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 Chapter 1:  The Prodigal Son 
 
      
 
    “Shut up and get in the car before the angry Zombies eat us please.”  Kia said while shoving Kyler on the shoulder to get him moving faster.  Kyler focused on putting one foot in front of the other.  His whole body was numb from whatever Kia and Diamond had fed him that morning.  Everything was blurred and round and even the threat of Zombies eating him alive didn’t really resonate.  He stumbled towards the beat-up looking Jeep Cherokee parked in the overgrown grass in front of the double-wide they’d spent the night in.  He stumbled a few more steps before falling face first into the tall grass and succumbing to the soothing waves of darkness. 
 
      
 
    He woke up to something scratching the back of his neck.  He was folded uncomfortably into the crowded back seat of what he guessed was the Jeep Cherokee he’d been limping towards before blacking out.  His mouth tasted like blood and his body ached.  The scratching feeling turned out just to be the normal feeling he was getting now that his burns were scabbing over.  Kia and Diamond had logged almost thirty minutes trying to figure out if they should nickname him Freddie Krueger or the Phantom of the Opera.  Kyler had asked to see a mirror and been relieved to see they’d just been toying around with him.  The skin on his face was an angry red and he was going to end up with some scarring, but he’d still need a mask to go Trick or Treating.   
 
      
 
    “You awake?”  Kia asked from the passenger seat up front.  She’d heard him moan and turned her head in time to catch him looking around. 
 
      
 
    “Unfortunately.  I wish I could just sleep through this whole healing process and wake up for the healed part.”  Kyler responded.  He was happy that with enough water and rest he no longer sounded like a ninety-year-old two pack a day retired trucker.   
 
      
 
    “Not to put anything else on you but we’re switching you over to regular Tylenol and antibiotics for now.  We can’t roll into the outpost with you high as hell on oxy without looking like we’re trying to prove a point or something.  You don’t want to take too much of that stuff anyway.  Trust us on that one.”  Kia turned her head to look out the passenger window away from Kyler.  He took that to mean the conversation was over.  He put his head back on the seat after guzzling half a bottle of water.  Feeling slightly better after downing the water he slipped back into an uncomfortable and completely non-restful slumber. 
 
      
 
    The sound of bare hands smacking on the window woke him up.  Kia slammed her foot on the brake pedal and spun the steering wheel.  Kyler rolled off the back seat onto the floorboards of the jeep.  The sun was up.  He could see the hands hitting the car on the windows on both sides.  He heard Diamond yelling at Kia to get them the hell out of there.  Their voices almost lost inside a jeep that was starting to sound like the inside of a drum set during a heavy metal drum solo.  Kyler fully agreed with the sentiment of getting the hell out of there.  The sound of glass cracking only made him want to endorse that plan even more strongly. 
 
      
 
    He checked himself for weapons.  The weapons he’d become so used to having strapped to his body were missing.  He felt naked.  He climbed up on the seat to search for weapons in the piles of junk lying all over the backseat.  He didn’t see his weapons anywhere but there was a ton of pills.  The car ricocheted backwards.  Kia must’ve given up on evasive maneuvers and decided to just try her luck driving backwards.  If they lived through this Kyler planned to have a chat with Kia about how to not drive into large crowds of Zombies.  He could’ve understood if it was nighttime, but this made zero sense. 
 
      
 
    The sounds of hail on a small tin shack died down as Kia’s reverse gamble paid off.  The sound made by the tree she hit after jumping a ditch backwards was pretty loud though.  Kyler felt himself blacking out again and fought it.  He didn’t have time for that passing out garbage if he was going to live through the next ten minutes.  Up in the front seats Kia and Diamond were throwing open their doors and yanking supplies out of the jeep.  They hadn’t been in reverse for very long so there’d be Zombies on top of them soon.  Kyler worked himself up into a sitting position.  From the sitting position he could see out the cracked front windshield. 
 
      
 
    They were sitting at an angle in a shallow ditch with weeds up to the hood.  They must be propped up on a log or something since they’d come to rest at a pretty crazy angle.  More disturbing than the geometry of their current position was the large contingent of dead eyed Zombies screeching their hatred as they charged towards the disabled jeep.  Kia saw Kyler sitting up.  She tossed him his knife from the front seat.  Then she turned and ran into the woods behind the jeep.  Kyler stared down at the knife wondering what the hell Kia had been thinking. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry!”  Diamond yelled as she disappeared after Kia.   
 
      
 
    Kyler barely heard the pathetic apology over the din of the approaching mob.  He doubted he’d be able to outrun them in his current condition.  He worked himself up into the front driver’s seat instead.  He may have missed it with the concussion and everything else going on, but he didn’t recall feeling the jeep being shifted into drive to try and get them out of the ditch.  He hoped that was the case and that even with the weird angle the jeep was sitting at he could still drive himself out of this mess.   
 
      
 
    He sat down in the driver’s seat.  He was giving himself about a ten percent chance of getting out of this ditch alive.  The keys were in the ignition, so he turned them with his foot planted firmly on the brake.  A loud screeching noise came from the engine as he belatedly realized the jeep was already running.  A different type of screeching noise erupted from the throat of an adrenalized Zombie who sprang through the air and buried itself headfirst in the jeeps windshield.  Kyler was now covered in broken glass sitting next to the bloody corpse of the dead Zombie.  It must’ve broken it’s neck when it opted to drive it’s body full speed through the windshield in an attempt to get at him.    
 
      
 
    Kyler shifted the jeep into drive and slammed his foot down on the gas pedal.  The engine revved up but nothing else happened.  He tried shifting into reverse with the same result.  With a sinking feeling in his gut he acknowledged Kia and Diamond may have had the right idea.  He glanced down at the knife he’d let fall into his lap still wondering what kind of Rambo crap Kia had expected him to pull with it.  He shifted the jeep back into drive to try again as the first wave of Zombies bounced onto the wrecked jeep.  Their weight pushed the jeep down on the concrete pipe it was balanced on.  Kyler felt the tires bump into the ground. 
 
      
 
    Not expecting it to work he slammed his foot down on the gas pedal again and let out a happy shriek when the jeeps tires caught purchase in the dirt on the side of the ditch.  He felt himself being jerked forward.  He kept the hammer down and let the jeep bounce its way out of the ditch.  More Zombies smacked into the front of the jeep and one managed to end up upside down in the passenger seat trying to reach over and claw at Kyler.  Kyler was doing his best to avoid the Zombies grasp by hiding behind the body of the dead Zombie who’d smashed the windshield out in the first place.   
 
      
 
    Not really knowing what else to do he spun the wheel hard to the left when he felt he’d gotten back on the road.  There were too many Zombies around him for him to be sure, but he went ahead and aimed the front of the jeep in the direction he thought he should be moving in and just kept going.  The jeep was being buffeted around the road by the mob trying to get in and get at him.  The Zombie in the passenger seat managed to get a grip on his hair and was yanking him painfully over towards him.  Kyler took his knife and sawed on the bottom of the Zombies arm until bright red arterial blood was spraying all over him and the interior of the jeep.   
 
      
 
    Arms were reaching through the windshield trying to get at him.  His unwelcome passenger was still yanking on him as it slowly died from loss of blood.  If it figured out how to worm over the body and windshield parts blocking it from Kyler before it bled out, he knew he was dead.  That was one of about a thousand ways he figured he may die in the next twenty seconds.  With nothing to lose he kept the jeep barreling its way through the herd towards the possibility of escape. 
 
      
 
    Then there was just open road in front of him.  Open road in front of him and a Zombie head poking its way towards his crotch with its mouth opening and closing feverishly.  If there was one thing that could make Kyler stop the jeep and jump out this soon after outpacing the herd behind him the thought of the Zombie getting its teeth into his junk was definitely it.  He ran around the jeep to the other side and opened the door.  The Zombie was pulling off some serious yoga trying to spin around to get at him.  Not really aiming the knife at anything in particular Kyler went Norman Bates on the Zombie until it finally stopped moving.   
 
      
 
    He pulled the corpse out and left it on the ground.  He ran around to the other side of the jeep to climb back in the driver’s seat.  Looking behind him, he saw he still had a little bit of time before the first wave of Zombies caught back up to him.  Acting on impulse he ran to the back of the jeep to see if there were any weapons stashed back there.  He shifted some boxes around and found his rifle, pistol, some magazines and loose ammunition.  It looked like most of the stuff he’d been carrying around in his pack.  He also saw some bottled waters and a pack of barbeque flavored rice cakes.  Grabbing all that he ran back around to the front seat and got the jeep moving back down the road.  
 
      
 
    He was thinking about his next move.  He needed to figure out where he’d ended up at and then make for the outpost to see if he could locate the commander.  Hopefully, he could just blend back into the Brotherhood.  He decided he’d keep up the mission to find out as much as he could about the Brotherhood since it coincided with his primary mission of keeping himself alive.  Happy to have a firm course charted out he began looking around for road signs that might give him a clue as to where he actually was. 
 
      
 
    With no rear-view mirror Kyler didn’t even notice that he was still covered in Zombie blood.  He just knew he needed to find a gallon of hand sanitizer at some point to soak himself with.  His definition of gross had changed in ways only possible for someone coming of age in this new normal.  He cringed when it occurred to him that he was driving down the road covered in blood using the corpse of the dead Zombie in the middle as an elbow rest.  He thought about stopping to dump the body but put it off for now since he needed a place to set the rice cakes he was snacking on.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2:  Come Again Some Other Day 
 
      
 
    The rain was coming down hard.  It was the kind of afternoon thundershower that would ruin any plans for a nice day out.  Rain coming down so hard it would’ve brought the interstate to a standstill in the old days.  Randy watched as the rain came in sideways whipping against the sliding glass doors in the back of the house.  It looked completely miserable outside.  It was the perfect time for him to drag his wife and kids out on the road.   
 
      
 
    “You want us to take our children and stroll through a monsoon in the middle of the night to try and get out of here?”  Kelly asked him.  She looked less than thrilled by the idea.  Where Randy was thinking it was genius, she was not giving him the kind of look one would typically reserve for being in the presence of a noble prize-winning idea.  She was giving him the same look she reserved for his other brilliant ideas like shaving the dogs at home to save money.   
 
      
 
    “The crap weather outside will keep them from flying drones around and seeing us trying to get the hell out of here.  They’ll have pretty much zero visibility from any of their lookouts.  Hopefully, it makes them so miserable they all decide to stay inside.  After the swarm hit them it seems like they’d want to spend some time recovering anyway.  I just have a feeling like we need to be getting out of here as soon as we possibly can.  I’m not going to feel safe anywhere near territory controlled by the Brotherhood.”  Randy said.  Now that he was vocalizing the plan, he began to feel an even stronger sense of urgency to get his family out of there. 
 
      
 
    “How are we supposed to march the kids through all that rain?  We won’t have any visibility either.  We’d wander right into a herd or a Brotherhood outpost before we even realized it.  We don’t even know where we’re going.  Most of the places we’ve seen so far have sucked about as much as this place does so what’s the difference?” 
 
      
 
    “The difference is I’m pretty sure when that Captain Amos guy shows up, he’s going to figure out we killed a bunch of his men plus the principal of the school.  He’s going to get some men together to come after us.  I don’t want to be this close to him when he starts looking.  It sucks but we’re going to have to walk out of here.  They’ll spot us too easily if we try to drive out.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s Tony think?”  Kelly asked.  She was hoping to find an ally.  It wasn’t a very strong hope based on hearing the urgency and determination in Randy’s voice.  She was already resigning herself to dragging the kids through the rain all night.  It really was going to suck but most of what they had to do to survive in this brave new world registered pretty high on the misery scale, so she’d suck it up.  Especially if it meant keeping the girls safe.  Randy opened the door and they walked out into the living room to find Tony.   
 
      
 
    Tony was sitting in an easy chair he’d turned to face the sliding glass doors.  They had the blinds pulled tight and a sheet spread out over the top of it, but you could still see and hear the rain pounding into it.  Tony looked up as they walked in and winked at them. 
 
      
 
    “Enjoying your talk?”  He said with a smile.  He stretched out his words in such a way as to make Kelly blush and Randy punch him in the arm.   
 
      
 
    “Get your mind out of the gutter.  We actually were trying to figure out our next steps.  I say we hit the road as soon as the sun goes down and try to use this rain to shield us.  No cars or anything just see how far we can get on foot.” 
 
      
 
    “Everybody knows married people making out is gross.  I was actually just thinking the same thing about trying to get out of here.  I think the sooner the better.  I just don’t know how we drag everyone along on foot and survive.  I’m with you on not driving though.  As far as where we should go.  We know they’re using Port Canaveral and the ports on the east coast.  I say we head for the gulf coast and try to find a boat and head for Texas or Louisiana.”  Tony responded.  He’d obviously been busy weighing their options as well.   
 
      
 
    “How are we going to get the kids to walk from here to Tampa without getting eaten by Zombies or shot by the Brotherhood?  I know you both think we shouldn’t grab a car but why don’t we take advantage of the rain?  We should grab a van and drive to Tampa as fast as we can?  We could be there before morning if the roads are clear enough.  Anybody tries to stop us we shoot them.”  Kelly said.  She understood their reasoning but there was no way she was agreeing to try and walk the kids halfway across the state in the middle of the night during a Zombie apocalypse in the pouring rain.   
 
      
 
    “That sounded like her foot coming down to me.”  Tony said. 
 
      
 
    “Walking sucks anyway.”  Randy agreed.  He’d been thinking it through some more and not really seeing another way to make it work either.   
 
      
 
    “There’s a van in the garage but I think it’s dead.  You guys want to go grab a new battery?  There’s an AutoZone right down the street.”  Kelly said.  She’d obviously been planning on going down this path the whole time.   
 
      
 
    “I like the way you make it sound so easy.  We’ll just swing by the AutoZone and grab that battery.  You want us to pick up some milk or anything on the way back?”  Randy asked sarcastically.   
 
      
 
    “No, but you need to hurry up and get going.  You need to leave as soon as the sun goes down so we can try and make it to Tampa tonight.  The sooner we get there the safer I’ll feel.” 
 
      
 
    A few hours later Randy and Tony found themselves stomping through the flooded streets towards the auto store.  As lightly as Kelly had thrown it out that they should go grab a battery they all knew what a risk they were taking.  Anytime you left the shelter of a home to venture out into the streets you were taking your life in your hands.  It was less than a mile to the store but out in the dark with the rain continuing to pour down it seemed a lot farther.  
 
      
 
    A thoroughly drenched Tony marched miserably beside Randy.  Glancing at the man almost caused Randy to break operational silence.  Tony looked like a drowned rat.  He was wearing a hat, but the rain was still coating his face.  His clothes looked like they’d just been pulled out of a washing machine.  He looked like Randy felt.  They made it out of the subdivision and headed for the store walking along the side of the street.  A set of lights appearing out of the darkness up ahead had them jumping to the side of the road and hiding in the overgrown bushes.   
 
      
 
    They watched as a pickup truck cruised slowly by.  The driver and passengers heads swiveling back and forth as they looked around in the rain.  As hopeless as searching in these conditions were, it looked like the Brotherhood was trying it anyway.  Randy swore to himself.  He’d really hoped that they’d get more of a head start before searchers were sent out.  He was glad now that Kelly had insisted on taking the van instead.  Otherwise they may have just been caught out on the side of the street with all the kids in tow.  They watched as the truck continued past them down the road.   
 
      
 
    Once it’d disappeared around the curve they stood up and continued walking stealthily down the side of the road towards the auto store.  Randy hadn’t realized he could get any wetter but laying in the mud on the side of the road as the pickup drove by had soaked him to the core.  He tried to keep his mind off how miserable he was by thinking of ideas on what they’d do if they ran into one of the Brotherhood patrols once they got the van running.  It wouldn’t be too hard to pull up and shoot the driver if they acted like they were on the same side.  Once the driver was dead then with a little luck, they’d be able to get the passenger also.   
 
      
 
    That plan may have been good enough for when it was just them cruising along but now with the kids being in the van with them, he wasn’t as willing to take those kinds of risks.  Underwear squishing uncomfortably as he walked, he idly wondered how bad of a rash he was going to end up with.  He shifted his rifle around on his back in a vain attempt to get less miserable.  The rain had died down for the moment.  Tony and Randy carefully picked their way across the road into the plaza the AutoZone was located in. 
 
      
 
    Holding his machete loosely in his hand Randy tried the front door to the store.  It didn’t budge.  He’d learned to always try the easy way first.  Sometimes you got lucky.  Beside him Tony was pressing his face to the window trying to see inside the store.  Giving up on the easy way they took a few steps back from the front doors to walk around to the back of the store.  Bashing their way through the front door glass was going to be a last resort because of the noise it’d make.  Assuming they could even bust through it. 
 
      
 
    The alley behind the AutoZone featured a small aluminum overhang over a loading dock area.  There were piles of garbage lying around in the alley and up on the stairs leading to the loading dock doors.  Randy was really hoping they could figure out a way to lever those back doors open.  They had a crowbar with them that may do the trick.  They’d become pretty adept at breaking into buildings.  The trick was to figure out a way to do it quietly.  With that in mind they carefully made their way up the stairs.  
 
      
 
    Looking closer at the piles of garbage he’d seen in the dark from the alley Randy got a bad feeling.  Tony was working the crowbar out of his bag and trying to wedge it into the doorframe to start prying.  It’d be loud but not as loud as breaking open the glass in the front of the store.  Before he could start prying Randy tapped him on the shoulder and pointed at the closest pile of garbage on the loading dock.  Tony looked closer and realized Randy was trying to show him the piles of garbage were really piles of Zombies intertwined with one another.  It looked like they were trying to stay dry underneath the overhang.  In the dim light from the moon that filtered down through the rain clouds it looked like the number of Zombies they were currently surrounded by was pretty substantial.     
 
      
 
    They could stick with the plan to pry open the door and hope the Zombies didn’t wake up or they could give up and look elsewhere.  There were other places nearby but by the time they went and investigated those places it’d be even later.  With the Brotherhood patrolling the streets they needed to get moving as soon as they could.  The other course they could take was to walk around and smash in every Zombies head before they started screwing around with the door.  They had machetes and a crowbar.  There was just enough light to be able to make out where the Zombies heads were.   
 
      
 
    Tony stared at Randy waiting to see what the plan was going to be.  They’d been fighting their way through this mess side by side for long enough now that they tended to be on the same wavelength.  Randy nodded at the door and made an opening motion with his hand.  Tony nodded and headed for the door with the crowbar out.  Randy got himself in position to kill any Zombies who happened to wake up once the prying started.   
 
      
 
    Tony took out the crowbar and attacked the door trying to pry it open.  The loud, grating noises he was making woke up a couple of the nearby Zombies who began sleepily climbing to their feet.  The Zombies hadn’t woken up screeching.  They looked more curious than anything else.  Moving in a deliberately jerky fashion to try and blend in Randy got behind one of the Zombies at the edge of the platform.  The Zombie was halfway to its feet when Randy brought the machete down hard its head.  Warm blood from the cracked skull bathed his hands as the body dropped to the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.   
 
      
 
    Randy pried the machete out of the corpses skull and moved towards the next Zombie.  This one was about the size of an eleven-year-old boy.  The sex of the Zombie was impossible to tell in the dim light since the things face was covered in a nasty mix of pus-filled sores and a flaky black rash.  It was also covered in filth from sleeping in the garbage filled alley.  It was snuffling and moving its head around trying to determine where the strange noises were coming from.  Randy swung the machete into the front of its neck so hard that he almost succeeded in decapitating it.  The Zombies head ended up being held on by part of the spinal cord and a large strip of skin.  With its throat demolished the small Zombie dropped to its knees before rolling over on its side to gurgle out the last of its life blood into the nasty alley.   
 
      
 
    One of the Zombies had figured out where the noises were coming from and reached out to touch an extremely jumpy Tony on the shoulder.  Tony swung around with the speed of a well lubed Jack in the Box.  Before the Zombie could let out a victory screech at confirming it’d located an uninfected human the crowbar in Tony’s hand dented in the side of its head.  Randy jogged up the stairs to where a visibly shaken Tony was now shoving the blood and hair covered crowbar back into the door.   
 
      
 
    Randy took a long look down the stairs towards the alley.  With a very worried expression on his face he put his mouth close to Tony’s ear. 
 
      
 
    “Hurry.”  Randy whispered.  He hated breaking operational silence but the alley behind them had started to come alive.  None of the Zombies moving around were screeching or charging for them yet but it was only a matter of time.  There looked to be a good dozen Zombies wandering around in the night now.  All of them slowly making their circuitous way towards the door Tony was furiously trying to open.   
 
      
 
    Tony hadn’t even bothered looking behind him.  He knew if Randy was whispering at him to hurry then that meant they were probably a few minutes from becoming Zombie chow.  Randy was prepared to use his M-16 if the Zombies charged.  He was really hoping he could avoid that option though.  The sound of the gun would bring even more Zombies but if he tried to machete a dozen charging Zombies then he’d be too dead to care.  He was silently praying now that Tony would get the door open in time.   
 
      
 
    A giant cracking sound from behind Randy told him Tony had managed to do something.  Whether it was enough to get them in the building was yet to be seen.  Randy hoped that noise meant they could get in the building and still use the door to keep the Zombies out.  If not, then Randy made the decision to go full auto versus trying to hack his way through all the Zombies that were turning around to see what the loud cracking noise was all about.  He looked over his shoulder in time to see Tony pulling on the door to get it to open enough for them to slip through.  Randy followed quickly behind him. 
 
      
 
    Not quickly enough.  One of the Zombies finally figured out there were a couple of uninfected humans hanging out right in front of them.  That Zombie noticed the open door that was getting pulled closed right in front of it.  The overly observant Zombie screeched.  It was joined by the other Zombies who all rushed towards the closing door like they were a single organism.  The unified screeching served to alert all the nearby Zombies that there was live prey being hunted.  Echoing screeches began drifting to them on the night air as other groups of Zombies in the area caught wind that prey had been found.     
 
      
 
    “Time to find the battery and get the hell out of here.”  Tony said.   
 
      
 
    “They have like a million batteries here.  How the hell do we find the right one?”  Randy asked.   
 
      
 
    “If you know the make and the model, we could type it into the computer and see what’s available.  You know.  If the computers worked.  We’re idiots.  Why didn’t we bring the old battery or take a picture of it or something?”  
 
      
 
    Randy was in complete agreement with Tony that they were a couple of idiots.  They’d always taken a picture of the battery before, so they had a clue what they were looking for.  They’d done this before.  That was the sad part.  How they’d just run out of the house headed for the parts store with no clue what the battery was supposed to look like was beyond him.  The screeches outside were growing ever louder.  For now, they seemed to be focused in the alley they’d just left.  The door they’d pried open was able to be shut.  It just wasn’t able to be locked again.  The lock breaking was what the big crack had been.  Hopefully they’d be out of there before a Zombie who knew how doorknobs worked showed up. 
 
      
 
    Tony came out of the back with two batteries and set them on the counter.  Him and Randy looked at them doubtfully.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll make them work if they’re not right.  You grab one and I’ll grab one.  I guess we need to go out the front doors.”  Tony said.  They both grabbed one of the heavy batteries by the carrying handle and headed for the front doors.   
 
      
 
    The back door opened.   
 
      
 
    A Zombie must’ve channeled some deeply buried muscle memory and pressed the latch down on the door handle before pulling on it.  Screeches echoed into the store.  Randy and Tony sprinted with their awkward battery bundles for the front doors.  Tony slammed into the glass first.  He flung his battery as hard as he could at the large window beside the door with complete disregard for the fine print on the battery warranty label.  The glass shattered leaving a big enough hole for Tony to get through after he knocked a couple of larger pieces out of the way.  Randy followed right behind him as the screeches kept getting louder and closer.   
 
      
 
    They’d made it about ten feet into the parking lot when the first Zombie came through the hole in the glass after them.  They weren’t going to make it home hauling these heavy as hell batteries with them the whole way.  Randy pulled his rifle around and dropped his battery on the ground to start putting some of the pursuers down.  He was thinking they could shoot the first few then once they had a bit of a gap run as fast as they could for the woods.  It’d worked for them plenty of other times. 
 
      
 
    He lined up his first shot and put the Zombie down on the ground with a round through the forehead.  He wasn’t trying to be fancy with the headshot the Zombies were just so close it wouldn’t do any good to try for shots that weren’t going to put them on the ground right away.  They fired into the Zombies until the pile of the dead covered the hole.  With screeches coming from all around them they turned and ran as fast as they could with their batteries towards the edge of the plaza and the anticipated escape into the strip of woods.   
 
      
 
    Halfway to the tree line headlights illuminated them.  Randy dropped his car battery and spun around.  Sweat was pouring down his face.  His clothes were plastered to his body.  The pickup truck they’d seen earlier was driving straight at them through the cluttered parking lot.  A man leaned out the passenger window with a rifle pointed at them as the truck pulled to a stop ten feet away from them.   
 
      
 
    “Drop your weapons and get on the ground!”  The man yelled with his rifle pointed at Randy.   
 
      
 
    Randy and Tony both whipped their M-16s into action and opened fire.  The man started popping shots off at them.  It felt like an eternity before Randy realized he’d run through all the ammunition in his magazine without being shot.  He looked over and Tony was still standing as well.  They walked slowly towards the pickup.  The front window was spiderwebbed with the rounds they’d put through it.  Randy opened the passenger door and dragged out the dead body of the gunner.  The body of the man hit the ground ending up in an awkward sprawled-out pose.  Randy and Tony quickly liberated the corpses of weapons and ammunition. 
 
      
 
    Miraculously neither Tony nor Randy had been hit in the brief but super intense firefight.  How the guy had missed from ten feet away with a fully automatic weapon was anyone’s guess but that’s what’d happened.  Zombies were sprinting towards their location.  Without the need for words they dragged the other body out of the truck and hopped in themselves.  Tony took the wheel and started driving them the hell out of there.  They could head back home in style now.  It’d been nice of the Brotherhood to bring them a truck, so they didn’t have to lug those damned batteries all the way back to the house.   
 
      
 
    The radio mounted to the dash crackled to life. “Patrol seven respond.  Can you confirm the gunshots you heard are from the fugitives we’re looking for?  Please confirm you’re at the plaza by the corner of Red Bug and Tuskawilla roads.  Over.  Sending back up.  Over.  Do not engage.  Repeat.  Do not engage.”  
 
      
 
    Tony put his foot down on the accelerator.  He jumped a couple of curbs to drive past the Zombies headed towards the house where Kelly and the kids were camped out.  Both Randy and Tony praying they’d be able to get there in time to get them out before the Brotherhood showed up in force.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3:  Roadside Assistance 
 
      
 
    The jeep started making a weird chugging noise a few miles down the road from where Kyler had left the mob of Zombies behind.  Plumes of steam started coming up from under the hood.  Not knowing what else to do Kyler rode the jeep until it made a sound like a Roomba being raped by a weedwhacker.  The noise lasted a few minutes before the jeep drifted to a stop with the dashboard looking like a rednecks front porch at Christmas.  Kyler got out and stood in front of the jeep wondering what to do next.  He could already hear screeches in the distance as the Zombies in the area perked up at the strange mechanical sounds drifting to them on the wind. 
 
      
 
    He looked for the lever to open the hood then realized he wasn’t going to have a clue what do once he got the hood up.  Giving in to the male impulse to always open the hood and stare at the engine regardless of your mechanical aptitude he pulled back on the lever to release the hood.  Steam billowed out and burned his fingers and arms as he tried to find the lever to pull to get the hood to go all the way up.  He stepped back from the jeep sucking on his burnt fingers.  Giving up on the notion of somehow fixing the jeep he walked around to the back and dug through the items there to see what he could carry with him.   
 
      
 
    He collected all his weapons and a couple of boxes of ammunition.  He grabbed all the water and food and shoved those in one of the small backpacks that were in the back.  He grabbed a backpack that’d been filled with different bottles of medicine and attached it to the other small backpack before levering both of them onto his shoulders.  The packs were tight across his shoulders with his extra layers of clothing.  He’d put enough food and water in the packs to make them pretty heavy.  Ignoring the discomfort, he made sure his weapons were ready and started hiking down the side of the road holding a tire iron in one hand he’d liberated from the jeep. 
 
      
 
    The first Zombie he sighted after abandoning the jeep showed up a few minutes later.  It was running down the center of the road towards where Kyler had left the jeep shooting steam into the hot summer air.  He’d planned on just hiding in the woods and letting any Zombies he saw run right past him, but the Zombies camouflage uniform gave him pause.  It wouldn’t be the first time he’d taken weapons off a dead cop or soldier.  If they died with their weapons on and a full pack of supplies, then they’d wander with all that useful gear until they were struck dead at which point their supplies were up for grabs.  To the victor go the spoils and all of that. 
 
      
 
    Instead of ducking into the woods Kyler stepped out into the middle of the road to meet the charging Zombie head on.  He had more water and food than he could really carry already, but you could never have enough ammunition.  He made out a haversack bouncing around on the Zombies emaciated shoulders as it ran towards him.  He was hoping that sack was full of goodies.  The kind of goodies that went boom.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie warbled out a primal yell and poured more strength into its legs to charge even faster when it noticed Kyler walk out into the middle of the road.  Kyler had anticipated the Zombie getting excited when it saw him and wasn’t too worried about the extra noise or the Zombies increased vigor.  He wasn’t too worried about it until he heard a chorus of answering screeches coming from the road behind him.  It sounded like a lot more Zombies than he’d thought would be close by had already descended on the wrecked jeep.  Pushing that thought out of his mind he focused on taking out the Zombie running at him.  Once he had that one down, he could disappear into the woods and cower away while the rest of the Zombies came storming down the road.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie charging at him vaulted into the air like a Kangaroo on crack.  From a distance of over twenty feet away the Zombie had jumped straight for him.  Kyler stood there holding the tire iron in his hand with his mouth open in shock.  He was trying to figure out what to do to combat the Zombie acrobat who was about half a second from crashing into him.  Not having a better answer, he swung the tire iron hoping to hit the Zombie in the head.   
 
      
 
    He hit the Zombie in the shoulder.  If Kyler hadn’t been still recovering from almost being burnt to death, he might have had more luck trying to knock a screaming Zombie out of the air.  The Zombies forehead smashed into the side of his head sending him and the Zombie spiraling down to the ground.  Kyler felt like he’d scored a small victory when the Zombie smashed into his head on the opposite side from where Diamond had smashed him in the face with a baseball bat.  That victory was short lived since when he hit the ground it was with the side of his head that was still slightly swollen from the baseball bat trailer park incident.   
 
      
 
    The same gumption that’d kept him dragging his aching body through the apocalypse until now made him open his eyes and deal with the pain instead of just lying on the ground and trying not to puke.  Like the Zombies weren’t bad enough on their own there had to be super Zombies wandering the countryside as well.  Knowing the Zombie wouldn’t be wasting time licking its wounds and knowing he was going to be useless with a tire iron against the Cirque Zombie he pulled out his pistol.  Ignoring the pain from opening his eyes he pointed the pistol in the direction of the growling he heard coming at him.  Not caring about the noise, he yanked on the trigger of the pistol as fast as he could.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie collapsed into him with a few new holes in its head courtesy of his lucky shooting.  Ignoring the addition of even more bodily fluids to his horror film hero look Kyler tried ripping the backpack off the dead Zombie.  Now that he’d eliminated the threat, he allowed himself to worry once again about the effects of the noise he’d made shooting the pistol.  He could hear those effects screeching as they came down the road from the direction of the abandoned jeep.  They were probably a curve in the road and one small rise from being able to see him.  He gave up on the backpack and wobbled on unsteady legs into the woods.  Once he’d gone in deep enough to be out of sight, he threw himself miserably into a pile of pine straw.  He spread himself out on the ground behind the cover of some bushes and trees panting while the bugs feasted on his sweat, gore, and blood covered body.   
 
      
 
    A few seconds later he heard the screeching Zombies rush by his hiding place.  He was happy they went rushing by and were making a ton of noise.  He felt like his labored breathing would be able to be heard from a mile away.  He was paranoid the Zombies would decide to stop in the middle of the road and do their weird listening thing.  He focused on his breathing and slowly got it back under control.  The Zombies were still rushing past.  He could hear the screeching of the leaders as they kept running down the road.  He wondered how long they’d run before deciding they’d missed out on whatever human had been dumb enough to shoot a gun off around a massive Zombie herd.  
 
      
 
    He’d expected the Zombies to move past allowing him to get up and try again for the pack he’d risked so much for.  Twenty minutes later he was forced to admit to himself that wasn’t happening.  The tide of Zombies streaming down the road didn’t seem like it was ebbing anytime soon.  His head pounded.  He couldn’t remember a time he’d been more miserable.  Thanks to his decision to try and take out the camo clothed Zombie to snag a pack that may or may not have had some useful stuff in it he was now going to have to wander through the woods again versus walking down the middle of a nice smooth road.   
 
      
 
    To avoid getting lost he was going to have to stay close enough to the road to tell where it was without being close enough to risk a Zombie spotting him.  Basically, in the middle of the briars that separated the road from the deeper woods.  Walking through the woods wasn’t a huge deal during the daylight.  Once it got dark though, he’d be stumbling along blindly through a forest that may or may not fill up with a bunch of Zombies looking for a place to snuggle for the night.  If he stumbled into a pile of them, he’d wind up becoming a midnight snack.   
 
      
 
    Refusing to feel sorry for himself he began crawling backwards deeper into the woods.  He was lying a little too close to the road to feel comfortable standing up yet.  Once he’d reverse slithered far enough away that he judged he should be invisible from the road he used a tree to painfully pull himself to his feet.  Pissed off that everything about his life seemed to be constantly turning to garbage he began laboriously moving in parallel with the road.  The journey made even more arduous by the thick weeds and briars.  He belatedly remembered he was carrying a knapsack full of drugs and stopped to pull that off his back and sort through it.  He looked longingly at the bottles of oxy and prescription pain killers but settled on just taking some Aleve he found in a little pill bottle at the bottom of the bag.  He also downed a few antibiotics he found because everything about the apocalypse was pretty much gross and covered with germs. 
 
      
 
    He figured with all his other problems he needed to try and avoid becoming an oxy addict.  Which got him to wondering about some of the things Kia and Diamond had let slip and why they were out gathering all these drugs in the first place.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4:  Hammer Time 
 
      
 
    Kelly looked up from the coloring book her and Zoey were working on at the sound of squealing tires drifting in from the road outside.  Caitlyn was already rushing over to the window to peek out.   
 
      
 
    “It’s a white pickup!”  Caitlyn hissed loudly over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Kelly whipped her finger around in a circle and pointed at the back door.  Caitlyn and Myriah gathered up the little kids and were at the back door almost before Kelly had her rifle pointed at the front door.  They stood by the back door waiting for the signal to take off.  Caitlyn was holding a pistol fiercely.  She was determined not to let those men get their hands on her little sisters again.  Her belly was doing flip flops and her palms were sweaty.  She felt like she may puke from the fear gripping her, but she stood tall and ready.   
 
      
 
    Kelly swallowed down her emotions watching Caitlyn guarding over her little sisters.  She settled her rifle against her shoulder and moved towards the front windows to make sure there was only one vehicle.  She needed to see if they were coming towards the house or if they’d sent men around the back.  Caitlyn or Myriah would be checking out the backyard to see if they could see anyone moving back there.  The squealing tires were the only reason Kelly hadn’t already led them all out the back door.  Why would the Brotherhood come in like that instead of moving in quietly?   
 
      
 
    Kelly was rewarded a second later by someone knocking on the window.  She waited for the other window to get knocked on since that was their standard signal.  Instead the front door flew in as if someone had shot it with a cannon.  A man barreled in yelling something and Kelly reflexively pulled the trigger.  A couple of shots rang out and the man went flying for the ground.  The next man came through the door yelling for Kelly to put down the gun.  She started to shoot at him before realizing it was Randy waving his arms around like crazy.   
 
      
 
    “It’s dad!  It’s dad!”  Myriah had run in yelling at her too.   
 
      
 
    Who had she shot?  With her stomach knotted up in worry Kelly rushed over to the man bleeding on the floor and helped Randy stuff a decorative dish cloth over the man’s bleeding arm.  Tony looked up grimacing in pain.   
 
      
 
    “Totally forgot to knock on the other window, right?  My bad”  He said while trying to get up.   
 
      
 
    “We’ve got to go.  Get the kids in the truck.  I’ll take care of Tony.”  Randy said to Kelly.  He didn’t bother whispering.  At this point they were going to have a zillion Zombies attacking them before the Brotherhood even got here.  As if to cement that thought a screeching Zombie burst through the front door and threw itself at Myriah.  Myriah jumped backwards and Kelly shot the Zombie in the torso a few times.  The Zombie fell to the ground screeching and spinning around in a circle leaving a whirlpool pattern of blood on the tiled kitchen floor.  
 
      
 
    “Go!”  Randy yelled.  All the girls seemed to have been hypnotized by the actions of the Zombie bleeding out.  Him screaming at them broke them out of their trance.  They all rushed for the door as a group.  Kelly and Caitlyn led the way with weapons ready as more screeching erupted from the direction of the street.   
 
      
 
    “Leave me dude.”  Tony said.  When he’d tried to stand up, they’d figured out Kelly had shot him in the shoulder and the foot.  The shoulder had been a grazing shot that was bleeding way too much.  He’d caught the other round directly in the middle of his foot.  Ignoring his request Randy pulled Tony into a fireman’s carry and stomped after Kelly and the kids.  The fireman’s carry put a lot of pressure on Tony’s shoulder making him cough out a string of curses.  He continued to yell for Randy to just leave him or at least let him walk on his own. 
 
      
 
    Kelly and Caitlyn shot a couple more Zombies who appeared out of the darkness on the way to the truck.  Once there they packed the kids into the front cab and climbed in to wait for Randy.  Kelly standing outside on the driver’s side moving the rifle side to side as she revolved in a tight little circle looking for more targets.  Randy caught up and threw Tony into the bed of the truck.  Tony’s cursing momentarily overriding the sounds of the Zombies encroaching on them from all sides.  Kelly jumped in the driver’s seat and executed an insanely horrible three-point turn in which she managed to take out three mailboxes and almost get stuck in the mud.    
 
      
 
    Randy had been kneeling in the back of the truck.  He’d almost gotten thrown out at the wild driving.  Tony was bashed around mercilessly screaming in pain.  Randy lay in the back of the truck listening to the wheels trying spinning around trying to find traction in the ditch Kelly had reversed them into.  A pair of arms appeared over the side of the pickup followed by a Zombie hopping in with them.  He shot it and it collapsed into the pickup.  That Zombie was followed by two more who he also shot.  The damn things weren’t dying fast enough though.   
 
      
 
    When they were being chased down the road you could just pop off shots at the Zombies in pursuit.  As long as you hit the Zombie somewhere on its body it probably wasn’t going to be able to keep chasing you.  The same technique didn’t work as well when the Zombies fell into a truck bed with you.  Hands grasped at him and Tony.  Teeth tried to rip through his boots as he kicked out at the grinning faces of the nearly dead who were still struggling to bite them.  Covered in blood and gunk in a living nightmare Randy continued to fire his rifle into the bodies of the Zombies in the truck bed with them.  At some point another Zombie jumped in as well.  Randy didn’t even remember shooting that one but when his fear diminished enough to let him assess the situation, he determined there were four dead bodies in the back with them versus the three he remembered shooting.   
 
      
 
    “You get bit or anything?”  Randy asked a pale looking Tony. 
 
      
 
    “No.  Good shooting.  My foot hurts like a bitch though. What’s up with your wife and shooting me in the foot?”  Tony responded.  He was trying to keep up their normal banter, but the pain was breaking through his smart-ass façade. 
 
      
 
    Randy slid over to check out Tony’s foot.  He had to kick the pile of Zombie bodies down towards the tailgate to be able to get to Tony and his wounded foot.  He finally got in a position where he could look at Tony’s foot in spite of Kelly’s crazy driving.  It felt like they were riding in the back of a truck with a massively drunk midget who couldn’t see over the dashboard driving them down the road and the road was covered in ice.   
 
      
 
    Tony’s boot was soaked in blood.  A perfectly round hole was in the top of the boot right in the middle of his foot.  A jagged, much larger, hole was in the bottom of his boot.  This was beyond band aids and antibiotics.  Tony was probably screwed from a foot perspective.  His shoulder seemed fine so that was good.  Randy decided to just focus on telling Tony how great his shoulder looked. 
 
      
 
    “My foots wasted isn’t it?”   
 
      
 
    “Let’s worry about your foot later.  There’s a pretty good chance we’re going to die in the back of this truck tonight anyway.” 
 
      
 
    “That does put it in perspective.  Hand me my rifle and sit me up and get rid of all these freakin corpses dude.  They’re leaking more grossness into the bottom of this nasty cess pool we’re riding around in.”  Tony was looking with disgust at the congealed blood and who knew what other fluids that were sloshing around in the truck bed with them. 
 
      
 
    In the front of the truck Kelly was driving like a mad woman.  Zombies seemed to be popping out of the trees from every side.  She was rocking the high beams because she’d completely given up on stealth.  Smashing into a Zombie at fifty miles per hour and having it go through the windshield was a very real possibility if she didn’t have light to see by.  If that meant the Brotherhood saw them coming or more Zombies were alerted to their presence, then so be it.  She yelled at Caitlyn to check on her dad and nodded when Caitlyn opened the window and had a brief exchange with Randy before giving her mom a thumbs up.    
 
      
 
    The other kids were all silent except for the occasional sob.  They’d gotten so used to having to keep quiet no matter what that it was normal now.  It turned out the only thing you needed to shut up talkative little kids was a Zombie apocalypse.  Kelly would’ve been a lot happier just letting them stare at random you tube personalities on iPads instead.  She remembered when she used to worry about that screwing her kids up!  Not for the first time she wondered how scarred all this trauma was going to make them.  What kind of an impact was it going to have on them?  Her jaw set as she slowed down to drive around yet another Zombie running straight at them down the middle of the road.  She needed to focus if she was going to ensure her traumatized kids got the chance to grow up into dysfunctional adults. 
 
      
 
    She turned hard at an intersection slinging Tony and Randy into the pile of corpses in the back.  Those two were also going to be dealing with some massive PTSD following this drive.  She looked around the bullet holes in the windshield to try to see what was up ahead.  She was trying to navigate side roads to bypass the Brotherhood.  She’d noticed the bullet holes already in her windshield as soon as she started driving but tried not to think too much about how they got there.  If she put too much thought into the bullet holes, she’d have to consider what the sticky liquid was she’d sat in and could feel all over the back of the headrest. 
 
      
 
    Up ahead she caught a glimpse of bright red that looked like brake lights.  She looked over at Caitlyn who was staring straight ahead.  When she saw her mom looking at her, she said that she’d seen something up ahead too.  Myriah was busy watching her dad and Tony dig themselves out of a pile of dead bodies in the back of the truck.  Mentally tagging their ride as the trauma truck Kelly pressed the pedal to speed up.  If the Brotherhood were around here, then they needed to move as quickly as possible to get out of the area.  The truck accelerated quickly with its big hemi powered engine roaring to life.   
 
      
 
    A Zombie sprang out of nowhere and smashed into the driver’s side window.  Kelly shrieked and let go of the steering wheel for a second.  The truck veered to the side and a tree took off the passenger side mirror with a loud snap.  Kelly swung the wheel to get them back on the road.  They ended up doing a hundred eighty degree turn in the middle of the small two-lane road.  The truck skidded to a stop with Kelly’s foot on the brake pedal and her eyes as big as saucers.  She found herself facing back the way they’d come.  She could see a stampede of Zombies flooding the small road and rushing towards them.   
 
      
 
    Kelly moved the gear shift into reverse and slammed her foot down on the accelerator.  She was staring at the video display in the dashboard and feeling super thankful for whatever rich redneck had been able to fork over the cash to get all the upgrades in this truck.  In the back of the truck Tony had passed out from blood loss and Randy was closing his eyes tight and hoping for the best.  The ride so far had been extremely rough and dangerous.  He couldn’t believe they were now barreling down this narrow road at night pursued by a mass of screeching Zombies in reverse.  He didn’t see how it could get much worse.   
 
      
 
    A loud pinging noise reminded him to never wonder how a situation could get worse.  He thought at first that they were running into more stuff then the back windowpane exploded, and he realized they were taking fire.  He yelled through the shattered windowpane for everybody to get as low to the floor as they could.  Then he cast aside his fear and doubts and put his M-16 to his shoulder and looked for muzzle flashes.  Completely ignoring the erratic reverse ride, he unleashed a stream of fire at the area he saw the next muzzle flash come from.  They were being shot at from where the road ended in a T-section up ahead.   
 
      
 
    “Speed up!”  Randy screamed through the busted back window.  He knew Kelly was already going way faster than she’d consider sane.  Considering the large number of Zombies bearing down on them and the need to engage the enemy as quickly as possible though he needed her to put the hammer down.  He needed her to put the hammer down and somehow avoid losing control and killing them all in a fiery crash.  The truck went from flying backwards at an insanely unsafe speed on the wet road to a speed approaching suicidal.  Kelly must’ve figured out what the pings were too and knew this was their only chance.  The quicker they could take the enemy the quicker they’d stop being target practice.    
 
      
 
    Randy saw more muzzle flashes but was getting thrown around in the back of the truck so wildly he didn’t even bother trying to shoot back.  He kept waiting for the squeal of the brakes and the sensation that the truck was flipping but somehow Kelly kept them rocketing backwards without losing control.  The Zombie bodies had shifted back towards them again, so Randy kicked on one of the bodies in front of Tony’s unconscious body to hopefully shield him from any random bullets.  They were getting close to the intersection.  Randy was wracking his brain trying to remember if he’d ever seen any movies with a car chase scene quite like this one.   
 
      
 
    He was thinking at least it couldn’t get any worse than this when the night air behind them lit up like a giant dragon had sneezed fire at them.  Mentally cursing himself for jinxing them yet again Randy sat up in the truck bed and ignored the bullets striking the metal all around him.  He heard shots coming from the front of the truck as well.  The girls must’ve shoved some gun barrels out the windows to provide some return fire.  Anything to keep the people shooting at them from being able to calmly aim.  At the thought of his girls up in the front of the cab a dead calm descended over Randy.   
 
      
 
    He aimed at the spot where the moron shooting the flame thrower should be standing based on the arc of the flames.  He breathed deeply then exhaled letting loose a three-round burst.  He was rewarded when the flames jerked straight up in the air before falling to the ground to taper off.  What kind of idiot brought a flame thrower to an automatic rifle fight?  Especially when it was raining?  He was kind of jealous of the Brotherhood for holding out on him that they had flamethrowers though.  Those must be pretty awesome against a big herd of Zombies coming at you.  You could just set the bastards on fire, lock your door, and set the timer for an hour until they were fully baked. 
 
      
 
    Kelly smashed right into the truck parked in the intersection.  That truck skid backwards from the impact hard enough to break all the ribs of the Brotherhood soldier who’d been standing on the other side of the truck shooting at them.  He fell to the ground under the dented truck and lie there in pain.  A few minutes after he hit the ground the Zombies in pursuit of Kelly’s truck found him lying there and brought him to a new level of pain when they dove in and began eating him alive.   
 
      
 
    Kelly spun the wheel and stomped on the brakes when she collided with the guards pickup.  She ended up executing a perfect turn by bouncing off the other truck.  They spun a few more times and wound up facing the direction they needed to go down the intersection.  She’d never admit to anyone that she’d been positive they were about to crash and burn.  She was twice as surprised as everyone else when she opened her eyes and saw they were safe and sound and facing the right direction to keep driving.   
 
      
 
    Looking over her right shoulder she saw the Zombies leading the herd bounding through the air towards them, so she slammed her foot back on the accelerator again.  The big truck took off down the two-lane blacktop towards yet another intersection.  She heard Randy cussing in the back of the truck as he was slammed around by the sudden acceleration.  It couldn’t be pleasant trying to take care of an unconscious Tony while being pin balled around the back of a pickup truck that was full of freshly dead bodies seeping fluids everywhere.  Kelly was just happy to be alive and driving in the correct direction.  She wasn’t overly concerned about Randy’s discomfort at the moment.  As long as he was alive that was good enough for her right now.  Good enough for all of them really.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5:  Better Living Through Chemistry 
 
      
 
    A couple days of wandering the woods in sight of roads finally led him to a group of houses that looked like they may have a decent car for him to snag.  The problem was the road leading to the houses was on the other side of the road from the woods he was hiding in.  There were a few Zombies wandering slowly down the road who’d sound the alarm the second he tried to cross over.  They were spread out far enough he couldn’t think of a way to quietly take them all out.  He could take out any of them individually with minimal difficulty but the meandering group of them was proving to be problematic.   
 
      
 
    He knew he should consider moving down the road some more, but he was beat.  Physically and mentally he was exhausted.  His body ached all over from the injuries he’d sustained over the past couple of weeks.  The exertion of hiking through the woods to get this far had sapped what was left of his strength.  He was thinking he might get lucky if the Zombies just kept up their pace and went right past him.  One actually did disappear around the corner but then two more popped up from the other direction.  At the sight of those two extra Zombies he gave up on watching for an opening and decided his best bet was to sleep all day. He’d cross the road once it got dark.   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t like he had any place he needed to be.  At this point he was only hurrying to try and get back to the outpost before the commander and everyone who knew him managed to get themselves killed.  He didn’t want to have to start all over again with the Brotherhood BS.  He found a tree surrounded by a pile of pine needles and settled in to wait.  Trying to sit in the forest alone with his thoughts was too much for him though.  One of the reasons he’d made it as long as he had was because he didn’t like slowing down.  Slowing down made him introspective and being introspective made him seriously depressed.   
 
      
 
    He cracked open the backpack and took out a couple of Oxy.  Not really certain how the milligram thing worked he dry swallowed two random ones and hoped for the best.  He was wondering if two was going to be enough when he felt a wave of warm drowsiness wash over him.  He made himself comfortable in the pine straw and promptly fell asleep.   
 
      
 
    It was dark when he woke up.  He panicked at first not knowing where he was.  He calmed himself and gradually figured out what’d happened.  He made a promise to himself to try and remember that drugs were bad.  He struggled to remember if he’d laid any of his gear down or if it was all still hanging off of him.  Muddling through his cottony medicine head he finally got himself organized and upright.  Remembering the reason for all of this he headed stealthily through the woods to the road.  He was careful to look in front of him as his eyes adjusted to the dark to make sure he didn’t step on any slumbering Zombies.   
 
      
 
    He crossed the road without incident.  His stressed-out brain focusing on trying to make up why the Zombie crossed the road jokes.  He made it to the other side without coming up with any material he’d have felt comfortable taking on the road.  He walked down the short driveway leading to the houses that’d been the reason for him stopping in the first place.  There was three of them he’d seen from the other side of the road on a cul de sac that came right off the two-lane road.  All of the houses were decent in size but built in architectural styles that didn’t mesh well together at all.  Kyler wasn’t there to try and see if he could get them on HGTV though.  He just wanted to find a car that would actually start.  Preferably in a garage that had some gas containers for the lawn equipment sitting around as well.   
 
      
 
    He didn’t have to hunt for long.  The first garage door he hoisted up revealed a car under a tarp.  Cars under tarps were great finds.  These were normally collectors cars that people stored in their garages just to take to car shows or to wait for them to appreciate in value.  The best thing about them in Kyler’s mind was that when you stored a car under a tarp you normally made sure you’d be able to start it when you took the tarp off.  That meant the battery would’ve been disconnected and set on a shelf nearby.  The bad thing about these cars was they were normally some kind of funky stick shift that he’d have to work out.   
 
      
 
    Mike had taught him how to drive a stick when he’d turned thirteen.  Kyler had figured out how the clutch worked and gotten the truck from the driveway of one apartment complex to the Target down the street.  Mike had been drinking out of a ‘water bottle’ and offering words of encouragement centering around Kyler not screwing up the transmission unless he wanted to pay to have it fixed.  It hadn’t been the most pleasant experience ever, but Kyler had felt about ten feet tall when he rolled that truck into a parking spot at Target.  He hoped to be able to summon up those lessons if needed as he pulled the tarp off the car in the garage.    
 
      
 
    The car underneath was as gorgeous as it was impractical.  A bright red old model convertible Corvette.  Kyler would’ve been a lot happier with a solid metal shell around his body to protect him from Zombies.  Not a whole lot of practical application for a convertible when you were driving through a Zombie apocalypse.  On the plus side, it looked like the mid-life crisis mobile had an old-fashioned automatic transmission so that was good.  He was able to figure out how to pop the hood and it only took him about fifteen minutes to find the battery that fit into the Corvette.  A mere hour after entering the garage he was ready to try starting the car up.  All he needed were the keys. 
 
