “Hey man.  Hand me that walkie and focus on getting these guys tied up.  I’ll cover you.”  Kyler said taking the walkie from one of the clearers.  He noticed the man he was taking it from looked like he was tweaking out on something.  His eyes were all over the place and he kept licking his lips.  Dismissing that bit of trivia as useless to him Kyler backed up a couple of steps and raised his rifle waving for the men to move forward.    
 
      
 
    Kyler sensed the family coiling up getting ready to attack.  He felt his own senses tingling with the anticipation of a fire fight.  His adrenaline kicking into high gear knowing he was fixing to put it all on the line.  Never minding the consequences Kyler fired two quick shots into the backs of the clearers he’d just ordered forward then pointed his gun at the ground and waited to see if he was going to die or not.   
 
      
 
    “You guys need a ride?”  He asked in a voice that seemed to emanate from someone else. 
 
      
 
    He found himself flat on his back with a pistol jammed against his head a couple of seconds later.   
 
      
 
    “Shoot him I shoot you.”  Came the familiar voice of Rodriguez from the truck.  The man on top of him yelled over his shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “Honey.  Please shoot the guy aiming a gun at me from the pickup so we can get the hell out of here.” 
 
      
 
    “I saw you through the window.  You were dressed up like a Zombie!  Your kid came out and grabbed your leg.  Don’t shoot the guy in the truck.  He’s with me.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t shoot him.”  A woman’s voice echoed.   
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time for prisoners.”  The man said.  He seemed intent on ignoring Rodriguez who was being eerily quiet.  Kyler hoped they hadn’t already managed to kill him.   
 
      
 
    “This is the guy who could’ve had us in the house when I dumped all the food on my head and slammed my face into the window acting like a Zombie.”  The woman explained.  The pistol barrel moved away from his face.   
 
      
 
    “Oh.  Cool.  Thanks.  Can you tell your guy in the truck to stop aiming his pistol at me?”  The man asked Kyler. 
 
      
 
    A loud screech broke through their conversations.  Kyler heard fire break out as the family of fugitives started taking out the Zombies who’d started showing up all around them. 
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to go!”  The man yelled.  He’d climbed off Kyler now.  “Tell your man to get out of the truck and we’ll let you both live.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler stood up slowly hoping no one accidentally shot him.   
 
      
 
    “Get in the back.  Lay low.  I’ll drive.  The Brotherhood is on the way here right now.  No way you get out without my help.”  Kyler told the man. 
 
      
 
    “Randy, get the kids in the back.  This guy let us live at the house and he just killed two of his own guys to save us.  What’s your name?”  The lady asked him. 
 
      
 
    “I’m Kyler and that guy bleeding to death in the truck over there is Rodriguez.  Rodriguez gave a confused looking wave at Kyler shaking the woman’s hand then seemed to give up and settle into the passenger seat for a nap.   
 
      
 
    “I’m Kelly.  I don’t know why you’re doing this, but I hope it’s for the right reasons.  Don’t make me regret this.  Those little kids getting in the truck right now are everything to me and if you hurt them, I’ll put a bullet through the back of your head without a second thought.”  Kelly promised him in her scary voice. 
 
      
 
    “Yes Ma’am.  Now hurry up and get in the back before the Zombies get here.  I need you all to stay low.  I’ve got a plan but if they see you in the back it’s all over and we’re dead.  Hurry!”  Kyler said rushing for the door as more Zombies came out of the ditch and sprinted towards them.  The family in the back gunning them down as quickly as they’d appeared.   
 
      
 
    Kyler climbed in the truck and started driving them through the subdivision.  He completely ignored the looks he was getting from Rodriguez telling himself he’d deal with having that little talk once they were safe.  He reached over and pulled the mic off the radio and pressed the send button. 
 
      
 
    “Clearer Actual this is Rover One.  Over.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    “Rover One this is Clearer Actual.  What’s your status?  Over.”  The excited voice of Krantz came back to them.  The sound of the excitement in his voice made Kyler feel nauseous.  It completely reinforced that he’d made the right choice.  Didn’t these people realize they were trying to track down and kill a family that’d just been trying to survive?  A mom and her kids? 
 
      
 
    “Clearer Ten is Kilo Indian Alpha.  Fugitives are headed south in the gully now.  Rover One driving to intercept.  Over.”  Kyler sent.  
 
      
 
    “Roger that Rover One.  All other units continue to envelop and shift.  Do not let them slip out.  Keep it tight.  Over.”  Krantz didn’t sound quite as thrilled now that he’d received the news that they didn’t have the fugitives locked down.   
 
      
 
    Kyler dodged a Zombie coming at the side of the truck and drove out of the weed enveloped neighborhood they were in.  He pointed the truck east and put the hammer down.  The wind whipping through the windshield reminding him at some point he needed to stop and get them a new vehicle.   
 
      
 
    “You know they’re going to kill us, right?”  Rodriguez said.   
 
      
 
    “Probably.”  Kyler answered not able to look over at Rodriguez.  No matter what else was going on he had just dragged Rodriguez into his own personal dilemma without even asking him.   
 
      
 
    “Well.  Drive fast and if we do manage to escape hopefully the people up north don’t kill us for these damned brands on our back.  Wake me up if they catch us or if we pass a liquor store.  I feel the need to mix prescription pain killers with a few shots of Cuervo.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler smiled.  He’d hoped Rodriguez would be good with going along with this plan.  Not that he’d been given much of a choice.  Kyler had pretty much kidnapped him at gunpoint.  He didn’t feel too bad though.  Rodriguez was basically a good guy.  The Brotherhood had just been corrupting him like it was corrupting everyone else.  Rodriguez would be happy again as soon as they got up north and they ended up in another fighting unit up there.  It’s not like they had any loyalty to the Senator.  The only one Kyler felt eve a little bad about right now was Krantz. 
 
      
 
    Krantz was also the main reason he was driving like a maniac.  He knew Krantz was smart and resourceful.  It wouldn’t take him long to figure out Kyler and Rodriguez had gone rogue.  Once he did there wasn’t going to be anything that’d keep him from coming after them.  A man like Krantz wouldn’t be able to forgive this kind of betrayal.  He’d keep coming for them no matter how long it took.  Assuming the Senator didn’t have him executed for failing at capturing the fugitives that Kyler had hiding in the back of the truck. 
 
      
 
    Feeling sorry for the people in the back Kyler kept up the crazy driving.  He was hitting all kinds of garbage in the road that threatened to make him lose control.  He watched the family in the back levitate up in the air a few times when he hit particularly large bumps in the road.  He noted the whole family had come together and wrapped their arms around each other.  That was smart since it gave them more overall weight and ensured the little ones wouldn’t just bounce right out of the truck bed.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez wasn’t loving the bouncing either.  He’d snaked a few pills out of his pocket at some point that’d put him right over the edge.  He was flopping around like a ragdoll over in the passenger seat.  He wasn’t going to be much help if something happened.  A suspicious part of Kyler wondered if he hadn’t done it on purpose so he could get out of having to shoot at anyone in the Brotherhood.  If they were captured, he could claim he’d been out cold the whole time.  Kyler pushed those thoughts out of his head when he saw a sedan driving towards them.   
 
      
 
    There was nowhere for them to hide on the narrow road.  They were just going to have to go for it.  Kyler slowed way down yelling for the people in the back to keep their heads down and get as low as they could get.  When he was beside the sedan he stopped and rolled his window down.  As soon as the man driving the sedan did the same Kyler threw out the challenge phrase and waited for the response.  Once they’d confirmed they were both on the same side the sedan driver visibly relaxed.   
 
      
 
    “We’re moving in to tighten the net.  We were pretty far out to try and catch them in case they got past everybody else.”  The man told Kyler.  
 
      
 
    “Ok.  We’re taking on that role now.  You keep going the way you’re going and keep your eyes open.  We’re thinking now they doubled back down the gully to head south.  They just killed two more of our men down there so keep your eyes open.  I wouldn’t give them the benefit of the doubt either.  Shoot first and live longer.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds good to me sir.  Thanks.”  The sedan driver drove away.  Kyler gave himself the freedom to breathe again.  He glanced over at Rodriguez who’d opened his eyes again during the exchange and had his pistol out and in his hand.  That flipped Kyler out for a second and he started to go for his weapon. 
 
      
 
    “I’m on your side moron.  This was for them if you’d done a bad job lying.  Turns out you might be a pretty good poker player though.”  Rodriguez put the pistol back in his holster and went back to sleep without another word.   
 
      
 
    “We going to sit here all day or get the hell out of Dodge?”  A man’s voice drifted to Kyler from the back of the truck.   
 
      
 
    “Heading out now.  You guys stay down but based on what that guy just told me we may already be outside the net.  My former boss is going to figure this out soon enough though, so we need to haul ass.  I’ve got friends up north that may be able to help us out if we can make it that far.”  Kyler yelled back over his shoulder to Randy or anyone else who was listening.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez had popped his eyes back open at the exchange. 
 