      
 
    The keys were nowhere to be found in the garage.  The door from the house to the garage was locked.  Kyler stood in the dark garage wondering why the hell he’d spent so much time putting in the battery before checking to see if the keys were around somewhere.  He carefully worked his pen light around the work benches and over the walls in the garage to confirm he was screwed.  Once confirmed he started looking around for tools to open the garage door.  A chisel looking thing and a rubber mallet later he was pounding away on the door frame of the garage door as quietly as one could hammer away on anything without it being a complete waste of time. 
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes of tapping on the chisel like a sissy later he gave up and whacked the rubber handle of the chisel hard enough to actually work it into the door frame.  He pried it around until he’d ripped off a bit of the door frame and could actually see the bolt.  A few more whacks with the hammer and some screwing around with the lock later he was swinging open the door to the house.  Felling pretty proud of himself he stepped into the house hoping to find the keys quickly and get out of there now that he’d just made all that noise.  Noise in Zombie town was like throwing a bunch of chum into the water off your surfboard.  You were summoning man eaters to the location you were hanging out in.  Not smart unless you were sitting up in a nice big boat with a spear gun.   
 
      
 
    Kyler didn’t have the big boat option, but he was hoping he’d be able to drive out of there in a minute or two in the shiny red sports car option.  The laundry room had a long wooden key hanger shaped like a whale hanging on the wall above the dryer.  There was a set of keys dangling from it, but they all looked pretty modern.  Not having much hope Kyler pointed the key fob at the car and clicked it a few times.  The fact that he hadn’t expected it was going to work didn’t make him feel any better when the key fob failed to elicit any sort of beeping or light flashing response.  He’d really been hoping he was wrong.   
 
      
 
    He needed to be out of there.  He’d made way too much noise to hang out much longer.  Frustrated he tossed the key fob down on the floor and walked back to the garage through the door he’d made so much noise busting open.  A hand slapped against the other side of the big garage door.  Kyler spun around to head through the house to get out.  Somewhere inside the house he heard the sounds of a window breaking.  He spun back around and headed for the garage door to pull it up.  He’d rather fight off the Zombie he could see than go wander into the house to play hide and seek with a killer cannibal.   
 
      
 
    Kyler grabbed a heavy crowbar off the work bench.  He walked over to the garage door the Zombie was pounding on and jerked it up a few inches.  The Zombie kept pounding away, evidently not realizing the door had just come up off the ground a couple feet.  Kyler assumed it didn’t really matter if he made a little noise since the Zombie sounded like he was auditioning for Blue Man Group on the other side of the door.   
 
      
 
    “What’s up?”  He said in a normal tone of voice pitched to carry outside the garage.  He’d never tried talking to the Zombies, so he wasn’t totally sure it was going to work.  The Zombie stopped banging on the door.  Kyler had a mental image of a decrepit old Zombie outside in the dark cocking it’s ear to one side to try and capture that human voice again it’d just heard. 
 
      
 
    A tiny figure wedged itself into the crack Kyler had made as a pair of hands started yanking the garage door up from where he’d heard the banging coming from.  Kyler had the waif of a Zombie on one side who was crawling in on its back and a much larger Zombie flinging the garage door up on the other side of him.  He dropped to one knee and swung the crowbar as hard as he could at the large Zombie’s knee.  The crowbar connected nice and solid knocking the Zombie’s knee out.  Kyler hoped he’d broken the kneecap or at least messed it up enough to cripple the big Zombie.  The big figure fell to the ground and log rolled itself into the garage.  That move had completely backfired. 
 
      
 
    Kyler raised the crowbar to hit it again.  He was knocked off his feet by the smaller Zombie striking the back of his leg.  He tripped over the larger Zombie and fell to the ground with the smaller Zombie trying to work it’s teeth through his jeans.  He hit the floor and swept the crowbar around to strike the smaller, hissing Zombie in the face.  It’d been thrown away from him when he hit the ground.  He connected knocking the smaller Zombie away from him for a second or two at least.  The larger Zombie reached over to grab him by the shirt.  Kyler flung both his arms behind him and pushed himself to his feet.  He kicked the smaller Zombie in the mouth as hard as he could and jumped into the open Corvette to avoid being grabbed by the large Zombie with the busted kneecap.   
 
      
 
    Kyler slid from the passenger side to the driver’s side and spun around to jump out of the car and run out the garage.  His rifle barrel hit the visor on the passenger side as he was scrambling across.  A set of keys fell to the floor with a little metallic tinkle.  He was surprised, pissed off, and ecstatic all at the same time.  He’d checked the driver’s side visor.  What kind of sneaky communist put the keys on the passenger side of the car?  It just wasn’t right.   
 
      
 
    The Zombies had started screeching on seeing him in the garage.  Now he was hearing echoing screeches from outside.  He also heard them coming from inside the house.  That was getting way too close.  Telling himself to ignore the impending avalanche of death crashing down on him he felt around on the floor until his hand closed over the key ring.  He grabbed it and shoved the key in the ignition as he plopped his foot down on the brake.  He prayed he’d plugged the battery in correctly and there was gas in the tank.  With the car sitting in the hot garage this long he was also hopeful the oil wasn’t sludge.  So many things could go wrong.  If only people had known a Zombie apocalypse was coming in time to get their vehicles properly serviced. 
 
      
 
    The engine purred to life.  He’d been expecting failure so much he was already cussing and getting ready to jump out of the car to make a run for it.  In his second of surprised happiness the small Zombie hopped in his lap, the big Zombie hoisted itself into the passenger seat and a Zombie came storming out of the house through the broken garage door and jumped on the back of the car.  Kyler also realized the garage door he needed to drive this super-sized Barbie mobile through was still closed.   
 
      
 
    The tot sized Zombie trying to bite his face off was his first priority.  He was way past the point where he needed to worry about making any noise.  He reached down to yank out the pistol he’d been carrying with him from the holster on his belt.  He cussed the little sports car out for not being roomy enough to allow someone to easily access their weapons with one hand while holding a screeching murderous toddler by the throat in the other.  By the time he had the pistol out and the barrel resting on the soulless kids forehead the little Zombies eyes looked like they were popping out of their sockets he was squeezing the neck so hard.  He’d remember that kids face in his nightmares for the next month. 
 
      
 
    He pulled the trigger spraying brains all over the windshield.  The rearview mirror got hit by the bullet or a piece of kid skull hard enough to fly off the windshield and hit the Zombie in the seat next to him.  The big Zombie in the seat next to him was finding out what lots of would be lovers had discovered in these little sports cars.  They may help you get the girl to the scenic make out spot but the teens with moms minivan were going to have a lot more fun once they got there.  Kyler had a moment of insanity where the thought flashed through his brain to just pull the Zombies seat belt down and fasten it so he could have someone to drive around with.  He ruined his own idea by prematurely pulling the trigger on the pistol three times with his pistol aimed at the Zombies head from point blank range.  
 
      
 
    The big Zombie he’d just shot spasmed a few times before it stopped moving.  Kyler opened his car door to get out and open the garage door.  The Zombie from the house who’d jumped on the back of the low-slung corvette reached forward and grabbed Kyler by his hair.  The female Zombie with long lanky blond hair yanked him back into the car.  Then she hopped forward over Kyler’s head and ended up with her head stuck between the steering wheel and his crotch.  Her legs wind milling like crazy around his head while he put all his energy into keeping the insane blond cannibal from taking a chunk out of his family jewels.  He felt around for his pistol with the hand that wasn’t smashing the blonds head into the steering wheel.  With exaggerated care he picked up the pistol and put the barrel on the back of the Zombies head.  He pulled the trigger twice hoping he wasn’t going to accidently blow off one of his own fingers.  There were other appendages he was even more concerned about, but he was aiming as far from those as he could.   
 
      
 
    Legs spread he didn’t shoot himself in the foot which was more luck than planning.  He sat there while the woman’s life leaked out of her body.  Disgusted at the new layer of bodily fluids coating him he shoved the corpse out the open door onto the floor with the toddler he’d killed earlier.  He didn’t have time to deal with his other passenger at the moment.  He ran to the garage door and flung it up.  Then he ran back and jumped into the corvette.  He tossed his backpack into the floorboards by his dead backseat driver and fumbled around for the headlights.  Flicking the lights on he saw a group of Zombies running up the driveway towards the garage screaming their hunting song together.  The eerie screeching fueling Kyler’s efforts to figure out how to put the car in drive.   
 
      
 
    Feeling naked in the tiny little car with the top down he slammed his foot down on the accelerator once he thought he had it in drive.  He was rewarded by the sound of tires squealing as he burned rubber out of the garage.  In an uncontrolled fish tail charging straight at the incoming Zombies he once again wished the person who’d owned this home had collected armored Humvees instead of tiny red toy cars.   
 
      
 
    He looked for any gaps between the Zombies that he could try and aim for.  Not seeing any, he slammed his foot down harder on the accelerator and answered their hunting screeches with his own high-pitched challenge.  His zero to sixty in no time tiny hunk of gas consuming metal met the line of screaming meat puppets charging at him.  The car got beat to hell on the outside, but metal beats flesh nine times out of ten.  Broken windshield, dented hood, missing fender, and making a funny noise when he revved up the engine, he made it through the Zombies and onto the main road.  Driving down the road headed in the direction he hoped the interstate was in he enjoyed the breeze hitting him in the face.  He may have completely ruined any resell value for this car, but it’d gotten the job done.  Now he just had to figure out where the outpost had ended up and join back up with the commander and crew.     
 
      
 
    If he couldn’t find them, he could always use his recently acquired big bag of drugs to buy his way into some other group.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6:  One Bite at a Time 
 
      
 
    Only the passenger side windshield wiper was working.  Kelly had no clue where the one on the driver’s side had disappeared off to.  She guessed it might be a good thing it was gone since the one on the passenger side seemed to be having issues rubbing itself across the bullet riddled windshield.  The rain was starting to come down harder.  Behind her the Zombies chasing them had slowed down at the wrecked car to fight over the flesh of the dead and soon to be dead Brotherhood guards.  Up ahead she saw headlights at the intersection she was making for.   
 
      
 
    “You ok up here?”  Randy had poked his head through the small opening in the back window.   
 
      
 
    “We’re good.  Got some company up ahead.  How’s Tony?”  Kelly asked.   
 
      
 
    “He’s still breathing but I’m worried about him.  You really need to stop shooting him.”  Randy said it with a smile to take the sting out of it.  He knew it was kind of a jerk thing to say but he couldn’t help himself.  The stress of all of this felt like it was leaking out of his pores.  It’d been bad enough when it’d just been him and Kelly and Tony getting into those scrapes.  Now his girls were all in the front of the truck.  Everything that mattered to him in this world was sitting up there. 
 
      
 
    “The first time he totally deserved it so that doesn’t count.  What are we going to do about the lights up ahead?”   
 
      
 
    Randy had been mulling that over.  The safest bet was to stop the truck and disappear into the woods.  They could escape the Zombies and the Brotherhood that way.  Then the Brotherhood would know about where they were though.  They probably knew that already but with the rain and the Zombies and all the confusion they had a slim chance still of getting away undetected.  If they didn’t take this chance, they may not get another one.  If they were caught then him, Kelly and Tony were dead for sure and the kids probably weren’t going to have a great future either. 
 
      
 
    “I say we go for it babe.  Roll up on them like we’re long lost buddies and then just unleash.  Maybe they’ll just think we’re the guys they just shot up.  If there’s just one of them, we may be ok.  I’d say drop the kids off then me and you head up there but anybody we drop off here would have to worry about the Zombies following us.”  Looking ahead Randy realized they were already almost on top of the intersection with the headlights pointed at them.  Kelly must’ve already come to the same conclusion he had and asked him just for validation. 
 
      
 
    “Everybody on the floor.  I love you honey!  Don’t miss!”  Kelly kept the truck moving towards the intersection. 
 
      
 
    Randy made sure he had a full magazine and got ready to do some damage.  As long as it was just the one truck up ahead, they should be good.  In the rain and confusion, they’d get to shoot first.  They had the luxury of knowing that anyone they saw was an enemy.  Those guys at the intersection had to be sitting there wondering who they were.  It’d hopefully make them hesitate.  Randy focused on his breathing and moved his sights to rest on the windshield of the truck shining it’s lights on them. 
 
      
 
    Two more sets of high beams came on.  Randy nervously put a few rounds through the windshield of the original truck he’d been sighting in on.  A noise like the finale of a fireworks show hit them out of nowhere.  Kelly lost control of the truck as the front tire was blown out and the engine made a weird chugging sound.  The truck shuddered to a stop leaning crazily forward on the corner where it no longer had much of a tire left.  The men who’d just ambushed them emerged from the woods pointing rifles and yelling for them to get out of the truck or be shot. 
 
      
 
    The intensity of the situation was amped up by the screeching of the Zombies coming at them from all directions.  Randy dropped his M-16 on top of the pile of corpses they’d accumulated in the back of the truck and put his hands in the air.  Two guys dressed in camouflage were shoving guns in his face as he yelled out that he needed to pick up his friend.  Hoping he wasn’t about to get shot in the face he bent down and scooped Tony up in a fireman’s carry.   
 
      
 
    Now he was standing in the bed of a large pickup truck holding his friend in a fireman’s carry while his wife and kids were dragged out of the cab and shoved towards the waiting headlights.  The soldiers on the ground were visibly losing their patience.  Randy couldn’t come up with a good reason why they hadn’t already shot him.  Realizing he didn’t have the luxury of figuring out a smart way down from the truck he took the dumb way.  Since no one was offering to help him get Tony down he put a foot on the side of the truck and braced himself before leaping off.   
 
      
 
    It hurt a little bit more than he’d thought it would.  His leg and elbow felt like someone had used him as a jackhammer on the road.  He was more concerned about Tony who’d gone flying out of his arms when he hit the ground.  It looked like the poor guy had landed on his face and slid a few feet.  Assuming neither Tony nor Randy died before Tony regained consciousness there was bound to be some comedic gold in that occurrence.  Randy was getting close to a full-blown panic attack.  He snapped back to reality just in time to take a rifle butt to his face.   
 
      
 
    Tasting blood, he staggered to his feet.  The guard who’d hit him yelled for him to pick up his friend and move towards the lights.  Randy picked up Tony.  He cradled him like a baby in his arms as he stumbled for the lights up ahead.  The guards behind him covering their retreat by shooting at the Zombies that were starting to come at them in larger and larger groups.  Once he got close enough to make out what was going on Randy saw a military Humvee with an M-50 mounted on it.  The gunner must’ve been the one who took out their front tire.  The gun was currently pointed up the street blasting fire out the end of it.  The gunner was blazing away at what Randy assumed was a buttload of Zombies coming for them.   
 
      
 
    A deep rumble of thunder rolled through the night momentarily eclipsing the sound of machine gun fire.  The only reason they hadn’t been overrun by Zombies yet was the muting effect of the heavy rain on all the noise they were making.  The machine gun was the tipping point though.  This intersection was a few minutes way from looking like an undead Woodstock.  Randy was shoved into the back of the large white van in the middle of the intersection by another nervous looking guard.  Everything being done here tonight broke every rule of staying alive in this new normal.  The only thing that would’ve made this worse was if it’d been daytime.  They were all guilty of feeding the Gremlins after midnight.   
 
      
 
    The guard pushing him into the back of the van got ripped off him and thrown to the ground by a Zombie who’d jumped over the hummer to attack.  Randy watched the hummer gunner pour every bullet he had into the encroaching wall of Zombies.  It wasn’t enough.  One of the adrenalized Zombies jumped up and wrapped itself around the gunner.  The vehicle disappeared under a crawling mass of the blood crazed freaks.  Another guard jumped in the back of the van with Kelly and the kids and started screaming and banging on the metal separator leading towards the front of the van.   
 
      
 
    Sensing there was something wrong Randy ran over to the driver’s window of the van and looked in.  Someone grabbed him from behind and threw him down on the road.  Randy sprang right back up and grabbed the wiry man who’d knocked him out of the way to get into the van.  The man tried to get his rifle around to shoot Randy.  Randy blocked the barrel from pointing at him and stepped in close to take a swing at the guy.   
 
      
 
    A burning pain bit into the left side of his body.  Glancing down he saw a little knife handle sticking out of his stomach.  He looked up and saw the man smiling at him and struggling to bring the rifle to bear to finish him off.  Randy head butted the man as hard as he could.  Completely taken off guard by the ferocity of the attack the man stumbled back a step.  Randy jerked him back by the barrel of the man’s own weapon to head butt him again.  This time he put his whole body into it.  He was rewarded by the dazed man’s hands slackening their hold on the rifle.  If it’d been a cartoon there would’ve been tweedy birds flying in a circle around the bastards head. 
 
      
 
    A screech directly behind him caused Randy to give up on snagging the man’s weapon. He threw the guy on the ground and started climbing into the cab of the van.  The soldier on the ground managed to get his act together enough to point his M-16 at Randy’s back a split second before a fast-moving Zombie jumped on the man’s back and ripped off a nice big piece of scalp with its teeth.  Seconds later another Zombie had its teeth ripping into the soldiers forearm.  Blood flowed but the man’s screams of agony were lost in the din of the rolling thunder storms and the desperate sounds of machine guns firing all around them as men made their last stands.   
 
      
 
    Randy wasn’t interested in a last stand.  He shoved the corpse of the original driver of the van to the other side of the large bench seat and turned the key in the ignition.  The van started up with no issues.  He moved the shifter on the steering wheel column to drive and went around the other Humvee that’d accompanied the van.  He watched as the gunner in the Humvee on this side of the van met the same fate as the one on the other side had.  A few other soldiers who’d managed to stay alive made a dash for the van.  They were all pulled down to the ground to be eaten by the fast-moving Zombies.   
 
      
 
    Zombies bounced off the sides of the van as he slowly drove through the big mass of them.  Eventually the herd thinned out enough where he was able to start making decent time.  They were only a few miles from where they’d used to live so Randy was familiar with the area.  He had an idea on which route they should take.  He was basing their route on the fact that the Brotherhood seemed to have a bunch of stuff going on the east coast but nothing really going on the gulf side of Florida.  He knew it was probably a horrible idea to just get on the interstate and drive straight across the state but in the absence of a better idea that was exactly what he was planning to do.  There was also the minor matter of the fully armed Brotherhood soldier in the back. 
 
      
 
    With so many problems to deal with Randy focused on boiling down everything to its most base element to figure out what to do next.  He remembered the old adage about eating an elephant.  If something seems like an insurmountable task at first then you take it bite by bite, you’ll eventually get there.  He decided the first thing to do was get them away from the area they were in.  They needed to get as far from here as possible.  The fact that the Brotherhood was willing to send so many resources out in the night to try and capture them was disconcerting.  Randy had expected some pursuit but hummers and machine guns and large numbers of men being moved around in the night trying to capture them seemed like a massive overreaction. 
 
      
 
    The second problem he was going to have to deal with was the guy in the back holding his family at gunpoint.  If Tony had been coherent then he thought maybe Tony and Kelly would’ve already taken the guy out by the time he stopped.  He wasn’t sure if Kelly would be able to do it on her own.  Especially now that she had the girls to protect.  Having your kids all around you in a confined space like that with a pissed off soldier pointing a machine gun at you was bound to lessen your threshold for risk taking.  The soldier in the back would not have any idea that the person driving the van was Randy.  Hopefully the soldier would be sitting back there nice and content thinking they were headed home.   
 
      
 
    With that thought in mind Randy began viciously driving around Zombies and other obstacles that popped in his headlights.  He could hear things thumping around in the back of the van.  He was hoping to give Kelly an opening to get in control back there before they drove so far that the guard started wondering why they weren’t at the base yet.  With that thought in mind he swerved hard to get on the ramp going up to the toll road.  He’d been worried there may be a bunch of stalled vehicles on the ramp blocking them, but it looked like clear sailing up ahead.  He put his foot down hard and concentrated on not getting them killed with his crazy driving.  He was planning to head south until they hit the interstate then jump on it and drive towards Tampa until they started to run out of gas, or the road got impossible to navigate. 
 
      
 
    Two bullets passing through the back of the van into the windshield changed his mind.  He slammed on the brakes and got his head down as low as he could without crashing.  The van skidded before bouncing off a guardrail and ending up back in the middle of the road.  As soon as he judged he’d survive the fall, Randy popped open the door and rolled himself out onto the asphalt.  The world went black for a second as he smeared the flesh from his palms across the blacktop.  He really needed to start dressing more appropriately for the crap he kept getting himself into.   
 
      
 
    Feeling something pressing into his back he stuck his hands up in the air and slowly rolled over.  A grinning Kelly went down to one knee and gave him a long, wet kiss.   
 
      
 
    “Dad’s alive!”  Randy hear Myriah shouting out the news behind them as Kelly let up on the kissing to make sure he was all in one piece. 
 
      
 
    “We thought you were dead, and they were taking us back to their base.”  Kelly leaned in and told him.  Randy pulled himself painfully to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “Is everybody ok?  What happened to the soldier who jumped in with you?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get in the van and get moving.  I’ll fill you in as we get out of here.  Are you hurt?  Can you drive?”  Randy held up his bleeding palms to show Kelly she’d be the one driving.  She still hesitated.  She really didn’t like driving and it showed in the way she was checking out his palms to make sure he wasn’t faking it.  Sighing, she finally helped him hop in the van before getting in herself and settling in behind the steering wheel. 
 
      
 
    Once they were moving Kelly began to fill Randy in on what had happened in the back of the van after he’d disappeared.   
 
      
 
    “I was taking care of Tony and trying to comfort the kids all at the same time.  I was worried as hell about you and this moron with a gun was yelling at us all to shut up or he’d kill us.  He was waving the gun around like a crazy man and I was freaking out he was going to accidently shoot one of the kids.  He kept telling us to shut up and we’d be back to the base in no time where we could all have a nice safe night.  He even promised us ice cream.  I got the kids to settle down and made sure everyone was being nice and quiet and just tried to look scared and defenseless.  Which was pretty easy since I was scared and defenseless.”  Randy nodded along with the story.  He was trying to focus on Kelly while wishing he could chop both his hands off because the pain was so intense from the bloody road rash.  Seeing he was listening and hoping it may take his mind away from his palms for a minute or two Kelly continued. 
 
      
 
    “Then the van started jerking all over the place like we were dodging a bunch of Zombies or something.  It was pretty dark in the back with just one of those little dome lights on.  We turned really hard and our friendly guard let go of his rifle to keep from falling over.  I flew at him as soon as I saw the gun drop.  I was screaming for the kids to help.  I grabbed his rifle and dropped to the ground hard with it.  The van swung again, and he went headfirst into the floor then his legs went over his head.  Myriah and Caitlyn were on him.  They were like a couple of she-devils ripping into him.  He’s lucky he survived.  Remember how we taught them if a man was trying to attack them to go for the crotch?  Well they tore into that dudes testicles like they were swinging at a pinata at a quinceanera.  He screamed way louder than any of the Zombies we’ve been chased by.  It was pretty awesome.”  Kelly paused to drink out of a bottled water she’d found in the cup holder before finishing her story.   
 
      
 
    “We got him down on the ground and used his shoestrings to tie his arms and legs up.  Cait is sitting back there now guarding him.  Tony’s still unconscious, so he missed out on all the fun.  In case you’re wondering it was me who put a couple of rounds through the front of the van to get the driver to stop.  I had no clue it was you up here babe although I probably should’ve guessed.  I figured if I aimed for the passenger side then I may kill whoever was sitting there so they wouldn’t be able to attack us, and I was hoping the driver would do exactly what you did.  How are your hands feeling now?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m actually more worried about this knife hanging out of my stomach.”  Randy replied.  He was wincing as he gingerly poked around at the hilt of the knife sticking out of his stomach.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7:  Branded 
 
      
 
    Kyler pulled into the campground he last remembered the Brotherhood using as one of their forward operating bases.  This was the same place he’d left with a small band of men a few weeks before to try and turn a massive herd of Zombies.  They’d gotten the Zombie herd rerouted away from their strongholds further south, but the price had been steep for the men sent out to do the job.  Only Kyler was still standing.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was in awe of the carnage on the interstate that him and the patrol he’d been with had left behind.  Piles of corpses littered the road.  Chunks of concrete were missing, and large sections of the road were cracked open from the shock of the grenades they’d thrown into the massive herd of Zombies headed south down the interstate.  Kyler hoped all of that had been worth it.  In addition to losing the men he’d come to think of as friends he’d also ended up with massive scarring from the burns that he’d suffered all over his body in the forest fire.  Not to mention a collection of new scars from the fighting to make his way back to the base. 
 
      
 
    The reason his left eye was still swollen shut came storming out of the front of the commanders cabin headed straight for him.  The commander opened up the door and walked towards them a few seconds later.  He was gazing curiously at the two of them. 
 
      
 
    “Did you come to return my stuff?”  Kia asked.  She’d stopped a few feet away and was staring angrily at him.   
 
      
 
    Kyler opened his car door and saluted the commander.  He completely ignored Kia for the moment.  His mind was racing trying to understand what her being here meant for him.  The way she’d lit into him made him think he needed to understand the situation before he just started talking. 
 
      
 
    “Hey Kyler.  Glad you made it back.  Any of the others going to be limping back anytime soon?”  The commander asked. 
 
      
 
    “This intern or whatever he is left Diamond and me to die when he stole our jeep and supplies and took off while we were being chased by Zombies.”  Kia was spinning like crazy.  She must’ve already told some lies to the commander not expecting to have Kyler actually make it back to the base.  Too bad for her. 
 
      
 
    “Sir.  This woman and her companion were out scavenging when I ran into them.  They attacked me, knocked me unconscious, and then tied me up in the back of their jeep.  I came to as they were abandoning the jeep and making a run for it.  They left me to die and I did what I had to do to make it out of there.  I never abandoned anyone who hadn’t already left me to die.” 
 
      
 
    “Liar!  You killed Diamond you piece of –“  Kia had reared back to take a swing at Kyler.  She had a hatchet she’d pulled out of somewhere.  Kyler’s pistol appeared in his hand aimed right at her face.  He cocked the gun and she slowly lowered the hatchet. 
 
      
 
    “You won’t be hitting me again.  Sir, is there somewhere we can go for me to report in?  I don’t know what this woman’s been telling you, but most of it’s probably a load.” 
 
      
 
    The commander had a soldier come out and escort Kia back into the compound.  Then him and Kyler went into a small room used for scouts to make reports.  The walls were covered with maps and whiteboards.  The commander invited a few more men to join them and they listened intently to Kyler’s version of everything that’d happened since they’d set off to turn the Zombie parade.  When he was done and had answered all the extra questions the men had for him Kyler was sent to his cabin to clean up and get a good night’s sleep.  He was ordered to report back the next morning. 
 
      
 
    A light rapping on his cabin door had him up off the couch and cocking back the hammer on his pistol again as he checked to see who was at the door.  The woman identified herself as the camp nurse, so he let her in.  She’d brought food for him and an assortment of burn creams and antibiotics for him to take.  She kept saying how amazed she was he was still alive as she rubbed cream on burn after burn and examined injury after injury that he pointed out to her.   
 
      
 
    “You’ll probably live.  I don’t see anything life threatening.  Use that cream on the burn scars as much as you can and it’ll help you end up slightly less ugly.  Take one pill out of this bottle every day for the next ten days. That should kill any kind of weird bacteria you may have picked up.  You also need to drink about ten gallons of water.  You’re extremely dehydrated but all in all I think you’re doing about as well as can be expected.  I’m actually going to run grab an IV bag and hook you up.  I think you could really use it and the commander did tell me to use whatever medical supplies I needed to patch you up.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler woke up the next morning feeling better than he had in a really long time.  IV bags were the bee’s knees.  Whatever the hell that meant.  The nurse had been fond of the saying. Kyler was officially fond of anyone who hooked him up to one of those miracle bags.  His whole body hurt like crazy but at least he felt good enough to care.  He hadn’t realized how bad he’d been feeling until he woke up feeling good for once.  He pulled his uniform and weapons on and headed for the main administrative building to report in for the morning.   
 
      
 
    The sergeant who’d joined in on the debriefing session the previous day came and collected him after he’d reported in.  The sergeant looked him over then told him to follow him.  Kyler followed him through the oddly empty base to the main mess hall.  It’d been a combination ice cream parlor and deli back before the apocalypse.  The ice cream prices were still up on the board, but the gift shop junk and all the non-essential items had been moved out to provide enough space for when the whole camp needed to meet up.   
 
      
 
    It wasn’t the whole camp in the mess hall area though.  Kyler guessed it was about a third of the soldiers and all the officers.  There wasn’t anyone in the mess who was a civilian.  These were all fighting men.  In the corner a small propane heater was setup and going.  Kyler didn’t get that as it was pretty hot already in the building.  He started to move over to the side to observe when the sergeant motioned for him to go to the middle of the room where the commander was.  Kyler walked up to the commander and saluted.  After the commander returned the salute Kyler stood there waiting to see what to do next. 
 
      
 
    “Soldier.  You’ve stood bravely against our enemies.  You’ve endured hardship and pain to further the defense of our country.  You’ve placed your own body between death and our people and stood tall.  Your actions over the last few weeks have shown your character.  You meet the criteria to join the Brotherhood.  The one criterion above all others for entry is to commit an act of valor on behalf of the people.  When you led that massive Zombie herd away from our settlements you committed such an act.  We’ve documented and approved the act of valor and are filing it with the senate for ratification at their next meeting.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler stood still trying to take all this in.  He knew that certain soldiers were Brotherhood and others weren’t.  He knew the Brotherhood soldiers got preferential treatment and were generally the better people to get to know.  He hadn’t been completely sure how anyone joined their ranks, but it looked like he was on the verge of finding out.  He bit down his nervousness and paid close attention to everything the commander was saying. 
 
      
 
    “The Brotherhood stands as the guard to the people and the senate.  The Brotherhood wages the war that will carry this country out of darkness and back into the light.  The Brotherhood demands fierce loyalty.  The Brotherhood requires you volunteer to join.  Nothing can release you from your bond once you’ve joined save for death.  In this world from now until we’ve reclaimed the land you will be expected to stand beside us.  Do you accept the rights and responsibilities of the Brotherhood?  Is it your wish to join us?  Knowing this is not a covenant to be entered into lightly.” 
 
      
 
    Wondering if anyone ever said no and survived Kyler loudly answered.  “I do sir!”  
 
      
 
    “Warrior of the Brotherhood, you’ll now be branded with the symbol of our solidarity.  Symbols carried from the old world into this new one we seek to build.  A circle with thirteen stars and an eagle.  The stars symbolize our desire to reunite the states once again into one country.  The eagle represents that we are the warriors who’ll get it done.  From now on any member of the Brotherhood will stand and die with you and you will stand and die with them.  You will protect the people and the senate, and you will follow all honorable orders.  Do you swear to this?” 
 
      
 
    “I do sir!”  Kyler shouted out a little too loudly.  He was trying to ignore the metal pole they’d pulled out of the propane heater on the other side of the mess hall.  He wished he hadn’t figured out  what they were doing with the heater.  Two men pulled off his jacket, shirt and undershirt.  A few chuckles from the crowd as the men helping him with his shirt took forever getting rid of all of the weapons he had strapped around his torso and hidden in his clothes.  The chuckles turned to surprised murmurs of admiration when the shirt was finally off and they could see the scars covering Kyler’s body.  They were the marks of a warrior. 
 
      
 
    Someone handed him a bottle of Jack Daniels.  Deciding this wasn’t the time to abstain he drank a few big gulps of the burning liquor.  He somehow managed to keep himself from vomiting it all right back up thus saving himself some serious man points.  The same guy took the Jack Daniels bottle back from him and handed him a folded-up t-shirt.  Kyler looked at the t-shirt then at the guy who’d handed it to him. 
 
      
 
    “Put it in your mouth and bite down on it.  This is going to hurt like a mother.”  The man explained.   
 
      
 
    Kyler shoved the t-shirt in his mouth and stood rigidly at attention.  He was doing his best to compartmentalize the pain so he wouldn’t make any child like noises when they burned the hell out of his back.  The commander said a few more ritualistic words that Kyler didn’t catch.  Then someone pressed a searing hot brand with the symbol of the Brotherhood into the middle of his back.  It figured they’d find one of the spots on his body where his skin was relatively free of burn scars.  At least he already had the burn cream the nurse had given him to rub into it later.  
 
      
 
    Thankful for the t-shirt in his mouth since he was sure he’d screamed like a little girl when that poker had been pressed to his back, he spit it out once the pain diminished from unbearable to intolerable.  Someone rubbed some gunk on his back.  Someone else was  slapping on a bandage for him so he wouldn’t get infected.  That may not seem like the manliest move of all time, but infection was now something you could easily die from.  You could pretty much die from anything now.  Medicine may be lying around in pharmacies for the taking but the people who knew how much of which medication to cure whatever you happened to have were in very short supply.  If he’d only known what was in store, he would’ve downloaded WebMD to his phone at the beginning of all of this.   
 
      
 
    “You good to go son?”  The commander asked him with a worried look on his face.  Kyler realized he’d slipped off into a weird daydream tangent after the burn. 
 
      
 
    “Good to go sir.  Proud to be a member of the Brotherhood.” 
 
      
 
    “You earned it.  Something else you’ve earned is a trip to the capital.  You’ll be looking at getting reassigned when you get there.  I know you were trying to get to Florida when all this happened, so I’ve noted that as a request on your orders.  Now that you’re Brotherhood you’ll have some more pull on where you end up.  Proud to have you onboard.  Hope you find your family.”  The captain shook Kyler’s hand again then left the room.  Kyler had pretty much forgotten his cover story had been about getting back down to Florida to check on his family so was happy the captain hadn’t asked for any details.   
 
      
 
    Most of the officers disappeared over the next twenty minutes leaving Kyler in the room with the Brotherhood noncoms.  The Jack Daniels began to flow freely as it went from medicinal to entertainment.  Kyler did shot after shot with strangers welcoming him to the Brotherhood.  Not used to drinking the sudden infusion of way too much Jack Daniels on top of the injuries he’d recently suffered and the drugs in his system had Kyler ready to pass out in less than an hour.  The last thing he remembered before he was carried to his cabin by two of the Brotherhood arguing about the lyrics to a Billy Joel song was being told to make sure he was ready to leave bright and early in the morning.  He didn’t have the capacity at that point to ask where he was going or who he was going with, so he just nodded and focused on not hitting his head on the table that kept jumping up at him.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8:  Apply Direct Pressure 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me you had a knife stuck in your stomach!”  Kelly yelled.  Her obvious worry growing larger when she saw the blood stains spreading out from where the hilt of the knife was protruding from her idiot husband’s belly.  Randy tried to come up with a suitably sarcastic retort but was just in too much pain.  Kelly started slowing the van down. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?  We need to get out of here before any more of those freaks catch up to us.”   
 
      
 
    “You have a knife sticking out of your stomach.  We’re going to pull it out and get you bandaged up before you die.  It’ll only take a few minutes so shut up and let me get it done.”  Kelly opened the van door on those last words and disappeared around the back of the van.  Randy sat in the van waiting for her to come back trying to remember first aid rules for bleeding or pulling something out of your body.  All he could picture was the medieval war movies where they’d push the arrow all the way through the other side of someone’s body because pulling it out could cause more damage.   
 
      
 
    He was trying to figure out if the ‘push it through’ scenario was applicable to a serrated knife blade when Kelly showed back up with Myriah in tow.  She had her Ziploc bag of bandages and ointments with her.  Randy assumed she also had some medicine stashed away for him to take as well.   
 
      
 
    “Take these.  Antibiotic and a pain killer.  I’m going to pull the knife out and Myriah’s going to slap these dressings on as soon as it’s out.  I’ve rubbed Neosporin all over them so hopefully that’ll help keep you from dying.  Also, we don’t have time to wait for the drugs to kick in and we don’t have any booze or anything, so this is probably going to hurt a lot.  You have to stay as still as you can though no matter what.”   
 
      
 
    Randy stared at Kelly after that little speech.  She was going to rip a knife out of his stomach, and he was supposed to chill out and be still?  He personally thought they had plenty of time for the drugs to kick in before she ripped the knife out.  Why not drive for a couple of hours until the Oxy made him nice and mellow then yank out the knife?  Better yet find a liquor store and let him self-medicate.  Randy could totally see himself being passed out for this whole little operation.  Being passed out seemed like the way to go if you were getting a knife ripped out of your stomach.  He thought of bringing up the fact that Kelly had requested epidurals for all the kids to be delivered.  He knew everyone always said childbirth was the worse pain you could ever experience but he was willing to bet having a serrated knife ripped out of your stomach was a close second. 
 
      
 
    “I so miss 911.”  Kelly said before starting to tug on the knife handle.  Randy started screaming bloody murder.  Myriah turned ghost pale but stood her ground holding onto all the bandages and looking ready to dart in and do her thing.  The knife wasn’t coming out clean.  Kelly felt like she was doing more damage than good.  It got too quiet in the confines of the van.  She glanced up at Randy and saw he was out cold.  Without him sucking in his breath and cursing loudly it was scary quiet.  Myriah stared with big eyes at her mom trying to pull a knife out of her dad while blood pooled up all over his stomach. 
 
      
 
    Kelly’s face hardened.  She took a deep breath.  They didn’t have time to hang out on the side of the road.  Being gentle with the knife wasn’t working.  She put one hand on Randy’s chest and the other on the knife hilt and pulled like she was plucking out a grey hair.  Her decisive action was rewarded with a spray of blood covering her and Myriah.  Myriah completely froze up at the sight of all the blood.  Kelly grabbed the wad of bandages from her daughter and pressed them down hard on the hole in her husband trying to stop the bleeding.  The first round of bandages was so covered in blood she couldn’t get the tape to stick to his skin.
  
 
    She yelled for Myriah to grab another wad from the bag on the floor and hand them to her.  Myriah looked down frantically for the bag.  She had big tears spilling out of her eyes and she was shaking like a leaf.  Her dad looked pale, cold and dead.  She was scared it was her fault for not getting the bandages to her mom faster.  She fumbled around for extra and handed them to her mom when she finally found them.  Kelly pulled off the blood-soaked bandages and slid on the new ones.  Once she had them over the wounded area, she held them down firmly while using an extra one to mop up the blood around the wound.  She did that a few times to get Randy’s skin clean enough to get the tape to stick.   
 
      
 
    “Is dad going to live?”  Myriah asked in a trembling voice.  Kelly bit back her frustration at her daughter and answered as nicely as she could. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll live.  We need to find some medical supplies and I need to learn how to sew up wounds, but he should live.  Or, better yet, we find a medic or a doctor or even a seamstress who could do it for us.  Now I need you to watch him while I drive.  Ah, hell.”  Kelly had looked out the front window of the van and seen a couple of rough looking Zombies shuffling in their direction.  The ones who’d spent way too much time in stasis in their cars or laid out around the interstate typically looked pretty bad.  On the plus side, they also tended to move super slow since their muscles had atrophied, and their energy level was super low.  They could still screech as good as the fresh-looking ones though. 
 
      
 
    Kelly got out of the van with Randy’s pistol in her hand and shot the three Zombies center of mass like Tony had shown them.  Thinking of Tony, she got the door shut on the passenger side for Myriah and Randy then jogged to the back of the van where a very frazzled looking Caitlyn was pointing an M-16 at a pissed off twenty something with a shaved head dressed in camouflage.  Tony was lying on the side of the van still and she could see his chest rising and falling so he was still alive.  She was taking all that in when she was hit hard in the chest by an exuberantly flying young child. 
 
      
 
    “Mommy!”  Doreen yelled excitedly.  Zoey and Ali were both breaking out into worried smiles too.  Kelly gave them all quick hugs and kisses.  She knew they needed to hurry before more Zombies, or the Brotherhood showed up.   
 
      
 
    “Your dad managed to take the van.  It’s him who’s been driving us.  He’s hurt so we need to find somewhere with some more medical supplies.” 
 
      
 
    “What was the shooting we just heard?”  Caitlyn asked while keeping her eye on the shoelace tied up guard.  His hands looked like they may be turning purple, but Kelly had a hard time caring.    
 
      
 
    “A couple of Zombies showed up.  More are probably on the way, not to mention more morons like the one we got tied up back here.  I’m going to try and find an exit with one of those hospital signs on it.  Hey, remember when you had to sew your own girl scout patches on because when I did it, they kept falling off.  You are way better at sewing than I am right?”  Caitlyn raised her eyebrows at her before carefully answering the question.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not sewing up dad.  That’s totally your job.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see.  Now if baldy here gives you any issues go ahead and shoot him.  Be careful not to hit anyone else.  I love you girls.  Take care of Tony.  I’ll get us somewhere safe as soon as I can.” 
 
      
 
    “What about me?”  the guard asked. 
 
      
 
    “Shut up.  You say another word I’ll drag you out of the van shoot both your legs and leave you for the Zombies.  That includes when I’m not here.  Nod your head if you understand.” 
 
      
 
    “I get it I’m just saying if you –“  Kelly climbed in the van and kicked the man in the back of his head.  She kicked him hard enough that his face bounced off the hard metal floor.  He spit out some blood but got the message and shut his mouth.  Kelly jumped back down and closed the doors to the van.  Walking around to the front she shot another Zombie who’d shown up looking to see what all the commotion was about.  With all the noise they were making this place was going to be a Zombiepalooza in the next fifteen minutes.   
 
      
 
    Kelly got in the driver’s seat and got them moving.  She was shaking as bad as Myriah had been earlier.  The thing bothering her the most was that she’d just kicked the guards face into the floor in front of her daughters.  It’d struck her the kind of world she was bringing them up in.  A world where it was necessary for them to take prisoners and beat information out of them.  A world where a mom could threaten things like shooting someone in the legs and leaving them to be eaten alive.  Her girls used to be loud and rambunctious.  They’d been normal, giggly, loud, lovingly annoying, normal healthy girls.   
 
      
 
    What were they going to turn into now?  Was she raising them to treat human life like a cheap commodity?  She’d been deadly serious about dragging the guard onto the road and shooting him.  She’d have probably just done one bullet to the head though.  No need to leave him there wounded in case the Brotherhood showed up before the Zombies did.  She wasn’t leaving the man alive out of any pity or compassion for him.  Those weak emotions had been scorched out of her by the driving need to protect her family.  The guard was lying in the van right now so she could torture him when they had time and figure out what he knew about the Brotherhood.  They needed to know where they were concentrated at so they could avoid them.  Once she had that info, she’d been casually thinking they’d kill him.   
 
      
 
    Like there weren’t enough dead bodies lying in ditches already.  Her shakes died down as she decided they’d have a conversation about their moral compasses once they made it out of Brotherhood territory alive.  Until then she was going to keep herself in an ‘ends justify the means’ kind of mindset.  Hopefully, one day in the not too distant future they’d have the luxury of acting like decent people again.  She promised herself to work on containing the violence in front of the children.  Maybe she could spare them a little bit of the scarring.  Not that it probably mattered too much at this point. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9:  Hurry Up and Wait 
 
      
 
    Kyler winced at the bright light leaking in around the curtains in the living room of the musty cabin he’d been given.  He’d never seen light travel that fast and hit that hard.  He shut his eyes and rolled over to bury his face in his pillow.  The couch was spinning, and he felt like he was going to toss his cookies at any second.  His mouth tasted like he’d gargled with piss and garlic before passing out the night before.   
 
      
 
    Something was beeping.  He needed whatever it was to go away.  He realized after looking around that it was his phone alarm.  The phone was set on the top of the combo TV stand dresser on the other side of the room.  It was an impossibly distant object for him to retrieve.  He felt around for his pistol and had it pulled out and aimed at the dresser before thinking better of it.  It was a new phone he’d been given to use for things like picture taking and the map app.  Even without cellular data and networks the phones were still useful devices.  He wished he still had his from the beginning.  It would’ve been nice to have some pictures of his mom and friends to carry with him.  He supposed all of that was still backed up in the cloud, but who the hell knew where that cloud had drifted off to.   
 
      
 
    He sat up straight as he belatedly realized the alarm was going off because he was supposed to be somewhere.  His hazed-up brain tried to remember exactly where that was but just kept spinning around a vague recollection of being told he had to be somewhere in the morning.  Which would explain why someone had set the alarm on his phone to go off at this ridiculous hour after the ridiculous amount of booze they’d had the night before.  The man who’d been like a father to him, Mike, had been a hard-core alcoholic.  That’d kept Kyler from ever wanting to touch anything stronger than the occasional red solo cup at high school parties.  He saw no reason to risk addiction having seen what it could do to people.   
 
      
 
    As of right now he couldn’t foresee ever drinking anything alcoholic ever again.  All he wanted to do was close his eyes and try to sleep for a few more hours.  He was thinking if he did that, he may wake up feeling less like a marching band had ripped his head open and marched right in.  He was also hoping a nap may give the couch time to get bored of levitating and spinning in the air with him on it.  His OCD about being on time kicked in though, and he forced himself off the couch.  He staggered into the bathroom and brushed his teeth.  The taste of the toothpaste triggered something in him.  Five minutes later he was leaning against the wall of the bathroom amazed at the amount of vomit he’d been able to produce.  He supposed he couldn’t count the last couple of minutes of his pukefest because it’d been mostly dry heaves.   
 
      
 
    His head was still killing him.  He crawled out of the bathroom, careful to avoid the puddle of steaming stomach stew he’d pumped out of his mouth onto the cool tile floor.  He looked around desperately for his stash of bottled water.  He forced himself to drink two of the bottles.  He took breaks between every swallow of water to make sure he wasn’t going to hurl it back up.  When he’d finished both bottled waters, he leaned back against the couch feeling ridiculously proud of himself for not puking up the water.  He opened up an MRE and found the crackers in it.  They tasted like cardboard which was exactly what he’d been going for.  He’d been afraid anything that tasted like actual food would set his hair trigger gag response off again. 
 
      
 
    The sound of the door being flung open startled him out of contemplating the cracker wrapper he’d been fixated on.  Looking up he saw one of the men he remembered from the ceremony the night before.  In spite of the large amount of booze he’d seen the man slamming at the party he looked annoyingly refreshed in the sun-drenched entryway to the cabin.  The man sauntered cheerfully past Kyler to look into the bathroom.   
 
      
 
    “I was wondering if you puked all over yourself or if you got some of it in the toilet.  Looks like you missed the toilet altogether then used your own body to try and clean it up.  If you’re going to stroll around with a Brotherhood brand on your back, you’re going to have to work on your tolerance level.  We have to do things and go places that you’re going to want to drink right out of your memory later.  You think you’re going to survive?  Maybe next time we can get a keg of Zima for you?”  The man squatted down and grinned at Kyler.  Kyler considered shooting him but the thought of how loud the shot would be chased the idea away.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll survive.  I just need some more water and crackers.  Did you come here to get me for wherever I’m supposed to be this morning?”  Kyler mumbled.   
 
      
 
    “I’m Jeff by the way.  After what I just saw in the bathroom and since you’re a brother now I feel like we should be on a first name basis.  As to where you’re going this morning.  That’s above my paygrade.  I was just told to collect you in the morning and make sure you were able to haul your sorry hungover ass to the admin center for orders.  So, find a clean set of clothes and let’s go.  Might want to brush your teeth and wash off a little to.  I’ve seen corpses that look healthier than you do.  I’d hate to have someone take a shot at you because they thought a Zombie wandered in.  They might miss you and hit me.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler took off his shirt and used the bucket of water on the porch to wash off.  He changed into a set of less dirty clothes.  He made a mental note to raid the next clothing store he passed to stock up on underwear and socks.  The stuff he had with him was getting pretty ripe and doing laundry was super low on his list of priorities.  Why should he when there were more clothes sitting around waiting for the taking than would possibly be used up in his lifetime.  When he was ready, he nodded at Jeff.  Jeff was sitting at the small table in the kitchenette eating the extra food items from the MRE Kyler had snagged the crackers out of. 
 
      
 
    “Alright then.  Thanks for the overly processed breakfast.  You might as well grab all your gear.  I kind of got the impression you might not be coming back.  Maybe you want to gargle it up a bit.  I saw one of those little testers of mouthwash sitting in the basket in the bathroom.” 
 
      
 
    Kyle ignored the mouthwash comment.  He’d picked up on something else Jeff had said. 
 
      
 
    “What gave you the impression I might not be coming back?”  He asked curiously.  He didn’t really expect a straight answer to that.  He shoved the rest of his accumulated gear in his pack then made sure his weapons were all strapped on and accessible.  Done with that, he stared at Jeff waiting to see if he got an answer. 
 
      
 
    “Road crew’s coming in today.  Also, the commander told me to tell you to get your gear together because you’d be shipping out.  It’s less of an impression and more like I know you’re going to be rolling out.  I’m now completely out of useful information so can we please head over to the administrative building.  I want to drop you off and get back to my comic books, beer and the beanbag chair I’ve now dragged halfway across Georgia. 
 
      
 
    When Kyler caught himself on the cusp of asking about the beanbag chair, he realized he was stalling.  It wasn’t the hangover slowing him down.  The hangover wasn’t helping him any but the real thing bothering him was the fear of going back on the road again so soon.  He still had issues walking.  His skin was going through some crazy transformations with all the burnt patches deciding if they wanted to scar or peel.  He was bruised, battered and felt like he was physically around fifty percent of peak.  He needed to hole up somewhere and recuperate.  He had no desire to leave his cabin let alone the outpost given everything he’d just suffered through to make it there. 
 
      
 
    At the administrative building Jeff left him sitting in an empty office and took off.  Kyler put his pack on the floor and amused himself by making sure that all of his magazines were filled with bullets.  Then he dug through his pack and separated out anything that was garbage, so he wasn’t carrying it around with him.  Completely out of things to do to pass the time he got up and went out in the hallway.  A small group of soldiers were coming down the hallway talking among themselves.  They nodded at Kyler as they passed.  He recognized the one in the back who took the time to slap him on the back.  The jerk grinned at the expression of pain crossing Kyler’s face.  There was one in every group Kyler thought.   
 
      
 
    In spite of the pain Kyler noticed the other men in the group look at him slightly differently.  Some looked at him with respect while a couple seemed to regard him with fear.  The whole exchange only took a couple of seconds, but it was enough to convince Kyler to head back into the little office he’d been given to wait in.  If getting slapped on the back was the price of being seen he was now happy to spend his day staring at the wall in the little room.  He sat back down to wait for the promised meeting to happen. 
 
      
 
    His stomach was growling at him and he was considering heading out of his little cubby to find food when the doorknob turned and a tall man in camouflage walked in.   
 
      
 
    “Are you Kyler?”  The man asked.  He was well over six feet tall with dark hair and an athletic build.  He had weapons hanging all over him and looked and smelled like he’d been on the road for a while.  He also looked like he’d recently been in a fight.  He was covered in dirt and his sleeves had that congealed, dried blood covered look Kyler was all too familiar with.   
 
      
 
    “That’s me sir.”  The man had lieutenant bars on his lapels.  Kyler hadn’t really mastered the way the command structure was setup here yet.  He supposed it didn’t matter too much as long as he knew who his boss was supposed to be.  He’d been around the military long enough to pick up naturally on the difference between officers and enlisted people.  He knew the traditional ranks for the different branches, but the post war bastardized version made for a confusing medley that he hadn’t really bothered trying to sort out yet.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Anyone bothered telling you your orders yet?”  The lieutenant asked.  The man had an easy way about him like he’d be comfortable in pretty much any situation.  He was also obviously a killer.  He may look comfortable in any situation, but it would be because he had a knife tucked into his sleeve and he was ready to stab you the second you let your guard down.  This was a man to watch.   
 
      
 
    “No sir.”  Kyler decided to leave out the rumors Jeff had thrown his way about the road crew and him leaving the base.   
 
      
 
    “Well, for the same reasons they made you Brotherhood they’re giving you an assignment that should get you closer to checking on your family.  The commander put in for you to get down to Florida.  You’re still looking to get there right?”  The sharp-eyed lieutenant must’ve noticed the confusion that’d momentarily clouded Kyler’s eyes.  The confusion disappearing as Kyler remembered his cover story included him trying to get to Florida to check in on his family and make sure they were ok.   
 
      
 
    “Absolutely sir.  How soon could I get there?”  Kyler asked.  He was trying to act like he actually cared about checking on his fictional family.  Ever since deciding that the whole spying idea had been a waste of his time his goals had shifted.  He didn’t feel like he owed the people to the north anything.  The people down here weren’t evil .  They weren’t up to anything nefarious as far as he could tell.  Nothing more than anyone else would do to stay alive.  If you needed to send a bunch of Zombies back where they came from then that’s what you had to do.  Too bad if you sent them right back at the people to the north.  Now that he had a big brand on his back marking him as one of their upper-class warriors, he was even more hesitant to head north.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll be leaving in a few hours.  I just came by to check in with the commander and make sure all was well here.  I’ll be taking you and another soldier to fill in for some of the men we lost this patrol.  Go ahead and grab some chow then come back and we’ll pick you up here when we’re headed out.”  Without waiting to see if Kyler had any questions the tall lieutenant strode out the door. 
 