      
 
    “Friends up north?”  He asked in a slurred voice.  He’d definitely been hitting some sort of narcotic over on his side. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a long story.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29:  A Long Story 
 
      
 
    Kyler drove slowly past the dilapidated service station and diner on the leaf covered two lane road.  The service station had a house behind it where the owner had lived.  Not seeing what he’d been looking for he kept on driving.  Up ahead he saw a sign for a daycare and slowed down again to see if the parking lot there may provide any better options.  This time he thought he saw something that may work.   
 
      
 
    “Wake up.”  He said poking Rodriguez in the side.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  Rodriguez said sitting up looking dazed and confused.  Ignoring him Kyler yelled over his shoulder for Randy and Kelly to get ready. 
 
      
 
    “Ready for what?”  Kelly asked him through the broken window. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to see if that van runs.  If it does, I think we should switch vehicles.  The Brotherhood has posts all over the place and they note what cars they see go by.  A white truck with the windshield blown out and a family sitting in the back puts a big target on our backs.”  Kyler explained his reasoning as he turned into the circular driveway in front of the home turned daycare. 
 
      
 
    That explanation seemed to have worked as everyone gathered their gear and weapons and positioned themselves in the truck to fight if needed.  Kyler was happy to see the newcomers in the back of the truck all pulled out hand weapons instead of automatically going for their guns.  This wasn’t their first rodeo.   
 
      
 
    He stopped the truck and hopped out leaving it running in case they needed to get out of there in a hurry.  He looked at Rodriguez who waved and blew him a kiss.  Rodriguez obviously wasn’t planning on lending a hand on this particular operation.  Probably due to the massive blood loss coupled with the self-medication.  Rodriguez had long since gotten all the pills jumbled to the point where he had no idea how strong the different ones were anymore.  Asking Rodriguez for an aspirin was akin to playing Russian roulette.  You never knew what the hell he was going to hand you.  Although if he was cackling like an idiot when he handed it to you there was a good chance that he was trying to sneak you a Viagra. 
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly hopped out of the truck and walked a few steps behind him.  No one was talking anymore as they all went into stealth mode.  You didn’t talk when you were going to be in an area for an extended amount of time.  If you did the Zombies would come.  About the only place you really could talk was in a moving car or if you were somewhere that would block most the sound like a room in a house.  In the house you still only spoke when necessary just to be on the safe side.   
 
      
 
    Kyler tried the door to the van.  It was locked like he’d anticipated.  He normally looked for cars that were in garages as they weathered the apocalypse much better than those left exposed to the elements.  This van was sitting under a carport though, so he’d figured it was at least worth a try.  He nodded towards the door leading into the house from the carport and Randy led the way over to it.  Once all three of them were over by the carport door Randy made a tapping motion with his hand and Kyler nodded yes.  Randy tapped the glass on the door three times hard with the funky looking axe he was carrying.   
 
      
 
    They all stood silent listening for any disturbance in the house caused by the noise.  Not hearing anything after a minute of waiting Kyler signaled for Randy to do it again.  Randy did it again this time a little bit harder to make sure it’d be heard throughout the whole house.  When that tapping failed to cause any freaks to materialize either Kyler stepped forward and used a hammer to break the pane of glass by the doorknob.  He fumbled around for a second then they were all moving into the house.   
 
      
 
    A block of wood with some hooks hanging on it by the kitchen had some key chains dangling off it that looked promising.  Kyler grabbed those while Kelly and Randy looted the pantry.  It was a treasure trove of kid snacks packed with preservatives.  Kyler had often wondered how the little fruit snacks could claim they were made with real fruit, yet manage to last two years sitting in a hot pantry.  Two years in a hot pantry and still taste the same as the day they were picked off the real fruit snack tree.  Kyler watched amused as the excited parents made room in the plastic grocery bags that they’d found in the pantry to shove in some toys.  He was about to tell them they needed to hurry up when they both gathered what they’d found and went to stand by the carport door to wait for him.  It looked like they were all working on the same wavelength already.   
 
      
 
    The van opened with one of the keys, but it was obvious the battery was dead.  Kyler had been expecting that as well.  He worked with Randy to get the truck turned off and the battery pulled out of it.  Using a cheap socket wrench set and a screwdriver they took out the vans existing battery and swapped it with the one from the truck.  The one from the truck didn’t fit exactly right but they made it work.  Most importantly, when Kelly tried the key for them again the van came to life.  As long as it worked, and they were able to shut the hood Kyler considered the operation a success.   
 
      
 
    They quickly and quietly transferred all their gear from the truck to the minivan.  They shoved Rodriguez in the back with the kids and Randy sat in the passenger seat next to Kyler. Kelly climbed in and sat in the seat behind them.  Kelly kept urging them to hurry up because she wanted to show the kids all the goodies that they’d just looted from the daycare section of the house.  The first five minutes of the journey was spent listening to the girls giggle and play with the dolls and little plastic horses and unicorns Kelly had brought out for them.  Once that excitement died down, she gave each of the kids a pack of the immortal fruit snacks and turned her attention to Kyler. 
 
      
 
    “You mentioned a long story?”  She asked.   
 
      
 
    Not seeing any reason to hold back at this point Kyler let everything out.  He grazed over the spy work piece of it a little bit but otherwise he told them everything.  He told them about being attacked by his mom when she’d turned.  He told them about how he’d had to kill Mike to escape from that pier.  All the death and desperation of his journey to get to that moment poured out of him.  He hadn’t meant to truly tell his whole story, but it just kept spilling out once he started.  He talked for most of an hour without interruption.  He talked and drove.  He already knew which roads he needed to be on plus the alternate routes.  He’d been studying the map of the area for days now.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez and everyone had assumed he was studying it to try and find the fugitives.  He’d really been studying it for this.  He’d hoped he’d be able to help them escape but hadn’t really bet on it.  He’d thought he’d be out here making this trek on his own.  Which would’ve been about a million times easier than dragging along all of these other people he now felt responsible for.  Wrapping up his story he absently brushed the tears off his cheeks.  They’d spilled at different parts of his story.  From his mom to Mike to the busload of kids he’d watched get eaten alive by the Zombies.   
 
      
 
    Suddenly thinking about how much he’d said Kyler realized he was blushing.  It’d been cathartic for him to say all of that out loud, but it was a lot to dump on a bunch of people he’d just met.  What would they think of him now?  He’d done some horrible things to survive.  At the time it’d all seemed justified.  In retrospect though with other people judging your actions it all got a little less black and white.  Time and distance made those lines even more blurry.   
 
      
 
    “Never be ashamed for surviving.”  Randy told him.  He looked right at Kyler as he said it.   
 
      
 
    “That was a beautiful story Kyler.  You’ve done nothing to be ashamed of.  I’m just glad god put you on our path.”  Kelly told him with one hand patting him on the back.  She’d been crying as well.  After a story like that there was barely a dry eye in the house.  Except maybe for Doreen who’d spent most of the hour trying to get a plastic unicorn to eat out of her bag of fruit snacks.  Rodriguez had slept through the whole story as well.   
 
      
 
    “Fair is fair.”  Randy said and launched into an overview of their journey.  He started with the island up north and took Kyler all the way through to where they were today.  Randy told the story much more matter of fact than the way Kyler had told his.  It still left Kyler filled with a sense of awe.  The lengths those two had gone through to save their children.  The love and fearlessness and dedication those acts represented.  If Kyler had still needed validation that he’d done the right thing betraying the Brotherhood and saving this family, that story put any of those lingering doubts to rest 
 
      
 
    Stories told and new bonds formed they continued driving east.  Kyler was hoping to hold off on turning north until they were in a better position to get through the Appalachians.  He’d heard a lot of the mountain roads were completely impassable at this point.  They’d been briefed on mountain conditions while waiting to fly into Tennessee.  Rockslides, avalanches and massive traffic jams of refugees had taken their toll.  If Krantz was able to send a helicopter or something to search for them Kyler also thought it’d be better if they were spotted going east rather than north.  He was thinking the same thing about driving past any possible Brotherhood outposts.  There was a good chance they’d already been seen, and the van logged into some outposts logbook that no one was going to really care about.  If they were headed north, then that would set off some alarm bells at the outpost and definitely for anyone trying to follow them. 
 
      
 
    “What about the grumpy guy in the back?”  Kelly leaned all the way forward to whisper the question so only Kyler and Randy could hear her. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll be fine.  I kind of sprang this on him so he’s going to need a period of adjustment, but he knows he’s in it with us now.  As long as we get him to a place where he can drink and fight, he’ll be good to go.”  Kyler answered with more confidence than he felt.  He’d really hoped Rodriguez would’ve been more enthusiastic about trying to help the family escape.  That wasn’t turning out to be the case. 
 
      
 
    “Ok then.  We owe you both big time so let us know what we can do to help on that front.”  Randy said.  He paused to take a breath and let that sink in then asked the million-dollar question.  “So now what?” 
 
      
 
    It was a question Kyler hadn’t put a ton of thought into.  He had his plan up to the point of getting them to the border then he just wanted to join back up with the men up north.  He hoped what he was going to say was going to make more sense now that he’d shared his story with them.  He hadn’t been thinking about that when he’d told them everything, but it suddenly dawned on him now that no one else in the truck really had a clue what was going on to the north.  Other than the messed-up island Kelly and Randy had been stuck on it didn’t sound like they’d spent too much time in any one place on their journey to rescue their kids.   
 