      
 
    Kyler went to the mess hall and enjoyed a bowl of beans with some sort of meat in it mixed up with a bunch of old canned vegetables.  It was a good meal considering the food he normally ate.  It tasted like the cooks had even bothered to put some spices in it.  He was on his second bowl of it when Jeff came in and sat down beside him.  
 
      
 
    “Enjoy that bowl of slop.  It’s about twenty times better than what we’ll be eating on the road.”  Jeff said sitting down on the other side of the small table from Kyler. 
 
      
 
    “You’re coming to?”  Kyler asked surprised.  Jeff had made it seem like he was going to spend the day getting toasted while reading about Spiderman from the comfort of his bean bag chair.   
 
      
 
    “I am.  I guess they had some KIA.  Me and you are the lucky ones who get to fill the holes.  I for one am looking forward to the raw terror of being exposed on the road while eating crap out of a can for every meal.  Hopefully, we get to march a ton as well, so the Zombies don’t follow the sounds of our engines back to any of the camps.”  Jeff was launching into the typical sarcasm of a soldier.  Anyone who’s ever been in the military knows the dark humor people spout when faced with going out on a mission.  As if belittling the experience will somehow make it easier to survive.  Warriors wear their nonchalance like armor. 
 
      
 
    Kyler wanted to ask Jeff a million questions.  Before he got a chance to spout out the first one a man appeared in the mess hall and told them it was time to roll out.  It was another guy in camouflage.  This one sporting a ZZ Top looking beard and long hair.  The hair looked like a multiyear project, so Kyler assumed the guy must’ve been some kind of social outcast even before the Zombie apocalypse.  Another thing Kyler had noticed about a lot of the people he met.  There tended to be a reason they’d survived this long and that reason normally pivoted around them being loners prior to the apocalypse.  There were tons of exceptions to that rule. Overall though, it was lot more likely for you to survive if you were a hillbilly living off the land than if you were a lawyer hanging out on Wall Street when everyone in the city decided to start eating each other.   
 
      
 
    Kyler wolfed down the last bit of his mystery chili before following Jeff out the door.  In the parking lot the lieutenant and another man were waiting for them.   
 
      
 
    “We hump it from here.”  The man next to the lieutenant said.  It made sense.  They needed to get to wherever the road crew had parked their vehicles.  They wouldn’t have parked them too close as they wouldn’t have wanted to lead any Zombies to the outpost.  Kyler wasn’t too concerned about the distance to the vehicles.  It wasn’t like any solider was going to knowingly prolong the amount of time they had to walk to get somewhere.   
 
      
 
    They moved in single file silently through the thick brush until they reached the interstate.  Once they’d reached the interstate, they huddled together for a few minutes to plan out the next steps.  After a whispered discussion two of them began slowly moving across the highway to get the vehicle prepped for travel.  Kyler figured the plan had succeeded when a large beige van pulled into the middle of the interstate and came to a halt in front of where they were all waiting in the woods.   
 
      
 
    The lieutenant popped up and jogged over to the van with his neck on a swivel as he looked in every direction at once.   He was followed closely by Jeff and Kyler.  They piled in the van and found seats before any Zombies managed to show up to ruin their day.  The lieutenant hastened to remind them that they could be swamped by the infected at any second.   
 
      
 
    This failed to alarm either Kyler or Jeff.  By now they’d both been conditioned to expect pessimism from their leaders.  It was how officers liked to express themselves.  The driver got them rolling down the interstate towards the camp where they’d be linking up with the rest of the team.  Kyler found himself staring out the window like he was on any of a hundred road trips he’d taken in his youth.  The woods rolled by looking mostly unchanged.  There were the occasional wrecked cars in the ditches and medians to keep up the apocalyptic ambiance.  Everyone was still sitting quietly as they drove so Kyler let himself slip off into a semi-nap.  One thing he’d learned was that when you had a warm safe place to take a nap you should take advantage of it.  Those opportunities didn’t come along every day.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10:  Missing Web MD 
 
      
 
    Kelly drove.  She dodged stray Zombies.  She exchanged paint with the old wrecks clogging up portions of the road.  Mostly, she tried to think of how she was going to keep her husband from bleeding to death.  She tried to come up with a path forward that would allow her to come out on the other side of this nightmare with her family still intact.  She didn’t have a whole lot to work with.  The only other adult they had with them was still out cold.  He was another one she’d have to practice her medical skills on.  Too bad she had zero medical skills.  She could put a band aid over a boo boo and figure out where to stick a thermometer but that was about the extent of it.  She’d recently also mastered ripping a knife out of somebodies stomach but internal bleeding and bullet removal and sewing up wounds were all adding up to her having a panic attack pretty soon. 
 
      
 
    She had no idea what to do about Tony.  The only thing she could think of at this point was to get as far away from the Brotherhood as possible.  Once she felt like they were a safe distance she’d have to stop to try and patch up everybody before they died.  It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the plan she had.  She wished this delivery van they’d hijacked had a window to the back or doors or something instead of just the metal divider.  It did have the bullet holes in it from earlier so she supposed they could yell back and forth through the holes to communicate.  She glanced over at Randy who was moaning and holding the wad of bandages tight to his abdomen.  The bandages were bloody, but she didn’t think they were getting as soaked as they were before.  She hoped that was due to his bleeding slowing down and not because he was running out of blood.   
 
      
 
    “Myriah.”  Kelly called out loudly enough to get her daughters attention.  A startled Myriah turned around and looked at her mom.  “Can you yell though the bullet holes and try to see how Cait’s doing back there?  See if you can get her to check on Tony too.” 
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn!”  Myriah yelled then started having a very loud conversation with her mouth pressed up against the metal of the vans divider.  Kelly was able to get the highlights of it while still focusing on her driving. 
 
      
 
    It sounded like everyone in the back was hungry, tired and needed to pee.  Tony had woken up and was busy moaning and trying to get comfortable on the bare metal floor of the van.  Their prisoner was still just lying there.  He’d taken Kelly’s directions to heart and was keeping his mouth shut.  Ali, Doreen and Zoey were all trying to sleep in a big pile on the opposite side of the van from Tony and the prisoner.  They’d evidently been the reason Tony woke up in the first place.  The girls had started out their naptime plans trying to use him like a giant pillow for them all to sleep on.  Zoey had stepped on the bullet hole in his arm.  All the girls had learned some brand-new words. 
 
      
 
    Kelly decided they were far enough from where they’d left the pile of dead enemy soldiers.  She also recognized the exit they were passing and thought there may have been a pharmacy a couple blocks off the exit.  If they could find a pharmacy or a minute clinic or something like that then they should be able to find what they needed to patch the two men up and get them back into fighting shape.  Her kids had made it this far in the apocalypse which was amazing.  She wasn’t about to let anything happen to them now that their mom and dad had shown up to take care of them.  To keep them safe she needed their dad and Tony healed up and ready to go.   
 
      
 
    Kelly navigated down the off ramp just as the sky was starting to lighten up.  It’d be daylight soon.  They needed to find some sort of medical building before the sun was fully up and get settled in to spend the day.  They may end up spending several days there she thought glancing over at the blood pool in her husband’s lap.  How long they’d be stuck would depend on how well Tony and Randy were holding up after she got through playing doctor on them.  The roads once they got off the off-ramp were a total mess.  They were filled with trash and debris and a horrible smell was coming off the ground in waves.   
 
      
 
    Luckily the place she’d been thinking of was only a block off the highway.  It was a decent sized pharmacy with a big sign advertising twenty-four hour a day pharmacy and a clinical service.  Kelly rolled into the parking lot and killed the engines.  In the dim light filtering down from the slowly brightening sky she could make out the missing front panel window in the front of the store.  She assumed that meant this place had already been looted.  There should hopefully still be stuff inside they could use though.  Either way she couldn’t stop the sun from coming up, so she hopped down out of the van and walked over to the big hole in the storefront where the window used to be.   
 
      
 
    Heart pounding in her chest she stared into the inky darkness of the store.  She didn’t hear or see anything moving around inside.  That didn’t mean too much as there could’ve been fifty Zombies sleeping two aisles over and there was no guarantee she’d have known they were there.  The only way to be sure was to go inside.  She supposed she could wait another fifteen minutes and the sunlight may be bright enough to pierce the inky darkness inside the store.  That left her and the kids exposed in the parking lot trying to drag Randy and Tony and a prisoner inside with them in the sunlight though.   
 
      
 
    Refusing to succumb to paralysis by analysis Kelly reached down and picked up a mostly empty container of Gatorade.  With a whispered prayer she flung it deep into the store.  She got herself keyed up to sprint back to the van if she got charged by a bunch of freaks.  When nothing started screaming or charging out at her she hopped through the window and did a quick round.  The place had definitely been looted.  There were piles of garbage everywhere.  The majority of the shelves had been raked clean.  She shone her small flashlight around some more as she did a quick circuit of the store.  Not that it mattered at this point since they couldn’t really keep driving around in the daylight, but she was pretty confident they’d be able to find most of what they needed. 
 
      
 
    On the way back out to the van she saw a tiny figure lying on the floor.  It looked like a broken baby doll.  Shining her light curiously at the object she got a bad feeling in her gut.  She walked over and poked it with her boot.  It moved like a plastic doll but on closer inspection turned out to be the corpse of a baby.  Wisps of hair clung to its tiny head.  Thinking fast she grabbed some plastic bags from the counter and scooped the baby into the bag.  She carried the small bag with her outside.  She went around to the back of the building where she laid it down carefully on the concrete.  She felt like she should do more but there was just no time. 
 
      
 
    Feeling somber she went back to the van to start herding everyone into the building.  She considered untying the guard to make him carry Tony inside but decided to just leave the man tied up, so they didn’t have to worry about him trying anything.  She had him start hobbling awkwardly towards the building while her and Caitlyn helped Tony into the building.  She left Myriah to watch the girls and went with Caitlyn back to the van to help Randy inside.  She worked with Caitlyn to get him in as carefully as possible.  They had him halfway inside when they heard Myriah shriek.   
 
      
 
    “He’s got Ali!”  Zoey yelled at the same time. 
 
      
 
    Kelly told Caitlyn to stay with Randy and went to investigate.  At the end of the aisle where they’d left the girls Tony was sitting up staring daggers at the guard.  The man had managed to find a knife somewhere and get his arms free.  Now he was holding Ali by the hair with a cheap cutting knife to the little girl’s throat.  The man’s eyes were wild as he stared at Kelly walking up.   
 
      
 
    “Give me the car keys and I’ll leave the girl outside!”  He demanded.  He pulled Ali’s hair hard enough to make her cry out.  The little girls face was already covered in tears.  Zoey rushed in to help her friend.  The guard punched Zoey in the face hard enough to put her on the ground.  Caitlyn had come down to the end of the aisle and had the M-16 aimed at the guard.  He turned to put Ali between the gun and Caitlyn.  When he turned Kelly charged. 
 
      
 
    Screaming like one of the Zombies they all feared she launched herself into the man’s side with both her hands latching on to the wrist that was holding the knife to Ali’s throat.  They smashed into the shelves sending a bunch of random crap flying to the floor.  Kelly fell to the floor wrenching at the wrist holding the knife until he let it go to strike out at her with his free hand.  He started pounding on her while Ali crawled to the side and balled up clutching at her bleeding neck.  Doreen was screaming and Caitlyn was running to help her mom.   
 
      
 
    The desperate prisoner timed it right.  He sprang for Caitlyn right as she got close enough for him to easily get at her.  He swung a fist hard into her face knocking her to the ground then started trying to pry the gun away from her.  Myriah jumped on the guard’s back and started beating the hell out of him with a hammer she kept for fighting Zombies.  Zombies didn’t try to defend themselves which made them much easier targets.  The guard was ducking and jiving and fighting for his life.  Myriah landed a few glancing blows to the back of his head causing him to give up on trying to take the gun.  He stood up instead and started running for the door.   
 
      
 
    Kelly got up and ran after him.  She found the guard standing at the end of the aisle with his hands up.  Randy was sitting up aiming a pistol at the guy’s face.  Kelly pulled a hatchet out of her own belt and swung the blunt end right into the back of the guy’s head.  He dropped to the ground clutching his head in pain and she swung again.   
 
      
 
    “He dead?”  Randy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe?”  Kelly said with a shrug.  She wasn’t feeling super compassionate towards the man who’d just tried to threaten their kids with death to let him go.  She supposed she did need to make sure he was dead though.  She squatted down and felt for a pulse.  She couldn’t figure out how to find his pulse, but she could see his chest was still rising and falling.  She equated breathing with living so nodded over to Randy to let him know the moron was still alive.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Let’s tie him back up then get the girls settled in.  Then if you’re up for it how about a little surgery action for me and Tony?  You ok?  He didn’t hurt any of the girls too bad, did he?”  Randy asked with concern.  It was dawning on him his wife seemed to have enjoyed whacking the hell out of the guy’s head.  That much hate had to have come from somewhere.  The most obvious place it would’ve come from would have been if the guard had hurt any of the girls.   
 
      
 
    “They got knocked around some but nothing major.  I need to go check on them.  We should all get back in the store away from the windows and stop making any noise too.  The last thing I feel like dealing with today is a bunch of Zombies trying to get in here.”   
 
      
 
    It took a little while but they eventually all got settled in the manager’s office at the back of the store.  They found a closet to shove the guard in.  He was tied up now to the point where he couldn’t move.  There was a very real risk that parts of his body were going to start falling off due to loss of blood flow Kelly had tied him up so tight.  She told him the one time he raised his voice to complain that what she really wanted to do was hit him in the head a few more times with the hatchet.  That’d shut him up and he’d been quiet ever since.  Kelly mused that silence could be because he’d died in the dark closet.  Oh well. 
 
      
 
    Once they had everyone settled in, she’d gone back out into the store to look for supplies to try and fix up Tony and Randy.  Moving silently to keep from attracting the attention of any Zombie who may be wandering by she sifted through the piles of merchandise lying on the floor.  She slowly gathered together gauze, bandages hydrogen peroxide, a couple of sewing kits and a couple of lighters plus a big candle.  Once she had what she thought she may need she went to the back hoping someone had already broken into the pharmacy.   
 
      
 
    The pharmacy was locked up.  She didn’t see a way to get into it without generating a bunch of noise, so she ignored that issue for now.  They had antibiotics and painkillers with them already so it shouldn’t be a big deal anyway.  She grabbed a couple of warm bottled waters and headed back into the room.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn and Myriah were blowing up some of the inflatable pool rafts that’d been on display in the front of the store.  They were hoping the rafts would be more comfortable to sleep on than the hard floor.  It’d be easier to keep the little ones quiet if they were comfortable.  Kelly didn’t know how long they may be stuck here.  She wanted to make sure Tony and Randy were both going to be able to rest once she sewed them up.  She put all the supplies she’d gathered onto the desk in the back of the room and then stared at Randy.  He sighed and walked over with the help of Myriah. 
 
      
 
    Kelly had him lie on the desk with his shirt off while she got the candle going.  She had Myriah use the flame from the candle to start cleaning of all the needles.  Kelly used the peroxide to clean off the skin around where Randy had been stabbed.  She was happy to see the bleeding had stopped.  She dumped in some more Hydrogen Peroxide to make sure everything was disinfected then she clumsily sewed the wound shut.  She went over it twice to make sure the thread was in the skin good.  When she was finished, she wrapped gauze around his torso to hold a few new bandages in place to absorb whatever else seeped out.  She gave Randy a couple of Oxy and the first dose of the antibiotics he’d be taking.  Having done as much for him as she could think of doing for the moment, she told him to go lie down and rest.   
 
      
 
    Tony was going to be a whole other story.  Kelly, Myriah and Caitlyn all worked hard to get him on the table without jostling him around too much.  He was awake now and in decent spirits.  Kelly had helped with the decent spirits by crushing up a couple of Valiums into the water she’d given him along with an Oxy and an extra dose of antibiotics.  She’d given all that to him prior to starting to work on Randy.  She was hoping it’d all kick in to help him get through the poking and prodding and sewing she was going to have to do on him.  She hated that the majority of her medical knowledge came from watching the vet shows on Animal Planet and her addiction to the Chicago Med series.  She decided not to share her background in too much detail with Tony. 
 
      
 
    “You know what you’re doing?”  Tony asked.  He had a big goofy grin on his face in the light from the battery powered flashlights they’d hung up off the light fixtures above the desk.  The Valium must really be hitting him hard.  Either that or he’d managed to self-medicate.  Always a possibility with him.   
 
      
 
    “I’m going to poke around and make sure there’s not bullets or anything in your arms then we’re going to clean you up and sew you back together.”  Kelly replied.  She was trying to sound way more confident than she actually felt.  She was still grossed out from having sewed up Randy.  She briefly considered seeing if Caitlyn wanted to jump in on this one but quickly dismissed the idea knowing how squeamish her daughters were around blood.  Something they’d inherited from her. 
 
      
 
    “It’s all good man.  She already used me for sewing practice and I’m still alive.”  Randy said cheerfully.  He seemed to be recovering pretty well.  Or, maybe that was just the Percocet talking.  Kelly made a note to watch everyone’s pill intakes before she managed to start their very own opioid crisis.   
 
      
 
    Steeling her resolve she had Myriah help her get Tony’s shirt and pants off so they could get easy access to where the bullet wounds were.  Caitlyn was over in the corner with the little kids keeping them amused and distracted.  She kept glancing over though and was ready to bounce over to help as needed.  Kelly decided she needed Caitlyn more than the girls did and sent her drugged up husband to watch the kids instead. 
 
      
 
    Kelly started on the leg wound.  It looked like the bullet had just punched through his leg muscle and out the other side.  She poked around to make sure there was nothing in the hole beyond the dried-up blood.  Not finding anything she poured a bunch of the Hydrogen Peroxide all over the wound then left that to dry up a little bit with just some gauze loosely covering it.  Next she did the same with the shoulder wound.  That one looked like it had chipped off some bone.  She had Caitlyn and Myriah both holding Tony down while she worked her finger in and out of the wound trying to get everything out.  When she couldn’t feel anything else in the wound she went ahead and cleaned it up.   
 
      
 
    Tony had been reduced to randomly whimpering with pain as they held him down.  From across the room the closet door shook violently a few times and they all heard the guard yelling at the top of his lungs.  Annoyed at being bothered before she’d been able to start sewing Tony up Kelly asked Caitlyn to check out what was going on in the closet.  Randy got up and joined her.   
 
      
 
    Randy held a flashlight in his hand and opened the door while Caitlyn stood behind him with the M-16 clutched in the hands.  Neither of them expected to have to do much since they’d tied up the guard to the point where it was pretty much impossible for him to move.  The rats chewing on his body parts had also figured out the guy wasn’t able to move.  Randy jumped back from the closet in disgust at the site of the big rats chewing into the guards legs and arms.  One was sitting on the man’s chest trying to get at his face.  The guard was swinging his head and gnashing his teeth at it to keep it away.   
 
      
 
    Randy expected the rats to scatter in the light, but they just kept right on chewing until he actually started kicking them off the man.  Then the rats ran into the corner of the closet and disappeared through a hole there.  The bleeding guard looked up from the bottom of the closet with his eyes bulging in terror.   
 
      
 
    “Please pull me out of here.  I know something you should know.  Pull me out and I’ll tell you.  You’ve made a big mistake.  Pull me out.  Please don’t shut the door.”  The guard was completely terrified.  Tears were pouring out of his eyes and his voice was cracking.  Randy could empathize.  It didn’t get much worse than being tied up and shoved into a closet for rats to feast on you in the dark.   
 
      
 
    “What is it?”  he asked the shivering, desperate man lying tied up on the floor of the closet.  The man sitting in a pool of his own blood from where the rats had been biting into him.   
 
      
 
    “You left the van outside.  You left it outside.  They’ll see it in the drones, and they’ll come for you.  Now take me out.  I’ll help you move it.  Just don’t put me back in the closet.” 
 
      
 
    “How are they going to know which van is which out here?”  Randy asked the man.   
 
      
 
    “They all have a big X spray painted on the top of them for catching people who run away.  No one ever really notices that.  They’ll have drones up and they’ll probably find you.  You have to hide the van or cover up the X or something if you want to have a chance.” 
 
      
 
    “Why do they want us so bad?”  Randy asked.  That’d been bothering him as well.  The Brotherhood seemed like they were throwing a ton of resources into catching them.  As messed up as this world was, he was wondering how they’d become such a high priority.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  I’m sorry.  I think maybe you guys killed someone important.  I don’t know.  Please don’t put me back in the closet.  I swear I’ll tell you everything I know from now on.  I swear it.  I’ll do whatever you say.”  Randy looked over at Kelly. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve got to finish up on Tony.  You want to take Cait and work on that van issue?”   
 
      
 
    Randy looked over at Zoey whose face was purple and swollen from being punched by the guard.  He looked at Ali who had a band aid on her neck from being cut by the guard.  His empathy with the guy vanished as quickly as it’d come up.  He had Caitlyn help him pull the guard all the way out.  Then they wrapped some tape around his arms and legs and mouth for good measure.  Randy squatted down beside their immobilized prisoner and whispered in a menacing tone of voice into the man’s face. 
 
      
 
    “You so much as squirm around I’ll shove you back in that closet and let the rats finish eating you.”  It was obvious he was telling the truth about it.  Done giving the man his last warning he stood up.  After some quick kisses for his other daughters and his wife him and Caitlyn headed for the main part of the store.  He ignored Tony puckering up and batting his eyes at him. 
 
      
 
    It was early morning outside.  The bright sunlight making them stop and blink.  They’d been sitting in the dim office with just their dangling flashlights for the last few hours.  Caitlyn clutched the M-16 while Randy carried the keys to the van and a machete.  He really hoped he didn’t have to use the machete.  He didn’t know if his wife’s stitching technique coupled with the cheap thread she’d found, would hold up to him going hand to hand with a Zombie or two.  Unlike Tony he was familiar with the extent of Kelly’s medical and sewing knowledge.  Her medical knowledge consisted of some generic TV dramas.  Her sewing knowledge consisted of bringing stuff to the dry cleaners or dropping it off at her mom’s house.  The last time one of the girls had needed an iron on patch done she’d had Randy do it because she wasn’t good at it.   
 
      
 
    Silently marveling at the strength his wife was bringing to the game he shut off the pain switch for his stomach so he could do his part.  He and Caitlyn moved towards the broken-out window to see what was going on outside the store.  He was hoping the street would be deserted and they’d be able to figure out where to put the van to hide it.  If the street outside was empty and there was a nice big shade tree nearby then this whole mission would end pretty anticlimactically.  He was hoping for that ending while expecting the worse.  It was pretty much like every day of his life now.   
 
      
 
    Through the broken window they could see a Zombie was sniffing around the parking lot.  Staring hard at the Zombie Randy did a doubletake and looked over at Caitlyn to see if she had noticed what he thought he’d seen.  She gave him a return nod with a shocked look on her face.  The Zombie wandering the parking lot was a short woman with nappy red hair sticking out from her dirt covered skull.  Her face was covered in the normal gore.  She was wearing an outfit that made it look like she’d been turned during a bachelorette party.  A skintight black dress rode up on her thighs.   
 
      
 
    The protruding stomach of the obviously pregnant Zombie was what had caused Caitlyn and Randy to both do their own doubletakes.  The evidence in front of them revealed that the Zombie threat may not die out with the current generation of Zombies.  Was the baby in the womb of the Zombie already infected or was she carrying around a perfectly normal baby?  If it was a perfectly normal baby, then how did they kill the mother without killing the baby?  For that matter, how many unborn children had they killed every time they’d fired down on Zombie herds coming after them? 
 
      
 
    It didn’t matter.  Randy had made his choice long ago.  He’d do whatever it took to make sure Kelly and his kids survived.  He wasn’t sure how he’d be able to sleep at night after running a machete through a pregnant woman, but he guessed he was going to find out that night.  The van needed to be moved and in order to do that they were going to have to kill the pregnant Zombie.  He needed to kill her with minimal effort as well since having to tell Kelly he’d pulled out those stitches she’d worked so hard on wasn’t something he wanted to deal with either.  Even with the painkillers it had hurt like a son of a bitch.   
 
      
 
    Wondering how much the painkillers were helping him to keep it together right now he signaled Caitlyn to stay inside and cover him.  The pregnant Zombie was standing in the parking lot facing away from them.  She was staring at the blank wall of the office building on the other side of the parking lot.  Randy moved quickly and quietly though the window holding his machete in his hand.  He planned on burying the machete into her head from behind then driving the van under cover.  There wasn’t a shade tree nearby but there was a little covered courtyard area that he figured he could park the van in until they could get out of there. 
 
      
 
    He kept his approach smooth and quiet.  He got into position right behind her without the Zombie making any movement indicating it sensed him.  He lifted the machete to bring down on her head.  She whipped her head around.  Randy found himself staring into the insane eyes of the infected pregnant woman.  Shrieking out loud in spite of himself he brought the machete down as hard as he could right into her forehead.  He either hit her at a weird angle or should have spent more time sharpening the machete.  The powerful blow skimmed the skin off her forehead and stuck in her skull at a weird angle.   
 
      
 
    The madly screeching Zombie stumbled backwards.  Randy’s machete stuck in her forehead like some kind of futuristic mad max hair ornament.  The pregnant Zombie with the machete embedded in her forehead lunged forward.  She got a solid grip on Randy’s hair with one hand and his shirt with the other.  Randy brought his hands up to keep her gnashing mouth away from him.  The Zombie twisting it’s head violently around to try and get at him without the machete getting in the way.   
 
      
 
    Randy reached out and grabbed the Zombies throat.  Her neck was small enough he could wrap his hand all the way around it.  He squeezed hard enough to cut off her air supply. The screeching tapered off even as the Zombie frantically kept trying to get at him with her teeth and nails.  Randy pulled a knife he’d snagged from a knife shop they’d looted.  The knife looked like something Rambo would’ve ignored for being too flashy.  The kind of knife you saw at the local flea market.  You’d see it displayed in the same case as throwing stars and nun chucks with picture of ninjas on them.   
 
      
 
    Overpriced and cheaply made the knife did what Rambo style knives were supposed to do.  It slid easily deep into the woman chest.  When he pulled it out, he had to pull hard as the serrated edges got caught on the skin and muscle coming out.  He swung the blade again burying it back in her stomach.  He ripped the blade out again.  He was rewarded with the feeling of life leaving the Zombies body.  A flood of fluids from the stab wound in her stomach gushed over his pants and shoes.  He tried to think of anything other than what that fluid hitting his legs was from. 
 
      
 
    Not giving himself time to reflect on the baby he’d just killed he waved for Caitlyn to come out and help him.  He didn’t see any other Zombies around, but the screeching was bound to attract them at some point.  Even if they were only mildly curious, they’d be wandering this way from the surrounding blocks.  He hurried up and opened up the van and put it in neutral.  With one hand on the steering wheel he started pushing.  A few seconds later he felt the going get a little easier as Caitlyn added her strength to the effort. 
 
      
 
    The van was settled within a few minutes once they got the rhythm down for pushing it.  Once they’d hidden the van, Caitlyn and Randy sprinted back into the building before any other Zombies had the chance to wander by and see them standing in the parking lot.  The dead mother lay on the garbage covered pavement baking in the heat of the Florida sun.  Ants and other bugs moving in to eat the fluids leaking out of her.  Before too long rats and other carrion feeders would be feasting on the infected meat.  Huge flocks of vultures had become common place.  Their wings blotting out the sun when they were disturbed. 
 
      
 
    Randy hoped Kelly had finished up with Tony and he was in good enough shape to travel.  He didn’t see that they could stay here now like they’d planned.  They’d gotten the van moved pretty quickly but there was no guarantee it hadn’t been seen before they did.  This location just wasn’t safe anymore.  He wasn’t looking forward to the conversation he was going to have to have with the family about leaving again with no rest.  He took a deep breath and trudged his way back to the office with Caitlyn.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11:  Looting by the Numbers 
 
      
 
    Kyler stared through the night vision goggles at the activity below.  A small-town right off the interstate was getting cleaned out by an army of scavengers quietly ripping it apart.  The men and women systematically looting the town were packing away everything they took into the backs of three large tractor trailers parked along the road.  Kyler had looked inside the trucks earlier that day when they’d first arrived and noted that they were completely empty.  Before the sun came up today it was expected that all three trailers would be completely full and ready to drive out. 
 
      
 
    The scale of the looting put the scavenging parties Kyler had been a part of up north to shame.  In the weird green world of the night vision goggles the lines of scavengers looked like ants at work.  That feeling was reinforced by the eerier silence of the people working.  Each of them knew if they made too much noise it’d mean a host of unwanted visitors showing up.  Prior to the looting party arriving a clearing party had been sent in.  The clearing party had been in charge of clearing out the town to allow for the looting to take place.  They did that mainly by luring the existing Zombies away with loud noises and diversions then going building by building to kill the ones that’d remained.   
 
      
 
    Kyler had found out being part of a clearing party was considered the first step to entering into the ranks of the guards.  Since Kyler was Brotherhood, he’d skipped all the low-level entry jobs and rose straight to being in a road crew.  He hadn’t told Jeff yet that he wasn’t destined to be in a road crew for very long.  The road crew was just his ride to get him down to Florida so he could check in on his fake relatives.  The men and the women in the scavenging parties worked like dogs.  Good work was rewarded with food and shelter and the safety of their children.  No one had told him how bad work was punished but Kyler was assuming he could guess the answer to that one. 
 
      
 
    All three trucks were filled up in under three hours.  The scavengers melted back into the forest to go sleep the day away in their camps in the woods.  Each of the scavengers would have children or other family they cared about back at one of the main base camps.  This further helped to keep them in line and was easy to pitch as a reward for their work.  It seemed a bit diabolical to Kyler to separate families like that.  Using people’s children as leverage to make them work like dogs in such dangerous conditions was borderline evil.  He thought he may finally be seeing why the people up north had thought it was important to check this place out.   
 
      
 
    Considering he was branded as one of the Brotherhood and powerless to do anything about it he decided to just look on it as a necessary evil for now.  Maybe at some point in the future he’d be in a position to do something about it, but for now the best he could do would be to try and protect the scavengers to the best of his ability.  With that in mind he climbed to the top of the tractor trailer and lay down to continue to observe the town.  He watched as the last of the scavengers finally disappeared into the woods.  When he was fairly certain they were all gone, and he didn’t see any Zombies loping off after them he climbed back down off the roof of the trailer. 
 
      
 
    Jeff met him on the ground.  They shook their heads at each other to signal they hadn’t seen anything.  Jeff headed over to the third truck in line and Kyler jogged to the lead truck.  Kyler climbed up to the door and carefully opened it to avoid making any noise.  He climbed inside once he had it opened and gently shut the door behind him.  He looked around the cab.  There was a sleeping section in the back that the driver had been curled up in the last three days since parking the truck here.  They had to come in early and then sit around waiting for any Zombies they stirred up to get bored and leave.  The windows had all been covered with sections of chain link fence.  That way even if the glass was broken the Zombies probably wouldn’t be able to get in.  If you were buried under enough of them to break through the glass and the chain link you were probably screwed anyway. 
 
      
 
    Kyler looked over at the leather jacket wearing Hispanic truck driver in the other seat.  The man smiled back at him and tapped his wrist with a questioning look on his face.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s give it a couple of minutes for everyone to get ready.  Once we’re good here we can go ahead and get on the road.”  Kyler said quietly.  There was no reason to be super quiet in the cab of the truck, but the habit was hard to break. 
 
      
 
    “You going to ride shotgun the whole way?”  The guy asked him.  A heavy accent tipping Kyler of that English was probably not this guy’s first language.  Not that any of that really mattered anymore.  If it ever really had. 
 
      
 
    “Nope. About three miles up the road you’ll pick up an escort and drop me and my buddy off.  The escort will take you all the way in.” 
 
      
 
    “You know if we’ll get to see our families this trip?”  The man asked with just a hint of desperation showing in his voice.  Kyler felt sorry for the man, but it wasn’t like there was anything he could do about it.  He shook his head and shrugged his shoulders.  He hoped it hadn’t come off as condescending.  He really just didn’t know the best way to respond.  The man didn’t seem offended.  Rather, he looked slightly relieved that Kyler hadn’t responded more aggressively to the question.   
 
      
 
    The driver started up the truck.  Behind them the other trucks roared to life.  In the distance the howls of the damned started almost immediately.  They started moving down the road towards the onramp to the interstate.  The Zombies were bouncing off the doors to the truck less than five minutes after they’d started them up.  It wasn’t a big deal until they got to the onramp to the interstate and the drivers had to slow down to make the sharp turn.  That’s when the Zombies swarmed up the side of the truck and attached themselves to the chain link fence running around the windows and the windshield.   
 
      
 
    The driver flipped on his monitor.  The monitor was a simple little LCD display that had been mounted in the control panel of the truck.  The driver pulled it up in the air off the dash on a little swivel mount to look at instead of trying to see out the Zombies covered windshield.  The monitor was a little all in one tablet that was hooked up to a couple of webcams mounted on different parts of the truck.  He could use the monitor to drive.  That let him try to ignore the Zombies crawling all over the windshield like a bunch of oversized honeybees.   
 
      
 
    The monitor idea had been reached after several failed attempts to protect the drivers and their cargo.  There were enough tractor trailers sitting around rusting in truck stops to meet the need for those machines for forever.  Truck drivers were in short supply though.  Especially truck drivers who had the nerve to drive through swarms of Zombies without freaking out and flipping their loads.  They’d tried putting an armored gunner on the top of the trailers but that had only served to attract more Zombies.  It was pretty impossible to get a good angle to shoot at the Zombies hanging off the windshield without risking shooting the driver.   
 
      
 
    One engineering type had come up with a contraption where he hooked car batteries up to the chain link fence links running around the cab and gave the driver a switch.  When the switch was thrown the fence would be electrified until the battery ran out of juice.  Normal people would’ve jumped right off that window when they got the crap shocked out of them.  The Zombies didn’t even seem to notice.  Hooking weapons up to the windshield and all kinds of crazy ideas had been tried.  Even pouring gas over the front window and setting it on fire to get rid of the Zombies.  None of the ideas had worked out really well.  Several of them had worked out extremely badly.  Especially for the guinea pig drivers who’d been stuck trying them out.   
 
      
 
    It’d been one of the truck drivers who came up with the monitor idea.  He’d told all the others that when they got to their destination you could expect to have some Zombies along for the ride.  The simplest solution was to just wait until you got there and then have someone ready to kill the ones that managed to hang on.  Now there was a crew of cleaners at every warehouse destination waiting to get rid of the excess Zombies.  It wasn’t the safest job in the world, but it was a step up from living in the woods and being sent into towns to try to loot with no weapons on you. 
 
      
 
    Kyler was getting the impression the Brotherhood was a large, well-oiled machine.  The supplies from all the towns were being funneled into massive warehouses.  Supplies included food, weapons, medicine and gas for starters.  After that it was up to the imagination of the looters as to what may be needed.  Kyler assumed the people in the upper classes of this system had a much better life than those down at the bottom.  As a Brotherhood soldier he was constantly in danger, but he would also be taken care of anytime he was in a camp.  He’d just become Brotherhood, so he wasn’t sure on all the perks yet.  He hoped they made up for the constant danger part of the job. 
 
      
 
    He was trying not to focus too much on the Zombies staring at him from a few feet away.  They were driving down the interstate now.  They’d left behind the mob of Zombies that’d materialized to chase them to the overpass.  The only Zombies left to deal with were the ones who’d climbed up on the truck and were now dangling off the metallic fence screaming at them through the thick layer of glass.   
 
      
 
    Giving up on ignoring the slavering cannibals staring at him Kyler instead spent some time studying them.  The ones who’d managed to get on the truck were mostly larger males.  A few females were hanging on as well.  Given the height of the truck and strength needed to hang on to the fence that probably explained why it’d mostly been the males who were still hanging on.  The clothes the Zombies had been wearing when they’d become infected were now mostly gore soaked rags flapping in the wind around their bodies.  More and more of the Zombies he saw were running around naked as their clothes rotted completely off their bodies.   
 
      
 
    With that nudity came a new understanding of just how much damage the infection did to peoples bodies.  It wasn’t just the faces that were covered in the scabbed over boils.  The backs along the spines were also covered in large pus-filled boils.  Elsewhere on the body nasty red flaking patches of skin were visible.  The Zombies eyes were blood red.  They burned with an intense demonic hatred while fixated on the two normal people in the cab of the truck.  No race or sex seemed immune to the disease.  The virus was equal opportunity. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll be dropping me and the other rider off in a couple of miles.  There’ll be a jeep escorting you the rest of the way.”  Kyler looked again at the Zombies gnashing their teeth and clawing at the metal fencing.  “How do they normally get these things off the truck?” 
 
      
 
    “When we get to the warehouse then they normally use firehoses or something like that.  A lot of times they’ll just have us pull up close to the roof and they’ll pick the Zombies off with long spears and hunting bows.  I’m assuming the people we’re meeting will be doing something similar.  There’s really not a great way to do it.  It’s messy and dangerous work.”   
 
      
 
    That made sense.  Kyler nodded enthusiastically at the description of the work being messy and dangerous.  He most certainly agreed with that sentiment.  A red light shining up ahead signaled them to stop.  Kyler would’ve liked to have had the opportunity to go meet these guys face to face to understand the plan. Unfortunately, he found himself sitting and waiting like the rest of them to see what was going to happen next.   
 
      
 
    The Zombies in front of Kyler started slumping and falling off.  The ones on the window were so fixated on trying to get at them that they didn’t pay any attention to the other Zombies around them dying.  Kyler hammed it up a little bit to keep the attention focused on him.  It was pretty creepy having the teeth gnash at him from this close.  To be face to face with the infected was to see the loathing and hatred in their eyes.  You could see the demonic hunger that possessed and drove them to try and rip apart the uninfected.  The virus warping it’s victims to get them to go out and spread it to every possible host.   
 
      
 
    Kyler started to get out of the truck once the last Zombies had been knocked off, but the driver told him to wait.  This was a situation where you really wanted an all clear before you opened the door and stepped into a steaming pile of trouble.  A few minutes later there was a quick rapping on the door.  Kyler opened it and saw a blood covered soldier standing there with a long spear in his hands.  A few other men stood around with clubs and spears.  Standing behind them was a single soldier with a fancy looking cross bow setup.  Kyler assumed that cross bow guy was a last resort.   
 
      
 
    “You guys don’t carry guns?”  Kyler asked curiously as he stepped down out of the truck.   
 
      
 
    “No sir.  If we did then one of us may be tempted to use it and then we’d just end up swarmed.  Not having them keeps us real motivated to use the long poles and make sure we do it by the numbers.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded at the guy.  It made sense.  The answer also told him these guys were expendable.  If they were important, they wouldn’t be standing in the middle of a road whacking away at Zombies with long sticks and no guns.  Must be another case of having their families locked away in some secure facility and having to buy access to them by doing what they were told.  The guy with the crossbow wandered up.  Like the others he was dressed in camouflage.  He had a baklava and leather gloves and goggles on as well.  Considering the kind of close in fighting they were doing with infected people it made sense to keep as much skin covered as possible.   
 
      
 
    “We’re the escort sir.  You’re relieved.  There’s another jeep in the median over there you guys can take back to the camp or wherever you’re headed.”  Crossbow guy said.   
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded and him and Jeff walked over to the jeep.  The keys were waiting for them.  A few minutes later Jeff was driving them back to the camp.   
 
      
 
    “Why were they calling me sir?”  He asked Jeff.  It’d been bugging him.   
 
      
 
    “Because of your obvious manliness?”  Jeff answered. 
 
      
 
    “Seriously.  How’d they know to be deferential like that?  Also, why’d they bother?  I could give a crap if they called me sir or not.  I’m not an officer or anything.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re loaded down with weapons and riding shotgun in the lead truck.  That practically screams out that you’re Brotherhood.  Those guys were hedging their bets.  Their jobs suck big time.  If they can get promoted to a different position, they can get their family better standing.  Besides, pissing off a brother normally ends badly for whoever’s stupid enough to do it.”   
 
      
 
    It was a longer answer than Kyler had expected.  It also made him think of even more questions.  Since Jeff seemed to be in a talkative mood Kyler decided to press his luck. 
 
      
 
    “What else should I know?  I feel like I joined a secret society, and no one bothered to teach me the handshake.” 
 
      
 
    “Get used to it.  That’s kind of the way it works.  There’s not like a handbook or anything.  You can’t even tell who the hell is in the Brotherhood until there’s some sort of ceremony.  Unless you’re all wandering around with your shirts off for some reason.  I suppose the officers know.  Pretty much all of them are Brotherhood.  The rest of us just do what we’re told.  Which can get pretty crazy, but we get special status for doing it.  Any advantage you can get in this world, right?” 
 
      
 
    That was about all Kyler was able to pry out of Jeff before they turned off at the mile marker the camp was near.  Kyler pulled out a hatchet and Jeff hefted a solid looking baseball bat as they walked towards the tree line.  Time to go wander in the woods until they found the place they were supposed to sleep for the day.  Kyler just hoped he didn’t need to use the hatchet on any random Zombies.  All he really wanted to do was find some food and crawl into a sleeping bag to get some rest.  He wondered if there were ever going to be any easy days again.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12:  Downtown 
 
      
 
    “We need to leave now.”  Randy repeated for the tenth time.  He was working hard to stay calm.  It wasn’t easy when he knew men with automatic weapons could come driving into the parking lot at any second on a mission to massacre his family.   
 
      
 
    “If you got the van moved in time then we should be good.  Tony needs to rest for a little bit, and you shouldn’t be moving around either.”  Kelly had already had to fix the threads Randy had popped out in his fight with the pregnant Zombie.  She hadn’t been pleased to see the blood oozing out of his shirt when he’d come in talking about them all needing to leave right away.    
 
      
 
    “If they show up, we’re dead.  The kids are dead.  Stitches aren’t going to matter if we all get shot!”  Randy was on the verge of losing it.  He didn’t know how else to explain that nothing mattered right now except leaving.     
 
      
 
    “I vote to leave.”  Tony said.  Everyone looked over at him.  He had a big, goofy valium grin on his face.  “I’ve managed to survive this far because I’ve only been shot by your wife.  I don’t want to be shot by people who are good at it.” 
 
      
 
    Tony’s comments had the desired effect of defusing the ticking bomb of Kelly’s and Randy’s tempers.  It occurred to Kelly that her husband may be right on this one.  As much as she didn’t want to move right now and as much as they all knew how dangerous the world outside theses walls was, she realized they had to leave.  Now that she’d made her decision, she kicked into high gear hoping her initial obstinance hadn’t doomed them.  She started gathering everything together and yelling out directions to everyone else for what to bring.  She reminded the kids to stick with the buddy system, so no one got left behind.  Once they’d gathered their packs, they all started moving out of the cramped, dark office. 
 
      
 
    “What about him?”  Caitlyn pointed at the bloodied and bound guard miserably smooshed into the corner of the room.   
 
      
 
    “Do we still need him?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    “He might have some more info for us.  We haven’t really questioned him yet.  He might be more talkative now that he’s spent some time tied up with hungry rats in a closet.”  Randy redirected his voice and stared straight at the guard.  “I can tell you if we get caught by the Brotherhood the one thing I’ll do before they capture us is put a bullet in your head.  It’s in your best interest to make sure we don’t get caught.  You’re never going back to them.  You might as well start sucking up to us.” 
 
      
 
    “You can be a little scary when you want to be.”  Kelly whispered in his ear.  Then she went back to helping everyone out of the room.  Instead of carting the trussed-up guard around by making him take baby steps with the rope around his ankles Randy grabbed one of the shopping carts and pointed at it.   
 
      
 
    Whimpering, the man allowed Randy to push him into the cart.  At some point the guard had soiled himself.  Randy wrinkled his nose in disgust, but he couldn’t really blame the guy.  If someone had tied him up in a closet full of hungry rats, he’d probably have had an accident too.  He pushed the man out into the main part of the store where everyone was waiting for him to tell them the next step in getting to the van.  He was wishing now that they hadn’t driven it quite so far across the parking lot to hide it.   
 
      
 
    “You guys stay here.  I’ll go get the van and bring it over.  Be ready to get in fast.”  Kyler looked at them all to make sure they understood then headed for the missing window he planned to go through.  He could see the body of the pregnant Zombie laying amidst the garbage.  He felt ashamed for that kill.  He just didn’t think there was anything he could’ve done differently.  He’d killed plenty of women and children Zombies to stay alive in their frantic scramble to get to Florida from Rhode Island.  Those killings haunted him too, but this was the first time he’d really felt ashamed.  He wished he knew for sure if the baby in that Zombies belly had been alive or infected or whatever. 
 
      
 
    He shook off those feelings.  He shook off everything except the task at hand.  He went over to the shattered window and carefully surveyed the parking lot and surroundings.  He was focused on making sure he’d be able to get to the van and then get it back over here for his family to board with no issues.  The only Zombie he could see from his vantage point was the pregnant woman he’d killed earlier.  That didn’t mean there wasn’t a mob of them standing around the corner of the building just waiting for some idiot to walk out so they could grab a bite.  It also didn’t mean there wasn’t a sniper setup on the roof across the street ready to shoot him in the head as soon as he stepped out.  Before he could think of any more scenarios that made him scared to leave the relative safety of the trashed pharmacy, he stepped out into the parking lot.   
 
      
 
    He didn’t get shot in the head.  No crazy screeching belied the existence of Zombies who’d been skulking just out of sight.  Realizing he’d been standing still for a second or two waiting for something bad to happen Randy set his sights on the van and started across the parking lot at a valet jog.  He reflected that next time he thought there may be a sniper waiting to take his head off when he stepped out a of a building, he should probably not just step out and stand still.  He should at least bounce around a little bit and give the guy a challenge.  What good was scoring a headshot on some dude that was just standing there asking for it?   
 
      
 
    Ever the pessimist he expected something bad to happen on his way to the van.  When he made it to the van without being eaten or shot, he sat in the seat for a second letting the stress seep out of his pores.  He hadn’t realized how keyed up he’d been until he had a hard time shoving the key in the ignition due to how hard his hands were shaking.  He finally got the van started and drove over by the window to let everyone in.  Kelly joined him in the front after they worked together to get the trussed-up guard hoisted into the back. 
 
      
 
    “That guy smells pretty ripe.”  Kelly said when they sat down.  She was desperately searching for the little squeeze bottle of hand sanitizer she normally carried around with her.   
 
      
 
    “Agreed.  At some point we need to find a hose and some soap so we can clean him off.”  Randy answered driving them towards the road between the two tall buildings. 
 
      
 
    He started to turn right as a pickup truck came from the left.  Randy and the driver of the pickup both staring at each other in complete surprise.  The driver of the pickup truck had one guy riding shotgun who looked just as surprised to come face to face with their target.  One of the drone operators had thought he saw a van disappearing under cover.  The operator barely caught a glimpse of what he thought was a van moving before having to return to base or risk losing the drone.  It was one of a handful of reports the guys in the pickup had been driving around following up on.  The driver had been more concerned about driving around this close to the Zombie infested city than he’d been about what to do if they actually found the fugitives.  The soldier riding shotgun reached for the radio to call it in.  He should’ve reached for his gun. 
 
      
 
    Randy slammed on the brakes and hopped out of the van.  He walked straight towards the stunned driver of the pickup with his pistol in his hand.  He took aim and started squeezing shots off until the driver collapsed backwards in a spray of blood.  His passenger had dropped the radio and was scrambling around trying to bring his rifle to bear in the tight confines of the small cab.  The dead drivers foot weighed down on the accelerator and the pickup careened into the side of the office building.  Randy ran over and pulled open the driver’s side door.  The passenger looked up at him from the other side of the bench seat.  The guy had big red marks on his face and arms from being struck by the air bag.  His eyes and hands were moving frantically trying to find a weapon.   
 
      
 
    Randy shot him in the face.  He could already hear Zombie screeches picking up all around him.  He hurriedly grabbed the weapons and ammunition he saw in the cab of the pickup truck and ran back over to the van.  Kelly was standing beside the van with her M-16 in her hands. 
 
      
 
    “What kind of terminator cop movie crap was that?”  She asked.  She seemed pretty pissed for someone whose husband had just pulled off a seriously bad ass move.   
 
      
 
    “It worked.  Now we just need to get out of here before the Zombies swarm all over us.  Hop in and hold on.”  Randy said as he threw the guns and ammo he’d collected into the front of the van.   
 
      
 
    He couldn’t put the guns in the back where the tied-up guard may figure out a way to sneak one into his own hands.  Maybe they should just kill that guy and get it over with.  The longer they had him around the weirder it was going to be to kill him.  Randy had just killed two guys without even thinking about it so maybe right now was the time to drag the guard out and leave him tied up in the street for the Zombies to eat.  It might even slow the Zombies down enough where they wouldn’t chase the big, loud van driving down the narrow road in the middle of the day. 
 
      
 
    The first wave of Zombies came running down the road towards the smashed pickup truck.  Summoned by the sounds of gunfire and crashing metal the Zombies leapt forward seeking the normal humans they associated with those sounds.  They came from all directions.  In ones and twos, the fast ones getting there before the slower ones even though the slower ones had been closer.  Randy watched as one of the Zombies ran down the middle of the street hurdling over broken down cars.  He saw another one leap off the side of a building to get around a broken utility pole.   
 
      
 
    Randy kept the accelerator firmly pressed down.  He hoped the Zombies would be more interested in the fresh meat in the pickup truck than they were in the large van driving away from the scene of the accident.  He nursed that hope for about twelve seconds.  Clinging to it even as he saw all the Zombies ignoring the wrecked pickup to focus on the van rolling through their midst.  A loud banging noise told him one of the Zombies must have leapt onto the top of the van and taken it upon itself to start beating on the roof.  Out of the corner of his eye Randy saw another of the fast-moving Zombies leap headfirst into the passenger window.   
 
      
 
    A loud shattering noise and Kelly’s shrieks told him the Zombie had managed to smash the window with its head.  He started slowing the van down and fumbling around for his pistol.  He was trying to stop the van and not crash into anything while still dodging other Zombies.   
 
      
 
    “Keep going!  I’m good.  I think it sliced it’s neck open on the window.  Hurry though! There are more coming!”  Kelly yelled.  She was holding the Zombies long hair up and making sure the thing was dead when the weight of its body made it fall out of the window.  She no longer had anything between her and the Zombies trying to surround the van.  She slid over in her seat and pointed the M-16 out the window.  If any more of them tried to come through the window, then maybe a bullet would work better than glass to keep them out.   
 
      
 
    Randy slammed his foot down on the accelerator and threaded the van through the incoming Zombies.  He dodged wrecked cars and piles of garbage.  At one point he smashed through a line of police cars that’d been setup as a barricade back when there still hope.  Zombies were running along both sides of the van.  More were pouring out from the roads in front of them at the various intersections.  Randy was driving insanely fast through the narrow streets full of junk.  An accident at this point would doom him and the girls.  Something as stupid as a flat tire would be the death of them.   
 
      
 
    A Zombie jumped for Kelly’s window.  It got its hands hooked and pulled a grinning face into view.  Kelly put the barrel of her rifle against its head and pulled the trigger once.  The dead Zombie tumbled out of the window and flipped head over heels down the street.  The other Zombies ignored it and continued to make the same mistake trying to get in her window.  Kelly pulled the same trick each time.  She knew she’d eventually run out of ammunition or a Zombie would come through the window too fast or the gun would jam.  They couldn’t keep this up indefinitely.   
 
      
 
    Randy pulled the steering wheel hard to the left to avoid an overturned motorcycle.  The van screeched to the left before momentarily becoming airborne as the front tires struck a ramp made partially from a desiccated pile of bodies lying in the street.  While in the air Randy found himself wondering how a pile of corpses ended up in the middle of the road in the shape of a ramp.  Seeing the fire hydrant dead in front of them he stopped worrying about the biological ramp they’d just hit and started worrying more about where they were going to land.  He debated brakes versus gas.   
 
      
 
    He pressed his foot down hard on the gas and turned the wheel to the right as far as it would go.  They hit the ground and the van responded to the wheels turned and the gas pedal pressed by trying to flip onto its side.  Sticking to his plan Randy kept the wheels turned as the steering wheel fought against him.  Through the miracle of power steering and the automotive industries fear of lawsuits due to vans and SUVs rolling over too easily the van stayed upright.  The back wheel did tag the fire hydrant hard enough to dent the back wheel well.   
 
      
 
    Randy drove on.  The buildings they were passing kept getting bigger.  He looked ahead and saw the familiar skyline of downtown Orlando.  Arms slammed against the windshield.  The roads were getting so tight he was getting worried if he’d be able to keep moving forward.  Seeing what looked like a flood of Zombies coming down one road he swerved the other way down an intersection.  Ahead of them the road was impassable thanks to a firetruck parked sideways in the road.  There was room on one side to get through, but Zombies were already pouring through that gap and rushing at the van.   
 