      
 
    “Did you guys have a plan?  Where were you trying to go?”  Kyler asked them. 
 
      
 
    “We were just trying to get as far from the Brotherhood as possible.  Other than that, just looking for a nice place to raise the kids with plenty of supplies and minimal monsters or people trying to kill us.  Preferably none.”  Kelly answered.  Randy shrugged his shoulders and nodded in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “We talked about heading west.  California is sounding pretty good right about now.”  Randy said. 
 
      
 
    “Well Tennessee is going to be a battleground for a little while then a Brotherhood state so you’re probably going to want to avoid going through there.  To go around a different way you’d have to go back down south first or go north and cutover once you’re past Tennessee.  You may want to wait until summer to knock that out with the mountain passes and all but it’s doable.  There’s another option that’s going to sound kind of crazy and may not even be possible but is something you may want to think about.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    “The aircraft carrier?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “Were you serious about that?”  Randy said incredulously.  It was obvious both of them thought that sounded like a pipe dream. 
 
      
 
    “I honestly don’t know if they got it going or not, but I know they were trying.  It’s a scary option but maybe less scary than going and hanging out in the middle of nowhere with your family waiting for Zombies to show up or even worse a group of bandits or something.  I’m planning on going back to them if they’ll have me.  It turns out I’m pretty good at being a soldier.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you kind of in the middle of running away from being a soldier?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’m running as fast as I can away from fighting for an army built on drugging people to make them compliant and holding their families for ransom to make them loyal.  Running away from orders to execute a family.  I’m fine with being a soldier.  I just want to believe in the cause I’m fighting for or at least not be completely against it.  I know you never agree with everything your side is doing but big picture you should be able to live with it.”  Kyler answered her. 
 
      
 
    A beeping noise made him look down at the gas gauge.  It was time to pull over and pour the rest of the fuel they’d dragged with them into the belly of this soccer mom machine.  Once that gas was gone, they’d need to be on the lookout for somewhere they could get more.  In case they ended up driving through the mountains or into some other desolate location they needed plenty of supplies on hand.  It’d also be nice to have it in the car if someone started chasing them.  A lot easier to stop and refuel from a can out of the car than try to find a full gas can in a garage while people were shooting at you.   
 
      
 
    He looked around him.  He’d been driving on autopilot while they talked.  He’d only really paid attention when they hit crossroads.  At the crossroads he’d stopped and checked to make sure he was still on the route he’d marked off in his mind.  The backroads they’d driven had been clear of any major obstructions.  A lot of debris in the roads from the trees like branches falling and leaves and such but no major trees lying fully across the road or anything.  If they got the chance to snag an SUV or truck with a winch on it, he was going to take it.  Otherwise it’d be axes and manual labor when they inevitably came to a road that was blocked.   
 
      
 
    He pulled over to the side of the road they were on and got out to take care of filling up the gas tank.  Randy jumped out to help him.  It was always a good idea to have someone watching your back since even in the middle of nowhere a Zombie could decide to show up and ruin your day.   
 
      
 
    “We there yet?”  Randy asked when Kyler came around the corner. 
 
      
 
    “Define there.”  Kyler shot back then continued in a more serious tone.  “We’re actually making way better time than I thought we would.  Assuming the next part of the trip doesn’t give us any issues we’ll be turning north in a few hours.  We just need to find some gas and refill these cans.  I don’t want to get stuck in the middle of nowhere with no gas.” 
 
      
 
    “You think they’re still chasing us?”  Randy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think Krantz is going to stop anytime soon.  Especially not if he figures out that I betrayed him.  It’s best we get out of Brotherhood territory as soon as we can.  I’m actually voting for getting out of North America if we can.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    Randy looked at Kyler to see if he was joking.  He wasn’t.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30:  The Ninth Circle of Hell 
 
      
 
    Krantz stood in the house they’d originally seen the body of the crawler with its head smashed in at.  It was one of the breadcrumbs that’d pointed them right at the family of fugitives.  He walked into the garage and noted the spot where it was now obvious the family had taken the four-wheelers from.  He chided himself again for the mistakes that’d been made.  There was no way that family should’ve been able to slip through their net.   
 
      
 
    He listened to the chatter coming across the radio as his people made more discoveries.  The large number of Zombies sweeping in from the surrounding countryside threatening to force them all to find somewhere to hide for the rest of the day.  Krantz supposed the clearers could all just go hang out in their Mad Max Penskes for the day if it got too rough.  They’d already lost a few men to the adrenalized Zombies that’d been the first to arrive on the scene.   
 
      
 
    Even with all the Zombies showing up to muck up the trail it was still seeming likely that the family had escaped.  The four-wheelers had been found in the zone that they’d been last reported spotted in.  The bodies of both of those clearers who’d called in the report had also been found.  They’d been chewed on some, but they also had bullet holes in their backs.  Somehow the fugitives had gotten the drop on them.   
 
      
 
    Krantz was wondering if he’d lost Rodriguez and Kyler too.  They hadn’t reported in since saying the family had gone back into the gully and they were getting on the road to try and cut them off.  That hadn’t made a whole lot of sense to Krantz, but he’d trusted them thinking maybe their vehicle was too trashed to get back in the gully or something.  He’d had tons of men rushing that way regardless, so the gully was covered.  His mind kept going back to mulling over that last cryptic broadcast from Kyler.   
 
      
 
    A sudden suspicion gnawing at him Krantz got on the radio calling again for Kyler and Rodriguez by call sign.  When he got no response, he asked if anyone had seen them.  That question went unanswered on the airwaves for a few seconds before one of the clearer parties responded they’d met with Rover One briefly.  Krantz queried them some more until he was able to piece together that one of the far-flung patrols had been driving towards Ball Ground when the order went out to tighten the net.  Kyler had stopped and told them he was heading out to cover the far-flung piece and they’d let him go.    
 
      
 
    The clearers had been in a sedan so couldn’t see what was in the back of the truck, but they’d seen Rodriguez sitting slumped over in the passenger side.  Rodriguez hadn’t said anything during the brief discussion.  Krantz signed off and leaned back against the wall.  He let his mind go free thinking about some of the odd things Kyler had said recently.  Things that he saw now should’ve been red flags.  The idea of executing the family had obviously impacted Kyler harder than Krantz had thought. 
 
      
 
    The more he thought about it the more he became certain that Kyler had something to do with the fugitives escaping.  Even if they hadn’t assisted the fugitives, they’d used the cover of the search to make a run for the border.  Once they got into South Carolina they’d be out of reach of the Brotherhood for now.  Had Kyler really thought Krantz was going to kill a bunch of little girls?  He would’ve executed the parents since by all reports they’d earned it, but he wasn’t a child killer.  Why the hell would Rodriguez have gone along with Kyler?  Krantz could totally see Kyler taking the moral high ground but the crotchety Rodriguez was a different story. 
 
      
 
    His head swirling with questions and doubts Krantz stood in the house feeling betrayed.  At the thought of having to report this to his command the feeling of betrayal stirred up another flurry of emotions.  He felt embarrassment at having vouched for Kyler and Rodriguez and fear of what may happen to him now that this had happened.  Especially if it became known that the men that he’d put his trust in were the ones who’d taken the family and made a run for it.  That fear quickly morphed into red hot anger.  He became impatient to catch the fugitives which now included the rogue pair of Brotherhood soldiers. 
 
      
 
    He pored over the map and marked off the last sighting of Kyler by the clearer patrol.  He traced his finger north and saw that the roads kept leading up into the mountains.  He slid his finger a little further east and checked again.  Trying to put his mind into an evading capture mindset he avoided the main roads on the map and stuck to the small lines winding through the terrain.  He knew they weren’t going to get a second shot at finding the fugitives before they made it out of Brotherhood territory.  Making his best guesses, he drew a dark line along the three paths he thought it was most likely Kyler would’ve taken.   
 
      
 
    He coordinated quickly over the radio with the three clearer patrols that’d been placed under his command.  Less than hour from that first nagging suspicion he was leading one of the three clearer groups down the path he thought it most likely Kyler would’ve taken.  Anger creasing his forehead knowing that Kyler would’ve had a huge head start by this time he urged his driver to drive fast.  They’d sent out the motor bikers with radios ahead of the patrols to report back any major obstructions in the road.  The big Penske trucks were coming up the rear of the three groups while scavenged cars and trucks were in the lead behind the dirt bikes.   
 
      
 
    Krantz reached out to the outposts for more information.  He was acknowledged and told no trucks had passed the outpost position.  That outpost was letting the other outposts know to be on the lookout.  Krantz knew the closer the fugitives got to the border the more likely they’d be spotted.  The Brotherhood leadership was paranoid about the South Carolina border.  That was the border they planned to go over when they invaded South Carolina so they assumed the people from up north could come bursting across it any time.  They were also constantly looking out for deserters and spies.   
 
      
 
    Krantz made sure the outposts knew to look for Kyler and Rodriguez and also to be on the lookout for a family.  It was a bit difficult broadcasting all that over the air since he knew Kyler had a radio in the truck he was driving as well.  Krantz didn’t want to tip his hand too much so once he’d given instructions to be contacted immediately if anything was seen he went off the air.  He was careful to never once mention that he had three large groups in pursuit.  He also made the groups maintain radio silence.  They were all going to follow their routes unless they found something.  Physically placing eyes on the fugitives was the main way they were going to allow for any of the groups to contact any of the other groups.  Otherwise they’d drive on until each of them completed the route to the South Carolina border at which point they’d sit tight until all three groups had completed the journey. 
 