      
 
    “Go in the garage!”  Kelly yelled.  She had the M-16 out.  She’d pulled the trigger twice in the last twenty seconds.  A Zombie was beating on Randy’s window.  They were rapidly getting surrounded as they idled in front of the fire engine blocking the road.  Randy realized where they were at and suddenly got what Kelly was talking about.  He shifted into reverse and backed right through a couple of Zombies who’d caught up to them.  He shifted into drive without slowing down.  The engine made some clunking noises followed by a high-pitched whine, but they started moving forward. 
 
      
 
    He jammed the van up the ramp to the garage entrance marked ‘Valet Only’.  The entrance was tiny.  The van bounced off one side and he almost lost control.  Kelly was staring intently at the tiny entrance they’d gone through.   
 
      
 
    “Stop!  Follow me!”  She yelled.  Randy slammed on the brakes bringing them to a stop.   
 
      
 
    “What?”  He asked.  Kelly was already opening her door and jumping out.  Not knowing what the hell she thought she was doing he jumped out as well.  She was shooting while she ran based on the gun fire coming from the other side of the van.  Randy ran around the van and followed her towards the small entrance they’d just come through.  Kelly was staring at the side of the entrance while she swapped out the magazine on her rifle.   
 
      
 
    Randy sprinted over to help her.  He’d realized finally what she was looking at.  There was a big metal gate that could be slid across to shut the garage down.  It was probably there to keep people from stealing crap out of the cars the valets parked in there.  They’d been lucky no one had gotten around to closing it when everything had first started going to hell.   
 
      
 
    The gate was held in place with a big latch you had to push down in two places while pulling the gate to close it.  Kelly pushed the latches down and screamed for Randy to close the gate.  He grabbed the gate and pulled as hard as he could to get it moving.  He saw it rake over Kelly’s knuckles, but he kept pulling it.  At the other side was another two latches you needed to press down then push the gate over.  He was sure there was an easier way to do this but for now he just slammed the gate against the latches as hard as he could.  That worked for the top one but the bottom one was being stubborn.   
 
      
 
    Zombies were ramming into the gate.  Screeching their hatred for all things normal.  Screeching out their hunger to rend uninfected flesh.  A skinny Zombie shoved his way under the gate.  Randy pulled his gun out of his holster and shot the Zombie in the head.  A few arms came under the gate reaching for him.  He put bullet holes in all the arms, but they kept waving around at him.  He finally ducked down and started shooting under the gate right into the Zombies lying on the other side.  Kelly rushed over and slammed her body into the gate a few times trying to get it to close all the way.   
 
      
 
    The one latch finally did what it was supposed to do, and the gate was secured.  There was only about six inches of space between the gate and the ground.  A few Zombie arms were waving around underneath it.  It did nothing to stop the horrifying screeching noise.  Randy pulled Kelly to him and kissed her quickly.  He remembered her hands and had her hold them out so he could see them.  Blood ran freely where a bunch of the skin had been ripped off the top of her hands in the gate closing fiasco.   
 
      
 
    “I really hope they can’t get through that gate.”  Kelly said.  She had to speak up to be heard over the screeching. 
 
      
 
    “They’ll get through eventually if enough of them show up.  I say we work on not being here when that happens.”  Randy answered.   
 
      
 
    They made it back to the van and drove around until they saw a door leading into the hotel.  It was locked.  It was also a very solid door.  Rather than mess around trying to pry it open they got back in the van and drove up another level to find the same issue.  They tried the doors on all the levels and none of them would open.  Finally, they parked on the top level and started working with the tire iron trying to pry the door to the hotel open.   
 
      
 
    While Randy worked on the door Kelly went to open the back of the van and make sure everyone was doing ok.  She knew she’d have hated to have been stuck in the back of the van not knowing what was going on during all that crazy driving.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13:  Scavenger Camp 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Jeff moved slowly through the woods off the interstate.  They had a rough idea of where the scavenger camp was, but it still wasn’t going to be the easiest place to find.  They had to beat their way through a mile of brush and woods to get to the general area the tents would be setup in.  They moved quietly through the woods in the dark before dawn.  Kyler was thinking it may be easier to wait for the sun to come up instead of walking face first through every spider web in the woods.  He was on the verge of mentioning that idea to Jeff when he tripped over the rope connecting a small tent to a stake.   
 
      
 
    Kyler went tumbling to the ground.  A bearded dude with dreadlocks wearing a pair of boxers with a big smiley face on them shot out of the tent and attacked Kyler with a baseball bat.  Kyler and Jeff both hissed at the terrified man to calm down.  The man turned paler when he realized he’d been whacking someone dressed like a soldier.  Then he noticed just how well armed Kyler was.  The man fell to his knees and started begging Kyler not to hurt him or his family.  The necessity to maintain noise discipline had been so thoroughly drilled into all of them that even the terrified man’s sobs and begging were done in a subdued manner. 
 
      
 
    “Calm down.  Calm down.  It’s all good.  You thought I was a Zombie, right?”  Kyler rhetorically asked the cowering man.  The sun had come up at some point during the exchange. Kyler was able to see the man in the early light.  He looked over at Jeff who was grinning really big.  He’d obviously been highly entertained seeing Kyler get beat down by a mostly naked man.   
 
      
 
    “So sorry mon.  I didn’t see you there.  I thought you be one of the Zombies mon.  So sorry sir.”  The man continued apologizing with his head bowed.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry about it.  You thought I was a Zombie.  I’d have done the same thing if I was you.”  Kyler rubbed his arm where he’d been struck with the baseball bat.  It hurt like hell but in the grand scheme of things wasn’t a big deal.  He’d taken so many hits at this point that he was just getting used to it.  He asked the man which way the command tents were. 
 
      
 
    Jeff and Kyler started walking through the early light of dawn towards the tents they’d be spending the daylight hours in.  Both of them exhausted and wanting nothing more than to sleep for a day or two.  Kyler looked around curiously as they walked noting the one and two-man tents spread throughout the woods.  There was no campfires or gatherings of people chatting.  Just tents spread out haphazardly in every direction.  He assumed they spread everyone out to make it harder for Zombies to encircle the camp and take them all out at one time.  
 
      
 
    They finally saw some larger tents up ahead.  One of them had a line of people in front of it.  Kyler and Jeff headed for the tent with the line in front of it.   
 
      
 
    “What are they waiting in line for?  Breakfast?”  Kyler asked in a low voice. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  That’s the oxy line.  On top of their families being back in one of the more permanent camps a lot of the people stay for a guaranteed pill per day.  I guess being medicated daily is how they deal with everything.  Turns them into Zombies.  Which is kind of ironic.  Alanis Morrissette should figure out a way to include them in that song of hers.  Assuming she’s not dead.”   
 
      
 
    They walked past the line of fidgety people impatiently waiting their turn to drop in and drop out.  The men and women standing in the line did resemble Zombies.  They were all obviously impatient to get their fix.  Three soldiers stood at the front of the line checking names off a list as they rationed out the pills from a large Tupperware bin.  As they watched one wired looking guy got into a hushed argument with one of the guards.  The guard nonchalantly swung the hilt of his knife into the guys temple dropping him like a rock.  The other junkies just stepped over him as the line continued cycling through.   
 
      
 
    “What do you think that was about?”  Kyler asked.   
 
      
 
    “The dude probably wanted an extra pill to get a better high.  Or he’s taken too many and caused issues.  I don’t pay too much attention but when you’re on that detail you’ll hear them saying all kinds of crap to try and get extra pills.  Some of them are so strung out the only way you can get them to shut up is doing what that guard just did.  It’s the only language they seem to understand.”   
 
      
 
    They kept walking until they ended up at a tent with a Georgia state flag planted in front of it.  They walked up to it and the guard standing outside recognized them. 
 
      
 
    “Hey guys.  Assuming there were no issues with the trucks or anything the commander told me to let you know you can both grab a tent and get some shuteye.  He’s already turned in for the day.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Jeff wandered in the direction the guard had indicated when he’d said they should turn in for the day.  A small circle of tents had been setup beside the command tent.  They walked around until they found two that weren’t occupied yet.  Someone had already put in some sleeping bags and ground pads they could use.  Kyler told Jeff he’d see him in a bit then crawled into the tent and zipped it up behind him.  He kicked off his boots and arranged his weapons around him hoping he didn’t need them anytime soon.  Then he spent a few minutes trying to get comfortable.  It was a little difficult getting situated due to an arm that hurt a lot more now than it had when the guy originally hit him with the baseball bat. 
 
      
 
    He’d just shut his eyes when the sound of a pistol going off had him sitting straight up.  He shoved his boots back on and made sure all his weapons were hanging where he needed them.  He shrugged on his go bag, grabbed his rifle and was out of the tent less than thirty seconds after hearing the first shot.  In the clearing a group of soldiers was rapidly gathering.  All the ones who’d been asleep now geared up and ready for action.  The commander showed up and asked if anyone had a clue what’d happened.  As he was waiting on a response a soldier came jogging into the clearing.   
 
      
 
    “Sir.  One of the junkies pulled a knife and attacked Wallace.  A couple of other ones tried grabbing the box of pills and running with it.  Wallace shot the junkies before they got anywhere with the pills.  We told everyone to fall back and tossed out a handful of pills for the junkies still in line.  I came over here to find you and report.”  The soldier nervously finished up.  He was working hard to catch his breath.  
 
      
 
    “Pass the word to the people.  Bug out and we’ll pick them up tomorrow.  Tell them Plan ‘A’.  They should already be doing it anyway.  Those gunshots were loud.  Did the idiot who pulled the trigger die or is he still alive?”  The commander asked. 
 
      
 
    “He was alive the last time I saw him sir.”  The soldier responded. 
 
      
 
    “Too bad.  Alright.  Fighting retreat men.  Zombies will be coming to visit any time now thanks to Mr. Wallace.  Our job’s to give the people a few minutes head start so they can get to where they need to be without being eaten.  Let’s hit the line hard for about five minutes then haul ass out of here.  I’ll see you all at the rendezvous point by morning.  Try not to die.”  The commander turned and ran with two of the soldiers towards the south side of the camp.   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Jeff were assigned to the north side up near the town they’d been busy looting.  They made sure they were locked and loaded then started jogging towards their section.  Kyler was hoping this was all an overreaction.  A couple of pistol shots was pretty loud locally but shouldn’t carry more than a mile or two.  There was a real good chance this exercise would prove to be just an overabundance of caution.  He repeated the phrase overabundance of caution to himself as he ran.  They were the sweetest sounding words he could think of.   
 
      
 
    Screeching up ahead in the forest let him know the caution may not end up being so overabundant.  They’d run past where the bulk of the looters had setup camp.  He knew they’d all be running the opposite direction for the interstate.  The people were separated into ten-man units called squads for the purposes of organizing them.  Each squad was assigned a mile marker.  Plan ‘A’ just meant for them to join up with their squads and head for their mile markers.  When they got there, they’d be expected to hide until someone was able to come get them.  If no one showed up for a few days, they were free to try and make their way back to the main camps.   
 
      
 
    The people weren’t allowed to carry firearms or bladed weapons but most of them had baseball bats or hammers to beat down Zombies as they ran.  If the junkie who’d stabbed the guard at the pill handout earlier had been caught with the knife before that happened, he’d have been executed.  It may seem harsh but that was the law in these lands.  Kyler was torn about how he felt about that.  It made sense from one angle but not from others.  Right now, he didn’t have time to think about it too much as the screeching was growing exponentially louder by the second.   
 
      
 
    “There must’ve been a whole freakin herd close by.”  Jeff said.  He’d stopped and was fumbling around with his AK-47 trying to figure out how to make it fully automatic.   
 
      
 
    “I’m wondering if we even bother shooting any of them.”  Kyler said.  Their job was to protect the people.  The problem was Kyler didn’t see how shooting a few rounds into a herd coming through the woods would accomplish anything except to get the Zombies zeroed in on them.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we have much of a choice.”  Jeff said.  He started taking shots at the Zombies now visible running through the woods straight towards them.  There were a lot of Zombies coming.  The bushes seemed to be spewing them out like a demonic popcorn machine.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s get the hell out of here.”  Kyler screamed over the sound of their gunfire.  Jeff looked over at him and nodded.  It wasn’t like if they stayed there the Zombies would approach more cautiously thus giving the people more time to escape.  There was nothing cautious about a herd of Zombies who’d heard gunfire.  It just made them come faster. 
 
      
 
    They turned and ran for the interstate.  Kyler had been hoping they could’ve ended up in the trucks.  The new ones should’ve made it by now and be in position for the looters to load up.  They could’ve spent the night in the comfortable beds in one of those.  Air conditioning and some hillbilly music versus running for their lives from a herd of insane, diseased cannibals.  Ahead of them a group of Zombies were ripping apart a tent trying to get at the person inside it.  The person inside was screaming and swinging a bat around.   
 
      
 
    Kyler slid to a stop.  He raised his pistol and took four carefully aimed shots putting the Zombies attacking the tent on the ground.  Jeff and Kyler ran over to the tent where the person tangled up on the inside was still desperately struggling to get out.  The Zombies had lifted the person and the tent up off the ground.  Two of the Zombies were still wriggling around on the ground trying to get at them, so Jeff put a round through each of the Zombie’s heads.  Kyler helped the person out of the tent.  It turned out to be a middle-aged woman.  She couldn’t seem to stop saying thanks to them.  Even though they could barely hear her over the screaming Zombies approaching.  It sounded like they had Zombies coming from every direction at them now.  The extra gunfire certainly hadn’t helped their situation.   
 
      
 
    They resumed hauling ass in the direction of the interstate.  The sounds of pursuing Zombies motivating them to push their legs as hard as they could.  A different kind of scream made Kyler look over his shoulder.  The woman they’d rescued was being taken down to the ground by two Zombies riding her.  He skidded to a stop and turned around to go try to save her.  He saw one of the Zombies look up with fresh blood all over its mouth from biting the woman’s neck.  Her screams were getting more crazed.  Kyler lowered his aim and put a round through her head.  Then he turned and commenced running for his life again. 
 
      
 
    Jeff was nowhere to be seen.  He must’ve ignored the screams from the woman and kept on running.  Kyler knew he should’ve done the same.  He didn’t know if he could’ve lived with himself if had of though.  Instead of worrying about it he poured all his energy into running.  He knew he’d have a lead now since any of the Zombies directly behind him would’ve stopped to take a bite of the fresh meat.  They wouldn’t hang out too long though.  The virus wasn’t looking for dead hosts.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was seeing spots when he finally caught up to Jeff.  Jeff was bent over breathing hard at the edge of the tree line beside the interstate.  Their rally point was on the other side of the road in the back of a tractor trailer.  It looked like just an abandoned tractor trailer from the road, but it’d been hooked up to serve as a mobile command center.   
 
      
 
    “We in the right spot?”  Kyler asked.   
 
      
 
    “About a mile that way I think.  Where’d that woman go from the tent?”  Jeff asked.  He was looking into the woods like he expected her to pop out at any time.   
 
      
 
    “She didn’t make it.  Let’s go.”  Kyler said.  Jeff nodded and they both summoned up a burst of energy to get them across all six lanes and the median as fast as possible.  They collapsed on the other side for a few seconds.  Looking through the scopes of their rifles to see if any Zombies had noticed them.  So far so good, although they did now see a bunch of Zombies milling around on the side of the interstate they’d just run from.   
 
      
 
    They got up and began walking quickly through the woods parallel to the interstate to find the command center.  When they finally caught sight of it, they both stopped and cursed.  The trailer was surrounded by a big group of screaming Zombies.  They were beating on the trailer from every side trying to get in.  Jeff and Kyler stood there staring at it wondering what they should do now.   
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  Jeff asked looking at Kyler. 
 
      
 
    Kyler shrugged and sat down with his back against a tree.   
 
      
 
    “Now we wait.  Once enough of the Zombies wander off to make it reasonable, we go kill the rest of the Zombies hanging out by the trailer then we rescue our peeps in the trailer.”   
 
      
 
    “Easy peezee lemon squeeze.”  Jeff replied before joining Kyler on the ground to rest.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14:  Wake Up Call 
 
      
 
    “Son of a bitch!”  Kelly slapped Randy while waving her hand around with an expression of pain on her face.  He took the weak slap to his face in stride.  The girls were all gathered around holding lights on their moms hand.  Randy was trying to clean up her scraped hands and get bandages on them.  It wasn’t going well.   
 
      
 
    “I didn’t whine half as much when you sewed me up and I had a knife hanging out of my stomach.  You scraped your knuckles.”  He said with frustration as she yelled at him again.   
 
      
 
    “You didn’t whine because I took my time and did it good.  Take your time.  That stuff freakin burns.  Get these kids out of here so I can use better words when you dump that poopy stuff on my hands.”  Kelly looked over at Zoey, Ali and Doreen.  The girls dutifully giggled at her use of the word ‘poopy’.  That’s what she’d been going for.  The sound of little girl laughter enabling her to endure her oaf of a husbands extremely poor attempt at nursing her hands back to health.  She finally told him to take a lap and asked Caitlyn to do it instead. 
 
      
 
    Happy to be off the hook Randy went and sat in the back of the van with Tony.  Tony was sitting up with a pistol in his hand casually aimed in the general direction of their prisoner.   
 
      
 
    “What’s up Florence Nightingale?  You think of a way out of here yet?”  Tony said by way of greeting as Randy sat down heavily on the back of the van.   
 
      
 
    “We’ll figure a way out.  Not like we have a choice.  I’m going to walk around to the side. I want to see if I can still hear them banging on the gate.  You need anything?”  Randy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Nope.  Go check it out and bring me back some good news.  If you can take the gag off this guy for me, I’ll try and get some more info out of him while I’m sitting here.  If he pisses me off, I’ll go ahead and shoot him.  Getting sick of carting him around everywhere anyway.  He’s starting to remind me of those boxes you keep in your garage and then move them with you every time you move houses but never actually plan on opening them?  Just useless baggage.  Except I don’t have to feed the boxes or deal with them taking big, stinking dumps three times a day.” 
 
      
 
    Randy chuckled as he reached up and ripped the tape off the prisoners mouth.  He knew exactly what Tony was talking about.  He’d given Kelly all kinds of crap about the boxes they dragged around with them every time they moved.  It’d gotten to the point where they needed extra space in houses just to store the boxes that they both knew they were never going to actually open.  The one labeled ‘Souvenir Cups’ really irritated him because they had three or four large boxes labeled for cups yet everywhere that they went they continued to buy the souvenir cups.  It was like some weird addiction.  Also, the guard they were keeping as a prisoner must have IBS or something because he seriously couldn’t stop going.   
 
      
 
    Randy heard the aggressive hum coming from the floors below.  It got louder he walked around the garage towards the lower levels.  Instead of wasting his time walking all the way down to confirm what they already knew to be true he walked back up to the level they were parked on.  He checked in on Kelly.  She was doing a lot better in Caitlyn and Myriah’s care than she’d been with him trying to patch her up.  Tony shrugged his shoulders when Randy looked over at him.  He took that to mean Tony hadn’t gotten anything useful out of the guard.  He supposed he should ask the guy what his name was but then decided against it.  He didn’t really want to know the name of a guy he was probably going to end up shooting in the head and leaving to rot in a ditch somewhere.   
 
      
 
    He fumbled around in the van until he found the spare tire kit.  He took the tire iron and walked with purpose towards the door keeping them out of the hotel.  It was the standard big, bulky door you find in parking garages.  It had a handle to pull to open it which they’d already tried.  He was wondering if he could whack on the hinges hard enough to get them to fall off.  He was getting ready to take a swing when the door opened.   
 
      
 
    Standing there holding the tire iron up in the air his jaw dropped in disbelief as the door continued to open.  His first instinct was to act fast before whoever or whatever was opening the door let it slam shut.  He stepped neatly to the side and shoved the tire iron into the crack.  The door was almost immediately yanked shut.  With the tire iron in the way it couldn’t be shut all the way though.  Randy yelled for Kelly and then pulled his pistol. 
 
      
 
    “Open the door or I’m opening fire!”  He yelled at the crack in the door.  The crack in the door didn’t respond.   
 
      
 
    If it was a random Zombie who’d pushed on the door then his yelling would’ve caused it to come bursting through the door with teeth bared.  Since he wasn’t fighting for his life against a diseased cannibal, he had to assume an uninfected human had hit the bar on the other side to open the door.  He couldn’t just open fire though the crack of a door on a person.  As long as he kept the tire iron jammed in the crack, they’d still have access.  Access that very well could mean the difference between life or death. 
 
      
 
    Kelly ran up to where he was holding the tire iron and the pistol.  Right behind her Tony limped towards him as well.  Kelly started to ask him what was going on.  He shushed her and told her to grab the handle and pull.  He hadn’t even bothered trying to overpower who was on the other side yet since he figured his main responsibility was ensuring the door didn’t get closed on them.  A responsibility he was desperately trying to fulfill as the tire iron was being pushed out of the crack by whoever was on the other side of the door.   
 
      
 
    Kelly was in a vicious tug of war with that person.  Randy struggled to keep the tire iron in the open space between the door and the wall.  Whoever was on the other side of the door switched tactics.  Kelly fell hard on her backside and Randy was yanked into the building by the tire iron he had such a death grip on.  Tony got there in time to see Randy disappear.  The door slammed all the way shut before Tony was able to grab it.  Tony and Kelly both stared at the closed door.  Tony tried pulling on the door handle, but it didn’t budge. 
 
      
 
    Tony leaned forward to try and see if there was a good place to try and slide in a knife or something to wedge the door open.  The door flew open hitting him hard in the face.  Kelly was up with her rifle aimed into the dark doorway.  Tony did a strange ballerina kind of twirl that he emerged out of with blood pouring out of his nose and his pistol pointed at the dark doorway as well.  Two teen boys were thrown out of the doorway and landed at Kelly’s feet.  Randy followed them with a nasty looking bruise forming on the side of his head.  He stopped to prop the door open. 
 
      
 
    “One of the little pricks hit me in the head with the damned tire iron.  They’re lucky I didn’t shoot both of them.”  Randy said.  He turned his head and spat out at a wad of blood.   
 
      
 
    “What are you doing here?  What are you going to do with us?”  One of the kids on the ground whined.  The other one looked up defiantly and kept his mouth shut. 
 
      
 
    “How many more of you are there in the building?”  Tony asked the kid who was talking. 
 
      
 
    “There’s eleven of us left.  Eleven the last time we counted.  We need to go back.  We need to shut the door.  It’s time to go back in.”  The kid was looking nervous.  He wouldn’t make eye contact with any of them.  Randy turned around and looked into the dark depths of the small stairway that ended in a door leading into what he assumed was the hotel.   
 
      
 
    “Is the door to the hotel open?”  Randy asked. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it is.  We close it but we don’t lock it.  Zombies can’t figure out locks.”  The kid responded.  He was looking in every direction that didn’t bring him into eye contact with any of them.  The other kid was still lying on the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Hey babe.  Can you go drive the van as close over here as you can get it.  That gate below isn’t going to hold much longer.  I think we need to clear this hotel and see if they have any rooms available.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the kids friends inside?”  Kelly asked.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  We’ll have a discussion with them.” He watched Kelly run off to get the van.  He knelt down next to the talkative kid and asked him what kinds of weapons his friends had. 
 
      
 
    “Axes and knives and stuff.  No bullets for the guns.  Can I go sir.  I’m sorry I hit you.  I need to get back inside now.”  The kid was all over the place.  He must be having issues getting his ADHD prescription filled.  He still refused to look directly at any of them.   
 
      
 
    Kelly pulled the van up and got out with her rifle in her hand.  Randy was trying to get more information out of the kid.  Kelly got the girls to stack all their gear neatly by the door to the hotel.  Caitlyn and Myriah each had a gun in their hands.  Doreen, Ali and Zoey were sitting over by the wall of the garage playing with some barbies they’d picked up back at the pharmacy they’d spent the previous night in.  Being little girls playing a game they inevitably broke into an argument, but they kept the noise down.  Randy turned away from his girls and looked back into the hotel.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Tony’s coming with me.  Kelly, you guard this door and get ready to drag the girls in if a bunch of Zombies show up.  If you want, you can go ahead and move our stuff inside this little room.  That way we don’t lose it if you have to get all the girls in here really fast.  I’m going to leave you one of these kids as a hostage.  I’ll take the talkative one here as our guide.  We’ll come back and get you once we know it’s safe.  Anybody else comes out that door with a gun in their hand put them on the ground.  Sound like a plan?”  Randy looked around his small group.  No one seemed to have a better plan.  Kelly looked like she was struggling with being left behind.  Tony shrugged and made sure his magazine was full and a round was in the chamber.   
 
      
 
    Randy grabbed the talkative kid and pushed him into the stairwell.  The other kid tried to follow, but Kelly grabbed him and pushed him back down on the ground.   
 
      
 
    “We’re going to go in here you’re going to take us to whoever’s in charge.  You try to screw us over or get away and I’ll shoot you.  You understand?”   
 
      
 
    The kid looked to be in his early teens.  It was hard to tell his exact age as he’d sprouted some wild patches of facial hair and hadn’t seen running water in a very long time judging by the smell of him.  Tony asked the kid what his name was.  On being told it was Billy he immediately was able to remember that since he’d been calling him ‘the kid’ in his head already.  
 
      
 
    Billy led them into the dark hotel.  The interior door from the garage opened easily when you pressed down on the latch at the top of the handle.  Behind them Kelly and Caitlyn were busy stacking their gear in the little concrete space.  Randy assumed Myriah was guarding over the two prisoners.  She’d also be keeping a lookout for any Zombies who may make it through the gate and decide to wander up higher into the garage.  Tony was limping but looked pretty good for a guy who’d very recently been shot in the foot.  Kelly may have missed her calling.   
 
      
 
    The interior of the hotel was dark.  It smelled musty and smoky.  Like a barbeque place with a low sanitation rating had caught on fire and the fire had been put out by a bunch of people pissing all over it while chain smoking.  It was the smell of the apocalypse.  The smell of mold and corruption.  The scents of death and decay puffing out of the thick hotel carpet as they walked across it.   
 
      
 
    Billy led them to the side of the hotel away from the parking garage.  On this side of the hotel some of the doors were open letting in vague hints of the sun shining outside.  It was almost bright enough that they could turn off their flashlights.  They left them on though since neither of them wanted to risk someone being able to sneak up on them in the tight confines of the hallway.  Billy stopped and spoke to them over his shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “My dad and uncle should be up ahead.  I can yell for them to come here or we can keep going and surprise them.  It may be better not to surprise them.  Nobody much likes being surprised anymore.”  Billy said.  Randy could see how the apocalypse and all the Zombies could make it awkward to jump out and yell surprise in a dark hallway corridor.  That was a good way to get yourself stabbed or shot.   
 
      
 
    “Go ahead and let them know we’re here.  Remember.  Anything seems weird to us you get a bullet in the back of your head.”  Randy and Tony both checked their weapons a final time and put their backs to separate walls.  Tony watched their backs while Randy focused on the direction Billy had indicated his dad and uncle were in. 
 
      
 
    “Dad!  Can you guys come down here.  We got visitors.  They got guns!”  Randy kind of wished he’d coached Billy a little better on what not to say.  There was no audible response to Billy yelling, but they heard people moving out of the rooms at the end of the long corridor.  They also heard people moving out of rooms in the other direction along the corridor.  Randy found himself wishing he’d brought Kelly along with them after all.  He focused on the group of people walking down the hallway towards them and trusted Tony to cover their flank. 
 
      
 
    Three men and two women lined up in front of them.  Randy heard people shuffling around behind him as well.  The people were all pretty scraggly looking.  Pale and malnourished obviously suffering from a lack of hygiene.  They were dressed nicely but the clothes hung oddly off their thin frames.  Their faces were gaunt.  They were armed with knives and fire axes and poles.  They probably hadn’t set foot outside this hotel since the apocalypse started.  They stood in a row staring at them now.  Randy noticed a haunted look in their eyes similar to the way Billy looked.  Something that kept them from being able to look him in the eye.   
 
      
 
    “Who’s in charge here?”  Randy asked.  He was holding his pistol in his hand.  He had it down by his side where he could easily bring it into play if needed but not appear overly threatening if he didn’t need it.  He caught several of them glancing down at the pistol covetously.  He didn’t like the way they looked at him.     
 
      
 
    “We do thing’s by voting on them as a group.”  An older man in front of Randy said.  The man was tall and dressed in working man’s clothes.  He had a carpenters claw hammer hanging off his belt.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Well we’re looking for safe passage through your home here and out onto the street.  We’ll want to stay here for the rest of today at least then we’ll move along.  We have our own food and supplies so we won’t be a burden.  We’re not looking for trouble but we’re ready for it if need be.”  Randy patted his gun to emphasize his point. 
 
      
 
    “You got enough supplies to pay us for staying?”  The old man asked.   
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t trying to negotiate a rate.  I was telling you we’re going to be staying here then need safe passage out.  We’re only going to take what we can carry so if there’s extra you guys can have it when we leave.  If there’s not any extra, then we aren’t going to be leaving anything.  I don’t plan on taking anything that belongs to you though if that’s what you’re worried about.”  Randy didn’t feel comfortable the way these people were staring at him.  He was extremely glad he had a firearm and they didn’t.   
 
      
 
    “You got to pay if you want to stay.”  One of the women said.  The others repeated the phrase quietly over and over.  It was freaking Randy out.  He considered just opening fire but held back.  He didn’t have any desire to parade his wife and kids past these freaks, but he didn’t see where he had much choice.  He didn’t think he had it in him to murder a bunch of people in cold blood just because they were acting weird.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Shut up.  I take it you guys have this floor.  We’ll go down a couple of floors and spend the day there and then be out of your hair in a day or two.  Any information you can give us on the best and safest ways to get out of here would be appreciated.  I’m assuming there aren’t any Zombies on the lower levels here?” 
 
      
 
    The old man started cackling.  “You think if we knew a good, safe way to get out of here that we’d be sitting in this damned hotel still?  We’ve been here forever.  Lots of people made a run for it in the beginning.  I don’t think any of them made it.  At least not the ones we watched.  The first couple of floors may have some Zombies wandering around.  The lobby has them for sure.  You’ll stay on this floor and we’ll escort you down when you’re ready to leave.  You can have the two rooms you’re next to right now.  ” 
 
      
 
    The old man turned around and left before Randy could say anything.  Everyone else took their cue from the old man.  Billy left with the rest of them.   
 
      
 
    “For someone who isn’t a leader the rest of them sure do what he tells them to.”  Tony observed.   
 
      
 
    They went and got Kelly and the kids.  They let the blubbering kid run away and rejoin his parents.  A couple of trips later they were all gathered in the two indicated rooms.  There was a door between the two suites so with that opened they were able to turn it into one large room.  They could even lock the doors, so they were able to feel at least a little secure.   
 
      
 
    Locked doors or not they set a watch schedule making sure to have at least two people awake at any given time.  Everyone went to sleep fully dressed and ready to roll out of bed and fight if need be.  They shut the curtains on the view of a trashed downtown Orlando after scanning the streets looking for a path out once they got back to street level.  Randy really wanted to spend a couple of days here recuperating.  However, the weirdness of the other occupants wasn’t making that seem like a great idea.   
 
      
 
    Exhausted Randy and Kelly crawled into the oversized king bed surrounded by their kids and fell asleep in seconds.  Tony and Caitlyn sat in their respective rooms on guard working hard to keep their eyes open.  Caitlyn stared jealously at the bed all her sisters were sleeping on.  She forced herself to stand up to stay awake.  Out of sheer boredom she stared out the window through a crack in the curtains at the deserted city below.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15:  Now What? 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Jeff stayed hidden in the woods watching as more and more Zombies surrounded the command center.  They alternated standing watch for a few hours to take cat naps.  Kyler had just fallen asleep for his turn at a quick snooze when Jeff nudged him in the shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Somethings happening.”  He said. 
 
      
 
    Kyler climbed groggily to his feet straightening out his weapons as he stood up.  He looked over towards the command center and saw that someone had come out on the roof and was trying to survey the Zombies.   
 
      
 
    “They have cameras in there.  I wonder if the Zombies were blocking all of them?”  Jeff mused.     
 
      
 
    The man on the top of the command center turned to go back to the middle of the trailer.  Kyler was assuming the hatch was there that he’d come out of.  A Zombie from the back of the crowd caught side of him and literally ran across the backs and shoulders of the packed Zombies.  The Zombie took a flying leap and landed on the trailer.  Other Zombies noticed what was going on and pretty soon a group of the adrenalized Zombies had jumped up onto the top of the command center.   
 
      
 
    Kyler and Jeff were straining their eyes trying to see if the guy on the roof had made it or not.  While they watched another ten or twenty Zombies vaulted on the roof of the trailer setup as the command center.  The Zombies were just milling around aimlessly on the top of the trailer, so the man must’ve gotten down the hatch before they got up there. 
 
      
 
    “We need to let them know not to come back out.”  Kyler whispered to Jeff.  Whispering was probably overkill considering the amount of noise the crowd of Zombies was making but it was an ingrained into them at this point.   
 
      
 
    “How the hell do we do that?”  Jeff asked looking at Kyler with one eyebrow raised.  It was a credible version of the Rock’s signature eyebrow move.  Jeff hadn’t bothered whispering but he hadn’t said it loudly either.   
 
      
 
    Kyler had nothing to say to that one.  How did you let a trailer full of soldiers with no way to see out know that Zombies were hanging out on the roof of their sanctuary?  The issue was compounded by the lack of any communications gear for them to talk to the people in the trailer.  The only way they could signal them would be if they came out on the roof.  At which point it’d be too late to signal them anything as they’d be too busy fighting for their lives to try and figure out whatever charades Kyler could come up with. 
 
      
 
    Jeff and Kyler continued to rack their brains.  A couple of the Zombies managed to stumble off the sides of the trailer and fall back into the milling crowd of them below.  Kyler started thinking the problem may solve itself.  He was the one watching a few hours later when he saw a ripple through the Zombies on the top of the trailer.  He watched as they all started disappearing.  He kicked Jeff to wake him up then flung himself at a low hanging branch and began climbing the tree he’d been leaning against.  He wondered while he climbed why they hadn’t thought of climbing a tree to get a better view already.  He scraped his knuckles pretty badly and it felt like he may have permanently damaged his left shoulder, but he made it to the skinny branches at the top of the canopy. 
 
      
 
    From this new vantage point he could see the top of the trailer much more clearly.  He’d heard some muted gunshots as he climbed.  He was assuming those had come from the people in the trailer defending themselves as the Zombies poured in.  The onslaught of Zombies was a trickle at this point, but it was pretty obvious the defenders must not have fared too well.  If they had of someone would’ve closed the hatch or come out to fight.  Looking over at the command center Kyler assumed they could cross those guys off the list. 
 
      
 
    He stayed up in the tree another thirty minutes just to be sure.  When he did finally climb down it was with a much heavier heart than when he’d scampered up.  His mind providing the images of the men he’d briefly known at the camp being butchered by the Zombies pouring into the trailer.  The hell they must’ve gone through trying to defend the wide-open container from Zombies tunneling in like a stream of fire ants.  Emptying their magazines in ear drum shattering fire that would’ve been just a little too slow to stop the flow of the Zombies once they had the scent.  The container filling up with the stinking bodies of the slaughtered.  Blood deep enough to soak the boots of the defenders.  Zombies emerging from the pile of dead bodies that would’ve formed under the hatch.   
 
      
 
    He hit the ground with both boots.  Jeff took one look at Kyler’s face and got ready to roll out.   
 
      
 
    “Where we headed?”  Jeff asked with his rifle positioned where he could easily get to it.  He’d gotten it tangled in his backpack when he started putting it on.   
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure.  All these people at mile markers need a ride.  Go back and get the trucks and pick everybody up and get out of Dodge?  Head to wherever the main camps are and unload?”   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  This mission’s FUBAR anyway.  Let’s do it.”  Jeff answered. 
 
      
 
    They grabbed their stuff and jogged through the trees back the way they’d come from originally.  They were looking for the exit that would lead them to where three new trucks should be parked waiting for looters to load them up.  Kyler was thinking they could just get in the trucks and go pick up the people at the mile markers instead.  The trailers were pretty big so with people packing in together they should all fit.   
 
      
 
    They passed two groups of people in the forest as they ran.  They told both groups to wait for them to come out and be ready to run and jump in the trailers.  Sweating profusely and feeling uncomfortably chaffed they finally got to the exit.  There were a few Zombies milling around the ramp where they’d been chasing the trucks.  They’d have to get past those Zombies quietly.  Kyler was hoping they could wait for it to get dark then just walk right past all the Zombies.  As long as they stayed calm it should work fine.  Especially if they limped a bit to make themselves look more Zombie like.  As long as it was a dark night, they should be able to just walk right to the trucks that should be parked about a mile away. 
 
      
 
    “We should wait for it to get dark then try to just walk right past them all.”  Jeff whispered to Kyler.  Kyler nodded, glad that the two of them were thinking along the same lines.   
 
      
 
    “We can’t go try and pick everybody up until the morning anyway.”  Kyler said.  He was thinking out loud.  “We can try staggering which trucks stop at which mile markers.  If we time it right, we should be able to miss most of the Zombies.  If it does get bad, we can just stay put for a bit in the trucks since they have all of that fencing welded on.  We can always drive away using the video monitors.”   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I think we’re good to go.  We just need to make it across this no man’s land once it gets dark.  We’ve got a few hours, so I say we nap it up.”   
 
      
 
    A few hours later the sun had gone down and a big ass shiny moon had gone up.   
 
      
 
    “That’s like the brightest moon I’ve ever seen.”  Kyler said staring angrily up at the moon sitting just above the horizon.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  We need some more pollution.  Get more crap in the atmosphere to block the light.  I’ve noticed it’s been getting brighter at night.  You can see the stars a hell of a lot better now too.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler had noticed the stars.  He’d noticed the moon too, now that he thought about it.  He just hadn’t needed to risk his life on a non-overcast night in a while.  As bright as it was the Zombies would spot them coming the second that they stepped out from the tree line.  Assuming the Zombies were awake anyway.  He didn’t see any of them moving around anymore.  He hoped they’d all gone up into the homeless hotel underneath the overpass to sleep.  They may just be crashed out in the tall weeds.  The Zombies complete lack of caring where they spent the night made it extra exciting to go stumbling around in the dark.  You never knew when you might step on a sleeping cannibal who’d try to eat you alive. 
 
      
 
    “Try and look like a Zombie.”  Jeff said.  He stuck his arms out and stumbled around the little clearing they were hiding out in.  It sucked but that was going to have to be the plan.  It never occurred to Kyler or Jeff to just duck out and escape leaving the people at the mile markers to fend for themselves.  Both of the young men were possessed of a strong sense of responsibility.  Neither would be able to just walk away from people who were supposedly under their protection. 
 
      
 
    Not seeing any alternatives, they simply walked across the road.  They did it quietly without holding any gear in their hands.  No one understood how Zombies could tell who was infected and who wasn’t, but they figured Zombies might notice if they were waving around flashlight and carrying machetes in their hands.  Kind of like a group of bears would notice if a trained bear rode by them on a unicycle.  It’d be obvious something was different about it. 
 
      
 
    They’d heard other theories thrown around.  Normal humans smelling different from the infected was a popular one.  It made sense that the virus would cause some physiological changes to the human body.  One of those changes could be the way a person smelled.  The pheromones they gave off.  That sort of thing.  This theory was extremely popular since the Zombies were often spotted walking around sniffing at the air.  Especially when they were tracking down prey. 
 
      
 
    No matter how the Zombies identified a normal human up front once spotted you could be sure they wouldn’t stop chasing you.  They also wouldn’t shut up with the screeching which meant every Zombie in hearing range would converge on you.  Since all of them would keep right on screeching the circle just kept getting bigger.  That’s how well armed men died.  Most militia groups didn’t carry enough ammunition to kill ten thousand Zombies.  They’d get surrounded and may take out a ton of the Zombies but eventually they’d lose.  It would just become a numbers game.   
 
      
 
    Walking across the road in open sight of any Zombies who may decide to look in their general direction was a sphincter tightening exercise.  Kyler was really hoping he could avoid having to do it again in the future.  They made it all the way across the road and were walking down the shoulder towards the on ramp when Kyler kicked a can.  The can rolled down the side of the road and disappeared into the tall weeds.  Kyler and Jeff froze.   
 
      
 
    It hadn’t been a massive amount of noise.  In the grand scheme of things, it was just the noise of a can getting kicked and rolling off the road.  The kind of noise you’d ignore nine times out of ten.  Certainly not a noise that would doom you to having your flesh ripped off your bones by a group of insane cannibals.  Kyler stood deathly still next to Jeff.  He was kicking himself mentally for the slip.  He had been looking up ahead to see if he saw any Zombies grouped up under the overpass and just hadn’t noticed the can lying on the concrete covered in dirt.  He wondered if Zombies ever stood still.  If they didn’t, he wondered if they were giving themselves away by standing still. 
 
      
 
    In the weeds beside the road shapes began emerging from the weeds.  Kyler’s first thought was it looked like a scene from an old Zombie movie.  A dark field with the dead rising from their graves.  In this case it was infected people rising from the weeds they’d chosen to spend the night in but same difference.  Kyler started walking.  Jeff followed behind him.  The pucker factor increasing exponentially as more and more Zombies popped out of the weeds.  Like an infestation of oversized demonic gophers. 
 
      
 
    Kyler and Jeff kept walking.  Hearts pounding in their chests.  Hands inching towards their rifles.  They kept walking.  Without even counting Kyler could tell it’d be hopeless if it came down to shooting.  There was easily a hundred Zombies standing up near them.  Who knew how many more lurking in the forest proper?  That wasn’t even counting the ones he knew were probably sleeping up around the overpass.   
 
      
 
    A few of the Zombies near them moved out of the weeds and walked towards Kyler.  They weren’t screeching yet which was a good sign, but they were doing that weird sniffing thing they liked to do.  Kyler did a right face and started walking back across the street.  Jeff executed the same maneuver following behind him.  The Zombies veered to intercept them.  The Zombies were moving faster and seemed slightly more focused now.  It was going to turn into a run and gun here shortly.   
 
      
 
    Kyler clenched and unclenched his fists.  He wanted to grab his M-16 and just start blasting away.  He knew Jeff was probably feeling the same way about his AK-47.  Sweat was dripping down his fingertips.  He could hear the Zombies getting closer behind them.  The sniffing had escalated to grunting and snorting.  The Zombies starting to get excited.  They knew something was odd about this pair in the dark.  If they smelled pheromones Kyler figured his were pumped full of fear juice at this point.   
 
      
 
    The tree line they’d walked out of not so long ago now looked impossibly far.  Kyler couldn’t even turn to see how many of the Zombies were still following them.  Doing so may be what ended up revealing them.  The only chance they had was to make it back to the woods on the other side of the road.  Once they got there, they could lose the Zombies following them easily enough.  Out here on the main road they stuck out like sore thumbs.  If they could hit the tree line and get back to where they started without having to actually fire any shots, there was a slim chance they may actually survive the night.  Slim sucked but it was a lot better than none. 
 
      
 
    Kyler heard the sound of a body gurgling and falling to the road behind him.  He took off running for the other side of the road. Even as he kicked it into high gear it struck him how easily he’d been able to identify the sound of a murdered body hitting the road.  Jeff streaked past him.  He must’ve started running right after he stabbed the Zombie in the voice box.  That gurgling noise being the only noise the Zombie had made when Jeff took it out.   
 
      
 
    A roar went up behind the two of them.  A rolling hellish screeching beginning close to their position before spreading out to the Zombies still standing back in the weeds.  They ran.  Kyler was pounding his feet on the pavement as fast and hard as he could when he felt himself lifted off the ground.  His feet comically pumping in midair as the Zombie who’d grabbed him jumped in the air with him.  Kyler tried swinging his elbows behind him.  He was doing everything he could think of to get the Zombie off him before they hit the ground.   
 
      
 
    They hit the ground.  The Zombie striking it’s head hard on the road.  Kyler heard a crack as the Zombies face bounced off the concrete right next to him.  Kyler had landed with his arms shielding his face.  The arm that’d been struck by the baseball bat earlier that day crying out in renewed pain.  It hurt bad enough he could feel the pain even over the adrenaline pumping through his body.  He rolled hard to the left to get away from the Zombie with the cracked cranium.  Another Zombie jumped on top of him as he was rolling. 
 
      
 
    The Zombie straddled Kyler pinning him flat on his back.  Kyler had both of his hands wrapped around the Zombie’s throat squeezing as hard as he could.  The Zombie would eventually run out of oxygen and fall off of him, but it wasn’t going to happen fast enough.  He couldn’t let go of the Zombie and grab a knife or gun because if he did the Zombie was going to bite his face off.  A sharp pain to his leg caused him to kick out striking yet another Zombie in the face with his boot.  The sharp pain having been this newly arrived Zombie trying to bite through his pants legs.   
 
      
 
    With a burst of frantic energy Kyler rolled over again holding the skinny Zombie by the neck.  He smashed the things head into the concrete as hard as he could and kept right on rolling.  He kicked out as he felt something grabbing his pants leg.  He assumed it was the same Zombie who’d tried biting him earlier.  He scrambled to his feet swinging his machete all around him.  He connected with the Zombie on the ground so he reached back and brought the machete down as hard as he could on that one.  He brought it down again on the lifeless body of the Zombie he’d slammed the head of into the ground.  Better to be sure it was dead.  He started running for the tree line again.   
 
      
 
    A scream to the right of him made him come to a stop and look over.  He glanced just in time to see Jeff getting ripped apart under a pile of Zombies.  His screams of terror and pain a million times worse than the bloodthirsty screeches of the Zombies.  It was obvious he wasn’t going to make it.  It was just as obvious the right thing to do would be to pull his pistol out and put a few rounds into the mound of bodies to end Jeff’s pain.  Kyler hesitated then turned and continued running for the tree line.  Behind him Jeff’s screams were buried under the screeches of the ravenous Zombies. 
 
      
 
    Kyler ran.  He knew the reason he was able to keep running was because the Zombies were busy ripping apart his friend.  Ahead of him one Zombie stumbled towards him.  It was an obese looking blob of a person.  It was stumbling forward with a pair of shorts wrapped around it’s ankles.  Long greasy hair covering most of its face as it screeched and came for Kyler.  He knew he could’ve just run right around the blob, but anger took hold of him.  Screaming out his challenge to the Zombie he ran towards it with the machete held high.   
 
      
 
    He brought the machete down in an arc onto the fat Zombies arm.  The machete sliced off most of the skin on the things forearm before getting stuck.  Kyler ripped the machete out and dodged around the awkward Zombie.  He knew he should keep running but with the Zombies back to him he turned and chopped at the things neck and shoulder like he was trying to clear a path through a dense jungle.  Tears ran down his face as he hacked away in a cathartic release of pure violence.  He turned and ran leaving the towering mountain of flesh bleeding from a dozen wounds to its neck and back.   
 
      
 
    He ran into the cover of the woods.  He ran through briars and vines and webs.  He welcomed the pain as bushes ripped at his skin.  He knew he was bleeding from everywhere he had exposed skin.  The copper taste of blood in his mouth from where he’d bitten his tongue when he hit the road with the Zombie on top of him.  He ran until he was too exhausted to keep going.  He ran until he just couldn’t run anymore.  He fell to the ground and succumbed to exhaustion.  Not caring if a Zombie found him or not, he fell into an uneasy sleep in a pile of pine straw.   
 
      
 
    He dreamed of all the friends he’d made and lost.  His nightmares tinged with the wonder that he hadn’t died yet.  Surrounded by so much death he didn’t understand why he kept making it.  In his dreams his dead friends stared at him with accusing eyes.  Their corpses laying in a row showing the wounds of how they’d died.  Even with all that going on Kyler had one thought pounding through his head.  He still needed to cross the street and get to those trucks.  He just had no idea how he was going to be able to do that.   
 
      
 
    At least he’d be doing it by himself this time.  He couldn’t stand to watch another friend die.  He wasn’t even sure he was going to be able to live with the shame of leaving Jeff to be eaten alive instead of drawing his gun. If he’d drawn his gun, his bloody body would be laying last in the row of his dead friends in reality as well as in his nightmares. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16:  Knock Knock 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn swung around in a semi-circle trying to point her rifle in every direction at once.  She almost pulled the trigger on Tony as he came barging in from the other room.  He held up his hands and she recovered her senses enough not to pull the trigger.  She’d never tell him this but the main thing that saved his life was she’d been pulling on the outside of the trigger guard instead of on the trigger.   
 
      
 
    “At least you didn’t pull the trigger.  I thought you were trying to pull your moms trick and shoot me.  Who’s knocking?”  Tony asked.  Caitlyn shrugged.  She was red faced at being caught off guard like that.  Tony moved closer to the door.  He made sure the lock was engaged so he could open it without anyone barging in.  Once he’d verified that he cracked open the door to see what they wanted. 
 
      
 
    “We brought you some food and water if you want it.”  A voice came from the other side of the door.   
 
      
 
    “We’re good.  We have our own and everyone in here is trying to rest.  Thanks a lot, but we’re not trying to take any of your supplies.”  Tony said as diplomatically as he could.  He thought they’d been pretty adamant on this already.  As freaky as these people looked, he wasn’t too keen on eating anything they provided anyway.   
 
      
 
    “Are you sure?  We have plenty of water.  We collect it in the pool on the roof so water’s not a problem.  We were hoping we could trade the food for some weapons.  So that we could fight our way out of here.”  The man on the other side of the small crack in the door replied.  He was leaning his body against the door.  He was leaning in and talking right through the crack making it awkward to shut the door.  Catching a whiff of the man’s breath Tony almost told them they should use that as a weapon. 
 
      
 
    Something was off.  Caitlyn sensed it too.  If these people were literally swimming in drinking water, then why the massively poor hygiene.  How were these people suddenly in a position to give them food?  Why the sudden change in temperament?  Tony started trying to gently nudge the door shut while he repeated that they were good to go.  He tried letting them know they could talk later after everyone had the chance to get some rest.   
 
      
 
    With his body pressed against the door Tony took the brunt of the shock when the large man on the other side of the door swung a large axe hard against the door.  Feeling like his whole body was vibrating Tony fell back a few steps and ended up on his knees.  Another loud strike on the door and the lock gave way.  The door flew open and the current guests of the hotel came storming in.  They brandished knives and table legs and axes.  They came in fast and low.  Like a stream of sewer rats running out of a pipe after an explosion. 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn found the trigger of her rifle and pulled it.  She was trying not to hit Tony and unfortunately had over adjusted.  She ended up stitching a line of bullet holes up the wall into the roof.  Randy and Kelly were up and moving even as the demented crew of hotel guests were piling into the room.  Kelly started putting rounds into the people in front of her.  Randy came up off the bed with a long knife he normally slept with in his hand.  He leapt for a man on the side of the bed and shoved the knife into the guys gut.  They both fell to the ground beside the bed.  A bedraggled screaming woman wielding a broken chair leg jumping on top of them as they disappeared from the view of the rest of the room.   
 
      
 
    A teen boy ran straight for Caitlyn.  The boy was yelling like the rest of them, but he looked scared.  Caitlyn had time to think the boy wasn’t a Zombie.  He was just a boy.  She hesitated too long on pulling the trigger and the boy tackled her to the ground.  The screaming attacked pummeled her in a flurry of swinging fists.  Myriah hit the boy in the head with the back of a machete a few times in rapid succession to save Caitlyn.  Caitlyn rolled over and was getting back to her feet when an old woman jumped on her and bore her back to the ground.  A young girl with her greasy hair clumped together ran for Myriah.  The girl screamed and jumped for her.  Myriah slammed the machete into the little girls face while she was in mid-leap.   
 
      
 
    Kelly was standing up on the bed screaming for everyone to settle down.  Two bodies were bleeding out on the bottom of the bed.  Caitlyn had ripped the old woman off her and was standing up kicking the crazy witch over and over again.  She was wearing a pair of heavy combat boots, so her kicks were no joke.  Myriah took this all in before she felt someone grab her leg.  She looked down to see a little girl trying to pull her down by the leg.  She’d hit the girl hard enough to knock out some teeth and had figured that would put her out of the fight.  Hating herself for it she swung the dull side of the machete hard into the little girls head to get her to stop.  The girl crumpled into a lifeless pile by her feet.  Her matted hair getting sticky with red blood from where Myriah had struck her. 
 
      
 
    The tide of the attack in the small room was turning.  The attackers had lost the momentum and were being rocked back on their heels.  Tony was fighting his way out from under a guy who was hitting him with a table leg with a nail sticking out of it.  The end of the table leg was covered in blood which didn’t bode well for Tony.  Caitlyn and Myriah had emerged intact from the people who’d attacked them and were positioning themselves to go help Tony and their dad.  Kelly put a bullet into the side of another guy who was standing over Tony with a knife in his hand.  Then she jumped down beside the bed to help Randy.  The little girls had all run into the bathroom and locked the door like they’d been told to do.  They never went to bed without being able to repeat the plan.  In this new world escape plans had become the new bedtime stories. 
 