      
 
    With nothing more to do but drive and search for any sign of the traitors Krantz gritted his teeth and again urged his driver to go a little bit faster.  They were already driving at a pretty unsafe speed but the tone of Krantz’s voice told the driver this wasn’t the time to argue.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31:  Overdose 
 
      
 
    The van smelled like gasoline.  It actually wasn’t a bad odor considering the number of people crammed in the van.  There’d been plenty of times Kyler would’ve been happy to inhale some gasoline fumes rather than be subjected to the fumes coming off Rodriguez.  Randy had spotted a go-kart track and told Kyler to stop.  Not really knowing why they were pulling over at the overgrown tourist trap Kyler had listen while Randy told him they could probably find all kinds of tools and gas there.  It turned out Randy had spent a summer working at a place like this so had a pretty good idea of what may be available. 
 
      
 
    He’d been correct about the gas and tools.  The place had also been completely Zombie free which was a nice bonus.  Looking at the map Kyler could see they were coming up on a massive lake, so he felt good about having the extra gas.  He was assuming the closer they got to the lake the more homes and businesses there’d be.  The more homes and businesses there were the more chances of Zombie packs or survivors who may want to take shots at them.  They’d be forced to cross over some bridges as well.  Kyler figured if there was anywhere that they may run into the Brotherhood having people man posts it’d be on the bridges.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez had decided to rejoin them after they finished looting the go kart place.  He’d let Kelly take a look at this shoulder.  She was sitting in the first row now working with Myriah on patching up the holes that Caitlyn had put in Rodriguez.  Rodriguez being Rodriguez he’d already managed to bring Caitlyn to tears over the whole incident.  Kyler could tell Rodriguez was seriously straining Kelly’s bedside manner as well with this crude and cruel comments.  Honestly Kyler didn’t know what’d gotten into the man he considered a friend.   
 
      
 
    They figured out what’d gotten into Rodriguez when he suddenly projectile vomited before falling over backwards in the seat with his eyes rolling up in his head.  Kelly had been digging through her bag looking for more tape when it happened, so she missed most of the initial onslaught.  Myriah ended up with a full-on puke facial with the chunky hot mix dripping out of her hair.  Kyler caught some of what was happening in the rear-view mirror and just hoped the poor girl hadn’t had her mouth open when it happened. 
 
      
 
    Myriah turned away from Rodriguez struggling to wipe the hot gunk off her face and out of her hair.  Kyler pulled the van over so everyone could figure out what they needed to do.  He was also hoping they could do something about the smell in the car.  He was longing now to go back to the strong odor of gasoline fumes.  Kelly was checking on Rodriguez. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Kyler.  Your buddy here isn’t looking good.  I’m thinking he’s been munching on too many painkillers and drinking too much.  I’d say we should try and make him puke, but he seems like he’s already taken care of that.  I’m not sure what else we can do besides clean him up.”  Kelly was using a wad of bandages to try and wipe the puke up off Rodriguez and the seat.  Kyler pulled a spare shirt out of his bag and gave it to Myriah to use to clean off her face.  He noticed she was sobbing too.  It was a weird kind of crying since she didn’t want to open her mouth and risk getting any of the puke in it.   
 
      
 
    “We need to flip him on his side.”  Kyler said trying to figure out how to climb in and help her.  There was puke everywhere and it was a pretty confined space.  He was saved from having to do it as Randy just dove right on in and started manhandling Rodriguez.  Pretty soon he had him laid out on his side across all three seats. 
 
      
 
    “He’s still breathing.  He looks a little blue around the lips though.”  Kelly said.   
 
      
 
    “Oxy overdose.”  Kyler said.  It was a sign of the times that it had become a common enough occurrence in New England that it’d made its way into the First Aid section of the Boy Scout handbook.   
 
      
 
    “What do we do?”  Randy said.   
 
      
 
    “We need to get him some of the medicine that counters it.  It’s like Narcan or nalexey or something.  If we can find a pharmacy, they should have some.”  Kyler said trying to remember what the full first aid for this was.  As far as he could remember it was to keep the person from drowning in their own vomit and call 911 as soon as possible.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Let’s find one then.”  Randy said.  Inwardly Randy was wondering what kind of person it made him that he was privately hoping Rodriguez didn’t make it.  Randy had instantly liked Kyler once they’d gotten rolling together.  He trusted Kyler.  He felt that Rodriguez would’ve been much happier with turning them in and getting the reward.  Rodriguez had made it obvious he didn’t want to be there.  It wouldn’t surprise Randy one bit to find out that the overdose wasn’t even accidental.   
 
      
 
    Everyone got back in the van.  They drove in silence craning their necks to find a pharmacy.  The heavy stench of vomit mixed with the acrid odor from the gasoline cans hung in the air even with the windows all rolled down.  Short of finding a pharmacy and getting the drugs they needed the only thing Kyler could think of for them to do was keep an eye on Rodriguez and hope he didn’t die or sustain any permanent brain damage.  It was tearing Kyler up that he may lose Rodriguez.  It’d never even occurred to him that maybe the tough soldier exterior was hiding someone just as scared as he was.  Pulling him off in this betrayal and forcing him to just accept it may have been too much for him.  If Rodriguez died Kyler knew that blood was going to be on his hands.  Just like the blood of all the others who’d stood by his side and helped him survive.  He may want to warn Randy that the people around him didn’t have very much in the way of life expectancy. 
 
      
 
    They continued driving without seeing any signs of a pharmacy anywhere.  Randy mentioned they should look for police cars or fire stations as well since those would be stocked with the lifesaving drug as well.  Almost immediately after bringing up that idea they passed a small fire station.  Ironically enough it was burnt to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “If Rodriguez was conscious that’d crack him up.”  Kyler said smiling to hide the fear he was feeling for his comrade in arms.  Rodriguez may be a complete pain in the ass, but Kyler still considered him a friend.  Kelly smiled and reached up and patted him on the arm.   
 
      
 
    They kept driving until they came to a bridge going over part of the lake.   
 
      
 
    “Is that the whole lake?”  Caitlyn asked from the back seat.  She was making sure each of the little kids spent plenty of time with their heads close to the fresh air coming in from the windows.  The Geneva convention wouldn’t allow most enemy combatants to be subjected to the smells inside the van.  There was also the very real possibility of the toxic gas fumes being bad enough to knock out the little kids.  It wasn’t likely but at this point no on really wanted to risk anything else going wrong.  A good rule of thumb was to try to only have to deal with one unconscious person at a time.   
 
      
 
    “This is just the first little part of it.  It gets a lot bigger up ahead.”  Randy answered her.  Kyler had passed the map along to Randy and made him official navigator for the trip.   
 
      
 
    “Could we take a boat to South Carolina?  That might throw off whoever’s chasing us.”  Caitlyn said.   
 
      
 
    “That might be the ticket.  Good thinking.”  Randy said before looking over at Kyler.  “Hey man.  How likely is it do you think your former boss is chasing us and how long do you think we have before he catches us?” 
 
      
 
    “He probably already knows we took off and I bet he suspects that you’re with us.  Assuming he’s figured that out my guess is we have a few hours lead time on him.  He has people he’ll send out ahead of him as scouts on motorcycles and fast cars.  Those guys could be catching up to us in the next hour or two in theory.  We’d have to sit down and do the math to really figure it out.   Are any of you any good at the trains leaving the station and passing each other kind of math crap?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “Can we take the lake all the way to South Carolina?”  Kelly asked after an awkwardly long silence in which no one volunteered to do the word problem to figure out how long they had before the bad guys caught up to them. 
 
      
 
    “No.”  Randy said staring at the map.  “It looks like we’d get past Gainesville though which looks like the last big city before we’d make it over the state line.” 
 
      
 
    “We going to go for it?”  Kyler asked slowing down and eyeing the parking lot they were passing.  It had an area on it for boat launches.  There was a rusted-out Volkswagen parked half off the lot but other than that no boats or anything.  Kelly and Randy exchanged a look.  They were both thinking that doing this meant giving up on finding the medicine Rodriguez needed.  They both understood Kyler must know that as well.   
 
      
 
    “If you think they’re coming after us then the sooner we get off the road the safer we are.”  Randy answered.   
 
      
 
    “How’s Rodriguez look?”  Kyler asked Kelly. 
 
      
 
    “Still looking bluish around the mouth but he’s breathing, and his pulse seems ok.  I don’t really know what a great pulse is supposed to feel like, but I can find it and it feels strong.”  Kelly answered.   
 
      
 
    Kyler considered their options.  He hadn’t said it out loud, but he knew Krantz was smart and crafty.  It wouldn’t surprise him if they really only had another fifteen minutes before the first scouts on motorcycles caught up to them.  Krantz would’ve split up his men and his scouts to cover the most territory.  He would’ve hedged his bets with Kyler going either north or east. He probably had correctly assumed they’d go east first to try and put some distance between them before making the turn north.   
 
      
 
    Considering all that and knowing their window of time to search for a pharmacy was rapidly being reduced to zero he made his decision.  His first priority needed to be to get these kids and their parents over the finish line.  If he got the drug Rodriguez needed but failed to keep the family safe, then the whole mission was a failure.  His whole attempt to try and justify the sacrifices everyone had made to get him to this point would be in question.  Rodriguez was a big boy.  He knew taking drugs and washing them down with Jim Bean wasn’t part of a healthy diet.  The idea the maybe Rodriguez had taken too many pills on purpose was too depressing for Kyler to consider right then. 
 
      
 
    The next large road leading into the woods came up on the right and Kyler swerved down it.  The road was rough going with large branches lying across the cracked black pavement.  The van bounced over the first few with no issue then Kyler managed to get stuck on another one.  They got out to look and saw the van was straddling a big log.  The tires weren’t touching anything solid on either side.  Figuring out that the van was front wheel drive only took a few minutes after which Kyler, Caitlyn and Randy all lay across the hood of the van while Kelly gingerly tapped the accelerator.   
 
      
 
    No one got ran over and the van got unstuck so they voted that one a win.  They continued driving past driveways leading to what looked like some seriously big mansions.   
 
      
 
    “This must be where all the rich people from Atlanta have their houses.”  Randy said staring in awe at a house that must be at least twenty thousand square feet.  That was just judging from the pieces they could see of it through the overgrown foliage.   
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  This place is ridiculous.”  Kyler said looking out his window to the left at another house coming up that could’ve easily been part of a TV special on unbelievable old money real estate.  Even with all that money the people in these homes were just as screwed now as everyone else on the planet.  Unless of course they had solar, guns and a ton of ammunition. 
 
      
 
    “Reminds me of the neighborhood where we ran into Gordon.”  Kelly chimed in.  All the kids perked up at the mention of the pilot who’d helped them escape from the Brotherhood.  If they were expecting a long story though they were disappointed when Kelly didn’t follow up with any additional details.  She just sat on the edge of her seat with one hand stroking the hair on Rodriguez’s head while she stared out into the woods on her side of the van.   
 
      
 
    They got to a point in a few more minutes where there was just too much junk in the road to even think about trying to drive through.  Hoping they were far enough down the driveway to be at a house with a dock and a nice boat Kyler backed up twenty feet and turned on to the last driveway they’d passed.  It had a gate across the road set about thirty yards into the woods.  There was an intercom you could ring if you had a delivery.  Kyler assumed that wouldn’t work so just sat idly staring at the gate.   
 
      
 
    “We have the bolt cutters from the Kart track.”  Randy reminded him.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t see a chain or anything around the gate.  I think it’s just one piece that swings open and shut.”  Kyler put the van in park so him and Randy could get out and take a look.  They found a simple latch they could lever up and pushed the gate open.  Excited they hadn’t had to try crashing into the barricade or anything else overly destructive they drove through the now open gate.  They continued on up the road towards the large estate set on a stone shelf a little above the lake.   
 
      
 
    Back at the main road a noise like an upset hornets’ nest could be heard in the distance.  The noise finally coalesced into the sound a dirt bike makes.  A few minutes after the noise became audible a man in camouflage came zipping along the road dodging debris on a dirt bike.  The man’s eyes wide open for any sign of the fugitives he’d been sent out to look for.  He slowed down to look at the side road but not seeing anything obvious kept right on going.  His job was to get out and past where the fugitives might be.  There’d be others behind him who’d do a more thorough job of searching all the side roads.  The fugitives wouldn’t stay free for long. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32:  The Boat House 
 
      
 
    “Damn that’s a nice house.”  Randy said open mouthed gaping at the gorgeous mansion on the side of the lake.   
 
      
 
    No one was disagreeing with him although Kelly was thinking the word house probably wasn’t the best way to describe the place.  The mansion looking monstrosity Randy was currently admiring was at the end of the winding drive.  They’d driven past a fenced in pasture easily the size of a football field that looked like it had horse jumping equipment in it.  The pasture was so overgrown they could just barely make out the tops of the equipment sticking out of it.  A large stable made of the same rock as the huge house sat beside the field.  Behind all of that was a large expanse of water with the forests of the lakeshore on the other side peeking back at them.   
 
      
 
    Kyler drove up and onto the grass then down the slope on the other side of it until he could see the dock that was sticking out into the lake behind the house.  The yard was overgrown so he guessed where there may be a road and drove them in that general direction.  The dock had a boathouse at the end of it.  Kyler was thinking that was a good sign.  He was also thinking if this was a bust there should be plenty more docks and boathouses around the area.  Rich people spent a lot of time and money keeping up with the Joneses. 
 
      
 
    Kyler drove through the tall grass right onto the hard clay beach by the dock.  Once he got as close to the dock as he could without driving them into the lake he stopped.  Before anyone got out, they spent a minute listening to see if they heard any screeches.  Kyler was impressed at how easily even the toddler went into silent mode when her parents told her to.  That kind of discipline was probably ninety percent of the reason the family had survived. 
 
      
 
    “I think we’re good.”  Kyler said finally after the silence had dragged out for a full minute. 
 
      
 
    “You and me go check out the boathouse?”  Randy asked.  
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded and the two of them got out of the van.  Randy had that weird ax dangling from his hand while Kyler had a machete.  Both of them had rifles hanging off them as well as all their other weapons where they could easily get to them.  Kyler had a new appreciation for the ax that Randy was carrying.  When Randy had told him about the weird house that he’d taken it from Kyler had instantly remembered the fresh-looking corpse in full armor at the bottom of the stairs.  Even with all the death he’d seen that one still stood out. 
 
      
 
    The dock creaked under their feet as they walked towards the large boathouse at the end of it.  The boards starting to show the impact of multiple years of neglect.  Another few years with a decent storm every year and these docks would all be washed away.  There’d just be the large pilings sticking up out of the water to show where a dock had been.   
 
      
 
    Placing his feet carefully on the wood to avoid falling through and screwing up his ankle Kyler led the way.  The large wooden boathouse at the end of the dock looked like it’d seen better days.  All of the paint was flaking off of it in big patches.  The storm shutters were a storm or two away from falling off the two large windows they were covering.  A tangled mess of ropes and cables drifted in the water where the bottom of the boathouse disappeared into the lake.  Kyler looked at the door wondering if they should’ve brought the bolt cutters with them.   
 
      
 
    The door turned out to be easy to open though.  They walked right in.  The screeching started as soon as they’d both made it inside.  There was a large yacht sitting in the water on the right side of the boathouse.  The left side was empty.  It was dark inside the enclosed boathouse with the main source of light coming from the door they’d just opened.  The screeches seemed to be coming from every direction at once.   
 
      
 
    “Out!  Out!  Out!”  Randy yelled grabbing Kyler by his shoulder and dragging him backwards through the boathouse door.  He almost got it shut before a middle-aged Zombie slammed into it.   
 
      
 
    Randy and Kyler jumped out of the way as the pus and mold covered Zombie slammed into the hard wood flooring of the dock.  The Zombie was extremely skinny.  Kyler wondered how long it’d been stuck in that boathouse.  It looked like a pretty long time judging by the mold covering half of its body.  The other half of the thing’s skin being the normally grotesque reddened and pus-filled bluster covered mess.  Randy went down on one knee slamming the ax he was carrying into the Zombies mouth.  The things teeth snapped and broke as it spewed blood trying to screech while its hands clawed frantically in the air trying to get at Randy.   
 
      
 
    Another screech from the interior of the boat house warned Kyler.  He pried his eyes off the fight Randy was in and peered into the inky darkness of the interior of the boathouse.  He heard another screech followed by the sound of pounding feet.  Rather than wait for the Zombie to get there he tried to slam the door shut again.  Once again, the Zombie slamming into the other side of the door had all the momentum and rocked Kyler back on his heels.  A second later he felt himself falling backwards as the door swung open. 
 
      
 
    He landed on Randy who used the extra weight to drive the ax blade stuck in the Zombie’s mouth all the way through its head.  Kyler stuck his boot int the stomach of the second mold covered Zombie to come out the door and tried to kick it away from them.  The Zombie ignored the pain of getting kicked and tried to wrap itself around Kyler’s foot to bite his leg.  Kyler felt the teeth close down on the ankle of his jeans.  He jerked his leg back as hard as he could pulling the Zombies head forward.   
 
      
 
    Randy rolled away from both of them standing back up with his ax back in his hand. Kyler scrambled to his feet as well and tried to get away from the Zombie who was holding onto his ankle with both hands trying like crazy to bite a hole through his jeans.  He remembered he was holding a machete and started bringing that down over and over on the back of the Zombies head until the hands finally let go.  Breathing hard he looked over and saw Randy also looked wiped out.  Both of them had blood covering their hands and arms.  A loud screeching came from inside the boat house.  Kyler went to shut the door again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got a better idea.”  Randy said tugging Kyler off to the side.   
 
      
 
    Kyler instantly got the idea when Randy made a pushing motion with both his hands.  They waited with the door open.  This time when the Zombie came out sniffing and looking around, they both stepped forward and kicked the door hard enough to knock the Zombie backwards.  With the Zombie unbalanced and close to the edge of the dock it was easy enough to knock him the rest of the way off.  They both watched as the Zombie flailed around in the deep water for a few seconds before sinking out of sight. 
 