      
 
    “Stop or I’ll slit his throat!”  Someone yelled from the other room.  The man who’d spoken up as the leader of the group came out of the spare bedroom holding up his hostage.  Caitlyn would’ve laughed out loud if she wasn’t so worried about Tony and her dad.  The moron was dragging the guard they’d taken prisoner into the room.  He had a big butcher knife to the guys throat.   
 
      
 
    Two loud pistol shots echoed in the room.  Tony slid the dead body of his attacker off of him and sat up.  He put his back on the bed and laughed at the man.  Behind him Kelly had ripped the crazy lady off Randy, and he was standing up beside her.  They all leveled their weapons at the would-be hostage taker.  The man holding a knife over Tony backed up until he was standing next to the prisoner taken hostage. 
 
      
 
    Tony casually shot that guy in the head.  The blood and bits of brain rained down in a mist on top of the prisoner and the leader.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill him!”  The man yelled.  He pressed his knife hard enough into the prisoners throat to draw blood.  They all watched emotionlessly.  Randy finally cleared his throat before speaking.  His voice sounded extremely raspy when he spoke.  The crazy lady who’d jumped on top of him had tried to strangle him.   
 
      
 
    “Go ahead.  We were going to kill him at some point anyway.  Did it even occur to your dumbass to wonder why we have him tied up?  Are you seriously that stupid?  Now tell me if we have any more attackers on the way or if this was your whole party.”  Randy asked.  The man was now looking around desperately as he used the prisoner as a shield.  He tried to get the prisoner between him and as many of the barrels aimed at him as possible.  They’d used this same bum rush approach on other groups who’d found their way to the hotel in the past and it’d always worked.  The hostage thing had always worked.  He’d thought they could do it with one of the little girls, but they’d all disappeared into the bathroom and locked the door so quickly that hadn’t been an option.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll kill him right now!  I’m not joking!”  The man said desperately holding the knife to the terrified looking prisoner.  Randy noticed the man had piss running down his leg.  Seeing that rubbed Randy the wrong way.   
 
      
 
    “Let him go now and we’ll let you walk.  Way too many dead bodies in this room already.”  Randy said.  He pointed his gun at the ground.  Tony gave him a weird look then did the same.  The would-be hostage taker threw the prisoner on the ground and turned to run out the door.  Tony, Kelly and Randy all shot him.  The guy collapsed to the ground a bloody hole filled corpse.   
 
      
 
    “Grab the girls.  We need to get out of here.  No telling what these crazy freaks will do now that we’ve killed half of them.  Everybody grab your crap and be ready to roll in five.”  Randy went to look down the hallway.  He pointed his powerful mag lite in both directions checking to see if anyone was lurking nearby.  He didn’t see anyone, so he ducked back in the room to grab his share of the supplies.  Once they were loaded up, they headed down the hall towards what Randy hoped would be an exit.   
 
      
 
    The hardest part about leaving the room had been seeing how calmly his little girls came out of the bathroom.  He was bringing them up in a world where a hotel room full of dead bodies was no big deal.  They seemed madder about the blood that’d gotten everywhere.  Doreen was too young to really know what was going on, but he’d seen Ali and Zoey both note the dead bodies when they walked out of the bathroom.  There was nothing they could do about it beyond trying to find a nice place to settle into.  Somewhere remote enough to leave all this madness behind.   
 
      
 
    Randy was starting to get really annoyed with their prisoner.  They’d been dragging this guy all over the place and still hadn’t gotten any really useful intel out of him.  He supposed the guy had tipped them off back at the pharmacy about the drones allowing them to pull out of there just in time.  He wanted to untie the guy and let him just walk normally with them but every time the guy got his hands near a weapon he tried to escape.  Randy didn’t much care if the guy escaped but he didn’t want hm to run back to the Brotherhood and let them know which way they were headed.    
 
      
 
    He didn’t trust the guy enough to untie him and let him just walk with them.  He couldn’t let him go because he knew as soon as he made it back to one of the camps, he’d report on what they were up to.  He couldn’t kill the guy and leave him lying in a ditch because now he’d just been around them for too long.  It would be way too personal.  He supposed they’d just have to keep letting the guy limp along with them for the time being.  They did need to get him a box of adult diapers or something though.  Even by apocalypse standards he was beyond ripe.   
 
      
 
    They passed the rooms the people here must’ve been living in.  They smelled like skunk dens.  Randy was on point with Kelly behind him.  Caitlyn and Myriah were in the middle herding the little ones along.  Tony was in the back of the line with the prisoner trailing him on a leash.  The guy was proving valuable as a target for anyone sneaking up on them at least.  Randy shined a light into each room as they passed it to make sure no one was waiting to ambush them.   
 
      
 
    The rooms were disgusting.  The floors were covered in garbage.  The strong odor of rotting meat wafting out of them.  Randy shone his light into one room and saw two old women sitting on the couch.  The women just sat there blinking while Randy played the light over them.  He looked at Kelly who just shrugged.  After the fight in the hotel room she wasn’t really in the mood to shoot two old women who were just sitting there looking at them.  Randy decided it was probably safe to just keep moving.  He didn’t like leaving the creepy looking women behind them but didn’t see where they had any reasonable options.  
 
      
 
    They marched to the end of the hall passing by a haunted house full of oddities.  Each hotel room was darker and more depressing than the last.  The last one they’d passed by a bald obese man was sitting in a chair by the door completely naked.  He looked up at them as they went past but didn’t make any other gesture indicating he actually saw them.  Before Randy had even gone past the door, the man was back to staring at a blank TV screen and moving his lips like he was reading a book out loud.  Kelly was practically pushing him along at this point.  She’d never been great at haunted houses, so this walk down a real-life hallway of horrors was something straight out of her nightmares. 
 
      
 
    A door in the corner of the building had the word ‘stairs’ over it with another sign informing them there was ‘no reentry without a room key’.  Kelly practically threw him through the door.  She was obviously ready to get the hell out of there.  It figured they’d wind up in the one place weirder than a world full of Zombies.  He hadn’t thought anything could top being swarmed by a horde of flesh-eating maniacs but strolling down that hotel corridor had definitely been a contender.  He opened the door to the stairs and carefully slid into the carpeted stairwell.   
 
      
 
    They started moving down flights of stairs in a single file line.  They were approaching the third-floor landing when the door to the hotel for that level opened up.  A large man wearing a bloody apron and a yellowish chef’s hat stepped into the space in front of them with a large meat cleaver in his hand.  The man busied himself with propping the door open before turning to walk up the stairs.  He turned to find himself staring into the barrel of Randy’s rifle with Kelly’s aimed at him from behind Randy.  
 
      
 
    The crazy chef flung the door back open to the third floor.  He flung the meat cleaver at Randy one handed as he ducked back behind the heavy door.  Kelly and Randy both shot in his direction at the same time.  Bullets were ricocheting around the stairwell like crazy with chips of concrete striking Kelly’s forehead raising little spots of blood.  The cleaver had bounced harmlessly off Randy’s chest, but he didn’t think leaving this guy behind them was a smart idea.  None of the others they’d passed had shown any signs of aggression.  There was no telling what the crazy looking chef might do to them once their backs were to him. 
 
      
 
    The door was still propped open to the third floor.  Randy motioned for everyone to stay in the stairwell and he ducked through the door.  Kelly followed directly behind him.  The hallway they’d ducked into was pitch black.  Randy reached into his pocket and pulled out his Maglite.  He shone it down the hallway revealing a hotel hallway just like the one they’d just come through.  Up ahead he saw a movement as the chef ran around a corner.  Without much thought other than they needed to kill this guy and get back to the kids Randy sprinted down the hallway in pursuit. 
 
      
 
    Kelly followed more reluctantly.  She’d taken out her flashlight as well.  She didn’t really get why they were bothering to chase this guy down a dark hotel corridor.  To her mind they should just be focused on getting to the first floor and getting the hell out of the city.  She jogged along behind Randy who was running like he was on a mission.  Kelly supposed to his mind he probably was.  She just wished he’d focus more on the ‘getting them the hell out of the city’ mission and less on the ‘chasing the creepy chef guy into the dark abyss after splitting up the family like they were on a Scooby Doo episode’ mission. 
 
      
 
    Randy slowed down to take the corner.  He didn’t want to be surprised with a cleaver in the face by going around it unprepared.  Heart beating wildly, he aggressively went around the corner leading with his flashlight and rifle barrel.  Up ahead he caught a glimpse of daylight as a door shut.  Kelly had caught up with him.  She had her eyebrows raised and was motioning for him to go back the way they’d come.  She obviously wanted no part in chasing down this guy.  Randy didn’t know why he was so committed either.  Other than the obvious part of not wanting to leave someone like that behind to follow them.  He couldn’t think of any other legit reason to be playing hide and seek with this guy.   
 
      
 
    He decided to press on.  Kelly gave an exasperated sigh and followed behind.  She made sure to turn around and check their backs every few steps to make sure no one was following them.  The hall they’d gone down led to the fitness center and pool.  Randy was pretty sure based on the flash of light he’d seen that the chef had run outside to the pool.  This hotel had a rooftop pool for guests to use.   
 
      
 
    Randy got to the door leading outside and waited for Kelly to catch up.  She caught up to him and grabbed his shoulder.   
 
      
 
    “Why don’t we just turn around and get the hell out of here.  The kids are back there standing in a stairwell in the middle of some kind of haunted hotel with Tony the gimp.  This guy isn’t going to come after us.  He’s probably still running away.”  Kelly said.  She tugged on his shoulder to emphasize her point. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Let’s go through this door and if we don’t see him, I’m good with turning back.  Deal?”  Randy asked.  Kelly didn’t look thrilled with the idea, but she nodded her acceptance.  They both got their weapons ready.  Randy pushed the door open as hard as he could.  Kelly went though it with her weapon raised.  Randy followed directly behind her.  He turned to the other side of the door in time to get hit in the side of the head by an aluminum pole being thrust at him.   
 
      
 
    The chef pulled the pole back to make another run at Randy.  The end of the pole had been filed down to a sharpened spear tip.  Kelly shot the chef in the leg.  The man crumpled down to the floor.  Randy went and put his knee into the chefs neck and searched him for weapons.  He pulled out a few knives and threw them into the pool.  When he’d finished searching the chef he got up and moved back a few steps keeping his rifle trained on the whimpering chef.   
 
      
 
    “You have to see this.  I’m going to be sick.”  Randy heard the sounds of Kelly puking behind him.  He turned to see she’d wandered over towards the section of the rooftop that had a couple of grills.  He looked closer and saw what appeared to be stacked wood next to the grills.  Keeping one eye on the chef he walked over closer to see what Kelly was so upset about. 
 
      
 
    The stacked wood was arms and legs.  They’d been cutoff and then grilled.  The picnic table behind them was covered in blood, bones and skin.  Flies were everywhere.  Randy hadn’t realized the enormity of the stench until now.  He’d been too focused on not being killed by the crazy man with the bloody chef hat on.  There were two living child Zombies tied up under the picnic tables.  They’d both been gagged so they couldn’t screech out, but Randy could see the fierce glow of lustful hatred in their eyes.  It was such a powerful emotion it seemed to radiate out from them.  Everywhere Randy looked was more evidence of something so hideous he had no words for it.   
 
      
 
    No wonder no one in the hotel had been able to look them in the eyes.  No wonder they’d turned into a bunch of weirded out freaks.  These morons were eating Zombies.  How did they think that was going to turn out for them?  They must be going out in the parking lots to catch them then dragging them down here to cook.  The two trussed up Zombies under the picnic table were probably still alive so that they’d stay fresh.  It wasn’t like they had ice to put the parts on.   
 
      
 
    “You guys must be the fresh meat.  Lonny told me we’d be getting some fresh meat down here soon.  You can go now though.  We won’t hurt you.”  The chef hat guy was sitting up now.  His eyes had lost their humanity.  He’d been butchering and eating Zombies for too long to maintain a solid grip on his sanity.  Then something he said triggered Randy. 
 
      
 
    “What do you mean fresh meat?  Did you just cook Zombies, or did you cook up uninfected people too?”  Chef hat guy looked away too quickly before trying to talk his way out of it.  Randy walked towards the man.  He’d pulled one of his hatchets out of a loop on his pack as he walked.  He didn’t want to be shooting outside where the noise may carry and attract more attention than they wanted.  The shot Kelly had taken had probably already attracted too much attention.  He knew now why he’d felt the need to chase this man.  Somewhere deep down he’d sensed there was some dirty secret hiding here.  Something that needed to be exposed and destroyed.  This wasn’t a disease.  This was just pure evil.  This guy had been waiting down here excited about being able to cook up some non-infected people for dinner. 
 
      
 
    “If you want, we could do those two Zombie kids under the table.  You could take the meat with you.  It’s safe as long as you cook it hot enough.  Burns the disease right out of them.  The kids are the best for cooking and easiest to catch too.”  The chef was looking up and smiling like he’d just offered to make them a bunch of sandwiches to take for a picnic.   
 
      
 
    Randy swung the hatchet. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17:  Empty Inside 
 
      
 
    Kyler tossed and turned in the bug infested pile of pine straw he’d collapsed into an hour earlier.  His adrenaline had kicked back in from the visions in his nightmares.  He sat up straight.  He listened to the random screeching coming from the Zombies out towards the road.  The Zombies who’d killed Jeff.  The Zombies who’d taken so much from him.  He knew these weren’t the exact same Zombies who’d killed his mom and his friends, but they might as well be.   
 
      
 
    He stood up and ejected the magazine in his M-16.  He looked down at it to make sure it was full.  Once he’d confirmed that it was fully loaded, he slid it back in place.  A twisted grin crossed his face when he heard the audible click that meant it was inserted all the way.  He patted his side pocket where he had four other magazines ready to go.  He took off his pack and pulled out an additional two magazines.  He slid those into his other pocket.  He drained one of his water bottles and started walking towards the road without any regard for how much noise he made or trying to stay hidden. 
 
      
 
    Standing on the edge of the road he watched the shadowy figures of Zombies moving around on the blacktop.  He ignored them for the moment to stare up at the stars.  They seemed closer than he’d ever seen them before.  The full moon was huge.  He was able to see easily without needing his flashlight.  Cradling his rifle in his arms he walked fearlessly towards the road.  He knew he was probably going to die, and he welcomed it.  It’d be an end to all the pain.  An end to dragging his battered body through the wasteland of America watching everyone he got close to end up getting slaughtered.  He sighted in on a large Zombie standing in the center of the road.  The Zombie was looking at him with its head cocked to the side.  It was probably confused since normal humans didn’t just calmly walk towards Zombies. 
 
      
 
    Kyler’s finger was tightening on the trigger when he noticed a light out of the corner of his eye.  He loosened up his trigger finger and looked over towards where he thought he’d seen the light.  There was something over there.  He thought it might be the trucks rolling out of the loading area they’d been parked in waiting to be filled with supplies.  If so, then he may still be able to get aboard one of the trucks to help the looters waiting up and down the road.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie who’d been staring at him curiously moved closer.  Kyler had set aside his suicidal impulse to walk into the middle of the night gunning down random Zombies once he’d seen the glow from the headlights on the other side of the interstate.  His sense of responsibility rearing it’s annoying head.  Now he had the issue of what to do about this Zombie coming towards him.  The plan had changed from just shooting until he was surrounded by spent brass and piles of dead Zombies to actually needing to survive the night.  He needed to somehow end up on one of the trucks and rescue as many people as possible.  Which meant he couldn’t pull the trigger and make any noise until the trucks were a whole lot closer.  This fight was going to get close and gross. 
 
      
 
    Kyler let the M-16 drop down into its sling.  He pulled a hatchet and a hammer out of his belt.  He found it amusing that half his weapons came from military depots while the other half came from Home Depots.  He still had nail guns on his list of things to learn more about.  They seemed like they might be useful Zombie killing implements.  He hefted the hatchet and started walking towards the Zombie.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie let out a screech and barreled forward towards Kyler.  Kyler neatly sidestepped and cracked the lunging Zombie across the back of its head with a hard chop from the hatchet.  The Zombie was knocked to the ground in a pile of quivering arms and legs.  Kyler trotted over and waited for an opening to smash either the hammer or hatchet into the things forehead and finish it.  Before he got an opening there was another screech from way too close.  He turned just in time to get tackled by a flying Zombie screaming like a banshee. 
 
      
 
    Kyler took the brunt of the impact to his chest and toppled backwards.  He struck the ground hard enough to knock the breath out of him.  He looked up woozily as the Zombie who’d plowed into him plunged her face towards his neck.  The only thing that saved him was the other Zombie he’d smacked with the hatchet had managed to get to its knees and scramble over to join in on the Kyler buffet.  The little banshee Zombie got a big mouthful of the other Zombie before realizing her mistake.  She started ripping at the bloody matt of hair on the back of the Zombie who was keeping her from the prey she’d knocked down.   
 
      
 
    Kyler watched groggily as the two Zombies fought over who got the first bite of him.  He knew he didn’t have much time.  He’d seen Zombies fight over victims before.  The need to feed always quickly overpowering the predators competitive instinct.  The bickering Zombies would end up munching on their prey together.  The virus coursing through their veins compelled them to sink their teeth into uninfected humans.  It did not compel them to fight one another.  He probably had about twenty seconds to snap himself out of la-la-land and figure out how to get these two off his chest. 
 
      
 
    He still had the hammer in one hand, so he shoved it into the back of the larger Zombies head.  The Zombie screeched and turned to get at him.  The banshee flung the other Zombie off Kyler so she could get at him unopposed.  Kyler wrapped his hand around the slender neck of the female Zombie and rolled to the side.  He slammed her head down on the ground then attacked it with his hammer like he was trying to build a deck in under five seconds.  He completely smashed her head in.  Breathing hard and wondering what had gotten into him he bounced to his feet and looked around for the other Zombie.  
 
      
 
    The other Zombie jumped on his back from behind.  Kyler reached over and grabbed the Zombie’s wrist and pulled as hard as he could.  He felt something in his own back pop, but the Zombie went sailing over his head before it had the chance to take a bite out of him.  The Zombie slammed into the ground.  Kyler dropped to one knee and repeated the obsessive hammering technique on the larger Zombie’s face.  He kept going until the Zombie’s head looked like a bowl full of mushroom soup mixed with chunky marinara sauce.  He stopped pounding away when the sloshy contents of the bowl started splashing back on him.   
 
      
 
    Breathing hard he stood up and looked around.  He’d expected to have a few more running towards him.  He’d started thinking he may have to go with the ‘die in a pile of his own spent brass surrounded by his enemies’ strategy after all.  The only Zombies he could see now were all moving towards the lights on the other side of the road.  He calmed his breathing enough to hear the loud rumble of screeches coming from over by the interstate.  They weren’t coming for him.  They were going for the trucks coming this way.   
 
      
 
    Body aching and sweat mixed with gore from the Zombies he’d tenderized Kyler started walking away from the screeching Zombies.  He headed towards a part of the road he assumed the trucks would end up on if they managed to make it on to the interstate.  He began working the problem of how he was going to indicate he was there without giving his position away to the hundreds of Zombies in the area.  They may be focused on the trucks right now but if he made enough noise, he’d get their attention quickly enough.   
 
      
 
    A small group of Zombies ran screaming right past him.  They were fixated on the mass of screeching Zombies now converging on the on-ramp to the interstate.  Kyler turned and watched as two tractor trailers came slowly down the on-ramp.  They were both crawling with Zombies.  The one in the lead began pulling away from the one behind it.  The one behind it suddenly accelerated forward with a big burst of speed.  It went careening off the concrete barrier on the side of the ramp and toppled over onto its side.  Zombies swarmed over it like killer bees on a mission.  That truck driver wasn’t going to be seeing the sunrise.  They may have fences bolted over the windows of the big rigs, but they’d rip off with enough force.  Judging by the screeching of the Zombies trying to burrow into the cab of that truck they were willing to exert plenty of force. 
 
      
 
    The remaining truck continued down the road.  The driver must have ice water flowing through his veins to be able to keep the truck moving as smoothly as he was.  Even knowing they had webcams and a video monitor setup to be able to navigate Kyler thought it was pretty miraculous that the one truck was still making it.  You couldn’t even say for sure it was a truck it had so many Zombies clinging to it.  They were hanging on to every square inch of the truck that it was possible for someone to hold onto.  In a few places there were multiple layers of Zombies.  All of them screeching like crazy and trying to claw their way through the metal to get at the humans they knew must be inside the machine. 
 
      
 
    How in the hell was he going to get the attention of the driver?  Kyler considered just turning around and disappearing back into the woods.  At this point no one could possibly fault him if he opted to walk away to fight another day.  He could dip into the woods and then just round up as many people as he could and march them along the interstate until they made it back to one of the camps.  Once at the next camp Kyler could hand them off to whoever the camp commander was.  Then they’d become that person’s problem.  He just still felt the best way to ensure he got them to the next camp alive was to have them travel by truck.  Torn with indecision he stood in the middle of the road as groups of wailing Zombies sprinted past him to get their turn at the truck.   
 
      
 
    If the truck wasn’t making so much noise Kyler knew he’d have been pulled down and torn apart by now.  Standing in the middle of the road was asking to become an entrée.  He shrugged off the suicidal berserker rage that’d gotten him into this position in the first place.  He was ashamed he’d been willing to toss his life away so easily.  He was ashamed he’d been so willing to abandon the hundreds of people squatting in ditches right now waiting for someone to rescue them.  Waiting for someone to come keep them safe.  He needed to get in the truck and help pick up the survivors along the route to be able to live with himself.   
 
      
 
    A small part of his brain was screaming out a question though.  Was he standing here because of a duty to the people he’d sworn to protect or was he standing here hoping to be killed?  The closer the truck got the more it seemed like madness to try to hitch a ride.  The thing was literally crawling with Zombies.  It was cruising through an ocean of the screaming infected.  It was getting very close to where Kyler was standing. 
 
      
 
    Dismissing the voice yelling at him for still trying to get himself killed he pulled out two grenades.  He pulled the pins and waited for the truck to get even closer.  When the truck was about twenty yards away, he tossed the grenades as far as he could in the wake of the truck.  It had the desired effects of killing a bunch of Zombies and causing a bunch of noise.  The Zombies who weren’t physically attached to the truck surged towards the sound of the grenade blasts.  Kyler ran for the cab of the truck.   
 
      
 
    He had the M-16 pointed in front of him as he ran.  He was hoping to avoid using it until he got extremely close.  The truck was now right in front of him.  He let loose multiple shots dropping the Zombies off the driver’s side until that window was clear.  He was hoping the driver would’ve heard the grenades earlier and notice someone shooting the Zombies off the window.  He was also praying he didn’t accidentally shoot and kill the driver.  He cursed as the truck kept right on going past him even after he’d killed all the Zombies hanging onto the driver’s side.   
 
      
 
    Zombies turned and took notice of Kyler.  They screamed for his blood and came for him.  A loud noise caused some of them to stumble and stop.  The truck squealed to a halt as the driver locked up the brakes.  The horn on the truck started going off as well further distracting the Zombies in the area.  Kyler lowered his rifle and ran for the door.  He pumped rounds into every Zombie that got close to him.  He didn’t need to kill any of them just slow them down enough to keep them from grabbing him.   
 
      
 
    The driver’s door popped open and a man with an Uzi started spraying down the Zombies in Kyler’s path.  Kyler poured on the speed.  He was shooting now with the goal of not killing the driver versus really thinking he was going to score many Zombie kills.  He’d gone into a full-on spray and pray dash for the open door being offered to him.  He dropped the M-16 in its sling as he felt the hammer dropping on an empty chamber.  He pushed a Zombie out of his way and started to grab another one before it’s face was crushed in a red mist as the driver shot the growling Zombie from about six feet away.   
 
      
 
    Kyler ran up the side of the truck and threw himself through the open door.  He kicked the driver in the face by accident as he scrambled over the guy.  As soon as he was over him, he twisted over onto his back and frantically pulled out his pistol and aimed it at the open doorframe.  The driver was fighting with the door trying to get it closed as infected hands reached up to keep it pried open.  One of the hands latched onto the drivers leg and started pulling him down.  Kyler did a sit-up into some kind of half-assed forward roll that landed him splayed out across the drivers lap like he was fixing to get a spanking.   
 
      
 
    He was face to face with Zombies climbing up to get into the open cab.  He placed his pistol barrel on each of their foreheads and blew their brains out the backs of their heads.  He did it like it was easy.  The driver slammed the door shut catching Kyler right in the nose.  He felt and heard the Zombies slamming into the door trying to pry it back open.  The renewed screeching as they tripled their efforts to break into the cab.  The sight of the two non-infected inside the cab driving them to peak insanity. 
 
      
 
    Kyler scrambled off the drivers lap and sat down in the passenger seat rubbing his nose.  He was pretty sure it was broken but if that was all that happened to him, he was going to call it a win.  The truck driver looked over at hm with a pained expression.   
 
      
 
    “I can’t believe you made it in here man.  You’re Brotherhood, right?”  The driver asked.  He was a wiry Hispanic man with a pencil mustache and a scraggly beard.   
 
      
 
    “We have people spread out all along the interstate at the mile markers.  I want to pick them all up and drive them back to the closest camp.  We need to get rolling so we can get away from this pack of the infected around you.”  Kyler gasped out while he tried to catch his breath.  He pointedly ignored the man’s question about the Brotherhood.  He pointed down the road to emphasize that they needed to get going. 
 
      
 
    “No problem.  You may want to watch and learn how to drive though.  One of those things bit my ankle man.  It’s already burning like a puta.”  Kyler leaned over the console separating him from the driver.  He looked down at the bloody ankle the driver was staring at. 
 
      
 
    “I’m so sorry man.  I didn’t even think about it.  I thought I’d be the one to get hurt, not you.”   
 
      
 
    “The way you jumped in my lap and shot those diablos I believe you.  It’s just my time mano.  I’ll help you pick up people as long as I can but when I start to turn, I want you to finish it for me quick ok?”  The man asked.  He looked at Kyler with sad eyes.  Kyler held the man’s gaze for a few seconds then miserably nodded that he’d take care of it.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Then pay attention.  You’re going to get the ‘crash course’ on driving a truck.  You pay attention you’ll be able to get a good job when this whole apocalypse thing is over right?”  The driver smiled at his own joke trying to put Kyler at ease.  The man had made his peace with what had happened to him.  Kyler wished the guy would scream and yell and try to take it out on him instead.  He wondered if the man pulled a gun and aimed at him if he’d even bother trying to defend himself.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18:  Eyes in the Back of Your Head 
 
      
 
    “It’s pretty bad out there.”  Randy whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Do we need to look for a different way out?”  Kelly asked.  She’d peeked around hm when he opened the door to look out.  Even with him blocking her view and the total darkness they were stuck in she’d been able to sense the danger on the other side of the door.  She’d smelled the thick musk of nesting Zombies.  The snorts and loud breathing sounds had been horrifying.  Randy had pulled the door shut a lot quicker than he’d opened it.   
 
      
 
    They huddled together in the darkness of the stairwell.  Randy wondered if the others could hear his heart it was pounding so hard.  If one of those Zombies had reached up and grabbed the door from the other side when he opened it, they’d have been ripped apart.  His mind just kept flashing to what the chaos would’ve been like when the Zombies poured into this tiny space where his little girls and wife were.  He knew he hadn’t had a choice as to opening the door.  He had to know what was on the other side.  It was just that now every little thing he did was a risk for his girls.  He felt himself tightening up.  He didn’t see how he’d be able to ever get them out of this stairwell. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s go up a level and flip on a light.”  Tony suggested.  He must’ve sensed the state of mind Randy was working himself into.  Or, he was just as freaked out as the rest of them and wanted to put some distance between them and the massive nest of Zombies on the first floor of the hotel.   
 
      
 
    They walked up the stairs to the first floor.  Randy flipped on a flashlight about hallway up the stairs so everyone could see where they were stepping.  In the light he could see how terrified and lost everyone looked.  He’d watched as the bound prisoner they were still dragging around with them painstakingly went up the stairs one step at a time.  If they were chased by Zombies, he’d be the first one to get eaten.  Randy was ok with that.  He figured it was great insurance for the kids.   
 
      
 
    The girls themselves all looked horrified.  They looked like pictures of kids from third world countries.  They were all too skinny and too pale.  They all needed a shower and an appointment with a stylist.  These were little girls who used to go with their mom once every few weeks to get pedicures and manicures.  Randy had a hard time reconciling his mental image of his girls with the waifs moving up the stairs behind him.  It was depressing as hell seeing them like this.  Forced to grow up way too fast.  Their eyes having seen things no child should ever have to witness. 
 
      
 
    Randy didn’t feel comfortable on the first-floor landing.  He felt like it was way too close to the nesting herd still.  He led his human train up another level to the second floor.  Once everyone was squeezed onto the landing, he reached for the door to check and see if this landing was a good one for them to go out on.  The door was locked.  It was way too thick of a door to try and knock it down or pry it open.  Sighing Randy took them all up one more floor to the level with the pool on it.  
 
      
 
    They’d left the door on the pool level wedged open.  They all knew it was a good idea to have a backup escape route in case Zombies stormed into the stairwell.  While not as nightmarish as the upper floors they’d walked down the third-floor pool was still going to be rough to walk the girls past.  Randy hoped they didn’t need to take them out by the pool.  The last thing he wanted the girls to see was that insane grilling station.  He knew they were smart enough to put two and two together and realize there was a good chance they’d have ended up in the stewpot if they hadn’t won the fight upstairs. 
 
      
 
    They trudged slowly into the third-floor hallway.  Once they were all in Tony shut the door and tested it to make sure it was locked.  It wasn’t.  He fumbled around with it for a few minutes before figuring out the bolt to the door had been secured with a wad of duct tape to keep it from locking.  The chef who’d been living down here had probably done that, so he didn’t accidentally lock himself out in the stairwell.  These doors were a bitch to get opened from the stairwell if you let them lock on you. 
 
      
 
    Once the door was locked, they proceeded down the hallway in a single file line.  Randy didn’t have a clear plan in mind.  He was basically looking for a way for them to get down to the street.  They all wanted out of the city.  Seeing how crazy Orlando had become he could only imagine the freakshows that the larger cities had become.  He was wracking his brain trying to figure out a way out that didn’t involve tying sheets together and rappelling off the roof by the pool when Kelly poked him in the back.  He spun around ready to fight.  You never expected anything good to come from being poked in the back when walking down a musty hotel hallway next to an outdoor cannibal kitchen during the apocalypse. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry.  Didn’t mean to freak you out.  I was just thinking what if we try the parking garage again?”  Kelly asked. 
 
      
 
    Randy muttered a few choice words at this own lack of cognitive capability.  It hadn’t even occurred to him to give that a try.  There was a good chance there were less Zombies wandering around in the garage than on the first floor of the hotel.  Plus, the garage let out on a side street that may be empty by now.  It was daylight outside now.  In order to have the best chance of success Randy was thinking they should wait for nighttime.  As long as the Zombies hadn’t decided the garage was a good place to nest for the night, they should be good.  Randy switched gears from walking the halls aimlessly to purposefully looking for a room they could spend the day in.   
 
      
 
    He had a couple of requirements for the room he was looking for.  He wanted to be able to get into it without breaking down the door.  If they broke down the door then it’d be too easy for the weridos from the top floors or Zombies to get in if any of them happened to wander to the third floor.  He also wanted it close to the parking garage door so they could use that as a possible escape route if something happened.  His biggest requirement was that it be a room the freak chef had never touched.  He didn’t want his wife and kids napping on a bed that demented lunatic had touched.  Crazy may not be contagious but Randy saw no reason to take chances.   
 
      
 
    They ended up having to break into a room.  They used the miniature crowbar Tony carried for bashing in Zombie heads.  It was loud but not as loud as kicking the door or beating on it with hammers would’ve been.  They went in and propped the door back in the doorframe as well as possible before breaking through the door leading to the adjoining room.  The first room had looked unoccupied.  The second room had clothes scattered around it and an unmade bed.  Kids toys littered one corner of the room.  An oversized Vodka bottle and towels covered in blood were shoved in the bathtub.  It was just another empty room with a sad story no one would ever hear. 
 
      
 
    They spent a few minutes figuring out watch assignments and cleaning off the beds.  It was Randy’s’ turn to take the first watch.  He moved around the room helping everyone get comfortable and then watched as they fell asleep.  Within a few minutes of getting everyone settled in the only sounds to keep Randy company were the snoring and heavy breathing of his family.  His family and the prisoner.  He almost felt sorry for the guy.  He was over having to feed and water the douchebag while dragging him all over the place with them.  He doubted the guy had any more knowledge worth prying out of him.   
 
      
 
    The problem was the prisoner now knew too much about them.  If they let him go and he managed to make his way back to the loving bosom of the Brotherhood, he’d be able to give them a lot of intel that could be used against them.  They had all pretty much planned on killing the guy at some point so hadn’t been really careful with their words around him.  It sucked for the guy, but Randy didn’t see too many alternatives to slitting the man’s throat and letting him bleed out.   
 
      
 
    Randy walked into the bedroom they’d ripped the door out of and took up a position in the far corner of the room.  He peeked out the window to the street below looking to see what they were going to have to contend with once they got outside.  There was a lot of movement down below that he assumed was due to the single shot fired out on the pool deck earlier.  That would’ve been enough to stir up the locals.  From the third floor looking down the city almost looked like it would have back before the apocalypse.  Randy let his eyes roll over the city streets below and indulged in a few seconds of fantasizing the apocalypse had never happened.  How great it would be if him and Kelly were just hanging out at the hotel for a romantic weekend getaway.   
 
      
 
    That fantasy got him almost to the end of his watch.  He woke up Kelly for the next shift while wondering if they had enough extra pills to accidentally give the prisoner an overdose.  That seemed like a decent plan compared to strangling the guy to death.  His biggest problem being he hated the idea of giving up valuable medicine when they could just gut the guy.  If their situations were reversed, he knew the soldier would be dragging him and the kids back to his base to face the judgement of the Brotherhood.  The Brotherhood wouldn’t be forgiving, and the judgment would be severe.  He was still having a hard time reconciling killing the guy though.  They should’ve put a bullet in his head a long time ago.  Still pondering what to do he kissed Kelly and drifted off to sleep.   
 
      
 
    It felt like he’d just fallen asleep when someone grabbed his shoulder and shook him hard.  He waited until he had his knife in his hand before opening his eyes.  Through the blur of sleepiness, he saw it was Tony who’d been shaking him.  It was dark in the room now.  The only light coming from the small battery powered lantern sitting on the hotel chest of drawers.  Randy sat up quickly and asked Tony what was up.   
 
      
 
    “They found us.  They’re in the building.  I just killed one who wandered into the room next door.  We need to get out of here.”  Tony whispered.  Randy noticed the blood dripping off Tony’s long sleeves for the first time.  Shaking his head to clear the rest of the sleep out of it he motioned for Tony to start waking up the kids.  He rolled over and woke up Kelly.  She took the information in stride standing up seconds later armed and ready to go.  A dangerous glint in her eyes predicting what would happen to anyone who tried to take her children from her.     
 
      
 
    When they were all suited up and standing in the room with the broken door Randy asked Tony what’d happened.  He was looking at the lumpy shape in the corner of the room.  It looked like a corpse that Tony had thrown a comforter over.   
 
      
 
    “I heard thumping from down the hall, so I hid in the doorway and looked around to try and see what it was.  This guy came down the hallway by himself, so I ducked back in the room and waited for him to walk by.  Once he went by, I followed him down the hall.  I was going to try and take him prisoner, but the little bastard heard me or something and spun around.  I jumped on him and just started stabbing until he stopped moving.  I went for his throat first to keep him quiet.  Dragged him back here and threw him in the corner with a comforter on top of him.  We need to go.  They’ll be down here checking for him.  I don’t know why he was by himself in the first place.  He had a radio on him, but it was turned off, so I don’t know how he was supposed to communicate.”   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Good job man.  You want to take everybody down to the garage entrance and wait for me.  Keep them safe and see if you can see any more of them but don’t let anybody see you.  No talking and no lights.  I need to take care of something really quick.”  Randy ordered.  He was thinking fast.  One thing he was thinking was that they weren’t going to have room to take their prisoner along for the ride.  He ushered everyone off and went back into the room.  He could tell Kelly and Tony knew what he was going to do.   
 
      
 
    He walked back in the room.  The prisoner was leaning against the wall.  In the beam of light Randy was shining at him he looked resigned.  He kept looking over at the bloody pile of comforters in the corner.  He’d probably heard Tony tell what he’d concealed there.  Randy squatted down in front of the man and pulled off the strip of cloth they had over his mouth to muzzle him.  He put his finger to his lips to let the man know he was expected to keep his voice down. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name?”  He asked. 
 
      
 
    “Carl Whitesburg.  If you let me go, I’ll keep my mouth shut.  I’ll just leave and never come back.”  He begged.  His eyes went from resigned to desperate then terrified.  He’d seen something in the way Randy was looking at him.  Randy just nodded and carefully put the strip of cloth back over Carl’s mouth.   
 
      
 
    “Don’t worry man.  I just need you to keep quiet while we sneak out of here.  You think you can do that for me?”  Randy asked in a hushed voice.  He stood Carl up and started perp walking him towards the door leading out of the room.  Carl nodded emphatically and focused on not tripping over anything as he shuffled towards the door.   
 
      
 
    Randy pulled Tony’s crowbar out of his pack.  He’d felt like a coward not knowing Carl’s name.  He’d wanted to put him at ease so he wouldn’t start screaming or anything.  The man’s name was Carl.  It humanized the guy.  He was no longer just the prisoner they were going to interrogate and kill.  He was an actual person.  His name was Carl.   
 
      
 
    Randy swung the crowbar as hard as he could into the back of Carl’s head.  Carl crumpled to the ground barely making any noise at all.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry Carl.  You’re not worth risking my family over.  Nothing is.”  Randy whispered over the prone body of Carl as he knelt down beside him.  He pulled a box cutter out of his pocket and used it to slice Carl’s neck completely open.  Arterial blood splattered on the carpet forming a puddle.  Telling himself it had to be done Randy stood up and moved purposefully towards the hallway.  He turned his flashlight off and felt his way out the door leaving behind yet another corpse along with a big chunk of what was left of his humanity. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19:  Roll On 
 
      
 
    Kyler ground the gears together getting the truck rolling down the highway.  They’d only picked up around fifty people so far and the trailer was already looking crowded.  They’d had no choice but to drive past the first two-mile markers without stopping since the Zombies were basically on their bumper.  It wouldn’t have been super helpful to stop to try to help people if they had a tsunami of Zombies striking as they tried to climb into the trailer. 
 
      
 
    When Miguel the driver and Kyler did stop for the next group, they barely had time to get the back doors opened up before people were running across the median and trying to climb in.  The ones they rescued were thankful that someone had actually stopped to get them.  None of them had been looking forward to having to hike fifty to a hundred miles trying to find the next camp.  It was a dangerous world to be out wandering around in the woods.  Whether it was by Zombies or other humans you really didn’t want to be found when you didn’t have any real weapons on you.   
 
      
 
    More than a few of the people boarding the truck asked if they could get a fix.  A couple of them referred to the daily drug dose as their medicine.  One of the ways the Brotherhood empire was expanding was by creating a peasant caste of opioid addicts to do most of the dangerous, grunt work like looting.  The people were easy targets for them to hook.  Most of the people still alive were already struggling with major depression.  A lot of them had seen their families killed in front of them.  Some of them had to kill their own family members when they got infected.  Every day was a reminder of what they’d lost.  Most of them saw the future as eventually being ripped apart and eaten alive.  Considering the circumstances taking some drugs to dull the pain didn’t seem like such a horrible idea.  In a lot of cases the drugs probably kept people from just tying a noose around their necks and taking that last little leap.   
 
      
 
    Kyler greatly doubted the drugs were being handed out to try and help people through a difficult time.  The drugs were another source of control.  The same way that people who did have family still alive would be separated and told to keep their children or spouse safe they needed to make sure they looted enough to cover the cost of keeping them guarded and alive.  You either worked hard or your kids suffered.  Your kids who were taken away to some other camp where you may never get a chance to see them again.   
 
      
 
    Taken individually the methods used to control the people could probably be justified given the times.  When you started grouping all the methods together though it was hard not to see them as just plain evil.  Kyler was rescuing people from being eaten alive and all he could really think about now was that he now had the symbol of that evil branded into his back.  He might as well get a swastika tattooed on his forehead while he was at it.  He was beginning to lean heavily towards the mission he’d been sent south on not being as much of a crock as he’d thought it was.  He’d keep his ears and eyes open.  If at some point it did seem like he should return up north and let them know what was going on he would.  Not that he thought they’d be able to do much about it anyway.  They’d also probably never trust him again up there considering the brand on his back.   
 
      
 
    There wasn’t much he could do about any of that tonight.  A few more stops and this rig would be too full to take on any more of the people waiting to be picked up.  They could put a couple of people in the cab with them, but Kyler was loath to do that.  He had to keep in mind that Miguel could close his eyes one second and then start trying to eat whoever was closest to him when he reopened them.  Now that he’d mostly figured out how to drive the truck, he wondered if he should just go ahead and take care of Miguel.  It wasn’t like the poor guy was going to get any better. 
 
      
 
    “How are you feeling?”  He asked Miguel. 
 
      
 
    “So hot.  I’m burning up.  My whole leg feels like it’s on fire.  If you’re good on driving this truck now I think I’m going to take some pills and take a nap.  I think that may be the best thing for both of us.”  Miguel looked over at Kyler and shook a bottle of pills he’d taken out of the dash.  There was no telling what they were but considering the source they were probably pretty potent.  Kyler didn’t really know what to say so he went with being honest.   
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry man.  If I hadn’t jumped in here, you’d be fine.  If the pills are the way you want to go, I’m ok watching over you until you turn then taking care of it.  I think it may be easier on you that way too.  Anything else you want or need or anything?”  Kyler asked awkwardly. 
 
      
 
    “No.  Gracias.  I think that’s for the best.  Don’t feel bad for me.  I’ll be with my daughters again soon.  You’ll still be stuck in this hell.  I know you’re Brotherhood and I wouldn’t say this if I wasn’t dying but maybe you could try and make a difference?  If you know what I mean?”  Miguel was popping pills already and washing them down with the contents of a silver flask he’d pulled out of his back pants pocket.   
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded.  He knew what Miguel was getting at and he’d already promised himself he’d try and do something about it.  It showed the grip the Brotherhood had over these people that even knowing he’d be dead soon Miguel was still scared to say some things out loud.  He’d insinuate but not attack directly.  The things Miguel wasn’t saying echoed loudly in the enclosed cab.  Kyler felt a flush of shame across his face as he thought again about the brand on his back.  The pride he’d felt at being a part of something. 
 
      
 
    Miguel shook Kyler’s hand then put his head against the window and drifted off.  Kyler had no desire to drive around waiting for Miguel to suddenly spring at him teeth first.  That scene from every Zombie movie ever kept popping in his mind.  What person hasn’t watched those movies and wondered why the hell the people in the movie didn’t just pop the guy in the head as soon as he got bit.  What they were waiting for exactly?  Kyler drove to the next mile marker and pulled into the breakdown lane. 
 
      
 
    He opened his door and climbed down out of the cab of the big rig.  He walked around to the passenger side door instead of to the back of the trailer this time.  He could hear people coming out of the woods.  He assumed they were people at least since they weren’t screeching and running at a breakneck pace straight at the truck.  He figured they’d be able to work out how to open the back of the trailer up for themselves.  He climbed up and opened the passenger side door.   
 
      
 
    Standing on the running rail around the truck he reached in and took off Miguel’s seatbelt.  Now he had an issue.  He didn’t want to just splatter Miguel’s brains all over the cab.  It didn’t seem like the right thing to do plus then he’d have to marinate in the smell of freshly splattered brains the rest of the trip.  He’d experienced worse smells since this had all started, but he saw no reason to do it to himself if he didn’t have to.   
 
      
 
    He didn’t really want to just fling Miguel out of the truck either.  It’d get really awkward if he happened to wake up halfway down or when he hit the ground.  He wanted to kill Miguel as clean as he could.  He owed him so much more than that, but it seemed like that was all he’d be able to do for the man.  He started to turn and pick him up and carry him down then thought twice about that approach.  It wouldn’t be fun to be cradling the guy if he happened to pick that moment to turn.  He’d rather die himself than get infected.   
 
      
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler turned and pulled his pistol.  His mind registered something had snuck up on him.  It took him a second to realize it was an older Chinese man standing on the road staring up at him.  There was another couple of people standing behind him in the shadows.  It was probably the people he was here to pick up.  He lowered the pistol but didn’t holster it.   
 
      
 
    “You guys can jump in the back.  I need to take care of something then we’ll be rolling to the next stop.”  Kyler said.  His heart was still beating a mile a minute from the adrenaline that’d pumped through his body when he’d heard the man talk behind him.  If he hadn’t been so focused on Miguel, he’d have probably been spending more time checking behind him.  Losing your situational awareness was a fast pass to being Zombie chow these days. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry sir.  Didn’t mean to sneak up on you.  Do you need any help?”  The man asked.  Even in the dim light provided by the moon Kyler could tell the man was a shade of white he normally wasn’t.  He probably hadn’t expected to have a gun shoved in his face.  He was lucky Kyler hadn’t just turned around and started blasting away.  Kyler started to tell him to just go get in the trailer when it dawned on him these guys could help him get Miguel out of the truck.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah, actually if you guys could help me get the driver out.  He got bit and he’s going to turn soon so be careful.  I want to lay him out over here on the curb and make sure he doesn’t turn into one of them.  I’d actually love it if we could cover him up once he’s dead.  We don’t have much time though.  There’s a metric ton of Zombies hauling ass down the road for us right now.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler directed the men getting Miguel peacefully out of the truck.  They carried him over to the side of the road and then down into the trees.  One of the men produced a sleeping bag they zipped Miguel into.  They lay him out in a small clearing then they all stood around as Kyler stood over Miguel pointing his pistol at the man’s head.  Tears slipped out of his eyes and his hand was shaking.  Before he could lose his nerve, he pulled the trigger twice.  The large caliber handgun demolishing Miguel’s head from this short distance.   
 
      
 
    Screeches immediately erupted all around them following the sound of the handgun firing.  They were off in the distance but all of them knew from experience that it would only be a few minutes before the first Zombies would be danger close.  There could be others much closer running for their position right now who may not be screeching.  Those were the ones they really needed to watch out for.  Each of the men still took the time to show Kyler some type of support.  Pats on the back and kind words were tossed at him like beads from a Mardi Gras float as they all hustled back to the truck.   
 
      
 
    Kyler appreciated the gestures but wished they weren’t necessary.  He’d just blown a man’s head apart like a watermelon at a Gallagher show.  A man who’d risked his life to save Kyler was going to spend eternity zipped up in a cheap sleeping bag with most of his head missing.  Kyler had just killed the guy who stood on the brakes in the middle of a herd of killers to let a stranger into the cab of his truck.  The man who’d paid the ultimate price to save Kyler’s life.   
 
      
 
    Thrusting the guilt away Kyler focused on getting in the truck and getting it moving back down the road.  They needed to move before any of the Zombies they heard coming for them actually caught up.  He crawled into the driver’s seat and put the big rig in gear.  They started rolling down the highway again.  He sped up to make up for lost time.  The Zombies would be coming for them three times as fast now that he’d motivated them with the noise from the gunshots.  He slowed to a stop at the next mile marker and jumped out to greet the people who should be waiting there for them.   
 
      
 
    Two men and a woman came running out of the woods as screeches started closing in on them.  Kyler helped the three into the crowded trailer.  The Chinese looking man who’d helped him lay Miguel to rest helping to get the people settled in the back.  Kyler reached up to close the doors.   One of the men in the back calmly told him he saw Zombies coming.  Forgetting the doors for a second Kyler spun around and stared down the road.  A flicker of movement caught his eye as one of the jumping Zombies flew into the back of the trailer through the open doors.    
 
      
 
    Instant pandemonium broke out in the trailer.  People were trying to smash the Zombie to pieces in the dark, overcrowded trailer.  They were swinging bats and bars and any other weapons they could find.  Another Zombie hurtled over Kyler into the packed trailer.  This one landed on a man’s back and started ripping into his shoulders.  The Zombie’s teeth tearing out a long strip of skin with muscle and fat hanging off of it.  Blood covered the Zombies face as it screeched in triumph before catching a solid blow to the head from a man wielding a huge axe.  That Zombie fell to the ground. The man the Zombie had bitten got shakily to his feet.  He turned around to thank the man who’d knocked the Zombie off him.   
 
      
 
    The man who’d just dispatched the Zombie swung the axe a second time.  The bitten man’s head was crushed by the massive impact of the large axe head.  Another Zombie jumped in before the man with the axe could react.  This Zombie took out yet another of the men in the overcrowded trailer.  Kyler spun back around to try and stem the tide of Zombies getting past him and attacking the people.  He spun just in time to see a huge Zombie reaching for him.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie looked like an NBA all-star guard.  He was freakishly tall and powerfully built.  In  the dark with a face covered in pus drenched blisters it was pretty hard to distinguish if the Zombie may actually have been a famous basketball player.  Kyler chose to believe it was.  It’d be the ultimate social injustice if income turned out to be the deciding factor on whether you ended up infected or not.  So, seeing a rich infected guy should be considered a positive thing in Kyler’s point of view.  He just really wished the dude wasn’t so big and capable of moving so freakishly fast.   
 
      
 
    His finger was tightening on the trigger when the giant Zombie’s fist caught him in the left temple.  Kyler went flying over the side of the road.  He had no idea where his pistol had flown off to.  He hit the ground and tried to roll quickly to his feet but tripped over a discarded box and fell farther down the side of the road.  He fought his way to his feet just in time to see the big Zombie disappear into the back of the trailer.  People were jumping out of the trailer now as Zombies poured in.  The screeches of the Zombies mixed with the screams of the terrified people in the back of the trailer. 
 
      
 
    Kyler took a step towards the trailer and winced.  He must’ve twisted his ankle at some point in the brawl.  His head pounded from the massive strike he’d taken from the oversized Zombie.  He vented his fear, frustration and pain by cursing as he walked.  He screamed and yelled right along with the rest of the trailer.  He waded right back into the charnel house the trailer was rapidly becoming.   
 
      
 
    No longer concerned about noise he started firing shots into Zombies at point blank range.  More were showing up constantly.  The people in the trailer were screaming and brandishing whatever weapons they had on them.  The truck suddenly shuddered as it was put into gear.  Feeling the truck getting ready to move Kyler and two of the other guys standing near the back leapt for the trailer and started pulling themselves up.  Hands grabbed at them.  Kyler kicked out behind himself and felt his foot connect with something.  Energized by the fear of being left behind Kyler pulled himself up and into the trailer.  Beside him the other guy who’d jumped in with him nodded at Kyler and started pushing himself up.   
 
      
 
    That guy went flying backwards like he’d been shot out a cannon.  Pulling his own legs up and looking behind him Kyler saw the man had been yanked out by yet another of the freakishly large Zombies.  The Zombie was cradling the screaming man like a baby in his monstrous arms.  Kyler watched with horror as the big Zombies face struck lightning fast down on the screaming man’s abdomen.  When the Zombies head came back up it dragged a long dangling hunk of flesh and organs.  The Zombies face was filled with ecstasy as its victims blood poured down the front of its body.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was still mesmerized by the look on the tall Zombie’s face when the truck jerked again.  Kyler felt the shift as they began moving forward.  Around him people, Zombies and bodies all started tumbling towards the open back doors.  Whoever was driving had decided it was time to leave now.  Whoever was driving also wasn’t too concerned about the people back in the trailer as they continued accelerating with reckless abandon.  Accelerating and then suddenly whipping back and forth like the driver was an Olympic skier reliving his downhill slalom days.  
 
      
 
    Kyler felt someone pawing at him and reflexively lashed out.  He pulled his M-16 up and aimed it at the person who’d been pawing at him.  It was a skinny man with crazy eyes.  Probably one of the opioid addicts that made up a large portion of the labor pool. 
 
      
 
    “Give me your gun man.  C’mon.  If you’re not using it let me.”  The skinny man begged.  He was rubbing his shoulder where Kyler had punched him.  Rather than answering the man Kyler shot the Zombie that’d stumbled over to take a bite out of the drug addled looter.  The guy screamed thinking Kyler was shooting at him.  Once it dawned on him what had really happened, he sobbed and began thanking Kyler over and over again.   
 
      
 
    Ignoring the thanks of the addict Kyler got up and tried to make sense of the chaos in the trailer.  People were screaming and attacking the handful of Zombies who were in the back.  The huge Zombie had worked his way all the way to the front of the trailer.  He was breaking peoples bones and ripping them apart as he waded through them.  Kyler saw people taking swings at the monster, but it just shrugged off the crowbars and baseball bats.  Kyler made sure he had a round chambered and started working his way through the crowd towards the front of the trailer.  He didn’t think the huge Zombie would be able to shrug off a few rounds right to its head. 
 