      
 
    “Good thinking.”  Kyler said to Randy appreciatively.  Randy nodded and once again they went through the door into the boathouse.   
 
      
 
    This time they moved forward cautiously with ears perked up listening for the slightest hint of a sound that may indicate another Zombie coming after them.  Kyler took out a Maglite and shined it around the interior of the boathouse.  They saw an expensive looking yacht sitting in the water on the right side with the water lapping at it.  There was a complicated looking array of pulleys and straps suspended above it for pulling the boat out of the water to winterize it.  The bow of the boat was pointed towards the large aluminum door on the side of the boathouse facing out into the lake.   
 
      
 
    “How do we get that open?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “First things first let’s see if the boat even works before we get all excited about the doors.”  Randy answered. 
 
      
 
    “We should probably make sure there are no more Zombies playing hide and seek in here either.”  Kyler said playing the flashlight beam into every corner of the boathouse before bringing it back to rest on the boat itself.   
 
      
 
    Randy had a light out now as well.  They both jumped over to the boat to clear it then check to see if it still ran.  The yacht had an open hatch leading into a sleeping area below decks.  Based on the smell emanating from the below decks area it was a sound bet that’s where the Zombies they’d just been attacked from had been spending the bulk of their time.  A quick search showed there was nothing else down there to be worried about beyond the smell and the mold.   
 
      
 
    “We’re going to need Clorox wipes and a couple gallons of Febreze.”  Randy joked holding his nose. 
 
      
 
    Not finding any additional Zombies they got to work on figuring out how to get the boat started.  Neither of them knew how they were going to get the door open either, but they figured one thing at a time.  Luckily the Zombies who’d been sleeping below decks must’ve turned as they were trying to get the boat ready to leave.  Otherwise it would’ve been even more difficult as they would’ve had to figure out how to get the boat down out of the straps with no power.  As it was if they could figure out how to get the boat started, they were pretty confident they could work out a way to get the big aluminum doors open.   
 
      
 
    Randy and Kelly had spent a good deal of time on the boat with Tony learning how to navigate and operate the controls so Randy had a basic understanding of how a boat this big should work.  Kyler was completely lost as most of his nautical skills were derived from two-man sailboats and canoes.  Both of them had gotten cars and trucks running that’d been sitting around for far too long though so they both knew they needed to find and check the battery foremost.   
 
      
 
    Seeing the unstrapped battery in sitting in the immaculate engine compartment made Randy want to do a back flip.  Based on what he was seeing there was a really good chance that once they figured out how to hook it up and what to press to get the engine started that they’d be in good shape.  If the battery had been hooked up that would’ve led to a whole bunch of time needing to be spent either trying to charge it or trying to find another battery.  He wasn’t sure if driving the van down the rickety dock and hooking up jumper cables would’ve worked or not.  More than likely it would’ve just ended up with him trying to swim out of a sinking van surrounded by the pieces of a broken dock. 
 
      
 
    “Got it figured out yet?”   
 
      
 
    The unexpected voice from behind them in the small compartment had Randy and Kyler both spinning around and scrambling for weapons.  Weapons they belatedly realized they didn’t need once they saw the source of the question was a smirking Kelly.  
 
      
 
    “You do know it’s a really bad idea to scare the crap out of two armed men, right?”  Randy asked her.  Kelly ignored the question. 
 
      
 
    “What’re we looking at here?  We’ve been sitting in that van for a long time.  Is this one going to work, or do you think we should go find another boat?”  She asked. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll let you know in a second.”  Randy said as Kyler finished tightening the bolt on the battery terminal.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s give it a try.”  Kyler seconded as Randy led the way up the stairs through the hatch to the bridge area.  Randy located the levers and buttons he needed and after a few false starts had the yacht purring like the big, expensive beast it was.  Kelly clapped then asked how they were supposed to get the door open.   
 
      
 
    An hour and a good chunk of the skin off Kyler’s knuckles later they had the doors open to the lake.  Kelly had been periodically going and checking on the kids out in the van to make sure they were ok.  Caitlyn was sitting in the driver’s seat in case something came up where she needed to get the kids out of the area fast.  Rodriguez was still passed out in the seat behind her.  Myriah and the little kids were playing a very quiet game of chutes and ladders in the back of the van.  Kelly came out and got them and they started transporting all their gear out to the boat.  Kyler and Randy came out and carried Rodriguez down to the boat where they put him on the couch in the stinky hold.   
 
      
 
    Once they had everyone aboard, they considered heading out right away.  Kyler had an idea on a better way though.   
 
      
 
    “This thing has a nice radar and charts and a depth finder so do you think it’d make sense to wait until dark then drive slow with all the lights off?  Since we’ve got all the bells and whistles, I say we go for it.  I’m thinking that way we avoid being seen if the Brotherhood has anyone stationed on the bridges.”  Kyler said. 
 
      
 
    They discussed it and everyone thought it made sense.  Randy was a bit concerned they’d end up running into a sandbank or something in the middle of the night since they wouldn’t be able to see where they were going but the rewards did seem to outweigh the risks in this case.  They settled down to wait for sunset to make their run. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33:  Lake Lanier 
 
      
 
    The stars and the moon glowed brightly in the early evening hours.  The water lapping at the bow of the boat on an almost breezeless night.   
 
      
 
    “How come the weather is always crap when we don’t want it to be then when we need it to be.  We get this!  It might as well be noon outside.”  Kyler complained.  He was standing on the bridge with Kelly, Caitlyn, and Randy.  They’d found some rags and cans of cleaning spray in the boathouse and used those to wipe down and disinfect the cabin area.  It now smelled liked a musty, mold filled truck stop restroom someone had spilled a gallon of lemon pledge in.  It had taken some work, but Kelly had finally felt it was good enough for the kids to sit in as long as they kept the hatch open and didn’t breathe a lot.  They had stuck Myriah down there to watch over the kids and make sure Rodriguez didn’t roll off the leather couch onto the floor.   
 
      
 
    After one final check to make sure they weren’t still tied to anything Randy gently pushed the throttle forward.  The big boat slid effortlessly out of the boathouse into the lake.  Kyler had his eyes glued to the depth finder.  He was in charge of making sure they didn’t run aground.  Kelly was staring at the radar and Randy was driving.  It was light enough out on the lake for him to see clearly thanks to the cloudless night and big bright moon hanging in the sky above them.  Caitlyn tapped Kelly on the shoulder and pointed back to the shore.  Squinting they could just make out the shapes of a couple of Zombies who’d showed up and were busy sniffing the air around the van. 
 
      
 
    “Looks like we need to go down for a while then we can turn back north.”  Randy said pointing at the chart spread out on the table behind him.  He and Kyler had taken a look at the charts of the lake earlier.  There were a lot of twists and turns.  Randy’s biggest concern now that they were actually moving was that they were going to get lost.  He hadn’t realized exactly how big and confusing this lake was until they actually got underway.   
 
      
 
    “Slow and easy babe.”  Kelly calmed him down.  “We’ll mark off where we are on the map and go nice and slow and we’ll be fine.” 
 
      
 
    “How long do you think it’ll take for us to get as far north as we can?”  Kyler asked.  He was starting to worry this plan hadn’t been considered as well as it should’ve been.  In the time they’d taken getting everyone on the boat plus the time they were going to lose having to go south before they could turn north Krantz and his people were going to have plenty of time to catch up to them.  The scouts were probably already past them at this point.  That meant they were back inside the net. 
 
      
 
    “A day or two?”  Randy said.  He was guessing.  “If we don’t get lost and we kick the speed up a few notches we might be able to get pretty far before the sun comes up.  I’m really not sure.” 
 
      
 
    They cruised along in silence.  Each lost in their thoughts and mired down doubting if this had been a good idea.  Caitlyn was especially miserable as she’d been the one to bring the whole boat thing up in the first place.  She kept her eyes on the land around them looking for any sign that they’d been seen.  She left the bridge to go stand in the bow periodically to get a better perspective for her self-imposed lookout duties.  Her mom joined her up in the bow on one of those trips. 
 
      
 
    “I love you.”  Kelly said wrapping her arm around Caitlyn.  She’d intuited that Caitlyn was worried this was a mistake and blaming herself prematurely.  Caitlyn stared off into the darkness with her upper lip quivering.  A feeling of total inadequacy washing over her.  The trauma of all that she’d seen catching up to her as they cruised through the chilly night air.  Her mom’s embrace and hearing her say she loved her made the dam break.  She cried silently letting the big tears roll over her cheeks unimpeded.  Regardless of the tears she didn’t take her eyes off the water and lands around them or lose her focus for more than a second or two.   
 
      
 
    Once the tears dried up Kelly kissed her on the forehead and handed her a bottled water.  They couldn’t really talk out here in the open since they were scared the sound would carry and there could be outposts anywhere.  She still took the time to tell Caitlyn in whispers how proud she was of her before heading back to the bridge.  Once inside she took over her position at the radar again.  She continued trying to guess where they were based on the radar blobs so she could mark it off on the map.   
 