      
 
    The whole scene was straight out of a low budget psychedelic horror flick.  The electric lanterns the refugees had strung up in the trailer were swinging all over the place.  People were running in front of them so often it was causing a strobe effect.  Demonic shadows covered the walls.  It was complete bedlam.  Every direction you looked someone was trying to murder someone else.  Kyler focused on the giant.  The ferocious Zombie was shrugging off a group of men who were attacking with everything from baseball bats and crowbars.  One man had a concrete block he was swinging around.  You had to admire that guys enthusiasm.   
 
      
 
    Watching the monster reach in and pick one of the men up and rip his throat out while being beaten by the others Kyler said screw it and started blasting away.  The big Zombie shrugged off the first couple of rounds before throwing the man to the ground it’d just picked up.  It looked around before seeing Kyler standing tall and pouring lead into its body.  The Zombie took a few tentative steps towards him.  Somehow it was surviving shots to its head.  The thing must have a skull like an armored truck.  Kyler stepped forward screaming in terror and rage.  One of his bullets went in through the giants eye socket. The bullet entered and scrambled the brains of the beast.  Only a few feet from Kyler the monster finally collapsed lifelessly to the ground.   
 
      
 
    Kyler spun around.  He was in a full-on blood lust.  He looked for other Zombies to kill.  He wasn’t sure but, in the darkness, and flickering lights it looked like the fighting had died down.  Here and there he saw men walking around smashing the heads of figures lying on the blood and corpse covered floor of the trailer.  The man in front of Kyler raised a blood covered bat in the air and yelled in triumph.  Behind him others started doing the same.  Kyler raised his M-16 in the air and joined in.  Screaming with the sheer joy of being alive.   
 
      
 
    As the adrenaline wore off the men started working on dumping the bodies that littered the trailer.  Anyone who’d been bitten or scratched was told to jump for it.  No one wanted to kill someone who might not be infected but no one wanted to take any chances with their own lives either.  The men asked to walk the plank off the end of the trailer did so without any hard feelings.  They all knew what was at stake.  Most of them were happy that they were being given this chance.  In a normal situation a member of the Brotherhood would’ve walked around and shot each of them in the head.  Jumping out the back of a moving truck was a great alternative compared to that. 
 
      
 
    The men in the trailer looked to Kyler for guidance.  About twenty had survived the battle unbitten.  No women had survived.  Kyler pushed the image of the women he’d helped get up into the trailer earlier out of his mind.  They had stood out in his mind as there’d been less of them in the looter crew than men.  Supposedly because the men were kept on a leash by knowing their women would be killed if they didn’t perform well as looters.  Kyler wondered what was going to happen to the spouses of all the men dead from this cluster.  He ordered the men to get the trailer cleaned up as well as they could.  Then he had them do a more thorough check of each other in the trailer to verify no one was hiding a bite.  He hoped he’d gotten people to be honest by giving the ones who admitted to a bite the chance to jump for it.   
 
      
 
    That put him in a rough place when a man was dragged in front of him who’d tried to hide a nasty looking bite on his forearm.  A disgusted looking man dragged the bitten one over.  The others gathered around looking down on the man with zero sympathy.  Kyler got it.  He felt the same way these others did.  This guy had decided to risk all their lives by walking around with an obvious bite on his arm.  There was no way he wasn’t turning.  He should’ve jumped or asked someone to put him down.  The man looked up and started to explain himself.  Kyler put a bullet through his head and motioned for the body to be thrown out the back of the trailer.   
 
      
 
    Once all of that was taken care of, they all settled down to see where they ended up at.  It was out of their hands now.  None of them had a clue who was driving the truck they were in or where that person was taking them.  Kyler wrapped the rifle sling around his hand to keep anyone from taking it from him.  He put his head back against the side of the trailer to try to get some sleep.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20:  Going Toe to Toe Tag 
 
      
 
    Randy jogged down the hallway towards the door to the garage.  He caught up with Kelly and the kids by the garage door.  No one had any lights on, so they were all standing around in the dark.  Randy was glad for that.  He didn’t want anyone seeing the guilt he could feel written on his face.  He felt like he’d just ran over the family pet.  Only worse since he’d taken a human life in cold blood.  He figured he’d have time later to feel better.  Right now, all that mattered was getting his family out of this city and away from the Brotherhood.  If he had to leave a parade of dead bodies all the way to the state line, then that’s what he’d gladly do.   
 
      
 
    “You hear anything out there?”  Randy asked.  He was hoping either Tony or Kelly had been listening through the door to try and see if they could hear anything happening in the garage.  He wondered how late it was.  He knew it was dark outside, but he wasn’t sure if the sun had just gone down or if it’d been down a few hours.  All of their sleep schedules were so screwed up at this point it was almost impossible to know what time it was without looking at your phone or a watch.   
 
      
 
    “Not much.  I thought I heard some voices when I first opened the door, but it stopped almost as soon as I opened the door.  I haven’t heard anything else since then.”  Tony answered in the dark.   
 
      
 
    “What should we do?”  Kelly asked.  It was the million-dollar question.  They didn’t have a lot of good options.  They could try and find a window to climb down to the street from or they could go through the garage.  If there was a third option, it was escaping all of them. 
 
      
 
    “We could hide and wait for them to leave?”  Caitlyn suggested.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah but we already killed one of them so they’re going to be sticking around looking for that guy.”  Randy reminded her.  “Keep tossing out ideas though.  If we can’t come up with something good in the next few minutes, then we need to either start tying sheets together or send someone out to see what’s up in the garage.”   
 
      
 
    “I’ve got extra ammo the Brotherhood guy I ran into earlier donated.”  Tony pitched in. 
 
      
 
    “That’ll help.”  Randy said.  “Anything else anybody can think of?”   
 
      
 
    “We’ve still got the van a couple floors above us.”  Kelly reminded him.  
 
      
 
    “I was thinking about that, but my problem is we’d have to drive it through town and the streets are blocked up like crazy.  I think once we hit the ground we just move as fast and quiet as we can.  Caitlyn can carry Doreen and everybody else can buddy up and we’ll just try to get to the edge of the city to find someplace to crash as fast as we can.  Unless we find a vehicle somewhere along the way that miraculously starts up with no issues.  If we run into any Brotherhood on the way out of here that we can’t take out quietly we’re screwed.  We don’t want to draw more Zombies here with a bunch of gunshots.”  Randy said.  He was thinking out loud trying to work out the best path forward. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe me and you go out first and clear the way.  If we’re lucky we may be able to take out anybody in our way without making a ton of noise.  Then we come back and grab everybody and make a run for it.  I’m with you.  If we need to start shooting, then we probably aren’t getting out of this place tonight.”  Tony said.    
 
      
 
    A little more back and forth led to them all agreeing the best plan was for Randy and Tony to scout out the garage.  Best case they found a clear path and they were able to make a run for it.  Worse case they got into a firefight with a platoon of the Brotherhood and there was no chance any of them were going to survive the night.  Randy figured they’d wind up somewhere in the middle of that spectrum.  He was really hoping the needle landed closer to the nothing exciting happening on the way out of the garage.  He’d  rather avoid the side of the spectrum where they all went down in a blaze of glory followed by a wave of Zombies snacking on their bullet riddled remains. 
 
      
 
    “If we’re not back in less than ten minutes you should start working on a plan B.”  Randy said giving Kelly a quick kiss.  He went down the row kissing Myriah, Caitlyn, Zoey, Doreen and Ali all on the tops of their heads.  Or at least he thought he did.  They could’ve been midget Zombies standing there for all he could tell in the complete pitch black of the hallway.  Zoey had been scared of the dark before all this happened.  Darkness no longer even ranked on the scale of things to be scared of.  The resilience of his girls gave him strength.  He was beyond proud of them.  Proud of how they’d adapted and survived and taken care of one another.  How they’d reached out and accepted Ali and pulled her right into their tightknit little family.  Randy felt the weight of the responsibility to be worthy of being the father to these incredible little girls.   
 
      
 
    “There’s no plan B.  You both get your asses back here safe and sound.  We’ll all walk out of this freakshow together.”  Kelly answered. 
 
      
 
    Randy gave her a salute then realized it was too dark for her to see him and felt like an idiot.  He needed to get his act together.  He put his game face on.  He shoved the feel of his girls hair to the back of his mind.  He set his worries about everything else aside and tried to just focus on the task at hand.   
 
      
 
    “Let’s go.”  Randy said simply to Tony.   
 
      
 
    Randy pushed the door open slowly trying not to make any noise.  They went into the small open area on the other side of the door.  They’d talked about locking the door behind them, but it’d become pretty obvious how the Brotherhood scout had slipped in on this level.  The part of the door with the bolt in it had been completely pried off.  Randy moved quickly to the other side of the garage.  They’d left their packs back with the kids choosing just to carry weapons with them to try and up their stealth and speed.  Stealth and speed being relative as Tony was limping along on a foot with a fresh bullet hole in it.   
 
      
 
    Randy had a machete in one hand and an assortment of military cutlery shoved in his belt.  Tony was carrying his trusty crowbar with him.  Both of them had rifles and pistols and ammunition strapped to them too.  They’d made a conscious effort to push the guns out of the way and focus on their hand weapons.   
 
      
 
    The garage seemed deserted.  They walked out of the little room they’d been in and stood on the garage deck letting their eyes adjust to the meager amount of light available.  They were squatting down beside a van parked in the handicap space by the door when they heard whispered voices.  
 
      
 
    “He probably just forgot to check in.  Guys not the brightest.”   
 
      
 
    “Or, he could’ve gotten captured by those people we’re chasing or one of those weird ass locals who lives here.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s somebody with a gun or a nest of Zombies that got him, we need to go silent now.  Trucks on the way down and then we’ll see what’s up.” 
 
      
 
    Randy and Tony plastered themselves to the side of the van.  It sounded like the men talking must be standing right in front of the van.  They’d heard at least three distinct voices.  The men in front of the van went silent and once again it felt like they were all alone in the garage.  This time they knew that feeling was false.  Tony was looking to take Randy’s lead on how to play this.  Randy was the closest to the front of the van.  It was Randy’s family standing behind a broken door about twenty feet away from these yahoos.  In Tony’s mind that meant this was Randy’s call.   
 
      
 
    Randy leaned against the van.  He knew the smallest stupidest mistake right now could get them all killed.  The side of the van shifting, an errant sneeze, a knee popping, pretty much anything that would alert the men standing mere feet from them that their targets were squatted down basically right on top of them.  The sound of a truck rolling up and parking on the other side of the van made enough noise that Randy could move his leg a little bit without worrying about the guys hearing him.  The way he’d been sitting he now had a foot that’d fallen asleep to add to the list of why this sucked.   
 
      
 
    The sound of doors being quietly opened.  Randy noted there was no flash of light or beeping noise when the doors opened.  These guys had obviously disabled those Zombie attracting features.  He was thinking there were now at least five heavily armed men who were prepping to search the floor Kelly and the kids were on.  The men didn’t seem to be wasting anytime either as they all began drifting quietly towards the door.  Randy was praying Kelly had heard the sound of the truck parking and pulled the kids back into a room and hidden.  Not that it would matter considering these guys were bound to stumble across the dead body of their teammate in the hotel.  Which was lying next to the dead body of Carl now.  Randy hadn’t even considered hiding Carl’s body.  He felt a pit form in his stomach thinking about the kids seeing it.  He thought that may be worse than having the Brotherhood find it.     
 
      
 
    A dim light appeared by the door and Kelly stuck her head out to look around.  Randy realized they must’ve gone over the ten-minute mark he’d told her to worry about.  Her plan ‘B’ sucked in a major way.  The men in the front of the van reacted immediately.  They charged towards the door.  Kelly pulled the door to shut it. One of them jammed his rifle barrel in the door.   
 
      
 
    Randy charged.  His adrenaline drove him.  Seeing someone attack Kelly awoke his animal instincts.  His machete came down hard on the bug shaped face of the first soldier.  He could barely even see his enemy.  Some part of his brain told him the bug faced head was probably because some of these guys were wearing night vision.  He left the machete embedded in the screaming soldiers skull and pulled out a knife from his belt.  He leapfrogged onto another of the soldiers and held on like he was trying to get a piggyback ride.  His knife rising and falling like he was auditioning for the shower scene from Psycho. 
 
      
 
    He rode the bleeding body of the man he’d jumped on down to the ground.  From out of the darkness someone stepped forward and kicked him hard in the face with a steel toed combat boot.  His neck snapped backwards, and his mouth filled with the coppery taste of blood.  His knife was lost somewhere on the ground.  He attempted to grab the leg of the guy who’d kicked him and was rewarded with a hard kick directly to his crotch.  Tears coming out of his eyes he fought the urge to roll into the fetal position to shield himself from the beating. He managed to almost get his pistol out of the holster before it was kicked out of his hand.  Lying on the ground with the world spinning around him he was kicked a few more times in the face.   
 
      
 
    Tony was fairing about the same on the other side of the van.  He’d cut left to take out the guys who were standing in that direction.  He’d gotten a knife into somebodies stomach before catching an ax handle across his face.  The group of guys they’d charged into were obviously used to handling themselves in situations like this.  Tony collapsed to the ground in a sitting position.  Knowing it was a horrible idea he tried to stand back up.  He got about halfway up before losing his balance and falling back to the ground.  He’d barely had time to enjoy the pain of smacking his face into the bumper of the van when the ax handle guy whacked him again a few more times.   
 
      
 
    The man who’d been wrestling Kelly for the door won.  He flung the door open and grabbed Kelly by the hair to fling her to the ground.  He never even saw Caitlyn standing in the corner with the M-16.  She shot him in the chest a couple of times then stepped around the door frame and started blasting away.  She let go of the trigger after letting loose a barrage of bullets since she had no idea where her dad and Tony were.  The muzzle blasts were blinding her and killing her hearing all at the same time.  She ducked back into the hallway with her mom as whomever was standing outside decided silence didn’t matter anymore.  The invisible assailant lit up the little room Caitlyn and her mom had just been standing in.   
 
      
 
    Tony pulled his swollen face out of the chunky, steaming remains of his lunch.  He wondered when he’d had time to puke.  He found his pistol and aimed it in the general direction he’d heard the shooting coming from and started pulling the trigger.  When the magazine ran dry, he put his head back down beside the puke puddle and waited for someone to put a bullet in him.  When no one did he closed his eyes and passed back out.   
 
      
 
    Kelly and Caitlyn stood in the doorway to one of the rooms about ten feet from the broken door leading out to the garage.  They’d expected to be chased by now.  They’d already herded the girls into a new room they’d busted the door down on.  When no one came looking for them Kelly decided to go see what was going on.  Zombies would be rushing up the garage any second now with all the noise they were making.  If there was any chance to rescue Tony and Randy, she had to try.  Leaving them out there to die wasn’t an option.   
 
      
 
    Leading with the AK-47 they’d taken off the dead Brotherhood scout she motioned for Caitlyn to stay behind and guard the girls.  She was torn knowing she may get herself killed with this stunt.  She wasn’t worried so much for her own life.  What made her hesitate was wondering about who was going to take care of the girls if her and Randy both bought it in this damned garage.  She couldn’t just abandon her husband though.   
 
      
 
    The closer she got to the garage door the louder the screeching from the Zombies became.  Heart hammering in her chest she swung around the corner pointing the AK in the general direction of the van.  Lacking the time for subtlety, she clicked on her flashlight to see what was going on.  She spotted Randy motionless on the ground next to a motionless man in camouflage wearing night vision goggles.  That guy didn’t appear to be a threat since he had a machete stuck in his head.  She stepped over the dead body of another soldier to check on Randy.  She breathed a sigh of relief when she felt a pulse.  He was definitely out of it, but still alive.    
 
      
 
    Spotting the big, black Escalade idling in the handicap spot next to the bullet hole riddled van she made a snap decision.  She ran back to the door and yelled for Caitlyn to come out and bring everybody with her.  While she waited for them, she looked for Tony.  One of the soldiers had pulled himself up against the garage wall.  He was trying to get a pistol out of one of those holsters that goes under your arm.  Kelly shot him in the face to put an end to that foolishness.  She was glad she’d been able to knock out that gruesome task before the girls got there.  They were already going to need to take out a second mortgage to pay for the therapy the girls were going to need if this nightmare ever ended. 
 
      
 
    She heard moaning coming from a prone body and walked over to see who it was.  She found Tony lying half underneath the Escalade.  It looked like he’d been washing his hair in a big puddle of his own puke.  He had a huge knot sticking up on his forehead where he’d been hit.  His pistol was on the ground beside him in a pile of spent brass.  She heard noises behind her and spun around to make sure it was the kids. 
 
      
 
    It was.  She told Myriah to get the little kids in the Escalade and motioned for Caitlyn to help her get Randy and Tony loaded up as well.  The screeching from the Zombies was getting danger close.  It’d gone up a few octaves when she’d shot the soldier in the face.  They needed to get everyone loaded into the Escalade and they needed to get it done now.  Hoping they weren’t doing any more damage to the two men they hoisted them up and shoved them into the luxury SUV.  Tony’s puke bath wasn’t going to do the upholstery any favors.   
 
      
 
    “They’re coming!”  Caitlyn hissed.   
 
      
 
    Thinking fast Kelly turned the Escalade off and ordered everyone to get on the floor and stay quiet.  She knew if they tried to drive through a herd of the Zombies, they’d most likely just get swarmed and destroyed.  Especially in the tight confines of a parking garage.  The only thing she could think to do was go into quiet mode and hope the Zombies ignored them.  The trick had worked plenty of times in the past.  Hopefully the Zombies would be sidetracked by all the fresh meat lying around them.   
 
      
 
    Luckily the guy who’d owned the truck originally hadn’t cared about the legal requirements for how dark the window tint could be.  They’d gone full on secret service level tint with the windows.  Kelly stretched out next to Randy on the floor behind the driver’s seat and prayed the tint would be enough to keep them alive.  Minutes later the first Zombies started running up to investigate the scene.  A few of them slapped their hands on the windows or pressed their faces to the windshield to try and see in.  None of them seemed to notice anything though.  They mostly tried to look in for a few seconds then screeched and dived into the buffet of blood covered corpses spread out on the ground.  Kelly shifted around to get comfortable.  It was going to be a very long night.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21:  Paperwork Never Ends 
 
      
 
    Kyler woke up when the truck slowed down to take a turn.  They were moving slow enough now it would’ve been easy for any of them to jump out had they wanted to.  The truck drove up an off-ramp and into a small town.  There was the mandatory trucker gas station and some run-down restaurants on a four-lane road that probably changed to two lanes within a mile or two from there.  Gigantic signs advertised great discounts on fireworks.   
 
      
 
    They drove through the intersection then turned down a side road.  Normally a Zombie or two would’ve popped out at some point in such a large area with the sound of a big rig driving through.  Kyler didn’t see any chasing them this time though.  That was a good sign the town here had been well cleared.  The rundown buildings and dingy concrete quickly gave way to woods as they kept driving.  Kyler estimated they’d gone about twenty minutes off the interstate when the driver started slowing down again.  It’d still been clear sailing up to that point. 
 
      
 
    The truck shuddered as they came to a complete stop in the middle of the road.  Kyler got up and walked towards the open trailer doors.  He was holding the M-16 casually as he walked.  Before he made it all the way to the doors three men in military fatigues stepped out from somewhere pointing their weapons into the trailer.  Kyler let his M-16 drop to his side and kept carefully walking towards the men.  
 
      
 
    “Listen up!  We’re going to play a quick round of Simon Says.  If you get something wrong, you get shot in the head.  I’m Simon.  Do you all understand?”  The guard waited for everyone to acknowledge him. 
 
      
 
    “You.  With the rifle.  I’m assuming you’re with a team, right?  Go ahead and come out of the trailer.  Move very slowly.  Keep your hands where I can see them at all times.  Do not put your hands on your weapon.”  The man redirected his attention to everyone else.  “Everyone not authorized to have a weapon lay down on your stomachs and extend your hands and feet as far from your bodies as you can.  We’ll be coming through and checking you each for contraband in a minute.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler walked up to the edge of the trailer.  He wondered if he was supposed to have an ID card or know a secret handshake or something.  All he really had was the brand on his back and the fact that he was walking around with weapons.  In Brotherhood territory the regular people didn’t even use butter knives outside of the mess hall without risking severe repercussions.  The soldiers climbed into the truck and started searching the men in the trailer.  The guard on the ground behind the trailer handed Kyler a box and asked him to shove all his weapons into it then seal it up.  Kyler started doing that while the man on the ground watched him curiously.   
 
      
 
    “How many knives do you really need?”  The man asked sarcastically as Kyler considered if he may need another box or not.  He understood where the guard was coming from. He’d become a bit obsessive about making sure he had weapons where he could get to them easily.  He finished shoving everything in the box and used the tape the guard handed him to seal it up.   
 
      
 
    “Now what?”  He asked the guard. 
 
      
 
    “Nobody else on the truck that we need to worry about or take with us, right?  I mean the rest of them are just looters?”   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I’m the only one, I think.  How do you figure out I’m me?”  Kyler asked.  It was a really strange way to phrase the question but luckily the guard knew exactly what he was getting at.   
 
      
 
    “No worries.  I’m assuming this is your first time on a real base.  Out in the field you’re  mostly meeting up with the soldier types.  Here we have a lot more of the admin types.  We also have power and the ability to print ID cards so believe it or not before the day is out, you’ll have a shiny new ID card.  Assuming what you’re telling us is true.  They’ll do an interview to confirm everything you say and compare it to the sacred database.  I don’t really know how they do all that.  Now if you don’t mind, I need to search you.  Assume the position.” 
 
      
 
    The guard searched him looking for any weapons Kyler may have forgotten to put in the box.  Once he’d finished, he had Kyler get up and grab the sealed box and follow him.  Kyler threw the box up on his shoulder.  He noted the two knives still hidden in his boots in case he needed them.  He didn’t understand what was going on with the box.  It was a solid wooden box with a latch, but they’d just made him tape it shut.  He could be in the box and armed in a matter of seconds.   
 
      
 
    The guard led him around the truck.  Kyler got a good look at the massive warehouses for the first time.  A sturdy looking ten-foot tall chain link fence was visible running around the perimeter.  More soldiers were walking around inside the fence.  It was early morning and the sun was out, but no one seemed overly concerned.  Kyler’s instincts were screaming at him to find a place to hole up for the day.  He checked his survival instincts to keep up with his escort.  The guard took him to the shack that was setup by the open gate into the compound.   
 
      
 
    The bored looking man inside the guard shack came out and put a lock on the box.  That answered that question.  The man then handed Kyler’s guard the key and asked Kyler for his name.  Kyler gave his name which the man noted in the logbook then told them to head to the admin building.  Kyler once again found himself lugging the big box walking behind his escort.   
 
      
 
    Everywhere they went there was tons of action.  People were unloading supplies from trailers into the warehouses.  Loading docks were stacked with boxes and crates as all the inventory was being categorized and arranged.  No one seemed too concerned about making as much noise as they were making.  Kyler finally just couldn’t take it anymore and did a quick walk until he caught up with his escort. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up with all the noise?  Aren’t you afraid of attracting Zombies?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “Zombies?  You mean the infected.  They’re just a bunch of sick people walking around.  Not like they rise from the dead or anything.  No.  We’re not worried about attracting them since we’ll end up doing it anyway.  You’ll find out more about that once you get verified.  You don’t want to get caught around here knowing more than you should.”  The guard ended the explanation mysteriously.  Only rubes must call the infected by the more common names used by the soldiers in the field.   
 
      
 
    They reached the admin building.  It was actually a construction trailer in the middle of one of the warehouse parking lots.  Kyler’s escort marched him in then left him in the supervision of a bored looking greasy guy wearing khakis and a stained polo.  Greasy guy had a pistol in an unsnapped holster hanging magically off his waist.  The guy had managed to stay fat during an apocalypse.  That feat took some real dedication.  When greasy guy stood up to go grab a file, Kyler saw a webbed belt appear from under the guy’s massive paunch.   
 
      
 
    “I know.  Who the hell gets fat during an apocalypse, right?  I’m just kind of proud to be in a position where all I have to do is paperwork.  I’m happy with other people doing all the dangerous stuff to keep me fed.  Fill these out and we’ll get started getting you processed.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler spent the next hour filling out forms.  Then he spent another hour sitting there while greasy guy input the information into a laptop computer occasionally asking for clarification.  At some point he must’ve answered all the questions correctly.  He found himself standing outside the trailer with his weapons strapped back on with orders to return the box to the guard shack and report in for guard detail.  He was also the reluctant recipient of a brand-new shiny laminated identification card.   
 
      
 
    Walking back across the sizeable parking lot to the guard shack he reflected it could’ve ended a lot worse.  The chubby clerk could’ve taken offense at some answer he’d given and shot him in the head.  No one would’ve cared.  There never would’ve been a trial.  It was the way of the world now.  The guy would’ve had to mop up the mess and dispose of his body or maybe he’d have just switched trailers.  There were plenty of trailers out there full of worse things than a dead guy with a hole in his head. 
 
      
 
    Kyler got the box back to the guard and asked for directions to where Lieutenant Krantz could be found.  Twenty minutes later he found himself standing in another trailer in front of an extremely messy desk being dressed down for his lack of knowledge of how to stand at parade rest.  The lieutenant may know a lot about how soldiers were supposed to stand when speaking with him but didn’t seem to know a lot about concealing his sobriety level.  Kyler had been around Mike for more than long enough to recognize when a semi-functional alcoholic was wasted and trying to act normal.  Krantz was wasted. 
 
      
 
    Ignoring the dressing down he was getting from the salt and pepper haired thin framed man in front of him Kyler let his eyes roam the room.  He’d already noted that the lieutenant may be skinny, but he was rocking a substantial beer belly.  If the lieutenant had been a woman then thinking he was five to six months pregnant would’ve been a reasonable guess.  The room they were in was crowded with rumpled papers and garbage from leftover meals.  There was no overt display of bottles of booze, but Kyler’s practiced eye easily picked out the discarded bottle caps. He noted the trash bag full of bottles shoved out of the way by the edge of the small brown couch.  Evidently the lieutenant had never learned the Visine trick either since his eyes were a demonic shade of red.   
 
      
 
    Krantz finally got tired of chewing him out and started asking him questions about how he’d wound up at the base.  Kyler started in on his fabricated version of events that led to him arriving there.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t need all the bullshit.  Just the important parts.  You have any specialized skills?  Other than being lucky enough to be as dumb as you are and still be breathing?”   
 
      
 
    Kyler saw the alcoholic officer glancing over towards his bag.  The man was trying to make it through this interview so he could pop the top on whatever he had squirreled away in the bag.  Kyler assumed that meant there was no need to go into detail about which merit badges he’d earned.  Instead, he just said he didn’t have any particularly specialized skills.  
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Good enough.  You’ve been cleared for this detail so here’s what you need to know.  We stock the warehouses with the supplies the looters collect for us.  It’s loud work.  It takes lots of trucks and people to make it happen.  It’s basically impossible to avoid having a herd show up at some point while we’re doing it.  So, we don’t worry about it.  A herd will be headed this way at some point.  When it gets here, we try hard to make sure we aren’t here.  We’re kind of expecting all that to happen in the next day or two.  The problem is we’ve stashed all this junk here and need to guard it so we can’t just leave.  Make sense so far?” 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded.  He was following along and figured he could guess where this was going.  He just hoped he was wrong. 
 
      
 
    “Cool.  So, you’ll be part of the team that hangs out to make sure the whole place gets covered in Zombies.  We’ll have some people hanging out to shut the gates to lock the Zombies in.  Pretty slick really.  The Zombies guard the place for us, and we move along to the next one.  When we’re ready to come get our crap we just walk along the fence line shooting ‘em all.  Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    “Who do I report to sir?”  Kyler asked.   
 
      
 
    “You’ll be reporting to me.  I must’ve pissed off somebody important cause this is how I get to spend my days.  This is the fifth supply cache I’ve been in charge of mothballing, so we have a decent process down.  If that’s all go ahead and head over to the trailer next door and hang out until muster.  I’m thinking the herd will probably start showing up tomorrow sometime.  That gives you time to shower and get some shut eye.  Take advantage of that time.  Once we start working life starts to suck really fast and there’s not a lot of time for things like eating and sleeping.  Dismissed.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler saluted and walked out of the trailer.  He went directly over to the larger trailer next door looking forward to finally getting some rest.  Walking through the front door of the trailer he ran into a shirtless man sitting on a couch in the front room.  The guy had a shot gun leveled at Kyler’s face.  Kyler very slowly raised his hands up to show he wasn’t coming in a threatening manner.   
 
      
 
    “You the FNG?”  The man asked. 
 
      
 
    Thankful for all the time he’d spent around military men Kyler nodded his head in the affirmative.   
 
      
 
    “Ok cool.”  The man lowered the shotgun.  That made Kyler feel a lot better.  He hadn’t realized how large the barrels were on a shotgun until that moment.  “In the old days we’d have had some sort of initiation ceremony.  Now a days.  If you’re living you’ve already been through hell and back so there doesn’t seem to be much of a point to it.  I’m your platoon leader.  Head NCO.  Whatever you want to call it.  You don’t have to salute me just obey every word I say as if it were the word of god.  Bunks are that way.  Go away.” 
 
      
 
    Deciding words weren’t required at the moment Kyler headed the way indicated.  He didn’t like turning his back on that shotgun barrel, but he did it without flinching.  He walked through a door leading into a long hallway.  There were doors on each side leading to different rooms.  Hoping he wasn’t walking in on yet another psycho he randomly picked a door and rapped on it briefly before walking into the room.   
 
      
 
    The room had two kids bunk beds setup in it.  The bottom beds were occupied in each with the two top bunks open.  Kyler walked towards the bed on the right.  A flashlight beam played across his face from the lower bunk.   
 
      
 
    “Just making sure you were one of the sane.”  The man in the bunk said before clicking the flashlight off and disappearing back into the thick comforter covering the bed.   
 
      
 
    Feeling as awkward as a recovering alcoholic at the beach during spring break Kyler flung his gear on the top bunk and climbed up the tiny kid ladder to get to the top.  Feeling ridiculous he spread out on top of the kid sheets laid out on the top bunk.  In the dim light provided by the uncovered window he could see he was snuggling up in Toy Story sheets.  Feeling ridiculous or not it’d been a hard day and he fell asleep within minutes of his head hitting the Buzz Lightyear covered pillowcase. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22:  Road Trip from Hell 
 
      
 
    Doreen couldn’t stop crying.  She had her hands covering her mouth to muffle her sobs.  Zoey was trying to make funny faces at her to help.  Caitlyn had slid closer to Doreen.  She was gently covering her mouth to help keep her quiet and rubbing the little girls back.  The Zombies outside the heavily tinted SUV were making so much noise it would be really difficult to hear anything anyway, but people who got sloppy ended up dead in this new normal.   
 
      
 
    Kelly didn’t blame Doreen for freaking out.  They were surrounded by a mob of psychos who’d like nothing better than to rip the skin off their faces and eat it in front of them.  Watching Caitlyn pat her little girl’s back ignited a spark of anger.  Anger at the world for putting them in this situation.  The anger was quickly consumed by a wave of sadness.  Sadness that this was what their lives had become.  Sadness at how tiny and sickly all her girls looked.  They were all filthy and hungry.  She looked down at her husband who was fast asleep.   
 
      
 
    Tony and Randy both were out.  They’d each gotten the living crap kicked out of them outside the van.  Not for the first time Kelly wondered why the Brotherhood cared so much that they’d escaped.  They’d killed the sister of some big wig, but this was the middle of the freaking apocalypse.  You couldn’t throw a can of beans without hitting a dead body.  How much could that one life have been worth?  The Brotherhood was wasting all kinds of resources coming after them.  She sincerely hoped that this latest attack would be the last.  Hopefully this most recent pile of dead soldiers would convince them to stop sending people after them. 
 
      
 
    Eventually Doreen exhausted herself trying to hold back her own tears and fell asleep.  Everyone else in the large SUV managed to pass out as well.  Kelly found herself alone in the dark with her thoughts surrounded by a mob of demon possessed psycho cannibals.  She lay there thinking how surreal it was she wasn’t completely horrified.  Before this whole apocalypse thing she wouldn’t have slept in the house if a roach disappeared under the couch and they couldn’t find it.  She never let the girls watch scary movies.  She’d had a tough time going outside at night to take the trash to the curb. 
 
      
 
    That woman was gone.  In her place was a wiry tough survivor.  She’d killed with her own hands more times than she could even remember.  She’d experienced depths of despair she’d have never considered possible.  She’d tempered that despair with moments of pure joy like when they’d finally found the girls again.  Randy and she had become such a tight knit team that they really didn’t even need to talk out loud to communicate anymore.  Third wheel Tony had become a part of their family.  An adopted brother to both of them.  They’d lost so many people she just didn’t know if she’d be able to take losing anyone else.  Nothing would stop her from doing whatever was necessary to defend them.   
 
      
 
    She stayed awake until her eyelids finally grew heavy.  The second time she felt herself drifting off she nudged Caitlyn.  There wasn’t much they could watch out for in the SUV.  If anything did happen with that many Zombies surrounding them then basically all they could do was decide if they wanted to die making a run for it or just sit still and die.  The big reason Kelly and Caitlyn needed to be up was to make sure none of the little girls started screaming in their sleep.  Nightmares were a constant sleeping companion for all of them.  Zoey seemed to get them the worst, so she was the one they watched most carefully.  All of them had woken up covered in sweat and screaming in terror more often than they cared to admit though.  The obvious problem being that your nightmare could easily turn into a waking nightmare if you made enough noise to attract any nearby Zombies. 
 
      
 
    Caitlyn was awake to watch the parking garage slowly lighten up as morning settled over the city.  There were still Zombies walking around outside the windows of the SUV, but she spotted them less and less.  None had slapped on the windows or tried to peer into the SUV since her mom had passed the watch to her.  She’d kept busy trying to preempt any nightmares by rubbing the girls backs.  Myriah kept tossing and turning as well but so far, she hadn’t made any noise.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn left the girls to crawl over to where her dad was sleeping with his head on her mom’s chest.  Kelly was sitting up with her back against the plush leather captain’s chair in the first row behind the driver’s seat.  She had Randy’s head laid out in her lap and her hand was still wrapped around his hair where she’d been stroking his head before drifting off.  They’d all have been much more comfortable in the actual seats but were making do on the floor out of an abundance of caution.  They’d killed the engine when they climbed in to avoid attracting the Zombies.  The cold air from the air conditioning lingered though despite the body heat given off by all of them in the confined space.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn noticed Myriah was watching her.  She pointed over at the little girls and Myriah moved to take care of them.  At some point they were all going to need to use the bathroom.  That was something they were going to need to figure out how to take care of quietly and as cleanly as possible if they were stuck in here much longer.  She knew that her parents were going to err on the side of caution.  They’d probably insist on sitting in the SUV all day then making a getaway once the sun went down.  It was going to suck trying to get through the trash strewn streets at night.  As long as they moved fast, they should be able to rush past the Zombies who’d start emerging from their nests once they heard the SUV driving by.   
 
      
 
    Knowing they probably weren’t going to be going anywhere anyway she opted to let her parents sleep a little longer.  It’s not like they’d be able to have a conversation or anything anyway.  They’d be making plans by pointing out the windows and playing charades.  Not that it’d be possible to come up with anything overly brilliant.  Caitlyn figured they’d end up cranking up the SUV and driving like crazy for the Disney side of Orlando.  That’d put a whole city of the infected between them and the main Brotherhood hangout.  She sat there trying to think of twists to add to their standard escape plan.  By the time she noticed her dad staring at her from the eye that wasn’t swollen shut she’d only come up with one suggestion she thought might be worthwhile.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn started trying to pantomime the idea she’d come up with to her dad.  He stared at her like she was a monkey trying to shake a booger off her finger.  It took a while, but he finally understood what she was trying to tell him.  He gave her a thumbs up accompanied by a shrug.  She’d hoped for something a little more enthusiastic.  She wondered if the shrug was because he’d thought of some reason her plan wouldn’t work.  She’d basically communicated that they could push the SUV down the ramp until it was going by itself then just coast out of the garage.  That’d have the huge benefit of not turning them into a giant magnet for all the Zombies within hearing range before they’d even made it out of the garage.   
 
      
 
    As the interior of the garage lit up more and more everyone started groggily moving around.  Zombies were still occasionally bouncing up against the car or walking by, but they were no longer surrounded.  At least not based on what any of them could see from their positions down on the floor.  Kelly motioned for everyone else to stay down as she slowly went around the SUV looking out each window to see what was going on outside.  She was able to see the Zombies had cleared out at some point before dawn on two sides of the SUV.   
 
      
 
    The problem was the areas with the corpses of the soldiers they’d killed strewn about.  Zombies were still hunched down out there sucking the bones clean.  She’d watched two Zombies fighting over the remains of an arm.  The bodies had been mostly picked clean during the night by the hordes that had descended looking for fresh meat.  The Zombies still out there were fighting for scraps.  They were poking around for the pieces that’d fallen off in scuffles between Zombies over the long night of feasting.  A couple of the Zombies were literally lying on the ground licking the pools of blood off the concrete.  Kelly estimated there were still about twenty or so Zombies around the SUV.   
 
      
 
    Twenty Zombies meant they wouldn’t be going anywhere any time soon.  Twenty Zombies would make a ton of noise if they tried starting up the SUV and driving out.  Twenty Zombies were enough to climb on the windshield and block their view while trying to beat in the side windows.  Twenty was way too many for them to hop out of the SUV with knives and bats and try to take out quietly.  With Randy and Tony both out of commission for the short term it would be pretty much impossible to try and take out the Zombies quietly. 
 
      
 
    That meant they were sitting there another day probably.  That meant they were going to have to stay extremely quiet and keep the girls quiet.  They couldn’t risk attracting the attention of the Zombies that were only feet away from them.  Kelly sighed knowing the day was going to be miserable.  Just the bathroom pieces of it alone were going to be brutal.  They had enough water and food to last a few days in the SUV if they had to.  Considering how often they got stuck in this kind of situation they’d made it part of their regular procedure to always stock up on water and food to be ready for events like this.  The bathroom part was going to suck.  Nothing more fun than trying to get little girls to piss in a bottle when the slightest noise could catch the attention of the blood thirsty Zombies surrounding you.  Not even counting the amount of hand sanitizer you needed after the girls completely missed the bottle.   
 
      
 
    The day wore on.  The small mob of Zombies around them gradually thinning out as the Zombies left to go do whatever it was Zombies felt like they needed to accomplish during the day.  The girls passed around bottles of water followed by passing around warm bottles of urine to be tucked away in a pocket in the back seat of the truck.  The terror wore off and the boredom set in.  Kelly spent the day with her stomach in knots waiting for the outburst from one of the girls that’d spell their end.  She was always five seconds from jumping for the driver’s seat to try and get them out of there.   
 
      
 
    Tony and Randy slept through most of the day thanks to the medicinal cocktail Kelly whipped up for them.  She knew she was putting them in a state where they’d be useless in a fight.  Given how bad off they both looked though she didn’t think it was going to make much of a difference.  She’d rather have them resting and healing up than lying there in pain.  At least if they were sleeping their stress levels should be lower which she theorized could speed up the healing process.  She thought once again about how badly she missed being able to Google first aid for random things.  It’d also be nice to get an understanding of exactly what the drugs she kept feeding to her family could end up doing to them.  She kind of understood the concept of milligrams and all that, but then again, she totally didn’t.   
 
      
 
    The day lasted about a million years.  Randy had finally woken back up and was drinking water when the light in the interior of the SUV started slowly dimming.  Tony was using a bottle to recycle some of the water he’d already drank.  The kids and Kelly were all super jealous of how easy it was for boys to pee in bottles.  The descent into darkness meant they now had the opportunity to get out of the garage and Orlando altogether.  The adults were all in agreement that Caitlyn’s plan made the most sense and they should try it.  There was of course one big issue with the plan.  The two Kelly thought should be getting out of the SUV to murder any remaining Zombies and pushing the SUV over to the ramp were the two who could barely move.  On top of the physical pain they were in they also happened to both be completely stoned thanks to her. 
 
      
 
    That meant Kelly, Caitlyn and Myriah would have to get out and handle any Zombies then handle the pushing duties.  Kelly was rapidly losing interest in the pushing the SUV part of Caitlyn’s plan.  On the plus side all of the Zombies seemed to have wandered off.  It was also very possible they were all right around the corner and she just couldn’t see them.  As the darkness descended, she knew their ability to see was just going to continue to get worse.  Then it hit her. 
 
      
 
    The men from the Brotherhood had been wearing night vision!  She’d actually seen the funny looking masks sticking up from the piles of clothes and bones the Zombies had been slinging around.  She knew it was going to sorely tax her final reserves of hand sanitizer, but they needed to get their hands on a couple of those night vision goggles.  In a world where the safest time to move around was at night the goggles could be a serious game changer.  All they needed to do was pop out of the SUV and go root through piles of human remains to find as many unbroken sets of the goggles as they could.  Then they could scrape off the Zombie drool and ignore the entrails smell as they plopped the goggles right on to their own faces.  This whole goggle idea was asking for a massive case of pink eye, but it could very well be just what they needed to get out of the mess they were in. 
 
      
 
    Thinking of all the advantages that could be had by being able to see at night Kelly got more and more excited about the idea.  She finally got excited enough about it to actually pull Caitlyn over and whisper the plan into her ear.  Caitlyn shuddered at the parts about digging through the piles of remains to try and find the goggles but nodded her head vigorously as to it being something worth doing.  Once she deemed it dark enough Kelly decided it was time to put the plan in motion. 
 
      
 
    Randy seemed to be in slightly better shape than Tony, so he was moved up to the driver’s seat.  He resolutely raised his head and put his hands on the steering wheel.  The world was a little foggy and there was a good bit of pain, but he knew failure wasn’t an option.  They left Tony in the back row of the SUV with the girls.  They’d been warned multiple times that Tony was hurt and now they were all busy pretending to be his nurses.  Luckily Tony was too drugged up to be hurt by all the random prods he was getting as the girls quietly checked him for boo boos.   
 
      
 
    Kelly, Caitlyn and Myriah stacked up nervously by the rear passenger door.  Each of them holding their hand weapon of the day.  Kelly had a hatchet in her hand, Caitlyn was sporting the little crowbar Tony normally carried and Myriah had a wooden baseball bat.  Kelly opened the door and they all poured out.  They left the door open as they spread out and moved towards the areas that they knew the piles of remains to be scattered around in.  Myriah went to the left hoisting her wooden bat over her head.  She readied herself to swing hard at anything that moved near her.  They’d discovered after some trial and error that wooden bats were easier to carry around since they didn’t make as much noise as the aluminum ones if you accidently banged them against something. 
 
      
 
    They slowly felt their way forward in the pitch-black darkness of the garage.  Sweeping their feet in front of them until they made contact then getting on hands and knees to pick through the piles of disgusting.  Caitlyn fought down her gag instinct as she ran her hands over a ripped-up pair of sticky pants.  She figured out which way the leg went and worked her hands up until she got to where the head should be.  She felt something poking out of the head and began the complicated job of removing the goggles without breaking them.  It was a job made more difficult by the machete that was stuck in the skull of the body she’d found.  Under the goggles there was still a lot of loose skin and a dangling eyeball.  Telling herself over and over to not try and identify any of the things she was touching she kept working on getting the goggles removed. 
 
      
 
    Kelly was feeling pretty good about how this was all going down.  She managed to find two pairs of goggles and get them off their previous owners with minimal fuss.  Not bothering to try putting them on she made her way back to the SUV and put the goggles on the seat.  She turned and shuffled around in the darkness until she found Caitlyn and Myriah.  She helped them both get the goggles they were working on and all three of them went back towards the SUV.  Kelly walked face first into a Zombie that’d wandered over to investigate the noises it’d heard.  Kelly’s brain latched onto the idea that it was Tony standing there.  He’d probably gotten tired of sitting in the back being poked and prodded by the overly helpful Doc McStuffin fans.   
 
      
 
    “Tony?”  She whispered without thinking.  Her voice shaking a little bit.  Her rational self knew better than to say anything out loud outside of a safe space.   
 
      
 
    The Zombie went from curiously investigating a strange noise to full on screeching with blood lust as soon as the sound of Tony’s name reached its ears.  It lurched forward sweeping it’s arms in a wide circle trying to find the person who’d just revealed themselves as a normal.  One of the Zombies wildly swinging hands caught Kelly across the face knocking her to the ground.  The Zombie dropped to its knees to try and find her.  It desperately spread it’s body out in all directions trying to make contact.  Guttural squeals and that horrifying screech erupting as it searched frantically for the person it sensed so close by.   
 
      
 
    Myriah stepped forward and brought her baseball bat down hard connecting with the concrete floor of the parking garage.  She stepped forward again stifling the urge to scream out for her mom.  A flailing foot from the Zombie kicked her in the shin.  She didn’t lose her balance, but it did alert the Zombie something was standing there.  It twisted around on the ground and launched itself in Myriah’s direction.  Sensing the Zombie coming for her Myriah tried to jump to the side and collided headfirst with the mirror on the passenger side of the SUV.  She gasped in pain and reached up to feel her head.  She had a second to figure out the wet stuff leaking down her forehead was probably blood before the Zombie plowed into her. The impact slamming her body hard against the side of the SUV. 
 
      
 
    Kelly pulled a flashlight out of her pocket and fumbled around with it for a second or two trying to find the button that turned it on.  When she finally figured it out, she aimed the tight beam of light at the side of the SUV.  She saw the Zombie standing over Myriah.  Myriah was rolling herself under the SUV to try and get away from the big brute of a Zombie they’d managed to get tangled up with.  That big brute of a Zombie spun around to stare at the source of the beam of light that’d just revealed it.  With murder in its eyes it charged Kelly.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn stepped in from out of the darkness and swung the crowbar into the oversized monsters forehead.  The crowbar bounced off the thick skull leaving a dent.  The Zombie faltered for a second then turned to attack this new prey that’d just revealed itself.  Kelly rolled her body over and swung her hatchet into its shin as hard as she could from the awkward angle that she’d ended up in.  It was enough to make the Zombie trip as it lunged for Caitlyn.  It landed on the ground and immediately started to spring back up.  Kelly hit it in the leg again with her hatchet and just kept chopping away.  Caitlyn swooped in and did the same on the Zombies head with the crowbar.  At some point the Zombie stopped trying to stand up.   
 
      
 
    Kelly realized Caitlyn was screaming as she slammed the crowbar into the Zombies battered and broken skull.  Then she realized she was screaming too.  Myriah came out from under the Escalade and hustled both of them back towards the SUV.  In the distance they heard Zombie screams starting to build up.  The screams were distant for now, but the Zombies would be there all too soon.  Caitlyn was sobbing from what’d just happened.  Kelly thought they should go around back and start pushing.  She was on the verge of grabbing Caitlyn to go do that when she heard Randy yelling for them to hurry up and get in. 
 
      
 
    Realizing that the low rumble she’d heard had been Randy starting the engine the three of them piled into the SUV.  Kelly carefully moved the goggles to the far seat in the back and looked up to see what Randy was doing.  As soon as Caitlyn had shut the door Randy had flicked on the lights and backed the big vehicle out of the parking spot it was in.  He spun it around and aimed them towards the exit ramp.  Kelly asked what he thought he was doing.   
 
      
 
    “I don’t feel like spending another day sitting here.  Do you?”  Randy asked. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know.  Wouldn’t it be safer to wait another day and try again?  Maybe get these goggles charged up and figured out how to use them?”  Kelly asked.  Randy was already driving them towards the exit.  The big SUV angled downwards on the ramp.  In the light of the headlamps there was already at least one Zombie lurching towards them.   
 
      
 
    “That’d be a great idea if I didn’t think the Brotherhood was probably going to show up at some point tomorrow night.  They’re probably already on the way here.  It’d be hard to hide from them in this big ass black SUV surrounded by a pile of dead people.”   
 
      
 
    “Good point.  Let’s get the hell out of here.  What do you need me to do?”  Kelly asked.  She was worried about Randy driving since he didn’t look super sober.  In addition to looking a little wild eyed he was also pale and, in enough pain, to make him wince when he had to turn the steering wheel to get around the tight corners.   
 
      
 
    “All good under the hood baby doll.  If you want to take the copilots seat up here, I’ll let you know if I need to switch drivers or anything.  May need you to ride literal shotgun if the Brotherhood show up or the Zombies get too deep.” 
 
      
 
    Kelly climbed up in the passenger seat and stared out the window.  Randy had left the headlights on sacrificing stealth for visibility.  In the tiny parking garage with the large concrete barricades and poles everywhere it just wasn’t going to work trying to maneuver in the dark.  If they could get at least one pair of the night vision goggles to work they’d have a slightly higher chance of surviving the night.   
 
      
 
    “Caitlyn can you check the goggles and see if any of them work?”  Kelly asked.  Caitlyn and Myriah had been busy checking on the little kids and getting them in seat belts.  At this new request Caitlyn immediately left that chore to Myriah and slid herself over to check on the goggles.   
 
      
 
    Randy ran over the first Zombie.  It’d come straight at them.  There was hardly any room to maneuver between the concrete pylons in the parking garage, so Randy just kept going straight.  The Zombie tried to scramble up on the hood but lost its footing and ended up disappearing under the big black beast of an SUV.  The Escalade handled that first Zombie without anyone in the vehicle even feeling the bump when the Zombie was smashed beneath the big tires.   
 
      
 
    “I think they work!”  An excited Caitlyn announced from the seat behind Randy.   
 
      
 
    Randy immediately stopped the SUV and flipped off the headlights.  Caitlyn handed him the pair she’d been testing.  Everything had looked green out the back window, but she’d been able to make out the general shape of the garage.  It should be good enough to allow them to drive without needing the headlights.  A solid wall of screeching coming from the lower levels let them know they didn’t have a whole lot of time.  Randy screwed around with the straps that held the contraption on his head until he thought he had it figured out.  He tried to put it on his head and realized he didn’t have it figured out.  The straps were too tight for him to pull the mask down.   
 
      
 
    A Zombie started slapping the window beside him.  Kelly was yelling at him to hurry up.  Caitlyn was handing another pair to Kelly to try on.  Before Randy knew what was happening, he was being levered out of his seat to make room for Kelly to drive.  He reflected that was probably a good idea since in the process of trying to put the mask on he’d realized that something in his shoulder just wasn’t working right.  He’d almost blacked out from the pain when he’d moved his arm a certain way to try and put the goggles on.  He settled into the passenger seat as Kelly took off driving entirely too fast.  At least as far as Randy was concerned. 
 
      
 
    Randy still couldn’t get his goggles to strap on, so he moved the straps out of the way and just put the whole rig up to his face.  He wasn’t able to hold it as still as he’d like with just the one good arm.  It didn’t help that Kelly was driving like a drunk monkey on a snowmobile chasing a giant banana across a frozen lake.  It was a weird analogy and yet another reason Randy realized he shouldn’t be driving.  At this point they weren’t super sure which of the expired pain pills in the Ziploc baggies were which dosage, so it was a crap shoot if you were going to have your pain level reduced with or without hallucinating.   
 
      
 
    The Brotherhood may be a bunch of fascist pigs, but they had really good taste in automobiles.  The pricey SUV handled like it was a sports car.  Kelly zoomed around the tiny garage at a speed that she knew was going to freak everyone out, but it wasn’t like they had much choice.  Given enough time this whole garage was going to be full of Zombies screaming for blood.   
 
      
 
    They normally tried to avoid running over Zombies for fear of what they may do to the tires and the engine components underneath whatever they were driving.  Kelly made an exception this time.  She ran down anything that got in their way.  The Escalade hadn’t had any issues with it so far.  The shiny chrome grill was going to be a mess by the time they got to the bottom but as long as they were still mobile, she could care less.  Despite her challenged visibility she was able to tell when they reached the exit to the garage.  She’d been worried the gate would be closed and there’d be a massive horde of Zombies on the other side screaming for fresh meat.  It turned out pretty anticlimactic.  She drove quickly down the exit ramp without seeing a single Zombie.     
 
      
 
    At the bottom of the ramp she slowed down to turn out of the valet area and onto the street.  Randy and Caitlyn both found themselves gasping for air.  Neither had realized it but they’d been holding their breaths during the horrifying drive down to the bottom.  Randy had almost put his goggles in his lap as riding in the dark would’ve been less terrifying.  Kelly was stopped and adjusting the straps on her goggles when a motion caught all of their eyes.  A group of men were running in single file across the street towards them.  The men were all loaded up for going to war.  They approached the SUV forming a semicircle around it.  Randy wondered why the men charging them hadn’t started pointing their guns at them yet.  Instead they seemed to be approaching almost casually.  Then Randy understood. 
 