      
 
    After more than a few wrong turns they finally broke out into the main part of the lake.  Or, at least they assumed it was the main part of the lake considering how wide it was and the location of the islands they were seeing.  They were all exhausted.  Randy was trying to figure out the last time he’d gotten any decent sleep as Kelly fought back big yawns.  Kyler was completely wiped also.  He could remember the last time he’d gotten a good night’s sleep.  It was pretty much all he could think about at this point.  Caitlyn had fallen asleep on the bench in the bridge covered by a jacket Kelly had tossed over her. 
 
      
 
    “I can barely keep my eyes open.”  Randy admitted.  He was staring straight ahead into the dimly lit water.  Kyler had already seen Randy’s head nodding a few times.  He opened up some windows to flood the bridge with the chill outside air.  They’d been running with the heater on to stay comfortable.  Kyler glanced down at his watch.   
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you go sleep for a few hours.  I’ll wake you up at three then I’ll crash for a few.  Kelly stays up as navigator for me then we wake Caitlyn up to be your navigator.”  Kyler offered.  Randy thought about it and seemed like he might challenge the idea for a second before nodding. 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a plan.  You good with staying up babe?”  Randy asked Kelly.  She nodded and ripped open a sleeve of Oreo cookies she’d been hoarding for when they were truly needed.  She was hoping some sugar would keep her from doing a faceplant into the radar screen.  She was glad Kyler had opened the windows to let the cold air in.  She’d actually caught herself snoozing with her face pressed to the radar screen a few times.  She kissed Randy as he headed down the hatch to snuggle in with the kids.  Kelly fought back a surge of jealousness that Randy was going to be sleeping with the kids while she was up here trying to keep her eyes open staring at this little screen that she honestly hadn’t really figure out yet. 
 
      
 
    “Any idea where we’re at?”  Kyler asked her.  He was smiling to take the bite out of it.  Kelly and Randy both had about a million times more nautical experience than he did.  Especially after all the time they’d spent with Tony in the boat headed from Rhode Island down south.   
 
      
 
    “Not really.  The one on the coast guard boat must’ve been the high-priced model.  Either that or it’s just harder telling what’s what in a lake.  We came out of the place where I could see both sides and now the only land that I see is in front of us and around us so I’m guessing we’re finally good to head north.”  She didn’t need to say that she’d already thought they could head north twice before only to discover that they weren’t actually far enough into the lake yet to make the turn.  Both of those times they’d been forced to back track losing precious time. 
 
      
 
    “Works for me.  Let me know if we’re going to crash into anything.  In case the depth finder doesn’t beep at us this time.”  They’d already been saved from running aground once by the depth finder giving them that warning beep.  They were also going so slow that even if they did run aground, they’d probably be able to just back up and go the other way.  At least that was the plan.  Kelly hadn’t bothered telling Kyler that the last time her and Randy had run aground the boat they were in ended up exploding and they had to swim for their lives from a massive horde of Zombies.  That seemed like a tale best left for another time. 
 
      
 
    Kelly nodded and continued watching the radar.  They cruised on in a comfortable silence with Kyler slowly opening up the throttle a bit more so they could make better time.  It was obvious now they were in the middle of the lake so less likely to end up on a sandbar or anything.  Kyler really wanted to try and get past the bridge before the sun came up.  If they didn’t speed up that wasn’t going to happen.  Kelly raised her eyebrows a bit as he sped up but didn’t say anything.  Speeding up caused more of the cold air to whip through the bridge as well which was helpful in keeping them both awake.   
 
      
 
    With nothing on the radar Kelly took a break to go below and check on everybody.  She was down in the hold for long enough that Kyler started to wonder if maybe she’d fallen asleep down there.  She finally reappeared with Randy behind her holding her hand.  Kyler started to make a joke about them disappearing together like that when the look on her face stopped him.  Kelly let go of Randy’s hand to walk over and give Kyler a hug that he awkwardly accepted. 
 
      
 
    “Rodriguez passed sometime in the last hour or so.”  Kelly’s voice started to break up.  “The last time I checked on him he seemed fine.  I just checked him again and he’s cold.  I’m so sorry.  I know he was your friend.”   
 
      
 
    Randy gave Kyler another awkward hug and slid in to take over steering the boat.  Kyler stood off to the side in shock.  He’d lost another person he cared about.  He didn’t know why he was still alive.  It seemed ridiculous that all these people around him kept dying and he was still standing.  Rodriguez had been a survivor to the tenth degree.  The only reason he was dead was because he’d decided to befriend Kyler.  At least that’s what kept echoing around in Kyler’s head.   
 
      
 
    “We wrapped him up in a tarp.  We didn’t know if you’d want to leave him in the boat or maybe do a burial in the lake.  We’re good to help you with whatever you need.  Whatever you think he would’ve wanted.”  Kelly said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Kyler wanted to scream and rage at her.  He wanted to laugh in her face.  If Rodriguez had gotten what he wanted, then her and her family would be dead in a ditch.  Rodriguez and Kyler would be chilling out in style with promotions at some secluded camp.  Rodriguez had never wanted to betray Krantz.  It’d gone against everything the man stood for.  He might not have cared about the Brotherhood or any of that, but he’d considered Krantz his leader.  He’d betrayed him because of his friendship with Kyler.  That betrayal had killed him.  He’d sucked down too many pills to try and escape the guilt.  It was all too much.   
 
      
 
    “I think a burial in the lake would work for him.  He was also practical so make sure you get his pack and any ammunition or weapons off him.”  Kyler found himself saying out loud.  It sounded like the person answering Kelly was a different person.  Someone outside of himself.  Guilt was wracking his body.  Guilt and anger at Rodriguez for being weak and letting this happen. 
 
      
 
    “Can you steer?”  Randy asked.  He’d woken up Caitlyn and let her know what was going on.  She was staring sadly at Kyler completely unsure of what to say to him.  Kyler nodded and took the wheel while Randy and Kelly disappeared below decks again.  When they emerged this time, they were carrying a blue tarp between them that’d been taped closed in a long tube.  Kyler cut the throttle and waited for the boat to drift to a stop while Kelly and Randy carried Rodriguez to the stern of the little yacht.  
 
      
 
    “Do you want to say anything?”  Kelly asked Kyler.  Kyler didn’t trust himself to speak.  He asked her to say a few words for him.  She nodded and visibly searched for the right words to say.  When she got herself pulled together, she bowed her head and stuck her hands out.  Caitlyn, Kyler and Randy all joined together in a semicircle in the back of the boat around the blue tarp.   
 
      
 
    “Dear god.  This is a hard path you’ve set before us.  A path where we’ve lost many friends and loved ones.  We want to thank you for bringing two strong protectors into our lives.  Kyler and his friend Rodriguez saved us lord.  We know that as well as we know anything.  They put their lives at risk so that our children could live.  Greater love hath no man than that they lay down their lives to protect others.  Rodriguez laid his down to save us and we are eternally grateful to him even as we are to Kyler.  Please let Rodriguez find the peace he never found on earth when he reaches you in heaven lord.  Amen.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler and the others joined in on the amen.  Kyler felt like he should be sobbing but he was emotionally drained.  All he could do was stare vacantly and accept the condolences being showered on him by this family he’d saved by sacrificing his friend.  It dawned on him that it was a sacrifice any soldier should be willing to make.  That’s the life they choose and no matter how gruff the exterior it did ring true that underneath all of that Rodriguez did love his fellow man.  With that thought circulating in his mind he helped Randy pick the tarp up and slide it over the side.  It was heavy with whatever weights they’d added to it to make it sink.   
 
      
 
    Kyler whispered a goodbye to his friend before being escorted down to the cabin to get some sleep.  He didn’t think anything would be able to make him drift off but seconds after his head hit the pillow, he was fast asleep.  Kelly made room for herself on the pullout with Myriah and the kids.  She was also trying to keep an eye out on Kyler to make sure he was ok.  She fell asleep still watching him.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34:  The Lookout 
 
      
 
    The boat shuddered hard and switched direction waking Kyler up.  A couple of the girls snuggled up to Kelly sat up confused and scared as well.  Groggy as hell their rest was completely shattered by Caitlyn running in and hissing loudly to wake up and grab their weapons.  Kyler jumped off of the couch he was lying on and stumbled over a bunch of bags lying on the ground.  They’d unloaded most of the supplies from the van down into this little cabin they were all camped out in.  A sound like a very aggressive hailstorm echoed in the cabin. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on?”  Kelly asked shining a light around the cabin and stumbling out of the bed.  The kids all started waking up and she had to remind them to calm down and keep quiet.   
 
      
 
    “The bridge is up ahead and they’re shooting at us from it.  Dad hit reverse and is trying to back up now.”  Caitlyn hissed.  She was in a complete panic.  Kyler nodded and ran up the stairs to see what was going on.  He had his M-16 and a hunting rifle with him.  He slid into the bridge area and crawled over to where Randy was hunched down beneath a shattered windshield.  Random parts of the bridge showing the damage of taking fire. 
 
      
 
    “How many of them are there?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “I only saw one muzzle blast.  Whoever it was tore into us though.”  Randy said.   
 
      
 
    “If we don’t go under that bridge, they’ll have us cornered in this section of the lake.”  Kyler said.  He was thinking they may be able to work their way around through the woods or something like that, but the better option was getting everyone to the South Carolina state line as soon as possible.  The sooner they could shake Krantz and the Brotherhood the more likely they’d lead long and productive lives.  Which probably gave them each another year or two in terms of apocalyptic lifespan.   
 