      
 
    “Ram through them.  They think we’re the team they had upstairs.  As soon as they figure out who we actually are this whole situation changes.”  Kelly nodded.  She’d already worked it out herself and come to the same conclusion.  She cast a quick look back over her shoulder. 
 
      
 
    “Kids.  Get down on the ground right now and hang on.”   
 
      
 
    Then she floored it. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23:  Baiting the Trap 
 
      
 
    “Muster time man.  Wake up.  You’ve got five minutes to get your toes on the line.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler looked down at the man who’d just poked him.  He was going to ask him what he was talking about but before he could get the words out the guy disappeared out the door.  Below him he could hear noises as the guy on the bottom rack started getting dressed.  Not seeing any way out of it Kyler sat up and tied his boots.  It was pretty much all the undressing he did for bed now a days.  About the tenth time you go hauling ass out of a window through the woods with Zombies trying to eat you ensuring you’re wearing pants and shoes at all times becomes a solid habit.  If there’s anything worse than being chased by Zombies through the woods, it’s being chased by Zombies through the woods while you’re half naked. 
 
      
 
    “You ready man?”  The guy in the bottom bunk asked Kyler.   
 
      
 
    “Good to go.”  Kyler said as he lowered his aching body down the side of the bunkbed.  The guy on the floor got a good look at his scars. 
 
      
 
    “You look like you’ve been there and done that.  I’m Rodriguez.”  The man held out his hand for Kyler to shake.   
 
      
 
    “Cool.  I’m Kyler.  What’s the deal here?”  Kyler asked as he shook the proffered hand. 
 
      
 
    “You’ll find out soon enough.  Time to earn our enormous perks and fat paychecks.”  Rodriguez spun on his heel and led the way out of the trailer.  A few more men joined them in the narrow hallway leading to the exit.  Most of them looked at Kyler distrustfully not relaxing until Rodriguez nodded at them to signal that he knew him. 
 
      
 
    Krantz was standing outside waiting for the men to assemble.  All told there ended up being about fifteen of them including Kyler and Krantz.  Kyler fell in behind the first line of people and stood in the same pose the others were maintaining.  Krantz may be a raging alcoholic but he demanded a certain level of discipline in his men.  There were much worse things than having to stand quietly while you waited for some officer prick to decide you’d been standing there long enough.  Krantz waited until everything had gotten into position before addressing them. 
 
      
 
    “Good morning men.  We’ve got a noob for those of you who don’t smell the fresh meat.  Rodriguez, I’m pairing him up with you to learn the ropes.  Try not to get him get killed.  It’s getting harder to get replacements.  He’s more like an eagle scout than an army scout.”  Krantz waited for Rodriguez to bark out a yes sir then continued talking.  “We’ll be baiting the place up tonight when everyone rolls out.  We’ve got to collect the bait and verify everything’s locked down then we can all get some shut eye.  It’s going to be a long night.  We’ll meet back here at twenty-one hundred.  Any questions?” 
 
      
 
    No one had any questions so Krantz peeled off a few of them to go check on the bait then told Rodriguez to take the eagle scout and verify all the locks.  Once his orders were given Krantz disappeared back into his trailer to drink himself into a nice long nap.   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  We get to grab a cart and make sure everything’s locked up tight.  You need to take a piss or anything before we leave?”  Rodriguez asked him.  Kyler shook his head no and followed Rodriguez over to a shed that had a green golf cart with giant wheels sitting in it.  They climbed into the cart and Rodriguez started digging in the console to find the key.   
 
      
 
    “What are we doing?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “We’re going to fire up this contraption and drive around to make sure all the buildings are locked up tight.  This is where all the supplies go that the looters load onto the trucks.  It’s all been counted so the leaders know how much is here and can plan out the best way to use it.  Our job’s to protect it.” 
 
      
 
    “So, we’re going to fight off the Zombies?”  Kyler asked.  This whole plan wasn’t making a ton of sense to him.   
 
      
 
    “Nope.  The opposite.  We know a herd’s on the way.  You can’t have this many people and machines doing stuff in the same place for this long and not have ‘em show up.  So, we lock the doors, lure the Zombies in then leave them behind to guard the warehouse for us.  It’s dangerous work.  We’re still trying to figure out the best way to get it done but it seems like it’s pretty effective.  We can’t exactly hire a security company to monitor our junk for us.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded his head as Rodriguez wrapped up the explanation.  It made sense.  It was genius really.  Instead of letting the Zombies showing up ruin the idea for the warehouses someone had figured out a way to turn it into a positive.  They began driving and wrapping big chains and locks around doors after checking out the insides of the warehouses.  The warehouses were packed with supplies.  Enough to keep hundreds of people stocked up for years.  Weapons, food, water, building supplies, medicine, and a ton of other stuff was sorted in bins inside the giant buildings.   
 
      
 
    “How do we get the Zombies to hang out here?”  Kyler asked as they were driving between buildings. 
 
      
 
    “That’s the messed-up part.  We leave the people who’ve been sentenced chained up inside as bait.  We have pens built for them.  That’s what those plastic boxes are for.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler had seen the plastic boxes with the supplies in them but hadn’t really put a lot of thought into what they were for.  They drove past one a minute later and he noticed the chain bolted to the floor for the first time.  The plastic box was about a hundred square feet of living.  Assuming the walls held from the Zombies pouring in and the person in the box didn’t go crazy and figure out a way to kill themselves.  There were cases of water and food in some of them.  Kyler began to see why Krantz was an alcoholic.  It was probably the crutch Krantz needed to be able to stay sane being involved in something like this.   
 
      
 
    “So, they just get stuck in these houses and the Zombie’s stay here trying to get at them until they run out of water and die?”  Kyler asked.  He was feeling a little nauseous thinking about it.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  Sucks for them but they only pick people who deserve it.  Most of them are traitors or rapists or murderers or some other kind of criminal scumbag.  Leadership here is all about using the whole buffalo you know.  So instead of just hanging these assholes off the closest power pole as an example for everybody they use them to get the Zombies to settle in around these warehouses.  A big part of our job is to make sure the fences get sealed up good and tight.”  
 
      
 
    “Seems kind of messed up.”  Kyler responded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah it is.  But they never send us women or kids if that’s what you’re worried about.  I don’t know if I could leave a kid or a woman in box like that.  A rapist though?  Not a problem.  A traitor?  The dudes trying to get me killed.  Screw him.  Hand me that chain.”  Rodriguez grabbed the chain Kyler offered him and wrapped it around the last door they were responsible for checking.  He seemed to think the conversation around locking up people in plastic boxes as Zombie bait was over. 
 
      
 
    “When do they put them in the boxes?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “They’ve probably already started.  They normally get them to do some Oxy and give them some liquor to sedate them.  It works good except for the ones who get violent on that combo.  Also, the ones who die if we let them get too much of it.  We learned that one the hard way.  Once they start mellowing out, we move them into the pens and get them secured.  Hope you’re still not having too many problems with it cause that’s where we’re heading now that we’re done with the doors.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler leaned back in his seat and took a deep breath.  He felt the tattoo on his back burning into his soul.  He caught himself trying to justify shoving people into plastic boxes.  He couldn’t really think of a way to justify it.  Who was the one deciding who was going to end up as bait?  Who was the one deciding if someone was a murderer or not?  Pretty much most the people alive today had killed infected or other people to get to where they were today.  It just seemed like it’d be too easy for whoever was in charge to toss people into the bait box to get rid of them.   
 
      
 
    They drove around the warehouses and out towards a smaller building on the edge of the parking lot.  It looked like it may have housed cleaning supplies or something at some point in the past.  It’d been converted to a makeshift prison.  About fifty men dressed in rags were milling around in the shade of the building inside a fenced in area.  A guard sat on top of the building with a cross bow and a rifle.  Kyler assumed if someone was trying to break out the guard would take a shot with the crossbow.  Shooting guns would bring too many Zombies too quickly.  The guard had his real weapon on his side.  A walkie talkie he could use to have the rest of the guards show up to put a stop to anything the prisoners may try. 
 
      
 
    A red pickup truck was pulling away from the building.  The truck had a couple of guards in it with four prisoners sitting in the back.  The prisoners had their hands and legs secured so were sitting pretty awkwardly.  Their faces showing the effects of the Jack Daniels and Oxy they’d been given.  Kyler wondered if they had any idea where they were being taken.  If they did, they might have tried harder to get a lot higher.  If you had to pick a way to go out, then a drugged-out overdose seemed a lot better than sitting in a plastic box until Zombies broke in to eat you alive.  Depending on how solid those plastic houses were Kyler guessed they also had the option of slowly starving to death. 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez parked the golf cart and got out.  Kyler hopped out as well and followed Rodriguez over to another pickup truck sitting beside the building.  Kyler noticed the truck had some people tied up in the back so that was great.  A guard standing there told them what warehouse to take the four prisoners to they had in the back.  Rodriguez got in the driver’s seat while Kyler hopped in the back to keep an eye on the prisoners.  When they were settled in Rodriguez started driving towards the area they’d been assigned. 
 
      
 
    Kyler looked down at the drugged-out group he was watching over.  He noticed one of the men was staring at him and seemed familiar.  After looking at him a little longer he recognized him as one of the guys from the back of the tractor trailer that he’d ridden to the base in.  No way that guy was a murderer or a rapist.  He was just one of the looters who’d been caught up in the escape.  The man was trying to tell him something, but his mouth was too relaxed from the drugs.  Kyler forced himself to make eye contact.  He wanted to feel something for this guy.  He wanted to do the right thing. 
 
      
 
    “Help me get this one secured.”  Rodriguez said breaking the trance Kyler was in.   
 
      
 
    Kyler jumped over the side of the pickup truck and helped Rodriguez drag off one of the prisoners.  Kyler fireman carried the dead weight of the bound prisoner over to the entrance to the plastic pen and shoved him in.  Once he was all the way in Rodriguez went around to the other side to handcuff the guy to the chain that came up out of the floor.  It was long enough to give the prisoner room to move all around the small plastic prison but if he managed to break free, he wouldn’t be able to actually go anywhere.   
 
      
 
    The doors were crude but effective.  They used a wooden frame with big pieces of thick clear plastic screwed to them.  Rodriguez told Kyler the holding pens always looked different at the different facilities because they’d use whatever materials were on hand to build them.  The pens were started as soon as the warehouse area was cleared of Zombies.  They were started even before the first truck rolled in from the looters.  One of the warehouses here had happened to have a ton translucent plastic sheeting so they’d come up with the idea of building these little see through greenhouse looking things.  The whole idea was to drive the Zombies crazy trying to get at the human happy meal inside.   
 
      
 
    When enough Zombies tried to tear something apart it normally ended up getting torn apart.  These structures were built pretty solid as far as Kyler could tell but they wouldn’t hold up forever.  Kyler watched as Rodriguez finished shackling the guy to the floor and locking up the pen.  They walked back to the truck to drive to the next site.  Kyler hopped into the back again.  This time he did his best not to look at the guy he’d recognized.  He felt like if he was going to have said something, he would’ve done it when they chained the previous guy up.  For all he knew that guy was just as innocent as the guy he recognized from the tractor trailer ride. 
 
      
 
    Kyler grabbed the other two guys out of the back of the truck for the next two stops.  He was putting off the inevitable.  He knew the right thing to do was pull out his gun and make a run for the border with the man he’d recognized.  If he didn’t do that, he was complicit in getting an innocent man killed.  A man whose only crime had been trying to survive.  His punishment for knowing this base existed was to be made part of the permanent force left behind.  If he chained this guy up, he was a murderer.   
 
      
 
    Kyler tried to hold off the rationalization.  His mind desperately searching for a way to justify what he knew he’d be faced with doing in a few minutes.  Maybe this guy really was a criminal?  If he tried to rescue the guy, then they’d both just end up dead.  He could fight the Brotherhood better if he stayed alive and kept their trust.  By the time the truck rolled to a stop by a metal spike in the ground he’d convinced himself to go with the flow.  His conscience tried to rear back up for another try, but he’d already let himself slide down the rationalization slope. 
 
      
 
    The guy Kyler had saved from the greenhouse pens was to be shackled to a stake in the ground and left to be ripped apart by the first wave of Zombies.  Kyler helped chain the man up then walked back to the truck.  He could feel the man’s eyes boring into his back.  Kyler had been very purposeful in not making eye contact with the prisoner while he shackled him up.  He’d completely screwed the guy by saving him for last.  He didn’t even get a pen to hang out in or any snacks.   
 
      
 
    “Hey.  Any idea what that guy did?”  Kyler asked Rodriguez who’d leaned against the side of the truck for a smoke break. 
 
      
 
    “No clue.  I know we got a lot more people to use bait than usual.  I think some refugees may have showed up here looking for shelter.  Once they see the place they’re not allowed to live.  We use a higher level of citizen here to sort everything.  They all get special treatment so they’re pretty loyal overall.  We don’t have to worry as much about them running off and telling the world where we’ve hidden all our supplies.”  
 
      
 
    Kyler stopped walking and watched as Rodriguez continued moving towards the truck.  Rodriguez was intent on getting in the truck and getting back to the trailer to rest up before the Zombies started to show.  Kyler thought about how easy it’d be to just shoot Rodriguez in the back and leave.  He could walk back and unshackle the innocent he’d just handcuffed to a steel pike to be served up for the Zombies.  It could’ve been him that was being left there.  Kyler had actually started reaching for his gun when Rodriguez reached the truck and opened the driver’s side door.  Rodriguez looked back and noticed the weird expression on Kyler’s face. 
 
      
 
    “Hey man.  This messed me up to the first couple of times too.  Don’t worry.  You’ll get used to it.  The world’s different now.  You just got to roll with it man.  Remember it’s better to be the guy handcuffing people than the guy getting handcuffed.  Right?” 
 
      
 
    Kyler’s hand fell back to this side.  He felt his face stretching out in a big fake smile.  He heard himself agreeing with what Rodriguez had said.  It was like someone else was saying the words.  He walked over and sat down in the truck next to Rodriguez.  They talked about inconsequential things as they drove back to the trailer.  Kyler had done nothing to save an innocent life.  He was wracked with guilt lying in the top bunk of the room on top of the rumpled Toy Story sheets.  They had the alarm in the room set to give them a solid four hours of sleep before muster.  He stared at the ceiling waiting for the alarm to ring.  Below him he heard Rodriguez snoring.   
 
      
 
    Four hours later the alarm went off.  Kyler was shocked that he’d actually been able to fall asleep.  He wiped his eyes to remove the marks of the tears he’d shed at his own cowardice.  It sucked to let yourself down.  You always told yourself that if you were in a situation where it mattered, you’d do the right thing no matter what.  It was a massive let down when you finally got tested and you failed.  Kyler assumed everyone he’d ever known in his life would be ashamed of him for what he’d done.  He was disgusted at his own actions. 
 
      
 
    On the muster line they were given assignments again that didn’t make a ton of sense to Kyler.  Krantz ordered him to stick with Rodriguez again to see how it was done.  Wondering what ‘it’ was and how much more of his soul doing ‘it’ was going to cost him Kyler walked with Rodriguez over to where the golf cart was parked. 
 
      
 
    “The patrols will start letting the Zombies through now.  Once a few of them get close enough they’ll start seeing the people we have as bait and go into their screeching routine.  We’ll have some men shoot off some fireworks right before dawn.  The fireworks should attract a ton of them.  A lot have been homing in on this depot already anyway.  That’d be why we’re leaving now.”  Rodriguez steered the golf cart for the fence on the other side of the base from where they’d come in at.   
 
      
 
    “What do we do?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “We wait until a ton of Zombies have gotten inside the fence then we get to shut the gate and lock them in.”  Rodriguez said flashing a big grin at the look on Kyler’s face.  “Yeah, it’s dangerous as hell.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24:  Careless and Reckless 
 
      
 
    The Escalade accelerated fast enough to have Kelly struggling to get the steering wheel turned quickly enough to avoid the massive concrete divider in the valet area.  She was entirely focused on not crashing.  She barely even noticed the soldier she ran over as she was turning out onto the main street.  Some part of her mind noted the sound of gunfire and breaking glass all around her, but she didn’t let it distract her.  Everyone in the world that she loved was in the big metal box on wheels she was trying to drive through a mob of Zombies while being shot at.  She wasn’t going to let any of them get killed because of her.   
 
      
 
    Randy pushed himself back into his seat.  He’d considered putting the window down and sticking his gun out to take potshots at the men shooting at them.  With the wildly erratic driving Kelly was doing though he didn’t think he’d have any chance of hitting anything.  He decided he’d save his ammunition and just work hard on praying none of the bullets slamming into the Escalade actually found a target.  He was also hoping none of those bullets managed to pop a tire or hit anything important in the engine.   
 
      
 
    They were approaching a T intersection at a speed that didn’t seem survivable.  The back window was getting peppered with bullets that were ripping up the fancy leather seats.  The kids in the back were screaming in fear.  Randy glanced back and saw that Tony had managed to drag himself over to the seat the kids were on.  He was lying with his body protecting Zoey, Doreen and Ali from any bullets that may come straight in from the back.   
 
      
 
    The gunfire cut off suddenly.  Kelly felt like they’d been getting shot at for hours but in reality, it couldn’t have been more than twenty seconds.  The brief gun battle having been brought on by the surprised reaction of the men who’d been sent there to capture them.  Those men had expected to walk in and find the earlier team had already taken care of the fugitives.  When they’d seen the black Escalade cruising down the ramp, they’d basically thought it was mission over.  Now they realized the heavy price they were going to have to pay for reacting the way they had.  The gunfire stopped as the inhuman screeches from the Zombies echoed loudly throughout the whole city.   
 
      
 
    At the intersection Kelly cut the wheel hard to the left.  The SUV fishtailed and bounced off the remains of a FedEx truck that’d caught on fire at some point.  Bouncing crazily away from the FedEx truck they slammed into a couple of small cars that the big SUV sent flying into the glass windows of a bar.  Zombies started appearing in the street in force.  Nests of Zombies huddled together in the dilapidated skyscrapers heard the gunfire and the sounds of the SUV coming down the street.  Thousands of Zombies from all over the city desperate for human flesh began to converge on the area of town the noise was coming from.   
 
      
 
    Kelly kept the accelerator glued to the floorboard.  They were in a race with time now.  Would they make it out before the streets were too flooded with Zombies for them to be able to make it?  They weren’t in a secure gigantic tank with blacked out windows anymore.  The back window was gone except for some jagged shards around the edges.  Most of the other windows were barely holding on.  They couldn’t just stop and let the Zombies wander around them this time while they hid and waited for them to go away.  Behind them the soldiers who’d been hunting them now became the hunted.  Hundreds of Zombies mobbed the street they were in forcing the men to run up the valet entrance into the garage.  They didn’t figure out the gate closing trick like Kelly had.  They ended up being chased for two levels by screaming monsters before the last man running was eventually jumped on by an adrenalized Zombie who took a big chunk out of the screaming man’s neck.   
 
      
 
    Across the street two men sat in a heavily tinted SUV watching as the rest of their patrol disappeared into the garage. 
 
      
 
    “They won’t be coming out of there anytime soon.”  The one whispered to the other as they peeked out the windows.  The SUV was rocking as hundreds of Zombies rushed past trying to locate the source of the noises they’d heard.  The noises that signaled a normal human victim waiting for them.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah they’re pretty much screwed.  Now shut up and get low or we’re going to be the next ones ripped apart.”  Taking his own advice to heart the man made himself more comfortable on the carpeted floor.  It was going to be a long night.  Judging by the sounds coming from outside the truck they’d be hanging out on the floor of the SUV for a pretty long time.  He still thought it was a massive waste of the Brotherhood’s limited resources to keep sending people after the idiots who’d killed the Senator’s sister.  His was not to question why though.   
 
      
 
    A phalanx of Zombies was coming down the street towards them.  Kelly was going way too fast to stop.  Even if she could stop it wasn’t like there was anything they could do besides sit there and die in agonizing pain when the Zombies swarmed the Escalade.  If stopping wasn’t an option Kelly did the only other thing that she could think of to do.  Screaming like a banshee she coaxed even more speed out of the SUV.  They’d moved past driving too fast to just straight suicidal stupid speed.   
 
      
 
    “Ludicrous speed!”  Randy chimed in with a nervous grin showing he was on the same wavelength as his wife.   
 
      
 
    Remembering the scene from Spaceballs Randy had just brought up Kelly just hoped they’d end up better than those guys had.  She didn’t have very long to wonder if it was going to work or not.  The Escalade slammed hard into the tight group of Zombies.  It cut some of the Zombies in half sending arms and heads spinning up into the air to coat the SUV with blood, guts and body parts.  A few of the Zombies were thrown right over the roof of the Escalade with enough force to ensure they wouldn’t be getting back up again any time soon.  One Zombie ended up with its head buried in their windshield.    
 
      
 
    Kelly kept driving.  She couldn’t see since the parts of the windshield not webbed with cracks were coated with the wet parts of the Zombies they’d just snapped in half.  She felt the Escalade slowing.  She pressed harder on the pedal and heard the engine start to scream as the RPM gauge shot into the red.  She let up on the pedal and they started slowing down way too quickly.  Zombies started beating on the SUV from all sides.  Her night vision goggles were useless at this point.  Completely blind and crying in fear and frustration she kept the pedal stomped down.  She felt the SUV getting pushed to the right by the press of Zombies attacking them.  It felt like they were going to roll until the Zombies on the other side began pushing just as hard.   
 
      
 
    Randy’s window shattered.  Zombie hands were thrust through it.  He leaned back and pointed his rifled into the faces of the demons trying to get in and started pulling the trigger.  Other windows were cracking.  Caitlyn was waving around her gun and sitting tall in the back ready to start shooting at the first Zombies she saw reaching in.  Tony had forced himself up into a seat and was sitting there with his pistol drawn.  He’d been afraid to pull it out as he was in so much pain and still so drugged up, he didn’t know if he’d do more damage than good.  He knew if he accidentally shot one of these kids, he’d have to put the next bullet through his own head because he wouldn’t be able to live with himself.   
 
      
 
    The tires on the SUV finally got a good grip on the road and they blasted forward through dozens of Zombies.  Leaving a trail of broken and twisted bodies on the ground they lurched forward down the street.  Ahead of them more Zombies were pouring out of buildings onto the road.  The sounds of the SUV and the pistol shots from Randy adding to their bloodlust.  Kelly aimed for the gap in the street that was still relatively clear and just kept her foot pinned to the floor.   
 
      
 
    They roared down the middle of the street.  Smashing the Zombies out of the way who leapt for their vehicle as it zoomed past them.  Kelly screamed while she drove.  Randy was trying to reload.  He was covered in gunk from the head of the Zombie that was still stuck in the windshield.  Bits of glass flew back on him and Kelly from the broken windshield.  Bigger and bigger pieces falling out as they bounced over Zombies and other junk strewn about the road.  Randy realized he was getting soaked from the windshield wiper fluid Kelly was spraying as they drove.  He couldn’t tell her over the noise from the screaming Zombies, but he didn’t think the windshield wiper fluid was going to help a lot in this situation.   
 
      
 
    Kelly stared though a big hole in the windshield in front of her.  She’d considered shooting holes through the windshield or trying to kick out part of it.  Even as she’d been thinking about that some toddler Zombie had bounced it’s head off the windshield leaving her a nice toddler head shaped viewport to the nightmare surrounding them.  Completely ignorant of the now dead three-year-old who’d given her the gift of being able to see where she was driving, she kept going.  She was slowly starting to think they may even make it out of the city if their luck held.  She pushed that optimistic thought out of her head.  She didn’t want to do anything to jinx them.  She knew it’d been a hundred percent luck they’d managed to make it this far. 
 
      
 
    The SUV was covered in bullet holes.  It was a miracle nothing important had been hit.  Smashing through Zombies and anything else that got in her way Kelly kept them moving.  On every street they went down the Zombies were coming out to see what the fuss was.  She turned the SUV towards the huge sports complex on the edge of town.  It was like she was playing a cheap virtual reality game staring out the little hole with the night vision goggles on.  Everything was green. and tunnel vision didn’t even begin to describe the issues she was having.  Up ahead she saw what looked like a couple of cars blocking their path, so she yanked the steering wheel to put them up on the sidewalk.  They smashed through a few more Zombies and another chunk of the windshield fell out.  The glass smashed painfully into her face but at least now she could see better.  The big bug faced goggles had protected her pretty well from the glass flying off so far.  She hoped Randy was doing ok over in his seat.   
 
      
 
    “It’s bright enough to see out!  You can take the goggles off if you want!”  Kelly heard Caitlyn yelling from behind her.  She knew it’d make life easier to rip the damned things off her head but right now she couldn’t spare the time.  She had both hands clamped to the steering wheel as she desperately tried to navigate them through a seemingly endless parade of cars and Zombies.   
 
      
 
    She shot out of a side street and saw the interstate was now running above them.  She turned left and drove hard for where she knew the on ramp should be.  Zombies were rushing for the SUV from every conceivable angle.  She hit a curb slamming everyone hard against their belts.  Caitlyn bounced off the ceiling.   
 
      
 
    “Get your seat belt on!”  Randy yelled at her.  Caitlyn dazedly looked around for a belt to slap on.  Randy went back to being in serious pain.  He had a pocket full of pills but was afraid to take any of them until they got out of this mess.  If nothing else the pain was helping him stay alert.  He looked in the back and saw Tony with his arms protectively around the girls.  Tony saw him looking and shot him a quick thumbs up.   
 
      
 
    Kelly bounced them over more curbs.  She hit a parking meter cutting under the interstate trying to get to the onramp before they were buried by the massive numbers of Zombies converging on them.  She turned the wheel hard leaving a lot of the expensive Escalade paint job on the side of a concrete barrier.  Coming around that she finally had a clear shot at the on-ramp.  There was a police car that’d been parked in front of it to keep people from getting on the interstate.  Or, maybe it was to keep people from getting off the interstate.  She’d given up on trying to decipher what people had done to try and stop the spread of the disease back in the days everyone thought it could still be stopped. 
 
      
 
    There were Zombies converging on them from all sides.  She started to ask Randy what she should do then realized she already knew what he’d say.   
 
      
 
    “Hold onto something!  Brace yourselves!”  Randy yelled.  He’d seen what she was planning to do.  He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t think of anything better. 
 
      
 
    They hit the cop car going about eighty mile per hour.  At the last second Kelly almost hit the brake but seeing the Zombies all around them she pressed down harder on the accelerator instead.  They hit the cop car.  It spun out of their way.   
 
      
 
    Kelly felt her seatbelt lock up to keep her in place from the collision.  Then airbags deployed knocking her senseless.  She felt herself losing control of the SUV.  It skidded sideways as she applied the brake while trying not to puke or pass out.  The SUV finally skidded to a stop on the interstate.  Kelly was out of it.   
 
      
 
    “Wake up!  Wake up!  We have to go now!”  Caitlyn was yelling at her from the back seat.  Caitlyn was struggling with her own locked up seat belt trying to get it off so she could get her mom or dad moving again.  They both looked like the air bags had messed them up pretty bad.  She got her seatbelt off and looked behind her where Myriah was checking on the kids.  Tony looked like he’d passed out again.  Looking over Tony to see out the back window she saw a solid wave of death surging up the on-ramp.   
 
      
 
    Caitlyn grabbed a bottle of water off the floor and dumped it on her mom’s head.  Kelly struggled for a second before finally seeming to realize where she was. 
 
      
 
    “Drive mom!  We have to go!  Zombies are right behind us!  Drive now please!”  Caitlyn was yelling.  She didn’t think she had enough time to try and get Kelly out of her seatbelt and switch places with her.  The hard part of the drive was done.  All her mom had to do now was drive them down the interstate faster than the Zombies could run.   
 
      
 
    “Hurry up!”  Myriah yelled from the back.  She was staring out the broken back window at the Zombies coming for them.  Caitlyn didn’t think they’d be very far behind.  They had seconds at most to get moving.   
 
      
 
    Kelly ripped the night vision goggles off her head.  Panting like a dog running on a hot day she pressed down on the accelerator.  They ran into a car.  She let go of the accelerator and hit the brakes.  She was in so much pain she couldn’t figure out where they were.  Her neck was killing her.  The air bag had burnt her everywhere she had exposed skin.  The front windshield had completely shattered.  A dead Zombie was spread across the console between her and Randy.  Randy was completely out.  Kelly hoped he was ok.   
 
      
 
    Deciding that being stealthy at this point was pretty much out the window she flipped the headlights on and started driving.  She’d moved pretty fast for someone who probably had a concussion.  She hadn’t move fast enough though.  The first wave of Zombies caught up with them.  Hands were shoved through broken windows groping for the cowering people inside.  Caitlyn opened fire out the window she was sitting beside.  Kelly sped the SUV up, but the Zombies were all over it.  Tony was sitting up trying to get his gun into play.  Randy was still out cold.   
 
      
 
    One of the adrenalized Zombies shot right through what was left of the back window and started clambering across the back seat to get at the girls.  Zoey tried to pull Doreen off the seat but they both still had seat belts on.  Ali was screaming while Myriah was poking at the Zombie with a wooden baseball bat trying to shove it back out the window.  The Zombie struck down impossibly fast towards Zoey.  Leading with its mouth wide open to rip at the young flesh on the seat below it.   
 
      
 
    Tony hooked his hand right into the Zombies mouth and pulled like he was trying to start a lawn mower that’d been sitting in the shed all winter.  Tony and the Zombie disappeared down onto the floor in a tangle of arms and legs.  Another Zombie was standing on the back bumper with its torso visible through the shattered back window.  It was bending down trying to figure out how to get in without falling off the back of the moving SUV.  Caitlyn shot it repeatedly in the stomach until it fell off the back of the SUV and disappeared into the darkness.  
 
      
 
    Tony stood up covered in blood.  He had his knife clenched in his left hand and a crazy look in his eyes.  He scanned the backseat to make sure everyone was ok then collapsed back down onto the floor.  Myriah and Caitlyn checked the rest of the SUV over but didn’t see any more Zombies hanging on or anything.  Kelly kept them moving at a decent clip away from all the excitement.  As she was driving, she turned to look over her shoulder into the back and see what was going on.  She wished she’d kept the night vision goggles on since the wind was making her tear up.  Missing the rear-view mirror was killing her.  She was able to hear all the commotion in the back but couldn’t see what was going on.  She prayed no one was hurt.   
 
      
 
    At the same time that she turned her head to look into the back seat the front right tire decided to blow out.  To be fair to the tire it’d sustained a lot of damage over the course of the night and still managed to perform very well.  When the tire blew out Kelly slammed on the brakes and overcompensated for the spin they were thrown into.  The big black Escalade smashed through a series of road cones and warning signs before slamming into the concrete barrier on the far side of the road.  For a sickening couple of heartbeats, the tires on the passenger side lifted up off the ground.   
 
      
 
    Sliding backwards with the brakes fully engaged Kelly tasted blood in her mouth and wondered at what point in the night she’d managed to bite her tongue.  The SUV slid around until the front was aligned correctly with the road again before slamming into yet another concrete barrier.  Kelly’s head slammed against the steering wheel hard enough to make her miss the air bags.  The coppery taste of blood in her mouth tripled as she spit a big glob of it onto the floor.  She tried pressing on the accelerator, but nothing happened.  The gear shifter wouldn’t move into reverse.  There was steam billowing out from under the hood.   
 
      
 
    Randy was still out cold.  Smashing the SUV into yet another barrier probably hadn’t helped him any.  Kelly took her seatbelt off and went to check on everyone.  All the kids were doing ok.  They were covered in blood and needed some gummy bear Prozac’s but physically they all appeared ok.  It struck her that she couldn’t even remember the last time she’d heard Doreen say anything.  They’d been beating it into the girls heads to keep quiet for so long that it’d become more of a natural state for them than the giggly talkative way they should be at that age.  Yet another thing the rise of the Zombies had stolen from them.   
 
      
 
    “Get the girls out of the car!”  Kelly barked at Caitlyn and Myriah.     
 
      
 
    Kelly let herself out of the SUV and went around to the passenger side.  She opened it so Randy could get out.  He just lay there with his eyes closed.  His face was bloody, and he obviously just needed to be resting.  Kelly slapped him until he finally woke up.   
 
      
 
    “What the hell?”  A pissed off and hurting Randy asked as he dazedly brought his hand up to shield his face from yet another open-handed blow from his loving wife.   
 
      
 
    “Get up!  We’ve got to get out of here.  I need your help!”  Kelly screamed at him.  Randy responded by undoing his seatbelt and falling face first out of his seat onto the hard surface of the road.  He rolled around on the ground for a second with a stunned Kelly staring at him before struggling to his feet.  He had some new marks on his face but otherwise seemed upright.  Upright being the only way Kelly could think of to describe his current appearance optimistically. 
 
      
 
    “Mom!  We’re ready.  We’ve got to go!”  Myriah yelled out behind her.  The loudness of her shout made Kelly realize there was still a lot of noise in the air.  They’d gone far enough down the road she’d hoped that the Zombies would’ve lost interest.  Based on the rising pitch of the screeches coming up the road it’d been an extremely vain hope.  There was no time now for them to do anything but run. 
 
      
 
    “Myriah, grab Zoey’s hand and go.  Caitlyn, can you pick up Doreen and run?  I’ll get Ali.  Tony can you help Randy?”  Kelly asked.  She went over to pick up Ali as she was asking the question.  Caitlyn was shifting her pack and weapons around to accommodate Doreen.  Myriah and Zoey had already started running down the road in the opposite direction from the Zombie screams.  Not that there wouldn’t be Zombies coming from that direction as well soon enough.  They probably needed to get off the road sometime in the next few minutes if they wanted to live.   
 
      
 
    Kelly looked over at Tony who was staring down at his hand.  Her heart sank at the way he was standing there. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?”  She asked him.   
 
      
 
    “I got bit.  Probably because I shoved my hand in the dammed things mouth.  It burns.  My whole arm already burns.”  Tony looked up at her.  He had tears in his eyes.  His eyes were set and resolute though.  “I can still do some good though.  Get going.”   
 
      
 
    Kelly stood there staring at him.  They’d been through so much together.  The guy had taken so much abuse.  To lose him now sucked.  Losing him to one stupid bite.  A bite he’d taken to protect her child from the monsters.  She moved forward to hug him and say goodbye.  She couldn’t come up with any words that wouldn’t sound stupid.   
 
      
 
    “We love you man.  So glad we didn’t kill you back on the island.”  Randy spoke up from behind her.  He’d evidently caught the gist of the conversation.   
 
      
 
    “Same back to you and the kids.  Now get the hell out of here so I can do this.  I only have a couple mags left and I need to save a bullet for me.  Go!  Now!”  Tony yelled at them. 
 
      
 
    Kelly grabbed Ali by the hand and put her other arm around Randy to help him stay balanced.  They started limping down the road after the girls.  Kelly cast one final glance back over her shoulder as they hurried away.  Tony was calmly leaning against the smashed-up SUV with his rifle dangling casually from his hand.  He looked like he was eating a candy bar with his other hand while he waited.  She hoped he had some whiskey to wash it down with. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25:  Springing the Trap 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez and Kyler sat on the roof of a nondescript little office building.  They’d picked that particular vantage point since it gave them an unobstructed view of the back of the warehouses the supplies were secured in.  Rodriguez had brought along a pair of night vision goggles he and Kyler passed back and forth as the Zombies trickled in.  Through the goggles Kyler could clearly see two of the pens that’d been setup with prisoners in them to lure in the Zombies.  He couldn’t make out where the man he’d handcuffed to the steel pole was.  His guilt was driving him to try and pick that man out.     
 
      
 
    They had a golf cart and a truck parked below.  When the time seemed right,  the winch on the truck would be used to close the gate.  Once the gate was closed, they’d take golf cart to zip over to the gate and secure it.  On the other side of the massive compound another couple of guys were waiting to do the same thing to the other gate that’d been left open.  Once they had the gate secured, they’d haul ass back to the truck and take off for the rendezvous point.  Kyler and Rodriguez had both memorized how to get to the rendezvous point.  There was always the chance one of them might not make it. 
 
      
 
    Kyler winced as the Zombies who’d trickled in got excited and started screeching.  The piercing noise almost drowned out the meatier screaming of the poor bastard they’d left chained to a spike in the ground.  As if the screams of the man being eaten alive was the signal for it fireworks began exploding in the night air above the warehouses.  The firework display kept up for a solid five minutes before tapering off.  Kyler figured whoever had that task assigned to them was now driving as fast as they could away from the warehouses.   
 
      
 
    Following the firework display the screeching reached a whole new level.  It sounded like hell had broken open and all the demons were pouring out through the warehouses.  The trickle of Zombies into the base became a stream.  The stream eventually became a flood by the time the sun had started to rise into the sky.  Kyler and Rodriguez sat on the roof of the small building watching as the parking lots around the warehouses were slowly transformed into massive mosh pits straight out of a demonic speed metal show.  The Zombies circled and thrashed around the pens setup all around the buildings.  Here and there one of the pens gave in as the rush of Zombies found some fault in the workmanship.  The bulk of the pens seemed like they were going to survive the onslaught for a little while at least.  Nothing would keep out a mob of Zombies for forever. 
 
      
 
    Kyler imagined what it’d be like to be stuck in one of those pens.  Zombies crawling all over the outside of it.  All of them screaming bloody murder and banging on the enclosure with their fists and feet.  The volume of the hatred pouring into the tiny space from the insane cannibals desperately trying to rip apart the tiny shelter you were imprisoned in to eat you alive.  The fear of knowing that you were chained inside the shelter like a dog, so you didn’t even have trying to run away as a last resort.  It was like being trapped on a sinking rowboat surrounded by sharks and someone had chained an anchor to your leg.  Kyler wondered how long it took the people in the pens before most of them were driven just as insane as the Zombies.  He bet most of them were able to figure out a way to take their own lives before the Zombies got to them.  
 
      
 
    He was interrupted from his macabre musings by Rodriguez poking him in the arm a few times and pointing towards where the gate was that they needed to shut.  The gate rolled on wheels into a metal pole set on the other side of the back entrance to the warehouses.  The entrance was big enough to allow for a couple of tractor trailers to go in and out side by side.  The gate was normally operated by an electric motor driven pulley system to open and shut it.  There hadn’t been the time nor the expertise available to figure out how to utilize that system to remotely shut the gate.   
 
      
 
    Considering they hadn’t been able to solve the remote control of the existing gate issue Kyler thought what they had rigged up was some pretty solid apocalyptic engineering.  The truck they’d been driving around had a winch on the back of it.  They’d already hooked the cable on the winch into the cable that’d been run across the ground to the building they were in.  That cable went through a pulley system that’d been rigged up to let them shut the gate from where they were at.  They could pull the gate shut while staying safely hidden but to secure it they still had to drive over.  He hoped it’d be a smooth process to secure the gate with a chain and padlock.  That was the part that could get dicey. 
 
      
 
    If they were seen by too many Zombies, it’d lead to a massive surge towards the gate and the fence.  The fence may or may not hold the Zombies back.  If the Zombies tore the fence down and got out, then they’d have to start the whole securing of the base process all over again.  Assuming they didn’t get eaten by the aforementioned escaped mob of Zombies.  In the best-case scenario, a few Zombies saw them.  They’d take out those few Zombies with hand weapons or ignore them if they weren’t an immediate threat.  They’d get the gate secured and zip back to the truck to get out of there.   
 
      
 
    They were using the golf cart to go secure the gate because it was quieter and less likely to draw attention.  If the gate happened to be surrounded by more Zombies than made the golf cart a viable option, then they’d make the call to ride over in the truck instead.  Kyler had been impressed as Rodriguez detailed the plan to him.  It was apparent this wasn’t their first rodeo.  His approval of the plan was only tempered by the knowledge that it used people as bait.  He hoped he’d have the guts to stand up and be counted before he ended up as jaded and callous of human life as Rodriguez.  He’d already started down that slippery slope by leaving an innocent man staked to the killing field.  For all he knew the others in the pens really were rapists and murderers but knowing that at least one of them was an innocent cast doubt on that whole idea.   
 
      
 
    “Time to wind.”  Rodriguez whispered with a half-smile at his lame attempt at a rhyme.   
 
      
 
    They duckwalked over to the ladder leading down off the roof and climbed down to the alley below.  The truck had been parked to make it easy for them to get to the winch without having to walk out into the open.  Kyler peeked around the corner and saw the stream of Zombies had slowed to a trickle.  There were currently only a few moving towards the entrance.  Kyler motioned for Rodriguez to come look.  He must not have seen anything he thought was bad because after a cursory glance around the corner he pressed the button to make the electric winch start doing its thing. 
 
      
 
    Kyler watched the winch tighten the wire rolled out to the gate.  A couple of pulleys moved around causing some interest to be peaked by the Zombies walking by.  They quickly dismissed the pulleys jumping around as nothing to do with food and kept on stumbling along their way.  The gate began to slide closed.  A few of the Zombies seemed to regard the gate shutting as some kind of crazy black magic.  Most of them just ignored it and kept doing their thing.  The gate slowly closed leaving some of the Zombies stuck on the outside of it.  Those Zombies immediately just began walking along the perimeter of the fence looking for another way in.   
 
      
 
    That just left the one who’d managed to get stuck between the gate and the gate post.  The one who was going to be directly in the way of Kyler wrapping a chain though the fence and around the post.  The one they were going to have to kill and push out of the way to be able to close the fence.  Rodriguez peeked around Kyler to see what he was still staring at.  He considered the issue for a minute before calmly walking back to the winch and turning it off.  Without the winch exerting pressure on the Zombie it was able to push the gate out of the way and proceed into the warehouse parking lot.  Rodriguez came back over and made sure the Zombie was gone then turned the winch back on to pull the gate shut all the way. 
 
      
 
    Kyler turned around to join Rodriguez.  Rodriguez was sitting in the golf cart.  He patted the seat beside him.  Kyler sat down next to him hefting the heavy-duty chain and lock he was going to be responsible for using to secure the gate.  Rodriguez would be responsible for making sure no Zombies came along and took a bite out of him while he was screwing around with the chain and the lock.   
 
      
 
    The plan had sounded solid in the alley when he’d first heard it.  Now that they were putting it in action Kyler could see massive glaring issues.  There were still plenty of Zombies wandering around outside the gate.  All of those Zombies immediately noticed the golf cart being driven towards the gate.  Those Zombies started screeching which alerted all the other infected crazies that something was going on.  The ones who heard the screeching started looking around until they spotted the golf cart also.  Once they spotted it, they joined in on the screeching and the chasing.  By the time they got halfway to the gate there was at least a dozen Zombies screaming their heads off and sprinting straight for them.   
 
      
 
    A dozen Zombies wouldn’t have been that big of a deal if they were in a position where they could take them out with their rifles.  They couldn’t do that though as it’d cause them to get stampeded by the massive herd currently inside the fence.  Those Zombies were stuck in there primarily because they were trying to figure out how to eat the people sitting in the transparent pens.  If they happened to notice some morons driving around in a golf cart on the other side of the fence making all kinds of noise, there was a good chance they’d consider them an easier meal.   
 
      
 
    Rodriguez was driving the golf cart like he was playing GTA drunk with his friends.  Kyler held on for dear life while keeping the chain in his hands ready to go.  This plan kept seeming dumber and dumber the further into it they got.  He didn’t really understand why they couldn’t have done this a lot more quietly around three in the morning instead.  The Zombies inside didn’t seem like they were trying to go anywhere.  Not so long as the snacks in the oversized hamster balls were still eluding their grasp.   
 
      
 
    Two of the Zombies were on a collision course with them.  If they’d taken the truck it would’ve just meant two fleshy speed bumps.  With the golf cart even hitting a skinny toddler at full speed could easily total them.  Forget about ramming into an obese Japanese woman with some kind of skin disease like the one waddling full speed towards them.  Kyler let the chain slip out of his left hand as he made sure he could get to his pistol if he needed it.  Rodriguez must’ve noticed his hand moving. 
 
      
 
    “No guns amigo.  I’m going to swing us right around Godzilla up here.  You put up the chains while I go Paul Bunyan on the rest of these pendejas.”   
 
      
 
    Kyler moved his hand back to the chain.  He was willing to trust Rodriguez up to a point.  He wasn’t planning on dying to get that damned gate secured though.  He moved his hand from the chain to the top of the golf cart to try and keep his seat.  Rodriguez pulled some turns off that should’ve resulted in the golf cart crashing then possibly bursting into flame.  Somehow, they managed to stay horizontal though.  When they came out of the dizzying and terrifying series of curves and near misses Kyler looked up to see they’d wound up in front of the gate. 
 
      
 
    Kyler bailed out on his side and ran over to where the wire connected via pulleys back to the winch on their truck was holding the gate shut.  A couple of Zombies were standing on the other side of the thick chain link fence snarling at him.  Moving quickly, he pulled down the lock on the gate to secure it to the post and started trying to wrap the chain around it.  Behind him he heard the sounds of Zombies getting beat down by Rodriguez who was swinging a big fire ax around like it was nothing.  Focusing on the task at hand Kyler once again tried to wrap the chain through the links to lock it up tight.  Once again couldn’t get the chain through without risking having his fingers bitten off.  He was wearing gloves, but he didn’t know how tough they really were or if they’d get ripped right off if he was dumb enough to shove his hand through the hole into a Zombies mouth.   
 
      
 
    “Shove it through now!”  Rodriguez yelled at him.  Rodriguez shoved a long metal pole hard through the fence right into the eye socket of the Zombie that’d been most actively trying to rip Kyler’s fingers off.  Kyler shoved the chain through and threaded it into the lock.  He was actually amazed a little bit himself at how calmly he seemed to pull it off.  Especially since his heart felt like it was going to burst out of his chest at any second.  He clicked the lock shut and turned around to hop back into the golf cart.   
 
      
 
    The golf cart had a Zombie coming through the seats straight at them.  Rodriguez spun and brought the ax blade down on that one’s head.  A big fat Zombie jumped right over the golf cart and slammed into Rodriguez while he was trying to work the ax blade out of the one that he’d just killed.  Another two Zombies came around the side of the golf cart to attack them.  Rodriguez was on the ground holding off the overweight adrenalized monster by locking his hands around it’s throat.  He was trying to choke it to death.  The Zombie obviously didn’t care about the loss of oxygen as its teeth snapped together over and over again in anticipation of the meal within inches of it.   
 
      
 
    Kyler pulled his carpenter hammer out and smashed the Zombie on top of Rodriguez in the head twice then turned to defend them against the other two he’d seen.  Rodriguez pushed the brain-dead Zombie off him and jumped up to help Kyler fight off the two Zombies now attacking them.  Kyler had gotten in some good licks with the hammer but nothing that’d put the demons on the ground.  He continued to flail away at them with his hammer while Rodriguez launched into them with a naked blade gripped overhand.     
 
      
 
    Between Rodriguez and Kyler, the two Zombies fell to the ground with huge gashes in their necks and dented in skulls.  There was no reprieve.  Other Zombies were within twenty feet of them.  Rodriguez dove headfirst into the heavy-duty golf cart and pushed down hard on the accelerator with his hand.  Kyler barely got in the cart in time to grab the wheel and steer them away from the largest group of oncoming Zombies.  While Rodriguez worked to spin himself around to sit in the golf cart without letting up on the accelerator Kyler steered them towards their truck.    
 
      
 
    He drove too close to one of the Zombies who reached in and grabbed Rodriguez by the arm.  He’d been in the process of trying to right himself in the seat, so he’d already been seriously off balance.  The Zombie tugging on his arm toppled him instantly out of the cart.  Kyler jumped out to help him as the golf cart came to a rapid stop.  The Zombie and Rodriguez were tumbling around in the street.  Five more Zombies were pounding the pavement in pursuit of them.  Rodriguez got up off the ground covered in blood.  Kyler couldn’t tell if it was the Zombies blood was or not.  He decided they could sort that out later.   
 
      
 
    “Get in the truck!  You’re driving!”  Rodriguez wheezed as he limped towards the passenger side.   
 
      
 
    Kyler jumped in the driver’s side and started the truck.  He’d wanted to leave it running when they went to lock up the gate since most of his plans seemed to end up with him running for his life.  A running truck made noise though.  They’d already been making enough noise with the winch.  The winch! 
 
      
 
    “We forgot to unhook the winch!”  Kyler blurted out.   
 
      
 
    “Well run over some of these freaks then get out and unhook it.”  Rodriguez replied.  He sounded like he was in pain.  Glancing over at him Kyler saw he was busy trying to wrap an oversized ace bandage around himself.   
 
      
 
    “You alright?”  He asked.  He’d started the truck and shifted into reverse.  Slamming his foot down on the gas pedal made the truck rocket backwards right into the small group of Zombies who’d been getting way too close.  That maneuver seemed to have worked out pretty well.  Except for the one Zombie who ended up getting thrown into the bed of the pickup truck.   
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I landed on my damned knife when that puta pulled me out of the cart.  Stabbed myself right in the culo.”  Rodriguez complained as he contorted himself trying to take care of the wound to his back section.   
 
      
 
    “I’ll help you get it fixed up once we get out of here.  Hang on for now.  I suck at driving backwards.”   
 
      
 
    True to his word Kyler almost flipped the truck trying to drive backwards over the Zombies still chasing them.  When it looked like he’d have some breathing room to take care of the winch he slammed on the brakes and hopped out the door.  The Zombie in the back of the pickup immediately jumped out after him.  Kyler stepped in on the Zombie as soon as it landed. The Zombie was still unsteady on its feet from jumping out of the truck when Kyler went to town with the claw side of the hammer on its head.   
 
      
 
    Walking away from the dead Zombie Kyler took a look in the back of the truck.  The big toolbox was still sitting back there.  He opened it and pulled out the bolt cutters.  Ignoring the screeches of other Zombies running towards him he cut the wire coming off the winch and let the ends uncoil.  He was worried the wire might come loose and get tangled in the wheels or something, but he didn’t have time to deal with that right now.  He ran back to the driver’s side and climbed in right as a skinny Zombie with long stringy black hair slammed into his window face first.  Kyler pressed down on the gas and started the hour-long drive towards the rendezvous point.   
 
      
 
    “See.  Piece of cake mano.  I told you this’d be the easy part.  Now pull over when you get a chance and help me fix my ass.”  A grinning, blood drenched Rodriguez said from the passenger seat.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26:  Bouncing Back 
 
      
 
    Beaten and bloody the small group of survivors huddled together in the admin office of a large electronics warehouse off the side of the interstate.  Randy was passed out on the dusty carpet with Doreen, Zoey and Ali all snuggled in next to him.  Kelly had let them know that their daddy was covered in ‘boo boos’ so they were all being very careful not to snuggle too hard.  Being kids though that rule was occasionally forgotten, and a grunt of pain would come out of Randy as he shifted around to try and escape various kid limbs poking him in painful places.    
 
      
 
    Kelly and the older girls sat around a cheap desk quietly talking about what they should do next.  Kelly was still in shock from losing Tony.  She’d seen the man take so much abuse that she’d come to think of him as invincible.  Seeing him make the choice to stay behind to protect them from the horde that’d been chasing them had ripped her apart.  She mourned not only for the loss of a true friend but also for the loss of that certainty they’d all make it out of this.  If Tony could die that easily then so could Randy.  She knew her husband wouldn’t have hesitated to shove his hand in that Zombies mouth to defend Zoey either.  Something as simple as Tony and Randy having switched seats and she’d be a widow right now. 
 
      
 
    As crushing as the thought of losing her husband was the thing making her eyes constantly tear up was the fear of losing one of her girls.  She knew they were lucky as all hell to have made it this far into the apocalypse and still have their family together.  They’d even managed to adopt another daughter along the way.  Lucky or not she knew she wouldn’t be able to stay sane if she lost any of them.  Her nightmares were never about Zombies catching up to her.  The dreams that woke her up trying to stifle her own screams in the middle of the night were always about the beasts cornering her girls.   
 
      
 
    “Do you think dad is ok?”  Myriah asked.  She’d been checking on him and trying to keep the little kids from kicking him too much in their sleep.  
 
      
 
    “He looks like someone threw him in a giant blender and pressed ‘beat the crap out of’.”  Caitlyn blurted out.  She’d meant it as a joke, but it was such an accurate description of how Randy looked that it was more sad than funny.     
 
      
 
    “Your dad’s a tough guy.  He just needs some time to rest and he’ll be fine.  I just hope this warehouse turns out to be a safe place to hole up for a little while.  We need to find some food and water.  I’ve got a hefty bag of pain pills and antibiotics so we should be good on medicine, but it won’t help if we starve to death.  Let’s sort out what we have and figure out what we need.  Maybe that’ll help us get a plan going.” 
 