      
 
    “If we go under that bridge the guy will light us up again.  I say we turn around and make a run for it.”  Randy said.  “What do you think?”  He asked looking at Kyler.   
 
      
 
    “I say we have drive forward at full ahead while we blast away at the guy on the bridge and bust through.  If nothing else the gunfire will attract all kinds of Zombies, so they won’t be able to find us anyway.  We may even get lucky and kill the guy on the bridge.  Unless he’s smart, then he’ll just hit the deck and wait for us to cruise on by.” 
 
      
 
    “You want to do what now?”  Kelly asked.   She’d joined them up on deck.  Caitlyn was also sticking her head out of the hatch to see what was going on.  Myriah was in charge of getting the little kids to all huddle under the mattress in the cabin.  Kelly was hoping that would stop any stray bullets that managed to penetrate the hull of the boat.   
 
      
 
    “I want to full ahead and blast away at the guy on the bridge.  I think if we fall back, we’re just falling back into their trap and they’ll have us.  There’s a time to run and hide and a time to come out of the corner swinging.  I think this is the time to come out swinging.  One guy on a bridge who happened to see our boat isn’t something I’m way worried about.  He’s probably already scared that Zombies are on the way from all the shooting he’s already done.”  Kyler finished. 
 
      
 
    “Alright.  Who drives and who shoots?”  Kelly said giving her consent to go this way.   
 
      
 
    “Woah.  You sure you want to do this?  This is us charging into a firefight.  The guy on the bridge has the way better position.  He’s shooting down at us.  We won’t even know where he is until he starts shooting.  We have a cabin full of little kids.  We’re talking about driving straight into a full-on gun battle against a guy with an automatic rifle.” 
 
      
 
    “You steer.”  Kyler said looking at Randy.  “Kelly and Caitlyn get hidden on the sides of the bridge and start shooting as soon as we have a clue where he is.  I’m going to take this hunting rifle that someone spent a ton of money on this very nice scope for and try to see if I can snipe this guy as soon as I see him.  Show me about where you saw him shooting from?  Assuming everyone’s good with this idea.”  Kyler said.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not.”  Randy said looking around him like he was surrounded by crazy people.  “I’m not good with putting my wife and kids back in range of some asshole shooting at us from off a bridge.  Not when we can turn around and cruise out of range and hit the woods and escape that way.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler was already setting up on the bridge with the rifle.  He was looking through the scope in the general area Randy had pointed out as the location he’d seen the gunfire coming from.  He squeezed off a round.  Answering gunfire came back almost instantly.  The shooter on the bridge was standing up resting his rifle on the concrete side railing.  Kyler could see him plain as day through the powerful scope in the moonlit night.  He honestly couldn’t believe the guy was actually trying to hit them from this distance shooting in automatic mode.       
 
      
 
    A couple of bullets did hit the boat, but most went harmlessly into the water.  The ones that did hit them ricocheted off into the water or the air.  It was still terrifying to have bullets striking the boat they were in.  Any of those random shots could kill them just as dead as a well-placed shot if their luck didn’t hold.  Kyler sighted in on the man on the bridge and exhaled slowly while he squeezed the trigger.  He knew he’d taken the shot correctly when he was surprised by the sound of the rifle going off.  He saw the man on the bridge stumble backwards and sent a few more shots after the first one to make sure the guy either died or at least didn’t feel like looking over the railing again any time soon. 
 
      
 
    “I think I got him.”  Kyler said still focusing completely on scanning the bridge for any sign of that shooter or any friends he may have.   
 
      
 
    Randy took that as his cue to push the throttle all the way forward.  Kelly and Caitlyn both started taking shots at anything on the bridge that looked like it may be a person.  The idea being to keep anyone who was on the bridge from feeling overly comfortable about peeking over the railing to see where they were or take a shot at them.  They made it under the bridge without any more issues.  When they came out the other side a shooter was waiting for them.   
 
      
 
    There was no way for them to tell if it was the same shooter or someone different but as soon as they came out the other side of the bridge they were deluged with a storm of automatic fire.  They’d been in position to take fire and return it, but the ferocity of the onslaught almost overwhelmed them.  Kyler ignored the bullets striking all around him and focused on the areas the fire was coming from.  He systematically shot at the area he assumed the shooter to be in until the firing stopped.  He couldn’t take all the credit as Kelly and Caitlyn had also returned fire.  Randy had even pointed his pistol in the direction of the bridge and squeezed off every round in his magazine while also steering the boat at full speed. 
 
      
 
    Then they were past the danger.  Kyler realized he was alive and didn’t have any new bullet holes in him.  He swung around to check on everyone else.  Miraculously enough they’d all made it through with just a few minor injuries.  Caitlyn had been grazed by a bullet along her arm and Kelly had been hit by bullet fragments or glass or something and was bleeding pretty bad from her neck.  Ignoring the blood coming of her she turned and ran down into the cabin to make sure all the littles were ok as soon as it was apparent that they’d survived. 
 
      
 
    “I guess there was more than one guy after all.”  Randy said.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Guess it was riskier than I thought it’d be.”  Kyler said.   
 
      
 
    “We lived.  That’s all you can really ask for anymore.  We’re a couple hours from sunrise and we’re still breathing.  More importantly my wife and kids are all still breathing.  I’ve got you to thank for that.  You go ahead and consider yourself a part of this family if you want.  You evidently make just as many dumb decisions as the rest of us.”  Randy said.   
 
      
 
    Kyler chuckled.  Kelly came up and told them everyone was fine downstairs.  The sun came up and instead of trying to hide somewhere they decided to press on avoiding any more bridges.  Based on the map they should be able to make it as far as the lake went up north without going under any additional ones.  They picked out a spot to aim for that was as far north as they could get, and Randy kept the throttles at full.  The men on the bridge were bound to have notified the Brotherhood that they were in a firefight with a boat.  It was a race now to see who could get to the north shore of the lake the fastest. 
 
      
 
    It was a race they were determined to win. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35:  Called Back 
 
      
 
    Krantz restrained himself from pulling out his pistol and shooting the morons who’d let a boat full of women and children shoot their way past them.  The men stood in front of the service station where they’d met up to give him an account of what’d happened.  They’d been chasing the fugitives for a couple of days now and Krantz just couldn’t get past the fact that these guys had been less than fifty feet above them and hadn’t been able to stop them.  The idiots had even managed to get shot themselves.  Only one of the men wasn’t sporting bandages covering up bullet holes.   
 
      
 
    “How come you didn’t get shot?”  Krantz asked the one man who wasn’t hurt. 
 
      
 
    “I stayed back behind the railing a bit more than these two and was setup on the back of the bridge to take them out if they made it under.”  The man answered nervously.  He should’ve been nervous.  Krantz was pissed and the guy had just basically said that he’d hid more effectively than the other two.  He hadn’t tried as hard to shoot the people on the boats who were making fools out of all of them.   
 
      
 
    Krantz planted his combat boot hard into the cowards crotch.  When the man doubled over Krantz slammed his metal gloved fist into the back of his head knocking the wheezing man on the ground.  The man lay there whimpering in the fetal position.  Krantz took his anger out on him.  He vented by kicking the crap out of every part of the man’s body ending with several stomps to his head.  One of the stomps had a little more impact than the others and the guy stopped twitching and just lay there. 
 
      
 
    Breathing hard Krantz walked back towards his truck to issue orders to get men on the bridge to the north and get boats in the water to search for the fugitives.  He saw his driver was waving frantically for him to come over.  Krantz jogged the rest of the way over to his truck.  He listened attentively to the orders he was given.  He started to protest and say he was close to finishing his original mission then thought better of it and just acknowledged the orders.   
 
      
 
    He got on the radio and sent the orders out to the three groups of clearers under his command to scrub the fugitive hunting mission and rendezvous back at the outpost on 595 outside Atlanta.  Even though they were letting their quarry escape Krantz felt he still may get a shot at the traitors.  Based on the orders he’d gotten it sounded like the Senator was rounding up men to take South Carolina just like they’d already taken Tennessee.  Kyler and Rodriguez better keep heading north until they saw elves and toy shops.  Otherwise, Krantz was going to find them and when he did there’d be hell to pay.     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Authors Note 
 
      
 
    Thank you again so much for coming on this journey with me.  If you’re enjoying these books, please take a few seconds and leave a review.  It really helps me out as an author if I can collect some stars and positive comments.  I’m excited about where the story is taking us and what’s going to happen next with Kyler and the family.  All of this is taking place as I’m getting ready to move my family into a new home.  This one happens to have a large conservation area behind it that we’re already making up stories about.  I can’t wait to freak out the kids with some “It Came out of the Woods” type stories.  I promise not to let those get in the way of getting Book 6 in this series released though! 
 
      
 
    Thank you again so much for reading this series.  It means the world to me that other people can enjoy seeing what I see when I close my eyes and enter Kyler’s world.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Other Books by R S Merritt 
 
      
 
    Need more Zombies?  Check out the Zournal series: 
 
      
 
    The Zournal Series 
 
      
 
    Looking for something a little different?  Try the Son of the Keeper Series. 
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