      
 
    Following her own advice Kelly started stacking her supplies on the desk.  They hadn’t had much time to grab their gear out of the SUV in all the confusion and chaos.  Kelly felt her heart swell with pride seeing how much stuff her daughters were able to put on the desk given the conditions they were in.  This was one of the reasons they were alive when so many others weren’t.  If the ability to think during a crisis was a learned behavior, then the apocalypse had been a crash course for all of them.  Myriah’s OCD kicked in and she started organizing the supplies on the desk by type.  Kelly and Caitlyn went to rummage around the office and look through anything the little girls or Randy may have brought along.   
 
      
 
    Once all was said and done, they estimated they had enough water for a couple of days with rationing.  Kelly wasn’t so worried about food as they’d gone longer than three days with very little food plenty of times.  Cumulatively they had the bottled waters from all their packs and then random packages of saltines, fancy looking snack bars promising they were made entirely from fruit, packets of flavored oatmeal, and a few cans of ‘chef boy ar dee’.   Caitlyn had been lugging around the heavy canned pasta because they were one of the few foods Zoey, Ali and Doreen all loved to eat.  
 
      
 
    Those three cans of sugared up sauce and mystery meat meatballs tugged at Kelly’s heart strings.  She teared up again.  She knew it was one of the most normal things in the world that kids were picky eaters.  That little bit of normalcy would’ve been enough to make her cry, but to think Caitlyn had been lugging around who knew how many pounds of the canned crud just because the little girls loved it really got to her.  It seemed to shine out as a beacon of love and sacrifice.  Her pride and love for her daughters became too much and she just couldn’t handle it.   
 
      
 
    “You okay mom?”  Caitlyn asked.  Myriah came over concerned as well and awkwardly rubbed her mom’s back.  They both thought of their mom as a force of nature.  Strong and demanding whenever she needed to be but always with her roots planted firmly in love and faith in her family.  Seeing her lose control and break down like that was impacting both of them. 
 
      
 
    “What’s wrong?”  Myriah asked.  She looked over at her dad to make sure he still looked ok.  He was leaning up on one arm watching them through half open eyes.  He’d woken up when he heard Kelly crying. 
 
      
 
    “You carried their spaghetti.”  Kelly said.  She was laughing and blubbering all at the same time as she pulled her two oldest daughters in for a big bear hug.  Both of them had started tearing up as well although they had no idea what their mom was talking about.  Behind them Randy smiled to himself and put his head back down on the floor to try and get some more rest. 
 
      
 
    A few hours later they’d all taken turns resting on the dusty floor.  Kelly had wandered around the huge warehouse until she found a snack room with three full water jugs in it.  The big ones the water jug guy would bring by for offices every week intended for a water dispenser.  There were also two vending machines still stocked with snacks and a couple of soda machines.  Her concerns fading about supplies Kelly had slept along with the rest of them while Caitlyn pulled her turn at guard duty.   
 
      
 
    Sitting around the desk later they all watched the girls play with a couple of flashlights Kelly had found.  They’d invented a game they called ‘cat’ which involved shining the light on the floor then all of them trying to jump on it then all of them giggling.  It made zero sense, but Kelly and Randy were both grinning ear to ear watching the little girls having the freedom to play for once.  None of them could stop smiling at finally hearing those precious giggles again.  
 
      
 
    “Tony would’ve loved this.”  Kelly said. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  He was a big softie.  That’s for sure.”  Caitlyn said.     
 
      
 
    “At least he doesn’t have to worry about you shooting him anymore.”  Randy joked. 
 
      
 
    The conversation turned at that point to remembering Tony.  Randy and Kelly shared all the stories the girls had never heard before about how they’d escaped from the island and made it down to Florida.  They talked and told stories for a couple of hours honoring Tony’s memory.  Kelly and the girls all cried again.  Randy teared up a few times himself.  By the end of the story telling there were more smiles and laughter than tears.  Randy thought that was a proper remembrance of Tony.   
 
      
 
    “Now what do we do?”  Kelly asked after the stories had died down and she felt it was appropriate to switch the talk track. 
 
      
 
    “How far are we from where the truck finally died?”  Randy asked.  The night before was a drug and pain filled haze in his memories.  His body ached from the numerous wounds covering him.  Any of which would’ve been worthy of a trip to the ER in the old days.  Now something like falling out of an SUV onto your face in the middle of the street was just a minor injury you were expected to brush off like it was nothing.  Even the stab wound in his stomach was nothing next to the injuries they were all sustaining on a regular basis.   
 
      
 
    “Probably about a mile?”  Kelly said looking at Caitlyn for confirmation.  She’d never been good at estimating distances.  One of the reasons they’d always been late to pretty much every function they attended together. 
 
      
 
    “I guess so.  It took us about twenty minutes to find this place once we caught up to Myriah and got off the interstate.”  Caitlyn confirmed. 
 
      
 
    “If it was pretty much a straight line from the SUV to this warehouse going in the same direction we were going when the truck blew up then I’m not sure we’re safe here.  We can’t assume the Brotherhood is going to stop looking for us.  We have to make it such a waste of time and manpower that they decide it’s not worth it.”  Randy thought out loud.   
 
      
 
    “You guys killed their leaders sister.  I’m not sure he’ll ever let that rest considering how much he’s already thrown at us.  You said they’re huge so resources may not even be an issue.  We need to think like they’re going to keep chasing us forever and figure out the best way to get away from them for good.”  Kelly said.  She was letting her thoughts flow just like Randy was as they went into planning mode.   
 
      
 
    “Or.  We could kill the Senator.”  Myriah spoke up.   
 
      
 
    “He’s in Georgia somewhere with about a zillion soldiers protecting him, but I like the way you’re thinking.  Although, I also find it slightly terrifying.  We should be doing more to hurt the guys trying to hurt us.”  Randy said as he roughed up Myriah’s hair and smiled at her. 
 
      
 
    “Booby traps?”  Caitlyn brought up.   
 
      
 
    The conversation continued.  At the end of the day they decided leaving booby traps would be too much like leaving a trail of breadcrumbs for the Brotherhood to follow.  Unless they could get their hands on some explosives or something else that would make a real difference.  None of them wanted to try and Home Alone their pursuers.  They knew they had a head start on the Brotherhood since they’d probably been caught up in the massive surge of Zombies that’d run towards the parking garage.  They all mutually agreed they had some breathing room to get a day or two of rest before they needed to be back on the road again.   
 
      
 
    “I think we should leave tonight.”  Kelly said ten minutes after they’d all decided to get a couple days rest before moving again.  Everyone turned to look at her.  “As soon as it gets dark, we’ll look and see if we can find a vehicle around here somewhere that we can use.  If we can’t then we’ll have to walk.  We’re too close to the Escalade we trashed for me to feel comfortable here.  We have to keep moving.” 
 
      
 
    With a new plan in place Randy lay back down to try and coax his body into healing faster.  Kelly took Myriah to try and break into the vending machine.  Caitlyn carefully divided up a can of circles and meatballs for the girls.  Once those cans ran out, she had no idea when they’d run across some more. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27:  Secret Rendezvous 
 
      
 
    Kyler pulled into the parking lot of the big box sports equipment store.  He was looking for a way to circle around the back to park by the loading dock.  Rodriguez was sitting on the other side of the pickup trying to sleep while favoring his left butt cheek.  They’d stopped and rinsed off the big gash in his butt then bandaged it up as well as they could considering how large the cut was.  Once that chore had been completed Rodriguez had made sure Kyler knew where he was going before prescribing a couple of pills to himself out of a Ziploc bag that he kept in one of his pockets.  The apocalypse had created an army of amateur pharmacists.   
 
      
 
    Kyler poked Rodriguez in the shoulder to wake him up after he parked by the loading dock behind the store.  Mumbling some unkind words about Kyler and looking like he just wanted to go back to sleep Rodriguez instead carefully opened his door and levered himself out of the truck.  Once they were both out and Kyler had made sure Rodriguez could walk, they cautiously moved towards the wall of doors to the different stores.  Kyler could tell they must be some of the last arrivals since the area by the loading dock was packed with random vehicles.   
 
      
 
    “Which door do you think it is?”  Kyler asked looking down the long row of doors in the back of the store.   
 
      
 
    “The one up the other set of stairs.”  Rodriguez said confidently moving towards the stairs he’d just indicated.  Kyler looked at that door but didn’t see any difference between it and the other ones. 
 
      
 
    “”You sure?”  He asked Rodriguez.  Kyler didn’t care about trying all the doors if need be, but Rodriguez was limping and obviously not happy to be awake.  After the hour spent sterilizing and bandaging Rodriguez’s ass Kyler wasn’t in any hurry to have to fix the bandage if Rodriguez overexerted himself.   
 
      
 
    “I’m assuming we should use the one the guy on the roof with the gun is pointing at.”  Rodriguez answered back evenly. 
 
      
 
    Kyler looked up and saw the guy Rodriguez had just mentioned.  He vaguely recognized him from the trailer back at the warehouses.  He hadn’t really talked to anyone other than Rodriguez and Krantz, but it was pretty hard to forget the guy who looked like he’d looted all the stores in Nashville on his way to join up with the Brotherhood.  The dude was full on chaps, boots and a massive cowboy hat.  Kyler didn’t know how well that sat with Krantz who seemed to favor his men dressing more like weekend warriors but each to his own.  Besides, the duster the guy was wearing did look pretty cool and carrying a couple of revolvers around had definitely come back in style. 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded up at the cowboy before following Rodriguez up the stairs to the door that’d been pointed out to them.  He was looking forward to getting inside where he could be a little freer with his talking.  He’d come up with at least three good pain in the ass jokes on the way there.  He was wishing he’d written them down as they walked in because he couldn’t remember a single one of them.  Another guard sat in a folding chair by the door.  He nodded at Kyler and shook Rodriguez’s hand.   
 
      
 
    “Everything good Rod?  You’re not coming in hot right?”  The guard asked.  It was a pretty standard question.  The walkie talkie in his lap told Kyler the question was mostly rhetorical since the cowboy on the roof would’ve already checked to see if they were being followed.   
 
      
 
    “All good man.  Where’s the jefe?”  Rodriguez asked.   
 
      
 
    The guard pointed them down the corridor towards a sign reading breakroom.  In the breakroom they found most of the guys from the trailer hanging out drinking beers and eating chips.  Rodriguez grabbed a beer and tossed another one to Kyler.   
 
      
 
    “Hang out here and I’ll go report to Krantz then I’m going to drink about five more of these and pass out.”  Rodriguez was slurring a bit already.  Kyler wasn’t sure another few beers was a great idea on top of who knew what pills he’d already taken. 
 
      
 
    “You sure you don’t want to go find a bean bag chair and crash now?  I can tell Krantz we got the gate shut.” 
 
      
 
    “You just want to tell him I stabbed myself in the ass.”  Rodriguez slurred. 
 
      
 
    “That’s absolutely what I’m most looking forward to telling him, but I really think you should go lay down.”  Kyler responded. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  I don’t feel so great.  Sorry for being such a pain in the ass!”  Rodriguez barked out a laugh at his own joke before grabbing three more of the piss warm beers and wandering off in search of a place to self-medicate. 
 
      
 
    Kyler set his untouched beer down on the table and walked back out in the hallway to go find Krantz and report in.  Realizing he had no idea where Krantz was holed up he went back down the hall to the guard watching the back door and asked where he could find Krantz.  The guard told him to try the sports shooting section.  Kyler thanked him then walked into the pitch-dark store. 
 
      
 
    They’d had a few lanterns casting light in the hallway and the breakroom.  The main store floor was huge and unlit.  There were huge windows at the front of the store that let in some light around the advertisements and displays.  Kyler looked in that general direction before beginning the trek across the store floor after not seeing anything.  He was thinking that most of the stores he’d been in the guns were either in the back or on the sides of the store anyway.  He trained his red capped flashlight on the floor in front of him and started a circuit that would take him around the perimeter of the store. 
 
      
 
    He managed to walk around the entire store before figuring out the guns were displayed in a room in the middle of the store.  He waved his light around as he approached to let the men standing around the gun cases know he was coming.  He wondered if this was the only store in America where they put the gun cases right in the middle.  In the political climate before the apocalypse most stores had started shifting the gun displays towards the backs and corners of the stores.  Almost like they were ashamed to be selling them.   
 
      
 
    Kyler was just glad they’d never gotten around to banning the sale of assault rifles and such before the end came.  It’d be a whole different ball game if they had to face hordes of Zombies armed with .22 caliber rifles with low capacity magazines.  He could beat a Zombies head in with a hammer when need be, but he’d much rather just shoot them with a high caliber rifle from a safe distance.   
 
      
 
    “Where’s Rodriguez?”  Krantz asked with no attempt at pleasantries.  Krantz was standing by the gun case with small piles of guns and ammunition boxes in front of him.  Another vaguely familiar guy in camouflage was on the other side of the case pulling out more boxes and guns.   
 
      
 
    “He got wounded after we got the gate shut.  I told him to go find a place to rest and that I’d report in for both of us.”   
 
      
 
    “Good.  I was worried we’d lost him when you walked up without him.  We’re doing an all hands in the breakroom at seventeen hundred.  Try to drag him to that.  Dismissed.  Get some rest.”  Krantz turned his attention back to counting boxes and weapons. 
 
      
 
    Kyler wandered towards the front of the store to look out the windows into the parking lot.  He saw a few Zombies wandering around with their weird jerky movements.  Totally normal to see a few Zombies in the parking lot after that many vehicles had passed through recently.  He walked back to the breakroom and grabbed a warm Gatorade and a can of pringles.  Someone must have looted a 7-11 on the way to the rendezvous point.  He circled back around to the spot he’d seen the camping gear and snagged himself an expensive sleeping bag and a ground pad.   
 
      
 
    Once he had his supplies together, he found a quiet corner of the store and setup camp under a rack of clearance t-shirts and pants.  He set the alarm on his phone to vibrate so he could make the all hands meeting.  It was funny to him that the versatile little smart phones were still useful even when you couldn’t connect to anything with them.  Not that anyone had really used the phones for talking anyway.  He made sure to charge it up every time he got the chance.  He was asleep before he even had the chance to dig into the Pringles he’d snagged. 
 
      
 
    The alarm vibrated in his hand what felt like a second later but was really more like six hours.  Not a bad amount of sleep at all as far as getting rest in the apocalypse went.  Kyler had gotten so used to being nocturnal that it seemed weird to be moving around during the day.  Soldiers schedules always sucked.  Even if you were just sitting on a base, they’d still schedule you to wake up in the middle of the night to do things like stand fire watch.  God forbid the military allow smoke detectors to do their job.  If some super ninja was trying to slip over the fence and infiltrate a base, then Kyler doubted a half-asleep sentry was going to spot them anyway.  Most guards spent the shift staring at the clock waiting for the misery to be over. 
 
      
 
    Stowing his attitude towards busy work and needless watches Kyler walked into the break room on the dot at seventeen hundred.  It wasn’t until he spotted Rodriguez sitting on the other end of the table that he remembered he was supposed to have made sure Rodriguez knew to be there.  Luckily someone had evidently made Rodriguez aware of the meeting or Kyler would have had to deal with a disapproving look from Krantz.  Possibly followed up by a stern talking to.   
 
      
 
    “I’m happy to report that the supply center got locked down by the numbers.  The supplies are safe, and everyone made it out alive.” 
 
      
 
    “Although I heard Rodriguez did a half-ass job.”   
 
      
 
    “How the hell did you manage to stab yourself in the ass man?  Like how is that even possible?”   
 
      
 
    Krantz raised his hand to stifle any more of the super clever banter.   
 
      
 
    “Alright.  That’s enough.  The point is we got the job done.  Now we hopefully have a few days to rest up before getting sent to our next gig.  Especially since one of our best fighters had decided to turn into a pacifist.  Yeah.  Rodriguez is looking to turn the other cheek now.”  Krantz grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Boo!” 
 
      
 
    “That was horrible.” 
 
      
 
    Krantz held up his hand again.  He was still chuckling at his own attempt at humor.  Eventually everyone shut up. 
 
      
 
    “Ok.  I’ve posted the watch schedule on the board.  Everyone stays alert when you’re on watch.  Otherwise rest up and be ready to move.  Plenty of supplies in here if you need to stock up on first aid, ammunition, or camping gear.  Any questions that aren’t also an attempt at making fun of Rodriguez?”  Krantz asked looking hard at the two men who had their hands in the air and big goofy grins splitting their faces.  Both men put their hands down.   
 
      
 
    Kyler popped a Pringle in his mouth and waited his turn to check the duty roster Krantz had posted.  He took a quick look and saw that he had about thirty minutes before he had to climb up on the roof and spend the next four hours staring at the parking lot.  He hoped that was enough time to go find himself a nice thick hunting jacket to stave off the chill in the air.  He was walking down the hall towards the entrance to the store to find himself a coat when Rodriguez called out to him to wait up a second.    
 
      
 
    Rodriguez looked bad.  As he got closer Kyler began trying to figure out if he smelled or looked worse.  His face was pale and slack.  His eyes were bloodshot enough to cast him as an extra in a remake of any of the Cheech and Chong classics.  His smell though.  He smelled like he’d drank a twelve pack, eaten some garlic, and then puked into a bucket full of slop before dumping the contents of the bucket all over his body. 
 
      
 
    “Dude you stink.”  Kyler said by way of greeting. 
 
      
 
    “Yeah.  The spa was closed so I had to make do with a bottled water and one of those little peppermints you get out of the jars at those cheap Italian places.  I’m wounded, on drugs and pretty hammered.  Not the best combination for personal hygiene to be a major concern.  What’s more of a concern to me is making sure you’re good with the way we closed down that base.  You don’t feel bad for those scumbags we used as bait, right?”   
 
      
 
    “No man.  All good in the hood.  I need to grab a coat before I have to stand overwatch.  You good with everything?”  Kyler asked.  He was trying not to sound nervous.  He wondered how much Rodriguez had read on his face when they locked the guys up in the pens. He knew his expression may have revealed way too much when the Zombies got in and tore everyone apart afterwards.   
 
      
 
    “All good man.  Silver lining to almost cutting off one of my own cheeks.  I get excused from standing watch for a few days.  Sweet right?”  With that parting comment Rodriguez wandered back towards the break room.  He was probably trying to hunt down some more beer.  Kyler wondered how much of that beer was for helping him deal with the physical pain he was in versus how much was needed to help him sleep knowing what he’d done to those prisoners back at the warehouse.  Not to mention all the people at all the warehouses before that one.   
 
      
 
    Less than thirty minutes later Kyler found himself standing alone on the top of the mega store.  He hit the side of the walkie talkie to let the guard below know that all was clear.  If all went to hell, he’d hit the button three times then talk if he thought he could get away with it.  He began a leisurely walk around the massive structure.  He’d never really given much thought to how big the roofs on these places were.  He’d also never considered how many pipes and random other pieces of junk would be positioned on the roof with the intent of making him stub his toe or risk tripping every fifth step he took. 
 
      
 
    Thankful for the steel toes in the work boots he was wearing Kyler carefully picked his way across the ridiculously hazardous roof to the side facing the parking lot.  He stared out into the lot with the night vision goggles on until he’d located the Zombies that he’d seen walking around earlier.  They were bunched up over by a few bushes and trees growing in the far corner of the parking lot.  Kyler pressed the side of the walkie one time to let the guy downstairs know all was well.  He worked the goggles off his head to take a break and stare up at the stars.   
 
      
 
    Without people around to pollute the air the stars had gone from being little pinpricks of twinkling light to the gloriously glowing gigantic balls of fire they were supposed to be.  Kyler hadn’t realized how many of them there were.  The night sky was jam packed with brightly glowing stars.  Thinking back to his astronomy lessons in school Kyler was sobered by the thought that the light he was seeing from the stars was really the light that had reflected off those stars millions of years ago.  For all they knew the rest of the universe had already ceased to exist.  At the current rate it wouldn’t be much longer before the human race ceased to exist as well.  The normal, sane humans still roaming the earth weren’t even at the top of the food chain anymore. 
 
      
 
    Kyler spent an uneventful three hours wandering the cold roof.  He put the goggles on when needed once he’d spent some time cleaning them off.  The guy who’d been up here before him was either naturally greasy or had managed to sweat while standing around in the cold air of the rooftop.  Although to be fair the previous guard had been on the roof when the sun had been blazing down.  Kyler could see how it may be a much different environment up here during the day than it was at night.  Either way though the goggles had felt pretty gross the first time he’d put them on. 
 
      
 
    Once he was relieved Kyler made a beeline for the breakroom to grab some food and a late-night snack.  He was walking out of the break room when a man came through the backdoor and spent a few minutes talking to the guard there.  The guard looked up and saw Kyler standing there. 
 
      
 
    “Hey man.  Run grab the lieutenant.  This is the messenger he’s been waiting for.”  When Kyler just stood there staring at him the guard finally filled in the missing piece.  “He’s camped out in the gun section still.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler nodded and headed for the center of the store.  Krantz had setup a tent inside the store for himself to sleep in.  Kyler unzipped the front of the tent and stuck his head in to wake him up.  The strong odor of whiskey explained why Krantz had put up a tent.  He’d wanted some privacy to get wasted in.  Kyler wondered briefly how long it’d be before he was tipping back a bottle to be able to fall asleep at night.  Hopefully their next assignment wouldn’t involve chaining up innocent men to be eaten alive.   
 
      
 
    “What is it?”  Krantz asked before Kyler had even touched him.   
 
      
 
    “Messenger sir.  He’s at the back door waiting on you.”   
 
      
 
    “Ok.  Tell him I’ll be up in about twenty minutes.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes sir.”  Kyler said.  He pulled himself out of the tent and walked back to where the messenger was.  As long as he was awake, he figured he might as well find out what was going on.   
 
      
 
    “So, what’s going on?”  He asked the messenger.   
 
      
 
    “Beats me man.  I just deliver the envelopes.  I’m not supposed to read them.  Driving around this Zombie infested state’s bad enough for me.  I’ve got no desire to risk an even worse job by peeking at orders that spell out what people who aren’t me are going to have to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Sounds like a solid philosophy.”  Kyler said as the lieutenant appeared in the doorway and stuck out his hand.  The messenger passed him a large yellow envelope that’d been sealed with wax.   
 
      
 
    “Please sign this confirming the seal was in place when I handed you the envelope sir.  Then spell out your name below it.  You’re Lieutenant Krantz correct?”   
 
      
 
    Krantz ripped open the envelope after filling out the requested paperwork.  He read through it twice then shoved the mess of papers back into the envelope and started to walk away.   
 
      
 
    “Where we headed next sir?”  Kyler asked.  Krantz stopped walking and turned around to stare at him.  Kyler wondered if he’d overstepped his bounds by asking.   
 
      
 
    “Pack your shit.  We’re going to Disneyworld.”   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28:  Street Racing 
 
      
 
    The warehouse they’d been hiding out in didn’t have any windows except for the sales area in the front of the building.  The rest of the space was just rows and rows of cables, electronics, and bins of different kinds of hardware.  There were some offices on the front of the building that may have windows as well but the doors to all of them were locked.  If they were planning on being there longer it would’ve probably been on the list to bust into them but as it stood, they didn’t see a need.   
 
      
 
    They stocked up on batteries and chargers and a few other items they thought might be useful.  They carried all of that to sit by the door they’d originally accessed the warehouse from.  Fleeing the horde in the middle of the night Caitlyn had ran up and tried one of the doors on the side of the warehouse.  She’d almost fallen over when the door had easily opened for her.  Based on the easy access they’d all been scared to go inside at first.  If it were that easy to get in, they assumed the place must be full of Zombies.  It was a pretty obvious nesting site.  Luckily, it’d turned out to just be a big deserted building.  Every once in a while, it was nice to have something go right for them. 
 
      
 
    As far as things going right for them the warehouse just kept on giving.  Kelly was looking through the drawers in the sales office after checking out the front window to see if anything looked off when she found a drawer with three different keys in it.  The keys were labeled as service vans one through three.  She excitedly shoved the keys in the side pouch of the new backpack she’d slung over her shoulder.  The backpacks had been another great find at the warehouse.  There’s been a whole section of tool bags and backpacks.  They’d all been able to replace what’d been left behind.  Except for Zoey who was still upset they’d left behind the backpack she’d ben lugging around for months that was filled with stuffed animals she’d been collecting.  After listening to her whine about it for a day now Kelly was starting to wish she’d left the bag of ammunition in the SUV and grabbed the damned stuffed animal bag instead. 
 
      
 
    Kelly went back to the windows she’d previously checked.  She could see over in the corner of the parking lot the back of a large white van.  She hoped she was right in assuming that would be one of the service vans.  Knowing it would’ve been sitting there for over a year without being turned on she knew they might need to jump the battery in it.  Having no idea how that part of a car really worked she excitedly ran back to the admin office to wake up Randy and let him know what she’d found.   
 
      
 
    Randy was less than excited to be woken up.  Kelly had been the one who’d talked him into taking a pain pill and trying to get some more sleep.  He was not at all surprised when she was the one to wake him up again so soon.  On hearing her news though he got as excited as she did.  He thought he may have a solution for the battery issue.   
 
      
 
    “We’re in a gigantic electronics warehouse.  They may have a battery charger or extra batteries here.”  Randy said with confidence. 
 
      
 
    Three hours later they’d found power tool chargers, UPS batteries, and all kinds of charging devices meant for electronics like phones.  What they hadn’t found was a single thing they could figure out how to use to charge up a car battery.  The search had included waking everyone else up and digging through the catalogues in the customer lobby as well as walking the aisles trying to see if they could find anything that looked like it might help.   
 
      
 
    “Remind me next time we pass an AutoZone to grab another one of those wind-up chargers.”  A sweating Randy said as they were winding down their search.   
 
      
 
    “Once it gets dark, I say we just all get ready to move and I’ll run out and check if the van will start.  We may get lucky.”  Kelly said doubtfully.  Her enthusiasm had faded greatly from when she’d originally found the keys.  Three hours of digging through electronics trying to find a car charger was not something she ever wanted to be involved in again. 
 
      
 
    Randy agreed with that plan but hated that it was Kelly who’d be the one going out to check the van.  He knew it should be him doing that, but he was moving at the speed of an eighty-year-old man at the moment.  Any slower and he’d be trying to add tennis balls to the front of his walker to get some style points. 
 
      
 
    They spent what was left of the day gathering supplies and moving the ones they’d already gathered from the back door to the front lobby area.  Taking advantage of the flashlight and glowsticks they’d found Caitlyn started up an impromptu game of flashlight tag which everyone joined in.  Everyone except Randy who became the default judge of who was out.  He’d found a nice comfortable bench to watch from.  He hated when it got time to go and he had to be the one to tell everyone it was game over.  He couldn’t even remember the last time the girls looked like they’d had this much fun.  Doreen had even said a couple of words.  Although every time she talked, she did look around to see if she was going to get into trouble for it.   
 
      
 
    “Weird how life goals have changed.  Trying to get a raise so we can get a bigger house or pay off the pool.  Scheduling vacation and work and shopping on Amazon.  I think now my biggest ambition in life is to find a house in the middle of nowhere with some kind of abandoned Costco near it we that we can loot and live happily ever after.  Somewhere the kids can play without having to be quiet all the time.”  Randy said when Kelly sat down beside him.  She was breathing hard from chasing the kids around trying to tag them with a glowstick.   
 
      
 
    They were all still a little out of breath when they grabbed their last bit of gear out of the admin office to carry to the lobby.  Based on how long they’d been playing tag and what it’d looked like outside the last time they dropped some gear off it should be plenty dark enough now for them to load up a van and hopefully be on their way.  Zoey and Ali had run up ahead to hold the doors for the rest of them to get out into the lobby.  They threw open the doors proudly for their family to walk through. 
 
      
 
    A beam of light hit them as they all stood their exposed.  Men on the other side of the glass doors stood there shining a light at them.  The two men they could see were heavily armed but hadn’t started shooting yet.  They probably thought they’d stirred up some Zombies from inside the warehouse by shining the light in.  Regular humans else would never be stupid enough to throw open doors like that.   
 
      
 
    Giddy with relief that they’d at least turned their lights off before opening the doors Kelly realized immediately what was going on.  She knew they had seconds to react before the men on the other side of the doors figured out that they weren’t Zombies. 
 
      
 
    “Guns!”  She yelled dropping the supplies she’d been carrying and swinging her rifle into her hands.  Caitlyn and Randy did the same.   
 
      
 
    Myriah had left her rifle in the SUV but she had a pistol that she pulled now.  They all had fully loaded magazines.  They were all partially blinded by the flashlight shining in at them.  Screaming for Zoey and Ali to hide they all opened fire. 
 
      
 
    The men on the other side of the glass were both veterans.  They’d both been in combat overseas.  Since becoming Brotherhood they’d had a ton of experience dealing with Zombies and deserters.  They just happened to be caught off guard this time.  The mind sees what it wants to see and what they’d both seen was Zombies busting through a door when they started playing around with the locks and shining a light inside.  This was the first building they’d checked looking for the outlaw group of deserters that’d killed the Senator’s sister.  They hadn’t really expected to find anything. 
 
      
 
    A wave of lead shattered the glass doors.  Both of the soldiers were dead before they’d even had the chance to bring their rifles into play.  Bullets continued to rain into the parking lot for a few seconds before Randy got them to all stop shooting.  Once the noise from the gunfire ceased, they heard the screeching noises from the Zombies start.  With the front doors shot to pieces and Brotherhood scouts lurking around this place was no longer safe.   
 
      
 
    “Grab your weapons and all the extra ammo you can carry.  Leave everything else.  We’ve got to get the hell out of here.  Right now.”  Randy ordered.  He’d compartmentalized the pain in his body.  It wouldn’t matter how much he hurt if they all died in the next five minutes.   
 
      
 
    They spent about thirty seconds dropping everything non-essential to the floor and loading up on weapons and water bottles.  While they were doing that Randy carefully moved through the shattered glass to see if there were any more surprises waiting outside for them.  Kelly came up beside him as he was flicking off the flashlight from the glass shard covered dead soldier.  The one was lying on his back with his mouth wide open.  At first glance the bullet riddled body could’ve been Tony laying there.  Randy quickly turned off the light.   
 
      
 
    Standing up he saw in Kelly’s eyes she’d seen the same resemblance he had. 
 
      
 
    “No choice babe.  It was them or us.  I’d much rather it was them.”  Randy mumbled quickly to her then took the keys she was handing him and forced his body to make a run for the vans.  Kelly stayed behind to usher the kids along.   
 
      
 
    There were two big white vans parked outside.  Randy unlocked the first one and tried starting it.  Nothing happened.  Deciding to try the second van before completely freaking out Randy jumped out of the first van and ran around the back of it to get into the next one.  He ran face first into a Zombie that’d been sprinting for the front doors of the warehouse.  
 
      
 
    The Zombie bowled Randy over.  He bounced painfully off the concrete of the parking lot.  He sat up and put a couple of rounds into the Zombie that’d already gotten up and started running towards the warehouse doors again.  Stumbling to his feet Randy limped as fast as he could make his body move towards the driver’s door of the second van.  He fumbled with the keys until he got the right one to open the door.   
 
      
 
    Gunfire right behind him.  Randy spun around to see Kelly running with Doreen tucked under one arm.  Her other arm was extended straight in front of her pointing her pistol at whatever she was shooting at.  Randy assumed Zombies but it could be Brotherhood to at this point.  Not knowing what else to do he tried the key in the ignition.  This van made some sputtering noises then died.   
 
      
 
    Kelly banged hard on the door behind his seat.  Randy reached on his door and hit the unlock button so they could all pile in.  He tried the key again while they were getting in.  He heard them shooting like crazy as something tried to attack from behind them.  He turned the key and the van coughed again without starting   
 
      
 
    “Start the damned van!”  Kelly screamed at him.   
 
      
 
    Randy stopped himself from turning around and yelling something sarcastic at her.  She probably wouldn’t have heard him any way since she was playing tug of war with her door against a skinny old Zombie that looked like it used to be somebody’s grandma.  Now she was the grandma from hell with bright red eyes, bloody pustules lining her forehead and hands that looked like they’d been carved out of ebony.  Blood stains covered her face and what was left of her clothing.  Her loose sore covered flesh hanging out of the remnants of the dress she had on.   
 
      
 
    Wondering if they had a chance at making it back into the warehouse and trying to hide out in there Randy tried the key again.  The van choked and sputtered but finally started.  Without thinking about it he flicked the headlights on so he could see how to drive out of the lot.  The lights revealed about a hundred Zombies running through the parking lot straight for them.   
 
      
 
    Putting the van into drive Randy forced himself to focus on his breathing.  He knew panic was the enemy right now.  Any chance to keep the kids alive depended on him not making the wrong moves.  That and a dump truck full of crazy good luck should get them out of this mess alive.  He started to drive forward when he realized that was the wrong idea.  He shifted quickly into reverse instead.  Wishing this was a newer van with the video screen showing him what was behind them he went old school and turned his head instead.   
 
      
 
    Turning his head didn’t do a ton of good since it was too dark to really see.  The kids were also jumping around aiming weapons all over the place.  Zombies were slapping on all the windows.  Trusting to blind luck and feeling himself start to panic a little bit he started reversing the big van way too fast.  He spun the wheel to try and avoid the warehouse wall but slammed into it anyway.  Yelling for everyone to put on their seatbelts he put the van in drive and drove fast towards the exit to the street.   
 
      
 
    The fastest runners in the wave of Zombies coming for them started colliding with the side of the van. They mostly slapped the side of the van a few times then bounced off and got left behind.  One of them managed to get itself stuck on the driver side mirror for a few seconds before the mirror broke off.  Randy watched that one go spinning off into the darkness.  A second later the big van dipped down low as they transitioned onto the street. 
 
      
 
    Randy naturally turned the van down the street in the direction with less Zombies.  He flipped on the high beams and they took off that way.  He found his adrenaline starting to fade a little bit as his injuries sapped at his strength.  He wished he could switch places with Kelly but there wasn’t enough time.  He drove around a couple of barrels that were lying in the road and almost ran into a big extended cab pickup truck that came flying out of the alley behind the warehouse.   
 
      
 
    The driver of the pickup turned the truck to follow them.  Randy watched in his rearview mirror as the big truck easily ate up the distance between itself and the van.  There was no way in his current physical state and driving the big clunky van they were going to be able to lose the way more powerful truck.   
 
      
 
    “Shoot the truck!”  He yelled loudly.   
 
      
 
    Kelly looked at him then looked at the truck.  She grabbed Caitlyn and they both moved to the back of the van.  They took careful aim and shot out the vans back window as they started shooting at the truck pursuing them.  The truck had on its bright lights, so it was hard to make out if they were hitting anything.  After a couple of minutes of them shooting at it the truck suddenly veered off to the right and hit the side of a building before coming to a stop.  Kelly was about to cheer and give Caitlyn a high five when they saw muzzle flashes coming from where the truck was sitting.  Instead of high fiving they both dove down to lay low on the floor.  Kelly screaming for the other kids to get down. 
 
      
 
    A couple of loud pings and a sound like an angry hornet and then they were out of range.  Kelly fearfully yelling for everyone to say they were ok.   
 
      
 
    “Hey babe!”  Randy yelled once he’d heard everyone was doing ok. 
 
      
 
    “What’s up?”  She yelled back. 
 
      
 
    “Come take my place before I pass out!”  Randy said back loudly.  He was seeing black spots in front of him and having a really hard time keeping his eyes open.  His whole body was still way too weak for all of this.  Now that the immediate danger was past, he figured it was a good time to swap Kelly into the driver’s seat before the apocalypse threw anything else at them.   
 
      
 
    He stopped in the middle of the road to switch seats with her.  Kelly got in his seat and put the van in drive.  Almost immediately they saw another big truck coming at them.  The bright lights on the front of it blinding them.  This one even had the LED lights along the roof that the truly well-off red necks always seemed to add.   
 
      
 
    Kelly turned down a side street.   
 
      
 
    “I think I saw another one coming up behind us mom!”   Myriah yelled from the back of the van.  That could either be a new one or those people they’d shot off the road may have just got their trucks moving again.   
 
      
 
    In the headlights in front of the van Kelly saw a string of Zombies running for them down the narrow street.  There was nowhere for her to turn and if they slowed down, they were going to get caught.  She kept the speed steady while Caitlyn and Randy moved to the back of the van and got setup to shoot at the trucks chasing them once they got close enough.  The van shuddered as they collided with the first Zombie.  Then shuddered harder with each successive Zombie hit after that.   
 
      
 
    The front tire blew out when the rib bone from a Zombie who was doing flips in the wheel well pierced the tire.  Kelly fought to keep the van upright as they skidded into another group of Zombies.  In a desperate attempt to get away from the Zombies coming for them and the men in the trucks behind them she yanked the wheel towards another side street and stomped on the accelerator.  The van hit a curb sideways going way too fast.  Being a top-heavy vehicle with a blown tire it didn’t take a lot to make it flip.   
 
      
 
    The big van went over on its side and skidded across the sidewalk until it collided with the side of a concrete building selling fountains and fountain supplies.  Kelly got punched out by another airbag.  Everyone not in seatbelts in the back were thrown around like leaves in a windstorm.  The little kids were mostly belted in so didn’t get any injuries that weren’t due to their dad whacking into them as he was tossed around the van.   
 
      
 
    The Zombies were on the van before it even completely stopped.  They stormed up the sides screeching in excitement and anticipation of the bloody feast within.  Before the Zombies could slide in through the shattered side windows the trucks that’d been pursing them screeched to a halt and disgorged several hard-looking men.  The men stepped forward surgically sniping the Zombies off the sides of the van before they could get at the occupants.  The men moved fast to neutralize the threats on the street.   
 
      
 
    Kelly felt herself being dragged out the front window.  She struggled feebly until she heard Zoey screaming bloody murder.  That’s when she came alive.  Kicking out hard at the man pulling her out through the window she reached down to her waist searching for her pistol.  Before she could pull it out of the holster the man who’d been pulling her out of the van stepped up and hit her hard in the head with the butt of his rifle.   
 
      
 
    In the confusion and chaos, the children were all taken from the van.  Randy was completely comatose and easily pulled out.  The men efficiently zip tied all their hands behind their backs and loaded them into the back of one of the pickup trucks.  Once they were in the truck their feet were zip tied together as well.  Randy was out for the whole process.   
 
      
 
    The trucks had started moving as soon as they had the prisoners in the truck bed.  Two soldiers sat in the back with the prisoners.  They took turns searching each of them for weapons.  By the time they’d finished they’d accumulated an impressive pile of pistols, hatchets, knives, ammunition, and random other weapons.  They funneled all the loose weapons up to the men in the front seats through the slider window.   
 
      
 
    With Kelly and Randy both unconscious the kids were freaking out.  The little ones were crying and trying to snuggle up to Caitlyn and Myriah, but the guards wouldn’t let them get close to one another.  They weren’t gentle about it either.  One of the men reached down and ripped Zoey away from Caitlyn by the hair then screamed in her face for her to stay where he put her.  Caitlyn figured their attitude may be directly related to the trail of dead Brotherhood soldiers they’d left in their wake.   
 
      
 
    One of the men was comparing each of them to pictures he took out of a large envelope.  He pushed two pictures in front of Caitlyn and asked which one Randy was.  When she hesitated, he backhanded her across the face and told her he’d do worse to the little kids if she didn’t talk.  She pointed at the picture of Randy then pointed at her dad.   
 
      
 
    “Where’s this other guy?  Tony?”  The soldier asked her.  He was reading information that’d been typed on the back of the picture.  Caitlyn recognized the picture as the one from the identification badges they’d all been given back at the Brotherhood base.   
 
      
 
    “He died.  A swarm of Zombies got him back on I-4.”  She said.   
 
      
 
    The soldier punched Myriah in the stomach.  Then he asked Caitlyn again where Tony was.   
 
      
 
    “He’s dead!”  She yelled. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me now or I’ll rip your little sisters ears off her head!  You hear me!”  The soldier yelled in her face.  Bits of spit were flying out of his mouth and hitting her.   She recoiled in horror.  She didn’t know what to do.  All she could think of was how much she wished she had her hands free and a weapon within reach.  She wanted to bash this guy’s face in.  He hit her again.  She kept repeating that Tony was dead.  Frustrated tears were rolling down her cheeks.  The soldier went down the line shoving the picture in all their faces and demanding to know where he was.   
 
      
 
    Kelly must’ve woken up at some point and seen how her kids were being treated.  She waited until the man was straight across from her to arch her body and throw both her feet hard into the man’s back.  It wasn’t a super powerful kick but in the back of a pickup truck bouncing down the road at a high rate of speed it was enough to trip him up.  The guy tried to spin around to get at her and she did it again.  This time he got his foot stuck on Myriah’s leg and stumbled towards the side of the truck.  The truck hit a bump at that exact time and suddenly the man was airborne.   
 
      
 
    The other soldier slammed his hand into the back window a couple of times then talked rapidly through the window once they opened it.  The truck stopped and he jumped out reappearing a minute later by himself.  Another soldier got out of the front and joined them all in the back.  They kept driving into the darkness.  No more questions were asked while they drove.  Kelly was flipped over on to her stomach and they used a couple more zip ties to hog tie her so that she couldn’t try her kicking trick again.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29:  Convoy 
 
      
 
    Kyler leafed through the pictures of the family they were supposed to be going to apprehend.  Krantz had passed out the bundle of information at the meeting earlier.  They’d been told they’d be going down to Florida to escort the criminals to Atlanta once they were apprehended.  They were also supposed to head down the gulf coast side of Florida to make sure the outlaws didn’t try to escape up that side of the state.  Once Krantz had given the mission brief they’d all been told to go outside and get ready to roll.   
 
      
 
    “Treason, desertion, murder of a leader of the people, murder of soldiers of the people, stealing from the people and etc.  I wonder what the etc.… was?”  Kyler asked. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt it was the etc.…  They must’ve killed somebody important or the Senator wouldn’t be trying so hard to make an example out of them.  We catch deserters every once in a while, but no one’s ever really been important enough for us to go specially looking for them.  We definitely don’t spend a month going to some other state and back to try and deliver them up to the freaking senator for judgement.  These poor bastards must’ve really pissed off the wrong people.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s he going to do to them?  I mean the kids.  Assuming the parents and that other guy are pretty much screwed.” 
 
      
 
    “Beats me.  May tell us to pen them up or may have something more public in store for them.  We won’t get the kids or the woman, but those two guys have earned a date with a pen for sure.  The kids he’ll probably just throw in different camps.  Marry them off to low ranking soldiers depending on how pretty they are.  Who knows?  The options are endless when there aren’t any rules anymore.” 
 
      
 
    Kyler set aside the dossiers on the family causing so many issues when he heard the other trucks start rolling out.  The messengers truck had been full of extra ammunition, gas and food which showed just how much the powers that be wanted the ‘enemies of the people’ captured.  They definitely weren’t sparing any expenses on capturing them.  Kyler had gotten the pleasure of loading their share of supplies into the truck.  Rodriguez was enjoying milking the ‘massive life-threatening injury’ he’d sustained to his hind quarters. 
 
      
 
    They’d waited until nighttime to move thinking it’d be easier to roll down the interstate at night than during the day from a Zombie attracting perspective.  The problem as Kyler understood it was that no one had ever tried driving as far as they were going down the interstate with a whole convoy of trucks.  They’d consolidated the number of trucks by doubling up the men in a few of them, so they ended up with just five trucks.  The trucks were all big four-wheel drive rigs though.  Not a single quiet one among them.  The one Kyler and Rodriguez were driving was actually the smallest and lightest of them all.  That meant they got the dubious honor of leading the convoy down the road.   
 
      
 
    They talked as Kyler drove towards Atlanta.  Kyler cringing internally as Rodriguez expressed his thoughts around what would probably happen to the family once they were dragged back for punishment.   
 
      
 
    “You know.  I think they normally try to keep from sending people back and forth on the main freeways too much anyway.  All the traffic attracts more Zombies, so they want to reserve them for when they’re really needed.  Just another thing that tells me these guys are going to get a whole lot of hurt when we bring them back.” 
 
      
 
    “Assuming we bring them back.  Sounds like they’ve been on the run and killing everybody who tries to capture them.  You really want to go up against an armed family trying to protect their kids?  They’ve got to know what happens once they’re caught.  They’re not going down without a fight.” 
 
      
 
    Rodriguez paused to consider that for a while.  Going against the random deserter or a group of Zombies was one thing.  Going up against armed men and women actively shooting back at you was something different.  Kyler kept them moving down the interstate while Rodriguez mulled over the fact that they were probably going to get shot at by a group that sounded like they were pretty good at it.   
 
      
 
    “Well.  Hopefully someone else takes them before we get there.  Or, we may never see them anyway if they head up the Atlantic side of Florida.  We’ll miss them by a whole state.”  Rodriguez seemed to find solitude in those ideas.   
 
      
 
    The interstate had been cleared of cars.  That was one of the things that the Senator had ordered be done throughout the state for the major roads.  He knew that wars and trade both depended on being able to transport goods quickly from one end of the state to the other.  In addition to the roads being cleared they were working on blocking off the roads coming from the north.  They were doing their best to kill as many of the Zombies roaming the state as they could, but that job was immense.  They were trying to limit how many more might pour in once they got the Zombies thinned out in Georgia and Florida.  It’d be a long effort but worth it in the end.   
 
      
 
    They passed by more and more guard posts the closer they got to Atlanta.  The guard posts weren’t visible to them as they drove past in the darkness.  Their radio would suddenly come to life and they’d be asked to identify themselves.  As the lead truck Kyler and Rodriguez had been given the latest passwords by the messenger.  The passwords were all that was needed for the most part.  A few of the posts demanded additional info which Kyler gave them no questions asked.  It was amazing how forthcoming you could be when you knew hesitating would probably end up with some machine gunner feeding a belt of armor piercing rounds through a large gun aimed directly at you.   
 
      
 
    “What happens if you drive through here with no radio?”  Kyler asked curiously.   
 
      
 
    “They shoot you.”  Rodriguez answered.  He’d taken some more medicine and was falling back asleep.  Kyler wished he had a book on tape or something.  Other than the constant fear of death from a variety of sources it was pretty boring driving through the night.   
 
      
 
    There were Zombies who came out after them.  Kyler would dodge them as well as he could.  The truck they were driving couldn’t take too many more Zombie impacts.  Luckily most of the Zombies seemed to run at them from the side of the road.  If thy ran straight at the headlights it got more complicated trying to dodge them.  Especially if there was more than one of them.  Kyler began to feel pretty good about their chances of actually making it down to Florida alive.  His radio crackled to life. 
 
      
 
    Kyler answered the challenge question and listened carefully as the radio operator informed him a herd was moving down the road.  The radio operator told them they should pull the truck over and go hide in the woods until the herd passed.  He knew the guard posts were all linked together via wired radios that were run over cable on the side of the interstate.  He didn’t know from how far away they could get information but assumed they had a pretty widespread network built up.  It was amazing how quickly being able to talk on a party line kludged together radio system had become state of the art.   
 
      
 
    Kyler relayed the info back to Krantz and the rest of the team before finding a spot to pull over and wait for them.  He nudged Rodriguez awake and the two of them got out of the truck and waited for everyone else to show up.  Once they were all there, they went into the woods about a hundred yards.  Rodriguez volunteered Kyler to climb a tree and let them know what was going on.  Choosing not to say what he thought of the idea Kyler got some of the guys to boost him up into a likely looking tree. 
 
      
 
    He climbed high enough to have a clear view of the road but not so high he couldn’t get himself out of the tree in under a minute if needed.  Worse case he thought he was probably low enough to avoid a broken leg if he had to jump for it.  He found a decent branch to sit on and then put on the night vision Krantz had handed him.  He got the walkie talkie ready to click and sat in the tree waiting.   
 
      
 
    Thirty minutes later he was still waiting.  The guy on the radio had made it sound like their death was imminent if they didn’t pull over.  He’d expected them to give them some cushion to get off the road, but this seemed pretty substantial.  His walkie had already let out short bursts of static twice that he’d responded to with single short bursts.  He was shifting around now trying to get comfortable on the branch he was sitting on while staring through the night vision at a green tinted world.   
 
      
 
    A figure running unbelievably fast sprinted down the middle of the road and came to a stop.  Kyler watched while the adrenalized Zombie stood in the middle of the road by where the trucks were parked sniffing at the air.  Three more of the super-fast Zombies appeared next to him as if by magic.  It occurred to Kyler that these Zombies were actively moving down the road in the middle of the night.  Had they been able to hear the trucks from miles away?  If they had developed the ability to sprint like roided up Russian Olympians, then maybe they’d accumulated some other more subtle gifts.  If they could hear over greater distances now that didn’t bode well for the humans trying to survive.   
 
      
 
    These Zombies out on the road weren’t acting like the typical Zombies in more ways than one.  If the trucks had been running, then Kyler would’ve expected the Zombies to meander over and investigate them.  If they didn’t see anything human shaped inside the trucks, he’d have expected them to take off.  These Zombies didn’t do that.  The four of them padded around the trucks quietly sniffing and touching them.   
 
      
 
    More Zombies showed up.  These moved at more normal speeds.  Normal if a regular human could jog all night without getting winded.  The virus didn’t give these Zombies anything special so far as Kyler had suspected previously.  What it did seem to give them was the ability to not care if they were running their feet down to nubs.  To not care if they were ripping their skin apart running through briars with no clothes on.   
 
      
 
    He sent two radio bursts down to the men on the ground to let them know the Zombies were here and to stay quiet.  He hoped it was his imagination, but it seemed like the Zombies around the trucks had perked up when he’d pressed the send button on the walkie.  If the Zombies had gotten to the point that they could detect that tiny bit of non-descriptive noise, then the human race was royally screwed.  Even more screwed than it was already was which was saying quite a bit. 
 
      
 
    More and more Zombies ran up to the part of the road the trucks were parked on.  Several of them were looking all around as if trying to see if their prey were hiding in the woods.  Kyler did his best to stay completely motionless.  He also made sure not to make eye contact with any of them since that’d always seemed to him to be a sure-fire way of being seen.  He hated that his life and the lives of the men below may end up depending on the skills he’d picked up as a kid playing hide and seek.   
 
      
 
    The Zombies kept coming.  They didn’t look like they were trying to keep moving down the road.  Kyler and the rest of them had pretty much assumed they were going to pull over to the side and wait for the Zombie herd to pass by then get back in their trucks and keep going.  It looked like this herd was thinking about bedding down for the night.  Which sucked since it looked like they were planning on sleeping under the trucks and in the woods that Kyler and team were currently occupying.   
 
      
 
    Kyler didn’t bother clicking the radio.  He saw several of the Zombies sink down into the thick weeds by the road and knew the herd had decided to stop for the night.  Kyler didn’t want to end up sleeping in the tree so he climbed down as fast as he could and made the motion for everyone to gather up and head deeper into the woods.  No one questioned the order.  Kyler had been the one up in the tree watching the Zombies.  When he came down the tree and told them where to go it only made sense to follow him.   
 
      
 
    They all moved as quickly and quietly as they could about a mile into the woods.  He was still freaked out about the way some of the Zombies seemed to have heard the basically inaudible radio static bursts.  Kyler went around to everyone and signaled for them to maintain operational silence.  When they were finally deep enough in the middle of nowhere Kyler squatted down next to Krantz and used his phone to type out what he’d seen and why he’d told everyone to move into the woods.  Krantz took the information that the Zombies seemed to have gained some enhanced auditory abilities in stride.   
 
      
 
    The order was written down and passed around.  They’d bed down here and continue in the morning assuming the Zombies decided to keep moving down the road.  If the Zombies chose to hang out by the trucks for a while, they’d cross that bridge when they got to it.  The biggest part of the order that filled many of the men with fear was that there was to be no talking at all, and motion should be limited if it weren’t essential.   
 
      
 
    On reading the order the men each understood that this nightmare they were living in had just somehow managed to get even worse.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Authors Note: 
 
      
 
    Thank you so much for going on this adventure with me.  These stories always take twists and turns I don’t foresee when I start writing them.  I try and let the characters come alive and dictate the pace of the story and what happens to them.  I remember each character is a real person with good and bad impulses.  No man is ever purely evil or purely good.  It’s more of a sliding scale really. 
 
      
 
    I was reading in a discussion group where authors were talking about how they would write an entire series then go back and change parts of the beginning if it didn’t work with the story.  It made for easier ways to tie up loose endings and make everything fit together.  In my case I prefer some loose endings.  Just like real life not every problem always gets addressed.  There’s not necessarily an answer to every question.  Actions have consequences so I think having to live with those initial actions throughout an entire series make it more lifelike and interesting.   
 
      
 
    Thank you again so much for supporting me in this story telling endeavor.  I do hope you’re enjoying the adventure as much as I am.  If you could please take the time to leave a positive review that would be very appreciated and help me to keep churning these out.  Until the next book!  Remember that motion is life! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Other Books by R S Merritt 
 
      
 
    For more of a Zombie fix check out the Zournal series: 
 
      
 
    The Zournal Series 
 
      
 
    Looking for something a little different?  Try the Son of the Keeper Series. 
 
      
 
    Son of the Keeper 
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